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Dedication
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dad, this one is for you. It was never just about the book. It was about a father and son spending time together.
 
 



Map of the Realm

 



Chapter 1
“Did you find anything?” whispered the tall youth from outside the open window. His younger companion inside did not respond. He spoke again. “Kalo, did you find anything?”
“No,” came a reluctant reply, “and be still.”
Tythan Pree grew impatient as he stood outside in the shadows of the building. “Let’s get out of here. It’s too bright out.” A moment passed and he added, “I shouldn’t have asked you to do this so early. We should have waited until later.”
His voice trailed off as he turned his head to look east, up the alley toward the street, then glanced quickly in the other direction, across the river. Kyff’s Works, the coppersmith’s shop, sat on a narrow plot on the wharf. It did not extend onto a pier like many of the other buildings on this side of the street. Ty had chosen this setting because the chance of being discovered would likely come only from someone on the street.
The night air was cool, and a light breeze usually whispered through the city of Riverlok in the early evening hours this time of year. The sun had gone down only an hour before. A full moon had already risen high in the cloudless autumn sky, and its bright reflection sparkled on the slowly drifting waters of the Green Provide. As the night wore on, shadows from the city wall to the west reached across the river to the wharf like a blackened blanket, and the old buildings along the waterfront were made even darker by their contrast to the moonlit streets. It was surprisingly quiet this early in the night. A dog’s faint barking in the distance and the water lapping against the breaker wall were the only sounds.
Inside the small one-story building, Kalo’s agile figure moved quickly about in the darkness with complete silence. His shadowy form floated from one corner of the room to the next in search of the perfect item. The faint shapes of the craftsman’s wares covered the walls and filled small display cases. A metallic taste hung in the air.
“Ty, I can’t find the right case. He must have moved it,” he whispered from inside.
At that, the older boy stuck his head through the open window. “Come out of there, Kalo, or I’m coming in after you.” He added an incentive. “We’ll find something to eat.” A moment passed, and his voice changed from a plea to a command. “If we’re caught, we could be flogged, or worse. Come on!”
Suddenly Kalo appeared at the window, smiling broadly. “How’s this?” he asked, brandishing a copper belt buckle with a silver inlay.
Ty took the buckle in his hand and fondled it. The fear of capture left him as he examined the prize in the light of the full moon. “Will he miss it? We don’t want to overdo it, now.”
“Not a chance.” Kalo shook his head. “I rearranged the other pieces. He won’t notice it’s gone.” They were at ease now, talking casually through the open windowpane of the freshly burgled shop. Kalo adjusted his shirt, and a small ferret climbed out and rested on the sill between the two boys.
“Come here, Nikki,” said Kalo as he picked up the slender foot-long animal and cuddled him in his arms. The rock ferret climbed up his chest and rested on his shoulder, burrowing its small head in his auburn hair and licking his ear.
“Why couldn’t Nikki have picked out a piece for us?” asked Ty, turning the buckle back and forth in the moonlight. “You’ve been training him for months.”
“He only picks out gold, not copper.” Kalo reached up to stroke the soft coat of the ferret thief, then placed him back inside the large fold in his shirt.
“He’s too good for copper?” Ty inquired, gently pushing the booty into a soft leather pouch fastened about his waist.
Kalo was silent. He found it impossible to explain how he’d taught the ferret to work with him. No one understood his gift with animals, including himself. The concept of stealing was man’s invention, based upon the idea of personal property and ownership. The rock ferret held no such sentiment. The task for Kalo became not to teach Nikki to pilfer, but simply what item to take and when. The learning process took both time and patience, but with the gift of the link, it had been promising. Nikki could now recognize gold. For now, Kalo still had to pick out the valuable copper pieces. Ty would not understand how Kalo teamed with the ferret to steal the best pieces, so Kalo kept these things to himself.
“I’m going to sell this right now. I’ll meet you back at the loft, and then we’ll find something to eat,” Ty told him. He looked up and down the alleyway, then back at Kalo. “Can you close up by yourself?”
“Sure,” Kalo responded; the contortion of his body as he twisted out through the window lengthened the word.
“You know, Kalo, it bothers me to have you do the stealing,” said Ty. He put his arms about the smaller boy’s torso and lifted him into the alley. “I want to take the risks, not you.”
“Go,” said the young thief as he gained his footing. “The longer you stand there, the hungrier I get.”
That was all the older boy needed to hear. He spun around and ran quickly, effortlessly, and silently down the alleyway, keeping to the shadows. His shape was visible for only an instant as he crossed the street into the dark and disappeared from sight.
Kalo carefully lifted a grime-covered pane of glass that had been resting against the exterior of the building. He spat on the tip of his fingers and rubbed the moisture on each corner. With gentle care, he placed the pane into the open window frame he had just exited. It fit perfectly, as it should. Propping the glass with one hand, he reached into his oversized shirt pocket with the other.
“Move over, Nikki,” he said softly. The rock ferret snuggled against the boy’s body in his shirt and moved out of position as the boy’s hand moved in. Kalo pulled out a small wooden peg and wedged it between the pane and frame. He found three other pegs and did the same. Quietly but firmly, he tapped the window to test it. It felt secure. As a finishing touch, he scooped up a small amount of dust from the alleyway and tossed it into each spit-moistened corner of the window. The coppersmith would not know that his young nonpaying customers had visited again tonight.
Kalo wiped his hands on his shirt, then ran them through his hair and admired his work. He was more thorough than Ty. He did not enjoy stealing, but he was very good at it. His obsession with covering his thefts was something Ty did not fully understand. Ty found it clever because it allowed them to do it over and over, but for Kalo, it was simply easier to steal from those who did not know they were victims. And it was kinder.
Suddenly, he heard his name. “Kalo.”
The young thief whirled about to see the dark silhouette of his friend standing before him.
“What are you doing here?” gasped Kalo, his hand on his chest. “You scared me to death.”
“I came back for you.” Tythan Pree stepped silently into the shadow of the building. “I decided I should show you how I sell our goods.”
“I don’t want to know, Ty.”
“You need to learn the trade.”
“We’re thieves, Ty. It’s not a trade.” Kalo could not see his friend’s face, but he knew his words had hurt him. Kalo was still unnerved from being startled. “All right, show me how you sell them.”
Ty put his arm about Kalo, and the two young thieves of Riverlok walked out of the alleyway and into the dark streets of the waterfront. “I think we’ll take the scenic route, over the bridge. I know a way right through the West Wall, across the river—but not tonight. Tonight, you get to see where our customers really live.” Kalo didn’t ask for further explanation. It was hard for him to think of the buyers who paid for their thievery as “customers.”
The Green Provide flowed south from the northern mountains and could be crossed from the city of Riverlok in two locations, the Northgate and the Southgate. They were heading toward the Northgate Bridge to cross over into the West Bank settlement.
The two thieves walked side by side down the cobblestone street and past the Kingfisher Inn. The waterfront was deserted, and the faint din of voices coming from the ancient tavern was testimony that this was where the people gathered to dine and enjoy one another’s company. A column of smoke spiraled up from the old tavern’s chimney, and the thought of a warm fire beckoned the two boys. Although neither of them said anything, they both gazed longingly through the smoke-covered windows. They had not eaten that day, and the smell of brewing stew made their stomachs pang in hunger. Reluctantly, they pulled away from the inviting warmth of the Kingfisher and continued to march alongside the Green Provide.
The streets were bright, and as the two boys stepped out of the shadows of the buildings and into the light, their own shadows streaked across the cobblestones. Other than the two, the streets were empty of pedestrians. An occasional carriage passed. When it did, the boys could hear it coming from a distance, and they blended into the sides of the buildings lining the streets.
Soon they reached the Northgate Bridge as the street turned west. At the ramp to the gate, the boys stopped in the shadows. “Let me do the talking,” said Ty. Kalo smiled to himself. Speaking to the gatekeeper was the last thing he would want to do. He’d rather swim across to the West Bank. He’d done that before, on a day when he was just curious about what was on the other side of the world. The problem was finding a hole in the thirty-foot-high wall of ancient timber that separated the West Bank settlement from the city of Riverlok. Once he saw the depravity that lay beyond, he understood the reason for the wall—and for placing a gatekeeper on the bridge.
The two thieves had studied the riverfront well enough to know that this time of night, there was only one guard on duty. They walked up the north side of the bridge. They made little sound, although not intentionally, as it was their normal manner of walking.
As they drew within sight of the guardhouse and the faint glow of an unseen lantern, Ty called out, “Captain! Captain! Two approaching.” Kalo could see the guard jerk awake. The startled gatekeeper straightened his helmet as he stepped out of the guardhouse, peering into the dark in the direction of the sound that had awoken him. Ty called out again, “Captain! Captain! Two approaching.”
The gatekeeper straightened his frame and made himself look as large as he could. “Advance and halt!” he boomed.
Kalo fell in close to his companion. Ty’s brazen stunts made him uncomfortable. Ty toyed with danger. Kalo dreaded it. What was this trickery going to be? Would it work?



 
Chapter 2
At the voice of the gatekeeper, the ravens perched on the nearby bridge railing squawked. A few lifted off the railing a foot or so, then settled back. Within moments, the two thieves of Riverlok were before him, and Ty immediately began. “It’s Tythan Pree, Captain. My lord brought a workhorse team from across the bridge this morning, and this stable boy came with them. The cook fed him, but he smells something terrible, sir.” He held Kalo by the shirt collar and suddenly pushed him forward at arm’s length. “I was told to take him back across and then hurry home. It won’t take long, Captain.”
The gatekeeper stopped and leaned back slightly. He was silent as he studied the two small, dark figures along the bridge walkway. Then he motioned with a quick wave of his arm. “Go.”
Ty started forward quickly. “Thank you, sir. I’ll be crossing back over shortly.” The gatekeeper didn’t reply. A few ravens stirred on the bridge railing as they moved on.
“So, I smell bad, do I?” said Kalo finally when they were beyond the gatekeeper’s shack.
“As a matter of fact, we both do!” said Ty, releasing his friend’s shirt collar with a playful push.
The two boys soon left the ramp of the Northgate Bridge behind for the West Bank. They turned south and headed in the direction parallel to the street across the river and the coppersmith’s shop they had burgled.
Broken lanterns hung limply from the buildings and looked like they had not been lit for years. Ty guided Kalo down a series of dark side streets. They moved quietly and quickly among the shadows. The dirt streets narrowed further, and piles of debris languished against the sides of buildings.
They stopped at a corner near an abandoned shop, and Ty motioned across the street toward a dark space between two tall buildings. “Here. Follow me and say nothing.” Kalo nodded and followed as Ty led him down the narrow alley.
Something moved in the darkness. Ty stopped abruptly and held up a hand. Kalo fell in beside him and squinted into the darkness, for he had learned from experience he could see much better in the night than his companions. The shape shifted again, and two fearful eyes gleamed back at them from the gloom. Then it rose. It appeared: a massive animal covered in dark bristled hair.
“It’s just a dog,” Kalo breathed.
“I know that,” said Ty softly; he remained frozen.
Kalo immediately focused his thoughts on the dog and felt a connection with the animal. He extended an invisible hand, his palm down. The dog smelled the unseen hand of the stranger; her muscles relaxed, and she changed her posture. Nikki stirred within the young thief’s clothing. Kalo placed his hand on Ty’s back and gently pressed forward. “She’s a stray, not a guard dog. We can pass.”
Ty took a few cautious steps, then halted at a dark reinforced door. The huge dog stood to the side and glanced up at them with calm eyes. A low light flickered in a side window. Kalo could faintly smell the river as a brisk wind whistled between the two tall buildings that loomed above them like massive shadowed giants. In the moonlight, he could make out the tall, ancient wall of timber at the end of the alley, running along the west bank of the Green Provide waters.
Ty faced the door. He knocked three times, paused, then knocked twice more. A curtain parted, and the two young thieves could feel a pair of eyes studying them. A metal latch lifted and the door opened slightly. A candle’s light flickered in the opening, masking the face of its holder.
“What do you want?”
“It’s a piece for Dreegle.”
“Can’t it wait?”
“It’s a beauty.” Ty held up the small belt buckle and turned it so the candlelight would flicker on the copper. “I could find another buyer across the river, but I thought Dreegle would want it.”
There was a pause, and the door opened wider. The figure of a hulking man appeared, silhouetted in the light of a single lantern hanging above a table. In the light of his candle, he studied the two uninvited guests closely, as though judging their worth.
“All right. Come in.”
The door opened further, the big man turned aside, and the two boys entered. The space reeked of ungroomed men, causing Kalo to catch his breath. It was a sparse room with low lights. Besides the single lantern over the table, another hung from a brace on the back wall, emitting just enough light to reveal the dimensions of the space. Ty and Kalo rapidly searched the room with their eyes, their heads turning about, first looking for exits, then counting the men in the room, noting their positioning, and locating visual weapons. Four more men bent slightly over a table. They were all larger than either of the boys. In front of them were gaming cards and small piles of coins. Two other men, clothed in near rags, sat on stools not far away. As the boys appeared, stiff necks slowly turned, and glaring eyes fell upon the young thieves. Ty did not step into the center of the room. Instead, he stayed close to the door where they had entered, and Kalo stayed even closer, tucked behind Ty’s shoulder.
One at the table spoke—not the one who had opened the door. “Let’s see what you got.”
“Dreegle is usually quite generous,” said Ty, his voice uncomfortably high pitched as he stepped forward, passed the copper buckle to the man nearest to him, then stepped back toward the door.
“Is he now?” said the man who asked to see the stolen piece, turning it in the dim lamplight. “We wouldn’t want to disrespect the great Dreegle.” Another man at the table nodded eagerly, as though he might be smiling behind his full beard. In the silence, the two rag-bound men slid down from their perch on the stools and moved toward the door. Kalo stepped aside, pressing even closer to Ty to let them pass. They smelled of urine, and Kalo turned his head to watch them leave.
“Get out of the way, mutt!” one yelled at the dog outside. The door was still open, and Kalo saw him kick the animal in the ribs, driving it against the wall. The big dog yelped and cowered in the corner.
The ferret in Kalo’s clothing stirred. Kalo reached back and closed the door partly, but not so it would latch. He sent out the link and felt the dog’s hunger and fear. The big stray would bear this abuse; sometimes there was food to be found, so she lingered here. She had young mouths to feed, and she would endure this treatment to get what she had come for.
Kalo turned back to the table when he felt Ty nudge him. The man with the buckle scooped several coins from the pile before him and dropped them into a small leather sack. “Nice doing business with you,” he said. He handed the sack to the one who had opened the door and was still standing. The doorman passed the bag to Ty and motioned the two boys out with a dismissive wave of his oversized hand.
Ty did not answer, but a smile crossed his lips. He stepped through the door in a single motion, Kalo in tow, and they stood in the shadows of the alleyway. They waited for the door to shut and latch behind them, and then Ty emptied the silver coins into his hand. Even in the gloom, with only the faint light from the window, he could see that they had been well paid.
Ty’s smile faded instantly as he looked up to see the two men who had been seated on the stools inside now standing in the alleyway, blocking their path. In the other direction, the alley dead-ended at the ancient timber wall.
“What’cha got there, boy?” the larger of the two asked as he rubbed his hands together.
“Nothing you’ll get your hands on,” Ty replied, doing his best to sound bold.
“Well, we’ll see about that,” muttered the shabby man. Slowly, the two rag-covered men stepped forward. The light of the moon glinted off something in one of their hands, and Kalo felt a quick pain in his stomach.
He knew this had been a bad idea, and now here they were, outmatched and soon to be beaten by these thugs. There would be no bargaining with these two. It just did not work that way. He knew it, and so did Ty.
“You’re not getting this from us,” Ty spat vehemently. “We earned it.” He stepped back, trying to create more space between them, while Kalo moved slightly to the right. Perhaps if they separated their attackers, one of them could make a dash for freedom. These men had done this before. They ignored Kalo and focused on the bag of coins. Besides, Kalo was not a threat to them, being much smaller than either of the men.
Kalo stepped farther to the right and nearly stumbled over the hunched form of the dog. He looked down at the animal and connected immediately with her mind. The link was instant and familiar; the dog was still afraid of the men, and desperate. Kalo fashioned an image for the animal that reflected his own fears. Fight for your life!
Without forewarning, the dog leapt from her haunches and burst upon the nearest man. She seized his leg in a death grip and brought him down with a sharp twist. The man shrieked in pain and lost hold of his blade as he fell to the ground. Ty sprinted forward and snatched the free blade. He crouched low and pointed the small knife at the man’s throat while the dog held a firm grip on the shredded leg, twisting back and forth and slowly dragging the man along in the alley.
“Leave us be. We don’t want any trouble.” Ty looked up into the other man’s face. There was a look of astonishment more than fear in his eyes. He backed up and raised his hands while Ty moved closer to Kalo.
Kalo shared his thought with the dog: leave this alley and never return. Immediately, the dog released its grip and disappeared down the street into the night. The two men stumbled back toward the old shop to join their companions, the injured one moving slowly. The two young thieves from Riverlok surveyed their surroundings without speaking. They were alone in the alley. Their bodies relaxed.
Then, as though the frightening encounter had never happened, Ty said to Kalo, “Could you find this place on your own?”
Kalo looked about and nodded. “Probably,” he said, though he hoped he’d never have to.
“Good,” said Ty. “Now, can you find your way back to the Kingfisher?” With that, he turned and bolted down the dark street. Kalo was startled at first but quickly chased after his older friend.
Their feet padded along the dirt street as they darted around corners, retracing their trail under the pale moonlit sky. Ty’s long legs pulled him into the lead, but Kalo was determined to keep him in sight. He desperately needed to, because he had not thought to study the way into this hole. He was relying on Ty to find the way out. Ty was pulling away slightly. Not only was Ty faster, Kalo also had the burden of carrying Nikki in his shirt. Ty hurdled a barrel and nearly lost his footing. Kalo clutched the ferret against his chest and sprinted harder, seeing an opportunity to gain a few steps. Kalo was within a few strides of Ty, and he could hear his older friend’s heavy breathing. Ty seemed to be slowing his pace. Perhaps he was tiring, thought Kalo. With a surge of energy, Kalo lunged forward to pass his friend. Shoulder to shoulder they raced toward the bridge. Ty looked over at Kalo and let out a shrill of laughter. With renewed strength and a powerful sprint, he bolted ahead.
Dogs were alerted as the two rushed by; their bays and howls cheered the boys on, spurring them to race even faster. Ty’s distance grew, but now Kalo could make out the silhouette of the Northgate Bridge and his anxiety about getting lost in the West Bank disappeared. He released his hold on the ferret in his shirt and slowed to a comfortable pace.
Ty reached the ramp to the bridge and continued his sprint up to the gatekeeper’s shack. He called out, “Captain, it’s me, Tythan Pree!” He slowed but did not stop. He could see the gatekeeper coming to door of his shack with a lantern. “Just returning home, Captain.” Then Ty looked back down the bridge to the West Bank, from where he had come, and a slight smile crossed his lips. “I think that stable boy might be following me, sir.”
 



Chapter 3
Kalo could faintly make out his friend ahead on the bridge. He heard him call out to the gatekeeper but could not hear what was said. He slowed to a walk at the foot of the bridge ramp, then stopped. He realized that without Ty, crossing the bridge would be difficult. He walked to the edge and looked over into the slow-moving Green Provide. He had swum it once before, and he could do it again if it came to that. He much preferred crossing over the bridge, if there was a way.
He took Nikki out of his shirt and held him up. The small creature and his young master looked at one another in the dark moonlit night.
Then Kalo spoke. “Nikki, I need your help, little friend.” When Ty or others were around, Kalo rarely spoke to his little companion openly. But they were alone now, and Kalo spoke in words to the ferret although he had learned long ago that it was through his thoughts that he connected with the creatures of the land. Sometimes he believed that if he spoke his thoughts, his intentions would form more clearly.
“I need your help.” He reached out his mind and connected to the small mind of his ferret. Kalo felt calmness and friendship there. “We need to cause a distraction. Can you do that?”
The animal jumped from the boy’s arms. He ran across the foot of the bridge to the other side and up to the bridge railing. He looked back at the boy, seemingly understanding what was needed, then began his run along the railing that was the nightly roost of the hundreds of Northgate ravens.
Kalo lost sight of him, but in a moment, he heard the familiar squawk and flutter of ravens. For a moment, Kalo considered connecting with the birds, but he was certain Nikki’s presence was enough. Soon, a smile came to the boy’s lips and he broke into a soft run up the opposite walkway of the bridge. As Kalo neared the peak of the bridge and the gatekeeper’s shack, the sound of screaming ravens filled the air. Kalo could see the guard frantically thrashing at the swarming flock, completely oblivious to anything else happening on the bridge. In a matter of seconds, Kalo slipped by the guard and was on his way.
He felt exhilarated as he crossed into the city unnoticed. As he came off the bridge, he caught a glimpse of his ferret racing beside him. “Nikki!” he called, and the ferret jumped up his leg and into his shirt. “Good boy, Nikki,” he said, grinning.
Kalo felt free and alive, like nothing could stop him. The cold night air whipped across his face as he sprinted into the darkness. His brow felt cool as the gentle breeze brushed against the faint sweat glistening on his forehead. In the distance, the old sign of the Kingfisher Inn loomed under the bright lamplight.
When he reached the inn, he collapsed on the front steps. Red-faced and sweating, but with a beaming smile, he leaned back, breathing through his mouth. Ty appeared out of the shadows and dropped to the steps beside him. “I’m sorry, Kalo! When I crossed over the bridge, I told the gatekeeper that smelly stable boy was following me! I thought it was so funny when I said it. Then I realized how dumb it was, leaving you stranded.” He paused and reached out to playfully nudge the shoulder of his young friend. “I’m so sorry. How did you get by the gatekeeper?”
Kalo was still smiling. “Nikki and I are pretty resourceful. You should know that by now.”
The excitement of the race, their camaraderie, and the sheer joy of a forthcoming meal filled their hearts. The coppersmith’s buckle had provided enough silver for them to afford a meal far beyond what they were accustomed to. Ty would manage the money from the sale of the buckle for another meal or two later, but this one would be much more enjoyable.
Neither had the strength to say anything as they rose to their feet. Then Ty placed his arm about his young friend and through the doors of Kingfisher Inn they strode.
Kalo shook his head as they walked through the doors. “Are you sure we should be here, Ty?” he whispered.
“Don’t worry about it.” Ty grinned, shutting the door behind them. “Just keep that ferret out of sight.”
From across the tavern, the innkeeper immediately greeted them. “No free meals here.”
The two shabbily dressed young men stood in the doorway and inspected each other; their clothing was worn and unkempt, and streaks of dried sweat ran down their shirts. Kalo looked down at his feet, anxious to leave.
“We intend to pay,” said Ty with a broad smile as he held out a handful of coins for the innkeeper to see.
The innkeeper looked about the half-empty tavern and rubbed his hand over his thick beard, clearly won over by the prospect of a sale. He nodded and pointed to a table near the rear of the tavern, close to the kitchen entrance and well away from the other patrons.
Tythan Pree moved forward, forcing young Kalo ahead of him. Ty’s long black hair, tied behind his neck, danced freely from side to side. Keen brown eyes peered from beneath his brow, and he wore a perpetual grin on his youthful face. He was utterly fearless and brimming with energy, and his head darted back and forth in constant motion, scanning the inn for anything that might interest him.
A head shorter and a few years younger, Kalo shuffled forward at the prompting of Ty’s hand against his back. He tucked the complaining ferret deeper into the folds of his tunic as he fought to remain inconspicuous. He kept his eyes focused on the floor; their blazing blue color and slanted oval shape often drew curious glances from the townsfolk of Riverlok. His skin was tanned year-round, unlike Ty’s, which changed from light to bronze in the summer sun. Kalo’s auburn hair grew in full, thick strands of long curls, and he let it fall over his face. It parted naturally in the middle and he cut it just below his ears.
Kalo pulled the hood of his cloak well over his head as they passed by others on their way to their table in the rear. They were an odd pair, and Kalo knew his appearance often attracted attention. The men looked at him oddly, probably to discern the region of the realm from which he came. The women looked at him differently, often with a faint smile. Ty loved the attention, while Kalo endured it.
The Kingfisher was an old tavern built on a pier above the slow-moving waters of the Green Provide. Partially enclosed booths lined the walls, and small tables filled the interior. The floor of the inn was a decking of long wooden planks that creaked with each step, reminding patrons that they were resting on a dock fifteen feet above the river this time of year. In the spring, the rushing river could be heard only a few feet below.
The light in the tavern flickered from the lamps hanging outside the private booths, and the smell of burning oil mingled with the strong fragrance of roasting meat coming from the kitchen. Smoke from the lamps and the patrons’ pipes hung heavily from the ceiling. Kalo rubbed his eyes as he looked about the hazy room.
Their table was smaller than what would be found in a tavern nearer the heart of town. There was no booth behind them, only the walkway for the servers to the kitchen.
Before they could sit, a matron stood before them. She had been dispatched to quickly take their coin. She was a huge woman. Sweat rolled down her face and down her neck and large breasts into her apron-bound dress. She smelled of garlic and onion. Surprisingly, she looked kindly upon the boys, a manner they were not accustomed to.
“The price of two bowls of your best stew, Mum?” smiled Ty.
“Three coins, each,” she said, holding up three fingers.
“That’s not a problem,” said the still smiling Ty.
“Let me see ’em,” she teased, with one hand extended and the other placed firmly on her broad hip. He quickly rummaged through the small leather pouch, then dropped the coins one at a time into her open palm. She watched them fall one by one. When the last of the six coins had landed, Ty smiled broadly and held up both of his empty palms. She shook her head at his antics and smiled back.
“Be seated, gentlemen,” she said softly, bowing ever so slightly. She turned and nodded to the innkeeper far across the room as she departed.
Ty looked back at her and grinned. Charming women was his gift, or at least that was what he had told Kalo more than once.
Kalo pulled his hood off as he sat down. He slowly and methodically began to scan the Kingfisher. Without a word, Ty joined him. From their table, they could see the entire room, and the two thieves launched a quick study of their surroundings. They made mental notes as they both independently surveyed the interior, their heads slowly turning, drawing in every element and searching for any omen of danger. Most of the customers were either traveling merchants or local tradesmen.
There were two soldiers near the door, engaged in a lively conversation. The one doing the talking was dressed in the blue and gold of the Royal Guard from the King’s Retreat Compound on the edge of the city. His handsome companion wore the gray and yellow of the Realmsguard. His sun-stained face was fixed in a smile, and he was thoroughly engrossed in what he was being told. A closer look from the two young thieves revealed that the soldier was far more than a Realmsguard. He was a gava, a special breed of Realmsguard—one of the king’s own chosen messengers. He wore the unmistakable inch-wide leather collar as a ring about his neck. Ty pointed to his own neck for Kalo, raising his eyebrows. Gavas were not a common sight in Riverlok.
“A gava,” whispered Ty.
“I see him,” murmured Kalo, unable to conceal his annoyance at having the obvious pointed out to him. “What do you make of those two?” he asked, gesturing toward two bullish men dressed in black and scarlet, sitting at a small table. The two big men did not speak to each other. Instead, they sat silently, each looking into his own mug.
“I don’t know.” Ty glanced at the men and then back at Kalo. “Never seen their kind before.”
Kalo adjusted his seating posture unconsciously to allow the complaining rock ferret within his billowing shirt to find a more comfortable position. “Maybe they’re personal guards to someone,” he said, answering himself.
Ty shrugged and grinned at his young friend. Kalo knew Ty found a gentle pleasure in seeing him uncomfortable. Perhaps it was Kalo’s particular attention to detail that amused him. Kalo was overly concerned about their environment; he always had to be sure there was a response to every obstacle. Ty, on the other hand, was far less concerned with such things. He had told Kalo many times that he would rather depend on his skills and a little luck than a plan.
Ty’s eyes then moved away from his companion to a young dark-haired girl busily scrubbing table surfaces for the next patrons. His gaze followed her as she moved quickly through the tavern, tossing her hair each time she straightened up to search out the next table. She was entirely inconspicuous and unnoticed by most everyone in the inn. As she looked about the room for her next task, she suddenly snapped her head back and looked directly at Ty. She tilted her head down, and a faint smile crossed her lips. Ty stared back and grinned broadly. His face beamed so brightly that Kalo caught sight of him and turned to follow his stare. Seeing the target, Kalo quickly turned back.
“I thought we came here to eat,” he said.
Ty ignored him and continued to watch the table maid. Kalo noted his friend’s newfound confidence and a slight note of forthcoming mischief. He covered his face with his hands and leaned on the table. At that moment, Ty motioned to the girl and pointed to their own table surface.
Suddenly, the soft voice of the girl startled Kalo. “Excuse me, sir.” Her body brushed against his back as she cleaned the surface before him. The ferret moved at the sound of her voice. She turned around and left as quickly as she came, but not without a glance back at Ty. Her skin was white as if it had not seen the light of the sun in months, and her eyes had a glint like something made from the coppersmith.
“You’re going to get her dismissed,” said Kalo in a quiet monotone. It needed to be said, but he knew it would have absolutely no effect on his friend.
Ty shook his head, a smile still illuminating his face, his mouth slightly open as he watched her disappear through the double doors into the kitchen. “Did you see those eyes?” He took a deep breath.
Kalo looked about quickly and saw that Ty’s distraction no longer remained in the main dining hall. Yes, he had noticed her eyes, but he wouldn’t mention it to Ty, nor would he ever acknowledge that she had stirred his heart with the touch of her body.
In a short time, the big woman emerged from the kitchen and, without a word, served the boys a platter of roasted meat, cheese, mixed vegetables, and two large pieces of bread. It was a simple meal to most, but to these two, it was a grand feast. The smell of the cheese and cooked beef and vegetable stew floated over the small table. The rock ferret crawled out of the concealed slit pocket in Kalo’s shirt and sat on his lap, under the table and out of sight. Occasionally, Kalo would offer him a slice of radish or a chunk of cheese.
From under the table, the creature had a waist-level view of most of the tavern. Between feedings from his master, his tiny head darted about, watching the activity under the tables. Some food had fallen beneath a stool, and a small broom rested in the corner of the room. Other than that, there was nothing exceptional to draw his attention.
Then something caught his eye—a flash of gold.
Across the way, on the far side of the dining area in an enclosed booth, two men were engaged in a deep, private discussion. The men were of entirely different statures. The smaller man was a bent, twisted figure. His pale skin stretched tightly over his gaunt face, and his large eyes bulged from under his gray hooded cloak. The larger of them, a tall man with a short, dark goatee, was dressed in a fine scarlet robe with a black lining and gold thread. He had just paid the steward for their drinks of flavored blend and rum. He paid in gold, then reattached his purse to his belt. This was all done beneath the table so that no one saw the exchange—no one except the two steel eyes of the young thief’s ferret.
The small animal dropped to the floor.
“Uh-oh,” said Kalo as he tried to look under the table inconspicuously.
“What’s wrong?” asked Ty quietly.
“Nikki’s loose.”
 



Chapter 4
“Oh, no, Kalo. You’ve got to bring him in!” Ty hissed through his teeth as he, too, began to look about. “Is he on the hunt?” whispered Ty. “You didn’t send him, did you?”
“Of course I didn’t send him,” replied Kalo.
“Can’t you call him back?”
“I don’t know where he is!” Instantly, Kalo reached out with his mind, trying to link with the ferret. He could sense the small creature inside the tavern, hunting for something shiny.
The young thief had taught his ferret well. Nikki had darted silently beneath the tavern tables and reached the booth of the two men without being seen by anyone. He then positioned himself under the large man’s bench and began to reach up through the scarlet garments.
A second tiny hand began to work its way up inside the cloak. The large man moved slightly, and the tiny hands froze. Nikki waited a moment, then busily untied the purse from its belt. The leather straps came undone and the purse fell into the waiting hands of the ferret. A single clang of coins rang.
Unbeknownst to the ferret, the large man stiffened as if he heard the sound. He stopped talking and looked hard at his associate across the table, asking without words whether he, too, had heard the jingling of coins. He then slowly looked down to check his own purse beneath his cloak. By then, the rock ferret was skittering across the floor toward his master with the purse dangling from his mouth.
Suddenly, Nikki leapt into Kalo’s lap and delivered the prize. Shocked and confused, Kalo grabbed the purse and immediately scrutinized the inn. At that very moment, the large man turned and looked about the room as well. Their eyes met. Kalo’s expression was enough for the man to rise from his booth, eyes fixed on him.
“We’re found!” cried Kalo as he jerked back from the table and secured the rock ferret and stolen purse in his shirt.
Ty stood too and whirled about to see the man in the scarlet cloak coming their way. The man snapped a command to the two big men dressed in scarlet and black and pointed at Kalo. They rose awkwardly, almost as though they had been startled from a deep sleep. The two moved mechanically toward Kalo. Ty stepped aside and deftly worked his way out of danger and toward the exit.
Kalo was on his own now. He looked frantically for a way out, but the large man and his two henchmen positioned themselves so that he could not escape through the inn’s entrance. They were steadily moving toward him and there was no way out. One of the guards slowly pulled his broadsword from its sheath.
Kalo turned and darted through the double doors behind him toward the kitchen. The corridor was narrow and cluttered, with small barrels and containers of food stacked against the walls. At every turn, Kalo threw down a box or tipped over a barrel. He passed a tray of soups and, with a quick flip, sent the dishes crashing to the floor behind him, creating a thin sea of oily liquid. He gained a few seconds on his pursuers, just enough to turn the next corner and escape from sight. He passed two doors that looked like linen closets and then bolted through another set of double doors. He stood helplessly in the kitchen as the cooks and the help ignored him. He scanned the room; there was no escape route. He returned to the hallway.
“Where now?” he thought desperately. A hand suddenly reached around his face from behind and pulled him backward into a small room.
He had been drawn into a dimly lit toilet closet. The odor was unmistakable. Someone was pressed up against him from behind. He felt young, soft fingers covering his mouth to silence him. Slowly, the fingers lifted from his lips. He turned cautiously and faced the dark-haired girl. They stood motionless. Shouts and calls echoed outside in the hall. His eyes beheld her fairness only inches in front of him as her pale skin flickered in the flame of a small oil lamp hanging on the wall. He smelled her clean hair and heard her soft breath. They waited for what seemed so long that for a moment Kalo lost his fear. The stirring in his gut that he had felt when she first touched him had returned. Suddenly, someone tried to turn the locked doorknob. Then a heavy fist struck the closet door.
“Who’s in there?” a voice bellowed.
“It is me, sir,” said the girl without hesitating.
“Open up!”
“But, sir . . .”
“Open up!” A fist smashed against the door.
“Yes, sir. Let me put my clothes back on.”
There was no reply.
The girl began instead to undress, motioning to the hole in the toilet bench seat. This was Kalo’s only remaining escape route. She knew it, and now, so did he.
Kalo reached into his shirt and pulled out the wiry ferret. He held him up in the soft light of the lamp and gazed into the animal’s huge black eyes, quickly linking one more time. He stroked the ferret’s soft fur and then clutched him to his chest. “Here, take Nikki,” he whispered. The small ferret ran down his arm to the girl and was instantly lost in her clothing, piled on the floor. Quickly, Kalo squeezed through the hole and lowered his body, holding himself up by only his elbows.
“Hurry up in there!” the voice bellowed again from outside.
“Coming, sir,” answered the girl. Her dress was now down to her ankles.
Kalo stared at her. She stood a few feet away, wearing only her white underclothes. With a playful smirk at the young thief, she put her hand on his head and pressed down. He smiled and dropped into the unknown below.
He plunged deep into the green water beneath the pier. His fall drove him to the bottom of the river and up to his knees in accumulated dregs. Kicking furiously, he broke free from the thick deposits and launched himself upward. He burst through the surface, coughing and gasping for air. The foul stench of the sediment he’d brought up from the depths filled his nostrils and lungs, making breathing difficult. He pushed himself toward the nearest support column and grasped the pillar with both arms.
Above him spanned the bottom of the pier and the underside of the Kingfisher’s floor. Only faint, thin streaks of light filtered through the planks from the tavern above, piercing the darkness. As the water settled and the air cleared, his breathing became less labored, the river water drained from his ears, and his sense of hearing returned. The sounds of men pouring out of the inn thundered above him.
“Find him! A reward of one thousand in gold to the man who finds the thief! I want him alive!” The command repeated and echoed through the streets of Riverlok, spreading from the Kingfisher.
A thousand in gold! thought the young thief as he clung to the pillar. He had never heard such a large sum. Could a man earn a thousand in gold in a lifetime?
He slowly and quietly pulled himself from the river into the supporting rafters of the pier. He climbed through the timbers toward the street and up closer to the flooring planks. Finding a broad support beam, he stretched his legs and leaned back. The flooring flexed overhead with each heavy step of men moving about as they called to one another.
Kalo tried to lie still, but his body trembled from the chill of the breeze rushing over his drenched clothes. He felt a blunt object digging into his side. He reached into his pocket, removed the purse the ferret had stolen, and set it beside him. The light streaking through the planks gave enough reflective radiance for him to see his surroundings. He peeled off his water-soaked clothes and wrung them out. Each twist of his tunic yielded less and less water until only a few trickles fell into the river below. Then he took each leg of his trousers and did the same. By this time, he had twisted the garment enough that the cloth had given back most of the river’s water. He awkwardly redressed and pulled the wet garments about him, lying on his back. The sudden chill brought uncontrollable shaking. He fought to lie still as he listened to the men above.
Kalo shook his head in disbelief at the anger in their voices. How had all of this happened? One moment they were eating at the Kingfisher, and the next instant they were on the run. Thoughts raced through his mind as he remembered how the events of the night had unfolded.
He’d been hesitant about going into the inn in the first place. It had been Ty’s idea. They had sold the fancy copper buckle for a good price, and it was their only compensation for a day of thievery. It was enough to last them two, maybe three days. That would have granted them a couple of days of not having to steal. Those were the best days, he thought. But Ty had declared they needed to celebrate their good fortune, so into the Kingfisher they had gone.
He still remembered most of the patrons. He and Ty were accustomed to being observant about their surroundings. Then there was Nikki’s unplanned theft. Nikki was just learning the trade, as Ty called it. Without his command, the little ferret had jumped down from his lap, raced across the floor of the inn, and snatched a trophy from a tall, dark man in black and scarlet. After that, everything was a blur until he ended up here in the arms of the beams holding up the Kingfisher Inn. And he then remembered something else, something that seemed to matter more than all the rest—the touch and smell of the dark-haired girl. For the time being, fear of his perilous past, thoughts of what might come to be, and thoughts of fantasy filled him. Hours passed before he broke from his self-induced trance. The trembling stopped, but he remained rigid.
Kalo turned his head and stared at the purse resting by his side. What was once a fine deerskin purse now sat waterlogged and ruined. Mostly as a distraction from the chill, Kalo picked it up. He untied the neck and, sitting up on the wide beam, he reached inside. His hand brought up more gold and silver coins than he had ever seen at one time. His throat went dry.
He plunged his hand in again, and this time, he pulled out a silver tube the length of a man’s hand. He tied the purse to his belt, then held the tube under the light streaming from a crack in the flooring above. The piece glimmered with a pleasing radiance as he turned and twisted it about. Strangely, it felt very cold to the touch, like a slender piece of ice. As he moved it about in his hands, it unexpectedly opened into two halves. Inside he found a rolled document. He removed the paper and held it up to the light. Like his friend Ty, Kalo could not read. Still, he could not help noticing the mark of a dagger at the bottom of the parchment. He studied the paper for a time, intrigued by the characters of the writing, then carefully rolled it up and gently placed it back into its container. He shoved the tube down into his boot alongside his concealed knife. Again, he felt its chill.
He stretched his small, narrow frame across a sloping support beam, his feet pressed up against the junction into a main support pillar. Despite the awkwardness of his position, he experienced an unexpected sense of comfort. He felt relaxed, and the need to rest came over him. He closed his eyes and drifted into a period of light sleep. The thoughts of the evening left him.
He awakened gently, slowly, regaining a sense of his surroundings so he would not tumble from his perch. The sounds of men on the streets of Riverlok had dissipated by this time, and Kalo had stopped shivering; his clothing no longer stuck to his body. Crawling through the rafters, he edged his way to the side of the pier and slowly raised himself up to look over the side. The light of a nearly full moon blanketed the city and he could see that the streets lay deserted.
He swung his lean frame up onto the landing, and as he began to rise, a voice spoke to him: “It’s about time.” Kalo tried to roll back over the side of the pier, but a firm foot planted on his spine rendered him immobile. “Easy, boy. I have waited a long time for you. It would be rude if you slipped back over the side.”
 



Chapter 5
The foot gently lifted from Kalo’s back.
Kalo rolled over and looked up. Above him stood the gava from the Kingfisher. The handsome young soldier with the wide leather strap about his neck looked down at him. “It was a mistake, sir. My ferret found the purse and brought it to me,” Kalo said, hastily unfastening it from his belt. He handed the purse to the stranger. “Here it is.”
The gava said nothing as he took the purse and untied it.
Kalo looked about the pier. “Where’s your companion?”
“You are observant,” said the gava as he opened the bag. “You no doubt noticed my companion was a royal guard.” The gava went on. “The man who owns this,” he said, lifting the purse, “pressed him into service to search for you.”
“But he couldn’t give you orders because you’re a king’s messenger.”
The gava looked away from the purse and smiled for the first time, amused by the young Riverman’s perception of politics in the realm. “Sit up, boy, and do not think about leaving,” he said. He walked a few steps to stand under a lamp hanging from the side of the building.
“There’s more gold in there than I’ve ever seen,” said the young thief as he lifted himself from the pier. He could most likely make a run for it, he thought, though the confidence in the gava’s voice held him fast. The king’s messenger raised the coins from the bag and let them fall from his hand back into the sack. He turned and studied the boy. Kalo spoke again. “I’m truly sorry, sir. I want to return the coins.”
“He is not after the money,” said the gava. “I do not know why he so desperately wants you. He hired every man he could find to join the search. And he is paying far more than what is in this sack.”
“Where are they?” said Kalo as he looked about the pier.
“They are all over the city by now. They thought you leapt from the window into the river, so many went downstream. Some, I am sure, are gathered about the city gates, thinking you will cross over.”
“How did you find me?” asked the young thief.
“I simply asked the girl,” said the gava. Then he extended his hand to the boy. “I am Hasdel.”
“I’m Kalo,” said the young thief as he hesitantly shook the gava’s hand. “Are you going to get one thousand in gold for me?”
“Do not tempt me, boy.”
At that moment, Kalo felt a chill in his leg. He abruptly reached down and drew the silver tube from his boot. Slowly, he handed it to the king’s messenger without speaking. The gava had not surrendered him yet; perhaps there was still hope, he thought.
Hasdel looked at the piece he held in his hand. Without looking at the young thief, he asked, “It opens, does it not?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Did you open it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And what is inside?” The gava spoke, still studying the silver tube. “Let me guess. A message?”
“Yes.”
Without opening the tube, the gava handed it back to Kalo. “Come with me.”
“Where are we going?” Kalo put the silver tube back into his boot.
“The Compound. You know where that is, do you not?”
Kalo pointed northeast, for the King’s Retreat Compound lay several blocks north and east of the Kingfisher, well toward the edge of the city. The gava motioned for Kalo to lead the way, and the young thief of Riverlok started into the night.
The light of the moon and the soft glow of street lanterns on each corner lit their way through the darkened city. The two did not speak. Kalo walked slightly ahead, with the gava shadowing to his left. They moved quickly away from the Kingfisher, down the stone street fronting the piers, heading north. The waterfront was deserted now. Four blocks north and on the inland side of the street rose the Merchant’s Hall. The ancient tavern was busy despite the late hour, and smoke caught in the moonlight floated drowsily from its chimney. The thought of a warm fire came to Kalo as he fought the dampness of his clothing. He had never been in the Hall, but he could easily imagine its warmth.
Kalo and Hasdel turned at the corner and headed east, inland from the river. They had not gone far when they saw a small band of men approaching from the south with torchlights. Hasdel grasped Kalo about the neck. “In that alley, boy. Make yourself as small as you can. I will come back for you.”
Hasdel continued toward the men. He greeted them while still some paces away. The light from their torches prevented them from seeing too deeply into the dark.
“Greetings, men!” called out the gava.
As he drew within range of their light, he could make out four of them. He spoke again. “Let me guess your mission!” The men stopped before him. “I, too, was at the Kingfisher tonight,” said Hasdel. “I have given up on the hunt. I am calling it a night.”
The men did not reply.
Hasdel spoke again. “I will give you this: I saw a figure in an alley . . .” His voice trailed off when he turned his head to point across the street and back toward the river. “I confess I lacked the courage to go hunting in a dark passage.”
The four men took the challenge and the bait and quickly, all four tightly together, crossed the street without a word.
Hasdel watched the men go. He turned, looked behind him, and called softly, “Lad?” Kalo was at the gava’s side in a moment. “Good,” said Hasdel.
Kalo kept to Hasdel’s side. He smiled, though the gava couldn’t see him. He was beginning to appreciate his captor. He reasoned well that he was safer in the gava’s command than if he bolted into the dark on his own. He had seen traces of other torchlit companies along the Riverlok waterfront.
They continued. The farther east they went, the darker the streets became. Only the moon gave them light now. Kalo could faintly smell the musk of damp grasses wafting down from the mountains in the distant east as a brisk wind drifted above the street they traveled. The countryside on the edge of Riverlok had been Kalo’s homeland before he moved into the heart of the city. This was the region of small farms that fed the hungry mouths of the city. Among them were food suppliers who seemed to care more for their customers than their workers, who cultivated the food they sold. Kalo’s memories of this place as a small boy were not pleasant.
The thief and his captor spoke not. Kalo knew the way to the Compound, and he was near certain the messenger trailing a few feet behind him knew the way as well. Kalo glanced back occasionally to see where Hasdel was. He was also looking toward the riverfront and scanning the western skyline for signs of search parties, whose torchlights revealed their whereabouts. The farther east they traveled, the dimmer the distant lights became, much to Kalo’s relief.
The scattered shacks of the rural quarter came into faint view as the stone street gave way to a simple dirt road scarred with deep wagon wheel ruts and holes. No one had planned this part of the city. Instead, structures rose up wherever their builders decided to erect them. Some were large two-story dwellings that had grown to their size and height through a series of haphazard additions. Others were well-conceived houses with outbuildings for the stock, while many were squatty huts built halfway into the earth.
They reached the outer edge of the city, and before them, in the near distance, they could see the lights of the Compound rising up over the wall. The road to the entrance gate passed through an orchard that surrounded the Compound. It was darker without the city lights, but the moon was bright and the road was straight.
As they drew within a hundred yards of the gate, a new fear came upon Kalo. He had never been this close to the Compound before. In the daylight, the guards would have advanced to challenge them. It was well known they were not friendly to uninvited guests, particularly young thieves.
“What will you do with me?” asked Kalo, now trailing behind Hasdel as they drew closer to the gate.
Before the messenger responded, two guards suddenly stepped out of a small building in front of the main gate. Their broad silhouettes, framed in the faint light, looked formidable. Kalo walked stiffly as he slowed and fell in alongside the gava. He felt the gava’s hand upon his shoulder. He readied himself to bolt down the road at the first attempt to seize him. Maybe, he thought, the gava had simply waited to apprehend him when he had guards to assist. Or perhaps the gava thought it would be easier to claim the reward if he brought the thief directly to the Compound.
Hasdel called out clearly and without hesitation, “Messenger of the king!” The two forms did not move, and Hasdel did not stop his march toward them. “It is I, Hasdel. Who are you there?”
Kalo thought the challenge should have come from the guards and not from the approaching stranger, but he was learning he was in the company of much more than a simple messenger.
“Welcome, Hasdel. It is I, Brogan,” replied a deep voice as one of the silhouettes moved toward them. They were both dressed in the blue and gold of the Royal Guard. “Mallivar just came in,” he said. “Were you with him?” The two guards stepped aside to let them pass.
“I, with the septor?” replied the gava. “I thought you judged better of me.” His face could not be seen, though the jest in his voice came through.
A lantern hanging from a peg on the door of the sentry’s hut disclosed Brogan, the guard who had spoken, to be a big man, much larger than Hasdel. His voice matched his appearance. He shook his head slowly from side to side in mock disbelief at the gava’s remarks.
As the guard and the gava exchanged their pleasantries, Hasdel placed his hand firmly about Kalo’s neck and directed him past the guards, through the Compound gates, and into the courtyard. The motion was quick and casual, and the guards never seemed to notice that Kalo was even there.
The walk to Hasdel’s quarters went quickly. Kalo looked about the Compound and thought how small it actually was. He had imagined it a virtual fortress. Instead, he saw a series of simple billets surrounding an unimpressive three-story building.
In a short time, Hasdel led him into a dimly lit room with a modest table in the center and two chairs. A cot with scant bedding was pressed up against the far wall. Coals from an earlier fire glowed faintly in a small hearth in the corner. The gava took a rod and poked at the fire, and immediately flames rose from the ashes. Partially burned logs that looked dead above the ashes suddenly flared up and a soft glow filled the small room.
“Sit,” Hasdel said, gently motioning to one of the chairs. The young Riverman obeyed. Hasdel took two cups from a shelf and poured a small amount of wine. Kalo drank his in one gulp. Hasdel smiled and quickly filled it again.
“May I see the tube again?” said the gava as he turned his back to the boy thief and replaced the carafe of wine on the shelf. Kalo quickly pulled the silver tube from his boot and held it in his outstretched hand just as Hasdel turned around. The gava took it. “It is unfortunate that you opened it. More than likely, the owner will know you have seen the contents.” With that, Hasdel opened the tube, took out the message, and held it up to the feeble light of the lone lamp in the room.
Hasdel looked at the parchment for a time, his eyes scanning the entirety of the writing. He then put it down and turned to the remnant fire in the corner of the room. “The letter is written in an ancient tongue, which I cannot read.” He paused for a moment, then turned to face Kalo. “The man you stole this from was in fact Mallivar, the Septor, the Grand Scholar of the Realm.” The gava turned back and looked at the parchment. “He is the smartest, most intelligent man alive—just ask him.” Then he showed the letter to the young thief from Riverlok, who could not read. “See the mark, the dagger through the square, in the lower right-hand corner?”
Kalo stared at the symbol but did not answer. Hasdel’s quiet voice frightened him.
The gava continued. “The mark is an ancient symbol I learned when I studied the lore of messengers as a young Kingston. It means, ‘Kill the messenger.’” He lowered the parchment and looked at the young boy. “Did you hear me?”
“Yes, sir,” replied Kalo so softly his voice became barely audible.
“You have been sentenced to die, lad,” said Hasdel. He then crossed his arms and looked down at Kalo. “If it is any consolation, the sentence applies to me also, now that I too have seen the message.” A faint smile came to his face, and Kalo felt comforted for a moment.
“What do we do?” asked the young thief.
Hasdel walked to the fireplace and stood before it. His shadow fell on the wall. “As a king’s messenger, I have training to read some of several languages: dwarfish, elvish, even some sign marks of the gnoll. But I cannot read this message, Kalo. Nonetheless, it is significant, I can tell you that. Mallivar is engaged in some scheme, and it is not good.”
“How do you know?” asked Kalo.
“A message written in an ancient tongue with the mark of death for its innocent bearer is evil, Kalo. It has not been seen in a thousand years, since the time of Cin.”
Kalo had never heard of Cin, but he knew what evil meant. “What are you going to do with me?”
The gava walked over and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Do not worry,” said Hasdel with a smile, which then turned earnest. “I am not among the admirers of the Grand Scholar.” Hasdel quickly rolled up the parchment, inserted it into the tube, and replaced the cap. This time, he slid the tube into his own jacket. He then stopped and looked closely at the face of the young thief for the first time. “Come over by the firelight, boy. Let us have a good look at you.”
Kalo did as he was asked. He walked over to the light with his eyes down, then glanced up at the gava and revealed the burning blue color and slanted oval shape of his eyes. His skin was a soft mahogany like a deep summer tan. His light brown hair was no longer damp and fell over his ears and face in thick and wavy layers.
“Where are you from, lad?”
“Riverlok,” answered Kalo, but he knew what the gava meant.
“Where is your family from, lad?” asked Hasdel again. “Not from Riverlok, I can tell you. I have never seen anyone who looks as you do here in Riverlok, or in Cayleon, for that matter,” he added.
Kalo blurted out, “My father was a fisherman of the sea from over the mountains.”
“Really? That explains it. I have never been to the sea,” said Hasdel. “Always wanted to, but never have.” The messenger continued. “Well, with apologies to your family, I do not think we can risk allowing you to continue looking like a sea fisherman’s son. You are too easily recognized.”
“Is there anything we can do?”
“Yes, we can do something,” Hasdel said in a deliberate tone. He walked to the far wall and took down a gray cloak and trousers. From a drawer, he pulled out a gray cloth turban with a yellow braided headband and a trailing gray scarf that protected the back of the neck from the beating sun. “Here, put these on over your clothes. You are now in the Realmsguard, lad.” Without a word, Kalo dressed while he watched the gava buckle on his sword and knife. Sensing the young Riverman’s concern, Hasdel spoke. “We are going visiting, Kalo. Let me give you some advice about keeping your wits. Always probe for humor when you are in a perilous situation. It drains your body of fear.” He smiled. “Come,” said the king’s messenger. “Soon you will have the fortune to use that advice.” And into the night they went.
 



Chapter 6
One Month Earlier
The earth shook in the early morning hours. Not a rumbling quake, but a sudden jolt that felt strongest in the southeastern hamlet of Chardone, where items toppled from shelves. To the people far to the northwest in the capitol city of Cayleon, it was merely a mild bump in the night. In Riverlok, the major trade city in the east, it caused only enough disturbance that a few people rolled over in their sleep, nothing more. But in the north, beyond the Northern Breaks, it set off an event.
Deep in the northern mountains, a small boulder began to change moments after the quake. At first, it shifted slightly, and small particles of rock began to flake off. In time, larger chunks fell away, revealing a sculpture of a motionless figure bent down on one knee with its head tucked against its chest. It remained in that fixed position for some time, until suddenly the head moved as it looked up. Lidless eyes the color of tar stared blankly ahead as if transfixed by a distant sight. It rose from its knee and stood erect with its arms hanging heavily at its sides. Hairless, sexless, and naked, the man-shaped figure remained motionless, its mottled gray skin pulled tautly over its skeleton frame. In one clawed hand, it held an object, a short, cylindrical silver tube that flickered faintly in the morning moonlight.
Then it took a step forward. It walked stiffly at first, pausing briefly between steps as if it needed reassurance that it was indeed balanced and upright. Soon its rhythm smoothed, and it strode out of the rocky terrain of the mountains, down the sloping hillside, and into the foothills. It moved steadily east.
At daybreak, a gnoll hunting party moving along one of the many deer trails spotted the creature emerging from a dense grove of oak. Intrigued, they tracked it for an hour. Soon enough, the morning sunlight reflected at them, revealing the shining tube in the creature’s claw. The gnolls sent one of their party to snatch the object. The young gnoll moved swiftly into place behind the walking naked figure. Then, abruptly, he darted forward and grabbed for the tube from behind. The creature whirled about with its free hand and snatched the young raider by the throat. The walking figure’s large bony hand tightened its grip, sinking its claws into the gnoll’s flesh until blood burst from the would-be thief’s neck. Instantly, the gnoll fell limp and lifeless.
The creature held the dead gnoll for a time, dragging it over the ground like a child would a toy. The band followed the strange creature throughout the morning, making sure to keep their distance. By noon, the creature had dropped the carcass. No other gnoll made a move to take the shining tube from its claw.
By evening, only a few gnolls from the hunting party continued to follow the creature. It did not show any interest in their presence and did nothing other than walk with the same steady, deliberate pace. The creature turned gradually to the south and soon headed straight for the encampment of men known as Desolation Outpost. As nightfall arrived on the first day, the creature and its followers reached the flatlands. While the outpost was still several days away, the gnolls knew that they were no longer safe without the cover of their mountains. Outriders from the encampment often traveled these plains, and it was not wise to venture into the open. So, with hesitation, the last of the hunting party halted their pursuit and watched the pallid creature disappear into the distance.
Once again alone, the creature walked south for two more days without stopping to rest, or to eat the few berries on the brush it passed along the way, or to drink from shallow pools of water left by a rainfall days earlier. It walked steadily, upright, clutching the silver tube.
The creature’s path brought it to Desolation Outpost from the rear east side of the lone street into the encampment. Few beings were fully active this early in the morning; an exception was Weiser, the elderly shopkeeper. Weiser struggled to pull water up from a cistern well. For leverage, he placed one hand on the rim of the well. With his other arm, he pulled the crank handle to turn the rope drum and draw up the bucket deep in the well. The groan of the rope and wheel were the only sounds. Weiser was bent with age. His back was curved such that he needed to lift his head to look ahead. His walking stick lay against the cistern wall.
The creature saw the moving figure to its right by the well. It turned abruptly and walked up behind the old man. With the rising sun from the east as a backdrop, the creature’s form cast a huge shadow over the bent man at the well. Weiser’s stiff neck forced him to turn his whole body to look back. His mouth fell open when he saw the creature, but he did not utter a sound. The creature thrust out its free hand and grasped Weiser about the neck as it had done to the foolish gnoll only three days earlier. The beast from the region of the gnolls then lifted the man inches off the ground with one arm. The old man’s feet danced for a moment and then went limp.
The creature rested the body of the strangled man on the lip of the well and studied him. It dropped the silver tube from its clutched claw to the ground, then reached forward to steady the dead body before it. It turned the body so the dead man’s frame lay against its breast and then fell facedown, the creature on top of the body of the man. The creature’s form began to brighten, then glow. A minute passed, and when the bright light faded, the walking creature from the mountains was gone. Slowly, the bent form of the old shopkeeper rose from the ground. Then from the eyes of the standing man, a brilliant green light flared, and the transformation was complete.
An ancient beast had returned to the realm. A doppelganger, once dreaded by the Monks of Melda as the terrifying Diremorph, now roamed the world once more. When the transformation light faded, the being that had risen and descended from the northern mountains was no more. In its place stood Weiser, the old shopkeeper.
 



Chapter 7
The new Weiser retrieved the silver tube and tucked it away in his garments. He resumed the activities of the shopkeeper by fetching the bucket of water and carrying it into the store through the rear entrance. He quickly surveyed his surroundings and realized he had entered the old man’s living quarters in the rear of the shop. He set the bucket down, passed through the veiled curtain, and entered the main floor. As he assessed his new environment—the objects on the wall, the material on the tables and in the display cases—the mysterious power of the doppelganger took over and assimilated the knowledge, mannerisms, and skill of the former occupant of this shell to easily pass, this time, for Weiser the shopkeeper.
The Diremorph was innately deceptive. Deceiving another was its essence, so it was an effortless matter for old Weiser to engage the officers at the Outpost in conversation to learn what he needed to continue his mission. The doppelganger was driven to find the one worthy of receiving the great gift he bore, the silver tube.
The officers, believing they were engaging in trivial talk with the elderly shopkeeper, made it clear Mallivar, the Septor and Grand Scholar of the Realm, was the one the Diremorph needed to find. Mallivar was perfect. The few disparaging comments the officers had made about Mallivar were the exact qualities the ancient Diremorph had been instructed to seek out: knowledgeable, intelligent, arrogant, ruthless, feared, and above all, clearly disdainful of the rulers of the Realm of Man. It was a short step to learn where Weiser could find Mallivar, and just a little more cunning arranged transport courtesy of the Realmsguard officers of the Outpost.
The Diremorph boarded a Realmsguard wagon train bound for the city of Riverlok the same day it had taken over the old shopkeeper’s body. The trip was uneventful as the small party made its way south, following the Green Provide River through the rich and fertile land of the realm, protected from the beasts to the north by the legendary Realmsguard. The journey took four days, and while the Diremorph was eager to meet his target, Mallivar, this provided him the opportunity to observe and learn the nature of the land and the inhabitants, useful knowledge to hone his deception.
Finally, the journey neared its end as dusk fell and the new Weiser studied the buildings of Riverlok as they traveled along the northern edge of the city. They passed through the thinning orchard the driver had earlier described to him. He now saw the Compound, where the Realmsguard had presumed Mallivar would be quartered. The facility was entirely enclosed in a wall of timber poles twice the height of a man, which stretched for hundreds of yards in a meandering circle and disappeared into the darkness. The facility had a strong military appearance, but it did not look particularly defensible. Perhaps, thought the Diremorph, it was all show.
As they approached the main gate, Weiser could see that the wagon train column was met by two guards on foot dressed in blue with gold trim. He noted the different dress from the Realmsguard soldiers he was traveling with; theirs were gray with yellow trim. The Realmsguard scout in the lead reached down and shook the hand of each guard as he passed by.
Weiser’s carriage driver spoke softly to the shopkeeper. “They’re royal guards. Nice fellows.”
The royal guards saluted the wagon train leader and he returned their salute, right arm extended, palm open (no weapon), and smartly brought back in a fist over the heart. Weiser noted that the Royal Guard salute was similar, but terminated with a flat hand over the heart, not a fist.
“We have the storekeeper, Mr. Weiser, from the Outpost. He insisted on coming out here. He is hoping Mallivar, the septor, is here. Is he?”
“He’s here, all right,” replied one of the guards.
“Good . . . I mean, good for the storekeeper. Will one of you take him to Mallivar’s quarters?”
The two guards looked at one another, then one spoke up. “Sure. I will.” He then motioned for the carriage driver to follow him. He led them through a wide passage between the rear facings of two buildings that opened onto a small parade field. Weiser paid close attention to the layout of the Compound. He could even see in the dim light of the moon that there was no catwalk high up on the inside of the Compound’s wall. He was correct; the Compound was not a fortress. A road circled the field, and buildings of very similar architecture and composition were positioned along the outer side of the circle, facing the field in the center. The guard led the carriage to the left on the circular drive. The surface of the drive was flat and even and covered with gravel to rival any road in the Realm. Except for a few horses tied before several of the buildings, there was no one in sight. The open field in the center was deserted, though columns of smoke rose from several of the structures, suggesting to the Diremorph that the Compound was well inhabited.
The guard from the gatehouse directed the carriage to rein up before a large three-story structure with a long, raised, covered porch. A second guard stepped out of the building and stood by the door.
The gate guard announced, “We have a visitor for Mallivar.”
“Thank you,” said the royal guard at the door. “Driver, wait for your passenger here.”
Weiser slowly emerged from the carriage. He straightened his coat and looked up to the guard at the top of the porch. He did not speak to the carriage driver as he turned to walk up the short flight of steps. The driver perhaps expected the old storekeeper to at least say goodbye, for they had been traveling companions for four days. But the driver was of no further use to the Diremorph; he no longer mattered. The new Weiser was noticeably bent over, and his walk was stiff yet deliberate. He stepped forward with the aid of his walking stick. He clearly displayed the appearance of a man in his later years, and four days of riding in a carriage had taken a toll.
When he reached the top step, the guard asked, “Is Mallivar expecting you?”
“Take me to him and we’ll see,” said Weiser in a hoarse whisper.
The guard held the door as Weiser stepped into the building foyer. The Diremorph’s eyes darted quickly about to take in the interior features of the building. On each side of the hallway were large double doors. At the end of the hallway was a staircase leading to the upper floors. The guard rapped on the double doors to the right. A moment passed and there was no reply. He knocked again, only firmer. One of the doors opened partially. A man with a huge neck, dressed fully in black with just a trace of scarlet, appeared in the doorway.
“What?”
“This gentleman has come to see Mallivar.”
The man in black, Mallivar’s personal guard, opened the door slightly more and looked toward the phony storekeeper as the royal guard stepped out of the way. “Does he know you’re coming?”
“No.”
Mallivar’s guard glanced at the king’s royal guard standing again at the door and then spoke quietly to the bent man before him. “Who are you?”
“My name is Weiser. My business is with the septor.”
Mallivar’s personal guard closed the door slowly, looking over the man who called himself Weiser.
The Diremorph stood before the closed door. The royal guard at the door spoke kindly. “You could sit down, sir. This might take a while.” There were chairs on either side of the double doors on each side of the hall. Several minutes passed. Weiser raised his walking stick and banged on the door with three quick strikes. He then turned, walked across the hall, and took a seat opposite the double doors leading to Mallivar’s suite.
The guard in black pulled open both doors and stepped into the foyer. He looked first at the old shopkeeper sitting on the other side of the hall. Then he turned to look at the king’s royal guard at the door, who looked away.
Weiser spoke in a firm, clear voice. “Take this to your master. Tell him I am waiting.” He held up an object about the size of a small dagger covered by a piece of black cloth.
Mallivar’s personal guard hesitated only briefly. He stepped forward and made a motion to crudely snatch the object from the Diremorph’s outstretched arm. But the creature pulled his hand away with blinding quickness that startled the guard.
Weiser spoke again slowly. “Tell him I am waiting,” he said and handed the object to the guard. The guard took the cloth-wrapped piece and retreated into Mallivar’s suite, closing the double doors with a flourish.
“Not the most neighborly folk,” said the king’s royal guard at the door. Weiser did not acknowledge him. He sat motionless, staring at the closed double doors. Nearly an hour passed. The king’s guard at the door had taken a seat on the side of the hall opposite Weiser. The two did not speak to one another. The king’s royal guard fought sleep.
The door to Mallivar’s suite suddenly opened opposite him, and a second stout guard, also dressed entirely in black, appeared in the doorway. He looked at Weiser across the hall and motioned with his head to follow him.
One of the septor’s private guards led the old shopkeeper into Mallivar’s room on the first floor. Mallivar was sitting in a reading chair with his back to the door. The Diremorph studied him and the surroundings. The position of the chair allowed sunlight to drift in over his right shoulder during the day. In the nighttime, as it was now, there were lamps attached to the wall throughout the room. A straight-backed chair was positioned in front, but slightly to the left, of Mallivar. The guard pointed to the empty chair and Weiser promptly and quietly went to it and sat down. Mallivar did not look up immediately.
The Diremorph studied his mark carefully. Mallivar was much taller than most men. His hair was black and full. He had a carefully trimmed beard and goatee. He is excessively vain, thought the Diremorph. That is good. I can use that.
Slowly the septor looked up from the book he was holding. He looked the old storekeeper from head to toe without speaking and then motioned with his hand for his guard to leave them. “Where did you get this?” he asked as he reached to pick up the silver tube from a small table to his immediate right.
“It was delivered to me by the gnolls,” said the new Weiser.
“Delivered to you by the gnolls? I didn’t know they did that. Are you on speaking terms with the beasts?”
“The gnolls entered the Outpost where my store is. They placed this in my store and then quickly left. I took that as a sign they had delivered it to me,” said Weiser.
“A sign.” Mallivar looked at the tube in his hand, turning it over. “It opens. You know that, of course?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“There is a parchment inside the tube—you know that, too?”
“Yes.”
“Did you read the message on the parchment?”
“No, sir. I cannot read it.”
Without looking up, Mallivar said, “Do you know who I am?”
“Yes. You are Mallivar, the Septor, Grand Scholar of the Realm.”
“And do you know what I am very good at?”
“I would suppose a number of things.”
“I am particularly skilled at detecting a fraud,” said Mallivar and he slowly lifted his eyes to greet the storekeeper. The Diremorph said nothing, but he was amused. He knew Mallivar was implying the tube might be fraudulent. The septor had not the slightest inclination he was jousting with the ultimate deception, a doppelganger.
“I am told you are a shopkeeper at that dreadful and appropriately named Desolation Outpost.”
“That’s true, my lord.”
Mallivar continued. “Have you shown this to anyone else?”
“No, my lord.”
“Not Commander Raxell or any of his playmates?”
“No, sir.”
“How about others here in Riverlok? The young prince is often here.”
“No, no one,” said Weiser.
“Really? You would have impressed them with your find.”
“I am a businessman, my lord. I am impressed by real power.”
“That’s a curious reply,” said Mallivar. He sat still and looked hard at the figure seated across from him. Then, in a humorless voice, he said, “Why did you bring this to me?”
“You are respected throughout the Realm for your scholarship and brilliance.”
“I am not flattered by that remark, storekeeper, simply because what you have said is true. But tell me this: why did you bring this object—your gift from the gnolls—to me? Are you giving it to me? And what is it you want in return?”
The Diremorph now leaned slightly forward in his chair, his hands folded on the top of his walking stick. “I said I believe the gnolls delivered the tube to me. I believe I am but a messenger between the races. I believe I was to see that the parchment reached the eyes of the most learned man in the Realm. That happens to be you. If you decide to burn it, then so be it. If the message contains something you can act upon, then I think you will do so. If you choose to do that, I am here as your servant.” Weiser then slowly straightened himself in his chair.
Mallivar again looked hard at him and said nothing for a time. Then a smile creased his thin lips. “Where are you staying, storekeeper?”
“I have no accommodations,” said the imposter.
“Are you in a hurry to get back to your shop, or whatever?”
“I am in no hurry to leave.”
“Fine. There are many things we can discuss. Many options that I can ‘act upon,’ as you put it. I had planned to spend another month here. I’ll arrange for you to have a room here in the Compound. There is a small, out-of-the-way tavern on the waterfront with excellent turtle soup. I dine there frequently, and you will dine with me. We have much to discuss, as I said, and weeks to do it in as you apparently are in no hurry to get back to your shopkeeping.”
“I am very grateful, sir,” said Weiser.
At the end of his proclamation, the Septor, the Grand Scholar of the Realm, stood quickly and gracefully to his full height. Weiser tried to rise as swiftly, but his old frame rose to its bent state much slower. Mallivar seemed amused. He looked down at his new friend. “And at the end of our long discussions, we will know how much of a servant you are willing to be.”
The new Weiser, recent ghoul from the land of the gnolls, nodded agreeably. “At your service, my lord.”
 



Chapter 8
Hasdel looked across the commons in the center of the Compound. Under the bright moon, the courtyard contrasted the sharp gray images of familiar buildings in the square with long dark shadows concealing the known and the unknown. The king’s messenger turned his head slowly, scanning the full sector. He squinted his eyes as he tried hard to look into the blackness. Kalo watched and knew the gava was allowing his eyes to adjust to the different casts of light.
He followed Hasdel outside into the night air. The young thief was clothed as a Realmsguard in a gray cloak and a faded gray headscarf with a bright yellow braided band about his forehead holding the headscarf firmly in place. The headscarf hid the brown hair falling over his neck. Seeing Hasdel in the same gray cloak of the Realmsguard gave Kalo an unexpected exhilaration. The cloak concealed the Riverman’s street-worn clothing even from himself, and for a moment he felt like a true companion of the gava in front of him.
He remembered Ty had often said he wanted to become a Realmsguard. It was Ty who had wished that, not him. The idea was so fanciful to Kalo that the thought never stayed with him whenever Ty brought it up. He wasn’t a Realmsguard now and he knew it. But for the first time, completely unintentionally, he was pretending to be one.
Hasdel reached out and put his hand behind Kalo’s neck, gently prodding him toward the only building with light coming from a ground-level window.
“Let us go, trooper,” said the gava softly, and Kalo’s fantasy continued.
They quickly crossed the courtyard and neared the main building. The messenger looked purposefully ahead; the young thief in disguise looked from side to side. They saw no one. Light shone from the room nearest the front entrance. Hasdel stopped before the door and peered into the dimly lit window. He turned to Kalo. “You are going to have an opportunity to use the advice I gave you sooner than I thought. Keep your wits about you, Riverman. Your good friend Mallivar is inside, alone with his companion Weiser.” Hasdel spoke again, though more to himself. “How these two came together is a mystery.”
Kalo glanced into the window and froze. There, by the fireplace, was the tall man his ferret had stolen from. Alongside him was the hunched man who had been seated across from him in the tavern. Mallivar was taller than Hasdel; he was taller than most men. He stood straight in contrast to his bent companion.
Kalo turned quickly about and slid down with his back to the wall until he was sitting on the ground, holding his knees up to his chin. “He’ll recognize me!” he said in a wavering whisper. Kalo wanted to jump up and run. Evil and Mallivar had been spoken of as one, and now he would face him.
Hasdel placed his hand on Kalo’s rigid shoulders. “We must go in this way,” said the gava slowly. “I will do the talking. Move your arms about as if you are cold. That distracts the eyes. When you are still, people will look at your face.” Kalo could see a slight smile on the gava’s face in the light of the window. He saw no humor in the unfolding events. His pretension to be a Realmsguard was gone. He was a boy in man’s clothing—a thief who wanted to escape. This time without words, the gava reached down and pulled the young Riverman gradually to his feet.
Hasdel pushed open the door and stepped in with Kalo close behind. They startled the royal guard by the staircase, who came quickly to his feet as they entered. Kalo folded his arms and began to rub them as he had been instructed. “Hello,” said Hasdel to the guard as he peered into the adjoining hallway. Mallivar stood facing the fire, with his companion Weiser a few feet away. The septor was clothed in a long black cloak that fell gracefully down his lengthy frame and touched the floor. It had a high collar that rose up around his neck and scarlet edging along its border. He was bare-headed with long, thick black hair parted in the middle.
The two looked back at Hasdel and the young thief. “Still up, Mallivar?” inquired Hasdel in a cheerful voice. Mallivar did not answer. He only looked at the two and then turned back to face the fire. Weiser stared closely at the gava with his bulging eyes but did not speak. In his drab clothing, he was the perfect opposite of the stunning septor. His shoulders were hunched forward. His hair was thin, streaked with gray, and covered by a slouch cap that enveloped most of his head.
Hasdel spoke softly to the guard. “I need to see Prince Andre.”
“It’s very late, gava,” said the guard.
“It certainly is,” answered Hasdel, quickly stepping past the dazed guard. Kalo followed hastily as they bounded up a flight of stairs. When they reached the first landing, Hasdel turned to Kalo. “Now, wasn’t that fun?”
Up one more flight of stairs they hurried. In a moment, they stood before a door of solid oak. Hasdel put his ear to the door. He looked in both directions down the hallway, then knocked lightly. “Andre,” he called softly and knocked again. “Andre, it’s me, Hasdel.”
The door opened a few inches, and a handsome young man with long, light hair peered out. “Hasdel?” Upon seeing the gava, he opened the door wider and ushered the two inside. The gava and the thief stepped into a small sitting room with a modest fireplace and stood in the presence of the king’s only son, Prince Andre. At one side of the room sat a couch with a lamp burning brightly. The room seemed out of place in this otherwise unrefined setting.
“This had better be good, my friend,” said the prince as he returned to the couch. “I am reading a marvelous story.”
The prince did not look at all how Kalo had imagined. He was slender and of slightly smaller build than Hasdel, with fine straw-colored hair and a clean-shaven face. Kalo assumed royalty dressed in extravagant clothing, yet this prince wore a simple blue robe and walked barefoot.
Hasdel wasted no time explaining their purpose for coming. “This young Riverman came into possession of something belonging to Mallivar, which he turned over to me. I now bring it to you, my prince,” said Hasdel as he handed over the silver tube.
“Mallivar asked me for twenty of our royal guards to help recover a valuable relic earlier this evening. I told him I would consider it in the morning. The men need their rest, don’t you think?” remarked Prince Andre. He took the silver tube. “It’s very cold, isn’t it?” he noted as he turned the piece over in his hands. Hasdel did not reply to either remark.
Prince Andre opened the tube without hesitation and took out the message. The only son of the king in Cayleon turned the parchment toward the lamplight as he sat on the edge of the couch. He immediately stood up slowly and walked to the fire. “Can you read this, Hasdel?”
“I cannot,” replied Hasdel.
“I cannot either, but do you recognize the seal of death?”
“I do,” answered Hasdel.
“And your young friend, too?” asked Prince Andre.
“Yes, he has seen it,” said Hasdel. Remembering he had not introduced Kalo, Hasdel said, “I am sorry, my prince. This is Kalo, a Riverlok villager.”
Prince Andre had not looked directly at Kalo until now. He turned to him. “Mallivar, or whoever sent this message, has sentenced you to die, Riverman.”
“Yes, I know,” said Kalo. The conversation was not going as Kalo had wished. He had hoped Hasdel would barter for his life with Mallivar, but instead he was standing before the son of King Lathos, acknowledging that he had been sentenced to die.
“It is written in the ancient tongue of the monks, Hasdel, is it not?” said Prince Andre as he walked back to the couch. Hasdel did not answer, for the prince was not finished. “This is not good, Hasdel.” He paused. “You were right in bringing it to me, my friend. What do you make of it?”
“It is evil, my prince,” said the gava gravely. “I can feel it.”
“Do you think this is related to our problems with the gnolls to the north?” asked Prince Andre.
“Possibly. If only we knew what it says,” said Hasdel.
“We can find out,” said the prince. Straightening up, he continued, “We must get the message to Lamus of Melda. The monk can read the message, and he has no loyalty to Mallivar, I know that much.” He rolled the parchment up tightly, reinserted it in the silver tube, and replaced the cap. “Hasdel, can you find him?”
“I saw an old friend, a hunter named Quillen, three days out. He was headed for Riverlok. He usually stays at the North Star Inn. He will know how to find Lamus,” answered Hasdel.
“Good. Go to him,” said Prince Andre as he handed the silver tube back to Hasdel. Hasdel quickly passed the tube to Kalo. Andre paid no attention to the exchange and continued talking. “Lamus should recognize you as a messenger of the king. I have seen him on a few occasions. He’s very short.” He held out his hand at arm’s length as if to touch the top of the monk’s head. Kalo measured taller than the monk did. Prince Andre continued. “He is a recluse, you know. Hermit is probably more accurate. Ageless, too.” The prince’s thoughts drifted off momentarily, and he was silent. He then said quickly, “My father spoke highly of Lamus. He will help us.” Hasdel nodded. The prince quickly removed his ring from his hand. “Here, show the monk this ring of my father’s so that there is no mistake that you come from us.” Prince Andre now turned to Kalo. “Are you willing to go, too?”
“Yes, sir,” the stunned young thief could only say. He did not fully understand the exchange between the prince and the gava, but if it meant putting distance between himself and the septor downstairs, he was definitely in agreement.
“I think it is best. Don’t you agree, Hasdel? Mallivar will hunt him down. He needs to be taken out of the city,” said the prince.
“Yes, I agree,” answered the gava. “I will look after him. But I am also concerned about you, my prince. I urge you to end your visit here and return to Cayleon.”
“Thank you, Hasdel. I will consider it. And I will craft a letter to the king about our talk tonight and call for a messenger,” said Prince Andre. “Now, off with the two of you. I still have a story to read.” He smiled. The two friends, prince and gava, clasped hands and then forearms. “Leave through that door—it will lead you to a seldom used gate in the wall. There are no guards there.”
Hasdel looked at Kalo briefly in his gray raiment of the Realmsguard. “We will get you something to wear in town. Now we are off.”
“Wait!” said the prince. He turned and went swiftly to his satchel, which hung on the wall alongside his sword. He returned, his head down, rummaging through the bag as he walked. “Here it is, a gift to me as a small boy from an elven prince.” He held out a tiny flask. “The elf said that if I ever needed to travel as quickly as an elf for a noble purpose, I should put a drop of this potion on my tongue and I could run with the speed of an elf. I have kept it as a remembrance all these years,” said Prince Andre. A gentle smile came to his face. “As a boy, I once tried it, but it did not make me run any faster. I still lost the race.” The prince then turned to Hasdel, his face at once older. “As that young boy, my motives were not entirely just. But with all my heart I believe this vial contains elven magic, my good friend. Use it to find Lamus the Monk,” he said, and placed the tiny container in the gava’s hand.
In silence, Hasdel raised a closed fist to his chest and nodded to the prince. Prince Andre returned the salute. Then the gava and the young thief left the chambers of the king’s only son and descended the back staircase into the night.
The two figures stood still in the shadow of the Compound. The gava scanned the open yard about them. Kalo hugged the wall and clung to Hasdel’s shoulder. He felt cold again as the chill in the night air found him, and he wondered why they weren’t moving.
“What’s wrong?” whispered Kalo.
“I sense something is near.” The gava tilted his head and listened for a few more seconds. “I suppose I am wrong.”
Hasdel motioned for Kalo to follow, and the two made their way across the yard to the wall tower. They did not speak, nor did they run, as Kalo wanted to. They walked quickly, Kalo a step or two behind the gava. When they reached the wall, Hasdel turned and walked close to the divide, his hand extended to touch the logs, feeling his way. The gate was surprisingly easy to find, and Kalo was relieved. Something was going right for a change. Hasdel, without speaking, took out his dagger and inserted it into the gate doorjamb. He slid it up, then down. He replaced the dagger, lifted the latch, and pushed the gate open.
The two stepped outside the walls of the Compound and swiftly made their way toward the scattered houses at the edge of Riverlok. Clear, open fields surrounded the Compound for a hundred yards in every direction. An orchard line at the border of the fields separated the King’s Compound from the dwellings of the villagers. There remained only three or four hours until dawn. The two moved quickly.
As they hurried through the dense rows of trees, a massive figure dropped behind them from a bare limb. It fell to the ground and lay prone. The sound of its landing was lost in the crackling rustle of the leaves trod by the two runners. The figure slowly rose and began to follow.
Hasdel broke into a quick trot as soon as he cleared the orchard. Kalo followed closely behind. They came to the end of the dirt path and the edge of the city street. The soft leather of the gava’s boots against the cobblestone street gave off a muffled sound, like a scrubwoman sanding a doorway. Kalo became conscious of how much louder he sounded running behind the gava, so he began to run on his toes as the two shuffled down the city streets.
The young Riverman felt exhilarated as he ran. The cool night air splashed his face, and his short brown hair bounced with each step. He moved in perfect stride with the gava, almost as a miniature reflection. Kalo had not told Hasdel about Ty; there had not been time. He hoped Ty had been spared the ordeal that had befallen him, but now his thoughts centered on his own safety. The running pair made a few turns down dark alleyways and unlit side streets. Although Kalo did not know their destination, he dutifully followed.
Hasdel suddenly stopped as they turned the corner of a narrow street. He reached out to catch Kalo and pulled the young thief against the wall. Kalo felt the power of the messenger’s arm like a horse soldier reining in his steed. Hasdel placed a finger to his lips, and Kalo struggled to silence his heavy breathing.
The gava looked back up the street. Without turning to Kalo, he spoke quietly. “We are being followed.”
Kalo’s throat went dry.
 



Chapter 9
Hasdel grabbed Kalo’s shirt and pulled him into stride as the two resumed their sprint down the street. Once again, Kalo followed. Their pace quickened, and this time Kalo could no longer run in step. He lost his stride as though his legs had suddenly become shorter. The gava led him through the dark streets, cutting one way, then the other, but always down the slight grade heading toward the southeast edge of Riverlok. Kalo now knew their destination was the riverfront, further downstream toward the Southgate Bridge. Despite the turns, they raced almost due west across the southern section of the city.
Kalo looked back, and in the bright moonlight, he faintly saw a large hulking mass lumbering in the distance. He thought he could hear it, too—or was it his own heart, beating louder? Whatever the being, it made no effort to conceal itself as it steadily gained on them like a charging bull thundering across a field. The massive figure lagged less than a block behind, and the sound of its relentless pursuit grew louder.
Kalo spurted forward alongside Hasdel. “It’s getting closer!” he cried.
Hasdel, rounding the next corner, quickly turned about to face the pursuer. With one arm, he motioned Kalo behind him. In the other hand, he held the long sword drawn from his scabbard. Kalo slid past the gava and pressed himself against the wall. He, too, drew his dagger from his boot. They both crouched, chests heaving from the run, and waited for the inevitable like two cornered animals.
The pursuer’s footbeats grew louder as its image in Kalo’s mind grew larger. All at once, it stood in the alley entranceway, silhouetted against the faint lantern light. The shadow stood, man-sized, bulky about the head and shoulders. The dark form stopped at the sight of the two. Hasdel inched forward, ready to spring. Kalo squinted in the moonlight. Something about the form looked familiar. Kalo’s exceptional vision once again was tested.
“Ty?” called Kalo.
“Yes,” answered a breathless voice, “it’s me.”
Kalo went to Ty. The two friends, with their arms outstretched on each other’s shoulders, fell wearily to the street. Ty let the large pack he carried on his shoulders fall to the ground between them. Hasdel sheathed his sword, leaned against the wall, and smiled down at the two boys who lay exhausted in the alleyway like puppies fatigued from play. The cool air now felt good to Kalo.
“Why were you chasing us?” said Kalo in a laughing voice.
“I wasn’t chasing you! I was trying to catch up to you. At least I was hoping it was you,” Ty said.
“Why didn’t you holler at us?” asked Kalo.
“I did once, way back at the beginning.” Ty gestured back up the street. “I saw one of you look back, but you kept running. So I kept running.” Their voices triggered a rolling barrage of barking dogs that the boys ignored.
“How did you catch up to us?” continued Kalo, somewhat indignant.
Ty did not answer directly. He then said, “Well, when you came out of the orchard, you two were headed as straight toward the river as anyone could. When you began to weave through the city, I decided I could never catch you by just following you every which way, so I headed toward where I thought you were going.” Ty shrugged. “The riverfront.”
“Don’t lose that instinct, lad,” Hasdel inserted, still leaning against the building wall. “That is the gift of a natural tracker.”
Ty lifted his head to see the face of the gava.
“Oh, Ty,” said Kalo, “this is Hasdel.” Hasdel extended his hand to Ty, who took it in friendship. “Hasdel, this is Tythan Pree.” Kalo turned back to Ty. “Hasdel took me into the Compound. We saw the man the purse belonged to, but he didn’t recognize me. His name is Mallivar. They call him the Septor, the Grand Scholar of the Realm.” As the reality of the night’s events raced through Kalo’s mind, the tone of his voice rose. “Hasdel believes the septor would kill me. The purse Nikki snatched contained a silver tube with a secret message.”
“It is far worse than I thought, too,” confirmed Ty. “When we parted at the Kingfisher, I went back to the loft.” He took a deep breath. “It’s bad, Kalo. The others told me they knew my name and were looking for me because I could lead them to you.” Again, he paused. “Here are your clothes,” he said as he kicked the bulky pack on the ground. “I figured we’d be on the run, so I brought our traveling gear.”
“Good thinking, Ty,” said Kalo. “Oh, and I also met Prince Andre. He wants to help us.”
“Truly? You talked to the prince?”
Kalo nodded. “How did you find us?”
“I tracked back to the Kingfisher Inn and followed the tall man in the black and scarlet robe.”
“That’s Mallivar,” said Kalo.
Hasdel pushed himself away from the wall and spoke up. “Your friend’s life is in danger, Ty, and apparently yours is as well. Mallivar would do more to you than ask questions.” Hasdel owned the full attention of both boys. “Now,” he said, “let us not delay any longer.”
Ty picked up the bulky pack and threw it over his shoulders. Kalo stood, too. “Ty, how is Nikki? Do you know? I gave him to the table girl.”
“Lucky ferret,” said Ty.
“I spoke to the girl; she is fine. So, too, is your little thief.” Hasdel smiled in the dark, then turned and renewed his run toward the river.
They moved in single file with Hasdel leading the way like three deer running through a wood. They did not talk; only the faint padding of their footsteps broke the stillness of the night. Occasionally a loose brick in the road would send a crack echoing through the darkness, to be answered by a dog barking behind a closed door.
In time they came upon the North Star Inn. Hasdel motioned the two into the alleyway. “Stay here. I need to see if the bridge is open.” He then vanished into the dark.
The two young fugitives leaned against the alley wall opposite one another. In the faint moonlight, they could barely make out each other’s features. They remained silent. Then Ty extended his hand across the alleyway. Kalo met it with his own, and they shook hands without a word spoken, though much had been said. They slipped back into the shadows, slid down the opposite alley walls to the ground, and remained there, lost in their own thoughts in the darkness.
Sentenced to die, thought Kalo. How did this ever happen?
 



Chapter 10
The two young fugitives sat silently in the shadows, waiting in the alley for the gava to return. They showed no concern for how long Hasdel had been gone. They simply waited. The enormity of the misfortune that had befallen them paralyzed them both. They were incapable of helping themselves. Instead, they relied on the stranger, this messenger of the king.
Hasdel suddenly reappeared before the two boys. The glistening sweat on his forehead was enhanced by the moonlight reflecting from his face. The well-built young man stood tall and bent down to speak to them. “The Southgate is heavily guarded. The usual gatekeeper plus at least four, maybe as many as six of Mallivar’s men. They are still looking for you, Riverman.” Ty and Kalo rose as one. Without another word, the gava led the little party deep into the alley behind the North Star Inn.
At the rear of the building, a dim glow through a small window provided the only source of light in the alleyway. Hasdel motioned for the two Rivermen to remain still as he approached the escaping light. He peered in and quickly pulled away. “We are in luck, lads,” he said softly to his young friends.
The gava approached the door near the window. The faint light through the pane swept across his face as he searched the room. The creases at the corners of his squinting eyes conceded his many days in the sun. He knocked softly and spoke in a clear and gentle tone. “Katya. It is me, lass.” Hasdel winked at the two boys. Both smiled back broadly in the glow from the portal. Hasdel repeated his call, and at once the round face of a girl not much older than Kalo appeared in the frame. Her wide eyes searched the alleyway until she found Hasdel smiling back. Her hand flew up instantly to cover her open mouth.
“Let us in, lass,” said the gava. A moment passed. Then the groan of a wooden slide latch broke into the night and the back door of the inn opened.
“Why are you here, sir?” said the maiden. She looked at Ty, then at Kalo as they followed Hasdel through the doorway. “I have just started the fire. There will be no food for some time, sir.” The damp smoky smell of the freshly lit kitchen stove perfumed the air.
Hasdel raised his hands in a quieting manner. “Do not fret, lass. I only need to find Quillen, the hunter. Which room is he in?”
The young girl listened to Hasdel, but her glance kept darting back to the two thieves, mostly to Kalo. His light blue eyes drew her in. He avoided her gaze by looking about the kitchen as if he had never seen one before.
“He’s in the room over the stable, sir,” the young girl said, looking back at the gava. “It’s the warmest room; it’s above the animals and he insists on having it.”
Hasdel, having learned what he needed, smiled and gave an exaggerated bow toward the blushing girl as he turned and made his way down the hall. Ty bowed quickly too and added a smirk with raised eyebrows. Kalo, the last of the three to exit the kitchen, neither bowed, nor smiled, nor even looked at the girl who continued to watch him. He hurried after the other two.
The smells of the inn changed from smoke, to ale, to a musty stench reminiscent of wet grass as the party made its way up the staircase. The steps creaked with each footfall as they climbed to the second floor.
Hasdel motioned for his two young companions to stop at the top of the stairs. He went on alone to the end of the hall, where he stopped at the last door and tapped on the old wood. He was hardly visible, and his knock only faintly audible. The door opened abruptly, and Hasdel stepped in. The sound of snoring men coming from the surrounding rooms gave a strange, almost fearful sense to the hall. Kalo and Ty remained still, not talking or moving, only peering down the dark hallway.
Suddenly the door at the end of the hall opened again, and an arm motioned the two boys to come forward. They hurried down the hall, Ty carrying the bundle of belongings. Hasdel quickly ushered them inside. A freshly lit lamp provided the only light. The flame flickered as the two boys entered the room, then slowly came to life and grew to its fullness.
Hasdel stood by the door. A tall man sat on a bed of straw, bent over at the waist with his head looking up at the boys. His long gray-streaked hair hung in tangles down his stooped shoulders. The odor of dampness and sweat filled the room, and Kalo blinked as he took his first breath inside. He looked about and found no one else in the room.
The man on the bed spoke. “Why have you two woken me?” His voice sounded dry and hoarse. His head descended, and his voice trailed after him as he reached for a flask on the floor. The two boys looked at each other, and then at Hasdel. “Relax,” said the man on the bed as he took a long drink from the flask. “Any enemy of Mallivar is welcome here.” Slowly, as if it took great effort, he got to his feet. He stood tall, though standing straight looked a chore for him until he reached his full height.
Hasdel spoke. “This is Quillen, lads. He agreed to hear our tale. I have told him only that Prince Andre and we need his help.” Quillen cupped his hand behind his ear as he walked across the room. “Go ahead. Speak,” Hasdel said to encourage the young Rivermen.
Kalo started. “I’m Kalo,” he began, trying to find the right words. “I came into possession of a silver tube belonging to Mallivar earlier tonight.”
Quillen turned slowly to look at Kalo, holding up his hand to stop the boy from saying more. “If you want my help, you must trust me. For if I am to help you, I must trust you.” He looked sternly at the two boys, his glare slowly moving from one boy to the other, his dark eyes piercing in the faint light. His long gray-black hair hung dry and loosely braided, and his weathered face looked hard and cracked. His voice was deep and low. “There can be only truth among us,” he said and nodded to Hasdel, who quickly nodded back.
Kalo began again. “I stole Mallivar’s purse.” The hunter slowly nodded with a pronounced motion. From there, Kalo told of escaping from Mallivar in the Kingfisher, meeting Hasdel near the pier, seeing Mallivar in the Compound, and meeting Prince Andre. Hasdel then pointed to the young thief’s boot, and Kalo quickly produced the silver tube and placed it in the rough hand of the hunter. Quillen opened it without any sense of concern and stared at the mysterious writing. He quickly gave the unrolled document and the two ends of the tube to Hasdel.
“Only Lamus of Melda can read this, Quillen,” said Hasdel, holding the message up. “That is why we are asking you to take us to him.” Hasdel handed the message and the open tube to Kalo, who quickly reassembled it and stowed it in his boot.
Quillen still held the tarnished silver flask he had retrieved from the floor next to his bed. He tilted the flask and took a long drink from it. The tall hunter walked to an open air vent in the far wall and peered out. He stood there for a time, and none of the other three in the room spoke or moved. Slowly, he turned around. “We need to hurry. We should be across the bridge before dawn.” Hasdel moved toward the hunter with an extended hand. The two clasped each other’s forearms with a firm grip, held tight for a moment, then released. Quillen sat again on the bed, reached down, and pulled on his sheepskin boots.
Hasdel turned to Kalo and pointed to the pack Ty still bore. “You had better dress, lad.”
Ty dropped and opened the pack, and Kalo began to change clothes immediately and silently. Out came trousers, knee-high boots, and a jerkin, all made of deerskin. Two finely crafted braided belts lay among them. The pack contained an assortment of supplies, small bundles of food, and waterskins as well. Ty helped himself to items from the cache, all of them of the highest quality.
Hasdel stood by in amazement as the two young thieves dressed. “Where did you two get such fine pieces?” he asked.
“You don’t want to know,” said Kalo with a smile.
“I do,” said the gava, his arms now crossed in mock scorn.
“From the public bath house,” said Ty as he and Kalo broke into hushed laughter.
Hasdel shook his head at them. “Hunter, I think we are doing a good deed for the people of Riverlok by escorting these two out of the city.”
The two young thieves grinned at one another.
Suddenly, a loud banging noise rose from the alleyway below. The four in the small room froze. The banging came again, followed by a call. “Innkeeper! Open up in the name of the king!”
Hasdel reached for the small lamp, but Quillen put out his hand and stopped him. Quillen moved to the wall, pressed himself against it, and peered out the small window. He pulled back quickly.
“Royal guards,” he said in a low, deep whisper.
“It cannot be. It must be only Mallivar’s men,” said Hasdel as he moved to the window to see for himself. He looked out and in the glow of the moonlight saw a dozen troopers adorned in royal blue standing in the alley. “Impossible! Mallivar does not command the Guard,” he said as he moved back into the room. “Something is wrong.”
The voice of the innkeeper came booming from underneath. “What do you want with me?”
“We are searching for a fugitive,” the soldier replied. Kalo, sitting on the floor half dressed, looked down and slowly shook his head from side to side.
Abruptly the soldier in the alley called out, “Prince Andre has been murdered by a king’s messenger named Hasdel who has frequented your tavern!”
 



Chapter 11
Hearing that his prince had been murdered, Hasdel drew his sword, but Quillen grabbed his arm from behind. “You shall avenge your prince, but this is not the time.”
The bolt on the downstairs door slid open, and Ty spoke up. “What now?” All four remained still, immobile figures.
Quillen moved first. He grabbed a ragged pack and a massive bow from the corner of the room. He slung the pack over his shoulder. Pointing to the long sword at the gava’s waist and his chest-high sheathed dagger, Quillen asked, “Is that all you have?” Hasdel nodded. “Then we’ll find you something.”
The hunter turned to the two boys. Ty was standing tall and still, a hand knife in his belt, a sheathed sword strapped to his back over one shoulder, and a traveling roll hung under his other arm. In the other hand, he held fast the neck of the bundle containing the remaining items he had brought. Kalo wore a small knife in his belt, another in his boot, and a short sword at his side. A small pack was slung over his back. In comparison to Ty’s ready stance, Kalo was frantically tucking in his loose garments. Quillen pointed to the bundle in Ty’s hand. “Is there anything in there worth dying for?”
“No, sir,” Ty said without looking at the bag.
“Then leave it.” He stepped to the center of the room. “Some people think I like sleeping over a stable because it’s warmed by the beasts below,” the hunter said as he ripped away a rug on the hard plank floor. “This used to be,” he grunted as he pried open a door in the floor, “a hay loft.”
One by one, they dropped through the hole into the stable below. They landed on a floor covered with straw and breathed in the mixed odor of warm horses and manure. Hasdel jumped quickly to his feet and moved to the door leading to a small corral at the rear of the livery stable. Through the cracks in the sideboards of the building, he could see the royal guards. Their excited but muffled voices filled the night air like a distant festivity.
Hasdel turned to the others. “The bridges will be controlled by the king’s men.”
Ty spoke. “We know a gate in the West Wall north of here that will open to us no matter the time of day or night.” The hunter and the gava both looked at Ty, questioning. “Sometimes we have items we cannot sell on this side of the river,” said the young thief. Kalo did not respond. “We’ll borrow a boat,” added Ty.
“Excellent,” said Hasdel as he looked about for any challenge. “Lead the way, Riverman.”
The talking ended, and the party slipped out of the stable and into the night. They crept across the corral grounds. Ty led, then Kalo, next Hasdel, and Quillen followed at the rear. They huddled in a row alongside the fence. The four silhouettes made their way north through the damp streets toward the waterfront. The shouts of the soldiers carried through the night air. Dogs bayed all about. The small company was, at every step, only yards ahead of their pursuers. They moved cautiously along the river’s edge beside the docks, where boats of varying sizes lay moored. They moved steadily north. Ty squinted into the night, studying the buildings along the narrow lane separating the river and the land.
“Riverman,” said Hasdel, “how much farther?”
“There’s a tall, thin building that I use as a marker. The portal in the wall is directly across the river.”
“Riverman,” said Hasdel again, “I fear we may soon encounter straggling fortune hunters from earlier tonight coming down from the Kingfisher.”
“What’s the problem?” came a low and deep query from the hunter. The small company moved steadily north, four hunched shapes running in single file like a brood of quail.
Ty called back softly, “Kalo, can you help me?”
Kalo put his hand on Ty’s shoulder as they ran. “I’ll see it,” said the younger boy.
“No problem,” called out Ty to the company, louder than necessary and more boisterous than he intended.
On they went in silence. Their feet shuffling on the dirt lane and the jingling of their armament made the only sounds.
Then Ty felt Kalo’s tug from behind on his tunic, and his pace slowed. He searched and found the tall, thin building among the dark shadow-casting structures. He stood straight and turned to the company. “We’re here,” he said.
He pointed to the west in the dark open space. The wall could not be seen; only the sparkling ripple of the Green Provide shone in the night. The men and boys stood together in the dark by the river, breathing deeply to regain their strength. They could not easily see one another. The moving lights along the riverfront street had a blinding and distracting effect.
“We’ll find a boat,” said Ty.
“The portal, you say, is directly across?” spoke the hunter.
“Yes. I swear it is,” replied the Riverman as he searched in the dark for reassurance from Kalo.
“You don’t need to swear it. Just move further north so we can drift down.” The voice of the hunter came low and firm. “Let’s move,” the deep voice came again, and the company obeyed.
The running resumed. Ty took the lead, behind him Kalo, then Hasdel, and lastly Quillen. As they pressed on, Ty squinted toward the river, studying each boat they passed.
Kalo grabbed Ty’s arm. “There,” he whispered as his keen eyes spotted the vessel that met their needs. He pointed to the boat. Then, suddenly Kalo’s arms went up in alarm. “Down!” he said, and all four squatted low.
Two figures moving south along the shoreline steadily came their way. The hunter raised his head above the others. Hasdel raised his head too. Suddenly, all the company’s attention turned to the south. For the first time, the clamorous sounds of the Royal Guard coming up behind them grew louder.
“Mallivar’s men must have dogs,” said Hasdel. He looked north to the two figures coming closer and then to the sounds from the south. No one moved.
“Sir?” whispered Kalo. “The two coming from the north are not royal guards. They wear the black and scarlet of the septor.”
“How do you know?” said Hasdel.
“He can see them,” said Ty. “Trust him.”
“Leatherneck,” said Quillen, “we must act. They will be upon us.”
“Yes,” agreed Hasdel, but still he did not move.
“If we were not wanted fugitives before, we soon will be,” Quillen murmured.
“You boys secure the boat and we will join you quickly,” said Hasdel. Then the gava and the hunter disappeared into the shadows.
Ty and Kalo moved down to the water’s edge and crawled into the small flat-bottomed boat Kalo had located only moments earlier. The boat looked smaller to Kalo now, especially since it would have to hold four fully outfitted men. Too late to search for another craft, he thought. He had already pointed the hunter and gava to this one.
At that moment, the muffled sound of objects falling into water cut through the air and was quickly lost in the noise of the night. Only the two young Rivermen knew the origin.
A moment later, Quillen and Hasdel slid down the riverbank and joined the young thieves in the boat. Quillen nodded. “It’s done.”
Without another word, they pushed off from shore. Ty used a pole to drive the raft across the wide river while Kalo steered. A gentle bend in the river, the docks, and the other boats made it possible to cross at this point without being seen from the distant bridge towers. The only sound was the splash of the pole each time Ty reset it. The Green Provide ran low this time of year, and the current offered a slow ride. The torch-carrying troopers could be seen on the distant Southgate Bridge. The royal guards coming up from the south on the lane bore torches as well. Kalo thought how foolish it was to use torches to see in the dark. It helped for a few feet in front and might keep a man from stumbling, but it was a hindrance to seeing in the distance.
The crossing went steadily yet slowly. Midway across, his heart pounding, Kalo looked back and saw the torches gathering on the riverbank near their departure point. “Hurry, Ty,” he prayed. “Hurry!”
Once they reached the other side of the river and the boat was secured, the four made their way up the short embankment to the ancient wall of timber. The moon in the southern sky silhouetted the small company against the thirty-foot high wall that separated the West Bank settlement from the city of Riverlok. It was early morning, and the light of a distant sunrise was beginning to paint the sky a softer blue. Ty motioned the others to stay against the wall as he searched the wood structure for a familiar mark. When he found it, his hand went up as a signal. He waited for a moment, then knocked six times, two beats of three. He waited and then repeated the pattern.
“What do you want?” came a gruff voice from within.
“Dreegle sent me,” replied Ty.
A brief silence filled the night. Before long, they heard the bar blocking the door being lifted. The door cracked open slightly, and the voice from within demanded, “What have you got? And it better be good!”
Quillen lunged past Ty and slammed into the partly opened door with a force that could be heard across the river. Ty stumbled back, and Hasdel caught him, pushing him and Kalo through the open door behind Quillen into a dimly lit, foul-smelling warehouse.
“Is that ‘good’ enough?” said Quillen to the stunned man, who held both hands over his bloodied face. A lantern on the ground cast huge shadows of the four intruders.
Hasdel turned to Ty. “Do you know the way out?”
Ty nodded, and Quillen reached back and shoved the bewildered boy into the lead as the party made its way through the building. Both Ty and Kalo turned their heads away so they would not have to look at the bloodied face of the man who had been their business partner on so many occasions.
As Hasdel closed the wall door behind him, he said to the man still covering his battered face, “You would be wise not to admit to anyone that you allowed us to pass.”
“Leatherneck,” said the hunter, “outfit yourself.” He pointed to a wall covered with hanging bows, quills, and swords of varied lengths.
The hunter snatched up the lantern and held it high for the gava to see. Hasdel ripped down from the wall a longbow, a quiver of arrows, a sack for food, and a container for drink. The bloodied man did not protest.
 



Chapter 12
Quillen assembled the party under a broad oak, high on a hill overlooking the West Bank settlement. They had run directly west from the building with the portal in the wall and then hiked up the bluffs to the high ground. Earlier they had stopped only to gather their might, but not to rest. This was the first time they actually rested. Reaching the top, their bodies sensed the accomplishment, but now their strength was rapidly leaving them as the dawn of a new day began and the auburn glow of the morning sun peeked through the tangled branches of the gnarled tree that sheltered them.
Kalo slumped against the massive trunk, his knees tucked tightly against his chest. The events of the previous night had taken their toll on the young Riverman, and he found it difficult to stay awake. Only the chill of the morning wind and the aches in his body kept his weary eyes open. He relaxed his legs, and they fell away from his chest and extended across the dried grass under the tree. He thought of the girl at the Kingfisher Inn and how she’d devised his escape from Mallivar and his guards. He would never forget her dark eyes and pale skin as she stood so close to him in the dim lamplight. Nikki would have a good home with her, he thought. He fought the idea that he would never see the little rock ferret again.
“See any dogs?” asked Quillen.
“Not yet,” answered Hasdel. The gava was standing back from the rim of the hill, still within the cover of the tree, not wanting to be fully exposed.
“Riverman,” said Quillen. Only Ty looked his way.
“Get to the edge and watch for followers. But stay concealed,” said the hunter.
Ty quickly responded and moved toward the rim. He kicked Kalo’s foot gently, and when Kalo looked up, Ty motioned with his head to follow him. Kalo slowly rose as he was commanded. Ty dropped to the ground and crawled to the edge. Kalo did the same.
“Watch for dogs,” said Quillen to his two lookouts.
From the moment they broke through the gate in the West Bank, they had been pursued. The sounds of men calling and dogs baying had gradually died out a few hours earlier. Quillen knew the many ways out of the settlement as few men did, and he had succeeded in leading the small party out of the grasp of the septor and the Royal Guard. The hunter had insisted upon silence and spoke only in a hoarse whisper. His voice rose just once when, as they hurried along, he confided to Hasdel in hushed tones that he was puzzled by the determination of their pursuers. There were guards searching for them on the West Bank shoreline even as they slipped across in the stolen boat. Hasdel had then revealed to him that several hours before the murder of the prince, Mallivar had offered a thousand gold coins for the capture of Kalo and these were most likely the hungry remnants of those searchers.
“A thousand gold coins?” Quillen had asked, well above his whisper. “We could live well and long on that, leatherneck.”
Hasdel’s reply was lost on Kalo, but Kalo had felt the pain deep in his gut of being reminded of the claim on his life. The rest of the morning was a blur to him as he trudged along behind Ty, who followed the hunter. Hasdel was in the rear. Now Kalo was lying on his belly next to Ty, listening for dogs as the hunter had commanded.
Quillen motioned to Hasdel to join him on a level space in the middle of a large stone outcropping beyond the tree. It provided a vast panoramic view of the land to the south.
When Hasdel arrived beside him, Quillen asked, “Have you ever been up here?”
“No,” said the gava, surveying the space. “We’re on horseback and we can’t get this close to the edge. Besides, we stay to the trail, and that must be hours to the north.” He turned at the waist and looked back to the north as he spoke. He then stepped alongside the hunter to take in the grand view of the land to the south.
Below them was the clear Silvertongue River, running from west to east toward the great waters. They could see the convergence of the muddy Green Provide as the two rivers widened in their slow-moving journey to the sea. Beyond the river below was a vast, clear plain with forested strips along the foothills to the mountain ridge separating the land from the sea to the east. Without speaking, Quillen climbed up from his space among the rocks, and Hasdel followed. When they reached a gap in their cover, Quillen pointed and Hasdel passed him for a clear gaze due east. There was Riverlok. The meandering Green Provide and West Bank were even visible. As they looked into the sun, the haze of the morning concealed the mountains rising to the east beyond Riverlok.
“Lads!” called out Hasdel. He called again. “Lads!” In moments, the two young thieves from Riverlok were standing below the crack in the rock, looking up. Quillen and Hasdel stepped aside and the two boys rushed to fill the void.
“Amazing!” said Ty as he squeezed against the rock so Kalo could see as well. “See the river bridges? They look so small.”
“I can make out the Compound,” said Kalo. Ty replied and described more of their view, but Kalo didn’t hear him. He was fixed on the mountains to the east, and his long desire to climb over them to the sea filled him.
“Lads,” said Hasdel gently and motioned for the boys to come down. When Ty bounded down off the rocks, Quillen intervened and motioned for Ty to follow him. He led Ty toward the small cleared space and the remarkable view to the south he had shown Hasdel.
As Kalo stepped down, Hasdel extended his hand to help and spoke to the young boy. “You must be wondering why we never spoke of letting your family know what has happened to you. But you must trust me, lad. As difficult as it will be for them not knowing where you have gone, it would be worse for them if they knew.”
“It doesn’t matter,” replied Kalo with a shrug.
“Doesn’t matter?” asked the gava as he looked curiously at his young companion. “Surely your family is gravely concerned.”
Kalo did not respond, but he felt the gava’s look, waiting for a reply. He said without looking up, “I don’t have a family.”
“You don’t? You’re an orphan, then?”
“Yes,” murmured the young thief of Riverlok, still not looking up. “So is Ty,” he added.
A moment passed. Then the gava gently slapped Kalo on the back. “So am I.”
Hasdel leaned against the rock Kalo had climbed down from. The young Riverman looked at the tanned face of the king’s messenger. “Are you truly an orphan?” he asked.
Hasdel smiled at him. “Yes, I am a Kingston. Do you know what a Kingston is, Kalo?”
The young Riverman shook his head.
“A Kingston is the child of any woman who claimed the father was a soldier.” Hasdel smiled at Kalo, but the young Riverman only looked back at him. Hasdel went on. “Kingston means ‘children of the king.’ We are wards of the king, and we live in the Palace in Cayleon, in a dormitory inside the walls. Our mothers are the women of the Palace who care for us. Mine is known as Lilyn. She is most honored in the Palace.” Hasdel paused, then added, “Now, how about you, Kalo? You told me back at the Compound that your father was a fisherman.”
It was difficult for Kalo to speak of himself. He could think of few moments he cared to remember and even fewer he cared to share. “My mother died when I was young, and my father was a fisherman of the sea. I don’t know where he lives now,” he said.
“Well, you know more than most orphans,” said the messenger.
“Really?”
“Sure. And be very grateful for even the sad memories,” said Hasdel.
Kalo straightened his young frame. “An old man came up to me in the street two years ago and said he recognized me because of my skin and my eyes. He said he knew my mother when she came to live on a goat farm outside of Riverlok. He said she was kind to him, and when I was born and she became ill, he cared for us until she died.” Kalo looked up at the gava next to him. “He wanted to tell me about her.”
“What did he say?”
“He said she came down out of the mountains to the east. He is the one who told me my father was a fisherman, for that is what my mother told him. I was very little when she died. I remember only that she was warm.” Kalo turned, looked away, and pressed both hands against the rock. He leaned in and pushed back, then spoke again. “He said that when my mother died, the old woman who tended to the chickens on the farm took me in.” Kalo looked up at the gava walking beside him. “I’ve never told anyone about any of this, not even Ty.”
“You don’t have to talk, lad,” said Hasdel.
Quillen appeared just then, walking behind Ty with his hand on Ty’s shoulder. “Enough sightseeing. These two need to get back to work,” he said. The two boys immediately returned to the rim of the hill. “Watch for dogs!” said the hunter.
The two men were alone for now. “You’re worried we were followed, good friend,” remarked Hasdel.
“If they were only after you, if it was only the royal guards from the Compound, we could stay ahead of them. We could even outrun the septor’s henchmen. It’s the bounty hunters who are after the reward for the little thief that concern me. The others are paid guards. Chasing you, or the boy, is just a job. But for the bounty hunters, it’s now their entire life. They have never had such an opportunity. They are in it all the way—and they will use dogs. The paid guards won’t.”
“To stay ahead of them, what is our best route?” asked the gava.
“Before we make a plan, tell me how you’re doing,” said Quillen. “They killed your prince, and I know you watched over him as you two were growing up.”
Hasdel looked down and nodded. “Mostly I feel a deep sadness. He was my prince, but I was fond of him, for he was truly a good man.” The gava paused for a moment. “Guilt has entered my heart too, for am I not the one who endangered the life of the king’s only son?” Hasdel closed his eyes, nodded and lowered his head. He raised his head again and spoke. “On our way up this hill, I took an oath to my fallen prince. I will first carry out his charge to deliver the message to Lamus. After that, I will avenge his death, or die in the process, before I live again.” Hasdel looked at Quillen with a strained smile. “Now, hunter, what is our best route?”
Quillen smiled back at his old friend and struck him playfully on the shoulder. “We will do as your prince charged us: go to Melda and find Lamus. You know I have hunted these lands for years. I know how to move quickly through them. We will continue on foot. Mallivar and the Royal Guard are searching both sides of the river for us, and they won’t come up here.” Quillen continued. “For now, let’s hope the bounty hunters after the gold coins are too disorganized to be a real threat in the hunt. We will travel parallel to the Silvertongue into the wild. Once we reach a point due north of Twin Bridges—I will know when we reach that point—we will turn south and cross under cover of night. I know the bridges well, and we can cross unseen. On the other side, we will head due south toward Melda. At a steady pace, and if all goes well, we will arrive in four days.”
Hasdel nodded in agreement just as the silence was broken. “Dogs!” called out Ty.
“Damn! I did say ‘if all goes well,’” said Quillen.
 



Chapter 13
Within moments, Quillen and Hasdel had joined the two boys lying prone at the rim, peering down the hillside. “How many?” asked Hasdel.
“Two men,” said Ty, pointing to the right. “And Kalo heard dogs.”
“Good, lads,” said Hasdel. “Where are they?”
“Off to the far right, I see three moving dots,” said Ty.
“There are three of them,” said Kalo, “and two hounds.”
“I can’t see that well,” said the hunter. “Which is it, two or three? And are you certain there are dogs?”
“There are three men and two hounds,” said Kalo again.
“What do you think, leatherneck?” said Quillen.
“From what I’ve learned these last two days with this young lad, I have no doubt there are three of them, and two hounds.”
“Damn!” said Quillen as he got to his feet. Hasdel stood as well.
“We must have four hours on them. We can be out of here and stay ahead of them,” said the gava.
“You can’t outrun dogs,” said the hunter. “Trust me. I’ve tried. We wait. We wait right here for them. We now have the advantage. The dogs will come over first, and we’ll take care of them. Then the men, one at a time. One of us, probably you, will need to slip around and cut down anyone escaping,” said Quillen.
“You’ve thought this out, old friend,” said Hasdel.
“While you were thinking about your prince on the way up, I was thinking about our worst foe—dogs.”
“Where should we take them on? I see rocks further north that might provide us a better cover,” said Hasdel.
“We do it right here. They’ll come over the ridge and see this place, and even a shopkeeper could tell a small party has been here. Our risk is that one could slip away and bring others,” said the hunter.
“How much time do we have?” asked Hasdel of the boys.
“Not long,” said Ty. “They were going back and forth down at the base, but now they’re headed straight up.”
“They’ve picked up our trail,” said Kalo.
“Have any turned back?” asked Quillen.
“No. They’re all coming up here,” said Ty.
“Good,” said Quillen.
Kalo looked over his shoulder at the two men after Quillen spoke.
“I know what we need to do, messenger,” said Quillen.
Hasdel nodded. “The dogs will come over first. You take the first one, and I will take the second. Aim for the chest. They will yell, but it will stop them.”
“I’ll take care of the dogs,” said Kalo.
“What do you mean, take care of them? We need to kill them,” said Quillen.
“I’ll get rid of them,” Kalo said again.
“What are you saying, lad?” asked Hasdel.
“He’s amazing with animals,” said Ty without looking back at the two men.
“You won’t have to worry about the dogs,” said Kalo. “I’ll deal with them.”
“It would simplify our task, hunter, to simply take on the three men,” said Hasdel.
“I don’t like it. The dogs will be coming over first and right at us,” said Quillen.
Kalo rolled over and sat up, facing the two men. “They won’t come at you.”
The two men looked at the boy and then at one another. “How do you know, lad?” asked Hasdel.
“They just won’t,” said Kalo.
“Believe him,” said Ty, still facing forward. Then he added, “They’re really coming on now.” A note of urgency tainted his voice as it reached a higher pitch.
“I don’t like this, messenger. Keep your bow ready,” said the hunter. He paused, then continued. “We can’t afford to let one get away. You go a few yards up.” He pointed south. “As soon as one comes over, you slip down and get behind the last one. Agreed?” Hasdel nodded. “Are they bunched up?” Quillen asked as he stepped forward and kicked the bottom of Ty’s extended foot.
“No. Two are together, but one is lagging,” answered Ty. “In about five or ten minutes, they’ll be here,” he added.
Quillen spoke to Ty. “When they are about to come over, come back to me with a drawn sword. I’ll take the two that come over first. Hasdel will handle the one who is lagging. If my arrows are true, you won’t need that sword.”
Kalo was on his feet. “I’ll move back, too.” He walked a short distance down the ridgeline to the north, away from the others.
Hasdel went to Kalo, stood in front of him, and placed his arms about the shoulders of the young thief from Riverlok with the gift. “Are you all right with this? Can you handle two dogs?”
“Yes,” said Kalo as he nodded. “When I was old enough to work, they brought me up to the main house, and I lived in the food cellar with two old dogs and a family of rats.” The gava grimaced at his young friend and lifted his hands from the boy’s shoulders. Kalo didn’t notice his expression. “We became good friends,” said the boy cheerfully. “I guess that’s where I learned to talk to them.”
“Talk to who?”
“Talk to the animals and beasts. Not really talk to them, but rather know what they think and let them know what I’m thinking.”
“Like you did with your ferret?”
“Yes, but stealing Mallivar’s purse was his idea,” said the boy as he looked up at the king’s messenger beside him. “When I left him with the girl at the Kingfisher, I asked him to watch out for her, like he did for me, and he agreed. She probably thinks she’s caring for him, but it’s the other way around. It’s true of most dogs, too. People don’t know that.”
“Leatherneck?” called out Quillen. “Better take your position.”
“Good luck, lad, with whatever your plan is. We’re all counting on you, you know that?” Hasdel smiled at the boy, then turned and walked toward the location Quillen had assigned him.
Kalo squatted down next to the flat surface of a large rock, then dropped to one knee and reached one hand out to steady himself against the rock. From here, he could see Ty lying prone on the rim of the hill. Hasdel and Quillen were just out of view. He could clearly hear the dogs below getting louder as they drew closer to the ridge. It was an otherwise pleasant, peaceful morning. Kalo watched Ty intently.
Suddenly, Ty rose up and bolted to the safety of the rocks behind him. Kalo waited.
The dogs crested the ridge near the place where Ty had been lying and immediately came to a halt, their noses to the ground. Panting and with wild eyes, the beasts took in the scent of their quarry and pushed on in the direction of Ty and his hiding place.
Calmly, Kalo stood and sent his link toward the two dogs. It was different than linking with only one animal. He had to get the attention of each mind in succession to sense their emotions. He felt the combined urgency of the dogs on the trail, desperate to catch their prey, so he sent images of pleasure, as if the dogs would be rewarded for a job well done.
Both dogs halted their pursuit of Ty and turned toward Kalo, the hunt forgotten. They trotted up to him and obediently sat down.
Moments later, two stumbling men appeared over the ridge, staggering to gain their balance, first one, then his companion. They were bearded and shabbily clothed, not unlike the West Bank men Ty sold his stolen goods to. When they were both upright, looking about—perhaps for their two dogs—the man on the left stumbled suddenly and fell to his knees, an arrow protruding from his chest. The second man, stunned at the sight, paused, trying to comprehend what had just happened. It was all the time Quillen needed, and another arrow whistled through the air and found its mark. The second man fell dead, crumpling in a heap next to his companion.
Moments later, Quillen with bow in hand, and Ty with his drawn sword, appeared. They stepped past the bodies to the rim and peered down the hill.
Slowly, Hasdel came into view, his bow slung over his shoulder. With the aid of the hunter, he climbed up and joined them on the top of the hill. “The third one is dead, some distance away.” He nodded toward the ridge. “He’s heavy. We’re going to have to work to get his body up here.”
“They’re from the West Bank, all right. We guessed accurately. They were after the boy.”
The three then turned and looked Kalo’s way as the hunted thief of Riverlok walked over to join them.
“Where are the dogs?” asked Quillen.
“They’re gone,” said Kalo.
“What do you mean, gone?”
“They’re gone. I can see them now, racing down the hill the way they came up,” Ty said as he pointed down the ridge.
“How did you do that, lad? Did you talk to them?” asked Hasdel.
“I don’t talk to them like you might think. I just have them focus,” said Kalo.
“You conjure up an image in their mind?” said Hasdel.
“I guess. We just focus together on a thought,” answered the young Riverman.
“He’s really good at this,” injected Ty.
“How do you get two dogs to run away?” interrupted Quillen. “Dogs are fearless; I’ve seen dogs facing certain death continue to attack a bear.”
“He’s right, lad. Dogs aren’t afraid. What did you focus on?” asked Hasdel.
A smile came to Kalo’s lips, the first time he had smiled in days. “I rewarded them for finding me and gave them some of the dried beef as a treat.” He stood silent for a moment, then said, “After that, I simply told them to go home.”
 



Chapter 14
The company worked steadily to clean up after their brief engagement with the three unfortunate West Bank bounty hunters. They had to haul the one Hasdel had slain to the top of the hill with the other two. Hasdel had been correct: he was heavy. They buried the men in a shallow grave, enough to keep the vultures from circling the very next morning. Quillen said there was too much blood spilled to completely conceal the bodies. He speculated it would be three to four days before they were unearthed by wolves, and the company would be far away by then.
It was now afternoon, and the two boys from Riverlok were relaxing in the shade of a huge oak. Kalo and Ty were chewing on pieces of dried meat Hasdel had provided them. Hasdel and Quillen were standing together on the small landing, admiring the magnificent view of the lands to the south across the Silvertongue River.
Hasdel knelt on one knee near Kalo and Ty and signaled that he wished to speak to the two boys. They moved closer to hear him. Quillen stood silently a few yards away.
Hasdel spoke to the ground as he drew a crude map in the dirt with a stick. His voice sounded hoarse and dry. “Quillen and I have discussed our strategy. We are continuing with the plan we agreed on before we were interrupted by the bounty hunters. We will go directly to Melda to find Lamus. The old monk is known to wander there. We still believe that at a steady pace, we will arrive in four days. We will go on foot. By now, Mallivar is searching both sides of the river for us and would easily detect us if we bought or stole any horses.” He glanced up at the old hunter, and Quillen nodded back.
Hasdel looked up at the two boys, then continued marking his map on the ground. “Most likely, Mallivar will have his men searching the roads and questioning all travelers, so we are safest in the wild. Our plan is still to travel several hours north and then head west, parallel to the Silvertongue.”
The messenger shuffled back on his one knee so he could extend his map. “When we reach Twin Bridges, we will cross under cover of night and head due south toward the Ruins of Melda. Quillen knows how we can cross undetected. There, in Melda, we will find the old monk.”
He looked up at the boys and spoke as he stood up. “Gather your things. We leave soon.”
As Kalo struggled to his feet, Ty was already rummaging through his pack. Hasdel stood and purposefully walked to a crack in the rocks that offered a clear view to the east. He stood for a time in the bright afternoon light, shading his eyes, staring back across the river into Riverlok, where in a single day he had gone from a highly respected gava to the Realm’s most wanted fugitive. Quillen approached and stood behind him. Hasdel glanced back to acknowledge the weathered hunter’s presence. The two men said nothing for a time as they looked out over the city where the Green Provide and the Silvertongue joined. Quillen touched Hasdel’s shoulder and then walked away, back to their base camp. Hasdel soon followed.
The small company of four set out from their camp and battleground on the hill and headed north. They walked in pairs, not as two seasoned warriors followed by two boys, but Ty with Quillen and Kalo with Hasdel. The pairing occurred naturally; it just happened this way and was not planned. The company had successfully escaped the grip of Mallivar, had dealt swiftly but fatally with the West Bank bounty hunters, and now they set out to complete their mission: the search for Lamus the Monk.
The terrain soon turned rough through rocks and brush. Nevertheless, Quillen chose a good path and the party made excellent time. None of them had had any sleep for a day, but it did not show yet. The rising sun gave them renewed energy.
The terrain became a sea of rolling hills. One could see from the higher rises that it went on for many miles. Brown grass, low brush, and rounded stones jutted out. The land felt much drier than the lowlands north of Riverlok. Still, Kalo wondered why he had seen no cattle or sheep. No sign of man’s presence appeared anywhere. Yet this land lay only a day’s hike from Riverlok’s Northgate.
Quillen knew the land. Hasdel knew it too, though not as well as the hunter. But Kalo and Ty had never ventured this far west. In fact, they’d crossed the river into the West Bank on only a few occasions. They had made plans many times to journey to places they had heard of, knowing only that they were far away. The two young Rivermen had ventured east a half-day’s walk a few times, until they became hungry. They talked of someday hiking over the mountain ridge behind Riverlok and walking to the sea, but they never had. Kalo longed to see the land of his father. The country to the east lay green and timbered, not at all like this rocky, barren ground west of the river.
When the four had begun their travel earlier in the day, they purposely avoided the worn trail used by traders, which followed the Silvertongue to Riverlok. As planned, they moved two hours to the north of the trail, then turned westward parallel to the trail. Occasionally Hasdel would look back to the east. He had assumed the role of rear guard. Each time he looked, Kalo looked too. They walked in single file among the rocks. Quillen and Ty had moved so far ahead, the company became two hiking groups, not one. When the path widened, Hasdel and Kalo walked two abreast. The young Riverman enjoyed this time the most. Hasdel was in good spirits and would willingly reply to each question put to him at great length, much to the delight of his knowledge-starved young companion.
So Kalo asked, “What’s exactly is a gava?”
Hasdel first looked back up the trail, then behind him. He smiled and looked at the boy. “Gavas are messengers of the king. We carry messages between officers of the command, among other duties.”
“Is it dangerous?” asked Kalo.
Hasdel laughed softly. “No, not really. Not like it used to be. When we were in the academy, we were told that in the beginning, in the time of the One Great War, it was very dangerous, and few gavas lived beyond their early twenties. That’s how the tradition began of using only young unmarried men without families as gavas, such as us Kingston boys. We are chosen when we are young, and we attend an academy for messengers.”
“Why do you wear that leather strap about your neck?” asked the young Riverman.
“It began as a sign of allegiance to our king; it is like when a man places a collar on a dog, or a halter on a horse when he takes possession. In time, the enemies of the king learned to target only those who wore the leather strap to disrupt communications, so the king issued an order to remove the strap because so many of us were being slain. But the body of messengers respectfully disobeyed, for the strap became our badge of honor.” Hasdel playfully cocked his head and raised his finger to keep Kalo from speaking. “And we learn early on we are called gavas because ‘gava’ means ‘messenger of the king’ in elvish.” Hasdel smiled at his young companion. “Think you’d like to be a gava, lad?”
Kalo shrugged his shoulders; he thought little of himself now with so much to learn. “Have you ever seen an elf?” he asked.
“We are full of questions. Good ones, too,” said the gava. Hasdel stretched his neck to search far ahead as they continued to walk, and then he answered. “Yes, I have seen an elf,” he began. “When I am not on patrol, I live in Cayleon, and occasionally an elf will come into the city. Not often. They’re a private race.”
“What do they look like?”
Hasdel thought for a moment. “They are beautiful. Not like a woman—not even like a handsome man. They are just a pleasure to gaze upon.” Hasdel smiled as they walked, reminiscing. “And they are quick, very quick,” added the gava. “In fact, you look like you may have some elf blood in you, Kalo.” A smile spread over his face. “You are a little darker than most elves I’ve seen, but the girls take to you. Like the table maid at the Kingfisher, and I saw how Katya at Quillen’s inn followed you. You may be blessed with the charm of the elves!”
Kalo wondered. The idea fascinated him so that he did not reply. He became lost in his own thoughts.
The gava continued. “Then again, maybe all fishermen have the look of the elf.” Hasdel then looked at Kalo and said, “Perhaps we will see some elves near Melda.” With that, the gava strode forward and the young Riverman fell in behind him.
They climbed steadily up the hill barren of trees. Brush, tall dry grass, and thorny weeds formed the only vegetation except for a few wildflowers that had lost their foliage months before. The terrain grew even rockier as they moved up the hillside. A few large boulders dotted the landscape as they drew nearer the crest. Hasdel now watched the ground more closely. He looked about in all directions. Kalo plodded along, his head down. Soon they walked in single file again, with Hasdel leading the way.
Quillen and Ty were waiting for them when they reached the crest. Ty picked a boulder with a cutaway shelf to support his young frame as he leaned into it, his legs dangling, his arms crossed. Kalo became annoyed when he saw Ty looking down on them from his perch. Ty had found a site with a superb view. The spot provided room for only one, and Ty had claimed it. From here, one could see the rugged plains they had just crossed and a far-off gray patch in the eastern sky from the fires that marked the city of Riverlok. The way Ty looked down on them as they came up the trail irritated Kalo. He sensed a triumphant arrogance. Kalo ignored him.
Quillen sat hunkered down. When Hasdel and Kalo reached them, the hunter stood and took out a chew of dried beef. It served as a signal for the others to eat as well.
Hasdel continued to scan the land in all directions. He jumped up to the boulder Ty occupied and then, in a few quick leaps that none of the others could match, flew past Ty so that he now stood on the top of a boulder as high as a two-story house in Riverlok, looking down on the others.
Quillen called up to the gava, “You saw them, too.”
“I am afraid this matches a dispatch I delivered two weeks ago to Prince Andre. Raxell reported gnoll activity moving south.”
“We counted fifteen to twenty,” injected Ty. He smiled knowingly at Kalo, raising his eyebrows.
Kalo’s stomach turned.
 



Chapter 15
Hasdel bounded down the boulders to the ground as quickly as he had gone up. Once back at ground level, he turned and looked up to the young thief turned tracker, still on his perch, and nodded in agreement.
Ty mouthed the word to his bewildered young companion, Kalo. “Gnolls.”
“How long ago were they here, hunter?” asked the gava.
“Yesterday,” came the grim reply.
“They’re not a hunting party.”
“I can’t imagine what they would hunt in this desolate place, either,” replied Hasdel.
“And it’s possible there were many more than twenty. They’re walking in a column together, not spread out like normal,” said Quillen.
“Very worrisome, hunter. I’m feeling a great draw to abandon our trek and head immediately for Boor’s Cavern to alert Raxell,” said Hasdel.
“How close to the Commander do you think the accused murderer of the king’s only son would get?” said Quillen.
“Maybe they just came up here for the view,” offered Ty, unknowingly breaking the tension that was building.
The two veterans looked at one another for a moment.
“That’s quite a student you have there, hunter,” said Hasdel with a smile at Quillen.
“He could be right,” replied the weathered hunter. “Now let’s get on with our trek, as you called it.”
Ty and Kalo both heard the exchange, but Kalo would not look up at Ty. The talking ended. Kalo felt anxious, more because he sensed the concern of the hunter and the gava than due to a fear of gnolls. The young Riverman had heard of gnolls but had never seen one. Only an hour before, Kalo had asked Hasdel whatever came into his mind. Now he was unwilling to do so. He wasn’t sure why.
The party broke camp after what Kalo considered a troubling conversation. Quillen and Hasdel agreed the four would fare better if they split up and traveled in pairs. Four against twenty had no better odds than two against twenty. This way, if two should be discovered, the other two would have a better chance to escape. Quillen had given Hasdel general directions to the Ruins of Melda so the gava could continue without him. Melda lay far south of the Silvertongue and not on a trade route. Consequently, the king’s messenger had never been there. The discussion and decision to travel in pairs had been quick and so matter-of-fact that Kalo had been stunned into silence. The boys did not even look to one another for acknowledgment; each became lost in his own fear of the unseen, the unknown. Quillen and Ty went ahead and at a quickened pace.
Hasdel and Kalo trailed at a distance, both constantly searching their surroundings. This time Kalo did not simply mimic Hasdel’s motions but searched the landscape for any unusual sign, hoping not to see one. They walked in single file, yet Kalo remained close enough to be easily heard. After a time, he broke the silence.
“Hasdel?”
“Yes?”
“May we talk?”
The king’s messenger nodded, and the conversation resumed. They continued in single file, Kalo trailing closely behind Hasdel.
“Who is Raxell? You mentioned him earlier to Quillen.”
“Raxell is Commander of the entire Realmsguard—all seven patrols,” replied Hasdel. “You might have heard it said that he can never come into a city. It is true. He never enters a city, neither Cayleon nor Riverlok, but it is his choice, Kalo. He is a great and noble commander, loved by his men, and loyal to King Lathos. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.”
The Riverman had never heard of Raxell, let alone a tale of mystery regarding him. “Why won’t he come into a city?”
Hasdel then told the tale of Raxell, a tale every young gava learned early. “Raxell was a promising young officer thirty years ago. He was the youngest of the seven Guard Commanders. He had married a beautiful daughter of a wealthy man. They chose to live in a remote dwelling on the estate away from others, as the serenity appealed to them both. Within a year, she was with child. While on leave, Raxell, in jest as young lovers do, paid a surprise visit to his bride, the young mother-to-be. His visit so excited her, it is said, that she delivered the child, a boy, months early and with no midwife present. The only one present was the young officer, Raxell, her husband. The child died within the first day, and she died in Raxell’s arms two days later.”
Hasdel paused for a time and looked about. Kalo looked about as well, hoping there would be no reason for the storytelling to end. The gava continued the tale without missing a word. “It is said Raxell blamed himself for his wife and firstborn son’s death, and that it threw him into deep despair. He lost all sense of reason. He went on a spree of drinking and wild carousing in the gutter of Cayleon that rivaled any soldier before him. He abandoned his guard.” Hasdel had a distant wonder on his face as he told the tale. “Then, after nearly a year, he unexpectedly appeared before his commander. He asked for forgiveness, and as punishment for his unbecoming behavior, he asked that he be assigned for life to the most remote outpost of the Realm. That was the Realmsguard outpost at Boor’s Cavern, where he has been ever since. Over the years, he has risen to the rank of Commander of the entire Realmsguard. The Guard’s headquarters are in Cayleon, yet Raxell keeps his residence at Boor’s Cavern. It’s the most northern outpost, even more remote than Desolation. He has never returned to the city in all these years, neither to Cayleon nor to Riverlok. Even King Lathos respects his self-exile and bestowed the full command of the Realmsguard upon Raxell at a ceremony outside the city gates of Cayleon.”
Hasdel concluded his tale of Raxell with a nod to Kalo, who now walked alongside him. It was a good telling of the story. Hasdel had obviously told it many times to new troopers and especially to young gavas.
Kalo asked, “Have you ever talked to him?”
Hasdel laughed slightly. “Of course. I am in his command. I am a king’s messenger, remember?” But the question seemed to steer Hasdel into deeper thought for just a moment. “He is a gentleman. But he has no close friends. The Realmsguard and its mission are his life.” A smile then came to his lips. “A captain once told me Raxell said I ran like he did when the officers were watching a group of us race. That captain teased me for years about being Raxell’s favorite.” Kalo could see the pride Hasdel felt in that simple recognition, and as an orphan, he understood.
The two walked on without speaking. The terrain grew steeper and the footing more perilous. Smooth boulders and loose gravel created a surprisingly hazardous passageway. They watched their footing carefully. The young Riverman slipped and fell, but he quickly got up and was moving again. Suddenly, Hasdel thrust out his arm to signal a halt. Kalo stopped too quickly, lost his balance, and fell again. Hasdel gestured with his hand, waving for the young man to stay where he lay and not to move. Kalo’s complexion reddened as fear rushed blood through his body.
Hasdel squatted and began to inhale deep breaths through his nose. An odor had stopped him, and he tried to rediscover the smell. Kalo tried, too. Abruptly, Kalo smelled it. He looked at the gava, who had caught the same odor on a slight gust of wind. They had been breathing dust and the sweet scent of dried grass and tarweed for most of the morning. This smell was different, like a dead, decaying animal on a hot summer day. It lingered over them. Whatever its cause, the source was not far. They sat still and listened for sounds. Hasdel then motioned for Kalo to move out of sight under a large outcropping boulder.
The young Riverman reached out and grabbed the gava’s sleeve. With the other hand, he pointed in the direction of the scent. There was no uncertainty in his gesture. Hasdel nodded to the boy and his eyes narrowed. He moved forward in the direction the young thief had indicated. Kalo then crawled on his hands and knees to the nearby cover. He felt weak, his arms barely able to support his weight. A deep pain welled up in his stomach. The impulse to vomit began to build so that he started to breathe rapidly. He hid his head in the shade of the rock. Sweat ran down his face and into his eyes. Hasdel had left him there.
The gava moved slowly forward. He knew the smell well. He could not be sure whether he would come upon a few or an entire party. Part of his instincts told him to take Kalo and slowly backtrack out of the area. Another part of him pushed him forward. Why would they be here, out in the open in midday, and making no sound? Were they asleep? It didn’t make sense. He crawled on, peering around a rock, then pulling back, peering, pulling back, inching his way toward the putrid smell.
 



Chapter 16
“Kalo! Come here,” the gava called out. “Come here, lad. It’s all right,” he called again, and this last assuring call drew the young Riverman out from his place of hiding. When Hasdel saw him coming, he called back, “He was right where you said. I just went in the direction you pointed. You have a good sense of smell, lad.”
Kalo thought all he had done was point to where the odor of the beast was coming from. That did not seem particularly momentous to him, but he was discovering he enjoyed any compliment from the king’s messenger.
Kalo found Hasdel with sword drawn, standing over a badly mutilated gnoll with a bone protruding from his side. “His hip is shattered. Must have fallen,” said the gava.
The beast was the size of a small man, heavily muscled, with a boar-like face and a brownish hide of coarse fur. Protected with crude straps of leather and gear likely scavenged, it lay among the gravel beneath a large boulder with its mangled leg drenched in blood, its large black eyes staring up at the two men. The gnoll’s entire body shook rapidly. Kalo looked away.
“Riverman,” said the gava, “crawl to the top of the rock and pour some of your water over its face.” He added, “And do not slip.”
Kalo reached the top of the rock and crawled out to the edge, peering down at the gnoll to judge his position. He then inched himself away from the brim and extended his arm. His hand trembled as he slowly tilted the container above the gnoll’s dry lips. The water splashed down on the beast’s head, and it stirred so that Hasdel stepped back.
“Good aim, lad!” cheered Hasdel. The gnoll turned its head and inched its torn body toward the falling source to slurp up even the water that had spilled to the ground. Kalo slid down the back of the rock and moved quickly behind the gava to watch the gnoll.
The gava spoke loudly, as if he were giving a demonstration to a crowd. “They leave their injured to die just as any other animal. Only man cares for his wounded.” The gava added, “We kill our injured animals, though, in the thought that we spare them suffering.” He then thrust his long blade into the gnoll’s throat clear to the base of the skull. It was over as quickly as the word suffering lifted from the gava’s voice.
Kalo stood a safe distance away. Hasdel wiped his blade vigorously on a patch of dried grass nearby. As the gava cleaned his blade, Kalo spoke. “Hasdel, what of the men who came upon us at the boat crossing? What did you do to them?”
Hasdel looked over at the boy; his face was somber. “They were Mallivar’s men, lad, and we did to them what they would have gleefully done to us, given the opportunity.” He looked away and sheathed his sword.
The young Riverman pressed on. “Suppose they had been royal guards from the Compound?” he asked.
Hasdel looked off into the distance, then turned back to face his inquisitor. “I don’t know. I hope I never find out.” He swung his hand in front of his face to displace the flies, turned, and quickly distanced himself from the boy and the body of the gnoll. Kalo stood for a time staring at the crumpled remains of the beast. The blood that had trickled from an open leg wound only moments before had ceased to flow now that the heart had stopped. The young Riverman took one final look at the dead creature, brushed the flies from about his eyes and mouth in a gentle wave, and hurried after the gava.
Hasdel and Kalo continued according to Quillen’s directions. The ground was dry, and while their footing improved, it still took concentration to avoid slipping on the loose gravel that covered the hard ground. The two walked in a single line, the boy following the man. They did not speak.
Kalo’s mind was full of thoughts. He had never seen a gnoll before, but now he had seen one and then watched it die. He had seen the gnoll lap up every speck of moisture. He wished his aim had been better when he poured the water. At the time, he’d only wanted to do the deed as he was told and be done with it. He saw how easily Hasdel killed. It looked easy. He thought about how it would be for him when his time came. Would he be as resolute as the gava? He wondered, and deep within, he heard himself respond as the gava had: I hope I never find out.
Just as the sun rose to its highest, Quillen and Ty appeared in the distance before them, a welcome sight for all the company. Hasdel greeted them with a raised arm and Ty returned the greeting to Kalo, who gestured back, as he now had his own tale to tell.
Quillen spoke directly to Hasdel. “There are gnolls all about us.”
Kalo felt an immediate emptiness in his stomach just hearing the hunter speak. Whatever pleasure he could garner from this adventure was forever lost to him. He looked at Ty. His friend seemed so much older now.
Quillen continued. “A dwarven trading train was ambushed a few miles from here.”
“They were probably carrying armaments, headed for Cayleon. The trains are usually escorted by a troop of ten or so dwarven guards,” replied Hasdel.
“They were attacked by a full company of gnolls. Over a hundred.”
“Ten dwarves against one hundred gnolls?” Hasdel shook his head. “That had to be a battle. They were probably Frontier Guards, the best fighters in all the land. Raxell respects them greatly.”
“The gnolls had been following them for hours.”
“How long ago?”
“Late yesterday.”
“No survivors, I assume.”
“One,” said Quillen. “The gnolls took one of the dwarven guards prisoner. A huge warrior. That’s why we came back for you.”
“That is curious. It is a game they are playing, hunter,” mused Hasdel.
“Well, they paid for their amusement,” added Quillen.
Ty spoke up for the first time. “There’s a mound of them, nine gnoll bodies, where they took the dwarf captive.”
Quillen then said, “The gnolls split up after the massacre. The main body of the company is heading south.”
“South? They’ll have to cross the river. How can you explain that?” said Hasdel.
Quillen shook his head. “About twenty marched directly west after the attack. They are carrying the seized armaments west. The dwarf is being forced to march at the rear of their column.” He went on. “By the size and the depth of his footprint, he’s a huge dwarf. He’s healthy too, judging by the evenness of his stride.” Kalo was impressed by the detail and certainty of the hunter’s account.
“This is a bad sign, hunter, gnolls that are organized. Would you not agree?” asked Hasdel.
“I would,” answered Quillen slowly, not wasting words.
The messenger continued. “And I would have expected them to attack as soon as they came upon the dwarves, not to follow them. I have never known them to work so hard to take one captive. They usually divide the spoils among themselves, rather than haul the loot away in whole,” he said. “And you say they then split their company under two leaders.” Hasdel paused. “It is good that you returned, my friend. Lead on.”
The old hunter pushed off from the wall of stone he was leaning on and strode west without another word. The others followed him, three abreast.
Hasdel looked at Ty and then at Kalo. “What do you make of this, my young friends?”
“They sound pretty smart,” said Kalo.
“Have you ever met a gnoll before?” He glanced over at Kalo. “I mean a healthy one.”
Kalo turned to Ty. “We found one on the way. Hasdel slew him.”
Hasdel ignored Kalo’s commentary to Ty and continued. “You will find that gnolls are not very smart.” He stopped speaking, but continued walking. “How, then?” He looked at both Ty and Kalo as they walked. “What does this tell you?”
The two Rivermen said nothing and looked down so as not to catch the eye of the teacher.
“Quillen suspects that someone or something else is directing them, and I agree,” said Hasdel, nodding toward Quillen, who was now several paces ahead of them.
The two boys said nothing.
“That is why we are returning to the site of the massacre. We have to decide whether to continue the trek to the Ruins of Melda to find Lamus or go after the captive dwarf,” said the gava. They marched on in silence, moving in single file, first Quillen, then Ty, Kalo, and lastly Hasdel.
Kalo thought about the conversation that the gava had tried to have with them and how they had not responded to his questions. He felt embarrassed for the gava, who had failed as a teacher to stimulate his pupils to respond. Eventually the teacher gave up. But as the march went on, he felt a greater sadness for himself and Ty. No one had ever talked to them in this way. No one had ever cared what they thought.
Suddenly Kalo stopped. “Over there! The gnolls are over there.” He pointed slightly to the left of the direction the hunter was leading them. The three now stopped in their tracks. Quillen looked back.
“He’s right,” said the tall hunter, a faint smile in his eyes.
“He’s got a nose for dead gnolls,” called Hasdel from the rear.
 



Chapter 17
Quillen moved in the direction signaled by Kalo, and the party followed without words. Within moments, a stench reached them all. First to react was Kalo. He stopped suddenly and his hands went up to his face. Hasdel came up from the rear, placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder, and nudged him forward. When the odor struck Hasdel, he turned and smiled at his young companion at his side, who was now walking with his hands over his face. The messenger pulled his scarf up over his mouth. Ty had stopped too, and when Hasdel reached him, he put his arm out as he had with Kalo. The tall youth tucked his face down into his tunic and walked along with the other two.
As the three travelers passed between two large boulders, they came upon the hunter. He was hunched over a small tinderbox, striking a flame. A brown-colored roll protruded from his mouth. No one spoke to him. When he had coaxed a small flame to life, he lifted it up to the tightly rolled leaf the size of a man’s finger in his mouth and lit it on fire. He inhaled and exhaled steadily until the leaf roll began to burn slowly on its own. He then drew three leaf rolls from his pouch and handed them without a word to each of his three standing companions. He handed his lit roll to Hasdel, who used it to start his own. The messenger handed the lit one to Ty and took Ty’s in exchange, lit it and exchanged it with Kalo’s, then lit his own. As they puffed on the brown leaf rolls, Quillen said, “Rum-soaked weed. Make it last—I don’t have any more.”
The smell of the dead and the sound of the swarming flies were making Kalo ill. He puffed on the rolled leaf the hunter had given him. The smell of leaf overpowered the stench of death.
Quillen did not move. He watched the other three companions build their own clouds of smoke. He then pointed to the ground a few feet way. There lay the twisted remains of a gnoll. Kalo and Ty both stared at the body, which now resembled a living anthill. The hunter moved both hands behind his back, slowly pushed himself away from the boulder that had supported him, and proceeded to lead the party through the site of the massacre.
Hasdel and the hunter silently moved about the scene, occasionally pointing out items to one another. Ty followed them but was still. He neither spoke nor asked questions. He just listened. He anticipated their moves as he stepped out of their way often, so he went entirely unnoticed. Kalo was left on his own. Before him lay bodies all about. The landscape was torn. The hard, thin, sunbaked crust that covered the earth where no heavy animal had walked was now churned up like a plowed field. Large growths of brush had been crushed in the course of an apparent battle. Kalo puffed frantically on the rum-soaked brown leaf, and a cloud of smoke engulfed his head. The young Riverman wandered slowly among the dead bodies of dwarves, gnolls, and ponies still harnessed to an overturned wagon. The greatest fear that filled his thoughts was not that he was among the dead but that one of them might still be alive. He kept a safe distance from the corpses.
Until earlier that day, he had never seen a gnoll. Now, they lay all about. The bodies had lain in the sun all day and had swelled so that their fluids leaked from their wounds and body openings. The foul smell of rotting flesh was overwhelming. It was hard for Kalo to look at them, particularly the gnolls. But he did, and they were just as hideous as the one he had watched Hasdel slay. He stepped over one of the beasts, careful to avoid the lifeless hand that still grasped its broken sword. Another gnoll lay in a twisted mass with its head nearly severed.
Kalo had seen a dwarf only from a distance. They were infrequent visitors to Riverlok. He knew absolutely nothing about them other than that they were miners who worked underground. And now he was looking down at the remains of what Hasdel had said were the greatest fighters in the south. They looked very much like men to Kalo. The ones he saw in Riverlok he thought were very small. These lying in the field didn’t seem quite as small as he remembered. They were shorter in height than a man, shorter than him, about the size of a boy. But they were much broader. Their shoulders looked almost twice as broad as a man’s. Their heads, hands, and feet seemed larger, and their fingers were not longer but were thicker than a man’s. Only their legs seemed short.
As he walked among the remains, the decision to go after the captured dwarf concerned him more. He felt the two men had already decided to go after the dwarf. There had been no real discussion. He had not voiced an objection, so perhaps they thought he agreed. No one had asked him. Besides, he thought, how did they know if the dwarf was still alive? And what would they do if they found him? And what of their original mission to find the old monk as they had promised Prince Andre? Were they not contemplating abandoning that purpose too hastily?
Quillen had called Hasdel to a spot some distance from where the bodies lay. He said nothing but pointed to the ground. It was scarred with repeated pockmarks the size of a man’s fist.
“It looks like a mount of some sort to me. See the patterns of its steps? It moves like a horse. What do you make of it, hunter?” said Hasdel.
“It’s not a horse,” said Quillen. “You know as well as I, a horse in battle will leave a discharge. I found no markings of a horse over the entire area, beyond the slain wagon ponies of the dwarves.”
“But it answers one question and raises many. First, it tells us that someone or something was here with the gnolls, which explains their organized behavior. Someone or something is directing them,” said Hasdel.
Quillen walked across the churned ground, studying the signs.
Hasdel continued. “But what is it? Is this their mark, or is it mounted upon another beast?” Hasdel was now kneeling to get a closer look.
“Not any mount you or I have ever seen,” said the hunter finally. “The carcasses of the dwarves’ wagon ponies are beyond that rise,” he said, pointing to a small knoll. “This is not their mark.”
Kalo had kept close to the two men, but now he stepped away from the others. With new strength from the smoking brown leaf, he moved about the carnage. The dwarven trader train had been two wagons. Both wagons were overturned and emptied. Crude knives and unrefined short swords were scattered all about. Kalo picked them up, then dropped them back to the ground after a brief inspection revealed their aged condition and poor quality.
Then he saw it—a gleaming blade that had fallen in a patch of prairie grass at a corner of the overturned wagon. He reached into the twisted grass and pulled it out. It was the most beautiful small knife he had ever seen. It was smooth to the touch, with a shining edge and dark bone handle.
Hasdel passed behind Kalo. “That is a dwarven knife, lad. That is what these maggots were after. They must have missed that one.” He kicked one of the many coarse knives lying about. “This litter is what they traded in,” said the gava sarcastically.
Quillen called to Ty. With little instruction, he handed Ty a shovel from the abandoned traders’ wagon and pointed to an area off the trail on top of the small knoll. “We have decided to lay the dwarves there,” he said flatly. “Dig two shallow, long, narrow pits: one for the traders and one for the guards. There are ten guards and, it appears, four traders.”
Ty immediately went up the knoll and began to dig. He lifted a few shovel loads of earth but paused often to look about, usually in Kalo’s direction, for his Riverlok companion had overheard the hunter’s orders. Kalo suspected Ty did not know how deep was “shallow” and how long was “long,” and he did not want to ask. Without a word spoken, Quillen returned to where Ty stood, dug out one end of the pit, and paced off a distance by marking the length of the shovel handle ten times. He then rejoined Hasdel, leaving his shovel planted in the ground. There was now little doubt about how deep and how long the grave pits were to be. Kalo had been watching Ty at a distance. When the hunter left, he joined his friend and picked up the task.
As Ty and Kalo dug the grave pits, Quillen and Hasdel carried the bodies to their burial site. Once Ty and Kalo started, they never looked up; they worked hard and steady. As much as they disliked digging the graves, they much preferred it to Quillen and Hasdel’s duty.
When the graves were done, Quillen carefully laid the bodies in the ground. Hasdel stood by, directing Quillen with hand motions. Quillen placed the bodies of the traders in the small pit and arranged them carefully. He positioned the bodies of the ten dwarven guards in the long pit with a precision that fascinated Kalo. The dwarves lay side by side, shoulder to shoulder, with their arms crossed in front of them, holding sticks provided by Hasdel like swords. Quillen took special care to make the mutilated bodies look whole in their final resting place.
When the bodies of the dwarves were properly arrayed, they covered them with earth, creating two mounds. It was late in the day. The gnolls had not been buried, and the smell of their rotting flesh grew so intense that the two men moved several hundred yards upwind. The two young thieves of Riverlok, however, still wandered about the site of the massacre in hopes of finding more treasures, smoking the brown leaf the hunter had given them.
Upwind from the site, Quillen prepared a fire, and the small company gathered to eat. Eat well they did, for they had labored hard that day. Little was said that did not relate to the meal. Hasdel then spoke to Quillen. “How far do you think they have moved ahead?”
“They are two days ahead now and moving with little rest,” answered the hunter.
“Two days? You think that is all?” said the gava.
“The dwarf is slowing them, but not much. They are moving a little slower than we are.” Seemingly anticipating Hasdel’s next question, the hunter said, “At that rate, we could overtake them in five days.”
Five days! thought Kalo. He looked at Ty. In the dim firelight, he could tell Ty had looked his way too.
Kalo knew the decision had been made to go after the dwarf. No one had asked him, and he’d heard no one ask anyone else. No one appeared to object. It just seemed to be the right thing to do. But the thought of hiking for five days only to be outnumbered by a beastly foe made the young Riverman wish for a vote.
“Maybe four, if we quicken our pace,” suggested Quillen, correcting his earlier estimate as though he had heard Kalo’s thoughts. No one replied. For Kalo, the idea of a quickened pace was reason to stand and take a few strides away from the fire.
Then Hasdel raised his voice so all could hear. “I think we can do better than even four, if you are willing to use elven magic,” he said. Kalo turned back to face the fire, for the thought of elven magic intrigued him. Hasdel reached into his pouch and retrieved a ring. “First, before the elven magic, the prince gave me his father’s ring so that Lamus would recognize us as friends when Quillen locates him.” He held the ring up to the firelight. He then returned the ring to his pouch and took out the vial Prince Andre had given him only days earlier. Hasdel held the vial closer to the light of the fire for all to see. “Prince Andre received this as a gift from an elf prince when he was a young boy. He kept it as a remembrance of his meeting with one from another world, and he gave it to me. I meant to keep it always as a remembrance of my prince and true friend.” He paused, and Kalo suspected the messenger’s mind must have recalled the tragic event that had befallen the prince. Hasdel went on. “But I have just remembered that he gave it to me not as a keepsake but to fight the very evil that seems to be about us. As Kalo is my witness, the prince’s last words to me were to use this vial for a noble purpose. He thought we might need the power to hastily locate Lamus the Monk. Instead, we have a new need; it can help us find the dwarf.”
“And what magic is it?” asked Ty.
“It will give us the speed to overtake the gnolls,” replied the gava. “Shall we use it?”
“The dwarf may already be dead. Four days from now, I give him little chance,” said the hunter as he stood tall in the firelight. “I’ll use it.”
“And I. It is for a good cause,” said the gava.
Ty willingly agreed to the adventure, and Kalo nodded as well. The idea of tasting the elven potion enthralled him.
Quillen strode across the campsite and extended his hand to the seated Hasdel. “You have chosen to use the gift as your prince wished,” he said to the messenger. Hasdel reached out to grasp the hunter’s outstretched hand and nodded once quickly in affirmation.
 



Chapter 18
The sun had gone down and a chill swept over the land. A thin, foul odor of gnoll carcasses hung in the night air. Quillen had shoveled sand over many of the bodies, but the odor lingered.
The small company assembled around a fire near the site of the dwarf massacre. It was a time for gathering, for they had reached a milestone. Their flight from Riverlok had been successful; at least for now, the party had escaped the grasp of Mallivar. Only two days into their trek to find Lamus the Monk, they had discovered someone worse off than themselves. A dwarf, a huge dwarf by all measure, had been seized and taken west by a pack of gnolls led by a mysterious mounted being. These four had been transformed from a band of fugitives with an obscure mission to locate a reclusive monk into an alliance of men with the unambiguous purpose of rescuing a dwarf.
A feeling of kinship joined them together, for each one had made the decision to use the power of the elves and go to the aid of the captured dwarf. Prince Andre’s gift of elven magic would be their strength and weapon.
They stared silently into the radiance of the fire the hunter had built. Hasdel stood and walked back to the burial mounds in the dark, guided only by the light of the flame and moon. He moved slowly among the rows of graves they had made, his hands clasped behind his back. The messenger of the king studied every mound and then returned to the circle with the other men. The others had not moved during his absence, only vaguely aware that he had left them and had now returned. They stared into the glow of the flames. Hasdel spoke boldly to all. “Rest well. Tomorrow, with the help of the elven power, we will overtake the depraved creatures who slaughtered these noble allies of the realm.”
Kalo did not sleep well, though Hasdel had suggested they might. Digging the graves had tired him, and he fell asleep easily, but the ground was hard and cold, and he awoke several times. He lay facing the others, and more than once, he saw Ty move to change his position. Quillen sat in his usual upright posture, leaning against a rock throughout the night. It was difficult for Kalo to tell whether the hunter slept at all.
Before the sun had risen, Hasdel woke Ty and Kalo with an offer of warm broth. Quillen appeared to be in deep meditation as the three of them sat sipping the broth and eating dried meat and bread provided by Hasdel. Kalo and Ty took their cue from Hasdel and ignored the hunter. Soon Quillen stood and took the meal on his own.
When the sun gradually rose in the east over a ridge, the smell of the gnoll remains had grown stronger. Kalo had finished smoking his rum-soaked leaf the evening before, and he longed for it now. The odor of gnolls mixed with his taste, and the foul scent now rested on his tongue. He set his broth down and tucked the root that Hasdel had given him to chew on in his tunic for a later time. He said nothing to the others about the affect the rotten odor was having on him; he could see that they were far less aware. He let them eat.
When all had eaten, Hasdel rose and spoke. “Men, today we go after the dwarf. With the aid of the elves, we may even overtake his captors by nightfall.” He held out the elven vial in one hand and his own cup in the other. Each man in the company thrust his own cup next to the gava’s. Without another word, he poured a drop into each cup. For a moment, they held their cups together as a toast, though no words were spoken. Then they all drank the water of the elves.
Hasdel held the tiny elven vial aloft and turned it upside down to show it was empty before placing it safely in his pack. Then he spoke. “The contents of the vial will give us the strength and endurance of an elf. Let us sit for a time as the power comes to us.”
Kalo stepped away from the circle.
The other three sat as Hasdel had suggested. After a short while, Ty asked aloud, “What will it feel like?” Neither Hasdel nor Quillen replied.
Soon, Ty lifted his arms as if they were floating and swirled his head freely about. He breathed deeply, swelling his chest as if a strength had begun to fill him. He stood and began to laugh foolishly. Hasdel and Quillen were standing now as well. The power of the elves had come to the three of them. “So this is what an elf feels like?” said Ty, stepping about in sudden quick moves, first to one side and then to the other. His moves were so rapid that they appeared a blur to the other two men.
Ty leapt higher and higher, and each time he landed as gentle as a cat. “Unbelievable! Kalo, look at me!” he shouted. Hasdel stood by, watching Ty with amusement and marvel.
“Come down, Riverman,” he called out. “Contain your energy. This power is ours today because our mission is worthy and the elves wish it.”
“Can we use the power anytime we like?” asked Ty with a broad smile.
“We men know little of magic, but I think not,” speculated Hasdel. “I think the power works for us now because of what we are about to do. It is a selfless act we undertake, a good deed in our hearts. It is a daring act and filled with great risk. We need this aid if we are to have a chance. So I believe the elves will it.”
Quillen looked to Hasdel, nodding as he spoke in his deep voice. “Well said, messenger.”
Ty spoke up. “Because we are acting as would elves!” His voice was full of confidence.
Hasdel smiled. “Gather your belongings, Riverman,” he said to Ty. To Kalo, who stood quietly alone outside the ring where they had drunk the water of the elves, he said, “Come, lad. It is time to travel.” Then, to Quillen, he said, “Lead the way, hunter, and we will follow.”
Kalo had felt the liquid move down his throat and radiate throughout his young body immediately upon drinking the potion. He had feared he was becoming ill, so he had quickly stepped out of the circle. Now, as he stood motionless a few yards away from the others, he felt his limbs grow numb as the elven power filled him. The numbness turned to weightlessness, and his arms slowly lifted away from his sides. His eyes closed, and a vision unfolded in his mind. Before him stretched a vast body of water. He stood high on a grass-covered ridge, looking far into the distance over the water. An outside force penetrated his vision as though trying to pull him from this place in his mind. He focused on the rolling waves of the water before him and fought off the force, for he wanted to stay. It was a place he had never been, but this did not matter; for some reason, he knew the place well. He moved freely about the space in his mind, exploring the terrain. He touched each stone jutting out about the ridge and weaved among the blades of lush grass that swayed in the coastal breeze. While he felt a familiarity, he also felt an uneasiness, an unsettling. As he pressed his mind to go deeper, he learned the unexpected. This is the land of my father, he thought. Yes, he was certain. The thought excited him, and he tried to open his eyes but could not.
Suddenly, the vision faded, and he was brought back to the present. The cool, wet smell of the water was gone, and he became aware of the smells of dried grass and weeds. Then a stronger odor overtook him, and his eyes opened, revealing the land about him. The colors were so brilliant it was difficult to see, and the smell had grown into a stench. His eyes were closed, and he stumbled backward. The sound of his step hitting the ground surface startled him so that he looked down and saw nothing. His senses were pulling in many directions all at once. Kalo reached up to cover his nose. Squinting against the glowing visage of his surroundings, he could make out a distant figure. He saw Ty looking back at him, one hand cupped over his nose and mouth and the other waving fiercely. Kalo could hear Ty’s muffled calls. “Come on, Kalo!” The smell of the decaying gnoll bodies was overtaking him. He had both hands to his face. His eyes filled with tears, and he could not see. Kalo heard Ty call again and stumbled forward a few steps.
Soon he was moving toward the sound of Ty’s voice with his hands away from his face. Ty was only a few yards away, waiting for him.
“Where are the others?” asked Kalo. His voice was a coarse whisper, and he cleared his throat.
“They went ahead. As soon as we felt the power of the elf water, Hasdel said, ‘Lead the way, hunter,’ and off we went. When you didn’t follow, they sent me back for you. They didn’t see you freeze.”
“I didn’t freeze.”
“Oh?” said Ty, spreading his arms and tilting his head back with his eyes closed. “What do you call this?” He then brought his arms down. “You scared me, little brother.”
“You haven’t called me little brother in a long time.”
“You haven’t scared me in a long time. When I saw you couldn’t move, I grabbed you and shook you and tried to drag you away. But you held firm. After a while, the smell of the dead gnolls became too much for me, so I moved upwind. I’ve been standing here calling to you, trying to wake you.”
“I now remember I felt you pulling on me. How long was I frozen?”
“Half an hour, maybe.”
“No.”
“Yes,” said Ty.
Kalo didn’t reply. Instead, he looked slowly about. “Look how radiant everything is!” he marveled.
Ty looked about too, but quickly. “Yes, everything is very clear.”
“Clear?” said Kalo. “The colors are brilliant!”
Ty looked around again, but even quicker than before. “Maybe the elf water affects each one differently.”
Kalo smiled at the wisdom of his good friend. “You’re probably very right, Ty.”
“Do you feel strong? I do,” smiled Ty.
Kalo had been so absorbed in the product of his senses that he had not felt the change in his physical being until now. “Yes,” he said. “I feel free. I feel loose.”
“Me, too,” said Ty. “Let’s run.” And he darted off.
Kalo remained, still looking about.
“Kalo! Come on,” called Ty.
The younger one broke the spell that was holding him fascinated. He overrode his senses and ran after his friend.
 



Chapter 19
The small company of four men had begun the journey west with a grace and speed previously reserved for elves under the spell of their own magic. Quillen, the long-legged hunter, set the initial pace. It was a smooth, steady stride. The two men journeyed on ahead. They had seen the elf-born speed of young Ty and were confident the two boys would have little difficulty rejoining them.
Ty and Kalo pressed on together. They ran effortlessly across the dry land, up and down the small hills that rolled their way. They came upon the two men and passed them, calling out as they did. The hunter and the gava kept to their set pace. In time, the two boys circled back to join the men, and the company traveled on together, Quillen in front by
perhaps a hundred yards, Ty and Kalo next, followed by Hasdel. Occasionally Kalo would take a brief detour to race up and down a steep hill or jump across a wide gorge. He was in sheer ecstasy. Ty would drop back at times and then burst forward with blazing speed. Quillen and Hasdel continued steadily forward, pacing themselves, making no attempt to quiet their two young companions. This went on all day. The four did not stop to eat. Eating did not occur to them under the spell.
Then it ended. And it ended with much the same abruptness as it had begun. Earlier in the day, Hasdel and Quillen had felt the magic first, then Ty, and finally Kalo. The magic left them in the same order. Hasdel approached to find Quillen standing a distance from a vast gorge, his hand raised to halt the others. “They are close,” said Quillen when the four were together.
The other three did not speak for a time. The young boys from Riverlok looked about in silence. They stood still, turning their heads randomly about. Hasdel, too, took time to absorb the place where they had come to rest. The gava turned slowly in a full circle, studying the terrain. He nodded slowly to himself when he completed his contemplation.
Hasdel then spoke. “How far, hunter?”
“The Shimmerstrand is less than two hundred paces west. I think the gnolls are camped just a few hundred paces beyond that, still on this side of the gorge,” said Quillen. “Their trail is only an hour old,” he added.
Hasdel turned and spoke softly to the two boys. “The Shimmerstrand is a vine bridge across the gorge built by the elves hundreds and hundreds of years ago. It is the only crossing of the Silvertongue River between Cayleon and Riverlok, except for Twin Bridges far to the east.”
The hunter spoke. “The gnolls either are planning to cross the gorge and head south or are waiting for a party to join them from the south.”
“Is the dwarf with them?” asked Hasdel.
“Yes,” replied Quillen, “and by his stride, he still appears healthy.”
“Good,” said the gava. “We are not too late. We will rest here until nightfall, and then we will advance. Agreed?”
The hunter nodded.
Ty and Kalo found flat ground and lay down. Quillen and Hasdel left them.
“Wasn’t that wonderful?” said Kalo to Ty.
“Yes, it was, but the strength has left me now. I could feel it leave me as soon as we stopped,” said Ty. He stretched out his body, lying on his back. He closed his eyes, and a smile came to his lips. His smile gradually faded, and he was asleep within moments.
Kalo had felt the power leave him as well. He suddenly grew very weary, and he too lay gently down on his back in the dry grass. A dull sense in his mind drowned out all sounds. He closed his eyes and fell into a deep sleep. The vision Kalo had felt when he first came under the spell of the elven magic partially returned to him. In the brief moment he was conscious, yet on the edge of sleep, he realized he could remember the vision without the magic, and it filled him with joy.
Three hours passed, and Hasdel came to where the two boys were sleeping. He knelt in the grass next to the boys, placed his hands on their shoulders, and spoke to them. “Lads, wake up.”
It was dark, and the two young Rivermen sat up and tried to look alert. The light from the moon was enough that the three could see the forms of the others. Hasdel handed each of them a piece of dried meat, and they began to eat at once. He gave them water to drink, and they drank all they were given. Nothing was said for a time as the gava fed the two starving boys.
“Where is Quillen?” asked Ty with a mouthful of dried meat.
“Shimmerstrand,” said Hasdel.
Ty moved closer to Hasdel. “What did you say was so special about this bridge earlier?”
“The vine footbridge was built by the elves long ago in another time. It spans the gorge the Silvertongue River cut through the soft rock of this highland plain. The crevasse is two hundred feet wide and over three hundred feet deep at this point. It is the only crossing of the Silvertongue River for days in either direction.”
“Why is it called the Shimmerstrand?” asked Ty.
“The Shimmerstrand is a wonder in itself. It is made of a living nest of vines. Now it is late fall, so the leaves are drying and many have fallen, but in the spring, it is adorned in full growth and color and it shimmers brightly in the morning light. The base of the bridge is a tightly wound, thick core of vines. It is this core that bears the traffic load across it. The sides of the bridge curve up and help support the travelers as they traverse across. Men, elves, dwarves, horses, even trolls have used it to pass from north to south across the land.”
As Hasdel spoke, Kalo drew closer to hear. The gava’s short history of the Shimmerstrand was fascinating to him.
“You know much about this bridge,” said Kalo.
“The Realmsguard passes by here on its route from Riverlok to Cayleon. I have shared that account with young troopers many times.” His voice faded at the end.
Kalo’s fondness for this good man continued to grow. The company was lying ready to attack a band of gnolls, and still the king’s messenger found it befitting to teach two young thieves from Riverlok the lore of the Shimmerstrand.
As the young companions relaxed and chewed on their portions of dried meat, Hasdel turned their attention to the mission at hand. “Quillen and I went up to the bridge. We found the gnolls camped less than five hundred paces up the trail from the gorge edge. The number of gnolls is greater than we expected. There are at least forty. We tracked less than twenty, so the others must have been camped here, waiting for them.” Hasdel continued. “We could see the dwarf. He is alive.” As he said this, he looked to the south, into the darkness across the gorge. Kalo felt the heavy sensation return deep in his stomach.
Quillen suddenly, yet quietly, came in to join them and sat down next to Hasdel. “Still on?” asked the gava of the hunter. Even in the dark, Kalo could see Quillen nod. “We will make our rescue attempt for the dwarf tonight,” said Hasdel. Kalo heard the word attempt and the uncertainty troubled him even more, though he said nothing.
The four sat together on the cool, damp grass. The hunter had brought more food, and it was welcomed. He passed around a cold broth, for they had not built a fire. Hasdel continued. “Our plan is simple. In the early morning hours while it is still dark, Kalo, you will go alone and cut the dwarf loose.” Kalo went deaf at that moment. He heard nothing else, though he knew the gava was still talking. He began to feel the chill of the night air, and his body shook rapidly, but no one could see him in the dark.
“Quillen and I will follow and cover you with our bows,” Hasdel went on. “If the gnolls are aroused early, Ty will distract them with a display of light that will enable you to escape. We must steal the dwarf back. We will then cross the Shimmerstrand to the south. There are too many of them to confront directly. If we must fight, we will fight for the bridge where the narrows favor us. Quillen and I have discussed this. It is the only way.” Hasdel paused. “It is dangerous, lad,” he warned Kalo. “Can you do it?” Hasdel was asking Kalo if he could do it, not if he would do it. He was assuming the young Riverman would, and that assumption troubled Kalo. He was silent as he pondered the request.
“I don’t think he’s awake yet, messenger,” Quillen said, accounting for Kalo’s failure to reply.
“I’ll do it,” volunteered Ty. Kalo remained silent.
“I am afraid we need you for an even riskier role, Ty,” said Hasdel. “You are the sole decoy. It will be your task to lead the gnolls away if we are detected too soon. No one will be able to help you. You will need to survive on your own.”
Hasdel reassured Kalo. “You can do this, lad. We will be there with you.” Again, Kalo did not respond. Instead he looked down at the earth.
Then the hunter spoke. “It is the dwarf’s only chance, boy.” Quillen had not spoken directly to Kalo since their first meeting, and the young boy from Riverlok felt the strength of it instantly.
“I will do it,” he said softly.
On one knee, Hasdel leaned forward and placed a hand on Kalo’s shoulder. “Remember the dwarven knife you found? You can use that to cut through anything these creatures used to tie the dwarf.”
Hasdel then rose to his feet. He kicked Ty’s boot and said to him, “You, young tracker—we’re counting on you.” Hasdel then addressed both boys, who were still lying on the ground. “Rest a little now. We will be back for you in a few hours.”
Kalo was committed, but very anxious, and he could not conceal his grave feelings. He surprised them all when he asked, “Why is it that we risk our lives for a stranger, a dwarf?”
Hasdel did not hesitate to answer the frightened boy. “The dwarf has lost his freedom, lad. We have all chosen to restore that right to him. This is about freedom, not lives. We do this not gleefully, not gladly, and with great fear in our hearts for our own lives, or we would not be men. For we love life, but freedom more.” Then the hunter and the gava left them.
Kalo stared into the dark after Hasdel and thought about what he had said. Why were Hasdel and Quillen so willing to give up their lives for this stranger, this dwarf? Even Ty had said he was ready. In fact, Ty had willingly volunteered for the brazen deed of rescuing the dwarf before he even learned of the perilous task that awaited him, leading the gnolls away from the rest of the company. Did Ty really know what he was offering to do? Kalo shook his head and gazed into the distance, in the direction of the Shimmerstrand. Does everyone so freely offer up their lives? Not me, he said to himself. He wanted to live and was not ashamed of it. Yet despite this, he felt as though he should be embarrassed for his hesitation. Hadn’t the hunter shamed him into agreeing to infiltrate the gnoll encampment with nothing but a knife? Was everyone mad but him? Or was he just fearful of the task before him? And even more important, was he shaking because of the chilly night air, or was he terrified that he might soon die?
 



Chapter 20
Hasdel and the two boys from Riverlok lay crouched by the Shimmerstrand, hidden in its web of vines. Patiently, they waited for the return of the hunter and the moment when they would launch the rescue of the dwarf captive.
“Relax for a spell, lads. Quillen needs to make a final study of the gnoll encampment before we begin,” said Hasdel. The same pain returned that Kalo had felt low in his gut when the messenger and the hunter first described his role in the rescue. He took deep breaths and tried hard not to think. He was glad it was dark so Ty could not see him, for his friend knew him well and would realize how troubled he was.
The moon was still bright, but a stream of low clouds cast a cover over the land. A cool, gentle breeze filled the night. Suddenly they heard a rustling of grass, and the hunter appeared and slumped down to where the three were lying in wait. “The time has come,” he said.
Hasdel spoke so all could hear, but his message was for Ty. “We have prepared a vessel with hot embers, and here is a powder that scouts and messengers carry. If you receive a signal from us, blow on the embers, toss in the powder, and hurl the vessel high in the air. The gnolls will turn toward the light. You are then on your own.”
“What is the signal?” asked Ty, his voice steady.
“The dwarf is tied to a barren tree. The hunter will put an arrow into the stake above the dwarf’s head. That will be your signal.”
“Will I be able to see the arrow in the darkness of night?” Ty quickly asked.
“I’ll use some of the powder on the head so that the arrow will flash briefly upon impact,” Quillen answered.
Hasdel nodded and continued, “We will send the signal only if we believe the gnoll band is fully alerted. If only a few see Kalo, we will attempt to silence those few quickly and quietly.” The gava went on. “Position yourself on the far side of their encampment. When they come after you, run deep into the underbrush away from them and then circle back quickly to the edge of the chasm. Follow the rim to the Shimmerstrand and rejoin us. Remember, first give them a trail to follow away from the Shimmerstrand. We will wait for you for only a short time. Then we will cross the Shimmerstrand and head south toward Melda. If you are trapped on this side of the gorge, head east to find a place to cross the Silvertongue River, go south, and join us in Melda three to four days from now. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” said the boy with no hesitation.
No one spoke for a moment. Then Hasdel said to Ty, “Young tracker, you are a brave lad. You risk your life for your companions and the dwarf. We have you to decoy for us. We cannot help you once you have ignited the yellow powder.”
“I understand,” said Ty. His voice was quiet but clear.
Quillen leaned toward the boys. He stretched his long arm out and grasped Ty’s shoulder firmly. He held him for a moment and, upon releasing his grip, spoke in his deepest voice. “Now go, son.” The former thief of Riverlok rose and was lost in the night.
“Now, Kalo, are you ready?” asked Hasdel.
Kalo rose slowly. The fear was so overwhelming he could not contemplate it. He stood straight up and began walking toward the camp alone without a word. Hasdel quickly caught up to him and, placing a firm hand on his shoulders, drove him downward into a low profile as the three moved slowly toward the camp of the gnolls. They were a hundred paces from the encampment. The Shimmerstrand was behind them to the east. It would be their path of retreat.
In Kalo’s mind, the plan seemed simple enough. Free the dwarf, retreat across the Shimmerstrand, and head south to Melda. But they had no plan if something went wrong, at least not one that had been told to him. They had given Ty a backup plan, but not him. He thought about that. Perhaps he was not given a way out because he didn’t need one. Or maybe he didn’t need a plan because he wasn’t alone and would never be alone. He was and always would be in the company of the gava and the hunter. That must be why, he thought as the gava’s firm hand steered him closer and closer to the gnolls.
Suddenly Kalo saw his first live gnoll. The sight awakened him from his trance. He fell to the ground and held still. The gnoll was walking between two fires in the center of the encampment. Kalo slowly raised his head to look.
The light of several campfires illuminated the sky. Kalo could see the gnolls clearly. The sight of the first moving gnoll sent an icy chill through him, but he held it in. The moving gnolls reminded Kalo of huge upright boars. They walked slightly bent forward and moved from side to side with each stride. They wore enormous plates of protective armor tied about them. The plates looked like a mixture of thick leather and metal sheets that had been crudely assembled into individual suits of armor. They were strapped about their arms, legs, and torso with a type of strand, possibly leather strips, he thought. Every one looked different.
Quillen and Hasdel were at Kalo’s side. Without words, Quillen pointed to the near side of the camp. A small fire at the edge of the encampment revealed a hulk of a figure lashed to a barren tree. His hands were bound together by rope and then tied over his head to a limb of the tree. It looked painful to Kalo. This must be the captured dwarf, he thought. He had seen dwarves before in the streets of Riverlok, and he had seen their bodies at the massacre. This was a dwarf for certain, but he was larger than any dwarf Kalo had ever seen.
Two gnolls sat in front of the dwarf, looking away, and next to him lay a small heap of hides. The gava, the hunter, and the young thief inched their way toward the camp of the gnolls, crawling through the high grass. The fires at the far end of the encampment were much larger and brighter. Kalo could now make out the bodies of a few sleeping gnolls scattered about.
A small group near one of the fires was making loud growling sounds, as though they were arguing or threatening one another. He could see small mounds of armaments. As the three men watched, a noticeably smaller gnoll staggered up to a pile of armaments and began sifting through it. The gnoll drew out what appeared to be a fine dwarven crafted sword, looked at it, and then began walking away. He was immediately set upon by two other gnolls. A small melee ensued. Six or seven gnolls began to push one another about. The deep guttural sounds grew louder.
“Now,” said Quillen quietly, tapping Kalo on the shoulder. This was Kalo’s signal to make his move toward the dwarf. “Cut him free any way you can,” the hunter added.
“We are here to back you up,” said Hasdel. Then he put one hand on Kalo. “Remember what you told me you used to do for a living? Well, now put those skills to good use.”
The young thief began to crawl, slowly at first, but an innate commitment to his word drove him steadily on. Sweat ran down his forehead and into his eyes. The salt from the perspiration burned. As he stopped to wipe his eyes and looked back over his shoulder at his companions, a great fear struck him. Where were they? Positioned between the light of the gnolls’ fire and his companions, he could not see them. Kalo had come to know that he could see in the night far better than most men could. But when he looked into a bright light in the dark, the contrast rendered him helpless. Blinded and alone, Kalo fought the panic, drove himself into the ground, and crawled ahead like a snake, inching forward to within feet of the gnolls guarding the dwarf.
As he stared up from the ground at the gnolls, the unmistakable sound of an arrow in flight whizzed overhead. It was followed immediately by the sound of one of the gnolls in front of him grasping his throat, with the hunter’s arrow protruding from it. Kalo impulsively rolled over to look back in the direction of Quillen and Hasdel. He caught sight of an oncoming flash in the firelight followed by the same sound of an arrow in flight. He rolled back to see a second gnoll clutching his throat as he fell to his knees. The brawl of the half a dozen gnolls near the main fire continued. The first gnoll who was struck lay motionless with his face to the ground. The other was trying to stand again with the arrow still in his throat. The gnoll made it to his feet. Still holding his throat, he stumbled toward the archers. He stood over Kalo, who lay motionless in the tall grass, looking up. A third arrow caught the gnoll in the neck a second time and knocked him back. The gnoll toppled and fell into a small fire, and sparks flew into the air.
Kalo rose to a squat and rushed to the side of the hanging dwarf, shielding himself from the sight of the brawling gnolls. He inched his way around and from behind the tree, reached up for the dwarf’s tied hands. The cord that bound him hung from a limb over the dwarf’s head. The young Riverman could not get his arms around the tree to reach the cord. Kalo then exposed himself to the gnolls and moved in front of the huge dwarf. He saw clearly the thick cord forcing the dwarf’s hands into the air. Kalo reached up with the dwarven knife and, with a single thrust, sliced cleanly through the bindings. The dwarf’s bound arms, now cut free from the stake, fell heavily to his sides before Kalo. A terrifying cry rang out in the distance. Kalo had never heard a gnollish scream before, but he had no doubt of its meaning. He had been discovered—his worst nightmare. Now what?
 



Chapter 21
The dwarf was alert. His steely eyes peered at the frightened boy sent to free him. He seemed oblivious to the buildup of the roar from the gnolls as their numbers rapidly became aware of Kalo’s presence. He calmly held his tied hands outstretched before the terrified young Riverman. Kalo quickly cut the ties clean with the dwarven knife. The dwarf rubbed his wrists slowly as the bindings fell loose.
Kalo saw that the captive was as huge as Quillen had speculated. He was larger than the dwarves they had buried. He was shorter than Kalo, but easily as broad as two men. The dwarf’s face was covered with a thick rust-colored beard, braided down to his chest. His hair was the same cast, and it covered his head like a large red bush jutting out from under a crafted headpiece, a dull metal helmet made of triangular pieces seamed together. Leather straps bound his thick arms and legs, which were covered in heavy links of mail. With his stocky build, he resembled a moving pile of armor.
The fleeting sound of Quillen and Hasdel’s arrows overhead continued. Hearing a solid thud in the tree, Kalo looked up. One arrow, flared to life from the gava’s powder and still vibrating from the impact, had been well placed at the highest point of the barren tree stake that had held the bound dwarf. It was the signal Hasdel promised to send if the plan to steal the dwarf away unnoticed had failed. Moments after the arrow hit its mark, a loud boom echoed from the opposite side of the camp behind the gnolls, and flares of light began to explode across the sky. Ty had seen the signal and done his job. The basket thrown skyward by Ty returned to earth and exploded in a brilliant ball of light. The glow cast long shadows across the camp. The gnolls froze at the sudden spectacle. Even Kalo stopped to stare.
Then he was back in the moment. “Follow me!” cried Kalo to the dwarf over the drone of the gnolls.
The big dwarf grabbed his young rescuer’s shoulder as Kalo turned to run. “There is another,” he said in halted common speech, pointing to a pile of skins nearby. There, lying on his back, was a young man gagged and bound. Kalo went to his side. The dwarf harvested two of his countrymen’s swords from the dead gnolls lying at the foot of the stake with the hunter and messenger’s arrows protruding from their necks. The dwarf warrior stood and looked about, oblivious to the battle sounds that were building. He strode a few paces to a pile of stolen dwarven armor and began to outfit himself far beyond what Hasdel and Quillen wore. He slung the two swords over his back and chose two axes to fit his belt on each side and a shield that mounted over his huge left arm. He inserted a long blade into a scabbard alongside his calf and a shorter blade on his right hip.
One by one, gnolls recovered from the light flash and charged toward the stake. The dwarf warrior, now in full armament, slashed at the onrushing beasts. Arrows continued to fly from the two concealed archers.
The bound young man was dressed as a Realmsguard, and Kalo recognized the leather strap around his neck. Another gava! He took his knife and quickly cut the bonds off the young soldier. Kalo’s eyes grew enormous as he looked up and caught sight of the dwarf slashing open the neck of a charging gnoll.
“Get up and come with me!” shouted Kalo to the soldier over the sound of gnolls howling the alarm.
The gava took a deep breath after Kalo removed his gag. “I can’t,” he said in a hoarse voice. “They’ve crushed my legs.”
Kalo, still on his knees next to the gava, looked at the young man, his mangled legs, the fighting warrior above him, and the crazed gnolls pressing in on the dwarf, all getting closer. He did not move. Suddenly there was a surge against the oncoming gnolls as Hasdel and Quillen joined the dwarf with their swords blazing. The huge dwarf looked to his left and to his right at his new fighting companions.
“Hurry, Riverman!” called down Hasdel. “To the Shimmerstrand!”
“He can’t walk!” cried Kalo.
Hasdel looked down and, for the first time, saw his mutilated brother in arms. He handed Kalo his sword, reached down, and scooped the young gava into his arms. “Fight, Riverman!” he commanded over the roar of the struggle.
Kalo stepped up to battle, as he had never imagined. He had no time to think. He took the gava’s place next to the large dwarf. The onrushing gnolls were larger than he was, but he was near their height. He was incredibly quick with the gava’s sword; it felt weightless in his hand. His slashing speed stunned the gnolls and sliced their wrists with unbelievable quickness. The three warriors moved steadily backward, protecting Hasdel and his burden as they retreated to the bridge. They were a fierce fighting wall, the dwarf in the middle, the hunter to his left, and the young Riverman close to his right. The attacking gnolls were clear targets in the light of their own campfire. They screamed in pain with each blow but kept coming.
The further the wall moved, the harder it was for the hunter and Kalo to see. As they retreated into the darkness of the night, the gnolls were no longer visible, only silhouetted in the fires of the camp. The light from Ty’s flare faded quickly. Their mission was growing more dangerous with each step back. The path narrowed, too, and Quillen shouted to Kalo over the wailing of the battle, “Get behind us, boy. Help the messenger!”
Kalo pulled back. He could see, but where was the entrance to the bridge? Which way? “Hasdel!” he called. “Hasdel!” He was near panic now.
“Over here,” finally came a muffled reply as the gava wrestled to carry the young man equal to his own size.
They had reached the edge of the gorge. Kalo could feel the ground slipping away. He grabbed Hasdel’s shoulder and moved past him into the lead. It was unspoken, but Kalo’s task was now to find the Shimmerstrand for the trapped company. The gava reached one arm forward to touch his young guide.
“I can’t see where we’re going!” shouted Hasdel. The brilliant light of the now fading flare had temporarily impaired his vision.
“Give me your bow,” said Kalo. He pulled the weapon from the gava’s shoulder and hung it over his neck like a leash. Into the dark they went, the young thief towing one gava, who carried another in his arms. Kalo pressed on, one arm before him, feeling in the dark, thrusting out his right leg to feel for the edge of the gorge. He could faintly make out the richer darkness of the deep chasm, so he knew he was getting closer to the edge. Abruptly, he stumbled and fell to the ground.
“We’re here!” he called as he lifted himself onto the mesh of vines anchoring the bridge. The gava could not speak, he was breathing so heavily from the load he carried. Kalo let go of the bow, and it fell back about the gava’s neck. “Here!” he rallied the retreating pair of warriors, still swinging their weapons in the night.
Hasdel stepped onto the long vine bridge and began the journey to the other side. He struggled to bear the weight of his fallen comrade and fell to his knees. He rose again, shifted the body of the other messenger over his shoulder, and grasped the vines of the bridge with his one free hand, pulling himself and his burden forward. His footing failed him, and he fell and raised himself up again. The wounded soldier instinctively reached out his arms to the vines to help push and pull the pair across. The two gavas dragged themselves the full two hundred feet of the Shimmerstrand and collapsed at the edge on the southern side.
Kalo stayed on the north edge of the gorge and called to the hunter and dwarf, “Here! Over here!”
“Kalo? I’m coming!” came the voice of Ty, the valiant decoy.
“Ty? Hurry, they’re closing in on us!” called out Kalo. The exhilaration of hearing Ty’s voice filled his heart with such a surge that his fears were replaced with great joy and hope, and tears rushed to his eyes.
Soon, the two warriors, hunter and dwarf, were before Kalo at the bridge entrance. Kalo turned to make his way across the bridge. The hunter was behind him. Kalo looked to his left, where he’d heard Ty call out, but he could see nothing but blackness. The dwarf suddenly charged into the narrowing band of gnolls, all trying to gain footing on the vine bridge. The dwarf then turned and rushed onto the bridge. His sudden weight sent a wave through the vines that knocked Kalo from his feet. The hunter was above him now. “Move, Riverman, move!” he shouted.
“Where’s Ty?” called out Kalo. “I heard him!”
Quillen bellowed again. “Move!”
The turbulence on the bridge was now fierce. Up, down, and side to side it rocked. Kalo could not stand or walk or run. He made progress only by leaping, falling, groping, and rising again. A great fear began to swell in him as he felt the vines begin to break loose. The bridge was being torn apart by the fighting and the weight of the combatants. The dwarf would rush into the gnolls, then retreat, and then rush in again. More gnolls crowded onto the bridge over the bodies of the fallen. The fighting was fierce. Swords slashed through the darkness, striking whatever lay before them. The small party fought in retreat along the escape bridge. The bridge cannot last, thought Kalo. The young thief of Riverlok then acted on an inexplicable impulse. He suddenly began to move into the onrushing gnolls. “I must find Ty,” he said to no one. He fell to his hands and knees as the battle raged above him, then began to crawl back across the Shimmerstrand through the gnolls. He went unseen. He kept low and crept over the heap of dead and wounded gnolls piled on the vine bridge floor. He clawed his way back across the bridge to the north side, where he had last heard Ty’s cries. Vines were snapping and whipping across the pathway at an increasing pace. A thick vine broke, and the bridge rotated on its side.
Fading screams rang out as gnolls were launched into the abyss by the sudden twist. The fighting stopped cold. The remaining combatants clung to the vines and waited for the swaying to stop. But it did not. Instead, behind Kalo the two thickest vines frayed rapidly. First one lurched, and then the other, and the bridge fell.
 



Chapter 22
To Hasdel, the ancient vine bridge looked weightless, as though it were suspended in air for one moment after the first snap of the thick vine. Then it swung with accelerating speed, crashing into the north face of the gorge below the gnolls’ encampment.
The ageless Shimmerstrand could not support the fierce battle of the men and the dwarf against an enraged band of gnolls. It broke in two, and the sounds in the night air changed instantly from grunts of warriors in combat to death screams of gnolls falling hundreds of feet to their certain doom on rocks jutting from the churning waters of the Silvertongue River below.
Hasdel and the gava he had rescued were the only two safely on the south side of the gorge. He crawled to the edge of what had once been the southern portal of the Shimmerstrand but was now a massive array of twisted vines hanging from the brim of the cliff. More gnoll screams reverberated from across the gorge as remnants of the severed Shimmerstrand on the north side continued to break away, carrying its clinging cargo into the deep.
Hasdel called down, “Hunter? Kalo? Ty?” There was no reply. “Are you there? Can you climb up?” Hasdel called again.
He heard Ty’s fait cry, “I think so.”
Hasdel dropped to his knees and felt the vines. He found one taunt mass. He grasped it and could feel the pull and tightness in the tangle of vines below. He looked down, and in the overcast moonlight he could see Ty near the edge and two huge figures below the boy; the hunter and the rescued dwarf clung to the vines. No gnolls had survived on the south side.
“We’re all here,” declared the young tracker.
As Hasdel pulled Ty and the others safely onto the cliff shelf, he could hear the calls of the gnolls across the two-hundred-foot gorge. It was a powerful wailing sound.
For a time, the members of the company lay in the damp dead grass on the top of the gorge and said nothing. The huge dwarf that had joined them leaned against a nearby boulder in silence, breathing deeply. The ailing gava lay motionless in the dark a few feet away.
Then Hasdel spoke. “Is anyone hurt?”
“I’m fine,” said the hunter.
“Ty? How are you?”
“I’m all right,” Ty exhaled. The energy that had sustained him through his ordeal was now draining from his body, and he knew he could not stand. He let himself settle into the comfort of the grass. Then it came to him.
“Kalo! Where’s Kalo?” cried Ty frantically.
“He was with me!” said Hasdel as he twisted and looked about. “Kalo!” he screamed into the night.
There was only silence as they peered into the dark about them.
“He didn’t make it,” said the hunter bluntly.
“I heard him call out to us at the Shimmerstrand gate,” lamented Ty. “He was right there!”
“He’s here,” said a wishful Hasdel, quickly rising to his feet. He began to call out Kalo’s name as he walked along the edge of the gorge. Ty did the same, and the calls to the lost young thief echoed in the darkness. They continued calling, but the only replies were the angry cries of the surviving gnolls across the gorge. In time, Hasdel and Ty returned silently to the group.
“We’ll find him,” affirmed Hasdel quietly to Ty, placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
Upon their reunion with the company, the dwarf stood up, as did Quillen. The huge dwarf walked to the gorge and peered into the darkness below. Hasdel spoke. “And you, warrior, are you injured?”
The dwarf turned slowly toward Hasdel’s voice, and in the moonlight Hasdel could not see an acknowledging gesture if there was one. The dwarf then moved toward the wounded gava lying some distance from the group.
The hunter instructed Ty in a low tone as he and Hasdel joined the dwarf. “Get some wood, son.”
The dwarf knelt by the wounded gava and began to examine his legs by touch. The gava did not moan or cry out when the dwarf handled his legs. Ty had returned quickly with kindling, and Quillen made a small fire. Ty watched intently as the hunter used a small tinderbox drawn from his pouch to create a spark that grew in minutes into a flame. The glow of the fire reflected on the young face of the boy staring into the flames.
Quillen next pulled up the damp grass around him and twisted it tightly into a long, thick cord. He bound it taut with single strands of grass and fashioned a torch. He lit it in the fire and handed it to Hasdel. He began immediately to form another.
Ty did not join the hunter in constructing grass torches. He had gathered the kindling for the fire as he had been told, but now he was silent, looking out into the dark gorge.
As the dwarf examined the fallen gava in the light of a grass torch held high by Hasdel, he spoke to the others. “I am Kellenor Braid of Dalkeeth, Captain of the Guard,” was all he said at first. He said this without looking at Quillen or Hasdel, but more to the gava who lay in front of him.
The gava opened his eyes and looked at the small band of strangers about him in the light of the crude torch. “I am Berre-Jon, a king’s messenger,” he said softly. “I have a message for the king.”
“Hello, brother,” said Hasdel as he stooped down to the gava beside the dwarf.
“Hasdel? Is that you?” asked the young man. His body shook slightly as a smile came to his eyes and lips, and tears ran down his cheeks.
Quillen stood up and moved away, taking Ty with him. The dwarf stood and followed as well. The three gathered a short distance away.
“Captain,” said the hunter as he extended his hand, “I am Quillen, and this is young Ty.” The dwarf met the hunter’s hand with his own large hand. He then nodded, almost bowed, to Ty. Ty bowed in return. “What do you make of him?” Quillen inquired of the captain, turning and gesturing to the ailing gava.
“The brave soldier will die. He has no feeling below his chest,” said the dwarf. A moment passed and the dwarf spoke again. “You lost a companion?” he asked.
No one hurried to answer, but Quillen nodded in the dark. “The boy who cut you free.”
 



Chapter 23
The morning was cool and overcast. The sun had been up for a few hours, but it was not visible through the low cloud layer. Instead, a bright glow filled the morning sky. Hasdel finished burying Berre-Jon, the king’s messenger, in a grave the dwarf captain had dug a short distance from the campsite. The huge dwarf had used two short swords, one in each hand. Sitting upright on his knees, he dug like a bear, tossing the dirt up behind him. He had worked steadily, slowly lowering himself into the earth as he emptied the pit. The others simply watched him labor but did not offer to help, for no help was needed. When the dwarf had finished, he went to the fallen soldier without speaking. He slowly bent down and lifted the body wrapped in the gray cloak of the Realmsguard, carried it to the site, and laid it in the hole he had dug. He looked to Hasdel, and when Hasdel motioned with a sweeping hand over the pit, the huge dwarf moved with a noble gentleness to cover the body of the fallen soldier.
At the break of day, Hasdel had informed his companions that Berre-Jon had not made it through the night. They had an hour to think of him, but no one spoke. Now that he had been laid to rest, they stood over the mound of earth covering the fallen gava and one by one spoke of his bravery.
Kellenor drew in a deep breath, and, looking down at the earthen mound, he began to speak. His words were in the common tongue of men, yet there was little inflection in his voice, so the men were obliged to listen intently.
“Their leader demanded this soldier with the leather collar reveal his message. He refused, and they beat him. After a time, they gave up and left him as you found him,” said Kellenor. The dwarven warrior lifted his eyes to the men who were listening to him. “I was honored to have witnessed such bravery.” He then bowed slightly and took one step back from the mound that covered Berre-Jon.
Hasdel stepped forward. “He was my little brother.” He stared at the mound. “We were orphans left at the door of the Palace, both raised by the same woman, Lilyn, along with over thirty others in her long lifetime. She may even be raising more boys now, for all I know. But that makes us brothers.” A faint smile creased his lips. “When a boy raised in the care of the king comes of age, there are many paths he can choose. We can stay in the Palace and labor there, or we can go to the city of Cayleon, submit to a tradesman, and learn a trade as any other lad. And a few are called into the service of the king as messengers, gavas. That was my choice.” He lifted his head and looked into the distance. His eyes were moist. “And Berre-Jon followed me.” Hasdel then reached inside his shirt and withdrew a folded paper. He held it up for the others to see and then carefully returned it to his breast as he spoke. “I found this letter on him. It was written by the stable boy who tends our mounts at Desolation Outpost.” Hasdel turned and swung his arm to point north. “It is a simple, fanciful letter to another boy, filled with rumors and frightful exaggerations. A king’s messenger is not to be burdened with common letters. And this letter wouldn’t even qualify to be among the monthly mail carried by a courier.” Hasdel smiled. “Berre-Jon knew that, so he must have agreed to personally carry young Rory’s letter to his friend in Cayleon, and I will complete that act of friendship for him.” A moment passed without a word being spoken. “When I return to Cayleon,” Hasdel said, looking up to meet the eyes of each man standing around the mound, “I will announce his death and proclaim his faithfulness to his duty to all in the presence of his king. His feat and his name shall be recorded in the Great Book, and I will be humbled by our kinship. Farewell, Berre-Jon, my brother.” When Hasdel had finished, he stood for a time looking down at the freshly turned earth, and no one else spoke. Then Quillen turned his head, and, catching Ty’s glance, he nodded toward Hasdel.
Ty stepped forward. “What I remember,” said Ty, in a voice pitched higher than normal, “is that he didn’t complain about his injuries. All he said was, ‘I have a message for the king.’”
At that, Hasdel lifted his head and smiled at Ty.
Then Quillen spoke from where he stood. “This man died knowing that he had been true to his calling to the very end. We should all hope for a similar ending.”
Hasdel nodded in agreement. “Thank you, all,” he said, and they slowly stepped away from the earthen mound.
The dwarf had said little other than his name after the rescue the night before. This day was no different; he had said nothing except for his tribute to Berre-Jon. Quietly, he moved away from the burial site and climbed to the highest mound near the encampment. The others suspected he was searching the land for any sign of the party of gnolls, but no one asked.
Quillen steered Ty toward the edge of the chasm. Together they examined the remains of the Shimmerstrand and searched for signs of gnolls along the south side of the gorge. Slowly, the hunter lowered himself so that he was squatting on the dirt of the embankment. He passed his hand over the ground and spoke. “If they had made it over to this side, we’d see their marks. These pebbles are loose and exposed because the rain has washed them over time. If something had walked here recently, many would be pressed into the ground. We don’t see any.”
Quillen stood slowly and moved to the edge of the chasm. Cupping his hands to shield against the glare of the sunlight, he peered across the gap where the battle had raged the night before. Ty stood beside him, hungry for more instruction.
“They left last night,” said Quillen. He pointed down into the chasm. Ty followed his arm and could make out a few gnoll corpses impaled on the rocks, but nothing living. On his own, he also looked deep into the gorge for Kalo’s body.
When Quillen and Ty returned, Kellenor saw them and came down from his point of observation. The company gathered without a word.
The hunter spoke first. “There is no trace of him. He may have gone over the cliff with the gnolls.” Ty turned away at the hunter’s words.
Hasdel said, “The only way to make sure is to cross over. And the only crossings are far west, near Cayleon, and to the east, above Riverlok at Twin Bridges. Nothing in between.”
Ty had heard enough. “He’s alive. I’ll find him.”
No one replied, but Hasdel reached over and placed a firm hand on Ty’s shoulder. “Events have caused us all to reconsider our plans.” He turned to the silent dwarf. “Captain, what are your plans now that you are free?”
The huge dwarf, twice as wide as any man, did not move. He continued to look down at the ground, but it was clear he had heard Hasdel, so the company waited for him to speak.
“I am Kellenor Braid of Dalkeeth, Captain in the service of what men call the Frontier Guard.” He had already told them his name, but the men could see the big dwarf had thoughts that needed to be said. He continued. “I was dead, and you resurrected me. I had died with my comrades; only my death was being delayed. It is difficult for me to speak to you, for you risked your lives, and it appears one of your party has been lost.”
Hasdel raised his hand and rose to address the dwarf. “Captain, we saw signs of your capture and decided we needed to come to your aid. It was our decision. You do not need to thank us.”
“I do not know that I am here to thank you,” articulated the dwarf slowly and deliberately. “I am a warrior born of a warrior clan. I was raised to die with my men. I was not prepared to live as a lone survivor.” Hasdel sat on a nearby rock as the dwarf captain continued to speak. “I fought hard when you came to rescue me,” said Kellenor.
“That you did,” injected Hasdel.
“I loathe the gnolls and I relished being able to slay more,” Kellenor continued. “I did not think we would live.”
“So what now, Captain?” asked Hasdel.
“With your leave, I need to return to the site of my company’s battle. I have some obligations to perform. I am too late to give the dead the honor they deserve, but perhaps by my going back, I will spare my clan from some shame.”
Hasdel was standing again. “You are free to go as you wish. However, we should tell you this: we took it upon ourselves to prepare your company. I learned something of your ways from a dwarf scout I once knew. We ask your forgiveness if we did wrong. Ty here, and our missing companion, Kalo, dug a common grave, facing toward Gray Wall, for your ten men only. Quillen placed the bodies of your men side by side on their backs with their arms crossed. Each held a replica of a weapon. This was all accomplished before the night had fallen on them.”
There was silence. Then, slowly, the dwarf knelt on one knee facing no one in particular. “You saved my life, which I had thought was not worth saving. Now I learn that the night before that, you saved my honor and the honor of my company of frontier guards.” He stood. “I am your servant.”
Hasdel extended his hand in friendship, and the dwarf took it. He turned to Quillen, then Ty. The dwarf stood at attention and bowed quickly with each grip of the hand.
Hasdel stepped away from the small group after sealing their fellowship with the dwarf. He turned to address them all. “I have a difficult decision,” began the gava. “I will share with you Berre-Jon’s message to the king: Raxell is besieged by gnolls in number, strength, and cunning as he has never before experienced. He asks that help be sent to him.” He rested himself against a boulder and surveyed the small company. “My difficult position is that I am bound to deliver this message to Cayleon,” he said.
Quillen spoke without hesitation. “You would not pass through the city gates. Mallivar has seen to that.”
Hasdel then spoke directly to Kellenor. “Mallivar and his agents slew Prince Andre, the king’s only son and my good friend, and blamed it on me.”
Quillen added, “Hasdel is a hunted man.”
“And that is my dilemma,” said the gava.
Ty broke his silence. “I don’t have the words to say this well, but I need to go after Kalo. I don’t know where to look, but I must look.”
“And I would go with you, lad,” said Hasdel. “For it was my plan that Kalo go alone into the camp of the gnolls. I placed your young friend in much danger.”
“And I am also at fault,” said Quillen. “We all knew he was terrified. I, too, will go look with you.”
Ty couldn’t hide his anguish. “I’ve
watched over him
since I first met him. He worked for a mean old farmer who would bring milk to the market every day. He made poor little Kalo carry large milk crocks, but he couldn’t have been more than ten years old. One day he must have dropped a crock, because I saw a crowd watching the old man beat him with a mule’s whip. I was so angry at the old man and at the people who did nothing for the little boy. I started throwing the other milk crocks off the wagon. The old man was stunned, and the people were laughing;
I grabbed Kalo by the arm, and we have been on the run together ever since. He needs me—and I let him down.”
The three were quiet, absorbed in their own thoughts. Hasdel’s eyes hinted at a smile, and he turned so the others would not see him and misunderstand. At that moment, the vision of the young thief from Riverlok crawling up from under the pier of the Kingfisher had come to him. He recalled when he first looked at Kalo’s features in the lamplight of the room in the Compound before they took the silver stake to Prince Andre. The crystal blue eyes, the dark skin, and the thick mat of hair of a fisherman’s son were vivid in his mind.
Hasdel turned back to the others, his smile faded. “We are a sorry lot. Four days ago, we were well on our way to the Ruins of Melda to find Lamus the Monk. Now I must turn and go north to deliver Berre-Jon’s message to the king. Ty feels he must search for his lost friend. And I am certain Quillen would agree that Ty has as much chance of finding Kalo as I do of still being alive when I am brought before my king in Cayleon.” Quillen nodded in agreement, and a faint but sad smile crossed his lips when Hasdel added, “The hunter would even guide the young Riverman where neither knows where.” Hasdel was thinking from the heart and the words were flowing. The others waited for him to speak. “As the three of us up from Riverlok know, the one who is lost is the one among us who least wanted this fight.” Hasdel was quiet for only a moment, then turned to the dwarf and extended his hand, palm up. “And let us not forget the newest member of our company, Kellenor of Dalkeeth. Forgive me, Captain, but we risked our lives to save yours, and then you told us you were better off when you faced certain death than now, when you face the prospect of waking each morning to the memory of your darkest day.” Hasdel turned to inspect each of his comrades. “Are we not a sorry lot?”
A moment later, the dwarf spoke. “Why do you seek this Lamus?”
“We have a message that only he can read. Our Prince Andre sent us to find him,” answered Hasdel.
“Your prince sent you on this mission?” asked the dwarf.
“Yes, and as I said, he was murdered ruthlessly by our foes after he sent us on our quest,” said the gava.
“Then you have no choice,” said the dwarf captain. “There is no greater mission than one from your prince, except one from your fallen prince.” No one replied. “Messenger, I wish to ask you a question,” continued the dwarf. “Which is more important, to deliver the message, or to deliver an answer to the message?”
“What are you saying, Captain?” asked the gava.
“From what you and the hunter have said, the likelihood of successfully delivering Raxell’s message is distant. Giving up your life to attempt it serves only the enemies of your king.” The dwarf continued. “I will carry Raxell’s message to my king, for I have met Commander Raxell, and I have seen and felt the blows of the beasts he speaks of. I will ask that a company of Frontier Guards march to Raxell’s aid. Is that not a better offer?”
“Truly it is,” replied Hasdel. “And you would do this?”
“You,” he said, looking about the small company, “have restored the life of a dead warrior.”
Hasdel reached out to take the dwarf captain’s hand. Kellenor clasped his in return. “The gava we honored said that Raxell had never seen such cunning in gnolls before. It is true, and I know why.” He looked at Hasdel and then at Quillen. “They are led by a dark creature.”



 
Chapter 24
For two days a cold overcast covered the party of four like a wet shroud as Quillen led them south. The previous day, they had climbed steadily upward into a woodland of tall pine and reached the level summit as darkness fell. They woke before dawn, their bodies stiff from a night on the damp, hard forest floor. They continued their trek toward the Ruins of Melda in silence.
Only two days removed from the collapse of the Shimmerstrand, Ty battled thoughts of losing Kalo. He clung to the little hope Hasdel gave him: Kalo knew that if they became separated, they should meet at the ruins. Ty wanted to believe Kalo would join them there, and Hasdel let him.
The young Riverman trudged along between the two men. He walked bent over, his arms holding his cloak tightly about his slender frame, his boots shuffling forward. He held his head nearly still as he pulled it down inside his garment, and his gaze moved steadily from side to side as the hunter had taught him—always looking, always listening.
Early in the day, Quillen had made the unsettling observation that the gnolls had created a trail across the Shimmerstrand from their homeland in the north to Melda in the south. Ty moved farther back in the column. In the first days after leaving Riverlok, Ty had walked proudly at the side of the hard hunter; however, this day he kept silent behind the gava, followed by the powerful dwarf. The sparse underbrush along the pathway and the thinning tree coverage exposed the small party more than ever before.
Quillen stopped and pointed to faint markings on the floor of the wood. “Just ahead, at least a hundred gnolls,” he said as he looked off to the south through the trees.
They had come down out of the highland forest and beheld the vast plains of the southern land for the first time through openings in the foliage. As far as they could see, the rolling land went on and on until it merged into the same grayness as the sky. Even in midday, the sky remained heavily overcast, and distant images faded into a haze at the horizon.
The land lay more open, and the company was more exposed. Ty found some comfort when the hunter said they were behind the gnolls and would see the creatures before they themselves were discovered. Still, Quillen would not allow a fire when they set up camp for the night.
A fog came in as night fell and filled the air with the same wetness that had covered them the two previous nights. Their meal consisted of more dried meat and cold creek water they had collected earlier.
The evening dew settled about their camp, much like the night before. All except Ty stood their turn at guard that evening. The men and the dwarf never woke the young Riverman, and they knew it never occurred to Ty that they had not. He was a boy on the verge of becoming a man, and the loss of his friend set him back. Ty had lost his closest friend and he needed time. The men and the dwarf had each been there.
The morning of the third day dawned with the unmistakable smell of decay lingering throughout the plain. The moist fog hung low in the morning and on into midday. The foulness in the air grew more intense as they traveled south toward their destination.
They stepped into the source of the stench before they saw it. The very ground they walked on abruptly changed. The dew-dampened grass they had walked on earlier when they were coming down across the plains had given off a sweet smell. They now treaded upon brown grass transformed into a dark greenish black. The soil was blackened too.
It happened suddenly. A few hundred yards before, the land had been turning to a dormant state, readying itself for the winter months ahead. The grass had dried. The leaves had turned dark, some to rich colors, and fallen to the ground. But this was different. Before them lay a strange new land, a darkened, lifeless land, veiled in a low, foggy mist. “What is this?” asked Hasdel of no one in particular as he kicked at the dirt with his boot.
“I have never seen this, ever,” said Quillen, examining the blackened soil cupped in his hand.
“Captain?” asked Hasdel again.
“Never,” Kellenor said.
“On your way north from your homeland, did you see anything of this?” asked the messenger again.
“Never,” repeated the dwarf.
No one asked the boy for his opinion, for he held none. Without speaking, each man became more aware of how the land had changed. If they brushed against a small scrub, it would crumble into pieces. If one pushed aside a low-hanging branch, it would snap off as though it had been drained of all moisture years ago. They crossed a dried creek bed lined with rotting small fish carcasses. The company pushed on; the smell became so foul that the men, including Ty, pulled their neck scarves up over their mouths and noses. The dwarf paid no attention and moved steadily forward.
On they marched without speaking, though the shuffle of their feet produced a steady drumming sound. In the haze before them, they could see the base of a small hill. It rose abruptly from the flatlands like a large mound, several hundred paces long and five stories high. The company trudged on, moving to the left to avoid the climb. Quillen separated from the party as he had at other times and headed up the mound. Ty, who had followed the hunter’s every move in the first days of their journey, did not follow. Instead, he plodded on with his head down behind the gava, following his course to avoid the hill.
Only minutes had passed when the high shriek of a hawk rang out. First Ty, then Hasdel stopped cold. The dwarf kept walking.
“It’s Quillen,” said Ty.
“Captain!” called the gava, and his words halted the dwarf. Hasdel pointed up the mound. Ty answered with a call of his own, a piercing hawk cry mirroring Quillen’s call. Hasdel smiled at the boy’s skill. The hunter called back. Up the mound they rushed together without a command, the three racing toward the sound of the hawk. The ground on the hill was the same greenish black, but the haze cleared and the very top of the mound could be seen. Among the dead trees, they could make out Quillen sitting on a boulder, his hands cupped over his eyes, looking to the south.
Hasdel reached him first, then Ty, followed by the huge dwarf. They were breathless and unable to speak when they arrived at the rock Quillen sat upon. They did not need to speak, for by following the direction the hunter stared, they saw it too.
In the distance to the south, a small trail of dark dust stood out in the haze. It was moving slowly to the northeast. It would pass them far to the left in less than an hour.
“What do you make of it, hunter?” asked Hasdel.
Quillen did not speak at first. “It’s a man being chased by a band of gnolls,” he said finally.
“Six,” said Ty.
Quillen dropped his hands and looked over at the boy, who was leaning against the rock. The boy’s hands were cupped over his eyes, imitating the hunter’s own stance. “I was thinking seven or eight, but I think he’s right. Six.”
“The man is big,” added Ty.
“Fool,” said the hunter. “He’s following a riverbed. It’s easy running for the beasts.”
“It is just a matter of time and they will catch him,” said Hasdel.
“True,” said Quillen with no emotion in his voice.
“Then let’s help him,” said Hasdel. He turned to the boy. “Ty?” The young Riverman shrugged his shoulders as he continued his watch.
“Captain?” said Hasdel. The dwarf nodded.
“Hunter?”
“It seems to be what we do around here,” said Quillen in his lowest voice.
 



Chapter 25
Once again, the company chose to set aside their mission in order to rush to the aid of another stranger. First they had rescued the dwarf captain at the Shimmerstrand, and now they were committed to saving a running man from a band of gnolls in close pursuit.
Ty thought of Quillen’s words as the four companions jumped off the mound and set upon their latest venture; this is what we do—we rescue the hopeless. A sense of great pride welled up in him as he, a street thief from Riverlok, raced alongside a legendary hunter, a messenger of the king, and a fearless dwarf warrior on a righteous mission. The beating of the leather scabbard bearing his sword against his back created a rhythm that made him believe he could sustain this pace for miles. This was atonement, he thought, for the harm he had caused with his wanton thievery.
The downward slope leveled off into a great span of dead earth. Rolling vapors blanketed the ground like a gray shroud, and dead trees reached into the air like black skeletal hands. The land was decayed and suffering an unnatural blight.
The four intended liberators pressed on at a steady gait into the haze before them. For Ty, the run was hard but exhilarating as they raced through an ever-moving chamber of foul mist punctuated by the sounds of dead leaves and branches snapping beneath their feet. It was like running through an endless polluted tunnel. There was no sound other than those they created. They could not see more than a few paces in any direction, for the cloudy haze of unnatural mist fogged their vision. Nevertheless, they moved progressively forward.
They ran as one. Even the dwarf warrior, trudging forward on his powerful stocky legs, was in stride. There was a unity in the company as they surmounted small grades and navigated around and between the dead trees. The distance they would need to run was unknown to them, but the direction was never in doubt. Simply put, they would run until they reached the escaping man.
Ty, who had run through the streets of Riverlok many times and was probably the fittest of the company, felt his lungs burning in his chest. In his mind, they had run at least ten city blocks. Quillen led them on the shortest course to intercept the path of the running man and his pursuers. Ty and the others watched the hunter for instruction.
Gradually Quillen eased the pace to a slow jog and then to a walk. They tried to step as quietly as possible, avoiding the dead twigs and dried leaves that covered the ground. They grasped their weapons to keep them from slapping against their bodies. And they listened.
Soon they came to a dried riverbed, and Quillen raised a fist to signal the company to stop. Where the water used to flow was completely void of vegetation, and the ever-present haze seemed to thin.
Quillen spoke for the first time; his breathing was slow and deliberate. “The man is following this wash.” He pointed toward the winding riverbed before them. “We’ll see them soon, if they haven’t already caught him.”
With that statement, the dwarf warrior pulled both his axes from their sheaths over his back. The sound of the clean steel ringing against the polished leather caused a quiver in Ty’s stomach, for to him, this sound was the prelude to battle.
Quillen added, “He should have tried to lose them in the haze. Too easy to be seen here.” No one questioned the hunter. “We’re going down the wash to meet them. If the man is still alive, we’ll have a warning. We need to get them all. None get away.” He looked back at each of them. “Is that understood?” All nodded. “Boy,” he glanced back at Ty, “get around behind them. Keep any from escaping.”
Hasdel spoke up for the first time. “Ty, you need only delay them until we get there.”
“Understood?” said Quillen.
“Yes, sir.”
“Leatherneck, you and I will each take a side. Captain, you walk right down the middle,” said Quillen. “We’ll let them come face to face with a gnoll’s worst nightmare. Agreed?”
Ty and Hasdel nodded. Kellenor grunted.
Ty thought how different it was this time. Quillen was clearly in charge now. This was his plan and they were going to do it his way. Ty felt ready. His role was unmistakable, and he was agreeable. He understood.
Down the wash strode Kellenor Braid of Dalkeeth, a sword in each hand and tilted upward just enough to keep from dragging on the ground. Quillen and Hasdel walked on opposite sides of the dry riverbed. Ty followed closely behind the hunter. The haze still hung over the ground, and the air was saturated with foul odors from the rotting land.
On they marched, the four liberators, down the dry wash, waiting to encounter a band of running gnolls. The terrain changed only slightly, as the riverbed had fewer dead leaves and branches. The ground was firmer, and the sound from the shuffle of their boots was louder. The ceiling on their tunnel rose, and the walls widened some, for now they could make out the edges of the wash. They could see the dead trees and bushes that had once fed on the water in the stream.
The thought occurred to Ty that earlier in the day, the four had taken every measure to ensure they did not chance upon any gnolls, and now they were searching for a fight. He was ready now. What had changed? It was the same reasoning that had driven them to go after the dwarf. Man would always try to safeguard himself unless a fellow man’s life was in danger; then, he’d abandon his own safety for the other. He thought about that and felt a sudden pride in his race. He straightened his body and walked a little taller behind the rugged hunter.
They all heard the sound at the same time, the snap of a dried branch just yards in front of them, then the steady drumming of feet on the hard ground. Kellenor grew broader than two men as he planted his feet in the middle of the wash. Both Quillen and Hasdel advanced quickly and took cover on opposite banks a few yards downstream from the dwarf. Ty crouched behind the hunter out of sight, long sword in hand.
Weaponless and wide-eyed, the fleeing man burst out of the haze and nearly slammed into the dwarf before stumbling to a halt. He stood and stared at Kellenor in disbelief, then fell slowly to his knees and dropped his head forward so the warrior could hack it off if he chose.
Kellenor looked down at the man kneeling before him. His stocky frame was dressed in finely crafted leather garments. His head was shrouded in bushy black hair, and a thick beard enveloped his face. Beneath his dark, woolly eyebrows, two deep brown eyes shifted from the ground to the dwarf and then back to the ground. Kellenor acknowledged the man before him with a curt nod and then stepped around him and reset his feet to await the pursuers.
In moments, they were there. Two of them. The first one saw the dwarf and lurched to a halt, trying to keep his balance. His companion came instantly to his side. They stood, dazed, trying to comprehend the vision before them. Their weapons were tied securely to their bodies.
Before they could realize what was happening, the dwarf charged like a bull with a thundering roar and a sword in each hand raised above his head. The blades came down upon the waiting and willing victims in a single doubled-handed blow. Their skulls were crushed, and they fell without a sound beyond the thud of their bodies against the ground.
Kellenor reset himself and waited to deliver another deathblow. The next four gnolls arrived in a single file and spaced farther apart. The first one on the scene saw the dwarf and tried to draw his sword to do battle, but the gava was upon him from the rear. He never felt the blow to the back of his neck. The next gnoll tried to face Hasdel and the dwarf but did not see the hunter, who from only a few feet away on a small knoll drove an arrow so hard that it passed completely through the beast. He felt it go through him, dropped his drawn sword, and clutched his breast as his heart pumped his lifeblood out into his hands. He looked up at the gava and then fell forward.
The last two gnolls arrived at that moment, witnessed the onslaught, and turned to run.
“Boy!” called out the hunter.
Ty had not moved during the assault. Mesmerized by the lethal power of his companions, he had watched the entire event from a vantage point behind the hunter. But now it was time to act, and quickly he leapt from the knoll on the riverbed’s edge and into the wash after the two fleeing gnolls.
He was fresh and strong, and he caught up to the two cowardly gnolls within seconds. They saw him coming and bent their heads forward to escape their pursuer; their hoarse breathing came out in loud grunts as they fled for their lives. With his long sword drawn, Ty raced alongside the first trailing gnoll and hacked at the beast’s hamstring. The blade sliced cleanly into the gnoll’s flesh, and he howled in pain as he tumbled to the ground in a cloud of black dust. Ty deftly leapt over the fallen gnoll and kept after the lead runner.
The last fleeing gnoll unfastened his weapon as he ran. When he held it securely in his hand, he came to a sudden standstill and whirled about to fight. Ty was upon him almost too quickly as the gnoll swung the blade wildly at his head. Ducking the blade, Ty lunged directly at the gnoll, then sidestepped the beast at the last moment. With a spinning motion, he maneuvered behind the gnoll and drove his sword deep into the gnoll’s right shoulder, nearly hacking off the sword-bearing arm. Immediately, Ty withdrew the blade and followed through with a second attack that cut through the defenseless gnoll’s neck. The lifeless body fell in a heap.
Ty looked about and caught a glimpse of the messenger standing not far away. He did not acknowledge the presence of the gava. He walked back to find the gnoll he had cut down earlier. The beast had managed to unsheathe his own sword. Unable to stand, he had dragged himself to the edge of the river wash. A blood trail showed where he had fallen. Ty slowly advanced toward the badly wounded gnoll. The gava was only yards away but said nothing to Ty, nor did Ty speak to him. Suddenly Ty swung his long blade and knocked the sword from the gnoll’s mangled hand. He then positioned himself behind the gnoll with the beast looking up at him. Ty raised the sword over his head and held it with both hands about the grip. He held it there for a time, and the gnoll closed his eyes; then, in a single downward thrust, the Riverman drove the blade deep into the beast’s chest.
Ty placed his foot on the body and withdrew the blade. He looked up and acknowledged the presence of Hasdel.
“Don’t sheathe your blade. Let it dry some. It will be easier to clean later free of dirt,” instructed the gava. Ty nodded.
The two walked back up the wash toward the others. “You did well,” said the messenger.
“Thank you.”
Hasdel then placed his hand on Ty’s shoulder, leaned close to him, and spoke quietly. “Never torture, lad. Even beasts. Do it quickly.” He lifted his arm from the boy.
They continued to walk side by side until they reached the others. The dwarf stood behind the hunter, who was hunched down before the running man. He still sat on the ground where he had fallen before the dwarf.
“Your boy did well,” said Hasdel to Quillen.
“Good. I knew he would.”
“What have we got here?”
“A Faxx,” said Quillen. “Speak up, Faxx.”
The man did not speak. His bushy hair and beard shrouded his deep brown eyes. He was dressed fully in well-crafted leather clothing. His apparel was not lavish or decorative, but finely sewn working clothes. The man inside the leather had a red face and black hair and looked smaller in stature than Hasdel. He was smaller than Ty had thought, and Ty hoped the others had forgotten his conjecture that the man would be large.
“What has he said?” asked Hasdel.
“Nothing yet. The captain gave him his water flask, and he’s been filling up.”
“Seen him before,” the Faxx said, pointing to Kellenor.
“Well, we know it talks,” said Quillen.
Kellenor spoke. “We have traded with the Faxx for generations.”
“What do you trade, Captain?” asked Hasdel.
“They are sheepherders. We trade for their leather and wool. They have lumber mills in the foothills. They want our iron works and mining tools,” said Kellenor.
“They’re miners, all right,” said Quillen. “They ran me off their land—at least, they claim it as their land. It’s a huge butte raising up out of the flat plains.”
“Where is this?” asked Hasdel.
“They live about a half day northwest of Chardone. The women and men live in different colonies, isn’t that true?” said Quillen, raising his voice as he leaned down toward the rugged man.
“That is true,” answered the dwarf for the man who still knelt on the ground.
“The people of Chardone think you’re crazy, you know that?” said Quillen, again raising his voice at the end. “I think you’re crazy.” The man still did not respond. “What are you mining? No one in Chardone seems to know,” demanded the hunter.
“Easy, Quillen. We came to help him, remember?” Hasdel reached out and touched the hunter on the shoulder. “Tell me, friend,” Hasdel continued as he crouched down to look the man in the eyes, “why were the gnolls chasing you? What happened?”
When Hasdel lowered himself to his level, the Faxx shifted his weight and pulled his legs out from under himself. He stood.
Hasdel stood as well. As the bearded man rose, he stretched his arms back and twisted his neck about. He straightened his back. He stood a few inches shorter than Hasdel.
Hasdel spoke again. “Tell us, friend, what happened? You have nothing to fear from us.”
“Speak for yourself,” muttered Quillen in a low voice that only Ty heard fully. A smile broke across the boy’s face.
The man merely studied each one in the company. Hasdel turned to the dwarf. “Can you help us, Captain?”
The dwarf took hold of the man’s shoulders and turned him toward himself. “Tell us what happened.”
The man took a deep breath. “I was on the ground surface, and there was a great explosion. The earth shook.”
Quillen interrupted, “See? ‘On the surface’—they’re mining for something.”
“Go on, friend,” said the messenger.
“At about the time of the explosion, there appeared a column of smoke far in the distance, over Melda. Many of our people were lost—those in the mine.” The Faxx looked momentarily at Quillen, who said nothing.
Hasdel asked, “What killed them?”
“I’m not sure. Something horrible did it. Many were cut up terribly. It was unnatural. It took me several weeks to bury all the fallen. After that I decided to go to Melda to learn the cause. On my way, I came upon the gnolls who were headed toward our colony. I ran from them.”
“Why didn’t he try to lose them in the haze?” asked Ty, who had not spoken before. The man looked at Ty. Ty looked over to Quillen.
Quillen spoke. “Ask him what they’re mining. I was trying to cross their land years ago to get to Chardone from Yolo and some of their guards ran me off.” Then the hunter stepped forward and addressed the man directly. “What are you people doing in there that’s such a secret?”
The man said nothing. He now searched each face of the company. When his gaze returned to the messenger, Hasdel spoke. “You are free to go.” He made a slow sweeping gesture with his hand, palm up, toward the east. He repeated the gesture several times. The man looked at Kellenor, and the huge dwarf made the same motion that Hasdel had made toward the man’s homeland.
“Thank you,” said the man, nodding his head. He reached out to grip Hasdel’s hand, shook it once, and bowed to Kellenor. He turned and bowed quickly to Ty and then to Quillen.
Quillen quickly moved to one of the gnoll corpses and stripped it of a fine dwarf sword and sheathed knife. He handed them to the man and said, “Keep the sun to your right. It will take you east and then turn you south late in the day. You should see the mountains by then.” As he spoke, he pointed to the sun and with his hand, pushed the sun to his right. “I’d still like to know what you’re mining.”
The Faxx turned away from the hunter and gathered the dwarven weapons about him. He glanced back at the group, bowed low to Quillen, and then departed to the east into the haze.
The three men and the dwarf watched him go out of sight.
“Well, we know this wash will lead us close to Melda,” said Hasdel. “Let’s go, gentlemen. There’s nothing keeping us here.”
 



Chapter 26
The company formed their familiar line: Quillen in the lead, followed by the king’s messenger, then Ty, and as the rear guard, the Captain of the Guard. On they walked into the haze. The battle they had fought freed their minds and senses from the reality of their surroundings. They became aware of the odors again, and the monotonous, silent hiking resumed. On and on they marched without speaking, their mouths covered.
Several hours into the dead lands, the fog slowly lifted. As the mist broke, structures gradually took form in the distance. When Ty first saw them, he rushed to Hasdel’s side and pointed ahead.
“Melda,” said the gava through the scarf he had secured over his mouth.
The company pushed on, each companion looking ahead at the skyline of the ancient settlement etched in the haze. The terrain changed abruptly from open space to flattened grounds. They found themselves stepping over low rows of masonry laid by man many years hence, the lone remnants of where a building once stood. Then, for the first time, they caught a clear view of the Ruins of Melda as the midday sun took that moment to burn its way through the cloud cover. The company of four took their positions behind a row of stone a few feet high. The stone wall lined a road that had long since returned to the wild except for a faint hint of where it had once traversed. The ancient roadbed circled a vast assemblage of stone foundations where a cluster of large buildings once stood. The foundations were ruins now, a few still reaching several stories high, others crumbled into heaps of rubble on the ground. The mounds of debris, rounded by weather, blended back into the terrain. The massive center hall in the middle of the compound stood as the one exception. Its wings were in total destruction, yet the twin towers, once linked by a walled passage near the top, remained erect in pure defiance of whatever forces had brought Melda to this state. The center hall rested on a broad terrace fifteen feet high and bound by a bulwark wall of stone. The steps leading down from the terrace faced the surrounding buildings. The buildings were gone now, and the steps were covered with blackened grass and the skeletal remains of vine foliage.
The four companions crouched behind the remnant of the roadside stone wall, surveying the grounds of the ancient site of Melda in silence and awe. The presence of so much stone canceled the smell of decay, and the men removed the scarves from their faces. Despite the city’s current state, one could not help imagining the splendor Melda must have displayed in times past.
Suddenly and simultaneously, each member of the company became aware of the presence of gnolls among the debris. Seeing the gnolls was like discovering ants: first one, then two, then eventually the entire colony. The gnolls could be seen everywhere throughout the ruins—everywhere.
The small company waited silently. Hasdel pulled back and away from the wall so he could speak to them all. “I do not know why the gnolls are here. I am not sure what next we should do to find Lamus.”
Quillen rolled to his side toward Hasdel. “I realize now that I never found Lamus here whenever I came before.” He rolled back to peer over the wall. “The monk always found me. I do not know where we can find him. He has to find us.” Quillen’s tone gave Ty little comfort.
The young Riverman continued to watch the movements of the gnolls while the gava and the hunter spoke. Suddenly, Ty whispered, “Look! Something’s happening.”
The gnolls were all at once rallied beneath one of the center towers. Their cries rose from the ruins. They bayed like hounds beneath a treed cat. Immediately the gnolls assaulted the stone face of the tower, flinging their spears high into the air toward its few windows. The spears bounced harmlessly off the tower surface, yet the climbers of the wall made steady progress.
“They’ve trapped something,” said Hasdel softly as the company watched the attack on the tower of Melda from the safety of their concealment behind the low stone wall.
Gnolls scaling the wall fell screaming to the base as others took up the climb, fighting to claim a space on the rock tower, only to fall to certain injury or death.
“I think this time we’ve found the monk,” said the hunter.
The company watched in silence. Ty’s thoughts were ablaze in wonder at the bravery of these beasts from the north. Or was it stupidity? Or insanity? The assault on the central tower went on and on. Yet, slowly, the gnolls appeared to learn the best route to take up the tower wall, and each wave of climbers ascended higher than its predecessors. Gradually they grew nearer the slit window high in the tower.
Suddenly a blue strobe of light flashed in the tower window. A thick cobalt vapor surged out of the opening and down the wall. A wave generated by the flash struck the gnoll attackers clinging to the stone blocks, and some were knocked off. The rest were quickly drenched in the blue light and simply exploded. Their body parts rained down on the courtyard below. A moment of stillness preceded the roar of the gnolls bellowing as never before. The number of tower climbers lining up to make their attempt increased threefold. More rushed into the yard.
From the stone wall, the company of four watched in wonder. Then Quillen rolled over on his back and looked up into the hazy sky. “It’s him,” he said. “Lamus is in there.”
“Do you think it is him?” said Hasdel.
“You saw that blue light force. Only Lamus could deliver such power,” said the hunter.
“Can he hold them? They are attempting to breach the gate and come up through the tower’s center,” said Hasdel.
“I can see more blue light near the entrance!” said Ty. They all focused on the gate to the tower. It was clear that the monk had created a barrier of magic to prevent a breach at the gate.
“It’s Lamus for certain,” said Quillen. “He’s holding them off, that old monk!” The hunter then added, “But he can’t hold out forever.”
“Look!” said Hasdel, “Trolls!”
Quillen reached over and pulled Ty back to the ground as the young hunter raised his head above the protection of the wall. Ty had never seen a troll. His heart pounded with a mixture of excitement and fear as he watched the four huge beasts approach the tower. They stood hunched over at the neck, seven to eight feet tall. Maybe even taller, thought Ty. Their massive bodies were corded with muscle tightly wrapped under thick gray skin. Metal plates were riveted across vital places on their chests and arms, making them look like living pieces of armor. Each of them carried an enormous club. The much smaller gnolls moved quickly out of the path of the trolls as they pushed their way through the throng. Even from a distance, Ty saw the dominance of the race. When they reached the base of the tower, they turned to face the direction from which they had come.
At that moment, a frail, shrouded rider mounted on an emaciated black steed stepped into view. Gnolls near the ruin where the shrouded one entered hurriedly moved out of its path.
“Their master,” whispered Kellenor softly.
 



Chapter 27
From behind the crumbled wall, Ty and the small company watched the shrouded rider approach the gate to the scarred and battered stone structure. His bony steed moved in slow and deliberate but strangely powerful strides. The gnolls pulled back and stood frozen, apparently afraid to move in the presence of their master. The four imposing trolls stood armed with clubs by the massive doors to the ancient edifice harboring the aged monk.
The mounted creature raised its arm and held it there. The arm dropped as a signal, and the trolls swung their clubs into the tower portal. A great roar went up amid the gnolls. As the trolls beat on the gate, the gnolls resumed their attack on the tower window. The assault on the Tower of Melda surged forward with great force as the battle escalated.
The four giant trolls swung in sequence, one after the other, two on each side of the huge double doors safeguarding the entrance to the tower. It was as though the metal-covered barriers were built to keep out just those who were now determined to break in. The attack on the doors began with a steadfast cadence: one-two-three-four, one-two-three-four. The rhythm held steady as the four giant trolls worked as one battery. In a short time, the tone of the hammering changed. Ty could hear it shift. A roar went up among the gnolls. The doors must be giving way, he thought. It stirred the gnolls into action, and they resumed their attack up the wall of the tower. Ty moved along the low wall to get a better view. An entire column of gnolls set out to scale the bulwark at once. They rose as one slowly. Then a few found better footing and advanced above their comrades. Another row formed below them and started the climb. The base of the tower was soon covered with gnolls crawling slowly upward.
Suddenly, another blue light burst from the high tower window, and a cobalt-laden fog spilled out of the opening and down the tower wall. As the mist reached the climbing gnolls below, they exploded off the tower. One after another, as the bright blue fog covered them, their muscular bodies burst like melons, their remains strewn across the courtyard below. Still, more gnolls started up the wall.
“The monk cannot last,” said the hunter as he pulled away from the sight of the battle to face his companions.
“My prince sent us to find the monk,” declared Hasdel. His eyes narrowed and his lips held firm. “We have found him, and we are now only waiting to witness his demise.”
At the moment Hasdel spoke, the shrouded rider who had been sitting on his steed moved forward. The mount was solid black, even its eyes. Instantly, the trolls stopped their assault on the gate and the gnolls retreated from the tower. The rider raised his arm again, pointing toward the blue glow at the small window. Abruptly, a red bolt of light shot from his covered arm into the blue glimmer. The two light sources exploded with such radiance that both man and beast shielded their eyes.
Ty slid back behind the wall and blew out a gust of air at the sight of the shrouded rider’s power.
Huddling behind the road wall, Hasdel said aloud, “We’ve got to do something.”
The dwarf captain nodded. “There may be a way.”
“How?” queried the gava.
“I recognize the laying of the stones. My ancients designed this Melda. I have seen its likeness before.”
“What does that tell you, Captain?”
“There should be a tunnel under the terrace leading to the tower.”
“Would not the monk know of the tunnel?”
“He would,” Quillen interrupted. “No one knows these ruins like Lamus. There must be a reason he cannot use it.”
“Then let that be reason for us to go to him.” The gava grasped the dwarf by the shoulder. “Where is the entrance, Captain?”
“I will have to find it.” And with nothing more said, the huge dwarf rolled over the crumbled rock wall and crawled on his stomach toward the terrace wall. He quickly strode to the stone bulwark supporting the terrace. The horde’s attention was so focused on the fight being waged at the tower entrance that the dwarf reached the terrace undetected. He touched the stone bulwark with both his huge hands. As he felt the stones, he moved to his left. The remaining company followed his path in parallel, concealing themselves behind the road wall. At one point, a section of a building ruin jutted up higher than the surrounding area, cutting off the view of the fight at the tower entrance. Quillen rose to his feet. He jumped over the rock wall and raced to the stone bulwark where the dwarf stood. Ty and Hasdel followed. The four pressed up against the stones. The dwarf continued to feel the stones as they slowly inched their way along. The sound of the battle at the tower carried over from the terrace above. The hammering of the trolls against the gate resumed and the cries of the gnolls rose again.
“What is he looking for?” asked Ty.
“Captain, how can we help you? What are you looking for?” Hasdel offered.
Without turning, Kellenor replied, “The stones at the entrance will be cooler.”
Immediately all the hands of the company raised to glide gently over the weathered and darkened stones of the bulwark supporting the terraced base of the tower. Ty and Hasdel moved far to the right of the barrier without being exposed to the forces attacking the tower. Quillen had moved to the left of the Captain. His hands slid quickly over the stones as if he were washing them.
The dwarf moved slower over the stones and then stopped. “Here.” He pointed to the stones before them. “We dig here.”
Without speaking, they frantically dug into the side of the terrace with their knives, removing the stones from the bulwark. A small pile of stones quickly took form behind them. The dwarf captain removed more stones than the other three together. Promptly Quillen motioned for Ty to step aside. “Climb up and keep watch for us,” the hunter said. Ty complied without a word. From his vantage point, he could see only a sliver of the blue light at the tower entrance. The light would fade and then return. Ty felt a strange, deep ache—the monk was losing his power.
“We’re through!” called the hunter softly, and Ty tumbled back down the side of the terrace. A hole the size of a man appeared in the side of the stone bulwark: a tunnel.
“He’s not doing well,” said Ty. “The monk in the tower, I mean.”
“Wait,” said Hasdel. “How can we let him know we are coming? He will cut us down as soon as he sees us if he does not know we have come to aid him.”
“Give me the king’s ring,” said the hunter to Hasdel. He reached his hand back for the ring without looking at the messenger. Instead, he looked forward and studied the tower. He moved down the road carelessly, looking up at the tall structure, trying to attain a specific view, his hand still extended and waiting for Hasdel to deposit the king’s ring given to him by Prince Andre.
Without speaking, Hasdel produced the ring and placed it in the hand of the hunter.
Quillen drew up his longbow. He looked through his quiver and chose a fine polished hardwood arrow. He placed the arrow through the ring and wrapped the ring with thread he pulled loose from his cloak, so it held firm near the quill. The others watched the hunter without speaking as he climbed onto the knoll above the tunnel. Ty scrambled after him. Quillen glanced back at Hasdel and grinned. The hunter slowly drew the arrow back. He held it there and then released it. The arrow flew in a low arc straight for the tower. The company watched in astonishment as the arrow with the king’s ring sailed cleanly through the slit window of the tower of Melda.
“That should announce our coming,” Quillen said as he turned back toward the tunnel. Ty, his mouth open, marveled at the placement of the arrow. Quillen tugged on Ty’s outer garment to draw him off the knoll and down to the tunnel’s entrance. “Come,” said the hunter. “They will have seen the arrow and will be searching for the archer.”
“Take hold of my belt,” said Kellenor to Hasdel. Without being told, Ty grabbed Hasdel’s belt, and Quillen placed his hand firmly on Ty’s shoulder. The hunter nodded to the huge dwarf, and the company entered the pitch-dark tunnel.
 



Chapter 28
As they stumbled out of the light of day and into the black hole in the side of the terrace, Hasdel turned and spoke to Ty. “Dwarves can see well in the dark.”
The company moved quickly forward. An ankle-deep layer of dust covered the floor of the tunnel. Except for the dust, the flooring was surprisingly clear of debris, testimony to the craftsmanship of the ancient builders.
“Take a deep breath,” came a final instruction from Hasdel.
Spider webs filled the chamber like a cocoon. Kellenor held his stout forearm shield in front of him with two hands like a battering ram as they surged forward. The compact company of four, covered in a blanket of webs, picked up the pace and began rushing down the tunnel passage. A cloud of dust rose quickly from the shuffle of the lead dwarf, whose feet did not rise above the powder on the floor. The company advanced directly toward the center, no turns, only straight ahead. Kellenor must have known the path, thought Ty, because he kept up a charging pace. Then Ty understood why they were rushing forward. Air. Breathing became harder. He could hear the deep breathing of the dwarf up ahead. He could feel Hasdel’s body as he clung to the gava’s belt. He felt his own legs start to go numb. Hasdel seemed to be pulling farther ahead of him. He clung to the gava’s belt. Ty stretched out to keep connected to the messenger. Suddenly, he fell. Down he went, face first into the dust floor.
Quillen reached down and pulled the boy’s upper body up out of the layer of dust. The hunter stepped alongside the young Riverman in the narrow passage. He reached under Ty’s arm and lifted him as they struggled forward. “Pick it up, young tracker,” he whispered. Ty began to cough; it was his first reaction after being pulled up from the floor. The hunter and the boy pushed ahead, one step after the other on the strength of the older man. They kept moving forward. Then abruptly they stopped. Hasdel ran into the back of the dwarf, and Ty and Quillen collided with both of them. The three men fell to the floor of the tunnel. They lay there for a moment, taking short, panting gasps. Ty launched into involuntary coughing. He fell on his side, his body lifting off the floor with each cough.
The dwarf felt the walls with his huge hands.
“Can I help?” asked Quillen, his voice hoarse.
“The wall swings into the tunnel,” said the dwarf as he took slow and deliberate breaths.
“It was not designed to be opened from the tunnel side, was it?” said Quillen.
The dwarf did not reply. His hands moved over the wall, feeling for the hinge at the separation between the stones. His thick fingers probed each crevasse. He took up his long knife from the scabbard tied about his calf and traced the pivoting section of stone. “Here,” he grunted, “push here.”
Quillen rose and, guided by the hands of the dwarf in the pitch darkness, found the pivotal hinge stone and threw his body into it.
Hasdel felt the body of the boy lying next to him. He patted the convulsing boy’s shoulder and spoke to him through halted breathing. “Come, lad. Lift your head up.” Hasdel moved his arm around the boy, and, crawling, he dragged himself and the boy farther into the tunnel, out of the way.
The dwarf, using his long knife, dug into the edge of the opening side of the movable stone section. Quillen pressed hard, his deep guttural noise eclipsing the coughs of the boy in the tunnel.
“It moved!” said the exhausted hunter.
Kellenor slid over and took up the position of the hunter. He threw his body into the stone wall. The wall moved again. This time, a faint light shone through the crack in the wall. Kellenor now reached his hands about the wall and pulled. Slowly, the stone door opened. Dim light sliced through and cool air rushed in. Quillen leaned against the wall near the opening and took deep breaths.
The dwarf reached down and lifted the gava, who was nearest him, by his clothing. Hasdel righted himself and rushed toward the bright opening, breathing through his mouth. Kellenor stepped back and lifted Ty from the tunnel floor, pushing him through the opening. Ty fell facedown on the stone steps and rolled over. His chest heaved as he gulped air. Quillen followed Ty through the opening. Last, the huge dwarf stepped through, spider webs of untold age clinging to his body. Ty lay on his back across the step at the opening. His upper body and face were covered in a paste of gray dust. Hasdel sat on the steps above Ty, and Quillen rested on the steps below the opening. Three steps down, the small landing ended abruptly in a stone wall. Kellenor stood upright but sideways in the passageway, being too broad to stand otherwise. No one spoke. All that was heard was the deep breathing of the four companions over the rhythmic drubbing sound of trolls beating on the huge doors to the tower.
The only light in the small space of the stairway column came from a slit window several levels above the tunnel opening. The inside walls of the stairwell curved on both sides with steps only the width of a man’s shoulders. The chamber was filled with a thousand years of debris that had blown in through the narrow window and chips of stone that had flaked off the walls as the structure expanded and shrank with the temperature fluctuations. Spider webs glistened in the sliver of light and danced to even the slightest movement.
“Where are we, Captain?” asked Hasdel.
“We are in a concealed passageway inside the tower wall. The main spiral staircase inside the tower is on the other side of this inner wall. This narrow stairwell we are in will lead to the loft room. Your monk must be up there,” answered Kellenor.
“Where do these downward steps lead?” asked Quillen.
“Nowhere. That landing is the base of the tower. The entrance to the tower is just beyond the wall,” said the dwarf. “We should go up now.” He waited for the others to respond.
Hasdel rose first. “Ty, come on, lad.” Without another word, the messenger ascended the stairwell.
Next came Quillen, who had to step over the dust-covered boy lying on his back. “Up,” was all he said to Ty as he passed over him. At Quillen’s command, Ty lifted himself onto his elbows and turned out of the way of the dwarf. Kellenor then stepped past the boy and followed the hunter up the narrow passage, moving sideways so his shoulders could slide through.
Ty felt too weak to move and remained sitting on the lower steps. The three others stopped a few steps above him.
Hasdel looked past Quillen and the dwarf, around the curve in the inner wall, to Ty. “Come, Riverman,” he said. Ty pushed himself off the wall only to fall back. His body flexed in a shallow cough.
Kellenor intervened. “We can pick him up when we return. It is a long climb to the top.”
Quillen looked long at Ty, then nodded and gently nudged the gava’s shoulder. He looked again at young Ty, slumped over at the foot of the stairwell.
“The captain is right. Leave him here,” said Quillen. The two men and the dwarf began the slow climb to the top.
Ty was alone. With the others gone, he became aware again of the sound of the battle being waged outside. The cadence of the trolls beating on the doors continued. Ty now felt a faint vibration in the stone steps he was seated on. The muffled cries of the swarming gnolls filtered down into the chamber; from where, he knew not. He sat, still covered in the gray dust. The outcome of the battle was unmistakable, he now reasoned. The old tower could not withstand the onslaught for much longer. Soon the doors would give way and gnolls would storm in. His companions had gone to fight alongside the monk, who they were certain was trapped in the tower’s loft. He, on the other hand, sat in the dirt and debris of a thousand-year-old chamber, waiting.
Waiting for what? Waiting for the end. It was not fear that gripped him; it was the realization that he had given in to the notion of his own powerlessness. Swallowing the dust in the tunnel had stopped him. He had almost died. He hadn’t saved himself. Someone, the dwarf captain, he thought, had lifted him off the ground and brought him out into breathable air with a single move. He couldn’t even save himself. A sense of great shame overcame him. His eyes became moist and his lips tightened. He lifted himself from the stone step and slid against the wall for support as he rose to his feet. He took off the scarf about his neck, and with it he beat the dust off his body. He pushed off the wall and started moving up the stairwell. He brushed away the tears streaming down his cheeks, and his strength returned with each step.
Ty pressed forward after his companions. As he reached the slit window in the tower, the sound of the battle raging outside grew more intense. He peered through the slit in the outer tower wall. He felt his eyes capture a strange sight, a peculiar movement in the chaotic scene. He stepped back down to the slit and pressed against the inner wall so as not to be seen. He could see the enraged gnolls moving about the ruins. He searched for the trolls, for he could hear and feel their steady pounding. He leaned closer to the narrow window. This time he saw clearly what his young hunter eyes had only detected—a jagged shadow emerging behind the crumbling stone wall of the steps on a raised landing. He held back and waited. Soon a low, bent creature stepped back into view.
The form was a man, not a beast, and he stared intently at the tower wall. Ty watched, his heart pounding. He knew this man! His gaunt stature, bent frame and gray hair were unmistakable. The man glanced up at the slit window in the tower wall, and in an instant, their eyes met. Ty pulled back into the shadow as he had done when he first passed by. The man had been watching the slit window. He must have seen the others pass by, thought Ty. He turned and charged up the spiral staircase to rejoin his companions.
He had seen this man before!
 



Chapter 29
Judging by the variations in light and temperature, Kalo reasoned it had been two days since the Shimmerstrand took him captive. Trapped among the twisting vines and vegetation, he struggled to move his muscles and stretch his limbs. But the vines held him firm. They wrapped around his legs, arms, and torso, and no matter how hard he tried, he was held fast. Two days before, the vines had tightened as if they intended to slowly constrict the life from him, but now they were no longer tightening. They only held him motionless. At least now he could breathe easily; that was an improvement, he thought. When the Shimmerstrand first grasped him, it wrapped his head in a mass of vines, gagging his mouth and shutting off the air into his lungs. In time, he managed to chew through the vine blocking his mouth to ease his breathing.
As he hung suspended in the mass of vines, he tried to piece together the events that had brought him to this crisis. He had carried out the task and cut the captive dwarf free as he had been told. He’d even helped in a small way to rescue the crippled gava. He had not done much, but he had helped. Fighting with the gnolls as they retreated had been strenuous, but quite exhilarating, he admitted to himself. He had cut a few gnolls and had managed to stay out of their reach, he noted with some self-satisfaction. Hanging in the vine mass, it was impossible for him to examine his body for wounds, but he was quite certain he had not even been cut.
The pain he felt was the stiffness in his muscles from being held in one position for so long. At times, when it became excruciating, he would try to scream. No one responded, and the reality of being alone settled upon him. Abandoned—that was his feeling.
Two days earlier, during the battle on the surface, he had felt he belonged, but the primary emotion he experienced then was fear. Fighting other creatures, even gnolls, was not for him. Hasdel and Quillen’s intervention had been most welcome, and he had been thrown to the rear as they retreated. He had wanted out of the mayhem.
He could still remember hearing Ty call out. He had answered, but he did not hear his friend call again. As he was being driven back, back across the Shimmerstrand—to his own safety—his fear for Ty had grown stronger with each step away from danger. The closer he had come to the safe side of the gorge, away from the gnolls, the greater his fear for the life of his closest friend. Suddenly, the need to rush to Ty’s aid had overwhelmed him. He’d bolted forward into the onrushing gnolls and fallen instantly. Beneath the fury of the battle raging above, his legs had been caught up in the tangled web of vines. He had raised himself and begun to crawl free of the vines and the churning legs of the gnolls, who were oblivious to his presence beneath them. Then the Shimmerstrand had begun to sway. He’d tried to raise himself but was crushed by the stampeding gnolls into the mass of vines anchoring the Shimmerstrand to the bank. Falling into the growth, he had been drawn down immediately.
He had moved to lift and free himself but was only pulled deeper into the tangled maze of vines. At first, he thought it was the weight of the battle above pushing him into the vines below. But as he scrambled on his stomach, he could feel the coarse strands of vegetation entwining themselves around his limbs and body, wrapping around his face like a muzzle, drawing him downward like a rock sinking into the sea. With each surge of the battle, he had sensed the pull and force of its weight. Trapped in the web of vines, he felt the Shimmerstrand flailing in the fight. With each thrust of the fight on the bridge, the hold on him had tightened as if he were responsible for the battle above. He could still remember how helpless he felt, unable to move and voiceless to cry out. As he hung, motionless, the sounds of fighting above and the churning of the vines had blended into a dull hum. With each passing moment he had grown weaker until finally he closed his eyes and lay still in the clutches of vine mass.
The ceaseless aching throughout his body had taken its toll; he had given up his struggle. He had succumbed to his prison, and his only solace was to finally allow himself to drift into sleep.
Perhaps it was the lack of nourishment or the strange circumstances of his capture, but occasionally, in his sleep state, he thought he heard a voice speaking to him. Each time, he would snap awake and clear his mind of the delusions. Then he would feel the hunger deep in his stomach, the thirst in his throat. He knew he was growing weak and losing his sense of reality. A terror gripped him, for he was beginning to understand that it was only a matter of time before he would ultimately accept his fate and become a permanent addition to the tangled vines and vegetation.
He was fully awake now. Again, as he had in his sleep state, he heard the voice, clearer this time. Closing his eyes, he blocked out the sights before him and strained to listen. It was not just one voice, he suddenly realized. It was voices, voices of young women like the fair-skinned girl in Riverlok. They all spoke the same words in unison, like a chorus. Again and again they called to him.
Who are you? What have you done to me? Who are you? What have you done to me?
It went on and on in his mind. He opened his eyes and frantically searched for the source of the sound among the vines wrapped around him. He could not see anything. As he twisted, small dried twigs snapped about him. The sound of the breaking bits of wood was alone in the air. He heard the snapping plainly. There was no other sound mixed in. There were no voices calling in the air. Yet the words were pounding in his mind. And then he realized he wasn’t hearing the words; he felt the words.
Who are you? What have you done to me?
He became aware that he was slipping into a state of delirium. The pain in his body and the relentless words without sound finally overcame him, and he answered aloud. “My name is Kalo!”
Those were the first words he had spoken in over two days, since he had called out to Ty. His voice was weak and strained. Abruptly the voices of the young women calling to him stopped. There was silence, and it startled him alert. Instantly, he forgot the pain that surged through his body and the ache in his stomach from the lack of food and water.
Blinking as he shifted his eyes from side to side, he sensed his body was caught and held in such a way that he was looking down through the vines toward the ground. He could see reflected light and some warmth so that he sensed it was daytime. He listened attentively to the silence. Then it happened. He felt the words.
Kalo, what have you done to me?
 



Chapter 30
It took a moment for Kalo to realize the nest of vines had called him by name. They must have heard him! He answered aloud. “I haven’t done anything to you! Why do you hold me?”
There was no answer for a time. Then it came.
Kalo, I am hurt. I am torn in so many places. What have you done to me?
Kalo was silent. After a time, he asked, “Are you the Shimmerstrand?”
I have many names, and that is one. You may call me Shimmerstrand if you wish.
He felt the vines about him loosen slightly. He did not test them. He bore the pain a little longer. “Can I move?” he asked. His bonds immediately slackened, but he did not move.
Will you help me?
“Yes,” Kalo replied as he began to move for the first time in days. His muscles ached. Each twist was painful, so he moved slowly, pressing against the walls of his vine tomb as he carefully lifted himself up. He rolled over and could now see for the first time where he was.
The brightness of the overcast sunlight through the vines caused him to squint almost to the point of closing his eyes. He had been held deep in a nest of vines, fifteen feet from the surface and fifty feet below the edge of the chasm. From what he could remember, he doubted that he had fallen in this deep. He had to have been deliberately drawn down.
Slowly, he grasped the thick vines and began to climb out of the mesh of growth. It took time, as he was both cautious and tired. The vines that had held him captive were now his ladder to freedom. Steadily Kalo made progress toward the top. Each foothold brought him closer to his freedom. When he was able to raise his head and arms into the open air, he closed his eyes and stretched his limbs. Gradually he opened his eyes to the light of day, allowing the gentle warmth of the sun to soak his weary body. Finally, he found the last bit of strength in his tired muscles, placed his hands on the vines about him, and lifted his legs out of the entanglement. When he emerged from the vines, he startled a flock of vultures feeding on the last scraps of gnoll remains near the north entrance to the Shimmerstrand.
He scanned the surrounding land where he and his companions had fought the gnolls three nights earlier. Useless fragments of weaponry and armor littered the matted grassland. The corpses of the gnolls, picked apart by hungry vultures and other scavengers, dotted the area in front of the Shimmerstrand where the battle had raged the hardest. The odor of the dead was less severe, but similar to the stench at the site of the massacre five days earlier. But he had been through much since then, and its effect on his senses was not the same. Kalo turned and looked across the great chasm. He was alone. He clawed his way up the vine heap that had anchored the north gate of the ancient vine bridge and touched the ground for the first time in three days.
He was alive, but a great loneliness gripped him. He had looked upon the Shimmerstrand as his captor for all these days, and now, suddenly, he felt she was his liberator and dear friend and he had left her without a word of gratitude. As soon as he stepped away from the nest of vines, he no longer heard the chorus of the maidens’ voices. He now realized he had listened to their soft gentleness constantly for three days and never tired of hearing them. It wasn’t until the third day that he became conscious of their speaking to him, but he knew now that they had always been there, calling out to him. Even in the imprisonment of the vines, their voices were distinct from the pain. They were more than separate; they helped him bear it. He was free of the vines, but he longed for the Shimmerstrand. He reached back and touched her as though compelled by an unseen force. In his mind, she responded.
Are you hungry, Kalo?
“Yes, and thirsty.”
Movement occurred instantly throughout the nest. Suddenly a small rodent appeared on the surface, bearing a nut. Kalo was startled at first; then he watched with wonder as the nest of vines came alive. More and more creatures, squirrels, mice, and birds, deposited nuts and berries and a gorge of water. Then they vanished as quickly as they had appeared. Kalo stepped forward. He tasted the food tentatively at first, then sat down on a heap of vines and feasted. It was as delicious a meal as he had ever had. When he was finished, he reclined in a bed of vines, closed his eyes, and relaxed his limbs. He had never felt so peaceful. A sense of comfort and serenity overtook him, and he fell gently asleep and rested there. As day turned to night, he came into a half-awakened state several times. But each time, he closed his eyes and let the slumber take him.
At dawn the next morning, he awoke. He was resting on his back, eyes closed, and his mind raced to reconstruct his last few days in the Shimmerstrand when he felt her speak to him.
Will you help us, Kalo?
“Yes,” answered the Riverman, still lying on the bed of vines with his eyes closed. “In any way I can. But would you tell me who you are? How you came to be? How is it I can hear you?”
We speak to all men who pass over us. But you are only the second man to hear us in forever time. We would love to tell our story.
And so the chorus of voices began to sing its tale. Kalo kept his eyes closed as he lay back to listen.
In a time long ago, a great war rose up among the races. Men, dwarves, and elves fought against the beasts of the evil power. It was a terrible war, and many lives were lost. But there were many brave warriors. One such group was a band of young elven archers. They were trapped on the northern side of the great chasm as hordes of gnolls were pressing in on them from all directions. Their only escape was to the south across the chasm and then back to their home, Ilmyria, the land of the elves. There was no way across, and all seemed lost. Each elven warrior prepared to fight and to die. Many took out the locks of hair their lovers had given them to carry into battle, as is the custom among the elves. It was then that a plan was formed from their yearning to be reunited with their maidens at home. They would braid the locks of the maidens into a long strand and shoot it across the chasm. They would then escape across the strand. That is what they did, and the power of their desire to return gave the locks of their loved ones the power and strength to bear them home. The strand so shimmered from the power that its light blinded their pursuers and no one could cross after them. In time, over hundreds of years, the power turned the strands into a living vine. And that is our story.
“It’s a beautiful story,” said Kalo. “And I shall tell it over and over.” For the first time, he heard joy in the voices of the maidens. “Now, how can I help you?”
We are hurt, Kalo. We cannot see, so we do not know what to do. Please tell us what has happened and what we can do.
Kalo climbed down from the heap of vines and walked to the edge of the chasm. The Shimmerstrand was torn in two. Half of the vine hung from the north bank and half hung from the south bank. The chasm fell straight down to the river below on each side. No one could descend the cliff. Even if Kalo climbed down the torn vines, it would not reach the base of the chasm. There was nothing he could do. Kalo walked up to the Shimmerstrand and placed his hand on a vine. “I am afraid there is nothing I can do,” said Kalo.
What is it, Kalo?
“The vines are severed. There is no way to reconnect them,” answered Kalo.
What can we do, Kalo?
“Nothing. The vines cannot be reattached. I cannot reach the ends,” said the young Riverman.
Tell us what to do, Kalo.
“Can you bring the two ends together? I think not,” replied Kalo. The Shimmerstrand did not answer. Instead, a flurry of activity began in the vines. Again, mice, squirrels, and other small creatures appeared in abundance about the Shimmerstrand, cutting free broken ends and tying other ends together. Small birds circled overhead. One by one, they tried to lift the torn ends of the vine from the chasm. Then pairs tried to lift the torn ends, with little success.
“The birds are too small to lift the main vines,” called out Kalo. He understood now that he was the eyes of the Shimmerstrand. As he spoke, a small flock of birds rose into the sky and vanished from sight. Kalo was growing into his role. “The mice could bind the tied vines,” he suggested. He continued to give direction. The small Shimmerstrand creatures worked to repair the vine bridge all through the morning. Kalo supervised their work and reported to the Shimmerstrand, who in turn directed the creatures of the vine. Occasionally, without his request, the creatures brought food to Kalo. There was a bustle of activity on the vine bridge. Kalo’s instructions grew less involved. Small improvements were made, and soon the project came to a halt.
Are we finished, Kalo?
Kalo looked over the vine bridge. The vines were trim, with strong ties connecting torn vines where they could. But it was inescapable: the main vines remained severed in the middle. Half of the Shimmerstrand hung down the north wall of the chasm, and the other half hung down the south wall.
Kalo answered, “We have done all we can, Shimmerstrand. It’s over. I’m afraid I cannot connect you.” He let his body collapse as he dropped onto the nest of vines. His mind was in a daze. What troubled him most was that he had known this regretful end was coming from the very start. He had allowed himself to become caught up in the excitement of the work and had deceived the Shimmerstrand by his enthusiastic participation. He was now more than embarrassed; he was ashamed. “It’s hopeless,” said Kalo finally.
We have called for help. More birds should arrive soon, Kalo.
The maidens had informed him, but Kalo did not answer. There was little he could say. He made a comfortable place in the mass of vines and laid back. He closed his eyes. The chatter and crackling among the vines by the small creatures still trying to achieve the maidens’ dream lulled Kalo softly into slumber.
 



Chapter 31
The rustling among the vines suddenly stopped, and the silence woke the young Riverman. His eyes opened, and he looked up. The abrupt and rapid rush of all the creatures off the surface, abandoning all their small mending tasks, was followed by unnerving silence. Kalo sat up.
Has help arrived, Kalo?
High in the sky, swirling into a rolling column, came the birds the maidens had requested. Kalo had seen them before, a swarm of a hundred thousand starlings. He had watched them in the sky over the farmlands north of Riverlok, dancing, whirling back and forth until they eventually came to roost in the trees.
Has a murmuration arrived, Kalo?
“Yes,” was all he said.
Do we need more, Kalo?
“No. No, this is plenty,” he answered.
The swarm, the murmuration, as the maidens called it, dove into the canyon the Shimmerstrand had once crossed, splitting into smaller columns. It whirled and rolled and then joined and split apart again. It was an impressive display of power and grace. The force of their rushing was immense, sending all the land creatures and small birds into hiding. The roar of their presence overwhelmed all other sounds. Only Kalo stood before them, his hair and clothing blowing wildly about.
As they danced around him, he felt a calling. It was not from a single starling, or from several starlings. It was from a new entity, the murmuration, the unified motion and spirit of a hundred thousand flying starlings. It was calling him.
“What is your command?” it asked.
As Kalo had spoken to Nikki and to the small birds and creatures mending the Shimmerstrand, he spoke to the murmuration by linking their minds through focused thought. Still, even as the swarm ebbed in and out of the chasm, the fallen ends of the Shimmerstrand lifted into the air. But the force of the murmuration was not enough to keep vines aloft long enough for the creatures to mend the broken ends.
Finally, Kalo asked them to come to roost, and they complied after an impressive display of maneuverability in flight.
After all the starlings had landed, the maidens of the Shimmerstrand sang to the Riverman.
Has the murmuration completed the task, Kalo?
Kalo had just witnessed a display of incredible force and power, but it could not be used to rebuild the Shimmerstrand. He said to the maidens, “The murmuration has dissolved, and the starlings are roosting now on the north side. I’m afraid we are unable to use their capability and skill. What we need is something we don’t have. Someone to connect the two ends together. I’m sorry.”
The maidens did not ask Kalo any further questions. They had presumably accepted the reality of the circumstance. Kalo sat back down among the vines. The day was otherwise pleasant, and Kalo’s mind, for the first time in days, began to focus on what he needed to do next. He was on the north side of the Shimmerstrand. Hopefully, some of his party had made it safely across to the south side and from there journeyed down to Melda. He wasn’t sure of the number, but enough days had passed that if nothing else befell them, they should have reached Melda by now. And what of Ty? Had he made it across? Kalo thought he could search this north side for any sign of Ty. Then he could head east and look for a crossing of the Silvertongue River, perhaps at Twin Bridges, he remembered Hasdel saying. There, he could cross over and head south to Melda. That would be his plan.
Then the Riverman was called. The gentle maiden voices, keeping hope alive, ignored Kalo’s despondency.
Have the big birds come, Kalo?
“No,” answered the weary Riverman, who barely looked up into the sky. But his keen sight caught a moving particle in the clouds. He whirled back and looked hard, and this time he saw giant flying creatures approaching in the distance. There were four of them, two pairs of giant griffons. The magnitude of what he was seeing, the wonder of it, was so astonishing that he remained speechless as they were descending on their approach to the Shimmerstrand. They were huge, the size of a great horse, with massive muscular bodies like a lion and a wingspan as broad as a house. Their heads were like those of eagles, and their legs bore immense talons. Kalo sunk back into the vines, burying himself.
Finally, he spoke. “They’re here—griffons!”
Wonderful!
And just then, one by one, the griffons came to rest upon land. Two landed on the north side of the chasm near Kalo and two on the south side. Without rest, on each side of the chasm, the huge birds walked to the edge and placed their talons into the mesh of vines anchoring the remains of the Shimmerstrand. And one by one, they again took flight.
The griffons immediately set to work rebuilding the torn Shimmerstrand. One of the pairs grabbed a torn end while the other lifted the opposite end. As the massive beasts hovered above the chasm, holding the torn ends together, the Shimmerstrand creatures worked feverishly to connect the ends. They repeated their process on each of the severed main vines until the Shimmerstrand was made whole again.
Kalo had overcome his initial fear and become the overseer for the maidens. When the last torn vine had been repaired, the griffons released the vine bridge and set down on each side of the great chasm. There was stillness in the air. Creatures moved about the Shimmerstrand, but the work had ended. Kalo rose from his observation point on the north side anchor.
The bridge is now repaired, is it not, Kalo?
“Yes, it is connected,” answered the young Riverman, but there was no joy in his voice.
What is wrong, Kalo?
The boy looked across the one-hundred-yard-long bridge of vines that creatures, not men, had reassembled in a day. He could see the incredible number of knots and ties that bound this ancient structure together once again. What man and beasts had torn down, these creatures had rebuilt.
What is it, Kalo?
He began with a great sigh. “I don’t think it will hold up.” He stepped forward at the entrance but not onto the bridge, and he bent down and felt a mass of knots near the anchoring vine. “I don’t want to say this. The creatures of the vine have worked so hard and done such wonderful work. The giant griffons held the main vines together, and the creatures stitched them together—”
But you do not believe it will support a man or an elf. Do you, Kalo?
“No. I’m sorry, that is what I think,” replied the boy.
Kalo, do you believe the hair of elf maidens, tied together and strung across a great gorge, would support an elf?
Kalo did not answer. He continued to look at the mass of knots the creatures had made. They looked comparable to nests a small being like his ferret, Nikki, would have made.
You must believe, Kalo. Our lovers believed long, long ago. And now, so must you.
Inhaling deeply, he slowly stepped out onto the Shimmerstrand. With both hands, he gripped a cluster of the woven vines running along the west rail of the bridge and planted his feet on the massive vines that made up the flooring. The vine bridge was too wide for him to hold the railings on each side, so he cautiously leaned to one side. He inched his way out, away from the north ledge of the gorge and over the water. Light shone through the mesh of vines under his feet, but he could not clearly see the river below. He edged closer to the side to look over the railing. As he leaned over the vines to look straight down, the Shimmerstrand began to twist. The creatures near him darted away for safety. He pushed himself away from the rail, and the vine bridge eased back, swayed gently, and then righted itself. He stood still for a time; his throat went dry. He closed his eyes.
You must believe, Kalo. Run! Run across!
He stepped forward, again holding one hand out along the rail but trying to walk in the center as best he could. He felt the rhythm of the bridge as he walked and moved quicker and more upright.
Run, Kalo!
He broke into a gentle run. As he neared the midpoint, he could see the hundreds of knots that the vine-dwelling creatures had tied to restore the bridge. He felt their work with his hand on the railing as he passed by and could not help but smile. This was a preposterous happening. The bridge should be breaking in two by the jarring of his run, yet it held firm. He waved to the creature workers lining the banks of the great gorge.
In that moment, the bridge began to glow, slowly at first, and then it grew in radiance so that the light was blinding to him, but he kept on running with his hand gliding along the vine rail. With each step the vines grew stronger in their brilliance, and the swaying of the bridge ceased altogether. Beneath his hand, Kalo felt the railing grow smooth as the fresh ties and knots vanished into a solid structure.
When he stepped off the main vine flooring and onto the south side bridge anchor, he shouted, “The Shimmerstrand is once more!” His voice echoed through the gorge.
Immediately Kalo was treated to the most glorious chorus of joy by the ancient voices of the elven maidens. A celebration broke out among the creatures as they skittered about in all directions. Kalo sat upon the mass of vines anchoring the south end, and food was brought to him. In song, the Shimmerstrand thanked Kalo again and again for his life-saving aid. The voices overflowed with songs, including ones that Kalo had heard during his time in the hold of the Shimmerstrand. He knew these songs now, and so he joined in the singing and his voice rose in the sweet pitch of an elf. Gladness filled him that he had not known before.
After a time, the celebration slowed. The Riverman had eaten well, and he lay comfortably in the mesh of vines.
Then, in Kalo’s mind, he felt the Shimmerstrand speak again.
How can we help you, Kalo?
The Riverman replied, “Can you help me find my companions? They were headed for the Ruins of Melda. Can you tell if they are in peril?”
 



Chapter 32
The old monk leaned against the cold wall and peered out over the rubble that had once been the courtyard of a magnificent hall of learning. The square was now infested with the ravenous gnolls and massive trolls with their armor-plated bodies. He’d never seen anything like this before in his incredibly long life. Lamus shook his head at what the courtyard had once been; the structure was the centerpiece of the college that had thrived in Melda a thousand years before.
He had been only a small boy at the time, too young to distinctly remember those glorious days. He would join the order of the monk who found him as a child scavenging for food amongst the debris. And he would drink the water of life to become one of the ageless ones—the last of the Monks of Melda—the small one, retaining the same stature he’d had when transformed as a boy into a monk.
In a final act of sanity, his mentor, Xicose, had brought him into the order when he was still a young boy. The two had then returned to the ruins to search for the key to the destruction. The hunt for the source of the devastation was all his teacher could vocalize in his final days. Young Lamus probed; for what, he was not certain. The old one passed on, and the search for knowledge, the search to learn the history of the ages before, became his charge. That quest became Lamus’s being.
It was more than his chosen work, more than an obsession; it was his life. For the next one thousand years, the diminutive Monk of Melda rummaged through the rubble, lifting and reading every piece of paper he uncovered. Slowly, over the centuries, he filled a library of his findings in a cave high in the mountains of the Eastern Rim, five days’ journey from the ruins. Without the aid of another, he carried each book one at a time. Sometimes he would stop and rest for days, reading and studying the document he carried. In the beginning, he was unable to read every paper he found. Not infrequently, he would then spend years researching and learning the language of the text. When he was satisfied that he could understand the wording fully, he would spend weeks or even months reading and rereading a piece until it was virtually memorized. Time had no meaning to the ageless ones.
But now he had been chased into the tower by a horde of gnolls and trolls. Who were these creatures, and why were they here? They had come upon him earlier in the day as he was examining a recently created crater near the tower. He knew every inch of these grounds, and this pit in the ground was new. Its origin was a mystery to him. Perhaps an ancient floor had collapsed. Maybe it had fallen as a result of the quake that had occurred a month earlier.
He had felt a slight jolt in the early morning hours and thought little of it. That morning, he had seen a column of smoke rising above Melda from his mountain home far to the east. From the landing in front of his elevated mountain retreat, he could even make out a thin, straight line in the plains below where the earth appeared to collapse. The line stretched for miles, from the region of the Faxx Clan at the base of his mountain all the way to Melda. He had never noticed it before.
He had set his studies aside, descended from the Eastern Rim mountains, and made the long journey back to the ruins to determine the origin of the smoke. And there he had found this crater. He soon cared little why it had happened, for he was now excited by the findings. There were books everywhere!
The small band of gnolls which found him rummaging through the cavity in the ground had been as surprised to discover him as he had been to see them. They charged him with a fury, and he reacted without thought. The first to reach him jabbed a spear into his leg. He raised his hands in anger and a bolt of power burst forth, slaying the gnolls that reached him. A survivor called for others, and he fled for safety into the nearby tower and bolted the massive doors behind him. They had left their mark on him. Blood trickled down his leg.
Now, from high up in the lone tower of Melda, he looked down upon a sight he could not comprehend. The base of the great stone structure was overrun with enemies: gnolls and trolls. He had never seen them this far south in his long life—and why here? Why were they here among the ruins? Why were they after him? And what, or who, was the black mounted rider who was plainly their master?
His clear and brilliant mind was dumbfounded. There was no logic here, no reason. He needed time to understand—time he would not be granted, he feared. This had never occurred before, nothing even close. The sounds of the beasts below filled the tower.
Then, quickly, a hush fell over the courtyard. The quiet was unexpected and striking. Lamus moved cautiously about the landing he stood upon, listening for a sound, any sound. He stepped lightly, not wanting to make a sound himself. He pressed his ear against the stone wall and held it there. His head suddenly bounced off the bulwark as the tower was jarred with an abrupt shake. That quake was followed by another, and another, until a beating cadence was evident. The wailing of the gnolls returned and overlaid the drumming.
The pitch was growing now and drawing nearer to the portal. He turned and looked directly out the slit opening. He stood on his toes to look over the sill and saw for the first time the mass of gnolls scaling the wall below him. He saw the giant trolls beating systematically and relentlessly on the tower gate below. He stumbled backward at the sight, closed his eyes slowly, and extended his arms. His eyes opened as he stepped forward toward the opening, his arms held straight out before him. He reached the wall, and his arms extended through the cut hole opening in the tower directly over the climbing gnolls. His body began to tremble, and then a glow erupted from his hands and a bright cobalt liquid fog flowed forth. When he stopped, he felt suddenly drained of energy. His knees weakened, and he nearly dropped to the floor but steadied himself against the wall.
There followed a moment of stillness below, and then cries of anguish bellowed up as the blue fog reached the gnolls. He was in a fight. He could not remember ever being in a fight of this magnitude before. He had used his powers sparingly over the centuries, true, but he had never fought such a foe. Nothing like this. He felt strangely invigorated. Not old, as he should feel, but younger. He set his jaw and stepped further into the slit in the tower.
And then he saw his true enemy clearly this time. It was not the gnolls or even the mighty trolls, but their master, a shrouded figure mounted on a black skeletal steed. The creature he rode resembled a horse in size and form, but it was not a horse. It appeared to be without flesh, a gaunt structure of bones wrapped in black.
The figure looked up at Lamus as he peered out of the cut window. The dark creature’s one arm straightened, then slowly raised and pointed directly at him. He instinctively leaned away from the window even as he held his arms forward over the sill, delivering the lethal fog to the gnolls climbing up the side of the tower.
Without warning, a blast of light filled the tower chamber. Lamus knew the source of the power, and he instinctively reached within his being and redoubled the force driving his own fatal mist. The shrouded one countered, and the two were abruptly locked in battle. Lamus felt the connection. He gathered his strength again and pushed against the outer force. There was no movement either way. He tried again, and this time he felt a tinge of pain. His arm ached slightly. The weakness in his knees returned, and he stumbled and grasped the sill of the portal to hold himself upright. The loss of blood from his leg was draining what strength still remained. A troubling notion flashed through his mind. Was he truly weakening? Was he losing the struggle? To whom or what was he losing? And why?
His quandary was suddenly interrupted. An arrow flew through the slit window high above him and smashed into the opposite wall. Pieces ricocheted about the chamber and fell to the floor. He looked up, anticipating more arrows. None came. He examined the pieces that had fallen at his feet and saw an object tied to one end. Lamus dropped his outstretched arms, pausing the flow of the deadly mist from the tower window onto the gnolls. He bent down and picked up a ring, noticing that the blood from his leg wound had stained his gray cloak. He removed the ring from its wrapping and turned it over and over in his hands. The absence of the lethal fog flowing from the slit in the tower brought a surge of cries from the gnolls below.
Lamus was oblivious to the change in tenor. He studied the ring he held in his small hand. Moving back to the window and standing on his toes as high as he could, he looked out beyond the courtyard. At that moment, a bolt of light flashed into the chamber through the slit window, and the roar of the gnolls grew even louder. He looked up to the higher slit opening near the ceiling of the chamber loft where the lone arrow had come through. Nothing more came in. He turned himself about, moved closer to the sill of the window, and raised his arms once again. He closed his eyes and reached within, and again the lethal cobalt fog began to flow from the opening. Instantly, cries were heard below. He held that stance for a long time, until the rhythmic drumming all at once deadened and a great cry went up below. Just then, the source of the noise shifted from the outer window to the stone floor hall below.
“They are inside,” he whispered to himself. His legs failed him, and he slid to the floor.
The inside wall of the tower contained a wide spiral staircase which was open and exposed on its inner side. As the staircase ascended, the width of the steps narrowed. Its base was the main entrance to the tower. The two-story-high metal-strapped doors were the barriers that kept out the beasts. The barriers had now been breached. From the loft at the top, the entrance could be seen through the open center core of the tower. The great monk raised himself up and held the chamber loft entrance sealed by projecting his power down through the core.
He backed up against the wall, one arm extended into the window slit, maintaining a steady but lessening blanket of fatal blue fog. The other arm he held outstretched, hand open and palm up, toward the center staircase. His aged eyes shifted from the chamber entrance to the far wall, where a small stone panel sat just above floor level on the tower bulwark.
Lamus leaned hard against the wall. He pulled his arm away from the window and the fog ceased to flow. With this arm, he steadied the other arm, outstretched and aimed at the loft entrance to the chamber. A shield of blue mist formed from the top step of the entrance to the ceiling of the tower. He then pointed directly at the stone panel on the opposite wall.
The stone panel blocks shifted and fell to the floor. An arm reached out, then another, and then the head of a king’s messenger, with his leather strap about his neck, thrust through, and without looking up, the man pulled himself out of the inner-wall staircase of the tower and onto the floor of the chamber. The top of the concealed stairwell opened into this small circular room with its eight slit windows, four at eye level, four much higher. The messenger immediately turned about. He helped another man, who was dressed for the wilds, climb out, and the two of them each grabbed an arm of a dwarf in full armor and pulled him in. Lamus silently watched the company as they emerged from the tunnel, his one arm extended toward them and the other still pointing toward the weakening inner door.
The company turned as one, and before them stood the great monk, an imposing figure though smaller than most men. He was dressed in a gray shroud. His perfectly reduced dimensions made him striking. The deep creases that streaked across his face could be easily seen as the hood of his cloak was pulled back. His short white hair fell about his head like a round bowl.
He spoke as the arm pointing at the small company slowly lowered. “Are you three the cause of all this?”
 



Chapter 33
The small company faced the legendary Monk of Melda.
“I am Hasdel, a king’s messenger,” said the gava. “We have an escape route, through the tunnel under the terrace. Let us hurry. Then we will tell you all that we know.”
“I am cut,” said Lamus as he opened his robe slightly to reveal a leg drenched in scarlet. “You don’t have an escape route. Any gnoll can follow blood better than a hound.”
“I will carry you,” said the dwarf.
The wilderness man untied the scarf about his neck. “Let me see if I can stop the bleeding,” he said as he stepped forward.
Lamus shook his head in protest. “Don’t waste your time.” His voice was loud enough to be heard over the clamor outside. He continued to hold his arm toward the blue mist separating the chamber from the staircase filled with screaming gnolls. He shifted the weight of his small aging body to his back leg and stumbled slightly, revealing his growing weakness. Beads of sweat peppered his weathered face.
“I am Quillen. We have met before,” shouted the man dressed as a hunter over the roar of the beasts. Lamus glanced back at the hunter but said nothing. He then reached into his robe pouch and withdrew two objects in his small hand. Without speaking, he tossed one of the items, an arrowhead, to the hunter.
“I recognized the king’s ring,” he said, looking down at his hand. “You gave me false hope. I thought for a time I might actually be rescued.” He tossed the ring to Hasdel.
The blue mist barrier shook violently and then flickered. The dwarf stepped past the monk and stood before the barrier in a ready stance, waiting for the barrier to open.
“Lamus, this is Kellenor Braid of Dalkeeth, Captain of the Guard,” Hasdel called out. The monk said nothing.
At that moment, a boy reached the opening in the inner staircase to the loft and pulled himself up. He stood erect and dusted off his arms.
“And this is young Tythan Pree of Riverlok,” said Hasdel.
Ty nodded and looked frantically to Hasdel, “That old shopkeeper from the Kingfisher is outside!”
Hasdel shook his head, and the barrier flickered again. He considered Lamus. “You are not going to be able to hold it much longer, are you?” shouted Hasdel over the clamor.
“That is true,” said Lamus. “When I stop, I fear I am done.” He continued to hold up his arm and spoke vaguely to the company. “I was raised in this tomb, and I can easily die here. Still, I cannot imagine why you are here.”
“Monk, we still have a chance. Come with us, and we will explain,” called Hasdel. “Ty, lead us down.”
Ty quickly dropped back through the opening into the tower wall’s inner staircase and began the descent. He rushed down the narrow passage, pressing his arms against the walls to steady himself.
Hasdel extended his hand to the monk. Lamus stepped cautiously toward the opening. “Good,” said Hasdel.
Lamus held his hand open toward the blue mist. Quillen and Kellenor dropped back toward the hidden entrance next to Hasdel. Kellenor, without a word, grasped the small monk below his arms. Lamus continued to hold his palm outstretched. The blue mist flickered.
“When the monk releases his hold on the force, there will be an onrush toward us! This is going to be maddening!” shouted Hasdel.
“You and I need to follow the boy,” Quillen said to him. “Then the dwarf will carry the monk in to follow us. When the monk releases the force, the captain will drop in and become the rear guard. It’s the only way,” said Quillen. “Did you hear me, Captain?”
The big dwarf nodded. Ty was the vanguard of the company as they made their escape from the tower loft. Suddenly, he stood face to face with a gnoll. The gnoll held his head down as he climbed the steep stairwell, so Ty saw the gnoll before the creature saw him. They both froze for a moment, but Ty rapidly recovered and kicked the gnoll with a fury that sent the beast tumbling back into his own. Ty turned and cried out, “Gnolls!” as he raced back up the staircase.
Hasdel had dropped into the inner stairwell and heard Ty’s cry. “Out! Out!” called Hasdel. The others in the company reacted quickly. Hasdel and Quillen moved Lamus away from the stairwell as the big dwarf lowered himself onto the inner staircase, an axe in each hand to better combat the gnolls in such tight quarters. Ty squeezed past Kellenor, who blocked the progress of any gnolls. The gnolls flooded the stairwell below.
This day the narrow chamber became a cavern of death for the gnolls as the dwarf slew them with great passion. Kellenor Braid of Dalkeeth, Captain of the Guard, became a devastating machine of doom as he steadily progressed through the passageway, butchering the fleeing gnolls with each mighty swing of his axes. When there were no living gnolls in the inner staircase, the huge dwarf climbed back up the stairwell and pulled himself into the chamber loft with the others.
Kellenor stood over the small passageway exit, waiting for the gnolls to regroup and try again. Quillen called out, “They will be coming up the main staircase now that Lamus is losing his hold.” Quillen shouted to Kellenor, “You should take the main stairs. I can handle this narrow stairwell!” The two fighters changed positions and waited at arms. Ty stood motionless, his long sword at his side.
Hasdel had withdrawn into a cove that provided some shelter from the sound of the gnolls’ cries. The cove connected to a small exposed landing that protruded from the tower. He stood there with the monk and the boy from Riverlok. “The crossing to the other tower is gone, but we could fall back to the landing. Do you agree, Monk?” he asked.
“It doesn’t matter where we stand,” said Lamus, his voice trailing off as he turned to face the horde of gnolls coming up the main staircase. “I would have liked to have lived to comprehend all this,” he said softly.
“Retreat to the landing!” shouted the king’s messenger from the rear, but no one responded. Quillen kept the gnolls from coming up the hidden passageway, and the dwarf captain kept them from coming up the main staircase. The young Riverman stepped between the two defenders, fighting off the few beasts that breached the guard. The gava stood on the landing that jutted out from the tower’s upper chamber. He could see that the battle raging on the inside was being lost. “Retreat to the landing!” he called again.
This time his call was heeded as the huge dwarf drew back. Lamus’s power had weakened and flickered out like a small flame. The old monk instantly fell. Hasdel stepped to his aid, placing one arm under the shoulder of the aged one. Ty retreated from fending off the gnolls who had made it past the blade of the dwarf captain and took the other side of the fallen monk. The three, with the ailing monk, could not hold the pressing gnolls; they were driven back, step by step. Soon, they were joined by Quillen in the chamber center of the tower. They drew back together to the landing entrance. The landing was the size of a small room shaped in a semicircle about the outer tower wall. The only entrance to the landing was from the tower, which enabled the small company to hold off the many onrushing gnolls struggling to crowd through the narrow portal. Unfortunately, it was also the only exit, thus leaving the company trapped on a ledge and exposed.
Kellenor held the gate, but even the mighty dwarf was showing signs of fatigue. Lamus was finding it difficult even to stand and slid down to the floor behind the low wall that encircled the landing. He sat shrouded in his gray bloodstained cloak. Hasdel stood next to Kellenor the brave fighter, jabbing and slashing at the gnoll limbs that extended into the landing past the great dwarf. The entrance was secure for now, but Quillen had discovered the company’s vulnerability. The gnolls were scaling the outer wall. Gradually, more and more gnolls climbed higher and higher up the bastion.
The landing had been built to serve as an observation platform. It protruded from the tower near the top and was held aloft by cantilever braces rising out of the sides of the tower’s walls. Scaling the landing meant crawling under the structure to reach up and over the side of the low wall. It was a perilous climb, but some made it. As those few gnolls reached the low wall about the landing, Quillen rushed over and struck them, and they fell screaming to the rubble below. Ty joined the hunter and frantically fought the gnolls off the stone railing. Unless they could hold them there, in a short time the gnolls would surmount the wall en masse and the company would be overrun. They fought on, but their arms lowered and their blows weakened. It was only a matter of time.
The gnolls came and came at the company, a relentless onslaught of screams and fury. Kellenor’s legs were cut badly, as gnolls had taken to lunging low at him. Several gnolls made it to the landing, but Quillen, Hasdel, and Ty drove them back over the wall. Lamus slumped to his side. He could not rise. Then there were too many. The gnolls had made it over the wall in such overwhelming numbers that the company could not withstand them. The four, including Kellenor, were driven back against the low wall, shielding Lamus and hacking wildly.
Then suddenly Ty called out, “Look!” He pointed toward the sky, but he was not heard above the clamor of the raging combat. Kellenor sang out his ancient battle cry, a shrill wail, and it gave a renewed strength to the fighting men. Ty called out again, but again, there was no response as the men fought to their deaths.
A huge, dark shadow suddenly fell over the tower, and abruptly the fighting stopped. All came to a halt, both man and gnoll. Ty called out again, “Look!”
Jolted by the sudden change in the light, all eyes turned upward to behold a sight never before seen. Out of the sky, diving hard toward them, were swirling swarms of starlings, hundreds of thousands, a multitude of murmurations. The gnolls fled over the wall while the men stood frozen as willing prey. As the starlings descended upon the tower, they drew closer together, blotting out virtually all light like an eclipse of the sun. The Ruins of Melda fell into darkness.
 



Chapter 34
On a rise several hundred yards away, Kalo, still infused with elven magic he had been gifted upon departing from the Shimmerstrand, sprinted forward to join his companions. The young friend of the Maidens of the Shimmerstrand had surveyed the battle scene with the keen eyes of an eagle. The maidens’ vast army of starlings gathered high in the sky behind him. They assembled from all the corners of the land, arriving at this place almost at once and in such concentration and mass, they darkened the entire northern sky. They swarmed overhead, over a million starlings, dancing, diving, and swirling, waiting for direction from below.
As Kalo grasped the plight of his companions, his bond with the murmuration overhead took hold, and the attack was on. The massive swarms of starlings dove, rolling and turning south toward the ruins. It was a black funnel of energy racing to its mark.
The gnolls and trolls, as well as their shrouded master, realized the tower of Melda was clearly the target. They deserted the area as rapidly as possible, leaving the men on the landing to suffer the impact. The first murmuration confirmed their assessment as it brushed over the landing with inches to spare, driving the men onto their bellies. The roar of the swarm was deafening, and the force of the continuous stream of a hundred thousand birds flying in tight formation created a lift effect that sent the surrounding debris on the tower plaza swirling into the air, cloaking visibility near the tower. As quickly as one murmuration passed, another followed close behind. In that momentary gap, the men crawled off the landing and back into the center of the tower.
Kellenor and Hasdel were nearest the gate back into the tower. They stepped back in with weapons at the ready, but they were alone. The gnolls had vanished. Bodies littered the staircase to the main floor. Next off the landing came Ty, and then Quillen, aiding the old monk. The company stood and surveyed the carnage inside the tower. They looked at one another, but no one spoke; the thunder of the murmurations outside continued its relentless assault. Ty walked to the edge, peered down into the lower level, and saw the massive doors swung open by the pounding of the trolls.
Then a figure appeared and entered the chamber below. It stepped over a fallen gnoll and stopped.
“Kalo? Kalo? Is that you?” cried Ty from above.
Hasdel quickly ran to the ledge and looked down. “Lad! You found us!”
The young Riverman on the chamber floor looked up and waved.
Hasdel called out again. “Are you responsible for all this?” He pointed outside.
“Who else?” remarked Quillen.
Ty and Hasdel hurried down the staircase, kicking bodies aside, clearing a pathway. First Ty, then the king’s messenger embraced young Kalo. They could not speak over the roar of the murmurations, but they laughed, and Kalo’s eyes filled with tears at the sight of his friends and companions. Kellenor descended now, too, and he stepped past the gathering to the open door, where he stood at the ready. A cry sounded from the landing above. It was Quillen, and this time he held the old monk up with one arm. With his free arm, he saluted Kalo below; his salute then became a waving call for help. Ty quickly obeyed his mentor and hurried back up the staircase to take the other side of the Monk of Melda. Slowly the hunter and Ty, bracing the monk, walked down the steps one by one to join the others. Still supporting Lamus, Quillen reached out and clasped the shoulder of the boy from Riverlok. Kalo looked up and smiled, nodding to the hunter.
Hasdel put his arm on Quillen and guided him to draw the monk up close to the boy. “Kalo, this is Lamus, the Monk of Melda,” he hollered over the sound outside. Kalo bowed his head. The old monk nodded slowly back as he tried to straighten. Hasdel smiled and pointed to the dwarf captain by the door. “And that is Kellenor, the dwarf Captain of the Guard you rescued—remember him?” he shouted. “The messenger did not survive,” he added, shaking his head. Kalo nodded.
Hasdel herded the company behind one of the open massive doors. The cove gave some shelter from the sound, and he spoke loudly so all could hear. “Kalo, we need to travel to the Eastern Rim Mountains to reach the monk’s hermitage. It could take four to five days. Is there a way we could use these birds you have brought in our escape?”
Kalo looked into the faces of his companions. His voice was weaker than Hasdel’s, so he needed to shout. “I didn’t bring the starlings!” The company stared at him. “The Maidens of the Shimmerstrand sent them!” He waited. “I can’t tell them to stay or to go. It’s not like that.” He watched for their reaction, then said, “I’ll have to explain.”
Quillen said to no one in particular, “I’m dying to hear this!”
“They’ll stay, encircling and protecting me, and now you too, as long as we are in danger.” He smiled and nodded. “And then they’ll leave!”
Hasdel asked, “So we can depart now for the hermitage and they will follow us?”
Kalo nodded again. “Until we are out of danger.”
Lamus, who was now standing on his own, brushed Ty’s arm aside. He nodded to the young man from Riverlok, and Ty released his hold. The old monk slowly turned about, looking at the inner hall of the great tower, oblivious to the sound of the starlings outside.
At almost the same time Lamus was regaining his strength, Kalo was losing his. He reached out to touch Hasdel and then stumbled to the chamber step. He smiled up at the gava. “Remember the sinking feeling after the power of the elf drink left us?” Hasdel nodded. “I feel like that, only much more.”
“You have been through so much more, lad,” said Hasdel. “How many days did it take for you to build the Shimmerstrand with the wild things?”
“Two,” Kalo answered. His lips moved, but there was no sound.
“And you ran all the way here from the Shimmerstrand with the starlings?” asked Hasdel.
Kalo smiled and nodded, his eyes closed, and he tipped slowly over onto the step.
Hasdel shouted, “Hunter! Captain!” and even in the storm of the murmuration, they heard him and rushed to his side. Hasdel stepped aside, and the hunter lifted the exhausted boy onto the back and broad shoulders of the dwarf captain. He tied Kalo’s hands about the dwarf’s neck with the boy’s scarf.
Quillen drew his own scarf up over his nose and mouth, then turned to Hasdel and the dwarf behind him. “Let’s go!” he shouted. Hasdel put his arm about the monk. Ty took the lead, and the new company departed the Ruins of Melda.
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