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	An afternoon like any other, until…

	 

	 

	“O


	hh, that’s a big batch; you’ll make me rich!” Shoop exclaimed while pulling out a handful of clove flower buds from the small trees. She stashed them in her satchel; it was already halfway full and hefty. Her hand naturally reached for her brow and removed the sweat caused by the sun above. She looked back at the farmland, taking a short break; so few people collected wild clove, she was in no hurry. Tens of farmers busied themselves with a few horses, plowing the earth aside and planting seeds. A few men focused on removing the occasional big rocks unearthed by the animals.

	A glimmer in the sky caught her attention. It wasn’t the sun, it was coming up behind her and it wasn’t even midday. It was also not the duskmoon that lengthened their days. No, something strange was above. It looked like a multitude of small yellow tears in the fabric of space itself. 

	Miss Shoop’s instincts directed her to start heading back East to Miltontown, all the while being stuck staring at this unknown phenomenon. This small distance advantage is what would save her life that day.

	The tears widened into yellow, swirling portals, from them, water poured out wantonly. Along with the water came a large number of reflective, pearl-like, larger droplets. They fell more slowly, their surface rippling through the air’s friction. When they struck the ground, they compressed briefly on themselves before collapsing, bursting open with a loud snap.
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	That morning… after the rooster's crow.

	The imposing man woke and spun in his bed. The first thing he did was massage, then crack his stiff neck. A glance at the woman nearby gave him all the energy he needed to get through his day. He felt peaceful knowing what to expect in his near future, with her. 

	Jaireta still slept, but with him getting up, she immediately hogged all the covers. Her pudgy arms made him smile. He tickled one of them to wake her. She shooed him away, so he gave up and got dressed.

	Lorgan's first stop was the latrine, followed by the water barrel in the basement. He took a drink, then brought up a pitcher for the counter. After wiping the counter clean with a cloth, and stepping on the few rolly polies and roaches he saw scampering around, he unlocked the front door. 

	The morning milk delivery had come in; a large flagon had been left by the door. He picked up the heavy, liquid-filled, metal container with one arm and carried it into the kitchen. A croaking sound got his attention. He opened the lid of the previous flagon he had forgotten to take to the basement the previous day. The frog was still there, touching the bottom; only a liter or so remained inside.

	It did not mind being picked up and placed within the new, fuller milk container. Lorgan shifted various jars and containers around until he found a few bugs, then hand-fed them to the frog. She provided a vital service and deserved to be taken care of, in kind. 

	He glanced at the overnight milk, suspecting he needed to use it soon, and then at the stovetop. He would make a cream soup for lunch. 

	He was piling up twigs in order of size, with the goal of lighting up the fire for the day, when he heard, “Hello?”

	Lorgan made his way back to the main room and glanced at the open door. A familiar-looking man was creeping in. He paused when he noticed the tavernkeeper. 

	He waved casually. “Still haven't found a name for your tavern I see. When I asked around, the people just said ‘Lorgan’s place’.”

	Lorgan hesitated due to his trying to remember who this person was. He moved over and shook the extended hand. 

	Faced with his frowning face, the intruder introduced himself. “Oh, it’s me, Corvin! We were in the same dispatch in the war.”

	Lorgan’s face lit up, and he suddenly became more voluble. “Corvin! It’s been years! Are you still in the army? Why are you here? It’s too early for you to be here for breakfast.”

	Corvin smiled, then his face tensed. “Actually, I am here to offer you a job. I remember from the Civil War, what kind of man you are. They used to call you the Plow-”

	Lorgan stiffened up and interrupted, “Yeah, I remember. I do not need more work. I have a job.”

	Corvin smiled with a little embarrassment. He ran a hand on the side of his neck while speaking, “I’m sorry, you moved on from that life. Most of us haven't.”

	There was a brief silence while Lorgan looked down at the man. “For old time's sake, tell me what this is about.”

	“I am a mercenary now, but I mostly work for the Mancerine lords, go figure.” He paused briefly before his voice picked up right to the point, “A long-tailed Catoblepas was spotted somewhere. I am building a small team to take care of it. Obviously, this is within your skillset, Mr. Hunter.”

	“Where? I haven't heard of anything around here.”

	Corvin grinned, “That's for me to know. We would split the bounty three ways. I’m leaving in about a week.”

	“Can't say that I’m interested. Sorry.”

	The mercenary’s tone was dismissive, “Look, I am leaving in about a week, I'll stop by then, just to be sure you won't want to join. I’d feel safer with you there. And a few extra irons never hurt anyone.”

	Lorgan signed in acceptance. “You’ll waste your time. But when you do come by later, stop for a bite.”

	Corvin nodded and shook his hand again. As he left, the first morning’s customers were in sight, forcing Lorgan to rush back to light his fire.

	As he hustled by the corridor, Jaireta’s voice came out, “What was that about?”

	He answered loudly from the kitchen, “An old acquaintance wants help for a dangerous ‘vermin’ job. I don’t see a point in taking it.”

	The woman stopped by the kitchen’s entrance. She tapped her fingers in order against the doorframe. “But you’d like to have an excuse to go monster hunting again?”

	Lorgan froze briefly. He answered without moving, except for helping his puny fire grow. “We do not need more money right now; things are stable. My place is home.”

	Jaireta tapped the doorframe out of satisfaction as she turned. “I'll get started on the menu.”
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	Lorgan poured and placed a few cups of mead on the server tray. He finished by adding a piece of bread and tapped the counter so Jaireta would notice. The cheerful woman carried it off, talking to people as she went, while the tavernkeeper looked over his customers. Given that it was noon, the place was getting busy. A bit over half the tables were occupied. A lot of familiar faces crowded the place, this made him feel at ease. 

	Familiar faces such as little Timmy who drank his fruity milk, and Earl; they sat in the furthest corner, playing a combat Tafl game with handcrafted pieces.

	By the bar were two of his regulars, Mildey and Jeran, the town’s builder. They came in every noon for a mead and a meal. They always got an extra piece of pork in their stews, and they never complained.

	A tall woman, Yorina the baker, walked in and waved at the tavernkeeper, getting his attention, “Good day! Give me today’s special when it’s ready.” 

	His lips curved up in a reciprocal smile, but then, his eyes briefly wandered from her to the pieces of his grey, full body armor hung on the wall by the entrance. The damage from the civil war still soiled it, for a moment the horrifying screams of battle filled his ears. He looked away and resisted the emotions brewing within when he remembered his actions in that conflict.

	The large man stepped back to the kitchen and inspected the boiling leeks; they were well-cooked and soft. He added butter, a splash of citrus, and some leftover bits of meat. As he poured the milk in to make it a cream of leek, an explosive, booming ‘Thud’ sound reached the walls of the tavern. It caused him to spill milk all over the hot oven. He frowned and took a few steps back to the open area, but was interrupted by a multitude more of those explosive impact sounds. The repetition made them impossible to count and forced most patrons to cover their ears and scream. The noises came from the east; there were well over 20 of them. Like everything else, eventually they stopped, leaving the crowd bewildered. The crowd’s growing murmurs were now laced with fear. A few brave souls, along with the tavern owner, gathered around the single window pointing east, hoping to see something. Besides a few glowing things in the distant sky, they saw nothing past the hill hiding the farmland.

	Some patron exited the tavern hastily, not waiting to get/finish their meal before finding out what had just happened. Jaireta hurried to tend to the few who had passed out and to the one whose ears now bled. Luckily in the tragedy, the worst wound was to old Jenna, the widow; she hit her head when she fainted. The waitress made sure she was comfortable and left her to rest on a bench. She then moved through the speculating crowd, up to her husband.

	“What in the moon just happened?” She asked him.

	He shrugged and shook his head while keeping his gaze to the outside world.

	She continued, “I guess everyone heard it, so there is nothing we need to do. We’ll know more soon enough. For now, let’s just take care of our customers.”

	She paused and sniffed the air. “The soup! Why do I smell burned milk?”

	Lorgan motioned her to calm down with a hand. “I spilled some…,” he said, but then shifted his head back to look through the window before adding, “I don’t like this. I cannot imagine what made those sounds.” He exhaled in acceptance and turned away, headed back to the kitchen.

	Jaireta clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Looks like it’s over! To help everyone calm down, we will give you all one free mea…coriander water! On the house!”

	One of the patrons inquired, “Wait, did she say free mead?”

	“Nope! I clearly said coriander water!” Jaireta jokingly interceded, helping people relax. “Now get back to your tables. It’s hard enough to keep track of every order when you are all sitting!”

	She was happy to have helped diffuse the situation, but still glanced out the window, hoping to learn the truth.

	 

	A few minutes after things had calmed down, Lorgan was working on his soup again. He noticed that it was a bit thin and needed more milk. He poured in some flour, then got the rest of the milk he forgot to add in. As he poured it, a loud horse squeal came to him, followed by hoofbeats that echoed across the dirt road. He promptly dumped the rest of the liquid in frustration and stepped out, rushing to the front window. A panicked horse was running past the tavern, from east to west. As he observed the animal hurriedly crossing the town, a faint scream echoed from the distance. Most patrons went quiet, trying to ascertain what they heard. As silence fell, they heard a louder yell in the distance, then a horse's death throes. Panic set in quickly; a good half of the crowd inside rushed out, fleeing to their homes. 

	Jaireta stuck to the window until she finally saw something. “Everyone get upstairs! Lock the corridor doors and the rooms! NOW!”

	Seeing her demeanor had changed, the handfuls of patrons remaining rushed to obey her. She took off to the back room while yelling, “Get your armor now!”

	Lorgan tried to spy through the window from across the tavern. He could only see vague grey animals galloping down the hill, many of them coming their way. He activated his domain; a sphere of increased gravity formed. He turned it magnetic, pulling the armor pieces from the wall to him. Lucky for him, magnetic metals were so rare, this trick worked in a pinch. He quickly got strapped in, just in time for Jaireta to reappear. She was holding his narrow-tipped, armor piercing axe.

	“What is out there?” He asked.

	“I don’t know, beasts! Protect the tavern and the people, I’ll get my things and be right out.”

	He raised a hand to interject, but she slapped it down and pointed to the entrance’s batwing doors. “Go!” 

	Lorgan knew better than to argue with his wife; he rushed out, his domain at the ready. He found few men ready to fight; most peasants tried to leave town via the roads. The smarter ones holed into their houses. As he began to wonder why they did not just close down the tavern and do the same, a scared family that looked familiar to him ran past to take refuge inside. Galloping sounds caught his ear, coming from the east, behind the tavern and the other nearby buildings. The man opted to stand near the entrance, just off the porch. 

	A lone man erupted from the side of the building and ran past, through the main street toward the road west. It was a farmer in plain clothing. His shirt was stained with blood. He ignored everything around him, stuck in a daze. It was not long before three grey beasts appeared in pursuit, opting to ignore the armored tavernkeeper for the easier prey. The creatures were unlike most things Lorgan had seen. Their bodies looked like a mix between a frog and a wolf, causing them to gallop slightly awkwardly, more like a lizard. Their heads were definitely predatory, with a muzzle longer than their heads and an upper jaw at least twice as large as the lower one. A few teeth protruded down, cementing their intimidating look. The elbows and sides of the head had horn-like spikes coming out of them. The last notable part was that some short, slimy tendrils marred their head and back; they flew through the air, moving around rather than sitting still.

	Lorgan snapped out of his surprise. He searched within and drew upon the orange magic inside him, the color of humans. With it, he formed and projected his translucent gravity sphere to intercept them, but could only stop one. The farmer stood no chance. The other two lunged elbows forward and headfirst, then bit after stabbing him. The tavernkeeper used this opportunity to drag the one he had caught closer to him, through the despair of the confused creature. As it approached, it turned on him, the tendrils wiggling wildly. Lorgan had a preferred way to use his gravity domain. He left it static on the ground and slipped around, hitting the captured, slowed creature in the underbelly. After the second strike, he was happy to see it collapse. These things were only beasts, after all.

	A few more of the small wolf-sized beasts appeared farther in town, along the main street and near the tavern. A few paused at the spectacle of one of them having been killed, but they all took off, preferring to chase the fleeing citizen running west out of the village. Lorgan grunted in his powerlessness. These creatures weren’t interested in fighting; they wanted easy kills. He looked at the main road crossing Miltontown. He hesitated, should he try and run down the road to try to help there, or stay nearby to defend the town?  Then, he noticed some action down the street.

	The blacksmith had stepped out to defend a woman stuck outside. She banged on a door, asking to be let in, to no avail. The man reached into his apron and took out a handful of small red crystals. He pulled the color out of them, rendering them inert. With the red floating in his hand, he traced and molded the color into a long blade. He rushed to defend the terrorized woman, slashing at the frog-wolf that had cornered her. On impact, the beast was not cut deeply, but its skin sizzled and some of the light hairs on it burned off. After a few more strikes, the creature gave out.

	Yet it would not be enough, before the blacksmith could bring the woman to safety across the street in his workshop, something else appeared. Still from the east, something larger erupted into view past a house. It looked like a bison-sized salamander with an oversized head and jaw. Most importantly, it had three tails with what appeared to be hair-like needles protruding 90 degrees from each tip. The clay-colored beast galloped with an uneven gait and stumbled to take a sharp turn when the two humans abruptly turned south toward Lorgan. It recovered after bumping into the workshop and took off after them. 

	Lorgan made his way to assist, but in the 90 feet separating them, the beast caught up. The blacksmith swung his blade at the large head, hitting something that felt like armor. Each strike, the blade dulled in intensity, and the tails hovered closer from behind, until they formed a triangle around him. They struck as one, impaling and grabbing the man. The larger beast paused, seemingly reveling in its kill. A sudden pull caused the corpse to slip from its grasp.

	Lorgan caught and deposited the dead man by the road. He fumed underneath his helmet. The creature briefly acknowledged him, then turned, noticing the woman gaining some distance. As it took off, Lorgan oriented his gravity sphere toward the beast and briefly let himself be pulled as he charged. The large, armored man impacted the creature with enough force for it to briefly lose its footing and crash. Simultaneously, one of the tails came down on him, slamming against his left shoulder. A light, tingling pain alerted the warrior. One of the long, bloodied spikes remained behind, stuck between two plate segments. The beast swung its clawed forelimb backhandedly at him to shove him back, scratching his armor. Despite the soft magical pull above it, it still moved with decent speed.

	It was now obvious why he was not readily targeted by them: they were not effective against strong armor; a shame that metal was so rare in Elfame. A scream distracted the man. A glance behind showed him the scene: another one of these larger creatures had just latched onto the woman with its mouth. A movement on the periphery of his vision forced Lorgan to focus back on his enemy. He deflected a tail coming down at him, then countered with a sidestep and an axe blow to the side of the beast. One of the other tails reacted on contact, forcing him to step back to avoid another strike. The puncture wound was light for the monster’s size. The oversized mouth still sported scorch marks and light lacerations; it was obvious that it was the tough spot. What’s more, the tails currently appeared to move with a will of their own.

	Lorgan glanced back and grimaced under his helmet. It was too late for the woman. Still, he had to deal with this enemy fast, while keeping enough magic reserved in case of a bigger challenge. He clasped his offhand and spun his fist up, his mental signal to use more magic and empower the sphere. The creature took a few steps towards it, but its front legs lost footing. Lorgan met it at close range, used its offhand on its giant lip, and shoved up, exposing the throat underneath. A few quick one-handed swings took care of the monster.

	The death of this specific beast causes it to wail a long croak. Some of the nearby, smaller ones that had been approaching abruptly bifurcated around Lorgan. To a man who had fought a long-tailed Catoblepas, this creature was not this much of a challenge. However, he was keenly aware that it would have killed the militia in droves. He deactivated his domain, saving his reserves for later.

	The sound of combat behind him, towards the tavern, came to him. He turned to assist whoever was fighting back there before he noticed who it was: his wife. Jaireta only wore light leather armor over padded cotton to resist arrows and other piercing attacks, but she had an advantage. Her weapons were also defensive. Around both of her arms were metallic cages of bronze, shielding them. The long gauntlets were tipped with serrated iron spikes.

	One of the wolf-like creatures lunged at her, landing a bite on one of her gauntlets. She turned her other arm up and smashed it in the face until it let go. Blood began pouring out of the many puncture holes, reddening the beast’s face. She rammed it with both of her fists and swept its leg as it turned shaky. Another one of the creatures came from behind and bit her upper thigh while she was distracted, forcing her to contort to punch down at it. Embedding her spikes in its back. The tendril reacted, latching onto her weapon, causing her to be stuck in an awkward position.

	Lorgan increased his pace to help her, but it was unnecessary. She pulled her hand out of her weapon and latched onto the back end. She smacked it with the whole length and caused the tendril to latch onto the thing. Seeing as the beast still had not let go of her, she used her free hand to poke it in the eye, regaining her freedom from the bite.

	The wounded creature recoiled, carrying her weapon with it. As it tried to refocus to attack again, Lorgan joined and finished it with a blow to the side of the head. He and Jaireta had an unexpected pause where they looked at one another and smiled. Screams from the citizens down the road got their attention. In the distance, they were being slaughtered. 

	Jaireta pulled to recover her weapon from the dead beast to no avail. 

	She interrupted herself to voice, “No.” When she saw her husband take a few steps west. “It is too late for them. We need to defend here,” she added. 

	He asked while looking at the traces of blood on her pants, “Are you ok?”

	“Just a flesh wound, dear.”

	She scanned around, no more beasts appeared to be showing up from the east. Up the road, she could see a swarm of them further north in town, without mentioning the tens who went west. Their mere presence in such numbers incited hopelessness.

	“You’ve traveled far. What are those things?” She asked while gathering a crude sickle from a corpse nearby to replace her weapon.

	“I do not know.”

	“It’s the Alrish,” an unknown voice came from the east.
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	Alrish Chasers

	 

	 

	G


	areth was one of the first to give chase through the portals, and as such, one of the first to land. He was briefly stunned by the loud blast. He could taste blood in his mouth. Without hesitation, he reached for the engorged gems on the side of his head and drew out some green magic. He pressed the floaty liquid into his armor, infusing it within the material. It caused a faint green hue over the metallic gold. The second he felt the healing magic encasing him beginning to warm his bones, he left his arriving companions, looking for signs of the Alrishs’ location.

	“Wait for the others to land!” Someone yelled from behind, his voice half buried by more blasts from the crashing giant drops.

	It was not a Hierophant’s voice, so it could be ignored; that was his way to deal with such boring demands. He paused briefly to take stock. His nearly six-foot shield was intact. The line of gems on the inside lining were still full of magic, a third blue, the other two, red and brown. He moved his long spear around with ease; only the tip was iron, the rest was strengthened oak with bronze ring reinforcements along the shaft. He felt his armor, tapping over for a disjointed spot. His splint armor only sported the previous battle damage. The majority of the splints around his chest and body were bronze, giving him a gold hue; most of the rest were reinforced aluminum and tin alloys, lowering the weight on his legs. He found a strap on his shoulder that had come loose, and one of his vambraces had fallen on impact. He fixed the defects and took off to the west, on the trail of the Alrish.

	Their stench may as well have been putrefaction to him. The tracks in the soft soil damned them even more. They had all gone in a single direction. When he walked up the hill, he found out why. There was a town in the distance. He could still see some of the beasts, the stragglers. Gareth looked back at the landing site; most of the clergy, the group he was with, had come through. The landing zone spanned miles. What used to be farmland was doused in waters from his world: Ellestera.

	He heard a pained whine further down his position and jogged there. A horse, gravely wounded, eviscerated, still struggling for life. Gareth reached over to pet the animal’s head, calming it briefly before he suddenly snapped its neck.

	“There, pain is over. We can’t afford to use green on you, lil fella.”

	“Gareth! What are you doing, we must regroup and act as a unit. This is an unknown world,” a female voice came from behind.

	The man answered without looking back, “Look at this horse Revanna, they just ate the best parts and rushed off to the town for more. I am sure you can feel their presence over there too. They are in a hurry to feed, to recharge the Doaks. There is no way in damnation I am letting them escape us.”

	The blond woman walked by him and inspected the horse half heartedly. Her tone was scolding, “Nevertheless, we are Inquisitors. We need to lead by example and act with a plan. You can’t go rushing in first, alone, just ‘because’ you are the strongest.”

	Gareth snorted, “Hah, so you’d rather we ‘wait’, let the people over there die?” He motioned the buildings in the distance from which screams originated. 

	Revanna rested a hand on her rapier as she shifted her weight to one foot to relax. She replied to him, getting defensive, “You know that’s not what I meant!”

	“You know as well as I do that a random town stands no chance against a small horde. They may kill some Gnashers, but the Doaks will get their fill of human flesh. They will need us to kill those.” He stood back and glanced at her defiantly.

	 “We’ll save those people. If they are smart, they have barricaded themselves somewhere. But first, we need to make sure the Alrish haven’t split. I think that a small group of them left due east. We should move with purpose and wait for the orders. We have at least a few hours before the Doaks can open portals again, even if they fea- HEY!”

	Gareth took off running in the middle of her speech, “Then tell them to send Nivek after those, I’ll have my fun over there!” 

	Revanna raised her head to the sky and muttered, “Unbelievable.”
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	Another fallen horse near the town alerted him, this one killed by Gnashers. He paused and listened ahead; as expected, screams and crying sounds came from the town. Most unexpected, the death throes of a Doak were also heard. An unwitting smile formed on Gareth's lips.

	“This world might be fun after all…”

	Movement got his eyes to shift. A Doak emerged from between two houses, likely scared by one of his kind dying. As Gareth approached, it was left out of choices and hunkered down, raising its tree spiked tails. The inquisitor charged, first prodding one of the brown crystals within his shield and infusing the magic into it. It took on a light copper hue and forced him to clench his teeth to support the added weight. As he neared the beast, he slowed down imperceptibly while reaching deep within to the orange magic inside. He drew upon it and sent it to his muscles, with a big focus on his legs. His next strides sped up with a surge of power.

	The creature was taken by surprise, with the sudden shift of tempo, and even more so when a heavy shield bashed into it hard enough for it to become stunned and shoved sideways. Its tails flailed down, unable to land a hit. Gareth slid his long spear through one of the notches on the side of his shield and lifted up while pushing the beast over. As it fell, its underbelly became exposed. With a slash and a thrust, its guts spilled out.

	He glanced back. In the distance, Revanna was headed his way with another Inquisitor and a squad of twelve crusaders. She noticed him and nodded, sheathing her rapier. He obviously didn’t need any help. She instead bifurcated north to tackle the trouble father in town.

	Things seemed to calm down momentarily. Gareth could hear voices ahead. He heard someone ask, “What are those things?”

	He slipped ahead between the tavern and the other nearest building. He was eager to meet people who had survived long enough to ask themselves that question.

	Upon seeing the two humanoids, he answered them, “It’s the Alrish.”

	The couple was composed of a tall, brawny man encased in simple grey full plate armor, and of a woman who immediately reminded Gareth of his mother. She was armed unconventionally, with functional light armor, but who screamed: I am this small town's guts and heart.

	The couple pivoted to face him, obviously surprised. They were on guard, ready for an attack, which indicated that these were skilled people. He could not see any crystals carried by either, which was briefly strange.

	Gareth put them at ease by pointing his weapon down, “Who here killed a Doak? I heard one die.”

	“What’s a Doak? Also, what kind of name is Doak?” Jaireta quickly asked.

	“Who are you?” Lorgan asked instead, forcing a smile on the Inquisitor’s lips.

	“So, it was you then,” he nodded knowingly toward the armored tavern owner.

	The sound of one of the smaller ones racing toward them caused the trio to turn in synchronicity. Gareth was prompt to toss his spear at it as it came close. The beast somehow avoided it but was quickly sent flying by a shield smack the second after. The Inquisitor picked up his spear from the ground and examined his surroundings. He noticed a fallen maiden nearby, by the side of the road. One large bite mark around her body indicated the cause of death.

	“What are you doing? Who are you?” Jaireta asked, only partly at ease because the stranger had just attacked one of the beasts.

	Gareth raised his palm, “One moment, we can afford some green here for this.” 

	He prodded the green gems on the side of his head and drew out a glob of magic. He then reached and pressed them into the deceased young woman. The couple carefully edged closer to him, both out of curiosity and wariness of such a strange action. The corpse glowed emerald-green for a second, then it began fading quickly. Through the ripped clothing, her wounds could be seen closing. It was not long before one of her fingers twitched. She woke up in shock, panicked. 

	Gareth stood back while Jaireta rushed to the young woman to console her. She glanced furtively at the man in the golden armor, her eyes betraying confusion and fear. 

	A heavy hand landed on the inquisitor’s shoulder. “I believe we’ve both asked you questions. Here is one more: what did you just do?”

	Gareth tapped politely for him to remove his hand and sized the man up. He was impressed to meet someone of his stature. He replied, while trying to sound genuine, “My apologies, it was not my intention to seem evasive. I get carried away by my whims. My name is Gareth Sivaeb, I am an Inquisitor of Elrazdil.” He briefly drew attention to the inquisitor badge on his armor.

	Gareth was suddenly on alert and pointed behind the tavernkeeper at two more of the smaller creatures running their way. “Gnashers!” 

	He slipped past his interlocutor, holding his shield aside, gripping his spear, and readied himself. The best way to hit a Gnasher is when they pounce. He steadied his hand, and the man beside him seemed to follow suit. When both Gnashers reached them, they pounced. It was how nature made them, ferocious attackers with low discernment for their own well-being. 

	Gareth’s weapon speared forward, skewering the otherworldly invaders at an angle. Beside him, Lorgan swung his axe with both hands, taking the beast’s lower jaw off. Gareth kicked the wounded one away for good measure.

	“We best not spend too long talking, they won't stop trying to feed unless they find easier prey, or all die,” Gareth explained.

	He looked back at the two women and took a few steps so that everyone would hear him. His speech felt rehearsed, “We of Elrazdil, can heal, that is the gift we possess, the healing green magic. This is how I brought back this young lady.” He paused to focus his eyes on the pretty young woman. “Do you know her name?”

	“A new color? How is that possible?” Jaireta asked. After a few seconds of Gareth awaiting an answer, she gave in, “This is Rhiannon, she’s the cobbler’s daughter.”

	Gareth took a moment to kneel and bow lightly, “Gareth Sivaeb, a pleasure to meet you. Would you give me your hand to kiss?” 

	There was a brief silence in the chaos going on around them, brought upon by the sudden awkwardness. It was interrupted by a Gnasher jumping out from behind a house and rushing the women. This time Gareth was late to react, having dropped his weapons to flirt. Lorgan did not move, nor did Jaireta. The beast jumped and slammed mid-air against an invisible wall. Jaireta reached over and stabbed the stunned creature with her makeshift weapon.

	She looked at the young woman by her, “Go barricade yourself in the tavern until it’s over.”

	Gareth stood and watched the maiden leave in a hurry. He returned his gaze to the warrior woman and tilted his head lightly, “A Domain user, then. I did not expect warriors like that in a small town.” 

	“No time to be impressed, what’s a Doak? What are you doing here? Where did these things come from?” Jaireta bombarded him with questions as she glanced around just in case more creatures were to come.

	Before Gareth could answer, the wails from another dying Doak were heard. The cries came from the other end of town.

	He pointed half heartedly, “This is probably from some other Inquisitors. We chased these creatures, the Alrish, through their portals. We’ve come to finish them off before they escape.” He paused before remembering, “And Doaks is what we call the large three-tailled ones. The name came from a legend about a woman, ‘Lordess’ Doak. Her first name was lost, some say it was Mady. Anyway, according to the legend, she defended a town against the first-ever invasion, alone, much like you are. And she died, killing one of the large Alrish.” He shrugged, “At least it’s how I heard it.”

	The inquisitor took a few steps, his attention shifted eastward, at the swarm of Gnashers in the distance.

	He pointed, “What is that way? Any town nearby or something with people for them to eat?”

	Lorgan replied to him, following his finger with his eyes, “No, the next town is far away.

	“Nigthmare! Then we must prepare, they’ll return here soon.”

	“Not so fast. How do we know you did not bring those things here for some other reason?” Jaireta thought out loud.

	Gareth shrugged, “Well, we are killing them all.”

	“Then what?”

	His tone shifted lightly, turning mournful, “Then we are stuck here.” 

	The tavern woman looked back up the road. She could see strangers fighting the beasts, and the corpses of citizens littering the street. Some houses appeared to have been broken into by the Alrish.

	She asked hesitantly, hopefully, “Ca… can you resurrect everyone who died here, then?”

	Gareth shook his head, “No, that would take way too much green. Only Inquisitors carry enough for multiple uses, and we’ll need most for ourselves first. We’ll raise a few people, for sure. Not all…”

	His last sentence left a bad taste in her mouth.

	Lorgan raised his axe. In the distance, the creatures had turned around and began running back their way. He motioned for Jaireta to come stand beside him. Gareth naturally took the other side. He prodded the warm gem in his shield and shoved the magic in, giving it a red glow.

	As they waited, Gareth asked, “So, once this is over, we should really have a duel, one on one, big guy. What do you say?”

	Lorgan frowned and did not look back when replying, “You never even asked for our names. We are in the middle of an attack, and you’re plotting playdates?”

	“I’ll learn your names once I have to, if you’re interesting. And I’ll be around from time to time, I have to court lady Rhiannon, after all.”

	Lorgan and Jaireta awkwardly stared at him, but were brought back in the moment when a few, lightly armored crusaders joined their line of defenses. 

	“Reinforcements!” Gareth exclaimed joyously.

	Before them, a horde of nearly twenty Gnashers gathered. They all converged together back to the town, via the road. Before engaging, the native defenders looked back one last time at the tavern, which had been spared by their efforts so far.

	Lorgan extended a hand and formed a translucent ball six feet from the ground, a good distance ahead of him. When beasts passed under it, he amplified it with a large injection of magic. A handful of Gnashers got slung violently in the air before the domain faded.

	Jaireta rushed ahead, forcing many of the beasts to ram into an invisible wall until they just opted to run around her like a river around a rock. As the last straggler passed her by, she dropped her wall and took it out sneakily, with repeated underbelly stabs. She then turned and chased after the group to enact a pincer attack with the defenders.

	Gareth was not one to hesitate. He rushed in the first moment it made sense to him, breaking the line. He was quick to slam and smack into the beasts; contact with his shield caused sparks and sprouts of flames to erupt, scorching them on impact. While he had rushed into the middle of the horde, a couple of them ganged up on him, biting at his legs and arms. He brought down his shield on a few of them, and the crusaders took off the others. They preferred the heavily armored man be attacked over themselves. A few of the Alrish remained stuck, glued to him, hindering his movements. Despite this, he surged himself forward with strength and intercepted one of the Gnashers jumping at one of the clergy members. He hit the creature with a prompt spear shove, followed up with a stab as the creature landed.

	The Inquisitor glanced around; as he had expected, most of the crusaders had already been disabled or had lost their weapons to the Gnashers' grasping tendrils. It was a suicidal means of defense, but an effective one for a group of them.

	An axe came down, removing one of the glued Gnashers from his back, soon followed by another one trailing at his foot. Gareth turned to nod at Lorgan. They focused on the few beasts that remained and took them down mercilessly. 

	Further up the main street, a similar situation was taking place, but with a bit more struggling. It was obvious to the more experienced tavern keepers that not all inquisitors were as overpowering as the one by them.

	When everything calmed down, the only sound filling the air was heavy breathing from everyone involved. The smell of blood and Alrish guts was high in the air. Many crusaders' corpses had joined the townspeople on the ground. Most were wounded, less so the more heavily armored ones.

	The Inquisitors inspected their dead and wounded. Opting to save those requiring the least green magic. Their attention only seldomly landing on a native villager for the same treatment.
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	When the people holed up in the tavern exited to witness the devastation brought to their town, there were too few words of explanation to be given. Gareth had already explained what had happened, which did nothing to quell the anger against the world that the citizens felt. They dredged the last of normalcy they could and began to gather their dead.

	A blond man in a multicolored (orange, green, white) ceremonial armor approached the group by the tavern.

	“Gareth, ask your native ‘friends’ about a king or a leader, then meet us by the town’s north outskirts. We are making camp for the upcoming night.”

	Gareth, in turn, addressed his ‘companions,’ “Does this land have a king or leader?”

	Jaireta answered first, “Yeah, King Maximilian, he’s in Bronzemond. It’s a few days away by foot if you head east until the main road to the capital.”

	Lorgan pitched in, “I’ll escort them. Someone has to report what happened here from our point of view to the Mancerine authorities.”

	A smile formed on Gareth’s face. “Let’s go then! Tomorrow, I’ll come get you, and you can accompany us to the capital! If you could help us get food to feed at least twenty for two days, that would be great. We do not know anyone here. We can pay you too! We do happen to be carrying plenty of metals.”

	Lorgan restrained his unwilling groan. “I wish I could say I can’t help you with that. Or, that I’ll go on my own, but as a restaurateur, I do not turn away the hungry. If they can pay.”

	“Sometimes when they can’t,” Jaireta added really low while poking him.

	Lorgan looked at her, then at the town. He nodded to himself and said, “Yes, I’ll go get some meals ready for those in need; you go care for the wounded.”

	They split, each adopting a role to take care of their small town. They opened the tavern and made makeshift beds. The hurt were cared for and the hungry were fed, until help came from Kalishe by the end of the next day. The first afternoon and night were the hardest. There was a lot more to be done to get the town, and its people, back in shape.
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	The evening of the happening, (A day that would later be named the ‘Day of Pearls’ due to Miss Shoop’s testimony) Lorgan ventured on the hill west of town. His gaze landed on a vast, drowned land. The harvest was ruined, and he expected the area to remain swampy for a long time. 

	What nobody expected was that this would allow the jungle farther east, by Haugen, to spread this far and quickly, over the next few years. 

	Lorgan remembered the offer he had gotten that morning and how much the town would need to recover.

	He smiled against his will, having just thought of an ironic name for his tavern.

	 

	 

	


Epilogue

	 

	 

	T


	he castle's inner door to the king’s hall swung open under the protest of the attendant. Inside, the ten stationed guards immediately came to alert when they saw a group of six strangers entering without the proper accompaniment. One of them readied a horn to call for reinforcement.

	“Listen! As I have been telling you, the king cannot see you right now! All official business must be done through the ministers right now,” the castle attendant screamed while running ahead of them and raising his arms to get their attention.

	The Hierophants and Inquisitors glanced down at the luxurious carpet on the ground, then up to the vacant thrones ahead. They stopped, their visages frowning.

	Gareth spoke up first, “Make an exception then. The Arch Hierophant only makes deals with kings and rulers, not ministers.”

	The brown skinned man in front of the group was dressed in a drab green robe with colored accessories that gave his look a feeling of mismatch. Even more so with his pale white hair gloriously crowning his face and head. He turned to look at Gareth. The air around the inquisitor shimmered and he was lifted on his tippytoes.

	A dominating voice came from him, “When I’ll need you to speak for me, Gareth, I will ask for it.”

	He turned back to the man in front of him and released the relieved Inquisitor from his domain. “But he is correct; unless he is dead, we will see the king.”

	The attendant motioned for the guards to stay back. He pleaded some more, “Please, you do not understand, Queen Mia’beth just died, he is in mourning. This is not the time for… whatever you want!”

	The Arch Hierophant turned to Gareth, “You may speak for me.”

	Gareth happily nodded in turn, “Yes, Lord Archimonde.”

	He took a few steps to face the attendant and touched the semi-depleted gems on the side of his head. He held and presented pure green magic within his palm.

	A smirk formed on his lips, “Tell the king that he will see us, for we bring the gift of green magic. Eternal life, healing, AND… the ability to resurrect the dead…”

	The guards halted their diligence as they briefly recoiled, then murmured. The thought of this being a joke did not cross their minds. 

	The attendant’s eyes went wide. He forgot to breathe for a few seconds as he became enthralled with the alien, glowing magic.

	“What… how did you… The king will see you in his chamber.”

	 

	 

	
More from the Author
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	Color of the Islandmaker takes place 8 years later, following the repercussions of the Day of Pearls, and of the clergy establishing a foothold upon the land. They were granted the power to establish and enforce their own authority within Mancery. They began expanding, building temples, buying slaves, and creating more of the green magic they have a monopoly on.

	Not everyone is so accepting of their new dominion, of their sudden arrival; conspirationists are quick to call foul play…
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