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_________________________

 


 


 


“I’m close enough!” states James with
finality. Had he known this was part of the deal he never would
have agreed to it.

“You’ve got to see it for yourself or it
isn’t binding,” Rylin says from across the room.

“I can see just fine from where I’m at,
thank you,” he asserts.

“No you can’t,” Rylin says with impatience.
“There can be no doubt. Now get over here.”

Reluctantly moving closer, he says, “If I
would have known I was going to have to do this I never would’ve
agreed.”

“We didn’t realize you didn’t know,” says
Rylin. “I don’t like it any better than you do, but custom is
custom. We thought you knew and by the time everything got
underway, it was too late to change.”

Moving closer, he stops halfway across the
room. “Closer,” prompts Rylin and he slowly moves until he’s
near.

“Will this do?” he asks, voice a little
raspy.

“Yes,” replies Rylin. “You’re not looking,”
he accuses him.

Turning his eyes, he looks at Rylin and
watches.

“There,” says Rylin. “Did you see it?”

Red faced, James stammers, “Yes.”

“Alright then,” he says. “Get out of
here.”

With great relief, James turns and rushes
for the door, glad to be out of there.

Opening the door, he hurries out and shuts
it behind him. Blood rushing to his face, he looks over at Miko
who’s one of a hundred people staring at him expectantly. He’s got
a mischievous grin on his face, earlier he got to listen to James
as he bemoaned this particular duty he was to perform for his
friend Rylin.

The crowd grows silent as the door shuts and
every eye is upon him. Clearing his throat, he says loud enough for
everyone to hear, “The marriage has been consummated.” A cheer
rises up from the crowd and the musicians waiting nearby begin a
lively tune.

Shortly after returning from his expedition
to Saragon, a messenger arrived with an invitation to the wedding
between Rylin and Sheila. Rylin asked him to be the best man at the
ceremony since he more than any other had helped this union to be.
Of course he gladly accepted.

The ceremony was to be held in Trademeet
where Sheila’s family ran their family business. He took Miko,
Jiron and Fifer with him, everyone else remained at The Ranch. The
festivities lasted a week, at the end of which was the wedding and
this particular duty the best man was to perform. Of course he
didn’t actually find out about his duty until the third day into it
and by that time it was too late for him to back out.

It was the quaint little custom of their
religion that someone had to witness the consummation of the
marriage in order for it to be binding in the eyes of the people.
That job traditionally fell to the best man.

Shawna approaches him and asks, “Will you be
staying long after the feast tonight?” The feast was the final
activity in the week long celebration of her daughter’s wedding.
The week long celebration wasn’t a week long party, that aspect
only started on the sixth day. Up to then, it’s smaller things only
the family and close friends attend.

“Maybe,” he replies. “I’m waiting for the
return of Jiron and Fifer. When they show up I’ll be heading back
home.”

“You were right,” she says to him. “He does
love her more than anything and I’m thankful you made me come to
see it. I just wish her father had lived to see this.”

“So do I,” he replies.

“But enough talk, there’s a wedding to
celebrate,” she says. “Go find a beautiful girl and dance.”

“I may just do that,” he tells her.

“You’ll have to excuse me,” she says as she
moves away to talk with a richly dressed gentleman. He’s another
wealthy trader who’s been a long time friend of hers.

He looks around for Miko but he’s
disappeared in the crowd. On the far side of the courtyard are
tables set up with all manner of food, including tarts. James is
afraid that they may not have enough for the ravenous appetite of
Miko. Sure enough, he sees Miko coming toward him with another
berry filled tart in hand.

“Isn’t that your seventh?” he asks as he
draws near.

“Maybe,” he replies, wiping his mouth off on
his sleeve. “Haven’t been keeping track.” Smiling, he then shoves
the rest of it in.

James just gives him a grin and shakes his
head.

Just then Darria, a daughter of one of the
trading houses here in Trademeet comes over and takes Miko by the
arm. Dragging him over to the dance floor, she soon has him in line
to begin the next dance set.

Miko has begun to realize that since the
Fire prematurely aged him and made him a man, that the girls are
beginning to take notice of him. At first he hadn’t known what to
do and every time one came to him, he would get all nervous and shy
away. But ever since coming to the wedding, his attitudes are
certainly changing.

When before the thought of going out onto
the dance floor terrified him, now he joins in with glee. Darria
has had the most to do with it. Ever since laying her eyes on Miko,
she’s marked him for her own. James figures that if they were to
live here in Trademeet, Miko would be lost and soon married. But
since they’re not staying more than another day or two at the most,
he doesn’t have much to worry about.

He crosses over to where the food tables are
set out and helps himself to the fare. The roast goose is
especially good and he takes an extra helping as well as a variety
of others. Turning back to the dancers, he finds Miko out there
moving gracefully with a smile on his face. Yes, he’s definitely
coming into his own.

If only Meliana were here. The girl whom he
met when he was in the city of Corillian has been on his mind
lately. He would give anything to be able to see her again, perhaps
one day he can make the trip back down to see her.

Occasionally others would come and see if he
cared to dance, and once in a while he accepted. He did actually
enjoy the dancing here, he prefers the structure of it over the
types which were common back home in California.

Hanging out at the edge of the crowd as is
his want, he continues eating while watching the people and
eventually hears a round of applause beginning as Rylin and Sheila
emerge from their home. He’s dressed very fine and she wears a
startling dress worth more than some common laborers make in a
year.

With her hand resting on his arm, they make
their way to the dance floor. James walks over and reaches the edge
of the dance floor just as the musicians begin to play. Dancing by
themselves, Rylin and Sheila move gracefully to the music, the
people around them talking quietly amongst themselves while they
watch.

Miko comes to stand next to him and he looks
to see if Darria is with him. When she isn’t, he asks, “Where’s
your girlfriend?”

“Talking with some friends, I think,” he
replies. “They sure do make a good looking couple don’t they?”

“Yes they do,” James replies.

As the musicians bring the music to a stop,
Rylin and Sheila end the dance facing each other and then give each
other a kiss to the cheering of the surrounding crowd. Breaking off
the embrace, Rylin turns to the crowd and holds up his hand for
quiet.

Once the crowd has quieted, he says, “I
thank you all for joining us in this most happiest of times.” The
crowd erupts in cheers again briefly before quieting back down. “My
lovely wife Sheila and I would like to express our appreciation for
our best man James, who’s stood by us through this entire ordeal.”
Another round of applause, though not as energetic as the previous
one breaks out and a few snickers as well. It’s been the running
joke of the celebration about how James reacted when he learned of
having to witness the consummation of the marriage. He had the
misfortune of having it witnessed by many and has been the butt of
many off colored jokes since. “There’s plenty of food and drink.
Enjoy!”

Signaling the musicians to begin, he takes
Sheila’s hand as they begin another round of dancing. This time,
other couples join them.

James moves again to the side of the
festivities since crowds make him nervous. He’s never been one who
liked being around a lot of people. Taking his position on the
fringe, he watches the dancers, including Miko whom Darria has
dragged again to the dance floor.

As he enjoys the music and watches the
dancers, he takes notice of two scruffy looking individuals moving
along the outer edge of the crowd. Moving to intercept them, he
makes his way through the crowd.

“Thought you guys would never make it back,”
he says.

“You worry too much,” replies Jiron. Fifer
just grins at him.

“Did you get them?” he asks.

Jiron pats a bulge in his tunic and gives
him a nod. “We got plenty,” he says.

“I couldn’t believe how many there were,”
exclaims Fifer. “I mean, you and Jiron told me, but I didn’t really
believe. But then when we went into that cave, my god! There must
be thousands more waiting to be harvested.”

When the messenger arrived with the news of
Rylin and Sheila’s impending wedding, he decided this would be a
good time to collect more of the gems from the cave in the
Merchant’s Pass. Taking Jiron and Fifer with him, he sent them up
the river shortly after arriving to try and find the entrance to
the cave where the gems lay. Jiron was sure he could locate it, so
he and Fifer went to search for it while he attended the
festivities.

Jiron had taken several of the gems when
they last passed through and had them appraised by Alexander back
in Trendle. He told them that the gems were of good quality and
highly sought after, especially by gem cutters. He informed them of
one down in Bearn who would pay an honest price for the rough gems.
James then secreted them in his stash in his room at The Ranch to
await Delia’s caravan. If she were to sell them, it would draw less
attention to him and his activities than if he did it himself.

Roland was glad to see the gems, their
immediate problem for coins had been solved. If they made routine
expeditions to gather more, then they would never again have to
worry about money.

“You guys get cleaned up,” he tells them,
“you’re pretty ripe.”

“Was planning to,” replies Jiron. “Just
wanted to let you know we’re back.”

“Better hurry, the feast is going to start
in a couple hours,” he says.

“Will do,” Jiron says as they begin heading
away from the celebration and to the room he and Fifer are sharing
while they’re in town. Shawna had agreed to put up James and Miko,
but told him the other two would need to find an inn in town.

When the music stops, Miko hurries over to
him and asks, “Was that Jiron and Fifer?”

Nodding, he answers, “Yeah.”

With a slightly disappointed look, he says,
“Then we’ll be returning in the morning?”

“That’s right,” James tells him. “Go dance
with her while you can.”

“You know it!” exclaims Miko as he makes a
beeline for Darria. Shortly they’re back on the dance floor.

James sees Shawna standing off to one side
talking with another of her trader peers and makes his way over to
her. When she sees him coming, she says a few more words to her
friend before disengaging and moving to meet him.

“Jiron and Fifer showed up so we’ll be
leaving first thing in the morning,” he informs her.

“I understand,” she says. “We’re all glad
you were able to make it.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” he
assures her. Unsure if whether or not it would be a breach of
protocol, he extends his hand and asks, “Would you care to
dance?”

A smile begins to spread across her face as
she replies, “Yes, I would like that.”

As the musicians bring the current song to a
close, he escorts her out to the dance floor. Rylin and Sheila see
them coming and make room for them. Taking their places, all stand
ready as the musicians begin another moderately quick song and the
dancing commences.

The rest of the evening goes by quickly. The
feast, the last in a long line of feasts they’ve attended
throughout the celebration, is by far the grandest. Speeches are
made and the festivities last far into the night. Before the feast
actually begins, Fifer and Jiron make their appearance. Freshly
cleaned, each is wearing a new outfit bought just for this
occasion. Jiron is much more pleased with this attire than he had
been with the one he wore back in Corillian at the ball celebrating
Nate’s return to his family.

Throughout the night, Miko dances primarily
with Darria though another girl somehow manages to get him out of
her clutches briefly. By the end of the night, everyone is tired.
The couple for whom this is for has long since retired, Rylin
saying he was tired but no one believed him. Especially when he
flashed them all a grin as he and his bride leave the hall.

James finally disengages Miko from his
admirers and takes him up to their room on the second floor. “Made
quite an impression didn’t you?” he asks.

Miko gives him a grin and replies, “They
have nice girls here in Trademeet.”

“That they do,” he agrees.

Back in their room, they get undressed and
are soon asleep in bed.

 


The morning dawns a little grey, and with
the summer now over, there’s a bit of a chill in the air. James is
the first to awaken and gets dressed quickly. “Wake up!” he hollers
over to Miko who groans as he opens his eyes. “No sleeping in
today, we have a long way to go.”

Sitting up, Miko tries to come awake as
another large yawn escapes him. “Do we have to leave so early?” he
asks, swinging his legs over to the floor.

“Yes,” replies James. “I would like to make
it home before tomorrow night.”

“Couldn’t we leave later and get there the
next day?”

“No. Now get up,” insists James.

With another pitiful groan, he gets up and
commences to put his clothes on. “It’s cold!” he complains when his
bare feet hit the stone floor.

James just gives him an annoyed look.
Strapping on his slug belt, he then puts his shirt on, effectively
covering it. Never again will he be caught ill prepared should
something go wrong.

Waiting impatiently for Miko to finish
getting ready, he moves over to the window and looks out over the
city. From their room, you can see across Trademeet to the Silver
Mountains. Clouds blanket the sky and he hopes rain will not be in
their immediate future.

Turning around, he finds Miko slipping his
boots on. “Ready?” he asks.

He slips on the last boot and stands up, “I
suppose so.”

“Good,” he says. “Let’s go.”

Leaving their room, they head down the
hallway to the stairs and take them down to ground level. The smell
of the morning’s breakfast greets them before they even arrive at
the dining hall.

Rylin and Sheila haven’t come down yet and
he hates to leave without saying goodbye. Shawna is there and waves
them over to sit with her. “They probably won’t be down until
later,” she tells them. “Newlyweds.”

“I understand,” he assures her. One of the
servants brings over a plate of food for both he and Miko.

“Just tell them we wish them all the best
and sorry to have missed them,” he says.

“I will,” she replies.

The breakfast is a hearty one of eggs, ham
and bread. James gets a large glass of milk, freshly milked this
morning and tasting quite a bit different than the pasteurized milk
he’s used to getting back home. When they found out he liked milk,
they made sure to always have some on hand. Fresh of course, he
doesn’t care for chunks in his.

Once they’re done eating, he makes his
goodbyes to Shawna, leaving her with a slight kiss on the
cheek.

“Come back when you can,” she tells
them.

“We will,” he replies. “And if your travels
bring you near Trendle, be sure to stop by.”

“I promise,” she says.

Miko is finishing his second plate of food
when James stands up. “Let’s go,” he says to him. Grabbing two
slices of the bread he makes a ham and egg sandwich to eat as they
go. “Bye ma’am,” he says to Shawna as they leave the kitchen.

After stopping by the estate’s stables to
get their horses, they ride through town to the inn where Jiron and
Fifer are staying. They find them finishing their meal. All are
soon mounted and heading through the streets to the western
gate.

They’ll follow that road until they reach
the crossroads an hour or two out of town where they will turn
north toward the town of Villigun. A none too exciting town, mainly
an agricultural center for the region. Shortly after that is where
they will enter the Forest of Kelewan. Within its borders will be
where they will stay for the night. After that it’ll be one more
full day’s ride and then home.

Thankfully, the rain withholds its presence
through the first day and they make it all the way to the Forest
without any delays or problems. All in all it’s been a rather
pleasant journey.

James isn’t very talkative during the ride,
his mind mulling over what he learned in Saragon when he and Jiron
went back there. The old man’s riddle continues playing in his
mind:

 


When the Fire shines Bright,

And the Star walks the Land.

Time for the Lost,

Will soon be at Hand.

 


At the foot of the King,

Bathe in his Cup.

Pull his Beard,

To make him sit Up.

 


Seven to Nine,

Six to Four.

Spit in the wind,

And open the door.

 


The first two lines make the most sense, an
obvious referral to the Fire of Dmon-Li and the Star of Morcyth.
After that it gets a little confusing. He’s also worried about
Igor’s fate. The strange little creature that saved him during his
time in that other land, reality, or it could’ve just been a dream.
If it had been real, did he survive? He may never know.

The girl Aleya they hooked up with after
Saragon, Jiron and she seem to be getting serious as well. She’s
currently back at The Ranch. Jiron offered her to come with him,
but when she found out Roland was teaching people to read, she
opted to stay there and learn. That had hurt his feelings but not
much he could do about it.

Actually, the class of just a few students
has grown as news circulated through the community. Now he not only
has all of the irregulars, Jorry and Uther have joined as well as
many of the sons and daughters of the farmers in the area. Roland
has set the limit for his class at twenty, charging two coppers a
week for those not affiliated with The Ranch.

James at first argued with him about
charging, but his reasoning was this: if they’re willing to pay
then they’ll be willing to learn. He didn’t want a bunch of
deadbeats hanging around just so they’ll be out of their parent’s
way for awhile. Remembering the layabouts in his classes back home
that were there simply because they had to be, he understands the
logic.

Once they’ve moved past Villigun and enter
the Kelewan Forest, he’s surprised at how much his anxiety level
rises. The memories of those first few fateful days upon this world
still haunt him. Although this time he’s in the company of friends
and has little to worry about from a pack of wolves. His magic
could take care of them readily enough.

As they’re setting up camp, Miko removes his
crossbow from the pack mule and goes in search of dinner. By the
time they have a fire going, he’s returned with two large rabbits.
In no time at all, they’re skinned and roasting over the fire.

A light drizzle begins by the time they’re
ready to call it a night. Fortunately they’ve managed to find a
tall tree with wide limbs under which they can take shelter. Only a
very little water works its way down to where they are, the
majority runs off the outer limbs leaving them dry.

The drizzle continues on through the night
and is still present when they get underway the next morning. From
what the locals tell him, this sort of weather is common for this
time of year. When winter comes in full force, it gets rather cold
and a foot of snow from a single storm isn’t unheard of.

As they make their way through the forest,
the canopy of leaves which covers the road keeps the worst of it
off of them. The road is fairly straight and they make good time.
With only a brief stop for lunch before continuing on, they ride
fast and are pretty sure they’re close to Trendle when daylight
begins to fade.

A shadow disengages itself from the treeline
ahead of them and when they draw near can see that it’s Yern.

“What are you doing here?” James asks.

“Waiting for your return,” he says.

“Why?” he asks. “Nothing wrong is
there?”

“Don’t know for sure,” he replies. “It’s
just that Ceryn has us posted along the roads from Trademeet
looking for you. He would like you to meet him at his cabin.” He
holds up his hand to forestall any further questions and then adds,
“He didn’t tell us why, just said it was important for you to go
there, alone, before you return to The Ranch.”

“Alone?” he asks.

Nodding, Yern says “Alone.”

James glances to Jiron who only shrugs.
“Don’t look at me,” he says.

“Could you be in some kind of trouble?” Miko
asks. “Lord Colerain maybe?”

Worried, James replies, “I don’t know.” To
the others he says, “When we get to Ceryn’s cabin, you continue on
to The Ranch and I’ll be there later.”

“As you wish,” Jiron says.

It isn’t very far before they come to where
Ceryn’s cabin lies, sitting off the road a little ways. Two horses
are tied out front, neither of them are Ceryns’. “Looks like he’s
got company” states Jiron.

“Looks that way,” replies James. Turning his
horse toward the cabin, he says, “You all go on home. I’ll be along
directly.”

“Good luck,” Miko says as he and the others
continue on toward Trendle and The Ranch.

He sees a light coming from the front window
as he rides up. Securing his horse to the front post next to the
others, he starts walking to the door when it opens and Ceryn steps
out.

“Greetings James,” he says, a smile on his
face.

The fact that he’s smiling puts him at ease
as he replies, “You too, Ceryn.” Extending his hand he gives him a
firm handshake. “What did you need to see me about?”

“Come inside and we’ll explain,” he says as
he leads him into his cabin.

“We?” James asks as he follows Ceryn in. A
smile breaks across his face when he sees Perrilin sitting in a
chair against one of the walls, his instrument propped up beside
him. “Perrilin!” he exclaims as he comes over to greet him.

Coming to his feet, the bard asks, “Been a
while hasn’t it?”

Giving him a hearty handshake as well, James
nods then takes the seat across from him and asks, “What brings you
around here?”

“Actually, that’s a rather interesting
story…” he begins as the door to the bedroom creaks as it starts to
open.

James’ attention is drawn to it. Suddenly,
the door swings wide and a young man steps out. His lower jaw
quivers, eyes are opened wide. “J...James?” he stammers.

Jumping to his feet, James replies in utter
astonishment, “Dave?”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

_________________________

 


 


 


“Oh James,” he cries out and comes forward,
tears streaming down his face.

James takes him in his arms, concerned for
his friend as wracking sobs come from him. “Here, here, it’s
alright,” he says in a soothing manner. He glances back to
Perrilin.

“I found him in the Empire,” he explains. “I
was playing that song of yours and he came forward. Thought there
was something odd about the way he was acting so I investigated. It
was hard to piece things together, he doesn’t speak the common
tongue at all and only a smattering of the Empire’s. But the fact
he didn’t speak any language I knew well, plus his reaction to the
song all made me realize something was odd. Then it hit me that he
might have come from where you did.”

Taking his friend over to one of the chairs
by the table, he sets him down and then takes the seat next to him.
“Are you okay?” he asks.

Dave’s face comes up, tear tracks down both
cheeks as he asks, “What?”

Then it hits him, Dave was still talking in
English and he had asked the question in the common tongue. Having
been so immersed in the language of this world for the past month
or so, he has to consciously work at getting the correct English
pronunciation out. “Are you okay?” he asks again, this time in
English.

Dave nods his head, “I am now.”

“What happened?” he asks. “How did you get
here?”

“After you went through the door for the
interview, I sat there and waited for you,” he explains. “I must
have waited there for an hour before I started getting impatient. I
got up and went over to the door to listen to what was going on
inside but couldn’t hear anything.”

“I knocked on the door and when I didn’t
receive any answer I opened it. You could believe my surprise when
all that I saw on the other side was an empty office with no other
way out.”

“An office?” asks James. “Didn’t you make it
to this world when you went through the door?”

Shaking his head, he says, “That came later.
I got worried and called your name. I knew you hadn’t come back out
through the waiting room so I didn’t know what to think. Then the
stories of the missing people came to mind and I hurried down to
the lobby where I called 911.”

“The police showed up quickly and cordoned
off the entire area. When I told them what happened, they didn’t
believe me. They searched the office and didn’t find any trace that
anyone had ever been in there. They did find traces of you and me
in the waiting room.”

“They took me down to the police station and
questioned me extensively. What they were asking me began to make
me think they thought I had something to do with your
disappearance. After what must’ve been hours, my mom and dad
finally were allowed to take me home.”

“Outside the police station, the reporters
began their inquisition as my dad took me to the car. My mom said a
brief statement about how she was just glad I was okay before
getting into the car with us. When we got home, your grandparents
were waiting for us in the driveway.”

James sat back at that. He knew they
would’ve had a bad reaction about his disappearance and now he’s
going to hear about it.

“Your grandfather asked me what happened
while your grandmother cried. I sure felt sorry for them and told
them all I knew, which really wasn’t very much. My parents invited
them in and while I went to bed, they stayed up all night talking.
The police stopped by sometime in the night and asked my parents
more questions. Sometime before I woke up, your grandparents left
for home.”

“I wish I could tell them I’m okay,” James
says sadly.

“I know,” replies Dave. “They really care
about you. Anyway, I stayed home all day Sunday, didn’t leave my
room. I was hoping you would call or the police would find you
since they knew where you had last been, but nothing. When the news
hit about you and that I was the last one to have seen you, Seth’s
dad shows up at our place, demanding that I tell him where his boy
is.”

“He grew angry and almost came to blows with
my dad. In a fit of rage, he finally left, but not before giving me
a look saying ‘this isn’t over’. That’s when my dad turned and saw
me there. He gave me a look, a look that cast doubts about whether
he believed me or if I hadn’t told everything. What more could I
say?”

Ceryn comes over with two cups of ale and
sets them in front of the two friends then returns to his seat.
Neither he nor Perrilin are able to understand what’s being
said.

Taking the offered cup, Dave takes a drink
then continues. “Seth’s dad was seen driving slowly past our house
a couple of times that afternoon but thankfully never stopped. My
dad was worried about what he might do. He suggested that I stay
home from school on Monday but I didn’t want to just stay at home
and dwell on things. I actually thought going to school would take
my mind off things. How wrong I was.”

“I no sooner got to school the next day when
other students, kids I’ve grown up with come to me and begin
accusing me of being the killer. Can you believe that? Me? A couple
friends of Seth from the football team dragged me in the boy’s
bathroom and beat the crap out of me, at which time I was sent
home. I was suspended for fighting!”

“A group of reporters were waiting for me
outside my home when I got back. They flew at me like a pack of
vultures and started asking me the most outlandish questions. Like,
‘Why did I kill my best friend?’ and ‘How does it feel to know
everyone thinks I’m a killer?’ stuff like that. I tried to bull my
way through but they were blocking my way. Finally my dad showed up
from work and shoved them aside. After we were inside and the door
was shut, I went straight to my room and closed the door.”

“My life was beginning to spiral down into
the gutter. Not only do I have the worry of what happened to you,
but now everyone thinks I’m guilty. Even my parents were no longer
as supportive as they had been. Of course in my state of mind I may
have imagined that, but I knew I had to find out what happened to
you. And the only place to do that was back where I last saw
you.”

“So later that night I sneaked out and
wearing that hat from Bakersfield that was always too big for me, I
was able to sneak to the bus stop before anyone recognized me. I
took the bus downtown and made it to the building on Commercial. A
cop was stationed in the lobby. I waited until he was distracted by
another person then hurried over to the elevator and got in. The
door closed before he had a chance to see me. I got off on the
twenty third floor and went down to room 2334.”

“The doorway was covered in that yellow
police tape. I didn’t really expect to find anything there, after
all the police had gone through with a fine tooth comb and they
didn’t come up with anything. But I knew I had to do this. Removing
the tape, I opened the door and stepped within.”

“That’s when I was hit from behind and fell
to the floor. I turned and saw Seth’s dad standing there. ‘I
thought you might come back here. The killer always returns to the
scene of the crime,’ he said. I then told him, ‘I did not kill
anyone!’ But he didn’t believe me.”

“He came at me and I scooted away, knocking
over a table in my attempt to escape. He kept yelling at me to tell
him what happened to Seth and the others all the while trying to
reach me. I scrambled away, finally got back to my feet.”

“I saw the blow coming and tried to block it
but it connected with my jaw and actually knocked me back off my
feet. I crashed into the wall and fell onto one of those small
tables that were there and knocked it over. Books and magazines
went flying. I felt a static shock from something before he grabbed
me and threw me across the room.”

“Hurt and praying nothing was broken, I got
back up and looked into the eyes of a madman as he approached me. I
had to get out of there, all thoughts about finding out what
happened to you gone. I was now simply worried about my own
survival. He was between me and the door to the hallway outside. I
tried to make it around him but he caught me and after a quick two
blows to my stomach, threw me again across the room where I crashed
through a door and hit the floor.”

“Groaning, I twisted to look at him coming
and the shock of what I saw, after all I’ve been through must’ve
been too much and I passed out.”

“What did you see?” James asks.

“When I came to, I was lying in a clearing.
Standing over me was this little creature, it had a weird hat and
some kind of vest or something. It frightened me and I got up and
ran away through the trees. I could hear it calling to me but I
wasn’t paying any attention to what it was saying. The enormity of
what I was experiencing was overwhelming.”

“At first I thought I was hallucinating, and
then after awhile thought maybe this was the afterlife, though it
sure wasn’t any afterlife I’d ever heard about.” He takes the cup
in his hand and takes several more drinks.

James can see he’s looking to him for a
response, but he’s not sure what kind to give him. That creature
was definitely Igor, of that can be no doubt. But why doesn’t Dave
have an understanding of the language like he did? Could it have
been because he ran away from Igor? Hard to say for sure.

“I experienced the same thing when I went
through the door to the interview,” he tells him. “The creature you
met is an agent of a god in this world, he’s really not all that
bad.” After taking a drink himself, he asks, “Then what
happened?”

“What happened?” parrots Dave. “I ran and
ran and ran hoping to find a way home. I eventually came to the
edge of the forest and saw several people riding horses, as well as
one man leading a team of horses pulling a covered wagon. Running
out of the forest, I yelled to them and flagged them down.” A
haunted look comes over him as his voice softens, “I thought they
would help me. I was wrong.” Tears begin welling up in his eyes and
a sob begins to escape him.

“They weren’t interested in helping me,” he
says, eyes looking toward the floor. “When I came close to them,
they began talking to me in a language I never heard before. I
tried to tell them I was an American and that I spoke English, but
they didn’t understand.”

James can see his emotions getting the
better of him and says, “It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me
anymore.”

“I need to,” he says as a tear runs down his
cheek. “I was later to find out they were slavers, on a raid to
take people so they could sell them at a slave market.”

“When one of them dismounted and drew a
wicked looking knife, I knew I was in trouble and tried to get out
of there. I turned and ran but was soon overtaken. I fought with
them, but they overpowered me. They tied my hands behind my back
and with their knives, cut my clothes off of me. Stripped naked,
they hauled me up into the back of the wagon. Two other people were
there, one was a young girl. I…” Overcome with emotion, he stops
his narrative.

James lays a hand on his shoulder and says,
“I understand. I’ve run across these slavers before and I know the
kind of people they are. You needn’t tell me anymore than you feel
you must.”

Dave brings his eyes up off the floor and
gazes into his friend’s as a smile comes to him. “That first night
was the worse. The things they did to that poor girl…” a shiver
runs through him. “Anyway, we traveled for days. I gradually began
to be able to understand basic commands. They captured several
more, and when they had ten of us tied and naked in the back of the
wagon, they made for the slave market.”

“We traveled for days and that covered wagon
got extremely hot while the sun was beating down upon it. When we
at last came to the slave market, we were separated and ushered
into pens. I was there for three days before it became my turn up
on the slave block.”

“My first master was none too pleased to
discover I didn’t speak the language and beat me often. Within
days, he sold me to another who treated me even worse. I longed to
die, just to end the humiliation and agony which had become my
life. But I simply couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

Lifting up his tunic, he shows James the
patchwork of scars, the result of being beaten and tortured by his
former owners. From neck to waist, he can see where his friend had
been cut, burned and who knows what. Dave twists and he can see his
back is even worse. “I’m sorry,” is all he can think to say at the
horror his friend must have endured.

Replacing his tunic, he continues, “Finally
I was sold to an inn and worked there until I heard him play ‘Home
on the Range’. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing at first. Then
something came over me and I had to reach him, to see if he was
real. In the back of my mind I knew I would be facing a beating,
but I couldn’t stop myself. I rushed through the crowd and made for
the stage where he was playing. But I didn’t make it. They stopped
me before I could reach him and dragged me out of there. I was beat
to within an inch of my life.”

“As I lay there in my pen later that
evening, pain throbbing in every part of my body, Perrilin came to
me. You know the rest.”

Tears in his own eyes, James comes forward
to give his friend a hug. “You’re safe now.” Glancing back to
Perrilin, he says, “Thank you for bringing him here.”

“I take it you know him then?” asks
Perrilin.

“All my life, he’s my best friend,” replies
James.

“How did he come to be here?” Ceryn
asks.

“I’ll tell you sometime, but right now I
just want to get him back to The Ranch,” he says. “You’re both
welcome to come too.”

Perrilin shakes his head and says, “I can’t.
As much as I would like to find out more about this, I have an
engagement that can’t be put off any longer.”

“I’ll come by in a few days,” Ceryn tells
him.

Getting up, he brings Dave to his feet as
well and says, “Thank you both again.” Leading Dave outside he
says, “Let’s go.” He hears the other two get up and follow them
outside.

Indicating one of the other horses, Perrilin
says, “Your friend can have this one.”

“Thanks,” James says. Helping Dave onto the
horse, he then mounts his own.

As they ride back to The Ranch, James
glances over to his friend. Glad to have him with him again, yet
saddened by all that’s happened to him. He may never know the
extent of the pain he went through, and he’s not really sure he
wants to.

After getting back onto the main road to
Trendle, Dave breaks the silence and asks, “How have you been?”

“Not too bad,” James replies. “I have a
place and some friends here. I’m sure you’ll fit in just fine.”

“I want to go home,” he says sadly.

“I know, I’d like to as well, but I’m afraid
we’re stuck here,” he says. Feelings of guilt assail him as they
reach the outskirts of Trendle. Where his friend has had the worse
sort of experiences since coming to this world, he’s actually
thrived. He comes to the conclusion he’ll put off telling him about
his magical ability until it’s absolutely necessary. Not sure how
he’ll react to that.

“This is the town of Trendle,” he tells Dave
as they pass through. “Not much more than a farming community, but
it’s a nice place to live. The people are good, if a bit stand
offish at first. You’ll like it here.”

Dave looks around but makes no comment.

After leaving Trendle, they soon come to the
lane leading to The Ranch. Devin has the duty of guarding the
entrance today. When he sees James coming, he takes his horn and
blows a single note.

James pauses upon reaching him and asks,
“What was that for?”

“They wanted to know when you showed up,” he
replies with a smile.

When he glances to Dave, James says, “This
is my friend Dave. He doesn’t speak the language yet.”

Devin gives Dave a nod who nods in
return.

Getting the horses moving again, they make
their way down the lane to the house. Indicating the construction
going on, James says, “I’m having a new house built as well as a
few other buildings.”

“Doing well then?” Dave asks.

Sighing, James replies, “Yes, actually.”
Almost everyone has come out to see what’s going on, they’re all
anxious to find out what went on over at Ceryn’s.

A quiet muttering can be heard as they
approach, many casting glances to Dave riding beside him. As he
comes close, James says, “This is Dave, a friend from where I come
from.” At that, he can see several of them react in surprise, the
ones who know the full tale of his past. “He doesn’t speak the
language yet, but I want each of you to treat him well.”

To Caleb, Illan says, “Take their
horses.”

“Yes, sir,” he replies and steps up to take
their reins as they dismount.

“Ezra has dinner ready for you,” Roland
tells him. “When you have a minute, we need to go over a few
things.” As James gives him a questioning look, he adds, “Nothing
pressing.”

“Okay,” he says and then to Dave he asks,
“Hungry?”

“You bet,” he replies.

Leading him through the front door, James
takes him through to the kitchen where Ezra has two plates set out,
each overflowing with food. Someone must’ve forewarned her about
Dave, maybe saw them coming down the lane from the road.

As he sits down to eat, he can hear Illan
from the other room telling everyone to go about their business and
to leave him alone with his friend. Miko, Jiron and Roland join him
at the table. After a brief round of introductions, he gives them a
brief rundown of what Dave told him.

James can feel the awkwardness in the room
and realizes the dynamics of his group have just changed with the
introduction of an important person from his past. None, even Dave,
are sure of how to act or what to do. But he hopes that will change
over time.

To Roland he asks, “What’s going on?”

“Delia returned with the money from the sale
of those knives you made,” he begins. “Got twelve hundred golds for
the lot. She also dropped off another sack of crystals, it’s out in
your workshop. Surprised you didn’t pass her on your way through
Trendle, she just left.”

“I gave her some of those gems Fifer and I
collected,” adds Jiron. “She’s going to try and find that gem
cutter Alexander mentioned next time she’s in Bearn.”

“It looks like our money problems are over,”
Roland says happily.

To Jiron he asks, “Where’s Aleya?”

“She and Errin are out hunting,” he
explains. “They’ve become rather good friends and have appointed
themselves the hunters of the group. Makes sense as they’re the
best with bows we have.”

“She’s picking up her letters pretty quickly
too,” adds Roland.

“How is the class going?” James asks
him.

“Most are doing well,” he says. “I’ve
started them off with basic letters and we’ll progress from
there.”

Nodding, James continues eating as he mulls
over the information they are giving him. From the front room, he
hears Tersa begin a song as the evening gathering commences.
Finishing his meal, he says to Dave, “Every evening, we have a get
together in the front room where people sing songs or tell stories.
Let’s join them.”

Looking slightly out of place, Dave
hesitantly says, “Okay.”

They get up and make their way to the front
room where James sees his favorite chair vacant as well as another
someone placed next to it for Dave. Taking their seats, they settle
back as Tersa finishes her song.

After a song by Jace about a farmer and his
cow, Jorry and Uther begin another of their improbable tales. James
does his best to translate for his friend while they relate the
events of a journey to save a merchant’s daughter from a band of
slavers.

During a lull, he relates Dave’s tale one
last time to those gathered so they will better understand what’s
going on with him. As well as to squash any wild rumors which may
be in the making.

By the end of the evening, Dave has begun to
visibly relax. The stories and songs, though in a language he’s
unable to comprehend, helps to bring him into the group. When at
last it’s time for it to end, James offers to share his bed with
his friend. When they’re in his bedroom alone and the door closes,
Dave turns to James and says, “I’m glad I found you.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed as he begins
pulling off his boots, James replies, “Me too. I’m really sorry you
went through what you did.”

“Hey,” interjects Dave, “you didn’t do the
things that were done to me, and I don’t want you to feel blame.
It’s not your fault.”

James just continues getting undressed in
silence. Then both he and Dave crawl under the covers and they
spend the next hour talking of home, the things they miss the most,
that sort of thing. Eventually, sleep comes and takes them
away.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

_________________________

 


 


 


AAAAHHHHHH!!!!!

A cry in the night startles James out of a
dead sleep. Dave is thrashing around in the bed next to him caught
up in some nightmare. He turns to him and shakes him vigorously as
he says, “Wake up!”

The door to his room bursts open as Jiron
rushes in wearing nothing but his nightclothes with both knives
drawn and ready.

Dave sits up and lets out another scream as
he snaps awake. “He’s just having a nightmare,” James says to the
crowd who’s gathered at his door. “Go back to bed.”

“Thought someone was dying in here,”
comments Jiron as he leaves the room, shutting the door behind
him.

Dave’s eyes dart around for several moments
as if he’s not aware of where he is. Slowly, his breathing begins
calming down and his eyes settle on James. “You okay?” James
asks.

“Yeah,” he says, voice quavering. James can
still feel him shaking from whatever nightmare he just experienced.
“Thought I was somewhere else for a minute.”

“Where?” James inquires.

Turning his eyes to James, he says very
quietly, “I don’t know. It’s fading.”

“That’s the way with some dreams,” says his
friend. “Just try to go back to sleep.”

“I’ll try,” replies Dave.

What happened to him in the Empire
must’ve really screwed him up. Worry about his friend keeps
James from falling asleep for awhile, but eventually he makes
it.

 


The next morning, he wakes up before Dave
and gets dressed quietly so as not to wake him. Going to the
kitchen, Ezra prepares a plate of food and sets it before him on
the table.

From where she’s cleaning up at the
washbasin, she asks, “How is your friend?”

“Alright, I guess,” he says. “Did he disturb
you last night?”

“I think he disturbed everyone last night,”
she replies.

“Sorry about that,” he apologizes. “He went
through a bad time in the Empire.”

“I understand,” she says.

He eats in silence and when he’s through
tells her that he’ll be out in his workshop should anyone need
him.

Once out the back door, he sees where Illan
has the recruits doing morning exercises as they begin their daily
drill. Glad he’s not one of them, he walks across to his workshop
and goes inside.

The sack of crystals Delia brought is
sitting atop his workbench. He checks and finds them similar to the
ones she brought before. Next he goes over and makes sure the
receiver crystal isn’t aglow. A glow would indicate someone or
something has disturbed the hiding place of the Fire. He’d hate to
think what that would mean. Satisfied it has remained undisturbed,
he goes back to the problem of what he learned in Saragon.

If the old man’s family hasn’t unraveled the
mystery in the centuries it’s been in their keeping, what hope do I
have?

Knock! Knock!

“Come in!” he hollers.

The door opens and Dave walks in. “Good
morning!” James says cheerfully.

“You too,” he replies. The cheerfulness that
he once knew in his friend is nowhere to be found. The harshness of
his recent past has subdued his spirit measurably.

“What are you doing?” he asks as he comes
over to the workbench. Looking around, he takes in the sack of
crystals on the floor next to him and the other things James has in
his workshop. Reaching down, he picks up one of the crystals out of
the sack and takes a look at it.

“Just some thinking,” James replies.

“You always did do a lot of that back home,”
he says.

James considers what to tell his friend
about his life here, what he’s up to and what he can do with magic.
“True,” he says. “I want to show you something.”

Putting the crystal back in the sack he
asks, “What?” Turning to look at James he sees him holding out his
hand, palm up. Suddenly, a glowing orb appears, springing to life
upon his hand. “Whoa!” Dave exclaims as he leans closer to look.
“How did you do that?”

James cancels the orb and it disappears.
“Remember that ad I showed you in the lunch room?”

“Yeah,” he replies.

“Remember how it said ‘Magic! Real Magic!
Ever wanted to learn?’?” he asks. “Since coming here, I’ve been
able to do magic. I even brought Rocky to life.”

“Rocky?” questions Dave, not entirely
understanding what he’s talking about.

“Sure,” he says. “That stone construct you
always used to use during our role playing games.”

“Oh, right,” he says. “How do you do
it?”

“Just concentrate, think what I want to do,
and it happens,” explains James. “That’s the basics though it is a
little more complicated than that.”

“Can anyone do it?” he asks. “Could I?”

“Maybe, I don’t know,” he says. “Most of the
people of this world can’t. You need a calm mind and concentration,
I don’t know if you’ll be able to right now in the state you’re
in.”

Holding out his hand, Dave concentrates on
forming something similar to the glowing orb he saw James make.
After several moments, nothing happens. Lowering his arm, he gazes
to him with a frustrated look. “Can’t do it.”

“Maybe once you’re life has quieted down
you’ll make it happen,” encourages James. He can see his friend’s
disappointment at not being able to summon the orb.

“Maybe,” he says. “What else can you
do?”

“A lot,” he replies. “Whatever I can
imagine, provided I have enough power to do it, I can.”

For the next several hours, they sit and
talk about this world, magic, and some of James’ experiences since
coming here. He doesn’t mention the Fire or some of the other
stranger occurrences he’s encountered, like spirits of dead priests
and headless torsos.

After lunch, he takes Dave back to the
workshop where they spend the rest of the afternoon just being
together and talking of old times. It seems that reminiscing about
the past brings him a better mood, or maybe it’s just being away
from the others.

That night during the evening gathering,
Dave seems a little more animated, as if his old self is once more
trying to assert itself. A smile actually comes to him during one
of Tersa’s songs.

Seeing his friend come alive more and more
gives James encouragement that the devastation wrought upon him by
his time as a slave may not be irreversible. On their way to bed
after the evening winds down, he actually hears his friend humming
one of Tersa’s songs to himself. He goes to sleep feeling much
better about things than he had the night before.

 


Get out!

A cry startles him out of a sound sleep in
the middle of the night. Then another scream followed by the sound
of a scuffle. Thinking they’re under attack, he grabs his slug belt
and races out the bedroom door.

In the light of a candle held by Roland, he
sees Jiron on top of someone outside of Tersa’s door. One of his
knives is held to the throat of the man on the floor. As he comes
closer, he sees it’s his friend Dave.

“What happened here?” he demands as the
others in the house come to see what the commotion is. Illan and
Fifer both have their swords in hand believing an attack was in
progress.

Everyone starts talking at once. “Quiet!” he
shouts, cutting through the noise. Everyone becomes quiet as they
look at him. Turning to Jiron he asks, “What happened?”

“Your friend here was about to accost my
sister!” he says with vehemence.

“I didn’t do anything James,” exclaims Dave.
“I swear!” He may not have understood what Jiron had said, but the
accusation in his voice was unmistakable.

From the doorway to her room, Tersa says,
“He came in here and grabbed me!”

He sees the pleading in Dave’s eyes and the
anger and promise of violence in Jiron’s.

“I’m sure this is all a misunderstanding?”
he says.

“Misunderstanding?” shouts Jiron. “I aught
to kill him right now!”

“I went to the bathroom and got mixed up in
the dark,” pleads Dave. “I got lost and went into the wrong room!”
He looks to James, imploring him to believe him.

“Get off him Jiron,” he says.

When Jiron hesitates, he adds, “Now
please.”

With hate in his eyes, he gets up off the
frightened Dave. The knife in his hand remains out and
threatening.

“Dave, get back to our room,” James tells
him.

Scrambling to his feet fast, Dave moves
quickly to James’ room and they hear the door shut.

Every eye is upon him. “He simply went into
the wrong room is all,” he tells them. “I’ve known him a very long
time and I assure you, he isn’t like that.”

Jiron comes close to him and says, “Just
keep him away from my sister. I held back because he was your
friend, I won’t a second time.” After meeting his eyes for a second
in defiance, he turns and moves into Tersa’s room and then shuts
the door.

“Everyone back to bed,” Illan announces to
the rest. “Nothing more to see.” As the others begin moving back to
bed, he comes over to James and asks quietly, “Was it a
mistake?”

“It has to be,” James says defensively.
“Dave isn’t like that.”

“A mistake it may have been, but whatever
trust he had with everyone in this house is now gone,” he says. “If
another ‘mistake’ occurs, I believe Jiron will make good his
threat.”

“So do I,” he says. “I better go see how
Dave is doing.” Turning around, he makes his way back to his
room.

Inside, he finds Dave sitting on the bed
facing the door. “You have to believe me James, it was an
accident.”

“I do,” he replies shutting the door behind
him. “But no one else here does. You’ll need to step carefully for
awhile and rebuild their trust.”

“Why don’t we just leave here, the two of
us?” Dave asks.

“I can’t,” he says. “I’ve been through too
many things with these people to suddenly turn my back on them.
They’re all good, solid friends, you’ve just gotten off to a bad
start. But once they get to know you better, they’ll come to see
what kind of man you are.”

“Thanks for saving me back there,” he says
with a slight smile.

“You’re welcome,” James replies. “Just don’t
make that mistake again.”

“Rest assured, I won’t,” states Dave.

“Now let’s go back to sleep.”

Lying back on the bed, he listens to Dave as
he slowly succumbs to sleep. He’s worried about his friend. This
was not a very auspicious beginning and the others are not going to
be too trusting of him for awhile. The worries churning in his mind
at last quiet down and he’s able to fall asleep.

 


The following morning at breakfast, those
still there when he and Dave come to the kitchen give Dave cold
stares and hardly talk at all. Most excuse themselves as soon as he
and Dave sit down.

Ezra fills their plates and Dave’s is
decidedly lacking in the better portions of the food. He may have
missed that little nuance, but James certainly picked up on it.
After last night, it’s only what he expected. He’s actually
surprised that Ezra didn’t demand he go out and eat with the
recruits. Probably would’ve if he hadn’t been friend to the master
of the house.

The morning goes pretty much the same.
Wherever Dave goes, the others either pointedly ignore him or
slight him in some small way. James feels bad for his friend, but
knows only time will heal this rift between his friend and the
others.

A little before noon, two notes are blown by
the sentry down at the road and every one rushes out to see what’s
going on. James and Illan are standing outside the front door as a
rider comes toward the house.

“He’s wearing the King’s colors,” Illan
says. “Which means he’s on official business.”

“What in the world would bring him here?”
asks Jiron.

“I don’t know,” Illan replies.

The man is wearing the coat of arms of the
King of Cardri. James recognizes it from his time in Cardri earlier
when he met with the Archive Custodian, Ellinwyrd. The appearance
of the herald can only be bad news.

As the herald reins up before them, he
dismounts, turns to them and says, “I bear a message from King
Colbern, King of Cardri for the mage known as James. Would one of
you be he?”

Stepping forward, James says, “I am.”

Removing a rolled scroll bearing the wax
seal of Cardri, he extends it to him. “I am to await your
response.”

Taking the scroll, he cracks the seal and
reads it:

 


 


To the Mage known as James:

 


You are forthwith summoned to appear before
the Royal Court with all due speed.

 


His Royal Majesty,

 


King Colbern Cardri

 


He shows the letter to Illan and then asks
the herald, “Why am I to appear before the Royal Court?”

“That was not told to me sir,” the herald
replies. “I am simply to await your reply and then return to the
King.”

“Give us a moment,” he says. The herald nods
his head.

Indicating they should go back into the
house, James moves inside and the others follow. “What do you make
of it?” he asks.

Handing the letter back to him, Illan
replies, “I don’t know. Maybe your reputation has at last reached
the King and he wants to see you for himself.”

“Maybe. But what should I tell him?” he
asks, gesturing to the herald waiting outside.

“You have to go,” he tells him. “You cannot
ignore the summons of the King, no matter what. Not if you wish to
reside in his kingdom.”

“He’s right,” adds Roland. “A local noble
here and there is one thing to antagonize. But it wouldn’t be wise
to put the king of the land against you, as surely would happen
should you ignore his summons.”

“So I have to go all the way to Cardri?” he
asks.

“Yes, you have no choice,” Illan states.

“There’s always a choice,” he says as he
returns back to where the herald is waiting.

The herald sees him coming and says, “And
what is your reply?”

“You may inform his majesty that I will
leave first thing in the morning for Cardri,” he tells him.

“Very well,” he says. “I shall so inform his
majesty.” Mounting his horse, he turns it around and rides down the
lane back to the road.

James watches as he reaches the end and
turns onto the main road. Glancing at Jiron, he says, “Not only do
I have the bother of people coming here to gawk at me, but now I
have to travel for days for the King to.”

“This may prove beneficial to you,” he
replies.

“In what way?” James inquires.

“Ellinwyrd, the Royal Archivist in Cardri
you mentioned before, may be able to help you with what you
discovered in Saragon,” he explains.

Nodding, he says, “You may be right.” To
Illan he says, “I’d like you and Fifer to accompany me to Cardri.
I’ll also bring along Miko, Jiron and Dave.”

At the mention of Dave, Jiron gets a dark
look. The thought of traveling with him brings back the anger from
the night before.

Seeing his reaction, James turns to him and
asks quietly so only he may hear, “Would you rather me leave him
here?”

Realizing that would be even worse he shakes
his head. “No,” he says, “best to bring him along.”

“You know, he really isn’t a bad person,”
James assures him. “I’m sure last night was just as he said, he
simply went into the wrong room. He probably got confused being in
a strange house in the dark.”

“Maybe,” Jiron says, though the tone of his
voice tells he doesn’t believe that. His eyes dart to the door and
he sees Dave standing there. Turning around, he stalks away from
the house.

James can hear Illan mumble under his
breath, “This is going to be a fun trip.” Shaking his head, he
knows that if they just give Dave a chance, they’ll come to find
out he’s not nearly as bad as they think. They’ve just gotten off
on the wrong foot.

He returns to the house and takes Dave out
through the kitchen where he picks up a couple of towels. Leading
them through the back door, he leads him out to his bathing
pool.

“What are we doing?” Dave asks as they
approach the water.

“Taking a bath, why?” asks James.

“Out here?” he asks.

“Sure,” replies James. “Not much privacy
around here.” When he sees Dave hesitating, he adds, “Everyone
knows to avoid this area when someone’s here. Don’t worry, no one
will disturb us.”

“Okay,” agrees Dave hesitantly. As he gets
undressed, James can again see the patchwork of scars and
mutilations across his body. No part of him seems to have escaped
the wrath of whoever owned him.

As they settle into the water, James is
greeted by the coldness. Taking baths here certainly cannot
continue much longer. He glances over to the construction site of
his new house. The outside is practically complete and the inside
is coming along nicely as well. Soon he’ll be able to have a hot
bath.

During the time they spend in the pool, they
talk about inconsequential things. James learns a little more about
Dave’s time in the Empire, but nothing of any real relevance. He in
turn, tells of some of his exploits.

By the time lunch is ready, he’s ready to
get out. Drying themselves off with the towels, they get dressed
again and head back to the house.

The rest of the afternoon is taken up with
preparations for their trip to Cardri. James is annoyed at having
to make the trip, but at the same time is looking forward to seeing
Ellinwyrd again. Maybe as Jiron suggested, he could help in
figuring out the enigmatic riddle he came across in Saragon.

The riddle continues playing through his
mind,

 


When the Fire shines Bright

And the Star walks the Land.

Time for the Lost

Will soon be at Hand.

 


Time for the Lost. What could that
mean? Suddenly, a memory comes to him, something he hasn’t thought
about for quite some time. It was during the time when Igor had
taken him to Disneyland in that dream, vision, whatever it was. He
had bent over and picked up a wallet. But it was what he said about
it that stops him in his tracks:

 


“Sad when something gets lost,” he tells
James. “When you lose something, you always hope an honest person
will find it and work to get it back to you. All too often though,
you never see it again. Such is life.”

 


Could there be a connection? Something to
do with Igor is lost? Or with Morcyth? His mind churns over the
idea. Other visitations by Igor have had ulterior meanings, why not
that one. He always thought that particular one had to do with
Disneyland being a focal point. But maybe it was to do with
returning something that was lost.

A shiver runs down his spine as he suddenly
comes to the realization of what this could all be pertaining to.
The Star of Morcyth! Of course! That makes perfect sense.
Taking out the medallion bearing the symbol of the Star, he holds
it up and looks upon it. Could that be why I’m here? To find the
lost Star of Morcyth? Then that could mean the second and
third stanzas of the riddle could be directions to lead him to
it.

He hears Ezra call them for dinner and he
practically skips on his way to the dinner table. Excited, he takes
his seat and the meal commences.

“What’s got you all happy?” asks Miko from
where he’s filling his plate with boiled tubers.

“Oh, nothing,” he says. But the grin on his
face belies his statement. He would like nothing more than to talk
about it, but too many here don’t know the whole story and it
wouldn’t be wise to mention it in front of them.

“Sean said the new house will be ready in a
couple weeks,” Roland says. “Maybe when you come back, you’ll be
able to move in.”

“That would be nice,” states James.

“If he’s done in time, we’ll be sure to get
your stuff transferred over,” Roland assures him.

“Thank you,” replies James.

Dave sits quietly to the right of James as
he eats his dinner. The attitudes of the others have begun to
mellow, some beginning to realize that he could have actually
stumbled into the wrong room as he says. That James vouches for him
gives credence to his story as well.

None come right out and really talk to him,
and James is worried for his friend. He wants him to become a part
of his life here and over time, he’s sure he will.

The evening’s gathering goes by quickly and
they soon head to their respective beds. When he and Dave are lying
in the dark, Dave asks, “Where is this Cardri?”

“It’s several days away, out on the coast,”
he tells him. “The king has a large castle, just like the ones I’ve
always wanted to see. Was able to see it up close a month or so
ago.” Turning to his friend, he says, “I’m sure you’ll like
it.”

“I’m sure I will,” he says. “Thanks for
being a friend, James.”

“Always,” he assures him.

“No matter what?” he asks, hope in his
voice.

“No matter what. Now get some sleep,” James
says as he turns over to go to sleep.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

_________________________

 


 


 


The following morning, those heading to
Cardri with James rose early and met in the kitchen. Illan is
leaving Yern in charge of the recruits’ training in his absence.
The last time he left Miko in charge, he won’t be making that
mistake again. He’s no good at maintaining discipline or getting
them to do what they’re supposed to. When Illan had returned from
The Merchant’s Pass, the schedule of training he left with him had
barely been done. Yern on the other hand, is a whole lot more apt
to get done what needs to be done.

Everyone turns out to see them off, even
those whose duty is to patrol through the outlying trees. James
mounts his horse and turns to face Roland. “Seems I’m off again,”
he says with a grin.

“That’s why Ezra and I are here,” he
replies. “To look after things.”

“Everyone’s ready,” Illan announces.

James glances back at those mounted behind
him. Miko and Jiron ride next to him and Dave is just behind. He
looks sullen at having to be in that position, but makes no fuss.
“Let’s go,” he says as he gets his horse moving.

“You be careful,” Tersa hollers to her
brother from her position by the front of the house.

Jiron turns and waves to her as he gives her
a reassuring smile. Next to her stands Aleya. Things have cooled
off between them since his return from Trademeet, he’s not sure
why.

Errin has the watch at the end of the lane
today and she comes to attention as they ride by. James gives her a
nod in passing and then turns onto the road heading south. Four
long days lie ahead of them before they reach the walls of
Cardri.

He can’t help but be a little overwhelmed at
being summoned by the king. From what he’s heard of the man, the
king is a just and kind ruler whom the entire populace of Cardri
adores.

The grey sky above prevents the sun from
warming the morning chill from the air. Fall is in full swing, the
colors of the trees bright and cheery as the leaves begin turning
orange, red and yellow. A gust of breeze now and then sends a
flurry of leaves scattering across the road.

 


The evening of the second day, they find
themselves an hour south of Bearn. Passing through made James a
little leery as it’s the home of Lord Colerain and the man has had
it in for him almost since his coming to this world. For some
reason, he has the idea that James stole something from him. Of
course James has not, but he’s had two attempts made on him.

It wasn’t very long ago when he made the
last attempt. He actually had the temerity to send men out to The
Ranch to abduct him. It would’ve worked except Miko recognized one
of the captors which led them to Bearn. And Bearn led them to Lord
Colerain. After Illan and the others rescued him, he told Lord
Colerain that if he again moved against him that he would come back
to Bearn and raze his house to the ground and destroy everything of
his that he could find. So far, it seemed the man had heeded the
warning. James is usually a patient man and has the philosophy of
live and let live but Lord Colerain has pushed him beyond that.

As the sun begins to set, a cluster of
buildings begins to appear ahead of them, just another of the small
areas set up to cater to travelers. Most of the ones they’ve passed
the last two days only had an inn, a chandler’s shop, and little
else. This one is no different.

No sign on the inn, but the fact that it is
an inn is unmistakable. “Shall we stop here for the night?” James
asks Illan.

Nodding, he replies, “I doubt if we’ll find
another before dark.”

“Alright.” Dismounting, he and Illan go
inside to see about rooms while the others stay with the
horses.

Inside they find a man bearing a tray of
drinks over to a table. He pauses when he sees them enter and says,
“Just a moment and I’ll be with you.”

“No problem,” responds James.

After setting the mugs of ale on the table
before two customers, he makes his way back to where they’re
waiting. “My name is Jared, welcome to the Restful Traveler. Can I
help you sirs?” he asks.

“Need three rooms and stalls for six
horses,” replies James.

Nodding, the man says, “It’ll be three
coppers a room, meals are extra. And another copper for each of the
stalls.”

“Very well,” replies James and he removes
the required number of coins from his pouch and hands them to the
man. Walking with Jared over to the counter, he accepts three keys
from him for the rooms.

“The stalls for the horses are around back,”
he tells them.

“Thank you,” says James and then he and
Illan return outside to the others.

Leading their horses around to the back,
they get them situated in their stalls before returning to the inn.
They then go upstairs and put their things in their rooms before
heading down to the common room for dinner.

During the course of eating dinner, a
commotion near the entrance of the inn draws their attention.

“I said not to come around here again!”
Jared the innkeeper says sternly.

James looks over and sees a young woman,
obviously very poor and looking destitute turn around and leave.
When their serving girl comes near, he asks her what that was
about.

“Oh, she comes by here from time to time,
looking for a handout,” she explains. “My father used to give her
food but then she started coming every night and annoying the
customers. That’s when he put a stop to it. Poor girl, I feel sorry
for her but what can you do?”

“Thank you,” he says.

“You’re welcome,” the girl replies as she
moves along to help another customer.

“Kind of feel sorry for people like that
don’t you?” asks James to no one in particular.

“Some,” agrees Fifer.

Before the end of the meal, an itinerant
musician sets up in one corner of the common room and places a bowl
on the floor before him for any donations the patrons would care to
give. Most musicians of this world have no paying patrons and just
go from tavern to tavern looking for a place to play. If the
proprietor has no one to provide music already, he’ll let the
musician set up and play for tips, often supplying his dinner if he
plays well.

They sit back after the meal and listen as
he plays. Not nearly Perrilin’s standard, but who is? Still, he
does play well and the songs he sings are on key. During one
intermission, James goes over and puts a silver in his bowl.

Sitting back down, he notices Dave is gone.
“Where did Dave go?”

“Who cares?” says Jiron. His feelings for
Dave have hardly become better over the last couple days. While
Dave has done nothing further to antagonize anyone, if anything
he’s been trying hard to get along, he still has yet to allay
Jiron’s feeling of distrust.

“Jiron, stop that,” Illan says
disapprovingly. To James he adds, “He said he was tired and was
going up to sleep.”

A big yawn escaping him, James says, “I may
go on up too.” Then the musician begins playing a song James has
heard before, one he especially likes. Sitting back down, he looks
to Illan and says with a smile, “Maybe after one more song.”

Illan laughs and James sits back as the
musician makes his way through the piece. It’s a whimsical song
about a layabout who winds up mistakenly courting his benefactor’s
daughter. Rather a long song, but from the reaction of the other
patrons there, more than just James like it.

When the song ends, he gets up and
stretches. “Definitely off to bed now,” he says amidst another big
yawn. “See you all tomorrow.”

“Good night James,” Illan says. The others
bid him good night as well.

Heading up to his room, he finds Dave asleep
in bed just as Illan had said. Getting undressed quietly so as not
to awaken his friend, he slips into his own bed and relaxes as he
begins drifting off to sleep.

 


The following morning when they’re in the
common room having a quick bite to eat before heading out, everyone
seems to be mellowing toward Dave. Jiron still has an edge, but
it’s beginning to soften somewhat as he gets to know him a little
bit better. It’s unlikely he’ll ever have total trust in him, but
as time goes on, James hopes he will.

They finish their morning meal quickly and
are soon on the road. As they pass by the last of the buildings
James sees someone standing against the wall of the last building,
staring at their party. It’s the woman who the night before the
innkeeper told to leave his place. When she notices him looking at
her, she turns and runs away. Not looking back, she goes around the
corner behind the building and is soon out of sight.

Odd, he muses to himself. Dismissing
it as the vagaries of humanity, he returns his attention to the
road ahead. Dave beside him begins whistling a tune from their
world and he soon joins in.

The next two days fly by fast. By the end of
the fourth day, the walls of Cardri come into sight. When the view
first appears before them, James can hear a gasp from his friend
Dave. Turning toward him, he sees the awe in his eyes. “Told you it
was impressive,” he tells his friend.

“I know,” he replies softly. “But I never
expected this.”

The scene before them is one of breathtaking
beauty. Far away on the horizon, the sun lies low near the ocean,
its light a dazzling display of sparkles upon the water. Ships of
every size are either at anchor at one of the many docks lining the
shoreline or upon the water under sail. The walls of the castle
itself gleam in the light and the city surrounding it sprawls for
miles in every direction.

To Illan, James says, “There’s an inn called
the Silver Bells located within the second wall. I know the
proprietress and it would be a good place to stay while we’re
here.”

Shrugging, he says, “One place is as good as
another.”

A branch of the Kelewan River flows to the
east around the city before emptying into the sea. Just as they are
about to ride onto the bridge spanning the river, Fifer points off
to the east and exclaims, “Illan!”

In an area adjacent to the river, sits a
large encampment of tents. The pennant flying from the largest of
the tents bears the Empire’s insignia. “What are they doing here?”
James asks.

“I don’t know,” replies Illan as he glances
at him, a worried expression upon his face.

“Can’t have anything to do with me could
it?” asks James.

“I wouldn’t think so,” he says. “Best to
give them a wide berth. No sense looking for trouble.”

“I agree,” replies James. To the rest he
adds, “While we’re in town, keep your ears open for what they may
be doing here.”

“You got it,” replies Miko.

Just knowing they’re over there gives James
a bad feeling. What could they be here for?

The evening crowd moving through the gates
into the city is not very busy and they soon reach the gates. After
a few brief questions by the guards on duty, they’re waved on
through. Somewhat familiar with the layout of Cardri, James takes
the lead and they work through the city to the gates in the second
wall.

As they approach, the guards have them
pause. “What business do you have here in Cardri?” one of them
asks.

“I have an audience with the king,” replies
James. “Plan to stay at the Silver Bells while I’m here.”

Nodding, the guard steps back and waves them
on through. Passing to the other side, he gets his bearings and
turns down the street in the direction of the Silver Bells. He’s
not exactly sure he went the right way and when he sees the three
silver bells hanging in front of the inn, he breathes an internal
sigh of relief.

He brings them to a stop when they reach the
front and then dismounts. “You stay here, I’ll be right back,” he
tells the others. While he moves to the front door, they
dismount.

Opening the door, he enters the inn and it’s
just as he remembers it. Clean and opulent, expensive too if he
remembers correctly. Off to one side, he sees Miss Gilena berating
one of her workers over some infraction the poor man made.

“…think they grow on trees?” she asks the
miserable looking man. “Next time be more careful or I’ll take it
out of your pay. Understand?”

“Yes ma’am,” he says dejectedly.

“Now go about your work,” she tells him. He
then turns and leaves, carrying a bundle of tablecloths. Turning,
she sees James approaching and breaks into a broad, warm smile.
“Well bless my soul,” she says, coming toward him. “I didn’t think
to see you again so soon.”

“I have business here and am in need of
three rooms,” he tells her.

When she reaches him, she wraps her arms
around him and proceeds to give him a big hug. Disengaging himself
from her embrace, he steps back a moment and asks, “Has Perrilin
been by lately?”

Shaking her head, she says, “No. Most likely
up to no good again. I swear that man can’t keep himself out of
trouble.” She begins walking over to the counter where she keeps
the room keys.

James takes out the golds she’ll need for
the rooms and has them ready before she produces the keys for the
rooms.

“You remember eh?” she asks with a smile.
Taking the golds, she gives him the keys.

“I would be hard pressed to forget my last
experience in your fine establishment,” he says.

Laughing, she replies, “True. So, what
brings you to Cardri?”

“The king sent a summons for me to appear
before him,” he replies.

“Why?” she asks, the smile fading from her
eyes. “Nothing wrong is there?”

Shrugging, he says, “I don’t know. I was
simply told to present myself before the Royal Court.”

“I hope it goes well,” she says, a worried
expression now upon her face.

“Me too,” he agrees. “Be back in a bit,” he
tells her as he turns to rejoin his friends out front.

“Good to see you again,” she says.

“You too,” he replies just before exiting
through the door.

Out front, the others turn toward him as he
leaves the inn. “We’ll take the horses around back and get them
settled in,” he announces. “In the morning, I’ll go up to the
castle to find out what’s going on.” Taking the reins of his horse,
he leads them around to the stables.

Back by the stables, Gunther the stableboy
shows them which stalls will be theirs. Once the horses are secured
within their stalls, he gets pails of grain ready for each and then
starts currying them.

James and the others make their way to the
inn and enter through the back door. Taking the stairs, they head
up to their rooms where they get settled in before going downstairs
for dinner.

Miko is somewhat put out about having to
share a room with Jiron. He would rather be sharing one with James,
but his friend Dave has that honor. “I don’t see why he has to
always get to be with James,” he complains to Jiron.

Turning to him, Jiron explains, “They’ve
known each other a long time, far longer than any of us have known
him. Besides, he still doesn’t speak the language very well though
he is doing better.”

“I can’t believe you’re actually defending
him,” states Miko.

Getting a slightly angry look on his face,
Jiron says, “I’m not defending him, merely answering your question.
I don’t like him.”

“Neither do I,” admits Miko. “I try to get
along with him for James’ sake.”

“I know,” he says.

Knock! Knock!

“Come in,” hollers Jiron. James opens the
door, his friend Dave is standing in the hall behind him.

“We’re heading down for something to eat,”
he tells them. “You guys want to join us?”

“Sure,” says Miko as he heads for the
door.

“Be down in a minute,” replies Jiron.

“Alright,” says James as he steps aside to
allow Miko to pass into the hall. “See you in a bit.”

Illan and Fifer have just come out of their
room and they all go downstairs where they find a table large
enough for all of them. Several minutes later, Jiron joins
them.

They order their food and are soon enjoying
a meal of spiced ham, bread and assorted vegetables. A group of
four musicians take the stage and before long the room is filled
with rollicking music.

James sits back and enjoys himself,
listening to the musicians and watching them play their
instruments. From all around him, the buzz of conversation is
subdued as they all wish to hear and enjoy the music of the
musicians. From out of the buzz, one comment is overheard from a
man sitting just behind him.

“…hear the Empire’s ambassador is seen going
to the castle regularly the last few days.”

“I heard that too,” the other man at the
table says.

Turning around, James asks them, “Did you
just say there’s an ambassador from the Empire here?”

Somewhat taken aback at his interrupting
their conversation, one man says, “It isn’t polite listening in on
other people’s conversation.”

“How rude,” the other man says with an
annoyed expression.

“Sorry,” apologizes James and turns back to
his own table.

He feels a tap on his shoulder and turns to
find one of the men looking at him. “But yes, there is an
ambassador from the Empire here, has been for a little over a
week.”

“That’s right,” says his friend, nodding in
agreement. “Why he’s here isn’t known though, but the popular rumor
is that they want us to join their fight with Madoc.”

His friend laughs at that, “Like that would
ever happen.”

“Thank you,” replies James.

The man nods his head and then resumes his
conversation with his friend, this time keeping their voices
slightly softer to avoid being overheard again.

Leaning close to Illan, he asks, “Did you
hear that?”

“Yes I did,” he says. “If you figure the
time it took the herald to reach The Ranch and how long it took us
to get here, then we could assume he was dispatched shortly after
the Ambassador’s arrival.”

“What could that mean?” asks James.

“Not sure,” he replies, “but you’ll find out
soon enough tomorrow.”

“I suppose,” states James. Out of the corner
of his eye, he sees Dave give out with a big yawn.

“Tired?” he asks his friend.

Nodding, Dave says, “I think I’ll head up
and go to sleep.”

Handing him the key, he says, “Alright, I
probably won’t be up for a couple of hours.”

“Don’t worry about me,” replies Dave. “I’ll
be dead to the world in a short while.”

As Dave leaves, Jiron watches him go with
some delight. “I thought I’d take Fifer and we would tour the bars
tonight and see what we could find out.”

“Not a bad idea,” agrees James. “See if you
can discover any more rumors regarding the Ambassador’s visit.”

“Will do,” states Jiron. Getting up, he
glances to Fifer and says, “Ready to go?”

“Always,” he says.

They move away from the table and head out
the door.

Illan, Miko and James remain at the table
late into the evening enjoying the music. Once he starts yawing,
James gets up and heads to his room where he hears Dave’s snores
coming from within before he even opens the door.

Getting undressed in the dark, he slips into
the other bed and quickly falls asleep.

 


Jiron and Fifer leave the Silver Bells and
head to the outer section of the city. There they’ll find the more
disreputable establishments where rumors flow more readily. Never
staying very long in any one place, they have a few drinks while
listening to the conversations around them. Once in awhile asking a
few discreet, innocent questions before moving to the next.

By the fifth such dive, they have
accumulated rumors ranging from an attempt to kidnap/assassinate
the king to an arranged marriage between one of the king’s
daughters and a noble within the Empire. All of which seems rather
implausible. The most improbable story yet is how the Empire is
here to open a slave market within Cardri where they can sell the
slaves taken in their war with Madoc. How that one started, no one
seems to know and few believe. One man said, ‘It’ll be a cold day
in hell before that ever happens’.

They wander outside the outer walls and plan
to hit some of the seediest places yet. The first one they enter
must have been standing a very long time. The walls are slightly
slanted and most of the windows are boarded up. The odor and
density of the smoke within makes it hard to breathe.

Moving to the bar, they order a couple
drinks and set about drinking as they take in the clientele. Most
are what Jiron would call sewer rats, little more than drunkards
and layabouts. The fact that they’re even in a place like this
tells him all he needs to know.

One man sitting at a table near them, who
only has one hand, catches Jiron glancing in his direction. That is
all the excuse he needs. Getting up from his chair, he moves toward
him and says, “I don’t like the way you’re staring at me!”

The other patrons perk up at that. “No
trouble tonight, Lonn,” says the barkeep from where he stands
behind the bar.

“I’m not looking for trouble, mister,” Jiron
says to him. “I apologize if I’ve bothered you in any way. I assure
you it was not my intention.”

“You think I don’t know what you’re thinking
about ol’ Lonn?” the man asks, anger beginning to build in voice.
“Poor ol’ Lonn. One handed he is and good for nothin’!”

Jiron can smell the liquor on his breath.
He’d like nothing better than to put Lonn on the floor, but he
doesn’t want to do anything that could come back to James. “I’m not
thinking anything like that,” he says, trying to diffuse the
situation. “Here,” he says as he produces a coin out of his pouch,
“let me buy you a drink.”

“I ain’t no drunk!” he says, now enraged.
Using his one good hand, he takes a swing at Jiron’s jaw.

Easily anticipating what Lonn was going to
do, he blocks the attack and follows through with a punch to the
jaw. The blow snaps his head backward and Lonn stumbles into a
table with three men. He smashes the table, tossing the men’s
drinks onto the floor, one which spills across one of the men’s
shirt in the process.

“Get them!” the man cries as he and his two
buddies launch themselves at Jiron and Fifer.

Fifer flashes a grin to Jiron as he moves to
meet the oncoming men. Both he and Jiron are veterans of the fight
clubs back in the City of Light and readily wade into the men. The
first man approaching Fifer soon finds himself lying on the floor
several feet away, blood running out of his nose from where Fifer
had connected with a roundhouse.

Jiron joins the fray as he deflects an
uppercut from one individual while striking out with his foot at
another. Fists and feet flying, he and Fifer mow them down quickly
and it’s over before it even begins.

Standing back to back, they look around at
the men lying on the floor groaning. When no others move to join
the fray, they relax and return to the bar to finish their
drinks.

“Sorry about that,” replies Jiron to the
barkeep behind the counter.

“That Lonn’s a hothead alright,” he says.
“You boys sure know how to handle yourselves.”

“Thanks,” says Fifer with a grin.

“Would you be interested in making a little
extra money on the side?” the barkeep asks.

Shrugging, Jiron replies, “Maybe, what do
you have in mind?”

“There’s this group of individuals who are
looking for someone to fight their champion,” he says. “They would
pay pretty well, whether you win or lose.”

“What kind of fight?” asks Jiron,
interested. “Fists or weapons?”

“If you fight with weapons, you get more,”
he says. “But you can choose either way.”

Jiron looks to Fifer who’s wearing a grin.
“When would this take place? I’m not sure how long we’ll be here,”
he tells him.

“Tomorrow night,” he says. “Would you boys
be interested?”

“Possibly,” says Jiron. “Where would the
fight take place?”

Gesturing behind him, he says, “Out back.
There’s a small lot behind us that’s fairly clear. We’ve held
fights like these out there from time to time.”

Nodding, Jiron says, “How much?”

“Weapons, you get a gold,” he says. “Just
fists, two silvers.”

“Win or lose?” he asks.

“Win or lose,” the barkeep replies.

Nodding, Jiron says, “Alright, I’ll do
it.”

“Great!” the barkeep says excitedly. “Just
two hours after sundown tomorrow night.”

“I’ll be here,” he says. Then glancing to
Fifer, he nods his head to the door as he begins making his way out
of the inn. Fifer downs his drink and moves to follow. Lonn and the
others are just now beginning to get up off the floor.

 


After they leave, Lonn gets up and moves
over to the barkeep who slides a silver across the counter to him.
“Thanks,” he says.

Picking up the coin, Lonn grins and says,
“Anytime.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

_________________________

 


 


 


The following morning when they all meet
down in the common room for breakfast, Jiron and Fifer tell them of
the rumors they discovered the night before. They do not tell of
what transpired at the inn or the fight later in the evening. Jiron
told Fifer to keep quiet about that, he didn’t think James would
like it, much less approve.

“There was no mention of you from anyone we
talked to,” Fifer tells him. “Most of the rumors were really quite
farfetched. I don’t think anyone really knows what they’re doing
here.”

“Miko,” James says after mulling over what
they said for a few minutes, “you’re good on the streets. See if
you can find out what’s going on.”

“Will do,” he says, glad to be of help.

“What are you planning to do about going to
see the king?” Illan asks.

Before James has a chance to reply, Jiron
breaks in and says, “About that. The Royal Court convenes in the
afternoon, we did find out that much.”

“Afternoon?” muses James. “Good, maybe I’ll
be able to track down Ellinwyrd and see if he knows anything before
I go.”

“How are you going to do that?” asks
Jiron.

“Go to the gates to the castle area and
request an audience,” he explains. “Last time I was here he said I
could stop by anytime.”

“Want us to come with you?” asks Illan.



Shaking his head, he says, “No, I don’t
think that will be necessary. I doubt if anything’s about to happen
here.”

“Very well,” states Illan. “One of us will
always be here in case you need help.”

“Don’t worry,” James assures him.

After breakfast is over, Miko excuses
himself and leaves the inn as he goes to ferret out information on
the streets.

Dave gets up and says, “I think I’ll just
stay here at the inn in case you need me.”

“Good idea,” says Jiron and their eyes meet.
Jiron still carries a resentment toward him that manifests itself
every once in awhile.

Frowning, Dave turns and heads back up to
his room.

“I wish you would take it easy on him,”
James says to Jiron after Dave has left.

“I’ll try,” replies Jiron though from the
tone of his voice he isn’t planning on trying too hard.

“You have the letter the herald gave you?”
Illan asks.

Patting the pouch at his waist, he says,
“Right here.”

“Good, you’ll probably need it to get in to
see the Royal Court,” Illan advises.

“That’s what I figured.” Getting up, he says
his goodbyes. Waving a farewell to Miss Gilena, he heads for the
door and is soon out on the street. Moving toward the gates to the
castle area, he goes down several blocks and notices Miko standing
with a bunch of older youths near the side of a building. In his
hands is a bag of tarts which he is sharing with the others. James
just chuckles at that. That’s one way to get the locals to open
up to you. What amazes him is how he got them so fast.

The gates to the castle area are well
guarded and when he approaches, one of the guards comes forward and
asks him his business.

“I would like to talk to Ellinwyrd, the
Archive Custodian,” he tells the guard.

“Does he know you’re coming?” the guard
asks.

Shaking his head, he explains, “No. I
arrived into town last night and he told me that if I was ever in
the area to stop by.”

The guard looks him up and down, as if he’s
trying to assess the validity of what he just said. Motioning for
one of the junior guards to come over, he asks James, “What’s your
name and business with him?”

“My name is James,” he says. “I came through
some time ago and he was nice enough to help me with a bit of
research. My business I will explain to him.”

Looking to the junior guard, the first guard
says, “Go tell the Archive Custodian that James is here and would
like to speak with him.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard replies, then moves
through the gates and is soon out of sight.

The first guard stands there near James
while they wait. He has him move to the side to allow people to
pass through from one side to the other. None of the people passing
through look even vaguely familiar to him. Which isn’t very
surprising since he didn’t spend all that much time in this area
last time he was here.

The one person he’s hoping to see or maybe
even get to talk to is the Princess Alliende. Her smile she flashed
him when he passed through the last time sent a thrill through
him.

Ten minutes after the guard left, he returns
with one of the palace pages. To the lead guard he says, “Ellinwyrd
said to allow him to enter.”

Nodding, the guard turns to James and says,
“This page will take you in to see him.”

“Thank you,” James tells them as the page
begins moving back into the castle area. From what he can remember,
they follow along the same path as he was taken the last time. When
they reach the courtyard with the four tiered fountain, beside
which he had previously seen the princess, a feeling of
disappointment comes over him when she isn’t present. He sighs.

The page ahead of him pauses and then turns
back to him, “You alright sir?”

“What?” asks James. “Oh, yeah I’m fine.”

Giving a quick nod, the page turns and
resumes his trek to the Archives. Coming to the familiar building,
the page leads him up the steps and opens the door. Allowing James
to enter first, he then closes the door behind them and quickly
moves past him to lead the way down the corridor.

Coming to the double wooden doors with
Ellinwyrd’s symbol engraved upon its surface, the page stops and
knocks upon the door. From within an ‘Enter’ can be heard and the
page opens the door. Standing aside, he motions for James to
precede him into the room.

The room on the other side of the door
hasn’t changed all that much, still containing disorganized piles
of books and scrolls lying about the floor and tables. The state of
the room bothers him, being a lover of books as he is.

“Thank you Michael,” Ellinwyrd says from his
seat across the room.

Michael gives him a brief bow, then a nod to
James before leaving the room and shutting the door.

Making his way across the room to where
Ellinwyrd sits, he takes extra precaution not to step on and damage
any of the books or scrolls lying across the floor.

“James!” Ellinwyrd says as he gets up from
his chair. “What an unexpected pleasure!”

Coming to the table, James extends his hand
which Ellinwyrd takes and gives a firm shake. “Good to see you
again too,” he tells him.

Ellinwyrd indicates a seat across from him
which James moves over to and sits down. Taking his seat as well,
Ellinwyrd says, “I’m so glad you decided to stop by and see
me.”

“It’s not only for the pleasure of your
company that I stopped by,” he tells him.

“I know,” he replies.

“You do?” asks James, surprised.

“Yes. You were summoned by the king to
appear before the Royal Court,” states Ellinwyrd.

“That’s right,” agrees James. “Do you know
why?”

“Didn’t the summons explain that?” he asks,
perplexed.

Shaking his head, James says, “No, it
didn’t.” Removing the letter the herald had given him from his
pouch, he hands it across the table to Ellinwyrd.

Taking the letter, he reads the brief
missive before returning it to him. “Highly unorthodox,” he says.
“Custom states you are to be given the reason for the summons.”

“Does it have anything to do with the
Ambassador from the Empire being here in Cardri?” asks James.

Eyes widening, Ellinwyrd asks in return,
“What makes you say that?”

“Well, a lot’s happened since last we met,”
he explains. “By the way, why did you have me deliver that book to
Ollinearn?”

Smiling, he says, “I was hoping that by
being a courier for me, it might’ve helped smooth things out with
local garrisons, things like that.”

“It did and I thank you,” he says. “But what
about that Ambassador?”

“He showed up about two weeks ago,” he
explains. “I wasn’t privy to all that was said, but word has a way
of getting around.”

“And?” prompts James when Ellinwyrd had
grown quiet.

“And from what I gathered, it seems he’s
here to ask the king for aid in capturing someone,” he says, eyeing
James questioningly. “It seems this individual has killed scores of
people in the Empire and they want him badly.”

James slumps in his chair, his demeanor all
Ellinwyrd needs to tell him that James believes the individual in
question to be himself. “Why don’t you tell me what happened,” he
suggests.

“It started with the fall of the City of
Light,” he begins. “My companion Miko had been captured and…” He
goes on to relate in brief detail some of the events which the
Empire could want him for, leaving out the more sensitive parts
like the Fire and other things.

When he draws to a close, Ellinwyrd says, “I
can see why they want you.”

“Yes,” he admits. “But I never initiated any
of it!”

“Don’t see how that will matter one way or
another,” he tells him. “One sovereign nation has made a request of
another for justice. Unless you’re able to refute their charges, I
don’t see what else the Royal Court can do but accede to their
request.”

“How can you say that!” accuses James.

“I don’t believe you’re guilty of anything
more than defending yourself against hostile forces bent on your
destruction,” he says. “But my opinions will have little weight in
these matters.” He looks at James as he sits there, mulling over
what he just told him.

“What can I do?” he asks him.

“Appear before the court,” he says. “If you
don’t, any decision made will go against you by default. The only
way out is to go forward.”

“Great,” says James in irritation.

After a moment’s silence, Ellinwyrd asks,
“Did Ollinearn help you?”

“What?” asks James, coming out of his
reverie.

“Ollinearn over in the City of Light, did he
aid you in your quest?” he repeats.

Nodding, he explains about the last high
priest, the disappearance and how the last high priest was born in
Saragon.

“Did you go to Saragon?” asks Ellinwyrd.

“Yes,” replies James, nodding. “As a matter
of fact I did.”

“What did you find out?” he asks.

“I think a long time ago, someone planted a
prophecy or riddle or something like that with one family,” he
explains. “There may have been more but we didn’t have time to hunt
for them. It went like this…

 


When the Fire shines Bright,

And the Star walks the Land.

Time for the Lost,

Will soon be at Hand.

 


At the foot of the King,

Bathe in his Cup.

Pull his Beard,

To make him sit Up.

 


Seven to Nine,

Six to Four.

Spit in the wind,

And open the door.

 


When he’s done, he sits back and waits for
Ellinwyrd’s response. “Doesn’t make much sense does it?” he asks
after Ellinwyrd remains quiet for a few minutes.

“No, it doesn’t,” he replies. “Some of it I
understand. The star must mean the Star of Morcyth, not the
medallion you’re carrying, but the real one.”

“Oh?” he asks.

“Since your last visit, I’ve been doing
research about Morcyth and I’ve come up with several items of
note.”

“Such as?” prompts James.

“The Star of Morcyth is the focal point of
the god on this world,” he says. “Through it, the old writing says,
many wonderful things were accomplished by the priests of Morcyth.
Just what, isn’t mentioned.”

“Now the fire which is mentioned, I saw
mentioned in the same text as the one which told of the Star.
Dmon-Li, the god who obliterated Morcyth’s priesthood also has a
focal point in this world, that being the Fire. Through it,
terrible things happened. It seems that whoever is in possession of
one of these focal points is able to have tremendous power. The
text doesn’t say where any of these are, most likely they’re in the
possession of the high priest of each order.”

“Interesting,” states James. Nothing new
here, just reinforcing what he already knew.

“The next stanza doesn’t seem to make much
sense,” says Ellinwyrd with a smile. “I mean who’s going to bathe
in a cup at the king’s feet and then pull his beard?”

“I know,” says James.

Suddenly, what sounds like a church bell
begins tolling. “What’s that?”

“It signals that the Royal Court will be
meeting shortly,” he replies.

Coming to his feet, James says, “I better go
then.”

“Surely you don’t plan to present yourself
before the Royal Court looking like that are you?” Ellinwyrd
asks.

Looking down at himself, he realizes what he
means. His travel worn clothes would be ill suited for such an
occasion. “What should I do?”

Getting up, Ellinwyrd says, “Follow me.”
Moving to the door of his sanctum, he opens it and passes through
with James right behind.

“Where are we going?” he asks.

“To get you suitable attire,” is the
reply.

Following Ellinwyrd, he moves along the
hallway and ascends up a flight of stairs to the next level. Upon
reaching the second floor, they move down the hallway and come to a
halt before the third door on the right. Removing a key from his
robe, he opens the door and enters.

A lone window gives the room some light and
James can see this is some kind of storage room. Several chests and
dressers are placed about the room as well as two wardrobes.

Ellinwyrd goes over to a table and lights
the candle to give them more light, then walks over to one of the
wardrobes. “It’s amazing what accumulates over the years,” he says
as he opens the door.

Within are five sets of clothes hanging from
hangers. All are of good quality and two look to be about James’
size. One is green and the other is a dark brown color. “Take your
pick,” he says as he moves back to give him some room. “These were
left by various apprentices I’ve had over the years.”

James removes the dark brown set and says,
“I like this one.”

“That will do nicely,” he says. “We’ll go
down the hall to a room where you can dress without worrying about
getting dust all over them.”

Blowing the candle out, he replaces it back
on the table and then leads James out of the room and down the
hall. Two doors down, he pauses in front of the door as he says,
“You can use this one to change.”

Nodding, James opens the door and enters.
The room on the other side has but a single bed and dresser, a
plain room all things considered. Laying the clothes on the bed, he
commences changing. As he’s putting on the new set, he debates
whether to wear his slug belt or not. They can always have me
remove it if it’s a problem. Securing it around his waist, he
then slips the jerking over his head and secures the outer belt
around his middle. The jerking effectively hides his slug belt and
hopefully no one will even notice.

Once he’s finished, he bundles his old
clothes together and leaves the room. Outside, Ellinwyrd nods when
he sees him, “That will do nicely. You can keep them, they’ve been
here for years and I doubt if the original owner will be coming
back for them.”

“Thank you,” he replies in appreciation.
These are much better than the ones he had to wear back in
Corillian. Thank goodness revealing tights are not the current
fashion here in Cardri.

Ellinwyrd takes his old bundle of clothes
from him and says, “I’ll have these returned to your inn if you
like?”

“Yes, that would be fine,” he says. “I’m
staying at the Silver Bells.”

“Ah, Miss Gilena’s fine establishment,” he
says, nodding. “I’ll have them sent over there right away.”

“Thank you,” he says.

Returning to Ellinwyrd’s sanctum, he pulls
on the rope chord to summon a page. When Michael arrives, he tells
him to escort James to the Royal Court.

“Follow me sir,” he says as he leads the way
out of the Archives.

Once out the main doors and back onto the
street, Michael leads James over to the castle. James smiles when
he realizes it’s to the castle they’ll be going. Despite his
trepidation at appearing before the Royal Court, the thought of
being inside a castle makes him smile.

Taking him to the gates Michael doesn’t even
hesitate as he passes through. James follows close as he gazes at
the way the castle was put together. There are many similarities
between this one and the one he had the pleasure to experience in
Lythylla during his time with Lord Pytherian.

Once past the gates, they enter the main
courtyard of the castle and the page turns slightly to the right as
he makes for an entryway on the far side. The hallway on the other
side of the entryway leads deep into the castle. James notices
several portcullises in the ceiling above which could be dropped to
block the entrance in the event of an attack.

A hundred feet down, another corridor
intersects with the one they’re in and the page turns down it to
the right. Ahead of them, the corridor opens up onto a large room
with many seats and couches. Half of the available seats are filled
by other’s who are probably waiting their turn to appear before the
Royal Court.

Guards are positioned around the room, a
dozen in all. Four stand before an impressive set of double doors
which must be the entrance to the Court. An officious looking man
sees them enter and moves to intercept them.

The man glances to Michael who says,
“Ellinwyrd asked me to escort this gentleman here.”

“Indeed?” he asks, now turning his attention
to James. “And what business do you have here?”

Reaching into his pouch, he withdraws the
summons and hands it to him.

Taking the letter, the man opens it and
begins reading. After only a second, his eyes flick to James,
really looks at him for the first time and then hands the letter
back. “I shall let them know you’ve arrived,” he says. “You may
wait here until they’re ready for you.”

“Very well,” replies James.

The man then turns and proceeds over to the
double doors and passes through. James catches a brief glimpse of
the room on the other side. A short hallway which opens up on a
large audience hall, crowded with spectators. Before he can get a
better look, the door shuts.

Glancing around the room, he finds a vacant
chair over against the wall across from the doors and makes his way
over. Sitting down, he leans back comfortably and takes in the
people waiting in the room with him.

Several look like local business men while
others appear to be of a higher social standing. One gentleman in
particular is dressed in clothes of obvious superior quality and
has what can only be called an ‘uppity’ attitude. James wonders
what such a man is doing here.

“Excuse me?” a voice next to him brings him
out of his reverie.

A man of low standing judging by the state
of his clothes is standing next to him. “Yes?” he says.

“Wonder how long they’ll be in there?” the
man asks.

Shrugging, James replies, “I don’t know.
Probably as long as they want.”

“True,” agrees the man. He has a beat up hat
in his hands which he is nervously fidgeting with.

“Nervous?” James asks.

“What?” the man asks, seeming to have spaced
out for a moment. Coming back to the moment, he says, “A
little.”

James wishes the man would just go bother
someone else, he has way too much on his mind.

Just then, the doors to the audience chamber
open and the officious looking man appears. “Farmer Tibbins?” he
states loudly.

The man next to James suddenly drops his hat
and his face turns pale. “H…here,” he stammers, voice cracking.

“The Royal Court is ready for you,” the man
tells him.

Bending over to pick up his hat, James can
see his hands are visibly shaking. “Relax,” he says quietly to
farmer Tibbins.

The hat again in his hands, he glances at
James and then makes his way to the double doors. After he’s passed
through, the doors once more close shut.

One by one, the people who were there ahead
of him are summoned through the double doors, none of which come
back out. James figures there must be another exit for those with
whom the Court is finished.

Most of the people are not nearly as nervous
as farmer Tibbins had been, perhaps they’re simply petitioners for
one thing or another. He sits there and wonders just what that
farmer had done which would warrant such a reaction of nervousness.
He may never know.

Over an hour after he initially arrived, the
doors open up and the officious looking man announces, “The mage
known as James.”

Getting up, he approaches the double doors.
He can hear gasps from some of those who heard what the man had
just said. Every eye in the room is on him as he makes his way
across the room to the double doors.

As he reaches them, the officious man turns
and leads him into the room. The double doors shut behind him with
a resounding thud.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

_________________________

 


 


 


“You’re full of it!” the boy says to
Miko.

“Am not!” he asserts. “There are lizards
bigger than all of us here put together way down south.”

Miko has accumulated quite a gathering of
the local youths around himself. At first when he left the inn, he
wasn’t sure just how to find out what James wants to learn. How he
used to do it is no longer an option seeing as he’s more a man than
boy now.

His first stop had been to a bakery where he
bought a bag of tarts. To him, tarts are the best tasting delight
he’s ever experienced. Shortly after the bakery, he was standing by
a chandler’s shop when a youth walked by. For some reason he held
out a tart and offered it to him.

At first the lad eyed him with suspicion. He
completely understands how the lad is feeling, he’s been on the
other side more times than he can count. Whenever a person offers
someone from the street something, there’s usually a catch.

He took the tart hesitantly and bit into it.
It wasn’t long before several more youths showed up and before he
knew it, his bag of tarts was empty.

Better than almost anyone else, Miko knew
what drove these kids, their needs and wants. Two things above all
else were his greatest desires when he was one of them. The first
was the finer things of life, such as tarts. As a street kid, you
never got such unless you stole them. Any money you acquired had to
be spent on more important things like food and at times,
protection.

The second thing of paramount importance is
diversion, to be taken away from their mundane and harsh existence,
if only for a brief time. Tales and experiences, both real and
imagined are hungered after by these, the more fantastic the
better. So he began to regale them with tales of his experiences
with James. He couldn’t think of tales any more fantastic than what
he’s actually lived through thus far. And that’s how he came to be
talking of rhino-lizards.

In the course of his narration, he notices
James passing by but fails to break the mood he’s building with
these kids by waving hello.

A dozen kids now encircle him as he
continues his narration of the swamp. “Not only do you have to be
careful not to attract the ferocious rhino-lizards, but you have to
watch where you step. You don’t want to accidentally put your foot
in the water.”

“Why not?” asks one girl of about ten who
just joined the group.

“Because living within the water are small
fish, no bigger than this,” he says as he uses his hands to
illustrate their size. “With a mouth full of teeth that will rip
you to shreds in no time at all!”

“You’re lyin’!” one kid exclaims.

“No he’s not,” another pipes up. “Old Fergus
down on Vinet Street has some of them he keeps in a big glass jar.
He showed them to me once.” Having the attention of his peers, he
adds, “He caught a mouse and dropped it in with the fish and they
tore the flesh from its bones fast.”

“Ooooo,” one girl says.

“The fish seemed to like the warmer water
down in the Empire,” Miko explains. “I doubt if you’ll find them
anywhere around here.”

“Wonder if that Ambassador from the Empire
would have any?” one small boy asks.

“Why would he have any?” an older boy says
derisively. “That’s just dumb!”

“There’s an Ambassador from the Empire in
town?” Miko asks. He’s been waiting for the conversation to turn in
this direction.

“You ain’t heard?” one boy asks, surprised.
“It’s all anyone’s been able to talk about.”

“Just got to town yesterday,” he explains.
“Wonder why he’s here?”

“Hear they got troubles down in the Empire
and he’s here to ask for help,” one boy says.

“That ain’t the reason,” an older girl says.
“I heard it from my brother, who heard it from his master that he’s
here to arrange a trade agreement.”

They begin to argue amongst themselves as
each tries to convince the others of the truthfulness of their
story and the falsehood of everyone else’s.

Miko lets it run for a moment, listening to
all the various stories, none of which is anything he hadn’t
already heard from Fifer and Jiron. Holding up his hands, he says,
“Quiet down now.”

The kids begin quieting down and one by one
turn to look at him. “Now, who would like to earn a couple
coppers?” he asks.

A dozen hands fly up into the air as each
begins saying they do.

“I want information about the Ambassador,
why he’s here,” he begins.

“What for?” one of the boys hollers from the
back of the group.

“My master is a rich merchant,” he tells
them. “If he is in fact here to negotiate a new trade agreement, it
would be to my master’s benefit to know.” Several heads bob up and
down as they begin to see the logic of that.

“So, I would like you all to find out as
much as you can and meet me back here later this afternoon,” he
says. “If any of you can tell me his business here I’ll give each
of you three coppers and spring for a meal.”

“And more tarts?” one small girl with berry
stains on her face asks.

“And more tarts too,” he assures her with a
smile. To the rest, he adds, “But be careful. Those from the Empire
tend to deal strongly with spies.”

”We’ll be careful,” one older boy says.

“Okay then, on your way and meet me back
here this afternoon before the evening meal.”

The kids move away quickly down the street
as Miko smiles. If anyone can find out what’s going on here,
it’s them. Not willing to leave it just up to them, he plans to
do his own investigating.

One of the most prevalent rumors is the
trade agreement. That one, more than any of the others, is believed
by most. Maybe it’s just the most logical, or perhaps there is a
basis for it. Asking directions of a local, he soon is heading down
to the Merchant’s Guild. If there’s any truth behind the rumor he’s
likely to find out there.

The Merchant’s Guild building is a large
three story complex located within the second wall. He tries to
walk through the main entrance but before he even gets close to the
door is turned away by the guard stationed there.

Unable to gain entry, he instead works his
way around the outside, looking for any other doors which may prove
more accommodating. The only other doors he finds are locked from
the other side. It seems the only way in is through the main front
door which is guarded.

Not willing to give up, he stations himself
in an unobtrusive spot across the street in an alley where he can
monitor the comings and goings through the front door. A half hour
into his vigil, he sees two of the kids whom he sent in search of
information wander by and mill around outside the building. Smiling
to himself, he realizes they’re actually working to find out the
information they said they would.

Several minutes later, the kids move off
down the street and disappear in the crowd.

He sits there in his place in the alley for
awhile longer until he notices two men exiting the Merchant’s
Guild. A cold shiver runs through him when he realizes one of the
men is none other than Lord Colerain. What is he doing
here?

The man he’s with is dressed in fine clothes
with a bearing which gives off the aura of authority. They move
away from the building and turn to go down the street.

Coming to his feet, Miko edges out of the
alley and follows them. He remembers back to their last visit here
and the problems Lord Colerain had caused them. At the time, Lord
Colerain was staying with a local noble by name of Lord Kindering.
The man with whom he’s walking could be this Lord Kindering.

He follows them through the crowds, always
keeping enough distance between them so as not to be discovered.
Lord Colerain here in Cardri. The Empire’s Ambassador here as
well. And then James gets summoned to appear before the Royal
Court? It can’t be just a coincidence! Something’s going on and
he intends to find out what.

Keeping them just within sight, he follows
them to the gates leading into the castle area and watches in
frustration as they pass through. Coming to a halt, he knows
there’s no way the guards there will allow him through the gates.
Positioning himself in an out of the way area, he keeps an eye on
the gates in the hopes they reappear.

By the time he needs to return to meet with
the street kids, they haven’t returned from within the castle area.
Getting up, he heads back toward his rendezvous with the kids. On
the way he stops by a bakery for a small sack of tarts, enough for
each of the kids to have one then continues down the street. When
he nears the location, he sees them already there waiting for
him.

“Thought you might’ve forgotten about us,”
one older boy states.

“Naw,” he says, “just got tied up for a
moment. What did you find out?”

“Not much,” the older boy says. “The word is
that they are in fact here for trade negotiations, but that may not
be all they’re here for.”

“Oh?” prompts Miko.

“It seems the delegation which came with the
Ambassador also included an Eye,” he explains.

“An Eye?” asks Miko. “What’s that?”

“Don’t know for sure, but that’s what they
said,” the boy replies. “They didn’t give any details about what an
Eye is, but when they said it you could tell it wasn’t good.”

“Interesting,” says Miko.

“You said you’d pay us!” one younger boy
demands.

“Of course,” he says as he reaches into his
pouch for the promised coins and hands each of them three coppers.
“Now, how about that meal I promised too.”

“Yeah!” several of them exclaim at the same
time.

Smiling, he leads them back a ways to one of
the cities open markets where they stop at one of the open eateries
which are popular here in Cardri. He buys them each a bowl of stew
with a quarter loaf of bread.

While they eat he asks them about Lord
Kindering.

“He’s bad news,” the older boy says.

“Why?” asks Miko.

“He deals with the less than savory factions
of the city,” another boy says. “Anyone who crosses him often as
not ends up dead.”

Nodding, Miko thinks that’s just the sort of
individual Lord Colerain would be associated with. “What else can
you tell me about him?”

“He’s one of the three Lords of the
Merchant’s Guild,” an older girl says.

“Yeah,” adds the older boy, “I think that’s
why he bears the title Lord. From what I’ve heard, there’s nothing
of the nobility in his family.”

“So if the Ambassador is here to negotiate a
new trade agreement, he would be one of the men involved?” he
asks.

“Would think so,” the older boy says.
“Though don’t know for sure.”

“Could you find out if there’s a connection
between this Lord Kindering and the Ambassador?”

“Sure,” he says.

He gives the older boy a couple silvers and
says, “I’m staying at the Silver Bells. If you find out anything,
find me there. If I’m not there, just leave word to meet you back
here. We’ll meet here tomorrow morning if not before.”

“Will do,” he says. The kids finish eating
and begin to leave. One small girl, the one who had berry filling
smeared across her face earlier comes over and gives him a quick
hug.

He takes the sack of tarts out of his shirt
and hands them to her. “Here you go,” he says with a grin.

Taking the sack she flashes him a smile and
then runs to catch up with the others.

Sitting back, he feels good about not only
successfully finding out information James will want to know, but
also about making the lives of these kids a little better if only
for a brief time. He finishes his meal and then walks through the
streets back to the Silver Bells.

By the time he arrives, it’s now late
afternoon and the sun is beginning its descent to the horizon. At
the inn, he finds Illan sitting in the common room talking with
several of the locals. When he sees him approaching, Illan gets up
and takes his leave of the men as he meets Miko halfway.

“Was getting worried about you,” he tells
him.

“Sorry,” apologizes Miko. “I was finding out
about things.”

Nodding, Illan says, “Let’s go up to my room
where we can talk in private.”

As they move to the stairs leading up the
second floor, Miko asks, “Where is everyone?”

“James is still at the castle,” he explains.
“I’ve had no word about him since he left. Jiron and Fifer left a
short time ago, said something about meeting someone. They were
rather vague about the whole thing.”

Back in the room, Illan shuts the door and
Miko fills him in on what the kids had said. At mention of the Eye,
he gets a strange look on his face but makes no comment. When Miko
tells him about finding Lord Colerain and Lord Kindering at the
Merchant’s Guild, he gets another odd look.

“It just seems more than coincidence that
all these things are coinciding with James being summoned here,” he
concludes.

“I tend to agree,” states Illan.

“What’s the Eye?” Miko asks him after a
brief quiet.

Sitting back in the chair, Illan considers
the question a moment before answering. “The Eye, or rather an Eye
of the Emperor, is part of a secret organization within the Empire
that seeks out those who jeopardize or challenge the rule of the
Emperor.”

“But why would one be here?” asks Miko.
“James?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” he
says.

 


“Didn’t he say two hours after sunset?”
Fifer asks him.

“Yes,” replies Jiron as they make their way
out to where the fight’s going to be.

“Then why are we leaving so early?” he asks.
Pointing to the sun which is low to the horizon he continues, “It’s
going to be several hours before we have to be there.”

Giving Fifer an annoyed look, he says,
“First of all, I didn’t want to be there when James returns to the
inn. If he got wind of this he would probably try to get me to call
it off. This way, we don’t have that problem.”

“Secondly, I was hoping we might be able to
do a little digging and see if we can find out about who I might be
fighting.”

“To give you an edge?” suggests Fifer.

“Something like that,” agrees Jiron. “Back
at the pits, we always had scouts out to find out about newcomers
to the pits. Their strengths and weaknesses, that sort of thing.
It’s amazing how much of an edge one little piece of information
can give you.”

It isn’t hard to locate the inn behind which
Jiron agreed to fight tonight. As the barkeep had told them, behind
the inn is a sizeable area. Filled with refuse and beggars, its
center has been kept relatively clear for the fights that go on
here.

“Where should we start?” asks Fifer.

Shrugging, Jiron gestures to the beggars
hanging out in the area, “How about with them?”

The first beggar they approach shies away
from them as they come near, unwilling to meet their eyes much less
talk to them. Looking around, Jiron sees one eyeing them and makes
his way toward him. This beggar holds his ground as they
approach.

“You hang out here much?” asks Jiron as he
stops next to the man.

Nodding, he replies, “Yes.”

“I hear there are fights going on here from
time to time,” he says.

The beggar just stares at him, not
responding to what he just said. Producing two coppers, he holds
them out and the beggar snatches them away quickly. Looking around,
he says, “Occasionally. I hear there will be one tonight.”
Gesturing around at the many beggars he adds, “That’s why so many
of us are here.”

“Do you know anything about who’s fighting?”
he asks.

“Maybe,” he says. His hand snakes out of his
clothing with the palm up.

Fishing out two more coppers, he places them
in the beggar’s hand.

After his hand is once again within the
dirty rags he calls clothes, he says, “Bunch of foreigners have
staged fights here with locals the last week or so. They have a
champion whom they say no one’s been able to beat.”

“What is their champion like?” asks
Fifer.

“He was big, muscled and fought with two
swords,” he says. “The last two fights only lasted a few passes
before his opponent lay dead on the ground.”

Fifer glances to Jiron but he seems
unconcerned about what he’s hearing. Many tales were told of
opponents before they got into the pit with them, most of them were
over exaggerated. Those who took rumors to heart tended to be less
effective against them.

“I thought they fought with fists at times,”
Jiron says.

Shaking his head, the beggar says, “No,
never saw that. Not for awhile anyway.”

Jiron then produces another coin, this time
a silver and asks, “Where could a person place a bet on such a
fight?”

Hand moving so fast it almost blurs with
speed, he snatches the silver out of Jiron’s fingers. Indicating a
small alley off to the right, he says, “Go down there and knock on
the third door to your right. When someone asks who it is, tell
them ‘It’s no one’. That’s the password today. Inside you can make
your bet.”

“Thanks friend,” Jiron says as he heads for
the indicated alleyway.

“You’re not thinking of placing a bet are
you?” asks Fifer.

“Of course I am,” he says. “I’m not planning
on losing.”

They enter the alley and find the third
door. Pausing only a moment, Jiron knocks upon it.

After a moment, a voice from the other side
says, “Who’s there?”

“It’s no one,” Jiron says.

They hear a bar being removed and a lock
turning just before the door swings open. An armored man stands
there before them, a dimly lit hallway extending from the doorway
behind him.

“Put your weapons on the table there,” he
says, indicating a small table just within the hallway. He shuts
the door and secures it again with the bar.

Fifer looks to Jiron who nods his head and
they begin removing their weapons and placing them on the
table.

Once divested of their weapons, the guard
checks them to be sure they haven’t ‘forgotten’ any and then says,
“Follow me.”

Moving down the hallway, the guard passes
two doors before stopping in front of the third. Opening it, he
steps aside and allows them to move into the room.

The room is richly furnished, surprising to
find such a room here in this part of town. Oil lamps give the room
plenty of light and a large desk sits in the middle of the room. A
man is bent over the desk, looks like he’s going over the books. He
looks up as they enter and asks, “What do you gentlemen want?”

“We understand that you take bets on the
fights which occur in the courtyard outside,” states Jiron.

“Yes, we do,” he says leaning back in his
chair.

The guard which had let them into the
building takes position behind them, hand resting upon the pommel
of his sword in the event they were to do something rash.

“I would like to place a bet on the
outcome,” Jiron tells him. “I understand there’s a foreign champion
which is to meet a newcomer tonight.”

“That’s right,” he says.

“What are the odds on the newcomer?” he asks
as he moves closer to the desk.

“Ten to one,” the man replies.

Removing his pouch, Jiron moves closer to
the desk and upends it, spilling out its contents.

Seeing the amount of coins the pouch
contains, the man’s eyes widen slightly. “All of it?” he asks. “You
do realize that the champion hasn’t been beaten don’t you?”

Jiron shrugs.

Then the man’s eyes narrow in suspicion.
“Why?”

From behind them, a voice says, “It’s
because he is the challenger.”

Turning, they see Lonn entering the
room.

“You know him?” the man behind the desk
asks.

“You could say that,” he says. “They gave me
a beating last night.”

Laughing, the man behind the desk says, “I
see.” Taking Jiron’s pouch, he upends it on his desk and counts the
contents. One of the gems from the cavern under the Merchant’s Pass
is in among the silver and coppers. Picking it up, the man examines
it and asks, “Where did you get this?”

“I found it some time ago,” he replies.
“It’s my hedge against adversity.”

Nodding, the man says, “Do you want to
include this in with your wager?”

“Yes,” replies Jiron.

“Very well,” he says. “With the gem you have
seventeen golds and five silver. Is that the sum you wish to
wager?”

“The gem’s worth more than fifteen golds,”
he objects.

“Maybe so, but that’s all I’m appraising it
for here and now,” the man says.

“Very well,” agrees Jiron.

The man takes out a piece of paper and after
annotating the amount, signs it before sliding back across the desk
to Jiron. “If you win, this piece of paper is worth a hundred and
seventy five golds. If you fail to win, you lose,” he says.

Taking the paper, he says, “Deal.”

“Good luck tonight,” the man says.

“Luck’s got nothing to do with it,” he
replies.

To the guard, the man behind the desk says,
“Show them out.”

“Come on,” the guard grunts as he leads them
back down the hallway. At the table, he pauses a moment while they
collect their weapons and then opens the door for them. Once
outside, the door shuts behind them and they hear the bar being
placed against the door.

“Still over an hour before the fight,” Fifer
says.

The sun has just cleared the horizon and the
shadows are deepening. “Let’s get a small bite to eat,” suggests
Jiron.

“Alright,” agrees Fifer.

They leave the courtyard where in just a
short while Jiron will be facing a champion said to have the habit
of leaving his opponents dead.
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The room in which the Royal Court meets is
large. Upon a throne across the room from where he enters, James
sees a regally dressed man of middle years sitting upon an ornate
throne. A simple golden crown sits upon his head. That must be
the King of Cardri.

In lesser chairs flanking him on either side
are six other individuals, three to a side. These must be the other
members of the Royal Court. Whether they’re here to advise or are
part of the ruling body he isn’t sure.

The officious man leads him forward to stand
before the King. The room is full of onlookers, all but a very few
are dressed in garments the cost of which would enable a poor man
to live a year. All eyes are upon him as he’s led forward.

“Your majesty,” the officious man announces
once he’s come to a stop. “May I present, the mage known as
James.”

James stands straight and gives the king a
deep bow.

“We appreciate you coming with such alacrity
to our summons,” the King says.

“I would not wish to keep your majesty
waiting,” he replies.

“Indeed.” The King stares at James in
silence for a moment, as if he’s taking his measure. Behind the
king, stands a man in robes. As the silence mounts, James suddenly
feels the familiar tingling sensation which heralds another doing
magic in the vicinity.

Eyes flicking around the room, they finally
settle upon the man standing behind the King. James figures him to
be some sort of court magician or wizard. In a world where magic is
practiced, it would make sense for a monarch to have one at his
side. James refuses to take the bait and keeps his magic still.

“What are you, sir?” the King finally
asks.

Startled at the question, James asks, “Your
majesty?”

“There have been many strange tales told of
a rogue mage traveling our kingdom,” he says. After pausing a
moment he then adds, “And abroad. Stirring up mischief and if the
tales are to be believed, killing at will.”

“I have killed no one who has not tried to
kill me first,” insists James. “I have never initiated any
hostilities against anyone.”

“So you do admit to the taking of lives?”
the king asks.

“Well, yes,” admits James. “But only in self
defense. I am a peaceful man, wishing only to be left alone.” The
wizard behind the king whispers something in his ear and James can
see the king nod in response to what was said.

“You have been summoned here to answer the
charges laid before us,” the King explains. He turns his head and
nods to the side where a guard stands before a closed door. Opening
the door, the guard steps inside briefly before returning with two
other people.

James gasps when he sees a person dressed in
the garb of the Empire walk through. The other man is similarly
dressed.

“This is Ambassador Arkhan of the Empire,”
the King says as the man comes forward. Ambassador Arkhan looks
with hatred at James as he approaches the members of the court. “He
has laid charges against you of the gravest sort,” continues the
King. “Ambassador?”

“Thank you your highness,” the ambassador
says as he gives the King a deep bow full of flourishes. Standing
aright again, he points to James and says, “This villain has killed
wantonly within the Empire. He has hurt and degraded one of our
most prominent nobles and has completely destroyed an entire
island, the act of which ended the lives of thousands of our
citizens. We ask that he be given to us to be taken back to the
Empire!”

James stares at the man, then turns to look
at the King. A snicker can be heard from the group of onlookers and
he quickly glances to the source and he’s shocked to see Lord
Colerain there. The satisfied look upon his face makes James’ blood
go cold.

“How do you plead to these charges?” the
King asks.

Plead? he thinks to himself. On
the face of it, guilty. I did in fact do all those things, but not
in the context this Ambassador is stating. He stands there in
indecision while the entire court stares at him. Never good in the
spotlight, his anxiety begins mounting and his stress level
increases.

Stammering, he says, “Did I destroy an
island? Yes, I did.” Around the room, those watching the
proceedings gasp in surprise. “I and a friend went there to rescue
another who had been captured during the Empire’s sacking of the
City of Light. We were rescuing him from slavery.” A murmur can be
heard running through the crowd at his words.

“As far as hurting and degrading a prominent
noble, that would have to be Lord Cytok.” At that the King’s eyes
widen slightly in surprise. “He took several of our traveling
companions captive and was in the process of torturing them. We
rescued them as well.”

“Enough of his lies!” the ambassador
exclaims. “He has confessed the guilt with his own words your
highness and we demand justice.”

“But your majesty,” exhorts James. “None of
what I’ve done has been done in malice or with the intent to hurt
anyone. It was the Empire’s actions which caused me to do what I
did, just to survive!”

“Impertinence!” shouts the Ambassador. “The
Empire demands that he be given over to us, now!”

“Demands?” the King says back to the
Ambassador with an edge to his voice. “You are in no position to
demand anything, Ambassador. We shall not be rushed into judgment
on this matter.” Turning his attention to where James is standing
before him, he asks, “As for you, James. This will not be decided
here, today. We must consider all aspects before rendering our
judgment. Will you give us your parole not to flee until this
matter is settled?”

As James is about to answer, he feels the
tingling sensation suddenly spike. The robed man behind the king is
staring intently at him. “Yes, your majesty. I shall not leave
Cardri until at such time this is resolved.”

Glancing to the robed man, the King receives
a nod. “Very well, then. You may go, but we strongly caution you
against doing anything while we’re in judgment which would turn our
decision summarily against you.”

“Yes, your majesty,” replies James. Out of
the corner of his eye, he sees the officious man approaching him.
“Follow me sir,” he says.

James gives the King and his court a bow
before turning to follow the man from the room. They leave through
a different side door from which they originally entered. A page is
waiting for them outside the door and the officious man says, “Take
this man back to his inn.”

Bobbing his head, the page replies, “Yes
sir.” To James he says, “This way.” As the page leads him out of
the castle, James tells him to take him to the Silver Bells. He
didn’t realize just how long it’s been since he first talked to
Ellinwyrd until he leaves the castle. He must have been waiting
outside the Royal Court for some time for the sun has already gone
down and the first stars are beginning to make their
appearance.

All the way back, James’ mind churns over
what happened to him back at the Royal Court. Why would they let
me go on my own recognizance? Maybe that wizard back there had
truth-read me? If so, I should try to figure out how he did it. It
may come in useful.

Once past the gates into the middle section
of town, the page continues leading him directly to the inn. When
they are but three blocks away, James sees a crowd of people
congregating near the entrance to an alleyway. “Wonder what’s going
on over there?” he asks out loud.

The page says, “Maybe they found another
body?”

“What?” James asks.

“Earlier today, they found a woman’s body
mutilated in a different alley near here,” he says. “It happens
sometimes.”

James is slightly unnerved by the callous
way in which the page just shrugs off a woman’s death. Is that sort
of thing so common around here that no one pays any attention to
it? “Was she a prostitute?” he asks.

“Most likely,” the page replies, “though I’m
not entirely sure.”

Could be why the reaction, prostitutes are
looked down on in most societies so their deaths tend not to be too
bothersome. It does sort of go with the trade.

When they reach the inn, the page makes his
farewells and returns to the castle. Inside the inn, James finds
Miko, Illan and Dave having their evening meal in the common room.
Taking a seat at the table, he relates what happened at the Court
and the accusations of the Ambassador.

“Seems that since they can’t get you by
force, they’ll try another route,” observes Illan.

“Looks that way,” he replies. “Have any of
you heard about the women killed around here recently?”

They all shake their heads no and he
proceeds to fill them in on what he learned. “It’s a bad time for
this sort of thing to be happening,” he says when he’s done.

“It’s always a bad time when someone dies,”
states Dave.

“I know, but now with all that’s going on up
at the castle, I just hope they don’t get the idea it’s caused by
me,” he says.

“Do you think they’ll decide against you?”
his friend asks.

“I hope not Dave,” he replies.

“What do you plan to do if they decide to
hand you over to the Empire?” Illan asks.

“I’m not going with them, that’s for sure,”
he states with finality. “But I’ll worry about that when the time
comes.”

“If you go against the Royal Court’s
decision, wouldn’t that put them against you too?” Miko asks,
worried.

“Who knows?” says James in exasperation.

Illan and Miko then fill him in on what
they’ve learned. Miko was surprised when James didn’t react to the
fact Lord Colerain was in the city until he explained that he had
already seen him in Court.

“Do you think he had a hand in it?” Miko
asks. “You being summoned I mean.”

Shaking his head, James replies, “I doubt
it. He’s probably just around to enjoy the situation. By the way,
where are Jiron and Fifer?”

“I don’t know,” Illan replies. “They left
out of here several hours ago and weren’t too clear as to where
they were going.”

“I hope they’re not getting into any
trouble,” he says as he digs into his dinner.

 


The time for the match draws near. Jiron and
Fifer begin making their way through the dark streets on their way
to the courtyard behind the inn. “Nervous?” Fifer asks.

“Not especially,” Jiron replies. Even when
fighting in the pits, he never once became nervous or anxious. Some
of the others had thought him somewhat odd because of that, but the
closest emotion he ever feels at this time would be a sense of
expectation.

Other people on the streets are heading in
the direction of the courtyard, the word of the impending fight
must have spread throughout the poor section. As they reach the
inn, they find carriages of obviously wealthy individuals waiting
out front. “Seems this goes on a lot around here, they even attract
the nobles.”

Moving through the alley to the side of the
inn, they make their way through the milling crowd. As they
approach the courtyard, the press of people becomes thicker and
thicker until they have to practically force their way through.
Jokingly, Fifer says, “I guess we should’ve arrived earlier.”

“It would seem that way,” replies Jiron.

Near the end of the alley, a group of thugs
are blocking the entrance to the courtyard. When Jiron tries to
move past, one of them says, “Here now, who do you think you
are?”

Without even pausing, Jiron strikes out with
his fists and the man falls to the ground. His two buddies
immediately turn on Jiron and before the others in the crowd even
know something is afoot, Jiron drops them too. Stepping over their
comatose bodies, he enters the courtyard and passes through the
edge of the crowd.

“Needed a warm up,” he jokingly tells Fifer.
“Glad those guys could oblige.” Fifer breaks into a laugh at
that.

Passing through the edge of the crowd, they
enter the open space in the middle of the courtyard. The barman who
arranged this fight stands over to one side with several of his
cronies. Upon seeing Jiron, he disengages himself and makes his way
over. “Didn’t think you were going to show?”

“Sorry about that,” replies Jiron. “Was a
little bit delayed.” Looking around, he asks, “Where’s my
opponent?”

“They haven’t arrived yet,” the man replies.
“They’re known for being fashionably late.”

Throughout the crowd are not only the riff
raff of the area, but wealthy individuals as well as those in
between. To one side a pavilion of sorts has been erected, the fact
that it’s currently unoccupied leads Jiron to believe it’s for the
group putting up the other fighter.

The barkeep asks, “So what weapons are you
going to choose?”

Jiron pats the knives at his waist.

Looking in disbelief, the barkeep exclaims,
“You can’t be serious!”

“Very,” replies Jiron.

“But you’ll not last a minute against their
champion!” insists the barkeep.

“I’ll be fine,” asserts Jiron.

Bystanders begin to notice Jiron and the
barkeep together and a buzz begins to circulate through the crowd
as he begins to be pointed out as the challenger. Money changes
hands as side wagers are placed.

Aside from the crudity of the surroundings,
this place isn’t much different than the pits he fought in back in
the City of Light before it was sacked by the Empire. Few places
ever brought a feeling of peace to Jiron like being in the pits. At
times that feeling bothered him, like he shouldn’t feel that way.
Maybe it’s because he had made himself there.

From the far side of the crowd, a hushed
murmur begins as the spectators begin parting for a procession of
several individuals making their way to the fight area. “They’re
here,” states the barkeep.

Five men come walking toward them, four of
them obviously being from the Empire. The fifth man, larger than
the rest is wearing a hooded cloak which covers his features. As
the men approach, the one in the lead says, “We’re here. Where is
the man to face our champion?”

Jiron steps forward and says, “Right
here.”

Looking Jiron up and down, he grimaces and
says, “I thought you had someone who would be more of a challenge
than the last couple.”

“He can fight,” the barkeep says nervously.
“I saw him in action myself.”

The man considers it for a moment and then
nods his head, “So be it.” Saying something in their language to
the rest of his group, they make their way over to the pavilion
where they prepare.

“Hope you can fight well,” the barkeep says
nervously.

“Why?” asks Fifer. “What difference would
that make to you?”

“If they have another poor fight, it could
be bad,” he admits.

“Been bringing him a few losers?” Jiron
asks.

“You could say that,” replies the barkeep.
“After the first couple of fights, no one around here is willing to
face their champion.”

“Just who is their champion?” Fifer
asks.

“A very fierce warrior,” he answers.
“Brought up from somewhere deep within the Empire. Rumor has it
he’s forced to fight for that man there, but why has never been
told.”

“Interesting,” muses Jiron.

“Looks like they’re ready,” the barkeep
says.

Glancing to the pavilion, Jiron sees the
leader of the group and the large hooded man coming toward them. He
and the barkeep, with Fifer staying several feet behind proceed to
meet them in the center of the cleared area. A hush falls over the
crowd as the two fighters meet.

Jiron looks beneath the hood but even with
the light of the many torches illuminating the courtyard, he’s
still unable to make out anything underneath.

The leader says something to his fighter who
removes the hooded cloak.

Jiron hears Fifer gasp as the features of
the man he’s to fight is seen. Tattoos cover most of his exposed
skin. Bearing two swords, one longer than the other, Jiron knows
exactly who or rather what his opponent is. A Parvati!

Breaking out in a grin Jiron gives the
Parvati a friendly nod. A murmur grows through the crowd at his
reaction. Never has anyone shown a reaction other than startlement
or fear when he removed his hood. Now here’s this man, shorter and
only bearing knives, giving him a friendly nod.

The expression on the Parvati’s leader’s
face shows his confusion as well. He has always revealed his
warrior’s features at the last minute to instill fear and doubt in
his opponents. But that didn’t happen here and he doesn’t know
why.

If the Parvati has taken any notice of
Jiron’s nod, he fails to reply. His expression remains placid.

The barkeep steps between them and says,
“There’s only one rule here. He who lives, wins!”

At that the crowd around them begins to
cheer and call out. Raising a red flag high over his head, he
continues, “When I let this go, begin the fight.”

The barkeep watches as the crowd moves back
a little bit further to give the combatants room to fight. When he
sees enough room has been cleared he waves the flag in a circle
around his head. Just before he drops it, Jiron says to the
Parvati, “May your swords drink deep.”

Stunned that he would know to say the
traditional Parvati greeting, the Parvati stands there motionless
when the red flag is dropped. “May your knives drink deep,” he says
a smile coming to him as he draws his swords.

Jiron draws his knives and the battle
begins. The Parvati begins with a few testing maneuvers to see how
strong his defenses are. After several passes, he begins the fight
in earnest.

When Jiron realized that he faced a Parvati,
his first inclination was to produce the necklace and declare
himself a Shynti. But what the barkeep said kept running through
his mind. Rumor has it he’s forced to fight for that man
there.

Working more on defense than actually trying
to do him harm, Jiron easily blocks every strike, deflects every
thrust. “Why do you do this?” he asks the Parvati during a series
of intermittent probes from the Parvati.

“Do what?” he asks as he launches into a
vicious attack which Jiron has a hard time in countering.

“This. Fighting for that man over there,” he
clarifies. “From the Parvatis I’ve known, they would never let
themselves be used thus.” Blocking an attack, he steps back a
minute as they both catch their breath.

The crowd has been cheering the interplay of
weapons. Over beneath the pavilion, Jiron can see the leader of the
Empire’s men smiling. He’s definitely getting his money’s
worth.

“I am honor bound to fight for him so long
as he doesn’t set me against my own people,” the Parvati states.
Coming at Jiron again, his blades are a veritable blur as they seek
to penetrate his defense. But as Jiron is only concentrating on
defense, he’s unable to find an opening.

“What happens if he should set you against
one of your own?” he asks.

“Then I am free and no longer honor bound to
obey him,” he replies. Stepping backward a moment, he says, “But
that is not a very likely possibility.”

As the Parvati moves in to continue the
attack, Jiron steps back and shouts “Hold!”

Only the fact that what he said was so
unexpected did the Parvati pause in his attack. The crowd
surrounding them, which had so recently been cheering and screaming
at the fighters, have grown quiet at the odd way in which the
combatants are acting. Blood should be flowing now, instead they’re
standing still, facing one another.

Jiron glances over to the men from the
Empire as he draws forth the necklace which signifies him as being
a Shynti. An honor given only to the most ferocious of fighters, an
honor which makes him one of them.

When the necklace comes free of his shirt
and the Parvati’s eyes rest upon it, he asks in a hushed whisper,
“Where did you get that?”

“I was given this by an old Parvati after
defeating one of their number during a blood duel in the city of
Korazan,” he explains.

“You’re a Shynti?” he asks, hardly daring to
believe what his eyes are telling him.

The leader of the men from the Empire begins
to sense things are not going as expected. “What’s all this?” he
asks as he comes forward. “Fight!” The crowd filling the courtyard
begins murmuring as they watch the scene playing out before
them.

Ignoring the man, Jiron nods his head and
says, “Yes, I am. I have feasted with the Eller Tribe.”

“Did you meet a warrior whose name was
Qyith?” he asks as a strange look comes over his face.

Nodding, Jiron replies, “He was the War
Leader of the Eller Tribe. A nice man all things considered.”

“He’s my brother,” states the Parvati. He
suddenly tilts his head back and lets out with a loud, primordial
cry.

Reaching their side, the man from the Empire
grabs the Parvati’s arm just as his cry comes to a close and
demands, “Why have you stopped the fight?”

Knocking his hand from his arm, the Parvati
rounds on him and says, “I will no longer fight for you.”

“What?” exclaims the man. “You are honor
bound to fight as I tell you!”

“No more will I fight honorless fights for
you,” he states with finality. Pointing to Jiron, he says, “He is a
Shynti of the Parvati’s which makes him one of our people. You put
me to fight one of my own so that which was binding is no longer. I
am free!”

The crowd, having grown restless when the
fight stopped, becomes silent as they watch the growing drama
unfold before them. From the pavilion, the rest of the Empire’s
people come forward to stand with their leader.

“He is no Parvati!” the man cries out in
rage. The thought that he’s going to lose his champion is almost
more than he can stand. “If you do not honor your agreement, then
you are an honorless swine!”

Moving so fast as to almost be unseen, the
Parvati’s sword strikes out, severing the man’s head from his
shoulders. As the head flies off and bounces on the ground several
feet away, the crowd becomes deathly silent as the man’s torso
stumbles about for a moment before crashing to the ground.

For a moment, the courtyard is silent as a
grave, the shock of this unexpected event stunning the onlookers.
Then the rest of the men from the Empire draw their swords as they
rush the Parvati to avenge the death of their leader.

Laughing, the Parvati faces them with both
swords as he blocks the attack of two men. The crowd suddenly turns
into a panicked mob as they race for the exits of the courtyard.
None wish to be around with an actual battle going on, not just
because they may get hurt, but because they don’t want to be around
when the city guard arrives.

Deflecting the attack of the two men, the
Parvati has left himself open to the thrust of the third. The blade
almost strikes his side when its course is deflected by a knife.
Out of the corner of his eye, he sees Jiron coming to his aid.
Laughing all the more, he cries out, “Come brother, let’s send
these men to the other side!”

“I’m with you!” Jiron cries out as he
follows through with his second knife, narrowly missing the man’s
stomach.

Suddenly, one of the men facing the Parvati
cries out as Fifer’s sword takes him through the side. The
remaining man facing the Parvati hacks down with all his might.
Using his longsword, the Parvati knocks the attacking blade to the
side and then follows through with his short sword, sinking it to
the hilt between the man’s ribs. Wedged in tightly, the sword is
pulled from his hands as the man falls to the ground.

Jiron, now fighting the sole remaining man,
captures his sword between his knives and kicks out, catching him
in the groin. With a groan the man’s strength leaves him for but a
moment which is all the time Jiron needs. A quick twist of his
knives and the sword is wrenched out of the man’s hands and sent
flying across the courtyard.

Jiron steps back from him just as a
longsword strikes out, taking the man’s head from his shoulders.
Glancing to the side, he sees the Parvati move to where his
shortsword is still embedded in the dead man’s chest. Placing a
foot on the dead man, he draws out his sword. Wiping both swords
clean on his opponent’s clothes, he turns to see Jiron staring at
him.

“Thank you my friend,” the Parvati says.

Jiron only nods as Fifer comes to him and
says, “We’ve got to get out of here!”

From around them they can hear the shouts
and running of feet as the city guard races into the courtyard. Out
of the corner of his eye, he sees the man with which he made the
bet on the outcome of the fight. Running over to him, he asks,
“Where’s my money!”

“What money?” the man asks.

“I won so where’s the money you owe me?” he
demands.

Giving him a sardonic smile, the man says,
“Your winning the bet was contingent on you winning the fight.”
Nodding to the approaching Parvati, he adds, “He’s still alive so
you didn’t win.”

“But…” he begins when Fifer grabs his arm.
“We can’t stay here!” As Fifer drags him away, the man’s laughter
follows him.

Suddenly from across the courtyard, men of
the city guard begin pouring in from a side alley. “Guards!” cries
out Fifer as all three of them bolt for an alleyway on the opposite
side of the courtyard.

“Just a second!” he says as he alters his
course slightly and heads over to the pavilion.

“What are you doing?” yells Fifer. The
guards are coming fast toward them, one of them yells, “Halt! Stay
where you are!”

Jiron reaches the pavilion and grabs
something off the ground before turning to head for the alleyway
where Fifer and the Parvati are waiting for him. With a quick
glance back at the approaching guards, he enters the alley. Racing
down to the other side, they pray they can prevent being
caught.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight
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Knock! Knock! Knock!

Startled out of a deep sleep, James sits up
in the dark. At first not sure just what awoke him.

Knock! Knock! Knock!

Again the incessant knocking upon his door
thunders through the night. Getting out of bed, he notices the
knocking hasn’t bothered his friend Dave who is still snoring
blissfully. Dave always had been a deep sleeper. In a sleepy haze,
he makes his way over to the door.

He snaps completely awake when on the other
side of the door he finds a squad of the castle guard standing in
the hallway. “Are you James?” the officer in charge asks.

“Yes,” he replies.

“You’re under arrest,” he says.

“What?” he exclaims in disbelief. “What
for?”

“I wasn’t told that,” the officer replies.
“Now, please come with us.”

“Let me at least get dressed first,” he
says.

The officer glances at him standing there in
his small clothes and nods. As James begins closing the door, the
officer pushes it back open with his hand and enters. Several of
his guards come in as well.

“What’s going on,” a groggy Dave asks from
where he just woke up.

“I’m being arrested!” states James as he
begins dressing.

“Arrested?” asks Dave, coming full awake.
“Why in the hell are they arresting you?”

“I don’t know,” he says.

A commotion begins out in the hallway and
then he hears Illan’s voice say, “James!”

“Illan,” he hollers out to him. “They’re
arresting me!”

“Let me through,” he hears him say to the
guards blocking his way into the room. One of the guards out in the
hallway glances inside and when he receives a nod from his officer,
steps aside and allows Illan to come in.

To the officer, he asks, “What’s going on
here?”

Nodding to James, he replies, “He’s being
placed under arrest.”

“By whose order?” asks Illan.

“By order of the Royal Court,” the officer
says.

“Why?”

“He won’t say or doesn’t know,” James tells
him. Finally dressed, he glances into the worried eyes of Dave and
says, “Stay with Illan. I’m sure we’ll have this all cleared up in
no time.”

“Okay,” he says.

Escorted out of the room, the guards fall in
place around him as they lead him down the hallway. As he leaves
the room, he sees a worried and anxious Miko standing in the hall
not more than a few feet away.

“James?” he asks, fearfully.

“Don’t worry,” he assures his friend. “I’m
sure this is all a big misunderstanding.”

“I hope so,” he says as Illan comes out of
the room and they watch him being led away. Just as he begins
descending the stairs, he hears Miko holler, “Don’t eat
anything!”

Don’t eat anything. That’s good
advice. On a previous occasion back in Lythylla, he had eaten food
laced with a narcotic which rendered his magical abilities useless.
He may get hungry, but he really doesn’t plan on eating or drinking
anything while he’s incarcerated. He just may need his magic
working.

Outside the inn, their party turns down the
street toward the gate leading into the castle area. The streets
are filled with soldiers and guards. “What’s going on?” James asks
his guards.

Unresponsive, they ignore his question as
they continue marching on toward the gates. Once past, he’s led
across the courtyard and through the gates of the castle
itself.

The flurry of activity within the castle is
even more harried than that which was witnessed outside. Pages are
racing through the halls and men-at-arms are stationed
everywhere.

Instead of taking him to the Royal Court as
he at first expected, they take him through a different set of
hallways and finally down a flight of steps into what has to be the
castle’s dungeon.

At the bottom of the stairs lies a room with
several holding cells for prisoners. Currently they’re all empty
though they look as if they could hold several hundred in a pinch.
They move to the first pen and one of the guards opens the cell
door. The guard behind James pushes him on the back, indicating for
him to enter.

Seeing no benefit to resisting at this time,
he acquiesces and walks forward. Turning around to face his guards
as they close and lock the door, he sees them about to leave and
asks, “Can you at least leave me a torch for light?”

One of the guards gives him a look of
contempt and says, “You’re supposed to be some fancy mage, why
don’t you make your own light?” His fellows all begin chuckling and
laughing at that.

Shrugging, James says, “Very well.”
Suddenly, the entire area is filled with a blinding white light as
dozens of extremely bright orbs blossom into life throughout the
room.

The reaction from the guards is all he could
hope for when they turn tale and run out of the room. Chuckling to
himself as the last man runs up the stairs leaving him alone, he
cancels the spell. The darkness of the holding area lasts but
briefly before his normal glowing orb springs to life next to him
on the bench. He leans back and tries to get comfortable.

Smiling to himself, he feels under his shirt
and rubs the slug belt he had put on when he got dressed to come
here. The guards hadn’t even realized what it was. Alone in the
dark, he ponders why he’s here and waits.

 


After James and his escort of guards goes
down the stairs, Illan gestures Miko to follow him into James’ room
and close the door.

To Dave he asks, “Just what happened?”

Shrugging, he looks up from where he’s
sitting on the bed and replies, “I don’t know. They just came and
took him.” Dave’s command of the language has greatly improved over
the last week or so. Being completely immersed in it has helped.
Though still not understanding every word and nuance, he’s a quick
learner.

“What are we to do?” Miko asks.

“You two stay here and I’ll try to find out
what’s going on,” he says.

“Okay,” replies Miko. Dave just nods his
head.

Leaving the room, he heads downstairs and
finds Miss Gilena in the common room wearing her night dress and a
robe. She’s standing near one of the windows looking out upon the
street and turns when she hears him coming.

“They took James,” he tells her.

“I know, poor boy,” she replies sadly.

“Do you know what’s going on?” he asks.

Shaking her head, she says, “No. One of my
servants woke me up when the guards appeared. They didn’t say much
other than they were here to take him to the castle for
questioning.”

Illan looks out the window and sees guards
and soldiers moving up and down the street. “I’m going to find out
what’s going on,” he says as he moves for the front door.”

“Be careful,” she says.

“Not to worry,” he says, pausing at the
door. Pulling it open, he steps out into the street and begins
moving toward the gates to the castle area. If there’s any place
he’ll be able to find out what happened, it would be there.

He doesn’t get more than half a block away
from the inn before a man wearing the uniform of the city guard
sees him and moves to intercept. “There’s a curfew in effect,” the
guard says as he comes close. “You’ll have to return to your
home.”

“But why?” Illan asks. “What happened?”

“Someone’s assassinated the adjutant to the
Empire’s Ambassador,” he explains. “His body was found outside the
walls of the city in the poor section. The adjutant had been
decapitated.”

Gasping, Illan’s mind begins to whir and
things are beginning to click into place. “Do they know who did
it?” he asks the guard.

Shaking his head, he replies, “If they do
they haven’t told us about it yet.” Motioning back the way Illan
had come, he says, “Curfews in effect until morning, so get off the
street.”

“Very well,” he says as he turns around and
heads back to the Silver Bells.

As he comes through the front door, Miss
Gilena gives him a worried expression and he says, “There’s a
curfew and they won’t let anyone on the street until morning.”

“Did you find out what this is all about?”
she asks, coming over to him.

“They said someone from the Empire’s
Ambassador’s party has been killed,” he tells her.

“Surely they don’t suspect poor James do
they?” she asks, concern etching the features of her face.

“I don’t know,” he tells her. “I’m sure
we’ll know more in the morning.”

“I hope so,” she says as she goes back to
her place near the window.

Illan turns and heads for the stairs.
Returning to the room where the other two wait, he enters and
closes the door behind him. “We’ve got problems,” he tells
them.

“Like what?” Miko asks.

He briefly explains to them what he learned
and his suspicion that the powers that be will think James is the
one who killed the adjutant.

“Why would they think that?” Dave asks.

Looking at him like he’s an idiot, Illan
explains. “Just hours after James finds out the Empire wants him
extradited from Cardri for crimes he’s allegedly committed in their
land, one of the prominent members of their delegation is killed.
Think about it.”

Nodding, Dave says, “I think I
understand.”

“What can we do?” Miko asks him.

Sitting on one of the beds, Illan says,
“Nothing we can do until morning and the curfew is lifted. After
that, we’ll see what we can do.”

Miko moves to the window of the room and
looks out over the city to the silhouette of the castle in the
distance. Hang in there James!

 


Holding still and quiet against the alley
wall, Jiron, Fifer and the Parvati wait while four members of the
city guard march past. Once they’ve moved further down the street
away from the opening of the alley, Fifer whispers to Jiron, “We’ve
got to get off the streets!”

“I know that,” he replies with
impatience.

Still on the outside of the outer wall,
they’ve been unable to get back into the city. The whole area is
swarming with guards and soldiers. It’s only been by a miracle that
they haven’t been discovered yet.

Staying just one step ahead of the patrols,
they slowly made their way further from the courtyard where the
dead body lies. The Parvati is wearing the hooded cloak that Jiron
had grabbed from the pavilion to better hide his features. A tall,
extensively tattooed man is hard to miss or forget.

Jiron pokes his head out into the street and
finds it devoid of guards at the moment. “Come on,” he whispers as
they follow him into the street and quickly move to the other side.
Staying against the buildings, they hurry down to where he sees
another alley entrance, past several more buildings.

Before they have a chance to reach it, light
from one of the searching patrols is seen approaching from a side
street. Realizing they are not going to have time to make it, he
moves to the door of the building next to them and tries to open
it.

Finding it locked, he throws his shoulder
into it and smashes the door open. The sound of it seems to
reverberate through the streets as they rush inside. Closing the
door rapidly, Fifer moves to a window and looks out to see if
anyone is coming to investigate.

“Anyone?” Jiron asks after a moment.

Shaking his head, Fifer says, “Doesn’t look
like it. The patrol which was coming into the street went down the
other way.”

“Good,” says Jiron.

The building they find themselves in looks
to be some kind of rug maker. Several looms are placed throughout
the room with partially completed rugs still attached to them.
Massive rolls of string and twine are lying upon shelves along most
of the walls.

From above them, they hear a floorboard
creak as if someone’s walking around. They freeze and listen
carefully as another creak sounds a few feet away from the first
one. Someone’s up there moving around.

Jiron motions for the other two to remain
still as he moves to the doorway leading further into the building.
The sound of the steps becomes more pronounced as whoever it is
begins descending a stairway on the other side of the door.

The Parvati and Fifer move to the side of
the room so as not to be readily noticed should the individual come
into the room. Jiron positions himself near the door.

The footsteps reach the bottom of the stairs
and they hear them coming toward the door to the room in which
they’re hiding. As the door begins opening, Jiron makes ready and
then as the person begins walking into the room, he grabs them from
behind.

A knife wielded by the man in Jiron’s
clutches strikes out at him and he’s forced to let go. Fifer and
the Parvati move away from the walls, their swords in hand. “We
don’t want to hurt you,” Jiron says to the man.

“What are you doing in my shop?” he asks
with fear in his voice as he comes to understand there are three of
them.

“We’re not thieves or murderers,” Jiron
tells him. “Drop the knife and I promise we won’t hurt you.”

After only a moment’s hesitation, his knife
falls to the floor. Just then, light from a passing search party
begins playing upon the window overlooking the street. Jiron nods
to Fifer who moves to the window and looks out.

The light gradually increases as the patrol
moves toward them along the street. Jiron has his knife against the
man’s throat to keep him from raising the alarm. When the patrol at
last moves past and the light begins to diminish, Fifer glances
back to Jiron and nods.

Removing his knife, he says, “My pardon good
sir.”

“You are the ones they’re after!” he says in
amazement.

“We don’t have time to talk, I’m afraid,”
Jiron says to him. Motioning him over to one of the looms, he says,
“Move over there please.”

“What are you going to do to me?” he asks,
as he does as Jiron commanded.

“Tie you up, nothing more,” he explains.
Fifer comes over to supply the gag to keep him quiet and they
proceed to tie him with the thread and twine from his own looms.
Once the man is secured and not likely to escape, Jiron leads them
through the house and to the rear door leading into the alley
behind.

A quick glance to make sure the alley is
empty and they’re through the door, slowly making their way to the
end of the alley. “Do you know where you’re going?” asks Fifer.

“Not really,” he says. “I just want to find
some place where we can hole up until James finds us.”

“How is he going to find us?” Fifer
asks.

Jiron just stares at him a moment before
Fifer says, “Oh yeah, right.”

The end of the alley opens upon a small area
enclosed by the backs of several buildings built against each
other. Several sleeping forms are huddled in and around the refuse
lying on the ground. Each wall has a doorway, all closed but
one.

Jiron steps carefully over a sleeping body
as he moves toward the open door. The opening is dark and nothing
can be seen on the other side, not even shadows. Moving carefully,
he enters through the door with the others following. A knife held
in one hand for comfort, he moves deeper into the building.

His right shoulder bumps a wall and when he
reaches out with his other hand, encounters another wall on the
left. It’s not a room but a corridor extending further into the
building.

Moving deeper into the building, the sound
of the searchers roaming the streets outside begins to diminish.
Jiron keeps his right hand against the wall as they walk to hunt
for doors. After passing ten feet or so into the building, his hand
encounters one.

“Just a second,” he whispers to the others
behind him as he moves his hand along the door in search of the
handle. “I think there’s a door here.” Upon finding the handle, he
turns it and pushes the door open slowly.

The door’s hinges protest loudly as he
swings it open enough to allow them to enter. Darkness greets him
on the other side as he tries to see beyond the door. “Might be a
room where we can hole up for awhile,” he tells them.

“Doubt if they’ll find us here,” Fifer says
as he follows him through the doorway. Once the Parvati is in, he
closes the door to the protestations of the hinges. “Anybody have a
light?” Fifer asks.

Nearby in the dark, sparks begin to be seen
from where flint is striking and soon, the soft light of a candle
blossoms to light. The Parvati stands there, the candle in hand as
he looks to his new found companions.

“Good,” Jiron says approvingly. The room
they find themselves in is dirty and looks as if beggars or other
street people have at one time or another called it home. Dirty
blankets are strewn around and one corner of the room reeks from
where it has been used as a latrine. Rats scurry away from the
light.

“What a disgusting room,” says Fifer in
dismay.

“Disgusting it may be, but at least we’re
not out there,” he says, indicating the streets where the patrols
are still searching for them. “Now,” he says as he turns his
attention back to the Parvati, “just what’s your name and why did
you have to go and kill that man?”

Setting the candle down on a broken crate
that looks to be currently used as a table, he says, “I am Qyrll. I
am truly sorry for having brought trouble upon you, but I could not
bear the insult which he ascribed to me. Far too long have I
endured such by him, honor bound to take the abuse without
reprisals. I thank you for my freedom.”

“You’re welcome,” replies Jiron. “I just
wish we could have done it without raising the whole city against
us.”

“I can see why you are called Shynti,” Qyrll
says. “You are truly a great warrior.”

“Thanks,” he replies.

“Could you tell me of my homeland?” he says.
“It’s been many years since I left.”

“Seems we have the time,” Jiron says as he
makes himself comfortable amidst the refuse. “It was your brother
whom we first encountered after we…” For several hours Jiron
relates his experiences in the Parvati homeland to Qyrll and Fifer
as well as learning about this new companion of theirs.

 


“Hear that train a comin’, it’s rolling
round the bend, I ain’t seen sunshine since I don’t know when,”
James’s voice echoes in the room with the holding cells. For the
past hour he’s entertained himself with various songs of his world,
the last being an old Johnny Cash song which seemed appropriate for
the occasion.

The songs from home have given him comfort,
though he’s not too concerned about his own safety. He’s grown in
his ability as a mage and feels confident to take care of himself
should that become necessary. As long as the powers that be don’t
try to hurt or drug him, he’ll go along peacefully. The last thing
he wants is to antagonize another kingdom against him.

When he gets to the part about shooting a
man in Reno, he hears the approach of footsteps coming down the
stairs. Bringing the song to a close, he watches the stairwell as a
man in the livery of Cardri comes in bearing half a dozen torches,
one of which is lit.

The man’s eyes widen as he takes in the
glowing orb sitting next to James on the bench. He moves along the
wall and starts placing the torches in the sconces spaced around
the room. After placing a torch into a sconce, he lights it with
the one he’s carrying before moving to the next.

“What are you doing?” James asks.

“Seems rather obvious,” the man retorts as
he places his third torch into a sconce.

“Have they finally decided that I deserve
some light down here?” he asks.

The man breaks out with a short snicker as
he says, “Hardly. Word is that you’ll be having visitors shortly.
So I’m placing several torches around the room to give them some
light.”

“Oh,” says James.

The last torch the man is putting in a
sconce happens to be near James’ cell. He approaches warily, eyeing
him with trepidation.

“Don’t worry,” James tells him, “I’ll not
hurt you.”

Not believing him, the man comes closer, all
the while keeping an eye on James in case he tries something. When
he gets close to the torch sconce, he rushes past the cell and
places it in, lights it and then beats a hasty retreat.

“There,” says James with an assuring smile,
“I didn’t bite now did I?”

His job finished, the man moves quickly to
the stairs and James is soon alone again. Shaking his head, James
gives out with a tired sigh. Is that the reaction I’m always
going to receive? Maybe I will go live on an island or mountaintop
somewhere.

Visitors. Great, just what he wanted.
Hopefully when they’re here he’ll be able to clear himself and he
can get out of here. Resting his head against the wall, he tries to
resume the song again but can’t quite seem to recall it. He hates
it when that happens. It’s like walking into a room, knowing you’re
there for a reason, but can’t recall why you thought you needed to
go there.

Out of the corner of his eye, he catches the
glimpse of a slight pulsating coming from the orb sitting next to
him. Picking it up, he can detect a slight pulsating as if someone
is quickly moving a dimmer switch back and forth. He’s never seen
it do that before.

The outline of the orb suddenly begins to
warp and bend as if the outer edge of it was being molded like
clay. Blinking his eyes, he shakes his head and then looks at it
again. He suddenly comes to realize it’s not the orb, but his
vision. The whole room is beginning to turn hazy and move in
nauseatingly directions.

What’s wrong? Suddenly panicking, he
realizes he’s slipping into a drugged state. But how?

Ever since the last time he was drugged back
in Lythylla, he’s been thinking of ways in which to counter it
should it ever happen again. He’s considered various different ways
to both cope and prevent it from happening.

The pulsating of the orb could be in direct
response to his drugged state. His mind becoming occluded
intermittently prevents the magic from going to the orb, thus the
pulsing.

Canceling the orb altogether, he realizes he
doesn’t have much time. Marshalling all his concentration, he
creates a small sphere, no larger than a pea. Firm yet translucent
and thus hard to see, he holds it in his hand as he tries to
inspect it. Unable to see it clearly and afraid he’s about ready to
drop it, he slowly and carefully puts it in his pocket.

When he can at last feel it securely
inserted in his pant’s pocket, he removes his hand and leans his
head against the wall of his cell. The last sight he has before he
slips into unconsciousness is the burning torch near his cell.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Nine

_________________________

 


 


 


Pacing about the room, Illan stops every
other time he passes the window and glances at the sky. The dawn
isn’t very far away. Out on the streets, the soldiers and guards
who earlier were combing the streets have all but disappeared. When
the sun rises, he plans on making his way to the castle to see
about James and what exactly is going on.

Glancing over to the bed, James’ friend Dave
is fast asleep. How he can sleep while his best friend is in jail
escapes him. Miko on the other hand, he’s known him to sleep
through anything. So the fact that he’s asleep on the other bed
hardly surprises him.

Not only does he have James to worry about,
but Jiron and Fifer still have not returned. That’s got him
extremely worried but could be the result of the curfew and they’re
simply unable to return. He may have Miko try to locate them while
he heads to the castle. Resuming his pacing, he churns over the
events in his mind, and worries about what may be happening to
James at this very minute.

When at last the first rays of morning shine
on the walls of his room, he immediately moves over to Miko and
wakes him up. “It’s morning,” he says.

Coming quickly awake, he rubs the sleep out
of his eyes as he stands up. “Any word from James?” he asks.

Shaking his head, Illan says, “No. Jiron and
Fifer are still missing as well. I’m going to head up to the castle
to see what I can find out. While I’m gone, see if those kids you
are acquainted with can help in locating Jiron and Fifer. I’m not
sure what part they may have played in all this, but I’ll kill them
if they’ve gone and done anything to exacerbate the situation.”

“What should I do with him?” Miko asks,
motioning toward the sleeping Dave.

Shrugging, he replies, “Tell him to stay
here. We have enough to deal with right now without him making
matters worse.”

“Alright,” he says. “When are you planning
on being back?”

“I have no idea. But if you find those
recalcitrant members of our group, tell them to stay here at the
inn until I get back.” Moving to the door, he opens it to leave. As
he passes through, Miko’s ‘Will do’, follows him out into the
hallway.

Closing the door, he walks quickly down and
takes the stairs to the common room below. The room is empty except
for one lone early riser. Miss Gilena is nowhere in sight, she
must’ve returned to her bed shortly after he had gone up to his
room. Leaving the inn through the front door, he moves onto the
street and heads down toward the gates leading to the castle.

The contingent of guards at the gate has
doubled since the last time he came by this way. As he draws near
the gates, the leader of the group moves to intercept him.

“No one’s allowed into the castle area at
this time,” the guard tells him as he comes to a stop.

“A friend of mine was taken last night and
brought here,” he explains. “I want to know what happened to
him.”

The guard eyes him suspiciously, knowing
full well who it is Illan is talking about. “Sorry, but orders are,
no one enters without expressed permission,” he states. “And I’m
fairly sure you don’t have that do you?”

Shaking his head, he says, “No, I
don’t.”

“Then you can’t pass through,” the guard
says with finality.

Almost ready to turn away, he pauses and
then asks, “Can I send word to the Archive Custodian?”

The guard is somewhat taken aback by that.
“If you give us a letter, we can see that he receives it,” the
guard replies.

“I don’t have a letter,” he explains. “Is
there a way you could just tell him that a friend of James is here
and would like to talk with him?”

The guard thinks about it for a moment.
Shrugging, he says, “Very well,” He glances behind him and waves
over one of the junior guards. “Find the Archive Custodian and tell
him a friend of James would like an audience with him,” he tells
the guard.

“Yes sir,” the guard replies before turning
and running through the gates in search of Ellinwyrd.

“He may not be up yet,” he says. “It’s still
quite early.”

“I’ll wait if it’s all the same with you,”
Illan tells him.

“Suit yourself,” replies the guard who then
moves back over with his men.

Illan stands there impatiently as he awaits
the return of the junior guard. Almost a half hour later, he sees
him returning. He waits while the lead guard confers with his man
and then watches as he begins moving toward where he’s waiting.

“He said that he will meet with you,” the
guard tells him. “A page is being summoned and will arrive shortly
to escort you.”

“Thank you,” says Illan. A short time later,
a boy in the livery of a castle page approaches the gate and Illan
moves to follow him into the castle area.

The page leads him through to the building
housing the Royal Archives. Going in through the main door, he
takes him down to the doors leading into Ellinwyrd’s sanctum. He
pauses a moment as he knocks upon the door and when he receives
Ellinwyrd’s permission to enter, opens the door. Stepping to one
side, he allows Illan to precede him into the room.

“Thank you Michael,” Ellinwyrd says from
where he sits at a table stacked haphazardly with books and
scrolls.

Nodding, Michael closes the door.

Coming over to where Ellinwyrd sits, Illan
makes his way through the ‘obstacle course’ as James had called it
when he described his visit here. He can see what James meant by
this place being a disorganized chaotic mess. It’s a wonder that
anything can even be found.

Ellinwyrd glances up from a book open before
him as he approaches. Indicating a chair across from him, he says,
“Please, sit down.”

“Thank you for seeing me,” Illan says
graciously. “I don’t know if you’re aware of what happened last
night, but they came and arrested James.”

Closing the book before him, Ellinwyrd nods
his head as a sigh escapes him. “I know,” he replies.

“Do you know what’s going to happen to him?”
Illan asks.

“I’m afraid so,” he says sadly.

“They’re not going to hand him over to the
Empire are they?” asks Illan, afraid of the answer.

“Yes, they are,” he tells him.

“Why in god’s name are they acceding to
their request? They have to know he’s innocent!”

“Innocence or guilt rarely has much to do
with what kingdoms decide,” he explains. “First of all, Cardri is
not so big that they can afford to antagonize their neighbor to the
south. James isn’t even a citizen of Cardri in their eyes so to
them it’s not like they’re handing over one of their own.”

“Also, when the Ambassador’s adjutant was
killed, that was just one more strain on an already shaky peace.
Giving them James was a way to alleviate that strain.”

“You know what the Empire is going to do to
him, don’t you?” Illan asks. “They’ll torture and kill him.”

“I know,” he replies.

“If they try to give him to the Empire, he’s
likely to tear down the castle and kill an awful lot of people,”
Illan tells him. “I’ve seen him in action.”

Shaking his head, Ellinwyrd says, “No, he
won’t.”

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“I mean, there are steps one can take to
ensure the safe capture of one who controls the power,” he tells
him. “I believe it’s already begun to be implemented.”

“If they try to drug him, he’ll resist,” he
asserts.

“He won’t even know it’s happening until
it’s too late,” he explains. “There’s more than one way to drug a
mage. They have torches that when lit, emit a narcotic fume which
will render him unable to use his magic.” Illan just stares at him
in horror. “After that, it’s just an easy matter to go in and
collect him.”

“But we have to do something,” he says. “We
can’t just let them take him.”

“From what I’ve gathered, they’ll not be
taking him for some time,” he says. “They still must conclude the
new trade agreement, and that could take another day or two.”

Looking at Ellinwyrd, Illan narrows his eyes
as he contemplates what he just heard. “A day or two eh?” he
breathes as he cocks one eyebrow in question.

Ellinwyrd nods his head. “Our Merchant’s
Guild is pressing the Royal Court to get good terms with the Empire
and the negotiations have at times become heated. But the general
consensus is that the Empire’s representatives need to finalize the
trade agreement for the next five years, and do it soon.”

“Alright then,” replies Illan as he gets to
his feet. “I don’t have much time.”

Standing up as well, Ellinwyrd reaches into
his rumpled tunic and pulls out a scroll bearing his wax seal.
Handing it across the table to him, he says, “If you should see
James, give him this.”

Taking the scroll, Illan asks, “What is
it?”

“A number of questions had arisen during our
last visit and I think this may answer one,” he explains.

Putting it inside his shirt, Illan says,
“I’ll be sure to.”

“Very good,” Ellinwyrd replies. Moving over
to the decorative pull rope, he summons the page Michael back and
has him escort Illan back to the gates.

“I thank you for taking the time to see me,”
Illan says as he’s about to walk out the door.

“Anytime,” he says. “And if all this should
somehow become resolved, tell James to stop by again.”

“I will.” Turning to follow Michael he
closes the door to Ellinwyrd’s sanctum. Back through the castle
area and out the gate, he says goodbye to Michael as he heads back
to the Silver Bells.

Once back at the inn, he hurries up the
stairs to the room where he left Miko and Dave. Opening the door,
he finds the room empty. They’re both gone. Damn! Nothing to do for
the moment but wait, he sits down by the window and pulls out the
scroll Ellinwyrd had given him wondering just what was on it.

 


“I’m tired of staying in this room,” Dave
complains when Miko tells him that’s what Illan wants him to do.
“All I’ve done is sit in here doing nothing and I’m sick of it.
James is in trouble and I want to help!”

“But there’s nothing you can do so the best
thing you can do is sit tight,” explains Miko. He ordered a meal
brought in for them and Dave’s done nothing but complain ever since
he awoke. Frankly, Miko is sick of it.

Dave glares at him from across the table as
he continues eating his breakfast of eggs and ham steak. “Now, I’ve
got a couple things I need to see to,” Miko tells him after he’s
done eating. “Just stay here and don’t get into any trouble.”

He can feel the glare of Dave’s eyes follow
him as he gets up from the table and moves to the door. Without
even looking back, he opens the door and quickly shuts it. I
don’t know what James sees in this guy.

At first, Dave seemed to be okay. But ever
since coming to Cardri though, he’s been a pain. He doesn’t do
anything, it’s just his attitude. Miko can’t stand whiny people.
Maybe if their lives were reversed, he could understand better
where he comes from, but that’s neither here nor there. He only
puts up with him for James’ sake.

Once out on the street, he heads down to
where he and the kids were going to meet if they didn’t contact him
during the night. As he approaches the open market, he sees them
near the place where they ate yesterday afternoon.

They see him coming and the little girl
gives him a smile as they come to meet him. “Hungry?” he asks.
Several nods and an ‘of course’ meet his question. “Then let’s get
something to eat.” At the nearby open eatery, he gets then all a
modest helping of taters and egg. Moving to a table, they bring
their food over and begin eating.

The older boy asks, “Did you hear what
happened out in the poor section last night?”

“Something about a killing wasn’t it?”
replies Miko.

“One of the important members of the
Empire’s trade delegation got himself decapitated,” one of the
younger boys adds.

“Really?” prompts Miko, very interested in
what they may know about it. “Did you see it?”

“I did,” the older boy states. “I was in the
area with a couple of the older kids and heard a fight was going
down out there. So we decided to go and watch the show. It was a
regular fight, one guy with two knives against another with two
swords.”

He pauses a moment as he takes a large bite
and then continues through a mouth full of eggs. “It was going
pretty good but then it got weird. Both fighters suddenly stopped
fighting and began talking to one another. It seems the bigger guy
was some sort of fighter for the Empire’s men and they got mad when
the fight stopped.”

“What happened next I’m not really sure
about, but suddenly one guy’s head went flying and the other men
from the Empire pulled out their swords and attacked the two
fighters. I tell you, the fighting then got good and the Empire’s
men were soon taken out. By that time, the whole area was in a
panic and the city guards were coming, so me and my friends got the
heck out of there.”

“Interesting,” says Miko. Well that answers
one question. The fighter with the two knives had to be Jiron. But
just what was he doing and why was he there.

Changing the subject, he asks, “Did you find
out anything about the connection between Lord Kindering and the
Empire’s Ambassador?”

“Not much,” he replies. “They have had a few
meetings outside the regular trade negotiations, but what they said
we were unable to find out. Those always took place at Lord
Kindering’s estate and couldn’t find anyone who knew what went on
there.”

Nodding his head, Miko says, “Thanks.”
Digging into his pouch, he pulls out a handful of coppers and
proceeds to give each of them two.

After everyone has two of them, he returns
the rest to his pouch and then asks, “Did they ever find the men
who killed the Empire’s men at the fight?”

Shaking his head, the older boy says, “Not
that I’ve heard. They do have someone in the dungeon they believe
is part of it, but I don’t know who.”

That must be James. “Would you all be
interested in continuing to find things out for me?”

“Sure,” says one of the girls. “As long as
you keep feeding us.”

“No problem there,” he assures them. “See if
you can find out what happened to those fighters from the fight.
Where they might be.”

“Why?” asks a younger boy.

“Why what?” Miko asks him.

“You said your master was a merchant and
wanted some inside information,” he replies. “I don’t see how this
has to do with anything.”

Remaining silent for a moment as all their
eyes are upon him, Miko finally asks, “Can you keep a secret?”

All their heads nod in unison. “Now I’m not
talking about an unimportant secret,” he tells them. “I’m talking
about the sort of secret that if it’s told will probably get you
dead.”

The younger kids’ eyes widen at that and the
older boy says, “We know when to hold our tongues.” To the others
he asks, “Right?”

The other kids all nod their heads
affirmatively.
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