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Chapter One.

The burning summer sun had almost set beyond the calm waters of the Sea of Tonlisto, streaked rays of gold, orange, red and purple lining the darkened skies, as Hahn made his away across the silent walkways of Epallion’s harbour. Shadows lurked ominously against the heavy hulks of fishing and trade vessels, nestled before the heavy stone walls of the city. A faint breeze danced through the air, the warm touch of the day fading with the sun. It was not cold, but the breeze was cool enough that Hahn held his cloak tightly against his body as he walked on. 

The hustle and bustle of the day had vanished too. Fishermen, traders, merchants and captains trading their wares, ordering their crew, of those like Hahn, whose job it was to load and unload cargo from ship to ship; the cry of gulls above, the creaking of feet rushing up and down the walkways. The breeze and the gentle lapping of the waves were all that could be heard as the day died. Even the movement of people finishing work within the streets of Epallion, people traversing from inn to tavern; it was little more than a slight buzz from beyond the city’s walls.

No one, save Hahn was about now, and he appreciated the peace after a long days work. Hahn himself was a quiet man by nature. He worked hard but was not ‘people person’ everyone thought he was. He was simply friendly and open when he was around people. The worse thing was to be ignored when there was no reason for it. If people were more honest…Hahn mustered a small smirk to his lips. Honesty? He was more than a simple dockworker. For the most, his work was decent and law-abiding. Up at dawn. Loading up to fifty vessels with cargo and shipments a day. He was seen to be one of the most hard working men on the city’s harbour, and for the most part he was. 

But the truth was, he was also a smuggler. Not big time. The last thing he wanted was to be noticed by the Harbour Guard. But simple moving of materials and shipments from one ship to another, unseen by most eyes was a part of his unofficial work too. It paid well, and the gods only knew no one could ever earn enough money these days, not since the populations within all Elleriga’s cities had grown in the time since King Marcus came to the throne ten years ago. Jobs were getting sparser, and those there were had to pay equally amongst many men and women. What he did after dark…it was simply earning that extra little bit so he didn’t have to scrimp and scrape every bronze and silver penny he had together, just to live. 

His life though, was hardly exciting, and he preferred that too. A drink at a tavern after work with a few friends. Returning to his home, a rented room half way across the city at night. Aside from the bit of smuggling he did once or twice a month, he often spent the nights alone with nothing more than a good book for company. If Hahn had his way, even the danger of smuggling would be quiet and subdued. He wanted a peaceful life, and it was that undisturbed stillness, where one could be alone with your thoughts, that Hahn liked most about the harbour this time of evening. 

The last glimmer of sunlight was passing beneath the dark waters on the horizon, and the warmth was gone with it. The breeze sweeping down from the north was starting to give a biting chill. Hahn tugged on his white shirt and black coat, vainly attempting to find warmth in the two layers he wore. The waters lapping against the edge of wooden ledge were beginning to become violent. Amid the growing breeze, Hahn thought he heard the distant rumble of thunder out to sea. He hoped there wasn’t a storm coming. 

Rubbing warmth back into his hands, Hahn picked up pace, passing with haste the lines of docked vessels big and small, their shadows creeping even more tightly over his body. Light passed from the sun, to the moon and stars. The sky was virtually cloudless now, making the air just that bit colder still. Gazing up to the skies, Hahn saw a thousand, a million stars twinkling silently in the jet-black blanket above. The three moons, two crescent, one full hung phantom-like in that darkness. Silence hung everywhere.

Hahn had almost reached the edge of the harbour walkway, the iron gates of the city just a few feet ahead of him, when he caught something over that silence, louder than the distant hustle of the city and the breeze. Han paused, shaking off his sluggishness, keeping his eyes alert. It sounded like…Hahn thought it might have been a growl. His first instinct was to spin round and check his surroundings. For a moment he considered it to be a dog, but there was nothing to see in the low light from a nearby oil lamp and the shadows of the night. Perhaps it had been more thunder. Was it truly just the first signs of a storm?

He anxiously took another step, and moment later he heard it again. This time it definitely was a growl. More distant, but louder at the same time. It was certainly not a dog, and not thunder either. The growl sent shivers down his spine. It was almost unearthly…guttural…vicious. Hahn checked his surroundings again. Perhaps it was some animal that had stowed aboard one of the ships. The sudden pounding in his head, Hahn realised, was the rapid beating of his heart. Rubbing his palms, he took a deep breath. It surely must be nothing…and then the growl came again, although this time more akin to some savage snarl, and this time he felt his body went cold. The sound seemed to delve deep down into his soul and freeze it. Where was it coming from?

He swallowed hard; rubbing his palms again, and took a deep breath to calm his abrupt panting. Slowly, against every instinct his brain was telling him, Hahn took a step in the direction of the sound. He knew he should turn away and run into the safety of the city. But if the safety of the crews in the ships along the harbour were in danger, it was his duty to warn them. He took a look around. There did not seem to be any sign of the usual patrols of the Harbour Guard. Get into the city, his mind told him frantically. Hahn’s heartbeat was pounding in his ears now.

The growl never came again. Hahn did not know how long he was standing there, slowing his breathing back down, staring in every direction for that sound, half expecting some animal to pounce and attack him. Finally, after what seemed little short of forever, he allowed himself a deep sigh of relief, and turned back to the gates.

“It’s your imagination playing tricks on you.” He muttered to himself, with little conviction behind his words.

He reached the gates into the city a short moment later, showed his work pass to the two guards on the far side and half ran into the wide, cobbled street beyond. Oil lamps on tall, wooden stands lit the street on either side, the warm glow from taverns and inns, homes and stables spilling out from shuttered windows along Sea Avenue. Darkness and shadow hung over shops, carpenters and blacksmiths shut up for the night. There were a few people about, a couple of men drunk as they clambered out of one tavern, the raucous sound of fiddler’s music and laughter closed off behind them. It was warmer here, than along the seafront, the tall stone city wall, over twenty feet high, ran along the entire northern edge Epallion and cut off the chilling sea breeze. Still, it was cool enough that Hahn held his coat tightly against his body as he crossed the lit street towards The Mermaid’s Song.

The Mermaid’s Song was one of the quieter taverns along the mile long Sea Avenue, and close enough to the sea gate that Hahn frequented it enough after a long day’s work. It wasn’t the best establishment in the city, an inn near his home The Diamond Chalice Inn served the best ale he had drunk in all of Epallion, but that was a half hour walk away, on the eastern district of the capital. And there was another reason he came here. It was in this tavern that he arranged his smuggling ‘deals’ with his friend, another dock worker called Luthan, and there was a rumour tonight that a gnome merchant captain required their ‘services’.

Hahn paused before the heavy oak doors of the tavern, watching the people scattered within through the small round window halved by each of the double doors. A woman in a dark, tight fitting dress was singing a ballad in the corner, several men watching earnestly; two serving women and the landlord, a chubby, round-faced man named Robert Salhan, passing from round table to table, filling drinks and chatting merrily with the customers. In the golden glow of a roaring fire, everything seemed pleasant enough. With a broad smile, Hahn stepped in.

A comforting warmth filled his entire body as walked across the wood panelled floor to a small table in another corner where his friend Luthan was waiting. Robert passed him a welcoming nod and smile as he sat down. The flames on the hearth beneath a heavy set mantelpiece touched warded off the last of his chill without making him too warm. Before speaking to his friend, Hahn passed one last glance across the tavern common room. There did not appear to be any one conspicuous around. The Mermaid’s Song condoned any violence and Robert Salhan had a good repertoire with the City Guard. Furthermore, women were not allowed to sell their bodies in the tavern nor were any races associated with violence with Elleriga allowed to enter, if they decided to trade with the city, as races such as devils occasionally did. It was a safe place as any you could find close to the harbour. Hahn and Luthan got on well with the landlord and conducted their business discreetly enough.

“You alright?” Luthan muttered as he swallowed a gulp of his ale. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“What?” Hahn paused. Perhaps he was still a little flustered over the sounds he had heard in the harbour. “I’m fine Luthan.” He swallowed hard. He was fine now. “When you were on the docks about an hour ago, did you hear anything?”

Luthan pit down his glass. “Hear what?”

“Growling.” Hahn murmured quickly. “Like some animal was lose. Only something more dangerous than a dog or cat.”

Luthan shook his head absentmindedly. “Nah. Haven’t heard anything. Nor heard about anything either.”

Hahn managed a smile. “Good. Just keep telling myself it was my imagination. Perhaps it was a dog. Your mind always does tricks at you in half light. It…”

He paused, as one of the serving maids approached their table, a big rosy smile on her plump lips. It wasn’t the only thing about her that was plump. “Anything to drink?”

“Glass of ale please Anissa.” Hahn said with a broad smile. 

“One glass of ale.” She turned to Luthan. “Anything more for you?”

“Nah, I’m fine thanks.” 

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” She turned away, her grin never fading, and he couldn’t help but admiring her bottom as she bobbed away before turning back to his friend. Luthan however, seemed to be transfixed by the very same thing.

“This captain. He should be here soon.” Hahn paused. “Are you listening to me?”

Luthan finally snapped back his attention to the table. “Sorry?”

“I was saying this captain, who wants to speak to us, he should be here soon.”

Luthan turned away, his outstretched finger pointing to a table on the far side of the common room. A gnome, clothed in black and maroon, his black hair greying at the temples, was staring at them with cold blue eyes. His keen, slim features marked him out as wise, as most gnomes, an offshoot of the elven race were. “That’s him. He arrived a few minutes before you did.”

Hahn pursed his dry lips, regarding the gnome for a moment. He was usually able to tell someone’s character by first sight, but he couldn’t tell whether this captain, a merchant by the accounts he had heard was friendly or not. Hahn wasn’t sure that the gnome might be able to hear something of what they were saying with his pointed, slender ears. The hearing of elves and gnomes was renowned indeed. And something about the gnome’s stare made him uneasy.

Suddenly the gnome turned away, distracted by the reappearance of Anissa with Hahn’s glass of cold, foamy ale. Hahn took his eyes away from the captain just one moment to thank her and looked back. As quickly as the serving maid left, the gnome had his eyes on them again.

“Let’s call him over now.” Hahn said quickly as he gulped the first swig of the refreshing ale. “Let’s get whatever it is over and done with. If I can, I want to get a good night’s sleep tonight. I’ve been up since before dawn and I’m tired.”

“Depends on how serious he is.” Luthan muttered back, raising a hand to indicate for the gnome to join them. The captain paused, taking in one big gaze around the room. And then slowly he approached them, pulling up a chair, and sitting before them in one precise, fluid motion.

“Are you Hahn and Luthan?” the gnome asked hesitantly.

Hahn nodded. “We are, but if you want to deal with us, we’d prefer you don’t call us by name, nor refer to us with those names again.”

“Of course. I understand.” The gnome said all too quickly. Hahn noticed the over eagerness in his tone and posture now. What is the gnome wanted them to smuggle something that was highly dangerous. There were certain risks neither he nor Luthan were willing to take…

“And what is it you want us to do?”

“I have heard that you…smuggle…certain things, for a price, from ship to ship?”

“We do.” Luthan said slowly. He obviously sensed the gnome’s anxiety too. By the gods, it was making Hahn anxious. After the sounds he had heard earlier…

“I need you to deliver an artefact, without anyone knowing to a ship that will arrive tomorrow night.” The gnome said after a long, thoughtful pause. 

“What ship?” demanded Luthan quietly. 

“An elf warship. The Imrahngil. They will reach Epallion tomorrow night, to restock supplies before returning to Tilantria.”

“And they need this…artefact?” Hahn quizzed with sudden hesitation. He had never smuggled goods to a warship before. Dock workers needed special permits to transport goods onto foreign warships, and after dark…it was the reason he had never done it before. It raised too many questions. There would be serious penalties if the Harbour Guards caught them. 

“It is extremely important that they receive it tomorrow night.” The captain said with earnest.

“And why can you not do it yourself?” Luthan said, his voice intoned with the same suspicions and worries Hahn was having. 

“Because this artefact is precious, and cannot be allowed to fall into…enemy hands. There are…those…who are after the artefact. They know I have it. If I leave the ship with it in my possession, they will take it from me, perhaps with only my death alone.”

“We do not get involved with anything that might involve assassins.” Hahn told the gnome sternly. How dangerous was this artefact?  “Use of and the aiding of those who use assassins are prohibited by High Law in Elleriga. I will not break that for anything.”

“It is not assassins who are after this, nor have those who seek it hired assassins. Nether the less, it would be perilous for me to attempt to take the artefact to the Imrahngil myself. I need a go between, someone who would not raise suspicion. I need you.”

“But if this thing is that important, wouldn’t they attack your ship, steal it from your vessel?” Luthan asked in a hushed, wary tone. 

“I do not believe they will move so openly…attract attention from your guards.” The gnome said, little real assurance in his voice. “At least not yet. I intend to be gone from Elleriga, and this business, and the artefact onboard the elf warship, before they decide open attack on ships is acceptable.”

Hahn sighed quietly to himself, letting his gaze pass across the entire room. No one seemed to be paying them any real attention. There were just two more gnomes at a far table, the rest men from the city. No one who might pose a risk. No one who could be as dangerous as the captain said. He parted his lips, ready to speak. It was he, the more sensible of the two, who generally made the decisions. What should he decide now?

“What exactly do you want us to do?” he asked slowly. He could at least here the rest of what the captain had to say. “What time and where will we move if we decide to take on this job?”

“It will be simple, I can assure you that.” The gnome said, sudden hope filling his voice. “You might be watched by those who seek the artefact, but they will not attack unless they I am with you, away from the ship. All you have to do, is watch for the Imrahngil  to dock. Then at midnight, come to my ship, The Silvethan. Board my ship unseen and come to my cabin. No one amongst my crew will stop you. I will send them out to the taverns. Then I will give you the artefact, a talisman. All you have to do, is take the artefact to the elf vessel. I will have a message sent ahead. Their captain will be expecting you.”

“For something so dangerous, it sounds too easy.” Muttered Luthan, as he moved his ale glass to his lips and drank. His eyes never left the captain.

“I have to agree with my companion.” Hahn said slowly. “I feel there is greater risk here then you are letting on. We may be smugglers off the books, but we are still hard working and honest men. I do not want to get caught up in something that will risk our lives.”

“I understand your fears…” began the captain pleadingly.

“I don’t want fears. I want security in my job.” Hahn cut in sharply but quietly. “I know there are risks that come with smuggling, but this seems too great a risk for either of us.”

The gnome’s eyes suddenly shot wide, his face filled with desperation as he leaned deploringly towards them. “I am begging you. Do not turn this down. It is vital that the artefact reaches that ship. More than you know will be at stake if you don’t.”

“This is business, not adventure.” Hahn said calmly. By the Gods! Adventure was the last thing he wanted. “I don’t get involved in the heavier risks and fates. I leave that to soldiers, heroes and wizards who know what they are doing.”

“I will pay very well.”

Hahn and Luthan both hesitated on the same breath. “How much?” Hahn asked quickly. No! This wasn’t about money…

“A hundred Keneshtin sovereigns each.”

Hahn nearly chocked. Luthan’s jaw had dropped open. Hahn looked to his friend and back to the captain. What should he do? That amount of money would allow them to give up smuggling completely. Set up a law-abiding business on their own. It was long a dream, for him and Luthan, to become rich merchants and traverse the seas, captaining their own trade vessel. Evading pirates and barbarians; bring trade of untold wealth from one land to another, visit cities and nations he had only heard of from the crews that came to Elleriga. The excitement at least was Luthan’s. Hahn wanted this because his heart longed to see the world. In the thirteen years he had worked these docks, he had been in contact with many races; elves, dwarves, gnomes, Shirani, even the occasional devil crew with the metals only their land held and which they could trade. One day, he would be out there, travelling the world. One day maybe he would have adventure with Luthan. One day…two hundred gold sovereigns might be enough for them to buy or at least get the materials to make their own ship.

But adventure? His hopes and dreams seemed as distant as the lands he longed to see. He had worked on the docks since the age of fifteen. Since leaving schooling, he had known nothing else. He worked hard, and he had some good friends besides Luthan, but adventure…it wasn’t even that life as an explorer he felt he really needed. Just an escape from this, long monotonous routine that was his daily life. The money would enable him to do that. But leaving the security his regularly job held…this was surely too much to make such a life changing decision this very night. A thousand thoughts filled his mind; hopeful, troubling, exciting and worrying. There was risk in this job, risk to their lives no matter what the gnome captain said. But if that risk brought about happiness and security they did not have now…

“What do you think?” he asked Luthan, his heart leaping to his thoughts.

Luthan pondered his answer for a moment, and then nodded.

Hahn nodded, although instinct still made him reluctant. “Okay. We’ll do it.”

“Thank you!” The gnome almost wept with relief. 

“Your name?” Luthan asked quickly. “We want to know who we’re dealing with.”

“Captain Wilvarin Corsain of The Silvethan.” The gnome said with a big bow of his head. “Believe me gentlemen, you do not know how much good you will do in taking on this job.”

“I just hope I don’t discover those risks you spoke about, Captain Corsain.” Hahn said a little too curtly. “All is agreed. Tomorrow night we will come to your ship.”

“At midnight.” The captain said quickly.

“Midnight.” Hahn nodded. “We will see you then.”

