



Chapter Seven.

“Jeremis! Are you there?”

Lord Adarahn banged on the door to Imarloh’s city home again with desperation. Still no answer came. The night had grown cold, and only the light of the three moons offered any glow on the dark streets and alleys of the city below. With a sigh, Adarahn glanced back across the small garden towards the large street lit up by a single oil lamp. All had grown silent, the people nearby either in their homes or assembled in the various inns scattered around the city. Adarahn knew this would be the perfect time for a thief or vagabond to take an unwary lord like himself by surprise, alone by this darkened street. But he had had no time to find the others. His news was too important to wait.

“Jeremis! If you’re inside will you open up! It’s me Sirone.”

Once again the lord pounded on his front door and still no answer came. Kicking the ground in frustration, Adarahn turned away. He was at the bottom of the garden before he heard a key turn in the latch. Spinning round, he saw the door swing inwards, and a weary figure step out of the light.

“Thank the gods you’re here.” Sighed Adarahn as he approached him. “Where are your servants?”

“I sent them home for the night.” Replied Imarloh, ushering him inside.

“Have you been drinking?” asked Adarahn, smelling the linger of whiskey on his friend’s breath.

“Only a couple of glasses. Nothing to get me drunk.” Sighed Imarloh. “I just wanted to be alone.”

“Understandably.” Noted Adarahn as they stepped into the lounge and were seated. 

Imarloh slumped back into a soft cushioned chair. “So, did anything happen after I was expelled from the Council?”

Adarahn sat up eagerly. “Well not in the meeting itself. King Marcus called an end to it straight after you left. But it’s what happened right after that is the reason I’m here.”

“Oh?”

“I think I have something on Lord Cordrane.”

Imarloh sat up. “What do you mean?”

“I overheard Cordrane speaking with Lord Riushkor straight after they left. They were discussing something in private away from the others. I don’t believe they knew I was even there listening.”

“So what were they discussing?”

Adarahn paused. “I heard Riushkor say something which was quite alarming…Nacollock was not responsible for the attempted murder of your Chief Wizard. Another devil assassin was working against him.”

Imarloh looked up in alarm. “A devil assassin? Why would Cordrane be involved?”

“I don’t know. But this Nacollock. It’s an unusual name to say the least.”

“Sounds like a name used by the devil race.” Said Imarloh with concern.

“Exactly. Plus he said another devil assassin. Although I didn’t see how he reacted, I would guess Cordrane already knew of this Nacollock.”

“Consulting with devil assassins.” Imarloh paused hesitantly. “If he was involved in such an affair, he would breaking the Elllerigan laws.”

Adarahn stopped, swallowing hard with an anxious look on his face. “I heard one other thing. Somehow, Riushkor has manipulated Cordrane into believing you might be using this other devil assassin to your own agenda. That it might be you who tried to have Chief Wizard Casterino assassinated…and you who were responsible for the attack on the High Wizard’s Tower two days ago.”

“That’s ludicrous!” cried Imarloh with disgust.

“But yet, Riushkor has Cordrane believing you are quite possible of arranging such an act.”

“Do you think they will try and take this to King Marcus?” asked Imarloh with sudden dread.

“They have no proof.”

“That’s because there isn’t any proof.” Sighed Imarloh.

“Exactly. But I don’t believe they will rest with that. Most likely, they will try to frame you. Discredit you even further.”

“But why is Cordrane doing this. How could he get involved in such a scheme?” demanded Imarloh. “He’s a collaborator.”

“More likely he’s Riushkor’s pawn.” Adarahn told him. “The hobgoblin lord has been trying to play the Royal Council against each other since the start.”

“And he’s succeeding.” Cursed Imarloh, rising to pour himself a drink. “So what now?”

“I sent Lord Lerain off to follow Cordrane and Riushkor back to the warship.” Adarahn told him. “I’ll try and get Lord Dei Valino to help us too.

“Thank you.” Said Imarloh with a faint smile, pouring them each a large glass of brandy.

Suddenly there was a loud knock at the porch door. Both lords stared at each other hesitantly. The knock thundered on the door again. Imarloh slowly put down his glass and headed out of the room.

“Who could that be?” he asked, his heart racing.

“If Cordrane’s onto us…” 

“I sincerely hope not.” Muttered Imarloh, stepping out of the room.

“I’ll get it.” Said Adarahn, grabbing Imarloh’s arm and gently pushing him back. With a deep breath, he took a few wary steps towards the door, as the knock was repeated with even more force. His pounding heart ringing in his ears, he twisted the lock and cautiously pulled open the door. Slowly he looked up.

“Anthony, it’s you.” He sighed with relief, allowing his friend to enter, and closing the door firmly behind them.

“Who did you think it was?” asked Lord Lerain with a wry smile.

“I don’t know. A devil assassin?” shrugged Adarahn.

“I don’t think a devil assassin would knock on the door and wait for his victim, now would he?” scolded Lerain.

“Anyway.” Sighed Imarloh greeting his friend. “I don’t think either Cordrane or Riushkor would move so openly as to have me murdered just yet…especially in light of what’s happened today.”

“Did you find anything?” quizzed Adarahn, clutching the drink Imarloh had just poured for him.

“A great deal more than I expected.” Replied Lerain, sitting down. “When they reached the harbour, Cordrane boarded the warship with Riushkor. He was onboard for at least an hour.”

“I thought no one was permitted to enter the ship, or go any where near it.” Imarloh said with hesitation.

“Exactly.” Confirmed Lerain. “But then I spoke with the guards on duty at the docks. Apparently, Cordrane has been onboard four times in the past three days.”

“How?” demanded Adarahn.

“He told the guards he had the permission of King Marcus himself. That he could enter and leave the ship as and when he liked.”

“King Marcus never gave him any such permission.” Said Adarahn, swallowing a large swig of his brandy. “The order stands for everyone, including Cordrane.”

“But it seems he has broken it more than once.” Sneered Imarloh. “Apparently he doesn’t think such laws apply to him.”

“What else has he done?” asked Lerain with eager curiosity.

“Why don’t you tell him.” Imarloh told Adarahn, as he rose from his chair. “I’ve got some work to do.”

“What work?”

“I’m going to return to the palace and inform King Marcus of what Cordrane has been doing.” Imarloh stated boldly.

“But you’re expelled from the palace too. You won’t be admitted.” Adarahn told him.

“I’ll tell the guards I have urgent news. The king can no longer ignore me.”

“It will only cause more trouble.” Sighed Lerain. “Let one of us two go instead.”

“No. I don’t want you involved. I can’t afford for you two to risk angering King Marcus as well, and find yourselves thrown of the Royal Council. And plus, if Riushkor and Cordrane do decide to act against me, I don’t want to put you at risk. Not while its not necessary to do so.”

“I understand you trying to protect us, but…”

“No Sirone. I must do this alone.”

“But what if you won’t be admitted?” asked Adarahn.

“Then I’ll go to Cordrane and confront him on the matter.” Imarloh told them with determination.

Both lords looked at him in amazement. “That is plain stupid. He won’t listen. And you’ll certainly put yourself at greater risk.” Lerain told him coolly. “He’s the enemy now.”

“Perhaps. But he’s still an Ellerigan lord, and a member of the Royal Council. If I can stop him involving himself in the treachery Riushkor has caused any further, then maybe I can end this conflict before it really starts.”

“I just hope you know what you’re doing.” Sighed Adarahn.

“Don’t worry.” Smiled Imarloh. “I’ll be fine.”

The street lay dark and deserted before him, an uneasy silence hanging in the late night air. The occasional lamp cast a warm, golden glow on the path before him. The commotion and chaos of the day had vanished, the cries and protests of the people but a fading memory. Like a ghost town, the city lay in an eerie cold silence, only the wind a faint murmur in the cool sea air.

Looking up hesitantly, Lord Cordrane urged his steed forward, the horse’s hooves clattering on shiny cobbled stones. His cloak and hood tugged on his shivering body, as he clenched the reigns with even more hold. Something was definitely not right. For the previous two nights, protestors had held a moonlit vigil through the city streets, calling and praying for an end to the negotiations. The lord had been surprised when he had left Riushkor’s ship to find the people dispersed, the harbour cordoned off until further notice. Only those with specific permission like himself would be allowed to pass. But finding every road and terrace deserted only unnerved him more.

Suddenly, a pale figure appeared on the road ahead, another mysterious stranger at either side. His heart pounding, he pulled himself to a halt, waiting for the people to approach him; his hands fingering the hilt of his dagger clasped loosely at his belt. In the shadows, their identities were unclear. Cordrane considered for a moment that they might be thieves, lurking the deserted streets. Sweat pouring down his cold brow, he pulled the dagger from its sheath and sat up boldly to face those before him.

“Who is it?” he demanded forcefully, holding out the dagger before him. “I warn you. Don’t come any closer.”

“Relax.” Laughed the central figure, stepping into a pool of moonlight. “You have nothing to worry about.”

Cordrane gave a sigh of relief as the other two city guard joined their captain before his steed. “What is going on?” The lord asked anxiously, sheaving his dagger. “Where is everyone?”

“And may I ask who you are?” enquired the captain in response.

“Lord Cordrane of the Pandaria Estates, and member of the Royal Council of Elleriga.” Replied Cordrane with a proud smile. “Now I ask again. What is going on?”

“You mean you haven’t heard?”

“Heard what?” Cordrane demanded wearily.

“King Marcus has ordered marshal law over Epallion for the duration of the negotiations.” The captain told him. “The curfew begins an hour after sunset, and ends at dawn. Anyone causing any kind of trouble will be arrested.” The captain paused with hesitation. “Technically you are breaking the King’s law by riding the streets during the curfew. But considering you didn’t know I will allow you to pass.”

“As the Member of the Royal Council, my business does not end because it is night. I will travel the streets as and when I wish.”

“As long as you’re not planning to insight a riot I suppose these rules do not govern someone of your ranking.” Began the Captain, taking out a document stating his orders from his satchel. Quickly he began to glance through the writing, squinting his eyes to see in the shadowy light of the street. “Yes. Here it is. Only lords, wizards, dukes, and military or royal officials are allowed to travel through the streets during the curfew, and then, under special guard.”

“I don’t need special guard.” Retorted Cordrane. 

“Those are the rules, Lord Cordrane.”

“My home is only a couple of streets away. I will be fine.” Turning away from the guard’s dismayed face, he tightened the reigns and prepared to leave. “Now is there anything else?”

The captain faltered. “No. You’re not causing trouble of any kind. You can leave.”

“Thank you.” Cordrane sneered, and moved his horse onwards, the guards stepping back with a salute.

Finally his city house came into view, stood tall amongst a small well-tended garden. With a sigh of exhaustion he urged his horse towards the stable, glancing warily to the dark street about him. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. There was something else out there. He could feel it. Martial law would not quell the conflict. He didn’t know what would happen next, but everything was far from over. 

Wiping his brow, he made a hasty dismount and led his horse to the approaching stable hand. With a courteous nod, the young boy, took his steed by the reigns. Hoping to shut the cheerless night behind him, he looked to the warm glow ebbing out from the windows of his home, and walked towards the safe haven waiting for him inside. At least here, rivals, foes, assassins and goblins would not intrude…

Cautiously, Lord Imarloh made his way across the palace square towards the grand silver gates beyond. The three moons cast a spectral light on the flag stones before him, shadows swept back from the large open ground upon which he no walked. The shadows and silent darkness off the streets no longer seemed threatening, but the emptiness that existed around him was equally as disturbing. Only a few hours before, protestors had been hurling themselves against the gates, banners and flags raised in protest, nearly three thousand people clustered before the walls. 

Now there was no one. King Marcus had put an end to that by declaring martial law, and forcing his demonstrations and protests to an end. The anger and fear was still there, but the king had chosen to ignore the word of his people, and listen to the lies of the enemy instead. Only now Imarloh had proof that could destroy the mocking façade Riushkor and his pet dog Cordrane had created. The difficult task now would be getting close enough to the king to show him the truth.

Sweeping his cloak grandly over his shoulders, Imarloh stopped before the palace gates, and adopted a proud stance as the guards on duty approached him.

“Yes?” asked one guard with evident exhaustion.

“I demand to speak with King Marcus.”

“It is late.” Sighed the guard. “I do not believe he will grant an audience now.”

“It is of the utmost importance.” Imarloh told him firmly.

“And your name is?”

“Lord Imarloh.”

The two guards glanced at each other with wavering concern. “I have word that you, Lord Adarahn, Lerain, Dei Valino and any other of your supporters are not to be admitted into the palace grounds at any cost, until further notice.”

The lord stared back in dismay. “But Adarahn and Lerain are still members of the Royal Council.”

“And they have incited riots, causing more conflict in Epallion.” The guard informed him with a stone-faced manner. “They will be informed off this as soon as possible.”

Imarloh sighed, muttering a thousand curses. “It is very important.”

“It could be a matter of life and death, but you are still not allowed to pass this point.” The guard said adamantly.

“Can I give the king a message?” asked Imarloh finally.

“I suppose that is allowed.”

“Thank you.” Replied Imarloh with a sardonic smile.

“And what would this message be?”

“That Lords Lerain, Adarahn and myself be granted an audience before King Marcus tomorrow an hour after dawn.” 

“I can pass on the message.” The guard told him. “However I cannot guarantee your request will be honoured.”

“Just tell King Marcus I have proof that the goblins have been working against us.”

“And how do I know this is not just another pathetic attempt to start a riot with your wild and inconclusive ideas?”

Imarloh glared at him with anger. “You are only a guard. You do not have to know, only do what I ask.”

“I shall do as you ask. Is there anything else?” the guard added dismissively. 

“That will suffice.” Imarloh told him, stepping forward. “Make sure my message is received by King Marcus himself.” 

Without waiting for another abrasive comment from the palace guard, Lord Imarloh turned away, and began to walk back across the palace square. There was only one more thing left to do. He only hoped it wasn’t the wrong one. He didn’t want trouble. But he would stand up for himself and his country if necessary. He just hoped his patriotism wouldn’t cost him too much. 

It had already begun to rain when Imarloh finally came to the street he was looking for. Storm clouds were already beginning swirl in the black night sky, smothering the moons, and casting the land below into even deeper darkness. A low rumble of thunder bellowed angrily in the distance, a foreboding warning to all travellers that night. Drop by drop the rain fell until those drops became splashes, and those splashes became torrential sheets of rain.

Quickly Imarloh ran towards the small gardens and headed towards the house beyond. Already his clothes were soaked, his skin cold and clammy, his cloak offering little protection against the rain. Shivering fiercely, he charged up towards the door, his mind more intent on his task than ever, and banged loudly at the knocker. A sudden gust of wind swept up over him, freezing him to the bone. A minute passed, and no answer came. Muttering another curse, he slammed the knocker against the door again.

He was about to try a third time, when he heard a door latch pull back with a thud, and the door itself swung inwards. A lady stood them before him, clutching the door as she shivered against the cold. Dressed in black, an apron tied loosely at her waist, she paused hesitantly and stepped back.

“Yes?”

“Is this the home of Lord Cordrane?” Imarloh demanded, his teeth chattering.

“It is. May I ask who is calling?”

Imarloh paused. “A fellow lord. It is important that I speak with him.”

“Well…I don’t know.”

Before she could finish, Lord Cordrane stepped into the hallway behind her, smoking a pipe, and dressed in a soft satin bed robe. Imarloh had never before seen his rival in such a relaxed manner.

“Who is it?” Cordrane asked softly, walking to the door. Stepping beside his maid, Cordrane looked upon the visitor and faltered, giving a look of sudden surprise. “Lord Imarloh. What are you doing here?”

“I have come to speak to you.” Imarloh said flatly.

“Me?” Cordrane paused hesitantly. “Why?”

“Can I come inside?”

“I don’t know…” began Cordrane suspiciously.

“You can’t leave him standing out there in the rain like that.” Said the maid with disgust.

“Yes thank you Arriane.” Replied Cordrane. He glanced back to Imarloh. “I suppose you can come in.” Quickly he turned back to his maid. “I’ll be alright. You can go home now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Said Cordrane firmly. “Has Elstan gone home yet?”

“He cleaned up the stables and left an hour ago, she informed him, as she rushed off to collect her coat and belongings.

With another wary glance, Cordrane led Imarloh into his study and closed the door. “So what brings you here?”

“It concerns the goblins.” Replied Imarloh.

“What a surprise.” sighed Cordrane.

Imarloh looked back, stone-faced. “I know.”

Cordrane swallowed hard. “Know what?”

Both heard the door close as Arriane left the house. Cordrane took a wary step back and sat down, offering Imarloh a leather chair opposite him.

“I know what you’ve been doing with Lord Riushkor.” Imarloh said boldly.

“I don’t have a clue as to what you’re talking about.” Cordrane told him dismissively. “I support his plan for peace, but nothing more.”

Imarloh stood. “So would you call collaborating against your king and the rest of the Royal Council nothing?”

Cordrane laughed. “I’ve done nothing of the sort.”

“What about hiring a devil assassin? This Nacollock? Who is he?”

Cordrane’s face drained of colour. “I…I don’t know anything about a Nacollock. And as for devil assassins. That’s ludicrous.”

“So you’re saying you didn’t arrange the attempted murder of Chief Wizard Casterino, or the attack on the High Wizard’s Tower?”

“What are you accusing me of?” demanded Cordrane rising unsteadily.

“Well the list could be so long.” Imarloh sighed sarcastically. “Why don’t we start with good old murder and treason?”

“I don’t know where you got your information from, but what you’re accusing me of is no more true than pigs that can fly.”

“Actually, you could say I got it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.”

Cordrane walked round behind his desk, and smiled. “So this is how you are playing it.”

Imarloh looked towards him. “Sorry?”

“If we are going to start mentioning murder and treason, why don’t we straight to the cause of it.” Cordrane looked into his rival’s eyes with a sudden icy glare. “You.”

“Well if my accusations towards you are ludicrous, then yours towards me must be the funniest joke I have ever heard.” Laughed Imarloh. “Me? Where is your proof?”

“I don’t need proof.” Sneered Cordrane. “Your actions are evident enough. Standing up against the king. Opposing these once-peaceful delegations. Inciting city-wide anarchy. These actions sound more like treason the more I think about it.”

“I’m doing this for the good of Elleriga.” Imarloh told him.

“And so am I.”

“By allying yourself with the goblins?”

“Is that such a terrible idea?”

“The goblins are the enemy!” Imarloh cried with exasperation.

“Not any more.” Cordrane hit back. 

Imarloh sighed. “You can’t see what you’re doing, can you? Lord Riushkor has you under his thumb. He’s manipulating you, and King Marcus. But you’ve fallen for it all. His lies. His treachery…”

“I’ve only fallen for the truth.”

Imarloh sat down wearily, running his fingers through his still damp hair. “And what would that be?”

“Elleriga has grown weak.” Cordrane stated flatly.

“It is people like you that have made Elleriga weak.” Replied Imarloh. 

“I admit it. Rivalry and conflict amongst lords, and the constant divide between members of the Royal Council…Because of all our actions, the power of this kingdom has fallen into decline.” Cordrane sat down, his anger fading. For a moment, Imarloh thought he saw a trace of reason in his voice.

“King Marcus no longer had absolute authority. He spends his days trying to hold the Council together. And while we squabble amongst ourselves, the rest of the land begins to grow weak, because it has no one to guide it.

“But the goblins. They can help us be a powerful nation again. By joining our two forces, we can be a formidable strength. No one could stand against us. We could have an alliance with Mastaloka. Bring order and dominate the southern world. Have power beyond our wildest dreams. A new era for humanity.” Cordrane paused to reflect. “That is the truth I see.”

“Your truths are nothing more than the delusions of a mad man.” Said Imarloh coldly. “You have lost all your inhibitions. Your greed, your thirst for power and wealth has misguided you. The only way the goblins could bring dominance over the southern world is to conquer us. Destroy us. The order they would bring is the order over us. Enslaving us to their will.” Cordrane stood up and looked at him in disgust. “But I see they have already enslaved you.”

“You can’t see the big picture.” Said Cordrane, standing before him.

“No. I see the real picture.” Imarloh told him. “That this will all end in death if you are allowed to continue with this unholy cause of yours. You have allied yourself with murderers and assassins. You have disobeyed the laws set by your king. You are responsible for undermining the security of Elleriga. Four wizards died two days ago, because of your treachery. Are they just the first?”

Cordrane stepped back in horror. How Imarloh knew about Nacollock was a mystery, but his cause was for the good of Elleriga. His rival was misguided by the past. And more importantly, he was the most dangerous enemy in his path. Cordrane couldn’t allow him to block him any further. If he allowed him to leave now, he would tell King Marcus of the plans he had laid, and the equally misguided monarch would destroy all his hopes for an alliance. He had to end it now…

Stepping behind his desk, his eyes laid firmly on Imarloh; he pulled open a draw, and clutched the hilt of his dagger. Pulling it up his sleeve until it was concealed, Cordrane slowly closed the drawer and walked carefully towards Imarloh. 

“I’m going to have you locked up.” Imarloh said bitterly. “Destroy this madness before it begins. Those wizards will be the last.”

“Unless of course you’re next.” Muttered Cordrane pulling out the dagger.

“What?” 

“I will not allow you destroy my dream of making Elleriga strong.” Cordrane said harshly, thrusting the dagger into Imarloh’s chest. “The power will be mine, and mine alone.”

Imarloh stumbled back, his hands fumbling for the hilt, as its blade lay embedded in his heart. Blood was already flooding his hands, spilling across his shirt. With a chilling glare, Cordrane stepped forward, and twisted the knife. Agony seared through Imarloh’s body. Blood rose quickly up his throat. He could no longer breathe against the pain. With one final thrust, Cordrane pulled the dagger from his chest, and Imarloh collapsed.

A sudden look of horror erupted on Cordrane’s face, as he looked down upon Imarloh’s lifeless body, lying in a pool of blood on the floor beneath him. He was still clutching the hilt of the dagger, blood dripping from its blade. Nausea swept through him, the agonising horror of what he had committed. The dagger slipped from his bloody hands…

“Oh by the gods!” he cried, “What have I done?” 

Lord Adarahn looked out of the window onto the rain-swept street. A single lamp was all that offered light outside the warm comfort of Imarloh’s home. Lerain stood across the room, a glass of brandy nearly empty in his hand, warming himself before a log fire. Two hours had passed, and still they had heard no sign of their friend. For most of that time, the storm had raged unabated. With every passing moment, their anxieties grew, a slow silence descending upon them as they watched and waited. 

“I should go and look for him.” Adarahn said finally, pulling the curtain across and walking away from the window. 

“In this weather?” asked Lerain, placing another log on the fire.

“What if something happened to him?”

“As long as Cordrane doesn’t know we were spying on him, then we have nothing to worry about.” Lerain replied. “And neither does Jerimis.”

“But if they do…” began Adarahn. “If they send that devil assassin after us.”

“Will you relax!” cried Lerain, with another sigh. In his own mind he shared the same fears. “I don’t think they even know we know. Which means there won’t be any assassin.”

“How can you be so sure?” asked Adarahn wearily.

“Because if this assassin was going to kill us, he would have done it long before now.” Lerain told him, going to pour himself another drink.

“Well I’m glad you can be so blasé about it.” Snapped Adarahn. “But I’m still worried.”

“And so am I.” Lerain agreed reluctantly. “Perhaps King Marcus gave him an audience.”

“I doubt that very much. Especially at this hour.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Sighed Lerain. “Do you think he went to see Lord Cordrane?”

“Even if he did, he wouldn’t spend over an hour with him.” Replied Adarahn. "No. I think something has happened.”

“So what are you going to do about it?” demanded Lerain.

“I’m going to go to the palace. Even if he wasn’t admitted, they would still know if he came there.” Adarahn ran into the hallway and grabbed his cloak and hood. “I won’t be long.”

“Good luck.” Lerain told him, as he followed him into the hallway, still clutching the glass in his hand.

Adarahn quickly wrapped himself up, and opened the front door. A gust of wind and rain swept into the hallway. “Bloody Ellerigan weather.” Cursed Adarahn, before stepping out into the night. 

Lerain waved his friend goodbye, took one long look at the storm and slammed the door shut. With a cold shudder he took another gulp of his brandy, he walked slowly into the lounge and sat down beside the warmth of the fire. Inside his heart was pounding. Although he didn’t want to admit it, he suspected something had happened too. All he could do now was hope Adarahn would bring him back tonight. Lerain wouldn’t rest tonight until they were all safe inside this house, shut away from the storm-ridden streets outside. Until then, he would watch and wait, a silent vigil until dawn if need be.

Cordrane stood frozen, his heart pounding as he looked down onto the bloody corpse of Imarloh before him. A pool of red blood lay at his feet, staining the once cream carpet, the bloody dagger that he had used to kill him shimmering amongst the blood and the pale torchlight, that filed the room with an eerie glow. But to Cordrane there was no light here. He was trapped in a black void, and his world had fallen apart around him.

Slowly he staggered forward, the pounding of his heart thundering in his ears, the room spinning erratically before his sore eyes. Amid the dizzying headache, and the vomit swelling in his dry throat, a warm tear spilled down his cheek, and plummeted into the pool of blood with a faint splash. An icy shiver rippling down his spine, Cordrane stared into his shaking, bloodstained hands, and began to weep. With a desperate moan, his legs gave way and he collapsed beside the corpse in tears.

The broken lord’s crying filled the room, echoing out into the hallway and the silent stairs beyond. The howling wind, and rain shook against the windows of the house, and down through the chimney like the scream of a banshee. His body now shaking, Cordrane looked up towards the fireplace, as the wind swept down in a tumult and blew out the flame from the cindered logs. He doubted this was anything less than a sign for the gods. With dreaded realisation he knew they would not forgive him for his terrible crime. Tonight he had committed a most terrible sin, a sin that would send him straight to the lowest depths of the nine kingdoms of Hell. He had destroyed his soul by one act of passion, a passion invoked by his lust for power…and wealth…and glory. But what had such dreams and ideals brought him? The price for his power had been murder. His greed had awoken the monster inside him. Now there was no turning back…

The anguished sounds of the raging storm continued to lash against the window, a sudden blast of lightning illuminating his study. The horrified expression of Imarloh’s dead face stared up, cold dead eyes peering into Cordrane’s own. A sharp pain thrust the lord’s chest, his grief overpowering him. Wiping his blood stained hands on his equally blood stained tunic, he stumbled back, unable to avert his eyes from Imarloh and clutched the doorframe. He was desperate to escape his own torment. A sudden roar of thunder caused his heart to leap, and his shaking body to jump back. His heart still pounding, Cordrane turned away and stepped slowly into the dark hallway. He could almost feel Imarloh’s dead eyes boring into his back, but his terror prevented him from turning around. A sudden dreaded image of Imarloh rising from the dead to avenge his murder him raced through his thoughts, and Cordrane ran, plummeting towards the lounge. 

The warm comfort of the room offered no real sanctuary. Cordrane knew Imarloh was still dead in the study across the hallway. Looking towards the blazing fireplace, Cordrane caught sight of an ornamental dagger hung over the mantelpiece, it’s silver and gold woven scabbard gleaming in the firelight. Swallowing hard, Cordrane took a step towards the fireplace, and took the dagger from its clasp. His mind lost to dark and terrible images, Cordrane drew out the dagger, and carelessly dropped the scabbard to the floor. Tears streaming down his face, the lord closed his eyes, and lowered the shiny blade to his chest.

Before he could even make the move to kill himself, Cordrane felt his hands shake violently, as if some unearthly force was preventing from committing his act of suicide. In desperation, Cordrane tried to thrust the dagger against his aching chest, but couldn’t. Bursting into tears, the dagger slipped from his hands…

“What have I done?” he cried, slipping to his knees. 

The room was spinning before him, amid bleary, tear-streaked eyes. Moaning with even deeper anguish, he curled up before the fire and continued to weep, the rustle of the wind and rain outside soaring against his windows, another flash of lightning, irradiating his shaking frame, until his sobbing faded into the ferocious sounds of the outside storm…

The midnight chimes echoed out through the dark city streets, as Lord Adarahn raced across the palace square through the raging storm. The guards before he stood firm, their armour gleaming in the rain, stone faced expressions on their cold faces. Wrapping his soaking hood and cloak even tighter around his shivering body, Lord Adarahn stepped up before them, and shook off some of the rain.

“What is your business at such a late hour?” demanded one of the guards coarsely.

“My name is Lord Adarahn, a member of the Royal Council.” Began the lord.

“I have strict orders not to allow you entrance to the palace, nor any other members of your rebellious group.” Replied the guard quickly. 

“And who gave these orders?” demanded Adarahn. 

“King Marcus himself.”

Adarahn paused hesitantly. He hadn’t realised how far his actions had led him. “Very well.” He sighed finally. “I only come to ask for some information. You should be able to help me.”

“My orders…” began the guard.

“I don’t care about your orders.” Berated Adarahn. “All I need to know is if Lord Imarloh has been here tonight.”

“I cannot divulge such information.” Coughed the guard.

“It’s not much to ask, is it?” cried Adarahn. “I may have been forbidden entrance to the palace, but I am still a member of the Royal Council.” Adarahn took a deep breath. “Now, I’ll ask again. Has Lord Imarloh been here tonight?”

“I’m afraid I cannot divulge such information.” The guard repeated firmly.

Adarahn sighed. This was getting him nowhere. “Listen. I think his life might be in danger.”

The guard paused with hesitation, and glanced across to his colleague. The second guard shrugged. Slowly the first guard looked the angry lord in the eyes. “My orders are to forbid you entrance to the palace, or give any such information that might cause another conflict.”

“I understand your apprehension, but I do not wish to undermine any such security.” Adarahn told him desperately. “But I really need to know if Lord Imarloh has been here tonight.”

“The orders stand for him most of all.” The guard replied. “He is also to be refused admittance.”

“I kind of guessed that.” Sighed Adarahn. “But he told me he was going to try and get an audience with the King. Now if he said he was coming here, then I believe he did…or at least that was his intention.”

The guard paused, running his fingers through his wet hair. “He was here, an hour ago.”

“An hour ago?” asked Adarahn. “And what happened?”

“We refused him entrance to the palace. He sought an audience with the king. Before he left, he asked us to pass on a message.”

“What message?”

“I…I don’t know if I can tell you.” The guard said reluctantly. 

“It’s important!” cried Adarahn. “I think his life might be in danger.”

“He asked us to inform the King he wanted an audience, with you and Lord Lerain also, an hour after dawn tomorrow. I told him we could not guarantee King Marcus would grant his request, but that we would pass on the message nether-the-less.”

“And have you?” demanded Adarahn.

“We passed on the message to his royal guard immediately.” The guard replied. 

“Good. You did the right thing. We have news about the goblins that King Marcus must know about.”

“What news?”

Quickly the other guard stepped forward, and nudged his colleague back away from the lord. “We shouldn’t get involved.” He muttered in his ear.

“I know, but…”

“Send him on his way. We’ve given Imarloh’s message. That is all we should do.”

Hesitantly, the first guard stepped forward. “Is there anything else?”

“Not for now.” With a polite bow of his head, Adarahn shook off the rain and turned away.

Suddenly the guard stepped forward. “What have the goblins done?”

“Luvan!” snapped the second guard.

The first guard ignored him. “What is this news?”

“Luvan!”

Adarahn stepped back. “Just tell King Marcus the goblins are behind everything that has occurred this past week. And they weren’t working alone.”

The second guard stepped forward, and shoved back the first. “What do you think you are doing?”

“What if they were right?” asked the first.

“Then the truth will be revealed. It is not our place to ask questions. Now return to your post.”

Slowly the two guards looked round. Lord Adarahn had vanished into the dark, storm-ridden night. With an angry glare from the other, the guard returned to his dry alcove to the side of the palace gates, staring back once over the wind-swept square…

The world around him had fallen silent and black. Weakly he stumbled to his feet, clutching his aching head, and picked up the dagger from the floor. Slowly he took a deep breath, his sore eyes transfixed on the silvery blade. The temptation to kill himself had passed. Cordrane knew now that he had to face up to the consequences of his actions. With a lethargic sigh, he put the dagger back in its scabbard, and placed it back above the mantelpiece. 

The storm was beginning to die down, the wind and rain now only a faint murmur at the windows. Rubbing his tear-streaked cheeks, Cordrane walked slowly towards the window, and drew back the curtains. The small garden was wet and dark in shadow, an old oak hanging wearily over the stone pathway. The three pale moons lingered amid impending grey clouds that blocked the starlight from the land below.

As he turned his attention towards the street beyond, Cordrane became aware that the gate had suddenly swung open of its own accord. His heart racing, the lord drew the curtain over the window and stepped back into the room. With horror he wondered if someone had discovered his crime. He wondered if this was already the end. Outside he heard the gate swing shut with a clanging thud. Cordrane jumped, and raced towards the ornamental dagger he had just replaced above the fire. 

Quickly, Cordrane drew the dagger and stepped out into the dark hallway. His head was still spinning with nausea, and an aching feeling clung to his stomach, making him feel as if he would vomit any second. Slowly he raced towards the stairs and took a couple of steps up, watching the front door with every step. His heart still pounding, he stood and waited, one hand clutching the banister tightly.

One minute passed, and then another. Still no one came to the door. With exhaustion, the lord sat down, still holding the dagger’s hilt with one clenched fist. Another minute passed and still there was nothing. Staggering to his feet, Cordrane took two wary steps to the foot of the stairs, and only after another couple of minutes of waiting did he even begin to consider that it might be nothing more than the wind blowing open an unlatched gate.

Cordrane needed a glass of water to quench his dry throat. His tension lessening, he walked towards the kitchen at the end of the hallway, making sure to avoid looking into the study, and the corpse that still lay waiting for him. Closing his eyes, he stepped into the cold kitchen and took another deep breath.

A burst of cold air swept into his face. Looking up with apprehension, Cordrane noticed that one window had been forced open, green curtains billowing wildly in the stormy air. Once again, his heart leapt. Holding the dagger close to his chest, Cordrane backed up against the wall, peering about the black, unlit room. Across the room two eyes stared back.

Wide eyed in terror, Cordrane slid across the wall, both eyes watching his every frightened move. Quickly the lord pulled himself to the doorway and stepped back into the hallway. The black figure moved in the shadows before him, leapt up and vanished. In terror, Cordrane charged towards the door, just as the shadow charged over his head and flipped onto the floor behind him. His heart thumping now against his chest, Cordrane stumbled back and slipped to the ground, even as the figure raced into his study.

Plucking up all the courage he could find, Cordrane gripped the dagger, rose to his feet and made a hasty approach towards the study. Wiping the beads of sweat from his forehead, he took a cautious step into the study and stopped short, gasping in horror at the sight that awaited him.

Knelt down over Imarloh’s corpse, a black-robed devil assassin was licking the blood from the open wound. Cordrane backed up against the wall and fell silent. With a wicked smile, the devil turned his head.

“Lord Cordrane.” The redskin snarled. “What a pleasure…You do remember me, don’t you?”

Cordrane knew exactly who this creature was. “Nacollock.”

“I’m so pleased you remembered my name.” The devil hissed.

“What are you doing here?”

The devil laughed. “Feasting.”

“But how did you know what had happened?” Cordrane stammered. 

“I know everything.” 

Cordrane took a step forward. “Did Lord Riushkor send you?”

Nacollock smiled. “Not exactly. He asked me to observe you. I’ve been watching your every move for the past few days now.”

“You mean when you weren’t murdering wizards.” Cordrane retorted nervously.

Nacollock cackled to himself, licking the blood from his lips. “I was under the impression Riushkor hadn’t told you about that.”

“It wasn’t exactly hard to guess who it was.” 

Slowly Nacollock stood, sweeping back his deep black cloak. “Murder can be such a pleasing business…don’t you think?”

Cordrane swallowed hard. “Not particularly.”

“Are you telling me you didn’t kill this Lord Imarloh just for fun?”

“Definitely not!” Cordrane cried. “I acted in self defence. He was going to tell King Marcus everything.”

“But you silenced him.” Nacollock hissed. “At least he’s no longer a threat.”

“What do you want?” Cordrane demanded assertively.

“To offer you my services.” Nacollock replied with an over-expressed bow. 

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well if you’re going to cover this up, you’re going to need my assistance.” The devil told him. “Unless of course you would like to dispose of his body on your own?” The devil took a step towards the doorway.

“No wait! Perhaps I do need your help.”

Nacollock smiled. “Good.”

“Can you get rid of his body without being detected?” Cordrane asked, anxiously looking down towards Imarloh’s corpse.

“It will be no problem. A stormy night like this offers plenty of cover.”

“Very well.” Sighed Cordrane. “Do it.”

No longer caring to observe Nacollock’s actions, the lord turned away, and stepped into the hallway. His head was still spinning, but his fear had become numbed by everything that was happening. He knew he was sinking deeper into a black pit of deceit and murder, but he could no longer see a way out. All he could do now was cover up his actions, and find the strength to continue his cause. With a despondent sigh, he made an unsteady approach towards the kitchen, and poured himself the glass of water he needed to quench his still dry throat.

As he went to close the open window, a sudden thud hit the front door. Startled, Cordrane spun round, the glass slipping from his hands and smashing on the floor. Quickly the lord raced into the hallway. Several more times, the sounds of someone knocking shook the door. Slowly he took another step forward, and realised with horror that he had trodden bloody footprints from the study, across the hallway, and into the lounge. In blind panic, Cordrane ran into the study, only to find Nacollock gone. Imarloh’s corpse remained. Unsure of what to do next, Cordrane ran his fingers through his hair, finally resolving to answer the door, but refuse admittance to this late visitor. Brushing himself down, he took a deep breath and carefully unlatched the door. Drenched by the storm, Lord Adarahn faced him. Cordrane’s heart leapt even more.

“Yes?”

“Lord Cordrane. I know it’s late…” began Adarahn apprehensively.

“What do you want?” Cordrane demanded angrily.

“I’m looking for Lord Imarloh.”

Cordrane paused, his heart now racing. “So why have you come here?”

“He said he was going to speak with you.”

“Well he hasn’t.” Cordrane finished quickly.

“He hasn’t come here at all?”

“That is what I just said.” Berated Cordrane. “Now. Is there anything else?”

“No…I suppose not, but…”

“Then goodnight Lord Adarahn.” 

Cordrane pushed the door to close it, blocking the hallway behind him. Adarahn stepped forward, and wedged his foot between the door and the frame, pushing it open.

“I know what you have been doing.” Adarahn told him firmly. “So does Imarloh.”

Cordrane faltered, unable to speak. “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes you do. You and Lord Riushkor.”

“I’ve had enough of this!” Cordrane cried, pushing the door against him.

Adarahn boldly shoved forward, knocking Cordrane back, and swinging open the door. Quickly he strode into the hallway, and paused, his eyes on the bloody footprints before him.

“What the…”

Before he could finish, Nacollock sprung out of the shadows, grabbed Adarahn by the throat and shoved him back against the wall. Kicking the door so that it slammed shut, the assassin brandished a poisoned dagger and slit the startled lord’s throat. Adarahn stared Cordrane in the eyes for one brief moment, and slumped to the ground in a pool of blood.

“What have you done?” Cordrane cried hysterically.

“I’ve protected you.” Snarled Nacollock, licking the blood from his hand.

“I didn’t want anyone else dead!” panicked Cordrane. “People will get suspicious. They’ll discover what has happened.”

“If he escaped, he would have told your King Marcus.” Growled Nacollock. “Now would you really like that to have happened?”

“I guess not.” Sighed Cordrane.

“As an ally of Lord Riushkor you have nothing to fear.” Nacollock snarled. “I will dispose of both the bodies, and no one will be any wiser.”

“I hope you’re right.” Muttered Cordrane, turning away.

“It’s my job to be right.” Replied Nacollock. “Don’t worry. No one is better at this than me.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this!” Cordrane cried suddenly, waving his hands up in hysterics. “We’re talking about murder!”

“Is there a problem?”

“A problem?” Cordrane ran his fingers through his hair. “Two people are dead because of me. I have to live with that for the rest of my life.”

“Learn to accept it.” Scoffed Nacollock, sweeping back his cloak. 

“I can’t accept it. I…”

With a menacing glare, Nacollock strode forward, and clutched Cordrane by the throat. “I could always kill you.”

Cordrane’s heart was pounding for the hundredth time that night. “I’m sorry. It’s just that this sort of thing has never happened to me before.”

“Then you’re facing up to the realities of life.” Nacollock said, letting go. “Now, unless you’re going to waste my time any further, I’ll get rid of this corpses.”

“Of course.” Nodded Cordrane, staggering back. Slowly, he walked towards the kitchen, closing his eyes as he passed Adarahn’s body. His hands were shaking, as he clutched the doorframe, and stepped out of the hallway into the icy kitchen. The curtains were still swirling in the wind, flapping about the open window. The broken glass lay sprinkled across the floor. Rubbing his cold hands, he stepped over the broken glass, feeling the crunch under his soft shoes. Smacking his hand against the window to stop its trembling, he pulled the latch of to, and shut out the dying storm. He could see his breath before his face, a white mist lingering for a brief moment, and then vanishing into the shadows. The shadows were everywhere now.

Alone in the cold, Cordrane began to ponder what he should do now. Even if that assassin dispersed of the bodies, suspicions would still be raised, people would know they had vanished. And considering his rivalry with Imarloh, Cordrane knew that some of that suspicion would fall on him. He would have to convince them otherwise, or everything he had left would crumble too.

With an anguished sigh, he wondered how Adarahn knew what he was planning. And more importantly, how he had known Imarloh would come here. The only possible answer was that Imarloh had told his friend all he knew before taking it upon himself to confront him. And if Adarahn knew, then others no doubt did too…Especially Lerain and Dei Valino. Something had to be done tonight, before his secret came out.

Quickly he ran back into the hallway. Nacollock was there; both bodies slumped side by side against the wall. Trying to avoid looking at such a gruesome sight, Cordrane faced the assassin, all the time wondering if the devil would turn on him next. What he said next horrified him to the core of his soul.

“Nacollock. I need your help with something else.”

“Oh yes?” grinned the assassin.

“If Lord Adarahn knew what I was doing, then I think others might know too.”

Nacollock stood to his full height, a wicked grin smeared across his red lips. “And who would you like me to kill now?”

“Lords Lerain and Dei Valino. They were both in league with Imarloh. There’s a chance they might know too.”

“And you want them to disappear before they can tell someone?”

Cordrane swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“So now you understand.” Hissed the devil. “Just what it takes to succeed.”

“I’m doing this for the good of Elleriga.” Cordrane told him adamantly, unsure whether he believed it himself anymore.

“Of course you are.” Grinned Nacollock. Slowly he stepped over the bodies, and opened the front door. “Don’t let anyone in until I return. I have a few hours of darkness left. I will be back to get rid of these corpses before dawn.” Slowly he opened the door, revealing the dark storm beyond.

“Thank you.” Cordrane told him. Those words felt sick in his mouth. 

The devil assassin wrapped his black cloak around his nimble frame, and vanished into the night. Cordrane stared after him, tears beginning to stream down his cheeks. With anger at himself, and what his actions had led him to, he turned away, and slammed the door shut. His back to the door, Cordrane looked down at the two dead lords. If he had had any hope of redemption before, he had lost it now.

Lerain woke up with a sudden jolt, knocking the whiskey glass off the table, and spilling the amber liquid across the carpet. The room about him was plunged into darkness, the fire now burnt out. Outside the wind and rain had ceased, casting an eerie silence over the cold house. Slowly he stood, unsteadily rested against the side of the chair, peering out into the darkness. His instincts told him something wasn’t right. It was too quiet. His thumping, he took a wary step towards the window. Amid the silence, he heard the rustling of leaves, as if something was moving outside. Lerain missed a breath and stepped back.

The rustling came again, this time much closer to the window. He dared not pull back the curtains, lest he come face to face with whoever, or whatever was out there. He knew in his heart it was more than just wind. His fears had come true. He knew exactly what was out there.

Lerain knew he should have guessed the danger sooner. Sirone had been gone for over an hour, Imarloh for at least three. An anguished dread filled his heart, as he took several more cautious steps to the doorway leading out of the lounge. Something terrible had happened. His friends weren’t coming back.

Suddenly came the sound of something scraping against the window. Wide-eyed in terror, Lerain plunged into the hallway and ran towards the back door past the kitchen and the pantry beyond. Even as he reached the door, he heard the window snap back and swing open behind him. In blind panic, he fumbled for the lock and twisted the latch, his hands shaking violently. The pounding of his heart was ringing in his ears. He wanted to scream, but he knew no one would hear him. All he could do was run. Panting erratically, he pulled open the door, and darted into the small courtyard.

Even as he reached the gates, he caught a glimpse of a black figure leap out of the back door and charge across the sandy ground towards him. Tears streaming down his eyes, Lerain’s hands raced over the lock. With a clang, the gate swung back, and Lerain slid nimbly through the gap, racing frantically into the street. 

“Help me!” he screamed. “Somebody!”

Gathering all his strength, he charged into the still darkness, the wind and rain nothing more than a mocking memory of such a tragic night. Tears flowing, his hear racing, and cramp searing across his chest, he pushed himself forward. 

“Help me!”

Suddenly a glimmer of hope appeared ahead. Two guards raced towards him, their armour gleaming in what moonlight passed through the grey clouds. The moment Lerain had first screamed out, they had been alerted by his frantic calls for help. Lerain’s only hope was that he would reach them in time. Plucking up his courage, he glanced back. To his surprise, the pursuing assassin was gone. Taken by exhaustion he stumbled and fell, all his hopes resting now with the two approaching soldiers.

His head was spinning, as a black leather boot landed with a thud before his face. Looking up, a wary guard was offering his hands. Taking a deep breath, Lerain pulled himself up and was helped to his feet. The other guard stood nearby, his sword drawn, peering out into the shadows.

“We heard you shouting.” The guard informed him, still panting with a lack of breath. “What happened?”

“I think an assassin is after me.” Lerain told them, clutching his chest. He knew he would vomit any moment.

“An assassin?”

“Yes!” he cried. “A devil assassin.”

“What would a devil assassin be doing here?”

“Trying to kill me!” Lerain snapped. “What else would an assassin do?”

Slowly the second guard took a step forward, and peered up and down the street. “I can’t see anything.”

At that moment, Nacollock flung himself out of the shadows and drove a poisoned dagger through the guard’s throat. In withering agony, the soldier slumped to the ground with a thud. Before the first guard could even act, the assassin pulled the dagger out of the second guard and pounced, slashing the other’s throat. The man turned, unsure at first what had happened, before collapsing beside his companion.

Lord Lerain took a step back, his body shaking, tears streaming from his horrified eyes. He knew he couldn’t escape. The devil assassin took a step forward, and pulled back it’s hood, to reveal two red horns rising twisted and black from it’s forehead, gleaming eyes piercing his victim’s own. Lerain stood frozen. The assassin was smiling as it drew a second dagger. Lerain took a step back and screamed. In response, the devil rushed forward and drove the poisoned blade through his heart. 

What light he could see went suddenly black. Pain tore at his chest, the poison seeping into his blood. He was suddenly aware that his hear had stopped. Suffocating on his own blood, Lerain stumbled forward and collapsed at his killer’s feet…
