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Prologue

Circling high above the city of Terminus on the back of his dragon companion, the shadow elf Fion watched as the city continued to burn, his red eyes glowing in the darkness.  The other-worlders had certainly cleaned up the mess created by Big Jim and his Chondri henchmen, but they had also thrown a wrench into his plans.
“It is time to make my presence known to the new rulers of Terminus, Dracorex,” Fion commented to the dragon.  “We will need a larger army than we currently have if we will overthrow those despicable elves of Harmonui.”
“I am here for the destruction and treasure,” the shadow dragon replied, his voice sounding like distant thunder to those on the ground.  “The sooner you start your war, the sooner I can end our current relationship.  I care nothing for your revolution but will revel in the devastation.”
“Soon, my friend, very soon it shall begin,” Fion replied, searching for his intended target.  “I will need you to land out of sight so I can slip into the city unannounced.”
“As you wish, Master," the dragon replied, smoothly banking toward a clearing in the trees outside the city.
“I understand the underlying sarcasm, my friend,” Fion replied, bristling a bit.  “We both know I am not your master, but if you want the coming destruction you will still need to follow my, ahh, guidance.  Soon, very soon, your dreams will come true.”
Dracorex landed in the clearing, allowing Fion to step down from his back.  Looking the shadow elf in the eye, he nodded his massive head as he answered:
“Make no mistake, Master," he began, purposely sneering as he pronounced every syllable, “If you do not provide the carnage I require, I will travel to your home and find it there.”
Eyes flaring red in the darkness, the shadows curling from his skin as his anger grew, Fion took a moment to compose himself before answering the dangerous dragon.
“That would be a mistake, my friend, as you seem to forget that my people are not weaklings who run at the first sight of a dragon.  You will have your war, but I will also have your allegiance until then.”
“The provocability of your race is foreseeable, shadow elf,” the dragon’s sneer turned into a smirk, the closest thing to a smile this beast was capable of.  “Run along to your meeting with the other lesser beings, but remember my warning, it is not an idle threat.”
Fion continued to glare at the smirking dragon as he enabled his innate ability to step into the shadows, disappearing from the spot and appearing at the other end of the clearing.  He continued to shadow step until he reached the wall of Terminus, where he stepped smoothly to the shadows of a roof in the center of town.
Looking through an open window below him, he could see the two he travelled here to see sitting at a table eating their dinner.  Seeing the shadows created by the curtains flickering in the firelight, the elf smiled and stepped one last time, the shadows spreading through the room until he appeared, startling Shenroc and Yutri, who promptly jumped up from the table and reached for their weapons.
Fion reached his left hand out toward the pair, palm facing them and fingers extended to help him focus, feeling the air moving around them and stopping its movement, causing them to freeze in place.
“Tsk, tsk, there is no need for hostility,” Fion stated, his voice oozing with politeness.  “I came simply to have a conversation with the heroes of Terminus, not for a fight.”
I would hate to have to kill these fools and find a new leader for Terminus.  That would set my plans back yet again...
“You could have come to the gate, if you come as a friend,” Shenroc stated, still attempting to reach his daggers, his eyes showing the rage building inside the half-orc leader of the city.
Fion paused a moment to allow the pair to understand he was in control of this situation, then allowed the shadows to curl back into themselves, letting the light from the fire dominate the room once more.
“Allow me to introduce myself, and when I am convinced that we may converse civilly I will release you from my hold.  Agreed?” he asked politely, hoping the two would prove to be more level-headed than their heritage would denote.
“It would appear we are at your mercy, elf,” Shenroc snarled, and Yutri grunted his agreement.
“You may call me Fion, and I mean you no harm, although you have been a nuisance to me,” the shadow elf stated matter-of-factly.  “I had use for Jim and losing his influence over the Chondri has set back my plans considerably.”
At the mention of Jim, the two began struggling again, causing Fion to sigh to himself.
So predictable.
“Now, now, I thought we had an agreement,” cooed Fion, shaking his head.  “You must hear me out before deciding if you want to kill me.  I can hardly release you if you are going to attempt to attack me every time I say something you do not like.”
“You could release us now, if you truly mean us no harm,” Yutri stated, eyeing the elf dangerously.
“That is true,” Fion conceded, taking a step backward and lowering his hand, releasing the two from his hold.  “I am willing to have a polite conversation if you are, Master Shenroc,” he stated, as Shenroc snatched his daggers from the sheaths at his hips.
“Go ahead and speak, elf, but I won’t put away my blades until I am convinced you mean us no harm,” he replied, grinding his teeth and causing his tusks to protrude menacingly.
That was easier than I imagined.  I thought that one would require more convincing to listen.  Perhaps his human blood is stronger than I assumed.
“Fair enough, good orc.  As I stated, I had use for Jim and his influence with the Chondri.  They are brutes, and cannot be trusted, but when building an army, it is important to have fodder to throw against your enemy’s defenses.”
Shenroc’s eyes widened as he realized that Fion had just admitted to building the army Heishi had seen attacking Harmonui when he touched the orb recovered from the orc king, Sgel the Nasty, under the mountain.
“Yes, your friend saw my army when he touched my orb.  Yes, it is my orb, let us move past this without violence, shall we?  What do you know of Harmonui, good orc?” Fion asked, his voice dripping honey.
“I know it is an elvish city, that they live in peace with everyone there, and that we will be stopping your attack of the city,” Shenroc stated, glaring uncertainly at the shadow elf.
“You are only partially correct,” Fion corrected.  “It is an elvish city, yes, and there technically is peace in the city and surrounding area, but the terms of this peace are the reason why my army will crush them.  The ruler of this elvish city is a tyrant, and rules through fear.  Any who do not conform to his vision of peace are removed from the city.  Families ripped apart, children taken from parents, all in the name of peace and prosperity.  Do you think that you, a half-orc, would be welcome in that city?  Or you, Master Dwarf, product of the coupling of a dwarf and a giant, would you be accepted?
“The answer is no.  Only those who fit in with the elvish leaders are accepted, all others are quietly disposed of.  Of course, the leaders of the city maintain a facade of tolerance in the face of visitors and traders, but you would never be allowed to settle in that city of ‘harmony,’ or even to roam freely through the city.  You would be jailed, put to work, or outright killed for disrupting the peace and attempting to live with a ‘civilized’ race.
“I do not expect for either of you to believe me, but if you have a means of communication with your other-world friends, you should reach out to them.  If they have arrived in Harmonui, they have most likely already been removed from ‘polite society.’  Do you believe the leaders of the city will allow your friends access to the city with a shadow elf in their party?  If the truth of the other-worlders is discovered, do you think they will be welcomed, or turned away as a risk to the ‘harmony’ of the city?
“See if what I tell you is true, and when you realize I speak truth, rally support for my army and march upon those wretched elves with me.  You have cost me the army of the Chondri by removing Jim from power.  So be it.  I would have removed him myself when my use for him was complete, so you have saved me the trouble: you just completed the task too soon and removed the fodder from my army.
“I WILL see the city of Harmonui, and all her allies, burn.  Do not side with them in this.”
With that last statement, Fion stepped into the shadows and disappeared, leaving Shenroc and Yutri to puzzle over his strange speech.
Outside once more, Fion paused beside the open window to listen as Shenroc used his communicator provided by Zatus to contact the group headed for Harmonui.  Nodding his head after hearing the location of the companions, he retraced his shadow steps to the clearing where Dracorex waited impatiently for him to return.
“Did you learn the location of the other-worlders?” Dracorex asked, seeming irritated at having to ask.
“Yes, they are on a small ship just outside Eskanda, which is overrun with zombies.  We can shadow their movements easily as they are following the coast and meet them before they enter the elf city.”
“Will they comply?” the dragon asked as Fion climbed into the saddle on his back.
“I am unsure if they are aware of it at this time, but yes, they will most definitely comply,” the elf replied, a dangerous gleam in his eye.
Just because ALL the stories of my people are not true does not mean NONE of them are.




Chapter 1 – The Plan

Five years ago...
Fion Raenvree stormed down the hallway of his family’s compound on the outskirts of the shadow elf city of Zylsandoral, located miles beneath the surface of Kartos.  He entered his personal chambers, located on the top floor, and swept through the room collecting his armor and weapons.  He could hear battle coming from the parapets, and he strapped his twin swords to his hips as he rushed to his balcony enter the fray.
Looking from his balcony to the outside wall of the compound, he could see the hated surface elves storming the towers adjacent to the gate, their heads poking up between the crenellations long enough to launch flashing arrows at his guards.  With a growl, he reached into his innate abilities and stepped into the shadows of his balcony, appearing along the wall with his guards.  His arrival surprised the surface elf who was firing an arrow at one of the guards, and the shot went wide.
That will be your last mistake.
In a fluid movement, Fion drew both of his swords, the blades immediately bursting to life with blue flames.  He dodged left as the other elf attempted to slide behind the crenellation again, then stabbed straight out with the flaming blade, burying it in the face of the attacker of his home.
He rolled to his right as the elves on the ground targeted him, several arrows missing him by a hair as he used the wall to cover his movements to the next attacker.  Dispatching this one as quickly as the last, the flame of his blade seemed to intensify with each attack, as if hungering for more.  He continued down the wall, shadow stepping between crenellations to use as cover from the nasty arrows from below that continued to slam into the ebony stone of the wall.  With each movement, another attacker fell from their perch on the wall, some screaming in their last breaths, some decapitated, but all falling prey to the skilled shadow elf noble.
Just as it appeared Fion would single-handedly defend the wall, an arrow from below streaking silver in the gloom found its mark, burying itself in the side of his throat.  As he slowed from the impact, a second arrow found its way into a crease in his magnificent armor, lodging itself in his right shoulder and causing him to drop his blade over the wall as he lurched for cover.
Laying behind the wall, he screamed as loud as he could through the bubbling blood in his throat for the defenders to press the attack, pushing the hated surface elves back.
He took a moment to steady himself as he saw his guards rushing to the wall, sending black arrows raining down on the attackers, then ripped the arrow from the side of his throat.  He swooned immediately, the pain wracking his body and causing it to spasm uncontrollably as he fought to remain conscious.  The shadows emitted by his skin intensified, blurring the outline of his body the more he bled out: a natural defense for wounded shadow elves, making it difficult for an attacker to target him.
I need to put a bandage on that or I will be dead before I can reach a healer.
As his vision faded and his body began to feel cold, he suddenly saw a blue light shining around his body and felt waves of healing covering him.  He reached a hand to the wound on his neck, and felt the flesh closing itself and the blood flow ceasing.  He gritted his teeth and jerked the second arrow from his right shoulder, and immediately felt relief.
Shaking his head as he sat up, he looked to his left and saw his brother, Vathio, standing behind the cover of the wall and sending healing his direction.  He grinned and waved at his brother, his white teeth showing a stark contrast with his jet-black face as the curtain of shadows around his body dissipated a bit.
“It took you long enough, little brother,” he laughed, finally regaining his footing and looking for his dropped sword.
“It went over the wall,” Vathio called back, slowing the healing stream that was rejuvenating his brother.  “I got here as quickly as I could, but none were surprised to see the mighty Fion rushing ahead of his support team.  One of these days I will not make it to you in time...”
“Nonsense,” Fion replied, swinging a leg over the edge of the wall and looking for a place to land underneath.  “I just like to give you a challenge, cleric!”
With that, he dropped over the wall, landing on top of a surface elven archer and slamming his remaining sword through the top of her skull.  He glanced above and was relieved to see Vathio dropping down in a similar manner further down, using his shield to slide down the wall and crushing his flail into the face of a surface elf invader, then rolling to his feet.
Not seeing his sword’s twin, he snatched the blade from the surface elf he had just dispatched, its blade flaring briefly with a white light and blinding those around him.  He stared intently at the light and caused shadows to slide from his skin around the handle and up the blade, masking the light momentarily before permanently blackening it.  Nodding his approval, he waded into the remaining attackers, dispatching them with abandon while he searched futilely for his lost sword.
***
After defeating the attackers, Fion returned to his room, furiously throwing his gear around as he removed it.
How could I be so stupid?  Not only did I almost allow that filth to kill me, but I lost my blade.  These attacks must stop, and soon, or it might spell the doom of my family and eventually all our people.
He cleaned up quickly, not wanting his mother to see the blood on his clothing and armor, then stomped down the hall to the dining room where he knew he would find the rest of the royal family.  He kicked the doors open, bursting through and cracking the stone wall on the right as the door slammed into it.
His father, standing at the head of the table with his battle gear still on, whipped his sword from its sheath at the tumultuous entrance, the light glinting from the solid gold edge of the jet-black blade.  His glare intense, his look daring the young noble to continue his hissy fit, he simply pointed at his son as his red eyes glowed intensely through the shadows swirling around his body.
“My apologies, father,” Fion stated through clenched teeth as he took a knee and bowed his head before the lord of the family.  “I allowed my emotions to control me again.”
“You will have the wall repaired with your own gold,” Xy’rvyre Raenvree declared, sliding the massive two-handed sword back into its sheath on his back.  “Now come explain to your mother why you felt the need to bathe before reporting in.  Is it because you stupidly charged the enemy and almost made her the mother of one today?”
“I did not wish to worry the lady, my lord,” Fion replied, still in a subservient posture on one knee with his head bowed.
“You thought to fool her!” his father bellowed, causing all in the room to retreat a step.  “I said come here and explain to her that you believed her stupid.”
Fion slowly rose and approached his mother, who sat in her seat to the right of his father, still in her armor and with her prized longbow propped against the table beside her.  He bowed his head, but before he could attempt an apology, she slapped the top of his head with an open palm.
“Stand up straight, Fion, you are a noble.  You were stupid, but never forget it is better to act wrongly than to not act at all.  Next time,” she stated, barely able to control her grin, “just come straight here covered in your own blood if necessary.  Your younger brother will not let you die, be glad for that.”
“AS I WAS SAYING,” Xy’rvyre interjected, clearly exasperated by the antics of his first-born son, “these attacks are becoming more and more regular.  We can no longer hope to stay within our walls and simply defend against these invaders.  It is time to plan a counter strike.”
“Allow me to plan the strike, father,” Fion replied, a wicked grin spreading across his face.  “The surface elves tell the other races that we are cruel, evil, and should be eradicated when found.  Allow me to show them how cruel we can be by destroying them wherever they hide.”
“No,” his father replied pensively.  “While you are a gifted fighter, and your abilities grow daily, your temper will make it impossible for the mission I have in mind.  You will stay here with me and continue to train and defend our home, while Vathio will make the trip to the surface world to set my plan in motion.”
“Vathio?” Fion sniffed derisively.  “He is barely a century old and will get himself killed on the surface world.  Wait, what mission?”
Vathio approached from his father’s left, standing quietly and staring into his brother’s eyes.
“Your brother will work as an agent for our people, while determining the strength of the surface elves,” his father replied.  “He will pose as one who has turned his back on his people, accepting the abuse that is thrown his direction due to the lies of the surface elves, and will report back his findings.  When he determines enough information has been gathered to attack, we will unleash on these so-called ‘high elves’ an attack more savage than anything they claim possible of our people.”
“And you accept this responsibility, little brother?” Fion asked, unable to remove the shock from his voice.
“I will follow our father to my grave, if it means breaking the oppression of our people,” Vathio replied, bowing his head in deference to his father.
“You should not use our family name,” Fion responded after pondering the situation for a moment.  As Vathio jerked his head up to stare at his brother, he continued: “If you were turning your back on your people, you would be ashamed of your heritage.  You should use an alias if you wish your ruse to be believable.”
“An excellent point, my son,” his father replied, nodding his approval.  “From the gleam in your eye, I assume you have a suggestion?”
“Well, father, he always tells me that his job is to make me die slower,” Fion replied, turning to smirk at his younger brother.  “Why not change your name to Di’eslo?”




Chapter 2 – On to Harmonui

The small vessel cut through the waves like a knife, edging along the coastline and carrying the companions North to Harmonui.  Aki breathed in the salt air as he leaned against the railing, watching the waves lap against the side of the ship.  Silently, Zatus walked up beside his friend and stared at the ocean, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face and the peaceful trip.
Ahead, smoke rose from the harbor where Eskanda still burned.  From the amount of smoke on the horizon, it appeared the whole city had burst into flame.
“Hope that means the zombies are all getting barbequed,” Zatus muttered from Aki’s right elbow.
Aki looked down at his gnome friend and smiled appreciatively.  “You didn’t want to go back and see if you could become lunch for a misunderstood zombie?  Zombies were people too, you know...”
The conversation was interrupted before Zatus could retort as each of their wrist communicators began to beep, indicating an incoming call.
Aki responded first, and a small holographic image of Shenroc appeared floating above his wrist.  The half-orc leader of Terminus was clearly enraged by something, as the tusks protruding from his lower jaw were working back and forth as he gritted his teeth.
“Did you miss us already, my friend?” Aki quipped, causing his friend’s jaw to grind even more in the hologram.
“Hardly,” Shenroc replied, trying to force a small smile to his face.  “You bring trouble with you everywhere you go, human.”
“I take it more trouble has arisen, then?” Zatus interjected, joining the call from his communicator.
“Aye, you pint sized ball of trouble,” Yutri interjected, joining the conference call, the holographic image switching to the seven-foot-tall half-dwarf/half-giant warrior, who couldn’t help but smile as Zatus bristled at the reference to his stature.
“What happened, Shenroc?” Aki asked, interrupting the two before the conversation was permanently derailed.
“Shadow elves happened,” Shenroc replied, waving his arms in frustration.  “As if Jim was not enough trouble, as if the orc army we heard above us in the tunnels under the mountain was not enough trouble, now I have a shadow elf appearing in my dining hall to add to the list!”
“A shadow elf, like this Di’eslo who is with Heishi?  Aren’t they the definition of evil?” Zatus interjected, still clearly agitated by Yutri’s crack at his height.
“Yes, that is the stigma assigned to their race,” Ja’ade responded, her image appearing in the call from her room below deck.  The beautiful red head smiled disarmingly, then continued, “But we also know that all orcs are evil as well, or am I wrong, Master Shenroc?”
“Aye, that is what this ‘Fion’ is claiming, Lady Ja’ade.  He says the elves of Harmonui are evil, that they are oppressing the people who live in the city, and that they have been killing or jailing any who attempt to live in the city who do not fit the elvish perception of harmony.  But worse than that,” he spat as he attempted to regain control of his emotions, “he claims that Heishi and his group are most likely already detained or killed for disrupting the harmony of the city.  He says being associated with a shadow elf would be enough, and that if the truth of where your team comes from is discovered that the leaders of the city would jail you all for that as well.”
“And what does this ‘Fion’ propose,” Mialin asked, also joining the call from the room below deck where she was with her sister, her golden eyes flashing with anger.
“He says to raise an army to replace the Chondri we scattered, as he was planning to use them as fodder for his war against the elves.  He is requesting we assist him after we discover what he says is true,” Shenroc replied through gritted teeth.
“And do you believe him?” Aki asked, attempting to calm his friend.
“At first I did not,” Shenroc admitted.  “However, he was able to somehow freeze the oaf and me in place, unable to move a muscle when he entered the room.  If he was as evil as the stories of shadow elves say, he would have slaughtered the two of us where we stood, helpless as newborn babes.  Instead, he released us from the hold, said his peace, and disappeared.”
“We will proceed with caution when we arrive in Harmonui,” Aki replied pensively.  “Luckily three of us will blend right in with the ‘respectable’ population, and Zatus can disguise himself, so we will discern whether what this ‘Fion’ character says is true or not.  Then we’ll see where to go from there.”
“Where are you now, my friends?” Shenroc asked, calming visibly.
“We are on a small ship, just passing Eskanda again.  We dropped off the other four just South of the city, and they are headed back your way to warn you about the city...” Aki replied, but was cut off before he could finish his sentence.
“Warn us about what city?  Eskanda?  What happened there?” Yutri interjected, the miniature hologram showing him lifting his war hammer and swinging it in frustration.
“Overrun by zombies,” Zatus replied.  “But you would have nothing to worry about, large one, as they crave the taste of brains, so would not waste their time on the likes of you.”
Howling laughter came through the communicator as Shenroc appeared, all traces of his anger replaced with his appreciation for the joke at his companion’s expense.
“I have a brain,” Yutri replied, confused by the joke.  “Am I too tall for a zombie to eat my brain?”
“I’ll explain it to him after the call,” Shenroc promised, wiping the tears from his eyes as he attempted to regain his composure.
“Roger that,” Aki replied, hoping Yutri wouldn’t get the joke until they disconnected.  “We will contact you from Harmonui when we know more.  I would suggest you begin putting together an army, if you can spare it, because if this is true, I think we’re going to war.”
“Wait, what did that little...” Yutri began to shout.
“Be careful,” Shenroc said to his friends, cutting off the dwarf, then disconnected the call.
“What do you think, Doc?” Zatus asked his friend as they both continued to stare at their now-dark communicators.
“I think we had better be ready for a fight,” Aki replied grimly.
***
The following day, the ship came into view of Harmonui, causing Aki and Zatus to gawk breathlessly as the sprawling city slid past.
“That place is massive,” Aki muttered, staring at the city set between two mountains.  “How will we ever find out lost family in such a place?”
Pointing to the harbor, Ja’ade turned to Aki from his left side: “That is the ship Master Shenroc told us your friends were on, the Slip Away. We can be sure they have at least made it this far.”
“How can you know that?” Zatus asked, staring in the direction of the harbor.
“I read the name on the ship,” she replied, smiling.  “Let us just say I have excellent vision.”
“We should continue to follow the coast to the West, and when we are out of sight of the city we can set fire to this ship and allow the Captain and cook to rest in peace,” Mialin interjected, watching the city pass by over the railing.
“That is an excellent plan,” agreed Zatus, his jaw hanging slightly open as he took in the splendor of the city of high elves.  “We just need to ensure the smoke will not be visible from the city, there is no need to announce our arrival...”
***
Circling slowly from high above, Fion and Dracorex watched the small vessel continue along the coast.  If any below saw the dragon, they would assume it was a bird flying much lower, so the two were not concerned as long as they did not approach the city too closely.
“Watch out for the city’s defenders,” Fion reminded the dragon, although there was no need to do so.  “It would appear the other-worlders are taking my warning seriously.  That is good.  I would not want to have to rescue them as well.”
“This would be handled much easier if you would let me eat them,” Dracorex rumbled, his teeth showing as he looked at his rider in what might be considered a grin.
“We need them to rally the army of Terminus,” Fion replied, exasperated at having to repeat himself.
“Dragons have a longer memory than the lesser races,” his mount replied with a snarl.  “I know what your plan is, but it does not mean I agree.”
“You will, my friend, you will.  When my plan comes to fruition, you will have all the destruction you desire.  But in the meantime, we must continue to gather our forces to ensure victory.  Without the Chondri, we will need more foot soldiers to make the attack successful.”
Snorting in derision, the dragon turned his head forward and continued gliding along the coast.
“When they stop, I will approach the leader of the band before he enters the city,” Fion informed the dragon.  “Will you be joining me?”
“I have no interest in talking to humans,” Dracorex retorted, not bothering to turn his head.  “You may speak to anyone you wish, as long as this war begins soon.  I grow tired of your games.”
“Soon, my friend, very soon it will begin.  My people are traveling to this place as we speak, as are the orcs.  We simply need one more army to bring down the middle and the attack will be ready.”
A sly look crossed the elf’s face as he paused for a moment, then continued, “Your eyesight is better than mine, are you to pretend that Ja’ade and Mialin have not joined this group?”
“I have seen them, Master,” snarled the dragon, this time turning his head to glare at his rider.  “What is your point?”
“Only that perhaps you should accompany me to speak with them,” intoned Fion, his grin turning more devious as he spoke.  “I am sure the ladies will be ecstatic to see you...”




Chapter 3 – A Surprise Meeting

Several miles past Harmonui, the companions dropped the ship’s anchor off the coast.  When they ship was secure, lamp oil from below decks was dumped in the rooms containing the dead zombies, with a trail leading from the rooms up to the deck, where the remainder of the oil was used to coat the deck.
The four had decided not to use the dinghy so as to not leave any evidence of their arrival on the beach, so before climbing off the deck Mialin waived her hand at each member of the group, covering them in a green shimmering light that would allow them to walk across the water for a time.  Halfway between the ship and the shore Ja’ade sent a fireball flying onto the deck, igniting it immediately.  As they watched, the flames caught the mast and rigging, sending a brilliant blaze into the morning sky.
“I do hope we are far enough away from the city for that to not be noticed,” Zatus exclaimed, a worried look on his face.  “It could destroy our chances of rescuing our friends if guards come to investigate and find us.  These are not stupid Chondri guards, but high elves...”
“Oh, do stop worrying,” Ja’ade replied, a mischievous look on her face.  “If any guards find us, we will dispatch them appropriately and continue to the city as if nothing happened.  Even if this ‘Fion’ is lying and the people here are peaceful, it is not like a patrol has never disappeared in the wild lands before.  It can never be traced back to us, and we will leave promptly after finding your friends.”
“Fair enough,” Aki replied as they reached the beach.  “Besides, the Captain and cook of the Cattostrophy are still aboard, and if anyone finds the ship, they will likely assume there was a tragic accident and the crew was burned alive before being able to launch the dinghy.”
“My way is more fun,” pouted Ja’ade, unable to keep the twinkle out of her eye as she did so.
“Onward to Harmonui?” Aki asked, smiling at the young lady.
Before she could answer, a cloud fell over the group.  Looking up, a black shape wrapped in shadows dropping directly above them, and they felt the wind of beating wings as it levelled out and came to land a dozen paces away.
On this bright and sunny morning, Aki and Zatus got their first look at a real live dragon, its massive head turned toward them with its mouth full of razor-sharp teeth slightly open.  It was sitting up straight on its rear legs, wings unfurled to show the companions the full extent of its size.  They could feel the hot breath from the beast, coming out in puffs of shadows, and were temporarily paralyzed with fear as they stared in awe.
Apparently unaffected, Ja’ade and Mialin each lit a fireball in the palms of their hands, the intensity increasing as they stared the dragon in the eyes.
“Such theatrics are unimpressive, Dracorex,” Ja’ade stated blandly, her emerald eyes never breaking their lock with the self-proclaimed Dragon King.
Laughing, Dracorex shook his head in disagreement, the sound of his laughter a sinister contrast with the impressive beast.
“That is not true, Lady Ja’ade,” he replied, his laugh turning to a smirk as he answered.  “You should have seen the looks on the faces of your new companions.  It was worth every bit of the theatrics.”
Her golden eyes glinting with desire to hurl the fireball in her palm, now glowing white hot, Mialin snarled at the shadow dragon as she spoke: “What are you doing here, dark one?  This is no place for you.”
“Oh, I disagree,” Dracorex replied, letting his wings down so the companions on the beach could see his passenger.  “I have someone who wishes an audience with your new...friends.”
With a flair for the dramatic, Fion swung his right leg over the dragon’s back and slid down his leg, landing in front of the foursome and dipping into a deep bow, his hood still covering his head.  As he stood, the companions could see his red eyes glowing under his hood, and as he removed it, he revealed a shaved head, shadows curling around his black skin in the light.
“Fion, I presume?” Aki finally asked, barely taking his eyes from the dragon.
“That is a good assumption, other-worlder,” Fion replied, a smile parting his lips and revealing brilliant white teeth.  “I do apologize for my entrance, but my companion could not contain his desire to make a, ahh, shocking entrance.”
“I’ve seen worse,” muttered Zatus, still staring at the gigantic dragon.
“I am sure you have, good gnome,” Fion replied with a wink at the sisters.  “And you would be Ja’ade and Mialin, the infamous, ahh, sisters, is it?”
The fireballs still burning in their palms, both sisters nodded while continuing to stare at Dracorex.
“Have no fear, ladies, he will not be starting a fight with you as long as he is my partner,” Fion stated, shooting a glare toward his dragon companion.
“Partner in what, exactly,” Aki asked, now fully turning his attention to the strange shadow elf standing before him.
“In destroying the tyranny of the ‘high elves’ of Harmonui, of course,” Fion replied, as if the answer were obvious.  “We have been building this plan for years...” he stopped abruptly, staring at the hilt of the sword hanging on Aki’s hip.
“Good human,” he stuttered a bit, staring at the hilt, “where, pray tell, did you acquire this blade?”
Feeling a bit awkward, Aki looked down to remind himself what blade Fion was referring to.
“Oh, that?  We raided a pirate treasure room just outside Eskanda, and this blade was part of the treasure.  Why, do you know it?” Aki asked, trying to read the look on Fion’s face.
Drawing the sword from his right hip with his left hand, Fion lifted it for the companions to view.  The handle was wrapped in black leather, and had sapphires inset in the cross guard, exactly like the blade Aki wore.  The jet-black blade with a blue edge burst into blue flame as they watched.
“Your blade you wear is the companion to this one, made for me by a legendary sword smith in my city of Zylsandoral, several miles beneath the surface of Kartos.  Does it not match my blade exactly?” Fion asked, never taking his eyes from the hilt of Aki’s sword.
Drawing the blade, Aki held it out for the elf to examine.
“Not exactly.  As you can see, this one has a red handle, although that would be easy enough to change, but the blade itself has these veins of blue running through it which match the rock of the room where we discovered it,” he stated, holding the blade up for Fion to examine.
“May I?” Fion asked, holding his right hand out for the blade.
Shrugging his shoulders, Aki flipped the sword in the air, deftly catching the blade and presenting it to the elf handle first.
As Fion gripped the handle, the blade burst into blue flame, with the marbling of the blade glowing more intensely.  As he stared at the blade, shadows curled from his arm, down around his hand, and the red leather of the handle turned black.  He brought the two blades together in front of him, and the sapphires of both cross guards began to glow brightly.
As he stared at the recovered blade, his eyes grew wide with surprise.
“Someone has added to the power of this blade since I, ahh, misplaced it during an attack by the elves of Harmonui on my home.  Yes,” he muttered, never taking his eyes from the blade, “underwater breathing.  A useful enhancement for the surface world...”
Satisfied, Fion finally tore his gaze from the blade, duplicated the sword flip Aki had performed, extending the handle to the surprised human.
“Why are you giving me back what is clearly your blade?” Aki asked, not reaching for the handle.
“I would not presume to take the blade from you, as you acquired it fairly,” replied Fion, his eyes once again locked on the blade in his hand.
“A trade, then?” Aki proposed, nodding to the sword still in the sheath on Fion’s left hip.
Smiling widely, Fion flipped the sword again, catching the handle, then stabbed the blade into the sandy beach.  He drew the other sword, which was also exquisitely crafted with a solid black blade, handle, and crosspiece, and presented it to Aki.
“This blade will serve you well, human.  And you have my undying gratitude for returning my lost blade to me,” Fion stated, as Aki accepted the sword and slid it into the sheath on his hip.
Fion retrieved his blade from the sand and stared intently at the blue marbling of the blade.  The shadows from his hand curled around the handle and down the blade, but the blue pattern remained.  Frowning, he slid both blades into their sheaths and returned his gaze to the group in front of him.
“Now that we are all friends,” Ja’ade said dryly, still staring at Dracorex, “What are you doing here?”
“Ahh, yes, Lady Ja’ade,” Fion replied, snapping out of his pensive stare.  “Refresh my memory, which one of you is the dragon?”
Shocked, Aki and Zatus both took a step back and snapped their heads toward the sisters.
Growling again, Mialin tossed her fireball over her shoulder, blasting the Cattostrophy still burning offshore, her eyes never leaving the shadow dragon in front of her.  As the others watched, she moved back from them, and her image began to shimmer in the light, coming in and out of focus.  Each time it flickered, she grew a little more, until she stood closer to twenty-five feet tall, then shifted into the form of a beautiful golden dragon.  She continued to stare hatefully at Dracorex, her mouth now opened a bit, wisps of smoke drifting from the corners of her mouth, as a small flame appeared in her maw full of teeth.
“I knew there was something off about her,” Zatus muttered to Aki.  “Such an amazing illusion, I couldn’t see through it, but I knew something was off...”
“Magnificent,” Fion breathed, staring at the gold dragon.  “You have my word, lady, that Dracorex is not here to do battle with either of you.  He has agreed to assist me in destroying Harmonui, thus protecting my people from these disgusting surface elves.”
Ja’ade bristled a bit at that, her free hand moving her curly red hair back to reveal the pointy ears underneath.
“My lady please forgive me, I had forgotten the stories,” Fion apologized, performing another sweeping bow before the sisters.  “You are of the woodland elves, yes?”
Nodding, Ja’ade intensified the fireball in her palm, which now glowed a brilliant hue of blue, causing everyone around her besides her sister to take a step back from the heat it emitted.
Dracorex maintained eye contact with Mialin as his body began to shift and shrink until he appeared to be a shadow elf standing before them.
“You have my solemn oath, ladies, that I will not attack you if you choose to assist Fion in his destruction of the so-called ‘high elves’ of Harmonui.  If that is acceptable, you must agree now, as I will not watch over my shoulder for an attack from either of you.
“You know, lady,” he continued, staring at Mialin, “that my word cannot be broken, the same as yours.  Give me your word here and now or attack this moment.  Either way, I will be present for the burning of Harmonui, with or without you.”
Dracorex reached out his hand toward the golden dragon, shadows curling around his arm and hand.
Mialin began to shrink back to her human form, wisps of smoke still sneaking out of the corners of her mouth as she became a woodland elf to match her sister.  Nodding her agreement, she stretched out her arm and took hold of his hand, flames jumping from her palm to meet the shadows of Dracorex.  Both nodded their agreement, then stepped back from each other.
“Waste of a good fireball,” Ja’ade muttered, tossing it over her shoulder to add to the blaze of the Cattostrophy, which had all but sunk below the waves by now.




Chapter 4 – Meeting the Queen

Four days prior...
The Slip Away, the ship belonging to the “gentleman adventurer” Tylo the Blue, gracefully slid into the harbor of Harmonui, the city of elves.  Heishi and Tiane stood at the bow of the ship taking in the massive city before them and trying not gawk.
Di’eslo and Gabrielle silently walked up behind the other-worlders and stood in silence for a moment.
“Is this your first trip to Harmonui, Master Di’eslo?” Gabrielle asked, a bit too formally in Heishi’s opinion.
“Yes, lady,” the shadow elf cleric replied, pulling up the hood of his cloak.  “My people are not exactly welcome in this city...”
“You have nothing to fear, my friend,” the beautiful high elf replied, a twinkle in her bright blue eyes.  “My sister is the queen of the city, and when I introduce you as my savior, she will accept you as I have.”
“I admire your confidence, lady, but my experience with surface elves has been somewhat different than you describe.  In case you have forgotten, you hated me still as I healed your wounds in the chamber of Sgel the Nasty...” he let the words fade away as he continued to stare at the city, ever looming closer.
“Then allow me to enter the city first, with Heishi and Tiane.  I will speak with my sister, and when she is convinced of your good heart, I will bring you to her myself,” she replied, looking hurt at the reminder of her attitude toward this remarkable shadow elf.
Heishi turned to look Di’eslo in the eye and nodded his head.
“That is excellent advice, my friend.  We will go meet the queen, and let your actions speak for themselves.  I understand the mutual hate between your races, but sometimes all it takes is one man to make a difference, and I believe you are that man,” he said, reaching out to shake the shadow elf’s hand.
“Let’s not get all ‘Saturday morning special’ about this, Top,” Tiane interjected from the side, a grin on his face.  “How about we just go meet this queen, you can charm her, and we’ll all live happily ever after...”
“And once again,” Heishi replied with a laugh, “Staff Sergeant Tiane ruins the moment before anyone even gets a hug out of it!”
“I am glad you are all finding humor in this,” Di’eslo answered soberly, breaking the mood.  “Be prepared to find me after I escape when they come to arrest me.”
“Have faith,” Gabrielle answered, trying to keep the tears out of her eyes.  “My sister loves me, and I... well... I am rather fond of you.  She will not deny you the opportunity to prove your worth to her.”
“We shall see, lady, we shall see,” the shadow elf replied, staring at the approaching dock.  “If anyone needs me, I shall be below deck, out of sight, and hoping your optimism wins your sister over.”
***
Heishi and Tiane followed Gabrielle through the winding streets of the city, marveling at the cleanliness.  The buildings were all constructed of a brilliant white colored stone that was similar to marble, and they showed no signs of dirt or decomposition.
Gabrielle explained as they walked that the city was ancient, and that no one really knew when it was built.
“Elves have an extremely long life compared to the lesser races,” she explained, then blushed as she realized she had referred to her friends in such a manner.  “What I mean is, compared to most other races of Kartos...”
“Do not worry, lady,” Heishi replied, no trace of anger on his face.  “We understand completely, and our skin is thicker than to be offended by such things.”
Baffled, Gabrielle stopped and stared at Heishi, attempting to discern the thickness of his skin.
“I saw you wounded, and your skin did not appear to be any thicker than my own, human,” she stated hesitantly.
Laughing, Heishi nodded his head, understanding her confusion.
“It is a figure of speech, lady.  It simply means that we let some things roll off our backs easily,” he began, then paused again as another confused look crossed the elf’s face.  “I apologize, that is also a figure of speech.  They both imply that we are not easily offended, so there is no need to be embarrassed if your previous misconceptions of our race slip into normal conversation.”
“You are very gracious, Master Heishi,” she replied, dipping her head in a slight bow.  “My sister is going to love you.”
They continued to walk, admiring the architecture and listening to the history of the city.  According to Gabrielle, the elves of Harmonui valued harmony above all else, and prided themselves on accepting any who came to the city.
“Except shadow elves,” muttered Tiane, his cynicism as to the city’s acceptance of his friend slipping out.
Gabrielle paused, and after taking a breath she nodded her head in agreement.
“There is much hatred between our people and those who live below the surface.  We are taught from a young age that the shadow elves are inherently evil, and that they raid our cities, enslave and kill our people, and are utterly ruthless.  I had never actually met one before Di’eslo saved my life, so there is much to consider.”
Heishi looked around as they drew near to the castle in the center of town and noticed something that struck him as odd: in the market, there were people of every race imaginable, just as in Terminus.  Here, further into the city, he saw nothing but the very light skinned elves, and caught more than one staring at the two humans.
“I thought all were welcome here, well, other than shadow elves,” Heishi exclaimed, turning to look Gabrielle in the eyes.  “I cannot help but notice, lady, that Tiane and I are the only non-elves present.”
“I should clarify, Master Heishi: all are welcome to trade in Harmonui, and even to stay in the inns that are adjacent to the market district, but only residents are allowed in the city proper.  You are being allowed passage because I am accompanying you, but typically no outsiders would be allowed this far into the city.  It is a great honor,” she replied, smiling sheepishly at first, her smile getting broader as she explained the honor being bestowed on the outsiders.
“Very...harmonious,” was all Heishi responded as they were admitted at the castle gate.
***
Gaining an audience with the queen was a much faster process than the humans would have thought, and before they knew it, they were standing in the throne room.  The hall was long but rather narrow, with pillars every twenty feet or so stretching from the enormous double doors all the way to the foot of the throne, sitting several hundred meters away.  Each pillar emanated light, although the humans could not discern the source of the lights: it was is if the marble pillars themselves glowed.
Queen Linnie turned out to be a spitting image of her younger sister, with golden hair and blue eyes that reflected the light as she looked the humans up and down.  Her dress was a beautiful shade of violet, with intricate designs of flowers woven into the material in golden threads.  On her brow sat a delicate crown of white gold, with diamonds inset that caught and reflected the light each time she turned her head.
Her bodyguard, a massive man who reminded the humans of a Viking warrior, stood behind her and to the left, watching their every move.  He appeared to be almost as tall as Yutri, wearing a plaid kilt with a wide leather belt around his waist.  He wore no shirt, showing his finely tuned muscles and tribal tattoos covering his chest.  Over his shoulder, a bear pelt was visible, its head worn directly over his right shoulder, its eyes replaced with rubies.  He held a massive two-handed axe, the shaft measuring at last six feet long, with a nasty looking blade that curved from the top back almost halfway down the shaft.
“Why have you brought these men to me, sister?” the queen asked in a haughty tone.
“They rescued me from a dirty nasty orc,” Gabrielle began, then stopped as her sister’s eyes narrowed in anger.
“How were you apprehended by an orc,” Linnie asked, her eyes never leaving the two humans before her.
“As I traveled south, I stopped overnight in the city of Terminus.  The former ruler of the city, a Chondri thug named Jim, discovered my identity and sent his guards to capture me.  He kept me imprisoned for a short time and then sold me to an orc king named Sgel the Nasty, who kept me in a cage naked, barely feeding me and keeping me on display for his minions.  These two humans, along with a group of adventurers from Terminus, killed Sgel the Nasty and rescued me from my cage.  The cleric who travels with them healed me and returned me home,” Gabrielle let the words flow from her mouth so rapidly that Heishi had a difficult time keeping up with them, even though he already knew the story.
Linnie sat perfectly still, hardly breathing as she listened to her sister’s story, her eyes locked on the humans.
“You said 'former ruler’ of Terminus: what became of this Chondri?” Linnie asked, never blinking.
“These two and their companions removed him from his leadership position by way of a swift beheading,” Gabrielle replied, unable to hide the smile creeping across her face.
“For that you have my gratitude, humans,” the queen began, still unblinking.  “However, my question still has not been answered, sister,” she continued, finally breaking her gaze to turn to Gabrielle.  “Why have you brought these men to me?”
“They were coming to see you already when I met them,” began Gabrielle, more slowly this time.  “They have information for you of some urgency, but first I must ask a favor.”
“What favor do you need from me?” the queen replied guardedly.
“Two of their companions, a half-orc and a gigantic dwarf, remained in Terminus when we departed.  The third traveled with us, however he was, ahh, reluctant to come with me to see you,” Gabrielle stated, muttering a bit toward the end as she attempted to word her story properly.
“And why would a rescuer of my baby sister be, ‘ahh, reluctant,’ to meet me?” Linnie asked, sitting straighter on her throne as she mimicked her sister’s voice.
“He is a shadow elf, sister,” Gabrielle began, then stopped abruptly as she saw the color leap into the queen’s cheeks.  “I thought the same as you when I opened my eyes and saw him,” she began again, spitting out the words as quickly as she was able.  “But he is a cleric, adept at healing, and if not for him I would not have lived through the journey home.  I know what we are taught of shadow elves by our people, and by all accounts they are true, but this one is different!  He is kind and has turned his back on his own people for the same reasons why we war with them!”
As she finished speaking, she stared her sister in the eye, the look on her face begging the queen to understand.
“Bring him to me in the morning,” Linnie replied after a few tense moments.  “If he is different as you say he is, then I will welcome the rescuer of my sister.  If he is not, I will not have a shadow elf loose in the castle after the sun is down.”
With that, she waved her hand at the trio, dismissing them from her presence to retrieve the wayward shadow elf.




Chapter 5 – Scouting Harmonui

Today...
“I repeat my question, Fion,” Ja’ade stated, her voice dripping with disdain as she pronounced the shadow elf’s name, “What are you doing here?”
“The answer is simple, lady,” he replied, his smile disarming her indignation at his presence.  “My brother was travelling with the other-worlders to Harmonui, and I believe them to all be prisoners of the queen of the city.  I am here to provide what information I may and to ask you to rescue him along with your companions.”
“Any why will you not be joining us in this rescue mission, if you care so much for your brother?” Ja’ade replied with thinly veiled sarcasm.
Fion spread his arms out wide, allowing Ja’ade to take in his entire form, the shadows wrapping themselves around his body and attempting to hide him from the sunlight.
“As you can see, lady, I would not exactly blend into the local populace,” he replied, still smiling.
“Oh, I can fix that,” Zatus interrupted, his eyes swirling with all the colors of the rainbow.  He reached out his hand toward Fion, and the colors momentarily wrapped the elf’s body in light, transforming from his head to his toes into the likeness of a high elf in white armor and robes.
“I heard your group contained an illusionist, but I did not believe it until now,” Fion replied, inspecting his milky white skin.  “Outstanding, Master Gnome, truly remarkable.  As I was saying, WE will be rescuing my brother and your misplaced companions together.”
All eyes turned to Dracorex, who still maintained his illusion of a shadow elf.
“Not I,” he replied, his chuckle coming out as a growl.  “These surface elves have their own dragons, and illusions cannot deceive our kind.  I will not be risking myself to rescue lesser beings. IF you make it back to me alive, I will be here, perfectly content to wait, and then you owe me a war.”
The eyes of the group turned to Mialin, whose golden eyes remained fixed on the shadow dragon.  Without turning her head, she acknowledged their stares with a nod.
“Yes, I will join you.  It is a worthy quest, and merits the risk,” she stated, never turning her gaze or blinking.
“Well, then, shall we proceed?” Aki asked, attempting to break the tension.
“Yes, let’s all go die together, it’s more fun that way,” Zatus replied, shaking his head and transforming his own image into that of a high elf as he walked toward the road.
***
The trip to the city was smooth and uneventful: it seemed the elves maintained the roads into their city well, and the beasts prevalent along the roads to the south were not present.  The group walked in relative silence, none of the original party fully trusting Fion.
As the gates of the city came into view, Ja’ade slowed slightly and turned her head to look at the disguised shadow elf.
“What is your plan now, Fion,” she asked, sneering a bit as she said his name.
“Good lady, you will need to fake friendship with me if you wish to successfully execute this rescue,” Fion replied dryly, looking her in the eye.
“Please, let’s refrain from using the word 'execute’ until we at least rescue our people,” Aki intoned, wincing a bit at the word.
“Fair enough, other-worlder,” Fion replied, grinning a bit.  “To answer your question, Lady Ja’ade, my plan is to discover where prisoners of the queen are taken, infiltrate the dungeon, rescue my brother and as many of your friends as we can, and exit without being, well, executed.”
“That one thinks he’s funnier than he is,” muttered Zatus, continuing to trudge forward to the gate.
“Should we split up?” Ja’ade asked hopefully, clearly not relishing the idea of spending more time with Fion than she had to.
“Never split the party,” Aki muttered, drawing looks from everyone but Zatus.  “Sorry, it’s a good rule in strategy games that we play: you never split the party.  We are stronger together, and if one of us runs into trouble, the rest will spend more time rescuing that one than accomplishing the task at hand.”
“This is a good rule, then,” Fion agreed, “Never split the party.”
It was late in the afternoon and the conversation lightened the closer they came to the gate, each member of the group taking on the role of weary travelers who wished nothing more than to take a hot bath and sleep in a warm bed.  Navigating the gates of the city in daylight hours proved to be a simple task, and the companions strolled through the marketplace feigning interest in the wares of the vendors.
The group wandered apart a bit as they perused the goods, maintaining line-of-sight with each other while looking as harmless as possible.  It was clear to the companions that races other than surface elves were being politely confined to this main street of the city, where goods from all over the surface of Kartos could be sold.  If Fion had not warned them ahead of time, nothing would look amiss, but the subtle undertones were present when they searched for them.
Fion walked with Zatus, the two taking on the persona of snobby high elves, looking down on the inferior races around them.  They stopped to speak with a guard, appearing to lazily pass the time.
“Good guard, I heard rumors there was recently a shadow elf caught in the city,” Fion said, feigning horror at the thought.
The guard glanced both ways and leaned closer to Fion before answering.
“Yes, there was, but it is nothing to worry you fine gentlemen about.  He was caught outside the city and never entered here, so the harmony was maintained at all times,” the guard replied, a smug expression on his face.
“Outside the city, you say?” Zatus replied, fanning himself from the warmth of the afternoon sun.  “How was this, this, beast discovered?”
“You did not hear this from me, of course,” the guard began, glancing side-to-side again and then once over his shoulder for good measure.  “Queen Linnie Anaoilin’s own sister was harboring the fugitive!  She brought some rather unmentionable humans into the city with her, and the queen discovered she was also hiding this monster on a ship in the harbor!”  As he spoke, he maintained a conspiratorial tone, nodding his head and whispering to the two.
“Her own sister?” Fion gasped, truly surprised by this turn of events.
“Yes, good sire,” the guard replied with a wink, “but make no mistake, another week in the dungeon with some special attention from that barbarian Trodgen and she will see the error of her ways.”
“Trodgen?” asked Fion, looking confused.
“Yes, sire, Trodgen.  The bodyguard of the queen, that gigantic human from the north lands.  Have you not seen him?  He surely is a beast, and there are rumors he has ogre blood in him!  I do not know why the queen suffers his presence...” the guard stopped abruptly, glancing around again, knowing he had said too much.
“What of this ship?  Has the captain been arrested and punished as well?” Fion asked, letting the guard know he was eating up every word of the juicy gossip.
“Ahh, the ship.  It is known as the Slip Away and is owned by one calling himself ‘Tylo the Blue.’  We all know he is a pirate, but he calls himself a ‘gentleman adventurer.’  Queen Linnie allows his kind into port as he brings exotic goods which cannot be otherwise unacquired, but he is not permitted to leave the dock area.  When the shadow elf was removed from this pirate vessel, the captain swore innocence as Lady Gabrielle brought him aboard.  His ship remains in the harbor for now until Queen Linnie decides what to do with the scoundrel,” the guard replied, winking at the end to show he had an opinion as to what would be done to the pirate.
“We are in no danger, then, Master Guard?” Zatus asked, helping the guard focus again.
“Nay, good citizen, the market is as safe as ever.  None if this riff-raff will harm you,” the proud guard stated with certainty.
Bowing their heads in respect to the self-important guard, the two wandered away, maintaining idle chit chat until they were out of earshot of the guard.
“Well, now we know how they were apprehended,” Fion stated, “so we simply need to discover where they are imprisoned.”
“Well,” replied the disguised gnome, “if this were YOUR city, where would the dungeon be located?”
Both heads turned simultaneously to the castle in the center of the city, its walls shining brightly in the late-afternoon sun.
“Now we know the how and where,” Fion answered, never taking his eyes from the magnificent structure, “so I suppose we simply need a distraction.”
“It would seem we have another city to set fire to,” Zatus replied, grinning as Fion snapped his head toward him.
“That will not work,” the elf replied, his eyes scanning the crowd.  “Harmonui is a city of elves, not a slum like Terminus.  A fire would be extinguished quickly, and the guards would then be alert and searching for the vandals.  We need a, ahh, bigger distraction.”
“What about a shadow elf in the city?” Zatus responded, grinning evilly.
“You read my mind, Master Gnome,” Fion replied, matching the evil grin.




Chapter 6 – Arrested!

Three days ago...
After a night of fitful sleep aboard the ship, the companions awoke as the sun rose, anxious to introduce Di’eslo to the queen.  They ate a rushed meal of jerky, bread, and fresh water, then assembled on the deck of the ship, ready to proceed to the castle.
“Don’t be soundin’ like a good idea to me, lad,” Tylo the Blue, the captain of the Slip Away, said to Di’eslo as he waited for Gabrielle to lead them into town.  “Do ye see them extra guards on the dock?  They been showin’ up all night long, they have.  I’m not thinkin’ the queen be trustin’ her sister about ye...”
“I have been thinking the same all night,” Di’eslo replied, looking apologetically at Gabrielle as he said it.  “However, the lady has already made her sister aware of my presence, and if I do not trust her now, I am sure it will not end well for me.”  He glanced around at the crew on the deck, who were all pretending to be busy while they watched the scene unfold. “Or your crew,” he added softly.
“Bah, I been coming here fer years,” the Chondri captain stated, bristling at the implication.  “I ain’t allowed in town meself, as I scare the goodly folk,” he winked at Di’eslo slyly.  “But they ain’t ne’er caused me no grief if I stay aboard.”
“But you have never harbored a shadow elf before,” Di’eslo replied sadly.  “The die has been cast, I’m afraid, and I must see this through now or I will be bringing judgment on you and your crew.  I hope to see you again soon, my friend, but if I do not, know that I appreciate all you have done for me.”
The two clasped hands, then gave a quick hug and slap on the shoulder, releasing each other immediately and nodding their heads to each other in an unspoken bond.
“Stop acting like I am taking you to your doom,” Gabrielle said, rolling her eyes in annoyance.  “My sister is no tyrant, and when she meets you, she will see you as I do: not as an evil shadow elf, but simply as a good man who rescued her sister from certain death.  If you two drama queens are ready, we should be off.”
With a grin, Di’eslo turned to follow his friends down the gang plank and off the ship.  He watched the guards warily as they bristled, seeing the cloaked stranger walking toward them, but none made a move toward him.
“We are here to ensure the safety of you and your...friends...lady,” one of the guards stated as Gabrielle drew near.
“That is kind of you, but rather unnecessary,” she replied, smiling too sweetly as she understood the undertone.  “If you wanted to be the first to get a look at the shadow elf, all you had to do was to ask,” she finished, pushing past the guards and leading her companions into the city.
“Boo!” Di’eslo whispered as he passed the guard who had spoken to him, grinning as he saw the elf’s hand tense on the handle of his sword.
“It is probably not wise to antagonize them,” Heishi muttered from his left, “but it sure was amusing.”
They headed down the street, making their way through the market district.  The normally chaotic street made it easier to pick out the guards who moved in concert with the companions, ever keeping a watchful eye on Di’eslo.
“I feel like a lamb being led to the slaughter, Top,” Tiane whispered, trying not to focus on the guards.
“I know what you mean.  Make sure you keep your eyes open.  I don’t think we’ll be treated poorly here, but I am not going to allow our friend to be taken captive either,” Heishi stated, leaving no room for debate.
“Easier said than done,” the young sniper replied, his eyes continuing to scan the crowd.  “I’m counting around twenty that are staying with us, and each of the guards in the market clearly know who we are as well.  If they want to take him, they will.”
Turning the corner from the market onto a side street, the guards who had been quietly pacing the friends converged on them.  No longer were they passively keeping pace: the companions found themselves blocked in on all sides and being herded quickly to the castle’s gate.
“What is the meaning of this?” Gabrielle demanded as she was rushed along.
“Apologies, Lady,” the leader of the guards replied, “but the queen requested we keep your, ahh, friend, safe, and Trodgen declared that we should do so in exactly this manner.  We will arrive shortly, and you may voice your concerns to the queen at that time.”
“Who, may I ask, is Trodgen?” Heishi asked, but the guard did not even acknowledge the question.
“He is the barbarian you saw yesterday beside my sister,” Gabrielle replied, her eyes shooting daggers at the impudent guard who ignored her friend’s question.  “He is her bodyguard and the head of her personal security.  It would appear these buffoons report to the barbarian and ignore questions posed by my companions.”
“Is it odd for a barbarian to be the bodyguard of the queen?” Tiane asked, his eyes never leaving the guards surrounding him.
“Yes, this is the first time in the history of the city that someone who is not of elvish descent has been placed into a position of such authority.  To be honest I do not understand what my sister sees in him, but it bodes well for our current situation that she trusts a man so.”
“Let’s hope so,” Heishi replied as they turned the final corner and found themselves staring at the front gate of the castle.
***
Being ushered directly to the throne room again, Di’eslo was forced to remove his hood as soon as he stepped into the building.  The guards surrounding the companions did not attempt to hide the hateful stares as the shadow elf passed, his head held high.
At the double doors to the throne room, the group was stopped abruptly.
“You may not enter the presence of the queen while armed,” the guard said, giving an apologetic glance to Gabrielle then turning a hateful stare toward Di’eslo.
“This is outrageous...” Gabrielle began, then stopped suddenly when the shadow elf placed a hand on her arm.
“It was expected, lady,” Di’eslo stated as he handed his flail and shield to the guard.
“The humans as well,” the guard stated, not turning his eyes from Di’eslo.
“They were admitted yesterday with all their possessions,” Gabrielle began again, and was stopped once more, this time by Heishi.
“We have no reason to be armed,” Heishi replied, handing over his sword, dagger, and the sheath with the three throwing daggers from his arm.
“Your bags as well,” the guard stated flatly as Tiane handed his kamas to the guard closest to him.
“Fair enough, good guard,” Heishi said with a smile, “Whatever it takes to make everyone more comfortable with our presence.”
Once disarmed, the four were admitted to the throne room, feeling like they were making a final walk to an execution chamber as they approached the throne.  Heishi noticed as they walked between the pillars that the room was much brighter than it was the previous evening, and that no shadows were anywhere in sight.  While not unexpected, his instincts put him on edge as they closed the distance with the ruler of the city.
Queen Linnie was seated calmly on her throne, wearing a scarlet dress with silver patterns embroidered in the fabric.  She smiled at her sister, then turned a hard look toward the shadow elf.
“I am to understand you saved the life of my only sister.  For that I am grateful.  Do you think that a single act of kindness will forgive a lifetime of evil?” the queen asked, her tone of voice leaving no room for debate.
“Your highness, I...” Di’eslo began and was immediately silenced as a guard punched him in the mouth, dropping him to his knees in front of the throne.
“SILENCE!” the queen all but screamed.  “You have not earned the right to speak in my presence!”
“Linnie, I...” Gabrielle began, but was stopped immediately by the guard on her side.
“And YOU,” the queen continued, shifting her gaze to her sister.  “You betray yourself, me, and our people by bringing this, this, abomination into our city.  Has he bewitched you so that you forget who you are?  Guard, I said to disarm them all: why does Gabrielle still carry her staff?”
The guard reached to take her staff, but Gabrielle snapped out of the shock she was feeling long enough to spin it around and swat him across the side of his head, the crystal in the end of the staff glowing brightly as her anger grew.
The guard behind her thumped her across the back of the head with the butt of his sword, crumpling her to the ground and causing Di’eslo to let out a primal scream of rage.  He spun on the guard, grabbing him by the wrist and twisting it out, his grip on his sword breaking and the blade dropping to the ground as the shadow elf lifted his front leg and kicked him in the throat.
Whirling the guard in front of him, Di’eslo shoved him into the next guard in line, deftly dropping to one knee to retrieve the sword from the floor.  As he stood, he swung the blade across at waist level, backing up the other two guards on his side as they tried to rush him.
“Di’eslo, NO!” shouted Heishi, his hands going up in a show of surrender.  “If you do not peacefully surrender, you will prove everything they believe about you,” he continued in a level tone, staring at the back of his friend’s head.  “Hand over the sword and let us try this again.”
“Enough!” Linnie cried, standing up from her throne as Trodgen stepped forward between the group and his queen.  “Guards take them to the interrogation rooms!  I will not allow these three to disrupt the harmony of our city!”
Shadows curling from his skin as his anger grew, Di’eslo slowly turned to look Heishi in the eye.
“I was prepared for what they would do to me, but you see how they treat the queen’s own sister?  What do you think they will do to us?  Better to die on our feet,” he began, then looked around the room, and slowly let the tip of the blade rest on the floor in front of him.  “Our situation is untenable, yes?”
He let the sword drop to the floor and took a step back, allowing the guards to retrieve the weapon and their unconscious companions.
“Take them away!” Linnie commanded as she took one last disgusted look at her sister, still lying on the floor, then turned and stomped out of the room to her right.
Grinning wickedly, Trodgen stared at the companions as the guards bound their hands behind their backs.
“You are now MY guests, and I will make your stay as unpleasant as possible,” he stated, then waived to the guards to take them away.




Chapter 7 – Planning the Escape

Today...
Evening settled on the city of Harmonui, and the companions stealthily removed themselves from the market street as the vendors closed shop for the night.  Moving to an inn set just off the main street of the trading district, the five huddled in a corner table in the dimly lit dining area, formulating a plan.
“Eeeehhhh, what can I get ya?” the bartender asked, walking up beside the group.
Aki and Zatus stopped abruptly, not wanting to turn their heads at the familiar voice.  After a pause, Aki looked over, and did well to hide his surprise as he saw an identical bartender to the one from Terminus standing in front of him.
The little man looked identical to the one they had encountered and killed in the tunnels beneath the city!  Standing just about five feet tall, he was a scrawny whelp with a clean-shaven face, and hair sticking out in every conceivable direction from his head.  He wore leggings for pants, which accentuated his knobby knees, and a vest with no shirt so the companions could see every rib in his frail chest.  As he spoke to the patrons, his eyes rolled in different directions, and the companions could not tell exactly who he was looking at.
“Uh, pardon me for asking, but have we met?” Aki asked tentatively as Zatus just stared with his jaw hanging open slightly.
“Eeehhh, nope, nope, nope, can’t say that we have, human!  I would remember a character like you, yep, yep, so strange lookin’!” the bartender replied, his face angled toward Aki but one eye pointed to Fion and the other to Zatus.
“Forgive me, good sir, but you remind me of someone I recently met in my travels to Terminus...” Aki retorted, fishing for an answer.
“Eeeehhhh, nope, nope, nope, never been there, human!  Might be you are thinkin’ of my brother.  Yep, yep, yep, he lives in Terminus and runs The Portal for the Illustrious.  Yep, he does,” the little bartender replied, a look of understanding crossing his face for a moment before his blank expression returned.
Everyone at the table besides Fion nodded their heads collectively at the revelation, as they had all been present when Yutri killed this bartender’s brother in the tunnels beneath Terminus and had heard the story of Heishi killing another one of his brothers in The Portal.
“And who, pray tell, is ‘The Illustrious’?” Fion asked, uncomfortable with the current conversation and desiring to be rid of the bartender so he could continue to plan the rescue of his brother.
“Eeeehhhh, he’s the ruler of all Terminus, yep, yep, yep, he is!” the bartender replied, snapping his head toward Fion with a look of disgust.
“Big Jim,” whispered Ja’ade, and Fion understood immediately.
“Well, good sir, I need to have a conversation with you, but first will require your name,” Fion stated firmly, staring at one of the bartender’s eyes, which continued to roll uncontrollably.
“Eeeehhhh, no one ever asked me that, nope, nope, nope,” the bartender replied, stammering a bit.  “Eeehhh, yep, yep, you can call me Ethanicus.  And whaddaya want?  I have ale, ale, or ale, but I recommend the ale.  Yep, yep, yep, I do.”
“We will each have ale,” Fion replied, then stopped Ethanicus as he turned to leave.  “How is it that you are allowed to run this establishment in this city?  You are not an elf.”
“Eeehhh, yep, yep, yep, you noticed that?  Your kind do not like to come to the market district, so us not-elf's run it,” the bartender replied as he bounced away to retrieve the ale.
“Remarkable,” Fion stated, turning back to the table.  “Who is this?  You all appear to know him.”
“We may have knowledge of the death of two of his brothers,” Aki replied dryly, eliciting a collective smile from the rest of the group.
“We should keep that to ourselves, then,” Fion replied, catching on.  “He may be of use to us if he was in league with Jim.”
They sat in silence waiting for the return of the bartender, not wanting to have their plans overheard.  As he approached, each member of the group turned to stare at the little man.
“Good sir, we could use additional information since you are associated with the Illustrious Jim,” Fion began, gauging the little man’s response for any recognition that Jim was dead.
“Eeehh, whaddaya want?  I’m busy here,” Ethanicus replied, turning to glance at the empty room.
“What do you know of the plans Jim had for this city?” Fion asked, watching the little man carefully.
“Eeehhh, nope, nope, nope, not supposed to talk about that!” shrieked Ethanicus, glancing around the empty room again and attempting to escape.
“Stop,” Fion commanded, raising his hand toward the little guy and stopping the movement of air around his body, ceasing his movement in place.  With a wave of his hand, he turned Ethanicus back to the table and looked directly into one of his eyes.
“Now, good sir, we shall complete our conversation in this empty room before you continue whatever you deem necessary.  You report to Big Jim, The Illustrious, and he reports to me.  By your reaction, I assume you are aware of his plans for this city, and you will now share with me everything you know.”
Silence hung over the table like a blanket, with the other-worlders attempting to hide their surprise at Fion’s ability to hold Ethanicus in place.
“Eeehh, yep, yep, why didn’t you just ask?” the bartender snorted as Fion released his hold on the little man.  “The Illustrious is gonna destroy this city because the elves are evil...” he paused, turning his head back and forth between Fion and Zatus, both disguised as high elves.
“Everything is not as it may appear, good sir.  Please, continue,” Fion interjected smoothly, smiling to show he took no offense.
“Yep, yep, yep.  The Illustrious is going to destroy this place.  He will bring his assassins through the tunnel in the basement to kill the queen and open the gates so his army can attack.”  He turned to glance over both shoulders as he paused, both eyes turning different directions as he searched for eavesdroppers, then turned back to the table.  “Eeeehhh, that’s all I know, yep, yep it is.  I just open the door for him and stay out of his way.  Yep, yep, that’s what I do.”
“And you can show us this tunnel entrance?” Fion asked politely.
“Eeehhhh, yep, yep, yep, any friend of the Illustrious is a friend of mine.  I can do that, yup I can,” he stuttered, then turned and scurried back to the bar where he began wiping down the clean surfaces.
“It would appear we have an escape route.  Excellent.  For the distraction, are you certain you can maintain your illusions from such a distance?” Fion asked Zatus, a look of concern painted on his face.  “It would not do for them to fade while we are in the center of town, as I am not fond of the idea of standing out of the crowd.”
“Don’t worry,” Zatus replied with a snort, “I can maintain my illusions from the other side of the world.  I only have to see my target to initially craft the image, once it is done it takes very little concentration for me to maintain it.”
“Then it sounds like we have the distraction part of our plan covered,” Ja’ade interjected with a sly grin.  “I only wish I could be closer to see the fun!”
“I am not sure ‘fun’ will be the proper word once the ‘good’ people of Harmonui see a shadow elf running down the street,” Mialin replied, a wicked smile on her face.  “It should cause the distraction we need to slip into the dungeon unannounced, however.”
“Once we make it in how will we find our lost companions?” Aki asked.
“Master Zatus and I were able to glean information from a few more guards this afternoon,” Fion replied, nodding to the disguised gnome.  “My brother and your friends have been incarcerated for the past three days, so they have not been moved to the permanent cells yet.  There is an interrogation chamber where new prisoners are kept, and they should still be in this chamber.  My understanding is that we will find separate rooms adjacent to the interrogation chamber for my brother and this high elf woman that are designed to contain those who can use the Art to manipulate their surroundings.  Once this Trodgen decides he has extracted all the information possible from them, he will move them to permanent cells to live out the remainder of their lives in torment.”
“In torment?  Why?  Simply for befriending a shadow elf?” Aki asked, stunned that his friends would be treated in such a manner.
“My brother will be tortured to death for the amusement of the guards because he was born with black skin,” Fion replied, staring at the illusion covering his hands and making them white.  “Your friends will not be tortured to death, however.  They will simply be mistreated and left to rot in a cell because they are not elves and mistakenly disrupted the ‘harmony’ of this cursed city.”
“We had better get them out today,” Zatus injected into the conversation.  “Heishi and Tiane will have very little information to give this sadistic jailor, and if they have been moved to cells it could take all night to find them.  We need to be in and out as quickly as possible.”
“And then what?” Aki asked, looking at Fion.  “When we have retrieved your brother and our friends, what happens then?”
“Then my people will arrive, and we will burn this city to the ground,” Fion replied flatly and without hesitation.




Chapter 8 – Breaking In

As evening turned into night, the tavern began to fill with patrons, and the group in the corner decided it was the appropriate time to set their plan into motion.  Slipping out the back door, the five stumbled down the street together, appearing to be intoxicated and searching for somewhere to sleep it off.
As they approached the guards who kept the market district separate from the rest of the city, they paused on a street corner and Aki began a loud discussion with Fion about the beautiful ladies in their company and which was in love with him.  As the guards listened to the obnoxious conversation and smirked at the human, Zatus picked his target and began to concentrate.
While all eyes were on Aki, a flash of rainbow-colored lights swirled around the guard in the rear of the group, transforming him into the likeness of an ogre.  He grew to a height of almost eight feet, and his slim elvish features thickened into solid-looking muscle.  His fine armor and weapons were replaced with rags and a club with spikes sticking through the wood, and one eye socket appeared to be missing an eyeball.  His hair disappeared and grew out in patches, and before anyone noticed a smell of unbathed brute washed over the other guards.
The smell attracted their attention, and the two remaining guards spun on the ogre now standing behind them, a look of confusion on their faces.  The first to turn let out a yelp, then screamed for more guards.
The “ogre,” not understanding that he was the source of the confusion, also turned to assist his comrade, and stumbled as he turned, unable to control his new body.
“You really are very good at that,” Fion praised as he watched.  “That one is convinced those are actually his limbs and cannot control them.  Remarkable.”
Zatus grinned at the praise, then turned his attention back to his creation, waiting for the appropriate moment.
The guards, having recovered from their initial shock, turned on the “ogre” and began shouting as they moved in to subdue the beast.  The “ogre,” not understanding what was happening, attempted to defend himself against his fellow guards who were turning against him.  His mouth moved in protest, but no words were emitted as he swung his arms, and by proxy his wicked-looking club, in protest.
“He is mute, then?” Fion asked, to which Zatus simply grinned and nodded.  “Outstanding.”
As a fight ensued between the three, more guards came running up to form a circle around the monster who somehow found its way into their city to disrupt the harmony.  Nets were produced and thrown at the “ogre,” which he shrugged off and used to toss the guards around like playthings.
“We should be going,” Zatus stated quietly, “the illusion is complete.”
The group slipped past the guards, who were now focused on the monster in their midst.  They moved quickly down the side streets, listening to the alarms sounding as more defenders of the city were summoned to contain the ogre.
“And you are certain you can maintain the illusion?” Fion asked again, drawing a disdainful look from the disguised gnome.
“I could maintain that illusion from back in Terminus,” spat Zatus, clearly annoyed at having to repeat himself.  “I will release the illusion once we are all safely outside the city and leave the guards to wonder what happened to the ogre.  But,” he paused for dramatic effect, “I am not finished yet.”
Winding through the streets, staying to the shadows as much as possible, the companions soon found themselves closing in on the castle gates, which were closed for the evening.
“Now for the second part of my plan,” Zatus stated, an impish smile on his face.
Looking up above the gate, he could see a guard looking down at the group, a crossbow leveled at them as they stopped at the corner.
“He’ll do,” the gnome muttered, as his eyes began to swirl with color.
An instant later, a shout arose from the wall, as a shadow elf appeared where the guard was previously standing watch.  Confused, the “shadow elf” turned to face his fellow guards, who were closing in quickly on the hated intruder.
“Also mute?” Fion asked, unable to keep the amused expression from his face.
“Naturally.  We do not want anyone figuring out my tricks before it is time,” Zatus replied.  “You are up, my acquaintance.”
Nodding in approval, Fion stepped into the shadow of the glowing lamp post on the corner and disappeared, reappearing almost immediately between one of the crenellations of the wall opposite where the guards were engaged in battle with the confused “shadow elf.”  With a quick wave to the companions still outside, he shadow-stepped again, disappearing from their sight.
“I wonder how long it will take...” began Aki, then he stopped as the small door set to the side of the main gate opened, and the ghostly white image of Fion in disguise waved them to himself.
“Here we go, no turning back now,” Zatus replied, giggling as they raced to the door and slipped through unseen.
***
Hanging naked from a wall by his wrists in the interrogation room, Heishi was using every trick he had ever learned to not give any information to his enemy and keep his facial features impassive.  His feet were hanging a full two feet above the floor, as they had been for much of the past few days.  He had completely lost track of time and was not sure how much longer he could endure this, but still he maintained his discipline and gave away no information.
To his left hung Tiane in the same position as his team leader, although he wore a look of pure hate, unable to contain his disdain for his captors.
In the center of the room, with lights illuminating every inch of the torture area to avoid the possibility of shadows, Di’eslo was strapped to a table with his arms stretched above his head and his legs lashed together and pulled the opposite direction.  Every so often, Trodgen would tighten the ropes, pulling his arms and legs in opposite directions and stretching his joints.  As far as either of the humans could remember, no questions had been asked of the shadow elf in the preceding days: he was simply tortured.
Across the room on a table sat the pile of weapons, armor, and other gear taken from the prisoners.  At first Heishi had wondered why they would be stupid enough to leave such powerful weapons within eyesight, but as the days wore on, he came to realize it was simply to give the prisoners a sense of hope where there was none.  He would never reach his sword and put it to use against the powerful barbarian torturer, but as long as it was in view, he knew there was a chance.  He had used similar interrogation methods in the past: give hope where there is none, and then strip it away all at once.  Devious, but effective.
Trodgen tightened the ropes again, a satisfied smile crossing his face as Di’eslo grunted in pain, then walked to the table of weapons.  He retrieved Heishi’s sword and walked over to the helpless team leader, his grin widening the closer he came.
“This is a nice sword,” the barbarian stated, then shook his head at the man on the wall, “but I expected better.”
“Let me down and I’ll show you what it can do,” Heishi replied, a defiant smile on his face.
Trodgen reached forward with the blade and slid it lightly across Heishi’s chest, creating a thin line of blood.
“I know what a sword can do.  You will see.  Yes, you will see,” he stated, then returned the blade to the table and picked up the handles of Tiane’s kamas.
“These I do not understand,” he stated bluntly, walking over to the sniper.  “Why would you carry sticks?  Am I a dog that you would fight me with sticks?”
Glaring at the sadistic barbarian, Tiane answered by attempting to spit in his face, which failed due to dehydration.  Trodgen laughed at the young Staff Sergeant, then beat him around the rips with the handles until he spit blood.
“I will get much use from these toys,” Trodgen stated, then laughed as he returned them to the table.  As he picked up the flail he had taken from the shadow elf, a noise in the hall outside the interrogation chamber interrupted his thoughts.
Suddenly, the door burst open, and a high elf guard’s body came flying through and landed on the floor of the chamber.
“What is the meaning of this?” Trodgen demanded, taking a step toward the door and freezing in place as five strangers entered, weapons drawn and a murderous look on their faces.
“How dare you...” the barbarian began, shouting at the two “high elves” who led the charge into the room, then stopped abruptly when he noticed the two woodland elves and the human behind them.  “Who?” he began, then stopped again, a look of understanding crossing his face.
Aki stalked across the room, starting his tonfa spinning, the shadows curling angrily around his arms and blurring the movements the closer he got to the barbarian.  He glanced across the room and saw his friends, his family, hanging from the wall by their arms, fresh blood dripping from Heishi’s chest, and his face froze in a mask of rage as he took a swing at Trodgen with his right hand, the blades on his tonfa popping out as it closed on the torturer’s throat.
Trodgen stepped backward, reaching for his two-handed axe he had propped against the table of weapons and grinning at the feeble attempt to kill him with a single swing.
Aki did not expect to connect with the first blow, however, and followed through with a punch straight from his chest with his left arm, the spike at the end of his tonfa sliding out and just missing the Trodgen, wiping the grin from his face.  The barbarian countered with a swing of his axe, also not expecting to drop his opponent with the first swing, but to buy himself some breathing room as he regained his footing.
Coming in from the left side, shadows escaping the illusion of white skin and wrapping around his body, Fion slashed at the back-stepping barbarian with his left-hand blade, going for an easy kill.
Trodgen proved to be nimble for a man his size, and he rolled to his left side so the tip of Fion’s burning blade just grazed his rib cage, searing flesh and causing him to howl in pain as he ducked another tonfa aimed at his face.  He thrust his axe forward in a jab, causing his two opponents to dive to the sides as he backtracked across the room.  He had almost reached the rear exit when he saw a flame coming toward his chest, so he dropped to the floor just in time to avoid being burned alive by Mialin’s fireball.
“You missed, sister,” Ja’ade chided as she prepared to toss her own fireball at the torturer.
“Did I?” Mialin asked, pointing to the burning door and the now-trapped barbarian.
“Oh, well played, you crafty dragon,” Ja’ade congratulated as she hurled her fireball at the prone Trodgen.
He rolled to the side as the fireball hit, igniting the floor where he had just been lying, then jumped to his feet in time to avoid another flaming blade swung by an infuriated Fion.  Knowing he was outmatched, he hurled his axe at the elf like a spear, then turned and burst through the flaming door, covering his face with his hands and letting the flames sear his skin.  He fell through the blaze and rolled straight ahead into the hall, stumbling to regain his footing.
“That will not do,” Mialin pouted, waiving at the flames and extinguishing them as quickly as they had begun.
Seeing the flames extinguished, Fion rushed after the retreating barbarian as Aki ran to let their friends down from the wall and see to their wounds.
In the hallway, Trodgen made it a few paces, then stopped and turned to face Fion.  His skin was burned and raw across his chest and arms, and his hair was mostly singed, but he straightened up and bellowed a war cry at the elf as he entered the hall, blades at his sides and pointed straight at Trodgen.
“And now you die for touching my brother,” Fion stated calmly, his red eyes blazing with hatred.  He made it two more steps and then ran into an invisible barrier between himself and the grinning barbarian.
“No, now you do not make it out of here alive, even with your pitiful disguise, shadow elf!” Trodgen laughed, then turned to walk away.
“Pitiful disguise?” Zatus scoffed from behind Fion.  “I’ll show you a pitiful disguise you wretch!”
In a flash of rainbow-colored lights, the barbarian walking away in the hall began to shrink until he was slightly over five feet tall, and his skin began to darken, becoming as black as the darkest night.  He stopped, looking at his hands, then turned in outrage toward the two intruders at the end of the hall.
“I will kill you for this!” Trodgen bellowed, taking a step toward Zatus.
“I think not, and that is enough from you!” the disguised gnome laughed, waiving his hand and cutting off the barbarian’s ability to speak and watching him run down the hall to escape.




Chapter 9 – Breaking Out

Satisfied that Trodgen would serve as a distraction inside the castle, the two rejoined their companions in the torture chamber, where Aki had just released Di’eslo from the rack he had been tied to.  Fion grabbed his brother in an embrace, much to the embarrassment of the shadow elf who did not recognize him in his disguise.
“Oh, forgive me,” Zatus said sheepishly, removing the illusion so the two shadow elves could reunite properly.
He then turned to where Aki had begun tending to Heishi and Tiane and grinned.
“I suppose I have a surprise for the two of you, also,” Zatus stated, getting their attention.
“Zatus, is that you?” Heishi asked.  “It wouldn’t be the strangest thing I have seen lately, but how are you an elf?”
“Oh, it gets stranger,” Aki replied, wrapping a bandage around the wound on Heishi’s chest and tightening it to let the healing salve in the material start working.
With that, Zatus removed the illusion from himself and allowed the remaining members of Ronin Team to see his true self: all three feet of it.
“You, ahh, what, ahh...” stuttered Heishi, looking to Tiane for support.
“Don’t look at me, Top,” Tiane replied, “I thought he was a weird enough guy as a human.”
“I will explain in more detail when time permits, but the short version is I am not from your plane of existence and never have been.  Let that be enough for now, and I will give the long version later.  For now,” he paused to reenable the illusion on himself as well as on Fion, “let us just escape this vile place.”
The rest of the team nodded their agreement, and Heishi and Tiane began quickly dressing and securing their weapons.
Zatus turned to Di’eslo, whose skin was emitting a massive amount of shadows as he secured his gear and shook his head.
“This will not do either,” the gnome muttered, then began working on an illusion to mask the shadow elf’s black skin.  When that was complete, he turned to his team and decided it was time to turn all three humans into high elf guards as well.  With flashes of colored lights, he was shortly surrounded by nothing but elves.
“That is a good trick, master gnome,” Mialin stated, nodding her approval.  “However, do not forget that I see through your illusions, so as we depart, we must avoid any of the city’s dragon defenders.  This could still turn into a fight for our lives.”
“Yes, I know, Dracorex already made it clear.  Would you mind leading us out, m’lady?  I cannot tell the difference between a dragon in elf form and an actual elf,” Zatus replied a bit defensively at first, then finished sheepishly.
Nodding in agreement, Mialin began to lead the group out.
“Wait,” Di’eslo said a bit too sharply.  “We are still missing a member of our group.  We must rescue Gabrielle as well.”
“Gabrielle Anaoilin you mean?  The high elf who had you arrested?” Fion scoffed.  “I think not, little brother.”
“Gabrielle Anaoilin, who was also arrested for treating me with respect and asking her sister to do the same.  I will not leave without her,” Di’eslo stated unapologetically, staring his brother in the eye.
“He is correct,” Heishi stated, drawing all eyes to himself.  “She thought your brother would be accepted here after he saved her, and her sister had her arrested and tortured because of it.  She is a member of this team, and we will not leave without her.”
Sighing, Fion waived his arms in surrender.
“Go find her, then,” he stated exasperatedly.
Di’eslo rushed across the torture chamber to an unopened door, and when it would not open, he reached back his flail and swung, splintering the door as the stored energy in the spikes was released into the wood.
“OUCH!” came a frail cry from inside the room, then a beautiful elf stepped out, blinking her icy blue eyes in the light.
“You could have killed me!  I demand...” she stopped abruptly, staring into the face of her rescuer.  “Di’eslo?  Is that you?” she asked tentatively.
Grinning, the disguised shadow elf dropped into a sweeping bow, then stood up straight to allow her to look him in the face again.
“How?” was all she could squeak out as she stared at her friend.
“It would appear that one of Heishi’s team is a talented illusionist,” he replied, continuing to smile.  “Come, we are leaving, and you are coming with us.”
Nodding, she rushed to the table to retrieve her staff, the blue crystal glowing brightly as she picked it up.
“Now may we escape, little brother?” Fion asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
“Yes, now we may escape,” Di’eslo replied, grinning at his brother.
“Are we going to leave the other prisoners here to be tortured to death?” Heishi asked as they stepped out the door of the interrogation room and heard wailing coming from the cells.
“What do you have in mind?” Fion asked, glancing at the disguised human.
“I was thinking that if we let everyone out, we could slip away in the confusion,” Heishi replied with a grin.
“I like this one,” Fion stated as he rushed down the hall to begin opening cells.  “I think I will keep you alive for a while!” he called over his shoulder.
“Funny, I was thinking the same of you,” Heishi replied as the rest of the group sprang into action, opening doors and releasing prisoners.
***
A short time later, the group of counterfeit high elves led a mob of dwarves, gnomes, and humans through the halls of the dungeon, headed for the surface world.  They heard fighting ahead and slowed, then turned the corner to see Trodgen, still disguised as a shadow elf, battling with his own guards!
“Serves ‘em right,” muttered Zatus, who waved the rest around the corner to the right, leaving the guards to fight amongst themselves.
Gabrielle took the lead, taking every shortcut she knew through the castle, and ending up at the wall leading to the city.  Across the compound on the other wall, torches were lit and surrounded a shadow elf, bound and gagged, who was being tortured by the guards who had captured him.
“We should save that one as well,” Heishi stated, sliding his sword from its saya and stepping in that direction as the green electricity of the blade burst to life.
“Top, wait,” Zatus replied, motioning for him to douse the light from the blade.  “You are going to love this.”
Staring across the compound to the other wall, Zatus picked another one of the guards in the rear of the group and grinned as the lights flashed around his target, transforming that one into another shadow elf.  As the other guards gasped at the appearance of another hated enemy, the battle on the wall broke out once more.
“I can do that all day,” Zatus sighed, watching his handiwork.
“Except we do not have all day, master gnome,” Fion replied, pointing over the wall.  “We must still reach safety before the entire city comes looking for us.”
“Right,” Tiane agreed, reaching into his bag and producing a length of rope.  He tied it off to the crenellation of the wall, then dropped the end over the side, which easily reached the ground.  “See you on the bottom, then,” he stated, then dove headfirst over the wall, sliding down the rope Aussie-style.
“Your protégé is a bit of a show-off, my brother,” Aki deadpanned to Heishi, who simply grinned and dove headfirst over the wall behind the sniper.
“They are going to be the death of us all, I fear,” Zatus stated, trying to hide his grin as he began tying off a second rope to use in the escape.  “I’ll see you on the bottom, doc.”
With that, Aki slid down the first rope feet first, and as he touched the ground, he heard the other two snickering behind him.
“I suppose when I get to be his age, I’ll have to do it that way too,” Heishi whispered to Tiane, a bit too loudly.
“Keep it up, wise guy, and you won’t live to be my age,” Aki stated bluntly, making a rude gesture at his friend and trying to hide his grin.
“I’ve missed you, doc,” Heishi replied seriously.  “I was beginning to think we would never see you two again.”
The mood broke a moment later as Aki suppressed a laugh as an escaped gnome came bouncing down his rope behind him.
“Sorry,” he said, turning back to Heishi.  “I was going to make a joke, but it was a little con-descending...”
“I take it back,” Heishi said as he turned to watch down the street for guards, “I didn’t miss you all that much...”
***
Gabrielle led the group through the city back toward the market district.  She occasionally ducked down a side street to take a shortcut, and before they knew it the group was near the guard post where Zatus had turned one of the guards to an ogre on the way in.
“Should we leave quietly or violently, boss?” Zatus asked, looking back to Heishi for guidance.
“Violently.  We have made it this far, let us leave a mark on this city to start the war,” Fion replied without missing a beat.
The four members of Ronin Team turned to look at the disguised shadow elf, whose face left no room for debate.
“We’ll have that conversation later,” Heishi replied, answering the unasked question as to who was leading this group.
“We leave quietly,” Mialin injected forcefully.  “We have been lucky enough to avoid detection by their dragons, and I intent to keep that intact.  You will have your war, shadow elf, but it does not begin tonight.”
“Fair enough, lady,” Fion replied, bowing his head slightly in acceptance.  “Master gnome, what did you have in mind for a quiet exit?”
“So glad you asked,” Zatus replied, winking at the elf as his eyes filled with color once more.
He pointed to one of the guards ahead who was nursing wounds from his scrap with the “ogre,” and transformed him into a lurching troll.  His skin turned green as he grew to over six feet tall, his ears elongated and grew until they were longer than his head, and his face stretched to create a long snout.  He opened his mouth in shock and revealed a mouth full of sharp teeth as he looked down at his hands, which had grown talonlike fingernails, and the stench of death began rolling from his mostly naked body.
“You are very fun to have around,” Fion stated gleefully as the guards attacked their disguised companion.  “I just wish we could be around to see all your illusions removed and the chaos that will ensue.”
“For now, we run,” Gabrielle stated, rushing the group through the shadows to sneak past the battling guards.
They reached the tavern in record time once they reached the market district and snuck in the back door left open for them by Ethanicus.  Fion followed the instructions given to him by the strange bartender and had no trouble finding the secret tunnel in the basement that would lead them under the wall and into the woods.
“We should get back to our camp right as the sun rises,” Fion explained to the members of the group as they shuttled the other rescued prisoners through the tunnel.  “We can hide until night fall, then I will take Dracorex to rally my army.  When we are safe, contact Master Shenroc and ask if he was able to bring any reinforcements from Terminus.”
Giving the shadow elf a confused look as Zatus removed all his illusions from this night, Heishi had to ask: “Who exactly put you in charge?”
“My father, when he died,” Fion responded, then winked and ducked into the tunnel behind his brother.
“We have much to discuss, Top,” Aki replied, then slapped his friend on the shoulder and followed the elves to freedom.




Chapter 10 – Building an Army

Upon exiting the tunnel in the woods outside the city, the rescued prisoners scattered every direction to return to their homes while the members of Ronin Team stealthily followed Fion back to where Dracorex was impatiently awaiting their return.  As they reached the camp, the city lit up like a Christmas tree as the guards discovered the prison break.
“Stay alert,” Fion whispered as they assembled under a bush.  “That Trodgen character will have the city’s dragons in the air shortly, and I cannot stress enough how well dragons can see.”
As if his statement was prophetic, a lightning bolt cracked off in the distance, and as the group turned, a blue dragon could be seen floating in the area.
“They are hunting the escaped prisoners,” Gabrielle confirmed.  “There are three dragons who call Harmonui home: that large blue one is named Gyrinth.  He is the source of that blast of lightning, and not one to be taken lightly.”
Dracorex snorted derisively at the notion of a blue dragon being dangerous, shaking his head at the elf.
“Three dragons?” Fion mused.  “It would seem we are one short.”
He turned his glance to Mialin and arched an eyebrow, implying he hoped she could bolster their numbers.
“I assume your pet there has no friends he can call upon?” Mialin stated, tossing a sidelong glance toward the disguised shadow dragon.  “I shall see what I can do.”
“Wait, dragons?” Heishi asked, a stunned expression on his face.  “I can see the blue one, which is terrifying even from this distance, but what do you mean we are one short?  We have two dragons?”
Dracorex snarled a bit as he stood and moved away from the group, his disgust apparent to all.
“It would appear proper introductions are in order, human,” Fion replied with a slight grin on his face.  “We must remain vigilant for the other two dragons, but now would be an excellent time to bring the wayward humans and my brother up to speed on current events.”
“Wait, your brother?” Heishi and Tiane both replied at the same time, turning to look at their companion.
“I thought you turned your back on your people because they are evil,” Tiane said, a confused look on his face.
“I suppose I should begin,” Di’eslo replied slowly.  “I have not been entirely honest with you.  I told you that I had given up my birth name because I did not want to be associated with my evil people, which is partially true.  I am Vathio Raenvree, son of Xy’rvyre Raenvree, leader of the free city of Zylsandoral.  For centuries, the surface elves have attacked my people for sport and profit.  They have no reason to travel beneath the surface of this world to find our cities, but they do anyway and attack us unprovoked.
“There are good and evil of every race, my friends.  The shadow elves are no exception to this rule.  We receive a bad reputation with the surface races because the evil among us travel to the surface to plunder and destroy while the good remain deep underground in our home.  But let me pose this question to Gabrielle and Ja’ade: when was the last time either of you fought off a raid by my people?  Have you ever even seen a shadow elf besides my brother and me?  And yet we are painted to be ruthless killers who every child should be terrified of!
“After one of these brutal assaults of my home, my father asked me to travel to the surface to gather information about these attackers.  I took on the name Di’eslo to not give away my family name to any I may encounter who has information about my people.  That was five years ago, and it took that time to gather enough information to determine that Harmonui should be the first strike in our war to end the oppression of our people.
“When I learned that Big Jim had sold the sister of the queen of Harmonui to Sgel the Nasty, I made it my quest to rescue the lovely princess Gabrielle.  I knew that if I could rescue her, she would see that my people are not what we are made out to be.  I also knew this was my last chance to make peace with her people without bringing a war to their city.  You see how that turned out.
“Make no mistake, these ‘high elves’ of Harmonui are evil.  They raid my home repeatedly, but it is not spoken of.  They oppress any who attempt to settle in their city of ‘harmony,’ but it is not spoken of.  They have attempted to eradicate my entire race, and we will not stand for it.
“Join our war, or stay out of our way,” he finished, looking directly into Heishi’s eyes.
The group remained silent, digesting the information Di’eslo had just presented.  None could argue his logic, especially considering they had just broken out of the city dungeon, but the thought of a war is never something to entertain lightly.
“May I propose an alternate solution to all-out war?” Gabrielle asked hesitantly, her eyes never leaving the face of her shadow elf friend.
“I had a feeling you would,” Fion scoffed, and the group could hear Dracorex grumble something in the darkness that was unintelligible.
“What do you propose?” Di’eslo asked, glaring at his brother.
“I am next in line for the throne of Harmonui,” she replied hesitantly.  “I love my sister dearly, but if it would save the rest of the city all we truly need is to remove her from the throne.  With me as queen, I will guarantee the attacks on your people will cease immediately.”
The silence was deafening as the entire group stared at Fion, waiting to hear his answer.
“And how would you propose we replace your sister, princess,” the shadow elf sneered.
“Are you telling me you know not a single assassin?” she replied, her soft eyes going hard and shining with fury in the breaking dawn.
Fion stared at her for several minutes without blinking before answering.  “An interesting proposal.  I have not given you enough credit, I feel.  Had this been an option yesterday, I would agree with you and would have turned my devastating associate against another city to fulfill his bloodlust.
“The problem now, however, is that we have tipped our hands to the authorities of the city.  It is possible an assassin could get close to the queen now, but it is highly unlikely.  I truly apologize, princess, but the only way we will get a shot at your sister is to attack, drawing her out with her army.”
“Do I have your word that you will cease hostilities immediately when she falls?”
“Aye, lady.  The moment your sister is dead, I will draw back and await your coronation.  If anything goes wrong, there will not be a single brick of the wall or a building that will remain stacked upon another, and the inhabitants will be utterly decimated.”
“Fair enough,” she replied, bowing her head slightly to Fion.  “But know this: if you do not cease hostilities when she falls, I will kill you myself.  Your army may prevail, but you will certainly fall.”
“Well, now that we have that hashed out,” Heishi interjected, breaking the awkward silence, “is someone going to explain to me exactly what has been going on around here in our absence?”
“Before any stories are exchanged, you have something that belongs to me,” Fion stated, staring at Heishi, who returned the look with a confused one as he shrugged his shoulders.  “You have my orb hidden somewhere, and I want it back,” the shadow elf clarified in no uncertain terms.
“Ahh, that.  Yes, I have it here,” Heishi replied after Di’eslo nodded to him, indicating that he should return it to his brother.
He reached into the extradimensional space of the bag Di’eslo had given him and retrieved the orb.  As he slid the orb from the bag, the solid black sphere burst to life with red swirls, absorbing the light around it and feeding on it.  Heishi’s eyes began to glow with energy as he held the orb, and a swirl of red smoke wrapped around his body momentarily.  He reached out to hand it to Fion, who immediately snatched his orb and then stood motionless for some time, the red swirl of smoke circling his body occasionally as his eyes moved back and forth.
When the smoke faded, Fion stood with a smile on his face.  “Thank you for returning my orb, human.  It was lost to me some time ago in a raid by the high elves.  I tracked it for some time until it was recovered by Sgel the Nasty.  Something about his throne room protected it from my sight, although I could tell that it was there.  When you recovered it from his corpse, I could not see or feel its presence anymore.  I should have known you had a bag with an extradimensional space which removed it from this plane of existence entirely.”
“I knew how to keep it safe until we returned it to you, brother,” Di’eslo answered with a grin.  “I suppose I could have left you a message to tell you how we hid it, but that would not have been as much fun.”
“Little brother...” began Fion, then he stopped abruptly.  “Thank you for recovering it for me.  Now, I would very much like to hear the full story of how our human associates arrived in our world.”
***
Several hours later, Heishi had explained his story to the group of how he landed on Kartos, met Jim, killed Sgel the Nasty, and then returned to kill Jim and destroy Terminus.  Aki picked up his story of entering Terminus shortly after Heishi and Tiane had departed, how Shenroc and Yutri were now running the city, meeting the sisters in the tunnels beneath the city, their trip to Eskanda, and escaping the zombie-filled city.
“So, what you are telling me,” Heishi began after Aki explained his adventures in Kartos, “is that this is Earth, just on a different plane of existence?”
“Yes,” replied Zatus, having lost track of how many times he had confirmed the questions asked thus far.
“How is it that we all came through the portal to this alternate plane at the same time, yet Tiane beat me here by over three months, and the two of you were a few weeks behind me?”
“Altering space and time between planes is probably the least explainable theory I have,” Zatus replied hesitantly.  “My best hypothesis, however, is that we landed separately because we were not in contact with each other when we entered the portal.  If we can try again, I would suggest holding hands to see if we land together.”
“Great, we’ll just call that the ‘kindergarten hypothesis,’” muttered Aki, who grinned when he saw all heads turn his direction.  “You know, like how the kindergarten kids have to hold onto the rope when they walk down the hall?  Come on, I can’t be the only one who knows that’s how they keep the rug rats from wandering off in the hall...”
“Oh, we got it, Doc, it just wasn’t funny,” replied Zatus the gnome.
“Fion, tell me of home,” Di’eslo interjected before the conversation could get further off track.
“Upon your departure, the attacks on our home intensified,” Fion began, a distant look crossing his face as he searched his memory.  “Father and mother led a counter-attack on the surface elves but were led into an ambush and the entire war party was decimated.  I was coordinating the defense of the city at the time, or I would have fallen as well.
“That was when I decided to search out more powerful allies.  I traveled to the lair of Dracorex and promised him death, destruction, and treasure if he would assist in the assault of Harmonui based on the information you sent home.  We raised an army of our people, and it is on its way here now.  We had secured the ‘loyalty’ of Big Jim by promising his people treasure in exchange for their support, but now that army is scattered thanks to your actions in Terminus.
“We retain the support of the orcs but are unsure if that will be enough to destroy this city.  We must win here if we are to gain the support of other orc clans to bring the war to other ‘high elf’ cities if destroying this one does not end the oppression of our people.”
“We will contact Shenroc and Yutri in Terminus.  If what Master Aki has told us is accurate, they are in control of the city and its army, and may be able to send support,” Di’eslo replied to his brother, a pensive look on his face.
“I will go to my people as well,” Ja’ade interjected for the first time in the conversation.  “There is no love lost between the woodland elves and these snobbish ‘high elves,’ and I should be able to bring archers with me to support your cause.”
“That would be most appreciated, lady,” Fion replied with a smile.  “I would appreciate if you ensure they are aware of who is commanding this army so they do not turn on my people.”
“We shall leave at sundown when we can slip away, and Mialin will bring me there swiftly,” she answered, turning to speak privately with her sister.
“Then it is settled.  Contact your friends on that device the gnome designed for you so we know when you will be returning.”
“That reminds me,” Zatus said, reaching into his bag and tossing a communicator to Heishi, Tiane, and Fion.  “Those are the updated versions, and they work in this world,” he told his team.  “I also included a video feed, because I thought holograms of the one you are speaking to would just be cool.”
“You have outdone yourself, master gnome,” Fion replied with a grin.  “I saw Master Shenroc using his and was hoping you would give me one as well but did not want to be presumptuous.”
“I still do not trust you,” Zatus answered, staring the shadow elf in the eye.  “But Heishi trusts your brother, so that is good enough for me.  Do not make me regret this, because I am not without tricks myself.”
“Fair enough, good gnome.  Should we rest now?  It has been a long night and would seem we will have a lot more work to do this evening.”
“We need to contact Shenroc first, but that sounds like an excellent plan,” Heishi replied, yawning as he answered.




Chapter 11 – To the Woodland Elves

As it turned out, Shenroc was slightly over a day away from Harmonui with eighty-two soldiers from Terminus.  It did not equal an army of hungry Chondri bent on destruction, but at least his soldiers would be easier to control than the blood thirsty Chondri.
Darkness began to settle on the camp of unlikely companions, and Ja’ade began readying for the trip to her people.
“It should only take a few hours to fly, then there will be a council meeting to decide if my people will support this attack, and a day or two to bring back reinforcements,” she explained to the group as she ate a quick meal of dry bread and jerky.  “With any luck, we should have at least a hundred elven archers supporting your war.”
“That does not seem like very many,” Heishi answered hesitantly, drawing condescending smiles from the natives of Kartos.
“That is only because you have never seen elven archers in action,” replied Fion, a grin plastered across his face.  “My understanding is the woodland elves put these high elves to shame with their archery skills, and I would not desire to face a hundred high elvish archers.”
Nodding at the complement, Ja’ade turned to Mialin.  “Are we ready to go, sister?”
In reply, Mialin’s body began to grow, shifting in and out of focus as her illusion of a wood elf transformed into her true form, the last light glinting from her golden scales.
Heishi and Tiane, never having seen a dragon up close, could only stare in awe and try to keep their slack jaws closed at the sight.
“It is good you are on our side,” breathed Heishi as the transformation completed.
Still disguised as a shadow elf, Dracorex snickered from the shadows of a tree at that.  When all eyes turned his direction he muttered, “Wait until you get a load of me, human.”
Growling disgustedly, Ja’ade nimbly ran up the leg Mialin offered to her, perching atop the dragon and settling in comfortably.
“No saddle?” Heishi asked, enraptured by the scene unfolding before him.
“She is a dragon rider,” Fion explained patiently.  “She has a bond with the dragon, closer than a sister, although that is how most choose to describe themselves.  She could stand atop Mialin in full flight, raining fire and destruction all around, and would never even slip.  It is a symbiotic relationship, and one of beauty.”
“Are you a dragon rider as well?”
“No, human, I am not.  I merely convinced Dracorex here to join my war with promises of death and destruction, which is all he lives for,” the shadow elf replied with a chuckle.
“Do not forget treasure,” the dragon interjected testily.  “You promised me treasure as well, Master.”
Sighing, Fion nodded his head in agreement.  “Yes, and treasure.  And I thought we were past this ‘Master’ business.”
Dracorex snickered to himself as he disappeared in the shadows.
Mialin flapped her great wings one time, lifting her several feet from the ground and turning toward the ocean.
“We shall contact you when the council makes its decision,” Ja’ade called back to her companions as the golden dragon slid smoothly toward the water and began to flap her wings to disappear into the evening sky.
“Outstanding,” Tiane whispered from Heishi’s side.  “Even shifting into my heat sensitive vision, I cannot see the dragon at all, just a slight heat signature from the elf on her back.”
“Dragons possess many tricks,” Fion answered the young sniper.  “Do not underestimate them unless you desire to become a snack for one.”
***
The night wind whipped around Ja’ade, her curly red hair streaming behind her as she flew home with Mialin.  It was exhilarating being in the air with her sister again after so many days of walking and riding on that smelly boat.  She leaned back and closed her eyes, feeling the air currents swirl around her and letting all the worries of the world below slip away.
It was exhausting at times living in two worlds, but someone had to keep an eye on the outside world for her people.  So far, the high elves were simply xenophobic, only oppressing those foolish enough to disrupt the harmony of their cities.  But now the rumors of attacks on the shadow elves had been confirmed, which showed they were increasing their hatred of other races.
Who would be next?  The dwarves?  It would be a logical progression once the “evil” shadow elves were eradicated to turn their sights on other races who lived underground.  Gnomes?  It is easy to fear that which one does not understand, and the gnomes fit that description as they tinkered with machines, creating unnatural devices.  Humans would surely be on the list to wipe out, as they were a short-living race and thus always making big moves to be remembered.  The long-living high elves could not let that continue.
Then what?  Would they eventually bring their wars to their woodland cousins?  Or was this Fion simply stirring the fears inside her to raise support for his war?  Should she be involved?
That question rolled around in her head as she rode peacefully with her sister, the miles beneath them rolling by.  Before she knew it, Mialin turned her head about and nudged her to break her musings.
“We will be home momentarily, my sister,” Mialin stated quietly as Ja’ade opened her eyes.  “You should prepare to speak to the council.”
Smiling, she nodded in agreement.  “That is what I have been doing this whole time.  I have been deciding if this Fion is manipulating our fears we already held or if there is truth to what he told us.”
“And?” her sister asked, already knowing the response.
“We need to stop this poison before it spreads outward from Harmonui.”
“My assessment as well,” Mialin replied, smiling as she turned her head back to look for the clearing by the village where she typically landed.  “I just hope the council agrees.”
As the two smoothly landed, guards appeared at the edges of the clearing, waiving a greeting to the sisters as Ja’ade slid to the ground.  She waited patiently as Mialin transformed into the form of a woodland elf, then the two walked toward the village.
“Greetings, Sisters Xyrstiina,” a young male archer called as the two came to the outer perimeter of the village.  “It has been far too long since we have seen your lovely faces here.”
Nodding graciously, Mialin flashed the young elf a smile, then whispered, “Who is that one?”
“I do not know, sister, just smile and wave.”
They soon reached the base of a large tree where Ja’ade reached into a knot hole in the trunk and pulled the lever that lowered a hidden ladder.  Grabbing hold, she deftly climbed to the first level of branches, nearly twenty feet from the ground.  She looked down, waiting for her sister to follow, then groaned as Mialin leaped up, landing lightly on the walkway.
“Show off,” Ja’ade muttered, suppressing a smile.
“Jealous?” Mialin replied without missing a beat, then winked at her sister as she jogged silently down the suspended walkway toward the first set of houses in the trees.
“Maybe a little,” she whispered as she turned to follow the dragon, who simply giggled as she ran.
As they reached the first set of homes, the walkway split to the left and right, both paths wrapping around the tree and angling further up into the branches.  The sisters split up and burst into a run, spinning around children who poked their heads out of their homes as the ladies sprinted past to see what the commotion was.
Ja’ade burst around a corner and almost ran into a pair of young elves, holding hands and staring into each other's eyes in the moonlight, so she planted her staff and vaulted over their heads, unwilling to allow her sister to with the impromptu race.  The gem on her staff glowed fiercely, casting crimson shadows across the walkway as she ran on.  Several times she ran up the side of the tree on her left, her body horizontal as she dodged obstacles in her path, always angling up toward the center of the village.
Mialin needed no such theatrics, simply hurdling anything in her path while laughing and watching her sister run.  The crystal on her staff grew brighter as she ran as well, the golden glow announcing her arrival to all.
Coming around the final turn, Ja’ade hurled a small fireball into her sister’s face as they came side-by-side, running toward the door to the council chambers.  The surprised dragon stumbled a bit as the fireball burst harmlessly in her face, but it was enough for Ja’ade to pull ahead and tag the door first.
Growling, Mialin arrived a split second later, eyeing her sister dangerously.
“Do not think I would hesitate to kill you for such tricks, little sister,” the dragon warned.
“You can kill me, but you can’t eat me,” came the reply with a slight twinkle in the tone.
“That’s what you think.”
Before the playful argument could escalate, the door to the council chamber opened, and the tribe’s chief stood in the doorway, smiling at the two.
“Grandfather,” both ladies said in unison, respectfully bowing to the ancient elf.
“Welcome home, ladies,” the chief said warmly, unable to hide his joy at seeing them.  “Causing trouble already, I see?”
“Only a small race to loosen up after our trip,” Ja’ade replied with an impish grin.  “Someone is just angry because she lost.”
“Cheater,” came the reply as the two embraced the old man.
“Come in, we must catch up,” the chief exclaimed, turning to pull them inside.
“We must gather the council, Grandfather,” Ja’ade said soberly as they walked inside.  “We have important news that must be given immediately.”
“You realize it is the middle of the night?”
“Trust me, Grandfather, it cannot wait.”




Chapter 12 – To Attack, or Not to Attack

A hush fell over the council chamber as the chief stood to speak.  In this tribe of woodland elves, each member had the right to attend meetings of the council, so when the word went out that the Xyrstiina had arrived and requested an emergency meeting, almost every member of the tribe rushed to listen.  The council chamber could not hold the entire village, so the windows and doors were opened, and the crowd pressed in from every angle to hear what was being said.
“My granddaughters have important news,” the chief began quietly, every elf in attendance collectively holding their breath for the news.  He left the introduction brief, then stepped back and waived Ja’ade forward.
“We have just come from the city of Terminus, far to the South on the coast.  The tyrant who ruled that city has been removed through a hostile takeover, leaving a vacuum in leadership.  A half-orc that goes by the name of Shenroc has stepped into a leadership position in that city and is attempting to make it a safe place for all who wish to call his city home.  My sister and I assisted to a small degree in securing his position in the city and are proud to have done so.  In the process, we made the acquaintance of some humans who originate from another plane of existence.  They are powerful warriors and fight to protect the innocent and those who cannot defend themselves.
“We then traveled to the city of Eskanda, which has become overrun with the undead.  We assisted our companions in escaping that city unscathed and continued our journey North along the coast to the high elf city of Harmonui.  En route to Harmonui, we received a communication from Shenroc explaining that a shadow elf by the name of Fion visited him in his city.  This Fion explained to him that the high elves of Harmonui have been systematically working to eradicate his people, who have done nothing to provoke their wrath.
“I know we have the same opinion of shadow elves as those of Harmonui do, but in the past few days I have made the acquaintance of two: this Fion and his brother Di’eslo, who was imprisoned in Harmonui after entering the city in good faith that he would be accepted for rescuing Queen Linnie’s sister from an orc king.  Our experience with these two leads us to believe they are being truthful when they say they have never attacked any innocents and are simply reacting to the unprovoked attacks against their people.  As I continue, I simply ask you to ponder whether you have any firsthand knowledge of shadow elves killing innocents, or if they are all legends passed on by our ancestors that may have been embellished over time.
“These two shadow elf brothers are planning to destroy Harmonui...”
A collective gasp spread across all listening, and Ja’ade paused for silence.
“Queen Linnie’s sister is with the shadow elves and the other-worlders and plans to fight on their side against her city.  She has stated that if Linnie is removed, she is next in line for the throne and will In the process of breaking some of their group out of the dungeon of Harmonui, we also assisted in releasing a score or more prisoners of the city whose only crime was attempting to live in the city of high elves.
“As Mialin flew us home, I spent the time deciding if we should involve ourselves in this war.  Is it a just war?  I believe it is.  But does it involve our people?  The answer is no, not yet.  But I emphasize yet, because I have seen the arrogance of these elves, and truly believe they will not stop with destroying the shadow elves.  They will then move on to the dwarves, the gnomes, the humans...anyone who is not of their race will eventually be targeted.  We must side with this alliance and stop their evil from spreading now before it is too late.”
As she finished speaking, no one moved, spoke, or even breathed loudly for many minutes.  Each member of the tribe was lost in his or her own thoughts, wondering whether it would be advisable to go to war with their high elf cousins by siding with the notorious shadow elves.
“You truly believe this is the proper course of action, my granddaughters?” the chief asked, looking at both ladies one at a time.
“I have lived a very long life,” Mialin replied, bringing knowing smiles from the crowd.  No one knew exactly how long a dragon’s lifespan was, but it was much longer than any elves alive.
“I have seen your ancestors come and go.  I have lived among your people peacefully and have lived through wars.  I will say this: I have never once seen a shadow elf attack your people.  Ever.”
This brought a collective gasp from the crowd, and many heads began to bob in agreement.
“I will also add,” she continued, “that this Fion has a powerful ally with him.  He has made an alliance with Dracorex, an ancient shadow dragon who boastfully refers to himself as the Dragon King.  Dracorex lives solely to destroy and amass treasure, and he appears to be in an uneasy alliance with the shadow elves.  This leads me to believe that the stories of the elves being bloodthirsty and utterly evil have been exaggerated, or Dracorex would be more comfortable with this Fion.”
“How long do we have to decide?” the chief asked after a few moments of silence.
“The war has been set in motion already,” Ja’ade replied.  “When we broke into the dungeon and released prisoners, the rulers of the city have no other course of action than to retaliate.  Fion has stated that he has an army en route from his city several miles below the surface, and that they should be arriving within the week.  He also has an army of orcs marching toward Harmonui who should be there soon as well.  The attack is imminent, and they need our assistance.”
“Then let us vote,” Grandfather replied, looking around the council table at the other members.
***
The vote was unanimous in favor of supporting the attack of Harmonui on the condition that Gabrielle would be instated as the queen and would cease hostilities immediately.
The following day, Ja’ade and Mialin were gathering the tribal warriors in preparation for their run back to Harmonui.  There were around 130 elves gathered, which was all they could spare while maintaining a guard of their village, although more wanted to join.
A young female stomped up behind Ja’ade, her scraggly red hair bouncing as she approached and cleared her throat loudly several times until she turned to acknowledge the newcomer.
“May I help you?” Ja’ade asked, trying to figure out who this was and why she looked so perturbed.
“You can let me join the war party,” the young elf answered, her blue eyes blazing with anger.
“I apologize, but I do not know you.  Why would I bring you with me?”
“I am a trained warrior too!  I take the time from my cooking position with the tribe to train with your archers for two days every month and am just as proficient as they are with a bow!” the angry elf replied, stamping her foot.  “They never give me the respect I deserve, but they will if you take me with you to fight!”
One of the commanders of the tribe’s warriors approached, attempting to hide the smirk on his face.
“Lady Ja’ade, it is true.  We have been training her for a few seasons now, and she went along one time on a mission to Eskanda with my security detail for the ambassador.  But she has never been in a battle, and I am not sure this is going to be the right time to test her training,” the commander stated, then paused to let Ja’ade decide what to do.
“What is your name?” she asked the young elf.
“Am’eria Waesren,” she replied defiantly, “and I can fight just as well as anyone here.”
“Well, Am’eria, far be it from me to keep you from earning your place in the tribe.  If you prefer to be a warrior instead of a cook, we will find a place for you to fit into the war party.  But know this,” Ja’ade paused, looking directly into the young elf’s eyes, “if you die, and there is a strong chance you will, your blood is not on my hands.”
“I’ll show you all that I can engage and destroy the enemy as well as any of you!” Am’eria replied, then turned and stomped off.
“She is going to die,” Mialin commented as Ja’ade watched the fiery young elf stomp away.
“It’s her decision.  I would not normally bring her, but she is going to make life in the village miserable for everyone else if we leave her here.  Let her come and prove to us how tough she is,” Ja’ade said with a smirk.
With that, the order was passed down the ranks to finish preparations: the elves would leave within the hour to join the war.




Chapter 13 – Reinforcements Arrive

Fion received the call from Ja’ade early that morning informing him that there were archers en route to support his attack.  Her facial expressions in the holographic image of the dragon rider showed she still did not trust him, but he did not need her trust: he needed her archers.
Disconnecting the call, he turned to his brother.
“What is your opinion?  You have lived on the surface for several years now: is she trustworthy?”
“Yes,” Di’eslo replied without hesitation.  “If I have learned one thing of her people in my time here, it is that they will not break their word.  The woodland elves tend to stay away from the rest of the races, but they are loyal and honest.  She will arrive when she says she will, and her warriors will fight fiercely for our cause.”
Nodding in appreciation, Fion rolled out his map of the area, mentally adding the elven archers to his attack plan.  He could visualize the shadow elf army converging from the East, the orcish army blocking the road to the North, and the small contingent of soldiers from Terminus with the woodland elves on the West, leaving only the ocean side of the city open.
“It will not be enough,” he whispered, staring at the large amount of ground on the western side of the city to be covered.  “We really needed those Chondri to fill in the holes,” he said louder, looking to his brother for support.
“We will make it work,” Di’eslo responded, looking to Dracorex lounging at the edge of their camp.  “We can put the two dragons on that side to bolster their line, and I am sure the other-worlders have some tricks they can play.  Did you hear the story Aki told of how they accidentally opened the sinkhole?  They possess devices capable of decimating the enemy that only require a few of our people to employ.”
“Yes, that is true.  When this Shenroc arrives with his people we will start to build our plan of attack with the other-worlders.  Our people should be here any day now, so we will need to keep watch and keep them hidden until we are ready to reveal our forces.”
“I wonder what happened to Tylo the Blue,” Di’eslo mused.
“Why do you wonder this?”
“The ocean side of the city is still open.  We have no navy to provide, but if there happened to be other ‘gentleman adventurers’ in the area, maybe we could provide an assault from the South as well?”
Fion stared at the map, nodding his approval.  “We should attempt to contact him, but that would require someone sneaking into the harbor, and the guards are now alerted to our presence.”
Their conversation was interrupted when Heishi walked up and cleared his throat rather loudly.
“Yes?” Fion asked, clearly annoyed by the interruption.
“I thought you would want to know that Shenroc just contacted me, he will arrive shortly.  They are circling around the North side of the city now and will set up on the Western mountain where you asked them to.  He will come down here with Yutri once his people are settled in place and hidden from sight.”
“Excellent, thank you.  My people will be arriving from the East soon as well, and my commanders will be joining us here when that happens.  You should get some rest now, human, because if we are discovered now, we will be in for a serious fight,” Fion replied.
***
Heishi and his team set up a shelter made from branches and palm fronds for the roof as a temporary command post as they waited for reinforcements.  Using Fion’s map as a reference, they created a sand table in the center of the shelter.  When it was complete, they showed the Kartos natives how to use the sand table to plan attacks, position their armies, and keep an overhead view of what was happening on the ground.
Shenroc and Yutri arrived later that day, and the shadow elf commanders that evening.  The leaders threw around strategies as they waited for the arrival of the orcs and woodland elves, but the more they looked at the sand table the more dire their situation appeared to be.
On the evening of the third day of constant disagreement, Ja’ade and Mialin strolled into the camp, announcing that their archers were hidden with Shenroc’s warriors on the Western ridge overlooking the town.  While this brought a slight bit of relief to those present, it still did not end the arguments.
“I have some tricks we can play up on that ridge if we can draw their army out to us,” Heishi was explaining yet again, “but it will not destroy an entire army and will only work one time.  If we hit them hard enough, we will remove a large portion of their forces, but they will then simply pull back behind their wall and wait for us to assault them.”
“Can our dragons break through the walls for us?” Aki asked now that they were both present.
“No,” Dracorex replied for both.  “The city will have ballistae on the walls as well as their own dragons, so we will not be able to get close enough to do any real damage.”
“So, we need to take out the ballistae to properly assault the walls?” Heishi asked, a smile spreading across his face.
“Yes, but they will never allow us close enough.  In case you have not noticed, they are illuminating the walls day and night, leaving no shadows for my people to exploit.  We are going to have to attack the walls the hard way, and will not have a mob of angry and expendable Chondri to throw at them,” Fion replied, his stare turning hard as he finished, ensuring Heishi knew he had not forgotten why the Chondri would not be joining the assault.
“I have an idea, but it will take some work to make it happen so we should start training now,” Heishi said with a grin, then nodded to the rest of his team to take the shadow elf commanders and get started with the training.
“We are still short on the West side, even with the human’s tricks,” Dracorex reminded the leaders as they stared at the map.
“I have an idea, but I do not want to do it,” Yutri said sheepishly.  He had been standing in the corner listening as the leaders discussed tactics and had not yet added anything to the conversation.
All eyes turned toward the enormous dwarf, wondering what he had to add to the conversation.
“Well, are you going to tell us your idea or just stand there looking silly?” Fion asked impatiently.  “We are planning a war here; in case you did not notice.”
“I am only half dwarf, which is why I am so tall,” Yutri replied, as if that would explain everything.
“Congratulations half-dwarf, we are all happy for you,” Fion retorted, frustrated at the interruption.
“I believe I know what he wants to do,” Shenroc interjected before his friend was ignored.  “His mother was a hill giant, his father was a dwarf, which is why he is so large.  He was rejected by both races because of this, but if I had to guess I would say he wants to include one or the other on the Western ridge.”
All eyes turned toward Yutri once more, this time with hope in their eyes.
“Can you accomplish this?” Fion asked after a few moments of silence from the dwarf.
“I can go to the hill giants; they were kinder to me than the dwarves were when I was a child.” He shrugged his shoulders and stared at the shadow elf.  “All I can do is ask.  They hate elves too.”
All the elves in the makeshift command post bristled at this, but none could argue his logic.
“Will they be willing to work with elves to kill the high elves?” Fion asked as the others nodded their heads in agreement.
“That is why I said I do not want to do it,” Yutri answered, his eyes dropping to the floor.  “I do not know if we can trust them even if they do come.”
“It is worth a try, large one.  If we have a group of hill giants on that ridge throwing boulders at the city walls, we might just stand a chance of living through this,” Fion said, his excitement growing as he considered the possibilities.
“Then Yutri and I will leave immediately--” began Shenroc, but his friend stopped him in mid-sentence.
“No.  They would kill you on sight.  I must go alone.”
“They might kill you too,” the half-orc began to argue.
“I know.  But better only one of us dies if that is the case.”
His tone of voice left no room for debate.  He embraced Shenroc, slapped him on the back, then turned and walked out of the command post.
“Well, that is one possible solution,” Fion began, then was immediately interrupted again as a female orc barged into the shelter followed by a guard on either side of her.




Chapter 14 – The Orcs Arrive

The female orc stalked straight up to Fion, her yellow eyes blazing as she shoved out of her way any who stood between them.  Faster than anyone could react, she reached under her left wrist with her right hand and ripped a dagger from its sheath, stopping the blade at the shadow elf’s throat and growling.
Standing around six and a half feet tall, she had to lean down a bit to shove her face directly in front of Fion’s, her yellow tusks jutting from her lower jaw and just missing his face by mere inches as she gripped his cloak with her left hand and lifted his feet from the floor, the dagger still at his throat.
“What is the meaning of this?” Shenroc demanded as he kicked one of her guards in the back of the knee, instantly dropping him to the floor as he put one of his own daggers to the guard’s throat.
Beside him, Heishi burst into action simultaneously, sliding his katana from its saya, activating the green electrical charge of the blade and stopping it just below the second guard’s throat, then turning to stare at the female, awaiting her response.
The female’s head snapped toward Shenroc, the bits of bone and beads woven into her jet-black hair whipping around and making a clacking noise as she dangerously eyed the half-orc.
“You brought the whelp,” she stated more than asked, applying a bit more pressure to the blade at Fion’s throat.
“Yes, well the situation in Terminus has changed rather abruptly,” Fion replied, carefully avoiding the razor-sharp blade at his throat.  “Master Shenroc and his companions removed Jim from leadership of the city, making him the rightful ruler.”
She turned her head back to look Fion in the eye and paused for a full minute before answering.  “Removed Jim from leadership?”
“More like we removed his head from his shoulders,” Shenroc replied, smashing the guard on the side of the head with the pommel of his second dagger.  “And if this one moves again, he will be the next.”
“Are you going to introduce us to your associate, brother?” Di’eslo asked his brother as he stepped to her side, the purple spikes on his flail glowing dangerously as he stared at the intruder.
“If she will remove the blade from my throat, I will be glad to,” Fion replied, maintaining eye contact with his assailant.
“Not until you give answers, elf,” she replied, her hot breath washing over him and making him flinch.
“Very well,” the shadow elf replied, his eyes narrowing in anger.  He looked down at her arm, and the spectators saw her arm move away from his throat, jerking as if she was not willingly moving the blade.  “And now if you would be so kind as to set me down,” he stated, making it clear it was not a request.  Once again, the orc let him down slowly, the movements jerky, and her hand opened to release him once his feet were on the ground.
After he had stepped back, he looked up into her face, and the rest in the room then realized she had not moved other than the one hand at a time which Fion had commanded her to move.
“Much better.  May I introduce you to the lovely and impulsive Krait, leader of the orc Clan of the Ekastatu.”
All eyes turned to the female orc, who still did not move a single muscle.
“Oh, right, I should allow you to move.  If you take a single step toward me, I will ask lady Ja’ade to create a fireball inside your lungs and then will continue this conversation with your successor.  I hope I make myself clear,” Fion finished icily, his narrow red eyes never leaving her face.
Suddenly, her whole body jerked, and she retracted her dagger and slid it back into the sheath on her forearm.
“The Destroyer,” she muttered, her yellow eyes full of hate as she stared at Fion.
“Pardon?” he replied, his eyes narrowing dangerously.
“Krait the Destroyer, leader of the clan of the Ekastatu,” she answered haughtily, then turned to stare at Shenroc and Heishi, still holding blades to her guards’ throats.  “Release them immediately, or--”
“Or what?” Shenroc interrupted, tightening his grip on the guard.
“Or I will finish the job I began when you were a child and eat your heart, whelp.”
Growling, Shenroc did not flinch at that, and refused to release his prisoner even as Heishi released his.
“You two know each other?” Fion asked rhetorically, nodding in approval.  “Good, then this will be so much easier.”
Krait’s head whipped back around to glare at the shadow elf.  “Easier?  He should have been killed before he was born, and he would have been if I had found him sooner.”
“But you were unable to finish the job when you tried,” Shenroc replied, the blade in his hand twitching slightly at some memory from long ago.
“I was stopped then, but it is time to finish what I started.”
“Now would be an excellent time to explain how you know each other,” Fion interjected, causing both to turn and stare at him.
“She is my sister,” Shenroc explained, his teeth grinding in anger as he admitted the relation.
“HALF-sister,” Krait corrected immediately, refusing to look at him.  “My father had a taste for human women at times, and the whelp is the product of one of those couplings.”
“He was dead before I could get to him,” Shenroc jumped back in, “or I would have killed him myself for what he did to my mother.”
His sister snorted at that, turning to look at the half-orc.  “You were a whelp then, and you are one now.  You could not defeat me when you came searching for my father, and I will kill you now.”  Turning her attention back to Fion, she dipped her head in a sarcastic bow, “That is, assuming it is alright with you, Fion.”
The command post went silent as all eyes turned to Fion, waiting for his response.  His gaze shifted back and forth between the siblings at least a dozen times before his eyes came to rest on Krait.
“It would seem we will not be able to continue planning our war until this sibling rivalry is decided.  Go ahead, beat each other to death, the war will wait,” he rolled his eyes as he finished and walked to the side of the shelter and sat down, sighing in exasperation.
With that, Shenroc removed his blade from the guard’s throat and punched him hard enough to crumple him to the floor, then stalked out into the night to await his sister, who was hot on his heels.
“Is this wise?” Heishi asked as he rushed outside next to his friend.  “The elves are still looking for us, and I am pretty sure a battle out here will bring unwanted attention.”
“Have no fear, human,” Shenroc replied, turning to face his sister as she marched toward him.  “If she is here, then her army is camped to the North of the city.  All eyes will be focused on the army of orcs, not on this patch of woods beside the beach.  This will be over shortly.”
“I am sure you know nothing of your people, but when you call out a chieftain it is single combat: no outside help,” Krait spat, looking at Heishi.
“I need none.”
With that, the two began stripping off their armor and extra weapons until they stood a few paces apart wearing nothing but their undergarments and holding a pair of daggers each.
“Is this wise to allow?” Heishi asked Fion quietly as they watched the two begin circling each other.
“We could not stop it if we wanted to,” the shadow elf replied, never taking his eyes from the two orcs.  “We must let this play out and then salvage what we may.”
The conversation was disrupted as Krait made the first move, slashing out with her left hand and forcing Shenroc to take a step back.  He maintained his balance and smoothly dodged the straight thrust with her right hand, rolling his right shoulder back and rolling around to position himself behind his opponent.
As he came out to her back, he stabbed out with his right dagger toward her back as he reversed his grip on his offhand weapon, dropping low to slash toward her knees as she turned away from his first attack.  No novice to battle, Krait lifted her right leg and kicked out as his blade slid harmlessly underneath, and she connected solidly with the side of his head, forcing him back on his heels as she came on savagely.
Each attack had him backing up and searching for an opening that never presented itself until he came within a pace of the bushes behind and had nowhere left to run.  Diving to his left, Krait drew first blood as her blade slipped under his arm and sliced into his side, nicking a rib and deflecting the blade before it connected with any vital organs.  He rolled less than smoothly to his feet, his eyes opening wide as he felt his blood flowing freely from his side.
He howled in rage and came on strong, forcing his sister back for the first time since the fight began.  Each time he took a step he slashed out with one hand or the other, sometimes with both, but each time she was able to deflect the blow or slip past it.
The ring of metal on metal became a screech as the two traded blows, neither gaining an advantage over the other.  The blood began to flow freely from each combatant as nicks and cuts began to appear on their hands, forearms, and occasionally on their bodies, but the blood simply spurred them both on more furiously.
Several breathtaking minutes into the fight, Krait slipped a blade through and stuck Shenroc between the ribs before he slid back out of reach.  Everyone watching could tell that the blow was potentially fatal, and from the look on his face he knew it too.
As Krait stabbed forward a second time, attempting to finish the brawl, he tossed his right-hand blade toward her feet, slowing her movement as he stepped straight toward his opponent.  He shifted his body to the left a bit to allow her extended arm to slide past as he brought his right arm over the top of her arm, lining up with her throat.  As her momentum moved her forward neck first into his extended arm, he threw his hip into her side and slung her around by the throat, dropping her to the ground.  She landed on her back; her breath blasted from her lungs and left her stunned.
He brought his remaining blade across and stabbed toward her chest, but as the tip of the blade penetrated the skin above her heart, both combatants froze in place.
“Vathio, is his wound fatal?” Fion asked coldly, his hand outstretched toward the combatants as he held them both firmly in place.
“Yes, brother, without assistance he will certainly die.”
“And would all present agree that a dagger to the heart will end her existence?”
All present nodded in agreement, staring at the two who remained frozen in place.
Fion waived his hand to the right, pulling Shenroc up and away from his prone sister.
“If you would not mind?” he asked, looking toward his brother.
Di’eslo nodded his agreement, and a blue light came from his shield as he muttered to himself in concentration.  The blue glow covered Shenroc first, his wounds knitting themselves back together and a look of peace crossing his face as his breathing became natural once more.  The glow moved on to Krait, still laying prone, and her wounds healed as well, but the fierce look on her face remained.
“Now,” Fion began, looking at the siblings, “I have a proposition for both of you.  Without intervention, you both are now dead.  I have graciously decided to give you both your lives back, and in return you will cease this feud until I no longer have use for either of you.  If you agree, I will expect you to act the part of comrades and take no further action against each other.
“If you do not agree, I am sure the lovely lady Ja’ade will assist me with the afore-mentioned fireball in the lungs for each of you.”
He released his hold on both opponents, eyeing them dangerously as Krait climbed back to her feet and both slid their weapons into their respective sheaths.
“I will take your silence as consent.  But that is not good enough: I understand the importance your people place on honor, so right now I will have you make a pact with each other to not pursue your vendetta against each other until this war is complete.” He paused, and when neither moved, he raised his voice, “Now.”
Shenroc reached his hand forward, his eyes locked with those of his sister.  She grasped his outstretched hand, both squeezing as hard as they could and refusing to be the first to let go.
“Sibling rivalries are the same on every plane, I suppose,” Heishi whispered to Fion, who was attempting to keep the smile from his face as well.
“Now, how many warriors did you bring?” Fion asked Krait, finally breaking the tension and turning her attention to himself.
“There are twenty thousand orc warriors, and somewhere near three times that many goblins, although it is difficult to count those little beasts.  We camped to the North of the city, and the entire area between the mountains is filled with my people.  No one will be coming in or out of the city by the road, and our ballistae and catapults will keep their dragons at bay for now.”
“Excellent.  With the ten thousand of my people on the Eastern mountain, that only leaves the West side vulnerable, with the sea as the only avenue for escape.”
“Aki took my guys out to the West to set up some surprises for anyone attempting to sneak out that way to flank the orcs,” Heishi interjected.  “Anti-personnel mines will not win this war, but they should go a long way to securing that ridge and keeping the elves in their city.”
“Excellent,” Fion repeated, walking back into the shelter and looking at the sand table again.  “We have them cut off but will need an assault plan.”
“Do not rule out Yutri and the hill giants,” Shenroc answered.  “Even if we can only gain the support of a hundred giants, they will go a long way to bringing that wall down.”
“Yes, but how long will it take, and what will these ‘high elves’ throw at us in the meantime?” mused Fion, staring intently at the map.




Chapter 15 – Hill Giants

Understanding the dire position his friends were in, Yutri ran off into the darkness as fast as his legs could carry him.  His long strides were useful in these situations, but he knew his stamina would run out long before he reached the higher elevations where his mother’s people could be found.
After an hour or so, he slowed to a light jog, thinking back to his childhood as the miles passed quickly.  He had been born among the giants, but his distinctly dwarvish features had quickly made him an outcast among them.  He had done everything he could to fit in, but in his thirteenth year when his peers continued to grow past his seven-foot-tall height it was the final nail in his social coffin.
When he began to fight daily with the other children, his mother was given no choice but to take him to live with his father in the dwarvish city of Derlin, under the mountains far to the North.  But if the giants had bullied young Yutri, the dwarves had been outright hostile.  He had inherited the physical features of his father, but his mother’s height and intellect, which put him at a severe disadvantage with dwarves his own age.
Adding to the hostility, there was a long-time hatred between giants and dwarfs, so much so that Yutri still wondered how his parents had ever fallen in love.  Neither would tell him the story, and simply explained that they had made a mistake believing that either culture would accept their marriage.  They had each returned to their own people shortly after Yutri was conceived, and his father had not even known about the child until his mother dropped him off to be raised by him.
He had lived with his father until he was sixteen, which was still barely a child for a dwarf.  In those few years his father had taught him the basics of blacksmithing, which was more than most other races ever learned.  This set him up to be able to support himself in the world before he was once again run off by a city who would not accept the half-breed.
He had luckily found his way further and further South, finding rejection at every turn, until he stopped in the city of Terminus.  Even then, all those years ago, it had been run by a different dictator, but the outcasts of society could find a home there.  It was not much of a living, but at least he had been able to support himself and eventually met Shenroc, the best friend he could have ever hoped for.  He was finally in a place where he was happy now that Jim was gone, and yet the reluctant hero had felt it necessary to follow his friend to someone else’s war.
And now he was returning to his mother’s people to ask them to join a war that did not concern them either.
“I must be crazy,” he muttered to himself as he reached the base of the mountain chain he had been searching for.  The sun was rising behind him as he turned West, looking for the trail that would lead him to the village that had rejected him several decades before.
It took the rest of the day for him to find the trail, carefully concealed to keep “monster hunters” from finding the giants’ home, but rather than stopping to rest he began to climb as the sun went down.  It would have been suicide if not for his superior low-light vision, some called it infravision, that he had inherited from his father.  This was comforting as he climbed, knowing that if any of his mother’s people decided they did not want a visitor showing up in the dark that the boulder hurled at him would most likely miss in the lack of light.
The path wrapped up around the mountain, then down the other side, the trail no more than a few feet wide in most places, making it barely wide enough for the giants to slip through.  It appeared to Yutri that the path had not been used in some time, and he hoped as he began his ascent up the next mountain that his mother’s clan would still be there.
His musings were halted suddenly as an enormous rock bounced off the path ahead of him, kicking up a giant cloud of dust.  He ducked into the dust, pulling his shield and warhammer from his back smoothly as he crouched down.
“Did we’s git it?” he heard a male voice ask from above and to his left side.
“Of’n course we’s did,” came the reply from a female voice from the same direction.
As the two voices in the dark argued whether they should go check or wait until the morning, Yutri crept forward as stealthily as possible.  His armor clanked more than he would want as he moved down the path, but the two sentries were arguing louder than the noises of his armor, so he was able to sneak right up to them before he was spotted.
“Hey, you’n should be dead,” the male giant stated, looking down at him from at least twice his height.
“I have heard that before,” Yutri replied smoothly, smiling at the sentries disarmingly.
“I knows this one,” the female stated, scrunching up her face as she tried to remember him.  “His momma runned off with a dwarf, methinks.”
“Aye, good lady, and now I am back to see my mother and speak to the chief,” Yutri interjected before the conversation could go south.  He maintained a solid hold on his weapon and shield as he watched the two for any sign of hostility.
“I sez we smash him,” the male stated, grinning and showing a mouth full of missing teeth as he lifted a club that was at least as long as Yutri was tall over his shoulder.
“He sez he wunts to speek with the chief,” the female replied, staring at the gigantic dwarf.  “If chief sez smash, then we’s smash.”
Looking upset at being rebuked, the male waived to Yutri to follow him, then turned and led him to the giant village.
It was exactly as Yutri remembered it, with a single path winding between two walls of solid rock.  There were cooking fires spread out along the path, marking the entrances to the caves where the giants lived.  As he followed his escort, he smelled the cooking meat of every type of animal imaginable in these mountains, and on one spit he thought he saw the body of a human being cooked.
Shuddering, he picked up the pace to keep up with the taller giant, who led him to the enormous cave at the end of the trail where the tribal chief lived.  As always, there was a large fire in front of the chief’s cave, and multiple guards standing around the fire glaring at the intruder.  His escort waived for him to stay put, so he stood there trying to look as unthreatening as possible while he waited.
It did not take long for him to hear his name bellowed from the depths of the chief’s cave, and he tried not to wince as he heard footsteps stomping toward him, the ground shaking with each step.
Into the firelight stomped a massive hill giant, standing close to eighteen feet tall, wearing leather pants, no shirt, and his scraggly hair sticking out as if he had just been woken up.  The giant’s eyes fell on the giant-dwarf, and his scowl deepened, his face turning red in anger.
“Yutri, why you’s come back here?  You not welcome,” the chief stated, glaring down at him.
“I came to see my mother and speak to you, Mudtrag,” Yutri replied calmly.
“You’s dwarf lovin’ momma be dead, and I don’t wants to talk to you.  Be gone.”
Yutri paused, shocked at the news of his mother’s death.  He stared hard at the chief, attempting to remain calm and remembering why he had come here.
“What happened to my mother?”
“She died.  That’s how she be dead,” Mudtrag replied, giving him a look like he was stupid for asking such a ridiculous question.
Yutri thought about the response for a minute before restructuring his question: “How did she die?”
“Elf killed her dead,” Mudtrag answered, his scowl deepening.  “She’s went out hunting, one o’ dem elfs hunted her dead.”
Yutri paused to digest this new information, hoping it would help him with the reason he had come.
“Which elves?” he asked, then clarified when the look on the chief’s face turned from anger to confusion.  “Was it the brown ones or the white ones?”
“We’s got no problems with dem brown ‘uns,” Mudtrag replied, shaking his head.  “It always be dem white ‘uns dat kills me family.”
“That is why I came to see you, mighty Mudtrag,” Yutri replied smoothly, hoping that flattery would at least get the chief to listen to his proposal.  “Have you ever heard of the shadow elves?  The black ones?”
Mudtrag shrugged his massive shoulders, but the look on his face showed he was gaining interest.
“They live under the ground,” Yutri explained, hoping to spark a memory, but still seeing the blank look of intrigue on the giant’s face.  “The white elves spread lies about them, saying they are evil and attack the good people on the surface for no reason, but it is the white elves who do this!”
He paused again, hoping he was getting through to the listeners, but although the guards were all now listening attentively, he did not appear to be getting through to any of them.
“I have made some friends,” he continued tentatively.  “These friends of mine are about to destroy the elf city that is close to here.  They could use some help, so I came to see if you wanted to destroy an elf city with me.”
He held his breath as he stood his ground, staring up at the giant chieftain in front of him.  He held back the information about who his friends were purposely but knew that if the chief agreed to join the war, he would have to give that information before he led them to the Western side of the city.
“I likes killin’ elves,” Mudtrag began, his eyes searching Yutri’s face for any sign of deception.  “You’s ain’t tellin me sumptin, dwarf.”
Deciding it was time to lay his cards on the table, Yutri let out his breath and forged ahead.
“My friends I have made will be strange to you, great one.  They are orcs, humans, shadow elves and brown elves.  Mostly, anyway,” he replied tentatively.
Mudtrag stuttered a few times trying to find the words to reply to this new information.
“Humans?  Orcs?  These be yer friends you’s wants me to be helpin?”
“Aye, they are.  And I will tell you why, mighty chief.  If you help kill the elves, the rest will leave you and your clan alone to live in peace.  They will not hunt you if you leave them alone.  The white elves will not do that, they will continue to hunt our,” he paused seeing the look of rage cross the giant’s face, “your people for sport.  They do it to the black elves now, and when they kill them all, they will come after you.”
The chief stepped back and started pacing in front of his cave, muttering to himself all the while.  Occasionally he would stop, look at Yutri, mutter something under his breath, then continue his pacing.
After enough time that Yutri began to get anxious, Mudtrag stopped and looked him squarely in the face.
“You’s be talkin like dem, dwarf-kin,” he began solemnly, then broke into an evil grin.  “Did dey teaches you to fight like dem?”
“Aye, I learned to fight,” Yutri replied, swinging his warhammer from his back with his right hand and slapping it across his left palm.
“If you’s can defeat Gruttor, maybe we’s kin talk some more.”
With that, the guard who had escorted Yutri to the chief’s cave stepped forward and swung the tree trunk of a club with no warning, swatting him to the side like a toddler and laughing as he raised the club to finish the job.




Chapter 16 – Guerrilla Tactics

Outside Harmonui, Heishi and his team finished explaining their plan for beginning the attack on the city, and Fion nodded in approval.
“Yes, this will be a good way to thin the defenders.  Begin with all haste and let me know if I can assist with anything,” Fion replied, clearly happy with the plan.
“I need your people to make themselves seen when the sun rises,” Heishi replied.  “How many are up there?”
“About 30,000 in all between warriors, ballistae teams, healers, and those proficient in the Art.”
“Perfect, and with the shadows it will blur the numbers but make it clear there is a large army to the East.  With the road to the North blocked by the orcs and goblins, it will make a flanking movement from the West the only logical move for them.  And that is where I will be waiting with my people to start this war of attrition.”
“Go quickly, human, the sun will rise soon, and my people will reveal themselves when it does,” Fion replied, unable to hide the grin on his face.
“I’ll send you a push when I am in place.  I will need you and Krait to stand in front of your armies and call out Queen Linnie.  Get her attention.  Make sure she knows there are two armies out there so she sends soldiers to the West to flank Krait before she can prepare an assault on the city.  We will take it from there.”
“Send me a push?” Fion asked, shaking his head in confusion.
“Sorry, that goes back to the old days when our radios to communicate with each other were push-to-talk.  It just means I will call you on the communicator provided by Zatus when we are ready.”
“I understand.  Vathio, will you be joining me with our people, or will you be joining your friends on the Western perimeter where the fighting will begin today?”
Di’eslo looked slowly back and forth from his brother to Heishi, then back again before answering.
“While I am ready to stand with our people once more, I feel that the other-worlders will need my healing abilities sooner than our people will be.  I will assist them until I can teach Aki more about the healing arts of our world, as he has shown promise in that area.”
“Very well, I agree that they will need you.  Do not die, brother, I have missed you,” Fion replied, his face scrunching up a bit as he attempted to maintain a look of indifference.
“I will see you soon,” his brother answered, embracing him before turning to follow the humans out of their makeshift camp.
***
As the sun began to rise in the East, the members of Ronin team laid in wait in the wood line to the West of the city, flanked by elves.  There was a smaller gate on this side of the wall which led to a dirt road wide enough for two horse-drawn carts to travel side-by-side.  After entering the woods, this road led up to the edge of the mountain where it split to the North, which would lead around behind the orc army, or continued up the side of the mountain and disappeared around the back.
Right on cue, the orc army began chanting and beating their drums, drawing attention to the North and the shadow elves launched several ballistae bolts toward the walls, causing little to no damage but keeping the defenders’ heads down.  The group on the western side stayed quiet, and within the hour a contingent of several hundred knights, fully armored moving swiftly on horseback, came thundering out the side gate and up the road to the West.
Smiling, Heishi and his team watched the knights pass by, remaining hidden and waiting patiently until the last of the group was past.  Moving swiftly, the woodland elves pulled logs cut from deep in the forest across the road, creating a hasty roadblock just past the bend in the road where no one from the city could see it.  The barrier was tall enough to be seen from a distance, but still low enough that a charging horse could jump it, which was exactly what the team wanted.  With the logs in place, Aki and Zatus set claymore mines in the center of the roadblock, covered them with leaves, and quickly retreated to the sides of the road with the detonators.
“What did your people place in the road?” asked Am’eria Waesren, laying in the bushes beside Heishi.
“They are explosive devices packed with small metal balls that are launched toward the enemy when detonated,” he began to explain, then stopped as he saw the confusion on her face.  “You will see soon enough but let us suffice to say those two devices will kill a score or more of our enemies.”
Shaking her head in disbelief, the elf stood to a crouch and moved away from the human, tripping over a branch as she did.
“That one is going to get someone killed, Top,” Tiane muttered, lying next to a tree with his sniper rifle aimed down the road.
“She definitely has never been in a fight before, but Ja’ade told me the elves are well trained and deadly with their bows.  Might even give you a run for your money,” Heishi replied with a grin.
“Not with these new rounds Zatus made for my rifle.  You are going to absolutely love this.”
Their conversation was cut short as they heard explosions from the road intersection.
“Get ready, they will be headed back this way shortly,” Heishi quietly called to his ambush team.
The sound of hooves thundering down the packed dirt road toward them a few minutes later supported his theory that the elves would retreat and regroup in the city when confronted with the unknown technology.  The elvish knights rounded the bend in the road about two hundred yards from the roadblock, and immediately slowed when it came into their line of sight.
“Their commander first,” Heishi quietly reminded Tiane, who simply grunted in reply.
The knights continued toward the roadblock slowly, watching the wood line for signs of attack.  The ambushers remained hidden, awaiting the signal to unleash hell on the hated high elves.
Without warning, a red-haired woodland elf stepped into the center of the dirt road, her bow in hand and an arrow knocked.
“What is she doing?” Heishi whispered, his aggravation obvious.  “It doesn’t matter.  Stick to the plan.  If she gets herself killed, that is her problem.”
As he finished speaking, Am’eria lifted her bow and pointed it at the riders.  With a cry of “Kill them NOW!" She fired the arrow at the lead rider, which missed terribly, and then pulled her sword as a group of five knights rushed forward to engage her.  She dodged the first lance aimed at her, but as she stepped to her left the next rider skewered her through the chest, letting her corpse drop to be trampled by the horses as he continued to ride toward the barrier.
“Do you see the one who directed those five into action?  Take him,” Heishi directed his sniper.  As he finished speaking, he heard the shot from beside him and watched as a fireball erupted where the knight commander’s head had been a moment before.
“Zatus?” he asked.
“Yup,” Tiane replied with a grin as he looked for another target.
“Very cool.  Gotta get me some of those rounds.”
“Can’t have my rifle, Top,” came the expected reply as he took a second shot, which exploded into the chest of the knight beside the headless commander.
The first shot was the signal the elves had been waiting for, and a hundred arrows filled the air as the knights paused, startled by the gun shots.  Although the woodland elves were deadly accurate with their bows, many of the arrows bounced off the well-crafted plate mail armor worn by their enemies.  Recovering quickly from the surprise attack, the next in the chain of command called out to the knights to retreat, and those who remained alive thundered down the road toward the roadblock, shields lifted to block the constant rain of arrows.
When the first group reached the barrier, two more explosions rocked the road as Aki and Zatus detonated their claymore mines.  Hundreds of metal ball bearings ripped through the score of warriors and their horses, instantly tearing them apart and further blocking the road.  The knights behind them crashed into the carnage, attempting to recover but unable to regain their momentum amid the arrows raining down on them from both sides.
Those in the rear attempted to turn around, only to be confronted by Di’eslo, who grinned as he held out his shield and launched a web of glowing energy from his shield, tangling the riders and horses together.  As they struggled to cut themselves loose from the webs, Ja’ade and Mialin stepped into the road on either side of Di’eslo and began hurling fireballs toward the remaining riders.
In less than a minute from start to finish, the entire group of elvish knights were decimated, and silence hung over the battlefield.
The Xyrstiina sisters walked casually down the center of the road, taking in the casualties and nodding in approval.  When they reached Heishi’s position, he stepped out to speak with the ladies.
“Casualties?” he asked.
“Only the one who ran out at the onset.  I knew I should not have brought her, but she insisted, and I did not have the time or patience to argue,” Ja’ade answered, looking over her shoulder to the single woodland elvish corpse in the road.
“Now what?” Mialin asked, staring at the other-worlder intently.
“Now we clear the road as quickly as possible.  If we are lucky, another group will come out to investigate.  There is no way they did not hear those explosions, but hopefully they were unable to pinpoint the origin and we can use this same ambush site more than once.”
Glancing around at the destruction skeptically, Ja’ade finally nodded in agreement and waived her warriors out to begin the cleanup process.
“This only works with small groups of enemies,” Tiane reminded the ambushers as they dragged bodies from the road and covered the pools of blood with fresh dirt.  “If they send out a large army, we will lose our position here.”
“Yeah, I know,” Heishi replied irritably.  “But it is the best defense for now until Fion comes up with something else.  We have to keep them scared to come this direction.”
“Well, one thing is for sure,” Aki replied as he tossed a body into the bushes on the side of the road, “We sure did make the grass grow today.”




Chapter 17 – Bring Out Your Dragons

At noon that day, Heishi checked in with Fion, who was standing in front of his army on the Eastern side of the city, still waiting for Linnie to show herself.
“How many have you killed?” he asked the human, who appeared as a small hologram floating over the wrist communicator.
“We have ambushed two groups so far, leaving no survivors,” Heishi replied with a grin.  “I would estimate casualties somewhere around five hundred, and most of their horses as well.  We let some of those run wild after removing their saddles and gear.
“The second group was much more cautious than the first.  I am not sure what they can see or hear from the city, but I have a feeling our trap will not work many more times.  Hopefully you have something else in mind, because if they march the bulk of their army this way, they will trample us...”
“I am hoping to draw out their queen to make this end quickly.  Hold that line as long as you can, then fall back and prepare for the second part of your assault plan.”
“Roger that.”
“Who is Roger?” Fion asked with a confused look on his face.
“He’s friends with that guy Will everyone wants to fire at.  Uhh, never mind.  It is just how we acknowledge that information has been received.”
“Roger that,” Fion replied dryly, then disconnected the communication.
“How do you plan on drawing out their army?” Dracorex asked from his left where the dragon remained in elf form, leaning casually against a tree.
“If they do not send someone out soon, I think it may be time for you to show yourself, my friend.”
Grinning wickedly, Dracorex nodded appreciatively before answering.
“I can draw them out, just say when.”
Staring intently at the city wall, Fion did not turn his head as he replied, “When.”
Dracorex straightened to stand up straight, then walked out into the light, continuing out in front of the army, walking casually as if he were out for a stroll.  He stopped a dozen paces in front of Fion and could feel all the eyes of the city on him as he turned to smile at the shadow elf leader, awaiting confirmation that now as the proper time to reveal himself.  When he received another nod, he turned back to the city and shrugged, loosening up the tension in his shoulders before removing the illusion.
Shadows swirled around him as he grew larger and larger, the illusion of an elf fading as his true form broke through.  As he reached his full height, he lifted his head and roared as he stretched his wings out to their fullest.  The ground shook with the power of the roar, and the shadows coming from his body seemed to soak up the afternoon sun.
“That ought to make something happen,” Fion muttered to himself as he stared at the dragon.
Almost immediately, the attackers heard a second roar, this one coming from the city.  Fion watched intently as the sound of giant wings beating drifted across the field between where he stood and the wall.  A large blue form lifted smoothly above the wall, and another roar echoed across the valley before it began moving toward where Dracorex stood waiting.  As the shape got closer, he could see Gyrinth’s sapphire colored eyes glinting in the sun as they scanned the area, watching for a trap.
“He has no rider, go take him down,” Fion whispered to Dracorex, whose superior ears were listening for that exact command.
The shadow dragon beat his wings furiously, causing a rush of wind to whip debris toward the assembled army, then rushed forward to meet the incoming attack.  Gyrinth was larger than Dracorex, but he was also much slower.  As the two closed on each other, the giant blue let loose its breath weapon, spewing lightning toward his opponent in an attempt to finish him quickly.
No novice to battle, the self-proclaimed Dragon King rolled to his right, avoiding the lightning and beating his wings to climb higher.  He intentionally did not climb too quickly, and as the two came close together he reached out with his rear legs and slashed Gyrinth along the side of his head as he turned to follow the trail of shadows.
Having the higher elevation, Dracorex took advantage of his speed to unleash a blast of his own breath weapon, the shadows wrapping around his opponent and entangling it as he dropped onto its back and ripped at its wings.  His eagerness for destruction made him overconfident, and Gyrinth screeched in pain and flapped his wings hard, tossing the smaller dragon from his back and biting onto his leg as he flew free.
Dracorex roared in agony as the larger beast’s teeth gripped his leg, and he coiled his wings around his body and let himself drop like a stone, snapping the blue’s head downward and jerking his leg loose as he fell.  He maintained his controlled fall until he was less than a dozen feet from the ground, then he whipped his wings out wide to catch the air and soared back toward his waiting army of shadow elves.
Furious at losing his prey, Gyrinth followed in a blind rage, beating his wings hard to keep up with the nimble black dragon.  He closed the distance on the wounded dragon and was lifting his head to unleash a blast of lightning when he realized he had been baited over top of the waiting army.  Fireballs flew from multiple directions at once, blasting against his blue scales and igniting in his face.  His lightning breath caught in his throat as he howled in fury, turning to rush back out of the range of the deadly elves as he dodged ballistae bolts.
Dracorex came on again after the assault of fireballs dissipated, tearing at the blue’s wings with his talons and attempting to bite anything he could get his teeth on.  Gyrinth rolled as he shot back out toward the city, swatting the smaller dragon away again as he gained altitude and avoided any serious damage from the ballistae below.
He almost succeeded in escaping, and thought that he had, when Mialin dropped straight down from above with Ja’ade standing on her back, her fiery red hair whipping behind her as the fireball in her hand turned white hot.  The golden dragon came in jaws open and latched onto Gyrinth’s throat, her rear legs ripping into his exposed belly, and when he opened his mouth to send a lightning blast at his attacker Ja’ade tossed her fireball into his face, the intensity scorching his scales and stopping his attack.
The two dragons dropped toward the ground locked in combat, neither able to gain the upper hand.  Just before smashing into the rocks below, Mialin released the blue and kicked off, propelling herself back up into the air.  At the last moment, Gyrinth was able to roll his body, flapping his gigantic wings and slowing his descent slightly as he crashed, the ground shuddering with the impact for hundreds of feet in each direction.  He picked himself up, his legs wobbling a bit as he stood, and shook his head as he searched the sky for his opponents.
Before he could react, Dracorex barreled into him from the side, bowling him over as he latched his powerful jaws onto the blue dragon’s throat.  He began tearing at Gyrinth’s belly with his claws and didn’t stop even as Mialin landed lightly next to him and giggled as she watched.
“He was quite dead the moment you bit his throat,” she called, her voice carrying across to the city where a shout could be heard at the news that their dragon was dead.
Dracorex continued to tear at the corpse, taking out his frustration at having waited for months to attack this city.  Only when ballistae bolts fired from the city walls began to land close to where the two dragons stood did he stop and look back, the shadows curling around his body and his yellow eyes narrowing hatefully at being interrupted.
“We should go.  I do not care if you die, but you may still be needed in this assault,” Ja’ade called down to the shadow dragon from Mialin’s back.
He turned his hateful gaze on the pretty elf and snarled, but when a projectile landed right beside his leg, he nodded his agreement and they flew back behind the line of shadow elves.
“Well, if that does not get their attention, I do not know what will,” Fion deadpanned as the two landed on either side of him facing the city wall.  “I thought you said there were three dragon defenders of Harmonui?”
“That is what the elf princess Gabrielle stated, yes,” Mialin replied as Dracorex simply snarled.
“I wonder why only one came out to fight?”
“If they had known we were here I am sure the others would have joined.  Gyrinth was a very old and powerful dragon, and my assumption is that his arrogance was his downfall.  He would not have wanted to share the kill of a small shadow dragon, and that is why we remained hidden as long as we did.
“Make no mistake, Master Fion, they will be ready for us now.”




Chapter 18 – Hard Pressed

The day dragged quietly by following the death of Gyrinth.  The attackers expected an immediate response by the two remaining dragon defenders of the city, but instead a silence fell over the battlefield.  The late afternoon sun baked the warriors lined up on the East and North, and to the West the ambushers laid in the cool shade of the woods trying to remain vigilant.
“Are they waiting for the cover of darkness to attack?” Heishi asked on the conference call Fion had initiated with the commanders on each side of the city.
Fion scoffed at the notion, then realized the other-worlder was inexperienced in warfare in this plane.
“It is true that these high elves have infravision, which allows them to see clearly in low light situations, but so do the orcs and goblins, and my people can see in complete darkness.  No, they know they would be at a disadvantage attacking us at night, human.  I am not sure what they are waiting for to be honest...” Fion replied pensively.
“I would guess they are lulling us into a false sense of security, then.  Keep our people on edge for as long as possible, let exhaustion set in, and then attack when we least expect it,” Heishi replied, earning agreeable responses from all the commanders.  “We should start letting our people rotate rest schedules to keep them fresh.”
“An excellent plan, human.  All commanders will begin rotating your warriors through a rest cycle.  We must remain alert, as we have struck the first blows, but I do not want to lose the edge we have gained thus far.”
With that, the communication ended, each commander sending word to let the warriors rest as they waited for a response from the city.  The day quickly turned to night, and the night slipped past uneventfully, although the attackers began to get restless the longer they waited.
As the sky in the East turned a brilliant shade of red, the front gates of the city burst open.  Ranks of foot soldiers came through first, their polished silver armor gleaming in the morning light, carrying the white banner with crossed swords of Harmonui out front.  Commanders on pure white stallions rode back and forth across the front of the ranks of soldiers as they formed outside the city, beginning to march steadily toward the waiting horde of goblins and orcs.
Krait the Destroyer rode to the front of her army on the back of a large ekastatu, the beast standing closer to eight feet tall with black skin and grey stripes.  Her mount was outfitted with armor, and its razor-sharp talons on each of its six feet were enhanced with spikes protruding from its protective gear.  Her armor was black with red spikes at the shoulders and elbows, and on her back was slung a battle axe and black shield with a red spike in the center which matched her armor.
As her mount carried her effortlessly along the front lines of goblins, she called out to her horde, building their bloodlust as they watched the hated elves marching toward them.  She knew the smaller goblins would be fodder in the fight, but if they did their job, they would soften the defenses of the elves for her orcs to tear through.
As the elves continued their march, she could see the barbarian Trodgen out front, the only one not on a white stallion.  He stomped ahead of the rest, clearly desiring to be the first to draw blood.
“So be it,” she grumbled to herself, then let out a war cry and turned her mount toward the oncoming elves and led the charge.
Waves of goblins rushed behind her as she headed straight for the barbarian who took such pleasure in torturing her people.  As her fury mounted, she ripped her weapon and shield from her back, picking arrows out of the air as they began to drop around her like rain before a storm.
She closed on the barbarian, but then the edges of the elf formation wrapped around, creating a horseshoe shape and converging on her.  She was cut off from her objective, and instead found herself batting aside lances from foot soldiers attempting to remove her from her mount.  She swatted aside a lance with her shield and followed through with a downward swing of her axe, the serrated blade slicing cleanly through the armor of her target but sticking as she pried it back out.
Having stopped her forward momentum, she rolled from the side of her mount, kicking it loose to wreak havoc among the ranks of elves closing in as she put a boot against the chest of the elf to her side and wrenched her axe free of his chest.
Gaining her footing, she looked to her left and right and saw the swarm of goblins pouring over the elves.  They were being cut down three to one, but were effectively causing confusion on the battlefield, which was the purpose for the stupid creatures.
She looked over her shoulder and called out for the first ranks of orcs to enter the fray, and then returned her attention to the mass of elves converging on her position.  She rushed forward, screaming insults at the puny elves as she sent them flying every direction with each swing of her mighty axe, trying to find Trodgen again.  She finally saw his head above the mass of goblins, and turned toward him, decimating the lesser warriors between herself and her prey.
***
On the West side of the city, Shenroc watched from the shadows of the wood line as his sister and her warriors engaged the elves.
“I should be with them,” he muttered to Heishi and Aki, who were standing beside him watching the fight.
“We will need you more here, my friend.  They must know this is our weakest side, and they will eventually send a large force this direction as well.  Be patient, we will see our share of blood before this is over,” Heishi replied, fully understanding his friend’s desire to get into the fight.
Still muttering, the half-orc stomped away from the humans, grumbling about not being out front where he belonged.
“Is he going to be a problem, Top?” Aki asked, watching him go.
“Nah, I think he just wants to prove himself after his sister killed him the other night.”
“Fair enough.  But I think we should keep Di’eslo close to him.  He’s been teaching me how to close wounds and knit bone back together like he does, but I have a feeling that one will need more healing than I can offer.”
***
To the East, Fion and his army watched in silence as the orcs engaged with the elves.
“Our forces are stronger than the elves on that side,” Dracorex commented, grinding his massive teeth as he watched the carnage.  “We should go assist the stupid orcs before they are overrun.”
“I disagree.  They are trying to draw us out.  Our army stays here,” Fion replied, not turning his eyes from the battle to the North.
“Then let me go.  You promised me death and destruction, Fion,” the dragon snarled.
Realizing he was about to lose control of the beast, Fion nodded in agreement.
“Allow me to set a commander over the army here, and I will join the battle to the North with you.  We will destroy as many of their warriors as possible, but I expect they are attempting to draw you and Mialin out, so you may need my assistance.”
“I need no assistance, but if you want to join the bloodbath you may assist me,” the dragon replied, his yellow eyes glinting in the sun.
***
Krait reached her target quickly, watching as he expertly swung that two-handed axe of his, cutting down two and three goblins at a time.  He turned to face her and smiled through the black goblin blood that covered his face.
“So, you want to die so early in the fight?” he taunted the orc war chief.
Her response was to charge him, snarling as she kicked bodies of goblins out of her way.  She led the attack with her shield, deflecting a short thrust of the larger man’s axe and ducking as he swung the butt of the weapon toward her skull.  She followed with a chop to his knees with her axe, which he side-stepped and maintained his balance as he squared up with her again.
He feinted a straight jab with the axe, pulling it back and kicking straight out underneath her shield, connecting solidly with her chest and pushing her back into the stack of goblin bodies and knocking her off-balance.  She growled as the cutting blade of the massive axe came down toward her exposed skull, rolling to her left and swatting the blade away at the last second with her shield.
The spike caught between the blade of his axe and the handle, and she held it there as she regained her footing and slid her axe underneath, making contact with the barbarian’s unprotected ribs.  As he gritted his teeth in pain, she could see that the strike enraged him, and he jerked his axe toward himself and pulled her to the side as his weapon ripped loose of her shield.
“Just for that, you die slowly,” he bellowed, throwing his axe at her like a spear.
She deflected the blow easily, wondering how he could be stupid enough to throw away his weapon, then her eyes widened as he dove toward her, a dagger in each hand.
***
Dracorex and Fion sped toward the fight, the dragon unable to contain his excitement as he watched the bloodshed.  In truth, he did not care who won this war as long as he could kill as many of these puny mortals as he could in the process.
They swung wide over the fight, staying out of range of the city’s ballistae, and the dragon laughed as arrows flew from below and bounced off his scaled chest.  They turned and flew past the front line to where the elves were pressing forward to join the attack, and Dracorex let loose a line of acid breath, the elves melting beneath his fury as he roared in pleasure.
A second roar caused the two to spin toward the city, as a green dragon lifted above the wall and moved steadily toward them.
“Do you know this one?” Fion asked his mount as they watched it come on.
“Yes, that one is called Oldrino the Loud, and her rider is called Ai’nzo Hiju’u.  Separately they are both rather weak, but together they can be formidable.”
“Should I be worried?”
The dragon sneered in response, then rose to meet the incoming attackers.
***
Trodgen tackled Krait, bringing her to the ground with him as he slashed and stabbed with both hands.  She blocked most of the blows, but the ferocity of the attack proved to be too much for her and several times his blades slipped through her defenses and found the creases in her armor.
Desperately, she slid her knees to her chest and kicked with all her strength, sending the rolling barbarian away.  She tried to stand but was unable, so she struggled up to one knee and looked down to see her blood flowing freely. Trodgen gained his footing and stalked toward her, smiling at the unarmed orc.  She dropped her head, apparently accepting defeat, and as he brought both blades down toward either side of her throat she pushed forward with the last of her power and tackled the barbarian.  His eyes opened wide with shock as she deflected both blades with her armored forearms, grabbed him by the shoulders, and bit into his neck, ripping into him with her tusks.
She fell to her side as he stopped moving, staring at the sky and waiting for death to envelop her, content that she had killed the leader of the elf army.




Chapter 19 – A Daring Plan

To the West, Ja’ade and Mialin prepared to join the attack as they saw Oldrino fly over the wall.
“We will not have surprise on our side this time, sister,” Mialin stated calmly.  “And we do not know who else may be hiding inside the city waiting for us.”
“I have never met the third dragon defender,” Gabrielle interjected, standing beside Di’eslo and watching the battle unfold.  “I have heard there is a large red dragon but have never heard his name or seen him.”
“Beautiful, a red,” Ja’ade muttered as she climbed on her sister’s back.
Before the two could depart, the side gate of the city opened for the first time this day, and warriors began marching out and forming into ranks.
“It would appear we will have our own problems to deal with on this side,” Heishi stated, halting the two from leaving.  “This is not going to end well.”
“It would appear Fion will have his war today, and my sister is attempting to end it quickly,” Gabrielle replied.
“We are nothing more than a speed bump, lady.  They will roll right over us unless the sisters Xyrstiina are able to push them back,” Heishi answered as he watched the ranks continue to form on their side of the wall.  “There must be thousands of them already, and we have what, a few hundred?”
The group watched solemnly as the warriors marched toward the woods, knowing they could never hope to stop them.
“Well, it’s been real,” Aki said, slapping his friend on the shoulder.  “I couldn’t pick a nicer guy to die with.”
To the shock of the small band of warriors in the trees, a boulder flew over their heads and crashed into the front ranks of the warriors marching their direction.  The army stopped, tightening their line to replace those crushed by the boulder, then began to advance again.
“What was that?” Heishi asked, spinning around and seeing Yutri walking toward him through the woods with a smile on his face.
“That was my secret weapon, human!” Yutri called as a hand full of hill giants came stomping through the trees behind him.
Shenroc ran to meet his friend, embracing him, then pushing him back roughly.
“What took you so long, you oaf?” he said gruffly, trying to hide his relief at seeing his friend alive.
“I had to prove myself worthy,” the giant dwarf replied, looking as if the answer was obvious.
“Now that you are here,” Heishi broke in, looking back and forth from the approaching army to the giants approaching, “How many reinforcements did you bring?”
“I have over fifty giants on the ridge of the mountain preparing to rain boulders down on the city wall, my friend,” he replied smugly, then saw the thousands of elves marching toward them and the smile faded from his face.
“I need to hold this area for as long as possible.  Can you handle that?”
“You will not be with us?” the confused dwarf asked, staring at the approaching army.
“You have the woodland elf archers to assist you, but my team has a mission to accomplish, and if we fail the entire assault will fail,” Heishi replied gravely.
“Then we will not fail,” Yutri replied as two of the giants picked up one of the logs from the side of the road and hurled it the two hundred yards from the wood line into the ranks of approaching elves, flattening a half dozen of them.
The shouts from the approaching elves as the log rolled through them sparked the giants on the ridge into action, and a hail of boulders began raining down from above, pushing the lines of warriors back.
“Slow them down as much as possible,” Heishi pleaded, then flashed a cocky grin.  “We’re going to go have some fun.”
***
A short time later, Mialin flew high above the city carrying a large basket.  Ja’ade was standing on her back looking down at the city, unable to hide the grin on her face.
“Are you sure you know what you are doing?” she called down to the basket where the members of Ronin Team, Shenroc, Di’eslo, and Gabrielle Anaoilin were riding peacefully.
“This is the easy part,” Heishi called up to the dragon rider with a grin.  “Taking out all those defenses will be the hard part...”
With that, he looked over the edge of the basket, and seeing that they were over the front gate, he waived to the Ja’ade, and jumped out.  With a grin, each member of his team jumped behind him, then the slightly less enthused Shenroc, Di’eslo, and Gabrielle followed.
“These humans are insane,” Ja’ade remarked, watching the group drop to the city as Mialin angled to join the assault to the North.
Ripping through the sky, Heishi wondered if this would be his last jump.  His team had shown the shadow elves precisely how to construct the parachutes, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to die.  He refused to let it bother him as he watched the city growing larger beneath him and focused on angling toward the western tower of the northern gate.  If his team was not able to disable the ballistae along that wall, the orcs would never breach the wall.
He continued to drop, and when he estimated he was around a hundred feet from the tower he pulled his ripcord, holding his breath as he watched the silk parachute deploy above him.  As he gained canopy control, he let out his breath slowly, grinning that his plan seemed to be working so far.  He glanced to his left and right and breathed easier as he saw each member of the assault team floating down beside him.
“That was the easy part, I suppose,” he said to himself as he floated over his target tower.  The elves below him looked up with startled faces as his shadow enveloped them.  “I guess they have never seen a flying human before!”
He was still about fifteen feet above the tower when he unbuckled his chest strap, then reached up and grabbed hold of the risers on both sides and pulled them down as far as he could, collapsing the sides of the parachute.  He let out his breath, then let go of both sides at once as he reached five feet above the ground, causing the chute to flair and slow his descent greatly so his feet touched down lightly just to the side of the ballistae team.  He felt everything around him slow down as he unbuckled the leg harnesses as he landed, letting the parachute float over the wall onto the battlefield.  He hit the roof running, smiling at the surprised elves as he pulled his pistol from its thigh holster and put two rounds center mass into all three before they could react.
Looking over his shoulder, he saw Tiane coming down on the eastern tower overlooking the gate, the young sniper using his flaming kamas to cut away the risers above him and dropping the last few feet to the wall.  He rolled forward and tore into the team of elves at the ballistae on that roof, making quick work of them.  He glanced over to see his team leader staring at him and grinned. 
“I’ll come down softly when I’m your age, I guess,” he yelled at Heishi as he ran to the crenellations of the wall to set up a position where he could take out the ballistae crews further down the walls.
“Everyone’s a comedian,” Heishi muttered, trying to hide his smile as he watched the rest of his team landing along the wall and taking out each of the ballistae teams as they did, effectively securing the center of the wall for the orcs to begin their assault.  “Make sure you destroy these things before we move out,” he called out to his team as each dispatched the defenders.
He watched as the team quickly set charges on each of the ballistae, then he descended to the lower level of the wall as they ran to meet him at his position.  When the first guard came up the stairs in that led down the wall to the city, Heishi nodded and Zatus detonated all the charges simultaneously, destroying the ballistae so the guards could not put them into operation again.
“We need to move quickly now, or our element of surprise will be wasted,” Heishi told the team as they rushed toward the shocked guards.  He slid his sword from its saya, igniting the electricity on the blade and slicing through the first guard as shots began to ring out from above.  Trusting Tiane kill the defenders further down the wall, he led the charge down the stairs of the wall, exiting on the street level.
“Now that we are inside, it is your show, lady,” he said, waiving Gabrielle forward.  “If we are lucky, they will not know that you are with us and we can avoid killing more than we have to.”
She led the companions through the market district, attempting to avoid the groups of guards rushing past.  Following her lead and hoping stealth would be their ally, the team put their weapons away and followed as quickly as possible without drawing suspicion.  They ran through the streets, which were full of non-elvish vendors milling about while the city guards yelled at them to return to the inns until the threat was destroyed.
Almost on cue, shadow elves began pouring out of the inn run by Ethanicus, having snuck through the tunnel under the wall and through the basement of the inn.  Behind them, Mialin and Ja’ade were attacking the wall itself, raining fire down on all but the tower where Tiane was keeping up a steady hail of bullets.  It would not be long before the gate was destroyed and orcs would join the shadow elves on the streets, causing chaos and destruction.
As confusion ruled the streets, Gabrielle led the assault team straight for the gate to the castle where she knew her sister would be hiding.




Chapter 20 – The Dragon King

As Heishi and his team were assaulting the city, Fion was flying above the battlefield.  Looking down, he spun in his saddle and used his staff to focus his thoughts, a sinister smile on his face.  As he watched, the skeletons of dead warriors below began to stand up and attack the shocked elves, creating massive confusion among their ranks.
“That is a cute trick,” Dracorex remarked dryly as he turned to intercept the green dragon headed toward them.
“It ought to keep them busy for a while, I would say,” the smug shadow elf replied, clearly impressed with his handiwork even if the dragon was not.
“Do you fancy yourself a god now, raising the dead?”
“No, they remain dead, I am simply controlling the bones myself, and you are interrupting my concentration.”
As the two dragons closed on each other, a blast of poison breath shot toward Dracorex, which he deftly dodged.  He angled away from the elvish army below as arrows bounced from his armored belly, knowing that sometimes archers were able to get lucky, then let loose a blast of acid, reveling in the screams of the dying as he avoided another discharge of poison from Oldrino.
The shadow dragon beat his wings harder, attempting to climb into the sky, but the green dragon was able to reach him, and her teeth sunk into his left leg, bringing a screech of pain.  As she whipped her head violently, she slung him to the side and released him, giving her rider a clear shot at Fion.
A smile plastered on the face of the thin high elf, he launched a green bolt of energy toward the shadow elf, who created a barrier of wind over himself just in time to deflect the acidic bolt and send it into the elvish army below.  Unfortunately, deflecting the blast broke his concentration, and the skeleton army fell in place as Fion focused on defending himself.  He glanced below and was relieved to see that the orcs had taken advantage of the confusion caused by the skeleton army and were pressing forward through the ranks of elves.
“We need to get away from the battlefield or this fool will destroy our army as well as his own,” Fion called to his mount, who growled an unintelligible response.  “I know, you do not care who is destroyed, but I want to win this war...”
Still grumbling, the dragon shifted his flight path to angle along the West side of the city and head toward the ocean.  Luck was on his side as he proved to be faster than Oldrino, and he pulled ahead of the green dragon as he raced toward the ocean.  As they flew over the army marching toward the tree line, he even slowed briefly to breathe a blast of acid over the elves, dodging ballistae bolts from the city’s walls as he laughed evilly.
Fion looked down and nodded his approval as he saw the woodland elves raining arrows on the lines of high elf warriors stalking forward toward their position as giants hurled boulders at both the soldiers and at the walls of the city.  He could not appreciate the view for long, as Dracorex flew erratically, dodging attacks from every direction as the Harmonui archers began firing arrows at them.
“We did not think this through very well,” Fion shouted from his back as he sent gusts of wind to blast projectiles away from them as quickly as he could.
“This was your idea elf: I wanted to kill everyone,” the dragon shouted back, his voice rumbling like thunder.
Behind them, Fion could hear Oldrino laugh and he turned his head just in time to throw up another shield to deflect a blast from Ai’nzo.  “Just do something fast,” he replied.
Right then, an explosion from the front of the city walls shook the ground and sent a shockwave rippling through the air.  Dracorex continued to focus on reaching the ocean as the attacks from below temporarily ceased, and Fion shifted to look over his shoulder once more.
“The northern wall is on fire, and it would appear the defenses are down,” he called down to the dragon as they bolted for the coast.  “The orcs should breach the wall any time now, but we must dispose of this dragon before we can assist!”
“Maybe you would like to take over the flying and I can sit on your back and complain!” Dracorex roared at his passenger.  “Just keep Ai’nzo occupied long enough for me to kill that wench he rides!”
As he finished, they burst out over the harbor, the sailors on the ships below howling in terror at the sight of the dragon, shadows blurring his body and bolts of acid flashing all around as he dodged and angled to rejoin the battle now that they were clear of the city defenses.  He tucked his left wing in tight to his body as he thrust his right wide, and whipped around to face Oldrino, letting loose a blast of shadows from his mouth.  The green did not have time to dodge the attack, and was instantly entangled in the tangible shadow, stopping her wings from catching air and causing her to plummet toward the ocean below.
Ai’nzo Hiju’u jumped from his saddle as the shadows closed around her body, running down her back to stand on her tail and let loose a massive ball of acid.  Caught off guard by the attack, Dracorex could do nothing but close his eyes and mouth and let the blast hit him dead on.  Immediately he began to smoke as the older scales melted under the assault, leaving patches of inky skin showing.  He screamed in pain and dove toward the water below, never giving a second thought to his passenger.
Fion was in a world of pain as the acid melted his cloak and armor.  He stripped it off as he could, tossing it far away from himself as he writhed in agony.  The pain was so great that he had fallen several hundred feet before he even realized that the straps holding the saddle to Dracorex had been melted by the blast and that he was free falling toward the ocean below.  A feral scream escaped the shadow elf’s lips as he crashed into the water and slipped beneath the waves.
Dracorex dove into the water headfirst a moment later, instantly feeling relief from the burning caused by the acid blast.  He opened his eyes and looked around for a few seconds, and when he did not see the elf anywhere, he headed back to the surface, refreshed and ready to destroy Oldrino.
The green dragon had recovered from his breath weapon and was shaking the last bits of shadow from her wings as he burst from the ocean, heading straight for her exposed belly.  The two locked in battle, wings beating furiously to keep in the air, with talons slashing back and forth as they spun out of control through the air.
From above, a golden streak appeared, and Dracorex allowed himself to be spun to his back and dropped helplessly toward the sea.  He let the green dragon feel as if she were winning just long enough to see the white-hot fireball thrown by Ja’ade burst on her back, incinerating Ai’nzo Hiju’u immediately and melting the flesh from her left wing.
The green dragon spun out of control and released Dracorex, trying to recover with only a single functional wing, but that was all he needed to take control of the fight.  Reaching out with his front legs, he gripped her head tightly, keeping her head turned away from himself as he opened his maw and bit down fiercely on her throat.  Her emerald colored eyes opened wide in confusion as she realized that she had just been killed, then the light went out of them as the shadow dragon kicked her loose and watched her corpse drop into the ocean.
Shadows whipped around his body as he hung in place above the harbor, watching the green dragon sink, then heard cheers lifting from the ships in the harbor.  He looked down and saw the ship that had carried the other-worlders, the Slip Away, at the dock with all her crew on deck cheering for the victorious dragon.
“Where is Fion?” Mialin asked as she floated down beside him, taking in the view.
“He fell and I could not recover him,” Dracorex replied, devoid of emotion.
“And you?” she asked, staring at him, her golden eyes narrow.
“And me what?”
“Will you live long enough to finish this fight so I can kill you myself?”
He snorted derisively as started toward the city to find more death and destruction.  “You can try,” was all he said over his shoulder as he picked up speed to the cheers of those below.
“All hail the self-proclaimed ‘Dragon King,'” Ja’ade muttered sarcastically, then began to laugh to herself as Mialin followed him toward the city where they could already see the guards abandoning their posts as the dragons closed on their positions.




Chapter 21 – Long Live the Queen

At the gate of the castle, Gabrielle left her team back as she approached the guards.  They snapped to attention as they recognized her, but then stopped and stared at her strangely, confused as to why she was back in the city.
“You were arrested, were you not, lady?” the first guard asked, pointing his spear toward her.
“I was, but as you can clearly see, I am no longer locked in the dungeon,” she replied sweetly, looking him in the eye.
“We were told you were an enemy of the queen,” the second chimed in, the tip of his spear wavering a bit as he tried to decide if he should have it pointed toward the queen’s sister or not.
“Have I ever been my sister’s enemy?” she asked, honey dripping from the words as she spoke them.  “I need to get inside immediately,” she continued as their expressions showed their confusion.  “The shadow elves and orcs are attacking, and I need to be with my sister, the queen.”
The first turned and unlocked door to the side of the main gate and held it open for her to enter.
“I almost forgot,” she added as he stood staring blankly at her, “my friends need to come inside with me too.”
As she finished speaking, she waived over her shoulder to the rest of the team, who hurried toward her.
“That’s an orc and a shadow elf!” cried the second guard, turning his head toward Gabrielle in confusion.
She held out a hand toward each guard, palms facing them, and smiled as she let loose a blast of ice, freezing them in place with the shocked expressions on their faces.
“Yes, and I truly am sorry, but I cannot have you warning her before I can get to her,” she stated as the rest of the team slipped through the open door.  “If you can hear me, the good news is that by the time you thaw out I will be the queen and will forgive you for attempting to stop me.”
With that she smiled and followed Di’eslo through the door, beginning to close it until a hand slipped through and stopped her.  She stepped back a pace, preparing to freeze whoever was following the team in until the door pushed open and Tiane stuck his smiling face through the crack.
“The northern wall defenses are down and the army is breaching as we speak,” he reported happily.
Relieved, she closed the door and led the group across the deserted courtyard and up the stairs into the castle itself.  They jogged lightly through the empty halls and were optimistic about the lack of guards until they turned the final corner.
Between the companions and the door to the queen’s chambers was a score of her elite guard, their polished silver armor gleaming in the light streaming through the open windows of the hall.  As they noticed the intruders, they formed into two offset ranks, those in the front dropping to one knee and bringing their shields to the front to create a wall as the back rank pointed their spears toward the companions over top of the shield wall.
“Well, we had to know it wouldn’t be easy,” Heishi stated, shaking his head as he whipped his katana from its saya, its green electricity crackling from the blade as it ignited.
To his left, Aki slid out his tonfa, the shadows curling around the shafts and blurring the motion as he spun them back and forth a few times to loosen up his arms.  On his right, Tiane slid the handles for his kamas out of the sheaths on his leg, the blades popping from the handles and igniting into green flames as he smiled threateningly at the guards.
“There is no need for this,” Gabrielle stated as she stepped in front of the humans, the sapphire gem at the end of her staff glowing with her anger.  “Stand aside and allow me access to my sister.  Whoever emerges will be the queen, and none of you will need to die.”
“We cannot do that, Lady Gabrielle,” the captain of the guard called back to her.  “You have betrayed your people by siding with that abomination,” he continued, pointing his sword toward Di’eslo.
The shadow elf stepped around the humans to stand beside Gabrielle, the purple web on his shield and the spikes on his flail glowing brightly as his eyes narrowed in anger.  The shadows from his skin curled around his body as he stared hard at the high elf captain.
“Then you must die,” he answered coldly, following the simple statement with an indifferent smile.
That was all Shenroc needed to hear, and he rushed forward toward the guards, a guttural cry escaping his lips as he ripped his massive two-handed sword from his back and swung it across the front of the shield wall, severing the spears that were pointed at him.
“Down” came the call from behind, and the half-orc dropped to his belly as Di’eslo launched a web of pure energy from his shield, entangling the shields of the guards in the center with the shafts of the spears above them.  As the guards attempted to yank their weapons free of each other, the rest of the group besides Gabrielle and Zatus rushed in.
“Watch this, lady,” Zatus stated, giggling to himself as his silver eyes began to shine with all the colors of the rainbow and a flash of color enveloped the guard captain.  Before any of the defenders knew what was happening, the captain was replaced with a confused looking shadow elf.  Confusion reigned in their ranks as they turned and began stabbing the enemy in their midst, and the gnome continued to laugh.
“That is not funny, Master Zatus,” Gabrielle stated, attempting to keep the smile from her face as she shot a freezing bolt from the end of her staff to stop the guards from killing their own captain.
“It’s a little funny,” he replied, gasping for breath as he looked for a new way to add confusion to the fight.
Shenroc leaped to his feet the moment the web passed over his head, and now that he was in close quarters with his enemies, he dropped his sword and ripped out his daggers.  He shoved the shield wall in front of him, which was not strong now as the elves attempted to dislodge their spears from the shields, and the defenders finally dropped the shields and he stepped across and into the middle of his enemies.  His yellow eyes flashed with fury as he spun and dodged blades thrust at him and countered with short jabs with his deadly daggers, scattering the tight formation and opening it up for his team to follow.
Heishi was the first to reach the guards as the shield wall disintegrated, and he led with a brutal slash of his katana that cut through the plate armor of the first guard, sending a spray of blood across the floor.  The second guard slipped as he moved in, which gave Heishi the opportunity to block the guard’s sword with the hardened back side of his katana, sending it harmlessly wide and leaving the guard’s rib cage exposed.  That was all the opening seasoned veteran needed, and he slid his blade across, slicing through the armor and bone as if it were not even there.
To his left, Aki swatted aside a spear tip with his left tonfa as he followed up with an upper-cut with his right, the spike at the end of his weapon protruding at the last second and catching his opponent under the jaw and sticking straight through his mouth and into his skull.  He retracted the spike and ducked as a sword whistled harmlessly over his head, then kicked that guard in the kneecap and smiled at the crunch that indicated he had shattered the bone.
“Please do not kill them if possible!” Gabrielle called from behind as she froze another guard in place, his sword over his head as he was going to strike at Tiane’s exposed back.
“Taking all the fun out of it,” Shenroc grunted as he slipped a dagger into the arm pit of the next guard in line, causing the guard to drop his sword as Di’eslo smashed the guard in the side of the head with his flail, sending him flying away from the two.
The door burst open then, causing all in the hall to pause for a moment, and a curious looking pair walked calmly through.  Both the attackers and defenders stopped and stared at the halfling and dwarf who halted in front of the door to stare back at them.
“Well, have you never seen a bard out for a stroll in a castle before?” Hankish asked, a huge grin plastered to his face.  To the disbelief of all watching, he slid his lute from his back and began to play a jaunty tune, relieving the aches and pains of the combatants.
“What are you doing here?” Aki finally asked as he found his voice.
“Oh, we are simply assisting in the coronation efforts,” the bard replied, humming along with the tune he was playing.
“Coronation efforts?” both attackers and defenders all asked simultaneously.
“Oh, yes, the coronation of Queen Gabrielle, of course,” the halfling replied, looking at his brother and smiling.  “Queen Linnie has tragically passed away in her sleep.  Long live Queen Gabrielle.”
“Passed away in her sleep?” Gabrielle asked, unable to hide the look of skepticism on her face.
“Aye, in her sleep.  Of natural causes.  Just as me brother said,” Abugraic replied gravely, the look on his face daring anyone to question the fact.
“As I said,” Hankish interjected merrily, “long live Queen Gabrielle!”
***
Once the guards verified that Queen Linnie was, in fact, dead in her bed and that there was no trace of foul play, they immediately laid down their weapons and pledged their allegiance to Queen Gabrielle, the rightful ruler of Harmonui.  They escorted her to the balcony of the castle where she was announced to the city, and the remaining guards began pulling back into defensive positions immediately.
Heishi sent the call out to the commanders of the attacking forces to halt the attack and discovered in the process that Krait had been defeated and Fion’s body had yet to be recovered.  With an uneasy peace in place, the city sat and waited to see what would happen next.
From the balcony of the castle, the newly crowned Queen Gabrielle addressed the city.
“My people, for too long there has been a divide in this city.  For most of us, it was simply an attitude of superiority when it came to most of the other races.  We feel as if we are better than the rest simply due to our heritage.  I felt the same way until very recently when I was rescued by a group of humans, an orc, a dwarf, and,” she paused for dramatic effect, “a shadow elf.”
She turned her head and waved her friends out onto the balcony with her.
“We must forget our old prejudices and understand that it is not one’s race that defines who they are, but rather their actions.  This shadow elf beside me left his family in order to scout our city so they could destroy us.  Then he saved my life, and as our friendship grew, he came to realize that all our people are not responsible for the attacks on his city any more than all his people are responsible for the attacks on ours.
“My sister refused to listen, which is why this attack of our city was necessary.  She died in her sleep, leaving me the crown, and I vow to every one of you today that all will be welcome in this great city from this day forward.  We claim to be a city founded on desiring harmony in every aspect of our lives, and now it is time to prove it.”
As she finished speaking, cheers rose from every corner of the city.  She looked out over her people and smiled, knowing that the future looked bright for them all.




Epilogue

That night the new queen hosted the greatest feast in the history of the city.  A massive table was set in front of the castle in the courtyard, and at it sat Queen Gabrielle flanked by Di’eslo and all her companions that had made this possible, and tables were set on the streets of the city and piled high with food for all.  The companions collectively mourned the loss of Fion and Krait, although Shenroc scoffed at the notion of mourning her.
Elves, orcs, goblins, giants and shadow elves all wandered the streets eating the delicacies put out for them to share.  There was plenty of food for all, but the guards were kept busy breaking up scuffles here and there between the natives and their new “friends.”
Dracorex had disappeared immediately when the fighting had concluded.  He had been promised treasure for his part in the destruction of the city and had not taken it well when he learned that the city would remain.  Mialin warned the young queen that he was a dangerous enemy to have and to remain vigilant.
Hankish and Abugraic were invited to stay for as long as they liked, which appealed to the two until Aki reminded them that they were not allowed to steal from the queen.  They promptly decided that they would be moving along in the morning, much to the enjoyment of all at the table.
“So, what will you do now?” Heishi asked Di’eslo as they ate and reminisced about everything that happened in the past few weeks.
“The Queen has graciously invited me to remain here with her,” he began, then blushed a little as he quickly added, “as the ambassador for my people, of course.”
Nodding his head in complete understanding, Heishi smiled and slapped his friend on the shoulder.
“Just let me know if I need to come back for any more important, uh, ceremonies.”
The party lasted late into the night, but and finally the humans were able to spend a restful night in real bed without worrying about being attacked while they slept.
***
As the members of Ronin Team walked out of the castle the next morning, the sun was rising in the sky, and the destruction of the city became more obvious.  Huge portions of the walls had been knocked down in the assault, and the fires were still being extinguished across the city.
“We have had a pretty productive time in this world,” Aki mused as they walked toward the docks.  “Between the four of us, this makes three cities we have laid waste to in the past month.  That has to be a record of some type considering we have limited close air support.”
“Limited?” Heishi asked, cocking an eyebrow at his friend.
“Yeah, limited,” he answered, nodding his head toward the golden dragon floating casually over the city, keeping everyone beneath on friendly terms with each other.
“Fair enough.  Should we see if we can find somewhere new to destroy?”
“I’ve always wanted to sail with pirates,” Zatus replied, looking wistfully at the Slip Away as they approached the docks.
“Gentleman Adventurers,” Heishi and Tiane stated simultaneously, causing the whole group to break out in laughter.
“Either way, do you think he will take us with him?”
“I don’t see why not.  He has been well paid already, and besides, we are a lot of fun to have around,” Heishi replied, drawing skeptical glances from his team.  “What?  We have destroyed three cities in less than a month: tell me a ‘gentleman adventurer’ doesn’t consider that fun!”
The banter continued between the four as they turned onto the dock, then stopped abruptly as they saw a blonde-haired woman hastily loading gear onto another ship at the end of the dock.
“That can’t be...” Aki started to say, then stopped, his breath caught in his chest.
“Couldn’t be...”  Heishi began to say.
“Didn’t we see her die?” Tiane put into words what they were all thinking.
“Doppelganger?” Aki threw out to the group.
“Only one way to find out,” Heishi stated, walking again toward the end of the dock.  “Captain Aldith, I presume?” he called out as they closed the distance with the woman.
Whirling around, the woman pulled a pistol from a holster on her hip and pointed it toward the group.
“Not exactly the type of welcome we would have expected,” Aki quipped, reaching for his pistol.
“I know you are all very good, but you’re not that good, Sergeant” she stated, pointing her pistol at his head.
“But we saw you die,” began Tiane, staring hard at the woman they all had assumed dead until this moment.
“No, silly boy, you saw someone die.  I had already shifted through the planes before that body hit the ground.”
“So, you are the ‘other-worlder' we heard the elves talking about who can open portals to other planes of existence?” Heishi asked, causing her to level the pistol on him as he spoke.
“Hurry up and load this gear,” Aldith called over her shoulder to the crew of the ship, her eyes never leaving the team in front of her.  “You could say that, Master Sergeant,” she answered as the crew members scurried down the gang plank to load the last few cases.
“I’m not entirely sure I understand why you have a pistol pointed at us, Captain,” he replied, staring into her eyes.  “If you can open portals, why not just send us home if you don’t want us following you?”
“If it were that easy, Master Sergeant, I would have done it already.  Unfortunately, I have yet to perfect the process and cannot guarantee what plane the portal will shift the traveler to.  The last one was only supposed to be your team going through, but it opened early and caught me with it.”
“And why would you want to send us through a portal?”
“As I am sure Zatus has confirmed for you by now, when one goes through the portal another is brought back through to take your place.  I have been experimenting with the portals for several years now and have been fine-tuning them based on the beings that are deposited into my plane after the shift,” she stopped, looking exasperated.
“So, you were going to send my team through and see what came out.  No wonder you have a gun pointed at us,” Heishi replied icily.  “I would recommend for you to not blink, because if you do, I will kill you myself.”
“I am the only hope you have of ever getting back to Earth,” she replied as the crew took the last of her boxes on board and she began to step backward onto the gang plank.  “Killing me would simply strand you here in Kartos indefinitely, and while you seem to be fitting in quite well, I assume you would like to go home eventually.  If you are lucky, I will send you back once I perfect my device, but in the meantime,” she paused long enough to shoot the ground between his feet, causing the team to back up a few steps, “I expect you will not stop my departure.”
With that, she turned and ran the rest of the way up the plank as archers appeared on either side, bows pointed at the four men on the dock.  The ship began to pull away, leaving the team watching helplessly as their only hope of returning to earth sailed out of the harbor.
“We’ll see each other again, Captain,” Heishi called out loudly.  “You can count on that.”
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