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IMAGINE

 


There is a secret place that exists; unknown
to most, forgotten by many, and lives on only for the few who
believe.

Though you cannot look to a map to find this
magical realm, it is still very real. In this world, lost on a
plane that hangs in the twilight where one enters a dream as sleep
takes over the mind and body, Imago lives on.

Here, as in all places where man dwells, the
eternal struggle between good and evil plays out. In this land,
there are places fair and foul, heroes that are larger than life
and villains that one hopes exists only in our nightmares.

In this mystical world, life is an
extraordinary adventure where revenge and redemption, betrayal and
salvation, and love; lost and found, are woven together to create
this rich tapestry of life.

Where is this realm you ask? To find Imago,
all you must do is close your eyes and believe…



CHAPTER 1

UTTER CONTEMPT

 


“It worked… At long last, it worked.”

These words whispered in amazement drifted
away, swirling about like the motes of dust suspended in the
sunlight streaming through the windows of this great bedchamber.
They were swept off by the displaced air as the mirrored, double
doors of an oak wardrobe swung wide open. For a lingering moment,
the woman studied both her reflections, each with critical eyes
staring back at her from the looking glass framed to the inside
panel of each narrow door.

Knotting back her mahogany tresses that
cascaded in loose waves over her shoulders, she admired her emerald
green eyes that shone in the sunlight. They sparkled with mischief,
playing off her perfect, alabaster skin, but this black, faded wool
shawl made her appear pale in a way that was far from flattering.
It was as though the combination of harsh light from the morning
sun flooding into this room and the drab color of this wrap leached
the very life from her skin, casting her in a sickly pallor.

“This will simply not do.”

Like a snake casting off the last of its
tatty old skin, she shrugged, allowing the shawl to slip off her
slight shoulders. It landed on the floor, puddling at her feet.

Rifling through the assortment of apparel
neatly arranged on wooden hangers, she smiled inwardly as she
immersed her senses. Feeling the luxurious embroidered velvets and
fine slips of silk between her fingers; her eyes drank in the deep,
rich colors of these fabrics. Someone on staff had the good sense
to replace the summer wear with seasonal attire appropriate for the
cool, crisp days of autumn.

“There you are, my beauty!” Her lips curled
into a smile of delight as she draped over her shoulders a
sumptuous, sable-lined hooded cloak trimmed with white ermine. She
twirled about, spinning before the double mirrors. Admiring how
this regal apparel swallowed up her simple frock, it made her look
and feel every bit as majestic as a queen. With muted words of
praise, she whispered, “Perfect! Fashionable and yet, so very
practical no matter how fair or foul the weather.”

Appreciating how this cloak floated over her
shoulders to gently drape the curves of her body, she stared at the
reflections, giving them a final inspection from two different
angles. With a nod of approval, she quietly closed the wardrobe’s
double doors.

Using utmost care, the ‘click’ of the
latch was silenced by her dainty hands, each fingertip adorned with
perfectly manicured nails dramatically lacquered with a duo-tone of
black and platinum polish. She stared at the brass plate neatly
concealing the locking mechanism of the latch. The tip of her index
finger traced the engravings that adorned this polished plate. The
highly stylized script revealed words of old Elvish, an ancient
dialect now known only to the elders of Wyndwood and its royal
family, as well as the four Wizards of this realm. By the fine
craftsmanship and these runes of old, it was easy to see it was
either magic, the skills of the Elfkind, or a combination of both
that had a hand in creating this fine piece of furniture.

Hefting the shoulder strap of a canvas bag,
she tiptoed. Skirting a small, round table and its two elegantly
carved, gilded chairs, she crept across the spacious room toward
the oak dresser. Here, she picked up a delicate, crystal decanter
of perfume, removing the stopper.

Holding it to her nose, she inhaled deeply.
The sweet, heady fragrance wafted through the air to mingle with
the lingering scent of melted beeswax candles.

“Aah… the attar of rose with a hint of
myrrh.” Her eyes rolled as though searching her mind for the right
words to describe this scent. “How very… traditional, and
not very unique or contemporary at all.”

She replaced the stopper, setting the
perfume decanter in its rightful place. Picking up a silver
hairbrush, she ran the soft boar bristles through her tresses. Just
as she was about to tuck it into her bag, she stopped. Placing this
brush back onto the silver tray holding the matching comb and
hand-held mirror set, she eyed a box resting on the far side of
this dresser.

A smile of avarice curled her lips as her
fingertips traced the in-laid mosaic tiles of iridescent
mother-of-pearl decorating this jewelry box. Unlocking the brass
latch, she lifted the lid, peering inside.

“This is wonderful! Thank the Maker of All!
My fortune is about to change for the better.”

Her eyes sparkled with delight as she dug
greedily into this treasure trove of gold rings bejeweled with
precious gems of ruby, sapphire, emeralds and diamonds. Strands of
pearls and fine, gold necklaces dripped from her hand as stylish
chokers and jewel-studded bracelets spilled from between her
splayed fingers. Beneath these fine pieces of jewelry was a royal
purple square of velvet. She carefully removed it, peeling back the
folded corners of the fabric. Her eyes opened wide with delight as
she uncovered an exquisite necklace lovelier than all the
others.

“Now this is much too beautiful to be hidden
away in here. You were meant to be worn,” she cooed as she picked
up the gold necklace. Admiring the dazzling emeralds, each cut in
the shape of a teardrop, she held it up to her slender neck.
Fastening the clasp, she picked up the hand mirror to marvel at how
the bezel setting allowed each gem to sparkle, taking full
advantage of the play of light. Knowing how the typical claw
settings were easier to fashion to hold the jewels in place, but
did nothing to enhance the stones’ beauty, whomever the goldsmith
was commissioned to create this piece, he did an exceptional job.
And the person with the resources to purchase this necklace
undoubtedly paid a king’s ransom to secure it.

“Beautiful! You were so made for me!”

Against her pale skin, the glittering
emeralds complemented her eyes, like they, too, were precious gems
of the most mesmerizing green.

Setting down the mirror, she went to work.
Dumping the remaining contents of the jewelry box into her canvas
bag, she muttered beneath her breath, “Not exactly the crown
jewels, but still, it is enough to buy the loyalty of many.
Speaking of the crown…”

Her perfect brows furrowed as she
scrutinized the large portrait with its ornate, gilded frame
displayed prominently over the dresser. A talented artist armed
with impeccable skills when it came to the brush and oil paints
created a regal picture of familial bliss. The royal family, decked
out in formal finery right down to the opulent crown jewels handed
down through the generations, posed with infinite patience to allow
the artist to properly capture this moment.

“Interesting… Prince Markus is prince no
more. Nor is he the confirmed bachelor he swore he was fated
to.”

She noted the gold crown of Carcross perched
perfectly on his head, and then she glanced down at his right hand.
It rested lovingly on the left shoulder of his new queen.

With eyes burning with an equal measure of
contempt and envy, she studied the beautiful, diamond-studded tiara
balanced elegantly on the queen’s upswept hairdo that was adorned
with hairpins studded by creamy-white pearls. Glancing down, her
eyes narrowed in disdain. She stared back at the boy, a young man
really, probably no more than fourteen years of age when this
portrait was commissioned. Standing proudly before the King of
Carcross and positioned to the immediate left of the seated queen,
the young prince smiled politely. He was the spitting image of a
much younger Markus; his youthful face glowing with bliss from
leading a contented, no doubt privileged, life of the heir apparent
to the throne of Carcross.

“Such a lovely family. They look so… happy.”
Her words were like venom, spoken with utter contempt and absolute
malice.

Clambering atop the dresser, she slid a
small dagger from its sheath. Without a second thought, using two
broad, sweeping strokes, she used the razor-sharp blade to slice a
big X through the canvas. Punctuating her bitterness, she
repeatedly stabbed at Markus’ painted visage as she grumbled, “I
hate happy.”

With a cynical chuckle and a smirk of a grin
twisting her lips, she quietly hopped down from the dresser to
admire her handiwork as she sheathed her dagger.

“And such will be your fate, if you get in
my way, my dear Markus. Neither you nor your cohorts will stop me
from reclaiming what is rightfully mine.”

The woman froze. Her breath hitched in the
back of her throat as a commanding voice sounded, giving orders
from the corridor just outside this bedchamber. With measured,
silent steps, she crept to the door, pressing her ear against it to
listen to the disembodied words on the other side.

“No need to change the linens this very
moment, Hilary. Just make sure the thick, goose down counterpanes
are taken out of storage. They must be aired out and plumped up,
made ready for our royal charges’ return.”

“Right away, ma’am,” said Hilary, as she
nodded in understanding.

“Our King and Queen will not be back until
the week after the Harvest Moon Festival, so you still have some
time. You know how Prince Arerys of Wyndwood goes out of his way to
prolong King Markus’ visit to the enchanted forest whenever the
opportunity arises.”

“Very true, ma’am! I would like to finish
dusting in the Prince’s bedchamber first, and to replace the
candles that were burned to a nub prior to their departure. The
young master stays up reading much too late into the night. I
swear, one day he will set his room ablaze, if the Prince is not
more mindful of those candles.”

“Perhaps his readings habits are better
served by coal oil lamps? The fire is housed; once the oil is
burned and no more, the flame merely dies out.”

“I had already suggested this to the Prince,
but he claimed he greatly prefers the scent of beeswax over the
‘stink of burning oil’. And who am I to argue with the young
master? I do what I am told.”

“Go to it then, my dear girl! There is still
much to be done before King Markus returns. When you are finished
here, you will find me in the kitchen galley once I finish dusting
the guest bedchambers. I will be down below, reorganizing the
pantry to make room for new provisions from the fall harvest.”

With a nod of her head and a polite smile,
Hilary handed off the linens to the older, matronly woman. She
picked up her wooden box loaded with a fresh supply of candles,
cleaning rags and the feather duster.

As the domestic staff parted company, their
footsteps fading away, the intruder breathed a sigh of relief.

“Getting in was relatively easy. Sneaking
out promises to be a whole other matter…”

Cracking open the door, she peered through
the narrow gap. With a furtive glance, she took in the floor plan
of the palace. To the left, the hallway continued on, lined on one
side by this royal bedchamber and the Prince’s room and on the
other, a number of well-appointed sleeping quarters reserved for
distinguished guests. To the right, this corridor led to the top of
an elegant, winding staircase that curved down to the main floor
where the throne room, banquet hall, royal library and the entrance
to the castle keep were situated.

By the ambient sounds echoing through the
hallway, she knew the domestic staff was now hard at work, and
probably too engrossed to hear her. It would be easy enough to
sneak away from these two ladies, but the real challenge to come
will be in avoiding detection by the guards. If her estimations
were correct, she was confident there would be men posted to the
entrance of the castle keep, as well as those stationed to man the
portcullis, not to forget the guards patrolling the ramparts of the
surrounding battlements.

Taking a deep breath to steel her nerves,
she drew the great hood of the cloak over her head to shroud her
face in shadow. With the canvas bag tucked under her arm and held
tightly against her body to keep its contents from rattling about,
she tiptoed from the royal bedchamber to the top of the staircase.
Peering around the corner, she gazed across the main floor to the
archway of the grand entrance, surveying these surroundings for the
best possible escape route. Sure enough, there were two guards
posted just outside the open double doors to the keep.

With no choice but to advance, she crept
down the staircase all the while mentally debating if she should
chance an escape via the kitchen galley that was sure to be
bustling at this time of the day. The other possibility was to risk
all by brazenly strolling by the guards at the front entrance, like
she belonged here to begin with. It would prove to be an easy feat
to go by unnoticed if their minds were numbed by the long,
uneventful hours on sentry duty. If they were a dimwitted lot or
lackadaisical, careless in performing their duties, they’d probably
just assume she was a guest, perhaps even a relative of the royal
family, if she did catch their attention at all.

Halfway down, she crouched, peering through
the spindles to stare through the open doors and beyond, to
possible freedom. Like the castle keep, so too, was the gated
entrance manned by two soldiers. Her only consolation was this main
gate was wide open and the portcullis was already raised with a
minimal number of men posted to this station. Obviously, the
country of Carcross was enjoying a period of peace and the presence
of knights and soldiers were nothing more than a formality.

In the distance, she heard the faint clatter
of cutlery being polished. There was also the rattle and bang of
pots and pans sounding from the kitchen as cooks busily chopped and
diced vegetables for a pot of soup.

The staff seemed preoccupied with cleaning
details in preparation for the royal family’s return to the castle,
but judging by the anxious voices shouting out orders that echoed
up from the lower floor, if she did get stopped, no doubt she’d be
recruited into service. With her luck of late, she’d probably be
relegated to that of a lowly scullery maid; forced to scrub sticky,
burned pots and pans or to wash a heaping stack of dirty dishes, if
the kitchen matron assumed she was a new hire, rather than a
trespasser and a thief of the worst kind.

Standing at the bottom of the winding
staircase, she glanced over to the main entrance of the keep.
There, two young soldiers stood guard, pikes at the ready as they
stared forward, eyes fixed on the gateway of the battlement,
leading from the courtyard to the stairs into the castle.

The rattle of mail and clang of armor
sounded as two soldiers marched up the stairs to replace the guards
in attendance. Momentary panic seized her heart. Not knowing
whether the retiring men were going to retreat into the castle or
head down the stairs of the keep to a new posting, she withdrew,
slinking away in the opposite direction. With hushed steps, she
quickly tiptoed off, ducking through the open doorway into the
throne room.

Her heart jumped. An overwhelming sensation
filled her with dread: She was not alone in this large chamber.
Spinning about on her heels, she turned to spy upon a servant hard
at work.

The elderly man hummed out of tune as he
dusted off one of the stands of antique armor that decorated each
corner of the throne room. With one hand extended before him while
the other wielded a feather duster, his nose was almost pressed
against the cuirass as he cleaned the articulated steel lames
forming the pauldron that served to protect the shoulder and upper
arm of the wearer. By his unorthodox method of dusting, he was
probably as aged as the antiquities he was cleaning; too deaf and
daft to even take notice of her as he continued with his task,
missing the layer of dust gathering on the top of the helmet.

She had no doubt this old gaffer remained in
service because he was now nothing more than a permanent fixture in
this sprawling castle. He was a longtime staff member who had
outlived his service, but the kindness of a generous king, too
softhearted to oust the decrepit man from his position, is what
kept him employed here.

Before she could beat a hasty retreat, the
servant’s nose crinkled as he stared in her general direction. His
already furrowed forehead became deeply creased as he squinted to
see the blur of a figure that wasn’t there when he first entered
the throne room. Staring toward the nondescript shape, he advanced
for a better look, only to become momentarily dumbstruck. By the
full-length, sable cloak adorned with the blur of white trim, he
knew it had to be the Queen of Carcross, for none in this castle,
especially those on the domestic staff wore the robes of royalty as
indicated by the stark, white fur of the ermine.

Before she could flee, the doddering servant
bowed respectfully in greeting, “Welcome home, Your Majesty! Please
forgive this old fool for not acknowledging you accordingly when
you had first entered. I must be going as deaf as I am blind, for I
did not hear your carriage return. There was no fanfare to herald
your arrival. At least, none that I heard.”

She shrank away, backing against the wall as
the servant ambled closer toward her to welcome her back. His bony,
liver-spotted hands extended, offering to remove her cloak. “Let me
take that for you, Your Majesty. I shall hang it back in the
wardrobe where it belongs.”

Realizing the servant was either absolutely
daft or was as visually impaired as he claimed to be, unable to
discern her features veiled by the shadow of the great hood, she
smacked his hands away as he reached for her cloak. “I am quite
fine, I tell you! I was just heading out for a ride and some fresh
air.”

“But you have only just returned.” The
servant rubbed his smarting hand. “How about a nice, hot cup of tea
and fresh biscuits instead, then? It is about that time of day,
after all.”

“Did I say I was in need of food or drink?”
Her back stiffened with indignation as she chided him.

“My deepest apologies, Your Majesty.” He was
contrite as he bowed his balding head in obedience. “I just thought
that after your long ride from Wyndwood, you would be in need of
rest and refreshment, that is all.”

“Well then, stop thinking, for you thought
wrong. And riding in a carriage is not the same as
riding on a horse. I wish to go riding, now!” She
smacked the crown of his stooped head with the leather gloves she
had fished out of her bag as she shooed him off. “Fetch my horse.
Do so immediately!”

“Right away, Your Majesty!”

Instead of rushing off to ready her horse,
the old geezer thrust his grimy index finger and thumb into his
gummy mouth. Spewing spittle as he blew, he whistled a single loud,
sharp note. She jumped again as a page came running from out of
nowhere, darting into the throne room to answer his call.

“Yes, Gilroy, sir?” The boy stood before the
old man, snapping to attention as he waited for instructions.

“You knave of a dolt, bow before your
queen!” Gilroy’s gnarled hand seized the boy by his mop of hair,
forcing the lad’s head down in submission and respect before
royalty.

“Please accept my most humble apologies,
Your Majesty!” gulped the boy. He winced in pain as the old man
thrust his head down further when he tried to peer up at her. “I
did not know.”

“Well, you do now,” snorted the servant.
“Queen Anne has returned from her duties as the royal consort. She
wishes to go riding.”

“On a horse?” questioned the page,
scratching his head in bewilderment.

His young face, burning red with
embarrassment for not recognizing the Queen of Carcross in the
first place, remained fixed. His eyes stared down toward the floor.
And as much as he desired to look upon her, he dared not steal a
glimpse in case it incurred further wrath from the curmudgeonly old
man in her service. Instead, he stared nervously at his clasped
hands, as they grew white with anxiety as he wrung them in woe.

“You ninny! Of course, a horse! What did you
think? A pig?” grumbled Gilroy. “Go ready Queen Anne’s mare.”

“What mare? Where?” asked the boy, his feet
shuffling about nervously as he listened to this order. “Is there a
special place for the royal horses?”

“It is called a stable! Even a dolt of a
fool knows the horses are housed in the barn, around back. Now, get
to it, the stable boy knows what to do. Make haste! Have him ready
the mare and deliver her mount to the courtyard.”

“Courtyard?”

“Out front, you imbecile!” snapped Gilroy,
waving the lad off with one hand as the other pointed to the open
doors of the grand entranceway to the main floor of the castle
keep.

“Make haste!” ordered the woman.

Without thought or uttering another
question, the boy immediately obeyed her command. He backed away,
bowing respectfully as he retreated. Just as he turned away, he
yelped in surprise as Gilroy’s boot came up to expedite
matters.

Poor vision and bad timing conspired against
the old man. His motivating kick was delivered with grave
intention, but came nowhere near to connecting with the page’s
backside.

“My apologies, Your Majesty,” sighed Gilroy,
heaving a disgruntled snort of disgust that was directed at the
departing boy. “Good help is hard to find these days. The young
rapscallion was brought into service but only a day or so ago.”

“That is why he did not recognize me?”

“Aye, it would seem so, Your Majesty. The
lad seems bright enough, but he is struggling to learn his duties
and to make his way around the castle and its grounds, being that
it is so large.”

“And that was why I was not acquainted with
the lad either.”

“Yes, and if the rascal was not the son of
Tomas Manthorpe, he’d not be in that man’s service, nor would he be
bumbling about this castle were it not for his father’s station in
life.”

“Tomas Manthorpe?”

“My dear Queen, look at you pretending to be
as forgetful as your humble servant, just so I don’t feel quite so
inadequate!”

She offered him a forced smile she doubted
he could even see in the shadow of her hooded head.

“But as I was saying, Captain Manthorpe is
fully capable of leading King Markus’ army into battle with ease,
but the captain’s young son has a long ways to go if he wishes to
follow in his father’s footsteps.”

“So you say.”

“Truth be told, there are times I believe a
swift kick to his backside would prompt the lad to better learn his
duties and place in the castle.”

“My, my! You certainly have a way with the
staff.”

“What say you, Your Majesty?” asked the
servant, cupping a hand to his ear as he tilted his head in her
direction.

“I said, you certainly have a way with the
staff.” She spoke a little louder this time.

“A firm hand is necessary from time to time,
especially with these young whelps still learning their stations.
It keeps them on their toes and helps to keep things running
smoothly in the castle.”

“You have done an exceptional job,
Gilroy.”

“I’d like to think so, Your Majesty!” The
old man bowed deeply upon being the recipient of this praise. “Now,
while you are off for a ride, perhaps King Markus and the young
Prince will like me to ready a tea service for them? His Royal
Highness does enjoy his spot of tea during this time of the
morning.”

“That will not be necessary. They did not
return with me.”

The servant scratched his head in thought as
he asked, “When will our King and his son be returning, if I may
ask?”

“A week after the Harvest Moon Festival, as
planned. I fulfilled my duties as the consort to King Markus and I
felt it was the proper thing to do, to allow him to catch up with
his dear friend, Prince Arerys. Besides, I am not keen on that
enchanted forest. The energies that flow through there leave
me with an unsettling feeling.”

“Oh, yes!” nodded Gilroy. “It has been years
since I last accompanied King Markus to Wyndwood, but even then,
for the average man, and I am as average as they come, it does take
some getting used to.”

She turned away as the old man squinted
again as he stared at her, his feeble eyes scrutinizing her face.
Like a mole emerging from its subterranean tunnel to peer above the
dark earth to see in the brilliant light of day, he struggled to
focus on her features.

“Are you having problems with your eyes,
Gilroy?”

“No more so than usual, Your Majesty. Tis
nothing more than the bane of the aged. I fear that with the change
of the season, my sight shall be reduced to nothing more than light
and shadow when the dark days of winter settles over the
lands.”

“Yes, it sucks to grow old.” The woman
muttered, nodding in agreement. She patted with the back of her
hand the skin under her chin, making sure it remained taut than
wobbling about like the fleshy wattle on a rooster.

“Say again, Your Majesty? I do believe my
ears fail me again, serving me no better than my sight these
days.”

“I said, such a pain to grow old, but
enough of this idle chatter. How long must I wait for my horse to
be delivered?”

“If that young page is worth his weight in
salt, he’ll sprint all the way to the barn. If he has no problem
finding the stable boy, and that lad has no issues with corralling
your steed, your mare should be ready in the time it would take you
to finish a cup of tea. So, shall I ease your wait with a fresh
cup, Your Majesty?”

“Do not bother.”

“It is no bother at all. I am here to serve
you.”

“Then serve me well by urging the stable boy
to hurry. I do not like to be kept waiting.”

“Yes, my Queen… Hark! I do believe you are
in luck!” Gilroy cocked his head, a hand cupping one ear as the
rushed footfalls scampering toward the throne room amplified and
echoed from the cavernous grand hall.

“Your horse is ready, Your Majesty!” The boy
burst into the room, his chest heaving as he bowed respectfully
before announcing, “Being delivered to the courtyard just as you
had requested.”

“Do me the honor, Gilroy. Take my hand,
escort me to my mount.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. It would be my
honor and pleasure to do so.” He bowed in respect.

Though it was against protocol for the staff
or commoners to touch royalty is such a casual manner, the old man
eagerly extended his arm with this invitation. She graciously
accepted, slipping a gloved hand around the crook of his elbow. He
limped along, leading the way to the double doors of the castle
keep.

With a brisk wave of his hand, Gilroy shooed
the boy away. “Get back to work, laddie! There is still much to be
done.”

The young page bowed once more before the
old man and royalty. Backing away from the door, he allowed them to
pass. Stealing a quick glimpse, he wanted nothing more than to
recognize her face should he meet her again, thereby avoiding
another embarrassing encounter in the future. With this one
fleeting glance, even shadowed by the cloak’s hood, he was taken by
her beauty. And if it was indeed a scowl of disapproval she flashed
at him in doing so, her face was strangely expressionless while
only her eyes narrowed, stabbing at his conscience for daring to
look upon her.

With calculated steps, she calmly strolled
through the main hall toward the double doors. Her pace forced the
doddering old man to step lively in order to keep up with her
gait.

As they neared the entrance, she glanced
down the stairs of the keep upon hearing the nickering whinny of a
horse. To her relief, the stable boy waited with the saddled mare,
standing patiently next to a small, portable wooden block that
formed three steps up so the rider can easily slip her riding boots
into the stirrup to raise herself onto the saddle.

Her heart raced. Freedom was now within
reach. All she had to do was make it down these stairs, pass by the
soldiers guarding the way, mount that horse and ride on through
those open gates.

Securing the hood of her cloak so a sudden
breeze did not blow it off her head to reveal her true identity,
she confidently stepped past the two guards posted to the keep.

Her heart raced as the two young men snapped
to attention. The end of their pikes struck the stone as they
acknowledged her presence, even though their gaze remained fixed,
staring straight ahead.

“Do you intend to head to the village, Your
Majesty? Or perhaps you plan to take a leisurely ride to the
Emerald Forest? If so, I should accompany you, or at the very
least, send one of our capable knights, perhaps Captain Manthorpe,
to keep you safe during your outing.”

“I am more than capable of keeping myself
safe, Gilroy.”

“But this is highly irregular.”

“True, but I am in dire need of some time to
myself,” she whispered in an impatient tone. “I need to think and
there is no better place to do so than by the shores of the great
lake in the Emerald Forest. I wish for nothing more than time for
quiet reflection – some peace and solitude.”

“As you wish.” The old man nodded in
understanding as he led the woman down the stairs to her awaiting
steed.

The page watched in amazement. So much for
the stories he heard of her great kindness and compassion. He spied
on their interaction, seeing Queen Anne slap Gilroy’s hand in
annoyance, knocking it away as he attempted to help her onto the
mare so she may ride side-saddle, as gentlewomen of proper breeding
do.

Instead, with her left foot in the stirrup,
the woman threw her right leg over the horse’s rump, struggling to
place her foot in the stirrup that dangled loosely.

“Hmph!” grunted Gilroy. He glared at the
stable boy before smacking him on his head as he reached over to
shorten the stirrup. “Looks like you set it incorrectly for our
queen, you dolt.”

“But I set it as per usual,” explained the
stable boy, holding the mare’s reins steady as her rider settled
onto the saddle. “On the third notch, as always!”

“Balderdash!” admonished Gilroy, with an
angry sneer.

The young page, spying from behind one of
the doors of the castle, slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle
his chuckle, happy to see he was not the only one to be the
recipient of such gruff treatment from the old man. Watching with
keen interest, he was amused to see Queen Anne treat Gilroy with as
much respect, abruptly kicking his hands away from the stirrups so
she was free to ride off.

“Young sir, should you not be busy at work?
What is so interesting that you lollygag in the keep?”

The page jumped with a start. He spun about
to face a knight, and this was no ordinary knight; it was Sir Tomas
Manthorpe, captain of the King’s army of Carcross and his
blood-kin.

“Father!” The boy bowed low in respect to
the man. “Indeed, I was hard at work, sir. Just delivering word of
our Queen’s horse.”

Tomas scratched his beard in pensive thought
as he stared down at the nervous lad.

“What of Queen Anne’s mare? That horse
should be out to pasture along with Arrow, King Markus’ stallion,
while the royal family is far from home, attending to matters in
Wyndwood.”

“Her Majesty had asked that I get the stable
boy to ready her horse so she could go for a ride.”

“Say again!” Tomas frowned in confusion. His
large, calloused hands seized his son by the shoulders, searching
the lad’s eyes for the truth. “Are you mad, Evan? Queen Anne is not
present. She is not due back with King Markus and the Prince for
another week.”

“Not so, Father. There she goes now!” He
pointed to the horse and rider as the cloaked and hooded woman used
her heels on the mount’s flanks to urge the mare on across the
courtyard to the gateway.

“This is madness! I swear King Markus stated
they’d not be returning until after the festival; a week after, to
be exact. He would have sent word if he planned to return now;
deviating from his original plans.”

“So we thought, but she returned early. She
came on her own.”

Tomas’ eyes opened wide in astonishment.
“Unannounced and unescorted, you say? I think not, my son!”

“No disrespect, Father, but you cannot tell
me old Gilroy is so daft and so blind he cannot tell the difference
between Queen Anne and a scullery maid, if the two were standing
before him.”

“Good God, Evan! That is exactly what I am
saying!”

His son frowned in confusion.

“With eyes as bad as his, Gilroy might as
well be blind! And the old codger is a wee bit deaf and
daft, at least this early in the morn!” insisted Tomas. “That is
not Queen Anne, it can’t be!”

“Well, so he said!” The boy’s thumb jabbed
over his shoulder to the old servant as Gilroy waved farewell to
the female figure, as horse and rider neared the open gateway.

“Drop the portcullis!” hollered
Tomas. “Stop her!”

Pushing his son aside, Captain Manthorpe
raced down the stairs of the keep, bounding down three steps at a
time. He almost bowled Gilroy over in his mad dash. Frantically
waving at the guards manning the gate, he shouted, “Drop it! Drop
the portcullis, NOW!”

Before the grated iron-gate could be
lowered, the woman sank her heels into the mare’s flanks. As one of
the guards yanked on the lever to release the ratchet, the gear
feeding the chain rattled loudly in response. The horse bolted in
fright, strands of hair from its tail snagging and tearing on the
teeth of the portcullis as it slammed down to bite the earth,
narrowly missing the mare’s rump as she galloped through.

The helmeted guards, their backs to the
courtyard turned with a start. The horse and rider pushed by them
just as they crossed their pikes to block the way. Wheeling her
steed about, with the reins in one hand, she raised the other to
her mouth. Her teeth clamped down onto a wire, yanking it free.

“Here! A gift for all your troubles.”

With these words, she tossed it. Bouncing
once as it hit the ground, the object landed, rolling to a stop at
the guards’ feet. The taller man picked up the green, fist-sized
cylinder in his hand, shaking it next to his ear to hear if coins
or something of value rattled inside.

“Stop her!” shouted Tomas. “Stop that –
”

The words were ripped from his mouth as an
invisible force knocked him off his feet, slamming his body
unmercifully to the ground. It knocked the wind from his lungs,
rattling him to his very bones. The shockwave from this loud
BOOM sounded in his ears, causing his eardrums to ring with
the percussion. As the guards posted to the keep dashed by the old
servant that had dropped to the ground, cowering in fear, they ran
to their captain’s side, hoisting him onto his feet.

Tomas stared in beleaguered shock through
the haze of settling dust that radiated, and now swirled from the
center of the explosion. As the ringing in his ears subsided, the
distant moans became screams of pain as the four soldiers that fell
from the rampart of the overhead battlement writhed in agony, bones
undoubtedly shattered from the fall.

“Captain Manthorpe, how do you fare?” asked
one guard, as he steadied the man on his quaking legs.

“What happened?” asked the second guard,
pike gripped in his hands as he advanced before Tomas to
investigate the carnage.

“That is what I’d like to know,” responded
Tomas, shaking the fog from his head.

Staggering toward the entrance, the captain
surveyed the devastation as knights and soldiers abandoned their
posts to gather in the courtyard, drawn by the great noise and
ensuing calamity. At first glance, it was as though the battlement
at the main gate had been demolished by the strike of a massive
boulder launched by a machine of war worked with levers and ropes,
but this was different. With a boulder that’s been catapulted with
force, the actual impact would generate the explosive sound, but
there was no boulder in sight, not that Tomas could see.

In this case, from what the captain recalled
as he raced forward was that the bone rattling ‘boom’ came
first. It was immediately followed by the cataclysmic annihilation
of the gateway, as though the noise itself was the cause of all
this destruction.

The two guards manning the portcullis had
been sent flying. The earth-rattling percussion knocked them clear
off their feet while fragments of metal pierced through their suits
of armor and chunks of flying granite torn from the battlement
slammed into their bodies. One guard was killed instantly, but the
other, partially shielded by the wall of stone, clung to life,
moaning in pain as his senses reeled from the trauma.

The powerful blast had mangled the iron bars
of the portcullis, tearing the heavy wooden gates off their hinges.
Stonework and mortar rained down from the crumbling battlement
overhead to further clog the gateway so none could enter or leave.
Staring through the twisted metal, the young guard that had
wandered forth to investigate the level of carnage suddenly dropped
to his knees, heaving.

The two men standing outside the gate
nearest to the explosion were no more, their bodies, though
protected by a vest of mail worn beneath a shell of armor were
ripped apart by the force.

“Dead! They’re both dead!” cried the guard.
Using the back of his hand, he wiped his mouth as he stared at the
warped and bloodied cuirass of the steel armor. The portion
protecting the back remained relatively unscathed, but the
breastplate received the brunt of the impact. It collapsed inward,
crushing the men’s ribcage with the force. The exposed flesh on the
guards’ faces, the areas that were unprotected by the steel helmets
were ravaged beyond recognition by flying debris. Their upper arms,
not shielded by the steel and leather vambrace that served to
protect each forearm between the wrist and the elbow fared no
better while the knees and thighs not covered by the steel greaves
or the articulated skirting that hung from the cuirass appeared to
receive the worst of the damage.

“Litters! We need litters to carry the
wounded to the infirmary,” shouted Tomas, motioning the gathering
soldiers and knights to get to work. Dashing up the stairs onto the
rampart, from the high battlement walls he watched as the woman
galloped off on her horse, charging north on the roadway.

“Ethan!” The captain waved his first officer
over upon spying him racing down the stairs of the castle keep.
“Gather the men! Mount your horses. Take to the east gate. Capture
that woman!”

“Yes, sir! Immediately!” In acknowledgement,
Ethan Bridger hastily saluted Tomas, and then motioned for a dozen
knights to join him in the hunt.

“What madness is this, Captain Manthorpe?”
questioned Gilroy. His hand leaned heavily on the young page’s
shoulder as Evan tried to steady the old man.

“Gilroy, you fool! What have you done?”
groaned Tomas, as he limped back down to the courtyard to join the
servant and his son.

“I did nothing, I will have you know!”

“It is true, Father!” added Evan.

“Hush, son! Let Gilroy explain.”

“Her Majesty demanded time alone, for quiet
reflection and solitude! Who was I to stop her?”

“That was not Queen Anne, you fool! If that
woman told you she was the queen, then she lied to you.”

“She did not tell me so… I just assumed. Nor
did she dispute it when I addressed her as such.” Gilroy rubbed his
eyes as a reminder that they were not as good as they once
were.

“She took advantage of your impaired vision
and poor judgement, no doubt! Or perhaps she was a witch, employing
dark magic to trick you?”

The old man’s jaw fell slack as he dropped
to his knees in profound shock before Tomas.

“But – but… she knew me by name! I swear, it
was Queen Anne!” stammered Gilroy. “Who else could it have
been?”

“If it was indeed Queen Anne, would she
wantonly kill like this?” grunted Tomas, shaking his head in
frustration. “Would she wreak such destruction on us? I think not!
That woman was an imposter!”



CHAPTER 2

CHAOS

 


“A thousand ways to die, but I will tell you
now, Carys, a tragic fall is hardly the noble way to go, especially
for the likes of you! You will break every bone in your body, or
you will simply land on your head. Either way, it will be your
end.”

“I hardly think so.” The slender girl
straddled the bough. She appeared to be at home in this tree as a
wren comfortably perched on a branch, like she belonged there.
Staring up at the canopy of the forest as the sun’s dazzling light
danced through the lacy, green foliage, her eyes searched for a
sturdy bough to deliver her even higher.

“If the fall does not kill you, then the
humiliation in doing so surely will. You will be mortally
embarrassed in every sense of the word. Now, get down here
before you have an accident!”

“Not likely to happen, Mark,” giggled Carys.
With ease, she dropped to a lower branch, dangling before her
friend as his heart jumped to the back of his throat with her act
of derring-do. Pulling back her dark tresses, she proudly showed
off the point tipping each of her ears. “Remember, I am more Elf
than mortal. I am gifted with the natural grace that is bestowed
upon my father’s people.”

“Then stop being a show-off,” demanded Mark,
his hand shielding his eyes from the brilliant glare of the dappled
sunlight. “It is unbecoming, especially to the Elfkind and even
more so to me, as I am the one that must bear witness to your
shenanigans.”

“A show-off?” Carys’ sapphire eyes sparkled
with mischief as she stared down at her friend. “It was not long
ago when you thought nothing of climbing up into trees; hiding up
here with me as we dropped acorns on passers-by as they strolled
beneath us. We used to have so much fun!”

“I was a child back then.” The young man
proudly thrust out his chest, pulling back his shoulders as he
straightened up to his full height.

“So now you are just boring?” teased Carys.
With a smile, she chided her companion as he paced beneath this
tree.

“I am growing up… acting my age and taking
on more adult responsibilities.”

“Just because you are way taller than me
now, that does not mean you are a grown-up.”

“True, but as the Prince of Carcross, there
are certain things required and expected of me, just as the same
holds true for you, little Elf Princess.”

“My mother always tells me never to be in a
hurry to grow up. That is what I am doing: not hurrying.”

“So, climbing trees will somehow delay what
happens naturally?”

“Having fun, like children are supposed to,
delays the whole messy business of growing up,” explained Carys.
She swung without a care in the world from the branch that barely
swayed beneath her weight.

“Well, like it or not, it will happen. There
is no stopping it, even for a long-lived Elf,” reminded Mark. He
flexed his index finger, motioning her to climb down.

Instead, Carys reached for a higher branch,
sticking her tongue out at him as she defied her friend.

“That was very mature.” He frowned at her
derisive action.

“It was not! And if you thought it was, then
growing up too quickly has addled your brain,” countered
Carys.

“I was being sarcastic.” His arms crossed
his chest as the toe of his boot tapped impatiently on the
ground.

“Fine! But my tree climbing is quite a
grown-up activity. Contrary to what you believe, it is not child’s
play at all.”

“How so?”

“First, you admit my dear mother is
challenged when it comes to height, yes?”

“No disrespect to your mother, but yes, she
is diminutive in stature. Make no mistake though, she more than
makes up for it in character! But what does this have to do with
acting like a grown-up?”

“I am getting to that,” grunted Carys, as
she perched comfortably on a bough.

“Stop climbing and start explaining,”
demanded Mark, heaving a disgruntled sigh.

“My mother is a great warrior – ”

“Was a great warrior,” interjected
Mark. “She retired her swords, no doubt to devote more time to
grooming you to become a proper, young lady.”

“But you do not deny that she was a
great warrior, respected by her mother’s people and feared by the
enemy on both sides of the Iron Mountains, yes?”

“To this day, the people of the east still
call her the Warrior Maiden of Orien. Her skills in battle are what
legends are made of, but what does this have to do with tree
climbing and acting like a grown-up?”

“I do not want to act like a grown-up
when I am only a child. I would much rather be a grown-up
when I do grow up!”

“Yes, yes! But what is your point?”

“The point being, my mother’s well-earned
reputation began here.” Carys’ little hand patted the branch she
was perched on.

“Say again!”

“You heard me, Mark!”

“This, you must explain to me.”

“My pleasure,” said Carys, her eyes rolling
skyward as though searching her memory for tales of old shared by
her father and by Joval Stonecroft, one of the few Elves her mother
had known from her earliest days when Nayla Treeborn went by her
Taijin name of Takaro Bansho, an abandoned waif raised by the
mortals in the Kagai village of Anshen. “My mother started here,
perched as I am now in a tree, probably not that different from
this one.”

“She started her training as a warrior in
the trees?” Mark scratched his head in thought as he struggled to
comprehend Carys’ strange words.

“No, silly! Now, hush! Stop interrupting
me.”

The young man sighed, throwing his hands up
in surrender with her chiding rebuke.

“I meant to say; during her first time in
battle, she and her Kagai brethren, at least the younger, more
agile ones, hid in the trees to ambush the enemy. The Imperial
Soldiers were accustomed to doing battle at ground level; hence,
they never looked up. From their treetop hiding places, my mother
and her brother warriors surprised their adversaries, raining down
a hail of arrows to dispatch them, thinning their numbers first,
before engaging in hand-to-hand combat against the enemy.”

“My father once told me your mother was a
clever strategist when it came to warfare,” said Mark. “I think I
understand.”

“Good! Now get up here. If you want to be as
great a warrior as my mother was, this is the place to begin.”

“I think not, Carys. I am neither Kagai nor
Elf. I am much safer here, with both feet firmly planted on the
ground.”

“Not so! Especially if I should ambush you,
dropping from the trees to take you by surprise.”

“I hardly think so! Besides, the bigger I
become, the harder I shall fall, if I should lose my footing.”

“But you can work on your balance and
coordination, perched up here as so,” insisted the girl, patting
the tree trunk to invite her mortal friend to climb up.

“Like your mother, you can be very
persuasive.”

Carys smiled down at him as she giggled, “So
my father says! Now, join me. Start climbing.”

“Your charm and skills of persuasion will
serve you well when you are old enough to ensnare the heart of an
unsuspecting young man,” teased Mark. “But it will not work on
me.”

“So you say.” She gave him a wink of her
eye. “But tell me this, what kind of grown-up responsibilities were
you speaking of?”

“The kind a young man of my status, a prince
to be exact, that my father sees fit for me to undertake.”

“Like?” she probed.

“Like attending various meetings to learn
skills of diplomacy; learning royal protocol so I do not seem inept
before my father’s peers, and so on and so forth.”

“Boring!” Carys’ eyes rolled as she
mocked her friend. “Besides, diplomacy and protocol has much to do
with common sense. For a boy, in my humble opinion, you have
more common sense and scruples than many mortal men that are
supposed to behave like adults because they are, supposedly, all
grown up.”

“It is more than that! I want to make my
father proud, and Queen Anne, too. I want to fit in so one day,
when I rule in his stead, I will be a kind and just king as my
father is now.”

“For one so smart, you are quite stupid,”
teased Carys, as she began her descent. “Of course your father is
proud of you. Uncle Markus loves you and thinks the world of you.
If you cannot see it, then you are a dolt.”

“Hey! I am a prince. You cannot speak to me
like that!”

“I am a princess and your best friend, to
boot! So boo-hoo on you! I can do what I want. If I cannot
speak the truth, especially to you, then strike me dumb where I
sit. There will be no reason to speak anymore.”

“Yes, and the world would be much too quiet
a place, if that should ever happen.” Mark smiled up at the little
Elf maiden.

“But really, why do all this? Especially as
mankind ages so swiftly compared to we Elves. You will be an old
man before you know it.”

“Thank you for your honesty. Not only are
you truthful to a fault, Carys, but I must say, you certainly have
a way with the spoken words.”

“I can write these words of honesty instead,
if it helps you to remember.”

“You are doing quite fine chewing my ears
off,” teased Mark.

“Thank you, but enough with the compliments.
This is about you, my friend.”

Mark shook his head, trying to conceal his
smile as he laughed inwardly at her candid, well-intentioned
words.

“You know plenty about diplomacy, protocol
and whatnot, but we are still children,” snorted Carys, showering
Mark with a handful of leaves. “You should be having fun.”

“Children? We are practically the
same age! You are only a year or so younger than I am.”

“I am! But remember, I mark my years by the
Elven calendar, not by the passing of seasons that come and go so
rapidly for mortal men in this realm.”

“Do not remind me,” groaned Mark. Staring up
at Carys, she had remained almost unchanged since fate first
brought them together almost six years earlier.

“But you do need reminding! Being so
long-lived, much longer-lived than a mortal, I will indeed look to
be nothing more than a child for a good many years to come, but
with my precocious nature, I am much smarter… wiser than the
average human being.”

Mark smiled at her candid words. “Yes! That,
you are, Carys.”

“And though the human blood that flows
through my veins allows me to mature and grow faster than the
average Elf of my age, I know I am really nothing more than a child
in the big scheme of things.”

“I believe the word is pretentious,
not precocious,” teased Mark. His hands rested on his hips
as a smug smile creased his handsome, young face.

“Say what you will, but when all is said and
done, I am still a child; one that is smart and
wise-beyond-her-years, but a child nonetheless. In fact, I dare
say, I embrace the child that I am!”

When she received no response or cynical
retort, Carys glanced down. She stared in stunned disbelief, for it
was apparent her friend seemed to forget they were engaged in a
serious conversation. She watched, wide-eyed and gob-smacked, as
Mark smiled politely, bowing in respect as several lovely Elf
maidens strolled by.

It was not so much that he felt the need to
acknowledge their presence for it was, at the very least, the
gentlemanly thing to do, and his father taught him well in this
respect, but it was what followed next that confounded Carys to no
end.

She stared down at her friend, scrutinizing
his every move just as intently as he studied these young beauties
in his presence.

Observing his body language, it was easy to
see he was ill at ease with this casual meeting. Mark nervously
fidgeted, even as he straightened his back to display his full
height as though it would somehow impress the young ladies. He was
grateful he managed to catch these maidens’ eyes, but anxious as to
how he was to engage them. Even his timid smile quivered uneasily
on his lips as he watched the Elf maidens smile shyly at him,
curtsying in response before continuing on.

Carys could have sworn Mark’s feet hovered
above the ground, his chest heaving when he unleashed a dreamy sigh
as he gazed with adoring eyes upon them. The young ladies appeared
to be in their mid-teens had they been of mortal blood, but their
loveliness forced the young man to forget that even the youngest in
the trio had so far outlived him by at least two hundred years. His
eyes remained fixed on these ethereal beauties as they strolled on
by. Their dainty steps were so light they seemed to float over the
moss carpeting the forest floor.

As charismatic and dashing as his father was
in his youth, these fine qualities did nothing to mask Mark’s
giddiness when it came to an encounter with these delightful
beings.

The Elf maidens giggled at Mark’s obvious
discomfiture, knowing this mortal was so taken in by their
magnificence, that he paid no heed to the fact they were the ones
bound by protocol to bow in salutation to this Prince of Carcross,
not the other way around.

Mark sighed again, his mind drifting off as
he watched these divine creatures glide away while stealing furtive
glances at him. The enchanting sounds of their laughter, like the
tinkling of silver bells, faded into the great forest.

“Wait, my ladies!” called Mark, as he
proceeded to follow them. “Can one of you show me the way to the
Lake in the Woods? The trails are many and I fear I shall get
lost.”

Carys’ mouth fell agape, unable to believe
her eyes and ears upon seeing and hearing this mortal, so taken by
Elves, particularly ones of the female persuasion. It made no sense
to her, for it was not as though Mark had never seen these girls
before, during his prior visitations to her forest.

“Why do you not just paint a portrait?”
grunted Carys, appalled at how this mortal longingly stared at the
Elf maidens. “It will last much longer!”

Her derisive comment fell on deaf ears.

She cleared her throat, trying to gain
Mark’s attention so she could remind her friend that though these
‘young’ ladies appeared to be of his age, they were well beyond his
years. He was fated to become nothing more than a shadow of a
memory when the youngest was of an appropriate age to even consider
betrothal.

“Hey! What about me?” shouted Carys.

Her face burned; embarrassed and incensed
that he would abandon her company for theirs. In the most
unladylike manner, she scrambled down in a bid to stop the insolent
boy before he could be lured away by the comely, young maidens.
“Come back, Mark! We were in the midst of a very important
conversation.”

Carys suddenly shrieked in fright. She
struggled to hold onto the swaying branch as the great tree rocked
to and fro, the earth rumbling and rolling beneath her.

Mark ran toward this tree, as he called out:
“Hold on, Carys!”

He fell to his knees as the ground under his
feet heaved and twisted. In the distance, screams echoed from
Aspenglow where the treetop abodes swayed with the mighty
earthquake.

As the tree shimmied, its uppermost branches
rattling violently, Carys lost her grip, falling. Bouncing off the
bough below, she screamed in fright as her small hands frantically
snatched at leaves and limbs, desperately trying to snag something,
anything, to stop this plunge to earth. Her breath snagged in the
back of her throat as she latched onto a handful of scrawny
branches.

“Carys!” cried Mark. “Do not let go!”

He jumped to his feet, stumbling in his mad
dash to the tree as torn leaves and broken twigs rained down from
above.

Another great tremor rocked the earth,
stealing away the boy’s balance once more.

As Mark toppled to the ground, he gasped in
horror as the flimsy branches Carys clung to finally snapped. His
ears filled with the sounds of her screams as she plummeted down
between the boughs. Unable to watch anymore, his eyes squeezed shut
as his heart jumped to the back of his throat.

Carys, too, instinctively closed her eyes.
Her body rushed toward the earth. As tragic as this end promised to
be, in her mind, the irony of Mark’s order to climb down and his
warning of her possible demise, flashed through her frightened
mind. She yelped in surprise; the wind knocked from her lungs from
the impact. Opening her eyes, she had landed safely in Joval
Stonecroft’s great arms.

“You are safe now, Princess,” promised
Joval. He could feel and hear her little heart hammering in her
chest as he cradled her in his arms.

“Impeccable timing, Captain Stonecroft,”
praised Carys. She unleashed a great sigh of relief as she hugged
the Elf; ever grateful he had circumvented disaster. “Thank you!
But how did you know?”

“Like your mother, you also have a knack for
finding trouble, Princess Carys,” teased her rescuer, as he gently
set her on the ground. “And just like with your mother, I can
always sense when you are in a dire situation.”

“Whatever the case, I am grateful you were
here at the most opportune moment, Captain Stonecroft.” Mark sighed
in relief. “I would not be able to live with myself if something
had happened to Carys while she was in my company.”

“Are you saying you would have been fine, if
I had taken a tumble while you were not here in my
presence?” questioned the little Elf, her hands on her hips as she
scowled at the boy.

“That is not what I meant, Carys!” Mark
frowned in confusion, wincing beneath her scathing tone.

“If it was not for the earthquake, you would
not have even noticed! You were too busy gawking at those
girls.”

“I was not!” snapped Mark.

“Were, too!” Carys stamped her feet to
punctuate her frustration. Spinning on her heels, she dashed off so
he would not see the hot tears trickling from her eyes.

“Odd…” noted Joval, watching with interest
as the little Elf abandoned them in an obvious huff.

“That, she is!” Mark nodded in
agreement.

“No, I meant to say, Princess Carys falls
from this towering tree and thankfully, she was not hurt, but at
the height of a great earthquake, all she could do was to voice her
annoyance at you. That was what I found to be odd.”

“All I know is that Carys becomes harder to
understand with each passing year.” The boy shrugged in
bewilderment, staring at the swaying branches left in the little
Elf’s wake as she stormed off. “I just shake my head when it comes
to trying to understand her.”

“I have lived for over seven hundred years
and women, no matter how young or old, mortal or Elf, can still
pose a great mystery to me,” admitted Joval. He flashed the boy an
empathetic smile as he watched the mortal brush the dirt and dust
from his hands and raiment. “So, how do you fare, my lord?”

“That title should be reserved for my father
and men of greater age and status. Please, just call me Mark.”

“As you wish, young sir.” Joval acknowledged
with a polite bow of his head. “But I ask again, how do you fare?
You were not harmed during that quake, were you?”

“Unlike Carys, I was not clambering about up
there.” He pointed to the boughs high overhead. “I was relatively
safe here on the ground when the earth began to shudder as it
did.”

“So other than that horrific scare, you are
both safe?”

“Yes, Captain Stonecroft,” assured Mark, as
he nodded in confirmation. “Other than Carys’ bruised pride for
falling from this tree, and mine, for failing to come to her aid
when it was most needed, we are both fine in the physical
sense.”

“Very good then! Bruised egos aside, both
your parents will be pleased to know you are safe after that
bone-rattler of a scare. Now, I am off to Aspenglow to see what
damage has come of this earthquake. You best accompany me, Mark,
before your father and stepmother begin to worry.”

“I suppose you are right, Captain
Stonecroft.” The boy followed at a steady trot to keep pace with
the Elf’s great strides. “But what about your wife and son?”

“They are in Elmgrove as we speak. Both are
safe, for the sturdy homes in our southerly community are built on
the ground rather than high in the trees. There is no need for
concern.”

 


*****

 


Carys wiped away the tears of dejection from
her rubicund cheeks as she stared up in utter disbelief. The true
impact of the tremors finally left an indelible mark in her mind
and heart as she took in the devastation. There had been
earthquakes before, but the frequency and intensity seemed to be
worsening since the strange disappearance of Lindras Weatherstone,
the Wizard of the West, whose element was that of earth. None had
been quite as devastating as this one.

High above, damaged walkways ripped from
their anchors dangled precariously. Many that did not collapse now
leaned dangerously with the weight of trees that had been uprooted,
tipping over with the tremors.

Though Joval’s light steps were nearly
impossible to hear, Carys could easily detect Mark’s heavier
footfalls trotting up behind the great Elf as Joval rushed toward
the center of this largely arboreal community. She hastily wiped
her eyes dry, embarrassed by the tears shed over a silly boy.

“Carys! Thank the Maker of All!” This
familiar voice called down to her. “You’re safe!”

She glanced up to see her mother and father
standing on the balcony of their royal residence. The pair darted
inside, racing down the spiraling stairway hidden inside the
massive tree. As Carys approached the base, the entrance, normally
concealed by Elven magic, swung wide open. She spied her parents,
backlit by the storm of agitated fireflies settling back to their
places along the inside wall.

Nayla and Arerys rushed forward to greet
their daughter. He scooped her up in his arms as Nayla enveloped
both in a grateful hug; relieved her family was united once more
and Carys was safe after the frightening quake.

“You found her, Joval! Thank you,” said
Nayla, nodding in gratitude to the Elf.

“Yes, I found them both.” Joval smiled at
Carys, and then glanced over his shoulder at the young mortal
plodding up the trail, picking up his pace to catch up to him.

Carys squirmed in Arerys’ arms, whispering
in his ear, “I am not a little girl, Papa. I am much too big to be
carried like this. Now quickly! Put me down.”

Arerys smiled warmly as he whispered back,
“You will always be my little girl, Carys. You know that.”

Before Mark could join them in the central
courtyard, Carys clasped her mother’s hand, leading her away from
the boy as Markus dashed over to greet his son, leaving his wife in
the gazebo with her lady-in-waiting.

“What is wrong, Carys?” whispered Nayla, as
her daughter pulled her along with great earnestness toward the
tree, so they may enter the magical opening and disappear
inside.

“Nothing is wrong, Momma. Just come.” Carys
was insistent as she tugged at Nayla’s hand, the look of urgency
growing proportionally as the boy neared. She seemed to relax only
when Mark was stopped by his father as Markus embraced him in a
great hug, pleased he was not harmed.

Arerys watched his wife and daughter enter
the tree, a golden seam of light outlining this opening, only to
vanish as the doorway and tree became one once more. He turned,
facing Markus and his son as they joined him and Joval to survey
the damage.

“That was most unsettling,” declared Markus.
“Undoubtedly, the worse we have experienced to date.”

“Unsettling, indeed!” Arerys nodded in
agreement. “Never have our homes been damaged to this extent, nor
our trees uprooted in this manner.”

“The damage would have been far greater had
the roots of these trees not grow as deep or spread out as wide as
they do.”

“Yes, it could have been so much worse.”
Markus grabbed his son’s shoulder, steadying the boy as a small
aftershock rippled through the earth beneath their feet.

“No casualties as of yet has been reported
in our forest, but I sense those closest to the center of that
quake were not so lucky,” determined Joval.

“I suppose the Harvest Moon Festival will be
called off now?” assumed Markus. His hand patted his son’s shoulder
in consolation, hoping that Mark would understand and not be
disappointed by this sudden turn of events.

“That will be for my brother to decide,”
answered Arerys. “In light of this disaster, I sense Artel will
order that the festivities carry on as planned, as we have much to
be grateful for.”

“I will gather as many of our people as
possible to secure the damaged walkways and remove the trees that
pose an immediate danger,” offered Joval.

“Good plan, my friend.” Arerys nodded in
approval. “Whether the party goes on, or not, these dangers must be
tended to either way.”

“Can I help, Father?” asked Mark, pointing
at Joval as the Elf headed off to begin the work. “I promise I will
not get in the way.”

Markus nodded, “As long as you follow
Captain Stonecroft’s orders and take his instructions well, I see
no harm in that.”

“Of course!”

“Then, by all means, go to it, Mark.”

The boy smiled, waving in understanding as
he ran to catch up to Joval. Now was his chance to impress the
young ladies of Elfdom: an opportunity to flex his muscles lifting
debris and showing off his skills with carpentry tools to prove he
was much more than a prince living the charmed life of a royal.

“And stay safe, Mark!” added Arerys, waving
back at his godson. “Do not take unnecessary risks.”

“Worry not! Captain Stonecroft will assign
tasks he knows I can handle,” Mark shouted over his shoulder as he
caught up to the Elf.

“What can I do to help?” asked Markus, his
eyes surveying the damage all around them.

“Joval will do what needs to be done,
orchestrating the necessary teams to get repairs underway.”

“There must be something?”

“Yes,” answered Arerys, flexing his index
finger to motion his friend to follow. “What you can do is to come
with me to the meeting hall.”

“The meeting hall?” repeated Markus.

“Yes,” answered Arerys. “Artel will call for
us to come together as soon as he returns from his kingly duties to
initiate festivities in Elmgrove.”

“He is on his way back?”

“Joval was leading the royal escort for my
brother, returning from the south. When he sensed something was
very wrong prior to the start of the tremors leading up to this
calamity, Artel urged him to ride on ahead.”

“So your brother is not far behind?” asked
Markus, glancing to the south.

“I anticipate he and the elders will be here
within the next hour at the very latest,” determined Arerys,
glancing over at the sundial in the clearing near the gazebo. This
brass fixture was not damaged, but the stone pedestal it rested on
was now at a slight tilt after the restless earth finally settled
down.

“The sooner, the better, I say.” Markus
nodded in approval.

“Yes, before the day is done, I suspect we
shall receive word from the outlying kingdoms,” anticipated Arerys.
“There may be a call to come to the aid of others more stricken by
this disaster.”

“Speaking of outlying kingdoms, look who
comes our way… Just in time to help restore order to this chaos,”
announced Markus, as he pointed behind the Elf.

Arerys turned to see two horses fitted to a
carriage as they rounded the bend of a trail leading to the central
courtyard. The horses, spooked by the tremors, charged toward
Aspenglow, even as Lando Bayliss struggled to slow the steeds down,
wrestling the reins with his single, good hand. No sooner than the
carriage came to a lurching stop, the retired knight of Cedona’s
entire brood spilled out of the coach. The three youngsters
squealed with delight as they ran to greet Arerys and Markus with
great hugs. Arerys lifted the boy onto his shoulders while Markus
groaned, pretending Lando’s two daughters were getting much too big
to lift in his arms. Together, they went to greet their old friend
while Lando helped a very pregnant Nakoa ease her travel-weary body
from the carriage.

“It has been too long, my friends,” greeted
Arerys. He kissed Nakoa on her cheeks as she smiled warmly.

“Even in my condition, I was not about to
let my husband forego this occasion again.”

“It is good to see you, at long last,” said
Markus. Without thinking, he instinctively extended his right hand
to clasp Lando’s wrist to draw him in for a brotherly hug.

“You bugger!” teased Lando. Raising his arm,
the sleeve of his shirt slid down to reveal the stump of his wrist.
“Did you think I magically grew back my hand in your absence?”

Markus’ face reddened with embarrassment as
he apologized, “Forgive me, Lando. It was like old times… you are
looking fit and in high spirits. I forgot about…”

Markus’ sentence trailed off, unsure of what
he could say or do to make amends for his thoughtless words and
unintentional actions.

Lando sensed his discomfiture. Throwing his
good arm around Markus’ shoulders to embrace him in a great hug, he
chuckled, “I am the one being a bugger! No harm done, my friend. It
is easy to forget. Even for my children, and they see me everyday,
they act as though nothing has changed. They show me no mercy;
continuing to dangle, cling and wrestle with me like it was before
this mishap; like I am the same man I always was.”

“I can attest to that,” giggled Nakoa,
proudly rubbing her expanding belly that was burgeoning with new
life. “You are still the man I know and love.”

“Bless your little heart, my exotic beauty!
Easy for you to say,” teased Lando, kissing his wife on the crown
of her head. “You are stuck with me, for better or for worse!”

“Then it is a good thing the worst is over.”
Nakoa winked as she gathered her children to restore order.

“It is a bloody good thing my handsome face
and charming personality more than makes up for what is missing.
Besides, there are worse things in life than missing one hand.”

“Like what?” questioned Markus.

“Missing both hands,” chuckled Lando.

Nakoa smiled as she shook her head. “I will
leave you with your friends so you may charm them with that witty
personality of yours. For now, I have much catching up to do with
Nayla.”

“This way,” said Arerys, steering Nakoa and
her brood to the tree. Touching the trunk with his left hand, a
whispering of Elvish words caused the entranceway to reveal itself.
“This staircase going up is safe, but stay clear of the loose
walkways between our homes until we can secure them once more.”

“Of course,” responded Nakoa, motioning her
daughters to lead the way up as she took her son by his hand.

 


*****

 


“We have company, Carys!” Nayla gazed out
the window as the cheerful giggles and Lando’s booming, jovial
voice greeted his dear friends. “Shall we welcome them as we
should?”

“You can greet them without me, Momma. I
will finish tidying.” Carys barely glanced up as she collected the
broken pieces of a vase that fell from the table during the violent
tremors that rumbled through Aspenglow.

Nayla knelt down before her daughter,
lifting her chin to force Carys to look upon her face.

“Tell me, my dear, what is going on? Are you
scared? Troubled by all this shaking?”

“I am not scared.”

“Then you are braver than I am!” praised
Nayla, stroking her daughter’s flushed cheeks.

“But you are never scared.” Carys frowned in
confusion.

“Not so, my dear. Even a seasoned warrior
like me gets scared from time to time, and even more so since the
day you were born.”

“Nonsense! Now, speak the truth, Momma,”
demanded Carys. She stopped gathering the chunks and shards of
crystal to address her mother. “You have seen battle… You have
waged war against great armies… You even helped to defeat the Dark
Lord Beyilzon! How can you ever be scared of anything?”

“True, but that did not prevent me from
being seized with fear that terrifying instance when I thought you
were hurt, or worse, when the earthquake struck and you were
nowhere to be seen.”

“That is not the same thing, Momma.”

“Yes… you are quite right, Carys,” admitted
Nayla. “Thinking I had lost you was far scarier, much more
frightening a prospect, than facing a thousand enemies on my
own.”

Carys offered her mother a comforting smile.
“I am my mother’s daughter. It shall take more than the angry earth
to do me in.”

“I can see that. But now, you must speak the
truth. What is on your mind, Carys? I know something troubles
you.”

Her daughter nibbled on her lower lip,
trying hard not to pout in disappointment.

“Come now! No secrets… remember?” prompted
Nayla, lifting her daughter’s chin so they were eye-to-eye.

Carys drew a deep breath as she collected
her thoughts, remembering how her mother would always encourage her
to think before she spoke, for once said, careless words spoken in
haste were not so easy to take back.

With a disheartened sigh, Carys shared her
tale of woe.

“I know you said that I should never be in a
rush to grow up, but something happened that made me realize I am
not growing, maturing as quickly as I should.”

“You are growing exactly as you should, my
dear. You know your mortal blood is causing you to grow and age
faster than the Elf children of your same years, but the blood of
the Elfkind tempers it. The royal bloodline carried by your father
and his forebears is the most powerful of all, and it is in you,
too. Because you are a product of our love, more Elf than human,
you are growing exactly as you should.”

“Yes, too quickly for the children of my
same years and too slowly for my mortal friends that either way,
eventually, I shall be left behind by both,” lamented Carys.

“Does this have to do with Mark?”

“Yes.”

“What happened? He is hardly the type of
young man to tease or make fun of you. It is not in his
nature.”

“That young man did not mock me, so
to speak. It was more like what he did not do.”

“Now I am very curious. Go on, my dear.”

Carys drew a deep breath, gathering her
thoughts before speaking. “Mark has suddenly decided he was too
grown-up to climb trees with me. He viewed it as an activity
reserved for little children, even after I explained how you used
to ambush enemy soldiers from on high.”

“I believe I understand.” Nayla smiled in
sympathy as she reassured her daughter. “Mark is a prince, the heir
apparent to the throne of Carcross.”

“So?”

“How becoming would it be for him if he were
to get hurt from a fall, after all, he is nowhere near as agile as
you are when it comes to climbing. Besides, I am sure his
stepmother discourages such activities because Mark is just that, a
young man and a prince, learning his best to follow in his father’s
respected footsteps.”

“But what about me? He will no longer want
to be my friend if he outgrows me.”

“Mark will always be your friend, just as
your father has been your Uncle Markus’ friend since he was a young
lad. You have nothing to fear, for true friendship always endures
the test of time.”

“I am being left behind with time. Today,
that oaf of a boy chose to abandon me to chase off after some Elf
maidens.”

“And these maidens, in appearance, did they
seem to be of his age?”

“Yes, they looked to be a mortal’s fifteen
or sixteen years, I suppose.”

“Just as you grow and mature as you should,
so too, does Mark. It is natural for him to take notice of these
young ladies.”

“He is an idiot, then. Anyone, mortal or
Elf, could tell him he will probably pass from this world well
before any one of them are of age to even consider marriage.”

“Is that what this is about? You are
jealous?” questioned Nayla, her delicate brows furrowing in
surprise.

“Me? Jealous? I think not!”

Nayla gave her daughter a knowing smile.

“It was odd though, how he could not stop
gawking at those girls when they passed him by. It was like I no
longer existed in his world…”

“Forgive me if I am wrong, Carys, but are
you not being a wee bit dramatic?”

“I am not exaggerating! You were not there
to see, Momma. That foolish boy just stared at those girls like his
dumb eyes were going to pop out of his stupid head.”

“I see! But using such disparaging words to
describe Mark is hardly being mature, my dear daughter. You know it
is not the right thing to do.”

“You are supposed to be on my side,” groaned
Carys, pouting in utter frustration.

“I am always on your side, but in this
matter, you must accept that there are some things beyond your
control.”

“I can control Mark by poking his eyes each
time he stares like an idiotic school boy besotted by love when he
gawks at those pretty maidens.” Her words were glib as she made
this offer.

Nayla struggled to maintain her composure,
muting the smile that struggled to crease her face.

“Well, my dear Carys, whether Mark were Elf
or mortal, his response upon gazing at these lovely young ladies
was pretty typical of a young man his age.”

“Had I been on the ground standing next to
him, I would have smacked the back of his head to knock those
bulging eyes back into their sockets. It was most unbecoming!”

“He is a teenaged boy; a young man seeing
girls for the first time as something more than the object of
teasing or to be ignored. He is, in his own awkward way, merely
admiring their loveliness.”

“But what about me, Momma? He sure as heck
never looked at me like that. Am I not lovely, too?”

Nayla smiled kindly as she gently wiped the
teardrop that rolled down Carys’ face. “You, my dear daughter, are
even more lovely than all the young Elf maidens in this realm. You
are as lovely and as refreshing as a single bloom of jasmine
growing amongst a huge garden of roses.”

“That would make me a freak,” decided Carys,
pulling away from her mother’s loving touch. “Like a weed that
should be plucked from this garden for ruining it.”

“No… it makes you oh-so unique, my dear
child, so much so, only a very special young man will come to
appreciate all that makes you so lovely and enchanting.”

“Then why can Mark not see this
unique loveliness that is me?”

“Sometimes, boys –”

“He claims he is a young man,”
corrected Carys.

Nayla smiled in understanding. “There are
times when young men are too close to see what is obviously
standing before them.”

“That made no sense, Momma.”

“Hear me out, Carys. Here is a good analogy:
Without the help of a mirror, can you see that little nose on your
beautiful face when you look straight ahead?”

The little girl thought on her mother’s
words as she stared straight forward. Her nose was not in her line
of sight, but as her index finger pushed up the very tip and she
stared down at the same time, it became visible, but just
barely.

“I can, but not easily. It takes some
effort.”

“It is that way, too, with some young men
and women. They do not always notice what is before their very
eyes. Like the nose, as important as it is just to breathe and stay
alive, unless it should go missing, they may not notice it until it
is gone.”

Carys scratched her head in thought as she
mulled over this comment.

“In other words, you and Mark have endured
much and fate had thrust you two together for whatever reason. You
have been the best of friends since that very day, but often, being
friends can get in the way of romance, if that is what you were
speaking of.”

“But were you not the best of friends with
Papa, before you wed?”

“Not at first, but eventually, yes. However,
when you grow up together as friends, it can sometimes be difficult
to see anything more than just friendship. Romance is often the
last thing on one’s mind when friendship is first and
foremost.”

“Then how do I get Mark to see me as more
than just a friend?”

Nayla smiled in response. “It cannot be
done.”

“No?” Carys’ heart dropped.

“Just as you cannot make someone love you,
the most you can do is be your best possible self and pray that one
day, he will come to his senses and truly appreciates you for
everything you are.”

“I know you mean well, Momma, but this is
really not helping me.” Carys unleashed a disheartened sigh.

“You are too young to see it right now,
Carys, but you will come to learn that true love cannot be forced.
Besides, you understand the way it is between Elf and mortal man,
do you not?”

“About how we are so long-lived, a love
between a mortal and an Elf can never be?”

“Yes. Though before I was granted the grace
of the Elfkind thanks to your grandfather, I know firsthand the
tragedy of losing the ones you love. I was raised amongst the
mortals, the Kagai Warriors of Anshen, and you have no idea how
painful it is to see generation after generation pass before you as
you remain relatively unchanged year after year while those you
love become nothing more than the shadows of distant memories.”

“So I can love Mark, I just cannot
love him,” said Carys, with a despondent sigh.

“It sounds so unfair, but it is the way of
the world, my dear.”

“Mark should be granted the grace of our
people, so he can live a good long time like us. Surely, Uncle
Artel can make it so? He is a high Elf to begin with, and he is now
the King of Wyndwood, so he should have the power to do so.”

“Though your uncle is the king, not even
with the combined powers of the elders can he make it possible,
Carys, not unless he is willing to forfeit this grace to become
mortal, never to enter the Haven, in exchange.”

“But how was it possible for you?”

“It only worked for me because I am of mixed
blood and I was on the brink of death. Many factors were at play at
the time, but being half-Elf, it did not require your grandfather
to forfeit his grace to spare my life.”

“Oh…” responded Carys, her delicate brows
knitting into a frown as she digested these words.

“And do not even think about foregoing the
grace of the Elfkind to become mortal. It is no guarantee Mark will
fall in love with you, even with such a great sacrifice.”

“I know.” Carys nodded in understanding.

“Just keep in mind, my dear, to forfeit the
grace of the Elfkind can potentially save a human’s life, but it
will not grant him the longevity of an Elf.”

“I was not thinking that. I was just hoping
that if I somehow caught up to Mark in both body and mind, like I
went through one of those growth spurts that those of mortal blood
experience, then perhaps I would not be like that nose on his face;
functional but invisible until something happens to it.”

“I do not know what to say to comfort you,
Carys.” Nayla hugged her daughter, holding her close to her heart.
“Just know that when you find that one true love, and it will
happen, it cannot be forced. It will be as natural as
breathing.”

“But how will I know this love is real?”

“You will… You will know it in your heart
and you will sacrifice everything to keep that love safe.”

“Like the way you and Papa would keep each
other safe during times of war?”

“Yes, my dear, just like that!” Nayla nodded
in agreement as she gave her daughter’s hand a reassuring squeeze.
“Now, I hear our guests coming this way. Let us get this mess
cleaned up before they enter our home; greet them as we
should.”



CHAPTER 3

SOMETHING IS MISSING

 


“The walls of this sanctuary have nary a
crack after that great quake,” marveled Markus. His eyes searched
for signs of damage as his hand ran lightly against the stone and
mortar work.

“Of course,” said Arerys. “Nayla’s, or I
suppose it is better to say her father’s people, built this
structure. It has withstood the ravages of time for well over two
thousand years.”

“I remember Joval telling me that the dark
Elves were skilled in the way of stonework,” recalled Lando, as he
plopped down into one of the chairs at the large table.

“Yes, they are the experts when it comes to
engineering with stone, hence the mighty walls and the castle of
Nagana to the east. Where Dahlon Treeborn’s people excelled in
stonework, my father’s people leaned toward the crafting of all
things wood,” said Arerys, as he nodded in approval for an Elf
maiden to enter the sanctuary.

She delivered an elegant tray set with
silver goblets and a great decanter of red wine.

“And that is why we meet here now. The floor
of the meeting hall was damaged. Until repairs are made and it is
safe to tread upon that floor again, we shall convene here for the
time being.”

Markus and Lando smiled politely, their
heads nodding in gratitude as the maiden placed the tray on the
table before them. With a shy smile and without uttering a single
word, she glided from the sanctuary to leave them in private
conversation.

“Give me a hand, my friend,” said Lando,
with an affable grin and a wink of his eye.

“Allow me,” offered Markus, taking up the
decanter to serve wine to his comrades.

“Thank you, Markus, but I really was hoping
for a hand,” teased Lando, raising his stump.

“If I had the power, you know that I would
make it so,” said Markus, setting a goblet of wine before Lando,
and then Arerys, before serving himself, “but you know not even the
combined powers of the Wizards or the healing powers of a high Elf
have that kind of magic to replace what is missing.”

“I was being inappropriately silly, Markus.”
He gave the King of Carcross a lighthearted punch to his arm in
jest.

“I see that now.”

Lando’s great chest heaved as a weary sigh
escaped him. “Just trying to lighten the mood, and it is important
for me to always keep in mind of my disfigurement; that something
is missing.”

“Have you yet to get used to your
condition?” questioned Arerys.

“How does a person ever get used to
something like this?” Lando raised the hand that was no
more. “Even with the passing of the years, there are still times
when my mind tricks me. I will find myself reaching over to scratch
an itch on a hand that is no longer there or I will foolishly reach
for something that I am unable to grasp.”

“Phantom sensations and rote responses,”
noted Markus. “I have heard this is not uncommon amongst
amputees.”

“It is true, indeed. And I am still waiting
for the day when these damned sensations stop wreaking havoc on my
mind.”

“That day will come,” promised Arerys.

“Well, if that was not bad enough, there are
also times when I carelessly bang this stump and the pain is almost
unbearable; like the nerves are still as raw as the day that witch
chopped it off.”

Arerys’ brows arched up as an idea came to
him.

“I know that look,” noted Markus. “What is
on your mind, Arerys?”

“I think I have a possible remedy that
should minimize the impact of such bangs and bumps Lando
endures.”

“A possible remedy? Go on! Speak!” urged
Lando, leaning forward in his chair to learn more.

“I can have one of my skilled artisans
design, for lack of a better word, a steel cage, one made of the
same light metal our Elven swords and daggers are made of. It will
be lightweight so you will barely notice when it is strapped on.
Furthermore, such a device will never rust. I can even have it
modified to include a forked hook that will allow you to hold the
reins of a horse or carry a bucket of water.”

“Or grapes for your wines!” added Markus,
hoping Lando would see the practicality and functionality of such a
simple device, making even his day-to-day chores to operate his
vineyard a little easier.

“Now why did I not think of this?” wondered
Lando, his left hand rubbing his graying beard as he pondered the
possibilities.

“That is what you have friends for,” teased
Markus, his index finger tapping his forehead as he smiled. “We are
here to think for you, when that old brain of yours starts to
falter.”

“Now there’s a comforting thought,” said
Lando, winking at Markus as he thought on the Elf’s offer. “But
seriously, this device you speak of, Arerys, it will not be some
kind of monstrous contraption my little ones will have nightmares
about, should I wear it?”

“I am not speaking of some ordinary
blacksmith hammering out a cumbersome metal cage. My craftsmen are
highly skilled artisans. I can promise you, Lando, they will design
something of elegant beauty that can be very practical and
functional at the same time.”

“I would like to see this, if such a thing
can be made,” decided Lando, nodding in approval. “Perhaps it will
be just the thing to make this mishap I am made to live with a
little more bearable.”

“So you have yet to learn to live with this…
impairment?” asked Markus, watching as the retired knight tucked
his stump behind his cloak to shield it more from his eyes than his
friends’.

“I have learned to cope, even tolerate it,
but it does not mean I have come to accept this hand, excuse the
pun, I have been dealt.”

Lando’s voice grew bitter as he thought back
on the last quest he had embarked on with his friends. Many had
died, including Arerys’ father Kal-lel Wingfield and Cullen
Bristow, the young captain of Darross, but there were times,
usually late at night when he allowed himself to wallow alone in
self-pity. Sometimes, these moments were so dark, this great knight
of a man felt it was better if he had died that day than to
struggle with this disability.

“You must give it more time,” urged
Arerys.

“I am tired of giving it more time. I am
done with these damned feelings of inadequacy that I cannot protect
my family, as a real man should. Bloody hell! I almost lost the
vineyard that first year of dealing with this.” Lando waved
his wrist about in frustration, imagining his missing hand balled
in an angry fist. “I was too proud to ask for help during the
harvest that we had barely made enough to make ends meet that first
year.”

Markus and Arerys exchanged anxious glances
as they listened to their friend’s embittered words.

“You should never be too proud to ask a
favor of your friends, Lando. You know that,” said Markus. “We
would have come, had we known.”

“The King of Carcross and the Prince of
Wyndwood? Coming to the aid of a lowly, retired knight to help him
work his parcel of land? No disrespect to you, but I think not! You
both have a nation to rule; matters of far greater importance to
contend with than to help me harvest and press grapes.”

“We are all members of the same Order, one
that sees no distinction in rank or title. You know we are friends,
first and foremost,” reminded Arerys, as he rested his hand over
heart in solemn promise.

“And we are not above doing some honest,
hard work, especially if it means to help a dear friend and his
family,” added Markus.

Lando drew a deep breath, exhaling loudly as
though it would somehow purge his soul of these feelings of guilt
and frustration.

“You are right… and I am sorry. Though you
have said before that I am not defined by the hand I am missing, I
still struggle to live my life as I did before this happened.”

“I do not mean to sound droll or
insensitive, Lando, but is it not better to live life as you are
now?” asked Markus. “For none of us, not even our Elf friend here,
can live as he did before. We have all endured and lost much with
that last quest. Sometimes, it is good to step back, reassess your
life and take in all that we should be grateful for in the here and
now.”

Lando smiled as he thought on his family.
“If it were not for Nakoa and our children, I doubt if I would be
here now.”

“And just where do you think you would be,
if it were not for them?” questioned Markus.

“I would probably be wasting my life away in
the local tavern; drunk as a skunk and wagering that I can still
arm-wrestle the best of them with this!”

Lando snorted in laughter as he waved his
nonexistent hand about, and then his expression turned morose as he
continued on, “It is just that I want to do right by my family, and
this impediment makes it rather difficult at the best of
times.”

“For as long as I have known you, Lando, you
have been uncompromising in your service and unyielding when it
comes to upholding what you believe to be right and honorable. This
has not changed about you, my friend.”

“It is kind of you to say, Markus.”

“Yes, but a wise man knows when it is time
to make compromises and yield, bending to change than to be broken
by it. Sometimes, it is the only way to move forward in one’s
life.”

“I have tried. To this very day, I still
try.”

“If it is a question of protecting your
loved ones, did your time spent training with Nayla, having her
teach you how to wield a single-handed sword not help?” asked
Arerys.

“Your wife has been of immense help when it
came to adapting with this sword.” Lando patted the hilt that now
hung from his right side. “I am almost as competent with this
weapon in my left hand as I was when I hefted one with my right.
What I struggle with is this inability to use a longbow.”

“A bow?” repeated Markus, his brows furrowed
with an equal measure of concern and confusion. “A longbow requires
the archer to use both hands to nock an arrow and draw, so it can
be fired.”

“I know! But imagine this, if you will.
Suppose you were on the road with your son and dear wife when the
enemy chose to close in? Would you not want to remove the threat
before it gets too close to those you love? A sword is only good
for face-to-face combat, but a well-placed arrow can end it all
quickly, before the threat poses an imminent danger.”

“I understand,” said Markus.

“And I know you well enough that the
resourceful Lando Bayliss we are all acquainted with has devised
something in the place of this longbow,” determined Arerys, giving
his friend a knowing smile.

“Indeed,” answered Lando, reaching down by
his side to place a large canvas bag on the table. “Feast your
hungry, little eyes on this, my friends!”

Digging inside, he pulled out a weapon.

“A crossbow,” noted Markus. “A small
crossbow.”

“A scaled-down version to be exact. I tried
to modify it so a bolt can be loaded and set to fire using just one
hand,” revealed Lando. “I know it is not as elegant as the Elven
longbow, but with a little more work, it should function almost as
well.”

“So it does not require two hands to crank
it, drawing back on this string?” assessed Arerys, as he extended
his hands to Lando to better examine this piece of weaponry. “May
I?”

“Go right ahead,” urged Lando, passing the
crossbow on. “And my pride will not stand in the way this time. If
it is not too late to ask a friend for help, then I need to ask for
your help now.”

“It is never too late, Lando. What kind of
help do you seek?” questioned Arerys. Feeling the weight of this
weapon, he could see how Lando could easily point and shoot with
one hand, but the skewed balance of the crossbow in his grip made
it awkward to steady.

“Rather than using a two-fisted hand-crank
to draw, a scaled-down cocking stirrup and a simple lever and
ratchet system can do the same. It must be one that can be operated
by foot, by pressing down on it until the string catches on the nut
to hold it in place so a bolt can be loaded.”

“I see…” Arerys passed the crossbow on to
Markus for his inspection and possible recommendations.

Markus took the bow in his hand. He was
surprised by the weight, or the lack thereof, as he hefted this
small, but sturdy weapon in one hand. Placing the tip of the
crossbow down against the stone floor, he held it in place with one
hand as he pretended to operate the missing lever with his foot to
get a better sense of what his friend envisioned.

“This can work!” praised Markus, nodding in
approval to Lando. “And designed just so, it can be one deadly
weapon of war.”

“I have no intention of going to war again,
ever,” promised Lando. “But yes, if properly designed, it
can be most effective for personal protection. I am sure of
it.”

“So the missing part is this cocking lever,”
determined Arerys.

“As well as the ratchet and bolts designed
to fit the crossbow,” added Lando. “And perhaps there is a way to
shorten the bowstave and reinforce it so this crossbow can be even
more reduced in size without losing any of its power.”

“It would please me if you allow my
weapons-maker to work on this fine piece; to make the necessary
modifications as well as the light, but deadly bolts to perfectly
fit this flight groove,” offered Arerys.

“I will be eternally grateful, my friend,”
said Lando, nodding in appreciation to the Elf. “Whatever they can
do to make it light, but highly functional will be greatly
appreciated.”

“Though their expertise is with the longbow,
my men are clever and skilled craftsmen. I am sure they will think
of other modifications, like shortening the stock to lighten its
weight and raising the sight bridge so you may line up your target
easier and more accurately when you raise this weapon to
shoot.”

“Any recommendations and modifications they
can implement to make this a worthy weapon to protect those I love
will be greatly appreciated, Arerys.”

“They love a challenge,” assured the Elf. “I
will get them started as soon as we are done with this
meeting.”

Just as Lando tucked this crossbow back into
the canvas bag, the door to the sanctuary swung open as a page
bowed as he entered. Rushing up to Arerys’ side, the boy bowed
again as he placed a small, metal vial before him. “A message from
King Augustyne of Cedona, my lord.”

Arerys nodded in appreciation as he accepted
the note. “And Captain Stonecroft, where is he now?”

“As we speak, the captain is in the stable.
Captain Stonecroft greets King Artel and the elders on their return
from Elmgrove. He told me to assure you that they will assemble in
this very place as soon as they can. I believe they wish to freshen
up before joining you.”

“Very good,” said Arerys, smiling in
acknowledgement to the page. “There will be nothing else for now.
You may take your leave.”

The page bowed respectfully, taking several
steps back before turning to leave this room. Departing in a rush,
the motes of dust suspended in the beams of sunlight streaming
through the windows swirled about in his wake as he left, closing
the doors behind him.

“What news have you from my king?” asked
Lando, watching as Arerys removed the small parchment from the
vial.

“See this?” The Elf held up the scroll to
reveal the red wax seal stamped with the heraldic insignia of the
House of Calaware. “It signifies that this is meant for my
brother’s eyes, not mine.”

“But – ”

“Patience, Lando,” urged Arerys, giving him
a knowing smile. “Artel will share the news, should he see fit to
do so.”

“Come now, Arerys! What harm will come of it
to take a little peek? I am sure in your long life you have, on
more than one occasion, intercepted a note or two meant for your
little brother when you were children,” said Lando, eager to hear
news from the west.

“That may be so, Lando, but my little
brother is now my king. In matters of state and country, I prefer
to respect protocol. I will not be the one to break this royal
seal. We will be privy to this news, if it is worthy of being
shared by Artel.”

“Bloody hell, Arerys! Had you not rescinded
the title after your father’s passing, we would be able to act on
that note this very minute,” sighed Lando, reclining back in his
great chair.

“True, but you know as well as I do Artel is
better suited for all the pomp and pageantry, not to forget all the
formal duties, that entails the role of being the King of Wyndwood.
Acting as the regent in his place when, on the rare occasion my
brother ventures beyond the borders of our enchanted forest, suits
me just fine.”

 

“Yes, Lando! Can you imagine going on one of
our adventures without Arerys, if he were to be shackled to the
throne? Weighed down by all the duties he would be encumbered with,
if he had been crowned the king of all Elfdom?” asked Markus,
smiling in understanding at his friends.

“Well then, it is a damned good thing we,
meaning you and me, Markus, are getting much too old for any more
of these outlandish adventures,” grunted Lando, as he struggled to
expunge his memory of that last, fateful quest that resulted in his
mutilation.

“I suppose you are right, my friend,”
conceded Markus, as he unleashed a weary sigh. “We shall pass these
noble adventures worthy of legend on to our forever young
friend; Arerys and those more youthful, agile and – ”

“And foolhardy,” interjected Lando, raising
his goblet to take of swig of wine to honor these future heroes to
follow the Elf into history.

Markus winked at his friend as he concluded,
“I was going to say brave souls appointed to take on such
challenges.”

“Here, here!” cheered Lando, hoisting his
wine goblet to toast Arerys. “And the young, foolhardy and brave
shall be well led by the likes of you, my Elven friend!”

Arerys smiled as he asked Lando, “So, are
you saying that you and Markus, in fact, all the men of the Order
could have been labeled as being young, brave and foolhardy, too,
when we first set out?”

“Most were definitely younger than I was at
the time, but we were all equally foolish,” lamented Lando, sucking
air in between his teeth as he savored the robust wine. “And such
is the folly of youth. It fools us into believing we are brave,
propelling us to do what most in their right mind would not.”

“Yes,” agreed Markus. “We were brave enough
to meet the Dark Lord Beyilzon head on and defeat him!”

“In retrospect, I suppose we were bloody
brave.” Lando nodded in agreement. “So much so, it blinded us to
how truly foolhardy an undertaking that monumental quest really
was.”

“So you say, Lando,” responded Arerys. “And
yet, if it was not for this foolhardy bravery, we, and all the free
peoples of this realm, would have been enslaved or worse by
Beyilzon; our world entirely immersed in his dark magic and evil
ways.”

“In those days, we were single-minded in our
mission to defeat evil and banish the Dark Lord from this realm,”
reminded Markus. “Where it was foolhardy to even believe we could
accomplish this, it did require a certain level of confidence to
see it through.”

“Confidence? It required balls of steel!”
snorted Lando. He cupped his manhood as he chuckled aloud, “We had
the steeliest of balls to do what we did.”

“Perhaps you should refrain from drinking
any more of this wine,” recommended Arerys. “Now you are sounding
like our dear, departed friend Captain Cullen Bristow!”

“Heaven forbid!” Lando muttered, shuddering
at the very thought. He pushed his goblet away as memories of the
brash, arrogant knight assaulted his mind. “We were brave.
Cullen was foolish. That dimwit of a knight, rest his
blessed soul, could not even tell the difference until it was too
late.”

“Best not to speak ill of the dead, Lando,”
admonished Markus, raising his goblet to honor Cullen’s memory.
“The young man had his faults, but he was full of good
intentions.”

“It was his good intentions that got the lad
killed,” reminded Lando, his lips quirking in a half smile.
“Nonetheless, I suppose good, honest intentions go far when it
comes to defining one’s character.”

“And Cullen Bristow was definitely a
character,” said Markus, raising his goblet once more, before
taking a sip to pay respect to the fallen knight of Darross.

“Bristow was full of it! Character, I mean
to say.” Lando took a hearty swig of his wine, swallowing with a
loud gulp. “There is no denying that about the young sir.”

“A toast to honor the memory of Captain
Bristow,” offered Arerys, hoisting his goblet as he stood up from
his chair. “For now, it is time to get to work. This meeting is
about to commence.”

Lando and Markus glanced up at their friend.
Their eyes followed his as the Elf glanced over to the double doors
just as two pages rushed in, holding them open. Artel Wingfield
marched in with purpose. Behind him followed the elders of
Wyndwood: Tor-rin Greenshield, Ansat Amberwood and Sol-lel
Graystone. Captain Joval Stonecroft took up the rear, motioning for
the pages to leave them as he secured the double doors for this
meeting to begin.

Lando and Markus jumped up onto their feet,
bowing respectfully to Arerys’ brother and the trio of advisors in
his company.

“No need for such formality, we are all
friends here,” greeted Artel, as he took the chair at the head of
the table. “Sit!”

The elders took their places across from
Arerys, Markus and Lando while Joval seated himself at the far end
of the table.

“I am glad to see you made it home safely,”
said Arerys.

“As I am, too. I only now received word that
Elmgrove remains completely unscathed after our departure, but the
devastation in Aspenglow is worse than I expected. I was very
relieved when Captain Stonecroft reported that there had been no
casualties during my absence.”

“Yes. For now, it is nothing more serious
than rattled nerves,” assured Arerys. “Joval already has teams
working on repairs.”

“I saw that as we arrived.” Artel nodded in
approval at the captain. “I sense we were luckier than those closer
to the center of that quake.”

“Word is just coming in now.” Arerys slid
the small metal vial before his brother. “So far, a message from
Land’s End.”

“You have not read it?” asked Artel, seeing
that the wax seal remained intact.

“It is a message from one king to another,”
reminded Arerys. “Besides, I already knew you were on your way, so
whether I had read it, or not, would have made little difference.
Depending on this note, whatever actions must be taken must be
orchestrated by you.”

Artel was not about to waste time arguing
with his brother. The wax cracked, crumbling as he broke the seal.
Unfurling the small note, he read it aloud for all to hear.

 


 


King Artel

 


I hope this message finds you safe and your
people unharmed by the quake that rattled our country to the very
shores of Cedona.

I am relieved to report that aside from
minor damage to property, lives have been spared from the passing
calamity. If you should be in need of help to aid in repairs, all
you must do is ask and I shall send forth my best men to aid your
people.

If time allows it, please take a moment to
send word as to how your realm had endured the quake.

 


Respectfully,

Augustyne

 


 


“That is good news,” sighed Lando, slumping
against the backrest of his chair. “My king and country had been
spared the ravages of that bone-rattler.”

“Yes,” said Artel. “I pray the same can be
said to the north and east of here.”

“Word has yet to be received from Darross,”
stated Markus. “I sense they received the worst of the quaking and
this delay in hearing from them could be that they are too
incapacitated or overwhelmed, especially if this latest disaster
had taken its toll on King Sebastian.”

“Prince Garrick still acts in his father’s
stead. After the passing of these years he still clings to the hope
that King Sebastian will regain his sanity,” reminded Arerys.

“Whether word comes from Prince Garrick or
his mother, Queen Patricia, I am sure it will only be a matter of
time before we receive news, whether good or bad,” responded
Markus.

“I suppose you are right, Markus,” said
Artel. “And have you received word from Captain Manthorpe that all
is well at Whycliffe Castle?”

“A falcon dispatched from my castle has yet
to arrive. I am confident Captain Manthorpe will send word quickly
to report on the state of things in Carcross, and if I am needed to
return home immediately.”

“Perchance, one will not be
forthcoming, if your country was spared that great earthquake,”
said Lando. “After all, more often than not, no news is good news,
my friend.”

Just as the retired knight finished
speaking, one of the doors swung open as a page rushed up to the
young king’s side. He had two more metal vials delivered on the
wings of swift-flying falcons.

“This one is for you,” announced Artel,
sliding the small container toward Markus.

The King of Carcross hastily opened the
vial, shaking out the small piece of rolled parchment tucked
inside. In a single glance, he read the note dashed down in haste.
His brows furrowed as he scrutinized the message, attempting to
understand the scant sentences before him.

“Tomas Manthorpe can be accused of being a
man of few words, but I certainly did not expect this,” commented
Markus. Heaving a troubled sigh, he mulled over the two sentences
the captain had hastily dashed down on this parchment. “He is being
more than a bit vague with what little had been transcribed
here.”

“What is it, my friend?” asked Lando. His
curiosity piqued, he leaned forward to learn more. “What news have
you from Carcross?”

“All this message says is that Captain
Manthorpe is on his way to personally deliver news of a strange
event that had unfolded at the castle this morning. I am to expect
his arrival before day’s end tomorrow.”

“It cannot be all bad then,” assessed
Arerys. “Logic dictates that if your country had met with disaster
or your castle lay in ruins, your man would have sent word to
return home immediately to address the need for repairs and to
restore calm. There is no mention of deaths or injuries, nor is
there word that Whycliffe Castle has received any kind of
damage.”

“True,” said Markus, nodding in agreement.
“But then why the need to address me in person? And what is this
‘strange’ event Manthorpe mentioned here? Suppose he made no
mention of casualties because he does not want to alarm me with the
numbers?”

“I hardly believe Captain Manthorpe would
withhold such information, if that was indeed the case,” said
Lando.

“I sense it has something to do with the
great quake, if he said the event in question had occurred earlier
this morning,” assessed Artel. “What else can it be?”

“Perhaps, Captain Manthorpe lacked the words
to effectively describe this event,” stated Lando, with a shrug of
his broad shoulders, “and to do so on piece of parchment of a size
that can be delivered by a bird.”

“You think?” said Markus.

“Given the choices, that is what I’d choose
to believe,” responded Lando, with a nod of his head.

“There is no point in fretting over
something that can potentially be nothing at all, Markus,”
suggested Arerys, as he turned to his brother. “And what news have
you from Darross?”

“Word from Prince Garrick suggests the
castle still stands and received minimal damage in spite of the
level of activity issued by the troubled earth. However, they have
received words of casualties to the north east,” responded
Artel.

“And their neighbors to the far north?”
inquired Arerys. “Did Prince Garrick receive word from the council
in Talibarr?”

“Their neighbors to the north, beyond the
Aranak Mountains have yet to send word of their status,” revealed
Artel, holding up the parchment for all to see.

“Whether we, or those in Darross, receive
word from the Talibarrians as to whether they can use the help of
those they regard as outsiders, that is yet to be seen,” reminded
Tor-rin, as he poured wine for his king before serving his brother
elders.

“You are too polite, Master Greenshield,”
said Lando, with a shake of his head. “We are not
‘outsiders’, as you so eloquently put it. We are, and shall
probably forever be, regarded as the enemy.”

“Old attitudes can be as hard to break as
old habits, therefore, we should go out of our way to ensure they
have reason to change their collective mindset,” responded Tor-rin,
as his brother elders nodded in agreement. “Though we have been at
peace for well over a decade now, those residing in the Dark Lord’s
former stronghold are still reluctant to seek our help or
guidance.”

“They are a proud race, so proud they can be
deemed stupid for their very inaction,” grunted Lando. “They would
rather endanger the lives of their own people, than risk feeling
they are being made to swallow their pride in asking for our
help.”

“Now, now, Sir Bayliss!” rebuked Tor-rin,
shaking an admonishing finger in the retired knight’s direction.
“The Talibarrians can be proud to a fault, but you, of all people,
know that many to the north find it difficult, if not impossible to
trust in the very people they had been at war with for centuries
before this peace accord was instituted by King Sebastian.”

“They had been at war against
us, Master Greenshield!” reminded Lando. “None of us, not
even those in Darross instigated any battles against the
Talibarrians. Our long-departed friend, Faria Targott and his
now-equally-dead cousin Cullen Bristow, as well as all those to
captain the armies of Darross before them, were never the first to
instigate war against those to the north.”

“For pity’s sake, Lando. I swear, it is
Captain Bristow speaking to us through you,” said Markus.

“So you say! And yes, Bristow’s abrasive
nature had a way of rubbing off on all he came in contact with, but
there were rare occasions when the lad made sense. They, and we,
merely repelled their incursions, and when the Dark Lord gathered
his forces to wage war against the free peoples of this realm, we
merely answered his challenge when he dropped the proverbial
gauntlet. Never have we invaded the north with the intention of
running rough-shod over those people, therefore, we have more
reason not to trust them than the other way around.”

“True enough,” agreed Artel. “However, for
the sake of diplomacy, we shall extend a helping hand to those in
need, whether they reside to the north or south of the Aranak
Mountains. ”

“Spoken like a true and just king, my
brother,” praised Arerys, nodding in approval. “So, if our help is
not needed for now, what say you to proceeding with tonight’s
festivities?”

“The Harvest Moon Festival is one of the
most highly anticipated events of the year,” responded Artel. “In
times like these, such festivities can help to lighten the mood. A
sense of normalcy can be restored, should we carry on as
planned.”

“I like the sense of things being normal,
even if it is but an illusion,” interjected Lando. His brows bobbed
up and down as he offered the Elf his best
you-know-what-I-mean smile. “And there is no sense in
allowing all the wine I brought along to go to waste.”

“I see no reason to forego this annual
event. As none were hurt or lost in the passing of that great
quake, we have true reason to celebrate,” decided Artel. He glanced
over to the three elders. To his relief, all were in agreement with
his decision.

“Wonderful!” said Arerys, nodding in
approval to his brother. “A wise decision, indeed!”

“Leave the details to us,” recommended
Tor-rin. “Ansat, Sol-lel and I will be happy to oversee the final
preparations for the festivities, so we may proceed as
scheduled.”

“Excellent, Master Greenshield,” praised
Artel. “You have the skills and know-how to orchestrate this
event.”

“We shall make all the necessary
arrangements. Attention to detail is paramount to ensure this event
is as good, if not better, than last year’s Harvest Moon Festival,”
said Ansat.

“Oh, no! We shall see to it that it exceeds
all expectations. It will be the greatest festival we have ever
orchestrated,” countered Tor-rin. “The people shall remember this
evening as the most magical, ever! It will be remembered as the
grandest festival they had ever attended, than to recall this date
as the day a great quake shook Aspenglow to its very
foundations.”

“Then see it done,” ordered Artel. “I hereby
authorize the three of you to take whatever actions you deem
necessary to make this a memorable event for all.”

The three elders bowed, acknowledging this
order.

“While plans for this grand event are
underway, I shall continue to oversee the repairs that are most
necessary first,” offered Joval. “We will not be able to fix all
that requires fixing before this evening, but I shall make sure all
the walkways over the areas designated for the festivities be
secured, so we can avoid accidents, should they come loose.”

“I can give you a hand,” offered Lando.

Joval stared with raised eyebrows at the
mortal.

“I can still swing a hammer,” insisted
Lando, his left hand pretending to wield a hammer and pound on an
equally invisible nail.

“Then make it so,” urged Artel. “We shall
reconvene when the festival is underway. Take time to make merry;
wine and dine with our loved ones under the silvery light of the
full, autumn moon.”



CHAPTER 4

A NEW DANGER

 


“A hangover? I think not, my friend,”
muttered Lando.

He peered through one squinting, bleary eye
at Markus’ face. The King of Carcross did nothing to hide a mocking
grin that only served to annoy to no end his already miserable
friend. Wincing in pain, Lando squeezed his eyes shut to block out
the glare of the morning sun. His left hand gingerly pressed
against his throbbing temple that pounded with every heartbeat.

“I am just weary from too much merry-making
that went on far too late into the night.”

“Oh, so you are still drunk from last
night, never mind being subjected to a hangover the morning after?”
teased Markus, taking a seat next to his suffering comrade.

“Bite your tongue, Markus! I am just getting
too long-in-the-tooth to carry on and frolic like I was still a
foolish young lad, never mind attempting to keep up with you young
folks.”

“Really?” Markus stared with raised eyebrows
at Lando.

“Mark my words! Between you, Arerys, Nayla,
my lovely wife and our three rambunctious, young sprogs, the whole
lot of you shall be the death of me yet, should I try.”

“Well, my old, curmudgeonly friend, such
talk shall only age you faster. When you think on it, you are not
that much older than I am. I suggest you embrace a youthful spirit
than to grudgingly accept old age prematurely, for if you do, it
will permeate through to your very bones, body and soul, if you get
my meaning?”

“No disrespect, Markus, but that is just a
bunch of hog’s swallow. Even a long-lived Elf cannot stave the
ravages of old age, if they remain in this realm for too long, you
both know that.”

“Yes, but we believe it is also a state of
mind, Lando. Old age comes to all, but if you choose to believe in
your mind that you are old before your time, then your body
shall follow suit and will become just that, old and decrepit,”
responded Arerys. In demonstration, he pretended to be a doddering
old mortal struggling to the table to join his friends.

“Argh! Stop harping at me, the both of you!”
groaned Lando, dismissing the Elf with a wave of his hand. “Now you
sound like Nakoa, giving me one of her lectures.”

“Has your wife ever lied to you?” questioned
Markus.

“Of course not!”

“Then you are best to heed her words of
wisdom. You know Nakoa speaks the truth to you, just as we do,
Lando,” said Arerys, as he filled a goblet to serve to this
languishing mortal.

“Wise, kingly words from the both of you,
indeed, had I been seeking royal advice,” lamented Lando, as he
stared through half-closed eyes at the Elf. “I shall think on them
once this fog of weariness dissipates from my aching head.”

“Perhaps it was a good thing you did not
partake in too much drink last night,” teased Markus. “Inebriation
will only addle an already weary mind and promises to do so
in the worst possible way.”

“Truth be told, I would have fared better
had I indulged in more libation last night.”

“How so?” questioned Arerys.

“It would make these mocking jibes I am the
recipient of now a little more bearable.” Lando pressed the stump
of his wrist into his right eye socket as though it would somehow
keep his eyeball from popping out from the throbbing, internal
pressure that pulsed with each beat of his heart.

Markus and Arerys exchanged mischievous
grins as the Elf slid a full goblet before their friend.

“But never mind about me.” Lando dismissed
their unsolicited words of wisdom with a wave of his hand. “Let us
get down to the business at hand.”

“Of course.” Arerys nodded.

“Brilliant! Now, can one of you kindly
remind me as to why the bloody hell we are gathered here now,
meeting so insufferably early in the morn after a rousing night of
merry-making?”

“As your memory seems to elude you at this
moment, we are anticipating the arrival of my captain, Tomas
Manthorpe,” reminded Markus, holding up between his thumb and index
finger the small, metal vial containing the message that arrived
from Carcross yesterday. “Captain Manthorpe promised to be here
today.”

“Oh, yes… this old brain remembers now. You
do know today implies that the good man may very well appear
late in the morning? There is even a chance he will not arrive
until the afternoon or even later, depending on whether he moves
through the countryside unhampered.”

“Word has it, he will be here early this
morning based on the reported speed he travels,” interjected
Arerys. He tapped on the rim of the full goblet he presented to the
retired knight, reminding him to drink up.

“Lovely!” Lando unleashed a weary sigh.

Accepting the vessel, he took a large gulp,
only to gag and spew across the table as Arerys leaned away from
the line of fire.

Ignoring Markus and Arerys as they burst out
in a fit of laughter, Lando’s weathered face screwed up in distaste
and disappointment to find fresh water instead of a robust, red
wine in the goblet presented by the Elf.

“You two are so delightful! You remind me
each and every day as to why we are such good friends and why our
friendship endures to this very day,” Lando grumbled, using the
back of his hand to blot away the water dribbling down his beard.
With a disgruntled sigh, he swiped his forearm across the table,
using his sleeve to wipe the table dry.

“We merely mean to keep you humble,” teased
Markus, with a wink of his eye.

“Believe me, I have been humbled, in more
ways than one,” grunted Lando. “But what about Manthorpe? Did he
not say in that message he anticipated his arrival to be by day’s
end?”

“Word from my warriors guarding our borders
to the east, Captain Manthorpe had traveled to the edge of Wyndwood
where he spent the night. He switched his mount for one of our
Elven steeds. He makes good time, riding a fresh mount with utmost
speed,” explained Arerys.

“He journeyed on at daybreak, so it is
estimated he will arrive in Aspenglow within the next hour or two,
if not sooner,” disclosed Markus.

“I suppose, if I should take this
opportunity to crawl back to my guestchamber, I will be called from
my warm bed after the good captain makes his presence known,
and only after he is good and ready to divulge what information he
bears?” hoped Lando, wanting nothing more than to allow the ill
effects of the hangover to run its course without being teased or
harangued by his friends.

“Are you mad?” questioned Markus. With an
open hand, he gave Lando a jovial smack on the back that caused the
man to wince in pain and annoyance as his head throbbed in
response. “Surely you speak in jest!”

“Do not do that,” Lando groaned, his
dehydrated muscles reverberating from the hearty blow that
resonated through his body to rattle his already pounding head.

“Though you have retired your sword and
shield, you are still very much a member of the Order, my friend,”
continued Markus, giving Lando an affable grin. “We would not want
you to feel left out.”

“Thank you, but by your very words, being a
retired knight, does that not retire me from this
prestigious Order by now?”

“You would think, but there is no way we
would exclude you from matters of our combined nations’ security,”
informed Arerys. “If anything, your insight and advice on such
matters are considered by some as being invaluable.”

“Thank you for making this old geezer feel
like he still holds some value in spite of this obvious
shortcoming,” said Lando. With a smug grin, he held up his
stump, pretending to wave a hand that was no longer there at the
Elf.

“That is not one of your
shortcomings, Lando,” corrected Markus. His words were
matter-of-fact.

“I have more than one?”

“Your stubborn nature of late, this
unwillingness to accept change when change is a necessary part of
life can be a real impediment to you,” warned Markus.

“I am afraid you mistake this stubbornness
for what is actually my determined resolve.” With a snort, Lando
dismissed his friend’s concern. “Had it not been for this mental
fortitude I possess, though I will admit it can be mistaken for
pig-headed stubbornness at times, I would have lost my vineyard
that first year had it not been for my single-minded
determination.”

“You know what I mean, Lando,” said Markus,
staring with one raised brow at his dear friend.

“Methinks I do, but this is not about me. I
ask you this, since when does an earthquake have to do with
defending a nation’s security? I can see offering a hand, no pun
intended, to provide aid to those in need, or to circumvent the
pillaging and plundering of villages left in ruins, but national
security? Surely you jest!”

“Aid will be offered and given where needed,
but I was referring to this great mystery Captain Manthorpe means
to share with us this morning,” disclosed Markus. “I am curious to
learn about what incident occurred at the castle during my
absence.”

“Oh yes, the one I distinctly recall as
being described by your man as a ‘strange event’,” remarked
Lando, giving Markus a thoughtful nod.

“We shall find out soon enough just how
strange this event truly was,” stated Arerys, glancing to the
double doors as two pages pushed them open, holding the doors wide
as Artel entered, followed by the three elders of Wyndwood.

“Good morning, gentlemen!” greeted Artel.
Taking his seat at the head of the table, he glanced at Lando as
the mortal winced, squinting as the brilliant morning sun stabbed
at his eyes as it glared through the doorway to backlight the Elves
as they entered. “How do you fare on this glorious morning after a
wonderful night of celebration?”

“We are fine, Artel,” answered Markus,
nodding in salutation. “Some of us are even well rested.”

“Speak for yourself, Markus,” muttered
Lando, slumping back in his chair as he shielded his eyes until the
pages closed the doors behind them.

“Ah, feeling the effects of… what do you
mortals call it?” Artel wondered aloud as he scrutinized Lando.
“That wretched condition that follows after imbibing on too much
wine and ale?”

“A hangover,” answered Lando, as though
whispering so all could not hear would mean it was not so.

“Yes!” exclaimed Artel, his open hand
slapping down on the table in excitement. “That is what this human
malady is called: a hangover.”

Lando jumped, squeezing his temple as though
the Elf’s enthusiastic words threatened to cause his head to
explode.

“Our friend claims to be overly weary, not
feeling the wrath of too much drink,” explained Markus. With a
smirk of a grin twisting his lips and a hearty smack on the retired
knight’s now drooping shoulders, he forced Lando to sit upright
like he was alert and attentive, ready to meet the day and whatever
it planned to throw in his direction.

“Bloody hell! So I am a wee bit hungover,”
conceded Lando, raising his arms in surrender. “Now, can everyone
just whisper softly and refrain from using loud voices and rapid
movements that only serve to aggravate my condition?”

“You are such a joker, Lando,” chuckled
Artel, his hand slapping against the table to cause this startled
mortal to jump once more. “Now, shall we get down to business?”

“Yes, any word from your captain?” asked
Tor-rin, turning to Markus for an answer.

“He will be joining us shortly, Master
Greenshield,” answered Markus. “He is well on his way to Aspenglow,
even as we speak.”

“Very good,” responded the elder, as he
nodded in approval.

“Yes, but we can retire for now. Reconvene
once Captain Manthorpe is here in the flesh,” suggested Lando,
wanting nothing more than to crawl under a rock, if not back into
his warm, soft bed to recuperate.

“Nonsense, Sir Bayliss! After last night’s
festivities we are feeling revitalized and eager to get an early
start on the day,” said Artel. “There are walkways and homes still
in need of repair, but were shunted aside to make ready for last
night’s event.”

“Oh yes! Nothing gets the blood flowing like
swinging a hammer this early in the morn,” sighed Lando, smiling
with forced affability at Arerys’ younger brother.

“We shall be pleased to offer whatever
assistance we can,” promised Markus.

“And I thank you for that,” responded Artel,
glancing from over his tented fingers at the King of Carcross as he
waited to be briefed.

“As for Captain Manthorpe, I suspect you
anticipate the worst kind of news, for the elders and the young
King of Wyndwood to be in attendance,” determined Markus.

“To the contrary,” assured Artel, “we are
merely here to offer our moral support or whatever kind of support,
if it is indeed needed, but I am confident it will not be
necessary.”

“I pray you are right, Artel,” said Markus,
anxiously wringing his hands as he thought on the possibilities. “I
just hope Captain Manthorpe arrives sooner than later. Either way,
I am eager to hear news from home.”

“He is here,” stated Arerys, glancing at the
doors just as a loud knock caused Lando to cringe in agony.

“Enter!” called Artel, this booming command
echoed through the stone sanctuary, causing Lando to wince once
again as he clutched his throbbing head.

A page opened the door; holding it wide as
Joval Stonecroft marched in. Tomas Manthorpe followed close on his
heels. The mortal’s chest was heaving after his long ride, and then
being made to run in order to keep up with the Elf’s great strides
that delivered them from the stable to this meeting place.

“Welcome, Captain Manthorpe!” greeted Artel.
“Join us, will you? Please have a seat.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” said Tomas,
bowing in respect to those in his esteemed company before claiming
a seat next to Joval at the table.

“You made good time, Tomas,” praised Markus,
placing a goblet of fresh water before him.

“I came as quickly as humanly possible, my
liege. Ethan Bridger, the first officer sent word in advance to
have the fastest of horses ready and lined up on my route: A fresh
mount was at my disposal as the one I rode tired.”

“Brilliant,” muttered Lando, nodding in
approval. “So what tidings do you bring from Carcross?”

“I am afraid there are no good tidings on
this day, Sir Bayliss, only ill news.”

“First, quench your thirst, Tomas,” ordered
Markus, sliding the goblet closer to the man. “Take a moment to
rest. Catch your breath, gather your thoughts and have a drink
before you share your news.”

“Thank you, my liege,” said the captain,
lifting the vessel to acknowledge his king and those in his company
before taking a swallow.

Using the back of his hand to wipe away the
trickle of water from his bearded chin, Tomas drew a deep breath as
he collected his thoughts before speaking.

“So tell me, Tomas, what was so urgent that
you deemed it necessary to address me in person?” questioned
Markus. “Does this have to do with the quake of yesterday?”

The captain’s brows arched up in surprise.
“You felt the explosion all the way here? It was that
resounding?”

“What explosion?” Markus sat upright. His
back stiffened upon hearing this news. “What do you speak of?”

“There was a great explosion, one so
powerful it was enough to destroy the main gate to the castle
grounds and left a crater not deep, but at least one-hundred-fifty
paces in circumference had it not been contained by the battlement
wall.”

“Say again!” Markus leaned forward to learn
more, perplexed by this startling news. “That sounds nothing like
an earthquake.”

“Let the man speak,” urged Lando, perking up
upon hearing this unexpected news. “Allow him to explain.”

For a moment, Tomas stared in confusion at
Markus as this king sat, dumbfounded, trying to make sense of this
news.

“You did not feel the great quake? The one
that rattled our realm from here to the shores of Cedona?” asked
Arerys, frowning in confusion.

“If there was such a thing to rock Carcross,
we did not notice, my lord,” answered Tomas. “Perhaps, that massive
explosion was such that it nullified the tremors of the earthquake
if they happened at the same time.”

“What did you mean, when you said a ‘massive
explosion’?” questioned Markus.

“It was unlike anything any of us had seen…
the noise… the carnage.” Tomas drew a deep breath as recollections
of that morning swirled through his troubled mind.

“Glory be!” declared Lando, he sat upright
as he digested this latest piece of news. “There is something
strange at work here, I tell you! I am willing to bet my right hand
the quake was caused by the explosion, if it was as great as you
claimed.”

“Let us not jump to any kind of conclusion
just yet, Lando,” advised Artel, motioning for the mortal to
maintain his composure. “Let us work with the facts, not delve into
rumors or act on mere speculations.”

“Explain, Tomas,” ordered Markus. “Tell us
what you know. Your message was vague, to say the least, and all
the more alarming now.”

“I do not even know where to begin,” groaned
the captain. He slumped back into the chair, a hand running down
his woeful face.

“Start at the beginning, Tomas,” urged
Markus. “What was this strange event you mentioned in your message?
It has to do with this explosion, does it not?”

“How do I even begin to describe something I
do not understand? I could not find the words to explain it in a
written message before, and even now, with time to think on my
journey to get here, I still cannot come up with the adequate words
to describe what I was witness to.”

“The earthquake… Let us start with that,”
suggested Arerys. “Carcross was not rocked by a great
quake?”

“If there was an earthquake, my lord, it was
not as far-reaching as Carcross,” responded Tomas, his brows
furrowing into a frown, “but then again, perhaps the explosion that
rocked the castle only served to disguise or diminish the quake, if
it had happened simultaneously.”

“That is a possibility, but what are the
chances of that happening?” queried Arerys, shaking his head with
grave doubt.

“If there was a quake to rock the lands,
perhaps it was initiated by the blast itself, if it was as great as
Captain Manthorpe claimed it to be,” surmised Lando, his index
finger tapping the side of his nose before guzzling down some water
to soothe his parched throat and revive his dehydrated body.

“Then let us start with this explosion you
spoke of,” suggested Markus. “What was the cause of it, Tomas? Do
you know?”

“It was, and still is, a mystery to me. I am
as confused as ever, unable to believe what I saw and heard.”

“I ask that you do your best. What do you
remember, Captain Manthorpe?” queried Arerys. “What is the first
memory that comes to mind?”

“The explosion… What I do know for sure is
that the horrific sound was stupendous! It was unlike anything we
had ever heard. We were knocked clear off our feet. Those of us
that did not die were rattled to our very bones!”

“There were casualties? How many died?”
asked Markus, his eyes darkened with worry.

“The two men guarding the entrance to the
gateway died instantly. As for the two manning the portcullis, one
was killed immediately, but the other man, partially shielded by
the stone wall, clung to life only to pass away soon after from the
extreme brutality of his wounds. Those patrolling the rampart along
the battlement just over the entrance, of the four soldiers that
were thrown to the ground, they were wounded to varying degrees,
but one later succumbed to his injuries. He had broken his neck,
but in moving him to the infirmary, it served to aggravate his
condition.”

“Oh my!” groaned Markus, shaking his head in
despair. “How very tragic!”

“I dare say, my liege, the manner of death
dealt to those closest to the source of the explosion met a hasty
but horrible demise, more so than the soldier who fell to his
death.”

“How so?” queried Arerys.

“They were quite literally blown to bits, my
lord! Their armor did nothing to protect them,” answered Tomas.
“They did not stand a chance.”

“That is truly horrible!” gasped Markus, as
he tried to imagine how such a thing was even possible.

“It was the most grisly thing I’ve ever been
witness to, King Markus.” Tomas shook his head, as though it would
somehow help to expunge the image seared into his memory.

“And when you said the main gate was
destroyed, to what extent? Are you saying the gate and portcullis
were damaged so they could not be opened without difficulty?”
questioned Markus.

“Damaged? Both were utterly
destroyed! The gates had been shattered; blown clean off their
hinges. Even the mighty portcullis was mangled; the iron bars
twisted beyond repair. As for the battlement overhead, the stone
and mortar work had been thoroughly annihilated, crashing down like
a great landslide!”

“But how?” asked Lando, as he pondered this
mystery. “It had to be the work of a machine of war to unleash that
kind of concentrated damage.”

“The men on guard at the time claimed they
saw nothing of the sort, Sir Bayliss,” insisted Tomas, taking
another deep draught of water before speaking another word.

“And you are absolutely positive the
battlement and gateway were not struck by a great boulder launched
by some kind of catapult?” asked Markus, just to be clear on the
details.

“I am absolutely positive, Your Highness!
Unless that boulder was, by some strange magic, invisible or it had
disintegrated into dust upon immediate impact, there was no way it
could have been such a thing. My men, those who were on watch
overlooking the battlement, all agreed that they saw nothing that
would cause them alarm. They only saw a woman as she rode off.”

“This is strange, indeed,” said Markus. “If
the gateway and battlement were not assaulted by a great boulder
that was hurled, then what could have caused this kind of
devastation?”

“I swear, Your Highness, as odd as this will
sound, I am confident it was the noise, that great explosive
sound itself, that caused the damage.”

“But how can a loud noise cause such
devastation?” wondered Lando. “This is unheard of.”

“I know,” admitted Tomas, nodding in
agreement. “That is why a written message would not suffice.”

“Explain this loud noise, Captain
Manthorpe,” urged Artel. “What can you tell us about the
explosion?”

“It was stupendous to say the least! It was
much louder than any of those rockets utilized in the fireworks
displays we use to mark special celebrations, that was for sure.
The explosion was heard for miles around, but its deadly force was
concentrated in this one, small area, creating a shallow crater
that radiated outward.”

“But what would cause such a sound that it
could deliver an explosive force of that intensity?” questioned
Markus.

“That is yet to be determined. Aside from
the damaged gateway and battlement, there was little left except
for bits and pieces of metal, steel I think, and this.”

Placing a small square of fabric on the
table, he pulled back the corners to reveal what was concealed in
the cloth. Amongst the small fragments of torn, heat-ravaged metal,
Tomas picked up what looked like a steel pin. He placed it on the
table before all to see and examine.

“What is it?” asked Lando, poking it with
his index finger. The length of metal was straight, but one end
curled around in a perfect circle no bigger than the circumference
of a man’s finger.

“That is a mystery to me,” responded the
captain, scratching his head in thought. “I, for one, had never
seen anything like it before. It can be any number of things,
benign or deadly, I imagine.”

“It was found amongst the rubble in the
midst of the devastation?” questioned Joval.

“No, these pieces of metal were found in the
midst of the explosion and some were even embedded in the flesh of
the men closest to the explosive force. As for this thing,
it was found where that wretched woman was, seated upon Her
Majesty’s stolen mare, before she tossed whatever that strange
device was that caused the great noise. For all I know, this could
be a hairpin of sorts that fell from her head when she wheeled the
horse about to flee or it could be a part of the weapon in
question.”

“But what can this weapon be?” questioned
Markus. “And what was this thing she left behind?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Your
Highness. It could be something, but again, it can be absolutely
nothing,” answered Tomas. “As for the object she threw? From the
quick glimpse I had before it exploded, it was quite small.”

“How small?” queried Artel.

“It easily fitted into her hand,” revealed
Tomas. “That was how compact in size it was.”

Arerys picked up one of the metal fragments
Tomas produced. Holding it up between his index finger and thumb,
he scrutinized it, noting how the force within ripped apart the
fist-size cylinder the mortal had described to them. The edges of
each fragment of metal were sharp and jagged, twisted and curled by
the force.

“Interesting…” muttered Arerys.

“Yes, but what was it?” asked Markus.

He watched as Lando gingerly picked up the
rounded end of the pin, then proceeded to stick the straight
end into his hair, testing to see if it could indeed be some kind
of hair ornament. When it fell from his head to land, tangled in
his beard, Lando commented, “Unless it is for one of them
twisty-up-fancy-dos, it will not stay in place.”

“Thank you for the demonstration, Lando, but
we do not even know its true purpose, if indeed it is a hair
ornament, or if it was somehow a part of that mystery
explosion.”

“But what about this woman you had
mentioned?” queried Joval, as he carefully considered the
information the captain had shared thus far. “What part did she
have in this?”

“What part?” gasped Tomas. “She undoubtedly
instigated it! I saw her throw that thing!”

“Explain her role and presence again,” urged
Markus, as he struggled to piece together this mystery.

“Just as I ordered the guards to detain her,
to drop the portcullis to prevent her escape, she managed to charge
through just as the gate dropped. I remember she threw something.
Unfortunately, one of the men made the mistake of picking it
up.”

“The fist-size object you spoke of?” asked
Lando.

“Yes, but as I said, I certainly did not
know what this object was. And had the guard that picked it up
survived, I doubt he knew what it was either. Whatever it was the
woman had thrown, it blew up within seconds of her tossing it at
him.”

“Dark magic, I tell you!” declared Lando,
sliding the pin away, toward the center of the table. “What else
can be at work here?”

“There has been little in the way of magic
in this realm, good or bad, since Lindras’ passing,” noted Artel,
as the elders nodded in agreement.

Arerys picked up this small object. It was
like a stiff piece of wire, but was certainly not adorned like any
kind of hair ornament. Holding it to his nostrils, he sniffed it,
and then he had a whiff of one of the scorched, metal fragments.
“This is odd…”

“We are all in agreement with that, but what
do you make of it, Arerys?” asked Markus.

“If my sense of smell does not deceive me, I
swear I know this scent that continues to linger. It is stronger on
this piece,” Arerys held up the twisted metal, “than it is on this
so-called pin.”

“And?” Lando looked to the Elf for an
answer. “Can you tell us what it is?”

“If I am not mistaken, I can only describe
it as smelling quite similar to the black powder used in rockets,
the same used in our fireworks display like that of last night,”
answered Arerys.

“Truly?” asked Markus.

“Yes! You know? That sharp, pungent smell
like that of brimstone.”

“You jest!” responded Artel. Taking up one
of the bits of metal, he sniffed it, too.

“Well?” asked Markus, seeking Artel’s
confirmation.

“What do you know? My brother is right. It
has a very distinct, unmistakable odor to it. Would you not agree,
Captain Stonecroft?”

Joval reached over to sample the shredded
metal, accepting the piece of wire from Arerys. Taking a whiff of
both items, his brows furrowed in curiosity.

“What say you, Joval?” asked Markus.

“I must concur,” stated the Elf, “but the
odor of brimstone is weaker on this pin. Perhaps this is so
because it was transported in that same square of fabric these
metal fragments were wrapped in, the scent of one contaminating the
other. Or was it an integral part of this object that
exploded?”

“I have no idea, Captain Stonecroft. It
never even occurred to me to carry them separately,” replied Tomas,
his words apologetic. “In my haste, I collected what I could,
leaving immediately. I included this item only because I had never
seen anything like it before. Just assumed it might be important in
the big scheme of things.”

“It is certainly nothing I have ever
encountered in all my years living to the west in Orien,” stated
Joval. “If the enemy of old beyond the Furai Mountains had access
to such a devastating weapon, they would have had no hesitation in
using it against us.”

“I wish there was a way to determine if this
piece had something to do with these bits of metal,” said
Arerys.

“Sorry, my lord. It never even occurred to
me there’d be a contamination of sorts. Whatever the case, it was
like a strange and powerful magic I had never been witness to
before yesterday.”

“Dark magic, strange magic… it matters not,”
groaned Lando, shaking his head in dismay. “Either way, if I fail
to understand what is at play here, it is evil magic all the way
around.”

“But suppose it has nothing at all to do
with magic?” questioned Arerys, as he turned to those on council.
“Master Greenshield, do you have any recollection of such a device
that can be held in one’s hand, then thrown, causing it to generate
such a stupendous sound, one so powerful the explosive noise can
destroy to this degree?”

The three elders reclined in their chairs,
drawing in a deep breath as they pondered this mystery.

“In all my years, I have never heard of such
a thing, either man-made or crafted by the hands of magic, whether
it be fair or foul,” confessed Tor-rin, as Ansat and Sol-lel nodded
in agreement.

“Perhaps we should call upon the wisdom of
the Wizards,” suggested Joval. “There is a chance in their even
longer lives and far-flung travels they had seen such a weapon of
destruction before. One of them could have some idea of what we are
being made to deal with.”

“Here is something to consider,” offered
Lando, giving his friends a shrewd wink of his eye. “Suppose one of
them, and I am not pointing any fingers or naming any names, but
what if there is a chance one of those Wizards was responsible for
this thing of mystery?”

“But it was a woman that threw the device of
destruction,” reminded Tomas, “not a Wizard disguised as a
woman.”

“There is a possibility the guilty party put
that woman up to the deed to throw us off his tracks,” responded
Lando. “And how do we know for sure the woman in question was not
Firestaff’s former apprentice, come back to vent her wrath upon
us.”

“Look here, Lando, be reasonable,” urged
Markus. “Taiko Saikyu is dead and gone.”

“Aah, but suppose the rogue Wizard in
question uses magic to resurrect the vile Sorceress?”

“I will tell you now, Sir Bayliss, there is
no magic left in this realm that I know of with the power to do
so,” argued Artel.

“Long ago, I had a glimpse of the Book of
Spells and I am confident within its pages there was just such a
spell,” confided Joval.

“That’s right, my friend! The cursed book
had the power to resurrect the dead, open portals into the past,
and create other ghastly and terrifying feats conjured up by
the forbidden arts,” grunted Lando.

“Come now, Lando! Who, in their right mind,
would even consider bringing back that horrid witch?” countered
Markus.

“An excellent question, Markus! But consider
this: If that woman was not the Sorceress, perhaps a certain
Wizard, and I am not saying which one, but the wily fellow in
question with a proclivity for the forbidden arts, could have
easily manipulated an innocent person to do his bidding.”

“All efforts to be discreet fail you, my
friend,” responded Arerys. He rubbed his chin in pensive thought as
he shook his head at the agitated mortal. “It does not take a fool
to know you were referring to Eldred Firestaff.”

“I never said any of you were fools, but if
you think it was that crafty, old Firestaff, then I shall be the
first to agree with you,” averred Lando, giving Arerys the thumb’s
up in approval.

“Master Firestaff has turned a new chapter
in his life, Sir Bayliss. You know that,” said Tor-rin. “Why would
he revert to evil at this point, after all he had endured to earn
our forgiveness?”

“The better question is, why not?” countered
the retired knight, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“Come now, Lando, you were there when we
confronted that crazy, old witch to the north,” reminded
Markus.

“Oh, yes! How can I ever forget that old
hag?” grumbled Lando, holding up his stump so all could see the
missing hand the witch took certain delight in amputating.

“What I am saying is, if Eldred Firestaff
was going to be seduced by the powers of the Book of Spells, it
would have happened then, if not before that,” insisted Markus.
“The Wizard of the East helped us to destroy that dreaded book,
than to steal away with it for his own devices. You know that to be
true, Lando.”

“Then how do you explain the strange
goings-on at Whycliffe Castle? It reeks of dark magic, I tell you!
And in all my long years in the knighthood, I have never heard of
such a destructive force packed into something so small, aside from
your dear wife, Arerys.”

“I am sure Nayla would take that as a
compliment, Lando,” responded the Elf, as he gave his friend a
knowing smile. “But I promise you, my wife did not deal in this
carnage.”

“Think on what you are insinuating, Lando!”
urged Markus. “There is nothing to substantiate your claim that
Eldred Firestaff is somehow guilty or responsible for what had
happened.”

“I assure you, I am not insinuating
anything, Markus. I am merely pointing out the possibilities,
including what you would prefer to deem as impossible.
Besides, since Lindras’… parting, yes, that’s what we shall call
it. Since the Wizard of the West vanished, leaving behind nothing
more than his broken staff as a reminder of his departure from our
realm, I will be the first to admit Lindras was the only Wizard I
truly trusted.”

“I can understand your apprehension, Lando,
for trust must be earned,” responded Markus, “but you know the
remaining Wizards, Eldred Firestaff included, have given us
absolutely no reason for concern.”

“I agree, but trust is hard-earned and I
guess I am just not as forgiving or forgetful as some. If any of
the Wizards were to go rogue, you know for a fact that Firestaff is
the most likely candidate.” Lando’s words were spoken with the
greatest conviction. “Not only was he a dangerous, evil Sorcerer
for a lengthy period in our shared history, but you all know
Firestaff was nuttier than squirrel shit!”

Those in his company stared with raised
eyebrows at the retired knight, fighting to refrain from chuckling
at his analogy to describe the Wizard of the East.

“Laugh, if you wish, but in my humble
opinion, evil and crazy are a deadly combination,” stated Lando.
“Makes for a highly unpredictable individual, if you get my
drift?”

All in Lando’s presence frowned in his
direction as Arerys raised his hands for calm to be restored before
addressing the retired knight’s concern, “You, my friend, have a
way with words.”

“I do!” agreed Lando, raising his goblet to
acknowledge Arerys’ comment before taking a swig of water.

“Though there is no denying Eldred Firestaff
had issues to contend with, that was in the past,” reminded
Arerys. “He has done nothing to give us concern, nor have his
brother Wizards. Tor Airshorn and Tylon Riverdon can attest to the
fact that Eldred has been the very bastion of goodness and
compassion since being freed of his former life, including that
demented apprentice he took on.”

“Well, it certainly was not that
raven-haired minx of a witch to steal into Whycliffe Castle to
wreak such havoc,” conceded Lando. “I admit Taiko Saikyu is long
gone, but Firestaff still roams about and certainly possesses the
knowledge and skills to unleash dark and powerful magic, if it was
his desire to do so.”

Markus exhaled a dreary sigh upon hearing
that name that was no longer spoken of in his castle, not even by
his son.

“You know Eldred is usually in the company
of Tor or Tylon, if not both,” stated Tor-rin. “Had there been
something untoward we should be aware of, they would be the first
to warn us.”

“Untoward? I mean no disrespect to you,
Master Greenshield, but if Firestaff had returned to his evil ways,
untoward is hardly the appropriate word to describe what he
would be up to,” argued Lando.

“As Master Greenshield said, his brother
Wizards have had nothing of concern to warn us about,” reiterated
Ansat.

“They have been witness to Eldred
Firestaff’s day-to-day activities and there has been nothing that
would lead them to believe the Wizard of the East is up to anything
evil,” added Sol-lel.

“I would feel far greater comfort in your
words had you told me Tylon and Tor were by Firestaff’s side every
minute of every day to ascertain the former Sorcerer was not up to
performing questionable deeds involving the forbidden arts,”
responded Lando.

“I believe you are being overly cautious and
your suspicions are unwarranted, my friend,” said Joval.

“He was a sly one before. Perchance
Firestaff has everyone fooled. After all, a snake can shed its
skin, but underneath it all, it is still a snake. Perhaps Firestaff
is up to no good and does so in secret.”

“Good gracious, Lando,” groaned Markus, his
eyes rolling in frustration. “Are you possessed?”

“By what?” asked Lando, his brows furrowing
in bewilderment.

“By the demented spirit of Cullen Bristow,
that’s what!” answered Markus. “I swear, you sound just like the
departed Captain Bristow, the way you are carrying on with this
baseless contempt for Eldred Firestaff.”

“For pity’s sake, Markus! Do not insult me,
rest the poor bugger’s soul, but I sound nothing like Bristow.”
Lando waved off his friend’s disturbing comparison.

“The old Lando we all know would have given
Eldred the benefit of the doubt, not let his imagination get the
better of him and allow for such asinine comments to spew forth,”
reminded Markus.

“So you say! But nothing is spewing forth,
at least, nothing that does not make good common sense. I am merely
saying that if it reeks of dark magic, then there is a bloody good
chance that someone who has delved into the forbidden arts is
pandering to his evil side again.”

Arerys drew a deep breath as he mulled over
this exchange.

“What is it, my friend?” asked Markus,
seeing the pensive look on the Elf’s face.

“Captain Manthorpe, when you first described
the events to unfold leading up to the great explosion, you had
mentioned a woman who was present at the moment disaster struck,”
noted Arerys. “Can you tell us more about this mystery woman?”

“Yes, I can, my lord! The moment I had
spotted her attempting to leave the courtyard in haste, I knew
something was not right,” responded Tomas. “Her presence
immediately aroused my suspicions.”

“Who was this woman?” asked Markus.

“I do not know, Your Highness. I did not get
a good look at her face,” Tomas lowered his head in shame and
regret. “And how she gained entry is a mystery to all, including
the two soldiers I had posted to guard the castle keep. When I
questioned the two men, they insisted she must have entered via the
service passage used by the domestic staff, for they both swear she
did not access the keep through the main hall they were
guarding.”

“Was that indeed how she entered the castle,
though the service passage?” asked Joval, eager to learn more.

“I had questioned the head matron overseeing
the domestic staff. She claimed that none, except for those who are
currently in service, were the only ones coming and going through
the kitchen galley yesterday morning.”

“Well, someone let that woman in,” said
Markus.

“No one, at least none on staff, would
deliberately allow a thief into the castle, my liege.”

“A thief? What is that supposed to
mean?” questioned Markus, scratching his head in thought. “What did
she steal?”

“Oh, my! This just gets more interesting by
the minute,” said Lando, peering over tented fingers at Captain
Manthorpe.

“Hush, Lando! Let the man speak,” ordered
Markus, motioning his friend for silence.

“Upon my investigation to understand how the
intruder entered, I had retraced her steps only to discover she had
stolen jewelry…”

“She had broken into the vault containing
the crown jewels?” gasped Markus, rising up from his chair.

“No, the crown jewels are safe! But somehow,
she had managed to steal into the keep and access the royal
bedchamber,” revealed Tomas. “She emptied out Queen Anne’s jewelry
box and also made off with her favorite cloak, the one lined with
sable and trimmed with ermine.”

“This woman is either extremely brazen or
very foolish to select, of all places, Whycliffe Castle to steal
from,” determined Arerys.

“The mystery only deepens, my lord,”
responded Tomas. “From what I saw, this was much more personal than
a simple act of thievery.”

“Explain,” ordered Markus, settling back
down in his chair.

“I suspect she was out for revenge and the
items that were stolen was done so due to spite or because the
opportunity arose to steal them. Whatever the case, this woman
meant to make a statement.”

“What kind of statement?” questioned
Markus.

“With all due respect, Your Highness,
whether it was an act motivated by jealousy or she felt she had
been wronged, I was left with the distinct impression you knew her
or, at the very least, know of her.”

“I am thoroughly baffled,” said Markus,
reclining against the chair’s backrest. “What makes you believe she
was out for revenge, Tomas?”

The captain’s gaze fell to his clasped hands
as he pursed his lips, thinking on how best to deliver this
news.

“Go on, Tomas,” urged Markus. “What did she
do to make you believe she was there to exact some kind of revenge
on me?”

“Well, my liege, that portrait in the royal
bedchamber…”

“The family portrait over the dresser?”

“Yes, that one, Your Highness,” confirmed
Tomas. “The woman in question had slashed the portrait.”

“What?” gasped Markus, thoroughly perplexed
by this news.

“So she does not like formal portraits! Or
perhaps she has a grudge against that famous artist you had
commissioned for that piece?” suggested Lando, with a shrug of his
broad shoulders.

“I do not believe so, Sir Bayliss,”
responded Tomas.

“Why do you think this is so, Tomas?”
questioned Markus. “It could well be nothing more than a grudge she
bears for the painter, not vengeance she seeks on my family.”

“There is more, Your Highness. Perhaps
slashing the portrait spoke of her dislike for the royal
family, but…” Tomas’ voice trailed off.

“But what? Speak up, man!” demanded
Markus.

“The act was much more personal and
targeted.”

“How so?”

“That wretched woman repeatedly stabbed at
the image of your face, and only yours, my liege. By her
very actions you could sense the venom that poisons her soul.”

“This does not bode well!” Arerys unleashed
a disheartened sigh as he pinched the bridge of his nose,
contemplating the captain’s disturbing news that made little
sense.

Markus glanced over to Arerys, and then to
those in his company. “Before anyone in this room dare speculate to
set tongues a-wagging with false rumors, this woman is not some
jilted lover; angry over a tawdry affair that had come to an end. I
have been faithful to my wife from the start of our courtship and
continue to be so.”

“I have no doubt about that, Markus, but
based on what Captain Manthorpe shared with us, there is no doubt
this woman knows you,” warned Arerys.

“Unless she is totally demented, risking her
very life to steal into the castle, steal from Queen Anne, and then
quite literally deface your portray, she most certainly knows you,
even if you do not know her,” added Joval.

“So who was she then?” asked Markus. “You
must have seen her face, did you not, Tomas?”

“Alas, I did not. I only saw her from behind
as she fled the courtyard on Her Majesty’s mare.”

“Are you saying those who did see her
believed she was Queen Anne?” queried Arerys. “That is why she went
through the castle unchallenged?”

“With that great cloak, its hood pulled over
her head? From behind, even I thought she was Queen Anne at first.
Whoever she was, she definitely had Gilroy fooled. The old man had
summoned my son to have the stable boy ready her mount. He even
went as far as escorting this woman right out the main entrance of
the castle. In doing so, the guards suspected nothing to cause them
alarm as she casually strolled by them, like she belonged in the
castle.”

“Who is this Gilroy fellow?” questioned
Lando. “Perhaps this bloke had something to do with her unlawful
entrance, too.”

“I hardly think so, Lando. Gilroy is a
trusted servant,” answered Markus. “He was in my father’s service
for many, many years. Although he has outlasted his service,
neither my wife, nor I, have had the heart to release him of his
duties. He does what he can, even if it is just puttering about,
dusting the same stands of armor over and over again.”

“The old gaffer swore he was speaking to
Queen Anne, but you know how diminished both his sight and hearing
are these days, my liege.”

“So there is not one person who knows what
this woman looks like?” groaned Markus, shaking his head in
woe.

“There is one person who did manage to steal
a glimpse of her,” replied Tomas. “Enough to recognize her, if they
should cross paths again.”

“Who saw her?” asked Markus, his back
straightened upon hearing this news.

“My son,” informed Tomas. “Evan had started
his service as a page but only three days ago. He had never met
your wife in person, and when Gilroy insisted she was Queen Anne,
my boy had no reason not to believe him, nor was he in a position
to argue with the stubborn, old man.”

“So your son, did he recognize this woman or
know how she came to be in the castle?” questioned Arerys.

“Never seen her before, not even in passing,
my lord. As for how she entered, my son claims that when Gilroy
summoned him to the throne room, the old man was already immersed
in conversation with this woman.”

“This is not good… not good at all,” groaned
Markus.

“My boy did not know her face, but like I
said, he had enough of a look that he was able to describe her
features to me.”

“Only one woman I had the misfortune of
encountering would be demented and brazen enough to do such a
thing,” said Lando, as he stood up from his chair. Raising his hand
to his chest, he asked, “Perchance, she didn’t stand yay high, did
she? With raven-black hair, dark brown eyes that shone of evil and
she went by the name of a Sorceress we thought we had done away
with?”

“Taiko Saikyu?” whispered Markus.
“Impossible... I say again: That Sorceress is long gone.”

“True, she is gone, but by what means, it
remains a mystery to all of us, even to the all-knowing
Watchers on Mount Isa,” reminded Lando.

“Well, the woman I spoke of did stand about
that high,” confirmed Tomas, as he nodded to Lando, “but she had
reddish-brown hair. It was definitely not black. My son also
informed me that she had the most striking green eyes he had ever
seen in his young life.”

“Did your son notice any other
distinguishing features possessed by this woman?” questioned
Joval.

“Yes, Captain Stonecroft. Though the cloak
she wore spoke of a lady of refined breeding, as did an opulent
emerald necklace she wore, my son could not help but notice she
wore a simple frock beneath all the finery. This was what roused
his suspicions at first, but his doubts came to fruition only after
the woman left, leaving chaos in her wake.”

Markus released a great sigh of relief. His
eyes squeezed shut as he tried to push the memory of Taiko Saikyu
to the darkest recesses of his mind, wanting nothing more than to
forget this woman that had invaded his life and endangered the
lives of his loved ones, but in a strange twist of fate, united him
with the son he never knew he had.

“This is a boon!” exclaimed Lando.

“How can this be a boon to any one of us?”
questioned Markus, as he glanced over at his friend.

“Think on it, Markus,” urged the retired
knight. “Unless Captain Manthorpe is a liar or has reason to lie in
order to protect you, we know without a doubt we are not dealing
with Firestaff’s former apprentice! That witch of a Sorceress was
not magically resurrected, nor has she returned from wherever she
had vanished to.”

“Lando is quite correct, Markus.” Arerys
nodded in agreement. “We are dealing with a new danger, not an old
nemesis.”

“At least this new danger is not augmented
with the old magic of the forbidden arts,” added Artel. “That is
one good thing.”

“True… instead, this mysterious woman moves
with stealth and comes bearing new arms; an unusual and powerful
type of weapon we have no idea how to combat,” reminded Joval.

“We have no choice now. The circumstances
surrounding this woman have become too bizarre and can potentially
form a very real threat to all, not just to those in Carcross, if
indeed she comes bearing a new and deadly weapon,” announced
Tor-rin. As he and the elders rose up from their seats, he
addressed the party. “We must call upon the Wizards’ collective
knowledge and wisdom to better understand what we are faced
with.”

“Very well then, we shall reconvene once the
Wizards can grace us with their presence,” decided Artel, rising up
from his chair. “Captain Stonecroft, accompany me. I shall set you
on the task of summoning the Wizards to Aspenglow. Captain
Manthorpe, please follow me. You must be hungry after your long
journey. I shall see you well fed and your thirst, properly
quenched.”

Joval bowed his head in understanding to
Artel while Tomas looked to Markus for his permission to follow the
King of Wyndwood for a reprieve. Markus’ response came in the form
of a simple nod of approval.

“Yes,” agreed Arerys, bowing respectfully to
his brother. “There is no point in speculating and imagining when
the Wizards may very well have an easy solution or, at the very
least, give us a better understanding as to what we are dealing
with.”

“I doubt there will be anything easy about
dealing with this woman,” said Markus, heaving a dreary sigh as he
watched Artel and his entourage depart from the sanctuary.

As the page attending the door held it open,
the King of Wyndwood, in the company of the elders, Captain
Manthorpe and Joval Stonecroft emerged from this great stone
building. As they appeared, Markus’ son quickly ducked beneath the
window. He had been discreetly watching and listening with great
fascination, but now, wanting nothing more than to avoid a very
public scolding from his father for eavesdropping on them, Mark
scrambled, dodging behind the sanctuary as the remaining party took
their leave, heading to the royal residence upon Arerys’ invitation
to his guests to share in a breakfast with Nayla and Carys in their
home.

As Mark watched their departure from where
he hid, his young eyes gleamed with excitement. His heart pounded,
racing with the thrill and knowledge that he was about to be
invited on his first real quest with his father and the esteemed
men of the Order.



CHAPTER 5

A BAD IDEA

 


“This is a bad idea, Arerys,” warned Markus,
shaking his head as he followed behind the Elf. “You mention this
mystery woman to Nayla and you bloody well know that in all
likelihood you will drag her into whatever it is we will be faced
to deal with.”

“There is a remote chance, however, you know
I keep no secrets from my dear wife. I am not going to start lying
to Nayla now about what I know.”

“To withhold information is not truly an act
of deception, when you think about it,” justified Lando, as he
sided with Markus.

“So you say, my friend, but think on this:
It will only be a matter of time before Nayla discovers what is
going on, especially as I know Markus will have no choice but to
share in this disturbing news with his wife, and she, in turn, will
confide in Nayla. It is the way of the world.”

“Oh, yes… women do like to chat. It
will only be a matter of time before Nakoa will be made privy to
this information, too, and I shall get an earful for not sharing in
this news with her, to begin with,” sighed Lando, scratching his
beard in thought.

“And this, Lando, will only mean I shall be
met with my wife’s scorn for withholding such information from her
in the first place.”

“I suppose you have a valid point, Arerys,
but if there is a way of withholding such information, at least
until we have a better idea of what we are dealing with, I think
you should refrain from telling Nayla, for the time being,” urged
Markus.

“I believe Nayla can be of some help to us
in this matter,” responded Arerys, giving his friends a knowing
smile.

“How so?” questioned Markus.

“It takes a woman to truly understand a
woman; what motivates her to act as she does and think as she
thinks.”

“True, but I tend to agree with Markus,”
confided Lando. “Though your dear wife had retired her swords long
ago, the warrior mentality is deeply ingrained, body and soul, in
that puny woman. I fear she will jump at the opportunity to rattle
her swords at this new enemy.”

“But she is not Nayla’s enemy,”
reasoned Arerys.

“Yet…” snorted Lando, with a dismal shake of
his head as he dreaded the outcome of sharing this news with the
little warrior.

“Worry not, my friend,” assured Arerys.
“Unless there is a direct threat to family or friend, these days,
she is hard-pressed to even think of leaving the security of
Wyndwood, especially if it means being away from our daughter for
any length of time. Nayla is quite content retiring her weapons.
She embraces her life as my consort and Carys’ mother, harboring no
desire to see battle of any kind.”

“And yet, Mark told me that Carys is being
taught the finer points of archery and the art of handling a sword
by your dear wife,” commented Markus. “Unusual hobbies for an Elf
princess to engage in, in my humble opinion.”

“Your son speaks the truth,” admitted
Arerys, placing his left hand lightly on the trunk of the tree.
“Just keep in mind, these are not hobbies Carys engages in.”

“If what you say is true, that Nayla has
forsaken her life as a warrior, then why does she share in the
traditions of her Kagai brethren with Carys?” questioned Markus.
“This makes no sense.”

“I do believe Nayla was more traumatized by
Carys’ abduction than our daughter was,” revealed Arerys.

As a golden seam of light from the glow of
fireflies inside the hollow tree illuminated the entranceway, the
Elf opened the door, ushering his friends through. Leading them up
the spiral staircase, Arerys continued with his explanation. “Nayla
feels that it would be a grave disservice to our child to possess
the knowledge we do, but not show Carys how to protect
herself.”

“From what?” questioned Lando.

“From unsavory characters,” answered
Arerys.

“Yes, the kind that would think nothing of
stealing away with an Elf princess for ransom or worse,” added
Markus, shaking his head in disgust.

“Yes,” said Arerys. “In many ways, I agree
with Nayla. Hence, the reason I have been teaching Carys about
handling the Elven longbow.”

“But we live in a time of peace,” stated
Lando. “There is no such danger, especially within the safety of
this forest.”

“After the demented Sorceress Taiko Saikyu
stole away with Carys from right here in the heart of our domain,
in spite of our well-guarded borders, I would not be able to live
with myself if this should happen again, especially if Carys was
not provided with the skills to protect herself. Nayla and I would
both feel that we had failed her miserably if we had not shared in
our wisdom when it comes to weaponry, or at least instill the
mindset that she has the will and strength to fight back, if need
be.”

“I understand,” acknowledged Markus, as he
nodded in agreement. “I suppose it is no different than me taking
the time to educate Mark on the proper handling of the sword, so
he, too, can have a fighting chance, if the unthinkable should
happen again.”

“The life of a royal does have its
privileges, but thank the Maker of All my children will never know
such a threat,” said Lando, as he followed behind his friends as
they ascended to the walkways of Arerys’ arboreal residence. “I
much prefer our simple, uncomplicated life.”

“You are to be envied, my friend,” said
Markus. “However, we cannot avoid who we are, nor shirk the duties
and responsibilities vested to us. In light of the traumatic events
that brought Mark and Carys together, it is better to be cautious
and take the necessary measures to keep our young ones safe.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” agreed Lando. “It
is just a relief Carys and Mark no longer live with the threat that
the boy’s crazy mother is present to cause him further grief.”

“Yes, and the only thing that causes Mark
anguish these days is to hear anyone refer to Taiko as his
mother,” reminded Markus, heaving a disheartened sigh. “He
wishes for nothing more than to forget about that part of his life.
That woman did birth him, but in his heart and mind, as in mine,
she is not Mark’s mother. For this reason, I ask that you
refrain from referring to that woman as such.”

“I understand, Markus. Forgive me for that
slip-of-the-tongue. It was thoughtless of me. I shall be more
mindful of what I say, especially in front of your boy.”

“You are forgiven, Lando.”

“Let us not even bring up the subject of
that vile witch,” recommended Arerys. “Instead, we should focus our
energies on the perpetrator of the crimes in Carcross.”

“Yes,” said Lando, nodding in agreement.
“From what little we know now, based on her actions, there is no
telling what that mysterious woman is capable of.”

“As far as I am concerned, until we have
more proof this mystery woman has intentions that are greater and
more deadly than stealing some jewels and defacing my portrait,
while killing my men in her bid to escape, I refuse to let my
imagination get the better of me,” insisted Markus. “I suggest you
do the same, Lando.”

“But you do agree this woman must be
captured? Held accountable for her actions? That she should be
punished for the deaths of the innocent knights and soldiers killed
in that mysterious explosion?” queried Lando.

“Definitely! Justice must prevail.” Markus’
words were spoken with conviction. “If she goes unpunished for her
crimes, it shall send a strong message across my country that such
attacks and acts of thievery will be condoned, or at the very
least, ignored.”

“This way, my friends!” invited Arerys, as
he opened the double doors to his home.

Greeted by a cacophony of delightful
squeals, Markus and Arerys jumped aside as Carys joined Lando’s
three children as they rushed forward. They leaped into the retired
knight’s great arms to bowl the man over. In a fit of giggles, the
four youngsters pinned Lando to the floor. The rambunctious
children alternated between tickling him and plying his forehead
with sloppy kisses as he pretended to be overwhelmed and trapped,
moaning, “I surrender!”

“Hannah, you will be twelve soon! Please
behave!” ordered Nakoa. “You should be acting like a young lady;
setting an example for your little sister and brother.”

“Carys!” called Nayla, clapping her hands to
break up this impromptu and raucous welcoming committee. “Not
exactly ladylike behavior for a princess, my dear.”

“Four strapping youngsters against one old
man! I have been outnumbered and outmatched,” groaned Lando,
writhing on the floor as his six-year-old son Ewen suddenly plopped
down with his full weight onto his chest while his sisters and
Carys attempted to administer a form of torture through vigorous
tickling.

“At this moment, I am amongst my friends,
Momma! I am just Carys right now, not a princess or a proper young
lady.”

She and Lando’s son squealed in surprise
while Hannah and Emma groaned in disappointment as their father
rolled onto his feet, tucking Carys under his left arm and Ewen
under his right, as his daughters dangled from his belt in a futile
bid to hold him down.

“Attacked by my own clan, but I am still
mightier than all of you combined!” teased Lando, spinning about as
the children clung on for dear life, giggling in glee with this
unexpected ride.

Nakoa steadied a small table clipped by
Ewen’s flying feet as she scolded her husband. “Lando, reserve this
activity for the outdoors. We are guests here. Please behave
accordingly.”

“I am behaving exactly as I should!”
declared the retired knight, giving Nakoa a playful wink of his
eye. “At heart, I am just a big child!”

Carys and Ewen squealed once more as Lando
playfully tossed the Elf princess into Arerys’ awaiting arms, and
then, in a daring acrobatic move, flipped his small son up onto his
broad shoulders. As Ewen held on, his little hands clenching fists
full of his father’s hair, Hannah and Emma shrieked in delight as
Lando scooped them up in his arms as he announced, “Time to throw
out the refuse!”

“Oh, we’re not trash, Papa!” laughed Hannah,
as she squirmed in his tickling clutches. “We just want to play
with you.”

“Let me deal with the little ones,” offered
Nakoa, herding the brood together. “Carys and I shall take them
outside to play while you men break fast. Nayla has a delicious
meal waiting for you in the dining room.”

“So, you will not be joining us?” asked
Arerys.

“We already shared in a meal,” explained
Nakoa. “The children were hungry and could not wait.”

“And where is Anne and Mark?” He glanced
about the room, searching for his family, but Markus’ wife and son
were conspicuously absent.

“Anne had already dined with us, but she is
somewhere in the courtyard below right now,” responded Nayla. “I
believe she is looking for Mark, as your son’s bed was empty when
she went to rouse him for breakfast.”

“Then I suppose we shall eat,” decided
Markus.

“And you shall eat in peace once Carys
escorts her guests outside for some playtime,” said Nayla, waving
her daughter off.

Hannah and Emma raced to clutch Carys’
hands, leaving Ewen pouting and feeling dejected, as he wanted to
hold one of her hands, too.

“Come along, my son,” said Nakoa, offering
her hand to hold. “Let us play some games down below.”

“This way, gentlemen,” invited Nayla,
coaxing the men to follow her to the dining room while her daughter
led the children in play.

 


*****

 


“I knew it!” gasped Nayla. Her eyes were
wide in astonishment as she smacked Lando on his shoulder. “I knew
something was afoot when I saw the three of you sneaking out so
early in the morning after last night’s festivities. Especially
you, Lando!”

“Me?”

“Yes! After drinking and making merry so
late into the night, to be up so early must have been excruciating
and yet, the matter was so urgent you somehow found the strength to
crawl out of your warm bed to confer with Arerys and Markus.”

“What can I say,” responded Lando, rolling
his shoulders in a shrug. “I am an early riser; a necessary way of
life, if one is to maintain a successful vineyard.”

“You are a liar!” teased Nayla, rolling her
eyes in dismay. “And not a very good one at that! You were not
tending to your vineyard, and after imbibing as you did last night,
I was more than a little surprised to see that Arerys and Markus
were able to wake you, let alone coerce you from your bed to join
them for an impromptu meeting.”

“What do you mean, coerce me from my
bed?” asked Lando, using the last bite of biscuit to sweep up the
buttery crumbs on his plate.

“I figured that it must have been something
of utmost urgency to rouse you from your drunken stupor.”

“Drunken stupor?” Lando sputtered
with indignation, crumbs flying from his mouth. “I was not drunk,
nor was I in a stupor!”

“Forgive me, Lando! You are right, you were
just suffering from the effects of a great hangover, staggering
from your room as you did.”

“In my defense, my condition of this morn
has been greatly exaggerated,” groaned Lando, washing down the last
bit of warm biscuit smothered in strawberry preserves with a gulp
of sweet tea. “I will have you know, these old bones are not as
steady or limber as they used to be.”

“Speaking of defense,” said Nayla, glancing
over at her husband. “You did plan to tell me of this event, is
that not so, Arerys?”

“Absolutely, my love! In fact, you are privy
to this information because we seek your wisdom on this
matter.”

“What kind of wisdom?”

“The womanly kind,” Markus answered on
Arerys’ behalf, as he pushed his empty plate away to make room for
a fresh, steaming hot cup of fragrant tea.

As she digested Markus’ words, Nayla’s
perfect brows quirked into a frown of curiosity as she scrutinized
the men in her company.

“You know what we mean by this: Why a woman
might be motivated to do what she does,” explained Lando. “It could
make no sense to us manly men, but perhaps you see something we do
not, even make some sense of what this crazy woman is up to.”

“Because I am a woman or because you think I
am a crazy, too? Therefore, I would be able to determine her
motives because we are of like mind?”

Lando lifted his arms in surrender as he
motioned for calm, “Let me be clear on this matter, my feisty
little friend. I was referring to the fact you are of the feminine
persuasion and, therefore, your womanly intuition can help us to
better understand the underpinnings of what is at work here.”

Nayla leaned back in her chair as she mulled
over the details shared by the men in her company.

“If what Captain Manthorpe says is true,
that only Markus’ image was attacked with such zeal, my womanly
intuition warns me it was the actions of a woman scorned.”

“But why scorn me?” asked Markus. His
shoulders shrugged in confusion. “I have not engaged in a single
dalliance, illicit or otherwise, during my courtship or marriage to
Anne. This, you must believe!”

“Because I know you, I know you speak the
truth,” assured Nayla, giving Markus’ hand a comforting squeeze.
“My warrior intuition cautions me, telling me there is
method behind this madness; to risk her life as she did to carry
out her deeds speak of something more malevolent than that of mere
jealousy for whatever reason.”

“So, you believe there is something
nefarious behind her actions?” questioned Arerys.

“I do. However, if this woman is mentally
unstable, perhaps she simply mistook an innocent gesture of
kindness as an act of love. Her impaired ability for logic and
reasoning caused her to act out to this extreme.”

“I suppose that is possible, but I know not
of one woman, at least in recent memory that could misconstrue such
an act, for that of love. Whether it was to defer taxes for a later
date when it was more convenient to collect or I had made a small
or major purchase from a local, struggling craftswoman that mistook
this act of generosity as some kind of romantic overture, there is
not one that comes to mind.”

“Perhaps she was a woman of plain features;
less than memorable in appearance, so she slips your mind?” offered
Nayla.

“I hardly think so.” Markus pursed his lips
in thought as he scanned his memory of recent encounters with
women, both ravishingly beautiful and extraordinarily ordinary, but
none came to the forefront of his mind.

“Just remember, Markus, there are some women
so enthralled and enchanted by those with a royal title, a king no
less, even if they were of sound mind, more than a few women have
been known to go a little wobbly in the head and heart at the mere
prospect of catching your eyes during a chance, innocent
encounter,” warned Lando, as he reached for another biscuit.

“Bloody hell,” groaned Markus, a hand
running down his fretful face. “I make it a habit of making eye
contact with all my subjects, male or female, when I address them,
for it is the proper thing to do. Are you saying I may have
inadvertently led a woman to believe I am romantically interested
in her because of this?”

“More like you were besotted by love during
this chance encounter, but now you have spurned her as you remain
married to Anne,” determined Nayla.

“That is crazy!” denounced Markus.

“No… this woman would be the crazy one,”
responded Nayla. “She could well be very much obsessed where you
are concerned, Markus.”

“I suggest you think hard on the likely
candidate of this crazy obsession,” said Arerys.

“I think we are grasping at straws,” sighed
Markus.

“Based on how she had so viciously defaced
your image with the tip of a dagger, I would say it will be worth
the effort to think back and think hard on this,” urged Nayla.

“But I encounter and engage in conversation
with women on a daily basis as part of my duties,” said Markus.

“If it makes it easier, all you must do is
search the annals of your mind for one specific woman: A
red-haired, green-eyed one at that, for you have left an indelible
mark in her troubled mind and undoubtedly in her heart, for
whatever reason,” responded Nayla. “In the meantime, have Joval
summon Captain Manthorpe. I would like to speak to this man in
person.”

 


*****

 


“Tell Red she’ll have to pay up,”
insisted the innkeeper, waving a tattered dishrag at the barmaid.
“No amount of sweet talk or flashin’ a pretty smile is gonna cover
the cost of this hearty, rib-stickin’ meal.”

“Are you mad?” grunted the barmaid. She
dejectedly slid the tray holding a bowl of barely touched lamb stew
onto the bar he was tending. “There’s nothing sweet coming from
that mouth of hers. She’s complaining up a storm, says the food
tastes like…”

The young lady’s words trailed off as she
struggled to find the least offensive way to repeat their guest’s
rude words used to describe the meal she was presented with.

“Like what? What did she say?” growled the
innkeeper, his bushy moustache quivering in anger as he glowered in
the direction of the woman seated alone at a table by the bay
window. “Spit it out!”

“That’s what she did after her first
mouthful. She said it tastes like…”

“Like what?”

“Shit,” whispered the barmaid, her face
burning with embarrassment as she stared at the less than inspiring
food that grew cold on this wooden tray. “And I’m being polite
about it.”

“Well, then,” muttered the innkeeper, his
index finger and thumb twisting one end of his moustache in
contemplation. “Methinks I better deal with this patron myself,
make sure she doesn’t ride off before payin’ what’s owed, if she’s
makin’ that much of a fuss.”

With a disgruntled sigh, he picked up the
tray. Delivering it back to the patron with discriminating
taste, it was his hope that he would be able to convince her to eat
the meal so she would be fully responsible for paying for the
food.

The innkeeper cleared his throat as he
approached the lone woman. Seated with her back to him as she
stared out the window, it was as though she was expecting company.
She took dainty sips from her goblet, savoring the flavor of the
red wine. As he placed the tray of stew and the half eaten portion
of bread before her, she turned to face the innkeeper.

“I understand you have a problem.”

“I have a legitimate complaint. You
are the one with the problem.”

“What are you bitchin’ about, the food
and the wine?” grumbled the innkeeper, frowning upon being
accosted by her candid words.

“With this wine?” She shook her head
vehemently. “No, this vintage is positively delightful! It is
robust; full-bodied and flavorful with a spicy bouquet that is as
scintillating on the nose as it is on the palate. It is absolutely
delectable!”

“Of course,” agreed the innkeeper, nodding
in confirmation. “This wine was imported from the famous Bayliss
Vineyards of Land’s End in Cedona. When you asked for the best,
that’s what you got. The perfect complement to this hearty lamb
stew.”

“There is nothing in this world that can
complement this sorry excuse for a stew, only mask its blandness,
but only after one has overindulged in wine! Once the tongue is
numbed by alcohol, it can no longer be accosted by the blandness
that is enough to make the taste buds weep for flavor. As for these
stringy, gristly chunks of meat, it is like you took the toughest
pieces of mutton and boiled it to death, rather than using tender
cuts of lamb.”

The innkeeper’s nerves bristled upon hearing
these words of insult. “It’s called ‘lamb’ stew ‘cause it
sounds more appetizin’ than sheep stew, but of course we
used mutton! It’s the perfect cut for slow cookin’ in a meal like
this.”

“Believe me this is not stew, my good
man! This is nothing more than disgusting chunks of tough, fatty
meats and some mushy, overcooked vegetables to give it some
semblance of flavor, boiled together in watered down broth. In
fact, at this point, no amount of reasoning or seasoning can
convince me otherwise.”

“I beg to differ,” snorted the innkeeper.
“This is the best servin’ of stew you’ll find this side of
Carcross.”

“You mean to say it is the best serving of
stew in the County of Barstoke!” she disputed.

“Say again!” the wide-eyed innkeeper gasped,
appalled by her bold words of insult.

“No, never mind. I meant to say it is the
best stew to be served in any of the inns in this entire
village.”

“This is the only inn in
Barstoke!”

“Exactly!”

“I will have you know, this is made from a
secret family recipe, handed down from my grandma to my momma, then
me!”

“It should have remained a secret, buried
away with your long dead ancestors and shared with none.”

“Bite your tongue!”

“Even that would be more appetizing! But if
this is so good, are your grandmother and mother still eating this
slop?”

“Of course not, they’re both dead,” muttered
the man.

“Yes, undoubtedly poisoned from eating this
stew! I’m safer to find another inn with a more capable cook able
to serve up decent food.”

“Well, I hate to tell you this, Red, but if
you think you’ll find another inn that will feed you, you’re out of
luck. This is the last one you’ll find in these parts, if you’re
plannin’ on continuin’ south.”

“Well lucky for me, I am heading west!”

“West? As in, the Painted Desert, west?” His
wiry brows furrowed in curiosity upon hearing this claim.

“In that general vicinity.” She answered
coyly after a sip of wine.

“Well then, you’ll be even more out of
luck!” chortled the innkeeper, slapping his belly as he guffawed.
“Only thing you’ll be eatin’ out there is dry, blowin’ sand, if
you’re lucky.”

“Even that sounds more appealing than this
slop that is not even fit for a starving pig.”

“How dare you?”

“It was easy, really!” grunted the woman. “I
merely spoke the truth when I described this swill.”

“You’ll not be the first patron I’ve tossed
out for such insolence, I’ll have you know!”

“Where I come from, the customer is always
right. And speaking of right, your best room was far from
comfortable last night. The windows were drafty, even with the
fireplace, it was cold! And that mattress, if you can call it that,
was as lumpy as sleeping on a sack of potatoes!”

“Well, I’ve been to Darross before and I’ll
tell you now, my inn may not be as fancy as some, but the food and
accommodations here are far better than most in your fair
country.”

“What makes you think I am from
Darross?”

“I ain’t deaf or blind, woman. I can hear
you got a twinge of an accent you’re tryin’ to cover up, so you
can’t be from these parts. Plus, the red hair and them green eyes
of yours,” explained the innkeeper. “It’s pretty typical of folks
from your neck of the woods.”

“My hair is mahogany, not red!” Her
voice tightened with indignation.

“My-hog-a-knee? What kind a color is
that? Is there some kind of swine with reddish-brown bristles to
the north that I don’t know about?”

“I am appalled by your ignorance, sir. I
just shake my head in sympathy and woe. Perhaps I should take my
leave now, before I am further put off by your foul demeanor and
poor service, not to mention the terrible food.”

“Sure! You’re free to leave if you want, but
not without payin’ first, Red!” snorted the irate man, jamming the
wooden spoon back into the stew.

“I am a reasonable person. I am willing to
pay for that poor excuse of a room and this wonderful wine, but
forget about this crap you call food. That is asking for too much
from me.”

“Did you eat any of it?” he asked. Using the
spoon, he stirred the stew to determine just how much was actually
consumed.

“Are you as blind as you are stupid? As you
can see, I had consumed some of the bread. As for this stew,
I barely sampled it, therefore, I should not be made to pay for
this sorry excuse of a meal.”

“Well, as you already sampled it,
then this bowl ain’t fit to serve to another customer, so it’ll be
food wasted. As such, I demand to be compensated for it.”

“It is not my fault you cannot cook to save
your life.”

“Well, if indeed you do head west to the
Painted Desert, it’s a pity that this will be your last meal before
you meet your Maker.”

“How so?” Her words were doubtful.

“Don’t know what business you’d be havin’
there, but only a fool would venture out that way. Not only is it a
bad idea, it’s the kind of fool idea that will only get you
killed.”

“I know of its harsh landscape.”

“Tis not just the landscape to consider,
dearie. This is the last and only inn in these parts; the last stop
and chance to replenish and feed that pretty little face of yours
before you ride out to that wasteland, gettin’ you and your horse
swallowed up in one of ‘em great sinkholes. If you’re smart, you’d
put aside your fussiness and eat up. After all, if you’re plannin’
to die, it’s always better to die on a full stomach.”

“To eat this shit is to die.”

“Either way, you’re payin’ for this.” The
innkeeper slammed the tray back down on the table before her.

“This is the last public drinking house and
inn, you say?” Her emerald eyes narrowed in pensive thought as she
considered his warning.

“Yep! Unless you stumble upon another soul
in that desert willin’ to share a drink and a meal with you, and
that ain’t likely to happen, you’re shit out of luck. Mind you, if
that’s your destination, then it’ll be your final
destination, so it won’t matter. As sure as the sun rises in the
east, you’ll be dead before it sets in the west, I promise you
that!”

“I love your positive attitude.” Her tone
was sarcastic as her eyes sparkled, shining with growing
malice.

“I’ll tell you this, Red; my attitude will
be more positive if you pay now, before you try sneakin’ out of
here.”

She glanced about the near-empty room. Aside
from the old, inebriated farmer passed out near the fireplace and
the single barmaid wiping down the tables, she was the only other
customer.

“You are truly insufferable! Do you always
make it a habit of treating all your patrons this poorly?”

“Only when it’s called for. Now, I’m sure a
lady of your means can pay this outstandin’ bill,” said the man,
his voice sarcastically sweet to encourage her to fulfill her
financial obligation as he scrutinized her fine cloak and the
opulent gold and emerald necklace adorning her slender neck.

“But first, did you speak the truth when you
said this is the last and only inn before I venture on to the
west?”

“West or south. I swear it to be so,” vowed
the innkeeper, his hand over heart in solemn promise. “Now, cough
up some coinage, woman.”

“I do not deal in paltry pieces of copper or
silver.”

“If you don’t, then I’m sure the local
constabulary, perhaps even the King of Carcross himself, will see
fit to deal with a no-good-for-nothin’ thief, because that’s what
you’ll be, if you think you’ll get off the hook for this. Pay for
the services rendered or I shall take the necessary actions, so I
may be fairly compensated.”

“I did not say that I refused to pay. I just
prefer the kind of currency that is recognized and accepted the
world over.”

“You better not be speaking of tradin’ in
some hoofed stock or offerin’ to work off this bill by washing
dishes. I already got my wife to do that and that old cow can also
pass for hoofed stock herself on particularly bad days when she’s
lookin’ as she sounds; like a miserable old goat.”

“She sounds charming! The perfect match for
you, you pig! But know this; I am not cut-out for the drudgery of
menial labor, nor am I willing to give up my fine steed in
payment.”

“You wretched woman! You will pay!”

Dismissing his words, her hand fished about
in the canvas bag that was tucked safely away by her side. The
innkeeper’s eyes grew wide in surprise and delight as she slid
toward him a beautiful gold ring adorned with a single stone of
brilliant blue.

“In this case, I prefer to deal in gold and
sapphire. I am sure this little trinket will be more than enough to
cover my expenses many times over, sir.”

“Absolutely!” Just as he reached to pick up
the ring to inspect it, her hand slammed down over top to stop
him.

“I am sure this will entitle me to something
more than this inedible gruel that you call a stew. My
tastes are refined, much too refined to suffer through this slop
you call food.”

“If this is genuine, I’m sure I can create
something far more to your likin’ and taste.”

Removing her hand, she pushed the ring
before him.

The innkeeper picked up the jewel. Biting
down to test the metal’s composition, by the tiny indentations made
by his teeth, he knew it was indeed gold. Holding the ring up to
the light of the window, he inspected the sapphire. From what he
could determine with his bare eyes, this was a seemingly flawless,
brilliant cut sapphire of the most exquisite shade of deep
blue.

“Well?” She gazed at him with curious eyes
as she sipped her wine. “What say you, good sir?”

“If I may be so bold to ask, just how did
you manage to get your hands on this little gem?”

“Consider it an inheritance, but this piece
has no sentimental value to me. Therefore, I have no qualms about
passing it from my hands to yours. However, if you continue to
harangue me with questions, I shall renege on this offer and pay
you exactly what is owed than to let you pocket the generous tip,
if you accept this ring.”

“Well, I’m thinkin’ there’s a fine rack of
tender lamb ready and waitin’ to be grilled and some fresh veggies
that I can roast to perfection for you, m’lady.”

“Lamb, not old mutton, right?”

“Only the best for my most valued patrons.
I’ll create a worthy meal, one fit for a queen.”

“That’s more like it! Now be quick about it,
my good man. I want to be on my way before the sun is too high in
the afternoon sky.”

 


*****

 


“So, tell me, Captain Manthorpe, this
mystery woman… have your men tracked her down yet?” asked Nayla,
looking to Tomas for answers.

“No, my lady,” answered the captain, shaking
his head in regret. “According to Gilroy, this woman had made
mention that she was planning to take a ride to the Emerald Forest.
Instead, when we were finally able to exit the castle grounds by
the east gate to give chase, it was as though she had abruptly
changed directions. From the last correspondence I received from
First Officer Ethan Bridger, they were heading south, hot on her
trail.”

“South?” repeated Nayla.

“According to the villagers my men had
encountered along the way, there had been eyewitnesses who claimed
the woman was seen on Queen Anne’s white mare. She was definitely
heading south.”

“It is odd she would tell my old servant
that she was planning to take a ride to the Emerald Forest, only to
veer southward,” noted Markus.

“It was nothing more than a ploy, meant to
throw us off her tracks, I am sure, my liege,” answered Tomas.

“So now, the real question is: Why does she
journey southward?” questioned Joval.

“I still want to know what her true motive
was for trespassing into Whycliffe Castle,” added Markus.

“And I’d bloody well like to know where she
found the balls to gather the nerve to brazenly steal your wife’s
jewels, deface the family portrait and kill the guards who
tried to stop her escape,” reminded Lando, scratching his head in
pensive thought.

“Perhaps she travels south because she has
friends or family, those she can rely on to hide her away from
those seeking her out,” suggested Arerys.

“Someone like her, one who takes the time to
meticulously plan a daring entry without detection, raise the havoc
she did and then escape, must have a plan,” determined Nayla. “She
headed south for a reason.”

“But what reason? Does she have
co-conspirators? Does she work alone?” questioned Markus.

“The only way to find out is to speak to
her; question that woman directly, once she is detained,” said
Arerys. “Once your men catch up to her, Captain Manthorpe, and I am
certain it will only be a matter of time, she can be made to answer
these questions and more.”

“And be made to answer for her crimes by
facing punishment for her actions,” added Markus.

“I agree, but I must admit, I am most
interested in this device he had described,’ confessed Nayla. “I,
for one, have never heard of such a thing, not even during all my
years of battle in Orien.”

“Interested from what perspective?”
questioned Lando. “Do you plan to unravel its secrets so it may be
used in warfare?”

“Quite the opposite, my friend,” answered
Nayla. “If it is as all devastating as Captain Manthorpe had
described, we need to make sure she is not planning to share this
weapon with unscrupulous characters, the ones who are more than
willing to exploit this knowledge for their own gains.”

“By Captain Manthorpe’s description of the
ensuing damage, it was almost like that of when Eldred Firestaff
was a Sorcerer and would lob explosive balls of fire when we
engaged him in battle,” noted Joval. “However, it seems to be more
concentrated and just as deadly.”

“Aha! So there is at least one other person
in this room who agrees with me that Firestaff has gone rogue,
reverting to his evil ways!” declared Lando, slapping his thigh in
delight upon hearing this Elf’s damning words.

“I said no such thing, Lando,” clarified
Joval. “I was merely establishing a frame of reference so Nayla
would know what level of destruction we may be faced to deal
with.”

“We?” repeated Lando, his brows
arching up in disbelief as he raised his stump of a wrist as a
reminder to the Elf. “There is no me in that ‘we’.
You forget that I am long retired, my friend, too old and
incapacitated to be gallivanting across this realm on another
adventure. I prefer to leave such heroic exploits to the young and
able-bodied, not the old and gimpy.”

“Old and gimpy? Do I hear a trace of
self-pity from the great knight of Cedona?” queried Nayla, as she
stared over at her friend.

“The great and retired knight of
Cedona,” reminded Lando, with a shake of his head. “As for
self-pity? No! It is more like accepting that this is my reality
now. I’d be a fool, and Nakoa would only remind me of it everyday,
if I believed for even a minute that I’d be of any use on such a
potentially dangerous mission. My time in service has come and
gone. The most I can do these days is to tend to my vineyard, and
even that can pose a very real challenge to me.”

“Your strong point has always been in
military strategy, in outwitting the enemy, Lando,” reminded
Markus. “Your mind has been in no way impaired, not even with the
passing of time.”

“You are too kind, my friend,” Lando said
with a generous smile, as he waved off the King of Carcross’
comment.

“I speak the truth,” stated Markus.

“To put it bluntly, I have been dealt a bad
hand, forgive the pun,” said Lando, raising the healed stump where
his hand had been hacked off at the wrist.

Markus frowned is disgust. “That was not
funny.”

“Hey, if I cannot make light of this bad
situation, then I am better off dead.” Lando’s brows bobbed up and
down as he lightheartedly teased his friend, giving Markus a jovial
slap with the stump of his wrist. “Tis better to laugh than to
lament about what cannot be changed.”

“I agree,” said Arerys. “But as of tomorrow,
things will change where you are concerned.”

“How so?” questioned Lando, sitting tall in
his chair upon hearing the Elf’s foreboding words.
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