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* * * * *
Tolund’s Waking
* * * * *
It began at midnight. The warm, thick air of the island fortress sharpened into an unnatural cold. The great stormlock, Sethnu was roused from his sleep by whispered threats. The threats echoed about his chambers, crept up his spine, and gnawed at his soul; the threats were bleeding out of the shadows themselves. Undaunted, Sethnu donned his robe and strode deliberately out into his courtyard. He was the dread Sethnu. He was the warlock most feared by the White Council, paladins, and even the other warlock orders. He was the stormlock who had butchered an entire firelock raiding party single-handedly, he was the stormlock who had killed the vicious beastlock, Prath in a legendary duel; he was the only warlock who dared to hunt the sea dragons of the Coastlands simply for the sport of it. No one would dare challenge him in his own keep, surrounded by his own powerful disciples.
As he threw open the large doors to the courtyard, even the great sorcerer was horrified by what he saw; hanging all about him, floating and weaving in the night air were the ensnared bodies of every last one of his deadly followers. Numbering over two dozen, each of Sethnu’s disciples hung silent and helpless, smothered in shrouds of writhing black shadow.
“Are they alive?” asked the stormlock, his voice echoing off the thick walls of his stronghold. Now the bright flames of the torches that lined the courtyard darkened and twisted to flames of deep black. Sethnu’s silver eyes narrowed and shifted about.
“I’m not here for them ‘great’ Sethnu, they are only here as witnesses,” answered a smooth, confident voice. The words seemed to seep out of every shadow at once. “I’m here for you.”
“Well then, show yourself!” barked the stormlock. “Or are you going to cower inside your precious darkness all night?” An amused laughter filled the air as a hooded figure in a tattered black cloak emerged from the shadows at the far corner of the courtyard.
“Celmus, at your service,” announced the warlock with a mock bow. “You’ve been widely accepted as the most powerful among us for far too long Sethnu. I’ve come to remedy that.”
“Very well,” smiled Sethnu, “I accept your challenge.” Instantly a searing bolt of lightning tore from Sethnu’s hands into Celmus’ chest. Powered by the stormlock’s rage, this spear of lightning would have torn through the largest of dragons. The dark warlock stood unaffected. He did not move or wince as the lightning struck him. The only proof that it had struck him at all was a charred hole in Celmus’ cloak and the smoke in the air about him. Beneath his hood, Celmus’ eyes burned black and red. Sethnu’s eyes widened and his mouth hung open in disbelief.
“Now it becomes clear doesn’t it?” taunted Celmus. “This was never a true contest. It’s merely a formality; a single step on a greater path. After tonight all of the ruling warlocks and their orders will know that I am the greatest among them.”
“No!” snapped Sethnu, his eyes and veins now burning a bright silver. “You were never one of us. You will never be accepted as one of us!” Savage winds and lightning strikes cut down toward Celmus as the stormlock brought the thick stone columns of his own courtyard down upon his rival. Cracking stone and clouds of dust filled the fortress alongside the pounding thunder and flashing lighting. In moments it was over. Sethnu breathed heavily, his eyes, hands, and veins burning and sparking with lightning. He knew that no man, beast, or warlock could have survived that attack. As he took a step forward to inspect Celmus’ scorched and mangled corpse, a voice from behind halted his step.
“I’ve no more time for this nonsense ‘great’ Sethnu,” said Celmus as he strode, unscathed, out of yet another shadow directly behind the stormlock. “I’m done with you.”
Far out over the ocean waves that surrounded the stormlock’s fortress the dying screams of the mighty Sethnu echoed into the night.
* * * * *
Waking never came easily to Tolund Dellender. Every morning, in the greying light that came between dark and dawn, his mother would fight to rouse him from his deep sleep. Tolund loved his soft bed and his magnificent, wondrous dreams. Even as a young boy he’d been able to remember his dreams in striking detail. In them, he fought monsters, rode lightning, flew among the clouds and much, much more.
All his life he awoke frustrated because waking meant that he had to abandon whatever fantastic adventure he was having. In more joyous times, his mother, Gwendolyn, used to wake him with a song that she had made up for him when he was a newborn. To this day, it was the most beautiful thing he had ever heard. Tolund couldn’t remember the last time she’d sung it to him.
This past year had been a flood of nightmares for the Dellender family. Eleven months earlier, a horrific sickness known as the “Stench Plague” (due to the vile smell that accompanied it) spread across their countryside. Tolund’s father, Collin, after battling it valiantly for over a month, was lost to the disease. Though he had always been a stout man, his father had withered to a mockery of his great strength and lost all color in his appearance. In his last weeks he had a ghastly, ashen look to him. Even now, Tolund wished that he could forget those last weeks and remember his father as he was before the illness took hold.
Tragically, the plague poisoned more than just his father. Five months after his father’s death, Tolund’s mother gave birth to his little sister, Emilyse. Even though the babe was a blessing and was greatly loved, everyone could see that Emilyse was not well. Somehow, a small touch of this hateful plague had reached her. She did not have the more profound sufferings—the smelly boils, the violent shaking, and fits of pain, but she was ashen grey in color and was always very weak. Since the time of her birth, Emilyse’s poor health had been relatively steady, but lately she had taken a nasty turn and was fading quickly. Gwendolyn was beside herself with despair because she knew that her precious daughter’s time was growing short. All of this and more was why Gwendolyn Dellender did not sing to awaken her beloved son; she simply had no song inside her in these dark days.
She stirred him with a gentle shake, “Tolund, time to wake up dear.” As always, it was a battle for Tolund to wake, partly because he hated most of his life right now and partly because he had just been dreaming of being strong enough to lift giant boulders over his head and skip them across a huge lake as if they were small pebbles.
Dutifully, he forced himself to get up with a groan and a lazy stretch. Rubbing his eyes, he kissed his mother on the cheek and gave her a firm hug. He always loved how her curly brown hair itched the side of his face a little. “Morning Mom,” he said sleepily.
“Good morning, Luv,” she replied, heading to the kitchen to get his breakfast. Tolund put on his socks quickly because of the cold floor. On his way to wash up he looked in on Emilyse. She was sleeping soundly, as she did most of the time now.
“Good morning, little princess,” he offered in a soft voice as he laid a gentle hand on her head. She looked so pale and cold and her thin brown hair had begun to fall out in patches. One side of her tiny mouth curved up into a half-smile at his touch and her small fingers opened and closed once. As Tolund watched her sleep a stray thought seized him-this crib will be empty soon. The shock of this thought stopped his breath; his blue eyes warmed and welled up with tears. He blinked the tears back and stumbled
away from her crib. He had another long day ahead of him, they were counting on him; he had to push that thought out of his mind and start his day right.
Tolund had done an astounding job in these times for a lad of only twelve. After the losses that his family had endured, he’d taken it upon himself to look after his mother and sister. The Dellenders owned a large piece of land along the Barrier River that had a humble, yet successful iron mine upon it. Like most folk who lived in the mining realm of the Stonelands, Tolund’s family made a living by selling the valuable ore to the other realms that had none. Although their mines had none of the magical rewards of the dwarf mines or the cleric mines, most Stonelanders did well enough to meet their needs.
The Dellender mine was well-crafted and safe to work in, but now Tolund was working it all alone with only the occasional help of their village cleric, Cleric Michaels. Waking before dawn, Tolund worked the mine for most of the day. In the late afternoon he helped his mother work their small family farm. He did all this without complaint, even though his heart was always heavy inside of him.
Soon Tolund had washed and dressed for the day and was sitting at the breakfast table. “Would you like some tea dear? It’s good and strong,” offered his mother.
“That sounds great. Thanks.” He ate his eggs and biscuits quickly as he talked. “Are the Michaels coming today?” he asked, with his right cheek stuffed with biscuit.
“Yes, I’m expecting them at any time. Mrs. Michaels said she had a small surprise for us.” Gwendolyn gave her son a concerned look. “Tolund, are you sure that all of this work isn’t too much for you?”
“No, Mom,” he groaned in an annoyed tone. “I told you, I’m not even sore anymore. I feel better than I have in a long time. I think I’m used to the extra work now. I’ve definitely gotten stronger.”
“You couldn’t tell by looking at you!” she teased as she handed him his tea. “You’re still the skinniest strongman I’ve ever seen!” She smiled and tousled his light brown hair doing her best to lighten the mood of their home.
Before he could reply, the morning air was disturbed by the delighted barking of their dogs, Tooth and Fang. “That must be the Michaels,” Tolund smiled, “Fang always yelps a little louder for Cleric Michaels.”
Coming down the front path was, in fact, the Michaels. The Dellenders were always glad to see them, even before the bad times began. Cleric Warren Michaels was a common village cleric. He was almost completely bald, with only a small crescent ring of silver-grey hair at the base of his head. He wore simple clothes, enjoyed the company of his fellow townsfolk, and was as unpretentious as anyone Tolund had ever known. The boy liked the way the old pastor could always make him laugh, even when he didn’t feel like laughing. He liked being around Mrs. Michaels too.
Rachel Michaels complemented her husband perfectly. Although not quite as outgoing as the cleric, she was warm and encouraging to everyone she encountered. She had a particular soft spot for children and they loved her right back. Also, while the cleric was better with people, she was better with things. Always dressed neatly and tastefully, she loved to cook and decorate and give gifts. She was far more organized than her more gregarious spouse.
So it was that the two of them came cheerfully up the walk to greet the Dellender household just as dawn was breaking. Cleric Michaels was trying frantically to calm the happy dogs so they wouldn’t wake the baby. This was funny, because his shushing and petting only made them twist and bark more furiously.
“It’s all right, Cleric,” called Tolund. “Emilyse is used to their noise. They’re not going to wake her up.”
As they had come to expect these days, Cleric Michaels was dressed for work. He wore a blue work shirt with its sleeves rolled up to the elbows and dark brown pants held up by suspenders. He carried a sack of freshly ground flour over one shoulder. Mrs. Michaels was dressed in a plain, pretty green dress and carried a large jar of berry preserves.
“Good morning, Tol,” she offered with a wide smile. “These are for your mother. How are you this morning?”
“Fair enough I guess,” Tolund replied, taking the heavy jar. “How are you, Mrs. Michaels?”
“She’s a little grouchy,” Cleric Michaels interrupted playfully. “Don’t tell her I said that, or she’ll give me another beating!” Of course he said this nice and loud. Mrs. Michaels responded with a laugh and mischievous elbow to her husband’s ribs. “You see?!? I wasn’t kidding! I tell people and tell people and no one believes me.” Tolund always loved having them around. Their shared laughter was broken up by Mrs. Dellender’s invitation to come in for tea and biscuits.
“Well, maybe a quick bite and one cup, thank you.” Cleric Michaels answered as they all moved into the house. “I’ll only be here for a half day before I have to get over to the Evans’ place to help with their crops. Speaking of which, this is for you.” He placed the large sack of flour on the kitchen table. “Someone brought it by the sanctuary yesterday.”
“Oh, how do you always know?” Gwendolyn beamed. “We were down to our last cup. Now I can make some fresh bread for dinner. Thank you so much and thank you for the preserves, Rachel. They look delicious.”
“Oh, you’re welcome, Gwen,” said Mrs. Michaels. “I knew blackberry was Tolund’s favorite, and what’s bread and biscuit without something sweet to put on them?”
The pleasant conversation continued and they all enjoyed one another’s company over their tea. Soon it was time to feed Emilyse and time for the men to get to the mine. Mrs. Michaels always loved to hold the baby and Gwendolyn appreciated the break from her constant mothering of the sick child, as well as the sympathetic ear and cheerful encouragement of her good friend.
Tolund quickly slipped into his boots and grabbed his father’s leather work gloves. Every single time he put on the oversized gloves he thought they looked ridiculous. It was all he could do to keep the baggy old things on his hands. He couldn’t imagine ever growing into them. Tolund watched as Cleric Michaels had a quick look at the baby; the boy’s mind saw an image of the Cleric standing over a tiny coffin. Angry at that intruding thought he pushed it out of his head again. Turning away, he headed out the door.
“See you at lunch, Mom,” Tolund called over his shoulder.
“Goodbye, Tol. Be careful in there.”
Tolund smiled and shook his head slightly—she always said that and nothing ever happened to him in the mine. He figured that it was just something all mothers had to say.
They walked down the worn dirt path a bit, discussing several mundane, forgettable things, Cleric Michaels changed the conversation, “So how is everything with you today, Tol?” The concern in his voice was obvious.
“About the same I guess,” Tolund replied. “The work’s getting done and Mom and I are holding up well enough. I can’t stop thinking about Emilyse. She looks worse today than even yesterday. What do you think?”
His pastor gave him a look of sincere concern. “Honestly Tol, I don’t see any more color in her either. Still, we’ve got the whole church family praying…things may take a turn for the better.” He gave the boy a reassuring slap on the shoulder. Tolund was in need of some good news today, but as the cleric spoke his heart felt like a cold piece of granite inside his chest.
Tolund stared down at his own feet. “Do you think her crib will be empty soon?” he asked abruptly.
“Tolund I…” his gentle pastor took a deep breath, “I’m afraid we may have to brace ourselves for the worst.”
They walked about twenty more steps as the lad fought to push down the feelings that had started to boil out. Respectfully, Cleric Michaels said nothing and walked beside him with a concerned look on his face. Tolund had held so much in for so many months and now, on this sad morning, his grief and fear and frustration jumped up and punched him in the chest. This time Tolund stopped walking and slumped down on a dead tree beside the path. “I’m sick of feeling like this! I’m sick of it!” The boy pressed his palms into his eye sockets as if he could push his tears back somehow. He didn’t like crying and he especially didn’t like crying in front of anyone else. Several strained moments crawled by.
Finally, Cleric Michaels knelt down in front of Tolund and grasped his shoulders firmly with both hands, “Listen to me carefully lad. If you remember anything during these dark times, you remember this—feeling helpless does not make you helpless. I believe that doing the right things when you feel like broken glass inside, and moving forward when you are feeling helpless, shows the greatest courage. Have faith, lad. Trust that the High King hears our prayers and acts on them in His own way. You may not feel like that is true right now, but it is true nonetheless.”
Tolund said nothing. He just sat there with his face pressed into his palms, breathing heavily with emotion. “Tell you what,” the cleric continued, “I’ll go on ahead and get the ore cart ready and you just come along when you feel like it.” Tolund nodded silently.
As he heard his friend’s footsteps move down the path, another wave of emotion overwhelmed the boy. “Why did you leave us Dad?” he sobbed into both hands; the dam burst and all the pain that was trapped inside of him poured out. All he could think of was his father; his smile and his strength and how he would have handled these wretched days if he were still here.
Tolund grieved with everything he had at first, missing everything about his father. He thought about them racing to beat each other to the house for dinner at the end of the day. He remembered the fishing trips and the training for the arena battles. He remembered the funny way his dad would laugh, the way he’d hug him so tightly it almost hurt, and countless other perfect things. Then his grief melted into anger at being left alone to take care of his mother and his dying sister with absolutely no idea how he was going to do it.
He threw his father’s empty gloves to the ground; he knew better than to blame his father for these tragedies, but his heart did anyway. Perhaps this was why he couldn’t bring himself to visit his father’s grave since the funeral.
Finally, his anger melted into terror. Emilyse was dying a breath at a time. How could he prevent that? How long would it be before it was just himself and his mother in an empty house? The last question shot an icy chill up his spine. In truth, it probably wouldn’t be long in coming. This last realization shook him from his mourning and worry. “Enough of this.” he said to himself in a determined whisper that echoed Collin Dellender. His eyes stung from the salt of his tears and his forehead and temples throbbed. “You have work to do.”
Lifting himself up, he wiped his face and trotted off to the mine, breathing more evenly with each step. In his grieving, he didn’t even notice that his father’s gloves were left there beside the dusty path. To his right, in the western sky along the other side of the Barrier River, a bronze sunrise was warming the morning. In time, the fog hovering over the slow-moving water would burn off and it would turn out to be a glorious day. All of this was completely lost on the boy.
* * * * *
Tolund forced his feet to move. By the time he arrived at the small mine’s entrance, Cleric Michaels had finished unloading the ore carts into the trading wagon and was greasing the wheels of the second ore cart. “I’m impressed, young man,” he smiled. “Two full carts in less than a week. That should help with things around here.”
Tolund was embarrassed for breaking down and would never forget how his pastor respected his dignity and never made an issue of it. For his part, the cleric simply trusted that the boy would come to him for advice and solace in his own time.
“Are the dwarves trading fairly?” he asked Tolund. “Are you getting a good price per pound?”
“I think so. Dad was always strict about keeping good trading records and I just take those with me each time as a record of what I should be getting for the ore. After I did that a few times they left me alone about the ‘smelting costs’ and ’forging charges’ that they were trying to heap on the other pup miners. “Pup miners” was the new title given
to young men, like Tolund, who had lost their fathers to the plague and who now had to make their way alone.
“Yes,” agreed Cleric Michaels. “Collin was always a shrewd trader. Well, let’s get down there and see what’s what.” They tossed their water skins and tools into the ore cart and started pushing it down the track into the mine. Unknown to either of them, from far off, two hateful eyes watched them with fanatical interest.
Tolund and his pastor made their way down to the furthest shaft that curved to the left. The glow of the amber-colored smoothstone somehow shone into every corner and crevice. The bright glow always made the boy feel safe and protected. His family’s only smoothstone was fused permanently into the main pillar of granite that supported the entire mine. “Cleric? What is the real story behind the smoothstones? I know that they’re holy and good, but I’ve heard so many tales and legends that I’m more confused about them than anything else.”
“Well, what did your parents tell you?”
“Mom says they come from loved ones who’ve passed away, almost like a parting gift or prayer or something. Dad said that they’re left over from the ancient days and that only clerics know the truth. Why don’t you ever talk about them?”
“It’s not like we are hiding anything, son,” Cleric Michaels assured him. “The truth of it is that anyone can learn about them if they want to, but many are afraid to hear the whole story; there is more to smoothstones than just what is good and holy. Besides, I’ve learned that Stonelanders seem to enjoy their legends and wives-tales a great deal more than their history.” He said this last part with an amused grin. “Are you sure you want to learn more about them?” Tolund nodded eagerly.
“All right then. As you know, smoothstones are magical in nature, costly, and difficult to acquire. Most folk live their entire lives without owning one; yours was a gift from your grandfather, as I recall. The reason for their rarity is that, unlike iron or bronze or other natural elements, smoothstones are not really naturally occurring objects.
“You see, our world was founded in a flawless paradise. As our ancestors’ pride and rebelliousness rejected that paradise, their own choices expelled them from that place. This holy dwelling changed over time into a common, natural area, but not all of its blessings disappeared completely. When the winds took the leaves from the paradise trees and scattered them across our world, it’s believed that, in every place a leaf landed and eventually dissolved into the ground, common stones all about that area were transformed into sacred and powerful smoothstones. That is the first creation of them.”
“The second thing that creates smoothstones is whenever an emissary of the High Kingdom sets foot on our soil. Beneath every step smoothstones are born. That is why they have such endless power and beauty. It’s also why they are found in such random places. Unlike natural elements, they don’t follow patterns and cannot be predicted.”
“So, how are they found at all?” Tolund asked.
“Ah! That’s the fascinating thing. Smoothstones can be right under someone’s feet all their lives and go totally unnoticed and wasted. This is because it is only when someone is focused on purity and who has a heart close to the High Kingdom that they can sense and uncover a smoothstone. That is why the wicked are completely blind to buried smoothstones.”
“So only the different types of clerics can find them?”
“No, not at all. Although it is true that genuine clerics are more likely to find them than common folk, they can be sensed by anyone of pure intent. As a matter of fact, small children have been known to find them faster than even High clerics. I’ve heard of instances where children who could not even talk had led others to buried smoothstones. Innocence is much more powerful than people realize.”
By now they had reached the end of the eastern shaft and were slowing down to a stop. Tolund still wanted to hear more, “So if the smoothstones come from holiness and are so wonderful, then why don’t people want to know more about them?”
“Because there is more to the story. How much do you know about ‘darkstones?” asked Cleric Michaels
“Well, I’ve heard them mentioned around the fire; you know, kids telling ghost stories, but I don’t think any of us really knew what they were. I mean, we’d all figured they were some bad kind of smoothstone, but that’s about it. Any time we’d ask adults about them, they told us not to speak of them. It made even my parents nervous.”
“With good reason, son. You see, living so far out in the Stonelands as you do, you’ve grown up without a need to know the dangers of the other realms of Vedris. The blunt edge of it is that there really are ruthless beings out there who live solely for power and cruelty. In their lust for that power they will defile and exploit anything and anyone that they can” The pastor took on a more serious tone as he continued.
“Think about it, evil cannot create, it can only steal or disfigure. Even the ‘Enemy’ and his ‘Fallen Ones’ are limited in what they can or cannot do. When unbound smoothstones are found, they can be stolen and tainted. As we use them to give us good things, the malevolent use them to give themselves evil things. As soon as this is done, the smoothstones blacken and become pitted and scarred; it also cuts their power by about half. Generally, it takes two darkstones to equal the power of a single smoothstone. Once a smoothstone is bound to its owner, it cannot be used again by anyone else. This makes the warlocks and their followers covet unbound smoothstones above all other prizes. It makes their worth ten times that of gold or precious gems.”
“That’s wild!” exclaimed the captivated lad, “No wonder we only have one of them.”
“And you were blessed to have that. Just its presence in this mine provides light and comfort and protection.”
“Tell me more about these wicked creatures, you know, warlocks and such.” Tolund urged. “All I know is that they are the mortal enemies of clerics and that even paladins and soldiers fear them.”
“In due course, Tol,” the cleric said as he lifted his pick-axe. “Right now, we’d better get to work and save the history lessons for later.”
Tolund smiled to himself as they began to work. As usual, just being around Cleric Michaels had brightened his spirits. For hours after that, the sounds of striking pick-axes and Cleric Michael’s cheerful humming echoed throughout the Dellender mine.
It was just about one o’clock when the tired workers came home for lunch. The ladies had been talking, baking, working, and tending to Emilyse all morning. Truthfully, Mrs. Michaels had held the baby almost the entire time. Gwendolyn, free from constantly holding the baby, was able to get a great deal done around the home and farm. More importantly, she was able to laugh with and be comforted by her best friend. Tolund and Cleric Michaels were delighted to find a stout meal waiting for them.
The table was set neatly with an arrangement of fresh daisies at its center. Gwen had opened the windows to let in the morning breezes. The air flowing in from the east over the stone hills was clean and sharp. Mingling with the fresh air was the aroma of Mrs. Dellender’s famous ‘Ham Socks.’ They could smell the ham, onions, cheese, mushrooms, and spices all folded and baked within a soft bread crust. The ham had been a gift from the Smith family and Gwen was making excellent use of it today. After grace was said and everyone was happily getting started, a soft knocking was heard at the front door.
Gwen excused herself and answered the door. It was Heather Bonwell. Heather was a sweet young lady, only a few years younger than Tolund, who was one of her son’s constant companions. Her sandy blond hair was neatly combed and her gentle brown eyes shone as she greeted Gwendolyn.
“Good afternoon Mrs. Dellender,” she said in her usual reserved tone. “Is Tolund home?” Of all of Tolund’s childhood friends Gwen liked Heather the most. Although she was quiet and rather plain to look at, Heather had always been the kind of soft-natured and trustworthy friend that every mother wants her child to be around. She had never heard Heather speak an ill word about anyone and she didn’t know of a single person in the entire village of Glendien who didn’t think highly of the girl.
“Oh! I’m sorry, I thought you’d be done with lunch by now. I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Heather exclaimed.
“Oh, don’t be silly,” Gwen laughed. “Come on in and join us. Have you eaten yet, dear?”
“Yes, thank you,” the girl answered as she walked through the door.
“Well, at least have some tea with us, Heather.”
Heather accepted and was greeted heartily by everyone. Pleasant conversation joined with numerous compliments for Mrs. Dellender’s delicious meal as they all enjoyed the small get together. Gwen loved the sound of laughter bouncing around her home. In a short while, as everyone finished up, Tolund noticed movement in the bushes past the back door. The indifference of his dogs told him exactly who was hiding back there.
With thanks on both sides, the Michaels headed back up the road that had brought them to the Dellender cottage. As Gwendolyn cleaned things up, Tolund and Heather went out back to greet their “intruders.” To no one’s surprise, they found Jareg Admunson and Lem Miller. The four of them had been close friends ever since they were very little.
Lem came from a nice, humble family. His mother and father kept to themselves and grew squash and cabbage on their small farm. Lem never had a great deal to say, but he was quick to echo Jareg, whom he shadowed everywhere.
Jareg was the jester of the group. Always boisterous and funny, he made sure that, even when things were dull and boring, they never got really dull and boring. Jareg’s mother died giving birth to him and his father had died heroically serving as a paladin in the Plainslands. The orphaned boy had been taken in as the ward of Talbot Kessing, a well-respected businessman. Quite wealthy for his age, Mr. Kessing had brought Jareg to his estate in Glendien when he’d heard of the boy’s plight during his travels.
“Your mom made hamsocks again didn’t she?” asked Jareg eagerly, “Are there any left for me?”
“Yes and no,” answered Tolund. “I ate two, but I would have shared with you if you had come in instead of waiting out here in the bushes.”
“Oh, you know I feel weird around the cleric,” Jareg groaned. “I like to wait until he leaves. Hey! Let’s go do something! Let’s go throw rocks into the river or something.”
“I can’t,” said Tolund. “I have to weed the corn patch, check the ears for worms, and water all of the crops.”
“Aw, we can help you finish all of that and then we can do something fun,” offered Jareg. “Besides, we have an arena match tomorrow against Sheldon; we can practice in your barn later on.”
“Sounds good to me,” smiled Tolund. “Let’s go!”
With that, the four friends followed their plan and spent the rest of the day together working, laughing, and playing. When they finally headed to their own homes around sunset, Tolund was grateful for his friends. As bad as things were these days, at least he knew that he still had them to lean on.
* * * * *
Another sunrise greeted the beleaguered town of Glendien. Tolund awoke with bleary eyes from a dream of racing on the backs of giant ferrets against Heather, Jareg, and Lem (he won, of course). The boy went about his daily routine while all across the rough countryside, the rest of the townsfolk did the same.
The Stench plague had hit Glendien hard. Brother Bollingsworth, the healing cleric, believed that the outbreak had something to do with insects coming over from the accursed Boglands. Everyone suspected that the nearby swamps had something to do with the sickness, but no one was really sure how this new plague came about. In the last two years hundreds of people had died, all in areas or towns near the Boglands. Fortunately, the plague did not show any signs of spreading from victim to victim, and no one had been infected since the Dellender household was stricken. Even so, the sickness had devastated the hamlet of Glendien.
To their credit, the proud folk of the village did their very best to carry on. Even with mourning hearts, they conducted their usual business of mining and farming. The town sanctuary and the clerics’ keep were sources of tremendous comfort and support in these painful times. Moreover, the people refused to give in to despair and made it a point to hold feasts, celebrations, and parties at every opportunity.
Another source of relief came in the form of the traditional arena games. Displayed in the magical fireshows each month and also fought on their own simple arenas with local fighters, these mock battles had been a passion for the townsfolk for many generations. It was for one of these competitions that Tolund and Jareg were practicing for the previous day.
As the day moved on into late afternoon , Tolund made his way to the arenas near the center of town to prepare for his match against the team from the nearby town of Sheldon. Sadly, the plague had reduced the Glendien team to only three fighters: Tolund, Jareg, and an older boy named, Smitty Caldwell.
According to the rules, if a town could not field a proper team of five fighters in each age group, they had to mix whatever ages they had left and do their best against the opposing team. The warrior teams consisted of only adult fighters who were never allowed to battle the younger classes. Boys and girls between the ages of fifteen and eighteen fought on apprentice teams, while the novice-teams were for children who were from ten to fourteen years of age. Furthermore, if they still could not field a full team of five then they forfeited each empty arena and hopefully had enough to win the day.
In years past the Sheldon fighters had provided little competition for the tough Glendien teams, but because the Stench plague had hit Glendien so hard, there were hardly any young fighters left to compete. In fact, the men’s and women’s teams had disbanded completely. As you might expect, this was very difficult for a town with such a proud tradition of arena fighting. For these people, watching the great fireshow in the town square each month was secondary; they loved their own local matches fought in their own dirt arenas best.
As it stood now, the three Glendien boys had to forfeit two out of five match-ups right away which meant that they could not afford a single loss or that competition was over. And, of course, the two younger lads had to fight against older, stronger, more experienced fighters. Despite all of this, the Glendien team pressed on.
Fortunately, Smitty was an excellent apprentice-level axe fighter and could almost always be counted on for a win. Jareg was undaunted by older, more experienced opponents, and seemed to enjoy the challenge and attention that fighting apprentices guaranteed. Tolund was up to the task, but he always struggled under the pressure of playing for a town that desperately needed any form of encouragement. It was now these three boys who drew the hopes and expectations of their small hurting town to their humble dirt arenas once a month.
The arena rules were fairly simple: two fighters entered a dirt circle that was cut three feet into the ground and about forty feet across. Both fighters wore leather tunics that held thick crystal plates six inches wide; one in the middle of the chest and the other in middle of the back. Each crystal plate bore the crest of the fighter’s village. The goal of each fighter was to damage, crack, or shatter either of their opponent’s crests. After three timed battles, the arena official inspected both fighters’ crests and awarded the victory point to the fighter whose crest sustained the least damage.
Fighters usually fought with swords, axes, spears, hammers, and shields all crafted from a feather-light, but invincible type of wood that came from the enchanted Mountains of Life. All weapon edges were magically designed to crack the opponent’s crest without inflicting serious harm to the fighter. Also, each arena was blessed with spells of protection that ensured no one would ever be in mortal danger within them. Still, the battles were heated and injuries small and large were common. Metal armor was encouraged for all participants, but not required. Most fighters used some combination of armor and virtually everyone wore a good helmet. As you would expect, courage was the first requirement for anyone who chose to play in the arena games.
The sun was setting now and the Sheldon lads were arriving and preparing themselves for the match. As Heather was set out Tolund’s equipment, the lad took a moment to breathe in the charged atmosphere that always preceded the games. The five arena circles were located near the center of the village, not far from the meeting area. Volunteers were busy lighting torches, arranging chairs, and raising the wine-red banners of Glendien which depicted a wreath of Briarwall thorns surrounding a strong hand that grasped a pick-axe.
This village held a small measure of fame throughout the civilized realms due to its unenviable location. Just on the other side of the Barrier River lay the deadly Boglands. The only thing that protected all good people from the vile scourge of the ancients, the Bogmen, was the enchanted ‘Crimson Briarwall.’ This huge living cage, which formed a towering wall all about the Boglands, had held the monstrosities within their festering swamplands for generations. Thus, the Briarwall was a symbol of strength and safety for all good people and it was with a burning sense of pride that the people of Glendien claimed it as their own.
Tolund always enjoyed watching the activities before a match. When he was a little boy he had helped his mother prepare for his father’s matches. During these matches, it always felt like something magnificent was taking place, that the whole world simply disappeared except for these five arenas. His heart would thump and his breathing would speed up and he felt like he would burst from anticipation. Now, he breathed out a quick laugh as he appreciated the fact that, even with all of the recent hardships, all of this still felt much like it had when he was little. Heather interrupted his reverie by handing him his gauntlets.
Unlike most fighters, Tolund did not wear a lot of armor. He liked using his speed and agility in matches, and armor just felt too clumsy and unwieldy to him. Aside from his required leather tunic and its inlaid glass crest, he wore only armored gauntlets and metal bracers on his forearms, along with a light helm. The simple helm consisted of two iron bands wrapped in leather. One band encircled his forehead like a crown while the other cross over the top of his head from front to back. The lad figured that if he was fast enough and alert enough, than his injuries would be insignificant and few in number. Tolund finished strapping on his bracers and slipping on his gauntlets as Heather laid out his weapons.
Tolund had three weapons at his disposal-- a broadsword, a small axe, and a spear. Every beginner who passed the first judgment received a weapon of their own choosing and it was their task to master it over the years. It was once unheard of to see a novice with more than one weapon, but since the plague a number of young fighters had inherited the weapons of their deceased family members. Tolund’s spear and axe had been his father’s. Tolund was unusual for his age in that he was fairly skilled with three weapons. Most lads struggled using new weapons, if they bothered using them at all, but Tolund liked the diversity and challenge of using them. This gave him a versatility that most novices, and even many apprentices, lacked.
Once the fighters were suited, they warmed up with some easy sparring. Tolund and Jareg squared off and began slow, simple ‘strike-and-parry’ exercises as people started arriving and taking their seats. “Good luck tonight, boys!” they would shout, or “Crack em’ good, lads!” Jareg, who relished having all eyes upon him, never let an opportunity to praise himself pass by.
“Oh, don’t waste your breath cheering me on,” he replied. “You need to comfort the poor fighter that’s going to lose to me tonight!” Jareg shouted with a laugh.
Of course, the Sheldon team heard his loud taunts and, being older fighters, they didn’t find it humorous in the least.
“Ignore the whelp, lads!” barked the Sheldon taskmaster. “He’s only trying to get under your skins.”
“I’m not trying to get under their skins,” Jareg told Tolund in a lowered voice. “I am under their skins!” Tolund smiled and shook his head in bemusement just as he always did at his friend’s antics. The two boys could not have been more of a contrast to one another.
Jareg always fought in the same armor, with the same weapons and in the same fashion. Being a stocky boy who hated to train, he relied upon an unusually reckless and undisciplined approach. Although he was rather slow, he was stronger than most lads his age and, therefore, could manage greater weights in combat. He preferred to wear a heavy armor suit and a thick helm; in fact, if it wasn’t for his age and lack of a beard, people could easily mistake him for a dwarf.
The only weapons Jareg ever used were two short-handled battle hammers with huge, squared heads. They were difficult to maneuver or parry with, so Jareg rarely bothered to do so. At the official's call he would just charge straight toward his opponent, swinging the bulky hammers, and hope that he could inflict enough damage to the other fighter’s crest before he ran out of breath. He relied on his armor to protect him as he bore his way in and that his sheer ferocity would unnerve his opponent and give him the opening he needed to score a good, solid blow. Tolund was amazed that his friend would use such a clumsy strategy and even more amazed that Jareg had been so successful with it. Mr. Kessing, Glendien’s new taskmaster, called the boys in; it was time.
Talbot Kessing was Glendien’s ‘finest son.’ Aside from being one of the wealthiest men in the entire Stonelands, he was also its most eligible bachelor. In his early thirties, Kessing was handsome, always attired in the finest clothes and a sharp-minded, successful businessman. Although he spent a great deal of time traveling and trading, he was well-liked and respected by the folk of Glendien for his acts of kindness and charity. Not only had he taken Jareg in as if the boy was his own son, but he also made it a practice to help out people in need with gifts of food, tools, or livestock. Recently, he had stepped in to serve as the new arena taskmaster when the plague had claimed the life of old Master Billings.
“How are we feeling tonight boys?” he asked in a steady voice. “Ready to deal some damage?”
“Ready, sir!” the trio replied in their practiced shout.
“Excellent.” Kessing allowed himself a slight grin. He liked the fact that these boys had the courage to participate in such an uneven competition. “Now, here’s the plan. I want to put Jareg on first, which should get some noise from our folk. Smitty will be on second and Tolund will finish things up for us. Remember lads, as always these days, we need every single point to scratch out a win. Don’t forget to cheer your teammates on. We need to show Sheldon our resolve.”
He addressed each boy in turn with a firm clear gaze. “Jareg, I’d wager that you’ll be leading off against Griffith. He’s their strongest lad and an able shieldsman. He’s used to playing the bully and pushing his opponents around, but you won’t let him do that to you, will you? Your job will be to act like a wild man and go after him like a starving dwarf on a roasted boar. The more insane the better—knock him back on his heels right away and you should get your opening.
“Smitty, I know they’ll put you up against their best fighter, Howe. They have to be worried because you’ve beaten him soundly in both of your previous battles.” A slight, half-grin formed on Smitty’s face. Kessing was too sharp to miss this, “Don’t get careless boy! ‘Wounded pride makes for worthy efforts,’ so be ready for whatever he may throw at you.” Smitty nodded in agreement.
Turning to Tolund, Kessing placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “I’m not worried about you, Tol. You’re a natural. Howe is their best fighter and the other three are all shieldsmen. You’ll outfox either Griffith, Braddock, or Mullers if you’re sharp---and you will be.” He said this last part with an encouraging slap on the boy’s shoulder.
The booming voice of the official announced the beginning of the match. “Present colors! Both teams to the first arena!” Lining up, with each taskmaster bearing his town’s banner, the two teams marched proudly onto the neatly raked earth of the middle arena. The commanding voice shouted once more in a regal, ceremonial tone, “All honorable participants will greet one another.” Now the taskmasters, fighters, and assistants stepped forward to shake hands formally. The Sheldon lads maintained a steady, unblinking gaze into the eyes of the three Glendien boys. Smitty met their eyes in the same fashion. Jareg widened his eyes, lifted his eyebrows and shuddered just enough for the Sheldon team to notice, like a good wild man should. Tolund kept his eyes forward and fought the impulse to laugh at his friend’s crazed look.
“Now, let us receive the blessing,” called the official. Everyone uncovered and bowed their heads, “May the High King watch over us tonight and may we compete in a manner that would honor Him. Amen.”
“Amen,” the people echoed.
“Fighters to your positions!” Jareg took his place in the arena across from the Sheldon lad, Griffith, while Taskmaster Bollars and Taskmaster Kessing crossed their traditional spears between the fighters.
“Good fighting, lads!” the official shouted. The taskmasters swept their spears back to begin the match.
With a piercing wail, Jareg blazed forward. Flailing madly, he launched his hammers onto Griffith’s shield with a barrage that pushed the larger boy back to the edge of the arena. From all sides, Jareg could feel the shouts of the townsfolk pressing him forward. So powerful was his first assault that it almost looked like the impervious enchanted
shield would splinter and buckle at any second.
With his feet wedged up against the earthen boundary, Griffith’s pride awoke. “This fool won’t spook me!” he thought to himself. Gritting his teeth and lowering his back knee, he drove straight ahead with his shield angled diagonally.
This was a common and very effective shieldfighter counter. The idea was to drive yourself low into your opponent’s midsection and, using the strength of your legs, shove him off-balance to one side. If you were forceful enough, he might stumble sideways and fall, giving you a clear shot at his crest with one of your shield points (arena shields had sharpened points all about them, making them offensive weapons as well as defensive ones). Even if he maintained his footing, with his balance thrown off, you might score a lucky hit on his crest as you passed.
As soon as Griffith made his move, Jareg surprised him and everyone else. “Thank you!” Jareg shouted as he side-stepped the shield charge, hooked both hammerheads under the left side of Griffith’s shield and pulled. Using Griffith’s momentum and leaning his own girth back and to the left, Jareg managed to send the larger boy sprawling to the ground. As he fell, Griffith instinctively released a hand to stay his fall. This was an unpardonable sin for a shield fighter—they were taught to never, ever let go of their shields.
“Griffith, hold fast!!” bellowed the Sheldon taskmaster. Jareg threw his entire weight upon the shield. The older boy let out a squall of pain as Jareg’s weight flattened his arm, and the shield, to the ground. The stout hammer in Jareg’s left hand thundered down upon the Sheldon crest on Griffith’s back and shards of thick glass flew in all directions. The official separated the two fighters and checked on the injured lad. With a wrenched arm that he could barely lift and his entire back crest shattered, the Sheldon taskmaster conceded the battle to Jareg. The first match-up was over.
“Glendieeeennn!!” Jareg cried out with both hammers held aloft. His fellow townspeople echoed his victory roar as they hopped up and down with joy. Shamelessly, Jareg bounded around the circle, barking out his own name, “Jareg, Jareg, Jareg.” Taskmaster Kessing shook his head in disapproval of his ward’s immature behavior, but he could not argue that the boy had given the Glendien team an impressive start.
Smitty was up next. After the noise from Jareg’s win died down, the people made their way to the second arena. In just moments, everyone was in place and Smitty stood across the circle from Sheldon’s Howe. Though he tried desperately to hide it, Sheldon’s top
fighter was on edge. Smitty could see it in the way he kept glancing nervously to his taskmaster and his teammates as if he were hoping for someone else to step in for him. Howe was a spearfighter, and a fine one, but Smitty was just as strong on defense as he was on offense, and good at attacking any mistake. Smitty Caldwell felt a surge of steady confidence. He was ready.
As their first battle began, Howe took an unusual defensive position. In their last two match-ups against Smitty, he had started aggressively with spear thrusts and jabs. This time he backed up to the edge of the circle with his spear pointed straight ahead in his opponent’s direction. Howe was inviting Smitty to charge ahead in hopes that he could land his spearpoint on his crest as he moved in. It was an admirable strategy that would not save him.
Patiently, Smitty parried with his long axe. He was too experienced to expose his own crest by dashing in foolishly. He would parry, feint, and step back again and again and again. After seven or eight feints, Glendien’s best fighter found an opening and charged.
Howe had lifted both elbows trying to get over and down to Smitty’s crest. Now he was vulnerable. Smitty slashed in, beneath the long spear, and struck a heavy blow to Howe’s crest with the edge of his axe. The crowd gasped and the Sheldon taskmaster screamed at his fighter to escape and defend. Howe side-stepped quickly and re-
established his defensive stance. The horn for this battle sounded and the lads rested by their assistants.
The second battle followed the same rhythm of feint, block, and circle. Howe took two more hits to his crest while Smitty’s remained untouched. By the beginning of the last battle, Howe knew that he had to gamble and take risks or this match-up was lost. Unfortunately for him, Smitty knew that too.
At the sound of the horn, Howe charged. Smitty ducked to his left and blocked the spear with the haft of his axe, making sure that his parry pushed up and to the right to avoid damage to his crest. Howe backed up for another charge. His second charge was a little faster than his first. Smitty ducked too late and Howe landed a decent hit on the upper left corner of Smitty’s front crest. The Glendien crowd scolded their fighter for allowing the hit. Again Howe backed up for another charge, but this time his opponent followed.
Smitty reclaimed the offensive and got inside the reach of the spearfighter. His first thrust was with the right edge of his axe and was only a glancing blow to Howe’s front crest. The second cut, however, brought the left edge of the axe down hard upon the glass circle sending pieces of glass flying. Howe retreated into a defensive stance for the last few seconds of the battle. He was finished. The horn announced the end of this match-up.
Howe stabbed his spear in the dirt and dropped his head in disgust. Smitty offered a handshake and congratulated the other boy’s effort. The elated townsfolk, now shouting Smitty’s name, celebrated wildly. As he joined in the cheering, Tolund felt his stomach and throat tighten. His fingers and knees were also shaking slightly. It was his turn now.
There was no question to any who understood arena fighting that Tolund was a quick study and a natural talent. His potential was lauded by both his supporters and his opponents. Oddly enough, Tolund himself was the only one who failed to see how good he really was and how good he could yet become.
As Heather followed by his side and encouraged him, he made his way through the cheering crowd to the third arena. His townsfolk slapped him on the back and tousled his hair as they shouted advice and bold words. Tolund knew that all of this was meant to inspire him, but what it really did was increase his fears. The boy knew as well as any how much these contests meant to these people. This made the pressure of failing them that much greater. Tolund swallowed slowly and wished that someone else, someone more courageous or experienced, would fight in his stead.
As he awaited the official’s horn, he searched the crowd for Cleric Michaels. “Step to it lad!” a friendly voiced boomed. Tolund smiled as he followed the voice to the confident smile of his pastor. The boy raised his spear and nodded; he wished his mother could have been here too.
Again, the beginning protocols were observed and the taskmaster stood ready to begin the match. Taksmaster Kessing shot Tolund a look of unwavering confidence—he had the look of someone who really believed that this battle was already won. The official shouted, the spears parted and the battle was underway.
Tolund held his long spear in front and diagonally, with his left hand grasping it straight out and his right hand holding it overhead. The shieldfighter, Braddock, looked puzzled by Tolund’s strange fighting stance. “Wits and speed, lad, wits and speed!” called Taskmaster Kessing. The two boys slowly circled the arena across from one another. Tolund urged himself to keep his feet light and quick.
“Don’t wait on him Braddock, use your strength!” Taskmaster Bollars commanded. The burly Sheldon boy shot forward with unexpected speed, hoping to back Tolund up. Tolund ran to meet him and then, stabbing his spear into the ground just to his left, he used it to vault to the side of his opponent’s charge. Upon landing, Tolund spun the haft of his spear backward and down, looking to catch Braddock’s back crest by surprise. Crack! A solid hit just on the rim of the glass circle. The crowd howled its approval. It was a maneuver worthy of a warrior-class fighter.
“Lucky hit runt!” Braddock mocked. “Try it again and see what happens!” Tolund assumed his odd stance again. Braddock charged in a second time, only this time he weaved from side to side to keep his opponent confused. Tolund simply waited until the last instant and used his quickness to dodge the larger boy. Now, Tolund pressed the matter by darting to the side of Braddock and thrusting his spear tip in, trying to find either the front or back crest. The Sheldon fighter rolled his shield deftly to deflect the strikes. Around and around, again and again this continued. The horn ending the first battle sounded. Braddock breathed heavily and gulped down water as his taskmaster chided him.
“Good battle Tol!” encouraged Mr. Kessing. “Keep him reacting to you, keep him moving back and you’ll have him!”
“I’ll try sir.” Tolund replied quietly. Even after a good first battle, he could not shake the queasiness in his stomach. As planned, Heather gave him his broadsword for the second battle and whispered her own advice. The horn blew.
Tolund dashed forward so quickly that Braddock had scarcely taken a step into the arena. With both hands on his broadsword, he lashed the Sheldon fighter’s shield with a flurry of angled strikes. As Heather predicted, the larger boy dug in and brought his shield up to cover his front crest. Before Braddock could grasp what was happening, Tolund threw his body sideways upon the shield and rolled over the crouching boy like he was rolling down a grassy hill in summer. Instantly, he was behind the lad’s wide shoulders and, with the hilt of his sword, he smashed down on Braddock’s back crest. Shards flew from the Sheldon crest as the crowd roared again.
“Nooo!” Braddock screamed in anger as he slammed his shoulder into Tolund. The older boy was so strong that he sent the lighter Tolund hurtling out of the arena and into the crowd. Tolund’s mouth came down hard on someone’s kneecap. He began to spit blood from a cut inside his mouth. Heather and Taskmaster Kessing rushed to him instantly.
“Are you all right Tol?” she asked anxiously.
“I’m fine…I’ll be fine.” Tolund could hear the townsfolk jeering Braddock.
“Steady on lad.” Said Mr. Kessing. “You’re tougher than you look aren’t you? Now, stay light and quick; don’t let him rattle you and you’ve got him.”
“Yes sir.” Tolund jumped up and back into the arena, wiping the blood from his mouth. Braddock was beet red in the face, he’d had enough of Tolund’s tricks. He plowed toward Tolund swinging the side edge of his shield wildly. This was a risky, unusual move for a shieldfighter because it exposed his front crest to a counter-attack.
Curiously, Tolund did not take advantage of this foolhardy ploy. For the rest of the second battle, he simply used his speed and anticipation to avoid Braddock’s swings and didn’t even try to strike back. The second battle ended with Tolund’s crest still unscathed and a weary, irate Braddock angry enough to burst. Tolund took a quick drink of water and grabbed his short-axe from Heather.
Everyone was on their feet and jumping up and down with excitement as the last battle began. “Watch his tricks boy!” shouted the Sheldon taskmaster. Tolund was now armed with his broadsword in his right hand and his axe in his left. The heavy boy lurched about the center of the arena with his shield in front of him. The stocky lad looked like he was in danger of drowning in his own sweat.
Tolund held both of his weapons up and, with his eyes fixed on his opponent, began to side-step around the rim of the arena at a rapid pace. Braddock would risk a lunge here and there, but Tolund evaded those easily. He, along with everyone else, knew that the Sheldon fighter was running out of time. Braddock had to make something happen quickly. As the hulking lad continued to push toward him, Tolund continued to dodge and counter with swift blows from both weapons. His strikes were really nowhere near the Sheldon crests, but at this point Tolund knew that they didn’t need to be.
Twice the older boy tried, futilely, to catch his faster opponent with heavy blows to his front crest by releasing one arm from his shield and punching his metal gauntlet into Tolund’s chest. Braddock, exhausted and desperate, foolishly tried this tactic a third time. Tolund responded by striking down on the boy’s arm with his axe and landing yet another cut to the ravaged back crest. All but a few crystal pieces fell to the dirt. The Sheldon boy stumbled backward toward his team. He was utterly spent. Seconds later, the official blew the horn and all of Glendien rushed onto the arena to embrace their fighter.
All three Glendien lads were held aloft by the happy mob as they chanted, “Glen-di-
en, Glen-di-en!” Once the boys were set down the two teams shook hands and walked each other to the traditional feast where everyone raised their cups in the spirit of competition. By anyone’s measure these had been good battles.
The Sheldon fighters, good lads that they really were, congratulated Smitty, Tolund, Heather, and Taskmaster Kessing. As usual, Jareg’s strutting and boasting earned him the disdain of his opponents so no one from Sheldon went out of their way to congratulate him.
As you would expect, the feast was as grand as this small town could provide and everyone ate and drank and celebrated happily. However, Tolund couldn’t help but notice that Taskmaster Kessing was suddenly acting oddly toward him. He watched Tolund with a perplexed stare, as if he were working out a mystery or riddle of some kind. This made the boy nervous and uncomfortable. He wondered if he might be in trouble for something, but Mr. Kessing showed no signs of anger. In fact, whenever Mr. Kessing caught Tolund’s eye, he would smile wildly and hoist his mug toward him in congratulations. That eased Tolund’s mind…but only a little.
* * * * *
It was a dim, dreary morning in Glendien. The rising sun was muted by a layer of grey clouds. The river bottoms were enveloped by the usual morning fog, which would burn away by midday. Even the beasts and birds awakened in their usual manner, following their usual routines. However, before Tolund’s next sunrise, he would see his entire world disturbed, shaken, and turned upside down.
It had been a week since his victory at the Sheldon match. For a few days, he and his teammates had walked a little taller and smiled a little wider, but soon enough it was daily life in its familiar patterns for everyone. On this quiet morning, Tolund awoke as reluctantly as he did every morning (on this particular night he had a magnificent series of dreams about wings and flying).
After breakfasting and seeing to his household chores, Tolund headed outside. Today was Monday, which was his morning to clean out the barn. As he stepped into the yard, he was lovingly “attacked” by Tooth and Fang. With joyful, high-pitched yelps and whipping tails, the large dogs jumped up on the boy with their muddy front paws.
“Good morning, swamp rats!” he said, laughing. “Slay any trolls last night?” Tolund’s teasing only excited them more. “All right, all right! I’ll feed you, I’ll feed you!” Quickly retrieving their scrap bucket from inside the kitchen, Tol filled their bowls with scraps from the thick stew that Mrs. Dellender had cooked the night before. Instantly, the only sound the two dogs made was a voracious gulping down of the food. Their tails, of course, never stopped wagging.
“The way you two breathe in your food without chewing, I’d swear it wound up in your lungs instead of your stomachs!” Still chuckling at his oafish dogs, Tolund headed into the barn.
His mother had already milked their cow, Blossom, and gathered the eggs from the hens. Tolund’s job was to clean the stalls, wash down Blossom and their two pigs, Runt and Bumper, and feed the livestock. He’d made a habit of organizing and cleaning the entire barn after his basic chores were done, and in a little under an hour, things were nicely in order. It just felt right to him to have everything neat and in its place. Upon leaving the now pristine barn, Tolund was startled by two strange sounds.
The haunting silence that suddenly reigned over the woods shocked Tolund. He heard no singing birds or even buzzing insects as was common. The only sound that Tolund could make out stole the breath from his lungs. From the thick green and brown foliage of the river bottoms about a quarter mile away, Tolund heard something that he had never heard before—echoes of the whining and whimpering of his dogs. He was sure that they sounded terrified.
Fang and Tooth were large, aggressive dogs who had been born and reared in this rugged countryside and had always been virtually fearless. They had eagerly hunted and harried boars, wildcats, snakes, and even a young dragon that had lost its way and wandered onto their land years ago. Tolund was stunned. He couldn’t think of anything that would cower them like this.
Hearing his old friends so frightened sparked a wave of heat in Tolund’s chest that flashed out to his toes and fingertips like lightning. His veins felt frozen and red hot all at once. Grabbing the axe from the woodpile, he sprinted down the hillside with furious speed. The branches and brush scratched at him as he sped toward the sound of his dogs. “I’m coming, boys!” he called out. “Hang on!”
He found Fang first. The big dog was crouched down in front of a large, shadowed briar patch. He was whining and growling at the same time. His legs and body quivered with fear. His sharp teeth were bared and the fur on his muscled back stood up straight as he stared at the web of dark thorns. As Tolund moved closer, he saw that his dog had wet himself in fear. Now the axe felt heavy and his grip began to tremble. A disgusting stench was coming from the briars.
“Easy, boy. What is it, Fang?” he asked softly as he gently scratched behind the dog’s ears. The dog did not move or respond to his master. On the far side of the briar patch Tolund heard more whining growls.
“Tooth!” he called in a whispered shout. “Come here boy, come here!”
Nothing. Tolund guessed that the dogs, out of a protective or territorial instinct, had scented whatever was in this thicket and had stationed themselves on either side to prevent its escape…or attack.
Tolund’s first thought was to get his dogs and get away from this place. Something inside him told him that this was some unnatural thing. He didn’t know how he knew this, but he was certain of it. It just felt evil all the way down to his bones. He caught himself thinking of his father and wishing he were here. His next thought was to run to Cleric Michaels for help.
“C’mon, Fang, back away lad!” he ordered softly as he grabbed the leather collar. The dog would not move. Tolund pulled and begged, but Fang had dug in and would not listen to him. He could only assume that Tooth was held by the same instinct. Both dogs seemed to be struck by terror but too loyal to let this threat any closer to their home.
“I can’t leave them,” he thought to himself. “Whatever’s in there could charge at any moment.”
For long moments, the boy grappled with his crushing fear, his love for his dogs, and his duty to protect his mother and sister back at the cottage.
Something moved inside the black thorns, causing the whole thicket to shudder. Tolund realized that he was sweating and breathing hard even though he didn’t feel warm. The ghastly smell was heavy upon the air.
Again Tolund’s thoughts raced to his father. “He wouldn’t run,” Tolund whispered through a dry mouth. “He would face this thing, he’d protect his family.”
In his mind, he pictured the stout hands of Collin Dellender grasping the axe and moving into the thorns with his jaw squared and his shoulders set. Tolund wanted to be anywhere in all of Vedris right now, except this briar patch. He glanced down at his quaking hands and began to swell with self-loathing. Angry at his fear, the young boy found his father’s courage and slowly stepped toward the briars.
“I am Tolund Dellender!” he said to himself. “I will defend my home!”
Something in the thorns hissed and shifted in response to the boy’s whispers. Still, Tolund moved forward. He could hear his dogs’ whining and snarling increase out of concern for their master, but still something held them in place.
The patch was quite large and several feet high. Tolund made his way into an opening just wide enough for him to crawl into. Crawling in, he cautiously made his way toward the pungent smell and a breathing, hissing sound that was building in ferocity. He held the axe in his right hand just above his head, ready to strike. In the dark of the brown leaves and black thorns, Tolund froze.
Before him, shivering in rage and pain, was a monstrous black bat. Tolund’s muscles seized tight. The creature was easily three feet tall and covered in large boils that oozed a green puss mixed with blood. Its eyes burned an unnatural red and its matted, diseased fur shuddered as it breathed. Also, unbelievably, a black mist seemed to be steaming from its body. It hissed a scraping, sickly challenge to the boy.
Tolund wanted to strike, but his arm would not move—nor would his other arm or the rest of his body. The two remained locked in this state of mutual hatred. Suddenly, as if by command, the giant bat snapped out its wings, opened its foaming jaws, and shot toward Tolund.
Panic conquered courage in an instant. Dropping his axe, Tolund dove backward through the gouging, stabbing thorns. He landed hard in the sand on his right side; free of the thorns, a bloody, trembling mess.
His pursuer exploded from the thicket and landed on his chest, a flapping, spitting, screeching whirlwind. The boy covered his face with his arms and called for his dogs. Snarling and whimpering madly, they were still held fast by something unknown.
Before he could act, Tolund felt the weight of the creature lift from his body. Looking up, he beheld an unforgettable sight. The bat was now hanging before him high above the ground. It was not flying for its wings were pressed to its sides. It looked as if it were being grasped by some invisible strength. The hideous beast now screeched in fear and struggled to break free from a throttling, unseen grip. As its wails increased, there was the sudden grisly sound of flesh tearing and bones popping. With a ripping, splattering sound the bat’s body crumpled into a wet ball. Lifeless, it dropped upon the ground.
Tolund’s head became weightless and his stomach cramped. He retched upon a nearby bush. After a few moments, he regained his wits and looked upon the dead creature. What he saw frightened him even more. From the mangled carcass, still steaming a black mist, a deep flow of blood had poured out onto the sand into four unnatural streams. Each stream pooled into shapes and those shapes pooled into deliberate symbols. Impossibly, the diseased blood of the beast now spelled out four distinct letters: “S-O-O-N”
Finding his legs at last, Tolund ran up the long slope to his barn. Tooth and Fang, able to move now, followed along. Tolund panted heavily as he looked out over the river bottoms. He was exhausted in soul and body. Taking a moment to recover, he wiped the cold sweat from his eyes and forehead and gathered his thoughts.
“Are you all right, guys?” he asked his dogs.
Both dogs wagged their tails wearily. They looked as if they’d just run for a whole week without stopping. Tooth sniffed at Tolund’s shirt while Fang licked at the thorn wounds in the boy’s leg. Their attention made Tolund aware of the many scrapes, cuts, and small gashes he had suffered from his escape from the briar patch. As quickly as he could, he removed the thorns lodged in his skin and washed the wounds. His stinging skin kindled a new anger inside him.
“I know that stink. I know where that thing came from,” he thought to himself.
He glared over the river toward the Crimson Briarwall that imprisoned the Boglands. When the wind was strong in the west, the nauseating smell of the hated Boglands fouled the air near the shoreline.
Tolund realized that he had to dispose of the carcass. He could not have his poor mother stumble upon it. She had enough to worry about these days. Warily, he made his way back down the slope.
“You came from the poisoned swamps,” he muttered to the steaming carcass. Tolund knew he was right, just as he knew that he hadn’t a clue as to what this bizarre message meant.
In short order, he gathered kindling and brush and heaped them upon the abomination’s remains. He doused the pile with pitch and set it afire. A foul column of black and red smoke rose high from flames that now burned a pale, ghostly green. Tolund jumped back when he saw the ground about the carcass bubble into an oily black liquid as it spawned strange beetles, maggots, and flies that all seem to relish the green flames. Moments later, from far off, the boy heard a rare sound echo over the waters of the Barrier River.
The drums of the Bogmen were sounding. Those evil swamps were always quiet. Tolundhad only heard the drums once before in his lifetime. A shiver ran up his back as he realized that those wicked drums were responding to his bonfire. His fire must have confirmed to them that their macabre threat had been received.
By this time it was mid-afternoon. A weary Tolund felt like he’d been awake for an entire week. He had missed lunch but had no stomach for food right now. Still, he knew his mother would be concerned, so he headed to the house to check in with her. He had no idea how he would explain the whole ghastly event to his mother or even if he should, considering all that she was going through right now. Four steps from his back door, he heard Heather’s voice shouting his name.
“Tol! Tol!” she called excitedly as she came running toward the house. “Did you hear? Have you seen it?!?” she asked, fighting to catch her breath.
His first thought was that Heather knew of his monstrous encounter, but the look on her face was too joyous for that to be the reason. Reading the blank look on her friend’s face, she blurted out, “A dragon! There’s a dragon at Jareg’s place!!”
Heather looked ready to explode. Grinning wildly, she grabbed Tolund’s sleeve. “Come on let’s…wait, what happened to you?”
“Oh…I…umm… was down on the riverbeds with the dogs and got caught up in a nasty briar thicket.” Tolund explained clumsily.
Heather tilted her head in a puzzled expression. She knew her friend well enough to know that he wasn’t lying, but neither was he telling the whole story. Too excited about the dragon sighting to press the point, she dismissed the issue and again tugged at his sleeve.
“Whatever. Come on, I want to see him!” she exclaimed.
“All right, all right! Let me ask my mother.” Tolund looked toward his mother’s bedroom window. “Mom?” he shouted. “Can I go over to Jareg’s for awhile?”
“Go ahead, dear.” Mrs. Dellender answered meekly.
His brow furrowed at her reply. Her voice was soft and sad—even more than usual. He wanted to see if she was feeling well, but Heather was already dragging him down the path to the Kessing place. As he moved down the path, the boy called back to his mother, letting her know that he would be back before dark.
Walking rapidly, Tolund questioned Heather about the dragon. This was all very big news as dragons were incredibly rare in Glendien.
“What kind is he?!?” he asked.
“He’s a huge flier!” she answered. “He’s owned by some kind of rich merchant. At least, that’s what the kids in the marketplace said.”
“Have you seen him?”
“No. They said that he’s gigantic and that he’s got a grand coach upon his back. Ethan said it’s made of gold and silver and that it can carry half of our village in it.”
Tolund grimaced. “Oh come on! You don’t really think it’s that big, do you?”
“Probably not,” she giggled. ”But wouldn’t it be something if it was?”
Their conversation bounced along like this until they arrived at Kessing’s fence line. Tolund was so thrilled about seeing a dragon up close that he had almost forgotten about the events of this morning.
Hopping the white fence of the pristine Kessing estate, they waved to Mr. Hobson, the caretaker of the grounds. The kind old man and two of his gardeners were busy shaping the hedges; Mr. Kessing’s grounds were always green and well-cared for.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Hobson!” called Tolund.
“Hello, Mr. Dellender and Miss Bonwell!” he smiled. “Now, I wonder what would bring my two favorite visitors to our grounds on such a random day?”
The two friends laughed at the playful sarcasm of their old friend.
“Oh, go on!” chuckled Mr. Hobson. “He’s toward the main house.”
Tolund and Heather waved goodbye and trotted off in the direction of the house. As they neared the house, they saw other townsfolk rushing toward the center of the estate. They heard the dragon before they saw it.
Before them, to their right, stood a huge grove of thick oaks. From the other side came a loud breathing sound, as if Master Kessing had constructed a giant bellows on his front pasture. The smell of sulfur wafted across the afternoon breeze. Rounding the grove, both Heather and Tolund caught their breath in an amazed gasp. Filling almost the entire front pasture, easily as large as the Kessing home, lay an immense, ebony dragon.
With mouths open wide, they studied the sleeping behemoth in awe. His hide was smooth, coal-black, and lovely. He was curled up and sleeping like some great cat dozing on someone’s porch. Two wings, equal to the dragon’s body length, were folded upon his shoulder blades. Smoke drifted from his nostrils at each breath, accompanied by a rumbling deep in his throat. The creature was as black as midnight except for his claws, teeth, and the spurs at the end of the wing joints, which were all a magnificent, glassy silver. The gathered crowd gazed, virtually speechless, at the entrancing sight of this magical giant. Seemingly oblivious to the dozens of gawking villagers, the dragon slept on.
“Tolund! Heather!” a familiar voice called out. It was Jareg, beaming with self-importance. “What do you think? Not a bad house guest, huh?”
“He’s incredible!” Heather answered.
“How’d you get so lucky? What’s he doing here?” Tolund asked.
“He’s called a ‘stormracer’ dragon because he’s faster than the wind!” said Jareg. “He belongs to a friend of Mr. Kessing, who is here on business. I haven’t even met him yet, but he must be the richest man alive! Have you seen the sky coach? It’s made of real gold with silk-lined couches inside and everything!”
Heather and Tolund craned their necks to get a good look at the sky coach, but the crowd around it blocked their view. The three friends went back to staring at the dragon a while longer.
Just then, a voice called down to them from the balcony of the main house. “Tolund Dellender, is that you?” It was the welcoming voice of Talbot Kessing.
“Yes sir, I’ve come to see the dragon, sir,” Tolund answered.
“Very good, lad,” Mr. Kessing smiled. “He’s not what we’re used to seeing around here, is he? Say, while I have your ear, might I ask if you will be home tonight? And, if so, may I pay you a visit?”
Tolund’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Of course, sir. You’re always welcome. Will you be joining us for dinner?”
“No, thank you, lad,” Kessing replied “Although I will be bringing a friend of mine to meet you, if that’s all right. May we be expected around eight o’clock?”
“Yes, sir taskmaster,” Tolund smiled. “I’ll let my mother know straight away.”
“Excellent. We’ll see you tonight at eight then.” Tolund stood there for a moment with a comical look of surprised delight. Those around him, including his friends, looked as confused as he did by this sudden attention.
“What was that all about?” Heather inquired of Jareg.
“Beats the air out of me,” he answered. “You think you’re in trouble, Tol?”
“Didn’t sound like it to me. I think it’s good news of some sort. I guess we’ll find out tonight.” With that, Tolund said goodbye to his friends and sprinted for home.
The sun was melting into the west and dusk was upon him when Tolund stepped through his back door. The house was silent and dark and no candles or fireplace had been sparked except for one flickering light down the hallway.
“Mother?” Tolund called out.
“I’m in here, son,” a sad voice replied from inside his sister’s room. The boy’s excitement cooled to worry at the sound of his mother’s voice. With each step down the hallway, his fears increased. Mrs. Dellender was holding Emilyse beside a single, small candle as she rocked the child in the rocking chair.
“Is she worse, Mom?” Tolund whispered.
“Yes son…she’s worse.” His mother began to weep. He could tell she was fighting to keep from breaking down completely. “I don’t know how much longer she has,” she sobbed.
Tolund rushed over and wrapped his arms around his mother’s shoulders. His touch only seemed to release her fortressed emotions. Fear and despair overcame them both. For many long moments, the two of them held each other and the baby girl they loved so deeply and wept. After a while, Tolund realized he was praying in whispers. His prayers seemed to calm them both. Soon, Mrs. Dellender joined him and the mood lightened a bit.
In time, Gwedolyn spoke. “All right then. Enough of this, Luv.” She took a deep breath and wiped her eyes with the edge of Emilyse’s blanket. Standing, she kissed the baby’s pale forehead and placed her in her crib. Now she hugged her son with both arms firmly as a silent ‘thank you.’
“Have you eaten, Luv?” she asked.
“No, Ma’am.”
“Let’s get you something to eat then,” she offered as she tousled his brown hair.
“Oh! Mom!” Tolund winced. “ I forgot. Mr. Kessing is bringing someone to meet us tonight at about eight. He sounded like it was good news of some kind. I told him it would be all right. I hope that’s all right with you.”
She replied in a tired, subdued voice, “Umm…I suppose that’s all right. The house is clean and we can get some coffee and cake ready for them. Let’s discuss it while we get some dinner.”
“Thanks, Mom.” She gave her son a tired smile. Tolund knew that she was exhausted, and he appreciated her willingness to entertain his guests even though it was probably the last thing she wanted to do tonight.
They ate a quick meal of bread with honey as Tolund excitedly described the great dragon to his mother. He avoided the ominous “message” in the briars altogether. Soon, the meal was finished, the kitchen tidied up, and the house prepared for visitors.
Coffee and small cakes were nicely prepared on a tray in the living room near a crackling fire. Candles were lit and Mrs. Dellender had even placed fresh flowers all about. The humble cottage looked as pleasant as one could expect. Tolund noticed how the simple process of preparing for guests seemed to distract his mother from her distress and lighten her steps.
“Tolund, you don’t suppose Mr. Kessing is bringing the owner of his dragon and golden sky-coach with him, do you?” she asked.
“I was wondering about that myself,” he answered. The barking of the dogs interrupted their discussion. Their guests had arrived.
Tolund met Taskmaster Kessing at the front door. Mr. Kessing seemed unusually cheerful.
“Evening, lad.” he smiled. “Thanks for having us tonight. Please allow me to introduce a friend of mine, Sir Welliss Breyligh.”
Behind Mr. Kessing entered a dwarf wearing fine clothes and an astounding assortment of fine rings and expensive jewelry. Tolund guessed that the wealth worn on one hairy hand surpassed all of Kessing’s fortune and that the wealth found on both hands surpassed the combined fortune of everyone in Glendien.
“Hello, young man,” the stranger smiled and shook Tolund’s hand. His grip was strong and confident.
“It’s good to meet you, Sir Breyligh,” Tolund said politely.
“Now son,” he grinned. “Don’t be thrown by the ‘Sir.’ That’s all huff and bluster. I’m just another dwarf who talks too loudly and too much.”
The lad broke out into a grin himself. He already liked this man.
“Please come in,” Mrs. Dellender interrupted. “We do have coffee and cakes for everyone.”
“Thank you Gwendolyn,” said Mr. Kessing. “Please forgive our abrupt intrusion, but time is a consideration for Sir Breyligh.”
“Quite right,” Breyligh broke in. “We are here for a specific goal and I have a dragon waiting.”
The elegant dwarf stood with authority; his short, stout form seemed much larger due to his bold personality. He stroked his long, graying beard as he spoke.
“I suspect that I have bright news for you folk, but it is as rushed as it is presumptuous,” he continued. “You see, Mr. Kessing here, who is an occasional business associate of mine, brought your son here to my attention. I have many ventures, not the least of which is my passion for finding and training young fighters for the arena games.”
“I thought I’d heard that name before,” Tolund blurted out. “Breyligh’s Hold has held arena battles for the fireshows!”
“Precisely,” responded Sir Breyligh. “And we are looking to increase our successes with a large crop of new fighters. Now, according to Mr. Kessing here, your son could very well be an ‘adept.’ That is, someone who is exceptionally gifted in the arena. These adepts are rare and, quite frankly, worth three times their weight in gems. As a discoverer of talent, and a shrewd businessman, I cannot ignore a possibility like this. Therefore, I am here to strike a bargain and, if you are in agreement, bring the lad here under contract to train and fight for me.”
Tolund and his mother exchanged stunned expressions.
“Furthermore,” Breyligh continued. “There is the matter of compensation for you, dear lady. Mr. Kessing has explained to me the grievous and tragic misfortunes your family has suffered of late; and I am truly sorry for your pains. With this in mind, I feel it necessary that I offer an unusual provision for an unusual situation.
“Mrs. Dellender, I could not ask you to part with ‘the man of the house,’ as it were, without easing your burdens significantly. Also, even my miserly heart was touched by your daughter’s plight. So, I will suggest a most unprecedented offer. The contract I submit to you is your son’s presence and best efforts in my training hold and arena battles in Ansalion for the next three years in exchange for two gold pieces each month for you to see to your needs here at home and, most importantly, this…” Reaching into his vest pocket, he withdrew a small pouch made of green velvet. Gently, he opened it and took out a glittering, tear-shaped smoothstone. Now Sir Breyligh’s jovial, confident bellow lowered into an almost reverent whisper. “This, dear lady, is a healing stone. Even with all my wealth, in my long lifetime, I have only been able to secure this one and two others like it. In exchange for a contract with your son, I am willing to give this to you for the healing of your infant girl. It is a priceless gift, to be sure, but not as priceless as your daughter, I’d merit.” He paused a moment, reading Gwendolyn’s conflicted expression. “What say you, dear lady?” He asked softly. He now held out a scroll, which was the contract to be signed, and the smoothstone itself.
Tolund and his mother stared at one another, exchanging dumbfounded looks. Still trying to absorb Sir Breyligh’s proposal Mrs. Dellender spoke, “So, help me understand, kind sir. You are saying that my Emilyse can really be healed by this strange smoothstone?”
“Yes, milady, it will heal her completely. I’ve even guaranteed it in writing within the contract so that all agreements are null and void should the stone not live up to expectations. She will be a perfectly healthy infant girl once the stone’s power is spent, but it will only work once.”
“If that is true,” she asked, “then why haven’t I heard of this healing stone before?”
“Well, Mrs. Dellender, due to their rarity and great cost, healing stones are quite unknown to the vast majority of people --even dwarves. Those that may have heard of them commonly regard them as a myth or a mariner’s tale of some sort,” Breyligh replied.
“Indeed, Gwen,” added Mr. Kessing, “Sir Breyligh was the first one to bring them to my attention, and I’m a well-traveled man.”
Now the doubting heart within Gwendolyn Dellender began to soften with the first rays of hope. Her heart began to beat a little faster. Tolund, excited, flattered, and numb all at once, had to jump in.
“If this were to happen, signing the contract I mean, when would I be leaving? When would I be coming back?” he asked.
Kessing and Breyligh shot each other an uncomfortable glance. “Well, Tol,” Kessing answered, “Sir Breyligh is an incredibly busy man. He has already made himself tardy for another venture to deal with us. So, if you are to agree to all of this, you will be leaving almost immediately.”
“Immediately?!?” Mrs. Dellender gasped. “You mean tonight?”
“I’m afraid so, Mrs. Dellender,” said Breyligh softly. “Our new training season begins in two days, and I cannot tarry that or my other business dealings even for the sake of your fine son. I suppose we could come back in mid-winter and try another contract then.” Gwendolyn knew that Emilyse would not last that long. Now she was struggling with that fear and the thought of her young son being so far away without any experience or preparations for such a change.
“Will Mr. Kessing be joining my son?” she asked in a concerned tone.
“Only on the coach flight over, Ma’am,” shared Mr. Kessing. “However, if it would put your mind at ease, Sir Breyligh’s training-hold is without question one of the finest of its kind with a reputation that is second to none. It has produced outstanding arena
champions as well as some of the best warriors and paladins in service of Vedris. Also, I think you and Tolund will be pleased to know that Sir Breyligh will be taking in my ward Jareg as well as an assistant for each lad.”
“Heather and Lem?!?” the boy exclaimed.
“The very ones Tol.” smiled his taskmaster. “We thought you’d be more at ease with your friends along,” added Sir Breyligh. “And having trustworthy assistants makes for better fighters.”
“But, Mr. Breyligh,” Mrs. Dellender protested, “there is so much that my son doesn’t know about the world outside of the Stonelands; or even outside of Glendien for that matter.”
“Please calm yourself milady. We do not and shall not ever leave our charges without counsel and counselors. Tol will be one of hundreds of young men and women under our care. We’ve been doing this for centuries-- I myself for over one hundred years.” Breyligh gave her a smile of warm confidence. “We will not fail the trust you place in us. Besides which, you will see him come winter when my charges break for holiday.”
Gwendolyn still looked hesitant.
“Well, would it be possible then to have him try things out until winter and then sign the contract?” she asked.
“Dear lady, I’m afraid that that is altogether out of the question. As legalities work, to which I myself am bound, all transactions of this kind must be done by contract without exception,” Breyligh explained gently.
Mr. Kessing chimed in, “Please rest your mind, Gwendolyn. I spent the entire afternoon examining this document letter by letter and you have my word that it can be trusted.” Tolund’s mother stared intently at the contract in her left hand and the glittering healing stone in her right.
Looking at her son, she asked, “What do you think Tolund? This has to be your decision, not mine.”
“What else can I say, Mom?” he answered eagerly. “We both know that this is Emilyse’s only chance. And, honestly, even if she were already in perfect health, I would love to go and do this!” The spark in her young boy’s eye gave Gwendolyn her final answer.
“Very well, Sir Breyligh,” she said in a subdued tone. “We will accept your generous offer.” Mrs. Dellender set the pouch with the healing stone carefully upon the table and unrolled the contract. “Where do I sign?” she asked.
“You sign here, Ma’am,” Breyligh replied as he pointed to the correct places. “And the lad signs here.”
Tolund grabbed the pen that Mr. Kessing offered and signed the elaborate document immediately. His mother hesitated, looking first at the green velvet pouch and then down the darkened hallway to the candlelight flickering dimly from Emilyse’s nursery. She took a thoughtful sigh and signed her name.
“Very good, then!” Breyligh said pleasantly as he rolled up the contract and tucked it away in his coat pocket. “You are now an official member of Breyligh’s Hold, my boy!” He stuck out a vigorous hand to Tolund. After shaking Tolund’s hand happily and slapping him on the back, he offered a more gentle hand to Mrs. Dellender. “You’ve made a wise choice. I know that it was not an easy one for a mother’s heart, but it was a wise one, nonetheless.”
“This will be your first payment Mrs. Dellender,” smiled Mr. Kessing as he handed her a brown velvet pouch filled with two gold coins. “As stated in the contract, I will see to it that you are paid promptly each month and will help you arrange for your mine and farm to be stewarded properly. If a problem ever arises, you will contact me or the servants at my estate immediately and it will be taken care of. All we want you to do is look after your daughter and your household. We will see to the rest.”
Still reeling from the cascading events, Gwendolyn’s heart spoke for her. “Please excuse my ignorance, gentlemen, but how will we use this ‘healing stone’ on my daughter?”
A broad, kind smile spread across Sir Breyligh’s bearded face, “Mrs. Dellender, simply place this stone over the girl’s heart and state clearly your desire for her to be healed. That is all it will take.”
“So you’ve used one of these stones before?” she questioned.
“No, Ma’am, not personally,” he admitted. “You see, my father’s kin were fierce dwarves. They were bold folk and brave folk and, I must admit, quite greedy and prideful. So, it was no surprise that there were many disputes, fights, and feuds among the various keeps over important matters, and over quite foolish matters.
In one of these feuds, my grandfather was mortally wounded,” Sir Breyligh continued. “He was a valued leader and many depended upon him. Therefore, the dwarves of our keep pulled together and pooled their wealth to purchase a healing stone. As his grandson, I was invited to his deathbed and bore witness as my family used the stone on him. Sweet lady, he rose from his own deathbed that day and led our keep for forty-seven more years. Trust this old bargainer, your Emilyse will be whole this very night.”
Tolund’s mother again stared down the hallway to where Emilyse was sleeping. This time an expectant light shone from her eyes.
Recognizing this, Mr. Kessing spoke up, “I’m afraid the evening is pressing upon us and we have much to do before we leave. Please excuse us as we must make people and plans ready for our departure. Presently, it is just after nine o’clock. We will expect you at my pasture at no later than eleven, Tolund.” His voice now had the tone of a taskmaster.” Will you be punctual?
“Yes Sir!” Tolund said with an excited grin. “You should be surprised if I am not early!”
“Very good, lad,” Kessing said with a smile of his own as he traded an approving glance with Sir Breyligh. “We’ll be off then.” After some packing instructions and pleasantries were exchanged, the two men made their way back into the night.
After seeing their guests off, Tolund and his mother each took a deep breath. Clutching the velvet pouch in one hand, Gwendolyn walked deliberately over to her youngest son.
“Tolund, dear,” she said intensely, looking hard into his eyes. “I need to know, I need to hear from you, son. Did I make the right choice? Is all of this something you really wanted or did you just say ‘Yes’ because of Emilyse or for me? And please, please tell me the truth from deep, deep down inside you—you must be absolutely honest with me!”
Without hesitation, Tolund looked straight back at his mother. “Mom, it’s true that Emilyse’s health was on my heart, and how much you’ve been hurting was on my mind too, but this is a chance for me to see things past the Stonelands! Things that maybe no one in Glendien has ever seen! And I’ll get to do that by battling in the arena! How could I say no to helping you and Emilyse and to a chance like that?”
“So you’re telling me that this is about more than helping your sister?” she prodded.
“Yes.”
“You’re doing this for more than your duty to us?”
“Yes!” he answered cheerfully. Then, he grinned as he added. “And to ride on a dragon.”
Tilting her head a bit to the right, Gwendolyn laughed a strong, deep laugh. After a moment, she became quiet, her green eyes glistened with emotion, and she hugged her boy. “I love you so much, Tolund,” she whispered. “I will never forget how strong you’ve been for us in this last year. I am so very proud of you.” She held him as tightly as she could.
“Now, come with me!” She took her son’s hand and ran lightly through the kitchen and down the hall to her daughter’s room.
“Emilyse?” she called in a loving, expectant tone. “Emilyse, wake up, sweetheart.” The thin form beneath the blankets did not stir. Walking over to the child’s crib, mother and brother each placed a light hand on her tiny chest. She was still breathing, but not without effort. Her new life had known only suffering and exhaustion. Gwendolyn carefully removed the healing stone from its pouch and placed it over the dying infant’s heart. Taking Tolund’s hand in her own, she placed both of their hands over the stone. Bowing her head, she began to pray.
“Oh, High King, please heal our Emilyse of all the pain and sickness within her. Please make her healthy in every way, lift this affliction, and bring her back to us” She hesitated a moment as she wrestled with her own doubts and fears, “We…we thank you for lifting this curse. We trust that she is now free from this curse and disease forever. Amen.”
As the final word left her lips, Tolund felt a warming about the stone around his hand. Peeking out of one eye, he spied a slight shimmering emanating between his mother’s fingers and his own. It could only have come from the stone itself. Looking at his baby sister’s face, he saw her eyes open with that same shimmering light. The child’s brown eyes seem to grow lighter and her body began to swell with life and strength. A gasp escaped from his mother’s mouth and Tolund saw that she was staring, wide-eyed and open-mouthed at the miracle before them. Color was returning to his sister’s skin, she was gaining strength, and even her hair was growing back with unbelievable speed.
In a fleeting moment, the magic waned and a new sound pierced the hushed silence; with incredulous looks at one another, Tolund and his mother realized what this strange sound was. For the first time in her life the baby was making a sound other than cries of torment or moans of pain. Emilyse was cooing. In a bubbly tone, the music of her happiness filled the nursery. Gwendolyn burst into tears and scooped up her daughter.
“My baby! My sweet little girl!” she cried.
Tolund, forgetting that he was a grown man now, teared up and hugged them both tightly. It had been far too long since this poor household had known such an outpouring of joy.
Mother and son took turns feeling Emilyse’s hair, skin, hands, and feet, wondering at the new vitality and life found in them. Tolund’s cheeks actually hurt from smiling so much. He hadn’t seen his mother look so alive in months. It felt like Christmas morning at its very best. The blissful reverie continued for quite some time.
After being lost in Emilyse’s smiling, giggling, and cooing for a long while, a small voice within Tolund prompted him to check the clock on the nursery dresser. What felt like only a few moments was a great deal more. It was already a quarter to ten! If Tolund was to pack properly and dash to Mr. Kessing’s home, he would barely have enough time. Rushing to his room, he packed frantically. Shirts, socks, boots, cloak, and more. His mother held Emilyse, who was busy playing with her mother’s curly brown hair. Gwendolyn helped direct his packing. Tolund was quick about it and was all wrapped up and ready to go at ten minutes after the hour. Mrs. Dellender led him into the kitchen.
“You can’t fly on a dragon without one last bite, dear,” she offered. She had prepared some warm bread from the loaf she’d made for dinner with butter, sugar, and cinnamon on it, along with some hot tea. She had also made up a generous package of the cakes that had been left over from their eventful meeting earlier.
“Thanks, Mom,” said Tolund between bites of his favorite snack and sips of tea. Emilyse continued to coo at him as if she couldn’t help herself. Despite it being horribly impolite, he grinned back at her sloppily with his mouth full of food.
“Can you believe it, Mom?” he marveled, “She’s going to be just fine from now on!”
“It is a miracle, son,” she answered in a strangely subdued voice. “If only you could stay home with us a little longer.”
The lad could see that this would not be an easy farewell for his mother. He started to feel a bit guilty for being so excited about what lay before him.
“You’ll see, Mom,” he said reassuringly. “Everything will work out perfectly, and I’ll be home in just a few short months for holiday! Think of the stories I’ll have to tell then!”
“I imagine that’s how things will go,” she said with little spirit. “Still, this place will feel…I don’t know…hollow without you here. We’re going to miss you so much.”
Tolund stopped eating, stood up, and embraced his poor, distraught mother. “And I’ll miss you both too,” he said. As she held him, he could tell that she had begun to weep. Swaying slightly back and forth, in her storm of mixed emotions, Gwendolyn Dellender found the song inside her and began to sing to her youngest son.
In a quiet, breaking voice, she sang to him the song she had sung to him since the blessed day he was born:
Past the sounds of the heavens singing, hear my voice calling you,
Screaming colors and silent thunder, your heart soaring past the moon.
Gifts of magic and quests of wonder, countless battles always won,
Closest friends who’ve never met you tell you that this race is run.
Return from currents of light, the shore is just up ahead…
Crying out, calling your name.
Dancing starlight and dragons dueling
Cannot lure you away.
Smiles that warm you and arms that hold you,
Love that helps you find your way…
I will help you find your way.
When she finished singing, they clung to one another and swayed in silence. Emilyse looked on quietly. Opening his eyes, Tolund noticed something.
“Look Mom!” he exclaimed, “Her eyes aren’t brown anymore!”
They stepped over to Emilyse and stared in awe. Her eyes, once a deep brown, had brightened to a soft golden hue. They were the most beautiful eyes Tolund had ever seen.
“It’s like something out of a storybook…like something unbelievable.”
Before Gwendolyn could respond, the clock on the mantle in the front room chimed once to announce that it was half-past ten o’clock.
“Badgers!” Tolund growled. “I’ve got to run!”
He kissed and held his sister and fastened his brown traveling cloak about himself. His mother helped him with his things, picked up Emilyse, and walked him to the front door. She placed a gentle, motherly hand upon his right cheek.
“Remember, son, and always hold onto the truth that you are a Dellender,” she said firmly. “This means that you are a follower of the High King, a young man of truth and honor, and one who carries his father’s proud name. In whichever road lies before you or whatever choice is at hand, you are a Dellender and you must act accordingly. Carry us in your heart and remember us in your prayers; know that you are always on my heart and that I love you more than breathing.”
“I love you too, Mom,” he replied solemnly. “I won’t forget you or Emilyse. And don’t worry, I’ll be careful, I’ll write you often, and I’ll be home before you know it!”
He hugged and kissed them both one last time, grabbed his pack and his weapons bundle, and trotted off into the dark. At about a hundred paces, he stopped for one last look and to tell his dogs not to follow him.
“Say ‘goodbye’ to everyone for me!” he shouted back. “Especially Cleric Michaels; and tell them to watch the fireshows—maybe they’ll spot one of us sometime!”
“We will, Tolund!” Mrs. Dellender called back with tears streaming down her cheeks. “We love you, sweetheart! Take care!”
“I will, Mom, I promise!”
Again he turned and moved into the night. The boy’s heart struggled with the flood of emotions that he was feeling and whether or not he had made the right choice in withholding the frightening event in the briars from his mother. He was running late, so it was a moot point now, but these thoughts spurred him down the path and toward his future. His unbelievable day was almost over and the next day in his life was calling him.
* * * * *
A chill wind blew in Tolund’s faced as he jogged toward the border of Kessing’s estate. He had passed the familiar sights and stomping grounds of his childhood. Any memories that stirred were overwhelmed by the excitement and anticipation of what was about to happen . Even the family iron mine seemed small and old to him, although he did smile at the thought of not having to work it anymore.
The urgent thumping of his boots on the soft soil mingled with his labored breaths. Tolund didn’t want to be late. He’d told Mr. Kessing and Sir Breyligh that he would be there before eleven and he wanted them to know that the Dellender word could be trusted.
Taking out his grandfather’s old pocket watch as he ran, he saw that it was twelve minutes to the hour. The boy hurried his pace. He threw back the hood of his cloak and wiped the sweat from his eyes with his right sleeve. Now he regretted the last bite his mother had given him. Soon, however, he saw the path lanterns and houselights of Mr. Kessing’s lavish home. After scrambling over the fence, Tolund checked the time again. It was five minutes to the hour. His side burned and his legs felt like granite, but he continued to jog until he reached the pasture.
He was about to shout “hello” as he rounded the familiar oak trees when, once again, he was shocked into silence. The dragon was awake. Blotting out the night sky before him, the immense black form looked like a living shadow that smothered the stars behind it. A rumbling, hissing noise issued from the great beast’s throat followed by fumes of thick smoke. It was staring at him. The eyes were two smouldering red coals fixed upon Tolund’s tiny form. The boy did not dare to move.
A hearty laugh broke through the tension. “It’s all right, lad!” called the voice of Sir Breyligh. “He’s just curious about you. He’s not used to little brown rabbits surprising him in the middle of the night. Don’t worry, he’s tamer than a lap dog, this one.”
Forcing himself to breathe again, Tolund ventured a friendly question. “What’s his name?”
“Oh, he’s my dragon, not my friend, replied Sir Breyligh. “ I never bothered with a name for him. I just call him ‘dragon,’ my flightsman and servants call him ‘dragon,’ and that suits it well enough.”
Now the voice of Mr. Kessing broke in from the window of the skycoach. “Glad to see you’re on time, lad. Now, if you will, please board the coach and find a seat.”
Circling the dragon cautiously, Tolund saw that the skycoach had been strapped to its back with enormous binding straps. A ladder of fine cord hung from the side door. Tolund quickly climbed the ladder noticing that his fatigue had disappeared. The flightsman, dressed in an ornate uniform, took his hand and helped him up the last step.
The coach’s interior was even more luxurious than Tolund had imagined. Silk couches, fine rugs, and lamps and trappings made of fine gold adorned the large room. Tolund saw that, like the regular coaches he’d seen before, the passenger area and driver’s area were separate from one another, with a small door between them. Heather greeted him from one of the couches.
“Isn’t this something?” she said excitedly. Tolund nodded in stunned agreement. He would have thought that he was standing in a rich man’s parlor if he couldn’t feel the breathing and swaying of the huge creature beneath the coach floor.
“Jareg!” Mr. Kessing shouted, obviously annoyed. “Step lively!”Everyone’s here promptly except the one who lives here! Put some fire in it!” Looking out the coach windows, Tolund and Heather could see the commotion in Jareg’s room. Jareg’s room was a spacious one, almost as large as Tolund’s entire house, located on the second floor of Kessing’s main house. As always, it was a slovenly mess. Lem was digging through various heaps to find the second of his friend’s two arena hammers. Jareg himself was preoccupied with finding anything clean enough to wear for the trip.
“Blast it all!” Kessing barked. “Just grab what you can and let’s be off! I’ll buy you whatever you need in Ansalion.”
As they heard Kessing grumbling to himself, Tolund and Heather had to work hard to stifle their laughter. Several minutes crawled by and Jareg was still bumping about inside his room. By now, Sir Breyligh had settled into the flightsman’s box with a quick ‘good evening’ to the two friends. Even though he’d seen Jareg do things like this on countless occasions, Tolund had never seen Mr. Kessing so irritated.
Eventually, a disheveled Jareg emerged with Lem dragging a heavy trunk that had socks and sleeves and who-knows-what hanging out from its sides. Faithful Mr. Hobson followed behind, picking up the various items that fell from Jareg’s luggage. It was all Heather and Tol could do to keep from laughing out loud at the frantic parade below them.
Now, at long last, Jareg’s things were loaded and secured, and the boys and an irate Mr. Kessing finally made their way up the ladder. The friends greeted one another and, wisely, no one said a single word to Mr. Kessing, who was still fuming over his ward’s bumbling.
Mr. Kessing instructed everyone to hold on to the sturdy rails located on the walls next to the couches. “The first few moments of a dragonflight can be a bit jarring,” he warned as he stepped through the door to the flightsman’s box. The four friends exchanged glances of sheer joy mingled with restrained panic—each held tightly to the wooden rails.
After ordering Kessing’s servants to get clear of the beast, the flightsman called out to the brute in some strange language. The dragon replied with a rumbling growl that shook Tol to the marrow. Instantly, they were moving. The cabin of the coach jumped and jerked as the creature stood and broke into a gallop. It was all Heather could do to keep from screaming. Suddenly, the coach plunged downward and then exploded upward as the dragon crouched, leaped, and ascended. An exultant roar deafened the countryside as the black racer announced to any who could hear that he was master of the skies again. As soon as the roaring ceased, the rushing sound of immense wings beating against the air filled the ears of the awestruck passengers.
Tolund was experiencing almost more than he could handle in one moment. He was simultaneously trying to hold on to the rail in a white-knuckled panic while trying to locate his stomach and his breath. Once he ordered his lungs to breathe again, he successfully found his stomach just above his left ear. Wanting to be a stout lad in front of his best friends, the boy regained his composure and his sense of balance with considerable effort. Heather, Lem, and Jareg were all trying to do the same.
“Are you all right?” he called out to Heather. He had noticed that she was crying openly. He was certain that she wasn’t hurt; knowing her as he did, he figured that she was just overwhelmed by the moment. As close as they were, Heather sensed Tolund’s concern and nodded to him to let him know that she was just caught up in this fantastic new experience.
Jareg was laughing, howling, and stomping his feet in approval. Lem was biting his lower lip and clenching his entire body in terror. His face had taken on a sickly, pale color.
“Are you going to be sick?” Tolund shouted to the pallid boy. Lem said nothing and just looked back at Tolund with wide eyes.
“I’m on it!” Jareg called out as he released the rail. Grabbing a small grey bottle from his front pocket, he thrust it into Lem’s ghostly face. “Mr. Hobson said we might need this. Drink this, you spud!” he ordered.
Lem wouldn’t let go of the rail despite the fact that the dragon was now flying straight and level. Jareg groaned in frustration as he himself had to pour the sour liquid into his friend’s mouth. Lem scrunched his face in protest but did not spit it out, as he knew that Jareg would be furious with him, and that getting sick all over the coach would ruin everything. Almost instantly the mysterious elixir stilled the poor boy’s stomach and restored the color to his face. The rest of them just shook their heads and laughed.
Eventually, the initial excitement faded and an eerie hush settled upon the four friends. They glued their faces to the windows as their living ship sailed its way through the cloud seas high above the Stonelands. Even Jareg was lost in silent reverie. This continued for quite a while. At some point in the night, Tolund’s young heart had had enough and the lad slipped down onto the soft pillows. In no time at all, he was lulled to sleep by the rhythmic beating of magic wings.
* * * * *
Tolund awoke with a thump and a shock as the dragon’s massive legs bludgeoned the ground. Heather asked him if he was all right as he tried clumsily to get his bearings. Jareg and Lem laughed out loud at Tolund’s wide-eyed, foggy look and the way all the hair on one side of his head stuck straight up from sleeping on it.
Quickly, the coach stopped moving and pitching. In well-practiced fashion, the black racer settled smoothly to the ground and stood perfectly still. Mr. Kessing stepped into their cabin.
“Well, I’m glad to see one of you had the good sense to get a little sleep.” He smiled at a groggy Tolund. “The dragon needs to rest his wings a bit and get a drink. We’ll stop here for an early breakfast while we wait.”
“Where are we?” asked Heather.
“Just at the border of the Plainslands,” Mr. Kessing answered. “It’s only a few hours before dawn now. We’ll make the city by mid-morning or so. Maybe Tolund’s hair will settle down by that time—if it doesn’t scare the dragon off first.” He said this with a good-natured laugh and climbed down the ladder.
The travelers ate cheerfully in the dark of the first morning hours. Beside a sleepy river, a surprisingly fine table was prepared and a jovial Sir Breyligh entertained them with tales that only a dwarf of his experience could possibly tell. Of course, everyone wanted to hear of Emilyse’s healing in all of its detail. Even as spent as he was from the bizarre events of the previous day, Tolund thoroughly enjoyed their odd picnic in the dark. He particularly liked the way the dragon’s mouth shot out great clouds of steam as it drank the icy river water. If this was a foretaste of his new life, then this would be a grand adventure indeed.
Once they were underway again, their satisfied stomachs convinced the four friends to go back to sleep. Oddly enough, now Tolund dreamed that he was in the foothills just above Glendien. He was with the clerics and a friend from his early childhood named Berreth, whom he hadn’t really spoken to for years. They were all picking wild berries and having random conversations when ,instantly, a thick fog surrounded them. It didn’t move in on them; it was just there all at once. In this dream Tolund watched his hands fumble and brush over dirt and plants that he couldn’t see unless he knelt down over them. He thought he’d found a good blackberry and started to pick it when Heather’s whispered pleas and urgent shaking woke him.
“Wake up, Tol! You’ve got to see this,” she whispered loudly. “Ahh!” Tolund grunted as the morning sunlight flashed into his squinting eyes. He shut them hard and rubbed them with his fingertips. “What is it?” he asked in an irritated tone. “Are we getting close?”
“Oh Yes!!” blurted Lem, who was normally the most subdued of the four friends.
A roar to the far left of their sky coach snapped Tolund’s eyes open. Wincing from the bright morning sun, he spotted the form of a dark green dragon flying about two hundred paces up and to the left of the black racer’s position. Another roar shook their bones as their dragon answered the newcomer’s call.
“You think they’ll fight?!?” Jareg asked in a hopeful shout.
“I doubt it,” Heather replied. “Those are pretty lazy roars. They’re probably just acknowledging each other as they pass.
Jareg’s face scrunched with disappointment.
Tolund laughed, “Think about it Jareg; do you really want to be inside a wooden box that’s strapped to the back of a giant dragon that is fighting another giant dragon hundreds of feet above the ground?”
“Oh,” Jareg responded with arched eyebrows. “Oh, yeah.” They all laughed at their overzealous friend.
Abruptly, the coach shifted down and to the left as the black racer banked in that direction. In that moment, the passing green dragon disappeared from everyone’s mind. In choir-like fashion, a collective gasp filled the coach. With the subtle turn of direction, their dragon now afforded them a view of the vast plains. There, only a mile or so before them, was Ansalion, the only true city in all the realms of Vedris.
Even with the surging light of the waking sun in their faces, the four children could not remove their gaze from the spectacle before them. Ansalion was the city at the end of all paths, the jewel of all peoples, and the heart of their world.
“It looks like one of my Grandmother’s quilts,” remarked Lem, breathlessly.
Before them, as a vast blanket over the clean plains, lay the city they’d heard legends about all of their lives. Their view from high above gave them a clear look at what would take months to explore on land. An immense river came down from the mountains in the east and ran through the city’s center. In the center of the city stood the largest spire Tolund had ever seen. It’s foundation was a sculptured monument of some kind. It was unimaginably tall with the river running beneath it and then splitting equally to the left, right, and forward. This river divided the city into four distinct sections.
“They’re all so different,” Heather pointed out. “Jareg, go get Mr. Kessing so he can tell us more abou—“ As if he’d been summoned, Mr. Kessing stepped through the coach door.
“Glorious isn’t it?” he asked with a grin. He was clearly enjoying the wonder the newcomers were experiencing. “I’ve asked the flightsman to have the dragon circle the city for awhile so we can get a proper look. Although I should warn you, Ansalion is such that we could circle for days and still not see enough.”
“Why is it split up like that?” Tolund asked.
“A fair place to start, Tolund,” Kessing answered. “The one city is divided by the Jorlavar, the covenant river, into four areas. These areas were crafted ages ago by the three peoples-- the dwarves, the men, and the elves. The four friends exchanged surprised looks at the mention of the elves.” The monument in the middle with the spire was a gift from the elves, celebrating the commitment of peace by the three races. When they founded this alliance, they built the Ansalion from the center out.
“As you can see, each area is unique.” he continued. “The Grey Quarter, or dwarves’ quarter, is made of rough-hewn granite structures. It maintains, protects, and directs the currency and wealth of the land.”
Tolund saw nothing in that quarter but square block-shaped buildings devoid of any color or distinction. The only difference between one building and the next was a dwarvish symbol carved over each entrance.
“It’s awfully drab, isn’t it?” commented Heather.
“Yes, but that’s to be expected with dwarves,” explained Kessing. “They tend to save wealth for its own sake and not for what they see as frivolous enjoyment. They are amazingly efficient with it though. Beneath those counting houses and treasuries are deep vaults guarded by angry, deadly spells of protection. Believe me there is no safer place for your wealth than there. I have almost all of my holdings there myself.”
“Why haven’t you told me about all this before now?” Jareg interrupted in a slightly annoyed tone.
“I’m sorry, Jareg,” Kessing turned to his ward. “There is a long-standing tradition about this city that all good people honor. In order to do Ansalion justice, one does not cheapen its glory by relying only on words. It is meant to be unveiled and explained as you look upon it for the first time. Also, I must admit, it is always fun to see the looks on the faces of firstcomers. Sorry about my silence about the details of the city until now, Jareg, but I think this is a better introduction, don’t you?” Jareg smiled and nodded in agreement.
Mr. Kessing continued, “Now then, you have the Grey Quarter on the northeastern point and next to that you have the Green Quarter. That quarter was crafted by the elves of ages past, at the southeastern point.”
“So the elves are really gone?” Heather asked.
“Well, that is the general opinion, but many believe they still exist somewhere up high in the Mountains of Life.” Kessing pointed to the majestic mountain range that towered to the east of Ansalion.
“My father says that those are the mountains that keep Vedris alive,” said Lem.
“Well, it is the point of origin for most of our rivers. Your father’s right about that.”
“So what really happened to the elves, Mr. Kessing?” Tolund asked.
“That’s just it, lad,” said Kessing. “No one really knows. According to all of the old scrolls, one day the city awoke to find them all gone. A great search was mounted, even up into the mountains where they had made their home as a race, but nothing and no one was found.”
“Could it have been some kind of evil spell that stole them?” Tolund asked.
“Well, not a single dwarf or man had any clue of this mysterious leaving. Even the ones who were close with the elves, and there were many, had no idea of what had happened to them,” Kessing replied. “As for evil spells, I think that quite unlikely. Elves were the holiest of people, still flawed as we are , but not prone to foolishness or base intentions. Also, they were quite powerful. It was said that, without smoothstones, one elf was the equal of several stout warriors and, with smoothstones, an elf’s advantage could not be measured. I could not fathom a spell potent enough to dispose of all elves. That seems virtually impossible to me.
“It’s strange though,” added their mentor, “before the elves vanished, the mountains were clear for most of the seasons. On the day they disappeared, a veil of dark clouds enveloped the mountaintops and have remained there ever since. Not a single day in our lifetime has seen clear skies over the Mountains of Life.”
“Their section is beautiful!” Heather blurted out as they circled around the edge of the Green Quarter.
“Indeed,” Kessing agreed, “And it is even more breathtaking when you walk through it.”
Now Tolund added his thoughts, “It’s so perfect. It looks like a huge church made of gardens and forests.”
“Very observant, Tolund,” Kessing said in a mildly surprised tone. “The elves believed that natural beauty was to be celebrated and honored. The pools and parks and gardens of the Green Quarter shine from their enchantments. You will find no lovelier place in all of Vedris, save perhaps the Mountains of Life themselves. I don’t want to spoil the Green Quarter for you, so you’ll have to wait until you can explore it yourselves and discover its wonders firsthand. Now, we are coming up on the Bronze Quarter; it’s the home of men.”
“This one just looks like a giant village,” commented an unimpressed Jareg.
“Well, that’s accurate enough at a glance,” Kessing cautioned. “But bear in mind that this ‘giant village’ is unlike any other community anywhere. The fate of all villages is in no small part determined in some of those great halls. As the most numerous race of Vedris, the decisions of men carry significant weight in the high councils. Remember that.”
The four friends looked again at the large wooden halls, cobblestone streets, and huge markets with keener eyes. Mr. Kessing smiled slightly at his little inspirational speech.
“So, what do they tend to in that quarter?” asked Tolund.
“Well, as something of an expert on that quarter, I can tell you that it really is a matter of great variety,” Kessing replied proudly. “The good people of this section deal with just about anything one can dream up. Food, clothing, fine jewelry, weapons, trinkets, and more. While the dwarves deal chiefly with precious metals and gems and the elves, in their time, dealt with greenery, arts, and medicines, mankind deals with everything else.
“Here are the most impressive markets in all the world. Also, there are many halls and meeting houses for many peoples and many purposes. You’ll find, young firstcomers, that the Bronze Quarter is constantly unpredictable, while the Grey Quarter and the Green Quarter are eternally predictable. I think the Bronze Quarter’s variety is Ansalion’s greatest fortune. Ah! You’re all in for an amazing experience!”
Tolund enjoyed seeing his favorite taskmaster so excited over something he loved. Even in the early morning, Tolund could see the streets and paths of the Bronze Quarter stirring with activity.
“Now, young warriors, now we come to Ansalion’s true purpose. Now we’ve arrived at the Gold Quarter.” Kessing’s tone took on an air of reverence. “This is the lifeblood of all free people. This is where our strength is marshaled and harnessed for the protection of all races.”
As their dragon sailed above the Gold Quarter, Tolund saw that this section had an immense sanctuary at its center. Tall, regal, and immaculate, the sanctuary’s surface was a glassy marble of spotless white. Its angled rooftop was hemmed with purest gold and its elegant steeple cleaved the morning sky. White doves graced the breezes around it, but Heather noticed that the birds did not land on or touch the sanctuary itself.
“That is the White Sanctuary, the sanctuary of the High Clerics. It is the most sacred dwelling in all of Vedris,” Kessing remarked.
“Isn’t that where smoothstones are safeguarded?” Lem asked.
“Yes, safeguarded and commissioned. Although, you’ll find that much more occurs within those bright walls. As the spiritual center of our world, it is of absolute importance.”
“Will we ever get to go inside?” Jareg asked, eyeing the doves curiously.
“Oh, the hall of worship is open to all, but the higher levels are for cleric dealings only,” said Kessing. “You’d need a special invitation for those levels. I’ve never seen the two higher levels myself. The clerics say that they are both magnificent and humble all at once. I’ve never really understood that, but I’m sure it would be fascinating to see.”
“Do you think Cleric Michaels has seen it?” Tolund interrupted.
“He must have at some point,” Kessing replied. “All clerics, mage clerics, and High clerics are called there for special counsels. They say it’s for study and fellowship as much as it is for prayer, but it definitely does not sound like something I’d be interested in—my place is where the excitement is, usually the Bronze Quarter.”
“What is that tower with all of the open platforms on it?” Lem asked. Miles to the north of the White Sanctuary stood an intimidating fortress of stone and black iron.
“That is the Citadel of the Paladins,” answered Mr. Kessing. “I’m afraid we can’t fly any closer to that.”
The Citadel was a thick, block of stone with spines of sharp iron along its sides and cruel spikes at every corner. On the northern-most side stood a tower of similar design with the wide, flat platforms that Lem had spotted. As they watched, a rider on a small, red-yellow dragon led his beast to a leaping glide off the edge of the platform and into the morning wind.
“There’s a Guardian-Paladin now, beginning his morning patrol,” said Mr. Kessing.
“So that’s where the paladins come from?” Jareg asked.
“Yes, lad,” Kessing responded. “They are trained and deployed from this citadel.”
“Is this the only one in Vedris?” asked Heather.
“No, no,” Kessing chuckled, “There are other smaller citadels at key points all over the world, but this is where all the paladins originate.”
“Can you tell us more about them?” urged Tolund. “Why haven’t we ever seen one in the Stonelands? How many are ther—“ Suddenly, Sir Breyligh’s head shot through the cabin door.
“Sorry to break up your little tour, Kessing, but my dragon’s getting tired. It’s time to end this and head home.”
“Yes, sir,” Mr. Kessing answered politely, “I’ll be right there.” He turned back to the children. “You four will have to strap in for our landing. Don’t worry, all of your questions will be answered in due time.”
“So, we’re finally going to see Breyligh’s Hold! I still can’t believe that all of this is happening to us,” exclaimed Tolund. The same rush of anticipation and fear that accompanies new beginnings moved through all four friends. Their life in Glendien grew more and more distant to them with each sweep of the dragon’s wings.
* * * * *
It was time to see their new home. The sleek racer moved away from the Paladin citadel. The dragon flew past the White Sanctuary, toward a crop of neatly organized properties.
“Now we’ve come to the famous training holds of the arena fighters,” Mr. Kessing announced enthusiastically.
A strong rush of wind caught their dragon from the right, forcing him to suddenly bank up to his left. The beast’s slight roar of annoyance amused Tolund. The black dragon eased once more into a level glide.
Kessing continued his descriptions, “Notice the formation and design of each hold. See the half-circle rows of plain structures? Those are the halls where the novice-fighters train; you’ll be living there now.”
“Why are they so ugly?” Jareg complained. “I mean, they’ve got logs with the bark still on them for walls and the rooftops are just branches and brambles. They’re just big, ugly cabins!”
“Of course they are,” smiled Mr. Kessing. “It’s an old fighters’ tradition. The novice halls are symbolic of their inhabitants—rough, crude and unruly, yet strong and ready to be made into something greater. In front of the coarse novice halls are the apprentice
halls,” Kessing explained. “Now, instead of rough bark and log, you have squared logs that are smooth and polished. Like the fighters within, they are clean and disciplined, but still have further design and variety awaiting them. Also, notice that instead of the two dozen smaller novice halls, there are only three larger apprentice halls.”
“But that many novices can’t possibly fit into those three halls,” said Heather.
“No lass, I’m afraid they can’t,” Kessing responded somberly. “Most of the novice-
level fighters will either leave by choice or be asked to leave by the trainingmasters. Only about a quarter of the novices will move on to the apprentice halls.” An uncomfortable silence hung in the air of the small coach.
Now, Kessing’s voice sharpened. “I won’t lie to you four. The training is demanding and harsh, and the odds of you making apprentice here are very much against you. It’s not like village competitions; here you will be striving against the best fighters from every village from the Stonelands to the Coastlands. It will not be easy.” Tolund exchanged concerned glances with his friends.
“Ah!” laughed their mentor. “But that’s what faith is for Stonelanders!” Kessing added brightly. “The best advice I can give you is that whenever you feel that queasy, twisting fear in your stomach, like you’re probably feeling right now, get angry! If you’re like me, you hate that feeling of intimidation. Try using that anger to push ahead in whatever situation you’re in. You’ll be astounded at what a little defiance can do for you!”
Now they approached a section of larger, more impressive training holds. Tolund noticed that each of these holds looked like small cities unto themselves.
“Is that Breyligh’s competition?” Tolund asked.
“Yes, Tol,” Kessing pointed as he explained. “To the right is the second-largest hold, after Breyligh’s of course, that’s Megnon’s Hold. Straight past that is Shaw’s Hold, to the left of that is Selkrist’s Hold, and to the far left is Mannu’s Hold.”
“Mannu?” Jareg scoffed. “That’s a weird name!”
“He’s a Coastlander,” Kessing answered. “He was a very popular arena fighter in his day. His hold is smaller and has fewer fighters, but their unique styles are still very effective in the arenas. You’ll probably recognize their techniques from the fireshows.”
“By the way,” Kessing warned, “try not to ask questions about the rival holds around Sir Breyligh; he doesn’t like it.”
“Mr. Kessing,” Tolund interrupted. “Is that large building the main arena?” The boy pointed to an exquisite hall of staggering proportions just beyond the apprentice halls.
“The very one,” smiled Mr. Kessing. “Only the very best fighters will compete there. And, yes, that is where the fireshows are cast.” He gave Tolund a quick nod, “I expect to see you fight there one day.”
Suddenly, a jarring roar shook the coach, everything dipped sharply down and to the right.
“We’re here,” Kessing called out. “Hold tight, A tired dragon usually means a rugged landing!”
The weary dragon did make his rough landing on the lush, green lawns near the Breyligh arena. Eagerly, the young travelers started down the ladders. All of them were surprised to see the large gathering of servants that awaited them.
A number of attendants rushed to care for the black racer as if it were a newborn prince, providing the dragon with water and huge amounts of fresh meat. There were also servants bearing fine wine, delicacies on golden platters, and warm, scented towels. Finally, there were some richly adorned dwarves and men who were waiting expectantly for the landing. Off to one side, there was a stern-faced dwarf in a simple robe, waiting quietly. Tolund didn’t like the looks of that one.
Once the four friends reached the ground, they shared flattered looks of delight with each other at the prospect of such a lavish reception. These expectations died the instant Sir Breyligh’s feet touched the ground.
There was a subdued, yet urgent, rush toward the place where the ladder from the flightsman’s box touched down. Tolund had never seen how royalty was treated, he’d only heard about it in old stories and tales, but he figured that it must have looked like this. The servants surrounded Breyligh on bended knee, with their heads bowed low and their trays held steady and high. While he enjoyed the refreshments, his advisors stood beside him, just a step behind, and spoke softly to the dwarf while he nodded either in agreement or disagreement.
Moving toward the grand arena, Breyligh greeted the finely dressed folk who seemed thrilled to see him. Heather whispered that this must be his family or friends and that it ought to be fun meeting them. The throng about Sir Breyligh buzzed and bustled its way down the path to the left of the arena.
Before they knew it, Breyligh’s small parade moved around the corner of the arena and completely out of sight. The four friends found themselves alone with Mr. Kessing, the dragon attendants, and the contented snaps and snarls of the feeding dragon.
“That’s it?” asked a stunned Jareg. “They just walked away?”
“Sir Breyligh didn’t even say good-bye,” exclaimed Heather.
“Good-bye? He didn’t even look at us!” Tolund added with disgust.
“Easy, everyone,” Mr. Kessing interrupted. “What did you expect? He’s a very important dwarf who thrives on business. Once he arrives at his own hold, his priorities are business and business only.”
Kessing saw the shock and disappointment on the faces of the four friends. “Don’t take it personally young ones,” he added. “Sir Breyligh didn’t acknowledge me either. Treat this as your first lesson, Ansalion is a long stride from Glendien.” Their mentor smiled as he said these words, but he could see that it did little to help. A new voice called to the novices, “Welcome to Breyligh’s Hold, warriors.” They turned to see the stern-faced dwarf walking up to greet them. “I am Trainingmaster Pierce. You are under my care now. Get your things and follow me.” Without another word, the dwarf turned and moved up the path that led away from the arena and toward the novice halls.
“You need to go now,” Kessing directed. “Don’t worry about farewells, you’ll be seeing me soon enough. Just begin your new lives and remember that you bear the crest of Glendien so bear it with honor and make us all proud.” The friends all shot looks of panic toward Mr. Kessing. Kindly, he gave them each a reassuring slap on the shoulder as he helped them grab their things. “You’ll all be fine, you’ll see. This is the adventure you’ve been day-dreaming of your whole life—so get to it!” He said the last part with an encouraging laugh.
As they stumbled and rushed down the path to catch up to the dwarf, they all looked back to see Mr. Kessing smiling and waving. Jareg and Lem seemed relatively unaffected by the frantic goodbye. Heather blinked back worried tears. Tolund felt nervous, but was determined to look confident.
Several steps down the path, they heard Kessing shout out to them as he walked in the opposite direction with his own bags, “I’m always closer than you think. Everything will be all right!” To the east, the warming sun rose high and bright in the morning sky.
They finally caught up with the rough-faced dwarf as he waited impatiently at the end of the path to the novice quarters. He stood as still as granite, with his huge arms clasped behind his back, looking toward them with an irritated expression. Just beyond him was a plain gravel courtyard that prefaced the novice hall. The four friends could see other young fighters moving in and around the courtyard. This was getting more exciting.
Tolund was leading the way on the narrow path. Heather and Lem were close behind him while Jareg was lagging behind, trying to keep his rumpled clothing from falling out of his hastily packed trunk.
Upon seeing the other fighters in the courtyard, Jareg hopped up onto the grass beside the path and ran in front of his friends in order to get a better look at their new home. Out of nowhere, a brawny hand took him by the shirt, lifted him straight up, and slammed him back down onto the dirt path. Flat on his back, with all of the air punched out of his lungs, Jareg stared wide-eyed into the blazing eyes of Trainingmaster Pierce. A thick forefinger pushed into the hollow of the boy’s throat with just enough pressure to hurt.
“Now that I have your attention oaf!” growled Pierce. “In one stupid moment I have learned a great deal about you. First off, you are a brainless oaf, oblivious to your immediate surroundings. Do you see that?” The dwarf pointed to the grassy patch that Jareg had trampled. Jareg could not actually turn to look because of the burly finger in his throat. “That is the crest of the honorable Plainsland village of Siendarin. Your dirty, clumsy foot has bruised the clean grass. Do you have any idea how difficult it is for the Siendarin fighters to craft and care for that?” Tolund noticed that there were thousands of crest patterns ingeniously clipped into the green lawns that bordered the path to the halls.
The angry dwarf continued, “Next, your new trainingmaster learned that you only seem to look after your own impulses without so much as a ‘pardon me’ or an ‘excuse me’ to your own friends.” Heather, Tolund, and Lem stood frozen in shock, not knowing what to do or say.
“Finally,” barked the trainingmaster. “I see in your eyes no remorse that you disrespected something that was honored by someone else. Instead, I see only fear of what I may yet do to you!” Jareg looked like a groundhog beneath the paw of an angry bear.
“Hmmph!” grunted the dwarf as he took his finger off of the lad’s throat. Without effort, he picked the boy up roughly and set him on his feet. “So, oaf, what will you do now?”
Jareg’s face burned a deep red as he coughed and fought to find his voice. “I…I umm… don’t know what you mean sir.”
“Of course you don’t!” Pierce snapped. “Your type never does. I’m asking you how you are going to make amends here.”
“Umm…” Jareg’s eyes appealed to his friends for a clue. “Uhh…how, sir, can I fix smashed blades of grass?”
“Ah! Since you are so dense, I will enlighten you,” snapped Mr. Pierce. “Presently, you will sit down and write a letter of apology, subject to my blessing, to the fighters who care for the Siendarin patch. Then, you will deliver it to them in their apprentice
hall and await their approval or their displeasure. Finally, you will assume responsibility for this crest patch for as long as the Siendarin fighters want you to. If these amends are not seen to in proper fashion, you and I will have a most unpleasant discussion. Are you following all of this, young oaf?” Jareg nodded sheepishly. “Excellent! Then we are off to a grand start, aren’t we?”
Tolund thought it was funny how Mr. Pierce seemed so much larger than Jareg, even though the boy was easily several inches taller than the dwarf.
“Now, all of you, follow me” ordered Mr. Pierce. Their new trainingmaster turned briskly and strode toward the courtyard. Each companion followed obediently behind, keeping their eyes sharply focused on where each of their steps landed.
Their novice hall, like all novice halls, was quite plain. There were four unattractive sparring arenas in the center of the hall which were flanked by hallways on either side. The dining area was just behind the arenas. There were no paintings, decorations, or adornments of any kind. There were plain beds, plain dining tables with long plain benches, plain chairs near the arenas, and little else. This was a practical dwelling which centered only around the business of training arena fighters.
The heavy scent of sweat overpowered any breeze that dared to intrude through the small windows. Everything about the place was intimidating, it seemed to be urging the newcomers to turn around and leave right away. The fellow novices that greeted Tolund and his friends as they entered the hall didn’t help matters any.
Stares, glares, and squared shoulders met them from all directions. Even Jareg was unnerved by this harsh welcome. The fighters paused their sparring in the practice arenas as the new arrivals walked by in the wake of Mr. Pierce. Each fighter gave them a look that seemed to say, ‘If it comes down to you or me, it will be me.’
Mr. Pierce led them through the sparring arenas, past the dining hall, to the living quarters in the back. Even with his back to them, Tolund could still feel the eyes of the other fighters staring right through him.
Their new trainingmaster pointed out the directions of their quarters and advised them to get settled quickly. He expected them to be ready for the next round of drills.
From behind them, a boy’s voice called out. “From the looks of you, I wouldn’t bother unpacking!”
Jareg responded in a fit of genuine laughter.
“That’s it?!? That’s the best you could come up with?!?” Jareg shouted back in a mocking voice. “Come on, who said that?” Jareg hopped up on a bench to get a better look. “Seriously, we’ll give you another chance to come up with something good. We promise.” Jareg’s voice was pleasantly sarcastic as he made this offer.
The whole floor went silent except for the muffled laughter of most of the fighters. They all seemed to be looking at the burly lad standing near the dining hall entrance. The boy’s face was bright red.
“Anyone? Please?” Jareg mocked again. “All right, well, if you change your mind and you get someone to help you think of something that is actually funny, just let us know. Thanks, everyone!” Jareg waved to them all and hopped down. Picking up his things, he headed for his room in a confident stride.
Tolund was amazed at the way his friend had turned the tables on the whole situation, and also at the amused look on Mr. Pierce’s face.
“This might be an interesting year after all,” the dwarf said with a laugh.
#
Dear Mom,
How are you and Emilyse doing? I know it’s only been a few days since I left, but it feels like months with all that’s been happening and everything we’ve seen. I miss you both so much. I hope everything at home is going well, especially with Emilyse and her health. Is she still doing all right? Are her eyes still gold? I wish I could be there to play with her; it was fun to hear her laughing.
It’s been amazing over here! I can’t believe this is happening. The dragon flight alone was worth the whole trip. Mr. Kessing got them to circle Ansalion for a quick tour. You and Dad never told me how big it was. It feels like you could fit dozens of Glendiens inside it and still have room for more. Heather liked the Green Quarter, but I liked the Gold Quarter best of all. It’s wild to think that all the paladins and soldiers in Vedris are trained here. I bet grandfather trained here. I wish Dad would have told us more about him.
Anyway, Breyligh’s Hold is even tougher than we thought it would be. There are so many fighters here, and all of them are good. Also, the trainingmasters are all business. Jareg got on Mr. Pierce’s bad side at the start and we’re still scared of him. He’s a tough old dwarf and he’s our trainingmaster for our entire time at Breyligh’s. Still, I guess it’s worth it if we become good enough for the fireshows.
Lem, Jareg, and I share a room with a local fighter from Ansalion. His name is Angdon and he talks about as much as a rock. Even Jareg can’t get him talking! He’s nice enough and all, but he’s just so creepy and quiet all of the time.
The novice hall, that’s our hall, is huuuge! It has four giant floors. Each floor has four sparring arenas, rooms for the fighters, and kitchens with dining tables. The boys live on the top two floors and the girls live on the bottom ones. Heather lives on the lowest floor. The boys aren’t allowed down there, but Heather says it looks and smells a lot better than ours.
I’m pretty sure that they’re trying to train us to death here! We all got our first taste of competition on our second day here. Each novice had to battle four random opponents, all on that same day! Each fight was watched by two trainingmasters who judged each fighter and each attendant. It was really scary and really tough. Instead of crests, we had to protect eggs that hung down from our necks inside a leather pouch. Not only was it hard to shield your egg from the other fighter, but you had to move carefully to avoid breaking it yourself by jumping around.
I think I did pretty well. In my second and third battles, I cracked my opponents’ eggs to win. In my first battle, I cracked my own by jumping back too quickly. In my last battle, the other fighter broke his own egg while trying to block my spear tip. Heather did a great job scouting my opponents and giving me some good pointers. Things didn’t go as well for Jareg and Lem. Jareg broke his own egg in all four of his battles. He shrieked like a wildcat on fire every time it happened. Everyone thought that that was really funny. Jareg’s charging style really spooked his opponents. He just kept running in and running in, no matter what. I don’t think they’ve ever seen anyone like him before. It’s funny, Mom, everyone is here trying to improve their strategies and Jareg doesn’t even have one!
After the tournament was over, the trainingmasters told us the weaknesses that we needed to work on. Mr. Pierce was different from the other trainingmasters because he only talked to us about our strengths. He told me that I was really fast and really good with different strategies. He told Heather that she was one of the brightest assistants here! He also said that we have a lot of work ahead of us.
I want to write more, Mom, but I’m really tired. I’m also sore from the tournament, and the defensive drills that we worked on today. I am loving the whole experience, even though I’m really missing home. Please give Emilyse a big hug and kiss for me and give Fang and Tooth a good ear-scratching. Also, say hello to everyone else for me, especially the Michaels. I love you so much Mom! I will make you proud of me; I promise. Please write me back as soon as you can.
Love, Tolund.
#
Tolund always felt closer to his mom when he wrote to her. He liked to picture her face in his mind as she read his words. He pictured her smiling and tearing up all at the same time.
That night he dreamed about sliding down a snow covered hill with his mother and father. The hill spiraled around and around, like a stream in early spring. Tolund remembered laughing and throwing snowballs at them. He caught himself smiling when he woke up.
During the next week, the trainingmasters worked the newcomers hard. On Monday and Tuesday they worked on defensive blocking positions. Jareg struggled at first, but really came around and improved on the second day.
Wednesday and Thursday were Tolund’s time to shine. The masters noted that many of the novices had slow, clumsy footwork under pressure. To remedy this they tied the fighter’s hands behind their backs and had them try to prevent their practice eggs from being broken using only their agility. Once Tolund focused solely on the rhythm of his feet, his coordination and quickness took over. At the end of the second day he was harder to tag than a greased swamp rabbit. He was impressing even the gruff, disdaining Mr. Pierce.
Due to his fast start at Breyligh’s, Tolund had managed to join five other novices, out of the two hundred assembled, in representing Breyligh’s Hold in their first novice fireshow. They would be sparring with newcomers from a rival hold as a warm up for an apprentice match. Even though it was only a practice match for the novices, it was a tremendous honor for an unknown lad from such a small village to actually appear in a fireshow right away. Usually more experienced fighters from Ansalion enjoyed this opportunity. Tolund did not realize what a rare and unique thing this was.
* * * * *
As Monday afternoon sunlight surrendered to early evening sunset the lumbering pace of Glendien began to quicken. Word had come to the townsfolk through a special messenger falcon from Mr. Kessing that their very own Tolund Dellender and Heather Bonwell would bear their crest in the celebrated fireshows. It mattered little to them that these were simple sparring matches between novice fighters that carried virtually no prestige or impact for the rest of the world. For the villagers of Glendien this was a grand champion contest of the highest honor.
Even the normal weekly fireshows were wildly popular with the common folk, but tonight was beyond all expectation. So it was that as the sun began to dip and the stars began to appear the town common area was a place of great feasting and revelry. Everyone, literally everyone, who could possibly attend arrived in a festive, giddy mood. The mayor, the town council, the clerics, the schoolmasters and all the common folk were ready to cheer as they had never cheered before for their champions. The excited conversations carried on for hours in building anticipation until the call was given for everyone to take their places for the show. In the front row sat Gwendolyn Dellender. She was holding a bubbly little Emilyse and flanked by the Michaels to her right and the Bonwells to her left. Like her, they all beamed with expectant pride. Gwendolyn herself churned inside with feelings of regret for letting her boy go so far away from home, panic at his impending battle, and the undeniable joy and sense of honor for being the mother of such a remarkable son.
Mr. Treman, the village smithy, had already lit and stoked the common fire. The blacksmith did his usual fine job of it and his immense fire sent long tongues of flame high into the evening sky. Next, from a small red chest, the yellow smoothstone was taken and tossed into the center of the large bonfire. With a bright flash the flames became a dazzling mixture of colors; blue, red, green, silver, and more all shifting and writhing to the rhythm of the fire. Soon the multi-colored flames swirled and twisted into the form of Breyligh Hold’s grandmaster. He was a burning sculpture a dozen feet tall and his regal voice boomed out over the eager villagers with authority, “Good people of many lands, welcome to the celebration of our continued legacy of courage, vigilance, and honor. Witness now the champion arenas of Vedris!”
At this call shivers of excitement danced up the spines of people young and old in gathering halls, village commons, and courtyards everywhere. It was the spectacle of their age and it promised the protection of their future for from these mock battles would come the paladins and warriors that would safeguard generations to come. A roar of approval echoed across the lands. From the ocean shores to the mountain passes to even the borders of the hated Wastelands—all of Vedris was watching.
The grandmaster continued, “Tonight it is the privilege of Breyligh’s Hold to welcome the fighters of neighboring Megnon’s Hold for an evening of challenging competition. On behalf of our generous host, Sir Welliss Breyligh, we salute our respected guest, Sir Megnon. Good peoples, I give you the fighters of Megnon’s Hold…” The fireshow flames magically shifted to reveal a row of young fighters standing at attention with novices to the left, apprentices in the middle, and masters to the right, “…and the fighters of Breyligh’s Hold!”
Tolund gulped hard in a dry throat as the grandmaster gestured toward his team. Around him the roar of seven thousand fireshow fanatics beat down upon him like a living storm. He stood in the practiced formation with his arms folded behind his back, weapon arm over shield arm. His Glendien crests shone brightly in the silver illumination cast out from the hundreds of smoothstones within the Breyligh Grand Arena. As the waves of sound washed over them Tolund glanced to his right hoping to catch Heather’s attention. He was startled to see that she was already staring his way, her eyes shining with pride toward him. “You deserve to be here,” she said, “…more than anyone ever has.” Tolund didn’t believe that that was true for a second, but his knees were shaking a little less after her encouraging words.
“So do you,” he smiled. “I couldn’t do this without you.” Heather smiled back. Drums and horns cut in now signaling the start of the matches.
These Grand Arena matches were similar to Glendien’s humble dirt battles in almost every way. The protocols, rules, and expectations of honor were identical. The main differences had to do with scale and polish more than anything else. Breyligh’s arenas were of the finest sort and kept immaculate as a result of competitive pride. Sir Breyligh believed his hold was second to none and ran things accordingly.
The novice matches began. A young lad from the Plainslands named Addington fought for Breyligh’s first. He was skilled with his long spear and agile, but he was undone by his upbringing. Addington had learned to fight against other spearfighters. He was effective at attacking and defending against spears, longswords, great axes, and the like, but, to his dismay, he found that close range attacks, like the shield and dagger fighter that he faced, were a different matter entirely. Too many times his opponent maneuvered in close and made glancing blows or clean strikes upon his crests. Off balance and out of sorts, both he and his attendant were at a loss for answers or counters and the novices from Megnon’s Hold were victorious in the initial match.
Next up was Bennings. He was a city lad from a long line of fighters. Someone had told Heather that Bennings had two relatives currently serving as paladins near the Wasteland borders. At any rate, he was a fine young fighter who had obviously had solid training for some time. Bennings had no outstanding stratagems or abilities, but neither did he have any obvious flaws or weaknesses. He wielded a sword and shield and displayed classic form with both. His contest was over swiftly. The axe-fighter from Megnon’s overplayed his aggressive strokes too often. Patiently, Bennings waited for his opening and found his opponent’s crest several times without taking a single strike to his own. The match was over. The overall score was now tied at one win apiece.
Now the novice competition turned sharply in favor of Breyligh’s Hold. The next Breyligh lad, a boy named Brian who fought with a longsword, won in an entertaining match over another axe-wielder The crowd loved the long cuts and the dramatic near misses. Then a slight, quick girl from Breyligh’s named Desrett dodged and weaved until her opponent slowed out of exhaustion. Desrett found the sluggish boy’s crest at the end and gave Breyligh’s Hold an insurmountable three to one lead.
The crowd thundered its approval. Sir Breyligh himself was on his feet and cheering wildly. Back in Glendien everyone enjoyed high spirits mixed with excruciating anticipation. Now it was Tolund and Heather’s turn. A chant of “Glen-di-en” burst forward joined by individual hails for both Heather and Tolund. Poor Gwendolyn was beside herself with conflicting emotions. She wanted to run away and hide from the shining flames, but, at the same time, her mother’s heart could not look away. The grandmaster called Tolund’s name as her little boy took his place in the huge arena. “Oh Cleric,” Gwendolyn worried, “he’s just a baby! He looks so small out there!”
“That’s just your heart speaking,” The kind pastor smiled, “He’s a fine young man. He’ll justify our pride in him; you’ll see.”
Tolund himself was struggling to sort out the moment as well. The novice competition was already won for Breyligh’s Hold. There was no real pressure on Tolund to win. However, the lad himself still wanted to make a good showing for his hold and his father’s good name. The young boy’s heart was thumping so hard against his chest that he could’ve sworn it was bruising him from the inside. He had never wanted to do something so badly before while at the same time wanting to run as far away as he could from that same thing. Fortunately for him Heather was at hand.
“This is going to be great Tol!” she offered brightly.
He gave her a baffled look and responded through a mouth as dry as cracked leather, “What is?”
“This match up of course,” she giggled. “You’ve gotten so much faster and so much better since coming to Breyligh’s; people are going to be amazed.” Tolund looked hard at her, searching for any hint of sarcasm or false confidence. He found none. She really believed in him—so much so that he found he was re-kindling his own confidence with embers from hers.
“Thanks,” he smiled. “I hope you’re right.”
“I am,” she said matter-of-factly. “Here you go.” She handed him his spear. “Draw out his strategy with this and stay light on your feet. He’s a big stump all right, but he’ll have trouble keeping up with you.” Tolund nodded as the horns blew, inviting the combatants to the center of the arena.
Standing at the opposite side of the arena was a stocky, wild-haired boy named Darrow. He wore a simple weathered tunic with leather boots and he had skull tattoos of various sizes all over his arms and neck. Oddly, Tolund saw that he had a long iron spike strapped to each knee. Darrow eyed Tolund smugly with his thick arms folded across his chest. During an earlier battle Addington had pointed out that a number of Megnon fighters bore the crest of villages that bordered the Wastelands. Darrow’s crest was a short axe enveloped in flame. Tolund didn’t know that anyone even lived near such a deadly place. Knowing that this brute came from the Wastelands didn’t help his overwhelmed confidence any.
The preliminaries were now finished and Tolund strode out to greet his opponent. Darrow stared hard at Tolund with his lips pushed tight into a venomous look. Tolund’s face scrunched in confusion. “What did I do to make him so angry?” he wondered. He surmised quickly that it was all a ploy to shake him up. Tolund was telling himself that it didn’t bother him, but his wobbling knees weren’t convinced. The boys waited in their ready positions.
The horn sounded and the match began. Tolund held out his spear tip in a cautious stance and made sure his feet were light. Darrow held two double-bladed short axes. In a curious move the strange looking boy kept both of his arms out wide leaving his chest, and his crest, exposed to Tolund’s spear. The two fighters circled the arena carefully moving parallel to one another. Darrow’s eyes were fixed on Tolund with a half-grin upon his face. The crowd grew louder and louder calling for someone to make a move. Seconds were grinding on. Tolund wanted to attack, but he could tell that that was exactly what his opponent was waiting for. Glancing quickly to Heather, he could see that she didn’t know what to make of it either. He wanted to spy out Mr. Pierce in the crowd and see if his face could give him any clue, but he dared not look away for any more than a second. Even if he could find his new taskmaster he knew that Pierce would not offer any aid. Mr. Pierce had made it exceedingly clear that a fighter and his attendant should find their own answers in the arena or fail. Tolund really missed Mr. Kessing at this moment.
More circling, more time and still Darrow mocked Tolund with his casual, insulting posture. Back in Glendien the townsfolk were screaming so loudly for their lad to attack that the noise was frightening all of the small children. Gwendolyn tried to calm little Emilyse while looking to Cleric Michaels for an explanation for this odd beginning. “Why doesn’t he do anything? Should he just move around the arena like that?”
“The other boy is baiting him,” The Cleric replied. “He wants Tol to charge in, but Tol isn’t as impulsive as the common novice. Let’s wait and see what he does. Stand fast, he’s still our pride no matter what happens.”
Back in the arena Tolund had started to dart in with quick half-steps to draw out his opponent’s strategy. Darrow’s posturing remained the same. He scarcely blinked at Tolund’s actions. Suddenly Tolund heard a familiar voice; it was an exasperated Jareg. “Get in there Tol!” he bellowed, “The only way you’ll beat him now is if he falls asleep. Quit embarrassing us and fight already!” Jareg’s words ignited Tolund’s pride.
“Maybe this is all just a way to make me play the coward in my first fireshow,” he thought to himself. “Or maybe this is all a bluff to get me to waste time early on.” Tolund rushed in.
“That’s it!” Jareg cried. “Take it to him!”
Tolund thrust his spear tip at the Wastelander’s brown crest and Darrow’s trap snapped into action. With a quick shifting of his right foot, the wildboy turned his body sideways and hooked both of his axes onto Tolund’s spear. Trapping the shaft of the spear between the jagged inner-curves of his two axe blades, the stronger lad wrenched the spear up close to his chest and in one liquid motion whipped his knee spur up to Tolund’s front crest. The crack of his own glass crest sounded louder than a thunderclap to Tolund.
“Get out of there!” Heather screamed. Tolund put his body weight into tugging back on his spear. With little resistance he freed his weapon and returned to his defensive stance. Pieces of glass fell from Tolund’s crest as he retreated. Darrow laughed out loud and went back to his arrogant, open-armed stance.
“It’s over,” the Wastelander said in a measured, confident tone. Tolund was sure no one else had heard it. Still, his heart turned to ice. He was afraid to attack again, but now he couldn’t afford to wait Darrow out. Tolund didn’t dare to inspect his crest in the midst of a battle, but he knew it was a damaging strike. Obviously, Darrow’s was still untouched. Tolund’s big day had become a nightmare.
Back in the Glendien square, Gwendolyn could hardly hear her own thoughts due to the shouts of the townsfolk. They were all coaching and yelling words of encouragement to their fighter as if somehow Tolund could hear them. Emilyse shifted, kicked, and fussed in Mrs. Dellender’s arms. Even in the twisting flames of the fireshow she could see her boy’s hands shaking and the trembling of his spear tip. “He’s in trouble isn’t he?”
“Steady on Gwen.” Mrs. Michaels said sweetly as she grasped her friend’s arm. “He’ll be fine; he’ll find his way.”
“Absolutely,” interrupted Mayor Bitsford, “that boy’s no quitter. He’ll give an account of himself yet. I’m not sure how, but I know he will.” In a ridiculous maternal thought Gwendolyn found herself wishing that she could take her baby’s place and fight for him. Of course her head told her that this was silly, but she still couldn’t stop herself from thinking it.
Cleric Michaels spoke to her softly and with conviction, “Remember Gwen that this is only an arena match. We want our boy to show his character, win or lose. How he manages all of this is the priority here. Knowing Tol as we do, I know that we can, in fact, trust in his character.”
A horn echoed throughout the great hold cutting through the frenzied barks and growls of the crowd. The first clash was over. Tolund walked sheepishly to Heather.
“How do you feel?” she asked urgently.
“Like quitting,” he said flatly. Heather’s eyes rounded as a look of shock spread across her face. “Don’t worry,” he interjected, “I feel like quitting, but I won’t.” Heather was only slightly relieved. Just the fact that he’d even said those words was proof of how bad the situation was.
“Do you want to try the sword now?” she asked.
“Might as well. It wasn’t like my spear was working out for me anyway.” Heather handed him his sword and some water.
“Hurry up and drink this,” she offered. “I’ve never seen anyone fight like this lump. Don’t let him snag your weapon and pull you into those spikes again, but don’t forget about those axes either. Keep trying quick stabs and back cuts. Maybe you can get to his crests that way. It will be all right Tol, I know that you can do this.” His confidence was in shreds at this moment. The horn sounded.
Gulping down the cold water, Tolund moved hesitantly back into the ring. Darrow was already posing in the center with his now familiar stance. His eyes burned straight into Tolund’s. Tolund and everyone else knew exactly what he was thinking—“I’ve won, you’re mine, this is over.”
Holding his sword upright, Tolund tried to grab hold of one of the thoughts spinning in his head. AttackLungeFeintSidestepStabCross-slash? It was like trying to grip running water. The surging noise from the spectators did nothing to help him focus. Again time was slipping by in the battle. He still circled slowly while Darrow matched his movements and remained directly across from his sword tip.
“Do something Tol!” Heather urged. In response Tolund gritted his teeth and shot forward for a cross-slash that started high left to low right, curved up to high right and slashed down toward the side of Darrow’s front crest. Amazingly, the wildboy ignored the first cut and caught the second cut with the upper blade of his axe. With blinding hand speed he brought the lower curve of his other axe over and down upon the long sword blade, trapping it between the two just as he had done to Tolund’s spear. Now Darrow twisted and yanked the wedged broadsword up and to his left again sweeping his left knee spur to meet Tolund’s front crest.
Reacting on pure instinct, Tolund dropped his right leg to the ground and rolled with the momentum over and away from the spike. The knee spur still struck a glancing blow to Tolund’s front crest. More glass flew through the air. Luckily, Tolund’s sword slipped out of the wedged axes much easier than the spear tip. Darrow’s supporters in the great hold exploded in approval. The townsfolk in Glendien gasped and fretted.
Darrow recovered lithely and resumed his usual stance. “I can’t believe he’s a novice!” Tolund thought to himself as he took up his battle stance again. Now, for some strange reason, Tolund’s eyes shifted to the knee spur that almost opened up his forehead as he dodged a moment ago. In a flash of sudden clarity, Tolund’s eyes widened and his eyebrows shot up. “I’ve got him!” he thought in a mixture of surprise and assurance. He was sure that it would work. Unable to stop himself, he broke into a delighted chuckle. The wildboy’s brow scrunched as he tried to figure out what his losing opponent was smiling at.
For the rest of this time period Tolund just circled and held his sword up in a protective stance. His opponent was quite content to let the time run out as his crests were still undamaged. Even so, Darrow couldn’t help but wonder about the Stonelander’s sudden pleasant demeanor—he assumed it was a desperate ruse of some kind. As the horn was blown the Wastelander roared to the crowd celebrating his imminent victory. Tolund, looking comfortable for the first time in this arena, walked quickly toward Heather.
“What’s that silly grin for?” she asked.
“I’ve figured him out now Heather. I can beat him,” he stated with certainty.
Back at the Glendien fireshow his loved ones muttered to one another and looked on in the crushing tension. “What do you think they’re saying to each other?” Gwen asked the cleric.
“I’ve no idea Gwendolyn, but Tol’s excited about something. He’s actually smiling while they’re planning.”
“Aw, he’s daft!” The pig farmer scoffed. “I think he’s just glad this embarrassment’ll be over soon.”
“Well, no one asked for your opinion anyway Mr. Bennings,” Mrs. Bonwell snapped in a protective tone.
“All right everyone settle down,” Cleric Michaels said firmly. “The last battle is starting—here we go!”
The Wastelander swaggered out as before. Tolund came out now holding his broadsword up high in his right hand and his short axe held low in his left hand. Almost casually he dropped his axe to the ground. Darrow’s eyes narrowed and his head tilted a bit to the left in wonder. Now Tolund held his sword out in front of him just as he had done before. For the third time the two boys circled warily. The crowd was tired of this inactivity and cried out for action. Darrow knew that each passing second moved him closer to victory. Due to whatever strategy he had suddenly dreamed up, Tolund felt his confidence rising as well. Fast minutes pressed on and the spectators screamed even more for battle. “That should be time enough,” Tolund thought to himself.
Instantly, he dashed forward with a straight jab of his sword. Again Darrow moved to trap the blade between his axes, but the blade was not there. With lightning speed of his own, Tolund swiped the blade down upon Darrow’s left knee spur. As any fighter knew, the enchanted wood of the sacred mountains was impervious inside the magic arenas so it cut right through the wildboy’s steel spike. Now, before his opponent could adjust, Tolundkicked hard at Darrow’s back right leg at the bend of the knee. His father had taught him how to drop an opponent like this if all of their weight was on one leg. Darrow thumped down hard upon the arena floor. Tolund wasted no time.
Darrow’s right knee spur was pointing up and made an easy target. With a measured slash from Tolund’s sword the tip of the wildboy’s spur went flying. Both spurs were gone now—along with his opponent’s primary trapping attack. Darrow, realizing his vulnerable position, rolled quickly away from Tolund. Too slow. As the Wastelander was springing up out of his roll from the ground, he felt the blow hit his back crest. The sharp cracking of the glass sounded like beautiful music to Tolund. The arena crowd leaped up and cheered. It was a new contest now and everyone knew it.
Darrow sped to the far side of the arena to escape a second blow from Tolund’s sword. The two boys new faced each other with their weapons in defensive positions. Waves of frenzied sound crashed down upon them from the spectators. Back in Glendien Cleric Michaels allowed himself a wide smile. In the arena a chant of “Brey-ligh, Brey-ligh” echoed off the huge walls.
Now Tolund shocked everyone again. With only moments remaining, he stabbed his sword down into the ground and then picked up his short axe. This strange move forced Darrow into a rushed decision. He had no way of knowing how badly his back crest had been damaged and if it was worse off than this opponent’s than he would have to score one more good strike to ensure victory. Also, Darrow knew that he was bigger and stronger than this skinny Stonelander and he had two axes to his one. It only made sense for the wildboy to charge in with axes flailing. This was what Tolund was counting on.
Tolund dashed forward to meet the other boy’s charge and then, just before he reached Darrow, he tucked into a ball and rolled at full speed into Darrow’s ankles. Like the last cut of the axe that brings down a forest pine, Darrow belly-flopped onto the dirt. Tolund
bounced up and struck the boy’s back crest cleanly sending glass shards into the dusty air. Before he could land a second cut the horn sounded and the match was over. Impossible as it seemed, the throngs in the arena and the countless fireshows cheered even louder. No one could remember ever seeing a novice battle fought with such guile and strategy. They all knew that they had witnessed something quite astounding.
Amidst the furor, the two combatants had quietly moved to their attendants. Even with Tolund’s final strike both boys knew it would be a narrow decision. Three officials walked over and inspected the Wastelander’s front and back crests. They removed his breastplate and shook it vigorously. Tolund smiled a bit at the sight of even more glass slivers falling to the ground. The men talked amongst themselves and seemed to be agreeing on a count or estimation of the damage done to Darrow’s crest. By now the crowds had settled into a rumbling muttering as they debated their own opinions to one another. Nodding in agreement, the officials now turned and moved to Heather and Tolund. “Is is possible that Tol didn’t win?” Mrs. Dellender asked Cleric Michaels.
“I don’t know Gwendolyn. Yes, Tol turned things around, but the first blow to his crest was a heavy one and the second cut to it didn’t help matters any. Now it’s up to the officials.” Tolund had now removed his own breastplate and watched nervously as they inspected it in the same fashion they had examined Darrow’s. Heather’s hands gripped Tolund’s right arm tightly. Neither of them could stand the suspense.
Things didn’t get any easier for their nerves as they watched the officials’ faces grow more intense. They repeated their assessments once more and then proceeded to discuss things in a tight circle. The arena crowd again began to chant for Breyligh’s Hold hoping to sway the judgment. Nevertheless, in a few moments the three officials presented both of the breastplates to the grandmaster. An expectant silence hushed the crowd. The grandmaster strode out to the center of the arena. Tolund forgot how to breathe.
“Good people of Vedris…” the regal old master called out, “It has been our pleasure to witness an arena battle of surprising skill and cunning for novices fighting their very first battles in the fireshows. This, without doubt, has been one of the finest novice contests witnessed in recent times. Therefore, before the judgement is pronounced it seems only fitting to appreciate these two young fighters.” Right away the crowds all stood and clapped and shouted their approval. It was two or three seconds before Tolund realized that his mouth was hanging open. The grandmaster’s voice boomed out again and the crowd quieted instantly. “It is now the judgment of this arena that young Master Darrow of Megnon’s Hold is the victor in this contest.” With that, he held up the Wastelander’s breastplate to the applause of all. Tolund’s heart withered.
Stiffly, Heather and Tolund marched out to collect Tolund’s breastplate and congratulate their counter parts. Tolund was pleased to see that Darrow’s face held no hint of smugness or gloating. “Well fought,” he said to Tolund in a voice filled with relief and respect. Both of them knew that Tolund was just one more axe blow away from a clear triumph.
“Well fought,” Tolund echoed. “Maybe next time.” The wildboy returned Tolund’s good natured smile and bowed. After he and Heather moved back to his side of the arena the grandmaster announced that Breyligh’s Hold had won the overall novice competition defeating Megnon’s Hold three battles to two.
As Tolund and Heather gathered their equipment and headed to the fighter’s chambers on the outer edge of the Grand Arena, the boy remained silent. Ignoring the congratulations and praises of his teammates and even his taskmasters Tolund nodded without reply and tried to keep his head down. His sweat felt icy now. He knew that he should be proud of his efforts in his very first fireshow, but he still felt like he had failed with the whole world watching.
* * * * *
It took some time for Tolund to feel better about his first fireshow loss. Everyone around him seemed to be proud of his efforts. The people of Glendien spent a great deal to have a special celebration package sent in by courier dragon. His mother sent him his favorite cinnamon cookies and it looked like everyone in town baked him something nice. The package also included dozens of notes heaping praise upon Tolund and Heather for such a memorable battle. Of course, the two notes that the boy read over and over were the ones from his mother and from the Michaels; his mother’s letter even had an ink print of Emilyse’s little fingertips on the last page.
In Breyligh’s Hold itself, Tolund received slaps on the back accompanied by short words of approval from his fellow fighters. Even the adult fighters and training masters
acknowledged his cunning performance. Sir Breyligh sent over his customary lavish meals for each winning fighter and , even though Tolund lost, a special dessert was delivered to him as well.
With all of this support, the lad finally warmed to the idea that his defeat might not have been as shameful as he felt it was. Tolund had even received a dinner invitation from Mr. Kessing . Heather, Jareg, and Lem were also invited in the celebration. The invitation told them to meet their old taskmaster at a riverfront inn called, ‘The Boar’s Tusk.’
Apparently, this inn served some of the finest grilled meats in all of Ansalion, and a meal there was not to be missed. This was exciting news to the four friends who had all found that the food at the novice hall was exceptionally ordinary.
All the novices could think about on that Friday was their big night on the town. As soon as the last training drills were finished, the four friends rushed to get cleaned up. Even Jareg was ready on time. After they were excused by the taskmaster on duty, Tolund, Heather, Jareg and Lem, all looking clean and sharp, made their way toward the Bronze Quarter. Having spent all of their time so far within the walls of Breyligh’s Hold made this little trip that much more exhilarating.
It was an hour past sunset now and the sights of early evening in the big city were all about them. The streets were being lit up with torches, corner vendors sold delicacies and goods, and jugglers and tricksters began to entertain. The air danced with the music
pouring out of the pubs, inns, and dining halls.
“I hope we’re there soon, I’m starving!” Jareg complained. Lem nodded in agreement.
“I think we’re going the right way,” Heather offered. “I’m sure we’ll be there soon.” She took another look at the directions on the invitation.
Tolund was having a grand time. He couldn’t decide what he liked better, the man who could tie his own body up in knots or the old woman who had hair that could juggle apples. The scenes, smells, and sounds of the Bronze Quarter at night were captivating, especially to four young novices from a far away mining village.
As they walked and gaped at all that was going on, they were astonished by Lem’s reaction. Suddenly, their very quiet friend, who only spoke when echoing Jareg, was now chattering away like an excited squirrel.
“How do they do that?” he asked several times. “That smells so good! How can they keep all those knives in the air like that?” Their pale friend was having the best time any of them could remember. Naturally, all of them got into the spirit and they bounced along the stone walkways, joking, and laughing as they went.
After a few more blocks, they heard a familiar voice calling out to them. Up trotted Mr. Kessing.
“How are my favorite novices?” he smiled.
“Fine, sir,” they replied. Without warning, Lem broke out in a burst of enthusiasm. He told Mr. Kessing all about the jugglers, the acrobats, the carts that sold sweets and pastries, and the man who had trained snakes to form words by having them slither into the correct letters. Of course, his Glendien taskmaster had seen these things countless times before, but he was enjoying hearing about them from the ecstatic lad.
During the deluge, Mr. Kessing cast whimsical looks with raised eyebrows at Jareg, Tolund, and Heather, asking them silently, “Is this really our quiet Lem Miller?” They enjoyed a good laugh at this new wrinkle until their host interrupted the boy to suggest that they make their way to the Boar’s Tusk before Lem ran out of breath and passed out from talking so much or they all died of starvation.
“Follow me,” Kessing said cheerfully, “it’s only one block over and four blocks down.” As he led them, Mr. Kessing went on and on about Tolund’s battle and how it was the talk of the city. “People will look differently at novice battles after the cunning you showed in that fight,” he added. “By the way, Tol, I am sorry you couldn’t see me cheering you on; I wasn’t able to get a closer seat.”
They walked ahead one block, turned right, and walked another two blocks, then turned left to the street that followed the enchanted river.
“This is lovely!” Heather exclaimed. Following the path of the river was a cobblestone street flanked by low hedges and lovely flower beds.
“Great care is taken in making the walk along the Jorlavar as pleasant as possible,” said Mr. Kessing. “Even here in the warehouse section, the city gardeners make sure that everything is perfect.”
Tolund liked the peace and quiet here. With the river to their right, and various warehouses and stock houses to their left, the noise and bustle of the market streets seemed distant. By now it was quite dark and the slight chill of early evening had set in. Tolund noticed that a thin, wispy fog began to form along the cobblestones.
“Does anyone have the time?” Mr. Kessing asked. “My timepiece is under repair.” Tolund quickly brought out his pocket watch.
“Half past six, sir.”
“Thank you Mr. Dellender,” Kessing replied. “That is an exquisite old watch, Tolund. Where did you get it?”
“Oh, it’s from an old tradition in my family,” Tolund answered. “This watch was made by my great, great grandfather. He gave it to his son. Since then it’s been passed on from father to son and so on, as the Dellender men see fit. My father…umm wasn’t in need of it anymore so my mother gave it to me.”
Everyone could hear the somber change in his voice when he mentioned his father.
“I see,” said Mr. Kessing. “Well, it is rather late so we’d best pick up the pace if we are going to enjoy the feast that I promised all of you.” Heather appreciated how their mentor changed the subject so quickly for Tolund’s sake. The air seemed to chill sharply again and the fog began to thicken. Everyone drew their cloaks tighter and put on their hoods. Walking in awkward silence now, the small party moved along.
Suddenly, Jareg shoved an elbow into Tolund’s side and nodded toward the only other people walking along the riverfront street. Jareg whispered playfully, “Hey Lem, look at the size of that beast, it looks like someone shaved a bear!” Lem chuckled as he always did when his friend joked around. Jareg was referring to the enormous man walking next to the portly, ornately dressed gentlemen about a dozen paces in front of them. “He must be almost seven feet tall!” added Jareg.
“Indeed,” responded Mr. Kessing. “That’s a personal guard to be sure. From the looks of him I’d wager that he must have cost a gold coin or two.”
A few times the rough-looking man had glanced back a bit nervously at their group. The second time the large man looked back Mr. Kessing gave him a reassuring smile and a nod, as if to say, ‘we are just minding our own business and are no threat to you.’ After a long stare, this seemed to satisfy the man and he paid them no more attention.
“Maybe they’re heading to the same inn that we are,” suggested Heather.
“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Mr. Kessing answered. “People of all sorts come from all over the city just to have the roast por—“ Instantly, Kessing halted and spread out his arms protectively in front of his young charges. “Something’s wrong,” he snapped. His tone was serious.
The fog had grown thick and cold about them on all sides, much more quickly than should have been possible. The two men in front of them stopped with the small wealthy man positioned behind his towering guard.
“I don’t like this at all,” warned Kessing. “This doesn’t feel natural. Come on, we should get out of here.” Their mentor turned about and started to lead them back the way they had come, when he stopped again. Creeping up behind them, masked by the fog, was a figure moving slowly and deliberately.
Urgently, Mr. Kessing herded them up against a warehouse entrance. He checked frantically to see if it was open. “Locked!” he whispered angrily. The high walls behind the buildings meant that no side route existed on these blocks. Tolund was scared now. Talbot Kessing was a confident, poised gentleman. Seeing him so unnerved and fearful told them that they were in real danger.
“This smells of an ambush,” Kessing whispered. “That rich fellow must be too tempting of a target for cutthroats, even with his large bodyguard. Just stay quiet, stay near me, and perhaps the fog will afford us a chance to get out of here unnoticed.”
“But what if—“ Jareg began to whisper a protest.
“Shhh!” Mr. Kessing hushed sternly. The figure that was moving up behind them had stopped only about ten paces back from them. “That one’s blocking any chance of retreat,” he explained.
Tolund strained to see through the fog and shadows. Looking up, he noticed that it was a moonless night. Peering behind them, all he could make out was a tall, thin figure; he seemed to be holding a short blade or dagger of some kind. Suddenly, the cold grew much more intense and became almost unbearable. Tolund felt like he was slowly freezing to death.
“How did it get so cold?” he whispered to Mr. Kessing.
“Icecasters,” he answered sharply. “This is a deadly situation, children. Do nothing and say nothing unless I tell you to. Fighting is lunacy against these animals and we’re
weaponless anyway. All we can do is stay out of sight and wait for the first chance to escape.”
Shivering, the children pressed their backs up against the warehouse entrance and remained silent. Tolund felt Heather’s hand grip his arm tightly. He placed his own hand over hers in a futile attempt to calm her. Now they heard voices.
The large man was shouting a warning to someone up ahead in the fog. Tolund couldn’t make out who it was he was challenging. The big man had taken out a spiked mace from underneath his thick fur cloak. “I’ll crush skulls if you get any closer!” he roared.
From the dense fog ahead Tolund heard an oily, breathy voice respond. “You’re standing in our way, pig. You’ll have to die for that.”
Watching intently, Tolund now spied three more figures moving through the fog to surround the two men. He guessed that the fourth rogue was there to prevent the victim from escaping. As the figures stalked forward into the light of a street torch, Tolund looked upon his first icecasters.
Each of them wore dark blue cloaks that bore white witch-markings. They were ghoulishly thin, like walking skeletons. Each one had bleached white skin and bleached white hair. Their blood veins protruded unnaturally with an eerie blue hue, like streams of water over snow. Even their bloodshot eyes had veins of blue instead of red. They looked like frozen corpses.
Tolund heard them make a hissing, laughing sound as they unsheathed jagged, razored daggers of ice from beneath their cloaks. The stink of vile magic was overwhelming.
Suddenly, instead of waiting to be surrounded, the bodyguard lunged forward at the caster directly in front of him, swinging a vicious blow with his mace. Nimbly, the creature avoided the mace. The two icecasters behind the huge man moved in to flank him on his left and right.
As his bodyguard held the fiends at bay, the rich man threw one of his rings into the air as high as he could. A spectacular burst of red sparks exploded for a full minute in the night sky, sending out a call for help.
Enraged at this, the three creatures shrieked and charged the bodyguard. In a frenzy of stabbing blades, the big man fell dying to the cobblestone street. The rich fellow, holding a small jeweled dagger in his trembling hand, backed away from the advancing icecasters only to realize that another barred his way from behind. He whimpered and bargained for his life.
Tolund looked over at his companions. Mr. Kessing stood in a slight crouch looking ready to flee at the first opportunity. His three friends, like Tolund, were breathing heavily in terror, trying to stay absolutely quiet. It looked like they had not been spotted yet. Poor Heather had frightened tears streaming down both sides of her face.
The large man stopped moving. His three murderers crept forward with his blood freezing on their sorcerous blades. “You brought unwanted attention to our business tonight,” one of them scowled at the rich man. “We’ll have to kill you more quickly now, and where’s the fun in that?” The rich man fell to his knees, weeping and begging.
This poor soul’s pleading did something to Tolund. He started to move into the street to do something to help, but Mr. Kessing grabbed and held the boy’s arm firmly.
“Do-not-move!” he commanded under his breath. Tolund was about to protest when a rush of wind overhead disturbed the fog.
The roar of a patrol dragon shook the riverfront. A crossbow snapped and the lead icecaster screeched and fell dead on the street, with an arrow lodged in his chest. Instantly, the paladin’s gold and bronze dragon raked another fiend with its silver-shod talons, shredding the icecaster from shoulder to shoulder.
The dragon’s wings could be heard in the fog overhead. “Surrender now or die with your fellows!” a confident voice boomed. “Drop your blade and lie face down in the street!” The fiend did not comply.
With mocking laughter, he taunted the paladin, “I’m right here, lapdog! Here’s my knife; take if from me, if you can!” Just ahead of the caster, the fog parted like water before the prow of a great boat. Reading this, the caster dove to the left upon the street causing the swooping dragon’s talons to miss completely.
Before the ghoul could stand up, another crossbow bolt shot through the mist and smashed into his left leg. The creature’s haunting wail filled the bloodied street.
Now the paladin brought his dragon to ground before the wounded caster. The fiend had dropped his dagger and was now clutching his wounded leg with both hands. Tolund gasped as he saw how the icecaster’s hideous blood froze when it touched the street.
Dismounting, the officer held out his short sword and carried his shield in a cautious stance. “Time to end this evening’s ambush coward,” he said with authority. The paladin moved slowly toward the injured caster, looking about for other signs of danger. Tolund could tell that neither he nor his dragon could see the fourth icecaster through the mist.
As if he read the boy’s mind, Mr. Kessing whispered another order, “Not a word children! This isn’t over yet.”
“But the paladin can’t see this last one!” Tolund whispered back. “We have to warn him!”
“No, lad,” Kessing corrected, “That would be a fatal move on our part. If we raise the alarm, we will almost assuredly be that last monster’s first target and we would stand no chance against that ice blade. Furthermore, that is a Dragon-paladin of Ansalion. He is well-armed and well-armored and he can more than take care of himself.”
Tolund was outraged. His heart screamed for him to at least warn the officer, but he had to respect his old taskmaster’s orders. He made no sound, but quickly grabbed a broom from the warehouse porch and held it up in readiness. Mr. Kessing saw this and shook his head in disbelief at such a pathetic strategy.
Now the paladin kicked the caster’s ice dagger away from the bleeding creature. The rich man was calling out words of thanks and running toward the officer on wobbly legs. Events turned again. Another, deeper wave of cold rippled through the air. The two remaining icecasters cackled gleefully.
The dragon snarled and bared its teeth to the western end of the block. Whistling noises preceded the sickening sound of flesh being pierced. A cry of pain escaped the dragon as it fell dead to the street. Eight dagger-sized spikes of ice protruded from the fallen beast’s head and body.
The shocked paladin called out his faithful dragon’s name, “Diseth!”
“No!” Mr. Kessing murmured desperately. “That makes no sense!”
“What? What makes no sense?” whispered Heather.
“No caster could’ve brought down that dragon so easily. It’s either the most powerful icecaster I’ve ever heard of or an actual icelock. But why would a conjurer of that level bother with a street robbery?
Emerging from the mist at the far end of the street, stepped an ancient-looking man. His appearance was almost identical to the icecasters except that his veins and eyes actually glowed a spectral blue which shone through his ghastly flesh. Also, his cloak was black with blue witch-markings on it that shone eerily just as the veins on his icy, weathered skin. Even down the block, Tolund could feel the immense power bleeding out of this being.
“Be still,” the icelock called out in an aged, raspy voice. Instantly, the fog around the paladin froze solid, trapping him in a sheath of thick ice. As the warrior strained to break free, the icelock spoke again. “Die,” he said without emotion. Pointing his right hand straight toward his victim, with fingers pressed together, a large ice spear formed about his forearm and hand and then shot out in a cloud of frost. Cutting like an arrow through the freezing air, it punched into and through the paladin’s breastplate and out his back.
“Nooo!” Tolund screamed at the top of his lungs. Without thought, the boy thrust his broom tip into a hanging lamp to use as a makeshift torch against these murderers.
Three things happened in the next moment. First, a loud, horrifying cry came from above the shrouding mist, accompanied by the beating of powerful wings. Next, the icelock and two remaining icecasters shrieked in unison in what sounded like fear. Finally, Mr. Kessing grabbed Tolund and Heather roughly by their arms.
“Into the river, RIGHT NOW!” he ordered. Followed closely by Jareg and Lem, Mr. Kessing leaped into the Jorlavar, pulling Tolund and Heather with him.
As he plunged into the rushing water, Tolund felt his back heat up in an explosion of what must have been fire.
* * * * *
Rushing,shimmering,crashing,frothing,pouring,churning,spraying, swirling,falling,bubbling, slowing..turning….slowing….calming………..clearing ………slowing…….stopping, stopped.
Heather’s mind was lost. Her thoughts were scattered, her body ethereal and weightless. She was chaos and madness and calm and peace all at once. It was terrifying and lovely. Now everything had stopped.
In what felt like months, she became aware of her own thoughts again. Eventually, she could make out words in her mind. The words were trying to slip away, but she knew that she had to have them. Heather forced the words to slow down and stop. The words pooled in her thoughts. She could almost think again.
Gradually, she focused on something strange in the pool of water she found herself in. Her eyes blinked frantically to see better. Directly in front of her, she made out soft, curved lines and bumps protruding along the surface of the water. The lines and bumps seemed to harden. Patterns and faded color began to form. Somehow the water was solidifying into a pink lump of clay. Curious, Heather stared even harder at this odd thing. The soft lines and bumps started to look quite a bit like fingers on a child’s hand. Time flowed on. Now, the clay seemed to tighten and sculpt itself into what looked like fingernails, and even tiny hairs and freckles. With intense effort the mystified lass made out one clear thought, “…this is my hand.”
None of this made sense to Heather. Now she felt weight and separation from the water. As her mind drifted into clarity, comprehension came at last. Impossible as it was, Heather had just witnessed clear river water harden and form into living flesh…her flesh. Somehow, she knew with absolute confidence that this was no dream or illusion. She had been transformed into water; she had become one with the river.
She remained there for an unknown period of time. Each moment brought her mind into a clearer state and her body back to its familiar shape. In time she was able to move a little. With great difficulty, she raised herself up on one arm.
A wave of relief washed over her when she determined that she was finally back to her normal state. Even so, a strange melancholy gripped her as she remembered, and now longed for, the peaceful and powerful feelings of actually existing as a flowing current amidst a great river.
Awkwardly, she struggled to stand up. Her body now felt unnatural. Everything felt like granite to her. Every movement or step seemed like she was uprooting a mountain. After an hour or so, she had managed to stand upright and push herself four steps out of the pool. Now she sank down in exhaustion upon the sandy shore and fell asleep. Heather now dreamed of gliding at great speed over the sand and the rocks. She remembered feeling unbelievably pure and clean.
She awoke with an itch on the side of her face. Sitting up, she rubbed her cheek. The sand that clung to her brushed off easily enough. Her body now felt lighter than it had before her rest. Now, her arms and legs felt like heavy tree limbs instead of stone. She still felt disoriented and dizzy, but this was passing with each moment.
Looking around, Heather could see from the sky that it was late afternoon and the sun would be setting soon. What day it was and how long she had been a part of the waters she could not tell. Now she noticed, aside from the sound of the water, birds singing and the feel of warm breezes on her skin. She could see that, as water, she had splashed down a long waterfall into a pocket valley of some kind. Even as she hated this crude, wooden, thick body of hers, she had to admit that some of her rediscovered senses were pleasing her.
The moist, misty air she breathed in was filled with the scent of wildflowers. The valley was covered all in green and was lush with gentle trees and cool grass. Wildflowers of all sorts lay about the valley in dazzling explosions of color—oranges, yellows, purples, and reds. All of these swayed gracefully in the roaming breezes.
“This is the most beautiful place I have ever seen!” Heather mused. “It’s even prettier than the Green Quarter of the elves.”
The thought of the city sparked her memory. “Wait,” she remembered, “where are the boys and Mr. Kessing?!? Were they turned into water like me? Are they all right?!?” As she began to panic, a soothing wind enveloped her. ‘Peace’ it seemed to sing.
Inexplicably, Heather’s heart calmed. Her mind eased and she did feel peace. A quiet, strong sense of holiness embraced the young girl. Now feeling lighter than air, Heather walked over to a soft bed of grass, set herself down upon it and fell asleep once more.
She was awakened by a pleasant light upon her face. She opened her eyes to see thousands of magical butterflies, glimmering and glowing in the night air. The magnificent creatures fluttered joyfully on the gentle breezes. Each butterfly had bright blue wings with elegant markings upon them that burned a miraculous, iridescent gold.
Seeing them covering the valley literally took the young girl’s breath away. Even with no moon in the sky, the valley shone brightly with an enchanted luminescence.
“Amazing,” Heather whispered reverently. Instantly, to her delight, dozens of butterflies from all around moved toward Heather as if her slight whisper had summoned them. It felt like they were fluttering about her in fits of joy, almost as if she were easing a deep loneliness within the tiny creatures.
Heather couldn’t help herself. This was like something out of a dream. She burst into delighted giggles.
“Hello little ones,” she said sweetly. “I’m happy to see you too.” The magical cloud of butterflies doubled at the sound of her laughter. The golden glow they cast was almost too much for Heather’s poor eyes. She could feel the sheer joy that they shone toward her.
Dozens of them landed upon her damp cloak. She stretched out her arm and dozens more perched there happily. “Oh! That feels nice and warm,” she said with a start. The light they shared was warming Heather’s clothing and tingling her skin. “I’ll bet this is what heaven feels like!” she giggled.
Followed by her parade of magical butterflies, Heather spent most of the night exploring the small valley. She found an astonishing variety of odd-looking fruits that were more delicious than anything she had ever eaten—even better than her mother’s spiced apple pie. She had never seen trees like the ones found here. They had smooth golden bark and soft green leaves that felt like silk fabric.
Heather noticed something else that was most peculiar. In all this valley the only living things were herself, her glowing friends, small violet and silver feathered birds, and the plants. There were no people, no animals, not even insects. No gnats, flies, beetles, mosquitos, or even ants. It was as if all of nature’s comforts existed here without any of its annoyances or dangers. Like the calming breeze earlier, a sense of peaceful holiness continued to sing inside of Heather’s soul.
For three days Heather rested and recovered from her watery journey. Again and again, she attempted to recall the events of that night on the riverfront. The interesting thing was that, as natural as it was, given the circumstances and events, she could not form and sustain a single negative thought. The young lass tried and tried to remember the threats of that night, but the thoughts just slipped away, always just out of her reach.
This became so ridiculous that she even tried to think of other worries or horrid memories, but they also seemed to drift apart, like bits of smoke in a strong wind.
During her days here the misplaced girl explored the meadows and forests. She talked to the glowing butterflies as they surrounded her at all times, fluttering blissfully. At night, Heather would sing the old lullabies from her childhood to her “little flowers.” They would shimmer with contentment and warm her in their light. In her brief time in this entrancing place she knew only absolute joy and comfort.
On the morning of her fourth day the girl made an extraordinary discovery. Waking cheerfully and engulfed by her cloud of butterflies, Heather followed a well-groomed path that led to a small pool within a grove of ancient trees. She had discovered this place earlier and could feel that something was different and more alive here. Looking into the pool, she discovered something she didn’t understand. From a short distance away the pool looked to be shallow, but as she looked directly into it, despite the perfect clarity of the water, she could not see the bottom. The water seemed to go on forever.
Puzzled, she was determined to find out the secrets of this pool. At first, Heather chose to talk to or command the pool. Nothing happened. Next, she touched the surface of the water with one finger. Nothing happened. Now, she thought of doing the one thing the valley itself seemed to forbid. She attempted, once more, to worry about her lost companions, hoping that something in the pool would respond. Again, nothing happened. Before her thoughts could slip into apprehension or actual fear, the magic that permeated this place took over and Heather’s worries dissolved again.
That was enough for the girl. With a shrug, she decided to give up on the mystery of the pool. As she was leaving the grove, something new occurred. While brushing up against one of the trees, Heather randomly thought of the tree in her front yard at home. Naturally, this made her think of her family. Suddenly, the surface of the little pool stirred, danced, and then came to life.
A small whirlpool the size of her hand swirled and then turned inside out and upside down to become a waterspout about the length of her arm. The clear water now shifted and sculpted into moving images of her parents. Tears of joy filled her eyes as she saw her parents working happily in their garden. “It’s just like a fireshow!” she shouted.
Her mother and father looked healthy and content. She watched them smiling and talking as they gardened, although she could not hear their words. The young girl’s heart warmed out of the deep love she had for her gentle parents. She wondered why she wasn’t missing them and realized that, thanks to the enchanted pool, it really did feel like they were right here beside her.
“Let’s try another one.” The waterspout shifted again. Heather now saw the forms of Gwendolyn Dellender and little Emilyse in the glistening water. Mrs. Dellender was bathing her daughter in a wooden tub in front of their warm fireplace. Heather laughed as she watched Emilyse trying to catch the soap bubbles that floated up from the tub. She wasn’t used to seeing the baby so vibrant and full of life.
Heather’s morning continued at this mysterious pool. She watched other images dance forth. The town baker was making cakes and cookies, Neville Smith was playing with the new pups his collie had littered, and the Stobbs were putting on a new coat of paint on the fence in front of their cottage. She laughed as she watched a number of the younger children try to race one another up a haystack only to roll down as straw covered lumps again and again. The elated girl felt like she was home once more, even though she was as far from her home as she had ever been.
Heather enjoyed these water-sculptures for quite awhile. Finally, her hunger convinced her that it was time for a break. “It’s odd,” Heather pondered aloud, “the pool would not let me see my friends or Mr. Kessing; I wonder why?” Before she could continue that thought, it slipped out of her head, onto a passing breeze, and out of the valley. As she ate her lunch, a still, small voice inside her resolved that, even though she was in the most blessed place she had ever encountered, this was not where she belonged. She knew that it was time to move on in search of her companions.
The rest of her last day in this little paradise was spent gathering fruit for her journey and scouting the best way up the ravine walls to reach the unknown lands beyond. She made sure to get to sleep early that night. Heather sang herself to sleep to the immense delight of her shimmering friends.
She awoke early, ready to begin the long climb alongside the waterfall. The climb was not terribly difficult. This was fortunate for Heather for she could scarcely see due to the tears in her eyes. She had begun weeping the moment she said farewell to her ‘little flowers’ at the base of the waterfall. For some reason, this time, the valley did not carry these pains away. The sadness of the butterflies was obvious. Their glowing had all but ceased and instead of fluttering about gleefully, they simply dropped to the ground with wings held still. It seemed absurd, but Heather was sure that these tiny creatures understood that she was leaving and would not be coming back. Something deep down also told her that they had experienced sad farewells before.
This was the most difficult parting of her young life, even more wrenching than leaving Glendien for the first time. Once Heather reached the top of the waterfall, she looked back upon her valley and sighed painfully. The dew upon the early morning grass and wildflowers glittered as if the whole of it were sprinkled with slivers of diamond. With another deep breath she wondered, “Will I ever find my way back here again?”
* * * * *
For the better part of a day the three boys fought their way back to reality. Tolund was re-forming in a small pool next to an old, dead log. Jareg and Lem both solidified in a larger pool on the other side of the river. As with Heather, each lad struggled to find their old thoughts and senses after living as water for however long they had traveled.
Each of them experienced different feelings about the matter. Tolund was heartsick and frustrated. He missed the movement of the rapids and the plunges of the waterfalls that he had been a part of; his flesh and blood body just felt so clumsy and plodding in comparison.
Jareg hated the sun. He loved the cool of the water, especially when it was deep. As water, he had usually rushed close to the bottom of the riverbed. When he’d flowed closer to the surface, he felt exposed. Down low, beneath the rocks, and near the mud was where he felt secure and safe.
Lem felt genuine relief. Part of him enjoyed the sensations of flowing and splashing, but he was content in stillness. The quiet boy much preferred a gentler pace to things. If he’d had to live his life as water, without a doubt, he would have asked to be a somber lake or pool.
At any rate, as early morning moved into late afternoon, the strange enchantments faded completely and the lads were able to talk once more. At first, all they could do was trade babbling questions about their ‘new’ flesh and bone bodies. Once they sorted through all of that, they asked the more pressing questions such as, “Where are we?” “What happened to us?” “Where did that spell come from?” “Where is Mr. Kessing?” “Where is Heather?” and “What do we do now?”
Realizing that it was just the three of them now, they began to panic. Anxiously, they called out for their missing companions. Again and again, the boys shouted for Heather and Mr. Kessing. Their shouts echoed in all directions. There was no reply. For now, the boys were on their own.
Tolund decided that the first matter at hand was their damp clothing. Using the warm sun to their advantage, the three boys hung their cloaks, shirts, socks, and boots upon tree branches. A hot, steady breeze coming in from the south began to dry their clothing.
Looking a little silly barefoot, in their wet undershirts and pants, the lads had a look around. What they found on their hike was not encouraging.
Apparently, they were stuck in a dry, dusty valley. The small valley was surrounded, on all sides, by jagged stone cliffs that must have been four to five hundred feet tall. There seemed to be no path or pass that might lead travelers safely up and over the cliffs. Directly behind the boys, about a mile away, crashed two great waterfalls. This was obviously how they had fallen into the valley. About a mile to their right was the northern side of the cliff wall, about three miles to their left was the southern side. With their backs facing the waterfalls, the three friends could see the sun dropping lower in the west as the afternoon waned.
Straining their eyes, they tried to examine the far cliff wall. “Maybe there’s a break in the cliffs at some point,” Tolund suggested. “Maybe we’ll be able to find an easy way to get out of here.”
“I don’t want to climb those cliff walls,” argued Jareg. “One slip and you’re a sack of broken bones on the ground.” Lem nodded in agreement.
“Well, we’ll have to worry about that tomorrow,” said Tolund. He looked at the failing afternoon sky. “We’d better figure out where we’ll be sleeping tonight. It looks like we’re alone, but who knows what else lives in here.”
As he said this he realized that he didn’t care for this place at all. The trees were old and weak in color. The scrub brush and ugly patches of weeds were yellow, brown, and dry. The only green in the entire dusty valley followed the river, and even the green along the banks did not extend for more than a dozen feet on either side.
“We should camp near the river,” said Jareg.
“I don’t know,” questioned Tolund, “that leaves us out in the open in a strange place. I wish Mr. Kessing were here.” After some discussion, they decided to explore the base of the nearest cliff wall for a place to spend the night. Thanks to the strong breezes and hot sun, their clothing was fairly dry now. After dressing, they set out to find shelter.
This odd land was still, except for the pounding of the waterfalls and the rushing of the river. No bird or beast could be seen except for crows and great clouds of flies. Heeding a feeling that seemed to be screaming at him from inside, Tolund sampled several thick tree branches to make a staff. He finally settled on a sturdy one that was as tall as he was.
“What good do you think a stick will do you?” scoffed Jareg. “It’s not even enchanted!”
“Well, think about it Jareg,” Tolund replied half-jokingly, “in all those scary stories we heard growing up, no one ever armed themselves. Everyone just ran around until they tripped and fell and became dinner for an evil dragon, or something. Well, it feels like I’m in a haunted story of my own right now, so I’m going to put something stout in my hands, you know, just in case.” His two friends looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders, and laughed.
“Doesn’t cost us anything does it?” Jareg laughed. Lem nodded in agreement and they both began hunting for staves of their own.
In no time at all, the three lads made it to the cliff wall. They were pleased to discover a number of small caves there. After choosing the one that they wanted, they prepared for the worst. First, they broke the tips of their staves until they each had a sharp, splintered point. Next, they gathered some rocks and proceeded to hurl them into the caves. After a healthy barrage in each one convinced them that no wild animals were inside waiting to pounce on them, they explored the caves with their makeshift spears.
Now satisfied that this was a safe place to spend the night, they picked a cave to rest in.
Tolund came up with a bright idea for a fire. Without any flint or smoothstones, he relied on his wits. He took out his grandfather’s pocketwatch which, remarkably, was still in one piece after their bizarre journey, removed the glass face and used it to focus the last rays of afternoon sun on a small pile of dead leaves and dry bark shavings. With great patience and careful attention, the boys surprised themselves and got a small fire going. This seemed to lift all of their spirits.
Soon, the sun set behind the far cliff walls, the sky shaded, and the first stars flickered to life. Swiftly, the dark of night covered the silent valley. The lads seemed comforted by the security of the cave at their backs with the fire at its entrance. Jareg suddenly had an idea. Rushing here and there, the impulsive boy began gathering dead wood and tossing it on their meager fire. The fire blazed and sparked, higher and brighter.
“What are you doing that for?” asked Tolund.
“Now that it’s dark,” Jareg answered excitedly, “if Mr. Kessing and Heather are nearby, they’ll be able to see the light from our bonfire!”
“I don’t know, Jareg,” Tolund cautioned. “Are you sure we want to announce where we are in a place like this?”
“Aw, there’s nothing around here except birds and flies. Besides, what if Heather and Mr. Kessing are lost out there in the dark by themselves?”
Tolund had to admit that the thought of their friends wandering this bleak land at night bothered him. Now their little fire had grown into a real bonfire, its flames whipping high into the night air.
Jareg had another idea. “These cliff walls should make some great echoes,” he said. “I’m really going to make some noise now!”
Cupping his hands on either side of his mouth, the boy bellowed out the names of their missing friends. Bouncing off of the cliff walls, his shouts rolled out over the treetops and boomed across the quiet valley. Lem, jumped up to help him.
Part of Tolund wanted to join them, but something had him worried. A nagging voice inside told him this wasn’t the wisest move. At any rate, his friends were doing just fine making noise without his help. Tolund just huddled by the fire and clutched his crude spear tightly. Once Jareg figured that they’d made enough racket, they stopped shouting and settled into the cave.
They were all amazed at how tired they were. Lem and Jareg, each wrapped comfortably in his own cloak, fell fast asleep. Tolund looked up at the blinking stars. He didn’t want to sleep; he wanted to keep watch for their missing companions. He was more concerned with Heather, he hoped that she was with Mr. Kessing who could look after her. He prayed for some time, asking the High King to watch over them and guide them through this ordeal. He even questioned, with more than a little frustration, why his life had been turned upside down and inside out in recent months.
Eventually, the exhausted lad’s head kept pitching forward from fatigue and he settled onto the sandy cave floor and fell asleep.
In the night, Tolund’s dreams swirled and shifted. He winced as he dreamt of running barefoot over miles and miles of blistering hot sand. He dreamt of Mrs. Cailing, his schoolmaster, quizzing him on his spelling words and he was getting the simplest ones wrong over and over. He dreamt of itching without a way to scratch. In his last dream, he scrunched his face in disgust as he ate bite after bite of Mrs. Miller’s lovely peach cobbler only to taste a bitter, sour, greasy flavor. When Lem nudged him to wake up, Tolund was uncharacteristically grateful.
Smacking the roof of his mouth with his tongue, he still tasted that horrible cobbler along with the dusty, sand from the ground he’d slept on. “I need a drink of water,” Tolund said drowsily.
“I’m hungry,” groaned Jareg.
“So am I,” said Lem.
“That’s right,” remarked Tolund, “we haven’t eaten in forever!”
“I wasn’t thinking about it yesterday,” added Jareg, “what with that weird river spell and all, but now I’m starving!”
“Let’s head down to the river,” Tolund proposed. “We can get a drink and maybe there are some wild berries or something along the banks. That’s the only place that has any green to it anyway.”
The three groggy lads grabbed their spears and stumbled in the direction of the river. Their campfire had dwindled, but its embers were still orange at the very bottom with a constant stream of smoke rising above it. Jareg wondered aloud if Mr. Kessing or Heather might have seen it and might be moving their way.
The boys trudged toward the river without speaking. The whole morning had a numb, depressing feel to it, in spite of the fact that it wasn’t all that cold. The sun was brightening the morning sky, but had yet to make its way over the walls that surrounded the valley. Everything was still cloaked in fading shadows.
Tolund noticed that the crows were quiet and there were no flies in the air. He figured that it was too cool for them to be buzzing about yet. The churning river was within sight. Just as they were about to exit a large grove of brown trees, Tolund stopped.
“Hold on,” he said in a curious tone.
“What’s up with you?” Jareg asked in an irritated voice.
“I don’t know,” Tolund said nervously. Looking out toward the river, Tolund furrowed his brow and squinted his eyes. He felt uneasy and didn’t know why. Just near the river, a large clump of grass was flattened down as if someone had camped there, but Tolund saw no remains of a firepit. There was an odd stink to the place.
Jareg pressed him again, “What is it?”
“I don’t know, it just feels…strange.”
Jareg, with a look of extreme annoyance, peered out in the same direction Tolund was looking.
“Aw, you’re still asleep, Dellender!” he scowled. “I’m dying of thirst and I’m getting some water.” Jareg pushed ahead with Lem close behind. Tolund followed hesitantly, looking about with wide eyes.
They were about fifty paces or so from the river’s edge. A morning breeze blew gently from the southeast. Tolund froze in his steps.
“Guys, do you smell that?” he snapped urgently. That same odd stink, only stronger, rode in upon the breeze.
“So what?!?” Jareg griped, “this whole valley stinks! Are you going to do this all day? Quit whining and let’s get a drink and find something to eat.”
Looking in the direction of the breeze, Tolund saw something else that unnerved him. In a huge clump of trees, a hundred paces to their right, there must have been thousands of flies buzzing about. It looked as if every fly in this wretched place was swarming in the large black cloud that hovered about the trees.
Tolund still hadn’t moved. Jareg and Lem continued walking toward the river, but he stood still and stared at the fly infested grove. Suddenly, the ground trembled. From the leaves on top of the suspicious trees, a huge boulder catapulted high into the air toward Jareg and Lem.
“Look out!” screamed Tolund.
The great rock crashed and shattered only a short distance from his startled friends. Tolund looked back. Exploding from the trees, with a gurgling howl, charged a monstrous giant. He was a boil-ridden nightmare, brandishing a massive stone club. He was easily as tall as the highest trees in the valley. His huge strides brought him upon his prey in an instant.
“Run!” Tolund cried.
Spurred by terror, Lem and Jareg bolted like rabbits into the high brush to their left. The giant was upon them. Every step he took shocked the hard ground. Roaring in rage and hunger, the creature slammed his club down with one hand and ripped up trees and brush with the other, frantically trying to crush his next meal. Tolund retreated back to the cluster of brown trees.
“Keep moving guys!” he shouted. “Don’t let him trap you!” Fortunately for them, the boys had run into one of the larger patches of foliage in this part of the valley. With panicked speed, they managed to stay ahead of the smashing cudgel and flying trees.
After about twenty minutes of raging, the giant appeared to be winded. Tolund could hear his rasping breaths and see his hide glisten with sweat.
While the beast stood still, panting and peering into the thicket for his prey, Tolund took a good look at him. He was a foul, nauseating thing. His milky, weathered hide was covered with red, oozing boils. The dark cloud of flies clung to these sores greedily, like a living black moss. His black hair and beard were long and thin and had fallen out in great clumps, leaving wide, bare spots all over his scalp. The monster’s eyes were small and set deep in his thick forehead. His shoulder, arm, and leg muscles were chiseled and powerful; his fat belly was rounded and soft. The brute gurgled sickly with each breath.
Finally, Tolund noticed its strange loincloth and boots. Wrinkled and torn, they were a soiled white, identical to the giant’s pale hide. Disgusted, Tol realized that this abomination had killed another of his kind and used that giant’s skin for its clothing.
The frustrated behemoth still could not find and flatten its breakfast.
“Good work, lads!” Tolund cried out enthusiastically. “Stay a step ahead of him!” The head of the creature snapped toward the sound of the Tolund’s voice. With a murderous scream, his hulking body now turned and thundered directly for Tolund.
* * * * *
The land that above her blessed valley was not as harsh as Heather feared. Mostly green and full of life, these lands looked very much like the countryside she grew up in. Heather laughed at herself. Why was it that the first emotion she felt coming out the blessed valley was fear? Was she so used to worrying that it was instinctive? The girl pressed on, determined to find her friends.
She had no idea where she was. Covered by dense thickets and a large variety of trees, this wild area could have been found in almost any part of the Plainslands, Stonelands, or even the Wastelands. She walked through several small meadows carpeted with grasses which were colored in equal shares of greens, golds, and browns. Tiny yellow wildflowers grew all about these meadows. The wilds that Heather passed through were rather pretty, but nothing spectacular. She was pleased to find that an easy sense of
calm seemed to rest on these lands.
Inside herself, however, Heather was anything but calm. The further she hiked beyond the enchantments of her valley, the greater she felt remorse. She painfully missed her ‘little flowers’ and the serene call of that holy place. She was also anxious for her friends. Scene after horrible scene played out in her mind of where they might be now or what might have happened to them had they been captured by that murderous icelock back in Ansalion. Also, amidst all of those worries, she actually thought a time or two of her own situation—desperately lost and alone and wandering in a strange place.
Steeling herself and her thoughts, she decided to focus on the task at hand. It made sense to Heather to follow the river. She could hear her father’s steady, reasonable voice in her head telling her to stay near fresh water. The girl knew that this would take care of thirst and more than likely keep her near sources of food. The river would also provide her with the best chance of eventually running into a town or village. Hearing her father’s voice echo in her mind made her miss both of her parents and her home intensely.
After a few hours of hiking, Heather was pleasantly surprised to find a grove of wild apple trees. They were slightly tart, but she knew she would need them after her fruit from the valley ran out. She had already tied her cloak into a crude sack and filled it with that fruit. Now she added as many apples as it would hold. She quickly ate two pieces of fruit and then hoisted the sack over her shoulder. This unexpected discovery was encouraging to her. She continued her journey with lighter steps.
The young traveler covered a lot of ground that first day. As night fell, she found a large tree with a wide limb that was safe enough to sleep in. High above the ground, she felt secure enough from wild animals. Besides which, the brittle carpet of leaves on the ground would alert her to anything that might be approaching. After a meal of more fruit, she curled up in her cloak, said her prayers, and drifted off to sleep.
Heather’s next five days and nights trudged along just as the first. Her legs were weary and her feet sore and still she saw no sign of another living soul. All she could do was continue following the river and hope that her good fortune and food would hold out long enough for her to find a farm or cottage.
Hunger was becoming a problem. Heather had eaten the last of her fruit some time ago and now the poor girl was dreadfully hungry. She saw fish in the river, but could not figure out a way to catch them. She did try, at one point, to spear one with a stick, but that only succeeded in getting her frustrated and soaked. She didn’t try again.
Early afternoon was turning into late afternoon. Rumbling from hunger pangs, her stomach would not stop growling in protest. The river’s winding path now led her to a place where the land to one side grew dense with thickets. After a mile or so, Heather’s eyes grew wide with sudden delight. Something smelled wonderful.
The wind had changed. Washing over her from the east this new breeze raised her eyebrows. The strong smell of honey was wafting over her. Heather decided to track the scent by following this slight wind. She walked faster, spurred on by hunger.
Over a bush-laden knoll and down a gradual slope she went. In the open meadows before her were countless small wildflowers in a variety of rather dull colors. Instead of vibrant yellows or oranges, they were grey, a dusky green, or an ordinary brown. Heather scrunched her nose in disapproval. She preferred flowers of beautiful colors.
Moving along, she noticed that the multitude of honey bees did not share her low opinion of these blossoms. She had to admit that the fragrances in the air were splendid. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, soaking in the rich perfume of the flowers. This lifted her mood.
Heather walked on until the beginning of sunset, resting her sore feet and legs occasionally. Suddenly, her eyes locked onto something. Just above the tree line in the distance, she spied a thin line of smoke. Excitedly, Heather stood still and squinted. It looked like the smoke was issuing from the chimney of a small cottage.
“I found someone!” she shouted. “I’m saved, I’m saved, I’m saved!” She cried happily as she broke into a sprint. Whatever the dwelling was, it was still a long way off. Undaunted, the hopeful girl rushed forward.
Poor Heather was so excited that when the first black lump flew by her, she failed to even notice it. There was a second, a third and fourth; then a fifth, sixth, and a dozen more. These black shapes weren’t just flashing by, they were circling her. They buzzed so loudly that the vibrations moved into her ears and down her spine. Heather stopped sharply as an icy fear gripped her. Heather was being surrounded by huge, black hornets with strange red markings on their bodies. They were unnaturally large, each the size of a hummingbird. As they buzzed close to her face, she saw clearly their long, needle-like stingers. Her blood grew cold, her legs would not move. The stench of warlock magic was upon them.
Thus far, none had touched her, but in a matter of only a few moments their numbers had swollen from dozens to thousands. And now, almost as if commanded, they formed a writhing circle about the poor girl. This ring of razored stingers was now four feet thick and, easily, seven feet in height. It began to close in upon its prey.
Scared senseless, Heather cowered in a ball upon the ground and covered herself up inside her feeble cloak. Heather could feel the intense malice of these evil things burning toward her. She knew what was coming. She would be stung and pierced by thousands of cruel stingers. She was about to die in the most agonizing manner she could imagine.
Tears of panic streamed down her trembling cheeks as she whimpered her last prayers. Oddly, thoughts of her mother’s warm smiles, her father’s hugs, her seventh birthday party with the pink cakes, and standing proudly at the fireshow next to Tolund dashed through her mind. She prayed that it would all be over quickly.
The angry buzzing was deafening. The band of razored needles tightened. The girl screamed as the first stingers punched into her skin.
* * * * *
Tolund’s breath froze inside of his chest; he thought his heart stopped beating. Only instinct saved him. In mere seconds, the giant reached him with upraised club. The club exploded upon the boulder next to where Tolund had been standing. It felt like a mountain had fallen from the heavens to the ground. The boulder was now a cloud of granite shards and dust filling the air. Tolund’s speed had saved his life. With his next swipe, trees splintered into a spray of slivers. The beast shrieked and raged, furious at having missed his breakfast again.
Tolund had dashed to the side where clumps of dead trees and brush covered his escape. The giant bludgeoned the grove again and again and again. The impact of these blows kept knocking the boy off of his feet, making it impossible to run away. As the terrified lad crawled into deeper cover, he could feel the force of the giant’s blows move up through the ground and into his bones and flesh. His teeth rattled so hard that he had to keep them apart for fear of them cracking against one another.
Tolund had never been so terrified. His heart pounded and his mouth felt like dry sawdust. The boy knew that a crushing death would rain down upon him the second this thing spotted him. He had to keep moving.
The giant’s swath of destruction was widening at frightening speed. Tol saw how this brute hunted, it simply pulverized everything near its prey until the harried creature was flushed out where it could be smashed and eaten. Tolund knew that he had to stay in front of the monster’s assault or he would be exposed and then slaughtered.
The boy could not stand or run without being seen. The best he could manage was crawling on his hands and knees as fast as possible. Beneath bushes and behind trees, he scrambled, drenched in a clammy sweat. Suddenly, the tremors and crashing stopped.
Standing up straight, as silently as he could, Tolund inched his skinny frame up behind the trunk of a large oak. The hounded boy was fighting to catch his breath without making a sound. His clothes were as torn as the skin beneath them from the rocks, thorns, and branches he’d been scraping through. He felt like he was going be sick, but did not dare because of the threat that he might be heard. He wondered what this brute was up to.
Gathering his courage, he peered stealthily around the tree. The horrid thing had halted his rampage and was glaring back in the direction that Jareg and Lem were now running. Wisely taking advantage of the giant’s distraction with Tolund, the two boys sought the safety of the caves in the cliff wall. The creature’s eyes seemed to be straining to spot them.
Tolund’s eyes narrowed in thought. Lem and Jareg were not out of the tree line yet, but they were at a place where the trees grew further apart from one another, providing them with less cover. He could see them easily, but the monster seemed confused as it squinted in their direction.
“He can’t make them out,” Tolund thought to himself. “He has the eyes of an old codger!” Tolund wondered how it had spotted him so quickly and deduced that it must have sharp ears to hear its prey. After all, with its terrifying strength and power, it didn’t need precision to kill. The beast looked back at what was left of the thicket Tolund was hiding in. Now, it turned its head in the direction of Lem and Jareg. “The stupid lump can’t make up his mind,” thought Tolund.
During this slight respite, the boy caught his breath and tried to steady himself. He understood with absolute clarity that if the creature chose to hunt for him instead of his friends, he would be dead in a matter of minutes. He knew this foliage would be leveled in no time. Once uncovered, he had no chance of outrunning those impossible strides and massive blows. He would be flattened to a pulp and, most likely, devoured in one bite. The thought of this grinded and boiled inside of him.
“I don’t want to die like a frightened rabbit,” he thought to himself. “I will NOT die like a frightened rabbit!”
Tolund’s frantic mind worked quickly. Silently, he grasped a hefty stone in one hand and a splintered branch in the other. The tree branch served as a crude spear replacing the one he’d dropped earlier. The branch, a result of the giant’s tantrums, was heavy and thick with a sharp, slivered point. There were still some annoying smaller branches attached to it. Tol wanted to snap these off, but the risk of the giant hearing him was too great. With his rushed plan and his pathetic tools, Tolund waited to see what the creature would do.
The giant had made a few indecisive steps in Jareg and Lem’s direction, but, with a twitching glance back at Tolund’s thicket, it furrowed its oozing forehead and growled. The mist of ravenous flies about it seized this moment of inactivity and voraciously covered up its open sores and wounds. Irritated, the beast shook his gigantic frame to dislodge his constant tormentors. The monster had decided.
Turning straight toward Tolund’s grove, the beast set upon flattening the brush once again. The boy clenched his fists and took a deep, long breath . His grisly death was moments away.
The thought of dying on his own terms somehow calmed the lad. Despite his trembling body and racing heart, he knew that he had to move immediately and with absolute precision.
The giant was almost done thrashing down the main cluster of trees in the grove. Half-crouching, Tolund moved straight back and around the beast, using whatever cover he could find. In truth, even with giant’s weak eyesight, the boy was easy enough to spot if the dumb brute had bothered to look in his direction. Tolund figured that the giant would not spot him sneaking toward him as its prey always scurried away. Had the creature glanced behind himself even once, Tolund would have died beneath its club instantly.
The lad’s gamble succeeded. Moving silently, he dashed around and behind the monstrosity unnoticed. Now, the most terrifying moment was upon him.
He readied his splintered branch and steeled his resolve. With all of his strength, he threw the rock as far as he could to the left of the giant. It was a good throw. With a loud crack, the stone hit the trunk of a fallen tree. The giant stopped its hunting and squinted at the spot where its keen ears marked the rock’s impact. As silently as a cat, Tolund sprang forward. Now within the cloud of flies, the boy fought to keep his vision clear. He began to gag from the sweat and stench of the foul creature. The flies sought his mouth, ears, and nose.
Ignoring all of this, Tolund reached his target. With both hands on his spear and all of the force and body weight he could muster, he drove the splintered tree limb up underneath the big toe nail of the giant’s right foot. The branch stuck firmly in the soft flesh. Thick red blood spurted from beneath the jagged nail. A screeching wail of pain, like Tolund had never heard, cut through the valley and shook the land.
Now the boy was in for it. Without even a backward glance, he bolted over the open terrain, straight for the nearest opening in the cliff face. Lem and Jareg, who were already safe within their cave, were screaming urgent cries of encouragement to their friend. Tolund was already fast; now, fueled by terror, he practically flew over the rough ground.
Suddenly, a huge shock vaulted the fleeing boy into the air. He landed with a jarring thud. He hit so hard that his vision went black for a few seconds. His left leg and left arm burned with pain. Looking down, he could see dark red blood streaming from numerous cuts and gashes, up and down his left side. The giant’s howls snapped the hurting lad back to attention.
Tolund shot up from the ground and sprinted for the cliff wall. Wincing in pain, he forced himself to ignore his injuries.
Behind him, the giant was screeching in misery. When Tolund’s wooden spike impaled him under his toe, he tried to stand on one foot to pull it out. As clumsy and as fat as he was, the brute lost his balance and pitched forward onto the ground. The resulting crash was what slammed poor Tolund off of his feet.
The boy must have hit a vein in the beast’s toe because when the giant yanked the splinter out, blood gushed like a broken dam. Enraged, the brute could hear the insect that stung him escaping. Now his torment and his hunger would be seen to---now the chase was on.
With a great lunge, the hulking nightmare plowed toward Tolund. In only a few strides it was upon its prey. The monster threw its loathsome mass down onto the boy in an avalanche of diseased fat, muscle, and flesh.
* * * * *
Heather was terrified. She could feel the weight and vibrations of countless hornets upon her body. She wanted to swipe them off of her cloak, but all she could do was shake and twist and scream.
The girl’s breath pulled back into her chest when the first stingers pierced her flesh. Venom, searing like fire, seeped under her skin. The pain was maddening. More stingers punched through her cloak. More frenzied hornets swarmed on top of her thrashing form, stinging her as fast as they could.
In a swift sweeping motion, Heather felt her body lift high into the air. She felt a rush of heat around her. A man was screaming. The stingers left her body, the hornets lifted from her cloak. Unable to see, with her cloak still wrapped tightly around her face, she could tell that she was falling fast. She landed hard upon the ground. The man’s screaming continued.
Heather fought to push her body up off the ground, but her muscles were made of jelly. Furiously, she struggled to roll her head to one side so she could see what was going on. She could not move her head. Even though the stinging had suddenly stopped, she was in agony from the poison venom. Lying there, quivering, helpless, and unable to see because her face was covered by her hood, Heather strained to use her ears to find out what was happening. Listening intently, she could hear the deafening buzzing, flames roaring and snapping, and what sounded like a large man being tortured.
“I have to see what’s going on!” she shouted to herself. Her arms would not lift so she started shaking and rolling her head. With every bit of the feeble strength left in her, she forced her head out of her hood and to her left. Then she saw him.
In a spectacle of madness and nightmare, she looked upon this creature for the first time. Twisting and spiraling in the darkening sky was a huge warrior in silvered armor, flying on great wings made of fire.
Boring into him on all sides was the mass of vicious hornets. The creature was thrashing his burning wings back and forth at amazing speed. Roasted hornets rained down by the hundreds. Relentlessly, the swarm pressed in. The creature was fighting a losing battle. When he flew close enough, Heather could see that her rescuer was trying frantically to rip the hundreds of burrowing insects from the gaps and joints in its armor. The helpless girl offered up whispered prayers for this strange man who was fighting for both of their lives.
In a howling cry of defiance, the warrior changed his tactics and pressed his blazing wings upward. Like a shooting star, almost a hundred feet in the air, the warrior curved to one side in a gradual arc. Now he was hurtling straight toward the ground. Unbelievably, the crazed hornets were still close behind. As the flame-winged figure approached, Heather feared that he would crash straight into the ground. With a rush and tilt of his wings, he leveled out smoothly and streaked toward her.
Effortlessly, the warrior snatched Heather up. His magnificent wings burned brighter and hotter as the creature strained to stay ahead of the swarming death just behind them. Unable to move her head out of weakness, the terrified lass could not see where he was taking her.
The growing buzzing sound behind them told the girl that their escape was failing. The supernatural speed of these tiny demons was greater even than his magical wings of fire. Fearful seconds passed. She could tell that the swarm was almost upon them.
Suddenly, her body jerked downward and she crashed into water. It was icy cold and shocking. She was being dragged through water. Heather was given no warning and did not know to hold her breath. She did the best she could to keep what little air she had inside her lungs. The girl started to panic at the thought of drowning.
Strong hands grasped her shoulders, quickly pulling her upward. The instant her head broke the surface of the water she gasped and wheezed for air. All she could hear were the echoes of water splashing on stone. Her eyes blurred to grey and went black.
Minutes, hours, days passed. Heather had awoken briefly twice before. Each time, she was enveloped in darkness and could see nothing. This time, through heavy eyes, she saw sunlight dancing through a sheet of cascading water. Blinking her eyes open, she realized that she was lying on cold stone. “Where am I?” she wondered.
Lifting her head shot excruciating pain through her body. Still, she had to see what was around her. Heather could make out that she was behind a waterfall. The mist from the falls tingled and eased some of the pain. She opened her mouth to breathe in the moisture. It looked like she’d been pulled through the waterfall into a rough cave hidden behind it.
As her eyes focused, she could see blue sky behind the falling water. “It must be past dawn,” she thought, “sunrise has more orange in the sky.” The cave was small, only about two strides wide and two strides high. She saw that it narrowed to a tunnel behind her. It was black as pitch and nothing Heather wanted to explore right now.
Things looked bleak. Her soaked clothing was giving her chills. She wished there was a warm fire in this drafty, misty hole. Inexplicably, the air warmed all around her. Steam rose from her hair, cloak, and clothing. In no time at all she was completely dry and comfortably warm. Blinking in astonishment, Heather touched her hair and clothing, trying to make sense of this.
A gurgling inside her belly interrupted her curiosity, snapping her thoughts back to her immediate problems. The gnawing in her stomach demanded her attention. As she stood up her joints and bones stung in protest. Itching welts, a half dozen on the girl’s neck and a large number on her back, told the tale. She groaned as she rubbed a large welt behind her right ear. The throbbing in her head made it hard to think about her next step.
Grimacing, Heather staggered over to the waterfall and scooped handfuls of water to her mouth. That was better. Refreshed a bit, she was able to think more clearly. It looked as if she were safe enough from the hornets in here. She didn’t know what to expect beyond this waterfall. A thought flashed in her hazy mind, “Where is that flying creature?”
Heather looked behind her. The morning sun outside provided more light now. The cave seemed to go back about ten feet and veer to the right. Nervously, with stinging sensations at every step, the girl followed the tunnel. Around the turn, where the morning light could not reach, everything was covered in deep shadow. Although her eyes could not see anything in the blackness, she knew she was not alone.
Dropping to her hands and knees, she crawled over the craggy floor into the shadows. Heather slowly moved forward, waving one hand cautiously out in front. “Hello?” she asked timidly. “Are you all right?” Her right hand brushed over metal. Using both hands now, she carefully felt the edges of a huge armored hand. She strained to focus her eyes upon this spot.
Heather could tell that her eyes were adjusting to the darkness. She knew this because now she was able to make out the rough texture of the stone floor with its bumps and dips. Oddly enough, she had a difficult time seeing the outlines of the hand she was holding gently within her own.
“That’s strange,” she thought aloud. Moving her two hands upward she followed the hand up the arm to the large shoulder. “You’re definitely armored, whatever you are,” she whispered. “Please be all right.”
Now she tried softly shaking the warrior. “Hello? Hello? Please wake up.” Placing her ear just over his breastplate, Heather could hear his labored breathing. She shook him again, this time a little harder. Her right hand moved underneath his arm, brushing an odd shape. It was spiny and smooth and had what felt like---legs!
Heather’s hand shot back and she backed away hard up against the nearest cave wall. It was a hornet! Revulsion and terror overwhelmed her. It must be dead, but its stinger was still lodged in the warrior. The nervous jolt forced the girl to take a few moments to settle her heartbeat and breathing. She knew the horrid thing was dead, otherwise it would be moving, but it was just too much for the girl.
The distraught lass broke down in despair. “I want my mother! I want my father! I want to be home, safe in my own bed!” Her exhausted sobs echoed off the cold, damp stone.
After a good cry, an angry stubbornness rose within her. She decided upon a course of action. Marshalling what remaining strength she had, Heather found this creature’s shoulders. Checking to see that she was not touching any more dead hornets, she gripped the creature firmly under both arms. Using the power of her legs, she began to drag his body toward the front of the cave.
This was a much greater undertaking than she had anticipated. This warrior was massive. She figured that he easily dwarfed even Mr. Benning’s oldest son, James, who was the largest man in Glendien. Still, Heather was fiercely stubborn about this one act.
“He saved my life,” she asserted. “I’ve got to try to help him!”
It took her the better part of a day to drag her mysterious benefactor into the light. It took numerous rests, water breaks, and dozens of prayers before it was done. The young girl paid for her altruism with a healthy crop of sore muscles to go with her stings.
Now, for the first time, she was able to get a good look at the armored giant----what she saw she did not understand.
Heather thought she was having trouble seeing the creature because of its silvered, mirror-like armor. The puzzled girl was only half-right. The flawless, glassy armor magically reflected everything near it to perfection. The breastplate, bracers, gauntlets, even the helmet with its smooth faceplate, all reflected whatever it was surrounded by like a perfect mirror. While sprawled out on the cave floor, the armor reflected the cave walls and ceiling so well that the warrior was virtually invisible.
Furthermore, it was unbelievably difficult, even in close quarters, to see the stranger’s form in places where there were gaps in the armor. Peering in closer, Heather surmised that this was true because of two very disturbing reasons.
The first thing she found unnerving was the warrior’s bizarre hide. Initially, the girl thought she was just too exhausted and emotionally spent to see very clearly, but the closer she examined this creature’s skin, the more certain she became. Heather was sure that his rough skin was blending in with its immediate surroundings. She had heard her father talk of a lizard from the Coastlands that did such a thing. She’d also heard campfire stories of a giant lizard of the wastelands that used the same trick in order to sneak up on its prey.
Wherever this warrior’s flesh was exposed outside of its silver armor, it looked exactly like the floor of the cave it was lying upon—every color, bump, and ridge. This was true at every point, except for the parts she thought to be shadows from the darkened cave.
The black that she saw was not from shadow. While examining the silent figure, the young girl ran her hand over what she first mistook for a patch of shade upon the creature’s arm. Recoiling again with lightning speed, she discovered that the black that covered almost every open area of skin was a forest of black stingers. Also, in numerous places, were the nasty dead bodies of the black hornets that apparently could not detach from their stingers and drowned in the icy water.
Once her initial revulsion abated, Heather’s heart was moved to pity. The brave creature who had saved her from certain, tortuous death was now dying before her very eyes. For some odd reason, the girl tried to count the multitude of cruel barbs; she gave up quickly realizing that there were easily hundreds of them impaled in the warrior’s swollen flesh. For a long while, the terrified daughter of a small mining town pressed her forehead to her knees and, with her two hands laced over her hair, she wept over her dying savior.
Finally, enough was enough. “Do something useful Heather!” she scolded.
Quickly, she doused her cloak with water from the waterfall. Wringing cold water from the fabric, she cooled the creature’s inflamed skin. The warrior did not stir.
“Now, let’s take care of these stingers,” she said with a lump in her throat. Taking a deep breath for courage, Heather tried to pull one of the tiny spears from the creature’s neck. With quite a bit of twisting and turning, the thing came out taking small chunks of flesh with it. Heather saw that the stinger was an inch long with wicked barbs at its end.
“I can’t take them all out like this,” she groaned, “he won’t have any skin left at all.” Rinsing the blood from her fingers, her brow furrowed in thought. She wished she had something sharp to work with, maybe a splinter of rock or a sharp stick. Suddenly, something felt solid in her right hand. Heather’s fingers now wrapped around a splendid silver dagger!
After dropping it out of surprise, the startled girl looked it over. The weapon was both plain and exquisite. While lacking any markings or patterns on the blade or hilt, it was virtually flawless—without a nick or a scratch or any sign that it wasn’t fresh from a fine bladesmith. The astonished girl also found that the dagger was as sharp as any blade she’d ever seen. “This could cut through boot leather like it was cutting through water!” she thought.
Now, with this miraculous blade, she set upon the gruesome task of removing the poison stingers. Heather was quite surprised with herself as she set to work.
The young girl had never really encountered much in the way of physical wounds or injuries. She had seen Brother Bollingsworth set broken arms and tend small cuts and such back in Glendien, but she had never seen anything like this. She certainly never had to attend to any wound on her own. This was what made her reaction to this crisis remarkable.
Using the silver knife, she struggled with removing the first few stingers. Strangely, as she pressed on, it somehow changed in her mind from a dying stranger in need of healing to a puzzle in need of solving. Instead of worrying about the blood and pain, her mind and fingers concentrated solely on getting the stingers out with increasing efficiency.
In the early going, Heather made a frightful mess of things. She was grateful that her unconscious benefactor could not see or, more importantly, feel her bumbling efforts to remove the stingers. Each attempt left a messy wound. Still, as she continued she was learning how to make better, more precise cuts and how to remove the barbed stingers without taking out the skin around them. In no time at all, Heather had become quite the expert in this task. On she worked. When her hands and fingers had finally become so tired that they were cramping and quivering, she decided to rest. Even she was amazed at her progress.
On the craggy floor beside Heather lay a pile of literally hundreds of the barbed stingers and dozens of the lifeless black hornets. Looking over her ‘patient,’ she was pleased to see that his entire neck as well as both arms and one side were now completely rid of the poisoned darts. Heather breathed a deep sigh of fatigue and shook the pain from her hands.
Walking again to the waterfall, she saw that it had grown dark outside. After rinsing the blood from her hands, she took a long drink. A twisting in the pit of her stomach nagged at her, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten anything in some time. The truth of it was that the venom from her own stings left her sour in the belly and not wanting food. Now, food was all she could think about.
“I wish I had found a way to carry more apples!” Heather whined aloud. “Stupid, stupid, stupid girl! What were you thinking?” She was wishing for just about anything to eat right now—except for the dead hornets, she’d never be that hungry. Alarmingly, something touched her right palm. Dropping whatever it was, the startled girl jumped back in a panic. A crystal bottle of some kind clanked along the rocky ground.
“What’s this?”
Reaching down to retrieve it, she found a small clear vial about the size of her thumb. It was filled with a liquid that, amazingly, was constantly changing colors. First it was a hazy yellow, then a somber brown, then orange, green, and blue. Also, for some reason, the vial made her hand tingle --which felt quite wonderful.
“How peculiar!” she exclaimed. Now the girl’s curiosity was sparked. Heather cautiously removed the top of the tiny bottle and sniffed the bizarre concoction. Strawberries! The very next second the liquid changed colors again, from pink to a faint brown. This time Heather smelled her grandmother’s homemade cinnamon bread. “This is incredible!”
Feeling brave, she carefully placed a drop of the fluid on her finger and tasted it. The delighted girl caught her breath as her mouth exploded with the flavor of glazed ham. She was so exquisitely dizzy that she had to sit down.
With caution pushed aside, Heather greedily gulped down the rest of the vial’s enchanted contents. Her brown eyes widened, she blinked hard twice and passed out with a foolish grin upon her face.
A magical dream filled her thoughts. She was back at home with her parents and grandparents; the Dellenders and Michaels were there as well. They were all enjoying an extravagant breakfast. The table was splendid with a forest green tablecloth adorned with scented candles, silk napkins, and settings of crystal and silver.
The feast itself was a spectacular offering of ill-matched dishes. All of Heather’s favorites filled the ridiculously large table. Several lovely fruit baskets, bursting with strawberries, red apples, green apples, grapes, and pears adorned the table. There were biscuits, muffins, and grandma’s cinnamon bread alongside helpings of fresh butter, jams of every variety, and the purest honey. There were scrambled eggs, poached eggs, fried eggs, and even omelets complete with onions, mushrooms, cheeses and spices. There were waffles and pancakes smothered in butter and maple syrup. There were browned potatoes, mashed potatoes, and baked potatoes, beefsteaks, ham, bacon, and sausages, all sizzling hot and in preposterous amounts. Heather could smell fresh coffee, hot chocolate, and hot tea and could see tall pitchers of cold milk, apple juice, orange juice and lemonade. Lastly, there was a grand assortment of pastries, cream puffs, pies, tarts, crumpets, scones, and cakes. Heather giggled uncontrollably.
Everyone laughed and feasted, taking turns to tell Heather how beautiful or wonderful she was and how much they all loved her. They all ate impossible amounts of food, toasted to the blessing of knowing Heather, sang of Heather’s countless virtues, and then repeated the whole process two more times. After the last song was sung, a delightful tune called, “The Enchanting Miss Bonwell,” they all fell into a deep, satisfied sleep on fluffy white pillows before the Bonwell’s fireplace. Oddly, Heather slowly awoke just as her loved ones in the dream drifted off to sleep.
Upon waking, the girl felt a warm contentment throughout her body. Her stomach felt just right—full and satisfied, but not uncomfortably full. She was astounded to find that her welts had disappeared completely. “Remarkable,” she thought to herself. Without warning, a hearty belch jumped out of her mouth. She was relieved no one was around to hear it and a tad proud of herself for, after all, it was a very impressive and manly belch. This was the best she’d felt since leaving her magical valley. After some exquisite moments of sighing and stretching, Heather remembered the task at hand.
Feeling rejuvenated, she set out to remove the rest of the stingers. This drew her into even longer hours of tedious work. Luckily, there was a bright moon out that night. Its silver glow bathed the interior of the cave giving Heather just enough light to work by. This time she was able to toil much longer without pain in her fingers. Without question, the wondrous potion had given her greater strength and endurance. All through the night she worked furiously until, somewhere in the hours of early morning, she smiled weakly and stopped. In her fingertips she held the last of the dreadful stingers.
Looking down she saw that she was surrounded by a veritable lawn of the hooked spikes. Gentle Heather had never remembered hating any creature as much as she hated these hornets. “Even spiders are a kindness compared to these demons,” she fumed.
Heather wished that she could do more for her rescuer’s many wounds. Now, in an instant, her left hand held something new in it! It was another crystal vial, much larger than the first. This vial was filled with a thick milky substance. Just as she knew the first vial was safe to drink, she knew without a doubt that this new liquid was a medicine. Even more astounding, it was crystal clear in her thoughts that this was meant to be a healing salve.
“I guess I’m just getting used to being crazy,” she quipped. Without wasting another moment, the girl rushed to apply the vial’s contents to the warrior’s ravaged flesh. Heather worked quickly. Soon every wound was treated. A confidence from nowhere fluttered inside her heart. She smiled again as a feeling of irrational, unexplainable hope warmed her deep inside. She looked down upon her silent patient. Not a single twitch or motion or sound had issued from him all through this horrible time of being cut, pulled, and torn.
At last, the effects of the enchanted potion she had taken earlier started to fade. All of the sleepless hours caught up with young Heather and she drifted peacefully to sleep.
Hours later, when Heather awoke, she discovered that she was alone in the cave. The mysterious warrior was gone.
* * * * *
Tolund ran without looking back. The crashing footsteps behind him grew louder and the tremors grew stronger. His death was gaining on him. Ignoring this, the boy sprinted forward; he was almost to the cave. Suddenly, the ground before and around him grew dark with a growing shadow. Tolund knew what this meant. Looking over his right shoulder, he saw the gigantic form hurtling down toward him.
Reacting instantly, Tolund cut to his left, beneath a sunlit gap in the shadow. This move, and the beast’s blindness, saved his life. The monster slammed to the ground like a massive wave of flesh. Tolund dove just between its left hand and the base of the cudgel in its right hand. Had the giant’s eyesight been sharper he could have smashed the boy with ease. As it leaped, the creature aimed for the sound of the lad’s steps. It simply listened and lunged. When the giant’s bulk hit the ground, the force of the impact shot the young boy’s body forward like an arrow from a bow. Tolund skidded savagely toward the base of the cliff.
Shaking the blackness from his vision, Tolund tasted blood in his mouth. Even with the sandy soil of the cliff bottom, it was miraculous that the boy was not killed instantly. Fortunately, Tolund’s body was hurtling relatively even with the ground. When he hit the ground his limp body continued rolling and sliding. The lad was a bloody mess when he staggered to his feet, but he was alive.
THOOM! The great club rained down a few yards to Tolund’s right—again shocking the boy off of his feet. The granite weapon lifted high into the air for another strike. Tolund was only a short distance from an opening in the cliff. Crouching, he saw again a huge shadow enveloping him. Lunging forward with both legs, the lad flew into the cave as the cudgel crashed down.
Again, the crushing strike sent the poor boy’s skinny body flying. Tolund tumbled hard into the cavern. Instinctively, he wrapped his arms around his head for protection. When he slammed into the rock wall a new pain burned in his left shoulder.
Thunder and fury assaulted the cliff face behind him as the outraged giant vented all his anger upon it. He could only see the brute’s left foot shifting and stomping. Its blows upon the stone hurt Tolund’s ears. The whole cave shook and trembled. Dust and falling rocks filled the air. Tolund scrambled under a rocky spur at the far end of the small cavern.
“I guess if he crushes me in here he won’t have me for breakfast!” thought Tolund. He hurt so badly from his shoulder and torn body that the thought of dying didn’t sound so horrible right now.
The giant’s howling assault upon the rocks carried on for some time. A number of boulders and chunks had landed dangerously close to the boy. Two large stones hit the spur above Tolund’s head, but his ‘umbrella’ held.
Eventually, the uproar subsided. Tolund heard the exhausted wheezing of the giant. He held his breath, unsure of what would happen next. Booming footsteps shook the ground and seemed to gradually diminish.
“Is he going away?” Tolund wondered aloud. He decided to stay put, in case it was a ruse. In truth, the boy’s ravaged body didn’t want to move anyway.
Forgetting the giant for a moment, he concentrated on his left shoulder. It was on fire at the very top of his arm. He held it gingerly. His left arm was hanging oddly.
“I’ve got to shove it back into place,” he thought.
Tol had seen this happen to John Tavings a few years ago when Tavings had fallen out of a tall oak. Moving back from a dislodged boulder, Tolund charged, ramming his left side against it as hard as he could. He screamed in agony.
“I did it,” he breathed weakly, slumping to the ground. “It’s back in.”
Now he was grateful for the silence. Exhausted and hurting, all he could do was lie down and stare at the roof of the cave. The view grew moist and blurred. Tolund wasn’t trying to cry, he didn’t feel like he was crying—it was more like his eyes were just leaking water, much like a cup that was too full would overflow.
In the quiet of that dim place, Tolund Dellender remained sprawled out upon the sandy ground. All the terror, pain, and exhaustion of this harrowing morning poured out of the corners of his eyes, down the sides of his face, and onto the dirt.
Tolund spent the rest of that day flat on his back in his ‘mouse hole.’ He called back and forth to Jareg and Lem to make sure they were all right. The boys were too scared to venture outside their cave.
Tolund could feel his wounds stiffen and scab. His head was still throbbing and his muscles were growing tight and sore. Mercifully, he slipped into a deep, numbing slumber, not waking until after dark.
It was Tolund’s empty stomach that finally roused him. The sun had set some time ago. His little cave was dark and cold. He called out to his friends to let them know he was all right.
“We thought you went and died on us!” joked Jareg.
“I don’t think being dead hurts this much,” Tolund replied.
“Are you feeling better at all?” asked Lem in a concerned voice.
“Well, the cool air feels pretty good right now,” answered Tolund. “It numbs a little of the stinging. If I lie still, it’s not so bad.”
Talking with his friends helped lift his spirits. Jareg believed the giant had given up and moved on, but he wasn’t willing to venture out into the dark at night. Deep into the night they discussed their plight and what their next move should be. Tolund worried about Heather and Mr. Kessing. He was afraid the monster had abandoned them for easier prey; that easier prey being one or both of their missing companions. Jareg couldn’t stop whining about how hungry he was. Lem said very little. Eventually, one by one, they succumbed to fatigue. Fortunately for them, for they had no one keeping watch, the rest of the night was still and peaceful.
Night warmed to dawn which warmed to morning. Tolund woke to find that his many pains had eased to the point where he could stand and move about stiffly. He took great care not to tear open his many scabs or strain his aching limbs. Looking down, he saw his clothes were torn and stained brown from the wounds and gashes that riddled his body.
The boy shook his head in disgust, “It’s a wonder I’ve any skin left at all!” Moving like an old, old man he made his way toward the entrance of his cave. He took small sharp in-breaths with each step as his scabs stretched and stung. Weaving through the rubble that littered his cave, he saw how close he’d come to being buried alive. He heard Jareg calling out his name from his own cave. Tolund was careful not to get too close to the cave’s entrance.
“Can you move yet, Dellender?” Jareg asked.
“I don’t know if you could call it moving,” he answered, “it feels more like torture.” Jareg laughed in reply.
“How are you two this morning?” Tolund asked.
“Me? I’m all right, except for the fact that I’m dying of hunger and thirst,” Jareg answered. “It’s a good thing Lem’s taking care of that.”
“What are you talking about?” wondered Tolund.
“Oh, Lem just went poking about to make sure the giant is gone. We haven’t seen or heard anything since yesterday morning. We figured the lummox is off soaking his toe.”
“Are you out of your mind?!?” Tolund snapped. “What if you’re wrong? And why would you send Lem?”
Jareg’s voice steeled defensively, “First of all, I’m not wrong—we haven’t felt so much as a shudder in the ground since he stomped off. There’s been no smell and no flies for almost a full day; he’s gone Dellender! Secondly, if the beast does come back, Lem’s faster than I am and can get back to the cave in time. Besides, what are we going to do? Waste away in here until we’re too weak to go find food and water?”
Tolund hated to admit that Jareg was making sense. That didn’t make him feel any better about Lem being out in the open. He was furious that Jareg sent him off without talking to him first. Mad about the situation, Tolund folded his arms and fumed. He and Jareg said nothing to one another for the better part of an hour.
Soon, a cheerful voice called to them, “Good morning rabbits!” It was Lem. Smiling, he came strolling out of the dusky foliage. “Come on out and help me get some breakfast. That rotting ogre is long gone.”
Tolund breathed out a long sigh of relief now that Lem returned safely. “How far did you scout?” Tolund shouted.
“Clear down to the riverbank. His tracks led past the river and further down the valley,” said Lem. “While I was getting a drink, I spotted a patch of berries on the other side of the river. They looked a lot like blackberries. I think we should take a look.” “I’m all for that!” exclaimed Jareg. “C’mon Dellender, let’s …”
THOOM!! A huge chunk of cliffside crashed down on top of Lem. The boy disappeared beneath the crushing stone. “Nooo!!” Tolund screamed.
From down along the cliff face the grinning giant emerged. Hidden by the folds of the cliff, it could not be seen from where the boys were hiding. Through his startled tears, Tolund saw that it had smeared mud all over its body to keep the swarms of flies off of its sores. How it managed to sneak up without being heard was beyond him. The creature strode victoriously toward them, cackling a wet, gloating cackle.
Fearfully, Tolund and Jareg moved further back into their caves. The beast, still chuckling, bent over to lift the slab of rock off of his morning meal. Suddenly, its back stiffened in surprise and it stretched one of its huge arms back behind its neck. Roaring in pain, the giant swayed, staggered, and crashed face down upon the ground. Breathing heavily, the monster did not move. The dust swirled before its foaming mouth as it wheezed.
Tolund heard a familiar voice cry out. “Are you lads all right?!?” It was Mr. Kessing.
* * * * *
Heather was beside herself. Was it wiser for her to stay in the hidden cave, behind the waterfall? Was it wiser for her to leave that damp place and set out on her own? Did the flying warrior abandon her or would he return? This was maddening.
The confused girl knew either of those paths could prove fatal—or even both of them. From what she’d seen of his power, she knew the strange armored being could kill her easily. Yet, she also knew that if she ventured past the cover of the waterfall the hornets could attack her again.
She shuddered at that last thought. “Better to die under the quick swipe of a blade than by a thousand poisoned stings,” she thought.
This last thought made up her mind. “I’ll stay in here, where it’s safe from the hornets, for as long as I can,” she thought. “I suppose I can wait at least another day or so. Maybe by then I can sneak out and find my way to the river’s path safely.”
A quiet hour passed. Suddenly, the moonlight shining softly through the falling water was overcome by a bright orange light. For a moment, Heather thought the sun was rising out of turn. The intense glow faded quickly; the moon reclaimed its mastery of the night sky.
“What was that all about?” she wondered aloud. More time passed without anything happening. Heather was about to lie down and try to sleep when she heard a noise.
A small scream jumped out of her as the armored creature burst through the curtain of moving water. The startled girl scrambled to the back wall, trying to look confident. The tall, imposing figure stood silently, dripping water and staring at Heather. His left hand moved. Heather gasped in fear. Two dead quail landed just in front of the terrified girl.
The creature seemed to be offering these to her, but she was so unnerved by his entrance she did not know what to say or do. He continued to stand there like some statue sculpted out of ghostly silver. Heather stared back, peering at his skin. She was hoping the salve had healed it somewhat, but she couldn’t be sure because it was blending so perfectly with the cave floor, walls, and even the rushing water of the waterfall.
The two of them continued to stand and stare at one another. If she wasn’t fighting so hard to slow her breathing and heartbeat, she might have laughed at this absurd scene.
Finally, the creature moved. Heather started again like a frightened squirrel. The warrior bent down on one knee, placed a dagger on the floor, picked up one of the birds, and started plucking it. Reading the generous message, Heather picked up the other quail and did the same. Working with no words between them, the two strangers prepared the birds for cooking.
When the quail were ready Heather finally spoke, “I’m not sure how we’ll cook these; we don’t have anything for a fire.”
The stranger held out an open palm. Heather felt the slightest whisper of a shiver dance up the back of her neck. The air rippled in his palm like a breeze moving on the surface of a lake. The air rippled into a thin line, forming magically into a splendid silver arrow with a sharp, brilliant ruby arrowhead at its tip and crimson feathers on its end for the fletching. Casually, the strong hands drove the ruby arrowhead into one of the birds.
As she looked on dumbfounded, with her mouth hanging wide open, the quail sizzled and cooked in a matter of seconds. He handed her the cooked bird. Her silent benefactor repeated this with the second quail and then sat down upon the hard cave floor.
The first bite of the tender fowl made her knees feel weightless and weak. After a few more delectable bites, she tried to impress the creature with a casual façade.
“Thank you very much,” she said politely. “It’s not bad at all, but it could use some seasoning.” If her matter-of-fact demeanor had made any kind of impression on the intimidating warrior she could not tell.
Curiously, the creature turned away and ate in the corner. Just as curious, Heather noticed that it lifted up its faceplate only enough to eat; it was impossible to see its face. The young girl was completely unnerved by this brawny, mystifying warrior.
“Still,” she reasoned with herself, “if he’d wanted to harm me I suppose he’d have done it by now.” The two of them finished their meals without speaking.
While the creature slaked its thirst, Heather leaned over the magical arrow in order to get a better look at it. Like the knife before, it was both simple and exquisite.
“Be careful,” a low, rough voice warned. Heather almost dropped the thing out of surprise.
“Is it…um…is it dangerous?” she stammered.
“Quite dangerous,” the creature answered with obvious understatement. He strode to her side and cautiously picked it up.
“Wh --what does it do…I mean…besides cook fowl?” Heather asked. The poor lass could not help herself—her curiosity was simply too great.
“I’m sure you already know something of that,” he said flatly.
“What do you mean?” she responded in a baffled tone.
“I don’t know how you managed it, but when I awoke this arrow was lying in the shadows. I’m still trying to figure out how it released without my command.”
“What do you mean, ‘it released?’ ” Heather asked.
“Never mind, it’s not for you to know,” he said dismissively. “Just know that this thin arrow was what warmed this cave for you earlier and that it can do much more.”
“So it’s like a smoothstone?”
“It is a crafted smoothstone; cut and shaped by a high cleric. It took over a year for the master cleric to sculpt and enchant it. It is beyond price and quite deadly.”
“So…what does it do?” Heather pressed. She did not mean to be annoying, but she could not stop the questions from jumping out of her mouth. The huge warrior hung his head down and let out an exasperating sigh.
“Very well,” he muttered, “come with me.” Grabbing the small girl about the waist, the creature rushed toward and through the waterfall. He moved with such astounding speed that Heather hadn’t the time to speak a word in protest.
After the slap of the icy splash of water, Heather’s senses were shocked by the rush of wind in her face. Clearing her eyes, she felt her body rise and flow upwards against the early morning breezes. They were flying again. Part of Heather wanted to giggle, but the terror that gripped the rest of her body locked her up. She could not force herself to look down, but she did manage a look at the creature’s wings.
As they glided high over the rough hills, she noticed that there were no flames at their backs this time. Upon inspection, she saw that his enormous wings were now like those of an eagle. Each swipe of the magnificent brown feathers flowed with supernatural power. It felt like his iron arms and slashing wings could have carried her father’s plowing oxen in flight and still not noticed the weight. She had never been in the presence of anything so incredibly powerful. This was both thrilling and frightening.
The creature said nothing as he carried them over the dawning countryside. All at once, the land below changed dramatically. The brown and greens of the land gave way to a large, blackened area. As they descended to land, Heather could see that the charred ground still smoldered. This fire was recent.
“What is all this?” she asked.
Setting her down with care, the huge warrior reached to the ground and clutched a handful of something black. He held it closer for the girl to see. In his gauntlet were the bodies of four scorched hornets.
Heather gasped in disbelief, “They’re dead?!?” She looked at the ground around them and saw that it was covered two to three inches thick with burnt hornets.Stepping here and there, she felt their bodies crunch and crack beneath her boots.
“How could you have killed all of these so quickly?” she asked. Saying nothing, the warrior held up the ruby-tipped arrow. “That one arrow did all of this?” He nodded his head up and down. Looking about, she noticed a small burned shack flanked by dozens of huge mounds, all charred and smoking.
“You had no idea the kind of death you were walking into,” the warrior said plainly. “These bloated hornets are called ‘swarmers.’ They’re bred with dark magic by beastlocks. All they do is swarm and kill.”
“But I’m no threat to anyone; why would they want to kill me?” The girl asked naively.
“They’re bred to kill anyone and anything besides their masters. The locks that created them are not interested in making sense—only in power. They’d slaughter the world if it meant they could rule the corpses.” Heather could feel the contempt dripping from the warrior’s words.
“You then, whom do you serve?” Heather could not believe she asked such a dangerous man such a dangerous question. Again, it just leaped out of her mouth.
The armored one eyed her silently for a second. “You are the brave one, aren’t you?” he said in a bemused voice. “Make no mistake little one, I serve no one in particular, but I am the enemy of every warlock and every warlock’s ally I encounter…you might say I am the last enemy they will ever look upon.”
Heather didn’t understand that last part, but she knew that she didn’t like the sound of It. She immediately changed the subject.
“Could there be any more of these swarmers around?”
“Absolutely not, not even one,” he said with authority.
“How can you be so sure?”
“Trust me,” he answered, “the enchantments saw to it. No hornet or lock escaped those flames.” Heather realized now that the blaze of light she had seen from the cave must have been the warrior’s attack upon this spot. The two of them paused in silence as the sun began to rise in the east.
“Thank you, by the way, for saving my life,” Heather offered sheepishly. “My name is Heather Bonwell. I’m from the village of Glendien, near the great Briarwall.” The girl held out her hand in a belated introduction. Ignoring her outstretched hand, the warrior rubbed the skin on the inside of his arm.
“You saved my life as well. For that I owe you a sacred vow,” he said decisively.
“But shouldn’t that make us even?” she asked.
“No, Heather Bonwell of Glendien, it should not. I was doing what I am bound to do; you saved me out of senseless compassion. I don’t think you realize how remarkable that is. To that end, I hereby offer you one unconditional vow—a promise that I will keep to you if is at all in my power to do so and if it is nothing of evil intent.”
Young Heather did not know what to do. She could tell that this stranger was completely serious and she had absolutely no idea on how to handle this matter. He stood still waiting for an answer.
“Umm…would it be possible to think about this a bit?” she asked. Heather thought she heard what sounded like a muffled laugh from beneath his faceplate.
“Very well,” he said, “you may request this vow of me whenever you are ready.”
* * * * *
Like a fool, Tolund dashed around the small mountain of granite that had crushed young Lem. He didn’t really know what he was looking for—the faint hope that Lem had dodged the huge slab somehow, that perhaps the stone split upon impact and missed his friend…something…anything. He knew better; he knew that Lem had died instantly and was buried somewhere in the middle of the crushing weight. Still, Tolund could not help himself.
Running and stumbling, unable to see clearly through the tears that burned his eyes, he had to see for himself. Lem Miller was gone, buried so far inside the rubble that there was no sign that the boy had ever been in that hateful valley at all.
Jareg hadn’t moved or spoken since he retreated back into his cave. Mr. Kessing was calling to him, trying to coax him out of his hiding place. Reeling from shock, Jareg refused to move.
Tolund responded differently. Glaring at the giant, he saw a wooden spear impaled in its left calf. Tolund ran to the mound of ghastly flesh, oblivious to the danger, and vented his hatred upon it. First he screamed at the giant and then he kicked and hit its mud-caked hide. Seeing this had no effect, Tolund began to throw the largest rocks he could lift onto the brute. The monster stirred.
“Tolund!” Mr. Kessing barked, “get away from that thing! I have no idea how long the poison will last. We have to get out of here now!”
Dark, vengeful thoughts flashed in the boy’s mind. He pictured himself stabbing the giant over and over with the spear.
“Mr. Dellender, you will follow me right this second or, so help me, I will drag you out of this valley by your ears if necessary!”
The commanding tone of his old taskmaster shook the boy from his rage. “Yes sir,” he answered through clenched teeth. He knew that Mr. Kessing was right. Even so, as the lads followed the man back in the direction that he’d come, Tolund was at war with himself. A part of him was shrieking for the giant’s blood and imagining all the ways the creature could die horribly while another part of him was quite disturbed at the fierce thoughts parading through his mind. The tempest inside continued to rage, even as Mr. Kessing hurried them up into another opening further along the base of the cliff.
The path Kessing lead them to seemed like just another of the many gaps found along the winding cliffside. However, the route they now followed led to a hidden tunnel which introduced them to crudely carved stairs of ancient origin.
Tolund’s anger gave fuel to his legs for the long, long ascension up the old stairway. Jareg had yet to speak a word. In fact, no one said anything except for the occasional word of caution from Mr. Kessing.
The tunnel was steep and faintly lit by sunlight from its opening at the top of the cliff. The three of them labored up the winding stairs for over an hour before halting to rest. In the dim, dusty light, Tolund saw Jareg’s head bowed down. The panting of the three climbers was the only sound heard echoing up and down the long, musty stairway.
Tolund called softly to his old friend, “Are you all right Jareg?”
Jareg’s tired breathing was his only response for several moments. Eventually, a wounded, broken voice spoke, “I…I don’t know what…it’s just…I don’t want to talk right now. Please leave me alone.”
It hurt Tolund to hear his friend broken like this. His heart tightened in his chest. Tolund shut his eyes as tight as he could to fight off his own grief.
“C’mon lads,” Mr. Kessing gently prodded, “we’ve still got a fair distance to go.” Tolund had almost broken down. A memory of himself playing with Lem and Jareg in the Lewis apple orchard when they were all very little caught him off guard. He didn’t want to think about that right now. Deliberately, he replaced that memory with the diseased giant’s slobbering grin. A fresh anger washed over the boy; he was ready to climb again.
It took the trio the better part of the day to ascend the time-worn path. The steps cut roughly into the stone were old beyond reckoning, and often treacherous. The twists, turns, angles, and heights were such that a single misstep could easily prove to be a fatal one. A solemn Mr. Kessing carefully guided them up the gloomy tunnel. With great pains, and only a handful of words, they finally emerged from the top of the hidden stairway. Kessing was pleased that there were still some hours of afternoon light remaining.
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