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The full moon hung high and bright in the night sky and the sound of hoof beats quickly approached the hidden spot where the dark-skinned orc lay hidden in a small clump of bushes. He could clearly hear his young son’s fast and heavy breathing to his right.
A tall darkling appeared out of the gloom first. His purple hued skin gleamed in the moonlight and he was riding a massive black unicorn whose very breath was fire. Next to him, on a silver horse that easily kept pace, sat a beautiful golden-haired human woman in a regal riding dress decorated with the pattern of three towers interconnected by a walkway. She sat tall in the saddle and wore a silver crown upon her head. Her face glinted in the moonlight, its features perfect with high cheekbones and strange yellow eyes glowing like a cat in the night.
“What if he isn’t dismounted,” said the boy with trembling hands who squirmed even lower into the grass. The dark-skinned orc, who wore a close-cropped beard and moustache, looked down at his young son and noted the eyes wide with fear, his normally green skin almost ashen and white in color, and his lip aquiver. “They say he’s the finest horseman in the world,” continued the lad.
“He will be,” said the orc clutching a fine rope in this hand. Minutes before he tied both ends to trees on opposite sides of the path but left enough slack for it to rest on the ground. He tightened his grip as the horses approached.
“What if it doesn’t fall off?” said the boy.
“It will, everything is arranged,” he replied. “Now get ready.”
“What do I do with it after?” said the boy.
The orc replied in an almost dream like trance, “We’ve been over this, you know what to do. Take the Black Sphere to Three Eyed Dioly. He promised to hide the thing where no darkling will ever find it,” he whispered his entire body suddenly tensing up.
“What then?” said the boy.
“Then the Black Horseman, cursed be the name of the man who destroyed our people, shall no longer be able to travel in the daylight. His reign of terror shall end just as will the Emperor’s, under the black sword of the Usurper.”
As the riders approached a dark glow emanating from the black sphere that hung on a golden chain around the darkling’s neck became evident. He was suddenly upon them and the orc pulled up the rope and it sprang up under the legs of the horses. The woman’s horse somehow managed to leap over it but the Black Horseman’s steed stumbled for a moment. The horseman was of such skill that he maneuvered sideways in the saddle and seemed ready to maintain his balance and ride on, but then the girdle of the horse, insecurely fastened, slid to the over to the side of the great beast. The darkling tumbled to the ground as the strange bauble around his neck bounced once, twice, and a third time almost directly into the hands of the boy.
“Now,” said the man dashing across the road so that the horseman and the woman could see him. It only took a moment for the man to stand and recover his wits as he drew a slim silver scimitar. The boy darted off into the woods without making a sound.
“You dare ambush the Left Hand of the Emperor?” the darkling spoke and his sword rose.
Tanner Wilmer moved under the thick sheepskin with a low grunt, flexed his left knee twice, and exposed it to the brisk morning air brought in by the prevailing coastal winds. A low but distinct crack reverberated throughout his body and he groaned loudly. An elbow in his side indicated that his wife, Almara, was at least partially awake as well. The sky was still dark but only a few stars dotted it as he opened his eyes and saw misty breath snake out of his mouth. “Cold one, Alma.”
“Get the fire started and I’ll put on coffee,” muttered a woman’s voice beneath the blankets.
Tanner carefully rolled out from under the covers, knocked a pair of thick leather boots together, held them upside down, and then slipped them onto his feet. He shambled over to the fire pit where ashes and a few burnt logs were all that remained of the previous night’s blaze. A few yards away a small pile of kindling and larger wood lay at the ready and he rebuilt the fire with practiced and precise movements. Within five minutes, he coaxed the few embers that remained into an energetic little blaze. By the time he finished with his work the sky had noticeably lightened to a dark shade of blue and the songs of birds joined the sound of waves as they lapped against rocks on a nearby beach. A little green and white jay hopped from branch to branch and called out to the morning.
Lightly dotted by gray and black whiskers covered his face as he began looking around. He immediately noticed a young man with a leather pullover and oversized denim pants at the edge of the low cliff that looked out over the great sea. “Tylan, what are you doing up so early?”
“Look at that, dad,” said the boy pointing out to the bay toward the old shipwreck where only the top of the main mast was visible under the water. The waves that rolled over it gave the illusion that it swayed back and forth. Tanner brought his wagon up the Shadow Mountain Road at least two or three times a year and that old wreck was nothing new.
“I’ve seen it plenty of times, Tylan. Pull out some of those fish we caught and we’ll fry them up for your mother and sister.”
“No dad, look!”
Tanner grabbed the coffee pot and walked over to the edge to join his son. “What is it?”
“Can’t you see?”
“It’s too dark for my old eyes; I see a mast and some water. What am I supposed to be looking at?”
“There, dad. There goes another one!”
Tanner squinted, which helped a little; the light increased a bit, and he suddenly could make out motion along the sandbar a few hundred yards from where the wreck lay. “What is that?”
“People, dad, they’re walking into the ocean, but they’re getting smashed by the waves.”
“People wouldn’t do that,” said Tanner and squinted again.
“Let’s go see,” shouted Tylan moving forward, jumping five feet off the cliff onto the ground below, and broking into a quick run.
“Wait, Tylan,” said Tanner, sitting on the ledge, and sliding down carefully although his knee buckled slightly when he hit the ground. “Darn old age.”
“Hurry, dad!”
“Wait, Tylan,” shouted Tanner as he looked up again and saw figures; they did look human, walk from the shore into the low waves, and then disappear into the sea. “What is going on?”
The boy rushed ahead at breakneck speed his spindly legs seeming to jut out at strange angles, his sharp elbows thrashing with apparently disconcerted movements, but he made good time until he reached a small grassy outcropping that stood a little bit above the rest of the land.
“Dad!”
“What is it, Tylan?”
“Dad!”
Now Tanner picked up his pace, his movements steady and strong, but somehow not as fast as his son managed. Within a few seconds he reached his son putting his hands on his knees as his breathing came from his lungs in great cloudy bursts. “Too … early … to run,” he gave two hacking coughs.
“Dad, look!” said Tylan pointing up the coast line while Tanner’s eyes rose to take in the sight. For as far as the man could see stretched a line of strangely thin human figures. Each moved with an awkward lurching sort of gait, and it was almost as if they were transparent, with the breaking waves visible through their bodies. “What are they doing?”
“They’re skeletons, dad, walking skeletons!”
Tanner closed his eyes and shook his head. Then he slowly opened them up, refocused, and saw that it was skeletal figures that made their way bizarrely up the coast to the point where each of them in turn, like ants who marched to the edge of a precipice, simply walked into the water where they washed away or were smashed into the rocks. “What the hell?”
“What does it mean, dad?”
“I don’t know, son. We need to report this. Go wake up your sister and pack up the wagon.”
“Ok, dad,” said Tylan his eyes still gazing out at the endless line of skeletal figures as they walked jerkily into the ocean, apparently unconcerned by their fate.
“Get going!” snapped Tanner and smacked the boy lightly across the top of the head, “before I get out my strap.”
Tylan even then waited a moment and stared towards the sea as sunlight began to filter over the horizon to his left. Then, with a jerk he looked at his father and sprinted off, with those ungainly strides, back to the campsite where a small wagon waited near a large sycamore tree.
Tanner watched his son go and then turned his gaze back to the long line of skeletons that worked their way towards the point. His eyes focused on the lone mast that stuck up and he tried to remember what ship it was and how long ago it had come to rest in the bay. “I don’t get it. It’s been there so long, what could they want?” Just then he noticed a change in the motion of the skeletal line. One of the creatures veered off course, dropped to its knees, and began scraping against the hard rock near the point.
“This is not good,” said Tanner aloud but in a whisper. He turned back to his family and slowly made his way towards the wagon although he stopped and looked back to the point every few strides.
“It was crawling across the floor!” shrieked the woman with a broom in one hand, black frizzed hair around her head, and a mouth full of ill-aligned teeth as she stood in front of the straw and mud house on the outskirts of town. “The dead have risen!”
A group of young boys, holding sticks and chasing after a wildly bouncing ball, stopped their game and turned to the old woman, their mouths hanging open, and their sticks held loosely.
“The dead are rising,” screamed the woman as she shook her broom at the boys who scattered like dry leaves before a heavy wind. “The dead are coming back to life,” she shouted a third time although only to the empty road.
A heavyset woman with a thick double chin peered out from the door and looked at the other woman with a shake of her head. “Your witchy skull fell off the mantle and rolled under the table, you mad woman. Now get back in here before the neighbors report you to the guard.”
“You old fool,” said the woman waving her broom in her general direction. “You didn’t see it, I did!”
“Fine then,” said the older woman slamming the door shut with a loud bang.
Not many blocks away another scene played out atop a small inn where a dozen travelers and locals worked their way through another morning in Iv’s Folly.
“Shh,” said a young boy wearing a tattered gray jerkin to a smaller girl in a like-fashioned single piece dress and a pair of thin sandals with a large rip in the left heel. She stifled a giggle as she put a dirty hand over an equally dirty mouth while the boy looped a knotted string over the wrist of a skeletal hand and began to lower it in between the gap in two loose floorboards.
Half a mile from these events, two men, one large with a thick wool shirt and the other quite tall and thin who wore a heavy jacket, walked past a large headstone so old that the scratches on it telling of the current resident were so faint as to be illegible. “Hey, Shamki,” said the tall man as he stopped at the stone and brushed off some leaves, “Why we gotta do this?”
The broader, but shorter, man turned and displayed a heavy brow and low-slung lower lip with sharp canine teeth more prominent with a grimace followed shortly by a low growl, “No you worry,” he said and, with a quick stride, stood next to the thin man and gave him a cuff in the shoulder. “Why you care?” he said pointing to the grave.
The taller man staggered and gave off a low cry, “Why you gotta do that, Shamki? I was just cleaning off the grave, who knows, that coulda been my dad.”
“Who cares? Boss is your dad and that’s all that matters,” said Shamki and somehow seemed to glower down at the taller man. “Now come on, boss says we dig him up while everybody’s afraid of skellies.”
“Yeah, but I’m afraid of the skellies.”
“They dead.”
“No, they’re not,” replied Humbort with a grimace, shying away from a pale white leaf that bore a striking resemblance to a hand. “I see them come alive and Tanner said they are up and walking at the point near that old wreck.”
“Why you care what stupid Tanner say?” asked Shamki as he turned around again and scratched the side of his face. “Stupid trader, stupid kids, stupid wife. You do what boss say and get plenty to eat, right. Since we were kids it that way. Besides, you never seen no walking dead things, you just dream it.”
“I did too see it,” said Humbort defiantly looking down at the bigger man his jaw clenched. “You can’t make me say I didn’t see it ‘cause I did!”
“You dreamed, idiot. Now comes on, we need to dig up body. You bring shovel right?”
The thinner man looked around and shrugged his shoulders, “I thought you did.”
Shamki simply shook his head from side to side, “No matter, we find one.” Looking around he spotted a low slung shed to his right tucked between a large tree and a group of small bushes that were turning red in the crisp fall air. “Check shed.”
Humbort looked at the shed and then back at his companion with his lips turned down, “What if it’s for taking a crap?”
“No moon, dummy. Get shovel or I tell boss you forget it.”
“You forgot to tell me to remember Shamki, it’s not my fault.”
“Go get!”
“Okay, okay. But you better not tell boss about it.”
The big half-orc raised his hand as if to cuff the slight man who then jogged across to the shed. When he got there he grabbed the door knob with one hand, pushed in, but got no result. He paused for a moment and then pulled out with the same effect. “It’s locked Shamki, what do we do?”
“Not locked,” said Shamki and walked over with a half a dozen large strides. “No lock just jammed ‘cause of cold.” The big fellow roughly pushed aside Humbort sending the thin man stumbling backwards and onto the ground. Then the half-orc raised a thick leather boot, grimy with dirt but not enough so that a heavy iron toe cap wasn’t visible beneath, and launched it forward against the door which burst in with a crack, swung against the far wall, slammed shut again, only to swing back open a few inches. “Get shovel.”
Humbort peered into the dark shed and then poked his head back around the corner, “I don’t see one.”
The big man looked at the little man and gave another shake of his head, “Get in there and look or have to do it, that make mad.”
“Okay, okay, I’ll do it but if I get killed it’ll be your fault,” said Humbort, sticking his head back around the corner, and peering into the darkness. “It’s dark, I can’t see.”
Shamki moved up quickly behind his companion without making any noise, put both hands on his back, and shoved him into the small shack. Humbort sprawled forward, lost his balance, and landed with a heavy thud followed by a clatter and then three crashes each separated only by a brief moment. “Owwww,” said the voice from inside the shack and Shamki shook his head, once again, and sighed, “Humbort.”
Meanwhile, at the center of the little hamlet of Iv’s Folly, in a large building with an immaculately planted rose garden out front, a roundish man with a massive head flanked by wide red tinged ears stood by a desk staring at a skull.
The office appeared to be quite tiny as a massive redwood desk, a huge leather backed chair behind the desk, and a much smaller wooden chair with no arms in front of it took up a great deal of the total space. Off to the side on the wall stood the mounted head of a massive green scaled dragon next to several smaller heads of more mundane creatures like deer and bears. A shelf filled with parchment scrolls and old books dominated the wall opposite the trophies and a counter near the back of the room contained half a dozen glass bottles filled with liquids of various colors. The thick man walked over to this last table, a glass in one hand, and reached for one of the bottles.
“The finest Halfling Tree Sap in the Five Counties,” he said before taking a long swallow from the glass, “Ahhhh.”
At that moment a small wooden panel beneath the dragon head swiveled and revealed a swathe of green hair on top of a lithe girl whose thin waist appeared elven but whose overfull bosom revealed some earthier heritage. “By the Gods this town is filled with idiots,” she said walking forward and leaning over the desk in front of the mayor. “How do you manage to put up with them?”
“Idiots are useful,” said the mayor with a wave of his hand. “Sometimes very useful.”
“We need to be careful about that witch Hazlebub, she’s up to no good spreading rumors about walking skulls, and I know about Unerus the Urchin as well. That boy and his little sister are not to be trifled with.”
“I’m not a fool, Lousa,” said the mayor grinning broadly and taking advantage of the opportunity to glance down her low-cut blouse. “I’m well aware of what Hazlebub is up to and that boy as well. However, Tanner is not an idiot and if he says the dead are swarming up at shipwreck point then the dead are swarming. Shamki is due in with his report from the cemetery but regardless of that, something strange is going on and I’ll be damned if I let Baron Avakubia or that lap dog colonel of his horn in on my town.”
“I know you’re not a fool, Mayor, at least not when it comes to money,” she said moving close to the mayor and breathing in his ear, “but perhaps more foolhardy in other matters?”
Lousa stood in the hallway talking with a small man, “They’re in the hall. That damn girl bit me when I tried to take her brother. I had to have Shamki hold her down while useless Humbort just stood there stammering like a fool.”
“Have you alerted the mayor to their presence?”
“I sent in the boy to tell him about ten minutes ago but I’ve just been waiting out here since.”
A moment later the mayor emerged from the behind the stout door, took Lousa by the arm, and began walking down the long corridor.
They arrived shortly thereafter in a large chamber where a witch woman sat at the head of the table, a large mug of something frothy already half-finished, a little urchin boy perched on a sideboard his legs dangling over the edge, while his sister sat on his shoulders and played with a silver spoon; more of the silver objects poked out from her pockets. Elsewhere the heavyset merchant sipped from a mug much like the witch’s and next to him a massive half-orc whittled at the table with a sharp carving knife. In another seat, almost invisible and slouched low, sat the last member of the quorum, the foppish companion of Shamki, Humbort. The mayor, with Lousa at his side and her arm around the waist of the fat man, walked to the front of the room with purposeful strides.
“I’ve no doubt you’ve already heard my story, Mayor Shumba,” said Tanner to the big man as his eyes flicked toward the stunning woman at the mayor’s side. “And more than once I’d guess.”
“I’m glad you could join us, Tanner. I know we’ve had our differences before about import tariffs and taxes but this is a serious situation and I hope you can mollify your belligerent attitude for the greater good. I’m not sure if you’ve met everyone here, so you won’t mind if I make a few introductions?”
The merchant spread his hands and took a long sip from his mug, “It’s your party.”
“Many of you know me as Mayor Shumba,” said the fat man with a smile and a little bow, “but for today please just call me Jorum. I think everyone knows my deputy mayor, Lousa of the fairy folk. She will be in charge of today’s little gathering.
“I think all of you heard the rumors that are spreading around town today thanks to Tanner Wilmer. Tanner, I know you’re a free man and entitled to do as you please, but do you think it might have been wise to bring this issue directly to me rather than causing a panic among the people?”
The merchant shrugged his shoulders but looked down at the table rather than directly at the mayor for the first time.
“Speaking of panic among the people,” went on the mayor with a look at the witch and the two children. “We have with us today the illustrious alchemist,” he started before the old woman interrupted him.
“I’m a witch and I’ll be addressed as such,” she said with a cackle that ended with a rattling cough.
“Of course, Hazlebub, of course. I’m sorry to give your profession anything other than the moniker it deserves. Hazlebub joins us to give her expert opinion on all things caught between the living and the dead.”
“Every moment you keep me in this farce of a meeting is money out of my pocket, mayor,” said the old lady and pulled out a jar filled with a thick, dark green substance whose odor immediately began to fill the room causing the other members of the meeting to move away from her. “And that means a loss of tax revenue to you, mayor, as you well know.”
“I understand the financial burden I’m placing you under, Hazlebub, but I can only hope you’ve managed to instruct your sister on the proper preparation techniques for whatever charm you hope to sell people to ward off this undead invasion. In any case, if I might continue?”
The old witch bowed her head and poured some of the green liquid into the mug of frothy beer while Humbort made a sort of gagging sound in the corner.
“In the corner there is Humbort the quarter ogre, three quarter moron whom associates with Shamki doing odd jobs for the city now and again. I sent them off to investigate the local graves and they’ll give a report later. Finally,” concluded the mayor, “I’ve invited a couple of younger members of society to give the viewpoint of those not normally represented. The young man there is Unerus and his sister, who is stealing all the silver cutlery, is Ariana.”
“However, my part in this little affair is now over,” said the mayor. “I turn this meeting over to my deputy mayor and I hope that you all can manage without me.” With that the mayor turned and exited the room.
“Now,” said Lousa coming forward to the table. “Tanner, I assume everything you said in the town square is true. Do you have anything to add?”
The broad-shouldered merchant paused for a moment; his hand scratched his chin, and he looked at the woman with his head tilted slightly to the side. “Well, Lousa, it’s clear to me the skeletons wanted something on that wreck. The dead are slow, they’re stupid, but they are persistent. That wreck’s been there for at least ten years, since I’ve traded up and down the Shadow Mountain Road.”
“Thank you, Tanner. I think much, if not most of the panic that has spread through town can be traced to you, Hazlebub and the boy,” she said and nodded to the witch and the young boy.
At this the girl on the boy’s shoulders burst into a giggle so soft that it went almost unheard and she tickled her brother with a tweak of his ears and broke into a little tune, “Bones and string, strings and bones, tools of crone, make people run and shout all about!”
Lousa looked at the young girl beyond the dirty face and scrubby dress for the first time and saw clear dark eyes, half a mouthful of teeth that looked cared for, and a strange sort of slant to her eyes, “That’s a lovely singing voice you have darling, untrained but with potential, would you like to meet with me and we could see about developing it?”
The girl looked down at her brother who looked back up at her and shrugged his shoulders. She then peered at the older woman, the beautiful older woman, and narrowed her eyes, “How much do I have to pay?”
“Nothing my dear, I’d do it for the good of the community, the church needs as many singers as possible, I don’t know if you’ve been to services lately but it’s not a pleasant experience.”
A great guffaw came from Shamki who slapped his knee and stuck his knife into the table. “Lousa right,” he bellowed, “sound like crow eated by owl!”
“When was the last time you went to church?” asked Humbort as he twisted his foot around the chair and looked straight down.
The big half-orc glanced at his companion and made a kissing movement with his mouth.
“All right, all right, I know we’re all best friends and I was the one who got us off track,” said Lousa with a smile. “Hazlebub, you’re the town’s leading expert on the waked dead. I want straight answers, not any of your mumbo-jumbo, this is a town emergency.”
The witch shrugged her shoulder and gave off a loud belch. “Tanner’s pretty well got it, that storm last month must have stirred the cargo around on that old wreck, there’s something there that’s got the dead agitated. I know a spell to call a spirit, it might be able to help us, but the components to cast the spell are pricey.”
“All reasonable expenses will be covered from the town treasury,” said Lousa with a smile and a nod of her head. “How long will it take to prepare the spell?”
The crone shrugged her shoulders, “It’s best if done near the manifestation, if we call a spirit from town it’s likely to know little about the wreck. A few hours maybe.”
“Shamki, Humbort, what did you find out at the cemetery?”
“Some of the graves was dug up,” said Humbort moving forward so he stood near Lousa who in turn moved half a step away from the man.
“Is that true, Shamki?” asked Lousa to the big half-orc who nodded. “Hazlebub, kids, do you know anything about anybody digging up the graves?”
The little girl giggled again and the boy simply shrugged his shoulder while the old crone looked at the kids and shook her head. “We need to work together, indeed we do, indeed.”
“That wreck is the key,” interjected Tanner. “If we can find out what it’s about then we’ll find out what is going on with the skellies.”
“I agree, Tanner,” said Lousa looking at the man and nodding her head. “Hazlebub, you go about making preparations for that spell of yours, Shamki and Humbort will go with you to make sure nothing goes wrong. Kids, I’m going to give you access to the town hall records, can you read?”
The boy shrugged his shoulders, “People call me Unerus but I don’t rightly have a given name, and I can read, taught myself but Ariana’s better at it, I paid to have her teached.”
“Fine,” said Lousa, “you and the girl go look for ships that wrecked sometime more than ten years ago. Tanner, how old do you think that wreck might considering the condition it’s in?”
The merchant shrugged his shoulder, “Don’t rightly know, Lousa, you’ll have to find a sailor to tell you that, but surely someone in Lycidas or Sea Fen remembers it and if not you could petition the baron for help.”
“Mayor Shumba made clear to me his aversion to calling in the baron or any military aid from Doria at all. Head to Lycidas, you’ve got contacts there, right?”
The merchant nodded. “I’ve traded as far north as Lycidas but that’s not an ocean town. They live up against the Great Salt Marsh so they are mostly smaller boats and such. I’ve never been to Sea Fen, that’s on the Great Eastern Sea and they have ocean going vessels. I mostly work with the Thilnog Monks up in the mountains bringing down iron products and the such. As a kid I took one trip into the lands of Lord Thotmes but they don’t have anything other than river boats.”
“I understand, head up to Lycidas and find out what you can while the rest of us meet out by the wreck for Hazlebub’s ceremony. I’ll alert the rest of you as to when that will happen. After we’re finished I’ll want to talk to you again, Tanner, so as soon as you get back look me up. Any other questions?”
“Good then,” said Lousa with a broad smile that showed off her brilliant white teeth. “Now, go on about your business, and Hazlebub I’ll want receipts for any expenses!”
The howling wind roared with tremendous vigor as a pair of heavily cloaked figures struggled against it toward a small copse of trees where a large bonfire blazed away, its flames flickering wildly and sparks shooting skyward every few moments. “Why we gotta haul the wood?” asked Humbort straining under a backload of thick sticks and heavy broken branches. “It’s her damn spell and the wind chills me to the bones.”
“Shut up or get cuffed,” said Shamki not bothering to turn around and address his companion. The packet of wood on the half-orc’s back was several times the size burdening his friend but he walked with apparent ease and sniffed at the air now and again.
“You smell something, Shamki?” asked Humbort looking around with wide eyes.
The big half-orc grunted and kept walking towards the bonfire.
“I don’t like being out here in the dark with all those dead things; you saw them down the coast, digging, what’re they after?”
The big half-orc grunted again and picked up the pace slightly.
“Slow down, Shamki,” complained Humbort and almost stumbled over a small rock in the road, which he bent down to examine. By the time he finished his friend was already out of sight in the darkness ahead. “Wait up, Shamki,” called Humbort loudly, his voice quickly carried away by the swift wind. The tall, gangly man looked around into the night seeing a thousand pinpoints of light in the sky, heard the sound of waves as they crashed over the shore, and then called out again, “Shamki, Shamki!” Getting no reply, he trotted in an awkward gait towards the bonfire. By the time he arrived everyone else was there and he came panting into the circle with his eyes wide and completely out of breath. He immediately inhaled a cloud of smoke from the fire and began to cough and hack until he fell to his knees, rolled onto his back, and continued to choke.
“Ariana, darling,” said Lousa, dressed in a dark blue cloak lined with luxuriant fox fur trim at the collar and around her wrists, to the young girl with a cleanly scrubbed face but the same bright smile that always seemed to adorn her face. “Could you make sure Humbort doesn’t choke to death?” The little girl hopped over to the downed man and began to pound on his back with a heavy club she liberated from the wood pile.
“It would be a terrible shame if he died and I called his spirit instead of someone useful,” said Hazlebub who wore a heavily stained, tattered yellow cloak that stank of sulfur.
“The witch makes a good point,” said Lousa. “How much longer before you can summon the creature from beyond?”
“These things are never quite … predictable,” replied Hazlebub and spilled a vial of something onto the fire, which immediately flared up with reds and blues. “We shall see.”
“While we’re waiting, I understand that you have a report about finding something in the archives, Unerus?”
“She was called the Tremulus, out of Tarlton, another ship, the Light of Ras, drove her onto the rocks,” said Unerus quickly and with little fanfare.
“Tarltonites, you say?” asked Lousa and looked thoughtfully at the boy. “The Light of Ras, that rings a memory. The Priest of the Sun, Seymour of Tarlton, has private vessel of that name, does he not?”
Unerus read slowly from a piece of parchment written with clear, femine handwriting, “The sunken ship was registered as a Tarlton trading vessel, she was called the Tremulus. She was new to the waters but identified by debris that washed ashore and the report from the captain of the Light of Ras who drove her onto the rocks. The captain, apparently a seafaring expert from Sea’cra, docked at Sea Fen the following day and claimed that there was a renegade political exile aboard the Tremulus wanted by the King of the Sand, Tarlton VI.
“That would have been the previous ruler of Tarlton,” mused Lousa quietly. “They’ve recently had a change of power in the south. Baron Avakubia was speaking about it when I last visited him. The authority of the realm is now in the hands of a darkling warlord named Ming.”
Hazlebub gave an exaggerated yawn at this and poured another liquid onto the fire that gave a startling blast of orange and red sparks.
“Pretty!” shouted Ariana and got up to dance around the sparkles as they flew quickly skyward.
“What do we know of this Seymour?” asked Lousa looking at Unerus who shuffled the papers around in his hands and looked to Ariana. The girl pointed to one and her brother smiled, nodded his head, and began to read, “Seymour the Bright,” he started and then looked up to the lovely woman.
“Go on,” said Lousal.
“Seymour the Bright,” began Unerus again, “is the oldest son of Tarlton VI and at one time seemed destined for the Glass Throne of City in the Sand but instead early in life became a devout worshipper of the Sun God Ras and forsook his royal heritage. He traveled the world for many years aboard his personal ship, the Light of Ras, attempting to do the will of his patron deity.”
“Ras god of sun,” said Shamki. “Fights god of death.”
“Yes, well, that is a bit more succinct than I might have put it but you have the gist of it, Shamki,” said Louisa nodding her head at the fearsome half-orc. “Seymour was clearly chasing someone aboard the Tremulus for something. Go on, Unerus.”
“There are no records about what happened to the Light of Ras after she left Sea Fen so we what is resting at the bottom of the bay is a mah … me …,” here he looked to his sister and she whispered, “Mystery.”
“Mystery.”
“Interesting,” said Lousa. “Whatever it is likely presents a threat to Doria. Queen Onolodia will be most pleased if we can garner the friendship of Seymour and Tarlton.”
“The spirit world is ready,” said Hazlebub, waving her hands above her head, sprinkling a strange golden dust through the air with a small grin on her face, and her eyes rolling upwards in some sort of trancelike state.
Spirits Rise from grounded sleep
Break bounds born eons deep
Ghostly visage to us creep
Jump divide make the leap!
The wind whipped through the little copse of trees at that moment and sent a medium sized branch to the ground at the feet of Lousa with a crash. She jumped back with a start while Shamki grabbed the arm of Humbort and prevented the little man from fleeing. Little Ariana moved next to her brother and put her arms around the boy as Hazlebub raised her arms high above her head and intoned the words of her witchery again.
Spirits Rise from grounded sleep
Break bounds born eons deep
Ghostly visage to us creep
Jump divide make the leap!
“I’m scared,” whispered Ariana into her brother’s ear and held him more tightly yet.
“It’s okay, Ariana; she knows what she’s doing.”
“Ahhhh,” shrieked the girl with hugely wide eyes pointing to a place just outside of the small circle. Unerus looked over and spotted a ghostly blue image floating towards them. It wore a loose fitting cloak that did not billow in the wind and its hair was wild around his head.
“I hear your call, woman, what would you have of me?”
Hazlebub took a step back and almost fell into the fire, her eyes wide for a moment before she managed to compose herself and began waving her arms over her head again. “Oh spirit of the world beyond, we seek your knowledge of the ship wrecked yonder,” this last as she pointed into the darkness in almost directly the opposite direction to where the shipwreck lay.
Unerus moved over, caught the eye of the woman, and pointed with his finger in the correct direction. Hazlebub righted herself easily enough. “In this direction,” she said continue the motion of her arm until it corresponded with that of the boy’s.
“I remember something,” said the glowing blue form for a moment and shook its head, “but it is all misty as if it were a dream or never happened at all.”
“What is your name, spirit?” asked Hazlebub
“I am … I am … Khemer … Khemer dez Hadzall,” said the voice in a rather shaky fashion. “That seems familiar.”
“Tarltonite,” whispered Lousa to no one in particular.
“What is the name of that ship beyond the rocks,” asked Hazlebub and this time pointed in the correct direction the first time.
“It is the Tremulus,” said Khemer this time without pause. “Where am I? What is this place and who are you?”
“I am Hazlebub, mighty witch-woman of Doria. Yonder is the village of Iv’s Folly from where I hail. These others are my companions. There are foul undead creatures hunting for something on that ship, what can you tell us of it?”
“I was aboard that ship and we were pursued by … by someone … I cannot remember who or for what. We crashed, I was trying to swim but the waves were too, too strong, I went under, and now I am here. I see now, I am dead, called from beyond.”
“I’m sorry, Khemer, but you are truly dead,” said Hazlebub her lips pursed and her eyes cast down. “I cannot help you with that. Your body is long eaten by the sea creatures and there is no hope of a return. But, perhaps you will help us discover what is aboard that ship and it will let you rest more easily upon your return to the Abyss where the Lady of the Night rules eternally?”
“I … I … cannot remember. Perhaps we should get close to the ship? That might jar my memory?”
Humbort shook his head vigorously at Shamki but the big half-orc remained silent.
“There’s all those skellies, Unerus?” said Ariana more as a question than as a statement.
“I know you’re scared Ariana but you have to trust me, if we do this for the mayor we’ll be in good, no more stealing food from the garbage pails,” he replied in a whisper. “Be brave, we protect each other, like always, right?”
“Right!” said the girl and got to her feet looping her arm under her brother’s. “Together.”
Shamki grabbed Humbort by his arm and dragged him along as the group headed away from the protection of the small wood and towards the exposed point where a thousand skeletal remains marched up and down busy with their strange tasks.
As her fox fur cloak whipped wildly about her ankles, Lousa first heard the strange clacks that came from ahead. “What is that?” she asked no one in particular but the wild wind stole the words right out of her mouth and it was up to Humbort to ask the question again as he shrieked in a voice pitched an octave too high, “What is that sound?”
“Bones,” said Hazlebub her voice piercing the wind as she pointed to a pair of skeletons walking next to each other. Their loose bones flapping in the breeze and smacking against one another.
“Like a ghost story,” said Ariana her eyes wide but a smile once again playing on her lips, “Right, Unerus?”
The boy shivered, his light cloak flapped in the breeze and revealed an even shabbier undershirt filled with almost as many holes as stains. “You’re a brave girl,” he said aloud with his teeth chattering and then, under his breath, “Braver than me.”
Ariana looked up at her brother her keen ears bright red from the cool night wind, smiled to herself, and began to sing a little song, her voice unable to clear the howling wind but pleasant enough in any case.
“Candies fill my dreams all night
Red and green and gold all right
Candies fill my dreams all day
Candy, candy, more I say”
One of the skeletons suddenly lurched towards them carrying a sharp rock and Shamki whipped out a long blade of steel from under his cloak so quickly that even Unerus didn’t yet have his dagger out, but the creature staggered past them, buffeted by the wind, and suddenly disappeared into the side of the point.
“It’s a cave,” shouted Humbort his eyes keener than his spirit and sure enough, there was an open gash in the side of the hill. Even as they watched another skeleton emerged from the small entrance, carrying two handfuls of rock and dirt and staggering off towards the ocean. Another creature followed this one, likewise burdened.
“They’re digging for the ship!” exclaimed Lousa. “It must have settled in the sand and it’s buried. Come on, we have to follow them. They’ll ignore us, right, Hazlebub?”
The witch woman’s eyes opened wide again as she stared at the shambling forms that seemed to come in an endless line both to and from the cave, those leaving with hands filled with rocks and dirt and those going empty. Occasionally one would come out, its boney wrist broken to reveal a stump. “I … I have my guardian aura that will protect us,” she finally said although her body shuddered and her eyes darted around nervously.
“Look at this,” said the little voice of Ariana carried by the wind from a shallow depression just a few yards away.
“Ariana,” cried Unerus looking down and realizing she was no longer at his side. The big half-orc took two quick strides and shone his bright lantern into the small depression where hundreds of squirming skeletons lay in a pile of gruesome, living bones.
“Their hands and arms are all broke off,” said the girl and pointed to the arms of each of the skeletons lying in the pit. “They can’t dig no more!”
“Anymore,” said Lousa almost as a matter of habit rather than in a real attempt to correct the girl.
“She’s right,” cried Humbort. “They can’t dig no more!”
“Anymore,” said Lousa again her face an almost impassive mask as she struggled to keep her composure at this horrific scene.
Shamki patted the little girl on the head and smiled at her although his fiercely uneven teeth, accentuated by massive canines, often caused people think of it as a snarl. This did not seem to affect the girl as she smiled back, with her equally uneven rows of teeth half fallen out and half in place, and took his hand. “Let’s see what’s in the cave!”
Unerus settled in on the other side of the girl and the trio went into the cave hand in hand. Lousa, Hazlebub, and Humbort looked at each other for a moment before the young woman raised her left eyebrow and grabbed the witch by the hand and the two followed along. This left Humbort to stand alone in the howling wind with the untold number of skeletons that shambled around him. He paused for a moment and muttered to himself, “Stay with Shamki, stay with Shamki,” and his body gave a tremendous shudder all the way from this head to his toes but he managed to make that first step towards the cave and then rapidly followed the rest.
The width of the cave opening quickly narrowed into a newly dug tunnel heading both down and towards the ocean. In the narrow passage way there was only enough room for two bodies passing one another and skeletons filled most of the space. As they stumbled down the narrow corridor they inevitably bumped against the walking bones setting off a series of movement as one then stumbled against the other.
The lantern of Shamki shone like a beacon leaving shadows splattered across the rocky walls of the cave that moved in a strange, dancing motion. The whitened bones of the creatures reflected the light in blinding flashes while the deep black sockets of their eyes seemed like bottomless pits of darkness. Moving in a horrified single file, the group edged steadily forward trying not to look at the shambling skeletons inches from their faces.
“Lady of the Abyss protect me,” said Humbort over and over again his voice weak and shaking as the things shuffled past him in a never-ending line.
“At least it’s warmer,” said Unerus and moved sideways behind his sister who still clutched the hand of Shamki at the head of the little party.
After five minutes of nerve wracking shuffling forward, a natural cavern opened to the right and Shamki darted inside. The second group, led by Lousa almost walked past the opening as their eyes strained to pierce the darkness ahead, but the half-orc reached out with a hand and grabbed the tail of the fox fur cloak and pulled her in. Lousa gave out a yelp but noticed it was Shamki who had hold of her, gave a huge sigh, and hugged him tightly for a moment before letting go and straightening herself.
“Sorry about that, but this place has me a tad unnerved,” said Lousa to the half-orc whose dark features seemed a shade redder and eyes cast straight down.
“Holy mother of the Goddess,” said Hazlebub as she stumbled into the cave right behind Lousa. The old woman immediately dropped to her knees and tried to catch her breath. “I’m a village witch not the Queen’s Soothsayer!”
“Honesty doesn’t pay the bills though, does it?” asked Lousa going over to give the old woman a hug as well.
The old woman hugged back tightly just as the last member of the group staggered into the room and immediately collapsed to the ground his whole body trembling and shaking. He looked up to the big half-orc and tried to gasp out a few words but his breath was too rapid and he merely gave off the appearance of a fish on dry land. Little Ariana went over to him and started to gently pat him on the back, her smile bright and lopsided with missing teeth.
“Tunnel not stable,” said Shamki running his hand along the tunnel outside of the small cave. “No go further safe.”
“Send the spirit,” gasped Humbort from the ground.
“That’s actually a good idea,” said Lousa with a nod to the gasping man who immediately smiled brightly at the little girl who dusted off his shoulder. “Hazlebub, where is Khemer?”
The witch looked around and realized that the spirit was no longer at her side and then took a moment to straighten up and fish in her pockets for a small bag and a vial of liquid. “Oh great spirit of death,” she started but at that moment a bluish glow appeared in the wall of the cave and a moment later Khemer floated before them, his feet gently kicking just a few inches off the ground.
The ghostly apparition looked at them for a moment and then reached out a hand to touch the witch woman who flinched back and away but its fingers passed right through her shoulder in any case. “What is your command, master of death?”
“I … I … you shall go forward to the ship and try and learn what it is the skeletons are trying to obtain,” she said after a moment’s pause.
“And return to tell us the answer,” whispered Unerus. She responded with a sharp look, but then her face softened as she noticed he still shivered in his flimsy cloak.
“And return to tell us what you find,” she went on and smiling at Unerus and gave him a quick wink.
The ghost turned with a spin and floated through the opposite wall to which it entered and, after a moment, the last of the blue glow it left behind seemed to evaporate into the wall.
From the floor Humbort stared, “Like we need more creepy than we already got,” and then smiled at Lousa who nodded her head. Little Ariana laughed out loud, “I think it’s fun!”
“I always knew there was something wrong with you, Ariana,” said Unerus and gave his little sister a punch in the arm.
“You come with me anytime,” said Shamki patting her on the head and wrinkling his nose.
“How long do we have to wait?” asked Lousa and looked at Hazlebub who shrugged her shoulders.
“The dead have their own sense of time, it could be a minute, or it could be hours.”
“Hours?” asked Humbort his face drooped and his hands twitched at his side.
“Even longer,” continued Hazlebub, waving her right hand in some sort of mystical gesture, and her voice took on the airy, vague quality she used while conducting the ceremony on the surface. “The dead do not exist within our realm and are not subject to its laws.”
“How long before these damn skeletons realize we’re here and turn on us?” asked Humbort with a glance to the small opening where shadowy forms continued to shuttle past at irregular intervals. “Then we’re doomed, even Shamki can’t take that many of them.”
Shamki walked over to Humbort and slapped the back of his head quickly, the thwack resounding through the cave, “Be brave.”
“Be brave? Be brave my ass!” said Humbort and put his hand to the back of his head.
Ariana giggled.
“Watch your language in front of the girl,” said Lousa although she couldn’t help but giggle for a moment herself.
“I’ve heard worse,” said the girl with a look up at her brother. “We steal stuff from the ….” And then shut her mouth as she saw Unerus give a quick shake of his head. “I mean we walk around at the merchant’s fair all the time and people say lots of stuff.”
“That’s no reason we should use such language in front of impressionable ears,” continued Lousa sternly.
“People do say lots of stuff,” said Unerus with a smile. “I’ve heard Mayor Shumba talking about not getting his fair cut for giving people good booth positions.”
“All right then,” said Lousa. “You’ve made your point, Unerus. Ariana hears things no proper young lady should hear but hopefully we can change all of that and get her raised as a lady from here on out.”
“I don’t want to be raised properly, I want my brother to do it!” said the girl and grabbed hold of her brother once again.
“I’m not sure that was a compliment,” said Unerus smiling broadly.
“I’m sure it wasn’t,” said Hazlebub with a laugh that quickly spread to everyone else in the cave until they were all on hands and knees or sat on the ground and guffawed until they could hardly breathe.
Shamki, doubled over and gasping, wiped a tear from his eye a few moments later and pointed to a spot on the wall that glowed with a faint shade of blue, “Ghost.”
All five pairs of eyes turned to the wall and watched as Khemer slowly emerged from the limestone walls and appeared before them again, this time his face agitated and his body shimmered strangely from a light to darker shade of blue, “It’s the Staff of Naught!” he gasped in his ghostly voice, “I remember now, the Staff of Naught!”
Four people looked to Hazlebub who looked right back at them, “How am I supposed to know what the Staff of Naught is?”
“We can’t expect anyone here to know such a thing.” replied Lousa with a shake of her head. “What is it?” she said turning to the ghostly presence.
“Only I can …,” started Hazlebub but the agitated spirit interrupted her.
“A staff with the power over life and death!” said the spirit directly to Lousa. “It is a relic of the Old Empire and of great power. The skeletons are within a few yards of retrieving it.”
“What do the skeletons want with it?” shouted Humbort.
“Maybe somebody is controlling them,” suggested Unerus.
“If so we have to find them!” said Lousa.
“Could it bring them back to life?” asked Ariana.
“Can you tell me if there are other deathly presences nearby?” asked Hazlebub looking around the cave.
“Good question!” said Humbort.
And then a booming voice drowned them all out, “No talk, now do!” said Shamki standing to his full height and pulling out his long blade.
“My god,” said Lousa. “He’s right. We’ll have plenty of time to debate later. The skeletons will have to bring out the Staff, right past this cave!”
“They’re thousands of them,” warned Humbort. “They’ll tear us to shreds if we take it from them.”
“We could collapse the tunnel behind us,” said Unerus, “then the ones inside would be trapped, the ones outside wouldn’t know for a few minutes, and we could get away.”
“Of course they would know, they can sense the Staff, we’re doomed!” said Humbort. “We’re doomed!”
“Unerus’s plan is sound,” said Lousa. “You and Ariana try and grab the staff. Hazlebub, can you create some sort of force field to block them off from us?”
The old witch shook her head, “No, that’s not my specialty magic.”
“Khemer, you go ahead and tell us when it’s almost here; Humbort, head to the mouth of the cave and get a light set up so we can get out of here quickly; Shamki, find a weak spot in the wall and get ready to collapse the tunnel; kids, on my word, Unerus, trip the skeleton, Ariana you grab the Staff and run, don’t stop until you get all the way back to town. Don’t wait for any of us.”
“Not even Unerus?”
“Not even me, Ariana. Do as Lousa says, we’ll catch up later!” said the boy.
Khemer reappeared at that moment, “It’s coming!”
“Get ready,” shrieked Lousa as Humbort immediately slid back down the corridor and Shamki moved in the opposite direction while Ariana and Unerus waited poised at the entrance to the side cavern.
“There,” shouted Khemer and pointed to a skeleton. It took Unerus a moment to realize the thing had three arms, its two regular skeletal appendages, and a third lower arm bone ending in a clawed fist that seemed to glow with a black energy. The boy leapt forward and down at the last moment appearing suddenly at the feet of the creature whose hard leg smashed into his side.
“Urggh,” said the boy but the skeleton flipped over him and tumbled to the ground the strange third arm skittered along the stone floor of the recently dug tunnel.
Little Ariana dashed forward like a crab, grabbed the fallen arm, and with her eyes opened wide exclaimed, “It’s wood!”
“Run,” shouted both Lousa and Unerus at the same moment and then the woman turned to face down the corridor, “Now, Shamki, now!” She then looked at Unerus and pointed away, “follow your sister, I’ll hold them for a moment,” she said raising her arms above her head and recited a few quick words,
Darts of light
Flames so bright
Forward to my foes you smite!
With that a half dozen small fire darts appeared at her finger tips and crashed into some of the skeletons that moved down the corridor sending their bones flying in all directions and leaving scorch marks on everything they touched.
Unerus sprinted down the hall as the woman repeated her enchantment and scattered more of the creatures but one of them survived the hail of fiery darts and reached for her with sharpened fingers only to have its head suddenly fly off as Shamki’s blade flashed through the air. The big half-orc grabbed the woman by the waist, hoisted her on his shoulder in a flash, and sprinted off down the corridor. Within a few strides he caught up to the boy and, without breaking stride, grabbed him with his off hand, tucked him under his arm, and still managed to decapitate another skeleton with his sword. A moment later they emerged into the brightness of the starry night.
“That way,” shouted Unerus from under the warrior’s arm as he pointed to a bobbing lantern light to their right.
“Put me down,” gasped Lousa from the shoulder of the half-orc but if he heard her plea he did not act upon it as he sprinted towards the light. Around them dozens of skeletons milled about in confusion, their actions no longer with purpose. It took Shamki only a few seconds to catch up to the girl and Humbort who held her hand as they stumbled over the broken terrain.
“They’re not chasing us,” said the voice of Lousa from the back of Shamki, “You can put me down now.”
“Me too,” said a squirming Unerus who tried to pry himself from the iron grip of the half-orc.
“Unerus!” called the girl rushing over to embrace her brother even as Shamki let him go. “We did it!”
“Indeed we did,” said Lousa and looked around. “Where is Hazlebub?”
“Oh no!” said Ariana and looked around as well.
“There,” said Humbort with a glance to the hazy blue glow that approached. “It’s Khemer and Hazlebub,” and sure enough the aged woman limped up with the ghostly form of Khemer at her side.
“I fell, twisted my ankle but I guess those skellies didn’t care about me,” said Hazlebub. “I thought I was done for when I saw Shamki sprint off but once the Staff was gone they didn’t pay any thought to me at all.”
“Hazlebub!” shouted Ariana and relinquished the stranglehold she had on her brother and rushed to grab the leg of the elderly woman. “You’re alive!”
“Yes, dear, I’m fine but it warms an old witch’s heart to see you so happy at the news. I can’t remember the last time anyone was glad to know that I was still among the living.”
“Should we stay so close to all those skeletons,” asked Humbort looking back towards the shipwreck his breath ragged and his hand shaking as he pointed in their direction.
“Hazlebub’s right, they don’t seem to be following us,” said Lousa. “What do you think Khemer?”
The ghostly creature looked at her for a moment and paused.
“Why is it still here?” asked Unerus to Hazlebub.
The witch looked at the creature and with a gentle touch detached herself from the young girl and fished in her pocket for another of the vile potions that she seemed to carry in endless supply. She dipped a finger in the liquid and then gave it two shakes in the direction of Khemer.
Deathly friend, your job be done
Obligations filled the light you shun
I give you freedom, return to none!
The ghostly image seemed to shimmer for a moment but then maintained itself unchanged.
Hazlebub repeated her words and sprinkled the liquid more vigorously towards Khemer with exactly the same results. She tried it a third time with no better outcome for her efforts.
“It has unfinished business in the realm of the living,” she said as her eyes once again rolled back in her head.
“Yes,” said Khemer and suddenly interrupted. “We must destroy the Staff of Naught. My memory is returning. There is a ceremony. I was aboard the Tremulus attempting to steal and destroy the staff.”
“It is as I foretold,” said Hazlebub raising her hands above her head.
Ariana looked at her brother her eyes narrowed and upper lip pursed over the lower, “She did?” The boy shook his head and put an impassive expression on his face.
“How do we destroy the staff?” squeaked Humbort with a look at the thing grasped in Ariana’s hand for the first time. It looked like the boney remains of a man’s forearm but with tendons and muscle holding the structure together. At one end the elbow ball made a smooth handle while a skeletal hand emerged from the other, half open as if it grasped toward or held some rounded object.
“I cannot remember the ceremony,” said Khemer, his ghostly hand moving towards his forehead where it rested for a moment. “But we cannot let word of the Staff’s retrieval be allowed to circulate. There will be others, more powerful creatures, who want to use it for their own nefarious ends.”
Lousa stared at the ghostly figure for a moment, her eyes narrowed, and her hand went to her chin. “Perhaps we should take it to Iv’s Leap in the interim. I’ll report to the mayor and Shamki, Humbort, and Hazlebub can stay with it while the children come with me.”
“I don’t want to stay with it,” said Humbort and looked again at the Staff, which the little girl now cupped over her own head while she giggled heartily.
“Shamki,” said Lousa and stood tall while her cloak whipped around her as another gust of wind shot through the little copse of wood on the hill. “Take the staff to Iv’s Leap; there are old smuggler caves half way up the hill. Wait there for me. If Khemer remembers the ceremony you can send Humbort to report. Children, come with me.” With that the woman whirled and began to stride back down toward the blinking lights of the Iv’s Folly. Unerus looked at his sister who offered up the Staff to the half-orc. He took it with a graceful bow that belied his rough appearance. The girl gave an awkward little courtesy, her legs moving in an ill-timed manner; she almost stumbled, but managed to right herself at the last second before Unerus could move to catch her. “Until we meet again,” she said with a calm, dignified voice and tilted her head to the side in a manner quite reminiscent of Lousa’s way of speaking.
“I don’t want to go,” complained Humbort, his eyes still focused on the staff.
“Come, or get clout,” said Shamki and then gave him a sharp rap to the back of the head anyway.
“I was coming, you didn’t have to hit me!” said Humbort, his own hand rubbing the oft abused spot.
The girl and her brother took each other’s hand and started after Lousa while Shamki led his friend, the witch woman, and the strange blue ghostly apparition to the west.
“Blech,” said Ariana looking down at the lace-frilled pink dress that adorned her body while Lousa gazed at her with arched eyebrows.
“Blech?”
“Double-blech,” said the girl sticking out her tongue and slobbering spittle so that the dress-maker, an elderly woman stooped at her feet applying a sharp needle to the hem of the skirt, stopped her work for a moment and looked up at the girl.
“You look just darling,” said the woman and went back to her needlework.
“You’re not helping, Ambrasia,” said Lousa with a smirk on her face. “Our little angel is not used to fineries. I think she would prefer a manure-stained smock stolen from a smithy to one of your finest, but we mustn’t hold it against her.”
“Triple-blech,” said the girl who started to turn, but an iron grip from the old woman on her ankle prevented such a maneuver. “Why do I have to?” she asked with slumped shoulders and looked to the beautiful elf-blooded woman who was dressed in a more comfortable outfit that consisted of a cotton shirt flared at the collar with floral patterns along the short sleeves. She had toned, lightly tanned arms, neither burnt nor milky white like a true maiden. Her breasts were both full and large and a hint of skin shone out from under the material. “Don’t you want to be pretty,” said Lousa with a tilt of her head.
“Don’t you tilt your head at me,” replied the girl. “I’m not some stupid boy who’s eyes will start spinning and do anything you say.”
The old woman chuckled under her breath, “She’s got you there, Miss Lousa,” she said.
“Nor do I want anyone to confuse you with a boy,” replied the woman, walking over to the girl and running her fingers through the newly cut hair. “You look such a tomboy with that haircut but there was nothing else to do. The filth!”
“Where is Unerus?” asked Ariana her eyes suddenly bright and her cheeks flushed red. “I want to see him!”
“I sent him up to Iv’s Leap to check up on Khemer and his memory issues. I don’t trust that ghost any more than I think it was Hazlebub who summoned him up in the first place. He was waiting there all along and he knows more about the …,” with a look to the seamstress, “… item than he lets on.”
“Why do they call it Iv’s Leap and why is this place called Iv’s Folly?” asked the girl. “And when will Unerus be back and don’t you think that Shamki is so brave and strong?”
“You are a curious child and that is a good thing,” said the old seamstress looking up from her task. “Did Miss Lousa really find you in the streets?”
The girl nodded her head and ran her own fingers through her shortened hair. “It’s too short.”
Lousa started to tilt her head but at the last second caught the motion and stopped herself. “We need to finish that dress and work on your table manners. When you were learning how to read didn’t anyone explain a knife and fork to you?”
The girl shook her head, “Un uh.”
The woman looked down at the girl and sighed. “Remind me to make a note about grammar and speaking properly.”
“Huh?” said Ariana with a giggle.
“Is she ready,” asked Lousa to the seamstress.
“As ready as she’ll ever be,” replied the elderly woman, who leaned back and then stood up to give the girl a final look. “Spin around for us, young lady, and no noises.”
Ariana stepped off the little dressing podium and turned around slowly her eyes flickering over her new dress in the full length mirror that stood nearby. “How can I run in this?” she asked with a frown.
“Wait until you see the shoes,” said Lousa smiling broadly revealing her perfect teeth. “Young ladies don’t need to run.”
“I sure did need to run the other night,” said the girl with a grin. “And I bet sometimes you run from all the boys who chase you, Lousa. And that’s a stupid name for an elf. I thought all elves were named Milasandra or Thelamalla or something pretty like that.”
“I’m only partially an elf and maybe, someday, if you’re a good girl and learn to behave like a lady I’ll tell you my full name,” said Lousa with a smile. “But, until then we have to get ready for the mayor. I doubt he’ll even recognize you. Now you remember what we practiced telling him, right?”
“I remember,” said the girl. “Hazlebub conjured up a ghost and we found an old staff.”
“That’s right! Ambrasia, I think we can handle it from here, thank you for your help,” said Lousa nodding her head to the old woman and passing her a silver coin from a small bag.
The elderly woman took the coin with a practiced motion that was so smooth it was difficult to see and then gathered her seamstress kit and left the room without a further word. “Now, young lady. The mayor is a fine man and to be trusted to a point but I don’t want to tell him too much of my suspicions about that staff, so you follow my lead, right?”
“Yes, Miss Lousa,” said the girl in a sweet little voice that while seemingly perfectly in line with her new clothes also sounded odd coming from the tough little urchin. “I like Ambrasia even though she stuck me with a needle when I was squirming.”
“I like her as well, now let’s see about those shoes.”
Ten minutes later the duo found themselves in the long corridor that led to the mayor’s office. She gave it a quick two raps and then opened it without waiting for a reply. The mayor sat in his high backed chair, looking over a series of papers, and counting out a pile of golden coins. He sat back and smiled as Lousa approached and the woman stood a little taller, arched her back slightly, and smiled brightly, tilting her head to the left. “Good morning Mr. Mayor,” she said. “It’s always a pleasure to see you.”
“Likewise Lousa,” said the mayor, his fat jowls hung down but his keen gray eyes flickered to the girl next to the woman. “Who have you brought me today?”
“You don’t recognize her?” asked Lousa with a smile and Ariana frowned and scrunched up her face.
“The girl!” exclaimed mayor Shumba as soon as she made the sour face. “How could I not recognize that look? You have certainly worked a miracle, Lousa, but what on earth do you plan to do with her?”
“I thought we could take her to Lycidas and marry her off to the baron or viscount,” replied the woman with a smile and then winced as the foot of the girl made contact with her ankle. “I’m only teasing, Ariana; I wouldn’t marry you off to a lesser noble like that.” She then turned back to the mayor. “Ariana impressed me greatly with her bravery and skill during our little operation and I’m hoping that she’ll be an ally to you for many years to come.”
“You know I trust your judgment on these things, Lousa. Now, to the point of your little visit? I’m having a slight dispute with one of our esteemed merchants as to the total amount owed in taxation and I just can’t seem to get the numbers right. I’ll be needing Shamki and Humbort to straighten things out and they’ve been gone for a week now.”
“What a happy coincidence,” said Lousa. “That is just what I’ve come to talk to you about.”
“Go on,” said the mayor who opened his hands and leaned back in his chair, a smile on his face but his eyes keenly on the woman.
Ariana watched closely and saw that the mayor did not look at Lousa the way the other men did. His eyes did not focus on her chest but looked at the woman’s eyes and his mouth remained closed. Occasionally he darted a glance at the girl and his eyes burned into hers as if they saw deep into her thoughts and she took a step backwards feeling almost an actually pressure from the force of his gaze. “No wonder Lousa wanted to practice what we said,” she thought to herself and tried to put on the impassive expression that the woman told her to maintain. By the time she managed to get control of her facial expressions and body stance she realized that Lousa had just finished the story of that terrible, yet wonderful night out on the point. “I wonder how Unerus is,” she thought to herself as her cue quickly came up.
“That’s when little Ariana here ran with the Staff, right dear?”
“Yes ma’am. Humbort and I ran up the hill but the skeletons didn’t chase us and we met up with everyone else.”
“And while you were holding this Staff,” said the mayor, his keen eyes settling on Ariana with an intensity that caused her to catch her breath, “did you feel any different, did you feel like you could have ordered the skeletons, or did any voices talk to you?”
“No, Mr. Mayor,” said the girl and tried to use the sweet voice that served her well when she and her brother were in tight spots with a merchant, but she found her throat stiff and she remembered the strange way the skeletons seemed to back away from her as she ran down the corridor and how some of them, she just remembered it at that moment, actually faced her and began to bow or kneel, and spread their arms towards her. “I … I … don’t think so.”
“The Staff of Naught,” said the mayor his fingers drummed on the desktop and his gaze did not waver from the little girl.
Lousa walked around to the other side of the desk, put her hand on his shoulder, and leaned in so that her long hair touched his cheek. At this the mayor’s nostrils flickered and his gaze slipped away from the girl, who felt an actually sense of weight lift from her.”
“Yes, the ghost. I’ll be wanting to talk to Hazlebub about that ghost. Whoever suspected the little potion making fake actually had magical abilities? And where is that damn Tanner? He’s been gone a week looking into that shipwreck without a word. So, Lousa,” he went on, but upon breathing her perfume in again his eyes closed and a little smile crept across his face. “So, I’ll be expecting more reports as information becomes available?”
“Of course Mr. Mayor, you know I’ll keep you as up to date as possible,” said Lousa, leaning on his shoulder, and speaking quietly in his ear.
“I do have some time this afternoon for a …,” he said with a quick glance at the girl, “a more in depth plumbing of the facts.”
“I’m certain that can be arranged but in the meantime little Ariana is pining away for her brother so I thought I’d take her up to Iv’s Leap and reunite the pair. I should return this evening at the latest but if something happens it might take longer.”
“I’m most disappointed,” said the mayor his eyes no longer focused on the woman. “Most disappointed indeed.”
“Please, Miss Lousa,” said the girl. “I do so miss my brother and I’m worried about him up there with that stupid Humbort and mean old Shamki.”
“I’m sorry, mayor,” said Lousa to the man. “I’m disappointed as well but duty calls.” With that she took the hand of the little girl and the two walked out of the room, only the faint odor of her perfume left behind. The mayor watched her sway out with the little girl and then sat back into his chair and sighed deeply. “She’s up to something, that’s why she brought the girl along.”
Back in the hallway, Ariana stopped as they got halfway to the far door. “He’s smart and it’s like he could read my mind!”
“He’s a dangerous man under all that fat,” said Lousa. “But he’s a good friend to have and right now we’re on the same side. That was good about missing your brother.”
“I do miss Unerus!”
“Yes, but you don’t think Shamki is a mean old half-orc,” said Lousa with a smile as she straightened the girl's hair which already threatened to get out of the ribbons. “You handled yourself very well in there, young lady. Not everyone can stand up to gaze of Mayor Shumba, I’ve seen grown men, and tough ones crumble under interrogation.”
“I … I … didn’t think I could take it much longer,” admitted the girl. “It’s like his eyes are in your brain. I remembered things I had forgotten when he asked me those questions.”
“I’ll be interested in hearing what you remembered but not here. The mayor isn’t beyond doing a little spying. We’ll walk out to Iv’s Leap. I don’t want to take his coach because his coachman might hear what we have to say. Now come along and I’ll tell you the story of Iv and how this town was named. You would like to hear that wouldn’t you?”
“Oh yes, said the girl and clasped her hands together, “but could I wear different shoes if we’re going to go for a long walk, these hurt my feet, why do women wear things that hurt their feet?”
“That is another question and not one as easy to answer,” said Lousa with a crystalline laugh that seemed to echo in the narrow hallway. “One day you’ll learn for yourself, not too soon though. But, in answer to your question, yes, we’ll get you out of that dress as well.”
“I have to change again?” protested the girl stamping her foot. “I didn’t even have another set of clothes to change into in the old days.”
“Be that as it may, times change and the world goes round and round,” said Lousa. “And a smart girl takes advantage of every opportunity that comes her way.”
“That’s what Unerus says!” said the girl and looked up at Lousa first with wide eyes and then squinted. “I bet you weren’t always so pretty and fancy,” she said and took a step back to look at the older woman with appraising eyes for the first time. Lousa was tall for a woman with elf blood and certainly busty but there was a small scar around the backside of her right jawline and the shoulders of the woman were sharp and her arms while shapely also were toned and had some of the same muscles that Shamki did, albeit smaller. “I think you were like me once!”
“Someday, if you’re a good girl, you might get to hear about me, but for now let’s get you changed so you can see your brother.”
At this the young girl smiled and tried to dash up the stairs only to trip over the heels of her new shoes, almost planted her face onto the marble floor, but managed to stay upright with wild swinging of her arms. “Ooops.”
Lousa laughed.
Unerus dangled by a hand from the rocky overhang, kicking his feet, and dropping rocks toward the thousands of jay nests along the face of the cliff below. Each time one of the rocks skittered through their nests the birds took to wing and circled around. It didn’t take them long to find the cause of the disturbance and within a few minutes dozens of the creatures swooped low at the young boy with terrible squawks from their sharp beaks, eyes beady, and wings that came ever closer to the boy.
Eventually Unerus clambered back to the top of the outcrop that led to the sheer drop where a rock memorial had written words on a bronze plaque. The first day at the site the boy had read it as he explored the area and he knew that it commemorated a young man named Iv Heliophanus who tried to leap from that very point onto the back of a passing Griffon during migration season. Hazlebub explained to him that the attempt was made apparently on a wager although more likely because the boy wanted to impress a young maiden from a nearby farmstead. It was the sort of romantic story that puzzled Unerus, barely eleven years of age, whose interest in girls was only just vaguely awakened although he knew that his sister would enjoy it greatly.
As he rounded the top of the cliff he spotted two figures on their way up the face of the large hill. The distance was too great for him to make out any facial features but the size of the smaller one and the way the larger one moved made him the realization that it was Lousa and his sister. He stood and watched them for a moment until they passed up the trail, under an overhang, thus out of his view, and only then did he sprint towards the cave where Shamki, Hazlebub, Humbort, and the ghost idled away the time playing dice games that the tall simpleton seemed to win all the time. Unerus, an accomplished dice player himself, knew that Humbort was cheating but couldn’t spot the method.
He arrived in the cave with a great rush and saw that things hadn’t changed at all. Humbort washed some clothes in the big basin that they brought in from town yesterday using water fetched from the nearby stream; Hazlebub stood in the corner and rehearsed some enchantment or another, her movements matched to the rhythm of the words; the big half-orc Shamki did his strange little ritual of movement that didn’t seem to have to do with swordplay but that the warrior swore was responsible for his skill with the blade; and the ghost hovered over the Staff of Naught staring at it intently as if unable to fathom its true nature.
“Lousa and Ariana are coming!” shouted the boy loudly, the words echoing off the cave walls and reverberating through the area.
“My ears,” shrieked Hazlebub and clapped her hands over them. “You don’t have to yell in here, the acoustics are just fine.”
“Lousa’s coming,” said Humbort as he began to frantically look through the pile of clean clothes. “Where’s my green shirt?”
“I hope this means they’ve made some progress finding out more about this Staff,” said Khemer. “My memory is so clear in some things but so foggy in others. I wish I could help more.”
Shamki continued his snake-like swaying and hand movements apparently paying no attention to the fact that visitors were due to arrive any moment.
Unerus looked around for a place to sit and settled on the rock pile in the northwest corner that they used as a sleeping area, lay down with a feigned yawn, and closed his eyes. Moment later Lousa and Ariana burst into the cave, “Surprise!”
No one was surprised.
“Unerus!” squealed Ariana and ran over to her brother. He blinked his eyes sleepily but hugged back just as hard as she flew into his arms. “I missed you; I’ve never been away from you so long. Lousa is teaching me to be a lady but I hate it, the mayor is scary, I remembered stuff about when I had the staff, she made me wear really tight shoes!”
The boy smiled as they hugged, “It sounds like you had a good time, mostly.”
She smiled back at him, “She’s okay.”
“What happened to your hair?” asked Unerus pushing her backwards, and taking a good look at her cleanly scrubbed face for the first time.
Her hand went to her head and she looked down at his feet, “Do you like it?”
“I … its great!” he said. “I really like it.”
“You’re not just saying that?”
“No, no. You know I wouldn’t do that.”
“More like girlfriend and boyfriend than brother and sister,” said Humbort looking at the two.
“Shut up,” said Ariana and Unerus in unison and everyone laughed.
“Merchant come back?” asked Shamki without a pause in his ritualistic motions.
“No Shamki,” said Lousa with a shake of her head, “and that worries me. The trip to Lycidas is three easy days and he could have made it faster. If he spent a day in town looking things up he should have been back yesterday.”
“Maybe he found something and stayed over?” said Humbort, now dressed in his best shirt, as he came over and stood near Lousa. His hand reached out to touch her shoulder but then darted back to his side. “He’s a good man, I trust him.”
“You’re a fool then,” said Hazlebub as she slid into the conversation. “He’s a merchant and they’re always out for their own profit.”
“I’m not a fool,” said Humbort, his chin sticking out and his teeth and hands clenched.
“Everyone knows you are just that,” replied the witch.
“Enough,” said Lousa and stepped between the two. Her hand reached out and touched the chest of Humbort who gave a little shudder and closed his eyes. “We have important business. Khemer, what have you remembered about the ceremony to destroy the Staff?”
“I’m afraid my memory is still quite hazy on that subject,” replied the ghost who floated several feet off the ground as he spoke. “I wish I could help more but I’m afraid the fog shows no sign of lifting from my mind.”
“We can’t go any further until we know more about the Staff,” said Lousa.
“Have we really decided that destroying it is the best idea,” said Hazlebub a gleam in her eyes. “If this Seymour the Bright wants it so badly why not sell it to him. He is the son of the king and doubtless will pay an excellent price. Wouldn’t that get us in just as good with Tarlton, even more so?”
“It is an artifact of great evil,” intoned Khemer. “I don’t think giving it to Seymour is a good idea. He might use it for his own ends.”
“I thought Seymour wanted it destroyed,” said Unerus and looked at the ghostly apparition with narrowed eyes. “Your story keeps changing.”
“I am dead some thirty years,” replied the ghost. “My memory seems to shift like a dream and things that I thought were true last week seem now to be not.”
“Convenient,” said Unerus and tossed a perfectly sized throwing rock up and down in his right hand.
“This is all useless speculation until Tanner gets back with more information,” said Lousa. “I know being cramped up here in this cave can’t be a lot of fun but you’re going to have to put up with it until the merchant gets back. Except you Shamki and Humbort. The mayor has some official duties he wants you to look into.”
“Skullcrack,” said Shamki with a smile while his hand fingered the long sword that was always at his side.
“Probably, you and Humbort head back to town right away. Ariana and I will stay here with the Staff until you get back. And if you see the merchant, tell him where we are.”
The big half-orc nodded his head and grabbed Humbort around the scruff of the neck, “We team, right!”
Humbort tried to squirm away from the heavy grip but the smile on his face betrayed his happiness at being included with his longtime companion. “You bet, as long as you don’t break my neck first, you big galoot.”
After the two packed up their meager gear and headed out of the cave and down the hill to Iv’s Folly, Ariana looked up at Lousa her eyes wide and her lips moving but no words came from her mouth.
“I know what you’re thinking, little angel,” said Lousa with a pat to her head. “Why does Shamki put up with stupid Humbort and why does Humbort put up with bullying Shamki?”
The girl nodded her head her boyish bangs bobbing in time with the motion. “It’s love in a way,” said the woman and smiled when the girl’s face screwed up as if she had bitten into a juicy lemon. “Not that kind of love, love between men. When men like each other they are mean to one another, it’s sort of the opposite of the way girls are.”
“That’s stupid!” said Ariana.
“No,” interrupted Unerus and sidled close to the woman, wanting to please her for reasons he couldn’t quite yet articulate. “Lousa’s right. It’s that way with all the guys back at the mission house where we stayed when you were little. If a guy’s not being mean to you then it’s probably because he doesn’t like you.”
“Like I said, that’s stupid,”
“Stupid it may be,” said Lousa with a tight-lipped grin and a wrinkle of her nose, “but at least it’s a lot more straightforward than many of the things I’ve seen with girls.”
“Were girls mean to you?” asked Ariana.
“Girls are very cruel,” said Hazlebub. “Especially if you’re not pretty, but you don’t have that problem, Ariana.”
The young woman suddenly found that her face was hot and she was flushed. “Hazlebub has the right idea, Ariana,” said Lousa and put her arm around the girl as Unerus suddenly felt like he no longer belonged in the conversation. “But she’s got one thing very wrong. Girls are cruel even if you are pretty and the more so the prettier you are.”
“Girls were mean to you!” said Ariana, looking up at the beautiful woman her eyes wide, and as she looked closely, she thought she saw a moment of sadness, the hint of a tear, but then the older woman shook her head and smiled brightly tilting her head at just the right angle to the left.
“Eventually one must grow up and face the world on its own terms,” Lousa concluded. “Now did I see a deck of cards around here somewhere? Has anyone taught you children how to play towers?”
The small wagon crept down the road past an old farmstead left to rot; a young teen boy sat in the driver’s seat, a whip in his right hand and the reins that controlled a pair of old donkeys in his left. “What’s that farm?” said a feminine voice from the back of wagon.
“It’s just an old farm, mom,” said Tylan leaning back and hurling the words over his right shoulder.
“Which old farm? You have to know these things if you’re going to be a caravan master someday,” replied the voice.
“Why don’t you ask dad?” Tylan said over his shoulder again. “He’s the one who’s been up and down this old road a thousand times.”
“Your father is not feeling well and you know that!” shrilled back the voice, and then in a lower tone presumably not meant for the boy, “Those damn fen druids and their wicker magic, I don’t know what they did to you, my darling.”
A few seconds later a young girl just into her teen years climbed out of the back of the wagon holding a piece of parchment. “Is daddy going to be all right?”
“I don’t know, Shalalee,” said the young teenager as he made a half-hearted swipe at the donkeys with the whip. “He’s sick I guess. After he talked with that fen druid about the shipwreck.”
“You shouldn’t listen to mom and dad talking,” replied the girl with a push of her right thumb into her left palm as she screwed up her face. As she sat next to Tylan it was clear that she was both the younger and taller of the two, but while his arms dangled loosely she held hers rigid and dug her thumb into her palm. “What’ll happen if he dies?”
“I don’t know, Shalalee; you’ve got to stop worrying about everything bad that might happen.”
“How do I stop thinking?” asked the girl and suddenly tears fell from her eyes. “How does anyone stop thinking about all the bad things that could happen?”
“I don’t know, Shalalee, you just don’t think about it. Like right now, mom wants me to know every single burned out farmhouse on the road and I’ve got to try and memorize them even though they all look the same. So, when I think about that, I forget about dad being sick and that fen wizard with the stick dog.”
“Oh,” squealed the girl. “I’d forgotten about that dog, it was like a living stick. It scared me.”
“Everything scares you, Shalalee,” said the boy.
“I know, but I can’t not be scared, you can’t just make yourself not think and feel,” she said, her thumb worried more deeply into her palm.
“Figure out where we are on that map dad is always fiddling with then,” said Tylan who put down the whip and hugged his little sister. “Maybe if you did all the mapping for me you could stop thinking so much.”
The girl looked at her brother and smiled through white teeth that were spaced evenly and showed no signs of rot or other disease. “Ok, dad’s handwriting is terrible though. What was the last town we went through?”
“Fell Drider Falls,” replied her brother with a glance towards the donkeys who continued to plod along their pace unabated. “We took the Road of Bones heading to Valda’var. When we get to the southern trail is when we turn south heading for the Lake of Ghouls and Iv’s Folly.”
“Have we crossed the Vidas River yet?” asked the girl her finger tracing a curvy blue line that bisected the map.
“Yeah, that was this morning early after we started; I think you were still asleep. You remember that old stone bridge that’s so bouncy?”
“Right, I remember going the other way. That was when we met up with that traveling halfing merchant who could blow the colored smoke rings, right?”
“That’s right, when we were heading northwest. He was funny and made those strawberry pies that dad liked so much and mom got mad when he said they were better than hers!”
Shalalee giggled and covered her mouth with her right hand, “Mom doesn’t like it when dad says someone cooks better than her.”
“Got that right,” said the boy and gave the whip a crack in the air well away from the rumps of the donkeys that pulled the wagon. The sound didn’t seem to affect them in any way at all as they continued to move forward at exactly the same pace.
“Don’t whip those donkeys too much, Tylan,” shouted a male voice from the back of the wagon.
“I guess he’s feeling better,” said Tylan who squeezed his sister closer to him and the girl smiled brightly and began to examine the map closely again.
“I think it’s called the Old Mago farm or something. Old Nago maybe, does that make sense?”
The boy scrunched up his nose and scratched his forehead just above the right eye and finally shrugged his shoulders. “Could be, Shalalee, sounds right. Isn’t there a family called Mago in that weird little village in the foothills of the mountains?”
“Yes!” exclaimed the girl and bounced in her seat. “I remember, there is that really pretty girl who is the daughter of the mayor and her name is Mago.”
“Was she his daughter or his wife?” asked the boy. “And remember that Monk of Thilnog we met up there? He shaved his head that weird way but he really knew how to use that staff of his.”
“His wife? That’s gross, she was eighteen, and he was old,” said Shalalee and wrinkled up her nose.
“Yeah, but he was the mayor and he had money. You can’t marry someone until you have money,” said the boy; his eyes got a faraway look as he stared into space.
“I know who you’re thinking about,” said the girl in a sing-song sort of voice.
“Shut up, Shalalee!”
“Tylan and Lousa, walking down the road, first comes kissing, then comes marriage, then comes Tylan pushing the baby carriage!”
“Shut up, Shalalee, she’s too old for me.”
“She’s part elf, she’ll look the same in ten years, and then you’ll be full grown,” said the girl and punched him in the arm. “Tylan loves Lousa, Tylan loves Lousa!”
“Stop it!” shouted Tylan and pushed the girl with his shoulder so that she rocked precariously in the wagon seat.
“Both of you, stop it,” yelled a female voice from the back of the wagon. “Your father isn’t feeling well and you two fighting isn’t helping matters.”
“Shalalee started it,” said Tylan who sat up stiffly looking straight ahead.
“I don’t care who started it,” said the voice again. “Both of you stop it.”
Shalalee smiled to herself as she studied the map and began to whistle to the same tune she sang earlier.
“Shut up,” whispered Tylan to the girl with another shove with his shoulder.
“You’re only mad because it’s true,” said the girl.
“I don’t love anybody,” said the boy. “Girls are stupid anyway.”
“Anyway,” said Shalalee and put her arm around her brother. “You shouldn’t be mad about liking Lousa, she’s beautiful, and smart too, and I heard she knows magic. I bet most of the men in Iv’s Folly are in love with her, I bet almost every man who lives anywhere near the Lake of Ghouls is in love with her. Nobody’s is ever going to be in love with me like that.”
“What are you talking about, Shalalee, you’re beautiful, all my friends say so!”
“Your friends are gross little boys,” said Shalalee. “I was talking about full grown, brave champions!”
“My friends are older than you!”
“Girls grow up faster, everyone knows that,” said Shalalee crossing her arms in front of her chest and sitting up tall.
“I’ll always be older than you,” said Tylan who sat up straight himself and tried to get a bit taller than his sister did, although he failed by a small margin. “There’s nothing you can do about it.”
The wagon traveled on for a bit, the two young teens sitting next to each other in silence as grassy plains moved by at a slow pace. A large forest spread out to the south, birds danced in the sky above them, and smoke from the occasional small farm wafted in the air and vanished just as quickly in the heat of the midday sun.
“Do you really think I’m beautiful?” asked Shalalee as she looked up from studying the map for a moment.
Tylan looked over at his gawky sister, the long arms and legs that didn’t move well together, the long dark hair that glistened in the sunlight and reached well back behind her shoulders, the little nose, the white teeth, and the high cheekbones that gave her face an angular sort of elf look, “Yep,” he finally said, “and you’re not even thirteen yet.”
Shalalee smiled brightly, her cheeks turning a brighter shade of red in the sunlight. “I think we’re going to be coming up on path to the south soon, see those water birds?” she said and pointed to a pair of large black and white cranes with bluish feather on their chest that floated overhead as they moved to the northeast.
“Yeah, those are gray crowned cranes I think,” said Tylan. “They migrate this time of year and stop over Bone Lake and the Lake of Ghouls. Dad, those ones with the red marking on their necks are the Gray Crowned, right?”
There was a bit of motion from back in the wagon; a few moments later an unshaven face, its head matted with greasy unkempt hair, popped out and look up at the birds as they moved away from the small wagon. “Yep, gray crowns,” said the man who took a seat in the small section behind the children. “They come across the whole world they say, all the way from the western ocean and Caparal and Stav’rol.”
“Have you been that far, dad?” asked the girl looking back at her father.
“Nobody’s been that far,” said Tylan in a sharp tone. “That’s too far to go for any merchant.”
“If it’s a place then somebody has to have been there, right dad?” said Shalalee spinning all the way around to look at her father and putting her hand on his leg.
“I don’t know,” said Tanner with a squint into the sunlight while he used his hand to shade his face. “It’s too far to travel and it’s wild territory, orcs, goblins, bugbears, darklings, and other things even worse. But it’s there all right and people live there. I’ve seen goods from Stav’rol before. They come down on ships through the Great Eastern Sea, around the Southern Cape, and stop over at Doria with goods for the queen and her court.”
“Have you ever met anyone from there, dad?” asked Tylan with his eye on the road and the donkey team that continued their even pace apparently oblivious to all else except the next step forward.
“No, no I haven’t, son,” said Tanner and wiped his brow. “Why don’t you pull over and we can have something to eat.”
“Are you hungry, dad?” asked the girl her eyes open wide. “Mom can make something that won’t hurt your stomach anymore.”
“Maybe I’ll try to eat,” said Tanner and ran his hand through the girl’s hair. “You are turning into a beauty, just like your mother was when I first met her. I think you’ve heard that story more than once though.”
“How about up there by that little copse of trees,” said Tylan and twitched the reigns slightly which sent the donkeys off at an angle towards the small group of sycamores.
“That looks just fine, son; you’re doing a great job handling the wagon.”
“Thanks, dad,” said Tylan and he sat up taller, smiled, and gave a little sideways glance to his sister.
“Keep your eyes out for the trail heading south,” he said.
“Even if we miss it’s not a big deal,” said Shalalee and pointed to a little blue streak that splashed the map. “We’ll come on the stream right afterwards and be able to turn back. It wouldn’t be more than a couple of miles out of our way.”
“I’m due back in Iv’s Folly as soon as possible,” said Tanner. “There’s something strange going on there and that old druid gave me some important information.”
“He scared me, dad,” said Shalalee her thumb once again began to worry the palm on the opposite hand.
“Those fen druids are scary, honey but you can’t let them know you’re afraid.”
“That wicker dog was creepy; it even wagged its tail like it thought it was alive.”
“I know, sweetie,” said Tanner and put his hand on her shoulder. “And I’ve seen creepier things deep in the Great Salt Fen, it’s a strange place with strange creatures, but you and your brother are growing up now so you’re going to have to face that sort of thing. The world is a strange place and sometimes dangerous. Everybody gets scared, Shalalee, but you have to control yourself so other people don’t know you’re afraid.”
“Why do you have to hide it?”
“Because everyone is scared. So, if you hide that you’re scared then they think they’re the ones who are scared, then you get a better deal. If you pretend you aren’t scared for long enough then eventually you start actually being less scared.”
“That doesn’t make much sense, dad,” said Shalalee her forehead scrunched up so that the little lines bunched up. “But I guess I see sorta. But, if everyone knows that everyone is scared don’t they know you’re pretending not to be scared?”
“Sometimes they’re too scared to notice,” said Tanner with a smile as the wagon stopped its jolting and came to rest in the shade of the little group of trees. “Now help your mother with the cooking while your brother goes and gets some firewood.”
“So, Shamki,” said the mayor and leaned back in his chair. “What have you and Humbort been up to with our friend Lousa?”
The big half-orc looked down at the fat mayor who sat in the mammoth chair with the huge desk between them and then cast a quick glance towards Humbort who wore the same light green jerkin he had put on to impress Lousa just a few hours before. He shrugged his shoulders, “Ask Humbort maybe.”
The mayor sat up in his chair and fixed his gaze more directly on Shamki. “I’m not asking Humbort, I’m asking you, Shamki. I’ve heard what she has to say about what happened last week on the hill, but I haven’t heard from you. I want to know about that Staff you found and that ghost the witch woman summoned and I care to hear it from your mouth, Shamki, not Humbort’s.”
“Don’t like magic,” said Shamki with a shrug of his heavy shoulders. “Like bashing heads.”
“You can use that dumb half-orc routine on the locals all you want, Shamki, but I know different and so does Lousa. That woman is a master manipulator and if you think you’re going to get something from her in reward for stabbing me in the back you are sorely mistaken. Now, I’ll ask you again, one last time,” went on the mayor his eyes narrowed into a glare that focused on the half-orc with tremendous intensity. “What is Lousa up to and is that witch Hazlebub involved?”
“Witch bring ghost, ghost say Staff of Naught, we keep up in hills, that all I know,” said Shamki his voice and face a mask of impassivity. “Lousa wait for Tanner to come back from Lycidas.”
“I’m aware of all of that but I was hoping you would show the good sense to tell me some things that her ladyship of the elves chose to leave out. Did you handle the staff?”
The big half-orc shook his head no.
“It was just the little girl?”
A nod of the head.
“Did she say anything about it, how it made her feel, if she heard any voices, how the skeletons reacted?”
Another shake of the head.
“I think something happened when she had it,” blurted out Humbort.
“You just tell me what I want to hear and that is useless, Humbort. That is why I haven’t asked for your opinion, frankly I’m not sure you are even capable of forming and independent, coherent thought.”
“I’m not stupid like people say,” said Humbort. “I just … I just … I’m not stupid!”
“By Itzli of the Stone Knife this is damned frustrating. The Lake of Ghouls, the Forest of Bones, this region is a hotbed of unlife activity and now it turns out for the last thirty plus years some odd relic with great power over the dead has been resting just off the point of our little town. There is something going on and I am to find out exactly what it is, with our without your cooperation, Shamki!”
“I’ll cooperate,” said Humbort taking a step towards the mayor. “I’m happy to cooperate. I like to cooperate. You can ask me anything!”
“Get out, get out of my sight!”
“I think the witch is up to something,” blurted out Humbort as Shamki turned to leave the well-appointed office.
“I know the witch is up to something. I know the little thief and his sister are up to something. I know that damn ghost is up to something and for all I know that merchant has his own schemes rolling as well. Stop telling me things I know, get out of here, and don’t come back until you have something useful to say. And by that I mean Shamki because you will never have anything useful to say to anyone, Humbort, do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir,” said Humbort and backed out the room to where his friend was already walking down the long corridor. “Wait up for me, Shamki,” he called out. “Why does the mayor have to be so mean? I’m just a little slow, that’s all.”
Shamki waited for his friend to catch up and then gave him a hard cuff to the back of the head.
“What was that for?”
“Being stupid,” said the half-orc and then continued down the hallway.
“Wait for me,” said Humbort and once again broke into a sprint to catch up to his broader companion. The tall man ran with an awkward style, his legs moving akimbo and his head bobbing up and down wildly. Once the two got out side Humbort caught up to his friend and grabbed him by the arm. “What are we gonna do now?”
“Go west, meet Tanner,” said the half-orc with the slightest nod of his head.
“Why?”
The half-orc shrugged, “Why not?”
This seemed to puzzle Humbort who stopped and put his hand on his chin and began to think as Shamki resumed his ambling, but surprisingly fast pace, to the north of town. After a few moments Humbort shook his head, “It’s too complicated, trust Shamki to do the right thing. That’s always worked before,” and with that once again broke into his strange little run in an attempt to catch up.
The tall man had a long stride and had little trouble keeping up with the half-orc and the two quickly settled into a fast pace that would have left less vigorous men behind. Humbort strode along happily in the knowledge that Shamki made all the decisions for him and enjoyed the pastoral landscape of western Doria. Much of the western part of the nation suffered from depredation by the Orc tribes that lived along the border, but the great volcano called Maw and the fierce Thilnog Monks who resided along its ever changing slopes made a natural border with those tribes and kept the Avakubia Province clear of threats. This in turn encouraged trade along the well-developed Shadow Mountain Road, which brought enviable prosperity to the region. Little farm houses dotted the landscape and children waved to Humbort and Shamki as they strode past.
It took them three hours along the old trail to arrive at the outskirts of Bottomlake situated directly to the south of the Lake of Ghouls and neither said a word to one another as they skirted the town and turned north taking another three hours with a short stop for lunch to reach the village of Cap. From there the road led mostly northwest, and the duo stopped to camp at an old hunter’s shelter just off the road where Humbort stumbled upon a patch of Black Trumpet mushrooms that they ate with a pair of brush rabbits brought down by Shamki with well-flung rocks.
They slept side by side not even saying good night to one another as the clouds vanished leaving a night filled with a blanket of stars. They woke at almost exactly the same moment the next morning and the half-orc restarted the fire while Humbort unpacked sourdough soldiers biscuits made from whole wheat flour, boiled in water, and spread out in a pan. When it dried and hardened it was easy to slice into sections and store, and when the gangly quarter-ogre happened on a bee’s nest they were able to enjoy them with a honey drizzle. Humbort gathered the treat; he always managed it without stings while Shamki was never as fortunate.
After their breakfast they quickly packed up their small camp, each man going about his own business without a word spoken between them, and were soon on the road again not long after the sun rose. They walked another hour north on the old trail when they spotted the wagon headed towards them and, for the first time in almost twenty-four hours, spoke aloud.
“Tanner,” said Shamki with a nod of his head to the wagon.
Humbort nodded his head and the two stopped and waited by the side of the road. The young teenager, Tylan, was at the reigns as the wagon approached, and his hand went to the dagger at his side as he saw the figures by the road. As soon as he could clearly make out the hulking form of Shamki and the glint of steel at his side the boy called back into the wagon, “Dad!”
A moment later Tanner’s head popped out cleanly shaven, with washed hair, and more color in his cheeks. He spotted the pair and immediately recognize them, “Pull over, son, they’re friends. Ho there Shamki, Humbort, what brings you up the old trail?”
“Meet you,” said Shamki with a wave and jumped up onto the wagon next to Tanner while Humbort began to rub down the lead donkey with a thick curry brush he pulled out from his sack.
“Shamki, this is my son Tylan and my wife Almara is in back there with my daughter Shalalee. Girls, come up front, I want you to meet someone.” A moment later the middle-aged woman popped her head out and looked at the big half-orc.
“It’s too early to stop for lunch but you’re welcome to travel with us,” she said with a bright smile.
Shalalee peered out from the wagon and looked at the massive half-orc with his broad shoulders and fierce fangs and immediately ducked back into the wagon. “It’s all right, Shalalee; I’ve done business with Shamki and his friend on a number of occasions. Just because someone looks scary doesn’t mean they are scary.” He thought about it and laughed as the girl reemerged and gave a short little curtsy. “Well, actually, now that I think about it, Shamki actually is pretty scary. Sometimes it’s good to have a scary person on your side!”
At this the young girl came to the front of the wagon, a wide grin on her face and said, “Hello, I’m Shalalee and you are scary!”
“Shamki,” said the half-orc with a smile that, for once, actually looked like a smile. He put out his hand and took hers in a shake.
“So, Shamki, Humbort, what brings you all the way out here to greet my little wagon?” said Tanner casually.
“Come on, kids,” said Almara and put her arms around the two children. “The men have things to discuss.”
“Can’t I stay and listen, dad?” asked Tylan his eyes open wide as he stared up at his father. “I’m old enough to take charge of the hitch and learn the route; shouldn’t I be old enough to listen in on business?”
“Me too!” exclaimed Shalalee. “Girls are smarter than boys, everyone knows that.”
“Shut up, Shalalee!” said Tylan. “You’ll ruin it for both of us.”
“Into the wagon with your mother,” said Tanner his voice firm and steady and his jaw set. “We’ll talk about this later but for now Shamki and I have some business to discuss.”
With that the trio went back into the wagon while the human and half-orc sat in the rider’s seat with an occasional glance to the donkeys that Humbort continued to coddle as they moved at their steady, leisurely pace.
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