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Easy, not too much now.

He stares across the small room to the focal
point of his attention. Slowly, only a minuscule amount at a time,
he lets the magic flow. As the magic reaches the object, it
activates the latent spells embedded within. He begins feeling a
subtle drawing of power as the object absorbs magic from him, and
his excitement starts to mount.

A smile begins to break out on his face, he
can feel how it draws the magic from its surroundings as well as
himself, into itself. A subtle red glow grows within its center as
it gradually holds more and more magic.

Bang!

The crystal explodes sending shards all over
the room. James holds up his arms in an attempt to protect his face
but several of the flying shards still find their mark in his
cheek. Once the danger has passed, he lowers his arms which now
have many small dots welling blood from where the shards have
struck.

“Damn!” he curses as he looks back at what
remains of the crystal. The floor around the small table upon which
it had sat is strewn with a thin layer of shattered crystal from
earlier experiments.

Walking back over to the table, he picks up
a large shard, the shard he first acquired in the swamp. The shard
which had given him the idea that they may in some way be able to
absorb and store magical energy. How’d they do it? Shaking
his head, he brings the shard over to his workbench and settles
down on the stool. Rolling the shard between his fingers
absentmindedly, he thinks about what happened.

Every time, they explode! Why? Can they only
hold so much power before they blow? If so, then how much?

A knock at the door brings him out of his
reverie. “Yes?” he calls out.

Ezra’s voice can be heard from the other
side, “Lunch is ready, sir.” Her grasp of the language has
improved, especially since she is now completely immersed in it.
She still has an accent and he hopes she never grows out of it, he
enjoys listening to the way she speaks.

“Be right there,” he hollers back.

Still, he wishes she would stop calling him
sir. When he first came to live at Hern’s old place, he asked
Roland and Ezra to come work for him to help take care of the
place. He figured he would be gone most of the time or just not
have the time or inclination to do it himself. Also, it seemed like
a nice thing to do. They agreed and from that point on, she had
called him sir.

He spoke to Roland about it, but Roland just
shrugged and told him that it was just her way. Roland has no
problem calling him James, and to little Arkie, he’s Uncle
James.

Before leaving his workshop, he picks the
shards out of his arm and face. Sighing, he gets up and walks out
of his workshop. It’s set a ways from the main house since he
doesn’t want to put anyone but himself in jeopardy with his
experiments.

Off to the side, he sees where the workmen
are busy with the construction of another house. That one will be
the one he’ll live in and where his guests will stay. Hern’s old
house will be Roland and his family’s, as long as they’re here.
Several other buildings are sprouting up as well; a stable that
will be large enough to hold over a dozen horses and another barn
seeing as how Hern’s old one must have been built a century before
and is in poor repair.

It had taken him the better part of a week
to recover from the fight at the pass. During his recovery, he
arranged to take possession of Hern’s old place. He mentioned to
Corbin how he would like to have a place around Trendle in which to
live. The next day, the mayor showed up personally to give him the
deed to Hern’s place.

The mayor had refused payment, saying how
it’s ample reward for what he did for them. At first he was highly
flattered that the mayor had troubled himself to come all the way
out here to give it to him personally. That is until he realized it
had been just an excuse to get away from his wife and spend time
with his old drinking buddies.

In the course of one conversation or another
since acquiring it, he referred to Hern’s old place as ‘The Ranch’
and the name stuck.

Coming through the back door into the
kitchen, he sees the others have already taken their seats at the
table. Illan and the rest of Miller’s old band are there as well.
For some reason, they’ve attached themselves to James, sort of
become his bodyguards. His own private secret service as he’s begun
to think of them. All that is but Hinney. Ever since his friend
Keril died back at the pass, he’s been melancholy. One day, he
mentioned having family in a little town in the northern part of
Madoc and left the following day to spend some time with them.

“James!” Tersa cries out when she sees the
blood welling on his face and arms. Getting up from the table, she
takes a towel off the counter and dips it in a bucket of water.
Coming over to him, she quickly dabs the blood off, as well as
picking out several more pieces of crystal out of his cheek.

“Another mishap?” Jiron asks from where he
sits at the table.

“Yeah,” he replies. Taking the towel from
Tersa, he says, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she replies as she moves
back to take her seat.

Moving around the table, he comes to his
seat at the head. No one has yet begun to eat, Ezra won’t allow it.
He’s the master of the house and no one better begin until either
he’s there, or they know he’s not coming. Woe to the man who
crosses her. Some around the table had learned the hard way the
first couple of days they were together. After eating scraps
outside after the meal was over for a day, they soon did as she
said.

Since taking over the household, she’s
changed from the sweet nice woman they had traveled with to a
stricter disciplinarian. James doesn’t care. As long as she
maintains order, he’ll back her. Besides, she’s not so strict with
the ‘master of the house’.

Once he’s seated, they wait for him to help
himself first. Another of Ezra’s rules, since he’s providing, he
better be the first one to eat. Taking a bowl of tubers, potatoes
really, he places two on his plate. As soon as the first one hits,
everyone else begins grabbing the nearest source of food and
filling their plates.

“I just can’t seem to make it work,” he
announces to all.

“We know it can,” Miko says from James’
left. “That large shard we saw over the pool did, so I’m sure
you’ll be able to figure it out.” James had thought that once the
Fire was no longer in his possession that he might revert back to
his former self. But that wasn’t the case. It seems the changes
wrought while the Fire had been in his possession are going to be
permanent, which saddens him. No one should ever be robbed of his
youth like that.

His skill at arms has remained as well,
though nothing like it had been while the Fire had taken control.
He practices with Illan and the rest, and they say he’s one of the
best swordsmen they’ve ever crossed blades with.

It wasn’t long after he recovered that the
Fire had gone into hiding. He purchased a small iron chest and had
Miko place the Fire within. Now, only James knows exactly where
it’s hidden. He snuck out one night with the chest and buried
it.

After swallowing a piece of the tuber, he
asks Jiron, “How soon will Delia be back? I used the last of the
crystals.” Delia, with the funds the ten gems Jiron acquired back
in the underground complex, had bought a couple wagons and begun
the life of a trader.

Having had a taste of it during their
sojourn through the Empire, she decided that’s what she wants to do
now that they’re back. Unable to gainsay her, he handed over the
gems. The pit fighters had all agreed to hire on with her as
caravan guards, once Jiron had finished talking with them about
it.

“Should be any day,” he replies. “She had to
go all the way to Cardri to get your money from Thelonius.”

“I know,” he says. He gave her a letter from
Alexander, the money lender here in Trendle, for his brother asking
him to relinquish James’ money. Only way he could’ve done it
without the letter was to go all the way there himself. And Delia
was more than happy to do it, for a small fee of course.

Alexander had been more than happy to
advance him some money to set up The Ranch and to begin
construction. Which brings him to his next problem, he needs to
somehow generate a steady flow of income for The Ranch. All these
mouths to feed, not to mention any and all supplies he’s going to
need, will cost many golds. Plus he understands there’s a property
tax due to the town at the beginning of the year. How is he going
to afford all this?

One thing at a time. He needs to get the
crystals to hold magic. Where the Fire lies now is not going to be
good enough forever and for what he has planned, he needs the
crystals to secure the Fire forever.

Tasting the fried chicken, he turns to Ezra
and says, “Perfect, as always.” She beams as the others at the
table offer their appreciation as well. James has realized that she
needs him to make some comment about every meal to her. It was
during the second dinner she had fixed that he failed to say
whether it was good or not. The next day, she was more subdued and
he could see that she was troubled by something. He asked Roland
what was wrong and he said that she felt he didn’t like her
cooking. Of course, he immediately went to her and told her he did,
which improved her mood immensely.

“It’s just that she’s insecure and wants to
please,” Roland told him. “After a while, she’ll know you like it
and it won’t matter if you say anything. Just try to make some
comment during every meal, no matter how small, for the next week
or so.”

He had no problem with that, she really was
a great cook.

Outside, a rooster crows from the makeshift
coop they threw together out back. Ezra now has dozens of hens and
two roosters she has to keep separated or they’ll fight each other.
Fresh eggs in the morning and fried chicken once a week is reward
enough for putting up with them.

“What do you plan to do now?” Illan
asks.

“I still have the crystal I originally
found,” he replies. “I’ll probably just study it until Delia shows
up with more, though I don’t want to risk it. There may be
something about it that I’m not seeing, which makes it different
than the others.”

“Could be,” he says. “By the way, I’m going
to take the boys out and do some hunting in the forest. See if we
can’t lay in some supplies.”

“Not a bad idea,” agrees James.

The sound of a rider approaching the house
can be heard before they finish their meal. Illan gestures for Yern
to go and see who it is.

From the front room, they hear him call out,
“It’s Shorty.”

James gets up and heads for the front door.
As he enters the front room he asks, “Is he by himself?”

Yern turns from the window and nods, “Just
him.”

Opening the front door, he steps out just as
Shorty pulls to a stop. “Anything wrong?” he asks him, worried.

Shaking his head, he pulls a sack filled
almost to capacity off his horse and hands it to James. He can see
Jiron and Tersa standing in the doorway behind him. “Everything’s
fine,” he assures them. “We picked up a shipment back in Bearn that
had to be in Wurt first thing in the morning, so she sent me here
to drop off your stuff.”

James opens the sack and finds it stuffed
with crystals, the common ones he’s been working with. Smiling, he
says, “Tell her thank you.”

“Will do that,” he says as he pulls out a
letter. “This is from Thelonius back in Cardri.”

Taking the letter, he asks, “Would you like
to stay for lunch? We have plenty.”

“No, she told me to get back fast before
they moved much further down the road,” he tells him. Pulling
himself back up on his horse, he turns to leave.

“You tell her to stop by when she passes
through next time,” he says to Shorty.

“I’ll do that,” he replies. “Goodbye,
James.”

“Bye Shorty,” he says. “And thanks
again.”

Giving him a brief wave, he kicks his horse
into a gallop and races back down the road to rejoin the
caravan.

As he turns back to the house, he sees Jiron
and Tersa standing there. Holding up the sack, he says, “At least
she dropped these off before she headed north.”

“She wouldn’t forget about you,” Jiron
assures him.

“No,” adds Tersa. “She knows how important
those are to you.”

Coming back to the dining room, he takes his
seat and pulls out some of the crystals and sets them beside his
plate. While he finishes his meal, he closely examines them. As far
as he can tell, they’re exactly the same as the one he took from
the underground complex. It has to be with how he’s doing it. It
has to!

Once he’s through eating, he gets up from
the table and takes his plate and cup into the kitchen where he
sets them on the counter. He knows it annoys Ezra that he does it,
the master should not have to clear his own dinnerware. But he just
can’t leave it there, his mom and then his grandma had ingrained
that in him too well.

He returns to the dining room and puts the
crystals back in the sack. Illan and the others are beginning to
leave for the hunt, “We’re going to take Miko with us.”

“Good idea,” agrees James. “He’s pretty good
with that crossbow of his.”

“So he keeps telling us,” Illan replies with
a grin.

Miko stands up, all six foot two. He’s quite
the man physically, but inside, he’s still a boy. Giving James a
grin, he goes to his room to retrieve his crossbow and bolts.

“Be back by dark,” Illan tells him as he
leads the others out through the front room. Miko quickly joins
them before they get too far away from the house. James watches him
as he walks with the others. They’ve really taken a liking to him,
sort of taken him under their wing so to speak. Their initial
wariness back at Lythylla has long since worn off.

Ezra and Tersa are busy in the kitchen and
dining room, getting everything cleared off and cleaned up. Roland
grabs an axe and heads out to lay in some firewood. Though fall is
still well over a month away, he needs to get busy so they’ll have
plenty when it does arrive. James tells them that he’ll be going
into town for a few hours to see Alexander.

Taking his sack of crystals out to his
workshop, he sits them down by his workbench. Then he heads over to
the old barn where his horse is currently stabled and prepares him
for the ride into town.

A smile comes over him as he remembers that
time with Corbin when he first mounted a horse. He’s come a long
ways since then.

When his horse is ready, he leads him out of
the barn and then mounts. Riding out to the so-called road that
passes by the end of his lane, he passes where the workmen are hard
at work on the new buildings. They wave to him as he rides by.

Townsmen from Trendle, they’re happy to have
this work. Seems there are many who are barely able to make it
around here and those that got this job are sure thankful. The
buildings are going up fast, they should be done before fall gets
here. At least that’s the general consensus.

As he rides into town, the people on the
street pause as they call out a greeting or wave to him as he goes
by. Ever since that situation at the estate in the forest, he’s
become some sort of celebrity around here. He waves back
cheerfully, taking it all in stride.

He pulls up in front of Alexander’s shop and
ties his horse to the post outside. Going in, he finds the same
guards as had been there the last time. One opens the door to the
back and tells Alexander he’s here.

James moves to the window in the wall and
Alexander’s head appears just as he gets there. “Ah, James,” he
says. “I take it you’ve heard back from my brother?”

Pulling the letter out, he hands it over to
him.

Taking but a moment, Alexander opens the
letter and reads the contents. “Seems you still have quite a sum
here,” he says. “Do you wish to have the same type of account you
had last time?”

“Yes, that would be fine,” he replies.
“Could I have a hundred golds of that broken into smaller
coinage?”

“Not a problem,” he says. “Just give me a
moment and I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” replies James as Alexander ducks
back inside. He waits there only a couple minutes before he
reappears at the window with two bulging sacks of coins.

He sets the sacks of coins down on the
window’s counter along with several papers. “Here,” he says. “I
just need your signature on these and we’re all set. After taking
out what I’ve already loaned you and the hundred you’re taking with
you, you still have three hundred and ten golds left.”

Nodding, James takes the offered quill and
signs where he’s told to. Once done, Alexander takes the papers and
says, “You’re all set. In the sacks there, I put 60 gold coins and
397 silver and 600 copper. That almost wiped me out of what smaller
coins I had.”

“Sorry,” James says.

“Don’t worry about it,” he assures him. “I
still have plenty.”

“Thank you,” he says to him as he bends down
to pick up the heavy sacks. The guard takes one and escorts him
back out to his horse. Alexander says, “Come again if I can help
you with anything further.”

“I will,” he replies as he exits the shop.
Securing the sacks behind his saddle takes some doing but with the
guard’s help, he manages.

He tells the guard thanks for his help and
then mounts. So as not to over tax his horse, he takes it slow all
the way back, the sacks of coins jingling behind him.

Once back at The Ranch, he goes to the main
house and removes the sacks from his horse and takes them into his
bedroom where Hern’s old money chest sits. It’s barely large enough
to accommodate the coins but he manages to get the lid closed and
the lock secured. Hern had only had two silvers and a handful of
coppers in it when he found it.

He’s going to have to have Delia acquire him
some writing materials so he’ll be able to keep a ledger of his
spending. It would also be nice to be able to keep notes about his
experiments with the crystals.

Sighing, he knows he should go back out to
his workshop and try to figure this out. As he passes through to
the back door, he finds Ezra there in the kitchen baking bread for
the evening meal. The aroma smells good.

Arkie is sitting in a highchair he bought
for him. He’s got a piece of bread in one hand that he’s happily
gnawing on. His cup is resting on its side on the floor, the milk
within it spreading in a pool.

He gives Ezra a nod and pats Arkie on the
head as he leaves through the back door. The sound of wood being
chopped reaches him from over where Roland is splitting them into
the proper size. He can see he’s already accumulated quite a pile
since he left for town.

Tersa is out in the garden they planted when
they first arrived. He can see many shoots coming up out of the
ground. He was worried that planting so late in the season wouldn’t
yield much, but he left it to their judgment. Ever since pulling
the new shoots out of his aunt’s garden when he thought he was
successfully weeding it, he’s known he has no clue about
gardening.

Back in his workshop, he reaches into the
sack of crystals and pulls out several, setting them in front of
him on the workbench. C’mon guys, what am I doing wrong?

He thinks about the last time. What he’s
been trying to do is create a spell in which the crystal will draw
and store power from the world around it. Taking only minute
quantities from each individual living thing within its radius at a
time, they would store it within themselves. They would also use
the stored power to keep the ‘leeching’ spell active, always
maintaining the maximum amount. Sort of like a continuously
recharging battery, a magic battery you could say.

But the problem he’s been encountering is
that at some point, it explodes. That’s what he has to figure out,
a way to keep it intact. There has to be a way to have it ‘charge’
to a certain point and then stop.

Perhaps along with a spell that leeches
magic from its environment, there should be one that checks for
internal integrity. One which ensures the crystal never reaches the
point where it shatters by shutting down the other spell which is
drawing in the power. Then allowing it to resume drawing in power
once the amount of stored power has dropped below the maximum
capacity.

Might work, he thinks as he carries
the largest of the crystals over to the table where the previous
experiments have been. Brushing aside the shattered remnants of
earlier experiments, he sets the crystal down and then moves back
to a safer distance.

After a moment’s contemplation to work out
the spell needed, he concentrates on the crystal and slowly lets
out the power. This time when he’s completed the spell, he holds
his breath as once more, it begins to glow red with the power being
drawn from him. When the crystal has begun to glow a deep crimson
color, he senses a gradual diminution in the power being leeched
from him until it all but disappears.

Using his magic, he examines the crystal
down to the micro level. A smile breaks across his face as he
realizes that it’s working. It’s still drawing power, but it’s such
a slight amount that he can barely feel it.”

“Excuse me,” a voice says as a hand taps him
on the shoulder.

Abruptly breaking his concentration, he
inadvertently sends a wave of energy toward the crystal, causing it
to shatter into a hundred tiny fragments. His head begins hurting
and he feels almost as if he’s about ready to pass out.

Turning on the intruder, he comes to a stop
when he sees it’s a stranger standing there. Something in his eyes
must’ve given the man pause, for he takes three quick steps
backward and backs out the door

“What!” James yells at the man as he follows
him outside.

Jiron must’ve heard him all the way from the
house and he sticks his head out of a window to see what’s going
on. When he sees James standing there in anger in front of a
stranger, he quickly rushes to his side.

“Uh,” the man stammers, his voice failing
him. Clearing his throat, he glances backward as he hears Jiron
coming and then turns his attention back to James. “Are you James,
the wizard?”

“What?” James asks him again, not exactly
understanding what he just said.

“You okay?” Jiron asks as he arrives, one
hand on a knife hilt.

Indicating the man, he replies, “This idiot
interrupted me, almost got me killed.”

Taking the man’s arm, Jiron says, “You
better leave.”

Wrenching his arm out of Jiron’s grasp he
says, “But I need your help! And I’m willing to pay!” He glances
from one to the other and back again as they take in what he
said.

To Jiron, James says, “Take him to the
house, I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

The man says, “Thank you,” as Jiron leads
him over to the house.

He returns back inside to the shattered
crystal, angry that it was destroyed. But at least he’s on the
right track, it didn’t explode until that idiot disturbed him.
It had been working!
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He finds Jiron and the stranger sitting in
the front room, Ezra having already given the man a small bite to
eat and something to drink.

“…only hope he can help me,” the man says.
When he sees James enter the room he quickly comes to his feet,
almost causing the cup holding his ale to tip over.

Jiron catches James’ eye and rolls his eyes
as he gives a sidelong nod at their guest.

“Thank you for taking the time to listen to
my dilemma,” the man says to him.

“I am very busy,” replies James, as he sits
down in one of the chairs. “Say what you came here to say.”

Sitting back down, the man begins, “I shall
be brief then.” Glancing to Jiron, he continues, “I was telling
your friend here somewhat of my problem and am hoping you might be
of a mind to help me.”

James glances to Jiron and then asks, “What
sort of problem?” Jiron gives him a brief, amused smile.

“Well, it’s like this,” he explains. “I own
a small business in Osgrin.” When James doesn’t respond to the
name, he adds, “It’s a town just a little south of here.”

“Oh,” says James.

“Anyway, I’m a dye merchant,” he continues
when no further comment is forthcoming. “And recently a competitor
has set up another shop close to mine.”

“And?” prompts James.

“And, he’s hurting my business,” says the
man. “He’s selling his dyes far cheaper than I’m able to. How, I
don’t know. If something isn’t done, he’ll ruin me!”

“And you want me to do what?” he asks.

“Why, cast a spell on him or something that
will make his dyes be of lesser quality,” he explains. “Exactly
what, I’d leave to your judgment.”

Where Jiron is amused, James is anything
but. “Let me get this straight,” he says, coming to his feet. “You
want me to ruin a man’s business because he’s cutting into your
profits?”

“Yes,” replies the man in all sincerity.
“I’d pay you for your troubles.”

Eyes smoldering, he says to Jiron, “Get this
fool from my sight!”

“You better go,” Jiron says as he brings the
man to his feet.

“But,” the man says as Jiron begins to lead
him to the door, “I’ll give you a hundred gold!”

“Get out!” yells James. The frustration he
had felt before when this idiot disturbed his experiments blossoms
into full fledged anger. “I’ll not take a million for such a deed.
How dare you even ask me!”

Struggling against Jiron as he’s being
pulled from the house, he cries out, “But you’re a mage! You’re
supposed to do things like this!”

Ezra pokes her head in from the kitchen to
see what’s going on.

Roland appears at the door, axe in hand.
James glances at him and says, “Assist Jiron in getting this man
off my property.” To the man he adds, “Don’t you ever come back
here again!”

Setting his axe on the floor, Roland takes
one arm while Jiron takes the other and they drag the dye merchant
out of the house. James watches from the window as they take him to
the end of the lane.

“He doesn’t understand,” he hears Ezra say
from behind him.

Turning around, he sees her framed in the
doorway to the kitchen, “Understand what?”

“You,” she says. “You are not like other
mages we hear about. You are kind and considerate, no one expects
that from one such as you.”

His anger slowly subsides until he’s simply
frustrated. “I suppose,” he says.

“All our lives, the stories we hear of those
with the power are ones of terror and pain,” she explains. “People
just can’t believe that a mage, wizard, or whatever can be anything
but bad.”

Sighing, he nods his head, “I know. Whenever
anyone has found out I’m a mage, their first reaction is usually
one of fear or trepidation. Only by getting to know me do their
opinions change.”

“That is true,” she agrees. “Sorry to have
intruded, but I thought you should know.”

“Thank you, Ezra,” he says. “I do appreciate
it.”

She then returns to the kitchen to resume
whatever it was she had been doing.

Turning back to the window, he sees Jiron
and Roland returning, the dye merchant stands at the end of the
lane for a moment. It almost seems like the man still hasn’t
grasped the idea James isn’t going to be helping him. Jiron turns
around and yells something at him. When the man still doesn’t
leave, he draws one of his knives and advances on him.

Seeing the drawn knife, he finally gets the
idea and starts running down the road toward town.

Jiron replaces his knife and catches up with
Roland as they walk back to the house. James moves to the doorway
as they walk up, “He wouldn’t leave?”

Shaking his head, Jiron says, “That guy
simply would not listen. It wouldn’t sink in that no amount of
money could sway you.” Cracking a grin, he adds, “So I finally had
to chase him off.”

Returning the grin, James says, “Yeah, I saw
that.”

“The problem is,” explains Roland, “is that
word about you is getting around. People are talking I’m
afraid.”

“Oh?” he asks. “And just what are they
saying?”

“Mainly that you’re a mage and that you’ve
helped some people out,” answers Roland.

“Great, notoriety,” sighs James. “That’s
just what I wanted.” Glancing at Jiron, he continues, “Would you
mind going into town tonight and find out just what they’re saying?
I’d like to know.”

“Sure,” he says. “I can take a couple of the
guys and down a few at the Squawking Goose.” Then he smiles and a
short laugh escapes him.

“What?” James asks.

“Did you ever hear why the place is called
the Squawking Goose?” he asks.

He sees Roland start to grin as he shakes
his head and says, “No.”

“Well, it’s rumored that the owner’s wife
never shuts up, and, well that’s it,” he replies.

“He named it after his wife?” James asks
incredulously. “Doesn’t she get mad?”

“This is the funny part,” says Roland. “The
wife doesn’t know, she thinks it’s because they serve goose a lot.
But she does talk more than most.”

All three start to laugh. Roland grabs his
axe from where he’d set it down and heads back to the wood pile.
They can hear his laughter as he walks away.

“Going back to the crystals?” Jiron
asks.

“I think so,” he replies. “I might have had
it, if it wasn’t for that pest.”

“I’ll keep an eye out and make sure you’re
not disturbed again,” he assures him.

“I’d appreciate that,” James says. He turns
to go through the house and out the kitchen door as Jiron exits
through the front door. Giving Ezra and Arkie a quick nod, he
leaves the house and makes for his workshop.

Once inside, he closes the door and relishes
the peace and quiet of it. Before resuming his tests, he sits at
the workbench and tries to calm himself and to get his mind to stop
churning about the interruption.

Picking up another of the crystals that lay
on his workbench, he rolls it between his fingers absentmindedly as
he recalls the spell he used the last time. When he thinks he’s
remembered it exactly and his mind is better able to focus, he
takes the crystal and places it on the table after clearing a spot
for it among the shattered remains of his previous experiments.

He moves back to where he was before and
then concentrates only briefly before letting the magic flow. This
time he lets it go quickly and braces himself for the crystal to
shatter, but it remains intact.

The leeching of magic from him begins and
the reddish glow can be seen growing within it as it holds more
power. When it darkens to a deep crimson, he backs a few more steps
away nervously, just in case. But, as before, the crystal reaches a
certain point and the leeching diminishes until it’s almost
imperceptible.

He watches it for several minutes, giving it
time to explode if it was going to and then starts toward the table
where he picks up the crystal. The deep crimson color isn’t a
light, it’s simply a part of the crystal. The leeching of power
suddenly stops altogether. Must’ve reached its limit so it shut
down.

Satisfied, he sets the crystal down on the
workbench. He picks up another of the crystals and takes it over to
the test table to see if he can duplicate the results. Setting it
down, he moves away from it and casts the spell again.

This time, the leeching of power is much
less. Odd, he thinks to himself. I would’ve thought it
would be the same.

He watches the crystal and the reddish glow
begins to form within, just as the previous one. As it reaches the
deep crimson color, it begins subsiding again as if it’s losing
power.

The leeching abruptly stops and he watches
as the red glow within the crystal begins pulsating from light to
dark. Gradually, almost imperceptible, he starts feeling a
vibration in the air.

Taking a few steps back from the crystal, he
looks around the room for the source of the vibration. Suddenly,
his eyes fall upon the first crystal that’s lying on his workbench.
It too is going from light to dark and back again. They’re
leeching each other!

The vibration in the air begins to get worse
and he can see the two crystals begin to vibrate where they sit.
Casting out his magic, he tries to stop each of the crystal’s
active spells. But instead, his magic is sucked into them, each
taking half and almost seems to be fighting for what the other had
taken.

Cutting off his magic, he looks to the
crystals and now both are a deep crimson after having taken more of
his magic. The vibration increases and a high pitched tone can be
heard.

Realizing he may not have much time, he
dives for the door and hits the ground outside just as both
crystals explode at the same time. The resultant explosion is by
far the worse yet of any failed experiment and actually cracks one
of the walls of his workshop.

As he gets up off the ground, he sees the
girls coming out of the kitchen door and Jiron and Roland running
around the side of the house. Roland has his axe ready and Jiron’s
knives are out as he looks for attackers.

James holds up his hands and says, “It’s
okay, I’m alright.”

“What happened?” Tersa asks as she comes to
his side.

“Just another experiment that didn’t go
quite the way I planned,” he explains.

Replacing his knives, Jiron says, “You need
to be more careful.”

“I know, but there’s no one to teach me
about this stuff,” he tells them. “I try to be, but magic isn’t
exactly the easiest thing to work with.”

“Probably why there’re darn few mages in the
world,” Roland adds.

Nodding his head, James replies, “Most
likely.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ezra asks. When
she gets an affirmative from him, she says, “Alright then, just
don’t do it again.” Then she turns and with Tersa in tow, returns
to the house.

“Let’s see what happened,” Jiron says as he
moves toward the workshop.

The interior of the workshop is a shambles.
His desk now has a large hole in it and the test table has
completely disintegrated, shards and pieces of wood coat every
surface of the workshop. The other crystals that had been lying on
the workbench are gone, most likely are part of the crystal shards
scattered all over. He checks the sack of crystals on the floor and
finds them unscathed, much to his relief.

“Man, what a mess,” exclaims Roland as he
enters the ruined workshop. Shaking his head, he picks up a broom
in a corner and begins to sweep up the debris.

“Here,” Jiron says to James as he takes one
end of the ruined workbench, “let’s take this out.”

Taking the other side, James lifts it up and
they carry it out where they set it down along the side of the
building. When they come back in, Roland pauses in his sweeping and
says to James, “You go on in the house while I clean this up. You
look like you could use a rest.”

Suddenly feeling how tired he really is, he
replies, “Thanks, I think I’ll do just that.”

“We’ll get this place cleaned up and you can
start again tomorrow,” Jiron assures him.

“Alright,” he says and then leaves them to
finish cleaning up the mess. Returning to the house, he’s greeted
by Ezra in the kitchen with a cup of ale. Taking it, he says,
“Thank you.” He then moves on out to the front room where he sits
in a chair by the window and stares out while he sips his ale.

The spells had taken more out of him than he
realized, must’ve been concentrating too much on the effects of the
spells and less on the effects they were having on him. He sits
back and relaxes as he thinks of what went wrong.

When the second one began to leech from its
surroundings, of course it would take magic from the other one.
Then when the first began to drop in power, it started leeching
from the second, and so forth.

The strain of working against each other
must’ve been what caused them to begin vibrating and ultimately
explode. Going to have to find a way around that.

 


He must’ve dozed off for a while, for when
he comes awake, it’s near dusk and he sees Illan coming back with
the hunters. They have several large game animals and Miko seems
very happy with himself. Getting out of the chair, he opens the
door and goes outside.

“James!” hollers Miko exuberantly when he
sees him come out. Rushing over, he says, “I got the biggest
one!”

Uther comes up behind him and claps him on
the shoulder. “He sure did,” he affirms. “Put us all to shame.”
Giving James a grin and a wink, he returns to the others who are
taking the animals around back where they’ll begin getting them
ready for the fire.

“You better go with them,” James tells Miko.
“If you killed it, you better help butcher it.”

“You’re right!” he says as he turns and
rushes to follow them.

James grins at the exuberance of his friend.
He’s sure come along way since James first found him on the streets
of Bearn. The changes the Fire had wrought doesn’t seem to bother
him the way it does James. Guess most boys wish to grow up
quickly.

He walks around the house to the workshop
and again sees the ruined workbench sitting outside. When he goes
inside, he’s amazed at just how well they have already cleaned up
most of the mess. They even brought in another workbench for him,
though not nearly as nice as the other one had been.

His sack of crystals rests on the floor
beside the new desk. Going over to it, he reaches inside and pulls
one out. Holding it up, he peers within it, not really looking for
anything.

From the door, he hears Jiron says, “Haven’t
you had enough for one day?”

Turning to him, James gives him a sheepish
grin and shrugs. “I hadn’t planned on doing anything more tonight,”
he replies. “Just came to see how the workshop turned out.”
Glancing around, he continues, “You guys did a good job,
thanks.”

“Not a problem,” he says. “Just try not to
make it a habit.”

“I won’t,” assures James. “Promise.”

“Tersa said that dinner’s almost ready,” he
tells him. The aroma from the house makes his stomach cramp and
growl.

“Then let’s go. I’m starved.” Leading the
way, they go into the kitchen and find that dinner is about ready
to be served. The table is set and many of the dishes are already
upon the table. They don’t take their seats, instead they move on
into the front room to wait until all is ready. One of Ezra’s rules
is no one sits down until everything is on the table. Miko had
tried in the beginning and was thumped in the head with one of her
spoons.

When the meal is finally ready, everyone
comes to the table except Miko, Illan and Uther. They’re still out
getting the animals ready for the smokehouse. One of the dishes on
the table is boiled tubers, one of Ezra’s favorites. One of these
days, James plans to suggest mashed tubers and gravy. He hasn’t
seen anything like that since coming here, seems too simple an idea
to not have been tried.

Midway through dinner, he clears his throat
and once has everyone’s attention, makes a couple of announcements.
“First of all, I’d like to let you all know that I finally got the
letter of account from Thelonius in Cardri today. I went to
Alexander’s and cashed it in so will be able to start paying you
all.” He gets a round of applause at that.

“Now, before you all get excited, let me
explain a few things. First of all, Roland will be in charge of the
money seeing as he’ll be here when I’m gone and is going to be my
administrator as well. If you should need extra money for equipment
or supplies, see him. I’m going to sit down with him later to
figure out exactly how much each will receive a week. After dinner,
I’m going to give each of you two silvers and then we’ll go from
there.” He sees several heads nodding agreement to what he’s
saying.

“Now, another thing. Today, a man walked in
here and disturbed me while I was in the middle of an experiment
and it almost killed me. I want you all to keep alert for any
strangers approaching the property and turn them away, gently and
nicely if possible. If they seem to have a good reason to see me,
and I mean it had better be a good reason, then take them to the
house and have them wait while you get me.”

“What would constitute a good reason?” Jorry
asks.

“Imminent death, perhaps,” suggest James. “I
don’t know, just not for their own selfish reasons.” He then goes
into the reason the man had come here seeking his help and what
happened. When he’s done, he asks, “Do you understand now?”

Nodding, Jorry replies, “I think so.”

“Good,” he says. “I really don’t want a
repeat of earlier today.” He takes another bite and then continues,
“Also, I understand there are rumors circulating about me. Jiron is
going to go into town after dinner and try to find out just what is
being said and by whom. If any of you wish to go with him, I’m sure
he wouldn’t mind.”

Jiron nods his head indicating he would
welcome any and all who want to come with him.

“Be subtle, don’t ask any questions,” he
explains to them. “Just sit back and enjoy the evening, but keep
your ears open. Oh yes, and don’t get drunk or cause any problems,
please.”

At that, several grin and one even
chuckles.

“I mean it,” insists James. “I don’t want to
go down tomorrow and pull your sorry butts out of jail.”

“Alright, James,” Yern says. “We’ll be on
our best behavior.”

Once dinner is over, James goes into his
room and returns with the promised silver pieces. He hands one sack
of coins to Ezra saying it’s for the household expenses.

With money in hand, Jiron and the others
going with him leave for town. Roland stays at the Ranch, as well
as those assisting Illan and Miko with the carcasses.

By the time James goes to bed, Miko and
Illan are still out there slicing and preparing the meat for
smoking. He can smell the meat that has already been placed within
the smokehouse.

 


The next morning when he wakes up, the sound
of a wagon leaving can be heard. He quickly gets out of bed and
looks out the window, only to find farmer Hunst heading back to the
road with his load of milk jugs. A local farmer, he sells milk and
butter to the various people living in the area.

He gets dressed and takes out his shaving
kit and mirror, something he acquired shortly after coming to The
Ranch. The dull knife he uses to shave the stubble off has been
magically imbued with the ability to only cut hair. You could run
the edge along your wrist without the fear of opening a vein, yet
run it along your jaw line and the stubble comes off easily.

Breakfast is the only time when he isn’t
required to be at the table before anyone else gets to eat. Others
rise much earlier than he does and that wouldn’t be a very
practical rule. He scoops a cup of soap out of a large barrel
sitting in the corner of his room and then grabs a set of clean
clothes.

Leaving his room, he goes through the
kitchen where Ezra hands him a towel before he exits out the back
door. A little ways past his workshop is a good sized stream where
he had a deep pool dug adjacent to it, allowing the water to flow
in and out. His bathing pool, at least during the summer that is.
He’s not about to use it when there’s snow on the ground.

Removing his dirty clothes, he steps into
the cool water and then sits on the sandy bottom. It’s just a
couple feet deep and only comes to his mid chest when he sits in
it. Using the soap liberally, he gets all the dirt and grime of the
day before off as well as thoroughly washing his hair. All that he
needs now is a toothbrush and he’d be set but he hasn’t been able
to locate one yet, not to mention a suitable toothpaste. He figures
he’ll have to make one himself, but hasn’t had the time yet.

Once he’s clean, he rests in the water and
just enjoys the sensation of being surrounded by it. Everyone here
thinks him slightly crazy to want a bath every day, except Miko who
tends to join him more often than not. Most of the others wouldn’t
bathe at all if he hadn’t made it a requirement. Everyone has to
bathe at least once a week, more if they’re exceptionally stinky.
He’s going to have good hygiene on his place.

When he finally brings himself to leave the
pool, he dries himself on the towel Ezra had given him and then
dons the clean clothes. Back at the house, he drops the towel and
the dirty clothes in a basket for Ezra to wash later on.

She already has a plate of eggs and tubers
ready for him upon his return. Jiron is there as well as Jorry,
both looking as if they had too much fun the night before. Between
bites, he asks, “You guys okay?”

“Just a little hung over is all,” admits
Jiron.

“We didn’t get into trouble though,” offers
Jorry.

“Did you hear anything?” he asks them.

“Not too much,” says Jiron. “They might’ve
known we are with you so didn’t gossip as they might of otherwise.
But the general opinion of the people there is that you’re
okay.”

“That’s it?” he asks. “Just okay?”

“Well, it’s better than being called evil or
demon spawned,” jokes Jorry. “At least they accept you and aren’t
afraid of you.”

“That’s something, at least,” agrees James.
He sees them exchange glances and asks, “What?”

“Well, one traveler who was passing through
asked if you were possessed by a demon,” Jorry explains.

“Why did he ask that?” he asks.

“Seems someone fitting your description is
said to have been possessed by a demon a while back,” replies
Jiron. “In some town called Willimet, there’s a woman who’s
claiming that you were.”

“Oh my god!” exclaims James. “That’s
absurd.”

“You know this woman?” asks Jorry
incredulously.

“In a way,” he admits. “Here’s what
happened…” He relates to them the events as actually transpired
back in Willimet. When he gets to the part where he and Miko are
forced to leave the angry crowd, Jiron can’t stop himself as he
starts laughing.

“You needn’t worry though,” Jorry says, a
grin on his face as well. “The people around here don’t take any
stock in it. They just dismiss it as idle gossip.”

“That’s good news,” James says, breathing a
sigh of relief.

“But it makes for a good story,” Jiron adds.
“I expect it to spread fast.”

“Can’t be helped I suppose.” Changing the
subject, he says, “I plan on going into town today. Need to see the
blacksmith.”

“What for?” Jorry asks.

“Want a special chest made,” he replies, not
expanding any further on why.

“Like some company?” Jiron asks him.

“Yes, I would,” he says. “Plan on leaving
right after breakfast.”

Finishing his last bite, Jiron says, “Well
then, I’ll just go get the horses ready while you finish
eating.”

“Thanks,” James says.

Jiron gets up and leaves the kitchen through
the back door. James finishes eating quickly and then goes to his
room where he fills one of his belt pouches with thirty gold coins.
Then he returns to the kitchen and leaves through the back door.
Making his way over to his workshop, he searches through his sack
of crystals for five of the largest, all roughly the same size.
Once he has them in another of his pouches, he leaves the workshop
and heads over to the barn.

Outside the workshop, he can smell the meat
being smoked in the smokehouse. Glancing over to it, he sees Miko
and Illan sitting in a couple of chairs, talking. Looks like Illan
is instructing him in the finer points of smoking meat.

As he approaches the barn, Jiron comes out
with the horses. They mount and are quickly on their way. Uther’s
standing guard at the end of the lane leading to The Ranch where it
meets the road into town.

“What’re you doing?” Jiron asks him.

“Making sure no one approaches the house,”
he replies. “After hearing what you said at dinner last night,
Illan set up a schedule for watches out here.”

“Seen anyone?” James asks.

Shaking his head, he says, “Not a soul.”

“Be back in a couple hours,” he tells
him.

Uther just gives him a nod as they turn on
the road and head into town.
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They find the blacksmith overseeing an
apprentice who’s working on some nails, his hammer ringing with
every blow. His other apprentice greets them as they ride up and
asks them to wait a few moments while he tells his master that
they’re here.

When the apprentice has finished the nails,
the blacksmith comes over to where they’re waiting. “What can I
help you gentlemen with?” he asks.

“My name’s James and I wish to have a small
iron box built to specific dimensions,” he says as he holds out his
hand.

Taking the hand, the blacksmith gives it a
shake then replies, “Kraegan, nice to meet you. What sort of box
did you have in mind?”

Using his hands to show the dimensions,
James gives him a rough idea what he wants. “Also, I need the
inside to be padded to prevent the contents from coming to harm,”
he explains. “On each of the four sides, as well as the top, I need
to have a crystal embedded within it.”

“Hmmm,” he says as he considers the request.
“The box and inner lining I can do with no problem. The crystals
now, that’s another matter. I know someone who can do it and can
get with him to do that part once I’m done with the box.”

“That would be fine,” James assures him.

“For what you’re asking, I’d have to charge
seventy five golds for everything,” Kraegan says.

Sighing, he knew it would come to this. He
begins the haggling process and eventually works him down to fifty
three. “I have forty golds on me,” he tells the blacksmith. “I can
give you the rest upon delivery of the box.”

“Agreed,” the smith says as he leads him
over to a table where they count out the coins. Once the count is
agreed upon, he asks, “Do you have the crystals with you?”

James removes the five crystals from his
pouch. “Now, there can be no flaw in the crystals,” he insists.
“And they must be centered in each of the sides as well as the
top.”

“I understand,” the smith tells him. “Don’t
worry, we’ll take care of it for you.”

“Thank you,” he replies. “If you can get it
done by the end of the week, I’ll throw in another ten golds.”

“Doubt it,” says the smith, “but we’ll see
what we can do.” The smith takes the golds and the crystals into
the building adjacent to the forge area.

“Back home?” asks Jiron.

“Yeah, I’ve got a lot of work to do before
the chest is done,” he tells him.

As they’re riding back and after they’ve
left town, Jiron asks, “Is it for the Fire?”

Nodding, James replies, “Yes, and I’d
appreciate you not saying anything about this to anyone.”

“No problem there,” he assures him.

They see four people standing at the end of
the lane to The Ranch, three women and a man. Uther, Illan and
Jorry are standing there barring their way.

“He’s not here,” they can hear Illan’s voice
telling the people.

At the sound of his approach, they all turn
toward him. He can see relief evident upon Illan’s face at seeing
him returning.

“Is that him?” a lady with a red hat asks
the man she’s with.

“I think so,” the man replies.

The other two ladies both back up a step,
their eyes never leaving him.

“What’s going on?” James asks as he comes to
the group.

Everyone starts talking at once, finally
Illan’s voice roars over everyone else’s. “Enough!” he shouts and
everyone stops talking. Turning to James, he says, “They’ve come to
see you, but they wouldn’t say why.”

The lady with the red hat steps forward
though she’s obviously nervous about approaching him. He sees her
and asks, “Yes?”

“We were told you could help us,” she
replies.

“Who told you that?” he asks
incredulously.

“I don’t rightly remember his name,” she
tells him. “You see, I need a charm for my daughter here,” she says
as she brings forward a comely looking girl of about fourteen. “You
see, she’s infatuated with the butcher’s son but he has his eye on
another.”

“Despite what someone may have told you,” he
says to her, “I don’t do charms or anything else like that.” When
he sees the disappointment on her face, he softens his voice and
says, “I’m sorry.”

The girl seems almost on the verge of tears,
he dismounts and comes to her. “You shouldn’t need a charm to
ensnare a man’s heart, your beauty should be able to get you anyone
you desire,” he says. “Where I come from, the girls don’t rely on
magic, but on their own charms and abilities. There’s a saying
where I come from, ‘The way to a man’s heart is through his
stomach’. Maybe you should try to impress him with your charm and
cooking abilities. Find out what he likes to do and tell him how
well he does it, how impressive he is, that sort of thing. You’d be
surprised how much you can turn his head with the simplest
things.”

“Do you think so?” she asks, hope springing
to her eyes.

“Never know until you try,” he tells her.
“Besides, if this boy is blind enough to not want one such as you,
then he’s probably not worth your time anyway.”

She gives him a shy smile and says, “Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome,” he replies and then gets
back up on his horse. To the mother, he says, “A good day to you
ma’am.”

As he goes by Illan, he leans over and
whispers, “Keep them out.”

Illan gives him a brief nod.

Turning to Jiron he says, “Let’s get back.
Still lots to do.”

“You got that right,” he tells him.

He glances back to the end of the lane after
riding a dozen yards and he sees that Illan has moved them along.
The man and the ladies are walking back toward town. This could
get irritating. No wonder all the stories of mages and wizards
always have them living in far away and inhospitable places.
Probably move there just to get away from this sort of
thing.

Before reaching the house, Sean the master
builder comes over from the construction site and waves him down.
Slowing down, he says to Jiron, “You go on ahead and I’ll be up
shortly.”

“Alright,” he says as he continues on while
James stops and talks with the builder.

“Sir, if you have a moment?” Sean asks. He’s
the one who’s overseeing the entire construction project.

“Sure,” he says as he gets down from his
horse. Holding the reins in his hand, he follows him over to where
the house is being constructed.

“The cistern you wanted us to put in on the
second floor is going to need more support than we had originally
anticipated,” he says.

James ties his horse to a wagon parked
nearby loaded with lumber and other building supplies while he
follows Sean within the skeletal construction.

He shows him where the additional support
beams are going to need to be placed. “I’m afraid it will shorten
your reception area by a foot, but I don’t think we have a choice,”
he says.

“Very well,” he tells him. “If we need to
sacrifice a foot, so be it.”

“It won’t be completely wasted, however,” he
explains. Bringing him closer, he shows where the pipes are being
set to allow the water to flow from the cistern above to a smaller
tank below. “We can reroute the pipes to run within the new support
area, so will save some room there.”

“Good thinking,” James says, agreeing to the
idea.

“Never seen anyone do this before,” he tells
him.

“Well, the idea is to have water in the
house without having to go outside to fetch it,” James says. He had
to explain this several times before Sean was able to understand
the rationale behind it when he first started the construction
project. He wanted at least partially running water, and a way to
heat it for baths in the winter time.

“Other than that, we’re running right on
schedule,” he says. “We should be able to finish the main house by
fall and the rest before Solstice.”

“Excellent,” comments James. “You’re doing a
great job.”

“Thank you sir,” Sean replies.

James leaves him to his work as he goes back
and retrieves his horse. The barn not being too far, he decides to
just walk him over to it. Jiron has already taken care of his horse
and has gone to the house by the time James enters the barn. His is
the first stall, being master of the house definitely has its
perks. Of course in the winter time, he may want the last stall to
be as far from the cold as possible.

The sound of Roland splitting more firewood
can be heard while he removes the saddle and tack. A quick brushing
and his horse is set. Leaving the barn, he checks in with Ezra and
finds lunch still an hour away so he heads over to his
workshop.

The ruined workbench has been removed,
probably chopped into kindling. Not good for much else now anyway.
Inside he takes out another of the crystals and sets it on the
workbench before him. The spell he applied last time had worked
beautifully, as long as there isn’t another crystal in close
proximity.

Maybe I could incorporate a ‘signature’ of
some kind within each of the crystals that would prohibit another
from leeching from it. If so, that would solve the problem.

He finally comes up with an idea. When the
crystal feels a drain on it, it will send a signal to the source.
Each crystal will be set up to recognize that signal and when they
receive that signal from a source of power they’re attempting to
leech from, they’ll stop.

When he has it set in his head exactly what
he wants to do, he releases the magic. The crystal on the workbench
before him begins to leech from him. He again sees the now familiar
red glow that will eventually deepen into a crimson color.

Allowing the crystal to leech power from him
for a minute, he then sends the signature signal to tell it that it
shouldn’t leech from him. And sure enough, he feels the leeching
abruptly stop. The glow within the crystal stops growing and
remains constant. Without the primary source from him, there’s not
very much else close at hand to draw from.

One of the many flies in the area lands on
the crystal and James watches in wonder as it seems to shrink in on
itself and then stops moving. Reaching his fingers to it, he
discovers it has died. All its magic has been sucked from it.

Maybe magic isn’t just magic, but the
world’s life force? And when a living thing loses all of it, he
dies? May have to keep that in mind.

He reaches down and pulls out another of the
crystals out of the sack. Flicking the dead fly off the one sitting
on the workbench, he picks it up and then heads outside. Moving
away from the buildings, he enters the forest and walks further
into it another dozen yards or so before stopping.

For his next experiment, he doesn’t want to
be too close to anyone or anything. He sets the crystal that’s
already glowing on a stump and then walks over to a fallen log
several feet away and sets down the other crystal.

Backing away to a safe distance, he casts
the same set of spells on the new crystal as he had on the previous
one. When he’s done with the spells, he watches as the second
crystal begins to glow. At the first feeling of it leeching from
him, he sends the signal telling it not to leech from him and in a
moment, it stops.

He watches the two crystals for several
minutes, until neither seem to be behaving erratically as the two
earlier had just before they exploded. It worked! Grinning
to himself, he turns to leave the forest. He’ll come back tomorrow
to see what’s happened, he needs to find out the effects of leaving
them active for a prolonged time.

Back at the house he finds lunch almost
ready so he washes up and goes into the front room to relax until
it’s ready.

Illan comes in through the front door and
sees him sitting in his favorite spot by the window. “I’ve left
Uther and Jorry out by the road,” he tells him. “We may have to
have a permanent presence there to keep people away.”

“More showed up?” he asks him.

“You could say that,” he says. “A bunch of
kids who heard you were here wanted to come and ‘see’ the mage.
Like it or not, you’re attracting a lot of people.”

“Maybe we could sell souvenirs,” he says,
jokingly.

“Souvenirs?” he asks.

“It’s something people can buy to remember
coming here,” he explains. “Maybe we could make a shirt that says,
‘I came to see the mage but only got this lousy shirt’.” He starts
laughing at the picture of a farmer wearing it as he leads a team
of plow horses.

“Maybe,” he says, actually sounding
interested.

“No!” James blurts out. “I was just kidding.
We start doing something like that and they will flock here from
all over. No, we will turn them away nicely, if we can.”

“Okay, you’re the boss,” he says with a
smile.

About that time, Ezra calls them in to the
dining room for lunch. “Where’s Miko?” he asks as they get up to go
eat.

“I have him monitoring the smokehouse,”
Illan replies. “Have to make sure the fire stays constant so the
meat smokes evenly and cooks just right.”

“I bet he loves that,” comments James.

“Actually, he’s been very interested in the
whole process,” Illan tells him.

They sit down to a quick meal of cheese,
bread and some meat off the carcasses they’ve been smoking. James
savors the smoky quality to it.

James slices off two pieces of bread and
makes himself a sandwich. Everyone else has begun to copy him ever
since the first time they saw him do it. They like the idea they
can make it anyway they choose from the selections Ezra has
prepared.

It being so hot, James has been trying to
remember how his grandparents had made homemade ice cream, but
hasn’t had any luck. He usually showed up about the time to crank
the handle. Once he asked his grandparents why they didn’t just buy
an electric one, they said it never turned out as good.

After lunch, he returns to where he left the
crystals and Jiron decides to tag along. When they get there, they
find both of the crystals have reached a deep crimson glow. Also,
around each is an almost perfect circle of wilted vegetation.

“It’s just like back near those skull
pyramids,” observes Jiron.

“Yes, it is,” agrees James. A quick look
shows that the degree of withering is greater among the vegetation
closest to the crystal. Both crystals seem to have a radius of
about four feet. Outside that area, everything looks normal.

“What’re they doing?” asks Jiron.

“Rather not say, if you don’t mind,”
counters James. Glancing at Jiron, he can see the confused look on
his face. “It’s just that, what you don’t know can’t be tortured
out of you.”

Nodding, he says, “I understand.” Then in a
whisper he asks, “The Fire?”

“In a way, but that’s about as much as I’ll
tell you,” he says. Each of the crystals has several dead bodies of
insects upon and around them. Gonna have to slow down the rate
of leeching so as not to alert anyone who may pass by that
something is going on.

As James turns to go, Jiron asks, “Are you
just going to leave them here?”

“I’ll check back on them in the morning,” he
explains. “I want to see to what extent the wilting will increase
in that time, if it does at all.”

“I see,” Jiron says as they work their way
back to the main house.

Throughout the rest of the day, James stays
in his workshop and fine tunes the spells he’s been using on the
crystals. Over the course of the afternoon, he’s been able to
reduce the rate of leeching to only a minimal amount.

During one such experiment, he wonders what
would happen to the crystal should the spells be removed from it
while it held power. Not willing to risk further damage to his
workshop, he takes one of the crystals out into the forest, far
from where he’d left the other two earlier.

Setting the crystal down on the ground, he
backs away thirty feet and cancels the active spells. Nothing
happened, and the glow remained constant. He leaves it where it is
and plans on coming back to it sometime in the morning to see
whether or not the glow will still be there. See if it loses power
over time.

Ezra soon calls them in for dinner and
afterward they settle into the front room. Most evenings they spend
here, swapping stories, some true others highly suspect.
Occasionally one will sing a song but for the most part, they just
use it as a chance to wind down after the day and spend time
together.

James is usually one of the first to bed,
the efforts of the day’s experiments often leave him feeling
drained and exhausted. The leeching of the crystals takes a lot out
of him, at least he’s found a way to shut off the leeching so as to
preserve his own reservoir of power.

He lies in bed listening to the others
who’ve remained out in the front room. They quiet down for his sake
but he’ll be glad when the other house is built and he can have his
privacy. The last thing he hears before falling asleep is a story
Uther is telling about how he and Jorry had taken a job to escort
this princess and…

 


Bwaaak!

A noise from outside wakes him up. At first
he doesn’t even realize he is awake until he hears the chicken
squawk again. Damn those chickens! Turning over, he tries to
go back asleep.

Bwaaak!

There it goes again. Must be some animal
disturbing them again. Knowing he’s not going to be able to go back
to sleep until he deals with this, he gets up from his bed and
throws on some clothes.

Stepping carefully, he opens his door and
almost collides with Roland. In a whisper, he asks, “Chickens?”

Roland nods his head, “Yeah. Ezra heard them
and woke me up to take care of it. Sorry you were disturbed.”

“That’s okay,” he says. “Let’s get this over
with.”

Moving through the house, they make their
way to the back door in the kitchen. Suddenly, James feels the
familiar prickling sensation that always coincides with someone
doing magic. Grabbing Roland’s arm, he quickly stops him. In a
barely heard whisper, he says, “Magic is near!”

In the darkness he can hear Roland’s intake
of breath before he asks, “Are you sure?”

“Very. I’m going to go check it out,” he
whispers. “Wake up Illan and let him know what’s going on and that
whoever it is, is probably out back. Whatever you do, don’t wake up
Miko! Then take Tersa and your family into your room and lock the
door. Understand?”

“Yeah,” he replies as he goes back the way
they’d come.

James moves to the door and looks out the
window. Several shadows can be seen moving around out there,
primarily near the chicken coop. The fact that someone’s doing
magic and they’re out back by the chicken coop can only mean one
thing. They’re here for the Fire! For that’s
where he’d hidden it, figuring the chickens would give him some
alarm should someone come looking for them, which they did.

A touch on his shoulder causes him to jump.
“Sorry,” he hears Illan whisper behind him. “What’s going on?”

“The Empire’s men are out there,” he tells
them.

“Are they looking for the you-know-what?” he
asks.

“I can’t imagine they’d be here for any
other reason,” James replies. “There’s a mage with them, I can feel
it.”

“That could make things interesting,” he
says. Just then, Jorry, Uther and the rest show up and Illan
quickly fills them in on what’s going on. When Jiron shows up, he
has Uther and Jorry go around one side of the house and Yern and
Fifer the other.

Before they leave, James tells them, “We
can’t afford to let any leave here alive. If possible, take one
alive. If not, take ‘em out. But don’t do anything until you hear
the signal.”

“What’ll that be?” asks Uther.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” replies
James.

“Oh yeah, right,” he says.

They keep looking out back at the shadows
moving around. James knows it’s only a matter of time before they
realize exactly where it is and dig it up. To Jiron he whispers, “I
could use some of those crystals out in my workshop.”

“Don’t think I could get them without being
seen,” he tells him. “Too many out there.”

“Hold on a second,” Illan says as he moves
back into the house. Returning shortly, he hands James three
crystals. “Will these do?” he asks.

“Where did you get these?” he asks as he
takes them.

“I was curious about why you were interested
in them,” he explains somewhat guiltily. “So while you were gone
today, I grabbed a couple to take a closer look. I was going to put
them back in the morning before you got up.”

“It’s okay,” James assures him. “We’ll give
the others another minute to get into position and then we’ll
go.”

Illan takes out his sword and stands
ready.

A minute passes and James says, “Alright,
let’s go.” He quickly casts the magic gathering spell, upon the
crystals and slowly opens the door. The draw of the three crystals
on him at once is almost overpowering, but he needs them to be
charged at least a little for what he has planned.

When it’s clear between him and the coop, he
throws the crystals toward those standing around the coop. A cry
goes up as one of the enemy spots the three glowing crystals flying
toward them. James suddenly feels a surge of the prickly sensation
as the enemy mage prepares a spell.

When it’s cast, the magic of the enemy
mage’s spell is immediately absorbed by the crystals, all which
begin to fluctuate as they leech magic from one another as well as
the mage. This time, he did not incorporate the spell to prevent
them from drawing on each other. In fact, he’s counting on it.

His orb bursts to light overhead,
illuminating the entire area. Along with the mage, are another
dozen men in black armor who spring to attack.

Jiron and Illan move in front of James as
the men rush to attack. A slug flies between them as James takes
out one. From behind the charging men, they can see their four
friends rushing fast to close with them from behind.

Once they’re close, Jiron and Illan move to
attack. They maintain a defensive posture as they wait for their
friends to join the battle from behind. As yet, their attackers are
still unaware that they’re even there.

From the coop, James can feel the pulsating
of the crystals as each continues to draw power from the others.
The enemy mage is quickly having his power sucked from him and has
fallen to the ground, all but unconscious. He can see him there in
the pulsating glow of the crystals, attempting to crawl away.

When Fifer and the others join the battle,
they take out three men quickly before they realize they’re among
them. Now evenly matched, each attacker faces off with one
defender.

With only one man now to contend with, Jiron
is able to go on the attack. The enemy before him is no ordinary
fighter, he quickly realizes. Every attack he tries, the man blocks
and with being heavily armored, he’s finding it hard to get an
opening for his knife.

The back door suddenly swings open again as
Miko rushes out in just his underclothes, sword in hand. He moves
to aid Illan with his opponent.

“Miko!” James cries when he sees him rushing
to the fight.

Fifer’s enemy falls to the ground, his sword
stuck between the man’s ribs. He reaches down and takes the other
man’s sword and moves to help Yern who’s having a harder time with
his.

The crystals are beginning to emit the high
pitched tone, similar to the one which had been emitted by the
others earlier in the day before they exploded. The mage now lies
unmoving, one of the crystals less than a foot from his
outstretched hand. In the light of the crystals, it looks as if his
skin has been pulled in tight around his skull. His eyes look
shrunken and his hands almost skeletal.

“Down!” James yells at the top of his lungs.
“Everybody, DOWN!”

Those still engaged with enemies abruptly
break off and fling themselves away and to the ground.

Ka-Boom!

A tremendous explosion erupts as the three
crystals explode. The shockwave rolls over them and knocks down the
remaining enemies who hit the ground, dazed. Those closest to them
quickly move to dispatch them before they’re able to regain their
senses.

Looking to where the chicken coop once had
stood, James sees a small crater where the explosion had created a
hole over a foot deep and six across. There’s no sign of the mage
that had been there, several dead chickens can be found lying here
and there.

Everyone gets back up, James searches for
Miko who’s helping Illan up. “Are you okay?” he asks him.

Miko turns and says, “I’m fine.”

James looks into his eyes and sees that he
is fine. He was afraid that battle might have triggered latent
effects from the Fire, but he’s glad he had been mistaken.

“Everyone okay?” Illan hollers out as he
gets up.

Only a few minor cuts and one on Yern’s left
arm that’ll require stitching. Otherwise, they came off well.

“Is it over?” Roland asks from the doorway
to the kitchen.

“Yeah,” replies Uther. “Ask Tersa to come
and help Yern, he’s got a bad cut needing to be sewed.”

He turns back to those waiting in the
kitchen a moment and then hollers back to Uther, “Bring him
inside.”

Uther walks with Yern into the house as the
others survey the scene.

“Gather the dead,” Illan tells Jorry and
Fifer. Miko pitches in as well. Walking with James to the hole
where the chicken coop once stood, he asks, “Is this where you hid
the Fire?”

“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” he
replies. “I was hoping for the chickens to let us know if someone
disturbed them. It worked.” They see one of their shovels lying
near the hole, the entire top half of the handle gone. Picking it
up, he continues, “Guess we’ll need a new shovel.”

“Not only sightseers, now we have to worry
about possible attacks by the Empire,” says Illan.

“I figured they would come, eventually,”
admits James. “I just didn’t expect it this soon.”

“Are you close to having it ready to be
secured away forever?” he asks.

“Getting there,” he answers. “Still a couple
things I need to work on.”

Fifer comes up and asks, “What are we going
to do with the bodies?”

“We’ll dig a hole out in the forest and dump
them in,” Illan replies.

“I’m going to go see the mayor tomorrow and
let him know what happened,” James announces. “I think he has a
right to know, maybe he can get word to Ceryn who could keep an eye
out as well.”

”Good idea,” Illan says. To the rest he
raises his voice, “Everyone grab a shovel and pick, we’ve got a
hole to dig.”

When James starts to head to the barn to
grab a shovel to help, Illan stops him and says, “You leave this to
us.” Then he moves along with the others to get this deed done.

Uther comes out of the house with a lantern
and joins them.

James walks back into the kitchen and sees
Yern sitting at the table, Tersa finishing securing the bandage on
his arm. “You okay?” he asks.



Yern gives him a smile and replies, “Been
better, but with this lovely angel’s help, I’ll survive.”

Tersa blushes slightly as she begins
clearing away the blood and the soiled rags.

“Who were they?” Roland asks.

“One was a mage, the others soldiers of the
Empire,” he tells them.

Ezra gets a scared look in her eye and
clutches Arkie tighter. “What were they doing here?” she asks.

“The Empire has little love for me, I’m
sure,” he says.

Roland chuckles a little as he adds, “After
what you’ve said you did, I don’t think we can assume they’ll just
leave you alone. Besides, you’re a rouge mage, not under their
control and they will most likely see you as their greatest
threat.”

“Oh I doubt that,” James says. “But we
should be cautious from this point on.” Turning to Ezra he
continues, “Tomorrow I’m planning on going into town to talk to the
mayor. I’ll also see about getting more chickens, the ones we had
are dead.”

“You leave it to me to get the chickens,”
she tells him. “I know someone who was saying at the market just
the other day how she has too many now that her boys are gone.”

“Very well, tell Roland how much you think
you’ll need,” he says. Getting up, he moves over to the window and
looks out. He can see the light from the lantern off in the forest
where they’re digging the grave. Suddenly tired, he says, “I’m
going to bed.”

“Good night James,” Ezra says to him.

“Good night to you all,” he replies and then
leaves the kitchen.

Getting into bed, he lies there for awhile
as he thinks about the attack. I’ve got to get the Fire out of
here, it’s putting innocents in jeopardy. Next time we may not be
so fortunate. How long till next time?

Finally sleep wins out over worry.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

_________________________

 


 


 


The following morning when James heads into
town, Jiron and Miko accompany him. Illan told him that after last
night, he shouldn’t be out alone. At the end of the lane, he finds
Jorry and Yern standing guard to stop anyone from coming onto the
property.

They wave at them as they pass by and soon
are nearing the outskirts of town. With Jiron on his right and Miko
on his left, they move through the outlying buildings of
Trendle.

“The streets look a bit more crowded than
before,” Jiron states.

James had been thinking about the night
before and hadn’t been paying very much attention. But now that he
is, he sees what Jiron means. The crowds are slightly more crowded
and there are many faces he’s never seen before.

When they begin moving among the people, he
can hear hushed conversations and every once in a while catches
someone pointing at him out of the corner of his eye.
Irritating.

Once at the mayor’s office, they dismount
and leave Miko to watch the horses while James and Jiron go up to
see the mayor. “Just be careful,” he warns Miko. “As long as the
crowds keep their distance, don’t do anything.”

“Alright,” he replies. Miko stands at the
ready with his back to the building, one hand resting on the hilt
of his sword.

James tries to hide the grin that wants to
escape at the sight of Miko being so serious. “Let’s go,” he says
to Jiron who opens the door for him. They quickly move up to the
second floor and down the hall to the mayor’s office. When they
knock on the door, they receive no answer. Jiron opens the door and
looks inside. “No one’s here,” he says.

After closing the door, they retrace their
steps back down the hallway. When they come abreast of a door on
their right, several people can be heard talking on the other side.
James stops and looks to Jiron who only shrugs.

Jiron knocks on the door and the talking
abruptly ceases. The door opens and a man peers out who asks,
“Yes?”

“We’d like to see the mayor,” James tells
him.

“Do you have an appointment?” the man
asks.

“Well, actually no.” he admits. “But this is
rather important.”

“Then you’ll have to come back another
time,” the man says. “He’s in a meeting with the town council.”

As the man begins to close the door, James
says, “Just tell him James was here to see him.”

Before the door closes, it opens back up
quickly and the mayor stands there. “You come on in, James,” he
tells him. To the other guy, he says, “James here never needs an
appointment to see me.”

“Yes, sir,” the man replies.

Within the room, he sees seven other men,
Corbin being one, sitting around a large table. He gives James a
nod as he enters. The mayor takes his seat at the head of the table
and the man who answered the door pulls two more chairs over for
James and Jiron.

“Gentlemen,” the mayor announces, “for those
of you who have yet to meet him, this is James.” A murmur begins
which the mayor quickly silences.

“Now, you know Corbin here,” the mayor says.
“Next to him is Polin, and then Berill, Monn, Durik, Aarron, Igren.
This is the City Council of Trendle.”

“Good day to you all,” says James. He
receives an answering salutation from the council members.

“We were just talking about you,” Corbin
says.

“Yes,” John, the mayor jumps in. “It seems
your notoriety had attracted many people to the area.”

“I’m sorry about that,” apologizes James. “I
hadn’t planned on that.”

“No, don’t be sorry young man,” Polin says.
A man of middle years, dark hair and dressed well, Polin gives off
an air of friendliness. “In fact, we were just talking about how we
could increase it.”

Getting a dark look, James asks, “What
for?”

“All these people are going to need a place
to rest and food to eat,” Monn replies with a grin. Monn being a
fat man with slightly stained clothes, James figures him as some
kind of innkeeper or possibly someone in the service business.

“There’s a profit to be made here,” adds
Aarron, an older man who is all but grey.

“But at my expense!” James exclaims. His
outburst takes the council aback.

“You’re not having to pay for anything,”
Berill interjects. A younger man with a slight attitude, he looks
at James like he shouldn’t have to state the obvious.

Corbin jumps in and says, “I think what
James means is that he’ll be paying with his privacy. Isn’t that
right James?”

“Yes, Corbin,” he replies. “Exactly. Already
I’ve had people out at my place who are disturbing me. I’ve even
set up guards to keep them off my lands.”

“Do you think you should do that?” Durik
asks. Another middle aged man, he fits in with what Corbin had said
a long time ago about John’s drinking buddies. “If word gets around
that you turn people away, they may not come.”

“Good!” he exclaims. “I don’t want them to
come, and I certainly don’t want to become a tourist attraction
just so you all can fatten your purses.”

“Now James,” the mayor says as he gets to
his feet. “There’s no need to get upset.”

Jiron laughs and everyone’s attention is
drawn to him. Even James glances to him wondering why he’s
laughing.

“What’s so funny?” asks Igren, a small man
with a keen eye that seems to take in everything.

Standing up, Jiron says, “He’s not upset,
gentlemen. I’d say he’s merely annoyed. He’s the last person you’d
ever want to see ‘upset’.” He glances around the table, his mood
slowly turning serious as he makes eye contact with each councilman
before continuing. “While you’re here deciding upon the best way to
exploit this situation, things are going on that you’re not even
aware of. Last night, a mage from the Empire with twelve soldiers
attacked us and we nearly lost the battle. This is just the first
one, you can be sure there will be more.”

“The notoriety that you are counting on to
draw the people here to put money in your pockets will also draw
those of an unsavory nature as well. And I’m not talking just of
those from the Empire. With people, come thieves and all that goes
with them, think about that.”

James stands up and says, “I ask you not to
go forth with any plans that will draw people to me. Aside from
being irritating, it could very well put them in jeopardy.” To
Jiron he says, “We’ve said all that needs to be said, let’s
go.”

As they leave the council chamber, Corbin
gets up and follows them out into the hallway, closing the door
behind him. “Is everyone okay?” he asks, concern evident on his
face.

“Everyone’s fine,” Jiron replies. “Yern has
a nasty cut, nothing else major.”

“I’m glad,” he says. “Sorry about that in
there, I remember how much you like your quiet.”

“It just makes me mad,” he says. “They’re
planning on making a profit off of me at my expense. I like
Trendle, but it isn’t the only town on the map. If it gets too bad,
I’ll move.”

“I know and I’d hate to see that happen,”
Corbin says. “I’d better get back in before they go and pass a
ruling without me.”

“Thanks Corbin,” he says, holding out his
hand.

Taking the hand, Corbin says, “Come out for
dinner sometime, Mary and the kids would love to see you
again.”

“I may, just really busy right now,” James
tells him.

Corbin opens the door to the council chamber
and then goes back inside. James can hear them talking, about what
he can’t quite make out through the door.

As they move down the hallway and begin
descending the stairs, Jiron asks, “Were you serious about
moving?”

“Not for a while and only if it gets bad
around here,” he replies.

Outside, they find Miko still standing by
their horses. At their approach, he glances back at them and then
turns to face them. “No one’s bothered us,” he says as he pats his
horse.

“That’s good news,” James says as he mounts.
As they ride through the streets, he again hears the whispers and
catches people pointing at him. Ears burning slightly from the
attention, he kicks his horse into more of a canter and they
quickly leave the town behind.

“I think I may not come back here for
awhile,” he announces once they’ve ridden a ways out of town.

“Don’t blame you,” Miko says. “I find it
unnerving and it’s not even directed at me.”

Before reaching the lane to the Ranch, they
see three men walking away from Jorry who’s still on guard duty
there. As they ride past the men, one looks like he’s about to say
something to them. James hurries on past before he has a chance to
get it out.

At the lane entrance, Jorry says, “So far,
those guys are the only ones to show up today.”

“What did they want?” asks James.

“Just asked if you were here,” he explains.
“When I told them you had gone into town, they turned around and
started back.”

James looks back and sees the three men
paused there in the road, as if they’re deciding whether or not to
come back now that he’s there. Finally, they turn and continue down
the road back to town.

“Irritating,” he says as he starts down the
lane to the main house. Out back he can see where the hole in the
ground from the crystals exploding last night has already been
filled back in and Sean has begun laying out a new framework for
another coop. Jiron rides to the barn while he goes over to talk
with him.

“Well master builder,” James says as he
rides over to him, “got tired of working on the house?”

Grinning, he says, “No, but they’ve gotten
it under control for the moment so I thought I’d put together
another coop for you before nightfall. Your cook asked me if I
could. You don’t mind do you?”

“It’s fine,” he replies. “Do you have
everything you need?”

“All but the chicken wire and I understand
one of your men has gone into town to get that.”

“Good,” he says. He turns his horse toward
the barn and soon has him settled in. Around the back of the house,
he finds Roland chopping wood. When he sees James approaching, he
puts the axe down.

“Ezra has borrowed your builder for the
day,” he tells him.

“Yeah, I saw that,” he replies.

“You don’t mind do you?” he asks. When James
shakes his head, he continues, “It’s just that she’s arranged for
three dozen chickens to arrive here tomorrow and wanted a place
ready for them.”

“That’s fine,” he assures him. “Where did
she get that many?”

“From several of the neighboring farms, from
what she tells me,” he explains.

“I’ll be out in the workshop if anyone needs
me,” he says.

“Okay,” says Roland as he picks up his axe
again and commences splitting logs into firewood.

Rather than going directly to his workshop,
he heads for the crystals that were left out in the forest from the
day before. He goes to the one off by itself to see if the glow
still remains after being deactivated all night.

When he at last finds it, he can still see
the glow within and it looks to be just as strong as it had the day
before. It hadn’t been exactly full to begin with. Maybe the more
power it has, the more it will lose and once it reaches a certain
level it doesn’t lose anymore? Going to have to see if that theory
is sound or not.

Feeling really good about the whole thing,
he replaces the crystal back down where it had been. May as well
leave it to see how it behaves over the next couple days. Now to
the other ones.

He can easily tell where the other two
crystals were left. Before he even gets close, he can see where the
withered area has grown much greater than it was the day before.
Where there were two distinct areas, now there is but one. The two
areas surrounding the crystals have grown together and expanded
further out.

Everything within a foot of each crystal is
completely dead. Both have a deep crimson glow and look to be
filled to capacity. Canceling the spells, he bends down and picks
them up. They don’t feel any different, still hard and feels like
their weight hasn’t changed. He puts one back in his pocket and the
other he takes over to where the first one lies. He sets the
crystal down next to it, figuring to come back the next day and
compare the two to see if the one with more power will lose it
faster.

Going back to the workshop, he takes several
crystals out and casts the leeching spells upon them, the ones that
will only draw minute quantities at a time so as not to kill the
vegetation. He also adds the signature spell to each to make sure
they won’t leech from each other. Unless there are special
circumstances, he’ll always incorporate the signature spell.

He prepares four separate crystals and then
takes them out to the forest, placing them in different areas. In
the morning he’ll see what kind of effect they leave on their
surroundings. If he’s done this right, there should be very little
in the way of noticeable withering of the surrounding
vegetation.

When he returns from the forest he goes over
and helps Sean with the chicken coop. Miko and Fifer are already
there helping him. They’ve finished the initial framework and were
starting the roof when he joins them. By the time the evening meal
is ready, they’ve nailed the last of the roosting boxes securely to
the walls.

Ezra steps out to call them in for dinner
and notices that the new chicken coop is finished. Coming over, she
nods her head and says, “Very nice. Yes, very nice indeed. Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome,” Sean says to her. Then to
James he says, “I better get over there and see how they’re doing
on the house.”

“Shouldn’t have messed it up too much,”
James says with a grin.

“They’d better not have messed it up at all
if they expect to go home tonight,” he tells him as he heads on
over.

Fifer just laughs as he and Miko go and get
cleaned up. James follows them and they’re soon sitting at the
table having their dinner.

James tells everyone about the meeting with
the town council and he hears angry muttering from the ones who’ve
been standing out at the road keeping everyone away. “It’s bad
enough now,” Jorry says. “Today alone I had to turn away at least
seven people, some took it okay. Others got downright angry at not
being able to talk to you.”

“What do they want?” he asks.

“Most won’t tell me, others are just stupid
things,” he replies. “One woman wanted you to remove a wart and
another is sure that someone has put a curse on him.”

“A curse?” asks Illan, amused.

“Yes, a curse,” replies Jorry. “He claims
that his continued losing at cards is due to a curse. I told him
it’s probably just that he’s no good. He didn’t like that and told
me so in not very friendly words.”

“I’m sorry you guys have to put up with
that,” he says. “Maybe when the word spreads that I don’t see
anyone, then they’ll go away.”

“I hope so,” Jorry sighs. “If not, I’d like
a shack or something out there we can relax in. Now’s not too bad,
but in the winter, it could get bad out there.”

They eat in silence for a while, each
digesting what’s been said. Suddenly from outside, they hear the
sound of wagons rolling toward the house. Uther gets up and goes
out to the front room and shortly his voice can be heard as he
says, “Delia’s back.”

Jiron gets up and hurries out, Tersa right
behind.

James finishes another bite and then says to
Ezra as he indicates his plate, “I’m not finished yet.” Then he
gets up and goes out to meet them as well. He finds Delia and Tersa
giving each other a hug in welcome. Shorty is getting down from
where he’d been driving the wagon and Scar, Potbelly and Stig are
dismounting from their horses.

“I told you we’d make it here by dark!” he
can hear Potbelly say to Scar.

“Alright, here,” Scar says as he hands over
several coins.

“How’s the trading business?” James asks
Delia when he approaches.

“Not as good as I’d hoped,” she tells him.
“But I’m just starting out and have no contacts. Few will trust me
with their loads, but give me time and I’ll win them over.”

“I’m sure you will,” he says. “We’ve just
sat down to dinner. You’re welcome to share with us.”

“That’s okay,” she says. “I doubt if Ezra
had planned on so many, we’ll just eat our own food tonight. Though
tomorrow morning we’ll take advantage of her cooking before we set
out.”

“Leaving so soon?” he asks.

“Afraid so,” she tells him. “The merchant we
dropped the shipment off to in Wurt has commissioned another one to
Bearn. And of course it needs to be there yesterday so we haven’t
any time to dally.”

“I understand,” he says sympathetically.
“The customer comes first.”

“At least now that I’m trying to make a name
for myself,” she says.

“Thanks for sending Shorty with the letter
and the crystals,” he says.

“You’re welcome,” she replies. “I knew you
were looking for them and there was no need for you to wait because
of some impatient merchant.”

“I appreciate that,” he says. “I know you’ve
got things to do, so come on in once everything gets settled.”

“I will,” she tells him.

He hears Jiron and Tersa catching up on
things with Stig and the others as he walks back to the house. When
he enters the kitchen, Ezra looks to him with a slightly strained
expression. “Don’t worry,” he says, “they’re not coming to
dinner.”

“We might have enough,” she says as the
tension begins to leave her.

Shaking his head, he tells her, “Delia knows
you haven’t planned for them and doesn’t want to drop in at the
last minute with so many mouths. She said they’ll fix their own but
will be looking forward to some of your cooking before they pull
out in the morning.”

Relief now evident on her face, she nods and
says, “They’ll not be disappointed.”

Next to her, Roland pats her on the hand and
says, “I’m sure they won’t be.”

James sits back down and finishes his meal.
Jiron and Tersa never make it back in by the time he’s done and
Ezra is ready to clear the table. He tells her to go ahead, that
they’ll not likely be back to finish.

He goes out to the front room and sits in
his favorite chair by the window as he watches them finish getting
the horses and wagons set for the night. Roland comes in and builds
a fire in the fireplace in anticipation of the cool of evening.
Even though it gets hot here in the day, after the sun goes down,
it tends to get a little bit of a chill in the air.

Outside, he can hear Jiron telling them
about the attack last night. Delia has her guards rotate watch
around the wagons in case of a similar event tonight. When all is
settled in, they break out their rations and have a quick meal
while the sun makes its final descent to the horizon. By the time
they’re done eating, it’s dipped below and the stars have begun to
appear.

Delia, Jiron and Tersa come over to the
house when they’re done eating, he notices Jiron is carrying a
small box. “Sitting by yourself again?” Delia asks him as she
enters through the door.

“It’s peaceful,” he tells her with a grin.
Nodding his head to Jiron, he asks, “What’s in the box?”

She reaches for the box and Jiron hands it
to her. “On the road I got to thinking about your shaving kit and
the knife you used to use,” she says to him. She opens the box and
pulls out a knife, similar to the one he had used. “I was thinking
that if you could do that with others, maybe we could sell
them.”

“Who would want them?” he asks.

“Any barber out there,” she explains. “Also,
those with sheep that need shearing may want them as well.” She
looks to him expectantly.

“It’s not a matter of if I can,” he tells
her. “But if I will.”

“What do you mean?” she asks. “I know you’ve
been wondering how to raise money for this place, having so many to
care for isn’t going to be cheap. And the money you already have
won’t last forever.”

He starts to responds when Jiron jumps in.
“You’re worried about people finding out, right?” he asks.

“Exactly,” he says. “If I started doing
this, there’s no end to the number of people that would flock here.
Each wanting me to make them something that they ‘desperately’ had
to have.”

“I understand your concern,” Delia says. “I
don’t plan on telling anyone where I got them. Your secret is safe
with me.”

He sits there considering it while they wait
expectantly. “If I do this, you must swear to never tell anyone
where you got them,” he insists.

“I swear it!” she says.

“How many do you have?” he asks.

“Ten,” she replies.

Nodding, he holds his hand out for the box.
“Understand that the magic that will enable them to work will come
from the wielder. They have to be aware of that fact or they may
get seriously hurt if they do it for a long period of time. If too
much is drawn from them, they could become weakened, even die
though I doubt if that is much of a possibility.”

“I understand,” she says, handing it to
him.

One by one, he takes the knives out of the
box and casts the spell on them that will allow them to cut hair
but nothing else. When the spell has been set in the knife, he lays
it on the side table next to his chair.

By the sixth knife, he’s beginning to feel
the effects of doing so much magic. At the eighth he can barely
focus enough to be able to cast it properly. When he finishes the
eighth knife, he sags back in his chair “Eight’s going to have be
it for now,” he says. “I can’t do anymore.”

She comes over and removes the final two he
hasn’t enchanted yet from the box and sets in the eight that he has
imbued with magic. “I’m sure this will do fine.” She looks at him
and says, “You look like you could use some rest.”

“Yeah,” he says, “I do need to rest. I don’t
think you understand just what that takes out of me.” He gets to
his feet and begins to wobble. Jiron is right there and gives him a
shoulder to lean on as he helps him to his room.

When they get there, James plops down on his
bed and before Jiron leaves, says, “Tell her to get another batch
of crystals. The same amount as before and that should be all I
will require for a while.”

“Alright,” he says as he moves to the
bedroom door. “You get some rest and we’ll see you in the morning.”
Before he gets the door closed, James is already asleep.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Five
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The next morning when he wakes up, Delia and
her caravan have already left. When he goes to the kitchen, he
finds the remnants of the meal Ezra had sent them off with. He
grabs a plate and begins helping himself to the leftovers.

Tersa comes in and sees him there and says,
“She wanted to say goodbye, but didn’t know how long you’d be
asleep. We offered to wake you up but she said it would be better
for you to get your sleep.”

“It’s alright,” he replies. “Where’s
Ezra?”

“She and Roland took the wagon to collect
the chickens from the neighbors,” she explains as she begins
cleaning up. “I promised her to get this place ready for lunch and
to feed everyone if she doesn’t get back in time.”

“Where is everyone?” he asks.

“Most are out collecting scraps of wood from
where they’re building the house and are planning on throwing
together a hut of sorts out by the road. I think Jiron went into
town for some reason or other.”

“Thanks,” he says. Sitting down with his
plate, he eats while she continues cleaning the kitchen.

“Do you like being here?” he asks.

She pauses in her work and turns to look at
him. “Yes, I do actually,” she replies. “I miss the City something
awful, but here it’s nice and peaceful.” Giving him a slight grin,
she adds, “Most of the time.”

“I’m glad,” he says sincerely. “I’ll
endeavor to preserve the tranquility as much as I can.”

He finishes his breakfast and then takes his
plate over to where she’s doing the dishes. “Thanks,” she says as
she takes it from him.

“If anyone needs me, I’ll be out at the
workshop,” he tells her as he heads for the back door.

“That’s where they look first anyway,” she
replies just before the door closes behind him.

Grinning at her words, he heads out to the
workshop. Just before he gets there, three men step out from around
the side. It’s the same three men that were turned away when he was
returning from town yesterday.

Oh, bother! He stops as they approach
him and steels himself for the inevitable demands he knows they’re
going to make. Am I going to have to build a high fence or hire
more guards?

Two of the men stop five feet from him while
the third approaches. “Excuse me, are you James?” the man asks.
“The wizard?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” he replies. “Now just how
did you get on my property?”

One of the two men brings something up to
his mouth and blows.

James suddenly feels a prick on his neck and
pulls out a small needle dart. He brings it up to look at and can
see a drop of his blood upon it. At first confused, then realizing
he’s being attacked, he calls the magic to defend himself. But his
mind is beginning to cloud and he’s unable to focus enough. His
equilibrium begins to falter as he tumbles to the ground.

The man closest to him says to the others,
“Pick him up. We’ve got to get out of here fast.”

Just then the back door to the house opens
up and Tersa steps out. “James, I just remembered…” she says before
seeing the men standing there. She takes it all in, the sight of
James lying on the ground and the three men standing next to him.
An ear piercing scream escapes her as she darts back into the
house. More screams echo as she races through the house and out the
front screaming for her brother.

From the end of the lane where Jiron had
paused a moment to talk to the guys working on the hut before
heading on into town, he hears her scream. “Tersa!” he cries as he
turns his horse back toward the house, kicking it into a gallop.
The others drop their tools and race after.

The largest man picks up James and slings
him over his shoulder. Turning away from the house, they begin
running toward the forest. Tersa’s screams continuing behind them
as she runs through the front door.

Seeing Jiron racing back down the lane, she
points to the back and says, “Three men!”

He nods and races around the house. “James!”
Jiron cries out as he rounds the house at a full gallop, his horse
quickly closing the gap. Seeing them carrying him away toward the
forest, he yells, “They’ve got James!”

Without even slowing, he rides straight for
them and crashes his horse into them before jumping clear. Two of
the men fall to the ground, the one carrying James continues on
toward the forest. Not taking the time to dispose of the two his
horse had knocked to the ground, he races after the one carrying
James.

The man glances over his shoulder and sees
the gap between them narrowing quickly. He abruptly comes to a halt
and drops James to the ground as he turns to engage Jiron. Seeing
his other two partners already on the way, he worries more about
defense, keeping him busy until help arrives.

Jiron closes with him, both knives at the
ready. A quick glance at James shows him to still be alive, if
unconscious.

He strikes out with his left knife which the
man blocks with ease and then comes back in with his right which
scores along the man’s side. Pressing the attack with vigor, he
lays into him with a barrage of blinding attacks honed through
hundreds of battles in the fight pits back in the City of
Light.

The man quickly realizes he’s not going to
win this fight and starts backing up, putting as much distance
between himself and Jiron. Looking over Jiron’s shoulder, he
realizes his partners are just about there.

Knowing what the man is doing, Jiron
continues pressing him, not allowing him the opportunity. Closing
again with him quickly, Jiron launches into a series of attacks and
then suddenly kicks out with his foot, shattering the man’s
kneecap.

With a cry of pain, he falls to the ground
at Jiron’s feet.

Looking back, he sees the men are almost
upon James and he rushes back toward them. All of a sudden, he
feels a sharp, poking sensation on his arm and he sees a small
needle dart embedded in his skin. Pulling it out, he throws it on
the ground as he continues moving to defend James.

His mind begins to grow cloudy and the world
starts to spin. Before he realizes it, he’s on the ground, not
three feet from where James lies. Unable to move, he watches as the
men approach, one’s leading his horse.

In a world that’s spinning and warping, he
watches as they quickly load James up on a horse. His horse!
He hears one say, “Take care of Corim, we’ll not be able to take
him with us.”

“You can’t kill me!” the wounded man cries
from the ground.

“Sorry,” the first man says. “But we can’t
let you live to tell them where to find us.”

“No!” the man cries as his partner runs his
sword through his chest. Quickly wiping his blade on the man’s
clothes, he comes to Jiron and asks, “What about him?”

“He doesn’t matter,” the first man says from
the back of the horse. “Come on and mount up, we’ve not much
time.”

“We’ll not get far with the three of us on
horseback,” the second man says as he swings up behind the
first.

“Just need to get to our horses, then we’ll
be fine,” he says.

As they start riding fast for the forest,
Jiron hears more footsteps as Illan and the others approach.
“Jorry, see about Jiron,” cries Illan. “Fifer, Yern! Go back and
get our horses ready, fast!”

“Yes, sir!” replies Fifer as they race back
to the barn.

“Uther, I want you to follow them as best
you can,” he says. “Return here should they get away.”

Uther nods and then races after them.

“Damn!” he exclaims as the men are already
out of sight in the forest.

Coming over to where Jorry is examining
Jiron, he asks, “How is he?”

“Conscious, I think he’s been drugged,”
Jorry replies. “His eyes aren’t focusing and he’s not responding to
anything I say. At least he’s still breathing.”

“Take him back to the house,” Illan says.
“Tell Tersa that I want to know when he regains the ability to
talk.”

“Yes sir,” he says as he picks him up and
starts carrying him back to the house.

“What about James?” cries Miko, staring at
the forest where the men disappeared.

“We’ll find him lad,” Illan assures him.
Going over to the dead man, he kneels down and begins going through
his pockets.

“I know him,” Miko says.

Standing up abruptly, Illan turns to him and
asks, “What?”

“I know him,” he says again, looking Illan
in the eyes. “He’s from Bearn.”

“Bearn?” asks Illan incredulously. “What in
god’s name would someone from Bearn be doing here? And what
possible interest could they have in James?”

“Lord Colerain,” Miko explains. “He’s had it
in for James ever since we were seen on his property.” When Illan
looks askance at him at that, he adds, “We were there by accident,
but ever since he’s been trying to capture him.”

“Better tell me the whole thing,” he
says.

Miko begins from when they got chased into
the sewers and by the time he’s done with the narration, Uther
returns.

Seeing him approach, Illan asks, “Well?”

“They lost me in the forest, but I cut over
to the road and caught up with them again just as they were riding
down the road toward town,” he reports. “They all have horses now,
they must’ve had them stashed out by the road before making the
attempt on James.”

“Go help Fifer and Yern with the horses,” he
tells him. “If they’re on their way to Bearn, then we’re going to
follow.”

“Yes sir,” he says and then starts running
to the barn.

“You’re sure about this Colerain, then?” he
asks Miko as they hurry back to the house.

“Couldn’t be anyone else,” he replies. “Not
if Corim there is involved. He and his buddies are known for this
sort of thing.”

“At least we have an idea where he’s being
taken,” he says. Coming in through the back door, he finds them out
in the front room where Jiron is lying on the couch. “Well?” he
asks as he enters from the kitchen.

“I think it may be wearing off,” Jorry tells
him. “Though I can’t be sure.”

“Jiron,” Illan says as he kneels on the
floor by him. “We think they may be taking him to Bearn.”

His eyes move back and forth slightly as his
mouth tries to form the words.

“I know, I know,” he says to him. “We’re
leaving now to get him back. I’m going to leave Yern here since
he’s wounded and you two are going to have to look after things
while we’re gone.” Giving him a meaningful look, he adds, “If you
know what I mean?”

A brief nod from Jiron shows he understands.
“When Roland gets back, let him know what’s going on and see if you
can get Ceryn to hang out around here until we return.”

Getting up, he glances at the worried look
on Tersa’s face and says, “He’ll be fine, just drugged. I think
it’s the same drug they used on James. It’s something you use on a
mage to inhibit his ability to use magic.”

“Okay,” she says. “What should I do?”

“Nothing you can do for the moment,” he
tells her. “Just have to wait until the effects wear off.”

“I understand,” she says as she gazes down
at her brother lying there. A slight tear rolls down her face.

He puts a hand on her shoulder and says in a
reassuring voice, “He’ll be fine.”

From the front door, Uther says, “The horses
are ready.”

Turning his attention to Uther, he replies,
“Tell Yern to come in here then go and get enough supplies to last
for several days.”

“I’ll help you,” offers Tersa as she moves
to the kitchen.

Uther goes outside and soon Yern comes
in.

“I want you to stay here with Jiron to look
after the place,” he tells him. “After the attack the other night,
now this, we can’t afford to leave this place undefended.”

“I understand,” he says.

Indicating Jiron, he adds, “When he finally
gets up, try to keep him from following.”

“I’ll do my best,” he says.

Miko returns from where he’d gone to get his
sword. Seeing him buckling it on, Illan says, “Go on out and wait
with the others. Tell ‘em we’ll be leaving in five minutes.”

Nodding, he walks out the front door.

Turning back to Yern, he says, “One of you
should stay out by the road to turn people away, the other needs to
walk a perimeter around the property. Keep an eye out for any more
intruders.”

“Will do,” Yern assures him.

Uther comes out of the kitchen with several
pouches stuffed with food. “Go distribute them among the horses,”
Illan tells him then he moves to James’ room where he opens the
money chest and fills his pouch with many golds, silvers, and
coppers.

He moves back out through the front room,
pausing only a moment to give just a cursory goodbye before he
walks out the front door. Everyone is already in the saddle,
waiting for him. As he mounts, he sees Tersa and Yern coming out of
the front door. “We’ll get him back,” he says then kicks his horse
into a gallop as they race down the lane in pursuit.

“Miko,” he hollers back to him as they reach
the road, “I want you next to me. Before we get to Bearn, I want to
know everything there is to know about it.”

Miko closes the gap and rides abreast of
Illan as he commences telling him about Bearn.

 


By the time they’ve caught up with Delia’s
caravan, Illan has practically exhausted Miko’s knowledge of Bearn.
He thought he’d known Bearn, but with the pointed questions that
Illan had been asking him, he realized just how little he knew of
the city he grew up in.

Stig’s bringing up the rear of the caravan
and when he sees them coming up the road, waves. The greeting he
was about to give dies on his lips when he sees the grimness of
their faces. Dropping the greeting, he asks, “What’s wrong?”

“Follow me,” Illan says as he comes up to
where Delia’s driving the lead wagon.

“Delia!” he calls out as his horse reaches
her side.

Surprised at seeing him, she quickly brings
her wagon to a halt as the others with her gather around. “What
brings you out here?” she asks.

“Trouble,” he replies and then proceeds to
explain what happened.

“Damn!” curses Scar. “They rode by us not a
half hour ago. One had been slumped over the saddle, but we never
even imagined that it could’ve been James.”

“Got a favor to ask you,” Illan says to
her.

“What?” she asks.

“I want to take Shorty and Scar with us,” he
says. “Jorry and Uther will ride into Bearn with your caravan.”

“But you’ll need us!” exclaims Uther.

“I understand how you feel,” he tells them.
“But from talking with Miko, it seems the most likely spot for them
to take him would be to Lord Colerain’s estate. And Miko says the
best way would be in through the sewer entrance that he and James
used earlier.”

“But…” Jorry starts to object.

“It’s a very narrow passage, in which James
had almost become stuck when he went through it,” he says. “I don’t
think either you or Uther will be able to squeeze through.”

“You won’t be able to either,” Uther
states.

“I know, but Scar and Shorty should be able
to,” he tells him. “That’s why I need them. You can come in with
Delia, a day or so behind us. If we’re done fast, we’ll pick you up
on our way back.”

“Shorty! Scar!” Delia calls out to them.
“You’re going with them.” To Illan he says, “Don’t get them
killed.”

“Do my best,” he says. “Miko here says
there’s an inn there called the Flying Swan. If we haven’t met up
on the road before you get to Bearn, meet us there.”

“The Flying Swan,” she says. “We’ll be
there, could take us two days, though.”

“Understood,” he says. Looking back, he sees
Uther and Jorry now with the caravan, their faces hanging low with
sullen expressions. Shorty and Stig are now behind him, happy to be
doing other things than riding along with a dull caravan.

“Let’s go,” he tells his men. Nudging the
sides of his horse, he gets him moving quickly down the road to
Bearn. A short distance later the road forks and they follow the
one that continues along the Kelewan River toward Bearn.

 


They continue riding hard the rest of the
day and when it gets close to sundown, they see a small town ahead
on the road. It’s just one of the many clusters of buildings
they’ve passed through, usually consisting of not much more than an
inn or a store for the occasional traveler.

This one boasts of not only an inn, but a
horse trader. A corral with a dozen horses sits near a large
building with a sign of a large bird in flight. “We’ll stop here
for a bite to eat and rest the horses,” Illan announces.

Miko understands the necessity of stopping,
but he’s anxious to find James. “Don’t worry lad,” Illan tells him
when he sees the worried look on his face. “I don’t plan to be here
long.”

“I hope not,” Miko replies.

Inside they find a dining room and take a
long table, large enough to accommodate them all. After they order
and are waiting for their food, Miko is gazing out the window at
the horses in the corral and suddenly cries out, “That’s Jiron’s
horse!”

“What?” exclaims Illan. “Where?”

Pointing out the window, he says, “Out there
in the corral.”

“You sure?” he asks.

“Absolutely,” he states with conviction.

To Shorty he says, “You stay here and wait
for the food.” Standing up, he adds, “The rest of you come with
me.”

On the way out, he asks the serving girl who
he could see about the horses in the corral outside. She tells him
her father, Terrol, should be out there in the adjacent stable. He
thanks her and they all leave the inn and head over to the
stable.

They find a man currying a horse in the
first stall. He looks up when they approach and asks, “Can I help
you?”

“Are you Terrol, the horse trader?” asks
Illan.

Nodding his head, he says, “Yes, as well as
the innkeeper.”

“We’d like to know where you got that
horse?” he asks, pointing to where Jiron’s stands in the corral
outside.

“Why?” he asks, realizing something’s not
quite right.

“It belonged to a friend of ours and I was
wondering how you came to be in possession of it?” he asks.

“Not more than an hour ago,” he explains,
“these men came riding up and wanted to exchange their horses for
three of mine. I could tell they’d been riding hard from the
haggard look of their mounts. We haggled a moment and they gave me
a good price for mine, then they were off. Why?”

“Did one look sick?” asks Miko.

“As a matter of fact,” he replies, “one
didn’t look all that good. The other two had to help him off his
horse and onto the other. Is there some kind of problem?”

Illan pauses a moment and then says, “No,
just curious is all.”

With relief evident upon his face, Terrol
says, “That’s good.”

Illan turns around and they head back to the
inn. Once seated back around the table, he says, “They have fresh
horses, we’ll never catch them now.”

“Why don’t we get fresh ones too?” asks
Miko.

“Don’t have enough money,” explains Illan.
“Plus, he doesn’t have enough fresh ones for all of us, at least
none I would want.”

“So what are we to do?” he asks.

“Follow as best we can,” he says. “We should
only be a few hours behind them by the time we get there.” When the
food finally comes, he says, “Eat fast, I want to be on the road in
ten minutes. We’re riding straight through with only brief
stops.”

The meal of roast fowl and tubers is filling
and they’re soon back on the road. Night finds them still hours
away from Bearn. They ask the occasional traveler heading north
about the riders ahead. Some remember seeing them, while others do
not. From what the ones who’ve seen them say, they’re steadily
falling behind. Where they’ve had to have more frequent rest breaks
for their tired horses the others can continue on with their fresh
ones.

When the lights of Bearn begin to appear in
the distance, they all breathe a sigh of relief. Tired, though not
nearly as bad as their horses, they find an inn outside the
walls.

“I thought we were going to be staying at
the Flying Swan?” asks Miko.

Illan glances at him as he dismounts from
his horse, “I’ve been thinking the last hour that if we’re still
here by tomorrow night, we’ve got serious problems. We need to get
James and leave town fast.”

Miko looks at the inn and it brings to mind
another inn that James had adamantly refused to stay at because it
was filthy. There’re few windows and the one fellow who comes
stumbling out from the front door stank to high heaven.

“You sure about this place?” he asks
Illan.

“I’m not planning on sleeping here, if
that’s what’s worrying you,” he says to him. Lowering his voice, he
continues as the others move closer to hear, “I just want a place
where the horses can rest and be outside the gates. When we get
James, there’s a possibility we’ll have the guards after us and I
don’t want the horses inside the walls if they should shut the
gates.”

Shorty nods his head and says, “Good
idea.”

“Now, you all just wait here and I’ll be
back in a moment,” he tells them before walking to the door.

They stand there by the horses as he enters
through the front door. “Think we’ll get him out?” Fifer asks.

“If we have surprise on our side, then it’s
a good possibility,” Scar says. Then to Miko he asks, “You’ll be
able to find the entrance to Lord Colerain’s estate?”

“I think so,” he says. “I remember exactly
where we entered the sewers the last time. If we start there, I
should have no problem.”

“Good,” grunts Scar.

Just then, the front door opens and Illan
comes out. “Let’s take the horses around back to the stables,” he
announces. “I arranged for two days, which should give us ample
time to get James.”

Taking the horses to the stables, Miko is
surprised to find they’re in better condition than the inn.
Suppose the horses are more important than the guests
themselves.

Finding stalls for each, Illan then tips the
stableboy a silver to give them extra care and some feed. The boy
begins filling feed pouches with grain as they leave the stable.
Illan sees an unused lantern hanging on a peg and asks the boy if
he can borrow it.

“My master would be most displeased if he
were to find it missing,” he replies.

Reaching into his pouch, he pulls out two
silvers and hands them to the boy. “If we don’t return, buy a new
one,” he says.

Snatching the coins, the boy nods his head
and resumes feeding the horses.

Illan checks the lantern and finds it has a
wick and can hear oil in the base when he shakes it. Turning back
to the others, he looks to Miko and says, “Lead on.”

Miko nods his head and moves out of the
stables and toward the street the inn borders on.

Once out of the inn’s courtyard, Miko takes
the lead as he passes through the familiar streets. They don’t seem
quite as imposing as they once did, back before James came along.
Smiling, he wonders what that gang would do now if they found him.
Would they even recognize him?

At the gate, they’re questioned briefly by
the guards before being allowed to pass through. Miko sees the spot
where he first met James that day he arrived. What stroke of
fortune had made James pick him out of all those boys who were
clamoring for his attention? Despite all that’s happened to him,
he’s glad that he did.

Working through the streets they make it
back to the dead end alley the boys had chased them into. The door
where James had held them at bay is broken off its hinges and lies
inside on the floor.

They can smell the sewers as they pass
through the room to the smaller one in the back. The trapdoor
covering the entrance is closed and before Miko opens it, he
pauses. “There’s a gang down there that doesn’t take too kindly to
intruders,” he warns. “If they should discover us down there, it
could get bad.”

“Then we’ll just have to be careful,” Scar
says.

“Don’t worry,” Shorty tells him, “we’re
probably more than they’ve ever encountered down there before.”

“I hope so,” Miko says as he bends over and
pulls up the trapdoor. The smell from below hits them like a wall.
Moving to the entrance, he begins to make his way down the rungs
into the sewer below. Illan follows him next and finally Scar
brings up the rear, closing the trapdoor after him.

Snik! Snik!

Miko sees sparks as Illan uses a flint stone
to light the lantern. A glow begins to fill the tunnel as the wick
catches fire. A shutter on the lamp allows him to adjust the amount
of light it emits. He closes it until only a small amount escapes
so as not to announce their presence to whoever may be down
here.

“Which way?” he asks Miko.

“Follow me,” Miko says as he takes the lead
and moves down the sewer tunnel.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

_________________________

 


 


 


Miko’s able to remember the way fairly well,
the light from Illan’s lantern giving out just enough light for
them to be able to see their way. He continues leading them through
the sewers of Bearn until he comes to a spot where he pauses a
moment.

“What?” asks Illan as he comes up to
him.

“I may have gotten turned around,” he
admits.

“Why do you say that?” he asks.

Gesturing to the area of the sewer they’re
in, he replies, “There should be a body here blocking the flow, but
there isn’t.”

“Maybe it was pushed further along during a
storm, or was removed,” he offers.

“Maybe,” says Miko. “If you’re right, then
it isn’t far.” He continues on and sure enough, they come across a
decomposing body lying up against the side of the tunnel. He
glances at Illan and says, “I guess you were right.”

A little further down, they arrive at a
small passage leading off to the right and he continues past.
Several feet beyond that they hear him sigh with relief when a
crack in the wall appears in the light ahead, the one leading to
the hidden rooms under Lord Colerain’s estate. Stopping in front of
the opening, Miko whispers, “This is it.”

“You sure?” asks Fifer.

“Completely,” replies Miko. “Though I
remember it as being bigger.”

“You’ve grown some since then,” states
Scar.

Getting a grim expression on his face, he
says, “Yeah, I guess I have.”

Illan comes forward and shines the lantern’s
light into the crack, “How far back does it go?”

“About four or five feet then it opens up
onto a small storage room,” he tells him. “At least that’s what
James thought it was. It hadn’t been used in a very long time.”

“Alright,” he announces. “Shorty, you go in
first and take a look around.”

“Right,” he says as he moves to the crack in
the wall. Squeezing through, he finds he has plenty of room. From
the sewer he can hear Scar comment with a laugh, “No way Potbelly
could’ve fit through there!” The picture of Potbelly trying to
squeeze through brings a grin to his face.

Sidestepping, he slowly reaches the other
side and comes out of the other end. “I’m through!” he hollers
back.

Illan hands Miko the lantern and says, “You
next.”

“But what about you?” he asks. “Won’t you
need it?”

“You’ll need it more,” he tells him.
“Besides, I may be able to make it through.”

Miko looks at him doubtfully before stepping
into the crack. He’s able to make it on through with little
problems despite his increased size. Next goes Fifer then Scar who
has the hardest time making it through. Both have to remove the
upper half of their armor in order to make it.

When they’re all through to the other room
but Illan, he says, “Alright, I’m coming through.” Removing his
breastplate, he tries to squeeze into the crack and quickly
discovers there’s no way he’ll be able to make it, even without his
armor. “You guys will have to go ahead without me,” he says when he
once again stands in the sewer tunnel. “I’ll meet you back at the
inn where we left the horses.”

“What should we do if we don’t find you
there?” Scar asks.

“If I’m not there when you get there, assume
I’m not going to,” he says. “If worse comes to worse, just get
James and head back to The Ranch. If you don’t show at the inn,
I’ll make my way back home on my own.”

“Alright,” replies Scar.

“Good luck,” they hear his voice coming from
the other side of the crack.

“You too,” Fifer says, hating to leave him
there alone. Turning to Miko, he says, “Lead on.”

Exiting the room, they follow the corridor
as it moves away from the doorway. “At the end are stairs going
up,” he tells them. “At the top will be a trapdoor with a barrel
attached to the other side. James said it was there to better hide
the entrance leading to this area.”

“Makes sense,” says Fifer as he follows
behind Miko.

At the stairs, Scar and Fifer go up first
and together are able to lift the trapdoor with ease. Everyone
scrambles on through and they set the trapdoor back down.

“Doesn’t look as if anyone’s been here since
you guys were,” Shorty states as he indicates only two sets of
footprints leading away from the hidden trapdoor.

“Good,” Fifer says. “Maybe this way still
remains secret.”

“That makes this a whole lot easier,” Scar
adds.

Miko walks over to the door in the wooden
wall and says quietly, “On the other side of this door is a hidden
passage that runs within the walls of the estate. Once we’re in it,
we should be able to move about the estate and find where they’ve
taken James.”

“If he’s even here,” Fifer adds. “We’re not
entirely sure this is where he’s being taken.”

“True, but we’ve got to start somewhere,”
says Scar.

Miko closes the shutter on the lantern,
plunging them into darkness and then opens the door. The hallway on
the other side is completely dark, he sticks his head out and peers
down both directions. Nothing but darkness.

“Come on,” he says as he opens the shutter a
tiny fraction to let out a small amount of light. Stepping out into
the hallway, he says, “Not sure which way to go. Last time we went
to the right, but I have no idea which way to go now.”

“At least you got us in here,” Scar says
approvingly. To Fifer and Shorty, he says, “I’ll take Miko here and
go to the left. You guys go to the right and we’ll meet back here
in ten minutes.

“Alright,” Fifer says as he and Shorty begin
moving down to the right.

Scar takes the lantern and says, “Let me go
first.”

“Okay,” replies Miko as he relinquishes the
lantern. Behind them, he can hear Fifer mutter, “Wish we had the
lantern.”

Going down to the left, he follows behind
Scar as he makes his way further into the house. “We need to find a
crack of light that may indicate where another secret door lies,”
he tells him.

“But it’s night,” counters Scar.

“A light will indicate a room where someone
is,” he explains. “That’s also likely to be where James is being
held.”

“Good thought,” he says. As they move along,
he periodically closes the shutter so they can better tell where
light may be coming in from. When the ten minutes is about up, they
spot a sliver of light coming from a crack in the wall. Excited,
they move closer to it and discover a small sliding panel set into
the wall.

Ever so slowly, Scar slides it open and they
look through the opening into what appears to be a bedroom, an open
doorway leads from the bedroom out into another room. A lit candle
sits on a small table next to a bed. Scar sees night clothes for a
lady laid out upon the bed. Suddenly from the outer room, a woman
walks into the bedroom, naked as the day she was born. She comes to
the bed and begins putting on the nightclothes.

Scar watches for a moment before sliding the
panel closed. Whispering very quietly, he says, “Let’s go back to
the others.” When he gets a nod from Miko, he leads them back.

“What did you see?” asks Miko when they’ve
moved further away from the spy panel.

“It was a bedroom,” he replies with a grin.
“Nothing of interest.”

“Oh.”

They’re the first ones back at the meeting
spot and wait several anxious minutes before Fifer and Shorty
return. “Anything?” asks Scar.

In the dim light of the lantern, they see
Fifer shake his head, “No. We found one room with a candle burning,
but no one was around.”

“Us too,” he says.

“Now what?” asks Shorty. “We’re running out
of time.”

Just then, they hear footsteps approaching
from the direction Shorty and Fifer had just investigated. Closing
the shutter quickly, they stand there in silence as the footsteps
approach. Whoever it is, they’re walking in darkness so must know
this way well.

Fifer is standing closest to the approaching
footsteps, and when they’re almost upon him he strikes out with his
fist, trying to connect with the person’s chin. Instead, he catches
the person a glancing blow to the side of the head, causing the man
to cry out in shock.

Light suddenly fills the hidden corridor as
Scar throws open the shutter. The man sees them standing there,
blood running down the side of his face from where Fifer had struck
him. He quickly turns and begins running down the corridor away
from them when Fifer tackles him and they both crash to the
floor.

The man starts to call for help and Fifer
knees him in the stomach, silencing his cry as the wind is knocked
out of him. Before he has a chance to recover, a knife is being
held to his throat and Fifer says in a quiet voice, “Make a sound
and I’ll cut your throat. Understand?”

Gasping, trying to get his lungs working
again, the man nods. “Who are you?” Scar asks from behind
Fifer.

When the man finally gets his breath back,
he says, “Gregory, servant to Lord Colerain.” He looks from one
face to another with fear in his eyes.

“Is he here?” Fifer asks.

Shaking his head, Gregory replies, “No, he
left a half hour ago.”

Fifer glances to Scar and then returns his
attention to Gregory and asks, “Where did he go?”

“What are you going to do?” he asks
fearfully.

“Just answer the question!” Fifer says,
pressing the knife more firmly against his throat.

“I don’t know,” he says.

“We’re looking for a friend of ours who may
be held captive here,” Miko says to him. “Is he here?”

Gregory gives them a blank look as he
replies, “No. As far as I know, there is no one here but those who
work for Lord Colerain.”

“Is there anyone here who would know where
he went?” Scar asks.

“Your friend?” Gregory asks, confused.

“No, Lord Colerain,” clarifies Scar.

“Maybe Tillon,” he answers.

“Who’s he?” asks Shorty. “And where can he
be found?”

“He’s Lord Colerain’s administer,” he
explains. “He takes care of the estate and any business the lord
has within Bearn.”

“Where is he?” asks Fifer.

When he hesitates, Scar says, “If he’s not
going to be of help, just kill him. We don’t have much time.”

Eyes going wide he says quickly, “He’s here.
I think he’s still in the office.”

“Is that the room with the large picture on
one wall?” asks Miko.

Surprised at him for having known that,
Gregory replies, “Yes it is.”

Fifer glances to Miko, who says, “That’s
where James and I came out of this secret passage.”

Yanking Gregory to his feet, Fifer says,
“Take us there.”

When the man hesitates, he puts the point of
his knife under his chin.

Defeated, the man says, “This way.” He then
turns and begins leading them down the passage. Fifer keeps a firm
grip upon him and the knife hovers around his throat to prevent him
from doing anything stupid.

As they approach the hidden entrance behind
the large picture, light begins to be visible around the hidden
door behind the picture frame.

“Miko, come here,” Fifer whispers as he
pauses. When Miko nears, he hands Gregory to him. “If he makes a
sound, kill him.”

Taking out his knife, Miko takes hold of the
man and places it against his throat. “No problem,” he tells him.
He looks intently in Gregory’s eyes, who swallows nervously when he
sees the threat there.

Fifer, Shorty and Scar move over to where
the hidden doorway lies. “Let’s move fast before he has a chance to
alert the whole house,” Fifer says.

“You needn’t state the obvious,” replies
Scar.

Flashing him a grin in the dark, Fifer asks,
“Ready?”

“Yeah,” Scar and Shorty both say at the same
time.

Finding the latch to open it, Fifer releases
it and thrusts the hidden door open as he bursts into the room. He
sees a man getting up from the large desk dominating the room.
Looking shocked at seeing them come out he freezes a moment in
surprise. Quickly overcoming his paralysis, he makes a dash for the
only door in the room.

Fifer runs to head him off when a knife
flies from behind him and strikes the man in the leg. Crying out,
the man falls to the floor just as Fifer reaches his side. Staring
up at the tip of Fifer’s sword which is scant inches from his face,
the man becomes motionless as he holds his thigh in which Shorty’s
knife is embedded.

“Who are you?” he asks frantically, pain
making his voice rasp.

To Scar, Fifer says, “Check the door.”

Nodding, he goes over and opens the door a
crack and looks out. Closing it, he turns back to the others and
says, “Nothing.”

Turning back to Tillon, Fifer says, “That’s
not what you should be worrying about. But whether you’re going to
live through this.” Pausing to let that sink in, he catches a
glimpse of Miko and Gregory coming out from behind the picture.

When Tillon sees Gregory with them, he gets
a dark look.

Gregory takes in the look Tillon is giving
him and cries out, “I didn’t help them. I SWEAR!”

“Quiet!” Miko says to him.

“Now,” Fifer begins, “just where might we
find Lord Colerain?”

Tillon stares back at him defiantly while
remaining quiet. “I see,” Fifer says to him when he sees him being
uncooperative. “Unfortunately, we do not have the time to play
games.” Motioning to Scar and Shorty, he asks, “If you wouldn’t
mind holding him down while I cut off a finger.”

“Sure,” says Shorty as he comes over and
pulls his dagger out of Tillon’s thigh, eliciting a cry from the
injured man. Wiping it off on Tillon’s clothes, he replaces it in
his belt.

Scar places one knee on his chest and takes
a firm hold of his right arm, holding the hand up so Fifer can get
to it.

Fifer removes a dagger from the sheath on
his belt and takes hold of the hand. He spreads the man’s pinky
finger wide and rests the side of his knife against it. Looking
back down at Tillon, he says, “Now, where is Lord Colerain?”

Sweating, fear in his eyes, Tillon stares at
the knife threatening his finger.

Sliding the knife slowly at the base of his
pinky, Fifer produces a few drops of blood as he arcs an eyebrow in
question.

“Just tell them!” Gregory implores him.

“What are you going to do to him when you
find him?” Tillon asks, the pressure Scar is putting on his chest
making it hard for him to breathe.

The knife backs off a fraction as Fifer
replies, “A friend of ours was taken by people from Bearn and we
mean to get him back. It’s believed Lord Colerain is behind it. As
for what we’ll do, that remains to be seen, but we’re not
assassins. If we were, you’d be dead already.”

“I don’t know anything about your friend,”
says Tillon. “If Lord Colerain is involved with that, he never
mentioned it to me.”

“Where is he?” asks Fifer, taking the knife
a little bit further away from the thumb.

Relaxing only slightly, Tillon says, “If he
finds out I told you, my life won’t be worth anything.”

“I hardly think we’ll have the time to talk
with him, let alone tell him of your involvement,” Scar adds from
where he’s kneeling on his chest. “Only you and Gregory over there
know what’s going on.”

“Alright,” Tillon says visibly deflating as
he gives into the inevitable.

Fifer motions for Scar to get up off his
chest and he pulls him up. Setting him in a chair, he has Shorty
tie a cloth around his leg to stop the flow of blood. When his leg
is taken care of, he says, “He’s meeting someone by the name of
Egger over in the abandoned linen warehouse on Strill Street. He
left here about a half hour ago and didn’t say when he’d be
back.”

Fifer glances to Miko who nods his head,
“Corim, the man who was killed when James was taken, was part of
the same gang as Egger.”

“Good, then we’re on the right track,” he
says. “Do you know this place?”

“Yeah,” replies Miko.

Indicating Tillon and Gregory, he says, “Tie
them up.”

Using their knives, they cut strips from the
window curtains and bind their hands and legs. “What are we to tell
Lord Colerain when they find us like this?” cries out Tillon before
he’s gagged.

Laughing, Scar says, “Don’t see how that’s
our problem.”

After getting them completely secured, Fifer
turns to Miko and says, “How far is it?”

“It’s outside the walls,” he explains. “In
the poor section.”

“Should we go back the way we came?” Shorty
asks.

Shaking his head, Miko says, “No, we can
make it over the estate’s walls easy enough.”

“Lead on then,” Fifer says to him.

Going over to the window, Miko looks out for
the guards patrolling the grounds. Not seeing any, he opens the
window and passes through to the other side. After the others pass
through, they shut the window and Miko indicates the tree he and
James had used to escape from Lord Colerain’s estate the previous
time. “We can get over the wall by climbing that tree over there,”
he whispers to them.

Just then, a guard comes walking around the
corner of the house. They press themselves against the side of the
house and pray that they’re not discovered. The guard doesn’t seem
very alert as he goes about his rounds. He fails to take notice of
the men hiding in the shadows by the house.

When he finally walks around the other side
of the house, they make a run for the tree. No cries of ‘intruders’
breaks the silence this night and they quickly gain the tree. With
Miko in the lead, they climb up to where the limbs reach the top of
the estate’s wall.

Miko goes first and looks over to the street
on the other side to see if anyone’s around. Only two people are
visible, a man and a woman walking arm in arm down the street. He
indicates everyone should remain still and quiet. He watches them
pass by and when the coast is clear, he quickly passes over the
wall.

Once everyone is down on the street, he
says, “This way.” Moving out, they quickly make their way to the
gates of the city.

 


Now in total darkness, with just a slim
crack of light coming through the narrow opening from the lamp on
the other side, Illan begins to move back down the sewer the way
they came.

Keeping his hand along the wall, he retraces
his steps, hoping to find the exact spot where they had entered. If
he remembers correctly, it should be the fifth set of rungs on this
side.

He steps carefully, making sure not to trip
over the debris littering the sewer passage. Suddenly, from the
darkness up ahead, he hears a man scream and then is abruptly cut
off.

Pausing, he listens intently and tries to
see through the darkness ahead but is unable to see or hear
anything. Taking it slowly, aware that he may not be alone down
here, he continues moving forward. Miko’s words echo in his mind as
he makes his way further down the tunnel:

 


“There’s a gang down there that doesn’t
take too kindly to intruders,” he warned. “If they should discover
us down there, it could get bad.”

 


His hand comes in contact with the third set
of rungs since parting with the others. Only two more to go!
He pauses every once in a while and strains to listen for any sound
coming from up ahead. So far, nothing. He moves on.

Shortly after reaching the fourth set, a
light begins to be seen from up ahead. Stopping, he presses himself
against the slime covered side of the sewer as he waits to see what
the light is going to do.

He knows that just ahead is the fifth rung,
but how far he’s not entirely sure. It becomes apparent the light
is making its way toward him. Backing up quickly, he comes to the
fourth set of rungs and quickly begins climbing them.

At the top, he finds a trap door. He pushes
up on it but it doesn’t budge. It’s locked! Smashing it open
would surely alert whoever is coming down the passage as to his
whereabouts, not to mention whoever might be on the other side of
the trapdoor. Holding still at the top of the rungs, he watches as
the light continues its approach.

As it comes closer, he can see there are
seven men with two women. The women have obviously just been taken
off the streets above. They’re crying and scared, while the men are
laughing and joking among themselves.

Knowing their fate, yet being unable to do
anything about it has Illan seething with impotent rage. To
intervene would surely mean his death and the women would still
meet the same fate.

The light comes ever closer until the group
approaches his hiding place at the top of the rungs. If they were
to look up, he’ll be discovered. Sweating, he holds on as the group
passes beneath him and then continues past down the tunnel.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he waits until
they move further away from him before returning to the floor of
the sewer. Moving much faster this time, wanting nothing more than
to be out of here, he hurries down the sewer passage until he finds
the fifth set of rungs.

Relieved to have reached them, he climbs up
and passes through the trapdoor at the top. The room is dark but
looks to be the same as the one they went through before. Shutting
the trapdoor, he moves out of the small room into a larger one.

Recognizing the broken door leading to the
alley, he knows he found the exit he had been looking for.

Leaving the room, he passes into the alley
and makes his way to the inn where their horses are waiting.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

_________________________

 


 


 


After they passed through the outer gates
into the poor section, Fifer says, “Maybe we should see if Illan’s
made it to the inn yet.” To Miko he asks, “Is it on the way?”

“Actually, it is,” he replies.

“Then let’s stop there first,” Scar says.
“Another sword may come in handy.”

“Very well,” Miko says as he begins making
his way through the streets toward the inn. Before they come close,
a shadow disengages itself and approaches, “What happened?” it
asks.

“Illan!” Fifer greets him happily. “We found
out he may be in an abandoned warehouse, Miko knows where it
is.”

Nodding, Miko tells him, “It’s not too far
away.”

“Alright then,” Illan says. “Let’s not waste
any more time.” He indicates Miko to lead the way and he follows
right behind.

Miko takes them down a long street, the
buildings bordering it becoming steadily more run down and shabby.
The few people on the street don’t look like the kind you would
want to run across when you’re alone; thugs, and others of a more
disreputable nature are loitering together near one building.

The group gazes at them as they pass but
make no move to waylay them.

Miko turns down another side street, moving
still further away from the city walls and after another two
blocks, brings them to a halt. Everyone gathers round as he says,
“It’s just ahead.” He indicates a large building sitting a hundred
feet further ahead. The only light other than the stars above is
the light coming from out of its windows.”

“Looks like someone’s there,” observes Scar.
He points out a carriage with four guards standing watch beside it.
“Must be Lord Colerain’s.”

“Yeah,” replies Illan. “Let’s move around to
the back and see if we can get in that way.”

Miko backtracks to the previous alley they
had passed and takes them through to the street on the other side.
Turning down the street back toward the warehouse, they approach
it, this time further away from the carriage and the guards.

They quickly cross the street to the edge of
the warehouse and are soon out of sight of the waiting guards. A
small door stands closed two thirds of the way down.

Miko moves toward it and tries the handle.
He’s surprised when the handle turns and the door opens. “Thought
for sure it would be locked,” he whispers.

“Never question good fortune,” Scar
says.

“I suppose not,” replies Miko as he moves to
enter the warehouse. Anxious to find James, he begins to rush in
when Illan places a hand on his arm and stops him. “Wait a moment,”
he tells him. Then to Shorty he says, “Go in and look around.”

Nodding, Shorty draws one of his knives and
enters the building. They wait outside for several minutes before
he returns. “I didn’t see him but whoever’s in there is in the
warehouse’s office,” he says. “I couldn’t get close enough to see
whose inside, it’s on the other side of the warehouse and there’re
two guards standing outside the office door.”

“Could you hear anything?” Illan asks.

“Muffled voices, nothing definite,” he tells
him.

“Four guards outside and two inside by the
door,” he says. “No telling how many there may be in the room with
everyone else.”

“What’re we to do?” Miko asks him.

“Try to take out the two by the door
quietly, if possible,” he explains. To Shorty he asks, “Was there
any other way into that room?”

Shaking his head, he replies, “Not that I
saw.”

“Alright then, let’s go.” Leading the way,
Illan enters through the door and goes down a short hallway with a
door on either side. The doors lead to rooms that are dark and
quiet. Paying them no heed, he continues to the end of the corridor
and looks out into the main storage area of the warehouse.

A large area, virtually empty but for a few
scattered boxes stands between them and the office. Over to the
left is the door leading out to the street, outside of which are
the four guards by the carriage.

“Shorty, can you take them out with your
knives?” he asks, indicating the two by the office door.

“Probably,” he replies. “The first one for
sure, but the second, maybe a 50-50 chance.”

“That’ll have to be good enough,” Illan
tells him. To the others he says, “Stand ready. When Shorty throws
his second knife, run like hell to finish them off before they can
sound the alarm.”

Scar looks dubiously at the distance between
them and says, “Okay, but that’s a ways.”

Ignoring him, Illan says to Shorty,
“Ready?”

Nodding, Shorty draws two of his knifes and
moves to the end of the short corridor until he’s as close as he
can be without being seen. Taking a couple calming breaths to
center himself, he takes the first knife and after a brief pause to
judge the distance, throws it toward the first guard. Before the
others even realize he’s thrown the first one, the second one
follows.

Illan leads the charge quietly and watches
as the first knife sinks into the first guard’s chest. The second
guard stands stunned as he watches his partner falling to the
ground, at first not realizing just what had happened to him. Then
the second knife strikes him off center in the chest and he falls
backward into the side of the office with a thud.

Both guards fall to the ground without as
much as a peep. Illan was afraid the sound of the guard hitting the
side of the office would alert those within, but after a moment
they realize it hadn’t.

Upon reaching them, Shorty retrieves his
knives, wiping them off on the clothes of the dead men before
replacing them in his belt.

Illan moves to the door and places his ear
against it.

“…a thief,” a voice says. “I want to know
who sent you.”

James voice replies, “I already told you, we
were there by accident and took nothing!”

Whack!

He hears James cry out as he’s struck with
what sounds like a leather whip or strap.

“You don’t expect me to believe you do you?”
asks the voice again. “You just happened, by accident, to be within
a walled estate? No, I don’t think so.”

Whack!

Again, Illan hears James being struck.

“I’ll ask you again,” the voice continues.
“Where is it and who sent you?”

“What is it you think I stole?” James cries
out. “Is that why you’ve hounded me ever since that day?”

“Either tell me or you will not leave here
alive!” the voice shouts at him.

“I DON’T KNOW!” screams James.

Illan glances at the others, and when they
give him a nod saying they’re ready, steps back from the door and
raises his foot as he kicks out hard.

Wham!

Connecting with the door, the force of his
kick causes it to burst inside, swinging wide and slamming hard
into the wall behind it.

Illan quickly assesses the scene. James is
tied to a chair in only his pants, red welts across his shoulders
and back show where he’s been struck repeatedly. Two other men are
in the room as well, one is a well dressed man who is standing
before James. The other is to the side and is holding a three foot
long strap, obviously the source of the welts upon James.

The man before James has to be Lord
Colerain, the quality of his clothes shows him to be a man of great
wealth. He turns as the door crashes open and begins to say
something when he sees them enter with their swords drawn. Pulling
a knife, he moves threateningly toward James but a knife flies and
strikes him in the shoulder, throwing him off balance.

The one with the strap throws it to the
ground and draws his sword as he moves to put himself between the
attackers and his lord. Illan strikes out and the man successfully
blocks the attack but is run through by Scar who comes in beside
him. Falling to the ground with Scar’s sword wedged in between his
ribs, he breathes a few last raged breathes before lying still.
Scar then puts his foot on the dead man and yanks his sword
out.
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