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Elias Brook

Chapter 1 

The battlefield lay quiet as the sun began to set. The dead from both 
forces lay where they fell, virtually indistinguishable in the growing 
gloom.  

The ground had been a flat, open field when the day had dawned on 
it, but now it bore greater resemblance to a small, stinking bog. Grasses 
had been torn up by armored feet and hooves or burned in showers of 
fire. Blood, sweat, oil, and viscera crushed into the ground by the 
relentless pressure of the battle had churned soft earth into putrid mud; 
thick, clinging, and heavy with the stench of gore. Bodies and weapons 
had already begun to sink slightly into the mess. Perhaps with time and a 
few good rains, the field would grow back stronger off of the bodies left to 
the muck.  

The earth’s tribute would be slow in coming, however. Tonight, the 
spoils of war belonged to the insects feasting on both armies, the vultures 
descending on the horses that had grown soft in the sun, and the men, 
like overgrown jackals, quietly picking through the battlefield, helping 
themselves to the meager treasures the dead left behind.  

The men they robbed were not finely dressed nor equipped, but the 
robbers were an even more ragged, threadbare lot. Filthy from picking 
through the messy aftermath of countless battles, many had thin hair, 
hard, heavily lined faces, and a hunted look about them. They twitched 
nervously as they rummaged among the dead, disturbing the scavengers’ 
feast, but unnoticed by any living humans.  

The only fire still burning as the sun set belonged to them, and as it 
became too dark to see, they drifted back to it one by one with anything 
of value they had managed to gather. By prior arrangement, the 
disheveled scavengers laid their findings together in one large pile; some 
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good boots, some perfectly fine blades, hats and jackets that had escaped 
the worst of the fighting, and any coins, jewelry, or armor that had kept 
enough of a shine to catch the setting sun. As the pile was put together, 
the men regarded it grimly.  

They didn’t consider themselves to be bad men, on the whole. They 
had all been raised knowing that the dead ought to be treated with some 
respect, not stolen from, but each of them had come around to conclude 
they could be forgiven for this. The dead wouldn’t miss what they’d lost, 
after all, and between all the warlords, bandits, and self-proclaimed 
protectors of the realm, life was hard enough for the living without 
leaving things of use to rot with their owners. Still, none of them would 
be doing this if there was a better way to survive, and they all knew it. 
Without much guilt or satisfaction, the scavengers inspected their haul.  

“Not that much this time,” one ventured neutrally, prodding the pile a 
little closer together with a foot.  

“Seems like there’s less every time.”  
“Big bloody surprise, that!” one of the men spat, rolling his eyes. “All 

of the good fightin’ and loot was at the start of all this. The proper warrin’, 
mind you. This is just the bastards too stupid to quit hackin’ away at each 
other. There’s no more proper armies. Just beggars with crap iron killin’ 
each other.”  

“You’d think they’d run out of men,” another remarked, sitting down 
heavily. “They can’t be eatin’ much better’n us, and we don’t die gettin’ our 
bread.”  

“There’s always a man ready to let someone else tell him what to do, 
until he marches into a grave,” one of the scavengers said quietly, but this 
comment unexpectedly killed the conversation dead. As one man, the 
others all turned a cold stare on the speaker.  

He was a man in his mid-twenties, as weatherbeaten as his 
companions but not as disheveled. His hair was a tangled black mess with 
some twigs and dirt smashed in, while an untidy black beard, mostly ill-
maintained scruff, covered the lower half of his face. His clothes bore 
some signs of having once been quite fine, but now they were mostly 
patches of various colors and not far off from being dishrags in any 
respectable house. He was tall and skinny as a beanpole, but his lazy, 
crouched posture made him seem shorter than he was. There wasn’t 
much to draw a second look to him except for his eyes. Contrasting the 
threadbare, dirty look of the man, two bright eyes, sharp as knives and a 
pale blue that seemed to radiate cold, gazed out at the world. There was a 
chilly cunning in that gaze that leant an unpleasant edge to everything 
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else about the man. To meet his gaze was to distrust him on instinct, and 
there was more than distrust in the undisguised dislike the other men 
regarded him with. They were all scum to decent folk, they knew, but 
there are some folk that make even the lowest company feel lower.  

“That’s worked out well for you, eh, Brook?” one of the men grunted, 
throwing out the name like a punch. “You’ve done well for yourself off 
loyal folk dying.”  

The man they called Brook shifted, his facial expression not changing 
much but his casual air suddenly becoming a lot more forced. He wasn’t 
by any means a stupid man, and he could see well enough that the 
atmosphere was not getting any friendlier than this tonight.  

“What other folk do is their own business. We’re all here because we 
didn’t fancy dying for someone else’s fight," he pointed out, trying to shift 
things. “Loyalty doesn’t come into it, just living against dying.”  

“You’re here ‘cause you didn’t fancy dyin’, Brook,” another man 
muttered, and Brook could feel the icy air of the gathering thicken. His 
attempt to step closer to the group had been a mistake when they were in 
this kind of a mood. “I reckon if you had, none of us would be here at all.”  

“I didn’t put all these warlords here, if you were wondering!" he 
growled, changing tactics. There was no being ingratiating, the best he 
could hope for was making them back off again. 

“No, King Morys dying in the woods with an arrow in his neck put 
them there,” one of the scavengers agreed, glaring at Brook. “But who put 
the arrow there, Brook?”  

A boy who had recently fallen in with the group stood up sharply. “I 
knew it was you!” he said. “Elias Brook! You’re the one that shot King 
Morys!”  

“That’s a damn lie,” Brook shot back, gut clenching as he saw the 
others’ faces harden. “Wasn’t my arrow that did him in. I wasn’t even 
there!” 

One of the older men drew closer to Brook, eyes narrowing. 
“Everyone knows the story, Brook. Lots of folk made sure everyone knew 
what you done,” he growled. “Wasn’t you that shot him? The king was still 
shot ‘cause of you," he spat contemptuously. “Bah! I believe you didn’t 
shoot him. You wouldn’t have the guts for that.”  

There’s five of them, and if one moves, so will the others, Brook 
thought, taking a step back. Not enough loot for six men. They’ve all got to 
be thinking about it, or why else would they turn on me now?  

�3



Elias Brook

They know Elias Brook’s a coward. Everyone knows that about Elias 
Brook. These bastards aren’t long on courage themselves, but they think I’ll 
go without if they threaten me.  

I can probably kill this one before the others come help him. Threaten 
back, get my share, and run. 

Brook’s hand slid easily and imperceptibly towards his knife as he 
held his closest accuser’s gaze. It was his good luck he’d fallen in with folks 
that didn’t know much about fighting, he reasoned. They’d stand and glare 
and threaten, but when you were trying to threaten a fellow who knew 
when it was time to stop talking— 

“Bastard!”  
Brook had never paid much attention to the boy. He was younger 

than any of them, green as grass, and never found much worth keeping. 
He’d been some farmer’s brat, the sort of people you stepped over these 
days.  

If he’d paid the boy more mind, perhaps he’d have realized the farm 
boy knew what he was doing with that pitchfork he’d carried all this way. 
That he was green enough to be much braver than the old men he’d fallen 
in with. That he didn’t waste much time mincing words, either.  

Brook heard himself make a guttural, animal noise as three points of 
agony punched through his stomach, smashing the breath out of him 
even as he tried to scream. The man he’d been watching stepped back, 
surprised, but before Brook could even come to grips with the wound he’d 
taken, the boy had twisted his weapon, throwing Brook to the ground like 
a rag doll as the three prongs slid free. Brook’s knife fell in the dirt, and he 
saw surprise turn to murder in his companions’ eyes as they realized he’d 
been reaching for it.  

“Kill ‘im!”  
Elias Brook hadn’t lived this long by being slow, and even short of 

breath and in incredible pain, he was able to scramble to his feet and be 
five long strides away from the others before they’d even finished going 
for their weapons. 

The farm boy hadn’t outlived his parents by being slow either, 
however, and his pitchfork took Brook in the back. Brook felt one of his 
lungs burn as it was punctured, and felt it was a miracle the prongs sliding 
out again didn’t throw him uselessly to the ground. If he fell, he would 
certainly be chopped to pieces and fed to the buzzards. 

He staggered, and his blood spilled on the ground, but he stayed 
upright and he kept running for all he was worth, not even bothering to 
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look behind him. There was only death in a glance over his shoulder, and 
he was done for if the farm boy got him again. 

Brook also hadn’t lived this long by being unprepared when things 
went bad, and reached shakily into a hidden pocket under one of his 
shirt’s many patches.  

The thing he dropped on the ground behind him looked like nothing 
more than a big brown walnut, but when it touched the ground, a small, 
complicated symbol carved into it briefly flared white. 

Brook closed his eyes and put on another burst of speed as behind 
him, the sun appeared to briefly shine out of the ground into his attacker’s 
eyes. He could hear them cry out in alarm and curse as the short, blinding 
flash seared their eyes and left them flailing about disoriented in the dark.  

On a different day, the man Brook used that trick on would never see 
the light again, but Brook was unarmed, wounded, and in a lot of pain. 
He couldn’t kill one of them now, let alone five. He had to settle for 
outrunning them. Better men than them had failed to track him down in 
more lawful times. This lot wouldn’t have the will to waste time and food 
chasing him further. He didn’t doubt they hated him enough to kill him 
when it was easy, but everyone whose hatred Brook had truly feared was 
cold and dead already. He’d outfoxed this lot. He was safe.  

It felt like hours before Brook stopped running, but when he did, the 
exhaustion and pain, the desperate, self-preserving terror that he had kept 
at bay came back with a vengeance. Brook could only grunt stupidly as he 
tried to catch his breath and wound up coughing blood instead. His knees 
folded under him treacherously, and Brook couldn’t even curse as he lost 
his footing and fell forward.  

It wasn’t the falling that concerned him, but once there, he was unable 
to summon the strength to stand back up. Vaguely, Brook finally became 
aware that he was covered in blood, all of it his.  

That boy killed me before I even started running. 
The realization was like an iron bar between the eyes. It left him 

stunned, dizzy, too stupid to think ahead. There wasn’t any reason to, he 
realized, he was finished. There wasn’t any desperate trick that would see 
him through another day, not anymore.  

Elias Brook. The most cunning, vicious coward since the last basilisk 
died. Lord and master of all cheats and liars. The most famous traitor in all 
the land, a sneak-thief turned assassin. Killed a king, buried an army, 
caused a drought, started wars, all without picking up a weapon.  
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Killed by a boy with a pitchfork. Died alone in the woods. Mourned by 
no one. 

Brook’s eyelids twitched, and then slowly started to descend as the 
chill in his eyes faded and their edge dulled. 

“Yeah...that sounds about right," he muttered, before darkness took 
him.  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Chapter 2 

Wake up. 
Elias wasn’t expecting a voice to cut through the darkness that had 

swallowed him up. To tell the truth, part of him hadn’t been expecting 
anything at all after he blacked out, and the part of him that had been had 
imagined he’d wake up in the vast, lonely, and torment-filled expanse of 
Valka.  

Opening his eyes was not an enormously reassuring experience, as 
Elias became aware the weightless feeling he’d been experiencing was 
because he was drifting in empty air. He couldn’t see anything resembling 
terrain at all, just mist and fog everywhere around him. He tentatively 
tried to find ground with his foot or move through the air, but his 
motions didn’t help. He was just stuck where he was.  

“Where am I?" he asked, surprised how clearly it came out. He’d have 
imagined stabs like his would make talking an unpleasant affair.  

Somewhere in between. For now.  
It was the same voice as before, not really male or female. Elias didn’t 

see any sort of being saying the words, although there was a subtle shift in 
the light that drew his attention.  

“Who are you?”  
An interested party. Call me Mibotha.  
Elias gulped. He was starting to suspect his worries of waking up in 

the realm of the damned weren’t so far off.  
“Are you a spirit?" he finally asked.  
Yes. 
“Are you here to punish me, then?” Elias whispered, staring fearfully 

out at the mists.  
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There are hundreds that are prepared to do that already, Elias Brook. 
You have earned your soul an extraordinarily bleak fate for such a short 
lifetime, Mibotha remarked, not sounding very sympathetic. At any time 
you wish, I will send you to that fate, but I wished to approach you first and 
see what could be done about changing it. 

Elias stared blankly, making no attempt to reply. The last minute 
redemption of a condemned soul was not something Elias believed in. He 
had a sinking feeling he would have needed to spend the last few years 
much more admirably for that offer to be on the table now. Whoever and 
whatever this Mibotha was, Elias was well aware there was a big, sharp 
“if ” concealed in its offer to help him.  

On the other hand, it would need to make a pretty pathetic argument 
for Elias to decide he’d rather go immediately to Valka instead.  

“I-I’m listening.”  
I thought you might be. The light grew a little brighter. You do not 

deserve to escape your punishment, Elias Brook. In twenty-five years of life, 
you have stolen, cheated, lied, killed, and betrayed. Your selfishness and 
your treachery have caused more grief in your brief life than many ancient 
sinners have managed in their entire careers. It would be easy, and it would 
likely be just, to leave you to the fate you have brought upon yourself. But I 
am offering you one chance at a different sort of justice. I will bring you 
back to life, and give you a chance-just one chance-to achieve redemption. 

“You mean, if I accept your offer, you’ll give me a penance, heal my 
wounds, and we’ll say no more about it as I try to change my ways?” Elias 
asked, more worried now than before. The easier this sounded, the bigger 
that hook was going to be when he bit. Nobody who talked to him like he 
was the dust beneath their feet was going to give him a deal that good.  

This is not an offer, Elias Brook, it is an ultimatum. Mibotha’s voice 
was sharp and pitiless. You will accept my charge to return to life and undo 
all the harm you’ve done, or I will send you to perdition now and think no 
more of you. Whether you refuse, or you accept and fail, you will know 
eternal torment. Your only hope is to succeed. The light grew glaring, 
making Elias cover his eyes.  

You do not have time to scheme anymore, and I have little interest in 
bandying words with you. If you do not accept the next time you open your 
mouth, our discussion will be at an end, and your punishment will begin. 

It was pitiless and rather terrifying, but Elias could at least appreciate 
that Mibotha was honest with him. Freak chance was better than no 
chance, he’d always thought.  

“I’ll do it!" he said, not bothering to hesitate.  
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GOOD. 
Light flared until a white not so different from the blackness his 

wounds had brought on consumed Elias’s world. When it faded, he was 
standing upright in the place he’d fallen before, looking around as his 
vision cleared. It was day now, but he seemed just as he’d been the night 
before with the exception of his wounds. The only blood around was 
dried on his coat, and its stench was awful. Elias managed to stumble over 
to a nearby stream, his legs apparently as surprised as he was to still be 
alive, and took off his coat and clothes to wash the blood from them and 
then his body. They weren’t very good clothes, he’d be the first to admit, 
but they were all he had. After he’d washed, he inspected his torso, only to 
find that all that remained of his wounds were six new scars.  

“Huh," he muttered, lowering his shirt and crossing his arms to think.  
That ultimatum of Mibotha’s had to be real, otherwise he would not 

be upright and breathing right now. But it had been rather difficult on top 
of blunt, now that he wasn’t too scared to think about it. Everywhere he 
went, people were so eager to remind him that every little misfortune 
they’d had in the last five years was all his fault. And yet, his only hope of 
not wandering Valka, starving and thirsty with only spiritual tormentors 
for company for all eternity, was to attain redemption? Where did he even 
start? What did Mibotha expect of him?  

“What, am I supposed to turn back the clock five years on the 
kingdom? Put away all the warlords and the drought and bring Morys 
back to life?" he muttered to himself, shaking his head as he shook some 
of the dampness from his coat. “Or am I supposed to pay reparations to 
everyone I’ve ever wronged out of my endless supply of nothing 
whatsoever?” 

The evil you’ve done with your life is not something so simple to undo. 
But you can at least make recompense to this world by helping to fix the 
problems you created. 

Elias jumped a straight foot in the air as Mibotha’s voice filled his 
head, and he looked around in a panic. 

“Mibotha?! Where are you?!”  
Your body died before we had our…conversation, Mibotha remarked. I 

needed to return to it with you to heal your wounds and restore your life. 
“You’re possessing me?” 
If I was possessing your body, I could have simply swatted you into 

Valka and taken your corpse for my own purposes. Your actions are still 
your own, but you’ve been released from your fate to fulfill a mission. I will 
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be with you every step of the way to make sure you do not forget your life 
belongs to me...and to keep you from being tempted by your old habits. 

Elias had to hand it to Mibotha, there wasn’t much to be said to that. 
Elias had not yet gone up against a human he couldn’t outwit, but there 
weren’t any tricks he knew that would get him out of this. What’s more, 
Mibotha was almost certainly aware that it had all the power in this 
situation. That had likely been its intention all along.  

“All right, then, since you’re the one that decided I should get an 
“undeserved chance” to redeem myself, where do we start?" he asked 
grumpily.  

Morys’s reign kept this land blessedly free of strife before his death. That 
reign must be restored.  

“It always comes down to bringing King Morys back to life, doesn’t 
it?” Elias muttered, shuddering. “Well, I hate to tell you this, but he’s been 
dead five years. I think that’s harder to fix than you standing me back up 
and fixing the holes I had in me.” 

Morys is dead, and beyond recall. I couldn’t bring him back to life even 
if that had been my plan, Mibotha said. Your revival is more unusual than 
you know. Believe me, if I had a better person to revive for this mission, you 
would not be here right now. 

“I can already tell traveling with you is going to be a real treat,” Elias 
grumbled.  

Please shut up and listen. Morys is dead, and there’s nothing we can do 
about that. His son and daughter are not. It won’t make up for everything 
else, but protecting those two and restoring the rule of law to the land will 
be the first and most important step in your redemption. 

“The prince and princess,” Elias muttered, closing his eyes and 
rubbing his face. Even in the dead of night, it would be too early for this. 
“You want me to find two of the best-hidden people in the country, if they 
are even here anymore. You want me to find them, knowing they are 
heavily guarded by a number of people who would probably have 
dedicated a holiday and several golden monuments to the boy who 
stabbed me to death last night. You then want me, somehow still alive 
after finding the people at the very top of a long list of folk who want me 
dead, to take two children who have no reason to trust a word that comes 
out of my mouth, subjugate several warlords who would gladly kill them 
and me on general principles, and restore a monarchy that’s been dead for 
five years,” Elias looked down. “That’s your plan?”  

No, that is your task unless you would prefer to wander Valka forever, 
Mibotha replied peevishly. I’ve been watching you a long time, Elias Brook. 

�10



Elias Brook

You are one of the worst men I have ever seen, but I reluctantly concede you 
are also one of the most cunning. A number of brave, wise, and just men 
have been killed in this war trying to save the land. You are none of these 
things, but you know how to survive in a wicked world. Perhaps you can 
become the hero this kingdom needs, with my guidance...but if you fail, 
neither you nor the kingdom has truly lost very much of value. 

“It may just be my wickedness talking, but at the moment I’m having 
some difficulty distinguishing between Valka’s spiritual torture and 
having to listen to you every minute of the day,” Elias muttered 
mutinously.  

I could show you the difference, if you’d like. It shouldn’t take you too 
long to figure out, Mibotha snapped.  

“No, I’ll take your word for it,” Elias said quickly, starting to walk. 
“Do you at least know where the royal children are, so we can get 
started?”  

I was able to watch you because you never made much of an effort to 
protect yourself from being watched. The prince and princess were 
significantly more cautious than you, and so I’m sad to say I only have a 
vague idea of where we should start working. You’re a clever enough man 
when it suits you. You should be able to handle the rest. 

Elias didn’t say anything as he started to walk. He’d heard two sayings 
as a boy that came back to him now. His father had once told him that 
hell was other people, and his mother had been fond of saying that 
everyone, from kings to peasants, got the help they deserved.  

He was beginning to suspect that before all this was over, he would 
know just how right they were.  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Chapter 3 

Elias was very cautious as he peered out of the underbrush towards 
the road. Staying in the woods was not a very appealing idea to him, but 
Elias had developed the habit of never assuming anything was safe to do 
without thinking carefully first. The habit had, with one unfortunate 
recent exception, gone a long way towards keeping Elias among the 
upright and breathing, and he wasn’t about to abandon it now just 
because he could tell Mibotha was getting impatient.  

You are a widely traveled man, Elias Brook. Is there a reason open road 
fills you with trepidation?  

“Of the two of us, I’m the one who got stabbed to death once, and I’m 
not eager to go through that again. I want to be sure I don’t walk right 
into the people that killed me the other night. Your mission involves 
enough walking right up to people who want to kill me as it is.”  

I don’t understand you, Mibotha remarked. I know quite well your 
attachment to your own life is the only bond you hold dear, but you have 
lived your lifetime closer to danger and violence than many ever come. 
Surely a coward would not continue to trail after marauding armies and fall 
in with dangerous men, as you’ve done? 

“I’m a real enigma, aren’t I?” Elias muttered absentmindedly, 
checking his surroundings again and then stepping out onto the road. It 
seemed blessedly free of other people, and Elias took advantage of that to 
get a move on quickly. “So, you said you had a hint of where our young 
monarchs might be? You might as well give me the clue now.”  

There is a town not far up the road from where we are. The prince and 
princess are not there, but one of their retainers is. If you can earn their 
trust, this task will become a great deal easier. 
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“Oh, good, so we’re starting right off with walking up to someone 
who has probably been told to kill me on sight. I like this plan!” Elias 
groaned. 

It’s really rather remarkable that you managed to stop whining about 
every little thing long enough to ruin an entire country. Imagine what you’d 
be capable of if you’d ever done anything useful with that energy, Mibotha 
sighed. Yes, you’ll have quite a difficult time earning their trust. What of it? 
You must change your ways, Elias Brook, and becoming a man worthy of 
anyone’s trust is the greatest change you can possibly make in yourself. 
Besides, I believe an opportunity to prove your sincerity will present itself 
soon if you are quick enough. 

Based on the events of the past few days, Elias decided to regard that 
bit of news with significant suspicion, but said nothing. Lamenting his 
situation wasn’t going to get him out of it and he did need to keep in 
mind he was going to go to Valka if he didn’t somehow make all this work 
out.  

“How far to the town?” 
Not far at all if we hurry. Let’s waste no more time, shall we? Mibotha 

asked, seeming pleased there weren’t more complaints to deal with.  
“At least we can agree this ought to be done as quickly as possible,” 

Elias said, starting to run. He was pleased to find his healed wounds 
didn’t hurt at all, and whatever mental baggage Mibotha might have 
brought to his body didn’t seem to cross over into the physical; he felt 
great! If anything, he was a little faster than before!  

“Listen, Mibotha. This deal of ours...is having you around going to do 
anything for me?" he asked.  

I am merely making it somewhat more difficult for you to die before you 
complete your task. Anything else you notice is merely your own abilities 
being put to better use than normal, Mibotha said. I’m here to advise you, 
not empower you. 

“So you’re mostly here to be a second conscience,” Elias concluded, 
disappointment setting back in. Not being dead was a neat deal, but he’d 
feel a lot better about this forced partnership if Mibotha could do more 
than preach in his ear while he ran headlong at certain, and likely very 
painful, death.  

We wouldn’t be here if your first conscience was functioning properly, 
now would we? 

“It was working just fine for me until yesterday.”  
Yes. That’s rather where the problem comes from, I imagine. 
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Elias had met kings, and far too many men that held their personal 
sense of worth equal to a king. He’d talked to some very powerful, very 
important, and above all, very arrogant men. But even among all of them, 
Elias had trouble thinking of the last person he’d spoken to that seemed 
so absolutely certain they were always correct as Mibotha. It was like 
trying to argue with a self-righteous landslide.  

Even so, Elias was not left to brood on his unpleasant company within 
the confines of his head for long, as he spotted the town up ahead.  

It wasn’t really much more than a village. Five years ago, it probably 
had indeed been a sleepy little village, but not a single one of those had 
survived the famine and years of conflict intact. The town looked poor 
and the buildings of low quality, but it had a very sturdy-looking 
defensive wall, and Elias imagined he could see some sentries with 
crossbows stationed on it.  

A couple years earlier, when the fighting was really at its peak, towns 
like this could change hands three times in a month as would-be warlords 
rose and fell too fast to leave their names to history. After that, they were 
mostly left alone except for brigands testing for weak defenses and ragged 
remnants of the old armies trying to find supplies and new recruits. In the 
last year or so, it had become nearly impossible for most townsfolk to tell 
the two apart. Usually the only important difference was the brigands 
were more organized.  

An environment like that meant sleepy, accommodating people did 
not live in towns anymore. Elias knew, without needing to know a single 
thing about the town’s experiences, that it would be filled with a number 
of hard-eyed, bitter, suspicious folk, and about as likely to welcome him as 
welcome a plague.  

“Mibotha, if you’re going to be advising me," he muttered as he got 
closer, “what was your plan for this, exactly? They’ve got sentries and I 
don’t look like a champion of justice. If they see me run up, they’ll 
probably shoot me on general principle, and if they find out who I am, 
they’ll probably shoot me so that I die slow enough for them to lynch me.”  

It has occurred to me that our partnership would be a much easier one 
if you weren’t so infernally good at making enemies. Did it never occur to 
you at some point you might want SOMEONE in this world not to wish you 
dead? Mibotha sighed.  

“I didn’t do anything worse than make a few bad decisions,” Elias said 
defensively. “Nothing more, and nothing less. No man goes through life 
without making a few huge mistakes. It was just my bad luck that those 
decisions meant all the other disasters that came about got laid at my 
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door. People went out and made enemies for me, including the folks 
you’re so eager for me to help out.”  

A man has something more than bad luck and a few poor decisions to 
blame when every hand in the world is raised against him, I would imagine.  

“Yes, I suppose unhelpful friends bear a certain portion of the blame 
as well.”  

You’re being obtuse now.  
“I don’t know the meaning of the word.”  
It would not surprise me to discover that is true. 
“Are you going to help me or not?”  
Very well. Approach them with your hands held high, very slowly. Shout 

out that you’ve come to deliver a message. A warning.  
“Messengers are not highly thought of in this day and age, and 

sentries are not known for handling bearers of bad news with immense 
courtesy, Mibotha.”  

Elias Brook, if you do not learn to trust me when I tell you something 
this is going to be a very short and very, very painful last chance for you. If I 
am wrong, I will not allow a crossbow bolt to kill you again. But I will not 
be wrong.  

“You sound awfully sure about that.”  
Spirits are never wrong. We have a lot longer to learn these things than 

humans.  
Elias gritted his teeth, slowly raising his hands and doing as Mibotha 

had instructed. He would get Mibotha for this one day, he promised 
himself. One day, Mibotha was going to be wrong, and Elias was never, 
ever going to let it forget that when the day came.  

“That’s far enough, mister!” one of the sentries shouted, aiming his 
crossbow at Elias. Elias looked up, ignoring every instinct that told him 
doing anything but turning and running right now was going to get him 
shot.  

“I’m a messenger! I come with a warning!" he shouted, sweating. 
Mibotha was going to be wrong sometime soon, he was sure of it. 
Nobody that sure of themselves could be that smart, he reasoned.  

He just really, really hoped Mibotha wasn’t going to be wrong about 
something like “I’m sure you won’t die from this.”  

“We can hear you just fine from there!” the sentry called, and Elias 
counted his blessings that he’d gotten this far without sprouting a few 
feathery shafts.  
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“Now what?" he hissed under his breath.  
There’s a bandit group on the move. They came down from the 

mountains a few days ago, and they’re picking up momentum now that 
they’re on the flatlands. You happened to outrun them this far, but they’re 
going to be on the village by sundown, Mibotha dictated, still infuriatingly 
calm.  

“I-I’ve been on the run all day!” Elias said, as quickly as he could. 
“Bandits! They came down out of the mountains, and they’re on the 
move! I only just managed to get away from them, but they’re headed this 
way! They’ll be here by sundown!”  

“You’re a field hand, are you?” the sentry asked cynically, and Elias 
cursed under his breath. “You don’t look like you fled any farms recently, 
mister.”  

“All right, I’m a scavenger, damn it!” Elias said, not needing to fake 
his growing panic. “I just go over the battlefields for a few coins and some 
supplies! I don’t hurt anybody! Don’t leave me out here when they catch 
up to me!”  

The sentry did not appear impressed with Elias’s confession, but he 
did regard him thoughtfully for a short time, before glancing at the 
horizon. A couple hours yet to sundown, if Elias was any judge.  

“You could run on a fair ways before they overtake you, I imagine. 
What’s got you so concerned you need to stop here instead of moving on? 
If these bandits of yours are real, you could just go around us and I don’t 
think they’d chase a scrawny thing like you.” Elias could hear the cynicism 
and suspicion in the sentry’s voice, and his unease grew again.  

“They’re not swallowing this one, Mibotha, don’t you have a better 
story?" he whispered.  

Keep at it. He will let you in, Mibotha replied easily.  
“I’ve been running all day, sir, and it’s been a bad couple of days!” 

Elias tried, hoping his genuine sincerity as he lamented the latest turn in 
his life was not lost on the guard. “I’m beaten all to pieces and you know 
past sundown’s an evil time for one man on the road! There’s wolves, and 
thieves, and horrible evil spirits from the woods!”  

You cheeky son of a bitch. 
“Let’s say I believe you. How many bandits are we to be on the 

lookout for?”  
“Forty! Maybe more!” Elias shouted, Mibotha dumping the words on 

his tongue without consulting his brain. They came out so suddenly and 
rang so true even Elias believed it for a moment. To his astonishment, he 
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saw the sentry’s expression change, before he looked down gravely at 
Elias.  

“Forty? That’s the biggest band that’s come our way in years..." he said. 
“You’d better come to the gate, we could use the extra hands when they 
catch up. But no funny business, or we’ll skewer you and leave you out as 
a warning to ‘em. And if you’re in league with these brigands, boy, I 
promise you’ll die slow.”  

Elias nearly sagged with relief as he headed over to the gate. He’d been 
so sure the sentry was about to prove Mibotha was indeed wrong and 
shoot him in the face, but they’d been granted entry. The hard part was 
over, now he just needed to do the even harder part with someone who 
likely would need a lot more convincing not to kill him then and there.  

“Forty? You knew the right number to scare them. Good job, 
Mibotha," he muttered, heading for the gate.  

While I dislike enabling your reputation as a liar, sometimes facts must 
be changed in the name of expedience.  

“Still, that was a good story to feed them. I should’ve realized they’d 
open their gates to someone claiming forty bandits are headed that way.”  

They probably would have told you to take your chances in the flatlands 
if I admitted there were only twenty-five, but by the time they get here it 
won’t be possible to count them that well anyhow. 

Elias froze.  
“You...weren’t making that up? I thought we just needed to talk our 

way in to find this retainer!”  
I can alter facts slightly, but I can’t make new ones up. That would be 

wrong, Mibotha replied, sounding offended. These people live in fear of 
brigands because of YOUR poor decisions, and they have as much right to 
hate you as the one we’re seeking. You’ll have to start making amends early 
to earn yourself some trust going forward, and being the hero of this town’s 
defense will accomplish that nicely.  

“WHAT?!” 
I’m aware you’re not much of a swordsman, but you know how to use a 

bow. If you save the day this evening it will be a perfect first step on the road 
to redemption. You probably won’t need to defeat more than twelve yourself 
to come out of this looking like a man worth trusting, Mibotha said, and 
Elias realized that the spirit actually meant that reassuringly.  

So there was another hard part before the hardest part of his task here 
in town. Mibotha, in its infinite wisdom, had volunteered him to be the 
“hero” of a nighttime battle against a group of bloodthirsty mountain 
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bandits. And if he lived through that, then he could go talk to the person 
in town who would want to kill him on sight.  

Elias had been on the road to redemption for less than a day already, 
and he was starting to suspect going to Valka might have been the easier 
option.  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Chapter 4 

Elias tried to get a grip on himself, taking a few deep breaths. So the 
dangers of his mission were coming at him a little earlier and a fair bit 
more intensely than expected. That was fine, wasn’t it? He’d adapt, and 
he’d survive it, like he always had. He had walls, other people fighting, and 
a spirit watching out for him. There was no reason to panic.  

...No, he conceded, as his knees continued to shake, it seemed that the 
rest of him was not buying that for a second. He would be extremely 
lucky if he ever left this town alive, and thanks to Mibotha, his reward for 
surviving his business here would be more opportunities to risk death.  

He barely noticed the sentries at the town’s gates checking carefully to 
make sure that he wasn’t armed or carrying anything suspicious before 
they grunted and ushered him inside. Behind him, the gates closed with a 
very final-sounding clang. The knowledge there wasn’t any way to get out 
of this but to do it properly did very little for Elias’s mood, but he tried to 
hold onto that anyway.  

“There’s nothing for it but to go forward," he muttered under his 
breath. “It’s not like it can get worse." He strongly suspected he would 
regret saying that a great many times in the not-so-distant future, but it at 
least helped him calm down a little.  

Show some spirit, Elias Brook. These people are hardy, and I’ll be with 
you the entire time. This part will be quite simple, truly.  

“Compared to everything else, you mean?”  
Obviously, why? 
“Just thinking out loud. Tell me, what exactly happens if someone 

runs me through before this is all done?”  
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I can assist you in that regard. It will still HURT, of course, so I advise 
you not to rely on me. 

“Trust me, that’s the last thing on my mind,” Elias muttered grimly, 
going to the stairs that would lead him up the wall. He was a little startled 
to find the sentry that had grilled him earlier there, waiting for him. 

“Do you know anything about fighting, boy?" he asked bluntly.  
“I’m good enough with a bow to look after myself,” Elias replied 

without thinking. “Never been in a siege, though.”  
“Not likely to be much of a siege. If they’re tough, they’ll try to climb 

or knock down the walls while we kill as many of ‘em as we can. If we 
don’t, they’ll kill us all in the night,” the sentry grunted, glaring out at the 
horizon. “If they aren’t tough, and I hope for all our sakes they aren’t, 
they’ll camp out and make some threats before our arrows convince ‘em 
to leave. In either case, another archer is handy. Can you shoot in the 
dark?”  

“I’ve had some practice with that, yes,” Elias muttered. Nobody ever 
sang any songs about his skill with a bow. The only shot ever mentioned 
in relation to his name these days was one he didn’t even make. The fact 
remained that while he only rarely needed the knife he’d lost the other 
night and had considered any job where weapons of any kind were not 
required the sort of job for him, being able to hit targets in the coming 
night with a bow was one of the only things he WASN’T worried about.  

“Thank the gods for small blessings, I suppose,” the sentry sighed. 
“How far off did you say these men were?”  

They’ll be visible in less than an hour. 
“We probably have less than an hour,” Elias passed on. “Erm...how 

many of us are there?”  
“There are ten sentries in this town, plus you and one other 

volunteer,” the sentry replied, and Elias paled as he understood the man’s 
grim demeanor.  

Even if he was to admit he’d added fifteen imaginary bandits to his 
report at Mibotha’s behest, the defenders were still outnumbered two to 
one, and the guard thought that a force four times the size of his would 
descend on the town before the hour was up. Elias was surprised to find 
he felt bad for the man. He was scared as it was, and he knew the score. 
He didn’t want to imagine what it was like for the other fellow.  

If you change the number now, he’ll probably conclude that eleven 
against twenty-five is just as good as eleven and one liar against twenty five 
and throw you over the wall, Mibotha warned.  
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Self-preservation immediately quashed Elias’s small desire to lighten 
the situation somewhat, and he had to admit he was better off leaving the 
defenders frightened and able to call on the strength of desperation in the 
fight. Even though they had a better position and weren’t nearly as badly 
outnumbered as they thought, these were not strong walls, and Elias 
suspected brigands surviving in these times might know a thing or two 
about winning in a situation like this.  

“Where should I stand guard?" he asked.  
“If they’re on your trail, they’ll probably come into sight in front of 

this wall. Here’s where you’ll be when that happens,” the sentry replied, 
patting the ramparts by where he was standing. He then pointed down to 
a little shack by the closed gate. Elias had been so distracted coming in he 
hadn’t even noticed it was there. “Report down there for your 
weapons...but remember, we’re watching you.” Elias gulped as the sentry’s 
glare turned back on him. “We let you in, and we expect you to pay us 
back for not leaving you out there. You run, or try to turn on us, and one 
of us will stick an arrow in you without batting an eye.”  

“Such charming people,” Elias muttered under his breath, excusing 
himself quickly to do as the sentry had said. “I really feel like sticking my 
neck out for them.”  

It is your fault they are the way they are. The ten men standing watch 
here would likely have lived much more peaceful lives if it was not for the 
consequences of your actions. The least you can do is help them now, 
Mibotha scolded.  

“And the other volunteer?”  
The retainer you’ll need to speak to. That’s why demonstrating heroism 

is important in this battle. You must be the champion of this town! 
“How about I just shoot three of them and count on each of the 

others to hit two, instead of getting myself killed trying to look gallant?” 
Elias grumbled.  

You have hidden behind better men when there was fighting to be done 
your entire life, Elias Brook, and it ended with you dying alone and 
friendless in the woods. Your time of being a coward is over, whether you 
like it or not, Mibotha replied coldly. Elias couldn’t help but flinch at the 
raw contempt in the spirit’s voice. The man you were deserved that death, 
and probably quite a bit beside. But I did not make this bargain for you to 
remain the man you were. You are here to find redemption, and the first 
part of that is changing who you are. If you hide and avoid responsibility 
like you have done so often before, our link to the prince and princess will be 
precarious indeed. You need to convince a retainer whose opinion of you is 
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even lower than you imagine that you are a changed man, and doing only 
what you have to in order to live through the night will just convey that you 
are still a rat in a tight corner. You have to change EVERYTHING tonight. 
You need to convince them you are a new man. A heroic man. 

“So you want me to lie to them,” Elias cut in bluntly. “Because that’s 
more convenient.”  

If that’s what it takes, Mibotha said calmly. You’ll find shedding your 
evil reputation will make much of the danger you are so concerned about 
far more manageable going forward. I’m confident you’ll thank me for this 
opportunity with time.   

“I sincerely doubt that,” Elias muttered darkly, ducking into the little 
shack where a disheveled old man, bald as a bean and just as clean-
shaven, was waiting with a bow and quiver.  

“Ah, you must be our new volunteer. Got chased here by bandits, eh?" 
he remarked, looking Elias over. “Well, you look like a man who’s quick 
on his feet, true enough.”  

“Not quick enough, obviously,” Elias sighed, scratching his head but 
accepting the bow and arrows as they were offered to him.  

“Not quick enough or not lucky enough. There’s few enough that have 
any kind of luck at all these days,” the old man said, shrugging. He gave 
Elias a surprisingly canny glance. “You don’t look like a lucky fellow to 
me...but there’s something to you besides quickness, I imagine. Hopefully 
it’ll last you through the night.”  

Elias considered replying to that, but after a moment, he just left 
quickly, trying to ignore the shudder that had gone through him. He was 
used to brief, contemptuous glances or a suspicious stare-down, but for 
some reason the old man looking at him without either had been mildly 
unsettling.  

You seem troubled. Has it been that long since you’ve talked to someone 
that wasn’t certain you would let them down? Mibotha asked, immediately 
replacing Elias’s unease with his familiar sullen resentment of his new 
partner.  

“I have a lot to be troubled about, Mibotha. Bandits coming to tear 
down these walls. Sentries ready to shoot me if I put a toe wrong. A loyal 
retainer somewhere in this town that will gut me if they hear my name 
before I’ve pulled off a minor miracle. Oh yes, and a spirit determined to 
make every damn thing that happens just a little worse to teach me a 
lesson in morality," he whispered harshly.  
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My sympathy for you is boundless, truly. Mibotha’s voice was solid ice, 
and for a moment, Elias was afraid again. But you are a clever man. You 
managed to pull off a number of minor miracles to escape the consequences 
of your actions before, while good people were dying or having their lives 
ruined. I’m sure you can find a way through this, if for no better reason 
than to save your own skin a while longer.  

Elias took his position, shivering a little. Mibotha had been annoyed 
with him a number of times already, but now it sounded truly angry.  

If your life is all that matters to you, Elias Brook, then you will fight for 
it every day we are together. And if your life that is all you have to fight for, I 
assure you, you will lose that fight eventually, and I do not envy what will 
become of you when you do. There was no threat in Mibotha’s voice. Each 
word was a statement of bald fact, almost a promise. If I were you, I would 
consider how similar I am to the man who got what he deserved in the 
forest one night. I would consider how different I would want to be so I 
would not end up the same as that man. And if I were you, Elias Brook, I 
would recall that the men who are most tormented by their consciences are 
the ones who need conscience the most. 

With that, Elias was left alone in his head as the sun began to set, 
staring out at the horizon. It was the beginning of a warm night, but he 
did not remember ever feeling quite so cold in his life.  

�23



Elias Brook

Chapter 5 

Elias shivered slightly as night fell, although it was far too warm on 
the wall for him to claim it was anything but fear. 

He could hear them out there now, getting closer, and even seeing 
them wasn’t hard. The band approaching the town had torches of their 
own to match the ones he was seeing by on the wall. 

Not even bothering with trying to move stealthily...these were either 
very stupid bandits or very, very confident killers, and Elias had a sinking 
feeling he knew which one was more likely. Sometimes luck favored the 
stupid even in rough times, but anyone whose luck had saved them from 
their stupidity had probably run out of luck long before now. What was 
left were those too determined to give up and those skilled enough to kill 
everyone weaker and stupider than they were. 

Only twenty-five, Mibotha had said. That sounded great at first, 
especially compared to forty bandits attacking a town of this size. But 
they outnumbered the defenders two to one, and as the force got nearer 
and nearer, Elias couldn’t help but think these sentries and their moderate 
fortifications were not each worth two of those men down below.  

He would have to pray he was wrong about that. Mibotha had led 
him here, and there wasn’t any chance he was going to sneak away when 
the fighting started. If he tried to bolt now, he’d be the first casualty, plain 
and simple.  

Maybe another solution would present itself if he was lucky, but Elias 
had never been long on luck he hadn’t stolen from someone else. He 
knew in his gut his only chance of seeing sunrise was to win this.  

“That’s far enough, my lads!” the sentry called out, his crossbow ready 
to fire and aimed at the mass of bandits. There didn’t appear to be a 
leader, Elias realized. If they had one, he wasn’t drawing any attention to 
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himself. He could see the sentry’s face as the older man was realizing he’d 
need to get very lucky to cut the head off this snake before it could bite.  

“And who might you be, friend? The one in charge of this little dung 
heap?” a voice called from the crowd below. 

“No friend of yours, bastard. I’d move right along if I was you,” the 
sentry warned grimly. It did not, Elias noted with some dismay, seem to 
do much besides amuse the bandits looking up at him.  

“Now, now, old man, there’s no need to be like that. You could at least 
answer my question: Are you in charge here?”  

“I’ve got a crossbow and thirty men ready to fire when I do. As far as 
you care, I’m a god!” the sentry snarled. Elias, no rookie to bluffing, was 
impressed how smoothly the sentry spat out the bald-faced lie. People 
underestimated how special a person you needed to be to lie that big that 
smoothly.  

Despite the threats to shoot him earlier, Elias almost liked the man 
standing next to him.  

“I do believe that’s blasphemy, friend,” the voice replied, with a 
pleasantness that made Elias’s blood run cold.  

There was no warning, no sudden movement in the crowd. A bow 
twanged, and Elias saw the sentry pitch over backwards with an arrow in 
his eye, never making a sound.  

“You see, gods take at least three arrows to drop,” the voice went on, 
cheerful as a knife was sharp. “You lot...maybe ten will do it for the rest of 
you? A little more? I’m not honestly sure, but I’m keen to find out.”  

They’re going to kill everyone here, Elias realized, staring at where the 
sentry had fallen. They’re not going to make any demands because that 
would suggest they won’t kill us all for fun before they even think about 
loot.  

“Even if there is a god up there with you, friends, I’d start praying 
now even so. We’ve got enough for him, too—”  

Elias had been watching the stillness of the bandits while the words 
had washed over him. It had provided an excellent backdrop to notice 
movement, but he hadn’t realized he’d even readied his bow until the 
bandit who had moved slumped over with an arrow in his throat. For a 
moment, there was a stunned silence on both sides, before the voice 
resumed with a laugh utterly divorced from the notion of humor.  

“Watch out, boys, someone’s keen up there. Let’s kill him!” 
“Oh, crap,” Elias muttered, as the bandits rippled. Seconds later, a 

small swarm of arrows was hurtling at the battlements, and Elias threw 
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himself to the ground. He could feel several whistle by overhead where 
he’d been standing seconds ago, and he saw three more men fall. 

“Twenty-four against eight. I’ve seen massacres with better odds than 
that," he whispered, heart sinking.  

This will BE a massacre if you don’t carry the day, Mibotha warned 
grimly.  

“You should know by now how much experience I’ve got saving the 
day,” Elias grunted, coming up and firing off a shot of his own. It was 
hasty, as he expected retaliatory shots, but another man crumpled.  

There’s a first time for everything. I would suggest you learn very 
quickly. 

“I hate you.”  
The other defenders were apparently not intimidated enough by 

losing four of their own to be lax in their counterattack. Elias was 
incredibly relieved to see seven more men fall when the bows on the wall 
with him sang out, and to his surprise, one of the defenders further away 
managed to get an eighth before ducking down.  

“Only fifteen now," he whispered.  
That might still be too many. 
Elias was about to question Mibotha’s grim pronouncement when 

two little black balls sailed up out of the dark. Elias’s eyes widened as he 
recognized them, and he scrambled away.  

“Get away from them!" he called desperately to the others, but two 
men still died when the little balls exploded with a force that seemed 
impossible for their size, shaking the fortifications, tearing a hole in the 
wall, and sending a blast of blazing hot air across his face.  

We’re being attacked by men with Demon Dust, he realized with dim 
horror as he tried to clear his head from the ringing the explosion had 
caused. The materials for those two little bombs had probably the 
equivalent worth of most of the loot they’d find in the town, and yet these 
men had detonated them without hesitation.  

The men swarming at the walls were either hungry enough that profit 
meant nothing to them, or they were devoting themselves to the 
destruction of this town purely because it was there. Either way, Elias’s last 
fragile hope of holding off the gang from his comfortable spot atop the 
wall until they lost heart and fled came apart. It had never been a strong 
hope, but some bandits had lived this long by learning to pick their 
battles. This lot would keep coming at them until all of them were dead.  
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The defenses won’t hold much longer, Elias Brook. If you’re planning 
anything, I’d recommend doing it now, Mibotha said. Elias didn’t even 
bother thinking about it as he stumbled awkwardly to his feet, taking aim 
at the rapidly advancing bandits and firing.  

He felt like the world was spinning, but he’d been in worse situations 
and gotten his mark. A man fell, tripping up several of his comrades, and 
Elias managed to shoot another in the throat as he tried to rise. Thirteen 
left now... 

The remaining sentries showed rather less self-preservation than Elias 
would have in their situation, piling in towards the gap and firing 
valiantly into the bandits stubbornly climbing up the now much-shorter 
wall. One fell, then two, but while the sentries had a better rate of fire 
than the dazed Elias, they seemed to lack his accuracy. The dead didn’t 
fall fast enough to push the bandits away, and those that collapsed 
provided a shorter climb for their heedless companions.  

If they make it over that wall, a great many people will die. We can’t let 
that happen! Mibotha said, and Elias felt his disorientation after the blast 
suddenly burned away by Mibotha’s urgent command. STOP THEM! 

Mibotha’s voice brooked no disobedience, but Elias knew he was 
fighting for a lost cause as he fired as quickly as he could, taking out two 
more. Even less than ten bandits getting up to where the wall had been 
blasted and spreading out would be the end of it. The sentries were no 
match for them and Elias knew his reprieve from the afterlife was over if 
one of them got close enough to engage him.  

His great quest of redemption was over before it had started for 
reasons beyond his control, with a lot of people who probably didn’t 
deserve it dead, himself among them. It seemed so utterly typical for the 
last significant event in his life it made Elias want to puke.  

His growing despair meant his next arrow missed, and Elias’s heart 
sank as he realized the bandits had their foothold. His attempt to make 
peace with the vengeful gods he would likely be facing momentarily was 
interrupted when one of the defenders, wearing a fine dark hood and 
cloak quite in contrast to the sentries’ lackluster armor raced past him, 
discarding his bow and drawing a sword. An impressive flying leap made 
Elias’s jaw drop as the first bandit to make it up to fight them on the walls 
was neatly decapitated, and his fellow following after him caught an 
armored boot in the chin, briefly breaking the bandits’ foothold in the 
wall.  
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Elias was the only one close enough to see the would-be hero take 
half a second and a breath for courage before leaping out to tackle the 
next man climbing the wall, throwing the men below him into disarray. 

“He’s out of his mind!” Elias gasped. That man may have saved them, 
but he’d just landed himself headfirst in the striking range of every 
remaining bandit.  

He’s stopped this from becoming a massacre. He’s a hero. But those 
seven left are going to kill him just the same if you don’t get down there 
NOW! Mibotha said, with a level of desperation that surprised Elias. Elias 
looked down, seeing the would-be hero’s valiant tackle had killed the 
bandit he’d intercepted, but left him unable to get his sword up as the last 
of the group rose up around him, ready to kill. Even if he and all the 
remaining sentries shot like champions, their savior would be dead. 
Mibotha was asking the impossible of him. 

In the space of a second, his brain had hit upon the only way to 
appease the growing, desperate wrath of the spirit he could feel in the 
back of his mind, and unsurprisingly, it was the stupidest thing he could 
imagine doing.  

“I will get you for this, Mibotha, if it takes me a thousand years," he 
groaned, before swallowing all sense of self-preservation and diving off 
the battlements as he fired his last arrow.  

Moving as he fired meant Elias missed his shot by a mile, but it did 
momentarily distract one bandit long enough for another sentry’s arrow 
to take him in the back of the head.  

Six. 
It was not a terribly long fall. For all their importance, the walls were 

pitifully short compared to actual castle walls, and Elias could recall 
taking a spill off a similarly tall ladder. It was still a long enough fall for 
him to contemplate the dozens of ways this was the worst idea he’d ever 
had. He landed on top of the bandit he’d been aiming at when he jumped, 
bringing them both crashing to the ground in a confused mess of tangled 
limbs. Elias punched blindly at what he hoped was a throat and brought 
his knee lashing out as brutally as he could manage, expecting to hit the 
man in the stomach but taking no small satisfaction when it connected 
with his groin instead. As his victim made a strangled noise and curled up 
instinctively, Elias managed to scramble to his feet… 

And found himself staring down five bandits, just as murderous as 
before but now focused on him as the sixth man tried to recover, 
vengeance burning plainly in his eyes.  
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...What exactly was your plan from here? Mibotha asked. Elias was 
rescued from admitting he’d been very surprised he’d been the one that 
got up when he landed on the bandit in the first place by the stricken 
man’s companions charging him as one. Elias narrowly ducked an axe-
stroke that would have taken off most of his face, but met a rock-hard fist 
coming the other way and was sent sprawling by the punch. If he’d needed 
to think about rolling aside before he did it, another axe stroke would 
likely have killed either him or his unborn children, but fortunately it 
merely crashed into the dirt.  

The man Elias had gone to rescue was struggling with the bandit Elias 
had landed on, trying to finish him off before he could rise again. Elias 
knew he should not like anyone whose idiocy got him in danger, but it 
did warm his heart to see the bandit who probably wanted to kill him the 
most right now meet his end on the man’s sword before he could recover 
enough to stand.  

Five. 
Elias was able to avoid a swinging fist this time as he got back to his 

feet, but he moved too slowly on his next dodge and felt a blade brush his 
side, close enough to open a white-hot line of pain and further ruin his 
coat, but far enough that he had few concerns about bleeding out. Yet.  

He would have been a lot happier in this situation if he’d had his 
knife, but sadly Mibotha had not been concerned with providing him 
with a replacement. Still, a part of him was relieved to be in a five-man 
brawl, crushed in on all sides. It brought back a number of happy 
memories of other times he’d been pressed this close to people he hated 
with his arms free while they had to focus on their weapons.  

The man who had cut him was close enough that Elias was on him 
before he could start to bring his sword back, and Elias made all the use 
he could of the space.  

It all came back so easily, the feeling of thrusting your arm with all 
your power behind it before someone could finish winding up. People 
had laughed at him in scuffles, saying he didn’t know how to throw a 
punch. He’d learned the hard way in one of his first fights that the heel of 
an open palm could hit harder than a fist, and had since been happy to 
pass on the information as demonstratively as possible. You didn’t get 
good with a longbow by having weak arms, and Elias’s strike had his 
entire arm behind it as it smashed into the bandit’s face, flattening his 
nose. The man took one step back, on instinct. Elias doubted he could 
even see in the second he’d done it, but doing so had opened up a little 
more room that wasn’t soon to be occupied by blades.  
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Elias stepped forward as the bandit stepped back, and his other arm 
shot out to smash the already-flattened nose as deep into the man’s face as 
it would go in one hit. Already moving backwards, the man lost his 
balance entirely, and Elias tackled him to the ground to avoid being cut 
down from behind. As they fell, Elias scrabbled desperately, and found 
the dagger he’d been hoping for in the man’s belt.  

They said Elias Brook was a coward. He’d never denied it. He liked to 
fight from far away, and he liked even better not to fight at all. Danger 
made him nervous, no matter how familiar it got. Dying scared him, and 
what came after terrified him.  

Killing was the scariest of all, and so he preferred to deal with it very, 
very quickly. The bandit was dead before he hit the ground, and Elias 
moved along the ground-line like a snake, taking the next man in the calf 
with the blade to leave him howling and off-balance as Elias rose up like a 
geyser and drove the blade up through his chin.   

Three. 
He couldn’t get the blade free in time to do anything about the axe 

stroke coming towards him, but he was able to push the dying man in its 
path and dodge around a stroke from a second man who’d almost gotten 
in his blind spot. His would-be surprise attacker was quicker than Elias 
expected, and his heart stopped for a moment as his enemy’s thrust nearly 
caught him in the ribs. Counting his blessings the man’s ability to gauge 
distance didn’t match his speed, Elias slid around it with no more than a 
little cut and connected one palm, then the other, with the man’s nearest 
ear as hard as he could. The man staggered, but the hits just made him 
angry, and Elias narrowly avoided being decapitated by a vengeful slice of 
his sword. He dove in with all the speed his desperation could give him, 
managing to hit the man in the throat before going for his eyes with 
rather less finesse than he’d laid out the last bandits. The bellowing was 
terrible, and the man wasn’t afraid to use his knees to help as he tried to 
use his sword this close up, but Elias found his target and pressed until the 
enraged bellow turned into a squeal. The man flailed blindly as Elias 
danced away, catching him with a kick but missing him with a sword 
stroke.  

“You bastard!” Elias barely had time to react before the axe almost 
split his head in two again, but the man who still had his eyes wasn’t 
nearly as quick or as skilled as the one now screaming and flailing 
around. Elias was able to get behind him easily enough and kick him in 
the fork of his legs with all his remaining strength. The bandit 
astonishingly managed to stay upright, turning with an extremely wobbly 
swing. The sheer surprise of it almost ended Elias’s second chance at life, 
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but fortunately his instincts didn’t bother to consult his brain in dropping 
him to the ground.  

“I’ll kill you!” the man wheezed, but Elias rose up and hit him in the 
stomach with both hands as hard as he could. It wasn’t much, but the 
bandit staggered back one step, then two.  

Right into the man still swinging his sword like a lunatic in an 
attempt to hit Elias.  

Two. 
The blind man had been quick, and he’d been deadly. In a fair fight, 

he would certainly have been more than a match for Elias.  
Blind, against Elias with a knife retrieved from his comrade’s body, 

the fight was over before the man knew Elias was there.  
One. 
“Easy now, friend!”  
Elias stared in surprise as the last remaining bandit stood over the 

unconscious form of the man he’d come down here to rescue, his sword 
ready for a killing strike. He recognized that voice.  

“After all that, nobody managed to hit you before you ran out of 
men?" he remarked, standing very still as he thought.  

“Ah ha...what can I say? I’ve got a charmed life.”  
“I’ve known a few men like that,” Elias said evenly, staring at the dirt 

and blood-streaked face of the man across from him. He recognized a 
kindred spirit looking him in the eyes, this man was a coward the same 
way he was. While twenty-four strong proved a very capable barrier to 
fear of danger, one possible hostage between you and oblivion did not. He 
might well kill just because he was that scared now, even though he was 
trying to be the same arrogant bastard who had opened the night’s 
festivities. Elias knew what it was like to bluff for your life with no hand, 
but he found his sympathy in very short supply. The bandit seemed to 
know this, licking his lips and grinning in a way that made Elias’s skin 
crawl.  

“Look, I’ve—”  
Thunk. 
The bandit pitched over backwards, that awful look still on his face 

despite the knife between his eyes. Elias wondered if the bandit even 
noticed his wrist move before it hit him.  

And then there were none. 
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Elias looked around at the assortment of corpses lying outside the 
walls with him, most slain by arrows but a few unlucky bastards nearby 
all killed in nasty ways. He didn’t want to know what was on his fingers, 
and his hands were covered with blood, and shaking. He suddenly 
realized he was incredibly tired, incredibly sore, and had a lot of painful 
wounds he’d been ignoring.  

“...So this is being a hero, huh?" he asked Mibotha, taking a look at 
the carnage around him. 

Then he passed out.  !!!!!!!!!
!
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