PAGE  
129

Chapter Seventeen

The devil city of Turough jutted out of the sea imposingly, a sprawling mass of black towers and walkways rising so high that its shadow was cast upon the land for miles. For the most part, the journey into Kanfrantis had been a slow sailing between the two long stretches of land, separated by an inner narrow sea, but both met up here where the divide was just half a mile wide and was bridged by the docks and bridges of this city. There was no ship that can sail through the rest of the inner sea to the devil capital of Sevox many miles north, without passing through Turough. In the three hundred years since it had been built, no invader had breached the inner lands of Kanfrantis. Anyone hostile to the devil race fell before Turough, and it was said that the waters before the city were littered from shipwrecks of those who had tried.

Stranding on the deck of the Talhus’ Trident, Hahn remembered what Algarn and the others had told him about this place and shivered with dread. Traders were allowed this far into Kanfrantis, very few beyond it, and it was as merchant traders that Captain Moradelle came. What they would keep from the devils was that he, Algarn and Astravaille were here for me then just trade. They were here to find Zai’Markuch and the Dorshaki vampires, and stop them before this ritual came to pass.

According to Astravaille, they would meet the other two members of The Three. Hahn was eager to meet them and terrified at the prospect too. If The Three were here in Turough, at the same time as the Dorshaki, then the risk would be great indeed. He wasn’t sure if he believed the elven wizard that it was destiny that he came here. He knew he couldn’t run or hide. More demons would come. But putting themselves directly in the spot the ritual would take place, and having two of the three Miva’kral with them…it wasn’t just foolish. It was insane.

Both he and Moradelle had suggested they keep the talismans back in Tilantria. Without them, the ritual could not take place. Astravaille had told them that the risk was too great. If the demon’s got hold of them, they could bring the Miva’kral to Turough now. And they still didn’t know where the third was. Both talismans had begun glowing fiercely last night. Somewhere in the tombs and catacombs of the elven ruins that ran beneath the shallow waters under Turough, it lay. Hahn knew it would be a desperate task to find it before Zai’Markuch did.

Despite the warm summer sun, the shadow of Turough on the land left the area cold. Hahn shivered, as the ship got ever closer to the city. He could see the numerous bridges and walkways now, and the thousands of devils crossing them. Apart from the buildings on the docks that ran the entire length of the city, he noticed that every structure was a tall tower, all interconnected by those bridges in a complex network. He was okay with heights, but some of those walkways were a couple of hundred feet high. He hoped they didn’t venture that high. Hahn had never seen a place like it. In some strange fashion it was as majestic as Elerissa, though a lot more intimidating. 

The sails of the Talhus’ Trident lowered slowly as they made their way towards the closest docking. A couple more elven and a cluster of gnome trade ships were berthed along the black corrugated iron walkways. The rest of the ships there were devil crafted, some fishing ships, but a few the long black warships that on occasion had brought raiders to the Ellerigan shores. Hahn found it amazing that they could trade here safely with people who in times had pillaged and destroyed the lands of men, dwarves, elves and gnomes. Still, it gave them cover they needed to come here.

Behind him, Algarn was at the tiller, while Captain Moradelle gave last minute orders to her crew. Astravaille was below deck, gathering together what texts he dared bring with him onto the shores of Kanfrantis. Hahn, like Algarn who would be accompanying him and the wizard, were no longer dressed in the bright silks of the crew, but drab grey shirts, black trousers, boots and soft grey cloaks and hoods. The last thing they needed was to stand out as they began their search.

As the ship pulled in, Hahn saw devil warriors patrolling the docks, garbed in full armour and clutching savage looking maces and spears. The devil crew along the harbour were dressed in black-he wasn’t sure if the race wore any other colour- giving orders harshly to a gnome crew docked in the next dock, to show the cargo they were unloading. With two curved horns rising from their clean shaven heads, jet black eyes, forked beards, clawed hands and tails, the devil race looked scary at the best of times. The way they addressed visitors and traders to their land, Hahn wasn’t sure he wanted to spend, what could be the last few days of his life here.

With the Talhus’ Trident firmly docked, Moradelle quickly assembled her crew for inspection. Algarn left the tiller and approached Hahn with a nervous smile. On many occasion these past three days he had said how much he hated trading in Kanfrantis. Moradelle herself rarely brought her ship here anymore. From below deck Astravaille strode up the steps, cloaked and hooded in grey. He had shaven off most of his beard to hide the fact he was a wizard, instead choosing to pass himself off as an older member of Moradelle’s crew. He was carrying a bag with the few scrolls and documents he had selected. Hahn and Luthan both had bags too with supplies for their stay here. There were few places, Moradelle had said to them that were fit to eat in. 

A rampart was quickly fitted into place between the ship’s deck and the iron walkways. Three devil warriors swiftly ascended the rampart, grim expressions on their faces. The middle devil, the captain of the three strode towards Moradelle.

“Please state da name, da ship and cargo.” The devil snarled. Hahn had heard too that their use of the common tongue was basic too. Most redskins chose to speak in their own language. 

“I am Captain Alendré Moradelle, and this is my ship, the Talhus’ Trident. I plan to stay just a few hours, to trade. My cargo is mainly silks, but I also have some bronze-work from Hazatrinkur, and spices from Keneshtin.”

The devil nodded, eyeing every member of her crew meticulously. His black eyes bore into everyone and Hahn couldn’t help but shift uneasily where he stood. His heart almost jumped into his throat when the redskin raised a clawed hand towards him, Algarn and Astravaille. “Why is da three crew dressed differently?”

“Because, I will be returning in Three days time, and I have asked some of my crew to stay in Turough a little longer to open up trade with some devil merchants I know are situated here. When I return they will come back with me.” 

The devil seemed to consider her words for a moment and then shrugged. He turned his black gaze back to Moradelle. “Is dis da first stay in Turough?”

Moradelle faced the captain coolly. “No, this is my seventeenth visit in the last ten years, although I have traded along the tip of the coast of Kanfrantis on many more occasions.”

The devil nodded again. “Da crew on da docks will inspect your cargo when you dis unloading.”

Moradelle nodded. “Of course. Is there anything else? I am eager to get on with the business I came here to do.”

“There did nothing else. Welcome to da Kanfrantis.”

Moradelle smiled and bowed her head respectfully. “Thank you.”

The devil smiled back with a wicked grin and held his gaze upon the rest of the crew one last time. And then with a sharp command to the two warriors at his side in his own language, spun round and descended back onto the walkways below.  Hahn gave a sigh of relief and Algarn joined him.

As the rest of the crew set about unloading what cargo they were trading, Moradelle approached Hahn and the other two with an anxious smile. “Are you all ready?”

“We are.” Nodded Astravaille. 

“Good. Algarn here will keep you on your toes.” She said, passing the elf a wry grin. 

Algarn smirked back. “I will do my best.”

Hahn noticed she mouthed a quick ‘I love you’ before setting her gaze on him. “I wish you all the luck of the gods.”

“Thank you for everything.” Hahn replied gratefully. His heart was already pounding at the thought of leaving the ship and stepping into the city.

Moradelle took a step back. “Be careful and succeed. I will see you in three days.”

Astravaille nodded. “Three days Alendré.”

Hahn really did begin to feel scared as they passed onto the rampart and descended from the safe haven that had been the Talhus’ Trident. Astravaille believed that with so much riding on this prophecy everything would happen almost as soon as they set foot on the shores of Kanfrantis. The other two of The Three were coming if they were not already here. Zai’Markuch and these Dorshaki almost certainly were here. Demons could be lurking in every street and the devil race was barely amiable. 

The iron walkway clanged as they stepped onto it. Upon the deck, Moradelle gave them one last wave and turned back to giving her crew commands. Astravaille wasted no time, urging him and Algarn along the length of the harbour towards the nearest street. Devil soldiers were everywhere, they eyes cruel and seemingly filled with malice. Hahn couldn’t believe he had once considered the Harbour Guard of Epallion to be ‘unfriendly’. The trio made sure they avoided eye contact with every devil they passed; even the crew on the docks gave them harsh glances and sneers.

The immediate streets beyond the docks of Turough were narrow and crowded. Redskins, nearly all dressed in black, squeezed their way through thick crowds. Past stalls and shops with windows thick with grime, and the few taverns and inns that allowed other races into them. This far down, just several feet from the inner waters of Kanfrantis, and under the black shadow of the rising towers and walkways of the city, everything was bathed in gloom and shadow, even though the bright summer sun was still high in the sky. Mud and stench lingered on the un-swept streets, a sickly odour of fish, foul water, sewage and rot hanging over everything. As they entered the nearest long street, Hahn saw rats scurrying through what gaps there were in the road. 

He couldn’t believe he was going to spend his next few days here, and he couldn’t believe that he had considered Turough to be majestic. Sure the hundred foot towers that made up most of the city were mighty and powerful, but there were never any way parts of Elerissa or even Epallion existed like this. The low levels of Turough were a place of scum and villainy. Devils were one of the only dark races that had assassins as one of their main source of income. Devil assassins were the best, and seeing the conditions many of the redskins lived in, he could see why. 

It was a relief when Astravaille said he knew a devil that would put them up on one of the higher levels. As fast as they could they scurried through the filthy streets, flicking off masses of buzzing flies and insects and keep wary glances for thieves and worse. It was difficult enough clutching on their bags of supplies and keeping together as they waded through the redskins. Hahn saw a few other visitors, a small group of gnomes leaving hesitantly from the tavern they had so obviously spent the night in. They all looked bleary eyed from not haven slept. Hahn doubted anyone could sleep here. The incessant noise of bugs and flies would be bad enough, not to mention the fear of having your throat slit and your belongings robed while you slept.

After what seemed an endless struggle, Astravaille pulled them towards the nearest tower. It rose up what looked forever, a black monolith forty feet wide in diameter and at least two hundred or so in height. Walkways and bridges jutted off it at every level, connecting to other towers jutting out of the city. A cluster of guards stood before the lowest entrance to the tower, watching suspiciously for anyone who sought to cause trouble. 

“Stay close to me.” Astravaille muttered under his breath as they approached the tower entrance. “I will do all the talking.”

The tower guards met their gaze as they halted before the entrance, maces raised to block their way. Two guards took a step towards them, one a scar running down the left side of his face, the other with an eye missing. Hahn wasn’t sure if they had been inflicted with such injuries in battle, or simply by patrolling the lower areas of Turough. If it were the latter, the sooner they got up higher, the better.

“State da business elf.” Snarled the guard with the scar. 

“Myself and my companions are seeking a devil friend of mine, Izmalik in the Kordemak Tower on the fourth level. On my previous visits to Turough he has offered me shelter.”

The devil kept his cold look. “And why is da staying in Turough in da first place?”

“I am opening up a new trade negotiation with devil merchants here on behalf of my captain, Alendré Moradelle of the Talhus’ Trident. We will be in the city for the next three days.”

The devil watched all three of them absentmindedly picking at is scar. “You all may pass. But any trouble and da will be thrown in’ta da prison cells without da question.”

“Of course.” Astravaille said, with a bow of his head. With a sharp indication of his hand, they followed suit. 

They eagerly hurried through the open doors of the tower and made their way up the narrow stone flight of steps leading to the next level. Almost immediately the stench of the lowest level stopped. Hahn thought he heard a scream from below. No doubt someone being mugged or murdered. He was glad to be out of that place. 

Several rooms encircled the first landing, where a walkway spread out towards the next tower. All the homes and offices of the devils that lived here were situated in these towers. Everything was cast in gloomy shadow, despite the sun still blocked from the bridges above, and flaming torches lit up the doors and archway out of the tower. They continued up the next flight of stairs, bustling past a crowd of devils coming down from the higher levels. There was no space anywhere. Even in the towers Hahn couldn’t imagine how anyone could live like this.

Upon reaching the third level, Astravaille led them onto the narrow bridge connecting the tower to another ten feet away. The metal barriers, Hahn noticed with unease only rose to the waist. Anyone could slip off these walkways and plunge to their deaths. Despite this concern, he still peered over. The lowest level from here was a black seething mass of devils in cloaks, packed together between ramshackle buildings. They didn’t quite look as small as ants yet…more like large bugs. Hahn had more a feeling of vertigo when he looked above him. From the bridge he was on, the city looked like one giant spider’s web, strung tightly from tower to tower. He was thankful they had just one more level to go.

As they moved on towards the next tower entrance, Hahn saw clearly now the tower that stood at the very centre of the city. Unlike the other buildings, it did not seem to stop at the low levels and docks, but ran right into the shallow sea. It was also that little extra higher than the others and was wider in diameter. Rather then being constructed of stone and mortar it was jet black in colour, constructed out of some incredibly dark stone to give it that menacing look. 

What is that place?” Hahn asked the other two, pointing towards the building.

“The Turough Tower.” Astravaille replied. “The Overlord who controls Turough resides there with his officials. It is also the central home of the Assassin’s Guild Of Kanfrantis.”

“Oh.” Hahn gasped. He had heard enough stories about devil assassins before. He hurried along.

They entered the next structure, the Zacarok Tower and continued up another flight of steps. Not every tower was connected to the others, Astravaille explained as they stepped out onto another bridge. Some were connected at different levels, others you had to pass through one or ten towers to get to. It was easily a place you get lost in. 

Luckily Astravaille did know his way. They strode into the torch-lit alcove of Kordemak Tower’s fourth level and waited as the wizard knocked on the third of five doors that ran around the tower floor. Several devils, enveloped in black cloaks and hoods bustled by across the cold stone floor, their booted feet making no sound as they made their way onto the walkway. Hahn watched them nervously as Astravaille knocked again. Any of them could be an assassin. With the Guild so close and the stories he had been told, he didn’t want to draw attention to himself any more then he had to.

After the wizard’s third knock, there was a clang of rusted metal as the lock was turned and the heavy door of black wood swung open with an almighty creak. A devil male stood at the entrance, dressed in greyish robes that matched his greying forked beard. Like most of his race, he was bald. Yet despite his two horns and dark eyes, the aging redskin didn’t seem so threatening as the other around him.

“Astravaille?” The devil said with a smirk. “It has been da long time.”

“It has indeed Izmalik.” Astravaille smiled back. 

“Come inside. Come inside!” Izmalik said warmly, ushering them into his home. “Astravaille and his friends.”

The devil’s home was unlike anything he had ever seen before. In many respects it was just one huge room in a tower. Flagstone floors scattered with rugs, narrow windows without blinds or curtains, stonewalls and candles fitted into simple bronze claps. At the same time there were three very distinct living areas, all partitioned by tall wood panel doors that slid into place. A simple bedroom half obscured by one of the doors, and kitchen, with a small table and chairs, a stove, sink and cupboards, and main area, which they stepped into, filled with rugs, shelves of books, huge cushions and throws. 

“Please be seated.” Izmalik said, gesturing them to the cushions.

Hahn, Algarn and the wizard slumped onto them, while the devil busied himself in the kitchen area, pouring them each a glass of what Hahn could only think of as jet-black wine. Izmalik returned and handed them each their drinks, seating himself on a cushion.

“Glandanshik Liquor.” The devil said as they all peered into their glasses. “It is strong but sweet. You will like it.”

“I hold my trust in you.” Astravaille said, and took a sip. Hahn and Algarn watched him hesitantly. He swallowed, licking his lips and making a face. “Quite strong indeed my friend.”

As Algarn drank, so did Hahn. He liquor hit him in a rush, but the burning sensation to his throat faded almost immediately and the aftertaste was quite delicious. Sweet and energising at the same time. A warm, relaxing feeling flooded into his tired muscles. He put the glass to his lips and drank again, though more cautiously. It still burned on the way down.

“In all the years I have lived, I have never drank such a drink before.” Astravaille remarked. “It is not to my taste, but it is certainly interesting.”

“Well it dis always best to try new things.” Grinned Izmalik.

“Indeed.” Astravaille replied. He took another sip and set the glass aside, leaning towards the devil. “I need some help Izmalik, and I thought you could help me.”

“Of course.” Nodded the devil. 

Hahn glanced between them and couldn’t help but eye the Izmalik with suspicion. There had to be some story between the devil and the wizard. They acted like old friends and yet, the devil race as a whole was aggressive to the friendlier nations and races. 

Izmalik saw Hahn’s uncertain face and smiled warmly. “Do not worry my Ellerigan friend. Us devils da not all alike. Some, like those who support piracy and da Guild of Assassins da more aggressive to other races, but there are some, like me, who would like nothing better then ta be able ta trade and confer openly and sociably with da elves and dwarves and gnomes and men.”

“I’m sorry if I seemed disrespectful.” Hahn said quickly.

“It dis nothing.” Sighed Izmalik. “Relations between da two peoples is not good.”

“Well if there are people like you, then we can hope for the better.” Hahn said confidently.

“We can.” Nodded the devil, turning his gaze back to the wizard. “Now Astravaille, what dis it you want?”

“I am after something in the tombs beneath Turough.”

“Da ruins of Padagri-Lohn?” 

The wizard nodded. “We, Hahn, Algarn and myself have to get down there in the next couple of days.”

“If da are careful, then you can get down there.” Izmalik said with hesitation. “But there dis nothing but darkness. Some places dis completely abandoned. You will get lost in ‘dere.”

“Which is why I need maps of the tombs. The records I have back in Tilantria are somewhat vague. Those maps and charts I found are from when Padagri-Lohn stood on these shores. But I need more recent documents if I am going to be able to find my way through them.”

“I understand.” Nodded Izmalik. “I think ‘dere is some written last century. The devil shamans at Sevox wanted to find some elven relics hidden there. Dey found nothing, but their sources da left in the city still. I might be able to get dem for da price.”

“I will pay whatever is needed.” Astravaille nodded sternly. “But I need them fast.”

“Of course. I will start searching today. ‘Dere is no luck I will get dem today, but I will be as fast as possible.” 

“Thank you.” Astravaille nodded again. “I knew I could count on you.”

“First I shall eat.” Izmalik, said rising from his cushion. “You will join me of course?”

Hahn and Algarn both glanced back to Astravaille and he answered them and Izmalik with a nod and a smile. “We would be glad to.”

The devil set about preparing a small meal immediately, tending to a stew he had cooking in a small pot, that smelt good despite warnings from Moradelle not to eat local cuisine if necessary. In no time, he carried in a tray of warm soda bread and four bowls of the steaming stew. Hahn looked at the bowl a moment and then got stuck in. It was basic, a mix of meat, herbs and vegetables. He didn’t know what the meat was and wasn’t sure he wanted to. It tasted good, and sometimes it was better to be ignorant of what you ate.

They ate in relaxed silence; all four of them mopping their bowls almost clean with the bread. Izmalik was a good host, clearing up and offering them water to drink afterwards. Hahn was glad of it after the Glandanshik Liquor. The sweet, burning taste still lingered in his throat.

“How is the current situation here in Kanfrantis?” Astravaille asked as Izmalik cleaned up in the kitchen. 

“Since Mazollak was murdered da year ago?”

“Who’s Mazollak?” asked Hahn.

“The King of Kanfrantis.” Izmalik replied simply. 

“He was murdered?” Hahn stifled a gasp. The devil took it very calmly. “By who?”

“One of his rivals.” Shrugged the devil, stepping back into the main area and sitting back on a cushion. “Most probably Overlord Dashkeila of Vaior-Kel.”

“As he been arrested?” 

“Arrested?” muttered Izmalik, as if it were a bewildering thought even to consider. “Dashkeila is da powerful and most likely will get da throne of Kanfrantis, unless one of his rivals has him killed.” He paused, smirking at the look on Hahn’s face. “That is how our leaders come to power in Kanfrantis. All stepping over da other to get to da top.”

“Does it look like there will be another civil war?” asked Astravaille hesitantly.

“Another?” Hahn murmured in disbelief.

“There have been eight rulers in twelve years.” Izmalik said grimly. “And four civil wars in dat time. Over power. Over rule. Over assassinations of leaders and da families. Over relations with da other races. As I said, there dis those like me who want peaceful associations with da ‘good’ races like da elves and men. And ‘dere are those who want more conflict, alliances with da goblins and orcs. Some of our people see da way forward and some take da step back. It had been dat way for da long time now.

“But no. I don’t think ‘dere will be another civil war dis time. Dashkeila will get da throne.”

“And what side does he support?” asked Algarn.

Izmalik sighed. “Conflict.” He stood quickly. “Anyway, how about your lands. I heard Arastinon was ill again.”

“He is dead.” Replied the wizard gloomily. Algarn bowed his head. “He died four days ago.”

“Then why is you not in Tilantria?”

“Because there is nothing I can do there now.” Said the wizard glumly. “And my mission here to Kanfrantis is extremely important.”

Izmalik nodded. “Then if it dis important, I had better start finding these maps. You can stay here for da night if you want. There dis only these cushions, but dey are comfortable enough.”

“That would be most kind.” Astravaille said graciously. 

Izmalik grabbed a heavy black cloak from a hook beside the door. “I will be back soon.” Throwing the cloak around him and pulling up the hood to conceal his face, the devil opened the door and walked quickly towards the bridge. The door slammed shut behind him with a jarring creak and a thud.

“How do you know him?” Hahn asked suddenly.

Astravaille smiled with apparent amusement. “Izmalik is a former assassin. He was sent to kill me twenty years ago.”

“Are you sure he can be trusted?” demanded Algarn.

“I am sure.” The wizard nodded. “He never did try and kill me. Instead he ended up saving my life.”

“How?” asked Hahn eagerly.

“Another time.” Astravaille replied. “It is a very long story.”

Time passed slowly and the day drifted into afternoon. Despite the summer’s day, there was little light that passed into Izmalik’s home. The huge towers and walkways of the city seemed to smother everything in a pale gloom. It made Turough look bleak and oppressive at every angle. 

They passed the time reading the few texts Astravaille had brought with him from the Talhus’ Trident. Hahn understood little of it. Half the language within the pages was in ancient elven, and most of the text written in the common tongue made oblique references to numerous prophecies and events that he was bewildered how Astravaille found any sense in them, let alone connected them to The Blood. Still, confusing or not, it was better than simply sitting and waiting.

Izmalik returned sometime in the afternoon, bursting through the front door and ripping off his black cloak. Hahn looked up anxiously, seeing the deeply anxious expression the devil wore as he approached them. Sweat was running down his face, his dark eyes wide. He looked as if he had been running.

“Are you okay?” Astravaille asked nervously as he rose from his cushion.

Izmalik nodded, reaching into his robes and pulling out a mass of scrolls. “I got da maps you are looking for. They chart over two thirds of da tunnels and tombs beneath Turough.”

The wizard took the scrolls with a gracious smile. “Did you have much trouble getting them?”

“I used what contacts I still ad within…” He paused, lowering his voice to a mutter. “…within da Guild.”

“It is okay.” Astravaille said quickly. “They know, and I have assured them you can be trusted.”

“Good.” Izmalik nodded, a little too eagerly. Something must have unnerved him, they way he kept twitching where he stood. “Anyway…” he continued with haste. “I got da scrolls from one of da high chambers in da Turough Tower. My old associates provided da distraction.”

“You stole them?” the wizard said apprehensively.

“Yes. But dey will not be missed. No one uses them. They were in da vault that didn’t look as if it ad been opened for da years.”

“Then what is wrong?” Demanded Astravaille.

“I saw something in da tower.” Replied the devil, passing hesitant glances to them all and stepping towards the nearest window. “I think dey were demons.”

Hahn froze. Why and how could demons be up there, in the most fortified and dangerous place in the city? Surely they would be down in the tombs and catacombs beneath Turough? The very place they were going…

“Are you sure they were demons?” frowned Astravaille. 

Izmalik nodded fearfully. “About a year ago, da band of devil shamans summoned da demon, tried to control it. Dey couldn’t. It ran riot through Turough before dey managed ta kill it. I remembered what it looked like. This creature in da tower was just like it.”

“These shamans, who were they working for?” Astravaille asked slowly.

“Overlord Kaldamesh. Da ruler of Turough. He…” Izmalik cut short and gasping as the realisation hit him. “This demon was near Kaldamesh’s chambers.”

“What was the demon doing?” The wizard asked quickly. “Did it look like it was on some kind of rampage. Did it even look like it was ready for an attack?”

Izmalik hesitated and shook his head. “No. It looked like it was guarding…it was guarding da main staircase to Kaldamesh’s chambers. There was no one else about.”

“That is why.” Astravaille said grimly. “The demon was guarding Kaldamesh’s chambers. Which means those shamans who were working for him did succeed.”

“How is Kaldamesh connected to the prophecy of The Blood?” Algarn asked nervously.

“I do not know.” Sighed Astravaille. “Izmalik. Has there been anything strange about Kaldamesh’s actions recently. Beside the incident with the demon?”

“Nothing new.” Izmalik said.

“What do you mean nothing new?” Algarn and Hah  both said at once.

“Well, Kaldamesh hasn’t been seen in da public for about two years. He keeps himself closeted in da Turough Tower.”

Hahn looked to Astravaille for an answer but the wizard had began pacing about the room. 

“I first heard about the prophecy of The Blood two years ago.” Astravaille told them Hahn and Algarn with unease. Izmalik watched and listened, taking it all in without bothering to ask what was happening. He trusted the wizard enough to stay quiet. 

Astravaille halted a moment. “That was when I discovered what the second Miva’kral was.” He began pacing again. “And about a year ago, I heard a rumour that demons had been seen in the ruins of Farol’Sandir, the place where I sent Captain Corsain to find the first Miva’kral.”

“Do you think Kaldamesh has the third Miva’kral?” Hahn muttered as he watched the wizard pace back and forth.

“I don’t know.”  Sighed Astravaille. “But I believe he is somehow connected.”

“Then what are we going to do?” asked Hahn.

“I have to confront Kaldamesh.”

A sudden, dreaded roar filled the air, an ominous answer to Astravaille’s words that despite their fears, was not that unexpected. The demons weren’t just in the Turough Tower anymore.

Astravaille rushed to the window, peering out in all directions for a sign of the creatures. In the room Hahn heard the panicked cries and confusion rippling through the people about the city. Izmalik swept past them, pulling open a chest to reveal a mass of wicked looking knives and swords.

“Here.” he snarled, passing Hahn and Algarn both a curved scimitar. “You’d better have something to defend yourselves with.”

“Thanks.” murmured Hahn, clutching the leather-wrapped handle. “But I’d rather run then fight.”

“Better to be caught with da blade in your hand then nothing dat all.” 

A loud thud hit the door to Izmalik’s home. A loud crack tore into the wood. At least two savage growls erupted from beyond.

“Get to da window!” the devil cried, hurriedly strapping knives and hooks to his body and wrapping the cloak over him. 

Gripping the scimitar, Hahn raced towards the window and clambered out, his heart racing. Another cracking thud hit the door. It would break any moment. Trying not to look down, he gripped the iron rungs that laddered down the entire length of the tower and pulled himself up. Algarn followed him, then Astravaille. Izmalik barely managed to join them before the door was ripped open and a number of demons that Hahn could not see poured into the devil’s home. 

On the outside of the Kordemak Tower a cold wind swept against them. Hahn was forced to grip the handle of the curved sword in his teeth as he made the perilous ascent. He was barely aware of a long bridge several feet above them. He didn’t need Izmalik and Astravaille’s frantic cried below to tell them that was where they had to go. 

A long, rumbling growl filled the air and the Hahn felt the tremor of the thud as the first demon clambered out after them. Like a nest of spiders, three more spilled out, claws tugging at the iron rails, as they seemed to scramble the ascent. Hahn forced himself up with dire haste, the others panting as they furiously fought to keep beyond the creature’s reach. 

The demons’ roars thundered through Turough. At not just from below. With terror Hahn heard the creatures’ monstrous cries from every direction.

Sweating profusely, Hahn thrust the scimitar onto the stone bridge leading off the Kordemak Tower and pulled himself up with his aching muscles. Algarn and Astravaille were instantly behind him. Izmalik’s clawed hand reached the stone walkway and froze. The nearest demon pounced towards the devil, threatening to smother him with one fast sweep of its claws. Hahn and the others peered over the ledge fearfully to see Izmalik nimbly leap back from his hold, out of the reach of the monster’s claws and land on its head, taking the demon by confusion. Before it had another chance to grab him, Izmalik grabbed the demon’s horns and back flipped upwards, catching the ledge of the bridge with his outstretched hands and dived right onto the bridge. Even with the monsters just a few feet away, Hahn’s mouth hung open.

“Still got my skills.” Izmalik grinned wickedly and at the same instant pulled out two curved daggers from his cloak.

The demon let out another thundering roar and began to pull itself up. Astravaille met the demon’s ascent, standing before the ledge and holding out his hands before the creature.

“Elzicarazu!”

A gleaming fireball erupted from the wizard’s hands and crashed into the demon’s face. 

“Adatri!”

Stunned by the first attack, Astravaille’s second small spell, a sudden and powerful burst of wind caught the demon unawares and it was swept off the side, plummeting towards the lower depths of the city.

Before the other demons could make the ascent, Astravaille summoned even greater magics against them. 

“Dimaross-Lothra! Lei-Corsu-Dimaross!”

The others had to keep their hold on the railing at the edge of the bridge as a tremor shook the Kordemak Tower. Cracks began to appear along the length of wall where the iron rungs were fixed, not large enough to cause considerable damage to the tower, but enough that those rungs snapped free, sending the trio of demons clutching them descending to join the first creature below.

Barely even pausing for breath, Astravaille spun round to face them. “Move!” He screamed. “There are still more out here!”

Indeed, they heard a loud growl from immediately below them. As they broke into a run for the next tower, Hahn saw another demon on the bridge just a flight below running diagonally beneath this one. Its powerful limbs carried it easily as it leapt up to attack them. Astravaille pushed Hahn and Algarn behind him towards the next tower, bellowing at Izmalik to protect them, and faced the next threat. Hahn heard a spell being cast and caught a glimmer of light as fire and lightning hit the demon. It responded with a furious roar. Astravaille summoned his magics again.

The wizard still on the bridge they burst into the small alcove of the next tower, Izmalik whirling around them with his scimitars swiping out in every direction, his eyes wide with caution. Two devils rushed past in black cloaks, eager to get out of the fight on the bridge. Without waiting for Astravaille, Izmalik dived up the next flight of steps. 

“What about Astravaille!” cried Hahn as they made the rushed ascent.

“He’s right behind us!” Izmalik snapped without even turning back.

Hahn kept running up the stone steps, turning back his head warily, and indeed the wizard was staggering up to join them.

“Keep running!” panted Astravaille. He looked exhausted.

Hahn fell back and against the wizard’s protests helped him reach the next alcove. Several devil guards, robed in black, brandishing wicked looking pikes blocked their way.

“Get out of da way!” Izmalik said furiously as he staggered to a halt before them.

“You have da wizard with you.” Hissed the first guard venomously. 

“Yes. And he’s saved our lives from da demons.” Izmalik responded, his face still locked in a scowl.

“You is to be held for questioning.” Began the guard haughtily. 

Izmalik sheathed one blade and stepped towards the guard. “Is you stupid? Dere are demons out dere!”

The guard held his guard. Hahn looked back down the tower staircase nervously. The demons could be upon them any moment.

“No one may pass.” Snarled the guard.

Izmalik responded by throwing a punch into the guard’s face, sending his crashing into another devil. The rest raised their pikes to attack them.

A screaming roar halted them all, as a demon leapt down from above, grabbed the first guard, snapped his neck in a sudden grip, and flung him over the ledge. The guards met in it conflict, each dying easily. Hahn and the others were more careful.

“To the next bridge!” screamed Izmalik. 

The others made their ascent, just as the guards forced the demon back over the bridge, taking two of them with it. Hahn saw nothing as he clambered up towards the next level, panting and sweating, cramp filling hid muscles, fear filling his heart. The monsters were everywhere now. There was no way Astravaille could fight them off more then one at a time. They rushed past the next alcove and onto the next staircase. First Izmalik, then Algarn, then him and Astravaille. He was beginning to get dizzy now. They were at least ten flights up and still climbing. How high would they get?

They rushed past several confused devils, taking three more flights before Izmalik led them out onto another tower. Hahn almost slipped as his gaze fell upon the rest of the city beneath him. A cold strong wind was blowing this high up, late afternoon sunlight spilling through the web of bridges above and below. Devils still walked past, many hurrying. The entire city must have heard the demons by now. 

Just how many were there?

An ominous shadow hung close to them now, the Turough Tower, the home of Overlord Kaldamesh and the Assassin’s Guild if Kanfrantis. Hahn swallowed hard through staggered breath as he took the black structure in. Even the rooms beyond the windows looked black and grim. The bridge they were on was taking them even closer towards it. The next tower stood just before it, the next level connecting it with a narrow bridge.  Hahn glanced back at Astravaille and saw his stony gaze, realising with dread that the Turough Tower was their destination.

They were going to confront Kaldamesh.

The only solace now was that the roar of the demons sounded more distant, their menacing cries rising from the city’s depths. For now they had evaded the creatures. Not that they could run. By confronting the devil that seemed to be connected to the prophecy of The Blood, they were stepping even closer towards danger.

Izmalik sheathed his second blade as he stepped into the tower immediately next to the Turough Tower and urged the others to do the same. Hahn and Algarn both had no sheaths or scabbards, but found they could tuck the scimitars into their belts and conceal them within their grey cloaks. They took the flight of stairs more slowly, a little more confident now the demons’ roars were quieter. Izmalik gestured Astravaille towards him.

“Dere are four guards on dis level. Ave you got a spell dat can distract dem?”

“Four guards?” The wizard nodded slowly. “I can do something.”

They reached the next bridge and halted. The black iron doors leading to this level of the Turough Tower lay at the end of it, the four devils standing before it. Still concealed in the shadows of the alcove, Astravaille fixed his gaze on the guards.

“Yanyanah. Orshanda. Jarmen! Canvanna. Ovshan. Derune!”

The wizard closed his eyes in concentration, all his focus fixed on the devils ahead. Hahn and Algarn looked at each other anxiously. Izmalik waited without any apparent unease or impatience.

“Go into the Turough Tower.” Astravaille muttered firmly. “Clear the passages beyond the doors. Let no one through.”

The wizard remained silent a moment more then opened his eyes. The guards turned round, almost in a daze and opened the doors, stepping through and leaving it open. The bridge was clear. Not for the first time that day, Hahn gasped.

“They heard you?”

“A mind spell.” Astravaille replied quickly. “But one that takes much skill and concentration.”  He stepped out onto the bridge. “Quick, before more guards come.”

They made their way across the stone walkway with haste. Already they could hear more devils rising from the lower levels of the tower behind him. Black cloaked figures strode and hurried along the bridges around them. Hahn wasn’t so sure this plan would work. Everywhere they walked, they were being watched. If they weren’t careful it would be more then just the demons they would have to worry about.

They entered the Turough Tower quickly, closing the double iron doors behind them with a clanging thud. Hahn held his breath. It was too silent in here. There were no guards, no other devils. Just an empty hall of black stone and huge torches of fire on iron stands. A single staircase led to a higher level, three doors leading off to other rooms.

“We are not too far from Kaldamesh’s chambers.” Izmalik whispered. He took a quick, nimble series of steps towards the staircase. “Follow me and be silent. Dere are assassins and guards in da tower. None will hesitate ta kill you if dey catch you without me. Even with me here, your chances will not be great.”

“Then why are we here!” murmured Hahn frantically. “It’s too dangerous!”

“Silence.” Astravaille muttered coldly, turning to Izmalik. “Get us to Kaldamesh without being noticed.”

In fearful silence, they scrambled up the staircase, careful not to make any sound at all. They hardly dared to breath. The very centre of tower was the same everywhere. Black, gloomy stonewalls and floors and staircases, flaming torches, tall slit windows that looked out onto the city around it. Izmalik mentioned briefly that the Assassin’s Guild was situated in the lower levels but that did little to quell Hahn’s anxiety. At the very least his heart leapt into his throat every time they had to dive into one room or another to avoid passing guards. Hahn was almost as frightened making his way up the three flights of stairs to Kaldamesh’s chambers as he was fleeing Izmalik’s home with four demons after them.

“Stay on da staircase while I go ahead.” Izmalik muttered sternly on the third flight of steps. “You should be safe for da moment.”

Astravaille nodded. “I trust you Izmalik.”

Hahn watched the devil sprint up onto the next level. He wasn’t sure if he shared the wizard’s trust, but he trusted the wizard, and that would had to suffice for now. There was no turning back anyhow. Kaldamesh lay just ahead.

The next few moments were agonising before the devil appeared at the top of the staircase, brandishing a bloody dagger in each hand. He regarded them with a broad grin which none below returned.

“Two guards.” Izmalik hissed, urging them to join them. Hahn, Algarn and Astravaille halted at the sight of two redskin corpses laying sprawled on the floor ahead.

“Two dead guards.” Algarn replied grimly.

“Where was the demon you saw last time?” Astravaille asked warily, his eyes scanning the black hall before Kaldamesh’s chambers.

“Out here.” replied Izmalik quietly. “We might ave drawn it out into the open before.”

“Let us hope there are no more monsters between us and Kaldamesh.” Sighed the wizard, making his way towards the double iron doors of the chamber.

Izmalik bounded ahead of him, pushing the first door open and peering inside. Sensing nothing, he urged them to enter. Hahn and Algarn stuck close together, Astravaille directly behind them. No one wanted any surprise ambushes right now. The wizard muttered something under his breath that Hahn could not hear clearly.

The first room beyond the iron doors looked much like the hall outside. Black walls, burning torches. Only a long table, a few tall chairs scattered around it, and a roaring fireplace on a hearth of black marble distinguished it from outside. Izmalik kept the lead as they wandered through towards the next room. Astravaille seemed even more alert, more fearful as he followed.

“What is it?” Hahn whispered anxiously to the wizard.

“I can sense something.” Muttered Astravaille. “Some form of dark magic. We must be especially cautious.”

Hahn nodded slowly, his heart racing. This was the last place he wanted to be in now. They entered the next room and felt a cold shiver run down his spine. Everyone looked about the second chamber with obvious unease. Even Izmalik. 

A huge altar stood at the centre of the tall, black room, upon it three bronze statues, idols of a disfigured nature.

“The demon gods.” Muttered Astravaille with dread. “Karkuch, Vashkran, and Lurok.”

“Vashkran and Lurok are not part of da devil pantheon.” Scowled Izmalik. “Why would Kaldamesh worship them?”

“Because he worships the same gods the Dorshaki worshipped.” Astravaille said with dreaded realisation. 

Booted footsteps tapped onto the cold stone floor behind them. Hahn and the others spun round to face a lone devil, robed in black, a cruel smile from his gnarled lips.”

“Overlord Kaldamesh.” Snarled Izmalik.

Astravaille stepped between them and the devil overlord. “You are not Kaldamesh.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Izmalik. “Dat is Kaldamesh. I recognise him.”

The Overlord, if that was who he really was, let out a small, amused laugh. “Devil, Kaldamesh is long dead.” He looked them to Hahn, fixing him an icy gaze. “Vazark Mirsha Akahn!”

“You are mine.” Hahn muttered. How did he know this language?

“So you are Almorigan.” Kaldamesh said with a grin.”

“Who are you?” screamed Hahn.

“Yes, let us see.” Said Astravaille taking another step forward, and raising his hand. “Tullarissu!” 

Kaldamesh let out an agonised scream as a suddenly visible gold mask slipped off his face and crashed to the ground, shattering in two.

“A changeling mask.” Astravaille nodded, turning to face whoever Kaldamesh really was.

Hahn was already transfixed on the true face of the person before him. He was not a devil. Indeed his skin was ashen grey and he bore no horns. His face was haggard and drawn, and no pupils were set in his large jet-black eyes. A curved smile formed at his black lips.

Astravaille took in the true identity and swallowed with dread. “Zai’Markuch.”

