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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Zeke shouted as he sprinted through the forest. 
 
    He was afraid to look back but knew that he should. Finding a clear path through the trees, he decided to risk it and glanced over his shoulder. There was nothing to see through the mist that had settled in among the trees. Dumber elves would probably think they were safe by now, but he knew better.  
 
    The elf shook his head at his own stupidity. He shouldn’t have gone out to the Forbidden Oaks. If something was given a scary name like ‘Forbidden’, it was probably for a good reason. He assumed it was just his town’s way of trying to keep its people from venturing too far thanks to something that happened centuries earlier. He had convinced himself there was nothing more to it than some old superstitions by the time he had made it to the outskirts of the Oaks. Unfortunately, he found out pretty quickly that wasn’t the case when he stumbled upon three demons stalking about. 
 
    As if they could read his thoughts, he saw two black figures run through the trees off to his far left and far right. That wasn’t ideal. He’d encountered a demon here and there over his twenty-odd years of life, but he was always quick to slip away before being seen. It looked like he was followed after all, and now they were spreading out to trap him.  
 
    He was still a few hours east of Re’Lus… they’d catch him way before he got to safety. His best option was to find somewhere to hide and hope they went off on their own.  
 
    Looking around for somewhere to disappear, he saw a tight cluster of trees a few dozen yards ahead to his left. If he could get there without any of them seeing him, he’d be able to wait there for a few minutes until he was sure they passed. He could then take the long way back home and not have to risk bumping into the lot again. Yes, that sounded like the best choice. 
 
    Dashing as quickly as he could, he leaped into the cluster of trees, finagling himself into the middle. Most of the trees here were very thin, but they had grown so close together that they’d provide great cover. He picked a tree that was a foot or so thick and crouched down with his back to it.  
 
    Digging around in his bag, he pulled out his dark green cloak. The grass wasn’t quite this dark, but he didn’t know how colorblind demons were. He should find that out sometime. Who would know something like that? Zeke assumed that probably wasn’t something people found out until after being eaten by a demon thanks to their dumb dark green cloak giving their position away.  
 
    Deciding to give it a shot anyway, Zeke threw the cloak over him and went back to his bag. He didn’t bring much on his little excursion, thinking he’d only be gone for a day at the max. He had half a loaf of bread, a small map of the known area… oh, and Lucky! 
 
    The elf pulled out his dagger, breathing a sigh of relief. He completely forgot he had it. It wasn’t much, but maybe Lucky would help him out if he needed it. Daggers could hurt demons, right?  
 
    Zeke had found the dagger back in Re’Lus, working for Moya as a low-level caterer. One of his co-workers, an elven baker named Arl… or Garl… was it Carl? Regardless, one of the bakers had received a dagger as a birthday present a few days before the 'incident'. The day of the 'incident', the baker went to deliver a set of wedding cakes. Right before he made it inside, he slipped.  
 
    It was one of the most depressing things Zeke had ever come across. Cakes went everywhere, all of them completely ruined. It was truly heartbreaking. Never had he seen so many baked goods destroyed for no good reason… 
 
    Anyway, the dagger had managed to come loose as the elf tripped. It unexpectedly landed pointing straight up, and when the baker spun and fell, it punctured his stomach. He howled like nothing Zeke had ever heard, and the town’s priests arrived almost immediately. They picked him up to take him back to their temple for healing, with the baker yanking the dagger out of himself as he was in the air. He shouted some obscenities about the dagger, going on and on about how it was cursed or some other nonsense, and then chucked it away. The dagger landed right next to Zeke.  
 
    The silly elf didn’t know what he was talking about. Zeke couldn’t see how it was cursed at all, at least for him. Not only did Zeke get a new dagger from the incident, but he had enough ground cake to eat for the next three days! It was a no-brainer to name the dagger Lucky.  
 
    Crack. 
 
    A twig snapped behind Zeke. He held his breath as a few other twigs snapped under the weight of the demons circling around the cluster of trees. Had they seen him run in here?  
 
    He watched the three black figures circle around the trees, unable to see the red glow from their eyes. Zeke couldn’t get a good view of them but could hear their labored breathing. Two of the black shapes became smaller as they walked away, eventually disappearing completely from view. The third one remained for a while longer, occasionally pausing and quieting its own breathing. 
 
    Zeke stayed completely still, trapped in this prison of trees that he chose for himself. Afraid that the demon could somehow sense his gaze on it, he kept the creature in his peripherals and instead kept his eyes locked on the ground. This wouldn’t be a great place to die. The others wouldn’t find him for days or weeks, if they bothered searching for him at all. That was also assuming the demons didn’t devour him completely.  
 
    Randomly, the demon let out a disgruntled sound and then moved away.  
 
    Zeke let out a sigh of relief. He had done it. He had successfully dodged the demons. 
 
    He couldn’t decide if he wanted to tell everyone back at Re’Lus what had happened or not. On the one hand, successfully escaping from three demons was no small feat. On the other, he hadn’t exactly accomplished anything.  
 
    He came to the Forbidden Oaks in hopes of exploring the unexplored, and to maybe bring back some rare goods or interesting finds. He had tried to do the same a handful of times before but always came back empty handed. The town thought of him as a joke, and he knew it.  
 
    “Every village has an idiot, and for us that’s you.” 
 
    Moya and the others were always telling him that, and it drove him insane. Sure, he had a tendency to mess up on occasion, but who didn’t? So he had accidentally burned down the kitchen two or four times… Moya had insurance for a reason, right?   
 
    Zeke shook his head as he took off the cloak and shoved it back into his bag. It wasn’t just his work, either. The elders and nearly all of his old schoolmates looked down on him. He wasn’t fit enough to be a warrior and didn’t seem to have any magic capabilities for combat or healing. His apathy towards the town’s politics kept him from pursuing any office, and a few of the fire-related incidents had caused other employers to view him as a 'risky hire', whatever that meant. 
 
    He wondered if there was any point to him even staying in Re’Lus anymore. 
 
    Zeke went to put Lucky in his bag when the dagger slipped from his fingers. Instinctively, he moved his foot to try and stop the dagger from hitting the floor. Lucky dropped blade down, slicing through his boot and into the top of his foot. 
 
    “Eeeee!” screeched Zeke, in a pitch higher than he wanted to admit to himself.  
 
    The elf covered his mouth with one hand as he pulled Lucky out of his foot with the other. Why didn’t he just let the dagger fall to the ground? It’s not like it would’ve made any noise! 
 
    He looked around for a black shape, but none appeared. Did the demons really not hear him? He figured at least the last one would’ve been close enough to hear his less-than-manly squeal of pain. Instead, there was no sign of it. It was completely quiet.  
 
    Actually… it was really quiet. 
 
    The sound of wind passing through the treetops had completely subsided, and the normal racket of wildlife had disappeared as well. The loudest thing he could hear was his own breathing. 
 
    Deciding to risk it, Zeke stuck his head out of the cluster of trees and looked around. He couldn’t see anything but trees. The mist had started to dissipate, and there was still no sign of anything. It looked like he had lucked out again. 
 
    Until he heard the labored breathing behind him. 
 
    Turning ever so slowly, the elf looked back into the red glowing eyes of a demon. The creature stood about seven feet tall, but was hunched over with its clawed hands hanging limply in front of it. The demon was entirely pitch black, aside from its red eyes and yellowish teeth. Very sharp yellowish teeth, that is.   
 
    Zeke had never been this close to one before, and could now say with certainty that he was not a fan of the smell of demons. He couldn’t quite place it, but it was a mix between soured milk and overcooked eggs.  
 
    He was bummed that it would be the last thing he’d ever smell. There was no hope of escape now, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to kill it before it killed him. He was resigned to his fate, but still had something he had to know before his life was snuffed out. 
 
    “Um…” said Zeke, clearing his throat. “ Are… are you guys colorblind?”  
 
    The demon screeched at him, nearly making him deaf. The demon bared its teeth a little wider now.  
 
    “So that’s a no on answering me, or a no you're not colorblind?” Zeke clarified 
 
    The demon opened its mouth completely this time, slowly leaning in to begin its elven feast. Zeke wanted to close his eyes but decided in his last minute to have a shred of dignity.  
 
    And then an arrow shot through the side of the demon’s head. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The demon fell over to its right, its body twitching slightly before it completely died.  
 
    Zeke stared down at it with open eyes for a few seconds, unsure of what was happening. When he finally realized he wasn’t going to die to the demon, he relaxed. 
 
    And then he threw up. 
 
    Everything hit him at once. The rancid smell coupled with how close he came to death was too much for him. So much for his dignity.  
 
    “You, ah, okay there?” came a woman’s voice. 
 
    Zeke turned and found a human woman standing a few yards away, bow in hand. She had her black hair up in a ponytail and had an athletic build. Zeke wasn’t great at guessing human’s ages, but she didn’t look particularly old and wasn’t a teenager. 
 
    “Was that you who killed the demon?” asked Zeke, wiping his mouth. 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sorry if you wanted the kill, but I wasn’t sure if you had it under control and I didn’t want to risk it.”  
 
    “Wanted the kill?” he laughed. When she didn’t smile, he realized she wasn’t joking. She must have really badly misread what was happening. “No, I appreciate the assist.”  
 
    “Good,” she smiled, looking around.  
 
    “Don’t worry, the other demons were further off,” said Zeke. “You don’t need to keep your eyes peeled for them unless you head further west.”  
 
    “I’m not looking for demons, I’m looking for the woman who screamed,” she explained, pushing through and into the cluster of trees.  
 
    “Woman?” Zeke asked.  
 
    “Yes,” said the human. “I was passing through here when I heard a woman cry out. I was afraid something happened to her and hurried over as fast as I could. I assumed it was bandits, but then I saw the demon. Did you see her?”  
 
    Zeke realized the scream she heard was from his accident with Lucky, but figured it would be better to skip over that little fact.  
 
    “Uh, yeah. I saw her,” he lied, putting pressure on his injured foot to see how bad it was. It stung a bit, but wouldn’t stop hinder him from walking or running. “I heard that, too, and came over to save her. I distracted the demon while she ran off.”  
 
    “Should we go after her and make sure she’s safe?” asked the woman, stepping further away from the vomit. 
 
    “You know what? I’m pretty sure that won’t be necessary,” said Zeke, also taking a few steps away from his puke. “There’s nothing else too dangerous in this part of the woods. Those demons came from the Forbidden Oaks. Well, that’s the name my people gave that area, anyway.”  
 
    “No, the Forbidden Oaks is widely known,” shrugged the woman. “It’s very dangerous. I’m not surprised at all to hear some demons decided to make their way out of there. It’s even deadly for those creatures.”  
 
    Even demons should be afraid of the place? Zeke made a mental note to never go to somewhere with the title ‘Forbidden’ ever again.  
 
    “I’m Zeke, by the way,” he said, reaching his hand out. “Zeke Northwood of the town of Re’Lus.”  
 
    “Zeke Northwood? Isn’t Re’Lus a town in the eastern woods?” she asked.  
 
    “It is.”  
 
    The two stared at each other silently for a beat. 
 
    He got that a lot. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll I’m Sloane Corekeep,” she said, shaking his hand. “I hail from… from…”  
 
    The woman closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Zeke didn’t know what was going on, but suddenly wished she would let go of his hand in case he needed to run.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she chuckled, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “I’m from the city of Goldsworth. Or rather, what’s left of it. I’m sure you know the story.”  
 
    Zeke nodded to be polite, having no idea what she was talking about. It wasn’t that the elves in Re’Lus didn’t get news or rumors from other cities, he just wasn’t one for paying much attention to it. Exciting tales from other places just made him depressed with his current place in life, and the rest of it he just found a tad boring. He was sorry to hear that something bad happened to Sloane’s city, but didn’t want to bring up bad memories.  
 
    “Where are you headed to, Sloane from Goldsworth?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s not important,” she shrugged.  
 
    “Come on, maybe I can help point you in the right direction,” smiled Zeke. “Even though, as you said, I had that demon handled, I still owe you for helping me out.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’ll know about this one,” she said.  
 
    “Try me,” said Zeke. He always appreciated a challenge.  
 
    “I’m searching for the Lost Citadel,” she said.  
 
    Dang it, she won.  
 
    “Never heard of it.”  
 
    “Really?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “It’s pretty famous.”  
 
    “What’s so famous about it?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s a fortress that people have lost the location to over the ages,” she explained. “The rumors are that the halls are filled with gold, treasure, and powerful weapons.”  
 
    “How much gold are we talking?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “More than all of the southern lands combined,” she said. 
 
    Zeke whistled. That was quite the sum.  
 
    “Is it rumored to be around here?” he asked. He hoped the answer was yes. He’d love to go and find this place, then come back and rub it in everyone’s faces. Who’d be the idiot then? Granted, being rich didn’t necessarily make him not an idiot… but everyone would have to be nice to him then!  
 
    “It’s not,” she said. “It’s out further west. I don’t know the particular location, but I’ve got a few leads that are pointing me in the right direction.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, shoulders dropping slightly. Well, it was nice to dream for a minute. “Why are you in this part of Rundland, then?” 
 
    “I had hoped to go out further to the west, but all the major roads were being guarded by Lord Kutarm’s forces,” she sighed. “They’re always hassling travelers, and I just don’t want to deal with that.”  
 
    Even for someone that actively avoided news of the outside, it was hard to not know who Lord Kutarm was. The man was a ruler out in the western lands, initially over a small kingdom. Something had changed when Zeke was young, however, and Kutarm started taking over the surrounding territories. His reach was ever expanding over the last decade, even getting close to the eastern and southern lands. By all accounts, Kutarm had no plans of stopping anytime soon.   
 
    Most of Kutarm’s army was human, although a handful of the other races were sprinkled in. He had a bad habit of completely torching cities and towns that put up a fight, and the ones that surrendered had heavy taxes to worry about. While these things had happened in previous times, most rulers looked down on those practices nowadays.   
 
    Zeke hadn’t worried too much about Kutarm until recently. Re’Lus was far from him, even after the expansion. Still, the harsh man was beginning to move further east, and some darker rumors were beginning to surface. Some said he had struck an alliance with some fae and demon lords. Most didn’t believe this, but it did worry Zeke when he thought about it.  
 
    “What about you?” asked Sloane. “Why are you so far from home?”  
 
    Zeke hesitated, trying to come up with some sort of lie. Unfortunately, nothing was coming to him. The Forbidden Oaks was the only thing out here, and he didn’t know enough about the towns to the south to be convincing if she asked follow up questions.  
 
    “I was actually in the Forbidden Oaks,” he admitted.  
 
    “You were?” she asked, eyes widening. “What for?”  
 
    “I just wanted to check it out,” he shrugged. “I assumed that maybe it wasn’t as bad as people made it out to be, or maybe I’d find something there that the people in my town didn’t know about.”  
 
    Sloane eyed the elf up and down. “That’s very brave… or foolish.”  
 
    Zeke shrugged. He knew everyone back in Re’Lus would just find it foolish but he was flattered she had even said the word brave.  
 
    Sloane continued to stare at him, which made him uncomfortable.  
 
    “What?” he asked, wiping his mouth again. “Do I still have vomit on me?”  
 
    Sloane shook her head and laughed. “No, thankfully. You seem… interesting. My quest has proven to be a bit more dangerous than I had originally thought it would be, and I could maybe use someone to help get my back. I was wondering if you’d perhaps like to come with me to the Lost Citadel?”  
 
    “Me?” asked Zeke, looking around to make sure she wasn’t talking to somebody else. “Really? You want me to come with you?”  
 
    “It won’t be safe,” she continued. “And I can’t-”  
 
    “I’m in,” smiled Zeke, cutting her off and picking his bag off the floor.  
 
    This was just what he had been hoping for. Now he had an excuse to leave Re’Lus, and go out and try to make something of himself. Sure, there was probably some risk involved, but what great person never dealt with some of that occasionally? They would either die while they did this or find the treasure she was talking about. Either way, he wouldn’t have to deal with Moya telling him what to do anymore.  
 
    Sloane looked surprised. “But you haven’t heard all the risks we-”  
 
    “While I don’t want to, I’ve unfortunately got to stop back in Re’Lus one more time before we head out,” said Zeke, no longer listening as he formulated the next steps in his head. “I only packed for a day, and I have a feeling I’ll need a few more things before we go.”  
 
    Sloane smirked, then nodded. “Sure. We can do that.”  
 
    “Great,” he said, turning towards Re’Lus. He wasn’t worried about running into the two remaining demons anymore. He was confident his new companion could handle them. Besides, he wanted to get finished with Re’Lus as soon as possible. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Sloane watched the elf with a curious eye as they made their way towards Re’Lus. The scrawny elf didn’t look like much. He was thin, even for an elf, and had an awkward way about him. From what she could tell, he wasn’t a mage or priest, either. On first impression, she honestly thought he might’ve been the one who made that womanly scream. Him throwing up certainly didn’t help any.  
 
    After talking with him, though, she felt like there was something special about the elf. He had gone to the Forbidden Oaks and survived, and then came back to help someone against a demon. She hadn’t known what he was doing letting the thing get so close to him, but the elf had seemed so calm the entire time, even talking to the demon.  
 
    She was also stunned at how willing he was to come on this quest with her. He didn’t know her at all, and he didn’t even care to hear about the dangers they could face. It was almost like there was something more to the elf than he was letting on.  
 
    Sloane had surprised herself when she asked him to come with her. After the devastation at Goldsworth, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to ever deal with companions again. The place she had called home all her life was gone in what felt like an instant. Everyone she had known was dead, or as good as dead. At the time, she thought she was better off just finding the Lost Citadel and going off somewhere to live the rest of her days in peace and quiet.  
 
    Alone.  
 
    She still thought that, really. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t bring some help along for the ride.  
 
    “Should we discuss the way we’ll split it?” she asked after an hour of walking through the woods. In addition to watching the elf, she had kept an eye out for any signs of demons. There had been some tracks for the first part of their journey, but they had disappeared ten minutes earlier. The demons must’ve gone off in another direction.  
 
    “Split what?” asked Zeke, glancing back at her.  
 
    “The treasure we find in the Lost Citadel,” she clarified.  
 
    “Oh, right,” he nodded. “Is that something we should discuss now?”  
 
    “It’s pretty standard to determine everyone’s cut before undertaking a task,” she nodded. This wasn’t her first time doing something like this. She had worked with a wide array of people needing something done or found over the years, and always made sure to get everything squared away before starting. “Don’t want either of us screwed over.”  
 
    “We could just figure it out when we get there,” he shrugged.  
 
    “I’d prefer that we come to an agreement ahead of time,” said Sloane, trying to be firm but friendly. She had been a little too harsh with people in the past, and that didn’t always pan out. This was serious, after all. Money was on the line!  
 
    “Okay, well… how about 50-50?” asked Zeke. “That seems pretty fair to me.”  
 
    Sloane turned it over in her head. She was the one that knew the most about the Lost Citadel’s location, but she could also be incorrect and lead them in the wrong direction. There was also no telling if Zeke would prove to be a valuable ally, or just drag them down. That was the risk with establishing these deals early, though.  
 
    “50-50 works for me,” she nodded. 
 
    “Am I going to have to sign something?” he laughed.  
 
    “No, we don’t need to write up an official agreement,” she shrugged. She’d just kill him if he betrayed her. She wasn’t too worried about it. 
 
    The two continued on for another hour or so until they finally arrived at Re’Lus. 
 
    The town was fairly large, even for an elven town. Sloane never understood why they felt like all of their buildings needed to be so spread out, but maybe they just really liked their privacy. The typical elven characteristics could be found in the town. All of the buildings were made of fine wood, with no signs of aging or damage on any of them. Sloane wasn’t sure if this was thanks to a type of wood they used, or if it was some sort of magic that the elves kept secret. 
 
    A large tree stood in the center of town, which was certainly magical. Elven priests and seers would go to these trees to ask for blessings or get glimpses of the future. They also were the cornerstone of the town. Whenever the tree died or was cut down by invaders, the elves would always pick up and move to another magic tree. Sloane had no idea how they always found them, but they did.  
 
    Sloane noticed tanners, blacksmiths, and beekeepers working on their goods as she and Zeke walked through the town. Children chased small fae creatures around, while their parents shadowed them to make sure they didn’t get into any trouble. Elves came in and out of stores as they went about their daily business. While there were some differences, it reminded Sloane of her old home in some ways. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” said Zeke, catching her attention. “Sorry to have you come through here with me.”  
 
    “It’s no problem,” she smiled. “I don’t get to see elven towns very often. Yours is very lovely.”  
 
    “Uh huh,” he mumbled. Sloane was getting the vibe that he wasn’t very appreciative of what he had here in Re’Lus. “My place is just around the c-” 
 
    “Is that Zeke?” shouted out a voice from one of the buildings.  
 
    “Should probably pick up the pace!” he whispered, quickening his steps.  
 
    “Hey, it is! Zeke’s back!” shouted another voice. “Go tell Moya!”  
 
    Zeke slowed, rubbing a hand over his face. 
 
    “Something wrong?” asked Sloane. “It sounds like your friends are excited to see you.” 
 
    “They aren’t my friends,” he said quickly. “They’re my co-workers.”  
 
    “Co-workers can be friends,” she shrugged.  
 
    “Not these ones,” he mumbled.  
 
    “What do they mean you’re back?” she asked. “Did you tell them you left?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” he said. “I actually was supposed to be at work today, but I skipped out. If I had to guess, some of them came by my place to see if I had overslept again.”  
 
    “How often do you oversleep?” 
 
    “Th-That wasn’t the point! The point is we need to… nevermind. We’re too late.”  
 
    Sloane saw three elves walking over to them. All three were dressed in white, with large puffy hats. Sloane guessed they were all cooks. Two elven men flanked an elven woman, who Sloane took to be Moya. The men were of average elven build while the woman was… not. 
 
    “Where were you?!” demanded Moya, the fat elf.  
 
    “I was out doing something you hate,” explained Zeke. “Exercising.”  
 
    A flurry of movement broke out, so quick that Sloane hardly had time to react. A metal ladle appeared in the fat elf’s hand, which was then chucked at Zeke with shocking speed. While Moya’s speed was surprising in its own right, Zeke’s was even more so. The scrawny elf leaned back as the ladle flew at his head, dodging it completely. His right hand then shot up, grabbing the ladle out of the air and then holding it up defensively towards Moya.  
 
    Where had that speed come from? That was incredible!  
 
    “I’ll fire you, Zeke!” shouted Moya. “You know I will!”  
 
    “Did Zeke set your shop on fire again?” asked a different elf from the side. A small crowd was now gathering to see what was happening. 
 
    “Again?” asked Sloane, raising an eyebrow at Zeke.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he whispered, before raising his voice to the others, gesturing wildly with the ladle. “You can’t fire me, because I quit!”  
 
    “Quit?” asked one of the elves accompanying Moya. “Where do you think you’ll go, huh?” 
 
    “No one will hire you,” added the other one. 
 
    “I won’t need a job once I find what I’m looking for,” explained Zeke, crossing his arms and holding his head high. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” asked Moya. “What is it you’re going to find?”  
 
    “The Lost Castle!” declared Zeke. 
 
    The elves all exchanged confused looks.  
 
    “The Lost Citadel, actually,” whispered Sloane.  
 
    “The Lost Citadel!” declared Zeke again.  
 
    The crowd burst into laughter at that.  
 
    “People have been looking for the Lost Citadel for years!” laughed someone in the crowd.  
 
    “Does Zeke really think of all people, he’ll be the one to find it!?” laughed another. 
 
    Sloane was starting to understand Zeke’s dislike of this place. No one seemed to be taking him seriously. 
 
    “Listen here, Zeke,” said Moya, speaking over the crowd. “You’re going to come back to this town with your tail between your legs, just like last time. Except this time around, you won’t have a job waiting for you.”  
 
    Zeke and Moya shared a long glare. When Sloane noticed Zeke’s hands curling into shaking fists, she decided enough was enough. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” whispered Sloane.  
 
    Zeke glared a bit longer at Moya before breaking away, letting the ladle fall to the ground. Sloane followed after him as he pushed through the crowd and down the street.  
 
    “That was kind of intense,” she said.  
 
    “I guess,” he nodded. “Sorry you had to see that.” 
 
    “Zeke!” came a woman’s voice behind them. “Wait up!”  
 
    An elven woman rushed up to join them as Zeke stopped and rolled his eyes. The elf had short blonde hair and beautiful green eyes. She also had a more typical elven build than Moya.  
 
    “Mind your own business, Bronwen,” he mumbled.  
 
    “Is it true you’re going to leave town?” asked Bronwen. There was genuine concern in her voice, and she looked scared. 
 
    “I did this morning, too,” he shrugged.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous to go out now!” pressed Bronwen. “Haven’t you heard the newest rumors about Lord Kutarm?”  
 
    “What rumors?” asked Sloane. She assumed the elf was just talking about the continual expansion, but wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything new. It had been a few days since she heard anything. She didn’t have a place to call home anymore, so she didn’t particularly care about his land grab outside of his guards occupying popular roads.  
 
    Bronwen looked Sloane up and down. Her look changed from soft and innocent to harsh and suspicious in an instant. “And you are…?”  
 
    “Sloane Corekeep,” answered Zeke. “She is accompanying me to the Lost Citadel. Sloane, this is Bronwen Winterwind, one of my oldest pals.” 
 
    Sloane noticed Bronwen wince when he said pals, while Zeke appeared oblivious. Sloane realized what was going on now. The girl didn’t want Zeke to leave for selfish reasons. It was probably best if Sloane stayed out of it. 
 
    “You’ve got to listen to me,” continued Bronwen, turning back to Zeke. “You can’t go now!”  
 
    “You can’t tell me what to do,” said Zeke. “We’re leaving.”   
 
    “No! Lord Kutarm has found an Arcane Staff, and is looking for the others!”  
 
    “An Arcane Staff?” gasped Sloane. If that were true, then this was more serious than she thought. The Arcane Staves were the most powerful items in existence and had been hidden because of it. If he actually had one and ended up getting the others, he’d have the power to wreak havoc all across Linsuk!  
 
    “He’ll know that the elves of Rundland know where the Fourth is,” continued Bronwen, not even bothering to look at Sloane. “It isn’t safe for our people to be traveling! Kutarm could capture you, and force you to tell him where it is!” 
 
    “I’d never tell an outsider where the Fourth is, you know that,” said Zeke, shaking his head.  
 
    “Then you’ll die if you’re captured!” she shouted.  
 
    Sloane could see the confliction on Zeke’s face. He wanted to leave, but if Kutarm was looking for the Arcane Staves, it could end badly for him. While she could sympathize with that, it didn’t change her plans. She had less to worry about as a human, and if all of this was true, she’d want to hide out in the Lost Citadel as soon as possible.  
 
    “Fine,” sighed Zeke. “You’re right. I’ll stay.”  
 
    Sloane looked at the ground, a bit disappointed to hear that but understanding it was probably for the best.  
 
    “Good,” smiled Bronwen. “You mentioned you were out earlier today. We could grab dinner tonight and talk about your adventure from this morning, if you’d like?” 
 
    “That’d be nice,” nodded Zeke, glancing over at Sloane. “I’m gonna go wish Sloane luck on her journey, then I’ll come find you.”  
 
    “Sounds perfect!” said Bronwen, fighting to hide her glee as she turned and skipped away.  
 
    Sloane and Zeke were silent as they turned down a side street and entered into a small hut. Sloane took it to be the elf’s house. It wasn’t much, but it looked like he lived here alone. There was a bed that took up half the room, with a small kitchenette to one side. Zeke ran around the room, shoving clothes, food, and other items into his bag.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Sloane. 
 
    “Packing, of course,” he said. “Why?”  
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t going to leave?”  
 
    “Yeah, I needed to buy us some time to escape,” he explained. “Bronwen gave me a great idea, too.”  
 
    “She did?” asked Sloane, leaning against the doorframe. She was relieved to hear that Zeke was still planning on coming along. “What was it?” 
 
    Zeke shoved another fistful of clothes into his bag, then looked up at Sloane and smile. “To steal the Fourth Arcane Staff before anyone else does!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “W-What!?” stammered Sloane. 
 
    “What what?” asked Zeke, confused by the human’s response. He thought he made himself perfectly clear.  
 
    “You just told your friend you wouldn’t tell anyone where the Arcane Staff was!” she exclaimed. 
 
    Zeke shrugged. Was Sloane going to freak out every time he told a little lie? If that was the case, this was going to be a long journey. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t have to tell you where it is. I can just lead us there, instead.” 
 
    “Woah, hold on,” said Sloane putting her hands up. “I asked you to come find the Lost Citadel with me, but I never said anything about finding an Arcane Staff. And I definitely didn’t say anything about finding an Arcane Staff when a tyrant is searching for it at the same time!”  
 
    Valid points, but Zeke didn’t care.  
 
    Ever since he was young and first learned about where the Fourth Staff was kept, he had always wanted to get his hands on it. This desire heightened when he grew up to not be great at anything. He knew the Arcane Staves were powerful, which would make him stronger. What made it even more painful was the Fourth wasn’t even that far. It was hidden in someplace called Wizard Keep, up north near a dwarven town just a few days walk away. 
 
    Unfortunately, if any elf ever took the Arcane Staff, they’d get banished from Re’Lus for the rest of their lives. It was considered to be one of the biggest taboos to even want the weapon. He had resolved himself to never getting to see it.  
 
    But now… he was in a win-win situation. First, if the Lost Citadel was real and it had even a fraction of the money that Sloane claimed it did, he could settle down anywhere he wanted. He didn’t even need to come back to this crummy place if he didn’t want to.  
 
    Second, if Lord Kutarm was after the Fourth Staff, there was a pretty decent chance he’d eventually find it. The guy was doing a good job of tearing through Linsuk and was probably used to getting what he wanted. If he already had one Arcane Staff, he was dangerous enough as he was. But two? That would be truly horrific.  
 
    Of course, he’d not be able to find it if no one knew where it was.  
 
    Because Zeke had it.  
 
    “Look, this trip to the Lost Citadel sounds like its getting pretty dangerous, right?” asked Zeke. 
 
    Sloane nodded. “Kutarm having an Arcane Staff does make things… more complicated.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’m not exactly built like a fighter.”  
 
    Sloane held her right arm and looked away. Zeke took that as an awkward yes.  
 
    “I also don’t have any skill with magic,” continued the elf. “In fact, the only weapon I’ve ever really even held was my dagger, Lucky.”  
 
    “Lucky?”  
 
    “Long story. Anyway, it sounds like we are going to run into trouble before we make it to the Lost Citadel, especially if Lord Kutarm has men scouring the lands to find another Arcane Staff.”  
 
    “I agree,” she nodded, looking back at him. “What’s your point?”  
 
    “If you want me to be any help, I’m going to need to have something that packs a serious punch. The only thing I can think of that fits that description is the Fourth Staff.”  
 
    Sloane crossed her arms as she thought it over. Zeke could see the wheels turning in her head, and was starting to worry he played his hand too aggressively. He had really sold how useless he was going to be if they ran into any trouble. Practically the only thing he was good at was running and hiding. Maybe she’d view him as a liability now, and wouldn’t help him. 
 
    After a long pause, Sloane nodded.  
 
    “So you agree to come with?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “Sure,” she said. “What you said made sense. Besides, if we can get the Arcane Staff before Kutarm does, then we won’t have to worry about him taking over the whole world while we enjoy our time at the Lost Citadel.” 
 
    “Exactly!” cheered Zeke.  
 
    “We’ll get the Arcane Staff first, then continue on our way,” she nodded. “So, where is it?”  
 
    He almost said Wizard’s Keep, but stopped himself. That was for sure an elven-only name for the collection of rocks that housed the Staff off the coast. She’d have no idea what he was talking about. He wasn’t totally sure where the exact rocks were, but assumed it would just take some walking around. 
 
    “It’s a place near Nurem,” he said, mentioning the town closest.  
 
    “Nurem?” she asked taken aback. “But I thought that was a dwarven town?”  
 
    “What have you got against dwarves?” he asked, throwing his bag over his shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t have anything against them. I thought elves and dwarves didn’t get along.”  
 
    “How dare you assume such a thing,” said Zeke, place a hand over his mouth as he pretended to be offended. There was some truth to that, but nowadays relations were fairly good between the two races.  
 
    “I-I didn’t mean anything by that!” she quickly added.  
 
    “Don’t worry, your racism is safe with me,” he said, moving past her and out the door. 
 
    “But I’m not-” 
 
    “Come on, we’ve got to get a move on,” he said, waving for her to join him. 
 
    The human sighed and shook her head, then followed after. Zeke knew Re’Lus like the back of his hand, which helped them sneak out without being seen by anyone else. When they had reached the far side of town, he noticed a few of the town’s guards talking with excited people at their doors. They must’ve been explaining that no one was allowed to leave the town. It wasn’t like anyone in this town was actually planning on traveling, but they sure didn’t like being told what to do.  
 
    Zeke led Sloane past some homes that closely bordered the forest, then the two ran for the trees. Zeke checked to make sure they weren’t seen, and it appeared they were in the clear. Still, he kept glancing back behind them for the first hour of their march north.  
 
    Several hours passed without any excitement, good or bad. They were reaching the furthest north Zeke had ever gone, and the elf began to slow down. For Sloane, she probably didn’t notice much of a difference in the trees as they passed through the forest. Zeke was an elf, though. He knew the trees surrounding his town well, and there was a clear difference when they arrived at a section of them he had never laid eyes on before.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Sloane, noting the change in Zeke’s pace. 
 
    “No, not at all,” he said, shaking his head. Truthfully, he was slowing down to make sure they were still heading north. He had never actually been to Nurem before and didn’t want to end up leading them completely off course. It was getting darker now, and he needed to keep his bearings. “Just thinking about how I won’t be back to Re’Lus for quite some time.” 
 
    “Understandable,” she nodded. She opened her mouth to say something else but hesitated.  
 
    “Is there something else?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “It was just… I wanted to ask you something,” she said, choosing her words carefully.  
 
    Zeke was feeling suddenly anxious. Why was she being so cautious? What could she be thinking that would make her nervous? Did she know it was him that made that girly scream back when they first met? Maybe she notices the cut in his boot and his slight limp... 
 
    “Sure,” he shrugged, trying to play it cool. “Whatever you want.”  
 
    “I’ve traveled around quite a bit over the past few years,” she began. “Different lands have different myths and legends not just about treasure, but also famous people. There was one that always fascinated me because so many people believed this one to be true.”  
 
    Sloane paused, watching Zeke’s face for a reaction.  
 
    Zeke had no idea what she was getting at. He knew a handful of legends himself but didn’t see what she could be going on about.  
 
    “Go on,” he insisted.  
 
    “There is one of a master thief,” she said. “Even though he’s relatively young, he’s proven to be the greatest thief that Linsuk has ever seen. There are stories that he’s stolen the Queen of Amul’s favorite portrait, priceless ancient texts from the Library of Yuta, and even prized jewels from dragons’ collections. No one knows his true name, and he simply goes by the title of The Elf Thief.” 
 
    Zeke nodded. He was familiar with this tale, too. Of all the legends, one that centered around an elf was bound to be popular in villages like his. Was she trying to ask if he knew the real identity of the man?  
 
    “There was something about you when we first met that I couldn’t place my finger on,” she continued. “You seemed to have no fear in the face of that demon. When I saw how quick you were when Moya threw that ladle at you, I couldn’t believe my eyes. And now… now you want to steal one of the Arcane Staves.” 
 
    Zeke suppressed his smile as hard as he could. Now he got what she was getting at. Him? The Elf Thief? She couldn’t be serious. He was flattered that someone would think of him in such a light, but there was nothing to it. He’d lived in Re’Lus all his life, and never stole anything. Well, aside from some food when Moya wasn’t looking.  
 
    While he was fast, the only reason he dodged Moya’s attack was because she had thrown stuff at him almost every day for the past several years. It wouldn’t be right to lead his new companion on with a lie… 
 
    Sloane stopped walking, turned and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Zeke, are you The Elf Thief?”  
 
    It wouldn’t be right… but what harm was there in having a little fun? 
 
    “Yes,” said Zeke, clearing his throat. “I am. I am The Elf Thief.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Sloane quietly gathered her things as first light broke the next morning. The two had ventured as far as they could the previous night. While Zeke would’ve been fine continuing thanks to his elven night vision, she wouldn’t have fared as well. Even though they were in a bit of a hurry, it wouldn’t have helped them much to keep walking through the night.  If everything went smoothly, the two of them would make it to Nurem soon.  
 
    If Sloane was honest with herself, she wasn’t so sure about that. Outside of the run-in with the demon when she first met Zeke, they hadn’t run into anyone or anything while traveling. From her experience, that didn’t last for long.  
 
    Sloane wasn’t too worried about it. She enjoyed combat, although preferred it when there was a reward involved. The reward at the end of all this was the Lost Citadel, so she didn’t mind. Even if she was bothered by fighting, she doubted it would’ve mattered much that morning. She was too excited to be traveling with a living legend.  
 
    Sloane looked over at the sleeping Zeke. Who’d have thought that she would run into The Elf Thief one random spring morning? She couldn’t believe her luck. She’d keep his secret as best she could, although it wasn’t like she had anyone to tell about it.  
 
    “That’s my sandwich, I’m not sharing!” mumbled Zeke. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” asked Sloane. They hadn’t packed any sandwiches. 
 
    Zeke woke with a start. “W-What’s going on?”  
 
    “You said you weren’t sharing your sandwich,” shrugged Sloane.  
 
    “Oh… I must’ve been talking in my sleep,” he muttered, wiping the sleep away from his eyes. “Is it time for us to get going?”  
 
    The Elf Thief talked in his sleep? Incredible. Sloane usually refused to travel with people that did that. It was too much of a risk that they’d attract attention in the middle of the night. Somehow, this legendary thief had managed it without ever getting caught!  
 
    Sloane nodded. “Best to keep moving.”  
 
    “Do you know how far Nurem is from here?” he asked, getting to his feet.  
 
    “Oh, I assumed you knew where we were,” said Sloane, reaching into her pocket for her map.  
 
    “Uh… it’s been a while,” said Zeke, avoiding eye contact as he looked around. “I’d prefer it if you double checked for us. Never know how much things have changed.”  
 
    “You think an entire city moved since you were last there?” laughed the human as she inspected the map. 
 
    Zeke mumbled something but she let it drop. She didn’t know if he was testing her or just playing around. It didn’t bother her any. It wouldn’t be bad to get a feel for their surroundings whether he had actually forgotten or not.  
 
    Sloane focused on the Rundland territory, which they were at the northern tip of if she had to guess. They were getting ready to enter the Fdorn Confederacy, where Nurem was one of its major cities, along with Gruvek and Tunek. Nurem had a river that cut through part of its town, and it looked to be the same one that was near their camp.  
 
    “Is that the Sinter River?” she asked Zeke, pointing off to her left. 
 
    “Definitely,” he nodded. “You can always tell the Sinter by how clear it is.”  
 
    “Perfect,” she said, scanning the map one last time. “In that case, I believe we are another day or so away from Nurem. If we keep the pace up and follow this river, then we should be there in no time.”  
 
    “Hmm,” said Zeke, rubbing his chin. “That sounds about right from what I remember. Good job.”  
 
    Sloane smiled back at him. She had passed his test! 
 
    Sloane and Zeke finished packing their things then took off into the woods again, this time keeping close to the river. In addition to being an easy path to follow, the river had some added benefits. They were able to keep their waterskins full, plus there was an abundance of wildlife. An hour into their journey, they came across a deer that Sloane took down with ease.  
 
    “Good shot,” mumbled Zeke with wide eyes. She had shot it right after he pointed it out, which appeared to catch him off guard.  
 
    “Oh, I forgot a lot of you elves are vegetarians,” she groaned, shaking her head. How insensitive of her. She should really consider other people’s feelings more often. “I shouldn’t have killed it.”  
 
    “No, no,” he said, shaking his head. “I love meat! I’m just surprised how quick you are with that bow.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled, approaching the deer to harvest some meat. It would’ve been a shame to waste a few days worth of food.  
 
    Zeke watched as she did her work for just a moment before turning slightly pale and focusing on the water instead. Sloane restrained from chuckling. It looked like the elf wasn’t one for dealing with too much blood.  
 
    After getting all the meat she thought would keep for a few days, she walked over next to Zeke and rinsed her sword and hands in the river.  
 
    “You’re two for two with that bow,” commented Zeke, looking away as she finished cleaning up. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I do miss occasionally,” she laughed.  
 
    “How did you get so good with it?”  
 
    “I was an archer in the Goldsworth militia,” she explained, drying her hands on the grass next to her. “After that, I became a mercenary.”  
 
    “Woah, really?” he asked, as the two of them began their trek again. The elf looked genuinely impressed, which Sloane thought was funny. There were many people like her across Linsuk, but there was only one who had Zeke’s talent at stealing and getting away.  
 
    “Really,” she nodded. “After what happened to Goldsworth, I lent my services out to whoever would pay for them.”  
 
    “You make good money?” he asked.  
 
    “I did alright,” she smiled. “It wouldn’t come close to the amount that's in the Lost Citadel, though.” 
 
    “Right,” he nodded. “Who all did you work for? Anyone famous? What would you do for them? Anything-”  
 
    “Slow down with the questions!” she laughed. “We’ve got tons of time left to talk on our journey. I did work mostly for groups, so no one particularly famous. I think you might be thinking of bodyguards.”  
 
    “Oh yeah…”  
 
    “I worked for all kinds of people from all over,” she continued. “The noble priests up in the High Mountains paid me to take care of relic hunters that kept harassing them. Not my favorite job. They were big on teaching them a lesson and letting them go. I always preferred more… permanent solutions.”  
 
    “Like killing them!” said an eager Zeke.  
 
    Sloane was quickly learning that the elf didn’t have an appreciation for nuance.  
 
    “I also worked for some orcs near Quintas,” she said, ignoring the elf’s quip. “They wanted me to assist them in a war they were having with some other orcs. I can’t even remember which side I was on, or what the war was about. I think their standard was blue, while the other's was green… or maybe it was the other way around? Anyway, they tried to rip me off when it came time for payment, so I had to take the rest forcibly.”  
 
    “You fought with orcs on payment in the middle of their camp?” gasped Zeke.  
 
    “It’s not as dangerous as it sounds. The orcs respect you for sticking up for yourself. After knocking a few heads together, I got what I was owed and they let me leave without issue.” 
 
    “Did you usually get ripped off?” he asked. “I’d imagine in that kind of work you’re dealing with some shady characters.”  
 
    “Not any shadier than the ones you’ve probably dealt with when trying to sell stolen items,” she shrugged. There was that one time with the dragons who hired her that got pretty fishy there at the end… but she decided against bringing it up. People tended to trust her less once they learned about that particular adventure. Something about dragons seemed to always spook regular people.  
 
    “Y-Yeah,” said Zeke, looking around. “Fences can sometimes be problematic to deal with.” 
 
    “How about you?” asked Sloane. She didn’t like talking about herself very much. “Tell me about your past.” 
 
    Zeke continued to look at anything but her. “What do you wanna know?”  
 
    “How about that job as a cook,” she asked. “Why did you take it? Were you trying to get closer to something in order to steal it?” 
 
    “Moya doesn’t have anything worth stealing,” he laughed. “No, unfortunately not.” 
 
    “Why were you in Re’Lus, then?” she asked. “It seemed like everyone there knew you, but didn’t think highly of you.”  
 
    “You picked up on that, huh?” he smirked. “Well… I did grow up there, which is why everyone knows me. That’s actually why I was back there.”  
 
    “Ah,” nodded Sloane. “To keep up appearances as you let the heat die down elsewhere.”  
 
    Zeke snapped his fingers and looked at her. “That’s perfect! I-I mean, yes, that’s what I did! After stealing a few paintings, I needed to wait some before trying to sell them. My fence wouldn’t risk buying them from me yet.”  
 
    “So where are they?”  
 
    “Where are what?”  
 
    “The paintings,” laughed Sloane. Could he have them on him? His bag wasn’t very large, and she was confident she would’ve seen him shove them in there.  
 
    “Oh... good question…” he said slowly. “I left them back in town. There are a few trees that aren’t real, and I’m hiding them there.”  
 
    That made sense to her. No telling if someone would come snooping around his place when he wasn’t there. Stolen goods would definitely be safer where no one would be looking for them. 
 
    “How much do you think you could get for the paintings?” she asked.  
 
    Zeke thought about it for a moment as they walked, mumbling numbers out loud and appearing to do some math. 
 
    “A little over a million,” he shrugged. 
 
    “A million?!” she gasped. 
 
    “What? Is that too high?” he asked.  
 
    “Why come with me to look for the Lost Citadel if you had a guaranteed million waiting for you back in Re’Lus?! Surely that’s enough money to live on for some time!”  
 
    “I, uh, I was just really looking forward to the adventure,” he explained. “It would be too boring to just take the money and wait out the rest of my days in a town like Re’Lus.”  
 
    Zeke continued to mumble on about why he didn’t like Re’Lus, but Sloane was suddenly distracted. A horrible scent came upon her suddenly, and she couldn’t escape it. The smell was like a mix of decaying flesh mixed with wet hair. It was faint at first, but as they walked it became stronger and stronger.  
 
    She had smelled this before, and it never ended well. 
 
    Sloane reached out and grabbed Zeke’s arm, pulling him back to a stop. 
 
    “W-What’s wrong?” he asked, looking scared. “You don’t believe me?”  
 
    “Shh!” she hissed, putting a finger to her lips.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” he whispered, looking around.  
 
    “Do you smell that?” she whispered back.  
 
    “Ugh, are you really going to make me say it?” he groaned.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “I might’ve passed gas a few minutes ago, okay?” he admitted, face turning red. “I thought you wouldn’t have noticed, but clearly you did. There’s no way you’re still smelling it, though, and I’d appreciate it if-”  
 
    “No, it’s not that,” she interrupted. “This scent… I’ve only smelled it a couple of times before. I think it’s-”  
 
    A scream rang out somewhere up ahead of them.  
 
    Zeke and Sloane shared a concerned look.  
 
    “You think it’s what?” Zeke gulped. “What has the smell you’re talking about?” 
 
    Judging from that scream, it sounded like her fears were correct. She didn’t know how to put this lightly, and it sounded like they didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Undead.” 
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    Zeke’s heart raced as he and Sloane rushed ahead through the forest. They kept the river in view, but otherwise kept to the trees. There was no telling if the undead were spread throughout, or if they were just converged on the point of the scream they had just heard.  
 
    After a hundred yards are so, they found what they were looking for.  
 
    Four undead creatures formed a half circle around a gnome. The gnome was slowly backing up with his hands raised as the undead approached.  
 
    “S-Stay back!” he whimpered, nearly tripping over his feet as he retreated. 
 
    The undead didn’t respond. Zeke wasn’t sure if that was their way of saying the gnome’s future was hopeless, or if it was because they couldn’t talk. He’d never actually seen the undead before and hadn’t been completely convinced of their existence.  
 
    He sure was now.  
 
    While he hadn’t smelled what Sloane was talking about back by the river, it was currently overwhelming. He couldn’t think of anything it reminded him of, other than death. Even Moya’s worst chefs, who had a knack for making food that smelled just as bad as it looked, had nothing on these creatures.  
 
    The smell was bad enough, but the way they looked was truly horrifying. The four undead all had the same humanoid shape and patches of old, rusted armor. Two of them had green-hued skin, while another one was severely blackened. The fourth one didn’t have any skin to speak of, only showing exposed bone.  
 
    Not only was their look scary, but they were well armed. Not literally, of course. Only one of them had both of its arms, and its left one was missing several fingers. The others were missing at least an arm, not to mention random teeth and other bones. What they didn’t lack were weapons. Axes and swords were drawn and at the ready, and Zeke even noted that several carried daggers tied to their ankles.  
 
    These things looked to be killing machines.  
 
    “I wonder why they’re out here,” whispered Sloane.  
 
    “Maybe they’re hungry?” offered Zeke.  
 
    “Oh, they’re definitely hungry,” she nodded. “I meant I wonder why they are out here, by a river. Undead typically keep to graveyards and crypts. They aren’t known for venturing very far.”  
 
    “Maybe there’s a graveyard nearby?” he guessed.  
 
    “No, I would’ve noticed it on my map,” she said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Stop!” demanded the gnome, who had finally run out of room as his back bumped into a tree.  
 
    Surprisingly, the undead stopped.  
 
    “What’s he doing?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “Dunno,” said Sloane.  
 
    The gnome was of average gnomish height, which was two or three feet. The gnome had a dark goatee and what remained of his hair combed over atop his head. He was dressed in red robes, with black boots popping out from underneath. If he had been a human or elf, Zeke would’ve thought he was trying too hard to look young. Gnomes had a different sense of style, though, so who was he to judge?   
 
    “W-We can talk this out!” continued the gnome. “There is no reason for you to keep coming after me!”  
 
    The undead stared blankly at him.  
 
    “I’ve done nothing to you, and I’m just passing through!” said the gnome. “I will leave you at once, and you can go about your business. How does that sound? Agreeable, yes?”  
 
    The four undead all exchanged looks. It appeared they could understand him, even if they couldn’t speak. Maybe the little gnome was actually going to manage to get himself out of this one?  
 
    The undead all turned back towards the gnome. They all took another step forward.  
 
    “N-Now, h-hold on…” whimpered the gnome. 
 
    “There’s never any reasoning with the undead,” sighed Sloane. “Poor gnome.”  
 
    “Yeah, I feel bad for him,” nodded Zeke. He then broke away and started head to their right.  
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” asked Sloane.  
 
    “Getting away from the mindless creatures of death, of course,” he shrugged. “What does it look like I’m doing?”  
 
    “We can’t just leave the defenseless gnome out here to die!”  
 
    Zeke was a bit surprised at this. Sloane hadn’t exactly shown herself to be the kind of person that would show much mercy. He supposed there hadn’t exactly been any moral dilemmas that they had to work through yet, but that she would also choose the option that involved running away.  
 
    “Why can’t we?” asked Zeke. “The little guy has them distracted. We can escape off to the right, then flank around the long way back up towards the river. That way, we won’t leave the path too long, but we also won’t have to worry about these four.”  
 
    “I just… I just think we shouldn’t leave a gnome,” said Sloane, looking back at the soon-to-be-undead’s-lunch. 
 
    “Wait,” said Zeke, eyeing the human. “What does him being a gnome have to do with it? Do you have a thing for gnomes?”  
 
    “No, I don’t have a thing for gnomes!” she shot back, her face a bit red. “I do have a thing for what they carry, though.”  
 
    “You’re not saying what I think you’re saying…?” he asked slowly. There were certain stereotypes that surrounded gnomes, but surely she wasn’t talking about that. 
 
    “You want me to spell it out for you?” she asked. “Gnomes always carry a lot of gold on them!”  
 
    “Ugh!” Zeke sighed, rubbing his hands over his face. “This whole time I’ve been traveling with a racist.”  
 
    “I’m not being racist, I’m just telling you that he statistically has money,” said Sloane. 
 
    That didn’t change Zeke’s opinion in the least, but let her keep talking.  
 
    “After we kill the undead, we could demand a large fee for saving him!” she explained.  
 
    She really was a mercenary, wasn’t she?  
 
    “Until we get the Fourth Staff, I’m not exactly going to be of much use in a fight,” Zeke reminded her. “If you want to go off and take care of all the undead by yourself, then more power to you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t need you to fight,” she smiled. “I’ve got a plan.”  
 
    “Does this plan involve me staying back here, hiding, and watching you kill all four abominations by yourself?” he asked. 
 
    Sloane laughed. 
 
    Zeke didn’t understand what was so funny.  
 
    “I-I’m warning you!” cried out the gnome again.  
 
    “Alright, we don’t have any more time for joking around,” she said, glancing back in the gnome’s direction. “This is all I need you to do: Throw your dagger at one of them, kill it, and then run around to keep the undead distracted. Once I see that the gnome is safe, I’ll come and kill the remaining three while you keep them distracted. 
 
    It was Zeke’s turn to laugh. 
 
    “I thought you said we don’t have any more time for joking around?” he chuckled.  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “The plan,” he said. “That’s clearly a joke, right?”  
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    “I-I don’t want to do this,” said Zeke, shaking his head.  
 
    “YAA!” cried out the gnome. 
 
    Zeke and Sloane both turned at his more hysterical cry. The four undead still stood a couple of feet back from the gnome but were no longer looking at him. Instead, they were looking at a newcomer that stood in between the group of undead.  
 
    A large, green demon. 
 
    It stood a few feet taller than the undead, helped by three long, twisted, sharp looking horns that stuck straight into the air. It had clawed feet, but no hands. Instead, its arms were made up of two very long blades.  
 
    “W-Where did that one come from?” whimpered Zeke.  
 
    “It’s now or never,” said Sloane. “If we leave the gnome to those creatures, I doubt we’ll be able to find any gold on the few scraps of his body that’ll remain.”  
 
    Zeke sighed. Even though Sloane’s priorities seemed a little messed up, she had a point. If they left the gnome to die, Zeke wouldn’t be able to sleep well that night, or for a few after. He couldn’t just leave the little guy to die.  
 
    “Fine,” he grunted, stalking up to get a better position. 
 
    He was a little worried that the undead would see him, but fortunately, they were all staring up at the green demon. None of them made any moves, nor did the demon. Zeke couldn’t tell if they were allies or not. He also didn’t have the luxury of waiting to find out.  
 
    The elf arrived at a bush that he figured was close enough, then pulled Lucky out of his bag. If this worked, he was going to find a sheath for the dagger and wear it on his belt as a thank you.  
 
    Figuring that the tall green demon would be the worst one to be killed and eaten by, he decided that would be the one to take Lucky square in the face. He kissed the side of the dagger to add to its luck, then brought his arm back as he tried to ready his aim at the demon. He visualized throwing it a few times, then took a deep breath.  
 
    It was time.  
 
    Flicking his wrist, he released Lucky and watched. It was as if time itself slowed down. All Zeke could see was the dagger turning over and over as it traveled towards the group of undead and the demon. Then, the unthinkable happened.  
 
    The dagger landed, point first, right into the middle of the demon’s head.  
 
    “I did it!” cheered Zeke, jumping out of the bush with a fist pump. Lucky had lived up to its name once again! 
 
    The dagger bore deeper into the demon’s head as he cheered. Then a bit deeper. Then it continued on, past the other side of the demon’s face as the creature disappeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
    “H-Huh?” mumbled Zeke.  
 
    The four undead looked down at where the green undead had once stood. If Zeke couldn’t figure out what was going on, he was confident they wouldn’t either.  
 
    They all turned and looked up at Zeke, who still stood in the bush a half dozen feet away with his fist in the air.  
 
    “Not… not good,” he said, taking a step back.  
 
    The undead took a step towards him. 
 
    “Not good! Not good!” he shouted over and over, breaking into a run as the undead followed suit. 
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    Sloane held her breath as Zeke flicked his dagger at the green demon, then let it out in relief as it looked like he connected.  
 
    But then the demon had disappeared. 
 
    While some fae would disappear when they were killed, demons never did. At least, none of the demons she had ever killed did, and that was quite a few.  
 
    What had happened to it? And where had it come from in the first place? She wasn’t paying much attention when she was trying to convince Zeke about her plan, but she surely would’ve noticed it coming up on the gnome, right?   
 
    “Not good! Not good!” shouted the elf, sprinting off as the undead took chase. 
 
    It looked like she would have to investigate that a bit later. The plan was still in motion, even though it hadn’t gone quite like she expected it to. 
 
    Zeke ran off to the north, flailing his arms around as he went. He looked ridiculous but must have been doing it on purpose to keep the undead’s attention. It was working, as the creatures chased after him, leaving the gnome undefended.  
 
    Sloane waited a minute for the undead to get far enough away while pulling out her bow and nocking an arrow. When they were gone, she jogged up to the gnome, weapon at the ready in case that green demon or something else came out of nowhere.  
 
    Making it to his tree and seeing there weren’t any other being around, she lowered her bow and whispered to him.  
 
    “Are you o-oh!” she exclaimed, setting her weapon down. 
 
    The gnome was lying on his face, unconscious. Sloane got on her knees and felt for a pulse. Hopefully, the gnome wasn’t dead. While she could just take money off his body, she’d have felt a little guilty. If she and Zeke hadn’t wasted so much time talking, they could’ve gotten here faster, and maybe he’d have lived.  
 
    After a few tense seconds of searching around on his neck for a pulse, she found it. His heart was beating fast, but it was steady. The gnome must have fainted once the green demon showed up. It looked like he wasn’t used to these life and death situations.  
 
    Good thing she was.  
 
    She picked up her bow as she got to her feet, getting ready to run after Zeke and the undead. Before she could take a step, however, she saw there was no need to move. The elf was running in a zig-zag back and forth, not making much ground. This kept all of the undead in range of her bow while keeping him safely in front of them. 
 
    Sloane was once again impressed with The Elf Thief’s speed, even in the heavily wooded forest. If he had run in a straight line, he would’ve easily placed enough distance between himself and the undead for them to give up in no time. He must have known to keep them close, just in case they went back for the gnome. It seemed like Zeke was thinking two steps ahead. Sloane had almost begun to question him, but this reaffirmed the truth in her mind. 
 
    He really was The Elf Thief.  
 
    Deciding that she admired his talent long enough, she raised her bow and took aim at the group of undead. Best to take them out before things got spicy.  
 
    Muttering an incantation, the tip of her arrow began to glow with a bright, holy light. It wasn’t much, especially compared to what priests or those trained in holy magic could do, but it would get the job done here. While she never fancied herself a mage, she had enough magical capabilities to give her shots a little extra umph that they occasionally needed. Killing trolls with fire-tipped arrows was a lot easier than doing so without the help. The same went for killing the undead. 
 
    Leading the undead at the front, she let the arrow loose, reaching back for a second before seeing if she hit her mark. A soft thump was followed by a small explosion as the holy magic connected with the undead’s chest. It died before it could cry out, collapsing into a heap of bones and rotted flesh. 
 
    Sloane muttered the incantation again, lighting up her second arrow a half second before she launched it at another undead’s head. Not bothering to wait, she launched a third arrow at one of the remaining undead before she heard the explosion of the second arrow. By the time she had lined up her final target, three of the four undead were no longer animated.  
 
    The final undead had realized the fate of its comrades and decided that the taste of elf just wasn’t worth it. The clump of decayed flesh booked it to the north in an attempt to get out of Sloane’s range. Unluckily for it, she could hit about anything that she could see, regardless of how far away it was. Breathing out the incantation one more time, she let her arrow fly, then lowered her bow as she watched. The arrow soared high into the sky, gaining speed as it plummeted back down. The undead jutted forward in surprise as the arrow sank into its back, then joined its friends as the explosion of holy magic detonated.  
 
    Sloane let out a satisfied breath. That wasn’t an easy shot. The Elf Thief must’ve seen that and- 
 
    “Hurry!” cried out Zeke, still running back and forth and waving his arms around. “I can’t chase them forever!”  
 
    Or maybe he hadn’t seen it. Oh well, the job was done either way. 
 
    “You can come back now!” she called out. “Nothing’s chasing you anymore!”  
 
    The elf slowed and glanced over his shoulder. Once he determined she was telling the truth, he stopped running and squatted down to catch his breath.  
 
    “Nice work,” he said between breaths.  
 
    “You too,” she nodded. “You didn’t need to go all out, you know. Undead can’t run particularly fast.” 
 
    “Y-Yeah, I kinda realized that,” he said, standing back up and stretching out his back. “What’s the deal with the gnome? He dead?”  
 
    “Not yet,” she said, glancing down. She assumed the gnome would’ve woken up during all the commotion, but he was still out. Sloane nudged him a few times with her foot.  
 
    “GAAAH!” shrieked the gnome, snapping straight up in a fright.  
 
    Sloane jumped back and aimed her bow at him. She didn’t want to admit it, but he scared her a bit with that. 
 
    “What were you doing with the undead?” demanded Sloane, trying to save face.  
 
    “Woah, woah, woah!” said Zeke, jogging up to join them. “What are you doing? Lower your bow!”  
 
    “We don’t know for sure that he wasn’t in league with the undead,” she explained, not lowering it.  
 
    “Um, I’m pretty sure it was obvious when they were coming up to kill him that they weren’t working together,” said Zeke, shaking his head.  
 
    “Just because they weren’t then, didn’t mean they weren’t working together previously,” said Sloane. “There are traitors that have worked with the undead before. They always wind up dead, and usually from the undead turning on them.”  
 
    Sloane knew she didn’t have the best moral compass, but even she knew that working with the undead was never the right thing to do. Those things were abominations and were only kept alive by an evil kind of magic. She never felt an ounce of pity for those that died a gruesome death at their hands.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that before we came to help him?!” asked Zeke. “If he was working with them, I would’ve just left him!”  
 
    “I-I wasn’t working with them!” cried the gnome. “H-Honest!”  
 
    “I was going to question him while the undead were chasing you,” explained Sloane, ignoring the gnome. “Since I was the one to do it, I didn’t think you needed to know that ahead of time.”  
 
    “C-Can you two hear me?” asked the gnome.  
 
    “In the future, let me know things like that before we spring into action, okay?” sighed Zeke, holding the bridge of his nose as he shook his head.  
 
    “That’s fair,” nodded Sloane. She had actually held back on that piece of information on purpose. Zeke had already wanted to abandon the gnome, and they surely would’ve left him if he thought the gnome had worked with the undead. They could’ve missed out on so much gold. 
 
    “C-Could you stop pointing that bow at me, please?” asked the gnome.  
 
    Sloane looked him over. He didn’t seem like a threat, and she couldn’t see why he would want to work with the undead. She ultimately lowered her bow.  
 
    “T-Thanks,” stuttered the gnome.  
 
    “Why were you with the undead if you weren’t working with them?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “They ambushed me as I was walking through the forest,” explained the gnome. “I didn’t see them until it was too late!”  
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” said Sloane. “Those creatures aren’t great at hiding, especially thanks to their stench.”  
 
    “It’s true, though!” exclaimed the gnome. 
 
    “What kept you so distracted?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “I was reading up on a new spell,” said the gnome, reaching into his bag and pulling out a scroll. “It was really fascinating, and it must’ve slipped my mind to pay attention to where I was going.”  
 
    “That wasn’t very smart,” pointed out Zeke.  
 
    “Right you are,” nodded the gnome. “Thank you both for helping me. My name’s Delvin Blunderbuster, by the way. Pleased to meet you!”  
 
    “I’m Zeke, and the one who almost shot you is Sloane,” said Zeke, walking over to where his dagger was and picking it up. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” shrugged Sloane. “I’m sure you understand.”  
 
    “Not exactly… but I’m glad you didn’t put an arrow in my head,” laughed Delvin nervously.  
 
    “Speaking of helping you… I’d say that’s probably worth something, wouldn’t you?” asked Sloane, squatting down to get to the gnome’s level.  
 
    “Very much so, yes!” exclaimed Delvin. 
 
    The three stared at one another in silence.  
 
    After an uncomfortable amount of time passed, Sloane had to break it. “So…?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” laughed Delvin. “You see, the thing is… I don’t actually have any money.”  
 
    “You don’t have any?” asked Zeke. “It’s okay if you do and just don’t want to pay us, it’s just surprising to hear.”  
 
    “It’s true,” he nodded sadly. “I spent it all on this scroll, and actually I’m in a bit of debt.”  
 
    Sloane groaned and walked away. This had been a complete waste of time. She should’ve listened to Zeke and just left the gnome to die.  
 
    “Come on, Zeke,” she sighed. “Let’s keep moving while the sun is still out.”  
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “We?” repeated Sloane.  
 
    “Yes! I now owe the both of you a life debt!” remarked Delvin.  
 
    “That’s really not necessary,” said Zeke, waving the gnome off.  
 
    “I’m not comfortable having a servant,” said Sloane. “Thanks for the offer, though. You can just consider our help a freebie.”  
 
    “Please let me go with you!” begged the gnome, folding his fingers in front of him. “I won’t feel right until my life debt is repaid!”  
 
    Sloane looked over at Zeke. She felt like the gnome would get annoying, and fast. It sounded like the gnome was mostly a scholar. She also wasn’t a fan of traveling partners. She viewed Zeke as an exception, and him being The Elf Thief more than made up for it.  
 
    “Could be nice to have some company,” shrugged Zeke. “Besides, if he helps us find the Lost Citadel, he’ll have paid off his debt to us and be able to do the same to the person he bought the scroll off of.”  
 
    “The Lost Citadel?” gasped Delvin. “You guys really know where that is?”  
 
    Sloane sighed. Who knew, maybe the fainting gnome would come in handy one day.  
 
    “Fine, you can come with us to the Lost Citadel,” said Sloane, giving up any hope of fighting this. “But he’s not getting any of my half of the loot!”  
 
    “I’m okay with that,” agreed Delvin as Sloane turned back towards the river and began following it up north.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sloane heard Zeke whisper. “You can have some of mine.” 
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    It began to rain a few hours later. Zeke pulled out his cloak from his bag and did the best he could to stay dry. The rain brought with it an uncomfortable cold, which even his cloak didn’t protect him from.  
 
    “Should we stop and set up camp?” he asked.  
 
    “I’d prefer not to,” said Sloane. “The rain will get in everything then, and it’s still not that late.”  
 
    “Let me try something,” said Delvin, closing his eyes and mumbling something.  
 
    Zeke hoped he was casting a spell that would teleport them out of the rain.  
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    “Right, so the rain will only remain here for another two hours,” smiled Delvin, opening his eyes.  
 
    “Are you a seer or something?” asked Sloane.  
 
    “Not quite, although I know a handful of spells from the prediction school of magic,” he explained. 
 
    “How accurate is the spell you cast?” Zeke asked.  
 
    “About seventy percent,” smiled Delvin.  
 
    “So not very,” shrugged Zeke.  
 
    Delvin looked hurt.  
 
    “Since it’s just a couple of hours, hopefully anyway, we could try and find a cave or something and wait it out,” suggested Sloane.  
 
    “Oh, I know a better idea!” chimed in Delvin. “I passed by a small outpost earlier in the day. We could stop over there, maybe grab a bite to eat as we wait out the storm.”  
 
    “I’m down for some food,” nodded Zeke. He was looking forward to some of that venison that Sloane got earlier in the day, but it would’ve been a pain to set up a fire in this rain. Even after it left, they’d have a hard time finding enough dry twigs and brush to keep a fire going for long.  
 
    Sloane agreed, and they followed Delvin off to the east in search of the outpost. It only took them about half an hour to find, and Zeke’s low expectations weren’t exactly met.  
 
    “This is it?” he asked, looking around. Zeke didn’t know what he was expecting, but was still disappointed.  
 
    There were just three buildings here. A tavern, an inn, and a small guard building.  
 
    “He said outpost,” shrugged Sloane. “I think this looks pretty nice for one. Have you been to nicer outposts?”  
 
    Zeke had never actually been to an outpost before, but The Elf Thief probably had.  
 
    “I’ve seen nicer,” he lied. “I guess this’ll do for keeping us warm, though. Good job bringing us here, Delvin.”  
 
    The gnome looked ecstatic at the praise. 
 
    The three passed by the guard building, where two chubby men sat under a giant umbrella. One was human and the other an elf and both were enjoying whatever was inside their large mugs.  
 
    “Must be nice to get to drink on the job,” mumbled Zeke. 
 
    “Sorry?” called out the human. “Can’t hear ya over the rain!”  
 
    Zeke was about to just keep walking but then thought back to what had just occurred. If there were groups of undead walking around here, they could eventually stumble upon this outpost. The guards would need to be ready for it.  
 
    “We’ve got some news,” said Zeke, speaking louder and approaching the two men.  
 
    “Of Lord Kutarm’s expansion?” asked the elf.  
 
    “No,” said Sloane. “At least, hopefully not.”  
 
    “Spit out then, yeah?” asked the man.  
 
    “We just killed some undead back by the Sinter River,” explained Zeke. 
 
    “They were just waiting for travelers passing by!” added Delvin. “It was very scary!”  
 
    The two guards looked at each other, then burst into laughter.  
 
    Zeke and the others failed to see the humor in it.  
 
    “We’re serious,” added Sloane.  
 
    “Uh huh, sure you are, cupcake,” laughed the elf. “There ain’t no undead around here.”  
 
    Zeke noticed Sloane’s hand come to rest on her hilt. He made a mental note not to call her ‘cupcake’ in the future. 
 
    “It’s true!” pipped in Delvin. “These two-”  
 
    “Enough, yeah?” barked the man. “We get it. You lot think it’s funny to try and pull one over on us guards. You’ve had your laugh, now move along.”  
 
    “We’re trying to help you,” insisted Zeke.  
 
    “Oh, so you’d rather us arrest you?” asked the elf.  
 
    Zeke sighed and shook his head. There was no helping these two.  
 
    Waving for the others to follow, Zeke made for the tavern. The building was just a single story and looked to be in need of some repair. The door creaked loudly as he pushed it open, getting the attention of the barkeep. The room had just four tables in addition to the bar. Zeke realized this outpost must not be particularly bust. 
 
    “What can I get fer ya?” asked the dwarf barkeeper. He appeared to be the height of a human, but Zeke guessed that the platform behind the bar must’ve been raised up to compensate. He had a long red beard, which he kept in a hairnet.   
 
    “How about a round of mead?” asked Zeke. “We could use some rolls and meat, too. Chicken, if you’ve got any.”  
 
    “Ya’ve got it,” smiled the dwarf, disappearing to the back.  
 
    The three of them took the table nearest to the bar.  
 
    “I haven’t had chicken in ages!” squealed Delvin.  
 
    “Sloane’s also packing some venison,” said Zeke, “so get ready for that for the next couple of meals.”  
 
    “Lovely!” smiled Delvin.  
 
    “You mentioned you were reading a scroll,” said Sloane. “Are you a priest, or a wizard?”  
 
    “Wizard,” nodded Delvin. “I specialize in illusion magic, actually.”  
 
    “An illusionist wizard?!” asked Zeke with a huge smile. He’d never met one before but heard some of the things they conjured up was spectacular. He looked over to Sloane to see if she could believe it, but she didn’t look the slightest bit impressed.  
 
    “So, another companion that can’t really fight,” she sighed.  
 
    “I-I do know some battle magic,” said Delvin, trying hard to get on her good side. “It’s just that my focus is on illusions. They can prove to be plenty helpful in fights, you know.”  
 
    “Wait,” said Sloane, sitting up a bit straighter. “That green demon was one of your illusions, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Delvin nodded, his face turning a light shade of pink.  
 
    “That looked so real!” exclaimed Zeke. “But, why did you faint? Was that just a trick?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” laughed the gnome nervously. The barkeep came by and placed their food and drinks on the table, along with their tab, then took his place back behind the bar. “I take a lot of pride in making realistic illusions. The only downfall is that they are so good, that sometimes I frighten myself…”  
 
    Zeke burst out laughing.  
 
    “I’m not joking…”  
 
    “Oh,” said the elf, taking a bite of his meal and sharing a look with Sloane. If the gnome was trying to get on Sloane’s good side, it didn’t look like he was succeeding.  
 
    The door creaked open, catching Zeke’s eye.  
 
    Two humans rushed in, holding a third in their arms. The man being held was bleeding badly and looked to be barely alive.  
 
    “W-We need a priest!” shouted one of the men holding his injured friend.  
 
    “Sorry, but there ain’t no priests in this outpost,” said the barkeep, jumping over the bar. “I know a bit of healin magic and such. I’ll see what I can do. Bring him to the back.”  
 
    Zeke hurried over and helped them carry the man to the back room, which was filled with dozens of barrels. The dwarf cleared a small space off to the side near some shelves, and they laid the man down.  
 
    “Leave me be, now,” said the dwarf, waving them off. “I’ll need me space. Help yerselves to anything ye’d like behind the bar, and we’ll sort it out later.”  
 
    “T-Thank you so much,” said one of the men, bowing at the dwarf before leaving.  
 
    “And thank you for your help,” said the other man to Zeke.  
 
    “No problem,” he shrugged. While he had helped them into the back, Zeke noticed that not all the blood on the two men had come from their friend. While they were in much better shapes, they still looked like they had just seen battle. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to the three of you?” 
 
    “We’ll need some drinks for that,” sighed the man as they made it back to the main room.  
 
    Zeke left them at the bar as he rejoined his friends.  
 
    “Think the man will make it?” whispered Delvin.  
 
    “Dunno,” shrugged Zeke. Even if they got him to a proper priest, the man’s fate wouldn’t have been certain. “He didn’t look great. Thanks for helping us, by the way.”  
 
    “I’m too short!” said Delvin. “I’d have gotten in the way!”  
 
    “They didn’t offer me anything for the trouble,” shrugged Sloane, taking a swig from her mug.  
 
    Zeke didn’t know what he expected.  
 
    The two men came over with mugs of their own and sat down at the table.  
 
    “W-What happened to your friend?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “We were part of a resistance force sent north along the Sinter River,” explained one of the men. “Lord Kutarm has recently made a push for the northern territories, and we were headed off to try and stop the advance.”  
 
    “I thought he was being pushed back at Springlake?” asked Sloane.  
 
    The other man shook his head. “They won that city just a few days ago. Wouldn’t want to be one of the survivors there…”  
 
    Sloane nodded solemnly, while Delvin looked scared. Zeke hadn’t dealt with any of Kutarm’s men before, and everyone was making him feel lucky for it. 
 
    “What happened at the Sinter River?” asked Zeke. “We were just by there a couple of hours ago and ran into a group of undead.”  
 
    “Undead?” said one the men in surprise. “You serious?”  
 
    “They saved me from some,” nodded Delvin.  
 
    “Strange,” said the other. “We didn’t run into any undead. Instead, a group of Lord Kutarm’s men jumped us and our party as we were passing by. The three of us are the only ones that escaped.  
 
    Zeke tapped his fingers on the table as he thought. This wasn’t good news. If Kutarm was sending men to the north, he was getting close to the Arcane Staff. While he thought they’d have a bit of trouble getting to Nurem, it now sounded like it was becoming increasingly deadly. No wonder Bronwen and the others tried to keep him back in town. It wasn’t safe around here at all.  
 
    “Was it just humans that attacked you?” asked Sloane.  
 
    The two men shared a look.  
 
    “I’m sorry if it’s too difficult to talk about,” said Sloane, shaking her head. “I understand if you’d rather not.”  
 
    “No, it’s not that,” said one of the men. “It’s just that… it wasn’t just humans. We’ve fought against Lord Kutarm’s forced before a couple of times, but it was always the same. This time, though, was different. When it looked like we were going to win, something horrible came out of the water.”  
 
    “Out of the water?” repeated Zeke. They had been next to the river for quite some time and hadn’t seen anything. How close had they come to being attacked by a river monster? 
 
    “Yes,” nodded the other man. “We know it sounds crazy, but we saw it with our own eyes! The creature moved around on land with no problem, and only attacked our forces.”  
 
    “Not any of Kutarm’s men?” clarified Sloane.  
 
    “Right,” nodded the man.  
 
    “C-Could you describe it?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “It had two head, each one with rows and rows of sharp teeth,” shuddered the other man. “It was about the size of a horse, and had six flipper-like legs that it crawled around on.”  
 
    Zeke shuddered involuntarily. That sounded like a nightmare.  
 
    “Not only that, but the thing could shoot lightning from its mouth!” added the other.  
 
    “Phasathenes,” nodded Delvin.  
 
    “Bless you,” said Zeke.  
 
    “No, that’s what they’re called,” explained Delvin. “I’ve read about them before. They are fae creatures that live in or near large bodies of water. They can breathe whether on land or not, and can use electricity to hunt with. I’d never heard of any being in the Sinter River...”  
 
    “There have been many strange occurrences lately,” nodded one of the men. “Don’t see undead in these parts very often, either.” 
 
    “Do you think we should keep following the river?” Zeke asked Sloane. “It sounds like that might not be our best path forward anymore.”  
 
    Sloane shook her head as she pulled out her map. “We’ll have to plot a new course north. I have no desire to get eaten by one of those things.” 
 
    “Wise decision,” nodded one of the men. “I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone. Not even Lord Kutarm himself.” 
 
    “Eh, I wouldn’t mind that one too much,” chuckled the other man, taking a long drink from his mug.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Sloane finished outlining the route they would take and pocketed her map. It would take a bit longer than they had initially planned, but it was better to be safe rather than sorry.  
 
    The dwarf appeared in the doorway and looked over at them. 
 
    “The two men,” he said, “I’ll be needin to speak with ya.”  
 
    “Of course,” nodded one of them, as the other downed what remained of his drink. “It was nice talking with you three. Best of luck in the future.”  
 
    “And good luck to your friend,” nodded Sloane. She hated dealing with the wounded. The mere sight of the bleeding man when he was brought in was enough to send Sloane back to the dark final days of Goldsworth. The mead helped bring her back to the present before the other two were any the wiser, thankfully.  
 
    The two men disappeared after the barkeeper.  
 
    “Looks like the rain has stopped,” said Zeke, pointing out one of the windows. “Should we get a move on?”  
 
    “Works for me,” nodded Sloane, picking up their tab. It was fairly priced, so no reason to hunt the dwarf down and making an issue of it. 
 
    “Could you spot me?” asked Delvin. 
 
    Sloane looked down at the gnome and sighed. “Oh, right… you don’t have any money.”  
 
    “Y-You could keep a running tab, and I’ll pay you back once we find the Lost Citadel?” he offered. 
 
    “I think I will,” she mumbled. She had never heard of someone bankrolling another that owed them a life debt before. She was probably the first in history.  
 
    Lucky her. 
 
    The three left the outpost shortly after, heading through the forest towards the northeast. The first few hours were quiet. Everyone was afraid to make a noise and attract any of Lord Kutarm’s men, or possibly something worse. Sloane believed the men they talked to were capable fighters, and if they had issues surviving, she didn’t want to think what would happen to them if she had to rely on these two.  
 
    She had absolutely zero faith in Delvin. Whoever heard of an illusionist scared of his own creations? On top of that, illusions were worthless outside of their initial surprise factor. Once an enemy realized that there was nothing to be concerned about, that was the end of it. Even if the gnome managed to not faint, he’d probably end up as a liability. Illusionists were hardly more than entertainers for children. 
 
    It actually wasn’t fair of her to lump Zeke in with the gnome, the more she thought about it. The Elf Thief proved to be great at distracting, and had surprised her with the shot he landed on the green demon. Sure, it wasn’t effective, but it was still impressive. He would be little help in fighting tougher opponents, though, at least until they recovered the Fourth Staff. 
 
    Speaking of which, there was the issue of Delvin not knowing what they were going after. She glanced over at the gnome, who noticed her stare and shrank at it. They would have to tell him about it sooner or later. He already knew about the Lost Citadel, but actively seeking an Arcane Staff seemed more dangerous than looking for a lost fortress filled with treasure.  
 
    “A-Are we on the right track?” asked Delvin, glancing up at Sloane nervously.  
 
    “Yes,” nodded Sloane. Realizing that her stare was freaking the gnome out, she broke it and looked around them. It was beginning to get dark, but she was confident they would reach the dwarven city she decided on by nightfall. It wasn’t far from Nurem, and it let them avoid any ambushes along the Sinter River.  
 
    “What do you think about the Plasma-things?” Zeke asked her.   
 
    “Phasathenes,” corrected Delvin. 
 
    “What he said. Do you think Kutarm is actually controlling them?” 
 
    “He might be,” sighed Sloane. “That would certainly be bad if he was. Hopefully, we’ll never find out for sure.”  
 
    “That’d be nice,” nodded Zeke. “He’s scary enough with possibly having one Arcane Staff, can you imagine if he had two? That’s assuming he’d even stop there.”  
 
    “Something tells me he wouldn’t,” agreed Sloane.  
 
    “Good thing we’ll keep him from getting this next one,” laughed Zeke.  
 
    Sloane watched as realization dawned on Delvin’s face. It went from neutral, to confused, to horrified.  
 
    “W-Wait a-a minute,” stammered the gnome. “W-What do you mean we will keep him from it?”  
 
    “Oh right… we haven’t mentioned that part to you yet,” said Zeke, itching his head and looking at Sloane for help.  
 
    She didn’t give him any.  
 
    “I-I thought we were looking for the Lost Citadel?” clarified the gnome. 
 
    “We are,” nodded Zeke. “Eventually. That’s bound to be a bit dangerous, though, don’t you think?”  
 
    The gnome nodded. 
 
    “I’m not much of a fighter, so I explained to Sloane that we would need to make a pit stop and collect an Arcane Staff to help me be more useful.”  
 
    “So you went from thinking that you needed a weapon to help, to thinking that you needed one of the world’s most powerful items in one step?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “Exactly,” smiled Zeke, completely missing Delvin’s tone. “Now you’re getting it!”  
 
    “But isn’t Lord Kutarm after them?” 
 
    “Yeah, which is why this plan is even better! Not only will I get stronger, but it’ll weaken someone trying to take over the world. Pretty smart, eh?”  
 
    “If you’re too weak to get to the Lost Citadel, what makes you think actively going against someone that wields an Arcane Staff is the better option?”  
 
    Zeke blinked a few times as they walked in silence.  
 
    “You know… when you put it that way, this doesn’t sound like a very good idea after all…” mumbled the elf. 
 
    “The reason is that no one knows we are going after the Arcane Staff,” explained Sloane. “Zeke’s people know the whereabouts of the Fourth Staff, so we might be able to get to it before Kutarm learns it. You’d have to be crazy to go after an Arcane Staff, so he probably assumes he’s the only one searching for it.”  
 
    “Well, as long as you two know you're crazy I suppose…” mumbled Delvin. 
 
    “As I told you earlier, you don’t need to come with us,” said Sloane. “You can leave now if you’d like. All I ask is you don’t tell anyone our plans.”  
 
    Delvin was quiet as he thought it over. Sloane was fine with whatever decision he decided on. If anything, she kind of hoped he left. They could wait until they reached the next city to part ways if it was easier for the gnome.  
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sticking with you two, regardless of where we’re going. A life debt is a life debt.” 
 
    “That’s very admirable,” nodded Sloane, smiling in spite of herself. While she wasn’t confident in his usefulness yet, she had to respect his dedication to them for saving his life. 
 
    “You’re really all about that, huh?” asked Zeke. “Are life debts big in gnomish culture?” 
 
    “Incredibly, yes,” Delvin nodded. “If someone owes a life debt and doesn’t repay it, they are considered to be a halfling in the eyes of other gnomes.” 
 
    “I take it that’s an insult?” asked Zeke. 
 
    “One of the worst,” shuddered Delvin. 
 
    The three continued their hike for another hour, Sloane keeping an eye on the sun as it descended further and further. She hoped she was right in guiding them towards this dwarven town. It couldn’t have been too far off now. It’d be nice to get to sleep in an inn. She hadn’t had that luxury in quite some time.  
 
    “Do you know anything about the Arcane Staves?” Zeke asked Delvin.  
 
    “Some,” nodded the gnome. “What would you like to know?”  
 
    “How about why Lord Kutarm needs them?” he asked, picking at his fingernails. “From what I’ve heard, the man was already a capable spell caster.”  
 
    “That’s my understand as well,” agreed Delvin. “However, the power of an Arcane Staff is far greater than any wizard has had in many generations, possibly ever.”  
 
    “Who created them?” asked Sloane.  
 
    “No one knows for sure,” explained Delvin. “Some say it was the gods. Others say the earlier races, back when everyone could wield magic. It had been said that even a teenager was stronger than the mighty Kalgura during that age.”  
 
    Zeke let out a whistle.  
 
    “There used to be quite a few of the Arcane Staves,” continued the gnome. “The world had completely lost three of them before any of us were born. It sounds like Lord Kutarm has one of the remaining ones, which just leaves the one Zeke knows about and one more.”  
 
    “Any idea where the third one could be?” asked Sloane.  
 
    “No one knows. Or at least, no one admits to knowing,” shrugged Delvin.  
 
    “Wouldn’t that one also count as being lost, then?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “For whatever reason, it isn’t cataloged that way. Smarter people than me have decided on the labels.”  
 
    “Do you know the kind of power the Fourth Staff wields?” asked Sloane. “They can all do different things, correct?”  
 
    “They can, although I’m not sure if there are any records explicitly stating the power of each one. If there are, I haven’t come across them.”  
 
    “So it’ll be a surprise,” smirked Zeke. “I’m fine with that.”  
 
    “Although it’d probably be nice to know what you’re getting your hands on,” pointed out Sloane. “For all we know, this one can only quicken tadpoles turning into frogs.” 
 
    The other two laughed. 
 
    “Hopefully it will be more powerful than that,” smiled Delvin.  
 
    “Yeah,” laughed Zeke. “Tadpoles turning into frogs… who’s ever heard of such a thing?”  
 
    Delvin and Sloane exchanged a look.  
 
    “You do realize-” began Delvin. 
 
    Sloane placed a hand on the gnome’s shoulder to stop him. It wasn’t worth it. 
 
    “Oh, I see lights up ahead!” exclaimed Zeke, picking up his pace.  
 
    Sloane looked up to see small fires burning along the top of a gated city. They had made it!  
 
    “I knew we were on the right path,” she smiled. “Gruvek isn’t far now!”  
 
    Zeke came to an abrupt stop.  
 
    “Um… what did you just say?” he asked, turning slowly towards her.  
 
    Delvin had also slowed and was watching her with eyes wide.  
 
    “The town up ahead,” she said, gesturing. “That’s Gruvek… the place we’re heading to for the night?”  
 
    Zeke covered his face with his hands and groaned loudly.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Sloane. She had never heard of the city outside of it being a major one in this part of Linsuk, but didn’t think anything of it. 
 
    “W-What’s the matter with you?!” screamed Delvin. “Are you trying to get us killed!?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Zeke tapped his foot while Delvin walked back and forth in the inn’s lobby. The sun had risen an hour earlier, yet there was still no sign of Sloane. 
 
    “We agreed on meeting down here immediately after we woke up, right?” Zeke asked Delvin.  
 
    “Yes,” nodded the gnome, continuing to pace. “We also told her how bad of an idea this was, but she didn’t seem to care much about that, now did she?”  
 
    “She thinks she’s tougher than us just because she’s skilled with a bow,” mumbled Zeke. They’d see who the tough one was once he got ahold of an Arcane Staff. Even after he had it, he was confident he’d still prefer to skip a place like Gruvek whenever possible.  
 
    “I can’t believe she thought this was wise!” continued Delvin, working himself up. Zeke hadn’t seen the gnome so upset.  
 
    Zeke nodded, looking past the gnome to the unfriendly orc sitting behind a counter. This was the only place in the eastern lands that would have an orc as an innkeeper. Not that there was anything wrong with that! It was just… different.  
 
    The orc made eye contact with him and slowly raised an arm. Zeke took that to be the orc waving at him, so he brought his hand up and waved back. He guessed wrong. Instead, the orc brought his fingers to the side of his nose and shot a snot rocket into a small trash can on top of the counter. 
 
    Zeke quit waving.  
 
    As embarrassing as that was, this was on the lower end of the scale for things to go horribly wrong while in Gruvek. The town was technically dwarven, but they weren’t even a majority anymore. At some point over the past centuries, not-so-legal guilds decided that it made an ideal city to set up operations in. This brought in hundreds, if not thousands, of thieves, assassins, and worse. Zeke wasn’t exactly sure what was worse than those, but he also didn’t plan on finding out. 
 
    The three of them made into town safely enough the night before, but he attributed that more to luck than anything else. The guards at the gate let them pass without so much as a second look. Zeke had no idea why the town bothered with guards, as he was sure nearly everyone could handle themselves if it was required of them. While night in most towns would mean fewer people in the streets, the opposite was true in Gruvek. Night was when the real business went down, and everyone wanted to be a part of it.  
 
    Everyone but Zeke and his friends. 
 
    They hurried into the first inn they could find, which happened to be this one. The rotted, bloodstained wood was not exactly inviting, but it would work. Zeke and Delvin decided to share a room together, insisting that it wasn’t wise for the three of them to separate from one another while they were in town. Sloane laughed when Zeke recommended she stay with them, saying she’d rather take her chances with an assassin hiding under her bed. 
 
    He didn’t understand why she was so against it. Even if one of them were to have made a pass on the human, she easily could’ve murdered both of them at once. Plus, they would’ve saved a good chunk of coin, since the cost per room was a complete ripoff. Zeke suspected many visitors used the same plan of finding the first available in when they came to town, and the owners of the inn took advantage. For whatever reason, Sloane paid for a second room. 
 
    “W-What about what she said before she went to her room last night?” asked Delvin, fluctuating from angry back to his usual paranoid. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “Do you think she lost a fight to an assassin hiding under her bed?”  
 
    Zeke almost laughed, but then stopped. If such a thing were to happen, it would’ve happened here. She really should’ve been down here by now. Should he go and check on her? What if the assassin was still in there? 
 
    Before he could have a full-on panic attack, Sloane came down the rotting steps.  
 
    “You beat the assassin!” said Zeke, sighing with relief. 
 
    “Huh?” she asked. “What assassin?”  
 
    “The… never mind,” he said, shaking his head. “What took so long?”  
 
    “It’s not every night that you get to sleep in a comfortable bed,” she shrugged. “I decided to get as much rest as I could before we end up in Nurem. You two weren’t worried about me, were you?” 
 
    “This is not a safe town,” insisted Zeke.  
 
    “I get Delvin saying that, but I don’t know why you’re so worried,” said Sloane. “I figured you’d feel right at home in a place like this.”  
 
    “Why would Zeke feel comfortable in a town with thieves and murderers?” asked Delvin.  
 
    Sloane raised an eyebrow at Zeke. “You didn’t tell him yet?”  
 
    “Tell him what?” he asked, genuinely confused.  
 
    “You know… your secret?”  
 
    Zeke stared blankly back.  
 
    “The thing no one knows about?” she added. “The whole… thief, thing?”  
 
    “Ooh…” nodded Zeke. He had almost forgotten about that. “Yeah, I’m The Elf Thief, by the way.”  
 
    Delvin gasped and took a step back.  
 
    “I can sign an autograph some other time,” mumbled Zeke.  
 
    “You must thrive in these towns,” said Sloane.  
 
    “Nah, I prefer to work alone,” he said slowly. “Coming into town with others just draws attention. When I’m by myself, I don’t mind places like these too often.  
 
    “So cool!” whispered Delvin, shaking with excitement.  
 
    “Are we ready to go, or does everyone want to keep talking about secret identities with others watching us?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “No one is watching us,” laughed Sloane. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Zeke gestured towards the innkeeper at the counter. Sloane glanced over at the orc, who wiggled his eyebrows up and down at her as she did.  
 
    “Okay, we’re done here,” she sighed, heading for the door. “Let’s get going.”  
 
    Zeke and Delvin followed her outside and onto the main street. The roads were less busy now, but the demographics didn’t seem any friendlier. Everyone seemed to have their hoods up or were otherwise hiding their faces. Hands were dug into pockets, while some were blatantly holding daggers by their sides. Even the few street merchants looked more like warriors than like salespeople.  
 
    Sloane continued down the street as if she didn’t notice any of these things. 
 
    “W-What are you doing?” asked Zeke, tentatively following her while continuing to watch everyone that got near him. 
 
    “Leaving town,” she shrugged. “Isn’t that the plan? Leave town and head to Nurem?”  
 
    “Well, yes, but I figured we’d go back out the way we came in,” he mumbled  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It gets us out pretty quickly, and then we can just walk around the outside of the walls to get to the other side,” said Delvin.  
 
    “Exactly,” nodded Zeke.  
 
    “That’ll take so much longer!” exclaimed Sloane. “This road cuts right through town. Quit being such babies and just stay close.”  
 
    Zeke and Delvin exchanged worried looks but continued to follow her. If they left her and she died, they’d have felt horrible. Zeke figured it was better to just die with her and get it over with. 
 
    They continued through town, each of them keeping an eye out. After twenty minutes or so, Zeke started to notice that everyone was staring at them as they passed. He continued to glance behind him, but no one in particular seemed to be following.  
 
    “Why is everyone staring at us?” whispered Delvin.  
 
    “It’s Zeke,” replied Sloane.  
 
    “Hey, not everything is my fault,” said Zeke defensively.  
 
    “It’s not your fault, it’s just that you’re the only elf in town.”  
 
    Zeke looked around again. He hadn’t really thought about it, but she was right. They had passed by humans, orcs, goblins, gnomes… pretty much every race he could imagine except for elves.  
 
    “I guess I hadn’t noticed,” he mumbled.  
 
    “It looks like those guys have!” squealed Delvin, pointing ahead of them.  
 
    A group of five humans approached them, fanning out and forming a circle around them.  
 
    “It’s rude to point, pipsqueak,” said one with a scar over his left eye.  
 
    “He’s terribly sorry about that,” said Zeke, bowing awkwardly. He didn’t know why he bowed, but it felt like the right thing to do. “We’ll just get out of your hair, er, bald spot, now.”  
 
    “Hold on,” said another human, this one with a series of tattoos on his face. Probably wasn’t the best decision for gainful employment. “We’ll let you pass, but after you hand over all the money you’ve got.”  
 
    “I-I don’t have any!” said Delvin, quickly emptying his pockets.  
 
    The humans looked down in disgust at the gnome. The tattooed one shook his head. “Who travels without any money?”  
 
    “One of the others must be holding onto all of it,” suggested a human behind them. 
 
    “I’d see why you’d think that,” laughed Zeke nervously. “Gruvek isn’t the safest place to be walking around with pockets full of coin, am I right?”  
 
    The men stared at him. 
 
    “Right,” said Zeke, reaching for his pocket. Before he could get there, however, Sloane place a hand on his arm.  
 
    “We aren’t giving you anything,” said Sloane firmly. “You should leave now.”  
 
    The man with a scar pulled out a serpentine shaped blade. The silver was spotted with dark red, old memories of past uses. He really should clean it after using it. “Oh? Are we going to have a problem?”  
 
    Zeke’s eyes widened as he noticed a group of large orcs suddenly appear around the five humans. Were they their friends? Zeke didn’t think that they had much of a chance against the five humans, but with the addition of these orcs? They’d surely not make it out of this alive.  
 
    “It looks like you might if you don’t leave,” said Sloane, nodding behind him.  
 
    The man humored her and glanced behind him. His friends stood a bit taller and looked around them at the others orcs as well.  
 
    “I see,” said the scarred man, placing his dagger back into his robes. “We’ll let you lot get on with your business.”  
 
    It suddenly clicked for Zeke. These orcs weren’t on the humans’ side. They weren’t even real! They were illusions! 
 
    “Have a good one,” muttered the tattooed man as the five men took an opening between two of the orcs to sneak out of.  
 
    “Let’s keep going?” recommended Zeke. “Before they come back?”  
 
    “Works for me,” said Sloane, continuing on her way. “I hate it when people try to rob me of my hard earned money.”  
 
    “Good job, by the way,” Zeke smiled at Delvin. He knew the gnome would come in handy.  
 
    “T-Thanks,” gulped the gnome. “Those aren’t my favorite things to create, but it got the job done. I forgot I had cast the spell for a second and thought for sure those orcs were going to pummel us!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Nothing bad actually happened to us,” Sloane pointed out as they kept to the trees on their way to Nurem. Taking the road that led there was a little too risky, so instead, they kept a couple hundred yards distance. She figured that was close enough to the road without giving them away if any of Lord Kutarm’s men were about.  
 
    “Only because of Delvin!” insisted Zeke.  
 
    There was some truth in that. Sloane was a bit surprised when the orcs appeared behind the men trying to rob them. She thought they were working together but decided to risk it since she didn’t see where the orcs came from. While it was possible for trained thieves to sneak up on her, orcs weren’t exactly known for their subtlety.  
 
    Delvin had done well, and Sloane had mentioned as much to him earlier. She was wrong about him being completely useless and was glad to see it. Perhaps she would do well to not underestimate others in the future. 
 
    That didn’t mean they needed to have this same conversation twelve times in the past three hours, though.  
 
    “Can we drop it already?” she asked. “Look, I promise to never take you two through Gruvek again.”  
 
    “I’m good with that,” laughed Delvin.  
 
    “I guess I can let it go,” sighed Zeke. “I just don’t see why you thought it was a good idea to not listen to us…”  
 
    “Dropping it includes dropping the little snide remarks,” added Sloane.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” said Zeke, putting his hands up. “How far away do you reckon we are from Nurem now?”  
 
    “Maybe a few more hours,” she shrugged. There was no need to break out the map anymore. The road off to their left would ultimately lead them to Nurem, regardless of how fast or slow they went.  
 
    “Why is the Fourth Staff hidden in Nurem?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “I’m not the one that decided these things,” shrugged Zeke. “If it were up to me, we would’ve put it in Re’Lus, or at least somewhere closer. It’s also not actually in...”  
 
    Zeke stopped walking and looked around.  
 
    Sloane put a hand on Delvin’s shoulder to stop him and turned to watch Zeke. The elf had turned suddenly serious. That wasn’t like him at all. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Zeke, still looking around.  
 
    “What was what?” asked Delvin, but Sloane stayed quiet and tried to listen. If the elf heard something, she wanted to make sure they knew what it was before continuing on.  
 
    “You guys don’t hear that?” he repeated after a second.  
 
    “Which direction?” whispered Sloane.  
 
    Zeke pointed off to their right, away from the direction of the road. That meant it probably wasn’t one of Kutarm’s groups. That also meant it might be something worse.  
 
    Sloane was finally able to hear it when the noise happened again. It sounded like something was stalking up towards them, but kept passing by some bushes.  
 
    “S-Should we hide?” whispered Delvin, hearing it too.  
 
    “If it’s something hunting us, it already knows we’re here,” whispered Sloane, taking out her bow and reaching for an arrow.  
 
    The three of them stood completely still for a few minutes longer, listening as the rustling sound grew louder and closer. Sloane raised her bow and aimed at the location of where the rustling was headed. They were going to see their opponent in just a few more seconds… 
 
    There was loud rustling again, and then a tanned animal appeared.  
 
    “Oh, it’s just a deer,” said Zeke, placing a hand on his chest and taking a deep breath. 
 
    It was just a coincidence that the deer was headed this way in search of food. There was nothing to worry about after all.  
 
    “We can just let it be,” said Sloane, lowering her bow. “We’ve got more than enough meat for a few days.”  
 
    The three of them watched the deer peacefully graze for a moment. The stress of walking through Gruvek was still with them, and it was nice to have a reminder of the peace the world could have in it. Sloane tried to soak it in. 
 
    Right when she was feeling relaxed, a black figure pounced on the deer. The animal let out a panicked cry but then fell silent as the dark creature tore into it.  
 
    “There goes that moment,” muttered Zeke. 
 
    “W-What the?” stammered Delvin. 
 
    “Don’t fret,” suggested Sloane. While she would’ve preferred the deer lived out its days happily ever after, she knew that was unrealistic. “This is just nature taking its course. That creature won’t mean us any harm while it's preoccupied with the deer.” 
 
    “N-No… it won’t,” said the gnome, backpedaling until he was hiding behind a tree.  
 
    Sloane and Zeke smirked at one another. How had the poor gnome managed by himself for so long?  
 
    “Calm down, Delvin,” smiled Sloane. “It’s just a wolf.”  
 
    “Look at it again!” hissed Delvin, pointing at the beast.  
 
    Humoring him, Sloane looked again at the black figure. It was most certainly a wolf. It stood on all fours, with a black and gray coat of fur. Its muzzle bore into dead deer, quickly picking away at the fresh meat. Sloane supposed the wolf was pretty big compared to ones she had seen before, but that didn’t mean much. Unless… 
 
    Its eyes were bright green.  
 
    “Shoot,” she whispered, bringing up her bow again and taking aim. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Zeke, confused. “It’s just a wolf.”  
 
    “No it’s not,” she said, letting her arrow fly.  
 
    The straight shot was aimed right at the creature’s midsection. In the second it took the arrow to reach its target, the creature hopped high into the air and avoided it completely.  
 
    “That’s… not normal,” admitted Zeke as the wolf-like creature came back down. It was no longer interested in the deer carcass and instead glared at them.  
 
    “It’s a lycanthrope!” cried Delvin.  
 
    “A what?”  
 
    “They’re sometimes called werewolves,” mumbled Sloane, nocking another arrow. They had missed their open opportunity to take it out. This was going to get tricky.  
 
    “Ah,” nodded Zeke, before pausing to reconsider. “But it’s not night?”  
 
    “That’s an old myth,” said Delvin. “The creatures turn at random, and some never revert back to their human forms.”  
 
    “So waiting it out isn’t an option?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “Not anymore,” said Sloane, dashing off to the right as the lycanthrope dove at her.  
 
    She let her arrow loose as she was in the air, just a few feet from where the creature was. Somehow, the lycanthrope spun in midair and avoided the second arrow as well.  
 
    “Oh no!” shouted Zeke, running away as the lycanthrope landed next to him.  
 
    The creature didn’t seem bothered by the elf, instead keeping its eyes on Sloane. It probably didn’t appreciate her trying to kill it.  
 
    Sloane left her bow on the ground and unsheathed her sword. She would’ve preferred to not resort to the blade, but her earlier tactic clearly wasn’t working.  
 
    The beast lunged at her as she approached, diving out with its claws at the ready. Sloane blocked the strike with her sword, bringing it back around to slice at the wolf’s back. Once again, the lycanthrope proved to be too quick and ducked underneath the attack.  
 
    Sloane lashed out several more times, but the beast was always able to dodge at the last second. She was starting to worry that she’d slow before the creature did.  
 
    Before she could think too much on it, the lycanthrope ran straight at her. She brought the blade down and connected with it, but the beast continued through and brought her to the ground. She landed on her back hard, losing her grip on her sword as momentum flung it away. 
 
    The lycanthrope pushed down on her, trying to get at her throat with its mouth. She brought her hands up and held the animal’s muzzle back with all her might.  Blood from the deer sprinkled down on her, but she couldn’t break her concentration. If she gave in at all, she’d be dead. 
 
    “Got ya!” shouted Zeke, appearing behind the creature’s head with his dagger.  
 
    As he drove Lucky down towards the back of its head, the elf suddenly lost his balance. What should’ve been a finishing blow instead turned into a tackle, as he put his full weight into the lycanthrope and pushed it off Sloane.  
 
    The creature barked in annoyance, now turning its attention to the elf.  
 
    Sloane took the opportunity to roll back to her bow, picking it up and nocking another arrow. The beast was completely focused on Zeke now, so maybe it wouldn’t dodge her attack this time. 
 
    “C-Calm down little doggy,” said Zeke, keeping his hands up to placate the monster. “I, uh, I could’ve killed you, but chose not to. Isn’t that worth something?”  
 
    The lycanthrope jumped at Zeke’s face, mouth open and claws extended. The elf shrank back slightly, but even The Elf Thief wasn’t fast enough to escape an attack that began so close to him.  
 
    Sloane shot her arrow, aiming a few inches in front of Zeke’s face. The lycanthrope was so focused on the elf that he never saw it coming.  
 
    With a satisfying thump, the arrow connected with the side of the beast’s head, knocking the lycanthrope off course and ending its sick life.  
 
    “You did it!’ cheered Delvin, jumping up and down as he joined them.  
 
    “W-We did?” said Zeke, opening his eyes slowly and patting himself down. It looked like the elf couldn’t believe he was all in one piece.  
 
    “Thanks for distracting it,” said Sloane, dusting herself off. That was a bit closer than she would’ve preferred, but they came out alright. 
 
    “I… I think I might be sick again,” said Zeke, putting a hand over his mouth. 
 
    Not wanting to witness it, Sloane turned towards the gnome. “Could’ve used something like that earlier.” 
 
    Delvin hung his head. “I’m sorry. There wasn’t anything for me to do, though! Lycanthropes can see through magic!”  
 
    “That’s the reason for the creepy glowing green eyes?” asked Zeke, having managed to control himself this time.  
 
    “Correct,” came a voice to their left.  
 
    Sloane brought her bow up as fast as she could. A strange group comprised of a dwarf, gnome, and orc, all dressed for combat, approached them. They kept their hands up in a sign that they meant no harm, but Sloane wasn’t taking any chances.  
 
    “Easy there, lass,” said the dwarf. “We mean ya no harm.”  
 
    “Was that werewolf with you?!” demanded Zeke, holding his dagger up threateningly.  
 
    “No,” said the orc. “We no with werewolf.” 
 
    “Likely story,” said Zeke, narrowing his eyes.  
 
    “No one can control lycanthropes, actually,” mumbled Delvin. “Not even Kutarm with the help of an Arcane Staff could to that.” 
 
    “I noticed ya didn’t start Kutarm’s name with a ‘Lord’,” commented the dwarf.  
 
    “Oh, s-sorry!” said Delvin, looking worried. 
 
    “What’s it to you if he calls him Lord Kutarm or not?” asked Sloane, still not lowering her bow. Only people in league with Kutarm would care about the man’s titles. It was odd for his followers to not be human, but it wasn’t unheard of.  
 
    “We ain’t friends of the man,” smiled the dwarf. “Sounds like ye might not be, either.” 
 
    “Why are you out here?” asked Zeke, waving Lucky around wildly. “Come to rob us? Well, it’s not happening!”  
 
    “We aren’t like those men that tried to mug ya back in Gruvek,” said the dwarf with a shake of his head.  
 
    “You saw that?” asked Sloane. “So you followed us.”  
 
    “Followed,” nodded the orc.  
 
    Sloane drew her bow back a bit further, prompting the dwarf to clarify. “We followed ya, but only because we think ye could help us out! Ye seemed like good fighters. We don’t mean ya no harm!”  
 
    “Ha!” shouted Zeke. “That was a double negative! So you do mean us harm!”  
 
    Sloane sighed. That was just the way the dwarf talked. He wasn’t trying to be sneaky.  
 
    “Huh?” asked the dwarf, face contorting in confusion. 
 
    “All you saw was some orcs appear when we were back in Gruvek,” pointed out Sloane. “That doesn’t mean we would be good fighters, or that’d we’d be willing to join whatever your cause is.” 
 
    “I figured yer gnome summoned them orcs,” he said, nodding towards Delvin. “We also just saw the end of yer fight with that werewolf. Looks like yer quite the shot. That’s not even counting the elf, here.”  
 
    “What about me?” asked Zeke. “I haven’t really done anything recently.”  
 
    “Maybe not,” smirked the dwarf. “But we know yer true identity.” 
 
    “The Elf Thief!” cheered the orc. 
 
    “What?!” shouted Zeke. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    This was getting ridiculous now! How did these guys hear the lie that Zeke was The Elf Thief? 
 
    “Where did you hear that!” demanded Zeke.  
 
    “Can you put the bow down now?” the dwarf asked Sloane. The human hesitated, but ultimately lowered it. “When the three of you were talking at Mundeck’s Inn, Mundeck overheard you talking about it.”  
 
    “Ugh, I knew we were being listened to!” said Zeke turning on Sloane. The innkeeper hadn’t even pretended to not be listening. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, turning slightly pink. 
 
    Zeke groaned. This whole thing was getting wildly out of control. What started out as an innocent little tale with Sloane was turning into something more worrisome.  
 
    “Well, now that you know my secret, I guess you are going to blackmail us into helping you?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “No blackmail!” grunted the orc, shaking his head.  
 
    “Munreck is right,” added the dwarf. “We have no intention of blackmailing you.”  
 
    “Munreck?” repeated Zeke. He always got a kick out of orcish names. “So he must be brothers with the innkeeper, huh?”  
 
    “How you guess?” asked Munreck, tilting his head. “Family resemblance?”  
 
    The dwarf shared a look with Zeke.  
 
    “Munreck’s more of a fighter than a great thinker,” mumbled the dwarf. “I’m Donovic, by the way, and this gnome here is Winston.”  
 
    Zeke introduced the others to be polite. “So, Donovic, what do you want from us?”  
 
    “We just want you to consider helping out the Linsuk Resistance,” said the dwarf.  
 
    “Huh, I wonder if those were the same ones that got wiped out by the Sinter River,” said Zeke, glancing over at Delvin and Sloane. They both shrugged.  
 
    “They very well could have been,” nodded Donovic solemnly. “We do all we can to stay as a united front against Lord Kutarm’s advancement, but we can’t be keeping track of everyone.” 
 
    “So why seek us out?” asked Sloane. “Surely you have capable fighters among your ranks, even if you don’t know them all.” 
 
    “Having a living legend like The Elf Thief on our side could really boost morale,” explained Winston. His voice was much higher in pitch than Zeke expected. “It could possibly help push Kutarm’s expansion back!”  
 
    “Uh huh,” mumbled Zeke. “I don’t see how this benefits us, no offense.”  
 
    “The innkeeper heard ye were headed to Nurem,” explained Donovic. “Since yer just an hour or two away now, I assume he heard right.”  
 
    “We’re close!” cheered Delvin. 
 
    “Great, I can’t wait to be done with this forest,” smiled Sloane. “It’ll be nice to be in a town again that isn’t so hostile like Gruvek was.” 
 
    “About that…” said Winston, looking over nervously at Donovic.  
 
    “There ain’t no easy way to say this,” sighed the dwarf. “Nurem was invaded just two days ago by Lord Kutarm’s forces.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” groaned Sloane.  
 
    Zeke tried to continue looking calm, but inside he was freaking out. Lord Kutarm was already in Nurem? Had he learned that the Fourth Staff was there, or was it just a coincidence?  
 
    “Do you know why he’s taken Nurem?” asked Zeke, trying to sound nonchalant.  
 
    “Presumably because of how close it is to the northern coast,” shrugged Winston. “Why do you ask?”  
 
    “N-No reason,” said Zeke. That made sense. Maybe Kutarm was just trying to get control of the oceans. That wasn’t cause for alarm. Yet. 
 
    “Are you saying that the city isn’t safe to enter?” asked Sloane. “I’m assuming you’re telling us this for a reason.”  
 
    “Ye should be able to get inside, although ye’ll probably have to get past a checkpoint,” said Donovic. “Once yer in, me people can help supply ya and give ya a bed for the night.”  
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt to save some money,” said Sloane slowly, glancing over at Delvin. “We’re now paying for three instead of two.”  
 
    The gnome smiled back at her. 
 
    “What would be required of us?” asked Zeke. “We weren’t planning on sticking around Nurem for very long.” 
 
    “That’s no problem,” smiled Donovic. “The Resistance can be found all over Linsuk. In fact, ye’ll probably find a warm bed for free in most towns if ya join up. All we ask in return is that ye’re willin to help out when ye can.”  
 
    “Give us a moment to talk it over,” said Zeke, pulling the others a few feet away.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” whispered Sloane. 
 
    “Seems reasonable enough,” said Delvin. “Why not join them? I’m no fan of Kutarm’s.”  
 
    “If we could get places to stay all across Linsuk… that could save us quite a bit,” added Sloane.  
 
    “We know how much you love saving money,” mumbled Zeke.  
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “Uh, I’m just worried about what sort of commitments we’ll be making by signing up for this,” said Zeke. “Do we really want to be involved in a war?”  
 
    “It’s not like we’re going to have to do much,” shrugged Sloane. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” said Zeke. People normally didn’t give you something for nothing.  
 
    “We could always flee if things get bad,” pointed out Delvin.  
 
    “Yeah, and you’re good at that!” said Sloane.  
 
    Zeke wasn’t sure if he should take that as an insult or not, but there was some truth in it either way.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” he nodded, turning back to Donovic and the others. “We’ll do it. Now what?” 
 
    “Great!” cheered Winston, while Munreck smiled.  
 
    “Happy to have ya on board,” laughed Donovic, reaching into a pouch on his vest. “Here, ye’ll use these to let others know that yer part of the Linsuk Resistance.”  
 
    Donovic handed each of them a small, red coin. Zeke turned it over in his hand as he inspected it. On one side was the inscription ‘LR’, while the other had two swords crossed over a shield. Zeke placed it in his pocket.  
 
    “What’s keeping someone from taking these off a dead resistance fighter’s body and pretending to be them?” asked Sloane. 
 
    “These are magically triggered,” explained Winston. “Two people are able to hold it in their possession for extended periods of time: the person giving the coin and the person receiving it. If someone else takes it and holds onto it for more than a few hours, the coin will change from red to black.”  
 
    “Good to know,” nodded Sloane, pocketing hers as well.  
 
    “Are the three of you joining us in Nurem?” asked Delvin, looking at each of them. 
 
    “Can’t,” said the orc, shaking his head.  
 
    “We’re needed elsewhere,” explained Donovic. “We should actually be on our way. I’m happy to have ye all aboard. Perhaps our paths will cross again one day.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” shrugged Zeke. He didn’t have any intention of seeing this dwarf again. After they got their hands on the Fourth Staff, they’d set off to find the Lost Citadel and leave Kutarm and the Linsuk Resistance to kill each other. It wouldn’t be his problem anymore, not that it was ever his problem to begin with. 
 
    Donovic and the others waved goodbye, then set off back the way they came. Zeke and his friends continued through the woods, more careful this time as they made ground towards Nurem. Delvin explained that lycanthropes occasionally did hunt in packs, which didn’t make the journey a particularly comfortable one.  
 
    Time ticked by as they pressed through the forest, but no other monsters passed by them. They occasionally paused when they heard rustling, but it always turned out to be a rabbit or squirrel just running by. Twice they heard voices from the direction of the road, but they were too worried to run into Kutarm’s forces to go and check them out. 
 
    They broke free of the woods as they finally arrived at Nurem. The city was easily twice as large as Gruvek and was usually much friendlier. By the look of things, that might’ve changed.  
 
    The walls that encased the city were topped with armed men looking out in each direction. Stationed around the walls were dozens of wagons, men on horseback, and makeshift tents. This must’ve been just a percentage of the force that came to take the city, which was frightening itself.  
 
    “Uh, d-do we really have to go in there?” asked Delvin. 
 
    They actually didn’t. Zeke hadn’t exactly explained yet that the Fourth Staff was near Nurem, not actually inside the city. It was someplace called Wizard’s Keep, but he wasn’t exactly sure where that was. They could just skip Nurem and wander around, but that would probably waste more time.  
 
    “We do,” said Zeke. “Let’s go ahead and get this over with. It’s not like they’ll arrest us for anything.”  
 
    “Yes they will!” cried the gnome. “Those new coins we have!”  
 
    “Just hide them,” shrugged Sloane, leaving them and heading for the main gate.  
 
    Delvin gave Zeke a panicked look, but the elf just smiled back. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”  
 
    The three of them approached the main gate, which was manned by a half-dozen guards. They were all human and wore the black and blue colors of Lord Kutarm’s crest.  
 
    “Stop right there!” demanded one of the men, holding a sword out towards them.  
 
    Delvin whimpered as Zeke and Sloane stood their ground.  
 
    “Is Nurem not free to enter anymore?” asked Sloane.  
 
    “It is,” said the man, “after an inspection. Place all of your weapons on the table over here.” 
 
    Zeke sighed as he and the others went over to the table. Pulling out Lucky, he laid it down on the table. Sloane followed suit with her bow, arrows, and sword. Delvin waited patiently.  
 
    “Do you not have any weapons, gnome?” asked the guard.  
 
    “N-No,” mumbled Delvin. “I’m a-Hey!”  
 
    The guard apparently didn’t trust him. The man roughly frisked Delvin, ultimately giving up after a few seconds of the gnome squirming.  
 
    “Very well, you may pass,” grunted the man. 
 
    “I-I’d like to wait for my fri-”  
 
    “Continue, or I’ll arrest you!” shouted the guard.  
 
    “Y-Yes sir,” mumbled the gnome, looking up at Zeke and Sloane with pure fear.  
 
    “We’ll be right there, don’t worry,” smiled Sloane.  
 
    The gnome nodded, then entered into the city. 
 
    The guard next looked over Sloane’s weapons. He carefully inspected each arrow, taking his time with it.  
 
    “Quite the arsenal you’ve got here,” he muttered. “Why do you travel with such an array of weapons?”  
 
    “You never know which tool you’ll need,” she shrugged.  
 
    “Very true,” nodded the man. He looked Sloane up and down, his eyes lingering a bit longer than Zeke felt comfortable with. “You hold yourself like a professional warrior. Where are you from?”  
 
    “I used to be in Goldsworth’s militia,” said Sloane.  
 
    “I see,” said the guard quietly. For half a second, Zeke could’ve sworn he saw a sadness in the man’s eyes. “I’m satisfied here. You may pass.”  
 
    “Thanks,” mumbled Sloane, grabbing her things and leaving without another word.  
 
    The guard watched as Sloane left. Zeke got the feeling the creepy guard regretted not frisking her as well.  
 
    The man turned back to the table, where only Lucky remained.  
 
    “This is all you carry?” asked the guard, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s all I need,” shrugged Zeke. That was, until he got an Arcane Staff. “This dagger is very special to me. Careful with it, if you wouldn’t mind.”  
 
    “I’ll do as I please,” the man grunted, picking up Zeke’s dagger. The man looked at it carefully, then rudely chucked it down at the table. Lucky caught the corner of the table, bounced off of it, and landed in the man’s thigh. 
 
    “GAA!” shouted the man, quickly prying the dagger out and chucking it away.  
 
    “Told you to be careful,” said Zeke, walking over to where the dagger fell. He paused as he heard the sound of a blade being drawn. 
 
    “You did that on purpose!” shouted the guard, taking a step towards Zeke with his weapon raised high.  
 
    Zeke backpedaled as quickly as he could, bumping into another man that had joined them. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!” demanded the newcomer.  
 
    “Captain, he stabbed me with his dagger!” shouted the guard.  
 
    “No I didn’t!” said Zeke. “You threw it at the table and stabbed yourself with it!” 
 
    A few of the other guards around snickered, and the original guard’s face turned even redder.  
 
    “Is this true?” asked the captain.  
 
    The guard made a noncommittal grunt as he glared down at Zeke. The elf was pretty sure he had just made an enemy and would need to remember to not use this gate when they left. He also needed to get out of here as soon as possible, and he knew just how. 
 
    By being difficult. 
 
    “My weapons have been inspected and I’ve done nothing wrong,” said Zeke. “Am I being detained?!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked the captain.  
 
    “Am I being detained?!” repeated the elf, raising his voice. “Am I being detained?!” 
 
    The captain rolled his eyes and sighed. “I hate this job. No, you’re not being detained. Carry on.” 
 
    “But, sir-” tried the original guard. 
 
    “Leave it,” groaned the captain, turning his back on them both.  
 
    “Thank you,” nodded Zeke, taking Lucky back and moving towards the city. He glanced over his shoulder and added one more thing to the original guard. “Best get that leg looked at by a priest! Wouldn’t want it getting infected!”  
 
    A few of the guards snickered again. 
 
    The one with the stab wound wasn’t one of them.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “What took so long?” asked Sloane as Zeke joined them. “I thought I heard yelling.”  
 
    “Just a bit of a miscommunication,” shrugged Zeke. “Wow, this place is big.”  
 
    Sloane nodded, but then tilted her head at him. “I thought you’ve been here before?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” said the elf, looking around. “I think they’ve expanded since then, though.”  
 
    Sloane thought about it for a minute, but then let it go. She could see a city as large as Nurem being built upon constantly. Dwarven towns weren’t known for their high-rises, but this one had very few single story buildings. There were even a few buildings currently be worked on. Even if he was lying, it didn’t really matter. 
 
    “Do you know where the thing is?” asked Sloane quietly.  
 
    “Not exactly,” replied Zeke, looking around. “I’d assume some elves in town would know its whereabouts, so let's keep our eyes peeled for some.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be hard,” chuckled Delvin. “They’ll really stick out with all these dwarves!”  
 
    Walking the streets of Nurem, the three soon found out that wasn’t the case. While most of the people in the city were dwarves, there were quite a number of taller races about. Particularly, Kutarm’s men. The streets were filled with guards standing near alleyways and walking to and fro.  
 
    Sloane believed it was because of this that so many people walked around with their hoods up. This made it harder to distinguish elves from regular humans. Not only that, but everyone was averting their eyes. It seemed like everyone was afraid of getting the guards’ attention if they made eye contact.  
 
    “Everyone’s so scared,” mumbled Delvin, looking around. “Even the dwarves seem bothered by the presence of Kutarm’s men.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” asked Zeke. “I don’t think the elves in Re’Lus would be particularly welcoming towards people that took over the town.”  
 
    “Y-You’re right, I wasn’t thinking,” said the gnome.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Zeke. “We aren’t getting anywhere by just walking around and looking for pointy ears, though.”  
 
    “What do you suggest?” asked Sloane, smirking. “Should we go up to strangers and ask them their race?”  
 
    “Good idea,” said Zeke, turning to a man with his gray hood up. “Excuse me, are you an elf?”  
 
    “No…?” said the man, looking at Zeke like he was crazy. Sloane didn’t blame him. Sometimes, she thought he was crazy, too.  
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit rude?” she whispered, pulling Zeke back.  
 
    “It is, but how else are we going to get the information we need?” asked Delvin. “You see how many guards there are here. Do we really want to stick around?” 
 
    “Fine,” grumbled Sloane. She didn’t want to stay any longer than she had to. The faster they got the Fourth Staff, the faster they could move on towards the Lost Citadel.  
 
    Zeke spent the next twenty minutes going up to skinnier humans and asking to see their ears. This was met with a lot of confusion, and caught the attention of some guards once or twice. When that happened, they moved further into the city until they were sure no one was watching them. Zeke occasionally guessed right and found an elf, but they didn’t know what he was talking about.  
 
    “Are you sure anyone is going to know where the you-know-what is?” asked Sloane after Zeke came back empty handed for the sixth time.  
 
    “Someone’s got to know,” he said, rubbing his chin as he looked around for his next target.  
 
    “Couldn’t we just search for it on our own?” asked Sloane. 
 
    “We could… but let me just try one more!”  
 
    “That’s what you said last time,” pointed out Delvin.  
 
    “I know, but this time I mean it!”  
 
    “This is the last one,” said Sloane, getting fed up with all the time they were wasting. If the Arcane Staff was somewhere around here, it was possible Kutarm would start coming this way sooner rather than later. This city would become incredibly dangerous once that happened.  
 
    Zeke scanned the crowd, being more choosey now that he had only one more go.  
 
    “Bingo,” he said, snapping his fingers and heading for an elf manning a fruit stand down the street. Sloane and Delvin followed close behind. 
 
    The vendor, who wore a woolen gray hat that matched his outfit, smiled as he saw three potential customers approach. “Good day, you three! Can I interest you in some freshly picked fruit?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” said Zeke, brushing his hair behind his ears in the most obvious way possible.  
 
    “Ah, you’re an elf too, I see,” smiled the vendor, picking his hat up to reveal pointed ears of his own. “I suppose you’d like a discount then, yes?”  
 
    “Actually, I was hoping you could help me with something else,” smiled Zeke. “I’m from Re’Lus, you see, and am here about… that thing that is kept around here. You wouldn’t happen to know where I could locate it, do you?”  
 
    The vendor eyed the elf curiously, then looked over Sloane and Delvin. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Look, guy,” said Zeke, leaning in. “You know what I’m talking about. I know you know. Just help another elf out, eh?”  
 
    “I wish I could help you, but if you’re not looking for fruit, then there’s nothing I can do,” said the vendor, growing colder to them.  
 
    Sloane was starting to understand now. The elves weren’t telling Zeke because they didn’t trust him. After Kutarm’s forces moved in, they were probably afraid to mention the Arcane Staff at all, even to other elves.  
 
    “We should get moving,” said Sloane. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t have what you are looking for,” said the vendor. 
 
    “L-Let me buy some fruit for wasting your time,” said Delvin, pulling out some coins from his pocket. Sloane glanced down at the gnome’s money. What happened to him being broke? She then saw that all he pulled out were two silver coins, and a red one. 
 
    “Careful with that one,” she whispered, nodding towards it. 
 
    The vendor caught her motion and looked down at the three coins. His eyes widened and he stood a little taller.  
 
    “Oh… I didn’t realize who you all were,” he said, keeping his voice down. “Can never be too careful nowadays with giving out important information.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re with the… group,” said Zeke. 
 
    “I am indeed,” said the elf, lowering his voice to just above a whisper. “It’s not safe to talk about this on the streets, but I believe you’ll find that particular piece of produce at The Bloody Stag.” 
 
    “Ew,” said Zeke, wrinkling his nose. “It’s inside a dead stag?” 
 
    “Maybe he means bloody as in an insult,” offered Delvin. “Why are you so upset at this male deer?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a magical deer?” offered Zeke. “Can deer be magical?”  
 
    “I suppose they could be-”  
 
    “Shut up!” hissed the elf, glancing around them as two guards walked near to them. The men didn’t pay them any mind and continued by. The elf continued when the coast was clear. “The Bloody Stag is a tavern a few blocks to the south. Head there now, and go to the cellar. You’ll find those who know the item.”  
 
    “You should really change how you say that to outsiders, you know,” said Zeke. “It’s confusing.”  
 
    “Why would I tell you to go talk to a magical deer?!”  
 
    “Thanks for your help,” said Sloane, pulling on Zeke before he could reply. “We’ve got a tavern to go find.” 
 
    While that hadn’t exactly gone like Sloane hoped it would, at least they knew where to go next. The three went south a few streets, where they saw a wooden sign of a stag hanging above a door. 
 
    “This should be good,” said Zeke, pushing the door open. 
 
    The three entered the tavern. This one was much larger than the one at the outpost, with nearly twenty long tables. Two bars hugged the back and side of the building, with dozens of stools for busy nights. The place looked like it could hold several hundred people. 
 
    Yet, it was completely empty.  
 
    “H-Hello?” called out Delvin, looking around.  
 
    “Is this place closed?” asked Zeke, walking up to one of the bars.  
 
    “Maybe… although that’d be a little strange at this time of the day, wouldn’t it be?” asked Sloane. It wasn’t dark out yet, but it was dinner time. She would’ve assumed they’d be busy. 
 
    “Oi, be with ya in a minute!” called a dwarf from somewhere behind the other bar.  
 
    There three shared a look, then walked over to it. Half a minute later, and a black haired dwarf wearing a chef’s apron appeared.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” he laughed. “How can I help ye?”  
 
    “Where is everyone?” asked Zeke.  
 
    “Er, dunno,” laughed the dwarf, glancing behind him anxiously.  
 
    Sloane narrowed her eyes. What was going on? Were there people behind him?  
 
    “Why are you acting strange?” asked Delvin. 
 
    “Y-Ye don’t know if I be actin strange,” he laughed again. “Maybe I always act this way!” 
 
    “Okay…” said Delvin, looking up at Sloane and Zeke.  
 
    “Enough of whatever is going on,” said Sloane, leaning towards the dwarf. “We were told to go to the cellar of this place. Can you point us in the right direction?”  
 
    The dwarf looked horrified. “C-Cellar? Ha… we, we don’t have no cellar!” 
 
    “Double negative,” mumbled Zeke.  
 
    “Your tavern doesn’t have a cellar?” she asked, ignoring the elf. “Where do you keep the barrels of beer and mead?”  
 
    “Uh…”  
 
    Sloane dug around in her pocket and slammed her red coin on the bar.  
 
    “Does this help?” she asked.  
 
    “That it does,” nodded the dwarf, breathing a heavy sigh. “Ye three scared me, ya did! I was worried one of us cracked!”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” smiled Zeke. “We’ll be in and out before you know it. It’ll be no trouble at all.”  
 
    “Works fer me,” said the dwarf. “Please, follow me!”  
 
    The three walked around the bar and followed the dwarf to the back room. There was a wooden door in the floor, which he hoisted open.  
 
    “There ya go,” he smiled. “The others be down there.” 
 
    “Coming with us?” asked Sloane. 
 
    “No, not this time,” he said, shaking his head. “Need someone up here to keep watch.” 
 
    Sloane paused, thinking through her options. This could’ve been a trap. She didn’t like going underground as a rule, but especially not when the person escorting her down wasn’t going with her.  
 
    “Perfect, thanks!” said Zeke, hurrying down. 
 
    Sloane sighed. 
 
    The three walked down the steps that led to the cellar, which turned out to be just as large as the tavern above. She could now see why the upstairs was so empty. There were at least a hundred dwarves packed in down here, along with a handful more of elves, humans, gnomes, and other races. Nearly everyone was facing the back of the cellar, where a dwarf with a gray beard stood on top of several crates. He wore a giant battle axe on his back and had on a black eye patch over his right eye. Even for a dwarf, he looked intimidating.  
 
    “The oppression won’t stop until we do something about it!” he said, clearly in the middle of a speech. The entire cheered in support at this statement, some with mugs, others with weapons. “If not we, then who?”  
 
    “Maybe this is a bad time,” said Delvin, looking over the crowd. “We could come back later.”  
 
    “This does seem pretty intense,” agreed Zeke. “I really just wanted to-” 
 
    “Who’s that back there?” asked the one-eyed dwarf. 
 
    The crowd turned as one. 
 
    “I don’t think now would be a good time to leave,” whispered Sloane.  
 
    “Right,” nodded Zeke then cleared his throat. “S-Sorry to interrupt! We came from Re’Lus and were just hoping to talk to someone about-”  
 
    “Re’Lus?!” exclaimed the dwarf. “The small elven town? Why, that was quite the journey to get up here!”  
 
    “You’d be surprised,” nodded Zeke.  
 
    “Did you encounter any of the dastardly Kutarm’s men?” asked the dwarf. “We haven’t heard much news outside of Nurem since we fell to his forces.”  
 
    “We didn’t, although we met some other Resistance fighters who did,” said Sloane.  
 
    “They even had to fight a Phasathene!” chimed in Delvin.  
 
    “Phasathene? What is that?” asked the dwarf.  
 
    “They’re a kind of fae creature, Throgrom,” came a woman’s voice. Sloane searched for the owner and saw it was an elven woman with her blonde hair up in a bun. “They are rare in these lands. I find it unlikely that the people actually fought one.”  
 
    “Unlikely as fighting undead, too?” asked Zeke. He didn’t look happy to have their story challenged. “Because that’s what happened.”  
 
    The crowd broke into murmuring at this. The elven woman looked like she had something more to say, but held her tongue.  
 
    “You defeated the undead?” asked Throgrom.  
 
    “Sloane did,” said Zeke, nodding towards her. “She’s a great fighter.”  
 
    Sloane took the compliment but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Is that so… have you three come to aid us in our uprising against Kutarm’s forces?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” said Sloane. “The reason we’re here is probably better suited for private ears.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” said Throgrom. “We may all be marching to our deaths tomorrow. There is nothing but trust in this room.”  
 
    Tomorrow? Were they planning on staging a revolt so soon? Sloane didn’t like the sound of being caught in the middle of that. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” said the elven woman at the front. “You’re from Re’Lus? I bet I know why you’re here. You want to take the Arcane Staff!” 
 
    The crowd gasped as a collective, then began murmuring again. 
 
    “I uh…” said Zeke, looking worriedly at Sloane. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “The Arcane Staff?” asked Throgrom. “What are you talking about, Ivsaar?”   
 
    “The Fourth Staff is hidden nearby,” she explained. “Truthfully, I had forgotten the legend until hearing the name of that town again just now. The elves of that region know the location of it, including my people.” 
 
    Throgrom looked over at Sloane and the others and thought for a moment. Sloane was beginning to worry. Trying to take an Arcane Staff would usually be punishable by death. No one wanted people having access to the Staves’ power. 
 
    “Kutarm might know something of this legend,” said the dwarf. “Perhaps that is why he came here in the first place.”  
 
    “Even more reason for us to fight and push his forces back!” declared Ivsaar. 
 
    “What if… What if we helped these three get the Staff?” said Throgrom. 
 
    The crowd became quiet.  
 
    “An Arcane Staff?” called out another dwarf. “We don’t know these people! If they wish, they could use its power against us!”  
 
    Throgrom held up his hand before others could voice their concerns. “Tell me, who invited the three of you into the Linsuk Resistance?”  
 
    “Some dwarf,” shrugged Zeke. “Think his name was Domino, maybe?”  
 
    “Donovic,” said Sloane, trying hard to not roll her eyes. Could the elf remember just one name correctly?  
 
    “There ye have it,” smiled Throgrom. “If they be good enough for me brother, then he must’ve seen somethin in em.”  
 
    The others nodded their agreement at this. It looked like being overheard in that inn wasn’t such a bad thing after all.  
 
    “This is what we’ll do,” said Throgrom. “I’ll have Ivsaar here tell you what you need to know. The warrior woman will fight with us tomorrow while ye go and fetch the Fourth Staff. Then, when ye get it, ye help use it against Kutarm. Deal?”  
 
    Sloane crossed her arms. While she didn’t mind them using an Arcane Staff against Kutarm, that wasn’t really their focus with getting it. Also, she wasn’t thrilled at being separated from Zeke just yet.  
 
    “We can offer ya gold, as well.”  
 
    Sloane coughed. Now she definitely was okay with staying. 
 
    “You can stay,” said Zeke.  
 
    “Really?” she asked, turning to him. “But what if you encounter something dangerous?”  
 
    “I’ll take Delvin with me,” he shrugged. “He’ll handle it.”  
 
    “W-What?!” cried the gnome.  
 
    “Honestly, it’ll be better if you stay and fight,” continued Zeke. “If there is a battle going on here, it’ll distract anyone from finding where the Arcane Staff actually is. Anyone searching for it will be called back to help fight. We can meet back up after.”  
 
    Sloane thought about it for a moment. She’d feel bad if Zeke died while getting the Fourth Staff, but there were several positives to staying and fighting. Mainly the money. Helping the Linsuk Resistance get a win would help them more in the future, though, as they looked for the Lost Citadel. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll stay and fight,” nodded Sloane, turning back to Throgrom. “What do you need from me?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Zeke kept his hood up as he and Delvin walked the streets of Nurem early the next morning. There were a handful of people about, but the streets were quiet. The elf noticed that there were fewer of Kutarm’s men about, just like the Linsuk Resistance said. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” whispered Delvin, glancing around for guards. 
 
    Zeke wasn’t sure at all. They were told the location of a secret sewer drain that led north and should help them get out of the city unseen. Zeke wasn’t thrilled at the prospect, but the others were adamant that he not be seen as he left town. Apparently, some of Kutarm’s men were tasked with the job of trailing people that left town to see where they were going. This was probably to find the location of the Arcane Staff, and the last thing the Resistance needed was Kutarm actually finding it.  
 
    It was also the last thing Zeke needed, so he had agreed to try and take the secret passage out. That didn’t mean he was confident it would work, but now he felt like he didn’t have much of a choice.  
 
    “Just keep your voice down,” mumbled Zeke. “We’re almost there.”  
 
    The two snuck by some very tired guards and took a side street to a small, abandoned building close to the wall. As quietly as they could, they opened the door and snuck in, being careful to close it behind them.  
 
    Zeke was told that this building used to be used by thieves and smugglers, but the darker side of Nurem offered up their services to the Resistance once the town was occupied. They figured it would be better for business to go back to the way things were. The inside of the thieves den was barren. Zeke wasn’t sure if that was because they moved everything out after giving the Resistance access or if this was always how it looked. 
 
    “I don’t see the entrance to the drain,” said Delvin.  
 
    “Did you really think they would have it easy to find?” asked Zeke, pressing his hands up against the walls and feeling around on the ground for a secret mechanism. Delvin joined him, and the two felt around like blind mice for several minutes.  
 
    “Why couldn’t they have told us where this was?” mumbled Delvin.  
 
    “I’m not sure they’re the most organized bunch,” said Zeke.  
 
    The elf eventually found a small latch in the back corner of the room. Pulling it up, a small tunnel was revealed underneath it. The two of them hopped in, closing the hidden door. They were met with complete darkness.  
 
    “Great,” sighed Zeke. “Now we get to feel around for who knows how long.” 
 
    “Just a second!” said Delvin.  
 
    Suddenly, a bright light sprang to life a foot away from Zeke’s face, temporarily blinding him. 
 
    “Woah, watch it!” he said, covering his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” said the gnome, diming his magical light. “I cast it at full strength at first.”  
 
    “That’s alright,” said Zeke, blinking a few times. Zeke looked around, seeing that the tunnel around them was well put together. Uncracked stones lined the walls and the floor. The tunnel began where they were, and extended out before them. “You lead the way.”  
 
    “W-Why do I have to lead?!” demanded Delvin, taking a step back.  
 
    “Because you have the light,” Zeke pointed out. “And keep your voice down! Who knows if the echo goes all the way out.”  
 
    The gnome looked conflicted but ultimately led the way. Zeke had expected insects or rats to occupy the tunnel, but to his surprise and delight, there weren’t any. After a few minutes, he thought he could hear the sound of guards talking about them. He couldn’t distinguish what they were saying, and the two continued on. The tunnel went on for a while longer until Delvin came to a sudden stop. 
 
    Zeke tripped over him. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” Zeke asked, getting back to his feet. “You could give me a heads up, you know!”  
 
    “Sorry,” shrugged the gnome. “The tunnel ends here, though.”  
 
    Zeke expected the tunnel to have an opening straight to the wild, but they were instead met with a stone wall. Looking up, he saw another hatch similar to the one in the abandoned building.  
 
    “That explains why there aren’t any critters in here,” he mumbled, pushing it open.  
 
    It took a bit more effort than he expected it to. When he poked his head up, he saw why: the covering was a stump.  
 
    “Smart idea,” said Delvin after being hoisted up by Zeke. “No one probably goes around lifting up stumps around here.” 
 
    Zeke placed the stump back down to cover the tunnel, then looked around. They were now some distance north of Nurem, and they couldn’t even see the city anymore. They were still in a forest, but the trees were much more spaced out than before. Checking around them, it looked like there were guards around whatsoever.  
 
    Determining that they weren’t being followed, Zeke and Delvin continued north through the woods. For the next two hours, the two walked at a brisk pace towards the edge of the continent, occasionally glancing back over their shoulders. Zeke kept Lucky out just in case they ran into something but was hoping it wouldn’t be needed. He felt like they were exposed without Sloane around. 
 
    The elven woman, Ivsaar, explained to Zeke the whereabouts of Wizard’s Keep. She said that most people didn’t know about it since it was rarely talked about. If a traveler randomly stumbled upon it, they usually thought there was evil magic afoot and would keep some distance from the place. No one ever risked getting too close. The elves that knew its location also never came close, fearful of some sort of guardian or test that would trigger if someone approached. 
 
    For that reason, she had no idea exactly where in Wizard’s Keep the Fourth Staff was, or how he could obtain it.  
 
    When they could hear the waves of the ocean up ahead, Zeke and Delvin followed Ivsaar’s instructions and hooked a hard left. They continued on for another half an hour, until the trees finally faded away, exposing a bizarre looking cliff. 
 
    Giant rock facings dotted the coast, including several strands of rocks that were magically suspended in the air. These arched in random directions, some connected and some not. One of the stones hovered right next to the edge of the cliff, as if inviting them to hop on. 
 
    In the middle of it all was the face of an ancient wizard, carved out of stone. The eyes were shaped in an uninviting way, as if it was glaring at anyone who dared look upon it.  
 
    “This must be it,” marveled Zeke. “Wizard’s Keep.”  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” smiled Delvin, taking it all in.  
 
    The two stared for a few minutes, marveling at the floating rocks and the carved wizard’s head. Several birds flew around, having made nests in the ancient rocks. There was something peaceful and almost sacred about the place.  
 
    “So… you ready to do it?” asked Delvin. “I’ll wait for you on solid land to provide backup.”  
 
    Zeke wanted to argue but knew there was no point. Only one of them needed to risk their life looking for the Staff, and Zeke was probably better suited at making a quick escape if one was needed.   
 
    Still, the floating rocks didn’t look very safe.  
 
    “Why don’t you summon one of your illusions onto the floating rock closest to us?” recommended Zeke. He wanted to make sure he wouldn’t plummet to his death on his first step. 
 
    “Coming right up,” said the gnome. 
 
    Delvin closed his eyes, mumbling something under his breath. Zeke stared at the floating stone as he waited for something to appear. Finally, the green demon that he had seen back with the undead popped into existence on top of it. The floating stone didn’t move an inch. 
 
    “Looks stable enough,” smiled Zeke. “That’ll definitely be able to hold me, huh?”  
 
    “No telling until you start,” shrugged Delvin.  
 
    “I mean… I think that demon probably weighs more than I do.”  
 
    “No, my illusions don’t have a weight.”  
 
    Zeke stared blankly at the gnome.  
 
    “They don’t have a weight?”  
 
    “Of course not,” laughed Delvin. “Illusion magic doesn’t have weight. I thought everyone knew that?”  
 
    “I didn’t know that!” shouted Zeke. “Why did you listen to me and summon it?!”  
 
    “I thought you just wanted to have it there as a sort of good luck charm,” he shrugged.  
 
    “Why would a demon be a good luck charm?!”  
 
    “I-I don’t know! I-I was trying not to judge you!”  
 
    “Ugh, get rid of it,” groaned Zeke, waving his hand at the demon.  
 
    Delvin nodded and the green demon disappeared. “T-There’s nothing to worry about. I’m sure you’ve done this sort of things tons of times before!”  
 
    “You think I’ve run across precariously floating magic rocks before while trying to find and grab an Arcane Staff?”  
 
    “I said ‘sort of’, not ‘exactly’,” shrugged the gnome. “You’re The Elf Thief! You’re the stuff of legends!”  
 
    Zeke sighed. This lie had gotten so out of control.  
 
    “Listen,” Zeke said quietly. “I… I may not have been telling Sloane the truth when I said I was The Elf Thief.”  
 
    “O-Oh.”  
 
    “I didn’t think it was a big deal at the time. She had invited me along to find the Lost Citadel, and I felt like I didn’t have much to offer. She was the one that came up with it in her head in the first place. I didn’t think she would get all invested in it.”  
 
    Delvin was quiet for a moment. “Why not tell her the truth?”  
 
    “I’m too deep into the lie now,” said Zeke, shaking his head. “She’d be super mad at me.”  
 
    “Yeah… she probably wouldn’t be particularly happy about it,” nodded Delvin. “I’m sure she’ll get over it faster than you know it if you give it a chance”  
 
    “You don’t get it,” sighed Zeke. “She’s this great archer who has saved both of us multiple times. You have even helped us out when you summoned those orcs. You both have things you’re good at. I have nothing.”  
 
    “That’s not true!” said Delvin quickly. 
 
    “It is,” said Zeke. “You don’t know it, but I’m a joke back in Re’Lus. Everyone thinks I’m useless. I’m not even good at being a meal preparer. The whole town thinks I’m an idiot, and they’re right.”  
 
    Delvin was silent. He looked out over the ocean as he let Zeke speak, unsure of how to comfort the elf.  
 
    “When Sloane offered to take me to the Lost Citadel, I jumped on it. I figured it would be my opportunity to show my town that they were wrong about me. I was somebody. Instead… instead, I’ve brought Sloane and you to Kutarm controlled land. Sloane might die in Nurem, and we won’t be far behind. I’ve let everyone down.”  
 
    “No,” said Delvin. 
 
    “No?”  
 
    “No!” said Delvin more firmly. “You haven’t let anyone down! If you hadn’t worked with Sloane, maybe the undead would’ve killed me before she took them out. Because of you, Donovic believes they have a legend on their side, and they could be fighting even harder than before! You’ve also given all the Linsuk Resistance back in Nurem hope with finding this Arcane Staff, and using it against Kutarm!”  
 
    “But I never intended to actually use it against him,” said Zeke, shaking his head. “I just wanted it to help find the Lost Citadel.”  
 
    “So? You are keeping it out of his grasp while you use it!” continued Delvin. “Plus, who’s to say you won’t use it once we find the Lost Citadel? Did you really envision yourself sitting around all day for the next hundred years in some forgotten fortress?”  
 
    “I mean…”  
 
    “You can be even greater than The Elf Thief!” smiled Delvin. “He’d never wanted to help others out with the things he’s taken. You can one-up him!”  
 
    “One-up him?”  
 
    “Let’s get the Fourth Staff, and then use it for good! Imagine how silly your town will feel when they hear that their own Zeke helped turn the tide against the evil man trying to take over all of Linsuk!”  
 
    Zeke couldn’t help but smile at the gnome. He wasn’t sure if he was really buying all that the little guy was saying, but he was making some good points. Why not help the Resistance out?  
 
    “You’re right,” he said slowly.  
 
    Delvin’s face turned to surprise. The gnome had snapped out of it, and suddenly realized all that he had been saying. “I… I’m right?”  
 
    “I can be even better than The Elf Thief. I can be even better than Re’Lus could ever know,” nodded Zeke. “Thanks for that Delvin. You’re a good friend.”  
 
    The gnome beamed. 
 
    “Now that my emotional breakdown is over...” said Zeke, turning to face Wizard’s Keep. “Let’s get this Arcane Staff!”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Sloane waited outside of The Bloody Stag. Zeke and Delvin had left sometime that morning, but Sloane wasn’t sure when. They had agreed to not see each other again until after they had the Fourth Staff.  
 
    As Sloane waited for Throgrom and the others to come out, she questioned who wise this plan was. The elven woman, Ivsaar, told them it would take them a few hours to reach this Wizard’s Keep. Sloane wasn’t so sure that they’d be able to make it there in one piece. She knew Zeke could more or less handle himself, but that also involved being able to run away. Delvin, on the other hand, might prove to be the death of them. If Kutarm’s men found them while they were out there, Zeke would stay and fight with Delvin, which would prove costly 
 
    She shook her head as she tried to get rid of her nervous thoughts. Being worried would get her nowhere. The two of them were more than capable of getting the Arcane Staff, and she should just focus instead on the task at hand. She was about to be part of a war.  
 
    The door next to her opened up, and out came laughter and excited talk. Dwarves piled out of the tavern like clowns out of a tiny car. Except these clowns were decked out in armor, wearing well-sharpened blades. After a few minutes, the last of the stragglers made it out of The Bloody Stag. Everyone stood in the street, awaiting instruction.  
 
    “We appreciate you staying to fight with us,” came a voice to Sloane’s side.  
 
    Sloane turned to find Ivsaar and smiled. “What can I say? Battle and gold are two of my favorite things.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem to be the case for your two companions,” smirked the elf. “They looked horrified while I talked to them last night about Wizard’s Keep.”  
 
    “They aren’t the… most capable... when it comes to danger,” conceded Sloane. “Particularly the gnome.”  
 
    “Could’ve fooled me,” said Ivsaar dryly.  
 
    It quieted as Throgrom moved through the crowd, getting to the front and turning to address the Linsuk Resistance.  
 
    “Today is the day that we take back our city,” said the dwarf, a serious look on his face. “It is time we teach the evil Lord Kutarm that he shouldn’t mess with the free forces of Linsuk!”  
 
    The crowd clapped and cheered, but much quieter than the night before. The realness of the situation seemed to be getting to some of them.  
 
    “We’ve gone over our plans fer today,” continued the dwarf. “If we stick with em, I’m confident we will see this battle to its end. Even if the tide is turned against us, we have the knowledge that an Arcane Staff will soon be joining us!” 
 
    This brought fewer cheers. Throgrom took notice this time. “What’s wrong with ye? We’re about to head into a great battle to tell yer great grandchildren about!”  
 
    “It’s this business with the Arcane Staff,” spoke up one the dwarves in the crowd. Several others nodded at this.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Throgrom, raising an eyebrow. “Are ye concerned that the magic brought could be dangerous?”  
 
    “Some of us don’t believe that elf and his little gnome will make it back in one piece,” said the dwarf. “The Arcane Staves are protected with strong magic, everyone knows this. We should’ve sent others with them to make sure we secured it!”  
 
    Several others around him cheered at this, causing the dwarf to stand a little straighter.  
 
    “This isn’t good,” muttered Ivsaar.  
 
    Sloane nodded. It sounded like a mutiny was rising. That wouldn’t do much good when they were literally about to start fighting.  
 
    “Ye doubtin me?” asked Throgrom, taking a threatening step towards the defiant dwarf.  
 
    “I’m doubtin the elf,” said the dwarf. “If that means I’m doubtin you, then so be it.” 
 
    Tension was rising all around. Sloane had to do something to kill this revolt before it started. 
 
    “There’s a very good reason to have faith in Zeke,” said Sloane. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” asked the dwarf. “Want to share with the rest of us?”  
 
    Sloane hesitated. She would be betraying the trust Zeke had in her to not share his secret with everyone, but at the same time, it might give them all more hope. She decided she’d have to go with it and ask for forgiveness later.  
 
    “He’s The Elf Thief.”  
 
    The dwarf’s jaw dropped, as did many others. The group suddenly stood a little taller, their excitement clear in their eyes.  
 
    “The legend himself?” asked Throgrom. “He stands with us?”  
 
    “He does,” nodded Sloane. “He’s the fastest elf I’ve ever seen, and he’s got a way about him that makes me sure he won’t let us down.”  
 
    “I must say, I did not expect this,” said Ivsaar, shaking her head in disbelief. “He honestly struck me a bit as an idiot.”  
 
    “I think it’s part of his cover,” agreed Sloane.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry fer doubtin ya, Throgrom,” said the dwarf that first stood against him. “I should’ve known ye would steer us straight.” 
 
    Throgrom looked the dwarf over, then nodded and smiled. “It’s behind us, Bruno.” 
 
    “Oi, what’s goin on over here!” shouted a man’s voice.  
 
    A troop of ten or so guards in black and blue stormed up to the group. A man at the front stood with the badge of an eagle over his heart.  
 
    “Citizens are not allowed to gather in such numbers,” said the man, his hand resting on his sword’s hilt. “Who is the one who organized such an illegal formation?”  
 
    Throgrom stepped out towards the men. “That’d be me, lass.”  
 
    The Linsuk Resistance chuckled. Kutarm’s men didn’t look amused.  
 
    “You think it wise to challenge a captain in Lord Kutarm’s army?” asked the man, a dark smirk playing on his lips.  
 
    “Me apologies,” said Throgrom, doing an obnoxious flourish as he bowed. “Ye’ve no hair on yer face and look so smooth-skinned I thought fer sure that ye’d be a woman.” 
 
    The Resistance roared with laughter, stomping their feet. Even a few of the guards behind the captain smiled.  
 
    “Enough!” screamed the captain, pulling his sword out. “You must all disperse at once, or face the consequences. You, the one with the jokes! You’ll be coming with us.” 
 
    “Afraid none of those things be happenin today,” said Throgrom, shaking his head.  
 
    “You dare defy an order?!”  
 
    “I dare,” nodded Throgrom. Raising his voice so that all in the streets could hear him, he continued. “The dwarves and fair people of Nurem reject the invaders of Kutarm’s forces, and reject Kutarm himself! We bow down to no one, especially no man that conspires with the ungodly creatures of this realm! Leave our fine city now, or meet your end with the help of the Linsuk Resistance!”  
 
    Everyone in the Resistance roared in agreement, raising their weapons high. This garnered the looks of some onlookers, who began to gather around and watch what was going on.  
 
    The guards exchanged concerned looks as their captain looked down at the dwarf in surprise. “Y-You can’t be serious!”  
 
    “Dead serious,” declared Throgrom, taking his axe off of his back. “Ye turn and leave now, or yer declaring yerself an enemy of the people of Nurem, and will be treated as such.”  
 
    “We’re arresting the lot of you!” shouted the captain, pointing his sword around at the group. “Men, use any force you deem necessa-” 
 
    Throgrom swung his giant war axe out before him, cutting down the captain before the man could finish his thought.  
 
    “People of Nurem, it is time to take yer city back!” cried Throgrom, charging at the remaining guards.  
 
    The Linsuk Resistance cheered, spreading out to their appointed positions in the city. The revolt was now in full swing, and the blood of Kutarm’s forces would fill the streets. 
 
    Throgrom swung his mighty axe again, this time downing two men at once. Four of the guards charged at Throgrom as he tried to bring his axe back around, but were met with a dozen angry dwarves instead.  
 
    Metal clashed against metal, and the wave of the Linsuk Resistance began to overrun the small collection of guards. Sloane raised her bow, taking a shot at one of the Kutarm men as they slashed down at a dwarf’s back. The dwarf took some of the hit but was relieved of anymore as Sloane’s arrow stuck into the man’s temple.  
 
    “Help!” cried one of the men, turning heel and booking it down the street. “They’re revolting!”  
 
    While the cries caught the attention of Kutarm’s forces, it also had an unintended effect. Doors on shops and homes everywhere opened, the residents of the town poking their heads out to see what the commotion was all about.  
 
    “Rise against the invaders!” shouted Throgrom. “Take Nurem back!”  
 
    Sloane watched as the civilians of the city took the streets, grabbing weapons as they came out. What had started as a group no more than one hundred suddenly doubled, tripled. Sloane marveled at the dwarven preparedness to take up arms so quickly. She wasn’t sure that such an effort would be as successful in a gnomish or human town.  
 
    Knowing that she had better things to do than stand around and watch as the dwarves came out to defend their town, she took off to the northern parts of the city. Ivsaar and thirty or so of the Linsuk Resistance ran with her, occasionally breaking away to fight with Kutarm’s forces as they appeared.  
 
    When Sloane reached the northern part of Nurem, she saw a hold of dwarves hiding behind several buildings off to the right. Several of them with shields were positioned on the edges and had them held up. Sloane quickly realized why, as several arrows bounced off of them. On top of the wall, four guards were raining down arrows at the Resistance trying to hide.  
 
    Raising her bow again and nocking an arrow, she aimed at the archer closest to her and let the shot fly. Immediately nocking another arrow, she shot at the next one, then repeated the process twice more. Each of her shots met their target, sending them tumbling down over the backside of the wall.  
 
    “You’re clear!” shouted Sloane at the dwarves.  
 
    The ones on the end had watched her take care of their threat and nodded their thanks to her before they and the rest of the dwarves spread out over town. Sloane chased after them, providing support as was needed.  
 
    Sloane looked around her. They were doing it. They were actually doing it. The Linsuk Resistance was pushing Kutarm’s men further and further back. They were winning. 
 
    Explosions went off a few streets over from her, shaking the city. She and some of the dwarves around her paused. What was that? She knew some of the Resistance were spell users, but she’d have assumed they wouldn’t try to destroy their home. 
 
    Then she heard a horrendous scream.  
 
    And another.  
 
    What was that? Were those... Dwarven? She had heard dwarven screams of adrenaline as they ran into battle, but these seemed different. It was as if they were frightened.  
 
    “Come with me!” shouted Ivsaar, beckoning Sloane over.  
 
    The two rushed down a side street, heading in the direction of the screams. The cries shook Sloane as she ran. Most had never heard the fearful screams of a dwarf. It was an unsettling noise.  
 
    As the two came around the corner, they saw what remained of a contingent of dwarven fighters. Their bodies laid mangled and strewn in every direction. There were some of Kutarm’s men mixed in, but the dwarven dead greatly outnumbered them.   
 
    All that remained standing on this street were three demons, which turned their attention to the lone Sloane and Ivsaar. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The three black figures watched Ivsaar and Sloane with their red, glowing eyes. Several dwarves laid next to them, not all with their limbs still intact.  
 
    Sloane guessed they were the ones that had made those horrifying screams.  
 
    “What are demons doing here?” mumbled Ivsaar, raising her two blades up into a defensive position. “Demons rarely venture this far north, and never into cities this large.” 
 
    “They are working with Kutarm,” said Sloane, raising her bow towards the evil creatures. She hadn’t been sure until now, but there was no denying it anymore. “Look at the battlefield. None of Kutarm’s dead men are near them, only ours. The only way they would’ve come into the town is making it past the Kutarm guards positioned outside the wall. They must’ve had demons waiting for something like this to occur.”  
 
    “It’s true then,” sighed Ivsaar. “Kutarm must have an Arcane Staff to be controlling them. It is vital your friends secure the Fourth before he finds it.”  
 
    “Agreed,” nodded Sloane. “We’ve got more pressing things to worry about, though.”  
 
    Two of the demon let loose a screech, then dashed towards the two of them. Mumbling the holy words, Sloane’s arrow tip glowed. Aiming at the demon on the left, she let loose and reached for another arrow. 
 
    The arrow struck, exploding with holy light in the center of the demon’s chest. It let loose a cry of pain and stumbled, but then continued after its brethren.  
 
    The other demon had now reached Ivsaar, who brought her blades up as the demon bore down with his claws. A horrible scratch noise echoed off of her blades as the demon raked his sharp nails back, bringing them at the elf again from a different angle.  
 
    Ivsaar jumped back, then lunged forward with both weapons as she found an opening in the demon’s defense. The blades dug into the midsection of the demon, fire igniting and spreading across the creature.  
 
    The elf’s weapons must’ve been magical. Sloane shouldn’t have been surprised. Elven weapons seemed to nearly always have some magical properties about them, even if the user didn’t know about it. Blades that spawned fire were probably a bit more obvious in their magic than others. She wondered if Zeke’s blade, Lucky, was one of the latter as she mumbled her holy magic onto another arrow.  
 
    The second demon had finally made it to Ivsaar, slashing down at her with one arm while using the other to hold its wounded chest. The elf hopped back again, removing her fiery blades from the other demon as she did so. The second demon guessed that she would do this, and had quickly closed the distance. It grabbed hold of the elf’s tunic, dragging her closer and opening its mouth to bite her.  
 
    Instead of the delicious taste of elf, it tasted the cold steel of Sloane’s arrowhead, topped with some holy magic.  
 
    Light exploded out of the back of the demon’s head as it let go of Ivsaar. The elf, not wanting to waste any time, quickly jumped up and sliced at the other demon’s neck. This demon, so consumed with putting out the fire quickly spreading across it, was caught unaware. The evil creature’s head slid off of its body, the rest of it following shortly behind.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” said Ivsaar, smiling back at Sloane.  
 
    “No problem,” said Sloane, scanning the street for the third demon. “Where is-”  
 
    Pain erupted behind her as the third demon slashed down at her exposed back. She stumbled forward with a cry, holding her bow in close as she fell in order to not break it. The demon stalked up to her, bringing its hand up high again to finish her off. As it came down, Ivsaar jumped in front, blocking the strike with both of the blades.  
 
    The demon kicked her in the midsection, sending her flying over Sloane.  
 
    The distraction was long enough. Having brought her bow up and prepared another arrow with holy light, Sloane shot up at the demon’s face just a few feet away. Holy magic exploded as it connected with the creatures head, collapsing the demon down onto Sloane.  
 
    “Sloane!” cried out Ivsaar as the human laid underneath the dead demon.  
 
    “I’m okay,” groaned Sloane. “Help get this thing off me if you wouldn’t mind.”  
 
    The elf hurried over, and the two were able to shift the demon off of Sloane. The human got to her feet, wincing as she did. The cut from the demon's claws hurt enough, but being driven into the dirt and loose rocks took it to another level.  
 
    “How’s it look?” asked Sloane, turning her back to Ivsaar.  
 
    “It looks like you’ll have some scars even after the priests get done with you,” said Ivsaar. “You’ll not be forgetting this uprising anytime soon.”  
 
    Before a Sloane could respond, the building next to them exploded as a fireball connected with it. Parts of the building crashed around them as they ducked, along with a few strands of fire. Ivsaar disappeared as Sloane ran for cover, when another fireball went off behind her and brought down another building.  
 
    Sloane looked up to see two figures in black and blue robes, their hoods raised up, summoning fire into their hands as they entered the street. Another column from the burning building next to her collapsed, momentarily blocking her view from Kutarm’s mages.  
 
    Memories of Goldsworth burning suddenly filled Sloane’s mind, melding with the vision of the burning city before her eyes. She remembered children running around from the flames, trying to find their parents and safety. They would never find them. The history of centuries burned all around her, and there was no stopping it. The destruction of the town by the pyromancers was all-encompassing. The pyromancers were known for erasing the very existence of civilizations, and they were doing it to Goldsworth. And it was her fault… 
 
    “Sloane!” cried out a voice.  
 
    Moving more from instinct than anything, Sloane fought to her feet and started to move to her right. Another fireball exploded where she had lain, the sudden gust of power throwing her into what remained of a wall.  
 
    She couldn’t remember if she was in Nurem, or in Goldsworth, or dead. Everything was melding together in her mind. A figure appeared out of the flames, slowly walking toward her. Bringing her bow up, she slowly nocked an arrow. Was this a pyromancer? Had they learned that she lived, and had hunted her down here? 
 
    “Woah, what are you doing?” called out the figure.  
 
    Her hand shaking with nerves, Sloane let the arrow loose. The shot was wide, not coming close to her target. The figure rushed forward and grabbed Sloane, shaking her wildly.  
 
    “Sloane, what is wrong with you?!” shouted Ivsaar, shaking Sloane again.  
 
    “I-Ivsaar?” asked Sloane.  
 
    Another fireball went off in the distance, and she heard the shout of dwarves.  
 
    “Snap out of it!” demanded Ivsaar.  
 
    “The pyromancers… they’re here…” said Sloane.  
 
    “Pyromancers?” said Ivsaar, shaking her head. “What do they have to do with anything? Those are just some of Kutarm’s mages! They’re destroying Nurem!”  
 
    “Just like Goldsworth,” said Sloane quietly.  
 
    Ivsaar sighed. “Ah. I see what’s going on. I can’t imagine the horrors that you saw back there, but if you don’t help us take those mages out now, the same thing will happen here, in Nurem. Please, Sloane!”  
 
    Sloane shook her head and wiped a hand over her eyes. That’s right. She was in Nurem. She needed to help the Resistance. If she didn’t, the same thing would happen here. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” nodded Sloane. “I-I’ve got it now.”  
 
    “Good,” nodded Ivsaar, letting Sloane go and running back into the flames. “We’ve got to hurry!” 
 
    Sloane tried to control her breathing and chased after Ivsaar. When she broke through the flames, she saw a dozen dwarves trying to get close to the enemy mages. The mages had now switched from fire to electricity, launching bolts of lightning out at the dwarves. More of Kutarm’s men had appeared and were keeping some distance between the mages and the Resistance. There was no way for them to fight past the guards while the mages were peppering them with magical attacks.  
 
    Unbeknownst to Kutarm’s men, Ivsaar and Sloane were behind them. 
 
    Running nearly as fast as Zeke could, Ivsaar closed in on the mages before they knew what was happening. Knowing what she had to do, Sloane steadied another shot and aimed at the left mage. Mumbling another phrase, her arrowhead glowed blue. Letting loose, the arrow shot out and dropped a bit short of where she wanted it to go.  
 
    Instead of striking the mage in the back of the head, it struck them in the back of the leg. Ice sprang out from point of contact, spreading until the mage’s left leg was completely encased.  
 
    As the other mage turned to see what happened, Ivsaar brought both of her blades into the onlookers back. A fire erupted into the mages robes, but it didn’t matter. The blades had pierced what they needed to, and the mage was dead. 
 
    The other mage reached a hand out towards Ivsaar, a shot of electricity connecting and sending the elf tumbling. Before the mage could strike again, however, Sloane’s second arrow found its home in his back. Ice spread once again, and the mage fell backward, moving no more.  
 
    The dwarves, seeing what had happened, shifted their attention fully onto the regular men and began to make serious leeway.  
 
    Sloane ran up to Ivsaar, who had gotten back to her feet.  
 
    “That definitely stung,” grunted Ivsaar.  
 
    “Looked like it,” nodded Sloane. “I’m sorry I didn’t take the mage out on the first shot. I guess I was still…”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said the elf, shaking her head and patting her on the shoulder.  
 
    As the rest of the guards died or ran off, Sloane went over to inspect the mages. 
 
    “Ivsaar… come look at this,” she said, bending down and moving their hoods back.  
 
    The elf came over, staring silently down at the dead bodies. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked one of the nearby dwarves. “The bloody mages comin back to life?!” 
 
    “Not quite that bad, but it's not good,” said Ivsaar, motioning for the dwarf to come look as well. 
 
    The three of them stared down at the purple humanoids underneath Kutarm’s robes. Their skin sparkled in the light of the fire from the nearby buildings. Their eyes were black, with yellow and white specks that floated around in them that looked like galaxies.  
 
    “Fae mages?!” gasped the dwarf. “B-But they’re workin with Kutarm?!”  
 
    “It appears so,” nodded Sloane. It was just like those Resistance fighters had said back at that outpost. It seemed like everything wrong in Linsuk was on the side of Kutarm, now. Demons… fae… all that was missing were- 
 
    “Undead!” cried out a woman gnome as she entered the street. “Our forces need help two streets over! Some undead have come, and are fighting alongside Kutarm’s men!”  
 
    The nearby dwarves roared and followed after the gnome as she turned to go fight the abominations.  
 
    “It appears we are winning the battle but there are still more that could use my help,” said Ivsaar. “You can stay and look for a priest to heal your back if you prefer.”  
 
    “Might as well wait until there are a few more things that need healing,” smirked Sloane, grabbing another arrow. “Let’s go!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Zeke took a deep breath, then hopped onto the first floating rock.  
 
    To his horror, the rock shifted underneath him, bobbing up and down slightly from his weight. Putting his arms out wide to help balance, he stood perfectly still for a few seconds until the rocking stopped.  
 
    “Fascinating!” commented Delvin. “So they do move after all. I wonder why the magic doesn’t just maintain the position...”  
 
    “I’m glad this is interesting for you,” said Zeke from between his teeth.  
 
    “It seems like the stone has stabilized,” said Delvin. “You don’t have to keep standing still.” 
 
    Easy for the gnome to say. It must have been nice to watch someone else jump from questionable floating rock to questionable floating rock, never knowing if or when the next one would fall. 
 
    “I’ll move when I’m fine and ready to, thank you,” said Zeke.  
 
    “Oh, r-right,” stammered the gnome. “Sorry.”  
 
    “Stop apologizing all the time,” sighed Zeke. He looked down at the rock and took another step. The rock bobbed up and down again. This was going to take some getting used to.  
 
    After several more combinations of steps and waiting, Zeke finally made it to the end of the first floating rock.  
 
    “Good job!” cheered Delvin. 
 
    “Thanks,” mumbled Zeke, his face turning a bit red. He wasn’t sure if that was worth congratulating over.  
 
    The test now was to jump over to the next rock. The elf peered down between the several foot gap between the rocks, and down to the ocean below. While the wind up here wasn’t too bad, probably thanks to the magic, the current below looked almost like it was caught in a hurricane. The waves crashed continuously against jagged rocks, and froth spun around endlessly. Zeke wasn’t too worried about them. The several hundred foot drop would kill him long before his body was smashed against the rocks.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have looked down,” groaned Zeke, shaking his head and taking a few wobbly steps back. “Is there anything you can do to help me float if I slip?”  
 
    Delvin thought about it for a moment. “I suppose I could have wings appear on your back… but that would just be for looks.”  
 
    “A simple ‘no’ would’ve worked,” mumbled Zeke. The elf looked around him to see if there was another way. There wasn’t. He had to jump to the next rock and continue the process several more times.  
 
    He decided that just going for it and missing was better than stressing all day and missing anyway. Taking a bouncing running start, the elf launched from the first floating rock, landing in the middle of the second stone.  
 
    “I-I did it!” laughed Zeke, down on all fours as he waited for the floating rock to stop shaking. His adrenaline was going wild now. 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” exclaimed Delvin.  
 
    “Not helping!” shouted Zeke back.  
 
    After the rock calmed, Zeke once again took to sprinting across, leaping as he came to the end, and landing in the middle of the next floating stone. All of the rocks seemed to bob under his weight in the same way, and he felt he was getting the hang of this. 
 
    “Do you see the Arcane Staff yet?” called out Delvin.  
 
    Zeke glanced back, gesturing at his rock. “I’m three rocks in, do you really think the thing is going to be that easy to find?!”  
 
    “Good point,” conceded Delvin.  
 
    The elf took a few more steps, then came to a decision. There were two rocks close enough to jump to. One was on a path that led to the wizard head, the other led to another cliff further below.  
 
    “Which one do you think I should take?” called out Zeke.  
 
    “T-That’s too much pressure for me!”  
 
    “How do you think I feel?!”  
 
    “But if you choose wrong and fall to your death, you have no one to blame but yourself,” reasoned the gnome.  
 
    “I don’t want to be the reason I die either!” shouted back Zeke. There had to be another way for him to decide. 
 
    “Maybe flip a coin?”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” mumbled Zeke. He reached into his pocket, pulling out the Linsuk Resistance coin. This one would work just as good as any.  
 
    “Uh, maybe choose a regular coin?” called out Delvin, noticing the red coin. 
 
    “Why? This will work just as fine,” shrugged Zeke. “The ‘LR’ means I go left, the side with the swords means I go right.”  
 
    “Okay… but you might-”  
 
    Zeke flipped the coin into the air with his thumb. The coin was surprisingly lighter than it looked, which caused the casual flick to make the red coin go further out than Zeke intended. Reaching out in a panic, the elf nearly caught it as he stood on the edge of the rock. Nearly wasn’t enough, though, and the coin plummeted down into the ocean.  
 
    “Drop it…” finished Delvin.  
 
    Zeke and Delvin stared down at the ocean for a moment. The coin was supposed to grant them access to the Linsuk Resistance’s resources. That was an expensive coin to lose. Maybe he should’ve used a regular gold piece after all… 
 
    “That, uh, that’s okay,” said Zeke, mostly to himself. “As long as I stay near you or Sloane, that should be enough.”  
 
    “Y-Yeah,” said Delvin, sounding not the slightest bit convinced.  
 
    “Plus, once I get the Arcane Staff, everyone is going to want my help, regardless of any stupid coin… right?”  
 
    The gnome nodded, but wouldn’t make eye contact with him.  
 
    Deciding against flipping another coin, Zeke had a different idea. Knowing that he’d need luck to determine which way to go, he pulled Lucky back out and laid it at his feet.  
 
    “What are you doing now?” asked Delvin. “Throwing your dagger into the ocean?” 
 
    “No!” shouted Zeke, glaring back at the gnome over his shoulder. “I’m going to spin it and go in the direction it points.”  
 
    The gnome looked like he wanted to say something about this plan but wisely kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “Please work,” whispered Zeke, gently spinning the dagger. He kept it between his feet, careful that it wouldn’t go flying. Lucky spun around a few times, slowed, then came to a stop. It pointed directly in between the two rocks.  
 
    Zeke cursed the stupid blade under his breath and picked it back up.  
 
    “Which way was it pointing?” asked Delvin. 
 
    Zeke didn’t have the heart to explain it pointed in neither direction. Maybe the dagger wasn’t so Lucky after all. Time after time, it just seemed to make things worse. Now it hadn’t even done its simplest job right.  
 
    The elf narrowed his eyes as he looked between the rocks. Actually… the dagger had pointed at something: the stone carving of the wizard.  
 
    “It told me to go to the wizard’s head,” called out Zeke, jumping over to the rock to his left.  
 
    Following the rock path to the wizard, Zeke thought back to what that elf, Ivsaar, had said. She warned him that the Arcane Staff would be protected in some way. She hadn’t expanded on it but told him to be wary. She must’ve been talking about these floating rocks, right? While they weren’t the easiest things to run on, he was surprised if this was all that there was protecting the Fourth Staff.  
 
    “Do you see the Arcane Staff yet?” called out Delvin as Zeke neared his destination.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’ll know if I find it!” shouted back Zeke. They were starting to get pretty far apart. 
 
    “But what if I don’t?” he called back.  
 
    Ignoring him, Zeke made it to the rock before the wizard’s head. The head was carved out of a larger stone than any of the others and had a long base. A small ledge was all around the base of its chin. Zeke guessed he could walk on it, but wanted to wait until he absolutely had to. It was much thinner than the rocks floating around the head.  
 
    Hopping to a rock in front of the face, he looked closer at it. He had thought there could be a hole inside the mouth, but there wasn’t. Everything was fully closed off.  
 
    Jumping to another rock to the side, he glanced around the back of the wizard. His eye caught on a faint purple glow, a few feet below where the ledge was.  
 
    That must be where to look!  
 
    Hurrying back to the rock closest to the wizard’s face, Zeke leaped onto the thin ledge. He immediately regretted it, nearly falling off. Instinctively, he threw his hands up, digging Lucky into a hole near the wizard’s mouth.  
 
    It looked like the dagger had helped him twice in just a few minutes. He really needed to reward it with a sheath. 
 
    Going as quickly as he felt was safe, Zeke shimmied around to the backside of the large carving. He looked down as he went until again he saw the purple glow. He snuck around the ledge a bit more, trying to get directly above it. He wasn’t sure how he was going to get down to it, but- 
 
    “WOAH!” shouted Zeke, losing his footing. 
 
    The elf frantically threw his hands around as he slipped off the ledge, trying desperately to catch a hold of something. The stone was cleanly cut on the back, however, and there were no nooks or crannies to save him this time. 
 
    As Zeke fell to his death, in a last ditch effort he stabbed up with Lucky at the glowing purple object. Closing his eyes, Zeke embraced that he was going to his end after all. Except… it didn’t happen. Instead, it felt like his shoulder nearly popped out of place as the arm that held his dagger held him up. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    What was that noise? 
 
    Opening his eyes, he saw that his dagger was caught in the purple glow. A stone step emerged from underneath him, then another, and another. Having no idea what was happening but glad it was, Zeke quickly swung himself onto the nearest step. The section of the wall around the glowing purple spot began to sink in as more steps appeared, eventually leading back up to the bottom of the wizard’s face.  
 
    When the wall behind the purple glow finally completely disappeared, Zeke saw why his dagger caught. The glow was surrounding a closed circle, which Lucky had perfectly gotten stuck into. The elf could now see that the circle was on the end of a long stick… a staff. 
 
    “Do you see the Arcane Staff yet?” called out Delvin again.  
 
    “I think… I think I do,” smiled Zeke. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Zeke heard Delvin gasp. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s right in front of me,” said Zeke, eyeing the Fourth Staff carefully as he put his dagger away. He was looking for if there were any pressure plates or some sort of trap. While getting this far had been fairly lucky, it seemed a bit too easy. Something more had to be here. 
 
    “Hurry and bring it back!”  
 
    Although if nothing had happened so far, there was probably nothing to worry about, right? With a shrug, Zeke grabbed hold of the Arcane Staff and pulled it close to him.  
 
    The floating wizard head immediately started to shake violently.  
 
    “Zeke!” shouted Delvin. “Something is happening!”  
 
    “I know!” shouted Zeke, scurrying up the steps.  
 
    They led to the front of the wizard face. Zeke paused for half a second as he saw all of the floating rocks shaking. Before he could do anything else, smoke began to pour out of the wizard’s mouth and into the sky.  
 
    “What did you do?” called out Delvin. 
 
    “I just took the Fourth Staff!” cried Zeke, jumping onto the nearest floating rock. He landed in the middle like he had so many times before, only the constant shaking nearly caused him to tumble off of it.  
 
    “Careful!” shouted Delvin. 
 
    The gnome wasn’t helping Zeke’s mood. The elf got his balance then jumped off after the next rock, glancing over at the smoking wizard’s head. There was something strange about how the smoke was all coming together in the air. Instead of dispersing into the wind, it looked almost like it was taking a shape. 
 
    Zeke groaned as he realized what it was forming.  
 
    “Z-Zeke!” cried out Delvin. “I think you might have a problem!”  
 
    The smoke swirled around until it took an almost solid shape. Zeke could make out clawed feet and hands, a long tail, and two giant wings. The brown head of the creature sprouted two pitch black eyes.  
 
    “A dragon,” complained Zeke. “Why does it have to be a dragon?”  
 
    “You need to hurry, Zeke!” shouted Delvin. “Smoke dragons are just as real as any other kind once they are fully formed!”  
 
    Just what the elf wanted to hear.  
 
    “Maybe put the Arcane Staff back, and it’ll go away!” recommended Delvin. 
 
    Zeke was pretty sure he couldn’t make it back there even if he wanted to. Besides, the whole point of coming out here was to get the Fourth Staff. They should’ve expected to have to pass some sort of test or guardian… Zeke just didn’t expect it to be a dragon. 
 
    The dragon reared its head back and let loose a horrible cry. The rocks seemed to shake even more at it, prompting Zeke to get a move on. He couldn’t get caught out on these rocks, or he’d be toast. 
 
    “Zeke, watch out!”  
 
    The elf jumped for the next rock, hearing a powerful collision behind him. Risking a look back after he landed, he saw that the smoke dragon had crashed into the floating rock, causing the rock to slowly fall down into the ocean. The dragon meanwhile took back to the sky, circling around as it prepared to dive down a second time.  
 
    “The power of the dragon breaks the magic on the rocks he crashes into!” cautioned Delvin. “Even if he doesn’t get you when he comes down, if you’re on the same rock as he is, you’ll fall to your death!”  
 
    “I noticed!” shouted Zeke, running as fast as he could, the Arcane Staff leaning against his shoulder. 
 
    There was another roar, and Zeke watched as the dragon nosedived right for him. The elf went as fast as he could, barely leaping off of the floating stone as the dragon connected once again.  
 
    “He’s getting closer to hitting me!” shouted Zeke. “Do something to slow him down!”  
 
    The gnome nodded, his eyes looking around sporadically as if he’d find an idea in front of him. When one finally came, he closed his eyes and raised a hand over his head. A dozen black bats popped into existence above him, then flew out towards the dragon.  
 
    Zeke kept an eye up as he ran, watching as the bats converged all around the dragon’s head.  
 
    The creature batted at them and hissed, but the bats were too fast and avoided his strikes. While they wouldn’t do much besides stall, they were accomplishing their job. The dragon was now flying in place, trying to take care of the immediate threat and ignoring Zeke.  
 
    The elf sprinted as fast as he could, nearly making it to the final rock before Delvin pointed up above him in horror.  
 
    Looking back, Zeke saw that the smoke dragon had enough of the bats. Opening its mouth wide, a red and orange ball formed in its mouth.  
 
    “Smoke dragons can even breathe fire?!” cried out Zeke, diving down onto his rock.  
 
    Fire erupted from the dragon’s mouth, destroying all of the bat illusions in one go. The flames came down close to Zeke but thankfully ended a few feet above him.  
 
    “Go, go, go!” encouraged Delvin, waving at Zeke to make the final trek.  
 
    The elf hurried to his feet, jumped to the last rock, then jumped again as he heard the smoke dragon crash down onto the final stone 
 
    Zeke had to jump to early. He wasn’t going to make it..  
 
    “Delvin!” shouted Zeke, pulling up just short of the ledge.  
 
    The elf reached the Arcane Staff up as high as he could as he fell. Just when he thought the gnome wouldn’t be fast enough, two little hands appeared above Zeke, grasping hard onto the circle on top of the Staff. 
 
    “I-I g-got ya!” groaned Delvin, trying with all his might to pull Zeke back up. 
 
    Zeke looked back and saw that the dragon was taking to the sky again to continue the assault. He didn’t have time to see if the gnome was strong enough to do this on his own. Swinging forward, Zeke ran up the side of the cliff, holding onto the Staff as he went. The two of them and the Arcane Staff rolled onto solid land. 
 
    Zeke wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but there wasn’t any time. The dragon was already halfway to them in his descent. They didn’t have any time to get out of his way. 
 
    “I never should’ve left Re’Lus!” Zeke winced, holding the Arcane Staff up over his head.  
 
    The purple glow on the end of the Staff abruptly expanded. Before Zeke could see what was happening, the dragon was upon them. The purple exploded out, and a shockwave sent everyone back. 
 
    Zeke and Delvin landed back on solid ground, while the smoke dragon crashed into another floating stone.  
 
    “W-What was that?!” asked Delvin, patting himself down to make sure he was still in one piece.  
 
    The smoke dragon leaned forward, shaking its head and beating its wings. It was the first time it looked like it took any damage.  
 
    “The Arcane Staff shot out a sort of purple wave when the dragon connected with it,” said Zeke, getting to his feet. “It looks like it protected us.”  
 
    Delvin gasped. “Maybe that’s how you’re supposed to defeat the guardian! With the power of the Fourth Staff!”  
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing, though,” pointed out Zeke.  
 
    “Well, learn fast!” exclaimed Delvin, pointing as the dragon kicked off the stone, rocketing towards them. The gnome booked it to the far right, but Zeke held his ground. 
 
    Zeke brought the Staff up and pointed the purple glowing circle towards the dragon. A purple portal-like substance formed in the circle. Not knowing what he was doing, Zeke thrusted the Arcane Staff forward.  
 
    Out of the portal came a constant ray of purple energy, connecting with the center of the smoke dragon’s chest. The dragon was pushed back, roaring as the ray continued to bore into it. The ray stopped and the dragon collapsed to all fours.  
 
    “Keep doing that!” exclaimed Delvin. “It looks like it doesn’t like it!”  
 
    “I don’t know how to keep it up!” said Zeke, waving the Staff around while trying to activate it again. The portal inside the circle had disappeared.  
 
    The dragon turned its attention to Delvin, apparently deciding Zeke was more trouble than he was worth. The dragon opened its mouth, and once again a fiery substance began to form in the smoke.  
 
    “Delvin! Run!” shouted Zeke. 
 
    Delvin tried to, but tripped over his own feet as he tried to escape. Landing defenselessly on the ground, the gnome whimpered and threw his hands over his head.  
 
    Unsure of what to do, Zeke pointed the Arcane Staff at his friend. The top of the Staff shimmered as flames leaped from the dragon’s mouth. 
 
    A second before the fire breath reached him, a purple bubble of energy encased the gnome. Fire tore all around him, blocking Zeke’s view of Delvin or his fate. When the fire finally relented, the ground all around the gnome had been scorched completely black. The bubble still held, however, and Delvin appeared unharmed.  
 
    “Di-Did it miss me?” asked the gnome.  
 
    Zeke didn’t have time to respond. The dragon let out a roar of frustration, then began galloping for the elf.  
 
    Figuring that everything was going his way so far, Zeke rushed ahead to meet the smoke dragon head on. When the dragon roared again, he joined in with a battle cry of his own. It wasn’t the best, but it got the message across. Bringing the Arcane Staff up like a spear, Zeke thrusted out at the dragon’s head as it reached him. 
 
    There was an explosion of blinding purple energy. 
 
    The shockwave sent Zeke flying back again, this one even more powerful than the first. The elf felt oddly exhausted, using the Staff as a cane to help him stand.  
 
    Looking over at where the dragon lay, he saw smoke rise from its body. It was slow at first but quickly picked up until Zeke was no longer able to make a form out of the mass.  
 
    “Did… did you kill it?” asked Delvin, walking over to Zeke as he watched the smoke rise.  
 
    Their attention turned to the loud crashes as several of the floating rocks tumbled into the ocean off to the side. Even the rock with the wizard’s face began to crack, pieces of it crumbling down. Then all of it fell out of the sky. Finally, all of the rocks that had once been maintained by magic collapsed into the sea. 
 
    Zeke looked back over to where the smoke dragon was, but nothing remained.  
 
    “I think I did,” marveled Zeke. He held the Fourth Staff out before him. “No one’s gonna believe this!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “For Lord Kutarm!” shouted the last remnant of the guards. 
 
    Sloane and the others had scoured most of the city. Over the last several hours, the Resistance had pushed Kutarm’s forces further out towards the gates, until finally nearly all of the men had fled. There were pockets of demons, undead, and fae, but they were quickly destroyed.    
 
    The remaining guards rushed out of the gates to where the Linsuk Resistance was patiently waiting. The Resistance outnumbered them nearly fifty to one, but they were content with keeping Kutarm’s forces outside of the walls. After all, their goal was to win Nurem back, not to hunt down all of the men that had once occupied it.  
 
    For reasons Sloane would never understand, these foolish men decided to still fight. Blades crashed against blades, and one by one the guards fell. Sloane kept her bow at the ready, but there was no reason for her to draw any more blood that day. 
 
    When the deed was finally done, the dwarves and Resistance sympathizers all raised their weapons to the sky and cheered. The day had been won after all.  
 
    “Where’s Throgrom?” called out some of the dwarves. “We couldn’t have done it without our fearless leader!”  
 
    Sloane looked around as everyone else did, but she hadn’t seen Throgrom since the battle had started. While she was tasked with the northern parts of the city, he was needed in the south. Even when going to other parts of Nurem to help eliminate the remains of Kutarm’s forces, she hadn’t noticed him.  
 
    “H-He’s dead!” cried out a dwarf towards the center of the group.  
 
    Gasps and murmuring filled the crowd, before they quickly hushed as the dwarf continued. Sloane recognized him as the one who nearly started a mutiny before the battle had even gotten started.  
 
    “H-He fell towards the end,” groaned Bruno, rubbing his hands over his face. “I was so caught up in the sure victory, I had left me guard down. A man with a lance dove at me, and… and…”  
 
    Another dwarf patted him on the shoulder, taking over for him. “Throgrom pushed Bruno aside and took the blow. The foolish lad that struck him didn’t stand a chance against Throgrom’s axe, he didn’t. Even so… the stab proved to be enough in the end.”  
 
    Sloane hung her head low, as did all those around her. She hadn’t known Throgrom very well but was looking forward to chatting with him more after the battle. If it hadn’t been for him, she and her friends might’ve been rejected by the Resistance, and not gotten the vital information they needed on where Wizard’s Keep was.  
 
    “I-I can’t believe I doubted him!” wailed Bruno, slamming his mace down into the dirt.  
 
    “That’s enough, Bruno,” came a woman’s voice. Ivsaar pushed through the dwarves and laid a hand on the crying dwarf’s shoulder. “Throgrom wasn’t one to hold a grudge. He’d have not thought any more about what transpired before the battle, and you shouldn’t either.”  
 
    Several of the dwarves nodded, and Bruno quieted his sniffling.  
 
    “While we will have time to mourn the loss of our friends and family… now is not that time,” said Ivsaar, steading her gaze at the crowd. “We have lost a great leader, and for now I will temporarily take his place. There will be time to pick a true successor soon enough, but I will make sure we get out of the city as smoothly and as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Out of the city?” repeated another dwarf.  
 
    “Yes,” nodded Ivsaar. “For one, the damage that has been done to most of the town would take months, if not years to rebuild.”  
 
    “Aye, them fae mages didn’t take it easy on us,” agreed a dwarf. “Some of the eastern district shops have been completely demolished!”  
 
    “Very true,” nodded Ivsaar solemnly. “This brings me to the other, more important point. As we all saw today, it isn’t just humans that work with Kutarm. The demons, undead, and fae have struck a deal, it seems, or are perhaps under a spell from an Arcane Staff. While they had many of these abominations at the ready today, they will return with a hundredfold more. If we stay here, we’ll be sitting ducks.”  
 
    Murmurs of agreement broke out in the crowd. Sloane was surprised to hear that they wanted to leave so soon. Had they not just fought to regain the city? She supposed none of them knew the true extent of the evil forces at Kutarm’s control beforehand. It appeared that changed things in quite a hurry.  
 
    “Everyone begin packing and making plans to leave immediately,” continued Ivsaar. “We’ll talk again before we leave.”  
 
    The dwarves dispersed at that, heading off to find what remained of their homes and possessions. Sloane knew the pain of knowing that your home was destroyed and that you needed to leave. At least most of these people could take solace in knowing that their loved ones and neighbors were around to help carry that burden. 
 
    “It looks like you’re the new leader of this faction of the Resistance,” commented Sloane, approaching Ivsaar after she answered a few questions some had. 
 
    “It appears that way for now,” sighed Ivsaar. “Throgrom was a great warrior and a great leader. I hope to do his memory well.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll do great,” smiled the human.  
 
    “Get yourself to a priest?” asked Ivsaar.  
 
    “I did,” nodded Sloane. The pain eventually got to her towards the end of the fight, so she sought one out. The healing process took just a few minutes, and then Sloane was back out on the battlefield. “Why the desire to leave the city so quickly? Surely Nurem would be easier to defend than a brand new city that doesn’t even have walls built yet.”  
 
    “We’ll be quickly setting up a new city somewhere nearby, but we’ll only leave a small regiment behind to protect those that can’t fight,” explained Ivsaar. “The rest of us will continue to bring the fight to Kutarm, and dive deeper into his territory.”  
 
    “What about what you said about forces of evil being even stronger closer to Kutarm?” asked Sloane.  
 
    “It most certainly will be true,” nodded the elf. “Unfortunately, there won’t be anywhere safe until Kutarm himself is defeated. If that means having to fight more abominable creatures than so be it.”  
 
    “You don’t want to rest at all first? Surely it will take time for Kutarm’s forces to regroup. Perhaps you’ll be able to connect with others in the Resistance and strengthen your army.”  
 
    “I won’t stop the fight until I’m dead,” said Ivsaar, steel in her voice. “Throgrom talked openly about this with me and a few of the others. The plan was to start a revolt here, but carry it out as quickly as possible across the rest of Linsuk. With today’s victory, we will be able to convince people all across the lands to rise up and fight! If we wait, even a short while, we will lose some who otherwise would stand against Lord Kutarm.”  
 
    Sloane nodded, unsure of what else to say. While she admired Ivsaar and the others for being so willing to fight to their end, she didn’t see for what reason. Fighting for one’s home was one thing, but fighting an offensive was quite another. Not that Sloane found there anything morally wrong with what Ivsaar and the Resistance were trying to do, just that she wasn’t sure it would be worth the risk. 
 
    “We will be sure to give you the gold your owed before you leave, of course,” added Ivsaar. “If you will give me an hour or so, we should be able to gather enough together to pay you for your services.”  
 
    Sloane knew this moment was coming and was dreading it. She loved getting paid for a job but had come to a painful decision a couple of hours earlier. 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary,” said Sloane, gritting her teeth.  
 
    “Nonsense,” laughed Ivsaar. “We agreed beforehand-” 
 
    “The Resistance and the people of Nurem could use the money much more than I or my friends could,” said Sloane firmly.  
 
    She didn’t need to be tempted anymore, or she would take what the elf was offering. She felt too guilty about taking the money after realizing the repairs that would be required from all the devastation, and if they were going to try and restart somewhere else, then they’d definitely need every ounce of gold they could get their hands on. 
 
    Thankfully, Ivsaar nodded and dropped the subject. “That’s very thoughtful, thank you. Actually… would you like to come with us? We’re not sure where we’re going next, but battle is sure to follow sooner or later. You’re a great help.”  
 
    Sloane scoffed at that. She had nearly killed Ivsaar when she was suffering that horrible flashback to Goldsworth and then took a while to get her aim back. Some help she was. 
 
    “I’m serious,” said Ivsaar, shaking her head. “Don’t let what happened to you back there shake you up too badly. I’ve known plenty of warriors of old who saw truly horrible things, and I know it can get to them. That doesn’t make you any less valuable.”  
 
    “I appreciate it,” smiled Sloane. The elf was being kind, but Sloane didn’t feel any better about what had happened. What if Ivsaar wasn’t there to shake her out of it? What if she froze again when Zeke and Delvin needed her help?  
 
    “So, you’ll come with?” asked Ivsaar.  
 
    “I can’t. I’ve got to wait for my friends to return with the Arcane Staff.”  
 
    “Sloane…” said Ivsaar quietly, weighing in her mind the best way to put this. “What if they don’t come back?” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” smiled Sloane. “Somehow, I know the two of them will be alright.” 
 
    “Very well. We can wait a bit for them as well,” shrugged the elf.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary. The three of us our on a journey to find the Lost Citadel,” explained Sloane. “That isn’t a job for the Linsuk Resistance. You’ll be needed elsewhere to stand up to Kutarm’s tyranny.”  
 
    “True,” agreed Ivsaar. “If they do come back with the Fourth Staff, tell them to consider helping us out in the fight.”  
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass it on,” smiled Sloane. “You think Zeke will be able to figure out how to use the thing?”  
 
    “That scrawny elf? Ha!” laughed Ivsaar. “No, just having The Elf Thief wielding an Arcane Staff near our men will be enough to get them to fight at their strongest. I doubt your friend will get much actual use out of the Fourth Staff. One of the reasons the elves have never tried to take it for themselves is that the Arcane Staves are notoriously difficult to use.”  
 
    “I’m not sure if Zeke got that memo,” smirked Sloane.  
 
    A young dwarf ran up to them. “Ivsaar, we need your opinion on how best to pack food for our travels!” 
 
    “Of course,” nodded the elf. “I’ll be right there.”  
 
    The dwarf nodded then went on his way.  
 
    “May the stars and the moon allow our paths to cross again,” said Sloane, reaching her hand out as she recited the elven goodbye.  
 
    “Let it be so,” smiled Ivsaar, finishing it and shaking Sloane’s hand.  
 
    Sloane watched as her new friend walked off to lead the Nurem survivors to a new home, and to a new battlefield.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we’ll make it back in time to turn the tide?” asked Delvin, as he and Zeke neared Nurem again.  
 
    “Hopefully we won’t have to turn a tide,” said Zeke, walking with the Arcane Staff leaning back against his shoulder. He’d eventually start wearing it on his back, but he was too excited to finally have it in his possession. The legendary weapon he had heard of as a child was actually his!  
 
    “True,” nodded the gnome. “Still, what if we’re too late and everyone’s dead?”  
 
    Zeke quieted as he thought that over. The whole fiasco at Wizard’s Keep did take a couple hours longer than he had planned for. He thought he’d snatch the Fourth Staff and be out before anything bad happened, and then they’d be back in Nurem before things heated up. If the revolt actually started when Throgrom and the others planned it, then they’d be coming in either when it was in full swing, or over.  
 
    “I don’t mean to be morbid,” mumbled Delvin. “I’m just worried about Sloane.”  
 
    “I’m actually not worried about her,” smiled Zeke, glancing around at some of the trees as they walked. Of everything that could go wrong that day, he knew Sloane not coming out alive wouldn’t be one of them.  
 
    “Really? I thought she was your friend?” asked Delvin, looking horrified.  
 
    “No, no, not like that,” laughed Zeke. “I mean I’m not worried that she fell in battle. I don’t know how to explain it, but I just feel like she’d be fine no matter what happens. You’ve seen how good of a shot she is. She could shoot herself a path to safety if she needed to escape.” 
 
    “Yeah,” smiled Delvin. “I suppose your right. No reason to worry about her.”  
 
    Zeke’s smile slowly slipped away as he looked up ahead. Black pillars of smoke could be seen from between the trees. There was only one thing in that direction: Nurem. 
 
    “We’ve got to hurry!” shouted Zeke, breaking into a sprint.  
 
    It took Delvin a moment to figure out what was going on, then he quickly chased after the elf. Zeke kept pace ahead of the slower gnome, stuck between trying to make it to the city as fast as possible without leaving Delvin behind to fend for himself.  
 
    After close to twenty minutes, the two finally stood between the forest and the city.  
 
    “You’re… You’re so… so fast…” said Delvin between labored breaths, fighting hard to not fall over.  
 
    Why was it so quiet? The city had clearly seen better days, but there weren’t as many active fires as Zeke had feared. He expected to hear something though. Anything. There was no sound or sight of the wagons that were around the town when they first came, nor any sign of horses or guards. Even all of their tents were gone. All he could hear from the town was the occasional soft crackle. The whole thing was eery.  
 
    “Zeke! Delvin!”  
 
    Zeke and the gnome turned, looking around for the source of the familiar voice. Sloane stepped out from behind a tree and ran to join them.  
 
    “You’re alive!” squealed Delvin. “Just like Zeke said you’d be!”  
 
    “Like Zeke said, huh? You didn’t have faith in me, then?” teased Sloane.  
 
    “N-No! I mean, I-I did!” stammered Delvin.  
 
    “She’s just messing with you,” laughed Zeke. He walked up to Sloane and wrapped her up in a hug. She tensed up for a second, but then hugged him back. It wasn’t until then that he realized how awkward this felt, and slowly broke away. 
 
    “Good to see you made it back,” smiled Sloane.  
 
    “Y-Yeah,” said Zeke, rubbing the back of his head and looking away.    
 
    “Don’t I get a hug?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “Oh! Of course!” laughed Sloane, bending down and hugging the gnome as well. “I knew the two of you would manage to get back here in one piece. The Elf Thief does it again!”  
 
    Delvin glanced up at Zeke, but the elf didn’t meet his eye line. Now wasn’t the time to correct her. Zeke was sure he’d get an opportunity some other time.  
 
    “What happened?!” asked Zeke, scanning over what remained of Nurem. Part of the wall was destroyed, and the fire and smoking rising in various parts of the city let him know there was more than first met the eye. It looked like Lord Kutarm’s forces clearly won, but where were they?  
 
    “We won,” shrugged Sloane.  
 
    “This is Nurem winning?” said Delvin, eyeing the woman curiously.  
 
    “It didn’t go as well as we had hoped,” conceded Sloane. “We won the fight, but the survivors had to abandon the city.” 
 
    “Everyone’s already gone?” asked Zeke, a bit disappointed. He was looking forward to showing everyone the Arcane Staff and hopefully getting to use it some more. While he didn’t want to admit it, he had secretly hoped he would be a big hero of the battle. 
 
    “You just missed them,” nodded Sloane. “With so many sections of the city destroyed, and with Kutarm having access to demons and undead, Ivsaar had everyone move on.”  
 
    “Ivsaar? The elf?” asked Zeke, surprised. “Did she go over Throgrom’s head or something? Besides literally, obviously.”  
 
    “Throgrom didn’t make it out of the battle,” said Sloane, glancing away. 
 
    Zeke winced at how poor taste his joke suddenly became.   
 
    “Oh…” said Delvin, looking sadly at the ground.  
 
    “That’s too bad,” nodded Zeke. He didn’t speak much with the leader of this part of the Resistance, but he wished the dwarf would’ve made it out. “He seemed like a good guy.”  
 
    “He did,” agreed Sloane. “Ivsaar took over for him after we finished clearing the city.”  
 
    “There were more demons and undead, you mentioned?” asked Delvin.  
 
    “And fae,” she added. “Our worst fears seem to be true. Kutarm’s forces were teamed up with them, and there was no way the abominations just happened to show up in the middle of the city right after the revolution began.”  
 
    “So Kutarm’s got one of the other Arcane Staves,” mumbled Delvin. “That’s the only explanation. Interesting. Very interesting.”  
 
    “Speaking of which… is that… it?” asked Sloane, staring at the Fourth Staff.  
 
    “It is,” smiled Zeke, offering it to her. “Want to hold it?”  
 
    Sloane reached out, grabbing for the glowing purple top. Zeke quickly brought it back. “Woah, don’t touch that!”  
 
    “Huh? Why not?”  
 
    “I don’t know how it works yet, but that purple stuff is magic… and it’s strong,” he explained, offering more of the safe area.  
 
    “You know, on second thought, I think I’m fine just admiring it from a distance,” laughed Sloane nervously. “You had to use the Staff to protect yourselves?”  
 
    “A smoke dragon was set up as a guardian of the keep,” said Delvin, breaking from his earlier thoughts. “Zeke showed that thing who was boss!”  
 
    “Zeke did?” laughed Sloane.  
 
    “Don’t say that like you can hardly believe it!” complained Zeke. “I told you I’d be serious business once I got the Arcane Staff!”  
 
    “True,” nodded Sloane. She winked at Delvin before continuing. “You do have one of the strongest weapons in all of Linsuk, so I guess I should assume you’ll occasionally get a win.”   
 
    Zeke grumbled but let it go.  
 
    “Where are we off to next?” asked Delvin, eager to keep the others from getting into a fight so soon after reuniting.  
 
    “That’s really up to the two of you,” said Sloane.  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Zeke. “I thought all of this was to get to the Lost Citadel?”  
 
    “I still fully intend on getting there, but I wouldn’t be opposed to making a few more stops along the way.”  
 
    “What kind of stops?” asked Delvin.  
 
    Sloane opened her mouth to say something but then shook her head. “It’s nothing. All I’m saying is I’m down to go where ever the two of you would like to.”  
 
    “And I’m following the two of you until I can repay my life debt,” shrugged Delvin. “So I guess that means it’s up to Zeke!”  
 
    The two of them turned towards the elf. Zeke thought about it for a moment, tapping his fingers on the Arcane Staff. There were almost too many choices. They could go and try to catch up with the remnant of Nurem. They could venture deeper into Kutarm’s lands and try to help other towns revolt. They could go after the Lost Citadel. They could go back to Le’Rus, and Zeke could show everyone how wrong they were about him. 
 
    “Delvin helped me realize something,” said Zeke, staring out over the burning city. “I think I want to help the Linsuk Resistance.”  
 
    “Wasn’t that why we did all that today?” smirked Sloane.  
 
    “I was just doing that to get access to the Arcane Staff,” sighed Zeke, shaking his head. “My heart wasn’t really with helping them. But now… now I feel like they are fighting against something that’s important to stop.”  
 
    “I agree,” nodded Sloane. “We can run after the survivors if you’d like.”  
 
    “Let’s not get too crazy,” smiled Zeke. “If we go and join up with them, we’ll just become regular soldiers. People will tell us what to do, we’ll have lame jobs when we aren't fighting, and we’ll have a lot less autonomy.”  
 
    “Doesn’t sound so great when you put it that way,” laughed Sloane. “What are you proposing, instead?”  
 
    “What direction is the Lost Citadel?”  
 
    “It’s in the west.”  
 
    “Kutarm’s territory is also in the west,” Delvin pointed out.  
 
    “Exactly,” nodded Zeke. “How about we head for the Lost Citadel, and once we find it, we join in the fight against the tyrant on our own?”  
 
    “You want the three of us to fight Kutarm’s army by ourselves?” laughed Sloane.  
 
    “I-I don’t know if I like the sound of that…” mumbled Delvin, playing with his fingers.  
 
    “We’ll have plenty of time to flesh out a plan,” said Zeke, waving them off. “And who knows? Maybe the Lost Citadel will be so awesome that we won’t want to leave. But I think we can try and accomplish more of our goals if we strike out on our own, rather than joining up with one of the Resistance factions.”  
 
    Sloane and Delvin exchanged a look.  
 
    “Works for me,” shrugged Delvin.  
 
    Sloane looked Zeke over carefully as she thought a moment longer.  
 
    “Alright,” she conceded. “But we’re still splitting the treasure in the Lost Citadel two ways! If you want to give any to Delvin, that’ll be out of your own share!”  
 
    Zeke laughed. Even though a lot had happened that day, it sounded like some things weren’t changing too drastically. They were still headed for the goal they started with, even if there were some additional things added on. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before the fire takes over the entire city, then,” said Zeke, pointing the Arcane Staff out towards the west. “To the Lost Citadel!”  
 
    Delvin and Sloane shared another look.  
 
    “Um, didn’t Sloane just say the Lost Citadel is in the west?” asked Delvin. “Why are you pointing east?”  
 
    “Ugh, whatever,” groaned Zeke, storming off in the opposite direction. “It’s been a long day, okay?” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed the book, I'd love to hear from you in an Amazon review! Reviews help other readers like you find these books.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Arcane Staff Series: 
 
      
 
    The Elf Thief (Book 1) 
 
    Released April 2018 
 
      
 
    Lost Citadel (Book 2) 
 
    Releasing May 2018 
 
      
 
    The Half Dragon of Yaerna Series: 
 
      
 
    Tumbler Short 
 
    The Ilkas Diamond Job (Book 0) 
 
    Released February 2018 
 
      
 
    The Gathering Arc  
 
    The Shattered Sword (Book 1) 
 
    Released December 2017 
 
      
 
    The Time Shield (Book 2) 
 
    Released January 2018 
 
      
 
    Grimkell's Mace (Book 3) 
 
    Released January 2018 
 
      
 
    The Heralding Arc  
 
    Durnskeep (Book 4) 
 
    Released March 2018 
 
      
 
    Ravendale (Book 5) 
 
    Releasing April 2018 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 For a FREE copy of the prequel novella The Half Dragon of Yaerna: The Ilkas Diamond, and for information of future releases, come subscribe to my mailing list http://eepurl.com/dqpHW5 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
AN ARCANE STAFF BOOK
HANS BEZDEK






