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  CHAPTER ONE


  The King is Dead


   


  Maverick never really liked coming to Foeman’s Cave. But as it was the only tavern in Milestill he came anyway, like just about every other man in the town.  However, for some reason today he was particularly annoyed at being here.  Brule the owner was in a bad mood and every time he brought Maverick an ale he kept reminding him that his tab was due at the end of this week .  Maverick swore if Brule reminded him one more time Brule would have to add the cost of a broken mug to Maverick's tab for the one he intended to break across his face.


  But really it was not Brule.  He was always gruff, heck he had to be to run a tavern in this town.  If anything, with all the chiding he was doing he was somewhat more “talkative” than usual tonight. The truth was Maverick was still upset about the argument he had with Lyla right before arriving.  The two of them had spent the last week in Zafton haggling for various seafaring wares they could bring back to town and sell for a quick profit here in Milestill.  The problem was now Lyla did not want to sell everything.  		Apparently, her father, who knew nothing about seafaring had told her that one of the compasses they had picked up was unusual or certainly unique.  Something about him having heard of special compasses used by sailors in The Overland that could not only plot a ship’s direction but could warn a captain of bad weather approaching.  Her father, who was a Merchant by trade, thought the compass they had found might be one of those.  Now Lyla had it in her head that they could get more money for the compass selling it back in Zafton.  	     Which, of course, was true if the compass was what her father said it was.  Zafton being a port city would certainly bring a higher price for something like that than the hilly country of Milestill.  The problem for Maverick was that he had not been one hundred percent truthful with Lyla about how he came by the compass in the first place.  As far as she knew he exchanged it for an old dagger his mentor had given him.  The truth was he had stolen it off a ship setting sail for the day right before the two of them left town.  


  “The Crimson Oar” was the name if he remembered correctly.  And now Maverick was afraid that the captain or navigator would certainly have noticed the compass was missing by now and if it was that valuable they would certainly return to Zafton and start making inquiries about anyone trying to sell it.  Inquiries that would lead them to Maverick and Lyla if they returned to sell it.


  'Blessed be the One', he thought as he took another draft of his ale.  He would not worry about that right now.  He had just enough coins left from the items they had sold to buy two more ales and clear his tab at the end of the week.  After that he would have to look for work in town again which probably meant going back to Old Lady Marlow’s storehouse and tying and baling hay.  The work didn’t pay that well but it wasn’t all that hard and if Lady Marlow was away he could catch up on his sleep in the rafters before and after each shift.  


  But for the life of him Maverick never knew why they had to bale hay into 'squares'.  Why not 'bag it' or 'bulk it' on a wagon?


  “Damn you boy, touch my elbow one more time and I'll kill ya!!"


  The man’s voice startled Maverick out of his reverie.  Who was this clown? And who did he think he was yelling at?  Maverick didn’t even remember touching his elbow.  Apparently he had been rocking back and forth in his stool and the rocking had caused his elbow to keep swiping up against the loud mouth’s elbow.


  Maverick ignored him and sat up in his stool so the rocking would stop.  After a short but intense stare the old grizzled patron went back to his drink and his friends.  


  “Lads these days, have to teach them to respect their elders” the man said.  His friends grunted and groaned their approval of what he was about to say next before he even said it.


  “When I was that boy’s age, all we knew was war.  One clan warring with another or the land being invaded from the Southlanders or those vile creatures from Glorn overrunning everything in hordes.  It was the King I tell you that put an end to all of that.  He and his knights rode up and down the length and breadth of this land bringing justice upon every transgressor that had afflicted his people.  A right good man I tell you.  A right good man.  Nothing good will come of his passing.  Do you hear me, nothing good!”


  Maverick was stunned.  Did he just say that King Overlord had passed away?  That King Overlord was dead?  Rumors were all too common this far from the castle but rare indeed was the man who dared to spread a rumor of the King’s death if he had not received the news on the surest authority.


  “Brule! Brule come here.   I wish to settle my tab!”  Maverick called Brule over to see what he had heard of this rumor.


  Brule stood at the table wiping his hands on an apron tied to his waist.  


  “Now don’t be closing out your tab early if you are just going to be coming back tomorrow and the next day before the week ends.  That messes my books up and I get one week’s tab mixed up with the next.”


   


  "You let me worry about that Brule."  Here is your 30 silver pieces.  That’s for last week and this.  


   


  “Very well and thank you Young Maverick.”


   


  “Hey, Brule what is this talk of the King being dead.”


  “Well it’s more than talk son.  A knight and three of his kind rode in here this morning looking for the mayor and bearing news of the king’s death.  As far as I can tell it is official.”


   


  “CRAAAAAASH!!!!!!!”


   


  Maverick’s empty mug hit the floor.  A knight brought the news!  He was stunned.  Before Brule could react to Maverick dropping and breaking the mug.  Maverick threw Brule three more silver pieces for the mug, grabbed his heavy coat and started out.  


  Stopping only to kick over the stool of the old clown that had threatened him earlier.  


  “Boris you fat oaf you have never fought in a war in this life or any other; and if you ever threaten me again I will break your fat nose.”


   


   


   


  She didn’t know why she always let him trick her.  Lyla knew Maverick was not just going to Zafton “to trade” but she needed the money as much as he did.  So she went along and pretended to believe his tale.  And it had worked out well after he “found” the compass.  


  Up to that point the trinkets and ship nails they had bartered for would have scarcely earned them fifty gold pieces each back in Milestill.  But as soon as she saw the compass she knew it was no ordinary compass.  


  Lyla’s father used to be a merchant and she saw the type of compass’ he had traded before and knew this one was nothing like them.  For one thing the compass had two magnetic needles instead of one.  One was silver and one was gold.  The compass dial had four colored quadrants with labels that read “fair”, “rain”, “storms”, and “winds”. The silver needle seemed to point true north like most compasses but the gold needle pointed to one of the four color coded quadrants.  The needles alone would command twenty gold pieces on the street in Milestill.  But back in Zafton, a true shipping city, she believed the needles and compass would command five times that much.  She had hoped to devise a ruse to get Maverick to return to Zafton with her where she would slip away and find a buyer but that was before her father went and told the stubborn oaf what the compass was worth.  Now he absolutely refused to go back with her and worst yet he refused to try and sell it.  


  But that wouldn’t do for Lyla.  Her little brother, Tristan, had contracted an incurable illness some months back returning with their father from his last trading expedition to Wooddam.  They had cut through the Swallowing Swamps and Tristan had come down with the illness then.  Most people called it Swamp Fever but her friend Midas, a healer, told her it was not a fever.  The only thing that kept it from getting worse were “healing potions” she had been buying from Midas.  But at ten gold pieces each she could barely afford two potions if she sold the compass in town and Midas told her that she needed at least six for Tristan to fully recover.


  That being the case, with or without Maverick, she would be going back to Zafton.  


   


   


  Maverick needed to see the Mayor.  Normally trying to get a personal audience with the mayor was something that would take weeks.  And if the news about the King was true he didn’t have weeks.  Even if it was not true, just the rumor would set events into motion in the Overland once the rumor spread that would give rise to a series of crises in and of themselves.  So he needed to get in to see the Mayor now and there was one person in Milestill that held the perpetual ear of the mayor… the local Healer Midas.


  Midas’ back was to Maverick when he entered the room.  Midas was slowly pouring a clear solution into two pocket sized bottles.  Maverick didn’t know whether to say something and interrupt him or just wait.  But Midas spoke first without stopping what he was doing “Is that you Maverick?”


  “Yes.  How did you know?”


  “I was expecting you ever since Lyla left.”


  “Lyla? What does Lyla have to do with this?”


  “Your trip of course…to Zafton?”


  “She told you about that?  By the One! Then she wonders why I don’t want to go back hawking around Zafton with her.”


  “It’s not what you think.  Besides, you know how she feels about curing her brother.”


  “Yeah and you told me not to tell her that I knew.  Why do you think I invited her with me to Zafton in the first place.  It was your ‘suggestion’ if you remember so she could afford more of those healing potions of yours.”


  “Of course I remember.  Which is why I was expecting you.  To get me to talk her into selling the compass here.”


  “Actually that’s not why I am here.  I need you to get me in to see the mayor… today!”


  Midas stopped pouring and started wiping his hands with a soft white towel next to the vials.  Midas was young, perhaps older than Maverick but not by much.  He had soft features but not feminine.  His hair was short, dark and tended to fall down onto his forehead.  Maverick always thought Midas was tougher and had far more knowledge of the rest of the world than he tried to show.  He had seen his share of battles and by extension, his share of death.  In a word, he was old beyond his years but far from jaded or callous.  It was just part of him and he was at peace with it.


  “What makes you think Mayor Brufson would want to see you?  And more importantly why do you think I can get you in to see him today!”


  “Because the King is dead!”


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWO


  Condolences


   


  Swift rode slightly ahead of the rest of the knights.  The King had made it clear that he was not to announce his presence in any town he visited during his mission.  The King not only wanted to know who was spreading the rumor of his death but what their plans were in spreading it.  The fact that Morcai was somehow involved went without saying but Morcai would have laid the groundwork for whatever he was planning well before setting it into motion with the rumor of the King’s death.  That meant there would be others who would take the news as a signal to act and Swift’s mission was to learn the nature of those actions.


  Even though the King’s spies had gotten word to him of Morcai’s plot months before he left on his secret mission to Ryder on the Continent of Men he refused to cancel the trip.  If war was coming with Morcai, and worst, the minions of Glorn that Morcai had tried to ally with, then the King would need allies as well, powerful allies and in all of Overland the Men of Ryder and the Hard Rider Knights were the most valiant warriors to be found.


  Still King Overlord had not left without taking precautions.  He had assembled his Bane Knights at King’s Castle during his monthly Royal Breakfast and secretly given each of them instructions to carry out once his ship for Ryder had set sail from Zafton.


  Swift’s mission was to move ahead of Morcai’s agents and enter each town with news of the king’s ‘death’.  Not only would this lend credence to the rumor but, if the king was right, it would cause Morcai’s accomplice’s to act prematurely.


  Already Swift had been to Milestill and Zafton and less than a day’s ride ahead was Wooddam.  So far, neither the mayor of Milestill or Zafton had made any effort to conscript Swift and his knights into any larger scheme but that was not necessarily unexpected as each of them would want to use their own means to verify the news and information on their own…something else the King had already made preparations for as well.


  Wooddam was different.  It was one of the closer towns to Fire Castle – Morcai’s stronghold – and it would no doubt have already heard the news directly from Morcai’s agents so Swift’s arrival would only serve as confirmation.


  Swift stopped his horse.  Ahead just outside the town five mounted riders were sitting blocking the road.  The masks over their faces and their black armor made it clear they were from Fire Castle.


  Swift stopped his horse and raised his right arm signaling his squad to form ranks.  Lowering his visor and drawing his sword, he muttered softly… “So it begins…”


   


   


  “Look Maverick even if I get you in to see Mayor Brufson what makes you think he will tell you anything.”


  “That bastard Brufson still owes me for the last election.  I personally baby sat two of the candidates he wanted to get on the council.”


  “You mean the same two whose only opponents died of mysterious circumstances during the campaign?”


  “I had nothing to do with that… not that I’m saying that bastard of a mayor didn’t try and recruit me for that part of his ‘campaign’ as well.  And the assassinations sure as hell didn’t make my job any easier.  I protected those two bastards from at least two ‘official’ assassinations and two riots.  So yes Brufson is going to tell me anything I want to know… If I can get in to see him.”


  “And you think I can get you in today, why?”  


  “Because I know you keep him and his guards supplied with free healing potions on demand.”


  “How do you know about that!”


  “Because he uses Brule to sell them at the tavern for triple their value.  Which you would know as well if you came to the tavern with me sometime.”


  “You know I don’t do taverns.”  


  “Yeah I know, now are you going to get me the audience?”


  “If the King really is dead then I’ll make him see you.  But when you decide what you are going to do, you have to promise to let me know.”


  “How do you know I am going to do anything?”


  “Because I’ve been to Kings Castle and know things about it that you don’t know that I know.  Taverns are not the only places that harbor secrets.”


  “Fair enough Midas…for now.”


   


   


  Lyla’s father Roth was old.  Lyla’s mother was his second wife.  Tristan’s mother was his third.  He was 47 when he married Lyla’s mother, and 60 when he married Tristan’s.  That was ten years ago and now at 70 he was in bad health and could hardly keep up the work regimen and travel that accompanied his job as a merchant.


  In his heyday he could make two or three trips to Zafton and back in a week and once a month he would make a longer trip to places as far away as Wooddam or Futuretown.  Once he even went as far as Dwarftown and back – their family lived off the merchandise from that trip for three years.


  Now they were lucky if he got to Zafton once – in a month.  And worst yet, less trips meant less profit and less profit meant less money to pay for wagons and men to guard them.  It was because of this that he had started taking shortcuts through the Swallowing Swamps to avoid encounters with other travelers and potential brigands.  Unfortunately the Swallowing Swamps were just as dangerous as brigands and far more hazardous than the roads.  It was one of these trips through the swamps six months ago with Tristan where he contracted “swamp sickness”.  Midas has just barely saved his life. But he could only treat the wounds caused by the lack of eating and rest that the sickness brought on.  The swamp sickness itself could only be cured with very expensive healing potions.  The problem was her family could only afford enough to cure the day to day wounds the sickness caused.  But swamp sickness was a chronic condition that got worse every day.  So every wound they cured was replaced by a new wound the next day.  To cure it all at once Tristan would need to take six healing potions at once – something it would take them a month to pay for with the ten or twelve gold pieces a week Roth’s old stock now brought in.  And even that was running low.


  Lyla would leave in the morning.  She lied to her father and told him Maverick was coming with her but Maverick was not even going to know she was leaving.  He would only try to stop her or offer to go for her alone and risk getting himself killed.  She could not ask him to do that.  Maverick and Tristan liked each other a lot but Tristan was her brother and her responsibility and this was something she now had to do on her own.


  But for all its troubles, being the daughter of a one time merchant also had its perks.  Her father had not sold everything of value he had acquired in his travels.  He kept a select collection of rare and unique items he intended to one day give to Tristan in a trunk under the floor of his room.  Unknown to him Lyla would ‘borrow’ items from that trunk from time to time for her travels with Maverick.  With the exception of a few items Maverick had ‘misplaced’; she had returned them all more or less no worse for wear.


  For this trip however she was taking more than she had ever taken before.  Traveling alone and with a very valuable sailing instrument she had to be prepared for the worst.  In addition to the light elven armor she was going to wear under her clothes, she was also taking a small but powerful crossbow pistol, a dagger, a charm with two Wooddam spells locked in it, three of Midas’ healing potions and a Dwarven lock pick… just in case using any of the other items brought her in contact with constables and got her arrested.


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER THREE


  Arrangements


   


  Swift and his knights rode toward the mounted riders at a full gallop but they stood their ground.  “Nemesis Knights!” thought Swift.  Only former knights would stand and face a full on charge by six of the king’s best knights.  


  Nemesis Knights were knights-errant and robber knights who had swapped their oath to the king for an oath to Morcai.  Most were men who either never finished their training for knighthood and resented being denied the title and lands that came with it; or were former knights who had failed quests and became errant in lieu of returning to Kings Castle and being stripped of their knighthood.  Eventually most came to Morcai and Fire Castle when their money and wealth had run out or the king’s Bane Knights had closed in on them.  These then became Morcai’s “Nemesis Knights”.  Knights specifically set aside to oppose the king’s Bane Knights.  Few of them could stand against a true knight of the land but it was rumored all of them were supplied with special drugs by Morcai that enhanced their courage and made them prone to violence.  Thus not even a charge of a squadron of the king’s best knight would easily put them to flight.


  “No matter”, thought Swift, “it is always a good day to kill false knights who had betrayed their oath to the king and the realm”.  Raising his sword high across his left shoulder and bringing it down in a violent arc Swift killed two of them with his first strike!  His brother knights dispatched the rest in short order as well.


   


   


  Mayor Brufson remembered Maverick.  The kid didn’t look like much.  Oh he was well built, muscular and tall and a decent looking lad to boot.  But the look of a warrior had he not.  But “By the One” that boy fought like the devil!  And with a skill that he never could of learned in these hills.  


  Truth be told he kind of scared Brufson.  But even still he might just be the one Brufson needed to get to the bottom of these rumors and help him decide where Milestill’s allegiance should fall if the king were in fact dead.  And if the king was not dead, then Brufson would re-employ some proven assassins to make those who brought the rumor to him pay for thinking they could make a fool of him.


  Brufson’s ‘office’ was in the center of a large stable with stalls for horses adjoining three of its four walls.  His desk was “a log and anvil” pedestal about waist high that was used to hammer horse shoes in the center of the stables.  There were no chairs or stools or other accoutrements of an ‘office’ but those with an audience would stand around the horseshoe pedestal and discuss the matters they had with the king.


  Maverick had been here before and was rubbing a large quarter horse’s mane while waiting for the mayor.  


  “If you are really fond of her she needs to be re-shoed.”  


  Maverick turned to see Brufson at the horseshoe pedestal placing a new shoe and preparing to strike it with his hammer.


  “Maybe I will hammer out her next set Mayor.  But I fear if what I have come to find out is true I won’t be able to hang around long enough to do so today.”


  “You don’t have to tell me why you have come Maverick.  You want to know if the rumors about the king’s death are true.  No?” KLANK, KLANK, KLANK! He hammered.


  “That or as much as you know about their origin and these ‘knights’ who brought the news.”  Maverick replied raising his voice above the banging.


  “I see you have been talking to Brule.“  KLANK, KLANK, KLANK!


  “Don’t blame Brule.  The only reason you told that oaf was so that he would spread the news and you could see who took the bait.  So I took it.  Now I want to know the truth of it before I decide what I must do.”


  “The truth of it is this Maverick.  The King’s Third Knight Swift arrived here a week ago and told me personally.  He said The Bane Knights were going to be calling an Assembly at Kings Castle to make it known whether or not the King had an heir.”  KLANK, KLANK, KLANK!


  “An Assembly at Kings Castle.  By the One!  Then it must be true.  When is this assembly to take place.”


  “He didn’t say.  He said he would send word.  And that those who attended – as well as those who did not – would be accounted for.” KLANK, KLANK, KLANK!


  “So will you go Brufson?”


  “I don’t know.  I was hoping you could help me make that decision.” KLANK, KLANK, KLANK!


  “By going to the castle and ascertaining the truth of the rumor for you?”


  “For both of us!  Look Maverick, you know your naive ‘ruffian’ act doesn’t fool me.  I know your father and the king had some “dealings” at the least.  And I also know that at some point in your life you received some training at the castle or maybe even by one of those Bane knights at one of their outposts.  Truth is it has never been any of my business but whatever the fate of the king is I suspect your fate is somehow implicated in it as well.”  KLANK, KLANK, KLANK!


  “You’re smarter than I have given you credit for Brufson.  That scares me.  But I will track down this rumor for you and ascertain the truth of it.  And we will help each other make the decisions we must make.”


  The mayor stopped pounding and stood.  “So it seems we will son.  So it seems we will.”


   


   


  Lyla was hard headed but she was not naive or stupid.  Just because she intended to return to Zafton without Maverick, did not mean she intended to go alone.  Which is why she had come to see Oxley.  Unlike Maverick, Lyla did not think she could depend on Oxley and she had no intention of telling him the real reason for her trip to Zafton.  But Oxley was big and strong (bigger and stronger than Maverick).  He was not a skilled fighter (or killer) like she knew Maverick to be but he could take a lot of punishment in a fight and give a lot more to someone who did not know how to defend themselves.  


  Oxley was originally from Wooddam and had been a woodsman with his father.  That is what had brought them to town.  They arrived three years ago to sell wood during a particular cold winter when wood was scarce and firewood was commanding unbelievably high prices in the town.  Oxley and his father had come to take advantage of the good market in wood but many viewed them as simply having come ‘to take advantage’ of the townsfolk.  One day while haggling with a local shop owner who refused to pay for some wood he had bought for his family on credit two days before, the Constables were called after Oxley’s father gave the man a terrible beating.  Oxley’s father was even bigger and stronger than Oxley and three Constables were killed in the attempt to arrest him.  In the end Oxley’s father was arrested, tried, convicted and hung the next day.  


  Oxley had been stuck in Milestill ever since or at least he had not left.  He knew Lyla and Maverick from local run-ins they had had with the Constables where Oxley would join Maverick and Lyla’s side anytime a fight broke out between them and the Constables.  Despite this he and Maverick did not get along.  Oxley resented the fact that Maverick would never take their exploits to the ‘next level’ and actually kill any of the Constables.  One time during a brawl that broke out in the market, Maverick stopped Oxley from killing a young Constable he had beaten senseless and drug into an alley.  Just as Oxley was about to break his neck in a choke hold, Maverick decked him with a wooden spoke from a wagon wheel.  Two days later Maverick broke his leg when Oxley tried to pay him back.  The two had not associated with each other since that time, though they both still frequented the Foeman’s Cave on the same nights and they both still associated with Lyla.


  Lyla did not know what it was she saw in Oxley.  She guessed it was pity.  For all his strength and size Oxley was a young boy alone in this world.  A boy who had seen the father he admired and looked up to humiliated and hung in a strange town.  She knew he was hurting and she knew that was the reason he had stayed in Milestill…to get revenge.  Something that held her interest in him even more than her pity.  Her father and brother lived here and Maverick was not the only one who had no intention of letting him kill people to satisfy his broken sense of justice.


  “So you say, you want me to go to that port city with you to speak with a Cleric about your brother?”


  “Un hum, my father says there is a Cleric there that knows a Ward that can heal him instantly.”


  “Is Maverick coming?”


  “No.  You know how close Maverick is to Midas and Midas has told him never to trust Clerics.”


  “I’ll come then but I want to be paid.  3 gold pieces!”


  “3 gold pieces to walk with me to Zafton!”


  “I’m not dumb as I look Lyla.  You don’t want me along just for walking.  You are afraid there might be trouble and you want me along to do any fighting that needs doing.”


  “Two gold pieces.”


  “When do we leave…?”


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Uninvited Guests


   


  Maddox moved the loose branches from his face slowly and stepped with expert caution.  The only sound around him was the occasional chirp of a bird or grasshopper.  You could hear that and the hum of the stream well enough on a cool clear night like tonight… but he could not hear Granger.  


  Maddox was no Ranger like Granger “Greyhound” but he had more experience in the woods and bush than a native skraeling.  He could track almost any man including a Ranger except Granger.  


  Rising from one knee Maddox stood to move on again.  Just then a soft, leather gloved hand fell on his right shoulder.  


  “I told you I would find you friend.  What do you have to report?”


  “Damn you Granger, I swear you are half elf.  But I have news..”


  “Not here my friend.  I have a blind prepared some distance ahead.  Give me your report there.”


  Maddox followed Granger attempting to match his pace and movements as exactly as possible.   Those he could do, but it was his speed and the command of his actions that Maddox could never master.  Granger was outfitted in all gray.  But to the naked eye the gray had a green hue which made him almost invisible in the woods.  He wore breeches secured by ties at the calf and ankles.  His breaches were pulled down over his heavily stitched and well-crafted Hamlotian leather boots.  He wore a matching hooded cowl but no cloak.  Instead he wore a weathered and custom made gambeson over a wool shirt with sleeves secured by ties at the forearms and wrists like his breaches.  Nothing was loose or torn and nothing was frayed or worn.  Granger spent as much on his clothes as he did on his best weapons. 


  They reached the blind.  Maddox had passed this spot when he entered the woods looking for Granger, but just like Granger he had missed the blind as well.  In the woods if Granger didn’t want you to see something, it wasn’t there.


  Granger sat first and pulled off his gloves.  He pulled back his hood and began wiping the black ash off his face that he used to conceal his natural light complexion.  


  “Soup Maddox?  It’s rabbit and carrots and a broth that will heal most of your minor scrapes and bruises.”


  “So it’s elven then?”


  “The soup? No. The broth?  I cannot say.  Either way it’s here if you want it.  Now tell me what you learned in Milestill.  And most importantly, tell me of Maverick!”


   


   


  Oxley had not spoken a word during the trip.  Lyla did not particularly mind because when Oxley spoke it was hardly anything that would make for interesting conversation.  But it was the second day of their trip to Zafton and even a banal conversation would be better than no conversation at all.


  “So how is your job coming along Oxley?”


  “You mean that lifting I was doing at Old Lady Marlow’s warehouse?  I quit that two week ago.”


  “Oh that’s good.  Did you find something else?”


  “No.  I just quit.  I did twice as much lifting as anyone else, and that includes Maverick when he worked there, and I was always asked to lift the heaviest bales of hay.  I’ve saved enough from my time there to cover my food and lodging for two months. And with the three gold pieces you are paying me for this trip that will buy me another three days worth of food.”


  “You mean the two gold pieces I am paying you, remember.”


  “I remember it was two before we left but now that we are on the road and a day’s walk from home, it’s the three I first asked for.  That is unless you want me to turn around and leave you out here on your own.”


  Lyla stopped walking and stared incredulously at Oxley’s back.  Her face turning red and her breathing growing heavy.  She momentarily placed her hand on the crossbow pistol hid under cloak.  Oxley paused and stopped walking but did not turn around.


  Finally, Lyla removed her hand from the crossbow and began walking again, storming past Oxley without saying another word.


  Oxley grinned and chuckled under his breath.


  “Um, hum.  Not as dumb as people think I am.” He said aloud to himself.  Then he followed on.


   


   


  “Check the bodies.  Notify me at once if you find anything that proves who they were working for.” Swift said to his second in command, Sir Ebros.  


  “You know who they are working for, sire.  These are Nemesis Knights.  And you know we won’t find anything linking them to Morcai other than the black of their foul attire.”


  “True Ebros.  But look nonetheless.  And what are our loses?”


  “Few my lord, of the six of us that left Warrior’s Bane, only Ogleson fell.  And he was on his first quest.”


  “Young Ogleson.  That is a pity.  He had promise.  Finish up here Ebros then meet me at Mayor Hammund’s when you are done.”


  “As you say my lord.”


  Swift needed to talk to Hammund.  Not only to pass the rumor on to him but learn what he knew of the Nemesis Knights and their presence in Wooddam.  


  He was a large man who dressed in canvas breaches and wore a checkered top with the sleeves rolled up.  He carried a large staff made of oak but he usually preferred fist fighting with a pair of wooden braces he had made that fit over his fingers and knuckles.  These were also made of oak.  With his size and his strength if he hit you with those oak braces on his fist it would almost as certainly kill you as any sword.   The only thing Swift liked about Hammund was his dog Maple who was always at his side.  


  The King was usually very lenient with Hammund as long as he kept the timber from Wooddam coming to the castle without interruption, to fuel the king’s fires and frame his construction.  But Swift was in no mood to be lenient with Hammund or anyone else after dealing with those Nemesis Knights and “By the One”, if Hammund was not truthful with him he would kill Hammund and his dog.


   


   


  “So Maverick is going to king’s castle?”  Granger rose and started re-tightening the ties on his breaches and top.


  “As far as I can tell.  An oaf in the tavern by the name of Boris says Brule the bar keep told him.”


  “Then I must intercept him.  Maverick must know of the plot before he reaches Kings Castle.  Otherwise he risks handing this entire kingdom over to Morcai on a silver plater.”


  “So we are going back to Milestill then…”


  “No, I am going back to Milestill.  You are going to find two of Maverick’s companions who left Milestill two days ago heading in the direction of Zafton.  One is a girl and her name is Lyla.  She is the most important.  Bring her back however you must.  The other is an oaf of a lad named Oxley.  Bring him if he will come.”


  “And if he won’t.”
     “The girl is the most important.  Bring her back however you must but she is not to be harmed.  When you have her, or them, meet us at The Lost Men’s Camp.  We will be waiting for you.”


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Rendezvous


   


  Maverick spent what he earned from him and Lyla’s excursion in Zafton on a new tunic and some new equipment.  In addition to the tunic he purchased some padded leather armor, a short sword, some new high boots, a lantern, oil and about 10 days food for three.  That would have to hold him until he could make it to the next town.  


  Now he was on his way to Lyla’s to “borrow” a few items from her father’s trunk that the two of them were not supposed to know about.  He especially wanted that crossbow pistol he saw the last time they were in the trunk.


  Before reaching Lyla’s he ran into Midas, “how did it go with Brufson?”


  “I don’t think the mayor knows much more than I do.  But I fear he believes the rumors.  Something about the King’s Third Knight Swift bringing him word of the king’s death himself.”


  “From the look of the new gear you have.  I presume you are going to Kings Castle?”


  “I intend to leave this afternoon after I see Lyla.”


  “Lyla?”


  “Yes I need to ‘borrow’ some things from her.”


  “I saw Tristan today and he told me Lyla had left.”


  “Left?”


  “Yes, with Oxley.”


  “Left with Oxley?  For where?”


  “Zafton, I presume.  To find more stuff to sell.”


  “Damm the Old Ones!!  That stubborn girl is determined to get herself killed and me with her.   She is going to sell that blasted compass.  How long ago did they leave?”


  “As far I can tell, yesterday.”


  “Well if she is traveling with Oxley I know he does not have a horse and that fat oaf walks as slow as a Dimmerian wildebeest.”


  “You mean to catch them?”


  “Yes Midas.  I have no choice but to.  My business at Kings Castle will have to wait.  If she tries to sell that compass in Zafton she will be in grave danger and I will be to blame.  And she is all Tristan has in light of their father’s decline.”


  “Do you want me to come with you Maverick?”


  “No.  Stay here and keep an eye on Tristan like you have been doing.  If I need you I will send word with a runner or a raven.”


  Maverick mounted the horse Mayor Brufson had loaned him in one swift leap and prodded the mount into a gallop.  Midas yelled after him, “Be careful Maverick!!!  And don’t turn your back on Oxley!!”


   


   


  Maddox could hear the fat kid breathing from a quarter mile into the forest.  He could hear when he was eating even further away than that.  Based on their direction he and the girl were heading to Zafton.  


  Maddox had double backed to Milestill after rendezvousing with Granger but came across their trail before he was half way there and had started following it.  


  They had gotten at least a two day lead on him to Zafton but being mounted he had closed the distance in less than a day and was now within range of overtaking them whenever he chose.


  For the time being he was content to simply follow them.  Granger had insisted that the girl not be harmed but judging from the way she was armed if he tried to ambush them she intended to put up a fight and then anything could happen.  


  The fat boy was not a problem as Maddox could dispatch him when he chose but still even that would alert the female and once again prompt her to fight.  Instead Maddox intended to wait until they camped for the night.  If he knew anything about overweight kids the fat boy would probably fall asleep first.  If so Maddox could simply wait until the female fell asleep and then collect their weapons and bind her up.  He doubted if the fat boy would even wake up during any of it.


  On the other hand, if the girl fell asleep first, then he would simply kill the fat boy and then collect the girl’s weapons and be off with her.


  Even as he worked it all out in his head the pair began to move off the road to a clearing where they could bed down.  


  Maddox dismounted and started leading his horse by the reins.  Watching them unpack and gather loose saplings for a fire, Maddox started to tie the reins of his horse to a tree…just then someone’s left arm wrapped around his neck in a choke hold and their right arm pierced a silver dirk into the side of his neck…


  “Who are you?  And why are you following my friends?”


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER SIX


  Statuettes


   


  Morcai sat at his desk.  He had papers strewn about and small statuettes situated strategically on top of a large map spread out in the center of them all.


  To his right he had reports from the North that neither Dwarfhaven or Elf Mountain were reacting to the rumors of King Overlord’s death.  This either meant word had not reached them yet or they would not come to any new king’s aid.  If Morcai was lucky it was the latter but more likely than not it was the former as he had dispatched a large force of Nemesis Knights to that region to prevent any such news from making it to either of those strongholds.  


  If their forces started to move his plan would be doomed before it began.


  To his left he had messages from the South.  The Father of Morsh Monastery had started heading for Kings Castle accompanied by two of his disciples and a troop of warrior monks.  That was a problem.  Morcai didn’t have the strength to engage the highly skilled and fervently devoted holy warriors of the monastery at this time.  He would have to let them be.  Until they actually reached the castle, if they reached the castle, the monastery would not be a factor in the events that were about to unfold.


  That brought him to the documents directly in front of him… the map and the markers.  Heymann and his Nemesis Knights had made it to Wooddam and had set The Ferret loose.  And he had slipped past the Third Knight ‘Swift’ and would soon be visited upon his prey.  If that went well it would be the domino that would set all the rest of Morcai’s plans into action.  


  Also on the map was a marker carved in the shape of a black butterfly “The Lady Gabriel” – cypher of The Oracle of Light in the Darkmen’s Domain.  The Lady had not left that domain in over half a century yet she was on the move.   Undoubtedly toward Kings Castle as well.  What secrets she carried with her, he did not know; but it was obvious whatever dark omens she bore were such that they could not be revealed except upon the king’s death.  And now he would know them before any other.  Heymann and his knights were already heading toward her and her party.    If he could win her as an ally, the power she would bring with her was incalculable.  The magic of that domain had not been seen in this land since the Town of Misery was consumed and before that during the Great Red War.  


  If she could not be won as an ally then she must be pushed back into that dark crevice from which she had crawled out of (there were enough Guardians in the land to contend with as it were).  But not before being made to reveal the secrets she surely carried.


  Finally, underneath everything else on his desk was one torn piece of parchment with a single name inscribed upon it… Maverick.  This parchment was the most peculiar of them all to Morcai.  The name meant absolutely nothing to him but it was the piece of parchment that it was written upon that commanded his attention.  


  The parchment had come to him from the monastery.   From a spy of his that had infiltrated it not many months past.  Morcai had tasked the spy with learning what the monastery knew of the king’s lineage and of any potential heirs other than that ‘heathen son’ he had sired with the Queen who would never be accepted as king of The Overland.


  The file the spy eventually sent back had only half a dozen parchments or so most with possible claimants to the throne that were well known and all of whom Morcai had ‘accounted for’ in his plans.  But that one piece of torn parchment with that one name was found in the space between two other folded parchments.  Just that piece and just that name  


  It could be the name of a potential heir or it could be the name of the monk or scribe who had dictated the rest of the parchments.  


  Morcai had sent word back to his spy to search the monastery for more information on the name but by then the rumors of the king’s death had started spreading and Father Wilmont had departed from the monastery with his contingent - and Morcai’s spy - before he could get any other news.


  “Ah so be it”, thought Morcai.  I have too many other matters of great significance to attend to right now than a bastard boy, if indeed he is a son of the king.


   


   


  Hammund granted the Third Knight Swift an audience reluctantly.  He did not like the King and he liked his arrogant knights even less.  Still it did not do to offend one of them and certainly not to offend the king.


  Swift entered in full plate armor.   He held his bassinet helmet under his left arm with the visor down.  His large two handed sword hung on his left as well, meaning the knight could draw it in an instant with his free right arm and bring it to bear before the best of his guards could get their staff into the guard position.  It was no wonder he entered alone without an escort from his vassal knights.


  “My good mayor, it is good of you to entertain the king’s presence!”


  “So now you are the king, Swift?”


  “You know lord Hammund when you entertain a knight of the realm you entertain the king.”


  “Well ‘the king’ owes me money.  Will his knight of the realm pay that?”


  “The king owes no one money.  All you hold, you hold in trust for him.”


  “I’m sorry I misspoke, Lord Knight.  The realm owes me money.”


  “Then that is a matter you should take up with the Seneschal.”


  “So it is.  But how can I honor you today Third Knight?”


  “I would know what you know of the Nemesis Knights that my men and I recently dispatched on the road into your town mayor?”


  “I know what you already know… that they were out there.  They have been out there for the past week.  Apparently waiting for someone to arrive, or to leave.  I do not know which.  I have had my constables watching them but sitting by a road is hardly enough of a crime for me to arrest subjects of Fire Castle.”


  “And who is this someone they were waiting for?”


  “The Ferret.”


  Swift’s expression froze with the mention of that name.  Instantly he knew why the Nemesis Knights had barred their way earlier on the road.  They were not trying to keep the knights from entering the town, they were buying time for someone to leave it.  The Ferret!


  Swift turned on his heel and immediately started heading out of the mayor’s mead hall where the audience had been granted.  Hammund rose from his high seat and called after Swift..


  “And what of your business with me Lord Knight”


  Without looking back or breaking his stride, Swift replied. . . “the King is dead!”


   


   


  Maddox tried to break the young attacker’s grip but the young man was stronger than his size belied.  Maddox was about to test his strength one more time when the dirk pierced so deep it drew a sprout of blood.


  “Listen to me carefully friend, and measure the threat in my voice, you make one more move and I will drive this dirk straight through this end of your thick neck and out the other end.”


  Maddox knew that not only was his young assailant not joking, but judging from his voice, he had done it before.  He had killed.


  “Maverick? I am a friend indeed.  Granger ‘Greyhound’ sent me to find you.”


  Maverick eased his choke hold a little but left the dirk in place.


  “Granger you say.  What business does the Grey Ranger have with me?”


  Just then Maverick felt a serrated blade in the small of his back.


  “I mean to warn you about making for King’s Castle.  Now let Maddox go so we can join your friends and talk.”


  “Granger?  I had a feeling someone was following me.”


  “It’s not me you have to worry about following you Maverick.  That’s why we need to talk.”


  “Okay then.  Let’s talk”  


  Maverick pushed Maddox away and slid his dirk back into his waist.  Granger sheathed his hunting knife and Maddox landed on his knees and coughed.  


  “You bastard!!” He yelled as he sprung up from the ground and rushed at Maverick.  Maverick swung and delivered a devastating kick into Maddox’s stomach, followed by a double fisted blow down to the back of his head when he doubled over from the kick.  Maddox fell to the ground again, this time on his side, writhing in pain.  Granger bent down and grabbed Maddox’ head by the hair.


  “Do that again Maddox and I will skin you myself… and make you watch!”


  “Is it over?” Maverick said, “cause if you get up and I don’t like the look on your face I’m going to plant your own sword in your belly.”  


  Just then Maddox noticed that his short sword was missing and that Maverick had disarmed him at the same time that he had taken him down.  Only one other man had ever done that to him and it was Granger.  And if Granger had trained Maverick, Maddox was lucky to be alive.


  “It’s over son, you hurt my pride by catching me off guard.  But you hurt my gut just now so my pride will just have to deal with it.”


  “Good”, said Granger.  Let’s join Lyla and Oxley.  


  Maverick paused and shot Granger a look. . .“just how long have you been spying on me?”


   


   


  Lyla and Oxley were surprised to be awakened by the unexpected guests that had showed up at their camp in the middle of the night.  Lyla was especially surprised as Oxley was supposed to be keeping guard.


  Maverick had made short introductions of Maddox and Granger before moving off with Granger where the two began rekindling the pairs camp fire so they could talk.


  Lyla and Oxley sat at the other end of the camp with Lyla sitting with her knees up against her chest and her arms folded across her knees.  Every now and then she would shoot Oxley an icy stare, but he would not look back at her.  


  Oxley simply sat open legged on the ground supporting his weight with his arms locked straight down behind his back.  He didn’t know what Lyla was so upset about anyway.  Maverick was the one who had surprised them.  She should be mad at him.  Besides if she was thinking she didn’t have to pay him just because Maverick and these other adventurers had showed up then she was wrong.


  Maddox sat opposite from Lyla and Oxley and away from Maverick and Granger who were in the center by the fire.  


  Maverick knelt on one knee with an arm across it and his other arm holding a stick stoking the fire.  Granger sat “skraeling style” with his legs crossed and his left arm resting on his right thigh and his right arm holding a stick also stoking the fire as Maverick was doing.


  “What do you know of the rumors of the king’s death?” Maverick asked Granger.


  “I do not know if he is really dead Maverick.  I will tell you that first.  The Lionheart is not above such a ruse as this to lure his enemies out.”  


  Lionheart was the name Granger and the men of the Unknown Islands had given to King Overlord.  It came from tales of a great king in a land that gave birth to part of the Overland who was known as “Richard of the Lionheart”.  The men of the Unknown Islands said King Overlord and he were one and the same.  


  “Then I must go to the castle and find out Granger.  You know that.   So why have you sought me out.”


  “Maverick when the king brought you to me at the age of 16 and asked that I train you in my disciplines, I made him tell me why a boy of your youth needed to learn such arts.   And the king explained to me that he believed your fate was intertwined with that of the Overland itself and not just our Kingdom of Overland, but the Overland entire from The Continent of Men to Bozz and beyond.”


  “Why have I never heard of such things Granger.  My uncle never told me about any fate.  Only that he and the king were friends from the Crimson Wars and that the king had promised to squire me when I was of age.  That is why I was sent to you under the care of the Third Knight Swift.”


  “Maverick, your uncle Forn was a great warrior during the Crimson Wars and a proud knight.  Many were the times we thought him dead only to discover that the ‘Winter Fox’ was not so easily killed.  But even your uncle could not know the things that the king of all the land is privy to. “


  “Be that as it may Granger.  Why now?  What of my fate bids you seek me out now.”


  “Well that’s an easy question to answer Maverick.  If the king really is dead then whoever killed him will seek for you next.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes you Maverick.”


  “Why me?”


  “Because you are more than the king’s squire Maverick… you are his son!”


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Heirs Apparent


   


  “Lord Heymann!”


  “Report Dubois.”


  “I have located the Lady Gabriel and her party.  They are less than a days ride outside the forest between the Only Oasis and the Infested Mountains.”


  “And what of Rebel’s Bane?  Has The Second Knight Horatio rode out to meet her?”


  “He follows her Lord.  Though I am not sure if she knows.”


  “Oh she knows Dubois.  How many knights and how many soldiers has Horatio brought with him.”


  “Five knights and some fifty soldiers lord.”


  “We are too few to challenge them then.  And no doubt, Swift and his retinue have left Wooddam and even now are trying to track The Ferret.  Dubois can we intercept her before Horatio sees us.”


  “I believe so my lord.  Here, north of the Only Oasis.  She will reach this point just as The Second Knight is passing under the shadow of the mountain.  If we are there waiting for her he will not know of it until he clears its heights.”


  “Then we make for there now Dubois.  And send a rider back to Fire Castle.  Tell Morcai the Lady has been sighted and we will have need of his arts soon.”


  “His arts, my lord?”


  “He will know the meaning of my words Dubois.  Now send word but not by you.  You have done well today and I would have you by my side when we meet the Lady and her men of the dark.  I don’t like the people that dwell in that realm and more importantly, I don’t trust them.”


  “As you say, my lord”


   


   


  Gabriel had not traveled these lands in many years.  The open air, the sun and the breeze were foreign to her.  Little of either of these ever pierced her realm.  It was good to be out, even if but for a while.  She had even indulged herself by walking part of the way barefoot on wet grass following an afternoon’s rain.  Though few believed it, she was still a woman and her body still had “senses” and it felt good to once more indulge them even if in this simple way.


  “A flower my Lady?”


  It was Friar Damian, commander of The Sons of Cain the excommunicated warrior monks she had brought with her.  


  “Thank you, Damian.  I mean Friar.”


  “Damian is fine, my lady.  I saw you with your eyes closed on your mount a few miles back basking in the sunlight.  I thought this flower might remind you of our time here when we are done.”


  “That was kind of you Damian, though you know it would not survive in our realm.”


  “Nonetheless my lady, it lived.  It was.  As are we all.”


  “True again Damian.   And thank you again.  Any news of Horatio?  Has he drew any closer.”


  “No My Lady.  He still follows and at the same distance.  I suspect he has heard the rumor and is unsure of my lady’s intentions.”


  “Perhaps Damian.  Or maybe that is what Charles wants us to believe.”


  “Charles, my lady?”


  “Oh excuse me Damian.  I meant to say the king.  Few know him by that name.”


  “Oh, I see.  So you suspect he lives?”


  “I do.  But I also suspect that he has left the kingdom.  For what reason and by what power that I do not know.”


  “And the oracle?  Does it speak of these things?”


  “The oracle does not ‘speak’ Damian.  It only shows us the things we need to see.”


  “Excuse me, my lady.  I did not mean to blaspheme”


  “And no, the oracle has not shown me the whereabouts of the king.  Nor has it shown me whether he lives. “


  “You sound disturbed, my lady.”


  “The oracle has not shown me these things Damian.  But my dreams are another matter.


  “And what have they shown you My Lady?”


  “War.  They have shown me war Damian.  War and death and great powers contending.  Such things as not even The Church will be able to ignore.  And this is why I have come.”


   


   


  Father Wilmont was glad to have his two best disciples with him on this journey.  Neither had completed all of their martial arts training but both were far more deadly than most of the ne’er-do-wellers they would encounter on this trip.


  He was also glad to have his warrior monks with him, led by Prior Ramon.  The warrior monks were selected from the monasteries most dedicated converts and were the most zealous adherents of the worship of The One.  These were dangerous times, thought Father Wilmont and it called for men of devotion.  Some may have considered them zealots but Father Wilmont simply considered them to be trustworthy.  


  Even before the rumors reached the monastery of the king’s death, something Father Wilmont still doubted, the Father had been having ominous dreams of Fire Castle and its ruler the wizard who called himself “Morcai”.  Morcai being an Old Overland word meaning “he who destroys by fire” thus the name of his citadel “Fire Castle”.  


  Father Wilmont wondered how many people in the kingdom even knew that.


  But it was not his dreams of Fire Castle and Morcai that roused him from his monastery.  It was the dreams of the lady.  The Lady Gabriel and the coming of the men of the dark that had compelled him to act.  If The Lady was leaving her domain then the “Oracles” had been consulted and revealed to her that her time had come.  And if the Lady’s time had come then so had Father Wilmont’s.


   


   


  Swift had no idea where to look for The Ferret and even if he did he could not track The Ferret down and complete the quest the king had personally given him before he departed. 


  But he also could not leave The Ferret to his work.  For all he knew, Morcai knew of the king’s trip and had sent The Ferret to intercept and kill him while he was away from the realm and vulnerable.  


  Even on a ship out on the ocean one was not safe from the skills of The Ferret.  But Swift had to complete the quest the king had charged him with.  Which meant he needed to find someone else who was capable of tracking down and stopping The Ferret.  And there was only one man in this part of the kingdom that he knew had a chance against The Ferret….Granger ‘Greyhound’ Ranger of the South.


  Granger was one of an elite group of men in the Kingdom known as Rangers.  Rangers were expert woodsmen, trackers, hunters, scouts who also excelled in guerrilla warfare.  Most were self taught though all at some time had received some kind of military or survival training.  


  In a forest or similar setting they could live off the land indefinitely and they were experts in navigating terrain of any type.  Granger was said to have been trained as a Ranger by an Elven friend of his father, a minor noble at Kings Castle.   But he had also received training from some of the King’s Bane Knights.  


  Swift was the same age as Granger so he had not personally trained or trained with the Ranger but it was said that The First Knight Bonelord had squired him even though it was generally accepted that Granger would not actually become a knight.  


  Swift had only worked with Granger once during an affair with a minor wizard/magician that called himself ‘The Hive Lord’.  He had the ability to summon and control large swarms of insects and was moving from town to town exacting payments from their mayors to recall his insects after he had set them upon the populace.  


  King Overlord had given Swift the quest of stopping the Hive Lord and after consulting with the monastery Swift was told to seek out the Ranger ‘Granger Greyhound’.    Ultimately Granger came up with a mix of eucalyptus, cedar wood, lavender and rosemary that he had the towns people burn in their chimneys to repel the insects away long enough for Swift to overcome the magician in the center of the town.  


  But Granger was no mere herbalist.  He was said to have helped Sir DavenPo track Goliath The Great - the giant from the Kingdom of Bozz - through the Infested Mountains and into the Swallowing Swamps where he was finally overcome by Sir DavenPo and Horatio The Second Knight.


  So if anyone could help Swift locate, and deal with, The Ferret it was Granger; and even if it meant a detour from his sworn quest Swift knew he had to obtain his aid at all costs.




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Powers Shaken


   


  “His son?”  The words stuck in Maverick’s mouth.  “The King’s son?”


  “If what I believe to be true, then yes. You must be his son.”  Granger looked hard into Maverick’s eye, searching for any sign of knowledge.  But he saw none.  The news was truly a surprise to Maverick.


  “If what you believe to be true!  If what YOU believe to be true?”  Maverick stood up and pointed a finger in Granger’s face,  


  “By The One and His Son, Granger, that is a deadly rumor you are threatening to unleash.  One that will very likely get me killed by the king himself, if he is not dead.  Never mind those you claim to be seeking my life.”


  “Maverick, sit back down. . . please.” 


  Granger stayed seated and looked up at Maverick with his hand motioning to Maverick’s position by the fire, 


  “. . .sit back down and I will explain the rest of it.”


  Maverick sat down and just looked at Granger without saying a word.


  “Long has it been rumored that the king has a son not born of the Queen.”


  “You mean a bastard?” said Maverick.


  “No.  I mean yes.  But I would not consider him such.  And neither would many in this realm.”


  “Many like whom?”


  “Many who would follow him if the king is dead Maverick.  As you know Maverick the king has no heir by blood.  Any child he bears with the Queen cannot rule because the Queen is not from this kingdom.  So that child has no claim.  But those who have been closest to the king and some who are privy to his secrets, both friend and foe, have known for some years that the king sired at least one son from a maid other than the queen. “


  “What do you mean at least one son?”


  “I mean there could be another, or there could simply be someone other than you who is his heir.”


  “Do you know who that someone is?”


  “Yes and I cannot reveal that to you, just like I cannot reveal you to him.  It is he who I seek next.”


  “And you suspect me because of the kindness the king showed me growing up?”


  “Yes.”


  “Any other reason.  I mean anything you know about me or my mother that I do not know?”


  “No.  Just as you say the king showed you great kindness as a child and took a special interest in your training and education.”


  “What about this other would be son, did the king take a special interest in him and his training and education as well.”


  “No. “


  “So you suspect him why?”


  “I cannot tell you that.  But I can say it is not unlike Lionheart to mask his motives by doing two opposite things at once.”


  “You mean by showing me favor but ignoring the other, the king leaves doubt as to which is his real son.  A doubt that can only be resolved by knowing the mind of the king and what he would think was the best way to hide his heir.  Either train and equip him to rule or ignore him and draw all danger away from him to some other candidate that he has trained and equipped.”


  “Exactly Maverick.  You have deduced the sum of it.  Either you are his son, or you are a carefully groomed ruse for his son.   Do you understand now why either way you are in grave danger?”


   


   


  Brufson was about to pay Midas for the five vials of healing potion.


  “No need my lord.  I believe I am in your debt.”


  “Do you mean the audience with Maverick?”


  “Yes.  It was decent of you to meet with him.  Especially under such circumstances as we find ourselves in these days.”


  “Ah, take the money Midas.  I would have sent for Maverick soon anyway and you know that.”


  “Even so my lord, it ingratiated him to me and for that I am in your debt.”


  “As you choose.  But I fear I did not have much to tell the lad except as much as you could of told him yourself.”


  “How so, good Mayor?”


  “I know that Swift spoke with you before coming to me with the news Midas.”


  “So now you are spying on your healer?”


  “I am the mayor by God, of course I am spying on my healer.  Lest I receive a vial from my healer one day passed from the hand of a foe.  Besides I know why Swift met with you.  He seeks to know the mind of your old mentor, Father Wilmont.”


  “Even so.  Though like you I fear I did not have much to tell him.”


  “Well has the Father sent word to you?  What will the monastery do?  What does the monastery believe?”


  “I do not know.  But I know the Father and he will seek to verify the news himself prior to committing himself to anything.”


  “Look Midas I will level with you.  I have not pledged my support to Kings Castle or Fire Castle at this point.  I simply need more information.  Naturally with the king being a descendant of this province most will assume we will stand by Kings Castle.  But that just makes us the first place to be besieged if the news is true.  Which means if I don’t choose to support the castle and whoever it puts forth as the new king, then I must make that intention known early and first.  And if I do intend to support it then I must start to prepare this town’s defenses now.”


  “I see your dilemma mayor.  And what would you have me do.”


  “The same thing I asked of Maverick.  Get me more information.  I would know what the church knows and who it intends to put forth if the news is true.”


  “You want me to go to the monastery then?”


  “Yes.  I fear Maverick’s journey will take him far from here before he returns with any news that could be of help to me.  If he returns.”


  “I understand.  I will leave for the monastery in the morning.  Can you have someone accompany me?”


  “I have one man that I will send to you.  I would prefer to send a squad of constables with you but I fear if you are seen with constables from Milestill then people will make assumptions about my intentions.  And I must conceal my hand for as long as possible Midas.”


  “I understand Mayor.  One man will be enough.”


  “One last thing Midas”


  “Yes my lord.”


  “Take this money.  You will need it.”


  “Yes.  You are probably correct about that now.”


   


   


  “How long are you going to be mad at me,” Oxley asked Lyla as they walked ahead of Maverick and Granger.


  “It’s not my fault you know.  Maverick is the one who showed up uninvited.”


  “That’s not the point Oxley, you were supposed to be standing guard and you fell asleep.   What if it had not been Maverick?  We could have both been killed. That is what!”


  “Well are you still going to pay me?  The two gold pieces?”


  “Yes Oxley you will get your two gold pieces. I just need to get to Zafton and back home to Tristan.”


  Maverick and Granger walked behind Lyla and the boy Oxley.  It was a sunny day and they had agreed to accompany the two to Zafton.  During the trip Maverick and Granger would discuss the best way to proceed.


  “So Brufson wants me to go to Kings Castle and see what news there is of the king – dead or otherwise.  That is where I was heading when I learned Lyla had left for Zafton with Oxley.   The rest you know.”


  “I still think you should go to Kings Castle Maverick but not straight away.  If anyone in the realm knows of your birth and of the king’s heirs it is Father Wilmont at Morsh Monastery.”


  “That much I agree with Granger.  I trained at the monastery when I was sixteen for three months after I left you.  Many lords and mayors brought their sons to the monastery to learn its secret arts, but very few of them it was indeed that completed those tests.  Alas, not even I, despite all you had taught me, was able to make it to the end.  


  But there was one young man there, somehow also known to the king, that excelled beyond us all.  Alas I do not know if he completed his training.  As he was still there when I left for Dwarfhaven.”


  “Well if it is the same lad I know of.  He passed.  But that is of no consequence to us at the moment.  He could be the king’s ruse as much as you.  Father Wilmont will know more of the truth of it than either of us.”


  “Maybe so Granger, but if I had known I would be visiting the monastery I would have brought Midas with me.  He is a healer in the employ of Mayor Brufson and was a pupil of Father Wilmont.”


  “Aye, having one such as him would of served you well. Because as you said Father Wilmont has seen many young lads come and go from the monastery and is just as likely to have as little recollection of you as you have of him.  Still you must try.  From there you can go to the castle.”


  “And what of Brufson?  Surely I cannot report to him the things you are telling me about myself and this other lad.  And for all of his overbearingness Brufson would be a formidable ally to have on our side however this plays out.”


  “So what is your concern?  Do you fear if you do not send word to him he will suspect his confidence has been betrayed and array against whatever side you fall on.”


  “Even so.”


  “I see.  Perhaps my man Maddox can be of service in this regard then.”


  “The brute?  How much does he know of your suspicions about me?”


  “Nothing.  But I trust him.  At least for myself.  And he will report to Brufson whatever I tell him to report, including that he is bringing word from you.”


  “But of what worth could his report be to the mayor?  Understand this Granger, Mayor Brufson only plays the oaf, and a dangerous one at that, if someone actually mistakes him for such.”


  Granger looked at Maverick but remained silent.  He then pulled a rolled leaf from a pocket along his waste and stuck it in his mouth and lit it.  Taking a deep pull and releasing a spiral swirl of smoke as he spoke.


  “By the way Maverick.  The Lady Gabriel is heading towards Kings Castle.”


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER NINE


  Pieces Start To Move


   


  Friar Damian brought Heymann to the Lady’s tent.   The Lady and her contingent had stopped just outside of the Wooddam Forest and were contemplating whether to pass through the forest or skirt around it east passing near The Lost Men’s Camp.


  “My Lady, I present to you Lord Heymann, Captain of Morcai’s elite Nemesis Knights.”


  “My Lady, my Lord Morcai sends you his greetings and bids you accept his hospitality at Redrock Castle.”


  “You mean at Fire Castle, Captain Heymann?”


  “My Lord does not call it by that name my lady?”


  “Forgive me Captain.  I have not traversed these lands in many years.  I do not mean to offend.  So it is Redrock Castle now?”


  “Even so my lady, my lord has proclaimed as much.”


  “So Matthew is in the business of issuing proclamations now?”


  “Matthew, my lady?”


  “No mind Captain.  Another name from the time I last traversed these lands.”


  “And why does ‘Morcai’ (Gabriel smiled as she thought about the meaning of that name aware that its meaning ‘the one who brings fire’ was lost on the captain) desire that I grace his red castle with my presence captain?”


  “Redrock Castle my lady.  And my lord wishes to ascertain the meaning of your arrival and whether he might be of assistance to the keeper of The Oracle of the One.”


  “You mean your master would know if the Oracle has spoken of him or his fate?”


  “I would not know of such things my lady?”


  “You are right.  You would not.  But seeing as I would consider it a favor to your master to permit myself to be attended to by him at his castle, then I will ask a favor of him in return.”


  “Anything my lady and I am sure my master will make it so.”


  “I have been followed by a knight of the realm and his retinue for almost three days now.  Before I decide whether to pass through the forest or skirt far around it to the east, I would be rid of him.  Is that a favor you and your knights would bestow upon me?”


  “I am aware that he follows you my lady.  But he has a force of five knights and fifty men at arms.  I have but three knights and another fifteen men at arms still with me.  Besides my lady, my scout reported that your present location is unknown to the Second Knight and will be for another half day until he clears the shadows of the Infested Mountains.  If you make for the forest in the morning I am sure you will lose him.”


  “And what if I choose to skirt the forest Captain?”


  “Then he will surely pick up your trail again before you clear them.”


  “Unless he is delayed, correct?”


  “Well of course my lady.  But the only way to delay him now would be to engage him and as I said we are too few.”


  “And as I have said if you wish me to meet with your master I require a favor.  Will you delay him Captain?”


  Heymann paused.  Then at last he spoke.  “As you wish my lady.” 


  Heymann bowed courteously and turned to exit the Lady’s tent.


  “Captain!” The Lady called after him.


  Heymann stopped but did not turn around.  “My lady?”


  “I only need the knight delayed.  Whether it is by you or your men without you is of no concern to me.  Do you understand Captain.”


  Heymann did not reply and instead exited the tent.  Friar Damian stayed behind and re-sheathed the dagger he had slid from under his habit while the two were talking.


  “Interesting conversation my lady.  But one question?”


  “Yes Damian?”


  “We have almost one hundred Sons of Cain with us.  Why didn’t he ask for help?”


  “Because he is a ‘knight’ my dear friar.  Do remember we are not in the Darkmen’s Domain any longer.  This is the Overland.  And in the Overland a knight is a fearsome and terrible thing to behold, and he would never ask help of a bunch of lowly monks.”


  Damian looked back at the door of the tent flapping in the breeze as he watched the proud image of Heymann mount his great warhorse and ride out of the camp in a fury.


   


   


  Vandrel was disturbed the ring had become dull and its power was ebbing and receding unusually.  Something was amiss and it was affecting the ring.  Vandrel went to the grove in the side of the cave where the ring was laid and closed his eyes as he put his concentration upon it.


  Something was indeed wrong.  Something was not only affecting the ring.  Something was “calling it”.  Rather someone was calling it.


  Vandrel removed the ring and held it in his hand.  It was warm and it radiated a soft vibration.  Vandrel closed his fist and the screen inside his mind came to life.  


  Such was the power of The Resurrection Ring.  Most who sought the ring only sought it for its power to make he who was dead live again but The Resurrection Ring was much more than that.  When used properly, by one such as Vandrel, the Ring not only made that which was dead live again but it could allow a person in one realm to pierce the other.  The living could see into the world of the dead and the dead could see into the world of the living.


  That is what Vandrel was doing now.  The images that played in his mind were like motion pictures on a clear lake.  He could scroll them at will….here was a warrior who had lived and died on his horse, just staring at Vandrel; there was a maiden who had drowned while swimming alone – in the nude – she lay still across the beach staring into the sky and Vandrel stared down at her almost losing his concentration as her supple body forced his eyes upon her breast and then bid them look ‘lower’.  


  Vandrel broke the tether and moved on; there was a young boy on his knees in prayer inquiring about his dead mother; there was a lord high in his castle surveying the army laying siege to his stronghold and looking down at the sword of his son who had recently fallen in battle; Vandrel was seeing the living now but they could not see him as the dead could; then there was a lady – living – looking directly at him.  And then she ‘grinned’ and ‘spoke’! 


  “Hello Vandrel, I am coming to see you!”


  Vandrel fell back in the cave and lost his concentration temporarily dropping the ring.  He was exhausted and panting on his hands and knees.  He had dropped the ring and retrieved it again quickly returning it to its alcove.  


  Vandrel stood and breathed three words, “The Lady Gabriel!”


   


   


   


  Morcai removed the message from the winged Siren’s talons with gratitude. He opened it and read it quickly. Heymann has found The Lady and by now should have made first contact with her.  


  The fact that Horatio was following her was unexpected news however.  Morcai had been led to believe by his agents that The Second Knight was already at Kings Castle supervising arrangements for his burial.  Obviously he was not.  This was a development of some significance as the Bane Knights rarely acted of their own volition and where they went the king’s will was not far behind.


  No matter.  For now the arrival of The Lady led more credence to the news of the kings death than a single knight being where he ought not be.  


  As Morcai went to write a note for the messenger to bear back to Heymann there was a commotion on one of the lower levels of his castle.  Men yelling and arms clashing briefly.  Then a terrible cry and nothing.


  Morcai went to a back door of his chamber across from the window the messenger had arrived by.  When he opened the door a guard was standing there and turned to face him.  


  “What was that Jarvis?”


  “Another quester my lord.”


  “Some type of thief or spy I take it?”


  “Even so, my lord.”


  “What level did he make it to.”


  “The first.”


  “Ah I see.  Oh well be sure to clean up the mess before morning.”


  “I will do so my lord.”


  “And don’t forget to reset all the traps.  That is how the last challenger made it to the second level.”


  “They are doing so now even before cleaning up my lord.”


  “Very well, good night Jarvis.”


  “Good night, my lord.”


  Morcai proceeded to open the parchment and scribbled a detailed message to Heymann.   He closed it and rolled it up and then tied it shut.


  “Take this to Heymann.  With haste!”


  The fell beast replied in a sickly voice punctuated by a grotesque gurgling, “As you command, my lord” and flew out the window of the castle.  Its wings beating furiously in the gray night sky.


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TEN


  The Ferret


   


   


  Swift was puzzled.  He had been in the forest for three days and had not spied any sign of the Greyhound.  His men trotted alongside him, Sir Ebros and two others to his right and Swift and Sir Gavin on the left.  


  Granger was considered one of the most skilled Rangers in the kingdom.  He especially made it his business to know who came and went in the Wooddam Forest and would always take note of the king or his knights.  The fact that Granger had not confronted them or otherwise given signs that he was watching disturbed Swift.  Not that it necessarily meant Granger was not out there because if Granger did not want you to see him you would not.  


  But Swift had trained with the Rangers prior to becoming a knight and he could tell better than most knights if another Ranger was around or even near, and he was quite sure Granger was no where to be found.  Which begged the question.  Where was he?


   


   


  Granger slowly walked up to Lyla.  He could feel that she was nervous.  She was young, he thought, even younger than Maverick.  It was always so with war and conflict, it costs the young more than all others.


  Lyla glanced at the tall Ranger but did not acknowledge his presence.  She tried to continue her pace but felt herself slowing her stride as she unconsciously took inventory of herself and how she must appear to this seasoned warrior.


  She had a dagger on her left waist and the crossbow pistol was slung across her back.  She wore a linen skirt that came down to her ankles with a leather reinforced tunic with long sleeves and a short collar.  Under her skirt she wore men’s woolen hose.  Her long brown hair was tied with a leather cord halfway down its length.  The look was completed by brown leather boots of the kind more commonly preferred by archers.  


  After walking beside her without speaking for some time Granger finally spoke.


   


  “And you must be Lyla?  Maverick’s friend?”


   


  “Un hum”, said Lyla trying to keep her stride.


   


  Granger waited to see if Lyla would ask who he was.  But she did not.


   


  “Aren’t you going to ask who I am.”



  “No”, said Lyla.  “Maverick has a lot of friends like you.”



  “And what am I like?” asked Granger with a smile.


   


  “You know what I mean,” replied Lyla.  “All serious and dangerous like.”


   


  Granger smiled again.  


   


  “Well I assure you Lyla, I am very serious.  But I am not dangerous.  At least not unless I have to be.”


   


  “Well I am not dangerous unless I have to be as well” Lyla said matter of factly.


   


  Granger laughed.


   


  “Fair enough, my lady.”


   


  Lyla looked at him out of the corner of her eye.  No one had ever called her a “lady” before.  Not even Maverick.


  The two continued to walk side by side without speaking further.  Lyla carding a piece of fleece she had brought from home; and Granger sharpening the broad axe that usually hung at his side.


   


   


   


  He was taking his time.  He always did.  Getting a job dying wool would prove useful, especially the red dye.  


  His instructions had been a little more specific than he was used to but it was still nothing he could not accomplish.  He had already paid for an audience with the local alchemist.  After that it was simply a matter of finding the best ‘delivery’ method for the killing agent.


  There was only one more thing he needed to know before he struck.. . whether someone was trailing him.  


  He had seen the clash outside the Town of Wooddam when he escaped in the cart.  If that was about him then he would be safe to assume he was being tracked even now.  


  He had not gotten as good as he was with his ‘work’ by simply focusing on the job at hand.  He always had to prepare his means of escape after the method of striking had been determined but prior to the actual kill.  That is how he lived to complete another job.


  In this case, it would not have only been careless to assume Morcai’s men had taken care of the knights he had slipped past outside of Wooddam, it would have been dumb.  He was sure the knights being assailed outside of the town would prevail.  Especially if the heraldry he saw on the leader’s armor was truly that of Swift, The Third Knight of the realm.  Swift could have dispatched all five of those Nemesis Knights himself.


  So he assumed he was being trailed.  And he would also assume that by time he completed his job his pursuer would have caught up with him.  Meaning he would have to deal with him, even if he was a knight of the land.  And if a Bane Knight was pursuing him there was only one sure means of getting him off his tail.  


  And he believed he could find just such a means nearby.




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Decisions


   


  Midas was getting impatient.  It had been three days since Mayor Brufson promised to send someone to leave with him.  Midas was all prepared to leave.  He had packed healing potions, high boots, a heavy coat, a lantern, enough food to feed three people for ten days, and some long rope.


  He had even brushed up on his Milestillian magic training.  Magic was common in the Overland but each town or sometimes castle practiced their own style or form of magic.  Of course, magic was not to be confused with wizardry or the ‘art of unlocking wards’ as it was known in the Overland.  That was something quite rare, and quite powerful that Midas had never studied.  It just brought too much trouble.


  Here in Milestill the preferred type of magic on the other hand was sleight of hand or illusion.  Normally the tricks allowed the magician to make others see what he wanted them to see or at least think they were seeing what he wanted them to see.  Midas’ favorite was one that allowed him to appear to be of a different race, such as an Elf or Dwarf.  When performed successfully he would appear to someone exactly how he would look if he actually were an Elf or Dwarf instead of a human.  That was the one he had brushed up on while packing.  


  Just as he resigned himself to start reviewing another trick, Brufson’s ‘man’ announced his arrival with one long sharp knock on the door.


  “I take it you are the one Brufson said I should wait for?”


  “And I take it you are the healer?”


  “You may call me Midas.  Do you have a name?”


  “I am Boris LeMay but you can call me Constable!”


  “Constable? Well that is fine by me if you insist.  But I would remind you that you are only a ‘Constable’ here.  Out there when we hit the road you are just another traveler and I would be cautious about letting just anyone know you are a Constable.  There is a great many persons who would not hesitate to exact a large measure of revenge on a Constable, any constable, for injustices visited upon them or their loved ones by constables.”


  “Well in that case, you can call me Boris.”


  Midas did not trust Boris.  He appeared to be in his late forties.  He had a bald head with the exception of a patch of hair on the back.  He had a large belly even though he was not fat.  He was not a large man but he was taller than average.  But what bothered Midas the most about him was that he had the look of a man who had crossed a lot of people and Midas was starting to pray they did not run into any of them on their way to the Monastery.”


  “Well Boris what do you say we get on our way.  Did you bring the horses Brufson promised.”


  “Outside.”


  Midas closed the door to the lean-to that he called home and left a note for his landlady telling her when he expected to return; and if he had not returned by that time, where she could collect the next month’s rent.


   


   


  Maddox was upset.  Granger and Maverick had been having private talks off and on for the entire trip and for the first time since he had known him, Maddox felt like a stranger to Granger.  Granger had hardly spoken three words to him since they caught up with these kids.  At first Maddox thought Granger was still upset with him about letting Maverick catch him off guard. But as the trip progressed, and from what little he overheard of their conversations, he didn’t think Granger was surprised by that at all.  Which made Maddox even angrier.


  Maddox had been with Granger, off and on, for three years.  Throughout that time he had asked Granger to apprentice him and teach him to be a Ranger as well.  But Granger would always say he was not ready, or try to explain that most of being a Ranger was something he could not teach.  True, Granger had showed him a few small tricks like how to track most people without being noticed, how to start a fire with just sticks, how to stay warm when it was cold, what bugs were safe to eat and what plants had healing properties but Maddox knew there was a lot more than that stuff that Granger was not sharing with him.  Like where to strike to kill quickest or how to make a man suffocate on his own puke.  Things he knew Maverick knew from the kick he had delivered to Maddox earlier.


  Still despite this, Maddox was always loyal to Granger.  He would die for Granger and had put his life on the line beside him more than a few times.  He had always assumed it was just his demeanor and personality that Granger wanted him to work on before taking him to the next level of his training.  And he had worked on that.  The fact the fat boy and girl were still alive was proof of that.  There was a time he would have waylaid them the moment he caught up with them and killed them both and reported back to Granger that the girl had killed herself rather than come back with him.  He knew how to do that kind of killing.  


  But now, seeing Maverick, for the first time he was starting to feel that the reason Granger had refused to advance his training all these years had more to do with his ‘birth’ than his demeanor.  He was just the lowly son of a blacksmith and that is all he would ever be to Granger.  Someone not worthy of the noble profession of a Ranger.  Which made Maddox even angrier.


  “Well” he thought, “he might be a blacksmith’s boy but he was not stupid and he certainly was not someone to be looked down upon”.  


  He had heard more than enough of the snippets of Maverick and Granger’s conversation to know that it had something to do with the king and his disappearance.  Somehow the lad Maverick knew something about the king being missing and Maddox knew at least one person who would pay him handsomely for that kind of information.  The last he had heard, Heymann Oathbreaker was somewhere in the Wooddam Forest and judging from more of the conversations he had overheard they would be passing very close to that forest, if not through it after this excursion to Zafton was over with.


  Still, he was loyal to Granger no matter what the Ranger thought of his birth.  Granger had saved his life more times than he could remember and when he was set to hang for a crime he didn’t commit, it was Granger who freed him and took him under his protection.  


  Maverick, on the other hand, was arrogant, conceited and over confident.  Perhaps Granger had trained him how to humble the middle aged son of a blacksmith, but how would he hold up against a former knight of the land and an Oathbreaker?


  If the opportunity arose, Maddox had no reservations about finding out.


   


  They entered Zafton together but Maverick made it known right away that his first stop was going to be the town tavern.  Lyla and Oxley on the other hand were going to head down to the docks and start making inquiries about selling the compass. Granger took Maddox with him to see what News and Information he could gather regarding the king and other events in the kingdom.


  Maverick got a table in a corner of the tavern.  It gave him a good view of everyone who came in or went out and there was less light there than anywhere else in the tavern so it also offered him a measure of concealment.


  Maverick had told Lyla and the others he needed a drink after the long trip from Milestill.  The truth was he needed a drink after the news he had received from Granger.  


  ‘A king’s son’.  


  This was something Maverick had never contemplated.  His uncle was brave enough and said to have been a renowned warrior.  But all he was ever told about his father was that he had ‘other obligations’ that prevented him from raising Maverick so he had made his brother Forn pledge to do so. And had provided his brother with everything he needed to fulfill that pledge during Maverick’s youth.  


  It was even his father who had paid for Maverick to receive the tutelage and training he had been given growing up.  Never did Maverick consider that the ‘other obligations’ were those of being ‘king of the realm’.  Even now he did not have the temerity to believe such a thing without more proof.  


  And, more importantly, if his father was the king then who was his mother and what had really happened to her.  Maverick knew less about her than he did about his father.  All he had ever been given (or told) about his mother was a letter from his father saying that his mother had remained out of his life for his own safety and well being.  And that she was no longer in the realm.  But what if that was not true?  What if the king - his father - had her killed to protect his secret or forced her away and out of Maverick’s life for the same reason?  


  The more he thought on this the more determined he was to get to the truth of the rumors of the king’s death.  Because if he was dead then Maverick might never know the truth of any of these things; but if he was not dead, then king or not, he had a lot of explaining to do.




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  First Blood


   


  Heymann could not see Horatio from his vantage point at this bend in the ridge line.  But he knew The Second Knight would emerge from the cover of the Infested Mountains within the next hour.


  He did not fear Horatio.  He did not fear any of the Bane Knights.  But he also did not like being told to sacrifice himself and his men as ‘a favor’ to a woman he was not even sure was royalty.  


  But Morcai had charged him harshly before he left on this quest to ‘tend to the Lady and fulfill her bidding to the utmost’.  That told Heymann all he needed to know.  That she was important.  It did not tell him ‘why’ she was important but that was of no consequence to him.  He was a knight.  The embodiment of his lord’s will and purpose and if The Lady was that important to Morcai then Heymann would obey her as he would his master.


  Even still Heymann could not conceive that Morcai knew that she would waste him so.  At least he refused to believe that Morcai could have known.  How he wished that he had some word from Morcai.  Even at this distance Heymann knew Morcai had ways of conversing with him if he chose.  He had witnessed his master doing so on many occasions but each had weakened him severely and Heymann doubted that Morcai would expend such strength to check in with him.  Still Morcai should know of his fate if he were to fall.  There was still the matter of The Ferret and The Third Knight Swift.  Heymann intended to head off Swift after delivering The Lady to Fire Castle.  Now it seemed he would have to settle for The Second Knight - Young Horatio.


  Horatio was the youngest of the three permanent Bane Knights.  Heymann had never met him personally but they had communicated through dispatches when Heymann held Warrior’s Bane.  Unlike most knights Horatio was largely considered to have purchased his knighthood.  He was not even originally from the continent of the Overland.  Instead he hailed from The Continent of Men and was said to be the nephew of the King of Monet.  All of the men of Monet were infamous for their good looks, wealth and fine attire; and Horatio was no exception.  Even after obtaining his knighthood he hardly ever wore his full armor.  Instead preferring the fancy cavalier outfit of a Monetian Musketeer.  He even fought Musketeer style with a fencing sword and long knife.  


  Of course that was not to say that Horatio could not fight.  Indeed he was an able swordsman.  One of the best in the kingdom for sure.  He fought in what was called ‘fencing’ style and relied on quick and accurate thrusts and strikes to either disable and then kill an opponent or disarm and kill him.  Heymann had once seen Horatio kill three men at once with three successive steps and then thrusts.  


  Still if he was given a choice he would rather fight Horatio than Swift.  Horatio was a swordsman but Swift was a warrior.  Swift knew not only how to kill with a sword, he could kill with any weapon and quickly at that.  Whereas Horatio was inclined to show off if given the chance, Swift would kill you quick without hesitation.


  “They approach, my lord!”  Dubois startled Heymann out of his reflections.


  “Very good Dubois.  How many?”


  “Three knights and twenty five men at arms.”


  Heymann, who was mounted with his back toward Dubois, turned his horse and faced his lieutenant.


  “Two knights and twenty five men?  Are you sure Dubois?”


  “Even so my captain.  I counted them myself when they came into view.”


  “Then Horatio has split his forces.  Three of his knights and twenty five men are missing.”


  “Not exactly my captain.  The Second Knight no longer leads them.”  Sir Dubois said matter of factly.


  “Horatio has returned to Rebel’s Bane then?” Heymann replied.  “Of course, he is passing The Lady off.”


  “Passing her off my captain?”


  “Yes Dubois.  The Bane Forts exist in a ring around the Overland.  Each knight that man’s one has a certain jurisdiction.  The area in between where one knight’s jurisdiction ends and the other begins is called the ‘pass off’.  Usually half of one knight’s muster will meet half of the other knight’s muster to complete the pass off.”


  “I see, so there is only ever a short time when they are less than a full muster?”


  “Exactly Dubois, but it is during that time that one or both musters are most vulnerable.  Horatio must be seeking to make the pass off while he is still concealed by the mountains so The Lady would not have known that he split his force.  But we have beat the muster from Heroes Bane here and they don’t know it. How many men are we Dubois?”


  “Fifteen men at arms, three knights and you my lord.”


  “Still bad odds but a far better bet than trying to take on Horatio and his whole muster.  We must strike now Dubois!  Signal the men to mount up.  Signal them to attack! Attack!”


   


  Vandrel’s trip to Elf Mountain had been an arduous one.  He was not dressed appropriately for travel and the weather in the Overland was starting to turn cold.  The worst part however was the trek up Yeti Mountain across to Elf Mountain.  


  Elf Mountain being the name of both the mountain itself as well the citadel of the Elven King that sat high atop its peaks.  The humans had named the region Elf Mountain after the Crimson Wars when the Elves that had come to Overland from the Kingdom of Lyss made it their home.


  The Elves had never named the mountain but they called the castle “Celestra” which was elvish for ‘distant refuge’.  


  Vandrel entered the gates of Celestra without note as the castle gates usually remained open to accommodate travelers and traders.  There was not much activity in the castle square as Elf Mountain was one of the more remote domains in the kingdom. Most of the visitors were elves and ironically Dwarves, who despite their enmity with the elves had no problem with trading with them.


  The men of Futuretown were the second most prominent visitors to be seen in Celestra as it was commonly assumed that all of that city’s advancements had merely been stolen from the Elves.  Something that was actually not true.  In fact, the Elves of Lyss and the men of Futuretown shared their work with each other and often tested or copied each other’s technology to improve upon it.


  Vandrel missed those days.  Those days when his time was also filled with travels and study, research and trading.  The days before the doom befell him that would forever task him as the Guardian of the Ring.


  In those days he was known as Abercrombie and he taught at the School of Science and Magics in the great Kingdom of Pearl on the Continent of Men.  The degree of learning in Pearl exceeded that in Futuretown like the wisdom in Atlantis exceeded that in ancient Greece.  


  While teaching at the School of Science and Magic, he heard many rumors about the peculiar experiments and quaky devices being made in Futuretown on the continent that bore the same name of their world, The Overland.


  It was by mere chance that an ambassador on his way to see the High King of Overland (because they had clans back then) invited Abercrombie to join him.  Anxious to see the curious creations of Futuretown he had agreed to come and was given passage aboard the ship.


  Their arrival in Overland however came at a precipitous time as a new war was raging and there was talk of ‘weapons of power’ being discovered.  It was the talk of these weapons and of “the so called resurrection ring” that had diverted Abercrombie from his original goal of seeing Futuretown and sent him to the south to that area now called the Darkmen’s Domain to seek out the ring.


  Through great trial and tribulation and after many lives lost Abercrombie found the ring.  Lives of good friends and faithful mates like the ambassador that brought him to The Overland.  The ambassador who had forced the Captain of the ship he was on ‘the Calypso’ to sail down to where Abercrombie was being held and free him from the stronghold of the dread pirate Barnabus.  A freedom preceded by great loss on the part of the Captain and his crew.  Great loss.


  Vandrel did not like remembering those times.  But in the end he found the ring. And it was worth it all.  


  He found it there inside the Oracle of the One inside an ossuary.  Yet like himself now, even then it had a Guardian.  A lady of great beauty and great brightness.  He fought with her for she said He could not take the ring unless He could get past her first.  But she overcame him.  And he died.  Then in a place of shadow and great power she placed the ring upon his finger and he was alive again.  He was alive and he was ‘Vandrel’ - the Vanguard!  The first of the great guardians of the Five Weapons of Power.  


  Weapons of Power that had come into this land to foreshadow a king who would come.  He has existed as that vanguard ever since.  In time the war - The Crimson War - as it was called consumed all, even that land where these great weapons of power were born, and as word of their existence and whereabouts spread during the war every great power in that war (and many who were not part of the war) came to that land to claim them and the battles that ensued were frightful and dire.  Battles that consumed not only men but the land itself.  


  Finally, when the evil warlord Saladin Malice could not conquer the forces arrayed against him he had his lieutenant, Morcai, smite the land with an everlasting curse.  A curse of darkness and blight before retreating to his broken castle.  Never again would that land know day.  But even in the midst of the curse and in the very depth of the blight, a light arose.  The Oracle of Light.  And in that light was The Lady.  The Lady who had overcome him only to anoint him Guardian of the very ring of power he had sought to steal.  


  There were many who hoped she was a goddess despite their faith in The One.  But she has shown many times over that she is no goddess or angel. She has shown that she weeps and she bleeds and she dies.  It is without question that she was the first to have been blessed with new life by the ring, or one of the first.  It is also without question that she is one of its guardians.  But not merely a guardian of one of the weapons of power; but he believed rather, a guardian of The Oracle of Light from which all those great weapons draw their power.


  And that is why he had to go to Celestra and see the King of Elves.  It had been many seasons since she last strode forth from that dark domain and even then only for a short distance and a brief time.  But now if she was truly heading for King’s Castle, did she bear an omen of the coming of the one True King. Or does she bear death?


   


  Sir Ebros approached Swift who was standing alone by a brook.  The knight had just washed his tunic and was wringing it out.  They had been moving up and down, left and right sweeping areas of the forest for three days with no sign of the Ranger his Lord Knight was seeking.


  Sir Ebros was concerned that they were off quest.  The last town that they had left news of the King’s death was Wooddam.  Before that they had entered Milestill and Zafton which meant they still had to reach Futuretown and then the citadels of Dwarfhaven, Elf Mountain and Morsh Monastery.  


  “Sir still no sign of this Ranger.  Do you think it wise to continue this search at the cost of our quest?”


  Swift slipped his shirt back upon his back and bent down and started lifting his armor as he spoke. 


  “Finding The Ferret is part of the quest Ebros.  I fear if The Ferret succeeds at whatever task Morcai has set him to all the rest of the quest will be for naught.”


  “Truly lord.  You said the First Knight’s instructions to you were clear.  Spread the news of the king’s death and prepare your muster at Warriors Bane.”


  “I do not need you to remind me of my duty Sir Ebros!”  Swift stopped assembling his armor and put his finger in the young knight’s face.


  “I am the Third Knight of the realm - not you!  And as such I am charged with far more than ‘completing quests’ noble knight.  I am charged with the very safety of the realm and the life of the king. Whoever that may be!”


  “I did not mean to exceed my station my Lord Swift.  I merely was suggesting that the completion of the quest was within reach and after attaining it we might still head off this assassin.  That and. . .” Sir Ebros paused and looked down, then continued 


  “. . .this is my first quest and I had hoped not to fail my first quest my lord.”


  Swift put his finger down.  Paused and covered his head and face with both his hands.


  “Ah Ebros, I am sorry.  It has been a long time since I undertook my first quest and I had almost forgot the urgency of it and the damage to your reputation as a knight if you fail.  Dammit!”  Swift started pacing with his hands on his hips.


  “Sir, might I recommend that we split up.  I could continue on to the remaining towns with the rumors and you could pursue The Ferret.  After which I would come to you where you are at or at Warriors Bane.”


  “No Ebros.  If that were possible I would have done that straightway when we left Wooddam.  The reason the king tasked a Bane Knight with such a menial quest is because he wanted to make sure the people that it got to believed it.  An unknown and untested knight like yourself could never deliver the news with the same credibility.”


  “Then let me pursue the The Ferret.”


  Swift did not speak.  He knew to send the young knight after The Ferret was to send him to his death.  But Sir Ebros was correct.  Their quest was to deliver the rumor to each of the towns and castles in the Overland.  The King would have others watching and gauging events with the belief that they had all received the rumor by now.  If they stopped now then the king and his allies might mistake inaction on the part of other leaders as disloyalty to the crown.  The consequences of which could be dire.  Even if the few towns they had already reached sided with the king they would not be enough to hold the throne against those remaining if the king forced them to side against him by wrongfully accusing them of breaking their oaths.


  “Ok Ebros.  That is what we will do. I must get the word to the rest of the domains so you must handle this matter of The Ferret.  Now heed my words, and heed them well, for your life will surely depend on you following them without variance; and the life of he who The Ferret seeks may very well hinge on them as well.” 


   


   


  Morcai was in a remote part of his citadel.  It was a chamber past the visible chambers of books and scrolls one could see when on this floor.  Not that he ever let anyone on this floor.  Still should a thief or spy make it here unnoticed even they would not see or be able to access this chamber.  


  Morcai was looking for an old tome on a town called ‘Misery’.  Few people living in the Overland today remembered the town or its fate and fewer spoke of it.  Morcai remembered the town quite well and was quite familiar with its fate and his part in it.  It still tormented him but he was young then and sought power and there were few ways to obtain the type of power Morcai sought.  So the things he did seemed ‘reasonable’.  


  Morcai shook himself. He had not come here to recollect times past.  He needed the tome.  He had only ever looked into it once before the original book disappeared but the copy he kept here had ‘come to him’ by other worldly means and he needed to confirm a recollection he had of an entry.


  There it was.  Black leather cover, red trim and gold leaf pages.  He flipped to the center of the tome, second paragraph from the top and there was the entry


   


  And then the Lady Gabriel said “when it is completed, I will return from the Dark Lands to lend my power to this new king”


   


  Morcai paused.  There was no other entry.  Like many passages in the tome they started and stopped with no apparent relationship to the entries that went before or came after.  For Morcai the passage had raised more questions than it had answered, “. . .when what was completed?” And who was this ‘new king’ she spoke of and why would she pledge to lend him her power.


  Morcai closed the book in frustration and leaned his head against the tall bookshelf supporting himself with his right hand.


  This should not be as hard as it was.  Becoming king was simply a matter of taking a crown off one man’s head and placing it on his own.  A king should be he who is most powerful irrespective of title or rank or birth.  Had not Morcai proven that he indeed was the most powerful during that great trial that had made him ‘the bringer of fire’.


  Just the thought of it brought him anguish.  


  Lo so many years ago it seemed when he was still called Matthew or Mordecai by some.  In those young years his only dreams had been of knowledge.  To seek knowledge in all its forms and manifestations.  He desired to be for men what Prince Mantass Uuul was for the Elves.  The keeper of its collected knowledge.  He had studied and mastered the town magic of every town in The Overland and had went further.  He trained as a healer and then a Cleric at Morsh Monastery.  And he went further, he learned the bards and legends of the minstrels, he acquired News and Information from the most remote parts of the kingdom and he had served politically as mayor or assistant mayor in a half dozen towns or castles.  


  Finally, he had achieved all that he could achieve in The Overland and he sought to go further.  To go abroad and bring back the collected knowledge of those lands foreign to The Overland.  So he consulted with his friend and mentor at the time, Father Josias.  Father Josias begged him with bitter tears not to undertake his quest because, said the father, he had seen a dream that Matthew would not survive.  That dark forces would commandeer him and the knowledge he sought; and that he would be filled with fire!  Fire and destruction were his destiny if he took this path.


  But Matthew had undertaken it anyway.  Yet it was not long into his travels that the enormity of his ambition had overwhelmed him.  There was too much knowledge in too many places for him to consume it all.  He could live a hundred lifetimes more than he had already lived and not have even made a good start of acquiring it all.  So it was that he was alone and marooned on the Isle of Mist in the Sea of Despair when the Dark Harbinger came to him.  Matthew did not know where the dark stranger had come from or even to this day who he was.  But the stranger mended his wounds and fed him.  Gave him shelter and spoke with him.  They talked of many things.  Things Matthew had never talked with anyone about nor could he have because this stranger knew of things that no one he had ever met knew of.  


  He knew of the world called ‘earth’ from which much of The Overland had been borne.  Of its great kingdoms called Rome, Greece, Persia, and Cathay.  


  He knew of its God, from whom the worship of The One had come.  A God with a name that could not be named “YHWH”.  But with many names that were known such as: “Adonai” and “Jehovah”.  


  And of the coming of his Son, Iesous and Yeshuhua, also called The Messiah and Ha-Mashiach, from whom such holy relics as The Resurrection Ring, the Peaceful Palms and the symbol of the cross derived their power.  


  He knew of its great kings such as Caesar, Alexander, Darius, Constantine and Richard called ‘The Lionheart’.  


  But he also knew of other worlds, other realms and other realities.  Those hidden even to the peoples of that ‘earth’.  Of the world of the Dwarves and Elves and of darker things.  Places and peoples it was not permitted for men to inquire of or know in those times.  Of the great Elven Kingdom of Icharion and of the mighty Dwarven Havens Heimdall against whom they often fought.


  The Dark Stranger would tease Matthew with these things, often openly laughing at him as he begged to know more.  Matthew would cry, weep bitterly and even curse to know more, more, more! 


  So it was finally, that the Dark Stranger revealed to the young Matthew how he could know more and not only know more. . . but he could know it all!  


  But to obtain such knowledge he had to be tested.  Tested to prove he was worthy.


  “I AM WORTHY! I AM WORTHY!” cried Matthew from his torment.  


  “We shall see” was his only reply.


  But to take the test required a journey.  And so it was again that a dark ship with a black sail on a black pole appeared off the coast of the Isle of Mist.  The Dark Stranger led him aboard and straight to a quarterdeck where he was commanded to remain upon pain of the most horrible death.


  Food was left for him three times each day and means for his other needs but never did he see a crew member, its Captain or its cargo.  


  After a journey shrouded in natural darkness and fog on evil seas stirred by a malice not of this world, they arrived at last at their destination.  The Land of Boll’gar.  Matthew knew that place instantly.  It was the place of the foul things in The Overland and its evil menaced every continent from the Continent of Men and The Joint Kingdoms, to The Overland and King Overlord to Heaven’s Pillar and The Kingdom of Bozz and beyond.


  Boll’gar was the breeding place of trolls, orcs, goblins, gargoyles, gnomes, giants, rat folk, lizard folk, wraiths, skeletons, zombies, ghouls, elementals and some even said the Yeti - though they denied that such was true.


  Once upon the island Matthew and the Dark Stranger were met by a horde of such foul folk as could consume the world or at least so Matthew thought.  Of all his life it was the first time that Matthew gave thanks to God and the King for men such as The Bane Knights and The Hard Rider Knights of The Joint Kingdoms and especially of The Paladins of Heaven’s Pillar.


  But to the Dark Stranger the abominations that greeted them were ‘his children’.  He walked among them and graced them with his touch as a patriarch would his kin.  And they reverenced and feared the Stranger.  Finally, a wraith who appeared to be of immense power strode to the Stranger and they consulted briefly.  Then the stranger turned and pointed directly at Matthew and laughed.


  Immediately Matthew was seized by a horde that broke away from the great assembly and he was carried through the host being gouged, spat upon, stabbed, scratched, bit and pulled upon as he went.  He screamed.  He cried.  He tried to forsake his desire for knowledge.  He tried to refuse ‘the test’ but he knew it was too late.


  At last, battered and bloody, Matthew was led to a fiery abyss that burned at the heart of that evil land.  Not just fire but sulfur and red molten iron burned and blasted out.  Minions who manned the structure that led to the abyss were killed at random when great gouts of fire and metal would burst from the belly of the abyss and they would scream and become no more than another burning stone or cindering liquid upon the mouth of the chasm.  Only to be willingly replaced by more demented thralls to man the ramparts of the smoldering structure.


  Matthew screamed at the Dark Stranger who watched from a distance.  Even he cautious of stepping too close to the fury of the abyss.  


  “You told me I was to be tested!” Matthew yelled “tested not killed!!!”


  The Dark Stranger laughed “but ah Matthew, death is the ultimate test! And the sum of all knowledge. Besides if you are killed then you will have failed the test and proven not worthy of the things you sought.  Throw him in!!!!”  He screamed at last in a rage.


  Matthew screamed one last time but never felt the pain of his destruction as the heat of the abyss consumed him instantly.  The last thing he saw were his feet and legs disintegrating into ash.


  But then he was awoke.  Whole and unharmed back on the Isle of Mist.  Back where he had first encountered the Dark Stranger.  Nor had he been resurrected or otherwise ‘survived’ the abyss.  He had never left the Isle.  He was not only back where he was but back ‘when’ he was as well.  


  Matthew was rescued three days later by a search party seeking crew members who might have survived the wreck of their sister ship.  Matthew was returned to The Overland where Father Josias paid the debt to the ship’s captain for his safe conduct.  


  Alas Matthew was almost content to accept he had dreamt it all.  But eventually he realized he ‘knew’ things.  Things he had no way of knowing how he knew them.  Not only things that he had been told in his dream by the Dark Stranger but things beyond that that he could not possibly know.  He confided these things to Father Josias who bade him harshly to tell no one of his ‘dream’ and to conceal the knowledge of any such thing that he learned in it.


  But it was not soon after these events that war came to The Overland.  And not just The Overland but all The Lands.  The Crimson Wars had begun with the great warlord Saladin Malice invading The Joint Kingdoms.  Allegiances were required on all sides and for reasons he still does not know today, Matthew chose to ally with the forces of Bozz and its unconquerable warlord.  


  The rest of his story from that point is known to all.  How Matthew was renamed Morcai by the Great Warlord Saladin Malice and how Morcai’s skill and power in battle, as both a wizard and magician, had earned him the name ‘the bringer of fire’.  


   


  Yet regrettably they had lost the war.  The undefeated warlord was defeated and destroyed by Weapons of Power not even Morcai knew of; wield by guardians whose origins were shrouded in as much mystery as his. 


   Morcai would also have surely died in that war if it had not been for the warlord’s support in securing Redrock Castle for him prior to his destruction.  Support that was given in exchange for Morcai’s aid in invoking a terrible curse upon the land where the warlord fell as his ultimate act of revenge.  A land now known as the Darkmen’s Domain.


  The same land from which The Lady had come.  The Lady who was now back. . . In the Overland.  And Morcai would know if after all these years, she was finally coming for him!


   


  Heymann’s men came galloping at the king’s knights from a trail leading out of The Infested Mountains.  The knight in charge of Horatio’s men circled his men around him rallying them with his sword raised high on his mighty charger.  


  He reared his horse and yelled “men and knights of the king, on me!”


  Dubois came at him with his axe swinging wildly.  One of his men at arms tried to block Dubois with a polearm but Dubois ducked and drove his broad axe into the man’s neck.  Without stopping he moved to the next two men-at-arms ramming his mount between them and swinging at either side bringing them both down with crushing swipes of his bloody axe.


  More men started to surround Dubois but Heymann’s men at arms had reached him by then and a general melee ensued.


  Heymann had a clear path for the knight in command.  The knight saw Heymann riding at him and lowered his great lance to meet the Oathbreaker’s charge.


  Heymann had no lance and had no desire to test the tilt of this knight so* he broke off his charge and rode into the skirmish viciously hacking Horatio’s men with his hand and a half sword “Malefont”.  


  Seeing his men felled by the blade of Heymann and the axe of Dubois the commander knight had no choice but to discard his lance and draw his bright sword.  He rode into the melee and began to set upon Heymann’s men.  At first they thought to overwhelm him while Heymann and Dubois dispatched his men at arms but the power of his sword was too great.  Stabbing, slashing, thrusting and cutting he brought more and more of Heymann’s men down.  


  Dubois could see that less than six of their men still stood.  Of the twenty five men at arms that they had charged he had killed six and Heymann had killed six but the leader knight and his fellow knights had taken a terrible toll on Heymann’s men-at-arms. Of the twelve only three still stood.  


  Even as he was making his mental assessment Dubois noticed a lull in the fighting had occurred.  Heymann was facing the leader of the king’s forces.  Behind Heymann stood his three men at arms and Dubois.  Behind the commander knight stood his fellow knight and ten of their men.  


  The commander knight spoke.  


  “Nemesis Knight, I am Sir DavenPo “The Proud”. Bane Knight and Lord of Heroe’s Bane.  Surrender.  You cannot stand.  You are outnumbered and were you ten times as many still you could not prevail.”


  “Sir Davenpo”, said Heymann with scorn.  “I am Heymann ‘Shieldbreaker’.  Servant of the Lord of Fire Castle and Captain of the Nemesis Knights.  And you know I will not yield.”


  “The Oathbreaker?”


  “I have never answered to that name.”


  “Nonetheless, you are the Oathbreaker.  In which case there will be no parole.  Defend yourselves and prepare to meet your deaths!”


  This time Heymann and his men formed into a circle.  Dubois dismounted to fight on foot with the men at arms.  Heymann sat atop his horse in the center.


  Just as Sir DavenPo’s men were starting to move past him and break into their charge, the knight raised his right hand signaling them to stop.  


  Through the pass that Heymann and his men had come upon them, Sir DavenPo now saw a force of some fifty men in tattered clothing, wild haired and wild eyes.  Bodies marred by incessant flagellations.  It was the “Sons of Cain”.  The excommunicated warrior monks of Morsh Monastery.


  They had not been seen outside of the Darkmen’s Domain in many decades.  With them was there leader, Friar Damian - “The Breaker of the Bells”.


  Sir DavenPo had discovered what he and Horatio had set out to determine when word of a host from the Darkmen’s Domain moving through the kingdom had reached them.  He now knew who that host was and who was leading it.  The Lady Gabriel.  Paramour of the king.  This was news that had to get to the other Bane Knights.  


  “King’s men!” He yelled, turning his horse around by the reins, “to Rebel’s Bane!  Follow me!”  and they rode off.


  Heymann and Dubois looked at each other and exhaled just as Friar Damian rode up to their circle.


  “Captain Heymann?” he said, not taking note of the king’s forces riding off.


  “Yes friar?” Heymann replied with much more appreciation for the dry monk than before.


  “Captain, the Lady Gabriel has decided to accept your lord’s invitation to Fire Castle.  She ‘sent me’ to instruct you to take the news to your lord and prepare for her arrival.”


  “Well that is much appreciated, I am sure friar.  And did she send those fifty zealots with you to help bring that message.”


  “You mean ‘the Sons of Cain’.  No the Lady did not send them.  That was my idea.”  


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Troubled Waters


   


  Midas staunched the wound the best he could but Boris kept complaining that he wanted a healing potion. 


  “Look constable, I told you I only brought three partial potions and three total healing potions with me.  If we get into a serious scuffle we may need all of them just to recover from that.”


  “Am I to take that to mean, the assault I just suffered was not serious Healer?”


  “I am not saying that but the merchant had every right to not let you see his goods.  The fact that you insisted and his escort caught up and roughed you up a bit does not mean your life was ever in danger.”


  “Roughed me up a bit alright, the big fellow without a weapon threw me around like a straw doll.  But mark me I will remember him, I heard one of them call him by name.”


  “Let it be Boris.  We have to get back on the trail if we want to make The Lost Men’s Camp by night.  I’d prefer not to sleep outside again.”


  “Be that as it may I still heard them call him Grund and I won’t soon forget his face.”


  Midas made the last tie in the bandage he had applied to the cut across Boris’ chest and stood up.


  They had decided to take the less traveled shortcut through the Swallowing Swamps to get to The Lost Men’s Camp sooner than they would have if they had skirted them.  With Midas being a healer the usual sickness and disease one risked traveling in the swamps was minimized.  The danger on the other hand was something Boris said he could handle.  But after his dust up with the traveling merchant Midas made him agree that they would avoid any more encounters if they could while in the swamps.


  Truth be told, it was not really Boris that was bothering Midas.  Ever since they had departed Milestill he was thinking about his reunion with Father Wilmont.  Most people that knew Midas knew that he had apprenticed at Morsh Monastery under Father Wilmont.  Most also assumed that he had completed his Healer training and had then made the decision not to study as a Cleric.


  The truth was that Midas had completed his healer training but he ran away shortly afterward before his training as a Cleric was to begin.  He never told Father Wilmont at the time why he had run away but some months later when the Father’s warrior acolyte, Kai, tracked him down he revealed to Kai that he could never be a Cleric.  He revealed that he could never be a Cleric because he had done the one thing no Cleric could ever do - he had killed a man.  Of course Kai had pressed him because, like Kai, Midas had come to the monastery when he was only twelve years old.  


  “What man could you have killed at the age of twelve?” Kai asked.  


  “Kai, I killed my father.”


   


  Midas never knew whether Kai told Father Wilmont that he had found him or why he had left.  But now, coming back to Morsh Monastery, Midas did not see how he could not reveal it.  And if Kai had already revealed it, Midas did not know how Father Wilmont would greet him.  Father Wilmont had always treated Midas special and had taught him certain Cleric’s wards and arts that he was not entitled to know.  Midas now feared that his secret had not only corrupted his vows but those of the father as well.  If so, Midas deserved and was prepared to accept whatever sanction the father chose to impose on him.  The best he could hope for in that instance was that he could obtain the information he and Brufson needed before that came to be.


   


   


   


  Lyla was frustrated.  She had not had any luck selling the compass and she was beginning to worry about Tristan.  Maverick had not been any help at all.  He had stationed himself at the tavern since they arrived in the town and had not left it in the two days they had been here.


  The Ranger and his companion had set off on their own matters within the town and the only one to remain by her side was Oxley.  And she was sure he had only stayed to make sure he got paid.  Still it was nice having him with her.  Speaking of Oxley, he was returning from making inquiries about the compass at the local lodge.  Something he had volunteered to do, after Lyla had told him the real purpose of the trip once they had been joined by Maverick.


  “Any luck Oxley?”  Lyla was sitting on a log at the dock.  Half kicking stones and half fidgeting with the compass.


  “Maybe.  The innkeeper wants to see what the compass can do?”  


  “What do you mean he wants to see what the compass can do?  It’s a compass.  It doesn’t ‘do’ anything but point.”


  “Well I sort of told him that it was a ‘special compass’ ”, Oxley shrugged his shoulders as Lyla shot a look up at him.


  “ ‘Special’ how?” Lyla asked suspiciously.


  “I don’t know Lyla.  I had to say something.  We have been here two days and we can’t even get someone to look at the darned thing.”


  “Well okay, I will take it to him but don’t blame me when he discovers that all it does is point like any other compass.”


  Lyla stood and dusted off her hoses.  Her and Oxley walked together to the lodge.  


  The innkeeper was busy brooming the reception area when they entered so they stood and waited for him to get to a point where he could stop and acknowledge them.


  “Hello”, said Lyla.


  “Hello to you as well lass.  Are you the one with the special compass?”


  “Well sort of.  I mean I have a compass for sale but what’s special about it can only be noticed by an experienced mariner.  I mean you are welcome to look at it but I just didn’t want you to think we were wasting your time.”


  “Well that’s really considerate of you lass, but being that I made my living on The Southern Waterways for twenty years before buying this lodge, I think if there is anything ‘special’ about it I will know.  Now hand it here before you really do start to waste my time.  If you don’t mind that is.”


  “Oh not at all.”  Lyla removed the burgundy and brass compass from her shoulder sack and handed it to the innkeeper.


  “Might I ask your name sir?”  She asked trying to make small talk while the innkeeper inspected the compass.


  “People call me Gilbo,” he said without taking his eye off the compass.


  “Oh that’s a nice name”, Lyla looked at Oxley to try and gauge what he thought the innkeeper was going to say about the compass.  Oxley just shrugged.  Lyla frowned at him and crossed her arms and turned around and waited for Gilbo to finish his inspection.


  “What is the weather like out there lass,” Gilbo said holding the compass in the air and slowly turning in a circle.


  “You mean right now?”  Lyla said.


  “No a month ago!  Of course right now.  What is the weather like.”


  “It’s clear.” Lyla said.


  “Well it’s going to rain tomorrow.  A heavy rain.” Gilbo said handing the compass back to Lyla.


  “How do you know that.”  


  “Because that is a weather compass.  And a fine one at that.  Made in Futuretown.  Whoever lost it would pay a pretty penny to get it back.”


  “Can you help us sell it?  We would be willing to pay you a commission if you could.”


  “I think I can.  If it rains tomorrow, meet me at the port by a ship called ‘The Adamante’.”


  “What if it doesn’t rain,” Lyla said bagging the compass back in her sack.


  “In that case you’ve broken it and I’ll buy it from you myself.  But for a lot less than I think you will get for it tomorrow.”


  “How much less?” Oxley blurted out.  Not wanting to turn down a sure thing on the account of rain.


  “30 gold pieces more or less.  It’s worth that much to me until my next trip to Dwarftown where I could get it fixed.”


  “Thirty gold pieces! Would you pay that now!” Oxley blurted out.


  “I would son but I reckon the lass here is a wee bit smarter than you and wouldn’t sell it to me now knowing what she knows about it.  Isn’t that right lassie?”


  “Yes and I thank you all the same for your honesty Gilbo.  See you tomorrow.”  Lyla grabbed Oxley by his arm and started toward the tavern.  


  “But Lyla, at least think about it.  What if tomorrow is a trap?  What if the old guy is just trying to get us to the port to have some friends of his jump us.”  Oxley complained.


  “Then you will have a chance to earn your five gold pieces.”  Lyla said without stopping.


  “Five!  You just said five!”  Oxley exclaimed as he rushed to catch up with Lyla who had gotten ahead of him.


   


   


  Sir Ebros had made camp a days ride further into the forest from where he and The Third Knight Swift had parted.  In his own way Ebros was glad to be away from Swift.  The Third Knight was not a “diplomatic” man and had driven Ebros and the other vassal knights hard during his quest to spread the rumor of the king’s death.  Yet Ebros was glad to have spent the time with Swift as well.  He had learned much from the knight and even more he had had the honor of fighting alongside him against the Nemesis Knights.  Truly Swift’s prowess in battle was a testament to why he was one of the King’s most trusted knights.  Sir Ebros hoped to one day be among that circle and this quest would go a long way to seeing that become a reality.


  Other than the advice Swift had given Ebros though he had no plan on how he would track down the whereabouts of The Ferret.  The assassin could be anywhere, in any town and his target could be any one.  


  For now he was tired. He had rode hard after parting with Swift in the hopes of making up time The Ferret had gained over them since he had slipped out of Wooddam.  His horse needed rest and he needed to gather his thoughts.


  Ebros rolled up his pack and placed it under his head as a pillow.  He propped his feet on his saddle which he had removed from his horse “Starlight” in order to allow it to get even more rest after the hard ride.  Lying on his back he stared up at the dark sky through the arbor of the great forest.  Wooddam was said to be the oldest forest in The Overland.  It’s trees reached to great heights ranging from 200 to 300 feet above the forest floor.  The largest being known as “The Moses Tree” for it was believed that earthly patriarch’s rod was made of wood from the tree.  Only the natives of the Unknown Islands had ever scaled any of these trees whose first branches were usually anywhere from 100 to 150 feet above the forest floor.  


  Ebros liked looking up and following the height of the trees into the sky.  There at the top he was sure he could reach out his hand and touch a star.  His eyes grew heavy and sleep settled upon him like a lid upon a slowly boiling pot.


   


   


  Vincent watched the young knight finally close his eyes.  The thief thought the knight would never fall asleep.  But at last he appeared to be soundly sleeping.  Vincent motioned for his two companions to come to the fallen tree log that he was hiding within.  Gilbert arrived first.


  “Is he sleep?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?  I had the watch before you.  And once he got up and removed his horse’s saddle after he had tied it and laid down.  I almost walked right up to him as he was standing.”


  “He is asleep you twit!  Its been ten minutes since he closed his eyes and I threw a small rock past his head a minute ago and he didn’t even blink.”


  The third thief, Damon, made it to them as they were talking.


  “Next time one of you take the look out on the other side of the brook.  It took me five minutes to wade through that with my weapons and stuff.  So what is the plan.  Do we kill him or just rob him? Or both?


  “To kill a knight of the land is punishable by death” said Gilbert.  “I can get his purse without waking him.”


  “What if his purse is empty you twit!” Damon replied.


  “He is right Gilbert.  We will only get one chance.  If we take the purse and have to flee and it is empty then all this waiting has been for naught.  Not to mention he is likely to pursue us to the Southern Coast to get it back. For no good reason other than his pride.  Him being a knight and all.  No.  Either we finish him and get all his stuff, including the horse, or we move on.  And I ain’t moving on.”


  “I’ll kill him.  He’s asleep.  How dangerous can he be?” said Damon as he drew his dagger.


  “Ok.  Gilbert you go to the horse and make sure it doesn’t bolt or kick if he screams out.  Those horses are trained to defend their masters.  I will grab his arms and keep him from his sword as soon as Damon stabs him.”  Vincent stood and drew his dagger as well.


  “On three,” he said “one, two…three!!”


  Damon broke into a sprint toward Sir Ebros with his dagger raised and poised to come down into his chest.  Gilbert ran to his right straight toward Starlight and Vincent ran to his left to come at Sir Ebros from the side.


  Just as Damon reached Sir Ebros the knight delivered a hard kick to his groin.  Damon buckled over.  Vincent lunched at Sir Ebros with his dagger taking a wild swing at his face.  Sir Ebros was standing now and parried the dagger with the metal gauntlets he had fallen asleep still wearing over his hands. He followed the quick parry with a hard swipe across the old thief’s face.  The heavy metal gauntlets drawing blood from his nose and lips.  


  “Help me you fool!” Vincent yelled out to Gilbert who had reached Starlight but could not get near him as the warhorse reared and neighed.


  Damon had recovered from his kick and was in a rage.  He was the biggest of the three thieves and about forty pounds heavier and five inches taller than Sir Ebros.


  He yelled and came at the knight with his dagger held straight out to stab him in his gut.


  Sir Ebros, who was only wearing his chainmail shirt took a gamble and let Damon drive the dagger right into the mail.  ‘The armorer at King’s Castle he had paid to make the chainmail shirt had earned his money’ he thought, as the dagger jammed into the chainmail but did not penetrate it.  The momentum of the blow still felt like a punch to Sir Ebros’ stomach but he withstood it and then brought his arm down upon the thief’s arm while the point of the dagger was still lodged in his chainmail.  Using his left hand Sir Ebros grabbed the wrist of the large thief’s arm and held it and brought his right arm down hard on the theif’s elbow, breaking it.  Damon screamed in pain and fell to his knees clutching his broken arm with his left hand.


  Vincent came at Sir Ebros again with his dagger, this time trying to pull the knight closer to him with his left hand so as to drive his dagger under the knight’s chainmail with his right. 


  Sir Ebros pushed him away and dashed for his sword which he had rested by his horse, Starlight.  Gilbert who had still not moved and was shocked to see the big thief Damon moaning in pain just looked at the young knight.  


  “Stop him you twit!  He is trying to get his sword!” Yelled Vincent as he got back on his feet.


  Gilbert went for the longsword in its scabbard just as Sir Ebros reached it and grabbed it as well.  Each man had two hands on the scabbard.


  “Release my sword thief!” Demanded Sir Ebros “Release my sword and I will let you live.  As for your two friends they are already dead.  They have laid hands on a knight of the king.  Your life yet hangs in the balance.  Release my sword and run and you have my pledge not to follow you.  Hesitate and I will command my warhorse to bash your head in where you stand!”


  “He is lying you imbecile!  Do not release his sword or we all die.  Especially you!”  Vincent had recovered his dagger and was helping Damon get to his feet.


  Gilbert looked the young knight in his eyes and he knew Sir Ebros was not lying.  He saw death in those eyes.  ‘Death and justice are a knight’s inheritance’ was what his father used to tell him.  And by looking in his eyes Gilbert could see this young knight had dealt out them both in his short years. 


  Before he could come out of his thoughts he heard the sound of Sir Ebros’ sword clearing the scabbard with a metal on metal twang.


  “Run thief!” were the only words Sir Ebros spoke before turning on Vincent and Damon.  Terrified Vincent pushed Damon hard onto Sir Ebros’ sword and his weight pushed Sir Ebros back forcing him to brace himself and push the dead thief’s body off the length of his sword.  By time he finished he saw Vincent scurrying through the woods in the dark, darting back and forth to keep the knight from having a straight shot at him from his horse.


  Sir Ebros untied Starlight and followed the old thief anyway.


  Just as he was about to overtake him, Vincent reached the brook and started to wade in.  As he slowed to navigate the wet rocks, Sir Ebros gave a command to his great horse,


   “Starlight, to battle!” he yelled.  


  Starlight reared and raised his front legs high in the air and then neighed and brought them both down thrashing on top of the old thief’s head.  Starlight’s heavy iron horseshoes bursting Vincent’s head open like an orange under a rock.


  Gilbert watched in horror peering from behind a tree.  He had followed the chase hoping to catch up with Vincent at their camp on the other side of the brook.  The young knight had not been lying.  With but a command that could have been his head torn open under the hooves of that great horse instead of Vincent’s.


  Gilbert slumped down against the tree and chuckled to himself as he thought about Vincent’s plan to rob a knight of the land,


   “Twit!”




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Encounters


   


  Lord Arcturus Aranrood did not like Vandrel.  It was not that he did not trust him but he did not like him.  The elven king had known of Vandrel since the days of the Crimson Wars when Vandrel had arrived in The Overland shortly after Lord Aranrood and his host had come from the Elven Kingdom of Lyss on The Continent of Men.


  What he knew about him was that he had studied science and magic in The Joint Kingdoms mostly at the School of Science and Magic in Monet and later had tried to obtain an appointment to the prestigious Industrial Lab at Lyss.  Like most non-Elf applicants, Aranrood’s cousin the High King Nemeus Malorian had denied his request for a special recommendation.


  So Vandrel had come here, to the Overland.  Chasing word as it were of “weapons of power”.  He had come here and had played a part in that great conflagration at the war’s end in the area now known as The Darkmen’s Domain.  Some even believed he had played a part in the disappearance of the town known as Misery many years after that.


  What Vandrel knew of Aranrood, he did not know.  No doubt he knew like most that Lord Aranrood was originally from Lyss and that he had led the Elven expedition to relieve King’s Castle against the will of his cousin and king, Malorian.  What more than that Vandrel knew about Aranrood he did not know.  Prior to today their paths had never directly crossed.  


  Aranrood had sent him dispatches from time to time about adventurers seeking the Resurrection Ring and Aranrood had heard reports of many that Vandrel had dispatched in their vain attempts to possess that ring.  But they had never spoken.  They had never met.  Until now.


   


   


  Vandrel was impressed by the workmanship and craft of the Elves.  All who saw it were.  Unlike the Elves in Lyss, here in The Overland, the elves of Elf Mountain had adopted and incorporated the architecture of men in their realm as well.  However they imbued everything they made or designed with a beauty and grace only the elves could create.


  Vandrel sat in a low chair in a circular chamber with similar chairs.  The chamber connected to a long hall by way of a walkway that rose up to the audience hall of Lord Aranrood.  The chair was made of cocobolo wood and had carvings of the sea and of ships and seabirds inlaid into it.  However the carvings were such that the shapes of the ships, the sea and the birds swirled into and merged with the natural weaves of the wood as it changed color from its light, almost white sapwood to its brown almost red oily heartwood. 


  All of the furniture in this particular room was made of this wood and when the wind would blow through the diamond shaped windows an almost musical sound would whistle through the room as the wind passed over and through the cocobolo wood.


  Vandrel knew if he tried he could sleep here. He could get some rest.  Mmm, how long had it been since he had actually rested.  One of the burdens of being the Guardian of the Ring was that the worlds of the living and the dead converged most often and most easily when he was asleep.  Meaning he got very little sleep and often dreaded when it did come to him.  But here, for some reason, he knew if he wanted he could sleep and that the wards protecting this realm would preserve that boundary between the living and the dead even from the ring.


  “I would not be offended if you slept, good wizard.”  Lord Aranrood’s voice startled Vandrel causing him to lift his head up from the floor where he had been focusing his attention.  


  “Lord Aranrood.  Or do you prefer King Aranrood?” Vandrel stood.


  “Lord is fine.  There is only one who bears the title king in this land which is of any significance.  And I assume that is what brings you to see me after lo this many years?”


  The two stared at each other in silence.


   


  “My lady.  My lady.  Awake my lady, we have reached the end of the wood.”  Friar Damian’s voice was soft but Gabriel heard it as if he was calling to her down a long hall with a echo.  She had been dreaming.  She had seen the wizard the one that now called himself Vandrel.  And she had seen the elven king, Lord Aranrood.  She had seen Matthew who was once called Mathias and now Morcai ‘bringer of fire’.  But none of them troubled her.  It was the last one she had seen that disconcerted her for the first time since she had entered these lands.  Had she made a mistake.  Had she misread the Oracle, something it should not be possible for her to do.  But still she had seen him.  The King.  


  “My lady. I am sorry to wake you but we have reached the edge of the forest and Captain Heymann begs you come out and spy the castle.  It is visible from here.”  


  “Yes Damian.  I will.  Shortly. Please leave me for a moment and tell my drivers to park my carriage.”


  “As you wish my lady.” Damian closed the curtain to the carriage and signaled to the drivers to move the carriage off the path and park it under some shade.  Heymann rode up to him.  


  “Well.  I thought she would be anxious to see Kings Castle after all these years in that darkened land you inhabit.  For or against the king there is no stronghold quite like Kings Castle.”


  Visible in the far distance in a vast open grassland Friar Damian could make out the ramparts and crenelations of Kings Castle.  It was a vast castle even for a king.  The stronghold consisted of a central castle made in the style of the Krak des Chevaliers but it was walled and at either end of the wall were two lesser but still formidable castles made in the style of Dunrobin Castle with their white spires and fountains and windows.  Kings Castle personified strength flanked by beauty and grace.  Friar Damian only stared.  He had been much younger when he last saw that castle before making his escape to the dark lands and The Lady.  All these years he had thought he did not miss it.  But he did.


  “Yes Captain, it is impressive.  But what of the monastery.  There not as far off and to the right!”  Friar Damian pointed to a structure of cathedrals and domes resting on five gentle hills.  Green grass highlighted by the gold of the ceilings and arches.


  “Indeed Friar, it is grace and love.  I took my vows as a knight within the walls of that monastery.”  


  “A knight of the land or a Nemesis Knight Captain?”  


  The Friar’s rebuke hurt Heymann and he replied in kind as he gathered his reigns and rode back to Sir Dubois and his men.


  “Remember dear Friar that I am not the only one who has forsaken his vows.” 


   


   


  Lyla was not feeling well.  She had come down with a cold since arriving in Zafton where the weather tended to be wetter and cooler than in Milestill.  Being right off the sea it was to be expected but neither her or Oxley had dressed appropriately for the weather.


  She was lying on her side on the cot in the room they had rented at the lodge above the tavern.  They were to meet the Innkeeper, Gilbo in two hours at the third mooring from the peer.  She had just managed to turn from her side to her back when a knock came at the door.


  “Lyla, it’s Maverick.  Are you decent?” 


  Maverick opened the door slowly and let himself in.  


  “Normally if you ask if a lady is decent you should wait for her to answer Maverick.” Lyla said as she sat up on the edge of the bed.


  “Sorry. Oxley said he didn’t think you were feeling well.  I half expected you to be sleep.”


  “It’s okay.  I think I have a cold.  It’s probably nothing but I just feel a little weak.”


  Maverick sat beside Lyla on the cot, not quite able to fit his entire frame on it with Lyla’s.


  “Actually that is not all Oxley told me.  He said you two had found a buyer for the compass.”  


  “Figures.  It’s not like I was not going to tell you but I wanted to wait until it was sold first.  I don’t even know how much this buyer is going to be willing to pay for it.”


  “And he told me you are supposed to meet these ‘buyers’ at the peer at the port?”.  This time Maverick’s voice was more a question than a statement.  As he gave Lyla a “you know better” look.


  “It’s at three o clock Maverick.  There will be a ton of people and ships and boats out at that time.  Besides Oxley is going to be with me.  That’s what I am paying him for.”


  “You’re paying Oxley? To protect you?” Maverick paused and gave Lyla a half smile.


  “He didn’t tell you that right.  Again that figures.  Since when have you and Oxley been bar mates.  I think he told you so that you would come along and keep him from actually having to earn his two gold pieces.”  


  “Two gold pieces for that fat son-of-a-lumberjack to follow you to Zafton?  He would of done it for two silver pieces.”  


  “Well I was in a hurry and you had more important things to do.”  Lyla was getting defensive.  She rose from the cot and pulled her knapsack over to her and started taking out the elven armor she had taken from her father’s trunk.  She had not worn it during the trip from Milestill and had not worn it walking around town the last two days.  But now, with Maverick’s suggestion that the buy might go bad, she intended to wear it under her clothes like she had planned to do when she brought it.


  “Hold on now,” said Maverick.  “That’s why I came up.  I’m going to go to this buy for you.  The compass is half mine and you did your part finding a buyer so now it’s my turn.  I will conclude the sell.”


  Lyla stopped dressing, sat back down and looked at Maverick for a second.  She wanted to protest and tell Maverick that his being there instead of her might scare off Gilbo.  But from what she could make of Gilbo she knew that was not true.  That ‘innkeeper’ had been involved in transactions a lot more profitable than this one was going to be.


  “Okay.  I really don’t feel well.”


  “Why don’t you take one of those healing potions you got in that knapsack?” Maverick said as he stood and helped Lyla lie back down and covered her with the burlap blanket that came with the cot.


  “I only brought three.  I was saving them for the trip home in case me and Oxley had to cut through the Swallowing Swamps.  But if the sell goes well I will take one so I will have the strength to leave in the morning.”  


  “And if it doesn’t?” Maverick asked half in jest as he opened the door to the room to leave.


  “Then I will save them for you.” Then Lyla closed her eyes and was asleep.


   


  Swift had made good time since departing Sir Ebros.  He had already been to Morsh Monastery where he was told Father Wilmont had already heard the news and was traveling to Kings Castle.  


  Now he was less than a day outside of Futuretown.  Where no doubt word would have reached them as well if the rumor had truly been started by Morcai something Swift was starting to question.  


  He had been thinking more and more of the Nemesis Knight’s attack on his party and of The Ferret being employed by Fire Castle.  If Morcai had really started the rumor and knew the king was away why wasn’t he acting faster.  To this point everything he had done evidenced caution.  Something that would not favor Morcai if he was trying to seize the throne before the king returned.


  Even the Nemesis Knights that had attacked them were too small a force to have overcome any true knights of the land no less a Bane Knight.  And where was Heymann Oathbreaker the leader of the Nemesis Knights.  Wherever he was would be where Morcai’s true intentions could be found.  


  But to this point.  It appeared to Swift that Morcai was only probing.  He had as many doubts about the king’s death as everyone else.  He was gathering news and information like all the mayors were doing.  


  “By the One!” Swift muttered and stopped his horse.  He had finally realized who The Ferret’s target was.  Or to put it more correctly “what” The Ferret’s target was.


  If Morcai needed to know if the king were indeed dead or at least concealing himself in the realm, he would need to do something short of war that would force him out.  He would need an event or a disaster that would make all in the kingdom ask “Where is the King?”


  The Ferret had not been sent to kill a specific person, he had been sent to kill a lot of people.  To manufacture a disaster that the king, if he lived, could not ignore!


   


  The Ferret did not like delaying his plans but the only thing more important than completing a mission for him, was not being caught afterward.  That is how he had earned his nickname.  Because he did most of his work between the hours of dawn and dusk like a ferret.  But this job would be different. He needed to maximize the results and that would require striking when it was most crowded or most busy.  As a result he also needed to take special precautions to secure his escape and the first of which was making sure he did not have a Bane Knight on his tail.


  Few knew of this place he was visiting.  One could not simply come here and knock on the door.  Its occupant already knew he was outside even before he reached the door.  The Ferret did not like wizards but he respected them and even feared them.  Morcai knew this before he hired him.  He smiled as a bit of irony came to him.  He had been hired by a wizard to do this job and now he was hiring a wizard to help him do the job.


  Hiring a wizard was not easy and was not cheap.  Only Morcai or the king could pay The Ferret what he was earning for this job to make it feasible enough for him to employ the help of a mercenary wizard.


  The door opened on its own.  A voice came to The Ferret’s head.  ‘Come in assassin.’


  The room was in shadows.  Not quite dark but only the hint of light here and there.  In one corner by a fireplace where only embers still burned a large man in dark robes with long dark hair down to his shoulders spoke.  It was Nebular Kane.


  “Why have you come assassin?  How can I be of assistance to you?”


  “Kane I am being pursued by a Bane Knight.”  The Ferret got right to the point.  There was no sense in wasting time.  This excursion was delay enough.


  “A knight of the land.  One of the king’s chosen no less.  You must be getting paid very well to assume you could pay my price for such a task.”  Kane did not move or get up.  He sat with his fingers locked and his hands on his knees of his crossed legs.


  “I can afford it.  Five hundred gold if he is delayed for the next three days.  Completely delayed not just slowed down.  One thousand gold if he is delayed permanently.”  The Ferret produced some gold leaf paper currency from the Kingdom of Ryder on the Continent of Men.  Men such as he dealt in all kinds of currency and when doing a job it was always best to use the most distant currency you could find (and others would accept) to conceal your presence.


  “What terrible task has Morcai set you to?  That he would pay you such a sum?”  Kane stood.


  The Ferret knew there was no use in lying about who had employed him since it was obvious even to Kane that only Morcai or the King could pay such a sum and the king employed his own assassins.


  “Nothing that will affect you Kane.  Now you have the proposal and the price.  Do you accept?”  The Ferret stood still and tried to look the mercenary wizard in his eyes. If Kane chose to attack him there was nothing he could do anyway.


  “I will see to this Bane Knight.  If he still pursues you.  If not then I will see to whoever does.  For three days only.”


  The Ferret left the notes, one thousand gold worth.  Wizards were not the type that you asked for change.


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Repercusions


   


  Hugo liked working in the market plaza. It was a long narrow alleyway of shops nestled between the main castle and the castle walls.  There was room on either side against the wall and then against the castle for almost forty stalls.  The space in between was a muddy path beaten out by the foot traffic that could accommodate two men abreast.  However, on a typical day, from the entrance to the plaza by the west tower; to the end by the moat, over two hundred people would move through and in this space.


  Hugo worked at his father’s stall selling wooden buttons that his mother made at home.  They sold eight for a silver piece or three for one copper piece. Today had been a good day as the annual fair was only a month away and all the staff and households of the castle were repairing and making new clothes.


  Hugo was making his way back to his father’s stall but could not make any progress due to the crush of the crowds. At the rate he was going it would take him another half hour to reach the stall and by then they would be tolling the bell to close the castle gates sending all those who worked in the castle scurrying back behind its walls.  He needed to get this last pouch of buttons to his father before that happened.


  With some effort Hugo was able to work his way over to the main castle and get down on his hands and knees and start crawling along its length toward his father’s stall.  It was disgusting as the ground was littered with rotten food, animal feces (and some human), trash and rats.  But he was making better time navigating through the shoppers and vendors legs and sometimes around stalls or carts. At this pace he would make it to his father’s stall in less than half the time it would have took him walking.  


  Zig zagging here and there Hugo kept noticing something black out of the corner of his eye.  At first he thought it was old oil that had been poured out by one of the meat pie makers.  But as he moved closer to it he could see that it was actually the type of oily tar used by the castle guards that his friend Ebin had told him about.  Pausing to follow the trail of oil Hugo could see that it ran the length of the alleyway.  Looking across the path to the outer castle wall he could see it running the length of the alleyway along that side as well.


  Just as he was about to stand up a booted foot appeared in his face.  “You’re a nosy little runt aren’t you son.”  


  He saw the boot go back and then all went dark.


   


   


  Nebular Kane was thinking.  Delaying a Bane Knight was one thing.  Killing one was another.  If it were at all possible to delay the knight he would prefer that.  He intended to keep the money irrespective.  Only if the knight could not be sufficiently delayed would he begin preparations for a more permanent solution.


  For the time being it was necessary to ascertain who the knight was that was following the assassin and if he was still in pursuit.  The wizard could determine both of those easily, with some help.


  Releasing a simple ward he sent a call out to a bat-like creature called a Gargoyle.  The wizard waited more or less patiently.  Within ten minutes there was the sound of flapping wings and the thud of a large creature landing.


  Before him stood a creature of lore.  Smaller in frame and stature than imagined by the Renaissance artist of earth who had carved their images upon the parapets of cathedrals but otherwise resembling those effigies in every way.


  The Gargoyle did not speak and neither did Kane.  Kane walked past it without acknowledging it as he went to retrieve a parchment.  Fetching a quill nearby he wrote on it in a language unknown to all but the most powerful wizards like himself.  The creature followed Kane across the room with its head but still did not move.


  Finally, Kane handed the creature the document he had written as well as a silver tablet he removed from the pocket of his robe.  The Gargoyle read the missive, dropped it and with a leap flew out the open window it had come through.  


  Kane unclenched his fist and let the simmering fireball he had summoned dissipate.  He took a drink of brandy from an open flask on his cluttered desk.  Sat down in the leather armchair he kept in a corner of the chamber obscured in shadow and let out a sigh.  Wizard or not some creatures were best not trusted.  Especially those that at one time served the church.


  For now though, as he watched the parchment he had wrote on dissolve into dust where the Gargoyle had dropped it, he was confident the creature would spy out this Bane Knight if he were still within the forest and return with news of whether his course still indicated that he pursued the assassin.  


  After that, Kane would handle the rest himself.


   


  Lord Aranrood had Vandrel walk with him.  The two of them walked down a long white hall with white oak flooring and white washed stone walls.  Vandrel did not speak as he expected Lord Aranrood to take him to a room where they could talk.  Instead they just kept walking and eventually it seemed to Vandrel that the hall never seemed to end.  As they walked the distance neither increased or decreased.  Finally, Lord Aranrood spoke.


  “Before we get to why you have come wizard.  I have two questions for you.” 


  “My lord?”


  “The first is how much do you know of me?”


  “I know that you are king of your people here.  I know that you brought them here during a time of great troubles when this land needed them.  And I know that you have paid a high price for your heroism.”


  “You know much wizard.  But what of this ‘price’ do you speak?”


  “Of your lady, of course. My lord” 


  Lord Aranrood stopped walking and stared blankly ahead.  Him and Vandrel both were silent for a long time.  Finally, Lord Aranrood spoke again.


  “My second question Vandrel is this.  Do you have the ring with you now?”


  Vandrel paused this time, placing his hand against the flap in his robes where he kept the ring.  He began to second guess himself and having come here.  This “hall of walking” had clearly shown him that he was unfamiliar with the power of this place.  Had the elven king obtained the ring without his knowing?  It was still there. He parted his lips to speak but before he did, Lord Aranrood spoke again. 


  “On second thought, I think it would be best for the both of us if you did not answer that question wizard.”  Lord Aranrood looked Vandrel directly in his eyes.  Small flames burned in his pupils and subsided.


  “Even so, elven king.” Vandrel whispered. 


  “Good.  Then let us talk of why you have come.  You wish to know of The Lady.  Do you not?”


  “Is she afoot, my lord.  Have you received a vision of her.”  Vandrel asked once more recalling why he had come.


  “Yes and no.  Yes she is afoot.  My scouts tell me as much.  No I have not had a vision of her.  Yet.”  Lord Aranrood replied.


  “But why? Why has The Lady come from the Darklands once more into these realms?”  Vandrel stopped walking.


  “That much is certain Vandrel.  She has come because she is The Harbinger of the coming of The Weapons of Power.  And of the king that will wield them all.”


   


   


  “Captain Heymann, tell your master Morcai that I have accepted his invitation to Fire Castle but that I will not enter Fire Castle.  I have pitched my pavilion just outside the castle walls.  I will remain here for two days and one night.  If your master desires my counsel then he will pay me a visit before those two days and one night are up.” 


  “I will tell him my lady.  And until my return I have charged my lieutenant, Sir Dubois to stand guard over your person.”


  “I assure you Captain with Friar Damian and the Sons of Cain that is wholly unnecessary.”


  “Nonetheless, I have so charged him my lady.”  Captain Heymann saluted and rode off followed by three of his men at arms.


  Lady Gabriel signaled to her carriage driver to take her to her pavilion.  Sir Dubois followed behind.


  Once at the pavilion, Sir Dubois dismounted and helped her down from her carriage.  He walked her to the door of the pavilion.


  “I will be close by my lady.  Just yell if you have need.”


  “That is kind of you knight.  But unnecessary. “


  “As you say my lady.”


  “Yet knight?”


  “My lady?”


  “If you would serve me…see that I am not disturbed.”


  “You will not be my lady.”


  “Not by anyone, Sir Dubois.  And that includes the friar.  Agreed?”


  “Agreed my lady.”


  “Then I wish you a good afternoon my good knight.”


  The Lady threw off her shawl and dropped down onto the large pillows lining the floor of her pavilion.  It had been an arduous ride through the forest, especially for her.  Unknown to all who traveled with her (perhaps with the exception of Friar Damian) she had ‘warded’ off no less than three separate attacks intended for the party.  Such exertion of her power drained her but usually only nominally so.  Yet this time, the last such attack was particularly powerful.  She was not sure if the Gargoyle actually intended to attack the party or if it sought merely to spy on them but the etheral power binding it to its mission belonged to a wizard of significant power.  She had tried to follow its ley lines back to its source but whoever was controlling the Gargoyle had taken the time to cross them before dispatching it.  In time she could have reacquired the path to the source but she was not inclined to spend the power to do so and had simply repelled the Gargoyle in another direction.  The other two attacks came from the sheoguy forest itself and originated from what men called ‘the world of the fey’.


  Yet as she laid here, The Lady knew it was not just the woods that had exhausted her.  It was being in this realm in and of itself.  The longer she stayed the less of her power she would have access to.  It was imperative that she ascertain the meaning of her coming as soon as possible.  If she had misread The Oracle then she had put much at risk.  And if she had not then her time was coming to an end anyway in this realm or her own.  Which was the only reason she had agreed to meet with Matthew.  Unlike many in this land he was easy to read.  Evil men always were.  They could hide their intentions but not their desires.  Whatever Matthew knew, she would know and that might be the end game in and of itself.  Because if he had set these events in motion, and he was the cause of her dreams of war; then he would die!


   


  “Are you the one they call Granger Greyhound?”


  Granger and Maddox looked up from their table at the tavern.  The man was clearly a hunter.   From his weapons and dress he was probably from Wooddam.  Across from him Granger could see three of his companions seated together at a table.


  “Why do you ask huntsman?” Granger said taking a sip of his ale.


  “Because I have news for him.  And if you are not him then I have an ale to get back to.”  The hunter was not big but he was solid.  A full beard, grizzled hair, matted down to his head by sweat and slightly larger than normal eyebrows.  Cuts and scars prominent on his leather skinned face.  


  “I am he hunter.  What news have you for me?”


  “You are being sought by a knight of the land!”


  “A knight of the land? Do you know which?”


  “Aye, a Bane Knight.  The one called Swift!”


  “Swift? How long ago did he seek me friend?”


  “Less than three days.  Him and a brother knight.  One called Sir Ebros.  We were asked to tell you that a knight of the king has need of you and prays that you find him in the woods if you get this message within the week.”


  “Within the week?  If we leave tonight we can still find them Maddox.  Thank you hunter.  What is your name?”


  “I am called Wooten.  Wooten Brush.”


  “Thank you Wooten.  Swift will know that he is in your debt when I see him.”


  “Then I thank you Greyhound.  It is no small thing to be owed a debt by a knight of the land.”


  “No it is not hunter.”  Granger rose and pulled his hood over his head, retrieved his weapons and left a half gold piece on the table.


  “Come Maddox, we must find Maverick and tell him we are leaving.”




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  End Games


   


  The Ferret despised gratuitous violence.  He had no problem killing those who “had” to be killed but killing for no reason offended him.  Real killing took work and killing someone specific in a specific way at a specific time was no less a craft than that of a carpenter or iron smith. They all took pride in what they did and would never lower the quality of their work to that of an unskilled laborer or apprentice.  It was no different for The Ferret and ‘the work’ he did.  Which is why he had no desire to kill the young boy who had inadvertently discovered his plans before they were completed.


  The boy was tied up under his bed for the moment but The Ferret knew he could not leave him there.  The big fair was not for another three days and he would die of weakness before then if The Ferret did not at least attempt to feed him and let him relieve himself.


  Complications.  He hated complications.  Which is why he hated working for wizards.  All of their jobs always came with complications.  From leaving Wooddam under cover, to being pursued through the forest by a Bane Knight, to contracting with a mercenary wizard and now…a boy!  Complications.  


  He walked over to the small bed and pulled the bound child from under the bed like he was pulling out a case of apples.


  “I advise you in the strongest possible sense young man, when I uncover your mouth not to scream out.  I assure you that no one will hear you and that it will be your last scream of any sort if you do.”  The Ferret looked the child in his frightened eyes.  The sibilant whisper of his voice accentuating the threat in his words.  Then he removed the gag over Hugo’s mouth.


  Hugo did not speak.  He took three deep breaths and stared up from the floor at the assassin seated on the cot.  But he did not speak.


  “Ah, good.  Maybe I won’t have to kill you.  Yet.  For now I only intend to feed you and allow you to relieve yourself.  Then it’s back under the cot for you.  Do you understand?”


  Hugo nodded his head slowly as a single tear ran down his cheek.


  “I hope you like custard.  The castle has some of the best in the kingdom and its the only thing I bought a lot of.”


   


  Things seemed normal at Kings Castle.  This surprised Father Wilmont even though talk of the king’s death was everywhere.  Sometimes whispered, sometimes spoken openly accompanied by amazement and unbelief.


  “It is Morcai surely,” some said.


  “He is sick. I saw him in bed just the other day,” said others.


  “He is traveling in disguise.”


  “He is at war.”


  “He boarded a ship.”


  There was no end to the rumors and speculation concerning the king’s death and whether it was true or not.  Everyone had a theory and no two of them were the same.  What there was a general consensus about was that the truth of everything would be known at the Castle Fair.  


  The king never missed the fair.  The Royal Proclamation that he read aloud every year was the official start of the week long fair.  Surely, if he missed that he was dead.  


  The fair was still two days off and, unlike the peasantry, Father Wilmont did not have two days to learn the truth of the rumors.  If they were true he would need to be at The Lost Men’s Camp raising a crusader army in two days.


  Unlike most towns, the monastery assigned an Abbot to each castle in the kingdom.  The assignment at Kings Castle was considered the most prestigious and only given to the Father’s most trusted acolytes.  That is why he had come to Kings Castle.  To see Abbot Vocslav Puckisvich though most people simply referred to him as Friar Puck.  The title friar being something he never abandoned when he was promoted to Abbot.


  The Kings Castle priory was housed in the lower wing of the south tower.  By Church standards it was modest consisting of only a few benches, some stained glass blocks built into the lower loophole, a lectern and communion cabinet.  


  Father Wilmont and his contingent were led directly to the priory upon his arrival which let him know that the pigeon he had sent ahead of him to the Abbot had made it to the castle.


  An orderly led the Father’s warrior monks to an ante room large enough for them all to sit down and lay their stuff out, while the Abbot’s valet, Peter, led Father Wilmont to the Abbot’s office inside the priory.


  Father Wilmont was surprised that the Abbot was not alone.  


  “Puck, I hope you have been well,” said the Father as he removed his scapular and hood.  


  “As well as can be expected in these times Father.  Allow me to introduce Lord Nessleton to  you.  Lord Nessleton is the Warden of The Lost Men’s Camp.”  


  Nessleton stood and gave a polite bow.  He was a tall man at least six feet three.  He had golden, almost auburn, hair that stopped at his shoulders.  He appeared to be in his forties with a clean shaven mustache that curled slightly at the ends and a half goatee.  Both auburn like his hair.  He was lean but appeared strong.  And he was a longbow man.  The Father could spot this instantly by his enlarged left arm and the bone spurs on his left wrists, left shoulder and right fingers.


  “It gives me peace to see you here Father,” Nessleton said as he sat back down.


  Puck continued his introduction after Nessleton sat down.


  “Lord Nessleton came from the camp when the rumors reached him.  He is awaiting an audience with Bonelord to request more troops to guard the camp until the fate of the king, and possibly, the kingdom is certain.”


  “Bonelord?” Father Wilmont asked.  Then thinking to himself, Father Wilmont reasoned that ‘Bonelord was the King’s First and most trusted knight.  Surely if the king were dead Bonelord would support his heir.  If he had one and Bonelord knew of him.’


  “Yes the First Knight, my superior.  He was running affairs at the castle before the rumors started and has continued in those duties until the rumors are confirmed.”


  “Why was Bonelord running the castle prior to the king’s death?”


  “Forgive me, my superior.”


  “Puck call me Wilmont.  We were both acolytes together long before either of us were considered worthy of the lofty titles we bear now.”


  “True my sup… Wilmont.  What I was about to say is forgive me because I forgot you were not privy to the king’s activities immediately prior to his death.  Or I mean the rumors of his death.”


  “Not privy to.  Were they unusual in some way Puck?”


  “Well the king moved up his annual fox hunt by almost a month.  They were on the third day of the hunt when the first rumors made it back that the king had been killed in a hunting accident.  According to those who were there the king was thrown into the river while pursuing the fox.  He hit his head when he was thrown, passed out and was washed downstream.   Three search parties have been sent out to the area where he was said to have been thrown but so far there has been no sign of the body.”


  “Did Bonelord go out with any of the parties?”  


  The Abbot and Nessleton looked at each other.  Nessleton answered.


  “He did not.  And he called off any more searches yesterday.”  


  Nessleton clasped his hands together, put his elbows on his knees and bent over and looked Father Wilmont in the eye.  Then winked.


  “So you aren’t here to get more troops for The Camp are you Lord Nessleton?”


  “I’m here to serve my king, good Father.”


  “So are we all Lord Nessleton.  It would seem, so are we all.”


  Lord Nessleton stood up.  He looked at The Abbot and looked at Father Wilmont.  The Father just sat and looked up at Lord Nessleton as if he was waiting for Nessleton to finish his assessment. At last Lord Nessleton spoke.


  “Look Father, if what me and Puck believe to be true is happening, we will all have to make our allegiances known soon enough.”  


  The Father nodded but did not speak.  Nessleton looked at The Abbot again and continued.


  “I am here to stand by Bonelord, The First Knight.  And while I am not privy to the king’s plans or intentions I do know Marcus and where he leads I will follow.”  


  The Abbot broke in at that point.  


  “And as far as I am concerned my superior, the Church must follow as well.”


  Father Wilmont stood  up.  He paced to a window overlooking the Gatehouse and stood silent.  The Abbot and Nessleton looked at each other and then looked at the Father, waiting.  Finally, the Father spoke.


  “I agree.  I do not know The First Knight as well as I knew the King but what I know of him is that the King trusted him above all others - even myself.  So whatever he asks of The Church he will have.”


  “Even the Acolytes?” Nessleton asked referring to the Church’s order of Warrior Monks.


  “Even the Acolytes.”


  “So we are united then” said the Abbot.


  “It would seem we are” Nessleton replied.  


  “But united against whom gentlemen?” The Father turned back to the window as he spoke, “united against whom?”


   


  Sir Ebros was not having any luck locating The Ferret.  He didn’t know The Ferret’s real name.  He didn’t know what The Ferret looked liked.  He didn’t know what direction The Ferret was heading in.  His quest was hopeless.


  He had manged to bandage up the cuts and bruises he got in the attack by the thieves and he had brushed and fed Starlight, his warhorse.  Now he was simply sitting and sharpening his sword and thinking.  


  He was so caught up in thought in fact that he had not noticed the winged creature making passes overhead spying on his camp.


  Kane’s gargoyle had located Sir Ebros but he did not know if he was one of the Bane Knights pursuing The Ferret. 


  It perched in a tree and swallowed the silver tablet Kane had given it.  


  As it fluttered down its appearance slowly began to transform until its taloned hands and feet transitioned into fingers and toes, its bat like face took on the appearance of a kindly old man and its wings shriveled into its back.


  By the time he reached the ground he appeared as a kindly old man.  A naked old man.  The wizard had not anticipated that.  Then the creature thought, something it had not been able to do, per se, as a gargoyle.  It thought as a man and suddenly realized that maybe the wizard had anticipated that. Then it screamed.


  “Help me! Help me kind knight! Robbery, robbery is afoot!  Foul robbery!”


  Sir Ebros was startled.  He grabbed his sword and ran toward the cry! There before his eyes was a kindly old man.  Naked.  Naked and terrified.


  “Sir! I am a knight of the land.  The robbers?  Which way did they flee with your belongings!”


  “Up that path good knight!”  The gargoyle pointed down a beaten path.


  Sir Ebros tried to quickly don his tunic that he was carrying before setting off but the old stranger grabbed him by the arm and said “knight, please wait!  I am as a babe newly from its mother’s womb.  I pray you not to leave me as such.”


  Ebros was caught off guard.  Not by the old man’s request but by his grip.  It was strong and powerful.  Ebros was sure if he had tried to break it with all his might he could not.


  He looked the old man in the eye and did not speak.  Seconds passed between the two and then the ‘old man’ released his arm.


  “Beg my pardon good knight.  I am a simple man.  I did not mean to accost your person.”


  “Even so it is forgiven,” said Ebros.  “And I am sure the robber has made good his escape by now.  As for your apparel I have a camp on the other side of the mound.  Accompany me and I will lend you a tunic and some breaches.”


  “That would be more kindness than I deserve good sir.  But I will gladly accept your offer.”


   


   


  The rain had slowed to a drizzle.  Less than an hour ago it was coming down so heavy a lot of the vendors at the port were tying down their goods.  Zafton’s port was one of the busiest in the world.  It saw more ships and goods than Kings Harbor.  It was second only to the port at Monet that housed the Royal Navy in The Joint Kingdoms.  


  Lyla told Maverick that the meeting was to take place where a ship named The Adamante was docked.  He and Oxley had walked the length of the pier twice with no sign of the ship.  Oxley wanted to ask around but Maverick refused, not wanting to let the potential buyers know they were there before he had a chance to check them out from a distance.


  As they started their third pass a large fishing boat rowed out from between two larger Brigantine ships.  As the boat moved further back Maverick could make out the letters on the side of the largest ship A-D-A-M-A-N-T-E.


  He grabbed Oxley by the arm and pointed to the name.  


  “That there is our ship Ox!”


  “My name is Oxley.  Not Ox!”


  “That there is our ship Oxley.  And we are early.  Come on, let’s keep a look over there by the roping.”


  Maverick bought an apple and leaned against the support of a building used as a shipping office that was located next to the pier.  


  “Why so quiet Ox? You thinking because I came to make the sale instead of Lyla you won’t get your three gold pieces?”


  “Well sort of. And it was supposed to be five.  But I suppose three gold pieces is still a good deal seeing as how I don’t suppose I will have to do much fighting now.”


  “Not so fast! Just because I am here instead of Lyla doesn’t mean I’m going to be doing any fighting.  Remember, I’m Lyla.  Would Lyla be doing any fighting?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well you are right about that.  But I don’t have a crossbow or elven armor so you can’t expect me to be acting like the precocious young daughter of a rich merchant.”


  “You mean ‘a used to be rich merchant’?”


  “Aww her father is still loaded.  Listen to me Oxley you don’t accumulate the kind of wealth that old man did for all those years and just ‘run out of it’.  I’m telling you he’s hidden a lot away for those two.  Besides if you do have to fight I will pay you six gold pieces instead of five.”


  “Six.  That sounds fair.  Just so long as you don’t go starting trouble just to see me fight.”


  “Aww Ox, I’m hurt.  Do you really think I would do that?”  Maverick finished the apple and tossed it; patted Oxley on the back and said “but I do like to see you fight!”


   


   


  Midas and Boris were less than a day away from the monastery.  If they kept walking they would clear the forest by daybreak.  But they had not stopped for any length of time in twelve hours.  


  Midas preferred to keep walking but Boris was ready to eat and  his weapons and armor were a lot heavier than Midas’ robes.


  The had come to a clearing in the woods not far from a pond.  The moisture from the pond caused the surrounding area to be covered in an emerald green moss which was a lot softer to sleep on than the earthen floor.  


  Boris lowered himself to the ground and sat against a tree.  He unbuckled the belt holding his scabbard and dagger and started unstrapping his leather armor harness.  Midas did a quick survey of the area checking for signs of snakes or even worse.  Satisfied for the time being he went back to where Boris was sitting.


  “What about a fire?”


  “Make one if you like?  I’m so tired I will be asleep before it gets going good anyway.”


  Midas started to protest but then realized it would have been a waste of time.


  “Well I will need some kindling.  Mind my pack will  you?”


  Boris just nodded his head and continued removing his armor.


  Midas shrugged to himself and started walking off looking for some suitable kindling.  Most of the ground around their camping was damp so he went further out.  Eventually he forgot that he was supposed to be gathering kindling and simply enjoyed walking in the woods.  The smell of the damp earth, the crunch of leaves and branches under his feet.  The wind on his face as it maneuvered through the trees.  The sound of small animals likes birds chirping, crickets cricking, chip monks scurrying and squirrels gnawing.  He sat down on an old decaying tree that appeared to have come down in a storm long ago.  Between his legs a large crack in its trunk shown bare.  Whitish yellow inside but weathered with moss and termites.  


  Midas took a deep breath and looked around and felt at peace.  He envied the men who lived in the forest.  Even those who only made a living in the forest like The Hunters.  This place was pure, it was genuine and it was ancient.  It was a place to be respected and feared and in return for such respect and fear would shelter you, feed you, and give you drink.  


  Just then Midas felt something.  Not something he should normally be feeling.  Indeed it was near imperceptible but it was there.  Midas concentrated and tried to ascertain which of his senses was alerting him.  The answer was even more curious to Midas.  It was his Cleric training?  Yes, it was that.  The training that Father Wilmont had started him on but he had never finished.


  Father Wilmont had told him how a skilled Cleric could detect the presence of evil.  Not just harm or trouble, the Father emphasized, but evil.  To practice once they had made a trek to the small copse of trees just south of Fire Castle.  In a clearing with a large standing stone the Father had made him sit and concentrate.  For what seemed like hours Midas detected nothing more than his own hunger and agitation at such a silly exercise.  Then the Father sat down as well and put his back to Midas’ back and started concentrating as well.  Almost immediately Midas felt his pulse begin to race, his palms and forehead started to sweat and his body began to heat up.  Then it came, the evil.  Midas felt it as surely as if a stranger had a knife poised above his head.  He wanted to jump and run as the feeling of warning became a feeling of terror.  He had been scared before, even frightened but he had never actually ‘felt’ evil and it was horror.  Horror and madness.


  But just as he was about to bolt, Father Wilmont laid his hand on his forehead; mumbled the most serene prayer Midas had ever heard, and it was gone.  Midas was so gripped by his fear and the feeling of evil that he had not even noticed the Father get up and stand in front of him.


  Now, sitting here in the clearing, Midas was sure he was getting that same feeling again.  His pulse had increased, his hands were palmy, there was moisture along his scalp line and he was getting hot.  


  Midas remained seated but opened his eyes slowly and started taking in his environment, trying to observe the source of this evil.  The Wooddam Forest itself had its own legends of danger and horror but there was nothing specifically ‘evil’ associated with the forest.  He kept looking.  There were no signs of large animals nearby such as a bear or wild cat.  Even then, while dangerous, animals were not specifically evil.


  Finally, he looked up.  Scanning to his left and then right he caught his first sight of it.  Perched in a large sequoia Midas could make out what was surely a Gargoyle.  He had seen those winged creatures many times in his travels in and around Fire Castle.  This one was about the size of a man with large mature wings.  


  It had not spotted Midas and was not looking in his direction.  Midas reached into his pocket and took out a small sapphire encrusted medallion about the size of a coin.  Midas gripped it in his right hand and rose and started to slowly back away toward the camp site where Boris was at.


  But suddenly the Gargoyle shot up into the air above the top of the ancient tree and broke into a headlong plummet toward another clearing of trees in the forest.  “It has spotted its prey” Midas thought, as he loosened the grip on the medallion.  Then he saw something that amazed him.  Gradually, slowly, as it descended the Gargoyle took on the form of a man! 


  “Wizardry..” Midas whispered. The young healer broke into a sprint heading in the direction where the Gargoyle was coming down.  Dark creatures were one thing but wizardry such as that was something altogether.  Something Midas could not ignore.  


  Judging from the height and the direction of the Gargoyle’s descent he would reach the area where it came down in moments.  He heard voices ahead and slowed to listen..


   


  “Beg my pardon good knight.  I am a simple man.  I did not mean to accost your person.” 


   


  “A simple man? You are no man beast!”  He resumed his sprint.


   


  By time Midas broke through the clearing the Gargoyle, now appearing to be a naked old man, and a young knight were heading away from him.  


  Midas yelled, “Good knight beware!  Danger is afoot!  Wizardry!  Dark wizardry!”


  The young knight turned to see where the warning had come from.  Even as he did so the Gargoyle struck him a terrible blow with a backhand that was already transfiguring back into the furry sinews of a Gargoyle’s talon.  


  The knight rolled and landed against the base of a large tree but amazingly did not drop his sword.  Pushing himself up the knight clutched his double handed sword with both hands, raised it high above his right shoulder and broke into a sprint toward the Gargoyle.


  But it was too late.  The beast had completed its transformation and shot into the air away from the two of them.


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Next Moves


   


  Maverick saw Gilbo approaching the mooring from about one hundred feet away.  He appeared to be walking with a stick and had a bag slung across his back.  Children, some alone, some with their mothers, were following him.  Every now and then he would stop and hand them something from the bag.  Sometimes they would hand him something in exchange.  Sometimes they would simply hug him.


  “Maverick, that’s the old guy!” Oxley said pointing, now finally able to make Gilbo’s face.


  “Come on Ox, let’s get back by The Adamante.”


  Maverick and Oxley arrived at the mooring just as Gilbo was giving away his last trinket.  Finally, he took the few items he had gotten in exchange and placed them in a small pouch on his waste.  He tossed the larger bag into a corner.  


  Looking up he saw Maverick and then recognized Oxley.


  “You are the young man with the compass, are you not?”


  Oxley looked at Maverick and then spoke.


  “Un, hun!”


  “Is that a yes” Gilbo asked.


  “Yeah, it’s a yes said Maverick” finally cutting in.


  “And where is the young lady.  I trust she is still well.” Gilbo asked mostly looking at Maverick.


  “She is well and she sent me to close the deal.  Where is the buyer?”


  “Do you have the compass.  Show it to me at least or I will not disturb Milan.”


  “Maverick reached into his vest pocket and showed Gilbo the compass but did not hand it to him.”


  “Ah good,” said Gilbo.  “Come this way.”


  “Gilbo led Maverick and Oxley up the planking leading to the deck of The Adamante.”


  Three grizzled sailors blocked their path onto the ship and just looked at them.  One chewing on a length of straw.


  “I am Gilbo.  I have business with Captain Milan.”


  The three moved aside and one of them started leading them to the quarterdeck.  Captain Milan was on the deck ordering some crew members to make some adjustments to the cargo in the hold.


  Gilbo, Maverick and Oxley waited patiently.  Milan was a lean man.  He was dressed in some kind of officer’s uniform with a black bicorne hat.  When the last hand on deck left him, he turned toward Gilbo.


  “Master innkeeper, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit.  Have something interesting for me?”


  “Indeed I do Captain? A weather compass!” Gilbo gestured to Maverick to hand him the compass.


  “A weather compass Gilbo?  I have not seen one of those in many a moon. Does it work?” 


  Maverick handed the compass to the Captain. Milan looked the compass up and down and then took several steps left and right and then forward and back.  Finally, he signaled to his bosun to bring over the ship’s weather maps.


  The large, bald, black skinned bosun was built like a rhinoceros.  He had a gold earring hanging from his right ear and curved sword swinging from his right hip. He looked Gilbo, Maverick and finally Oxley up and down.  He smirked at Oxley and then handed Captain Milan the maps without saying a word.


  Captain Milan took the maps and laid them across the ship’s wheel.  He then took the compass and laid it on the weather map turning it northeast before raising it in the air above his head.  Gilbo, Maverick and Oxley just looked at each other and then looked at the Captain.


  “Well its a weather compass and it works,” he said at last handing the compass back to Maverick.  “And I will pay you 200 gold pieces for it.” 


  Gilbo looked at Maverick.  Maverick looked at Oxley but Oxley just shrugged.  


  “300 gold pieces and that is my final offer Gilbo.  You know I don’t like to haggle.” Milan said at last.


  “We’ll take it!” Maverick said before Gilbo could answer, tossing the compass back to Captain Milan.


  Captain Milan nodded to his bosun who gestured for the trio to follow him to the forecastle deck.  As the trio were led off Captain Milan called out to Gilbo one last time.


  “And Gilbo, when you have concluded your dealings with those two swabbies I would speak to you about some trinkets I wish to acquire and a room for the evening!”


  Gilbo smiled and waved, patted Maverick on his back, and continued walking.


   


  Heymann went directly into Morcai.  It was apparent there had been some commotion at the castle since was last there but that did not concern him.  Probably just another fool trying to steal from his master.


  Morcai was not at his usual desk.  Instead he was in the small hall seated by the fire.  He appeared to be looking at a map with small figures placed on it.  He was not handling the figures or the map just sitting in a leather chair, with a glass of red wine in one hand and the map and figures on a small table in front of him.  The fireplace had a small fire burning that appeared to have been newly fueled.


  Heymann stood at the entrance to the hall and waited to be acknowledged.  Morcai did not look at up he just continued to stare at the map for a moment, finished the last of his wine and then spoke.


  “Captain. I am glad that you are well.  To survive two encounters with two different Bane Knights is a rare feat.”  Morcai gestured for the Captain to sit down.


  “Did you get my last missive?”  Morcai asked.


  “I did not sire.  After setting The Ferret loose and intercepting The Lady, she begged me to dispatch The Second Knight’s host that was trailing her.”


  “That much I know.  And I assume by your presence that you were victorious.”


  “Eve so, my lord.”


  “And dare I inquire if The Second Knight, Horatio, is dead?”


  “Not dead my lord.  It was only his lieutenant that still pursued The Lady by time we encountered him.”


  “And is his lieutenant dead?  I believe that he is called Sir DavenPo.  Correct?”


  “True my lord and no he is not dead.  We were outnumbered and ready to sell our lives dearly when he took flight.”


  “Took flight!  A Bane Knight?”


  “True my lord.  As soon as he caught sight of Friar Damian and The Sons of Cain he took flight.”


  “Friar Damian?  The traitor monk has accompanied The Lady into these lands?  And he leads The Sons of Cain?”


  “Yes sire.  Even now, the Friar and The Lady await your presence in the forest just beyond your castle.”


  “So The Lady has agreed to come to me.”


  “She has come my lord, but she has stated she will come no further.  If you wish her counsel you must meet her in the woods.”


  “Even so, she is wise.  Even she fears the wards of a wizard’ castle.  But I will come to her Captain Heymann.  But not in the forest.”


  “My lord?”


  “Tell The Lady that I would consult with her in her dreams.  Tell her to expect me within a fortnight.  If I have not appeared by then she is free to leave and continue her journey without me taking offense.”


   Heymann rose, placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and headed for the door.


  “Anything else, my lord.”  He asked before walking out.


  “Yes Captain.  I expect to hear word of The Ferret soon.  After you have conveyed my message to The Lady.  Reinforce your host and proceed to The Lost Men’s Camp.  Things may happen very quickly after we hear of The Ferret’s work and I may need you to secure The Camp for me with all haste.”


  “Ah yes.  As you command my lord.”


  Morcai refilled his wine glass and sat back in his leather chair.  He took a drink and savored it for a second on his tongue and then swallowed.  Then he leaned back over to the map with the figures and picked up a piece resembling a black knight and moved it to an area on the map with a icon resembling that of a tent.  


   


  The fair was busy.  People were laughing and singing and watching entertainment all throughout the castle grounds.  Unlike most weekends every stall’s shutter was open and the owner’s wares were out on their open counters.  


  People were talking and socializing all about the castle grounds from the courtyard out beyond the barbicon and over the moat on the open fields.  But the most congested areas by far were the narrow corridors between the inner bailey and outer bailey were the market plaza was set up.


  The Ferret had arrived early and was pretending to help direct villagers and others visiting from the towns to the entertainment and food.  His real purpose was to remain situated by the postern gate without attracting any unnecessary attention.  


  To either side of him some nobles and scholars were playing games of chess, draughts or Nine Men’s Morris on wooden tables.  


  Everything was the way he was instructed Morcai wanted it to be.  Now was his time to strike.  One glance around him revealed that no one had taken any special note of his person nor did anyone notice as he took the yellowish white clay out of his pocket.  He had used this before.  An alchemist has sold it to him for the cost of a small castle.  The properties of it however were such that when exposed to air it was self igniting and very difficult to put out with water.  Moreover, if the flames did not kill you then the vapors they created were just as toxic and led to life shortening illnesses that either destroyed ones liver or caused one to suffer toothaches and swelling of the gums. Over time, the jaw bone itself would begin to rot and the bones would glow a greenish-white color in the dark.  It was caused ‘ghost jaw’ by those in the East.  Eventually the condition damaged the brain itself and its victims were struck with madness or lunacy.   Ghost jaw was extremely painful and disfiguring to its victims whose bones literally rotted away accompanied by a foul-smelling odor of garlic.


  Morcai wanted a slaughter and he would get one that these people’s grandchildren would still be talking about when they got old.


  Morcai crushed the clay packing on top of the pitch and tar he had prepared along the base of the inner and outer bailey walls three days prior before the young Hugo discovered him.


  The Ferret watched the white substance briefly to insure it had not been contaminated.  Then he saw it ignite and burst into a flame.  For less than twenty seconds more he watched as the flame raced along the length of the outer bailey wall almost unnoticed as it was obscured by the stalls and carts of the merchants.  


  Finally, there was a scream as a glass maker’s wares exploded sending glass over dozens in the plaza.  Then another scream as a dress maker was consumed in flames as all her merchandise ignited around her.  More screams and The Ferret could not keep track of where they were coming from.


  Satisfied he took a small torch he had prepared and hidden under the table of the men playing board games.  He lit it with flames from the fire now engulfing the table, walked to the other side of the plaza and lit the pitch and tar lining the inner bailey as well.  


  With that he dropped one silver coin with a cursive ‘F’carved into it and left through the postern gate.  He didn’t have to bother and try to close it as the crush of people in the plaza made it impossible for any but those right at the gate to reach it.  All of the others trampled each other spreading the fire from one person to the next with their own clothing.  


  ‘F’


   


  Lyla was still weak and tired by time Granger and Maddox finally found out where she was resting.  


  Granger came into the room while Maddox stood at the door.  


  “My lady, I am told you are not well?” Granger knelt beside her bed.


  “Hi Granger,” she said weakly.


  “Take this.  It is a cinder leaf. I believe it will remedy your ailments.  Boil it or immerse it in hot water and then drink the water.” He laid the leaf by her cot.


  “Thank you Granger.”


  “Lyla, where is Maverick.”


  “At the pier. He went to sell something we picked up the last time we were here.”


  “You mean the compass?”


  “Yes.  The innkeeper in the center of the city said he had a buyer.”


  “This innkeeper, what was his name?”


  “Gilbo.”


  “Gilbo ‘The Traveler’.” Granger raised an eyebrow and looked at Maddox.  Maddox simply said, “Last time I heard he was in Kings Harbor.  Makes sense though this would be the best place to sell anything he picked up there.”


  Lyla sat up putting her back against the wall.  “Is something wrong Granger?  Is Maverick in danger?”


  Granger smiled.  “No my lady, on the contrary.  If he is dealing with Gilbo he could not effect a safer and fairer transaction in the kingdom.  But Maddox and I must take our leave.  Urgent news has come to us.  Tell Maverick when he returns that the Third Knight sought us and we will get word to him of his desire when we know it.  Now lie back down.  I will have the innkeeper bring you hot water on my way out.”


  “Oh, ok…” Lyla said as she slumped back down and onto her side.  


  Granger rose to leave but as he made it to the door, Lyla spoke “Granger?”


  “Yes my lady!”


  “Why do you call me ‘lady’?”


  “Why? Because Maverick loves you child.  He always has.”


  With that Granger donned his hood and strode out the room.  Maddox took one last glance at Lyla and followed closely behind closing the door.




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Climaxes


   


  Kane was pleased with the information the Gargoyle had returned with.  Apparently in its discussions with the knight, the knight had revealed that he was a knight of the land and on a quest for the Third Knight, Swift to locate The Ferret.  


  The knight had asked the Gargoyle for the description of its attackers and whether there was anything unusual about them.  The creature was just about to answer ‘No’ and inquire what Sir Ebros already knew about the assassin when the healer alerted the knight to the ruse and it had to make its escape.  


  But Kane had ascertained enough to fulfill his contract with The Ferret.  It would seem the Bane Knight had abandoned the pursuit for a more important quest and delegated it to the young knight.  “In doing so”, thought Kane “he has also delegated his fate to that young knight.”  Had the Bane Knight himself still been in pursuit Kane was prepared, even looked forward to, personally dealing with the knight himself.  But this young Sir Ebros had neither the experience or skill of the Third Knight to be any threat to The Ferret’s plans.  Indeed, in all likelihood The Ferret had already carried out his plans.  But that was not the point.  Kane knew The Ferret was more worried about getting caught afterward than being stopped.  


  Irrespective, thought Kane, he had someone or more accurately something, very specific in mind to deal with the young knight.  


  Grabbing his cloak, Kane headed for his door.  He needed to get to one of the message centers that were set up at certain towns and castles in the kingdom.  He had agents close to Sir Ebros’ location that he needed to set in motion.  None of them however knew his identity, let alone that he was a wizard, so he could not use the Gargoyle or any of his wards to contact them without revealing himself.  The message centers kept a fleet of pigeons that would carry messages to the message center closest to your desired destination.  At which point a mounted courier would take the script to its intended recipient.  The cost was prohibitive but the service was fast and reliable.


   


   


  “Well warned my friend.  I had suspected the old man was not what he appeared to be. But a Gargoyle?  That would have caught me off guard and likely been the death of me.  I am Sir Ebros, lieutenant to the knight Swift, Third Knight of the Land.”  Sir Ebros held his hand out to Midas.


  Midas took his hand and answered, “I am called Midas.  I am a Healer.”


  “A healer.  I’ve never known a healer that could see through a doppleganger like that.  Maybe a Cleric but not a healer.”


  “Well I have had some training in that as well.  At the monastery where I am heading.  And what about you good knight, what keeps you in these woods this close to night.”


  “I am charged with a quest.  I seek one who refers to himself as The Ferret.  An assassin.  Have you come across anyone suspicious in your travels other than the creature of course?”


  “No.  I am traveling with a companion from the Town of Milestill.  We are heading to the monastery to consult with the Father regarding rumors of the king’s death.  Have you any news of that?”


  “Indeed so. I was riding with the Third Knight on a quest to spread the news when we learned of the assassin’s plot.  It is true healer.  The king is dead!”


  Midas paused.  


  “That is sad news. I never met the king but he was ever a friend of The Church.”


  “A friend and a follower healer.”


  “Even so.  If what you say proves to be true then I no longer need to reach the monastery.  I must go to Kings Castle.  That is where Father Wilmont will be.”


  “What do you mean if it proves to be true?” Sir Ebros was puzzled.  This was the first indication he had received from anyone since traveling with Swift that the news of the king’s death may not be true.  


  “Indeed good knight.  I believe you speak the truth known to you but it is not for you and I to know the whole truth of such things.  One thing living at the monastery taught me was that the machinations of lords and kings are not bound by the ethical constraints of men such as you and I.”


  “So you mean this all may well be a ruse of the king’s own making?” 


  “Yes and not an insignificant one at that.  The king would be risking all if the ruse were to go awry.  Those who would be in a place to improve their station upon his death will not surrender power if they are successful in seizing it.  And I assure you Ebros if the king is not dead he would be as sure as dead anyway.”


  “So you make for the castle to aid the king’s cause?”


  “Even so.  As I said that is where Father Wilmont will be for the same reason.  Will you accompany me knight?”


  “I cannot healer. I am bound by a quest.  My lord has charged me to find the assassin.”


  “You misunderstand me Sir Ebros.  That is precisely why you must accompany me.  Your assassin is heading for the castle!”


   


  The cabin The Ferret had secured was less than forty feet off the road leading to the castle.  In less than a day troops of knights would be up and down that road and searching and questioning everyone in every cabin or house between the castle and Kings Harbor.


  It was time for The Ferret to leave.  Hurriedly he ran to the door trying to avoid being seen by anyone with all the blood covering him.  His coin would signal to the castle that the fire was not an accident and that it was his work.  A man seen covered in blood coming from the direction of the castle would be all the evidence they needed to know they had located the culprit.  But it looked clear.  No one was working in any of the fields nearby and the owner he had rented from - well.  He would not be telling anyone anything.


  Still, as he entered the cabin and closed the door.  Leaving blood on the handle and on the floor.  The muffled moaning from under the cot reminded him that there was still one person that could lead any authorities to him.  This fact alone changed what would have been a gratuitous killing a day ago into a necessary part of completing his plan.


  He pulled the child from under the cot.  Frightened and trembling the child looked up at the assassin with tears in his eyes.  The Ferret looked down at the child.  He raised his left foot and brought it down again and again and again until Hugo had stopped breathing.


  The Ferret was motionless.  His right hand was trembling.  He had abhorred himself.  But what bothered him the most was that he did not know why killing Hugo, the way he did, wretched him.  There was no doubt dozens of boy’s Hugo’s age in the plaza when the flames he ignited engulfed.  Boys, girls, mothers and fathers.  Young and old.  He killed them all and felt nothing.  But this, this bothered him because he could not help but feel the boy deserved more.  He could not help but wonder if the boy would have made something of himself.  If he could have crawled out from underneath the wretched circumstances of his miserable birth.  Like The Ferret had.  


  He shook himself to.  The time.  He was wasting time.  Already the castle would be on alert and once the fire was extinguished the hunt would begin.  The hunt for him.  He started  moving quickly through the little cabin.  He grabbed the items he needed for travel, arranged the kindling in all four corners and finally went over to the young child’s body to wrap it in the burlap blanket.  


  Just as he lifted the boy however a small leather bag fell from the pocket of the child’s breeches and dozens of tiny buttons spilled onto the cabin floor.  The Ferret picked a handful of them up and put them in his pocket.  And where the buttons had been he left a small stack of his signature coins.  


  Maybe the boy would make something of himself after all.  Maybe he would be remembered and even feared, he thought as he studied the odd octagonal shaped buttons.  Besides he liked the buttons better than the coins anyway.   


   


   


  “Tragedy my lord!  Tragedy at the fair!!” The sergeant burst into the First Knight’s chambers.  He was breathing heavy and had a look of sheer horror on his face.


  Bonelord turned in his chair and looked up at the sergeant without standing.  “It has begun,” he thought.  At last he stood.  Gathering his resolve he tried to calm the soldier.


  “Be strong good sergeant!  Whatever has befallen the castle, you must be strong.  You are a soldier of the King.  Do you understand?”


  “I understand my lord.” The sergeant gathered himself, placed his hand upon his sword and stood straight up.


  “Now tell me.  What has happened and where?”


  “Fire my lord.  Terrible fire fueled by arson in the market plaza.  We can’t extinguish it.  The water only makes it worse my lord.” The sergeant felt himself slipping again and took a hard swallow and stopped speaking for a moment, “..the water is only making it worse.”


  “Greek fire,” whispered Bonelord.  “But how? Who?”


  “We do not know my lord.  My lord what are we to do.”


  “Dirt sergeant! Order your men and the guards to man the upper battlements and start dumping dirt onto the fire.”


  “But what of the people my lord. They are trapped and burning.”


  “They are already dead sergeant.  Bury them and that fire or else we will lose the castle! That’s an order!”


  “Yes my liege.”  The sergeant turned and rushed out the door, followed by two guards who were waiting at the entrance.


  Bonelord buried his head into his hands and put them on his desk.  “How many?” he thought. “How many people have I just consigned to their deaths.  How many?”


  Before he could formulate an answer he felt the presence of three more people in the chamber with him. Bonelord turned his head in the direction of the door without raising it.


  “Lord Protector, we have heard the news.  How may the Church be of help?”


  Standing in the doorway was The Abbot, Father Wilmont and Lord Nessleton.


    


   


  The Lady was uncomfortable.  That was not new.  She was often uncomfortable.  But right now she was asleep.  Nonetheless she was uncomfortable.  As she sat in her mind’s space, surrounded by nothing but the void of her existence, she would have appeared to be sitting in mid air in the midst of twilight darkness were one able to see her in her dreams.  She sat with her legs crossed and her hands upon her knees, just staring into her being.  


  She often did this.  Not every time she slept but a lot of times.  It had been taught to her by the elves of the Kingdom of Lyss.  They called it the ‘dowlite’.  Although she had come to realize that the ‘dowlite’ and the waking dreams she was capable of were not one and the same.  She did not know if any other humans besides her could achieve this state.  Oh she knew of wizards, more than a few, who could dream walk but that was far from the same thing.  In order to dream walk they had to be awake and they had to expend great power to enter the dream and even more to return again.  Except that is the possessor of the ring.  It’s power and not its wearer’s powered its owner’s journey through the halls of sleep.  But other than that few were the wizards who knew how to meet her in this place and fewer were those who had the power to do it.  Which was exactly why Matthew had chosen an audience with her here.  A demonstration of his power.  One she intended to note very carefully.


  Before her appeared a very small ripple.  A rippled line opening straight down the reality of her existence about the size of a man.  And through it walked the wizard.  Matthew.  It is said he used to be handsome.  A young monk with dark, short cropped hair.  A bright smile and dark curious eyes.  But that was long ago.  Now his hair was long, wavy and wild.  He wore a long goatee that begin at the edge of his chin and extended down six inches just as dark, wavy and wild as the hair on his head.  His eyebrows were too thick and jutted out beyond the frame of his face.  His nose was broken and reset and drooped over his lip.  And his eyes.  His eyes were dark orbs of evil.  He was clothed in an ankle length sand colored thawb tattered at the sleeves and along its hems.  And on his head he wore a faded gold laurel wreath.


  Morcai stood before The Lady.  Suspended in the void as she was. He smiled at her.  A dry, polite and cautious smile.


  “Matthew.  It has been a long time.” The Lady smiled graciously.


  “My lady it has.  I hope my selection of this venue meets with your approval.  I know how ‘comfortable’ you are in this space.”


  “I am not comfortable, as you can probably tell.  But the space suits me.  I owe my discomfort to many other things.  One of which I presume is the reason you have requested this meeting.”


  “Ah, so it is.  I would know my lady, if the time has come.” Morcai walked closer to the lady. His form beginning to shimmer.


  “The time, Matthew?”


  “When it is completed I will lend my power to this new king.  Is it completed my lady?  Am I that new king?”


  The Lady sat in silence.  Her silver eyes fixed on Morcai’s dark orbs.  Neither spoke.   


   


  Captain Milan’s bosun paid Maverick and Gilbo the 300 gold pieces the Captain had promised.  


  As the three walked down the gang plank from The Adamante.  Maverick finished counting the 300 pieces.


  “298, 299, 300!  It’s all there.  So how much do I owe you old man. What is your name again?”


  “Gilbo.  Some call me Gilbo ‘The Traveler’ but Gilbo is fine.  And the answer to your first question would be 30 gold pieces.”


  “Ten percent! You charge a ten percent finder’s fee old man.”


  “Considering the purse the Captain was able to pay I would think 30 gold pieces is more than fair.”


  “It’s fair enough old traveler but I will give you your thirty gold pieces and another thirty on top of that.”


  Gilbo spoke up before Maverick could finish his sentence.


  “To keep my silence lad?  You mean another 30 gold pieces to keep my mouth shut about the compass?  I assure you son it’s altogether unnecessary.  30 gold pieces buys you the same silence with me as sixty.”


  “Just the same old man, here is sixty.  So your silence starts now.  Understood?”


  “Understood.  And do wish the fair lady I met yesterday well lad.  That young lady has a merchant’s eye!”


  “I suppose she does old man.  And I will convey your consideration.”


  Oxley stood by Maverick and watched Gilbo head off in the direction of his inn.


  “Well Ox that went well.  And when I saw the size of that bosun I must admit I was glad to have you by my side.  So you earned your pay after all Ox.  Here you go.”


  “This is 30 gold pieces Maverick.” Oxley held his hand open astonished.


  “I know Oxley. I never had any intention of just paying you three gold pieces and I am sure Lyla didn’t either.”  Maverick patted Oxley on the back.  “What do you say we go back to the tavern and buy three gold pieces worth of ale!”


  “Well, actually Maverick.  We passed a few shops on the way to the pier that I have a mind to visit and sample some of their wares.”


  “A few shops huh.  You mean shops like ‘Pusse le Cat’, or ‘Bouncing Bess’ or ‘Flying Kate’ or maybe even the ‘Bette cum Yoldefoot’ Ox?” Maverick smiled.  


  “Well maybe not ‘Bouncing Bess’.”


  Maverick burst out into open laughter.  Oxley stared for a second and started laughing too.


  “See you back at the tavern Oxley.”


   


   


   Bonelord stood up.  


  “The Church, of course! The Church!” He exclaimed running toward The Abbot and Father Wilmont.


  “Thank the One!” Remembering his last order he braced the two men.  “The dirt! Hurry fathers we haven’t a moment to spare.”


  “Marcus, can I help?” Nessleton walked up as the three men reached the door.


  “Roger, it is good to see you again. I wish that time allowed us to catch up. But come, you can be of help too.”


  The three men rushed down the gallery of the keep to the winding stairs of the tower.  Smoke from the fire in the market plaza had already started to enter the interior of the castle including the tower stairs.


  “That smell of garlic?” said The Abbot looking at Father Wilmont.


  “White phosphorous!” the Father replied, “cover your noses!”


  “White phosphorous then!” said Bonelord “not greek fire!”


  Emerging out by the barbican the three men quickly turned toward the inner wall.  Ten men were already heaving buckets of dirt down upon the fire and the people caught in it.  Bonelord  hurried to the battlements and ordered the sentries to stop pouring the dirt down.


  “Fathers can you tend to the wounded?  Have you healing potions?”


  “We do Lord Protector.  We will heal as many as we can.  Can you and your men get them to us?” Father Wilmont answered.


  “I have to direct the attack on the fire.  Roger, take as many men as you need and funnel all the survivors - no matter how badly wounded - out to the north gate.  The Fathers will be set up there waiting for you.  I will direct the dirt onto the fire starting at the south end of the plaza and we will work our way north. But be quick Roger if the fire escapes the plaza the whole castle will be lost.”


  “I understand Marcus, Fathers shall we go?” 


   


   


   


  “I fear you are incorrect Lord Aranrood.  What does The Lady’s coming have to do with any of The Weapons of Power.  As you know I am guardian of one such weapon, the ring; and were her coming concerning The Weapons of Power I would be one of the first to know.” Vandrel stopped walking and looked the elven king in the face to emphasize his point.


  “Perhaps Wizard but let me ask you two questions.  Have you consulted with any of the other guardians of the great weapons?” Lord Aranrood waited.


  “No, I have not.”


  “And is it not true that you have received dreams of The Lady while wielding the ring? Dreams that she was coming.  Coming to you?”


  Vandrel did not answer.  He was shocked.  How could the elven king know such a thing?


  “Come Vandrel, surely you are not surprised that I know of such things. Elf Mountain is home as well to a guardian.”


  “Vinetach and The Bow of Light, of course.” Vandrel relaxed.


  “Precisely.”


  “And he has had dreams of The Lady as well?” Asked Vandrel.


  “Not dreams wizard.  Vinetach is but a sage and not a wizard capable of having waking dreams.  Though as an elf he, like us all, has the gift of ‘dowlite’.”


  “The art of physical separation…the astral form?” answered Vandrel.


  “Yes.  And Vinetach is the wisest of us all on this continent and he has perceived the coming of The Lady.  He has seen her in astral form striding the way of the dream walkers.  So I ask you again is it not true that The Lady intends to come to you.” Lord Aranrood’s voice hardened.  He did not know Vandrel and to this point he did not know the wizard’s intentions.  How he answered next however would reveal all and the elven king was prepared to act.


  “You have been told the truth great elven king.  The Lady intends to see me.  And that is why I have come to you.  She must not reach me or my abode.  And I am sure she does not travel alone or without sufficient power to guard her passage through this land.”


  “So you seek my help in diverting her.  Why me?  Why Elf Mountain?”


  “As you have said elven king, because you safeguard a weapon of power as well.  And though I cannot be certain, I believe you and your kind would be less tempted to agree to aid her in wresting the weapon from me if she made such a request.”


  “Why do you believe she intends to wrest the ring from you?”


  “Whether she intends to or not, as you have said; she is The Harbinger of The Weapons of Power.  She was there when I first became Guardian of the Ring.  She is foretold to be there when my guardianship and the guardianship of all the weapons’ guardians ends, even the Bow of Light.”


  “And you think if she reaches you that she may inadvertently bring what has been foretold to pass?”


  “Even so.”


  “I understand wizard.  But who can I send.  I cannot go myself, not with the rumors of the king’s death.  My host must be ready to fulfill its alliances in the event of battle or even war.”


  “I was not thinking of you lord.”


  “Then who?”


  “The Pathfinder.  You must send The Pathfinder!”




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Struggles


   


  Oxley’s first “visit” had went well.  He was surprised at how much he was able to get for twenty silver pieces.  Back in Milestill a single silver coin only got you a ride on your lap, three draughts together from the same mug and then a kiss on the lips.  Anything else was extra including ‘touching’ the legs or thighs or regions below.


  But today, with the gold Maverick had paid him, Oxley had all access.  The ‘Pusse le Cat’ was just up ahead and he was looking forward to spending double what he had at the ‘Bouncing Bess’.  


  As he looked up from counting his coins, Oxley noticed four guys standing in his path in the alley.  All of them were smaller than Oxley though two had smooth wooden batons.  Oxley slid his coins back into his pocket and stopped walking.  He could handle himself in a fair fight but even for his size four on one was poor odds.  Add in the clubs and no matter how hard he fought it was just a foregone conclusion.


  Oxley slowly turned around and started walking back the way he had came.  That’s when the bosun from The Adamante along with a taller skinny guy appeared blocking his way in that direction.  


  “I don’t want no trouble with you guys.  Me and my friend earned this gold fair and square.  You know that,” said Oxley pointing at the bosun.  “Besides,” he continued.  “He only gave me 20 gold pieces out of the three hundred you paid us.  The old guy got three times that much.”


  “Well that’s nice to know son,” the bosun said as he uncoiled a length of rope in his hands.  “But you see, we ain’t here to rob you.  Captain Milan never goes back on a deal. It leaves a bad reputation and makes it hard to visit the same place twice.”


  “You ain’t here to rob me.” Oxley said puzzled.


  “That’s right, we ain’t.  In fact, I give you my word as a sailor that whatever gold you have on you when you begin your service will be returned to you by the Quartermaster when your service is completed.  And if not you then your next of kin laddie.”


  “Service? What service?” asked Oxley starting to get nervous as the gang of men closed in on him from both sides.


  “Your service aboard The Adamante son. Haven’t you ever heard of a press gang?”


  Before Oxley could answer the four men behind him let into his sides and legs with the clubs.  Oxley started swinging realizing for the first time that the men were a press gang and they intended to force him to serve aboard The Adamante.


  Oxley wasn’t punching but was instead flailing his arms about like staffs closelining the smaller sailors as they closed in on him.  Eventually the sailors realized that the blows to Oxley’s legs and sides weren’t having the intended effect as Oxley shrugged them off and continued to deliver ham hocks to the smaller men.  One of them was already down. Dizzy and disoriented from a forearm shot he caught from Oxley’s right arm.  Desperate they started trying to hit Oxley in the head and neck area with the small clubs.  But at six foot four and weighing 290 pounds the smaller five foot five swabbies could barely reach his head.  The first blow that did catch Oxley’s head left a red contusion on his forehead above his right eye.  This sent Oxley into a fury and instead of simply swiping and swinging at the sailors he started throwing punches and grabbing them and hurling them across the alley.  He threw one guy so hard his back hit the back of a broken cart and he went limp screaming his couldn’t move his legs. 


  That only left two of the four sailors that had originally cut him off still engaging him; with one clutching onto his right leg and the other clutching onto his right arm.


  Rodrigo, the bosun, had seen enough.  Handing the rope to the tall skinny ruffian standing with him he walked up to where Oxley was tussling with the two smaller sailors and threw a right handed punch that hit Oxley so hard in the face that it appeared to break his nose.  Oxley crumpled to his knees and fell out unconscious.


  “Tie him up and see if those other two are still fit for service.  We sail in an hour.”


   


   


  Lyla was feeling better.  The tea Granger had prescribed for her had broken her fever and the food Maverick had brought her back from the pier was restoring her strength.


  Maverick had brought her enough food to feed a barracks.  Beef and mutton with wastrel bread, fruit, onions and garlic.  Salted herrings as an appetizer and almond pudding and custard pies for dessert.


  He told her that he had assumed Oxley would be back by time he returned with the food having spent all his gold at the first brothel he visited or else having been robbed of it by one of its buxom wenches.  The fact Oxley had not returned yet impressed Maverick, maybe the big oaf knew more of the ways of the world than he let on.


  “Here’s your share of the transaction Lyla.  One hundred gold.  Out of the three hundred, I gave the old innkeeper sixty, Oxley got thirty and the other ten I used to pay our bill at the tavern for the food and rooms and to buy all this food. That left 100 gold pieces each for me and you.”


  “So Gilbo was true to his word, uh Maverick?”


  “I guess so.”


  “I wish I could of went with you Maverick.  I would have liked to have gone aboard a real sailing ship.  How many guns did you say it had?”


  “At least sixteen maybe eighteen.  Eight or nine on each side.”


  “Wow.  A real fighting ship and a real captain.  C.a.p.I.t.a.n. Meeelan!!” Lyla drug out the last syllables of the captains name causing Maverick to burst into laughter.


  “I’m just glad Granger’s tea worked.  I was going to pay the leech to bleed you tomorrow if you were not feeling better.”


  “Bleed me.  What about the healing potions?”


  “Well I left one with him to give to you but he said the bleeding would cost half as much and if it didn’t work he could always give you the potion then.  Sounded reasonable to me.”


  “Oh, if you put it that way.  Yeah.”


  “Speaking of Granger, where did he say him and his surly friend were heading.”


  “I don’t remember.  I was hardly awake.  I just recall something about the Third Knight having need of him and something about you being in love with me…”


  Lyla stopped chewing the mutton she had in her mouth.  She had not meant to bring up that last part.  She looked up at Maverick, raising her eyes but not her head.


  “What was that last part?” Maverick said with his eyebrows furrowed over.


  “What last part?” Lyla asked as she started chewing again.


  “You said something about me being in love with you.”


  “I didn’t say anything about you being in love with me you cretin.  I said he mentioned something about you being in love with mead!”


  Maverick was silent.  Lyla was silent.  


  “Oh, in love with mead.  Yeah.  Well that’s true.  I guess I did drink a lot while he was with me these few days.” 


  “Umm, hmm” was all Lyla said as she resumed eating and quickly changed the subject to the raspberries in the almond pudding.


   


  Swift had relayed as many messages as he could to the towns and kingdoms that The Ferret could have reached since he slipped past him at Wooddam.  He had even tried to message Sir Ebros if he was still in the woods. The message center here in Futuretown was the most advanced in the kingdom.  


  Most message centers used carrier pigeons to relay messages to other message centers the king had set up at specific locations in the realm. From there the message would be carried by rider on horse to its intended recipient although that could still involve a day or two or travel.  At its best the message centers could deliver a message in three days that normally took a week.  But for the type of message Swift was conveying even three days would be too late.


  The message centers at Futuretown on the other hand sent the messages directly from its center to another message center through a device called a ‘tapper’.  Using lode stones at each center, tapping on the primary stone at Futuretown could be detected on one or more of the other stones at the other message centers so that the message was delivered instantly.  From there the message still had to be delivered by rider but it eliminated one or two days it might take a pigeon to fly to a remote destination and if the message center was in another town it eliminated any delay at all.  


  The only limitation of the system was that it required operators trained in the ‘tapping’ code at any center sending or receiving the message.  This was usually a big problem as the only training available in Overland was at Futuretown and often the message centers in other towns or castles did not employ a ‘trained’ tapper.  Instead they relied on operators ‘familiar’ with the tapping system who could translate some but not all of a given message.  And in the case of very long or complex messages sometimes they could not decipher more than the greeting and the ending.  


  The second problem with the ‘tapping’ system was that the lode stones wore out very quickly from the tapping which was done with a small iron hammer.  Typically a lode stone could send or receive at most three messages before cracking or shattering.  A cracked lode stone could still be used but resulted in garbled or misinterpreted messages.  A shattered lode stone was useless.  Being one of the wealthier towns Futuretown could afford to keep an ample supply of the lode stones available and replaced them at the first sign of chipping or scratching.  The other towns on the other hand only replaced them when they had a paying customer as the price of sending or receiving such a message at one of those centers was about twice the cost of the lode stone itself.  


  None of that mattered to Swift now.  He had continued on to Futuretown instead of diverting to the message center at Kings Harbor for the sole purpose of using the tapping system. And as a Knight of the Land and Third Knight of the King the cost was inconsequential and would be paid by the crown.


  Swift worried that even if his messages got through on time they were still too vague.  They simply read:  


   


  “Beware The Ferret.  He is loose.  Intends to do great harm to persons large and small.  Guard all festivities and fairs.”


   


  Assuming the more prescient rulers understood the message; what could they actually do before The Ferret struck?  No.  His real hope in preventing The Ferret’s terror lie in catching him.  Even if he could not prevent it.  He would see that The Ferret was still caught so that justice might be done upon him.  And his best chance of catching The Ferret lie with Granger.  But he could not locate Granger without abandoning his quest.  


  “Forgive me my liege.” He thought as he mounted his horse and rode out of Futuretown heading back south to the forest of Wooddam.


   


  “That’s the last.” Lord Nessleton was sweating.  His white tunic was marred with blood and smoke.  “None of the rest could be saved.  Bonelord is having the trebuchets loaded now to fill the remaining space in the plaza with dirt and extinquish the last of the fire.”


  “It’s just as well Roger, we are all out of healing potions and The Father is spent.  He has no more ability to heal so much as a rash.  And I have just enough to heal those three over there and then I too will be spent.”


  “How many did we save Abbot?”


  “If those three live fifty eight.  Fifty eight out of two hundred.”


  Neither man spoke for a space of time.


  “Well, we guess there was another hundred that were consumed or crushed and will never be accounted for.  The Lord Protector has ordered burial arrangements to begin as soon as the last fires are extinguished.”


  “The Church will help with that as well, of course.”  The Abbot wiped his brow and turned to see to the three remaining victims in his medical tent awaiting treatment when he saw Father Wilmont approaching.  He was carrying the body of a boy in his arms.  


  The Abbot looked at Lord Nessleton as the two waited for the Father to approach.  Father Wilmont walked up to Lord Nessleton.  A look of profound grief and pain etched across his face.


  “This young boy was brought to me by a soldier clearing debris by the postern gate.”  


  The Abbot walked up and examined the body of the child.  He ran his hand over the child’s limbs and then lightly touched his broken face and skull with his fingers.  Finally, he looked up at The Father with a look of bewilderment on his face.


  “This child was not killed in the fire?”


  “No, he was not.  He was not even killed in this castle.  Look at the debris on the back of his tunic and breeches.”


  Lord Nessleton came up and lifted the child’s body to get a look underneath at his clothings.


  “Straw and waddle.  From a cabin or hut?”  


  “Precisely, both of which are strictly forbidden in the market plaza or castle proper due to their risk for fire.”


  “Where again did you say he was found?” asked Lord Nessleton.


  “By the postern gate, not inside and not quite out.  Apparently he was dumped there in an attempt to make it appear he died in that breach trying to escape the fire.”


  “His head has been crushed.” The Abbot said bluntly looking at Lord Nessleton.  


  “Even those buried under the dirt would not have crushing wounds like this,” said Father Wilmont.


  “So whoever killed him is no doubt the same person responsible for the fire.”


  “I assumed as much as well.  Which is why I brought him to you. The Lord Protector should know of this.”


  “And his body should be kept separate from the others.  There may be clues on it that will lead us to our saboteur.”


  “Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves gentlemen?” The Abbot interrupted.  “This child is not just some shard of cloth or chip of a blade to be used in an investigation.  He is someone’s son and our first question has to be who was he.  What is his name?”


  “Even so Abbot, but looking at his clothing I would wager he was the child of one of the vendors in the market.  He is dressed somewhat better than a scullion or villein.  Meaning at least one, if not both, of his parents are probably dead as well.”


  “Be that as a may.  We must make an inquiry.”


  “Agreed.  But his body is not to be prepared or buried without permission from me or the Lord Protector himself.  Do you understand Abbot?”  


  “I understand Roger. Now I must tend to those still wounded awaiting me in the Chiurgeon's tent.”  


  Dropping his head. The Abbot laid a hand on the boy’s broken face and said a prayer.  He then walked off toward the medical tent in silence.


  “I will have the body kept in my private chapel.  And under guard.  Until you or the Lord Protector direct otherwise Roger.”


  “Thank you Father, for everything.  You and your acolytes brought a glimmer of hope to what otherwise would have been a hopeless situation.  I dare say, one of those you saved may turn out to be one of the boy’s parents.”


  Father Wilmont looked down at the broken face and lifeless body of the boy he held in his arms and said, “I pray not Lord Nessleton.  I pray not.”  And he too walked off in silence.


   


  Morcai could feel his power ebbing.  From where he sat in the highest part of his castle projecting his form and his will into the grove where The Lady was sleeping was taxing him.  He had not come to contend with The Lady and now he could not even contend with her if he desired to.  But he had come to test her and he had obtained the answer he sought.  She was powerful.  On a par with him.  But her power was not germane.  It had a source and it had limits.  Limits he was not prepared to test…yet.


  “If you have the text Matthew the purpose of my coming should be clear to you.”


  The melodic voice of The Lady pulled Morcai back into his ethereal form that he was projecting into The Lady’s dream.


  “Forgive me my Lady. It was presumptuous of me to ask such a question.”


  His power was ebbing.  She could feel it, even see it wafting off of him like mist from a lake.  He had impressed her by coming to her in her dream.  He had frightened her by causing her discomfort but now she had taken his measure.  While she could not assess the limits of his mortal capabilities, in this existence at least he was constrained.  She now sought to keep him here longer.  To not only know his limits but to trace the source of his power.  The origin of his dark craft.


  “Josias always said you were curious Matthew.  Too curious perhaps. But have you not perceived that the reference to this ‘new king’ you speak of is the hapax legomenon of that ancient tomb.” 


  “I have my lady.  But instruct me further.”


  “You have inquired of the king Matthew but why have you not asked of Ansiel or Azriel?  Why have you not inquired of the coming of Shiloh?”


  Gabriel was baiting him in.  The prophecies were the most obscure writings in the nine continents.  She had broached the subject as a way of buying more time to keep him in this place and probe him further.  But she had detected a change in him when she had invoked the names of The Luminaries.  Now she was trying to follow that impulse to discover its nature.


  Morcai had been compromised. He could feel it.  The Lady had taken his measure and found him wanting.  Now she was toying with him.  She was probing him. Unclothing him and trying to display him naked before her.  He was weak, yes.  But he was not feckless.  A demonstration was in order.  One that would give even one such as her pause to presume to invade his essence.  He called his power to him.  His fire.  The destructive fire in which he was born.  And it lashed upon her!


  The Lady detected it at the latest of opportunity to guard herself against it.  He was summoning his power.  More power from somewhere else.  Beyond what she had perceived before.  In that she had underestimated him.  He was not, as it seemed, the sum of his being.  He was something more.  Just then an antediluvian sheet of flames of brilliantly red, orange and black hue washed over her ethereal form.  Disintegrating it instantly, consuming even the ethereal ashes it left behind.  The flames grew and imploded. Destroying even the sphere within which she had dreamt.


  Then she was awake!  Violently awakened as if she had been ejected from her very reality.  The Lady’s breath came heavy to her.  The bed in her pavilion where she had laid was blackened like soot.  But her person was untouched.  She had warded herself in the last of moments.  But she was changed.  She closed her eyes and looked within herself.  What had the wizard damaged within her.  It was gone.  The ‘dowlite’, the dream walking.  Never again could she wake in that realm.  A solitary tear fell down her golden face.  She had paid a dear price.  But the price had been worth it.  The wizard had been too late.  She had found the source of his power.  She had revealed the nature of its origin.  Apollyon and Abaddon.  The destroyer and the place of fire. 


  The Lady sat up.  Pulled her knees into her chest, rested her head upon them and went to sleep.


   


  “The Pathfinder?  What do you know of The Pathfinder foolish wizard?”  Lord Aranrood was furious.  Up to this point he had been stern but polite with Vandrel.  But at the mention of that name he erupted.  


  “And before you answer, I assure you whatever you think you know of him is legend, myth, fables and less than that.”


  “Great lord, I did not mean to anger you.  I know but what I have heard.  And that, as you say, is legend and fable and less than that.”  Vandrel was careful to make his answer soft and in doing so doing, it turned away the elven king’s wrath.  


  “Forgive me Vandrel.  The history of that elf is written in despair and of those who have called upon him, in regret.  The Pathfinder is not something that can be summoned or sent forth lightly.  To call upon him is to be bound to him and to his fate.”


  “Even so, lord elf.  But is he not the one thing you elves are most certain of.  That when sent forth he will not be stayed.”


  “Ah, of course Vandrel.  But again I say, temperately, that you do not understand.  Synn Cumhal is not a person but a force.  An unnatural one at that.”  Aranrood tried to emphasize his point by referring to The Pathfinder in his elvish name.


  “Synn Cumhal ‘Son of Fury’.”  Vandrel thought on the name.  Such a name for an elf was contrary to their nature.  As if a dwarf was named ‘sweet lilac’.  


  “Even so.” Said Lord Aranrood, satisfied that he had driven his point home by revealing the elven lord’s name.  Yet Vandrel pressed on.


  “But Lord Aranrood you yourself not many seconds hence examined me thoroughly for fear The Lady conspired with me.  Such is her power I have no doubt that if you doubted the truth of my words you were prepared to assault me.  Not just you but this castle.  Am I correct in this?”


  Aranrood was silent for a second.  Then finally he said, “You are.”


  “Of course I am.  Now I am a wizard of little worth.  True enough I am sufficient for the task for which I have been assigned, but other than safeguarding the ring, I am no terror to anyone of significance.  Yet you feared lest I were to be joined with The Lady in some wayward cause.  Now take careful note of what I say next.  Morcai has sought The Lady out.  Of this I am sure.  Behind the same veil that showed me The Lady I saw the shadow of that Dark Wizard and he was looking for someone.  Of course I did not know who until The Lady called out to me shortly before I broke the portal.”


  “Morcai?  And The Lady?  How long ago was this vision Vandrel?”  Aranrood asked interrupting the wizard.


  “Four days hence, for I came through the mountains to avoid detection.”  


  “Four days.  Then surely if Morcai has sought her, he has found her by now.  And we know not the fate of that alliance.  Whether they be joined or no.  By The One! We could already be outdone!”  Aranrood crashed his fist against a marble column cracking its surface and causing chips to shoot off.


  “Have a care, great king.  I do not fear we are in jeopardy yet.  Had they allied already I am certain some omen of it would have come to me or Vinetach or some other guardian of The Weapons of Power by now.  But surely you understand that if they have joined or do so shortly then only one such as The Pathfinder can stand against them.”


  Vandrel knew he had won his argument before the elven king answered.  There was no choice for any of them now.  Whatever the price of summoning The Pathfinder it was preferable to that of falling under the subjugation of the Dark Wizard and The Lady.


  “I will send him wizard.  And without delay.”




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Revelations


   


  It had been years since he had gotten word from the Mercenary Wizard.  The messenger told him the sender of the message was unknown but Goliath knew it was Kane because he was the only person who knew of Goliath and of his whereabouts and who could also afford to contact him in that manner.  Goliath (whose real name was ‘Goil’) did not like Kane.  Heck, no one liked Kane.  But within certain circles he was not only well known, and well respected, but feared.  Goliath on the other hand feared no man.  He stood taller than the average man by at least two feet.  At seven feet eight inches and five hundred ten pounds most men referred to him as “a giant” although Goliath had seen real giants and knew that not to be true.  Still he embraced the moniker and did not discourage it.  


  After doing manual labor most of his life, Goliath was ordered by a petty noble to carry him and his horse across a stream so as not to wet his horses’ fetlocks.  After carrying the noble across, and it came time to carry the horse, Goliath picked up the horse and crushed the noble with it. Killing the horse and the noble.


  From that day forward he became a fugitive although a warrant for his arrest was never issued as no one believed the nobles’ servants when they reported the incident and instead concluded that he had fell from his horse and the horse had fallen on top of him killing him.  Afterwhich the servants had then obviously crushed the horse’s carcass to support the tall tale they made up.


  Unfortunately Goliath never knew about this turn of events as he did not stick around to give his account.  Instead he took in with whatever brigand or outlaw or highwayman would have him (most of whom agreed to the arrangement in exchange for him not bashing their heads in).  


  These days however he mostly worked alone.  He enjoyed ‘his work’.  Sometimes he even got a challenge out of it.  Like the time he was attacked by six sailors who tried to press gang him into service aboard their ship.  His size was obviously no deterrent to them and probably motivated the attack as he could power the oars on a small ship all by himself.  What Goliath enjoyed about that encounter was the way they came at him with no fear.  Armed with their little wooden cudgels they first tried to rush him and overpower him all at once.  But when Goliath picked one of the men up and started using his body as a weapon to beat and flay the others they tried to spread out and come at him one at a time.  To which Goliath would simply drop the sailor he was using at the time as a weapon and pick up the new guy and start flailing him around instead.  Five times they came at him this way until he had so many bodies stacked up around him when the last one came at him, he picked up one of the dead bodies and smashed the two of them together like  he was clapping his hands.  That was a good brawl.  


  Even still, despite his size and his power there were two classes of people even Goliath did not mess with - wizards and knights.  Wizards simply did not play fair and a knight could wield a sword better than he could eat a chicken.  


  Of course it was just his luck that the job Kane wanted him to do involved a knight.  A job he would have immediately turned down were he not so broke.  That and the message assured him it was a petty knight only recently knighted and on his first quest.  While that made Goliath feel a little better.  Petty or not, still it was a knight and were he not so broke he would have turned it down.  But he had just enough coin left to purchase a room and a meal for two more nights before he would be out on the street.  Kane had promised to send his payment by ‘air’ in the morning.  And with Kane ‘by air’ meant either a pigeon, a Groc or a Gargoyle.  It was the Gargoyle for sure.


  Goliath had a two day trek ahead of him.  If Kane’s information as to their heading was correct.  He could cut them off right outside of the Wooddam Forest at the river north of the Town of Wooddam.  The river would be ideal as it would slow them down since it forked off in three directions at that point and they would have to cross all three forks to get to Kings Castle.  Better still, all of the forks ran into the Firetop Mountains where he was setting off from, giving him an opportunity to cut them off at either one.  


  Goliath slung his massive spear over his shoulder, picked up his helmet, breastplate and shield and walked off whistling the melody to The Lyre of Abraxos.


   


   


  “That’s enough.  Your stomach will toughen up like your back in due time.  In the meantime get back to swabbing!”


  Oxley lifted his head from the side of the ship and wiped the puke from his lips.  This was the third time today he had thrown up the little food that he had been given.  He had no idea how far out to sea they were by now and had given up any hope of Maverick and Lyla (or the hooded adventurers) being able to rescue him.


  That was assuming they would even try to rescue him or come looking for him.  Which he was sure Maverick would not.  Not only that but he was sure if Lyla did inquire about his whereabouts Maverick would probably give her some sarcastic explanation of how ‘Ox’ had been drawn into the seedy world of women by the wharf.  And if Lyla did not press the issue of his whereabouts no one would.


  As far he knew it had been five days since he was first gang pressed into service on The Adamante.  The first two days he had simply been left tied up below by the powder kegs.  The Sailing Master had told him it was just to let him get his sea legs underneath him and that after two days of that he would be untied and probably assigned as a swabby by the Quartermaster.


  And that is exactly what had happened.  Despite his protests that he had still not gotten used to the great undulations the ship made when it picked up speed and the waves got choppier.  Bosun Rodrigo had simply said the best way to take your mind off the pain in your stomach was to focus on the pain in your back and then he had lashed him with a bamboo rod.  Oxley rushed him for that.  For all the good it did.  He ran into the muscular bosun with all his weight and he never even moved him.  After using some maneuver to force his arms behind his back and flip him onto the ground the bosun delivered another one of his signature knock out punches to Oxley’s face.  The next thing Oxley felt after that was a cold bucket of water and seaweed washing into his face and mouth.


  Since that time he had mostly been assigned to ‘swabbing’ the deck which entailed moping it over and over again so that as soon as he reached one end it was time to do the other end again.  Only once when it appeared they would engage an enemy ship was he ordered below to help move gunpowder to the ship’s sixteen guns.  That’s when everyone kept referring to him as the ‘powder monkey’.  


  Today he had been swabbing again when the waters got worse than they had been since he had boarded.  That’s when he went over to the side to puke.  He had overheard some of the crew talking about the Captain having detected a storm on the compass Maverick and Lyla had sold to him.  From what he could make out a lot of them wanted to ‘put in’ to land as they called it at Kings Harbor.  But Captain Milan wanted to press on and anchor off Demon’s Bane.


  Oxley didn’t care what they did.  He just hoped he would have a chance to make a run for it if the ship did dock.  Something one of the cabin boy’s had told him would be considered ‘desertion’ and was punishable by hanging or ‘walking the plank’.  “Desertion?”, thought Oxley.  “How can you desert a ship you never signed up to serve on?”


  “You are Mr. Oxley are you not?”  The lady’s voice was foreign.  And not just outside of Milestill foreign.  Oxley was sure she was from one of the western continents.


  He looked up from swabbing and saw a dark haired, brown eyed lady with very fair features and a very petite frame speaking to him.  She had a sash tied about her waste and wore a cutlass at her side.  She had what Oxley believed was a small pistol tucked in the center of her breaches.  She wore black boots that reached up to her knees and had yellow trim on the edges.


  “Yes maam.” Oxley said dryly, pausing from his swabbing.


  “I am Lucretia, the Quartermaster of this ship.”


  Oxley’s next breath froze in his throat.  His heart began to race and he stood up straight.  The Quartermaster was second only to the Captain on a ship.  She would deal with punishments and discipline, including punishing the Captain himself if he stepped out of line. The Quartermaster represented the other pirates, taking their issues to the attention of the Captain when necessary.  She would also be the one to take control of any vessels won in a battle, becoming her own Captain unless and until the ships were ransomed.  


  The one phrase Oxley had heard constantly since being on the ship, even while tied up, was ‘the Quartermaster’.  “Tell the Quartermaster.” He would hear someone say.  “Take it up with Quartermaster.” He would hear another person say.  “The Quartermaster will have your hide.”  Was something he heard said too many times to count.  But in all those references he had never heard or had it even been implied that the Quartermaster…was a woman!


   


  Araton came to the heights cautiously.  This was only the second time in his aging that he had come to this place.  The very peak of the Elf Mountain mountain range.  Even for one such as he it was hard for him to breathe.  The air was thin and the wind was strong and cold. He could see as far east as Kings Harbor and as far Northwest to the tops of the trees on The Unknown Islands.


  There was only one structure on this plateau.  A structure that overlooked the citadel of Elf Mountain itself.  A structure that stood watch over her like a guardian.  ‘The Ouránia Stoá’ was what its master had named it.  The building was rectangular and resembled the Greek Parthenon of earth.  It had three columns to its front and rear and four columns on either side.  Steps led up to the base of the building and when you entered there was open space adorned only by its marble floors.  


  Far to the rear of the structure against the shelf of the mountain a semi circular apse had been carved out.  It had been cut ten feet deep into the mountain and consisted of a semi-circle with an area of about sixty feet.  An elaborate bas-relief of elven history decorated the inner walls and ceiling of the apse.  The only furnishings or decorations being a white bear skin rug in the center, wood and ivory chests along the sides, large pillows, and a Doric rack of weapons and armor.


  The man he sought was seated upon the skin.  Synn Cumhal, The Pathfinder. 


  “Lord Aranrood, long has it been since your shadow fell on this edifice.  Dire must be the need for you to seek me out.  What is the task that you would ask of me?”  He remained seated repairing a tear in a heavy cloak made of lion skin.


  “Synn…” Aranrood paused.  Something within him still fighting with the idea of asking the Elven Prince for his help.


  “Speak Lord.  Your servant is listening.”  The Pathfinder stood and presented himself to the Elven King.


  “Synn your kingdom has need of thee.”


  “And what of my king?”


  “Yes.  I have need of thee as well.”


  “Great king, though I honor your person above many others in this realm or those beyond, yet I must caution you the price of invoking the aid of The Pathfinder must be paid by all.  Even kings.”  Synn’s voice trailed off like a melody high atop the world where they stood.  A sad sonnet that had begun.


  “I will pay your price ‘Gate Breaker’.” Aranrood’s voice stiffened as he addressed The Pathfinder by one of his many appellations.


  “Then I ask again my king.  What is the task that you would ask of me?” Synn relaxed and started making his way to his armor rack.  Slowly he began unlatching a set of engraved black armor with gold trim.  Upon the chest of his breastplate was engraved the head of a great lion roaring.


  “The Lady has returned to the realm.”


  “Gabriel?”  Synn stopped what he was doing and turned and looked at Aranrood surprised.


  Aranrood was caught off guard to see the warrior’s reaction.  He had heard rumors of the prince and The Lady but during those days there were rumors of many things.  But maybe there was some merit in them after all.


  “Yes The Lady Gabriel moves through the Overland even now.  And we fear Morcai seeks her out.”


  “Morcai and The Lady? Indeed and you would have me discover their intentions?”  


  “Even so.  But know this Synn there is a rumor in the land that the king is dead.  King Overlord.”


  “Such a rumor had not reached me.”


  “Nor has it reached Elf Mountain but it has reached me.”


  “And have you ascertained the truth of this rumor King Aranrood.”


  “No.  But I sent for Aranoor to seek out the truth of it at Kings Castle.”


  “Aranoor, the Half-Elf?”


  “Precisely.  If the lords of Kings Castle will trust any of us with the truth then it is Aranoor.  Long has he walked among their people and noble are his deeds.”


  “Of a truth you have spoken.  But may I ask you this king?  Why have you sought me so early in these affairs.  Surely you know that my coming is a doom in itself?  I am no ambassador or knight.  I am The Pathfinder.”


  “Synn.  If The Lady has joined forces with Morcai then one or both of them must be destroyed.  Do you understand me?”


  Synn tried to disguise the anguish that had momentarily arisen in his person when Aranrood used the word ‘destroy’ but then he spoke, “Of course my king. I am The Pathfinder.”


   


   


   


   


  Bonelord was weary.  He had supervised the clean up from the great fire for the last three days without rest.  Over and over again the people asked about the king and whether the rumors of his death were true.  “Surely they must be, why else would the king not be here leading us and vowing to avenge this attack.”


  Bonelord dismissed the questions whenever they were asked of him directly and ignored them the rest of the time.  Ever since the king had set his most trusted knights on this course it was agreed that the rumors of his death would be allowed to spread.  That the Third Knight Swift would even lend credence to them by carrying word of the king’s death himself.


  However it was always assumed that they would remain ‘rumors’.  That most of the kingdom would hear about them and dismiss them as rumors.  It was only the high and well positioned in the kingdom that the king sought to lure into acting.  That he wanted to start to show their hands.  Then at the right time he would reveal himself to those who had proven loyal.  And crush the rest!


  But the fire had changed all of that.  Now the rumor was spreading like wildfire of its own volition and among the common people.  The King would either have to reveal himself and quell the rumors soon or their would be an active cry for a new king.  


  Bonelord had a decree from the king proclaiming that in the event of his death The First Knight should serve as Lord Protector of the realm until a legitimate heir had come forth.  And that was the only thing preserving his authority at the moment.  No ‘legitimate heir’ had come forth.  The king’s only recognized son was not a ‘legitimate’ heir having been born to a woman from the Southern Kingdom of Bozz, a sworn enemy of the Men of the North in The Joint Kingdoms and of The Overland.  


  But there were rumors of other children.  Other sons who could claim the throne legitimately.  So far none of them  had come forth or attempted to reveal themselves.  No doubt because they or their advisers were wise enough not to act on the initial rumors.  It would not be the first time a king had used such a ruse to lure out undesired claimants to the throne, discredit them and then sentence them to death.  


  Bonelord was certain however that the fire would change that.  That is why he was certain that the fire had been intentionally set.  That was also why he had to find the person who set it.  He was convinced Morcai was behind the attack but he needed to know if Morcai had a puppet, and an heir, that he intended to put on the throne when the clamor of the crowds could not be contained any longer.


  “Lord Protector, I have been told to inform you that Father Wilmont and The Abbot are ready to inspect the body with you.”  The Sergeant At Arms saluted as he completed his sentence.


  “Body? What body?” Bonelord was caught off guard and in the middle of his thoughts when the Sergeant’s deep voice startled him.


  “The body of the boy found by the postern gate, my lord.  He was killed but not by the fire.  Lord Nessleton and The Church suspect foul play and have been holding the body under guard until your duties allowed you to inspect it with them.”


  “Yes, Folsun; I remember now.  Where are they holding it at?”  Bonelord stood.


  “In the castle priory, the chapel, my lord.”


  “Good, that’s close. Come with me I wish for you to accompany me.”


  “As you desire my lord.”


  The two men emerged from a chamber with an arched entrance adjoining five other arches.  They stepped out onto an elevated walkway raised on two large, stonework arches.  The floor was sandstone with concentric brickwork consisting of two large circles.  Above them and to their right was a suspended staircase that led up to a round gazebo suspended between two large arched windows for viewing.  Below them were the castle grounds.  


  They reached the base of the walkway and were met by Lord Nessleton.


  “Marcus?  I was just coming to fetch you.  The Abbot and Father Wilmont are already at the chapel.”  Nessleton said addressing The Lord Protector by his first name.


  “Good to see you Roger.  Walk with us.”


  “Certainly, my lord.”


  “I appreciate your help over the last two days Roger.  Normally, I would have sent for Swift or Horatio to assist me in the aftermath of such an attack but your presence here allowed me to dispense with that.”


  “Good of you to say that Marcus.  But you know I am not a knight.  I have always preferred the bow.  Me and the men who follow me.”


  “Even so, you were of help.”  Bonelord stopped and gripped Nessleton by his arm and looked him directly in the eye, “and I fear I may need your help again very soon, Roger.  Is that ok with you?”


  Nessleton became serious.  Sensing the weight of the responsibilities on Bonelord’s shoulders.


  “Of course Marcus.  The Men of the Camp will do their part whatever it may be.”


  “Good.”


  Bonelord finished speaking just as they arrived at the door of the chapel.  Outside the door two monk’s from the monastery were standing guard to the entrance.


  Nessleton approached one of them - a female.


  “Mya this is the Lord Protector, The First Knight of the Land; he who is called Bonelord.  Are The Abbot and Father Wilmont inside?”


  “Yes.”


  “Has the body been prepared?”


  “As much as we could Lord Nessleton.  We applied what the herbs and salves we brought with us for such preparations, to the body and laid it upon a slab of ice.  But the last of the ice melted this morning and the Seneschal has said that another delivery from Igloo is not expected until the weekend.  The Father and The Abbot have also used some minor wards to preserve it since then.”


  “Very well,” Nessleton looked at Bonelord. “It’s been four days.  You may want to have your kerchief at hand my lord.”


  “That won’t be necessary Roger, let us proceed.”


   


   


  “The Sons of Cain! Traveling in the company of The Lady?”  Horatio needed to make sure Sir DavenPo was sure.  


  “Led by the ‘excommunicant’ no less. Horatio.”  DavenPo said, referring to their leader, Friar Damian.


  “Did you see The Lady.” 


  “No.  We were set on by the Oathbreaker and what men he had at his disposal.  Just as we were preparing to dispatch the last of them the Friar arrived with about fifty of the Sons.”


  “Fifty.  Led by Heymann Oathbreaker and the ‘excommunicant’.  We must meet them.  To let them roam about the land unchecked would be a scourge upon the land that even the king could not have anticipated when he set this ruse in motion.  No less The Lady.”  


  “Do you intend to muster your entire host then Horatio?”


  “I do Tristan.  And I will need your men by my side.  The Sons of Cain are a dark host indeed.  I fought them once toward the end of the Crimson Wars.  Even wounded and crippled, with severed limbs, they would not yield or ask for quarter.”


  “Well you have my sword as always.  Though I must tell you there is one who fights with the Oathbreaker; his lieutenant I believe, who wields a terrible sword as well.  He accounted for half our dead alone.”


  “Sir Dubois.  I have heard of him.  A knight from The Joint Kingdoms.  Nephew of Raymond Dubois, Commander of the Forces of Tel.  Formerly of the Order of the Men of Blood.”


  “The Men of Blood.  That explains it.  He certainly did his order justice that day.”


  “Be that as it may Tristan we must meet them.  Gather the host.”


   


  “Anything Father?” Bonelord stared down at the broken body of the child without emotion.


  “No more than we have already reported Lord Protector.  The child certainly was not killed in the fire.  His face was crushed and he had obviously been bound at sometime before that.”


  “Do you agree Abbot?”


  “Well I am certainly no chirurgen my lord.  But I agree with The Father’s assessment.  I would only add I have treated many soldiers in the field Lord Protector and this was not the work of a soldier.”


  “Very well Abbot.  I agree also.  Roger what about you? Do you have anything to add to the inquest?”


  “I do my lord.  See this soil on the child’s back? Do you notice the color?”


  “I see…it is orange?”


  “Precisely my lord.  All of the soil surrounding the castle is black.  This orange brown soil only occurs on the hills on the outskirts of the shire.”


  “Well noted Roger.  This child was not even killed in the castle and at some point either him, or his body, was on the outskirts of the shire.  Then we must start our search there.”


  “My lord, if I may interrupt…” Sergeant Folsun spoke up.


  “Please do Sergeant if you have aught to add to this matter.”


  “The child’s buttons my lord.”


  “What of the buttons Sergeant?”


  “I recognize the shape of those buttons, the six sided square.  See here, my coat has three.  These are only sold by one vendor in the market plaza. Three for one copper piece.”


  “The child’s father?” Nessleton breathed, looking over at The Father and The Abbot, “the vendor Sergeant, what was his name?”


  “Alfred my lord.  Alfred Brufson.”


   


  Maverick had walked the entire length of the pier three times and had been through the parlor district twice as many times.  None of the ‘operators’ remembered Oxley, or more likely, would not admit to seeing him.  This in and of itself did not surprise Maverick as discretion was as much an essential part of that occupation as was bribing the right people at the right time to be left alone.


  But still, Oxley’s size alone would have made him stand out to most of the ladies in the district.  And the expression on their faces would have given them away had they been lying to Maverick.  Maverick was starting to believe that whatever happened to Oxley happened early on before he spent most of his gold in the parlors.  Either that or he had fallen in love with his first ‘provider’ and had been talked into running off with her.  Maverick believed the latter was more likely than the former.  It was an all too common practice for such women to beguile naive young men possessing more gold than they earned in six months into “taking them away” from that life.  This would usually involve buying themselves passage out of town to the place they had ‘always dreamed of’ living like Futuretown or Kings Castle.  Where she would stay with the nave just long enough to spend up everything of worth the dimwit had; before returning to the seedy piers of Zafton to wait to be “taken away from it all” again.


  And that is exactly what Maverick was going to tell Lyla when he returned.  She had refused to head back to Milestill without Oxley despite Maverick telling her that he was somewhere enjoying himself.  She insisted that Maverick hear it from Oxley himself or bring Oxley back to tell her. Well if Oxley had left town neither one of those would be possible and she would have no choice other than to return to Milestill with him.  He had been in Zafton a week already, four days longer than he thought it would take to catch up with Lyla and Oxley and send them back to Milestill.


  Now, without Oxley, he had no choice but to take Lyla back to Milestill himself.  And he wanted to set out first thing in the morning.  He had one more hostel to return to.  The lady working that night was away servicing the captain of a ship.  Maverick was told she would be back two bells after midday.  The second bell had already tolled so he was now heading back to speak with her before returning to Lyla.


  The room was small but nice.  Maverick had paid the scallywag by the stairs ten silver pieces to let him come up and wait for the mistress in her room.  Compared to the one silver piece the three women who shared the building paid him to watch the door for them, ten silver pieces was almost two weeks pay.  The windows were boarded so that little light came in.  There were small candles on small pedestals in all four corners of the room that kept it dim but not dark.  There was a clover green sitting chair in one corner with a crate where the ‘guests’ could deposit their clothing and shoes. And of course there was a bed with a similarly glover green covering.  


  Maverick sat on the bed.  To ‘test it out’.  He was shocked at how soft it was.  He bounced a few times and felt it spring back into place.  Whatever was in the bed Maverick was sure it was not hay or straw like they used back in Milestill.


  As he was taking his last bounce the small door flung open.  Standing in the door was a woman in her late forties in high stockings, a red ruffled dress, a red and white bonnet and white gloves with fringes and tassels on the wrists and cuffs.  She was thick but not quite overweight.  Maverick stood abruptly, almost bumping his head on the low ceiling before speaking, “Madam Bouncing Bess, I presume.”


  “Well you are handsomer than most.” She said, as she started to remove her gloves and bonnet.


  Maverick pulled out a gold coin and held it up to her face.  Bess stopped undressing.  Her ten silver piece rate was higher than the other two mistresses who shared the hostel with her.  And she made her sessions ‘more lively’ because of it.  Like the expensive goose bedding she had purchased off a merchant ship from Monet.  But she knew Maverick was not offering her one gold piece for her “services”.


  “What do you want to know?  And hurry up, I’m tired.” Bess slumped down onto the bed.  Maverick sat beside her.


  “I think you met my friend a couple of nights ago.  A fat kid with a pocket full of gold.”


   


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Messages


   


  Bess had told Maverick everything.  About Oxley’s stay with her.  About him heading over to the Puss le Cat and about her running after him to invite him to spend the night with her when he left the Puss le Cat.  And about the press gang.  Everyone in Zafton knew who the press gang were.  


  Each ship had specific members of its crew that were assigned to work the press gang.  The particular gang that had pressed Oxley into service in the alley behind the brothel house belonged to The Adamante.  She even recognized the bosun, Rodrigo as one of her regulars.  


  Maverick was now on his way to relay the news to Lyla. He couldn’t lie to her about something like this.  Besides there was nothing she could do anyway.  Oxley and the crew of The Adamante were probably off the coast of the Darkmen’s Domain right now and heading south to the Arachald Islands.


  Lyla was outside the tavern strapping the last of her, Maverick’s and Oxley’s things to a donkey she had purchased with her gold.  Her back was to Maverick and she did not see him approaching.


  Maverick paused as he looked at her from behind.  By The One! She had grown since their days of youth.  He remembered when they would chase each other around town for play or team up in games of football.  Lyla could always kick the pig’s bladder harder than any of the boys and after a while the other boys stopped letting her play because she kept busting the bladder.  He remembered when they would attend the big fairs together and compete with each other to see who could hit the beggars in the stocks with the most rotten fruit.  He remembered when they got older and would sit in Foeman’s Cave and watch the mysterious travelers and strangers who would come in.  Lyla always loved to see the soldiers but especially the knights.  It was that look in her eye that had made Maverick consider becoming a knight and led to him broaching the subject with his uncle who had implied he knew the king and might one day ask a favor of him to get Maverick that knighthood.


  But the one memory Maverick cherished most with Lyla was the night of the great snow storm.  It started snowing early that morning and by early afternoon everything was impassable.  You could not even cross the street because of the height and cold of the snow.  Lyla and Maverick had went out to get water from the well on the outskirts of town but could not make it back because of the snow.  Instead they were forced to shelter in an old lean too attached to a burned down barn.  The roof on the barn was gone but the lean-to’s roof and door were still intact.


  Because of the cold they had to huddle together for warm. With not even a blanket as it got colder and colder the only thing they could do was squeeze each other tighter and tighter.  It was the first time he had felt Lyla’s breast up against his chest.  It was the first time he had felt her warm breath against his neck.  And, though she did not know it in her sleep, it was the first time he had kissed her lips.  


  Maverick let the memory fade.  She was fourteen then and he was fifteen.  Now, almost five years later, Lyla was a woman.  Her body was small and shapely.  Her hair was long and wavy and auburn.  And Maverick was in love with her.


  Lyla turned to see Maverick looking at her from across the street.  He was just standing there with a funny look on his face.  Like he was lovesick or something.  She looked directly behind him and then to his left and to his right.  Where was Oxley?  Why was Maverick standing there without Oxley?  What has happened to Oxley?


  She was looking at him now.  She had caught him gazing, he knew it.  Now she was looking about…for Oxley.  Maverick continued walking.  Resting his hand on the hilt of the broadsword he had purchased with his gold. He needed to look composed.  He needed to assure her that Oxley was not dead and that life aboard a fighting ship might be good for him.  Truth be told, it might finally make a man of him.


  “Maverick? Where is Oxley?”  She said almost curiously.  ‘Surely if something where wrong he wouldn’t be looking so business like’, she thought.


  “Lyla, Oxley has found work.” That sounded better to him than saying Oxley has been kidnapped and forced to serve out the rest of his life on board a ship full of pirates.


  “Work?  What kind of work Maverick?”


  “Aboard a ship.”


  “A ship?  What in the Name of The One does Oxley know about working on a ship?”


  “Got me Lyla.  I guess he didn’t want to go back to Old Lady Marlow’s.”


  “You guess?  You guess?  You guess?  You mean you did not talk to him?  You did not ask him?  Did you even ‘see’ him Maverick?”  She was getting heated.  All of this ‘work’ aboard a ship did not sound right.  Maverick was hiding something.


  “No I did not talk to him.  No I did not ask him and No I did not even see him.  Oxley is gone Lyla!  He has been press ganged into service on board The Adamante!”  Maverick blurted it out. He was too frustrated by her questioning to be diplomatic about the matter anymore.


  “The Adamante…” she whispered it.  “The Adamante was the ship we sold the compass to.  Oh my God, it’s all my fault.” Lyla dropped to her knees in the mud and sobbed in the street.  “It’s all my fault.  I’ve went and got Oxley killed all to sell a cursed compass for gold.” 


   


  The Adamante had been at port at Kings Harbor for two days.  Quartermaster Lucretia had convinced Captain Milan to put in citing the ‘mood’ of the crew about trying to make the trek to the Arachald Isles with the storm approaching.  


  The compass was paying off.  The storm it predicted two days ago had come and it was violent.  There were reports that two ships were lost, The Fair Child a merchant vessel and The Distaff a private ship.  Two others were forced to put in after being severely damaged.  


  The Adamante on the other hand, thanks to the compass, and Quartermaster Lucretia was unharmed with no loss of crew or cargo.  The entire crew had been in a good mood about the turn of affairs and almost all of them were thanking Oxley “The Haymaker.”  That was what they were starting to call him based on the reports of the spirited fight he put up when he was gang pressed (of course Oxley did not realize that the ‘Haymaker’ moniker referred to the blow that Bosun Rodrigo knocked him out with and not the slaps he was throwing when the four deck hands came at him).


  Still almost all of the crew had went out of their way in some form or another to show some appreciation to Oxley since they had made port.  Being a new ‘hand’ he himself was not allowed to leave the ship but the other crew members had brought him back everything from meat pies, custard, fruit, a long knife and even a quarter bottle of rum (which he was told was full when it was first given to Bosun Rodrigo to give to him).  Oxley’s favorite gift however was a embroidered black hat called a ‘skull cap’.  He never liked his straggly yellow hair that looked more like straw on his head than hair anyway.  Since acquiring the hat he had taken to stuffing as much of his hair underneath it as he could.  Which is what he was doing standing against the port rail that overlooked the great harbor.


  “I could cut that for  you.”  Quartermaster Lucretia said just as she was about to pass Oxley.


  “Uh, that’s ok maam.  I mean I would like it cut but I would not want to put you out.  You got more important things to do.”  


  “Well I could have Rodrigo cut it for you but you seem a little squeamish when you see blood.  Especially your own blood.”


  “Oh, I get your point.  Well if its not too much… do you think you could ask Doc Martin to cut it for me.  He is real good with a razor.”


  Lucretia smiled and adjusted her wide brimmed burgundy velvet hat.  “You’re not as dumb as people think you are Mister Oxley.”  She winked and started to walk off.


  “And maam!” Oxley called out to the Quartermaster.


  “Yes Mister Oxley?”


  “Thanks for the hat.”


  Lucretia just smiled and continued on.


  ‘Mister Oxley’, Oxley thought to himself.  He smiled.  He liked the sound of that.  


   


  Sir Ebros was glad to be clear of The Wooddam Forest.  Since entering the forest with Swift over two weeks had passed and this was the first time he had seen the unobstructed sun overhead.


  He stood for a long moment and took it in.  Letting the warm light bathe his skin.  Midas emerged from the forest while he was taking it in, followed shortly by Boris, who was still complaining.


  Ever since Midas had met Sir Ebros and agreed to follow him to Kings Castle, Boris had objected claiming that Mayor Brufson had only charged him with going as far as Morsh Monastery - not the castle.  


  After inviting him to leave and head back to Milestill alone through the forest and possibly the Swallowing Swamps, Midas had moreover made it clear that the reason Brufson had asked him to accompany the healer to Morsh Monastery at all was to ascertain the status of the king.  Whether he yet lived or was indeed dead. And based on what Sir Ebros had told them the only way to ascertain that was to go to the castle.


  “Sure, you are correct that the Mayor wanted me to get to the bottom of this ‘the king is dead’ stuff but he also said we was to get to the bottom of it at the monastery, not the blasted Kings Castle.”  Boris was out of breath as he emerged from the forest behind Midas.


  “True Boris, but again I say to you, if Father Wilmont is at Kings Castle and that is who I was going to Morsh Monastery to see, then how do you believe we will get to the bottom of it, as you put it, by traveling to an empty monastery?”


  “Well if what you told me the knight said was true, he never said Father Wilmont was at Kings Castle.  He simply said he was sent from the castle to spread word of the king’s death.  Something Brufson was already aware of no doubt from the self same knight and his lord’s visit to Milestill.  So tell me now, how us meeting up with them again, in that there forest, changes anything!”


  “Look Boris, it changes things because it changes what I know!  I was not privy to the news Brufson received, nor did I see the knights who delivered it.  On top of that there is news of this assassin ‘The Ferret’.  That is another indication of the truth of the rumor and enough to convince me that I should be heading to Kings Castle because that is where Father Wilmont will be.  But, as I suggested before, if you are of your own mind on the matter then you are free to return to Milestil or continue to the monastery as you see fit!”


  Sir Ebros had overheard enough of the conversation to conclude that it was time to intervene.  He was growing as tired of Boris’ complaining and doubts as the healer was but after the attack of the Gargoyle he would prefer to have the ex-constable’s sword with them for the remainder of the journey.


  “Gentlemen.  I fear your quarreling is in vain.  From our present location we have but to cross the three forks of the river up ahead and we will be at the castle irrespective of our aims.  That being the case it is not only more prudent but more necessary for our provision to continue there.”


  Boris and Midas both became silent.  Midas was unaware that they were so close to the castle, not being particularly skilled at navigating the land, and Boris had forgotten about the amount of food and other supplies he and Midas had used up moving through the swamps and the forest.


  Absent any further protest from the pair, Sir Ebros continued.


  “It is agreed then.  To the castle gentlemen.”


   


   


  “I am Cassiel.”


   


  The Lady awoke bathed in light.  Her pavilion was gone and all about her was light.  The world outside appeared to be made of light.  The trees were light, the forest floor was light, the leaves and grass were all white light.  A whiter white than she had ever witnessed, even in her dream states. 


   


  In the midst of that light a man stood before her.  Clothed in golden armor and white garments, his feet shod in what appeared to be leather calceus or reinforced sandals. His physique was powerful and perfect and his appearance was young but wise.  Hair short and perfectly trimmed.


   


  And his presence was light.  All about him he was bathed in light that now bathed The Lady as well.  This alone confirmed to her that he was of The Host.


   


  “You are of The Host?” She said standing before him.


   


  “I have been sent to restore what was lost.”


   


  “My dowlite?”  The Lady inquired confused.  Her heart beat rapidly.  Could he really give her back what she had spent a lifetime acquiring only to have it stripped from her in an instant by the Wizard.


   


  “Even that.  But know Lady, the next time you enter the dream realm will be your last.  Never again will you leave it.  So go there with caution and only in the hour of greatest need.  Now receive what was lost!”


   


  Cassiel stretched out his hand and The Lady was thrown back by a terrible blast of light.  Light and power!  And she was out.


   


  When she opened her eyes again she was back in her pavilion, back in her bed and all was as it had been.  The Messenger was gone and so was the light.


   


  But her ability was back.  Restored.  She looked within herself and it was there.  But his warning had been noted and she dared not test it.  The dowlite had been restored to her but for some greater purpose than her celestial curiosity and though she did not know what that purpose was, she knew that when she used it again it would be her death.


   


  Goliath reached the fork of the three rivers at dusk two days after he had set out.  He made camp at an elevation just above the base of the mountains where he could see travelers approaching from either course of the river.


  He had a camp fire started and a dead goat beside him that he was about to skewer on his spear and roast when he heard a noise of movement.


  However this moment was close and was coming closer.  Then he heard another movement, and then one more.  Three people were approaching and they were armed because he could hear their weapons rattling against their armor or shields.


  Goliath stood and scanned left and right.  Finally, a woman came into view.  Clothed in men’s clothing, wearing leather armor and carrying a staff.  


  Goliath smiled and chuckled at the woman but she stood firm and just stared.  Just then another female came into his view on his right.  She was taller than the first but also dressed in men’s clothes, leather armor and carrying a short bow.  She also stood with an arrow notched and just sighted in on the giant.


  Goliath’s smile vanished and a snarl came across his face.  He clenched the staff of his spear so hard the wood made a cracking sound.  Then one more female appeared on his left.  She was heavy set with a build like a man but without muscle.  She also wore men’s clothes but with partial plate armor covering her chest, arms and legs.  She was armed with a shortsword and also stared at the giant.


  Goliath spoke in a bellow “Three women armed and wearing men’s clothes?! Traveling together?!” He yelled.  “The Ladies Three!”  He said it with contempt.


  “I’ve heard of you winches!!! And I don’t like what I’ve heard!  I am Goliath and I have no quarrel with you so be gone and leave me to my supper!!”  He yelled at them in a rage hoping the anger and fury in his voice alone would scare them.


  Neither woman moved.  But the first, petite one, carrying the staff spoke.


  “We have not heard of you giant!” She said spitting out the word ‘giant’ like it was an expletive.  


  Then the second lady, with her bow notched, spoke.  She was the prettiest of the three with berry colored lips.


  “But we have killed two giants already.  And one was bigger than you!”


  Goliath’s blood started to rise.  He was used to being feared.  He was used to being begged for mercy or even a quick death.  He was not used to being subjected to such insolence and he was certainly not used to being ‘hunted’.  If not for their reputation he would have struck already with a great swing of his spear he was sure he could have killed one where she stood.  He might even be able to get two of them in one swing but one at least would get a strike in and he had heard their weapons were magical or rune-bound.  Though most men who heard it simply chalked that up to other men being embarrassed to admit that them or their comrades had been bested by three women.  Magic weapons or not he made up his mind to strike.  He would prefer to strike down the archer first but she had stayed well outside of the arc of his giant spear.  And the stocky female on his left was in plate armor.  Even with his strength she would no doubt survive the blow.  That left the small lady in front of him.  Yet she was the smallest of the three and would be the hardest target to land a blow on.  


  Just then the third woman spoke.  The armored lady.


  “I am Willowa, the lady archer is Casandra and the little princess in front of you is Tess.  And yes, we are The Ladies Three.  And actually we have killed three giants and two of them were bigger than you.  But we haven’t disturbed you to kill you giant.  If we wanted you dead we would have attacked already when you were seated and assembling your sticks for the fire.”


  “Then you mean to rob me?  Rob me, Goliath?”


  The three ladies looked at each other and laughed.  Tess spoke next.


  “No. We mean to bathe you!  Yes we mean to rob you giant.  Now either toss your purse off into that clearing on your right or the lady archer over there is going to put one of her magic arrows through your big head.”


  Goliath thought about it.  Any other occasion and he would have slung his spear so hard into the little princess in front of him it would have pinned her to the face of the cliff she had sprung from.  But he was on a mission.  A mission for Kane.  And even if he killed all three of them, if he was seriously wounded he would be no match for a knight of the land.  And if the knight did not kill him, then Kane would for taking his gold and failing his mission.  Goliath tossed the purse of coins aside.


  “And toss the goat too while you are being so generous!”  The armored lady said.


  ‘The fat one would want the goat’ Goliath thought, but he picked it up and tossed it off to his right as well.


  By time he looked back in front of him the little princess, Tess, was gone.  He then looked to his left and the armored lady was gone and finally off to his right where he had tossed everything and the lady archer was gone.  


  The only indication of them having ever been there being a pink fletched arrow jutting out of the ground between his legs.  He had never even heard her release the shaft.  


  Goliath tossed his spear to the ground.  Sat down and pulled the arrow out of the ground.  He broke it in two and started picking his teeth with the pointy end.  


  ‘Good thing’, he thought. That he had started eating some of the goat raw while he was preparing to put it on the fire.


   


  Captain Tartoga was frustrated.  The men were on edge and more and more of them were eying him disapprovingly.  They had made it half way to the Arachald Isles before he realized he had lost the weather compass.  The storms in that part of the Southern Waterways were notorious and without the compass they cut their chances of making it to the isles and back with the ship intact by about one hundred percent.  So they had to turn back and the men were upset about it.  But they weren’t upset about turning back.  The quartermaster made that clear when he gave Tartoga the vote count.  To a man each of them would rather sail with the compass than take their chances without it. It had saved their lives more times than they could count.  It was their edge.  Throughout the oceans of Overland the luck of The Crimson Oar was renowned.  More than once they had bore down on a battered and sinking ship following a dreadful storm that should have claimed everything on the sea, only to claim their prize.  What they were upset about was the fact that the Captain had lost the compass in the first place.  What if it wasn’t in the brothel where he believed he had set it down?  What if there had been no word of any whore trying to sell such a compass?  They were pirates not explorers and they could not simply sit in Zafton and wait for word of a ‘magic compass’.  And, of course, it was not like he could just buy a new one.  


  What made Tartoga more upset was that he knew the crew was right to be upset with him.  He visited the Puss Le Cat every time he made port in Zafton and the madam there personally took custody of his effects while he was serviced.  But this time he had went to the Bouncing Bess.  Bess made her own appointments and saw her guests right in her room.  He had thought nothing of it at the time.  It was cheaper since he did not have to pay a surcharge for the services of a madam like he did at Puss Le Cat.  He had simply removed his items and tossed them on the floor while he enjoyed Bess.  When he awoke the next morning and dressed he failed to double check that he was leaving with everything he had entered with.  Now it was obvious he clearly had not left with everything he had entered with and he meant to get the compass back.  He meant to get it back and make a gift of the whore who stole it - Bess - to his crew; in order to regain their favor.


  “Captain, land ahead.  The port of Zafton sir.”  


  “Very good Karf.  Tell the men to arm themselves and stand ready.  No one is to leave the ship.  I will seek out the whore myself.  But if I get word another captain has my compass, then we will visit our wrath upon him and his crew.  I don’t mean to pay for what I already own.”


   


  Swift had made good time making it back to the forest.  He had rode his war horse, Passion, hard and without much rest but she had not failed him.  Upon reaching the woods he dismounted and led her in on foot.  


  A trained Ranger himself Swift quickly began surveying the forest floor for signs of traffic.  Not to find Granger; because he knew if Granger had received his message then Granger would find him if he stayed still long enough.  Instead he was looking for signs of any other Nemesis Knights from Fire Castle.  


  If he could not find Granger, or worse yet, Granger refused to help; tracking the Nemesis Knights would be his best chance of locating or ascertaining the whereabouts of The Ferret.  If practical he could even capture one of them and force what information he needed out of him before it was too late.


  Swift had just made up his mind to travel another half mile into the forest and then rest for the night when a black shafted arrow with yellow fletching landed squarely in front of his path.  


  “Granger, it is I, show yourself Ranger!” Swift projected his voice loud enough to be heard in the nearby trees without yelling.


  “Sorry Swift, I heard you before I saw you.”  Granger appeared seemingly out of nowhere beside Swift.


  “It is good to see you again Granger.  I take it you received my summons.”


  “Indeed from a hunter who called himself Wooten.  He said to tell you that you are in his debt.”


  “Truly, I will remember this Wooten.  But for now I would be in your debt as the assistance I seek is vital to the king and to the land itself.”


  Maddox came striding up just as Swift finished his sentence.


  “Hello Swift.”  Maddox said to the Third Knight, sheathing his bow.  


  “Maddox.” Swift replied dryly.


  “Sorry I’m late Granger.  It took me ten minutes to work my way down from just the first branches of that tree.”


  “That’s ok Maddox Swift was just about to let me know what this quest is he has need of us to perform.”


  “The Ferret is loose.”


  Swift paused and looked Granger directly in the eye and then Maddox.  Neither man spoke for a moment.  Granger bit his bottom lip and began pacing while rubbing his hands together in thought.  He then spoke in a deliberately measured tone.


  “The Ferret huh.  I have not heard that name in a while.  And I have not felt what I feel now in just as long a while.”


  “Hate?”  Swift said knowing the answer to the question before he asked it.


  “At least,” said Granger still pacing.  “And I take it you intend to ask me to find him.”


  “I do.” 


   


  “And kill him.”


   


  “If possible.”


   


  Granger stopped pacing and took a deep breath. “What do you know of his last whereabouts…and his prey?”  


   


  Maddox erupted and grabbed the Gray Ranger by his arm.


   


  “My God man, By The One!  Tell me you do not mean to track down that mad man?”  Maddox’ expression was fierce and his grip on Granger’s arm was tight.  Had it been any other man seizing him in that manner Granger would have put his long knife in his throat three seconds ago.  But Maddox had as much right as he to loathe the very idea of setting upon The Ferret.  Maddox continued, “Granger, you know I have followed you for more years than there are moons in this month and I would follow you to the depths of Sheol but we cannot pursue this man.  His craft is death and his workmanship is carnage!”


   


  Granger was silent.  He slowly removed Maddox’ hand from his arm and gave him a short, hard stare.  He was resolved and Maddox knew he could not and would not be swayed.


   


  “Swift, I also need to know what you know of his accomplices or who else might be assisting him?  And also, who hired him, of course.”


   


  Swift handed Granger a rolled parchment.  “All I know is inscribed on this.  But sadly, not his prey.  But know this, I am convinced that your man Maddox is correct.  This Ferret does not merely intend to kill.  He has been tasked with carnage and I fear who or whatever is his prey may be; he is near.”


   


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Actions


   


  There was nothing for it now. They were going back for Oxley.  Dead or alive Maverick had promised Lyla that they would go back and get first hand word of his fate.  It was the only thing that had consoled her and gotten her out of the street.  When he said it he hoped he could talk her out of it later but he had tried twice and both times she was adamant about returning.  He had even brought up her brother Tristan and how long they might be away but she had sent the money they earned from selling the compass back to him and her father by way of a paid messenger.  


  So now Maverick was at the tavern waiting for news he had requested on a lead regarding Oxley’s whereabouts.  Bess, the ‘proprietor’ of the Bouncing Bess, had told him she entertained a lot of sailors and pirates and Maverick had sent word to her asking about the last known whereabouts of The Adamante and its crew.  


  Lyla was still at the inn they had booked rooms at for the night.  She was changing into what she called her “fighting clothes”.  She had even used one of the healing potions she had been saving for an emergency so she would be in, as she called it, “top shape” if there was trouble.


  “Top shape?” thought Maverick.  If there was trouble with pirates and she found herself “on top” that alone would be a good sign.  Oh Lyla had spirit enough for a fight.  Maverick had seen that plenty of times back in Milestill.  But that was standing up to local bullies or ignorant lugs like…well like Oxley!  Lyla was no fighter.  The crossbow pistol she had secreted with her from her father’s trove would come in handy and might even take down a pirate or two in a rush.  But in a rush, one or two is all the shots she would get off.  After that it would come to close quarters.  And Maverick had fought at close quarters.  Fought for his life at close quarters, like every fight at that distance is.  And these would be pirates not bullies or oafs.  They fought and killed for a living.  And they knew every dirty trick and despicable tactic in the book to come out on top in a close quartered fight.  


  What Maverick needed was some more muscle in case there was trouble.  He had asked around the square about any sell swords for hire but news was that there were only one or two laid off fishermen looking for that type of work.  And while they looked gruff enough when someone pointed them out Maverick had no doubt they would take off in a second when ruthless pirate put a cutlass to their throats.  And that would be worse than having no help at all.


  So that is why he had sent for more information.  If they could locate Oxley and talk to him, even under duress, there was a chance he could convince Lyla that he wanted to stay with the crew.  That he had found a new home and a new life.  Of course Maverick didn’t believe any of that for a second.  A lug like Oxley would likely be swabbing the deck right about now and then killed taking part in the fighting on the first ship they boarded.  But if he could at least get a chance to talk to Oxley alone, and let Lyla see him talking to her, that is exactly what he intended to tell her he said.


  “Are you Maverick?”  The lady was shy with a lyrical accent common to people from the north and the lands above Fire Castle.


  “Yes I am Maverick.  Did Bess send you with word on my inquiry?”  Maverick finished his ale and put the cask down hard.


  “I have word of your inquiry.  But Bess did not send me sir.  Bess is dead!”


   


  Goliath was angry.  Angry and wet.  The encounter with The Ladies Three had deprived him of most of his food.  He had left in such a hurry when Kane hired him that he had always planned on hunting for his evening meals.  But the hunting had been scarce in the mountains and the goat was the only game he had caught and killed since setting out.  


  But he had surrendered that to The Ladies Three and had not eaten since that encounter two nights ago.  He had tried to hunt in the open country since leaving the mountains but most of the game in this area was small and fast like rabbits and foxes, none of which he had been able to catch.


  Now however there was nothing to be done for it.  If the last known location of the knight and the healer that Kane gave him was correct, they would be crossing the second of the three forks of the river today.  He had hoped to catch them as they crossed the first fork as that would have given him a second chance to intercept them if they fled upon sight of him.  But again, the delay with The Ladies Three and the day he had spent resting from not eating had stole that opportunity as well.


  Even with the day he had spent resting he was still weak.  As a giant he ate twice as much as an average man and suffered twice as much when he went without food.  But food could wait.  Right now he was angry.  Angry and wet and he meant to take it out on the knight and his companions.


  Goliath stopped walking.  Something was ahead, less than a mile.  Unknown to most people, giants had poor sight.  In fact they could usually never see little more than what was directly in front of them.  Even still Goliath was sure he saw a robed figure kneeling in the distance.  Goliath started to trot toward the figure to get a clearer look.  As he did, his vision focused and he was almost sure it was a monk.  The robes were clearly not elaborate enough to be those of a wizard and Kane had informed Goliath that the knight was last known to be traveling with a healer.  Goliath began to run.  He did not know if the healer had spotted him yet but he wanted to cut them off before they could escape back across the second fork of he river.


  At his size and girth running required a great amount of exertion on his part and he began to sweat and get winded.  He did not want to reach them exhausted and tried to run quicker to close the distance all at once.  Just then, out of nowhere, a huge flame and black smoke ignited directly across his path.  He lurched back just short of running full sprint into it and being consumed.


  Goliath stood covering his eyes with his arm to ward against the heat from the flames and tried to locate an alternative route around the flames.  But where had the flames come from?  He did not see any tar or oil at the base of the fire to indicate a trap had been set before he arrived.  Was the robed figure a wizard after all?  If so, were these flames real or an illusion?  It was well within a wizard’s power to do either.  


  If the flames were but an illusion he could walk through them like a morning mist and they would be gone without so much as singeing him.  If they were real, on the other hand, his hairy skin and furs would go up like wood kindling and he would be consumed before he could raise his spear.  There had to be another way around.  He was simply too close to the flames to tell.  He would need to back track some fifty feet to get a better view.  But he had barely went back twenty feet when the flames just disappeared.  His way ahead was clear.  He moved forward and suddenly the flames erupted once more.  He went back.  The flames were gone.  He came forward.  The flames returned.  An illusion.  


  With an angry roar Goliath gathered up his spear and lash and dashed straight into and through the flames!


   


  Sir Ebros waded out of the ford behind Boris and Midas.  It was the second fork of the river they had crossed.  They had one more crossing to ford before making a straight shot to Kings Castle.  He was wet and the sun was starting to set so it would be getting cold soon.  He called ahead to Midas.


  “Midas, tell Boris we are making camp.  We will make the last crossing in the morning.  It would not do to be stuck out there in the dark.”  Midas rose from where he had been praying, and waved back at Sir Ebros to acknowledge his instructions.  Just then as he turned to call out to Boris he saw the large former constable stumbling and running toward him in a panic.  


  “Boris!  Boris!  Slow down man, calm down.  Boris hold!!”  Midas braced himself.  Boris was running in a headlong panic straight toward him threatening to run right into him and send the both of them into the rapid rush of the river.  “Boris please what is it!  Stop man!”  Midas closed his eyes and whispered a quick prayer to The One.  


  Midas heard Boris topple off to his left and roll on the ground in a thud.  Midas opened his eyes and saw that Sir Ebros had cleared the ford and tripped the large Constable moments before he collided with the healer.


  Sir Ebros strode up to him and grabbed him by his collar.  He slapped Boris across his face three times.  Front handed, back handed and front handed again.  Sir Ebros was furious.


  “Heaven damn you man, you almost killed that man.  And yourself along with him.”  


  Boris looked up, eyes wide and stammered “a giant! A giiiiaaant is coming this way!”  He was hysterical and shaking.  Sir Ebros slapped him again but it did no good.  Boris was sobbing and clutching onto the knight’s leg for dear life.


  Midas ran to the bank of the last fork of the river.  Approaching from its head stream, from the mountains, he clearly saw a man of enormous proportions.  He was clothed in bear furs, bearded with a furious mane of black hair and carrying a spear the size of a banner pole.  A giant!  Midas turned and hurried back to Sir Ebros.


  “Sir Ebros! Sir Ebros!  He is right.  A giant is upon us and we have no escape!”


  Sir Ebros dropped Boris and ran to where Midas stood.  Just as he did the giant came into his view as well.  Ebros stood and studied him for a moment.  Taking in his build, complexion and clothing.  


  “Goliath.  It is the giant Goliath.”  He whispered.


  “You know him then?”  Midas said with some hope that Sir Ebros and the giant were comrades.


  “Know him? No.  I know of him and of his deeds.  He is wanted for great crimes.  And he will give account for them this day.”


  “Give account?  We are but three and less than that with Boris in the state he is in.  And take note knight, you are not mounted or wearing your armor.”  


  Sir Ebros looked down at himself.  Midas was right.  He had taken off his armor and tied it to Starlight before fording the river.


  “You are right healer.  You and the constable must delay him while I arm myself.”  


  “Delay him!  Are you mad!  How are we, am I, to do that?”


  “You must healer!  Otherwise we stand no chance at all.  You must!”  Sir Ebros squeezed Midas’ arm to emphasize the point and then made a high pitched whistle to his warhorse and ran off to meet the mount.


  Midas stood there dumbfounded.  The giant would be upon them in ten or fifteen more minutes at most as he was less than a half mile away.  Midas had to get Boris up and bring him around to his senses.  Speaking of Boris, where was he?  They had turned their back on him when they spotted the giant.  Midas’ stomach stuck in his throat as he slowly turned around to where the constable had last been lying on the ground sobbing.  


  Boris was gone.  Whether he had forded the river again or simply thrown himself headlong into its rush he could not tell.  But he was gone.  


  Midas scoured his head.  There had to be something he could do.  Any of his healer abilities?  No they were all healing based.  


  What of the few Cleric skills he had been shown?  Again no, even if he could pull any of them off, none of them would aid in a combat.  


  He had one last area of training to draw upon.  As a boy, growing up in Milestill, he had been taught some parlor tricks in the local tavern.  Little more than magic but quite convincing when done properly.  One was a type of illusion where you could make a person see something that was not really there.  In fact, it was the trick he was about to brush up on when Boris met him at his lodging in Milestill right before they left. And it was not a particularly hard trick to pull off provided you had the proper lighting, sleight of hand and angles.  He would try it.


   But what?  What illusion could forestall a giant long enough for Sir Ebros to don his armor and mount his warhorse?  Fire!  A large fire!  If Midas could give the appearance of a roaring blaze blocking the giant’s path then maybe he would pause long enough to go around it or wait for it to burn out.


  Midas ran to where Boris was supposed to make camp.  Grabbing some wood and tinder he hurriedly lit a small fire.  


  “Come on, come on.” He said as he waited for the fire to gain strength.  “Good.” He thought when it reached about the height of his calf.  That would have to be large enough for the illusion.


  Looking up at the sun and using the shiny side of his small blade Midas was confident he could enlarge and project the fire and its flames directly into the giant’s path of approach.  The trick would be to get the timing and placement right.  He laid the blade down and took out a ceramic drinking mug.  He broke the bottom end off creating a funnel with a large opening on the bottom and a small opening toward the top.  He positioned this next to the fire with the small end by the flame and the large end toward the river so the sound of the fire would hopefully carry on the water and in the direction of the giant to enhance the effect of the illusion.  That was it.  That was the best he could do.  Now all that was left was to wait for Boris to get close enough to see the projection and wait for Sir Ebros to hurry back mounted and armed for battle.


   


  Captain Tartoga meant to kill the whore from the start; whether she talked or not.  But he would have preferred to have offered her to his crew before doing so.  Instead, she had talked well enough when he cornered her in her room but she had adamantly refused to leave with him and return to his ship, The Crimson Oar.  So he cut her throat.


  He had already relayed the information she provided to Quartermaster Karf and the ship was again underway.  This time heading for the port at Kings Harbor.  If what the whore had said was true there was some fat runt aboard that ship that had recently come into a fist full of gold courtesy of Captain Milan.  


  The same Captain Milan that rumor had it had recently made an abrupt detour to Kings Harbor right before a massive storm struck off the coast of Zafton.  A storm he could not have predicted without Tartoga’s weather compass.


  “His ship is called The Adamante.”  Karf handed Tartoga a parchment.  “One of the men, Einar, sailed with him last year.”


  Tartoga took the parchment and studied the specifications.  


  “Sixteen guns?  A Brigantine?”  Tartoga handed the parchment back to Karf.  “Well she could put up a good fight if it came to that.  But I hear she is still at port.  And it is a high crime to fire upon a ship at port in Kings Harbor, so this will be a straight boarding action. We board her, decimate the crew and get my compass back.”  


  Karf started to walk away.  


  “And one more thing.  I want the fat one alive! I mean to know how he came upon my compass and just how many others know of its existence.”  


   


  The contest with The Lady had left him weak.  Morcai had not prepared himself for a struggle when he invited The Lady to meet him in the dream world.  He had merely sought to impress her.  Maybe even scare her and win her allegiance.  But she had withstood him.  She had even wounded him and he had been forced to tap into powers that not even one such as herself could gain access to.  An access he had gained at a dear price.  A price that, in fact, had to be paid each time he tapped into them.  


  So he had punished her.  He had punished her in a way that she was unaware he had the power to punish her.  He had stripped her of her ability to enter the dream world - the dowlite as the Elves called it.  A far greater loss than one who had never had such an ability would appreciate.  Because to lose the ability to enter the dream state not only deprived one of access to that world, it deprived them of access to the power that could be drawn from that world.  So not only had he wounded her for her arrogance but he had also weakened her.  She had sought to test him and take the measure of his abilities but instead it was she who had been wounded and it was her abilities that had been dimmed.


  Now he was resting.  Alone in the highest chamber in his citadel.  A room that was barely more than a circular cove.  He was naked but for his ring and bracelets.  And he was sweating.  Profusely.  He sat in a pool of warm sweat and took slow deep breaths.  He was coming.  Morcai knew he was.  He had the right to come.  Morcai had called on his aid to access the power he needed to chastise The Lady and now he would come.


  The warm puddle of sweat under his buttocks began to bubble and then seethe.  It burned his skin and he wanted to cry out.  To stand and bolt out of the room but he did not dare to do so.  To do so would give him free reign to the entire castle and anywhere else that Morcai ran to.  He could destroy or consume as he pleased.  No.  Morcai had to remain in as closed a place as possible and no matter what he endured he could not run!


  “That was foolish of you!”  The voice appeared to rise from the bubbling pool of sweat.  Then slowly a mist formed and out of that mist a figure stood in front of Morcai.  So close to him that Morcai’s face was staring into its stomach.  Morcai arched his head and looked up at its face.  It was him.  The Dark Stranger.  


  “I only sought to win her to our cause.”  Morcai said dropping his head.


  “You contend with powers you don’t understand foolish monk.  You sought to inquire of her and she sought to take your measure.  And know that if you had been found wanting she would have destroyed you.”  The figure dissolved back into a mist and began to swirl around Morcai.  “I lent you my power and in doing so I revealed myself to those of my kind.  I am discovered.  Are you prepared to pay the price?” The cove grew dark and the mist became a smoke.


  “I am.” Morcai did not move.  His heart beat rapidly and he waited.


  “You once asked for knowledge you had no right to.  You once claimed you were ‘worthy’.  Clearly you are not.  Look then at what you would find.  See a speck of the knowledge you would possess!”  All at once the mist congealed and twisted into a knotted cord that plunged straight into the wizard’s left eye like a flaming spear.  


  Morcai’s head went back, he mouth gaped open and he screamed.  He screamed and shook and writhed.  The knotted mist appeared to swirl throughout his body like a leech twisting around his skull, his neck, across his shoulders, up and down inside his chest and then shooting back out both nostrils.


  When it was over The Dark Stranger once again stood over Morcai.


  “The price is paid for this request.  Now recover and when you do see that you heed my words.  The Lady must die.  She must die and she must die soon.  For now she is not only a threat to you but to myself as well.”  The voice faded and sunk back into the puddle of sweat that slowly ceased to boil and then drained away down the twisting stairs leading to the upper cove.


  Morcai lie unconscious.  Barely breathing.  Blood oozing from where his left eye used to  be.


   


  It was Oxley’s first day off The Adamante since he had been press ganged.  Quartermaster Lucretia had instructed one of the hands, close to his own age, to stay with him.  His name was Arnold but the rest of the crew called him ‘Arsehold’ because he tried to hide in a barrel when he was first press ganged into service but his arse was too big to fit in and was sticking out the barrel when he was caught.  All in all the crew liked him though.  That was three years ago he told Oxley.


  The two had taken in most everything Kings Harbor had to offer - some rum, some women, some more rum, a bar fight or two and some purchases of good blades and duds.  Now they were heading back to The Adamante.  During their time together, Arnold had shared stories of his first days on The Adamante with Oxley including the time the ship sailed all the way to The Joint Kingdoms and the Kingdom of Monet where the alliance’s Royal Navy was harbored.  


  The stories had made Oxley feel a lot better about his life on board The Adamante up until now.  In fact Oxley had not even thought of trying to escape once since he and Arnold had been together.  He had even come to realize that he did not want to escape.  He didn’t know whether it was because he was starting to like life on a ship and being a pirate or a sailor.  Or if it was because of the Quartermaster - Maria.  Even though he knew it was foolish to mistake her kindness for him as anything more than part of her duty to incorporate him into the crew, he could not help feeling that she had some genuine interest in him.  As if she was watching him, waiting for him to prove himself worthy of her and then, and only then, she would confess her love and desire for him.  And only him.


  “Haymaker, Haymaker?”  Arnold was pulling on Oxley’s shirt sleeve trying to rouse him out of his daydream.


  “Oh.  Yeah Arnold, what is it?”  Oxley looked to where Arnold was pointing.


  “There is something up on The Adamante! Come on we have to get back!”  Arnold started running toward the ship, waving for Oxley to follow him.


  Oxley paused.  Now was his chance.  If he was ever going to abandon the life of a sailor that he had been pressed into, now was the time to do it.  All he had to do was turn and start running in the opposite direction.  He would be lost in the throngs of people at the harbor in moments.


  “Wait up Arnold, I don’t know the way back by myself!”  Oxley slung his small pouch over his shoulder and took off after his crew mate.  He was one of them now and for better or worse he meant to prove himself.




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Consequences


   


  Maverick took the lady from the Bouncing Bess outside.  The Lady explained that her name was Myrna and that she had spoke with Bess the afternoon that she was killed.  Mryna said that Bess had told her that a ship named The Crimson Oar had made port and that Bess was sure its captain, a Captain Tartoga, would be coming to see her; as it was his custom to do.  Because of this Bess had told Myrna that she could not go with her to the dress maker that afternoon but asked her to come back in the evening and they would go to the tavern together.


  Well Myrna said, she had come back that evening and called at Bess’ door but Bess did not answer.  Myrna said she thought nothing of it at the time and assumed that the Captain had paid for extra so she went to the tavern with some other girls and did not look for Bess again until the morning.


  In the morning when she called on Bess, again Bess did not answer.  This time she used her key that Bess and her had exchanged with each other for emergencies.  That is when she saw her.  Dead.  Her throat had been cut and her room had been rummaged.  The funny thing was that nothing valuable had been taken.  There were coins, clothes and expensive oils left lying about in the room.


  Afraid that she would be accused of complicity in the murder for having the key or worse that she would be asked to testify about what she knew about the Captain, Myrna had left the key in the room and left.


  It was later that afternoon that the scallywag who watched the door of the hostel for them told her that someone had left an inquiry for Bess about the fat kid with the purse of money.  He told Myrna that he had not seen Bess come down all day and that no customers had come for her since some pirate looking guy had left last night.  He asked Myrna if she would take the message up to Bess.  


  Myrna told him that she had not seen Bess either and had a ‘house call’ in town but she would take the message with her and give it to Bess when she got back.  


  “And that’s how I found you.”  The red haired Myrna was still shaking and clutching the slip of parchment Maverick had scribbled his inquiry on when she finished her tale.


  Maverick did not speak at first.  


  “Give me my slip.” He said opening his hand to Myrna.  She looked at it and handed it to him.


  “Have you told anyone else of my inquiry?”  He asked.


  “No.  I did not even know who you were until I had read the whole message.  And then I came straight here.”


  “What about the scallywag?”  Maverick asked.


  “He don’t know how to read.  He just knew what you told him when you left it.  But other than that he don’t know who you are.”  


  “Good.  You can’t return there.  Do you hear me?”  


  “But I works there.  It’s how I make my living.”


  “Well you better make it somewhere else or you won’t be living!”


  “This Captain Tartoga is not the type of man to be answering to constables.  And whether they accuse you of complicity or not, once that scallywag finds Bess dead he is going to get the constables and then tell them about you and the message.  And you know what happens after that.”


  “Then what should I do?  Where should I go?”  Myrna put her face in her hands and started sobbing. 


  “Go home Myrna.  Wherever home is or wherever home used to be.  Pick up your emergency stash and go home.”  Maverick gave Myrna one last look after referencing the emergency stash which he knew all women who worked in her profession kept at another hostel just for situations like these.  The ladies at the Bouncing Bess would have ladies at Puss Le Cat that would hold theirs and they would hold stashes for the ladies of the Puss Le Cat.


  Myrna started wiping her eyes and Maverick turned to head back into the tavern and pay his tab and then find Lyla.  


  “Oh yeah,” he said.  “Thank you.”


   


  Morcai was still weak.  And he looked like hell.  He had a black eye patch covering his left eye; or what was left of it.  A new permanent fixture to his face. He had several cuts and scratches across his face, nose and forehead from the thrashing and sparks of power.  He had also cut his hair.  The long black locks no longer contributing to his once good looks.  And he thought his nose was broke.  It was bent and he had tried three times to heal it using the old healing arts he once learned at the monastery but it, like all his other wounds, had resisted every healing ward, or potion he had used or consumed.  


  He had come down from the cove and now sat in his study at his desk again.  The Dark Harbinger was specific, plans had to be set in motion to kill The Lady.  The Oathbreaker had told him that she was being escorted by Friar Damian - the traitor monk - and the Sons of Cain, fanatical former acolytes of the monastery now mostly mad or insane.  Which meant subterfuge was not an option.  And The Ferret was either still on his mission, or more likely, now in hiding since accomplishing it and would not be taking work again for some time.  


  That left his Nemesis Knights.  He normally preferred to have The Oathbreaker lead them in combat because of his expertise and knowledge as a former knight of the land.  But even if he could send word for Heymann to return he did not intend to use Heymann to lead them on this mission.  This was not a battle or skirmish that had to be fought.  This would be bloody murder.  Thorough and complete murder.  And there was one person perfectly suited for such a task enjoying sanctuary in his castle right now. The Warlord Hermunn Maxx! And Morcai had sent for him.  


  Hermun Maxx aka “The Warlord” as he was called when he commanded constables in five of the seven provinces of Milestill, was a large burly man with a powerful build.  He usually wore a jerkin with no sleeves so his huge muscular arms were showing.  He wore a full beard and it was black, like his short curly hair.  He had large lips and a flat nose.  His behavior was crude and foul like his appearance.


  There was a bounty on his head in the Town of Milestill where he used to work for Mayor Brufson.  Brufson and the people of Milestill had always tolerated Maxx’ transgressions until he went too far one day by ordering that every female, married or not, in the five provinces under his jurisdiction from the age of fourteen to thirty four be brought to his Great Hall to perform “weekly service” for him and his men. 


  The people refused and rioted.  When it was all said and done over fifty inhabitants of Milestill had been killed and all one hundred of Maxx’ personal guards lie dead.  Unfortunately Maxx got away.  But not before a twenty five hundred gold piece bounty was placed on his head.  He had been splitting his time between Zafton and Fire Castle since that time hiding out and/or seeking sanctuary whenever any bounty hunter got close.  


  “You sent for me!”  Maxx stood in front of Morcai’s desk chewing on the remains of a large roasted pig leg.  “What happened to your eye and face?”  Maxx put the pig leg down.  “Don’t even tell me you want me to go after the person or creature that was able to do that to YOU?!”


  Morcai balled his right hand into a fist.  A coruscating blue light started to form.  Then he relaxed and opened his hand.


  “Occupational hazard I assure you warlord.  And no.  I do not want you to go after the creature that was able to do this to me.”  Morcai closed his eyes and chuckled.  “Unless your soul is as well endowed as your body, you could not so much as stare at him as long as I endured this.  And knowing your deeds I know your soul to be quite pathetic.”


  Morcai opened his eyes and gave the warlord a stare that seemed to originate from the nether pits of hell.  Maxx straightened up.


  “Well…what do you want Morcai?”  Maxx said at last in a voice that was almost timid.


  “There is a lady that has offended me and she must die.  She is guarded by a significant force of monks and their friar and I intend to send you and a troop of my Nemesis Knights to kill her.”


  “A force of monks and their friar!” Maxx started to laugh.  “Keep your Nemesis Knights I can handle this all by myself!” 


  “I assure you, you cannot Warlord.  These are no ordinary monks - though knowing the martial arts that even ordinary monks are trained in - I doubt if you could handle a significant force of them either; these are fanatics.  Untrained but quite fanatical nonetheless.  Each one will die on command.  So much so that if the friar leading them, who is quite fanatical himself but not mad, were to order one to impale himself on your sword so as to deprive you of it, that monk would do so without question.  Now do you understand?”  Morcai lifted a cudgel on his desk and knocked on the desk three times with it.


  “So they’re lunatics?  Well that’s different.  I’ve crossed swords with some of those cultists before and you’re only half correct about what they’ll do on command.  I’ve seen some as likely to swallow my sword as impale themselves on it.”  Maxx turned and looked over his left shoulder as the Nemesis Knight that Morcai had summoned entered the study.


  “This is Lieutenant Rendahl he will accompany you and command The Nemesis Knights.  You will command him.  And Lieutenant?”


  “My liege?” Rendahl stepped forward.


  “You are to follow The Warlord’s commands without question.  Is that understood?  Without question!”


  “Understood my lord.”


  “Now Warlord go do what you do best.”


  Maxx started laughing, patted the Lieutenant on his back, started eating his pig leg again and walked out the study.


  “Whatever I command huh? Without question…? Help me get into my armor,” was what Morcai could hear him say as they moved out of sight and down the hall.


   


  When Oxley and Arnold arrived at The Adamante other members of the crew that had been on shore leave were also pouring in.  It was apparent that The Adamante was under attack by another pirate crew.  Arnold drew his long knife and pointed to the Quarter Deck where Captain Milan was surrounded by three attackers.  


  “To the Captain! To the Captain!” Arnold yelled and sprinted up the gangway.  Oxley drew his long knife and followed, his heart racing but too overwhelmed to be afraid.  Arnold never made it to the quarter deck.  A dark Dimmerian pirate from the attackers crew intercepted him on the spar deck and locked a strong right arm around Arnold’s throat lifting him high in the air.  


  Arnold’s legs kicked and he swung wildly with his long knife but the Dimmerian was holding him outside his arm’s length.  With a wild eyed expression that succeeded in putting fear in Oxley’s heart the dark skinned Dimmerian snarled and wagged his tongue at Arnold and then thrust his curved cutlass into Arnold’s belly.  “Hah!” he yelled.  Oxley was tempted to run toward the dark pirate but realized there was nothing he could do now for Arnold.  Arnold was dead and if he faced that dark skinned savage he would be dead to.


  Instead  Oxley continued his sprint toward the Captain where three other members of the crew were heading including Bosun Rodrigo.


  Rodrigo made it to Captain Milan first and brought his short warhammer down on one of the attacker’s skull crushing it in a splay of blood and bone.  He drove his left fist into another so hard it sent him over the side of the ship and onto the pier below breaking his neck.  There were still three men surrounding Captain Milan but now Milan quickly dispatched one with a sword slash and a dagger thrust.  Three more attackers joined the remaining two but Oxley and the other two members of the crew with him arrived just as they did.


  One of them rushed at Oxley with a club raised high.  Oxley backed off against the side of the ship.  He blocked the first blow of the club with his left arm.  Pain shot through his shoulder but he ignored it.  He swung quickly with his long knife but only sliced air.  His attacker tried to press his attack further but the other crew member with Oxley had already dispatched his own opponent and now drove a sword into Oxley’s opponent’s back.  He grabbed Oxley by the hand and pulled him off the railing.


  “To the Captain Haymaker!  And don’t leave his side.”  It was the sailing master, Alonzo.


  Oxley hurried up the stairs to the quarter deck and stood behind the Captain who was relating what had taken place to Rodrigo.


  “It is Tartoga and the crew of The Crimson Oar!  He has come for his precious compass!” He could hear the Captain saying.  He then heard Rodrigo reply.


  “Lucretia has the blasted thing, May The One Bless Her soul she will never give it up short of her life.”


  “Then get to her Rodrigo.  Get to her with all the men you have.  I will drive Tartoga off!”


  Rodrigo headed down the steps of the quarter deck stopping only briefly to glance at Oxley and give him a crooked tooth smile “Enjoying the fight Haymaker!”  He said laughing as he patted Oxley on his shoulder and headed down.


  Captain Milan finally noticed Oxley by his side and spoke to him.


  “You are the boy with the compass? No?  You and your friend sold it to me correct?”  


  Oxley panicked.  He had no idea that the compass would cause this much trouble or get this many people killed. He was sure Captain Milan meant to make him pay.


  “I was with him Captain but in truth it was never my compass.”  He said without breathing.


  “It would seem it was never mine either good boy!  I say that makes us compatriots, no?”  Milan smiled as he wiped his cutlass and headed toward the steps.  Oxley exhaled and smiled as well.


  “Come,” said the Captain “let me show you who that cursed compass really belongs to and we two shall reason with him.  No?”  Milan held up his cutlass and started down the stairs.  Oxley followed him, noticing as he followed that he had dropped his long knife when he was attacked by the sailor with the club.  


  He spotted the club in the corner between the steps and the railing deck and picked it up.  It felt good in his hands and the weight was hefty but not too heavy.  He also noticed for the first time that it was studded with metal studs up and down its length no doubt allowing it to better break bones.  Good thing for him the small sailor that was wielding it against him didn’t have the strength to put it to its full effect.  


  Oxley was jolted out of his thoughts by a loud explosion.  Splinters and shards of wood flew past his face, cutting his cheeks and nose but missing his eyes and forehead.  Some of the crew of the Crimson Oar had started lobbing grenadoes - gunpowder filled casks - at the crew of The Adamante.


  Oxley lost sight of Captain Milan in the smoke and flames but could see Rodrigo being overwhelmed as more and more men from The Crimson Oar rushed toward him where he was taking a terrible toll on their crew.  In desperation many had started tossing the grenadoes at him in spite of their own mates being harmed in the explosions. Oxley started to run toward him but looked up toward the forecastle and could see Lucretia - the Quartermaster.


  Her clothes were torn ragged and she had blood all over her.  Most of it not her own.  She held a broken saber in her right hand and the weather compass in her left.  Oxley saw her raise the snapped saber at the dark Dimmerian pirate that had killed Arnold just as he ascended the steps to the forecastle.  


  He slapped her broken saber away with his left hand and grabbed Lucretia by the throat with his right.  Oxley ran faster than he had ever ran before.  The huge skirmish with Rodrigo having cleared a lane in the spar deck so that he made it to the steps of the forecastle just as Lucretia was starting to turn blue and lose consciousness.  Oxley raised the studded club with both hands and let out a yell with a fury he had never felt before. 


  “Let her go!!!!” He said as he brought the heavy studded club crashing sideways into the Dimmerian’s right arm.  The arm snapped and Lucretia fell to the deck.  The dark skinned Dimmerian screamed and tried to swing his arm around in a back strike against Oxley but it was no use.  It just sagged from his elbow.  


  Oxley raised the club for another swing but just then the captain of the Crimson Oar made it to the Dimmerian from the foremast area of The Adamante.


  “Constables!” He yelled to his large dark skinned bosun.  “M’fume come! We must go, the Constables are coming!”  


  He started to lead the dark skinned bosun away by his left arm and was then joined by two others of his crew.  


  “Karf help M’fume back to the ship.  Allen tell the men we are leaving, constables are coming!”  


  Just as he turned to follow his crew down the steps of the forecastle Captain Tartoga stopped and noticed Oxley standing over Lucretia.  


  “The fat boy!  You are the fat boy!” His eyes turned hot and he drew his cutlass.  


  “I swore I would make you pay no matter how this endeavor turned out and now I will keep my word.” He said as he closed on Oxley.


  “Tartoga! I stole your compass!  Not the boy!  And with it I stole your secret!”  It was Captain Milan.  Behind him was Alonzo, Rodrigo and three other crew of The Adamante!  


  “I have seen your face fat boy and I will remember it well.  Let that keep you up at night!”  Tartoga sheathed his sword and jumped over the rail onto the gangway below and escaped.


  The battle was over.  And Oxley was alive.


   


  “King’s Harbor Maverick.  That’s where the port master said The Adamante was last reported to be.  He said it turned back because of a storm two days ago.”  


  Lyla was all packed and leading two horses also ladened with food and supplies.


  “So nothing I have told you has changed your mind.  Not the dead prostitute, the notorious pirate Captain and his crew or the dangerous journey through the Wooddam Forest?”  Maverick made one last attempt to dissuade Lyla from trying to track down Oxley.  He knew it was pointless but he tried one last time nonetheless.


  “Look Maverick I said you do not have to come.  You really don’t.  I can take care of myself.  I have been to Kings Harbor once before with my father.”


  “You were five years old Lyla!”


  “So.  It still counts.”  


  “Ok, ok.  Look Lyla even traveling by horse and assuming we don’t get delayed its a six day ride to Kings Harbor.  Whose to say The Adamante will still be there?”


  “Who said we were going by horse.  I’ve paid for passage on a speed ship to Kings Harbor that can have us there in four days and besides its the last place Oxley would have been at Maverick.  Even if The Adamante is gone its our best chance of getting some reliable news on his condition.”  Lyla stopped and just stared at Maverick pleading with her soft green eyes and pouting bottom lip.  


  “Oh don’t do that.  Ok, ok.  What is this speed ship you’ve bought passage on.”


  Lyla pointed toward the docks.  “I don’t know but here comes Gilbo now, he can tell you anything else you need to know.”


  Maverick turned just as the mild mannered old traveler arrived.


  “Hello young lady and young lad.  I have secured the two of you and your mounts passage on a Bilander belonging to a fellow trader from Futuretown.  It leaves in three hours.”


  “Us and the mounts?” Maverick said looking at Lyla.


  She hunched.  “I didn’t have enough gold left for passage back.”


  Gilbo laughed.  “The ship is called the Bread Cake and its captain’s name is Gregor.”


  “The Bread Cake!” Both Lyla and Maverick exclaimed at the same time.


  “What can I say it’s the dessert that made ole’ Crumbler rich!  Crumbler being my trader friend of course.  Speaking of friends, I hope you find yours.  The Adamante can be a tough ship to sail on.  I hear they are in the midst of a terrible feud with the crew of The Crimson Oar and its Captain Joshua Tartoga.  I don’t think your large friend took to me but I kind of liked him.  Very direct.  Very simple and plain.  That kind of man makes a good friend if you can win his friendship.”  Gilbo finished now staring kindly at Maverick.


  “Speaking of The Adamante, you didn’t have anything to do with them press ganging him shortly after our transaction did you?”  Maverick said ignoring the reference to his friendship, or lack thereof, with Oxley.


  “Not at all as I explained to the young lady.  My name and reputation are worth far more than Captain Milan could ever afford to pay me for my duplicity.  Besides if I had, I would have earned more betraying you on the ship.  It would of been easier for them to take you two and they would have been able to keep all their gold and the compass.”


  “Well they got half the gold and the compass.” Maverick shot back.


  “Not at all young man.  Any gold your friend had on him when he was press ganged will be given to and inventoried by the Quartermaster, Maria Lucretia.  It will be used to pay his expenses and the rest given to him when he earns the right to spend it.”


  “Well I feel better already.” Maverick said sarcastically.  “Come on Lyla we better start heading to the “Cup Cake”.  It’s going to take us at least an hour with all the supplies you purchased.” 


  Gilbo laughed and waved at the pair as they headed off.  “That’s the Bread Cake!” He yelled.  “The ‘Cup Cake’ is captained by his cousin Mario!  Mazel Tov friends.  Mazel Tov and be sure to bring me something from your travels!”


   


  The ground shook in front of Midas, the large giant came rushing through the imaginary flames.  Midas’ illusion had been discovered and now Goliath was coming at him full of fury and strength.  


  Midas rose from the edge of the river and gathering his robes sought to run.  Whether Sir Ebros was ready or not there was nothing else he could do.  Midas tripped.  His robes had gotten wet and clumped around his legs causing him to fall in his haste.  


  Goliath was upon him with a roar, lifting his massive spear in the air.


  “Filthy monk! Your tricks merely delayed the inevitable! I am Goliath and you cannot escape my wrath!


  But the giant stayed his hand because in that moment he saw the clouds of dust and dirt from Sir Ebros’ warhorse, Starlight descending upon him.


  “The knight!”  Goliath had almost forgotten about the knight.  


  He stepped over Midas’ body and braced himself for the knight’s charge.  He could not run from it now, to do so would mean his certain death.  He would meet it with his spear and large bronze shield.


  Sir Ebros’ called out to the giant.


  “Goliath, Goliath, enemy of the crown! This day your doom has found you out!  This day the King’s Justice shall be visited upon you!


  With that Sir Ebros’ increased the speed of his charge, lowered into his saddle and couched his heavy ash lance under his right arm. Sir Ebros observed the giant’s stance and knew he meant to evade the charge at the last instant and spear his horse.  But they had been trained for such maneuvers and he called out a command to Starlight.


  “Oblique! Obligue Starlight! Oblique!”  


  Immediately the warhorse adjusted its gallop in a right arc taking to the giant’s right side.  Goliath saw this and turned to face the charge from that direction.  Then the warhorse adjusted again this time to the giant’s left.  Goliath shifted and turned that way but once again the warhorse adjusted right coming ever closer and closer.  Goliath was confused he did not know whether to shift again or remain and wait.  Time was running out and the warhorse had not altered direction action.  He turned to his right.


  “Charge!” Sir Ebros yelled! And Starlight shot straight at the giant once more.  He had no time to react.  The large wooden lance bore into his open stomach.  Luckily for the giant he had shifted again at the last instant to catch most of the lance on his bronze shield.  But the lance had went straight through it and pierced twelve inches deep into his gut.  


  Goliath fell to his knees and screamed “aaaaaaahhhhh!” and then he roared “oh, oh, oh, oh, oooohhh!”  He grasped the lance and snapped it off eighteen inches from his stomach.  His shield was useless and he tossed it.  He picked up his spear and looked to his left to see where the knight had gone. 


  Sir Ebros had wheeled releasing the spent lance as it struck.  He drew his sword King’s Justice from its scabbard and pulled on Starlight’s reins hard.  Starlight reared! 


  “Come at me knight! I am not dead yet!  Come at me or I will spear this monk!” Goliath pulled Midas up by his collar with his left hand, holding his spear in his right.  


  This was the first time Sir Ebros had thought about Midas since going to don his armor and mount his warhorse.  He had assumed Midas had gotten clear of the area.  


  “Killing him will not save you giant.  My wound will claim you all the same.  Release him and I will leave you your head.”  


  “To hell with you knight!  I have survived wounds like this for days only to be healed.  Fight me or I will snap this monk’s neck in my hand and still kill you!”


  Sir Ebros paused.  He had not considered the possibility of the giant being healed.  If he could endure the wound and remove the lance he could surely be healed, maybe even by Midas were he to force him to do so after killing the knight.  There was nothing left to do.  Sir Ebros would have to engage him in single combat and finish him off.  


  Sir Ebros did not speak.  He came at the giant cautiously atop Starlight.  Slowly circling him and drawing closer as he did.  Unlike most unmounted foes he had no advantage over the giant by being mounted and they faced each other eye to eye.


  Finally, Goliath tossed Midas off to his left clutched his spear with both hands and drove it into the warhorse Starlight.  Blood shot out and washed over Goliath who started howling and laughing in a demented ecstasy!


  “Ha, ha, ha, haaah!  Ah that was good!”  Goliath yelled and re-positioned his spear for another thrust.


  Starlight screamed “heeeeeee!” and went down in a slump, nearly trapping Sir Ebros underneath its weight.  Sir Ebros jumped clear and briefly looked down at his trusted warhorse and most constant companion.  He then looked up to face the giant.


  “Have at you giant!” He yelled and came at the giant with his sword held high.


  Goliath swung his mighty spear in a vicious arc across the front of his body, the very point catching Sir Ebros’ armor and rending it open like parchment.  Blood did not shoot out but started to ooze from the wound beneath. 


  But the blow did not slow Sir Ebros’ and he brought his mighty sword King’s Justice down upon Goliath’s right shoulder with a terrible crash.  Goliath’s right arm went limp and he screamed again dropping his spear.  Without thinking he rushed upon the knight and tackled him.  Using his left arm he started beating Sir Ebros with his bare hands mostly denting his armor but bloodying his face, nose and lips horribly.  


  Sir Ebros tried to bring his sword to bear but could not so he released it and reached for his long knife at his waist.  Goliath’s left arm went up again and Sir Ebros plunged the long knife into his arm pit so hard it hit bone.  Blood spurted out over the knight’s battered face and Goliath screamed again and tried to flail at the knight even harder but he could not move his right arm and his left would not go all the way up.  Moreover by now the lance wound was taking its toll on him.  The fighting and moving having shifted the lance inside him doing even more damage. 


  Goliath toppled over and off Sir Ebros. Sir Ebros stood slowly.  Blood still steadily oozing out of his abdomen.  He walked over and retrieved King’s Justice, his sword, and then stood over the dying giant.


  “I..told you..I would take your head…giant.  And now I will do so…and with it your reputation!”  Sir Ebros raised King’s Justice in a shining arc that caught the last rays of the sun and sliced off the giant’s head with one blow.  Goliath was dead.  The last act of the giant being an attempt to curse and spit blood upon the knight as the blow fell.


  Then Sir Ebros collapsed.  


   


  Maverick sat in corner on the port side of the poop deck.  The Bread Cake had passed through bad weather two nights in a row.  On the second night the waves were so bad the captain had ordered the ship to move further away from the coast for fear of being thrown onto the shore.  That had only made Maverick’s sea sickness worst.  Maverick had tried to ignore the initial symptoms of sweating, nausea, dizziness and a headache.  He had even tried eating to fill his stomach and settle the queasiness he was having.  But that only made the vomiting worse when it started.  


  He had already vomited six times in the last two nights; the first four times being the night he had eaten, the last two on the second night when the ship moved further out to sea.  Since that time he had spent the last day and half lodged in a corner of the poop deck.  The wedge seemed to mitigate the effects of the ship’s undulations on the waves and it gave him quick access to the side of the ship when he had to vomit again.


  Lyla had come to him a half dozen times in the last day and a half and tried to talk him into going below deck but Maverick refused.  He had no intention of standing again until they made port.   Apparently though he had not made that clear enough to Lyla because she was coming once again and this time she had someone with her.


  “Hey Maverick, feeling any better?” Lyla smiled.


  “I’ve been better…whose your friend?  Let me guess the ship’s doctor?” Maverick replied sarcastically.


  Lyla ignored the sarcasm.  “Maverick this is Levi, I met him when I was asking around to see if there was a doctor on board.”  Lyla made the traditional wave of introduction toward Levi.


  “So Levi, if you are not a doctor, then what do you do?” Maverick asked before Levi could speak, hoping to hurry the conversation along and send them both on their way.


  “I make things.” Levi replied with a smile.


  Maverick had to chuckle.  “You make things? You seem a bit old to still be tinkering around?  So what do you make?” Maverick eyed Levi mockingly as if he couldn’t wait for the answer.


  “I make many things.  Yes.  I am a Maker of Many Things.”  Levi said, half to Maverick and half to himself.


  To Lyla’s surprise, Maverick did not have a witty reply.  He merely nodded his head as if the inventor’s response made perfect sense and then pulled his knees in closer to his chest.


  “Well Maverick I just wanted to introduce you two.  Levi lives in Futuretown but travels a lot and we have been discussing selling some of his inventions.  I even told him that I think Gilbo would be interested in buying a few or helping him find buyers.”


  “Gilbo.” Maverick said under his breath.  “Great just be sure you don’t mention what happened to the last oaf you introduced to Gilbo.” He said out loud referring to Oxley.


  Lyla scowled.  Maverick’s retort had obviously hurt her.


  “I’m sorry Lyla, that wasn’t fair.”  She ignored him.


  “Come on Levi.  We can talk more over lunch below deck.”


  “Good day to you Mr. Maverick.” Levi said with a smile as he followed Lyla down from the poop deck to the quarter deck and away.


  ‘She’s a big girl.’ Maverick thought to himself.  ‘Besides at least she could eat.’  He had not eaten in two days and his stomach was roaring harder than the sea was right now but, just like standing, he had no intention of eating either until they made port. Until then his thoughts would have to sustain him.  Thoughts of standing, thoughts of eating and more recently thoughts of the inventor Levi. 


  ‘Hmph, maker of many things?  I wonder what he meant by that? What kind of things? And how many?’  


   




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Back Tracking


   


  Midas rolled the knight over.  His face had been terribly battered.  Even with the strongest healing it would never look the same.  Slowly Midas removed the knight’s crushed and battered helm to inspect his head.  There was a large contusion at the back that looked serious to Midas.  If not reduced it could put pressure on his brain and cause him to go mad.  


  Midas closed his eyes and placed his right hand over the contusion.  The knight reflexively jerked from the pain but Midas kept his hand there, firm but gentle.  Then Midas recited the words of healing:


   


  “In the Name of The Christ I heal you of this wound.”


   


  Midas waited and slowly his hand began to glow, to heat up - warm but not hot.  As the glow receded and the heat dissipated the contusion was gone.  Midas removed his hand and took three slow breaths.  The wound had been more severe than he thought and it had taxed him more than he had anticipated it would have.  


   


  Midas continued his inspection moving down from the head to the neck and the other extremities.  His left arm was fractured.  He had three - no four - broken ribs.  Multiple cuts and slashes.  Then Midas saw it.  The gash across his abdomen.  It was oozing blood.  Midas looked to see if he could remove the armor without aggravating the wound.  He could not.  The slash had indented the flesh into the metal of his armor.  Midas could not attempt to remove his armor here.  Weak and without proper stitches the knight would surely die.  


   


  Midas ran to the river and retrieved a helm full of clean water.  Tearing a piece of cloth from his inner tunic that had not been exposed to the dirt he cleaned the wound and then used another piece of cloth to bind it and stop the bleeding.  He needed to get the knight to a hospital or a Cleric which meant he needed to move him.  But he needed to do so without aggravating the wound further and more importantly without reopening it.


   


  Midas looked over at Starlight.  Poor warhorse.  He was a fierce steed who never shied from the battle but he would be of no aid to Midas or the knight now.  Midas looked around for something to fashion into a litter.  The giant?  Midas ran to the fallen giant and retrieved his spear.  He also cut away a section of the giant’s fur mantle.  Using pieces of the spear, the mantle piece and shreds of his habit he constructed a litter and gently slid the knight onto it sideways.  


   


  Midas gathered what he could of their supplies, got in front of the litter, lifted it and started pulling…in the direction of Kings Castle. 


   


  Sir Dubois stood.  This was the third time Friar Damian had come to him asking to check on The Lady and it would be the third time that he would tell him that The Lady specifically requested not to be disturbed.  By anyone.  Not even the crazy, creepy, friar.


  “What is it now Friar?  As I have said two times hence, The Lady specifically said no one.  Not even you.”  


  “I have not come to see The Lady good knight.  Look yonder!  Some of your hosts approach from Fire Castle.”  The old friar pointed in the direction of the towering but damaged castle.


  Made of a red sandstone the castle almost glowed in the fading light of dusk.  But Sir Dubois could see clearly that a host was approaching.  A large host of Nemesis Knights.  At least forty.  He strained his eyes harder.  He clearly made out Lieutenant Rendahl toward the front but they were being led by another.  A large warrior in black armor with furs.  Maxx!  It was Warlord Hermun Maxx.  The Butcher of Bastonne!  A province in Milestill he and his personal guard had laid waste to when they refused to satisfy his perversions.  Why were Nemesis Knights being led by one such as he?  Where was Heymann?  


  “Well knight, are you going to guide them to our position?  I assume they are coming to strengthen our retinue.”  The friar spoke interrupting Sir Dubois’ thoughts.


  “Uh no. You are right it is a host from our castle but a host that size must surely be tasked with some other purpose than escorting even your lady.  Besides, me going out to meet them would leave you free to disturb The Lady.”


  The Friar laughed.  


  “For a traitor knight, you are very loyal.  I will meet them and guide them to our camp.”


  “Very good Friar.” Said Sir Dubois.  


  The Friar turned and began to walk away when Sir Dubois called out to him.


  “And Friar, when you meet them do not tell them Lord Heymann left me in the camp.  A matter of pride, right?  I can fashion a reason when they arrive.”


  “As you wish knight.  As you wish.”  Friar Damian waved and pointed to two of his Sons of Cain to accompany him and headed to where the horses were secured.


  Sir Dubois was uneasy.  He still wondered what task Heymann had been set to that he would not be given command of such a host.  Or if Heymann even lived.  What if the wizard had been displeased with Heymann for not bringing The Lady to the castle, or not having defeated the Second Knight’s lieutenant, Sir DavenPo, or even for having let Sir Swift, the Third Knight, slip away and pursue The Ferret.  Morcai had boiled men alive for lesser failures.


  Sir Dubois followed Morcai but he served Heymann, a fellow knight.  He answered to Morcai but he was loyal to Heymann, a fellow knight.  And if he did not get the answers he sought when that host arrived he would make that very clear to that ‘murderer of a warlord’ Hermun Maxx!


   


  Granger had moved fast through the woods, even for a Ranger.  Maddox had tried to keep up at first but eventually resigned himself to catching up with the Ranger when he rested (if he rested).  They had left their mounts after rendezvousing with Swift as they moved faster through the woods without them; being able to take shortcuts up and down ravines and dry gullies.


  At last Granger halted and went down on one knee.  He removed a small but very detailed map from his side pouch and began inspecting it and the area around him.  He looked back, no sign of Maddox.  He looked up, the day was almost turning to dusk.  He intended on moving on through the evening but would need to rest in case they encountered any trouble.  He removed some salted meat, dry beans and lemon water from his tan hide pack sack.


  As he ate, Maddox finally arrived.


  “Good lord Granger…I understand the urgency but surely you do not think you can make up the four days or more this Ferret has on us?” Maddox collapsed by Granger’s side and pulled a piece of the salted meat from his hand.


  “No Maddox. I suspect whatever prey he was after has already been ensnared anyway.”  Granger handed him some dried beans.


  “Then where are we heading in such a rush? Other than to our deaths that is?”  


  “According to my map the closest message center is at The Lost Men’s Camp.  If any word has spread of The Ferret’s attack it may be spreading already.”  


  “Aye, but that is assuming the knight was correct and its a tragedy the assassin is plotting.  What if it’s a simple murder?”


  “Then at least it will assuage my urgency old friend.  Any death is regrettable but I would rather see one person harmed than see that demon of a man hurt my kingdom.”


  Maddox did not reply and the two sat in silence briefly.  At last Maddox spoke.


  “What do you know of him?  I mean ‘The Ferret’?  Surely that is not his true name?”


  “No his real name is Han Able.  I have heard he is from Hamlot.  A country on the Continent of Men and part of the renowned Joint Kingdoms.”


  “The Joint Kingdom? By The One that is on the other side of the Sea of Men?  Why would he come this far to ply his trade?”


  “Because this where his wife was taken.”


  “His wife?”


  “Yes.  It is said he was once a tailor for the very wealthiest man in his kingdom.  As it goes, one day he made a very wealthy important client of his a houppelande.  But it was too long for the man and did not fit.  The man demanded a refund but he did not have enough money to give the man a refund.  So the man took his wife instead as payment.”


  “Arrh, that is cruel indeed.  Almost makes you understand.”


  “Almost.” Granger said softly.


  “And I take it that man was his first victim?”


  “No.”


  “No.  Not his first? But surely he visited soon after?” Maddox turned and stared at Granger who was looking down slowly putting away the meat and beans.


  “That man yet lives Maddox.  Apparently Han tracked him and his wife here to The Overland.  Only to discover that his wife was actually ‘happy’.  She had come to love the life of the nobility and the well to do and had no desire to return to him and his tailor shop.”


  Maddox was stunned and did not speak.


  “Shortly after that a rich but corrupt merchant was found with his throat cut in his own wagon and not a parcel of his goods had been taken.  Many believe that was The Ferret’s first victim.  Of course he did not have the name ‘Ferret’ then.  That would come some years later due largely to his tendency to strike in the hours of dawn or dusk and his habit of remaining inactive for twelve to eighteen months at a time.”


  Granger stood and tightened his pack sack across his back.


  “Come Maddox, to catch your prey; you must become your prey.  It is almost dusk!”


  And with that the Ranger was on the move again.  


  Maddox grumbled, took another bite of salted meat and started walking.


   


   


  Aranoor had made it to Elf Mountain as fast as he was able to from the northern forest where he dwelt.  The messenger hawk had carried word to him that the Elf King, Aranrood had need of him and he had come.


  Looking back on the great elven citadel filled him with a sense of bitter nostalgia.  He remembered the days of his youth and growing up among his kinsmen.  He remembered his training in the ways of battle and the ways of the wood.  He remembered…his mother.


  It was unusual for the elven king to summon the half-elf.  He was used to getting messages from the king’s hawk, Ulysseus, but never a summons.  As a half-elf most of his kind ignored him if they were considerate; and shunned him if they were not.  Though the king had always been kind and friendly.  Even still this was only the second time he could recall the elven king having asked him to come to him in person.  So Aranoor had come with haste carried most of the way across the forest on the back of his friend, the great stag Agamennon.


  Aranoor moved through the mighty white walls of Celestra, as his people called Elf Mountain.  Growing up within these walls had always given him a sense of security.  Even if all the world fell he always believed Celestra and  her mighty elven lords would endure.  He still believed this, only it no longer gave him any comfort as his home was now the wilds and if all the world fell he would be among them.


  Aranoor caught other elves glancing at him from time to time.  Not staring or following him but simply ‘noticing’ him.  Noticing that he was ‘half elven’.  As a half elf Aranoor’s mother used to tell him that he had been blessed by The One with the best of both men and elves.  He had the height and strength of men who tended to be physically stronger and taller than elves.  But he had the appearance and complexion of elves who tended to have more polished and refined features than men.  Unlike other elves he did not have sharp ears but like other elves he had angled eyebrows.  His face was somewhat narrower than most men but rounder than most elves.  His hair was less yellow like other elves and more chestnut than brown like a man’s would be.  So it was with all of him.  He was so much elf and so much man.  Where his mother saw a blessing he saw a prank.  Growing up he had neither the endurance and longevity of life as his elven peers (which became apparent when he started to age faster than them) nor the strength and imposing presence of men.  He spent many years seeming to be a ‘large boy’.  


  Where men of his age, at the time, would have been experienced and mature; at the age of forty he was still mentally and developmentally a boy to his elven kin who lived to be in the hundreds of years.


  Now however at the age of eighty he could walk comfortably in both worlds.  To most men he had the appearance of a man in his early forties.  To elves he was considered a man.


  King Aranrood was waiting for Aranoor outside his Royal Keep.  


  “Hail to you Aranoor, son of Fionna! As ever you are welcomed home!”  the king touched his right hand to his forehead in the typical elven greeting of friendship.


  Aranoor returned the gesture and said, “Hail to you my king.  And thank you.  You honor me by recalling my mother’s name within these honored walls.”


  “It is only just Aranoor.  She was a flower in this garden for many seasons.”


  “Even so, you honor me.  May I inquire of the king why he has summoned me with haste?”


  “To business then.  You were ever more mature than your peers Aranoor.  But I would know if you still have relations within the kingdom of men?  Long have you dwelt in your northern woods and I would not be surprised if you told me you did not.”  Aranrood started walking toward the castle gardens.  Children ran past the two caught up in elven games.  Some leaping onto and through the huge trees that grew among the marble and white washed stoned edifices.


  “Of a truth, not many; my lord.  But there is one I have maintained contact with even after all these years in Agamennon’s kingdom.”


  “You mean the Ranger they call Granger?”  


  “Even so.”


  “The one you taught as a child is he not?”


  “Yes king.”


  “He will have to do.  Do you know his whereabouts?”


  “I am aware that he is on the move.  And if my forest friend’s reports are true it appears he is heading to Kings Castle.”


  “Kings Castle?  Good.  Then that is where you must go and find him.”


  “As you desire my lord.  But may I ask what it is you would have me ask of him?”


  “Ask him, if the king is dead!”


   


  “Are you sure you do not want to wait?” Maddox was nervous.  Breaking a royal seal was punishable by death in the arena.  Breaking a royal seal at a message center was punishable by death on the chopping block. Had the door to the message center been unlocked he would have had no problem with Granger’s plan to get in and look through the messages and get out before anyone knew they had been there.  That alone was considered a crime against the royal person but it was not punishable by death or a life in the games.  But it wasn’t unlocked.  It was locked and sealed.  


  “Look Maddox we don’t have time to wait until morning when they open.  And even if we did we especially don’t have time to argue with the ‘operator’ about what authority we have to go through the messages.”


  “But we have been charged by a knight of the land!”  Maddox said reminding Granger that it was Swift, the Third Knight that had tasked them with tracking down The Ferret.


  “Exactly.  Now break open the door.” Granger pointed at the lock and seal.


  “Uh, that wasn’t fair.  Using my own logic against me.”  Maddox raised his side axe.


  “How come I get the feeling you baited me into that?” he said striking the blow destroying the lock and seal.


  “Because I did,” said Granger.  “Now come on, we need to be quick.”


  Maddox and Granger began to search the oblong shaped building that was the message center.  The building had two entrances, one on either side of its straight walls directly across from each other.  The doors were square and slid right to open and left to close where they could be secured with an iron padlock and key.  The key hole to the padlock then being “sealed” with a wax emblem bearing the King’s royal mark.  


  Customers would line up at the smallest of the two doors come in and go to either the operator to their left or right and then exit through the opposite wider door.  On a busy day when most citizens had the funds, such as market day, to send the prohibitively expensive missives, the flow of people through the two portals was almost constant.  


  The operator stations as they were called consisted of a wooden desk, the message machine and two stools.  One for the operator and one for the client.  There would also be a lock box for payments which guards or constables would retrieve and empty throughout the business day.  Both of these now stood open and empty.  


  The wall of the message center had shelves on either side that went from the ceiling to the floor.  These shelves were filled with tubes that contained scrolls of messages that had been transmitted.  Granger did not know how long the messages were kept or what type of order they were stored in on the shelves.  It was generally known however that secret messages or royal communications were not stored on the shelves or even left at the message centers at night.  Which meant Granger had no idea whether or not he would find the type of message he was looking for.  If it had originated from Kings Castle or even from a Knight of the Land then it almost certainly would still not be in the message center.


  “Hey, look at this.” Maddox handed Granger a scroll he had removed from a tube on a lower shelf near one of the operator stations.


  Granger read the missive”


   


  “”Please hurry john.  I believe bessy may have been in the fire.”


   


  “What of it? Sounds like someone died in a fire” Granger said handing the message back to Maddox.


  “Now look at this one, and this one.” Said Maddox handing Granger two more scrolls from the same tube.


   


  “”Please bring my belongings to the castle.  All I brought was lost in the fire.


   


  “He is dead.  He is dead.  My god, the fire took him.  I watched.  I watched.”


   


  “There are at least six more like that rolled up in this same tube.”  Madddox said looking at Granger.


  “Where are these originating from Maddox?” Granger said, as he started to turn pale.


  “Kings Castle.”


  “My God, then The Ferret has struck!  Hurry, and bring that tube!”  Granger exited through the door they had broke into.  Maddox rolled the scrolls they had read back up, slid them back into the tube and followed him out.


   


  All of the crew of The Adamante was assembled on the spar Deck and even spilled over and onto the quarter deck.  Above them on the fore deck stood Captain Milan, Quartermaster Lucretia, her head bandaged and…Oxley.  


  “Hear, hear! Quiet down and let us begin!” Captain Milan raised his right arm to get the crew’s attention, his left arm across Oxley’s shoulders.  The ship grew silent.


  “Brothers it was a great ordeal we have just come out of.  We survived an attack by one of the most dreaded pirates on the seas, Captain Joshua Tartoga!”


  “Boooo, Boooo, Boooo!!!” The crew yelled their disapproval of the very mention of the dread pirate Tartoga’s name.


  “Now, now!  The dread pirate Tartoga has earned his reputation.  That we must concede to him.  That and no more.  And by repelling his murderous assault we have now earned our reputation!!!!”  Milan drew his sword and raised it as the crew broke out in applause.


  “HUZZAH, HUZZAH, HUZZAH!!!!”


  “Yes, yes my brothers. Tartoga and his criminals will think long and hard ere laying gang planks against The Adamante again!”  Captain Milan looked at Oxley.


  “And we in no small measure have our recently pressed man Oxley, whom I hear you all so affectionately call “Haymaker” to thank in no small part.”


  “Haymaker, Haymaker, Haymaker!!!” The crew chanted.


  “It was Oxley, who when I was sore pressed by Tartoga’s toughest marines, came to my side with Bosun Rodrigo and many other good men who fell to relieve me.  And then it was Oxley, who while Rodrigo and I put sword to the thickest of The Crimson Oars’ boarders, ran to the side of our beloved quartermaster, Lucretia and single handedly rescued her from Tartoga’s fiercest fighter ‘The Black M’fume’!”  Captain Milan slapped Oxley across the back and the crew broke out into chants again “Haymaker, Haymaker, Haymaker!”


  “And not only did he rescue our dear Lucretia and protect our prized compass, he broke that black bastard’s arm in the process!”  Captain Milan threw Oxley’s right arm up into the air and this time the crew went crazy with chanting “Haymaker” and “Oxley” and waving bandannas and swords!  Captain Milan let them go on for a good while and then finally he waved for Lucretia to step forward.


  “Men, men! My sweet men of The Adamante!”  Her civilized accent rang out over the roar of the crowd and the men quickly silenced.


  “What Captain Milan says is true! And I am so very proud of all of you!  You fought well.  Now as your quartermaster I would put the matter of a vote of advancing Haymaker from swabby to ‘mate’ to learn under our gunner, Bernard!  What do you say my men!”


  “Aye, aye, aye, aye!!!!” The crew yelled their approval!


  Quartermaster Lucretia turned to Oxley pulled him to the front of the fore castle for all the men to see and then kissed him on the cheek.  The entire crew burst into laughter and started clapping.  Finally, Captain Milan stepped forward and raised his hand for silence.  He shook Oxley’s hands and said congratulation and gestured for him and Lucretia to step down and join the entire crew on the spar deck.


  “As proud as I am of all of you, my brothers; I cannot downplay our loses this day.  Eighteen of our brothers lay dead in port.  Ten wounded to such an extent that they cannot sail and may not recover, among them my dear friend and my mother’s sister’s son, our bosun Rodrigo.”  Milan paused and stood stern.  A look of fierce anger covering his face.  No one spoke.  


  Oxley looked around.  With all the commotion over his actions he had only now noticed that the large bosun was no where to be seen.  And neither was Arnold.  Oxley had almost forgotten watching Arnold die at the hands of the one the Captain called ‘The Black M’fume’.  Suddenly the reality of all of this was starting to catch up to Oxley again.


  “And when we do, they will taste true Zaftonian steel!!” Captain Milan’s words snapped Oxley back to life.  Oxley had missed the first part of his speech but that last sentence had brought a roar from the crew that got his attention.


  “Now all hands to deck, baton down the hatches and make ready to sail.  The Crimson Oar will be our prize or the sea will be our grave.  But our brothers will be avenged!!”


  It was clear to even Oxley now.  Captain Milan meant to chase down and try and take The Crimson Oar.  They were setting sail on what would no doubt be a long and arduous voyage.  And a dangerous one.  And he had had a chance to escape thought Oxley.  Even now, surely, with all the commotion he could slip away and not be noticed.  Just then he looked up to the fore deck and caught eyes with Lucretia.  She smiled at him.  She had rejoined the Captain on the fore deck and was egging the men on.  She looked down at Oxley and blew him a kiss.


  Oxley smiled.  What did he have to escape from?  What would he even go back to? Lifting bales of hay in Old Lady Marlow’s warehouse?  Or to Maverick calling him an Ox? No. He finally realized he was already home.  He was a member of the crew of The Adamante and he also wanted.. revenge!  


   


  Midas put down the litter and rested.  He had made poor time since getting Sir Ebros on the litter.  The cloth and rags he had used to construct it were constantly loosening and he kept having to stop and re tighten them.  Sir Ebros had even woke up once and rolled off of the litter in a panic thinking that Orcs were dragging him away.


  After replacing him in the litter and calming him enough to rest again Midas guessed he had only come another half mile before having to rest.  What was worse was that the longer he pulled the knight and the litter the less strength he had to keep pulling it so he got even more tired and made even less progress.  


  At last he had sat the litter down, covered the knight as best he could and stopped.  He could see the last crossing of the river ahead about three quarters of a mile.  If he pressed on at the rate he was traveling he would not reach it before dark.  That would only make his problems worse.  As it was he had still not worked out the best way to pull the litter across the ford.  Pulling it from behind like he was doing only raised it about two and half feet off the ground.  That was not high enough to pull it across the ford without dragging Sir Ebros’ head through the water and drowning him.  Nor was he confident he could hold it up much higher and get across the entire length of the river at the ford which was some five hundred feet across.  Presently his hope was that Sir Ebros would have enough strength by that time to at least hold his head up so that Midas did not have to over exert himself trying to hold the litter at waist or chest level.  The idea of trying it at night was simply out of the question.  So he had stopped.  


  Boris had run off with all their provisions and the flint they had been using to start fires so he was going to have to try and remember how they showed him to do it at the monastery.  But unlike their training in the Wooddam forest there was little or no suitable kindling on the grassy fields of the Overland Plains.  He had stopped and gathered what little twigs and broken branches he passed but it was barely enough to fuel a fire for half an hour assuming he could get one started.


  As for food, he would have to hunt for it.  To hope to find a rabbit caused him to suspect himself of vanity so he had settled on hoping to snare a possum or squirrel.


  Midas was untying the litter from the broken spear pieces when he heard a rustle of grass to his right.  It was dusk and the grass extending in that direction rose up some three to four feet high.  He had avoided it and the knobby hills that rose up in the midst of it when coming from the second river crossing with Sir Ebros.  The path he took was the beaten path where continuous foot traffic had more or less carved out a pass through the thick grass.  Oh it was in no way uniform or consistent and often you had to wade to the east or west through high grass just to pick it up again but it had definitely kept a hard task from being impossible.


  If someone was in the high grass to his east they were there because they did not want to be seen.  Though they could undoubtedly see Midas and Sir Ebros from there.  Fortunately for Midas the grass was not high enough for them to walk up on him and Sir Ebros unseen.  The only way to move and remain unseen would be to crouch or crawl.  


  Midas pulled one of the broken spear shafts out and held it at the guard.  He had broken off as much of the sharp edges as he could when he made the litter so as not to cut himself but there was still enough of an edge to inflict a pretty good gouge on an opponent.  And if all else failed he could use it as a club.  


  Midas waited. 


  “Calm yourself friend I mean you no harm.”  The man stood up.  He was clothed in full plate segmented armor.  He had a longsword and looked to obviously know how to use it.  


  “Why do you skulk through the weeds like a bandit, if you mean me no harm?” Midas asked still crouched with the spear shaft in his hand.


  “I would simply know who I am approaching before I reveal myself…monk!”  The warrior pointed at Midas’ habit.  The warrior was well built and clean shaven.  His hair was cut low military style and he sported a goatee on his chin with no mustache.  He was young but at least thirty.


  “Fair enough.” Midas said no longer willing to play the battle ready adventurer.  “I could use your help with my friend, if you are willing.  He is a knight of the land.  He is wounded and I had hoped to cross the river before night fall.”  Midas pointed to where Sir Ebros lay on his litter.


  “I saw that much before I revealed myself friend.  I am Roland Tyran.  What is your name friend?”  The warrior approached Midas with his hand out.  


  Midas shook it.  “I am Midas.  Formerly of the monastery.  Presently I make for Kings Castle for news of the events of late.”


  “You mean news of the king being dead?”  


  “Even so.  Have you information on that?”


  “No.  Other than just that.  A rumor is about that he is dead.  


  Midas looked at the warrior.  Then thought.  


  “Roland ‘Tyran’?  You are the one they call the Taskmaster?”  Midas’ eyes lit up and he stepped back to take the warrior in.


  “Even so monk.  You have heard of me then?”  


  “Indeed.  It is said you will aid any on a quest provided they agree to return with you to where you met them when the quest is done.  Is that not so?”  


  Roland laughed.


  “That is the rumor monk…I mean Midas.  The truth is I choose who I will aid whether they are on a quest or not.  I only make them return me to where we met when I am unfamiliar with where they are taking me so I can continue on the way I was heading when we met.”  


  “Very logical actually.”  Midas said genuinely impressed.  “Well, will you help me Taskmaster?” 


  “Call me Roland and yes I will help you monk.  Come let’s check on your friend.  I have a few clean bandages and stringent to clean his wounds before we make for the river.”


  “Bandages and stringent.  Truly you were sent by The One.  The two of those may just keep him alive until we reach the chirurgeons at the castle.”


  “I would not say I was sent by The One monk, but I serve Him in my own way.  Agreed.”


  “Agreed.”


  Midas led the legendary warrior to Sir Ebros.  “Tell me Roland?  How is that you came to be the Taskmaster?  Oh, I do not mean how is that you came to be called the Taksmaster that is fairly apparent.  But how is that you took up this endeavor to aid others?”  


  “That is a long story my friend.  And if we have time after we tend to your knight, I will tell it to you.”


  “Of course.  Of course.” 


   


   


  “And remember young lady, just ask for The Maker if you are ever in Futuretown!”  Levi waved and was gone, melting into the crowd thronging the harbor.


  “Good bye Levi!”  Lyla waved back, picked up her sack and looked around for Maverick.  Her and Levi were two of the last to disembark from The Bread Cake and she was sure Maverick was one of the first.


  At last she spotted him at the end of the pier consuming what was probably his third ale from a vendor perfectly situated on the dock.  She clumsily gathered her things, including some things she had purchased from The Maker of Many of Things during the voyage that she thought would sell well back in Milestill.


  As she trundled toward Maverick she tried to get his attention so that she could wave him over to give her a hand.  Instead she was forced to get into a line in order to exit the pier.  This meant she had to constantly sit her load down, gather it together, pick it back up and move ahead.  Then do it all over again.  After having repeated this process more or less five times (more or less because of the two times everything fell out of her arms) she presented herself to the constables at the end of the pier.


  “What is your business her today miss?”  


  “I am looking for a friend?”


  “Have you ever visited Kings Harbor before?”


  “Not recently, no.  Not since I was a child?”


  “How long do you plan on staying?”


  “Until I find my friend.”


  “What is your friend’s name?”


  “His name is Oxley.  But sometimes we just call him Ox.”


  “Does your friend live in Kings Harbor?”


  “No.  At least not that I know of that is.  Of course he may live here now I mean.  That is if he escaped from that ship he was forced onto.”


  “Ship?  What’s the name of the ship?”


  “The Adamante.”


  No sooner had Lyla spoken the name of The Admante than two other constables nearby joined the one questioning her.  They waved to one other constable who immediately released the passengers he was interviewing and came over as well.  


  “Did you hear that Sergeant? The Admante.  That’s the name of one of the ships that caused all that ruckus yesterday.”  


  “I heard Arn.  And did she say she was friends with one of the crew?”


  “Yes sir Sergeant, some bloke named Ox.”


  “That’s Oxley!” Lyla said, confused as to why the mention of the name of The Adamante and Oxley had brought the other constables over.


  “Well we better take her to the Harbor Master.  He said to bring him anyone that had any news of either of those ships.  And this is the first news we’ve had all day.”


  “Bring me?” Lyla said alarmed.  She was just now starting to realize that this might be something serious.  She looked for Maverick.  He was no longer at the beer stall.  Knowing him he had already made his way to a tavern to either get a bed or more to drink.  She was alone.


  “Hey what’s going on?”  It was Maverick.  He had saw the constables converge on Lyla and made his way back to the end of the pier.


  “This is official business scallywag, now be on your way.” The sergeant said pointing Maverick away from the pier.


  “And this is my friend and I’m not leaving without her.”  Maverick stood his ground.


  “Your friend, you say?  So am I to take it you know of The Admante as well and the her friend Ox?”  


  “First of all, it’s The Adamante not The Admante.  And I know a lot more than her seeing I was aboard the ship and had business with it’s captain and she was not.  And yes I know Ox as well.  Though I don’t think he would consider me a friend.”


  “The Captain? Now exactly who would that be?  A name?”  The Sergeant gave a look to the other two constables who immediately put their hands on their swords and moved closer to Maverick.


  “You will get a name when you let her go.  Otherwise you are going to get more than you bargained for if you draw those swords on me without cause.”  Maverick took a step back and put himself between Lyla and the Constables.


  “There’s four of us Sergeant.  Just give the word and we’ll run this scum through.”  The shortest of the constables said.


  “Hold onto yer battle axe Ragnar,” the Sergeant said clearly mocking the diminutive constable whose name was not Ragnar.  “If we ‘run him through’ as you say, how we will learn the name of the captain of the ship?”  


  Ragnar had no reply.


  “I thought not.”  The Sergeant turned back to Maverick.  “Look son if we had orders to kill or arrest you I would have no problem drawing my sword on you and ordering my men to draw theirs as well.  And what would be would be.  But those aren’t my orders.  I’m ordered to bring anyone with news of one of the two ships or their captains to the Harbor Master.  And seeing you have both I have to bring you both to him.”


  “And if we refuse.” Maverick said.


  “Then I have orders to arrest you.”


  “Maverick!  It’s OK.  We came here to find out what happened to Oxley and obviously something has transpired here involving the ship he was on.  So the way I see it we can gain as much information from this Harbor Master as he can gain from us.”


  Maverick looked at the Sergeant.  He was old probably in his early fifties.  Not strong or well built but solid nonetheless.  He was obviously the veteran of many campaigns and had earned his rank in the Constables no doubt by dealing with fugitives equally, if not more, dangerous than Maverick.  


  The Sergeant looked at Maverick.  He was a well built kid.  Not bulging with muscles but muscular.  Judging by his stance and how he carried himself he had been trained to use the four feet of sword that hung at his side.  If he wanted to fight his way out the Sergeant had no doubt the kid would cut down at least two, if not all three, of his men before the Sergeant got the best of him.


  “Ok.” Maverick said at last breaking the nervous silence.  The Sergeant and the other constables took their hands off their swords.


  “But we keep our weapons.”  Maverick looked back at Lyla.  Her arms full.  “And our…stuff.” He said at last.


  The Sergeant frowned and looked hard at Maverick and said at last.


  “Fair enough.  I never got any orders to confiscate your weapons…or stuff.  Arn re-open the pier and tell the men we’re heading back to the station.”


  “Thank The One for that.” Said Arn waving to the fourth constable still holding up the other three lines.  “I haven’t eaten all day.”




   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Endings


   


  Friar Damian’s donkey cantered slowly behind the two donkeys ridden by the two Sons of Cain he brought with him. So far this excursion out of The Dark, as they called the Darkmens Domain, had been a lot less stimulating than he had expected.  Other than a few arguments his men had not seen the battle or combat he had promised them that they would find in the greater Overland, as these parts were called by those in The Dark.


  To be fair, The Lady had never promised any battle or combat, indeed all she said when she requested his escort was that ‘there were things she needed to see for herself in the greater Overland’.  That was enough of course because she was The Lady, the Keeper of The Oracle of the One and Guardian Avatar of The Five Weapons of Power.  Him and his mens’ devotion to her was absolute.  It was not for him to question her comings and goings.  If she needed to see something then they would take her to see it, be it in the greater Overland or in the heart of the cursed continent of Boll-Gar the domain of The Dark Harbinger himself.


   But Friar Damian did not trust the minions of the Wizard Morcai though he knew little about the wizard.  When Damian left the greater Overland the one they call Morcai was called Matthew and he was little more than a gifted monk with an unquenchable thirst for knowledge.  Now people in the greater Overland whispered his name like he was one of The Fallen.  Sir Dubois was different.  That was apparent to Friar Damian.  He worked for Morcai but he did not ‘serve’ him, Damian could sense that much.  Heymann, The Oathbreaker, on the other hand would flay his own mother if the wizard told him to.  Damian was glad he had been sent away.  He took liberties with The Lady that Damian would have seen any other man ‘purged by fire and water’ for taking.  But The Lady had made it clear that confrontations with the men of the wizard were to be avoided in all cases.  In all cases save her life was what he had agreed to.


  “Hezekiah, Jedediah hold up.”  The Friar called to the Sons of Cain riding just ahead of him.  Both stopped their donkeys and sat still.  Friar Damian pulled his donkey level with theirs and then peered.  The host had spotted them and upon doing so it had broke into a full gallop in their direction.  Their leader, the large muscled rider, had drawn his sword.  As if on cue, the host itself drew their arms as well.


  “An attack!” Damian muttered.  “We are betrayed.  The Lady is betrayed!” He yelled!


  Damian turned his donkey to make a dash back to the camp, “Hezekiah, Jedediah! Now is the time to make your calling and election sure! Defend The Lady!  Do not let any of that host pass you upon pain of death.  Either theirs or yours!  May The One receive you this day my brothers and at last take away your Mark of Cain!”


  With that Friar Damian gave his donkey a double kick and galloped back toward the camp.


  Hezekiah and Jedediah both dismounted.  They tore the upper half of their already tattered habits down to the waist revealing their horribly self flagellated chest and backs.  Each then drew his preferred weapon.  Jedediah’s being the morning star or “holy water sprinkler” as it was known around the monastery for its resemblance to the priests’ aspergillum used for dedication and sanctification rites.  Hezekiah used the flanged mace.  A simple weapon with a flanged steel head perfect for crushing and rending armor.


  Hezekiah raised his mace and brought it down on the head of his donkey in a vicious splat crushing its head and covering him with blood.  Jedediah did the same just as his donkey tried to bolt.  The clumsy ball and chain weapon however only succeeded in crippling the donkey with the first blow.  Jedediah then clutching it in both hands and bringing it down again and again in a wicked arc finally mashing the donkey’s head to a meaty pulp.  He too was covered in blood.  There would be no retreat.  They would die here and thus had no more need of the donkeys forever.


  The first Nemesis Knight came at Jedediah with his lance leveled.  His horse bearing down on him without slowing.  Jedediah braced himself and with both hands on his weapon swung it like a club aiming directly at the horses’ head.  The spiked metal ball at the end of the chain made contact three feet before the horse reached Jedediah rending the side of its face off.  The large horse reared up in excruciating pain and came down again directly on top of its rider shattering his lance and causing half of its wooden shaft to snap back into his breast.  He was dead.


  The Nemesis knight bearing down on Hezekiah reined his horse in and pulled it so that it was sideways to the monk.  He brought his sword down but missed as the monk ducked under his rearing horse, came across the other side and bashed the knight across his helm.  The heavy flanged mace doing its job part crushing the steel helmet into his face and part rending it open.  The knight slumped straight back in the saddle and his horse ran off with his limp body dangling to the back and side.


  “Surround them you imbeciles!” Hermunn Maxx yelled out to the three Nemesis Knights just ahead of him.  “Can’t you see they are lunatics!!  Surround them both and dismount and fight them on foot!”  


  The knights looked at each other and briefly hesitated but did as they were ordered.  As the three of them dismounted Maxx pulled up short of the monks and ordered three more Nemesis Knights to attack on horseback.


  Jedidiah and Hezekiah were pressed on all sides.  As they would swing at the armored knights on foot, the mounted knights would ride by and slash them with their swords.  When they would turn to swing at the knight’s on horseback, the dismounted knights would close in and stab them with their swords.  


  It was too much.  They took wound after wound but would not go down.  Finally, they both dropped to their knees having lost too much blood to stand any longer.  As they did, Hermun Maxx ‘The Warlord’ rode through and past his men and lopped off Hezekiah’s head.  He then continued on and ran Jedediah over with his massive warhorse.


  “That’s how you deal with lunatics!” He hollered.  “Now mount up.  We ride for the camp and the lady whore!!”


  Friar Damian pulled up hard at the edge of the campsite.  Leaping off his donkey he looked back.  Just as he did he saw the large warlord cut off Hezekiah’s head and run down Jedediah with his great horse.  “Rest well brothers.  May The One receive you now.”  He whispered.


  “Sons of Cain!!!! We battle!  Come now brothers and redeem yourselves in glorious combat!”


  Friar Damian’s call resounded throughout the campsite and immediately, almost as one, the Sons of Cain, warrior monks, rose and emerged from their tents.  Each armed himself and rent his habit from chest to waist signifying the time of flagellation had passed and henceforth they could only be purged by combat.


  Sir Dubois rose from his stool outside The Lady’s pavilion.  Friar Damian had returned and was screaming something he could not make out.  But whatever it was it had shocked the lethargic camp into action.  All about him the warrior monks, some seventy five of them, were arming themselves and tearing their clothes.  They ran to the Friar and haphazardly began forming up into circular bands - their fighting formation.  


  Sir Dubois turned to call to The Lady but did not.  She was not to be disturbed.  If the commotion was something she needed to take account of then she would come out and give him her instructions.  Instead Sir Dubois began to secure his armor and sheathed his sword and found his shield.  ‘Where was Heymann?’ He thought.  Clearly the force coming to attack them was the one he had spied earlier with the Friar from Fire Castle.  But why?  What had went wrong with Heymann’s report?  And where was Heymann?


  Sir Dubois did not know what to do.  He had no reason and more importantly, no orders, to fight the monks but as of late he served Fire Castle.


  A large, strong monk came to Friar Damian’s side.  He stood easily six inches taller than the Friar who was at least five feet ten inches tall himself.  In his arms he held a massive double axe favored by Orc berserkers.  One of whom he had killed to obtain it.  The monk’s chest was covered in massive scars and welts from hundreds of self induced lashes.  His head was bald and under his habit he wore brown breeches.  


  “The Sons of Cain are ready Friar.” His voice was guttural.  The after effect of a long slash across his throat where someone had obviously cut his throat and thought him dead.  Someone who was obviously wrong. He handed the Friar a small but compact warhammer.  The Friar’s personal weapon. 


  “Very well Samson! Now, like your fathers before you, I charge you to slay the Philistines who hurry to do harm to our Lady.  Will you do this for me brother?”


  “I will.”


  “Then slay them.  Slay them all and do not spare.  And lead your brothers with you!”


  Samson nodded and said, “For The Lady.” 


  “For The Lady,” replied The Friar.  


  Turning he ran to Sir Dubois and The Lady’s pavillion. Sir Dubois was already standing, still guarding the entrance to the pavillion when the Friar ran  up to him.


  “We are betrayed knight and I would know your allegiance ere I take to battle with my brothers!”  The Friar stood close.  Face to face so that his every breath passed over the others cheeks.


  “I have no part in this Friar! You know that. I have no argument with you or The Lady and am ignorant of their intentions.”  Sir Dubois kept his hand on his sword but did not move back.


  “Even so they come.  A brotherhood of jackals of which recently you were a part.”


  “Be careful how you address me friar! I am still a knight and my honor will be served!”


  “Will it?  You gave your word to protect The Lady throughout her vigil.  Will you keep that word?”


  “I will.”


  “Listen to me knight.  I have not known you long and I do not know how it is you have come to count yourself among men such as them.  Men who would betray those who just recently they sought to call ally that they might add sin to sin.  But I sense good in you.  I have from the start.  The Lady sensed it as well.  Which is why she sent me to relieve you and The Oathbreaker when you were assailed by the one they call Sir DavenPo.”


  “She sent you to help me?” Sir Dubois interrupted, clearly taken off guard by the implication that The Lady had sent help to him and not Heymann.


  “Listen!” The Friar grabbed him by the collar of his armor and pulled him closer.


  “He who is noble does noble things and on noble things he stands! Do you understand me Sir Dubois?”  


  Dubois hesitated and stared into the Friar’s eyes for the first time.  There was grief there and regret but great strength.  And no fear.  Whatever Friar Damian had done to receive excommunication from the church, there was still a part of him that sought redemption.  


  “I understand Damian.”


  Friar Damian relaxed and let the knight go.  “Good, then I give you my charge.  The Lady Gabriel.  Protect and defend her with your life.  And if I do not return from this battle give her this message for me.”


  “Speak it friar.”


  “Tell her that I hope one day to be one of the Host.”  A single tear ran down his cheek.


  “I will Friar.”


  “Thank you, now I must join my brothers.  May The One keep you knight.”


  With that the friar turned and ran toward the ranks of his warrior monks.  Where already the battle with the Nemesis Knights had begun.


  Sir Dubois stood still for a long moment after he had departed.  The friar’s charge to him echoing in his head, ‘He who is noble does noble things and on noble things he stands!’  


  Sir Dubois secured the last straps on his armor and drew his sword.  At last he knew what side he was on.  He knew for what cause he fought and at that moment he vowed that whether the king accepted him or not, he would once more be a knight of the land.  He still had his honor.  All who knew him knew that and the friar had given him back the one other thing he could not regain on his own to make him a knight again…a cause that was just.  


  He would defend The Lady.  Forever.


   


  Warlord Maxx was disturbed but tried not to show it to Morcai’s knights.  If it had taken six knights to bring down just two of those lunatics how could his host of forty - now thirty eight - stand against seventy five.


  Maxx could see up ahead that one of the monks had got away from the parley and made it back to the camp.  The entire host was now arming and preparing for the battle to come.  There would be no ambush and slaughter as he had hoped when he had rode out with the rising of the sun.  He needed a new plan.  


  The Nemesis Knights were knights indeed and would acquit themselves well but if the battle broke down into a score of little skirmishes he could easily see them dying one man for every man they killed.  And if that happened he would lose this battle.


  Maxx raised his right fist signaling the charging knights to halt.  Lieutenant Rendahl rode up to him.  


  “Warlord, why do you halt?  They are roused.  Let us fall on them before they get into formation or escape.”  


  “That’s exactly what I am waiting for Lieutenant.” Maxx sat on his horse and observed as the Sons of Cain formed into three circular formations of roughly twenty men each with two or three men in the middle of each formation.


  “What is your plan then Warlord?” Rendahl asked still not sure why letting the monks get into formation was a good idea.


  “Simple.  Do you recognize those formations knight?”


  “They appear to be some form of the hedgehog.”


  “Indeed.  The Sons of Cain are a foot unit.  And they are used to fighting on foot and being surrounded by larger numbers of foot troops.  Those hedgehogs protect their flanks and allow them to fill in and condense the circle as men fall.  They could fend off a battalion for hours with each one.”


  “But we are cavalry.” Lieutenant Rendahl observed finally beginning to understand the Warlord’s plan.


  “Exactly.  Have your knights form into two fourteen men lance formations.  Have the remaining men stay with me in reserve.  On my order charge.”  


  “As you say Warlord.”  Lieutenant Rendahl signaled to his sergeant and rode off to take command of one of the formations.


  The ‘lance formation’ was a wedged shaped formation like a ‘V’ with the bottom of the ‘V’ or tip of the wedge being the head of the formation.  The formation had the effect of essentially turning a mass of lances into one large lance head.  In medieval warfare it was considered unstoppable.


  Friar Damian made it back to Samson just as Warlord Maxx halted his host.  Samson had gotten the Sons into their standard circular formation known as the ‘brotherhood formation’.  The formation allowed them to keep their backs to each other and fight an opponent attacking them from all sides.  Samson had formed the men into three separate formations instead of one large formation which was the standard tactic when cavalry was present on the field of battle.  In most large battles cavalry would fight cavalry and foot troops would fight other foot troops but as the battle deteriorated or if their leader was more daring the cavalry would sometimes break off to engage certain elements of the opposing infantry directly.  In these instances one of the ‘brotherhood formations’ would reform into what was known as an open skirmish formation where the men spread themselves out over as much space as they could making it difficult if not impossible for a concentrated cavalry force to engage them without breaking off and fighting them man on man.  Which was where the Sons of Cain excelled.


  Friar Damian kept staring waiting to see how the Warlord would react to the Sons’ disposition.  At last he saw movement and the knights cantering into a large wedge or ‘V’.  The lance formation!  


  “Samson they are concentrating.  Which of your circles has been commanded to open when the knights charge.”


  “Mine brother.”  Was all the reply Samson gave as he continued to stare ahead.


  No longer than the time it had taken him to turn his head, Friar Damian could see the large wedge shaped formation of lances bearing down on his brothers.  The sun glistened on the spears giving them the appearance of a large blade shining in the sun.  The dust kicked up by the hooves of their horses billowed all around them like mist coming off the blade’s edge.  Together, the reflection and the dust made it impossible for Friar Damian to see that it was ‘two’ not one lance formation heading toward his men - one behind the other.  


  The first lance formation was led by Lieutenant Rendahl and he went directly for the center circle, the one with the large warrior standing in the center.  As he closed in he could see the old monk who had come to parley standing in the center as well.  Their leader!  Rendahl’s heart leapt.  He would kill their champion and their leader and all the glory of this battle would be his.  Neither Heymann or the Warlord would share it.


  He yelled out, “You who call yourselves Nemesis Knights, if you would be knights indeed, then I order you now to attack!!!”


  Rendahl’s call spurred his knights forward even faster the rush of battle filling their hearts.  But just as their formation should have struck the circle held by Samson and Friar Damian it seemingly evaporated into a mob of twenty to twenty five men swarming about their ranks.  Two or three unlucky monks who could not escape the charge were impaled and another half dozen were thrown down and trampled as they tried to run or dodge out of the way at the last minute.  But the mass of the monks in that circle had gotten clear and were now swinging and pulling at the knights in Rendahl’s squadron trying to pull them from their horses.


  At their fore was Samson and Friar Damian.  Samson hit one knight so hard with a two handed overhead blow from his double axe that it tore through the knight’s armor, the knight and his horse beneath.  Just as he did so another knight bore down on him, lance at the ready but Samson picked up the dead carcass of the massive warhorse and threw it at the knight with such force his spear shattered and the weight of the carcass broke his neck and back.


  Friar Damian fought with more skill than strength.  He calmly stood and as knight’s would come toward him he would deftly kneel or step to the side and break their horses legs with a blow of his great hammer.  Finally the knights refused to come at him mounted and dismounted to fight him on foot.  They came at him two at a time but he swung his hammer with such fury that even when it caught their blades it would either break the sword or send it ricocheting into their faces or heads.  


  Friar Damian looked around the battle and was pleased with what he saw.  The monks in his circle were taking a terrible toll on the knights in Rendahl’s troop.  Even now Rendahl and four other knights were trying to corner Samson who had wrought terrible destruction among his men.


  But then the Friar looked further afar, at the other circles, his heart sunk.  There had been two - not one - lance formation.  The second had been obscured behind the first and broke off at the last minute toward the second of the three brotherhood formations.  The one led by Brother Macchias one of the newer excommunicants.  He had not opened into skirmish and the second lance formation had literally ran into and over he and his brothers.  Almost all twenty were killed in the first charge and the rest were moped up where they stood next to where a brother monk used to be.  


  The third formation led by Brother Lucius had come out of their ‘brotherhood formation’ and come to Brother Macchias’ aid but Warlord Maxx then committed his reserve and along with the second squadron outnumbered and overpowered them.  Friar Damian watched as his lifelong friend, Lucius, a former knight and abbot who had been excommunicated for secretly marrying a mayor’s daughter, was cut down by the Warlord himself.  


  The Friar tore his gaze away as a young knight came toward him. Without pausing the Friar walked right up to him and brought his hammer down upon his helmet crushing it and the head inside it.  He had to make his way to Samson.  


  Rendahl had failed.  He had been beaten by priests and lunatics.  This shame, unlike the shame of failing his first quest, could not be lived down.  He would not face his peers with this shame upon him.  Gathering two other knights who appeared to know how to actually deal with the lunatics he made his way toward the giant.  The one he heard the others call ‘Samson’.  If he could kill Samson maybe he could break the freaks’ morale and cause them to flee.  He doubted this.  He had witnessed their fervor and they seemed to glory in being killed more than they did in the killing.  But even if he did not prevail against the giant he would fall at his feet.  There would be some worth in that, maybe even a story.


  “Giant!!! Listen to me, I blaspheme your God!  I curse The One!”  Rendahl’s call was so loud and so profane everyone fighting around them paused and looked toward him including the mighty Samson.


  “Arghhhhhh!!” Samson yelled and taking both hands he rent the last of his clothes from his body.  Standing their naked he cast his bearded and bloody gaze upon Lieutenant Rendahl.


  Seeing him naked the first knight to accompany Rendahl saw an opportunity and ran at him with his right sword arm raised high.  


  Samson caught him by the throat with his right hand, lifted him into the air and grabbed his sword arm with is left hand and pulled it from his body.  As the startled knight watched his arm get tore off, Samson crushed his windpipe.  Samson threw the body aside.


  “Traitor knight!  Is it not enough that you have dishonored your king?  Now you would blaspheme my God as well!  I swear by all the Hosts, how’ere this battle goes today I will pull your blaspheming tongue from your throat!!”


  “Have at me then giant!  Have at me!!”  Rendahl braced himself and held his longsword with both hands.


  Samson paused to pick up the broken shaft of a lance and rushed at the traitor knight.  


  The second knight that had followed Rendahl stepped in front of the giant to protect his lieutenant.  But without stopping Samson threw the broken lance like a spear and sent it hurtling into the knight with such force that it went through him and bounced off Rendahl’s armor behind; denting it!


  Rendahl roared!  He had seen enough of his knight’s exploits on his behalf.  He would have his glory now and he rushed at Samson.


  Samson tried to catch him up with his right arm but Rendahl moved to the side and the giant ran past him.  Rendahl brought his sword down in a glancing blow across the giant’s back causing a great gash that accompanied many other cuts and lashes he had received in the battle.


  Samson turned and slowly walked up on Rendahl who began to circle.  Both men circled each other while around them the other men on both sides stood watching.


  Rendahl attempted a high stroke from left to right but Samson smacked the sword away and deflected it with his hands that he had wrapped in fur prior to the battle.  He was so strong that Rendahl barely managed to keep from dropping his sword.


  Next Rendahl tried a thrust.  He leaned in and thrust hard going right for the giant’s midsection.  But Samson stepped aside and grabbed Rendahl’s armor with both his hands and tossed him into the ground, his own momentum aiding in his fall.  This time he dropped his sword.


  Samson turned toward him and Rendahl drew his long knife.  But before he could stand back up Samson walked up and stomped down on his breastplate so hard that all the fasteners and ties snapped and the armor crushed right into Rendahl’s chest.  Rendahl couldn’t breathe.  His sternum and most of his ribs were broken.  He brought his blade down into the giant’s foot temporarily pinning it to his chest.  But Samson did not scream.  He looked dead into Rendahl’s eyes as a single tear from the pain ran down his bloody cheek.  Then he smiled and raised his right leg with the knight’s body still attached to it and with a kick freed the knight from his foot and sent him hurtling across the battlefield.  Samson then slowly pulled the long knife from his foot.  Keeping it.


  Rendahl landed on his sides and the few ribs that had not been broken broke.  His head was cracked on the right side and he could not move his right arm.  The last thing he felt was Samson pull him up by the hair of his head with his left arm.  


  His lazy eye caught one last glimpse of the giant’s fist as he raised the knight up - insuring he would see the blow that killed him.


  Samson hit Rendahl as hard as he could without letting go of his head.  The first punch broke his jaw and knocked him unconscious.  The second fractured every bone in his skull.  Finally, Samson took the long knife and cut the side of the dead knight’s face open exposing his tongue.  Then Samson dropped the knife and with his right hand pulled the blasphemous tongue out by its roots.  


  Every Nemesis Knight present screamed and fled back toward Fire Castle.  Every warrior monk cheered and began chasing any knight they could find.


  As Samson stood heaving, Friar Damian came up to him.  The Friar was close to distraught and had been mesmerized as the grotesque fight played out like all the others around him.  The Friar knew better than to startle the giant immediately after a fight like that and standing about three feet away spoke very softly.


  “Brother Samson.  It is I, Friar Damian.  May I approach.”  He waited and did not move.


  Samson looked at the disfigured corpse, the tongue still in his hand and finally at the Friar and with his dry throat cracking, his guttural voice whispered an omen told to him many years ago in his past “…and what rough beast, its hour come round at last, slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?”  


  The Friar smiled and approached the giant.  Grabbing the wrist of his hand that was holding the tongue he opened it and had Samson drop it.


  “It will surely not be born today Samson. Not while you fight with us.  But you must leave this battlefield Samson.”  He said softly but sternly.


  This finally pulled Samson out of the berserker rage that had seized him and he looked down at the Friar, a man whom he loved like a father; confused.


  “You must leave because the battle is lost.  Even now the last of our brothers are dying…and I must shortly go to join them.  But you must live!”


  “Why?  Why should I live? I am a Son of Cain?” 


  “No longer my friend.  You have served us well since you came to our dark lands as a child to escape those who were ever anxious to gain glory by killing the mighty son of Samson.  And we have loved you like a brother.  But we are excommunicant.  Only in death may we find true and lasting redemption.  Only death can purge us.  Such is not your fate.  You must leave this battlefield and the land of the dark and once again become the ‘Son of Samson’.  The son of  your father.  I pray you Samson. Avenge him and in time avenge us!”


  Friar Damian felt the giant squeeze his hand and look down at him with great tears washing the blood from his face.  Samson took one last view of the battlefield and noted the large warlord in furs and on the black horse.  To remember.  Then he turned, retrieved his double headed axe and walked into the forest.  


  Friar Damian stood hurt and broken for a few moments more.  Then two brothers ran up to him:  Elias and Jeremiah.  Panting they stood and waited at the Friar’s side.  None spoke.  The three of them simply looked at each other.  The Friar put his hands on both their shoulders and as one they sprinted toward their falling brothers being cut down by Warlord Maxx and his Nemesis Knights.


   


  The calamity overwhelmed her.  She was instantly and at once in many places at the same time.  The contest with Morcai…his dark power revealed.  In the forest with the one called Pathfinder.  But why?  In her pavilion resting, resting, she was so tired from her exertions.  And in battle.  But what battle?  Where?  The Lady strained her senses, trying to awake.  She needed to awake.


  “My Lady, my lady?” Sir Dubois had entered the pavilion and knelt before the beautiful scion that was The Lady.  She was lain across several large pillows, more sprawled out than curled up.  Her face and expression were of sleep but of a troubled sleep Sir Dubois had only seen before by someone under an alchemist’s brew.  He swaddled her head and shoulders in his arm and urgently, but gently called to her to awake.  


  The battle outside between the Nemesis Knights and the Sons of Cain was drawing closer and the Sons were being struck down one by one, their zealous fury and ferocity was simply not enough to overcome the heavy armor and skill of the Nemesis Knights.  Already pairs of the knights were raiding through the camp burning the tents, kicking over the fire pots, killing the livestock and slaughtering those who had attached themselves to The Lady’s caravan.


  “My Lady you must awake…now!”  She opened her eyes.


  The Lady was awake.  She was in her pavilion.  The other places then…Morcai, the Pathfinder, the battle all in her past…or her future.  Someone was holding her.  Yes.  The knight.  Morcai’s knight!


  Gabriel jerked free of Sir Dubois and exerted a power consisting of sheer will that threw the knight across the pavilion. She was still weak but she was not defenseless.  And there was one more thing.  Outside.  The sound of battle.  Of men fighting and dying.  The battle.  That was also real and it was happening now.  Gathering herself into a sitting position she looked across the pavilion at where the knight had been thrown when she freed herself.  He was standing but he did not seem poised to attack.  ‘Where was Friar Damian?’ she thought.  Quickly she sent her presence out and searched for him finding him in the thickest part of the battle.  ‘Damian?’ Was all the message she dared whisper to him.  Fearful of distracting him in the midst of the battle. 


  Friar Damian sensed the whisper and for an instant simply muttered ‘my lady?’.  But even that moment of a distraction was too much and as he did so a large warlord mounted on a great black horse with the tattoo of a canon on his arm brought his axe down and sundered the friar shoulder to belly.  Friar Damian was dead.


  She was mortified.  “Aahhhhh!!” she yelled and the force of the cry was so great that it traveled through the body of the friar, with whom she was still mentally connected, and it blew the warlord from his horse and knocked down two other knights standing beside him.


  Sir Dubois had risen but almost fell again when The Lady yelled out.  But somehow the cry had not been directed at him or even inside the pavilion.  He ran to the entrance and peered through the flap.  A band of knights around the Warlord had heard the cry.  They were helping the warlord up and he was giving orders and pointing in the direction of the pavilion.  They were coming for her.  Sir Dubois closed the flap and turned again to The Lady who was weeping with her legs curled up in a sitting position and her head in her knees.


  “Lady I beg you to come with me.  I have pledged my life to protect you.  I will stand here and die with you if you order me to do so.  But we need not.  Your task here is not complete.  Please allow me to save you and in doing so save myself.”


  She stopped crying and looked up at the knight.  She realized that he had not come to harm her.  If he had meant to do so he could have killed her in her sleep.  Just then she remembered her conversation with him when she entered her pavilion.  He had pledged to guard the way until she came out.  And he was still guarding it.  He was keeping his word even if it meant defying his master and lord.  Her heart broke for him and even her hatred for Morcai, his master, would not allow her to ignore his plea.


  “Lead on then my good knight.”  She said as she gathered herself and stood.  


  Her voice gave him strength. “To the forest my Lady.  We may lose them.  And even if we do not I can stand against them one at a time in the cloister of those trees.”


  Sir Dubois did not wait for her reply.  Grabbing her by the hand he made a dash for the forest edge.


  As he emerged from the pavilion.  One of the knights sent by the Warlord tried to bar his path.  Dubois never broke his stride.  He sheathed his longsword, drew his dirk, and planted it in the knight’s throat without pausing.


  There was a crop of trees jutting out from the edge of the forest less than forty yards from the pavilion.  He made for it pulling The Lady as fast as he dared without drawing too much attention to themselves by breaking into an all out run.


  But Warlord Maxx had already ascertained the location of The Lady’s tent and was now pulling Nemesis Knight’s from the slaughter of the few monks that remained and ordering them to catch up with and cut off the escape of Sir Dubois and The Lady.


  But they were heavily armored and the best speed they could muster were large quick strides.  Sir Dubois, on the other hand, had wisely only donned part of his armor.  That being the breastplate, his cuirass, and his greaves; foregoing the more cumbersome pauldrons, gorget and vambraces.  He would beat them to the forest..barely.  Looking from afar, Warlord Maxx also surmised that Sir Dubois would beat his men to the forest but not him!  Maxx had remounted his great black warhorse and was already galloping through the camp, past his own men and straight for the knight and The Lady.


  Sir Dubois almost did not see him and came very close to being cut down from behind when The Lady sensed the warlord’s presence and called out “the canon tattoo!”


  “Maxx!” thought Sir Dubois as he paused and looked back.


  Maxx’s sword was drawn and pointing straight at what had been Sir Dubois’ back.  Sir Dubois pushed The Lady in the direction of the last few yards to the wood line and said “Run, my Lady!  Do not stop or wait for me!  If I live I will catch up with you!”


  Drawing and then grasping his sword with both hands he parried Maxx’s sword away so hard that it flew from his hand.


  Maxx wheeled his horse about and momentarily paused to decide whether to keep going for The Lady or deal with the knight.  His orders were to kill The Lady and his men could finish off this knight when they caught up.  But there was something about this knight that gave him the impression he might be wrong about that last part.  Maxx looked closer and for the first time realized that the knight was wearing the armor of a Nemesis Knight!  He was a traitor!  But he had not ridden out of Fire Castle with Maxx and Lieutenant Rendahl so he must have been part of the earlier contingent led by the Oathbreaker.  And judging from his bearing he must have been the Oathbreaker’s lieutenant, the one called Dubois.


  “Sir Dubois!” Maxx called out from atop his charger as he drew his large axe from where it was fastened to his back.  “You are a traitor, Sir knight!  A double traitor!  First you betrayed your vows to your king and now you betray your lord and master Morcai!”


  Sir Dubois pivoted to face the large warlord, sword still held in both hands at the guard position.


  “And what do pigs and dogs know of vows and oaths Maxx?” Dubois stared into the warlord’s eyes.  The insults had struck home.  Sir Dubois continued, “I recognize you warlord.  Hermun Maxx the despicable Butcher of Bastonne, murderer of women and children!  I may be a traitor.  A double traitor as you say!  But that is a far cry more noble than a piece of shite like you!”


  Even as he spoke six of the Nemesis Knights pursuing him and The Lady arrived and proceeded toward him.  


  “NO!!!”  Maxx yelled shooing them away with his axe.  “Go find the whore, leave this dog to me!”  


  Doing as they were ordered the six knights set out into the woods after The Lady.  Sir Dubois moved to intercept them but Maxx cut him off with his large warhorse and barred his path.


  “No, no traitor knight.  We have unfinished business you and I.  I…” Maxx’s last sentence was cut off as Sir Dubois ran his sword through the warlord’s great warhorse Albion! Yet even with three feet of steel lodged in it the proud black warhorse refused to go down and kicked furiously at the knight sending him reeling back.  But as he fell back and withdrew his sword, blood shot out of the fiery charger and it fell to the earth just as Maxx jumped clear.


  There were no words spoken between them.  


  Maxx came at Sir Dubois while he was still unbalanced and first kicked him dead center in the groin area.  This sent the knight to the ground.  Maxx then began kicking him in the legs, in the sides, and near his head.  Being armored, most of these kicks only served to prevent Sir Dubois from standing but the kicks toward his head caused him to raise his hands to protect himself and in doing so he could not bring his sword up in the guard position.  Something Maxx had intended all along.  Just as Sir Dubois raised his left arm for the third time to fend off another kick, Maxx hurled his great axe with all the strength he could muster straight into the knight’s breastplate and chest!


  It stuck there and Sir Dubois gasped.  With one arm he swung his sword wildly trying to cut the legs of the large warlord but he missed.  


  Maxx stood over him just looking down at him for a second.  Then he knelt down on one knee, put his left hand on the knight’s throat and bent close and whispered in his ear, “you are right traitor knight, I am a butcher and a killer of women and children.  And do you know what else?  I enjoy it!”  Sir Dubois gasped and struggled to break the warlord’s grip.  “And now I am going to fetch your whore of a lady and when I have satisfied myself with her.  And that may be a while from now.  I am going to kill her too.  And I am going to enjoy it!”  Tears ran down Sir Dubois’ face which had turned blue.  His arms went limp and his eyes were fixed open.  Maxx drew his long knife, briefly waved it in front of the dead knight’s face and then thrust it through his neck.


   


   


  Gabriel made it to the woods just as the large warlord bore down on Sir Dubois.  She looked back contemplating on giving the knight whatever aid she could.  But she was still so weak.  The contest with Morcai had drained her and taken from her things she had not lost before.  She was convinced that had she not received aid from one of The Host she would have died.  But even his healing only restored so much.  She needed rest.  Long rest but still she would not leave the knight unassisted.  She looked back and made eye contact with Sir Dubois just as he knocked a sword out of the large warlord’s hands.  Once again she heard his words, “Run, my Lady!  Do not stop or wait for me!  If I live I will catch up with you!”


  If he did not live, she would avenge him.  She ran.  So many had given up so much to defend her, to see her task completed.  She would avenge them all.  So she ran faster.  Already six of the warlord’s knights were within sight of her.  Her previous hesitation allowing them to gain on her.  


  “Ahead!  It’s her!  Go left!” She heard them scream and yell to one another.  She tried to run faster but could not.  She was still too weak.  As the sounds grew louder and closer it was apparent she could not out run them.  So she would make her stand.  She looked for an enclosed area, preferably a cloister of trees where they would have to come at her one at a time.


  She found such an area and immediately sat down.  She crossed her legs, lowered her head and closed her eyes.  She would expend what little power she had left.  Killing herself and those with her.  


  The first of her pursuers found her almost by accident and almost ran past her.  Uncertain what to do he called for his brethren, all of whom appeared shortly, swords drawn and encircled the lady.  One of the six, a sergeant, removed his helm and said “Call for the Warlord.  I’m sure he intends to satisfy himself with her before he kills her.  And hopefully when he is finished he’ll let us satisfy ourselves as well!”  The men laughed.


  He appeared among them without warning.  Silently he had fallen from the height of an impossible tree and landed with the grace of an eagle in flight directly in front of where The Lady was sitting.


  Immediately he was surrounded by four of the Nemesis Knights.  It made no difference.  His blade was a curse!  With a step and slash he would rend a knight and his armor open like a blade through a parchment.  The body inside lopping off and collapsing.


  He was silent.  He never spoke a word.  But his eyes were unnerving and bright.  Like golden flames they pierced his adversaries and when he looked at one he struck.  


  As two knights fell, two more joined the remaining two.  One particularly brave knight, the sergeant, not pausing to encircle the elf but instead rushing right at him sword held high.  


  In one motion he went down to one knee, swept the rushing knight’s feet from underneath him as he closed in on him and then raising his blade with both hands he brought it straight down into the fallen knight’s chest, right through his heavy armor.


  He paused there.  With the blade still lodged in the fallen knights’ chest and on one knee; he scanned the three remaining Nemesis Knights.  


  In one last desperate effort they all came at him at once.  


  He drew the blade free and stood at the same time bringing it up and into the groin of the first knight that reached him. He then clutched it with both hands and in a sweeping motion brought it across the waste of the second knight severing him in half.  


  The third knight’s sword slashed his armor sideways cutting a gouge into it from his chest to his hip but not penetrating the elven plate.


  He rolled and came up facing the knight that had landed the blow on him.  At last he spoke.


  “You have earned an honorable death.”  He sheathed the shimmering longsword and drew his two ornate long knives with black leather Tsuka-ito wrappings.


  The Nemesis Knight, having momentarily been taken off guard by the elf speaking, resumed his attack from the ox ward stance to execute a high blow.  Just as he brought his large sword down the elf bent left and spun around on his left foot bringing himself behind the knight where he thrust both long knives into both of the knight’s obliques once again searing straight through the armor.  As the knight’s head went back in pain, The Pathfinder withdrew the right blade and plunged it into the side of the knight’s neck.


  He paused and looked around.  No other pursuers were in sight.  


  “You are The Pathfinder?”  


  The voice was a melody.  It was The Lady.


  For but an instant something inside The Pathfinder ached.  Her voice had touched something inside him that had not been touched in ages gone by.  For a moment he had perceived beauty.  But he was The Pathfinder.  Beauty and grace could not abide in him.  For he was vengeance.  


  He moved toward The Lady and his stride was grace.


  Instantly she knew it was ‘him’.  He whom she had once heard referred to as the desire of every Elven maiden.  The one known as The Pathfinder to men, as Synn Cumhal ‘Son of Fury’ to the Elves but among her kind, among The Host, he was Adriel “the destroyer” most feared of The Host second only to his brother Azrael “the reaper”.  Yet while it was true that among The Host he was most feared, he was also most pitied for he knew it not.  The name ‘Adriel” was a name The One had not yet revealed to him.  On this world he was merely The Pathfinder.  And his lot was despair.


   


   


   


  “It is settled then.”  Bonelord handed the tablet and quill back to the retainer.  He was seated in the ornate high backed chair of the King at the head of the oval shaped table.  As Lord Protector of the Realm in the absence of a king, it was his right to occupy the seat and assume the King’s authority at the Kings Council.


  He had convened the council following the inspection of the boy child.  All present had concluded that his death was unrelated to the fire, and more importantly, was not an accident.  The monks of Morsh Monastery had been especially helpful in explaining the nature of the wounds and injuries on the body and how they were all consistent with blunt force trauma that occurred separate from and previous to the body being deposited in the ruins of the fire.


  “The boy’s death was no accident and as such then neither was the fire.”


  “And most likely, Lord Protector, the perpetrator of one is the perpetrator of both.” Father Wilmont spoke.


  “Yes.  I think that is agreed to Father. The questions that remain are who and why?” The knight sat and looked across the table at each of the men in attendance:


  Lord Nessleton was the most renown archer in the kingdom and the Captain of a band of Rangers known as Lord Nessleton’s Wiley Warriors.  As part of his titles he was also Captain of The Lost Men’s Camp.  A staging and recruitment fort used to supply men to the Kings army and to the armies of those lords and nobles loyal to the king like the town mayors.  He sat at Bonelord’s right.


  Father Wilmont was the Father and Mayor of Morsh Monastery.  He was the highest ranking ecclesiastical figure in the kingdom. He answered only to the Father-Bishop of The Church of the One in The Joint Kingdoms located on the Continent of Men.  He also commanded a company of Warrior Monks known as “The Sons of Aaron” but more commonly referred to as The Aaronites.  He sat at Bonelord’s left accompanied by a female commander of the order named, Mya.


  Sergeant Folsun sat to Lord Nessleton’s left.  He was the commander of the garrison at Kings Castle.  Folsun was a true soldier who had fought in campaigns in the Overland and abroad.  Other than the King he answered only to the Bane Knights.  Now in the king’s absence Folsun sat ready to fulfill the Lord Protector’s will as if it were his own.


  Friar Puck sat to the left of Mya.  He was the most beloved friar/monk/father in the Overland.  He lived in a cobble just outside of The Lost Men’s Camp where he gave aid to travelers and took in widows and orphans when the need arose.  He and Lord Nessleton were the closet of friends and it was rumored that Lord Nessleton and he fought together during The Crimson Wars before the friar took up the cloth.  


  “As to the why, I think that much is obvious Lord Protector!” The voice rang out in the council chamber.  Everyone at the council table looked toward the large double doors and the striking half-elven man that walked through.  It was Aranoor.


  Bonelord stood.  “Noble Aranoor, you are a sight for sore eyes.  You and your kindred are always welcome here!”


  “Excuse my intrusion without being announced Lord Protector but I assured your sentries that I came at the bidding of my king, Aranrood himself.”  The half elf moved to the left side of the large council table and pulled out a chair next to Sergeant Folsun who was also now standing.  “Rumor has reached Elf Mountain that the king is dead!”


  A sudden silence filled the room.  Bonelord looked at Aranoor, looked down and sat.  Folsun looked at Bonelord, who motioned, and Folsun sat as well.  Bonelord motioned to the sentries at the door who still stood, hands on swords by the double doors and they turned and closed the doors behind them.


  “Then I see the rumor is true.”  Aranoor said as he sat down.


  “The rumor is true Aranoor.  But what I tell you now is known only to those in this room and those of similar rank.  The king is missing.”


  “Missing?”


  “Yes.  He went for a hunt two weeks past and according to those who were there the king was thrown into the river while pursuing a fox.  When he was thrown he hit his head and passed out and was washed downstream.   To date five search parties have been sent out to the area where he was said to have been thrown but so far there has been no sign of the body.”  


  “I see,” said Aranoor.  “Then the first task given to me by my king is satisfied.  Though I suspect it will only give rise to more rumor than the first.” 


  “And what other task has the Elf King charged you with Aranoor?”  Lord Nessleton spoke for the first time and looked down the table at the half elf.


  Aranoor paused.  “Fair enough Lord Nessleton.  I will return the confidence you have given me.  The Lady Gabriel is coming.”


  Lord Nessleton played with the name in his head unable to ascertain its significance.  Folsun and Mya looked at each other just as puzzled.  It was Father Wilmont that spoke.


   


  “For the traitors have betrayed, 


  with betrayal the traitors have betrayed. 


  The Lady of the Light?” 


   


  He said softly and almost in unbelief.


  “The Guardian of the Five Weapons of Power?” asked Friar Puck ascertaining the meaning of the poem instantly.


  “Even so,” said Aranoor “and we do not know why but my king fears the Wizard Morcai seeks her out.”


  “Morcai!” Lord Nessleton exclaimed in anger. That was a name he and everyone at the table recognized.  


  Finally Bonelord spoke. “And now we know who is behind the fire as well?” 


  “This means war!” Sergeant Folsun exclaimed slamming his fist onto the oak table.


  “There’s no need to engulf this realm in war.  Send me and three good men like Folsun and Aranoor to Fire Castle and we will pry that snake out of its hole and bring him here to answer for his crimes!” Lord Nessleton said looking intently at Bonelord.


  “That would not be as simple as you suggest my friend.  Morcai is no charlatan or magic user.  He taps into dark powers!” Friar Puck replied.


  “And he has paid a high price for doing so.” Father Wilmont said softly looking at the friar as he spoke.  


  “My lords.” For the first time the soft voice of Mya, the Aaronite commander, spoke up in the council chamber.  “While it is no doubt true that Matthew,..Morcai, is behind the attack.  He surely did not travel here and set the fire himself and kill the child.” Looking straight ahead at the Sergeant she said nothing further.


  After a pause, Bonelord spoke again.


  “She is wise Father Wilmont and correct.  While I do not doubt that Morcai funded this attack, I am also convinced he did not carry it out.  And the true punishment must be meted out to the perpetrator of this evil before the people will even consider supporting a war against Fire Castle.”


  “But how do we find this person, my lord?” Folsun said.


  Aranoor stood as the Sergeant finished his sentence.


  “If it pleases the Lord Protector, I would ask permission for one more guest to join this assembly.”  Bonelord looked up at the half elf and nodded.  Aranoor nodded to the two sentries that had remained in the chamber and they opened the doors.


  “I believe most of you know, or have heard of, the Ranger ‘Granger the Greyhound’!” 


  Dressed in dark and light gray the tall Ranger stepped through the double doors.  Bow across his back, quiver full of arrows, leather strappings of armor overlapping his torso and lower arms.  


  Muddy and damp he entered with a scowl on his face and fire in his eyes.  He strode up to the far end of the long oval council table. In turn, he nodded at Lord Nessleton, Sergeant Folsun, Father Wilmont, Friar Puck and Bonelord.


  Lord Nessleton nodded back.  No one had taught him more about archery than Granger.


  Father Wilmont nodded, and smiled.  He had good memories of the many days Granger graced the grounds of the monastery in his youth as he trained with the Aaronites.


  Sergeant Folsun nodded with respect.  The ranger and his companion had rescued him and his patrols from no less than three ambushes during the many times they had traveled through the Wooddam Forest.


  Friar Puck raised two fingers and made a cross, blessing the good ranger.  He could not count how many recently orphaned children and widowed wives Granger had led safely to his cobble after rescuing them in the woods.


  Finally, Bonelord nodded with respect.  Granger Greyhound was known to be a true friend of the king.  It was said that the king even trusted him with secrets he did not share with his Bane Knights.  


  Granger removed his hood.  “I will not keep you long my countrymen.  I expect to be departing again soon when you have heard my report.  What has happened here is the work of an assassin known to us all…’The Ferret’!”


  “The Ferret!!” The name was blurted out by so many at once it was impossible to tell who had spoken it first.


  “Even so.” Said Granger.  “Knowledge shared with me by the Third Knight himself, the one they call Swift.”  Granger looked at Bonelord as he said the name.  Bonelord gave him a quick look of comprehension and looked away. Granger reached into his pocket and took out the message Swift had given him.  He handed it to Aranoor who glanced at it before handing it to Folsun who did the same and handed it to Lord Nessleton.  At last it came to Bonelord.


   


  “Beware The Ferret.  He is loose.  Intends to do great harm to persons large and small.  Guard all festivities and fairs.”


   


  “Sergeant Folsun did we receive this message.”  Bonelord said holding up the receipt Swift had retained when he sent it and later given it to Granger.


   


  “I fear not.  This message bears the mark of a trained Tapper.  Which leaves no doubt that Swift sent it but the royal Tapper was killed in the fire Lord Protector.  All of our messages since that time have been sent and received by Operators.”


  “Meaning it was sent too late.” Lord Nessleton said.


  “All the same it confirms what Granger has reported.” Said Bonelord.  “This is the work of the assassin.  Many times did our liege charge young knights with the quest of bringing that killer to justice and never did one return.  Finally, it was agreed that such a quest was not proper for so young knights.  One of the Bane Knights was to be given the quest but alas the king never chose which one prior to his untimely demise.”  Bonelord let the message drop from his hand and went silent.  Those in the chamber sat in silent reflection as well.  At length, Granger spoke again.


  “I am no knight Lord Protector but I would take up this quest.” 


  “After he has struck, he hides well.  I am not sure if even one trained such as you could find him.  And if you found him I am less certain that even you could kill him. But tell me what you need and it shall be yours.”  Said Bonelord.


  “Papers Lord Protector.  Papers charging all who I encounter to give me aid and make what they know known to me under order of the crown!” Granger was passionate and looked Bonelord right in the eye.  


  “A letter of marque?” Bonelord said.  “Of course.  So you would travel to those places only one such as you could go but with the same authority as a knight of the land.”


  “Exactly my lord.  It may make the difference and allow me to do what no other has done before.”  Said Granger.


  “Corner the Ferret.” Whispered Lord Nessleton.


  “You shall have it Granger! Signed by my hand and sealed with the king’s signet!”  Bonelord rose.


  “Lord Protector?  There is one other matter that must be seen to.”  Father Wilmont spoke before the First Knight could start out of the chamber.  Mya handed him a scrap of parchment. 


  “Yes Father? What have we overlooked.” Said Bonelord.


  “The matter of Mayor Brufson - the mayor of Milestill.  It has been confirmed that Alfred, the boy’s father, was the mayor’s brother and the boy his nephew.”


  Bonelord sat back down and slumped as he looked over at Lord Nessleton.  Lord Nessleton sighed and Father Wilmont continued.


  “Who shall convey the news to the mayor?”  the Father looked at Sergeant Folsun.


  “I thought it prudent to prevent any messages regarding the boy or his father from being sent.”  Sergeant Folsun said looking at Bonelord.  “Seeing as such news should be delivered in person, with regret and respect in equal measure.”  He said.


  “Pardon me Lord Protector.” One of the two outside sentries came in and spoke before anyone else could say anything.


  “There is a monk outside who requests an audience with Father Wilmont.”


  “A monk?” Said Father Wilmont.  “Which one of my acolytes would disturb me at a time such as this?” He said looking at Mya.  


  “Father, he says his name is Midas.  He is from Milestill.” Said the sentry.


  Everyone stared at each other immediately upon hearing the name of the town, thinking the same thing. Then the Lord Protector spoke.


  “Bring him in sentry.  Bring him in at once!”
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