His fingers pressed tightly around the hilt of the blade.  Had the orc looked his way, it may have just made out the faint wisps of his breath crystallising in the frigid air.  The sentry passed by, unaware.  The last thing it saw was a shadow over the snow, stained red. 

The sun had not yet risen over the orc encampment, but it made little difference in Northrend. The clouds formed a constant blanket across the sky, blocking the light and the warmth from ever touching the earth.  The intruder pulled his cloak tighter around him, watching from the shadows of his hood.  He had pursued his quarry for many months, listening to rumours, buying information and searching for clues to find them.  From the stifling heat of Durotar, he had travelled over land and sea.  Finally, in this freezing land, he had caught up.  

It even reminded him of Durotar, in some ways.  At first glance, the two places were nothing alike, yet despite their vastly different appearances, they had their similarities. Both were unfriendly lands, full of extremes and dangers, barren and wild.  He glanced down at the orc sentry, and wondered just for a moment, what he had thought of this place.  It seemed a shame he had had to kill him.  But he was in the way.  There were many more in the way.   

Emotionlessly, he started down the hill, fading from sight to become one with the morning mist.         

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Another scream pierced the air.  

Ash’lik na Flamelash glanced up for only a moment, before continuing to prepare her totem, calling on the power of the elements to come to their aid.  The attack had come early; so much so, one of the warriors had needed to rouse her from her sleep.  He stood by her now, watching the door of the long squat hut with frustration.  He had wanted to go back and face the enemy as soon as he‘d woken her, but she would not allow it.  Should they break in, she would need him to give her time enough to summon her powers.

It concerned her, though.  She was no coward - all who knew her, knew that.  She was not afraid to fight any enemy of Orgrimmar.  But this was unlike any confrontation she had known.  Why had the sentries not called out?  They had all tasted battle, they were not careless.  More shouts; a bang; then, silence.  Where was the noise of the enemy, the battle cries of her warriors?  Was this some new evil the Scourge had set against them, perhaps a ghostly being their weapons could not touch?  She tried to put it from her mind, to finish the preparations.  It did not take long.     

She nodded to the Warrior that stood by her side.  He gave an approving grunt at being able to join the battle, and strode quickly forwards, swinging the door of the hut open with one hand and readying his axe in the other.  He never made it outside.  With the slightest gasp, he fell backwards, a throwing blade lodged firmly in his throat.

Snow fluttered in on the wind, melting in the warmth of the hut, then falling like tears over the body of the fallen orc.  Ash’lik had been taught the signs.  She knew it was an omen of sorrow yet to come.  She stared at the doorway.   

“I know you are there, assassin.  Tell me, who sent you?  The Alliance?  The Scourge?  Or perhaps even some other force?”       

“Fate sent me.”  The voice that replied was deep and threatening, as cold as the ice that covered the land.

“Fate?”  She narrowed her eyes.  “You speak as if I should know you.”

“Once upon a time, you killed me, but even if I were to tell you my name from those days, you would not know it.  For a long time I wandered, as a ghost, until I was reborn.  My name is Silentblade.” 

A flicker of doubt passed over the orc’s face.

“I see you know my name now, Ash’lik na Flamelash.”  The voice sounded pleased.  The Shaman forced composure over her features.

“So, I once met the famous assassin Silentblade, before he was known so?”  She laughed.  “I have heard tell of your deeds.  Horde and Alliance, Scourge and Legion, all have fallen by your hand.” Her words were spoken with a derisive snort.  “You have no honour.  A mercenary who deals in death, and has not the courage to face those you hunt.  The world would be better off should I kill you a second time.”  

She moved her hands together and lighting tendrils burst into life, crackling between her fingers and snaking up her arms.  She threw the blue whips forwards, smashing the oak door into a thousand smouldering pieces.

“You brought this upon yourself, Shaman.  You speak of honour?  What you did was unforgivable.”  The voice growled from behind her, and she whirled around.

“When was it?”  Her eyes searched the room, seeking him.  “Perhaps you are one of the Night Elves I crushed in Ashenvale, or a human seeking vengeance without the honour to duel me?  I would see your face, my would-be killer.”  

She spun, arms outstretched, lashing out with dancing lighting which scorched the hut, and set wall hangings and furnishings ablaze without care.  Silentblade had nowhere to go, and was struck with the sweeping blow.  A pop and a crackle signified the destruction of his cloaking device, and he flickered into view.  

The Shaman had been preparing to throw another strike but the lightning faded as she started to laugh. 

“What trickery is this?!”  

Before her stood a gnome, dressed in the garb of an assassin.  His moustache was waxed into long thin points, and his beard trimmed to a point at his chest.  His hair was jet-black, and his violet eyes were narrowed in anger.  He raised himself to his full height of three feet, two inches. 

“Do you laugh because you think I couldn’t kill you?”  He voice was now the typical squeaky pitch of his race, and his hand shot to the modulation collar at his throat, which was smoking slightly.    

“Truly, you almost had me – I nearly believed you were the great Silentblade, little gnome!”  Her laughter died as suspicion crept into her mind.  “Still, you got in here… you must have had help.  And I fell for your silly distraction.  Where is the real assassin?”  Her focus shifted.  It was a mistake.

Silentblade charged across the gap and leapt up, plunging his dagger towards her.  She scarcely had time to dodge the blow, and the knife tore down her arm.  Angered, she stamped a foot, and Silentblade was thrown back as a tremor from the earth shocked through his body.  Clutching her arm, the shaman moved to her totem and placed her hand upon it, blood dripping from the gash onto the carved wood, filling the designs with angry red relief.  

“And now you will see why I have the name Flamelash, kaz’goth’no.”

The totem began to glow, and flames started to lick around its base.

“Southshore.”  Silentblade said.  “It was Southshore.”  He snatched a knife from his sleeve and threw it in one fluid movement, making her flinch away from the totem, for just a moment.  It was enough.  He jumped forwards, drawing his sword.  At the same moment Ash’lik lunged for the totem.  A cyclone of flame exploded outwards.  Silentblade’s vision was filled with a livid red, and he knew no more.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The world was white.  Slowly Silentblade opened his eyes.  He was staring at a familiar leaden sky, paled with the first light of dawn.  Snow and ash tumbled over each other, climbing and falling, before landing on his face, to sting both hot and cold.  He tried moving.  It hurt, but nothing seemed to be broken.  Slowly, and painfully he pulled himself to his feet.  The hut was a mangled wreck of twisted metal and burning wood.  He instinctively reached for his sword, and dagger but they weren’t there.  He tried to remember what had happened, how he had ended up so far from the hut.  But his head rang and his ears roared, and all he could recall was one image – fire.     

Cautiously he approached the flaming mess.  Clambering over the debris, he saw the shaman lying in the centre, next to her still-intact totem.  His sword was through her chest, and her eyes were half closed.  He hesitated for a moment, then went to her and looked down upon her face.  Her eyes rolled towards him, and she struggled to speak. 

“I… do not remember you…”  

“It doesn’t matter.”  Silentblade answered softly.  “I will always remember you.”

The orc laughed and coughed.

“Ag mog ha makogg il ka gezzno ko g aaz’no zug.”  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The journey back to Wintergarde took many hours.  So as not to draw attention to himself, he had walked, rather than ridden, to the orc encampment, but it was hard going through the heavy snow.  Finally he saw the mountains ahead and climbed the steep path to the gate of Wintergarde Keep.  The Guards gave their few obligatory questions before letting him enter, but they did not seem concerned.  Gnomes were mostly harmless, after all.   

He crossed through the busy courtyard, sparing only a glance through the second gate down towards the village, where the villagers were making their way home for the evening meal.  He headed straight to the inn, weariness finally setting in, and climbed the stairs to his room.

He locked the door behind him, moved to the small desk by the window, and lit the oil lamp.  From under his cloak he drew a dark leather-cased notebook, and opened it to the back page.  A list of names in neat lettering was written down the page – all but two had a line through them.  He took the quill from the desk and dipped it carefully in the inkwell.  With a steady hand he drew a line through the name “Ash’lik na Flamelash”, and carefully replaced the quill.  Only one name remained – one name to complete his revenge.

Gelbin Mekkatorque.

Calmly he prepared his belongings for the journey back to Ironforge.  For months he had planned this, considered every detail.  Still, he wasn’t sure he would make it out of this one alive.  But what would it matter, as long as he didn’t either?  Satisfied that everything was in order, he placed a dagger under his pillow, and went to sleep.





~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The dream started the same as always.  He was in his workshop, back in Gnomeregan.  Cogs whirred, engines purred, the air smelled faintly of oil.  The halls were filled with the sound of industry and laughter.  Then the gas came.  Laughter turned to screams; the scent of oil was replaced with the acrid stench of sulphur… 

Silentblade awoke with a start.

“Just a dream…” he mumbled to himself, closing his eyes again.  Still, something was wrong.  He listened.  

It seemed quiet, but his instincts continued to shout out while his mind struggled to grasp the problem.  Then it hit him – sulphur.  He was awake, but still he could smell its odour.  

His brain worked through the problem quickly, now that he’d identified it.  Sulphur… a component of… gunpowder.  But there was no gunpowder here.  

He leapt up from the bed and looked out of the window, just in time to see the first fireball flaring up and arcing towards the inn.  He dived to the side as it crashed through the wall, splintering the wood and smashing glass in a glittering deadly rain.  

Shouts rang out, drowned abruptly by further explosions throughout Wintergarde, which shook the ground with each impact.  His best opportunity to escape was now, before the attackers ceased the bombardment and started their advance.  Fortunately his bag of tricks had remained clear of the destructive path of fire.  He quickly dressed and armed himself.  

For a few seconds there was silence, and he realised that the bombardment had ended.  He crawled towards the gaping edge of the building to try and see if the lower wall had been breached.  Small figures ran to and fro, some lining up to defend the walls, others frantically trying to extinguish the fires.  Although the wall had not been fully destroyed, a gap had been blown through the top of the east side, and it looked ready to fall.  Time was not on his side.  

Silentblade clambered down the exposed and broken beams of the inn, and dropped into the snow.  He could hear the shuffles and the snarls as the army of the undead approached below.  It was too dark to see, but he guessed that their number was great.

He recalled a pass to the east, through the mountains.  He doubted that the undead would have found it, and knew that was his best chance to get past them and onwards to Howling Fjord and his boat.  He ignored the screams of the frightened people below.  Not even the Scourge would stand in his way.  He was so close!

He’d been too tired to repair the cloaking device the night before, so he couldn’t trust it to sneak all the way out. He waited and moved with the shadows to avoid being seen by the guards – he couldn’t risk being called to help.  Finally he slipped around the pair watching the pass, and started to walk briskly, considering where he might be able to obtain a mount along the way and shorten the journey ahead.  A prickling at the back of his neck warned him of a presence behind him.  He turned and looked back down the pass, expecting to see a guard.  There was no one there.  He frowned and continued on, but stopped a few paces further and stared back through the frosty moonlight.

 “Treasch Toytinker.  I almost didn’t recognise you, with black hair.”  The speaker was close, and startled him.  He snatched for his dagger, but stopped as he recognised the voice.  

“That is no longer my name, Sakani.” 

A night elf shimmered into view.  Her skin and hair reflected a pale lavender in the moonlight, and her eyes bore through him.  She gave a grim smile.

 “So I have heard.  Silentblade has become something of a legend.” 

The gnome gave a sweeping bow.  Her smile faded.

“I did not say I was pleased by it.  You tricked me.  I would have never taught you had I known that this it what you would become.”  She stared at him coldly. 

“I have become justice.”  

“Justice?!”  She shook her head.  “The Treasch I taught knew the meaning of the word.  How did you fall so far?”

“What could you know?”  He snapped.  “Safe in your home…”

“Safe?!”  She pointed back down the pass.  “Listen, Treasch!  None of us are safe.  You could help them, that is what I taught you for – so you could protect!  It is bad enough that you kill for money.  But I have followed your trail.  The human, Larikin, the dwarf Stoutstone, a troll of the Darkspears, the list goes on…” She waved a dismissive hand. “These you just killed for nothing.”

“No!  For vengeance.  To right the wrongs of the past.  They can never hurt or cheat anyone again.”  He met her stare with an equal unwavering gaze.

“I have learned their stories.  I recall Larikin cheating you of your last gold, that is one of the reasons why I took you in.  And Stoutstone, stealing your inventions so you had nothing left to sell.  The troll…” She hesitated “I could never find what he had done…”

“You didn’t hear what he said about my mother.”  

“Treasch, where will it end?” She cried.  “Will you kill every person that looks at you sideways?”

“Not everyone - just one more.  Then, I will be free.”

 “No.  This ends now.  Stop this madness, or I will stop it for you.”

The gnome laughed. “You and what army?” 

The undead rounded the corner.  Neither of them had heard the approach, being so caught up in the argument.  Sakani looked over her shoulder, and drew her blades.  Silentblade made a run past her, intending to reach the fork he knew lay ahead and split right, away from the scourge forces.  Sakani reached out and stabbed through his cloak with her dagger, yanking him back.  He turned to punch at her, but she twisted away from the blow.  Then the undead were upon them.

Silentblade drew his dagger and sword, cutting through a ghoul as he did so, then turned and struck out at Sakani.  She parried with her blade, knocking his strike off course and into a zombie, then kicked at one of the skeletons making a grab for her.  Silentblade ducked under her and stabbed a geist, while she spun and skewered a ghoul with both her daggers.  They turned together to strike at each other, their steel clashing once, twice, thrice, in quick succession, before simultaneously lashing out behind them to each impale another undead attacker.  Long minutes drew on, as they clashed, each evading and attacking, kicking, slashing, thrusting, punching.  

A gurgling roar woke them from their hypnotic dance of death.  

“Uh…” Sakani stared in horror at the huge shambling creature that approached.  Silentblade stared, too, though he had farther to look up.  Stitched together, with its guts spilling out, the hulking abomination lumbered towards them.  It hefted the chain wrapped around its wrist, and flung a cruel metal hook at the pair.  They leapt apart, the hook smashing through snow and rock, kicking up a cloud of glittering dust.  Silentblade saw Sakani disappear from view as she cloaked herself in the shadows.  He hit his cloaking device, but the damage done to it before had been too great and he only flickered out of sight for a moment.

A ghoul let out a cry of triumph as it reached him, only to be smashed out of the way by the huge axe of the giant monster.  It was almost upon him.  He quickly reached into his bag of tricks, and grabbed the first thing his fingers touched.  He threw it onto the floor before the creature.  The spherical device unfolded into a small mechanical bird.  It sat there, wings flapping and giving a surprisingly loud distorted cheeping.  Silentblade grimaced in preparation to be squashed.  He had hoped to snatch up a smoke bomb or stunning poison.  To his surprise, the creature stopped and stared down at the bird.  Then it laughed a heavy sloshing “Ho ho ho ho!” and raised its axe.  Silentblade realised what it was going to do, and turned to run.  The heavy, blunted blade crashed down onto the device, which exploded with a bright white flash that lit up the pass as if it were daytime.  He squeezed himself into a crevice in the wall, and then looked back.  The abomination had been blinded and swung wildly, arms flailing, smashing through the smaller disoriented creatures around it. 

The undead’s numbers had thinned significantly.  Those that had not fallen to the two rogues, had either already continued down the pass to be faced by Alliance soldiers, or succumbed to the thrashing of the huge animate.  This time, he was able to search through his bag for what he needed.  With a grin, he threw a new kind of explosive he had thought of at the creature.  Luck was on his side, and it landed inside the abomination’s gaping belly.  He shut his eyes as the creature exploded, taking the remaining few undead with it.  When he opened his eyes again, the pass was a scene of quiet carnage.  Silentblade waited a few more moments before exiting his hiding place, then quickly began to move away from the sounds of the continuing battle behind him.

His breath was knocked from him, and he fell face first into the snow.  His head was yanked up by his hair, he felt the cold press of steel against his throat, and a weight pinning him where he lay.

“I am glad you survived, Sakani.”  

“Tell me, who is it?  Who is the last on your list, and the first in your hate?”  

 “The one who started all of this.  The one that killed my family and destroyed my home.  Gelbin Mekkatorque.”

“The High Tinker?”  He felt the grip on his hair loosen slightly, then it was pulled even tighter, the metal digging into his skin.  “How could you?  You would betray you entire kind?!”

“Save them.  He is dangerous, that has already been proven.  He would lead us to destruction.”

“He would lead you home!”  She sounded despairing, losing hope that her friend still existed. 

“In the time I was trying to find you, I learned about many things.  The High Tinker has planned to return to Gnomeregan, ever since you were forced to flee.  I have heard rumours that some survived in the city, and live to this day, fighting from within, waiting to be reunited with all gnomes.  There is a chance they survived, Treasch.” 

She took a deep breath to steady herself as she spoke the words she had come to say.  “So, I ask you now.  Will you return with me, to help free Gnomeregan, to dare to hope that your family is alive and your home can be restored?  Or will you continue to believe that they are dead and that the leader that cares for his people is a traitor that deserves death?  If so… I will reunite you with your family now.”  

Treasch felt at if he had been stung.  He lay in silence for many minutes, not noticing the chill of the cold, the howl of the wind, the destruction that lay all around him.  His dream started the same as always, only this time he was awake.  He was in his workshop, back in Gnomeregan.  Cogs whirred, engines purred, the air smelled faintly of oil.  The halls were filled with the noises of industry and laughter.  But no invasion of troggs, no poisonous gases ruined this vision.  This was not a dream of the past, but a hope of the future.  Tears began to roll down his cheeks, burning as they froze against his skin. 

Finally, he spoke. “You believe that the High Tinker can do this?” 

“Truly, I do.” 

“I want to believe that they are alive.  If he really is going to take back Gnomeregan… if he can save them…”  

Sakani loosened her grip, and withdrew the dagger.  

“I will come with you, to Ironforge.  To Gnomeregan.”

Sakani stood, and smiled.

“Then prove your new path to me, Treasch.  There is one more you will kill as Silentblade.”  

Treasch stood, brushing the snow from his clothes. 

“Who?”

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

They peered out across the burning village.  Treasch may not have been able to see as well as Sakani, but for the first time in a long while, he could see the suffering before him plain and raw.  

The eastern end of the lower wall had completely fallen, and he couldn’t see any villagers, though soldiers still battled against the unending waves of horrors that poured through the breach.

“There.  The Necromancer controlling the monsters.  Once he is gone, they will become disorganised, and the Keep will stand a small chance at surviving.”  Sakani pointed, and then faded into the night. 

“Wait!”  Treasch hissed.  

“What?”  The bodiless voice sounded impatient to go.

“My cloaking device broke.”

“Cloaking device?”  Sakani reappeared, a frown on her face.  “Why have you been using a ‘device’ to shadow yourself?  I taught you how to do this.”

“It’s difficult.  I never mastered it.  The device made it… more efficient.”

“Well, now you have to do it without one.  There isn’t much time.  Come on.”  She vanished again, and he sighed.  He closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to recall the lessons on how to reach for the shadows.  It took longer than he would have liked, but slowly he felt the cool sensation creeping over his skin, and the sounds of the night became clearer and crisper.  He looked down at his hand.  It appeared ghostly to himself, and he knew he had succeeded.  As long as he stayed calm, the illusion would hold.  

Sakani was still standing next to him.  He was surprised he could see her ghostly form, knowing that if he had cloaked with his stealth device, she would still be invisible to him.  She nodded approval, and started down the steep incline towards the ranks of the undead.  They picked their way slowly through the lumbering army, careful not to stray too close to the Shades, creatures of shadow that would see through their spell.  

Treasch recognised the Necromancer as soon as he saw him.  A gilt ram’s skull was placed upon his head, and his robes were thickly embroidered velvet.  He looked as if he was concentrating, although he gave no other indications that he was participating in the events around him.  Suddenly, he struck the ground with his staff.  An echoing boom shook the ground, and fallen ghouls and villagers rose as new undead soldiers to join the fray.  Treasch felt sick to his stomach at the sight, with the realisation of the fate he had left these people to so easily.  For so long he had sought vengeance for his home being invaded and destroyed, and yet he had walked away from the very same thing here.  The fear, pain, and anger welled within him.  Too late, he noticed that he had lost control of the shadows.  The undead turned, slavering, to look at him.  

Slowly he turned around to face the Necromancer, drawing his blades.  The Necromancer gave a twisted grin as the gnome approached.  

“Have you come to offer your service to the Lich King?”  He laughed.  “He has no need for pets.”

Treasch returned the grin.

“Then why does he keep you, sheephead?” 

“You are an irritation.  My ghouls will feast on your flesh.” 

“Have you not the courage to face me yourself?”  Treasch was standing right before the dark caster now, staring unwaveringly into his cold and empty eyes.  The Necromancer laughed again.

“What are you going to do little one?  Stab me in the knees?”  

Treasch stabbed him in the knees.  

The Necromancer was taken by surprise, and fell.  Treasch stepped aside, flicking his sword around, and impaled the caster through the back.  The Necromancer’s eyes opened widely in surprise, and then he dropped. 

“That was easier than I expected.”  Treasch murmured.  He looked back towards Wintergarde.  Hundreds of eyes had turned to stare at him.  Not a single creature had missed the snap of the Necromancer’s magical control breaking.  

“Ah.” 

The undead horde charged.  Sakani appeared next to him, throwing out a fan of knives towards the first group of geists that leapt cackling towards him, knocking them out of the air.  

“Sheephead?”  She smiled.

“Could you think of a better insult?”

He slashed out at a skeleton’s legs, dropping it to the ground, before kicking its head away.

“How about ‘ethala banthalos’?” She replied, striking a ghoul, with elbow, then dagger. 

Not much better,” Treasch laughed, thrusting through another geist.  “So what was your plan to get back to Wintergarde?”  They moved so they were standing back to back.  

“Urmmm.”  Sakani scanned the sea of animates between them and the keep.

“You mean you came down here, and didn’t have a plan to get back out?”  Treasch sighed.  “Night elves, never considering safety.  Cover me.”  Sakani moved around, dropping creature after creature, while Treasch hunted through his bag of tricks.  Finally he found what he needed.  He just hoped that someone in Wintergarde would understand the signal.  He lit the firework, and threw it into the air.  A green trail of sparks streaked up with a whistle, before exploding into a glittering shower.  

They fought on.  The attackers were endless, and both of them were beginning to tire.  There were too many.  Treasch spun to slice at another geist, when he saw a ghoul leaping at Sakani.  Already she was battling three creatures and she was almost overwhelmed.  He ran and dived between the Ghoul’s legs, stabbing out with his blades as he slid.  The ghoul let out a gurgling growl and swiped down with deadly claws.  He was not fast enough to pull his weapons from it, and the blow struck him hard across his face.  He sliced his sword across its belly and felled it.  But his vision had blurred and he felt dizzy.  He was barely holding onto consciousness. 

Faintly he heard a screech from above.  Arrows flew through the air, dropping the nearest group of undead soldiers.  He heard muffled shouts, and saw the vast forms of two Gryphons landing, scattering the remaining foes.  He felt himself being pulled up, and his stomach lurched as the ground suddenly dropped away under the powerful wing beats of the beast.  He closed his eyes and drifted away, to the same dreams of Gnomeregan, and his lost family.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

“Are you ready?”  Sakani had her bag slung over her shoulder already, and was waiting by the door as he came down the stairs of the Keep.

“For someone who lives for thousands of years, you’re not very patient.”  Treasch smiled, and then winced.  The slashes on his face had not yet fully healed.    

“I apologise, Master Silentblade.”  Sakani gave a mocking bow.

“That is no longer my name, Sakani.”  He replied seriously.  “The vengeance of Silentblade has ended.  Now is the time for the vengeance of Treasch Toytinker.”  

