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James walks down one of the many hallways in
the Ferdillon Estate which lies in the great trading city of
Corillian. Situated at the southern end of the island of Torence,
Corillian boasts one of the largest shipping ports in these waters.
The trading houses here ship goods to all the known kingdoms, many
having offices in every major city and capitol.

He pauses in front of a door he’s entered
many times over the past seven days, ever since they were brought
here by Nate’s cousin after they’d fled the destruction of the
mines.

Knocking, he waits until he hears a ‘come
in’ from the other side before opening the door. Inside, he finds
Miko sitting in a chair next to Nate who’s lying in bed, recovering
from the effects of the poison he consumed when Black Tooth had
tried to extract his revenge upon Miko. Miko had been poisoned as
well, but hadn’t consumed as much of it as had Nate.

When they’d arrived at the docks of
Corillian, the captain immediately took him to the nearest temple
where he’d arranged for a priest to purge the poison from his
system. Once the poison had been purged, the priest had told them
the damage to his insides was far reaching and that it would take a
long time, if ever, for him to fully recover from the effects.

“Feeling better today?” he asks Nate as he
comes over and sits upon the edge of the bed.

“Some,” he replies with a raspy voice. Still
wracked by pain, he at least is able to hold down solids and can
move around on his own for a short time.

James turns to Miko, “Jiron and I are ready
to leave soon for Cardri.”

A pained look comes over Miko as he asks,
“What about me?”

James glances toward Nate before replying,
“Nate’s family has offered to let you stay here with them for as
long as you desire.”

“That’s right, Miko,” Nate adds. “We’d be
more than happy to have you remain here with us.”

“But…” he says as he looks to Nate, pausing
momentarily. Then he continues, “As much as I appreciate the offer
to stay here with you and your family, I wish to return to Cardri
with James.” He looks to James for his response.

James glances again to Nate and says, “I
thought we should at least give him the choice.”

Nate nods in reply.

Turning to Miko, James says, “Then we’ll be
leaving in the morning. There’s a trader with whom Nate’s father
has arranged to carry us with them as they make their way to
Cardri. They have several stops before they get there, but said
they should be docking at the capitol within a couple weeks.”

“Tomorrow?” he asks, sad to be leaving his
friend so soon. He turns to Nate and says, “I’m sorry to have to
leave you.”

Nate lifts his hand and pats Miko on the
knee, “It’s okay, Miko. I understand. Remember, you always have a
friend in me and if you’re ever in the area, I expect you to stop
by for a visit.”

Giving him a sad smile, Miko replies, “I
will.” He turns to James, “I’d like to stay here with Nate until we
leave in the morning.”

“Sure thing,” James assures him. “Now, I
need to go arrange a few things with Jiron before we go.” Getting
up from the bed, he goes over to the door. Looking back at Nate, he
says, “You get better now.”

Nate smiles at him and replies, “I
will.”

Opening the door, he leaves the room and
then closes it behind him. He proceeds down the hallway toward the
room that he’s been sharing with Jiron.

On the way, he sees Essin coming toward him
and he’s wearing the livery of House Ferdillon. As they approach
each other, he says, “So you’ve taken service with them then?”

Smiling broadly, Essin replies, “Yes James,
both Eril and I have.” Eril was the other slave that had jumped
aboard at the last minute when they fled the volcanic eruption
which had consumed the slave mines. “Nate put in a good word with
his father on our behalf and they’ve made us part of their servant
staff. Not a glamorous position to be sure, but better than what we
had a few weeks ago.”

Laughing, James nods his head in agreement,
“You got that right. I wish nothing but the best for both of
you.”

“Thank you,” he replies.

“I don’t know if I ever expressed my thanks
for the fair treatment you gave Miko when he was part of your team
in the mines,” he says.

“Well, I’ve always believed that if you
treat someone with respect and fairly, they’ll work harder for
you,” he explains.

“I’ve found that to be true, too,” he tells
him.

“I must be off,” Essin says to him. “Can’t
afford to make a bad impression with the master of the house.”

“Good luck, Essin” James says as he begins
to walk away.

“You too, James,” Essin replies.

Leaving Essin behind, he proceeds down the
hallway and admires the hanging tapestries on the way to the stairs
leading down to where his room is located. Down the stairs, he
turns to the right and comes to his room which is the third doorway
from the stairs. He finds that Jiron has already left, probably to
find another serving girl to spend time with. Leaving the room, he
continues down the hallway past his room in search of him. Jiron
often takes the serving girls to the inner atrium at the end of the
hallway, where he says the plants growing there helps to ‘get them
in the mood’.

The atrium is roughly forty feet by sixty
feet with an open ceiling that allows the sun, and at times the
rain, to fall upon the many plants growing there. Three benches are
placed along the cobblestone walkways that meander their way
amongst the plants. It’s on one of those benches that he finds
Jiron sitting and talking with Nate’s sister, Miriam.

“…that’s when we took off and left the
soldiers far behind,” he says to her.

James can see her sitting there in rapt
attention as he relates another tale of their exploits. He’s been
wooing several of the serving girls as well as Miriam, much to the
chagrin of Nate’s mother. That’s partially the reason why they’ve
agreed to expedite their return to Cardri.

“Ahem,” James says, clearing his throat to
announce his presence.

Turning to look over his shoulder, Jiron
sees him standing there at the entrance to the atrium and gives him
a big smile as he says, “Hi James.”

James nods his head to him and then says to
her, “Good day Miriam.”

She nods her head in reply and gives him a
shy smile as she says, “Jiron was just telling me about your escape
from Al-Kur. It’s amazing you both got out of there alive!”

“Yeah, it was,” he says to her. “Luck was
definitely on our side that day.” Turning to Jiron he says, “I told
Miko we’re leaving and he’s decided to come with us.”

“Thought he might,” he says. “Though if it
wasn’t for Tersa needing me there, I’d never leave.” He flashes
Miriam a smile and she gives one to him in return.

“I must go,” Miriam says abruptly as she
gets up from the bench and rushes past James as she hurries from
the atrium.

“Wonder what made her…” he begins to say
when he sees Miriam’s mother entering the atrium from the other
direction.

As she approaches them, Jiron comes to his
feet and gives her a slight bow, “Greetings lady.”

“Flirting with my daughter again, have you?”
she says to him with a not too happy look on her face.

“Just whiling away the time before we leave
in the morning,” he assures her.

“I’ve spoken to Captain Caril, and he said
all is set,” she tells them. “They’ll be leaving at first
light.”

“Good,” exclaims Jiron. “Though I’ve enjoyed
the hospitality of your house, I am anxious to return and find my
sister.”

“Yes,” chimes in James, “you and your family
have been most gracious in allowing us to stay here with you.”

She turns a warm smile to James as she says,
“It is the least we can do for having our Nate back. I had given up
all hope of ever seeing my son again.”

“Miko will be going with us as well,” he
tells her. “I told him of your offer to have him stay here, but his
mind is set to continue with us.”

“That’s too bad,” she says, “Nate has grown
awfully fond of him. We all have to tell the truth, he’s a good
lad.”

“Yes he is,” agrees James.

She begins to leave but pauses and turns
back toward them, saying, “We’re having a banquet tonight in your
honor, to send you off properly. I took the liberty of arranging
for suitable attire to be brought to your rooms later this
afternoon.”

“Thank you lady,” James says to her
graciously.

“You’re welcome,” she replies as she again
turns and makes her way out of the atrium the way she’d come
in.

James turns to Jiron and says, “You’d better
stay away from Miriam until we leave.”

“I don’t intend to do anything with her,” he
assures him. “Truth to tell, she was the one who found me. I was
sitting here just relaxing when she shows up and starts talking to
me. Before I even knew it, she had me relating the tale of our
escape from Al-Kur.”

“Be that as it may,” he says, “we’re not out
of here yet and an angry mother can screw up our way back to
Cardri.”

“I’ll do my best to avoid being around her,
okay?” he asks.

James nods his head in reply, “That’ll be
just fine.”

“Wonder what ‘suitable attire’ is?” Jiron
asks.

“Don’t know,” he replies, “but it’s usually
stiff and uncomfortable.”

A groan escapes Jiron as he rolls his eyes
upward.

He walks with James back to their room and
as they near their door, they see one of the servants coming out of
their room. The servant fails to notice them as he shuts the door
and walks down the hallway in the opposite direction.

With trepidation, they open the door and
walk in. Lying on each bed is indeed a set of clothes, one which
has bright green tights and a darker green upper tunic. The other
one is light brown tights with a dark brown upper tunic.

They both race for the brown set and Jiron
cries out in triumph as he gets to them first. “Ha ha ha, my
peacock,” he says to James as he’s holding the brown set.

“Oh, shut up,” replies James as he goes over
and holds up the other set. “I hate green,” he says miserably. He
turns to Jiron and has an imploring look.

“No way, man,” he says and then indicates
the clothes James is holding, “I’d rather go naked than wear that.”
He begins taking off his clothes and putting the new ones on. When
he sees James hesitating, he asks in all seriousness, “You don’t
want to insult our hostess do you?” Then a playful smile spreads
across his face.

Resigned to his fate, he replies, “No.” He
takes off his clothes and first slips on the bright green tights.
When he has them on, he looks down at himself and realizes they are
truly tight and forms to his every curve down there leaving nothing
to the imagination.

Feeling naked, he pulls on the tunic which
helps to cover his nether regions, though not as well as he would
want. Despite being rather revealing, they are quite comfortable.
Once he has them on, he goes over to look at himself in the mirror
standing in the corner. Aside from the fact he’s green, the outfit
actually looks pretty sharp on him.

Jiron has his own set on as well and they
look at each other, nodding in admiration. “Actually, James,” he
says when he sees him, “it doesn’t look so bad once you have them
on.” He comes over and joins him in front of the mirror.

“You look pretty good too,” he tells
him.

“It’s still another hour till mealtime,”
Jiron says. “What say we go and show off our new clothes to some of
the serving girls?”

Smiling at his friend, he replies, “You go
ahead, I’m going to go and find Miko. He’s probably still sitting
with Nate, and I need to make sure he gets ready for the
celebration.”

“Alright, then,” he says. Going to the door,
Jiron opens it and pauses a moment as he says, “See you there.”
Shutting the door behind him, he heads down the hallway to find one
of the several serving girls he’s been ‘impressing’ since they’ve
arrived.

Under his tunic, he straps on the belt
holding his slugs so as not to be conspicuous. He really hasn’t
felt safe anywhere since coming to this crazy world, and he always
likes to be prepared. A couple days ago while they were sight
seeing in the city, he’d found a store where he was able to restock
his supply of slugs. Sitting over in the corner of their room is a
box holding a hundred of them. When Miriam had found out why he’d
wanted them, she had bought him the box.

Straightening his tunic so it will hide his
belt of slugs, he leaves his room and makes his way back up the
stairs to Nate’s room. When he gets there, he knocks but receives
no answer. Knocking again, he waits but no reply is forthcoming.
Opening the door a crack, he peeks in and discovers Nate and Miko
are no longer there.

Closing the door, he continues down the
hallway toward where they’d put Miko. Being Nate’s friend had
warranted him a room to himself next door. As he approaches Miko’s
room, he hears arguing inside and raised voices. Fearing the worst,
he readies a slug and bursts through the door.

Standing in the middle of the room is Miko,
bright red tights in hand and a stubborn look on his face. Nate is
there sitting in a chair and it seems as if they’ve been arguing.
When the door bursts in, they both turn to see James framed in the
doorway.

“James,” Miko cries out holding the clothes
out to him, “do you realize what they expect me to wear?” Turning
to Nate, he says, “If I have to wear this, then I’m not going!”

“Miko,” James says to him as he enters the
room, “we’re their guests. And if they want us to wear these
things, then wear them we shall. It’s the least we can do for the
hospitality we’ve received.”

“But…” he starts to say and then stops
abruptly when he realizes just what James is wearing. Breaking into
a laugh, he drops his clothes to the floor and sits down in a
nearby chair. “Man, would you look at you!” he says as he starts
laughing even harder.

Turning a little red, James looks to Nate
who says, “You do look good, James. It’s what everyone will be
wearing tonight at the celebration.”

“Come on ‘Torchy’,” James says to Miko as he
comes over and picks up the clothes from the floor. Handing them to
him, he says, “Put them on.”

“Torchy?” Miko asks when he calms down. “Why
did you call me that?”

Pointing to the clothes Miko’s holding, he
replies, “Wearing that will make you look like a flaming candle.”
Nate breaks out into a smile at Miko’s expense when he hears
that.

Looking forlorn, he holds the clothes and
says to James with a slight whine in his voice, “Do I have to?”

“Yes, you do,” he tells him. “Now stop
bemoaning your circumstances and put them on. Our hosts are
expecting it.”

Under James’ glare he gets into his new
clothes and sure enough, he looks like a flaming candle. When he
looks to James for approval, he does his best to not smile.

“You look good,” he assures him.

“You sure?” he asks as he looks down at
himself, not entirely convinced.

James glances to Nate for support, who
chimes in, “Miko, you do look fine.”

“Are you coming to the celebration?” James
asks Nate.

Nodding, he replies, “Yes. In a few minutes,
my servant will come and help me into my attire for the evening.
You fellows can go on ahead, I’m sure they won’t be upset if you’re
a little early.”

“Alright,” agrees James. “Are you going to
need help getting back to your room?”

Nate shakes his head and holds up his
walking stick, “I can make it that far on my own.” Getting up, he
leans heavily upon his stick as he shuffles toward the door.

James holds it open for him as he passes
through, “Thanks,” he says to him as he goes by. Once he’s out,
James shuts the door and turns back to Miko, “Relax, you do look
nice.”

“So do you,” he replies. “Sorry I
laughed.”

Smiling, James says, “Don’t worry about it,
I do look somewhat funny in these clothes. I just hope we’re not
the only ones to be wearing something like this.”

“Me too,” admits Miko.

“Shall we go?” he asks Miko.

“May as well get this over with,” he tells
him.

Holding the door open for him, he says,
“After you, Torchy.”

Miko gives him an annoyed look and says,
“Would you stop calling me that?”

“Okay, sorry,” he apologizes, not looking
the least bit sorry.

They leave the room and head downstairs to
the banquet hall where they find the servants still putting up the
last bits of decoration. Banners and flowers are everywhere, giving
the room a festive and cheerful feel. Over to one side, a dozen
musicians are setting up on a stage where they will be performing
during the banquet. James is intrigued by the different instruments
they have. Shortly, he begins to hear the beginnings of them tuning
their instruments, somewhat reminiscent of his own short stint in
the school band. He’d played the trumpet.

They see their hostess, decked out in a
flowing lavender dress and marshalling her servants like a general
on the eve of battle. She continually barks out orders and her
‘soldiers’ snap to obey. Noticing them there in their new clothes,
she gives them a nod of approval before returning to the business
of getting the hall ready in time.

Miriam walks in through a door on the other
side of the hall. A flowing blue dress with intricate embroidery
about the chest and bodice, she makes a striking figure. She
motions them to follow her as she makes her way to the main
entrance. “My, don’t we look fine,” she says when they join
her.

“You too, milady,” Miko says as he gives her
a slight bow.

“Don’t ‘milady’ me,” she says, flashing him
a smile. “This isn’t going to start for a while, why don’t we go
outside for a bit? There’s someone that I’d like you to meet,
James.”

“Oh?” he asks, intrigued.

“She’s a friend of mine and I’ve been
telling her all about your exploits, the ones Jiron has been nice
enough to share with me,” she tells him.

Tongue suddenly going dry, his stomach makes
with the butterflies as he follows her in trepidation down the
hallway to the door leading outside. Meeting new people, especially
of the female persuasion, has never been easy for him.

When he passes through the door to the
outside, he sees a girl standing off by herself under a nearby
tree, watching them as they approach. She’s a year or two younger
than he is and very lovely. Brown hair flowing past her shoulders
and wearing a beautiful dress of blue with a stylish design
stitched about the hem.

As they approach, Miriam whispers to him,
“She’s the daughter of one of the shippers on the island, a family
of high standing.” When they come close, she makes the
introductions. “James,” she says, “this is Meliana. Meliana, this
is James, and Miko.”

She gives him a curtsy and says, “Nice to
meet you.”

When he stands there tongue-tied for a
moment, Miko elbows him in the ribs which snaps him out of it.
“Uh,” he says, his voice barely audible due to the dryness of his
throat. He swallows and then says, “Pleasure to meet you too,
Meliana.”

“Miriam has told me so much about you,” she
tells him as she takes his arm. They begin to walk leisurely around
the grounds as she continues talking, “You must be very brave.”

“Well…” he starts but then has to clear his
throat to try to keep his voice clear. “Well, I suppose so. But at
the time I didn’t feel very brave, you just do what you have
to.”

“Ooh,” she says as she grips his arm
tighter. “I’d love to hear about it.”

What can he tell her that wouldn’t involve
telling her about the magic? They walk for a moment before he
begins to describe the jail break back at Mountainside. While he is
talking, she continues to ooh and aah at all the right times,
making him feel very good. Nothing boosts a man’s ego more than a
pretty girl hanging onto every word he has to say.

Miko walks along behind him, disgusted at
the whole sight.

From atop the estate they hear a musical
chime ringing out. Miriam says, “It’s time to go back to the hall,
the banquet will be starting soon.”

As they return to the hall, Meliana
continues to hold onto James’ arm. As they reach the front doors, a
man steps from within the doorway and stops in front of them.

“Papa!” Meliana exclaims happily. “This is
James, the one I’ve been telling you about.”

Her father gives a small smile as he reaches
out a hand and says, “Nice to meet you young man.”

James takes the hand and says, “You too,
sir.”

The father eyes James appraisingly and gives
a barely perceptible nod. Turning to his daughter, he says, “It’s
time for us to take our places at the table.”

“Nice to have met you, James,” he says as he
holds his arm out for his daughter. She releases James’ arm, much
to his dismay, and hooks her arm through her father’s. He turns and
leads her into the banquet hall, a slight limp in his walk as if
his leg is bothering him.

“I think he liked you,” Miriam tells
him.

James just shrugs, “Doesn’t matter, we’re
leaving in the morning anyway.” He gazes at Meliana as she and her
father enter the hall.

Miko tugs his sleeve and asks, “Shouldn’t we
go in too?”

Snapping out of his reverie, James says,
“Yeah, sure.”

Following Miriam into the hall, they’re led
up to the main table where the Ferdillons will sit. Nate is already
there at the place of honor and he gestures for them to come and
sit next to him.

Miko takes the seat immediately to his left
while James sits next to Miko. Shortly, Jiron comes in and makes
his way over to sit next to James. “Did you find your admirers?”
James asks him as he sits down.

Giving him a big smile, he replies, “Yes,
two actually.”

The musicians off to the side begin to play
and their music gives the hall a gaiety it had lacked before. The
musicians are quite skillful, though perhaps not in Perrilin’s
league. James finds himself watching the musicians as they play the
unfamiliar instruments, finding it all very intriguing.

From a table further down the hall from
where he sits, James can see Meliana looking his way. When she
notices him looking at her, she gives him a large smile and a
brief, unobtrusive wave. He nods and smiles back to her before
turning his attention to watch the other guests arrive.

Many are dressed in similar attire to what
he and the others have on, no longer making him feel so
conspicuous. From the number of other men wearing similar garb, it
truly does seem to be the current fashion trend in the area.

When the tables have mostly filled up, the
doors to the side of the hall open up and Nate’s parents walk in.
The band strikes up a processional style tune as they enter and
approach the head table where James and the others are sitting.

The mother takes her seat while the father
continues standing. The band comes to a stop and the hall becomes
very quiet. Gazing around at the assembled guests a moment, he then
begins to talk.

“Welcome all, to a banquet in honor of the
return of our son Nathanial, whom we never had thought to see
again.” He gestures to his son who stands up amidst applause from
those gathered at the tables, gives the crowd a short bow, and then
retakes his seat.

“We are also here to honor and recognize
those who helped bring this about. Miko, who befriended Nate in the
mines, as well as James and Jiron who were instrumental in
orchestrating his return. We give them our heartfelt thanks and
wish them only the best.”

At this, the crowd breaks out into another
thunderous applause. At Nate’s father’s direction, James, Miko, and
Jiron stand up and give the crowd a bow before returning to their
seats. James looks over and sees Meliana giving him a big smile and
seems to be clapping harder than the rest of them.

Once the clapping has subsided, he says
“Now, let’s celebrate with food, drink, and entertainment.”
Signaling a servant standing at the edge of the room, he says “Let
the celebration, begin.”

At that, the band strikes up a merry tune
and doors begin to open as servants enter bearing trays laden with
food. Roast pig, chickens, a veritable cornucopia of food begins to
be laid upon the tables in front of the guests. Servants with
pitchers begin passing among the tables as they fill everyone’s
glass.

One comes and fills James’ with a sweet,
smooth wine, reminiscent of the one he’d become plastered with back
when he’d first met Miko in Bearn. Memories of the hangover he’d
suffered through the following day makes him take only small sips
during the meal.

Miko fills his plate to overflowing, much to
the amusement of Nate, as he tries to eat some of everything placed
before him.

During the dinner, entertainers come and
perform within the open area surrounded by the tables. Acrobats,
magicians, and dancers come and go as the meal progresses.

Once most of the guests have slowed down on
their consumption of the bounty, the entertainers are cleared away
and people begin moving toward the center of the floor as the band
strikes up a waltz like tune and everyone begins to dance.

The dance is similar in nature to those
James had seen in old movies of England, all structured and
choreographed. All the dancers move in a pattern, weaving and
bobbing in time to the music.

When the first dance had ended and the
musicians were preparing to begin the next set, Miriam comes over
to James and says, “Why don’t you ask Meliana to dance?”

He glances over to her and sees her looking
eagerly over to him. He turns back to Miriam and says, “But I don’t
know any of these dances.”

“Don’t be silly,” she tells him. “They’re
not hard.”

He feels a nudge in the ribs and hears Jiron
says, “Let’s go!” He grabs James arm as he propels him to the dance
floor. Meliana sees him leaving his table and when she gets a nod
from Miriam, says something to her father before getting up from
the table. She makes her way toward him through the crowded dance
floor.

When she reaches his side and gets into
position to dance with him, he tells her, “I can’t dance!”

“Relax and just follow me,” she says to him.
“It’s easy, I’ll show you what to do.”

He stands there nervous with Meliana
standing in line across from him and Jiron in position to his
right. When the music starts, he tries to follow Meliana’s lead and
feels like he’s making a big spectacle of himself out in front of
everyone.

But as he begins to learn the steps and the
pattern of the dance, he’s able to relax and starts to enjoy
himself. By the time the dance is over, he has the pattern figured
out and found that he actually likes dancing. Of course, the fact
he was dancing with as beautiful a girl as Meliana helped some
too.

Once the dance is over, Meliana takes him
over to her table where she sits with her family. “Momma,” she says
to the woman sitting next to her father, “this is James.”

She gives him the critical once over all
mothers give those their daughter’s have an interest in. Then she
gives him a warm smile as she says, “Nice to meet you James.”

“You too ma’am,” he replies, blushing
slightly under her stare.

“You dance well,” she tells him. “I just
wish I could get my husband out there.”

Turning to her, her husband says, “You know
I hurt my leg this morning!”

Nodding, she says, “Yes, dear.” She gives
James a knowing look and continues, “He’ll do anything to get out
of dancing.”

Meliana’s father just gives her an annoyed
look and doesn’t take the bait.

The band is in the middle of another dance
number and when they finish, Meliana takes James’ arm. With a quick
farewell to her parents, she drags him back to the dance floor
before the band has a chance to start up again.

They dance all evening, occasionally taking
a break for drinks or just to talk. She doesn’t leave his side all
night. At the end of one dance, her mother comes over to them and
says, “We need to be leaving now.” She turns to James and says,
“Would you be so kind as to escort Meliana home when she’s ready to
leave?”

“Yes ma’am,” he assures her. “I’d be happy
to.”

“Good,” she replies. Turning to her
daughter, she says, “Your father’s leg is hurting, so we must
leave. Don’t stay out all night, dear.”

“I won’t mother,” she assures her.

“Good evening, James,” she says to him. “It
was good to meet you.”

“You too, ma’am,” he says.

Her mother returns to their table where she
helps her father to his feet and they begin to leave the hall.

The rest of the evening is spent dancing and
talking as they share past experiences. During one such break from
the dance floor, James is amused when he sees Miriam has gotten
Miko out on the dance floor. How she did it, he’d like to know.
Miko looked positively frightened and lost out there. When the
dance was over, he beat a retreat back to his seat next to
Nate.

Miriam sees James watching and gives him a
mischievous smile. He smiles back and then resumes talking with
Meliana.

When most of the guests have left, James
figures it’s about time to take her home. He goes over to Miko and
says, “I’m taking Meliana home, would you like to come with
us?”

Shaking his head, Miko replies, “I’m going
to see Nate to his room and then stay there for a while before
turning in.”

“Very well,” James says, disappointed. As
much as he likes Meliana, he’s just a little scared of being alone
with her. He sees Jiron over to the side of the dance floor talking
to a couple girls and makes his way over to him.

When he asks if he’d like to go with them,
he just says “No.”

“But what will her parents think if she’s
with me all by herself?” he asks him.

“They wouldn’t have asked you to take her
home if they were concerned about you,” he assures him.

“I suppose you’re right,” he admits. He
looks over to where Meliana and Miriam are standing near the front
doors, talking.

He leaves Jiron and makes his way over to
where the girls are. They stop talking when they see him
approaching. As he joins them, Miriam says, “Well, I better go and
see how Nate’s doing.”

“Miko is going to see him to his room and
stay with him for a while,” he tells her.

“I better check anyway,” she says. She gives
Meliana a hug and says, “Goodbye, I’m glad you were able to
come.”

Glancing briefly at James, she gives a
little smile and says, “Me too.”

She slides her arm through James’ as they
walk out into the warm summer evening. “Where do you live?” he
asks, feeling good with her on his arm.

“Oh, it’s not too far from here,” she tells
him. Pointing down the street to the right, she says, “It’s several
blocks that way.”

Turning into the indicated direction, he
slowly strolls along the street with her. There are other guests
from the banquet walking along the street as well, while others are
in carriages on their way home.

“It’s too bad you’re leaving in the
morning,” Meliana says with disappointment as she lays her head on
his shoulder.

“Yeah, I know,” he replies. “It’s been nice
being here.”

“Maybe you could stay longer?” she asks
hopefully.

“I wish I could, but I’m unable to,” he
tells her. “I need to help get Jiron and Miko out of the Empire and
back home.”

“I understand,” she says. “Maybe when things
change, you could come back and visit?”

“Perhaps,” he says, “but that is highly
unlikely.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she agrees.

Arm in arm, they walk down the street until
they come to her house. A light is on in the front room. “Mother is
waiting up for me, it looks like,” she says as they come to the
front door.

“I guess this is where we say goodbye,” he
says to her.

Suddenly, she embraces him and places her
lips upon his, giving him a warm and eager kiss.

When she breaks off the kiss, James is left
breathless and a little flustered. “I’ll miss you,” she tells
him.

“I’ll miss you too,” he says when he finally
gets his voice working again.

She turns and begins to open the door when
she pauses and says, “Goodbye James.”

“Goodbye Meliana,” he replies as he watches
her enter her home and close the door.

Feeling all warm and fuzzy inside, he makes
his way back toward Nate’s family estate. Visions of Meliana and
the way her lips felt on his fill his mind until he realizes he’s
already back to the door to his room. He doesn’t even remember
walking back, he must’ve been on autopilot.

Opening the door, he finds Jiron snuggled in
his bed with one of the serving girls he’s been seeing.

“How’d it go?” he asks from the bed, not the
least bit embarrassed.

“It went well,” James replies. “Want me to
leave?”

“Don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he
replies. “We’re done anyway.”

James goes over to his bed and gets
undressed in the dark and then slips under the covers. Thoughts of
Meliana keep him awake long into the night before he can finally
fall asleep.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two
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The next morning after waking up, James
discovers the girl who had shared Jiron’s bed with him the night
before had already left. Jiron is lying there sleeping so
peacefully, he almost doesn’t want to wake him up. Almost. He and
his girlfriend had awakened James up twice during the night and
he’d found it incredibly difficult to fall back to sleep while
‘that’ was going on in the bed next to him.

He gets up out of his bed and walks over to
Jiron’s with a mischievous smile upon his face. Grabbing hold of
his mattress, he upends it, spilling Jiron onto the floor with a
thud.

After hitting the ground, Jiron gets to his
feet quickly with a knife in his hand. Looking around, he sees
James standing there with the mattress still in his hand. “Get up,”
James tells him. “We’ve got a ship to catch.”

“What did you do that for!” he yells, anger
in his eyes.

“For keeping me awake all night,” he says as
he replaces the mattress.

The anger quickly disappears and a grin
takes its place, “Sorry about that. She was a randy one, she
was.”

Returning to his bedside, he begins to get
dressed. Jiron follows suit.

James notices him putting his new clothes
inside his pack and asks, “Taking them with you?”

Jiron glances over to him and nods, saying,
“Yeah, I think Tersa would like to see me in them. You?”

Shaking his head no, he replies, “Green just
isn’t my color.” Jiron just laughs.

After they’re both dressed, they shoulder
their packs and leave the room. James leaves the box of slugs, he
already has enough, what with his belt filled as well as a small
pouch of them within his pack. Out in the hallway, they turn toward
the stairs and go up to Miko’s room. Finding it empty, they go on
down to Nate’s room where they find him saying goodbye to his
friend.

“Come on, Miko,” James tells him. “We gotta
go.”

“Bye Nate,” he says to him as he goes over
and gives his friend a hug.

Patting him on the back, Nate says, “You
take care, now. Come back if you can.”

“I will, promise,” Miko says as he fights
back tears forming in his eyes. The last week with Nate had been
one of the best of his life. He really feels bad about leaving
him.

“You take care of him,” Nate says as he
looks to James.

“As best I can, you can rest assured,” he
replies.

Jiron shakes Nate’s hand and then the three
friends leave his room. Going back down the stairs, they make their
way along the corridor toward the main door.

On their way, they’re stopped by Miriam who
gives each of them a sack. “What’s this?” James asks.

“It’s traveling money,” she explains. “My
parents thought it an ample reward for saving their son.”

“There must be over fifty golds in here,”
Jiron says as he feels the sack.

“Actually, each holds seventy five,” she
tells him.

“Thanks!” he replies as he puts the sack in
his pack.

“You’re welcome,” she replies and then
proceeds to give each a goodbye hug. When she gets to James, she
says, “You better hurry, Captain Caril won’t like it if you keep
him waiting.”

“I will,” he says to her. “Say goodbye to
Meliana for me.”

“Next time I see her,” she says as she gives
him a hug. She says goodbye to both Jiron and Miko before they turn
toward the door and leave.

Walking down the street toward the dock,
James says, “I hope this Captain Caril wouldn’t have sailed without
us.”

“I doubt it,” replies Jiron. “He’s doing it
for Nate’s family, so I think he’d at least give us the courtesy of
waiting a little bit.”

“How long do you think it’ll be before we’re
back to Cardri?” asks Miko.

“She said probably a couple weeks,” James
explains. “We’re not going straight there, but are hitching a ride
as they go along their trade route.”

“Oh,” he says.

Sails can be seen on the horizon as they
near the docks. Once there, they ask the Harbor Master which ship
is Captain Caril’s and he points to a two masted vessel, further
down.

“Thank you,” James says to him as they
proceed down to the ship.

When they arrive at the Foam Breaker, James
hollers up to the ship, “Permission to come aboard?”

A man, obviously the captain by his dress,
comes to the gangplank and looks down at them standing there on the
dock. “You James?” he asks.

He nods his head. “That’s me, and this is
Miko and Jiron.” he says, indicating the others standing next to
him.

“Come aboard,” the captain says before
turning and moving back away from the gangplank.

As they start walking up the gangplank, he
begins shouting orders to his crew and the lines are cast off. Once
they’re on board, the gangplank is pulled in. The mainsail gets
unfurled and the ship begins to move as the wind fills it. The
helmsman turns the wheel and the ship pulls away from the dock on
its way to open water.

“We appreciate you taking us on,” James says
to the captain.

“You’re welcome,” he replies in between
barking out orders. Turning his attention back to them, he says,
“There’s a room at the stern you can use while you’re aboard. There
are some goods stored there, sorry about that, but it’s used as an
auxiliary storage compartment.”

“Thank you,” James says. “I’m sure it’ll be
fine.”

Nodding, the captain adds, “Just stay out of
the crews way and we’ll get you where you need to go.”

“Which ways the stern,” Miko asks.

The captain points to the rear of the
ship.

They head in that direction and come to a
door leading into the raised portion at the end of the ship.
Opening the door, they find a small room, half filled with boxes
and bolts of colored cloth. “They must keep this stuff here so it
won’t be ruined by the rain,” suggests James.

“Probably,” Jiron says as they enter the
room. Within, they find three hammocks slung one above the other,
between the walls. Miko eyes them suspiciously when James informs
him, “They’re for sleeping.”

Miko goes over to them and says
incredulously, “You’re kidding!” He takes a hold of the bottom one
and pushes it. He just stares at it as it swings back and
forth.

“No, seriously,” he says as he sits down on
the middle one and proceeds to lie down. “In tight quarters such as
are on a ship, this is the only way to maximize space for the crew
and still have plenty of space for the cargo.”

Eyeing them dubiously, he sets his pack down
in the corner. He comes over to the lowest one and opens it up,
sitting down on it. Attempting to lie down, he suddenly flips over
and lands on the floor.

Jiron bursts out laughing at the sight.

James flashes him an annoyed look and he
soon stops. Turning his attention back to Miko who had gotten up
from the floor red faced, he says, “It takes some practice.”
Hopping down from his hammock, he holds Miko’s open for him and
says, “Here, sit down then lift one leg over.”

Miko hesitates a moment, but then comes over
and does as James says. Once he’s straddling the hammock, James
says, “Now, lie back and nestle in between the sides. Once you’re
secure, bring your feet up together so you remain balanced.”

Nervous about hitting the floor again, Miko
takes it slow and lies back until he’s nestled in the hammock.
James keeps a firm hold of it while he’s getting in. Then, lifting
his feet, he brings them into the hammock until he’s completely
settled within it.

James lets the hammock go and it begins
swaying with the rhythm of the ship riding the waves.

Miko panics and grips the side of the
hammock tightly as soon as James lets go, but soon realizes that
he’s not going to immediately fall out. After a few moments of not
falling out, he begins to relax. His nerves settle down and he
starts to enjoy the swaying rhythm the hammock makes with the
rocking of the ship.

“Ever been in a hammock before?” James asks
Jiron.

Shaking his head, he says, “No, never even
seen ‘em.”

“Want me to help you in?” he asks.

“No thank you. I’d just as soon sleep on the
deck,” he says as he makes a space for himself over in the
corner.

“Suit yourself,” James tells him.

Going back to the door, he makes to leave
when he hears Miko holler, “Don’t leave me in here!”

Smiling, he goes back over and helps him to
get out of the hammock. Taking Miko with him, he leaves the room
and walks out on deck where the salt air whipping off the water
almost knocks him over in its intensity. Gaining his balance, he
moves to the edge of the ship by the rail where he gazes out over
the water.

Back the way they’d come, the land is now
only a thin line on the horizon. Everywhere as far as he can see is
water, blue-green water with a sky of crystal blue above them. A
grin breaks out upon his face, always happens when he’s riding a
boat. Taking a ferry back home elicited the same reaction. It just
feels good to have the wind whip around you with just the sound of
the bow breaking the surf. He stands there mesmerized by the
experience.

Miko stands beside him, affected the same
way. Coming in on Nate’s cousin’s ship from the mines had been less
enjoyable. He’d been sick plus had had the added worry of Nate’s
condition on his mind as well. Now, though, he can truly experience
it. Ever since Al-Kur when the slave wagon had stopped to pick up
several more slaves from a ship at anchor, he’s wanted to do
this.

After standing there in quiet contemplation,
the captain comes up behind them and says, “We’re making for
Maradan, a city on a local island near here. We have some cargo to
unload and others to procure before leaving. We’ll be spending the
night at dock before lifting anchor in the morning.”

“Maybe we could do some sightseeing?” James
asks, turning around.

“Might not be a bad idea,” the captain
agrees. “When we leave there, it’ll be four more days until we drop
anchor again.”

“Anything worthwhile to see on the island?”
he asks.

“Not really,” he tells him. “There are
several nice inns if you want to take advantage of them while we’re
there. It’s possible you may find something of interest, though my
men tend to just stay on the ship while we’re there.”

“Thank you anyway, captain,” James says.

“No problem,” he replies, “just thought you
might want to know.” He then turns, and climbs the stairs to the
deck over their room where the helmsman stands at the tiller.

James glances to Miko, “Wanna do some
sightseeing while we’re there?”

“Sure,” he replies, “better than being
cooped up on this ship.”

Just then, a large creature similar in
nature to a whale from back home, suddenly crests the water and
falls back, causing water to geyser up into the air.

“What was that?” Miko asks, wide-eyed.

“Not sure,” James answers, awed. “Back home
it might’ve been called a whale.”

“It was incredible,” he says as he gazes out
across the water, hoping to see another.

James looks out over the water too, but he’s
more interested in the serenity it brings to him than trying to
locate another of the creatures. He’d always found great
peacefulness in watching the waves whenever he’d been on a ferry or
charter boat back home.

By this time, the island they’d left has
completely disappeared behind them. James stays by the rail until
he begins to see another island coming up ahead of them. As they
approach it, the captain begins hollering orders to his crew as
they trim some of the sails to slow their approach.

“Looks like we’re making for the island over
there,” Jiron says as he comes up behind them.

“I think so too,” James replies. “Miko and I
are going to go exploring on the island while the captain makes
some trades. He said we wouldn’t be leaving until tomorrow morning.
Want to come along?”

“Sure,” he says.

They stay by the rail as the island ahead of
them grows bigger and bigger. It isn’t long before they’re able to
make out the docks and other ships at anchor there. The island
itself is heavily populated, houses dot the land from one end to
the other.

Commands can be heard being shouted by the
captain as he makes ready to dock. The sailors begin furling the
sails and several go over to the railing at the bow, readying lines
to be cast to those who’re waiting on the docks.

With skill honed through years of practice,
the captain and his men slow the ship as they approach the dock.
The sailors toss the lines over to the men who’re waiting on the
dock. With quick speed, the dock workers wrap the lines around
mainstays and they can hear the dock groan as the ship pulls
against the lines and comes to a stop.

Once the ship has stopped its forward
momentum, the ship drifts backward and the dock workers take up the
slack in the lines until the ship is securely tied to the dock.

The captain comes over to them and says,
“You can disembark now if you like. We’ll be here for some time.
Just be back by sunup.”

“Sure thing captain,” James says.

“That sure was something,” Miko exclaims.
“The way you brought the ship right up to the docks, at just the
right speed.”

The captain smiles at his exuberance and
replies, “All in a days work, me boy.” He turns back to his men and
begins barking out orders as they start getting the cargo ready to
be taken off the ship.

“Shall we?” Jiron asks, indicating the
gangplank a sailor had just put in place.

“Absolutely,” replies James as he heads
toward it, with Miko just behind.

When they disembark, the first thing that
James notices is the lack of soldiers on the streets. There was a
reduced presence back in Corillian, but here, there’s a total lack
of them.

“Guess the Empire doesn’t feel the need to
have soldiers patrolling here,” he observes.

“Probably not,” agrees Jiron. Looking
around, he sees not much more than houses and some stores. “Doesn’t
look like there’s too much to this place.”

Feeling a tug on his arm, James looks to
Miko who’s pointing to a bakery shop. “James, tarts!”

Smiling, he allows himself to be dragged
over there where they buy a dozen tarts with a red berry filling.
Miko pays for them from the money Miriam had given him and then
they leave the shop. James hears Miko licking his fingers and
glances at him, one tart had already bit the dust.

They come back to where Jiron is waiting for
them and Miko hands him one. “Ever had one before?” he asks
him.

Nodding, Jiron says, “Yeah, a couple times.
Tersa really likes them.”

Moving along, they proceed down the street
to see what there is to see. They come to a woodcrafter who has
several wooden ships displayed and James goes over to inspect them.
He picks up a small one and says, “This would make a good present
for Arkie.”

The woodcrafter, seeing his interest, stops
the work he was doing on another of the wooden boats and comes
over.

After some half-hearted haggling, he hands
over the money and walks away with the small single masted ship.
Putting it in his bag, he continues on.

They spend the day sightseeing, nothing real
special going on. James begins thinking how nice it would’ve been
to have Meliana here with him. As they walk, he sees a craftsman
working on ceramic figurines and sees one of a dolphin, at least it
looked close enough to one to call it that. After some haggling, he
arranges to have it sent back to Corillian and to Nate’s family’s
house.

“Why are you having it sent there?” Jiron
asks.

“Don’t know where to send it to Meliana, so
will send it to Miriam and have her take it to her,” he explains.
He writes out a letter and gives it to the man with instructions on
where to send it. Handing the man the money, they soon leave his
shop and continue on.

As the day progresses, the wind begins to
pick up and clouds begin to form on the horizon. “Hope a storm’s
not coming,” he says. “It could make for an interesting trip
tomorrow.”

Miko looks to the clouds, but doesn’t think
too much of them, “They don’t look too bad.”

“Not now, true,” Jiron says. “But they could
make the ride choppy tomorrow.”

When the day is almost over, they find an
inn and everyone gets their own room. Miko said he was tired of
hearing them snore. After settling in, they meet in the common room
of the inn for dinner and entertainment. The bard up on the stage
is decent but they couldn’t understand all the songs as most of his
repertoire was in the Empire’s language. He did sing a few songs in
the common tongue for those who spoke it.

 


The next morning, when James awakens, the
rain is being blown hard against the side of the inn by the wind.
The floor is wet over by the window from where the wind had blown
it in throughout the night. Through the window, he sees the dark
clouds that have blanketed the sky overnight. The ships at anchor
bob with the motion of the waves rolling in, and he looks with
trepidation at the choppy water. Not at all the calm placid scene
of yesterday and most likely will make for an interesting ride. He
hears a knock at the door and turns toward it just as it swings
open.

Miko comes walking into the room, his pack
slung over one shoulder. Seeing James at the window he walks over
to him and says, “Looks like the storm came in after all.”

“Yeah,” replies James as he again glances
back out the window. “We better hurry down to the docks before
Captain Caril sails.”

James grabs his pack and then they go out to
the hallway where they find Jiron exiting from his room. “You guys
see the storm brewing outside?” he asks.

“Yeah,” replies James. “It’s going to make
for a fun day.”

Giving James an odd look he says, “Fun? I
don’t think so.”

“I was being sarcastic,” he explains.

They make their way out of the inn and the
wind drives the rain into them as they hurry down to the docks. By
the time they get to the ship, the rain has succeeded in thoroughly
soaking them. Racing up the gangplank, they’re greeted by the
captain who says, “’Bout ready to send someone to go look for you
guys.”

“Sorry if we’re late,” James says
apologetically.

“You’re not going to sail in this are you?”
Miko asks.

The captain breaks into a laugh and replies,
“It’ll take more than a little storm to keep us at dock.”

Miko looks over to the sea and sees the
choppy waters and swallows hard. He looks to James who only
shrugs.

“You boys get on into your room at the
stern,” the captain says. “We’re casting off the lines now.” A
sailor pulls in the gangplank.

The dockworkers untie the ship and toss the
lines back to the crew aboard her. The captain begins barking out
orders as his men hop to comply. The ship begins to turn slowly as
it heads once more out to open waters.

Once the ship is away from the docks, the
captain hollers to the crew up in the masts and the sails come down
about halfway before they’re tied off. The wind fills the half
sails and the ship lurches as it quickly picks up speed.

Huddled in their room under the steering
house, they begin to feel the effects of the constant swaying of
the ship upon the waves. James’ stomach begins to rebel and he
says, “I’m going out to get some fresh air.”

“But you’ll get soaked,” Miko says from
where he’s swaying in the hammock.

He looks down at himself and replies, “I’m
already wet.” He opens the door and a gust of rain comes in before
he manages to close it behind him.

Outside along the deck, he sees guidelines
are now tied from bow to stern to help the sailors remain aboard in
the storm. Grabbing onto one, he makes his way over to the rail and
puts his face into the wind, which helps to settle his protesting
stomach. Never been seasick before, but then, he’s never been out
in this kind of storm before either.

As they continue out to open sea, he
searches for other vessels that’ve braved such a storm but doesn’t
see any. He looks around to the crew, but they don’t seem too
worried, so he stops his worrying about the weather. If the
professionals see nothing wrong, then he shouldn’t either.

The captain is standing up by the helmsmen.
Using the guide ropes to keep his footing, he makes it to the
stairs and begins to climb up to reach him.

When the captain sees him climbing the
stairs up to him, he asks, “Everything okay?”

Nodding, he climbs the last few steps and
comes to stand next to him, holding onto the rail. “Just out for
some air, is all.”

“Stomach bothering you?” the captain asks,
grinning.

“A little,” he replies, “but the fresh air
seems to be helping.”

The captain just nods at that.

“There doesn’t seem to be too many other
ships out in this,” he mentions to the captain.

“Most don’t want or need to be out in this,
so they don’t,” he explains. “But, if we just sailed in fair
weather, we wouldn’t get too far.”

“True,” James replies. Then he looks down
and sees Miko making his way along the guidelines. He hollers down
to him until he gets his attention and then watches as he makes his
way up to where he and the captain are standing.

When he reaches the steerage deck, James
notices he’s a little green. “Just take some deep breathes, that
should help,” he advises.

Miko goes over to the railing and tries to
do just that, but his stomach rebels. Bending over the railing, he
loses the contents of his stomach as he retches into the water
below. When it’s over, he feels slightly better.

From overhead, a sailor cries out, “Captain!
Sails!”

“Where away?” he hollers back.

The sailor points off to the left of the
ship and hollers down, “To the port!”

They all look and see a ship out there,
heading in their general direction. “Empirical warship,” the
captain says, not too concerned.

“Is that a problem?” James asks.

“Unlikely,” the captain replies. “It’s most
likely just on patrol.”

James doesn’t share the captain’s
nonchalance about sighting a warship.

“Think it’s looking for us?” Miko whispers
as he leans close to James.

“I hope not,” he replies as he continues
watching the warship.

As time passes, the warship continues to
close the distance between them, heightening James worries.

Suddenly, James hears the captain swear.
“What?” he asks.

Gesturing to the warship, the captain says,
“They want us to furl our sails and be prepared to be boarded.”

“Is that bad?” James asks as he looks over
to the warship. He can see a sailor on the other ship signaling
with two flags.

“Bad?” cries the captain. “With the waves
crashing as they are, it’s unlikely we’d survive. Our ships would
be smashed together.”

“Then why would they want to?” he asks.

The captain gives him an inquisitive look
and says, “Why indeed?”

James turns to Miko and says, “Go get
Jiron.”

When Miko has left, the captain says, “They
know it to be suicide to link ships in this weather. They must want
something, or someone real bad and are willing to risk their ship
to get it.”

James just stands there silently, as he
glances between the approaching ship and the captain.

“Is there something I should know?” the
captain asks.

“They want us,” James tells him.

“I thought so,” Captain Caril says. “I’m not
going to endanger my crew or my ship. You understand that?”

Nodding, James says, “Yes, captain, I
do.”

Just then, Miko returns with Jiron and James
says, “The warship means to board, and the captain here says that
would most likely damage if not destroy his ship.”

“Why do they mean to board?” Miko asks. When
he sees the look on James’ face, he says, “Oh, us.”

James nods his head.

“What do you mean to do?” Jiron asks the
captain.

“I have to think of the safety of my ship
first,” he explains. “You have to get off my ship.”

“What? In this storm?” he asks
incredulously.

“I’ve got no choice,” the captain tells him.
“If you’re gone, they’ll leave us alone.”

James looks over to the choppy seas and
says, “That’s a death sentence!”

“We can lower you down in our dinghy,” the
captain says. “At least that would give you some chance.”

“But what about the warship!” Miko cries
out, realizing they’d be easy pickings sitting in a small boat.

Looking sad, but resigned to the situation,
the captain says, “Not my concern, lad.”

“Alright, captain,” says James. “Lower us in
the dinghy.”

“James, are you crazy?” Miko exclaims.
“We’ll die!”

Turning on Miko, James yells, “If we stay,
they’ll all die with us! I’ll not have innocent blood on my hands.”
Then softly, as if to himself he says, “I already have enough as it
is.”

The captain hollers to a crewmember standing
nearby and he goes over to the dinghy and with the help of two
others, gets it ready to be lowered overboard.

“Good luck to you boys,” the captain
says.

“Sorry to have endangered your vessel,”
James says to him. The captain just nods his head.

Grabbing a very unhappy Miko, he makes his
way down to the main deck where the dinghy is already on the other
side of the rail, ready to be lowered.

Coming to the rail, he climbs over into the
waiting dinghy. Once he’s in, he turns back and helps Miko. Jiron
climbs in after Miko and when they’re all settled in on the seats,
the sailors begin to slowly lower them to the choppy water below. A
sailor comes to the railing and tosses their packs down to
them.

Once the dinghy is resting upon the water,
James and Jiron release the ropes and the sea begins to drag them
away from the ship.

The sea quickly takes them, and pulls them
away from the ship. Waves crash over the sides of the dinghy as the
wind pummels them with rain and spray. James looks back to the ship
as the gap between them widens rapidly and sees the captain
watching them as they drift further away.

The warship must’ve noticed them there in
the dinghy for it changes its course slightly as it begins bearing
down upon them.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three
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The dinghy rocks in the waves, all three
holding on and praying they don’t tip over. A large wave crashes
into them, causing the dinghy to pitch precariously. Miko screams
as the edge of the dinghy dips into the water, but then the wave
passes by and it once again rights itself. The amount of water in
the bottom is growing by the minute.

“We’re not going to last much longer!” Jiron
hollers over the roar of the storm.

“What are we going to do?” Miko cries out.
He cups his hands and tries to bail out the water collecting in the
bottom of the boat but is having little effect.

“Just shut up for a minute!” James hollers
at them. He gazes at the approaching warship and then to the rising
level of water in the bottom. Glancing over to Jiron, he says,
“Don’t let me fall out.”

Realizing what James is about to do, he nods
his head.

Miko sits there as he watches the Foam
Breaker moving further and further away. Then his attention comes
back to what’s happening in the dinghy as Jiron moves next to
James. His eyes dart toward James and watches as he closes his eyes
and becomes still.

James concentrates on the storm above and
suddenly, a large bolt of lightning flashes down from the clouds
toward the ship.

A gasp escapes Miko as he watches the bolt
seem to be deflected away from the ship before it even reaches
it.

James’ eyes fly open and he cries out, “They
have a mage on board!”

“Can you deal with him?” Jiron asks as he
watches the warship move ever closer.

“I’m not sure,” he replies. “He feels
somewhat different than the others.”

“Different?” asks Jiron. “How so?”

“I don’t know,” explains James. “It just
feels different somehow.”

“You better do something fast,” he says.
“That warship is getting close.” Another wave crashes over them and
Jiron holds tight to James, keeping him from being washed
overboard.

Closing his eyes again, this time he
searches beneath the waves until he finds what he’s looking for.
With a little coaxing, he gets it moving toward the surface.

Suddenly, one of those whale-like creatures
they’d seen the day before, lurches out of the water next to the
warship. As it comes back down, it slams into the side of the
warship and boards are ripped away, creating a large hole just at
the water line.

“Yeah!” Miko yells as the creature sinks
back into the depths.

James begins to feel the prickling of
someone else doing magic. He looks to the warship and sees someone
in armor standing at the rail with arms raised. Suddenly, the
dinghy begins to crack as the boards holding it together begin to
break apart.

“James!” cries Jiron as the dinghy begins to
rapidly fill with water. “Do something!”

Thinking fast, he attempts to place a
magical seal across the broken boards but it doesn’t stop the leak,
just slows it.

“The warship!” Miko cries out.

Turning to look, James sees it’s listing
slightly off center. On the deck, he can see the man in armor
arguing with a sailor as the ship begins to turn and heads back the
way it had come.

“They must be sinking!” Miko cries out
jubilantly.

“Looks like it,” agrees Jiron.

James continues to look toward the men
arguing on the deck. Suddenly a decision must’ve been reached, the
sailor turns away and the man in armor again stares at them as the
warship begins to sail away.

Then, the prickling returns again as the man
in armor raises his hands once more. With a loud crack, the dinghy
completely breaks in two as if it was pulled apart.

“James!” Miko cries as he falls out of the
dinghy, into the raging water.

Reaching out to him from where he still
floats within half of the dinghy, James almost gets a hold of his
hand before a wave crashes into them and knocks him backward out of
the remains of the dinghy. The force of the wave pushes him beneath
the water and by the time he again regains the surface, Miko has
already been pushed away by the crashing waves.

He watches helplessly as Miko is dragged
ever further away. He tries to swim toward him but waves continue
smashing into him, thrusting him beneath the water. Each time he
gains the surface, Miko is further away. Jiron had managed somehow
to cling onto a piece of the dinghy, and is desperately trying to
stay on it while at the same time move in his direction.

“Miko!” he cries out as another wave crashes
into him, pushing him beneath the water. When he regains the
surface, Miko is nowhere to be seen upon the churning waters.
“Miko!” he screams as loud as he can. Desperately looking around,
he begins to fear for his friend when he still is unable to find
him.

Jiron is almost out of sight as well where
he’s still clinging to what’s left of the dinghy.

Doing his best, he tries to remain above the
surface as wave after wave crashes into him. Gasping for air as he
fights to stay afloat, he’s repeatedly being pushed under the water
by the incessant crashing of the waves.

In a moment’s respite, he looks around and
realizes Jiron is no longer visible upon the waves. The warship has
disappeared in the storm as well. Alone, frightened, he tries to
summon the magic to help stay afloat, but the constant fight simply
to remain above the surface makes it impossible for him to focus
enough for the magic to work.

He looks up as another wave rolls into him,
taking a deep breath, he braces for the impact.

 


The sound of the surf crashing on the beach
wakes him up. Lifting his head, he realizes that he’s somehow been
washed ashore. Soaked and miserable, he comes to his feet as the
wind continues whipping the rain into him. His arms and legs are
leaden and he barely has the strength to move, the effort to stay
afloat had sapped all he had.

Moving slowly, he goes further up the beach
away from the water and then turns to look out over the waves
crashing upon the beach. “Miko! Jiron!” he hollers. Even if they
replied, it’s unlike he’d be able to hear anything over the sound
of wind and surf.

He looks around at just where he’d been
deposited. Many waterways drain into the ocean, stunted trees and
grass cover almost every exposed piece of land. Kind of reminds him
of a swamp.

Not willing to give the others up for lost,
he moves further away from the beach into the vegetation. After
searching around for a few minutes, he finally locates what he’s
been looking for.

Kneeling down next to the small pool of
water, he concentrates on Miko, willing the image of his
surroundings to appear upon the water. In his exhausted state, he’s
almost unable to focus enough to call forth the magic.

The image wavers and then suddenly comes
into clarity. He sees Miko lying upon the beach, unconscious, with
the waves crashing over him.

In a panic that he might be washed back out
to sea, he quickly forms one of his seeker bubbles and gets up to
follow it. The bubble moves back toward the beach and then follows
the coastline to the left.

Moving as quickly as his wobbly legs will
carry him, he makes his way along the coast as he follows the
bubble. After ten minutes, he sees a form lying in the surf, far
down the beach. Canceling the spell, he breaks into a run and races
to Miko’s side. He’s lying face down and doesn’t look to be
breathing.

When he reaches his side, he turns him on
his back and discovers in relief that he is, in fact, still
breathing. Grabbing him under the arms, he begins to pull him up
the beach away from the pounding surf.

Laying him in a relative safe spot, he
kneels down next to him as he tries to bring him back to
consciousness. He tries shaking him and calling his name but that
fails to work. Striking him hard across the face twice causes his
eyes to snap open. He suddenly begins coughing and then starts
vomiting up seawater.

Leaning him on his side, he pats him on the
back until the vomiting fit is over. James then helps him to sit up
as he continues coughing until his lungs clear.

Through red eyes, he looks around at their
surrounding and between coughs asks, “Where are we?”

Shaking his head, James replies, “I don’t
know. There doesn’t seem to be any sign of people around here.”

Looking around, Miko asks, “Jiron?”

“I don’t know,” James tells him, “haven’t
found him yet.” He then looks into Miko’s eyes as he says, “I was
too worried about you.”

“Thanks,” he says just as another coughing
fit strikes him. When it’s over, he asks, “Think he made it here
like we did?”

Shrugging, James answers, “Hope so.” Getting
up, he looks around until he locates another clear pool he can use
to find Jiron the way he’d found Miko.

Kneeling down again, he concentrates on
Jiron, the magic coming a little easier than it had earlier. Having
a brief rest, even so short a one has made a difference.

Miko comes over and sits across from him as
he watches the water. The image shifts and then they see Jiron. He
has his knives in hand and is fighting off three other people
who’re attacking him with spears.

James ends the spell and stands up abruptly.
The seeker bubble forms and begins to float away from them, back
the way he’d come when he had been searching for Miko. He moves to
follow it.

“Is he close?” Miko asks as he joins James
in following the bubble.

“Don’t know,” James replies as he hurries,
almost running as he follows the fast moving bubble. His begins
panting as he starts using up what reserve of strength he has left.
“But the area he was in looks to be similar to what is here, the
same trees and grass anyway,” he explains. “If we’re lucky, he
shouldn’t be too far away.”

Running along beside James, he says, “Let’s
hope not.”

As they run along the beach after the
bubble, they suddenly hear a crashing sound from further inland.
They come to a halt when a large lizard-like creature the size of a
rhinoceros lurches out onto the beach in front of them.

“What the hell is that?” Miko cries out.

The creature must’ve heard him, it turns its
head in their direction and lets out a roar. It pauses only a
moment before charging toward them. An answering roar comes from
behind them as another of the creatures comes out from within the
vegetation.

James takes out one of his slugs from the
belt around his waist and propels it at the one in front of them
with a touch of magic. It strikes the creature in the foreleg and
lodges itself beneath the skin.

Crying out in pain, the creature stumbles
slightly and then resumes its course toward them.

“You’re going to have to do better than
that!” Miko yells to James when he sees the slug did little to slow
it down.

Reaching down, he picks up a stone off the
beach the size of a baseball and throws it at the creature,
tripling the amount of magic he usually uses with the spell.

This time when the stone hits, it strikes
the creature in the chest and blasts out the back, spraying bone
and gore.

At the sight of what happened to that one,
the creature behind them roars and doubles its speed toward
them.

James doesn’t have time before it’s upon
them to do anything. They jump to the side but the creature grabs
his leg with his mouth, teeth sinking into his calf as it lifts him
off the ground.

Crying out in pain, James reflexively lets
loose a blast of magic that burns into the creature’s side. Roaring
in pain, it lets go of his leg.

As he falls back to the ground, he rolls
away from the creature, blood welling quickly from the wounds the
creature’s teeth had inflicted. He comes to a stop then begins
scooting backward along the ground away from the creature, his leg
unable to support him enough to get to his feet.

Miko throws sticks and rocks at it to try to
divert its attention from James to no avail. It looks around and
sees him there on the ground. With another roar, it charges
forward, slowed only slightly by the wound in its side.

James takes out another slug and throws it
at the charging creature. In panic, he calls forth a tremendous
surge of magic which leaves him gasping and dazed. The slug strikes
the creature where its neck leaves the main body, and the
incredible force of the impact almost completely severs its head
from the rest of its body. Attached only by a thin layer of skin
and muscle, its head lolls to the side as it falls to the ground,
blood spraying forth upon the sand.

Miko rushes around the dead creature to
where James is lying with blood pouring out of his leg. “James!” he
cries as he comes and kneels down next to him.

“Miko,” he gasps through the pain throbbing
in his leg, “give me your shirt.”

Taking off his shirt, he hands it to him.
Wrapping the shirt around his wounded leg, he ties it as tightly as
he can to stop as much of the blood from escaping as possible.

“We can’t stay here,” he tells him.
Gesturing over to the trees, he says, “See if you can find me a
walking stick, large enough to help support me. We’ve got to get
out of here before the smell of blood draws others.”

Nodding, Miko runs over and returns shortly
with a six foot long stick.

Taking the stick, James says, “Help me
up.”

Miko takes his arm and helps him to his
feet. Once he’s up and stable, Miko let’s go as he leans heavily
upon the stick. “You gonna make it?” he asks.

“I sure plan to,” he replies.

He takes some wobbly steps but finds that
with the aid of the stick, he’s able to move down the beach as they
resume following the seeker bubble. Making their way around the
dead ‘rhino-lizard’ as James calls it, they quickly move away from
the dead animals.

Leaning heavily upon the stick, he and Miko
work their way down the beach. Suddenly from behind them, a cry can
be heard as another of the rhino-lizards comes out of the
vegetation and commences to tear into the closest dead one.

Miko glances back toward the feasting
creature and shudders. “What are we going to do now?” he asks.

“First of all, we need to find Jiron and
make sure he’s okay,” James tells him.

“But you’re barely able to walk,” he
replies.

James pauses as he glances to Miko. “Be that
as it may, I can’t let this stop me from helping a friend. I may
not be able to walk well, but I am still a force to be reckoned
with.” Turning away, he continues down the beach.

After walking beside him in silence for
several minutes, Miko says, “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know, we just need to find him,” James
reassures him.

They continue down the beach for another
half an hour when they come across two sticks stuck in the stand
with shells and a skull hanging from a rope tied between them.

“What is that?” Miko asks.

Coming closer, James can tell it was put
here by someone. The primitiveness of it makes him think of a
‘totem’. “It was probably placed here by locals to warn trespassers
to keep out,” he tells him.

“Maybe we should too,” he says.

“I would if Jiron wasn’t up there,
somewhere,” he says, pointing further up the beach.

“He might be okay now,” Miko says hopefully.
“He is a good fighter.”

Nodding, James replies, “You may be right.
Let’s find a pool and I’ll try to locate him again.”

They move a little inland, away from the
pounding surf but not within the vegetation which may hide a
rhino-lizard. Looking around they locate a pool that’s shielded
from the wind whipping in off the water, so remains fairly
flat.

James settles down around it as Miko joins
him. Concentrating on Jiron, he watches as the image begins to
shift and then suddenly they see Jiron, strapped to a pole as it’s
being carried by two of the natives. He widens the image and they
see six others carrying spears, traveling with the ones carrying
Jiron.

Letting the image go, he turns to Miko and
says, “I don’t think he’s okay.”

“No, it didn’t look like it,” he replies.
“How are we to get him free?”

“Won’t know that until we get there,” he
tells him. Leaning upon his walking stick, he gets back to his feet
and then returns to the beach. Continuing down their original
course, they don’t travel very much further before they come across
a well trodden path extending into the swamp area. James pauses
before it as he contemplates what to do. He glances to Miko and
shrugs, before turning to follow the path.

After moving several hundred feet deeper
into the swamp, the air begins to smell foul. The stench of decay
and gaseous fumes permeates the air. “What is that foul odor?” Miko
says, holding his nose.

“Some areas, like swamps, give off odors due
to stagnant water and other rotting decay,” replies James. “Though
I’m no expert on these sorts of things, just something I’d read
once.”

The further they go into the swamp, the
thicker the swarms of mosquitoes become. Miko is becoming quite
slap happy as he continuously kills bugs that land on him. For
every one he kills, it seems another dozen or more take its place.
The fact that he’s bare from the waist up makes it even worse.
“This is unbearable,” he says after killing his hundredth mosquito.
His back has dozens of raised bumps from where they’ve gotten to
him.

“I know,” agrees James as he kills another
one. “Let’s stop for a second.”

He tries to remember the shows he’d seen on
the Discovery Channel about bugs and attempts to come up with a
spell to help keep them at bay. He formulates his thoughts before
releasing the magic and then suddenly, a cool mist settles about
their exposed skin. It takes only a second before the smell hits,
the most god-awful smell James has ever come across.

Miko begins gagging and tries to move his
head to get away from the smell, but it’s all over them. “What did
you do?” he gasps, trying to breathe without smelling which is nigh
on impossible.

“Tried to keep the bugs off us,” replies
James, eyes beginning to water from the stench.

Miko quickly realizes that whatever the foul
smelling mist may be doing to his senses, it is in fact keeping the
bugs away.. No more of those pesky mosquitoes are landing on him,
or even coming close for that matter.

“It worked,” James exclaims in satisfaction.
“I’d rather have stink than bites, wouldn’t you?” he asks.

“If it just wasn’t so bad,” Miko begins, but
then nods his head in agreement. “Next time, try to put some
perfume in it, okay?” The rain had by this time all but slacked off
and doesn’t seem to be washing the pungent stuff off of them.

“Okay,” agrees James as they once again
start following the trail deeper into the swamp. Further along,
they come across the skeletal remains of one of the rhino-lizards
they’d run into earlier. It’s half sunk in the water, lying next to
the trail. The top half of the animal, the part not in the water
still has rotting, decaying flesh attached to the bones. The
section within the water looks to have been picked clean.

Miko eyes the carcass as they pass and
observes small fish swimming in and around the bones. Not paying
attention to where he’s putting his feet, he accidentally steps off
the trail and into the water.

Suddenly a flurry of activity surrounds his
boot as the water begins to churn. Pulling his boot out of the
water quickly, he finds three of the small fish are attached to his
boot. Appalled, he rubs his boot along the ground, and quickly
scrapes them off before running to catch up with James. This time
he’s paying much closer attention to where he places his feet.

From up ahead, they hear the sound someone
coming down the trail toward them. James begins to leave the path
and enter the water in order to hide in a copse of trees when Miko
grabs him by the arm and shakes his head vehemently. Pointing to
the small fish swimming there in the water, he warns him quietly
“They’ll eat you alive!”

Nodding his head, James turns around and
quickly leads them back down the trail to a group of trees they
passed just moments earlier. Moving carefully off the trail and
making sure not to step into the water, they hide amidst the trees
as they wait for whoever is approaching.

A group of four warriors appear out of the
swamp as they come their way down the trail. Each is carrying a
lethal looking spear as well as wearing a necklace of bones, one of
which looks to contain a human ear as well as the bones. They hold
very still as the natives come closer.

As they near the trees where James and Miko
are hiding, one of them pauses and begins sniffing the air. The
bug repellent! James suddenly realizes. He smells the bug
repellent. The warrior cocks his head to the side as if
attempting to determine from which direction the smell is
coming.

James watches as the others suddenly take
notice of the smell. After a brief exchange of words, the warriors
begin working their way closer to the trees they’re hiding in.
They’re almost upon them when a rhino-lizard bursts out of the
dense foliage and grabs one of the warriors, dragging him screaming
off the trail and back into the swamp. The other three warriors
immediately turn, and screaming war cries, give pursuit as they try
to rescue him.

“Come on!” James says as he comes out from
behind the trees and hurries down the trail as fast as his injured
leg will allow. As they rush down the path, screams and roars can
be heard coming from where the warriors are fighting the
rhino-lizard.

“This is crazy,” Miko announces after
they’ve put some distance between them and the battle behind them,
“we don’t even know if we’re going in the right direction.”

Pointing off through the marshy wetlands,
James says, “Would you rather try to cut cross country?”

Thinking of the little fishes that inhabit
the water, he shakes his head no.

“Then we have to stick to the path as best
we can and hope that we run across him,” he explains.

The pain in James’ leg continues to throb
with every step he takes, perspiration courses down his face. He
has to lean heavily upon the stick in order to even remain
upright.

Out of the swamp ahead of them, the sound of
beating drums begins to be heard. Sure that they’ve found where
Jiron has been taken, James hastens along. They soon come to where
the trail diverges and he hesitates only a moment as he ponders the
best way to go. The one leading left goes more in the direction of
where the sound of the drums is coming from and looks well
traveled, so he turns that way and follows it.

From up ahead, the beating of the drums
become louder the further they progress along the trail. The trees
begin to thin and they’re able to make out a village of crude huts
sitting upon an island surrounded by stagnant bodies of water. The
trail they’re on leads straight to it and he can see several other
trails leading away from the island going in different
directions.

“Miko, look!” James whispers as he points to
a cage sitting on one side of the island. Jiron is lying within the
cage, shirt soaked with blood and not looking too good. At first he
appears dead, but then he moves and James breathes a sigh of
relief.

Looking over to the island, Miko watches as
dozens of warriors do a dance with their spears to the beat of the
drums. Surrounding them are the women and children of the tribe,
all standing and swaying to the rhythm. In the middle of the
dancers stands a man dressed in ceremonial attire holding a staff
atop which sits the skull of some unknown animal. He looks to James
like some sort of witch doctor.

“How are we going to get him out of there?”
Miko asks, not liking the odds.

“I don’t know,” replies James. “It doesn’t
look as if they’ll be doing anything for a while, though.”
Motioning to Miko, they make their way to the edge of the water
where several trees grow that will afford them some protection
while they observe what’s going on.

Just as they settle into their hiding place,
two warriors approach the village from where James and Miko had
just come from. They’re carrying two others who have obviously been
chewed upon by a rhino-lizard, neither of which look alive. These
must be the ones who’d almost discovered them earlier.

When the warriors get to the island, some of
the women begin wailing as they see their men folk being carried
in. Several of them come and take the fallen warriors away into one
of the huts. The witch doctor and the warriors dancing seem not to
take any notice of the new arrivals.

The warriors suddenly stop their dance and
the witch doctor begins talking to them. Gesticulating wildly and
speaking loudly, he begins to work them into a frenzy.

James notices a pile of bones off to the
side of the village and points it out to Miko. When Miko sees it,
he gasps. For there mixed in with bones of different types of
animals are two human skulls.

“Cannibals,” James whispers.

“What?” Miko asks.

Leaning close so Miko can hear him better,
he repeats himself, “Cannibals. They eat people.”

“Jiron?” he asks, aghast that that could be
his fate.

“Looks like it if we don’t get him out of
there,” he tells him.

Shuddering, Miko looks at the cannibals with
unmistakable loathing.

While the witch doctor is speaking to the
assembled villagers, several of the men begin erecting a large
spit. When the spit is fully erected and sufficient wood has been
piled beneath it, several warriors go over to where Jiron is being
held and open the cage door.

Two go in and grab him, dragging him out of
the cage and carrying him over to the spit. “Can’t wait any
longer,” James says as he watches Jiron being brought closer. He
looks to Miko who nods understanding.

Miko watches as James settles in and begins
to work the magic.

The witch doctor stands before the spit,
staff held at his side. The warriors carrying Jiron approach and
come to a stop before him. With one warrior supporting him on
either side, they stand him up in front of the witch doctor.
Jiron’s head lolls to one side as if he’s not exactly
conscious.

Raising his staff high above his head, the
witch doctor begins to sway. He begins chanting as the beat of the
drums intensifies. Feet stomping, he continues chanting as he
dances his way around the warriors holding Jiron.

He’s gone around them several times when he
comes to a sudden stop. The chanting ceases as well as he turns and
looks directly over to where James and Miko are hiding. He knows
we’re here! Miko suddenly realizes.

The witch doctor shouts something to the
warriors near him and points over to where they’re hiding. He’s
about to say something else when the villagers as one, gasp aloud.
He turns to look behind him and sees what looks like creatures made
of swamp mud walking out of the water. Little fishes are wriggling
within the mud and occasionally fall out to flop about upon the
ground.

Raising his staff, he cries out as a flash
of light leaps from the tip of his staff to the nearest mud
creature. When the light hits the creature, it looses all cohesion.
With a sodden plop, the mud which had formed the creature falls
apart and splats with a sickening sound as it forms a pile upon the
ground. The light flashes again and again until all the mud
creatures have been reduced to a pile of muck.

He turns back toward their hiding place as
he points his staff in their direction. A yellowish beam of light
flashes in their direction but is deflected by an unseen
barrier.

The villagers begin crying out as the women
and children get up and run off the island, using paths leading
away from where James and Miko are hiding. The warriors grab their
spears as they begin racing toward them.

“James!” Miko says urgently, “they’re coming
this way.” He waits a moment but James fails to respond to what
he’d said.

As the warriors come closer, a stick flies
up off the ground and begins twirling above the path, blocking
their way. A warrior comes close and tries to strike the stick,
only to end up being struck himself. The force of the blow could be
heard even from where Miko sits and the warrior reels backward into
his companions.

Miko sees James remove one of his slugs from
his belt and watches as it flies toward the witch doctor. Inches
before it hits him, it’s deflected away.

The warriors holding Jiron take him back to
the cage and lock it before joining the others who’re trying to get
past the whirling stick. Miko sees Jiron begin to regain
consciousness and stands up groggily, holding onto the side of the
cage as he surveys what’s going on.

The witch doctor again let’s loose a bolt of
energy which is once more deflected before it even gets close.

A violent tremor suddenly courses through
the ground and Miko has to grab hold of a tree next to him in order
to remain upright. The warriors trying to get past the whirling
stick begin to fall as the shaking of the ground throws them off
balance. One unlucky fellow stumbles near the water’s edge and
trips over an exposed tree root. Crying out, he falls into the
water which suddenly roils with movement as hundreds of tiny fish
begin biting him. Miko watches in horror as the water turns red and
in less than a minute, the water again grows calm and naught but
bones can be seen.

The shaking had rocked the island as well,
causing the witch doctor to stumble but had somehow managed to
remain standing.

James is beginning to pant from the exertion
of maintaining the whirling stick that’s blocking the warriors’ way
and in dealing with the witch doctor. The familiar headache caused
by too much magic usage begins to make itself known, his vision is
starting to blur as well. He’s not going to be able to continue
much longer, he needs to finish this quickly before he passes
out.

Miko watches as the island stops its shaking
and the witch doctor steps closer to the edge of the island.
Suddenly, the pool of stagnant water near him erupts, throwing muck
and water into the air. A good portion of the eruption arcs through
the air toward the island where the witch doctor is standing.

Trying to get out of the path of the swamp
water, he back pedals quickly, but not quickly enough. The water
falls upon him and suddenly he starts to scream as dozens of small
fish attach themselves to his exposed flesh, their tiny sharp teeth
digging in hungrily. He begins trying to tear them off when a hole
suddenly opens up in his chest. A spray of gore explodes out his
back as one of James’ slugs exits his body.

The witch doctor falls to the ground in a
pool of his own blood, the little fishes continue biting and
wriggling into his body. The warriors, who’d been trying to get to
James, stand in stunned silence upon seeing their witch doctor
fall. They begin crying out in fear as they turn tail and run,
following the paths the women and children had taken earlier. In
short order, the island is clear of everyone except Jiron who’s
still in the cage and now more alert.

With Miko’s help, James gets up and makes
his way along the path over to where Jiron is being held.

When he sees them emerge from the swamp, a
big smile breaks across his bloodied face. “Thought that might’ve
been your handiwork,” he says to James when they get closer.

“Couldn’t leave you to be their dinner, now
could I?” James asks as he begins to unlock the cage.

Getting a whiff of the bug repellent, he
goes, “Gah! What did you guys fall into?”

“Pretty bad, isn’t it?” Miko says. “It may
smell bad, but it keeps the bugs off,” he explains. “James did
it.”

“Got any more?” Jiron asks as he kills yet
another mosquito who’d tried to make a meal of him.

Nodding, James concentrates and the mist
appears. Jiron’s nose wrinkles as it begins settling in upon
him.

When James sees his reaction to the smell,
he smiles and says, “You get use to it.”

“I sure hope so,” he says.

“We better get out of here before they come
back and bring friends,” James tells them. “I doubt if this is the
only village in the swamp.” He gazes around the island at the many
paths leading away.

“Which way?” Miko asks when he sees him
considering their choices.

“We came from the south,” he says, “nothing
there but beach. The villagers took the paths toward the east, so
maybe we should follow the one to the northwest.” He points to a
well used path that leads in that direction.

“As good as any,” Jiron says as he goes over
to the mat on the ground near the cage where his knives had been
placed. Strapping them on, he turns to leave and notices James’ leg
for the first time. “What happened to you?” he asks.

“Big lizard came and took a bite out of
him,” Miko replies for him. “But we took care of it,” he says as he
glances to James. “Didn’t we?”

Giving him a slight smile, James says, “We
sure did.”

Hobbling, James continues to use the stick
to aid him in walking as he and the others leave the island on the
northwest path.
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Leaving the island behind, they set out upon
the trail as they keep an eye out for any warriors who may return,
seeking retribution for the death of their witch doctor. On Miko’s
mind however, are the rhino-lizards who seem to pop out from the
trees with little or no warning.

A couple of times they observed one of the
natives moving among the trees off in the distance, but none ever
came close enough to pose a threat.

“They must be keeping an eye on us,” assumes
James.

“As long as that’s all they want to do,”
Miko says as he continuously scans the sides of the trail, as well
as behind them, for natives and rhino-lizards.

“Think they’ll attack?” Jiron asks.

Shrugging, James replies, “Who knows? I
wouldn’t think so since we took out their most powerful person.
Though, you never know.”

“They may be out there preparing to attack
us at any minute!” asserts Miko.

“If it happens, it happens,” James tells
him, annoyed at his negativity. “But until it does, there’s not
much we could do in anticipation anyway, so relax.”

Miko is anything but relaxed as he continues
to jump at every noise coming out of the swamp.

The trail suddenly begins to run along the
banks of a larger waterway that’s moving very slowly, almost like
it’s standing still. Large creatures can be seen out in it,
cow-like creatures that act an awful lot like hippos, though they
sure don’t resemble them very much. They seem harmless, only
lifting their heads when James and the others pass by on the
trail.

“The fish aren’t eating them,” observes
Jiron.

“No, they’re not,” says James. Taking a
closer look at the water, he continues, “It doesn’t look as if
those fish are in these waters. Maybe they prefer the stagnant
water in still ponds.”

“Hopefully we’ll not have to put it to the
test,” Jiron says.

“Yeah,” agrees Miko as they continue
alongside the waterway.

The trail slowly becomes less distinct the
further from the island they go, until it all but disappears. “Did
we go the wrong way?” asks Jiron when all traces of the trail
finally disappears.

“The fact the trail ended would suggest the
natives don’t go into these parts,” reasons James. “Of course that
could either be a good or bad thing.”

“What do you mean?” asks Miko.

“Well, it’s good in that we’re unlikely to
run across any band of native warriors,” he says to which Miko
sighs and smiles.

“However, it would stand to reason that
there may be a reason why they don’t go here,”
he explains further and watches the smile disappear from his
face.

“Why, uh, what would keep them from coming
here?” he asks, a touch of nervousness entering his voice.

“I don’t know,” James tells him. “But relax,
it could be as simple as it is far away from their village.”

“I hope so,” he says.

“Where should we go now?” Jiron asks as he
takes in their surroundings.

James pauses a moment and considers their
options before saying, “Going back the way we came is out, I think
we can all agree on that.”

Miko nods his head in agreement.

“Then lets try to maintain a northerly
direction, staying on as firm a ground as we can,” he suggests.

“Sounds reasonable,” Jiron says a he studies
the ground ahead of them and then heads out, leading the way.

James goes next, still hobbling with his
stick. His leg continues to throb and he’s beginning to feel weak
and tired from the loss of blood, not to mention the magical
exertions during the battle with the witch doctor.

“Ahhhh!” Miko screams from behind them.

Turning quickly, they see him staring at a
little furry creature sitting at eye level in one of the trees
close to the road. It’s just sitting there, staring at him as he
stares back at it.

To James it looks like a little monkey,
similar in nature to the one that had enthralled Miko back in
Willimet. “It’s a monkey,” he tells him.

Turning red in embarrassment, Miko turns a
sheepish look to James and says, “A monkey, I knew that.”

“Leave it alone and let’s get going,” Jiron
tells him as he resumes trying to find a halfway decent way through
the swamp.

As Miko catches up to them, he says, “It
just popped out of nowhere and startled me is all.”

“I know, we’re all on edge,” replies James
as he pats him on the back, trying to reassure him.

They continue for a while, at times having
to force themselves through the dense, tangled undergrowth. The
stench of decay and stagnant air is at times almost overwhelming,
but they cover their noses and press on.

It starts getting dark and that’s when Miko
begins to realize that they’re going to have to spend the night
here. The thought of being here in the dark totally terrifies him,
thoughts of rhino-lizards having him for a midnight snack keep
running through his mind.

Jiron brings them to an area that will do
for a campsite. It’s not very large, but it’s on dry ground and
wide enough to accommodate them.

As he goes out to try to get some food,
James and Miko clear a spot for a fire and begin gathering wood.
“Let’s make sure we get enough to last the night,” James tells him
as he brings in a load. “Try to find the driest pieces you
can.”

“It’s all soaked from the rain,” complains
Miko, “but I’ll do what I can.” He continues gathering wood and
then says, “All the trees in this area seem to be either dead or
dying.”

“Yeah,” James replies, looking around at the
wilted vegetation. “I noticed that too.”

“What do you suppose happened to them?” he
asks as he deposits an armful of wood. Near the edge of their
campsite lies a pile of dead wood. He moves the top ones to the
side as he tries to see if there are any dry ones at the bottom,
but isn’t having much luck. Picking out the driest, he collects
another armload before returning and adding it to the pile of wood
already collected.

“I don’t know,” admits James. “Several
possibilities come to mind, like too much water in the root system
causing rot. Who knows?” Taking some of the wood Miko had already
collected, he begins stacking several of the smaller pieces
together. Once they are set to his satisfaction, he makes a small
fire starter spell and catches the wood on fire. Feeding the flames
with more of the smaller sticks, he gets a good sized fire
burning.

Jiron returns with a trio of animals that
James has never seen before. “What are they?” he asks as Jiron
brings them into the camp.

Shrugging, Jiron says, “Don’t know, but
roasted they should taste good.” He then proceeds to skin them and
places each upon a skewer which he fixes upon a makeshift roasting
spit over the fire.

The smell of fat dripping into the fire
makes their stomachs growl in anticipation of the meal to come. The
light from the fire seems hell bent on attracting every bug in the
vicinity. Not only that, but the bug repellent has begun to lose
its effectiveness. So James redoes it, only this time he coats the
entire area; ground, trees, as well as themselves. When the spell
is over, the bugs are gone.

“Thank god!” Jiron says when they’re finally
left alone. The incessant buzzing in his ear had begun to drive him
crazy.

“I know,” says James. “They were getting on
my nerves too.”

“It doesn’t smell as bad this time,”
observes Miko.

“Probably because you’re used to it,” James
explains. “You’ve been smelling it all day.”

“Suppose you’re right,” he admits.

When the critters have cooked sufficiently,
each takes one off the fire and proceeds to eat. The only water
they have left is the lone water bottle that Miko had attached to
his belt when they went into the sea after the breaking of the
dinghy. All the rest of their packs and things are sitting at the
bottom of the sea.

They share the water, conserving it as best
they are able.

“How’s your leg doing?” Jiron asks while
they’re eating.

“Still throbs something awful,” he replies.
“I just hope this swamp doesn’t get it infected or some parasite
gets into it.”

“Parasite?” asks Miko.

“Parasites are small creatures that you can
barely see that take up residence inside you,” he tells him. “Some
are fairly harmless and your body can get rid of most of them on
its own. Others will feed off you until you die.”

Shuddering, Miko looks at him and asks,
“What can you do if you get one?”

“Here?” James says, gesturing to their
surroundings, “not very much. Back where I come from, they have
medicine that will remove most of them. But here, you’d have to
have them cut out of you, assuming you could even find them. But,
if we’re careful, you should have nothing to worry about.” Having
finished his meal, he yawns and stretches out next to the fire,
getting comfortable.

Jiron says to Miko, “I think we should split
the watch and let him sleep. It looks like he could use it.”

Nodding, Miko replies, “You want first watch
or should I take it?”

“Can you stay up and keep the fire going?”
he asks him.

“Not really tired right now,” Miko says.
“You go ahead and sleep and I’ll wake you in the middle of the
night.”

Settling down next to the fire, Jiron looks
over and sees that James has already fallen asleep. Closing his
eyes, he lets the pop and crackle of the fire lull him to sleep as
well.

Sitting there by the fire, Miko keeps watch.
Throughout his shift, he jumps and starts at every noise coming
from the darkness around them. At one point, a roar could be heard
coming from far off and he jumped to his feet and was about to wake
Jiron but he hesitated. He listened to the roaring for a while
longer and realized it wasn’t coming close to their camp. So he
settled back down and didn’t wake anyone.

Putting more fuel on the fire, he sits in
close and manages to stay awake until it’s time to wake Jiron for
his turn. Before falling asleep, he tells him of the roar he’d
heard earlier.

Jiron nods his head and steps out of the
firelight into the darkness as he does some investigating.

As Miko falls asleep, he can hear Jiron’s
footsteps as he walks around the campsite.

 


The next morning when James is awakened by
the lightning of the morning sky, he discovers Miko lying near him
still asleep but Jiron is nowhere to be seen. Sitting up, he has a
sudden sharp stab of pain from his leg which causes him to gasp.
The blood on his makeshift bandage has turned brown and the bandage
itself seems to be attaching itself to the wound as it scabs
over.

Hoping the pain is just from the trauma of
the wound and not something more serious, he grabs his stick and
pulls himself up to a standing position. He scans the surrounding
area but fails to see any sign of Jiron.

Worried, he hobbles over and wakes up Miko.
“Do you know where Jiron went?” he asks him once he’s awake.

Sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of his
eyes, he glances around and shakes his head. “No,” he replies. “He
was here when I went to sleep after my watch last night.”

Grimacing, James again looks around but is
unable to see very far through the trees and undergrowth.

“Where is he!” he says to himself
quietly.



“Jiron!” Miko hollers out.

“Shhh!” James says, shushing him. “You’re
going to attract anything wandering around out there.”

Suddenly nervous, Miko looks around
fearfully, expecting a rhino-lizard or something else equally nasty
to come out of the swamp. When no monster is forthcoming, he
gradually relaxes. Turning to James he says, “Sorry.”

“We’ll just have to wait until he returns,”
he tells him.

They wait for another ten minutes or so
before they hear the sound of someone approaching. Standing up,
they turn in the direction the sound is coming from and wait. Soon,
Jiron emerges from the trees and makes his way over to them.

“Where did you go?” James asks, accusingly.
“We were worried about you!”

“Sorry about that,” he apologizes. “Was just
doing a little scouting.”

“And?” Miko asks.

“I think it’ would be best if I just show
you,” he says, then motions for them to follow him.

Not liking the sound of that, James nods his
head as he follows Jiron away from the camp, Miko close behind.

He takes them several hundred feet deeper
into the swamp, during which they notice that the state of the
trees they pass progressively deteriorates. Where some back at the
campsite were dying, here they were positively withered.

“I see what you mean,” James says as he
pauses to examine one of the trees.

“This ain’t it,” Jiron says as he continues
leading them on.

James and Miko look to each other as they
continue following him, their apprehension growing.

Leading them a little bit further, he
suddenly stops and points to a spot further ahead of them. “That is
what I’m talking about,” he says.

James looks to where he’s pointing and sees
a pyramid shaped stack of white stones up ahead. He glances to
Jiron who nods his head.

Moving closer, James begins to feel the
prickling sensation he feels when magic is being worked. He stops
suddenly when he realizes that it’s not stones that comprise the
pyramid, but human skulls stacked in layers.

Backing up, he motions for them to back away
from it as well. Once they’ve backed far enough away that he no
longer feels the prickling, he says, “It’s magical in nature, I can
feel it.”

“Could this be why the natives don’t come
this way?” Miko asks him.

Jiron looks to James who nods his head. “I
would think so,” replies James.

“What do we do?” Jiron asks.

“Find another way,” he replies. “I don’t
know what it’s doing, but I really don’t think we want to go that
way.”

“Alright,” he says. Once again taking the
lead, he turns back and tries to find a way around the pyramid.
Miko hurries along behind, anxious to put as much distance between
them and the pyramid as quickly as possible.

He takes them west back toward the waterway
and when they reach it, turns north again. But the waterway curves
and brings them back to the area where the trees are withering.
“Not this way,” he says, turning again to the south as he back
tracks.

Retracing their steps, they find their way
back. Taking them to the east this time, he’s able to find a path
where they can walk without having to take the chance of slipping
into the fish infested stagnant water.

They move a short ways east when a noise can
be heard, like something moving through the undergrowth. He has
them wait for a moment while he continues down the path and sees
what it is making the noise.

He disappears through the trees ahead of
them for a moment and then they suddenly hear a crashing sound as
he comes running back toward them. Bursting out of the trees behind
him is a rhino-lizard, charging fast.

Miko screams as he turns to flee.

James also tries to run, but on his injured
leg, realizes he’s unable to move quickly enough to stay ahead of
the charging rhino-lizard.

He turns to face it and in a flash, releases
the magic.

Crumph!

The ground in front of it explodes upward,
startling it. Roaring loudly, it comes to a stop. Taking advantage
of its startlement, they move further away and hide behind some
trees. They wait for several minutes in their hiding place but fail
to hear any noise that might indicate it had come their way.
Looking out from behind the trees, Jiron says, “I don’t think it
followed us.”

He motions for them to remain there as he
gets up and moves back toward where they encountered it. Returning
quickly, he says, “I can’t see it anywhere. It must have gotten
scared when the ground erupted and ran back to the others.”

“Others?” asks Miko, nervously.

“Yeah, there were several of them over
there,” he tells him. Looking to James he says, “We can’t go that
way either.”

“Now what?” asks Miko.

“Seems we are faced with several unpleasant
choices,” he says as they gather around.

“East are the rhino-lizards, west is the
river which may or may not have those flesh eating fish in them,”
he says. “South are the natives, and I’m sure they’ll not welcome
us back. Finally, to the north is that odd pyramid of skulls that
feels like it’s radiating magic in some way.”

“South and east are definitely out,” Jiron
says. “We could never survive unscathed if we take either of those
routes. Not in our present condition.”

Nodding, James says, “I’d have to agree with
you there.”

“Not the water!” pipes up Miko. “I couldn’t
go in there!”

Sighing, James says, “Then we must chance
the pyramid and whatever lies beyond it.” He glances at each of
them before continuing, “This could prove worse than any of the
other choices, you know.”

Shrugging, Jiron replies, “We don’t know
that for sure. Until we do, it’s our best route.”

“Alright then,” James says as he gets up and
readies his stick for travel. “Lead on.”

Taking the lead again, Jiron takes them back
toward the pyramid of skulls. Worry and dread fill their hearts as
they make their way through the dead and withered trees. The ground
around them seems almost grey in the light, the grass and bushes
upon it are twisted and warped, just like the trees. When they can
at last see the pyramid ahead of them once more, Jiron pauses for a
moment. Glancing first to James and then Miko, he gathers his
courage before continuing down toward it.

When they are but scant feet away from it,
Miko gives James a weird look. This close to the skull pyramid,
even the other two are able to feel the magic of it. Miko stays as
far away from it as the ground will allow him. Any further and he’d
be in the water.

Jiron reaches out to touch it as he passes
by, but before his hand can connect with it, James cries out,
“Stop!”

Startled, as though he didn’t even realize
what he was doing, Jiron snatches his hand away and quickly hurries
past. “Thanks,” he says. The others step lively as they too pass
the pyramid. As the pyramid disappears behind them, the vegetation
slowly begins to regain some life, but none of it looks remotely
healthy.

The telltale prickling of magic subsides,
but doesn’t disappear altogether. Even when they’ve put distance
between them and the pyramid, far enough so he shouldn’t have been
able to feel anything, still the sensation remains with him. James
comes to the conclusion that there may be other sources of magic
here other than just that lone pyramid. Keeping his eyes open, he
follows Jiron as he continues his way north.

Everyone is on edge while they make their
way through such a desolate locale. “Something’s not quite right
here,” says Miko in a hushed whisper.

“I agree,” states Jiron.

James begins to notice that there are no
animals here, not even birds high in the trees. Never in all the
time since being washed upon the shore have the trees been silent,
there has always been a bird or some other kind of animal calling
out. This eerie silence just makes his anxiety grow.

Jiron suddenly comes to a stop ahead of
them.

“What’s wrong?” James asks when he and Miko
come to where he’s standing. Looking over Jiron’s shoulder to what
lies before them, he says, “Oh.”

The gnarled and withered trees end a short
distance ahead at a large clearing. In the middle of the clearing
sits a large complex of buildings which have long since fallen into
ruin. Portions of some of the buildings remain intact, while others
have collapsed completely. Several of the buildings look to have
once stood over two stories tall, sections of some still do. The
buildings form a semicircle around a weed infested courtyard. All
the vegetation within the clearing and bordering it show the worst
signs of the withering.

Within the center of the courtyard sits a
larger pyramid of skulls, two, maybe three times the size of the
one they’d encountered earlier. Looking at it makes James’ skin
crawl. “Looks like we may have found what’s killed all the trees,”
he says.

“What should we do?” Jiron asks him, not
once taking his eyes off the scene ahead. Unconsciously, he’s drawn
a knife and is holding it ready in his right hand.

“Can we skirt around this place?” James
asks.

Jiron looks around and then nods his head as
he begins to move to the right.

James and Miko stay right with him as he
slowly makes his way around the area, remaining within the
vegetation.

Miko suddenly trips on an exposed root and
looses his balance. Trying to remain upright, he ends up stepping
out of the vegetation and finally falls upon the ground within the
clearing, coming to land a couple feet from the edge of the
vegetation.

As soon as Miko’s foot first steps into the
clearing, the prickling sensation suddenly spikes. James’ attention
is drawn to the large pile of skulls and it almost seems as if he
can see an enormous pulse of energy suddenly erupt from the
pyramid. Moving fast, the wave washes over them as it moves away
into the swamp.

“Miko!” he cries. “Get out of there!”

Getting up lightning quick, Miko scrambles
back over to them as he quickly looks around for the reason for
James’ warning. “What’s wrong?” he asks, not seeing anything
threatening.

Both he and Jiron look to him as he replies,
“When you stepped into the clearing, I felt and I think, saw, a
pulse emanate from the pyramid.”

“A pulse?” Miko asks, eyes widening in
fear.

Nodding his head, he says, “Yeah. It seemed
like it fanned out, moving out into the swamp.”

“What does that mean?” asks Jiron,
nervously.

“I don’t know,” he says. “I’ve never
encountered anything like this before.”

“Well, let’s not wait here and find out,”
Jiron says, as he looks around. “Let’s move!” Without waiting for a
reply, he heads out and they make it around the complex, everyone
taking extra precaution not to step within the clearing.

Upon reaching the far side of the clearing,
they put it behind them as they move quickly away from it and the
ominous pyramid of skulls. As they leave it behind, the vegetation
begins to improve slightly, though only for a while.

Soon, the vegetation once more begins to
show drastic signs of withering and decay as they see another of
the smaller piles of skulls appear before them. The prickling
sensation grows as it did before when James approaches it.

As Jiron begins to pass the midpoint of the
pyramid, he suddenly cries out as he falls backward into James,
knocking them both down.

“What happened?” James asks as he picks
himself up.

“I ran into something,” he says.

“Let me see,” James says as he cautiously
approaches the pyramid of skulls. Holding his hand out, he walks
slowly toward it. He moves around the skulls to the right, still
holding out his hand. When he comes next to the pyramid, his hand
touches a barrier.

Stopping, he places both hands upon it and
pushes. It feels solid, smooth. He runs his hand along it as he
walks several feet to his right. Pausing, he takes his hand and
moves it along the barrier as high as he can reach. Unable to find
an end, he turns back to the other two. “I think when Miko tripped
and fell into the clearing, it activated some kind of barrier,” he
explains.

“What do you mean?” Miko asks, confused.

James places his hand against it and says,
“Come here and feel it.”

Hesitantly, Miko comes and places his hand
upon it, eyes widening. “What is it?”

“Some kind of force field I’d imagine,” he
explains. Then he turns to Jiron, “Kind of like the dome I used to
keep the sandstorm out, remember?”

Nodding his head, he says, “Yeah, I
remember.”

“What does it mean?” Miko asks.

“It means we’re trapped inside,” explains
James.
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Miko and Jiron have been sitting back from
the little pyramid while James has been attempting to breach the
barrier. After standing motionless in front of it for several
minutes, he cries out as he stumbles back away from it.

Coming to him, Jiron worriedly asks, “What
happened?”

Losing his balance, he sits down abruptly.
James shakes his head as he tries to clear it and then says,
“There’s too much power here.” Resting his head in his hands, he
tries to still the aching in his head.

“Can you get us out?” Miko asks.

James glances over to him and says, “Not
like this. Every time I try to do something, a surge of magic would
come and counter whatever I tried.”

“What now?” Jiron asks.

Thinking a moment, he says, “I suppose
there’s a chance there could be a spot where the barrier isn’t
working, where we could slip through. But I doubt it.”

“How would we know?” Jiron asks him.

James thinks a moment before replying, “Only
one way to find out. Someone has to walk along the barrier all the
way around and feel it with their hand as they go.”

Getting up, Jiron says, “Then I better
hurry, it’s going to be getting dark in a couple of hours.” Then he
walks over to the skull pile and places his hand against the
barrier. Moving slowly, he begins walking along the barrier, away
from the skull pile. He moves his hand up and down the barrier in
the hopes a breach may be found.

“No telling what could happen here when
night falls,” James mumbles to himself.

“What?” Miko asks as he continues watching
Jiron until he disappears in the withered vegetation.

“Nothing,” he replies, not wanting to give
him anything more to worry about.

They move back a ways from the pyramid,
finding a spot where they can sit and wait for Jiron’s return. A
half hour later, they hear him approaching from the other
direction. As he nears the pyramid of skulls, he begins looking
around. When he sees them there waiting for him, he leaves the
barrier and makes his way over to them.

“Well?” James asks.

Shaking his head, he says, “It’s solid all
the way around. There were two spots I had to leave to avoid
entering the water, but other than that, it’s solid.”

“Now what?” asks Miko looking as if he’s
about ready to panic.

“We go back to the clearing and the large
pyramid there,” he tells them, glancing from one to the other.
“That’s where the pulse originated from, so it stands to reason
that is where we could possibly remove the barrier.”

“How?” asks Jiron.

Getting up, James says, “I haven’t the
faintest idea. But there’s only one place where I might be able to
figure it out.”

“Back at the clearing?” Miko asks voice
quavering.

James nods his head as he says, “Back at the
clearing. Maybe getting a closer look at that pyramid will give me
some idea on how to bring it down. Or perhaps there may be
something in one of the buildings that will do it. Won’t know for
sure until we look.”

“Let’s get going then,” Jiron says. “We’ve
only got a couple hours left until dark.”

As they walk back, James asks, “How many
pyramids were there along the barrier?”

“Five all together,” he replies. “Why?”

“Just curious,” he explains. “I doubt if
that would have any bearing on anything though.”

Upon reaching the clearing, James grabs
Jiron’s arm before he leaves the trees and indicates that he should
be the first to enter. More than happy to comply, Jiron steps back
as he allows James to precede them.

Stepping slowly into the clearing, he braces
himself for another energy pulse from the large pyramid. He’s quite
relieved when another pulse fails to materialize. With Miko and
Jiron right behind, he makes his way over to the large pyramid.
It’s similar to the other one at the barrier, a tiered pyramid of
human skulls. He closely examines it, but doesn’t see anything that
might help in bringing down the barrier. The thought occurred to
him to smash the pyramid, but was afraid of the repercussions that
might ensue.

He glances over to the other two and shakes
his head, “Better try the ruins.” Turning his attention to the
collapsed structures for a moment, he starts walking over to the
one on the far right.

“Something there?” asks Miko hopefully when
he sees their destination.

James glances back at him and replies, “No,
just being systematical is all. It’s as good a place to start as
any.”

This building had been a single story
structure at one time. The roof had fallen in so long ago that
small trees have begun to grow among the rubble. He walks through
an opening in what’s left of the wall and looks around.

He gives the interior a quick once over as
he moves around within the building. Poking through the rubble, he
finds nothing but stone and a wooden crossbeam, which looks to have
once been used to support the ceiling.

Glancing at the other two, he shakes his
head then leaves the building. He then makes his way the short
distance over to the next one. It’s a two story building, half of
it having collapsed, leaving a section still standing. He goes up
to the opening where a door once stood, though is now long gone,
and looks inside.

The floor is choked with rubble, but off to
one side, he sees the remnant of the stairway leading up to the
second floor. It’s not in the best of condition, but he figures
it’ll hold his weight. Making his way through the room over to
stairs, he begins climbing to the second floor. Two small sections
of the stairs are missing and he has to stretch across them in
order to continue.

When he finally reaches the top of the
stairs, he comes to a hallway. The entire right side has fallen
away leaving only a foot and a half span still attached to the left
wall. A room lies further down, and the only way to get there is by
walking upon the broken section of the hallway.

He looks down to see Jiron and Miko there
looking up at him. “Be careful!” Miko hollers.

Waving back in response, he steps out
gingerly upon the narrow section of hallway still usable.
Cautiously setting his weight upon it, the board creaks but he
finds that it will hold up under his weight. One step at a time, he
slowly makes his way across.

He begins to think that maybe he shouldn’t
be doing this, what with his leg in the shape it’s in and all. But
he’s only a dozen feet away from where the collapsed section ends
and the hallway once more is whole.

Taking it slowly, he makes it to the other
side. Pausing a moment as he glances briefly down to the others
waiting below, Miko gives them a smile and a thumbs up. Turning his
attention back to the hallway, he quickly moves down to the only
room left intact on the second floor.

He comes to the doorway and enters the room.
Over upon one wall is a large bronze plaque. Crossing the room to
where it hangs on the wall, he realizes that it’s engraved with a
picture of the five small pyramids along the outer perimeter and
the larger one with the buildings next to it.

There are lines coming from the smaller ones
leading directly to the larger one in the courtyard outside.
Must be showing a power grid or some such, he reasons.

He looks around further, but doesn’t find
anything else of interest. Casting another glance at the bronze
plaque, he leaves the room and comes back to the broken section of
hallway. This time he steps out upon the broken section with more
confidence.

When he’s almost across, a section of the
floor cracks and falls away beneath him. Crying out as he falls, he
reaches out and manages to catch hold of a section of the broken
floor. Hanging there, he tries to keep his hands from slipping and
dropping him down to the floor below.

“Hang on!” he hears Jiron yell as he bolts
up the stairs, easily jumping the missing sections as he comes to
his aid. Coming to where he’s hanging precariously, Jiron kneels
down and holds out his hand. “Take it!” he says as he stretches his
hand further toward him.

Afraid to lose his grip with the other hand,
James shakes his head and says, “I can’t!”

“Yes you can,” Jiron assures him as he tries
to stretch his hand even further toward him.

James tries letting go and grab Jiron’s hand
but in so doing, causes his other hand to slip. With a cry, he
plummets ten feet down to the rubble below. Landing awkwardly on
the broken stone, his side is punctured by a sharp rock and
severely cuts open his side. Crying out with pain, he grabs the
wound as he tries to stop the blood from flowing.

Jiron gets up and rushes down the stairs to
his side, but Miko is the first to reach him. “James!” he exclaims
when he sees the blood oozing from under the hand he has clinched
to his side. Not knowing what to do, Miko stands there in
indecision.

He lies there, holding his side as best he
can until Jiron approaches. Looking to him he says, “I knew I
couldn’t hold on with one hand.”

“Sorry,” Jiron says as he kneels next to
him. “Let me look at it.” Lifting his shirt, he sees scrapes going
from just under his armpit to his waist. One cut looks deeper than
the rest and is oozing blood, but it is already beginning to
stop.

Putting the shirt back down, he says, “I
don’t thing you’re going to bleed to death, but it’s going to hurt
for a while.”

“Feels that way,” James says as he puts his
hand back on the wound, continuing to apply pressure.

“Did you find anything?” asks Miko.

“There was a bronze plaque in the room up
there,” he says, gesturing to the room. Grimacing from the pain, he
gingerly puts his arm back down. “On it was a diagram showing the
five pyramids and how they’re linked to the main one here.”

“And?” Jiron asks, urging him to
continue.

“And, there may be another plaque,
hopefully, that may tell us something else,” he explains to
them.

“You’re in no shape to be searching for some
plaque that may not even exist,” Miko says.

“No,” agrees Jiron, “but I am.” Getting up,
he looks to James and asks, “Just what am I looking for?”

Shrugging, James says, “I don’t know, but
you’ll probably know it when you find it.”

“Alright,” he says. Then to Miko, “Stay here
and keep an eye on him until I get back.” When he sees him nod, he
turns and hurries from the room.

James starts to get up and says, “Help me
up, will you?” He reaches a hand to Miko who grabs his arm and
helps him to his feet. Grimacing with pain as his side is stretched
and pulled with the effort to stand, he finally gets to his feet.
Then, as he stands there, he has Miko go over and retrieve his
walking stick for him.

He takes the stick and begins to carefully
move through the rubble choked room to the doorway leading outside
the collapsed building. “Let’s move outside while we wait for his
return,” he says.

Miko helps him along and once they’ve left
the building, they find a block of fallen stone to sit on.

They’re not waiting long before Jiron
returns in a hurry. The look on his face indicating he may have
found something.

“You find it?” James asks.

“I think so,” he replies. “In a building
over there,” he says as he points back the way he’d come. “I found
a bronze plaque similar to the one you described.”

“What was on it?” James asks.

“I couldn’t really make it out,” he
explains. “There were lots of lines and boxes, I’m not sure just
what it was trying to show.”

Leaning heavily upon the staff, he gets up
off the stone and says, “You better take me there.”

“Is it on the ground floor?” Miko asks,
worried about James having to climb unstable stairs again.

Nodding, he says, “Yeah, it is.”

“Good!” Lending James a hand, Miko helps him
as they follow Jiron over to where he’d found the plaque.

The building wherein it lies looks to have
been but a single floored structure and still to be in fairly
decent shape. Jiron leads them up three stairs to the entrance of
the building where they enter through the doorway.

“It’s over here,” he says as he takes them
through another doorway into an adjacent room.

When James enters the room, he immediately
sees what Jiron was trying to describe. Having designed many
dungeons for his role playing games, he instantly recognizes what
he’s seeing. It’s a layered map of different levels.

“This is showing the layout of an
underground complex,” he explains to them, as he steps up closer to
the plaque. “Here,” James says, pointing to a set of squiggly
lines, “this looks like it could be stairs leading down.”

“Does it show what’s in there?” Jiron asks,
not able to see it for what it is.

Shaking his head, James says, “No, this is
just a map of the layout, nothing more.” He turns his head to look
at Jiron and says, “We’re going to need to get in there.”

“How?” he asks. “I found no entrance to a
lower level during my search.”

“Hmmm…” James says as he turns back to study
the plaque some more. He points to a section and says, “This here
looks to be where the entrance lies.” He points to a pyramid shaped
symbol and continues, “And I bet this is the main pyramid over
there in the courtyard.”

He studies it some more as Jiron and Miko
watch him. Suddenly he turns to Jiron and asks, “Did you find what
looked like an empty pool or possibly a fountain while you were
searching?”

“Yeah,” he says. “It’s over there a ways,”
he explains as he points to where it lies.

“That is the entrance,” he states.

“You sure?” he asks, not really believing
him. “How can you tell?”

“Practically one hundred percent,” James
replies. “Here, look,” he says as he points to a circular formation
near where he said the entrance is.

“I see,” Jiron says, still not
convinced.

James turns from the plaque and says, “Show
me where it is.”

With Miko helping James along, Jiron leads
them out of the building and over to where the dried up pool
is.

The outer edge of the pool stands two feet
high and about six inches thick. The interior is bare, just the
flat stone of the bottom showing.

James slowly walks around the pool as he
examines it. “Here, look,” he says as he points out five triangles
evenly spaced on the top of the outer edge. “I’d bet anything that
these are the five small pyramids.”

Excited, Miko cries out, “And look in the
center, that must be the main one.” They look to where he’s
pointing, and sure enough, there lies a pyramid that’s
proportionally larger to the ones on the outer wall of the pool, as
the main pyramid is to the ones on the perimeter.

“But what do we do now?” Jiron asks.

“Not sure,” he replies. He begins to closely
inspect the designs, pushing and pulling at them but nothing
happens. Then suddenly, the plaque he’d seen in the upper room
flashes to mind. What if it wasn’t showing the skull pyramids at
all? What if it was in fact showing the designs on the edge of the
pool?

What did it show exactly? he asks
himself, as he pauses a moment to recall the details. A power grid,
that’s what it reminded me of. Maybe it’s a lock only a mage can
open.

He turns to the others and says, “I think I
may know how to gain access to it, but you both better step back,
just in case.”

“What are you going to do?” Jiron asks.

“Not sure,” he says, “just watch.”

After they’ve moved back, he turns again to
face the pool and begins to concentrate. In his mind he pictures a
sphere of magic hovering above each of the outer triangles. He
opens his eyes when he hears Miko gasp behind him.

Five red, pulsating spheres are hovering
above the five triangles. Nodding in satisfaction, he again closes
his eyes in deep concentration. He needs to get this just right and
when he’s ready, he completes the spell.

Opening his eyes, he sees a thread of energy
shoot out of each of the spheres and connects simultaneously above
the triangle in the center of the pool. When they connect, the
combined beam seems to be drawn down to the larger triangle
engraved in the bottom of the pool. The ground begins to shake
slightly as the pool slowly begins to rotate.

Maintaining the spell, he watches as it
continues to turn and is startled when a bottom section of the pool
drops down into the ground. At regular intervals, more sections
drop down into the ground as it continues to turn. After turning
halfway around again, the pool stops. Where the bottom of the pool
had been, now lies a spiral staircase descending down into the
complex beneath the ground.

James releases the spell, halfway expecting
the pool to begin closing again, but is relieved when it remains
still.

He creates his glowing orb and steps over
the edge of the pool. “Shall we, gentlemen?” he asks over his
shoulder as he begins to descend the stairs. Miko and Jiron come
over and follow him closely as he descends the stairs down into the
darkness below.

Nervous, he continues down until he reaches
the bottom where a corridor extends away from them. The air is
stale, as if it has been bottled up here for a millennium. The
light from the glowing orb reveals carvings upon the walls, people
going about unknown tasks.

The first room they come to is on the right
and a brief glance within shows it to be empty, the walls having
the same designs as the corridor had.

“What was this place?” Jiron whispers,
nervous about disturbing the silence.

“I don’t know,” replies James as he
continues further down the corridor. “But we better be careful.
Whoever set that trap that ensnared us might have others down here
as well.”

Miko looks around nervously as he continues
following James closely.

At the end of the corridor they’re
following, they find another one running perpendicular to the one
they’re in. James shines the light to the left and right but only
sees more corridor going in either direction.

He turns to the right and makes his way
slowly down it. After twenty feet, the corridor makes a ninety
degree turn to the right and after another five feet, opens up into
a room.

This room holds a large table that’s in
remarkably good condition for its age. Six chairs sit around it.
The walls of this room are plain stone, no image marring their
surface. A doorway in the wall opposite where they entered is the
only other exit from the room.

“Looks like a meeting room,” guesses James
as he enters and comes over to the table.

“Or a war room,” suggests Jiron.

James nods his head and says, “Maybe.”

Miko stays close to James as he walks around
the room, looking at everything. “What are you looking for?” he
asks.

Shrugging, James says, “Not really sure. I’m
hoping to find something or some way to turn off the barrier so we
can get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.” And the
constant prickling of magic has become decidedly annoying.

“What’s in that other room?” Miko asks,
indicating the doorway they haven’t gone through yet.

“Let’s see,” he says as he moves in that
direction.

A solid wooden door stands open and they
pass through into another room, this one having shelves of books
upon them. When James touches one, it crumbles into dust.

“Must’ve been here a long time,” Jiron says
when he sees the book crumble.

“Perhaps,” James says, “or it could be the
result of being exposed to magic for a long time.” He turns to
Jiron and admits, “I’m not sure.”

Not finding anything of use here, they
return past the ‘boardroom’ and hurry along the hallway until they
come to the intersecting corridors. Continuing straight this time,
they follow the section they haven’t been in yet.

Forty feet down, they come to a door on the
left while the corridor continues past. James tries the door but it
doesn’t open. He turns to Jiron and says, “Locked.”

Moving out of the way, he watches as Jiron
comes and inspects the lock. Pulling out a knife, he sticks the
point within the lock as he begins manipulating the locking
mechanism. Suddenly, a ‘click’ can be heard and he swings the door
open.

On the other side is a flight of stairs
leading down. He starts to move down them when James stops him.
“Let’s continue with the search of this floor first before we
continue down,” he says.

Knowing James to be the expert here, he nods
his head as he follows James further down the corridor.

Another fifteen feet and the corridor turns
to the right and the prickling sensation begins to grow. James
slows his speed as he moves cautiously closer.

“What?” asks Miko when he sees him slow.

“I feel magic ahead,” he whispers back to
them.

“Bad?” Miko asks fearfully.

Shrugging, he replies, “Don’t know.” A
little further more and the corridor again turns to the right where
it ends after another ten feet. It opens upon another room.

As they move closer to the room, the
prickling becomes more intense, like ants crawling all over his
skin in spiky shoes. When the light from the orb illuminates the
interior of the room, they can see another of the pyramid of
skulls, similar in size to the ones on the perimeter.

James catches his breath for he can almost
see the magic moving upward from this pyramid. “I think we’re under
the main pyramid of skulls that was in the courtyard.”

“What makes you think that?” Jiron asks.

James steps into the room and replies, “I
can feel, almost see, the magic flowing upward from this pyramid.
It would just make sense for the magic to be going up to the other
one.” He turns back to them and adds, “My guess would be that this
is the source of the magic keeping the barrier in place.”

“This pyramid here?” asks Miko.

Shaking his head, he says, “Probably
something further down, I would imagine. Though, who knows?” He
reaches his hand toward the flow of magic and pulls it back
suddenly when his hand begins to burn like he’d stuck it in a
fire.

“Damn!” he curses.

“What?” asks Miko excitedly.

“That burned,” he says as he looks at his
hand but doesn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

“Let’s go back to those stairs leading
down,” Jiron says.

Nodding, James turns and follows him back.
Once at the stairs, he again takes the lead as they proceed down to
the next level.

At the bottom of the stairs, a corridor runs
to the left and right. Pointing down to the right, he says, “My
guess would be another pyramid like the one we just saw lies down
there.” Turning right, he follows the corridor as it turns right
and then after thirty feet, right again. Sure enough, they come to
a room containing another pyramid.

“Why would they have another one here?”
Jiron asks.

“Maybe to help in the flow of magic from its
source below,” he offers. “Won’t be able to fully understand it
until we get there.”

As they turn to head back down the corridor,
Miko asks, “Do you think it’s dark outside yet?”

“If it isn’t, it’s not far off,” guesses
Jiron.

Following the corridor, they return to where
the stairs go back up and then continue on down the corridor in the
other direction. Not very far, they come to a junction of corridors
and James turns to follow the left one.

Twenty feet brings them to another room,
this one larger than any so far. The room looks to have been a
barracks of some sort, six beds are lined up in two rows of three.
The bedding has long since deteriorated and at the foot of each is
a chest.

As Jiron goes over to the chests, James
says, “Be careful, they may be trapped.”

“I realize that,” he replies.

James moves around the room and discovers a
mural painted on the wall. Though faded with time he can still make
it out. Several figures stand around a dark pool, they look to be
executing someone. He takes a closer look at the pool and sees
headless bodies floating within.

Barely perceptible lines are drawn, as if
some invisible force rises from the pool.

Crash!

Turning around suddenly, he looks to see
Jiron removing his foot from a crushed chest. Coming over, he can
see something sparkle from within. Ten gems lie upon the bottom,
Jiron reaches down and scoops them up.

Smiling, he holds one up and says, “Not bad,
these will fetch quite a bit.” Nodding to James, he places them
within his belt pouch.

Seeing the treasure that Jiron had found,
Miko goes and smashes one open too and is disappointed when he
finds his to be empty.

“I thought we were going to be careful,”
reminds James as he stands there next to Jiron.

“Couldn’t get it open,” Jiron explains, “so
I kicked it. I really didn’t figure there to be a trap or anything
bad.”

Shaking his head, James says, “There may
only be one in a group. One on the edge that, once everyone is
lulled into complacency by not finding any in the others, the
would-be robbers will rush headlong into.”

“I don’t really think there’s any reason
to…”

Just then they hear Miko kicking in another
chest when…Kaboom!

They turn to see Miko sailing through the
air as he smashes into the far wall. Rushing over to him, James can
see one of his feet is smoking slightly as he lies there
unconscious.

Kneeling down next to him, he gently shakes
him, “Miko!” he cries.

Eyes fluttering open, Miko looks at them
standing over him. “What happened?” he asks, dazed and
confused.

“You okay?” Jiron asks.

“I think so,” he says as he starts to sit
up. “Ah!” he says as he reaches back and feels a goose egg sized
knot on the back of his head from where he’d hit the wall.

“Let me see,” James says as he closely
examines it. “It doesn’t look too bad, there’s no bleeding.” Coming
back in front of Miko, he says, “It’ll probably hurt for a
while.”

Turning to Jiron, James is about ready to
say something when Jiron says, “Okay, okay, I understand now.”

“Next time be careful, someone could’ve been
killed,” scolds James.

Miko gets up and goes over to the chest that
nearly killed him and says, “Hey, look at this!”

They turn to see him reaching in and pulling
out a handful of clear crystals. Coming over to Jiron, he says
excitedly, “How much are these worth?”

Taking one, Jiron examines it closely and
says, “Nothing. They are just common crystals.” As Miko’s excited
smile begins to fade, he adds, “You could probably get something
for them at a market, but they really are not that
spectacular.”

Looking upset, he says, “Then why did they
have an exploding trap that almost killed me?” Throwing them down,
he says, “Stupid crystals.”

James comes over and bends over, picking one
up. Inspecting it, he says, “Why indeed?”

“Are they magic?” Miko asks, seeing James’
curiosity.

Shaking his head, he says, “No, thought they
might’ve been, but there’s not a trace of magic about them now.”
Tossing the crystal back down, he says, “Let’s go. It’s almost
night outside and I’d like to get out of here by then.”

“I’m with you,” agrees Miko.

Leaving the room, they go back to the
juncture of corridors, and take the one to their right, leaving
only the one across from them unexplored.

The corridor quickly ends at a barren room
with a mural of what looks to be a depiction of the swamp and the
surrounding area.

James brings the orb closer for a better
look and points to a spot, saying, “I think we’re here.” Indicating
another area to the south, he says, “This looks like where the
cannibals’ village had been.”

He puts his finger on the waterway running
near where they are and says, “If we can get out of here, it looks
like if we follow this river north, it’ll lead to a lake in the
mountains.”

“Do we want to go there?” Jiron asks.

“As good a place as any,” replies James.
“Elsewhere would put us in cannibal territory or close to the
Empire’s forces, I would imagine.”

“Then let’s get out of here!” insists
Miko.

They leave the room and return to the
juncture of corridors and turn right. Following the passage, it
winds first to the left, then the right. After a long straight
section, they come to another closed door, locked of course.

Jiron works at the lock and soon has it
open. Within are shelves and shelves of crystals of varying sizes.
All are the common crystals that Miko had almost been killed
over.

“What would they want with these?” James
asks as he picks one up. It’s three inches long and one inch wide,
well crafted. He puts it in his belt pouch to examine later.

Further examination of the room reveals
nothing of interest. James stands there with a confused look on his
face.

“What’s wrong?” asks Jiron.

“I thought for sure that there would be
another level beneath this one,” he says.

“Maybe there is,” says Miko. “Could there be
a secret door? Like the other ones we’d found?”

Nodding, he says, “You’re right, I don’t
know where my mind is.” Suddenly, a bubble forms in front of him
and begins floating out of the room.

They follow the bubble as it moves down the
corridor. Upon reaching the corridor junction, it floats to the
left, back toward the stairs to the upper level. Ten feet before
reaching the stairs up, it stops and hovers by a section of wall on
their right.

“This is it,” announces James as the bubble
disappears.

“Where?” asks Jiron. “I don’t see
anything.”

Glancing at him, James says, “That’s the
whole point of a secret door.”

Smiling, Jiron replies, “Sorry.”

Turning back to the wall, he begins to
examine it but is unable to ascertain how to open it. There are no
indentations, no markings, nothing that would indicate a way for it
to be opened.

Pausing a moment to consider the situation,
he paces back and forth and then an idea hits him. Turning back
down the corridor, he shuffles along and turns left back at the
junction. The others follow behind him.

Entering the room with the beds and chest,
he goes over to the mural on the wall. He runs his fingers over it
and smiles when he finds a groove. Using both hands, he pushes upon
the dark pool and it sinks a quarter inch into the wall.

“Jiron,” he says, “take the orb and run back
to see if anything happened.” Continuing to press upon the pool, he
waits while Jiron runs back the way to where the bubble had
indicated a secret door.

“A doorway is open!” they can hear from down
the corridor.

Releasing the dark pool, James turns and
makes his way through the dark to where Jiron waits by the opened
secret door.

Even before reaching it, the stench coming
from the opening hits him like a hammer.

“Gah!” says Miko. “What’s down there?”

All James can do is shrug as he takes the
orb from Jiron and begins to descend down the stairs.
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The stench only increases as they descend,
making their eyes water and bringing them almost to the point of
gagging. The bottom of the stairs comes out in a large cavernous
room. From the looks of it, the ones who built this place left the
cavern just the way they found it with only minimal
alterations.

The prickling increases to an almost painful
degree as James reaches the end of the stairs. He pauses a moment
before entering the cavern, gasping from the effect the area is
having on him. Five feet from the end of the stairs, a dark pool
begins, the same as had been depicted in the mural upstairs. The
light from the orb doesn’t illuminate far enough for them to see to
the other side of the dark water.

“This looks just like the pool you pushed in
the mural to open the secret door,” Miko says when he enters the
cavern.

James nods his head and replies, “That’s
what gave me the idea. When I saw the mural, I figured we’d
eventually find this.”

“What is it?” Jiron asks as he approaches it
for a closer look.

“Don’t get too close,” James warns him.

Stopping a few feet from the pool, he
wrinkles his nose as he turns back and says, “It’s the source of
the odor.”

James just nods his head as he gazes around
the cavern. Increasing the luminosity of the orb, he’s soon able to
see to the other side of the cavern where the pool ends. Mirror
black, it sits in the center of the cavern without even a ripple.
The light from the orb isn’t reflecting off its surface either,
more like it’s being absorbed.

Plunk!

A ripple begins to from in the middle of the
pool where a stone had been cast into it. James quickly turns and
grabs Miko’s arm as he’s about to throw another one. “Are you
crazy?” he shouts at him.

Looking guilty, Miko drops the rock and
says, “Sorry.”

“James, look!” Jiron exclaims as he points
to the ceiling of the cavern, directly over the pool.

A crystal, enormous in size, hangs suspended
several feet from the ceiling. It pulses a soft white light, almost
like a heart beating.

“What is it?” Miko asks.

“That,” James explains, “is the source of
the magic maintaining the barrier.”

“You sure?” he asks.

“Not entirely, as I didn’t create it,” James
replies in exasperation. “But I can’t imagine it being anything
else.”

“Now what?” he asks.

Turning to him, he says, “Miko, stop asking
me questions. I can’t think of what to do with all of your
interruptions.”

“Sorry,” he apologizes.

He begins to move around the dark pool as he
tries to consider his next course of action. There’s nothing here
but the pool and the crystal.

Coming back to where the others are waiting,
he says, “Jiron, do you think you could hit the crystal with a
stone?”

“Maybe,” he replies as he bends over and
picks up a fair sized rock. “Isn’t this going to be dangerous?”

“I hope not,” he says. “I just want to see
what will happen.”

He takes aim and then throws the rock toward
the crystal with all his might. They watch as the rock soars upward
and then is suddenly deflected away by a barrier when it nears the
crystal.

“Thought so,” James says when he sees it
being deflected.

“Then why have me do it?” Jiron asks.

“Now I know for sure,” he explains.

He stands there, staring up at the crystal
as he considers his next course of action. Then from the corner of
his eye, he catches a glimpse of a ripple out near the center of
the pool. Turning to Miko he glares at him and says, “Stop throwing
rocks in the pool.”

“I didn’t,” denies Miko.

Looking to Jiron, he sees him shaking his
head. “Then what…?”

They all turn and look out to the pool. Four
separate rippling formations can be seen in the water. “James,”
says Miko with fear in his voice, “what’s going on?”

Staring out at the ripples, he replies, “I
don’t know.” He gestures for everyone to begin backing toward the
stairs as the ripples begin moving in their direction.

“James?” asks Jiron.

“I don’t know!” he replies vehemently, never
once removing his eyes from the pool.

They pause a moment at the base of the
stairs as they continue watching the ripples approaching the edge
of the pool. When the ripples are a mere three feet away from the
shore, something begins to emerge from the water.

In growing horror, James watches as a
headless torso makes its way out of the water and begins shambling
toward them. “Run!” he yells as he turns and shoves them,
propelling them up the stairs.

Upon reaching the top of the stairs, he
pauses as he looks back down and sees the torso, along with others,
reach the base of the stairs. Without pause, the lead torso steps
onto the bottom step and begins climbing up after them.

“Up to the surface!” he yells as they turn
as one and break into a mad dash for the next set of stairs.

They race up them to the upper level and
then run down the corridors to the winding stairs which lead to the
courtyard above.

Jiron is the first one to reach the stairs
and takes them two at a time, Miko follows close behind. James
reaches the stairs and begins to follow them up when Jiron stops
suddenly and crouches down near the top. As Miko nears him, he
grabs him and pulls him down as well.

“What’s wrong?” James asks as he comes up
behind them.

Jiron motions for him to move up and join
him at the top of the stairs.

He moves past a shaken Miko and settles down
next to Jiron. Outside is dark, night had fallen while they were
down below.

“Over there,” Jiron says as he points off to
the right.

Looking in the indicated direction, James
sees a ghostly apparition moving among the ruins. And then he sees
another one. Scanning the entire courtyard he sees a dozen or more
ghostly apparitions moving about, both men and women.

“What do we do now?” he asks.

Suddenly from behind them, Miko screams,
“James!” as he shoves his way between them.

Looking at the bottom of the stairs, James
sees one of the headless torsos from the pool. It steps upon the
bottom step as it reaches for Miko.

James lets loose with a blast of power which
knocks it back but fails to stop it. Blasting it again, he motions
for the others to follow him back down. “If there’s only the
initial four we saw coming out of the pool, we’ll have a better
chance with them, than out there,” he tells them.

Jiron stands up as his knives appear in his
hands. He moves down to meet the headless torso where it’s
returning to the bottom of the stairs. Fear and revulsion war
within him as he strikes out at it.

His knife strikes it, cleaving a long, deep
wound across its chest. To his horror, he watches as the wound
rapidly closes itself back up.

“They’re healing themselves,” he shouts back
to James as he presses on with the attack.

Three more of the torsos come shuffling
toward them from down the hallway. “Get back here!” James hollers
to him.

Jiron back peddles as he hurries back toward
the stairs, just as James lets loose with another bolt of energy
which practically sizzles as it passes through the air.

When it strikes the torso, it’s blasted
apart. Pieces fly back down the corridor covering a good six feet
with torso chunks.

“Yeah!” hollers Miko.

The other three continue to lurch their way
toward them. James is about ready to let loose with another of the
bolts when he notices the pieces of the blasted torso begin to work
their way toward each other. It’s almost like iron being drawn to a
magnet. When two pieces touch, they come together and make one
larger piece.

“There’s no way to stop them!” he cries,
letting loose with another blast that takes out another one. But as
with the first one, the pieces begin to work themselves
together.

From behind James, Miko screams as he sees a
ghostly apparition at the top of the stairs staring down at
him.

James turns and sees the man there, his
mouth moving as if he’s trying to say something. The apparition
reaches out to try to grab Miko.

Miko screams again and loses his balance. He
falls and begins rolling down the stairs, knocking both Jiron and
James off their feet.

As James falls, he twists and lands on his
back with a thud. The medallion bearing the Star of Morcyth slips
out of his shirt.

Suddenly, a bright light erupts from the
medallion. The shattered pieces of the torsos begin to smoke and
then dissolve into nothingness.

Realizing the effect the light from the
medallion is having, he grabs it and holds it up high as the light
from the Star fills the corridor with a blinding light. The torsos
moving toward them down the corridor begin smoking when the light
from the Star touches them. Continuing to shamble toward them, the
torsos begin smoking more and more. The corridor begins to fill
with a nauseating smoke as they dissolve. When the last piece of
the last torso has dissolved into nothingness, the light goes
out.

“What did you do?” Jiron asks.

“I didn’t do anything,” James replies,
staring in wonder at the Star he holds in his hand. “It happened
all on its own.”

Miko looks up to the top of the stairs, but
the ghostly apparition is gone.

“Follow me,” James says as he gets up and
turns to head back into the complex. As he starts to move, Miko
asks hysterically, “What’re you doing?”

“If this worked on the torsos,” he explains,
“maybe it’ll work on the pool.”

“Will that get rid of the barrier?” Jiron
asks.

Shrugging, James says, “I don’t know. Let’s
worry about one thing at a time.”

As they proceed through the levels back down
to the pool, they come across several other torsos shambling their
way along the corridors. Each time, James holds up the Star and
each time it blazes forth with life, returning the torsos to
nothingness.

Growing in confidence, James hurries toward
the cavern. Upon leaving the stairs and entering the cavern with
the pool, he again holds the Star up high. Blazing forth with the
most intense light it has yet produced, it infuses the entire
cavern with its blinding brilliance. As the light touches the pool,
the water begins to writhe backward, as if it was trying to get
away from intense light. James walks slowly closer to the edge of
the dark water, holding the Star out in front of him.

The water of the pool begins to roil and
bubble, steam comes off of it, filling the cavern with its horrid
odor. The stench, as bad as it was before is nothing compared to
what is coming off of it now. Rot, decay, and death seem to fill
the cavern as the steam continues erupting from the pool.

The light from the Star seems to keep the
steam at bay, dissolving it as it did the torsos. Jiron and Miko
stand shoulder to shoulder with James as the lake continues to hiss
and boil wherever the light touches it. The steam soon becomes so
thick that it’s as if they’re standing in the middle of a fog
bank.

Suddenly, a torso lurches out of the fog and
reaches out for them, but quickly dissolves into nothingness when
the light from the Star touches it.

The Star continues to work its effect upon
the pool, the level slowly dropping as more of it steams and
dissolves away.

When the pool is close to being empty, from
overhead they hear a high pitched noise which is increasingly
growing in volume. Looking up through the fog, they see the crystal
begin pulsating wildly. And then suddenly, a shattering crack as
the giant crystal overhead explodes into a million shards that rain
down over the entire cavern.

With the shattering of the crystal, the
resistance from the pool vanishes and the light from the Star
quickly destroys the rest. Once every last drop has been
eradicated, the light abruptly stops and the cavern is once again
plunged into darkness.

They stand in the darkness and James is
about to make his orb when lights begin to appear all over the
floor of the cavern. Ghostly apparitions begin to take shape.

Miko screams and James holds aloft the Star,
but nothing happens. The ghosts all look to him, give him a slight
bow and then begin to fade away. After the last ghost had faded
away and the cavern is once more plunged into darkness, James
creates his orb.

“What was that?” Jiron asks, referring to
the ghosts.

“I think they were the souls of the people
who had been sacrificed here long ago,” he reasons. “Though we may
never know for sure.”

“Let’s get out of here!” Miko says, not
wanting to spend another moment within this cavern.

“See no reason to stay,” agrees James. “I
don’t feel anymore magic being worked here, the barrier may be down
now.”

“Then what are we waiting for,” exclaims
Miko as he shoves past James and moves quickly up the stairs to the
level above.

Turning, James follows him up the stairs and
they make their way back through the complex to the winding stairs
that lead up to the surface. He pauses at the top and cautiously
peers out into the courtyard. When no apparitions are apparent he
motions for the others to follow him. “Looks like the spirits we
saw were the ones who had been up here,” he says.

“I hope so,” Miko exclaims. “I don’t want to
stay here any longer.”

“I agree,” Jiron says as he moves to the
fore and leads them toward the northern skull pyramid they’d
attempted to get around earlier.

They glance over to where the large skull
pyramid had stood as they make their way through the courtyard.
With the shattering of the crystal, it had collapsed and is now
only a jumbled pile of skulls. When they reach the northern
pyramid, they find that it too had collapsed, the skulls lying in a
heap.

Jiron moves cautiously to where the barrier
had been and holds his hand out, just in case. When he gets to
where it once had been, his hand continues on through. Everyone
breathes a sigh of relief and quickly moves to leave this area.

Hurrying on past, they travel through the
swamp for an hour before deciding they’ve put enough distance
between them and the ruins. Tired and exhausted they make camp and
rest. They take turns keeping watch, and manage to make it through
the night with no disturbances.

 


When Jiron wakes the following morning, he
finds James sitting by the fire, staring at the crystal he found in
the underground complex. “What are you doing?” he asks.

“Just thinking, is all,” he replies. “The
ones who built that place had these everywhere, as well as the main
crystal above the pool.”

“And?” he prompts him to continue.

“And there must be a reason, something about
the crystals that made them important to whoever had lived there,”
he explains. “I intend to figure it out.”

“I’m sure you will,” he says as he gets up
off the ground. “I’m going to see if I can’t scare up some food for
breakfast.”

“Don’t bother,” James says as he motions
over to several dead animals with holes in them. “I already got
something, if you wouldn’t mind preparing them?”

Shaking his head, Jiron says, “No problem.”
He goes over and begins skinning and preparing them for the fire.
As he prepares them, he continues glancing over to James as he
stares at the crystal.

When the animals are over the fire and
roasting, the smell awakens Miko. “Finally up I see,” Jiron says to
him.

Miko doesn’t reply, just goes to the edge of
camp and answers the call of nature. Upon returning, he says,
“James, why did your medallion act the way it did?”

James glances over to him and then returns
the shard to his pouch. Turning to face him, he says, “The Star of
Morcyth is a symbol of a god. Where I come from, it’s often the
belief that religious symbols have some effect upon the dead or
half-dead. Often it’s based upon the strength of the faith of the
one wielding it. But I don’t worship Morcyth, so I’m not exactly
sure why it did what it did.”

“Maybe it’s no ordinary medallion,” Jiron
says from where he’s turning the spits over the fire. “Just where
did you get it, anyway.” When James hesitates to answer, he says,
“I think we have a right to know, after what we’ve been
through.”

So James relates the events after he’d come
to this world. Miko is astounded that James claims to be from
another world and has had dealings with gods or whatever Igor
is.

“He had said not to lose it, that I might
need it,” he tells them. “I guess he was right.”

“Incredible,” Jiron says. “And you still
don’t know why you were brought here or what you should do?”

Shaking his head, he says, “No, but I’m
figuring it to have something to do with the god Morcyth.”

“That makes sense, since you were given his
medallion,” Jiron says as he nods his head. “And that’s why you
were in the City of Light?”

“Yeah, I was there looking for the last high
temple to Morcyth, which we found as we fled,” he says. “But that
didn’t answer any of my questions. When I talked with Ollinearn,
he’d said that the last high priest had been born in Saragon. I had
thought maybe to go there next, but it’s currently in the hands of
the Empire. So I’m not really sure what I’ll be doing next.”

“I’m sure something will come up to tell
you,” Jiron assures him. “They’re not going to have brought you
here just to let you cool your heels.”

Smiling, James says, “Probably not.”

“Well anyway, breakfast is ready,” he
announces as he hands each of them a skewer. As they take the
offered food, James sits back and relaxes, unable to get the events
of the last few days out of his mind.

They sit in silence as they eat, just happy
to be out of the complex and on their way again. Jiron wonders
what’s going on with his sister and the others they’d left back at
Al-Kur. He’s anxious to meet up with them when they reach Trendle,
and is sure she’ll make it there safe. The pit fighters had given
their word to see her safely there.

As he eats, he also contemplates James and
what he’d just been told. Fantastic to say the least, the story
would hardly seem plausible but for the events he’d been party to
since joining with him. What happened back in the underground
complex lends credence to it all.

“What are we to do now?” he asks James.

“Remember that mural we saw back in the
ruins?” he responds. “The one showing the countryside?”

Jiron and Miko both nod their heads, and
Jiron says, “Yeah, I remember.”

“It looked like the main waterway that
flowed near here will lead to a lake nestled up in the mountains,”
he says. “I figure if we go that way, we might avoid any Empire
forces which may be on the lookout for us.”

“Maybe,” he replies. “At least it’s going
north.”

James nods, “That’s what I was figuring too.
Since the swamp has been free of their patrols thus far, if we stay
within it then we should be able to make it north without
detection.”

“Then what?” he asks.

“Then we just see what our choices are as
they present themselves,” James says. “Not much else we can
do.”

Miko sets his skewer and what’s left of the
carcass on the ground as he gives out a large belch.

James glances to him and smiles, “Ready to
go?”

Patting his stomach, Miko says, “Yeah.”

Jiron takes a few more bites of his and then
tosses it off to the side as well. Standing up, he begins kicking
dirt upon the fire until it’s smothered.

James looks to him and says, “Lead on.”
Grabbing his walking stick for support, he shuffles along after
Jiron with Miko right beside him. His leg and side still hurt
considerably but he manages to maintain a quick pace.

They begin to head toward where the waterway
flows past the complex and shortly arrive next to its bank. Jiron
turns to follow it as he leads them north, keeping the river to
their left.

As they move north, the state of the
vegetation quickly improves until there’re no signs of the
withering that had been evident nearer the complex, much to
everyone’s relief. Having to forge their way through the
undergrowth, not to mention maneuvering around stagnant pools of
water, doesn’t allow them to make great time and they soon have to
stop for the night.

James’ leg and side are hurting abysmally
bad, and it’s all he’d been able to do the last few hours just to
stay upright. When they finally stop to make camp for the night, he
collapses. The others allow him to rest as they go about building a
fire and acquiring some food for dinner. After he’s eaten his fill,
he promptly falls into an exhausted sleep.

Jiron and Miko take turns that night in
keeping watch, allowing James to sleep the night through.

 


When morning dawns, they have to wake him up
once they’ve gotten breakfast ready. His leg and side are still
throbbing badly, and he’s afraid they’re becoming infected. But
when Jiron examines them, he says they’re healing fine. Relieved,
James takes the offered food and begins eating ravenously. He’d
been worried about infection, not having any antiseptic or
anything.

Even after eating, he’s still feeling weak,
tired and hurting badly. But somehow he’s able to bring himself to
his feet though he still leans heavily upon his walking stick. With
Jiron taking the lead, they continue moving north along the
waterway.

Ever since the morning, James has noticed
how the life of the swamp has begun to return. Back when they were
by the complex, there’d been no birds or any other sign of life.
But since they’ve left it far behind them, the sounds of the swamp
have begun to return. Off in the distance, they can hear the cry of
the rhino-lizard. James is glad that it is far off, they’re not in
any shape to defend themselves from an attack.

When the bugs and mosquitoes become
unbearable again, he coats them with another dose of the noxious
bug repellent. The stench doesn’t bother them nearly so much, now
that they’ve been around it for so long.

Much to everyone’s displeasure, they’re
still in the swamp when night falls. They find a suitable stretch
of land to make camp upon and Miko begins to build a fire while
Jiron goes in search of food.

James feels a little better than he did
earlier in the morning, the day’s walk seemed to have worked out
most of the kinks.

After dinner, when Jiron and Miko begin
talking about standing watch, James offers to take the first couple
of hours.

“Are you sure?” Jiron asks him. “If you need
rest, then rest. If something should happen, we’ll need you strong,
not weakened from lack of rest.”

“Yeah James,” Miko adds. “Your leg needs to
heal, so rest.”

“I appreciate your concern,” he tells them,
“but I’m not really that tired right now. So I’d just as soon take
a turn. I feel bad when you two stand watch and all I do is
rest.”

Jiron looks at him a moment and then shrugs,
“If you feel up to it, alright. You take the first watch.” Turning
to Miko, he says, “You take the midnight watch and I’ll finish it
off.”

Miko nods his head as he lies down and says,
“Sounds good enough to me.” He glances over to James and says, “Be
sure to wake me when it’s my turn.”

“I will,” James assures him. Then he makes
himself comfortable as his fellows settle down to sleep.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

_________________________

 


 


 


When James awakens in the morning, the sun
has already begun to lighten the day. Miko is snoring peacefully
off to the other side of the campfire and he finds Jiron walking
around the outer edge of the camp in amongst the trees. He looks
over to James as he sits up and comes over when he waves at
him.

“Good morning,” Jiron says to him as he
approaches.

“Everything okay?” James asks.

“Oh yeah,” he assures him, “just walking
around a bit. I hate sitting in just one spot for very long. How’s
your leg?”

James straightens it and says, “Better. I
think it may not hurt as much today.”

“Let’s hope not,” he says. Sitting down next
to him, he asks, “How far do you think it is to Cardri?”

Shrugging, James says, “I couldn’t even
begin to guess. It took us over a week to make it to the mines, and
that was on good roads with horses. Trudging through this,” he
continues as he gestures to the swamp, “who knows?”

“Would like to see Tersa again,” he tells
him.

“So would I,” agrees James. “I’d really like
to find some place to just rest and not have to worry about being
eaten by some damn rhino-lizard, or have to sneak through an area
filled with the Empire’s forces.”

From across the campsite, Miko’s voice says,
“I’d like that too.” Sitting up, he glances over at them. “I hate
the swamp, give me a good old city any day.”

“If we keep forging on through to the north,
eventually we’ll get out of here,” James assures him.

“I hope so,” he says as he gets up and comes
over to them. Sitting down, he asks, “How much longer are we going
to be in this damned swamp anyway?”

“Like I was telling Jiron,” James says, “I
don’t know. All I do know is that they don’t last forever.”

“Then let’s stop sitting here talking and
get going,” Miko says as he gets back up.

James reaches over and grabs his walking
stick. Using it for support, he gets to his feet without nearly the
amount of pain that maneuver had caused him the day before.

Holding the stick loosely, he waits for
Jiron to get up and lead the way.

“You feeling better?” Miko asks as they
continue on their way.

Nodding, James says, “Much better, actually.
Don’t think I could run any distance, but the constant pain and
throbbing seem to be easing.”

“That’s good,” replies Miko. “I was worried
about you.”

“I was worried about me too,” he says with a
slight smile.

They travel for several hours before they
hear Miko’s voice coming from where he’s lagging behind, “I’m
hungry.”

“Might be a good time to stop and eat,”
James says to Jiron who’s up a ways trying to find the way
through.

Jiron stops and comes back to them. “I was
hoping to find a clearing where we could build a fire,” he tells
them. “We’ll stop then, okay?”

“Sure,” James says to Miko’s dismay, “we can
wait a little while longer.”

Just then, Miko’s stomach lets out a loud
growl.

James and Jiron turn and stare at him, then
break out in laughter.

“Well,” he says, “I’m starving. We haven’t
eaten all day!”

“Just a little while longer,” Jiron says,
“and then hopefully we’ll run across a spot where we can build a
fire without worrying about setting the whole area aflame.”

He glances to James and they both smile when
they remember the last time they’d set the woods on fire.

Miko sees them and asks, “What?”

“Oh, nothing,” James replies.

Taking the lead again, Jiron once more makes
his way through the trees and undergrowth, searching for the way
out. With the waterway on his left for a guide, he’s able to
maintain going in the correct direction. Without it, they’d soon be
turned around and lost.

After trudging through the swamp for a
while, they begin to see another waterway off to their right. As
they continue moving north, the other waterway moves closer to the
one they’re following until they join where a larger river has
split into two branches.

To their dismay, they find themselves on the
inside of the fork. In order to continue, they’ll have to cross one
of the waterways. The area on the inside of the junction of water
is relatively flat and clear, so they decide to stop there and find
something to eat while they consider how they’ll get across.

James picks up some small rocks from the
ground and quietly goes into the brush to hunt for lunch. Jiron and
Miko begin building a fire while he’s gone. He returns several
minutes later with three dead animals that Jiron takes from him and
begins preparing for the fire.

Miko walks over to the water and says, “How
are we supposed to cross this?”

From where he sits by the fire, James
hollers, “Swim, it’s not that far.”

Turning back to him, Miko exclaims, “But
what about the fish? They’ll eat us for sure.”

“We’re not even sure if they’re in the main
waterway,” he says.

Jiron picks up some of the innards of the
animals and gets up. Walking over to the river, he announces, “Only
one way to find out.” He throws the bloody mess into the water.

They watch it for a second and he says,
“See, nothing to…”

Then suddenly, the water starts to broil as
the fish begin consuming the innards.

“See!” Miko cries out.

Jiron glances over to James and says,
“That’s going to be a problem.”

“Yeah, I was hoping they’d not be in the
main river,” he says.

Coming back over to them, Miko plops himself
down and asks, “Now what?”

James looks to him, and says, “Let’s just
eat while we think about it. There’s bound to be a way.”

While the animals are cooking, they continue
pondering the situation.

“How about a raft?” suggests Miko.

“What would we use?” Jiron asks him. “No
logs or large limbs to use, and nothing with which to secure them
together.”

“We could try to swim fast?” James offers
much to the horror of Miko who shakes his head violently.

“Just kidding,” he says to Miko who flashes
him an ‘I’m not amused’ look.

“There’s got to be a way,” Jiron says.

“I’m sure there is,” says James. “And not
one that requires us to enter the water, either,” he adds for
Miko’s benefit.

“Could you get us there with magic?” Jiron
asks.

“I don’t know, maybe,” he says. “But if
something should happen to break my concentration, we would fall to
the river below.”

They sit there in silence for a while longer
until the animals are fully cooked. When they’re ready, Jiron hands
each of them one and they set to with a hearty appetite.

During the course of the meal, Jiron
suddenly asks, “How about a bridge?”

“That would take too long to build,” James
tells him.

“No, no, no,” he says. “I mean a natural
one.”

“That would be nice,” James says, “but I
don’t see any around here.”

Jiron glances toward him and says, “But you
could make one.”

“How?” James asks him.

He points down where the other fork of the
river continues on and says, “Look, there’s a tall tree down there
on this side of the river that might span the water.”

“How are we to cut it down?” Miko asks. “We
don’t have any axes or anything.”

Nodding toward James, he says, “He could
knock it down with magic. After what I’ve seen you do to buildings,
this shouldn’t be too hard.

Looking at the tree in the distance, he
slowly nods his head and says, “Might be able to arrange that. Give
me a moment to think about it,” he tells them as he finishes up
with his lunch.

Once he’s done, he tosses what’s left into
the river and watches as the little fish consume it. Then, with the
other two watching, he walks over to the tree and begins to figure
out the particulars of what he’s going to do.

It definitely looks tall enough to span the
water after it falls, providing it falls in the correct direction.
That shouldn’t be a problem, he just needs to direct the magic to
steer it that way. Ready to try, he motions the others to stand
back several yards behind him as he begins to concentrate.

Miko watches him as he stands there, five
feet from the base of the tree. Suddenly, the base pops as bark
flies in all directions. The top begins to topple and at first it
looks to be falling more along the river than across it. But then,
as if a giant hand grabs it, the tree swings more toward the
opposite shore. With a loud crashing, it lands with the top of its
branches well on the other side of the river.

They come over to where he’s standing,
congratulating James as he watches the water passing just under the
trunk of the tree. “Good job!” exclaims Miko.

“If we’re careful, it’s unlikely we’ll fall
in,” Jiron says as he climbs up onto the trunk. “Let me go first,
and if it’s safe, you two can follow,” he tells them.

Miko and James stay next to the trunk while
he makes his way across the water to the other side. The trunk is
fairly stable, the branches beneath it forming a secure contact
with the riverbed.

They watch as Jiron makes his way through
the limbs to the other side and finally comes to stand on the
opposite shore. “No problem!” he shouts back to them.

“Wanna go next?” James asks Miko.

Nodding, he climbs up onto the trunk and
makes his way to the other side. Once he’s there, James begins his
way across and finds carrying his stick with him will be
impossible. So he tosses his walking stick into the water and goes
on across. The multiple branches extending away from the tree give
him ample handholds with which to maintain his balance, even with
his injuries. There was one heart stopping moment when his injured
leg lost its balance and he almost fell. But by grabbing a couple
branches in a death grip, which renewed the pain in his side, he
was able to right himself and continue on.

Reaching the other side, he climbs down from
the trunk and joins them by the river. Miko hands him another
walking stick he’d found while James was crossing. He takes the
stick and says, “Thank you.”

“Should we continue following it?” Jiron
asks, indicating the main river from which the one they’d been
following had split off.

“I would think so,” he says.

Without another word, Jiron turns and begins
looking for the best path to take. With the river flowing steadily
on their left, they continue on through the swamp. By nightfall,
the swamp had begun to change from an area filled with stagnant
pools to a more pleasant, forest type area.

“I think we may be finally getting to the
edge of the swamp,” Jiron announces when they stop for the
night.

“It looks like it,” agrees James. “The air
is fresher and there’s not nearly the amount of annoying bugs to
deal with.”

They make camp at the edge of the river and
James goes into the woods, soon returning with several animals for
dinner. By this time, the others have a good fire going and they
relax around it as their dinner is cooking. The evening passes
uneventfully, each taking their turn at watch.

 


When the sun rises in the morning, James is
happy to find his leg beginning to itch. Knowing that’s an
indication of healing, he tries not to scratch any of the scabs
off. His side is doing better as well, some of the scabs are
beginning to flake off around the edges. The strain he put on the
wound when he almost fell into the river seems to have had little
lasting effect.

His leg barely aches when he rests his
weight on it when they’re ready to go. Not bothering with a walking
stick any longer, he’s able to keep up with Jiron. They make better
time than they had the day before.

As they continue on throughout the day, the
swamp gradually disappears and a forest takes its place. Not having
to worry about backtracking around pools of water where those flesh
eating fish might be living, they’re able to cover more
distance.

Maintaining a northerly course as they
follow the river out of the swamplands, they continue on for
several hours. The ground becomes firmer and soon the only water
they find is that of the river next to them and the few small
streams that flow into it. They all become more relaxed as they
continue on, more comfortable in the more familiar setting of the
forest.

James is feeling so good in fact, he breaks
out in song, “Zip a de do dah…”

After several choruses, Miko asks him,
“What’s that song about?”

Smiling, James explains, “Just a fun song
from where I come from. It basically means happy to be alive, or at
least that’s how it’s always made me feel.”

“Could you teach it to me?” he asks.

“Sure,” James says and then launches into
another round.

Miko has trouble at first, but then he
catches on fast and by the third iteration has the words and tune
down fairly well. Jiron even manages to join in after the second
time around and they go through the forest singing.

They’ve managed to make good speed through
the rest of the day. When it begins getting dark, they again make
camp, with James hunting for food while the others get the fire
going.

Once he’s returned with a couple animals and
they’re sitting around the fire, he says, “This is nice.”

“What is?” asks Jiron from where he’s
turning the spit.

“Just being in the forest, no one trying to
kill you,” he says wistfully. “I’ve always liked being out among
the trees, it’s always brought me peace.”

“Not me,” says Miko. “The forest gives me
the creeps.”

Laughing, James replies, “That’s because
you’re a city boy. Spend more time out here and you’ll come to
appreciate them.”

Miko looks at him doubtfully and says, “So
far, they’ve been nothing but trouble.”

“I suppose it could seem that way,” Jiron
joins in. “If we weren’t here in the Empire, at least I think we’re
still in the Empire, then it would feel different.”

“Maybe,” he says, still not convinced.

When the meal is over and they’re getting
ready to settle down to sleep, Jiron offers to take the first
watch.

Miko turns to him and says, “If the woods
are such a great place, why are we bothering with a watch?”

“Can never be too careful,” he replies.

Figuring he’d made his point, Miko turns
over and eventually falls asleep. James and Jiron sit up for a
little while longer, talking.

“He sure can be negative sometimes,” Jiron
says quietly to James.

“I know,” he replies. “Has to do with his
life I would imagine. Being alone on the streets where everyone
tries taking what you have, doesn’t tend to build trust.”

“I suppose,” Jiron says. “I was on the
streets too and am not that way.”

“True,” replies James. “But what would you
have been like if Tersa hadn’t been alongside you, or if that guy
hadn’t gotten you started in the fight pits.”

“I see what you mean,” he says. Then he
smiles and laughs quietly.

“What?” James asks him.

“Oh, I was just remembering a time after I’d
been in the pits for a while,” he explains. “Kehlan, that was his
name, was on his way to get me for another fight. He said he always
wanted to take me to them, not for us to just meet there. Anyway,
he was coming toward me when from out of nowhere, a tomato sails
toward him and hits him right in the side.”

Starting to giggle a little more, he says,
“You should have seen him, he was mad and was looking around to see
where the tomato had come from. When he saw who it was that had
ruined his blue vest, he starts yelling at them and ran toward
them. Most likely intending to beat them up or something, but he
never got the chance.”

“He didn’t take three steps before he slips
in a mud puddle.” Beginning to laugh more, he continues, “He gets
up, mud all over him and looks around for his hat. He sees it
sitting in the road a few feet away. Just as he was getting up to
retrieve it, a horse comes along and puts his hoof right on the hat
and begins walking away, with the hat still stuck to his hoof.”
Laughing so hard now, tears begin running from his eyes.

James begins laughing too as he continues,
“Finally the horse puts its hoof in a mud puddle and the hat
doesn’t come back out. Kehlan gets up, covered in mud and goes over
to retrieve his hat. When he pulls it out of the mud puddle, the
hat is completely ruined. There’s a hole in it, not to mention the
mud and other stuff stuck to it that had been in the mud
puddle.”

“He actually put the hat back on after
shaking it and getting most of the mud off,” he says, laughing
more. “He looked around but the kids who had thrown the tomato were
no where to be found.”

Laughing, James looks over to where Miko is
sleeping and is happy to find that their merriment hasn’t awoken
him. He sits there a while, listening to the fire crackle and pop
as he continues thinking about Kehlan. The picture of him walking
around in a dirty, soaked hat and a blue vest with a big red stain
on it keeps him chuckling for a while.

Then suddenly, it all stops. Blue vest?
And a hat? He looks to Jiron who’s poking the fire
absentmindedly with a stick. Could it have been? “Just what
did Kehlan look like?”

Looking up from the fire, he says, “Oh, not
much to talk about really. Looked sort of ordinary, he might’ve
come from one of the kingdoms further north, I think. He was short
though, didn’t come up to my shoulders as I recall. But that didn’t
affect his fighting abilities, never saw anyone who could fight
like him. He used to say, ‘It’s not the size of your opponent, but
his skill that will take you down’. And he was right.”

Sitting back, again lost in thought, James
considers what he’d just heard. It had to be the little guy! But
why? He stares over to Jiron as he tries to think things
through. He fights like no other I’ve ever seen. Maybe Igor
arranged it so I’d have help along the way? Or is there something
more to it? Whatever the reason, I’m glad to have had him with me.
I doubt if I could ever have survived if I hadn’t.

He settles down to sleep for he’s taking the
mid watch which is the worst one for getting enough rest. You don’t
get enough before your shift and you have a hard time going back to
sleep afterwards.

Finally though, he does manage to fall
asleep.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

_________________________

 


 


 


“James! Wake up!”

Startled out of sleep, he awakens to see
Jiron running toward the camp. “What?” he asks as he sits up,
suddenly alarmed. Night had fallen and the woods are dark, the dim
glow of the dying fire is all that keeps it at bay.

Miko wakes up and still half asleep says,
“Is it my turn?”

Jiron runs to the remnants of the fire and
begins kicking dirt on it, putting it completely out.

“What’s going on?” James asks as he gets to
his feet.

Miko comes fully awake when he sees Jiron
putting the fire out. Realizing that something’s not right, he
quickly gets to his feet.

In the last light of the fire before it’s
covered by Jiron, they see him pointing to the north as he says,
“There’s a road not fifty feet further ahead.”

As the last dying ember is covered and
they’re thrown into darkness, James can hear voices coming their
way from the direction of the road. He begins to see torches moving
their way in amongst the trees as well.

Leading them away from the camp, Jiron
whispers, “Soldiers, lots of ‘em.”

As they hurry through the brush away from
the river, James asks in a hushed whisper, “Were they looking for
us?”

“I don’t think so,” he replies as he
continues leading them further away from the river. “I had been
scouting ahead of us for when we leave tomorrow and had found the
road. They were simply marching this way, coming over the bridge
that spans the river we had been following. Then as I was heading
back, I heard one of them say something and a smaller group broke
off from the main force. They began making their way to our camp. I
think they must’ve seen the fire and were going to
investigate.”

They hear Miko mumble in the dark, “I knew
the forest was a bad place to be.”

Suddenly, they hear a horn sounding from
back at their campsite. “Damn!” curses James, “they’re going to be
combing the woods for us for sure.”

Jiron slows them down in the hopes they’ll
make less noise as he continues to lead them further away from the
soldiers.

Suddenly, the woods open up and the moon
above shows they’ve come out on the road. Five feet in front of
them, a horn sounds, ripping through the stillness of the night as
a soldier spots them coming out of the forest.

They stand there frozen for just a moment as
two torches burst into life along the road, one across from them
and another further to the west. Two dozen soldiers stand on the
road between them and the forest to the north, their attention now
turned directly to them. The soldiers draw their swords as one of
them steps forward and says something in a commanding tone to them
in their language.

“James,” Miko begins to say when the group
of soldiers between them and the other side of the road are
suddenly thrust aside like rag dolls by a blast of magic from
James, clearing a path through.

“Move!” he yells as he propels Miko toward
the forest on the north side of the road, through the gap in the
line of enemy soldiers he’d just created.

The soldiers not thrown aside immediately
give chase, following them into the forest. A horn sounds behind
them as their pursuers alert the rest of the force as to their
whereabouts.

The sound of pursuit is very close behind
them. James concentrates as he runs and…

 


Crumph!

 


…the ground under the pursuing soldiers
erupts, tossing them like rag dolls. When they slam back to the
ground all but a few lie still. The explosion slows the pursuit and
allows them time to move further into the trees.

“Come on!” Jiron hisses to Miko who’s
falling behind. The trees and bushes continue getting in his way as
he tries to keep up. The faint light from the stars above gives
insufficient light to navigate the forest quickly.

From out of the forest ahead of them, three
soldiers appear, one of them raising a horn to his lips. Jiron
draws his knives and rushes to intercept. He moves to take out the
one about to sound the horn when the soldier abruptly flies
backward as one of James’ slugs takes him in the chest.

The other two soldiers draw their swords but
are no match for Jiron. The first one to close with Jiron thrusts
at his poorly armored chest. Deflecting the thrust skillfully away
from his body, Jiron strikes with his other knife and sinks several
inches into the soldier’s chest, piercing his heart.

He strikes out with his knee to aid in
removing the dying soldier from his knife, while at the same time
twisting to avoid a slice from the man’s comrade.

The remaining soldier attacks again, this
time with an overhand hack and Jiron catches and stops the falling
blade between his knives. While holding the sword immobile, he
kicks out and catches the man in the knee. The sound of bones
snapping can be heard as his knee breaks, causing the soldier to
cry out as he falls to the ground.

Not willing to take the time to finish him
off, they skirt around the fallen soldier and continue into the
forest. James notices that Miko has acquired a sword from one of
the fallen guards, its scabbard secured around his waist.

As they follow Jiron through the trees, they
can still hear the soldiers in pursuit not very far behind
them.

“We’re not going to lose them,” cries out
Miko.

James abruptly stops and turns toward their
pursuit.

Crumph! Crumph! Crumph!

Three more explosions, spaced fifty feet
apart, erupt under the leading edge of the advancing force. Men
scream as their bodies are flung up into the air only to fall back,
slamming into the ground with bone shattering force. Many fail to
move again while others weakly call out for help. Several trees in
the explosion area begin to topple, men cry out as they run to
avoid them. Some are crushed by the falling trees while trying to
rescue their companions who’d been injured in the explosions.

“That should slow them down some,” James
says as he rejoins the others. Setting a quick pace, they race
through the trees to put as much distance between themselves and
the soldiers.

As they continue on, the sound of pursuit
becomes more distant. Jiron continues to lead them northward,
though he soon loses exactly which way north is. Not being a
woodsman, he’s now using the sound coming from their pursuers to
determine their course. His main goal is simply to just stay ahead
of them.

Suddenly, the trees open up and the river
appears before them. Without hesitation, he immediately turns to
follow it upstream. “Won’t they think to follow it?” James asks
him.

“Most likely,” he says, “but that mural
indicated this river comes from a lake nestled in among some
mountains. I think we’d be better able to lose them in the
mountains than in here.”

“Good thinking,” James replies
approvingly.

When the sound of pursuit all but
disappears, they slow their progress, giving everyone a break from
the relentless pace. They pause near the river for only a few
moments to allow everyone to have a quick drink and to catch their
breath before continuing on.

“Let’s go,” Jiron announces as he makes
ready to resume following the river to the mountains.

Miko gets to his feet with an exhausted
groan. Jiron grins at Miko but then his grin disappears when he
sees James beginning to limp on his wounded leg.

Coming over to James, he says, “Leg
bothering you again?”

Nodding, James replies, “Yeah, a little. All
this running is putting a strain on it.”

“You going to make it?” he asks.

“I have little choice,” James says,
resigned. Then he indicates Jiron should proceed as he says, “Go
on, I’ll be fine.”

Worried about his leg, Jiron again moves
out. Following the river enables them to maintain a consistent
heading that forging through the forest hadn’t allow.

The moon appears on the horizon, giving them
some light with which to make their way. Though it’s merely a
lightning of the shadows after it filters its way down through the
canopy of leaves above them. Miko continues to jump at every sound
around him, the shadows playing tricks with his eyes, making him
see enemies around every tree.

For the next hour, they continue moving
quickly through the forest, staying close to the river. Soon the
sound of pursuit completely disappears behind them. They stop for
another few minutes by the side of the river where everyone takes a
moment’s rest.

Miko plops himself down on the ground,
exhausted. “Don’t get too comfortable,” Jiron tells him from over
by the river. “We’re not staying very long.”

“I know,” he replies, sounding very
tired.

James hobbles over and sits down with his
back against a tree near Miko, glad to have the opportunity to
rest. His leg is starting to burn and when he looks at it, can see
that blood is beginning to ooze again from the cuts. He brings his
head down to lay on his arms resting on his knees just as a
crossbow bolt embeds itself into the tree where his head had been
but a moment ago.

“Jiron!” he yells as he rolls to his side,
avoiding another bolt as it strikes the tree. Pain erupts in his
side as he feels the barely healed wound rip open. Suddenly, the
entire area is illuminated by a bright light as he creates an orb
of light in the air above them. He quickly looks around and sees
several soldiers coming toward them out of the trees. He lets loose
with blasts of energy that lifts two of them up and slams them into
the trees behind them.

Miko is getting up, trying to get his sword
out of its scabbard when a soldier appears in front of him.
Screaming, he lurches away from the attacker just as a slug strikes
the soldier in the chest, propelling him backward as it blasts out
of his back.

He at last gets the sword out as Jiron joins
the battle, engaging two of the remaining soldiers. Taking the
sword in both hands, Miko edges backward, away from the battle
knowing he’d be little use against them.

The ground erupts and five soldiers are
thrown into the air. Miko looks around and sees a soldier coming up
behind James who looks to be lost in concentration, oblivious to
the approaching danger.

Miko breaks into a run to engage the man
before he can get to James. The soldier hears him approaching and
turns, a smile on his face when he sees Miko.

Coming closer, Miko cries out as he swings
the sword with all his might. The soldier easily deflects his inept
attack and returns with a slash. Before it has a chance to connect,
the soldier is struck with a slug and thrown off balance. Miko is
sprayed with gore from the exiting slug as the man falls to the
ground dead.

Miko turns to see James looking toward him
another slug in his hand. He gives him a brief nod of thanks as he
wipes some of the man’s blood off his face, then brings his
attention to the remaining soldiers battling Jiron. Knowing he’d be
worse than useless there, he goes over to James and stands with
sword ready as he watches his back.

Jiron deflects one soldier’s blade while at
the same time elbowing the other in the side of the head, causing
him to stagger dazed for just a few seconds. He sidesteps away from
the dazed man as he engages the remaining soldier.

The man holds him at bay with his shield
while striking out with his sword. Jiron deflects the soldier’s
sword rather than taking the brunt of the attack by blocking, and
returns with a slice from his other knife, opening up a long wound
down the man’s forearm. He severs several tendons which causes the
soldier’s hand to release the sword. Without his sword, Jiron is
able to knock aside the shield and get inside his defenses. A quick
strike with his knife and he connects with a mortal wound to the
man’s neck.

Blood spraying forth as the jugular is
severed, he sees the soldier fall and then turns his attention back
to the man who’d been staggering dazed and kicks out with his foot.
Connecting with the man’s knee, he hears a satisfying ‘snap’ as the
soldier cries out and falls to the ground.

Moving away from the fallen man, he quickly
glances around the area and realizes there’re no more soldiers to
deal with. “Come on!” he cries as they resume their flight through
the forest. He notices that this time, Miko has acquired a crossbow
as well as a brace of bolts which is slung across his back. The
sword is back in its scabbard hanging at his hip.

As they hurry along, James asks, “How’d they
catch up to us so fast?”

“Moving silently,” Jiron replies. “They’re
trained for that, whereas we plow through the brush announcing our
position with every move we make.”

“No time to rest then,” James announces.

“I wouldn’t advise it,” Jiron says and then
hears a groan from Miko. Glancing back to him, he asks,
“Tired?”

He just gets a nod from Miko as he tries to
keep up with them. The added equipment he’s acquired burdens him
more than he’s willing to admit.

After another hour, the sky begins to
lighten and they can see that they’re finally approaching the
foothills of the northern range of mountains where that lake is
suppose to be. When the sun begins to crest the horizon, they
locate a somewhat hidden spot and stop for a rest break. Miko
immediately collapses to the ground, James hits the ground not too
far behind as well. “You guys rest,” Jiron tells them, “and I’ll
have a look around.”

Getting a nod in reply, he moves out and
soon disappears in the trees. “Think we lost them?” Miko asks
James.

Shaking his head no, he says, “I doubt it.
I’m sure they have trackers and we’re probably leaving a trail a
blind person could follow. It’s just a matter of time until they
find us.”

“What are we to do then?” he asks
worriedly.

“Keep going, try to stay ahead of them,” he
tells him. “That’s about all we can do.” He leans back against the
bole of a tree and closes his eyes. The pain in his leg throbbing
and he knows he really needs to get off it for a while so it can
have a chance to heal. His side has stopped burning from where he’d
agitated it earlier. He’d looked at it after the sun came up and
found some blood had begun oozing again.

Just them, Jiron returns and says, “I don’t
think they’re very close behind us.”

“Good,” says Miko as he stretches out on the
ground.

Jiron comes over to him and says, “We aren’t
going to have time for you to take a nap.”

“I know,” he replies. “Just let me know when
we’re leaving.” Then he closes his eyes as he lays there trying to
get some rest.

“We’re not going to be able to keep this
pace up,” James tells him from where he’s resting, not even
bothering to open his eyes.

“Your leg?” he asks. He can tell James is in
pain and the fatigue they’re all feeling is apparent in his
face.

“It’s getting bad,” he admits. “Not sure how
much longer I can keep going. I also opened up the wound in my side
during that last battle.”

“Can you use a puddle or something to find
out where they are?” he suddenly asks him.

“Perhaps,” James says as opens his eyes. He
gets up and walks over to the river. Using some stones and dirt, he
makes a small pool at the water’s edge and then settles down next
to it.

As the image in the pool begins to change,
they see them sitting by the pool and then he begins to expand the
image. It’s quickly apparent that the trees are going to hide
everything and that this isn’t going to work here.

“Afraid not,” James says as he cancels the
spell.

“Then we’ll just have to trudge on as best
we can and hope for the best,” Jiron says.

From where Miko is lying down, they begin to
hear snores and they just smile at each other. “Hate to wake him up
but we need to get going,” says Jiron.

James groans as he gets up and limps over to
him, nudging him with his foot. It takes some doing, but he manages
to get him awake. Jiron sets a quick pace, following the river
north as they pass deeper into the forested hills. It’s not too
much longer before they are able to see the sun glistening off of a
large body of water through the trees ahead of them. It’s the lake
that the mural back at the ruins had depicted.

It’s not nestled in among the mountains like
they’d thought, but rather sits at their base. They can see how the
foothills hug its southern shore and turn into mountains on its
northern side. The lake itself is quite large and has a large
island situated out in the middle of it. The island is wooded and
looks deserted.

They turn and follow the shoreline east as
the river coming out of the lake is too wide to cross to the west.
After walking over a mile along the shoreline, Jiron points behind
them.

Coming out of the woods where the river
leaves the lake are dozens and dozens of soldiers. When they see
them ahead on the shoreline, they begin moving in their
direction.

James pauses for a second to watch them as
they pour out of the forest. It looks like nearly a hundred men are
behind them. “Dear god!” he exclaims as he watches them.

A whimper escapes Miko and Jiron says,
“Move!”

Moving quickly, they leave the shore and
enter the forest. “We’re going to have to do something,” he says to
James. “We’ll never make it with all them behind us!”

“I know,” replies James as he works to keep
his tired feet moving. His leg is on fire and feels as if it’s
about ready to buckle. Somehow his leg continues to keep going as
he keeps up with the hurried pace of the others.

As the hills become more pronounced, he
begins to get an idea of how to deal with their pursuers. He keeps
an eye out for a suitable spot for his plan, and when they come to
where a ravine passes through between two hills, he says, “Let’s
stop.”

“Why?” asks Miko.

“I intend to discourage any more pursuit,”
he tells them.

“How?” Jiron asks.

“First of all…”

 


From where Miko lies at the crest of the
hill where the ravine ends, he watches as the first of the men
enter the ravine and make their way toward him. Getting his
crossbow ready, he takes aim, and as they near the middle, he lets
fly.

The bolt misses the lead man and strikes the
ground in front of them. The line halts as they search for where
the bolt originated from. While they’re doing this, the rest of the
men behind them continue to enter the ravine, creating a tight
packed crowd.

When enough of them have entered the ravine,
Miko suddenly stands up and turns around as he races back over the
hill. “I hope this works,” he mumbles to himself as he hears cries
of the soldiers behind him when they see him running away.

Suddenly, he’s knocked off his feet by a
deafening explosion behind as the ravine rocks with an enormous
explosion. Glancing back, he sees a cloud of dust rising to the
sky.

He moves around to where James said to go
and meets up with him. He’s sitting on the ground, head cradled in
his hands. “You okay?” Miko asks, worried.

James just shakes his head as he sits
there.

Miko moves around to the hill where Jiron
was suppose to be waiting and watching what happens in the ravine.
He comes up behind him and asks, “Did it work?”

“Looks like it,” Jiron replies from where
he’s lying on top of the hill looking down into the ravine.

When Miko crests the hill where Jiron lies,
he can see the ravine is no more. The hills on either side have
exploded outward, coming together and crushing all that had been
between them. He looks to where Jiron points and can see maybe ten
men who are hesitantly approaching what used to be the ravine. Only
ten of the force behind them survived.

From the ravine, they can hear the cries of
the soldiers who hadn’t died in the initial explosion. The ten move
cautiously toward the ravine and when they realize nothing further
will be happening, speed their approach as they move to rescue the
survivors.

“Think they’ll continue after us?” Miko asks
Jiron.

“Doubt it,” he says. “They’ll have all they
can do just to get the survivors out of there.” Turning around he
begins to head back to James and says to Miko, “Let’s go.”

Miko glances back at the men coming to the
rescue and then follows Jiron down.

When James sees them coming, he says,
“Well?”

“Looks like you got most of them,” Jiron
replies. “Less than a dozen remain and they’ll be too busy helping
their fellows to come after us.”

Shaking his head at all the death and
destruction, he says, “Why can’t they just leave us alone?”

“They will now,” Miko says.

Saddened to have once more caused so many
deaths, James sighs, “Alright, lets go.” He gets up and Miko comes
to help him as he starts to waver a little bit. “Thanks,” he says
once he regains his equilibrium. Limping, he has to lean on Miko to
even walk, the pain in his leg is so bad.

Jiron angles them away from the scene of the
explosion and they make their way back toward the lake shore. From
there, they continue following it for several more hours until
James states that he just can’t make it any further. Jiron moves
ahead and returns shortly saying he’s found a spot along the shore
they can spend the night.

As he brings them back to the camp site, he
sees a small animal at the edge of the water. Stopping, he
whispers, “James, can you take him down?”

Removing a slug from his belt, he leans on
Miko to steady himself as he prepares to throw. When he throws the
slug, his leg gives out and he loses his balance, falling to the
ground. Despite falling, the slug flies true and strikes the
animal, killing it.

“You got him!” Jiron hollers jubilantly as
he moves over to the dead animal.

Miko helps James to his feet and then over
to a tree where he aids him in sitting down. Once James is settled
in, Miko sits down next to him and then passes out from
exhaustion.

Bringing the animal over, Jiron says, “You
just rest. I’ll gather some wood and we’ll have this cooked in no
time.”

James just nods his head before resting it
back against the tree. Closing his eyes, fatigue takes him and he
quickly falls asleep.

The smell of roasting meat wakes him up.
Glancing over to where Jiron is cooking the animal, he asks, “Do
you think it’s risky to have a fire?”

“Maybe, but I’m not eating this raw,” he
replies. “Besides, I really doubt if anyone will be coming after us
so soon after the beating they took back there.”

“I hope you’re right,” he says.

They have a hard time waking Miko when
dinner is ready. But once the mouthwatering aroma reaches him, he
perks up and readily joins in.

James wishes for more than just meat to eat.
He was never much into salads or vegetables when he was back home,
but he sure misses them now. Looking around, he’s sure there are
edible plants and roots out there somewhere, if he only knew what
they looked like. Oh, well, at least he has the meat.

When they’re done eating, they toss the
carcasses into the water and Miko is surprised when nothing comes
and eats them. “Where are the little fish?” he asks.

“The water’s probably too cold for them,”
explains James. “They most likely prefer the warmer water back in
the swamp area.”

Miko just looks curiously out at the water
and when still nothing happens, nods his head and realizes that
James is probably right. Again.

James and Jiron decide to keep watch through
the night, they don’t dare trust Miko to do it, not in his tired
state. James decides to take the first watch since he’d already
taken a short nap.

 


It was several hours into his watch when he
first notices it. At first he thought it was just his imagination,
it was so subtle and quiet. Then it became increasingly more
pronounced. Singing. A woman’s voice, singing a quiet song.

He quickly realizes it’s coming from the
direction of the lake. Pulling himself to a standing position, he
looks out over the water. Barely perceptible in the moonlight, he’s
able to make out a small boat coming toward their camp. A small
figure is sitting in the middle of the boat, facing his way.

The singing continues as the boat approaches
closer and James is able to see that it is indeed a woman sitting
within the boat. James begins to feel the prickling which always
indicates magic being used in the vicinity. Must be what’s
powering the boat.

When the boat reaches the shore, he grabs it
and pulls it further up onto the beach. The lady inside says,
“Thank you,” as she gets up and steps out of the boat.

Standing only about four and a half feet
tall, she walks over to James and stops several feet away. Her
blond hair glistening in the moonlight, she looks James up and
down.

“Hello,” James greets her.

“A good evening to you sir,” she
replies.

“My name is James,” he tells her.

“You may call me, Lyria,” she says to him,
giving him a small smile.

“Would you care to come and share our fire?”
he asks.

Shaking her head negatively, she says, “No.
I had come to offer you and your companions shelter and the
hospitality of my home this night.”

Beyond all reason, he feels he can trust
her. Something about her puts him readily at ease. “Where?” he
asks.

She nods over to the island and says, “My
home.”

Jiron suddenly sits up and sees him there
talking with Lyria. “James?” he asks coming quickly to his
feet.

Turning toward him, he says, “This is Lyria
and she’s invited us to her home out on the island.”

“Why?” he asks not nearly as trusting as
James seems to be.

“Because you are in need,” she tells him.
“And I get so few visitors.”

“Aren’t you afraid of being alone with three
strangers all by yourself?” he asks her.

Laughing, she says, “No. I fear not that you
will harm me.” She glances over to where Miko is sleeping and says,
“If you will but wake up your friend there, we can be going.”

Jiron says, “James?” and then indicates with
a nod of his head that he wants to talk with him away from her.

When James comes over, he says, “What?”

“Can we trust her?” he says. “It seems odd
for a woman to be all alone in these parts, wouldn’t you
think?”

“I don’t get any ill feelings from her,”
James says. “Besides, she’s magical in nature, possibly a magic
user of some kind.”

“How can you tell?” he asks, and then says,
“Oh, right.”

“She’s offered us food and shelter,” James
tells him. “I say we take her up on it.”

“Why?” he counters.

“I don’t know,” he admits. “I just feel like
we can trust her.”

From the camp, they hear Miko cry out when
he wakes up and sees her there standing near him.

Coming back over, they reassure him all is
okay and make another round of introductions. When they tell him of
her offer, he looks dubious at best.

“I’m going,” James says as he looks at the
other two. “Who’s with me?”

Reluctantly, they agree to come and they all
pile into the boat. Once they’re all situated, she begins her song
again and the boat pulls itself off the beach and turns to head
back toward the island.

Miko gasps at the boat moving all by itself,
but then settles down when no one else seems to be upset by it. Her
song is soothing and it seems to melt all their worry and cares
away.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Nine

_________________________
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