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Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Soaked with sweat, arm feeling like a lump of lead that threatened to cease functioning at any time, Jaikus raised his foil barely in time to avoid a nasty welt across his chest. But he had little time to enjoy his victory as a lightning fast thrust penetrated his guard and scraped along the leftmost side of his ribcage.
 
   “Tired?” Master Swordsman Leari chided with a grin.
 
   Gritting his teeth, Jaikus shook his head. “No!”
 
   “Ha!”
 
   His once flaming red hair now streaked with gray and tied in a ponytail that extended midway down his back, one-eyed Master Leari launched into a series of attacks. For the last two weeks, he had drilled Jaikus and Reneeke in the basic swordsmanship they would need to survive. Those two weeks were gifted to all new members deemed unskilled as the Guild desired its members to comport themselves honorably, and skillfully; at least to a point.
 
   Today was the last they would have to endure the epithets and painful instruction administered by Master Leari. Earlier, Jaikus had watched Reneeke face their instructor during his final sparring match, and enjoyed a twinge of jealousy. Why couldn’t he fight as well as Reneeke? They both had received the same instruction, same equipment, everything! Yet Reneeke looked as if he had fenced his whole life while Jaikus still struggled merely to avoid the easiest of hits. It wasn’t fair! But fairness failed to keep Master Leari’s foil from leaving another welt parallel to the first.
 
   When the master swordsman stepped back and signaled the bout over, Jaikus’ sigh of relief could be heard by all.
 
   Master Leari removed his fencing helm, tucked it under one arm and turned his one good eye upon his pupil. “Son, are you certain you want to be a fighter? There’s no shame in realizing your skills may lie elsewhere.”
 
   Not for the first time had Master Leari said those words. Jaikus shook his head. “I’m a swordsman.”
 
   Allowing his gaze to remain upon Jaikus a moment longer, he shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Then he motioned for Reneeke to come and join his friend.
 
   “You both know the basics. Keep up with the exercises and stretching, and you will be fine against anyone but better swordsmen. Keep in mind that at the moment, that includes almost every swordsman in the world.”
 
   Jaikus bristled slightly at what he perceived to be an indirect insult while Reneeke merely nodded.
 
   “Your two weeks of instruction are concluded. There is much I can still teach you, but it’ll cost two golds a day.” He saw the look in their eyes that they felt such a price beyond their means. “The Guild sets the price. You might look to others, but some are not worth even a copper for their so-called instruction.”
 
   Reneeke stretched out his hand. “We appreciate all that you have done for us.”
 
   Grinning, Master Leari took his hand and shook it. “You’re welcome, son. Always remember, take care of your sword and your sword will take care of you.”
 
   “We will, and thank you.”
 
   Nodding, Master Leari turned and walked off.
 
   Jaikus watched him for a moment then turned to his lifelong friend. “Now we are full members of the Guild.”
 
   “It looks that way,” Reneeke agreed. “What do you propose we should do to celebrate? Find a couple girls and make a memory?”
 
   He throbbed from the solar plexus to just below his neck. Welts crisscrossed his chest, side, arms, and to his shame, even his backside. Frankly, he hadn’t the strength to do much more than crawl into bed for a week.
 
   “As tempting as that prospect may be, I want a meal, a bath, and a bed. Not necessarily in that order.”
 
   Reneeke chuckled. “Sounds good to me.”
 
    
 
   They kept a room at The Inn of the Silver Spoons. Not exactly the most economical of places at which they could be staying, but within its walls, they felt comfortable. And with the money received from the Sythal venture, they could well afford it; at least for a while.
 
   Despite his earlier vow of needing an extended period of rest, restlessness found Jaikus and prompted him to join Reneeke in listening to a bard in the common room of the Silver Spoons.
 
   After several rousing songs and one love ballad that placed a tear in every lady’s eye, Reneeke announced, “You know, Jaik, we’re going to have to think about where we plan to go from here.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, our coins are not going to last forever. Now that we are part of the Guild, and our two-week training has come to an end, we should consider taking on another task that needs resolution.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that, too.”
 
   “But not as Springers!” Reneeke stated with finality.
 
   “Never again,” Jaikus agreed, chuckling.  “But I’m sure there are many jobs out there for ones with our talents.”
 
   Reneeke gave his friend a questioning look. “We don’t really have much in the way of talents, Jaik. Neither one of us can wield a sword with any degree of competency.”
 
   “What do you mean? For two who brought down a troll, snuck goods from under the nose of a fully grown mossback, the world’s the limit.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Reneeke didn’t sound convinced. “You might remember we had some help with the troll.”
 
   Jaikus waved his hand in the air, dismissing such a thought. “In the morning we’ll go to the Guild and see what they have to offer.” Nursing his ale, Jaikus returned his attention to the bard who had just begun a fun ditty about a boy chasing a dragon’s tail through the woods. The ditty brought back memories of home. Many a time during his youth other bards had performed it back in Running Brook.
 
   Home. They really should make the trip back. If for no other reason than to show their parents what they had become. How Jaikus would love to make his father eat his words. When he had set out for Reakla to join the Guild, his father had prophesized nothing but doom and failure for his son’s “unrealistic” dream.
 
   “You’re a farmer, boy. And that’s all you’re ever going to be.”
 
   Those words still got his dander up whenever he thought of them. His father had never been supportive of anything. Always espoused reasons why his son would fail. Could it have hurt his father to offer him even one word of encouragement?
 
   “I tell you this was a wasted trip.”
 
   “They’ll help. They have to.”
 
   “I doubt it. We have very little money to entice an adventurer to our cause.”
 
   Jaikus’ inner musings ground to a halt as conversational words coming from the table next to theirs piqued his interest. Glancing surreptitiously from the corner of his eye, he saw two men, one slightly older than the other, having their evening repast.
 
   “Fifty golds is quite a sum,” the older man stated.
 
   The younger shook his head. “I’ve heard that any adventurer worth his salt wouldn’t roll out of bed for less than a hundred.”
 
   “Perhaps for a long, difficult task such would be the case. But ours is a minor need, one that would be resolved quickly and without a lot of trouble.”
 
   Jaikus’ interest was definitely piqued now. Turning toward the two men, he said, “Excuse me, gentlemen. I couldn’t help but overhear that you are in need of aid from the Guild?”
 
   The younger man’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. That is correct.”
 
   “My friend and I, as it turns out, are members of the Guild and would be interested to hear of your troubles.”
 
   After giving the two young adventurers a once-over, the older man said, “Son, we appreciate your interest, but this might be better left to veterans.”
 
   “I would have you know that my friend and I are veterans. We have tousled with trolls and braved the Swamp and lived to tell the tale.” Of course, he left out the small fact that they had done so in the company of other, much more seasoned adventurers, and that during the short timeframe spent adventuring on their own, they had nearly died if not for Charka’s timely rescue.
 
   When the younger man glanced toward Reneeke, Reneeke nodded agreement, though he did so with an amused grin. Turning to the older man, the younger asked, “What do you think, Father?”
 
   The father still didn’t look convinced.
 
   “They may be our only chance.”
 
   To Reneeke, the older man asked, “How soon would you be able to leave?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning,” Jaikus blurted.
 
   “Jaik,” Reneeke cautioned, “we don’t even know what it is they wish of us to do.”
 
   “True enough,” the son replied. He glanced to his father and received a nod.
 
   “My name is Rupert, and this is my father, Robert. Eight days ago, my mother’s grave was desecrated. We discovered the coffin removed from the family crypt, smashed and everything inside gone, including the body of my mother.”
 
   Saddened, Reneeke said, “How terrible.”
 
   Intrigued, Jaikus asked, “And you wish us to find those responsible?”
 
   Robert nodded. “That, and to return her body so we may lay her back to rest. Her spirit will assuredly walk the earth if her body is not returned.”
 
   “Have you spoken to the Guild?” Jaikus asked. The last thing he wanted for some veteran to steal this easy adventure out from under them.
 
   Robert shook his head. “Not yet, no.”
 
   “We just arrived this afternoon,” Rupert added.
 
   “How much are you offering for our services?” Reneeke asked.
 
   Jaikus shot him a glare warning him not to ruin this for them with bothering about such inconsequentials. There was an Adventure waiting!
 
   “Oh, say, fifty golds?” Robert replied.
 
    “We’ll do it,” Jaikus blurted in an attempt to forestall any further objections by Reneeke.
 
   The son’s eyes gleamed. “That’s great. Isn’t it, Father?”
 
   Nodding, Robert kept a serious look upon the two lads from Running Brook. “Are you certain you are up to this?”
 
   “Absolutely,” replied Jaikus without any hesitation. “Consider Jaikus and Reneeke to be on the job.”
 
    “Where did this happen?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “Kith, a small village north of Hermit’s Pass.”
 
   “Hermit’s Pass? Isn’t that in Kittikin country?”
 
   The father nodded. “It is considered so. But they are rarely encountered so far south.”
 
   There were tales aplenty regarding the Kittikin, a somewhat barbaric race of humans that barely tolerated their neighbors to the south. Kittikin raids, and subsequent rescuing of kidnapped maidens, had been the basis for many a tale spun by bards over the years.
 
   “Does that give you cause to reconsider?”
 
   Jaikus’ eyes flicked to the son. “Not in the least.”
 
   “Good. How soon can you leave?”
 
   “In the mor…” began Jaikus before Reneeke overrode him with, “The day after tomorrow.”
 
   Jaikus flashed his friend an annoyed look.
 
   “That will enable us to gather the supplies we need, and transport,” Reneeke explained, more for Jaikus’ benefit than their would-be patrons. “Where can we find you once we arrive?”
 
   “Leave word at the inn,” Robert explained. “Tell them you are friends of Robert and Rupert, they’ll know how to contact us. Get a room and we’ll be in touch. Oh, we’d appreciate you not discussing this with anyone. The desecration of my wife is not something I want gossiped about.”
 
   Jaikus nodded sagely. “I quite understand.”
 
   The father eyed the two adventurers skeptically. “Very well then.” He returned his attention to his son. “The hour grows late and we must begin the journey home in the morning to prepare for your arrival.”
 
   Coming to his feet, he gave the two adventurers a nod, then with his son in tow, left the inn.
 
   “A job, Rene. Our second Adventure!”
 
   “Jaik, I don’t mean to be the rainfall on your Harvest Festival, but now that we’ve taken on this venture, how do you propose we get there? We don’t have horses or sufficient coins with which to buy them. Do you plan for us to walk?”
 
   “With the onset of winter in the air? Hardly.” He thought a moment. “Wait, we could probably get a couple of nags on the cheap.”
 
   “What about supplies? Warm clothing? Food??? Or do you think we can dispense with those.”
 
   Jaikus frowned. He could always count on Reneeke to find the mushy section in any apple. “We’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Let’s hope so. We gave them our word we would help, so if we must walk, we will walk.”
 
   Disliking such a possibility, Jaikus wracked his brain to come up with a solution, with little success.
 
   Reneeke carefully watched his friend. “You know, there is one person whom we might ask.”
 
   Eyes alight, Jaikus asked, “Who?”
 
    
 
   “Why, if it isn’t young Reneeke and his erstwhile companion, Jaikus.”
 
   “Good Morning, Chork.”
 
   Adventurer-turned-statue, Chork smiled as they entered the Guild Hall the following morning. Chork’s history had long been debated by Guild members. The theory most accepted inferred that during an adventure some centuries ago, he ran afoul of a trap that transformed him into a statue of gold. Of course, it could very well have been a curse, or maybe even a wish gone wrong that had made him the statue he was today. None knew for certain and he wouldn’t tell. He had been a fixture within the Guild for so long, none now lived who remembered.
 
   When his comrades returned him to the Guild in what he claimed was an age long past, or so the story went, they had set him in a corner of the hall where he could be among friends. Over time, his friends either passed on, or moved off. At the time, he lacked the ability to manipulate his facial features. That ability hadn’t come until a century later when a magic user attempted to change him back into a human. One day, a magic user named Buga of the Red Hat, so named for the fancy red hat he always wore, arrived and announced that he planned to restore Chork to his former, fleshy self.
 
   For a week, Buga put preparations into place, gathered the appropriate reagents and magical items. Word spread that Chork’s affliction would be lifted, and when the day arrived for him to make the attempt, the Guild Hall filled to capacity.
 
   Needless to say, Buga’s efforts hadn’t turned out quite like he planned. Chork remained a statue, but Buga had at least given Chork the ability to communicate, a capability he quickly put to good use. Many were the times when members cursed Buga, for Chork rarely shut-up. They finally placed him near the Guild Hall’s entrance as a sort of watchdog. There, he stood far enough away that he couldn’t “bend the ears” of those at the tables, yet still serve a vital function. He never slept, remembered everything, and had foiled dozens of nefarious events through the years.
 
    
 
   “Good morning, young sirs.”
 
   Someone had tied an animal-hide cape about his shoulders, giving the golden guardian a comical appearance. He didn’t seem to mind. Seeing them coming to a stop before him, Chork immediately started in on where their last conversation had ended.
 
   “As you know, cloud patterns are skittish at best, forever changing in their attempt to fool those of us below so we are unable to divulge their secrets. I made a poem about clouds once, do you want to hear?”
 
   “Well…” began Jaikus but was cut off when Chork made the sound of clearing his throat.
 
    
 
   “Clouds float by,
 
   High in the sky.”
 
    
 
   Silence hung in the air for a moment.
 
   “Is that it?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jaikus rolled his eyes and said, “Uh, that was very nice.”
 
   “Isn’t it though? I worked on that particular verse for over a week before getting it just right.”
 
   Reneeke grinned at his friend. “That’s great, Chork.”
 
   “I have more. This next one I worked on during the rat infestation that nearly caused the Guild to shut down. Let me see…that was back when…uh…”
 
   During the pause while Chork worked out the timeline, Jaikus quickly said, “We need your help.”
 
   “Help? You need my help? How wonderful. In what way can this humble member of the Guild be of assistance?”
 
   Reneeke laid out their dilemma, how they had a far distance to travel and lacked the means to get there.
 
   “Have you tried the caravansary? If there is one heading north, you could hire out as guards. Of course, they do plod along at an agonizingly slow pace. Yet, I would hazard a guess that such a mode of travel would still be preferable to that of walking.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “Hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   “Good idea,” Reneeke chimed in. “You wouldn’t know who to approach, would you?”
 
   “As I am rooted to this one position, I am afraid I have limited information on the current availability of caravans needing guards. I would, however suggest speaking with Raynwar.”
 
   “Raynwar?” Jaikus queried.
 
   Chork’s eyes widened. “Have you not yet met Raynwar? He’s only the third most important member of the Guild here in Reakla, the first being the Guildmaster of course.”
 
   “Who’s the second?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “Me, silly.”
 
   Reneeke grinned. “Why did I not see it?”
 
   Sighing, Chord rocked his eyes back and forth. “My worth is seriously undervalued by so many.”
 
   “So, who is this Raynwar person?”
 
   Chork turned his eyes to Jaikus. “He’s the Master of Records. His duties include keeping abreast of all unresolved Adventures, both here and at the other Guild Houses, as well as being informed of various aspects of Reakla that would benefit our members.”
 
   “And one of those aspects being caravans in need of guards?” Reneeke guessed.
 
   “That is correct, young sir. I find it hard to believe you have spent two weeks as members without meeting him.”
 
   Jaikus bristled. “We’ve been busy.”
 
   Chork turned his eyes upon the lad, blinked once, and remained silent. His golden eyes lingered upon Jaikus before turning back to Reneeke. “You can find him on the second floor. Look for the door with the knife.”
 
   “Knife?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “Long story behind that, truly quite interesting. It happened quite some time ago…”
 
   Seeing that Chork was winding up for one of his lengthy story-like explanations, the two friends made their excuses and quickly backed away.
 
   “I’ll be here should you wish to hear the rest…”
 
   Taking the nearest stairwell, they ascended to the floor above and quick-timed it out of “Chork-range.” The one-time adventurer’s voice finally fell silent.
 
   The stairwell opened onto a long corridor running the length of the second level. There was another level above this one, but they had been informed that their presence would not be welcomed on the uppermost tier. It was reserved for the higher-ups in the Guild hierarchy.
 
   Jaikus paused a moment to scan the hallway for a door bearing an embedded knife. Not immediately spying one, he left the stairwell. The hallway spanned the entire building with doors standing closed every seven to ten paces.
 
   Each door received a brief, cursory examination. When he failed to see a protruding knife, Jaikus continued on.
 
   After they reached just past mid-way of the long corridor, Reneeke paused before a rather plain door, one which Jaikus had already dismissed. “Hey, Jaik. I think this is it.”
 
   Glancing back, Jaikus shook his head. “Can’t be. There’s no knife.”
 
   Reneeke’s finger traced an outline in the grain of the wood that had all but faded. It was in the shape of a knife. Something had at one time been affixed to the door but had long since been removed. He chuckled at Jaikus exasperated expression. “Guess Chork’s not up on the latest placement of door accouterments. You’d think someone would have told him by now.”
 
   “Whatever. Let’s get this over with so we can be on our way.” Reaching out to grab the handle with the intention of opening the door, he was forestalled when Reneeke placed a hand on his forearm.
 
   “We better knock first.”
 
   Three raps were answered by a muffled, “Enter.”
 
   Jaikus pushed the door open and found a man of middling years with sword in hand. Sweat dripped down his face and the tunic he wore was soaked through. He slid the sword into its scabbard as he turned toward them.
 
   “Just keeping limber.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that be better done down in the sparring yard?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “Depends on what you wish to accomplish,” he glanced to the sword hanging at Jaikus’ waist then added, “young fighter.”
 
   Reneeke nodded while Jaikus merely looked confused.
 
   Raynwar took his seat behind a rather long desk devoid of anything that could remotely be construed as paperwork. There was a shield, two maces, and a yellow sack a little larger than a belt pouch containing something that moved.
 
   “You are the two who brought in the troll, aren’t you?”
 
   Jaikus puffed his chest up and nodded. “That we are.”
 
   “Good job. I hear the magic users are putting it to good use.”
 
   Turning thoughtful, Reneeke asked, “In what way?”
 
   “Who knows? They’re a tight-lipped bunch who hates to share their secrets with each other let alone someone not of the craft. If you ever find out, let me know.”
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   Leaning back in his chair, the Master of the Records asked, “What can I do for you lads?”
 
   “We’ve taken on an Adventure up Kittikin way and need to find a way to get there,” Reneeke explained. “Chork suggested we try to hire on as caravan guards. He said you might know of one heading that way that needed two?”
 
   “The faster the better,” Jaikus added.
 
   Raynwar glanced to Jaikus and chuckled. “There has never been a fast caravan, lad. They are slow as slugs. But they’ll get you there.”
 
   “Do you know of one?” Jaikus asked somewhat impatiently.
 
   “Two, actually. One is mastered by Stiven Thynn. He’s taking a load of dried peat moss through Hermit’s Pass to the city of Split Oak. The other is mastered by Isaac Tuppin. His caravan is but four wagons. I believe he plans to make a quick stop at Kith before continuing up to Split Oak.”
 
   “Kith?” Jaikus asks. When Raynwar nodded, he cast Reneeke a grin. “That’s perfect.”
 
   “Which one will depart first?”
 
   “I believe Master Thynn leaves in the morning while Master Tuppin departs the day after.”
 
   “And both are in need of two guards?” Reneeke questioned.
 
   Raynwar nodded. “As of yesterday evening they needed at least that many.”
 
   Jaikus turned for the door. “Then we better get down there before they go and hire someone else.”
 
   “Good luck, boys.”
 
   Reneeke gave the Master of Records a respectful bow then followed Jaikus from the room.
 
   “C’mon, Rene.” Hurrying down the hallway, Jaikus hit the stairs at a run.
 
   Reneeke grinned at his friend’s exuberance and followed at a more measured pace.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Perhaps in its early days the caravansary had once stood beyond the edge of town; but now it was surrounded by a multitude of eateries, inns, and other businesses catering to the needs of the teamsters. Three avenues, each wide enough for three wagons to pass with room to spare, converged on a scene of bustling activity.
 
   Porters were busy hauling goods to and from over a dozen different caravans; a team of farriers worked off to one side, their hammers rang as shoes were repaired and replaced; guards cursed;  Masters yelled; kids raced; and two lads newly inducted into the Guild sought a caravan with but four wagons.
 
   Jaikus’ neck twisted back and forth as he searched for some order in the chaos. All wagons looked alike and there seemed no rhyme or reason as to their disposition. “Wonder which ones are Master Tuppin’s?”
 
   Reneeke shrugged. “Haven’t a clue, Jaik.”
 
   Flagging down a porter, he inquired as to the location of Master Tuppin, and soon were navigating through the cacophony of noise and bustle toward the caravansary’s south side. In this sea of anarchy, they came to a place of relative calm.
 
   Four wagons sat in perfect, side-by-side unison. The wheels of each were exactly four inches from that of its neighbors. To the right of the wagons stood a picket line bearing fourteen horses. Two guards were the only ones in attendance; they eyed the approaching pair from where they sat upon the rear of the leftmost wagon.
 
   Jaikus offered them an affable wave. “Is this the caravan of Master Tuppin?”
 
   One guard was a rather slight man, with flaxen hair tied in a ponytail to just below his shoulders. He wore a leather breastplate and at his hip hung a longsword. The other was much more burly bearing loose dark hair cut to shoulder length. He wore a shirt of chainmail and across his back slung a lethal looking crossbow. The one with the ponytail hopped off the wagon and approached.
 
   “Who wants to know?”
 
   Jaikus gestured to Reneeke as he said, “My friend and I are in need of reaching Kith. We understand that Master Tuppin might need a pair of guards for his trip north?”
 
   Eyes narrowing, Ponytail eyed Jaikus up and down. His expression indicated he found him lacking.
 
   “That’s interesting.”
 
   When nothing further was forthcoming, Jaikus’ affable manner darkened, but he kept his tone civil. “Is this, or is this not, Master Tuppin’s caravan?”
 
   “Hmmm…” Ponytail glanced to the other, “Looks like a couple of lads out for a lark. Maybe we should give ‘em a spankin’ and send them on their way for bothering their betters.”
 
   “Betters!? I’ll show you who…,” as he reached for his sword hilt, he felt Reneeke place a hand on his wrist.
 
   Reneeke gave his friend a quick shake of the head then turned toward Ponytail. “I am Reneeke, and this is Jaikus. We are Guild members and were directed here to satisfy Master Tuppin’s need for guards on his trip north. Now, is this his caravan or shall we look elsewhere?”
 
   At mention of the Guild, Ponytail’s attitude quickly changed to one of accommodation. He gave Jaikus a good-natured grin. “Sorry about that, lad. Didn’t mean nothing by it.” Then to Reneeke he said, “Yes, these wagons do belong to Master Tuppin.”
 
   Reneeke let go of Jaikus’ wrist. “Is he still looking for guards?”
 
   “He’s always looking for guards.”
 
   Jaikus scanned the area. “Where is he?”
 
   Ponytail indicated an inn not far away. “He’s staying there. Might not be there at the moment, though.”
 
   Taking in the inn for a moment, Jaikus turned back to the guard. His irritation at the earlier treatment faded away at a snail’s pace. “Where might we find him?”
 
   “He don’t tell us his business. He’ll be there at sundown.”
 
   Reneeke glanced to the inn, then back to Ponytail. “What is he hauling?”
 
   “Goods.”
 
   “Goods?” Jaikus asked. “What kind?”
 
   Burly guard came down from the wagon and joined them. “Does it matter?”
 
   About to reply that it most certainly did, Jaikus was forestalled when Reneeke said, “Not really.” Then to his friend he added, “Come on, Jaik. We’ll come back tonight.”
 
   Still bristling, Jaikus allowed Reneeke to lead him away.
 
   “Let Master Tuppin know we’re looking for him,” Reneeke said to Ponytail.
 
   “We’ll do that.”
 
    
 
   Not long afterward, the newly inducted Guild members were seated at a tavern not far off the caravansary. Reneeke used some of their last coins to buy them each an ale as he tried to mollify his friend.
 
   “Look, Jaik. It doesn’t matter what they haul. It isn’t any of our business.”
 
   “I don’t like it, Rene.”
 
   Reneeke merely shook his head with the abiding patience he’s come to develop since first meeting Jaikus. “If Master Tuppin allows us to tag along to Kith, he could be hauling carnivorous leeches or the Cursed Soul of Toos for all I care.” 
 
   “But, we’re Guild members now. Shouldn’t we be deserving of some respect?”
 
   Snorting, Reneeke then let loose with a chuckle. “This is Reakla, Jaik. I bet half the people living here are either Guild members, related to one, or just hang out with them. I doubt if we will get anyone’s respect merely because we say that we are from the Guild.”
 
   Looking like he just found half a worm floating in his cider, Jaikus remained silent.
 
   “Respect has to be earned, Jaik. We haven’t really done all that much thus far to deserve it.”
 
   “What do you mean? We’ve fought a troll, Rene! We entered the Swamp and came out alive. We delved the nether reaches of a long-lost city.” His look said he dared Reneeke to find such deeds lacking. Unfortunately for Jaikus, Reneeke did just that.
 
   “For two boys fresh off the farm, it’s not bad; but for someone in the Guild…? We’ve not led armies, fought powerful sorcerers, defeated the undead, or even recovered an item of power. Our fame is still in its fledgling state, a newborn chick if you will.”
 
   Jaikus glowered. “But that will change.”
 
   Nodding, Reneeke replied, “If we don’t die first.”
 
   Rolling his eyes as if such a fate could never be theirs, Jaikus downed the rest of his ale. “After we take care of this business in Kith, we need to find an Adventure worthy of two stalwart heroes such as ourselves.”
 
   Reneeke could only smile. He knew better than to argue the point. Jaikus hungered for the renown a successful career in Adventuring would bring. This was in no small part the reason he had agreed to accompany Jaikus on his bid to become part of the Guild. Without him to rein his at-times reckless friend in, Jaikus would in all likelihood already be dead; his body rotting in the Swamp.
 
   Those they had earlier adventured with; Charka, Seward, and Lady Kate, came at adventuring as a job, not a bid for fame. They were practical about it and Reneeke had gleaned many kernels of wisdom during their first Adventure.
 
   Finishing his ale, Reneeke got to his feet. “What do you say we get a few supplies for the trip to Kith? Still some time before we meet with Master Tuppin.”
 
   Jaikus nodded and rose. “Like armor?”
 
   “Hardly.” Patting his coin purse, Reneeke said, “A few scrolls and potions are about the most we can hope to afford.”
 
   After Jaikus’ convalescence at the temple, not to mention their day to day expenses since, their fortune of ten golds, seven silvers and eleven coppers had shrunk to but six golds, eight silvers and ten coppers. 
 
   “What should we get?” Jaikus asked as they left the tavern. “In the Saga of Rithern, didn’t the hero have a scroll of levitation? Got him out of a tight spot; maybe that would be good to have.”
 
   “I was thinking of at least a couple healing scrolls and one that cures poisons.”
 
   Jaikus thought about it and nodded. Though not as exciting as a levitating one, he could at least see the necessity of having such in their possession.
 
   “Didn’t Lady Kate say that a good place to get them was at a shop called, Travel Scrolls?”
 
   “That’s right, Jaik. The proprietor is a man named Olaf. Lady Kate indicated we could get scrolls from him on the cheap.”
 
   “How cheap?”
 
   Reneeke shrugged. “Not sure. A couple golds I think.”
 
   “A couple?” Jaikus asked incredulously. “We won’t have anything left!”
 
   “Better to have no coins than die for lack of a healing scroll.”
 
   Thinking back on their journey through the Swamp and the resultant injuries suffered, Jaikus could see his point. Seward would have perished for sure had he been left without a healing potion.
 
   “Are scrolls better than potions?”
 
   Reneeke glanced to his friend. “You can’t spill a scroll.”
 
   “True. But should you need only a little healing, you can’t use part of a scroll.”
 
   Cocking his head to one side, Reneeke considers it for a moment, then nodded. “You got a point there, Jaik.”
 
   “Charka had healing potions, not healing scrolls.”
 
   Chuckling, Reneeke slapped his friend on the back. “Okay, you win. Let’s find a seller of potions and see what we can afford.”
 
   After following directions supplied by a local, they stood before a narrow doorway. According to the local, this was the shop of a local potion maker, Master Xyr. They had been told Master Xyr’s potions were the least expensive in town.
 
   Hanging next to the door from a tarnished copper chain was a dead plant in a cracked, black pot. It swayed to and fro as if gently touched by a passing breeze. The curious thing about it, there was no wind.
 
   Stepping closer to the dead plant, Reneeke inspected the trio of stunted, shriveled stalks that draped lifelessly over the side. Each stalk held an identical pair of two leaves. One was black with a jagged edge, easily the size of a gold coin. The second leaf was smaller. It too was black but bore ribbons of green, as if life somehow retained a tenuous hold. Where the first’s edge was uneven, this one was smooth with a slightly curl at the tip.
 
   “You ever see anything like this?”
 
   Jaik rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Rene, I grew up on a farm. I’ve seen all kinds of dead plants in a variety of shapes and sizes.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.”
 
   Curious, he reached tentatively toward the larger of the two leaves. He jerked his fingers back when the stalk whipped up and the large leaf made as if to grab his outstretched digits.
 
   Stepping back, he turned a look full of surprise toward Jaikus. “Did you see that?”
 
   “Yeah. What do you suppose it is?”
 
   A gravely voice replied, “It is a Fly Catcher.”
 
   They turned to find an odd little man standing in the now open doorway of the shop. Five foot six and dressed in dark red leathers, the man’s grey hair was combed over in an attempt to cover an all-too-obvious bald spot that began at the forehead and extended all the way to the rear of the scalp. In his left hand the man gripped a two-foot branch from an old oak; a single leaf of dark green extended from a small twig at the top.
 
   “A Fly Catcher?”
 
   The man nodded. “Hate the little buggers.” He then gestured toward the plant with the stick. “It eats them, you know.”
 
   Reneeke returned his gaze to the plant and about that time, another of the stalks snapped upward. The larger of the two leaves deftly caught a flying insect. The leaf curled tightly around its captive as the stalk settled back to its former, limp position.
 
   Turning back to the man, Reneeke began to say, “That’s pretty…” but the door was once again closed and the man, gone.
 
   “Where’d he go?”
 
   Jaikus shrugged. “Probably back inside.”
 
   Eyeing his friend, Reneeke nodded then made for the door. He kept a good distance between himself and the plant. Though probably not fatal, it still might be wise to avoid coming into contact with that leaf.
 
   Pushing open the door, his entrance was announced by a chorus of protesting hinges that sounded like cats being stripped of their skins. He paused only momentarily to wonder why the door hadn’t made such a noise when it had opened and closed for the man, before dismissing it as irrelevant and entering the shop.
 
   The room proved to be little more than a hallway only slightly larger than the doorway itself.  Six windows covered in grime allowed barely enough light through to illuminate the interior. Two candle holders, one at either end bore burning candle nubs.
 
   A two-tiered shelf of cracked and splintered wood ran the length of the wall to their right. Less than a score of bottles of varying size and color were spaced haphazardly along the two shelves; no two were the same. Reneeke nearly had to walk sideways to keep from brushing against the lower shelf.
 
   An unidentifiable odor filled the air. It held traces of earth and plants, but there was much more to it than that. Reneeke couldn’t decide if he liked it. Passing through the narrow hall-like room, he made for the far side. At the end sat a counter that affectively barred access to the rear of the establishment.
 
   “Kind of a weird place, isn’t it?”
 
   Reneeke glanced back to Jaikus and nodded. “You could say that.”
 
   “Wonder where that man is?”
 
   “Probably in the back.”
 
   The counter was of average height and shorter than the span of Reneeke’s outstretched arms. A single black pot, similar to the one hanging by the front door sat upon the wooden surface beneath the lit candle. Glancing within revealed it to be empty.
 
   Beyond the counter, the room faded into dark shadows, within which nothing appeared to move. The two lads reached the counter and came to a stop. Jaikus leaned over the counter but failed to discern anything beyond. The room could have extended another ten feet or fifty, there was no way to tell. Not even the candle burning overhead was able to pierce the darkness beyond.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   Jaikus jumped at Reneeke’s call.
 
   Reneeke grinned at his friend. “Sorry.”
 
   It was his turn to jump when a voice behind them replied, “No reason to be sorry.”
 
   The same man as had been at the doorway stood before them now; oak branch and all.
 
   “Where did you…?”
 
   Reneeke held up his hand to forestall the rest Jaikus’ question. “Are you Master Xyr, of Xyr’s Potent Elixirs?”
 
   “That I am, young sir. How may this humble potion maker be of service?”
 
   “Do you have healing potions?” Jaikus blurted out.
 
   “My friend and I are members of the Guild and are planning to tackle an Adventure up near Kittikin,” Reneeke explained. “We thought to procure a few potions as a precaution.”
 
   “Very wise, young sir.” His gaze went from Reneeke, to Jaikus, then back to Reneeke and waited expectantly.
 
   “How much are your healing potions?”
 
   “Would you be interested in ones that heal minor wounds, or those that will repair more grievous injuries?”
 
   “The grievous ones.” Jaikus replied.
 
   “Three golds each.”
 
   Reneeke glanced to Jaikus, they had less than seven golds. Two of those would leave them with very little in the way of coins.
 
   “How about the lesser one?”
 
   “My minor healing potions are but one gold piece.”
 
   “That sounds better,” Reneeke said. “Do you have anything to cure poisons?”
 
   “What kind of potion master would I be if I did not have something so basic?” He gave them a grin. “My basic cure-all covers most toxic animals as well as the lesser versions of those crafted by poisoners. Adventurers rarely have need of anything more potent.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “And how much are those?”
 
   “A single gold piece, young master.”
 
   “Could you give us a moment to decide?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “Certainly. Let me know when you have made up your mind.”
 
   Turning to Jaikus, Reneeke thought of something else to ask and turned back to Master Xyr only to find him no longer there.
 
   “Where’d he go?” Glancing about the small room, he failed to locate the potion master.
 
   “He sure gets around.”
 
   Shaking his head, Reneeke chuckled. “Sure does. So, what should we get? We only have six golds and a few of the lesser.”
 
   “I think one that cures poisons would be good to have.”
 
   “Agreed. We could get one that heals grievous injuries, two of the lesser healings, and one that cures poison.”
 
   “But that would take nearly all we have!”
 
   “Not everything, Jaik. We’d still have eight silvers and ten coppers, and that should be sufficient until we depart with Master Tuppin.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t take us on?”
 
   “Then we’ll think of something else. But right now, we need to plan for the trip to Kith. Either with Master Tuppin or on our own, we may have need of these potions before we arrive.”
 
   Jaikus liked the thought of possessing potions, he just didn’t care to spend all their coins to do it.
 
   Reneeke looked at him questioningly. “Well? Shall we get them?”
 
   Jaikus sighed and nodded.
 
   “That will be six golds.”
 
   Master Xyr’s voice, coming unexpectedly as it did startled the pair. They found him standing behind the counter, upon which were arrayed four small vials. Two held a bright red liquid, one a dark red, and the last a darkish brown.
 
   Indicating the bright ones, he said, “These are the minor healing potions,” then moved his finger to the dark red, “major healing,” and finally the darkish brown, “a curative.”
 
   Jaikus eyed them skeptically. “How do we know they do what he says they do?”
 
   “Relax, Jaik. More than one person told us to get our potions here. If his elixirs weren’t good, they’d have known.”
 
   Master Xyr favored them with a smile. “That is true, young sir. My elixirs are known far and wide for their potent quality. You’ll not find their equal,” he paused a moment before adding, “at such a cost.”
 
   Jaikus didn’t look convinced.
 
   Taking six golds from his coin purse, Reneeke laid them upon the table. “They will be fine, Master Xyr.”
 
   “Excellent. Do come back when you are in further need.” Snatching up the coins, the potion master turned and took but a single step toward the back of the shop when the shadows appeared to deepen, and he was lost from sight.
 
   “Gone again.”
 
   Reneeke glanced to Jaik and shrugged. “You take the curative and a minor. I’ll hang onto the other minor and the major healing.” He picked up one of the two bright red potions, then the dark red major healing and set them within his pack. Jaikus followed suit with his two.
 
   Leaving Xyr’s shop, the pair made their way to the inn where Master Tuppin’s guards had indicated he would be. The common room was empty so they took seats at a table off to one side. A serving girl soon came and took their order for a couple ales.
 
   Reneeke passed her two coppers. Once the ales arrived, he took a long drink and settled back to wait for the arrival of the caravan master.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Several hours passed before the afternoon crowd began filtering in. At first there were only a few lone individuals looking for a quick meal, but then others arrived, filled the seats, and the common room grew bustling. By the time the boys had drained a sliver’s worth of ale and had their evening meal, the sun was low on the horizon and Master Tuppin had yet to put in an appearance.
 
   “What if he doesn’t show, Rene?”
 
   As the hours passed, so too did Jaikus’ mood deteriorate.
 
   Reneeke merely shrugged. “We’ll give him until we finish off this round. If he hasn’t made an appearance by then, we will return to his wagons.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Downing the last of his, Jaikus burped, wiped his mouth and then said, “We can go now.”
 
   Reneeke just gave his friend a grin as he sipped from a mug still over half full.  “Never rush the pleasures of life, Jaik. They are far too few to be wasted.”
 
   “Sipping ale is a pleasure?”
 
   “It’s all how you look at it. By the time we reach Kith, the ability to relax while sipping ale will most definitely be a pleasure; don’t you think?”
 
   Jaikus merely grimaced.
 
   Reneeke didn’t protract his friend’s irritation any more than he had to. The rest he downed in three quick gulps. Rising, he grabbed his pack and said, “Let’s go.”
 
   “About time.”
 
   Right then, two men walked through the door and made for the common room. One was Ponytail, the guard they had met earlier at Master Tuppin’s wagons. The second was a dark haired, nondescript man of average height. The only thing about him that drew one’s attention was the manner in which he was dressed.
 
   A garish red coat with silver buttons and a matching pair of pants contrasted with the somber browns and earth tones worn by the other patrons. A brown hat rested atop his head with a long peacock feather extended backward from the left side. With Ponytail for company, this had to be Master Tuppin.
 
    “About time,” Jaikus mumbled.
 
   Reneeke nodded and made his way toward the table where the pair had sat.
 
   Ponytail noticed them coming. Leaning close to Master Tuppin, he whispered in the trader’s ear.
 
   Master Tuppin glanced up just as the two lads drew near.
 
   “These are the boys?”
 
   “Yes,” Ponytail replied. “They claim they’re from the Guild.”
 
   Jaikus stepped forward. “That is correct. I am Jaikus, and this here is my partner, Reneeke. We understand that you are in need of a couple extra guards on your trip north.”
 
   The trader eyed them up and down, his face failed to give any indication as to how he found them.
 
   “Hmmmm. I could always use another pair of blades. It’s dangerous country up north. I haven’t yet made it through unmolested. Are you sure you boys are up to it?”
 
   “Up to it?” Jaikus asked as if such a question need not be spoken. “Why, we are veteran adventurers. Just last week my friend and I entered the Swamp, fought trolls, and retrieved items from an enraged mossback.”
 
   “Anyone could make that boast,” Ponytail argued.
 
   Master Tuppin nodded. “True. But we leave in the morning and it will be unlikely that anyone else will offer to accompany us.”
 
   “We would be most grateful,” Reneeke added. “We have business in Kith and were hoping to accompany you until then?”
 
   “We’re not going to Kith, son,” Master Tuppin said. When Reneeke’s face pursed in a frown, he quickly added, “However, the road to Kith is along our way and north of the mountains. It is through the mountains where we need guards the most.” He glanced to Ponytail who nodded. “We can take you that far.”
 
   “But I thought Raynwar said…,” Jaikus began.
 
   “Thank you,” Reneeke replied quickly, cutting Jaikus off. “We won’t let you down.”
 
   “Hmmmm,” murmured the caravan master. He eyed the pair as one would a cow offered for sale. His gaze settled upon their swords.
 
   “You know how to use those?”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   Drawing his with a flourish, Jaikus nearly skewered the barmaid as she made to pass, which caused her to dart backwards and dump her load of mugs upon a rather large man boasting a wide variety of scars and a sour-disposition.
 
   Coming out of his seat with a roar, the man used the back of his hand to wipe away an errant track of ale froth that now coated his face. “Idiot!”
 
   Unaware that his action precipitated the outburst, Jaikus glanced over his shoulder, wondering who the idiot was.
 
   Reneeke on the other hand, realized a situation was in the offing and moved to interpose himself between the ale-soaked man and his friend.
 
   “Our apologies,” he said. “We did not mean…”
 
   The rest of his statement was cut short when a right cross connected with his jaw. Stumbling backward, he crashed into and through Master Tuppin’s table.
 
   Jaikus immediately sheathed his sword and took a swing at the man’s middle. Expecting to encounter soft flesh, his blow instead met a washboard stomach of iron-hardness; pain erupted from knuckles to elbow. He had but a moment to register the ineffectiveness of his attack before a fist of steel scored a solid strike into his gut. As he doubled over, a second blow landed against the side of his head, sending him reeling into a nearby table.
 
   Those seated at the table merely took charge of their mugs, leaned back in their seats, and watched as he crashed through the wooden tabletop and hit the floor.
 
   “Need help, Ranthor?”
 
   The big man snickered. “Naw. This won’t take but a moment.” Other calls and laughter erupted from several points throughout the common room.
 
   A pain shrouded fog filled Jaikus’ vision. He could barely make out the big man as he stepped toward him. His breathing came in gasps and all he could do was lay there and moan. Waiting for the next blow, he was relieved when Reneeke launched into action.
 
   Reneeke, not small by any means, was still dwarfed by this giant of a man. Hitting him full force, Reneeke grasped Ranthor in a bear hug and the two went sailing into yet a third table.
 
   “Rene,” Jaikus groaned.
 
   He attempted to stand and come to his friend’s aid, but his knees gave way. Tilting to the side, he fell into the lap of a rather gorgeous, brown haired girl. On the other side of the table’s splintered remains, a man of medium size sporting a large ill-tempered disposition, leapt to his feet.
 
   “Get off my woman!”
 
   Grabbing Jaikus by the back of the shirt, he yanked him to his feet, spun him around and sent him flying backwards yet again with a well placed blow to the jaw.
 
   Barely conscious, Jaikus was unable to avoid slamming into a man who had up until that moment been enjoying a bowl of stew. He hit the man’s back, who in turn was pushed into the table which upended the bowl causing the hot contents to soak his shirt front. Roaring with rage, the man turned on Jaikus who had already slumped to the floor in a semi-conscious stupor.
 
   “I’ll kill you!”
 
   A six inch knife materialized in the man’s hand. Raising the weapon, he plunged it downward. The blow never fell. Before it could connect with Jaikus’ chest, Reneeke bowled the man over. Twice he pummeled the man before they even hit the floor.
 
   Other fights had broken out throughout the common room. Reneeke gave one final knee to the man’s midriff before getting to his feet.
 
   He saw Ranthor moving toward the comatose Jaikus and surged forward.
 
   A voice from across the room shouted, “Ranthor!”
 
   The call alerted the big man. Turning, he met Reneeke’s assault and the two grappled, each seeking to unbalance the other. As Reneeke began tilting off-balance, he heard a man clear his throat. Both he and Ranthor looked to see Master Tuppin standing next to them.
 
   The caravan master held up a finger to Ranthor and said, “Just one moment, please.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just one moment. “ Then turning to Reneeke, Master Tuppin said, “If you and your friend survive this, be at my wagons in the morning.”
 
   “We’ll be there,” Reneeke assured him.
 
   Ranthor laughed. “There won’t be much of them left.”
 
   Master Tuppin took in the precarious position in which Ranthor held Reneeke and then glanced to where Jaikus lay unconscious on the floor. “You may be correct. In any event, we leave at sunrise.” He then turned upon his heels and walked from the common room with Ponytail in tow.
 
   “Now,” Ranthor said as the struggle resumed, “shall we finish this?”
 
   Reneeke didn’t answer; his attention was focused entirely on working to reverse his current situation. Despite his best effort, Ranthor continued moving him off-balance. About to be maneuvered into a position where maintaining equilibrium would prove impossible, a third individual crashed backward into them.
 
   The impact knocked Reneeke and Ranthor apart. Ranthor and the third man went one direction and Reneeke in another. Two steps and the steadying surface of a table brought Reneeke to a halt. A quick glance back revealed Ranthor was extricating himself from where he lay beneath the body of the third man who appeared unconscious. In that instant, Reneeke realized the third man hadn’t attacked but had either been hit or thrown into them.
 
   Chaos ruled the common room. Fights raged from one end to the other. Women screamed as they tried extricating themselves from the fray; men yelled as fists found targets; chairs smashed; tables broke; and in the midst of it all, Jaikus began to stir.
 
   Having only moments before Ranthor would be after them, Reneeke raced to his groggy friend. En route he ducked beneath a hurled chair, avoided a blow meant for another, and bodily thrust a man out of his way. Reaching his friend’s side, he grabbed Jaikus by the arm and hauled him to his feet.
 
   “Come on, Jaik. We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   The left side of his face was red and puffy; the eye was all but closed. He looked to Reneeke then at the multiple melees swirling around them. “Did we win?” he asked, confused and uncertain.
 
   “Yes, Jaik. Now let’s go!”
 
   Reneeke put Jaikus’ arm over his shoulder and raced for the exit. Before they reached the door, a shout from Ranthor came from behind; the exact words were drowned out by the commotion filling the common room. A glance back revealed the big man standing with the neck of another clutched in his big hand. He gave Reneeke a grin and a nod then thrust the man backward as he waded into a neighboring battle that consisted of no less than four combatants.
 
   Turning back to the matter at hand, namely getting out of there, Reneeke hurried a wobbly Jaikus forward. Motion and light drew his attention to a side window. Men bearing torches, cudgels and dressed in the uniform of Reakla’s town guard were racing toward the inn.
 
   The exit was packed with people, both those trying to escape the melee and others on their way in to join it. They had to leave before the Guard arrived. For if they failed to do so, their meeting with Master Tuppin in the morning would be seriously hindered. Reneeke grasped Jaikus tight, quickened his pace and barreled forward.
 
   A few realized what they were about to do and sought to get out of the way, but most were not so lucky. Bodies exploded outward as Reneeke with Jaikus in tow slammed into the log jam of humanity.
 
   Jaikus stumbled once but Reneeke kept him moving. He turned toward the alleyway opposite the approaching Guardsmen and practically carried his friend the last several feet into its sheltering darkness; curses and epithets following them the entire way.
 
   Once inside, Reneeke spared only a moment to glance over his shoulder. Not seeing the guards coming their way, he turned his attention to Jaikus.
 
   “Can you walk?”
 
   A nod was the only answer forthcoming.
 
   “Then let’s put that …,” he said, jerking his thumb back toward the inn, “behind us.”
 
   Jaikus’ step wasn’t as sure as it usually was, but he did manage to keep one foot in front of the other as the pair followed the alley to its other end and quickly made their way back to their room.
 
    
 
   “They ain’t comin’.”
 
   Master Tuppin glanced to Ponytail and nodded. “You may be right, Rojer.” The sun had been above the horizon for nearly half an hour now and he would wait no more. Half of those in the caravansary had already departed and the rest were getting underway. “Let’s go.”
 
   Along with him and his two guards, Master Tuppin had three teamsters, one for each of his other wagons. All had been with him for years.
 
   Master Tuppin flicked the reins on the lead wagon and the pair of horses drawing it pulled against its weight. As the wheels turned and made to leave the caravansary, the other three wagons fell in line behind.
 
   Rojer rode a roan stallion and took position just behind Master Tuppin’s wagon. His partner, the burly man with the crossbow Reneeke and Jaikus met earlier, brought up the rear.
 
   They made their way through Reakla and had nearly reached its northern outskirts when Jaikus and Reneeke emerged at a run from a side street half a block behind the caravan.
 
   “We’re here!” Jaikus yelled.
 
   Burly Guard glanced over his shoulder and saw the pair racing toward him. “About time,” he mumbled as they ran past on their way to the lead wagon and Master Tuppin.
 
   Not stopping, Master Tuppin looked to Reneeke and then gestured to the wagon right behind his. “Sit with Larko.” To Jaikus he said, “You ride with Midden at the rear.”
 
   Reneeke bobbed his head while Jaikus replied, “Yes, sir.”
 
   Reneeke tossed his pack up on the seat next to Larko and climbed aboard.
 
   Larko was the youngest of the three teamsters at twenty-four years of age. Brown hair cut short, he gave Reneeke a jovial grin and a friendly “Howdy.”
 
   “Howdy yourself, Larko. Name’s Reneeke.”
 
   Taking his pack and setting it in the bed of the wagon behind the seat, he sat next to the young teamster.
 
   “Have you been with Master Tuppin long?”
 
   “About six years. It’s a good job.”
 
   “Dangerous?”
 
   Shrugging, Larko replied, “What isn’t these days.”
 
   Chuckling, Reneeke nodded. “You have a point.”
 
   “Have you taken the road to Kittikin before?”
 
   “Twice.”
 
   “Trouble?”
 
   “Bandits once, but they were easily dealt with. Most don’t want to tussle with armed prey.”
 
   “Lookin’ for easy pickings I take it.”
 
   “Those traveling alone, mostly. Heard of a caravan two years back that was attacked in the hills. Only the master and a lone teamster survived. A party of Adventurers was sent out to find them.”
 
   “Did they?”
 
   Larko nodded. “Seventeen men were brought back, tried, and executed for murder.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Yep. Makes one feel safe to know those bandits aren’t out there anymore.” Then he glanced to Reneeke. “Always new ones cropping up though.”
 
   “That’s why we’re here.”
 
   “Glad to have you. With any luck, you two will be bored to tears.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”
 
    
 
   Midden was pushing forty, had an air of competence, and merely gave Jaikus a grunt as the lad climbed aboard.
 
   “Didn’t think we’d make it.”
 
   Snorting, the elder teamster glanced to the young Guildsman, “Almost didn’t.”
 
   Jaik put his pack on the floor of the wagon and kicked it under the seat with his foot. “We couldn’t very well let Master Tuppin down. An agreement made is an agreement seen through as my old granther used to say. Besides, if things are as rough up ahead as we hear, you’ll need our swords before too long.”
 
   The look Midden cast him said he doubted how effective two such young lads would really be.
 
   At first annoyed, Jaikus then laughed, slapped Midden on the back and said, “Rest assured, we can handle it. After all, my friend and I just returned from an Adventure where we faced down trolls and mossbacks. Maybe you’ve heard of us? Jaikus and Reneeke…?”
 
   Midden shook his head.
 
   “Really?” Jaik asked, surprised. “How the troll took down Reneeke and I stood over him and saved his life with naught but a length of steel and determination?” When again he received a shake of the head, Jaikus said, “It’s really all very exciting. Reneeke and I had just arrived in Reakla not that long ago…”
 
   As the caravan rolled through the outskirts of Reakla, Jaikus launched into a complete and well-rehearsed exposition of their exploits all the while completely oblivious to Midden’s annoyed glances.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   North from Reakla, they came to Adventurer’s Way where it cut across their road heading east and west. A densely packed area with all manner of eateries, inns, and places selling goods to travelers, it made for very slow going. Caravans traveling in all directions wanted to pass through at the same time. Curses in a dozen languages only added to the chaos.
 
   Jaikus was in the midst of relating their daring raid on the Mossback lair when a whip cracked against his back.
 
   “Get that wagon out of the way!”
 
   Jaikus stood and turned to look back all in one furious move, hand on the hilt of his sword itching to draw it.
 
   A fat merchant with but one wagon and two young boys sitting atop his canvas-covered cargo continued throwing slurs and condemnations.
 
   The crowded road prevented wagons to run alongside one another and the fat merchant felt they weren’t moving quickly enough.
 
   “What do you…?”
 
   Midden’s hand gripped his shoulder and pulled him forcibly back down into his seat.
 
   “Don’t. Won’t do any good.”
 
   “But he hit me with his whip.”
 
   “Did it hurt?”
 
   Jaikus thought a moment, “Not really.”
 
   “So don’t worry about it. Happens all the time.” Seeing the stubborn and ready-to-get-into-trouble look in the young swordsman’s eye, he added, “You get into a brawl and we’re gonna be delayed. Master Tuppin won’t like that.” Seeing his words having little effect, he added, “He’ll leave you and your friend on the side of the road before risking a loss of even a minute. So sit down, keep your mouth shut if you can, and we’ll be out of this in a minute.”
 
   The wagon in front of them began to roll. Midden flicked the reins and they started to cross.
 
   Curses continued to rain down upon them from the fat merchant. Even his two lads added their voices to the cacophony of obscenities. Jaikus fumed but he dared not risk causing a problem and getting him and Reneeke kicked off the wagons. 
 
   Crack! went the whip again. Jaikus caught the motion out of the corner of his eye as a drop of blood and a small strip of skin was flayed from Midden’s ear.
 
   Roaring, the teamster reached under his seat, pulled forth a crossbow and in a single motion turned, aimed and fired. The stream of obscenities ended when the bolt struck home in the back of the driver bench one inch from the fat man’s stomach. He then ran a finger along the wound and held it up. Their eyes locked for a moment before Midden pulled back the string and set another bolt in place.
 
   “Problem?”
 
   Jaikus looked up to see Burly Guard stop next to the wagon. Pointing to the fat merchant, he said, “Well, he…”
 
   Midden interrupted Jaikus. “I don’t know.” Then he raised his voice, “Is there?”
 
   Staring at the tip of the crossbow bolt aiming for his forehead, the fat merchant shook his head. “No,” he said rather quickly. “No trouble at all.”
 
   Midden held the crossbow menacingly a moment longer before storing it back beneath the seat. The third wagon had pulled away and he had to hurry along to catch up.
 
   “Thought we weren’t supposed to do anything?” Jaikus said after they crossed Adventurer’s Way and were leaving the crossroads behind. “You could have killed him. I’m sure Master Tuppin wouldn’t have been too happy about that.”
 
   A mumbled curse, then Midden rubbed his ear again. “Damn crazy drivers.” Seeing more blood caused another curse to issue forth.  “They got no sense. Someone’s got to teach them a lesson. One thing to give a little ‘hurry-along’ tap with a whip. A whole other thing when someone loses part of his ear.”
 
   Jaikus examined the ear. “It’s not bad. Only a nick, really.”
 
   Midden nodded. “That’s why he’s still alive.”
 
   As they rolled through the crossroads, Jaikus cast glances back at the other driver, worried that the whip might crack again. But where he and Midden continued north, the fat merchant had turned and headed east. 
 
   Once past Adventurer’s Way, traffic thinned and they were able to roll along at a regular pace. Jaikus resumed his telling of their deeds, Midden tried to tune him out as best he could, and the caravan proceeded a little further along the road. 
 
    
 
   Near midafternoon they came to where the road forked. To the right, Brigand’s Fate; the left, North Road. Brigand’s Fate held a great deal of riders, wagons, walkers, and all manner in-between. Master Tuppin’s wagons were alone in their desire to go north.
 
   “Seems most people are heading northeast,” Reneeke commented.
 
   Larko nodded. “Master Tuppin is one of the few traders willing to brave the road to Kittikin.”
 
   “If it’s that bad, why take the risk?”
 
   “Profit, of course. Being one of the few, makes him sought after. He does, after all, get the goods through. Has for years. Most times, no one bothers us. A couple years back we had a bad run-in with a band of brigands; had a magic user with them. Master Tuppin wasn’t expecting that. Killed most of the guards and a few of the teamsters.”
 
   Reneeke eyed him quizzically. “Most?”
 
   “Well, all the guards actually. Took everything. Nearly ruined Master Tuppin.”
 
   “So why does he still do it?”
 
   “’Cause no one else will and his patrons pay extra to have their goods delivered quickly.” Gesturing to Brigand’s Way, he added, “That way adds two weeks… more if the weather is bad.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Makes sense.”
 
   They left the crossroads behind and trundled along the North Road.
 
   “How long until we reach Kittikin?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “A week,” Larko replied. “First three days tend to be boring. Not much will happen until we enter the foothills south of Hermit’s Pass.”
 
   “Bandits?”
 
   Larko nodded. “There will be bandits there, I guarantee it. Whether they will choose to take us on is another matter entirely. I sure am appreciative that you two boys joined us. Even two green to the Guild will add numbers, and numbers will determine whether or not we get attacked.”
 
   “I’m glad we could be of help,” Reneeke said. “We are heading to Kith. Been some trouble there and we have taken the job of setting it right.”
 
   “Kith, huh?”
 
   Reneeke nodded.
 
   “Never been there myself. Heard there wasn’t much to it.”
 
   “I guess Jaik and I will find out.”
 
   Larko nodded.
 
    
 
   “…I struck it with my sword and down it went.”
 
   Midden had long since tuned Jaikus out. Hours of nonstop one-sided conversation had tested his patience until finally, his mind wandered other trails.
 
   Jaikus paused to see the effect his story had on Midden. He was a bit put out when he failed to receive words of awe and wonder at his exploits.
 
   “Almost time to make camp.”
 
   “What?” Jaikus exclaimed. “But there are hours left in the day.”
 
   The teamster nodded to a small creek cutting through the landscape up ahead. “That’s where we camp first night out,” he explained.
 
   “Why? We could get there a lot faster if we just continued on until sundown.”
 
   “Master Tuppin likes to camp near sources of water. That way we can water the horses and not have to carry as much with us. Saves cargo space.”
 
   “Well, if we have to.”
 
   Midden glanced to the young Guild member and shook his head.
 
   Sure enough, Master Tuppin turned off the road and pulled next to the creek. Several stone campfire rings were spaced about and the wagons stopped in a semi-circle around them.
 
   When Midden came to a stop, Jaikus hopped down. His posterior was a bit on the sore side; he wasn’t used to riding on a rough wooden plank for hours at a time.
 
   He hustled up to Larko’s wagon and Reneeke. 
 
   “Ready for practice?”
 
   Nodding, Reneeke hopped down and stretched. He gestured to an area removed from the camp but still within sight, “Let’s practice there.”
 
   While Master Tuppin’s crew settled the horses in for the night and got the fire going, they worked on their forms taught to them by Master Swordsman Leari. First a series of stretches to limber them up, then they faced off and practiced different drills and maneuvers on their own with their real swords. Then, once they felt limbered and ready, they pulled out their Wooden Wasters, or wooden practice swords. Master Swordsman Leari had given them the pair when they first began training. Each was a match for their weapon in everything but composition and weight. They weighed slightly more than their swords to aid in the building of fighting muscle and endurance. He had stressed daily to never train in mock combat with anything but a Waster.
 
   “Practicing with real blades against each other is a fool’s errand,” he would say. “One slip, one miscalculated strike and one of your dreams for fame and fortune comes to an end.”
 
   His words had born truth more than once when early on they hit flesh as often as the other’s Waster. Jaikus still had many bruises to show for it.
 
   Larko came for a time and watched the pair. Reneeke was clearly the superior. He handled himself better, kept a more balanced stance, and looked comfortable with the Waster in his hand.
 
   Jaikus on the other hand broke out in a sweat not long after they began sparring together. His curses whenever Reneeke managed to get through his defenses sounded on more than one occasion.
 
   In an aside once when Jaikus was off to the healers, Master Swordsman Leari told Reneeke, “You can’t take it easy on him. If you do, you both will suffer.”
 
   So Reneeke pressed him and forced him to give ground. Every time the Waster would strike an arm, side or chest, he’d curse and come at Reneeke all the harder. A few times Reneeke would allow Jaikus to get through his guard, just to keep his friend’s confidence up. Each time Jaikus would applaud himself and Reneeke would simply say, “Good job.”
 
   During a break when Jaikus grew winded, Larko said, “Mind if I try my hand?”
 
   Before handing him the Waster, Jaikus glanced to his friend. “Okay with you?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Be happy to. Practicing against a variety of opponents can only prove beneficial.”
 
   Jaikus handed Larko the Waster and stepped back. “A copper on Reneeke.”
 
   Testing the grip and swinging it back and forth a time or two, Larko nodded. “Your wager is accepted.” Then to Reneeke, “Best out of three passes?”
 
   “Done.”
 
   They took their stances and Reneeke said, “Jaik, you call it.” He turned his eyes to those of Larko.
 
   “Begin,” Jaikus said and Larko flicked his wrist, struck Reneeke’s Waster and the battle was joined.
 
   “Come on, Rene!” Jaikus hollered.
 
   Larko went on the attack. A feint to the right then a thrust down the middle; one to the head that instead changed course at the last minute and went for the shoulder; two to the sides, then an overhand hack followed by another coming in from the other side.
 
   Through it all, Reneeke held his ground. Unable to do more than move and parry, he kept the Waster at bay.
 
   “Larko, huh?”
 
   Jaikus turned to find Midden standing behind him.
 
   “That’s right. He and Rene are sparring.”
 
   “Sparring, is that what you call it?”
 
   A whack sounded and Jaikus turned to find Rene’s Waster flying through the air and the point of Larko’s at his sternum.
 
   “Again,” Larko said.
 
   Reneeke collected his Waster. When he was ready, Jaikus said, “Begin.”
 
   “I’m going to step it up a bit,” Larko said.
 
   “Give me your best,” Reneeke replied.
 
   Sweat beaded his forehead and he tried every trick that Master Swordsman Leari had taught him. But it seemed as soon as he set in motion a series of attacks designed to deceive and beguile, Larko was already moving to block them. He couldn’t get close.
 
   In even less time, his Waster was knocked from his hand and it sailed through the air to embed point first in the ground and Jaikus’ feet.
 
   “That’s two,” Midden said.
 
   Larko tossed the Waster to Jaikus who dodged out of the way rather than catch it.
 
   “You have some skill, Reneeke,” Larko praised.
 
   “I thought I had.”
 
   Laughing, Larko clapped him on the back. “Is Leari still teaching at the Guild?” When Reneeke nodded, Larko said, “I thought I recognized his handiwork.”
 
   “Are you a Guild member too?”
 
   “Used to be.”
 
   “He was quite the fighter before he joined with Master Tuppin,” Midden said.
 
   “Why would he want to drive a wagon instead of reaping glory and wealth?” Jaikus simply couldn’t fathom such a change.
 
   “That’s his story, lad,” Midden said. “He’ll tell you if he will.”
 
   Larko came to Jaikus and held out his hand. “My copper if you will.” He grinned when Jaikus handed it over. “There are two things you should never do.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Argue with the cook and take another man’s wager. Both will lead to unhappy ends.” He laughed again. Even Midden cracked a smile.
 
   Jaikus couldn’t quite put his mind around that. For it had been his wager Larko had accepted; not the other way around.  “Okay,” he finally said uncertainly.
 
   Reneeke was just as happy to lose than win. “There is no shame in losing to a superior swordsman.”
 
   “Truer words were never spoken,” Larko said. “Only way to improve your skill.” He glanced to Jaikus. “So, how long have you two been part of the Guild?”
 
   “Two weeks,” Jaik said proudly.
 
   “Two weeks?”
 
   Reneeke nodded, “That’s right.”
 
   Larko glanced over to where Master Tuppin busied himself checking his cargo. “Don’t let him hear you say that. Two weeks may as well be none at all should bandits hit.”
 
   Jaikus bristled. “We are not without skill.”
 
   “My granther could sweep you off his porch with a broom if he had half a mind to.”
 
   “I would have you know that Reneeke and I just came back from an Adventure…”
 
   “By the gods, lad,” Midden exclaimed, “give it a rest. One Adventure does not an Adventurer make.”
 
   Jaikus flashed Midden a look of pure irritation that bordered on anger.
 
   “So you think you can handle yourself?” Larko asked.
 
   Nodding, Jaikus said, “Of course.”
 
   Larko went to Reneeke and held out his hand. “Can I borrow that?”
 
   Reneeke handed his Waster to him.
 
   Turning to Jaikus, Larko said, “Pick yours up. If you can last until a count of five against me, I’ll take it all back and give you the honor due a true Adventurer of the Guild.”
 
   Jaikus went to get his where it laid on the ground. He returned and faced off against Larko. “To a count of five?”
 
   “A count of five. Midden, if you would.”
 
   “Places,” Midden said.
 
   Larko took his stance and Jaikus faced off against him.
 
   A count of five… Jaikus thought.
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Good luck, Jaik,” Reneeke said.
 
   I can last at least to a count of…
 
   “Begin.”
 
   Whack-whack-whack
 
   ...five, he finished as his Waster was knocked from his hand and sailed no less than fifteen feet away before it came to land. Jaikus stood there stunned.
 
   Larko returned Reneeke’s Waster to him. “Would love to spar with you again, but I think dinner is about ready.”
 
   “Perhaps tomorrow night after we stop?” Reneeke suggested.
 
   “Sounds good.” He looked to Jaikus. “You need to hold your sword better or it will never remain in your hand for long.” Not waiting for a reply, he turned about and returned to the wagons.
 
   Midden chuckled and shook his head as he said, “Adventurer…” then went with Larko.
 
   “Hey,” Reneeke said, “don’t worry about it. We’re just learning.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jaikus said.
 
   “Besides, Larko is a master swordsman.”
 
   “He is?” he asked, grabbing hold of the glimmer of hope that would salvage his pride.
 
   “That’s what he told me earlier,” Reneeke explained. “Has a real knack for it. We would be well advised to seek his instruction while we can.”
 
   When Jaikus grew stubborn, he added, “And it won’t cost us a copper.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “You might be right.”
 
   Slapping him on the back, Reneeke said, “I bet you could use something in your stomach.”
 
   As if in answer, his gut let out a growl.
 
   Reneeke chuckled as they headed back to the others.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dinner was beans with some hard tack. Peter, the third teamster had dinner duty and scooped each a hearty helping.
 
   “So what’s it like in Kittikin?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “Not very different than what you find here,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   “Except they are meaner,” Midden added.
 
   Larko nodded. “Tread carefully when you deal with them. They’ll see you as an outsider and it doesn’t take much to get on their bad side.”
 
   “Is Kith part of Kittikin?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “I believe so,” Master Tuppin replied.
 
   “Just be careful,” Peter said, “and you should be fine.”
 
   “They won’t want to hear tales of bravado from someone of such tender years, either,” Midden said. He saw how his words got under Jaikus’ skin. But there was just something about the boy that brought out the worst in him; or at least the mischievousness.
 
   “Yes, we are called to an Adventure in Kith,” Jaikus announced. He was about to launch into detail when Reneeke laid a restraining hand on his arm.
 
   “I’m sure our patrons would not want their plight passed from one to the next.”
 
   “True words,” Master Tuppin nodded. “Very few indeed can tolerate a loose tongue.”
 
   Jaikus looked genuinely offended. “I had no such intentions of telling of their hardships.”
 
   “Good,” Midden grunted.
 
   Jaikus flashed him an annoyed look.
 
   Looking to change the subject, Reneeke said, “So, two more days until we hit the foothills?”
 
   “That’s right,” Peter said. “When we do, keep an eye out until we see the other side of Hermit’s Pass and leave the hills behind. It is along that stretch when we run the greatest risk of encountering bandits.”
 
   “Why don’t those in Kittikin do something about it?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “Now, I don’t know this for certain, boys,” Master Tuppin said, “but it is my belief that the bandits are in cahoots with the constables up there.”
 
   “So be careful,” Larko warned.
 
   “We shall, and thank you,” Reneeke said.
 
   “We’ll take care of them,” Jaikus said. “That’s why Rene and I are here.”
 
   Larko sighed and shook his head.
 
   Soon after dinner, they turned in for Master Tuppin enjoyed early starts when on the road.
 
    
 
   The next day, Jaikus rode with Peter as Midden begged off saying he had much to think about and would prefer being alone. It was all the same to the young Guild member. Peter had yet to be regaled with his exploits and it was a long day on the road.
 
   Reneeke rode again with Larko and spent the better part of the morning discussing swordsmanship and tactics. Larko turned out to be a wealth of information and Reneeke was an apt pupil; willing to learn and one who realized that he didn’t know hardly anything when it came to swordplay.
 
   Noon came and they pulled off the road at a small spring where they spent an hour watering the horses and letting them rest.
 
   When asked, Peter told Jaikus that until they reached the Pass, Master Tuppin allowed his teams periods of rest. For once in the mountains, their job would be ten times more difficult and places to stop few and far between.
 
   Once in the mountains, it was a matter of safety for them to get through as quickly as possible. Every day spent in the higher elevations, even among the hills below was one more day they ran the risk of bandits.
 
   The afternoon was much like the morning except Peter spent much time on his exploits though Jaikus found discussions about horses, tending to horses and driving a wagon to be tedious at best.
 
   Reneeke learned two new techniques in dealing with multiple opponents. Also was given a rudimentary introduction to the crossbow. By the time it came time to stop for the night, he knew how to crank it, set the bolt and fire. He took target practice on passing trees; afterward hopping down from the wagon to retrieve the bolt.
 
   “Crossbows are fairly simple to operate,” Larko instructed. “Completely unlike bows in that you just point and shoot.”
 
   “That’s why most bandits have crossbows?” Reneeke surmised.
 
   “Would stand to reason.”
 
   When Reneeke again took aim, this time at an oak growing fifty feet from the road, he did as Larko said. He sighted along the crossbow, took a calming breath, then pulled the release. The hardest thing for him to master was keeping the crossbow still when the bow was released. It had a tendency to jerk upward ever so slightly, but it was enough to continuously send the bolt wide of the mark.
 
   “You’ll get it,” Larko said when Reneeke returned with the bolt.
 
   Larko pointed to a rabbit off in the grass just beneath the shelter of a bush. “See if you can hit that.”
 
   Reneeke nodded and took aim. He willed the crossbow not to jerk, but when he pulled the release, it popped up slightly. The bolt shot into the body of the bush some eight inches above the rabbit startling it to flee.
 
   Patting Reneeke on the back, Larko chuckled. 
 
   That evening when they stopped at the edge of a lake, Reneeke grabbed the Wasters and he and Jaikus again performed their evening drills. After a bout of sparring, Larko arrived.
 
   “Who’s first?”
 
   Jaikus, swallowing his pride, stepped forward. “I am.”
 
   “Very good. Show me your stance.”
 
   Jaikus separated his feet as Master Swordsman Leari had instructed. Then he moved his sword to the ready and held it there.
 
   Larko stepped forward and used his foot to widen Jaikus’ stance. Then he adjusted the way he held the Waster. He picked up two sticks and held them out with a gap of less than two inches between them.
 
   “Strike between them without touching either.”
 
   Concentrating on aim, he swung his Waster and practically knocked the stick from Larko’s left hand.
 
   Instead of yelling or denigrating, Larko gave him specific advice on how to improve. Then retaking up the two sticks, he held them as before but a little to Jaikus’ right. “Now, again. But this time don’t look at me or the sticks. Concentrate on the space between and will the sword to pass through.” As Jaikus was about to do as instructed, Larko added, “You do not have to be fast. First, learn to be precise, then work on speed. A hundred fast strikes that miss won’t do you any good if your opponent can take you down in one good blow. Now, slowly.”
 
   Jaikus brought the sword down and as it neared the sticks, he slowed down even more. He held it tight and thought of nothing else but passing the wooden blade between the two sticks. Then it passed through without touching.
 
   “Excellent,” Larko praised. “Now, again.”
 
   For a half hour they worked on nothing more than passing the Waster between the two sticks. Over time, Jaikus grew surer of himself and the speed of the blade picked up. Then Larko began changing the position of the sticks. Sometimes to Jaikus’ left, sometimes to his right, in front high, in front low and more times than not, Jaikus either made it through unscathed, or barely touched a stick.
 
   “I think you may be getting it.”
 
   Jaikus grinned. “I see what you mean. Think where you want the blade to go and it will get there.”
 
   “That’s a start, but by no means all of it. Now, it’s Reneeke’s turn.”
 
   They exchanged Wasters and they faced off.
 
   “Remember what we talked about?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Whenever you are ready.”
 
   Larko launched into an attack. There wasn’t anything special about it, simply the same three maneuvers over and over.
 
   At first Reneeke had a difficult time in countering them, but came to understand what Larko had said while they rode in the wagon. He altered his defense accordingly and Larko nodded. In three passes of those maneuvers, Larko’s Waster had moved further to the side. When he saw his chance, he stepped to the side and thrust.
 
   The tip caught Larko between the fourth and fifth rib, knocking him back a step.
 
   “I did it!” Reneeke exclaimed.
 
   Rubbing what was sure to be a bruise in the morning, Larko grinned. “You sure did. That simple response to what I was doing will invariably cause your opponent to open his guard and allow you in.”
 
   “Try it again?”
 
   “If you promise not to skewer me?”
 
   Reneeke laughed. “I promise.”
 
   They went through that drill twice more then expanded on it with another maneuver. Reneeke picked them up quickly and Jaikus somehow felt left out.
 
   “Can I try that?” he asked after Reneeke had successfully done it three times in succession.
 
   “Certainly,” Larko said. “If you think you are up to it.”
 
   Jaikus nodded.
 
   He had watched Reneeke very closely.
 
   Larko launched into the routine.
 
   Jaikus was able to defend against it and keep Larko’s Waster from connecting with him. But in getting him to open his guard so he could strike the killing blow; that somehow eluded him.
 
   They worked on it until they were called in for supper.
 
   “You were really getting the hang of it.”
 
   Jaikus looked to his friend. “Do you think so?”
 
   “Absolutely. Much better than yesterday.”
 
   As Jaikus walked to the campsite, Reneeke raised an eyebrow questioningly at Larko.
 
   “He has shown some improvement.”
 
   “I thought he had,” Reneeke replied.
 
   “But if you want to do your friend a real favor?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Larko lowered his voice. “Have him choose another profession. I do not think he will ever have the skills needed to survive long in this business. At least not as a swordsman.”
 
   “Jaik’s not bad,” Reneeke insisted.
 
   “Not bad won’t mean anything against someone who knows what they are doing.”
 
   “I think you’re wrong.”
 
   “You are entitled to your opinion, of course. I am just advising you to save your friend’s life.”
 
   Reneeke glanced worriedly to Jaikus.
 
   “But that is neither here nor there this evening. Let’s eat. I’m starved.”
 
    
 
   The following day the hills below Hermit’s Pass came into view on the horizon.
 
   “We’ll be in them tomorrow,” Larko told Reneeke.
 
   “Then things get interesting?”
 
   Larko glanced to Reneeke. “Let’s hope not.”
 
    
 
   Throughout the rest of the day, the hills grew closer.  By mid-afternoon they could see the mountains rising beyond them. Clouds ringed the distant peaks though the day remained sunny and warm.
 
   That night they stopped on the shores of a lovely little lake. Trees wreathed the shoreline except for a wide area not far off the road. There were many fire pits dotting the area and it was obvious a popular place for caravans.
 
   “I take it this is another of Master Tuppin’s regular stops?” Jaikus asked.
 
   Peter nodded. 
 
   “Ever have any trouble here?”
 
   “We never have,” Peter replied. “Though Master Carthim who used to travel this route did about five years ago.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Oh, Bandits hit the camp during the night.”
 
   “Wow, that’s bad. Does Master Carthim still caravan through Hermit’s Pass?”
 
   Peter shook his head. “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The bandits killed him and everyone with him.” He glanced to the young Adventurer who turned a shocked expression to him. “Sometimes, they win.”
 
   “Not while Reneeke and I are on the job,” Jaikus stated with supreme confidence.
 
   The teamster grinned. “That’s the spirit.”
 
   They set up camp with dusk fast approaching.
 
   “Rojer,” Master Tuppin said to his guard with the ponytail, “take one of our two Guildsmen with you to scout the hills.”
 
   The guard glanced to Jaikus and Reneeke with lack of enthusiasm. “Shouldn’t I take Somak with me instead?” Somak was Master Tuppin’s other guard, much burlier than Rojer and deadly in a fight.
 
   “I’d prefer to have him remain.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   He turned to the two Guild members. Jaikus was nearly chomping at the bit to go. But he turned to Reneeke. “Let’s go.”
 
   Jaikus’ enthusiasm deflated like a wine bladder passed among sailors.
 
   “Maybe next time, Jaik,” Reneeke said. “Keep an eye on things here.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Will do that.”
 
   Somak led his horse to Reneeke. “Take care of her.”
 
   Reneeke swung up in the saddle. “I’ll treat her good.”
 
   “Come on,” Rojer said, “before we lose the light.” Turning to the hills he headed out.
 
   “See you in a bit, Jaik.”
 
   As Reneeke kicked the sides of the horse to follow, Jaikus said, “Be careful, Rene.”
 
   The two riders raced for the hills.
 
   Reneeke reveled in the wind on his face. It took them twenty minutes to reach where the road entered the hills. By then, the sun had reached the horizon.
 
   “We won’t have long,” Rojer said. “We go a league or two farther and see if there are signs of bandits.”
 
   “What signs are we looking for?”
 
   Rojer shrugged. “Keep an eye to the top of the hills in the distance; see if anyone is watching us, that sort of thing.” A quarter league in, he pulled up and dismounted next to a pile of horse manure. Using a stick he poked at it and broke some apart.
 
   “Day’s old.” He glanced to Reneeke, “Nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Wagon tracks, too,” Reneeke said, indicating the twin, parallel tracks running to either side of the droppings.
 
   “Good eye,” Rojer praised. “If you look, there are five different sets of tracks.”
 
   Reneeke dismounted and looked at the hoof prints in the dirt. “Heading to Reakla I’m thinking.”
 
   “That’s what I was figuring.” Rojer swung back in the saddle. “We still have a ways to go and the light is fading fast.”
 
   Mounting, Reneeke followed him deeper into the hills.
 
    
 
   “How long will they be gone?”
 
   Midden glanced to Jaikus. “Be back after dark.”
 
   Larko saw the worry in his eyes. “Don’t worry for your friend. It’s rare for bandits to be so far out of the mountains.”
 
   “But not unheard of,” Somak added.
 
   “No,” Larko agreed. “That’s true.”
 
   Dinner was served and while Jaikus ate, he kept watch on the road. As the light faded, his worry for Reneeke grew.
 
    
 
   Coming to a where the road curved out of sight around the next hill, Reneeke happened to glance down an arroyo and saw a dark object off among the trees.
 
   “Look there,” he hollered, coming to a halt
 
   Rojer turned about and joined him. “What do you see?”
 
   “Not sure.”
 
   Moving along the arroyo, they discovered the object to be an abandoned wagon. Its planks showed signs of extensive charring. The buckboard was broken and the left wheel was shattered.
 
   “Do you think bandits?”
 
   “Undoubtedly,” Rojer replied. “But the question is, did this happen recently or not.”
 
   “If it had happened to the caravan that had just passed through here,” Reneeke said, “wouldn’t Master Tuppin have heard about it before we left Reakla?”
 
   “So I would assume.” Rojer glanced around the area and then directed his attention to the more distant hilltops. The fact that no smoke rose from a campfire didn’t necessarily mean that there were no bandits in the area. It could also mean that they were careful.
 
   “Do all caravans stop at the lake like we did?”
 
   “I think so,” Rojer replied. “Why?”
 
   “Then it would stand to reason the bandits would be aware of that fact as well. And, if they are aware of that, wouldn’t they keep someone posted to watch for campfires at the lake?” he turned to Rojer. “To know when to set an ambush for the next day or the day after?”
 
   “If they are active in the area, then I could see your point.”
 
   Reneeke glanced at the neighboring hills. “Where do you suppose would be a good spot to keep an eye on the lake?”
 
   “Any number of these hills,” Rojer said.
 
   “Not necessarily.” He spied one that was a bit higher than the rest and had easy access to the road.  “My granther used to say that a person will work just hard enough to accomplish their task and little more. So I think it unlikely that a bandit set to watch the lake would travel very far or through unfriendly terrain.” He pointed to the hill. “Let’s try there.”
 
   “Okay, but we’ll need to head back afterward. Night’s almost upon us.”
 
   They headed to the hill and after leaving the road, came across a narrow trail leading to the top. Along it was a fresh pile of horse dung.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Rojer said, looking to a grinning Reneeke. He then glanced up toward Hermit’s Pass. 
 
   “My granther knew a thing or two.”
 
   “That he did.” Rojer glanced up to the top of the hill. “We better check this out.”
 
   Taking the lead, he made his way up the narrow trail as it wound to the top. They did not find anyone at the top of the hill, but they did find a commanding view of the road coming up through the hills. Off in the distance by the lake, the campfires of Master Tuppin’s caravan were clearly visible.
 
   “We better return and inform the others.”
 
   Reneeke nodded.
 
    
 
   Jaikus was in the midst of doing drills with Larko when the sound of approaching horses announced the return of Reneeke and Rojer.
 
   “They’re back!” Jaikus hollered, he tried to break off from Larko and got a bruise on his right shoulder in return. “Ow!” he complained.
 
   “We aren’t through yet,” Larko said.
 
   “But…,”
 
   “Again.”
 
   Jaikus paused just a moment too long in deciding whether to continue with the drill of break off and go to Reneeke. His decision was made for him when Larko’s Waster launched into an attack. He parried it to the side at the last minute.
 
   Another slash came aimed at his head and he managed to deflect it but the back-handed slice took him across the ribs. The blow knocked him backward.
 
   “You don’t ever…” hack-hack-slash-connect with thigh… “break off in the middle…” thrust-slash-slice-slice-stabbed shoulder... “of training!” He then launched into a series of lightning flash attacks that Jaikus was ill-prepared to counter. Pain flared in no less than six places throughout his body, the last being on his backside when Larko sent him face first into the ground. “Do you understand?”
 
   Jaikus flipped onto his back and waved his Waster around as if to ward of further attacks. When none materialized, he stopped.
 
   Reneeke rode up just as Larko asked again, “Do you understand?”
 
   Eyes flicked to Reneeke first then back to the teamster. “Yes.”
 
   “Okay then.” Extending a hand, Larko helped him to his feet.
 
   “Did I miss something?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “No,” Jaikus replied.
 
   “Just improving his swordsmanship is all,” Larko said.
 
   Master Tuppin came up and asked, “Did you see anything?”
 
   Rojer nodded. He then explained about the charred wagon, the horse dung on the trail and the hilltop overlooking their camp.
 
   “Sounds like things could get interesting,” Somak said.
 
   Turning to the two Guild members, Master Tuppin said, “Looks like you may get to see some action.”
 
   Jaikus grinned and turned to Reneeke. “Yeah!” he said enthusiastically. Reneeke just nodded.
 
   “Rojer, set a watch,” Master Tuppin said. “The rest of you turn in. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They got an early start; on the road before the sun even rose.
 
   Rojer rode point while Somak rode in the middle between Peter’s wagon and Larko’s. Jaikus rode with Peter in the second wagon and Reneeke was again with Larko. Midden brought up the rear.
 
   Conversation was subdued as each kept an eye on the hills ahead and to the sides for any sign of an impending attack. After what Rojer and Reneeke discovered, they were on edge. Even Jaikus refrained from regaling Peter with tales of his exploits.
 
   The caravan rolled slowly into the hills. Rojer would advance sometimes up to a league before returning. Each time he vanished from view to check out the road ahead, they would worry for his return. But he always returned.
 
   Coming back from a prolonged scout, he found the caravan stopped and the horses being watered. “I’m not seeing any sign that there is an impending attack.”
 
   “We won’t until there is one,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   “Could be they saw our numbers and decided against an attack,” Somak said.
 
   “I wouldn’t trust to that,” Midden said. “They’re out there, and they mean to take our goods.”
 
   Jaikus was both worried and excited. He was ready to test his mettle and in the process garner some fame. Reneeke on the other hand would happily forego acquiring fame in lieu of safe passage.
 
    “We should be at the base of the mountains come sundown,” Master Tuppin told the Guild members.
 
   “Then four days to the other side of Hermit’s Pass,” Midden added. “If we can make it that far, we’ll be fine.”
 
   Reneeke nodded and hoped that would be what happened.
 
   Once the horses were watered, they resumed their trek through the hills.
 
   Midday came and went; rations were eaten while the wagons rolled.
 
   They reached a fork in the road come early afternoon. Branching off to the west, it quickly disappeared into the hills.
 
   “Fort Spindlewynne lies up there,” Larko told Reneeke. “Years ago, its soldiers patrolled the Pass and kept it clear of brigands. Now, it lies abandoned and locked from what I understand.”
 
   “Why did they abandon it?”
 
   Larko shrugged. “I think it had something to do with politics and the fact that the ownership has been in dispute for centuries. But that might be rumor. For all we know, a banshee could have set up residence there and they were forced to leave.”
 
   Reneeke laughed. “I doubt that.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   Rolling past the fork, Reneeke stood on the bench and tried to catch sight of the old fort but the hills blocked his view.
 
   About that time, Rojer came riding back fast.
 
   “Tracks less than half a league ahead,” he announced.
 
   Master Tuppin reined in his team and brought his wagon to a halt.
 
   “How many?”
 
   “At least four.”
 
   “Still might not mean an attack,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   Rojer looked doubtful. “We should still proceed as if there will be.”
 
   Master Tuppin gazed to the road ahead, saw how it wound between two hills and quickly curved and disappeared behind the one on the right. “Agreed. Stay close.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   With a flick of the reins, the wagon started moving.
 
   “What’s going on?” they heard Jaikus ask.
 
   “Just keep an eye out,” Peter told him. “We’ll be attacked by dusk.”
 
   The young Adventurer turned a quizzical look upon him. “How can you know?”
 
   “You been on the road as much as I have and you learn to trust your gut. My gut says that before the sun sets, we will be attacked.”
 
   Jaikus took hold of his sword hilt. “Does your gut say if anyone dies?”
 
   “It says I won’t.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   He eyed the young guildsman. “Sorry, kid.”
 
   “What?” he exclaimed.
 
   Peter chuckled. “Just kidding. My gut doesn’t say anything about you either way.”
 
   Jaikus flashed him an annoyed look and then turned his gaze to the hills and road ahead.
 
   Trees dotted the hills and the brush was overgrown. If men were hiding up there, they would never know it until it was too late.
 
   They trundled along the road as the hills rose taller around them. Coming to a bridge spanning a small river, Master Tuppin slowed.
 
   “Rojer, scout ahead.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he replied.
 
   Nudging his horse into motion, he crossed the bridge and galloped down the road.  After checking the far side of the bridge and another half a league, he returned with an all clear.
 
   Master Tuppin crossed the bridge.
 
   “My gut’s getting bad,” Peter said.
 
   “You aren’t messing with me again,” Jaikus asked, “are you?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. Something’s in the air.”
 
   Jaikus scanned the hills, hoping to see the enemy while at the same time scared to death that they would. The bridge was out of sight behind them when motion out of the corner of his eye caused him to turn his head.
 
   “What?” Peter asked.
 
   “Thought I saw something.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   Then just as Jaikus pointed to the hill on their right, the tell-tale sound of a tree cracking as it fell brought them all to attention.
 
   “Watch out!” Somak yelled as a tall pine tipped toward the road, heading for the back of Larko’s wagon. He whipped the horses and the added burst of speed brought the wagon just beyond the path of the tree. Limbs slammed into the wagon as it hit the ground.
 
   Midden had reined in and his team had escaped being crushed.
 
   Men boiled out of the nearby trees. Five threw bladders of oil at the tree; two others flung burning torches.
 
   “Midden!” Larko yelled as first the bladders hit the tree and burst, spilling their oil, then it erupted in flames when the torches hit.
 
   The flames effectively blocked the road. The hills to either side were very steep, too steep for a limited force to scale and overcome defenders.
 
   “Protect the wagons!” Master Tuppin yelled.
 
   “What about Midden?” Reneeke yelled.
 
   “He’s on his own, lad,” Larko replied.
 
   Master Tuppin leapt to the ground and pulled a chest from beneath his seat. Flipping open the lid, he pulled out two scrolls. One he tossed toward the flames while speaking the activation word. It burst into a large body of water to engulf the right half of the flames. The second scroll flew toward the other half and coated it with a sheet of ice.
 
   Two more scrolls were pulled and activated.
 
   The first produced six skeleton warriors that raced and leapt over the smoldering tree. They took positions around Midden’s wagon. Midden hid beneath with his crossbow. Through the smoke coming off the tree, they saw him get off a bolt followed by a cry of pain as it found its mark.
 
   “How many?” Rojer hollered.
 
   “Ten,” Midden said. “Was thirteen.”
 
   From up the road came the sound of riders. Six horsemen raced toward Master Tuppin.
 
   The caravan master reached into his chest and pulled out four silver disks. He threw them toward the approaching horsemen. They landed on the road in an arc some fifty feet from the wagons. Master Tuppin then pulled forth another scroll and waited for the riders to draw near the disks; then he activated the scroll.
 
   Bolts of lightning shot forth and exploded with fierce lethality upon striking the disks. When the blinding light cleared, the horses and their riders were but charred remains.
 
   Reneeke moved to help Midden, but Larko held him back. “Stay with the wagon.”
 
   “What about Midden?”
 
   “He can handle himself.”
 
   Jaikus champed at the bit to get into the action but was likewise restrained by Peter.
 
   Then it was over. The hills were quiet and their attackers vanished back into the trees.
 
   Master Tuppin stood with a wand in one hand and another scroll in the other.
 
   “Anyone hurt?” he hollered. “Midden?”
 
   “Got a bolt in the leg,” he replied. “But will live.”
 
   “Somak, take the wagon. Reneeke, you and your friend get Midden on this side of the tree.”
 
   “You got it,” Reneeke replied.
 
   Hopping down, he hurried through the charred limbs and scorched trunk with Jaikus on his heels. They eyed the skeleton warriors warily but the magical undead ignored them.
 
   “Midden?” Reneeke asked.
 
   The old teamster pulled himself from beneath the wagon and the Guildsmen rushed to his aid. A bolt protruded from his upper left thigh. “I’m okay, boys.”
 
   “Come on,” Jaikus said. “We’ll help you get to Master Tuppin.”
 
   Despite his assurances that he was alright, his pant leg was soaked with blood and he looked a little pale. Once on the other side Master Tuppin placed a scroll upon his leg and when activated, it sent healing magic into the wound. The bolt drew itself out and fell to the ground as the flesh knitted together. When the healing glow faded, the wound looked practically healed.
 
   “He got three of them,” Somak hollered from the rear. “One’s still alive.”
 
   “Rojer, check Midden’s load.” Then to Jaikus and Reneeke, he said, “Bring that thief up here.”
 
   About the time they crossed over the tree again, the skeleton warriors had vanished as the spell ran its course. When they reached Somak, the guard pointed to a man lying on the ground with a bolt through his chest. Though blood was everywhere and the wound mortal, somehow he managed to cling to life.
 
   Jaikus grabbed the injured man and he cried out.
 
   “Easy, Jaik,” Reneeke advised. “We don’t want to him to die before Master Tuppin has a chance to question him.”
 
   Very carefully, they brought him to the still-smoldering tree and helped him over. Then brought him to Master Tuppin’s wagon.
 
   “Thanks, boys,” he said. 
 
   Larko took charge of the thief while Peter handed them two axes. “Need to clear the tree off the road so we can get Midden’s wagon through.”
 
   Reneeke took an axe and nodded while Jaikus balked.
 
   “Come on, Jaik,” Reneeke said. “We’ll have that cleared in no time.”
 
   “It’s not our job,” Jaikus said in a quiet aside.
 
   “Neither is it Larko’s to help us with improving our swordsmanship. We all do what we can.”
 
   Grudgingly, Jaikus took the axe and he and Reneeke began the job of clearing away a wide enough section of tree through which the wagon could pass. While they chopped, they listened to Master Tuppin’s interrogation of the thief.
 
   “How many men do you have?”
 
   The man just groaned.
 
   Larko reached out and twisted the bolt ever so slightly. But even such a minor movement caused the man to spasm with pain and cry out for them to stop.
 
   “Then tell us what we want to know,” Master Tuppin said. “How many are there?”
 
   “Twenty-two.”
 
   “Make that thirteen,” Larko said. “You took out six, and Midden another three including this guy.”
 
   “Still too many to take on,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   “Where is your base?”
 
   The man groaned. When Larko reached for the bolt again, he cried out, “The old fort!”
 
   “Fort Spindlewynne?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “But that place was locked up tight last I heard,” Peter said.
 
   Master Tuppin nodded. “Seems things may have changed. And if they are infesting that place, it’s going to make trade through here all the more difficult.” He turned his attention back to their prisoner. “Who’s your leader?”
 
   “Mackum the Red.”
 
   “He’s dead,” Peter said.
 
   The man shook his head. “No,” he laughed. “He is very much alive.”
 
   “This is bad news indeed.”
 
   Rojer returned from inspecting Midden’s wagon.
 
   “Well?” Master Tuppin questioned.
 
   “It looks like they managed to steal the Oriu’s Chest.”
 
   “Damn them!”
 
   “Anything else?” Midden asked.
 
   Rojer shook his head.
 
   Master Tuppin put his hand on the bolt and the man braced for pain. “Will they return to the fort?”
 
   “I don’t know…” he said then gasped with pain when Master Tuppin twisted the bolt. “I don’t know!” he cried. The cry turned to a gurgle and his head slumped forward.
 
   Larko checked him them shook his head.
 
   “Toss him in the woods along with the others,” Master Tuppin said. He then glanced back to where Jaikus and Reneeke were pulling a section of the fallen tree to the side of the road. “Midden, return to your wagon and bring it up here.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And tell our Adventurer’s I have a job for them.”
 
   He eyed the caravan master thoughtfully. “You know that’s suicide.”
 
   “Yeah,” Larko added. “Mackum will kill them for sure.”
 
   “Do either of you want to face Oriu and explain to him that we lost his chest?”
 
   Midden shook his head.
 
   “Then tell our young Guildsmen I want to speak with them.”
 
   Nodding gravely, Midden turned and walked back to his wagon.
 
   “They might not take the job,” Rojer said.
 
   “Reneeke might not,” Peter said. “But that Jaikus will. He won’t be able to resist the lure of fame.”
 
   Larko nodded. “Going to get him killed some day.”
 
   “Most likely,” Somak said. “Let’s hope it’s not today.”
 
    
 
   “Boys,” Midden said as he came to where Reneeke and Jaikus were finishing clearing the road for his wagon, “the Master wants a word with you.”
 
   “Okay,” Reneeke replied. Walking to the side of the road, he tossed an armful of debris into the bushes.
 
   Jaikus pulled three long branches that they had removed and laid them alongside the road. “What does he want?”
 
   “Better let him tell you.”
 
   They tossed a few more of the smaller limbs out of the way then went to see Master Tuppin.
 
   “Got a job for you two,” he said when they arrived.
 
   “A job?” Jaikus questioned.
 
   “That’s right. The bandits took a small chest that we need to recover. I want you to follow them to their camp and steal it back.”
 
   Reneeke turned thoughtful; Jaikus’ eyes danced in delight.
 
   “There are thirty golds in it for you if you can get it back.”
 
   “Thirty golds?” Jaikus asked, excited.
 
   Master Tuppin nodded.
 
   “I don’t know,” Reneeke said. “There are still a lot more of them than we can handle.”
 
   “We believe there to be thirteen left,” Rojer said. “We already took out quite a few.”
 
   “Still....”
 
   “Come on Rene,” Jaikus said. “We can do it.”
 
   “On foot?”
 
   Master Tuppin realized he would have to sweeten the pot.
 
   “I’ll give you two healing scrolls and another scroll of Fireball.”
 
   Jaikus’ eyes widened. “Fireball?”
 
   Master Tuppin nodded. “Yes, so don’t use it unless the target is a ways away else you’ll get burnt too.”
 
   “That might work,” Reneeke said.
 
   “And as always,” Somak said, “you get to keep whatever you find while you are there.”
 
   “Throw in two more scrolls of healing and you have yourself a deal.”
 
   “Rene!” Jaikus said, afraid he was going to nix the deal.
 
   “Can’t do that, son,” Master Tuppin said. “But instead will add a scroll of Cause Harm and one of Magic Missile.”
 
   “Come on, Rene,” Jaikus urged. “We can do this.”
 
   Reneeke glanced from the caravan master, then to Jaikus and sighed. “Very well. What do we know about the bandits?”
 
   “Like you already know, there are at least thirteen. The leader is Mackum the Red.”
 
   “Mackum led a force of several hundred during the Raids of The Four Rivers,” Larko said. “Bad news from what we hear. Most thought him dead.”
 
   “Your best bet is to sneak in, grab the chest and get out before they know you are there,” Rojer said.
 
   “Once you have the chest,” Master Tuppin said, “rejoin us on the road or meet us in Split Oak.”
 
   “What does the chest look like?”
 
   Master Tuppin pantomimed a chest sized roughly a foot square on the bottom and rising to six inches. “It’s silver and adorned with numerous gems.”
 
   “Nice,” Jaikus said.
 
   “But don’t open it,” warned Master Tuppin, “not that you should be able to. But there is a fell curse guarding it that will trigger if opened improperly.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” Reneeke said. “We have no interest in the contents.”
 
   “If they have managed to open it, make sure the contents are in it when you take it. Empty it’s of no use.”
 
   “What’s in it?”
 
   “Three rings sitting upon pillows of soft velvet,” Master Tuppin explained. “Each is identical to the others. A gold band set with a trio of stones; diamond, onyx and ruby. Get those rings even if you can’t get the chest.
 
   “Will the curse affect us if we handle the rings?”
 
   He shook his head. “The curse only activates when the chest is opened. After that, it’s safe.”
 
   Sighing, Reneeke said, “Very well.”
 
   “We have reason to believe they will be at the old fort I told you about,” Larko said.
 
   Master Tuppin pulled out his chest. Pressing both thumbs on oval indentations, he pushed with them and the ovals receded. A ‘click’ was heard and the lid popped open a fraction of an inch. He then opened it fully and pulled out the five scrolls he promised.
 
   Two had green borders, one had a red seal keeping it shut, another a black line down the side and the last what looked like several drops of dried blood. 
 
   He handed the green bordered ones to Reneeke. “These are the healing scrolls. This one with the red seal is the Fireball; the black line is the Magic Missile and this one is the Cause Harm,” he said as he handed them over with the one bearing the drops of dried blood.
 
   Once Reneeke was in possession of them he explained their workings and the activation words for each. “Remember, don’t hold the scrolls and use the activation words unless you intend to use them.”
 
   “We know how a scroll works,” Jaikus said.
 
   “What scrolls you don’t use are yours to keep.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “We appreciate that.” Then he turned to Jaikus and handed him one of the healing scrolls and the Magic Missile. 
 
   “You boys better get going,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   “Here. Take this.”
 
   Reneeke turned to find Peter holding out a coil of rope. “Thank you,” he said, slipping it over his head and allowed it to lay across his chest.
 
   They grabbed their packs and put their new scrolls inside.
 
   “We’ll be back,” Jaikus said matter-of-factly.
 
   “I’m sure you will, lad,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   Reneeke shouldered his pack and headed down the road. Jaikus walked along beside.
 
   As the caravan got underway, Rojer rode next to Master Tuppin. “Think we’ll see them again?”
 
   “I hope so. I like those boys.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The road to the Fort came into view while the sun remained low on the horizon. Running, they turned onto the road and headed toward the Fort.
 
   “Now this is more like it,” Jaikus said. “No more babysitting slow moving wagons.”
 
   Reneeke kept his thoughts to himself. Instead, he focused on the road. In the dirt were clearly hoof prints from several different horses. A fallen branch recently broken beneath one indicated that the bandits had come this way after the attack.
 
   “Maybe there will be treasure within the old Fort we can find…”
 
   He scanned the road further down, keeping an eye out for any movement that might indicate a lookout. The road worked its way through forested hill country wherein bandits could easily hide.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   Realizing he hadn’t been paying attention to Jaikus’ ramblings, he shrugged. “I don’t know, Jaik.”
 
   “Take it as it comes. Good idea.”
 
   They continued for another hour, alternating between running and walking to conserve their strength. Shadows grew long with the day coming to a close.
 
   “Getting dark, Rene,” Jaikus said.
 
   “Good. It will make it harder for them to see us.”
 
   About then movement from down the road prompted Reneeke to grab Jaikus and dash into the trees. A lone rider crested a hill then disappeared behind another as he followed the road. He emerged again where the road rounded the hill and then flattened into a straightaway that passed the hiding place of Jaikus and Reneeke.
 
   As the rider approached, they hunkered down behind bushes and peered between their branches.
 
   Middle-aged and armed to the teeth, the man’s face was turned into a scowl. He kept a rigorous pace and flew by without realizing he had been watched.
 
   Once he disappeared around another hill, Reneeke stepped from the bushes.
 
   “Wonder where he’s going?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “Don’t know, Jaik. But he didn’t have the chest.”
 
   “One less for us to worry about.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Come on. We need to get there and find that chest.”
 
   It took another three hours before lights appeared on a hilltop far in the distance. Night had set in with a vengeance by that time and the moon had yet to rise.
 
   “There it is, Jaik.”
 
   From that distance, they couldn’t tell if anyone was about. They continued on.
 
   The Fort passed in and out of view as they worked their way among ever taller hills. Still a ways away, Reneeke brought them to a halt.
 
   “What is it?” Jaikus asked.
 
   Sniffing the air, he said, “Smell that?”
 
   Jaikus cocked his head to the side, took a sniff, and said, “Smoke?”
 
   “Exactly,” he whispered. “Somewhere nearby there’s a fire.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “I don’t know, but it is close.” He searched the hills for a tell-tale glow. “Far closer than the Fort.”
 
   “Must be a lookout,” Jaikus said.
 
   “That’s what I was thinking. Let’s take it slow and keep an eye out.”
 
   “Kind of hard to do that in the dark.”
 
   “True. But at least they will have the same problem.”
 
   They followed the road, only now they kept it to a walk. Not long after that, Reneeke spied a very subtle glow coming from behind a hill to their right.
 
   He pulled Jaikus close. Pointing, he said, “Over there, Jaik.”
 
   “Should we take them out?”
 
   “No,” Reneeke said. “We can’t afford to alert them to our presence.”
 
   “Right…”
 
   “We’ll sneak past. They are likely listening for riders.”
 
   “If we can’t, then we take them out?”
 
   “Only if we have to, Jaik.”
 
   Moving quietly, they hurried down the road.
 
   The glow from behind the hill gained in intensity as they approached. It remained subtle and had they not been on the lookout for it, probably would never have noticed.
 
   As they came abreast of the hill, they kept to the far side of the road. Reneeke slowed their pace and they crept past. The hillside opened up and through a very narrow gap, they saw two men sitting in the glow of a well-shielded fire. Their conversation was muted and they were unable to make out what was being said.
 
   The boys continued past. Once down the road a ways, they picked up their speed as they continued toward the Fort.
 
   “That was close.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “If we had been on horses they would have heard us for sure.”
 
   “Fortune is smiling on us, Rene.”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   From there, the road grew steeper as it worked its way higher into the hills. The lights from the Fort played peek-a-boo through the trees and around the hills where the road curved. Finally, they rounded a hill and the road opened up all the way to the Fort.
 
   It curved slightly as it worked its way up the hill to the plateau-like top whereupon the Fort loomed.
 
   A curtain wall surrounded a small Keep. Torches burned to either side of the gate which stood closed. The area before the gate appeared deserted. On the wall above stood two men.
 
   “The rest must be inside,” Jaikus surmised. “How are we to get in?”
 
   “We’ll check around the outside and see if there is another way.”
 
   Moving up the hill, they drew near to the area illuminated by torchlight. They remained some distance away, keeping to the shadows so as not to be seen. Moving around to the right, they followed the Fort’s outer wall in hopes of discovering another way in. Reneeke kept an eye on the men atop the wall. Deep in conversation, neither took notice of the shadowy pair moving in the dark.
 
   The curtain wall proved formidable. Easily thirty to thirty-five feet in height, it had crenellations where defenders could remain protected while raining arrows down on those attacking.
 
   “How are we to get in?” Jaikus asked. “The front gate?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “That would be suicide I’m sure.”
 
   “Then what are we to do?”
 
   “Give me a moment, Jaik.”
 
   Reneeke eyed the crenellations then glanced to the forest at the edge of the clearing. “I think I have an idea.”
 
   Moving to the trees, he hunted in the dark for a suitable piece of wood. He finally found one that was thick, long and not too heavy. Using a fallen tree, he leaned the piece of wood against it and stomped on it with his foot. He broke the ends off until it was the length he desired.
 
   Taking the wood with him, he returned to the foot of the wall.
 
   “Notice how it’s dark back here?”
 
   Jaikus nodded.
 
   “I don’t think this part of the wall is being watched,” Reneeke said. “They probably think a bunch of caravan guards won’t be able to scale a wall such as this.”
 
   “Can we?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   He set the wood down then removed the coil of rope from around him and tied one end to the middle of the wood. Two feet of branch extended to either side of the rope. He then turned to Jaikus. “You better step back.” Once Jaik had moved away, he held the loose end of the rope in one hand while he began twirling the wood in a circle with the other.
 
   As the momentum increased, he altered the trajectory of the wood until it went around in a more vertical slant. Then once it reached a fast speed, he gave it one last twirl and launched it toward the top of the wall.
 
   He held onto the other end with both hands as the wood flew toward, and then through, a gap between two merlons. The rope went taut and the wood fell against the inside of the wall.
 
   Reneeke held a finger to his lips signaling Jaikus to remain quiet while he listened to see if their endeavors had alerted those within. When all remained quiet, he moved several feet along the wall so as to have the rope slide snug against the lower corner of a merlon. He hoped that in doing so, the length of wood would come to rest across the opening and hold. When the rope went taut, he pulled and the wood remained wedged along the inner side of the wall.
 
   “Hold the rope, Jaik.”
 
   Once Jaikus took in the slack and the rope went taut, Reneeke climbed up to the rampart. He took it slow at first as he worried the wood might not hold. But when it did, he quickened his pace. At the top, he peered over and found the battlement to be dark and deserted. Taking hold of the edge, he pulled himself up until he stood upon the stone walkway that ran along the inner side of the battlement. Still unobserved, he signaled for Jaik to follow. In short order, they were both on the ramparts.
 
   The inner courtyard between the curtain wall and the Keep was dark and quiet. A fire burned in a pit near the front gate of the Keep which stood closed. A stable had been built along the far wall beyond the Keep; horses could be heard within.
 
   Reneeke coiled the rope and held it in his hands. He kept the log attached. He then pointed to a row of windows on the third level of the Keep, some distance back from the bonfire out front. That area of the Keep was deep in shadow. “I bet we can get in through one of those.”
 
   Jaikus nodded and grinned. “Who knows what we might find up there.”
 
   “Our main priority, Jaik, is to get the chest and return it to Master Tuppin.”
 
   “I know, Rene,” Jaikus replied. “Can’t hurt to look as we pass through.”
 
   Reneeke scanned the courtyard, especially the area surrounding the fire. A fire such as that tended to have someone nearby. But though he looked for several moments, he failed to find anyone. Off to their right the steps leading from the wall down the courtyard could be seen among the shadows. He headed that way.
 
   “Come on, Jaik.”
 
   En route to the steps, he scanned the courtyard for movement. They took the steps quickly and silently. Once on the ground, they remained next to the curtain wall and headed to the rear of the Keep. Upon coming abreast of the windows through which they thought to gain entry, Reneeke darted across the open area between.
 
   He paused only a moment to see if they had been observed before uncoiling the rope.
 
   “Do you see an opened window?”
 
   Jaikus looked up. “Hard to tell in the dark, Rene.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   Pointing to the third window from the Keep’s rear corner, Jaikus said, “That one looks like it’s open.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll try it.”
 
   Slowly at first, then with more momentum, Reneeke twirled the log at the end of the rope in an ever-widening circle. Then once he got the momentum where he wanted, angled the twirling to a more vertical slant. Once it was at the appropriate angle, he let the log fly.
 
   It struck the wall just to the right of the window. The clatter of impact seemed to reverberate throughout the courtyard. The two friends flattened themselves against the side of the Keep as they waited to see if someone would investigate. The log landed with a loud thud on the ground not far from them.
 
   Seconds ticked by and the courtyard remained quiet. “Luck might have been with us.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “Want me to try?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “I think I got it.”
 
   Taking up the log yet again, he began to twirl. When he released the second time, one end of the log struck the edge of the window causing the other end to fly though the opening.
 
   “Yes!” Jaikus exclaimed quietly.
 
   Reneeke maneuvered the rope so while taking in the slack it slid through the window along its lower right corner. Then when the log came to rest across the window’s inner corner, he climbed on up.
 
   Jaikus kept a lookout while his friend scaled the wall. Once Reneeke was inside, he heard him say, “Come on, Jaik.” Then one more glance to ensure the courtyard remained clear and he shinnied up the rope. Reneeke reached down his hand to help him the last few feet.
 
   Beyond the window was a small room with but a single table and two chairs. The shadows were deep beginning a few feet from the window. Reneeke removed the log from his rope and leaned it against the wall next to the window. The rope he coiled and slung across his chest as before.
 
   By this time, Jaikus had already found the door and had it cracked open to see what lay beyond.
 
   “We got a hallway, Rene.” He glanced back to his friend. “It looks deserted.”
 
   Joining him at the door, Reneeke opened it wider and took a look. The darkness was nearly absolute with but the barest graying of the darkness where doors stood open and faint moonlight filtered through.
 
    Reneeke stepped into the hallway and turned to the right. He hadn’t gone far when Jaikus tapped him on the shoulder. He glanced back.
 
   “Shouldn’t we check all the rooms?” Jaikus asked. “There might be treasure.”
 
   “I wouldn’t think so,” Reneeke replied. “This place wasn’t abandoned all that long ago from what I hear. Besides, it was military.”
 
   “Could be armor left behind…”
 
   “Jaik, what soldier in their right mind would leave their armor behind? This place was abandoned. I’m sure they took everything.” When Jaikus was about to argue the point, Reneeke added, “We’re here for the chest. Every moment longer we take to retrieve it, the farther Master Tuppin will be down the road. Do you fancy walking the rest of the way to Split Oak?”
 
   “No,” Jaikus grudgingly replied.
 
   “We’ll keep our eyes open. If we happen upon something, then we’ll count ourselves lucky.”
 
   Continuing down the hallway, they came to a flight of winding steps leading up to the fourth floor and down to the second. Reneeke started down the darkened stairwell. After two full revolutions, they reached the second floor landing. After a brief glance down the dark second floor hallway, they continued down to the ground floor
 
   As they began the second revolution of steps, the stairwell began to be illuminated.
 
   Reneeke slowed his pace as he crept around the final turn and the ground floor landing appeared. The light came from the hallway beyond. It looked to originate to the right of the steps.
 
   “Hang on a second, Jaik,” he said then tip-toed silently to the opening. Peering around the corner, he looked down the hallway. A lantern hung on a peg thirty feet down. Next to it a door stood open. Beyond the door more light could be seen. He paused a moment to listen for the raiders then returned to Jaikus.
 
   “Looks like we’re pretty close.”
 
   “Did you see anyone?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “Didn’t hear anyone either.”
 
   “Strange,” Jaikus commented.
 
   “Yeah,” Reneeke agreed. “Wait here and I’ll check it out.”
 
   Leaving the steps, he hurried down the hallway to the opened door. He felt very exposed in the light from the lantern. If anyone were to step into the hallway, they’d be in a world of hurt. As he neared the door, he slowed and after a quick glance back to see Jaikus watching from the landing, he moved to the doorway. Peering around the door, he looked inside.
 
   Blood was everywhere. Bodies, or rather what was left of bodies laid strewn throughout the room. Nothing moved. So mangled and dismembered were the bodies that he couldn’t ascertain how many bandits the dead accounted for. It had to have been at least most of them.
 
   Sitting to one side was a table, upon which sat a small, opened chest. “That’s it,” he breathed.
 
   Something about the room gave him pause. Something, or someone had to have killed the bandits, yet there was no sign of them. Also, why hadn’t they taken the chest? Gem-encrusted and obviously of enormous value, it was inconceivable that whoever slaughtered the bandits would have just left it behind.
 
   He scanned the room for any indication of who or what might have done this. He spied tracks in the blood-splatter but couldn’t make them out from the doorway. They looked like they had departed through the only other door leading from the room. That was when he realized a body must have been dragged through that other door for a red smear began not far from the chest and passed through the door along with the footprints.
 
   Reneeke eyed the chest. It sat there on the table beckoning him to come and take it. He glanced again back at Jaikus.
 
   Jaikus raised his hands and mouthed, “Well?”
 
   He held up a finger, mouthed, “Wait,” then turned back to the room. After one last look to ensure the room remained empty, he stepped through the doorway and over the body blocking the way. He hurried across to the chest all the while eyeing the doorway through which the body had been dragged.
 
   As he came to the chest, he heard sounds emanating from beyond the doorway. Growls, and the sound of flesh being ripped and chewed. His gorge rose as he closed the lid of the chest and removed it from the table. About to return to where he entered the room, he froze when he heard a subtle change in the sounds coming from the other room. Where there had been soft growls and chewing, now there came the unmistakable sound of animalistic sniffing.
 
   A shadow moved beyond the doorway. It was definitely not human.
 
   That was enough for him. With chest tucked beneath his arm, Reneeke bolted for the exit. Just as he passed through the doorway, a growl sounded behind him. He didn’t even pause to look back. He shut the door and then sprinted for where Jaikus waited.
 
   “You got it!” Jaikus exclaimed jubilantly.
 
   “Run!”
 
   “What?”
 
   Before Reneeke could reply, the door smashed open and broke off its hinges to slam into the wall opposite the doorway. A beast followed right behind. Half man, half beast it walked upright and wore the tattered remains of britches. Its face was vaguely man-like with a snout like a wolf; fangs filled its maw and a red strand of recently torn flesh dangled from its left row of teeth. Though it walked upright, it did so stooped over in a loping gape. Turning red eyes upon the fleeing Reneeke, it howled.
 
   “Jaik, run!”
 
   Jaikus stood immobile as the beast charged.
 
   “Come on!” Reneeke yelled as he grabbed his friend by the shirt and propelled him up the steps.
 
   “What is that thing?”
 
   “We’ll worry about that later. Just run.”
 
   They fled up the steps taking them two at time. At the second floor landing, they continued on up. Behind them they heard the beast coming fast.
 
   At the third floor landing, Reneeke said, “Follow me.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “We’ve got to get out of this Keep before that thing rips us apart.”
 
   Taking the lead, Reneeke led him to the room wherein leaned the log used to initially gain entrance to the Keep. “Here,” he said and tossed the chest to Jaikus then drew his sword.
 
   Jaikus caught the chest and set it on the table after which he, too, drew his sword.
 
   Reneeke opened the door wide.
 
   “What are you doing?” Jaikus demanded.
 
   Not replying, Reneeke stood next to the doorway with sword raised. When a growl sounded just outside, he tensed to strike.
 
   Jaikus saw red eyes emerge from the dark. They locked onto him. Then with a howl, the beast lurched forward.
 
   As the beast passed through the doorway, it was met with a mighty swipe of Reneeke’s blade. It caught the creature midway along the breastbone. And though it cut deep, it did not stop the beast. His sword was wrenched out of his hands as the beast turned on him.
 
   He scrambled back as it lurched forward to attack.
 
   “Rene!” Jaikus yelled as he charged forward.
 
   The beast turned to this new threat, its mighty claw raked out as Jaikus came close.
 
   Jaikus brought his sword down and hacked through the creature’s forearm. Not quite severing it, the end of it hung at an angle as the creature’s blood spurted forth.
 
   Its other claw struck Jaikus in the side and knocked him off his feet to slam into the wall five feet away. As Jaikus slumped to the floor, the beast advanced.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   It turned at Reneeke’s cry, Reneeke’s sword still embedded across its chest.
 
   Wham! 
 
   A chair took it across the face and knocked it to the side. The chair disintegrated with the blow and Reneeke was left with two of its legs, one clutched in each of hand. Not giving the beast the chance to recover, he advanced and thrust the jagged end of one of the legs into its back.
 
   Arching backward, the beast howled.
 
   Reneeke darted forward and swung the other leg upward to pierce the beast’s lower jaw. The jagged end passed through the thin layer of flesh and continued on up to pierce the brain.
 
   It stood there a moment, as if not understanding what had just happened, before it crumbled to the floor.
 
   “Jaik,” Reneeke said.
 
   From where he laid Jaikus groaned.
 
   “Get up, Jaik. There are more of them.”
 
   “What? More?” Shaking his head to clear it, he scrambled to his feet. “How many?”
 
   “Don’t know. Close the door and see if there is some way to secure it.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   As Jaikus did that, Reneeke put a foot on the beast’s chest and pulled his sword free. Not for the first time had the sword found on their maiden Adventure with Charka saved his life.
 
   The door slammed shut. “There’s no bolt.”
 
   “Here,” Reneeke said as he went to the table. “Give me a hand.”
 
   Together, they placed the table against the door.
 
   “Think that will hold?” Jaikus asked.
 
   Thinking back to the way the beast they had just killed smashed its way through the door below, Reneeke had his doubts. “Might just long enough for us to get out of here.” He removed the rope from around his chest and once again secured one end to the log.
 
   “I’ll go first then you toss the chest down to me.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “Just hurry.”
 
   While Reneeke got the rope ready, Jaikus went to take a look at the beast. He noticed the britches it wore. “Why is it wearing pants do you think?” He turned back to Reneeke. “You don’t think the curse Master Tuppin spoke of could have turned him into this, do you?”
 
   “Anything is possible. Would explain a lot though.”
 
   Setting the log to brace across the lower right corner of the window, Reneeke threw the rest of the rope through the opening. He then reached out and pulled the log tight against the window opening, then climbed out.  In no time he was down.
 
   “Toss it to me, Jaik.”
 
   Jaikus tossed down the small chest and Reneeke caught it with ease.
 
   Wham!
 
   The door was hit hard from the other side.
 
   Jaikus hurriedly climbed through the window. Then while Reneeke kept tension on the rope, he began to climb down.
 
   A clatter from inside the room said the door had been thrust open and the table overturned.
 
   Halfway down the rope, another beast stuck its head out the window and howled. Jaikus dropped the last ten feet.
 
   When the beast ducked its head back in, Reneeke let the rope go slack then worked it quickly toward the center of the windowsill. Once there he pulled three times before the log slipped through the window and fell to the ground. He coiled the rope and then picked up the log.
 
   “Let’s get out of here, Jaik.”
 
   Jaikus nodded as he picked up the chest from where Reneeke had set it and together, they ran for the steps leading to walkway along the top of the curtain wall.
 
   At the bottom of the steps, Jaikus paused and said, “We should get horses, Rene.”
 
   Reneeke glanced back to the Keep. Though it remained quiet he was reticent about crossing before the Keep’s main gate to reach the stable. “If it’s coming after us, Jaik, we’d never get to the horses. Besides, the gate’s closed. It will take us time to get the horses and even more time to open the gate.” He gestured to the top of the wall and added, “Once we’re on the other side, it and however many more there are will be bottled up inside.”
 
   Jaikus thought a moment, then nodded.
 
   They headed up the steps.
 
   At the top, Reneeke put the log in the corner of a crenellation then snaked the rope down the outer wall. As before, he climbed down first. Once he reached the bottom, Jaikus pulled the rope back up and secured the chest to it. Tossing it down from this height would have been foolhardy. He then lowered the chest.
 
   What sounded like an explosion came from the courtyard below. Amidst a mass of splinters and shattered boards from the Keep’s gate stood two of the beasts. They milled in the lit area before the Keep’s gate, their heads turned left and right as their snouts rose to sniff the air.
 
   Jaikus lowered the chest even faster.
 
   “Got it,” Reneeke’s voice came from below.
 
   He untied the chest then put tension on the rope to aid in Jaikus’ downward climb.
 
   Jaikus stood frozen atop the wall. His eyes were riveted on the two creatures that had now moved out in a search-like pattern. They were gradually making their way toward the steps below.
 
   “Come on, Jaik,”
 
   Reneeke’s voice broke the spell and he scrambled through the crenellation and grabbed the rope. He started down and rappelled as quickly as he could. His speed produced mild rope burns on his palms but he paid them no heed. As he descended, he cast looks every few feet toward the top of the wall in the hopes of not seeing the appearance of the beasts. Then he was on the ground next to Reneeke.
 
   Taking the rope, Reneeke worked the log from out of the corner where it had been wedged during their descent. He then pulled on it to work it through the crenellation. On his second tug, a howl split the night.
 
   “Come on, Rene,” Jaikus said. “Hurry up.”
 
   “Trying,” came the reply.
 
   No longer worrying about remaining undetected, he yanked on the rope hard several times until the log came free and fell. Just as soon as the log appeared, so too did the head of a beast. 
 
   It looked down at them and howled. The other beast’s answering howl came from not far to their right, just behind the wall.
 
   Reneeke coiled the rope and then used his knife to sever the section tied around the log. “Let’s get out of here,” he said as he slipped the coiled rope over his head to rest across his chest.
 
   “Sooner the better,” Jaikus replied.
 
   Heading out, they broke into a quick run as they made for the road. They had just reached the road when the sound of the beasts striking the wooden gate in the curtain wall resounded in the night. Pausing, Jaikus glanced back.
 
   “Think they’ll get through?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Reneeke replied. “The gate is rather sturdy.”
 
   “Let’s not take any chances.” With that, they broke into a flat-out run, leaving the Fort behind.
 
   Jaikus had the chest tucked under his arm and he followed Reneeke. Casting glances over his shoulder, he kept an eye on the front gates. Each time he looked, the gates remained standing. He was beginning to believe the creatures may indeed be bottled up within the curtain wall, but then while threading through the hills, he glanced back and saw a shadow leap from the top of the wall.
 
   “Rene!” he exclaimed.
 
   Reneeke stopped and looked back as a second shadow vaulted into view.
 
   “Run, Jaik!”
 
   They flew down the road.
 
   Jaikus fell behind as they made their way through the hills. Reneeke took possession of the chest and he was able to keep up.  They continued running as fast as they could and for a brief time they thought they might have eluded their pursuers. But then from far off behind them, they heard a howl and knew the chase continued.
 
   Reneeke began looking for a place to make their stand though in his heart he knew they could never overcome two of the beasts. It had taken all they had to slay the one back in the Keep.
 
   The sound of the beasts drew nearer and no suitable place appeared. Then he caught a glimpse of a glow off behind one of the hills. He brought them to a halt.
 
   Jaikus started drawing his sword until Reneeke stopped him by whispering, “Not yet.”
 
   “But they’re almost here!” Jaikus said quietly.
 
   “I know. Just wait.”
 
   They watched the darkened road behind them, the moon allowing them to see some distance. When shadows began to move among the deeper dark, Reneeke bolted for the glow behind the hill.
 
    
 
   “I tell you, no one’s coming,” Slen said to his partner.
 
   “It ain’t up to us to decide what is and what isn’t going to happen,” Johann replied. “Our orders are to keep watch on this road.”
 
   “This is a waste of time I tell you.” Slen poked at the fire and wished he was back in the comforts of the Keep with the others.
 
   A howl from not too far off caused Slen to sit up. “What was that?”
 
   Johann looked in that general direction. “Probably a wolf or something.”
 
   “Didn’t sound like no wolf.”
 
   Rolling his eyes Johann made a noise and laid back down.
 
   Slen got to his feet and looked toward the road. “I tell you something’s out there.”
 
   “Well,” Johann replied, “if it comes calling, let me know.” He closed his eyes for but a second before the sound of running feet approached from the road. He sat up just as two lads appeared out of the dark to race through their camp.
 
   “Hey!” Slen yelled just before the larger of the two knocked him down.
 
   Johann scrambled to his feet and drew his sword but the two lads had already vanished in the dark.
 
   Turning back to Slen, Johann began, “Should we go…,” but then stopped upon spying two sets of red eyes staring at him from the dark.
 
    
 
   Screams followed them through the night as Jaikus and Reneeke raced away from the pair of guards set to watch the road.
 
   “That was quick thinking,” Jaikus said.
 
   “Don’t know if it will keep them from following or not.”
 
   Jaikus was beginning to get winded from the amount of running they had done. “At the very least it bought us a little more time.” He slowed to a fast walk.
 
   Screams continued for another minute before the night grew quiet. Allowing Jaikus to walk for only a few minutes, Reneeke pushed them back to a full run. Without knowing if they were still being pursued, they fled toward the main road.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A half hour of alternating running and walking brought them to within sight of the main road. They had just turned to head north to try and catch up with Master Tuppin when from the woods behind them sounded the unmistakable howling of the beasts.
 
   “They haven’t given up, Rene!”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “And we aren’t going to be able to outrun them.”
 
   He shifted the chest from beneath one arm to beneath the other as he looked around their moonlit surroundings. Off to their right the road meandered along a hillside. Though steep, it wasn’t sheer. But it was better than nothing.
 
   “We’ll make our stand there,” he said as he hurried forward.
 
   “We can take ‘em,” Jaikus said as he followed after.
 
   Reneeke liked his confidence though he did not share the belief. “Just remember what Master Swordsman Leari said. ‘If you are outnumbered, pick the terrain and then stick to it.’ We stay together, Jaik. No heroics.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “I won’t abandon you.”
 
   That wasn’t what he was worried about. Rather, that Jaikus would get caught up in the excitement and dart forward thereby leaving them both more exposed and negating any advantage the terrain might afford.
 
   They placed the chest against the backdrop of the hillside and then drew their swords. Minutes ticked by as they waited for the beasts to approach. When at last the two pairs of red eyes appeared from out of the shadows, Reneeke raised his sword as Master Swordsman Leari had taught.
 
   “Watch your grip,” Reneeke advised.
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “You ready?”
 
   Jaikus sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   Growls came from the dark as the eyes crept closer…then they leapt.
 
   Bolts of white light shot out of the dark and struck the beasts as they sprang forward. Knocking them to the side, more flew from the dark to hit with devastating result.
 
   Braced for the attack, Reneeke looked on in amazement as white bolts of power emerged from a point some distance deep within the shadows. Time and again they flew forward to strike the beasts. Each volley lit the night and they saw how the beasts were being badly hurt. Then four spinning disks of white energy shot forward; two struck each beast. They cleaved through and through and when they shot out the other side, vanished.
 
   Before their light faded, Jaikus and Reneeke saw what was left of the beasts slump to the road in a pile of gore.
 
   Jaikus turned to Reneeke. “What was that?”
 
   Reneeke just shook his head and looked to the place where the bolts and disks had originated. He kept his sword at the ready in the event a new threat materialized.
 
   From out of the dark the clip-clop of a horse’s hooves heralded the approach of their savior. As they neared, the form of an armored man riding a snow-white stead grew to clarity. The man’s armor was shined to an incredible degree; the moonlight reflected off the man’s helm as he approached.
 
   “Much thanks, stranger,” Reneeke said. His sword lowered as the man came into view.
 
   “No thanks are necessary for the destruction of evil’s minions.”
 
   Jaikus grinned at the stranger’s approach and slid his sword into its scabbard. “Your arrival was most fortuitous.”
 
   “Yes,” Reneeke agreed. “We are lucky you just happened by.”
 
   “It was not luck that summoned me here this night,” the man said. He pointed toward the dead creatures, “Rather I was drawn here by the presence of their evil.”
 
   “Well, it matters not what brought you,” Jaikus said. “We are just happy that you are here.”
 
   Reneeke remained unsure about their benefactor but sheathed his sword anyway. After what he had witnessed the stranger do to the beasts, his sword was unlikely to matter should the situation deteriorate.
 
   “My name’s Reneeke. And this is my friend, Jaik.”
 
   The stranger gave a nod. “I am Lord Holleran of the Glorious Knights.”
 
   Jaikus bowed. “Milord.”
 
   “What events brought you two to this place at this time?”
 
   “We were part of a caravan,” Jaikus explained.
 
   Reneeke tried to hush his friend but Jaikus failed to pick up on the signal to keep quiet.
 
   “It was attacked by bandits and we were sent to retrieve an object that had been stolen.”
 
   “Indeed?” the Lord Holleran asked.
 
   “Yes, Milord. Reneeke and I braved the bandit nest that had infested Fort Spindlewynne to retrieve it.” He then bent over and picked up the chest.
 
   Lord Holleran turned to Reneeke. “Truly?”
 
   “Yes. And now we must return it to Master Tuppin with all speed.”
 
   “Well, that is a tale now isn’t it?” His gaze left Reneeke and settled upon the chest. Lips pursing and eyes narrowing, he raised his hand and spoke arcane words. The chest suddenly glowed a deep red.
 
   “Ah, that artifact resonates with the evil of a thousand fell deeds.” Articulating more arcane words, a beam of golden light traveled from his hand to envelope the box. It suddenly rose out of Jaikus’ hands. “It was good that I came along when I did. A relic of such malignancy cannot be allowed to mar the goodness of this world a moment longer.
 
   Jaikus watched in stunned amazement as the chest, still encased in the golden glow, floated through the air and came to rest upon the Lord Holleran’s palm. He produced a white cloth embroidered with silver, arcane symbols and quickly wrapped the chest within it.
 
   “Hey,” Jaikus said. “That’s ours.”
 
   “It belongs to Master Tuppin,” Reneeke added.
 
   “Ah, boys,” Lord Holleran said as he gazed down from the back of his horse. “It truly was fortuitous that I happened by. For had this remained in your possession much longer, its evil would surely have taken you and made you its slave.”
 
   Jaikus just stared at the cloth-wrapped chest. “But, what are we to tell Master Tuppin?”
 
   “The truth. That an avatar of the Glorious Knights took possession of it to rid the world of its evil.”
 
   “Maybe we all should take the chest to Master Tuppin and you can explain that to him?” Reneeke suggested.
 
   “Alas, I cannot,” Lord Holleran replied. “Time is of the essence when dealing with such malignancy. I must return to my Tower and destroy it before the evil has a chance to spread or escape.”
 
   With that, he turned his horse. Then with a nod to Jaikus and Reneeke, galloped away into the night.
 
   “This isn’t right.”
 
   Jaikus glanced to Reneeke. “What isn’t?”
 
   Reneeke gestured to where Lord Holleran disappeared. “Something just doesn’t feel right.” He paused for a moment. “Have you ever heard of these Glorious Knights?” When Jaikus shook his head, Reneeke replied, “Neither have I.”
 
   “What can we do about it? You saw what he did with those beasts.”
 
   “We gave our word to return the chest.” He turned to Jaikus. “We must hold to our word.”
 
   “But you heard what he said, Rene. The chest is filled with malignant evil.”
 
   “Did you feel any evil when you held it?”
 
   Jaikus shook his head.
 
   “I had it longer than you and I felt nothing, either.”
 
   “Still, you heard what Lord Holleran said.”
 
   Reneeke slowly nodded. “Yes, I heard it all, Jaik.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And we need to get that chest back.”
 
   “But…” began Jaikus, “he’s a lord and some kind of knight.”
 
   “We gave our word, Jaik. A man doesn’t take much with him through this life. His word is all he has; from birth to grave. And I’ll be damned if I let a stranger tarnish mine.”
 
   He glanced to Jaikus. “Are you up for an Adventure?”
 
   At the word ‘Adventure,’ Jaikus perked up. Giving his friend a grin, he said, “I’m with you.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   Heading south down the road they ran after Lord Holleran and the chest.
 
    
 
   “How can we follow him in the dark?”
 
   “Dawn will be here soon,” Reneeke said. “After that it will be easy.”
 
   Already, the sky to the east was beginning to lighten with the coming of the morn.
 
   As the sky brightened, they ran. When it brightened sufficiently so they could make out the tracks in the dirt of the road, Reneeke pointed out two sets of tracks. Both had been made at a gallop while one set was of a slightly smaller horse than the other.
 
   “One is Lord Holleran,” Reneeke explained. “The other is probably that rider that passed us on our way to the Fort.”
 
   “Which one is which?”
 
   Reneeke bent down and examined them. “Based on the size of Lord Holleran’s horse, I’d say his would be the larger of the two.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “It was a big horse.”
 
   “That it was.”
 
   Now with tracks to follow, they kept a furious pace as they continued in pursuit.
 
    
 
   Two hours later, they found Lord Holleran in all his glory sitting astride his mighty steed. Before him was a wagon driven by a young couple with two small children. It looked like the wagon was loaded with everything the couple owned; a table, dresser, chairs and a sundry of other items.
 
   “What’s he doing?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “I don’t know.”
 
   They were still in the hills though they had grown less severe and the abundance of trees and foliage had been much reduced. There wasn’t much cover. Spying a boulder a third of the way toward Lord Holleran, Reneeke said, “We can make it there without being seen.”
 
   Racing along the side of the road where there were at least a few trees, they reached the boulder just as Lord Holleran’s beam of golden light shot from his hand toward the wagon. The couple on the wagon looked mightily distressed and the woman held her two small children close to her breast.
 
   From this distance, they couldn’t make out what was being removed, but it was clear that Lord Holleran had claimed another artifact of evil.
 
   Jaikus pointed to where three trees grew close together nearer to what was happening on the road. “Come on, Rene.” He kept low as he left the cover of the boulder and darted to the trees.
 
   Peering through the trees, they saw Lord Holleran wrap the object in his white cloth with the embroidered symbols. He nodded to the couple and then kicked his horse into a gallop as he continued down the road.
 
   The couple watched him go until he reached where the road curved out of sight behind a hill in the distance. Then after another moment of discussion, the man flicked the reins and they got underway.
 
   Reneeke stepped from the trees, returned to the road and jogged toward the couple.
 
   Upon spying him and Jaikus approaching, the man brought their wagon to a halt. The woman looked warily upon them.
 
   “We don’t have anything,” the man said as they came near.
 
   “Do not fear,” Reneeke said reassuringly. “We have no intention to rob you or cause you harm.”
 
   The look the man gave him indicated he doubted the voracity of his words.
 
   “We wanted to ask you about the man that was just here.”
 
   At that, the woman perked up. “Do you mean Lord Holleran?”
 
   “That’s him.”
 
   “He saved us is what he did,” she said.
 
   Jaikus eyed her questioningly. “Saved you?”
 
   The man nodded. “Little did we know that the vase my grandmother left us held such evil.”
 
   “We have had nothing but ill-fortune these past few years and had no idea that it had been the cause,” she explained. “If not for Lord Holleran, the gods bless him, our ill-fortune might have ruined us completely.”
 
   Patting his wife’s hand, the man said, “Our situation will improve now. I’m certain of it.”
 
   She beamed at him.
 
   “Thank you,” Reneeke said. “I hope your journeys will be safe and prosperous.”
 
   “Yours as well, young man,” she said.
 
   “Good day to you,” the man said then flicked the reins.
 
   After they pulled out and got underway, Reneeke eyed the hill beyond which Lord Holleran had disappeared.
 
   “What are you thinking, Rene?”
 
   He turned to his friend and shook his head. “I don’t know. But there’s only one way to find out.” Breaking into a light run, he continued after Lord Holleran.
 
   Tired and growing weary after all the running and lack of sleep, Jaikus followed.
 
   Reneeke made for the hillside and began to climb. Before reaching the top, he got down to his hands and knees and crept the last few feet. Peering over the top, he saw the road unfold before him for several miles. What he saw made him gasp, then curse.
 
   Wondering what had made him react that way, Jaikus hurried up the rest of the way and laid atop the hill next to him.
 
   Lord Holleran was nowhere in sight. Instead, what they saw, were three small Halflings riding atop two small ponies. The lead pony was bone white and was being ridden by two. The second pony was a shade darker, and ridden by one. Secured behind the lone Halfling were five, cloth-wrapped bundles; one which was the same size and shape as what Lord Holleran had covered the chest.
 
   “What is going on, Rene?”
 
   He just shook his head.
 
   As the two ponies continued down the road, one of the two Halflings riding double suddenly waved his hands in the air and the two ponies vanished and in their place rode Lord Holleran.
 
   “Illusionists!”
 
   Jaikus glanced to his friend. “Then that means Lord Holleran isn’t real.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “So it would appear, Jaik.”
 
   “Look there, Rene.” From further down the road, a rider appeared coming toward the illusion that was Lord Holleran.
 
   A man dressed in simple leathers approached Lord Holleran and was hailed. Coming to a stop, they began speaking.
 
   “I bet he’s going to ‘save’ this guy from another evil artifact,” Reneeke surmised.
 
   Sure enough, they hadn’t spoken more than a couple words before Lord Holleran raised his hand, the golden beam of light appeared, and something floated away from the rider. Then a few more moments of discussion and Lord Holleran rode off leaving a bewildered rider behind.
 
   They waited until Lord Holleran disappeared in the distance then returned to the road and rushed to the rider.
 
   “What did he take from you?” Reneeke asked.
 
   Surprised by the question, the man said, “A necklace I was going to give to my betrothed. I had no idea that it was plagued by such an evil entity.”
 
   Jaikus snorted. “It wasn’t.”
 
   “What?” the man replied.
 
   “They’re a bunch of Halfling Illusionists that create the persona of Lord Holleran so they can take valuables without fear of retribution.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be…” Then anger filled the man’s face. About to turn his horse around and get his necklace back Reneeke laid a hand on the bridal and stopped him.
 
   “They have offensive spells too,” he said. “Saw them take out two creatures with bolts of white light.”
 
   “Could they have been illusions too, Rene?”
 
   He turned to Jaikus and shook his head. “No. Those beasts were real so the power used to defeat them had to have been real.”
 
   The rider eyed them. “I take it you two are in pursuit?”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “Yes. They stole a chest from us, and not long ago a vase from a family.”
 
   “We mean to get them back,” Reneeke added. “We could use your help if you’re game?”
 
   “Game?” the rider spat. “I’m more than a little game. I want vengeance!”
 
   “Well then, let’s work out a plan to get our items back.” He held out his hand. “Name’s Reneeke. This here is my friend, Jaik.”
 
   Taking the hand, the man said, “You can call me Fallon the Quick.”
 
   “Guild member?” Jaikus asked.
 
   The man nodded.
 
   Jaikus’ eyes lit up. “Us, too. We should form a Party.”
 
   Fallon pursed his lips and eyed them a moment. “I doubt if we need to do anything so grandiose. A simple partnership until we have retrieved our items should suffice.”
 
   “Done,” Reneeke said.
 
   “Have you figured out a plan yet?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “We just realized what they were and hadn’t given it much thought before we encountered you.”
 
   “We should wait until dark,” Fallon suggested. “These things are always best done in the wee hours of the morning.”
 
   “Follow at a distance,” Jaikus said, “and keep watch on them. Then wait for dark and make our move.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “What are we to do about their magic?” Reneeke asked.
 
   Fallon grinned. “There are ways to deal with magic users. You leave that to me.”
 
    
 
   “Come on, Jaik.”
 
   Coming awake, he looked up at where Reneeke stood above him. “Is it time?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They had followed the Halflings the rest of the day and when they left the road to set up camp, they did so as well. Now the night was deep and the world quiet.
 
   Fallon had changed into clothes that blended with the night. Other than his eyes, he was nearly invisible. In his hand he held a small pouch. “Are you two ready?”
 
   Standing, Jaikus rubbed the sleep from his eyes and nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s do this.”
 
   Little over a mile away the Halfling’s fire burned in the dark. Three forms slept peacefully around it.
 
   “They didn’t post a watch,” Jaikus said.
 
   “Those who practice the arcane arts guard their camp by other means,” Fallon explained. He glanced to them. “Are you two new to the Guild?”
 
   Jaikus replied, “No,” while at the same time Reneeke said “Yes.”
 
   He chuckled. “Thought so.” When Jaikus looked to be about to argue the point, Fallon held up his hand. “Doesn’t matter for what we do tonight. I’ll deal with the wards, you two subdue the Halflings once they wake.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “We’ll be ready.”
 
   “Now, silence from here on out.”
 
   Two heads nodded.
 
   Leading the way, Fallon brought them to within two hundred feet of their camp. At that point, he paused, reached into his sack and pulled out a simple golden ring. He slipped it on his finger then slowly continued toward the Halflings’ camp.
 
   When he got to within twenty-five feet, a blue glow appeared before them. As he slowly moved forward, the glow continued to appear until a half-dome of blue light enveloped the camp. Fallon glanced back and whispered, “Magic wards. Touch it and nasty things can happen.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “Your ring?”
 
   “Detects magic,” Fallon explained. “Now be quite.”
 
   As he crept closer, other glows began to appear within the camp. One shone from out of a pack used by the nearest Halfling as a pillow; a second was on the hand of another. The glow came from a ring with three red rubies.
 
   Fallon stopped when within five feet of the edge of the glowing dome. 
 
   The three Halflings slept oblivious to their presence.
 
   Reaching into the sack again he removed a smaller pouch secured with a tie-string. Untying it, he poured a small pile of gray dust upon his palm. He then signaled Reneeke to come closer. “When I throw this, it will negate their wards. If they should stir, you and your friend get in there fast. If not, wait a moment.”
 
   Reneeke nodded.
 
   Fallon turned back to the glowing dome and stepped closer. Then he took the gray dust and threw it. Where the dust settled upon the glowing dome, the glow began to diminish. The dome quickly looked like it had numerous holes riddling it.
 
   The three Halflings remained asleep.
 
   For several moments the holes in the dome grew larger before the dome vanished altogether.
 
   Fallon held up a hand telling Reneeke and Jaikus to wait a moment. He then reached into his sack and pulled out a small root which he tossed into the Halflings’ fire. It produced a faint smoke that quickly spread to permeate the campsite.
 
   Putting a cloth over his mouth and nose, Fallon whispered, “Don’t breathe it.”
 
   Reneeke nodded and pulled his shirt up over his nose and mouth. Jaikus did likewise.
 
   The root was quickly consumed and after little more than a couple minutes, the smoke dissipated.
 
   Fallon removed the cloth and gestured to the Halflings. “They are harmless now.” He glanced to Reneeke. “Tie ‘em up and remove their magical items. Though they can’t cast spells, they can still utilize their items.”
 
   Nodding, Reneeke entered the camp. To Jaikus he whispered, “Remove everything that glows.”
 
   “Yeah, Rene. I got that.”
 
   Fallon produced several lengths of sturdy cloth. Jaikus took one and went to the Halfling with the glowing ring. Jaikus went to the other with the glowing pack and Fallon the last. Each quickly grabbed them, turned their Halfling over, and then bound their wrists with the cloth.
 
   “Hey!” one hollered.
 
   “What’s going on?” another exclaimed when they woke to find their camp invaded.
 
   The glint of a knife appeared in Fallon’s hand. “You keep quiet if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   Jaikus slipped off the ring and put it in his pocket. Within the pack that had been used for a pillow, Reneeke found a wand.
 
   “Nice,” Jaikus said when he saw it.
 
   “Thieves!” Fallon’s Halfling hollered but was quickly silenced by a knee to the stomach.
 
   “Jaik, get our chest.”
 
   “And the vase?” Jaikus suggested.
 
   “The vase too,” Reneeke agreed.
 
   “You can’t take our stuff!” One Halfling hollered.
 
   “Why?” Jaikus replied. “Is Lord Holleran going to stop us?” then he laughed as he went to where their cloth-wrapped booty had been stacked. “Wonder what else you have?”
 
   “Jaik,” Reneeke said.  “We aren’t thieves. Let’s just get what has been stolen from us.”
 
   “Fortunately,” Fallon said, “I do not have such qualms.”
 
   Searching their belts, he found each of their coin pouches. Hefting them, he said, “This should just about recompense me for what I had to use to retrieve my necklace.” The necklace was located when he searched the shirt of one. He eyed the Halfling. “This is going to cost you plenty.”
 
   The Halfling looked up at him in fear. “Are you going to kill us?”
 
   Fallon shook his head. “Unfortunately, I am not an assassin. Times like this, though, I wish I were.” He turned to Reneeke. “How about you two? Are you planning on killing them?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “No.” He then glanced to each of the Halflings in turn. “Unless we see you again.”
 
   “You won’t,” the Halfling said. “We swear it!”
 
   “Then you have nothing to worry about. But we do plan to spread the word about you and this Lord Holleran scam you’re running.”
 
   “Got it, Rene.”
 
   Jaikus approached with their chest under one arm and holding the vase with his other hand. The chest glowed while the vase did not.
 
   “Should we knock them out?” Jaikus asked.
 
   Fallon shook his head. “No, the root will negate their powers for the next twelve hours. By that time we should be long gone.”
 
   “But you can’t leave us here like this,” one Halfling said.
 
   Shrugging, Fallon replied, “I can, and will.” Then to Reneeke, “You two ready to get out of here?”
 
   “Yeah. Let’s go.”
 
   The Halflings protested being left tied as they made their way back to Fallon’s horse. 
 
   The thief noticed Jaikus eyeing the Halfling’s ring in the moonlight. “I wouldn’t put that on until you know what it does.”
 
   “What?” Jaikus asked, turning to him. “Oh, right.” He slipped it back into his pocket.
 
   The wand Reneeke liberated he slipped into his pack upon returning to their camp. “We’ll get some Identify scrolls when we get back to Reakla and see what they do.”
 
   Jaikus’ grin was wide as he anticipated what the ring could be. A ring of wishes? Luck? Protection? The possibilities were endless.
 
   Fallon untied his horse from the bush and then pulled himself into the saddle. “Thank you, boys for helping me get the necklace back.”
 
   “Thank you for your help,” Reneeke said.
 
   “Maybe we could work together again sometime,” Jaikus suggested.
 
   Shrugging, Fallon said, “Never know.” Then to Reneeke, “You be careful with that wand.”
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   “Farewell,” and with that he kicked his horse into motion and vanished into the night.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Let’s see the wand, Rene.”
 
   Reneeke pulled out the wand and showed it to him. Eight inches long and made of a dark wood, it looked more like a stick than an item with mystical powers. There were no arcane markings, nor were there any jewels or anything that would mark it different than a stick lying on a forest floor. Except, it had glowed when Fallon’s Ring of Magic Detection drew near. So they knew it held power of some sort.
 
   Jaikus held up the ring. “Our first magical items.” He practically glowed with enthusiasm. “It’s just the beginning.”
 
   “If they’re useful,” Reneeke commented. “For all we know, that ring could be used to keep warts away.”
 
   Eyeing the ring, Jaikus shook his head. “Not this ring. Warts? I don’t think so.”
 
   Reneeke grinned at his friend. “Let’s get this chest back to Master Tuppin.:
 
   Groaning, Jaikus realized they still had a long walk ahead of them. “I thought we were supposed to ride to Kittikin.”
 
   “Would you have rather had a boring ride, or walk a ways to return with a magic ring?”
 
   Jaikus grinned. “Good point. I’d rather walk.”
 
   “Then let’s get to it. I won’t be able to relax until this chest is returned.”
 
   They walked a ways before Jaikus said, “Horses, Rene. When we get coins, it’s horses for the both of us.”
 
   “Would be nice to ride, no denying. But I thought to invest in leather armor, or more scrolls and potions. Riding or walking, we’ll still need them wherever we go.”
 
   “Fine, you get those, and I’ll get a horse.”
 
   Alternating between jogging and walking they put the leagues behind in short order. Throughout it all, they kept one eye behind them in the event those Halflings should get it in their minds for a little payback. By the time night approached, they had reached where trees grew in greater abundance. Moving off the road a ways, they settled within a thick grove.
 
   “I’ll take first watch,” Reneeke offered.
 
   Jaikus was so exhausted, he didn’t even try to argue. Instead, he rolled out his blanket and fell right to sleep.
 
   Reneeke moved off a ways and while the last bit of daylight remained, took out his wand. Things magical had always fascinated him. Stories with magic users had always been his favorite. Anyone could wield a sword, but to be able to bend arcane forces to your will, now that would be something.
 
   The wand felt good in his hand and he wanted so desperately to flick it and see what it could do. But Fallon had been correct. To mess with unknown magic could very well be a death sentence. Plus, wands usually only had a limited amount of charges. He wasn’t certain, but figured to get them recharged would cost some serious coins. It would be foolish to waste what may very well be its last charge because he was curious. Sighing, he put it away.
 
   When it came time to wake Jaikus, it took some doing for he was in a deep sleep and reluctant to leave it. But he finally got him up.
 
   Jaikus’ eyes wanted desperately to close. The few hours had been nowhere near sufficient. He walked about just to remain awake. After a bit, even that proved little use. Yawns plagued him and he cast continued glances back to his bedroll.
 
   Reneeke snored.
 
   Sighing, he decided to climb a nearby hill and see what there was to see. He needed something to keep him awake. The side of the hill was steep and the ground unstable. More than once he slid back down amongst dislodged rocks and dirt.
 
   Once at the top, he had a good view of the surrounding countryside. The moonscape was quite beautiful with shadowed areas broken by stretches of moonlight. Turning full circle, he was about to walk down when there came a flash of light, blinding pain in his chest and the feeling of flying through the air. Then there was nothing.
 
    
 
   The first rays of the morning sun fell across his face. The warmth brought him back from sleep and Reneeke cracked open an eye. Knowing they had a long way to go, he sat up and stretched.
 
   “Jaik, how was your…” he began then realized Jaikus was gone.
 
   Snapping full awake, he grabbed his sword and held the scabbard as he scanned the countryside. About to cry out, he stopped. If Jaikus was nearby, he would return. If something bad had happened to him like an accident, he would have been hollering for help. And had he been attacked by some beast while keeping watch, the commotion would have woken him. The chest was still there. All this ran through his mind as he turned his attention to the ground.
 
   If all that had not happened, then it could be that someone had taken Jaikus, and he had a good idea who that might be. Or rather, who they might be. Coming upon Jaikus in the dark, not knowing where Reneeke slept, they had taken him. The last thing he wanted to do was announce his whereabouts by hollering for his friend.
 
   It took a few minutes, but he found Jaikus’ tracks where he had walked off on his own. Spying the hill where the tracks led, he nodded. That would be someplace where Jaikus would gravitate; up there he’d have a good view of the surrounding countryside. He saw the dislodged dirt where Jaikus had climbed. Thus far there were no signs of struggle or that Jaikus had been trying to flee.
 
   He hid the chest amongst several bushes and unless someone knew exactly where to look they wouldn’t readily discover it. Hoping that it would escape detection, Reneeke left it there as he followed Jaikus’ trail to the hillside and began the ascent.
 
   He took it slow and crawled up the hillside so as to keep his silhouette from giving him away. Reaching the top, he came across where Jaikus had paused to look around. And there it was. Two furrows marred the tracks where Jaikus’ feet had abruptly moved backward. There not being additional tracks where the furrows ended, he concluded that Jaikus had been knocked off his feet. In his mind’s eye he visualized one of the white bolts “Lord Holleran” had used on the creatures from the Fort. The area where Jaikus would have landed held myriad foot prints, three sets were much smaller than human.
 
   But where were they?
 
   He crawled atop the hill and took a look at the surrounding terrain. Of Jaikus and the three Halflings, there was no sign. Coming down off the hill, he quickly returned to the where the chest laid hidden. After removing additional branches from similar bushes in the area, he completely hid the chest and their packs from casual view. Then buckling on his sword, he returned to where Jaikus had been abducted, and followed the tracks as they headed back for the road.
 
    
 
   “Where’s my wand?”
 
   Jaikus’ head snapped back as a diminutive fist struck him with much more force than he thought the Halfling should have been able to muster.
 
   Standing three foot nothing, the Halfling wore a brown leather jerkin secured by a belt with many small pouches. On his finger was the ring Jaikus had relieved him of the night before.
 
   “I don’t know where your wand is.”
 
   “Wrong answer,” the Halfling said as he accentuated his displeasure with another blow to the jaw.
 
   “Cirric,” said the Halfling wearing a short sword, “he may not know.”
 
   Cirric glanced to him and shook his head. “Oh, he knows alright. It’s just a point of getting him to talk.”
 
   “But what if he doesn’t?”
 
   Turning to Jaikus, Cirric said, “Then he will wish by all the gods that he did.” To the third Halfling, the one wearing green leathers, he added, “Yuri, start a fire. We’ll get him to talk.”
 
   As Cirric removed several steel rods and a wicked looking knife from their packs, Jaikus began to sweat.
 
    
 
   Reneeke followed the tracks deeper into the hills. Whenever he reached where the tracks rounded a bend, he would slow up and peer around until certain no one would observe him. Then not seeing anyone ahead, he would hurry forward. He continued like that until hearing Jaikus cry out in pain.
 
   His first instinct was to rush forward, but then he remembered how quickly these Halflings had dealt with those two creatures. In moments they had reduced them to piles of unrecognizable gore. If he rushed in, they would do him the same. So with a silent Hang in there, Jaik, he moved forward much more cautiously.
 
   The sun prevented any attempt at a stealthy approach. Rounding a hillside, he saw them. Jaikus was tied with his back against a tree. Several feet away burned a fire that was being coaxed to life by one of the Halflings. Another stood before Jaikus who knocked his head back against the tree with a blow to his nose. Blood flowed as Jaikus brought his head back up.
 
   “Now, I’ll ask you again,” said the Halfling in the brown leather jerkin, “where is my wand?”
 
   “For the last time,” Jaikus said, spitting blood, “after we reclaimed our items, our Pact was over and we went our separate ways. I believe your wand is even now heading for Reakla.”
 
   “Why don’t I believe you?”
 
   “Because you are stupid, that’s why.”
 
   Another blow split his lip. Jaikus just laughed.
 
   Jaik, just keep your mouth shut, Reneeke said silently. Though that was something he could rarely do. During a moment when all eyes were directed at his friend, Reneeke darted from his hiding spot and advanced another twenty feet to shelter behind a fallen log.
 
   “We’ll see how funny you think this is.”
 
   Cirric went to the fire and used a cloth to pull one of the rods from where it had rested among the coals. It was pointed and glowed red. He brought it to Jaikus and raised it toward his face until its heat began evaporating Jaikus’ beads of sweat.
 
   “Why aren’t you laughing now?” the Halfling said.
 
   Jaikus just looked nervously at the glowing rod.
 
   “I think this quite funny,” Cirric said. Then turning to the one with the short sword, he said, “Don’t you find this amusing, Unil?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with an evil grin. “I’m busting up inside.”
 
   “Now, one last time. Where…is…my…wand!”
 
   Jaikus licked his lips but kept silent.
 
    
 
   Unable to close the distance quickly enough to ensure their magic would not come into play, Reneeke instead gathered half a dozen stones from off the ground. He couldn’t be certain which Halfling was the Illusionist, though he was fairly sure the one with the short sword had no magical ability. One didn’t find magic types using swords of any kind. The one menacing Jaikus was his best bet seeing as how he was demanding the return of his wand.
 
   Readying a stone, he waited until all three were focused on Jaikus.
 
    
 
   As the red-hot rod moved toward his throat, Jaikus yelled, “Wait!”
 
   “Tired of waiting.” Pulling the rod back the barest measure, he asked, “Are you ready to tell me what I wish to know?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jaikus replied. He closed his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath then let it out slowly.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Your wand…”
 
   When Jaikus paused, the rod moved closer.
 
   “Is…”
 
   “Yes? Where is my wand?”
 
   “Not here.” Then he laughed.
 
   Enraged, Cirric thrust the rod forward and Jaikus cried out as smoke rose from his chest. Then there was a ‘thump’ and Cirric staggered back a moment.
 
   The poker slipped from his fingers as he toppled to the ground.
 
   A second stone struck the Halfling wearing the green leathers and Yuri staggered; dazed but not knocked out.
 
   Then a roar sounded and the third Halfling, at first confused as to what had happened to his comrades, turned to find Reneeke charging him with blade in hand. He drew his short sword and stepped forward to meet the attack. Metal clanged and the battle was joined.
 
   Truth be told, Reneeke appeared more confident than he felt. This was his first passage of arms with an actual opponent and he had his doubts.
 
   …watch the eyes…
 
   …balance, young swordsman, balance…
 
   …patience is the hallmark of the true warrior. Strike only when doing so will be advantageous, otherwise you waste strength you’ll need later on…
 
   Master Swordsman Leari’s words guided his blade. Keeping one part of his mind on balance, hand position and footing, the rest focused on his opponent. He had the reach on him and his blade was nearly half again as long. But the little guy was fast.
 
   Blows rang on his sword, two for every one he attempted.
 
   …ain’t no rules in battle…
 
   …do whatever it takes to win…
 
   Larko joined his voice to the chorus of advice gleaned in the short time since he joined the Guild.
 
   The Halfling might be faster, but Reneeke soon realized he was very much the stronger of the two. Instead of trying to get inside his guard, he instead began attacking the blade. Whenever he saw a lunge in the offing, he would bring his sword around and strike the Halfling’s sword a resounding blow.
 
   Time and again he struck the blade and could feel the shudder that went up the Halfling’s arm.
 
   “Rene!” Jaikus yelled as he was about to strike the sword for the fourth and hopefully final time, “Behind you!”
 
   Foregoing the return attack, he sidestepped just as a knife pierced the space he had occupied only a moment before, then sliced back toward where the knife originated as he continued to step backward. Failing to connect, he raised his sword as the second Halfling he beaned with a rock joined his fellow.
 
   …just because you’re a swordsman, doesn’t mean you have to always use a sword in battle. Whatever works…
 
   Larko’s words again came to him and that was when he realized that in his left hand he still held two of the stones gathered earlier. Feeling far more confident with them, he quickly took two steps backward as he slipped one of the stones into his pocket. Then he deftly tossed his sword from his right hand to his left while at the same time the rock passed in similar fashion from left to right.
 
   “Aha!” he said, brandishing his sword.
 
   “Give it up,” the one with the short sword said. “You cannot best both of us together.”
 
   “You may be right,” Reneeke said.
 
   He brandished his sword with his left hand while bringing his right back as if for balance. Then, a brief lunge caused the pair to dance backward. When they did, he threw the stone at the one with the sword.
 
   It connected dead-center on the Halfling’s forehead. A crack sounded and he stumbled backward.
 
   The other Halfling looked to his partner and in that instant, Reneeke darted forward and took him through the chest.
 
   As he jerked his blade free, he rushed to the one hit by the stone, but lifeless eyes greeted him and he knew the battle was over.
 
   “Way to go, Rene!”
 
   Jaikus was jubilant.
 
   Reneeke nodded to him and then went to see about the first Halfling struck with a stone, the one that had tortured Jaikus. He found him alive. Standing with blood dripping from his sword, he was in a quandary as to what to do.
 
   “He’s a thief, Rene,” Jaikus said. “And he would have killed me for sure.” When Reneeke looked his way, Jaikus said, “There’s nothing for it. It has to be done.”
 
   It was one thing to kill in battle, when your life was on the line. But to end the life of someone helpless, he didn’t know if he could go through with it.
 
   “If you aren’t going to do it, at least untie me.”
 
   “Yeah,” Reneeke replied then went and used his sword to sever the bonds holding Jaikus. “You look pretty bad, Jaik.”
 
   “Feel bad.”
 
   “When we return, we’ll get you a healing potion.”
 
   Jaikus bent over and picked up the dead Halfling’s knife from where it had fallen. He then went to the one that had broken his nose and burned his chest with a hot iron. Reneeke glanced at him as he made to plunge the blade into the Halfling’s chest.
 
   He hated this Halfling for what he had done. He was a thief, torturer, and in all likelihood a murderer. But now that it came to killing him while he laid unconscious, Jaikus was finding himself in the same moral quandary that had plagued Reneeke.
 
   “He deserves it.”
 
   “No one is disputing that,” Reneeke replied.
 
   But Jaikus couldn’t do it. He did retrieve the ring again. He also gathered up the Halflings’ possessions and packed them on the pony. “Let’s go, Rene,” he said with the pony’s reins in his hand.
 
   “We’re taking everything?”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “Everything. But we’ll leave him his life. He did after all, save us from those creatures.” He turned to go then paused. “But if he troubles us again…” He left the thought unsaid.
 
   “Agreed.” When Jaikus glanced to him he said, “We’re not murderers.”
 
   Sighing, Jaikus nodded.  “No, we are not.”
 
   Leaving the two dead Halflings with the unconscious third, Reneeke led them back to where the chest and their belongings were hidden. Once there, Jaikus use his Potion of Minor Healing and was amazed at how his nose returned to the way it had been and the dribble of blood that had been continuously oozing from it stopped. When the potion had run its course, he hesitantly pressed on his nose.
 
   “Hurt?” Reneeke asked.
 
   He shook his head and pinched it a little harder. “Not even a twinge.” Holding up the empty bottle, he said, “We need more of these.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   They situated the chest, their packs, and the coil of rope on the pony then headed back to the road. There they turned north and continued until the sun went down before making camp.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite fears that Cirric the Halfling would seek revenge during the night for the death of his comrades, dawn arrived with no disturbances.
 
   “I still think he’s going to come after us.”
 
   “What makes you say that, Jaik?”
 
   “It’s what I would do should someone kill you.”
 
   Reneeke glanced to his friend and nodded. “Me too, Jaik. I’d not let your death go unavenged.”
 
   “You are a good friend, Rene.”
 
   Slapping him on the back, Reneeke said, “As are you. Now, can we stop being maudlin and see about catching up to Master Tuppin?”
 
   Jaikus looked doubtful at the prospect. “Think we can?”
 
   Reneeke shrugged. “We can but try.” Taking the pony’s reins, he headed back to the road with Jaikus by his side.
 
    
 
   Last night when they stopped to make camp, the first thing Jaikus had done was to see what was contained within the three remaining cloth-wrapped bundles. Since their chest and the couples’ vase had been cloth-wrapped as well, it stood to reason that there should be items of value within the other three.
 
   The first one was rather small and turned out to be a finely wrought jewelry box with two diamonds inlaid within golden filigree. “This should fetch a few golds.”
 
   “It’s not ours, Jaik,” Reneeke said. “Whatever you may find beneath those cloths was stolen from someone.”
 
   “And what if we cannot discover from who they stole them? Then what should we do?”
 
   “We should ask Master Tuppin’s advice when we return.”
 
   Jaikus just rolled his eyes. In his mind, the booty was theirs. The vase they knew who it belonged to and so they could readily return it. But the rest? Who knew where the owners were located. He had no desire to search the countryside on the off-chance they could discover the rightful owners.
 
   The second cloth-wrapped bundle was slightly larger and proved to be a small, marble bust of a man. The craftsmanship was excellent. The last was the smallest bundle of all. Removing the cloth, Jaikus found an ordinary-looking wooden box with a simple catch. He flipped the catch and opened the lid.
 
   “Rene!” he exclaimed. “Look at this.”
 
   Reneeke came over and glanced inside to find what looked to be a single golden scale.
 
   “What do you think it’s from?”
 
   He glanced from the scale to Jaikus and shrugged. “I don’t know. Master Tuppin might.”
 
   “And he might think he deserves a share of it too.”
 
   Reneeke just sighed.
 
   Jaikus then went through the Halflings’ packs for signs of any additional magic items. Other than a small chest containing five golds, six silvers, thirteen coppers and three gems of middling size, he came up empty. Most of their packs contained clothes too small for either to wear and other sundry items one would expect; none of which were particularly valuable.
 
   The three gems didn’t look like much. One pea-sized one was uncut, misshapen and purplish, another was dark red with hints of green and the last looked quite unique. It was predominantly light purple but held numerous veins of yellow, blue, and green. Jaikus held up that last one for Reneeke to see.
 
   “Look at this, Rene. I bet it’s worth a lot.”
 
   Reneeke took the stone and held it up. Shrugging, he handed it back. “Could be. Master Tuppin might know.”
 
   “We didn’t do too badly.”
 
   “No, we might have enough to get me a bow.”
 
   Jaikus snatched the gem back. “A bow?” he asked dismissively. “I thought we’d get another magic ring or something,”
 
   “Jaik, a bow can give us an edge.”
 
   He didn’t look impressed.
 
   “Aside from hunting, if there are several bandits attacking, I can pick off a couple before they get close enough to use their swords. That should be worth a coin or two.”
 
   “Hmmm.”
 
   “Well, we don’t need to decide now.”
 
   “True enough.”
 
    
 
   The day wore on and they made good time beneath a sky of blue. Mid-afternoon found them at the junction to Ford Spindlewynne. Scavengers had picked through the remains of the two creatures the Halflings had destroyed. Reneeke was about to continue past when Jaikus stopped him.
 
   “You know, Rene,” he said as he turned his gaze to follow the road to the Fort, “the bandits’ horses are still there.”
 
   “Yeah, and possibly more of those creatures.”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it and I think it’s worth checking out.”
 
   “Jaik, if there is even one of those creatures left, it could mean our lives.”
 
   Jaikus turned back to his friend. “Or there could be none left and we could get horses and packhorses for nothing. Not to mention the loot left on the bodies. If I remember right, one of the attackers about your size had leather armor. Think of the coins we could save.”
 
   Reneeke weighed the rewards with the risk.
 
   “Come on, Rene. How about this then? We return to the Fort and scout around a bit. Then climb the wall and see if any of those creatures remain. If not, we help ourselves to their equipment, equipment we desperately need, and then open the gate and away we go.” When Reneeke looked ready to argue against it, he added, “We could return to Master Tuppin much faster with horses beneath us.”
 
   He could see the determination behind Jaikus’ eyes. “Okay. But if there is even the slightest indication that one of those creatures remain, we leave.”
 
   Nodding, Jaikus said, “You got it.”
 
   Turning onto the road, they headed back to the Fort. Reneeke couldn’t help but feel this was a bad idea.
 
   Where before they had jogged the distance, this time they maintained a steady though less-strenuous pace. The afternoon came and went. Night settled in and they trudged along the road with the sliver of a moon overhead providing enough light to keep to the road.
 
   After an hour past sunset, Jaikus strained to see the Fort, but there was nothing but dark shadows. “Do you see it, Rene?”
 
   ”No. And I was kind of hoping that we would.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “If we could see the Fort from a distance, it would mean that someone built a fire or lit torches. It would also mean that there were no longer any creatures within the Keep.”
 
   “But since it’s dark…”
 
   “No one is there.”
 
   Jaikus thought a moment. “That could still mean it’s safe.”
 
   “A definite possibility. Or there are still creatures and they killed whoever had showed up. We won’t know for sure until we arrive.”
 
    
 
   Sometime later, the road began its rise to the plateau whereupon sat the Fort. Its shadowy silhouette came into view not long after that.
 
   Reneeke led the pony from the road and secured its reins to a low hanging limb. He took his rope and slung it across his chest. “If the gods are with us, we’ll find the Keep empty.”
 
   “I’m sure it will be.”
 
   Reneeke had his doubts. “Come on. Let’s see if it is.”
 
   They took the road the rest of the way up to the Fort. The gate remained closed. He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. They then went around to the far side from where they had previously scaled the wall.  If he figured correctly, they should top the wall near the stables. Again, Reneeke went into the surrounding woods to find a large, thick branch with lots of strength left to it. After securing the rope to its middle, he returned to the wall.
 
   A few twirls and he launched the branch upward. It sailed through a crenellation and clattered against the inner side of the wall. He kept still and quiet to listen for tell-tale howls. Not hearing any, he slowly pulled the rope until the branch wedged across an inner corner of the crenellation.
 
   “Wait here,” he said to Jaikus. Receiving a nod, he scaled the wall.
 
   A few feet from the top, he paused to listen. Other than the sound of his heartbeat, the night was silent. Then, just as he was about to continue, he heard the snort of a horse coming from within the curtain wall. Encouraged that the Fort might actually be creature-free seeing as how the horses hadn’t been killed and eaten, he climbed the rest of the way and pulled himself up through the crenellation.
 
   The Keep was dark and quiet. Below and to the right he saw the stable. Another snort came from within.
 
   “Come on up,” he whispered down to Jaikus. He might think the place was safe, but he planned to be prudent and not announce their presence until he knew.
 
   When Jaikus joined him, he explained about the horses and his thoughts concerning them.
 
   “So it’s safe?”
 
   “We need to be certain before we proceed.”
 
   Jaikus glanced around the inner courtyard and then to the Keep. “Looks quiet.”
 
   “Remember that storm three years ago?” Reneeke asked. “Clouds rolled in and everyone believed it to be but a summer sprinkle to water the crops. Two days later the creek had overflowed and a third of the harvest had been washed away.” He turned to Jaikus. “That looked quiet too.”
 
   “What do you propose?”
 
   “We need to quietly and carefully check the Keep. Stay close.”
 
   Moving out, they headed toward the steps leading down to the courtyard. Once on the ground, they went to the stables. There they found over a dozen horses.
 
   “Come on,” Reneeke said as he crossed the courtyard to the ruined door of the Keep.
 
   Most of the door’s central section had been broken out by the creatures; shattered wood laid strewn about before it. Inside was quiet. The odor of unburied dead wafted from within.
 
   Reneeke paused for a moment to listen. All was quiet. He drew his sword and signaled for Jaikus to follow. Then he stepped through the hole in the door.
 
   Inside was dark. Barely any light at all made its way in. Not much further into the Keep would be the room where bandits had succumbed to the chest’s curse when they opened it. Three for sure had been destroyed. Reneeke and Jaikus had taken one out in an upstairs room; the other two by “Lord Holleran.” Were there more? Reneeke fervently hoped not.
 
   Jaikus pulled one of Master Tuppin’s scrolls from out of his shirt. “Magic Missile,” he said. “Just in case.”
 
   “Good thinking.”
 
   Turning back to the deeper darkness of the Keep, they stepped forward. Doorways were faintly outlined as they made their way to the next room. The smell of the dead nearly overpowered them. Putting a cloth to his nose and mouth, Reneeke continued on.
 
   “I don’t think there is anything here, Rene.”
 
   Glancing to his friend, he began to believe him. The Keep was large, but he didn’t think the creatures would hole up and hope for someone to happen by.
 
   “Better to have them come at us than for us to stumble upon them in the dark.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “You may be right.
 
   “Hey!” Jaikus hollered.
 
   The sudden loud exclamation nearly made Reneeke jump out of his skin. Heart racing, he listened to Jaikus’ voice echo through the halls. When no answering howls or other commotion was returned, they relaxed.
 
   “See, Rene. It’s safe.”
 
   Reneeke listened for a moment longer then said, “You may be right. Let’s go back out and build a fire. If there is one still here, that should attract it.”
 
   Jaikus grinned. “You got it.”
 
   Passing back through the Keep, they reached the door and exited to the courtyard.
 
   “I’ll open the gate,” Jaikus said.
 
   “Okay,” Reneeke replied.
 
   He remained by the broken door with sword drawn while Jaikus crossed to the gatehouse to release the locking mechanism on the gate in the curtain wall. A minute later, there was a clanking sound followed by Jaikus hollering, “Got it!”
 
   Putting his ear to the opening in the door, he listened for sound from within the Keep. By the time Jaikus appeared from the gatehouse, none had materialized. He returned his sword to his sheath and joined Jaikus by the gate.  They pulled it open and went to the tree line to gather wood for a fire.
 
   Each brought in four armloads of branches and dumped them near the Keep’s entrance. Reneeke then produced his flint and with some tender, set about getting the fire going.
 
   “I’m going to check on the horses,” Jaikus said.
 
   “Okay,” Reneeke replied. “Just be careful.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, Jaikus shook his head, and headed for the stable.
 
   Striking the flint sent sparks onto the tender. Then a brief stint of gently blowing upon them caused a small flame to appear. A few small sticks to encourage it to grow and he soon had a nice fire burning. Once the smaller had caught sufficiently, he added larger branches until a good-sized fire blazed away. When he was certain it would burn without further attention, he added a few of the larger pieces then joined Jaikus at the stable.
 
   “We got some fine horses, Rene.”
 
   He found Jaikus standing with saddle in hand before a dark stallion. It was already bridled and he was about to put on the saddle.
 
   “That is a fine looking one, Jaik.”
 
   Jaikus slipped the saddle on and cinched it tight. Straightening, he turned a grin to Reneeke. Then he nodded his head to the stall next to his. “Got one for you in there.”
 
   Reneeke walked to it and found a mule nearly a third smaller than the horse Jaik had picked out. “Very funny.”
 
   Jaikus laughed. “There’s one three stalls down that will suit you better.”
 
   That one was a roan mare equally a match for Jaik’s. He came up to her and laid his hand alongside her face. “How are you doing?”
 
   She snorted and Reneeke patted her shoulder. “Me too.”
 
   A lantern hung from a nearby hook and he took it down. Upon finding it still held quite a bit of oil, he returned to Jaikus and said, “Be right back.”
 
   Jaikus saw the lantern and nodded. “Good idea.”
 
   Reneeke left the stable and went to the fire. With a burning brand he lit the lantern’s wick. Then he tossed the brand into the flames and headed back to the stable.
 
   He carried the lantern to the storeroom at the back where the saddles and tack had been placed and gathered what he would need to get his horse ready for travel.
 
   Jaikus joined him. “Do you think we should stay the night?”
 
   “No,” Reneeke replied. “This place doesn’t feel right.”
 
   “That’s what I thought you would say.” He paused a moment then said, “I was thinking of taking them all and selling all but two that we’d keep as packhorses.”
 
   “Good idea, Jaik. They’d just die if we left them in here.”
 
   Once Reneeke had his horse saddled, they returned to the back room for bridles for the rest. Reneeke took a length of rope they could use to secure the horses in tandem for the trip back to Master Tuppin. Jaik grabbed an armful of bridles.
 
   Emerging from the back room, Reneeke froze as a shadow passed across the front of the stable.
 
   “Rene, I’m not sure…,” Jaik began before Reneeke grabbed him and pulled him back into the storeroom.
 
   Holding his finger to his lips, he motioned to the front of the stable. “I saw something.”
 
   “What was it?” Jaik whispered.
 
   “I don’t know,” Reneeke whispered back. “I didn’t get a good look at it.”
 
   “One of the creatures?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Setting the rope down, Reneeke peered through the storeroom’s door. The stable was quiet but for the occasional snorting of horses.
 
   “Hell and damnation!”
 
   From the courtyard came a man’s exclamation.
 
   Other voices responded though none could be made out.
 
   Reneeke left the back room and raced at a crouch to the window at the front overlooking the courtyard.
 
   Six riders sat atop their steeds before the ruined Keep door, a seventh had dismounted and stood before it. The one on the ground had flaming red hair pulled back into a ponytail.
 
   “I told them not to open it until I returned,” Red Ponytail said. 
 
   “Jaik,” Reneeke whispered, “kill the lantern before they see it.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   While Jaikus went to extinguish the light, Reneeke kept watch on the men in the courtyard.
 
   “Less to share it with, Mackum,” one of the men said.
 
   The one on foot just glared at the man on the horse.
 
   Mackum… Mackum the Red? The name had come up during Master Tuppin’s questioning of the bandit. With the red hair, the one on foot had to be him; the leader of the bandits that had attacked the caravan. So he hadn’t been with his men when the chest had been opened.
 
   The stable went dark and none of the men had noticed. Jaikus rejoined Reneeke at the window.
 
   “Be on your guard, boys,” Mackum said. He pointed to the ruined door. “That door was sound when I left. Willie, watch the horses. The rest of you come with me.”
 
   As the others dismounted, Mackum grabbed a burning brand from the fire and turned toward the door.
 
   “You think anyone’s alive?” one of his men asked.
 
   “Someone made that fire,” he replied, pausing. “And not too long ago I’d wager.” He glanced around the courtyard. When his eyes passed over the stable, Reneeke ducked down while Jaikus remained at the window. They continued on until his gaze swept the entire courtyard. “My guess would be they’re still here…somewhere.” 
 
   To Willie he said, “Keep an eye out. If you see anything, holler.”
 
   Willie, a fighter of middling height with a scraggly dark beard and shaved head, nodded. “Will do.”
 
   “Come on. Let’s find out what happened and who I’m going to kill.”
 
   As they headed into the Keep, Jaikus said, “We got to get out of here, Rene.”
 
   “Yeah, and soon.”
 
   Reneeke glanced out to where Willie stood by the fire. The man’s attention was fixed upon the broken door and the light from the brands held by Mackum and the others.
 
   “Let’s make a run for it.”
 
   Turning his attention to Jaikus, he nodded. “Might be our only chance. Do you still have that scroll of magic missile?”
 
   Jaikus pulled it partly out of his shirt. “Yes.”
 
   “Keep it handy.”
 
   “Where’s the fireball one?”
 
   “Back on the pony,” Reneeke replied. “In hindsight, I probably should have brought it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jaikus agreed.
 
   A glance back through the window showed Willie still by the fire looking into the Keep.
 
   “Let’s saddle one more horse each so we’ll each have a spare.”
 
   “Then make a run for it?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Let’s be quick and silent.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   They headed to the back room and in the shadows, gathered the extra saddles. They soon returned and began securing them on another pair of horses.
 
   “The chest is gone!”
 
   Mackum’s voice rang through the night.
 
   Cinching the last strap tight, Reneeke returned to the window overlooking the courtyard. Mackum and the others had emerged from the Keep.
 
   “What happened?” Willie asked.
 
   “Someone killed our men and stole the chest,” one of Mackum’s men replied.
 
   “And they have to be around here someplace,” Mackum said.
 
   “Yarl, Kerrin, you two stand by the gates. Anything tries to get in or out, kill it.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” one of them said as he and another went to stand by the gate in the curtain wall.
 
   “Willie, you check out the stable and then make a sweep of the grounds. The rest come with me and we’ll search the Keep.”
 
   “What should we do if we find them?” Willie asked.
 
   Mackum the Red replied, “Bring them to me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Willie headed to the stable, two went to the curtain wall and Mackum took the last three with him to check the Keep.
 
   Reneeke watched Willie approach. He silently motioned for Jaikus to move further back within the stable as he did the same. The third stall on the left was empty and they ducked within it.
 
   “We need to take him out fast and quick,” Reneeke said as he drew his sword.
 
   Jaikus nodded in the shadows. “Can’t let him raise the alarm.” His sword glinted in his hand.
 
   “Right.”
 
   Just then, the front door to the stable creaked as Willie pushed it open. The long sword in his hand glinted with light from the fire. He stood framed in the doorway as the door swung fully open. Moments passed as he searched the interior darkness before stepping within.
 
   Horses snorted and one whinnied as he passed along the stalls. At each, he would peer over the side to the stall’s interior before proceeding to the next.
 
   One by one he checked each stall in turn as he drew ever closer to the one in which they hid.
 
   “Ready?” Reneeke silently mouthed.
 
   With a grim set to his jaw, Jaikus nodded.
 
   “This is stupid,” Willie muttered to himself. “Why would anyone be hiding in a stable?”
 
   He finished checking the four stalls between where they hid and door. Then he headed to the one across from theirs.
 
   Reneeke pushed the stall door open carefully and silently. Jaikus followed him out and then as Willie searched the other stall, they crept up behind him.
 
   When Willie turned around, he found Reneeke’s blade at his throat and Jaikus’ pressed against his abdomen.
 
   “One word and you’re dead,” Jaikus whispered.
 
   “Understand?” Reneeke added.
 
   Willie raised his hands and nodded.
 
   “Get his sword, Jaik.”
 
   Jaikus pulled Willie’s sword from his scabbard then tossed it into a pile of hay behind him.
 
   “Keep an eye on him,” Reneeke said as he went to the back for a length of rope.
 
   He tied Willie’s hands behind him. Then taking an old horse-cloth, he stuffed it into his mouth. He secured the gag in place with a section of rope. Two more sections of rope bound his ankles and knees together. Once he was trussed up and not likely to go anywhere, they tossed him in the empty stall and then gathered their four horses. The reins of their spares they secured to the backs of their saddles.
 
   Reneeke mounted. “Have that scroll ready.”
 
   Jaikus showed that it was in his hand. “Way ahead of you.”
 
   “We got two at the gate then we’re out.”
 
   “Wish Charka and Lady Kate were here right now.”
 
   “I’ll do you one better,” Reneeke said. “I’d even be happy if Seward was here.”
 
   Chuckling, Jaikus said, “Me too. Bad disposition and all.”
 
   “Or we could use Chork to bore them to death.”
 
   “That would be priceless.” Jaikus secured his spare horse to the back of his saddle then mounted.
 
   Reneeke nudged his horse into motion and brought it to the front of the stable. There he looked out from the shadows to find the only men in the courtyard were the two at the gate. Mackum and the rest remained within the Keep.
 
   “Let’s do this.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jaikus agreed.
 
   Kicking his horse into motion, Jaikus yelled, “Hyah!” and bolted for the gate. Reneeke was right beside him with sword in hand.
 
   “Mackum!” the man nearest to them hollered as he drew his sword. His partner drew his and together they moved to intercept.
 
   Jaikus didn’t even slow. He raised the scroll to point at the one who had hollered and spoke the activation word. Twin, red missiles shot forth as the scroll disintegrated. They struck the man dead center on the chest and knocked him off his feet.
 
   The other paused a moment when his partner was struck. In that moment’s hesitation, Jaikus flew by. Reneeke rode for the man and swung his sword causing him to leap backward to avoid being hewn in two.
 
   Then they were through the gate.
 
   “We made it!” Jaikus cried jubilantly.
 
   “We aren’t out of it yet,” Reneeke said. Already shouts and curses rose from beyond the wall. “Ride, Jaik. Ride fast.”
 
   They thundered down the hill and Reneeke brought them to a stop at the bottom. Just off the road they found their pony.
 
   “Jaik, transfer everything to the horses.”
 
   Grabbing one of the packs, he pulled out the scroll of fireball and moved to standing in the road.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   Keeping his eyes on the Keep, Reneeke replied, “Just hurry. We don’t have much time.”
 
   And sure enough, moments later riders emerged from the Keep at a gallop.
 
   “Here they come.”
 
   “But I’m not done,” Jaikus shouted.
 
   “Hurry!”
 
   Jaikus first transferred the cloth-wrapped chest. Once it was secured, he threaded rope through the rest of the packs and tied them around the chest. Moving to the other packhorse, he began securing the rest of the cloth-wrapped items.
 
   Reneeke held his ground. Scroll gripped in one hand, he watched as Mackum and four others descended from the Keep. Once they were midway down, he raised the scroll. Three quarters and less than a hundred yards away, he took aim on the lead rider.
 
   “Done!” Jaikus yelled as he swung up into the saddle. He took the reins of Reneeke’s horse and was headed to join him on the road when Whooosh!  a massive ball of fire shot forth.
 
   Once it was on its way, Reneeke swung up into the saddle. Then with a kick to his horse’s sides, broke into a gallop as the fireball exploded behind them.
 
   Not slowing, they glanced back to see if the fireball had stopped them. There were several places on fire including the trees on both sides of the road. Whether or not Mackum and his bunch smoldered with the rest, it was impossible to tell in the dark.
 
   They didn’t slow until reaching the main road. Turning northward, they continued at their breakneck pace for several leagues before Reneeke had them leave the road and shelter in a thick copse of trees. From their vantage point, they kept watch on the road to see if riders would appear.
 
   Time passed slowly and the road remained quiet and devoid of life.
 
   After a half hour, Jaikus asked, “Think we got them?”
 
   Reneeke sighed. “I hope so.”
 
   “We need to get more of those scrolls.”
 
   “First chance we get, Jaik.” Reneeke dismounted and secured his horses to a nearby tree. Jaikus did the same.
 
   “I’ll keep watch. You try and get some rest.”
 
   “Rest?” Jaikus asked. “I’m way too excited to even think about resting. A narrow escape then a harrowing ride through the night…how can you even think someone could sleep.”
 
   “Well, if you aren’t going to, I will. Wake me in three hours.”
 
   Jaikus looked incredulously at his friend. How he could sleep…? “Three hours it is.”
 
   While Reneeke rolled out his blanket between the trunks of two trees, Jaikus replayed in his mind their thrilling escape from the Keep. He could still feel the scroll crumble between his fingers as its magical power was spent. Following the lights of the missiles as they knocked the man back. Since there had only been four others with Mackum, it was likely the missiles had killed him. Or at least injured him enough to prevent him from joining in the chase.
 
   Jaikus and Reneeke Brave the Keep. Now that had a nice sound to it. He wondered if he could interest a bard in the tale. Might have to embellish a bit; add a generous amount of swordplay, maybe even a damsel in distress that they were there to save. When it came time to wake Reneeke, the only resemblance to the actual events the story still retained was that they were in it and the scroll usage. Other than that, it was totally unrecognizable as the events that had unfolded earlier in the evening.
 
   Once Reneeke woke, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes then asked, “Any sign of them?”
 
   Jaikus shook his head. “The road’s been quiet.”
 
   “Maybe that fireball did get them.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Jaikus rolled out his blanket and laid down.
 
   “Going to be able to sleep, now?”
 
   The adrenalin of the escape had long since worn off and the fatigue of the past few days had settled in its place. “Oh, yeah.”
 
   “Good. I’ll wake you before the sun rises.”
 
   “Reneeke,”
 
   “Yes, Jaik.”
 
   “After we’re through with our business in Kith, how about we find an inn and sleep for three days.”
 
   Chuckling, Reneeke nodded. “Sounds great to me.”
 
    
 
   Shortly after the sun crested the horizon, they emerged from hiding.
 
   The road was clear both north and south. Returning to it, they headed north at a league-eating pace. Things definitely were on the upswing over the last couple days. Horses beneath them, packhorses full of loot, and the road clear before them. It was a great day to be a young Adventurer.
 
   After noon, they came across the couple who had lost the vase to Lord Holleran. They returned it with a brief explanation as to who had stolen it. They were most appreciative to have it returned. Reneeke assured them that there was nothing inherently evil about it, that in fact, there was no magic associated with it at all.
 
   “We thank you both,” the husband said.
 
   “Yes, how can we repay you for your help and kindness in returning it to us?” the wife asked.
 
   Now that they were no longer deemed a threat, their two children were much more outgoing than previously. The little girl actually gave Jaikus a hug which both startled and pleased him. Now this was what adventuring was about.
 
   “The deed itself is payment enough,” Reneeke assured her. “We of the Guild are more than happy to help those in need.”
 
   “I thought most were more of the mercenary types?” the father asked.
 
   “Dear!” the wife chided. “And after they have been so helpful.”
 
   Reneeke just laughed. “I suppose some of our members hold more value for coins than they should.” He gave them a short bow. “We must be off. A good day to you.”
 
   The man held out his hand and Jaikus shook it, as did Reneeke. “May the conclusion of your Adventures always find you before a friendly hearth.”
 
   “Thank you.” Then to Jaikus, “Shall we?”
 
   With that, they pointed their horses north and got up to a quick trot.
 
   “Nice people,” Jaikus commented after the family had fallen out of sight.
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Makes what we’re doing all worthwhile.”
 
   “I suppose so,” Jaikus replied. Though if truth be known, he wouldn’t of minded a small bit of reward. Reneeke could be so noble at times.
 
   Not long after leaving the couple, they came to where another road branched off to the east. An old wooden sign indicated a place called Rock Point laid somewhere along that branching. They continued on.
 
   The leagues passed quickly and they pushed deeper into the Pass. The road grew more severe as the left side began to fall away as it climbed the canyon wall. They slowed their pace to save the horses’ strength during the climb. Throughout the afternoon they watched the river fall further and further away.
 
   They came across a small plateau-like area several hours before dusk. From the amount of manure and number of wagon tracks, it was clear that Master Tuppin had camped there the night before.
 
   “We’ve almost caught them, Rene.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Would expect we should rejoin them sometime tomorrow.”
 
   “Why not tonight?”
 
   “Jaik, do you really want to brave this road in the dark?”
 
   Jaikus glanced to the far side where the edge of the road straddled a drop-off to the valley far below. “Uh, maybe not.”
 
   “One more day won’t kill us. We’ll keep going until dusk then make camp.” Then he grinned. “Maybe you could get some of that resting you wanted.”
 
   “Ah, Rene. You know I was just joking.”
 
   Laughing, they continued on up the Pass.
 
    
 
   They found a suitable campsite where a creek made its way out of the mountains and flowed under an old bridge to the drop-off where it cascaded to the river below. An old fire ring indicated that others had used the spot before them.
 
   During their collecting of firewood, they came across a trail leading deeper into the mountains. Overgrown and narrow, it was either really old or rarely used. Once they had accumulated sufficient limbs and broken apart several fallen logs, they set about building a fire.
 
   A brave rabbit made an appearance but fled when Jaikus tried to bean it with a rock. Cursing, he said, “You may be right about the need for a bow.” Rabbit-on-a-stick sure would have been good.
 
   “First thing when we get to a town,” he assured him.
 
   The night wore on and neither felt like sleeping. Simply sitting by the fire and rehashing their few adventures proved relaxing and needful. When Jaikus finally yawned, Reneeke asked, “You want the first watch, or shall I?”
 
   “I’ll take it,” he said. Stretching, he stood.
 
   “Keep the fire going,” Reneeke advised as he pulled his blanket up over him. “The mountains get cold at night.”
 
   Jaikus didn’t even bother to reply, he just sighed. “Go to sleep, Rene.” He heard Reneeke chuckle.
 
    
 
   The night wore on and Jaikus took to walking about in order to keep sleep at bay. Stars shone bright in a sparkling canopy overhead. He added more wood to the fire for as Reneeke predicted, it had grown quite cold.
 
   A far-off howl made him start, but then realized it was but wolves in the night. All the creatures of the Keep had been dealt with. Had there been more, surely they would have encountered them when they returned to the Keep. Hearing the howling again, he just pulled his jacket tighter around him and walked some more.
 
   His footsteps led him to the bridge under which the stream emptied to the drop-off. Its cascading down the mountainside sounded in the darkness. He leaned on the rail as he looked out over the gorge to the mountain silhouetted against the stars. It really was very peaceful and tranquil. Then when he turned to continue across the bridge, the tranquility of the moment was shattered. Two red eyes glowed at him from out of the dark.
 
   He froze as on the far end of the bridge, stood one of the creatures from the Keep.
 
   Their eyes locked and for a moment, neither one moved. Then the creature howled and charged.
 
   Jaikus turned and raced back toward their camp. “Rene!” he shouted.
 
   An answering howl came from further up the road and a third sounded farther to the south.
 
   Three?
 
   Reneeke stood with sword drawn as Jaikus raced into the firelight with the creature hot on his trail. As soon as Jaikus raced by him, he swung the sword with both hands and every bit of strength he had. His arms jarred as the blade connected with the beast’s breastbone and cleaved its way through to the spine.
 
   Snarling and twisting, the beast ripped the sword out of his hands. It turned to Reneeke and made to strike but then the severity of the blow finally registered and it dropped to the ground.
 
   “How in the name of all the gods did it get this far up the mountain?” Putting his foot on the beast’s chest, he pried his sword free.”
 
   “It’s not alone, Rene. I think there are two more.”
 
   “Two!”
 
   “Maybe more.”
 
   Next to where he had slept sat Oriu’s chest. Reneeke picked it up. “Get to the horses.”
 
   But before they could move, the horses screamed as one of the creatures ripped into them.
 
   “Grab your pack, Jaik,” Reneeke whispered as he slung his over his shoulder.
 
   It sounded like the creatures were having a feeding frenzy among the horses.
 
   Once Jaikus had it slung over his shoulder, Reneeke gestured toward the trail they had located earlier.
 
   Nodding, Jaikus accompanied him from the campsite. The cries of horses and tearing of flesh followed them as they raced into the night.
 
    
 
   After the pair departed, three figures entered the campfire’s light. One was rather short, the other two taller but heavily scarred.
 
   “They took the chest,” one of the scarred figures said.
 
   “Damnation,” cursed the other scarred figure. No longer sporting his signature red hair, Mackum was a mass of scars left behind by the fireball and too few healing potions. He had lost all but one man in that unexpected attack.
 
   “But you have your horses,” the shorter figure said. Cirric wasn’t interested in retrieving items. All he wanted was revenge for the death of his brothers.
 
   Mackum rounded on him. “You said we would recover the chest.”
 
   “I gave no such guarantee.”
 
   Cirric made to follow the pair along the old trail.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   Turning to Mackum, he said, “To finish this.” Before he faded into the shadows, four of the creatures materialized before him and with a howl, they set off in pursuit.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They fled for their lives. Howls of the creatures dogged them as they pushed deeper into the mountain. The trail they followed could barely be seen with but moonlight overhead. Twice they thought they had lost it only to come to a widening and realize they still followed it.
 
   Reneeke held the chest under one arm as he moved limbs and branches aside with the other. Minutes passed and still the howls dogged them.
 
   “Do you think we’ve lost them?”
 
   “I doubt it,” Reneeke replied.
 
   Jaikus glanced back repeatedly but all he could see were shadows. “We’ll never outrun them.”
 
   “I realize that, Jaik. We just need to find a place to even the odds a little bit more than out in the open.”
 
   The trail wound up the side of the mountain, gradually growing steeper the further they went. By the time it angled to such a degree that they had to use a hand to steady themselves, the density of the trees had thinned. Glancing back down the mountainside, they searched the shadows. At times they would see shadows moving a ways down but couldn’t be sure if they were real or imagined.
 
   Reneeke led the way with Jaikus on his heels. Coming to where a trio of boulders straddled the trail, he came to a stop. “This might be the best we can do, Jaik.”
 
   “It’s not much, Rene.” He eyed the boulders in the moonlight. “Maybe we could roll them down and crush one.”
 
   “I wouldn’t trust to that, Jaik,” he replied. “More likely than not, they would just sidestep around it.”
 
   “We have to do something,” he began then out of the corner of his eye, caught a brief flash of white off to their right. When he turned to look, it was gone. Figuring it to be his imagination, he forgot about it and returned his attention to looking for the creatures coming up the slope.
 
   Minutes passed and again there came the brief flash of white. It wasn’t a bright flash like a flame or anything. It was more like a light graying of the shadows. When he turned to look, it again vanished.
 
   “Rene…,” he began.
 
   “Yeah, I saw it too.”
 
   “Let’s check it out.”
 
   “But if the creatures catch us without even these boulders for protection…” Reneeke started to say.
 
   “It still wouldn’t make any difference. We’re dead meat if they catch us.”
 
   Silence hung between them until Reneeke said, “Okay. But let’s hurry.”
 
   Jaikus led the way as they headed toward where he saw the flash of white.
 
   Not more than ten paces from the boulders and the object of white that had caught their eye began to emerge from the darkness. It was actually four objects, skulls, hanging from a limb on a leather thong. Three were animals while the one at the bottom was human.
 
   Jaikus eyed the skulls with trepidation. “Is that a warning?”
 
   “Could be a sign for the Four Skulls Tavern.”
 
   His chuckle held little mirth. “Be serious, Rene.”
 
   “I don’t know what it means.” Just then a howl came from the direction of the three boulders. “But we may soon very well find out. Come on.” Moving past the skulls, he continued on.
 
   There was a trail of sorts running horizontal along the hillside. Twice more they came across skulls hanging on leather thongs. In each instance, there were the same four skulls hanging in exactly the same order. The human skull always rested at the bottom. Not far after the third set, the trail came to an end at the mouth of a narrow cave. To either side of the cave sat a stone column. From each hung another set of skulls
 
   Reneeke paused at the entrance and sniffed for traces of animal or anything else that might bode trouble. All he came away with was the musty odor of deep places in the earth.
 
   “Rene!”
 
   Turning at Jaikus’ cry, he saw two pairs of red eyes looking their way. Sound from down the hillside drew his gaze to a third.
 
   “Inside,” he said, grabbing Jaikus and practically hurled him through the entrance. Drawing his sword, he backed in.
 
   Three pairs of eyes bored into him as they lurched forward.
 
   “Back!” he shouted as he brandished his sword.
 
   “There’s a door, Rene,” came Jaikus’ shout from within the mountainside.
 
   He cast a quick glance over his shoulder and all he saw were shadows.
 
   “Will it hold them out?”
 
   “Possibly. It seems sturdy.”
 
   Reneeke backed into the tunnel and the three creatures gathered at the entrance. There was only room for one to advance at a time. Snarling and snapping, the creatures came forward.
 
   “Okay,” Reneeke said. “Be ready to shut it.”
 
   “Ready,” came Jaikus’ reply.
 
   Then giving out with a cry, Reneeke lunged forward causing the creature to dart back. He turned and fled down the passage. Howls followed him. Spying Jaikus in the shadows as he passed him, Reneeke came to a halt.
 
   The door slammed shut just as it was hit from the other side. “Help me!” Jaikus exclaimed as the creature’s blow pushed the door open a couple inches.
 
   Reneeke set the chest down and threw his shoulder against the door. They managed to close it flush with the doorway and then Jaikus threw the iron bar. Thuds and scratches sounded from the other side but the iron-bound door held.
 
   Three strikes of flint later and a torch burst to life.
 
   “Think it will hold?” Jaikus asked as he gestured to the door.
 
   “Let’s hope so.”
 
   Reneeke held the torch aloft to get a look at their surroundings. They were not in a cave as he at first anticipated. Instead they were in a room whose walls were blocks of stone set one atop another. Not a very large room, it was empty but for the carcass of a long-dead animal. On the wall opposite where they entered another door stood closed.
 
   Jaikus turned eyes agleam with excitement toward Reneeke. “We must be in some long-lost ruin, Rene.”
 
   Nodding, Reneeke gave the room a cursory examination.
 
   “No telling what we might find.”
 
   “Or who…”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. He pointed to the floor and they saw several sets of tracks leading to the other door. Coming to it, they found half a footprint cut off at the base of the door. “Someone has come this way recently.”
 
   “Maybe they can help us with the creatures out there?”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it,” Reneeke replied. “More than likely, they will be a bit annoyed at us loitering on their front stoop.”
 
   “But, we’d have died if we hadn’t.”
 
   “Some won’t care about that, only that we are intruders in their domain.”
 
   There was a ring for a handle. Reneeke grasped it and then eyed the door through which they entered. The banging had ceased; it was ominously quiet.
 
   “Maybe they went away.”
 
   “Only one way to find out,” Reneeke said. “Open the door.”
 
   Jaikus shook his head.
 
   “I think that would be a bad idea too.” He turned back to the inner door. “Guess there’s nothing for it. Be ready.”
 
   Jaikus drew his sword.
 
   Pulling on the ring, the door failed to open. At first thinking it locked, he realized the ring needed to be rotated. Twisting it ninety degrees to the right, he then pulled. The door cracked open.
 
   A musty odor slightly more foul than had there been naught but a cave beyond, wafted forth.  Opening the door just enough to allow him to peer through, Reneeke looked to see what was on the other side. It was dark. He closed the door.
 
   “Can’t see anything.”
 
   “We don’t have a choice, Rene.”
 
   Pointing to the outer door, he said, “What if that is the only way out? Attempting to go deeper and incurring the wrath of the occupants could well be pointless.”
 
   Jaikus wanted to delve deeper to see what lay beyond the door. Reneeke’s point, however, gave him pause. “Who would have only one way out? Have you ever known a home with but one way in or out? Even when there was but one door, there were still windows, chimneys, and so forth. Rene, there has to be another way besides that door, and one that doesn’t have beasts waiting on the other side to tear out our throats.”
 
   “Okay.” Taking the torch from Jaikus, Reneeke grasped the handle and pulled it open.
 
   Light from their torch revealed a short passage extending directly away from the door. The floor, though constructed of stone as the walls, held a layer of dirt upon it. The footprints were clearly visible as they made their way deeper within the old ruin. The passage ended at a room steeped in shadows.
 
   Reneeke stepped into the passage and walked to the room. As he drew closer, the light revealed a macabre scene within. On a crude wooden altar, a humanoid creature had its extremities tied at the four corners. The fact that its flesh was drawn tight against its bones indicated it had died quite a while ago. What kind of creature laid before them was uncertain; though it was for sure not human. Stains in and around the base of the altar said the creature had been sacrificed.
 
   “I got a bad feeling about this, Jaik.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jaikus replied as he gazed at the victim on the altar.
 
   The room was roughly forty feet by fifty with two other doors; one to the right and another to the left. Other than the altar, the room was barren. The footprints proceeded to the door on the right. A single set of very old footprints that had almost faded with time, could be seen making their way to the one on the left.
 
    “We should try the left.”
 
   Reneeke glanced back over his shoulder. “Good thinking, Jaik. No sense going where everyone else is until we have to.”
 
   They passed into the room, closing the door behind them. Jaikus was drawn to the figure on the altar and moved closer to examine it. Its throat had been sliced as well as several other places across its body. Still unable to ascertain what kind of creature it had been, he left it to follow Reneeke to the door.
 
   He had it opened by the time Jaikus joined him.
 
   Another stone passageway extended away into darkness. At the very fringe of the torch’s illumination a door stood ajar. Reneeke entered first with the torch while Jaikus followed close, ensuring to close the door behind them.
 
   The passage continued past the door and they saw a second and third doorway further down beyond the first. Pausing at the first door, they opened it further to reveal a smaller room than the one with the altar. What had once been a chest sat against the far wall. It had been smashed open.
 
   “Someone beat us to it,” Jaikus said.
 
   Reneeke nodded. After making sure the room held no other egress, they continued down to the next door. Four additional doors lined the passage and behind two were other chests smashed open, their contents removed. The rest of the rooms were empty.
 
   The end of the hallway opened onto yet another room. Broken boards, pieces of furniture and other sundry items in a state of ruination were piled against the left side. Not far from it was a darkened space on the floor where a fire had once burned. On the far right of the room stood another door.
 
   “This place doesn’t look like a long-lost abandoned ruin like Sythal,” Jaikus complained.
 
   “No it doesn’t,” Reneeke agreed. “Looks more like a place someone tossed their old junk.”
 
   They spent a moment poking through the debris pile before moving to the other door. It opened onto yet another passageway. Six doors lined this one. First two held smashed-open chests. The next three were barren. The last room before the passageway made a sharp turn to the left, contained a crudely painted mural.
 
   Lacking in any sort of skill, the scene it portrayed could possibly have been one of a battle, though it could just have easily been one depicting a group of men running along the bank of a river.
 
   “This just gets stranger and stranger,” Jaikus commented.
 
   “Doesn’t it though?” Reneeke examined the painting carefully hoping to discern some hidden meaning to it or perhaps it had been painted to hide something important. He finally came to the conclusion that the painter had just been lacking talent, perhaps someone holed up in there with nothing else to do. Leaving the room, they followed the passage as it jogged to the left.
 
   It came to an abrupt end ten feet from where it turned. A wooden door bound with bands of iron stood closed before them. An attempt to open it found it locked.
 
   Seeing his chance to be the Adventurer, Jaikus knelt before the lock with this knife. He inserted the blade into the keyhole.
 
   Reneeke waited patiently while he tried to jimmy the lock.
 
   “Wonder what’s behind here,” Jaikus mused as his knife worked to find the locking mechanism. In tales it was always fast and quick to open any lock with a knife blade. But real life seemed to have other plans. After minutes of fruitless attempts, he finally gave up.
 
   “We should worry more about getting out of here and returning the chest to Master Tuppin than exploring, Jaik.”
 
   His friend glanced up from where he knelt before the door. “The way out could be beyond this door.”
 
   “Unlikely,” Reneeke replied. “I’ve been keeping a mental tab on where we are in relation to where we entered and I figure we are deeper within the mountainside. Any avenue leading out would be closer to the mountainside.”
 
   Coming to his feet, Jaikus sheathed his knife and eyed the door. Visions of rooms filled with treasure danced through his head. If the door could just be unlocked.
 
   “So then we are going to have to investigate beyond the door where the footprints led?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice.”
 
   “Maybe the key to this door is somewhere in that area.”
 
   “Never can tell.”
 
   Returning down the passageways, they came once again to the altar room and the sacrificed creature.
 
   “I’ll check it out this time,” Jaikus said. He held out his hand for the torch.
 
   Reneeke hesitated only a minute then handed it over. “Be careful,” he advised.
 
   “You worry too much.”
 
   Once at the door, Jaikus took hold of the ring and pulled. The door didn’t move. Remembering how Reneeke had opened the one door earlier, he spun the ring clockwise ninety degrees then pulled. This time, the door came open.
 
   Immediately, voices were heard coming from the other side. Jaikus shut the door.
 
   “Douse the light,” Reneeke whispered.
 
   Jaikus dropped the torch and rolled it with his foot until it went out. Then he slowly opened the door. Dim light shone through. The voices weren’t close and what was being said couldn’t be made out.
 
   After a quick glance through the opening he turned back to Reneeke. “The light’s coming from a doorway maybe twenty feet away.”
 
   “Is that where the voices are coming from too?”
 
   “I think so,” he replied. “Hard to tell.”
 
   Reneeke joined him in looking through the crack. The door from which the voices emerged was the first one from where they stood. Another loomed on the opposite side of the passage a little bit further down. He listened to the voices for a moment then quietly pushed the door closed so their conversation wouldn’t be overheard by those in the room.
 
   “I think there are at least three.” He shifted the chest from under one arm to the other.
 
   “Getting heavy?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not really.”
 
   “I’ll go take a look.”
 
   “Okay,” Reneeke replied. “But be careful.”
 
   Jaikus nodded and pulled the door open.
 
   Who was more surprised at seeing the other was uncertain, him or the man standing on the other side.
 
   Reacting almost without thinking, Jaikus dove forward and tackled the man. A knee to the gut cut off his cry to warn the others. When they came to rest, Jaikus had his knife to his throat.
 
   “Quick thinking,” Reneeke said as he came to his side. Glancing to the lighted doorway, he paused a moment to see if those inside had heard. When their conversation continued unabated and unaltered, he pulled the man to his feet.
 
   “You say anything and you’re a dead man,” he warned. “Got it?”
 
   With Jaikus’ knife still at his throat, the man nodded.
 
   Casting another glance to the lighted doorway, he pulled the man into the outer room and shut the door.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Not yet, Jaik,” Reneeke said. “We better take him through the other door and into one of the rooms.” He glanced to his friend. “There we’ll be more likely to remain undisturbed.”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   They led the man around the wooden altar with the sacrificial victim and into the other passageway. There they took him to the first room.
 
   “Now,” Jaikus asked, “who are you?’
 
   “I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’,” the man said defiantly.
 
   Jaikus grabbed his head and held it back. “Then, what’s the point in keeping you alive?”
 
   “We’re not murderers, Jaik.”
 
   Sighing, Jaikus let go of his head. “Rene, how am I going to get any information out of him if you go and tell him that we aren’t murderers? I know we’re not. And up until a moment ago, he probably would have believed me.”
 
   The man grinned at him before he doubled over from Reneeke’s blow to his stomach. A second strike to his jaw sent him flying backward to land with an “oomph” on his back.
 
   “We may not kill you,” Reneeke said, “but you may wish we had before it’s all said and done.”
 
   Glancing at Jaikus, he saw him nod and grin. “That’s the way,” he mouthed silently. Then he knelt with one knee on the man’s chest. “Who are you and what is this place?”
 
   All he got in reply was a groan.
 
   “Do you think breaking some fingers would speed things along?” Reneeke offered.
 
   The man’s eyes widened. When Jaikus shrugged, grabbed his right index finger and said, “We can but try,” the man said, “Wait.”
 
   “Why?” Jaikus said as he bent the finger painfully back almost to the snapping point.
 
   “Cause I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
 
   Jaikus let go the finger.
 
   “If you give me your word that you will let me go unharmed.”
 
   “You got it,” Reneeke said.
 
   “But you lie to us,” Jaikus warned as he put his knife to the man’s throat, “that will be the last thing you ever do.”
 
   The man nodded.
 
   He got off the man’s chest. “Who are you?”
 
   “Name’s Arno,” the man explained. “I’m one of Bellar’s Band.”
 
   Jaikus glanced to Reneeke. “You ever heard of them?”
 
   His friend shook his head.
 
   “Ever heard of Mackum the Red?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Arno  replied. “Everyone knows Mackum. We did a job with him a year ago I think it was.”
 
   “So,” Reneeke said, “this is nothing but a thieves’ den?”
 
   “Hideout,” Arno said. “Wouldn’t really call it a den. We stay here from time to time.”
 
   Jaikus got a thoughtful look. “What do you know about that locked door at the end of the passageway?”
 
   “Only that no one’s ever been able to open it from what I hear.”
 
   “You’re thieves,” Jaikus argued. “Aren’t you supposed to be adept at that sort of thing?”
 
   Arno shook his head. “Naw, you got us confused with those up at the Guild. We get by is all.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “But enough about the door,” Reneeke said. “How many of you are there?”
 
   “Me and three others. The rest went for supplies.”
 
   “When are they due back?”
 
   “A day, maybe two if they went drinking.”
 
   Reneeke glanced at Jaikus. “So three more to deal with.” Once Jaikus nodded, he returned his attention to Arno.
 
   “Is there another way out of here besides the front door?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just answer the question,” Jaikus demanded.
 
   He shook his head. “No, that’s the only way.”
 
   Jaikus set his knife against his throat again. “Is that the truth?”
 
   Arno nodded vigorously. “On my life! I swear it.”
 
   “What do you think?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “Can’t see why he’d lie about something like that.”
 
   Their captive eyed the chest where Reneeke had set it on the floor and licked his lips.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” Reneeke warned.
 
   “Oh, no,” Arno replied. “Merely admiring its craftsmanship.”
 
   Then from the altar room, they heard a voice holler, “Arno!”
 
   Jaikus’ knife immediately went to the man’s throat.
 
   “Keep him quiet,” Reneeke said. Drawing his sword, he went to the door of the room and glanced down the passageway. Seeing that the door to the altar room remained closed, he hurried forward and put his ear against it.
 
   Muffled voices came from the other side. He could tell they were some distance from the door. Taking a risk, he pushed the door open a very small amount to create the barest opening through which he could see.
 
   “I don’t know where that layabout is,” one man said.
 
   “He must have gone outside,” another said.
 
   They and a third man turned and headed for the door to the outside.
 
   Reneeke pulled the door closed then raced for Jaikus.
 
   “Tie him up,” he said as he sped through the door.
 
   “Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “His buddies are going outside.”
 
   “But they’ll be killed.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “More than likely. But that’s not the worst of it.”
 
   Jaikus turned from where he was getting bits of rope he had in his pack to secure Arno.
 
   “They’re going to let the creatures in.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Once Arno was securely bound and gagged, they returned to the door leading to the altar room. Reneeke listened for a moment before opening it. The altar room was quiet.
 
   “Think they’re dead already?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Reneeke replied. “You would think we’d hear something.”
 
   “Maybe the creatures left?”
 
   Reneeke glanced to him. “I don’t know.”
 
   About then they heard the men’s rapid return. All three emerged from the passage leading outside with swords drawn.
 
   Jaikus held his breath expecting the creatures to be on their tail. But when they entered the altar room, instead of turning about to deal with an incoming threat, they paused and looked around. One pointed to the floor and said, “There!”
 
   Three sets of eyes turned toward the door behind which Reneeke spied upon them. They broke into a run.
 
   “Damn,” he cursed and then shut the door. “Come on,” he hollered before racing back to the room.
 
   “What did...,” Jaikus began before Reneeke cut him off
 
   “His friends are on their way!”
 
   They had no sooner entered the room wherein Arno laid bound and gagged when the door to the altar room slammed open.
 
   Jaikus drew his sword where he stood in the middle of the room while Reneeke held his blade as he pressed himself against the wall to the left of the door.
 
   Footsteps approached, then a man appeared as he raced down the passage. Glancing inside, he saw Jaikus standing there and came to a stop. “There they are!”
 
   As the man raced to engage Jaikus, Reneeke’s sword sliced him mightily across the middle as soon as he cleared the doorway. The man dropped with a gurgle but was quickly replaced with another. Having seen what befell his partner, he was able to deflect Reneeke’s attack.
 
   The third man entered the room and headed for Jaikus.
 
   Jaikus stood at the ready and when the man approached, managed to deflect the thrust aside. Before he could launch a counterattack, the man’s blade came back for a slice. Jaikus danced back, hit the sword aside and thrust just at Larko had instructed. He was more than a little surprised when his blade sank two inches into the left side of the man’s chest. While it may not have been a mortal blow, it did wonders for Jaikus’ confidence.
 
   The bandit faced off against Reneeke launched into a series of attacks. Remembering what Larko had once said about getting your opponent’s measure, he concentrated on defense while getting a feel for the way the man attacked. After the fifth blow, he thought he might have figured it out.
 
   The man often repeated the same several maneuvers. Taking what Larko had told him, he adjusted his defense accordingly and gradually, maneuvered his opponent’s blade into ever widening arcs. When he knew the opening was imminent, he knocked the sword aside then followed through with a thrust, piecing him through the chest. His sword wedged in against the ribs. When the man fell he took Reneeke’s sword with him. Leaving it, he turned to find Jaikus steadily giving ground.
 
   Reneeke picked up his opponent’s sword and came up behind Jaikus’ opponent. A single thrust through the back and the man faltered. Seeing his opportunity, Jaikus lunged forward and skewered him just below the sternum. The fight was over.
 
   “Are you hurt?”
 
   Jaikus shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   Realizing he wasn’t going to die, Jaikus got a big grin on his face. “We won!”
 
   “That we did.”
 
   Returning to the man he killed, he flipped him over with the toe of his boot and reclaimed his sword. Had to put his foot on the man’s chest in order to pull it free. He then wiped it on the man’s shirt before returning it to the scabbard.
 
   “Two against three, to boot.”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   Jaikus heard something in Reneeke’s voice. “What is it?”
 
   “Something is not right.” He went to the men on the floor and turned each of them over then gave them a quick inspection.
 
   “What are you looking for?”
 
   “Claw marks.”
 
   Jaikus glanced at the one he had killed. “They don’t have any.”
 
   “No, they don’t.”
 
   “I guess the creatures must be gone then.”
 
   Reneeke thought back to when the men had returned from the outside, their swords had been drawn and looking at the tracks in the dirt. Almost as if they had known they were there to see. When they had left to hunt for Arno outside, they hadn’t cared to look, nor had they had their swords drawn. So what happened between the time they left until their return? He told Jaikus who looked at him confused and shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “If a man leaves a place and doesn’t know something, then returns shortly thereafter and does know that thing, how then did he find out?”
 
   “Someone told him?” Jaikus guessed.
 
   Reneeke turned on him. “That’s it! They were told we were in here.”
 
   “But who?”
 
   “Who indeed… Who knew about us?”
 
   “Well, there was that Halfling fellow, and Mackum knew about us. That thief who helped us get our chest back, and of course Master Tuppin and his crew.”
 
   “I think we could scratch off Master Tuppin; he wouldn’t be here. And I think if Fallon wanted to rob us he would have done it that night we were sleeping or just after we dealt with the Halflings.” He thought a moment. “It would have to be either that Halfling, or Mackum.”
 
   “But Rene, they weren’t after us. It was those creatures.”
 
   “Yes,” Reneeke mused, “those mindless, death-dealing creatures.” He turned to Jaikus once again. “Do you think anyone could control beasts such as those?”
 
   “Jaikus shook his head.”
 
   “Neither do I.”
 
   Pieces were falling into place. As his granther always said, “Logic’s road can only lead one place. Rational or not, believable or not, truth is truth my young Reneeke.” His granther had been one of the smartest men he’d ever known. Most folks of Running Brook would say the same. There were many who thought Reneeke had inherited his methodical mind.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   He held up a finger. “First, when we were being chased at the Keep, those creatures caught us fast.” Up went another finger. “Second, after encountering them the second time, we managed to keep ahead of them. Possible? Maybe”
 
   A third finger went up, “Third, they chased us in here. And I would think that had they encountered any other living being, such as when the bandits went outside looking for Arno, they would have killed them on sight. Agreed”
 
   Jaikus nodded his head. “Sounds reasonable.”
 
   “Four,” he said, adding a finger to the first three, “Three bandits leave in a leisurely manner only to return moments later in a hurry with swords drawn looking for intruders. Why? Because someone told them.”
 
   “I conjecture that waiting for us outside this place is not malicious creatures bent on ripping us apart, but instead,” he paused a moment, “Mackum and the Halfling.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   Reneeke gestured to where Arno was lying bound and gagged. “He said that everyone knew Mackum. And only someone they knew and trusted could convince them that we were in here in such a short time.”
 
   “But what about the Halfling?”
 
   “Remember, Jaik, he’s an illusionist. I would wager that those beasts we fled from were nothing more than illusion. Else, they would have fallen on Mackum and killed him.”
 
   “But if Mackum was outside,  why didn’t he follow them in?”
 
   From the doorway, a voice said, “Who says he didn’t?”
 
   They turned to find Mackum standing there with his henchman.
 
   Mackum stepped to the side and the Halfling emerged from behind him. “Kill them my pets!”
 
   As three creatures charged past Mackum, Jaikus screamed while Reneeke quickly bent down to pick up one of the fallen bandits’ swords.
 
   The creatures launched an assault on Reneeke who stood his ground.
 
   “Rene!” Jaikus yelled.
 
   Rearing back the sword as if to strike an advancing creature, Reneeke said, “Jaik, they’re not real.” With that he threw the sword. It passed through one of the illusionary creatures, sailed between Mackum and his henchman to land its sharpened blade vertically along the Halfling’s chest. His coat was cleaved in two and the tip cut into the underside of his jaw continuing on to embed within his throat. Staggering back as he spit blood, the Halfling collapsed and the creatures vanished.
 
   “Now, Jaik!”
 
   Leaping forward, Reneeke slashed at Mackum. The bandit leader brushed it aside and returned a backhand swipe that caused Reneeke to dart backward.
 
   “I want that chest.”
 
   “You’ll have to kill us first.”
 
   Mackum the Red laughed. “My pleasure.”
 
   Striking out, Mackum sliced at Reneeke’s head only to have it batted aside. He followed it with a triple-set of strikes that forced Reneeke back a step. Behind them, blades rang as his henchman engaged Jaikus.
 
   “Give it up, boy,” Mackum said. “You can’t beat me.”
 
   Reneeke failed to react to his baiting. Instead, he concentrated on his swordsmanship, and his opponent. As the blows came in ever greater number and speed, he again concentrated on defense during which he studied Mackum’s style. Thinking that he had it down, he began to maneuver Mackum’s blade to the side as Larko had taught him.
 
   Two passes and it had moved out a small distance. Two more and it was even further out. When it reached a point where the next series of exchanges would bring it out enough to create an opening, he knocked Mackum’s blade aside and lunged.
 
   Mackum twisted and his backhanded slash nearly took off Reneeke’s ear. He dove to the side to avoid the blow. He rolled and returned quickly back to his feet.
 
   “Nice try, but you’ll have to do better than that.”
 
   Reneeke came to realize that he may very well be facing a swordsman of superior skill. That knowledge did little to bolster his courage. Behind him, he heard Jaikus swear as their battle paused only to commence a few moments later.
 
   There is no such thing as a fair fight, Larko had said. Either you win, or you die. Do what you must to win.
 
   He had size on Mackum. While the bandit was not a small man, Reneeke had a couple inches on him and the strength and endurance of a life of back-breaking manual labor. He was solid, strong, and he could use that to his advantage.
 
   Lashing out with a cross-handed slice he followed it with a back-hand slash. Then a downward hack…waited for Mackum’s lunge and as he knocked it aside leapt forward. The sheer unexpectedness of the forward maneuver caught Mackum off-guard.
 
   Reneeke’s blade remained in contact with Mackum’s and caught it against its crossguard thus preventing him from continuing the attack. 
 
   Mackum tried to quickly backpedal out of reach but Reneeke grabbed him by the shirt front and leapt forward once more forcing Mackum back against the wall behind him. His shoulder slammed into Mackum with great force, then a knee came up and took him in the groin. As the bandit leader doubled over, Reneeke’s elbow connected with the side of his face and Mackum hit the ground.
 
   Blade waving with less than practiced skill, Mackum tried to keep Reneeke at arm’s length while he worked back to his feet. Reneeke didn’t allow him the luxury of time.
 
   Pressing forward, Reneeke struck the leader’s sword a few inches north of the crossguard. With strength developed through years of chopping rails, logs for the fire, and a hundred other sundry tasks required on a farm, he knocked the blade from his hand.
 
   As it clattered across the floor, Reneeke kicked the leader in the side knocking him on his back. Then using both hands, he thrust downward with his sword.
 
    Mackum raised his hands to try to stop the blow, but the blade skewered both hands and continued on through his breastbone. It didn’t stop until hitting the stone floor beneath. With a gurgle, the bandit leader’s eyes glazed over.
 
   Reneeke pulled his sword free and raced over to where Jaikus was barely holding his own.
 
   Blood soaked Jaikus’ tunic in several places and it was clear that he was slowing down.
 
   The henchman was on full attack and it was all he could do to keep the blows from landing. Midway through a slice, the henchman caught Reneeke’s approach from the corner of his eye and pulled his attack. Taking a step back and to the side, he turned to face this new threat.
 
   “You okay, Jaik?” Reneeke asked as his sword clashed with the henchman’s.
 
   Jaikus merely nodded.
 
   Reneeke began the series of blows Larko had drilled him on and worked to widen the man’s defense. Unlike Mackum, his henchman proved to be less skilled. Once his defense had widened sufficiently, Reneeke lunged and took him through the stomach. Pulling out his sword, he took a step back and waited to see what the henchman would do.
 
   Twice more the henchman launched attacks, but the blow to his stomach quickly sapped his strength and Reneeke was able to end the fight in short order. He turned to find Jaikus sitting against the wall with his eyes closed.
 
   “Jaik?” he asked full of worry. He hurried to his friend’s side.
 
   Jaikus’ eyes opened. “I’m alive.”
 
   “Thank the gods,” Reneeke said. “How bad are you?”
 
   “He got me a couple times.”
 
   “More than a couple.” There were four separate stains developing; one along each arm, his left shoulder and the left side of his chest.
 
   Reneeke removed his pack and took out a minor healing potion. “Here,” he said. “Better drink this.”
 
   Jaikus took the bottle and drank it down. He felt better immediately. The pain subsided and his head started to clear. “Thanks.”
 
   Off to the side, Arno was making noises through his gag.
 
   “Quiet,” Reneeke said. Then to Jaikus, “I’m going to take a look around outside and see if they had anymore with them.”
 
   Worry came to Jaikus’ eyes. “Do you think so?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. If they had more he probably would have brought them in. I’d just feel better if I’m sure.” Coming to his feet, he added, “Stay here and rest. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   Reneeke nodded then headed for the door. Once in the hallway, he went to the now-opened door leading to the altar room. Peering through to make sure it was empty, he then passed through and walked to the passageway leading to the outside.
 
   The door leading outside stood closed. He put his ear against it and when he didn’t hear anything, opened it.
 
   It was sunny outside; looked to still lack several hours until noon. No other living soul could be seen so he stepped outside. The sun on his face felt good and the fresh mountain air a welcome change to the musty air of inside. Standing there a moment, he reveled in the feel of the soft breeze. Then he heard the snort of a horse from along the trail they had taken to reach this place.
 
   Investigating, he found their four horses, the ones the creatures had “killed” before they fled up there. There were also two that must have belonged to Mackum and his henchman as well as the Halfling’s pony.  He was pleased to see the other items pilfered by Lord Holleran were attached to one of the horses as well.
 
   Returning inside, he made sure to close and lock the door before rejoining Jaikus.
 
   “Guess what…,” he began as he walked into the room but then stopped when he saw his friend going through Mackum’s pockets.
 
   Jaikus glanced up. “They have surprisingly little, Rene. You’d think someone as well-known as Mackum the Red would have more than ten silvers and two small gems.”
 
   “Well, you’ll be happy to know our horses are out front, along with theirs.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Told you those creatures had been illusion that attacked our camp.”
 
   “Things are looking up.”
 
   “How much did you find?”
 
   “Altogether, not much more than a gold I think.”
 
   Reneeke eyed his friend as he put the loot in his pouch. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Better than ever.” He glanced to his friend. “You’re right about those potions making you feel good. I feel like I can take on the world.”
 
   Laughing, Reneeke said, “Wait until the effects wear off and you’ll feel like the world is weighing you down.”
 
   “But until then, I plan to enjoy it.”
 
   Arno again began making noises through his gag.
 
   Jaikus jerked a thumb toward him and asked, “What should we do with him?”
 
   Reneeke walked to the bound raider and knelt before him. Arno quieted. He then pulled down the man’s gag. “What should we do with you?”
 
   “Man, you two are something. I never thought no one could take down Mackum the Red so readily.”
 
   Reneeke thought ‘readily’ was a less than apt term. It had been all he could do to avoid being killed.
 
   “Can I join you two? I could be a big help.”
 
   Glancing to Jaikus, he saw the gleam in his eye. Jaikus would love to have a henchman, but Reneeke shook his head. “No thanks. I think we’ll be fine as we are for now.”
 
   “Then at least let me go,” Arno pleaded. “Leaving me here tied up will be a death sentence. No one’s going to come looking.”
 
   “I thought you said more of your crew was to return in a day or two from a supply run.”
 
   Arno assumed a guilty expression. “Well, yeah, I just said that so you wouldn’t kill me. It was just the four of us.”
 
   Reneeke eyed him. Was he lying then, or was he lying now? “We’ll see.” Replacing the gag, he joined Jaikus where he was going over their newly acquired loot. “No matter how many times you look at it, it isn’t likely to grow.”
 
   Jaikus turned a grin upon him. “Yeah, I just like to.”
 
   Patting him on the shoulder, Reneeke chuckled. “I know. We should be thinking about getting out of here.”
 
   “Uh, yeah. I was thinking about that.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, since everyone is dead, and no one’s after us, and there are no more of his cohorts on their way, maybe we could root around a little?” When Reneeke looked ready to balk, Jaikus added, “It wouldn’t take more than an hour, two at the most. Then we could leave.”
 
   “That locked door still on your mind?”
 
   “Yes! It has to be locked for a reason and the fact that it can’t be opened must mean there is something truly valuable or magical behind there.”
 
   “We only have Arno’s word that it cannot be opened.”
 
   “Still, let’s check it out.” He gestured to Arno. “He and his crew might have a stash of loot around here too.”
 
   Reneeke sighed. He knew he wasn’t going to get out of there until Jaikus got that bee out of his bonnet. “Okay. But an hour only.”
 
   Jaikus scooped his loot into his pouch and stood. “Promise.”
 
   “And,” Reneeke said as he went back to Arno, “we’re taking him with us.” Using his knife, he severed the bonds binding Arno’s ankles. Pulling him to his feet, he said, “Jaik, hand me the chest.”
 
   With chest beneath one arm and the other holding his sword to the back of Arno, he turned to Jaikus, “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Reneeke pointed to the victim on the altar. “So why keep that there?”
 
   “To scare away any who might wander in.”
 
   Jaikus snorted. “Did it work?”
 
   Arno glanced to the two of them and chuckled. “Apparently not.”
 
   Bypassing the altar, they crossed to the door leading to the passage where they first encountered him. The door was ajar.
 
   “Sure there isn’t anyone else here?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “Positive. There was just me, Bellar, Torin and Saka. They were the three you took out in the other room.”
 
   Reneeke nudged him with the point of his sword. “If you’re lying, you’re a dead man.”
 
   “I’m not worried for I ain’t lyin’.”
 
   Jaikus pulled the door open. Light still shone from the room twenty feet down on the right. This time, there were no voices.
 
   “I think it’s clear.”
 
   Reneeke gestured with his sword, “Lead on.”
 
   He stepped quietly as he went to the door. After a quick peek to the inside, he waved Reneeke forward.
 
   A fire burned in a ring in the middle of the room. Four bedrolls laid spaced around the fire; several packs sat among them.
 
   “He could have been telling the truth,” Jaikus said. He then went to the packs and began rummaging through them.
 
   When he came to the second one, Arno hollered, “Hey, that one’s mine!”
 
   Jaikus ignored him and removed a small purse containing a few coppers. “You guys didn’t do very well for yourselves, did you?” He pocketed the coppers. The rest of the packs held little better. Another half gold joined the coins in his pouch.
 
   Returning to the passageway, Jaikus looked down toward where it disappeared in shadows. “So what’s down there?”
 
   “Just more rooms,” Arno replied.
 
   “Anything of interest?”
 
   He shook his head. “The last room contains two sculptures sitting in wall niches. But they are badly chipped and marred.”
 
   Jaikus gestured for him to lead. “Show me.”
 
   Arno took the lead with Jaikus at his side. Reneeke brought up the rear with chest under one arm and his sword out to ensure Arno behaved.
 
   They passed four more doorways. After cursory examinations came up with nothing, they continued on.
 
   The final door was at the end of the passage. Arno opened it and proceeded inside. He pointed off to the right. “There they are.”
 
   Two busts of men, or what they thought might have been men, had over time been chipped and scored by weapons or other instruments. Their features could no longer be made out.
 
   Reneeke went to investigate. “What’s the story with these?”
 
   “Don’t know. They were like that when we arrived.”
 
   Jaikus checked out the one on the right while Reneeke looked over the one on the left. “Even if they were untouched, doubt if they would have fetched much.”
 
   “I agree,” Reneeke said as he turned away from the bust. “If there had ever been a key to that door, it’s long been removed.”
 
   Jaikus ignored him as he checked the busts. Dozens of tales dealing with statues, secret compartments and triggers, as well as a myriad of other topics coursed through his mind as he slowly ran his fingers over the bust.
 
   He checked every protuberance to see if it would move, or could be pushed in, on the right-hand bust. After trying to pull the bust out of the niche only to discover it wouldn’t budge, he went to the one on the left.
 
   Using the same techniques, he sought a secret compartment or trigger. There had to be something that would do something to open that door. He tried tilting the bust to the right, the left, front and back. He even tried pushing it down thinking it might sink into the niche. But that failed to activate or reveal anything. It was safe to say he was getting a bit frustrated.
 
   A story popped through his mind and he turned to Reneeke. “Maybe they have to be moved simultaneously.”
 
   “Jaik, I really don’t think there’s anything here.”
 
   “Rene, please. Just give it a try.”
 
   Sighing, Reneeke turned to Arno and pointed to the corner. “Go stand over there.”
 
   “I won’t try anything.”
 
   Lifting his sword, he said, “Go, now.”
 
   “Fine.” Arno walked to the corner furthest from the door. “Is this okay?”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Just stay there.”
 
   “You got it, boss.” He then leaned back against the wall to watch their efforts.
 
   After propping his sword against the wall next to the niche, Reneeke took hold of the bust. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “First try pushing it back.”
 
   Reneeke pushed it back at the same time as Jaikus. Nothing. They then tried tilting them to the left, right and forward. Lifting them up didn’t produce results, nor did pushing them down. When Jaikus cursed and let go of his busts, Arno hollered, “You didn’t try twisting them.”
 
   Hope kindled anew. “No, we didn’t.”
 
   Reneeke cast Arno an annoyed glance for Jaikus had been about to give up on this venture. Arno just shrugged.
 
   “Twist to the right, Rene.”
 
   Sighing again, Reneeke nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Now.”
 
   They twisted them to the right and when they moved Reneeke was surprised.
 
   Jaikus hollered triumphantly and Arno cried out. The wall upon which he had been leaning abruptly opened and he fell into darkness.
 
   They rushed to him and found him lying in a narrow, dust-covered passageway. A cloud of disturbed dust particles filled the air.
 
   “No one’s been here in ages,” Jaikus cried jubilantly. Stepping over Arno, he made to see where it went.
 
   Reneeke grabbed his shirt and pulled him back. 
 
   “Caution may be warranted here.” He then bent over and helped Arno to his feet.
 
   “What we need is a Springer,” Jaikus said.
 
   They both turned to Arno.
 
   “Oh, no. Only a fool would willingly volunteer to be a Springer.”
 
   Jaikus looked ready to argue the point while Reneeke nodded, chuckled and said, “You got that right. Right, Jaik?”
 
   Turning to Reneeke, Jaikus saw the grin and his scowl dissolved into a grin of his own. “Yeah.”
 
   Beyond the secret door lay a narrow passage barely wide enough to accommodate a single person. It extended to the right along the wall. The dust covering the floor was unmarred by footprints.
 
   Jaikus took the torch. “I’ll see where this goes.”
 
   “We’ll all go,” Reneeke corrected. “I’m not about to get separated.”
 
   “Okay then. Follow me.”
 
   Eager and excited, Jaikus entered the secret passage.
 
   Reneeke had Arno follow while he brought up the rear; chest tucked under one arm.
 
   “Why don’t you leave that here?” their captive suggested.
 
   He shook his head. “This isn’t getting out of my sight until it is returned to Master Tuppin.”
 
   Arno eyed it appraisingly. “Valuable?”
 
   “I suppose. Don’t really know for sure how valuable.”
 
   The passage continued for fifty feet before opening onto a small room. Six rectangular stone slabs, three rows of two made up the floor. There was no other egress but where they stood. Jaikus paused at the entrance a moment then glanced back to Reneeke.
 
   “Remember in Sythal? How we had to step on certain stones to continue?”
 
   Reneeke nodded.
 
   He gestured to the room’s floor. “I bet this is the same deal.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Arno asked.
 
   “Step on the stones in the correct order and the way opens,” Reneeke said. “Step on the wrong ones and something bad happens instead.”
 
   “How do you know which ones to step on?”
 
   “That’s the trick,” Reneeke said. He then pulled a small rope out of his pack. He handed one end to Jaikus with a grin. “Here you go, Springer.”
 
   He gave Reneeke a dirty look. “Thanks.” Taking the rope, Jaikus secured it around his middle.
 
   “Good luck.”
 
   Ignoring Arno’s blessing of fortune, Jaikus studied the floor before them. Now he wished he would have paid a little closer attention to Seward when he went looking for traps. All the stones looked identical. He tried putting his foot on the left-hand slab. Once he had a little bit of weight on the slab, he wiggled his foot and the slab shifted. Trying the right-hand slab, he felt the same.
 
   “Be ready, Rene.”
 
   “I got you, Jaik.”
 
   He felt a tug on the rope as Reneeke took up the slack. He set his foot on the left-hand slab and gently transferred more of his weight. Once he had all his weight on the slab he felt more than heard, a click. When nothing immediately happened, he lifted his other foot and set it on the slab next to the first.
 
   “So far so good.”
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, he nodded then returned his attention to the second set of stone slaps. Left one or the right? He stood on the left one of the first set, maybe he should try the right one of the second? Or would that make too much sense? Indecision warred within him until he finally stepped forward to the left-hand slab.
 
   Again, he gently transferred his weight and when he had nearly transferred it all, the slab gave way. As he toppled forward, Reneeke pulled on the rope and he was jerked backward to fall upon his backside on the first stone slab. A moment later they heard the slab shatter when it hit the bottom.
 
   “I’d try the right one next time,” Arno suggested.
 
   Jaikus sighed and inwardly rolled his eyes. “Thanks.”
 
   Returning to his feet, he went to the edge of the pit and looked down. The bottom was shrouded in shadow.
 
   “I don’t think there would be anything down there, Jaik.”
 
   “Might be.”
 
   “The traps in Sythal reset whereas this one fell away. There won’t be a replacement slab being automatically added.”
 
   Jaikus nodded at the logic and went to step on the right-hand slab. He transferred his weight with no problem and soon stood upon it.
 
   “One more to go, Jaik.”
 
   The first two went left-slab then right-slab. Did that mean the last should be the left? Or did it go left-right-right?
 
   Jaikus tried the right one. Gradually transferring his weight, he heard a click and then a rumbling. A section of the wall directly in front of him began sliding down into the floor. As the top portion of the section dropped below eye level, the light from the torch entered the room beyond.
 
   “I see a chest!” Then… “Two!”
 
   Reneeke had Arno proceed him across the stone slabs until they stood with Jaikus. Once the wall had completely descended into the floor, Jaikus stepped into the newly formed opening
 
   A room roughly fifteen feet by twelve lay on the other side. Two chests sat next to each other facing them. There were no doors or any other way to continue on from this room.
 
   “We may have found their treasure room.”
 
   “To think, this had been here all the time,” Arno said.
 
   Jaikus glanced at him smugly. “Just took some brains to figure it out.” He made to remove the rope but Reneeke said, “Better keep it on. Just in case.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He entered the room and stood before the first chest.
 
   It looked sturdy. The wood of its construction appeared to not have lost any of its strength over the years. Jaikus moved to the side and tried kicking it like Reneeke had back in Sythal. But the chest proved too sturdy and withstood his attempts to breach it. The other chest looked just as formidable.
 
   “Try lifting the lid.”
 
   Reneeke nudged Arno in the back with his sword. “Maybe you’d like to try that?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   “Then be quiet.”
 
   Jaikus contemplated the chests for several moments before saying, “We need more scrolls and magic items.”
 
   “True, but as we don’t have them, we need to figure how to proceed with the items at hand,” Reneeke said. Then he grew thoughtful. “Jaik, watch Arno. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To get a few things.”
 
   Nodding, Jaikus pulled his sword.
 
   Reneeke set the chest down in the passageway just outside the room with the floor slabs and traps. Then he removed a torch from his pack, used the one Jaikus held to light it, then hurried back down the passage.
 
   Several minutes later, he returned with two swords from the fallen bandits in hand.
 
   “Here,” he said as he handed one to Jaikus. “We can try prying the lids off with these.”
 
   “Why don’t we just pick the lock?”
 
   “Do you have lock picks?”
 
   Jaikus shook his head then produced his knife. “Have this, though.”
 
   “Another thing to consider,” he said as he gestured to the open pit where a slab of stone had earlier been. “Might be trapped.”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Good point.”
 
   “Let’s each stand to a side and slightly behind,” Reneeke explained. “Then slide the blades beneath the lid and pry upward. Should come loose I’d imagine.”
 
   They took position and slid the blades beneath the lid.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   Jaikus nodded.
 
   Together, they pried the blades up and the lid swung open. Arno broke out laughing. “It wasn’t even locked.”
 
   Then a cloud of green spray was expelled outward from the front of the chest. 
 
   Arno quickly back-stepped several feet to avoid it.
 
   It arced through the air and landed on the floor before the door. Where the liquid hit, sizzling could be heard. In moments the floor became pock-marked.
 
   “Acid,” Jaikus said.
 
   Reneeke glanced to him and nodded. “Had we stood before the chest, we’d be dead.”
 
   “Should be safe now.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   They looked in and saw a velvet pouch sitting atop a pile of gold coins.
 
   “Would you look at that,” Jaikus said in awe. He reached in and took the pouch. It held a single, heavy object. Jaikus opened the drawstring. Upending the pouch, an oval stone the size of a man’s palm spilled out. It was green with arcane inscriptions engraved on one side.
 
   “What do you think this is?” He held it for Reneeke to see.
 
   “Magical most likely,” Reneeke guessed. “Better put it back in its pouch until we learn what it is.”
 
   Jaikus nodded and returned it to the pouch, pulled the drawstring and slipped it into his pack.
 
   Reneeke claimed the gold coins of which there were seventeen.
 
   Taking up the swords, they positioned themselves behind the second chest. Then as before they used the swords. This time, the lid did not come up so easily. It took some straining but they managed to break the lock. A click sounded and a needle emerged two inches from the keyhole.
 
   “Poisoned?” Jaikus asked.
 
   “Stands to reason.”
 
   They flipped the lid open and found four uniform stacks of ten silver pieces. Jaikus made to take the silver but Reneeke laid a cautionary hand upon his shoulder.
 
   “Wait a moment, Jaik.”
 
   “Why?’
 
   “Doesn’t it seem odd that in one chest the coins are in a loose pile, yet in the other they are stacked so neatly?”
 
   Shaking his head, Jaikus said, “Not really.”
 
   “Let me check this out.”
 
   Jaikus shrugged and stepped back.
 
   Reneeke knelt next to the chest and eyed the stacks, then the bottom and inner sides of the chest. Something did not feel right. Using one of the swords, he inserted the blade within the chest and pressed upon the bottom. When nothing happened, he knocked over one of the stacks. Again, nothing happened.
 
   He knocked over a second stack, then when he put the tip of the sword beneath the edge of the bottom coin on the third stack, he met resistance. It didn’t move like the others.
 
   “Got something.”
 
   Jaikus moved closer. “What?”
 
   “Haven’t a clue.” He saw how Jaikus stood directly over the chest to see what he was doing. “You might want to step back, just in case.”
 
   Realizing that bad things can go vertical as well as horizontal, he stepped back several paces.
 
   Once Jaikus was out of harm’s way, Reneeke moved the sword to the fourth stack and managed to tip it over with ease. Three stacks now laid spilled across the bottom of the chest while the fourth remained erect and uniform.
 
   Inching away from the chest until he could go no further and still manipulate the remaining stack with the sword, he then set the tip against the bottommost coin. He tried pushing it to the side, but it wouldn’t budge. Inserting the tip between the coin and the bottom of the chest failed to yield any results either.
 
   A quick inspection of the coins further up in the stack revealed that about midway, the coins would shift. He thought that altogether odd. Finding the lowest coin that would move, he set the tip of the sword beneath the one above it and using the edge of the chest as a fulcrum, lifted the coins.
 
   They hadn’t risen more than the width of a coin before a white cloud of powder exploded outward.
 
   “Poison!” Reneeke hollered and he scooted across the floor toward the door, rolled and got to his feet. Jaikus beat him from the room and they fled down the passageway.
 
   The cloud expanded to completely fill the room and some drifted out to the slab/pitfall room. When it looked as if the cloud would not come any closer, they stopped.
 
   Reneeke looked to Jaikus. “Do we really want those coins?” He could see the answer in his eyes.
 
   “Of course,” Jaikus replied. “We just need to wait for that to settle before we return.”
 
   “If it’s poison,” Arno said, “just touching it could prove fatal.”
 
   They looked to the room. Everything was coated in a fine layer of white.
 
   “But the key to the locked door could be in there,” Jaikus argued.
 
   Reneeke turned a serious expression upon him. “Is it worth your life?”
 
   “We’ll be careful, Rene. I promise.”
 
   They waited nearly a half hour before they dared to return. By that time, the air had cleared but the powdery stuff coated everything.
 
   Jaikus returned to the chest alone as they figured the less in the room would be the less that the powder would be disturbed or kicked into the air. He used a cloth to pick up the coins within the chest being ever so careful not to allow any of the white powder to contact his skin.
 
   The lower half of the third stack, the one where removing the top section of coins had triggered the trap, was revealed to be fake. The coins were not coins, just a tube made to resemble a stack of silver coins. Removing the top half of the stack triggered the trap and the powder had been expelled from somewhere within the chest and out through the tube.
 
   Once he had collected the coins, he couldn’t help but think that there had to be more to this than just a few coins and that rune stone. He used the cloth and reached in to grab the fake stack.
 
   “Ah, Jaik. What are you doing?”
 
   He glanced to Rene. “Just checking something out.”
 
   “Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”
 
   Waving away his concern, Jaikus grabbed hold of the fake coins and pulled. When nothing happened, he tugged harder and the bottom of the chest came free. Below was a small compartment area, half of which held a bladder that had contained the powder. The other half lay empty.
 
   “Nothing,” he announced, then set the bottom back within the chest.
 
   He went to the other chest to see if it, too, had a false bottom. But try as he might, the bottom was firmly attached and wouldn’t budge. After coming to his feet, Jaikus left the room. “No key.”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “Maybe not, but we did get some decent coins. And that rune stone has to be worth something.”
 
   “Can I suggest something?”
 
   They turned to Arno.
 
   “Seeing as how the busts in the other room had to be rotated to open a secret door, could it be possible that the chests may need to be rotated as well?” He glanced to Jaikus. “After all, there was no key and if you believe the key to be here, then it stands to reason that there must be another hidden room.”
 
   “Rotate the chests?” Jaikus questioned, then turned to look thoughtfully at them. “Why not?” Turning back to Reneeke, he said, “Want to give me a hand?”
 
   “We really should get this chest back to Master Tuppin.”
 
   “Come on, Rene. When are we going to get a chance like this again?”
 
   Sighing, and thinking about tossing Arno down the open pit, he nodded. “Okay. We’ll give it a go. But if nothing comes of it, we leave.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   Jaikus took the chest on the right, Reneeke on the left. Using cloths so as not to touch the powder, they gripped the sides. Jaikus gave Reneeke a nod and they turned them clockwise and a grinding noise sounded as one of the walls began to sink into the floor.
 
   “See!” Jaikus cried. “What did I tell you?”
 
   Jubilant, he brought his torch close as the wall continued its descent into the floor. Once it was over halfway opened, the passageway on the other side came into view.
 
   “Sometimes a person will leave some less valuable items out where a thief can readily find them,” Arno explained. “Put a minor trap on them and the thief will take them thinking he’s taken all there is while the real hoard lies elsewhere.”
 
   The passageway extended away from the room into darkness.
 
   “Come on, Rene. Let’s see where this goes.”
 
   With that, Jaikus passed through the opening.
 
   Reneeke had Arno follow and then he brought up the rear with the chest tucked beneath one arm. They left behind the room with two chests.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Undisturbed dust once again indicated that this area had long been deserted. For the first twenty feet or so, the walls were stone same as the building. But then they progressed to where the walls were not quite finished. The one running adjacent to the main complex was of stone, but the other side was only partially completed.
 
   In places the stones for the wall had only been set halfway up. The rest of the way to the ceiling was naught but dirt and rock with supporting beams. Stones sat loose on the floor as if waiting for workers to return so they could be placed. From that point on, old wooden beams were set in place to prevent the ceiling from collapsing before the masons could finish it.
 
   “Odd, don’t you think?”
 
   Jaikus turned to Reneeke and nodded. “Wonder why they didn’t finish it?”
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   Turning back to the passage ahead, Jaikus continued on.
 
   Finally, the torchlight revealed an end to the passage. An opening appeared ahead, one as roughhewn as the walls surrounding it. Twin timbers set to support a crossbeam framed what had been intended to be a doorway. Jaikus approached cautiously.
 
   The room beyond had barely been dug from the earth; twenty by ten, it wasn’t very large. Seeing as how sides were of uneven uniformity, it was possible the room had yet to be dug to its intended dimensions.
 
   A form laid sprawled on the floor at the far end. It was robed and had two arrows protruding from its back.
 
   “I guess we know why this was never finished,” Reneeke said.
 
   Miscellaneous excavating and stone working tools laid scattered about the room. Other than those, the room was empty.
 
   Jaikus went and searched the figure. It was mummified and its robe disintegrated upon contact. Lying as it was on its chest, it was difficult to determine what it was. It looked human. After patting down the figure from head to toe and not finding anything, Jaikus flipped him over. His eyes danced when a flash of silver emerged from beneath the robe. Attached to a leather thong was a key.
 
   He took the key, turned to Reneeke and with a big grin, held it up. “I knew it!” A search of the rest of the mummified priest turned up nothing.
 
   “The question I have, Jaik,” Reneeke began, “is why didn’t his killer take the key?”
 
   Shrugging, Jaikus got to his feet. “Maybe they didn’t realize he had it.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Leading the others, Jaikus returned along the secret passages, passed through the altar room and headed toward the locked door. Visions of wonders beyond imaging ran through his head. Anything could be behind that door.
 
   Reneeke followed with Arno between them, the chest again tucked beneath one arm.
 
   At the door, Jaikus put the torch down and held out the key. Excitement made his hand shake as he brought it to the keyhole.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be funny if the key didn’t even fit?”
 
   Jaikus shot Arno a look of annoyance then returned to the task at hand. He slid the key into the lock; it slid in smoothly. Once it had been inserted to its full measure, he turned the key. A clanking sound followed and the door popped open less than a finger width.
 
   “Be careful,” Reneeke advised.
 
   Jaikus didn’t even hear him. Taking hold of the handle, he pulled open the door. As the door swung wide, torchlight filled the room beyond. Boxes and barrels were stacked along the left wall. Near the room’s center sat a large chest. To the right were several tables piled with a hodgepodge of clothing. His eyes focused on the chest.
 
   He gave the floor between the doorway and the chest a cursory examination. It was but simple stone with no apparent mechanism for catching the unwary. Still, he proceeded toward the chest with caution.
 
   Reneeke waited with Arno on the other side of the doorway. They watched him come to the chest, nudge it with his toe and then moved around to the back of it. Gripping the lid with both hands, he pulled.
 
   The lid opened freely with a slight protest from its hinges.
 
   Jaikus’ eyes gleamed with avarice as the lid opened fully. Two doublets, one red and the other green sat folded neatly right at the top of the chest. They had long since seen their heyday and obscured whatever else the chest might hold. Jaikus used the tip of his knife to snag each in turn and remove them. Below those were matching britches.
 
   Avarice quickly turned to annoyance as he removed the britches to find yet more clothes. Ten layers in all, and all he found were clothes no longer serviceable. Most tore or fell apart as he removed them from the chest
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   He glanced up to where Reneeke and Arno stood out in the passage.
 
   “Looks like it,” he said with extreme disappointment. A cursory check of the bottom, sides and lid revealed no hidden compartment.
 
   “So,” Arno began, “this is just a storage room?”
 
   “So it would appear,” Reneeke replied.
 
   Jaikus turned from the chest to the boxes and barrels. “Could be something in there.” Moving to the first one, he opened it only to find more of the same types of clothing. Then he checked the rest. Others contained spoiled foodstuffs and a sundry of everyday items, none of which were particularly valuable. A few tools he came across were set aside as they might have some nominal value.
 
   After a thorough search, he found Reneeke and Arno resting in the hallway; Arno was snoring.
 
   Reneeke saw the disappointment written across his face. “We can’t expect something behind every door.”
 
   Sighing, Jaikus gathered the few tools deemed to have value more than a copper and joined Reneeke in the hallway. He took great pleasure in dropping them next to, and thus startling awake, Arno.
 
   Their captive sat up and looked around. “Are we done?”
 
   “We?” Jaikus asked. “Reneeke and I are. What we are to do with you has yet to be determined.”
 
   “What would you suggest?” Reneeke asked.
 
   “I’d say let him go,” Arno interjected. “I’m sure he would trouble you no longer.”
 
   Jaikus eyed him questioningly. “Or drop his body in the pit back there.” When Reneeke’s expression darkened, he chuckled. “Just kidding.”
 
   “Jaik, he’s a confessed bandit. I think we should deliver him to the first town we come to and let them determine his fate.”
 
   Arno shook his head. “That’s a bad idea.”
 
   Ignoring him, Jaikus nodded. “Agreed.”
 
   Reneeke came to his feet. “Are we through here?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Maybe there’s a secret door behind all those boxes and crates?” Arno asked hopefully; anything to forestall his being given up for due justice.
 
   Jaikus shook his head. “Checked and if there is one there, it’s hidden better than I can find.”
 
   Taking hold of Arno’s shirt, Reneeke helped the bandit to his feet. “Let’s go.” He then took up the chest and they headed for the altar room and outside.
 
   The sun was still up though it was later in the day. A couple hours remained until dusk. They had spent the better part of the day rooting around along hidden passages and secret rooms with little to show for it.
 
   Reneeke led them to where Mackum and the Halfling had left their horses and pony. 
 
   Jaikus perked up a bit upon finding the four horses they took from the Keep along with the ones for Mackum and his henchman. All their loot had been brought along as well.
 
   Coming to the horses, Reneeke patted his and said, “At least we’re better off than when we left Reakla.”
 
   Jaikus nodded. “And there’s still the Adventure when we arrive at Kith.”
 
   “But before we do,” Reneeke said, “we need to return the chest to Master Tuppin. He might already be at Split Oak by now.” He turned to Arno. “Do you know how far it is to Split Oak?”
 
   He shook his head. Since learning that they intended to hand him over to the authorities, he had grown less communicative.
 
   “Maybe we should remain here tonight,” Reneeke suggested, “and head down in the morning.”
 
   “Okay,” Jaikus agreed.
 
   Once camp was set up, Jaikus went through the equipment brought by Mackum, his henchman and the Halfling. None of which proved the least bit valuable.
 
   They tied Arno sitting to a tree, which he complained about profusely until they finally gagged him. 
 
    “We’ll sell three of the horses,” Reneeke suggested. “Might be able to get at least leather armor, scrolls and potions. All which we desperately need.”
 
   While Jaikus would have preferred acquiring magical items of rare and wonderful power, he conceded to the necessity of the items Reneeke mentioned.
 
   “If after every Adventure we end up better equipped than the one before, we will eventually be able to accomplish some of the more noteworthy deeds bards love to sing about.”
 
   Jaikus liked that. “Such as the tale of Thereon and the Ice Giants? Or maybe How Dougal the Red overcame Three-Score and Five Lizardmen.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Something like that.”
 
   The fire crackled as deeds both probable and miraculous ran through his mind. In each, he was the central hero with Reneeke there to back him up. He had the first watch and spent the time strolling the perimeter. Time passed uneventfully until it was time to wake Reneeke for his turn.
 
   Jaikus laid out on his bedroll near the fire and Reneeke set the chest down next to him.
 
   “Keep an eye on this.”
 
   Glancing to Arno, he found the bandit still secured to the tree and head lolled to the side in sleep. “I don’t think we have much to worry about.”
 
   “Still, it would be better if it remained by one of us throughout the night.”
 
   Shrugging, Jaikus pulled it close. Positioning one of his packs for a headrest, he laid on his side facing it. Beyond the chest the fire danced in the night. Feeling its warmth being blocked the by the chest, he pushed it to the side so it rested just above his head yet still remained in his line of sight. In its new position he received the full warming benefit of the fire. The night was quite cool.
 
   Reneeke passed into the shadows to better acclimate his vision to the dark. First checking on the horses, he made a circuit around the camp listening to the sounds of the night.
 
   Not far from their camp loomed an overlook. He climbed up to it and sat on it for a while, staring at the stars and the shadows of the valley below. From time to time he would glance toward the camp only to find Jaikus still asleep and the chest safe and secure next to him. He will be so glad to be rid of that chest. The responsibility of it weighed on him and the sooner he delivered it, the sooner they could continue on to the Adventure at Kith.
 
   They’d already spent far too much time since accepting it and he worried that they may arrive too late to do anything about it. Most bard tales agreed that a timely start to an Adventure was the best way to solve the problem. They had given their word and he wanted to make sure they kept it.
 
   When the cool of the night began seeping into his bones, he returned to camp to warm himself by the fire. True, it addled his night vision, but figured it wouldn’t be a problem seeing as how all their current enemies laid dead in the bandit’s lair.
 
   Current enemies… he shook his head at that. Back on the farm, he hadn’t had any enemies. This life he and Jaikus were embarking upon held more danger than he had anticipated. One thing was for sure, it kept one on their toes.
 
   Arno snored from where he sat tied to the tree. His head still lolled in the same position. He liked the bandit, but knew that turning him loose would not be the right thing to do. Though he might keep his word to trouble them no more, there were still the other travelers that he and his kind would continue to harass, steal from, and murder. No, despite his liking of the man, he had to be turned over to the authorities.
 
   Warmed and contented, he headed back to the shadows.
 
    
 
   As his captor left the light of the campfire, Arno worked again with the small blade that he had secreted within his sleeve. Already several threads of the rope securing him to the tree had been severed. While Reneeke had warmed himself by the fire, he feigned being asleep and had ceased his attempts at sawing the rope. He feared that even the whisper of sound his blade made would be overheard. For if his attempt was detected, he’d lose the knife and any chance at freedom would be gone.
 
   He could only move it a little at a time. As each additional thread parted, he would strain against the rope to see if it had been weakened to the point where it would break. When it didn’t, he would continue.
 
   The tread of his captor as he walked in the shadows came to him from out of the dark. Where he was or how far away was difficult to determine. During the times when the footsteps drew closer, he would cease his efforts only to resume them when they walked away.
 
   Thread by thread, he worked through the rope until he felt the rope give way. With the bottommost coil of the rope severed, he was able to loosen the rope sufficiently so he could wriggle out. But as Reneeke’s footsteps drew closer yet again, he feigned sleep. Arno hoped that he would return to his lookout on the outcropping. It was far enough away that his efforts to escape might go unnoticed. So he waited.
 
   An hour passed, during which Reneeke returned to the fire to add wood and warm himself before returning to the shadows. Arno listened as he walked away and realized that he was heading to the outcropping. In the dim moonlight he saw Reneeke’s dark silhouette as it made its way there. He saw his head swivel to look back at the camp. When it turned back, Arno knew his chance had arrived.
 
   Wriggling out of the rope, he then removed his gag and got to his feet. He would only have minutes, maybe less to make good his escape. The horses had been picketed on the far side of the camp. Moving toward them, he cautiously maneuvered around the sleeping Jaikus.
 
   The chest sparkled in the firelight. Jaikus was curled around it but the top was free. Such a magnificent chest must surely contain valuables. A glance to where Reneeke stood on the outcropping revealed his silhouette to still be looking out over the valley. He turned back to the chest.
 
   Stepping cautiously around the sleeping Jaikus, he reached for the lid.
 
    
 
   The night was so peaceful. He had always enjoyed this time of night. The world had yet to awaken and when a slight breeze blew like it did now, peace would settle over him. Taking a deep breath, he let it out and felt his cares and worry melt away.
 
   He figured maybe two days to rejoin Master Tuppin. At least they had horses now. Their future would look so much better from the back of a horse.
 
   Overhead the stars were out in brilliant form. The moon was partially hidden behind a wisp of cloud yet sufficient light managed to get through to cast the valley floor in a tapestry of shadows. All in all, Reneeke felt very good.
 
   Glancing back to the fire, he saw Arno still bound to the tree and Jaikus asleep near the fire. The chest remained safe and secure next to him.
 
   Turning back to the valley, he reminisced about his folks back home. His parents had been against him running off with Jaikus to be Adventurer’s. They said nothing good would come of it and such a life could only bring him to an early end. Thinking back on the scrapes he and Jaik had lived through, he couldn’t say they had been wrong.
 
   At least his parents still had his two brothers and sister to help them out. Reneeke was the oldest with his sister being the third child. She was going to be a beauty when she grew. The woman she would become had lately begun to let herself known. And considering how the boys now flocked around her, their parents would have their hands full.
 
   Smiling to himself at the image of his father beating off several boys with a large stick, he turned again to glance toward the campsite. His smile vanished when he saw the tree to which Arno had been secured no longer held the bandit.
 
   Turning, he started running back to the camp. Then he saw Arno kneeling next to Jaikus, his hands upon the lid of the chest.
 
   “Don’t!” he yelled as he crashed through the underbrush. Master Tuppin’s words came back to him, Don’t open it,” Master Tuppin had warned, “not that you should be able to. But there is a fell curse guarding it that will trigger if opened improperly.”
 
   The lid swung open and he saw Arno’s eyes widen. Then the bandit fell back with a cry and began thrashing about.
 
   “Damn!” Reneeke cursed. Drawing his sword, he doubled his speed.
 
   Arno began changing. His cries turned to growls and cloth tore as his upper torso expanded beyond their limits. Every inch of exposed skin began to sprout hair. In his thrashing he rolled several yards from the camp.
 
   Reneeke hollered, “Jaik! Get up.” But in his exhausted sleep-state, his friend failed to respond. He emerged into the firelight, vaulted over Jaikus and headed straight for Arno.
 
   Arno was no longer himself. Opening the chest had unleashed the curse and he was changing into one of those creatures they encountered at Fort Spindlewynne. Reneeke knew he could not allow the completion of the metamorphoses. As Arno thrashed, howled and raked deep furrows in the ground with his claws, he reached his side.
 
   The beast that had been Arno snapped at him but in his partially-altered shape, didn’t have sufficient motor skills to be deadly.
 
   Reneeke looked in his eyes, saddened that this had happened to him. Raising his sword high, he said, “Sorry it has to be this way.” Then he brought the sword down and impaled him through the chest.
 
   Howling and spasming, Arno-beast swiped claws at him but he easily danced out of the way. Pulling his blade from the beast’s chest, he thrust it down again. Over and over he struck the chest of Arno-beast. When the thrashings began to slow, he severed its neck and just to be sure the threat had been neutralized, he cut the arms away too. The pieces grew still as life drained away.
 
   Bending over, he picked up a section of Arno’s shirt that had ripped and fallen away during the transformation. He then used it to clean his sword. A noise behind him drew his attention.
 
   “Jaik, Arno opened the…,” be began then halted upon spying another of the beasts behind him.
 
   Standing on two legs, it raised its head and howled.
 
   Reneeke’s eyes went to Jaikus’ empty bedroll, the shredded clothes lying next to it, and then turned his gaze on the beast.
 
   “Jaik?”
 
   Again the beast howled.
 
   Reneeke half-heartedly raised his sword. “Jaik…no.”
 
   Acting as if it was going to launch an attack, the beast abruptly turned and fled into the night.
 
   “Jaik!” Reneeke yelled.
 
   The only answer he received was the sound of Jaikus-beast crashing through the underbrush.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Reneeke had been shocked that Jaikus-beast hadn’t attacked. Could there be some remnants of Jaikus still remaining? If so, maybe there could be a way of helping him. He couldn’t leave his friend as he was. Rushing after him, he left the camp and raced off in pursuit.
 
   It was easy to track Jaikus-beast. Aside from the rustle of his passage through the underbrush, there were the intermittent snarls and howls. What concerned Reneeke most was not finding him, but what he would do once he had caught up with him. Would the part that remembered him remain forever? Or would it gradually be destroyed by the beast? Either way, he had to try. Jaikus counted on him.
 
   Minutes passed as he followed the sound of Jaikus-beast through the brush. Moving along the mountainside, they returned to the trail that they had followed to get there. About that time, the sound of Jaikus-beast’s passing stopped. Reneeke slowed his approach.
 
   Jaikus-beast stood in a small clearing along the trail. Its head swiveled from one side to the next. As Reneeke drew closer, he heard it sniffing the air.
 
   A foot settling upon a branch caused it to crack and Jaikus-beast turned toward Reneeke. Its red eyes glared in the dark. Reneeke heard it sniff the air and saw its claws clench and unclench. Just when he thought it would leap, a tremor went through it.
 
   It started forward toward him only to stop and take a step back.
 
   “It’s me, Jaik,” he said in a calming voice. “It’s Rene.”
 
   Jaikus-beast growled and swiped the air. It took a step forward, then two before backing up a step.
 
   Reneeke was at a loss as to what to do. He figured if a curse caused this transformation, a temple should be able to reverse it. The problem was how to get Jaikus-beast to a temple. Could he subdue it without killing his friend? The previous beasts had been very hard to overcome even when he laid into them with all had. He took a step forward.
 
   A howl went up from Jaikus-beast and he raised his sword.
 
   “I’m here to help you,” he said soothingly. “We can make you better.”
 
   It leaped at him only to come to a stop when its foot next touched the ground.
 
   Then it growled but it didn’t sound like any growl a beast had hitherto made.
 
   “Jaik?”
 
   Bestial rumblings sounded deep within its chest and when it burst forth, it came out like “Goooooooo…,” then transitioned into a howl. It bunched its hind legs as if to leap forward.
 
   Reneeke stood ready with sword before him.
 
   Then just as it seemed it would attack, Jaikus-beast turned ninety degrees and darted off into the trees.
 
   Reneeke remained there a moment, his sword gradually drooping to the ground. “Oh, Jaik.”
 
   Limbs cracked as Jaikus-beast raced away. Growls sounded in the night interposed with howls full of torment and sadness.
 
   Setting his mind to help Jaikus or die in the attempt, Reneeke followed. By the time dawn broke in the east, he had the beginnings of a plan.
 
   He came upon Jaikus-beast some distance up the mountain. It had paused at a stream. Reaching down, Reneeke picked up several stones. Needing to get its attention, he threw one. The stone struck Jaikus-beast dead center on the back.
 
   Coming to its feet faster than Reneeke would have thought possible, it turned and its red eyes locked onto him.
 
   “Come on, Jaik,” he murmured. “Attack me.”
 
   But as before, Jaikus-beast proved conflicted. Part of it tried to follow but from somewhere within, a remnant of what had been Jaikus fought the impulse.
 
   “Hey!” Reneeke yelled.
 
   Still, Jaikus-beast remained in one spot. It would take a step forward only to draw back with great effort.
 
   Reneeke placed a second stone in his right hand. “Come on!” he yelled then threw.
 
   A howl went up when the stone hit Jaikus-beast in the forehead.
 
   Knowing the surest way to get a predator to chase you was to run, Reneeke turned about and fled down the mountainside. Behind him came another roar, this time full of primal emotion followed immediately by the sound of it charging through the underbrush.
 
   Up ahead was an outcropping that overlooked a drop-off that went down quite a ways. Several trees grew right to the edge.
 
   Reneeke cast a quick glance behind him and saw the creature gaining rapidly. Gauging the distance to the outcropping versus the rate at which Jaikus-beast gained, he slowed ever so slightly. Then when the creature was almost upon him, he leapt for a branch hanging from one of the trees growing at the lip of the outcropping. As he grabbed the branch and swung up, he felt claws rake the back of his shirt, shredding it.
 
   Jaikus-beast failed to slow and continued at full speed right over the outcropping. Snarls and howls filled the air as it soared out over the hillside. It came to land some distance down the mountainside. Slamming into the upper part of a tree, it ripped out limbs as it thrashed its way to the ground.
 
   By that time, Reneeke had already come down out of the tree and raced away at an angle from it as he continued to descend the mountain.
 
   Once Jaikus-beast hit the ground it quickly recovered its balance and spun about to look back up. It spied Reneeke racing through the trees and sped off in pursuit.
 
   Reneeke fled as fast as his feet would allow. Coming to a trail, he turned to follow it as it followed the side of the mountain. When he saw the totem with the four skulls, he knew he was headed in the right direction. 
 
   Behind him Jaikus-beast crashed through the trees and underbrush. When the sound of broken limbs and tearing out of bushes ceased, he knew it was on the trail.
 
   Passing another of the totems, he knew he was coming close. Then he spied the twin totems that stood before the entrance to the bandits’ lair. The door stood open. As he raced between them and turned to enter, he glanced back and saw how Jaikus-beast was coming fast. When their eyes met, it howled in triumph. Reneeke shot through the door and into the darkness beyond.
 
   He left the main door open and raced down the passage to the altar room. There he turned to the right and barely made out the doorway to the secret areas. He raced through it and slammed it shut. Setting his back to it, he shrugged off his pack and quickly pulled out his last three torches.
 
   When no banging sounded from the other side, he put his ear to the door to listen. A second of silence was followed by the sound of wood being smashed. He figured it to be the altar. “Just give me half a second, Jaik,” he mumbled to himself as he pulled out his flint.
 
   Sparks threw back the darkness as he struck the flint. Several landed upon the treated end of one torch; the other two he kept slightly apart. He softly blew upon them until the torch-head burst to life. As if that had been some signal, Jaikus-beast slammed against the other side of the door.
 
   Reneeke held the door a moment to ensure that the torch had fully ignited and would not easily go out. Then he put his pack back on and took up the other two torches. He held them with the burning one and they ignited in flame. Leaving the door in a sprint, he fled down the passage.
 
   Twice more Jaikus-beast struck the door before knocking it off its hinges. Another howl of triumph sounded when it saw Reneeke and the burning torches fleeing before it.
 
   He fled past doorways until coming to the room with the two busts sitting in wall niches. Not even pausing, he ran into the still-opened secret passage. Extending some forty feet, it ended at the room with six floor slabs set in three rows of two. The left-hand one of the second row was no longer there as Jaikus had earlier triggered the trap.
 
   Reneeke stepped on the left-hand one of the first pair, then continued diagonal to the right-hand of the second set. The right-hand of the third set had been the safe one earlier so he continued onto it. Once he reached the other secret passage leading from the slab room, he turned to see Jaikus-beast at the entrance to the room.
 
   He shouted and waved the torches. His bravado gave the creature pause. In that instant of indecision, he tossed the three burning torches evenly across the right-hand slab of the second row, then drew his sword. Everything would hinge of whether the beast had an aversion to fire as most creatures did.
 
   Jaikus-beast glared at him over the flames and he could hear its growls.
 
   “Hyah!” he yelled, then turned to run.
 
   Giving out with a howl, Jaikus-beast stepped upon the left-hand slab of the first row, then paused momentarily as it considered the hole before it and the burning brands to his right. As Reneeke hoped it would, Jaikus-beast leapt across the hole to avoid the flames and landed on the third row’s left-hand slab.
 
   Reneeke came to a halt when he heard the slab break away and Jaikus-beast’s howls of rage as it plummeted to the pit below. He returned to stand on the third row’s right-hand slab. From below came snarls and howls, but there was something different about them. Taking up one of the torches, he held it over the pit but it was too deep and the light failed to reach the bottom.
 
   “Sorry about this, Jaik,” he said. Then he knelt before the pit, brought the torch to rest against the pit’s inner side and let go. It fell for nearly fifty feet before landing in a burst of sparks. 
 
   Protruding from the floor was a myriad of long, wicked spikes. Jaikus-beast had been impaled by three; one through the shoulder, another through an arm and the last through its thigh. It fought against the spikes but could not free itself.
 
   “Now comes the fun part,” Reneeke mumbled. A little louder he said, “Be right back, Jaik.” The only response was more snarls and growls.
 
   He took up a second torch and rolled the third against the floor until it went out. He left it there to smoke while he made his way from the bandits’ lair to their camp.
 
   The fire had burnt out by this time. The horses remained picketed where he had left them. He first went to the chest and closed it. Then he gathered the smaller rope from Jaikus’ pack as well as the heavier rope that Peter had given them when they first embarked on the mission to retrieve the chest. With the ropes in hand, he returned to slab room.
 
   Jaikus-beast still snarled and snapped upon his return. He had been afraid that he would find his friend dead. “Give me a moment, Jaik and I’ll get you out of there.”
 
   Proceeding with the heavier rope to the room beyond the slab room, he secured an end around one of the two chests. He then returned to the slab room and pulled mightily several times to see if the chest would hold. It did. He tossed the rest of the rope into the pit as well as the other two lighter ropes, his and Jaikus.’
 
   Sitting on the edge of the pit, he took hold of the rope and with a prayer that the rope and chest would hold, pushed himself off the edge and began to descend.
 
   The growls grew in intensity as he made his way to the bottom. The rope nearly didn’t reach but it came to within three feet.
 
   Jaikus-beast laid impaled by the trio of spikes several feet from where he came to land. Its one arm not impaled tried to swipe at him but couldn’t reach him. The spikes were spaced roughly two feet apart and though they boasted deadly barbs protruding from their tops, were easy to avoid.
 
   “Now, Jaik. How are we going to do this?”
 
   A snarl was his only answer. Jaikus-beast sought to reach him but the barbs topping the spikes kept him in place.
 
   Reneeke collected one of the lighter ropes from where it lay on the bottom of the pit. He made a loop at one end and then approached his best-friend-turned-beast.
 
   Blood pooled at the base of each impaling spike. He felt sorry for his friend, cursed Arno for his greed that had caused this, then steeled himself for what was to come.
 
   Jaikus-beast’s free arm swiped at him but he kept his distance. He dangled the rope just within reach and it took some doing, but he managed to ensnare the flailing arm with the loop. A quick tug cinched it tight around the wrist.
 
   The next step was to secure the flailing limb by tying the rope around Jaikus-beast’s chest. It took him nearly ten minutes of wrangling before he accomplished that. With three spikes pinning his friend to the ground, it had nearly proved impossible. But after much struggle the arm became immobile. After that it was fairly easy to bind the rest of him up tight.
 
   The first part to come off the spikes was the leg. After securing the other leg to it from ankle to knee, then from just where it was impaled to the crotch, he gripped the leg on both sides. “I’m truly sorry for this,” he said to his friend. Then he pulled the leg off the barbed spike leaving some flesh behind.
 
   Jaikus-beast howled.
 
   Reneeke then pulled the healing scroll from his pouch, set it upon the wound and spoke the activation word. The scroll flashed as the power it held blazed forth. In short order, the flesh had knitted over and blood stopped flowing.
 
   “There,” he said to his friend. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
 
   Teeth gnashing and growls were his only reply.
 
   Next came the arm which had been bound when he bound the flailing one. He pulled it off, then the shoulder. As soon as the barbed spikes cleared the wounds, Jaikus-beast was a flurry of motion.
 
   This was the moment Reneeke feared the most. Though secured tightly nearly neck to ankle, would the ropes hold?
 
   It twisted, thrashed and even though tied, tried to get at Reneeke. But the ropes held. Blood went everywhere as the thrashing sent the blood oozing from the two open wounds everywhere. Reneeke pulled out his potion of Major Healing, then set his foot against his friend’s chest to still the thrashing. Once he had him somewhat stable, he dribbled the potion into the wounds and a little in its mouth. He used only half before stoppering it back up and putting it back into his pack.
 
   Reneeke stepped back for a moment to allow the potion to run its course. When the wounds looked like they had healed over and the thrashing no longer sent droplets sailing, he figured it was time to get out of the pit.
 
   First he gagged and secured Jaikus-beast’s mouth. Then he lifted him up and carried him to where the rope dangled from above. He tied the rope to the one binding the arms around the chest. After that he turned Jaikus-beast to face the side of the pit, reached for the rope, and started to climb.
 
   The climb up was stressful for there was now added weight pulling on the rope and if it or the chest to which it was secured should fail, they would never get out. Foot by foot he pulled himself up until finally coming to the top. He climbed out of the pit, rolled onto his back and rested a few moments.
 
   Once rested, he got to his feet, took hold of the rope and pulled Jaikus-beast out of the pit. Then after removing the rope from where it had been secured to the chest, he coiled it around his chest except for the section attached to Jaikus-beast.
 
   “Let’s go, Jaik,” he said.
 
   Pulling on the rope, he dragged his friend along the floor through the secret passages, the altar room then outside. Once at the camp he secured Jaikus-beast to the back of one of the horses; the horse was less than pleased. A few moments were spent stowing their equipment onto the horses including Oriu’s chest. That he wrapped in a blanket and secured behind his saddle.
 
   He considered taking the pony, but finally decided to let it go. Should speed be a necessity, it wouldn’t be able to keep up. Mounting, he glanced back to where his friend struggled to break free. Seeing his efforts were ineffective, he nudged his horse into motion and led the horses along the path back to the trail that led off the mountain.
 
   Late afternoon found them where they had camped when initially attacked by the Halfling’s illusionary beasts. Not wishing to waste even one moment of daylight, he continued on. It wasn’t until the sun had set and night had fallen did he decide to pull off the road and make camp.
 
   First thing he did was removed Jaikus-beast from the horse and secure him to a tree. Then he gathered some nearby twigs and branches together to get a fire going. Once it was blazing away, he widened his search and brought in enough wood to last through the night.
 
   Jaikus-beast had grown silent during this, its red eyes followed his every movement.
 
   Sitting against a tree near the fire, Reneeke took some rations out of his pack and commenced to eat. “I’d offer you some, Jaik. But I think removing your gag might be a mistake. You’d as soon bite off my hand than take the food I offered.” Tearing off a bit of jerky, he chewed in silent contemplation.
 
   Turning to Jaikus-beast again, he asked, “So, how do you like adventuring so far?”
 
   A muffled snarl was his only reply.
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Taking another bite, he continued. “I hope to keep a fast pace tomorrow and reach Split Oak. If the priests there can’t lift this curse, I don’t know what I’ll tell your mother?” After he ate he laid out his bedroll, set the chest next to it and stretched out.
 
   “Let me know if anyone approaches.”
 
   Snarl…snap…growl.
 
   Reneeke leaned his sword against the chest so it would be in easy reach should he require it. Closing his eyes, he prayed that the ropes binding his friend would hold and that he wouldn’t wake up dead in the morning. It took him some time but sleep finally found him only to deliver dreams fraught with beasts, curses and bandits.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunrise found him still alive and Jaikus-beast secured to the tree. An overcast sky promised rain later. Reneeke hoped it held off for as long as possible. He glanced over to his friend and found red eyes locked on him.
 
   “How’d you sleep?”
 
   Growl…snap.
 
   “I don’t think I did much better.”
 
   Getting to his feet, he went to his friend and started untying him from the tree. When Jaikus-beast tried to bite him even through the gag and having its snout securely bound, Reneeke said, “I know this isn’t pleasant. It isn’t pleasant for either one of us, Jaik. We just need to make the best of it.”
 
   Once the rope binding it to the tree came free, Reneeke picked up his friend and carried him to a horse. There he secured Jaikus-beast belly-down and tied feet and hands together beneath the horse’s underside. After testing the ropes to make sure they would hold during the trip, and that his friend wouldn’t slip to either side, he got the rest of his equipment stowed. Then he mounted.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   Growl…
 
   “That’s the spirit.”
 
   Kicking his horse into motion, he returned to the road and headed for the Pass. Alternating between periods of galloping, trotting and walking, the leagues fell quickly away.
 
    
 
   Mid-morning they reached where the bandits had attacked Master Tuppin. The remnants of the burned tree still blocked part of the road. Off to the side, carrion birds congregated over the bodies of the dead bandits. Reneeke didn’t even slow. He navigated through the section of tree he and Jaikus had cut and then left the grisly scene behind.
 
   Not long after that a stream appeared where it ran alongside the road for a spell. He stopped where it formed a small pool to allow the horses to drink. After dismounting he knelt by the pool to quench his own thirst.
 
   A quick check on Jaikus-beast showed it to still be firmly secured by the rope. The section used to secure its mouth closed showed a little wear but shouldn’t become a problem anytime soon.
 
   Mounting again, he headed deeper into the Pass.
 
   Throughout the afternoon he set a vigorous pace. When the sun hung low on the horizon, he came to the summit. A suitably large enough area had been cleared to accommodate several large caravans. From the numerous campfire rings and wagon wheel tracks, it was clear this place was used often. Currently it was empty.
 
   “We’re getting closer, Jaik.” He glanced back to his friend and received a muffled growl for his trouble. “I bet Master Tuppin stopped here either last night or the night before last. What do you think?”
 
   Growl…
 
   “If last night, we stand a chance of catching him before Split oak. If the night before, he’s probably already there.”
 
   Continuing past the caravansary area, he came to where the road began its descent. The view opened up and he could see the road where it wound its way down the mountainside along a river flowing out of the upper elevations. Several leagues down three riders were making their way up.
 
   “Come on,” he said as he nudged his horse into greater speed. “Let’s see if they can tell us anything about Master Tuppin.”
 
   Leaving the summit behind, he hurried down the road. A half hour later the riders he’d seen from the summit came into view. Two were men wearing leather armor and carried swords. The third was a blond woman dressed in regular travel clothes including a hooded cloak whose hood was back. She was quite striking.
 
   As the two groups drew near. Reneeke kept to the right side of the road, the trio to the left. He held up his hand indicating a request to parley and the woman spoke to the two men and they came to a stop. She came forward, eyeing the horses he led. Her gaze lingered upon the back side of Jaikus-beast for its head was on the opposite side of the horse from her.
 
   “Good evening,” Reneeke said with a slight bow.
 
   “Good evening as well.” Moving her gaze from Jaikus-beast to Reneeke, she said, “Looks like you have a tale to tell.”
 
   “That is true,” he replied but didn’t expand further.
 
   Her two escorts eyed him suspiciously and both had hands resting on their sword hilts.
 
   “I am looking for a caravan that we were part of,” he explained. “It had four wagons and two riders.”
 
   She thought a moment, then nodded. “I believe we passed one earlier today.”
 
   Reneeke’s eyes lit up. “It was on its way to Split Oak.”
 
   “If that was its destination, then I would think it has already arrived.” She turned to the older of her two escorts. “Didn’t we pass it this morning?”
 
   “I believe so, my lady,” he replied.
 
   “How far is it?”
 
   She returned her attention to Reneeke. “If you keep your pace quick, a day.”
 
   “Is there a temple to Fjerl in Split Oak?’
 
   As she nodded, she turned her attention to the tied-up Jaikus-beast. “Yes, there is. You will find it in the southeast quarter.”
 
   “I thank you.”
 
   Eyes flitting to meet his, she replied, “You’re welcome. May you find the succor you hope.”
 
   Reneeke nodded again and then nudged his horse into motion. He kept nudging it until he had it up to a gallop. Hope had sprung anew upon learning that Fjerl’s temple was in Split Oak. If anyone could help Jaikus, it would be them.
 
   The rest of the evening and well into night he continued on. Only when the horses grew fatigued did he stop. Pulling off the road, he did as he had the night before. First he secured Jaikus-beast to a tree, then gathered wood and built a fire. Once he had a bite to eat, he laid out his bedroll, situated the chest next to him, then fell quickly fell asleep for the events of the last few days had done much to sap his strength.
 
    
 
   “…in the name of all the gods is that?”
 
   A voice intruded upon a dream of home.
 
   “Don’t get close,” a second voice said.
 
   Reneeke came full awake upon realizing others were in their camp. He cracked an eye open to see two men standing before Jaikus-beast. One had his sword out. Through a cracked eyelid, he saw the one with the sword turn and point toward him with the blade.
 
   “He must have captured it.”
 
   “Bah,” the other replied. “He’s but a boy.”
 
   “Then explain that,” he said, turning his blade to point toward Jaikus-beast.
 
   Using the fingers of his right hand, he moved his hand to the side of his blanket and sought a stone. Finding one that fit snugly in his palm, he wrapped his fingers around it.
 
   “Hey!” the one with sword still in scabbard exclaimed.
 
   Reneeke opened his eye further and saw the man staring straight at him.
 
   “He’s awake,” he finished as he drew his sword.
 
   Rolling, Reneeke grabbed his sword with his left hand and quickly came to his feet with blade held at the ready.
 
   “Easy, son,” one of the men said. “No one wants to kill you.”
 
   Eyes flicking from one to the other, he saw how their clothes were on the poorer side and they each had a haggard look. They didn’t look as if they merely wished to share his fire.
 
   “Just put your sword down,” the other encouraged.
 
   Reneeke kept the sword at the ready. Though it was in his left hand, he did have some practice with that hand for as Master Leari said, What do you plan to do should your right hand become injured? Die? No, Reneeke, you need to be equally proficient with both hands. He was a long way from being proficient with his left hand, but for the moment it would have to suffice.
 
   He shook his head. “You two better get on out of here.”
 
   “Now is that any way for a boy to speak to his elders, Stearen?” the one man asked.
 
   “My pappy would have slapped me in the mouth for such insolence, Mok,” Stearen replied.
 
   Mok cast a sideways glance at his partner. “Think we ought to teach this pup some manners?”
 
   Stearen nodded. “That we shall.”
 
   Reneeke moved his sword back and forth before the two men all the while bringing his right hand back as if to counter-balance his movement. But in reality was getting his arm in position to launch the stone. The two men were oblivious to what he held in his right hand.
 
   Mok stepped forward first and Reneeke acted as if he were scared, which was not far from the truth, and took a quick step back. His action caused Mok to hurry forward at which point he threw the stone. Trusting in his skill, he followed the throw with a quick step forward and a lunge. Before his foot hit the ground, the stone cracked into Mok’s forehead and staggered him. Reneeke’s blade found little resistance as it penetrated the man’s chest.
 
   Pulling it out, he transferred the sword to his right hand then turned toward Stearen.
 
   Stearen stood stunned as Mok stumbled backward, a red stain spreading across his chest.
 
   Reneeke launched into an attack which the man barely parried in time. As the clash of blades sounded in the night, the battle was joined.
 
   Dancing backward, Stearen knocked aside Reneeke’s attack then followed with a slice of his own. When Reneeke managed to divert it aside with a last-minute block, he initiated a quick series of attacks. Reneeke met them all and came away unscathed.
 
   A pause in the fight allowed each to reappraise the other. Reneeke was no longer the country-bumpkin Stearen had taken him for. Instead he had proven both skillful and determined.
 
   Reneeke on the other hand had thought himself lucky to have come away without so much as a scratch. Stearen’s last two blows had almost gotten through. The man was fast and could very well be more skilled than he.
 
   “You can’t win, boy.”
 
   Lashing out with an upper right-hand slice, he returned with a thrust. When Reneeke kept his blade at bay, he stepped back.
 
   “That’s what Mackum the Red said before I killed him.”
 
   Reneeke then feinted with a thrust only to come at him with a sudden slice.
 
   Back and forth the two men lunged and parried, hacked and blocked, attacked and defended. Around the campfire their blades danced.
 
   Reneeke tried many of the maneuvers Larko had taught him but none managed to get through Stearen’s guard. Even the trick of widening the defensive pattern failed to bear fruit. He realized he was still just too green at swordplay. Taking two quick steps back, he held up his hand.
 
   “Are you giving up?”
 
   He shook his head. “No.”
 
   Raising his sword, Stearen said, “Then let’s get to it.”
 
   “Wait,” Reneeke said. “I have an offer.”
 
   Stearen gazed at him calculatingly. “I’m listening.”
 
   Reneeke pointed to where the chest sat on the other side of the fire. “The chest is not mine and thus I cannot barter it for my life. But, if you would be willing to take the contents in trade for my life, I will yield.”
 
   “What’s in there?”
 
   “Three rings of power,” he replied. “If you swear to take the rings, and only the rings, I will not deny you.”
 
   “How about I just kill you and take it all?”
 
   Reneeke shrugged. “You could try though we do seem somewhat evenly matched. I for one wish to live another day.”
 
   He saw the determined set to Reneeke’s jaw. And he had to admit, the boy was a better swordsman than he had thought. Stearen was certain he could take him, but even when facing a less-skilled opponent, there was always the risk of them doing something unexpected. He lowered his sword. “Very well. But if there are no rings within that chest, one of us dies tonight.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   When Reneeke made to move forward, he raised his sword and gestured for him to back away. Reneeke moved back another couple yards.
 
   Stearen moved backward toward the chest, his eyes never leaving Reneeke. “What’s that over there?” he asked, indicating Jaikus-beast.
 
   “Something I captured a ways back,” Reneeke replied. “Thought it might be worth something to the right person.”
 
   “How come you’re out here all by yourself?”
 
   “Wasn’t,” Reneeke replied, then gestured to the horses picketed off a ways. “I’m all that’s left.” When Stearen glanced back to the chest, Reneeke quickly backed further from the camp only to stop when the man returned his gaze to him.
 
   Coming to the chest, Stearen knelt before it. As he reached for the lid, Reneeke turned and fled. Releasing the catch, he lifted.
 
    
 
   Reneeke sprinted for his life. He didn’t know how far the curse would extend, but he planned to be nowhere nearby when that lid was lifted. A cry behind him brought him to a stop. He turned to find Stearen thrashing on the ground just as Arno had.
 
   Waiting a moment just in case, he then hurried back.
 
   Stearen was on the ground spasming as his body began to change. Cries of pain and terror escaped the man as Reneeke came to stand over him.
 
   “Sorry about this,” Reneeke said. Drawing his sword, he raised it high with both hands then brought it down hard. The blade slid between two ribs and punctured Stearen’s heart. Raising it again, he stabbed several more times until the man grew still. Then he removed the head just in case.
 
   He saw Jaikus-beast staring at him with red eyes. “I had been half hoping that being hit a second time with the curse would change you back.”
 
   No response.
 
   He cleaned and sheathed his sword then dragged the dead men into the trees. A glance to the east showed dawn hadn’t even started to break. “Still a couple hours, Jaik.” He turned to his friend. “What do you think, should we try to sleep, or head out?”
 
   Growl…snarl…
 
   Nodding, Reneeke said, “I agree. There’s no way I’ll be going back to sleep tonight. Let’s go.”
 
   Once Jaikus-beast had been put on the horse and the rest of their equipment secured to the horses, Reneeke pulled himself into the saddle.
 
   It remained quite dark as they returned to the road. He kept their pace slow for the next several hours until the sky began to lighten. Once it did, he picked up the pace. He had every intention of spending the following night at Split Oak.
 
    
 
   Late morning found them out of the Pass and into the hill country. At noon he took a short break to rest the horses and grab a bite to eat. Not long after resuming travel he reached where the hills transitioned into forested plains. A road heading east came into view and a lone traveler emerged about the time Reneeke came abreast of it. He flagged him down.
 
   “Excuse me,” Reneeke said. “But could you tell me how much further Split Oak is from here?”
 
   Eyeing him warily, the man pointed northward up the road Reneeke had been following and said, “Half a day that way.”
 
   “Ah, thank you.” Reneeke then glanced down the road where the man had come. “What’s down there?”
 
   “Village of Kith.”
 
   His eyes lit up. “Kith you say?”
 
   The man nodded.
 
   Reneeke thanked him, set the placement of the road in memory so he could readily relocate it, then nudged his horse back into a gallop. Once Jaikus was restored at Split Oak, they would return to Kith to see about their Adventure. Pushing hard, the leagues flew by.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Night had fallen some time ago when the lights of Split Oak appeared through the trees. Farms and houses had appeared intermittently the last few leagues. Most had been dark though a few had windows aglow with light from within.
 
   The town was rather large, probably due to its position as the first one encountered upon arrival in Kittikin. It boasted a formidable wall with towers spaced at regular intervals. The gate was open and the gate area was awash with light. Four guards kept an eye on those entering.
 
   A few hearty souls braved the late hour as they made their way through the gate. All but a pair of slightly inebriated farm boys was headed for the safety of the wall. Reneeke slowed before he gained the notice of the guards and then proceeded at a much less harried pace.
 
   The two farm boys reached him before he got to the gate. They staggered along with each other’s help and when they came abreast of Jaikus-beast they broke into laughter. Reneeke ignored them.
 
   His greatest worry was that they would not allow him to pass with Jaikus being how he was. When it came his turn to pass through the gate, he nodded to the guards who at first waved him through.
 
   “Hang on there,” one hollered when he spied Jaikus-beast secured to the horse.
 
   Reneeke came to a halt then turned his horse to look back at the guards moving toward his friend. “Is there a problem?”
 
   “Problem?” one muttered. “You could say that. Lord Edward does not allow dangerous beasts within the walls.”
 
   “I don’t see why that concerns me.”
 
   The guard pointed to Jaikus-beast. “What do you call that?”
 
   “A friend of mine fallen on some hard luck,” he explained. “We were on an Adventure and he got himself cursed. We’re here to see if Fjerl’s priests can help him.”
 
   “He looks dangerous,” another guard said.
 
   Jaikus-beast didn’t help matters by glaring at them with red eyes and growling most menacingly through the gag.
 
   “I assure you gentlemen that he is not. He is merely not himself at the moment.”
 
   “If he ain’t dangerous, why tie him up?”
 
   “So he won’t run away.”
 
   “Ah,” one guard said.
 
   The one who looked to be in charge of the guard detail eyed Reneeke, then took in Jaikus-beast. He considered it a moment then nodded and waved them through. “Go on,” he said.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I better not hear how your friend there has caused any mischief or there will be serious repercussions.”
 
   “I give you my word that such will not happen.”
 
   “Very good, then.”
 
   As Reneeke passed through the gate, he hoped there wouldn’t be any mischief. Now, on to Fjerl’s temple and some much needed healing.
 
   Those still on the street at that late hour at first paid him little heed. It wasn’t until they came abreast of the horse carrying Jaikus-beast that the commotion began. People shouted for others to come see and before he made it more than a hundred feet from the gate, a crowd had formed crying out for the tale of what happened.
 
   Reneeke felt acutely uncomfortable with everyone gathering around. Some got within arm’s reach of Jaikus-beast and he had to shoo them away.
 
   “Where did you capture that?” a man called out.
 
   “What’s your name?” another hollered.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   And the questions continued.
 
   A street kid came up to him and offered to show him to a place with the prettiest ladies. Reneeke declined. Others approached to suggest a plethora of establishments running the gamut of food, drink, women and those of a more illicit nature. He declined each and every one.
 
   “So where are you going?” one boy asked.
 
   Reneeke looked down and saw a youth of less than ten summers. “Fjerl’s temple. Know where that is?”
 
   The boy perked up. “Do I! Just follow me.”
 
   “Lead on, then.”
 
   As the boy started to show him the way, a couple of the older lads tried to muscle him out of the way but Reneeke came forward and broke it up. “He and I have a compact. I’ll treat anyone who interferes with that compact most severely.”
 
   That caused the other boys to back off. The young lad glanced up at him with a look of profound thankfulness. It would seem the younger boys didn’t often get the gate traffic when the older boys were near. As the boy took off down the street, he gave his fellows a smug look of satisfaction.
 
   Reneeke followed him toward the southeast where the lady he met upon the road had told him Fjerl’s temple would be. It turned out that the southeast quarter was Temple Quarter there in Split Oak. The boy took him past several temples to the more common deities. Spying Fjerl’s symbol, a tree rising from fresh-tilled ground, he hollered to the boy.
 
   “This will be fine,” he said. Taking out two coppers, he flipped them to his guide. “Appreciate it.”
 
   The boy caught the coins and they quickly disappeared into his ragged shirt. “Anything else I can help you with?” the boy asked eagerly.
 
   “Not at the moment. Though if you happen to be around later, maybe.”
 
   At the prospect of more work, the boy grinned. “I’ll be here.”
 
   Reneeke dismounted and thought a moment then said to the boy, “Could you watch my horses while I see the priests?”
 
   The boy nodded vigorously.
 
   “Okay, but don’t go near…” he said then pointed to Jaikus-beast, “him.”
 
   Eyes widening as he noticed for the first time what was strapped to the back of the horse, he nodded again, but more slowly.
 
   “Be back in a bit.” Reneeke headed for the stairs then paused. He glanced to the boy. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Borj,” he replied.
 
   Reneeke nodded. “Thank you, Borj. You can call me Reneeke.”
 
   He then went up the steps and entered Fjerl’s temple.
 
   It was a grand temple decorated in earth tones and for someone raised on the farm, it had the unmistakable scent of fresh-tilled earth. Lamps hanging throughout the temple kept the shadows at bay. The area where people interacted with the priests was a large cathedral-like room with a statue of Fjerl standing at the far end. The god was portrayed as a large man dressed in a long flowing robe. His right hand extended outward with the open palm holding a mound of earth from which grew a single stalk bearing two leaves. Legend had it that the two leaves represented man and woman. A ring of leaves wreathed his head. Benches were scattered about and more than a dozen people were present.
 
   Reneeke paused just within the doorway as he searched for a priest. Spying one emerging through an archway from the back, he made his way to him.
 
   “Excuse me, Father,” Reneeke said.
 
   The priest paused and turned toward him. He was an older priest and his facial characteristics marked him as a native of Kittikin. “Yes, my son?”
 
   “I have a matter which requires the services of your temple.”
 
   Raising one eyebrow questioningly, he asked, “How so?”
 
   Reneeke gestured to the entrance. “If you would be so kind as to accompany me outside, I will show you.”
 
   Curiosity prompted the priest to nod. “As you wish.”
 
   Leading the way, Reneeke explained that they were Adventurers from the Guild and that one of them had been inadvertently inflicted with a curse. They emerged from the temple just as he was explaining the nature of the curse 
 
   Borj stood by the horses and conversed with over a dozen other boys, most of whom had gathered around Jaikus-beast. When they appeared, Borj shooed them away and turned to meet them.
 
   “I was hoping you could remove the curse and restore my friend to his former self,” Reneeke said.
 
   The priest walked past Borj who bobbed his head at the priest’s passing and came to stand before Jaikus-beast. Summoning the power of his god, he took a moment to ascertain the extent and nature of the curse.
 
   “It is not too late,” the priest said upon concluding the examination. “Another day and the curse would have been irreversible.”
 
   “Can you heal him, Father?”
 
   The priest nodded. “I believe so, yes. Bring him,” he paused then turned to Reneeke, “it is a him?” When Reneeke replied with a “Yes,” the priest said, “Bring him inside.”
 
   Taking out his knife, Reneeke cut the bonds securing his friend to the horse. As the wriggling Jaikus-beast began sliding off, he caught him and slung him over his shoulder. He glanced to Borj, “Can you watch the horses until I return?”
 
   “I sure will,” Borj said with glee.
 
   “Rest assured,” the priest added, “as long as they are before Fjerl’s temple, nothing will befall them.” He eyed young Borj and added, “Right?”
 
   Bobbing his head rapidly, the boy said, “They’ll be safe here, Father.”
 
   Reneeke eyed where Oriu’s chest sat wrapped and secured behind his saddle. He hated leaving it there, but Jaikus had to come first. Carrying his friend-turned-beast, he followed the priest inside.
 
   A ruckus started as soon as he stepped foot within the temple. A lady conversing with a friend by the entrance glanced at them and screamed upon seeing Jaikus’ red eyes boring into her. Her companion grabbed her by the arm and they quickly departed.
 
   Others either gawked in curiosity, made exclamations, or fled the temple.
 
   “Sorry about this, Father.”
 
   The priest waved away his concern. “Think nothing of it. A good fright often births a good story.”
 
   “So does an act of stupidity.”
 
   Glancing first at Reneeke, then to Jaikus-beast, he nodded gravely. “Is that what happened?”
 
   “In part, but the act had not been his but another.” He explained about the thief and the opening of the chest.
 
   They passed through a side arch and entered a hallway. Doors stood closed on either side; the priest brought him to the third on the right. Producing a key, he opened the door and led them in. Inside was a single cot with a chair on either side. To the left of the cot was a small table.
 
   “Lay him there.”
 
   About that time, another priest arrived with two acolytes. 
 
   Reneeke placed his friend upon the cot then stepped back.
 
   “Do you have the object that cursed him?” the second priest asked.
 
   “Father Ranon has experience in curses such as afflicts your friend,” the first priest said. “Being able to examine the object can often shed light on the nature of the curse and speed the victim’s recovery.”
 
   Nodding, Reneeke said, “It’s out on my horse.”
 
   “Can you bring it in, please?”
 
   He started to turn to get it, but then paused. “What do you plan to do with it?”
 
   “See if we can ascertain the nature of the curse.”
 
   “You aren’t going to destroy it or harm it any way are you?”
 
   The priest eyed him a moment then replied, “No promises.”
 
   Reneeke hesitated.
 
   “You need to hurry, son.”
 
   “Yes,” agreed Father Ranon from where he was examining Jaikus. “What remains of your friend is fading rapidly. Tarry overlong and we may lose him.”
 
   Reneeke was torn between his duty to his friend and his duty to return the chest to Master Tuppin. No matter how dire Jaikus’ condition may be, the chest was not his to give away. Honor warred with desire.
 
   “How long does he have?”
 
   Father Ranon gave him a confused look, as if not understanding why he hadn’t already supplied the chest. “Not long. I’d say that by the time the sun rises high this noon it will be too late.”
 
   “And how much to heal him?”
 
   “For a curse of this severity and considering that it has infested his system for a lengthy period of time… two thousand.”
 
   “Golds?”
 
   The priest nodded.
 
   “And if you don’t have the chest?”
 
   “Three silvers for a burial plot.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll be back. Will he be safe here?”
 
   The priest nodded. “Just hurry. Time is not your friend.”
 
   Reneeke raced from the room, down the hall and out the temple. Borj remained by the horses.
 
   “Where would a caravan go that just arrived in town?”
 
   Borj pointed across town. “To the caravansary of course. All caravans stay there. It’s actually a nice…”
 
   “Show me,” Reneeke said as he swung up onto his horse. “And hurry.”
 
   “You got it!”
 
   Taking off in the direction he had indicated, Borj made his way through the darkened streets. Reneeke followed right behind.
 
   The caravansary sat just beyond the North Gate. A wide expanse had been allotted to caravans and nearly two-score wagons sat in four separate areas. Spying the only group with but four wagons, he tossed Borj a silver, offered his thanks, and headed that way.
 
   Before he reached the wagons he saw Midden sitting before the fire. Larko laid on the ground next to him. Of the others there was no sign.
 
   “Well, I’ll be,” Midden said with a grin upon noticing Reneeke’s approach. Then his grin vanished when he failed to see Jaikus.
 
   Larko got to his feet and they both came to him.
 
   “Did you get it?” the one-time guild member asked.
 
   Reneeke nodded.
 
   “But where’s your friend?” Midden asked.
 
   “At Fjerl’s. Where’s Master Tuppin?”
 
   “Having an ale at the Whip and Wheel,” Larko replied. “Most traders and teamsters frequent the place.”
 
   “Where is it? I have to speak with him.”
 
   From behind him a small voice said, “I know where it is.”
 
   They turned to find Borj appearing out of the dark.
 
   “Get on with you, boy,” Midden said with a scowl.
 
   “That’s okay,” Reneeke said. “He’s with me.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Glancing to Larko, Reneeke said, “Jaik was close when a thief opened the chest.”
 
   Both teamsters nodded as Midden said, “And they want to examine the chest.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He won’t agree to it,” Larko stated.
 
   “But if they don’t, Jaikus will die. They as much said so.”
 
   “He’ll have to.” To Borj he said, “Take me there.”
 
   Midden held up his hand to forestall their leaving. “Give me a moment and I’ll come with you.”
 
   Borj glanced to Reneeke who nodded.
 
   “Don’t know how you’re going to help,” Larko said.
 
   Midden shrugged. “That boy is a real irritant and no denying. But he’s got pluck. Be a damn shame to leave him in such a state.”
 
   Larko grinned and Midden just scowled. “You’re going to make people think you’re a nice fellow.”
 
   Harrumphing, Midden replied, “No need to be insulting.” Then once he had crossbow in hand, indicated that he was ready. “Lead on, boy.”
 
   “It isn’t far,” Borj said to Reneeke.
 
   He scurried away and Midden fell in beside Reneeke. “Now, just how did you manage to get the best of ol’ Mackum?”
 
    
 
   By the time the Whip and Wheel came into view, Reneeke had come to the part where Arno had opened the chest and Jaikus had been cursed.
 
   “Quite the tale,” the elder teamster said. “You boys might do okay as Adventurer’s.”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” Reneeke replied. “All that matters is restoring Jaikus to his former self.”
 
   “Bet they’re going to charge you too much.”
 
   “Is two thousand golds too much?”
 
   He thought a moment, then shook his head. “No. I was thinking at least five. They may have took in your homespun appearance and figured you a bit lean on coins.”
 
   “That’s true enough. But even if I get Master Tuppin’s permission to allow them to examine the chest, I don’t have the money to pay them.”
 
   “Do what many Adventurers do.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Sell everything you have. If you still don’t have enough, commit to doing them an errand. But I’d avoid that last if you are able. They tend to be fraught with danger and most don’t survive.”
 
   “I would think some would agree then back out once the healing is done.”
 
   Midden shook his head. “Can’t. They put a geas on you.”
 
   “Geas?”
 
   “It compels you to complete the agreed service.”
 
   Coming to the Whip and Wheel, Reneeke dismounted. “I’ll remember that.” 
 
   About to enter, he saw that Midden was not accompanying him. “Aren’t you coming?”
 
   The teamster shook his head as he hefted his crossbow. “I’ll stay and look after your horses and things.” He nodded to Borj. “Leave just a boy and you may not find them here upon your return.”
 
   “Hey,” Borj exclaimed, “I can take care of myself.”
 
   Breaking into one of his rare grins, Midden tousled Borj’s hair. “I’m sure you can.” Despite Borj’s assurance, he made no move toward the tavern.
 
   Reneeke glanced at some of the unsavory individuals loitering in the area then returned his gaze to Midden. Nodding, he said, “Thank you.”
 
   Midden shrugged then with Borj’s help, gathered the horses in close together. He heard Midden explain to the boy, “Better to keep an eye on them,” as he walked up the steps and entered the Whip and Wheel.
 
   Even at this hour the tables were still fairly full. A bard played a merry tune off to the side though the roar of conversation nearly drowned him out. Pausing in the foyer, he scanned those in the common room.
 
   Master Tuppin sat on the other side, a few tables in from the wall. With him were his other teamster Peter, and his guards Somak and Rojer. Two women shared their table.
 
   Somak spied him at about the same time and waved him over. He then spoke to Master Tuppin who looked up from a conversation with one of the young ladies.
 
   “By the gods am I glad to see you,” the caravan master said. “Where’s your friend? Outside with the horses?”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “No. He’s at Fjerl’s.”
 
   Master Tuppin’s grin at seeing him vanished. “Too bad.” He gestured for Reneeke to join them at the table. “Did you retrieve the chest?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Slapping the table, Master Tuppin said, “There’s more to you two boys than I would have credited.”
 
   “Where is it?” Peter asked.
 
   “Out with the horses.” When Master Tuppin’s face turned into a scowl, he quickly added, “Midden is watching it with his crossbow.”
 
   “Your arrival is most timely,” the trader said. “I was about to face the very unpleasant prospect of explaining to Oriu that his chest had been absconded with.”
 
   “Yes,” Reneeke said as his eyes flicked from Master Tuppin to the others in his employ, “about the chest.”
 
   Rojer caught the inflection in his tone and made an intuitive leap. “Your friend opened it, didn’t he?”
 
   “What?” Master Tuppin exclaimed. All signs of joviality vanished.
 
   “Not him,” Reneeke quickly explained. “A thief opened it near Jaik.”
 
   Rojer nodded. “And that’s why he’s at Fjerl’s?”
 
   Reneeke sighed. “That is correct. And that is why I am here.” He turned to Master Tuppin. “The priests said the only way they will be able to negate the effects of the curse and restore Jaik is to inspect the chest.”
 
   “That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Somak said. Then to Master Tuppin, “Oriu would become incensed.”
 
   The trader nodded. 
 
   “But without it, Jaik doesn’t stand a chance!”
 
   “Now calm down, son.”
 
   “Calm down? How can I calm down? Jaikus is…”
 
   Holding up his hand to forestall Reneeke, Master Tuppin said, “I did not say nothing could be done. Just that turning the chest over to Fjerl’s priests would be a bad idea.” He eyed Rojer then said, “What we need to do is speak with Oriu about this.”
 
   “Are you crazy?” Somak demanded. “Oriu is no one to trifle with. What happened to your friend is regrettable, but incurring Oriu’s wrath would be extremely foolhardy.”
 
   “But without Jaikus, the chest would never have been recovered,” Reneeke stated.
 
   “And that is what we shall tell Oriu,” Master Tuppin said with finality. “Your friend did a service for Oriu and leaving him in his present state would be poor compensation.”
 
   Reneeke began to calm down now that it appeared they were not going to cold-heartedly turn a deaf ear to Jaikus’ plight. “The priests said he has until noon. After that, the effects would be beyond their ability to reverse and he will forevermore remain one of those beasts.”
 
   Master Tuppin came to his feet. “Then we should see to this right away.” To the ladies he said, “My apologies for this ungentlemanly departure. But situations dictate we must.”
 
   “I’ll stay and look after them,” Peter offered.
 
   “I’m sure you would,” Master Tuppin replied. “But you best be returning to the wagons. Rojer, Somak, you two come with us.” Then giving a brief nod, he said, “Ladies,” then headed for the door.
 
   “Do you think Oriu will help?”
 
   “I have not the slightest idea, son,” Master Tuppin said. “But if he fails to do so, I’m afraid your friend is lost.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside with the horses, Reneeke explained to Midden what was going on then asked, “Can you do me a favor?”
 
   “If I can.”
 
   “Sell all this stuff and see if you can raise two thousand golds.”
 
   Midden’s eyes widened, and eyed him questioningly.
 
   Reneeke produced the items retrieved from the Halflings, even the ring Jaikus had been so happy to have. He almost held it back but knew they may very well need the coins it could fetch.
 
   “I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “Try Morgul in the Temple District,” Master Tuppin suggested. “He remains in his shop until nearly morning. If anyone will give a good price for those items, it’s him. Tell him I’d consider it a favor,”
 
   Midden nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Then meet us at Fjerl’s.”
 
   “See you then.”
 
   Rojer took charge of Oriu’s chest before they headed out.
 
   Master Tuppin pulled Midden aside for a quiet conversation. Once the conversation concluded, Master Tuppin bid his teamster good luck and made for the North Gate.
 
   Midden, with Borj in tow, led the horses toward the Temple District.
 
   Reneeke eyed them as they left. “Do you think they will get the golds the priests require?”
 
   Master Tuppin shrugged. “That all depends on the magic imbuing those items. “
 
   He gave the trader a run-down of the various items. “Again, no way to know. But that scale you found, if it’s what I think it is, it alone could fetch nearly five hundred.”
 
   “Then there may be hope”
 
   Somak slapped him on the back. “As long as there is life, there is hope. Your friend is not yet lost to you.”
 
   “I hope not,” Reneeke mumbled to himself.
 
   When the North Gate appeared down the street, Reneeke asked, “Why all the worry and fear over what this Oriu may think?”
 
   “When we get there,” Rojer explained, “you’ll understand.”
 
   “He’s a person of power,” Somak said. “Never wise to antagonize someone like that.”
 
   “Surely even someone of power can be reasoned with.”
 
   Rojer chuckled. “Just wait.”
 
   Further attempts to ferret information concerning Oriu failed to reap results.
 
   Once through the North Gate, Somak produced a lantern. They hadn’t gone far beyond the wall before departing the road and headed cross-country. They walked in silence, the lantern lighting the way. Twenty minutes or so later, they reached where the ground became rugged.
 
   What grass had been present during their trek from the wall gradually faded away leaving behind a ground devoid of life and cracked like soil that had been parched far too long. A feeling of foreboding settled upon them as they continued forward.
 
   A trail of sorts soon became apparent. Bleached bones of many different animals reflected the lantern’s light from where they laid scattered upon the ground to either side. Some, Reneeke had never seen. The trail serpentined its way around the worst of the land malformations; acrid steam that stung the eyes issued from a few of the cracks marring the ground. From a rather large one that the trail hair-pinned around came what sounded very much like the lamentation of a wayward spirit. At least that was how it sounded to Reneeke.
 
   “What kind of man calls a place like this home,” he whispered.
 
   Somak turned to him and said, “Never said he was one.”
 
   “One what?”
 
   “A man.”
 
   “Then, what is Oriu?”
 
   “I’ve never asked.” Master Tuppin glanced over his shoulder. “Some things are best left unknown.”
 
   Reneeke swallowed the lump of fear threatening to rise.
 
   Then from up ahead came a popping sound followed by a moan devoid of all happiness and hope. Thrice more it occurred before the lantern’s light illuminated a black, tarry pit several yards to the right of the trail. As Reneeke came abreast of it, a large bubble rose from its depths.
 
   “What is…?” he began until it popped to emit the forlorn sound that dampened a person’s outlook on life. Realizing he had fallen a bit behind to watch the emergence and subsequent popping of the bubble, he hurried to catch the others.
 
   “We’re almost there,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   He brought the group to a halt and then turned to Reneeke. “Up ahead is Oriu’s tower. Before we reach it, we will be met by one of his servants. Be not afraid though your instinct may be to flee. Once we are joined by the servant, speak not a word unless directly spoken to by either myself, or Oriu.” He paused a moment before adding, “Let us hope Oriu chooses not to speak with you.”
 
   “But if I cannot speak with him, how will I convince him to help Jaik?”
 
   “You leave that to me. One word misspoken at the wrong time and none of us may make it out alive. Understand?” He locked gazes with Reneeke until the young swordsman nodded.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Keep in mind,” Rojer said. “There are fates worse than death.”
 
   He eyed the guard to see if he was making sport. But the seriousness to the set of his jaw made Reneeke realize that he was quite serious. Reneeke pondered that statement as Master Tuppin got their group moving again.
 
   They hadn’t gone far before the servant foretold by Master Tuppin made its appearance. It stood a little under four feet tall and was for the most part, humanoid. Bipedal with a central body like a human, its two arms were longer in proportion to the rest of it by a third of what a human’s would have been. Its head was a little oval with dark eyes staring out from beneath thick, bulging ridges. Not a single strand of hair grew from its formidable, thick leathery skin. Two fangs descended three inches from its upper jaw and the tips of its fingers ended in talons.
 
   Master Tuppin came to a stop when it appeared.
 
   Oriu’s servant approached, eyed each in turn. His gaze lingered upon Reneeke an overlong time, during which the Adventurer felt acutely uncomfortable and more than a little afraid. Just when Reneeke thought it might attack him, the servant turned about and without a word, returned the way it had come.
 
   Reneeke glanced to Master Tuppin who pressed a finger to his lips signaling for silence. Then the caravan master stepped forward to follow. Rojer and Somak did likewise and Reneeke made sure to stay close.
 
   The creature strode purposefully and with a grace that belied its outward appearance. It resonated a physical prowess and surety that Reneeke had never encountered in any other individual. He couldn’t help but wonder if this was the servant, what the master had to be like? If not for the fact that Jaikus would not survive long without making this trip, he would have long since fled back to town.
 
   Through the dark landscape they followed Oriu’s servant. Soon shadowy structures became discernible in the dark. What they were or even what their function might be remained lost in the dark. The trail led to none of them. It wound its way through them, leaving them just beyond the reach of the lantern until finally a dark edifice grew to clarity before them. This had to be Oriu’s Tower.
 
   Even when they came close enough for the light to illuminate it, the Tower remained in shadows. It was almost as if it was constructed of shadows rather than stone. The surface undulated like smoke being affected by a very subtle breeze. The unnaturalness of it unsettled Reneeke.  A dark opening gaped before them; the trail led straight for it.
 
   As he followed the others through the opening, he felt a strong impulse to reach out and touch the shadowy substance from which the tower seemed constructed. Before his fingers could connect, Somak grabbed his arm and pulled it back. He said not a word, merely shook his head.
 
   Reneeke nodded in understanding. Eyeing the wall, he left it alone and entered the Tower.
 
   The lower level of the Tower was lost in darkness. The lantern’s light pushed back only so much of the dark to allow them to walk within its radiance. That the light could not penetrate further unsettled Reneeke even more. He wanted nothing more than to turn and flee. To the innermost center of his being, he knew that this was no place for him to be. Keeping Jaikus and why they were there at the forefront of his thoughts, he fought the desire to flee and continued on.
 
   Before them, the servant seemed to suddenly rise in the air as he walked, but Reneeke was soon to learn that it was ascending steps. Though steps was a term he wasn’t entirely sure was accurate. Cubes of darkness bound by dark red lines led up to the next level. It wasn’t until Reneeke was upon them that he could make them out.
 
   He watched the others take the steps and when it came his turn, he gingerly put his foot upon one. It gave ever so slightly. As his weight came full upon the step, the next one appeared before him. He couldn’t tell if it had been there all along, or if it had materialized in that instant. 
 
   Fifteen steps took them up to the next level. There they heard chanting in a language both unfamiliar and hackle-raising. All along his arms and along the back of his neck, Reneeke felt the small hairs rise and goose-bumps form beneath.
 
   The next level was lit by a dark red light similar to that which had bound the steps. The shadows which had shielded the ground level from view were not present on this one. Seven globules of pulsating light floated throughout the area. Like water droplets the size of a man, they morphed from one shape to another as they moved about in no discernible pattern.
 
   At the center of this level a small creature stood with arms upraised. It was from this creature that the chanting issued. Along the floor throughout the entire level, except the small area where they stood, lines of power had been etched. Forming geometric patterns as well as patterns that made one’s head ache if they were looked at too long, it was clear the glowing of the power lines, as well as the floating globules of pulsating light was what lit this level.
 
   Before the creature stood an apparition of monstrous aspect. Towering twice over again its height, the apparition looked to have come from some pit in a nethermost region of the underworld. Six legs framed a fat body that oozed a substance that when it dripped to the floor, sizzled to produce a noxious fume. From the body rose twin torsos, one looking to be somewhat similar to a man while the other was right out of Reneeke’s worst nightmare.
 
   The man-like torso was man-like in shape only. It had four arms that bent in unnatural angles, a pair of dark wings sprouting from its back and the face was blank without eyes, ears or nose. Three horns sprouted from its skull; one from either side and a third that curled up from the top.
 
   Reneeke couldn’t bring his gaze to settle on the nightmare of the second torso. Each time his gaze wandered close to it, fear and dread would rise within him and he would have no choice but to look away. Catching even the briefest glimpse of it made his legs weak and his mind spin.
 
   The creature stood before it with arms raised and chanting words of power. Hissing and making an insect-like noise, the apparition of terror stood bound by magic before it.  Then suddenly, it vanished. The chanting stopped but the creature remained where it was.
 
   Reneeke glanced to Master Tuppin.
 
   The trader mouthed, “Wait.”
 
   Nodding, Reneeke then pointed toward the creature that stood in the middle of the room. “Oriu?” he mouthed silently.
 
   Master Tuppin nodded once then turned back to watch.
 
   Oriu remained motionless for some time. The pulsating globules of power pulsed simultaneously in three quick bursts. After the third burst, the apparition reappeared. It was not alone; bodies of four humans, three male and one female laid motionless on the floor before it.
 
   Resuming the chanting, Oriu raised his arms once again. In short order, the apparition vanished and the floating globules pulsed once more before becoming nothing more than floating objects producing light.
 
   Having remained completely motionless throughout it all, the sudden movement of the servant that had brought them startled Reneeke. He took a step back when the servant moved forward to claim one of the bodies. From other areas of the level, three other servants, identical to the one that had brought them, emerged to claim the other three bodies. Taking hold of them by a foot, they dragged them away.
 
   Oriu turned toward where they stood. When his eyes fell upon Reneeke, he felt as if all hope was lost and that this would be his last moment among the living. But his demise was not to be. Once Oriu’s gaze left him, so too did the feeling.
 
   The creature stalked forward. Less than three feet tall, it was humanoid in nature. Dark skin covered a thick torso and likewise thick appendages. Its arms and legs moved with a grace that belied its mass. Oriu’s face was human-like, yet all wrong. Eyes the color of mud, nose split in two places rather than nostril openings and a mouth much too small for its face made its appearance as unsettling as its gaze. The Master of the Tower came to stop before Master Tuppin.
 
   Rojer held forth the chest and another servant seemed to materialize out of thin air to take it.
 
   Reneeke watch the chest disappear with apprehension. “We need your help.”
 
   Instantly, Oriu’s gaze turned to him and all strength fled. Knees buckling, he collapsed to the floor. Then hands that burned gripped him and hauled him to his knees. Oriu stood before him, his hellish gaze bored into his soul.
 
   An anguished cry split the silence of the Tower. Not knowing from whence it came, he was startled to realize that it had come from himself.
 
   “Our pardon,” Master Tuppin said. “He does not know.”
 
   Six points upon his body burned as if hot pokers had been placed against his flesh. They were the spots where the hands gripped him. The pain grew in its severity as Oriu’s eyes continued to bore into him.
 
   “The chest was stolen by bandits. He and his friend retrieved it for you. Without them, the chest would have been lost.”
 
   The aspect of Oriu’s eyes changed ever so subtly. Where before they had instilled fear and despair, now they produced a need to speak.
 
   Without conscious thought, Reneeke’s mouth opened and words issued forth. He spoke of joining Master Tuppin’s caravan, of their journey and the events of the bandits’ raid. Then he spoke in great detail of how he and Jaikus went for the chest and the events culminating with its retrieval from the Keep.
 
   Next came the telling of Lord Holleran, the Halflings and all that transpired until their flight to the Brigands’ Lair. Then he spoke of the meeting of Arno, the death of Arno’s comrades and the search of the secret areas.
 
   He barely paused before speaking of the battle with Mackum, and the fateful night afterward when Arno opened the chest thereby cursing himself as well as Jaikus. The last bit emerged in a cracked voice as he finished with the meeting of Borj, Fjerl’s temple and his need to cure Jaikus, the meeting with Midden and then Master Tuppin.
 
   When at last he had told it all, the eyes left him and he took a deep breath. He wasn’t entirely certain but it felt like he hadn’t taken a breath during the entire recitation.
 
   “His friend, without whom the chest would never have been recovered, lies afflicted by the chest’s curse,” Master Tuppin said once Reneeke had remained silent for several heartbeats. “And it should be understood that he is so not by his own hand, but another.”
 
   Oriu turned and suddenly stood before the trader.
 
   Master Tuppin swallowed hard as the eyes locked onto his.
 
   “Rather than surrender the chest to Fjerl’s priests to save his friend, he instead came here to ask your aid for he is an honorable young man. I request most humbly that you aid him in his endeavor to save his friend.”
 
   In the blink of an eye, Oriu again stood before Reneeke. He moved so fast that it could well have been teleportation for no movement had Reneeke seen. The burning sensation where the hands gripped him suddenly intensified fivefold.
 
   The agony was nearly unbearable but it lasted only a moment before the hands let go and the pain subsided. Residual aches and pains throbbed from where he had been gripped but nothing felt overly bad.
 
   Three servants converged on Oriu, each carried a single item. One was a ring, another a vial, and lastly a small box.
 
   Reneeke’s mind suddenly exploded with pain. Dizziness assailed him and he felt like retching. Through the pain and nausea, a vision played out.  When it ended, Oriu was gone.
 
   He found himself sprawled on the floor, gasping and holding his head. Opening his eyes, he saw the three servants standing before him, their items held out. He glanced to Master Tuppin.
 
   “Take them, son.” When Reneeke hesitated, he added, “Be quick.”
 
   Reneeke tentatively reached out and removed first the ring, then the vial and finally the box. These three things had been part of the vision. Once they rested in his hands, understanding came as to what he needed to do.
 
   Relieved of their items, two of the three servants departed back to the shadows. The last turned and began walking toward the steps leading to the lower level.
 
   “Help him up,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   Rojer and Somak took him by the arms and helped him to his feet.
 
   “Can you walk?” Somak asked. When he nodded, they let him go.
 
   He was a bit unsteady making his way down the steps. At the bottom, he felt more of his strength return and by the time the servant led them from the Tower, he felt his old self again.
 
   The servant paused at the entrance until they had completely passed through, then it turned and vanished back within the deeper darkness that filled the lower level of the Tower.
 
   Now that they were out, Reneeke felt quite relieved. The sky to the east had already begun to brighten with the coming dawn.
 
   Reneeke turned to Master Tuppin. “I didn’t think we were in there all that long.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter how long we’re in the Tower. It’s always on the cusp of sunrise when we leave.”
 
   As if on cue, off to the east the sun crested the horizon and the first rays of sun fell upon them. Glancing over his shoulder, Reneeke came to a sudden stop.
 
   “Where’s the Tower?” Not only was there no Tower, but they walked through a grass-covered field. The cracked, lifeless earth they had traversed on their way in was nowhere to be seen. Scanning the horizon, Reneeke saw nothing but leagues of gently rolling grass covered hills.
 
   “It’s only there in the deepest part of the night,” Master Tuppin said.
 
   “And not always,” added Rojer.
 
   “True enough,” the trader agreed.
 
   “But…”
 
   Somak slapped him on the back. “Don’t try to reason it out. We’ve had dealings with Oriu for years and we still don’t understand what he is or even where he is.”
 
   If not for the trio of items held in his hands, he would question whether or not the evening’s events had truly happened. But since they were real, and the vision that had been implanted in his mind was real, so Oriu and his Tower must be real though maybe not in the strictest sense of the word.
 
   He put the inexplicitness of Oriu behind him. More important concerns demanded his attention. Now, to get to Jaikus before the sun rose to midday and lift the curse.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Upon their return to Fjerl’s temple, they found the place in an uproar. Panicked townsfolk as well as priests fled through the entrance. Screams were heard from within.
 
   “This can’t be good,” Rojer mumbled. He drew his sword as did Somak. They interposed themselves before Master Tuppin.
 
   Reneeke forged his way through the panicked exodus and entered the temple. He paused just within the entrance to see what was going on. The large area where townsfolk came to meet the priests was in a state of chaos. Priests ran to and fro, some bloodstained; everyone fled for their lives.
 
   A hand on his shoulder caused him to glance back. Rojer was there with Somak and Master Tuppin.
 
   “Jaik.”
 
   Rojer nodded. “Has to be. Where was he?”
 
   Reneeke pointed toward the hallway down which he had left him. “That way.”
 
   Rojer took the lead with Reneeke right behind. Somak remained by the entrance with Master Tuppin.
 
   “Be careful, boys,” the trader said.
 
   Shouting emerged from the hallway and then a most terrifyingly familiar howl turned their blood cold. Rojer glanced at him.
 
   He nodded. “That’s Jaik. He must have gotten loose.”
 
   Once within the hallway, they saw five priests standing in a half-circle before a doorway some distance further down than the room wherein he had left Jaikus-beast. The robes of two were shredded in places and stained with blood. Magic flowed as they battled what lay beyond the doorway. One took notice of their approach and broke off from the others. Reneeke recognized him from his earlier visit.
 
   “Do you have the chest?” Father Ranon asked. “It still may not be too late.”
 
   Reneeke shook his head. “No, but I can cure him.”
 
   “What happened?” Rojer asked.
 
   The priest eyed the guard. “We thought to lift the curse despite not having the chest as a guide. But the curse proved more powerful than any of us could have imagined. He almost killed two of our priests before we cornered him in that room down there.” Then he turned to Reneeke as if just hearing what he had said. “Cure him?”
 
   “Yes. But we need to draw him outside the temple.”
 
   Father Ranon looked skeptical.
 
   “Oriu said…”
 
   “Oriu?” the priest exclaimed, saying the name as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. “Is that the originator of the curse?”
 
   “Yes,” Rojer replied.
 
   “That explains a lot,” he said but failed to elaborate further.
 
   “Can you help me get him outside?”
 
   “My son, if he gets out of the temple, the town will be in danger. There are a lot of innocents just outside. We can’t allow him to endanger them.”
 
   “But I can cure him!”
 
   “I’m sorry, son.”
 
   A cry from the priests drew their attention to the battle just as Jaikus-beast emerged from the room. A swipe of one claw sent a priest flying out of his way while a second one dropped another.
 
   “Jaik!” he cried.
 
   Jaikus-beast turned his way just as bolts of holy energy slammed into him. With a cry, he backhanded a swipe toward the offending priests but failed to connect.
 
   “We have to get him outside!” Reneeke hollered. Whooping and waving his arms, he turned about and fled. When a howl sounded a moment later he knew Jaikus-beast was in pursuit.
 
   Father Ranon and Somak fled right behind him. Emerging from the hallway, Reneeke shouted, “Flee!” as he waved Somak and Master Tuppin toward the entrance.
 
   Spying them racing from the hallway and a moment later the emergence of Jaikus-beast, they turned and fled
 
   While he ran he replayed Oriu’s vision through his mind. He held the ring at the ready. According to the vision he had to slip it on his finger, and knew he should not do it within a place of sacred holiness such as Fjerl’s temple. To do so would be bad. In what way he wasn’t certain, just knew it to be true. He had to get Jaikus out of the temple before he did.
 
   Father Ranon broke off and made for another section of the temple; Rojer continued following Reneeke.
 
   Glancing back showed Jaikus-beast was in pursuit of the priest.
 
   “Jaik!” he hollered. But his friend paid him no heed.
 
   Taking out a handful of coppers, he winged one toward him. The coin ricocheted off the head of Jaikus-beast. Still it continued on after Father Ranon. Four more in rapid fire finally got its attention.
 
   “Here!” he hollered
 
   Next to him Rojer waved his sword and shouted as well.
 
   Pausing, Jaikus-beast lashed out and sent one of the benches flying across the room to smash against the wall on the far side. During the distraction, Father Ranon managed to make it to a heavy wooden door and raced through shutting it tight. The sound of the bar being thrown resonated throughout the large room.
 
   “Come on, Jaik,” Reneeke said as he met the glowing red eyes of his friend. 
 
   Rojer roared again and took two quick steps forward. Then he turned and ran back toward Reneeke. The sudden motion and subsequent change of direction got Jaikus-beast moving. With a roar, it charged.
 
   Another bench went flying as Jaikus-beast plowed right through it.
 
   Reneeke ran beside Rojer as they headed for the exit. Once outside, he continued down the steps. As his feet trod upon the street, he slipped the ring onto his finger. 
 
   Malignant power surged through him. It was painful and made him feel unclean.
 
   Jaikus-beast surged through the temple door and leapt from the uppermost step. As he started his downward arc to attack Reneeke and Rojer, magic of the fellest sort elicited a cry of pain from Reneeke as it tore through him. A black nimbus surrounded Jaikus-beast in mid-leap causing it to spasm. When it struck the ground, it bounced twice then was still.
 
   “Quick,” Reneeke said through teeth gritted with pain. Whatever magic the ring had summoned forth felt like it had ripped its way out and left little but pain in its wake. He staggered toward his fallen friend. “Open his mouth.”
 
   Rojer knelt next to Jaikus-beast and pried open its maw.
 
   Reneeke pulled the vial’s stopper and poured in the contents; a dark, thick liquid that flowed agonizingly slow. Before the vial had been fully emptied, muscles began to twitch.
 
   “It’s coming around.”
 
   “Hold him still,” Reneeke told Rojer. “We’re almost done.”
 
   Next he opened the box and sprinkled the gray dust contained within all along Jaikus-beast’s body. Once every area of exposed skin had a light dusting, he said, “Okay, get back.”
 
   No sooner had Rojer let go than power again shot from the ring. Crying out as pain again wracked his body, Reneeke thrashed on the ground beside his friend.
 
   “It’s working,” Rojer said. “Hang in there.”
 
   Reneeke didn’t know how long he laid there thrashing. Every moment was an eternity of pain. Such was its severity that he tried to cancel the spell even though he knew it could very well mean Jaikus’ life. But the ring did not give him the option. It held him in thrall until its purpose had been concluded. When the magic finally stopped and the pain ceased, he blacked out.
 
    
 
   The first thing he came to understand was that there was no more pain. The second was that he lay in a bed wrapped in a blanket. Cracking an eye open, he saw Master Tuppin and Rojer sitting at his bedside.
 
   “You’re alive!” Master Tuppin said jubilantly.
 
   “We were worried for a while,” Rojer said.
 
   The events at the temple remained a bit fuzzy. “What happened?”
 
   Master Tuppin gestured to Reneeke’s right and he looked to find Jaikus asleep in the bed next to him. All traces of the beast spawned by the curse were gone.
 
   “Is he okay?” he croaked.
 
   Rojer handed him a cup and he took a sip of cool, fresh water.
 
   “As far as the priests can tell, he will be.” Master Tuppin eyed him with concern. “How about yourself? Oriu’s cures can be almost as bad as his curses.”
 
   “Weak,” he replied with a grin. “It doesn’t feel as if something is wrong.”
 
   “Good, good.”
 
   Reneeke tried sitting up until the room began to spin. He laid back with a groan.
 
   “Give it a day,” Rojer said. “That’s what Father Ronan said you would need.”
 
   “A day? Try a week.”
 
   Chuckling, Master Tuppin got to his feet. “I’m glad you’re both going to be okay. Rojer will stay here with you in case you need anything.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t think about it,” he replied. “You just work on getting better.”
 
   Reneeke nodded and before Master Tuppin could depart had slipped back to sleep.
 
    
 
   When next he woke, Jaikus was awake and having a hearty meal. Midden sat next to him. Reneeke knew Jaikus would be fine for he was busy regaling the elder teamster with details of their exploits in recovering the chest.
 
   “Rene thought Lord Holleran was some magnificent defender of good and right.”
 
   “But you didn’t?”
 
   Jaikus shook his head. “Naw. I knew something wasn’t quite right about him. I mean, someone just doesn’t appear in the middle of the night and offer to take an evil artifact off your hands. No, my senses told me that something was amiss.”
 
   A groan escaped Reneeke. Midden glanced his way.
 
   “Glad to see you’re awake.”
 
   “About time you woke up,” Jaikus said with a grin. “We need to get going.”
 
   With every muscle feeling like some of his Gramma’s noodles fresh from the pot, the last thing he wanted to do was ‘get going.’
 
   “How are you doing?”
 
   “Me?” Jaikus asked. “I’m as right as rain during a downpour.”
 
   “Yes,” Midden agreed with a chuckle. “His time under the curse seems to have given him a burst of energy.”
 
   Jaikus looked at him and shrugged. “I don’t know about that. All I know is I’ve never felt better in my life.” He took another bite of bread then said, “But if we don’t get to Kith soon, we’re going to miss out on our Adventure.”
 
   Midden handed Reneeke a plate with some roast chicken, tubers and a quarter-loaf. “How are you doing, lad?”
 
   “Tired,” Reneeke replied. “Very, very tired.”
 
   The teamster nodded. Then he pulled a small pouch from his tunic and laid it on the bed next to him. “Here.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The rest of your money from selling your goods.”
 
   “Rest?” he asked. Taking the pouch, he opened it and glanced inside to find a mixture of copper and silver with a small bit of gold.
 
   “There’s not much left.”
 
   “This is all you got for all our items?”
 
   Jaikus turned toward him. “Sale of all of whose items?”
 
   “Ours, Jaik.”
 
   He got a panicked look. “My ring?”
 
   Reneeke turned to Midden who nodded. “Everything but three horses and your basic equipment. Everything else went to the temple and the city.”
 
   “How much did you get?”
 
   “A little over three thousand golds.”
 
   “Three thousand?” Jaikus exclaimed.
 
   “Then where’s the rest?” Reneeke asked as he gazed again within the pouch. “After all, I was the one who cured Jaik. Not the temple.”
 
   “Well,” began Midden then jerked a thumb toward Jaikus, “it seems that during his rampage he injured numerous people, a couple quite severely. Fjerl’s priests felt it incumbent upon you to make reparations to the victims as well as pay them for their efforts to heal everyone. Also there was the matter with the Town Watch who said you gave false testimony when you said he wasn’t dangerous in order to pass through the gate.”
 
   “That’s robbery!” Jaikus turned to Midden. “What about Master Tuppin’s bonus for getting the chest back?”
 
   “That too I’m sorry to say. You did quite a number on many people.”
 
   Jaikus sobered. “I don’t remember that.”
 
   “Not surprised,” Midden said. “The priests said you most likely wouldn’t. A side-effect of the curse I understand.”
 
   Reneeke turned to Jaikus. “I’m just glad to have you back.”
 
   “But, Rene! Three thousand golds. Do you know what we could have bought with that?”
 
   “Yes, we bought your life and helped many others whose injuries were our fault.” Turning to Midden, he said, “I think that well worth the cost.”
 
   Jaikus offered a curse for what he thought of it. “But now we are right back where we started.”
 
   “No we’re not,” Reneeke argued. “We have a few coins plus horses. No more walking.”
 
   Though still looking like he’d sucked a green persimmon, Jaikus calmed a bit.
 
   “If after every Adventure we are a little bit better off,” Reneeke began, “and come away with our lives, then count us successful.”
 
   “Wise words,” Midden agreed.
 
   “Still…”
 
   Just then Father Ranon appeared heading their way.
 
   “So how are you two this evening.”
 
   “Evening?”
 
   The priest nodded to Reneeke. “You’ve been out for nearly two days.”
 
   “Two?”
 
   Midden nodded.
 
   “No wonder I feel so weak.”
 
   “That should pass in a day or so I would think,” Father Ranon explained. “Food and rest are what you require most in your recovery.”
 
   “But we need to get to Kith,” Jaikus argued. “Can he ride?”
 
   Glancing to Reneeke, the priest asked, “Can you?”
 
   The thought of getting out of that bed was not something he wanted to contemplate. But Jaikus was right. They took on the Adventure and they needed to arrive and begin as soon as possible. “I might be able.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Jaikus exclaimed happily.
 
   “How about Jaik, Father?”
 
   “Your friend is fine,” the priest assured him. “No trace of the curse remains and he shows no ill effects for having been under its influence. Odd for one of Oriu’s.”
 
   “What is he?”
 
   Father Ranon gazed at him thoughtfully a moment before saying, “A mystery is what he is.”
 
   Midden chuckled. “That’s the truth. Only been in his presence once and that was enough for me. I tend the wagons whenever a delivery or pickup is scheduled.”
 
   “Yeah, I would too,” Reneeke admitted. He hoped his shadow would never again fall upon Oriu’s threshold.
 
   Midden came to his feet. “I must go. Master Tuppin plans to depart soon.”
 
   “But it’s growing late.”
 
   He shrugged. “That may be, but when he says we leave, we leave.”
 
   Reneeke held out his hand. “Thank you for everything and tell the others as well.”
 
   Taking the hand, Midden gave it a firm shake. “I’ll do that.” Then in a quieter tone, said, “Look out for your friend.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “I’ll do that.”
 
   “Take care.”
 
   “Bye, Midden,” Jaikus piped up as the teamster was leaving.
 
   Giving him a wave, he left the room.
 
   “Finish your meal and then get more rest,” Father Ranon said before he, too, departed.
 
   Reneeke finished eating and then laid back down. He glanced over to Jaikus who was looking at him. “What?”
 
   “Are you sure you’re up to leaving for Kith?”
 
   “I won’t lie, Jaik. I’m not up to my best. But I can sit a horse and that’s all I’ll need to do until we get there.”
 
   “’Cause if you’re not, we can put it off a day.”
 
   He could see Jaikus was torn between his concern for him and his desire to be on an Adventure. Reneeke gave him a grin. “How about until first thing in the morning? If it’s evening already, we wouldn’t get far before having to make camp anyway.”
 
   “Alright. You get your rest and we’ll head out at sunrise.”
 
   Closing his eyes, Reneeke sighed. “Okay.” He was soon asleep.
 
    
 
   Morning came all too early and Jaikus was anxious to get underway.
 
   “I spoke with some locals while you rested, Rene. They said Kith is a day away if we keep a quick pace.”
 
   Getting to a sitting position took a force of will; his body argued with him the entire way. Then when he sought to stand, it complained most unhappily.
 
   Seeing the effort it took just for him to stand, Jaikus asked, “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   He gave Jaikus a grin and nodded.
 
   “It’s just that I’ve never seen you stand at an angle before.”
 
   His posture was a bit off this morning. Chuckling, he reached for his sword belt and secured it around his waist. “I’ll be fine. Let’s go.”
 
   Jaikus took charge of their bags and let Reneeke lean on him as they made their way from their room. “Our horses have been well taken care of.”
 
   “That’s good. Did Midden save us the ones we picked out earlier?”
 
   “Yes. And the packhorse is young and strong as well.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Wish I still had my ring, though.”
 
   Reneeke nodded. “And my wand. But there will be others, Jaik. We’re young, now somewhat seasoned where Adventuring is concerned, and opportunities abound.”
 
   Once at the temple’s stables, they saddled their horses and got underway.
 
   They made their way to the North Gate. A holler greeted them as the gate came into view. Borj and several of his friends were there to see them off.
 
   “That’s the one I told you about,” Borj said to his fellows as he pointed toward Jaikus and Reneeke. Just which one he was referring to was unclear.
 
   Reneeke gave him a wave and they continued to the gate.
 
   The boys gathered ‘round Borj and all began talking excitedly.
 
   “What was that about?”
 
   He turned to Jaikus and grinned. “He helped me out when you were, uh, incapacitated.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   Glancing back, he saw the boys staring their way with heads close together talking animatedly. 
 
   Once out the gate, they made good time as they headed south. It took the rest of the morning and into the afternoon before the road leading to Kith came into view.
 
   Turning onto it Jaikus glanced to Reneeke and said, “This is going to be our third Adventure.”
 
   “Third?”
 
   “First was with Charka, second was recovering Master Tuppin’s chest, and now this.”
 
   Reneeke thought they could possibly squeeze in a fourth if one considered his going to Oriu’s Tower for the cure to the curse. But he just nodded and grinned, keeping such thoughts to himself.
 
   “We find this missing body of their deceased mother, bring those guilty to task, get the fifty golds and head back to Reakla. There’s bound to be another Adventure just waiting for us to tackle upon our return.”
 
   “I thought you wanted to find an inn and sleep for a week?”
 
   Jaikus laughed. “I am fully rested, no need to worry about that.” In fact, he’s had quite the reservoir of energy since his recovery.
 
   “First thing we get with the golds is a bow.” He heard Jaikus give an exasperated sigh. “I know you want something magical, but we need it plain and simple.”
 
   “I know,” he grudgingly admitted.
 
   “Then get some more potions, scrolls and basic travel supplies. We’re running a bit low on everything.”
 
   “Don’t you want a magic ring, Rene?”
 
   “I would rather have the equipment and supplies to survive the next Adventure. A ring is nice, but you can’t eat it, fish with it, warm yourself with it or find your way in the dark.”
 
   “But what if it was a Ring of Light or something?”
 
   “With winter on the way, would you rather journey confident that you are well illuminated, or well fed and warm?”
 
   Again came the exasperated sigh.
 
   “Jaik, let’s work on learning this new occupation and not getting ahead of ourselves. We almost died, twice now.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jaikus’ reply came a little short of sincere but Reneeke knew he could ultimately count on him to do what was best. 
 
   The road to Kith skirted through the beginnings of the foothills. Trees grew in abundance with their overlapping limbs eventually growing to form a semi-solid canopy overhead. Blue sky and sunlight filtered down through intermittent gaps. 
 
   “Where were we supposed to meet them?”
 
   “They said leave word at the inn,” Jaikus replied.
 
   “I hope we’re not too late,” Reneeke said.
 
   “No one else but us knew about it, Rene. We’ll get there before sundown and have the situation in hand by tomorrow’s eve.”
 
   Reneeke liked his confidence but he doubted it would be so easy. The robbing of a grave could be perpetrated by evil magic users, or maybe a lich or ghoul. The latter two would definitely take longer than a single day to overcome. If a lich was behind it, things could go south, fast.
 
   The road wound through the forest and before long they heard the sound of chopping wood. Shortly after that they came to a woodcutter clearing a fallen tree blocking the road. He already had it limbed and a third of the trunk had been removed to the roadside.
 
   “Good afternoon,” Reneeke greeted as they drew near.
 
   “And to yourselves.” He rested the axe on his shoulder and eyed them critically. Deeming them not an immediate threat, he relaxed. “On your way to Kith?”
 
   “That we are,” Jaikus replied. “We’re from the Guild and have business there.”
 
   Eyes widening, the woodcutter asked, “Truly?”
 
   “That’s right. Supposed to meet them at the inn.”
 
   Reneeke added, “Is there but one inn?”
 
   The woodcutter nodded. “That’s right. The Laughing Oak. Can’t miss it.”
 
   “How much further?”
 
   “Less than an hour.”
 
   “Thank you,” Reneeke replied, giving him a nod. Then he and Jaikus passed through the area he had already cleared and got up to a gallop.
 
   “An hour and we’ll be on Adventure number three.”
 
   The trip was proving a bit much on the not-yet recovered Reneeke. He would rather have an ale and sleep the night away than embark on another Adventure. 
 
   The leagues flew by. When at last homes appeared among the trees off in the distance to either side of the road, they knew they were getting close. Shortly after that the road opened up onto a village square.
 
   People were out and about going about their daily routines. Most were simple country folk and tradesmen. The homey scene made Reneeke a little homesick.
 
   “That must be the inn,” Jaikus announced.
 
   Coming out of his reverie of home and family, Reneeke saw the three-storied building occupying a prominent position on the square’s northern side. To its left was a stable and on its right a chandler’s shop.
 
   Growing within a stone ring before the inn stood an old oak tree. At about eye level was a squirrel hole and above it two old knots marring its surface. Taken as a whole it appeared as if the tree was laughing.
 
   “I can see where it gets its name.”
 
   Jaikus nodded.
 
   Stopping before the inn, they tied their horses to the post and went inside.
 
   “We’re here!” Jaikus announced as they walked in through the front door.
 
   Every eye in the place turned toward them. More than a few cast looks of annoyance their way.
 
   “Well, aren’t we the lucky ones,” said an old man leaning against the wall not far from the door.
 
   “That you are, my good man,” Jaikus replied completely ignoring the lacing of sarcasm flavoring the declaration.
 
   “And who might you two be?”
 
   “Why, we are Jaikus and Reneeke, brave Adventurers of renown.”
 
   The old man eyed them up and down. “Never heard of you.”
 
   A few of the nearby patrons laughed.
 
   Bristling, Jaikus was about to launch into what was sure to be an extended explanation as to why they were renowned and why they were lucky to have them there when Reneeke laid a hand on his arm.
 
   “Excuse us,” he said and steered his friend toward the bar.
 
   “I’m sure our patrons would not want their business aired in public.”
 
   Jaikus took on a hurt look. “I wasn’t going to say anything about why we’re here, Rene.”
 
   “Anyway, we need to leave word with the barkeep. Let’s do that and get a room while we wait for them to contact us.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   The barkeep scowled at them as they approached. His mood didn’t improve when Jaikus slapped the counter and asked for a couple ales.
 
   As he readied the drinks, Reneeke informed him that they were friends of Robert and Rupert. He slid a silver across the counter and asked if he could send word to them that they had arrived.
 
   “Robert and Rupert, huh?” the barkeep asked then took the silver.
 
   Reneeke nodded. “That’s right.”
 
   “You the boys from the Guild?”
 
   Chest puffing out a little, Jaikus replied, “That we are. We forged through many hardships and troubles to get here. So if you could let them know we have arrived?”
 
   Setting the two mugs on the counter, he said, “No need.”
 
   “What? But they said that we were to come here and leave word,” Jaikus argued. “So we would like you to let them know we have arrived. There be things afoot that need settling if you know what I mean.”
 
   The barkeep eyed him, then reached under the counter and produced a small pouch. The jingling of coins could be heard when he laid it on the counter.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “For your troubles,” the barkeep replied. “Now get out.”
 
   “What?” exclaimed Jaikus.
 
   Reneeke laid a calming hand upon his forearm while keeping his gaze upon the barkeep. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Keeping his voice low, the barkeep said, “Circumstances have changed since they first contracted with you. They no longer require your services.”
 
   “Then what’s this?” Jaikus asked somewhat irritatingly as he gestured to the pouch.
 
   “Ten percent. It’s the standard fee when a contract has been canceled prior to embarking upon it.” He turned his gaze to Jaikus. “Being Adventurers of renown, one would think you would know that.”
 
   “I don’t think I like…,” Jaikus began before Reneeke said, “I take it the body was recovered?”
 
   “And those who did the deed have been dealt with.”
 
   Taking the pouch, Reneeke said, “Thank you. Come on, Jaik.”
 
   “But…” he said as Reneeke tried to draw him away from the bar, “do you have any idea what we went through to get here?”
 
   “I don’t see how that matters. The contract is no more. Now, take your percentage and go.”
 
   “Jaik, they don’t need us,” he said in an attempt to diffuse the situation. “We should go. Five golds is better than nothing.”
 
   Jaikus and the barkeep glared at each other. One wanted the other gone, the other wanted the first to show the proper respect.
 
   Just then a melody from the common room made itself known. It was a snappy tune with many flourishes.
 
   “…his friend went down and Jaikus stood his ground, yet the troll kept a comin’…”
 
   Reneeke grinned. “Jaik…”
 
   But Jaikus was paying him no heed.
 
   “…You shall not have him! Cried the swordsman to the troll. He hacked at the beast, not scared in the least, and braced for what was to follow…”
 
   Shaking his shoulder, Reneeke broke Jaikus’ concentration. “He’s singing about us, Jaik!”
 
   “What?” he asked, confused. Turning to Reneeke, he saw him pointing to the common room.
 
   “The bard.”
 
   “…though claws raked his chest, he did his best, to save the life of his friend…”
 
   All thoughts of the irritating barkeep vanished as he realized the bard was singing of when he had faced down the troll on their journey back from retrieving the reagents from the mossback. As the bard continued with the heroic battle, Jaikus found his way to the common room, took a seat and listened.
 
   He was famous. What he had wanted more than anything in the world has happened. A bard was singing about him.
 
   Reneeke patted him on the back, and then joined in with thumping the table during the chorus as many others were doing.
 
   Jaikus merely sat there enthralled as the song played out. After the final note hung in the air and faded away, he was out of his seat and heading to the bard.
 
   When he introduced himself and then began telling the bard of their latest exploits, Reneeke sat back and ordered another ale for he knew they’d be there a while. Their next Adventure would have to wait.
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