Eryndor and the Tribes

The courtyard of Eredhel was empty except for a few Elves that stared at a ranger and a horse slowly passing them. Daeris ignored the stares as he trotted on a fine Elvish horse towards the large gates of Eredhel. As he left the city, he remembered the thoughts of enthusiasm and awe he experienced during his first visit here months ago. The potency of those thoughts, however, had dwindled after the recent meeting with King Riadarin and the explanation of the ancient evil. Daeris trotted onward.

***


Disturbing thoughts came to Daeris as he left the woods of Eredhel. Days ago the Sons of Syris had separated for the first time, and Daeris wondered for how long he would go without his brother’s companionship. While the two were raised and trained by both Syris and Prince Riavorn and were completely capable of withstanding their own, Daeris knew that the two together were more powerful and ambitious than other Men of the world. Suddenly Daeris realized that even half of this ambition was enough to strengthen that of the Eryndor Crusade, and he had faith that Mithris would find the fine warriors of The Continent. Daeris continued trotting.

***


“Ha, Ha,” Daeris laughed to himself as he finally came to the Duin River.


This, of course, was the location where Athron and the Sons of Syris fatefully crossed paths. Reflections of Athron’s purity will forever be imbued within the Crusade, and Daeris knew that the squire would also be successful in adding depth to the Eryndor ranks. Daeris had a strong belief in the purpose of the world and he believed that the purpose of the three sons of Heroes meeting was to vanquish the evil of The Continent and to avenge Eryndor. He had comfort in knowing that while they may be lands apart, the three were united by the very fabric of life. The horse continued.

***


Days after crossing the river, tall trees could be seen across the horizon. These trees were greener many years ago. The Everledden Woods welcomed the shadowed ranger, for it knew that it was his home, and that he was returning to defend its borders. The leaves turned toward the sky to accept the sunlight that poured on them, and the roots unknotted and made the ground easier for the horse to traverse. Daeris slapped the reins down upon the horse to hustle deeper within the forest. As soon as the grassy plains behind them were no longer visible, the Elvish horse expressed his liking to the new environment with a loud clamor and a shake of his mane.


“I’m very glad you take a liking to these woods Rochorn,” Daeris voiced as he gently slapped his hand upon the stallion. “That’s the first sign of life I’ve seen from you yet.” Rochorn retorted with a loud stomp, as if to suggest that Daeris, too, had not shown many signs of life during their ride.


“Perhaps I haven’t been amongst the most optimistic to ride upon your back.”


Rochorn was one of the quickest horses Eredhel had to offer, but this particular ride back to Eryndor seemed longer. Daeris knew that the looming thoughts of Maegamarth’s dark army, and the separation from his brother and Athron were to blame for this. He shook these thoughts from his head as he came closer and closer to his homeland. As dusk approached, Daeris was pleased to see evidence of traps that he and his brother had set in place nearly a year ago.


"Whoa there," he voiced to Rochorn. The horse came to a halt. Daeris looked down upon what appeared to be a natural spread of leaves, but he knew that below these leaves stood pointed branches that he’d carved with the help of Mithris. Rochorn edged to the side of the unseen pit and was guided slowly through the trees.


As if he had set the traps yesterday, Daeris was able to quickly find net traps that ensnared their victims, and many tripwire traps that would loose heavy logs upon the intruder. At first he was pleased to see these intact, but this suddenly changed. A trap that had been triggered waited a few yards in front of Daeris. Leaves and sticks cracked as Daeris jumped from Rochorn and advanced cautiously toward the trap.


Up close it could be seen that an intruder had in fact snagged a wire which loosed a log upon him. While there was no body in the vicinity, there were traces of blood; enough blood loss to indicate that the trap had in fact killed the sorry soul that had carelessly intruded. Daeris quickly put his back to a trunk and pierced his eyes into the deep forest. Minutes later he silently climbed upon Rochorn's back and guided the horse towards Eryndor.


Eryndor was finally within eyesight. Without a word Daeris pulled Rochorn to a halt.

***


"Watch your step here if you don't want to meet your end as Wallace did," said a man to another.


"Yeah thanks for the warning. These people were crafty folk. I'll check this one here, you check that one."


One man entered a small hut built with large logs and a roof made with leafy branches. Another climbed a rope ladder to a canopy in the trees. After a few minutes inside they both emerged.


"Any traces of him?" said a man to another.


"Nothing. I swear I saw him here moments ago. If you ask me it was a bad idea to follo..."


An arrow from deep in the trees hit its mark and a man began to fall to the ground. The surprised second man spun in an effort to see where the arrow had come from. He quickly raised his sword and buckler and scanned the woods.


The man heard a loud thumping which for a moment he thought was his growing heartbeat. Suddenly he turned to his left and witnessed a large horse barreling towards him. He planted his feet and braced his buckler to withstand the might of the horse.


A ranger on the back of the horse slashed his cutlass as the horse plowed into the man. The man’s shieldarm was crushed as the horse connected, and he desperately raised his sword to block the blow from the rider. While he was successful in blocking the first strike, he lacked the dexterity to block the second that came as the horse passed. He too fell to the earth.

***


Daeris jumped from Rochorn and checked the stallion for injury. No cuts were found and he applauded the horse with some gentle slaps to its neck. Soon after the gamble with death the adrenaline within Daeris subsided and he finally realized where he was.


He and Rochorn stood in a small clearing with a circle of log structures around them. A dirt path stretched in front of them extending towards the inner clearing of Eryndor and the monumental Everledden Lifetree. Along the path there stood many huts of log and leaf that hadn't been entered in years. Daeris grabbed the reins of his horse and slowly walked the path toward the inner clearing. The leaves of the Everledden woods slowly rained down on the two.


Once in the inner clearing, Daeris released Rochorn and the rusty brown horse began to roam freely with excitement, only slowing to dodge the many gravesites that jutted from the ground. The young ranger stood in awe while he panned the abandoned village with his wide eyes. In the trees were many concealed canopies and buried in the earth were many concealed dens. At the northern end of the clearing stood the Meeting Hall, which was the largest structure in the village. He realized that he hadn't thought about how glorious Eryndor really was in quite a while.


Reaching from the earth much higher than other Everledden trees, the leafless Lifetree could be seen slightly swaying in the wind of the open sky. At the base of the tree laid a large pile of gray ashes that large roots protruded from. A burnt scar lined the middle of the tree and extended throughout the majority of the bark. The scar served not only as a symbol of the brave founders of the village, but a reminder of the eastern evil that threatened The Continent.


"Welcome to Eryndor." shouted Daeris to the roaming horse. It was also a welcome to himself.


Daeris was so distracted with examining the village that he barely noticed an enemy running towards him. As the tip of his cutlass left the sheath Daeris was tackled by the revenge-seeking man. Now yards from his blade, Daeris worked desperately to hold off the man that pinned him into the ground. In the attackers right hand was a glimmer of metal which was getting closer and closer to Daeris' neck. A quick knee to the man’s side forced the metal dagger to wound Daeris' shoulder rather than kill him.


Daeris intended to grab the dagger from his shoulder and use it to put an end to his attacker’s life, but this did not happen. 

A long projectile of wood swiftly soared threw the air. In an instant the attacking enemy dropped lifeless onto Daeris. The cause of death was a long javelin which impaled the man. Relieved, Daeris slowly stood and looked for his rescuer but could see only Rochorn, who now walked towards him.


"RIAVORN! Is that you my father?"


No reply came from the trees. Daeris figured it wasn't Riavorn, for he had never seen the Elvish Prince wield a javelin. After an eternity of staring at the treeline, Daeris finally accepted the fact that he would not see the person responsible.


Losing both blood and daylight, Daeris quickly led Rochorn to a stable and climbed into a very meaningful canopy. A canopy built by the crafty Syris many years ago that provided concealment for both his sons during the Fall of Eryndor. Inside the canopy, Daeris bandaged himself and laid on a cot made from soft leather.


While lying, Daeris pondered how it was possible for the Men he perceived as bandits to wander past the traps into Eryndor. As he slipped into sleep, Daeris concluded two things. Eryndor needed more traps surrounding its perimeter, and he needed to hunt a thick-skinned Everledden bear to make armor with. He wasn't pleased about his wound.

***


The survivor remembered the horrible fear he felt years ago while watching from the concealed canopy. He and his brother held each other as they witnessed the bloodshed. The bloodshed and the burning. It wasn't something that children should have seen. He tossed and turned in his sleep.

***


Three moons later, Daeris sat deathly still on the branch of a tree with bow in hand, as well as the newfound javelin strung around his back. He was deep in the woods near a breeding ground of Everledden bears. Daeris had already scanned the distance and chosen the bear he intended to kill, but could not do so until it was a little further from the rest of the pack. Several hours passed.

‘What can entertain a bear to stay still for so long?’

Daeris' thoughts strayed as he grew impatient.


The morning after the attack, Daeris had time to more closely examine Eryndor and the three bodies that laid in the clearing. Eryndor seemed fine at first glance, but a more detailed inspection led to some interesting finds.


‘It was as if some of the canopies and huts had been occupied at one point. Small and artistic markings, no larger than the size of my hand, were etched into the wood.’
The three bodies that laid in the clearing also revealed further evidence. They wore clothing similar to the men in Rika, and upon searching their satchels some Hithdorian coin was found. Next to the man that met the arrow laid a bag full of beautiful colored garments and cloths that Daeris was utterly fascinated with. Deeper in the bag were several wooden jars of what appeared to be spice.

‘The garments were fantastic but the spice differed from my fathers cooking that I so dearly miss.’

The javelin that had perhaps saved Daeris' life was very unique. Towards the spiked tip of the weapon were many draping cloths of vibrant colors, which were dotted with blood. Daeris was quick to note that the javelin and colored garments found in the bag were very similar. All of these treasures, however, were of a culture that the ranger was unfamiliar with.


‘This javelin was not made from Everledden wood. I am certain of that.’

With a grunt from the chosen bear, Daeris snapped back to focusing on his hunt. The large beast stood and began to slowly wander toward a nearby creek to sample the water. Soon the bear was far from his pack and continued to walk along the creek. The ranger stalked the bear while moving as silently as possible through the tangled Everledden limbs. Slightly closer now, Daeris planted his feet against his current limb and prepared for the initial strike.


The bow did not have much time to rest after the first arrow was loosed, for it's user quickly loaded another, and another, and yet another to loose into the wind. Within moments, the bear grew in size as it charged the tree which held Daeris. The arrows that protruded from the bear had only aggravated him and the ones that kept coming did little to slow him. With an enormous leap and slash by the bear, the tree limb that Daeris had braced himself on now fell to the ground.


‘Damn ancient wood!’

The impact against the ground hurt, but Daeris did not have time to acknowledge that. He was now encased in the wood that he had just fallen from. As the dying bear leapt into the air again, the wood and vines around Daeris slightly closed in, providing him protection. Upon impact the wood was crushed under the weight of the bear, and it couldn't provide much more protection. In desperation, the bear leapt once more to try and take his attacker with him into death. This time, however, the bear connected with little more than a javelin that was held firmly through the wood and vines. The ranger stayed still for awhile as a sign of his thanks to Everledden.


Late into the night, Rochorn walked into Eryndor with an exhausted ranger on his back. The stallion was lead to rest in his stable and Daeris relieved a heavy bag of skin and meat off of the horse’s side. The Son of Sryis would begin drying the skin needed to make his armor the next day.

"Get some rest now."


A month passed...

***


Sweating and panting, Daeris relaxed on a cot while looking up into the leafy roof of the Everledden woods. His leisure time came well deserved, as in the weeks prior he had built numerous traps and repaired many of the still charred buildings in Eryndor.


The traps had caught mostly beasts in the woodland, which Daeris used for food and clothing, but one unusual exception did exist. A few weeks prior, Daeris approached a log-swing trap that had completely crushed a lone Undead human. This terrifying image prompted him to create plenty more log-swing traps as he knew he couldn’t hold off many of these dark puppets.


Rochorn grunted at the resting man.

“What my friend? Does it anger you to slightly hunger while I rest? I can barely move my arms, you impatient…”


Another grunt told Daeris that he meant business.


With a smirk, Daeris stood and began walking towards Rochorn’s stable to gather and prepare some of the hay bails. While passing Mithris’ hut, Daeris suddenly saw a shadow from within. A dagger was quickly drawn from his right boot.


“Who goes there!?”


Unexpectedly, a grey wolf exited the hut, which startled Daeris. The wolf was not scared by the Man or the glimmer of metal grasped tightly in his hand, and the beast did not show his teeth or prepare to lunge. While the wolf stared, Daeris noticed a darker line of fur that passed through the beast’s left eye. The wolf forced him to return the stare.


‘How long has this went on?’


Breaking from this trance, Daeris stomped the ground and began to run towards the beast, still not knowing what his intentions were, or the wolf’s for that matter. Before the ranger could make up his mind, the wolf sprinted for the tree line. The beast only provided one final stare before vanishing into the brush.

Another month passed…

***


The last thirty nights were greatly appreciated by Daeris and Rochorn, for the silent nights were the first restful ones that they were able to experience in some time. It was now early morning and Daeris let out several moans while slowly rising from his restful sleep. After a few minutes, the ranger exited his canopy and walked over to a ready and waiting Rochorn.


“Well, you appear to be more excited about today than I am. Are you actually looking forward to more work?”

Today, Daeris planned on checking the traps around the perimeter of Eryndor, for it had been over a month since he last investigated. The job of checking and resetting traps usually required about a week to complete.

Due to the previous unexplained events, such as the appearance of the bandits, the lone Undead wanderer, and the mysterious wolf, Daeris packed more than his previous trips to the perimeter. After a short time of preparation, Rochorn was now fully loaded with nourishment for the week, and different medicines and remedies. Daeris even packed his sturdy Elvish shield made from the finest Ironwood – it had been a gift from the great King Riadarin. Now wearing his first piece of leather armor, Daeris also carried a sheathed cutlass to his side and a bow across his back. The mysterious javelin which had saved Daeris was also carefully loaded onto the horse. With gentle taps from the ranger’s feet, Rochorn began to trot away from Eryndor.
***


Daeris’ first priority was to check the southern border, which was closest to the once grand Kingdom of Belegar that now crawled with evil. In the southern reaches of the Everledden Woods, the air became dirty, the skies grayed with fog, the trees cried, and at times the roars of Black Orcs could be heard in the deep, far distance. This portion of the forest carried more traps than any other, due to the size and strength of the Black Orc enemies that were so close.


Daeris had always preferred to get the hard part of a task out of the way before any other, and that is why he chose to investigate the south first. This task, however, filled the ranger with sicknesses that made it almost unbearable to continue.

‘My father, Syris, commander of the once great Belegar archers, met his heroic end just south of these dark treelines.’


‘I am so close to the evil that threatens The Continent, but I am not strong enough to do anything about it. I must wait…’


‘One day, I, with my brother, will venture beyond the trees of Everledden to that desolate kingdom to claim my father’s spirit. We will fight a battle so large and spectacular, and while I may not be able to fathom its intensity now, I will be prepared. It is there that I will accomplish my purpose. I will earn peace, retribution, and glory or die trying.’

The sickening thoughts plagued Daeris’ mind and were capitalized when he stumbled upon a spike pit with a lifeless Black Orc deep in the bottom. Even the moist blood that haloed the Orc was an inhuman black color. The first emotion felt by the ranger was shock, because he hadn’t seen a Black Orc since the fall of Eryndor. The Orc’s lifeless eyes connected with Daeris and taunted him, almost as if to say, ‘We are here, and we are coming.”

‘I’m older and stronger now. I can and I will stop you.”

As intimidating as it was, this particular Orc was slightly smaller than other Black Orcs, probably built to be a scout. Fed up from the taunting, Daeris decided to do a little taunting of his own. From Rochorn’s back he grabbed a lengthy rope which he used to repel to the bottom of the spike pit in a safe manner. Once at the bottom, Daeris pulled his cutlass and severed the Orc’s head.


Minutes later, the severed head was impaled by a wooden branch that Daeris forced into the ground. Daeris arranged the head to face directly towards Belegar, for he wanted the next Orcs to know that Eryndor is not afraid.

Four days passed…
***


After clearing and resetting the traps of the south, Daeris and the Elvish horse now were at the west reaches of the Everledden woods. The night sky was filled with bright stars, which were currently blurred by the smoky fire that Daeris was using to cook some buck meat he had acquired. Once finished, Daeris sampled the cooked meat, but made a slight grimace. Rochorn shook his mane as he clamored.


“Have I ever claimed to you that I was an excellent cook?” voiced the ranger to the horse, “I know just the thing.”


Daeris reached into a bag hanging from Rochorn to grab the odd spice he had found from the intruders. He sprinkled the meat with the spice and once again tried his meal.


“Much better. I think I’m actually beginning to like this spice.”


After the filling meal and a gaze into the night sky, the ranger fell fast asleep wrapped with skins and furs from various Everledden beasts.
Hours passed…
***


‘Black Orcs!’

Daeris and Rochorn quickly surveyed their camp, now wide awake and alert. Moments ago, both were abruptly awakened by the roars of Orcs from a nearby clearing. A closer listen revealed that a skirmish was ensuing between Men and Orc. Riavorn had always mentioned that it was wise to be prepared to leave any camp in an instant; Daeris had taken much care to remember the advice. In seconds, Rochorn and his rider were barreling towards the commotion in the woods.

‘Could it be Mithris, Athron, and the Crusade returning?’


‘So this is the speed of an Elvish Horse!’


Branches cracked and earth thundered under the speed of Rochorn as he jumped from the treeline and entered the nearby clearing. In the middle of the clearing Daeris could make out four figures, but they, like everything else, were blurred due to Rochorn’s speed.
Daeris, shield in hand, jumped from the horse before it stopped, and made out two Men fighting two Orc. These, however, were not Black Orcs as originally thought – instead they were Wood Orc from the Fuintar Forest. Daeris had heard stories about the Wood Orc, but at this moment he was in perhaps more shock than when he discovered the dead Black Orc days ago.

The two Men were also not familiar to Daeris in any way, except for the fact that they were dressed in threads similar to the colored garments found on Eryndor’s intruders months ago. One of the Men began to charge toward an Orc; his face had a fierce marking of paint that would be intimidating to any foe.
After the initial confusion, Daeris decided to fight alongside his own species. The bright stars seemed to make the ranger’s cutlass shine as it was pulled from its sheath.

***

Deakon Avory, a tribesman from Fuintar, was moments from making contact with a Wood Orc that he decided to charge. He was sweating from the heat of the skirmish, but his war paint was as bold as ever. An instant before contact, Deakon realized that there was a newcomer to the battle – a ranger that looked familiar to him.

The Orc planted its feet to accept the charge from the painted warrior. Deakon, realizing that the Orc had shifted to deflect him, leapt into the air and focused his eyes on the Orc’s weapon. The Orc raised its buckler high in the air and slashed its club towards Deakon, but it was greatly confused when the high horizontal swing was cleared by the painted man, and naturally he stumbled forward. Deakon, already steadily landed, quickly turned to the stumbling Orc and stretched his blade across its back. The wounded Orc let out an even louder roar and turned to unleash more fury upon Deakon.
Deakon’s curved and pointed shield moved to deflect the fury.

***


One Wood Orc was quick to target the ranger that jumped from his horse. It charged Daeris while hacking a club in a series of quick and controlled, but powerful strikes. Daeris backpedaled while quickly parrying his Elvish shield to intercept the club. The Orc had long arms that would easily wrap around Daeris’ shield if he did not stay on top guard.
‘This Orc fights much different than how I remember witnessing Black Orcs fight.’

Daeris focused on keeping his balance, and allowed the Orc to push him back further. He slashed his sword a few times at the Orc’s legs but the beast was very quick to block the cutlass. In the background, the ranger could see the blurred figures of the painted warrior and the other Wood Orc still fighting.
Another tribesman stood to his feet – he had been on the ground, apparently thrown there by the Orc that now exchanged blows with Daeris. In a flash, he hurled a javelin into the backside of the Orc facing the ranger. As it stuck into its skin, the Orc became enraged and aggressed onto Daeris with even more anger. More blows came and the ranger was forced to move more quickly to stop them. The Ironwood shield held strong under the tremendous force of the Wood Orc. Daeris continued to focus on his footwork and his opponent’s movements, just like Riavorn had taught him.
***

Deakon suddenly rolled across the earth at the Wood Orc’s legs. The Orc smashed its buckler down in an attempt to crush the tribesman; once again he missed, and connected only with dirt. The Orc quickly kicked towards the rolling man and stomped its muscular limb down on Deakon’s shield. The Orc could feel the tribesman’s hand beneath the shield and it pressed with all its might. Deakon quickly pulled his arm from under the shield before it was crushed; he rolled out from under the Orc just dodging its club. Deakon jumped to his feet and quickly grabbed a small hatchet axe from his side.
***

The other tribesman ran directly behind the Orc that was distracted with Daeris. He grabbed his javelin from the Orc’s back and twisted it as he pulled it out. Instead of roaring, the Orc heel kicked the man several feet back onto the ground and quickly refocused on Daeris.
The Orc stepped at Daeris with another series of blows. Again the Elvish shield held strong, and almost had a mind of its own. For one particular strike, the Orc pulled his arm high into the air. 

‘Precision is strength. Remember the teachings.’
Daeris stretched his arm into the night sky, towards the stars. The cutlass quickly lost its shine, for now it was covered in the blood that poured from the Orc’s severed arm. The Orc hurled itself onto the ranger and they both fell to the ground. The blood covered cutlass fell into a deep patch of grass.

Daeris felt drained as he used all of his strength to keep the Orc from completely crushing his bones. His right arm wiggled as he frantically searched for his cutlass, but instead found only patches of grass. The unpainted tribesman jumped onto the back of the Wood Orc and used his javelin to create several gaping holes in the beast’s back.

‘Under what will can this creature survive?’

A ranger’s hand found the handle of a cutlass that laid in the grass. The tribesman stepped back as he saw the slight glimmer of a sword puncture the Orc’s body. After a ferocious battle, the Wood Orc had finally fallen in combat.

***

Suddenly, the other Orc realized its companion had fallen in battle and it began to vengefully charge Deakon. The tribesman blocked the first four strikes with his blade and used his axe to make a few gashes in the side of the Orc. The fifth strike required both Deakon’s blade and axe to block, and all of his strength as well. As Deakon and the Wood Orc connected eyes, they yelled into each other with much conviction.

The ranger stared in awe at this sight – the painted tribesman used all his might to hold the club of the Wood Orc. Both of their shouts combined into a roar loud enough to make the beasts of Everledden tremble in their dens.

The Orc slammed its buckler into Deakon’s chest, which disarmed both his weapons and ended his fierce yell. Deakon rolled under the Orc’s attempt to club his head.

“Tribesman!!!” yelled the ranger.


Deakon turned. All was blurred, except for a wooden projectile that hovered through the air towards him. Both of the tribesman’s hands accepted the gift that hovered in the air. He spun.


After missing Deakon’s head, the Wood Orc quickly turned in an effort to finish the job. It tried to charge at the unarmed Deakon, but quickly realized he was no longer unarmed. It was too late. A wooden javelin impaled the Orc, held tightly by Deakon’s grip. After a ferocious battle, another Wood Orc had finally fallen in combat.
The stars only slightly blinked as three Men collapsed to the ground in exhaustion. Minutes pass…
***

In the last several minutes, Daeris had taken the opportunity to examine the two men, but mainly focused on the painted tribesman. Many things revealed themselves to the ranger, such as the distinct nature and design of the tribesman’s painted face. Deakon walked over to the impaled Orc and pulled the javelin from its body. He examined the weapon.

“It is your javelin, is it not?” voiced Daeris, “It was you that saved me months ago. What is your name?”


Deakon and the other tribesman quickly kneeled and bowed their heads before Daeris. “Deakon Avory, warrior of the Sin’Haurra. It is you, outsider, that have saved us tonight in this clearing. By chance, we were on our way to meet with you, for we ask of your help.”
Daeris was caught off guard by Deakon’s words. “Meet with me? What business do you have with me? What do you know of me?”
“I know not your name, or your nature, but I know that you use the village deep in these trees as your home. I seek to learn more about it.”

Daeris paused for a moment before taking on a more aggressive nature. “Your tribe – they have been staying in Eryndor. I have seen the markings that your people have etched into my village. What business do you have with that sacred place?”

“Eryndor.” Deakon closed his eyes as if talking to himself, “I did not know the name until you just spoke it. Is this place…Eryndor…the place of your true home?”
“My father died for Eryndor. It is my home and I will defend it until life leaves my body.” Daeris snapped his response.
“Then I owe you truth, Man of Eryndor.” Deakon continued to kneel before Daeris. He took a series of breaths to prepare for the story which he told. “My tribe was once the largest and fiercest tribe of Fuintar. For years, we have lived in peace with the other tribes of the Fuintar, including the tribes of the Orc. Now, the Sin’Haurra are in great turmoil.”
‘What did Riavorn always say about Fuintar? It is a forest of tribes – a forest of tribes that can create times of great peace and fierce war between themselves. It would be wise to stay away until you feel you are ready to understand them.’

“My once great chief, Stag Velsis Kelm is now touched by a dark hand. He has went against the other tribes of the tree. For the first time in many, many years, Fuintar is a land of war and destruction. Under our chief’s rule we have been forced into war with all other tribes. Many have died and many without any meaning.” Daeris noticed that Deakon was becoming very emotional over the subject which he spoke.

“Orcish tribes control most of the Fuintar tree. When Stag Velsis Kelm sent Sin’Haurra into Orcish land, the Orc tribes frenzied into a war against us. When the Fuintar Orc go to war, they war against all, and they are not stopped by the boundaries of the Fuintar.”

Daeris continued to listen to the painted warrior who knelt on the ground.

“A short time ago, Sin’Haurra separated into many different groups. Different tribesmen are in a power struggle to try and wrestle control from Stag Velsis Kelm. Now, every day, brothers kill their brothers and sisters kill their sisters, and Sin’Haurra bleeds once again.”

‘…Stag Velsis Kelm is now touched by a dark hand...’

“I have seen many die and I do not wish to watch my homeland suffer in war. Myself and other Sin’Haurra that share my beliefs have decided to leave Fuintar until peace rises again, or until we can bring the peace back ourselves. Some time ago, I ventured into these trees to look for a new home for the Sin’Haurra that wish to live in peace. It is then that I first found your village of Eryndor and I was fascinated with the similarities it had to my home. I became obsessed and vowed to move my people to the new village.”

Daeris is awed by the events that Deakon explained, and the ranger came closer to full realization of the situation.


“A few Sin’Haurra followed me to Eryndor and we stayed at the village for many nights to let the new land accept us. The markings that you found are the markings of my people – it is a symbol of residence and ownership in our tribe. We marked the shelters that we had become fond of.”

Daeris cut in with a quick question, “How did you make it through the traps around the village?”


Deakon made a slight chuckle, “Fuintar is in a state of war – we have many similar traps, and as a swift scout it is my duty to detect and avoid them.”


‘He wants to live in Eryndor…’


“After several nights, we Sin’Haurra left to return the great news of a new home. Later, I returned to Eryndor to scout the area in preparation of our people’s move into the village. It is then that I first saw you, Man of Eryndor, and realized that perhaps the village was your true home. True Sin’Haurra nature is to not impose oneself onto another’s home, but to be accepted by the new land and its tribe.”

Daeris needed an answer to a question that has bothered him more than others. “Who were the bandits that were intruding in Eryndor? They were seeking you out were they not?”


“Please understand that what I know outside of Fuintar has been taught to me by the elders of my tribe. I am unsure of who the Men are. When the Orc tribes began to war, groups of these Men started to enter the Fuintar. Many of the groups have attacked the Sin’Haurra and stolen our possessions. They are just another enemy of the land. Those particular Men must have trailed me to Eryndor.  As soon as I realized it I left, for I feared that the Men would reveal the location of Eryndor.”


Deakon quickly picked back up where he left off. “I returned to the Fuintar to bring news of your presence in the new village, and it was agreed upon that I should return and speak with you about bringing our people to live in this land. By chance, you have found us before we were able to get to Eryndor to speak with you.”

After a long pause Deakon spoke again. “I have examined Eryndor in depth – I know that it is abandoned, I know that many innocents have died there, I know that a battle has raged there, I know it has an unspoken past, and Eryndor is similar in those ways to my homeland. My people and I wish to learn more of Eryndor. We wish to make it our home and pledge our life to it. We will defend it with the same devotion that you voiced earlier. What say you, Man of Eryndor?”

‘They will help defend Eryndor.’

‘If they are like Deakon Avory, then they are good people. He saved my life.’


‘But we cannot risk revealing Eryndor’s location.’

After several confusing thoughts, Daeris spoke, “You sound like good people that Eryndor could use, but how do you propose a move without others trailing you to the location?”


“We leave tonight to the Fuintar. We will meet with the others who seek peace and bring them to Eryndor. Any who trail us with wrongful intentions will be killed. Surely you would share the same belief.”


‘I feel something guiding me…making the choices for me. Is it you father? Riavorn? The Creator watching from the bright stars above?’


“We leave for Fuintar. I look forward to meeting your people and Eryndor looks forward to becoming their home.”


Deakon and the tribesman stood. Deakon stretched his hand at the ranger, “There is one other thing, Man of Eryndor. What is your name?”

A hand meets another.

“My name is Daeris.”
***

The first thing that Daeris noted about Deakon in the sunlight was the sharp and wild hair that spiked from his head. It wasn’t really the style that intrigued Daeris, but the color – It was a bright vibrant red that Daeris had never seen on a Man before, and the ranger could only compare it to the embers of a blazing campfire.

For the past two days, the three traveled west to the Fuintar Forest. Rochorn, the Elvish horse who had haste naturally in his veins, was slightly annoyed – he was forced to tread lightly as the tribesman traveled only on foot. They had made their way through the ghost town Pann and were close to the edge of the Fuintaur Woods. Daeris and Deakon continued talking about each other’s past and style of living. Both enjoyed learning more about the other.

Daeris learned that in Sin’Haurra culture, the mother chooses one name to give to you upon birth. As you grow and age into a Man, you are granted a second name by your tribe elders. Deakon was the name given by his mother, and Avory was given by the tribe elders, which in Sin’Haurran, translates to ‘swift’. If you live long enough to become a tribe elder you are granted a third name.

Daeris came to learn that the other tribesman accompanying Deakon never learned another language beyond Sin’Haurran tongue. This tribesman was unique in the fact that his mother died during child birth and she never had an opportunity to give him a name. Not quite a Man, he has not been issued a name by an elder. Deakon claimed that he currently had no title, but will most likely be granted a name in a short amount of time.

“What do you call him?”

“We don’t,” replied Deakon.


Daeris explained more about Eryndor to the painted tribesman. Deakon was thrilled to learn more about the creation and past of his hopeful home.


“Your father was one of the founders and he died for his beliefs. Truly a village protected by the spirits of those that have fallen there,” voiced Deakon. “Where are the others you have told me about – Mithris, Athron and Alagos?”

Rochorn kept a steady pace while Daeris and Deakon conversed. “To be honest, I do not know where their journeys have taken them. They currently seek more people willing to make Eryndor their home. Hopefully they are finding more people to join our cause.”

Deakon was confused, “Odd that you must search for willing Men.”

“To understand more about our cause will come with time. Time in Eryndor will reveal its past and its story that has yet to unfold.”


The wind on the open field whistled and was the only noise for a short period of time. Deakon was the first to speak again, “Daeris. Do you truly believe that the dark lord in the eastern kingdom is to blame for the warring of Fuintar – to blame for the change in Stag Velsis Kelm?”


Only a sigh came before the reply, “I am not wise enough to verify such things, it was only a thought for its comparison to the fall of my father’s king. Forgive me for I should not have made such claims.”

The wind whistled again.


“Deakon, I am much like you in the fact that I do not know the nature of the outside world. My father schooled me in the geography of The Continent and the history of each land. I know how large Fuintar is, and the climate, but it’s the true culture of your people that I do not fully understand. Like I said, forgive me for making any suggestions on your chief’s motives.”


“Not necessary. We are all distressed. More will be revealed to you in time as well. Such as the lives and stories of my people.”

Hours passed…
***


Soon the trees of the great Fuintar forest loomed in front of the three travelers. Daeris scanned the treeline to compare it to that of Everledden. The trees beared a slightly deeper color of green than those of his homeland, and the humid air and sun made the leaves twirl fanatically into the sky.

‘These trees are chaotic. They will not grant me the protection that Everledden offers. They seek out their own protection.’

“Take care in these trees Daeris, for they differ in more ways than you might think.”, voiced Deakon as if reading Daeris’ mind, “You should be able to spot most of the traps with no problem, but the beasts and tribes can be very deceptive to an untrained eye.”


With his advice exhausted, Deakon was first to march towards the treeline, followed directly by the unnamed tribesman. Soon the two vanished into the thicker brush that covered most of the Fuintar ground. With a tap, Rochorn started to tread toward the brush.


Once the three were deeper in the forest, Daeris was quick to realize more about the woods. The ground was hard to traverse in this forest - the tree roots seemed to twist and wind, the brush along the earth was thick and deep, and large rocks jutted from the earth, creating sudden drops. Deakon and the tribesman had no trouble moving across the obstacles, for they leaped and climbed as they needed to.  There were no distinct paths, so Daeris pulled his cutlass to clear the space in front of Rochorn when the brush became too thick. After several slashes to destroy the brush, Daeris looked at Deakon to gauge his reaction – he hoped that the tribesman was not offended by his destructive manner, but it appeared that he did not mind. The thick brush most likely grew to its form in a matter of weeks anyway.

Many beasts made an appearance.  Some seemed to not mind the presence of the three, while others quickly scurried away. The snakes of Fuintar were larger and comprised of much more color than those of Everledden. Some snakes even climbed the sides of the trees. The birds in the canopy were of more color as well, and they chirped chaotic songs to each other. Daeris knew that in the southern region of Fuintar lurked the likes of vinecats and many a variety of ape – he also guessed he was not likely to see these creatures.

‘The colors of this land are a symbol of the variety and diversity of the people.’

Even deeper in the forest, Daeris could now make out tribal markings on many of the distant trees. Traps began to appear the closer that the three wandered into the markings.


Deakon offered an explanation. “Remember, those are the signs of residence and ownership. These marks tell us that it is not our home, and to stay away if we choose to live.”


The three continued to navigate the forest.

***


Soon, the canopy became so dense that only pillars of sunlight sharp enough to pierce the treetops were visible on the forest floor. Rochorn did not like this land as much as Everledden – an Elvish horse was more fit for the open fields or the clearings in forests closer to Eryndor. Suddenly, Deakon stopped in his tracks and looked into the trees. Rochorn halted as well and all eyes pierced the forest. Deakon was aware of something.


Daeris peered into the thick treetops that Deakon was scanning. Soon his eyes adjusted to the neatly camouflaged tribesman that were hiding in the trees. There were many of them in the trees around the three, and many were holding ready javelins. Daeris began to mentally prepare for a fight, but chose not to move his hand towards his sheathed blade.


One tree dweller chirped what sounded like a command at Deakon, but Daeris could not comprehend the tongue. Deakon slowly gripped his javelin and stepped towards a large tree. The javelin’s tip began to chip into the tree, and wood sprinkled the ground around Deakon’s feet. After a few moments, a tribal marking began to take shape into the wood. When finished, Deakon stepped to the side of the tree, but did not loosen the grip on his javelin.

The same tree dweller as before chirped another sound at Deakon, but this sound did not appear as commanding as the first.


Daeris sighed at what Deakon stated next, “We may leave.”


The three slowly moved back into the thick brush.

***


Daeris was first to break the silence, “Who were they, and why did they let us leave without a fight?”

“Chance has shined on us,” voiced Deakon, “They are members of an opposing tribe, but they, like us, have left in search of a greater peace for Fuintar. We are clearly clothed as Sin’Haurra but they allowed me to show the marking of our intent. Other tribes would have killed us without warning.”

“What did he say?”


“He said, go now and seek the end.”
***


Deakon interrupted the sounds of Fuintar. “We are close.”


Daeris realized that he was trembling. Fear was not the driving force behind the trembling, only anticipation – an anticipation to meet the other peace seekers of the Sin’Haurra. He wondered how many of the tribesman could speak as Deakon could, and how many were potential allies to the Eryndor Crusade. Over the days of their trek, Daeris spoke about his excitement of others choosing to make Eryndor their home.

‘Eryndor is wonderful, but in recent times I have been quite lonely and grown bored in the woods. This journey to Fuintar is a great opportunity and adventu-’

“Move now! Into battle!” Deakon screamed to his followers. He began to run through the brush toward an inner grouping of trees. The unnamed tribesman ran quickly behind Deakon, clenching his javelin tightly.

Daeris was quick to focus and unsheathe his cutlass; to not only prepare for a fight, but to clear the brush and vines that hindered his Elvish horse. In a blink, Deakon and the tribesman were well ahead of the hindered horse.


“Deakon!?”


From the distance came a yell, “Follow the marks of war!”


Daeris looked at a tree close to him and saw a mark – similar in nature to the one Deakon carved earlier, but more frenzied. Daeris kicked Rochorn in the direction of the tree. What came next was a series of sharp vines and brush to the rangers face as the horse hustled. Daeris fought hard to keep his eyes open for other marks and each time he was lucky enough to find one he guided Rochorn in the appropriate direction.
***


Deakon Avory, warrior of the Sin’Haurra, ran to a battle that raged in the camp just ahead of him. In full sprint, Deakon hurled his javelin towards the head of an unfortunate enemy. The man never had a chance to dodge the projectile, and his lifeless body met the ground. As Deakon charged into the fray he pulled his axe and his blade. His blood began to boil.

***


Three marks later, Daeris jumped from Rochorn’s back and quickly grabbed his sheild. The ranger’s face was dotted with minor wounds from thorns and splinters. He quickly scanned and focused on his new environment. Rochorn had emerged in a large open pit with tents of leaf around the perimeter. This was a tribal camp – most likely the group of peace seeking Sin’Haurra.

In the pit were many tribesman – many were armed with javelins and simple knives. Others, with painted faces, were armed with curved wooden shields and spiked flails. The tribesmen were focused on many more men that surrounded them - men that appeared to be bandits.

‘This enemy is the same that intruded into Eryndor.’

***


The leader of the mercenaries sat on his horse, bow in hand, and watched over the action in the pit. He had successfully ambushed and surrounded the tribe – he didn’t much care what the tribe’s name was, but he did care for the valuables hidden in the camp. The leader did not doubt his Men in the fight that commenced, as they were armed with many quality swords. The bandits  picked away at the mass of tribesman in the pit.

“Break into their lines!” he yelled out to his men.


Many mercenaries that heard the command began to march closer to the center of the pit.  Their lives soon ended as the tribesmen launched an array of javelins to the advancements. The tribesman were quick to retrieve any javelins that stuck out of the dead – they were to be used to kill again.

The leader loosed a few arrows which met their marks and caused certain death. He targeted any who he felt to be the most threatening to his mercenaries’ advances.

***

Daeris realized he was starring at a wall of enemy backs and he had not yet been noticed by the bandits, most likely due to his slight similarities in clothing. In a swift and silent maneuver, he sprinted into the flank of three or four bandits. Unseen, his cutlass was very quick to kill one man and immobilize another. Two others turned to face their surprising new enemy, both slashed their swords towards the ranger.

Daeris spun from the danger that threatened and focused on the two Men that now targeted him. His shield blocked a sword from the left and he pulled his arm back from the tip of a sword on the right. Having turned their back to the pit of tribesmen, both bandits were impaled by javelins nearly at the same time. Daeris could see the regret in their eyes as their life passed.
‘Move your shield!’

The ranger’s battle instinct was improving, for he was just in time to intercept an arrow that would have meant sure death. The distant enemy sat on a horse and peered straight at the ranger. Daeris quickly jumped toward the middle of the pit to escape the gaze and the line of fire. He placed his back to his new allies of the Sin’Haurra and focused on the mounted archer.
***


The leader of the mercenaries realized that he was losing more Men than he anticipated. Not to worry though, for he still had control of the battle.


“Break to the flanks!” came the second command.


The mercenaries combined into many groups of three or four and began to approach the pit on multiple fronts. While the tribe struggled to pick up on the new groups, the leader loosed many arrows into the crowd and witnessed a few tribesman fall. Some of the arrows, however, were blocked by a persistent ranger that studied the leader’s every move.

***


Deakon still held his blade and axe, having made quick cuts and slashes into any foolish bandit that approached too close to the pit. With a sudden explosion of anger, Deakon bellowed a command in his native tongue and began to charge towards a small cluster of bandits. Instantly, five other Sin’Haurra ran from the pit to join Deakon in the charge.


The collision that ensued was fast and loud, and it was difficult to make out what exactly happened. When the screams of death ended, it could be seen that not a single Sin’Haurra warrior had fallen, but instead it was only the bandits that they had annihilated.

Other warriors from the pit yelled similar commands and they too lead charges into the heart of the remaining enemy bands. In an instant, the enemy units were scattered and unable to assist each other.


Deakon bellowed another command as he gazed towards the mounted archer. Many colorful birds fearfully darted from their nests because of the sound.

***


The bandit leader suddenly realized he was losing the fight he had thought he was winning moments ago. The same red-haired tribesman that had led a charge against one of his units was now leading a charge directly towards his location.

“SHIELD WALL!!!” begged the leader.

The Men closest to their leader created a line of shields to intercept and deflect the charging tribesman – many of them trembled with horrible fear. Some knew that they were about to die and they could only stare as death quickly approached.


As death charged for his Men, the leader loosed several arrows at the one who had started this frenzy – the painted warrior with hair of fire. All of the arrows missed their target, except one.
***


Deakon didn’t feel any pain from the arrow that entered his shoulder – instead it was felt only as a fuel to the heavy fire that already burned, and this drove him even more.
Just feet from the wall, Deakon hurled his axe into one of the bandits – as the bandit’s life ended, so did his fear. Many bandits planted their shields into the ground and prepared to shield-bash the tribesman.
A heavy, man-made thunder erupted from the shield wall as both sides collided. Sounds and visions of battle commenced…

Tribesman flew into the air from the force of the shields. Some were cleaved before they could hit the ground.


Javelins were used as spears to impale the bandits not quick enough to deflect them. Those that were quick enough were soon pierced through their feet.

Axes and swords dropped some – mostly those of the bandit forces. Blood rained on the ground below covering those already dead or those that were most likely about to meet death.

Arrows from the mounted Man were piercing the tribesmen, but he still aimed for the painted warrior.


Mortally wounded bandits wept as they laid on the ground. They were not lucky enough to have died quickly.


Deakon’s fist swelled from the blows into his enemies. His blade was dripping red.


The shield wall had been reduced into what was now a chaotic skirmish. The bandits were no longer unified, and they only fought for hopes of saving their own lives.
Deakon wanted to end this assault on his tribe – he began to sprint at the commander of the bandits.
***


“Come and die,” whispered the leader to himself. The tribesman he had been targeting now sprinted towards his horse. The archer raised his bow…

…A swift sidestep and the first arrow missed…


…A high jump and the second arrow missed…



…A low shoulder roll and the third arrow missed…

A dripping red blade flung through the air towards the leader and gashed into his leg. The tribesman was clenching his fists, nearly close enough to pounce and squeeze the life out of him. Desperation. The archer raised his bow…

…the fourth arrow hit its mark.


The painted tribesman collapsed onto his knees as the life energy drained from him.  Two arrow punctures, one in his shoulder and one is his lower abdomen, served as the exits for his life energy.
The mounted Man didn’t have to force a grin as he marched his horse closer to the kneeling tribesman. In fact, at that moment the leader didn’t even care for his own Men anymore but instead only wanted one thing – to outlast the tribesman who turned the tide of this battle.

“Time to die…”

The mounted Man, leader of the mercenary forces, raises his bow…

…the fifth arrow never loosed.

***

From a far distance, Daeris lowered his bow as he witnessed the leader fall dead from his mount. The Son of Syris had been fighting alongside the Sin’Haurra for the past few minutes, but he had kept a constant eye on Deakon – partly for the fascination of watching him fight. When Deakon collapsed, Daeris was quick to retrieve his bow from Rochorn’s back.

With no time to waste, Daeris hopped onto Rochorn and rode to Deakon, dodging the few bandits in his path. The battle, while not as fierce as it once was, continued with the remnants of the bandits. Rochorn slowed to a halt and the ranger dropped from his back. Deakon was now unconscious and laying on his side– it wasn’t hard to witness the life that was leaving the warrior.

Daeris did not try to rouse Deakon, for this was a needed opportunity to pull the arrows from his body. A few years ago Riavorn had taught Daeris and Mithris about certain techniques of hasty battlefield healing – mostly methods for healing arrow wounds or wounds caused by small-arms.


‘Remember the teachings. Remember now!’
The ranger retrieved several bandages made from leather of different thicknesses. He quickly pulled a hunting knife from his boot and cut the tips from the arrows. With a sudden jerk the arrow shafts were no longer impaling Deakon’s body. The wounds had little time to bleed because the leather was slapped onto them with significant force. When the blood touched the leather it became sticky and forced it to adhere to the body. Daeris used many long leather strips to tie over the smaller bandages for even more security.
When somewhat pleased with his efforts, Daeris looked up. The battle was over, and the remaining bandits were either dead or had retreated back into the deep forest. With a second glance across the wooded pit, it could be seen that many more tribesman had fallen than Daeris had thought – all but nearly a dozen had died. The Sin’Haurra that still lived were now in a state of celebration, but not a typical celebratory response. Instead of cheers, laughs, and dancing, the Sin’Haurra were jumping, rolling and smashing their bodies into one another. The dead tribesman that littered the ground almost took part in the celebration, as they were used as obstacles in the frenzied celebration. While the smashing took place some would briefly pause to roll the dead together, creating a collection of the dead. Daeris was again intrigued by yet another part of Sin’Haurran culture.
After a few moments of the celebration, several tribesman began to crowd around Daeris and the unconscious Deakon. The unnamed tribesman that had traveled with Deakon stepped forward and turned to the crowd. In Sin’Haurran tongue he spoke to the tribesman while he pointed at Daeris several times, to Deakon, and back at Daeris. Suddenly he yelled and many of the tribesmen ran to their huts and tents.  When they exited, they were carrying large sacks of their valuables. The unnamed Man turned and faced Daeris.
“We….go….now.” voiced the unnamed tribesman.

Several warm days passed…

***


The blurred vision wasn’t enough to stop Deakon from his realization – the realization of his residing in a den of Eryndor.

“How do you feel?”


Deakon remembered the voice of the Man of Eryndor.  He tried to focus his vision in on him. “I feel weak, but I know where we are – so I feel strong.”


“You’ve been out for days,” responded Daeris. “But the good news is that you are healing.”


Deakon let out several moans as he slowly eased himself into a sitting position. With a quick glance around his shelter, Deakon realized that he was in the very den that he had carved his marking into months ago. A few small torches jutted from the wall and provided only a small amount of light.


“The battle? Did many fall?”


“Many Sin’Haurra did fall,” Daeris handed a small cup of broth to Deakon and motioned for him to drink from the cup, “but in the end it was the intruders that were routed.”

The canopy grew silent as thoughts crept in.


“Only the strong have made it.” whispered Deakon. He began to stand, but immediately collapsed from the pain.


“Take it easy, friend. Drink the rest of that mixture and sleep your way back to health. Your tribe will see you soon,” commanded Daeris.


Deakon sipped the cup and leaned back on the cot. Many more warm days passed…

***


‘A storm? On a clear night as this?”

Daeris was awakened by a loud clasp of thunder, but he questioned the weather. Just before he had entered his canopy to sleep the sky was clear.

…Another loud clasp, which was followed by another, and another. The thunder was not ceasing. Daeris quickly tossed on his cloak and walked into the night air.  He now stood on a balcony of wood, but water was not falling from the sky. His attention was drawn to the inner cloister of Eryndor where a tall fire blazed. Crowded around the fire were the several Sin’Haurra that now resided in Eryndor. The thunder was actually the deep beats of many drums that the tribesman threw their arms into.

With a closer look, there is another fire that danced around the taller pillar of fire – It is Deakon. Daeris could see that Deakon had taken off his bandages and from the looks of the way he was jumping around he was feeling much better. The cloak provided warmth as Daeris stared at the fire.


With each pass around the fire, a different tribesman ran out to meet Deakon. The two collided, and Deakon continued to circle the fire, and the tribesman returned to the crowd. It appeared as if they were celebrating his return to health.

‘This tribe has a passion. They will truly protect Eryndor with the same passion that drives me to protect it.”

Nearly an hour later, the crowd broke apart and the tribesman returned to their huts and tents. The new residents of Eryndor slept.
***


Early the next morning, Daeris approached Deakon as he was cutting firewood. All around Eryndor, the Sin’Haurra were each doing a different task.  Some built shelters, some mixed remedies, and some made weapons.

“Welcome to your new home, Deakon.” Daeris looked around the area, “I can see that your people have quickly accepted Eryndor.”

Deakon ceased from his work and looked directly at the ranger, “No friend…It is Eryndor that has accepted them.”


“Those are true words that you speak, for I feel it myself.”


The two Men stared at each other in silence a few moments and both wondered what the other was thinking – Deakon was the first to speak.

“Let me say, my devotion to Eryndor has grown even greater than I imagined. I have talked with my tribe, and we are certain that the evil you speak of in Belegar is the driving force behind the warring in Fuintar – the change within my once great chief, Stag Velsis Kelm.”

Deakon took a knee, “The Sin’Haurra of Eryndor pledge ourselves to your cause, and to the Crusade that you are forming. Our ultimate goal, to bring peace to Fuintar, will be accomplished only in the destruction of the dark lord.”


‘This very moment marks the beginning for me. The beginning of my hope. This is a task that we can accomp-‘

“…and I thank you for saving my life.”


The Men continued to stare. The forest was silent, but somehow loud at the same time – perhaps it is the meaning behind the silence that was loud. Daeris’ simplified his thoughts as he searched for the right thing to say. The ranger also took a knee to face the fire-haired tribesman.

“…and I thank you for saving mine. Let me say, my faith in Eryndor’s cause, in the Crusade has just now grown even greater than I imagined. I am honored that your people wish to help us and wish to preserve Eryndor and my father’s legacy. You are most welcome.”


Daeris and Deakon rise at the same time and approach each other – instead of a shake of hands the two collide into an embrace. Both Men had no idea of what the future holds, but they both looked forward to it with much faith. As they separated, Daeris realized that several Sin’Haurra now surrounded them. Smiles adorned, they all approached and shared embraces with the ranger.


After a few moments of personal celebrations, Deakon approached Daeris, “My people have found an item of interest to you - an item that holds the answer to your question of the intruders. Follow me.”


The two entered Deakon’s den, dug into the side of a hollow tree. Sunlight peaked in only through holes in the bark, and Deakon’s personal marking was carved into various places within the den. On a small wooden table laid a scroll dotted with blood.

“We found this in the satchel of the mercenary commander that nearly killed me.”


Daeris walked to the table to review the scroll. It read:
Hithdorian Military Command


Orders for Mercenary Captain Brant Griffin – Fall 3964

Captain Brant, I’m glad to finally hear of your regiments decision to accept the terms of the contract we have offered. Now for your first orders.
There have been several reports of Wood Orc uprisings in numerous villages along the southern expanse. Rumors have arose that the tribes of Fuintar war again. While we do not perceive this to be a true threat at this time, we must investigate the validity behind the rumors.
Travel into the Riverside Woods and construct your camp of operations. Upon completion, send units east into Fuintar to scout and investigate the tribal activity. Stay the duration of Winter and send reports on the seventh of each week.
Captain, I deeply stress that your regiment is only approved to attack if it is done as an act of self preservation. I mention this because, as much as you have denied it, some of us are quite aware of the type of Men that make up your regiment, and their desire for greater riches. If the rumors are true and Fuintaur is at war, you are to withdraw immediately. I once again stress these rules of engagement.
Good Luck in your task, Captain Brant.
Sincerely,

Lt. Korbin Harrison

Daeris stepped back from the table. “So the Men that intruded Eryndor, the Men that killed many of your tribesmen, were nothing more than lowly mercenaries disobeying orders.”

Silence.

Daeris looked at the ground and slowly shook his head, “Earlier Deakon, you had pondered why Mithris, Athron, and myself must search for Men willing to visit Eryndor, why we must search for Men willing to join the crusade…”

Silence. Deakon listened.

“…In my short travels to the towns of Men, I have found primarily one thing. It is something that my father had warned me about, something my second father had stressed to me as well, and something that still came as a surprise to me when I witnessed it before my very eyes. It is the corruption of Men – their sinful desires that drive them to think only inwards. They fail to see the glory of Eryndor and what we strive for…”
Another silence.

“…And it sometimes scares me that I am a Man. If it is in other Men to become selfish and sinful than it is surely a curse that could find me as well. I use the thoughts of Eryndor and the crusade, and my memories of my father as driving forces that keep me focused on my purpose.”
Daeris lifted his head to gauge Deakon’s reaction. 

“I think I now understand friend. I understand – and I have just the thing that can raise your spirit. What do you say you come speak with my people and make friends with Men who do not suffer from the corruption you speak of.”

Deakon smiled at Daeris, which in turn made Daeris share a grin. The two Men exited the den.  Many days passed…
***


Over the past few days, Daeris befriended many of the Sin’Haurra people – he even started teaching a few of them how to speak proper Man tongue, and they shared their tribal words as well.


This day, however would be different from his previous few. After feeding Rochorn, the ranger returned to his father’s canopy, only to find quite a surprise. On a small branch that jutted from the wall, a pigeon clung – but not any pigeon, it was a pigeon trained by none other than Prince Riavorn.

Having recognized this, Daeris moved to the bird and gently untied a scroll that was attached to the bird. Once free of the scroll, the pigeon quickly flew from his perch, most likely returning to wherever Riavorn had trained it to do so. The news on the scroll was concerning indeed. It read:
Daeris,

Eldest Son of Syris, you must again leave Eryndor. At this very moment, Black Orc once again march beyond the borders of Belegar.
Follow the Fellowship Freepass to the farming town of Dindar. It is there you will meet with Mithris and Athron, and the newly formed Crusade.
It is there the Eryndor Crusade will make its first stand, the beginning of its duty to destroy the eastern evil.

It is there you will have your chance to shed the black blood of the very creatures that destroyed your home.

Leave the Sin’Haurra to guard Eryndor – your trust in them was a wise decision, for they are good people, and better warriors.

Ride fast and hard. Do not be afraid.


Without question, Daeris began to quickly gather any necessities from the canopy – this included healing remedies, leather bandages, and his battle gear. In his slight panic to get everything together quickly, Daeris tripped and dropped his cutlass forcefully into the corner of the canopy. Upon meeting the ground, a few wooden floorboards splintered from the tip of the cutlass. From his stomach, Daeris looked at the newly formed hole – it appeared to be a compartment beneath the floor, and there were a few small items within. Daeris pushed himself from the dusty floor and reached into the small hole – from it he pulled a small box containing a silver ring with a green stone embedded into it.

‘Syris loved my mother. I loved my mother – at least I think I did, but why do I not have any memories of her as a child? Why did father never speak of her to Mithris and I?’


Daeris shook himself from his thoughts, and stared directly at the ring he held in his hand – It undoubtedly held some sort of mystical properties. Daeris knew this because his mother was something that he rarely thought about, it was something he chose not to think about - but this ring made the many questions Daeris had about his mother rise from the depths of his mind.

‘As a father, I couldn’t have asked that Syris do a better job of raising my brother and I. He loved us and trained us in so many ways – the most important probably being the will to avoid the corrupt desires that fill other Men.’


‘The only thing I question is just what secrets did my father posses? I have always felt it – that he took certain things with him into the afterlife. Why do I know nothing about my mother?’


‘Father, something is missing – Please tell me, I beg of you!’


Daeris shook himself from his thoughts again, and this time he quickly placed the ring back into its box.  Daeris knew that the ring was amazing, and quite possibly led to the answers of the many questions he had.


‘I will save this ring and present it to Mithris. Together we may use it to unlock our past.’


One last item remained in the compartment – it was a small rip of paper, distressed from years of adventure. The writing was very hard to make out, but it read:


My Dearest Syris,
May this ring serve as a memory of when our love was as green as the gardens. Do not place blame or guilt into your thoughts, only think of me. I ask that you’ll where this whenever such memories arise. Soon we shall embrace again.

Your Love,

Daeris brought the paper closer to his eyes to look deeper, but the name of the person who had written it was partially ripped off. The portion that did remain was blotched due to the quality of the paper. The note was quickly placed into Daeris’ pouch, which also now held the ring.


When the hurried ranger exited his father’s canopy the air felt cooler – was it the air of winter approaching or the battle he would face in a few short weeks? Neither idea concerned him at this time, because he had to depart immediately, but first he had to say goodbye to someone.
***


At the inner cloister of Eryndor, next to the great tree, Deakon was sharing a few words with the unnamed tribesman. The two were quickly interrupted when a fully loaded Rochorn jumped into the clearing – the rider was also fully loaded, cutlass to his side, Ironwood shield strapped across his back.

“Deakon, I leave for battle immediately! Stay an-“


Deakon jumped to his feet and began to run towards his den, apparently to arm himself for battle. A shout made him turn.


“Deakon, I must leave alone! I’ve been told to have your people stay and guard Eryndor.”

“Told by who?”


“…Told by someone I trust. Today, the Eryndor Crusade has been given it’s first task, and we all must do our part to ensure that we accomplish it!”


Deakon and the unnamed tribesman knelt before the rusty horse, “We shall kill all those who challenge Eryndor! It will stand when you return, and it will flourish!”


“So it begins. I do not know of when I will return, but I feel in my heart when it happens it will be with many new members of the Crusade,” Daeris looked intently at both Men, “So I will see you soon, friends.”


“Goodbye for now.”


Rochorn quickly turned to leave the place that he too loved, but he is turned back suddenly by Daeris – the ranger was surprised by an unexpected event.


“Goodbye Daeris!” was the sound the ranger heard moments ago.


The unnamed warrior stood proudly to his feet staring directly towards the ranger on the horse. Daeris smiled from ear to ear, “So you’ve learned to speak. I applaud your efforts.”


“I know some, but I learn fast…To..morrow, I am given my name…by the elders.”


Daeris bows his head low to the unnamed warrior, “Then upon my return, I look forward to truly getting to know you. Goodbye then.”


With a quick slap from the ranger’s heel, Rochorn was already barreling far from Eryndor. If the Elvish horse could keep this speed they might arrive in  under two weeks.

As the world blurred around Daeris, his thoughts did not – they were as focused as ever. It was not fear that he felt, but excitement and anticipation, for he had looked forward to seeing his companions once again, and laying eyes upon their new Crusade. Many new friends were to be made, and many foes were to fall by the hopes and wills of those friends.

‘For the Crusade! The Eryndor Crusade!’
***
