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An Afternoon Wedding  

 “A perfect summer night,” Talonis muttered.  He twitched his reins, and the pale gray horse under 

him snorted softly and walked on down the road toward the heavy walls of Sanith. The lowering gloom of 

the woods was contrasted by the smoking flicker of fires all through the celebrating town. A warm breeze 

flitted through the trees, and the forest rustled to itself as the moon slowly rose to preside over the swarms 

of gently flaring fireflies. 

 Garlands of flowers were tied to the hinges of the great gates, which had been left open overnight. 

Four guards stood close together in conversation, conversation that abruptly halted as Talonis rode out of 

the night up to the town. 

 One of the guards stepped forward. Talonis squinted at his uniform; the stitched insignia on his 

leather cuirass seemed to note a higher rank than his fellows. 

 “Evening, stranger,” the guardsman said. Talonis nodded at him.  

 “Any inns still open?” he asked quietly. 

 “All of ‘em, but only common rooms left, if that.” The guard sized him up, eyes slowly 

wandering from the massive two handed sword sheathed on the saddle to the shortbow on his back, 

penetrating the shadows of the cloak to see the chainmail that glinted below. 

 “Good thing I’m not shy,” Talonis said, urging the horse forward. As he rode past the guards, 

their leader cleared his throat.  

 “Declare your business.” 

 “I’m here for the wedding, like everyone else in the kingdom,” Talonis muttered without turning 

around. He didn’t need to look back to know he was to be followed. 

 It wasn’t complicated to find the Iron Fist Inn. From the back gate it was a straight shot to the 

marketplace. The massive obelisk of Alorn, God of Righteousness and Wrath, dominated the market. A 

quick left, then a right, and Talonis dismounted before the squat stone inn, handing the reins of his horse 

to the stable boy. He eyed the ragged boy as he pulled the great sword and its sheath off the saddle. 
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 “Take care of him,” he said. “If he tells me you so much as raised your voice to him, then I’ll 

shoe him with your skull.” The stable boy paled a bit, but simply nodded as he led the tall horse to the 

stables.  

 Slinging the sword across his back, Talonis strode into the Inn, not sparing a backward glance at 

the guard who watched him from across the cobbled alley. 

 A gust of laughter almost pushed him back out as he cleared the door. Half a tree was roaring in 

the fireplace, and the light and heat bathed the merry room as musicians played. The floor seemed to have 

a pulse as the patrons of the inn stamped and clapped in time to the music. Three men behind the bar kept 

the mead and ale flowing. The party that started in the afternoon was picking up speed. 

 Talonis worked his way to the bar. “Any rooms left?” he asked. The barkeep hesitated and looked 

him over closely, studying the lines in his face, the scar across the side of his jaw and temple, the paleness 

of his gray eyes. 

“Only the common room,” the barkeep muttered. “Five silver for that and what you can eat.” 

 Talonis nodded and fished out a gold coin. “I’ll have my share of drink, too.” The barkeep 

nodded and slid him a tanker as the slim blade slipped around Talonis’s shoulder and settled at his throat. 

He didn’t blink; a short sigh, then his steely muscles snapped into action, whipping his head straight back. 

With a crack, his head smacked into something hard. He spun around, snatching the wrist that held the 

knife, and twisted. A shriek was startled out of the woman he slammed up against the bar, and the blade 

clattered to the floor. 

 “No fights!” yelled the barkeep.  

 “Don’t worry, I’m taking it outside,” he said shortly as he marched out the door. 

 He strode out to the middle of the street and turned to face the angry woman that followed him. 

“That isn’t funny, you know.” 

 She raised the back of her hand to her nose, and it came away dabbled crimson. “You idiot, that 

hurt.” 

 She was lovely in the moonlight, a little blood across her face, fire in her eyes. Just like old times. 
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 The door crashed open to let four toughs through. “Unhand the woman, churl,” one said. 

 Talonis made eye contact with the woman. “Do I have to kill them for you?” 

 “I’ll handle it,” she said. “Mistaken identity,” she said to the men. “He thought I was someone 

else.” 

 He faced them. “Show’s over. Sorry about the misunderstanding.” 

 “You will be,” one grunted, hefting a mace. The others unslung their maces also. Talonis sighed. 

 “Okay,” he said. “If you kill me, then the town guard will catch you. If I slaughter all of you and 

leave you screaming in a pile of your own guts, then I have to leave town and miss the wedding. So we’re 

going to do this the easy way. You all are going to take one good long look at my sword, and another at 

my chainmail shirt, and you’re going to decide that since the lady is fine you’d much rather be having 

something to drink. Do I need to pull the sword out for a closer look?” There was nothing of mercy in his 

eyes. 

 They hesitated. 

 “How could you come here after ten years?” the woman said to his back. 

 He turned to face her. “This is THE event in the kingdom right now. Two weeks of partying. 

There is a standing invitation from the king. Besides, mercenaries everywhere are going to miss this holy 

war, so they can at least party before peace settles.” 

 “But you aren’t a mercenary.” 

 “I never was,” he said, patience slipping out of his tone. “Lisandra, it’s been ten years and I have 

gone out of my way to stay out of your territories. Give me the same grace. If I had seen you first, I would 

have just walked away.” 

 Lisandra looked him in the eye. “You know, I think maybe you would have. A deal is a deal, a 

bet is a bet. You said I would never have you at my mercy again. You bet me the Tooth of Sanaan.” 

 Talonis smiled, reaching to the dagger sheathed at the small of his back. He pulled the weapon 

out, and it glinted in the dancing light from the Inn. “You want this?” 
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 Her eyes sparkled in the shadows. He took a long moment to let his eyes soak her up; her pale 

straight hair, her whipcord lithe form, that damning upsweep of her ears. “If you had me at your mercy, 

you can be sure I’d give it to you.” He turned his back to her and walked back into the inn. He hoped 

against hope his drink would still be waiting for him at the bar. He didn’t bother to notice the toughs had 

quietly left at some point. 

 Freshly armed with another tankard of ale, he looked around the packed establishment for a seat.  

His keen eyes didn’t find a place to sit, but they did see four men hemming in one man in a corner, and 

after years of being the one man he found he couldn’t resist investigating. 

 Especially when he saw the maces slung across their shoulders. 

 “And what makes you think we’ll do that, thief?” snarled the barrel-chested man with the mace as 

the others unslung theirs. 

 “If you think you’re going to bring me to justice tonight on a whim,” the quiet man in shadow 

said, “then you’ll have to deal with my large friend behind you.” 

 “Likely story,” the big man sneered. 

Talonis sighed. “Ahem.” 

 The big man turned, and his eyes got quite wide. They moved from the sword to the chainmail to 

those steely gray eyes. “Your time is coming,” he grunted, and he pushed past Talonis. His thugs 

uncertainly followed. 

 “This seat taken?” Talonis asked, nodding at the bench next to the cloaked man.  

 “I’m afraid so,” he replied. “I have someone traveling with me these days.” 

 “Really, Task,” Talonis said thoughtfully. “After the Tavis Bridge incidents?” 

 “She’s from Tavis Bridge, actually,” the tall thief said quietly, and their eyes met. Talonis 

nodded. 

 “That sort of thing gets a man killed.” 

 Task shrugged. “I try not to think about it. What brings you here? I never pictured you as the type 

for festivities.” 
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 “I know the groom,” Talonis said. 

 “Then why are you here?” asked Task with a small smile, gesturing at the packed common room. 

 “I’m a well-wisher, not a guest,” Talonis replied. “By the way, there are a lot of clerics of Alorn 

in town. Assuming you aren’t here for the take, what’s the story?” 

 “I know some Zeenites,” Task said vaguely. “Well, see you at the party tomorrow.” 

 “Maybe,” Talonis smiled. The shapes felt unfamiliar in his face; it had been a long time. “We 

might miss each other in our shrouds of mystery.” 

 Task smiled, his thoughts inward, to a different era. It was the right time for them to part 

company. Talonis nodded and strolled out of the inn. The sultry summer night had something of freshness 

to it, even in the dankness of the narrow winding streets. Too many people inside, breathing up all the air. 

Talonis sighed as he leaned back against the wall. 

 Damn elves. 

 He found himself around at the stables. Walking into the poorly lit dimness, he whistled softly. 

Githbait whickered in reply, and Talonis found his stall and stroked the side of his pale head.  

 “Help you, sir?” asked the stableboy. 

 “Yes,” Talonis replied. “Where are the festivities tomorrow?” 

 “Everywhere,” the boy grinned. 

 Talonis sighed. “Where is the wedding.” 

 “It’s at the Green Bower, everybody knows that. ‘Course, you can’t go to that. Unless you’re a 

king or something. The party’s at West Commons, outside the walls. Got tents and jugglers and 

everything, and much as you can eat.” 

 “Good, great. He says you were good to him.” Talonis pulled a few copper out of his beltpouch 

and tossed them to the kid. He turned back to his horse. 

 “She said I could find you here,” said a man in the doorway. Talonis turned quickly, eyes 

snapping to the dark figure. 

 “Bayen?” 
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 “The same.” 

 There was a moment of quiet as the short man walked into the stable. His steady gaze traveled 

across Talonis. “The years have been good.” 

 “Yes,” Talonis said. “You are still travelling with Lisandra?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I see. So are you here for the Zeenites or the Alornites?” 

 “You kidding?” the short man grinned. “I’m here for the food.” 

 “Right, right,” Talonis smiled. “So you think this wedding is going to stop the warfare?” 

 “That’s the other thing I’m here for,” Bayen said. “If it turns out that the Alornites and the 

Zeenites don’t need to beat on each other any more, I’ve got a whole network of people that are going to 

have to relocate for work.” 

 “With Greut and his ork hoarde tearing through everything between the Western Reach and the 

border territories, I wouldn’t think it would be difficult to find work.” 

 “No, that’s true,” Bayen nodded, “but satisfying work is another matter entirely. Killing orks gets 

damnéd boring.” 

 Talonis shrugged. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” 

 Bayen paused. “Are you going to let Prince Renand Casta know you are at his wedding?” 

 “I’ll play it by ear,” Talonis said. 

Bayen nodded. “That’s probably safest.” He turned away. 

 “Sleep well,” Talonis muttered as Bayen left. Talonis pulled himself up in the hayloft. He almost 

fell off the ladder when he saw that the hayloft was packed; shoulders and faces and knees were visible in 

a tangle in the hay, sleepers snored a bit louder as he started stepping among them, looking for a place to 

lay down. 

He knelt by one of the sleeping figures and gently touched her shoulder. She woke instantly and 

quietly, her dagger moving with her eyes. He effortlessly caught her wrist and motioned to be quiet. A 



AN AFTERNOON WEDDING, © Andrew Shields 2004 

7 

smile spread across her face, and she sat up and embraced him. “Talonis,” she whispered, “what are you 

doing here?” 

“The wedding,” he replied softly. “Sorry to interrupt your sleep. I just haven’t seen you in years.” 

Other sleeping forms began to stir and mutter. Talonis stood up. The woman quickly stood also, brushing 

straw from her robe. It had once been red but was now more road-colored. He nodded, and slid down the 

ladder. 

A few minutes later they were outside again, and they moved to the shadowed alley as the 

carousers began to stumble out of the inns and roam the streets, supporting each other and bawling songs 

whose lyrics were mercifully slurred. 

 “So I imagine you’ve run into some others,” she said with an odd smile. 

 “Yes; you’d think, with so many inns in town…” he shrugged. 

 “Talonis, don’t forget that this Inn is the last place we met on our way out of town ten years ago,” 

she said soberly. “That kind of history tends to pull people back into itself.” 

 “Besides,” he said wryly, “everything seems to start in an inn. Ever notice that?” 

 Her smile bore no comment. 

 “Well,” he said, “what have you been doing with yourself, Annsley?” 

 She shrugged. “I’ve been tracking down the fifteen Seals of Amaloch, and I’m on the eleventh 

one. It’s been good for my career in the Mapper’s Guild. I have learned much, seen much, done much 

since we stood in one another’s space last. This last week I’ve been mapping out the Green Bower and 

surrounding environs; not easy to get access. The Zeenites believe it to be a very holy place, so I’ve had 

to extrapolate several of the inner sections.” 

 “Do you think that this marriage will resolve things between the Zeenites and the Alornites?” 

Talonis asked. 

 She furrowed her brow and looked down for a moment. “They’ve been more or less at war for 

forty years,” she said. “The Alornites won’t stop expanding into forest land; they can’t. The Zeenites 

won’t become less flexible about protecting the spirits of the rocks and the trees and the water and the 
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deer and the birds and whatever else is out there, but they might be willing to work with the Alornites for 

a change so things are less disastrous.” 

 “Let’s hope so,” Talonis said, glancing down the alleyway. “The kingdom needs all the soldiers it 

can find to stop the ork hoarde.” Talonis spotted the city guardsmen quietly standing in the shadows 

across from the inn. He nodded. 

 “Talonis, I have a bad feeling about this,” she said, her dark eyes growing deep with concern. 

“Every augury I’ve done points to disaster, and from my divinations I suspect there will be some 

complication.” 

 “You think Renand or that princess, whatshername, will back out?” he asked. 

 “No,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “I’ve seen them together. And her name, you heel, is 

Talena. Don’t forget it.” 

 “I’m not the one marrying her,” he said with a grin. Her face echoed with a smile, and he was 

again struck by her pale beauty framed by her tumbling dark hair. 

 “I don’t think you’ll ever get married,” she said. “And at this rate I’m not going to get any sleep. 

I’ll see you at the wedding, Talonis. You going there with anyone in particular?” 

 “Just me and Githbait,” he said. 

 She laughed quietly. “That’s a fine horse. I’m glad he’s still around. Tell you what. I’m going up 

early. You can ride with me if you like.”  

 “I’d like that,” he smiled, his mind flashing back to a hundred rides long ago.  

 She sized him up. “You’re going to sleep on the roof, aren’t you,” she said. 

 He simply smiled, and she turned and headed back into the barn. “Good night, you loon,” she said 

with a smile. 

 “Night,” he replied, allowing his eyes to remember her smooth shapes and gentle curves. It had 

indeed been many years. 
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 He headed directly for the roof of the barn, where there were only three or four occupied bedrolls 

draped across the tile roof. He sat on the ridgepole and pulled out his pipe. As he tamped it, his eyes roved 

the horizon. 

 The forest was dark, but he knew it was far from empty. Tonight the pagan Zeenites would be 

having celebrations of their own. He struck a match, and as he lowered it over the bowl of his pipe, he 

saw an answering flash in the woods. 

 He froze, the match slowly burning, and he saw flame catch in the woods. An instinct warned him 

that it was not, perhaps, a celebration fire. Something in the back of his mind warned him he was about to 

get burned. 

 Shaking out the match and stowing the pipe, he slipped down the roof and dropped to the alley. 

Striding back into the stable, he mounted the ladder two rungs at a time. “Annsley,” he whispered. “You 

need to see this.” 

 She looked at him for just a moment, then she slung her pack on and picked up her staff and 

bedroll. “Let’s go,” she said. 

 Together, they clambered up to the roof. She moved as easily as she used to, and he sensed 

maybe a new surefootedness as she joined him on the ridgepole. She gasped as she saw the trembling 

pillar of flame start to pick up size out in the woods. 

 “What,” Talonis said. 

 “That’s where the Green Bower is,” she replied breathlessly. 

 Talonis grabbed her arm. “Let the town guard handle it,” he said. “Besides, they might be 

celebrating.” 

 Her eyes met his. “Trust my judgement, Talonis. I have been here a week. Until the wedding 

actually happens both sides are going to think there’s a trick of some sort. This is just what they’ve been 

waiting for. If the Alornites see that fire they’ll think it’s a trap. If the Zeenites are under attack they’ll 

assume it was the Alornites. See?” She turned from him and slid down the roof. He followed. 

 “Damn good thing we’re heroes,” he muttered. 
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 “I’ll get the horses,” she said. He nodded, and she headed back into the stable. 

 Talonis watched her go, and then turned to the dim sweltering alleyway.  

 Impact smashed across his back, and he gasped as heavy arms wrapped around his chest. He 

struggled, but then two, three others rushed out of the shadows. A hand clamped over his mouth, and then 

swords were at his throat. His sword was roughly yanked off his back, and ropes circled him several times 

around his arms as they tied his hands. One of the dark shapes slipped a noose around his neck as a leash. 

 “Come on, Talonis,” one ground out harshly. “Time for you to go back to the Keep. Ten years 

wasn’t long enough, scum.”  

 Talonis’s heart sank as he recognized the guardsmen. Then, one gutpunched him, and they 

dragged him through the streets. “Murderers always return to the scene of the crime,” one crowed, proud 

of his detective work. 

 Half an hour later he was stripped of weapons, money, and armor. He crashed to the floor in the 

dank and tiny cell, then the lights retreated and he found himself alone on the filthy straw in the cramped 

cell. Again.  

 “Ten years clearly isn’t long enough,” he muttered to himself. He probed the walls, but it was 

immediately apparent he was in a different cell than he had been in last time.  

 Damn. 

 Light filtered into the hallway outside his cell, and he pressed himself up against the heavy oak 

door to peek out of the grating. 

 “Unhand me at once!” demanded a voice. 

 “And we would, sire, were it not a direct order from the King,” came an oily voice that Talonis 

instantly recognized from ten years ago. “But you have escaped your bedchambers before, and the King 

wishes to be sure you do not do something rash.” 

 “You have not yet seen something rash, Captain,” the clear voice said. “I will go to her. If 

something has happened to Talena while I was in this dungeon, you will personally feel the weight of my 

retribution. Is that clear? Now release me at once!” 
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 The cell next door creaked open, and there was a mighty scuffle as several armored guards 

shoved Prince Renand into the cell and slammed the door. 

 “Try to rest up for your wedding,” the Captain of the Guard said sympathetically. With a chuckle, 

he turned and walked away, leaving two guards with torches. 

 Talonis sunk down in the corner, his mind spinning with new possibilities. He might have just 

once chance at this… Next door he heard the prince pacing. Quietly, Talonis moved to the corner and 

tested the stones. He rapped softly on one or two. He heard the prince halt, then rush to the corner and 

kneel. 

 “Who is there?” 

 “I’m a friend of yours, Prince, though you would do best not to remember me,” Talonis said 

quietly.  He had found the drain at the back of the cell, a gutter that ran behind each cell. The aperture was 

only a few inches across, not enough to fit his hand into, but it carried sound well enough. “My cell will 

not permit me to escape, but the last time I was here I was in your cell, and there’s a way to get out if 

you’re clever.” 

 “What is that?” the prince asked breathlessly. 

 “Promise to let me out when you escape and I’ll tell you,” Talonis said. 

 “So be it,” said the prince. “How to escape?” 

 “The cell you are in used to be a torture chamber. There used to be a fireplace in the northwest 

corner. They put bars across the former chimney, but the two in the middle have been loosened. Take 

them out, climb up, and replace them. There is no exit, but they don’t leave the cells locked when they are 

unoccupied. You can make your escape when they leave with the door open. There might be some 

fighting involved, but at least you’ll be out of your cell.” 

 “You did this before?” 

 “It worked because they believed me to be a wizard as well as a murderer and a traitor.” 

 “Are you those things?” asked the prince. 

 “I am a murderer, yes,” Talonis said quietly. “But we all carry swords, don’t we.” 
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 “I will try your plan,” the prince said. He moved away from the wall, and Talonis lay on the filthy 

mat of straw, his mind drifting back to ten years ago. 

 After an hour or so, he rose and went to his door. “Hey, hey guards,” he said. One clomped over. 

 “I hear you put the prince in my next door cell,” he said amiably enough. 

 “Shut yer hole,” the guard grunted. 

 “Don’t you know that the royalty know all the secret ways out of the dungeon?” Talonis grinned. 

 “Yer outta line, git back from the door or we come in there.” 

 Talonis felt a surge of hope that they would do just that. He had no doubt he could take two 

guards. But he meekly stepped back from the door. This was a better plan, he was sure of it. He heard the 

guards converse in low tones, then one banged on Renand’s cell door. “Hey, prince.” 

 No answer. 

 The guard swore, and Talonis heard them swing their maces up. Unlocking the door, they 

ventured in with their torches. 

 The cell, of course, was empty. 

 One of the guards swore mightily and sprinted out of the room to find the Captain of the Guard. 

The other stood in the cell, staring around. Then he heard a small noise by the corner. He cautiously 

walked over to the corner. Looking up, he saw the old barred-in chimney. He checked the bars briefly, 

then turned his back. 

 The attack was sudden and ferocious.  

 Talonis was not at all sorry to leave his cell behind. 

 They stopped in the guardhouse on the way out. Talonis was pleased that the Tooth of Sanaan 

was still in the pile, as well as his massive sword and armor. Equipped, they slipped out one of the Keep’s 

few back doors and before long found themselves in the safety of the alleyways. 

 “So you plan to ride out tonight?” Talonis asked. 
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 The prince nodded. “I must be sure Talena is safe. They have a tradition that I may not go to the 

Bower or see her on the night before we are to be married, but I must be sure of her safety. All it will take 

is one Zeenite to tell me everything is under control and I will be satisfied.” 

 “A lot of trouble for that,” Talonis said, his eyes scouring the alley. 

 “Thank you for helping me escape. It means a lot to me.” The prince sighed. “I must go.” 

 “Actually,” Talonis muttered, “I was headed out to take a look myself before I was attacked by 

your guards and dragged into the Keep.” 

 “I can ask no one to go with me. It could be dangerous, or it could be nothing.” 

 “You don’t have to ask,” Talonis said. “I can’t go back to the Iron Fist Inn because they might be 

watching for me there, but I have another associate in town who can help us. I understand why you have 

to go, believe me. Take a minute and think it over. It might be best to take some help along.” 

 The prince thought it over. “Yes, you’re right. Let’s go. I don’t want to wait much longer.” 

 It didn’t take Talonis long to find the Hammer and Anvil. Slipping around to the side of the 

building, he scrambled up the stable roof and walked along a ledge, looking into each room. One of the 

windows was open, and he recognized the shapely knees of the elf sitting on the windowledge. He popped 

around the corner. “Lisandra.” 

 She gasped, and then he found himself face to face with her on the ledge, her wickedly slim 

sword pointed his way. 

 “I need your help,” Talonis said. “I need to get a message to a man named Task at the Iron Fist 

Inn, and also to Annsley. Will you do this for me?” 

 “Do it yourself,” she said, a bit puzzled. “Or tell them at the wedding tomorrow.” 

 “I… was recognized,” he said slowly. Her eyes widened in understanding.  

 “Bad luck,” she said. “What’s the message.” 

 “Tell Annsley I want to meet her at the Bower. Tell Task the same. Okay?” 

 “What’s going on?” she asked. 

 “Don’t worry about it. Just take the message.” 
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 “Am I invited?” she asked, that old wander-battle-lust sparking in those exciting liquid eyes. 

 “No. Definitely not.” 

 “Meet you at the Bower!” she said with a grin. “This is gonna be good.” She hopped back into 

her room before Talonis could do anything, and he heard Bayen being kicked awake. Swearing softly to 

himself, he dropped from the ledge and moved around to where the prince waited for him. 

 “We’ll have some help before long,” he said. “Let’s go on out. Every minute we’re in the city is a 

minute closer to recapture.” 

 The prince nodded, and they headed towards the south gate. 

 From a lean-to stable they watched as an armored column of troops rode out.  

 “Are they looking for us?” Talonis murmured, incredulous. 

 “No,” Renand said softly. “My father promised me he would send the 5th Company to investigate 

and to help the Zeenites if possible, so I would not have to go. He should have known better. At least he is 

keeping his promise.” 

 “Let’s give them a head start,” Talonis said, sitting down on a bench in the lean-to. The prince 

sighed and sat also.  

 At some point sleep claimed Talonis, for he was shaken awake by the prince. “Time to go,” 

Renand said as every ache and pain from a week of riding followed by a very active night clamored 

through Talonis’s body. With a heavy sigh, he stood. Renand had acquired horses, and they rode up to the 

closed gates. 

 The guards moved to stop them. 

 “I am Prince Renand,” the prince said simply. “Open the gates.” 

 “We can’t do that,” the guard replied nervously. “Orders.” 

 “I will pass through this gate,” the prince said softly. 

 The guards thought it over. 

 The gates opened, and swiftly closed behind the two figures on horseback. 
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 They rode hard through the predawn stillness, so light was just starting to crack the horizon when 

they pulled up to let the horses rest not far from the Bower. The woods were silent, the air itself was 

breathless as the sun prepared its glory for the day. 

 A roiling column of smoke poured up from the Bower, and the stench of blood was detectable 

from this distance, mixed with the heavy scents of the woodlands. Grimly, they rode on. 

 The entrance to the Bower was a nightmarish scene. Zeenites were scattered across the clearing; a 

few warriors, but mostly winsome young women in the light garb of bridesmaidens. They were clearly 

dead. Here and there a few orks lay in the mix, their ferocious and horrible faces baring tusks in defiance. 

Their axes and black ichor mixed with and spattered across the bodies in the clearing. Two of their 

mounts, huge wolves the size of small horses, lay slain. The Bower had been set on fire, and some of the 

trees were still smoldering. 

 Annsley was crouched in the center of the clearing. She turned to see them, her eyes distracted. 

“This was done by Warchief Gobuch’s hoarde, with Greut’s masses on the way. They knew exactly what 

they were doing. They moved in, hit hard, and left without their usual atrocities. I can’t find the 

princess…” 

 “She yet lives,” Renand said.  

 Annsley and Talonis exchanged a slightly worried glance. 

 The prince held out his hand. He held a small rock, the size of a sword pommel. It was 

unassuming, rough, and gray. “I can feel her heartbeat through this,” he said. “She gave it to me when we 

were engaged.” 

 “Well, that will definitely come in handy,” Talonis said. He squinted around the clearing. “All the 

hoof prints of the 5th Company and all the wolf prints head west. Let’s go.” 

 “Lisandra, Bayen, Task, and Sylvana went ahead. I told them we’d catch up.” 

 “Sylvana? That an elf?” Talonis asked, his brow furrowed. 

 Annsley shrugged. “She was with Task. No, she’s not an elf.” 

 “Oh,” Talonis said, feeling suddenly petty. “Well, let’s go.” 
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 They rode on. Annsley rode level with Talonis, and it seemed that years had fallen away. 

 The trail was clear as they rode directly west, towards the Fulach Peak. The dark mountain rose 

out of the low range, always directly before them as they followed the path. 

 They had only ridden a few miles when they saw a collection of silhouettes at the top of the next 

rise. Renand kicked his horse to a trot, and the other two fell in behind him. 

 At the top of the hill the rest of the party waited for them. Task and Sylvana exchanged a glance 

and a few hand signals as the prince and his escorts pulled up a few feet away. 

 “What news?” asked the prince breathlessly. Lisandra said nothing, but she pointed down into the 

next valley. 

 “Looks like a perfect spot for an ambush,” Talonis said grimly. The path descended down 

between two rock faces, and then curved out of sight. Thick brush was matted across the tops of the cliffs, 

and choked the trail. It had recently been flattened by the passage of horses and other beasts. 

 “It was,” Lisandra said. “We’ve been ahead, and it looks like some…thing crashed a private 

party.” 

 “We will go look,” Renand said, and he spurred his horse on down the road. The horse took a few 

faltering steps, then stopped, trembling. 

 “We had the same problem,” Lisandra said. “We sent the thieves ahead to investigate on foot.” 

 “You’re not going to like it,” Task said grimly. He swung off his horse. “We should leave the 

horses here. It might get ugly from here on in.” 

 “I don’t want to be on foot against orks,” Talonis said. 

 “We aren’t up against orks anymore,” Task replied. Talonis dismounted. 

 After the horses were tethered to one of the trees, the party proceeded on foot. In the cut, the air 

was motionless, the bushes still, and the going was slow. As they pushed through the coarse and wiry 

brush, clouds of flies swarmed up. After a few hundred feet, they winced as a raw reek roiled through the 

air. It did not take much more walking to see what caused it. 
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 The clearing that lay ahead had been the site of the ambush. Remains of warhorses and armor and 

wolves and various bodies were evident. 

 But something had melted the trees, and the remains of the battle, until all was a hissing pile of 

slag, a gummy crater in the violated earth. 

 “What could do this?” breathed Talonis. The prince stared wide-eyed at the crater of marshy 

vileness that had once been trees, brush, and warriors. 

 “My auguries begin to make sense,” Annsley said quietly. “I had dreamed of an awakened 

Shadow.” 

 Lisandra cleared her throat. “That peak is known as Fulach Peak, and it is well known that it is a 

haunted place of Kluganogg, dark God of Secrets and Corrupted Deep Places. It has been assaulted 

several times, but never cleared for long. Legends do speak of the Shadow beneath Fulach.” 

 “Kasheeshinati, Keeper of Secrets, Dark Messenger of Kluganogg,” Task said under his breath. 

 “What?!?” snapped Lisandra. 

 “I’ve done some research on it,” Task shrugged. “Kluganogg is a god of hidden things, and its 

Messengers help to protect its hordes.” 

 “We are up against a dragon?” Lisandra squeaked. 

 “It doesn’t matter,” Renand said firmly. “If Kluganogg itself has my bride, I would yet venture 

into its very jaws to rescue her.” He began picking his way around the crater of foulness. It was still 

deepening. 

 “This can’t be all of 5th company or the ork raiders,” Lisandra said.  

 “Maybe not,” Talonis replied, “but if I was a survivor I wouldn’t likely stick around for a second 

dose. Still, stay close. Unless anybody feels like turning around?” 

 “We all have our reasons,” Task said, and he followed the prince. Sylvana shadowed Task, and 

Talonis followed Sylvana. Bayen and Lisandra exchanged a look. 

 “No wedding, no party,” Bayen said. With a shrug, he turned to follow. Lisandra stared after 

them for a short time, and then moved swiftly through the brush to catch up. 
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 The day was hot for walking. They clanked along, weapons bouncing off of armor and buckles 

sliding across leather and steel. The sun bore down on their light cloaks and armor. Talonis took the lead, 

watching the ground. Wolves had moved this way; a lot of them, travelling fast. The 5th Company had 

most likely returned to Sanith, but the orks had no line of retreat. Maybe, if they were crazed enough, they 

were still trying to get the princess back. 

 “Careful,” Renand said, catching up with Talonis as they toiled up a steep rock-strewn ridge. “On 

the other side of this ridge is the Cut, a nasty stretch of infested ground. We shall have to watch our 

steps.” 

 Talonis nodded, and kept walking. They reached the top of the ridge, and immediately whipped 

out their weapons. 

 Three orks stood in the shadow of one of the dense scrub trees. The big one in the middle leveled 

his axe at the party and cut loose with a bellow, then charged. The two smaller orks yelped, then 

brandished their scimitars and joined him. 

 Talonis spun and caught the leader in the chest with his massive blade, startling a choking grunt 

out of him. The rest of the party hopped off the track and formed a half circle around the battle as the 

other two orks charged. Renand parried one and slashed him across the face as Lisandra’s blade cut at the 

other. 

 The leader crushed a blow down on Talonis, knocking him down on one knee. He reeled under 

the impact; links of chainmail burst. Too slow, can’t let them get lucky.  Renand drove one ork back with 

a flurry of swordplay, and Lisandra neatly put her sword through the other several times. The ork, not 

realizing he was dead, kept slashing as his life’s ichor gushed out and he crashed to the ground. The 

leader howled as he hauled his huge axe up for the finishing blow; Talonis swung his sword in a massive 

arc and cut deep into the ork’s ribs, crushing through bone and muscle. The ork squalled, blood mixing 

with breath, and Talonis stood and kicked him off the blade. The party stood for a moment, breathing 

heavily, looking through the brush and stunted trees for more. 

 Bayen sighed. “With Talonis along, why did I even come? One man hack-fest.” 
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 “Hey. Archer,” Talonis said grimly, inspecting the shorn links of his chainmail and the slow 

trickle of blood from his ripped shoulder, “let’s consider maybe shooting next time.” 

Bayen shrugged. “I’ve seen your work. Wouldn’t dare miss and hit you.” He grinned. “You might 

survive and take exception.” 

 Talonis met his eyes. “Risk it.” 

 “Something is coming,” Renand said quietly, wiping the length of his sword with the ragged shirt 

of one of the smaller orks. 

 A runty ork scampered up from the scrub brush ahead. Spotting the party, he stopped dead in his 

tracks and whipped out a sword. 

 With lightning speed, Bayen pulled out his bow and lined up a shaft on the ork. “Stay put!” he 

shouted. 

 “Good timing,” muttered Talonis, heading down the hill towards the ork, who tensed for fighting 

or fleeing. 

 “Relax, runt,” Talonis said. “What’s going on?” 

 “Me tell you let go,” the little ork said, shifty eyes sizing up the huge bloody man. 

 “Yeah, it’s a deal,” Talonis said, snatching the little ork by a handful of leather tunic. “Where are 

your buddies.” 

 “All go down hill,” the ork managed, wincing. “All go down to demonbumps, all gone.” 

 “Great. Leave before I kill you.” 

 The runt took off at good speed through the brush. The rest of the party scrambled down the hill 

to where Talonis was. 

 “What did he say?” Lisandra asked breathlessly. 

 “He said watch out for the demonbumps,” Talonis said. “Let’s go.” 

 They trudged down the hill into a dull haze that hung persistently between the trees. In the valley, 

the trees grew to a greater height and obscured the sun. After another half an hour of walking, they came 

to a pair of obelisks framing the path. 
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 “Barrows,” Task breathed, his eyes lighting up. 

 “Demonbumps,” Talonis said. “Great. What do you think? Liches? Skeletons? Wights? Any 

thoughts?” 

 “Well, the Kydarians who generally created that breed of undead are usually further south and 

east,” Annsley said thoughtfully. “I never heard of them getting this far north, and if they did I doubt they 

would have an active burial site so close to a shrine to Kluganogg. I’d have to think it is something else. 

Didn’t the Dwarves build mounds around here? That looks like an ancient Dwarven inscription.” 

 “It is,” Task said. “And this is the resting place for the heroes who cleared the Peak.” He knelt 

before the runes. “About two hundred of our years ago, I’d say.” 

 “My money is on a Kluganoggian nasty,” Bayen said. “Short people make silly looking undead. 

Two crowns. Any takers?” 

 “I say undead,” Lisandra shrugged. “I’ll see your two crowns and raise you two crowns.” 

 “Come on,” said Renand. “We are running out of time.” 

 They started down the slope. A dark mound lay on the path; they recognized a small pile of wolf 

mounts, each the size of a pony. Slowly, the party drew their weapons and peered through the heated 

gloom. The low ridges of barrows lay perpendicular to the path, several to a side. Between them were 

shifting shadows; anything could lurk within charging distance of those who moved through this terribly 

still and silent place. 

 “Smells Kluganoggian,” Bayen said. “Your money is just about mine.” 

 No one bothered to tell him to shut up as they kept walking. 

 A crushing roar resounded as a vast shape sprang from the shadows and crashed into Annsley 

from behind. With a shriek she went flying, smacking against one of the hard clay mounds. The party 

scattered, getting distance as the huge shape snapped its jaws into Bayen with a horrid crunch. 

 Talonis howled as he leaped into the air, his energy and focus on the monster and not on Annsley; 

he could not afford to consider her as his sword shot down towards the head of the hulking thing.  
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 Its arm snapped up with supernatural speed, protecting its head; he felt his heavy sword sink into 

iron hard sinews and crack against bone, then it flung him too. He bounced off a barrow and dropped 

heavily to the ground, his sword not far from where he landed. He fought to breathe again. 

 Fast. It was so fast. Over ten feet tall, sinewy and greasy, the nightmarish thing coiled for another 

strike. Its skin was warted and knobbled, and thick thatches of black wiry fur sprang from its hard flesh 

here and there. The eyes were dark pits, and its jaws liberally sprouted black fangs. A Minion of 

Kluganogg. His heart sank as he scrambled towards where his sword lay. 

 They had no acid and no fire big enough. They couldn’t kill it. Renand lay to with his sword, but 

it effortlessly swatted him out of the way. Lisandra gestured, leaving an eldritch trail in the air, and then a 

beam of sorcery jolted into its face. Howling, the Minion stood up straight. Then it hunched down and 

clutched at Bayen as he tried to crawl away. Hissing at the others, it held him up. 

 “Put him DOWN!” Lisandra whispered as she froze. “Put him DOWN!” 

 “Help,” Bayen gasped. 

The Minion roared as it tore him in two. 

Sylvana grabbed the elf from behind before she could charge, and in that moment the air tingled 

as strange, taut words echoed in the empty space. The Minion scrabbled to the side, but it was already too 

late. Thick viscous strands sprang from the shadows, snaring on the Minion’s limbs and flesh. Howling, it 

writhed as the sorcerous web thickened and twisted around it.  

Task stepped forward, his face grim, a bottle of oil in his hand. Pulling out his flint and steel and 

a rag, he quickly began assembling his bomb as the monster screamed and thrashed. 

“Hurry,” Talonis said. “It’s ripping free.” 

“I am hurrying,” Task said, whipping the flint against the steel. 

The monster’s head tore free, and it fixed them with an awful glare. 

“Hurry.” 
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The thief tossed the oil onto the web, where the bottle smashed. In a moment, a flare of heat 

washed the party. They backed away as an inferno caught around the Minion, and it began to scream in 

earnest. 

“This won’t kill it,” Task said. “We should keep going.” 

“And leave it behind?” Lisandra shouted. “After it killed Bayen? It could follow us!” 

“We can’t kill it easily,” Renand said. “We need to keep moving.” 

Talonis knelt beside Annsley. “Are you alright? That web saved us.” 

“I’ll be fine,” she murmured, her eyes meeting his, her face drawn with pain. “Just a bit of a 

shock is all.” 

“And about a ton of Kluganoggian filth into your back. Let me help you.” Talonis levered her to 

her feet. 

“You are such a gentleman,” she said, her deep dark eyes meeting his.  

He said nothing. 

Making sure no one had any broken bones, they quickly proceeded down the path as the flame 

began to wither. The Minion grunted and heaved, furious. 

They passed another set of obelisks. “We are out of its territory, I think,” Task said. 

After another stretch of walking in the silent place, the walls got steeper and steeper, and the path 

wound downward. The cut of stone was about thirty feet wide, but it narrowed as they descended. 

Renand caught up with Talonis, who led the party down the trail. “We need to talk,” he said 

quietly. 

“About what.” Talonis looked straight ahead. 

“I know who you are now,” Renand said. “I was much younger then, but just now I finally 

recognized you.” 

“Are you thinking to kill me then?” Talonis said expressionlessly, not slowing his stride. 

The two men walked in silence for a few minutes. 
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“A few years ago, yes, I would have tried to kill you. I’m older now, and the world is not so black 

and white.” 

“I did not commit murder that night.” 

The cut deepened, and narrowed further still. The air was motionless and heavy with heat. Sound 

was muffled. They continued walking. 

“What really happened?” Renand asked. 

“You really don’t want to know.” Talonis’s jaw was set. 

“Tell me anyway.” 

Talonis looked him in the eye, then heaved a deep sigh. “Arbaud, your brother, was in the Iron 

Fist tavern looking for a wench. The one he picked happened to be a woman in my group. She did not 

want anything to do with him, so he struck her and was prepared to drag her out anyway. I prevented him. 

I didn’t know he was the Crown Prince, but it wouldn’t have mattered if I had. He decided to kill me, and 

I just couldn’t let him do that.” 

“We all carry swords,” echoed Renand softly. 

“Just so. I’m sorry it isn’t a nobler tale.” He smiled faintly. “I guess you of all people should 

know what a man is capable of in defense of a woman.” 

 Renand shot him a quick glance. 

 “Still,” Talonis said as the sky became less and less visible above, “I must admit that the 

expression on your face at my trial… stayed with me. You were what, twelve?” 

 “Eleven,” Renand said softly. 

 “I’m sorry, Renand.” 

 Renand stopped walking and looked Talonis square in the eye. “You are forgiven.” 

 “What’s going on?” Lisandra asked. “Why are we stopping?” 

 “Look,” said Task. 

 Ahead was a fissure, a gaping wound in the earth. It was about twenty five feet across, and the 

sides were crusted with some vile secretion. 
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 “Looks like we’re here,” Task said grimly, exchanging a look with Sylvana. 

 Weapons at the ready, they approached the foreboding gash. “Steady,” Renand said. “We’re close 

now.” 

 They picked their way down the shattered and beslimed slope into the gash, and once in the 

suffocating stench of the corridor they paused to light torches.  

 “Hey,” Lisandra said, looking around, “Where’s that sneaky fellow, Task?”  

 All eyes riveted on Sylvana, who shrugged and did a reasonable impersonation of innocence. 

 “Talena is near,” Renand said. “Follow me.” In one hand he held a sword, and in the other he 

clenched the stone. 

 “No dragon could squirm out a corridor this narrow, could it?” Lisandra said, peering at the walls 

no more than twenty five feet apart. 

 “This monster is of Kluganogg, don’t forget,” Annsley said grimly. “They can fit into all kinds of 

nasty places you wouldn’t expect them to.” 

 “Oh.” 

 They lost all track of time as they gingery worked their way down the filthy tube into the guts of 

the mountain. Breathless in the stinking miasma of rotting stone, they followed the wavering torchlight 

down deeper and deeper until it seemed that they must be beneath the roots of the mountain itself. 

 Light ahead. 

 Now more cautious than ever, they continued forward. The prince had led them unerringly 

through the echoing maze of nasty tunnels, and none of them wanted to be separated down here. Only the 

prince seemed unaffected by the horrid dank shadows that licked the walls and swallowed everything as 

the torchlight retreated. 

 Sylvana doused the torch as they moved out onto a ledge. The stench here was worse than 

anywhere else so far on the trek beneath the Peak, but the room was dimly awash in a glow. Fungus grew 

all along the walls, and it pulsed with a weird light of its own. 
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 The wide ledge stretched out into a narrow bridge of stone, and on the other side was another 

platform. On the other platform was an obelisk, and from the obelisk extended a chain, which was firmly 

attached to a shackle belt about the waist of the lovely Zeenite princess, Talena. 

 “Talena!” 

 “Renand, be careful!” she cried. “It’s a trap!” 

 The light in the cavern shuddered and dimmed, and an alien voice began slithering across phrases 

that human communication has no way of codifying. 

 Something rose. 

 They stood transfixed, staring at the vast shadow that stretched across the cavern. Dim light fell 

into that permanent silhouette, and the only light visible across its bulk dripped from its baleful eyes. 

 It… laughed. 

 The party scattered. Talonis fumbled at his short bow, his breath evaporated with fear. Lisandra 

screamed sorcery, and another eldritch bolt vipped into the shadow with no apparent effect. Sylvana 

discharged her pistol crossbow at the darkness, her eyes wide with terror. 

 A deep gurgling gust stirred the air in the cavern as the thing inhaled. The party sprinted back up 

into the tunnel. Talonis, glancing back, froze— 

 Renand stood staring up at the Messenger, his jaw set in defiance. 

 Before Talonis could make the decision to return for him, the Messenger coiled up and spat down 

a harsh storm of acid. The stone was instantly slagged with the foul corruption that disintegrated it, and as 

the shelf sloshed and buckled, the acid created a massive gout of steamy vileness that filled the air. The 

party fell to the ground choking as the deafening hiss of the acid reverberated all around. 

 They coughed. “Let’s get out of here,” gasped Lisandra. 

 “No,” Talonis said. “We have to go back.” 

 “YOU have to go back,” hissed Lisandra. “YOU are the one in trouble with the law who has to 

get a pardon. WE can leave anytime!” She stared at him in the roiling dimness. 

 In the shocked silence they heard the Messenger shift position and begin to laugh again. 
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 “That was beneath you,” Talonis said quietly. He picked up his sword. “I’m going for the 

princess.” 

 “We are not yet finished,” echoed a voice from within the cavern. They stopped, shocked, and 

looked down the hissing tunnel. 

 Renand stood unscathed, on a patch of firm stone, and on his extended palm shone a deep ruby 

gem. “Messenger, I say we are not yet done!” 

 The Messenger roared, and the stones themselves trembled. Talonis scrambled down towards the 

prince, dodging sinking pools of acid, not caring if anyone else followed. The dragon’s neck arched, and 

then it came screaming down at the prince, jaws flared wide. 

 “A Heartstone,” Annsley said breathlessly. “They have the Heartstones!” 

 The jaws snapped shut around the Prince, but something would not let them close. 

 “You have come too close to something you cannot bear,” the prince said softly. 

 Something in the Messenger’s jaws flared. Its head snapped back, its jaw flopped uselessly, and it 

screamed a different scream. Spinning, it dove into the mists it had risen from, and the cavern trembled. 

 Renand ran across the narrow stone bridge, Sylvana close on his heels as Talonis stared down 

into the mists. “Wow,” Talonis said, gripping his sword. 

 “I knew you would come for me, and bring the gift I had given you,” Talena said, her eyes 

serious and quiet. 

 Renand took her into his arms. 

 “One side,” Sylvana said professionally, kneeling with her picks and squinting at the lock. “I can 

do this.” 

 The Heartstones pulsed as the lovers moved them closer, and then in a blinding flare they were 

one stone, the size of a fist—or a heart. 

 “Got it,” the young thief said as the waist shackle popped off. She took a brief look at the pulsing 

stone, then shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Let’s get out of here.” 
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 The cavern trembled again, and they crossed the stone bridge a little faster than they would have 

liked. Talonis, Lisandra, and Annsley were waiting for them on the other side. Without exchanging a 

word, they began to run back up through the crusted tunnels, the echo of agonized bellowing chasing 

them. Renand, holding the Heartstone, led the way. After a space of time that felt like forever they found 

themselves stumbling into the thin light at the bottom of the Cut. It felt like noon to them as their eyes 

adjusted. 

 “We’re clear,” said Lisandra, heaving a sigh of relief. 

 Something roared close enough to jump them out of their boots; they spun, and were face to face 

with a Minion! 

 Lisandra blasted its gut with a dart of sorcery, but it was too late; it swatted her to the ground and 

coiled to spring— 

 It stopped, ichor gushing from between its jaws; it staggered slightly. Not one to miss an 

opportunity, Talonis leaped over Lisandra’s prone form and smashed his sword down on its scrawny 

neck. The blade slashed cleanly through, and the Minion’s head spun free. The beast dropped to one knee, 

arms flailing, and Talonis saw Task slide his two shortswords out of the monster’s spine. 

 Task ran up the monster’s back and leaped clear of its flailing arms, and the party ran up the Cut 

as though all of the Slaves of Kluganogg were on their trail. 

 Later, as they were walking back to the horses, Talonis squinted at Task. 

 “Is that a new sword?” he asked, looking at the two handed weapon on Task’s back. 

 Task simply smiled and raised his index finger to his lips. “How do you like my shroud of 

mystery?” Task asked with the ghost of a smile. Talonis shook his head and kept walking. 

 They finally reached the horses. “Go ahead and ride Bayer’s horse,” Lisandra said sourly to 

Talena. “He doesn’t need it anymore.” 

 “Thank you for coming to rescue me,” Talena said. “I’m sorry your friend was killed.” 

 Lisandra sighed, looking at Talonis. “It’s a good thing we’re heroes.” 

 “Indeed,” Talonis said, swinging up on Githbait. 
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 “Well,” Renand said as they rode back along the trail, “I wanted an afternoon wedding anyway.” 

 They were almost back to the Bower when Talonis spotted a column of troops. He glanced over 

at Renand, then back at the column. 

 “We’ll be fine,” Renand said. “I’ll take care of it.” 

 The banner of the 5th Company snapped in the wind as they rode up and surrounded the party.  

 “Hello, Captain,” Renand said, his voice chilly. 

 “Prince,” the Captain smiled. “I am astonished and delighted to see you alive!” He blinked, 

looked more closely, and his face clouded. “And in the company of a murderer, no less. Excellent job 

capturing him, m’lord.” 

 “He is with me. He is not to be taken into custody. I extend to him my personal protection until 

we get a pardon from the King. In the meantime, get your troops ready. You are going to lead the first 

element into combat with Warlord Greutan’s forces on the southern border. You have better things to do 

than sit on your horse jabbering at me, Captain. Go make certain the preparations for the wedding have 

not been unduly disrupted.” 

 The Captain’s face darkened to a scowl, then he slapped a polite smile over it. “Certainly, m’lord. 

So glad to see you have returned, m’lord. I shall take word to the King immediately.” 

 “You do that,” Renand said. 

 The party rode back to Sanith with the 5th Company. Renand rode closer to Talonis. “Ever wanted 

to be Captain of the Guard?” he asked. 

 “I appreciate the offer, but I have to keep moving. Sanith isn’t a good town for me. Lots of 

memories.” 

 Renand nodded curtly. “I understand. You will be welcomed any time you choose to visit. Feel 

free to come to the castle next time.” 

 “I appreciate that.” 

 Renand smiled, then turned back to Talena. 

 “Hey!” Lisandra yelled, riding up to the prince. “You didn’t ask me!” 
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 “Would, you?” asked Renand, a puzzled line in his forehead. 

 “Sure!” she said brilliantly. “I’ve been looking to settle down for a few years. I’ll be your Captain 

of the Guard.” Her eyes flashed with excitement. 

  “I suppose you can give the position a try,” Renand said. 

 “Oh, I’m a fast learner, very good at new positions,” she said with a sly grin. “You will have a 

very safe city.” She turned and gave Task a very pointed look. 

 “Don’t worry,” he said with an odd grin. “We’re leaving.” He looked down at his clotted cloak. 

“As soon as I have a chance to wash this off.” 

 Annsley rode up next to Talonis. “So, after the wedding I’m headed southeast, to see what I can 

find out in the Shattered Maze of Bodokian.” 

 “Isn’t that outside Vonamish, on the Southern March?” asked Talonis. 

 “I’m not sure, exactly,” Annsley said. “I’ll have to ask for directions.” 

 “Well, you’re in luck,” Talonis smiled. “I’m actually headed that way myself.” 

 “Why don’t we ride together?” 

 He looked at her for a moment. “Yes, that would be a better way to leave Sanith than the last 

time.” 

 “Yes,” she agreed. “And besides, I’ve missed Githbait terribly.” 

 Talonis laughed. 

  

 The afternoon wedding turned out to be more of an evening wedding, but no one seemed to mind. 

  


