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    Chapter 1


    Iceskgard walked through snow up to his knees. It was cold but it was all he ever wanted. The cold reminded him he was alive. It shocked through him waking every muscle, even under such dire circumstances. He had walked for days now, stopping only to eat and sleep. Frost clung to his beard like a white mask as he approached a small village. This, like every sacking, could be his last. If he obtained no food though, he would perish. And surely never see his daughter again.


    The village was small. Four little homes with thatched roofs and smoke coming through the hole in their centers. There was a larger structure a short distance away from them. Maybe a stable he thought, seeing the straw scattered haphazardly in the snow around it. And one more next to that, he guessed a forge or an inn of sorts, considering all the light streaming from its two windows.


    It was quiet as expected here. This blizzard was harsh and not many would survive it. But the ones who wanted to, they had a chance. The ones as rough as the ice that clung here and the winds that sung bitter cold, they would persist.


    As he approached the small wooden door to the structure he believed to be an inn, or a forge. He knocked. Nothing. He knocked again, this time with his axe. Stepping over the splintery remains of the door, he looked around eagerly.


    A woman sat at a small round table, alone, frozen in fear as he approached. He found what he had come for. Storming to the side of the table he stuck his axe into its center, shaking the woman from her shock.


    “What do you want from me? Who are you?” she yelped, backing into the wall farthest away.


    Ignoring her, he reached for the bowl of steaming stew she had been eating. Gulping it down, he looked her in the eye, green eyes, like emeralds. “More, more food. Now.”


    “There, in the cupboard.” She pointed at a cupboard in the corner of the room. A fire warmed the hut enough to thaw Iceskgard’s bones after his long hike. The stew was even better though, it warmed his soul.


    “This is good, girl,” he said, throwing the empty bowl aside and storming to the cupboard, ripping it open. Three smoked salmon hung from string in a row inside. “I’ll spare your soul for this.” He ripped one from the string and began to eat, staring at the girl. After pondering a vicious thought and retrieving his axe from the small table, he began to leave.


    “Wait, Iceskgard, what is your purpose here?” the girl said, getting up to her feet.


    “How do you know me? My names never traveled to these parts.” He stopped and turned around to stare at her again. This time, fury rained from his eyes.


    “I—“she stammered. Quickly regaining her wits and enough courage to speak, she said, “I seen it, a vision in my mind as you knocked upon my door.”


    “If someone follows me, if someone stalks my steps, I suggest you tell me now, girl.” Looking from her to the cabinet with the two remaining fish still hanging there, he stuffed them into his furs. Then raising his jagged axe above his head, he edged toward her slowly.


    “I mean it. No one told me this name. The visions come to me unannounced!”


    He slammed the axe into the wall an inch above her head. The whole wall rattled from the impact and just as he wrapped his rough fingers around her frail neck with his other hand someone came rushing through the door.


    “Tage!” The man was lithe. He held a spear in his hand with elaborate golden carvings around it right to the deathly sharp spear head. He was panting, probably from a vigorous run to aid this ‘Tage.’


    “Let her go and we give you the mercy of a quick death, Barbarian,” the newcomer said.


    Soon after he arrived two more men as sinewy and unique as him came through the doorway holding spears just as pretty.


    Iceskgard had no chance versus these three. They had fine steel and obvious skill in battle. He had enough battle experience from raiding to know the difference between trained men and helpless villagers.


    “You three let me go and she might live.” Iceskgard pulled a knife from his belt flipping Tage in front of him and pressing it deep into her flesh. Blood trickled down her neck. “Now move. And make it quick or she and I both die.” He pressed the knife deeper.


    “Stand down, men,” The one in charge ordered, backing away slowly. “Now! Move out,” he commanded.


    The other two hesitated then began doing the same.


    Snow was still falling and a fog was rolling in from the north. Iceskgard smiled to himself as he forced the girl outside, pushing the three newcomers farther away, his knife still to her neck.


    “She’s—” he said slowly. Biding his time, walking farther into the fog, he finally threw the girl at the three armed men—“yours!” He turned and ran into the mist as fast as he could.


    His lungs burned as the icy air filled them and he ran on in spite of the pain. But what stopped him was a spear slicing his outer thigh. Iceskgard looked down at his wound as he crumbled to his knee. Deep red blood gushed from the wound. He stopped some with his hand out of pure instinct. Fear didn’t consume him. Although the thought of being captured was unfamiliar. Twenty years of this and he’d never been caught. His blood kept gushing through his fingers like a river between trees. He felt lightheaded.


    “Grab him.”


    The leader’s voice broke through Iceskgard’s haze and the last thing he saw before blacking out was the girl called Tage standing over him. Those bright emerald eyes pierced through him.


     


    The cold was back. This was a different cold though. The chilling breath of death. Iceskgard opened his eyes slowly. The small town was the same, a little quieter now that the blizzard was blowing through the middle of night. Nothing made a sound except for two torches flames flickering in the winds. The full moon stared down upon Iceskgard and he couldn’t help but smile.


    ‘The moon will be your only friend someday!’ she had said before disappearing forever.


    “She was right, Elli,” he mumbled under his breath.


    As sad as he felt staring up at his only friend, the moon, no tears fell. First, before a tear ever fell, blood had to flow first. He shook his hands and couldn’t move them more than a foot. The chains were firm in holding him still. They were securing him to a wooden dais erected in the middle of the village. His leg was swollen and sore. Looking down at it he could see a blood spot at least the size of his hand on bandages wrapped around his wound.


    He trembled in a fury. Pushing up with all his might, the wood moaned at his struggle but the chains wouldn’t relinquish him still. There were no guards around. They didn’t need them. The harsh weather would kill him before he could ever escape.


    “You’re never going to escape that way.” A girl came out from the shadows of a nearby alley between two bigger structures, she was fully covered in a hood and cloak. “Men of the north do not make easy ways to escape. Them chains go well under the very ground you stand upon.”


    “I am a man of the north,” Iceskgard spat, falling to his knees.


    The girl pulled her hood off revealing the same emerald eyes that could never pass his gaze. “I will free you, Iceskgard. On one condition.”


    “Name it, girl.” It was agree to her terms or sit frozen in chains for much longer than he wanted to.


    “Take me to the Kinglands, far to the south. Help me make it to the Kingdom of Ellish. And you’re free.”


    “Agreed.” Iceskgard stood up to his full height, chains rattling from his wrists, showing his full size to her. He dwarfed her at nearly double her size. “Why free the man who just broke into your home and stole your goods?” he asked.


    “Home? This isn’t home. My homes a farther journey away than the one we’re about to take,” She said approaching him slowly and pulling a small key from her cloak.


    The moon light revealed her face, pallid and smooth. But there were purple markings that had the slightest glow upon her face.


    “There,” she said after unlocking his shackles. “We should go now, if anyone spots us the other three will be alerted.”


    “How did you know my name?” Iceskgard asked stepping closer to Tage.


    “I told you—“


    “You told me lies,” he said cutting her off. With that he limped past her and kept walking.


    The town still slept. But not far from his recent prison he passed a guard in furs, facedown, unconscious. She had to have risked doing that to free him. This was a patrol man. He only would have been a threat to the two of them at this hour. Maybe she was someone to trust.


    “Hey, we had a deal,” Tage whispered in irritation running up to his side. “You agreed. I free you. You escort me to the Kinglands.”


    “And what part of it am I breaking?” Iceskgard asked calmly, but not slowing his pace in the slightest.


    “I didn’t get my effects. We need food. We can’t possibly just trek through the Frozen Wastes with nothing to eat and no supplies,” Tage said.


    “Why not? I did.”


    Tage abruptly fell to her knees and Iceskgard, to his surprise, found himself stopping to turn around and see why. He was about to smash this girls throat in, in a hut, just hours ago but something about her freeing him, gave her a certain respect.


    “What is it? You’re not a cursed one are you?”


    Tage’s closed eyes shot open and she was normal again. Alert. “They’re coming, they found out sooner than I had hoped. We have to hurry.”


    “Who’s coming?”


    “My brother,” she said looking him in the eye. “He will catch us if we don’t make haste.”


    “Frozen lords,” Iceskgard muttered under his breath. “Come on, and I’ll ask why you’re using me when you have a pretty brother to escort you later.”


    “And I’ll gladly tell you if we escape them,” Tage said running again to keep up with Iceskgard’s monstrous stride.


    His leg wound was sore as all hell and just now beginning to feel again. As they approached a small grove of pines the sun began to rise over the horizon giving the snow-covered land a beauty only morning could bring.


    “If you’re able to see things in your visions, wouldn’t you already know what’s about to happen,” Iceskgard asked as the two of them walked.


    “It doesn’t work like that,” Tage said. Turning around she pointed her palms at the snow where their tracks were.


    Iceskgard glanced back. Their tracks filled in with snow and disappeared.


    “You’re a shaman?” Iceskgard swore. “Does it work like that?” he asked nodding at their disappearing tracks.


    “No, the visions are different. Those are mine and mine alone. My people are of the Faelin,” Tage said still focused on filling in their tracks with her unseen power.


    “Well then,” Iceskgard said looking at their tracks fill in with snow, “I won’t be killing your brother and his friends today, that was my plan of escape before our arrangement. It’s more permanent.”


    “They won’t be able to follow our steps now, but with our rush out of Desmor Village I wasn’t able to cover our first tracks, leaving them a starting point. We will have to move fast, my brother is an expert tracker,” Tage said.


    “There’s only one place we can go this far north, he will realize it soon enough,” Iceskgard said picking up his pace to a slight jog. “You’re right, we better be quick.”


    Hours passed and nothing but wind swept swirls of snow here and there as they traveled. The sun was setting again. They had walked for a day.


    “I’m impressed,” Iceskgard said.


    “With what?” Tage asked.


    “You, you’ve walked an entire day, without rest.” He looked at her. Her hair was a mess and had a nice layer of snow on it making her eyes shine all the brighter.


    “I’m used to walking,” she said. “The Faelin never settle away from home. The magi fear us. They’ve destroyed all of us in the Kinglands that they’ve found.”


    “Hah.” Iceskgard yelped. “Where I’m from, everyone fears everyone other than their family and everyone kills everyone. You southern folk are soft.”


    “I’m not from the south. I’m from the Forgotten Lands.” She corrected.


    Iceskgard started setting camp, camp being a snowy bed. He had never heard of the Forgotten Lands but he was almost sure they had trees. So did where he was from further to the north. Pines mostly. But these parts, no. The Frozen Wastes were just that, nothingness, not even the hearty pines prospered here. “So what’s the markings for? Some clans up north use them to symbolize their families,” Iceskgard asked as he started digging out a hole to sleep in.


    “No need for that,” Tage said pointing at the beginning of the hole he was digging, ignoring his question. The snow began to diminish and fall away into a snug tunnel underneath the surface. Looking up at her after her spell was done, he could have sworn her emerald eyes were glowing the faintest bit.


    “You are a shaman, you know.” Iceskgard stated crawling into the hole.


    “I’m not a shaman or a magi,” Tage said crawling into the hole right next to him.


    “What are you doing?!” Iceskgard demanded as she snuggled close inside the hole.


    “Body heat. It will warm us,” Tage said calmly snuggling closer to him.


    Iceskgard hadn’t been this near to a woman since she left years ago. He hadn’t trusted anyone since that day. Tage seemed like a powerful woman in her own way though and he liked that about her. Elli was the only woman Iceskgard would give his heart to. First, he had to find her. Getting comfortable, he wrapped his arms around Tage, promising himself it was just for the warmth. “We will reach the Bridge of Ice tomorrow. We can sup on your fish in the morning,” he said, closing his eyes.


    “Imagine that,” she whispered. “You could have just asked me for the fish and we would probably be in the same place as we are now.”


    Iceskgard found himself dreaming of Elli and him together again. Playing in the fields in summer. Swimming round in the hot springs in the rocky hills next to their village. But every time he tried to speak with her she just smiled and flew away into the sky. No matter how close to telling her how much he missed her he was, he never could. After she flew off he would reawaken in a new place from the past. The woods. The springs. Their old home. In all of his dreams though, her mother was never there.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    As Patticus Mysticus walked the streets of the Branches, he looked here and there. A stranger wouldn’t know it. But he was equipped with steel. A knife in his boot. One in his sleeve. And another tucked in his belt, under his shirt behind his back. He walked carefully, always looking for magi roaming the streets. They were easy to spot in their pretty armor and swords at the hip. He couldn’t spot any guards but the one in the market as usual. He was of fire. Pat had seen him in action before. If anyone had a confrontation or disagreement he simply chose who was in the wrong and arrested them. In the worse cases he would use his fire to burn them alive.


    This carnage was what Pat knew though, he sadly had grown accustomed to it. He knew the turns, the cobblestone streets. Even the right houses to climb at the right times. And houses were plenty here in the Branches. Tall too. With branches or vines spreading up their walls and sometimes even onto their rooftop. This district wasn’t named the Branches because everything was covered in them though. It was because to the magi who ruled this kingdom, the middles that lived here were the branches on the Ellish sigil. A black oak tree. These middles were one step up above the Trunks in the district over and they were one above the Roots. Magi rarely braved the Roots without a big group of armed men for it was the poorest district, being bottom of the tree and all. The poorest were the most dangerous. They didn’t all have much to live for so they would die for almost anything. After all, Patticus had lived in the Roots with the poor a while now and was positively one of the most dangerous men in the square today.


    After scanning the square a little longer, seeming like another passerby looking for goods, he noted every movement in the market, including the occasional emerald dove flying from one eve to another. Pat slipped into an alley behind one of the stands unannounced.


    “Pat, you’re back!” A little girl burst with joy, running up to him as he walked further into the shade of the alley.


    “Shhh.” He put his finger to his mouth. “You’re going to get us caught, Sella. You don’t wanna be the one to get us caught now do you?” he asked exaggerating the question.


    “Well, no,” she said, looking ashamed of what she had done, after pondering the question a moment. “But Pat, you said you would buy me some food. You said I could have some of my favorites. Those sweets on the corner in the square.”


    “I did say that didn’t I?” He feigned forgetting. “Here.” He said bending down to eye level with the little girl and pulling something from his vest. “Take this. Buy that sweet. But buy some food for your family too.” He said rubbing her head and handing her a silver piece and one gold.


    “Ok, ok! I will.” She shouted with joy as she ran from the alley.


    “And careful Sella,” He called after her, silently as he could, hoping she heard him before she burst out into the square.


    Pat didn’t like the thought of her getting caught. The guard might catch onto someone giving street rats like poor Sella from the roots money to buy food. Nobody from the roots had enough money to buy food for their family for a week. Nobody except the thieves that is.


    He wouldn’t risk being caught though and he wouldn’t watch her starve. He liked his simple life. Steal from the rich and live like them behind the scenes. Nobody knew him. But he didn’t want to be known. He just wanted to be free to do what he wanted. Still though. He’d suffered, long ago. He would never standby and watch anyone, especially a child do the same. Whether it be starvation or ill treatment. Satisfied with his decision he moved on.


    Winding through the narrow alley he came upon a brown wooden door with a smith’s hammer knocker. A knock wasn’t enough for this door though. He knocked gently twice with the knocker then kicked the door once and tapped it three times after that.


    The door creaked open and a burly man stood inside peering through the crack. “Good Greybeard, I thought you were a magi,” he muttered.


    “Not that I know of Ol’Bellsworth. I wouldn’t be buying from you if that was the case,” Pat smiled and the man let him in.


    Pat had a fine layer of sweat upon his brow after just minutes in this place. The forge glowed an orange that spoke of hellfire as if warning everyone what came from it was death. Years ago, this place may have had many weapons hanging and laying all around it. But now. Not a single sword was seen here. The smiths were commissioned and taken care of by the magi if they provided none other than the magi weaponry. So they made swords and sent them off to the castle. No need for weapons in stock and it was too risky anyways, the penalty for selling to anyone without a royal seal was death.


    The rock of a man walked over to his forge and began to pound steel’s cutting edge onto a flat piece of metal. His left arm was a metal tapestry of gears and mechanics. It moved as normal as any other arm though, just louder.


    “You’re getting braver. Too brave,” Ol’Bellsworth said loud enough for Pat to here over the singing metal.


    “Oh, come on now. I’ve always been brave. Tell me what you really wanna say.” Pat said as he watched in awe. He always marveled at the craft of smithing. Creating something amazing out of nothing more than a hunk of melted rock. Creating wasn’t his business though. He had no skill with the smith’s hammer. It was what he could do with the creations that made him sometimes almost agree with the magi’s ban. He didn’t like the idea of some ruthless killer, with his skill, able to get a piece of good steel as easy as he was able to. He knew it was the truth though, people would always find ways of getting what they’re not supposed to. Good and bad people alike.


    Ol’Bellsworth stopped his hammer’s singing and looked Pat in the eye.


    “Five years the amazing Pat Picklock has been coming to my door for steel. And in five years you’ve never. Not once. Come in broad daylight.”


    Somehow the old smith was able to make Pat feel like a child. Like his son. He cared for him somehow. But he had a particular stern fatherly look when he was about to give his advice. And Pat couldn’t help turn around and break eye contact. Maybe he had been reckless coming in the day. Ol’bellsworth was right, he was getting too comfortable.


    “Look at me, boy.”


    Pat turned around to look him in the eye. Not out of fear. Out of respect.


    “You and Valant are planning something big. I can feel it. Now listen. Pat, I like ya. You and yours have been great to me. But if you keep following this Valant you’re going to end up dead. And not even the magi have the power to bring back the dead.”


    He was right. Playing the game of thieves was like playing the worst odds in a gamble at the Broadhorse Inn. Every night. But despite that, he had to do it. He had to eat and he had to show the magi that they do not own everyone else that’s not royal blood. And in the end, Pat loved his life, everyday an adventure, free as the emerald doves here in the Kingdom of Ellish. He was once tied down with a normal job, before the magi’s ban on steel and the eight year war. He did what he didn’t want to do long enough though. Those relationships and ties had already been severed along with the freedom of the middles.


    “I don’t expect you to understand, I don’t expect anyone to understand. The other thieves do it for their reasons. And I have mine.” Pat pondered about the life he had left and how sure he was about never going back to being so chained down. It was worth the risk.


    “Whatever it is, I hope it’s worth it.” Ol’Bellsworth pulled a wrapped bundle from under his anvil. Rolling it out on his workbench, he revealed eight swords. Pieces of art. No one made steel like Ol’Bellsworth. He didn’t just make the power of death, to put in your hand. He gave you the finest stylus ever, allowing each owner to carve their own unique way into eternal damnation.


    “You sir, know how to make a sword,” Pat said examining one of the swords in more detail. “Here’s the pay.” Pat tossed a full money pouch onto the bench, picking up one of the swords. “One thing nobody seems to remember Ol’Bellsworth. Is that these are just as deadly as any magi ever will be. You just have to know how to use one.” With that, Pat put the sword back and began to roll them up.


    “Just be careful is all, Pat Picklock. I hope to see you again. But I don’t ever expect it.” Ol’Bellsworth shook his head with worry. “Now hurry outta here. Before a damn magi walks through my door to collect more steel, legally, and kills the both of us.”


    “You will see me again old friend.” And Pat was back out the door. With a roll of swords hanging from his back.


    On his way back to the roots Pat thought about what Ol’Bellsworth had said. About how after five years of being a thief, it was possible he was just lucky. Swallowing his doubt, fed to him from the smith. He pushed the thought from his mind. He refused to give in. If he had never taken the risk he would still be tied down and bowing to the magi with taxes like all the others. Never again would he give his freedom for security. I might die, he thought. But I’ll die free.


    Pat weaved through the alleys of the branches always weary when passing through the cobblestone streets to the next alleyway. A magi guard would want to know what was in the roll slung over his shoulder for sure if he were to be seen. And death was the only punishment for carrying a weapon without a royal seal from the King or Queen. Pat had taken this route before though and as well-kept of a Kingdom as this was, guards never roamed the rooftops. Pat knew this and used it to his advantage. When he finally reached the alley with his stair, which is what he called it now, he simply walked up the steps that led to the roof.


    “Ah,” he sighed, breathing in the fresh air. Relief rushed over him as he began balancing across the sloped roof’s eves and headed for the roots.


    The Roots were a grim place for people who had lived better lives. Little shacks to anyone from any of the higher districts on the tree of Ellish. Quiet serenity for the poor folk who came home to them after a long day’s work. The shacks lined dirt roads here, but even the shacks were beautiful. Vines covered them, and in the spring purple flowers bloomed, lighting the roots up. The Kingdom of Ellish was known for its beauty and being surrounded by the Endless Wood. So even the poorest regions were beautiful. But it was late winter and the beauty still lingered under a layer of frost every night.


    The sun hung onto the day’s last light when Pat climbed down some sturdy vines clinging to the side of one of the last buildings on the edge of the branches. Something was off tonight. Commotion in the roots at this hour was unheard of. At this hour the middles were sitting down for food after a long day of labor. Not arguing with— a magi!


    His inside’s swirled as he tucked against the wall of the building he’d descended and peered around the corner.


    Twelve guards and Levethin Gallarr. The King of Ellish himself.


    Pat listened from around the corner easily overhearing their argument.


    “The thieves! Where are they and we will let her live,” The king roared as he slapped someone across the face.


    Pat peeked around the corner. It was a red haired woman. His heart sank, it was Sella’s mother. He couldn’t let this happen. It was his fault, he knew he was risking this by purchasing the girl’s family food every other week.


    Maybe Ol’Bellsworth was right. He slipped his black shawl on and pulled up his black hood to cover his face completely. After taking one last deep breath he jumped out from around the corner.


    “You won’t wanna be doing that, King.” Pat said.


    The king and his guardsmen turned towards Pat with disdain.


    “You’ll die for this, nobody speaks to the King of Ellish in that manner.” One of the guards growled unsheathing a pretty sword. One of Bellsworth’s Pat noted.


    Pat gripped his dagger behind his back firmly, just in case things went that way.


    “Stand down.” The king spoke in an authoritative voice, calmly walking up to the guard and resting his hand on his shoulder. “Put your weapon away.”


    Pat still held onto his dagger. Waiting for the king to make a move. Sella and her family stood behind them all in front of their door. Sella didn’t say a word as a tear rolled down her cheek she stared at Pat speechless.


    Good girl Sella. He smiled to himself thankful that she hadn’t told them his name.


    “So you’re the one who helped this lovely family?” The king smiled walking up to Pat.


    “Let them go and we might stop stealing from you and yours.” Pat knew this was hopeless but it would give them time.


    “Well then, thief. Have it your way.”


    “I always do.” Pat threw the dagger from behind his back, slicing through the king’s cheek like butter.


    The king placed his hand on the wound with a look of fury and utter disbelief. And before he was shouting the order to “Kill Him” Pat was already running away.


    “See,” Pat shouted as he hurried off around the Branches building on the edge of the two districts. “They do bleed.”


    After circling the building and bolting into the roots he was disappointed that only half of the guards had lost him in his circle run. The other half and the king all seen him run in between two shacks and followed him.


    “You’re dead, thief.” The king yelled from somewhere impossibly too close behind him.


    Pat ran fast as he could. Somehow the king was faster. He couldn’t hear the king’s guards anymore as he turned between two shack houses here and weaved through a small market with a rotted well in its center. But the king’s steps were steadily gaining on him.


    “Hi, thief.” The king smiled sardonically as he came up on Pat’s side with ease. “You owe me some work for that money you gave to the girl,” he said as he slammed his shoulder into Pat knocking him off his feet.


    Pat slammed into the side of a shack of a house and rolled along the dirt dropping the roll of swords from his shoulder in the tumble. Blood flavored his mouth from somewhere and he wiped it away as he stumbled to his feet. He was thankful to feel his shawl hadn’t fallen off with the back of his hand as he rubbed the liquid from his lips. If the king saw his face it was over for him. The swords were scattered everywhere in the dirt between the two of them. The guards were left behind in their hurry. Pat couldn’t believe the king was able to keep up with his pace.


    The king clicked his tongue in mock satisfaction. “You’ve been a naughty boy. Shame you have to die. But first, who might have you stolen these from?” He nodded at the swords.


    “It doesn’t matter when you’re dead,” Pat said.


    The king rushed up to him in a soaring blur and punched him in the gut. Pat hunched over from the impact and tried to regain the breath he’d lost.


    Putting his hand on Pat’s shoulder the king hunched over and whispered in his ear, “You’re little beggar girl will die. Everything you’ve done, all that you’ve given them. Was in vain.” Then kicking Pat’s legs out from under him he started examining the swords scattered on the ground. “Which one of these would have you used to kill me, I wonder,” the king said to himself as he kicked them around.


    Pat looked up from the ground. A shadow was highlighted by the moon on the roofs nearby. Then another figure appeared next to the first. He smiled. He was safe. Safer anyways.


    “Any of them,” Pat huffed, still catching his breath as he stumbled back to his feet. “A tip of advice, King. Don’t travel at night in a city you have taxed to death.”


    Two figures appeared from the shadows behind the king as he started towards Pat again.


    “Heh, I didn’t say you could get—“ The king’s feet were the ones knocked out from under him this time, cutting him off.


    Two thieves wearing the same leathers and black hoods as Pat hovered over him now.


    “Up,” one of them finished for the king. “Pat, You’re late,” he said in a jovial manner while the thief next to him held a sword point to the king’s neck.


    “Stay there, magi, or a lot of your magic blood will be lost. Wouldn’t want to spoil these fancy clothes now, would we?” the thief with the sword to the kings neck threatened twisting the blade a little.


    Armor and metal clanking alerted all three of them and Pat glimpsed the king smile in spite of the sword to his neck.


    “That’s us boys, time to go,” The jovial one said, pointing to a cluster of guardsmen running at them, swords ready. He began to climb a nearby shack’s wall, using the vines crawling up its side, to a nearby roof.


    The thief with the sword pulled its point from the king’s neck and slammed it into the dirt next to his head giving him a scare as he and Pat followed their jovial friend to the rooftop.


    The guards chased them for a little while before losing them in the darkness of night and the cover of their higher altitude. Before too long the three of them jumped onto the roof they were going for. The Tavern of the Night.


    “Well, glad you could make it to the meeting, Pat,” one of his rescuers said after glancing over the edge one more time, making sure they’d lost their followers.


    The other thief with them removed his hood and shawl revealing shoulder length platinum hair and golden eyes that shined in the moonlight. “You should be more careful Pat. You know the code.”


    “They were going to hurt Sella’s family. It was worth the risk.” Pat pulled his hood and the three of them went into to the tavern through a small square door in the roof’s floor.


    The Tavern of the Night smelled of ale and potatoes. It smelled like any other tavern really, but to the thieves it smelled like home. What really made it home though was the noise. There was hardly any here, unlike your usual place to stay and drink.


    A bartender with an eyepatch over his left eye nodded at the three of them as they sat down and prepared a pint of ale for each. Sliding them each their pint he said, “I heard Pat here tumbled with the king himself.”


    “You heard right, Yillish.” The jovial thief said, taking a gulp of ale. “Cheers to Pat Picklock. The king will never get off our asses now,” he shouted so the whole room could hear.


    The room went up in laughter and cheers drinking their own beverages until the thief with platinum hair stood. The room went dead again and he turned to face all of them.


    “Tonight.” He said patiently. “Should never have happened. The beggar girl is dead now anyways and Pat almost made us kill him. We cannot make fun out of this. This was too close. Pat, our most beloved picklock could have died and our whole guild was almost revealed.” He watched the room waiting for anyone to speak up. Nobody did.


    Pat didn’t even bother turning to look at all their faces. He didn’t bother to drink either. Getting up from the bar he walked into the tavern’s backroom behind the bar and down the stairs into the cellars.


    “I guess we don’t get our weapons of initiation either,” said one of the newest recruits who laughed as he left the room.


    The cellars were more like catacombs. Cobblestone walled tunnels ran underground with wooden doors on either side of every hall, a room for each thief to stay. Torches lit the darkness not allowing one to see farther than a few feet ahead, but Pat knew this place better than any other. He could navigate these halls in the pitch black if need be.


    Opening the door to his room, he entered. Everything was exactly as it was left. His room was small, but accommodated him just fine. His small feather bed with one pillow was tucked off in the corner against the stone wall. A bunch of candles sat on a wooden dresser and a few more sat on his bedside table. A book the size of a castle brick was currently taking all his bedside tables space. And his dresser’s top was covered in scrolls, parchments and books. On one wall hung all his weapons. Three swords and countless daggers and knives. Swords were great in open combat and the thieves trained in all blades they could acquire. Daggers and knives though, these were the weapons of the thief. Easy to conceal and quickest to kill.


    Looking at the wall of weapons, he hated himself for failing at obtaining the required equipment for their next job. He ripped the swords from the wall and hoisting them over his shoulder stormed out of his room.


    As he went to turn the corner to the stairs back to the tavern the platinum haired thief nearly ran into him.


    “Pat,” he said grabbing his arm. Then realizing what Pat was carrying in his arms. He raised an eyebrow and asked, “What’s this?”


    “I was supposed to get the new recruits steel. I got them steel.” Pat pursed his lips.


    “Fair enough, friend. Go give them your steel and then meet me and the others in The Room.” He walked passed Pat and headed to The Room without another word.


    Pat walked out of the tavern’s back room into the barroom, dropping the swords on the floor in front of him.


    “Pull, Greg, Rik. Your weapons that I promised you.” Pat nodded to the three blades scattered on the floor.


    “Those are your blades Pat,” Pull said. “I’ve watched you train with them.”


    “And now they’re yours,” Pat finished and walked back towards the cellars. The men cheered behind him and began drinking and celebrating for their newest recruits.


     


    The Room had double doors. Pat entered it with a smile upon his lips satisfied with pleasing the new recruits despite his failure at obtaining new steel. He didn’t like giving away his only swords, he had fought and won many rewards with each of them but it could be worse. He caressed the dagger behind his back gently.


    “Pat Picklock, what the hell kind of stunt was that you pulled today?” a brown haired, blue eyed woman growled as he entered. “Trying to kill the King of Ellish without me in broad daylight. Next time, invite your friends.”


    Pat walked up to the fire in the middle of The Room. Simple wooden chairs circled it and the light from the flames reflected off the cobblestone walls and domed ceiling. Valant, the platinum haired thief, stood on the opposite side and Ferry, the woman, Ear and Nannis, the jovial thief, sat in three of the eight chairs.


    “Well, you know me. Always willing to take a stab at a magi when the opportunity arises,” Pat said to Ferry.


    “Enough,” Valant said ending the chatter.


    Pat and the other three immediately took on a much more serious persona.


    “We have two days until the moon sleeps again. And that’s when we will strike. If we are to do this. It needs to be soon as possible and after we give them something else to consider.” Valant paced back and forth with both arms folded behind his back. Then turning round in a quick, impossibly graceful movement he drew his sword from the sheath at his hip, holding it up in the firelight. “The magi think they’ve taken power away from the world by taking away the worlds steel.” He gazed at the swords razor of an edge, playing with its angle as he continued. “As their gaze tightens on that philosophy. It weakens elsewhere. We need to make them think we’re desperate for their weapons. We need a smaller job before the biggest job.”


    Pat already knew what Valant had in mind. Over the years he’d turned decoding Valant’s philosophic mutterings into an art.


    “So we’re going to make their steel our primary target on this smaller job,” Pat began. “Leading them to believe we want their weapons. Then the night after, when the moon sleeps, we go for what we really want, their treasure, while they’re still fixated on the steel.”


    Valant pointed his sword at Pat. “Exactly.” Then he sheathed it.


    “So we go for the guard houses I presume?” Ferry added. “Easy enough, lots of guards, but after we take care of the two towers, no problem.”


    “No, no, no,” Nannis chimed in standing up in disbelief. “Not no problem, big problem. There’s at least eighteen guards each tower. Plus depending on the night, we’re looking at possibly dealing with a magi as well. Are you sure this is a small job?” He finished, looking to Valant.


    Pat couldn’t help but smile. Nannis was either happy, or mad. There was no in between with him. Right now he was maddening.


    Ear sat still in his chair with arms folded, listening intently. Hence the nickname, Ear. Not to mention he also could hear things exceptionally well while on jobs, making him the natural choice as the scout on most occasions.


    “We have to make them believe it,” Valant responded after a brief pause. “We have to do something big enough to get their attention. Pat already helped us immensely by losing are new recruits weapons today. The king surely thinks he’s on to us. Which is why we have to do this to feed his confidence before the real job.”


    “If we make it to the real job,” Nannis said.


    Ferry nudged Nannis, then said, “oh, come on. You were so chipper on your way out to go help Pat earlier. What happened to that annoying laughter of yours?”


    Nannis sat down with pursed lips, glaring at Ferry, shaking his head. Ferry turned to Pat and shrugged.


    “Valant’s right. The king will go for this. And yes, he will more than likely be ready for it in one form or another. Meaning more men more than likely.” Pat wanted this. He’d been wanting a break for a while. And a job this big could give him the means to have one. He had to persuade them, show them why it was necessary. “But the rewards will be worth every bit of the risk,” Pat continued eyeing them all as he spoke. Then focusing on Nannis, he said, “we will be able to do whatever we want for a while. No more worrying about the damned law. Just women, adventure and play. No more robbing for peace for a snippet of your life.”


    “It better be,” Nannis said, looking at Pat, then to Valant and the rest. “We’ve all been at this long enough to deserve a break. You’ve got that right Pat.”


    “Meet here tomorrow at sundown. We will get enough steel to last for years from this one. More importantly, it will prepare you all for the job that will reward you that break.” With that. Valant looked at them all, nodded in agreement and walked out of The Room.


    “Trust in his judgement, he’s gotten us all this far hasn’t he?” Pat said to the three of them nodding towards the door Valant just left through. “Trust in him and surely you’ll have your break.” Pat walked out of The Room as the other three pondered his words.


    Laying down in his feather bed, staring up into darkness. He couldn’t help hearing Ol’Bellsworth’s voice ringing through the depths of his mind like the hammer against steel in his shop. ‘If you keep following this Valant you’re going to end up dead.’

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Pat awoke the next morning to the city bells. The executions had begun. Every week for months, the more persistent the thieves got the more consistent the needless slaughter became. He jumped out of his bed still in his leathers and grabbed his money pouch and daggers running out the door.


    It was his fault that she was going to die; it was his help that had killed her. He should have never of given her a single silver and she might not be the one condemned. On his way up the cobblestone steps out from the cellars Valant stopped him at the top.


    “She’s gone Pat,” his friend said grasping his shoulder. “Let her go and learn from your mistakes.”


    Pat kept walking despite Valant’s admittedly good advice. But sometimes advice was wrong. Sometimes someone told someone else what they thought they’d learned of the world. But most the time they told others what they had too because it would tarnish there way of life if they didn’t.


    His daggers were concealed. He wouldn’t conceal his face today though. No one would know him for a thief unless he chose and today he chose to cover up his leathers with a emerald poncho to blend in with the crowds. But not his face.


    When he arrived, the crowd was enormous. The branches square had no signs or pavilions today. Only one sad wooden dais. The sun shone but the branches square cried. Pat cried with it as a tear slid down his cheek and he gazed upon three hanging bodies. Dangling lifeless, Sella’s eyes were wide. She swayed in the breeze toward Pat and for a moment he could sense life again. She stared at him. She had trusted him and he let her fall. He knew the danger he was putting her in and let her die.


    Turning away from the scene as the King and Queen of Ellish began to approach the crowd, he headed to his only place of comfort. The only place someone seemed like they cared. He headed to a small smith’s shop in a back alley in the branches.


     


    The door was cut down and battered when Pat got there. He pushed what was left of the door open and peered inside. The smith’s body hung from a rope tied in the rafters swinging back and forth dripping blood. They had tortured him before finishing him off.


    Pat entered, and walking up to his old friend he closed his eyes and patted him down. Finding what he was looking for he tied Ol’Bellsworth’s money pouch to his belt.


    “Sorry, old friend. It was never me you should have been worried about, you damn fool.” He kissed his old friends feet and left the shop wiping away more tears and clearing his throat.


    It had to end at some point. He sighed, working his way back to the branches square. There had to be something he could do. He didn’t leave his former life for death. He left it for freedom and peace. Two things a man never seemed to fully obtain all at once.


    He arrived as the crowd was diminishing from the branches square. Every middle he passed was solemn and fear rained from their eyes. Fear didn’t rain from him though, just anger.


    Sitting upon a bench in the square by the well, he watched as the corpse crew began throwing the three children’s bodies into a wheel barrow. They were to be burned outside the city walls and never live the life they should have. The parents were always spared. This was an example. A ruthless and extremely successful one usually. Then again, when you had the power to do whatever you wanted, why not? Pat looked up to the midday sun as grey clouds began to cover it up. Why would the gods admit such beasts this power, was always his question. Or was it the power that made them beasts, would he not be just the same. Pondering the question, thunderstruck and he headed back to the Tavern of the Night. He was ready for vengeance.


     


    “Ready for another one?” Ferry said.


    “Pat’s always ready. Isn’t that right, pal?” Nannis smiled as he strapped two daggers of his own to his forearms, before covering them with leather bracers.


    “Are we ready?” Valant asked. Standing in his black cloak he loomed in front of them all like a shadow in the flickering firelight of the Room.


    Ear stood from his wooden chair. This, as everyone in the thief’s guild knew, meant he was ready.


    “Ol’Bellsworth didn’t die in vain. I can’t take their lives tonight. But I sure as hell can take every piece of steel they own,” Pat said throwing his cloak over his shoulders and clasping it around his neck.


    Ferry put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


    He stood solid. Void of emotion. He didn’t want reassurance, he wanted blood.


    “We all know our parts, I expect to see everyone stick to theirs,” Valant said pulling his shawl over his mouth and nose, leaving his golden eyes bright from the darkness of his hood.


    Valant had disclosed what they all were to do at sunset. Ear was to scout ahead and give everyone a rough number of guards posted tonight. Ferry and Nannis were to clear the way of any unnecessary passerby’s by knocking them out and Pat as usual was to come in last and quickly picklock the door to let them in. After this was done, Ferry and Nannis would go in the front door as the diversion and Pat, Valant and Ear would take what they came for and flank the leftover guards on the way out.


    Ferry pulled her long brown hair into a ponytail tying it up with a leather strap and fastened her sheath to her hip. “Swift like the wind, dark like the shadows,” she said to Nannis throwing him his sword.


    Nodding, Nannis strapped his sword to his hip with a smirk.


    Pat was ready, daggers in all their regular places, hidden but easy to access. He looked at everyone before following Valant out of the tavern onto the roof one last time. They were fearful, they didn’t believe in this mission like Valant and Pat wasn’t sure if he did either. But he chose this life and he liked it better than any he had ever had before. He would hold strong to his part and follow through with it. If this worked, the big heist tomorrow night would be a lot smoother and everyone would be a lot happier about it. If not, some of them would not come back.


     


    The moon was a sliver of light in the sky, tomorrow it would be gone and the world would be covered in the darkness. The Roots were quiet as usual, all the middles were sleeping after toiling all day in fields and mines around the surrounding countryside.


    The castle of Ellish was lit pretty well in the distance and you could make out window holes illuminating with torch and candle light. The towers were the same, light glowing through their windows. One of these would be there target.


    “We will go for the closest tower. That will make for the quickest journey back. You all know the rules so I won’t reside them here but I will remind you, do not be seen. At any cost, do not be seen.” Valant pointed to the nearest tower to them far in the distance and Ear immediately began running and jumping from one rooftop to the next heading that way.


    “Let’s go,” Valant waved them on and began shortly after Ear giving him a head start to allow him a proper scouting.


    Valant jumped to the next roof first, then Ferry, then Nannis. Pat always went last. He reached behind his back and gripped his dagger underneath his cloak and smiled to the moon. It had become a reassuring habit of his before jobs to do so. It reminded him that he did have something from his old life. Smiling to the sky, Pat jumped from the Tavern of the Night’s roof to the next small shacks and quickly caught up to the rest as they all headed to the tower.


    They arrived after twenty minutes with no trouble and watched Ear carefully sneak his way back to their location, a rooftop that was within thirty yards of the tower.


    “Ten guards that I could see,” Ear whispered hunching down next to them gazing back over the eve of the roof with them. “My guess is there could be approximately five more inside at most.”


    Nannis crawled a little closer to the eve getting a better look at the tower. “Two at the door, and I’m guessing more up top on the walkways that lead to the barracks,” he said.


    Ferry joined him crawling to his side. Then looking back at Valant who laid next to Pat gazing over the eve, she said “Guess we’re up.”


    Valant nodded. “ Just make sure they won’t come back for us if we get into a tight spot,” he added before Ferry and Nannis snuck over to the side of the building and climbed over the ledge.


    Pat, Valant and Ear sat in waiting a moment before seeing two shadows emerge from a alley nearby the tower’s opposite side close by the two guards at the door. Ferry and Nannis took one guard each and sneaking up behind them choked them out simultaneously. Pat didn’t hesitate running to the ledge and climbing down the wall to the ground hurrying to the tower door.


    Picking locks could be tricky for most but Pat taught himself how to do it long before being an actual thief. It was all about the feel, sticking his tools in the keyhole he could feel the metal against his picking tool and pushed each keeper up when it was ready. This could be tedious work and take an hour for a novice. But Pat did it in thirty seconds.


    “You’re in,” he said cracking the door slightly. Then he ran around the tower tucking against the wall away from any light. Ferry and Nannis ran in shouting at any unsuspecting guards.


    Pat waited only seconds before Valant and Ear joined him, sneaking up beside him. They all stood still, listening for the other two to make their escape. Ear spoke first, “their gone, the guards are on the pursuit.”


    “Let’s go, grab anything you can,” Valant said running around the tower and into the entrance. Pat and Ear quickly followed and Valant was already throwing steel of all sorts into a leather wrap he had thrown on the ground in the middle. Ear joined him running up to a nearby table with spears, daggers and two swords leaning against it and threw them onto another leather wrap.


    Pat looked up following the spiraling wooden stair to the top and saw three guards already had made it half way down coming their way. Grabbing a sword from the wrap in the middle of the room he began running up towards them.


    The first came quick with a spear jabbing right for his face, Pat was able to barely slide out of the way taking a cut to the cheek before firmly pulling the spear passed him slamming the guard across the face with the hilt of his sword. The second came with sword and shield and was on the defensive blocking with shield held up. Pat didn’t have time to evaluate and make a precise and smart move, he kept charging toward him and jumped into the air drop kicking the guard’s shield as hard as he could. The guard flew backward from the impact slamming into his comrade and they both ended up lying on the floor in a heap. Pat quickly recovered getting to his feet and only one guard matched him. The other two were out of wind and one had fell upon his own sword impaling himself. The one that got up with Pat faced him in utter disdain. Pat held his sword toward him. The guard matched him holding a sword of his own toward Pat.


    Pat stepped forward tapping the guards sword with his and the guard was quick on the riposte swiftly slapping Pat’s sword aside and swinging for his head. Pat ducked falling to his knee, dropping his sword and pulled out a hidden dagger from his boot, then rising to his feet with all his strength he slammed the dagger hilt into the guards jaw knocking him down unconscious or dead.


    Standing with nothing but a small dagger now, Pat faced the other two guards who were now breathing fine and edging closer with swords drawn.


    “Pat!” Valant ran up from behind him jumping in between the three of them, facing the guards, with nothing but — hands. Pat had never, all the five years of working for him in the thieves guild, seen Valant fight.


    “Hand over the steel,” Valant said nodding at their swords. “And we will have no trouble. You two can go back to your masters and tell them the thieves have robbed you.”


    “Never, you filth,” one of them spat, “they would kill us for our incompetence if we simply didn’t try to kill you.” The guard looked Valant over. “Which shouldn’t be hard considering you’re weaponless.”


    “And that is precisely how you know you’re both under the wrong rule,” Valant challenged.


    “I like the money I make under our rule, time to die, freak,” the other guard said charging Valant.


    Most people reacted like that when first seeing Valant, golden eyes and platinum hair made for quite the sight. He never spoke of it and the people who asked, he simply responded ‘I was born and this is what I am.’ Pat wasn’t surprised by the guards remark, it humored him little, he was surprised to see the master of the thieves fight though.


    “Shame,” Valant said awaiting the charging guards attack. The guard swung with a fiercely quick slash aimed at Valant’s shoulder but Valant was quicker. Arching his back in a acrobatic motion he swept himself around the blade and struck the guards neck with a flat hand in a blur. The guard dropped in an instant. The other looked from his friend on the ground to Valant, to Pat. The guard and Pat both stood speechless. Valant stared at the guard. Waking from his amazement the guard turned and bolted up the stairs.


    “What was that?” Pat asked, still baffled at Valant’s amazing prowess in battle.


    “I told you, the magi are not the only powerful force on this earth. And steel is not what they believe it to be. There are far more ways to perish than a sharp blade.” With that, Valant calmly walked down the stairs to where the wrap full of steel was and rolled it up tying it with a leather thong, then hoisted it over his shoulder. “Make haste, back to the tavern.” Valant and Ear walked out from the tower.


    Pat started down the stairs snatching the two swords from the unconscious guards. As he bent down to grab them a force so strong it knocked the air right out of him sent him tumbling down the stairs.


    “You thieves think you can just parade around the city at night and go where you want to go, take what you want to take,” a sharp voice cut through his wheezing. A bald man with a scar across his forehead approached. He was dressed in black and green leathers holding two gilded swords with emeralds in the end of each hilt. He walked slowly down the stairs toward Pat. Swinging the swords both with ease he pointed them at Pat. “You can’t,” he said, revealing a hideous smile.


    Pat barely made it to his feet when the man swung both swords at him in a flurry. Fighting men wielding one sword was one thing. Switch-hands who could carry a sword in either hand and especially when in both, was much more difficult. He pulled the dagger from its sheath from behind his back and picked up a nearby sword he had dropped falling down the stairs. Though he parried most of the oncoming assault, one lucky blow got through his defenses and sliced his thigh.


    The bald man looked at Pat in amazement, raising his eyebrows. “Another switch-hand.” Sneering in obvious condescension he moved toward Pat for another bout.


    This man thought he was the only man in Ellish who could handle two swords as well as himself. This much was clear. Pat wasn’t so sure about that, for he had trained for the past eight years in the switch-hand stance.


    The only real worry was, if this man was magi or not. His next flurry was easily blocked and Pat was able to deflect all of his blows and riposte the last putting a pretty cut in the man’s left arm matching the one on his thigh.


    “Why don’t you speak thief? You dropped talking with your morals when they initiate you?”


    Pat limped around the man in a circle, trying his best to dance the dance of battle with his wound. Then he stopped and said, “I don’t speak with death,” throwing his dagger directly at the man’s face, he charged in with his sword.


    The bald man deflected the flying weapon with ease but it was too late for him. Pat had already lunged on top of him thrusting his sword through his gut.


    Pat stood, pulled the sword from the mans gut and limped over to where his dagger had bounced off the wall and recovered his weapon. “You were good, one of the best I’ve fought. Too bad you didn’t have the blood of the magi to help you,” he said turning to leave.


    “Too bad you didn’t get out with your friends. Because he does have the blood of the magi,” the bald man said nodding towards the open door to the tower. He smiled that horrible smile one last time before closing his eyes forever.


    Pat dropped his weapons as the king of Ellish walked into the tower with four guards.


    “Ah, another thief. Seems we’re going a lot of the same places as of late. The last of you, I’m sorry to say, escaped.” The king looked Pat in the eye. “You won’t be. Take him to the Pit.”


    The four guards threw shackles around his wrists and luckily didn’t bother unmasking him. Unluckily Pat knew why, the Pit was death. An old drained well that only the worst of criminals were thrown into. The bottom was black even on the brightest of days.


    A guard prodded him with sword point the entire way through the city to their destination. Pat had nothing to lose at this point. Slamming the guard prodding him along across the face with both hands curled into a fist, he ran for it.


    King Levethin was instantly running after him, he was ready this time.


    Bursting to Pat’s side in a blur with whatever magic allowed him to, he grabbed the nap of Pat’s neck and stopped him immediately. “Trust me thief, this was a mercy. Dealing with the Pit, you had a chance of surviving the fall. Now you have none.” The king pulled his sword from his sheath, one as elaborate as the dead bald man’s back in the tower and with a metal clanking sound, plunged it into Pat’s side.


    Valant dropped from a nearby roof top. The clanking was not some sort of buckle saving his life like Pat thought. He looked down. The king’s sword had missed him by inches, Valant’s sword holding it away.


    “Move,” Valant said pushing Pat away.


    The king removed his sword from the tangle and swung for Valant’s head. Pat ran, then stopping himself skidding to a halt, he looked back for his friend, a regular man, a thief, battling a magi. Battling a man with powers supposed to be unstoppable. Levethin blurred with his powers somehow amplifying his speed and strength but Valant still moved away from his blows. The two of them went on for only a minute or so, but it felt as if a glorious day had gone by, by the time Levethin finally landed a hit. Valant flew through the air into a nearby building’s wall. Falling to the cobblestone floor Valant coughed up blood, then looking toward Pat, realizing he still lingered.


    “Run! Now!” his friend yelled.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Iceskgard woke alone in the hole Tage had made for them. He sniffed. Fish cooked somewhere outside. He groped his furs seeking his prize. Nothing. She had taken it.


    “What are you doing?” Iceskgard growled, coming out from their hole.


    Tage was hunched over a small fire, where she had made a nice roasting stick with the fish impaled on it. She was turning it over and over to cook it through evenly.


    Iceskgard ripped the stick from her hands and started kicking snow onto the fire. “Foolish shaman girl. Your brother will be upon us within minutes now, surely.” Ripping half the fish off the roasting stick, Iceskgard tossed Tage her half and began devouring his own. Mouth full of fish, he said “Eat up, this may very well be your last meal. Enjoy.”


    “I doubt that, Iceskgard.” She still was hunched over the now barely smoldering fire. Waving her hand above it she magically moved snow perfectly upon it making it seem as if there was never a fire there at all.


    Iceskgard pulled a dagger from his boot, the edge shining like new steel but the rest aged too far back for anyone to know other than its owner. He gripped it tightly, the leather wrapped around the hilt moaning under the pressure. “They’re here.”


    Tage didn’t move a muscle. Staring far into the distance to the south, as if looking at the place she risked befriending a brute to get to.


    “Halt!” the leader of the men from the day before shouted.


    Two others trailed him, all three on beautiful white steeds. Each horse had a gilded silver face plate matching their rider’s own armor. The leader hopped off his horse with amazing grace and pulled his spear from his back after seeing Iceskgard with his weapon at the ready.


    The leader’s gilded helm and pretty armor would’ve been quite the prissy regal sight to Iceskgard. If it wasn’t for dozens upon dozens of scratches, dents and a plethora of wear through out them. This showed experience. This showed skill. This is what had made Iceskgard run earlier in the little town. He had taken five men at a time single handedly a hundred times before. But these three men as pretty as their armor was, had seen war and battle just as much as he had. With his healing leg and three horses to aid them in the chase, this time, there would be no running.


    “Time to die, little man,” Iceskgard yelped.


    The other two guards just sat and watched from horseback as Iceskgard unleashed probably the most powerful blow they’d ever witnessed smash into the snow-covered earth where their leader was supposed to be. Their leader had moved out of the way with a side roll just in time before his dagger came slamming into the ground startling the two on horseback from the impact.


    Iceskgard pushed forward through the snow flurry created by his first blow. Slashing at the silhouette of their leader inside. He’d dealt with this kind before and he was able to tell his opponent’s style after the first blow. Quick and efficient. But not strong, and the north as he knew was for the strong, the quick ones prospered in many places of the world but men couldn’t outrun the cold. They survived it.


    Their leader knocked away Iceskgard’s first blow easily but the second came quicker and lashed at his face cutting right under the front of his helm’s nose guard into the bridge of his nose. His eyes were wide. Clearly he had underestimated the speed of the northman. He rolled backwards to give himself some distance.


    “Tage, tell your fool of a friend here to stand down or I can no longer save his life,” their leader roared in frustration, never taking his eyes from Iceskgard.


    Iceskgard lowered his dagger to his side, breathing the cold air in slowly. To his satisfaction his opponent was breathing a whole lot faster. The two others were no longer on horseback and had their own spears drawn and ready.


    “Brother,” Tage said casually. “What took you? You must be getting slow in your old age. Only in your eighth century.” She stood and walked toward them patting Iceskgard on the shoulder as she passed by to stand face to face with his opponent.


    “Tage, what are you up to exactly? What have you dragged us out here for?” Their leader looked around in every direction. “This frozen waste.”


    “This is no waste. You fail to see beauty in the world just as you fail to fight, little man,” Iceskgard said pointing his dagger at the man.


    Ignoring Iceskgard, the man continued to speak only with Tage, after subtly giving him a look of irritation. “Answer me, or it will be the Mysticus after you, not us,” he said gesturing towards his friends and himself.


    Tage slipped a slight smile. “I knew you wouldn’t just let me leave the safety of our winter hideout. But I had to go. You’re all so skeptical but I’ve proven it time and time again that I’m of the Mysticus. Which makes me wonder, what makes you think they had any better of a chance of catching me than you?”


    “You always let me catch you Tage. You always have, eventually anyway. When you’re ready to be caught. But I’m tired of the chasing.” Their leader walked to Tage, removed his helm handing it to her and kissed her on the forehead. “And what makes you think I can keep them from chasing all of us,” he said solemnly. “So I really do pray you are one of them. We will need it if they do.” Facing Iceskgard he walked toward him, spear in hand at his side.


    Iceskgard raised his dagger, ready to fight. “Any closer and you really will die, brother of Tage.” He barely knew or even trusted Tage. This man would die today if he thought he could bring his weapon within close quarters after fighting like that. He didn’t know how to just turn the bloodlust off like this man obviously did. Where he came from, in the far north, a battle never ended without a death.


    “It’s over northman,” Tage’s brother said. Then sticking his spear into the snowy ground he continued towards the giant northerner.


    “Smart.” Iceskgard nodded at the spear still swaying in the biting breeze. Then he took a wobbly step towards Tage’s brother, putting his dagger back into his boot and met him face to face.


    “You fought like no one I’ve fought before northman, and I promise you, I do not say that lightly, I’ve fought many men. I don’t know why Tage wants you on this journey, but I know we’re all soon going to find out. I’m Selvun Warbow, at least that’s what they call me in the ol’speech.” He reached a hand out to shake Iceskgard’s hand.


    Iceskgard approached him timidly and strengthened his wounded stride, in habit, always wanting to intimidate, not that it was usually hard. Looking down at Selvun, who gazed right back up with emerald eyes almost exactly like his sisters. Except for they didn’t seem to glow just as much, he shook Selvun’s hand. “I’m Iceskgard Skarskgard. Or Protecter of the North, Shield of the Family, is what it means, from where I’m from.”


    “Yes, yes, we can talk on the way, let’s go.” Tage began to walk south toward the IceBridge.


    “Fill me in sister, why Iceskgard, and where exactly are we headed?” Selvun asked riding up beside her and Iceskgard. “No offense northman,” he added.


    “None taken.” Iceskgard listened intently keeping his words mostly to himself. What had they seen? what did they hear? Anything he might be able to use to find his daughter?


    “Iceskgard came to me,” she said simply. “And we’re heading for the Kinglands, to the Kingdom of Ellish.


    “Ellish,” Selvun said lower than a whisper, “Our lands. Finally, Sister, a journey I’m pleased with you forcing me upon. I can’t wait to feast my eyes on our ancestor’s resting place.”


    “We’ve not made it yet, Brother,” Tage responded.


    “We will ride ahead, we should be within a few miles of the bridge, from all the directions I gathered from Desmor Village.”


    Selvun and his two comrades, who seemed to never speak, galloped ahead.


    “Be safe brother, and stop worrying of me, it’s you who has to worry,” Tage said as the three of them rode out.


    “What does that mean?” Iceskgard had to ask, and with her brother gone, he felt free to talk again. He was comfortable with this girl for some reason. She had a different way about her. He liked different because away from home, he was different too.


    “My brother has a thought that he needs to protect me. He’s wrong. I think he knows that too, but it wounds his pride,” she said gazing off into the distance where her brother went. “Our people have suffered and perished for long years now. We were the first race to walk upon Ol’world and it has been long forgotten.”


    “I heard stories as a boy of the first races and the gods. My people call you the Nooah. It means firstborn in our, tongue,” Iceskgard said seeing the hurt in Tage’s eyes. “So how many of your kind are left?”


    “One city, far away across the Bow’s Ocean, in the Forgotten Lands. My people despise and love your kind. We know what our last centuries here were given to us for and not all of us have accepted our fate.”


    “You will perish soon?” Iceskgard asked.


    Tage’s emerald eyes seemed to lose some of their fire and that answered his question all too well.


    Off in the distance loomed the silhouettes of Selvun and his men’s horses tied to a wooden post at least twenty feet high with an another one matching it about five feet apart from the first. Iceskgard and Tage approached them.


    Selvun and his men sat around a small fire. They had already set up five small tents just big enough for one person to crawl into. Iceskgard and Tage gasped at the sight, not of the small camp but what was probably only twenty feet from the camps edge to the south.


    “Welcome to The Icebridge, ten miles of frozen waters and this rickety wooden bridge to cross it.” Selvun smiled.


    The two of them still gaped at the amazing sight. They walked up to the edge of frozen glacier that they now stood upon, fifty feet below, ice water slammed and thrashed into the northlands wall of ice and off in the distance the bridge faded into the fog as far as the eye could see.


    “We have a long walk, starting tomorrow. Gorias, Uvien and I made camp to get one more pleasant night of sleep,” Selvun said, patting Iceskgard on the shoulder. “What’s wrong Iceskgard? I thought it was your men of the north who built it.” Selvun nodded to the bridge as it swayed in the frozen winds of the north.


    “They did, my ancestors, long ago built this bridge to find new lands after the purge of the gods. The chosen among us were granted powers to help the peoples of the world, but as power does, it corrupted most of the shaman-i and led them to evil. They thirsted for control and the gods in their anger purged all but the holiest of shamani. The people left, split, some staying north to reside where they’d been and some went south seeking the power the Gods had given to the shamani.”


    “Hm, the northman knows his history,” Selvun said walking back to the campfire with his men.


    “They tell the stories to every boy and girl in every village of the north still. Some believe it, some don’t,” Iceskgard reminisced.


    Tage smiled, standing next to him gazing across the frozen ocean. “And what do you believe?”


    “I believe that you’re the first shamani I’ve ever seen. And what you do is as real as anything else my eyes can see and my hands can touch.”


    “Did you believe before me?” she pondered still staring out into the fog.


    “I believe I am here for something, my daughter has crossed this bridge and I intend to do the same and I’m going to find her.” Iceskgard stomped over to one of the tents and shimmied his way into the small tent, his feet hanging out one side.


    “Maybe you will,” Tage said to herself, smiling.


     


    Iceskgard woke first. Sitting on the ledge of the ice wall, feet dangling over a long drop into the frozen water, he looked up to the skies. The clouds dissipated overnight and the stars shone like bright beams of power this morning. Something about the stars when it was just him and them out in the silence, made him feel closer to the world. He felt like if he spoke, the gods might actually hear him in these moments.


    “I’m coming for Elli, let me find her,” he whispered to the stars.


    “She’s out there still,” Tage’s voice said from behind him.


    Startled, Iceskgard clasped the edge of the ice with a grip of death. “Damned it! You about killed me,” he roared hopping to his feet, stepping away from the edge.


    “Sorry, I awoke to your emotions. I felt them from beyond sleeps gate. I can feel strong emotions or thoughts close to me. Sometimes things from farther away come to me,” Tage said, staring up at Iceskgard. “Should I leave you?”


    “No, join me. I’m just used to having more time alone in the morning,” he said sitting on the edge again.


    “Who were you speaking to when you asked them to let you find her?” Tage asked sitting next to him, crossing her legs.


    “I’m not sure,” he said. “I speak to whoever might be listening I guess.”


    “They’re listening, they just don’t always act on your desires. And sometimes they can’t,” she said, her convictions strong in her voice.


    “How could you possibly know that? You’ve spoken with the mighty ones?” he asked incredulous.


    “They talk to me, and they spoke to my father. Not the same ones, she comes to me and he came to him. But they do speak with us when they can and when they need to.”


    “How ‘can’t’ they help? They’re gods. They can do whatever they like if all the stories are true.”


    Tage smiled. “They cannot do whatever they like, and just like we mortals have evil counterparts so do they. The ones that fight for justice and retribution are just as diligent as the ones fighting for chaos. Sometimes they truly are doing something more important. Besides, this is just the beginning of all of our quest. It will not end simply by dying. It will begin in a new light.” Tage got up and stared at the stars. “The stars are not them, though one of them probably created them for something at some time. But they do hear you, one of them at least, always hears you. Don’t be the foolish one that speaks idly to the wind. It will speak back.” Then she walked over to the campfire and started filling up a small tea kettle with snow and hung it above a small flame she had started before startling Iceskgard.


    Iceskgard pulled his dagger from his boot and began honing its edge, staring off to the farthest point of the bridge he could see. “I’m coming Elli, no matter what. I’m coming.”


    The sun shone and lifted most of the fog above the water but they still could see nothing resembling the end of the bridge or the other side. Selvun and his men untethered the horses and let them run free into the north to Iceskgard’s amazement.


    “Them are good animals, and the armor you just let run off with them could be sold for a small fortune, what are you thinking,” Iceskgard protested, storming over to the three of them as they watched the three horses galloping into the distance in the opposite direction.


    Gorias and Uvien just smiled and stared at Iceskgard in disbelief.


    “They would never have made it across the bridge,” Selvun said softly. “Taking them would only have jeopardized our long and already treacherous walk. New owners will find them and sell or keep the armor and use them for one thing or another for their peoples greater good. Nothing’s ever lost Iceskgard, only changed.”


    Iceskgard calmed himself and pondered what Selvun had said. Then glancing at Tage, still fuming with anger, he looked back to Selvun and withdrew. Tage stared back as she wrapped her tent and blanket and threw it on her back preparing for the walk. She watched Iceskgard in a curious manner.


    “Tage is not one to fall for, Iceskgard. I tell you this out of love, not out of discrimination,” Selvun said.


    “I’ll decide that, Selvun,” he said awkwardly, almost calling him ‘little man’ again in his anger. “And I still believe we should have at least tried to take the animals. It’s bad luck sending a horse to its grave, and we may have sent three.” Iceskgard walked past Selvun and the other three and without thinking more about it, he focused on what really mattered stepping onto The Icebridge.


    Tage followed him and then Gorias and Uvien and lastly Selvun. The bridge creaked and moaned like an old ghost as they crossed, slowly, one step at a time. The water swayed and beat into itself far below and every fifty strides two more giant wooden pillars came up from the waters to support the next section of the bridge. Some of the bridge was missing wooden slats and they all had to use the ropes to climb across the gaps. Some wooden slats had frozen completely and were slick as ice. Iceskgard almost slipped in a few times for his giant weight did not grant him the graceful walk of the Nooah.


    Then a crack and accompanying scream came from behind Iceskgard and he turned in time to catch Tage with one arm, pulling her back up. Three rotted boards had broken beneath her after barely surviving the weight of Iceskgard.


    Selvun nodded silent appreciation.


    Iceskgard just held on to Tage, lingering longer then he had to, then let go. Nodding at Tage he began walking onward.


    Their walk was silent and cold. The north did not let go of its captors so easily. As he walked he couldn’t help but wonder how these four got here in the first place. “How did you get to the north?” he asked breaking the long silence as they walked. “I’ve lived here my entire life and not so much as seen The Icebridge until now. I had thought it blown down or taken by the waters by now.”


    “We came by ship from our homeland. I had to go to the north for someone,” Tage answered easily.


    “What she means is she stole a ship and came to the north. We came here for her, but as usual, she simply will not come back home. She always is having to find someone or something,” Selvun shouted from behind so that Iceskgard could hear him over the splash of the waters and frozen winds.


    “Ok, so why are we crossing a damned bridge right now over frozen waters that could fall over any second?” Iceskgard yelled over his shoulder.


    “Because we traded the ship for horses and a lot of coin, friend,” Selvun shouted back. “And when we caught up with Tage in Desmor village she strongly refused to come back home.”


    “Did you see that?” Tage shouted over them all.


    “See what?” Selvun shouted.


    Iceskgard stopped. “That,” he said pointing down at the water. “What is it?” he asked. He was huge, a man who was always intimidating everyone with his sheer size, and he liked it. The thing he stared at now though, was bigger than him, bigger than a ship. And swam in giant circles underneath them. “Is it a shark?” he yelled to the others who were now looking below at the monster in silence.


    “Run!” Uvien shouted as loud as he could.


    Uvien hadn’t said a word the entire time Iceskgard had known him and now that he did, the way he did, with the fear in his eyes as he gazed upon the monstrosity below, without question they were in danger.


    “Hop on,” he shouted to Tage turning to her gesturing for her to jump on his back.


    Tage hopped on with almost no hesitation and Iceskgard charged forward. His heart leapt in excitement. Not too far ahead was some sort of land. They had made it.


    “Land!” he roared back to the others as he continued forward breaking boards all the way and jumping small gaps here and there. Hopefully the other three were fine but there was no time to look back as he hurled himself forward destroying the bridge along the way.


    Reaching his destination, Iceskgard jumped onto it skidding to a halt. He set Tage down and they both looked behind to see how the others were doing.


    Gorias and Uvien were jumping over bigger gaps than should have been there if it weren’t for Iceskgard. Although they were doing it with amazing agility, despite the lengthy reach.


    “It’s still there, it’s following us,” Uvien huffed, as him and Gorias jumped onto land with Tage and Iceskgard.


    Selvun ran toward them. Skipping over gaps as easily as the other two and went to make the final jump when the bridge collapsed to the side and began to fall into the ocean.


    The giant monster flew from the sea and slammed through the bridge trying for Selvun. Snapping its jaws shut inches away from him they both fell into the ocean. The monster was some mix between shark and kraken, with the body of a shark, jaws of a shark but the tail end of a kraken. Giant tentacles were where a sharks tail fin would be and its eyes were pure blue, blue as the ocean itself.


    Iceskgard went to dive in without a second thought but Uvien blocked his way. Putting both arms up and palmed Iceskgard’s chest. Holding him back he said, “he’s gone, he’s gone Iceskgard. Not even a giant like you can defeat a beast of old.”


    Shoving Uvien aside, Iceskgard dove. The water was freezing, instantly taking most his breath away. With the little he was able to save, he opened his eyes and looked around for Selvun. Nothing. Then going up for air he looked around, something was floating upon the surface of the water. Iceskgard swam toward it relieved it was indeed Selvun. He was unconscious though and deathly pale. The strange purple marks on his face even seemed to lose some of their glow. “Come on, little man, you don’t die like this. Not today, friend.”


    Hoisting Selvun over a shoulder, Iceskgard began swimming toward the icy cliff. When he got there, he was surprised to see a perfect handhold in the cliffs side. Untying his tent and blanket wrap he let them drift off to sea and began tying Selvun to his shoulders in their place. He was heavy and even heavier considering his freezing condition but he didn’t think about that. The beast’s fin protruded from the water’s surface and was coming their way. Iceskgard climbed out of the water using the perfect hand hold in the cliff face, then realizing another, he climbed a little higher.


    The monster swam close by but kept going.


    Iceskgard watched the monster for a moment to figure out its next move. He could see it circling round back toward them after gaining some distance. It was going to jump for them this time. Realizing this he climbed, he climbed until his muscles were raw. He climbed grabbing hand hold after handhold that appeared like magic or were they really there the whole time? He wasn’t sure in his cold, tired state. Turning to see where the beast was at, his fear came true. It was charging them straight on, gripping a handhold with one hand he made sure his footing was right. Grabbing his dagger with the other hand he readied himself.


    Selvun hung from his shoulders lifelessly and the monster lurched from the water. It’s jump was horrific, mouth gaping, going for their bottom half to pull them in. Iceskgard slammed the dagger into its gums right between two of its teeth. The monster wailed in pain and didn’t shut its mouth on its prey because of it. He lost his dagger to the beast, but not their lives. Hanging from the icy cliff he swung his other hand up to another hole that seemed to melt into the side of the ice. They climbed to the top and the beast was done bothering them.


    Tage stood atop the edge as Iceskgard climbed over it. She backed up a few paces, her eyes glowing fiercely and beginning to dim. Iceskgard slowly let Selvun down off his shoulders and rolled onto his back next to him, heaving for breath.


    “You did well, Iceskgard,” Tage said, running to her brother. Kneeling beside him, she felt his face. “ He needs warmth.”


    “On it,” Gorias said pulling a bundle of sticks and kindling from his wrap. He quickly began setting up a small fire beside Selvun.


    “You should be dead, northman,” Uvien said as he struck a piece of flint to steel creating an array of sparks helping to start the fire.


    Gorias quickly cupped the kindling and began blowing softly to nourish the flame. Within a minute, they had fire.


    “Well I’m not, thanks for the worry though,” Iceskgard growled, irritated by the bone chilling attack of hypothermia.


    “No, I meant it as a compliment, a good thing,” Uvien said while Gorias and himself began building a fire around Selvun to warm him significantly. “Come, you will be needing warmth too.” Uvien waved Iceskgard over.


    Iceskgard joined Uvien and Gorias by the fires. Taking off his furs and leathers he revealed a bulk of muscle and scars. Tage stood now, watching Selvun and the company from a little distance.


    “Here, take this,” Uvien handed Iceskgard his bed wrap to use as a blanket.


    “Thank you, but this is not my first encounter with the freeze.” Iceskgard handed the wrap back and continued rubbing his hands together for warmth. He rubbed his chest, then his hands together, then his chest. Alternating between the two actions for warmth.


    “Fair enough,” Uvien quickly reverted his attention to Selvun and began stripping him, after he was in nothing but cloth trousers Uvien and Gorias wrapped him in the bed wrap.


    “That creature is ancient, I wasn’t aware they still existed.” Uvien began, sitting comfortably next to Iceskgard. “It’s said that the water god of old put their species into the seas to keep men on land where they belong. The water god didn’t want the faelin or men to find his dearest treasures so he created guardians of the depths.” Uvien nodded to the ocean over the edge.


    “Well, your water god should have created something more if he wanted to kill every man that fell into the sea,” Iceskgard said, staring through the flames.


    “Like I said, you should be dead,” Uvien said one more time, finishing his story staring off into the far reaches of the ocean.


    “Oh, come on Uvien, give the northman a break. Not everyone was a veteran sailor like yourself.” Selvun pushed the words out through a slight cough. Rolling to his side he hurled up what seemed like too much water, then rested upon his back again.


    They all turned to see him, he was smiling and propping himself up with one arm. “Where are we?” he asked gazing around the new land they had found.


    Tage ran to her brother and hugged him. “We’re not to the Kinglands yet, I feel it. And good thing you’re awake now brother. We’re not alone.” Tage walked farther inland and stared into the distance. “There’s someone—” Tage fell to her knees and her eyes glowed. She was no longer with them. Speaking in her trance, she said, “we are the oldest warriors, we will defend before we kill, we will block before we strike, we are the oldest warriors, fear our might.” Her eyes went back to normal and she stood again.


    “They’re here.” Selvun began slipping his leathers back on, still standing in between all the fires.


    “Selvun, you should rest a while longer,” Gorias said, worry upon his brow. “You’re still weak from the fall and if it’s really who she claims it is, you will need all your energy.”


    “Oh Gorias, I’ll be—“ a hacking cough cut through his words. Wiping his mouth with his hand, Selvun finished— “fine.”


    “We don’t have much choice, here they come. Be ready,” Tage said handing Selvun his pole arm.


    Gorias and Uvien both grabbed their pole arms and joined Selvun’s side.


    Iceskgard stood, muscles alive again with new warmth from the fires. Off to the south a flurry of snow could be seen coming their way. A minute later horses stirred the snow as they came charging toward them, shaking the ground, at least twenty horsemen by his count.


    Tage went to the front of the group to await the horsemen. Iceskgard quickly joined her side and the three others stepped forward along her other side.


    The riders stopped fifteen feet short of the small group, each clad in furs of their own and wielding nothing more than a large round wooden shield. Each shield uniquely adorned. Some were painted with feathers, others were covered in bones of all sorts. Others were just a wooden shield, battered by the woes of battle.


    A sole rider rode forward after a long pause. He was bald and had a black beard that was braided and tucked into his belt. He held his shield conveniently in front of himself. “Welcome to the Mid-land strangers, the land before the Kinglands. What’s your business here?”


    “What’s your business here, Shield Warden? You and yours are far from home. Did the shield wall suck you up and spit you up here?” Selvun answered, stepping forward.


    The man squinted his eyes. “Is that a Fae? Or do my eyes betray me. Hell, it looks as if the gods have given us four Fae.”


    “We of the Faelin,” Tage said pronouncing the word in a different dialect. “Have come to pass through, no blood need be shed. No time need be wasted. Shield Wardens, grant us passage to the Kinglands.”


    The man began to laugh raucously and all his companions behind him joined in. Then he stopped and shortly after, so did they. “You will be granted passage when you’ve told us exactly what your filthy trickster minds are really set on. And the only blood to be worrying about missy, is yours! Take them to the camp, take them to the prison tents,” then he turned round and galloped through the other men to the south.


    Half of the remaining Shield Wardens started toward them. One of them, a man red of hair and with tree-trunks for arms spoke as he came closer. “Do not struggle and nobody need be hurt.” Then catching a glance of Iceskgard he smiled and pointed at three burly men. “That one won’t be easy. You three, on him.”


    Iceskgard clenched his fists so hard it hurt, the red head might stand a chance, he had just as much muscle just not as much height as Iceskgard. But these three, burly isn’t always strong. Taking one step forward ready for battle, ready for blood, Iceskgard felt a soft hand grab his arm. Tage.


    She looked him in the eye and that was enough, she wanted him to submit. So he did. Unclenching his fist he let them take him. As they tied his wrists along with his friends he thought how easily he could have taken these three.


    “The giant’s been tamed by the little fairy. She’s weakened his warrior heart,” one of the three men sneered. “Did she at least give you a taste of Fae, giant?”


    Tage told him not to attack them and submit to become a prisoner but he read nothing about not defending her honor in her eyes. The man’s nose crushed easily and loudly under his forehead. He fell like a stone. Iceskgard stood stoically as blood ran down his face.


    “Better not piss the giant off, he’s even stronger than he looks, but giants die too,” the red haired man said coolly after watching the ordeal.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    After being sad for so long a man became depressed. After being depressed so long, he became cold. Empty. Patticus felt like this for a long time now, years. Always invincible but always empty. Always happy and always sad. He hadn’t given up on life, no, quite the opposite. He had to make a better one. That’s what got him here in the first place, being sick of being nothing.


    And now the one man who made him feel like he could make it to being something or someone great was gone, dead maybe. Ol’Bellsworth was his best friend for years now and he thought Valant would get him killed. He may have been right, but now he was dead too.


    “You can’t let it eat at you forever,” Ferry said, sitting next to him in a chair by the fire, in The Room.


    “I won’t, I never do.” He got up and began to leave.


    “Will you at least show up?” she asked.


    Stopping in the doorway, he paused a moment. “No.” Then he left.


     


    Ellish was beautiful and spring was blooming everywhere. Flowers of kinds were all over and vines roped their way up and over and around buildings throughout the entire city now. The beauty just made it harder for Pat to swallow the darkness in his life as of late. He needed a look. A look at what he left behind, before going through with tomorrow’s big job. Tonight the thieves would be holding a grand banquet in honor of Valant. But Pat wasn’t sure or convinced Valant was dead yet. The thieves didn’t care though, not like Pat. Why should they? Such is the way of the nightwalkers. Leave the dead to the dead and live with the living. Before all of it though, Pat had something else he must see.


    Hopping gracefully from one roof to the next, Pat quickly made it to a far off corner of the Branches he made a point to avoid. Down below he gazed upon a Inn, The Broadhorse Inn. It was a fine establishment, looked as good as any should in the branches, but what most of the middles here didn’t know, or the magi for that matter, was that the owners were from the roots.


    As he waited for movement, Pat looked to the sky. The sun was barely passing the mountain ridges to the east. Then gazing back down to the front door of the Inn, he pulled his mask up a little further and made sure his hood was secure before hunching down in a comfortable position.


    “Right on cue. Steady as the sun,” Pat whispered under his breath as he watched a grey haired man in a leather apron walk up the street to the door and pull out a ring of keys to open it.


    Pat sat quietly. There had been a time when he was proud to be the first to open that door in the morning light. A time when he could rely on that man and all the others that worked there. But that time ended long ago and Pat left forever in the night. Family business was rough, it tore everything he knew about family apart and spit something foreign and unknown out in its place. He still missed them. Time to time he would remember the smell of the ale, the oak floors and the rare happy customer that somehow turned his day around for the better. He remembered trying to make that man proud, but he was never enough for his father and that was probably how things were meant to be. He was a thief now and more than that, he liked it. But time to time, he did miss his family.


    “Good job, dad. You’re still as steady as the sun.” Pat looked down at that door one last time and was gone as quick as the emerald doves who flew from gutter to gutter in the mornings, then were away, far in the sky, off to their next destination. He, like the doves would return someday to look down on them from above.


     


    Climbing down some tough vines into a nearby alley, Pat took off his hood and joined the middles as just another man for the day. He walked among them as if he was one of them. Not many people walked the branches this early though, for they were all out doing their jobs for the day to make an un-honest pay, thanks to the King Levethin.


    Pat walked and walked, further than he usually walked in the daytime. Past the market square, beyond the barbers street and meat alley. Right on past the top of the branches all the way to the King’s Way. A street named pretentiously for the king that it led to. He headed to the castle today though, the very one that his enemy sat in most days. Because today, he had a hunch that his friend also sat in it, maybe not on a cushioned chair at supper, but definitely at the least on a cobblestone floor in a cold dungeon cell.


    “Stop right there street rat,” one of two guards standing post in front of the gate to the castle grounds said, staring Pat down.


    The other guard just stared and said nothing.


    “I have business with the king. I have to report some stolen steel,” Pat responded in an urgent manner.


    The guard who spoke began to laugh. Then catching his breath he said, “ Nobody has business with the king for a lousy report, middle, move along before we make you move along.”


    “This is urgent, not just one sword, I’m talking a massive heist and I know when they plan to strike. I need to talk to him face to face to sort out a fit counter plan.” Pat looked urgent, mostly because he knew how urgent a heist like this really could be, for he was usually the one making it happen.


    “Have it your way,” the guard said, grabbing Pat by the nap of his neck.


    The other guard opened the door with a key from a ring off his belt, then stood back at his post.


    “Rats like you have died for far less, but if you insist,” the talking guard said and he shoved Pat through the door, shutting it behind them.


    “Thank you sir,” Pat said continuing to play his part in this charade.


    “With me, Rat,” the guard commanded and began to walk towards the castle.


    The castle grounds were amazing, emerald hedge rows lined the cobblestoned walk ways and vines and flowers of every sort flourished here. The flowers here were kept in order though, each seemed to have its place just like the magi and higher-ups that resided here.


    Pat followed the guard closely and had already figured out the numbers. Eight guards were in the grounds, plus his lovely escort. His lovely escort happened to have a nice big key-ring of his own, matching his buddies behind at the entrance.


    To the west, the sun began to fall, feigning light as if day were still here, but anyone paying attention knew in thirty minutes the light would let its brother darkness come out to play. And he was counting on that for the journey out of here.


    “What’s your name, Rat?” the guard asked as they approached the castle’s enormous double door.


    Pat didn’t think he’d need a name, he thought everyone in here would keep up with the ‘Rat’ name calling until he got to the king. With no time to think and only a moment to decide. “Paul, sir, my name is Paul.”


    The guard looked back to the door and knocked twice.


    The double doors swung open and one man stood there in the way. Amazing armor and a green cape surrounding him, giving him a fierce look. Either intimidation, or decoration, Pat wasn’t quite sure. But this man was obviously a good fighter and worthy of guarding the door alone.


    “Who is this?” The man nodded at Pat as he spoke. “The king is busy in the grand hall. You know better than to disturb him unannounced.” The doorkeeper couldn’t be seen from under his helm, but his voice rained irritation.


    “This is Paul, and he has information on a heist that’s going to be happening soon. The king has made it very clear that any thievery is of the utmost importance and to be immediately reported.”


    “Go back to your duties,” he said to the guard. The guard immediately began his walk back to the entrance. “Paul, enter.”


    The doorkeeper stepped aside for Pat to enter. Pat entered warily. This man was not like the guard before. This man had some brains to him. He wouldn’t be so easy to deceive.


    “That way,” the doorkeeper said, pulling a dagger from a belt hidden under his cape.


    Pat almost went for his own dagger behind his back, then remembered why he was here.


    The doorkeeper seen the worry in Pat when he pulled the weapon out. “Don’t worry, just a precaution. Now move,” he commanded.


    Pat went first down one of two corridors from the main entrance. There was only three ways to go, up a grand staircase to the next floor, or the corridor to the left or right. And Pat was being forced down the right, at the moment. He heard laughing from doors they passed, sometimes nothing, other times just banter. But for the most part the hall was quiet. No screams, not even a wretched smell the whole time they walked on. Where were the prisoners?


    As they wrapped around a curve in the hall they came to a double door on the left. Two guards in full armor matching the doorkeepers stood vigilant like statues on either side of the double door.


    Grabbing Pat’s shoulder to stop him, the doorkeeper spoke with the guard on the left. “Please tell the king that we have a guest that claims to have information on a big heist in preparation as we speak.”


    “At once.” The guard turned around entering the room and shutting the door behind him.


    Nothing. These guards were silent, not a word. No small talk, no banter. Awkward and unnerving but Pat could hear almost every word on the other side of the door.


    “What is it?” the king asked from behind the doors.


    “We have a guest who claims to know of a heist in preparation as we speak. What shall we do with him?” the guard asked.


    Pat could see the king harassing Sella’s family all over again as he spoke. Her dead eyes staring at him as she hung. Anger rose up within him and he had to get away from here. He couldn’t face the king now, not with everything this fresh. He never really planned to actual see the king in the first place but he had no choice but to enter the castle. The king would die and so would he if they made him face Levethin. And he wasn’t ready to die.


    Spinning around, grabbing the doorkeeper’s wrist upon his shoulder he threw him into the other guard slamming them both into the wall.


    “Gotta go,” Pat said as he ran farther down the hall.


    “Get him!” the doorkeeper’s voice echoed through the hall.


    The front door was what they would expect. Pat ran frantically down the hall passing doors along the way, he had to find another way out. A hidden way, a thief’s way. And he had to find Valant. The guards behind him were yelling orders at one another as he went along. A light ahead revealed a spiral stair downwards. He turned right and rushed down the stairs. He hoped they wouldn’t come down this way expecting him to look for a quick way out, but if they did split up and come after him, it would be in the dark. If he had learned one thing as a thief, it was that darkness was never to be feared. It was his worst fear if he let it be, but his best friend once he realized how to use it. After passing the first torch that revealed the stair, every sconce after on his way down, Pat ripped the torch within out and stomped it out on the floor. The next light was a little farther down the stair but he kept this one for his a own. Descending further below the castle with every step, he continued to stomp each torch out as he passed. Soon enough he reached the bottom. The air here was cold, he felt as though he had entered a tomb. The lights from torches were spread out much farther than the ones from his descent, he could see that they lined the walls ahead far down a straight path. He moved on carefully. Quietly.


    Moans and torturous calls came upon him now as he walked silently down the only hall there was. This was no grave. This was worse. The grave was peaceful. This was the castle dungeon. Stopping, he turned back to listen for the slightest sound of movement from behind. Nothing. Relief washed over him. They hadn’t followed. The stone walls slowly faded to nothing but dirt and mud, sconces just stuck into it here and there to keep some light down here. Holding his torch in front of him he could hear the sounds of prisoners, some yelling. Some spoke, to themselves or to others he wasn’t sure.


    “Valant,” Pat whispered as loud as he dared into the darkness as the mud walls became an endless tunnel of cells. “Valant, are you here?”


    “Save me, you’re a middle. Save us. I did nothing, nothing!” a man pleaded reaching for Pat through rusted bars.


    Pat stepped away as much as he dared being sure to stay in the middle of the way, sure not to step too close to the cell on the opposite side of the prisoner reaching for him, but far enough to stay out of his reach.


    “Are there guards down here prisoner?” Pat asked the man ignoring his plea.


    The prisoner’s face lit up with excitement as if Pat had already saved his life. “No guards, usually,” he said gripping the bars with a hopeful look towards Pat. “They come down here every once in a while to check on us, do a walk through of sorts. Or to lock more people up.”


    This man was relying on him to free him already. But he couldn’t. He didn’t have time. He had to find Valant. Last time he tried to help someone, more than one person died.


    “What’s once in a while?” Pat asked.


    “I know no time here, I know not how long I’ve been rotting. I only know what I’ve said. I have no detail for you though. Isn’t that enough? Won’t you let me go?” the man begged.


    Pat walked on. “I have no key. Sorry.”


    “You can’t just leave me here, you can’t just leave all of us!” the man wailed as Pat moved on.


    These cells had pretty simple locks, Pat could’ve picked that man’s lock. He could probably free most of them he guessed as he passed by each cell. But he wouldn’t. The law of the thieves was not to be mingled with. Once broken, there was no going back. Once your identity was compromised in the slightest, things got too risky for the rest of the guild and there was only one way to solve the liability you’ve become. Death.


    His heart fell to his feet. He dropped to a knee. In all his rage he had come to save Valant by killing himself. The guards above had all seen his face and he just now realized it. Standing again and pulling his hood over his head, he prayed that Valant would let him live when he found him. If he found him. A life for a life.


    Prisoners begged like the first man as he passed them by, some yelled trying to frighten him, he walked on with a nonchalance they clearly weren’t use to. They were use to nobody.


    After several minutes of gazing into cell after cell and whispering in hopes of finding Valant; or Valant finding him, a new voice spoke up from the shadows of a cell.


    “Valant, huh? You walk with shadows boy. Dark company that one,” a raspy, aged voice said from somewhere ahead of Pat.


    Pat walked to the cell that the voice came from and held his torch to the bars. A man sat at the back of the cell, his back against the muddy wall behind him, his head hung low and all he could see was wispy platinum hair falling over his face. Platinum hair like Valant’s.


    “How do you know Valant? Did you see them take him through here? Is he in the dungeons?” Pat was now the one doing the asking.


    The man snickered. “You think saving him wise? You think he will help you?” the man shifted, then lifted his face, he yelled it this time, “Do you?”


    A giant scar went from the top right of the man’s face to the bottom left of it. It was so horrendous it made the man look unnatural. His left eye was white and cloudy and his right was golden and clear.


    “What’s wrong, boy? Never seen a monster?” he asked, staring Pat down.


    “You’re no monster, you’re what’s left of a betrayal. Who are you?”


    “Smart boy. He always liked the smart ones,” he said to himself, then refocusing on Pat he continued. “I’m his big brother, he left me here to rot. A long time ago.” The man hung his head staring at the ground, “and he’ll do the same to you without blinking an eye.”


    “Everyone feels like warning me about how bad a man he is, but frankly, he’s never done anything but good for me.” Pat turned away from the cell.


    “So. You know nothing,” Pat said, starting to walk away.


    “I didn’t say I knew nothing of his whereabouts. But he did betray me.”


    Pat turned round half way, gazing toward the shadow that was this prisoner in a cell.


    The man lifted his head looking after Pat. He smiled, Pat saw the white of his teeth in the gloom. “Let me out. Let me out and I’ll tell you where he is.”


    “You don’t know where he is. You’re lying. You’re desperate like the rest of them.”


    “I overheard two patrol guards a few days back. I know where he is. Free me, you get your info, I go my way and you go yours.” The man stumbled to his feet. His clothes were nothing more than rags with more holes in them than cover. He walked up to the front of the cell gripping the bars, staring deep into Pat’s eyes with his one golden eye.


    “You want him, you can have him. Just don’t ask me to help you. I go my way and you go yours. That’s the deal.” The man had a conviction in his voice that told the truth.


    “Deal,” Pat said before ripping his trusty dagger from behind his back and pulling this stranger toward himself, slamming him into the bars. Holding his dagger tip to the man’s throat with one hand and keeping him against the bars with the other he spoke his own truth. “You tell me where he is, I’ll let you out. I won’t have any trickery, not now, not here.”


    The man winced, his face pressed hard against the iron bars.


    “Or you can stay in your damned cell for the rest of your life, pondering on ways you could’ve killed your brother if only you hadn’t let him betray you. Either way, I’ll find him. It doesn’t matter to me.” Pat let him go. And carefully slid his dagger back into his belt awaiting a response.


    The man rubbed his jaw still wincing. Then recomposing himself he spoke.


    “They took him to the pit. It’s in the castle grounds amongst the beauty of the gardens. I guess there’s a well there they call the pit.”


    Pat didn’t waste any time, kneeling he quickly picked this simple lock as easy as he cleaned his dagger.


    “If we ever meet again, I hope it’s on better terms. I will never forget this.” The man opened the cell door and embraced Pat in a hug. An amazingly powerful hug for someone rotting in a cell.


    The man let go ecstatic in his free state. “What? What’s wrong?”


    “Damn it.” Pat looked at the man in distress. “The entire castle guard is possibly looking for me, and with the knowledge you just gave me, I now know I’ve trapped myself in here when I was closer to the pit earlier.”


    “That is a shit situation,” the man said smiling. “I’m not going to help you free him.” He was stern in this. “But I will gladly free you and return the favor.” He smiled again.


    “Why are you smiling? We’re trapped in hell.” Pat stormed off towards the way back up.


    “I’m smiling because spending as many years here as I have, you learn things, things about hell. And you’re going the wrong way. Follow me.”


     

  


  
    The Eternal


    Before and after death, there is an eternal realm. Where more than gods reside, the gods are seen as the most powerful beings. But power is not what mortals perceive it as, in the Everless. The eternal realm.


     


    In the land of the eternal, if mortals are of the right, just and good, there is a place for them. And that place is the Green Pillars. In a forest, not the kind the peoples of Ol’world have ever seen, the greens are more vibrant and everything is somehow so much more beautiful here. Truly beautiful. Not the beautiful a lover speaks of in regard of another’s. Beauty that has only been seen by a rare few of Ol’world. White pillars as high as the sky are planted in a circle. The forest gives its beauty to them, its foliage and flowers, Ol’world kinds and eternal kinds. Vines of regal regard wrap around the pillars, encircling the gods of the just.


    “Patticus Mysticus? This is an outrage. He’s a lost man. He knows no place. He left his family. He moans more than he gets on with things. You have to be kidding.” A man in silver shining armor paced back and forth, not irritated but worrisome.


    Two entities looked at him solemnly. Another god, one in nothing but tattered brown robes, sat cross legged and contemplated his words.


    The woman stood, her nakedness more beautiful than any clothing any world could offer. Her hair was straight and long, down past her tailbone and draping over her breasts. “I have already spoke to him. He knows how to soar, though he does not know it himself. He’s already an All Warrior, whether you like it or not. And I promise you, he may be lost in his convictions, but he is true of heart, and just, to all ends.”


    “If one knows, all know. Our word is final then.” The god in silver armor turned to the other two and nodded his acceptance. “Though, I worry of another fall, peace can be broken too easily. And it has been a long peace in Ol’world, all things considered.” He turned away from his two companions of the Everless. “When will we let him know his new position?”


    The woman started walking into the glade outside the pillars. Manipulating her form, regal leathers formed around her and she was clothed. Before she was too far away she answered, “He already knows me. Even if I might have to remind him of it. I will let him know in due time. Soon.” Then she faded away into the light of the forest and nothing was left but her voice. “Farewell, until we speak again.”

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Iceskgard stared into the flames of the prison tent’s fire for hours. After being stuck in the same tent for two days, it quickly became his only comfort. He could escape somehow in the flames. He saw himself with Elli in the green fields and walking along the rivers of home in summer.


    Everyday at some point, a guard would come in and ruin his vision, his freedom.


    “This ones for you,” the shield warden said, throwing barely enough horse meat to survive at each of them. When he came to throw a piece at Iceskgard, he looked him straight in the eye and would say, ”This ones yours, giant.” Then he would promptly start eating it in front of him.


    He left only after the meal was gone and Tage would then throw half hers to Iceskgard. “Eat, you will need your strength today.”


    Selvun was sitting cross legged, tied to his own pole like the rest of them and looked to Iceskgard. “She means it if she says it, friend. Eat,” he said, beginning to eat his own.


    “What strength does sitting take?” Iceskgard asked Tage, picking up the half of her meal she gave him.


    “Today we escape,” Tage said.


    “What’s it like? Always knowing?” Iceskgard asked.


    Tage sat for a minute before answering, she stared into the flames as if looking for the right one to give. “I don’t always know, I always feel. And everything is changing all the time. Even I can’t predict everything. But things in this world are manipulated by the wills of the world, wills of the people, the wills of everything, even the water has a will of its own.” Tage stared deeper into the flames as if looking for someone. “But some wills are from beyond this world and can manipulate and change the outcome of everything. Not even I can feel every will.”


    Iceskgard pondered what she said. Selvun, Uvien and Gorias seemed to already be informed of this belief.


    “Some wills are stronger than others though,” he said with an undying conviction.


    Tage, her brother and the other two all just smiled at each other, then at Iceskgard.


    “You’re wise, Northman,” Selvun said, still smiling.


    A shield warden, the one with a broken nose thanks to Iceskgard, entered the tent ending the talk.


    “Time to go,” he puffed clearly having issues breathing.


    Four more shield wardens came in the tent and they each were untied. One of the shield wardens looked them all over.


    A savage man with too many scars to count and nothing but leathers and a giant sword strapped to his back, said, “Try and escape and you will die. Follow me.”


    Iceskgard rubbed his wrists where the rope had dug into his flesh leaving burns and blood. Waiting for Tage, he followed her out of the tent making sure to stay close. He would not let harm come to a woman before his death. If that were to follow.


    They all left the tent one after another, following the man with the broken nose who didn’t so much as look at Iceskgard. The scarred man followed behind them. Dawn was barely upon the enormous camp of the shield wardens as they left the prison tent. An orange light cast its glow over the eastern sea in the distance and a small spring breeze blew little snow trails here and there. This camp was set to stay, tents everywhere of all sizes erected any place he looked. Smaller ones for lone men, bigger ones for the wardens with families and yet bigger ones for the generals. A few of them were big enough for many of them to sleep as one, small barracks of a sort.


    Fires were lit in front of almost every tent and many of them were cooking food on a spit or boiling water for any purpose needed. As they continued toward the biggest tent in this small city of a camp, Iceskgard frowned. This wasn’t a camp at all. These people lived here. Permanently.


    The shield wardens moved on with their daily duties and most of them didn’t even eye the prisoners as they progressed toward the big tent. It seemed as though they could in fact just walk away and no one would even care. But there were so many of them. They would all be dead with one shout from either of their captors.


    As they approached the main tent standing at least high as a small building, the two guards by the entrance nodded at the man with the broken nose and pulled open the tents flaps revealing a regal fortress inside.


    Two tables almost as long as the tent were filled with men. Most of these men were the same ones that had come to greet and capture them a few days before. They all stopped eating, drinking and laughing as the prisoners entered their court. And the man clearly in charge sitting at the head of one of the tables stood. With his mug of ale, he saluted them.


    “Cheers, my friends. Have you decided to tell me why four fairies and a giant are trying to cross the Icebridge yet?” He smiled and drank to what he had said.


    The whole room burst with laughter and all of them joined him in his drinking. Then they quickly went back to silence awaiting a response.


    “Our business is our own,” Tage said, stepping forward. “Let us pass. We mean no harm.”


    The man smiled and stroked at his red beard. Then he walked around the table putting down his drink to stand in front of them. “You must of not heard, little miss. Why, oh why, are you here? Fae folk don’t wander about without having some business of there own. Or did you come just to entertain us?”


    “We have business in the Kinglands,” Tage said flatly, staring at the man.


    Iceskgard for the first time since meeting her saw a small fury inside her eyes as she stared.


    Losing all his patience, Iceskgard stepped forward. “Oh, hells,” he roared. “We’re looking for a thief in Ellish, she needs to speak with him for reasons more than just gold and riches I’m guessing. Now are you going to tell us what you want from us or are we going to screw around all damn day?”


    The man was taken aback at first, then smiled and began laughing with the whole room.


    “I like you,” he yelled above the laughter, pointing at Iceskgard. “A man who gets to the point.” He walked toward Iceskgard until he was right in front of him. The room quieted again. Then looking up at Iceskgard, he spoke, “coin giant, we want gold, we need it.” Then he stepped back a few steps. “We use to be the mighty shield wardens of the west. Honor bound and loyal to defending our friends. Unfortunately, our homeland was taken over by magi scum and we simply can’t afford to not take a little of our currency back from any of their people that pass through.”


    Iceskgard smiled. Then laughed. His four companions just stood quiet and waiting. His deep laugh radiated throughout the room.


    “You fools,” he said, catching his breath. He looked at the red haired man about to enlighten him on the fact that they were not of, or with the magi, when a girl warden stood from one of the tables and yelled.


    “Father?” she said incredulous. “Father,” this time she said it with conviction as she burst toward Iceskgard. The whole room watched her as she went. She ran up to Iceskgard and embraced him as if he were a ghost she was never supposed to see again.


    Iceskgard forgot about what he was saying, he didn’t care about Tage’s quest. He didn’t care for the shield wardens and there confusions. His whole world stopped and he choked back tears as he wrapped his huge arms gently around his daughter. Kissing the top of her head, he whispered, “Elli”.


    “Elli?” the wardens leader said. Asking Elliana more than anyone else.


    “The giant’s your father? Frozen hells, I knew I liked him.” The red haired man’s whole composure shifted from wary resentment to friendly compassion.


    “The father of my wife will always have a place in the lands of the shield wardens. Be it this foul chunk of ice or anywhere else we may rest.” And he kneeled down to Elli and Iceskgard with respect.


    Iceskgard didn’t say a thing to him. He looked at Elli in surprise. The shield wardens were renown. Their tales and feats even reached the far norths where Elli and himself came from. Home. And his daughter was a woman grown now at her sixteenth winter.


    “You’re married? Where did your mother go? Is she here? I missed you.” It all came pouring out. Questions new and old. He wanted to know it all. Then before she could answer he wiped a tear from her cheek, smiled and embraced her again.


    Tage and the others just waited. Patiently. Watching everything that progressed tentatively. As if noting everything happening in their minds. But they all smiled about the reunion.


     


    The western sun gleamed across the snowy plains as it fell below the horizon. The shield wardens freed Iceskgard and his friends after his reunion with his daughter, queen of the shield wardens as it turned out.


    After catching up and a tour of the new city of the wardens, Iceskgard and his companions all were able to freshen up and join Elli and Warden Remmar at the bonfire tonight.


    Clean and feeling alive with new warmth, new energy. Iceskgard gripped his new axe Elli and her husband had gifted him shortly after their reunion. It sparkled in the fire light, a shield was engraved into it between the two blades at top. It was as powerful a weapon as any he had ever seen.


    “This was made for my first son, but considering without you I would never have had one I want you to have it,” Elli’s new husband and leader of the wardens said.


    “Give it to my grandson,” Iceskgard said, handing the axe back.


    Warden Remmar smiled warmly. “Take it, you need it. May it defend you and any you love. I will surely make myriads of weaponry for the little ones.”


    Iceskgard smiled unable to argue with him. He took the axe and held it to his chest.


    Tage was washed and more beautiful than Iceskgard remembered her. Selvun and his men were cleaned and their armor likewise. They stood in the darkness radiating with light from their markings of the first, glowing a faint purple that dimmed down as they all continued closer to the enormous light of the bon fire roaring from the center of the city of tents.


    “Welcome. Welcome, my new friends,” Warden Remmar said offering Iceskgard a large horn of ale and gesturing towards the tables full of food for them all to indulge.


    “Thanks, friend.” Iceskgard took the horn of ale and downed it all. “Where’s Elli?” Iceskgard didn’t want to seem untrusting, but just met the man and wasn’t quite ready to give him all of his trust.


    “She’s there.” Warden Remmar smiled, pointing across the fire towards Elli who sat across from them, talking with two other women.


    Tage and her brother sat at the table of food and ate. Quietly conversing as they did so. Gorias and Uvien just stood vigil. Spears in hand.


    “We have to continue south at first light.” Iceskgard couldn’t take his eyes off Elli the whole time he spoke. And there was no easy way of telling the warden so he just came out with it. “Elli is coming.”


    “If she wants to,” the warden responded, a hint of a challenge in his tone.


    Elli was a woman grown now. He couldn’t believe it, and was close to smashing this mans head between his bare hands. But the warden was right, and he actually agreed. Reluctantly he said “If she wants.”


    Warden Remmar smiled and patted Iceskgard on the back. “I’ll take as good care of her as a shield warden can. And trust me, we know protecting.” He reached over his shoulder patting his shield that hung from his back proving his point.


    Iceskgard smiled. Not because he was satisfied. No father could believe another man could take care of their daughter like they could. And he never would. He smiled because he knew his daughter loved this man.


    Elli got up saying her goodbyes to the two women she had been talking to and came over, still smiling from what must have been a cheery conversation. “You haven’t smashed his skull yet, that’s good news,” she teased, smiling at both of them. Then she kissed Warden Remmar. “What’s on your minds you two? I can feel the tension here,” she said, pulling away from her too tense husband and staring at her father.


    “We leave tomorrow,” Iceskgard said. He hoped she would be affected. That maybe she would come with, but he knew the moment the words left his mouth, she would not.


    “Father,” she said, gently rubbing his cheek with the back of her hand. “I know you lost one love and think I’m the only one left for you. But Remmar is mine, we are forever. I cannot leave my home. This is now my home.”


    He knew this would be the outcome. He knew his daughter would not come with him no matter how much he pried. From the moment he’d seen her by her husband’s side. It was a love more real than anything he had ever had with her mother. A love to last, a love each of them would die for. And a love he would let persist. It wouldn’t be right to stand in the way of it.


    Tears rolled down his cheek and he embraced his daughter. “I love you Elli, I didn’t expect to ever find you. Let alone have to leave you the instant I did. But for love, for true love. I can do that.”


    Elli hugged him tighter as if his consent meant all the more to her. Or because she knew they may never see each other again. Maybe both. They both knew this was goodbye.


     


    The morning light came long after Iceskgard woke and he loved to watch it storm across the sky in small orange glowing rays. It made him feel like he controlled his life. Like he had beaten the world at waking, like he knew something the world didn’t because of it.


    He found his daughter, and she was safe. He didn’t ask her where her mother was again and Elli never told him anyway. Probably because they both knew the truth. He didn’t want to find her.


    Elli was safe and protected, a queen of the shield wardens. A father couldn’t ask for much more really. But he still couldn’t face Elli this morning, so turning away from Remmar’s tent, he went to rally his companions and head to the kingdom of Ellish. He was content enough now to go on living life simply and never look for anyone again. Maybe look over Elli secretly time to time. He might even visit her sometime while living peacefully off the land. But he couldn’t live his life freely yet. He made a promise and he intended to keep it. Looking back at her tent one last time he whispered, “live strong and fight strong.” Tears glistened in his eyes. “Love stronger.”


    The tent was lit by firelight. Someone was awake. Iceskgard had put it out himself the night before, after leaving the bonfire, to get rest for the journey ahead.


    Peaking his head through the tent flap, he looked at Tage and smiled. She sat by the fire warming her hands reading the flames, kind of like he did. Seeing another place or time. A better place. A better time. Selvun, Gorias and Uvien all slept peacefully in their fur pelt blankets. The shield wardens had given all of them one, after they were dubbed friends.


    “Seeing the future or just your own musings?” Iceskgard walked in.


    Tage looked up at him and shared a smile of her own.


    “My own musings.”


    “And?” Iceskgard pressed, kneeling down. He wanted to beat the wardens to waking. And he would. But he wanted to know more about these people from the east. He wanted to know more especially, of Tage.


    “Lets go. The shield wardens will be waking soon. Warden Remmar is probably already awake,” she said, wrapping her own new blanket of fur around herself. Then began to nudge the others with her foot.


    “How do you always know?” Iceskgard questioned. A little disappointed of her sidestepping the question but nothing he wouldn’t get over. They still had another bridge to cross and quite a walk south before Ellish. There would be plenty of time to talk.


    “I don’t always know,” she said as the other three began to stir.


    “Ah, you two. Of course you two,” Selvun said rolling over and grabbing his things, still blinking away tiredness.


    Uvien and Gorias followed suit in silence. Both looked as tired as their leader.


    “We’re leaving early. I don’t do so well at goodbyes.” Iceskgard stepped out of the tent. Looking around the whole camp seemed to sleep, other than a few wardens he didn’t know. He hoped they wouldn’t rile any attention to them leaving. They would tell the Warden Remmar when he came but they wouldn’t go running to him with the news he hoped.


    “Your going to regret it,” Tage answered, walking out of the tent.


    “Just because I’m not saying good bye, doesn’t mean I’m not saying goodbye.” Iceskgard reached around his neck and pulled a necklace from it. A small silver chain held a perfectly crafted flower of the north upon it, made of pure sapphire.


    “What is it?” Tage asked walking a little closer to see it clearly.


    The three others walked out ready to move.


    “I knew you would say goodbye,” Selvun said, smiling at Iceskgard holding the necklace gently in his hands.


    Answering Tage, still staring at the necklace, Iceskgard walked to the tent flaps, and pulled his axe out. “It’s a flower that only lives in the north. The rarest flower. The Soras. It’s said if you find one, the gods themselves will trade you great power for it. I found mine when Elli was five. She might need it more than I do now.” Then cutting a small slit into one of the tent flaps he hung the necklace there for Elli to find.


    “And what’s going to stop a warden thief from taking it?” Selvun asked.


    “She will find it. I know she will.” Iceskgard said, then began to walk south.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    Pat wasn’t sure if they were in the dungeons anymore or some cave under the castle of Ellish. Valant’s brother had led him far beyond cages and the wailing of prisoners.


    “How much farther? Too much farther and we will lose our light,” Pat said, giving the torch in his hand a worrisome look.


    “Not long thief. Not long.” Valant’s brother kept going, never looking back and relentless as a night prowler without a need for light. Pat had followed him for too long, long enough for his torch to damn near burn out and he had fell behind a few times. Sure his guide would have to stop for need of it, but he never did.


    “What’s your name anyway?” Pat asked as they delved deeper into the cave. The dirt walls seemed to sprout rocks the farther they went and soon the walls were entirely rock but a few patches every few paces.


    “Normally I’d stay anonymous, but considering you already know who I am. I suppose you’d find out soon enough either way,” the man said, never stopping.


    “So, your name is…” Pat said. Normally he wouldn’t care what the man’s name was. Considering the circumstances it seemed necessary to become at least acquainted.


    “Illus.” The man stopped abruptly and turned around.


    Pat nearly ran into him because of it, stopping himself just before.


    Illus looked him in the eyes with his one, shifting from one eye to the other. Then said, “I really would appreciate it if you kept that name to your own lips.”


    Pat stared at him incredulously. Realizing for whatever unknown reason it was genuinely important to this man, he responded. “Done.”


    Illus turned back around and as quick as he had stopped started off again. “Right up here.”


    The man pointed to something to the right but what it was wasn’t clear in the waning light of his dying torch. “Here,” he said. Turning, he looked at Pat while scrambling for something along the surface of the rock wall. He sighed, “and the name’s Corrvik.”


    Corrvik. Pat wouldn’t forget the name of the man that freed him from the castle of Ellish in a time of need. He also didn’t intend to tell it to anyone other than Valant.


    “I’ll tell none other than your brother,” Pat said. “You have my word.”


    Corrvik ignored the sentiment. “Ah, here.” He pushed the rock wall backwards and it slid back with a grinding sound echoing throughout the hall. “Louder than expected. But, we’re free,” he said, smiling.


    Corrvik walked through the opening in the wall with Pat following close behind and the both of them shut it after.


    Nothing but darkness and some strings of light spearing through cracks a little ways ahead. Pat went toward the light. Soon a shadow blocked some of the spears of light and began pulling at grass, as it turned out to be. More light poured in with every hunk of foliage and long green grass ripped away.


    “Ah,” Corrvik sighed, taking in a deep breath of the fresh air. “The Endless Wood.”


    Pat blinked as the light and his eyes tried to reunite. As his vision came back to him he saw nothing but trees. Emerald pines standing fifty feet tall and higher were all around them. They had emerged from a hole in a forest hillside, covered by what looked like years of vinery and green grass.


    “My dad used to say no man could enter or leave this forest without becoming lost soon after.”


    Corrvik scouted the trees. “This forest is magic. Old and powerful. It makes it’s own decisions now,” he said. “The spells put in place here, no longer hold sway over these trees.”


    Corrvik suddenly seemed ancient. Ancient as this forest maybe. The way he spoke gave him an air of knowledge and discipline. He had a feeling around him, making him seem closer to the world somehow.


    “Go that way, follow the hillside until you reach the gate to Ellish. This is where we part Pat.” Corrvik pointed to Pat’s left, along the hillside they had emerged from. It was covered with trees but an apparent slope could be seen.


    Before Pat could say goodbye Corrvik began walking the opposite direction alongside the hill never saying another word.


     


    “Well,” Pat said, entering The Room down below the tavern of the night. “How was our master’s funeral?”


    Ear looked up from the fire in the middle of all the thieves chairs with a hint of a smile.


    Ferry stood up storming over to Pat, punching him square in the face. Blood trickled down his lip as his nose began to bleed.


    “Nice to see you too, Ferry,” Pat said, wiping blood away with his sleeve.


    “I thought you were dead. Or worse, trapped in the castle dungeon forever,” she said, embracing him in a hug.


    “Welcome home, Pat,” Nannis said, never looking away from the flames. “He’s alive then.”


    “Yes, he is.” Pat walked to the fire and sat in his chair. It was comfier tonight, after almost being trapped in a dungeon forever. He still wasn’t sure if Valant was truly alive. The fall could very well have killed him. But he believed Corrvik was telling the truth of his whereabouts.


    Ferry followed him to the fire, sitting next to him.


    “But he’s in the pit. An old well in the castle gardens. So death may have been better.” Pat looked to his friends. “We have to rescue him.”


    Ear just stared. Ferry looked away sullenly and Nannis continued staring into the fire for a long time before finally breaking the silence. “We..” He looked up at Pat, regret filling his eyes.


    Pat already knew what he was going to say.


    Interrupting his friend with bitter regard, Pat glared at all of them as he spoke. “You would leave the man who brought us this freedom, this life, to die?”


    “We would leave the man who cares nothing for our lives but only for our help in getting loot,” Nannis said solemnly. “Besides, we’ve all heard of the pit. Who’s to say he’s actually still alive. Did you see him yourself?” Nannis glared at Pat from across the fire.


    Pat stood up. “I’ll do it alone then.” Slamming the door of The Room shut behind him, he left The Tavern of the Night.


     


    Pat stood upon one of the many favorite roofs of his, as he looked over the whole of Ellish. Were men so easily taken by greed and power? How could Nannis say these things about a man who took them all out of the lives they no longer wanted. Giving them a life of freedom. Every life had rules and Valant’s were strict. But better to get an honest pay doing something you love, than to suffer everyday away. Trudging your way through another petty job you were born into. Or in Nannis’s case, better than gambling to live, going dungeon to dungeon for petty thieving unlike the mass of opportunity the guild has given him. But it’s never enough.


    Pat wouldn’t let his old friend, his mentor, rot away while him and the others reaped all the benefits. If they want more they can go anywhere in the world and start their own endeavors. He would sleep here tonight, on the cozy roof in the branches district. Close enough to the castle to make his way there before sunrise. And when he returned to The Tavern of the Night, he wouldn’t return alone.


     


    Pat stirred as thunder rolled through the sky and lightning lit the early morning. He pulled his hood and mask on to conceal himself and protect him from the rain. He felt for the dagger behind his back and when he felt its reassuring grip, he leaped to the next structure, heading toward the castle.


    He was known now by every guard in the whole castle more than likely, so stealth would be his only option this go around. Looking to the sky, he knew the sun had no chance of breaking through the darkness of the storm for hours. Approaching the nearest castle wall he climbed the thick vines that crawled up the castle walls. Leaping over the parapet he carefully peeked over the opposite edge into the castle’s gardens, scanning the whole area for threats. Only two guards walked the walls that he could see, not making their way to him just yet. And most of the guards down in the gardens seemed to be standing in the guard tower door ways, out of the rain. A guard tower sat at each corner of the castles outer wall. So he would have to stay away from them at all cost, while prowling the gardens.


    In the northwestern corner of the gardens lay a forlorn well. Crouching, Pat worked his way across the walkway to the closest stairway. Coming to a door to the stair, he peered around the corner, careful not to reveal himself if someone was around it. No guard could be seen, but he heard the subtle sound of foot falls coming up the stair.


    Waiting until the moment the guard was coming up onto the walkway around the corner, Pat slammed the hilt of is dagger into the guards face, then catching his head in his hands, slammed his head into the wall. The guard fell backward and went to tumble down the stairs. Pat dropped to his stomach, barely catching the guards foot before his body could cause a raucous. He slid the guard halfway down the stair, then sat him up in a position that seemed logical and not too suspicious. Continuing down the stair, he poked his head around the corner at the bottom into the gardens and slid out into the courtyard unnoticed.


    The faint light of dawn was permeating in the sky, but the storm still prevailed. Pat still had time. Coming around another hedge bush, he seen the well in plain view. Forgetting the trouble of haste in a sneaky situation, he let his excitement take him and hurried toward his friend’s prison. A guard’s voice stopped him in his tracks.


    “That’s far enough thief.” the guard ordered, pointing his spear toward Pat in warning and coming his way. “We have been expecting you,” he said as he walked up to Pat, spear tip at his throat. Going to shout something, he stopped right before the sound left his open mouth when a shadow from above landed on him.


    On top of the unconscious guard, Ferry looked up at Pat, a gleam in her eye. “You really gotta stop storming off on these foolish quests alone.”


    Focusing on the task at hand Pat continued toward the well and said, “thanks for coming, I’m glad you changed your mind.”


    “Ya, well, Nannis has valid points. But Valant has in fact done more than anyone else has ever done for me. That makes it all worth it.”


    Pat smiled. Then coming to the edge of the well, he looked in.


    Nothing but blackness flowed in this well. Pat pulled a rope from his satchel and began tying it around the well. Securing a knot he threw the rest of the rope down into the pitch black.


    Looking at Ferry and nodding, he hoped not for the last time. He climbed over the edge and began the descent into the well.


    “Valant,” he whispered as he climbed down the rope carefully. Soon he saw nothing. Not even his hands on the rope or his feet upon the well’s moist cobblestone wall.


    Fear took him over as he realized they may have taken Valant some other place completely. Or worse. Killed him already. Sooner than he had hoped he reached the end of his rope. Holding on tightly, at the bottom of the rope, he dangled in the darkness for a second before dropping.


    The fall luckily wasn’t far enough for him to break any bones, but still didn’t feel better losing his landing and falling to his butt.


    Pat quickly started scanning the ground with his hands. Hard rocks and sticks skittered across the cold stone floor and soon he felt a cold shoulder of a man huddled against a wall.


    “Valant,” Pat whispered. Unsure, he pulled his hand back for a moment, waiting for a response.


    The figure rolled over and grabbed Pat. “Water,” the man forced, through a very sore sounding throat.


    “I have none. I packed only to save you. Ferry is up top waiting, lets move.” Helping Valant to his feet, he said as quietly as possible up to Ferry, “now, give me light.”


    Soon after, a torch fell to the floor of the well. To Pat’s horror the sticks and stones he was wading through earlier, were bones. Human bones. Prisoners from over the ages if the stories of this pit were true.


    The rope hung just out of arms reach, so Pat had to lift Valant from around the waist for him to grab a hold of it.


    “If ever there were a time to use every last drop of your strength, Valant, I would say it was now. Climb.”


    Valant climbed a quarter of the way before quickly losing strength and faltering. Pat ran toward the wall, jumping off it with one foot, propelling himself into the air and grabbing the rope with ease. He climbed to Valant, hanging onto the rope with one hand. Dropping the torch in his other he wrapped the loose end below them around one of Valant’s legs.


    “Sorry friend, not the easiest way up, but probably the only way,” then he watched Valant run out of energy and let go of the rope, falling only a little before the rope he had wrapped around his leg snagged him in midair.


    Valant groaned loudly as a loud popping noise reverberated off the stone walls.


    Pat climbed to the top and hopped out onto the moist grass of the gardens.


    “No, the guards didn’t see me. And yes, we’re lucky they didn’t see me light and throw it in.” Ferry said, answering Pat’s thoughts. Looking in the well she quickly began pulling the rope up.


    Pat helped her pull Valant up the rest of the way.


    An arrow suddenly clinked off the rim of the well followed by one more and a third pelted the wet grass next to Ferry’s leather boot.


    “Well, not that lucky,” Pat said, pulling even faster than before.


    They both pulled Valant up and out of the pit, helping him over the ledge as the guards of the castle all closed in around them.


    “Halt!” the first to approach them shouted.


    “You thieves never learn. Time to teach you some manners.” King Levethin said, walking through the courtyards gate. He walked calmly up to the three of them as the guards closed in, holding them at spear and sword point.


    Staring them all down, his gaze went back to Valant after a moment. “You,” he said, holding up Valant’s head with a finger under his chin. “Must be their leader. They came into the castle walls to rescue you. This ‘thieves in the city’ problem just got bigger. Now they’re in my very own courtyard.”


    Pat wanted more than anything to throw a dagger into this mans throat. To end a ruthless magi king who cared nothing of the people of Ellish. A king using the people for nothing but his own personal gain. Too long they had reigned in tyranny. Taxing the middles to death, so they could scarcely afford a home and food of their own. He had to end this but not today. He would be dead too if he threw that knife. And that would not solve the issue at hand. He had bigger plans for the magi scum of the world. His ambitious anger flared inside of him and he noticed himself glaring at the king with open contempt.


    “Remember this day. Tell your friends what happens here today. And always remember the mercy of the king.” Levethin said, glaring back at Pat, then turning a softer gaze to Ferry. Maybe even a gaze of sorrow, before pushing Valant into the pit. His body made a loud crunching sound when it hit the bottom.


    “No!” Ferry fell to her knees.


    “Listen to me king.” Pat declared. He didn’t care if the king killed him or not anymore. He would have the king know the truth. “You think you rule. You think your king. But kings are chosen, not given petty claims to the throne.”


    The king looked at Pat with astonishment. Pat couldn’t tell if it was out of anger or respect. Then his face hardened again. “You have no power. I am king. King of you. King of Ellish. And between me and you, my enemy. King of middles like you. Even rebels who believe they’re more.” He smiled at the last part.


    “All men are king of their own world,” Pat said. His mind was set on only one thing. He would eradicate Ellish of the tyranny. No more would magi be granted benefits because they wove magic. Not even sure how yet, he would follow this through.


    The king regained his composure and all the arrogance and hardness left him. “Leave them. Back to your posts.” The king waved a hand at the guards.


    All of them quickly scurried back to their posts and left the two thieves with their king, alone.


    “Don’t forget today. I won’t,” the king said to the two of them. “Your free. Let this be a lesson.” And he walked toward the castle door to go inside, true to his word.


    Pat and Ferry were free to go.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    When they returned to the Tavern of the Night. Pat and Ferry told everyone in the guild what had happened. And to Pat’s dismay, the kings malice had spread quickly like he had hoped wouldn’t happen. All the young recruits and all the lower thieves left. Left to the safety of their homes, to be with their families and have guaranteed work from the king. Work that would never progress their lives, as Pat well knew, but work none the less and even he sometimes felt the pull of the security it gave men to just give in and at the least be safe. But he also knew the truth. All men die. So why do something you don’t want to do, that’s only helping another man progress with the time you have?


    “Well, what now,” Nannis asked leaning over the back of his chair.


    “Now we continue doing what Valant was doing. We rob the magi lords who don’t treat their people fairly.” Pat said sitting in his chair.


    Ferry threw a torch on the fire and Ear sat in his chair contemplating as he always did. “Valant is dead. So are his ideas.” Ferry said, sitting into her chair showing Pat a glance of sympathy. “We need a new idea. The thieves all left. The new recruits. The looters. The blade gatherers. Gone.” She looked at Pat. “We need a new leader with a different idea. A better idea.”


    Pat thought on that. If he were to become the new leader of the thieves. The four of them anyway, how would that be? How would he do. It scared him. Not the good parts like calling the shots and making the big decisions. But the bad parts that only leaders could understand. He knew of the bad and good parts from his old life. His father’s life. His father had led their whole family into a business that could clothe them, feed them and gave them a roof to sleep under. But nothing more, the taxes were so out of control that sharing between them would never bring them more riches. More freedom. Just anger and resentment between each family member until they all had nothing to do with their ambitions but to prove how hard they could work at the one and only place they knew. But his father relished in leading, it was a high and proud place to be. Everyone relied on him, and everyone hated him. Because when times were good everyone was good to him. But oh if they were bad, they were livid with him. Including Pat, which led him to the thieves. He wouldn’t hate his father for trying his best any longer. But he wasn’t sure he joined the guild to lead it either. In fact, after watching his father lead so long he wasn’t sure he would ever want to lead.


    “Hey, Pat.” Nannis spoke up, waving a hand at Pat.


    Pat knew he was there but his thoughts were more important.


    “What say you mighty Patticus? Ferry here clearly wants you to lead her around for the rest of her life. Just like Valant did with all of us before.”


    Ferry glared at Nannis.


    Pat patiently looked up from his thoughts. “I will not lead you. But as we all know. This is what we do. This is what we have.”


    He stood from his chair looking at all of them as he spoke. “We would be fools to continue on with Valant’s big heist. Levethin clearly knows our ability to get onto the other side of his high walls now. He’ll be guarding them doubly now. You three can go anywhere you would like, do anything you want. But I’m going back to the beginning of my time with you all. I’ll rest tonight. Tomorrow I’ll do a city run.”


    Even Nannis smiled at that. “Good times, back then. Well hell, we will have to continue this to live, unless we want to cower off and slave to the king like the rest. So this it is for me.” He looked at Pat seriously for a moment before saying. “But we will need a new leader soon enough.”


    Pat knew what he was implying. He would want that title. He would be fighting for it. And Pat would probably let him have it.


    “Soon enough.” Ferry put a hand on Nannis’s shoulder and then smiled at Pat. “For now. We get our rest and tomorrow we run the city rooftops like the good ole days.”


    Pat had to smile at Ferry, with all her optimism in every situation. “See you all tomorrow.” Then he nodded to the three of them and left The Room and The Tavern of the Night into the night’s embrace.


     


    Pat walked upon roofs of Ellish peacefully under a whole other world in the heavens. The stars tonight were pure and bright. The clouds of the recent storms had dissipated and shown the whole sky plainly. Coming to the same roof he wandered to a few days ago, the one that sat close and at the perfect view of the Broadhorse Inn he sat along the edge.


    He longed for a friend, for someone to go to for help, someone that might steer him toward the next best thing.


    Patticus… I’m coming… soon Patticus.


    The wind had spoken to him, so silently he wasn’t sure if it was a thought tucked deep away in his subconscious or an actual voice riding the airy waves. A familiar voice though. A voice from his past. A voice he had only heard one other time, long ago while sleeping in the Endless Wood.


    He was only a boy then and had strayed off to sleep in the forest surrounding Ellish after a long day of play. She had come to him in a dream. Or at least what he had thought a dream. And taught him to fly. This was her voice. Calming and Pure as it was back then, he couldn’t forget it.


    “Patty boy, is that you?” a mans voice whispered from the road below.


    Pat ducked in surprise and looked down at the figure that spotted him so easily.


    The man wore a loose cloak and had removed the hood. He cupped his hands around his mouth to direct the sound of his whisperings in Pat’s direction. “It’s gotta be you, you’re the only one of em that would be around here. A thief forever scrounging pennies from people who do actual work for their way in this world.” The man snickered at his last comment.


    Hestus was a renowned farrier of Ellish. Making the best shoes around. He made a good living even with the magi tax sucking away at his income. Pat was sure he was selling shoes and other wares on the side to do it, but he would let him live in peace none the less.


    “What do you want?” Pat said whipping his feet over the edge of the roof letting his feet dangle in the air. “Come to tell me how well your doing and how I’ll never make it as the ‘scavenger’ I’ve become?”


    “Sarcasm doesn’t change the facts Patty boy. But no, I actually came looking for you to warn you. Didn’t think I would find you at first. You being a creature of the night n’all. But here we are. The magi are on to you thieves, they’re putting out a kill order. Any thieves are to be immediately eradicated and anyone associating with thieves killed too.”


    “I’m sure you’re very concerned with our well being. Thanks for that,” Pat stood to walk away. Not in the mood to be disturbed.


    “You will never make it as thief.”


    “I already have, Hestus. Don’t live your whole life being how the world tells you to be.” And Pat was gone from Hestus. His little brother wouldn’t see him again for a long time.


     


    The Endless woods were gleaming with sunlight as Pat stirred in his sleep. The ground was soft and more comfortable than a feather bed.


    Go ahead, let yourself go.


    The woman’s voice encouraged Pat as he lay in the meadow with his eyes closed. Not a tangible thing, her voice. Something deeper, from somewhere beyond. Something told him that only he could hear her voice. That she only wanted him to hear it. In his mind. There were no secrets between him and who or whatever this lady was. She could see his memories, his actions. All the good, all the bad.


    Still, she continued.


    Focus, Pat. Relax… Let yourself go again.


    Her words calmed his nerves and he was beginning to believe that he could let go again. Her voice soothed him and protected him. As he lay, remembering what it was like to be free. To be able and capable of anywhere, he began to float from the ground. At first it was difficult for fear still remained. But the more and more he let go the higher and higher he floated into the air of the grove. Eyes still closed, he listened.


    Good, now go. Do what you were meant to do. I’m watching over you.


    Love, this woman loved him. And as he slowly opened his eyes realizing his ten feet above the ground. The power of knowing poured into him. It was easy now, now he knew he could do it. And as long as he knew he could do it, vanishing any doubt, it was effortless.


    Glancing around the grove, beams of morning light pierced the canopy of the forest everywhere making this place look otherworldly. Too beautiful for Ol’world. Then looking skyward, he flew through a narrow hole in the roof of the forest into the open air. He smiled. As he gazed upon Ellish and all it’s beauty he couldn’t help but remember that flying wasn’t possible. And if it was, he never could do it. The moment of euphoria passed for a split second with this doubting attitude and he began to sink toward the forest. Worry groped at him and he began to fall.


    Focusing, he remembered that he was flying though. And it was real. He remembered how he did it once before, long ago. And with that sureness taking over again he stopped falling and smiling all the bigger, shot up and over the whole Kingdom of Ellish. Darting between the castles two tallest towers, not a worry in the world. No care for the magi who might see him. The wind whipped past his ears and through his clothes and he went faster and faster to the east. Only when he reached the coast did he stop. Far to the east, across the ocean among the horizon an even brighter light than the morning sun shone. It drew him. It wanted him to go to it. Something he needed was that way.


    Good, my all warrior.


     


    Pat woke up to the chatter of the market place and the first middles setting up their stalls in hopes of making a little more coin. Stirring atop a roof he had chose to bed upon, he hardly remembered falling asleep gazing at the stars. This wasn’t the first time he had fallen asleep alone and on a roof, he kind of liked that feeling. But this was the first time he had dreamed so vividly since he was a child. An eerie feeling came upon him and he realized he was sure he could actually fly. Rubbing his eyes he crouched over to the edge of the roof and looked upon the middles bustling about down in the streets. Awaiting the voice that he hadn’t heard for so long to tell him he can do it. That he can let go and be free again. But the voice never came.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    Iceskgard and his four companions traveled long and hard through rain and snow, hail and sunshine. The rough weather of the north seemed to pass for good finally. Frost still embraced the ground every morning. But after they had crossed the other side of the Icebridge and made it to the northern Kinglands, it had warmed significantly.


    Iceskgard had been relentless. Walking at a quickened pace and with no stopping. The four others looked upon him in worry and frustration.


    He was wedging distance between him and his daughter. He didn’t like the idea that she had found peace without him and didn’t know what to do. All he knew was his quest for Tage. And the farther away he got from the north. From his past, the newer his outlook became.


    It wasn’t until they reached a grassy knoll off the main road of these lands and could see a fortress in the distance from its top that he stopped. “Is that your kingdom,” Iceskgard pointed. He looked to Tage who walked to his side looking at the enormous fortress.


    Selvun and the other two all began to snack on the jerky they had taken with them from the wardens. Taking advantage of the break, never knowing if Iceskgard would just start off again at any moment.


    “No, I can only feel darkness and deceit that way. Old concerns and powers are there. This land is in illusion. Looking peaceful and always in pain.” Tage stated, walking south down the dirt road they had been on for a day now. “Lets go, Iceskgard. There’s nothing in that fortress for us.”


    Iceskgard looked at the fortress one more time wondering what darkness she spoke of. The three others put their jerky away and quickly went after Tage before she got too far.


    What darkness could be here? Iceskgard wondered as he began to follow the others. This land without frost and ice. No bitter wind bit him here. This land was all cold breeze and warm sun. A perfect balance in his mind. The people of these lands were fools to live in ‘darkness’ with all this fertile land. Plenty for everyone. In the far north, you hunted for your food and protected a small garden if you were lucky enough to have one.


    With all the benefit here, he couldn’t imagine why people would fight over anything.


    “Because there’s always more, Iceskgard,” Tage interjected. Interrupting his thoughts.


    Iceskgard looked at her in disbelief. “You didn’t tell me of that trick.” Then he snarled, “stay out of my head girl. I like you, but my thoughts are my own.”


    Tage said nothing, continuing on.


    He did like her. But did she like him? This quest started for her. Now he wasn’t sure if he trusted her after all. What kind of witch was he helping anyway. The shaman of the north didn’t read minds. But she didn’t seem harmful either. She seen him coming and did nothing to run away in the beginning. Maybe now, this was just another way to get farther away from Elli.


    Soon the grassy knolls around them sprouted trees. Oaks and maples. Aspen groves spotted the land and soon enough giant emerald pines.


    “We’re near an ancient forest of old. The trees here speak of traitors in their midst. Of times forgotten when they were taught to move and speak like we do. They’re angry with the world.” Tage looked around wary of their surroundings as she spoke. She walked as if in front of the mightiest of kings, with nothing less than utter respect.


    Selvun and his comrades treated the coming forest with the same dignity. They all looked around in awe as if seeing a long lost friend that should’ve been dead.


    Iceskgard sensed nothing about the trees around them and heard none speak.


    “Stay close, don’t provoke the forest and it will let us through. For our kind is the only one still in tune with nature besides the wild beasts of the world.” Selvun said, staring up at the trees in reverence.


    “How close are we to this kingdom of yours?” Iceskgard asked suddenly feeling as though they were being watched. The forest moaned around them and the leaves stirred in ghastly breezes that shouldn’t be with a forest like this. It was too beautiful for ghosts.


    “You would see the kingdom’s tallest towers from here if it wasn’t for the forests protection,” Tage answered, looking straight ahead as if still upon the path that turned into the forests floor.


    The trees were everywhere now, all emerald pines as tall as towers themselves. The forest enveloped them.


     


    The sun set shortly after and the five of them set up a small camp with a small fire to warm them. Selvun warned Iceskgard to pick only the deadest of wood for the fire. Iceskgard quickly changed his mind in helping gathering the wood and helped start the fire instead.


    Iceskgard laid back upon the forest floor and through the forests canopy he could see glimmering stars here and there. He wondered why Elli had split from her mother. He didn’t want to think of her, but he couldn’t help it sometimes. Some ties were too tight and ten years was a wretched knot to forget about. She left with Elli three years back and honestly Iceskgard couldn’t even remember what he said to make her mad enough to storm out. He smiled to himself, it made him happy to think about how the gods, for whatever reason, decided to bless him with seeing his daughter again. But they had left him to wonder about her mother too. Elli wasn’t upset enough for her to have died. She was out there. He knew she was and he hoped she made a good life for her self.


    “You think too much,” Uvien said, breaking Iceskgard’s thoughts. Iceskgard glared at him for the interruption. Then realizing Uvien broke away his wasteful thoughts of a woman who left him alone, he calmed and waited for the man to continue.


    “Sometimes your thoughts will betray you. Even when they tell you things are at there darkest. You can look around you and see that all is the same,” Uvien finished, staring deep into Iceskgard’s eyes.


    Did the rest of these people from the east have powers that Tage had? If they did, they never showed it. But the things they said sometimes made him think in new ways he wasn’t used to.


    “Nothing’s the same,” Iceskgard said. He used to have a cottage in the far north with a beautiful wife and daughter. They were happy. Now he had nothing but the road to wander and a few strange people from the east to help finish a quest.


    Selvun interjected. “Look around Iceskgard.”


    Selvun always said his name or called him friend when he was serious, Iceskgard noted.


    “The trees are the same, they have not changed. The grass lies upon the earth wherever it can grow. The dirt stays home to the worms and people live and die. Beasts wander the world without worry. What Uvien means is just do what you have set out to do. Finish it, you need not worry and think of it more than is useful.”


    “I will finish what I set out to do.” Iceskgard rolled over and dreamed of far away places he’d never seen. Forests with streams that had glowing blue waters where you could see right through to the bottom. And a kingdom, a great army of diligent people in dark cloaks of green and black hailing a man slouched in a throne he didn’t care to bear. The man looked at Iceskgard with hopeful eyes, friendly eyes, as if he had known Iceskgard for years.


     


    “Get up Iceskgard,” Tages voice pushed through his dream. “Iceskgard,” she whispered shaking his shoulder.


    Iceskgard stirred. “Quiet.” She grabbed her furs and water skin. Then grabbing Iceskgard’s water skin, she handed it to him. “Lets go.”


    The stars were still out and embers were glowing hot with little flames trying to steal life from the world and flickering here and there. Selvun and his two comrades were fast asleep.


    “What of your brother?” Iceskgard asked. “We can’t just leave them here.”


    “Oh, we’ll be fine.” Selvun’s eyes opened and he grinned at the two of them. He stayed put, lying down with crossed feet up on a rock, hands behind his head.


    Tage looked at him sorrowful. “Brother, I can’t go back. I’m not going back. It’s not my path.”


    “Back where?” Iceskgard interjected, confused as was normal when these two spoke of their family ties and Selvun’s quest.


    “Back to our homeland. Where she belongs. Our father would have our last living nature weaver come back to us. To protect our people.” Selvun shifted and sat up. “She was our peoples last hope of making it for centuries in this world.” He nodded at Tage.


    “Is this true? Your chasing a dream halfway around the world when your own family needs you more than ever to protect your kin’s very existence?” Iceskgard asked. It meant nothing to him if Tage decided to wander the world following her visions or if she went home. He only knew that when he had a family of his own, not so long ago, he would have done anything to keep them alive. He still would, if only they would have stayed with him.


    “It’s true. Our people will perish within the next century. We will not be forgotten. But it must be so. As all things are made, they are also destroyed. My purpose is bigger though, and not even our father can understand. If I go back, we may have a chance to live on for centuries. But the world might tip into the favor of darkness and magics will be used to rip all Ol’world apart.”


    “Go,” Selvun interrupted his sister. “You know as well as we do this time would come.” He smiled knowing her power. “Iceskgard can protect you on your quest. I will take this information to our father and let him know the fate of our people. So we can prepare to do what’s best with the last of our days.”


    Tage looked at her brother hopeful. “You were so convinced to take me back after I found him.” She walked over to her brother and caressed his cheek gently. As her fingers slid over his skin the marking on his face began to glow a bright purple. Then she said something in a elegant and natural language that Iceskgard had never heard. Selvun smiled at her words and responded in the same language.


    Tage turned and walked to Iceskgard. “You ready?”


    “If you are,” he smiled, knowing how hard it was to split with family when the time came.


    Selvun laid back down but before closing his eyes he looked to Iceskgard and said, “Protect my sister northman. Use your strength but use your wit too. You play a bigger part in this world than even she knows, I believe.”


    “Protect yourself. And I hope we meet again.” Iceskgard grabbed his furs and threw them over his shoulders.


    Then he and Tage walked toward the Kingdom of Ellish.


     


    “I thought you said this forest protects the kingdom?” Iceskgard asked.


    Him and Tage had been walking only a short distance when the forest opened itself up and revealed the lower villages that sat around the whole of the kingdom it seemed. The high walls of the kingdom looked old. Taken over in some spots completely by the green vines of the land.


    “Seems the forest wanted us to find the place,” he added.


    “It did. It knows my task is in its best interest. The trees hope we succeed in finding a thief. For only with his rule will they be freed of the old spells of the magi.” Tage looked at the trees around them like old friends as she spoke. “They have not allowed outsiders here without letting the kings of Ellish know for many years. But even the trees can break powerful spells when provoked by love.”


    “So the trees live?” Iceskgard heard talk of trees moving in the night from the shaman back home. If he believed it was another matter. But Tage spoke of them like no one else did. She spoke of the trees with respect. As if they were part of her family.


    “All plants live, the whole of Ol’world lives, even the dirt. Most people can’t hear it speak. Even a very few of my own kin can hear it anymore.” She paused, walking up to a tree and gently placing her hand upon its trunk. “I’m the last one they will ever listen to, in this world.”


    “Well, tell them to please give me easy passage out. I don’t think I’ll stay in this kingdom forever.” Iceskgard spoke timidly. Unsure if the trees could hear him or not.


    Tage smiled at that and continued out of the cover of the forest and into the knolls that surrounded the kingdom. “Careful Iceskgard. We’re in a evil land even if it seems not to be. Upset the wrong people here and it could cost us our lives.”


    “Well anyone who has to hide in an enchanted forest doesn’t want friends. So lets make this quick as possible, meet your thief and leave.”


    They walked along a path from the forests edge toward the kingdom. Passing field after field being tilled by shirtless boys and men. Tired and dirty they eyed the two of them as they passed, then continued their work. None of them smiled. None of them gave any greeting.


    “Finding him isn’t the problem,” Tage said under her breath not to be overheard. “Convincing him to leave might be.”


    “I came with you. You convinced me,” Iceskgard grinned.


    “Patticus still only lives for himself. Although he knows he must live for many in his heart. He denies it anyway, some burdens are heavy to hold.”


    A gust of breezy air blew past them as they walked and Tage smiled looking after the wind that only she seemed to see. “Luckily, we’re not the only ones looking for him.”


    Iceskgard chose not to respond to this comment not wanting to divert them from their shared goal of finding a thief. Not debate about whether or not Tage was seeing ghosts.


    “Why are these people so grim?” Iceskgard asked as they approached the gate to the castle. Two guards in green and black tabards stood on either side of the open gate as crowds of people were going in and coming out of the kingdom.


    “Their rulers are controlling them. The way they live. They no longer live for themselves. They are forced to do the hard work for a pay that only gives them enough to have shelter and food. Nothing more.” Tage pulled her hood on as they neared the gate covering her face. Before they were close enough for the guards or any passerby squeezing through the gate to hear her, she whispered, “some people are not as welcoming to my kin as others. Keep our intentions to yourself if you would.”


    Iceskgard stayed close to Tage as they slipped passed the guards with the rest of the crowd. One of the guards eyed Iceskgard for too long. He stared back until it made him uncomfortable, then he nodded to stop the unwanted attention and hopefully blend in.


    People crowded the dirt road they came in on. Some pulled carts full of wares. Others had a mule carrying a cart for them with even more wares. There was nothing you couldn’t find in this horde of tradesmen. Nothing except weapons. Iceskgard noticed not one weapon among the people here.


    The guards all were well equipped he noted. Most with a bow, a sword and a spear to go with his newly forged mail. Not to mention a dagger at the hip on most. Back home a man always had a weapon, a weapon was more than a weapon in the far north. It was his food, his tools. His life.


    “Why do these people have no weaponry to hunt with? And why do they hate your kin?” Iceskgard wanted answers. He didn’t know how Tage knew what she knew about the people of this land. But he didn’t know how Tage knew anything she knew most the time.


    Soon the dirt road sloped and weaved up a hill that the castle sat upon. They went under a stone archway covered in flowers, into cobblestone streets. Houses, Inns and shops lined the streets here. Each a castle of it’s own compared to the little huts and cabins lining the dirt road at the bottom of the hill when they entered. As they went farther, always seeming to be part of the flowing river that was the crowd. They reached the place of interest that the crowd seemed to come and go for. An open area in the middle of the kingdom, a marketplace. Sign posts and stands with all the wares they’d seen coming and going were set up here.


    “Fine cloth here, the best you’ll ever get!” one man shouted across the bazaar.


    “Fresh vegetables,” another shouted. Adding “I rather my fellow middles have the freshest. For a cheaper price than I sell to any magi!”


    With that the crowd sort of dissipated from this man’s stand and waited in silence. A haunting silence. No more bustling and shouting about, everyone just watched and waited. Tage and Iceskgard among them.


    Soon after two guards and a man in green and black gilded robes walked up to the stand. The man in the robes stepped forward and snatched an onion from its place and took a bite.


    Looking at the man in disgust he said, loud enough for the whole assembly to hear, “you call this fresh, middle?” Then lifting the onion in the palm of his outstretched hand. Just inches from the mans face. A flame surged from his finger tips frying the onion and scorching the mans eyebrows before he could back away.


    He took a bite of the roasted onion. “I always liked my onions fried. Watch your tongue, middle. I won’t have you yelling treason throughout the streets of King Levethin’s kingdom.”


    The man glared at the robed man feeling his face and the baldness that used to be his eyebrows. Then pulling a knife from behind his back, he plunged it deep into the robed man’s arm.


    The robed man grabbed his arm with a yelp, backing away. Before he could say a word the two guards that accompanied him were beating the farmer bloody with their spears.


    “Stop.” The man in robes held his hand up to the guards. They stopped and backed away. Then he approached the farmer bending to his knees, to whisper in his ear.


    Iceskgard had seen enough and started to go and help. but was stopped by Tage’s light embrace.


    “No,” she said, holding his wrist. “It does not concern you. Let it run its course and save them all in the end.”


    Iceskgard stopped. But not able to just standby and watch he stormed out of the market square into a nearby alley.


    Tage followed him.


    “I won’t watch this malice without lifting a helping hand. It’s not the way of my people,” He said as she approached.


    “Nor is it the way of mine. But men have been killing men for many years and will continue to for many more. Sometimes the bear has to kill the deer to survive. Yes because they’re stronger but also because its the way of the world. We can change this, but we have to do it in due course.”


    Forcing all of it from his mind, Iceskgard looked at Tage. “Where do you find your thief then? Because I will not last long in a city as corrupt as this. I can’t watch that all the time. It will only be a little while before I intervene.”


    “Lets find somewhere to stay. I don’t think a thief will be found in the middle of day. We can rest and come out again at nightfall.” Tage walked past Iceksgard farther into the alley toward the other side.


    “I suppose your right.” He looked back toward the market one last time before forcing himself to forget it and follow Tage. He had to remember he was only here to help her in the first place. Not to be a hero, not even for himself. He wanted to find Elli and he did. Now she was taken care of. Happy and content with the shield wardens. Leaving him alone and lost. This quest was all he had. So swallowing his pride he followed Tage through the alley and out into another side street.


    It was a little past mid day when they found an Inn to stay the night at. A nice homey place called The Golden Hearth. Upon first entering Iceskgard couldn’t help but wonder where they had got the name. The hearth was nothing close to gold, just old brick. Not even the mantle above the roaring fire was gold, just oak.


    They paid the Innkeep with an emerald Tage had in her money pouch and shortly after arrived at a cozy room on the second floor with a window overlooking the street below. It had a hearth of its own, just a smaller version with a warm fire burning when they entered.


    The two of them didn’t say much that night and fell to sleep.


    Iceskgard dreamt of the trees laying siege on the walls of the kingdom in anger. Anger toward the corrupt who rule here. Using their powers in ill and perverted fashion. And leading the trees was a thief in a green cloak. It whipped in the wind as he flew ahead of his army of trees attacking the city.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Pat had seen another outbreak in the market. A farmer being hassled for shouting out against the unfairness of the lords of the city. They beat him bloody but let him live and claimed it a mercy.


    But he knew the magi way of mercy. Illusion. They had no mercy. He had lived in Ellish his whole life and never once had he seen true mercy put upon someone standing up to their taxes or tyranny. The only thing that happened the last time someone truly stood up to them was an old magi king perished and a new law banning steel from all of the kingdoms came to fruition.


    He felt the dagger behind his back. They couldn’t keep it away from everyone though.


    He looked over the edge of the roof, on the opposite side. Away from the market and down into the roots. Far into the endless woods surrounding the kingdom. Midmorning was upon him and he had to get back to The Tavern of the Night to meet with his friends.


     


    The tavern was quiet. Pat walked into the door without knocking secret codes or even hinting at his arrival. That wouldn’t be needed anymore, everyone had left as far as Pat knew. That’s why it surprised him to see Yillish, the bartender, when he arrived.


    “You’re still here? Why?” Pat asked. “Didn’t you hear? The magi are going to kill us all now. No mercy.”


    “Ya, I heard. I also don’t care. I’ve been here since Valant started this whole thing and damn every god listening if I’m going to leave it until what he started is finished.” Yillish spoke with a tenacity that lifted Pat’s spirits.


    He thought of why he had become a thief in the first place. To be free. He was a free spirit, an artist of a sort. He wanted to create his own life. He wanted to live his own life like everyone should. A tree didn’t beg for a place in the world. It was planted and lived how it liked, moving around other branches until it got the sunlight it so desired. And so would he. He wouldn’t be swayed by magi, his own doubt, or anything else. If he wanted to do it and in his heart knew it to be right. He would.


    “Cheers to that and I hope every gods listening, because Valant started something great here. He knew what had to happen.” Pat sat at the bar smiling. “He knew that the unfairness had to stop and gave a piece of freedom from it to us. Now it’s our job to finish the puzzle and end it for good. Every man should live and let live. Compromising and respectful. Earning his way in the world and able to enjoy it.”


    The bartender slid a pint of pale ale to Pat and they slammed the glasses together, spilling a little, then drinking them down.


    “You coming on the run tonight?” Pat asked as he sipped the ale. It was nice to wet his tongue after a night on the roofs.


    “Oh, me? Nah. I run the show if you know what I mean,” he said, displaying the whole of the main room of the tavern opening his arms wide to show it. “Someone had to stay and make sure the place isn’t robbed after all,” he winked.


    Pat smiled. “Alright, well thanks for staying anyways. Your a loyal friend to the guild.” And Pat got up.


    “As loyal as you,” Yillish said smiling.


    Pat nodded and walked past Yillish into the back and down the cobblestone stairs toward The Room.


     


    The other three were all there, sitting around the bonfire in the middle of the circular stone room. The underworld was a cold place, it’s a wonder some say you burn there, Pat pondered as he approached his seat around the fire.


    “Evening, friends.” Pat looked at them all, waiting for one to respond. Maybe one of them thought of some small heist or mission of a spectacular sort.


    “Evening Pat. I think I have an idea,” Nannis chimed in first.


    “Of course he does,” Ferry said, nodding at Nannis. “He thinks he knows the best ways of everything. But usually turns out to be the worst way of nothing.” She smiled at Pat with that, ignoring the glare Nannis shot her.


    Ear sat warming his hands, mute. He didn’t greet anyone, he never did. He showed up, and he did as he was told without complaint. Always listening. Pat was fascinated with him and so were most of the others too. Some thought him to be lame or retarded maybe. But the wiser thieves, and Valant, always knew the truth. Or half of it. He didn’t speak, because there simply was no point for him to do so. Not yet anyway. Pat hoped he would be around to hear what first came from his mouth when that day came. Besides the typical small sentences he put together only during missions. He also wondered if Valant did know why he never spoke. But Valant was dead. So nobody here would ever know how or why Ear came to the guild unless he told them himself.


    “Ear.” Pat leaned forward, warming his hands, following his silent companions lead.


    Ear looked into to Pat’s eyes, fearless.


    “I’m thinking a well established Inn in the branches. Bust in and go. A clean sweep. Grab some coin, maybe some gems if we’re lucky and head off into the moonlight like old days.”


    Ear nodded. Pat swore he noticed the hint of a smile appear at the corner of his lip.


    “Sounds fun enough to me,” Nannis said, standing up. “I was thinking something a little bigger though. Something Valant might have appreciated.”


    Nannis walked round the fire speaking to all of them. “I say we stick to the big heist. Sack the castle. Honoring our lost master.”


    “Our master you were so quick to leave in a pit forever?” Pat said with no control of himself. The anger inside him flared. “Don’t think I will forget.”


    “Oh, I see. Pat Picklock the protégé. The masters beloved student.” He smirked. “But I have been around longer than all of you, excluding Ear. And I think I know your master better than you did. And I tell you again, he didn’t care for your life. He cared for your duty. That is all.”


    “You live in denial Nannis. Let go whatever hatred you have toward our late master and stop letting your greed control you. Or did you forget that lesson too?” Pat glared at him.


    Ear nodded in agreement with Pat’s statement.


    Ferry stood up. “Nannis. You pretty fool. I don’t know if you’re jealous of Pat or just stupid. Perhaps pure evil? Whatever it may be, I for one will be taking orders from Pat, not you. You’ve learned nothing our master taught, lost in hatred. Seeing only what you want to see.” With that she sat back down folding her arms and nodded at Pat.


    Pat looked to Ear for his response. Ear looked deep into Pat’s eyes. Then nodded.


    It was happening. He was becoming a leader, he didn’t want to lead. Part of him did. The glory, the respect. But then there was the hatred, he thought of Nannis and how he felt about Valant. Even now that he was dead. And there was the responsibility. He wanted freedom. He liked being free. Going where he wanted to go, when he wanted to go there. No pressure behind his every move on a mission. But he wouldn’t let Nannis run what was left of what Valant started to the ground either.


    “I’m going to find a lucrative Inn and have some fun with a small job tonight.” Pat looked at Nannis.


    Nannis looked back smiling, but his eyes gave him away. Pat knew his anger, envious and hateful. He hated Pat just as much as he hated Valant. Not because they were bad to him or bad people at all. But because they were everything he wanted to be.


    Pat had been that way once. Hateful and blaming. A while ago in his life with his family before this one. He would see the wealthy men of the crown come in and buy whatever they wanted and however much they wanted. Like it was as easy as waking in the morning. He hated them. He thought they must be evil men, conniving and tricksy. Pulling other men down to get where they were. And some were. Then he met Valant. A man not given a thing by magi lord or magic powers like theirs. He made his life wealthy. He lived a good life and life gave him good wealth.


    “Yes, master,” Nannis said. Bowing in mock likeness. Then he walked out of The Room.


    Pat didn’t like leading for this reason exactly. One wrong thing said and you were the bad guy. The second someone liked you at all you walked shallow waters. At any turn of what you do they could turn the way they feel about you around.


    Pat looked at the others. Ferry smirked. Ear looked back to the flames, nonchalant, as if nothing ever happened.


    And for what? This was really why Pat had joined the thieves. He hated the pressure. Nothing but loss and pain came of it. He hated the center of attention more than anything. Maybe he would just give Nannis leadership. He could live freely on his own. Away from the world and stealing, hunting and foraging, maybe a small garden far away in a lost wood where nobody would disturb him.


    Then he looked over at Ferry and seen her pondering as if trying to see through his head, into his mind.


    “Lets go, suns down soon.” Pat said and left The Room.


     


    He knocked on the door. Nothing. He knocked two more times and nothing. Not a noise. Then tried to open it only to find it locked.


    “Nannis? Nannis, you in there? We’re heading out.” Pat said.


    With no more patience for the man, he stormed away from the door and went down the cobblestone underground tunnel up the stairs into The Tavern of the Night.


    Ferry and Ear sat at the bar sipping apple cider. Ferry tipped her glass at Pat noticing him enter. Then smiling, she said “Ready, master?” Her voice rang clearly across the whole room considering the four of them were the only ones in the room. The bartender Yillish and Ear tipped glasses toward him as well.


    “Master thief?” Yillish urged, holding a full glass of cider at him from behind the bar.


    “Not tonight, I don’t drink or eat before a heist. Unsettles my stomach.” Pat walked out the front door as he pulled his hood on and slid his black cloth mask over his face.


    The three other’s smiles disappeared. Ferry shrugged at the other two. Ear and her got up in a hurry and followed after him.


     


    “So you have a place in mind?” Ferry asked.


    They all walked atop the roofs of the roots heading quickly toward the branches.


    “Not exactly.” Pat looked up the hill into the branches. The houses were much more quality than all the rest of the city of Ellish. Made of stone and covered in beautiful foliage. Even the streets were cobblestone and the guards patrolled them by night. So crime was less frequent. Their torch light was too easy to spot for shadows though and the thieves had not been seen by a city patrol for years because of them.


    “Ear,” Pat said. Waving his friend to his side.


    Ear creeped to his side as silent as a soft breeze.


    “Where’s my closest fortune of an Inn?”


    Ear scanned the buildings in front of them. They seemed endless sometimes except Pat knew they weren’t. For someone new to the city though, it could be a labyrinth of stone and wood.


    After a few moments Ear pointed at a building to the east. The moon shone high in the sky lighting just enough of the sign to make it out in the darkness from there high vantage point.


    The Golden Hearth. One of the taller buildings in the city and the signs and shutters all painted as if yesterday. Which meant a well paid staff. And pleasantries only the fairly wealthy could afford.


    “Good eye, Ear,” Pat said, patting his friend on the shoulder. “All clear?” he asked.


    Ear nodded.


    “I’m up.” Pat swung himself over the edge of the roof hanging onto the edge with just his eyes peering above at his two comrades. “Wait for my signal.” And he dropped to the window seal beneath him catching it’s edge. He looked through the window, careful not to show to much of himself. A small candle burned on a bedside table inside the building they were all on. A lumpy figure rolled over lost in sleep and dreams. Then dropping to the next window seal below, then to the floor, Pat dashed over to The Golden Hearth’s front door.


    He put his ear to the door first. He learned the hard way, long ago, never pick before listening. Nothing. He pulled a set of old picking tools from his boot. One of his most prized possessions. A gift from his mother. A woman of little secrets that made a big impact. He smiled at the thought and began to pick the lock. The lock clicked in less than a minute and he slowly pushed the door open, peering inside.


    The fire burned low in the hearth over in a corner. It was a great room of dust. Wood floors, not a bit of shiny goods in the whole room. Pat proceeded carefully, and most of all, quietly. To be a thief was to be quiet. To be a good thief was to be a ghost. You never were at the scene. Something Valant had taught him. He shook the thought, grief too close to altering his senses.


    All seemed clear. The Innkeep may well be awake somewhere. But he had to signal the other thieves. Once a job was in action, every thief was first taught to be quiet above all else. So Pat didn’t have to worry about them storming in loudly.


    Walking over to the fire, he grabbed the fire poker and stabbed it into the deep heat of the embers. While he waited for his signal to light up, he walked to the counter and hopped over it with ease not making a noise. He checked under the counter and quickly found a small bag of treasure hidden in a nook on the underside of it. Opening the bag he peered inside. A huge emerald. Two rubies and ten gold pieces. Not a bad start. Not bad at all for an Inn….


    He walked over to the fire after emptying the pouch into his own and grabbed the now red hot fire poker. Then walking over to the cracked front door, he poked it out and swung it back and forth. The signal to the others that the coast was clear.


    “Patticus Mysticus,” a woman’s voice asked from somewhere. Not just any voice. Pat knew this voice. He had heard it before in his dreams.


    Looking around in a start, he saw a lithe cloaked figure walking toward him from the bottom of a set of stairs. Green eyes glowed from within the darkness of its hood. He pulled his knife from behind his back out of instinct and was already in a low fighting stance. “Who are you?” he asked, holding his ground.


    The woman pulled off her hood, revealing a pale and beautiful face. Natural beauty radiated from her and dark auburn hair fell over her shoulders. Purple markings covered one side of her face and glowed subtly in the dimly lit room.


    Before the woman could answer, Pat was tackled by what felt like a boulder fall into his back. The boulder that had hit him from behind already had hold of his knife hand’s wrist and his throat with another rock sized fist.


    Pat gasped for air, thick fingers slowly crushing further into his neck. The beast of a man stared into his eyes. This man was nothing like his companion. Ragged, wrapped in furs for clothes and a hulking axe hung from his back. Black hair rolled over his shoulders and his arm was a huge trunk of muscle.


    “Put him down,” the woman said patiently. Clearly used to the beasts rage.


    Pat didn’t wait for them to toy with him though and already had his mind fixed on his next maneuver. The moment the giant man let him go, he knelt low as he could while pulling another knife from his boot. Plunging it deep into the giants leg.


    Grunting in pain, the man grabbed for Pat’s face, but only caught his mask, ripping it off before Pat slid under his legs and was to the door.


    “How do you know my name?” Pat asked them both, standing in the doorway now. His face fully revealed in the dim fire light.


    The giant ripped the knife from his leg, throwing it aside and applied pressure to the wound, glaring toward him.


    The woman spoke, “I’ve come a long way to tell you everything, come with us.”


    “Pat? You lost your mask?” Nannis was behind him with his two other companions.


    Ferry looked at Pat. “Nannis decided to catch up with us while we waited for you.” She was frozen. In shock. She knew the code. They all did.


    “Thief code is that you’re already dead. You’ve lost your identity, so you’ve lost your life.” Nannis smiled as he recited the words that Valant had told them all. It was the first code of the thieves.


    Nannis would try to kill him now. It was the way of the thieves guild from the beginning. That was the one code they all knew and remembered. It was the first and most important code Valant taught new recruits. There initiative was successful because of its clandestine ways. If someone was seen by anyone and known to be a thief, it jeopardized the entire guild.


    Pat ran straight into Nannis, ramming his shoulder into him, knocking him flat to the ground. He ran until his lungs burned. Switching directions, he quickly diverted into a nearby alley. A wall with strong vines crawling up its surface was straight ahead. Perfect for him to climb.


    Reaching the roofs, he continued with a relentless pursuit for freedom. He jumped gaps he never scaled before and catching a second wind, swiftly reached the end of the roofs at the bottom of the hill in the roots district.


    Sweat poured down his face and he wiped it away with his forearm as he hopped from a small shed of a house closest to the gate of Ellish. He was out of the kingdom, into the surrounding countryside. He walked past the one of two guards that was awake easily as a farmer from the surrounding villages. Most guards cared little for people leaving and more for the ones coming in. Always vigilant, checking newcomers for steel.


    Walking the heavily worn dirt road into the countryside filled with small farms and villages scattered around the entire kingdom, he caught his breath. After the villages and farms, the edge of the Endless Wood appeared in the moonlight. The trees swayed and whistled in the night.


    Pulling the knife from behind his back, then kissing the blade, he smiled with watery eyes. He finally would have to leave the kingdom for good. Maybe this is what he truly wanted after all. Now there was no place for him. The place he was born to didn’t work for him and the place he found for himself didn’t work either. So maybe the life he would make for himself out in the wilds would work to his liking.


    Wiping away a tear or two that slid down his cheek, he kissed the blade one more time, then put it back. Regaining his composure and breathing deeply, he became determined again. Nannis wouldn’t chase him beyond the kingdoms walls. But he would kill him on sight if spotted within their borders. Nannis would surely recruit a whole arsenal of low lives like himself and have a price on his head in a weeks time.


    With nothing left in the kingdom, he set his feet forward, toward the Endless Wood, never looking back.


     


    After Pat’s flight from the Inn, Tage helped Iceskgard bandage his leg and the two of them walked slowly through the city toward the gate they came in at. The moon still shone high in the sky, bright and haunting. But the stars hid from the world.


    “Your thief seems to have a bad side,” Iceskgard said, grimacing as he limped along side her down the stone street. His first stabbed leg was barely done healing and still sore. Now his other leg would have a matching scar. He grunted through the pain becoming more and more used to it as he went.


    “We all have a bad side. It doesn’t always eclipse the good though. Some good, if pushed, can relinquish the bad from many.” Tage walked as if she knew where she was headed and Iceskgard had not a clue where this thief would go. He could be anywhere in this city. Or could’ve left. At least they had Tage. For her ways of finding this man were astounding.


    “So where are we going to find him now?” he asked. Trusting Tage’s unseen power a little more everyday.


    “The Endless Wood.”


    “Hopefully the trees like us better than him in that case.”


    The two of them passed the gate in a short time and stayed quiet until they neared the edge of the forest. Tage stopped just before entering the trees.


    “What is it?” Iceskgard asked, noticing Tage’s worried expression.


    “There’s an evil in the forest now. The trees are warning me that they have no power to protect us.”


    “Well what’s evil to a tree anyway? A thief burning sticks for warmth in the dark?” and with that Iceskgard stormed into the dark forests confines.


    “Ryuvia pu taen,” Tage said to herself it seemed before entering the forest behind her companion. Brushing the trees on either side of her gently as she passed into the refuge of the dark wood.


    The forest seemed a different kind of quiet tonight. Not the serene and peaceful silence it put on the day before when they were first here. But a solemn and sad, forbidding silence, like the stillness before war. The moon light barely snuck some silver rays of light through the canopy every few paces. Besides its silver light, it was pitch black all around them.


    Iceskgard had already pulled his axe out and this time wasn’t forbidden to do so. The trees allowed him to protect himself. And that made him edgier than before. He jumped at every bird and leaf to be heard in the forest. Ready to cut down an unknown enemy.


    Tage walked slowly behind him and let him lead on. Whether it was because it simply did not matter or she knew he would lead them true he did not know. She was not jumpy like Iceskgard, well reserved but anxious in her own way. A silent way, like the forest. The purple markings upon her radiated with a bright purple light.


    Iceskgard stopped. A light only thirty yards ahead of them was glowing orange in the wood. He knelt down slowly using a nearby tree for cover and Tage joined him.


    “This is not Patticus. This is what disturbs the forest. Be ready,” She put her hand on Iceskgard’s shoulder.


    “I always am,” he said, gripping his axe in that monstrous grip of his, the wood creaking under his strength.


    A figure jumped from behind a nearby tree to cut Iceskgard down. He was shirtless and red streaks of what looked like blood went across his lean muscular body. His axe matched the size of Iceskgard’s. But before it came down upon Iceskgard, crushing his skull. A knife stuck into his neck. He dropped at Iceskgard’s feet dead.


    Iceskgard brought his axe down on the dead man, sticking it into his back. “Devil would have killed me,” he said, breathing hard, still shaken by how close to death he’d been.


    “Quiet,” Tage whispered. “If the camp of them hears us, we will die. And if these are the ones I think they are, it will be slow and painful deaths.”


    “You two should really learn to be quiet. Also. That sneak has been patrolling around the camp for hours in the dark,” a voice from above them whispered.


    Iceskgard and Tage looked up to the canopy of darkness. A hooded figure leaned into a ray of light from the moon, revealing his hiding place among the branches.


    “You.” Iceskgard snarled, remembering the pain of his leg suddenly. “Why don’t you come down here and talk. You still wondering how she knows your name?”


    “You know my name, how bout you give me yours?” he said, leaning back into the shadows. “Besides, I saved your lives.”


    “I’m Tage. From the forgotten lands to the east. I’m one of the First. Or a fae, as people from the west would call us. You must come to the forgotten lands.”


    “I must? That’s a strong way of putting it mam.” Pat had no where else to go. And he kind of liked it. The freedom of nowhere. The forest could be his home. If it wasn’t for the blood beards residing here.


    “So you two really have been hunting me? Not the blood beards?”


    “I have the gift of the faelin. I’ve seen you in my visions for almost two years now. Greatness is within you Patticus. Come to my lands. It’s the only way to end the scourge of the magi.” Tage stared up at him.


    How did this woman know about his inner desire to stop the magi and their tyranny. It didn’t matter anymore. He lost his place among the thieves and he lost his place within the kingdom. He could never stop them as a pariah of the forest. It would take an army.


    “I quite like it here. I grew up hunting these woods. I’m considering living here soon. Free and wild as the woodland creatures that delve here.” Pat swung down from the branch he sat upon and landed quietly upon the forest floor. “Thanks for the invitation,” and he started walking in the opposite direction of the camp of blood beards.


    “Pat, nothing but old age and death wait here for you. If you stay. But if you go, when you return, glory will await you,” Tage said, standing her ground.


    “Come on thief. Or should I say nobody now? Considering your falling out we happened to witness,” Iceskgard added, staying close to Tage. This man could be dangerous to her. He wouldn’t forget. Not easily.


    Pat stopped. What if she was right? He felt in his heart that she was. If he stayed he may be stuck forever. And the giant was right too, the thieves abandoned him as quickly as he was initiated into their guild. It was time for a change. But whether she meant what she said or not. He would come back.


    “Alright,” Pat said turning around to face his new companions. “Where do we go from here?”


    “East. We sail to the forgotten lands,” Tage said.


    Iceskgard bent over and ripped the knife from the dead blood beards throat. “Try and keep these stabbing into the right people for now on.” Then he tossed it to Pat reluctantly.


    Pat smiled. “I always do.”


    They walked east. Reaching the edge of the forest as the sun rose over the horizon ahead of them, shining over all the green hills in the distance.


    “So what’s your power, miss?” Pat asked, as they continued eastward. They walked straight through the grass and on no paths. It was safer this way Pat had explained. Now that the blood beards had come up from the south. The bigger question he had, was why did they come so far from home.


    “My power is that of the oldest race. The first race. Our magic stems from Ol’world itself. The gods granted us part of the power of their creation. Although, the visions, only one of our kin are blessed with every few centuries and I’m the last one who will ever be blessed with it again.”


    The northman walked by her side, a giant protector. He made it painfully obvious that if any harm were to come near her, it would be crushed.


    “So where do the visions come from?”


    “The gods. They don’t want to see their creation destroyed and desecrated by evil hands. But there are the evil gods and powers in this world too.” Tage said this with conviction. Not as if it were mere belief but as if she knew it to be true.


    “So why have all the children stories acted like the good always beats the bad in the world?” Pat asked.


    “Because it has, but the bad always bounces back. The good in the world must never stop fighting the evil or Ol’world will be taken into the darkness and become a land of dread. That is the curse of the living. We are to help our creators uphold the good and defend against evil until the never-ending sleep.”


    Pat stopped. The other two turned to look at him with curiosity.


    “We camp here until night. When night falls we put the fire out and move on. If we need rest. Rest now before night fall. I travel best by shadow and we all are less likely to be seen under her veil.” Pat sat down and got comfortable. Then looked to the northman. “And who are you? This is Tage—” he nodded at her. “But neither of you have explained why a fae and a giant from the north travel together.”


    “I’m Iceskgard,” the giant said proudly. Then sitting on the ground cross legged next to Tage, he continued. “She found me in a small village in the north. Told me to help her find you.”


    “A northman that doesn’t melt, thought you all loved your snow covered hills in the north.” Pat smirked.


    “I left to find someone…” Iceskgard trailed off. “She was found in a good place.” Then looking to Tage he said, “and I made a promise and kept it.”


    “So now why do you stick around?” Pat asked. “Are you not free of your promise to go back to the north?”


    Iceskgard stared at Pat for a second before answering. Pat seen a wisdom in his blue eyes. He said, “the same reason you are here, thief. To find out what lies at the end of this road. To find out more about myself because I’ve lived for others too long.”


    Tage smiled at the northman as she always did when he spoke his thoughts.


    Pat didn’t respond to that and leaned back, putting his arms behind his head staring up at the cloud covered skies. This man was no brute like the stories had always told. He was as thoughtful and intelligent as anyone else in Ol’world.


    A wind from the east came quick and blew past them so hard Pat and the other two were forced to stir and hold their belongings close else they blow away.


    Tage looked to the west after the wind and smiled, but her smile faded soon after to a serious look of worry and she hunched down. “Look, the brutes from the forest. A whole brigade of them.”


    Pat and Iceskgard both got down low and came to her side.


    Pat looked over the knoll they camped upon. At least twenty men just as brutish as Iceskgard and even more so in their own blood stained way, jogged up the high road toward the Kingdom of Ellish.


    “Blood beards,” Pat said under his breath.


    “Blood beards?” Iceskgard asked.


    “Brutes,” Pat said, shrugging at Iceskgard noticing his offense taken at the mention of the word. “Not you, these men are truly brutish. They kill who they want. When they want. They have no laws. The strongest is their leader, and leadership is only earned by blood.”


    Tage watched them all head westward. She stood slowly, walking eastward. “Lets move, we should make haste.”


    If they were going to war with Ellish, Pat thought. His family would be in danger. But if he went back to the kingdom, the thieves would have his head. He chose his path and his family chose theirs. He wouldn’t feel sorry forever. He had to live his life. He would come back and see how they were doing later. For now, he would go east. Then he followed after Tage and Iceskgard, the setting sun at their backs.


     


    They walked over the knolls and came to a cross road with no sign. “We go east,” Pat assured them. “The road to the south has many harbors indeed but the one with a sailor who might take us on is on the road straight to the east from what I understand.”


    Iceskgard looked to Pat skeptical. “You mean to say you’re not sure whether or not there is a harbor there? Or are you not sure that the sailor you speak of will even consider taking us over the Bow’s Ocean?”


    “Neither,” Pat had seen maps. Valant was the only person he ever knew to own a map. Everyone else either had known places by memory, learning the roads of the world the hard way. Or they by some off chance owned a map. Maps were one of the rarest luxuries in the world though, and guides were rarely literate enough to actually create them.


    “Neither?” Iceskgard huffed and stomped off to the east without anymore questions.


    Pat smiled and shrugged at Tage. Tage stared after Iceskgard.


    “He’s short tempered and ill mannered in many ways. But he’s also intelligent and a good soul once you get to know him,” she said, then walked after him.


    Pat hoped she was right. He’d heard of the wisdom of the north, and brutish ways of the north. But he had never actually met anyone from the north. He seemed fair enough. Short tempered for sure but nothing Pat hadn’t ran into before.


     


    The roads were less and less dense as Pat and his new companions went and night fell upon them within the next hour. Iceskgard and Tage wrapped themselves in their fur cloaks and Pat held his cloak around him tightly to guard against the cold east winds. Soon there was hardly any trees or brush to be seen and they could smell the salt sea. Far off in the distance they could see orange lights from windows and doors. And a few bigger ones up in guard towers surrounding a town. Black silhouettes of buildings could be seen from where they stood. Coming around a bend in the road a sign had painted on it in red letters, Estemmor.


    “Well, my old master’s maps were right. Estemmor, the eastern harbor.” Pat said smiling to himself in the dark of night as the three of them gazed upon the small harbor town.


    “Lets go get a bed to sleep in tonight,” Iceskgard said.


    Tage walked toward the town without a word. Always quiet, always to herself.


    Pat waited behind a bit, staring into one of the bonfires atop a tower ahead. He was nervous, for the first time, he would actually be leaving his past behind.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    The town was still asleep. Quiet and restful as Pat and his companions approached the gate. Two large wooden doors that swung together matched the rest of the wall around the whole town. Enormous logs carved at their tops into spikes circled the entirety of the town. And four wooden guard towers erected randomly behind the wall. One of which was right behind the gate.


    “Who goes there?” a man’s voice shouted down to them from atop the tower. He was cloaked in crimson and looked down at them standing next to the enormous brazier up top.


    “We seek a place to rest and eat and a boat to take us to our destination far to the east,” Tage said, looking up to the man, her fur cloak wrapped tightly around her.


    “And who’s the giant?” the man asked. “Never seen northerners this far south.”


    Iceskgard was fed up of being called a northerner as if it made him a different creature. So he spoke for himself. “I’m not a hobgoblin, that’s for sure. I’m just a man like yourself. And even giants must eat. Now open the damn gate.”


    “Is that steel upon your back? No lawbreakers are permitted here. This town is under the protection of the Kingdom of Ellish.” The guard stood defiant and waved another guard over.


    Another guard ran to his side and looked down. An older man, the greying of his shoulder length hair could be seen from down below. He had a mustache that matched his grey hair. After peering at the three of them a moment, he spoke.


    “What’s the meaning of this? The law of the kinglands is clear. No steel is to be permitted but to those who are in direct service of the king. Do you have a royal seal for that weapon?”


    Pat spoke before Iceskgard could. “We have no such seal, sir. We were traveling to your town when we were jumped by a blood beard. Luckily we escaped his onslaught with our lives and his axe. We merely kept it to protect ourselves on the rest of our journey here. We will gladly forfeit it and I would advise you to send an envoy to the kingdom with haste, to warn of a possible invasion.” Then turning to Iceskgard he held his hand out for the axe upon his back. “Give it up,” he said in hushed tones that the guards wouldn’t hear.


    Iceskgard gave Pat a reluctant look.


    After a grunt and realizing he had no choice but to go with Pat’s order for now, he pulled his axe off his shoulder and handed it to his companion.


    Pat threw the axe at the gate. It fell flat in the dirt right aside the doors.


    “We desperately need shelter and food. Take the axe and warn our dear king. But please let us into the confines of your lovely town.” Pat didn’t realize how bad his false statement about his admiration for the king tasted until it left his lips. But it was a necessary lie for the time being.


    The gate opened and a younger guard in crimson scurried through the opening, picking up the weapon, and allowing the companions entrance.


    Pat nodded to the young guard and he nodded back. Iceskgard just stared at him and the guard gulped. Tage stared forward never diverting her attention from the path ahead.


    The older guard with greying hair came to them shortly after they passed through the gate. Huffing a little from his dissent from the tower and catching up he said, “welcome to Estemmor. What were your names and we will be glad to tell the king who warned him of the blood beards.”


    “I’m Icesk—“ Pat cut the northman off before he could say his name.


    “He’s Iven,” Pat finished for Iceskgard, nodding his way. “And this is Lady Tabitha. I’m Boris. Their guide. They are travelers in search of riches in far away places. Our destination is the Forgotten Lands to the east.”


    “Well met,” the old guard replied, still walking with them. “You three seem in a hurry if I knew better.”


    “We are tired from the walk,” Tage replied.


    Thunder struck, shaking the whole world. And small drops of rain began to fall. A cold spring rain.


    “Well, and you won’t want to be getting wet I’m sure. The beginning of spring rain seems to be starting.” The guard said, staring up to the heavens. “Quick, this way.” He hurried ahead of them and lead them all to a tavern. A larger wooden building with a wrap around porch. After they all got up the stairs and under the eave he said, “here we are. The Eastern Slumber. The tavern of Estemmor. Gerald will take good care of you.” With that the guard walked down the steps, slipped his crimson hood on and hurried back down the street toward the tower at the gate.


    The three of them walked into the tavern through a simple wooden door. The hearth was gigantic, all brick, with a roaring fire almost as tall as Iceskgard. The main room was full. People laughed at the bar and at several tables. While others told stories at the fire, keeping warm. When nobody else seemed to notice them, a man came scurrying through the crowd of people. A huge man, as tall and big as Iceskgard. Except he had no hair, completely bald and a long braided beard that went down to his belly button.


    “Newcomers,” he said smiling, while balancing a tray in one hand and three beers in the other. “Find a place you fit into and myself or one of my lazy workers will be with you soon.” Then he was off as quick as he showed up, dropping beers off at tables that needed them and meals to others.


    Pat saw a table in a lone corner away from the bar and started toward it. A man with platinum hair pulled into a ponytail sat at it. Before he could approach him, the man turned round in his chair and smiled broadly.


    “Pat, my boy. How was the rescue?” Corrick asked. His golden eyes lit up by the fire light from across the room, giving him an inhuman look.


    Pat smiled at first, realizing it was an old friend after all. But his smile soon after faded, realizing it was his duty to tell Corrick about his brother’s fate.


    “Valant…” There was no gentle way of speaking of death for Pat. He didn’t know how. So the words came across blunt. “Is dead.”


    The glow in Corrick’s eyes seemed to diminish, although Pat wasn’t sure if it had or it was just a shifting of the light.


    “He was murdered by King Levethin himself,” Pat continued solemnly. “Levethin pushed him into the pit right after we freed him. To his death.”


    Corrick sat quietly for a minute, staring off into unknown memories. After the short pause he spoke, still staring into unseen visions. “Well, serves him right I suppose. The ol’fool thought he would make a change by becoming a thief and riling up a couple of vagabonds. I warned him of the dangers. The foolishness.”


    A sort of sadness set over Corrick. But not for long. He smiled that broad smile again looking up at Pat, as if seeing light through a storm of dark memories.


    “So you lead them now, eh?”


    “Not exactly,” Pat said, sorry to let him down.


    Corrick had a look of misunderstanding. “So why are you here then?” he said, suspicious now.


    “I was seen without my mask. It was lost during a small job last night,” Pat said. He looked to his two companions who stood patiently behind him. “New tides have come. The changing moon is taking me else where.”


    “So the guild is lost then?” Corrick whispered, more to himself it seemed than to any of them. “It begins. If they take the south of the kinglands, all hope will be lost.”


    “What are you talking about, friend?” Pat asked. Not sure Corrick was stable as he had once been. Maybe the dungeons had taken some of his mind with them.


    “A blood beard in the dungeons told me they planned to attack the kingdom. Bloody fools!” Corrick stood in a hurry. “I must go, there are things to be done.”


    Tage walked slowly from behind Pat and placed a hand on Corrick’s arm. “Take us with you. I know you head to the east. Your lands here have not been taken over yet. Hope still awaits. Take us across the seas with you and we will unite the people of the kinglands and fight back.”


    Corrick looked at Tage in disbelief. Slowly, he moved her hair from her face, revealing her markings. They glowed dimly in the firelight, but enough to see from so close. “You are of the faelin. I thought your kind was extinct.” He knelt before her as if she were royalty. Still kneeling he said, “my lady, I’m at your service. I will protect, and guide you whenever I can. For as long as I can.”


    Tage started pulling him to his feet, pulling her hood up with her other hand. “Stop this. Rise. We don’t want any unwanted attention,” she whispered. Pulling him to his feet and glancing around the room nervously.


    Corrick stood. Then clearly trying very hard, recomposed himself to as normal acting as he could. “As you command, my lady.” Then he sat down at the table again and gestured for the three of them to sit.


    Pat took a seat and Tage and Iceskgard after him.


    “What was that about?” Iceskgard asked looking from Tage to Corrick.


    Corrick looked to Tage as if he needed her permission to speak.


    She spoke, putting her hand gently upon Iceskgards. “This man is also a last member of his own kin,” she smiled at Corrick as she said this. A knowing look in her eyes that clearly eased his mind.


    “He knows of my people, for his kin is also old.” Tage continued. “His families and mine used to be in alliance before the splitting. But more importantly, he is going to the east.” She smiled again.


    “Corrick,” he said, properly introducing himself. “My name is Corrick my lady. And I will take you with me across the whole world to the nether parts none have discovered if you ask it of me.”


    “Just back to my homelands, Corrick. I trust you remember the way?” Tage asked.


    “Of course my lady. Now there are others in the north of your lands. Friends of my brother’s. They will want to know of his fall. And someone must continue to stop these perverts of magic.” Corrick looked to Pat. “If you will not lead them, I know some who might. The Rangers of Ravenwood. You could tell them all you know of my brother’s guild.”


    “I could,” Pat said. He looked to Corrick. Then at Tage. “What’s in it for me? If I take this quest? Glory? I don’t crave glory. I have acquired the skills to have all the riches in the world. So riches are no problem either.”


    “You will die sooner or later thieving, you fool.” Iceskgard snorted, folding his arms.


    “Maybe, but at least I would have lived. On my terms.” Pat smiled at Iceskgard.


    “Pat,” Corrick said. “Stealing others earned goods is not a life to live. And living on your terms, truly, is to simply take what you get and use it in the best way.”


    Pat stared at Corrick. “Uh huh,” he said. Then he got up and walked over to the Innkeep, paid him a silver piece and retrieving a key, went upstairs to his room.


    His room was small and cozy, a feather bed with a feather pillow tucked in one corner. A small fire helped to keep warm and a window to look down upon the streets of Estemmor.


    Pat laid in bed, staring at the ceiling. What would he do when he first got to the Forgotten Lands? He could start his new life there. He could live in the woods away from people. Away from trouble. His whole life others had told him how to live and he despised them for it. He never knew if he was truly wrong. Or if they were. All he knew for sure was that his heart told him he was right as long as he followed it. He would travel to the forgotten lands with Tage and Iceskgard. He would meet these rangers Corrick spoke of and see what they say. He would tell them what has happened to the kinglands and to the thieves guild.


    Pat slowly drifted to sleep. A woman of unspeakable beauty appeared in his dreams. She smiled at him and gestured for him to go to the east as the sun rose upon the horizon.


    “Who are you?” Pat asked. “Can I really fly?”


    “I’m your guardian. And of course you can.” She walked to the east and faded into the bright sunlight, becoming a dot in the distance.


    Pat woke in a sweat. It was raining and the fire had burned down to embers. He walked over to the window and glanced down to the streets.


    A man in black robes leaned upon a wooden structure across the street. He had a wide brimmed hat that hung over his face.


    Looking up and noticing Pat at the window, he scurried away between two buildings.


    Pat felt for his dagger behind his back. It was there so he left his room hurrying to the neighboring door. He knocked. “Tage? Iceskgard? Corrick?” he hissed, trying to get any of the three’s attention.


    When he got no response from the other side he went to the next door. “Tage? Corrick? Iceskgard?”


    Nothing.


    He walked down the hall and down the stairs to the main room. It was empty now. A few lone strangers sat at tables through out the room. The Innkeep nowhere to be seen.


    He would have to go find them himself. Sleeping probably. Just what room were they in was the question. He ran up the stairs, back to the first door he knocked on and instead of knocking this time, pulled his lock picking tools out. Kneeling at the keyhole he began. Click, the mechanism went, as he swiftly picked the door’s lock.


    As the door slowly opened itself. Someone opened it fully from the other side. A fist followed shortly after knocking Pat back into the hallway. Blood flavored his mouth. He reached up, a smear of blood was on his fingers.


    “You should have kept knocking, thief,” a burly bearded man roared. He was shirtless and thick black hair covered his chest. “Get on outta here. Before I kill you and be done with it.”


    Pat figured the man for a middle. Somebody with no magi power, or criminal activity like the thieves. A traveling sailor probably, but an angry one who probably meant what he said. He could stab him in the neck and silence him in a quick motion but murder wasn’t his flavor. He needed to get after the man who watched him and his friends. Not agitate more middles in hopes of finding his friends and warning them. He would go alone.


    The man slammed the door after giving Pat one more look of warning.


    Pat got up and went down the stairs back to the main room of the inn and out into the storm.


    Rain drops pelted the wooden roofs and every building in the town creaked loudly in the powerful winds. Pat headed into the alley he seen the man go into. Pulling on his hood to remain anonymous. Lightning struck across the sky and lit the world for a split second, revealing the alley he stumbled through in the dark. Nothing. No sign of any living creature. Just a muddy trail and a few barrels stacked here and there.


    Coming out of the alley he saw the masts of all the moored ships at the docks. A few local fishermen canopies whipped and whirled in the wind. Barrels of fish had fallen over in the storm and scattered all about the boardwalks. Nobody was present. No shadows ran in the dark. No rats stirred and scrambled upon the streets.


    He turned around and headed back to the Inn. When he arrived, the Innkeep was sitting at the fire by the hearth strumming an old lyre.


    Without turning he sang,


    Darkness struck, and soon the world lost its luck…


    Everyone stirred, some even feared, but none would ever admit…


    The water fell, it’s cold drops a heaven or hell..


    Magic storm, Magic storm, lend us your power..


    Magic storm, Magic storm, lend us your wind…


    Sure and true, the wind pushed us to, to our destiny, to our dream.


    Fear not the rain, fear not the lightning…


    Listen to it sing and maybe you will hear its lingering whispering…


    He stopped there, putting the lyre down by his side. “A sailors song. An old song. What has you running around in a storm this late, sir?” he asked, still not moving the slightest bit.


    Pat stood, frozen. The tune warming his soul still. “I saw someone out the window,” he said, walking over to the mans side. “I believe he’s following my companions and I.”


    “Man upstairs says you’re the man,” the Innkeep turned toward him now, raising his eyebrows.


    “Yes, I picked his lock and thought my friends were in there sleeping,” Pat sat in a wooden chair at the mans side. “There’s people who could be deadly possibly following me.”


    “I believe you, son.” The Innkeep stared into the flames of the fire as he spoke. “What are you running from anyways?” he smiled as he looked to Pat for an answer.


    “Who said I’m running?” Pat responded instinctively trying to cover his tracks.


    “I’ve been an Innkeeper a long time, you can always tell a mans intentions after doing this for so long. I’ve seen probably almost everything. The man who comes here to hide from the law. You don’t have that sense to ya. The man who’s running from himself. From a life he had but didn’t want. That one’s closer to your cause, but not quite right. The man with potential, who can never see it. That’s the sense surrounding you, son.”


    Pat hated how familiar this mans talk was to his father’s. Too knowing of him. Too close to the way he truly felt. And just like with his father he gave this man a response that rang with pride and contempt. But if you listened close, was unsure around the edges. “I know what I’m going for. I just haven’t gotten it yet.”


    “You can’t run forever, son. A mans destiny has a way of becoming him. Whatever your meant to be. Good or bad. Will get to you sooner or later.”


    “I control my life, every choice I make, makes me what I am. Just as every choice every man makes, makes him who he is.” As the words left his mouth, Pat stared into the same flames the Innkeep did.


    This man was much older than him but after getting his response he couldn’t help but smile to himself. A smile Pat had seen before, a smile of hope.


    The Innkeeper’s smile told Pat he hoped he was right. Somewhere buried in his heart was the hope that a man could really become whatever he chose to become. And with enough conviction and a solid resolve nothing could stop it. But the same thing that had trapped this man in a tavern all his days until he was too old to get out, whispered in Pat’s ear as his he thought about what he had said. Our choices make us who we are.


    “Ambition is a hard road. But I hope you are able to follow it.” And with that the Innkeep got up, grabbed his lyre and walked behind the bar into a back room.


    Pat went back to his own room upstairs a little anxious about whether or not he would run into the big burly man tomorrow and if he did what he might say. Then clearing his mind of the fact Nannis might be on his tail, he slept. And for a second, as the song reverberated in his mind, he could relax.


    Darkness struck, and soon the world lost its luck…


    Everyone stirred, some even feared, but none would ever admit…


    The water fell, it’s cold drops a heaven or hell..


    Magic storm, Magic storm, lend us your power..


    Magic storm, Magic storm, lend us your wind…


    Sure and true, the wind pushed us to, to our destiny, to our dream.


    Fear not the rain, fear not the lightning…


    Listen to it sing and maybe you will hear its lingering whispering…

  


  
    Chapter 12


    Gulls called over the roofs of Estemmor the next morning and Pat rolled from his small bed as the sun peaked into his window. He remembered dreams of flying and a woman’s voice, consoling him through the night. He did have a peaceful sleep and plenty of rest.


    Getting up from his bed he walked out in no need to grab any personals as his were all on his person. A money pouch and his daggers.


    The main room of the Inn was quiet, but half full this morning. Most of these men were sailors, some were wary travelers by the looks of it. But all of them had some delicious smelling eggs and ham alongside some steaming mashed potatoes.


    “Pat, here,” Iceskgard’s voice boomed across the Inn.


    Pat looked toward a secluded corner of the room and saw all three of his companions, sitting together at a table, already eating a plate of food. Corrick and Iceskgard both had a pint of ale to wash it all down. Tage sat quietly with her arms folded in front of her, hood on. Her plate was half eaten.


    Pat walked to their table and took a seat. “We have a follower.”


    They all looked at Pat incredulous.


    “Last night I went on an evening stroll. After seeing a man looking back up at me from the streets below my window. He ran, and after a quick and short lived attempt to find you guys I decided to chase him.”


    “I’ve seen nothing of this.” Tage looked at Pat. “This is not good. If I cannot foresee this stalker. They have power to stop me. Which is a power indeed.”


    “I never found him,” Pat finished as the Innkeep walked up.


    “Anything for ya this morning, something to wake you up after a long night?” the Innkeep said, smiling at Pat.


    “I’ll have the same as my friends. I wasn’t the only one having a long night.” Pat looked at the Innkeep knowingly. Then looking back to his friends, the Innkeep was off.


    “We need a captain willing to sail to the Forgotten Lands. They’re rare but they do exist. Most will not even attempt it, staying close to the shores following the coasts. Just traders and travelers. The Bow’s Ocean is known for shooting people in whatever direction it pleases. More sailors have been lost at sea or marooned trying to brave its waters than any other,” Corrick explained.


    “And now with a spy of sorts, we will have to be careful with who we talk to and what we say. Magi lackeys are everywhere too. So it’s wise to be short tongued in this quest anyhow.”


    “I’ve seen nothing of this spy. This worries me,” Tage said.


    “Spies cannot fight, I will crush any who try to touch you,” Iceskgard assured her.


    “Not all spies are just spies my friend,” Pat said. “And if it’s who I suspect. He is a deadly man.”


    “What kind of payment will you be offering for a one way trip to the forgotten lands?” A robust little man with a black braided beard and a bald head asked, walking up to the side of there table. His thumbs were tucked into his belt and he smiled at them as they all looked at him in surprise.


    “You said you wanted to go there didn’t you? Baraken Thringrim at your service,” he said holding out his hand to Corrick, the one he must have overheard talking of going across the Bow’s Ocean.


    Corrick went to shake the mans hand but he pulled it back.


    “For the right price,” he said, then clasped hands with Corrick and smiled a large toothy grin under his black mustache.


    “Take a seat sir,” Corrick said, glancing about. “Lets talk about price.” Corrick gestured for the man to pull a chair up and sit with them.


    Baraken pulled a chair over to their table and took a seat. “What have you got?”


    “This,” Corrick said. He threw his money pouch on the table in front of the captain.


    “And this,” Pat joined in spilling his whole pouch over the tabletop, slyly tucking his finger inside it as he did so the emerald he acquired didn’t fall.


    Baraken looked at the pile of coins and gems unimpressed. Then looked back to the companions. “You think I can’t come by currency easy enough as a sailor?” He raised his eyebrows. “I want steel, weapons. Pirates are having a breeze along the coasts these days, with our weapons all taken from us by the damned magi. I need to equip my crew well enough to protect my ship while out on the water.”


    “How much steel are you talking about,” Pat asked. Dealing with jobs in aquiring steel for years now, he knew how these things went.


    “Five pieces of steel. No less.”


    “That’s a lot to ask for,” Pat said, looking the man in the eye.


    The guild used to steal whole hordes of steel when Valant was around and in tact. But now, a barbarian, a seer, an escapist and himself. That would prove difficult.


    “Crossing the Bow’s Ocean is no small task and you four can take your chances trying to pay a man to do it. But I know no sailor will take money. Money will not keep them their necks. And trust me, these dark days, necks are much more important compared to gems and silver.” Baraken got up from the table and started to walk.


    Tage stood. “Baraken, if you do this I can get you enough steel to equip your entire crew twice over.”


    Baraken turned back around. “And how would you be doing that, missy.”


    “My family has plenty of steel. Although, they live in the Forgotten Lands.”


    Baraken squinted, getting a closer look at Tage. “Your of the fae. A living fairy,” he whispered. But not quietly enough.


    Three men from a nearby table shot big eyed glances their way.


    “Did you say a fae?” One of them said loudly, standing up. He walked to the edge of their table. “Where’s the fairy? Their kind was banished and exterminated for a reason. They’re mischievous creatures.”


    His two companions walked over to his side. The one had an eye patch and ragged brown hair falling to his shoulders. The other was fat and putrid in every way, smiling disgustingly.


    “Back away,” Iceskgard stood up. Revealing his true height and prowess. He stood a head taller than their leader and was a giant muscle compared to the three of them.


    “You ever heard of a crossbow, brute?” the leader asked mockingly. “Or does your kind stay so far to the north because they cannot understand the simple functionings of brilliance.” He pulled a loaded crossbow from his back.


    “You ever heard of thinking before speaking,” Pat said, smiling as he tapped the tip of his dagger at the mans pants between his legs.


    The man scowled realizing he’d been shortsighted. Then looking up, his wicked grin returned. Five more men came from the other side of the room to the other side of the table.


    “Your outnumbered. And we’ll be taking the fairy,” he said, still wary of Pat’s dagger at his groin. “Or you can all die first?” he added, threatening Pat.


    Iceskgard slammed two of the men in the face with his rock-like hands. Both of them fell to the floor with blood pouring through hands that held their now broken faces.


    “Let’s go, now!” Pat yelled, slicing the leaders inner thigh deeply and rolling away from the table.


    Corrick flipped the table at the eye-patched man and went with Pat toward the door.


    Baraken, suddenly choosing sides, punched one of the three left behind Iceskgard and Tage in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. With him hunched over, Baraken could head-butt him and he did. The man’s head split open and he fell over unconscious. Baraken quickly charged another one of them knocking him out of his way and pulling Tage with him toward the back door. Iceskgard swung around, glaring at the lone man between him and Tage. Fire was in Iceskgard’s eyes and the man standing before him began stumbling backward in fear. The fat man grasped Iceskgard from behind, hugging him tightly. Iceskgard was stronger than the fat man but he couldn’t slip his grip. It was slipping slowly but would hold Iceskgard for a minute.


    The stumbling man stopped stumbling and slipped a knife from a sheath at his hip. He smiled as he approached Iceskgard, who still struggled to free himself from the fat mans grip.


    Just as he was about to gut Iceskgard. The fat man jerked and fell to the ground. A dagger was lodged into the back of his head. Iceskgard looked over his shoulder for a second, Pat nodded, still in the throwing stance he took on to hit the man in the back of the head.


    Iceskgard looked at the puny man in front of him with the small knife.


    He was frozen in fear.


    Iceskgard simply slammed the man aside throwing him to the floor. Then headed for the door Baraken had taken Tage through.


    More men began to get up as all of them walked out the back door. And the Innkeep could be heard inside now, trying to calm everyone down. But there would be no stopping them. All of them came after them, came after Tage. The fairy.


    “Follow me, lets go!” Baraken yelled. Running off toward the east. He wasn’t very quick but considerably fast granted his short legs. Pat and the others all ran after him and soon the crimson caped guards of Estemmor were stirring behind them and began chasing them as well.


    As the five of them got to the docks, Baraken kept running as he screamed orders to unseen people somewhere ahead of them. He headed toward a medium sized ship with a black sail. A decent looking ship, aged, but nice looking. “Raise the sails, get the ship out of here. Lets go,” he shouted as he ran across the boardwalk across a gangplank onto his ship. “Come on, come on,” he gestured with his arms for the four of them to come aboard.


    When they all were on board Baraken kicked the gangplank off the deck and it fell into the water below the dock.


    Shortly after a posse of savage thugs and crimson cloaked guards showed up. The old greying guard from before, the one clearly in charge shouted to them. “Get off the ship and let us settle whatever this is lawfully and none shall die.”


    The thugs of the town were not so patient and already began slowly toward the ship, some stopped by guards, others already jumping to the ship hanging upon its side rails only to be smacked across the face by an ore or fist.


    But for all their pursuers tenacity, it was too late. The men upon the ship were already finishing up the riggings and the ship was slowly moving out from the docks.


    Baraken smiled, his hands on his hips as he yelled to the captain of the guard. “Sorry, sir. But magi kings are not the most lawful of folk. Enjoy the riot.”


    The old guard puffed at that and signaled his men to pull their bows out.


    “Pull,” he screamed. Furious with the companions new captain and his arrogance.


    The ten or so guards that had bows with them pulled arrows from a quiver at each of their hips and awaited the order.


    Pat hurried and jumped behind three barrels sitting upon the deck for cover. Corrick quickly joined him.


    “Fire,” the captain yelled across the water. Not enough water to stop his assault though, they were still in range. He smiled as the arrows slapped into the ships side and one or two of the sailors fell.


    Baraken ran to his quarters at the ships stern. And soon after came out from them wielding a round wood shield in one hand and a axe in the other.


    “You two, to my quarters,” Baraken ordered, nodding toward the door to his room. Iceskgard and Tage quickly began toward his room. Tage had an arrow sticking from her right leg and Iceskgard picked her up and ran the rest of the way.


    “You two,” Baraken shouted at Pat and Corrick. “Get over there and help my crew with the sails.” He pointed to where a shirtless man struggled to wrap all the sail ropes and tie them to their fastenings.


    Pat and Corrick looked at each other, then hurried to help the man wrap the ropes and tie them to set the sails in place.


    “What can we do, sir,” Pat asked as him and Corrick approached ready to help.


    “Grab the rope and wrap and tie it.” The man nodded toward a large rope that dangled freely over the edge of the ship, allowing the half pulled sail to flutter loosely in the wind.


    Another surge of arrows pelted the ship, but nobody seemed to get hit this time and Baraken caught one arrow with his shield, then threw it aside and “hurumphed” in triumph. “That’s it boys! Good work. Now set them sails and lets go find the Forgotten Lands,” he shouted.


    All the crew shouted in triumph and continued their work diligently. They respected their captain. Pat looked to Baraken and seen a side of him that reminded him first of Valant. His men respected him like the thieves had respected Valant. Then Pat thought of his father. His entire family had always followed whatever his dad had said. Trusting his ways to lead them to the right course. This crew was a family. A motley one, but a family none the less.


    Baraken walked up to Pat and nodded, then moved him out of the way with one arm. He finished wrapping the rope around its huge black iron fastening and tied it in a knot Pat had never seen. “Like this,” he said finishing. “Thank you lads,” he said grasping Pat’s shoulder and nodding toward Corrick.


    “Now, follow me you two.” He went to help Corrick tie his knot too. Then looking down he nodded his approval. It was done.


    “We have business to talk.” He headed toward his quarters where he had ordered Iceskgard and Tage to go during the assault.


    Pat and Corrick followed after him into his quarters.


    The room was musky and smelt of dust and alcohol. Paper of all sorts filled a large elaborate wooden desk in front of a window that looked out upon the endless sea. Some looked like maps, others letters and some, oddly enough were sketches.


    Iceskgard and Tage sat in two comfy looking chairs near the desk. Baraken walked over to sit in an even comfier looking chair behind his desk, throwing his feet up on his table. Tage sat back in her chair silent as usual even with an arrow sticking out of her right thigh and Iceskgard was holding a cloth to the wound. Stopping any blood loss he could for the time being.


    “I’ll be fine,” Tage said, breaking the arrow without flinching. Then pulling the rest of the shaft out from behind her leg.


    Iceskgard tied the cloth around her leg to stop the bleeding.


    “So, Mr. Baraken. I thought you had need of weapons?” Pat asked. “It would seem you have weapons,” he nodded toward the axe and shield he wielded earlier that he had set in a corner by the door upon entering his quarters.


    “You’ll notice two of my men are no longer with us. And you’ll also recognize the fact that none but myself have weaponry.” Baraken got up and grabbed a bottle sitting atop the window seal behind his desk. Popping the cork with nothing but his teeth, he took a quick swig. “Rum?” he offered the bottle to Pat.


    “Nah, never sat with me the right way.” Pat walked up to his desk placing his hands on it. “What do we owe you for this trip that we now are all committed to in one way or another?”


    Baraken took another swig. “Your lady friend told me there would be steel. Enough to equip this ship proper.” He looked to Tage grinning. “Do we still have a deal?” his look turned devious. “Or you can all learn to swim the Bow’s Ocean.”


    “I would never have offered if I hadn’t meant it.” Tage stood, with a noticeable limp. “Now, Captain Baraken. Would you be so kind as to lead me and my friends to our quarters for this trip.”


    Baraken smiled. “Follow me, my lady.”


    They all walked out onto the deck and the deckhands were all busy at their designated jobs. Some did as little as mop the floors. But none of them seemed to dislike their duties. If nothing else this captain had definitely earned his crews respect. That was a good sign.


    Baraken led them down below deck. The stairs creaked and they were immediately overwhelmed by an alcohol, mildew smell in the air. Two men sat at a table playing cards. Others slept in hammocks that lined the walls. One above another. Pat’s hopes simmered as he looked around.


    Baraken kicked the table rattling all their cards around the tabletop. “No cheating, not on my ship! And if I catch another scoundrel stabbing another he’ll wish he hadn’t been caught.” He yelled continuing through the underbelly of the ship, eventually reaching a door at the end of the hall.


    Pulling a key from his pocket he opened the door revealing a private chamber with a hammock hanging on either side of the room. A desk sat in a corner with a bundle of burnt out candles. Papers and a journal were scattered atop the desk.


    “My late first mate’s and his lackey’s chambers,” he said waving his arm in a welcoming manner for them to stay. “As you can see they’re only two hammocks, but I’m sure two of you gents can find comfort upon the floor boards.”


    Iceskgard and Pat reluctantly sat upon the floor and began to stretch, getting comfortable they laid on the floor and rested.


    Tage and Corrick took the two hammocks.


    “To the Forgotten Lands we go,” Baraken said, before leaving their chambers.


    “So how did you end up here,” Corrick asked Tage.


    “I came here because it’s where I was meant to be,” she responded simply.


    “I mean how did you get to our lands?”


    “I took a ship from my peoples lands. It was easy to get here, harder to fit in,” Tage said.


    “Ya, I can understand that. So what made you want to come here anyways?”


    Pat and Iceskgard were asleep now.


    “I go where my visions take me. They were given to me by the gods themselves. It’s my duty to follow them.”


    “How can you be sure?” Corrick said, skeptical of Tage’s answer.


    “The gods have granted my people visions for thousands of years. I just happen to be the one who receives them now. If I were to not follow them I would surely be failing the gods and their attempt to better our world.”


    “They never have bettered my world. I’m the last living soul of my people now,” Corrick responded.


    “Corrick Emunel. An old name. Ancient in its own right. Your brother was on a righteous path. You are right to keep his ways alive Corrick. He smiles upon you.”


    “Ya, well. I always resented his ways of doing things. Ironic that they turned out to be the right way, That’s the way of the world though. Right?”


    “I suppose so,” Tage answered, unsure. “Nobody knows how the world works but the gods who created it. Whether or not they’re the ones who created Ol’world is another matter completely.”


    “Ya, well they sure do know how to keep us guessing,” Corrick said.


    The ocean rocked them to sleep and water leaked through the boards, soaking Pat and Iceskgard’s undersides. They both slept through the wetness though and dreamed pleasant dreams after a day of running.


    Pat dreamed his family was happy and working together, rich, and working together in harmony. Iceskgard dreamed of Elli and her mother and himself being together happy and living happily in the north again like in the beginning.


    The morning came up on them all without warning. Their tiredness kept them sleeping longer than any of the crew. And the crews song woke them.


    Suns up, time to sup. Suns up, time to sail.


    Here we go, here we are, here we were and here we will go forever into the wind.


    Again we go, again we sail, off oh off to any possible hell.


    Suns up, time to get up and go off into the morning sail.


    The wind will take us forever there and here and everywhere.


    Pat rolled over on the moist ground of their private chambers. Then lifting his self up with one arm he reached around with his other feeling for his dagger. It was still there. His oldest, and possibly only friend.


    Walking up to the topside deck, he listened to the sailors songs with a pleasant feeling of freedom. They reminded him of the Innkeep’s song and of an even older song. His mothers. Out of everyone he missed from his family it was her he missed the most. She would sing to him when he was younger and was always a kind woman with too much worry. Worry he intended to someday remedy.


    Closing his eyes his mothers voice soared upon the wind.


    Sleep now, Pat. Wake tomorrow free, of all the things that trouble you this eve.


    Tomorrow waits us all for a brand new cause. Nothing can stop you Patticus Mysticus.


    Wake now, Pat. Sleep can wait.


    Things will happen for you, if you do not rest before all that is to be done is at its best.


    As he opened the door coming into the morning light he opened his eyes and the music was gone. All the crew stared at him in silence. Breaking the silence was the captain.


    “Back to work, fools,” Baraken’s voice ripped through the silence and soon after he was walking toward Pat with a mop. He slammed it into his chest. “While your here you can help us with any extra work possible.” He shrugged.


    Pat smirked, then looked down at the mop. Stepping around the captain, he leaned against the ships side rail and peered into the dark blue waves that crashed upon the ships side. “My companions and I will work when it pleases us, old captain. Tage is paying you in steel, so don’t try hassling us into extra work as if it’s paying for this voyage.” He shrugged at the captain raising his eyebrows. The same way he did to Pat just before.


    Baraken smiled, shaking his head. “Just because your paying me gives you the right to lose all respect and morals?” Baraken slapped the mop to the deck and began cleaning it. Swishing it back and forth in smooth motions. “Where I come from, we are respectful and helpful no matter what the cost. Just because a man gains all the gold in the world doesn’t mean it gives him the right to be an ass. I think you would agree.” He continued mopping the deck and began to whistle a song to himself.


     


    Pat mopped every floor on the entire ship the next morning, whistling a soft tune. Not the tune of these sailors. The tune he had heard the Innkeep back in Estemmor singing. The night he thought he saw someone stalking them through his window. It seemed like a song closer to his heart, an older song of older times.


    Baraken walked by him smiling, his thumbs tucked into his belt. He nodded at Pat.


    Pat nodded back. He knew what the captain had said the day before was right, as much as he hated to admit it. And sometimes pride was as evil as it could be good. He let his go and as soon as he awoke for the first time in almost a decade, removed his hood. Then picked up a mop on his way out of their private chambers.


    He had been mopping since before any other crew member he could see was awake. And as the crew members did arise, they all nodded at him in high regard as they began their mornings work. Funny, the minds of men, Pat thought to himself that morning as he mopped. A man waking before another didn’t really make any difference where that man stood. But maybe it was the belief that he did have more of a chance with the extra time that made men think that way.


    That was fool’s thoughts though. For the man who awoke early only got tired more quickly. Pat smiled to himself at the cynical thoughts bubbling in his mind and knew deep down as any man who rises before the sun knows. They did have a certain advantage. A certain feeling that would keep them ahead of the day.


    “You’re up early,” Tage said, walking up from behind him. She stood in front of the side rail looking off to the east.


    “Catching up on old promises, I suppose.” Pat said. He thought of all the times he had told his dad he would be to work on time and failed him.


    “It’s never too late,” Tage said. “I know you need to go to my lands. But that doesn’t mean you can’t go back.”


    “As if it’s your choice. I chose to come here,” he said, repulsed at the girls calm sureness. Then realizing maybe his anger stirred from an inability to stick to his promises, he calmed himself. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t always feel like I have a choice.” He continued to mop the decks. The manual labor soothed him, letting him hold on to the broom handle and slide the mop upon the floor was reassuring. It let him know he was doing something, not just thinking about it.


    “Promises don’t matter. No man can be swayed from his own path. It only matters what the man does when the time comes.” Tage walked away and headed to the front of the ship.


    “I would listen to her friend,” Corrick’s soft spoken words came from somewhere above.


    Pat turned around finding him up in the crows nest. “Why’s that? You listen to any foreigner that comes your way? Or just her?”


    “I listen to my elders,” he said simply. “And believe me, her kind is our elders.” He smiled. “Ah, don’t worry on it Pat. Your a sly lad, you’ll get where your going. Like she said,” he nodded in her direction. “I just hope its in the right direction.”


    “If I’m supposed to know what that means, I don’t,” Pat said, continuing his mopping. “Just let me work in peace.”


    “Don’t listen to all those romanticized words of fancy, boy.” Baraken walked up from behind him, patting him on the shoulder. “I don’t know your path, nor do I care. I’m a simple man and I think so are you. Don’t look to much into the future or the past. Stay with the day. Smile when you can and fight when you have to.”


    “I fear I’m not a simple man, captain.” Pat continued his mopping. Realizing what he didn’t like about the sea life. Being trapped on a boat made everybody’s conversation everyone’s conversation.


     


    The sun fell in what felt like not enough time, and nothing lit the sea or the ship tonight. The stars hid away in blackness and the ship was dark as the waters. Except for one lit window in the captains quarters.


    A hushed voice spoke over a glass of strong Ols’wells. A black musky looking drink. And it had an even muskier and stronger taste. “Why are we taking them to the Forgotten Lands? It serves no purpose.”


    “It serves a perfect purpose,” Baraken said, as he stroked the edge of his axe with his fingers.


    “What—“


    Baraken’s axe slamming into his desk right in front of the him cut the man off.


    Papers flew everywhere from the force of the blow.


    “That’s the purpose,” Baraken nodded at the axe.


    “What about the faelin?” the man asked pouring another glass of Ols’wells for himself.


    “I don’t need no damn fae girl. I need weapons for my crew so that I can rule over the sea. After the magi’s power happy maneuver to rid the inlands of all weapons except their own it’s never been easier for me to take the seas by storm.”


    “But after we have the weapons, why wouldn’t we take the girl? What’s stopping us?”


    “You fool. We’re going to her homeland. The fae will not just let us come in, take our weapons and give themselves up for nothing. But soon enough a fae will return to the sea to cross again. And if they do, we will be their passage.” Baraken ripped the axe from his desk and sheathed it in his belt.


    The man grinned deviously and sipped his drink. “This might work. But in the end. You owe me faelin blood. And I will get it.” The man shot the rest of the musky black drink down his throat and walked out of the captains chamber disappearing into the darkness. He became a part of it. Leaving Baraken with a chill to the bone. The same chill the man in black always gave him.


    Pat was barely able to sneak out of the man in blacks way as he swung the captains door open. Hiding around the corner behind a barrel of rum. He had to warn Tage. He wondered what kind of creature the man was. Someone or something that can vanish into thin air. Into the darkness. It shook his nerves to the bone.


     


    The next morning Pat awoke to nothing but the slosh of waves and gulls shouting as they hovered closely over the ship. The sun shone and almost washed away all the dark happenings of last night from Pat’s mind. But he knew better than to trust the sun to stay long enough to hold all the evil in the world at bay for long.


    Tage and Iceskgard slept peacefully. He didn’t know how to tell them without sounding too crazy, but did so anyway.


    “Tage,” he said shaking her awake.


    She opened her eyes instantly as if she were waiting for him.


    “He’s here.”


    “Who’s here?” she said sitting up.


    “The man I saw from the tavern in Etemmor. And you were right, he is some kind of powerful…. He disappeared into the night.”


    Her eyes went to Iceskgard, then to Pat. “I fear for your lives.”


    “Why fear our lives? He wants your blood,” Pat said. “Baraken’s in on it. Not as much for the blood as the man in black. But he’s in it for the weapons you promised him and after that I’m not sure he’ll be satisfied.”


    “We will have to be careful. Magi are everywhere. And if this man’s not magi he could be worse,” Tage said.


    “What’s worse than the magi?” Pat asked.


    “Older, evil entities.”


    “Most of the magi are evil. Power gets to a man’s head,” Pat said.


    “They’re lost in power. Not truly evil.” She looked at Pat. “There are forces in the world here for one thing only.”


    Pat looked at her waiting for an answer.


    “Destruction.”


    “Well, if that’s the story. If that’s the real truth of our world. There has to be forces of good too.”


    Tage smiled. “You know more than you think you do.”


    “I just know how I feel. And it’s worked so far. I’ve not lost my head or hands yet.” Pat walked toward the door. Before he left he said, “I thought you should know.”


    Pat went straight for Baraken’s quarters, storming in with no regard.


    Baraken was sitting at his desk sipping some rum. His eyebrows raised. Then noticing who had charged into his rooms he calmed himself. “You think you’re the first person to storm into my quarters?” He took another sip. “If you’re here to intimidate me, you’ve already failed.”


    “I don’t need to intimidate you, old sailor.” Pat said. “If I wanted you dead, you and your friend would be.” Pat stared at the captain of the ship. Waiting for his response.


    Baraken smiled, catching on. “You boy, are clever. I’ve heard the tales of you thieves and never had the pleasure, until now, to actually meet one.” Baraken poured some of the murky beverage from the night before into a hazy glass. “Here, you’re going to need this.”


    Pat slammed the glass off the desk sending it smashing into the wall. He kept the captain’s gaze the entire time. “Not that I care too much for her blood. But I came here to warn you. That northman is not going to stand for this. If it was him instead of me, you’d already been ripped in two.”


    Baraken got up. Paced back and forth. Then stopping in front of Pat, he tucked his thumbs into his thick leather belt and smiled. “What is it you want?”


    “I don’t stand for backstabbers. You best make sure my companions and I get to the Forgotten Lands alive. And she better make it safe. You gave us your word.”


    “Words come and go. They’re leaves in the wind. All that matters is what happens.” The captain sat back down.


    Pat pursed his lip. Then stormed out of the chamber.


    Coming out of the captains quarters brought him face to face with the crew. They all were in their regular places, but staring at Pat instead of working. Pat looked them all over, not knowing if any of them were anymore a scoundrel than the captain. Then ignoring the unwanted attention, he went to the boats side rail and gazed far off across the ocean.


    He thought of what would happen if he did nothing. Or if he did do something. The only thing he could do would be kill him maybe. He would be expecting that though. Besides, that would do nobody any good. They still had to get to the Forgotten Lands. And he said he would go on this voyage, so he intended to do so.


    Then gazing off into the late morning sky, he knew what he had to do. He knew the second the captain gave him that horrid look, he just didn’t want to admit it. He would have to watch Tage, day and night. It wouldn’t be easy and he couldn’t tell Iceskgard, or the captain wouldn’t survive the day.


    “What is it, Pat?” Corrick appeared beside him, breaking his thoughts.


    “Just thinking. Nothing exceptional.” Pat didn’t look away from the far sky above the ocean beyond.


    “Nothing hideous and savage?” Corrick pressed.


    Pat looked at him and Corrick had a smirk on his face.


    “What’s this game?”


    “No games.” Corrick said shaking his head. “My brother always did have a thing for thinkers.”


    “You seen the man in black,” Pat said.


    Corrick whispered. “With my very eyes. The same ones that seen you foolishly barge into the captain’s cabin and confront him about it.” Corrick had a dreadful look in his eye. “You don’t meddle in the affairs of people speaking with demons.”


    “Demons?” Pat was incredulous. “Demons. The only demons we need fear are the real life ones. The magi scum. Taxing every working man to the bone. Ripping peoples only way of protection from their very own hands. And countless acts of treachery and murder. Don’t speak to me about demons.”


    “Valant never spoke of our family, did he?” Corrick asked.


    “Valant taught me how to fight with a dagger and a sword. He taught me how to be one with the shadows at night. To be seen, only when I want to be seen, under the cover of night. And to take what I want to take when the opportunity arises. He taught me how to teach the other recruits.” Anger and grief suddenly churned inside Pat’s gut. “No, he never spoke of family. Not his, anyway. Nor did he teach me how to deal with eight years of training under his wing, for nothing. For him to die and disappear. Leaving me, with nothing but looking for a new place to be. Leaving me with leadership I never wanted.”


    Corrick stared at Pat. After a moment he spoke. “Your not the only one in places they don’t particularly want to be. And why you fear being a leader is beyond me. It could be worse. You could be on the other side of the coin. Always trying to become the leader and never able to grasp the opportunity.” Corrick smiled to himself. Then looked at Pat. “Funny how the world does these things. Gives men everything but the thing we want.” He raised his eyebrows as if expecting Pat to think on it. Then he walked away leaving Pat to himself by the rail.


    Pat slumped over the railing of the ship. Staring down into the dark blue water of the Bow’s Ocean. He knew what Corrick was implying. That maybe the things we wanted were not the things we’re destined for. But was what a man is supposed to do always what he should do? It felt good in a prideful way to know he could, if he wanted to. He could reach out and take the lead. Have others look up to him with an envious and hateful eye. Others look at him with a loving and understanding one. But something, something small he could not explain deep down inside him told him to not take what was so easily given. It told him to go the way he wanted to. The way that felt right to him. And eight years ago that led him to Valant.

  


  
    Chapter 13


    “Land Ahead!” a man with a patch shouted from the crows nest, stirring the whole crew.


    Crew members ran to and fro grabbing ropes and riggings. Pulling them this way or that. Pat looked on far to the east, the black trees sprouted everywhere from the top of rocky cliffs. Grey clouds circled them now and the suns last rays shot over the land’s shores. Somewhere in-between the rock cliffs there was one spot of shore as far as he could tell from this distance. Night would fall soon though and he began to worry about them making it to the shore.


    “Anchor here!” Baraken’s thick voice ripped through the sound of crashing waves and a few men heeded his words, throwing an enormous black iron anchor overboard.


    Iceskgard and Tage came up from below deck walking over to Pat’s side. Corrick came shortly after. When they all were together. Looking at the new land ahead of them, wondering where they were going and what they would encounter here, Baraken approached them.


    “Well, time to adventure,” he grinned at them all. “One boat for me,” he nodded toward a small dinghy on the left side of the ship and then to another on the opposite side of the ship. Crew members surrounded each of them, preparing to throw them over. Throwing sacks of provisions into each. “And one for you. My men and me will be in ours. You and yours will be in yours. Paddle hard and true, these waters are ancient and angry, filled with bitter memories. Do not stop. My hope is for us all to regroup at shore before nightfall.”


    “We have less than thirty minutes,” Corrick said, glancing out to sea toward the falling sun.


    “Then no prancing about and on with it.” Baraken smiled as if challenging the world. Then nodding to his crew, they heaved each boat over the ships side. A splash followed each boat after and Baraken’s crew members started throwing themselves over the edge. Climbing down ropes to board the captains dinghy. Two random crew men none of them had particularly noticed got to the captains boat first. And the man Pat had began to think of simply as ‘the scout’ dropped in shortly after. He had one good eye, a weathered patch over the other and almost always resided in the heights of the crows nest. Baraken joined his three chosen crew members lastly. Also, and maybe more importantly, Pat noticed they all wielded weapons now.


    Was Baraken short on weapons? Or just in need of more? What kind of army was he and his dark friend building? Pat readied himself before jumping over the opposite side of the ship and sliding down a rope set there for him with ease. Landing into the other dinghy on his butt. A life time of break ins had established an amazing skill with the rope but he had no experience with the waters so his landing wasn’t nearly as graceful. He was used to sturdy ground, not the kind that ebbed and flowed.


    Soon after, Corrick slid down the same rope and landed next to where Pat had, except on his feet. He nodded to Pat and took a seat next to him.


    “Have you told them?” Corrick asked looking up at Tage and Iceskgard who were both sliding down the rope. Tage was on his back and Iceskgard climbed down at a steady pace almost as if another person wasn’t even there.


    “Not him, just her.” Pat said, grabbing one of the two paddles. “Why don’t you sit there,” he added. Pointing to the bench across from the one they were sitting on. “Let the big boy help me get us to shore. All that muscle was meant to be used.”


    Corrick smiled and moved over to the other bench across from Pat. “What are you planning on doing to the captain?” he asked.


    “I’ll do what needs to be done. I don’t like being double crossed,” Pat moved over, getting comfortable so that Iceskgard had a good spot to land. Then shoved his paddle into the water ready to go.


    “Be careful. You don’t know what you meddle with and some magics are pure evil unlike magi who can choose to be good.” Corrick said in hushed tones so the others wouldn’t hear.


    Iceskgard landed and let Tage off his back gently. She took a seat next to Corrick and Iceskgard sat next to Pat. He grabbed the other paddle and was ready to go.


    Pat looked at him and they both didn’t have to say a word to know the other was ready.


    The waves were rough and a drip of rain had begun to fall upon them. Pat and Iceskgard couldn’t see the captains ship ahead of them for their backs faced the shore as they paddled. Pulling the tiny boat closer to the forgotten lands.


    Just as Pat was about to look over his shoulder and see where Baraken was, Corrick spoke up. “We’re gaining on them.” He spoke loudly to be heard over the coming storm and harsh winds. “But we will never beat them there.”


    Then looking to Pat and Iceskgard, he said. “Be ready. We can’t be sure of the pirates intentions. Keep your daggers close at hand,” he said to Pat.


    “Always do,” Pat said. Continuing to push and pull against the relentless waves.


    “And you take a weapon from one of them as soon as possible if need be,” he said to Iceskgard right after.


    Iceskgard just stared at him for a moment, paddling with little effort. Then nodded in silent agreement.


    “They will not attack us,” Tage spoke softly but her voice was carried on the wind making it easy to hear. “Not yet.”


    Pat didn’t like the way she said it. As if they surely were going to attack them. Just not today. As if it were not a worry but was going to happen. He would have to stop it from happening. And tonight, he would.


    They reached the shore shortly after Baraken and his men. The crew and captain were still huffing breaths of air from pulling there dingy on shore. Baraken smiled at them. He unsheathed his sword and walked towards them.


    Pat gripped his dagger behind his back, ready to kill.


    As the captain got close, he plunged his sword into the moist sand. Wiping water and sand from his face he offered a hand to Tage. Iceskgard stood up immediately, towering over them all. Stepping out of the boat in one strong stride putting himself between the captain and Tage. He began to heave the boat on shore with the other three still aboard.


    The captain’s smile faded as he realized their deep suspicion. “No trust for strangers I see.” He forced a smile again. “You might survive these forsaken lands after all.” With that he grabbed his sword and returned to his crew. He helped them in sorting through their own belongings and setting up a camp.


    Pat jumped from the boat and scouted the land. Dense pine forest lined the beach. The trees here had a darkness to them. Not an evil darkness like the night that keeps you on edge. The reassuring darkness that tells you it’s been around a lot longer than everything else. And as long as you don’t fear it and embrace it. It will wrap you up and keep you safe and unseen from all.


    Turning to the others, he helped set up a much smaller camp than the pirates. Who set up a good distance to the south. Baraken had a tent the size of a small cottage and his crew set up another. Surely Baraken got his tent all to himself and the crew bunked together in theirs.


    Pat’s camp was far less inviting. A few fur tents they crawled under to sleep in and a fire between them. As they finished camp, Pat sat close to the fire and began to sharpen his favorite dagger. He pulled it from behind his back. The one his father had given him as a boy.


    Tage sat quietly staring into the flames and Iceskgard sat close by her watching Pat at work.


    Corrick walked up from behind Pat. “So are we following are friends over there,” he said, shrugging toward the pirate camp. “Or are we going to go our own way now that we’re here?”


    Pat looked up to him pondering the thought. If they left the pirates it would be much harder to get back and they would have to worry about a knife to the throat every night. Although if they stayed with them and played this out, according to Tage. They would fight them eventually anyway.


    “We’ll go our own way. Sleep tonight for a while. We wake long before the sun and move into the woods.” Pat said, looking to Tage. “You know this forest? This is your home land after all. Correct?”


    “Yes, I’ve been in these woods. But I know them like one might know an old friend. These woods are far wiser than the ones in the west. Not tainted and robbed of their magic.” Tage looked to the pines beyond the sandy shore. She looked away as if in shame. “They may not be so friendly as they once were to me. We left them a long time ago.”


    Iceskgard spoke up. “Can you get us to these rangers?”


    Tage looked up again. Looking Iceskgard in the eyes, she said “Yes, I can find them. The trees might forgive me and the rangers don’t speak their tongue.”


     


    The next morning, long before the sunlight brightened the world. Pat Picklock did what he liked doing best. What he wanted. And he wanted to find some loot and any information he could about these pirates.


    The one guard was patrolling haphazardly around the camp leaving plenty of ways for him to sneak in. Pat timed it appropriately, waiting for him to walk by. The guard was murmuring about “the damned forest talking at night” and “how come it’s so damn important to come to these godforsaken shores anyhow?”


    Pat grabbed the nearest torch stuck into the sand nearby and snuffed it out.


    Their tent was nothing more than a wool cloth, with a leather top to keep out the rain. Held up by wooden posts. Leaning down beside it, carefully staying in the shadows, Pat listened for any sounds that might be a threat.


    Nothing but snoring and a few men mumbling like children in their dreams came through. Pat smiled at that. Funny how so many men sleep peacefully, thinking they’re safe at night. Or maybe they just don’t care about taking their chances? I’ll sleep when nobody other than the few I choose know where I rest.


    Grabbing his dagger from behind his back, he cut a slit in the side of the tent and crawled through. Looking around the tent he saw exactly as he had heard. Sleeping men in furs and cloths.


    They were sprawled in small groups. A few close to his feet huddled in a corner, two or three in a different corner of the tent. The fire in the middle of the tent smoldered. Tiny embers glowed red in the darkness. Pat moved toward the fire carefully, staying low. Always careful not to accidentally step on anything to alert the men.


    An unimpressive dagger stuck out of the dirt next to the fire. Pat picked it up inspecting it’s edge. It’s better to stab a man in the throat with a different weapon than yours if you can. You never know when you might need to get away with murder.


    Seeing nothing of interest he moved on to the other side of the tent. Cutting a slit the same size as the one on the opposite side he had come in from he was outside again.


    Looking around he still saw no one on the beach. The faintest light was seen among the cloudy east. The sun was battling the storm for a path to the world. Pat was still holding the dagger he had stolen. He kept it close to his side in case of an unexpected encounter where he would need it hidden. Looking back to the Bow’s Ocean where they had come from he seen the captains dingy floating in the tide. It rocked viciously in the waves that crashed into it’s sides. As if in constant contest with the sea itself. Examining the beach there was a movement by the small boat.


    A black figure made of shadow was tampering with the ropes holding the little boat fast to shore.


    Pat rubbed his eyes in disbelief. The boat was floating out to the far reaches of the ocean and the figure strode quickly over the wet sands to the next one.


    Pat ran towards it.


    As he neared the figure, it turned it’s gaze on him. Turning it’s head slowly to see who was approaching, it continued untying the ropes that held the captain’s dinghy. When it finished and the boat was free, floating out to the wide reaches of the Bow’s Ocean. Only then did the figures body match it’s head and turn toward Pat, standing up to it’s full height.


    Pat was thirty yards from the shadow when he lifted his hand with the knife. Ready to throw it at the dark mist.


    “Pat!”


    Pat didn’t release the blade, turning to see who yelled his name. Iceskgard stood back near their camp, motioning for him to come quickly with both hands.


    Pat looked back to the dinghy to see the figure had vanished. Nothing was there. Not the boats or the shadow figure. He dropped the knife into the sand, shaken. Then headed inland, to see what was going on.


    “Our boats were released.” Pat looked back to the ocean, then back to Iceskgard. “I saw the man in black.” He wasn’t going to let everyone think of him as a loon. He wasn’t going to say anything about black shadow creatures loosing their boats before obtaining proof. It could have been a man, it was close enough in shape.


    “Dark morning, this one,” Iceskgard looked to the beach, seeing that the boats were gone. Then turning back to Pat he said, “you’ll want to see this.” He led Pat around to the other side of their small camp, up to the forest’s edge where Tage and Corrick awaited.


    Tage stood with her hand held softly against one of the dark pines. As if it were a child sick or in pain. Close to her hand, an arrow shaft stuck from the tree with a scroll pinned to it’s trunk.


    “We heard a noise, the arrow hitting the tree,” Corrick said as Pat approached. He nodded to the arrow. “This, is who we’re looking for.”


    Pat walked close enough to read the note scribbled on the scrolls surface in a fine ink and in fine writing:


    Welcome to the Forgotten Lands. Ravenwood is ours. If you come to conquer, you’ll be conquered. If you come for food, learn to hunt. If you come for friends, you’ve traveled far in vain. If you hunt the Fae, they do not exist. If your heart is true, you might ensue.


    The Rangers of this Ravenwood are true. How about you?


    Just as Pat finished the last line. A thud came from a little farther inside the cover of the forest.


    “These Rangers. I don’t sense harm. But I for the first time in many years. I, see nothing.” Tage said, following the noise into the forest. “Like with the man in black, I see nothing.”


    “Do the pirates know of this?” Pat asked the others as they followed Tage into the forest.


    “No, shall we go alert them?” Corrick said, a sardonic smile spreading across his face.


    “Captain Baraken should not hear of this. I believe Pat. He cannot be trusted. He deals in dark affairs,” Iceskgard replied.


    “Or you just don’t like the way he looks at Tage,” Corrick smiled again.


    Tage approached another tree ten feet into the forest. An arrow of the same kind stuck from it’s side. “Be wary. Not of the Rangers. Of the forest, it’s old and unforgiving. These woods do not let go of darkness as easily as the rest of the world. Be respectful and kind to all of it’s creatures.” Tage looked to them as she spoke. The forest quieted for her voice and she continued deeper into it’s grasp.


    “Let’s meet some people who might not even want to help us,” Pat said, looking behind them one last time. Making sure no one was following them before continuing into the forest.


     


    “The leaves are black. This place is cursed.” Iceskgard stared upwards into the trees with a grim eye.


    “This forest is more than cursed. It’s been dark a very long time,” Tage said. She walked slowly onward. Seeming to be a part of it, making no more noise than the forest would on it’s own.


    They had all been following arrows through the forest for an hour now. One after another, arrows led them on their journey. And the whole time, none of them were able to spot the archer who fired them.


    Pat looked around the forest as they went on. The trees looked the same as the ones back in Ellish. Except for the bark had a darker, older roughness to it and the leaves. The leaves were black as a Raven’s feather. Nobody had to ask why the Ranger’s called it Ravenwood.


    Thud! An arrow stopped Pat in his tracks, wobbling in a tree right in front of his eyes.


    “Gods, damnit,” Pat scowled as he ripped the arrow out of the tree, throwing it aside. “Just show yourselves already!” he yelled looking around. The canopy of the trees had no sign of anyone, or anything for that matter. Not even a squirrel.


    “This is far enough, Patticus Mysticus.” A man’s voice said from directly behind him.


    Pat turned around slowly, smiling at the fact whoever they were, they had listened. “So what if we would’ve shouted a little farther back?”


    “We might have made you wait a little longer,” The man replied.


    He was covered head to toe in black. Almost identical to Pat’s own attire. The only difference being Pat had his black hooded cloak and brown leathers. This man had a black mask covering half his face revealing only his eyes and a forest green jerkin.


    “Corrick, nice to see you’re still alive.” The man added, nodding in his direction.


    “You’ve met?” Pat asked, looking at Corrick. “I was under the impression you had just heard of them. Not met them.


    “Ah, it was safer this way, my friend.” Corrick said, patting Pat’s shoulder lightly.


    Corrick walked up to the stranger. They shook hands. “You have the same numbers you once did?” he asked.


    “Right to the chase,” the stranger quirked. “That’s the Corrick I remember. Follow me. We will have food and drink first. You all look wary from your travels. Tomorrow we will talk about why you’re here.”


    They all followed the cloaked man. Corrick and Pat in the front. Tage and Iceskgard followed behind. No one had noticed but Iceskgard had a piece of lumber in his hand ready to bash an enemies head in with his newfound club if need be. Tage urged him to put it down, gently pressing it’s end to the ground. Looking into his eyes. Calming the beast of man like only she could.


    He was reluctant at first, but after a moment let it fall.


    “We can trust these men,” she said.


    Iceskgard stared at the man leading their party. He had trusted more people in the last month then he had his entire life. Probably why he trusted Pat in the first place, it’s the one trait they both had in common. They trusted no one.


    “I don’t trust them. But I will respect the trust you have for them,” he said.


    The woods here were as quiet as death. After what felt like hours of walking they arrived to a wooden gate at least three men tall. The wood it was made of had been carved at the top into giant spikes. No guard stood in front of the gate. And the wooden post fence that matched it went on through the forest to each side of the gate for leagues.


    Pat looked around the trees that surrounded them and this newfound gated place. Nothing but a squirrel. It ran across the top of the fence and leaped into a nearby tree. A few black leaves fell to the floor and then a sudden –knock, in front of Pat, gained his attention.


    The stranger in black and green knocked upon the gate. And stepping back and out of the way, waited as he gazed at the companions. His eyes knowing, but giving nothing to them.


    After a moment the gates doors began to open. Creaking wood and timber echoed through the forest. And the sound of ropes that slid across wood to pull them open made Patticus grit his teeth. It seemed a shame to disturb such a beautiful silence. And this was the first sound any of them had heard besides the wind through the trees and sticks under their feet.


    When the doors finally stopped, they slowly walked into the town. Small log cabins were scattered round. Only a sheep herder leading his herd to the pasture was seen. He seemed to not even notice the newcomers. If it wasn’t for smoke coming from a few of the cabins chimneys it could have easily been a ghost town. The trees were not cut down here. They grew freely throughout the town. Everything was built within the forest, strategically placed where they hadn’t had to disturb it. Pat couldn’t help but wonder where they had chopped all the lumber for the structures here, not seeing any chopped timber on the way here either.


    One of the cabins was bigger than the rest. It seemed to sit in the middle of the town. But apart from being bigger, it was the same. As they approached it, the door opened and two more men in the black and green walked out to greet them.


    “Corrick,” one of them shouted. As the two of them walked down the three steps off the cabin’s porch.


    Corrick bowed, then stood tall. “Ryindor,”he said, nodding to the one on the left. “Rydrik,” he said, nodding to the other.


    “What in every hell and heaven brings you here?” The one he called Ryindor said.


    The two of them looked just like the man who had brought them here, except a few minor differences. The one called Ryindor had two swords in sheathes in an ‘X’ on his back. The one named Rydrik had no blades they could see. But instead a bow slung over his shoulder and a quiver too. The wood it was carved from seemed to match the forest. Deadly.


    “And where is your brother? Where is Valant?” Rydrik asked. His voice smoother. Calmer than Ryindor’s.


    Ryindor seemed zealous. While Rydrik seemed patient.


    “Valant is dead.” Corrick responded flatly. His gaze fixed in front of him. After his moment of silence, he looked back at the two rangers. “We’ve come for help. And no matter what you might think. Because of her.” He looked to Tage, who stepped a little closer.


    Ryindor and Rydrik looked at Tage. She stood tall, meek as she was. She was fearless, as if death would never surprise her.


    “Ah,”Ryindor said, looking her over. “One of the first. You must be the one their looking for.”


    Rydrik looked on. His eyes thoughtful.


    “Yes. I am exactly who they look for. But no matter what they’ve offered for my return. You must help us if you plan on staying alive.” Tage walked closer to them. “This man,” she said pointing at Pat, “is the leader of the Thieves of Ellish. He will join with you and yours and help in the eradication of the magi. The one’s who deserve to fall.”


    Pat knew this was why he came. He knew she thought of him as the missing piece to a mighty puzzle. One, that if they got, would solve all their problems. But in his heart, he knew he was still just a man. A man with fears and a man with a thirst for freedom. But for the first time in a decade, it was a nice change of feelings to finally have people rely on him.


    “I will only lead those who want to follow. I will only teach those who want to learn. And in the end. I will punish and justify those who deserve it,” he said walking to Tage’s side. He looked at them all, the rangers and his friends. Where all them words came from he couldn’t have told anyone but for whatever reason. He meant them. Whole-heartedly he meant every last one though he still had his doubts about his place as a leader.


    “I’ve seen what the magi have done to the innocent in Ellish. I know they will kill whenever they please. With or without question. They’ve told the people of the Kinglands that they want all to prosper. When they really mean that only they will. Their taxes force workers to work to the bone, to barely eat and see their families at night. This is not a life any of them want. This is not a life any man truly wants.”


    The companions and the two rangers were silent. Then after letting the pause go for a moment more, Ryindor spoke.


    “Who are you to say what men want? All men rather. That…” he paused. Then looked Pat in the eye. “Is a bold claim.”


    Ryindor walked close in front of Pat. Pacing back and forth he continued, “boldness can be a good trait though. If the one using it is willing to back it up.”


    Ryindor looked behind him to Rydrik. He nodded, and Rydrik went in the cabin. “Follow me. Pat, the bold,” he didn’t even look back as he began to walk past him.


    He took them all to a very open spot in the middle of the town. A few houses away from the one he had come from before. The trees even seemed to spread themselves out for this place in town.


    Pat stopped behind him about ten paces when they arrived. “Ok, I followed. What is this? Some kind of test?”


    Ryindor turned around slowly to face him and his companions. “That’s exactly what it is.” His voice was fierce in this. “If I’m going to be told you’re my future ruler, I want to know why.”


    A sword flew from somewhere along the open groves edge. Rydrik stood where it had been flung from, silent as the trees.


    Catching the sword, Ryindor bowed to Pat. Then looking it over before letting it go, threw it to him.


    Pat was hardly ready for a fight. They had traveled all day and daggers were his preference. But he had learned the sword first. Catching the sword in the middle, Pat looked to his could-be enemy.


    “Is this the food and rest we were all promised earlier?” he shrugged, removing his new swords sheathe. “Not exactly what I had imagined,” he said, looking to his opponent.


    Iceskgard’s strong grip wrapped over his left shoulder. Pat looked back enough to see his friend but never taking his eye off of Ryindor.


    “This one of your customs? Is this some sort of tradition?” he asked.


    “Not exactly, but I’m fine. Thanks for the concern,” Pat said. “I think.”


    Iceskgard stepped back to his place by Tage’s side. She stood next to him. Hands placed lightly in front of her. Watching carefully.


    “I figured you too old for this one Ryindor,” Corrick chimed in from the groves edge. He leaned comfortably on a tree, smirking.


    “I’ll never be too old for this,” Ryindor said, approaching Pat.


    Pat noticed he didn’t pull either of his two swords from his back.


    “I’m not going to stab through an unarmed foe,” he said. Stabbing the sword he was given into the ground.


    Ryindor didn’t stop. He walked past the sword plunged into the dirt and punched Pat square in the face. Pushing him over after. “Why not? You might need to one day as a leader. Bold though, dropping your weapon with an armed stranger coming toward you.” Ryindor circled him.


    Blood trickled from the corner of Pat’s mouth. He wiped it away and got back up, dusting himself off. This man was testing him, he didn’t like it. Ripping the sword from the earth, he swung it around in an arc. Aiming for the man behind him.


    Ryindor ducked out of the way and punched him again.


    This time, Pat kept his feet. Swinging the sword above his head and lashing it at his opponent again. It caught his cheek. Barely. Pat began circling him now.


    Ryindor touched the blood and smiled. “You’re quick. You’re bold. You’ve definitely handled the sword before.” He unsheathed one of his two swords. “But you’ve not handled it enough.” He charged Pat.


    Pat parried his first blow, a stab to his gut. Ryindor was quick though and he knew he was close to getting his sword through.


    Ryindor threw a swipe to take off his head right after.


    Pat was able to step back enough to not lose it. But it took him off balance and he was no longer in his stance.


    Ryindor took the opportunity and kicked his right leg out from under him, throwing him to the ground.


    Stabbing his sword next to Pat’s head. He unsheathed the other. “Get up. Get up, master thief.”


    Pat was furious. He didn’t even want to be here. This was Tage’s fight, she thought he was the one. Not him. But then he thought back to his old life. His dad shaking his head in shame even though he tried his best to please him. He could never please others. But he could do something. He would do it, he could please himself. He wanted to prove to this man who thought he’d bested him, he hadn’t. He could be the king of the thieves guild.


    Getting up, he tore Ryindor’s other sword from the dirt and threw it at him. Ryindor easily knocked it aside. Pat charged him, the other sword still in his hand. He slid on the ground slicing for his ankles. Ryindor jumped forward, over his sword, rolling back onto his feet. Pat instantly brought his sword up in an arc, slicing Ryindor’s arm. Nothing harmful though.


    Ryindor didn’t expect this, his face showed it all and now he was going to end this newcomer. Feinting a slash to Pat’s face, he quickly spun around to the right, grabbing Pat’s sword in the same motion, disarming him. As he came around to stick the points of both swords at Pat, it was too late.


    Pat smiled. It felt good. It always did when he proved what he had always known. He was enough. Not enough to be a leader, or enough to make his father proud. But more than enough to become whatever he set out to be. He held his dad’s dagger to Ryindor’s throat, as he came around from disarming him. “I always preferred daggers to the sword,” he shrugged, then kicked Ryindor in the chest knocking him to the dirt. “And it was never my idea to be the leader of anybody. It was theirs,” he said, nodding towards his companions, then walking out of the grove and into the town.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Pat sipped at a pint of what the barkeep called ‘rangers brew’. ‘Good for any beating, and il’ heal any sickness,’ he had said, after eyeing Pat and his new bruises.


    As he sipped the rangers brew, he didn’t feel particularly better. Definitely not healed. His wounds throbbed now more than they did before. “Your father,” a calm voice said. Patticus turned to see who had walked up to his side to take a seat next to him.


    “Your father wanted this for you as well, even if he never said it.” Rydrik sat next to him. Nodded at the barkeep, ordering a rangers brew for himself. He sipped at it looking straight ahead.


    “Even if you somehow knew my father, you don’t know what he wanted.” Pat took a sip. “My best efforts were never what my father wanted. My ways weren’t his ways and he only wanted a son that worshipped the ways he ran his life and followed suit.”


    “Until you have a son of your own. You can’t possibly imagine how badly every father wants their son a greatness they never had. Even if that greatness is not what they thought it would be.” Rydrik looked at Patticus, then back to his brew and took a sip. He got up and walked to the door, leaving his brew on the counter. And before leaving the tavern looked back to say, “we will meet in the cabin tomorrow at sunrise to discuss your coronation.” And he was gone.


     


    The sunrise came quick. Quicker than Pat had hoped. It stabbed his eyes with piercing light that sneaked in between the wooden shutters of his rooms one window. He stood tall and stretched, checked for his dagger behind his back and after feeling the leather wrap around it’s handle, headed into town.


    The Ravenwood was quiet as usual and the town was quieter then it had been the day before. Only one chimney had a stream of white smoke rising from it into the dawn sky. “Good morning world,” Pat said, smiling to the heavens. He headed to what he assumed was ‘the cabin’ Rydrik had spoken of. The one cabin with smoke coming from the chimney.


    As he approached the door and walked up the two steps toward the front door he could hear murmuring from inside. Not yelling voices but firm ones. The same kind his dad would use when he pulled the family into the back of the Broadhorse Inn to discuss business decisions.


    “This man has never ran anything. Not even his own families prospects from what I’ve heard,” some man’s voice rang out. Patticus held his ear close to the door to hear what the big meeting was about.


    “His skills in thievery are undeniable.” This was a familiar voice. Corrick’s.


    “He can fight,” Ryindor said from somewhere inside.


    “He could use a little work on his hiding in daylight,” Rydrik said, pushing the front door open. “Join us, Patticus,” he said, waving him in.


    Pat walked in. “And what do you all know of me or my family?” he asked, looking over the people gathered in the cabin.


    They all stood round a fire in the middle of the cabin. Log benches seated many and around the center of the cabin were tables, each with a single lit candle. Sconces hung with a candle of their own around the entirety of the room too. The people here were rangers. Some still wearing their masks and hoods. Some not, with just one or the other. But all of them matched with black leathers and black cloaks. All of them were armed. Whether it was a bow slung over one shoulder. A sword at the hip or dagger. And others had an odd assortment of the three.


    “I know your name’s Patticus Mysticus,” a man with neither hood nor mask said, all puffed up ready for a fight. His red hair pulled back into a pony. A matching stubble made him look more of a man then he probably was. Pat thought he looked less then his twenty fifth year. He walked closer to Patticus. “I know your father was Ged Mysticus. The man to end the tyrant king before the new one took the kinglands,” he said. “And you, in your ingratitude, ran from your birthplace, ran from the inn he started to provide for you and yours.” The man waited for a response.


    Patticus filled with anger. Then memories. Memories of his family, memories of the security his dad had given him. He was set, it would’ve seemed to an outsider. He had a steady job for life. A father who would work the place that would become his, until death. A father to always give him a few gold chips if needed. Everything a lesser man could ever want. Pat’s pride filled him with even more rage and he spoke.


    “I’m ungrateful. Oh, yes… ungrateful is the word isn’t it? Because I left a life I never had any true passion for. Because I left a life that my father created to protect me and my own. I rather die than have to be looked after like a cripple in the street when I’m not one.” He stepped closer to the red haired ranger, eye to eye.


    “If that’s the life you want ranger, go and have it. My father was always a welcoming man to an honest worker who wanted to do honest work to make an honest living. But I’m guessing you make it pretty well off here? And I would bet you’d never leave. Because this,” he nodded to the crowd and the cabin, “is the life you chose. Maybe not the one you were given. But probably the one you wanted.”


    He could be wrong. After all he just met this ranger of Ravenwood. But only a man who wanted to be here could be here. It’s not easy decision making to leave a life behind and create a new one. Especially one in the middle of a black-leaved forest across the ocean. And if what he had heard every where in the kinglands, was true. This man wasn’t young enough to have been born here.


    The red haired ranger grunted at that and stepped away.


    “It’s alright, Ged,” Rydrik said, touching the young mans shoulder as he walked away.


    Rydrik had his hood and mask down, this was the first time Pat had seen him but was able to match his voice to this mans face easily enough. His forehead had heavy lines through it, probably from not smiling often, Pat guessed, from what he knew of the man already. Calm and patient, but not exactly the smiling kind. His eyes told of his deep wisdom and harsh years he’d had. A smoky grey, almost blue and green color like the mountains that could be seen to the east back home. His dark hair shoulder length and combed backwards with his fingers.


    Another unmasked man approached from the horde of rangers. Unnoticed at first but then Pat quickly recognized the crossing blades upon his back. The smile he gave Pat was everything he’d imagined it. Knowing and confident, a smile that made you feel like his friend, a smile that showed he had joy in the world. Pat had seen his serious side too during the fight. This man could likely turn it on and off like a switch, the smiler and stern warrior all in one.


    “Well,” Ryindor said. Loud enough for the room to hear. “I for one think he’ll make a great leader. And if he doesn’t, he’ll die.”


    Pat stood patiently awaiting as the rangers debated over the whole thing.


    “Horseshit,” one man from the crowd of hoods and masks yelled.


    “Well said, Hermish. As usual,” Ryindor chimed in.


    “He can go toe to toe with you, Ryindor. At least there’s a fighter worth more than nothing at our lead,” a woman stated loudly. She was hooded and masked but her voice was beautiful.


    Ryindor nodded at that.


    “He’s young enough to be my son, we’ll all be dead before the rising sun comes up the morning we reach the first magi’s house,” a weathered man shouted. He had grey hair. Blue eyes and the world clearly had taken it’s toll on him.


    “I’m not the only one here to agree that we much rather have a young vibrant buck running into war with a sound mind and strong body than having an old crone like yourself do it,” Ryindor smiled as he finished.


    Rangers throughout the room exploded with laughter.


    Rydrik took a step forward to speak. The room quieted instantly.


    “I know we have doubts. I know we should. And yes, we could stay here forever and continue building upon the sacred lands soil. And maybe someday we will. But right now, some of your families are back in the kinglands. Being butchered and taxed to the bone for nothing more than greed and power.


    Would you have this fate for the ones you love and the ones your loved ones love? Would you have the ones that died in the fight against the magi to have died in vain?” Rydrik sat down upon a nearby log bench close to the fire. Staring into the fire a moment before looking up at the rangers.


    “I won’t,” he said.


    “Then it’s agreed?” Ryindor stated. “We sail to the kinglands in two months. And we begin building ships on the morrow. Patticus Mysticus,” he said. “Are you ready to build and lead the kingdom of thieves?”


    Pat couldn’t believe everything had gone this fast. It felt like yesterday when he was giving a few pieces of silver to Sella in the streets of Ellish. Just months ago Valant had led the thieves and led them well.


    He nodded and everyone began to cheer except for a few lone rangers who were surely the ones that disagreed with the decision.


    The weathered ranger with a full head of grey hair walked up to Pat. “Don’t you lead us astray a worthy path young one. Or I’ll kill ya.” He put a firm hand on Pat’s shoulder accompanied with a look that shot a knife into his heart.


    “I’ll do what I think is right. For everyone,” Patticus replied.


    The old man nodded, gave a small smile and walked away.


    Ryindor walked up to Patticus next, along with his companions who had been sitting in the back of the room watching.


    “You won’t lead us astray. If one of the first brought you upon us, it’s for good reason,” Ryindor said.


    “You’ll be a fine chief,” Iceskgard said. “I’ll be with you as long as Tage is.”


    “We will be with you as long as you need us. The spirits of the earth will show us what you need to see,” Tage said. And for the first time in almost the entire time he had met her she smiled. Truly smiled, a warm and radiant thing that warmed the soul.


    “My brother wouldn’t of had any other leader. You got all of us here. And we made it alive. You have a good heart. Whether it be a lost one or not,” Corrick said. “You freed me from a prison. A prison I could have avoided if it wasn’t for my pride. I could have been alongside you long ago. My brother’s death will not have been for nothing. I will continue his makings through following you. I could never have forgiven and followed him. But I will follow you.”


    “I hope in the end I’m worthy of leading anyone. Let alone an entire kingdom of thieves. I love to help people in need, it’s what led me to the thieves in the first place.” Patticus said. But he had liked the little giving’s he had given. It was easy to help the kids in the streets of Ellish. This would be a whole rebellion. And when they reached the shores of the kinglands who would be waiting. Nannis could already have made his own kind of thieves guild. What would Ferry be up to? He thought of her beautiful imperfect smile. “Hopefully I can help the people who need it most.”


    “Here’s your throne. It’s not much, but we rangers are not much,” Ryindor said. He pointed to a huge wooden chair made from the pines of the land. “This is the chair of the land. This land. Not the kinglands. Considering our kingdom started here, I think it suits you well and when we sail across the Bow’s Ocean we will place it in our new kingdom.”


    Four rangers were letting it down at the center of the room directly in front of the fire.


    “Take your seat and be crowned. King of the Thieves,” Ryindor said.


    Pat walked up to the giant wooden throne slowly. He touched it gently. Rough as the King of the Thieves would have to be he thought, as he ran his fingers across the pines rough surface. The magi were eradicating every thief they found back in Ellish at this very moment. The magi of fire burned them alive and made grand spectacles of their deaths in the main streets of the city. The pressures of leadership began bearing down on Pat’s heart and he couldn’t help but think about the stress. The weight his father held, having to take care of the inn and all his family. He smiled to himself realizing the weight he must’ve removed when he left to become a thief long ago. And he sat in the throne.


    “All hail the new King of Freedom! The King of the Thieves! We are all now the thieves of the injustice the magi have bestowed upon the people of the world. We’ll steal the very lifeblood from them if we must, we’ll take their riches. We will do everything we can to make their life the hell they’ve made all the middles!” Ryindor cheered and the entire room began to cheer and hail the new king alongside him.


    In that moment Pat didn’t think of his glory. He didn’t think of the weight he had removed from his fathers back by leaving. He thought of the grief his father must’ve felt when his eldest son had left him. He thought of how he should be back with his family. Protecting them. Watching over the Broadhorse Inn every night as a thief. Filling their stores with any currency he could, to help the family.


    He smiled to himself once more. Not at all the rangers cheering him on. Not at all the smiling faces. At the irony in his realization that the two most important things on this world are protecting and providing for your family and doing what your passionate about. But to do one you have to give up the other. Or maybe. Just maybe there was another way he thought. Looking upon all who now trusted him to lead the war against the magi’s tyranny.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    Corrick entered the cabin a week before they were supposed to set sail. To speak with the king. The fire was out, nothing but embers barely holding onto the light inside themselves. The sun wasn’t quite shining but Corrick knew it would be soon. An intricate wooden crown hung on an armrest of the great pine throne the rangers had gifted Patticus. And he knew then that their King of Thieves had run away from them all.


    Corrick approached the throne slowly, not able to help but smile a little. He lifted the crown with one finger, holding it before himself. Eyeing it with eagerness and thankfulness. Then without waiting another moment, he slipped into the chair and placed the crown onto his head.


     


    The sun shone on Pat and the east wind pushed him and his vessel toward the west. As if it was meant to be, he headed home. He had a few rangers help prep his boat for sailing across the ocean a week ago. And he had already explained a month ago that he wanted to sail alone on their journey to the Kinglands to clear his mind. Prepare it for war. He left the part out that he was actually just leaving. Alone. He was a thief and always would be. But thieves were unwieldy creatures and not meant to lead. As hard to secure as the shadows. He didn’t have what it took to lead an entire kingdom. He had what it took to be what he had to be in this world and the love to take care of the ones who took care of him. And that’s what he intended to do.


    The rangers and the rest would be fine fighting the war and when the right time came, he planned to join that war.


    Unbound by honor, a thief goes where he wants. Does what he will. And the good ones get away with it.


     


    THE END
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    Chapter 1


    Another piece of timber split under the force of his axe as it stuck into a nearby stump. Patticus Mysticus gathered the wood he had piling up around him and began stacking it neatly in the stock of wood against his small log cabin. 


    He looked up, carefully studying his surroundings. The Endless Woods were cold this morning, mist moved through the trees just above the frost covered ground. 


    It had been a year since he had returned to the Kinglands and not much had changed yet. He hadn’t noticed much of a difference in the magi’s behavior toward the middles and other folk in the Kingdom of Ellish. Every now and again he thought he had seen a thief upon the roofs with him in the moon light. He would follow them and end up finding nothing but chimney smoke or shadows. But that didn’t mean they weren’t there.


    The Tavern of the Night had been demolished. Burned to the ground. Nothing but burnt timber and ash remained. That was probably the worst sight he had seen since coming home. But his brothers still worked endlessly at the Broadhorse Inn, barely hanging on to enough silver to survive. That was the happiest sight he had seen in this home-coming. His family being alive. The magi harassed them every now and again but nothing more. No actual damage done and they kept putting the little silver they earned into their hands. 


    Every time Patticus ‘earned’ enough silver or if he was lucky, gold, from the rich in the Branches he would leave it in their post by the front door. The smiles that followed over receiving it were worth every week he had to skip a supper or other meal because he missed the shot with the bow. He hunted for meals to ensure their success by giving them his nightly ‘earnings.’


    As of yet his brothers were smart enough to hide the extra money from the magi that did come around. No point in getting themselves killed for cheating the king. If a magi figured out about the extra coffers his brothers would be burned alive like the rest of the thieves probably had been.


    Patticus carried a load of firewood into his cabin and added it to the fire. He grabbed his leather pack, pulling out a small iron pot. Stepping back outside he filled it with his water barrel then going back inside hung it over the now blazing fire to boil. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out some fresh pine needles he’d picked early that morning and threw them in the pot.


    His days were simple. He loved them for that. He loved the silence and hated it. It comforted him, gave him assurance of no strife. Although reminding him just how alone was too. It made sense to him though. A thief should be alone. Born to die sooner than most anyhow and he didn’t know how he’d survived this long. An old friends voice rang through his mind. He could almost hear Ol’Bellsworth’s words of warning as clear as if he were sitting across from the fire in his mind. 


    Staring deep into the fire he thought of why he’d been spared so many times and what his true purpose was anyway. He hoped leaving the Forgotten Lands was a wise decision. Protecting his family was the truest cause he could have.


    “Patticus.” A woman’s voice from the flames of the fire? 


    He nearly fell over backward off his small chair at the sound of his name spoken so clearly. Catching himself with one hand, he regained his balance before falling and looked round the cabin room. The bed was empty, there simply was no place to hide in here. Then reaching for his dagger behind his back, he went outside and into the Endless Wood. He didn’t shout as he again surveyed the entire area around his cabin. He glanced to the trees for any hiding archer. He looked to every bush he knew of in the proximity of his humble home. Nothing. Not a sound. Just the long still quiet of the forest. A bird chirped somewhere in the distance. The trees sat tall and brittle with cold. 


    He went back inside to his fire, keeping a tight grip upon his dagger. With his free hand he reached back into the pack and pulled a wooden cup out, placing it onto the floor beside him. Grabbing the iron pot full of pine tea, he poured it carefully down into the cup by his side, replacing it above the fire when his cup was nearly full.


    Taking a sip, he hoped the tea would remedy his mind of the hallucinations. Reluctantly, he stared back into the fire.


    “Patticus.” This time the voice came from right behind him.


    He turned round slowly in case the intruder had an arrow aimed at his back. The door was cracked behind her. The woman before him was beyond beauty. She was black haired and flawless in form. A brown leather jerkin was strapped to her torso and she wore matching leather pants. As cold as it was she was barefoot and wore nothing else but a single dagger at her hip in a gold and black sheathe. 


    “Did the magi send you?” he asked. He couldn’t imagine any visitors from the city this early. Not to mention he’d never had any, the entire time he’d been back in the Kinglands. He stayed as secluded as possible and always watched for passersby. The Endless Wood had never failed his trust in it though and this woman was the first person except him to set foot inside his humble home. “How did you find me?”


    “I found you long ago, Patticus,” she said. “You’re alone in the world and yet are in more danger than all others in it. I’ve come to warn you of this danger.”


    “What danger? You? The magi?” 


    “The darkness comes for you. It will smite the light before it’s lit if you let it.” She stepped back slowly opening the cracked door fully. 


    “What darkness?” 


    “Don’t let it put out the light, Pat,” she said as she vanished into the winter air.


    Her voice was familiar but she was gone. Patticus had known her voice since he was a young boy. In his dream there was a sunlit glade. More beautiful than any forest he’d seen in the real world. She never appeared to him like she did today, she only spoke to his mind. He could hear her words in the dream, but something made it clear that only he could hear her voice.


    Shaking himself from the dream like woman’s appearance, he came back to Ol’world. Back to his small cabin in the Endless Wood. He stepped outside the door to see if she was anywhere outside.


    An arrow struck the ground next to his feet. Rolling backward and into his home, he slammed the door shut with his foot.


    Getting up off the ground, he ran to the bow on his wall and grabbed it along with his quiver full of arrows. Nocking the first arrow, he went to the door, slowly pushing it open a sliver with his shoulder.


    “Who’s out there?” he yelled to whoever tried to shoot him for dead. 


    No answer. 


    Cracking the door open a little farther, he peeked outside. Nothing but the trees in the mid-morning light. An arrow slammed into the wall of his cabin right next to the door at eye level. He jerked away into his home letting the door shut.


    Looking around, he grabbed the closest object, his small wooden chair. Walking to the door again, he sighed deeply before kicking it open and throwing out the chair right before himself. Running behind his thrown chair, he nocked an arrow. The ‘thunk’ the chair made from taking the arrow that would have hit him made him smile. The shooter was in the tree to the left about halfway up the trunk. He aimed and loosed his arrow. The shooter fell from the tree and hit the ground, face up. It was a woman. 


    Walking over to the shooter, he kicked her in the arm that he had hit with his arrow. “Who-“ His words were cut short with his realization of who the shooter was. 


    She groaned in pain sitting up. Then looking at him from behind a black mask that covered the lower half of her face, her eyes went wide in shock and she fainted.


    “Ferry.” He eyed her suspiciously.
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