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Riyan looked out over the landscape, his position on the ridge afforded him a commanding view of the valley. The moonlight overhead painted the world in shadows, among which who knew what sorts of beasts may lie. Undaunted, he turned to his companion and directed his attention to the castle nestled in against the backdrop of the far side of the valley. “Look,” he said, “there across the valley.”
His companion, a man like himself who had seen many a battle, nodded. “We’ll find her in there for sure.”
The lady in question had been snatched from her home by person’s unknown. Her family contracted Riyan and Chadric to track down those responsible, rescue their daughter, and slay her captors. After several days of following their trail, it has led them here.
“Let’s go,” Riyan said and then headed out. Chadric followed close behind.
They worked their way down from the ridge and soon found themselves in the shadowy darkness of the valley floor. Heavily forested, this area gave off a less than comforting feel as they made their way closer to the castle.
Howrrrrrrrr!
Not very far off a wolf’s howl split the night. Riyan and Chadric came to an abrupt stop as they turned their attention toward the direction from which the sound had originated. The moon’s light did little to dispel the shadows as it was unable to effectively reach this far below the forest’s canopy.
“What…?” began Chadric when Riyan held up his hand to silence him. Becoming silent once more, Chadric focused his attention on the shadowy boles of the trees before them.
Then all of a sudden, one of the mountain wolves that infested these parts launched itself out of the shadows. Moving straight for Chadric, it snarled and its teeth became pale shadows in the darkness.
Riyan pulled his sword from its scabbard just as his companion was bowled over by the beast. “Chadric!” he hollered.
On the ground, the wolf had one of Chadric’s gauntleted forearms in its mouth and was shaking it furiously. “Ahhh!” he cried out. With his other fist, Chadric began hitting the beast alongside the head but the blows did little in persuading it to release his arm.
Then Riyan came to his aid. Striking out at the back of the wolf with his sword, he cleaved the beast almost in two by his thunderous blow. Kicking out with his foot, he knocked the wolf from off his friend.
“You okay?” he asked. Offering a hand, he helped his friend to his feet.
Chadric nodded. Then he took a look at the gauntlet covering his forearm and saw where the wolf’s teeth had indented the metal. “Yeah,” he replied.
“We better hurry and reach the castle,” Riyan said. “Wolves never hunt alone.” No sooner did he say that than another howl split the night not very far away. Wiping his sword off on the wolf’s hide, he gave Chadric a hand up and then they were back on their way to the castle.
They passed among the trees much more quickly now, the howling of the wolves driving them onward. Despite the frequency and close proximity of the howls, no other wolf made an appearance.
At last they reached the far side of the valley. Here the forest became less dense and it wasn’t long before the outer wall of the castle appeared through the trees. High on the upward slope of the valley where the mountains began, its dark edifice loomed hauntingly. The wall ringing the castle rose high from the valley’s floor, beyond which climbed a spire even higher into the sky. A single light broke the darkness as it escaped from a window high in its upper reaches.
When they reached the edge of the forest across from the wall, they paused for a moment. “Something’s not right,” observed Chadric.
“I know,” agreed Riyan. No guards were present upon the battlements and the gate stood open. “It can’t be this easy.”
“Could be they didn’t expect anyone to have trailed them back here,” suggested Chadric.
“You may be right.” But deep down inside, Riyan didn’t think so. “Come on,” he said. Moving quickly and quietly, he raced towards the open gate. Other than the normal sounds one would expect while in the forest, nothing else could be heard.
Upon reaching the gate, they pressed themselves against the wall and peered through its gaping maw. The inner courtyard looked clear. A courtyard stretched forty yards from where they stood to the door leading into the castle. The tower they saw with the light was but one of three that extended upwards from the main body of the castle. Two shorter ones extended upward at either end while the one with the lighted window towered to twice their height out of the castle’s central keep.
Riyan raised his hand which bore the Ring of Evil Detection. Calling upon its power, it took but a moment before a glow began surrounding a three foot statue that stood on a short column situated between them and the door leading into the castle. Exactly what the statue was couldn’t be readily determined in the moonlight from this distance. “I thought so,” stated Riyan. He glanced back to see if Chadric had seen the glow.
“Now what?” Chadric asked, he too had seen the glow.
“I’m all out of protection scrolls,” he replied. “The ring will afford me some protection against whatever it is.” He glanced back to the statue and drew his sword. “Stay here.” When he heard Chadric say, ‘Alright’, he moved into the courtyard.
Working his way around the statue, he kept one eye on it and another on the rest of the courtyard. As he came closer, he could tell the statue was of some demonic beast. There were wings on its back and a single spiraling horn protruded from out of its forehead. The head had a cruel visage with what looked like two dagger-sharp fangs extending upward from out of its lower jaw.
Then all of a sudden he felt a vibration in the ring, one he always felt when evil was near. The eyes of the statue flashed a dark red and the head slowly turned towards him. As the statue came to life, he now understood why there were no guards on the walls or in the courtyard. This was the castle’s guardian.
Coming out of its sitting position, the demonic creature stretched upright and raised its head. Then it gave out with an ear-piercing screech. Growing silent, the creature launched itself off the column and towards Riyan.
With a war cry of his own, Riyan raised his shield to ward off the creature’s attack. Bringing his sword into position, he waited.
Beating its wings, the creature flew through the air and struck out at Riyan with the claws of its feet. Riyan raised his shield and felt the creature strike it with jarring impact. Then he retaliated with his sword, striking out at the creature with a resounding blow.
The blade of his sword rebounded off the creature, doing little more than chipping away a small piece of the marble it was constructed of. The jarring impact of the sword on the marble left Riyan’s arm tingling.
With wings flapping, it rose into the air only to turn and strike once more.
By this time, Chadric had reached his friend’s side and used his mace. He smashed the creature as its attack was thwarted again by Riyan’s shield. The mace did more damage, being a bashing weapon such as it was. But it still did not do enough to stop the creature.
As the creature made ready for another attack, Chadric came up with an idea. He reached into his pouch and pulled out a small crystal vial. Then as the creature again moved to attack Riyan, he threw it. When the vial struck, it shattered upon the hard marble surface and the fluid it had contained began burning the creature.
Shrieking, the creature fell to the ground and started thrashing about as dark smoke wafted from where the liquid had touched it. Chadric and Riyan move forward quickly and begin laying into it with sword and mace. They soon had it reduced to a pile of broken marble. When at last its movements stopped completely, Riyan stepped back and looked to his friend.
“What was in that?” he asked.
“Holy water,” Chadric replied. “Got it before we left Rynwall.”
Riyan nodded his head and grinned at his friend. “That was fortunate,” he said.
“Turned out that way,” agreed Chad.
Leaving the shattered remains of the creature behind, they ran toward the door leading into the castle. Upon reaching the door, Riyan flung it wide and strode fearlessly into the castle. Dark and ominous, the interior was full of shadows as the moonlight made its way in through the many windows.
The hall they now found themselves in had the appearance of having been left unattended for some time. Cloth covered many of the pieces of furniture, spider webs hung in the corners of the room, all in all the place gave the feeling that no one’s been here for some time. If that was the case, then why did the trail of the woman’s captors lead them here? And what can it mean that a light shone from the window at the top of the tower?
Riyan glanced around the hall for a brief moment before crossing over to the stairway leading up. Taking the steps quickly, he and Chadric ascended up to the landing on the second floor. “We have to find the entrance to the tower,” Riyan said.
Chadric moved down to the entrance of a hallway that headed in the general direction of the tower. “Could be down here,” he suggested. He saw that it extended further into the castle.
Riyan nodded and then moved to join him at the hallway. Taking the lead, he left the landing and headed quickly down the hallway with Chadric right behind.
The hallway itself was rather wide with several doors lining both sides. Moving past them, Riyan walked quickly towards the end of the hallway where he hoped to find the entrance to the tower. When he reached a little over halfway to the door at the end, his ring all of a sudden began vibrating to tell him evil was close. He no sooner paused and was about to tell Chadric to be on his guard than the doors lining the hallway opened. From out of the opened doors, skeletons bearing swords and shields rushed forward to attack.
Immediately, Riyan and Chadric formed up back to back to face the onslaught. Easily a dozen skeletons boiled from the adjacent rooms. Striking out, Riyan’s sword removed the head from one only to see its body continue the attack. “We have to go for the arms!” he hollered to Chadric. His next swing severed the sword arm from the headless skeleton. Kicking out with his boot, he knocked the one armed headless stack of bones backwards. It broke apart when it struck the wall.
“Yeah!” Chadric yelled as his mace smashed through the ribcage of another.
Laying about them, they quickly destroyed the skeletons. Having only received a few minor cuts, they left the pile of bones behind and hurried to the door at the end of the hallway. So far, what they have faced hasn’t been all that challenging.
Upon reaching the door, Riyan grabbed the handle and pushed it open. On the other side they found a room where the staircase leading up into the tower began. A roar filled the room as a fur covered creature leaped from the stairs. Taller than either of them, it must have stood over six and a half feet. Naked other than the covering of fur, it’s only weapons appeared to be a pair of nasty looking claws and the razor sharp teeth filling its mouth.
Shouting his war cry, Riyan raced forward with sword drawn to meet the attack. He raised his shield as one of the creature’s massive paws struck out at him. The force of the blow upon his shield knocked him backwards several steps. As he saw Chadric moving past him to engage, he yelled, “It’s stronger than it looks.”
Chadric nodded that he heard then attacked with his mace. Impacting the creature’s side, the hit elicited a roar of pain. Then another of the creature’s paws swung forward. Chadric raised his shield to block the blow and sailed backwards through the air when the blow connected. Slamming into the wall, he slid down and settled to the floor.
“Yaaaaa!” screamed Riyan as he thrust his sword toward the creature. The sword’s point struck the creature’s side and sank in several inches.
The creature tilted its head back and howled at the pain Riyan’s sword inflicted. Then the creature struck the sword with one of its paws and knocked it from Riyan’s grasp. As the sword flew across the room, the creature struck Riyan with its other paw and sent him sailing. He hit the wall with an ‘oof’ and settled to the floor.
From across the room, Chadric was getting back to his feet. He saw the creature moving toward where Riyan was lying on the ground and hollered, “Hey you!” When the creature turned, he threw his mace and smashed the creature right between the eyes. The force of the blow was such that it caved in the creature’s skull, smashing the brain within. Falling backwards, it hit the floor and twitched for a few seconds before becoming still.
Chadric rushed to his friend’s side and asked, “Are you okay?”
Riyan opened his eyes and nodded. “I think so.” Glancing over to where the creature lay he said, “Hope there aren’t many more like that one.”
Offering his friend a hand up, Chadric helped him to his feet. Then he went over to the dead creature and recovered his mace.
“Hey, would you look at this?”
Turning around, he saw Riyan standing before a closed chest sitting against the wall. “Wonder what’s in it?” he asked.
Riyan shrugged then turned back to face the chest. “Only one way to find out,” he said. Grabbing hold of the lid, he lifted it up.
Chadric crossed the room and stood beside him as he swung the lid all the way up. Inside, the gleam of coins and gems could be seen. “Must be a fortune!” he exclaimed excitedly.
They both reached in and started removing the coins and gems. A few gold coins mixed in with a handful of silver, the majority of the coins the chest held were that of copper. They filled their pouches with the treasure and in so doing, discovered a secret compartment hidden in the bottom of the chest.
Riyan took out his knife and pried it open. Within they found a plain, brass key. He held it up and said, “This could be useful.”
“Better take it with us,” agreed Chadric.
Putting it within his belt pouch, Riyan then turned and headed towards the stairs leading up. The steps rose as they wound their way around the outer wall of the tower in a spiraling fashion until finally disappearing through the ceiling. With Chadric following closely, Riyan moved onto the stairs and quickly began moving to the next level.
“Wait a second,” Chadric said as he pulled one of his torches out of his pack. Once he had it lit, he indicated for Riyan to continue.
For a brief moment the stairs passed through a narrow section as it went from the first level to the second. Then it opened up again as it reached the second floor landing. Here they found boxes and crates stacked neatly in various spots across the second floor.
As it turned out, the tower itself wasn’t very wide and the light from Chadric’s torch was able to reveal it in its entirety. With nothing here other than boxes and crates, they continued following the stair as it wound its way along the outside wall up to the third floor.
Just as it had between the first and second floor, the stair entered a narrow area when it passed from the second floor to the third. When Riyan entered the narrow area between floors, his ring once more began to vibrate. He paused a moment as he informed Chadric that something was ahead, then took the torch from him as he resumed his forward progress.
Now with the torch held before him, Riyan stepped cautiously as he neared where the stairs opened up onto the third floor. First the torch, then his head cleared the opening as he slowly crept his way forward. The light from the torch cast shadows in the room as he completely emerged from the opening.
The room as it turned out looked to be someone’s bedroom. A bed, dresser, and table all gave this room a rather homey appearance. Another chest similar in nature to the one they found below sat at the foot of the bed. Riyan moved forward into the room toward it as Chadric began to emerge from the opening leading from the second floor.
“Be careful,” he warned when he saw what Riyan was moving toward.
Riyan came to a stop before the chest and placed his hand upon the latch. Gripping it tightly, he pulled the lid open. Inside, he found another pile of coins. Nestled in among the coins were two bottles that were normally used in conjunction with potions. He moved his torch closer and saw that both bottles contained liquid.
He reached in and took one of the potion bottles out. “Hey, look what I found!” Always excited when finding potions, Riyan tuned back to Chadric. “Wonder what they do?”
Chadric moved closer to the chest and reached inside to pull out the other one. Looking closely at it, he saw a feather inscribed upon a wax seal. “Maybe this is a flying potion?” he guessed.
“Possibly,” stated Riyan. “Mine has the sign of the healer.”
“A healing potion,” nodded Chadric happily. “Can always use one of those.”
“You got that right,” replied Riyan.
They then removed their packs and set them on the floor. Once the potions were secured within their packs along with the coins from the chest, they slung them again across their backs.
“There can’t be too many more floors remaining to this tower,” observed Chadric.
“I know,” replied Riyan. “Need to be extra careful from this point on. My ring indicated evil was present but there’s nothing here.”
“If what it sensed is on the next floor,” said Chad, “it must be powerful indeed.”
Riyan just nodded his head.
The two friends then went to the stair and began climbing up to the fourth floor. Before they reached the narrow area between floors, they saw light coming from above. “Better put that out,” Chadric told Riyan as he indicated the torch.
“Good thinking,” he replied. Then putting the burning end against a step, he rolled it until the flame went out. Leaving it smoking on the step, Riyan looked up at the light coming from the fourth floor. Removing his sword from its scabbard, he resumed moving into the narrow area between the third and fourth floor. His ring began vibrating once more.
When he came to the end of the narrow area, he slowed down and continued until he was just able to gaze into the fourth floor.
“Come in gentlemen,” said a voice.
On the far side of the room sat a man hunched over a desk with his back to them. Over the desk were two shelves lined with books. Sitting at the right end of the lower shelf was a gilded cage containing a small creature. Upon closer examination, it was revealed that the creature within the cage was almost an exact duplicate to that of the statue creature they destroyed down in the courtyard below.
Riyan exited the narrow passage and entered the room. “We’ve come for the girl,” he said.
“I know,” the man replied. Turning around, the man looked to where Riyan stood with sword drawn. “But she’s mine.” He then glanced towards Chadric as he emerged from the narrow passage behind Riyan. Grinning he said “And now so are you.”
“I think we’ll be a bit more difficult to deal with than a girl,” countered Riyan.
The man scooted his chair back and stood up. Turning to face the pair, they saw that he was dressed in a robe of some sort. Could possibly be a magic user of some kind.
Moving his hands in arcane gestures, the man began speaking words neither of them could understand.
Realizing he was casting a spell, Chadric threw his mace in an attempt to disrupt the magic user’s concentration. Unfortunately the man finished his spell in time and bolts of reddish energy lanced from his fingertips, striking both Riyan and Chadric. The man then easily dodged aside to avoid the mace.
When the bolts struck them, it felt like fire. Indeed, where one bolt had struck Riyan’s ring mail armor, the rings in that area were slightly melted. Giving out with a cry, Riyan charged the man as another round of fiery bolts left his fingers. This time, the bolts were directed solely at Riyan. His shield bore the brunt of the attack though two made it through and knocked him back a step.
Then the magic user began chanting another series of magical words and a shadow formed before him. Roughly man-shaped, it began moving towards them.
“Get the magic user!” yelled Riyan as his sword lashed out at the oncoming shadow. His sword seemed to have minimal effect as it passed right through.
As the magic user began another chant, Chadric drew his knife and rushed him. He made it to within a couple feet before the man finished his spell and a green glob formed before him. Unable to stop, Chadric ran right into the acidic green glob. Pain flared as the green substance began eating his flesh away. “Riyan!” he cried out as his momentum carried him forward into the magic user.
Then the magic user began crying out in pain too as Chadric gripped him in a death grip. The green substance that covered Chadric was now beginning to eat away at the magic user.
With his concentration now broken from the pain of the green goo, the shadow that was moving on Riyan disappeared. Riyan ran forward to where Chadric gripped the magic user only to find both men were beyond his help.
Most of the exposed skin of Chadric’s body had melted away to expose the bones underneath. The screams of the magic user continued to ring out as the green goo ate his flesh away.
Riyan knelt down by the side of his lifelong friend. He could see that his friend was still alive and in great pain. Chadric’s eyes looked up at him beseechingly and he knew what he was asking.
With tears in his eyes, he took his sword and plunged it into the chest of his best friend to end his suffering. The magic user’s suffering, he allowed to continue until the end came.
When he pulled his sword free from Chadric’s body, he found the blade pitted by its brief contact with the goo covering Chadric. No longer serviceable, he cast it aside. He collapsed on the floor for some time, grief over his friend’s death heavy upon him. But then he remembered why they had come. The woman.
“Bye Chad,” he said then moved to the stairs and hurried up to the top. The stairs ended at a locked door with a small window set into it. Going to the window, he put his mouth near it and said, “Hello?”
“Go away!” a woman’s voice yelled at him from the other side.
“Lady,” replied Riyan, “I’ve come to rescue you. Your father sent me.”
Then he saw the face of a most beautiful woman appear in the window. “My father?” she asked.
“That’s right,” he said. He tried to open the door only to find it to be locked. Remembering the key he had found in the chest on the ground floor, he took it out of his pouch and placed it in the keyhole. Turning it, he nodded satisfactorily when the lock turned. Then he opened the door wide and stepped within the room.
Barely dressed in anything, and looking all the more sexy because of it, the woman rushed forward and clasped her arms around him. “Thank you gallant knight,” she said. Then reaching her lips up to his, she gave him a most passionate kiss. Her breasts were rubbing into his chest and…
“Wait a second right now,” Chad demanded.
“What?” asked Riyan.
“Here you have me dead on the floor below,” he stated with dissatisfaction, “my skin eaten away by acid, and you’re about to get it on with the woman?”
“So?” his friend said with a grin. “It’s just a story.”
“I know it’s just a story,” Chad remarked. “But I always seem to be the one to die.”
The two friends were sitting upon a hillock under a bright sunny summer day. Down the hill a ways grazed the flock of sheep that Riyan was supposed to be keeping an eye on.
“You’re one to talk,” replied Riyan. “Don’t you remember the time before last when you were telling the tale?” When he saw his friend get a grin on his face, he knew that he did. “You had me lying on a torture rack with an arm and a leg missing, hot lead being poured into my eye socket and where were you? Off having a little fling with the daughter of the man who was torturing me!”
“Okay, okay,” he said. Then they both broke into laughter.
This was one of their favorite pastimes. On the days Chad could get away from his father’s mill, he was usually to be found out here with Riyan as he minded the flock. They would spend hours telling each other stories of adventures they wished they could have. Being stuck in a small town such as Quillim all their lives has allowed them little chance for such experiences.
For Riyan whose family was poor shepherds that barely made a living from their sheep, and Chad who detested being a miller’s son, life in this border town was dull and uneventful. The only time adventure came their way was when one of Riyan’s sheep managed to wander away and they had to go track it down, which was more often than not.
Baaaaaaa!
“Not again,” Chad moaned as Riyan got up and began scanning the area.
“Looks like Black Face got stuck in the thicket again,” Riyan told his friend.
“Isn’t that the third time this week?” asked Chad.
Nodding, Riyan began making his way down the hill as he replied, “Something like that. Give me a hand.”
Shaking his head, Chad pushed himself off the ground and went to help his friend. “Can’t wait until shearing time,” he said.
“You got that right,” agreed Riyan. “It’s his wool, it keeps getting snared by the thorns.” Sure enough, they found Black Face trapped within the thicket. Sometimes he wished that he could just leave him there for a day or two to teach him a lesson, but his mother would skin him alive if he did. So working very carefully, he and Chad spent the next half hour working the thorns from out of Black Face’s coat.
Later that day when the sun began its trek to the horizon, Riyan and Chad gathered the flock and started the return journey to Riyan’s home. It wasn’t safe for the herd to be left out in the hills at night. Aside from wild animals, there’s always the chance that the goblins might be in the area and will help themselves.
The village of Quillim, which both lads call home, sits on the border where the lands of Duke Yoric abuts that of the mountains whose other side marks the beginning of the goblin territories. Peace between the two races has lasted for over a century, ever since the goblins were pushed back across the mountains during the War of the Three Clans. Now, it’s only the occasional raid here and there by goblins that has the people in Quillim worried. Those living in the area have found that if you keep your flock in close to your home at night, there’s less of a chance one will turn up missing in the morning.
“My father has me helping with the mill tomorrow,” Chad informed his friend. “Seems my brother is down in Wardean on business.”
“Oh?” asked Riyan. “What takes him down there?”
“A friend of father has a mill there and may be interested in apprenticing Tye,” he explained. “He wants Tye to stay a week so he may see what kind of person he is.”
“If he gets apprenticed, won’t that mean you’ll have to help your father more?” Riyan asked.
Chad sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. As long as Tye was helping with the mill, he didn’t need me. My whole family knows of my dissatisfaction with the life of a miller, and they are okay with me pursuing another trade. But if Tye gets apprenticed, there’ll be no one to help out. At least not for a few years until Eryl gets a little older.”
“Tough break,” said Riyan with a pat on his friend’s back.
“If I had settled on a trade by now,” Chad told his friend, “I wouldn’t be in this mess.”
Just then from up ahead, four young men who were a little bit older than Riyan and Chad appeared over the crest of the hill. “Great,” complained Riyan.
When Chad spied who was coming towards them, he too gave out with a groan.
“Well, well, well,” one of the approaching young men began to say as the two groups came together. “I thought I smelled the foul odor of sheep dung.”
Only two years older than Riyan and Chad, the one who spoke has been a thorn in their sides all their lives. Being the son of Quillim’s magistrate, not to mention the fact that his family holds title to most of the lands the local shepherds use to graze their flock, has given him the idea he’s better than everyone else. His father was a nice enough person, but the son is a right nasty piece of work.
“Good evening Rupert,” Riyan said.
“Didn’t I tell you not to use this area for your stinking sheep?” Rupert asked.
“We pay your father for the use of this land,” argued Riyan. “He’s the only one who can tell us not to use it.”
“Sounds pretty uppity for a sheep dung boy,” one of Rupert’s cronies said.
“I don’t care what you think you can and can’t do, sheep dung boy,” Rupert asserted with a scowl. “You aren’t to use this area.” He moved to stand in front of Riyan and poked him hard in the chest with his finger. “Do you understand me?”
When Riyan failed to respond quickly, Rupert slaps him across the face. “I asked you a question!”
“I understand you all too well,” replied Riyan. Face beginning to turn red, he stared at Rupert with undisguised hatred.
“Scatter ‘em boys,” he said to his cronies. As the three young men with him began scaring off the sheep, he added, “Maybe this will help you to remember.” Then he too started yelling and waving his arms to scatter Riyan’s flock.
Riyan and Chad stood there in the road and did nothing. They had long ago learned that if they tried to stop Rupert and his friends, that things would only get worse. So they stood there and waited for them to stop. When at last Rupert and his cronies ceased chasing Riyan’s sheep, they laughed and continued along their way.
“I hate him,” Riyan said with great feeling.
“I know,” replied Chad. “Everyone does. I don’t know how a nice man such as his father, could spawn such a person.”
From the surrounding area, the sound of bleating sheep rang out. “We better go find them before the sun goes down,” Riyan said.
So while the sun sank further to the horizon, Riyan and Chad combed the neighboring hills until all the sheep were accounted for. Then they resumed their way to Riyan’s home.
It was a small house with only three rooms; one for his mother, one for himself, and the outer living area. His father had died several years ago while out watching the flock. One of the mountain spiders had attacked and bit him. The venom quickly worked through his system and before he could return, had passed into unconsciousness. He was dead when they found him the next day.
Riyan still blamed himself for his father’s death. Had he been with his father that day, he could have gone to Old Glia for one of her potions which would have cured the poison coursing through his father’s veins. Instead, he and Chad had gone fishing.
Mountain spiders such as what attacked his father were rare in these parts. At most they were sighted once or twice a year. In the last five years, his father had been the only one to have encountered one.
“We better hurry, or my mother will be getting worried,” said Riyan. Then with Chad’s help, they herded the flock along the trail leading to Riyan’s house. By the time Riyan’s home came into view, the stars were already beginning to appear.
Chad helped him get the flock into the fenced area where they spend the night. Then he said, “I better hurry along too, or my father will get on me again about not being home on time.”
Riyan patted him on the back and said, “Thanks for the help.”
“You’re welcome,” he replied. “Don’t know when I’ll be able to join you in the hills again. With Tye gone for a week, I’ll be stuck at the mill.”
Riyan shrugged. “What is, must be,” he waxed poetically. “Next time it’ll be your turn to tell the tale.”
“Already figured out how I’m going to kill you off,” he replied with a grin.
Laughing, Riyan gave him another good natured slap on the back. “Can’t wait.” Then Chad hurried home.
Riyan turned toward the door just as it opened to reveal his mother. “Everything okay?” she asked, worried.
“Rupert again,” he explained.
“I’m going to talk to his father in the morning,” she said as she stepped aside to let him enter. “He has no right to do such things. We pay them good money to graze our flock on their land. We should not be treated in such a manner.”
Riyan went to the table and sat down. “It’ll do no good,” he said. “The last time you went to his father after something like this, all that happened was that I got a beating the next day.” He reached out for the ladle in the stew pot and began filling his bowl.
His mother sat across the table from him and looked at her son with sad eyes. She wanted something better for him than a life as a shepherd, especially one around here. It wasn’t so bad before Rupert grew to adulthood, but now things for her son were not so good. But there was little hope of improving their lot in life.
“He can’t do anything serious,” he said to his mother between bites. “If he does, then his father would be forced to intervene. He’ll not risk that.”
Throughout the rest of the meal, they talked about more inconsequential things in an attempt to put Rupert out of their minds. Afterwards, Riyan headed off to bed as he must be up with the dawn to once again shepherd the flock.
The following morning he was up well before the sun crested the eastern horizon. The place where he planned to take the flock to graze was a bit further into the hills than where he took them yesterday. But as his father taught him, if the sheep were allowed to graze too long in one place, it would eventually ruin the area for grazing. His father once related an experience he had while a young man. He was just learning the art of shepherding and had allowed his flock to graze one area for several weeks in succession. Such constant grazing had left the area unusable for many weeks. So now Riyan always made sure that he rotated the flock between the various pastures among the hills.
It took him well over an hour to bring the flock to the desired pasture. Nestled in among the hills such as it was, it had always been one of Riyan’s favorite places to take them. The quiet and tranquility of this area of the hills was accentuated by a stream that worked its way from one end to the other.
Once the flock was situated where he wanted them, he made himself comfortable under a tree while he kept an eye on them. Off to the west rose the mountains that separate these lands from that of the goblins. He often wondered what they looked like. Oh sure, he heard tales of them all his life. Supposedly they were about half to two-thirds the size of the average human with a slight greenish hue to their skin. But he’s never seen one and always wanted to. Though from a distance, as they’re reputed to be rather antisocial creatures and prone to attacking anything that came near.
The day went by as every other day of his life has, boring and dull. Most of his time was spent simply doing nothing but sitting and watching his flock. Other times he took out his sling and pretended that he was a fighter in one of the stories he and Chad tell one another. He would run around the hill and ‘kill’ enemies with stones slung from his sling. Of course the plethora of enemies he killed was in actuality small plants, trees and the occasional rock. His aim has improved greatly over the years. Even at a run he could hit his target more often than not.
He always carried a staff with him as well as his sling while out watching his flock. There had been times over the years when between his staff and sling, he was able to fight off predators that tried to make off with one of his sheep. When not spending time ‘killing monsters’ with his sling, he worked on his staff. He’s become pretty decent at twirling it, but not so good that it hummed when he spun it. In the stories the bards always tell, the great staffers could cause their staves to hum. There were times when he believed some of the tales the bards told were a bit overexaggerated.
Baaaaaaa!
“Now what?” he asked himself. He had been dozing under the tree, basking in the warmth of the morning sun. Looking over the flock, he tried to ascertain which one of them was bleating. Black Face, the trouble maker, was nowhere to be seen. “Of course.” Leaving his staff leaning against the tree, he got to his feet and followed the sound of the bleating.
The sound was coming from over the far side of a nearby hill. He walked quickly towards it, dreaming of the time when they would sell off some of the flock. He’s going to make sure Black Face is one of the ones to go.
He hurried up the side of the hill and when he crested it, looked down the other side. “Black Face!” he cried out as he took his sling from his belt.
Baaaaaaa!
Black Face again cried out in fear as one of the predators of the mountains circled it. A small animal barely half Black Face’s size, yet with a strong jaw and sharp teeth they were a constant threat in these parts.
Riyan placed a stone within the cup of the sling and quickly got it up to speed. Then he launched it at the animal just as it readied to attack. The stone flew straight and true towards the small dog like creature and struck it in the side of the head. The blow sent it reeling to the side before collapsing to the ground.
He raced down the hill and when he reached Black Face, shooed the sheep back up the hill towards the rest of the flock. Then he turned his attention back to the predator and saw that it was still breathing. Riyan stepped closer and pulled out his knife. With a quick strike, he killed it.
Quillim’s city council has posted a two silver piece bounty on the animal due to the menace it posed to the community. Many sheep have been lost to them over the years. Riyan picked the animal up by the scruff of the neck and carried it back to where he’s been keeping watch over the flock.
The rest of the day passed uneventfully and when he returned home with the flock later that night, showed the dead animal to his mother. “I’m going to go in early tomorrow and collect the bounty,” he said. “Then I’ll take the flock out in the afternoon.”
His mother took the carcass and cut the animal’s head off. That’s all that was required by the Council in order to receive the bounty. The rest of it she dressed and began to prepare it for the next evening’s dinner.
The following morning an hour or so after they finished their morning meal, Riyan walked into town with the sack containing the animal’s head. Quillim’s not much of a town. It has the essentials required of every town; a chandler’s shop, baker, butcher, etc. All the places the neighboring townsfolk needed in order to survive.
The building housing the Magistrate’s Office and the Council’s meeting hall sat prominently in the center of town. It was to this building that Riyan took the animal’s head. He slowed down when he saw the three young men who were Rupert’s cronies talking with one another near the town hall’s front entrance. When they noticed Riyan approaching, they grew quiet and turned toward him. Just then, Freya and her father exited the building through the front door.
“Freya!” he exclaimed quite happily. He and Freya have been friends for as long as either one could remember. In his heart he has always cared deeply for her and even had thoughts that they may one day be married.
His mood quickly sobered when she failed to meet his eyes. Her father nodded his head in greeting and gave him a curt, “Riyan.” Then they brushed past him without speaking. He turned to look at them as they left and Freya glanced over her shoulder back to him. Their eyes locked for a brief second before she broke the contact and turned her head forward once more.
He came to a stop as he watched her leave, puzzled by her reaction. Usually she was quite excited to see him. After all, with him out in the fields with the sheep most of the time, there was little opportunity for them to spend any time together.
“What’s the matter?” one of Rupert’s friends asked as the three of them came and surrounded him.
“Maybe she doesn’t like him anymore?” another one quipped.
“Could be she found a better man, one that doesn’t smell like sheep dung,” the third one said. At that he and the others started laughing derisively.
Riyan ignored their taunts as he knew that to respond in any way would only egg them on. He tried to continue on to the town hall’s entrance but was blocked when the first one stepped in front of him and put his hand on Riyan’s chest.
His eyes went down to look at the sack Riyan held in his hand. “What do you have there?” he asked.
“Nothing you’d be interested in,” replied Riyan.
“Oh yeah?” asked another of them. Then he snatched it out of his hand.
“Give it back!” demanded Riyan.
Holding the sack before him, the young man asked, “Or what?”
Before Riyan had the chance to reply, Rupert and his father the Magistrate exited the building. The Magistrate quickly grasped what was going on by the way the three young men had Riyan surrounded and how the one young man was holding the sack out before him.
“What’s going on here?” he asked.
The three young men turned toward him quickly, startled by his sudden appearance. “Uh, nothing.”
Riyan turned to face the Magistrate and said, “I killed a kidog. I was bringing it to collect the bounty when they took the sack containing its head from me.”
The Magistrate’s face darkened as he turned to face the one holding the sack.
“Was nothing like that your honor,” the young man explained. “Just having a little fun is all.”
“Give it back Girg,” the Magistrate ordered.
“Sure thing,” Girg replied. Then he handed the sack back to Riyan. “Here you go.”
Riyan snatched the sack out of his hand and then said to the Magistrate, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcomed my boy,” he replied to Riyan. “Go inside and Ceci will take care of it for you.”
Riyan nodded and as the young man stepped out of his way, he walked towards the door. Behind him he heard the Magistrate begin to berate his son about the conduct of his friends. Riyan doubted it would do any good, more than likely would cause him to get a beating the next time he and Rupert met.
He walked through the entrance and then entered the first door on his right. Within he found Ceci, the lady who looked after the town hall as well as paid for the bounties and various other duties. She looked up from her desk and saw him standing there just within her doorway. From the blood stains on the sack, she knew what he was here for.
He held up the sack and said, “Bagged a kidog yesterday.”
She motioned for him to come forward and then took the sack from him when he offered it to her. Opening it up, she saw the severed kidog head and then nodded. She set the sack on the floor behind her and then opened a strong box that was resting on the floor next to her desk. After removing two silver pieces, she handed them over to him. “Good work Riyan,” she praised.
“Thank you,” he replied as he took the coins.
“Did you hear?” she asked with a smile.
“I haven’t been in town lately,” he explained. “Something going on?”
“Oh yes,” she replied. “Rupert and Freya are to be married.”
“What?” he exclaimed loudly.
“Sometime last night Rupert asked her father for her hand and he said yes,” she explained. Then she saw the look in his eyes and realized something was amiss. “Are you okay?”
Dazed, his mind numb and heart breaking, Riyan paid her question no heed. Instead, he turned around and rushed from the building. Once outside, he searched for Freya and her father but they were no longer in sight. He then began running towards their home that set on the edge of town.
How could she be marrying Rupert? All his life he had thought that one day they would get together and be married. He just hadn’t worked up the courage to ask her father as yet. Now there was no longer any time, he had to state his intentions and get him to change his mind.
Several people hailed him as he ran through town, but so intent on his own inner turmoil was he, that he didn’t even know they were there. Finally, their house appeared down the street before him. He could see the front door was just closing. Running up to the door, he gave it three firm knocks.
When it opened, Freya’s father stood there before him. “I thought you might show up,” he said.
“You can’t let Freya marry Rupert,” he said. “He’s a terrible person.”
“I know you care for her,” her father replied. “But I have to think of what’s best for Freya. This marriage will assure her of never having to worry about what tomorrow will bring. His family is wealthy and well connected.”
“But…” Riyan stammered. When Freya’s father looked questioningly at him, he blurted out, “But I love her and want to marry her!”
Her father’s eyes turned sad at that. “I know son,” he said. “I’ve known for awhile now that you’ve felt this way.”
Then behind her father Riyan saw Freya appear from the back room. “Freya!” he hollered to her. “You can’t marry Rupert!”
Her father turned around and said, “Get back in your room Freya. Riyan and I need to have a little talk.”
She looked with deep sadness to Riyan and then replied, “Yes father.” Then turning around, she went back into her room.
Freya’s father stepped outside and joined Riyan before shutting the door. “I like you boy,” he said. “I always have. But I can’t let that get in the way of making the best match I can for my daughter.”
When Riyan tried to break in, he held up his hand and stopped him. “You are a poor shepherd,” he continued. “You don’t even own the land on which your sheep graze. What life could you give her?”
“But I love her,” he asserted.
“Son, in life, love simply isn’t enough.” He laid his hand on Riyan’s shoulder. “My daughter cares for you, I would hate for her to lose your friendship because of this.”
Riyan snapped his eyes to his and replied, “She’ll never lose it. I just…”
“Go home Riyan,” her father said. “Go home and work to get over it.” He then turned and opened the door. He paused there a moment before saying, “It might be best for all concerned if you don’t have any contact with my daughter until after the marriage.” Without waiting for Riyan’s response, he went back into the house and shut the door.
In the instant it took for her father to enter the house and shut the door, Riyan saw Freya there in the hallway. Their eyes locked for a moment before the door shut.
With the shutting of the door, his heart fell. Sadness overtook him and it was all he could do to simply keep his emotions under control. Then as he turned, he saw Rupert standing there across the street. Anger and hate burned in his heart when he saw the smug smile of satisfaction appear on Rupert’s face.
Riyan almost crossed the street to wipe it off with a well place blow, but then he realized that would solve nothing. So he turned his back on him and walked home.
Once back home he told his mom what had happened. “How could her father agree to this union?” he asked with great emotion. Then he flopped down in a chair.
“I’m sure he’s doing what he thinks is best for her,” his mother replied.
He looked at his mother with hurt filled eyes. “Don’t tell me that you agree with this?”
She shook her head negatively then walked over to him. “Sometimes parents do the wrong thing for the right reason,” she explained as she wrapped her arms about him to offer comfort.
“Rupert is a swine,” he said. “Someone needs to do something about him.”
“But not you,” she insisted. “Respect her father’s wishes and do nothing.”
Riyan abruptly came to his feet and started pacing. “I can’t stay here,” he said as he came to a stop. “I need to get away for awhile.”
“That’s a good idea,” agreed his mother.
“I’ll take the flock out for a few days to the edge of the mountains,” he told her. “Chad will be working at the mill for the next week so this would be a good time for me to be alone.”
“Are you sure you want to go that far?” she asked. “There have been rumors of goblins.”
He turned his face towards hers and smiled. “There are always rumors of goblins,” he replied. “So far I have yet to come across one and we live as close as anyone.”
“Still, be careful,” she cautioned.
“I will,” he promised.
She insisted on cooking him a good lunch before he started off. Outside, the sheep have already begun their bleating. According to their schedule, they should have been heading out to greener pastures long before now.
They shared a meal of cooked mutton, potatoes, and bread. Then she packed enough food for him to last several days, even though he planned on using his sling to hunt for food while he was gone.
As he slung his pack over his shoulder and prepared to head out, she placed her arm on his. “Just think on this while you’re out there,” she began. “Freya has no choice in this, such is the fate of all girls. She’ll need friends like you to lean on.” When he turned his head to look at her, she added, “Lord knows being married to Rupert will not be an easy life.”
He nodded and hung his head. “I will mother,” he replied. “Why can’t her father see that?” He then gave her a peck on the cheek.
His mother handed him his staff before he stepped out the door. She went with him to the sheep pen and gave a hand with removing the flock. As he herded the sheep away from the house, she waved goodbye to her son.
“See you in a few days,” he hollered to her as he left.
“Be careful,” she cautioned with another wave.
He then continued herding the flock away from the pen and towards the distant mountains. This wasn’t the first time he had taken the flock towards the mountains on an overnight excursion, usually he would return a day or two later. But this time he planned to go further than he ever had before and didn’t plan on being back for at least four days, maybe longer. He needed time to get over the hurt in his heart.
For the rest of the afternoon, he continued pushing deeper into the hills. When nightfall came, he stopped the flock near a small stream and settled in for the night. He made sure the flock was accounted for before darkness came. Then he spread out his bedroll and fixed himself a quick bite to eat.
Later that night as he laid there under the stars, he sobbed.
“Riyan!”
Early the following morning, Chad came running down the lane towards the home where Riyan and his mother lived. “Riyan!” he hollered again and then saw that the sheep were not in the pen.
The front door opened before he reached the house and Riyan’s mother stepped out. “Good morning Chad,” she said.
“Have you heard?” he asked as he came closer.
“About Freya and Rupert?” she asked in reply. When he nodded his head, she said, “Yes. Riyan told me about it yesterday.”
“Was he upset?” he asked.
“You could say that,” she replied sadly. “He’s taken the flock up near the mountains for a few days. Said you were working at your father’s mill.”
“I am,” he said. “When I heard about Freya getting married to that piece of trash, I got angry. So my father gave me an hour to come here and talk to him about it.”
“Sorry you missed him,” she said.
“So am I.” He turned his gaze towards the mountains. “Tell him to come see me as soon as he gets back will you please?”
“The minute he gets back,” she assured him.
“Thank you,” he said then turned and headed back to the mill. Worry for his friend weighed heavily on his mind. So heavy in fact, that once he was back in town and moving down the main street, he failed to notice the individual coming towards him. He almost walked into him.
He looked up at the last minute and saw his and Riyan’s friend Bart a scant foot in front of him. Bart was a recent arrival to their little town of Quillim. He showed up about a year and a half ago and has worked odd jobs at various farms in the area since. Currently he’s out at old Rebecca’s place helping with tilling her fields. Ever since her sons married and moved away, she’s had a hard time making it.
At first when Bart had tried using that horse drawn plow of hers, it was a disaster. He couldn’t get the horses to go in a straight line to save his life. But now that he’s been doing it for about a week, he’s started to gain a modicum of proficiency. From what he’s told them, he could do a little bit of everything, the result of having no trade and forced to live on what work he could get here and there.
The one thing Bart could do that really impressed Chad was how well he threw darts. Now we’re not talking about the darts people used for sport, no. These were the deadly darts that could do some serious damage if they hit you. A few inches longer than the regular darts, these had barbs at the end that became embedded in whatever they hit. If you were to pull it out of your flesh, it would take a chunk of it with it.
Once when the three of them were out on an overnight camping excursion earlier this summer, he took down a rabbit with one. From that point on Chad’s been calling him Bart the Dart off and on which has annoyed him to no end. Recently though, Rupert and his friends have begun to use the term and not in a friendly manner. Ever since they took to calling him ‘Bart the Dart’, it lost the friendly nuance it once held so he stopped using it.
Coming to an abrupt halt, he noticed the smile playing across Bart’s face.
“Was wondering if you were going to see me,” Bart said.
“Sorry,” he apologized. “Just thinking about Riyan.”
“You heard?” Bart asked.
Nodding, Chad said, “Yeah. His mother said he took it rather rough.”
“I can imagine,” replied Bart.
“He’s taking the flock up into the hills at the base of the mountains for a few days,” he told him. “I think he needed time to come to grips with it.”
“Will do him good,” stated Bart.
Chad looked up the street and groaned, “Oh no.”
“What?” Bart asked as he turned to look. Coming toward them down the street was Rupert, alone this time. Dressed in his fine clothes, he appeared to be strutting down the street as if he owned it. Which, truth be told, isn’t too far from the truth as his family owned quite a bit of the town.
He came directly to them and stopped a few feet away. “Either of you seen Riyan this morning?” he asked.
They both shook their heads and Chad said, “No.”
“Well if you do, tell him I’m looking for him,” he said.
“We’ll do that,” Bart assured him.
“Did you hear I’m getting married?” he asked. When he saw their faces turn into scowls, he grinned. “Guess so. Lovely girl Freya.”
“You’ve never been interested in her before,” said Chad. “This seems rather sudden.”
He shrugged. “My father pestered me to pick a bride,” he explained. “So I chose her. One’s as good as another if you know what I mean.” Then he laughed and moved past them as he continued on his way.
“He doesn’t even care for her,” Bart said with barely controlled anger.
“Six will get you ten that he’s doing it more to anger Riyan than anything else,” Chad said.
Bart turned and gave him a mischievous grin. “What say we do Riyan a favor then?” he suggested.
“What do you have in mind?” Chad asked hesitantly. He saw the twinkle in Bart’s eye that always foretold that what he had on his mind would usually land them in trouble. Once when just such a twinkle came to him, the three of them had wound up spending a whole week working in Bocker’s shop. The details leading up to it were far too embarrassing for him to dwell on.
Bart simply turned and gazed at Rupert’s departing back and smiled. “Can you meet me back here after sundown?” he asked.
“I think so,” Chad replied. “Need to finish my chores, but I shouldn’t be too long after sundown.”
“Good,” he nodded. “Riyan’s going to be gone the better part of a week.” Turning back to Chad he continued. “That should give us plenty of time.”
“Plenty of time for what?” Chad asked.
“To make life for Rupert a merry hell,” he replied with finality.
That night after the mill closed, Chad had raced home and flew through his chores. Then after a quick meal with his family, he was out the door on his way into town. He found Bart already at the town square waiting for him. “Sorry I’m late,” he said as he approached his friend.
“You’re not that late,” he replied. “Didn’t really expect you for another half hour.”
Chad noticed the bag Bart had slung over his shoulder and asked, “So what are we going to do?”
Bart directed his gaze to the Sterling Sheep, the only inn and eatery Quillim has. “Rupert and his father are in there having dinner with Freya and her father,” he explained. “They just sat down, so with any luck will remain in there for some time.” Patting the bag slung over his shoulder he added, “Now let’s get to it.”
“What’s in there?” asked Chad.
“Just some things I borrowed from a friend of mine,” he replied.
Chad had thought they were going to the Sterling Sheep, but instead Bart headed off in another direction. It didn’t take him long to realize where he was headed when the estate Rupert called home came into view. “Are you crazy?” he asked.
“Don’t worry,” Bart assured him. “This will only take a minute or two.”
The estate was one the largest in the area, three stories tall and the envy of the entire community. It had been in Rupert’s family for years, each generation adding their own touch. The grounds that surrounded it were meticulously kept by a score of servants whose combined wage was more than some families earn in a year or more.
Upon reaching the lane leading up to the manor house, Bart stopped for a brief moment while he made sure there was no one about. When he saw the coast was clear, he gestured for Chad to follow.
They ran across the lawn as two shadows in the moonlight. Bart angled towards a vine covered lattice that extended from the ground all the way to the roof’s edge on one end of the house. Once they reached the base he paused and scanned the area one more time. Not seeing anyone, he whispered to Chad as he pointed to the window near the top of the lattice. “That’s Rupert’s room,” he explained.
Chad nodded and then Bart stepped to the lattice and began to climb. “Be careful,” he warned, “this isn’t very strong.” After he had climbed up several feet, Chad followed.
He worked his way up to the window and when he came abreast of it, pulled out his knife. Then while gripping the lattice with his left hand, he leaned over and slid the knife blade between the two halves of the window before gently sliding it up. The blade moved up along the crack between the two sections until it met resistance. Pushing harder, he felt the latch that was locking the window from the inside come free.
He then used his knife to pry the window open. When it swung open, he replaced his knife in its sheath and used his hand to swing the two sections of the window wide. “Come on,” he said as he climbed in through the window. Once inside, he turned and helped Chad through.
Just as Bart had said, Chad found himself in Rupert’s bedroom. “Now what?” he asked.
Bart set his bag down on a chair and opened it. “Now we make it look like he’s got a girlfriend,” he replied. From within the bag, he pulled out two pieces of clothing no betrothed man should have in his possession. Rather intimate articles that women wear beneath their clothes.
“Rumple the bed a little,” he told Chad. “Make it look like he and a girl had a tumble before he left for dinner.”
Chad grinned and nodded. While he was doing that, Bart laid one of the pieces of clothing on the floor just under the bed. He situated it in such a place that a casual look wouldn’t immediately reveal it. But when the servants came in to clean the room, they would most assuredly discover it. The other he put at the very foot of his bed under the sheets.
“Toss me his pillow,” he said to Chad.
Chad took it off the bed and tossed it over to him. “What do you want that for?” he asked.
Bart grinned and went back over to his bag. He pulled out a small vial with a stopper. Setting the pillow on the table, he opened the vial and rubbed the stopper across the pillowcase.
From where Chad was standing, he could smell the unmistakable odor of perfume. “That smells like what Mirriam wears,” he observed. Mirriam of course was a very beautiful girl here in Quillim who’s had her sights on Rupert for some time. It’s well known that she’s been after him for years.
“I know,” he replied with a chuckle. “Let him explain this.” After putting the vial of perfume back in the bag, he pulled out a small jar of rouge, the type girls put on their lips to make them look rosy. Unscrewing the top, he set it on the table next to the pillow.
Chad came to stand next to him as Bart flipped the pillow over and ever so carefully dipped his finger into the rouge. He watched as Bart used great care in drawing what looks like two lips on Rupert’s pillowcase with the rouge. Once he was done, it looked just like a woman with rouge on her lips had made the mark.
“What do you think?” Bart asked as he wiped his finger off on a cloth that he had in his bag.
“He could find all this and get rid of it before someone else discovered it,” Chad said.
“We’re not done yet,” he replied. After replacing the pillow back on Rupert’s bed with the imprinted lips’ side down, he walked over to a chest of drawers sitting against the wall. There he pulled open the top drawer and began rummaging through it.
Chad came over with him and saw him take something out of the drawer and place it in the bag. “We’re not thieves!” he insisted quietly.
“Relax,” Bart replied as he put another item in his bag. “I’m not taking anything of any great value, and I’m sure not going to keep it.”
“What do you plan to do then?” Chad asked.
He took one more item then closed the drawer. “Mirriam is going to receive a present from a secret admirer,” he explained with a grin.
Suddenly, footsteps from the hall beyond the bedroom door came to them. They both froze as they listened to the footsteps draw closer. Only after the footsteps passed by the door and continued down the hallway did they relax.
“Let’s get out of here,” urged Chad.
“Alright,” agreed Bart. He took but a moment to make sure everything inside the drawer was exactly like he found it before pushing it closed. When he turned for the window he found Chad already climbing out to the lattice. Moving to join him, Bart swung the bag across his back and reached within his tunic. He pulled forth a thick piece of rolled leather and untied the leather thong that bound it closed.
He unrolled the piece of leather and then removed one of the small tools secured within the leather. The tool in question was three inches long with a curved hook at the end. Placing the tool between his teeth, he rolled the leather back up and tied it closed once more with the leather thong. He then replaced the rolled leather within his tunic and begun making his way through the window.
Once out on the lattice, he looked down and found that Chad had already made it to the bottom and was standing there waiting for him. Turning his attention back to the window, he closed it almost all the way. But before it completely shut, he took the tool he held in his mouth and hooked the end around the arm of the latch used in locking the window.
He moved the latch upward until it was above the eye ring it latched into. Then he carefully closed the window the rest of the way. Once closed, he lowered the arm of the latch until he felt the end touch the eye ring. With just a quick yank, he sank the latch into the eye ring, thus securing the window from the inside.
Placing the tool once more between his teeth, he started climbing down the lattice. At the bottom he removed the tool from between his teeth and set it once more within the rolled piece of leather.
“What’s that?” Chad asked when he saw the tool as Bart was putting it back with the others.
“Just something my father gave me some time ago,” he replied. “I’ve found they come in useful every now and then.”
“I’ve never seen anything like them before,” he said.
Bart nodded at that. “Not too surprising. Now, let’s head back to the Sterling Sheep.”
“You mean we’re not through yet?” asked Chad.
“Good heavens no,” replied Bart with a grin.
Chad followed Bart as he again ran across the lawn to the lane leading back to town. He wondered about his friend. Bart had never gone into very much detail about his life before coming to Quillim, though of course he and Riyan hadn’t been all that curious in the first place. But now he wondered who this Bart could be and what had driven him to choose this area to live in. He was pretty sure he knew what those tools in the piece of leather meant. Though he had never seen their like before, he would bet anything that they were lockpicks.
Back at the lane leading into town, Bart picked up speed. “Have to get there before they leave,” he said.
Not understanding the hurry, Chad didn’t really care. This was the most adventure he had ever been a part of. They made their way through the darkened streets until the inn appeared ahead of them.
When they drew close, Bart had Chad stay back as he went to the window and looked in to the dining area of the Sterling Sheep. He stood there a moment peering inside before turning around and rejoining Chad. “They’re still in there,” he said. “Wait here.” Then without an explanation, Bart returned to the window. While he stood there, Chad saw him remove the jar of rouge and do something with it. In the dark he couldn’t see just what he did. After a few minutes Bart closed the jar and replaced it within the bag.
Another five minutes passed as he stood there looking in through the window. Then he abruptly turned towards the back of the inn and signaled for Chad to join him. “Whatever you do, don’t make a sound,” he said in a hushed whisper when Chad joined him. “Understand?”
Chad nodded and then followed him to the rear of the inn. They reached the rear courtyard just as a figure exited from the back door. Even in the shadows of the courtyard, Chad recognized Rupert’s silhouette. He was walking across the courtyard to the jakes along the rear wall.
Bart motioned for Chad to stop while he continued toward Rupert. Chad was amazed at how silently Bart was able to move. Other than Rupert’s footsteps and the music coming from the inn, no other sound disturbed the quiet of the courtyard. Then just as Rupert opened the door to the jakes, Bart grabbed him. Putting one hand alongside his throat and the other on his back, Bart pushed him into the jakes and shut the door.
Chad saw Bart motioning for him to hurry and join him. He hurried over and Bart indicated for him to keep the door closed.
Bang!
Rupert struck the door from the inside and Chad almost failed to keep it closed. “Let me out!” he hollered.
Chad looked to Bart who was now on his knees before the door and looked to be sliding something between the door jamb and the door about a third of the way up from the ground.
Bang!
Again Rupert hit the door and the force of the blow knocked out whatever Bart had been sliding into place. Picking it up off the ground, he again worked to get it into place.
“Help!” yelled Rupert. “I’m being attacked!”
Then all of a sudden, Bart stood up. In the moonlight Chad could see he was holding a string that was attached to whatever it was he placed within the crack between the door and the door jamb.
“Come on,” Bart whispered as he began moving away from the jakes.
Bang!
As they hurried to the side of the courtyard that was deep in shadows, Rupert again hit the door in an attempt to get out. And to Chad’s amazement, the door held.
Bart brought them to a stop as soon as the string he held had reached its end. They stood there in the darkness as Rupert continued hollering for help and trying to break his way out. Fortunately the music within the dining area of the inn was loud enough to drown out his cries.
They waited for at least five minutes before another person left the inn on their way to the jakes. When Bart saw the man leaving the inn, he pulled the string. The wedge he had keeping the door to the jakes’ closed came free and the door swung open.
Chad about laughed when Rupert came stumbling out and crashed down into the dirt before the jakes. The man who was leaving the inn rushed over to help him but Rupert knocked away his hand and got to his feet. What he said to the man couldn’t be heard, but they saw the way he stalked back to the inn.
The following morning when Chad was at the mill working the giant grinding stones that turned grain into flour, his younger brother Eryl came running in all excited. “Did you hear?” he asked his brother.
“Hear what?” replied Chad.
“Last night at the Sterling Sheep…” his brother began but was forced to stop and catch his breath. Obviously he felt that what he had to say was so good that he ran the whole way to tell him. By this time their father had moved closer to hear.
“The magistrate and his son Rupert were dining with Freya and her father,” he continued. “Apparently Rupert had gone out back and dallied with some girl.” He turned to his father. “And with his betrothed there waiting for his return.” His eyes gleamed, every kid in Quillim hated Rupert and any story that showed him in a bad light was like gold.
“He claimed someone locked him in the jakes,” Eryl said in a tone that said he didn’t believe it. “But when he returned to the inn, there was rouge on his neck that people say looked just like a woman kissed him.” He laughed. “As it turned out, Freya wasn’t wearing any that night.”
Their father smiled as he too didn’t care much for Rupert. He did feel sorry for Freya though, it must have been a humiliation.
“Rupert is still saying he didn’t do anything and is sticking to his story,” Eryl explained. “But really papa, who is going to believe such a story?”
Chad grinned to himself as the grinding wheel continued to turn grain into flour. Who indeed? Bart had explained to him last night after they left the vicinity of the Sterling Sheep how he had put rouge on his hand in the shape of a girl’s lips. So that when he grabbed Rupert by the neck and threw him in the jakes, it would come off and leave the tell-tale mark.
“Are they still betrothed?” asked Chad.
“I hadn’t heard,” his brother replied. “But her father took it hard.”
“I can imagine,” their father said. Then to Eryl he added, “Don’t you have chores at home you should be doing?”
“Yes papa,” he replied and turned to head out the door.
“Another hour or two and the flour will be ready,” Chad’s father said before he too left.
Chad nodded in reply. The rest of the afternoon was spent in grinding flour. How he hated doing this. Last night when he and Bart were, as Bart said ‘making Rupert’s life a merry hell’, he had felt more alive than ever before. But all in all, he’d rather be doing this than be in Rupert’s shoes right about now.
The evening of the second day found Riyan deeper into the hills than he had ever been before. Ahead to the west the mountains raised high into the sky. With the crystal blue sky above and the rolling green foothills below, the mountains were a breathtaking sight. A cool breeze blew across the hills to help alleviate the heat of the day. If only he could get Freya off his mind, he would be able to enjoy it all so much more.
The first day out, he railed, shouted, and screamed at the injustice in the world. That actually had helped to rid his soul of the worst of the feelings the situation in Quillim had instilled in him. Now it was more a sense of loss that continued to plague him more than anything else.
If he couldn’t change the situation he must make the best of it. His mother was right in that Freya was going to need a friend in the coming years. And he decided that if that was all he’s going to be able to be to her, he would at least be that.
Near the end of the day he and his flock crested another of the many hills in this area. On the far side was a small lake that stretched outward from the base of the hill for quite some distance. A truly scenic place with the mountains as a backdrop, he decided to stop here for the night. While the flock grazed nearby, Riyan began collecting sufficient firewood to last him through the night.
Baaaaaaa!
The sheep cried out to him whenever he disappeared out of sight in his hunt for decent fuel for the fire. They continued to cry out until he reappeared again. Now that they were in unfamiliar territory, they didn’t want to be very far from him. Even Black Face hasn’t strayed off since they left behind the lands they usually grazed upon.
He built his fire and then hunted for a small animal to roast for dinner. Though he had plenty of food from home to last him, there was nothing like the taste of a fresh kill roasted over an open fire. Moving off from the campsite, he held his sling ready with a stone in hand. He worked his way through the trees until he came across a rabbit out for a last bite before returning to its burrow for the night.
With a quick twirl, he launched a stone at the rabbit and struck it in the head. The force of the blow knocked it backward over a foot. As the rabbit laid there twitching its last, he walked over and picked it up. It didn’t take him long before the rabbit was skinned and roasting over the fire. The smell of roasting meat made his all but empty stomach growl.
The flock remained close for the rest of the evening and was still nearby when he stoked the fire before turning in.
Baaaaaaa! Baaaaaaa!
The panicked cries of many sheep woke him in the middle of the night. He tried to get to his feet to see what was going on but was thrown back to the ground. The earth was shaking violently.
An earthquake! He’d been in a couple during his life, but none with the force of what he was experiencing right now. The ground itself seemed to roar as it shook. Off in the distance came the sound of a tree crashing to the ground as it no longer could withstand the forces assaulting it.
The best Riyan could do while the shaking continued was to get to his hands and knees. All around him the sheep bleated in fear, he could tell they were no longer together. In their fear they had ran off across the hills.
When the ground finally stopped its shaking and calmed down, he stood up and looked around. The light from his fire didn’t extend all that far, and only three of his sheep were in sight.
Putting two fingers in his mouth, he whistled loudly. Three long, loud bursts then he stopped to listen. From all around he could hear the sound of his sheep change from that of fear and panic to a more normal baaing.
One more time he put his fingers in his mouth and whistled another three long, loud bursts. When he listened for the sheep’s response, he could hear them crashing through the underbrush back towards the camp. One by one they made their appearance and Riyan was sure they were relieved to once more be back with him.
He counted the flock after the night grew quiet again and as the last one making its way through the bushes arrived. When he finished, he realized he was still two sheep short. He whistled again and then listened for the tell-tale sound of them making their way through the underbrush. But the night remained silent.
“Damn!” he cursed. Two sheep gone! There was no way he was about to go searching for them in the dark. Aside from it being way too dangerous to move around in unfamiliar territory at night, he would also risk the chance that more of his sheep would become lost.
Mad and upset, he counted the flock one more time in the hopes that he miscounted the first time. But the count remained the same, two sheep missing. That’s when he noticed one of the sheep who was missing was Black Face. “Of course,” he said to himself.
Unable to do anything until the sun came up, he placed several more logs on the fire and laid back down. In the morning he was going to have to find the wayward sheep.
The first rays of the sun upon his face woke him. First thing he did was to recount the sheep on the off chance that the others had made their way back during the night. To his surprise one of them had returned. Of course it wasn’t Black Face. At least he has only one to find now which should make his job that much easier.
He left the flock where they were grazing and went to the top of a nearby hill. There he whistled loudly and scanned the forest for any movement. When he failed to see or hear any indication which direction Black Face lay, he returned to his camp. He had half a mind to simply forget about it, his life would be a whole lot easier if Black Face were to be lost forever. But he and his mother needed every copper that Black Face’s wool, and ultimately meat, would bring them.
So after having a quick breakfast of food his mother had packed for him, he left the flock in the small area between the hills and set out in search of Black Face. He didn’t feel there was much of a threat to the flock where they were, and he wouldn’t be going very far from them. He mainly was planning to do a circuit around the immediate area as he didn’t think Black Face would have wandered that far. Of course, if after that time there was still no trace of him, he would give up. He had to at least make the attempt.
For the next several hours, he worked his way in and around the hills. Once he reached as far as he dared to go from the flock, he would pause and whistle. Then he would listen for a moment. When he didn’t hear Black Face’s bleat, he continued. Every once in awhile he would return to the flock, only to find them still grazing contentedly.
He was searching the area closest to the mountains, and had almost completely blanketed the area where he felt Black Face could have wandered to, when he heard a very faint, frightened bleating. Relieved to have found him, he rushed forward toward his wayward sheep.
Following the sound of Black Face’s cries, he headed further west towards the slopes of the mountains. After fording a stream, the trees opened up on a clearing wherein a large expanse of berry bushes lay. He nodded to himself when he saw them for they were just the type Black Face always seemed to gravitate towards back home.
Pausing just within the clearing, he looked around but couldn’t see Black Face. Raising his fingers to his lips, he whistled loudly for a second then stopped. He stood still as he waited for the bleating to come and after a moment, it did.
Baaaaaaa!
The cry was coming from the right side of the berry patch but the sheep was nowhere to be seen. “Black Face!” he hollered. “Where are you, you stupid sheep?”
Baaaaaaa!
Again the cry came. Shaking his head, Riyan moved towards the sound. As he drew closer to the edge of the berry bushes he saw a snatch of sheep’s wool dangling from one of the vines. He walked quickly to it and plucked it from the vine just as the cry came again. This time, it sounded close, and was coming from just before him. Yet there was no sign of Black Face.
Baaaaaaa!
When it came again, he looked more closely and saw a fair sized hole in the ground hidden beneath the berry vines about four feet in. It was from out of that hole Black Face was calling from.
“You really got yourself in a fix this time didn’t you?” he asked.
Baaaaaaa!
“No use complaining at me,” he said to the sheep. “You’ve got no sense whatsoever.” He then took a moment to figure out how on earth he was going to get him out of there. The hole in which Black Face had fallen was covered in a thick layer of thorn laden vines. He was sure that he could get him out of there, but it wasn’t going to be easy.
Turning his attention to the vines, he contemplated his best course of action. Pulling his knife from his belt, he sighed and began cutting away segments of the vines. Almost a quarter hour later, his hands were covered in dozens of pin-prick sized holes, some of which were still welling blood. He had managed to clear a good portion of the vines away and reached the edge of the hole. His attitude towards Black Face continued to deteriorate every time another of the thorns pricked his skin.
Baaaaaaa!
“Oh shut up,” he yelled down to the hole. When he at last reached the edge of the hole and had cleared the vines back enough to look down, he saw Black Face moving down below. The side of the hole sloped down a steep embankment until reaching where Black Face stood.
He gauged the angle of the slope and determined that it was inclined sufficiently that he could possibly make it back up if he went down to get the sheep. Though with Black Face in his arms, it would be a little trickier. So after another few minutes of pruning the branches back a little bit further, he went to the edge of the hole and began climbing down.
Baaaaaaa!
When Black Face saw him coming down towards him, he started baaing excitedly. “Yeah, just wait until I get you out of here,” threatened Riyan, “then we’ll see how happy you are.”
Baaaaaaa!
The threat of possible repercussions for being down here didn’t seem to worry Black Face any. He was just happy to be with someone familiar again.
Sliding down into the hole was relatively easy. Once he hit the bottom, Black Face immediately came to him and practically jumped into his lap. “Calm down,” he said as he got to his feet.
He glanced around and was quick to realize that this was not just some hole in the ground. The light filtering down from above revealed that he was in what looked to be some kind of passage. It was roughly ten feet high, half that wide, and extended into darkness to his left and right.
Excitement filled him as he saw the unmistakable signs of human construction. Though the sides of the passage were worn with time, they still showed where stone blocks were used in its construction.
“What did you find?” he asked Black Face. Visions of treasure and adventure raced across his mind as he wondered what wealth may be hidden down here. Then, from down the passage to his right, something caught the light from above and glittered. Turning his head towards it, he tried to see it but had lost it in the dark.
Unwilling to give up on it, he moved slowly down the passage until the glitter came again. Then he rushed forward and discovered that the glitter came from a tarnished coin almost completely buried in the dirt covering the floor. “Treasure!” he exclaimed excitedly. Never in his wildest imagination did he ever think he, a shepherd boy, would find something like this.
Dropping to his knees, he reached down and picked up the coin. He couldn’t see it too clearly and got back to his feet. Returning to just beneath the hole, he held the coin in the light from above and saw that it was made of copper. It was roughly the size of the coins he’s used to using, but the impressions on both sides were nothing like he had ever seen before.
On the one side was a bust of what could have been a man, but it wasn’t easy to make out as the coin was quite worn. The other side bore a symbol the likes of which he’s never seen before. “This has to be old,” he said to himself. Looking down the passage that extended into darkness in both directions, he wondered just how many more such coins could be down here.
Then he turned his gaze to Black Face. “I guess I can forgive you,” he said. Rolling the coin through his fingers, his mind began churning with possibilities. He slipped the coin into his pouch before removing two short lengths of rope. “Sorry about this old boy,” he said.
Taking one of the pieces of rope, he tied Black Face’s rear legs together and then the front. “Baaaaaaa!” complained Black Face. The sheep didn’t care for being treated like this, but Riyan couldn’t have his legs loose and thrashing about as he tried to return him back to the surface.
Once the legs were tied, he picked up Black Face. He placed him over his shoulders and around his neck. He held onto the legs with one hand as best he could while using the other to maintain his balance as he maneuvered up the slope.
Black Face wiggled, baaed and kicked the whole way up. Riyan lost his grip a couple times due to the sheep’s thrashing and was thankful that he had the forethought to bind the legs or it would have been much worse. When he at last reached the top, he braced his feet securely before launching Black Face up and out of the hole with a mighty shove. After Black Face hit the ground and began baaing pitifully, Riyan climbed the rest of the way to the surface.
Once out, he untied Black Face and then turned back one more time to look at the hole. If it wasn’t for the fact that the flock was some distance away and unattended, he would have tried to explore the passage further. But without a source of light such as a torch or a lantern, he wouldn’t have been able to go very far anyway.
As he returned with Black Face back to where the rest of the flock was grazing, he made sure to set the landmarks and the lay of the land in his mind. He wanted to be sure he could find this place again. For when he returned home, he planned to get some supplies together and come back.
He immediately got the flock moving once again back towards Quillim. As they set out, he removed the coin from his pouch and looked at it. A grin spread across his face at the adventure it promised.
The day after the debacle at the Sterling Sheep, the town was simply abuzz with rumors and gossip. Of course a couple of the more juicy ones were started by Bart. He’s simply enjoying himself to no end.
Still though, the betrothal between Rupert and Freya had yet to be called off. Bart really had no expectations for it to be called off for Freya’s family, even with the humiliation the events were giving them, could ill afford to not go through with it. He felt bad for her, but he despised Rupert more.
To up the ante, he dropped off the necklace he took from Rupert’s drawer the night before at Mirriam’s door. He didn’t leave a note with it, instead he twined it around several beautiful flowers and laid it upon a finely embroidered kerchief. That by itself wouldn’t have led people to believe that it was from Rupert. So right afterwards, he went into town and stood near the window of the biggest gossip in town.
He could hear her inside talking with a couple other ladies as they worked on their needlework. Every year she and her circle work on a quilt which they give to one of the more underprivileged families in the area. This year they planned to give it to Clara Jenis and her family. Clara has been ill for the past few months and her husband was having a hard time keeping things together. Between working, their three children, and her illness, he was about worn to a frazzle.
From his position by the window, he heard them talking about somebody or another. Then he said sort of loud, but not too conspicuously so, “I tell you I saw him!”
Then in another voice like he was another person he replied, “Rupert?” From within the house, all talking ceased.
Bart grinned to himself as he said, “Yes Rupert. You would think he’d leave well enough alone after his problems of the night before.”
In his second voice he asked himself, “What happened?” The inside of the house was as quiet as a tomb, he knew every ear within was straining to hear what he had to say next.
“I saw him placing something at the door of Mirriam’s home,” he said in voice one.
“Mirriam?” voice two asked. “Isn’t she the one who’s been trying to get her hooks in him for years?”
“That’s the one,” voice one replied. “Looks like she finally hooked him.”
“What did he leave?” voice two asked.
“I’m not exactly sure,” voice one explained. “Some flowers for sure though I thought I saw something glittering among the stems.”
Then as he started to say, “We’ll have to see what…” he began moving away from the window and let his voice trail off. After he became quiet, he snuck back to the window and listened. Inside it remained silent for only a few seconds before the women all started talking at once. Now, if Mirriam would just find the necklace and put it on, it would lend credibility to the seed he just sowed.
He hung around town for a couple hours and sure enough, Mirriam appeared wearing the necklace. Her eyes were aglow and she walked briskly through town. By this time the rumor he planted had circulated widely. Two people already had approached him and told him about it, each telling seeming to add some new detail. As she passed through the people on the streets, they would grow quiet. Then after she went by, their eyes would follow her as they talked in hushed whispers.
Bart watched as she continued along the street, her hand would at times go to the necklace and rub it as if she didn’t really believe it was there. She paused at the corner for a second before her eyes lit up. Across the street, Rupert and his three cronies had just appeared.
She waved and hurried across the street to meet him. Bart followed her at a discreet distance to see what would happen. He wasn’t alone, many of those on the street saw where she was heading and followed too.
Rupert came to a stop and his eyes turned dark when he saw the necklace around her neck. He recognized it as one that had been in his drawer. Bart was too far away to hear what was said, but after just a couple exchanges between Rupert and Mirriam, Rupert ripped the necklace from around her neck. Then Mirriam turned and fled, tears in her eyes.
Bart stood there a moment too long, for Rupert noticed him. His face turned darker and he began moving quickly towards him. Bart remained where he was until the four young men came to him.
Rupert held out the necklace and demanded, “Do you know anything about this?”
“Why no Rupert,” Bart replied innocently. “It looks to be a necklace of some sort.”
“Someone’s been messing with me,” he stated, “trying to get my betrothal with Freya annulled.” Rupert glared at him and added, “I can only think of one person who would want that.”
“Freya?” guessed Bart.
Rupert’s eyes narrowed and his face turned red in anger. “Don’t play with me, Bart!” he warned. “I know Riyan is behind this and you two, along with Chad, are tight as thieves.”
“Riyan has been out with his sheep since just after your betrothal,” he replied. “I don’t see how he could be behind anything.”
Rupert glared at him. “This betrothal is going to continue,” he said. “If there are any further ‘occurrences’ like this,” he continued as he held up the necklace again, “Riyan will pay the consequences.”
It was Bart’s turn to get a dark look. “Be sure you know with whom you’re messing with before you act,” he warned.
“Is that a threat?” Rupert asked. “Are you daring to threaten me?”
“Merely offering a piece of advice,” he answered.
Then Rupert became aware of the people who had gathered to watch the drama unfold between himself and Bart. To Bart he said, “This isn’t over.”
Bart merely remained silent as Rupert and his three cronies quickly left the street. Once they’ve gone down the street a ways, Bart turned and left in the opposite direction.
Moving through town, his mind churned over the encounter. What had started out as a prank has developed into something a bit more serious. He feared that Rupert was planning on taking out his anger over what’s been happening on his friend Riyan. Thankfully Riyan isn’t due back for several more days. Hopefully by then all this will have blown over.
He hurried back across town to old Rebecca’s place to finish the work she wanted done. Along the way, he came to the decision to lay low for awhile and leave Rupert alone. At least until Riyan returned, then he would see how things turned out.
The night of the earthquake rocked the town badly. Several businesses were damaged in one way or another, but the worst was Chad’s father’s mill. The quake had cracked one of the two grinding stones.
“Can’t we continue with it like it is?” Chad asked his father the following morning.
Shaking his head, Chad’s father turned to him, “No. Once they get a crack in them, it’s only a matter of time before they break altogether. Not only that, but pieces of the stone will find their way into the flour.” His father sat down with a worried expression.
“What can we do then?” Chad asked.
“If we wish to continue to operate, we have to obtain another grinding stone,” he told his son.
Chad looked to his father and saw the worry in his eyes. He knew that his father didn’t have all that much gold stashed away and grinding stones didn’t come cheap. “Are we going to be able to purchase another one?” he asked.
His father turned to him and smiled a sad smile. “Things will work out,” he replied. “But it will be a week or more before a new stone can be brought here and put into place.”
Just then, the Magistrate stepped through the door. “Heard about your grinding stone,” he said. “Too bad.”
“Chad, could you go see if your mother needs anything?” his father asked.
Chad knew that he wished him to leave for some reason, then it dawned on him why. His father was going to ask the Magistrate for a loan. The Magistrate was the only person in town who could possibly help. “But…” he began.
“Please son,” his father insisted, “go help your mother.”
Nodding, Chad got up and said, “Yes sir.” Then he headed for the door. He gave the Magistrate a respectful nod of the head before he passed from the mill and to the lane outside.
He thought of what his father was about to do. There was no way they would ever be able to repay the Magistrate for the grinding stone. Most years they barely made enough to pay the taxes, feed their family, and buy other essentials they required. His father must know that, and so will the magistrate.
As scenarios played out in his mind, he came to realize that it wasn’t so much a loan his father would be getting from the magistrate, but more like selling the mill. All his life, his father’s one pride was that he owned that mill outright. Now, it’s likely he was going to have to work for the magistrate for the rest of his life. The thought angered Chad.
He wasn’t exactly sure where it was he was heading, he just put one foot in front of the other while his mind was preoccupied. Then Bart came into view as he rounded a corner up ahead. When he saw Chad, he hurried towards him.
“Hey, did you feel that quake last night?” Bart asked.
Chad came to a stop and nodded his head. “I think everyone felt it,” he replied.
Bart noticed something was wrong so asked, “You okay?”
Shaking his head, Chad said, “The quake cracked the upper grinding wheel. We’re going to have to buy a new one before we can turn any more grain into flour.”
“That’s tough, man,” he said condolingly.
Then Chad noticed one of Rupert’s cronies appear behind Bart. The young man stopped when he saw Bart and Chad talking before ducking quickly behind a building. A second later, he peered around the corner at them.
Chad nodded to Rupert’s crony. “Are they keeping an eye on you?”
“You could say that,” replied Bart. “Yesterday when Mirriam appeared, I was there when he accosted her and took back the necklace.”
A worried looked came to Chad as he lowered his voice and asked, “Do you think he suspects?”
“I think so,” Bart told him in a quiet whisper of his own. “As long as all he can do is suspect, we’ll be fine. He thinks Riyan is behind it.”
“But he wasn’t even in town,” said Chad.
“I know.” Bart glanced behind him and saw the crony peering around the corner again. “We’ll have to let Riyan know what’s going on as soon as he gets back. But right now, I need to return to the farm. She’s got me removing an old tree stump near the house. She wants to plant flowers there.” Rolling his eyes heavenward, he sighed.
“I feel for you man,” Chad said.
“If she was rich I would tell her to get a scroll from Phyndyr’s,” he said.
“Phyndyr’s?” Chad asked.
“Yeah,” nodded Bart. “He sells scrolls down in Wardean. One of the better scroll merchants if you ask me.”
“Like what?” Chad asked, a glimmer of hope coming to him.
“Oh, all sorts of stuff,” he explained. “Take this stump I’m going to be spending the next several days digging out. One scroll from him and it would be gone.”
“You mean vanish?” Chad looked at his friend in disbelief.
Bart shrugged, “Maybe if I wanted to pay that much for it. But a simple burn spell would probably do the trick. Or maybe one that would dissolve it.”
“Do you think he would have one that could fix the crack in the grinding wheel?” he asked with newborn hope.
“I would think so,” he replied. “But some of the scrolls get pretty pricy.”
“Thanks,” he said, not really hearing him. If he could get a scroll cheap that would fix the crack, then his father wouldn’t have to sell. “How much do the scrolls go for?”
“I’ve heard that some can go as cheap as two silvers,” he explained. “Others, though, could go for over a hundred golds, or more.”
“I hardly think a scroll to fix a crack would cost very much,” he said. “I have almost a gold of my own saved.”
“Maybe,” Bart agreed.
“We could be there and back by nightfall,” he said.
“I think it’s a bit further than…” Then realization hit. “What do you mean ‘we’?” he asked.
“Yes,” he nodded. “You and I could ride down and be back after dark.”
“I…I don’t know if I could get away,” he said a bit nervously. “I, um, really have to get that stump out.”
Chad looked to his friend and saw something in his friend’s face he hadn’t seen before. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind,” he assured him. “You go ask her and I’ll tell my father what’s going on.”
“But…”
“This is great!” Chad exclaimed. “Meet me at the mill after you talk to her.” Then he turned around and hurried back to the mill.
Bart stood there for a minute watching the excited steps of his friend. Not nearly sharing his friend’s enthusiasm for going to Wardean, he swallowed hard. Only be there a short time, he said to himself. Then he began walking down the lane to tell old lady Rebecca that he would have to start on the stump tomorrow.
“No!”
“But father,” argued Chad, “this could save us.”
“No!” his father repeated. When Chad had gone to tell his father that he and Bart were going to Wardean and why, he found his father emphatically against it.
“Why?” he asked.
“I will not take the chance on magic to save us,” he explained. “Nothing ever good came from such things.”
“But Bart said this Phyndyr was a master scroller,” insisted Chad. “He guaranteed that we could get this fixed without having to borrow from the Magistrate.”
His father gave him a look he’s seen many times over the course of his seventeen years. “I wouldn’t trust anything that friend of yours says,” he told his son. “What do you know about him anyway? Just up and rolled into town a year ago. Where did he come from? What drove him to come here?”
Chad could only stand there as his father railed at him. He didn’t know the answer to these questions. Bart had never been one to talk about his past. He and Riyan had always respected that and never pried into it.
“I think it’s a good solution,” Chad insisted.
His father turned to him and said, “No! You are not to think about this any more. The new grinding wheel will be here by the end of the week. All the arrangements have been made.”
“So you’ve already sold the mill to the magistrate?” he asked.
“I’m not selling the mill,” his father replied. “Merely getting a loan to cover the cost of the new wheel.”
“You’ll never be able to pay him back,” Chad said. “It amounts to the same thing.”
His father’s face turned red in anger. “I’m through talking about this,” he said with finality. “The subject is closed.” He glared at his son until Chad finally left the mill.
When Bart finally arrived, he found his friend still in the vicinity of the mill. Chad didn’t see him right away, so engrossed was he with his thoughts. “You ready?” Bart asked him.
Chad’s eyes turned to his friend. “He won’t even consider it!” he exclaimed.
“Your father?” guessed Bart.
Chad nodded. “He said, ‘Nothing ever good came from magic’.”
“So what do you intend to do now?” he asked. He could see the hard set of Chad’s jaw. “You aren’t planning on going against the wishes of your father are you?”
Nodding, Chad replied, “Yes I am. If this can save our mill, we would be fools not to do it.” He saw the look in Bart’s eyes. “What?”
“Maybe you should respect your father’s wishes,” he said. “It’s his mill after all.”
“It’s our family’s mill,” Chad corrected him. “I’m not about to stand by and do nothing when there’s a way to save it.” When Bart failed to comment, he asked, “Are you still coming with me?”
“Yes,” he replied. “I doubt if you would be able to find Phyndyr’s place otherwise.”
“Good.” Leading Bart to where he and his family live, they bypassed the house and headed directly to the barn out back. They quickly got a couple horses saddled and Chad left Bart in the barn while he went up to the house. Secreted in his room was his stash of money that he intended to use in purchasing the scroll.
The sound of his mother in the kitchen reached him as he entered the front door. He closed it carefully so as not to alert her to his presence. He moved through the front room towards the hallway leading further into the house. The first doorway he came to led into the kitchen area and he paused there a moment. Peering around the corner, he saw that his mother’s back was to him as she worked on dinner.
Hurrying past the doorway, he moved down the hallway and entered his room, closing the door behind him. His secret stash was hidden under a loose floorboard that one of the legs of his bed rested upon. He pushed his bed over a few inches until the leg was off the board, then bent over and pried it up.
In his secret hiding place was a sack containing his life savings. Nestled in the compartment with the sack were several other items that held value for him. Chad took the sack out and placed it in his shirt before replacing the floorboard. Once it was set in flush with the floor, he pulled his bed back to its original position with the leg once again on top of the floorboard covering his stash. He got back to his feet, crossed the room, and opened the door.
“What are you doing?” His brother Eryl stood there in the hallway looking very curiously at him.
“Nothing,” he replied. “Doesn’t mother need help with dinner or something?” He stepped out of his room and closed the door behind him.
“No,” he said, “and father’s busy at the mill getting it ready for the arrival of the new stone.”
“Go bother someone else, Eryl,” Chad said as they stood there in the hallway. He turned to retrace his steps back down the hallway when he realized Eryl was following him.
“You’re up to something,” Eryl said with a grin.
Coming to a stop, Chad turned to his brother and said quietly so his mother wouldn’t hear, “No I’m not. Now go away.”
“Can I come?” he asked.
“What?” Chad replied. “Of course not.”
“Aha!” exclaimed Eryl in victory. “I knew it!”
“I’m not doing anything,” he insisted in a quiet voice.
“Then why are you talking so quietly,” countered Eryl. “Why don’t you want mother to hear you?” Then raising his voice loudly, he asked, “Because you’ll get into trouble?”
“Shhh!” urged Chad as he glanced down the hallway towards the kitchen. When their mother failed to make an appearance, Chad sighed.
“I’m coming too,” Eryl said. “Or I’ll tell mother.”
Chad gazed into his eyes and could see the mischievous look that always foreshadowed him doing something that Chad would hate. Little brothers, sisters too for that matter, always have a way to annoy their older siblings. Giving in, Chad said, “Alright. But you have to do what I say.”
“You bet,” agreed Eryl. Happy and excited now that he wrangled his brother into taking him along on whatever adventure he was planning, Eryl practically danced in anticipation.
“Just be quiet until we get out of the house,” Chad told him. When he received Eryl’s nod, he began heading back down the hallway. At the entrance to the kitchen, he paused momentarily to make sure his mother was still busy, then he and Eryl hurried past.
Bart looked questioningly at him when he and Eryl showed up at the barn together. “He’s coming with us,” Chad explained.
“I don’t think it’s wise to take him all the way to Wardean,” Bart said.
“Wardean?” Eyes alight with the prospect of going to such a large town, he turned to his brother. “Is that where we’re going?”
“With just you missing,” Bart said, “your parents would only be a little worried. But him?” Indicating Eryl he added, “They’ll be positively frantic.”
“If we don’t take him, he’ll tell my mother and then the whole thing would be off,” Chad countered.
Bart rolled his eyes heavenward. “Sibling blackmail.” Then he turned his attention back to Chad and said, “At least leave them a note or something so they won’t worry.”
“Alright,” agreed Chad. Getting a fairly smooth board from the scrap pile, he wrote in charcoal:
Went for a ride with Bart, took Eryl. Back after dark.
When he showed it to Bart he asked, “Will this do?”
Nodding, Bart replied. “Yes. But there will still be hell to pay when you get back.”
“Not if the stone is fixed I won’t,” he said.
“What’s going on?” asked Eryl.
Chad turned to his younger brother and said, “I’ll fill you in on the way.” Then he and Bart mounted the horses then Chad gives his brother a hand in swinging up behind him. They rode quickly from the house and entered the hills surrounding Quillim until they intersected the road.
Once on the road heading out of town they were soon up to a canter and Quillim disappeared behind them. Eryl was having the time of his life riding behind his brother. In all his seven years, the times he had been more than a couple miles from home could be counted on one hand. And to top it off, his parent’s were not with them. All he had to deal with was his brother. Chad, even with all his older brother bossiness, was still a whole lot better to deal with than his mother and father would be. They rarely let him have any fun.
Chad filled him in on what they planned to do soon after they were on the main road that traveled north and south along the foothills of the Western Mountains. This road was very well maintained and they were able to make good time.
As the sun arced overhead, Bart knew they were never going to make it to Wardean and back by sundown. Or even remotely close to sundown. But that wasn’t what was on his mind as they drew ever closer to the city of Wardean. His past was a tangled skein, and some of the worst of it had to do with the city they were heading toward.
Before he came to live in Quillim, he had vowed to himself never to set foot within the walls of Wardean again. Yet here he is, on his way. With any luck, they’ll be able to get in and out without anyone the wiser.
It was an hour away from sundown when the walls of Wardean came into view. They had pushed their horses hard to try and reach the city before the sun went down. For that’s when Bart said Phyndyr closed his shop.
“There she is,” Bart said as they rode closer.
“Wow,” said Eryl in wonder. He had never been to a city this large. Whenever his father had business here, he always took either Chad or his other brother Tye. “Isn’t this where Tye is seeing about his apprenticeship?”
“That’s right,” Chad replied. “I wish we had time to visit.”
“Why don’t we?” his brother asked.
“Need to return home before mother and father worry too much,” he explained. “We’re already away longer than I had anticipated.”
“Too bad,” he said.
Beyond the wall they saw the Keep of the Border Lord where it sat like an indomitable fortress. Wardean is the Seat of Duke Yoric, the Border Lord given the task of keeping the goblins on their side of the mountains.
Bart took the lead when they reached the gates leading into the city. “Unless there is trouble nearby they keep the gates open throughout the night,” he explained.
“What kind of trouble could there be?” asked Eryl.
“Oh, goblins for the most part,” he replied. “Though ever since Duke Yoric became the Border Lord hereabouts, they’ve been fairly quiet. Haven’t been seen on this side of the mountains for years.”
Once through the gates, Bart led them quickly through the streets. The light was fading fast and if they didn’t get there in time, they risked the unpleasant choice of either staying the night or returning home empty handed. “It isn’t far,” Bart said as they turned off the main thoroughfare and down a side street.
Half a block down, Bart indicated a two story building coming up on their left. It looked rather formidable, with only slits for windows that were far too narrow for even a small child to squeeze through. The face of the building had but a lone door that stood open. Thick and strong, it would take a lot of punishment before it failed.
Bart noticed the way they were looking at the building. He cracked a smile and said, “It’s protected by magic too,” he replied. “Only one thief has ever tried to sneak in since it was built.”
“And what happened to him?” Chad asked.
“The exact details no one talks about,” he told them. Dismounting, he turned to glance at them and said, “But there’s a skull over the door on the inside that is rumored to belong to the thief.”
“Really?” asked Eryl.
“So the story goes,” Bart replied. He wrapped his horse’s reins to the post out front and then waited for the two brothers to dismount and do the same. Then he turned and led them up to the open door.
Just as they reached the door, a middle aged man appeared from the other side. “Oh I’m sorry,” the man said when he saw them approaching, “but I am closing now. You’ll have to come back in the morning.”
“Couldn’t you stay open for just a few more minutes?” asked Bart with a grin.
Phyndyr turned his head towards Bart and was just about to tell him ‘no’ when he stopped. “Well, Bartholomew Agreani, as I live and breathe,” he said in astonishment as a smile came to his face. “I haven’t seen you for over a year.”
“Good to see you too Phyndyr,” replied Bart. He then indicated Chad and said, “My friend here is in dire need of a scroll to fix a cracked grinding wheel for his father’s mill up in Quillim.”
“Quillim?” he asked. “Is that where you’ve been?”
“Sort of,” he replied. “Now, can you help him?”
“Oh, very well,” he said. Stepping back into the building he allowed Bart, Chad and Eryl to enter. Then he closed the door and locked it. With a single word he caused a dozen candles set about the room to burst into light.
“Wow,” exclaimed Eryl. “Are you a magic user?”
Phyndyr smiled at the boy. “Not really, no. I just know a few simple cantrips.”
They found themselves in an average sized room with three wooden tables, each surrounded by six chairs, spaced evenly around the room. Another door leads from the room across from the one they had just passed through. Eryl turned to look above the front door and saw a human skull mounted there. His eyes widened then he glanced to Bart who just grinned.
Phyndyr indicated the closest table and said, “Have a seat.” He sat down on one side of the table while the three boys sat on the other. Turning his attention to Chad, he asked, “What exactly do you require?”
“Last night there was an earthquake,” he explained. “It was pretty bad and when we went to the mill in the morning, we found a crack in the upper grinding wheel. Bart told me you might have a scroll that would repair the crack?”
Phyndyr nodded. “I have several such scrolls that could possibly help you young man.” He then began asking questions about the size of the wheel, the length of the crack, and so forth. When he finished the questioning, he grew silent for a moment.
“Can you help him?” Bart asked.
“I think so,” he replied. “You three stay here,” he told them as he got to his feet.
They watched him cross the room and pass through the door leading further into the building. “Phyndyr’s pretty nice,” Bart said as they waited.
“He seems to know you fairly well,” Chad replied questioningly.
“I’ve known him since I was no older than Eryl,” he explained. “He and my father go way back.”
Chad looked to him to expand further on the details, but he remained silent.
Just then, Phyndyr exited from the back with a scroll in his hand. “You’re in luck,” he told them as he came and sat back down at the table. “Usually it takes a day or two to have a specific scroll ready. But seeing as how I am training a new apprentice, I have a few scrolls lying around. He’s been practicing on various different Peasant Scrolls.” He placed the scroll on the table between them.
“Peasant Scrolls?” asked Eryl.
Phyndyr smiled and turned to the young boy. “There are three types of scrolls young man, Peasant, Noble, and King,” he explained. “Don’t ask me why they are named that, they just are. Been that way for as long as there has been a Scriber’s Guild.”
Bart turned to Eryl and said, “Peasant Scrolls are the simplest types of scrolls there are.”
Phyndyr nodded. “That’s right.”
“So what does it do?” Chad asked as he looked at the scroll lying on the table before him.
“It’s quite simple really,” Phyndyr said. He taps the top of the scroll gently. “This scroll is designed to repair cracks in masonry, such as bridges, walls, or anything else made of stone.”
“How do you use it?” Eryl asked. His eyes were wide and full of wonder at the magic scroll sitting before him.
Phyndyr turned his attention to Chad and said, “First you place it on top of the cracked grinding wheel then say the word to activate it.”
“What’s the word?” asked Chad.
Phyndyr looked at him and smiled. “I can’t tell you the word or it will activate the scroll.”
“Then how am I to learn what the word is?” he asked.
“I will tell it to you in two parts,” he explained. “First I will tell you the last half of the word, then I will tell you the first half of the word. When you are ready to activate the scroll, you simply put the two parts together in the correct order and say the word.” He glanced to Chad and asked, “Understand?”
Chad nodded. “Yes.”
“Good. The last half of the activation word is, -nyx,” he said.
“-nyx?” replied Chad, trying to pronounce it just like Phyndyr did.
“That’s right,” Phyndyr said. “The first half is crit-.”
“Crit-,” pronounced Chad.
“Critnyx?” asked Eryl aloud. Suddenly, the scroll before them flared with a yellow glow, it lasted for half a second then went out. As the glow disappeared, the scroll crumbled into dust.
“Eryl!” cried Chad. “You wasted our scroll!”
“There, there,” interjected Phyndyr in a calming manner. “I do have another.”
Eryl turned towards the others with eyes aglow with excitement. He had activated the scroll. He had done magic! “That was so cool!”
“Do it again and I’ll leave you here in Wardean,” threatened Chad. Then he looked to the table and noticed that it appeared the same as it had before the scroll was activated. “Nothing happened to the table,” he observed.
“Of course not,” replied Phyndyr. “The scroll was for stone, not wood.”
“Oh, right” said Chad. “How much is this going to cost me?”
Phyndyr put his finger into the dust that once was the scroll as he said, “A gold and three silvers.”
“For one scroll?” asked Bart. “I didn’t think it would be that much.”
“The price is for two,” Phyndyr clarified for them as he picked up a pinch of the dust on the table.
“Very well,” Chad sighed. After giving his brother a stern glare for making him pay for an additional scroll, he pulled out his coin pouch and removed the required coins. Once they were on the table, Phyndyr collected them and then returned to the back for the other scroll.
Chad turned to his brother while they were waiting for Phyndyr and asked, “I trust we won’t lose another scroll? I don’t have enough for a third.”
“I promise I won’t say Critnyx,” Eryl assured him.
“Don’t say that!” exclaimed Bart and Chad at the same time.
Another minute went by before Phyndyr returned with the scroll. “This is my last one,” he told them. “Be a bit more careful with it than the first one.”
“Thank you,” Chad said. “We will.” He took the scroll and put it in his tunic for safe keeping. Standing up, he said, “I appreciate you staying and helping us.”
“Not at all,” Phyndyr replied. “Always glad to help out a friend.” Then to Bart he said, “Don’t be such a stranger. Stop by from time to time.”
“I will,” Bart assured him. “But we need to be going. It’s a long road home.”
“Surely you’re not going to ride back to Quillim tonight are you?” he asked.
“We have no choice,” replied Bart. “They need to get the grinding wheel fixed as soon as possible.”
“Good luck to you then and safe journey.” Standing up, he walked with them to the door.
“Thank you again Phyndyr,” Bart said and then they left him at the door. Once out at their horses, they were soon in the saddle and headed down the street towards the gate.
Phyndyr watched them ride off before he turned and locked the door. When he turned back to the street to head home, he saw a figure detach from the shadows of the building across the street. Once the figure left the shadows, he readily recognized the man. He also understood why the man was crossing the street towards him.
“Good evening to you,” Phyndyr said as the figure approached.
“And to you, Master Scriber,” the man replied.
“My shop is closed,” Phyndyr said. “I am on my way home.”
“I’m not interested in your scrolls as well you know,” the man told him. “I saw Bartholomew leave your shop?” It was less a question than a statement of fact.
Phyndyr sighed and nodded.
“Did he tell you where he was going?” the man asked.
He gazed at the man and decided whether he should tell him or not. To cross the man before him, or rather the people he represented, wasn’t conducive to a long and happy life. If it were but himself on the line, he wouldn’t have cared. But with a wife and three children at home, he couldn’t afford the trouble such defiance would bring them, even if it meant betraying a friend.
Then slowly, he nodded.
“Where did he go?” asked the man.
It was almost more than he could do to say the word, “Quillim.”
By the time they made it back to Quillim, the night was almost gone. Off to the east, dawn’s first light had begun to creep back into the world and the town lay quiet in the burgeoning morning. As they made their way through the streets to the mill, the only sound to disturb the silence was the clip-clop of their horses’ hooves and the occasional cry of a dog.
Chad reached around and shook his brother awake, he had fallen asleep behind him some time ago. “We’re back,” he told him. He felt his brother pull himself up from where he had been lying against his back for the last few hours.
“Hope it works,” Eryl said sleepily.
“It will,” he replied.
As they continued to work their way through town, Chad thought about how worried his parents had to have been. His note only said they would be back a little after dark, not the next morning. But once the stone has been fixed, all would be forgiven.
Out of the dark ahead, the giant arms of the mill came into view. They turned slowly in an early morning breeze. “Want me to come in with you?” Bart asked.
“Yeah,” replied Chad, “I’d like that.”
Bart nodded and together the three of them rode to the mill and dismounted before the front door. “Eryl,” Chad said, “watch the horses.”
“But I want to come in too,” he pleaded.
“Just stay out here,” his brother told him. Eryl didn’t look too happy but nodded and did as his brother wished.
Then with Bart, he entered the mill. Chad lit a candle that was sitting on a small table just within the doorway to dispel the darkness. When the light filled the mill, he saw where his father had already begun to dismantle the frame that held the upper grinding stone in place. Wooden sections of the frame were stacked in a neat pile against the side of the mill.
He took out the scroll and walked to the grinding wheels. “Place it over the cracked area,” suggested Bart.
“Yeah, I was going to do that,” he replied. Moving around the stones, he located the area with the crack and placed the scroll on top of it. Stepping back, he glanced to Bart with a grin. Then he turned his attention back to the scroll and said the activating word, “Critnyx”.
The scroll flared with a yellow glow just as the other one had back in Phyndyr’s. Only this time, the stone began to glow with the same yellow hue. Chad and Bart moved closer to better observe as the crack in the stone began to fuse together. The glow continued for a few more seconds after the crack was completely mended, then it went out.
“It worked!” he hollered in jubilation.
“Of course it worked,” Bart said. “Phyndyr’s scrolls always work.”
Chad caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see Eryl standing in the doorway. “The stone is mended little brother,” he said triumphantly.
Eryl stood there staring at the grinding stone without responding. The look on his face was not one of happiness or jubilation, rather it was a look of trepidation. “Chad…” he said then grew silent again.
“What?” his brother asked, his own good mood beginning to be dampened by that of his brother.
“The stones,” he said and pointed to the grinding wheel.
Chad looked at the stone but couldn’t see anything wrong. “It all looks okay to me,” he said.
Bart stepped back and that’s when his face fell too. His eyes flicked to Chad. Grabbing his tunic, Bart pulled Chad back away from the stone so he could see it in its entirety.
“Oh my lord,” he breathed when realization finally came. The scroll had worked alright, but it had worked too well. When he had activated the scroll, its magic had worked to seek out and repair any cracks in the stone. Somehow the magic must have considered the gap between the bottom stone and the top as a crack as well, for the crack had been ‘fixed’. The two stones were now fused together.
“What are we going to do?” Chad asked. Crestfallen and in fear of what his father will do to him, he stood there and began to tremble.
“He’s going to kill you,” Eryl said. Not in the literal meaning, but Chad’s life won’t be worth spit when his father learned about this. Not only had he gone against his father’s wishes, but he made the situation worse.
Chad collapsed into a nearby chair and stared at the single massive wheel. An errant breeze blew through the mill and some of the dust that once had been the scroll was picked up and carried away. Visions of his family destitute and impoverished because of this played through his mind. He had only wanted to help.
Then from outside, footsteps could be heard approaching. Eryl stuck his head out the door to see who it was and brought it back in quickly. Turning to look at Chad with a frightened expression on his face he said, “It’s father.”
“Man you’ve got to get out of here,” encouraged Bart.
“Come on Chad,” Eryl said as he raced across to the door in the back.
Shaking his head, Chad said, “No. I can’t run from this.” He then turned to Bart and his brother. “You two shouldn’t be here though.” As the footsteps drew ever nearer, he pantomimed them leaving and said in a hushed whisper, “Now!”
Bart nodded and with Eryl leading the way, they left a split second before Chad’s father entered the mill.
His father’s face upon seeing him was one of elation as he had been worried about him all night long. Bags under his eyes showed that he hadn’t had any sleep. Chad stood up and turned to face his father. Bracing himself for what was to come he said, “Father…”
Riyan had pushed the flock relentlessly all the way home. The coin he had found was a constant companion as he continued staring at it, rubbing his fingers over it, and dreamt of the untold wealth that lay buried in a passage no man had trod in for ages.
At some point he came to the realization that if there were enough down there, he might be able to change the mind of Freya’s father. If he were rich enough, he was sure that the betrothal between Rupert and Freya would be annulled in favor of him.
He knew that he had some time before they would get married, as custom dictated that the betrothal must last a minimum of three months. That was to give the prospective couple a chance to get to know each other, and for their families to ensure this was in fact a good match. Though a broken betrothal was an extreme humiliation to the one being left and should only be undertaken under the direst of circumstances.
Quillim came into sight around midafternoon. The sheep had been voicing all morning their desire to stop and graze. He allowed them two brief stops to assuage their hunger, then it was back to the trail.
He angled the flock to skirt the town until he came to his home. When the sheep saw that they were to be put into the pen, they complained most heartily. Black Face was the worst. After all the others had gone into the pen, he bolted for freedom. Riyan had to chase him down and carry him back. Once Black Face was in the pen with the others, he shut and locked the gate.
“You’re back early,” his mother said as she came up behind him.
He turned to find her with a basket full of roots and leaves that have been a staple of their diet for as long as he could remember. Smiling, he replied, “I got over it and realized I didn’t really want to be alone.”
All the way back he had debated about whether to tell his mother of his discovery or not. He finally decided that she would only worry and that it would be best to come home with the treasure in hand before informing her.
When he saw her arc her eyebrows in question, he added, “Thought about going for a campout with Chad and Bart. Don’t worry,” he said before she could start objecting, “I can get Davin to watch the flock while I’m gone. He owes me.”
Just then Chad’s brother Eryl appeared running towards him. “You’re back!” he exclaimed.
“Figured that out did you?” joked Riyan. Then he noticed how Eryl’s eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot. His mood sobering quickly, he asked, “What’s wrong?”
“Father’s kicked Chad out!” he said.
“What?” Riyan asked in disbelief. “Why?”
Then Eryl went into the story of how the earthquake damaged the grinding wheel and of Chad’s idea in fixing it. Finally, he wound it up with the two grinding wheels becoming fused together and his father kicking Chad out. “He’s staying with Bart right now,” he explained.
Riyan turned to his mother and said, “I better go see him.” He gave her a quick kiss and then rushed off towards where Bart stayed with old lady Rebecca.
Eryl accompanied him for a short time until he saw Rupert and his cronies standing against the side of a building talking up ahead. When he saw them, he mumbled some excuse to Riyan then bolted the other way.
Riyan saw them too and altered his course to put more distance between them.
“Hey!” he heard on the cronies yell. “Look who’s back!” Then Rupert moved away from the wall and hurried to meet him.
Riyan could see the set of his face and knew the meeting was going to be bad. So he altered his course even further and ran as fast as he could in an attempt to flee.
“Stop, Riyan!” Rupert yelled at him but he ignored the command. Instead, he tried to move even faster.
Then all of a sudden, something struck the back of his legs. Losing his balance, he fell to the ground and hit hard. In a second, they were on him. Fists struck and feet kicked as he curled himself up into a ball in an attempt to keep the blows from doing any serious damage.
“You keep your nose out from between me and Freya!” Rupert yelled as he kicked him even harder.
Several more blows landed before they stopped. Riyan looked up at his tormentors and saw Rupert standing there, staring down at him. “You meddle in this again and I’ll kill you,” Rupert threatened. “Do I make myself clear?”
Riyan wasn’t sure what he was talking about and was trying to make sense of it in his mind. Then another kick struck his back as a crony said, “He asked you a question.”
“Yes!” he cried. “I understand.”
“Good,” Rupert said. “Let’s go boys.” Then he and the others left him lying there in the street as they walked off.
Riyan felt something trickling out of his nose and wiped it with his hand only to discover it was blood. Looking around, he saw several townsfolk standing there watching. When his eyes met theirs, they lowered theirs to the ground and moved off. Not one of them came and offered him any aid.
He pushed himself off the ground and back to his feet. Checking his nose again, he found the blood had stopped flowing. He did a quick self examine and found nothing broken, but he’s sure that he’ll feel it tomorrow. Moving off, he resumed his trek to Bart’s place, albeit this time at a much more moderate pace.
When he arrived at old lady Rebecca’s, he found Chad and Bart working to dig out an old stump. They stopped when they saw him coming. Throwing down their shovels, they ran over to him.
“What happened to you?” Bart asked when he saw the state he was in. Hair disheveled, a bruise beginning to form on his arm, and dried blood around his nose all said something bad had happened.
“Ran into Rupert,” he explained.
“Man I’m sorry about that,” he replied.
“It’s not your fault,” Riyan assured him.
“Well, actually it is,” Bart said. Then he went into a brief explanation of the escapade he and Chad had undergone to mess with Rupert. “If I would have known this was going to happen, I never would have done it.”
Riyan grinned and said, “If you caused him any anxious moments, it was worth it.” Then he turned to Chad. “Ran into Eryl.”
“Oh, you heard then?” he asked.
Riyan nodded. “What exactly happened?”
His tale and the one Riyan had heard from Eryl were pretty much the same until he came to the part when his father entered the mill. “When he saw the two fused slabs, I thought I was dead,” he admitted. “He even went so far as to ball his fist like he was going to strike me, which is something he’s never done.”
He went silent a moment and Riyan could see the emotions running through him as he gathered the words to continue. When he turned sad eyes that were welling tears towards him, he said, “Then my father looked like he just deflated. I don’t know how else to describe it. It almost seemed like the life went out of him.”
“I was expecting an argument, even a beating, but not that.” His voice grew very quiet as he said, “He didn’t even look at me. Just turned his back and walked out.” Tears began to well in earnest as he internally relived the experience. “I tried to follow but he just shook his head. ‘Leave, Chad,’ he said. ‘Just go.’”
Emotions took over and he couldn’t continue. Neither Riyan nor Bart knew what to do other than stand there and wait until it was over. “I was waiting outside when he came out,” Bart told him. “Later, I took him back to his home so he could reconcile things, but his father wouldn’t even talk to him. His mother came out and told him that his father didn’t want him around anymore. Frankly I couldn’t understand his father’s reaction.” He glanced to Riyan and added, “It seemed a bit too extreme.”
“I can’t go home!” Chad cried out. Grabbing onto Riyan he asked, “What am I to do?”
Bart looked at Riyan over Chad’s shoulder and said, “I offered to let him stay here. Rebecca won’t mind.”
Riyan placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder and said, “Don’t worry. I’m sure that once your father has had a chance to cool down, he’ll reconsider.”
“So do I,” agreed Bart. “Maybe you need to get out of town for awhile, give him some time to get over it. The heat of the moment is never a good time to settle anything. My father always said, ‘Hot heads lead to anger, cool minds lead to reason’.”
Riyan nodded. “True words.” He then glanced to Chad then to Bart, “Why don’t we go on a camping trip? Give your father the time he’ll need to cool down.”
“That might not be a bad idea,” agreed Bart. Patting Chad on the back, he asked, “How about it?”
Shrugging, Chad said, “Sure. It’s not like I have anything else to do anymore.”
“Great!” said Riyan. “Just get your things and we’ll head out right away.”
Chad’s face fell again when he realized he’ll have to go to his home to get his camping equipment. Turning to Bart, he asked, “Can you go find Eryl and have him get my stuff? I don’t think it would be wise for me to return.”
“No problem,” he agreed.
Riyan then said, “Chad, why don’t you return with me to my home and we’ll wait for Bart there?”
“Okay, sure,” he replied.
“Meet you there,” Bart told them. “Need to tell Rebecca she’ll have to wait another couple of days before I can work on the stump again. I’ll be at your place as quickly as I can.”
It took Bart the better part of an hour before he arrived at Riyan’s home, Eryl was with him. Eryl had managed to sneak out all the things Chad would need for a campout; bedroll, cooking pots, bowls, etc. He even managed to bring along a lantern.
“Thanks Eryl,” he said. “Is father any better?”
Shaking his head, he replied, “No. I’ve never seen him like this before.”
Sighing, Chad grabbed his brother and held him a moment. Eryl looked stunned, maybe even on the verge of panic at this display of affection. Quickly disengaging himself, he said, “I wish I could go with you, but I think it would be better for me to stay around. That way I can remind father what a loss not having you around is going to be.”
“I appreciate that,” his brother said. “Just don’t go overboard on it.”
“I won’t,” he assured him. “I best be getting back, it’s almost lunch.”
“See ya,” Chad said then watched as Eryl raced down the lane.
Riyan’s mother had packed plenty of food for them and they distributed it among their three packs. Between them, they were taking two lanterns and two small bladders of lantern oil. The other two looked questioningly at Riyan but he just grinned and shrugged. “Never know what may happen,” he explained. “One could break.”
“You boys be careful now,” Riyan’s mother said. “And Chad, I’m sure your father will come to see reason before your return.”
“I hope so,” he replied.
Riyan shouldered his pack and announced, “Let’s go. Found this new area while out with the sheep that I think you both are going to like.”
As they headed out, Riyan gave his mother a peck on the cheek. Riyan brought his shepherd’s staff for a walking stick, the other two didn’t feel the need for one. They walked in silence until they entered the hills and Riyan’s home disappeared behind them.
“I think this is just what I need,” Chad said. Already his mood seemed to be improving.
“To tell you both the truth, I had planned on asking you two on a campout even before discovering what happened between you and your father Chad,” Riyan said. He glanced around to make sure they were alone and pulled the coin he found out of his pouch. “What do you two make of this?”
He handed it first to Bart who looked it over then gave it to Chad. “Looks old,” commented Bart. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen similar markings on any other coin before.”
Chad nodded. “Me either.” After carefully looking at it, he handed it back to Riyan. “So where did you find it?”
“In a hole in the ground,” he explained. He then went on to relate how he came to find it, the fact that there was a passage that led somewhere, and his hopes that it might yield treasure.
“There’s no guarantee that there is anything of value there,” argued Bart.
“No, that’s true,” admitted Riyan. “But, the coin was there. Where there is one, there could be more.” Then he turned to Chad, “If there’s enough, maybe you could give some to your father to help with the grinding stones.”
“That would be great,” agreed Chad. “He would have to forgive me then.”
For the rest of the day they worked their way deeper into the mountains. Riyan continuously scanned for the landmarks he noted on his way out. One by one, they came into view to tell him that they were on the right course.
That night when the sun dipped towards the horizon, they stopped and made camp. “I think we’ll be there sometime tomorrow morning,” he announced while they were setting up camp. “Noon by the latest.”
Once the fire was going, Riyan went in search of dinner and returned shortly with a rabbit and a wild fowl. The three friends spent the rest of the evening enjoying each other’s company and trying to figure out what kind of treasure they would find tomorrow.
As the shadows grew long and the people began returning to their homes, a stranger entered the quiet town of Quillim. Strangers as a rule were not too uncommon here in Quillim, it being but a short ride from the main road running north and south. Quite often travelers would cross the river running between the town and the main road to seek lodging for the night.
This stranger was no different. The first place he went was to the Sterling Sheep where he acquired a room. When asked how long he would be staying, the stranger replied that he wasn’t sure and paid for three nights up front. This of course made the innkeeper quite happy.
Later that night when the common room filled with diners and others who just came to hear the bard play, the stranger was found among them. A quiet individual who sat with his back against the wall, his eyes seemed to take in and examine everyone who entered. At one point, he waved over the serving woman. When she arrived at his table, he asked her, “I was wondering if you could help me?”
She gave him a smile and replied, “Sure, that’s what I’m here for.”
Returning her smile, he said, “I was wondering if you might know of a friend of mine. Last I had heard, he was moving to this area but have since forgotten the town to which he was moving.”
“What was your friend’s name?” she asked.
“Bartholomew Agreani,” he told her. “Ever heard of him?”
“I know of a Bart,” she replied. “Never heard what his last name was though. I think he came here about a year ago.”
“He’s a young man, brown hair and just under six feet tall,” he said.
She nodded. “That sounds like him.”
“Do you know where I could find him?” he asked.
“I think he works out at old Rebecca’s farm,” she replied.
“Could you tell me where I could find it?”
“Oh sure,” she replied then gave him the directions to the farm. Just then, another customer hollered for her assistance and she said, “Hope I’ve been of help.”
“Yes you have my dear,” the stranger assured her. “Thank you very much.”
As she walked over to see what the other customer needed, the stranger sat back in his chair, took his mug in hand, and smiled.
It took the entire morning and the better part of the afternoon before Riyan found the clearing he was looking for. It was surprising how many different areas in these hills looked exactly the same. And after finding the ‘area’ three times, the others were beginning to wonder if he would ever be able to locate it.
He knew he finally found it when he crossed a stream and saw a mass of berry vines with an area of the outer fringe cut back. “There it is,” he said as he led them towards the opening. Coming to a stop before the hole in the ground, he turned back to the others and grinned.
“That’s it?” Bart asked. Staring down into the black hole, he said, “Doesn’t look like much.”
“Maybe not from up here,” Riyan replied. “But at the bottom of the hole is a passage that moves off to the right and left.
“What are we waiting for?” asked Chad. He unslung his backpack and laid it on the ground a little bit away from the opening.
“Shouldn’t leave our equipment out here,” Bart said. “We wouldn’t want a wild animal taking off with something.” When the other two turned toward him he added, “Our packs are full of food after all.”
Seeing the wisdom in what he was saying, Chad picked up his pack.
Riyan moved to the edge of the opening. He then sat on the edge with his legs extended within. While visions of chests, crypts, and hordes of gold ran wild through his mind, he scooted into the opening.
The other two watched as he disappeared into the hole. A couple seconds later they heard him holler from where he came to land down below, “Come on down!”
Chad glanced to Bart who grinned. “You first,” he offered.
“Alright,” agreed Bart who cautiously approached, then entered the hole. Once he slid to the bottom, he found Riyan there already working on getting the lantern lit. By the time the wick was burning and illuminating the passage, Chad had joined them.
With the lantern in one hand, Riyan moved down the passage to the right until he reached the spot where he had found the coin. Turning back to the others he pointed to the floor. “That’s where I found the coin,” he said. The lantern’s light revealed his footprints from his earlier time down here.
Bart nodded and then looked closely at the walls. He saw how they showed the unmistakable signs of human construction. “This place is old,” he observed.
“How old do you think?” Chad asked.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “But giving that none of us are familiar with the markings on the coin, I doubt if anyone’s been down here for several hundred years.” Then he glanced at Chad. “Maybe longer.”
“There could be anything down here!” exclaimed Riyan.
“True,” Bart agreed. “But I would advise caution. There’s no telling what safeguards the previous occupants could have put into place.”
“You mean traps?” Chad asked.
Bart nodded. “Exactly.”
A worried look came over Chad as he glanced towards the floor of the passage leading away.
“Don’t worry,” said Bart. “I doubt if there would be anything in the middle of the passage.”
“But let’s be careful anyway,” Riyan added. Taking the lead, he moved down the passage to the right. They didn’t get very far before coming to where another narrower passage branched off to their left. When they reached it, they found that it curved back around further to the left.
Riyan brought them to a halt and glanced back at the others. “Which way?” he asked. The excitement of the moment making him almost giddy.
“Take the smaller passage to the left,” suggested Chad. “It’s narrower so may not be a main passage.”
Nodding, Riyan entered the new passage. Barely wide enough for a grown man to pass through without scraping his shoulders, it continued to curve back around to the left until it was running parallel to the passage they had just left. As the passage finished the curve and straightened out, they saw where it ended at an open entryway leading into what had to be a room.
In his excitement, Riyan hurried to the entryway and passed through to the other side. The room he found himself in was only about fifteen feet by ten. A stone sarcophagus sat in the center of the room indicating they were in a burial chamber. The walls were plain, unadorned stone similar to that which was used in lining the passages.
“Wow,” Riyan breathed under his breath as he came to stand next to the sarcophagus. He ran his hand across the top as he took in the ancient inscriptions engraved within the stone.
“We must be in an ancient catacomb,” Chad observed, eyes lighting up. “They often bury gold and jewels with the dead.”
Bart nodded. “Let’s get it open,” he said indicating the sarcophagus.
“Do you think that’s wise?” asked Riyan. “I mean, stealing from the dead is supposed to be bad luck.”
Shrugging, Bart replied, “It’s up to you. We could always come back if there’s nothing else down here.”
“Yeah,” agreed Riyan, “that might be a better idea. If there was a chest or something in the room with it, that’s one thing, but to take something from the dead itself?” A shiver coursed through him at the very thought.
“Then let’s go find something else,” urged Chad.
“Wait a second,” Bart said as something caught his eye from the other side of the sarcophagus. He moved around the sarcophagus and reached down to pick up another of the coins. He grinned as he held it up for the others to see.
“It’s exactly like the other one I found,” Riyan exclaimed.
“Yes it is,” nodded Bart. He put it in his pouch and then indicated for Riyan to lead the way from the room.
Once they passed through the narrow passage and were back in the main one, he turned and continued down they way they had previously been heading. It wasn’t long before the passage they were following ended at a ‘T’ junction. Riyan paused momentarily to shine the light from the lantern down the left, then to the right. Both directions extended further than the light could reach. Riyan decided to take the right.
The new passage was exactly like the one they had just left, and it too ended in a ‘T’ junction not too far down. This time however, the passages to the right and left were narrower, just as the curving passage leading to the room with the sarcophagus had been.
Again he chose the right and hurried along. The narrow passage extended straight ahead for a short span then turned abruptly to the right. As Riyan turned the corner, he saw an entryway to another burial chamber. Moving forward, he passed through into the room and gasped.
No sarcophagus within this room. Rather, within the walls on the right and left sides of the room, were stone biers. Laid out upon each of the stone biers was a corpse. Both of them had been dressed in armor, yet time had reduced the armor to nothing more than rust. Skeletal faces looked out from within the helms they wore.
But it wasn’t the sight of the dead that made Riyan gasp. Rather it was the chests that sat on the floor beneath each of them. “Oh man,” he said with renewed excitement. Moving forward to the chest on the right, he set the lantern down as he gripped the lid. But try as he might, he couldn’t get it open. The chest was locked. Behind him, Chad was trying the other chest only to find that it too was locked.
Riyan stood up disappointed and said, “It’s locked.”
“So is this one,” Chad said.
Bart took off his pack and set it on the floor. He opened it and pulled out a rolled piece of leather. Holding it up, he glanced to Riyan and grinned. “I may be able to do something about that.” Leaving his pack on the ground, he carried the rolled piece of leather and moved to the chest where he knelt down before it. He then untied the thong securing the piece of leather and set it on the ground next to the chest.
Riyan watched as he unrolled it. Within were small tools ranging in size from two to four inches in length. “What are you going to do with those?” he asked.
“You’ve never seen lockpicks before?” Bart asked.
“No,” replied Riyan.
“Can’t you be arrested for just having them in your possession?” asked Chad.
“So I’ve heard,” he replied. Taking out two of the tools, he inserted their tips within the lock and began working the tumblers inside. After a few moments, he felt the ‘click’ that always accompanied the unlocking of the lock. He then replaced his tools in the rolled leather before taking hold of the lid and opening it.
Inside was what had to have once been several weapons but were now nothing more than piles of rust. Riyan held the lantern close to better see the interior in the hopes of there being treasure. After sifting through the rusty remains, they came up with nothing.
“Try the other one,” suggested Chad.
Bart nodded and picked up his lockpicks and crossed the room to work on the other chest. Then just as before with the first one, he felt the ‘click’ and lifted open the lid.
Inside this chest were the rusted remains of weapons, similar to the ones that had been in the first chest. But this time, there were several stacks of the coins they found earlier. “There must be twenty or so of them!” Riyan exclaimed excitedly. After pulling them out and counting them, they discovered there were twenty four. Riyan divided them among himself and the others. Each put eight coins in their packs.
“Wonder how much they’re worth?” Chad asked as they were leaving the tomb.
“If you consider just the copper used in making them, not much,” explained Bart. “But due to their age, certain people would be willing to pay more for them.”
“Excellent.” Riyan gave them all a grin as they returned to the ‘T’ junction. He then crossed over to the other narrow passage and began making his way through. After going straight for a short span, the passage turned back to the left and they came to another tomb with two biers, one on each side of the room.
Just as in the previous room, the dead were arrayed in rusted armor and a chest sat on the floor beneath them. Again, the chests were locked and Bart used his lockpicks to get them open. This time they found thirty of the coins and two small gems among the rusted remains of ancient weapons. They got quite excited about the gems until Bart explained they were rather common and wouldn’t bring much gold. Riyan didn’t care, he was having the time of his life.
They left the room and returned to the ‘T’ junction where they turned and followed the wider passage back the way they came. Once they returned to the first ‘T’ junction of the two main passages, they continued on past the passage leading back to the hole out to the surface.
They came to another ‘T’ junction with two narrow passages leading right and left to two more crypts. These also each held two stone biers upon which the dead were laid out, with matching chests below.
The first room of the new pair yielded eighteen of the coins. Riyan was slightly disappointed at not finding more. “You can’t expect more treasure with each room we come to,” Bart said. “Frankly, I’m surprised to have found what we already have.”
“I know,” replied Riyan.
They left the room behind and went to check out the room on the other side of the ‘T’. When Bart went to pick the lock of the first chest, he paused.
“What?” asked Chad.
Bart tapped an area near the lock. It had a marking on it that didn’t blend in perfectly with the overall design of the chest. “I didn’t see this on the other ones,” he explained.
Riyan moved the lantern closer and saw what looked to him little more than scratches. “So?” he asked.
“This may indicate a trap of some kind,” he said as he turned to glance up at them.
“Why would you think that?” asked Chad.
“Just something my father told me one time,” he replied. “You see, chests such as these that are trapped, often have some marking on them telling the owner what kind of trap it holds.”
“That’s stupid,” scorned Chad. “I mean, wouldn’t that give a thief an idea that something is not right?”
“Yes,” agreed Bart. “But most chest makers who specialize in traps always put an unobtrusive mark on it so they’ll know what it is and how to disarm it. Just because I know it’s there, doesn’t mean I can disarm it.”
“But why would they do that?” Riyan asked.
Sighing, Bart stood up and turned towards them. “Suppose you commissioned a chest for a specific purpose and with a specific type of trap. And suppose further that once you got it home you accidentally closed the lid and locked it before whatever you wanted to put in it was inside. How are you going to get it back open?”
“I would think the chest maker would have given the owner instructions on how to open it,” said Chad.
“Oh they do,” agreed Bart, “but there are stupid people out there who forget, lose the instructions, etc. So chest makers put markings on each chest that holds a trap so if they are called out to open a trapped chest, they will be able to do so.”
“I guess that makes sense,” said Riyan.
“How do you know so much about this?” Chad asked.
Bart gave him a look, shook his head as he rolled his eyes, and then knelt back down in front of the chest.
“He’s got lockpicks,” Riyan informed his friend. “Who has lockpicks?”
“Thieves?” replied Chad.
“Or sons of thieves,” added Bart. “Now be quiet and let me work on this. You two may wish to wait out in the passage, just in case something goes wrong.”
Riyan nodded for Chad to join him as he moved out of the room and waited at the entryway. They watched as Bart first examined the outside of the chest very closely before scrutinizing the area around the lock. After a few tense moments, Bart placed the tips of his thumbs on either side of the keyhole and pressed. Then he turned to them and grinned, “I got it.”
The other two hurried back into the room and saw a needle protruding from the keyhole. “It was a ‘Prick of Poison’ as my father would call it,” he explained. “It’s designed to prick the finger of the thief and deliver a poison of some kind. Some poisons become ineffective over time, while others grow more potent.”
“Is it unlocked?” Chad asked.
Bart shook his head. “Not yet.” Turning back to the chest, he removed the same two tools he used on the previous chests from his lockpicks and very carefully began working around the needle. Once he had the lock picked, he opened the lid.
Riyan moved closer to see what treasure may be inside. “You’ve got to be kidding!” he exclaimed when he saw the usual fare of rusted weapons and a scattering of the coins. “What’s the point of putting a trap on this garbage?”
“Vanity maybe” replied Bart. “Or it could have been for some other reason. Who knows?”
“Seems a waste of time to trap this sort of stuff,” Chad agreed with Riyan.
Riyan knelt down in front of the chest and said, “Maybe there’s a secret compartment lining the bottom or top.” Bart moved aside and then collected his lockpicks as he went to work on the other chest. Running his fingers along the inside, Riyan hunted for anything that might indicate something was hidden.
Remembering a tale told by a bard about treasure hunters, he tapped the bottom of the chest and the top. After several minutes of fruitless searching, he was unable to find anything. “Ten coins!” he exclaimed as he collected them. “Ten lousy coins!”
“It’s better than nothing,” offered Chad.
Riyan glared at him then came to his senses. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s just that I was expecting something a bit more…”
“Expensive?” his friend finished for him.
“Something like that, yeah” Riyan nodded.
Just then, Bart raised the lid of the other chest. “More coins,” he told them. He did a quick count and said, “Twenty three.”
“Every little bit helps,” Chad said when he saw the disappointment in his friend’s eyes.
Bart collected the coins then stood up. “You may have unrealistic expectations about this place,” he said as he turned back towards Riyan. “Judging by the construction and the state of the dead, I would guess that finding something worth real gold is unlikely.”
“Exactly,” agreed Chad. “Let’s hope we find at least enough so I can help my father with the new grinding wheels.”
Riyan gave him a grin and laid his hand on his shoulder. “You got it,” he said. “At the very least, we’re living the dream of being treasure hunters.”
“Just like the sagas,” agreed Chad with a grin of his own.
“Onward fearless treasure hunters!” Riyan exclaimed then the three friends broke into laughter. They left the crypt and returned back the way they came until they reached the ‘T’ with the main passage leading down to where they entered this place.
“Pack’s getting heavy,” Chad said.
“You’ve only got about thirty coins in there,” Bart told him. “If it gets too heavy, you can give me some of yours.”
“That’s okay,” Chad assured him, “I’m sure I’ll manage.” Riyan laughed.
They left the ‘T’ behind them and headed down the passage back towards the hole in the ceiling through which they entered. When they passed the curving narrow passage that led to the sarcophagus, they knew they were almost there.
Then Bart all of a sudden came to an abrupt halt. The other two who were walking behind him stopped as well. “What?” asked Chad.
He pointed down the passage ahead of them and in a quiet whisper said, “Look.” When the other two looked down the passage to where he was indicating, two red dots could be seen. They looked for all the world like a pair of eyes and they were staring right at them. Light filtering down from outside showed them the hole in the ceiling and the way out, unfortunately it was closer to the red eyes than it was to them.
“Back up slowly,” Bart said as he began walking backwards. Riyan and Chad both started moving backwards as well when a god awful roar reverberated through the passage.
“Run!” yelled Bart as he turned around to flee. Behind them, they could hear the grunting of a large animal as it thundered towards them.
When the lantern’s light revealed the curving passage coming up on their left, Chad got an idea and said, “Into the passage.” Leading the others, he raced into the passage and followed it quickly to the room with the sarcophagus. “Help me with the lid!” he replied. Moving to the sarcophagus, he gripped the side of the lid and waited for the others to come and help.
“I can’t do it by myself,” he told them. “We can block the entryway with it!”
Getting the idea, Riyan and Bart each came and took hold of an edge. Then giving out with groans of strain, they lifted the heavy stone lid up and off the sarcophagus. “Man this is heavy,” gasped Riyan.
From the narrow passage outside the room, they heard the growls of the beast as it worked its way towards them. “Hurry!” Chad exclaimed.
Once the end of the lid that was nearest the entryway was past the edge of the sarcophagus, they rested the lid on the edge and slid it the rest of the way to the floor. Out in the passage, the red eyes of the beast were now visible as it rounded the curve. The sheer size of the creature hampered it as it tried to navigate through the narrow way. It was wedged in on both sides and had to push its bulk through to get to them.
They worked the lid closer to the entryway. When it was within inches, they lifted the other end and set it against the top of the opening. “Now what?” asked Bart.
“I don’t know,” replied Chad. “My plan only went as far as blocking off the room.”
Riyan glanced to the body that was lying within the sarcophagus. A sword lay along the top of the body, its hilt clasped in the corpse’s skeletal hands. Perhaps it was the fact that it had been within a sealed sarcophagus, but the metal looked to have withstood the passage of time.
Bam!
The creature struck the other side of the lid where it blocked the entryway and almost knocked the lid back into the room. Chad and Bart put their shoulders against it to keep it upright.
Bam!
Again the creature struck the lid, this time a small piece of it broke off. “It’s not going to withstand blows like that for much longer,” Chad said.
“Oh yeah, this was a good idea,” said Bart rather sarcastically.
“There was no other place to go,” insisted Chad. Then he glanced back at where Riyan was bent over the sarcophagus. “Riyan, we could use your help right about now!”
“Just a second,” replied Riyan. He gripped the hands of the corpse and was in the midst of trying to remove them from the hilt of the sword. Once he had the hilt free, he grabbed it and tried to lift it out with one hand. When he could barely move it, he used both hands and struggled to get it out.
The sword was massive, what you would call a two-handed sword. It took all of his strength simply to raise it and carry it towards the entryway. “Careful with that!” Bart exclaimed when the edge of the sword came close and almost struck him.
Riyan took the sword and moved to face the gap between the lid and the entryway. He saw the forepaw of the creature poke through for a moment before it withdrew. “I think it’s a mountain bear,” he told the others.
“Great,” replied Bart. “Now kill it!”
Riyan lifted the sword until it was parallel with the ground. Then he aimed it at the gap between the lid and the entryway. He gave out with a cry and ran forward, at the same time he thrust the sword through the gap. His forward momentum was abruptly halted as the point of the sword struck flesh.
The beast roared in pain as the sword sank into its flesh. Whatever part of the body that was struck suddenly jerked and Riyan almost lost his grip on the hilt. But he yanked back quickly and retained the sword. The blade was stained red six inches from the tip. From the other side of the lid, the beast had grown quiet.
“I got it!” replied Riyan as he showed the others the sword.
“But whether you killed it or not remains to be seen,” Bart stated.
They listened for a few seconds and could only hear muted breathing from the other side. Riyan propped the sword against the wall a foot down from the entryway as it was growing more difficult to hold.
“It isn’t dead,” Chad finally said as the sound the beast’s breathing from the other side continued.
“Riyan,” Bart whispered, “take a look.” He then indicated the gap between the lid and the entryway through which he had struck the creature with the sword.
“Alright,” he agreed. Leaving the sword where it was, he grabbed the lantern and moved towards the crack. The crack itself wasn’t all that big as the base of the lid was only six inches from the base of the entryway. Now that he took a good look at it, he’s surprised that he was even able to hit the creature through it.
He moved closer, and even got down on his knees to peer through to the other side better. Chad and Bart maintained their position against the sarcophagus’ lid should the creature again try to bull its way in.
At the base of the entryway was a small pool of blood. “It’s lost some blood,” he told the others. Peering through with the lantern next to him, he tried to locate the creature. After a minute off looking, he backed away and said, “I can’t really see anything.”
“Try striking with the sword again,” Bart said. “If it’s close, you might hit it.”
“But that might make it mad,” Chad said.
Bart glanced to Chad. “Do you want to stay down here forever?” He waited for him to shake his head no then added, “It’s that or we move the lid aside.”
Chad turned to Riyan and said, “You better try the sword.”
Riyan nodded, he didn’t relish the idea of removing the protection the stone lid was affording them. So, taking up the sword again, he did just as he did the first time. He aimed the point of the sword for the crack and with a cry, thrust hard. The blade slid through the crack and failed to hit anything.
“I guess we’re going to have to move the lid aside to see,” he said after the failed attempt.
Bart nodded. “Stand ready,” he told Riyan. Then to Chad he said, “We’ll pull it back a little ways. But be ready should the beast move to attack again.” When Chad acknowledged the plan, Bart glanced to Riyan. “Ready?”
Riyan raised the sword and nodded.
“Easy now,” Bart told Chad. With great care, they began pulling the sarcophagus lid away from the entryway.
Sweat beaded his forehead as Riyan watched the lid begin to move away from the entryway. He expected at any minute for the beast to launch another assault, and as the lid inched its way further back, his apprehension grew.
They finally had moved the lid back far enough for Riyan to see the creature lying just on the other side of the entryway. The rise and fall of its back told him that it was still alive. “It’s right on the other side,” he whispered to the other two.
“Can you get at it?” asked Chad.
“I think so,” Riyan replied. Raising the sword, he drove it forward and the point struck the creature in the side. The creature gave out with a grunt.
“Well?” asked Chad.
“I hit it but it didn’t move,” he replied.
“It’s not doing anything?” Bart asked.
Riyan left the sword in the creature’s body. He turned to his friends and shook his head.
Bart indicated to Chad that they should move the lid to the side. Once it was out of the way, they looked to the creature and found that it was indeed one of the large mountain bears common to this region. The sword stuck out of its side and blood continued to pump with every beat of its heart.
“Why doesn’t it attack?” asked Chad.
Bart moved closer and saw blood welling from just behind its head. “I think your first blow took it in the spine,” he said. Then he saw the eyes of the beast upon him and he took a quick step backwards. When the bear made no move to attack, he knew that the bear’s spinal column had been severed.
He turned to the others. “We need to put it out of its misery.”
“You two do it,” Riyan said. His arms and legs are shaking from the earlier attacks. The weight of the sword plus the adrenalin rush that was wearing off, had sapped his strength.
Bart nodded and grasped the hilt of the sword in both hands. Pulling it out of the bear’s side, he raised it high over his head. Using every ounce of strength he had, he thrust it into the bear. He was rather surprised that he managed to sink half of the blade into it before the tip hit bone and stopped.
“That had to do it,” said Chad.
They watched the sides of the bear continue to go in and out as it breathed. Then, the frequency of its breaths went down until they stopped altogether.
“Maybe we should get out of here and make camp for the night,” suggested Riyan. “I for one could use some rest.”
“Might not be a bad idea,” agreed Chad. “I’m getting hungry.”
Bart pulled out his knife and began carving off a hunk of the bear for their dinner.
Riyan stopped him before he could cut very deep. “Wait to do that until we’re on the other side,” he said. “It’s going to be bad enough as it is.”
He stopped carving when he realized what he was talking about. The bear’s body completely blocked the lower half of the entryway and most of it was already covered in blood. Then he laughed. He’s not sure why, but he started laughing and it wasn’t long before Riyan and Chad joined him.
They worked their way over the bear’s carcass and once on the other side, Bart carved out a chunk of meat. He carried it as he followed the other two down the narrow curving passage and back to the main passage. Then it was just down a little ways until they reached the opening leading to the surface.
“Look,” Riyan when came to the slope leading up. They could see the tracks the bear made as it came down the slope. “Wonder what it was doing in here?”
“Maybe looking for a den,” suggested Bart.
“Or dinner,” added Chad.
“I just hope there’s not another one out there,” Riyan said as he headed up the slope first.
The sun had already dipped past the tops of the mountains to the west. They got a fire going and once Riyan had a spit put together to roast the meat, they went down to the stream and washed the blood off.
That night as they sat around the fire, they talked about what they found down below, the bear attack, and what they may possibly find in the morning.
The clinking of coins woke Chad the following morning. He turned over and saw Riyan stacking his share of the coins on the ground before him. Chad sat up and groaned, “Not again.”
Riyan glanced over to his friend and grinned. “I can’t help it,” he replied.
“You must have counted them ten times last night before we went to sleep,” he stated.
“Sorry,” his friend said. “I just like to look at them.”
The morning dawned a beautiful day with just a hint of clouds forming a wreath that circled the mountain peaks. Chad looked around and didn’t see Bart anywhere. “Where did Bart go?” he asked.
Riyan nodded toward the stream. “He went that way,” he explained. “Said would be back shortly.” Now that Chad’s up, Riyan put his coins away and they got breakfast going. Soon the odor of bacon and eggs was wafting through the hills.
Down by the stream Bart was walking along, simply enjoying the quiet of the hills. When he first came to Quillim, it was more out of need than desire. Having lived all his life in the city, it was hard for him to adjust to the openness of the country. But it didn’t take long before he grew to cherish it.
Oh sure, he still longed for the city; the hustle, bustle, and constant noise, even late at night there was always something dispelling the quiet. It was home. When he accompanied Chad to Phyndyr’s, it had reawakened his longing for the streets. He just wished that he could go back.
Stepping along the edge of the gently flowing water, his thoughts drifted back to his days in Wardean. His life on her streets had never been dull. Then he smelled the odor of bacon wafting from camp and realized he’d better return before the other two ate it all.
Their camp wasn’t situated near the opening to the underground area. Instead, they had crossed the stream and camped a hundred yards away. Not having their camp near the entrance was Riyan’s idea. He didn’t want someone to stumble upon their camp and then discover the entrance, at least not until they were through exploring it for themselves.
When they were finished with breakfast, they carried all their equipment with them to the underground area. “Wish we could block this off somehow,” Chad said as he worked his way down to the passage below.
“I know what you mean,” replied Riyan. None of them wished for a repeat of the incident with the bear.
“Don’t know how we could,” added Bart as he entered the hole in the ground and slid down.
Riyan already had one of the lanterns lit and was looking down to the left hand passage where they had yet to explore. “Hope we find something interesting today,” he said.
“Me too,” agreed Chad. He then took off all his equipment and bedroll and laid them on the passage floor. “I’m not going to haul this around again today.”
The others removed their equipment as well. All each of them took with them were their packs which they slung across their shoulders. Bart also brought the other lantern just in case. None of them wished to be down here without a light in the event something happened to their other one.
“All ready?” Riyan asked with renewed excitement.
“You bet,” Chad replied. Bart nodded.
Setting out, Riyan took the lead and moved down the passage. He didn’t go far before another curving narrow passage branched off to their right. Without hesitation, he entered the passage. It continued to curve back to the right until it was running parallel to the main passage. The narrow passage went straight for a few more feet before ending at an entryway to another crypt holding a sarcophagus.
“Just like the other one,” observed Chad.
Riyan nodded and entered the crypt. A quick search turned up nothing so they left the room and returned through the curving passage back to the main passage. Then they turned to the right and continued down for a ways before coming to another ‘T’ junction.
He glanced down to the left and right but couldn’t see any difference between them. Riyan decided to take the left passage and moved into it. It didn’t go very far before they came to yet another ‘T’ junction. To their left and right, narrow passages branched off just like the ones they discovered the previous day.
They explored them and turned up two more of the rooms with the stone biers within the walls on either end. The chests below the biers contained a sum total of fifteen of the coins and another small gem. Once finished with searching the two rooms, they returned to the main passage, and this time took the right at the ‘T’.
“This place seems to be laid out according to a pattern,” observed Bart. “The bier rooms are in pairs, while the rooms with the sarcophagi are by themselves with a curved passage connecting them to the main passage.”
“That’s been true so far,” agreed Chad.
Continuing down the passage, they came to where another main passage connected to theirs on the left. When Riyan shined the lantern’s light down it, the light revealed the ceiling of the passage had caved in.
“That didn’t happen too long ago,” Riyan told the others. “The dirt’s still fresh.”
“Could’ve happened during the earthquake,” suggested Chad.
Nodding, Riyan glanced to him. “I was thinking the same thing.”
“Wonder what was down there?” Bart asked. “We should have thought to bring a shovel.”
“If we come back here another time, let’s remember to bring one,” said Chad.
Riyan nodded then turned back to the main passage and continued on. Twenty feet or so after they left the blocked passage behind, they came to a flight of steps descending into darkness on their right.
“Alright!” exclaimed Riyan when the lantern’s light revealed the steps.
He started moving into them when Bart said, “Let’s finish up here first.”
Riyan turned to him and was about ready to argue the point. For in all the sagas he’s ever heard that tell of treasure hunters, the deeper one goes, the better the treasure gets. But then he realized there’s no point in hurrying it along and nodded. “Okay.”
They spent the better part of a half hour finishing the exploration of this level. Two crypts holding sarcophagi and six bier rooms later, they returned to the stairs leading down. Two of the chests in the bier rooms had the Pricks of Poison trap which Bart readily disarmed. He told them that once you know what’s there, it’s pretty simple to take care of it. Riyan had his doubts about that, but trusted in Bart’s skill.
Their packs were now fifty three coins and three gems heavier when they finished searching this level. At least one of the gems was slightly larger than the others that they found and should bring more coins.
Riyan took the lead again as they descended to the next level. They descended twenty steps before the stairs ended at a passageway moving to their right and left. Here the stonework was of much better quality. The walls of the passage looked as if more care had been put into their construction than what they saw up above. Also, sconces that once must have held torches are spaced along the walls at ten foot intervals.
“Looks like we’ve entered a better area,” Riyan said.
“Or it was built later than the one above,” added Chad.
When Riyan glanced back at them, they could see the grin that’s spread across his face. They also noticed how his eyes were practically dancing in anticipation.
“Relax,” Bart told him. “The last thing we need to do is get in a hurry in a place like this.”
“I’ll try,” he said but the tone of his voice belied the statement.
Moving down to the right, they followed the passage until it turned abruptly to the left. Not far past the corner, another passage, slightly smaller than the main one they were in branched off to their right.
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