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CHAPTER 1

I was fifteen summers old that fateful night when the Kyroo Kingdom was brought to its knees. Across the continent, and especially in Kyroo City people were waking up in a frightened confusion. As a young man on a farm, it mattered little to me at the time. I had no idea how drastically my world was about to change.
I struggled out of bed like any other day, knowing there was more work to do than I could get done. The only thing that felt different was I had an inkling in the back of my head that I was missing something. The kind of lapse you get when you know someone’s name but it’s just out of reach. I knew I was missing something, and then it was gone. That was it. A brief moment of stretching, followed by a puzzled head tilt, then I moved on to start the day’s work.
I slid into my thick leather pants that fought the early morning chill, followed by a pair of wool socks and a set of thin boots. I wanted thicker boots, but I grew so fast we could only afford the thin ones even during the colder seasons. A pile of clothing on the floor showed my half buried tunic. I pulled it from the pile and ducked my head into the large covering. It was a hand me down from Pa. At my current size, it flared a bit like a dress and I was okay with that. The extra material let me tuck the excess into my pants and stay warmer during winter. My bow and quiver of arrows rested by the door but I bypassed them for now. Too much work to do to be spending time practicing.
I trudged out of my room, a loft added on to the sturdy farmhouse and ignored the rooster that was screaming at the offensive morning light. I stood at the top of the stairs and was once again proud of myself for building them over the winter, glad I no longer had to climb up and down a ladder. Now that it was early spring that meant no time for side projects. There were fields to manage, young animals to fatten, and trading season would soon mean long trips across the realm. The trips normally consisted of going to Narree for selling stuff at the market, Maroo for tools, and across the farms to exchange items. I paused at the top of the stairs and once again felt a tug of trying to remember something I had forgotten.
The morning dew on the fields was no longer frosted. The roofs were bare of snow and the patchwork repairs to both the barns were evident. I viewed the shed and frowned at the state of disrepair it was in. It was on my winter list to help Pa with it but we never built a new one. Even though there was little farming to do in the dead of winter, the free time we had was tough to translate into constructive results. The shed was a prime example. We tended to focus on projects close to the heat, they simply went quicker. Maybe this fall we could tackle the new shed. The dynamic duo of Pa and me had felled many trees over the winter. That was one task we were always ready to do more of in the cold.
The Duke’s permit for field lands assigned to us had expanded for our family’s farm. I saw where the barns were located next to the water well. The fields were barren for now, we were too elevated and too far south to grow good winter crops here. The fields were not extensive hence why we were clearing more land. The main source of income was our chickens. Mom, or Ruth as the neighbors called her, was great at collecting eggs with Darcy, my little sister. The chickens were our primary farm animals. We had worked other animals throughout the years and had found that poultry was what worked best for us. The newly cleared trees were adding more space for us to let our barn full of chickens roam.
The flickering torch lights on the exterior of the barns were still alive, lasting through the night to deter predators that weren’t stopped by a closed barn door. As the farm came alive with the morning sunrise so did the endless animal noises. If I ever lived in a city, I promised myself to find a quiet district.
Whatever memory I forgot released its hold on me. I trudged down the stairs and walked to the well. Unless I was deathly ill, every morning had the same routine. It started with lots of water from our deep well that, thankfully, was always full. The task of moving a hundred buckets of water was a lot but I was accustomed to it. I was a dozen buckets into filling the trough for the milk cows when Mom came running out of the house to find me.
When Mom saw me, she tackled in a hug, knocking the bucket out of my hand. Thankfully the bucket was empty as I was on my way back to the well.
“Thank the God of Mercy you’re alright. There is something terribly wrong Logan. Your Pa and I… We are missing so much.” My mom said with wide eyes. She clutched my arms tightly and was shaking her head in fear. She got control of herself and gave her best ‘everything is okay’ appearance. “Sorry, I am bit hysteric at the moment.”
“Easy Mom… I feel like I’m missing something too. I don’t know what, but I do know that I have a lot of work to do.” I told my mom as I peeled myself out of her grasp. “I’m sure everything will be fine.”
She sighed. “So much like your father. He said the same thing. I was worried about you and you seem less concerned than us.” My mom patted my shoulder gently and walked toward the chicken barn. “I guess I’ll get to collecting some eggs for breakfast. If you recall anything let us know. I love you, Logan.”
My day proceeded like any other. Getting water for the chickens was a lot more pails of water. We had built a long wooden shoot to reduce the amount of walking required and I was able to dump the water down the shoot without having to untie the bucket from the rope. The problem was the chickens were prone to relieving themselves into the water lines. So I needed to add extra water and let the waste float and spill out. It wasn’t perfect, but we were improving the system every chance we could.
I tossed our slop crew a few buckets of freshwater that they greedily slurped down. I knew they would be thirsty. Hogs were the only animal we probably should be filling the trough twice a day. Even when we expanded it they still drank the whole thing. When the hogs were watered I turned to feed
I climbed to the top of the food lofts and pulled down the food for the day. I used to hate filling and removing the corn, hay, and other food the animals loved from up high. It was extra work and it was so much easier on the ground. Father told me we double boxed, and kept feed off the ground for a reason. One day we sat and watched the rats struggle to get to the food when it was upon pedestals. That was all it took for me to stop my complaining.
I hauled a full bucket of feed outside to the animal runs. It was always easier to fill their food boxes before letting them in the yards. Once the runs were filled I let each set of animals out who raced to get breakfast. My stomach rumbled, not happy to be doing chores before being fed. I watched the animals eat to ensure none were lamed or wounded during the night. I noticed that while none were hurt, they were skittish as if there was a predator around. I looked around for a threat and realized Rexie, my pup I won at an archery contest five years back was missing. She was always at my side. I was surprised that I did not notice her absence earlier.
“Here Rexie! Come here, girl!” I shouted.
Rexie barked in the distance, not willing to leave whatever she was concerned about. I abandoned my chores for the moment to find her, hoping my parents would understand.
As I looked for Rexie, I called out for her. She would bark so I knew where she was, but refused to come. It wasn’t hard to locate her at the edge of the eastern Karina Woods. Her neck hairs were raised and body pointed into the trees. Classic signs something she considered a threat was near. I decided to not take any further steps, realizing I only had a small knife in my belt line and my bow was still tucked in a corner of my room. It wasn’t smart to engage a potential predator without a weapon so I convinced Rexie to follow me as I went to retrieve my bow. On our way back Pa stopped chopping wood and walked to meet me.
“Everything okay?” Pa asked.
Pa was a tall man with blond hair and blue eyes. The years of hard work on the farm showed in his wide frame. There was no smile on his bearded face which concerned me. Instead, a frown creased his face. The fact that I was leaving work unfinished only made him furrow his brow deeper.
“The missing memories are nothing to quit work over.”
I scoffed. “Something has Rexie and the animals stirred up. I’m going to get my bow and see what I can find. Unless you want to go into the woods for me while I shovel the shit out of the interior pens?” I said, hoping he would fall for my swap scam.
“As if. You’re doing both. Be careful out there. I’m going to get my longbow and short sword and keep them close. I think if Rexie is worried, we should be too. Holler if you need me. I can get to you quickly.” Pa said as he raced towards the house to get his weapons.
That was Pa, ever the hustling go getter. Never enough time in the day to get everything done so better run instead of walking. I let out a sigh and ran towards my room.
Lac, our aging mare, was eating at some of the stored food below my room. I patted her chestnut side that was riddled with gray patches as I passed her by and went up the stairs to enter my room. I grabbed my bow and sighed at the small amount of arrows I had left. I had been working on making more but, unfortunately, the farm work came first. A great archer built his own arrows, and they needed to not only be balanced right, but have the perfect amount of flex to them. Or so I had been told. I connected the string on my bow that normally sat loose and slung the quiver onto my back, tightening the strap as I turned to leave.
I glanced at the long dagger that I killed trapped animals and flopping fish with, ignoring the sword. I was lousy with a sword. It had never been my preferred weapon regardless of how Pa tried to convince me otherwise. My love and passion was for the bow. Every chance I could, I shot it for hours, much to the chagrin of my on and off girlfriend Bianca. I was okay with her complaining that I should visit her more often instead of shooting my bow. She was interested in what our kisses led to. I was inspired by hitting a drawn mark a few feet further back. Next year, I would start working with a longbow. I wasn’t surprised when Bianca rolled her eyes when I mentioned that last time we went on a walk.
I fastened my bag of resin to my belt, it would help when I needed to fire my bow. A double check of my weapons and I left my second floor shack. When I reached the ground I saw my little sister, Darcy, on Lac’s back.
“Not too far,” I warned her.
“Not you too, I am twelve summers. I get everyone is spooked and I find it silly. I am not going to journey very far.” Darcy said as she huffed her blonde hair out of her eyes and tied it back with a ribbon. “Have fun shoveling pig shit brother. Also you are not the boss of me. Don’t tell me what to do.”
I let it drop. If she had been warned three times then there was little more I could say. Bianca loved to mention on how Pa, Mom, and Darcy all had blonde hair and blue eyes. Yet I had brown hair and dark brown eyes that were almost black. When I mentioned it to Mom she squirmed and changed the subject. The next day Pa had pulled me aside in typical Pa fashion. If I deduced I was different than the rest of the family, it did not change who my family was. A hard slap on the back and the conversation ended along with the questioning.
Rexie and I neared the spot where I found Rexie upset to begin with and she started a low growl. I tightened my bowstring and ensured it was locked in place. I had failed to do so before and the results were never positive. I nocked an arrow and stepped hesitantly forward. The rotting leaves from last fall had molted under winter snow. Now that the snow melted the wafting smell of decaying forest was clear. I trekked slowly forward, careful with my steps. In muck like this there was no silent walking, so I went for quiet.
I had grown up around the woods with the forests connecting to our farmlands on the east side. The Karina Woods was a blessing and a curse. We could hunt, scavenge, and avoid pesky disputes on our lands. The bad part was the predators that roamed the deeper sections of the woods tried to eat our farm animals. My Pa had explained long ago why we secured our barns so tightly and lit torches below the overhangs. If you wanted to be a successful farmer you had to protect your flock. 
I scoured the decomposed dead leaves looking for tracks. There was nothing here. As we meandered through the forest, Rexie became confused. Whatever scent she had picked up on was leading her in circles. When I paused in an area not far away from my beloved dog, I scanned the area for any signs of a predator. Not just on the ground, but branches and tree marks too. There were a few predators who hid from others by climbing. After searching for a few minutes, I had no idea what had spooked her. Rexie was a good guard dog so I needed to take her warning seriously. At the same time, there was a lot to get done before supper time.
I jogged out of the forest and went back to the hog and cow barn. The rest of the day passed by quickly. Rexie never left my side as I proceeded to finish off my chores. After all the animals were fed, watered, brushed down, and pens cleaned - it was time for tree clearing. When I was chopping at a soft pine Mom delivered a jerky snack and said very little. I could see she was still concerned about the changes in our memories. I tried to reassure her to no avail. 
When mom was collecting eggs she found one of the old roosters died. She and Darcy had plucked it for most of the day to prepare it for dinner. That was life on the farm. Everyone worked, there was little downtime, and there was always more to do. The fields were starting to thaw and that meant even more work. 
Before dinner one of the things we realized was that the curse erased maps. All maps were gone, as in they were blank rolls of parchment now. In Pa’s case, we had a map etched in our home that hung in the common room. The wooden plank was blank now with the carvings erased from sight and touch. Pa and I had plans to redraw what we could with time. The maps were another clue in the greater mystery of the curse. Pa knew there were places he couldn’t remember. For instance where he fought in the war that he received his knighthood from. Gone.
Dinner was a quiet and somber affair. The rooster had turn the normally watery stew into a meaty meal that was delicious. I loved the cooking Mom did. She always bragged about family recipes. Mom kept opening her mouth to talk and then she shut it when she looked at Pa. I knew she wanted to complain, and I figured she had already been warned against worrying the children. I ate my food greedily. This did get me a tongue lashing from Mom that was most likely a pent up divergence of her frustration. I drank the last of my stew and asked to be excused. A saying Pa had was ‘manners make a person better.’ I never fully understood how it made you better, but I did know it got me further in life as people were more receptive to politeness.
When I left the house I finally had some me time. There was another hour before sunset and I wanted to use it all for shooting. I went to the well and pried my hay target from under the roof. It had been a great storage spot for my boxy target. An old shirt had been sacrificed to be the bullseye and I ran the target to the side of the barn. I elevated the straw target on my old tree stump I had Lac drag over last summer. I ensured it was as level as possible and I was ready to start shooting. 
“Mind if we join you tonight son?” Pa asked as he approached with Mom and Darcy.
Even Mom and Darcy had bows on them with quivers. I raised an eyebrow in confusion.
“Logan, when you get old like me, things are best prepared for. Your Mom is worried, and I have to be honest with you son, I am too. It is not normal for people to wake up uncertain of what memory has slipped their mind. It is even more concerning when Rexie detects something and you cannot find it. I watched you hunting on the edge of the woods. I saw your frustration in coming back without any signs.”
I listened intently while I set the sinew string to connect my bow. I figured if I was going first it was best to shoot, then reply. I opened my resin bag and coated my firing fingers to ensure a smooth release. I was about forty paces away and aimed my shot. I confidently pulled while never taking my eyes off the target. My pull found the anchor point of my fingernail biting an exact spot on my cheek. A long exhale and I let the sinew slide off my tips as it released. Years of practice resulted in my whooshing arrow landing near the middle with a thud. I let my anxiety of Pa’s statements drift my shot. I stomped my foot at a shot most would be grateful for. I only expected dead center from myself. Confidence was important in being an archer and I knew I should have hit the x there. I stepped to the side and allowed Pa to line up his shot.
“Whatever spooked her has not gone away. Rexie has been on edge. I think we should light the extra torches tonight. I can stay up late if needed. If it is a bear or a pack of wolves they may try during the dark.” I said as I watched the arrow fly from Pa’s bow. It was up and to the right. “I wish we had more free time.” I continued, “I would run over to the Odren’s farm and see how they were holding up. Maybe tomorrow morning we can rush feed and water while avoiding tree chopping. To ensure everyone around is okay.”
“That is mighty thoughtful of you son, makes your Momma proud,” Mom said as she let Darcy shoot next. “I am sure it has nothing to do with Bianca who is always so sweet on you.”
“He is not like that Mom, Bianca says he wants to marry his bow and arrows,” Darcy replied while firing an arrow in the barn wall. “I hate this weapon. Maybe when I take over the farm from Dad I can raise enough money to buy a crossbow.”
“Ha! That’s my daughter,” Pa said as mom barely hit the target. “Okay, one more round and then we are setting extra torches. I want to ensure all the pen and barn openings are extra secure tonight.”
That was it, his word as head of the house was law and we fired one more shot each. I nailed the center ring and felt better than before. I went to start getting my kindling wood ready to start the fire we used to ignite all the torches. A few flint strikes into some dried hay and the embers started. A few minutes later I saw my arrows being slid into my quiver by Darcy as the fire roared to life.
Since we had to rely on torches for staving off predators, father had invested in some nice ones at the last country fair. These had sulfur, lime, and wax to increase longevity. You had to be careful of the dripping wax as it would leave a bad burn if it landed on you. We were in long sleeved clothing so it was less of an issue this time of year. The four of us worked as a team to illuminate the two barns. When all the torch holders were filled for the barns, we added the two to our front porch. 
The sun started to dip below the horizon when the unexpected happened. The night that followed the sun was not natural. A brewing storm of blackness boiled on the horizon. It didn’t flicker with lighting or swirl. The sheet of darkness raced across the landscape to cover the land in an eternal black. It was so rapid and complete the transition was over before we realized it had happened. Mom rushed Darcy inside as they both were visibly frightened.
The torches we had lit were desperately trying to fight off the black void. The night was so dark that the flickering light from the barn twenty feet away was but sparks of orange. Only briefly telling me that they even stayed lit still. I grabbed a torch off the hanger on our porch and raised it. Just over shoulder height and it stopped lighting the ground. I never imagined I would see anything like that, the transition from day to night was downright spooky. Dad swore and knelt in prayer to the three gods of goodness. When he finished, we heard the animals in the barn panic. Rexie was barking angrily with her hair fully raised. I still held my bow in one hand and my quiver in the other. I slung the quiver over my back and retreated to our porch while knocking an arrow. 
“How?” I asked to no one in particular.
“A curse,” mom hissed from behind the door. 
I heard the sound of running feet smashing into the ground. The problem was there was no moonlight. The darkness was intense and I could not see more than a few paces past any of the torches. We always relied on the reflected light of the two moons of Kyroo. Whatever was out there was making Rexie go crazy. 
“Come into the nightsssss.” A voice hissed ominously.  
I was already on edge. I rapidly spun for the voice and instinctively unleashed my arrow once it touched my anchor point. A howling scream of anguish pierced the night. The cry was so loud that I wanted to cover my ears. Dad fired blindly into the loud noise and that arrow silenced the creature. 
“I am scared…” Darcy said hesitantly from an open window inside. One look from Pa to Mom said a full sentence. 
Darcy was hauled deeper inside and the window shuttered. Pa and I retreated further on the porch. I had another arrow nocked and ready to go. We stood attentive and at the ready for over an hour. When things seemed calm, Pa went and retrieved the two quivers of the girls. We had plenty of arrows in case the monsters of the dark came back.
We decided to sleep here on the porch with one of us awake while the other slept, switching every few hours. Mom had set us up with a few blankets and pillows. We shoved our porch chairs to the side and set up an area to lay down. There was no more hissing conversation sent our way during that time. It was assumed we killed one and the rest raced off. I was on the first sleep shift and drifted into a slumber easily. 
It felt like minutes later when Pa was shaking me awake. The air was noticeably cooler outside which told me it had been at least a few hours. As distraught as I was by the turn of events tonight, I could easily say I was looking forward to spring weather. I stretched out of the covers and dad climbed in. No news was good news as we swapped sides. 
An hour into the watch I decided to close my eyes and try to listen intently. It was five minutes into the exercise that I heard a scrape on our barn door between torch lights. I knew that spot where there was darkness. I could walk the porch to the double doors blindfolded. I raised my bow and fired. The arrow whistled and a thunk sound shattered the nearly silent night. There was no scream which meant I did not wound anything. There also was no retreating footsteps. Had I been hearing things. Before I had another arrow nocked I was startled. Not ten feet to my right a voice spoke.
“Weez willz get oursss revenge.” 
The hiss was unique. A new voice, different from the first. Rexie burst from the porch and I heard the struggle of my dog battling the creature. I desperately readied an arrow and found my arms wobbly. I calmed my nerves, aimed chest high, and closed my eyes to listen.
Rexie whimpered and I rotated to the left. I lined up my shot and released. Pa, who had awoken during the scrum, thrummed his arrow right behind mine. There was an eerie silence that followed. Rexie never came back to the porch.
“We need to get her Pa,” I said full of sorrow and desperation. Deep down I knew Rexie was not okay, but it didn’t feel right leaving her out there in case she needed me. 
“You know darn well if she were alive she would be here by our side and if she were injured she would be whimpering for help. There are only a few more hours of nightfall left. If the sun rises then we will get her when this darkness fades. If not, then… I do not want to think of what happens if this unnatural black is our new normal.” 
Pa went back to sleep without another word, as we were both yawning endlessly feeding off each other. While he slept I kept steadfast watch. I was secretly hoping Rexie would stagger up the three stairs to the porch. I knew the truth though. She was the first on a long list of those lost tonight if this darkness was beyond our home. The next few hours that passed were horrible on my nerves. Finally, the cover of the black exited the skyline as quickly as it had entered.
The sun crested the horizon and greeted us with the most welcoming rays of light. The two moons in the sky dimmed as the morning indeed arrived. Not even ten feet off the porch laid Rexie. She was dead, a snarl frozen on her face. The creature she had fought was laying on the ground beside her with two arrows in its chest and a shredded left arm.
That creature tugged at the very memories we were all missing. I should know what this was called, even me, a farm boy from the woods should know its name. Instead, I was left clueless. I was able to study it closely as I unsheathed my dagger and drove my blade through its eye. When I was certain it was brained and not going to get me, I found our first victim. The one that howled for so long. I brained it too. I went to the barn door and found a third dead creature. I had scored a lucky arrow on this shot. The broad head with the blunted tip went in and out of the skull of the monster to embed in the wooden barn doors. Even with my arrow through the skull I still brained it. 
Dad was still sleeping as mom walked to my side as I hovered over the corpse. I looked over the body. The most noticeable thing about this demon was its complete lack of any color. It was black everywhere. The eyes, mouth, inner ear, claws, and well, everywhere. The entirety of the creature was all the deepest, darkest black. There was very little muscle to the demon. It seemed to be an ambush or group predator. The claws were its main weapon, two inches long and extremely sharp. I decided to get a piece of wood to test something. I embedded the claws then dragged them down the chalk of lumber. I saw no poison in the initial holes and the claws were easily sharp enough the slice through the top of the wood but not deeper. 
I looked up to where I had heard this one messing with the barn doors. The demon had indeed been scraping at the wood ineffectively. Given enough days, or weeks, maybe it could get through. Certainly not in one night. Not unless a hundred tore at the same spot. I studied the body and flipped it over. There was black hair on the back of the skill that grew from one spot. I saw the tiniest of a reflecting light from the base of the scalp and sliced the hair off with my dagger. The scalp came free and I saw a gem skip across the ground as it clinked. It was a sapphire. I studied it and compare it to the size of my pinky nail. It was about half the size and I still had some growing to do. Not a bad gem.
When my curiosity got the better of me I went to Rexie’s body and studied that dead demon. Its face had wide eye sockets that used every bit of the night to see. There were no eyelashes or eyebrows. Simply black sunken circles with pure black orbs. These monsters must certainly hate the light. I knew firewood had instantly increased in value. The creature had ears that started at the chin and tapered up the head with a long cone structure. That meant the demons could hear just as well as they could see at night. The embedded nose seemed far more inefficient than the large ears and eyes. When I stepped back my brain made a connection to this monster.
“It is a demon that is a cousin to a forest gorkin. I don’t remember the proper name of the species but they share a lot in common. I never knew gorkins could talk, so maybe this is a spell created super demon gorkin.” I said muttering to myself as Pa rose. “Come over, Pa. Check out this sapphire. Let me show you how to extract it.”
“George, they must be burned,” my mother said, turning to Pa, and I nodded.
“What are we going to do?”
“Ruth relax, we all are alive. The animals and farm is fine. They will not be burned. I have eaten forest gorkin, during the… Well during one of my military campaigns. I know that we were fine. Not ideal and we have plenty of food left from winter storage. For now we will fed these to the pigs, and send the rest to the Yavusky Farm. If what I expect is right, there is about to be far less food to go around and far more hungry mouths,” Pa said and noticed Mom hyperventilating. “Easy Ruth… Not in front of the children. Keep it together.”
“Pa, you have to be joking about eventually eating these, night gorkin? Oh, watch this.” I said as I flipped the demon over. 
I scalped demon but when I pulled the lock of hair up, I didn’t see a gem. I then looked at the underside of the skull and spotted a turquoise gem the same size as the first. Dad watched me work and did the same on the first dead night gorkin. He found a ruby under the scalp on that one. 
“I am afraid I’m not joking son. It may not come to it, but things may get worse before they get better. It is best to keep your options open when it comes to survival. Drop the subject for now because I want you to take Lac and go ride to Bianca at the Odren farm. Then visit Clarice and Gleen. After that, I want you to see Jacob at the Yavusky farms. If they are alive and want to consolidate, our home is the safest at least give them the offer. Go now and use my Sir George title. We will handle your chores. If you find bodies, which we will pray you do not – loot the best things. If you find dead night gorkin try to bring them back.” Pa said and I nodded. 
If I quibbled, he would remind me I was almost a man. I would be sixteen summers soon and Mom loved to point out I already was; merely my paperwork said I was born later and it was wrong. I held my head high and retrieved my arrows from the dead bodies.
My arrows were specifically built for my bow and pull strength. They would flex the right amount, a trick I learned when I eleven at the summer fair. A master archer gave a lesson on archery for three silvers. Dad knew how much I loved to shoot so he bought my entry and we went home with one less hog. I hemorrhaged a bear heart that winter that still sits as a rug in the main room. I thought this all over as I opened the barn to let Lac out. 
She pranced out of the barn ready to run, which is exactly what I needed. I grabbed her mane and tried to leap onto her back. I failed while barely being able to hold onto her long hair. I pulled her over to the wall with staggered boards. I place a foot high in a board slot and leaped onto her back. When I was seated and tucked down, she trotted north to the woodland road.




CHAPTER 2

Lac was excited to escape the barn until we encountered an issue. Her age. She eagerly transitioned from a trot to a run before quickly going back to her sassy trot. The old girl was nearing twenty summers and her energy reflected it. While I desperately wanted to spur her on, I knew we had more distance to travel than a simple half mile north. The Odren farm bordered the edge of the eastern woods, the same as ours did. It was merely further north along the tree line with blooming bright green leaves. I had traveled the dirt wagon path that led to the road often enough I knew each leaning tree and mossy rock.
When we crossed the wide city road that ran through the Karina Woods, you would think the morning was the same as any other. The sky was clear, the clouds were fluffy, and everything was serene. It was unnerving for the morning to disregard the fears the night gorkins brought the night before. We trotted down the cart path that led to Bianca’s family farm as I scanned the woods. A few birds hopped between trees, a squirrel raced across the ground, and a few tracks of what I assumed were Gorkin. The musky smell of the forest was strong here as the woods had reclaimed this sector of their farm.
I hoped the Odren family had locked themselves inside. The family raised sheep in an expansive fenced area to the north. A mix of rocks and fallen trees kept them from roaming too far where the fence had corroded. The Karina Woods were always having to be beaten back. The small growth I rode between was clear cut right before I was born. Something Mom like to mention when we traded chicken eggs for mutton. 
Pa let them bring the herds over to help cut down some of his fields between plantings. Lately, that was all in an effort to keep the woods from reclaiming our fields. We had considered adding goats but all our extra income went to expanding our facilities and growing our chicken production. Chickens were our main revenue and staple, we found it was the most rewarding work for the labor invested. That was true until last night. It was anyone guess what life would be like now. We were days from the nearest city west and weeks from Maroo which included a four day ride through the forest. 
I trotted Lac until I saw the outline of the Odren farm. It was a simple one story cabin with a small porch. There was one room to the small structure, as Bianca was an only child and slept in the common room. It allowed us zero privacy, hence why we never were able to take things beyond simple kisses. The thoughts of ever getting further were gone now.
Her golden hair was unmistakable, tinted pink from the pool of blood below her motionless figure. I bent down to feel for a pulse and quickly removed my fingers as I touched a cold stiff body. There were no wounds on her back that I could see and I pieced together what happened. I knew if I flipped Bianca over, I would see stomach and chest damage. This, to me, meant she walked right into her killer. She didn’t even bring a weapon out into the black of the night with her. Those damned demon Gorkin and their deceiving talk.
I sighed despairingly as I sadly walked past the body of Bianca and onto her porch. The door was wide open and I listened intently before venturing in. The smell of iron filled the room and the only sound was the loud clomp of my boots on the wood flooring. With my dagger out, I examined the main room. The door had been opened from the inside confirming my theory she went willing out of the house. I saw the curtain that separated her parent’s room was ripped and tattered as it rested on the ground. A quick inspection revealed the two bodies of her parents that were torn apart. The gorkin had feasted here, bypassing Bianca’s corpse to eat the adults.
Gagging, I fought the urge to vomit and lost. My projectile bile was added to the mess of the room. I knew this house, I had also been told where Bianca’s dad stored the stuff she would one day inherit. One might think it would be under the bed, behind the fireplace, or under a rug. It was none of those. The shitter box out back had a secret compartment where a bag of valuables were kept. I trudged out of the building and knew I had to do something. There was no way I could bury all these bodies and still make it to the Lorin and the Sky farms before the sun set. 
I dragged Bianca’s body by her feet until she rested inside the home with her family. I went to their wood box on the porch and started a small fire. With no recent rain, I knew the house would soon engulf. The flames were starting to spread when I headed to the outhouse. I plugged my nose, stepped inside, and lifted the shit lid. Inside was a box inserted on the right the large bag with straps. I decided not to open the contents and get out of the smelly, enclosed space. I pissed on the side of the wooden structure and watched the flames reach the roof of the cabin. 
Lac, spooked by the fire, trotted to my side. I had her follow me to check on the flock of sheep. The Odren’s kept their flock not far to the north. Most of the walks that Bianca and I took were on these worn trails. I heard a bleating call for help and decided to pick up the pace. Jogging to the field, it didn’t take long to discover the night gorkins had found the sheep. The entire flock minus one confused lamb had been killed. Stepping past the mutilated bodies, their twisted eaten remains were easier to deal with than Bianca and her parents. My stomach still fought a little but no more bile came up. The night gorkin had feasted on the family and then ate some more. Most of the sheep were still in the middle of the field, but a few had been dragged to the forest and eaten away from the rest. The vile creatures must’ve had some natural predatory that told them not to brazenly eat in the open. I wondered if the demons had a natural predator. 
I squinted my eyes and saw a cocoon high in the trees. I knew that webbing, only a mortodee spider could wrap a gorkin. The irony made me chuckle. The Karina Woods were feared, most who ventured east into them stuck to the road until they reach Maroo. The mortodee spiders were but one of the predators that roamed the deep woods. They never left the tree line though, only hunting those that were close enough to reach, which was what caused my snorting laugh as I scooped up the surviving lamb. 
Once Lac smelled the mix of blood and death, she refused to move any closer. With the bag on my back and lamb in my arms, I walked to a tall rock and whistled our mare to me. She trotted over like the awesome farm animal she was. I used the top of the rock to propel myself onto her back. It was a bit tricky to get firmly mounted on her chestnut back with the lamb, but we managed it.
We walked straight west for the Lorin farm with the smoke and flames rising behind us. When the lamb stopped squalling, I lost it and finally broke down. I cried. I had done what I needed to and been able to hold it in, but now I needed to let it out, for just a few moments. My resolve for vengeance hardened and I screamed in rage. The lamb startled and tried to wriggle out of my grasp, but I calmed it enough that it relaxed again. I had no idea why demons were coming out at night, nor what curse befouled our memories. Either way, blood would be shed for blood. 
I recovered from my bout of sadness and anger quicker than one should. The rapid river separating the two farms required focus to ford. The morning air was still chilly so I spent the extra five minutes to find a good shallow spot for Lac to cross. The horse splashed across the rocky section and we were quickly at the Lorin’s side. The lamb fell asleep in my arms as I gazed at her. I wondered how she had survived the slaughter. Maybe she slept during the attack or was deemed unworthy of eating, either way, she was lucky. 
As we got close to the Lorin’s farm, I picked out more gorkin tracks in the woods. My parents traded with the Lorin’s on occasion. They were an older couple whose children who had moved to the cities. The Lorin’s also tended to raise simpler animals, rabbits and bees being their current expertise. Gleen and Clarice were nice folks that were normally all smiles. The outline of the farmhouse appeared through the trees, accompanied by a woman wailing in despair.
Lac, curious herself, trotted through the sparse trees to enter the fields surrounding the house. Clarice sat hunched over Gleen’s dead body, not noticing us through her grief. I bypassed her and guided Lac to the small shed that doubled as a barn. Sliding off Lac’s back and opening the doors to the barn, I was relieved to see the two young fillies were still alive. I placed the lamb with the horses and closed the lower half of the doors. Gleen had bought the fillies from a horse breeder this past winter after a solid year of rabbit and honey sales. I had been tasked with helping get the spry young ladies across the plains during the cold. The job had earned me enough to save for arrow parts I needed, plus some toward the new longbow I dreamed of. These ladies could be a huge help with our fields.
“What are you doing?” Clarice said as I pet the horses and saw the lamb cozy into a pile of hay.
“Sir George sent me,” I said, using Pa’s title like he said to. “We killed three of the demons that killed Gleen. I know it might not mean a lot, but we fought back. Sir George sent me to reach out to our neighbors and if you survived to help and offer sanctuary. If the demons… If they killed you, then I am to salvage what I can. The Odren’s are dead, it wasn’t a pretty sight. The fire on the horizon is their pyre.”   
“They talk, they said it had an injury and needed help. I told him not to go, Gleen was stubborn, went anyway, certain he was helping someone.” Clarice rambled a bit while the tears still fell, shaking as she talked. “I waited by the shutter, listening to it call to me for hours after they killed Gleen. When the sun rose they were finally gone. I am only forty-three summers and a widow. I have no idea what to do...” 
“We leave the bees. Pack what you can, then we’re going to visit the Sky farm.”
“The Yavusky’s hog farm?”
“Yeah, I find their name difficult to pronounce so I call it the Sky farm. I highly recommend you come live with us. Sir George is a good man. Lady Ruth is mighty kind and I would hate to think of you out here alone all the time. Without Gleen, the nights will only get tougher.” I bit my tongue to stop saying more.
While it was the truth, it was insensitive. I hope she never repeated what I said in front of Mom. “We can load up everything and when the sun warms this dirt up I can bury Gleen. I wouldn’t be able to get him very deep by myself before dark though. Fire pyre would be easier.”
Clarice ignored me as she went back to a sobbing mess. I gave her another five minutes before taking charge.
“Clarice. Clarice! We have to be strong against whatever is happening. Maybe the blackness won’t come again tonight and we wasted a day moving. Sir George doesn’t believe that and neither do I. Are you staying here alone to face the dark or coming with me where it’s safe.”
Clarice wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at me. For an older lady who made her living from farming for her whole life, she was not bad on the eyes. She could be Mom’s sister with her blonde hair and blue eyes. If she found the right man or family she might end up very happy after this disaster. I think Clarice saw me figuring out she would be fine because when I smiled, she smiled. 
“Gleen was a good man, a great man. I will miss him so much. Time to grieve later if it means I do not have to be alone at night. I will never do that again. We can take the cart. The bees were Gleen’s passion, the little I learned, well, it lets me know I can visit to collect the honey. The boxes were a fourth of fifth generation of his work. The rabbits!” Clarice exclaimed and bolted into a run. Her farming pants, blouse, and work boots let her outpace me.
Clarice’s swear filling the air told me the rabbits did not bode well. I ran after her and saw the single story barn doors wide open. There was a bolting lock here which Pa and I had to add after a fox managed to push through the door. The night gorkin had found a way in and a broken hinge and the left doors cantered at an angle. I went into the barn and was relieved to find not all hope was lost. The bottom, communal raising pens had been raided. The babies ignored and only the nursing bunnies were eaten. All the caged breeding rabbits were alive though a few had blood marks and one cage had been tossed to the ground, the cages were still intact and the bunnies sat looking up at Clarice.
“I’m going to grab the cart and hook your fillies up, or are they mares now?”
“Posh and Yossi will be mares this summer. I’ll work on the cages while you ready the cart. I will have a lot of work to do to set up on your farm. Luckily a few nursing bunnies survived in a back pen. Do you have room for all these?”
I watched as she went to work unclasping every cage that was locked to the shed to keep the rabbits from shifting their temporary homes. It would eat up a lot of barn space. We could put them on the porch or over where we stored the food. There was always more room to go higher. Since the gorkin had no desire for hay we could move that and add torch holders under my add on.   
“We’ll make it work. Gather the rabbits and be ready soon, I will hurry with the cart. I can create a funeral fire, since I would rather not burn the place down. I will do that while you get your things from inside the house.” I said and raced off for Posh and Yossi. 
We had a plan now. Simple things like that helped push aside the tiredness that was dragging on me. The cart had a bed with high walls used for vegetables and moving bunnies out of cages. Hooking the two horses up to the cart was an endeavor. They were mindful of my touch having recognized me but not fully comfortable with me handling them. I tossed some hay in the bed before adding the lamb. Most of the feed was stored in the barn for the rabbits so I loaded that up in a hurry. When I reached the barn with Clarice I noticed she sniffled while she worked. 
“We have to bring the cages for the rest, else the farming aspect gets ruined. Stack them high, a solid string should hold them down.” Clarice said while she slid the first cage near the front. “Oh, where did the lamb come from?”
I went into a short story of how it survived when its flock was decimated and mentioned the gorkin in the tree, webbed tightly. Clarice then told me of how the voices never stopped calling for the entire night. A few times they would swap out, it was as if they could sense she was in the house. I explained how both times the night gorkin talked to us, we used their voice to shoot an arrow through them and this brought an evil grin to Clarice’s face. Clarice was another survivor with determination.
The rabbits were packed up after an hour. A few nursing bunnies were laid in the hay with the babies. Posh and Yossi moved the wagon to the front of the house where Clarice went to work extracting vital items. I started a fire in the cooking pit out front. As I built up the flames I heard Clarice shuffle up behind me.
“He would have wanted these given to you,” Clarice said while extending a poorly constructed sword and shield to me.
I was about to decline when I saw her face. I accepted the gifts with a fake smile.
“Promise me you will use them to aid in securing justice for my husband.”
“I promise. These night gorkin will regret going after such a good man as Gleen.”
The eulogy was five minutes of praise given to a man I had never heard a bad thing spoken about. This only built my resolve to see the horrid wrong righted. When Clarice nudged me from my thoughts we tossed Gleen onto the large fire. It was not easy, his body being mostly muscle after his year of farm work, and we rushed to leave when he started to burn. 
Clarice hopped onto the bench in the wagon and I untied Lac. A single rope hung around her neck and she followed me with snorts of disgust. Some were aimed at the rope she was unaccustomed to being led by, but most were from the sweetly acrid smell of burning human flesh. 
I raced to the other side of the wagon as Clarice got it rolling and tied Lac to the wagon post with a quick cinch knot before hopping up to sit beside Clarice. Now that we were moving, Clarice handed me the reins and sobbed into me as we pulled away from the home she and Gleen had made. I briefly thought about wrapping an arm around her for comfort, but decided against it as it would be improper and I had no experience on how to soothe a distraught woman. I found myself yawning as she balled. It wasn’t the most appropriate thing to do, but I couldn’t help how exhausted I was.
When we bounced off the dirt road onto the main one, I had a decision to make. I knew I should visit the hog farm the Sky family ran, but they were quite a way up the road and the sun was halfway across the sky. Instead, I turned towards home. If the Sky’s survived one night they would survive a second. I was falling asleep as it was and there was more work to do unloading all these animals before the sun set.
I must have yawned a dozen or more times before when we even bumped over the old bridge that meant we were halfway home. I nudged the fillies in front of me to pick up the pace before I fell asleep at the reins.
Clarice had laid down on the bench and fell asleep after several minutes of sobbing. Once we turned down the dirt path towards home, I felt invigorated, a sudden rush of energy somehow filing me. I hoped Pa would go easy on me about deciding to wait to go to the Sky farm. We rolled up to the house and barns ten minutes later and I saw Mr. Sky himself on his black stallion. The pig breeder had the finest horse around and we had wanted to breed Lac with him, but she never took. Finally, after a few years of trying, we gave up let the old lady rest. 
When I slowed the wagon Clarice raised from her slumber. I handed her the reins and told her to go to the chicken barn. The barn would be the best home for the lamb and the bunnies for now. I hopped off the wagon as it kept going and jogged to Pa and Mr. Sky.
“Saw a fire over the Odren farm,” Mr. Sky stated with an even tone.
“Dead, I think Bianca heard the voices and went to them. They ate the flock of sheep and her parents. I saved a lamb and torched the cottage. It was in need of rebuilding anyway. I got a bag with some things from there, it is in Clarice’s wagon. Gleen died. Burned him too. Salvaged some bunnies and left the bees as they were. Lots of work to get her settled in.” I said as I nodded at Clarice.
Mom and Darcy ran out to help with the wagon. I turned back to Mr. Sky.
“How did you fair sir?”
“Jacob, just Jacob. We had a few horses tied outside. They broke their tie downs and were able to outrun everything chasing them.  That gave us time to lock up and arm ourselves. It also let us know the demons were lying and hostile. Your Pa showed me the bodies you killed. Nice shooting Logan.” Jacob said, patting me on the shoulder. “We are housing the Barmets and the Corads right now. Tomorrow, I am sending the Corads and their five youngins here. Assuming you allow it, Logan.”
“Why would you need my…”
I paused and realized what he was saying. I would have to give up my room for another family.
“Send them on over. I think I will be sleeping mostly during the day anyway. Unless you object, Pa?”
Pa tucked me into a headlock and used his clenched fist to ruffle my hair. I only fought it for a few moments and he released me. When I saw him beaming with a smile I grinned.
“I am proud to call you my son. No Logan, I do not object. Jacob and I were talking. It seems we will have to violate the King’s law to protect us. We plan on building our two farms into a communal village with a boxy defensive wall connecting us.” Pa said, indicating a map in the dirt.
The depiction of our area was drawn with sticks and rocks represented buildings. There was a rectangular fence line drawn that barely covered each set of buildings on both farms. As I studied the map Pa continued.
“We can always expand later, we have a lot of felled trees. We simply lack the manpower, the girls can tend to your chores while we secure the property. If this black magic continues and demons persistently appear every night, then we will call the farms in this section to our homes for safety. There is a reason the saying safety in numbers is used often. Jacob's sons will ride hard tomorrow morning to spread the word. I have a feeling that things are going to get mighty cramped, and our work extremely hard.” 
∞∞∞
Pa’s estimate was absolutely correct, if anything he underestimated how bad things would get. A month later, the house was exploding with people and I only slept four to five hours a day. I worked harder than I ever thought possible, mainly because I was a night shift guard.
The second night of the cursed black I shot a dragon hound. It was the only one we ever killed. The dragon hound had orange eyes that sparkled in the dark. The scaled fur was hard for me to accept as reality. A mix of hair and scales anchored to the skin, the hair was super short and spiky oval scales grew from it. A combination I had yet to see on any other animal. The creature was only three feet tall but five feet in length. The creature ran like a lizard instead of how one would think with the cat-like body. I know this because when I scored a hit, it charged into the light at me. It never finished its leap as the Dragon Hound died from my second shot. After prying the thumbnail-sized orange gems from its eye sockets I let the others study it for days. We learned from Jacob later that the Dragon Hounds were faster than a young horse. He lost a colt unable to outdistance it. 
Which led to working overtime for everyone. The alarm we sent out that we should consolidate was heeded. It didn’t hurt that Pa was knighted in a war the curse erased from our memories. People knew he earned the title and knew he a trustworthy man, but the details eluded them. He was respected and as our home filled to the brim, that respect helped keep the peace. During this month we worked as one and no one died. No one fought each other, we all had a common enemy, and a common goal. Knock the trees down, build a wall, and kill the demons. 
The last part had been my specialty. I used Lala the lamb as bait. She slept with me during the day which meant she would be all riled up on the porch at night. We played a game where I poked her with an arrow and she tried to dodge. Darcy didn’t like the game, but Lala and I had a grand time. The sound of a wailing lamb would always draw them in. The night gorkin loved to talk and they never seemed to realize when they spoke around me, they died. My ability to fire with my eyes closed and sticking to my hearing was better than anyone else. I could sense where the vibrating sound was coming from. No, I didn’t have special powers or anything. I merely became attuned to nightlife and listened intently to my surroundings. 
At the end of the first month, my gem bag was full and we realized where the demons were coming from. Every morning for weeks, the day crews would get ready for battle before sunrise with weapons in hand. When that light crested the horizon and the black retreated, we rushed out. Never once did we see an alive one fleeing to its home. I even left a wounded one right in front of the porch. It screamed all night which I endlessly heard complaints about. When that dark blanket unfurled and the morning sun shone bright; it acted the same as an old man suffering from heart failure. The demon clutched at its chest and rolled over in death. That was the last morning the large group tried to figure out where the night gorkin were heading.
Once we had the eastern wall of new fencing up, we found where they were originating from. The woods, not just the Karina Woods, but any clump of trees. We found worn trails, disturbed earth, and absolutely zero additional clues. It was finally Rogor who had the winning theory. The demons were being summoned from the lower realm into our world and were then pulled back into a world under ours. Magic was lost to us, but to the irrational situation, if applied, brought logic. 
Reflecting on all this, I smashed my wood axe into a tree with both hands and chopped away. I preferred additional controlled swings with the smaller head over a few mighty swings with a larger one. I was digging into the hardwood gradually in the early morning light when Hariet approached. She was a young widow from one of the dozens of farms to the west. I was fairly certain Mom was sending her out here with my soup intentionally. 
“Logan, I brought you some morning stew and a blanket to sit on,” Hariet said when I paused.
I needed to eat. I was growing like crazy and that meant my appetite was on par with the hogs. I embedded the axe into the tree trunk and took the small rounded basket Hariet held out to me.
“Hold this while I set up.” She said as she laid the blanket out and took the basket back from me. “Your mother sent me out here. I know you are not sweet on me, you’re too focused on your work and killing the demons. I respect that. Doesn't mean we can’t eat a nice meal together though and both get some breathing space from your mother… I mean, Lady Ruth.”
I chuckled. With Pa being Sir George, Mom most certainly was playing the role of Lady Ruth. I caught her being bossy often. There was a need for it though. We were up to forty people living in our home and barns. It made for a right disaster if things became unorganized. Once Hariet had everything spread out, she planted her butt on the blanket covering the mushy dirt. 
“I think you are lovely Hariet,” I said as I sat beside her and she handed me my bowl of soup from the basket before grabbing her own.
I waited until Hariet had her stew before I started to spoon my own mystery meaty stew into my mouth. “I sure will be glad when we rely less on gorkin to sustain us. I think everyone knows besides Mom.”
“I think sparing our livestock while we have gorkin is the right kind of sacrifice to make. Besides, we send the gorkin to the hog farm and they bring us back processed meat so it’s not like it looks like the things you kill. I think Lady Ruth knows and denies herself the truth. As do the others. Things are not getting better.”
I must have given Hariet a look because she glared at me and waved her spoon in my face.
“Don’t give me that look, Logan, I am not quibbling your complaint. I too wish for the time before the curse as Lady Ruth calls it.” She paused before asking “Did I ever tell you how Bobby died?”
She obviously wanted to change the subject and tell me more about her life. I shook my head as I ate quickly.
“He died six months before the curse. Rode right by this farm on his way into the Karina Woods. A few miles deep he and his brothers headed into the forest creating their own path looking for game to bring down. They found a large boar that gutted him. That is the story I got anyway. I was given his purse, sword, and a necklace I had crafted him. I never even got to see his grave or say goodbye. That’s how sudden life can change.”
She left it at that. I slurped my bowl until it was dry and set it in the basket. I got off my ass and went back for my wood axe. I pried it out of the tree then turned to Hariet. She was beautiful in the morning sunlight, the way the sun glinted off her hair. She wasn’t even twenty summers yet and had already lost her husband. While I didn’t look at it this way, Hariet was the closest thing to an available woman to me for miles. Mom, of course, divulged all this information to me a week ago during a night shift. She had been saying the nicest things about Hariet to me since then.
“I want to thank you for the soup Hariet. Since you were so honest with me, let me return the favor.” I took a step closer to her. “You are downright pretty with your green eyes and auburn hair. You are a catch beyond one I am worthy of.” She blushed and I continued. “I desperately want to see what your gorgeous figure looks like naked. I think I would enjoy that immensely.”
Hariet’s blush turned to anger and she starting packing up in a huff.
“Now, let me explain before you storm off,” I said as she went to pull the blanket off the ground in a hasty exit.
I stepped on the blanket and forced her to look up at me from her knees. I smirked and she fumed. “I’m leaving.”
I glanced back up the hill to see mom peeking over a barn door. She was watching us talk and my keen eyes had caught her subtle movements. 
“Oh,” was all she got out before I leaned down and planted a sweet kiss on her lips. 
“And now Mom will never expect it.”
“You did not… Did you just kiss me knowing Lady Ruth would be spying on us?” Hariet asked, sounding impressed instead of hostile. 
“Now you know why I am being distant. As you know, everyone turns another year older during the summer festival next month. I plan to be in Narree for the celebration this year.” I informed her, causing a gasp to escape her lips before I continued. “I know that is a three night ride and no one knows if the way is safe. We don’t know much of anything outside our little sector and I plan to change that.” I beamed and puffed out my chest, glad to be sharing my secret with her.
“Do you really find me pretty?” she asked with a blush.
“The prettiest, and I wish you could be mine. However, I don’t know if I will come back so I would never try to tie you down. Plus, I not a man yet and am four years your junior.”
“You men are so stubborn. Yes I know your age. Lady Ruth said you were born before the summer, only your document was hard to get from an illness or the war or something. She said you are fifteen summers about to actually turn seventeen and I believe you are.” She looked me up and down before continuing. “You grow facial hair and when you stretch in the mornings your penis is at attention.”
I stared at her and arched my eyebrow.
“That's right, Logan, a lady like me, just went there.” Hariet packed up our breakfast and stormed off.
Watching her saunter away I grinned. She must have felt me watching her retreat as she whipped her hair over her shoulder to glare my way.
“Your secret is safe for now. You dine with me from now on though, that is the cost.”
“I accept the noble ladies most gracious offer,” I said with a bow.
I was careful in my maneuver as I still clasped the wood axe. As she disappeared I studied the axe head and saw it would need another sharpening when I finished my shift at lunch. This hardwood was knotty and would take longer than the soft pines. The branches were great for braces and the trunk could be used for expanding the home or making a new wagon. Though all those things were no longer my concern. 
I was officially in charge of many things lately. I guarded at night while I killed night gorkin. After sunrise, I would hunt for an hour or two to try to bring in more food. Then I would chop trees until midday. After that it was into my parents' bedroom on the floor with Lala tucked into me for a few hours rest. When I was shaken awake an hour before the curse cascaded the lands, I gave archery instructions. Not all on shooting. Many were on creating arrows, maintaining bows, and tricks I learned. After that, the rotation started all over again.
I sighed at this damn tree and its stubbornness to die. It was going to need to rope up top and drag it down when I chopped enough. I was simply exhausted though. Too much growing and too little sleep. With a long huff I called my evening early. When I approached the barns I saw Mom sternly talking to Hariet who smiled and waved. 
I went over and saved her by asking for another bowl of stew. When Hariet scurried off, Mom clasped my arm. 
“You require more rest son,” she said with concern etched on her face. “You need to not snuggle with that damn lamb and put that women in your sheets instead.”
It was my turn to be shocked. To be fair the lamb was innocent in all this, merely a tool to help kill the demons. Hariet said she had seen my morning erection and now mom was telling me to bed her. I needed to get out of here soon. 
“Give it time Mom, give it time.” I said and soothed her agitation.
Hariet came back out and I went to meet her halfway, turning back to Mom to speak. “Let me sleep until I wake up. I think I’ll get sick if I do not properly rest.”
I let the talk of my love life drop and hoped she would too. I finished devouring my second bowl of soup when Pa approached. He patted my shoulder briefly and said he would try not to wake me when he went to bed. Which was hard to do. He now shared it with Clarice and Mom. I never expected Clarice to hitch to dad and mom. It could have been a lack of space, but the rumor was it was more. I didn’t judge, several Kings and Queens in our history were known to have maintain multiple spouses. 
Hariet escorted me to my parents’ room which was a first. Apparently, brazenly being honest did not drive her away. When I stripped down to my small shorts she handed me a wet rags while I scrubbed the dirt and sweat off. She eyed me hungrily. When I asked if I got to watch her wash next, she merely giggled. I was too exhausted to fight her and gathered my things to sleep. Laying down on the bear hide covering the floor, Hariet sat at my head. She lifted my head and slid underneath so I could place my head in her lap. Hariet ran her fingers through my hair while humming to help me sleep. I didn’t complain and thoroughly enjoyed the moment. Shortly after she started, I fell into a deep slumber.




CHAPTER 3

The new routine stayed pretty much the same over the next three weeks. I had cut out logging and instead slept more during the day and never felt better or happier. I also was on a killing spree.
Lala had been removed as bait as Darcy thought our game was too cruel. Instead, Hariet decided to join me on the night shift. She would cry out for help, her feminine voice floating well into the darkness. If I pleaded desperately in despair with my manly wails, the night gorkin would never respond. For Hariet, they would swarm from all over.
We had enough of the fence up so I knew exactly what route the night gorkin would take. We placed loose river stones piled high so when they arrived and tried to coax her off the porch I knew exactly where they were. I would send out an arrow for the first one and then launch my arrows into the others who moved over the loud stones. My best night was twenty four dead bodies. The hogs at the Sky farm had never been fatter. 
Hariet loved the work and the gems she got as her reward. For all we knew, the gems were worthless in the cities as they were probably slaying night gorkin for months themselves. To us, they were pretty and something to stare at in contemplation. I was filling my second sack now, even with me giving some away to the youngins to help morale. 
I let Pa in on my secret plan a week before the big day. He nodded, grunted, and then head locked me to ruffle my hair. During a night shift, we played out the journey and what the best plan of action would be. Riding their in a single day would never work. Not with our horses. Maybe Jacob’s black stallion if he was escorted to the city road before sunrise, even then we would arrive at the gates late. It was simply too dark for anyone, even horses, to see well enough to run safely at night. Then there was the fact that the city probably had military law enforced. Narree, we assumed, would be locking the gates at night. So the next logical option was to camp during the evening.
That meant fires. The consensus was a triangle of three fires. The problem was hauling all the stuff to ensure I was safe at night. The whole thing was starting to sound daunting. It was determined I would bring Posh and Yossi with a small wagon. My mission from the Karina Village, as we called ourselves now, was simple. I was to find Ben the trader in Narree and tell him that survivors here wanted to trade and that it was safe to make the trip. The proof that it could be done safely was me. I was also to travel with a bundle of letters for the letter master. 
Pa had planned on me hauling all sorts of things to trade but I told him again I was leaving. He gave me a ‘no kidding’ look and must’ve thought I was dumb for saying the same thing twice. When Hariet tried to storm off the porch and into the barricaded house in frustration he realized what I had meant. “Oh,” was all he said. Another nod, a smile, and a dodging of the hair ruffling.
Hariet had been my bed partner. It was never anything beyond civil and clothed. She pleaded for me to stay. I didn’t ignore her requests, I cared about her too much, but I needed to make this journey. That was what led me to my cliffhanger life-changing decision she presented to me.
The fateful morning I left I said my goodbyes. Mom cried so hard Clarice had to comfort her. The men shook my hands, a few ladies gave me hugs, and the rest waved goodbye. The reality was my role here was done. The group could shoot as well as I could, and with the loose stones, the gorkin were easy to hit. The wall was near complete with only a few isolated gaps that were blocked for now. The night gorkin only came into our establishment if we knowingly lured in. All ground stained in gorkin blood grew extra thick grass that deterred them as time drew on. 
My Pa did leave me with one interesting goodbye.
“I made a promise Logan, I always keep my word. It’s a good habit to get into. If you arrive back here after you are twenty summers I can tell you, why you call me Pa. I don’t know the how or the why right now. For some reason I know that. It feels like the curse but different. Probably magic and that is all I have for you, come back son.” Sir George said while clasping my forearm. “Good luck, it is a mighty big world out there. Fix the demons for us and I will let you drink a beer. Hell son, I will even buy it. I am proud of you, Logan.”
Pa started to tear up and he smacked Posh on the ass hard. The wagon rolled and I bit my lip in frustration. I saw Lac ride up beside me with Hariet on her saddled back. I was surprised that the mare did not throw her with the saddle on. They must have bonded at some point. I liked Hariet, it seemed everyone did. If I were staying, I probably would have seen myself growing old with her and making many babies. I tried to say this to her but she just tsk-tsked me.
“You just wait before you say anything,” Hariet said from beside me with humpf. 
I relaxed in the cart’s comfy seat as the wagon wheeled forward while she bounced on Lac’s back. The damned woman wore no support wrap for her large breasts. I found myself transfixed on her riding from the bouncing of her boobs. She blushed a few times and I sighed. 
We reached the city road and turned west. The Karina Woods faded behind us as we worked our way to Narree. I wondered what pretense Hariet had used to get Lac. I sure hoped she was not planning on riding the whole way. I didn’t pack enough stuff for the two of us. New scenarios started running through my mind until I saw her veer down a trail as we approached the bridge. The dots connected for me at this point. She was taking me to where we bathed sometimes. Just her and me… I gulped at the realization.
I was thinking she wanted a long goodbye kiss.
We came to a stop at the river’s edge she turned to face me. 
“I know you do not intend to return. I want to make it clear I wish for you to do so. I can make you a happy man, Logan. You listen intently, you work hard, and you can provide. You are smart, easy on the eyes, and I like how honest you are. I am also tired of your morning erection poking me on the outside.” Hariet said and I missed the hint.
I thought it over again and raised my eyebrows at the mention of the word ‘outside’. That meant… While I was figuring this all out she unclasped two pins. That was it. Her dress fell to the shore and I finally saw her gorgeous figure. Her full supple breasts caused my eyes to widen.
“Logan, I want you to join me for a bath. I have a feeling you will say no and the way I see you leering, it is not from a lack of wanting to join me. Make a decision Logan, I will not let you ogle my fine body forever.”
“You are amazing Hariet, I am just not ready to settle down…”
“I am not asking to marry you, Logan.”
“I know. If I join you though, I will probably never leave.” I bit my inner cheek in conflict and then came to a resolution.
“Goodbye Hariet.”
“You will regret this for a very long time,” she said, bending over to fetch soap from her bag.
The bath was happening with or without me it seemed.
“I will miss you, Logan. Think fondly of me.”
“I already regret it Hariet, and I will. You were nothing but sweet, caring, and wonderful. I hope to see you married with youngins when I return in four years.”
“Are you going to come back for your Pa’s secret?” Hariet asked and I concluded she must have overheard him.
I also realized how lucky I was to see her this way. Exposed and vulnerable.
“Wouldn’t you?” I said while taking a long last drink of her with my eyes.
She saw me fighting my desire to hop down and rush to her.
“Hurry off Logan, you said your piece. Yes, I would come for his secret. I would also come back for me too.”
I used a clearing to turn Posh and Yossi until we aimed for the city road again. I continued to look back until trees blocked my view of the lovely lady. I turned back onto the city road and quickly bounced over the river. I was alone now, so very alone.
The angst of leaving a stunning naked woman like that haunted me. It was all I could think about for hours and I made a promise to myself. From now on, if a city girl wanted me just for fun I would say yes. I very well could die a virgin on this trip, not an ideal scenario on both counts.
The horses found a groove and I laid down for a nap. I drifted off to a semi-sleep as we trotted, bounced, and rolled down the ancient cobbled road. When I opened my eyes we were at least ten miles west of the Karina Woods. The sun had sunk past the midday mark and there were only a few hours left until nightfall. I must have slept a good five hours. That was a concern of mine. I feared oversleeping only to realize it was dark out and being unable to find my supplies to light a torch. 
I alleviated that fear by cradling a torch in my sleep and stringing the bag to my wrist with flint and kindling. I set the supplies down in the bed of the wagon and sat up with a kink in my neck. I would need to sleep in the bed next time. As I continued down the road, I found my anxiety about the night rising. I had prepared the best I could and there was nothing more I could do. With another hour left to go before I started to camp, I decided to take in the view before doing another inventory check. 
The road this far west was met by rolling hills and farmers’ fields. I knew if this had been our land we would never have raised chickens, the earth was too fertile and easy to plant to waste it on fowl. A few birds flew between the sparse billowing trees that rocked in the gentle breeze. I observed carrion birds erupt into the air next to a farm to the south and the disply was a testament to the struggles of this new life. I was certain that whatever happened at the farms was not positive. The road was still in good condition, though by fall, it would have growth that would need clearing. The old stones allowed weeds and grass to sprout and the added fertilizer the horses left caused the road to become overgrown in a year. Duke Irin was good at sending out his prison crews or indebted serfs to ensure all his roads were tidy. With the start of summer, the surrounding landscape was a beautiful sight of nature blooming with the season. Wildflowers, berry bushes, and saplings dotted the space between the cobbled road and farm walls. 
A remorseful thought pulled at me and I stood on the driver's seat and looked back. I wondered how the village was doing and if I made a mistake leaving Hariet. I knew there were boundless adventures waiting for me in the other direction, but I couldn’t help but think back to the life I left behind. I let out a long sigh and went back to facing west.
I decided now was a good time to do an inventory check. I had three quivers full of arrows I had been diligently working on. Two were for this short bow, and the other set was for a longbow with more power. Most of the wagon bed was taken up by logs for fire. There were a few hatchets, a bag of jerky, and a few eggs. Mom had tossed a hen in at the last moment who nestled in the feed I brought for Posh and Yossi. It was all here. Food, weapons, and stuff to burn. 
I wanted to stop somewhere away from a clump of trees and realized out here there were very few spots that met that description. The lack of trees didn’t mean the night gorkin wouldn’t arrive, merely it would take them longer. I waited until a half hour before sunset to halt the mares. They did wonderfully today and I heaped praise onto them as I readied for the night. I drove a stake into the dirt with the flat end of the hatchet, then a second stake went down five paces away. A few tugs ensured they were sunk deep enough and I secured the mares to the posts.
With that done, I went and pulled out the rusty iron sword Clarice had gifted me and placed it and a bag of supplies on the ground. I grabbed some kindling from their special bag while trying to use as little as possible. It was a dry day so I didn’t need much. I was concerned about rain even with the wood boxed in the covered wagon. Thankfully, it had rained sparingly at night with the blackness, as if that was how the three gods of goodness were fighting back. A well-lit fire could burn through a heavy rain if set right and managed properly. The sky was clear though and I didn’t expect a threat of rain tonight. 
I created my triangle of fire pits and then used the iron sword with my flint to light each one. I was going to sell the sword for spare metal when I could, not that I didn’t like the gift, but it was far too warn to do me much good. The money would go towards a sharp blade or a crossbow. The shield was even worse and I considered using it as extra kindling. With my three fires going, I still had time to scrounge some berry bushes and hack a few lower limbs down for extra fire wood. 
The branches were tougher than I expected and night soared over on my way back to the fires. From a dimming sunset to utter blackness, I still wasn’t used to it but at least it was consistent. Posh and Yossi grew agitated, they were normally in a barn by this point. The stupid hen Mom sent with me started to panic. If we were at the farm, I would have welcomed this. Instead, here out in the open I wanted less attraction. 
With a frown, I grabbed the agitated hen firmly in my hands and soothed her. I placed her on the ground and put my boot over her head, pinning it to the dirt. A sudden, sharp pull and her head tore free of her body. I aimed the spurting blood directly into the darkness and when the last of it spilled out, I shook the body a few final times.
I seethed with frustration. Sure Mom was only trying to help, but I should have realized the animals were not going to love the eternal darkness. In hindsight, I needed to have thrown the hen out back at the village. 
I dropped my angry thoughts and strung my bow, setting it against the wagon and added a full quiver beside it before contemplating what to do with the hen’s body. If I started cleaning the hen for food, the smell would bring more gorkin. At the same time, I had never let anything go to waste. Until tonight. Another frown preceded a string of curses at the situation. I dropped the chicken corpse to the ground and created a pit not far off the road with my axe. I only went into the black to where I could see, which wasn’t very far. I buried the body and filled in the hole with my boots.
With the little setback settled, I climbed up on the wagon seat where I waited with bow in hand and arrows at the ready. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but dragon hounds were not it. I heard them race around, sniffing heavily. Then I saw their eyes. Two sets of orange orbs glowing my way. 
I didn’t hesitate. I drew my arrow confidently and unleashed the projectile. The broad tip soared as the shaft flexed. The arrow whistled for the set of eyes looking at me. I lost sight of the arrow shortly after it left. I think that was my favorite part of shooting at night, I never had a chance to doubt myself. There was only the overriding fact that I knew my arrows were landing where I intended them to. If they missed, I wouldn’t know for hours. 
The first set of eyes wobbled, fell to the ground, and then went dark. The other set was looking intently at the spot where I buried the dead chicken. That was a mistake for it because the spot was illuminated just barely by the flickering light. I rarely got to shoot with my target in sight. I wanted a heart shot. 
I added more resin to my fingertips and nocked an arrow. When I pulled the arrow back, I grinned in satisfaction. My fingers released the sinew string and the twang was followed by the whomp of an arrow making its mark not even ten feet away. The scales flowed apart as the arrow dived its way past. The arrow shaft and fletching went clear through the dragon hound. 
The creature had just uncovered my freshly buried hen and salivated at the meal. The dragon hound must have felt the arrow but didn’t understand what happened. The creature grew confused as it coughed blood then glared at me with questioning eyes before falling over dead as I laughed. 
“You, how dare you?!” A voice shouted from the depths of the darkness. 
This was no night gorkin hissing angrily. This was something else, and the voice was speaking perfectly. I quickly readied a third arrow and closed my eyes. With the string set to my anchor point, I patiently waited for another word. It never came, as whatever creature had shouted stopped all noise. The denizen of the night must have realized I was a threat not worth berating with insults. 
Ten minutes later, I let myself release the tension in the bow and sighed. It was a very, very, long night. I was used to the company helping talk the night away and baiting night gorkin in for easy kills. Both of these were lacking. When the night hit its coldest point, I attached a rope to an arrow and did a half draw shot. The projectile sunk into the corpse of the first dragon hound as the rope unspooled beside me. I painstakingly dragged it into my perimeter of firelight. It was a delicate balance of pulling with enough force to get the body to move while not breaking the arrow or pulling it out of the corpse.
I repeated the process with the second dragon hound. With both bodies safely inside the circle of light, I brained them then removed their gem eyes. While the gems allowed me to see the dragon hounds in the dark, it did leave me confused as to how they saw from them. Based on their ears and nose, I guessed they had very little reliance on sight. I then set about adding wood to my fires so I could work without worry for a few hours. The scales could be saved so I went about parting the leathery hide from the bodies. The process was gruesome, bloody work that took most of the night. I never let the fires get low and I didn’t hear another voice that whole night.
I finished peeling the second skin off the second body an hour before the sun rose. I stuck a filet of muscle on a stick and roasted it over one of the fires. When it was done, I ate Dragon Hound for breakfast, or I guess dinner for me, but technically breakfast. I set out some feed for the horses who were getting antsy from the long rest of the night. They ate quickly and a bucket of water from the wagon bed was brought to them. I slotted the hides of the dead dragon hounds into the wagon bed right as the sun eviscerated the black curse to bring a fresh day.  
A large smile crossed my face. A quick study of the area around my camp revealed the tracks of the two hounds. I walked over to where I heard the voice. There was a set of hooves indented here from a bipedal creature. I titled my head in confusion. I knew of no creature, monster or otherwise, that walked on two hooves. The prints were deep too, sinking into the ground at least an inch. I tucked away the information and compared the tracks to my hand finding they were much larger than my palm. I collected my two arrows and, after a lengthy inspection, tossed them into the quiver on my back.  
I headed back to the horses, where I scooped up the empty water pail designated for them and set it in the bed. I quickly did a second sweep to ensure I wasn’t leaving anything behind. Satisfied with my inspection, I undid the ropes to the spikes I had anchored into the dirt and hitched the mares to the wagon. Once the ropes were safely in the bed, it was time to go. I leapt onto the driver’s bench and stumbled a bit as my quiver caught the edge of the wagon. I blushed at my tumble, thankful no one was around to see it, and righted myself. When I was firmly in the seat I lightly whipped the reins.  
The mares were ready to go and we jolted forward as the wheels spun across the cobbled road. They were young and rested so I let them pick the pace. If we continued at this speed, and the weather held, I hoped for only another night in the dark. It was still two weeks until the summer festival and archery tournaments. I wanted a get a new bow with proper arrows and to be as close to the capital, Kyroo City, as I could be before the festival started. The capital was known for having the best tournaments. If I kept up a good pace, I could probably stay one night in Narree and work the horses to Trinelan in another five. That was supposed to be eight days without hard riding to the Capital from there. Most likely, I would celebrate my sixteenth summer in Trinelan, which I was more than okay with. I knew Trinelan was a mightier city than Narree. I was anxious to see if the stone city was as impressive as the things I heard about it. Time would tell though. I first had to see Ben the trader within the wooden city of Narree.
I let the rolling hills and farmlands pass me by as clouds brewed from the east. The way the wind was whipping my direction, I knew rain was coming, and probably before nightfall. As the cart rolled on, I stacked the cushions from the driver's seat over the hay and feed. I then went into the wagon and carefully rolled out the Dragon Hound hides, making sure I could still see the road from where I sat. I had packed a sewing kit in case my boot souls tore open or my shirt stitching came undone. I was conflicted on using the expensive kit to secure the hides to the wagon. These were the supplies that our new village wanted more of. The needles were easy enough to make. The thread, on the other hand, were, as Mom liked to say, dumb. Thread was so intensive to make it was costly. The process was explained before, and for whatever reason I found myself missing all the details. What I do remember were rivers, flax, and violence with sticks. Also, she stressed it was a long start to finish task.   
I thought about this then tucked the kit away. Pulling out my dagger, I popped two holes in the first skin and used a few of the vines I had for tying stuff down. I slid an end of the vine through the hole tied a knot to keep it from falling out, then did the same to the other end. I picked up the skin by the vine and grinned as the vine held the weight no problem. The boxy wooden cover for the wagon bed had hooks I was able to hang the still bloody skin on the outside. I repeated the process on the other skin and hung it from the other side of the wagon. 
The moment I finished hanging the skins, the rain started. It was a light, steady pour that was welcomed. The festival marked the start of the summer season which was almost here and the water falling from the skies was no longer biting cold. I dropped the back gate of the wagon and picked up my bucket of water with the metal handle. I messily drank as water poured from my pail to fall from my face to the bed of the wagon. I only paused to breathe until I drank all I could hold. I then tossed the rest across the wood to wash out the blood, hoping it would dry out enough before the darkness came. In retrospect, I should have hung the skins from the get go. Lesson learned, though I was able to hang the skins while making forward progress. I used the water bucket with a rope handle meant for the horses to cleanse the rest of the blood from the wagon bed and smiled. I hooked both buckets to the rear drop gate of the wagon to collect water from the falling rain as we bounced down the road. 
A quick look at the wooden ceiling and I felt confident no leaks were allowing water through. I pried a side panel off the left wall that would latch to cover pass through to the driver’s seat. I left the back open to allow the breeze in. With my torch, flint, kindling, arrows, and bow beside me, I built a quick nest. All I needed to do now was peak every few hours to ensure we were moving and on the only cobbled road for miles. I laid my head down for a rest and quickly let sleep consume me. 
∞∞∞
That night I found a nice spot by a bridge to set up my fires. The rain had stopped hours earlier and my wood supplies were still high. Pa mentioned he did remember the trek from home to Narree. He said I would be crossing three bridges. This was the third. If what he told me was accurate, I would reach Narree midday tomorrow. 
As I set about the task of establishing my perimeter of fires, I wondered if the gorkin, dragon hounds, and now this hooved talker required water. Were they afraid of it? There was so much I didn’t know. Did the citizens in Narree know any of these answers? Had they been affected by the curse as my family had? I sighed knowing only time would tell. I fed the horses and gave them buckets filled with rain water. I checked the sides of the bridge and found two torch holders on each side. I set torches in them and then built up fires at each end of the bridge. The torches may have been overkill, but the last thing I wanted were some aquatic night demons scurrying up the side of the bridge. Before the sun set, I went to the edge of the river and dug up some worms to fish with later. I tossed them in a pail and then went about collecting extra driftwood.
I piled a nice stack of slightly wet wood around my fires to let the logs dry out. I figured a few hours later I could use them to help keep the night at bay. When the darkness blanketed the lands, I was ready. I strung my bow and locked the sinew down tight. My arrows were ready in their quiver on my back. I had no idea what to expect as I missed most of the scenery today while I slept, so I was clueless if we passed many clumps of trees. I did know this section of the journey was almost all farm fields. A sign of just how close I was to a city that held a few hundred thousand souls. The trees had been cleared off these lands eons ago.
When no voices cried out in the first hour, I went about making a fishing pole. Neat trick Pa taught me years ago was that fishing at night was very lucrative. We never figured out why, but we were okay with that. I baited a worm on a hook with thread that I joined to a long vine tied to the end of a hardwood stick. Ten minutes later I had a small fish hooked. When I pulled it onto the bridge I let it flop at my feet. It was too small to eat, but maybe I could add it to trade with Ben. The next fish was so big a powerful tug broke the thread. Apparently, gorkin jerky bait was the right stuff. I didn’t have many hooked needles for sewing left, but with no demons pestering me, I decided to give it another go. 
I dropped the vine into the water, making sure I added extra thread. Sure enough, my large piece of bait hit the water and was gobbled up by something very large and hungry. The blasted darkness kept me from seeing what I was bringing to the surface so I pulled the fish toward the edge of the river. My large fire at the base of the bridge on the cobblestones cast just enough light to let me view the shoreline. 
A four foot fat fish with whiskers fought to return to the water as I yanked it onto the shore. I was so excited by the flapping fish out of the water, I almost missed the noise. Almost. The clomping of hooves running on cobblestones shattered my joy. I let go of my fish and raced for my bow that was propped against the wagon. A mighty two handed axe twirled through the fire parting the flames. The axe clashed against the wooden bridge and bounced to embed in the back of the wagon. Thank the gods I heard running before the creature hurled the weapon, or else I would have been cleaved in two. 
A nine foot tall creature with a humanoid boar face and triple horns silhouetted for the briefest of moments from behind the flames. I knew what the name of that monster the firelight had illuminated. A valotaur. I grabbed my bow, leaped onto the front of the wagon for cover, and turned to face my opponent. My heart pumped violently against my chest and my blood surged in my veins.
“I was wondering…”
I released the arrow and it thunked into a tree. The sound was undeniable. There was only one tree over there that I remembered seeing before the darkness covered the land. The valotaur had known I would shoot when he spoke.
“You are deadly with that bow,” the valotaur said with a snort. “I will face you unarmed in the darkness.”
“I will shoot you in the morning light,” I said with a snarky tone.
“You despicable human. You should be roasting over a fire, feeding my family. I learned my lesson though, your hearing even when distracted is enhanced.” The beast said as I remained mute.
I didn’t want to give it any information I did not have to.
“I will trade you a question for a question human. Are you amenable to my suggestion?”
“Fancy words from a valotaur. Color me impressed,” I said while keeping my head behind cover.
I was not exposing myself unless it talked from a new location I knew was not providing cover. The torches were illuminating the wagon which meant I was an easy target for any additional ranged weapon that the beast might have. When the silence stretched on I decided to continue. “Alright, go ahead with your question.”
“Why are we being dragged from our underworld homes to this brightness? There is so much light here,” the creature questioned me.
“I don’t…Wait… You don’t know why you, the dragon hounds, or the night gorkin are coming up to our world?”
“I am an intelligent valo, so I will not count that as your question and assume your question is in itself, my answer. Those were my family pets you killed. Been with our cave hold for generations. Also, it is gork, not gorkin.” A loud sigh escaped him before he muttered to himself just loud enough for me to hear. “As if we did not have enough to accomplish already.”
I had so many questions I wanted answers to. The problem was, I didn’t believe this Valotaur had the answers I sought. Though, there was one question I hoped he would know the answer to.
“My question is this. If you are up here with the gork, and dragon hounds. What else is being summoned from below?”
“I only know what I have had to battle myself. The underworld is exactly that. A world under the surface for the creatures of the dark, and most of us fight each other. There have been rumors swirling of a mighty valotaur trying to unite the races. The battle cry has been easy loot and good food. Then suddenly we are sucked up to the surface at random. Where we go is similar but who goes varies. A few gork have thought as me as easy prey. They are so numerous below they are food for most species including mine. I do love a snout full of bloody gork eyes.” There was a pause as he thought. “You humans do not get along with every species on the surface? For example the elves or dwarves correct”
Suddenly a portion of my brain unlocked and I slammed face into the top of the wagon in my revelation. I recovered quickly and ducked back down to rub my stinging face, missing part of what the Valotaur was saying.
“- are lost. Well, we have the same thing in the Underbelly as we call it. I have only seen those you mentioned before. They all live in the same area I do below. It would not surprise me if you find different creatures of the dark in different areas.”
I now remembered how Pa became Sir George. He detected an underground breach in the sewers of Maroo. He not only halted the dwarven advance, he saved the wall where they were building up explosives by flooding the waterways. This was huge. Why would we not remember the dwarves? Were they the culprits behind the curse?
“Hey, human, did you die or something. I asked my next question and it is impolite to ignore another.”
“It is also impolite to hurl axes at people fishing. What was your question? So…” I halted myself from apologizing and the valotaur give a hearty laugh.
“I sense my kind around you, why do you not consume them?”
“I eat gork or gorkin all the time, the meat is a bit stringy but edible. I don’t tell my Mom though. She thinks it is pig.” I said with a chuckle to the snout face being.
“You are an idiot human. May I have my weapon back?”
“No!”
“You are far too weak to wield it.” 
“Not my problem. My turn for a question. If we are not summoning your kind up to the surface, what or who is your intelligent mind saying did?” I asked hoping for information. 
I waited for an answer. Five minutes became ten. The only thing I heard was the dumb fish I had dragged in between the rocks flopping around trying to find water. Two hours later, the night hit its coldest point. I was fairly certain the valotaur had retreated, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I hustled when I swapped torches and stacked wood onto the piles. I sure as hell didn’t try to retrieve the fish. A quick check showed both the mares sleeping. I added more food to their pile as morning neared. 
When the sun rose and the night peeled itself out of the skyline I went to the tree to get my arrow. It was ruined, the Valotaur had smashed it in half when he left. I still salvaged what I could and then studied his tracks. He came from the south and then returned the same way towards trees in the far distance. I had more questions than answers, but one thing was revealed I could use. There were more down below than were being pulled up. Hence his family he mentioned a few times was not up here with him. The next was location. The valotaur said he saw other underbelly creatures from where he lived below up here with him. 
I left the tree and found the fish was somehow still alive. I was tempted to toss it into the river but instead brained it and tossed it into the bed of the wagon. Every extra coin I earned was that much more I could use to prepare with. I was woefully underprepared for a demon of the night like a valotaur. Only luck saved me. Not that being prepared in a fine set of armor would have stopped his throw.
I approached the back frame of the wagon where his weapon was embedded. I let out a long whistle. It was a black metal unlike any I had ever seen. There were depictions in the axe head. A valotaur sexing an elf was etched in the metal. Gross. The handle was more of the same, only the art was wrapped and the poses all unique. There was an artist in the underbelly who had a fetish and an excessive amount of time. I decided not to dislodge it from its new home. I had archer arms and the valotaur was right, I couldn’t wield that weapon. Sure I bulked up from chopping trees, but the axe would require two of me to lift it. I was surprised it didn’t shatter my wagon. I looked around saw a large chunk of bridge missing where the initial impact had absorbed most of the velocity and inertia of the throw.
The girls were consuming breakfast I gave them earlier with a gusto as I went to the river and filled both buckets again. I did a quick check of my area and realized I almost forgot the torches I had extinguished only minutes ago. This was why I double checked things. I checked the hides of the Dragon Hound and ensured they wouldn’t fall during the rest of the journey. I guessed it would be midday or earlier when I arrived at Narree. 
The mares trotted forward and we sped down the arched bridge. I allowed myself to ponder everything the Valotaur had unlocked in my mind. The main thing I was stuck on was the two land dwelling species who hated humans that had been forgotten. Why we forgot them was driving me crazy as I stretched across the bench and watched the clouds pass overhead. I felt myself drift off as I pondered the implications.




CHAPTER 4

The mares made good timing and I arrived hours earlier than I expected. The sun was low on the horizon as it illuminated the brown city. The outer wall of Narree stood fifteen feet tall with archers pacing the parapet between the battlements. The entire city was wooden, which Pa commented on every time we visited. He loved to explain how it could be set afire, pulled down, or smashed easier than stone. I feigned interested after he repeated it several times. When Pa would jostle with Ben about his tinder box of a city; well, Ben would say to haul stone from the ornery dwarves then. Laroon had exhausted all their marble quarries ages ago and there was only wood left to build Narree. The large gates were open but there was no traffic flowing in or out and the inside of the city looked noticeably cleaner than the last time I visited.
Just past the walls were small homes tightly packed together. I had been through the city enough times to know that the alleys split off the main road to dive deeper into the condensed housing. Many of the homes built on the main road had been built upon over the years and stood two or three stories above the surrounding houses. Closer to the center were the buildings of trade and the market with the large estates of the nobility nearest the center. All the structures and walls were made of wood. Narree was the only city I ever knew but because there were sections that had to be rebuilt a few times every winter when fires broke out, I was sure most other cities built with stone. Narree had a fire fighting brigade of a thousand residents and full-time staff the issue was so bad.
The wooden homes and cobbled roads were desolate, devoid of the normally boisterous population. The entire trip to Narree, I didn’t see anyone besides the briefest glimpse of the valotaur. I made sure the weapon hadn’t dislodged from the wagon or no one would ever believe I had seen the valotaur. Maybe the dragon hound skins would give some credence to my story. My thoughts dropped as a fancy guard with a large feather in his cap walked under the entry gate to great me. 
“Halt right there,” the guard bellowed with his hand on his sword hilt.
I recognized Sir Larry, or Jumpy Larry as Pa called him, almost immediately. Sir Larry was the captain of the guard and fought in the war with Pa. The war I was hoping everyone else was remembering now that a human had heard of dwarves and elves.
“You shall come no further until you state your business.”
“Sir Larry,” I started, “you know me. I am Logan, son of Sir George from the farms by the Karina Woods. You served with my Pa in the Dwarven Wars. I come baring trade for Ben’s shop.” I shouted loud enough that anyone in the nearby houses could hear. 
Sir Larry hated when people mumbled and felt anyone not proud to proclaim who they were, or what they were doing were troublemakers. He smiled in recognizing my and Pa’s name. He walked towards me with arms wide in welcome.
“You sure have grown lad. I have so many questions for you. What is a dwarven? Is this the skin of a creature that hunts outside these walls? How many of them are alive? My cousin Franklin lives in the farms north of here, have you heard from them?” Sir Larry barely paused for a breath as he rattled off questions. 
I patted the spot beside me on the driver’s seat as I scooted over to give Sir Larry room. The surrounding guards brave enough to leave their posts to hear news from outside the walls, encircled my wagon.
“I will make you a deal, Sir Larry. I will answer all the questions I can, if we can do so while traveling to see Ben.” I said as Sir Larry climbed up to sit beside me. I nudged the mares forward with a slight pace.
The dozen or so archers that were on the ground now walked beside us.
“Let me start at the beginning,” I said as I smiled at the man.
I told Sir Larry everything I knew from the night the darkness first came. I tallied the dead, spoke of our upgrades, and went over the creatures of the night. When I mentioned dwarves and elves they were all blank-faced. Sighing at this, I cursed in frustration. I hoped that when my memories started coming back, that meant it was the same for others, there was no such luck and while it made sense to me that it should work, I let it pile onto the other mysteries. When the other people that gathered around started asking about their loved ones, it became unsettling. As the mares traveled through the city, a scout rode along with me and write down every name I knew that survived, as well as those that hadn’t. We arrived at Ben’s Trading Store before I finished and the scout left with dozens in tow to read over the list and post it for others to see. When I was finally done reciting the names, Sir Larry said to meet at Sally’s Long Legged Saloon and Inn for a round when I was done trading. He would catch me up on everything he experienced from inside the walls of Narree. 
Ben had to notice the commotion outside his store. I opened the door, bell tinkling as I entered, to see him standing by the window at the front. He was direct. Ben always was a straight-shooting salesman who went right to the point of a conversation. Everyone liked him, even if he was a generally crabby old man.
“How did you survive?” Ben asked with a frown. The old man’s eyebrows were wild with gray as they twisted and turned into mini bushes. He eyed me for a long moment and then continued. “Every patrol we sent out overnight has not returned. Some not due back, others overdue by weeks.”
“Large fires, quick shooting, and hustling during the day with them mares. They had only one road to manage while I slept.” I motioned to the mares out front. “Pa sent a long list of items he wants you to haul out to Karina Village. He says hello and said for me to clasp forearms for him.”
Ben frowned and I realized no one knew about the culmination of the farms.
“Karina Village is our farm combined with the Yavusky Farm. New exterior wall and no clumps of trees inside. Well, it should be done soon anyhow.”
“No surprised that old man of yours survived. What did you bring for me and when do you plan on hauling the stuff to them?” Ben asked as he deepened his scowl.
It was my turn to frown “I’m not heading back home, at least not for a while. I’m heading to the capital. This information I have may be vital. It’s mostly out of selfishness though. I intended to leave home at fifteen summers and make my own way. While I love farming, I would rather retire to it after a lifetime of adventure.”
“Wait, you want me to hire someone to haul goods to your new village? Ha! No one leaves the walls. Not after a guard went out that first night to save some fallen old lady with a lisp. We figured out real quick the dark is death. Death is avoided. Unless you are a brazen fool. Which is true in your case.” Ben paused and then motioned to the wagon. “Show me these pelts. I know of the dragon hounds, I remember them somehow. Even that valotaur I heard you mention to Larry. Yes, I was eavesdropping. Get over it,” Ben propped the front door open. “Show me your list and what you brought.”
I went to the compartment under the driver’s bench and fished out Pa’s list. The mail office was across from Ben’s shop so I left Ben to inspect the hides while I dropped the letters in the drop box. That task completed, I turned back to go speak with Ben. However, the moment my stack of letters thudded in the bottom of the box, a woman came rushing out of the building to greet me.
“Young Sir. We have been desperate for news. None of our teams have returned so we kept the rest here until someone made it through. How did you do it? And what would you recommend? Wait…”
The middle aged lady ran back into the store. Delivering letter was a good business and one worthy of my time to try to help, so I obliged. I turned back to the wagon and noticed a crowd of folks were circling my wagon. A few guards were there, repeating my story as Ben inspected the second pelt.
The woman returned with a pen and paper. Ben came to my side wanting to talk but the lady beat him to it.
“Okay, I’m ready. I will take notes and post it on the city board so you can defer others who ask to read it there. Now tell us what it takes to travel longer than the daylight.”
Just as I started to reply, three grown men flew back from the wagon with a metallic thud. They awkwardly peeled themselves off the road in a daze, but recovered quickly and hefted the valotaur’s double headed axe. They stared at the weapon for a few moments before propping it against Ben’s Trading Store. When the excitement died down, I turned back to the woman waiting patiently.
“Let me start by saying I almost died. Outside of that mishap, things were relatively simple. I set up fires in a triangle around my camp to ward off the creatures of the night. I slept during the day, I always sleep during the day. I have been on night watch since the darkness first came so I knew I would have no issues staying awake all night while I was traveling, so there was no chance I would doze off and have a fire die out. I cannot stress that enough, if you are alert and awake, you sense the creatures easier. The valotaur is the game changer. The night gorkin and demon hounds had no way to kill from beyond the fire. He is the first creature in almost two months to have thrown anything at me.” I laid out a general outline of what I had done when Ben spoke up.
“If you had three wooden walls to hide behind, could that valotaur have gotten through?”
“The axe could’ve, but I don’t think he would’ve tried. He mentioned how bright the surface world was even with the blanketing darkness and no moons shining. I would assume the fires would blind him and therefore keep him from attacking.” I replied when a thought came to me. “Maybe have four walls and a roof. Travel with a building. I think that’s what I’ll do next. One big enough to cover the wagon. May even go down to two fires.”
The woman jotted down everything I was mumbling. When she was done, she thanked me and rushed inside to build a basic ‘how to travel through the night’ guide. I could only hope whatever I recommended wouldn’t get someone killed. The valotaur had said there was more out there.
Ben patted my back and we walked back across the street to the valotaur’s weapon. One of the guards hovering around the weapon hushed the others as I approached.
“After lifting this thing. I believe you. What are you going to do with the weapon?” The guard asked.
Ben was having none of this. “Alright, out. The whole lot of you. Give the lad some space.” Ben turned to the man. “Draic, you know better than to be asking a line of questioning that leads to a sale or a trade in front of my shop. Assault the boy with your pestering when I finish with him.”
Ben dragged me inside his shop and slammed the door on the group outside. The shop was dark and musky, the shelves so full that the products partially covered the windows. We made our way to the back and passed rows upon rows of goods. People must’ve been pumping Ben for coin in exchange for goods. It was clear from the crowded displays Ben needed someone to sell to, not buy more stuff from.
“That’s better.” Ben said as he sat down behind his desk. “Logan, you have brought me stuff I can sell. The axe, fish, and skins. I am unfortunately out of coin so I can either owe you a debt tab or you can go browsing the goods. Look around while I get my boys to haul your stuff in. Whatever you don’t spend I can apply to this list.”
Ben waved the list before handing it to me to study. The two men that Ben referred to as ‘boys’ met Ben at the door and towered over the trader. I chuckled to myself and then scanned the list.
Ben’s shop had the majority of the stuff the village needed, only a few things were missing. This meant he most likely was going to venture to Karina Village. Smiling at the thought, I went over to the footwear to get one of the two things I needed. After a bit of searching, I found several pairs of brand new boots. Wondering if the cobbler had died and his wife moved his inventory, I sat on a stool and went to try on boots.  The boots made for logging went back on the shelves, their textured bottoms causing too much noise when walking. Instead, I looked for boots with smooth bottoms, their thinner soles allowing me to be more aware of the ground beneath my feet. Sure it would make pushing trees over or hauling stuff more challenging, but it would allow me more silence which was a key point in my survival. I picked out a nice pair of flat soled boots that were just a tad too large. Then I grabbed a second pair with a bit more traction. I would be going north for now, which meant milder winters, so I bypassed other boots intended for winter.
Placing the boots on Ben’s desk, I made my way over to the section I had been eagerly waiting for. Approaching the dozens of longbows, I found myself a little disappointed. I had been hoping to play with the bows and feel them all out. Instead, I knew exactly which bow was for me as soon as I saw it. The bow glowed the way Hariet’s hair had in the sun, the curve reminding me of Hariet’s body when I bid her farewell. The bow mirrored Hariet in every way except, this one, I was ready to marry. My heart ached some as I knew somewhere Bianca was cursing me and shouting that she had predicted this exact moment. I was in love with this bow. The weapon was elven crafted and I doubted that Ben realized this. I found the accompanying quiver and arrows. The elves were masterful in their craft, the balance was perfect on every arrow I tested. 
When Ben returned from having the men hauling my stuff into the back of his shop he looked at me with a tilted head. “What do you want with a ladies bow? I never thought it would sell, too big for most female archers.”
Ben’s thoughts about the bow being for women made a certain amount of sense. The shaft of the bow was inlaid with engravings of the forest and flowers. The elves like to embellish their weapons and tools with nature, something only human women would do. The intricacy of the carvings meant the bow had belonged to a master elvish archer. Because of my relationship with Ben, I decided to be honest with him.
“This bow wasn’t made for a woman, or a human for that matter, but an elf.” I locked the sinew to practice drawing the bow. After years of waiting, and months of chopping trees, I could finally draw a longbow. I grinned in satisfaction.
“How much?”
“What’s an elf?” Ben looked at me, perplexed. The earlier agitated old man was gone. Ben was in trading mode right now.
I sighed in frustration. “The curse made you and everyone else forget. The only reason I know is because the valotaur mentioned them. I’m not sure why no one else seems to remember yet. Anyway, elves are a race who live in the woods far from humans, but will occasionally venture into the Karina Woods to hunt. They have long ears, are great archers, nimble, long lived, reproduce slowly, and…” I said with a pause. That tingle in the back of my brain at forgetting something triggered again. Huh. “The entire thing gets complex and your eyes are glazing over. My main point is that they are extremely hostile to humans, I’m curious as to how you acquired one of their weapons.”
Ben’s brow furrowed and his frown deepened as I explained. I could tell he was trying to decide whether or not to tell me how he acquired the weapon.
“A scout brought the bow in for trade a few weeks back. Asked for a less girly one because his squad was hazing him. The scout paid four extra silver to swap it out with a regular bow. I don’t know if he was called to patrol or not, after my customer does business with me I don’t keep tabs on them. If I give you a fair price for the bow, it becomes your problem if the scout wants it back.”
Nodding in agreement, I tried not to show my excitement. I would happily bear that burden.
“Alright, the boots, the cheap bow, with cheap accessories. Anything else?”
“I have a few of these…” I paused and reached into my gem bag, placing a few on Ben’s desk. “Not sure what they are worth or if the market has been flooded.”
Ben locked his arms as he stared down at the gems in my hand, waiting for me to explain. He knew I didn’t get them from the farm. Ben bore into me with his gaze. We had an unofficial staring contest I broke first.
“The gorkins, have these gems in their head under their long tufts of hair on their scalp.” I indicated the place on my head where the gorkin’s hair grew. “At the farm, the gems are useless. I assumed a city like this would be filled with gems from scouts and hunters.”
“Ha! Not one bit. We haven’t killed many and those we have killed we burned and buried in a pit by the river a few… Danny get in here!”
One of Ben’s men came running in. The man was dad’s age with a big gut and a wide smile. He looked at Ben expectantly.
“The burn pit of the night creatures, go there full speed. Sort through the remains and find the heads.” Ben motioned to the gems. “Find as many of these as quick as you can and bring them to me. They are under the tuft of hair on their heads, but they may have fallen out after the burning. Anyone asks what you’re doing, say the boy hid an item for us to retrieve.”
Danny was gone moments later.
“Good solid man, that one. Reliable, just like your father.” Ben looked at the door where Danny had left. “I need food more than trinkets. If I sell these gems I would have to be honest with the jeweler, Clark. I like him. I buy all my jewelry from him.” Ben stretched and walked towards the front of the shop. “Alright, let’s go see him. Grab your bow and boots. Steig, lock up the shop! STE!”
Steig nodded to us as he emerged from a room in the back of the shop. I glanced at a few of the goods on the shelf as I walked out to the wagon. There was still a small crowd around my wagon, waiting to ask about missing people. The people were desperate for information about their loved ones, I could respect that. When I was asked about names that I didn’t have an answer about, the faces full of worry made me wish I knew more. Ben and I climbed into the wagon and I urged Posh and Yossi forward. A few still cried out in anguish as we left. A few minutes and we were riding through the quiet streets towards the wealthier part of the city.
“Look, Logan, as much as I want coins, this city needs food. Please tell me the farms are okay.” Ben said as we traveled down the cobblestone streets. 
“Booming, we supplement our meat with gorkin so our livestock is…”
“You do not?” Ben stared at me in shock.
“Uh, yeah. Have been for months and it is a barely hidden secret. I think everyone knows, or suspects. Pa and Jacob made that choice for us early and hid the fact, at least at first. I’m not really sure how I feel about it, but Mom would go ballistic if she knew. There’s also the fact that I added ten pounds of muscle and a few inches since then too.”
Ben wrinkled his nose as I explained everything. I lost some respect for the man, but remembered he was a city dweller.
“The Karina Village will be able to sell you eggs, milk, hogs, honey, and more. All because our leaders did the right thing. Let me guess, the city is running out of livestock and with the farms all but shut down, food is growing short?”
“No need to be snarky, Logan. Some of us have never had to struggle to survive.”
Ben paused as we rolled up to a heavily boarded store with a sign that read Clark’s Jewelry.
“I’m at a loss of what I should to do. Part of me thinks I need to flee Narree, but it’s been my home my whole life. If things turn south here then I may have to live in a shack eating gorkin for three meals a day.”
“Two,” I said with a chuckle.
Clark came out of his shop, greeting us once we climbed down from the wagon.
“Evening Ben, young Sir. How may I help you?” Clark asked, eyebrows knit together in puzzlement.
Clark opened the doors to let us in. Assuming the puzzlement was because of the fact that Ben nor I were Clark’s usual customers, I entered the store and laid my bag of gems on the counter. There must have been a hundred gems that shimmered in the dim light as I spilled them on the counter. My point was made and Clark’s question was answered. I kept the dragon hound eyes, and my second gem bag stored away. Clark’s curses filled the shop and I was surprised at how much the jeweler swore. Significantly more than I ever expected an established man of repute to allow.
“Here is the thing,” I explained. “These gems may become common. There are more too. About three to four times that.” I motioned to the pile on the counter.
“Heavens above,” Ben swore. “Logan, how many of those gorkin did you kill?”
“My personal best was twenty-four, but probably fifty in one night. That was when Lala the Lamb squealed extra good.”
“Logan is it,” Clark said while extending his hand in respect “I’m Clark. I appreciate the honesty. Regardless of the lack of rarity of these gems, I’m interested in them. Very interested. I can make some of the most intricate and exquisite pieces of my career with these.”
Clark was lost in his thoughts, muttering to himself. Ben snapped his fingers and Clark came back to reality. 
“Sorry. I’m extremely interested. Since the dark curse, as we call it here, consumed the night, the ladies of the city have been shopping here a lot. I don’t know if they’re stress shopping or in a competition since everyone sees each other so much. Either way, I’m out of just about everything, as are the rest of the jewelers. This all means I am flush with gold. This honestly would fetch maybe a thousand gold if times weren’t as rough as they are. If things get dark here, every gold may mean my family survives and these gems may be worthless compared to food. I can give you two hundred and fifty gold. Come see if this dark curse ever lifts and we’ll see about paying you fairly.”
The number stunned me. That much gold could make a man a minor noble. I had traded often with Pa and had never seen that much gold. Only the briefest hesitation was given before I responded.
“I accept.” I said, confirming the deal.
Clark knelt behind his counter. There were a few soft clicks before Clark stood up and handed me a bag of coin. I grabbed the purse, enjoying its heft for a few moments before handing the bag to Ben. 
“There is a village out by Karina Woods. Last cart path to the south before you enter the woods. Pa, Sir George, will have more of these gems. They mentioned publishing a travel guide, you may consider hiring someone to trade out there.”  I nodded my head in respect to Clark before turning to Ben. “Come on, Ben, let’s head back to your shop.”
The bell over the door rang as we left. Ben and I climbed onto the wagon and I nudged the mares on.
“How much of that coin do you need for that list Pa sent?” I asked Ben as we headed back to his shop. “I’ll need a few things for when I leave in the morning, but you may have the rest. I want to return this cart to Clarice, but I’ll keep the mares. I would like a larger wagon, one with thicker wooden sides and a larger bed. I’ll also need a cord or more of wood and some extra wood for my walls. Oh, and a third mare to help with the added weight. What’s wrong?”
Ben sat next to me, arms folded across his chest and eyes fixed straight ahead.
“Logan, while I appreciate the business, I am not a servant. I want to trade food from the farms, not gold. As time has passed, the scarcity of food has driven up costs. There had been plans to divert a river to this city for years, but nothing ever came of it. A river would have given us fish, fresh water, and a place to bathe and do the wash. Winter was kind last year and storage was piled high. Without the ability to replenish the stock, food stores are getting dangerously low”
I nodded in understanding. “Charge me to have the side tasks done. Have Steig or someone looking for work do it. I need to get some sleep or I won’t survive the next leg of my journey. The moment I drop you off, I am going to bed. So take a few extra gold and do me this favor. Add the extra gold to our ledgers. Pa trusted you and so do I. Least this way, if the worst were to happen I do not die with it on my way to Trinelan.”
“Okay,” Ben agreed, “leave the wagon when we stop. I was going to have to collect a caravan worth of goods if we managed a trip to this new village, but if Danny comes back with a bag of gems, then I may as well become a nobleman. The boys can run the shop here and I’ll go out there myself. I don’t suppose I could bribe you to escort the missus and me?” 
Ben’s response concerned me. Not only was he desperate to leave, but he wasn’t desperate enough to close his shop. Perhaps he wanted to leave the men with some sort of task to prevent them from worrying. Ben was a trader, he knew the pulse of the city better than the Duke. If Ben wanted to leave, that meant I needed to be gone by tomorrow morning. We rolled up to the shop before I was able to formulate an answer.
“There is a woman back at the camp who I only had the strength to leave once, if I were to head back now I would never be able to leave. I would like some of the coin for my travel, but the rest is yours.” I said. 
Ben patted my thigh. “I understand. I wish I had your body to adventure in. I will give you fifty gold and a majority of the rest will go into my coffers indebted to your family. When you stop by tomorrow morning, pick a few more things from the shop. Gods below, I may drag most of it out there. Walls and fire. The idea was tried and failed before, but it was never applied to a moving caravan.”
“I will bring a letter by tomorrow morning for my family when I do some shopping. If you need anything I will be in Sally’s Long Legged Saloon and Inn. Unless it’s an emergency wait until I wake, about half hour before the darkness consumes. I need sleep. Take care Ben.”
Ben nodded and climbed down from the wagon. Hopping down, I tied the horses to the post. Ben sorted through the purse from Clark and handed me fifty gold. We thanked each other for the business and I headed down the street towards the inn.
The inns, saloons, and whorehouses were all in the same district of the city that Ben’s shop was. Sally’s was more refined and expensive than the other inns in the city, which meant the inn was located closer to the center of the city than the lower serfs. I headed past a large section of general stores, merchants, and trading posts. When passing a market, the signs hanging above the shops were disturbing. Many of the shops had signs saying they were only accepting raw materials in exchange for consumable goods. Growing warry, I stuck to the middle of the empty road, keeping a watchful eye out for any men lurking in the alleys. Usually, one only had to worry about their safety during the night, but with the shortage of food, people would become more desperate.  
I knew I reached the brothels before I saw them. Older woman jeered and called after me as I walked by, desperate for coin. My Pa had said something to me that stuck. ‘If a woman trades with you, for instance Clarice and her honey, then pay her no less than you would a man. If she offers you the other kind of honey, then never pay for that.’ At the time, Pa’s words confused me. It was then, that day two summers ago, when Pa sat me down for the talk. The bits of wisdom he gave me was ‘if a woman does give you the honey and asks for a new horse or a fancy dress, then you are getting tricked. And never tell a woman that is not your family a secret unless you are certain she wanted to be your wife.’ I applied this lesson to Hariet and it worked. She kept my secret. Thinking of her naked, standing there with her body exposed distracted me until I reached Sally’s Saloon. 
The thoughts faded and I deciding to save them for my dreams. I approached the lone bouncer at the top of the steps. He verified I had coin and opened the smooth door for me. The sun still had an hour or so before it reached high noon. I was grateful I had the coin to be able to have Ben pay his men to gather the things I needed. Sleep was calling me desperately and I yawned. My hesitation caused the bouncer to let the door start closing and I hustled inside just before it clicked shut. My forced rushed elicited a smile from the man and I saw he was missing a few teeth. 
The inside of the inn was fairly quiet at this time of day. A few men diced in the gambling section, something I had been forbidden from ever attempting. For a moment I considered joining, but let the thought go and approached the bar where only two patrons sat. The lack of sound I was familiar with when staying in inns with Pa surprised me. The inn was very well mannered and, more surprisingly, it was extremely clean. The wood was recently swept, washed, dried, and then swept again. A team of women were cleaning a stage in that manner as I sat at the bar. The barmaid was conversing with the men and ignored me. Being young she probably assumed me not worth her time. A tap on my shoulder caused me to jump, but not as much as when I saw who greeted me.
“Hariet! By the gods above, you followed me out here?” I said, shocked. Hariet clasped me in a big hug, her soft tunic did nothing to prevent her large breasts from pressing against my chest. It was then that I realized I was not hugging Hariet. Hariet’s breasts were perkier than these. Leave it to a young horny man to differentiate the two by their breasts, but that was exactly what I did.
“I’m Logan. You must be Riya, Hariet talked of you nonstop. She said you two looked the same, that you were younger sister, not twins.”
“You flatter me Logan, thank you so much for telling me my sister is alive. I had been so concerned and cried many a night, as have many others. There are so many missing loved ones. By the stars am I glad she’s okay.” Riya paused only to take a breath. “Have you heard about our parents’ farm?”
I took a moment to study the differences between the sisters. With a closer look, there were some. Both had the same piercing green eyes that were unique in Kyroo, large rosy cheeks, and a thin waist that led to curvy hips. Riya was slightly more toned in her arms and her hair was red toned with blond highlights in it instead of auburn. That mean Riya had two rare traits as it was rare for hair to be more than one color. Riya wore a light blue dress with yellow frills that, surprisingly, hid her large bust. It was clear that if she wanted to flaunt her body she could have, but instead chose not to. Riya was gorgeous and the gambling men glanced our way in jealousy at the fact we were still embraced in a hug. 
“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about your farm. Many farms were a mystery to us when I left. It’s rough for the small families alone, we could only hope they were okay. Hariet mentioned their farm was on the opposite side of Narree, so we never were able to check, though I’m sure your brothers have kept them safe. We have to be positive,” I said as Riya slipped from my embrace with a blush. “I know Hariet wrote letters, a bunch of them for you and your parents.”
“Wait, how do you know so much about Hariet?” Riya asked with a slight tilt of her head and widening eyes.
I squirmed under her gaze and was being intently studied now, making it my turn to blush.
“We were close, mostly by my Mom’s doing. To me, she is the one that got away, or the one I ran away from for adventure.” I said in a defeated tone.
The barmaid walked over to our side of the bar and cleared her throat to interrupt us.
“This is not a social gathering for youngins. Unless he has work for you, Riya, you best get back to cleanin’,” the barmaid said.
The bossy barmaid tossed a bar rag over her shoulder while giving me her best ‘try me’ eye.
I reached into my purse and fished out a single coin. Riya gasped when she saw the contents of my bulging purse and I handed the coin to her. 
“I need a private room, not to be disturbed, a smidge of food, and a mug of ale to help me get to sleep.” I said to Riya in a mimicking bossy tone.
Once the coin landed in Riya’s hand, the barmaid huffed off to the two drinking men. I let my eyes lock back to Riya’s green mesmerizing eyes.
“You are just as lovely as you were described.”
Riya blushed and curtsied at my blurted remark. Unlike the other girls with their spilling cleavage, Riya chose to keep herself covered. She wore a black necklace that wrapped tight around her neck with a lock dangling from it. I notice small earrings with a yellow stone, and traveling boots worn from use. From the calluses on her hands, it was easy to tell she was a hard worker. Riya wiggled her finger at me as I gave her a head to toe inspection. 
“I am not that kind of lady, Logan, I can have a different lady escort you to your room if you would like,” Riya said with a hint of anger from my long gaze. My chuckle at her comment caused a frown to form on her lips. “I saw the way you were eyeing me. What’s so funny?”
“I literally left your sister standing naked asking me to bathe with her. Then you insinuate I might want…” I said not wanting to finish the sentence.
There were people in the bar pretending not to listen to our conversation and I heeded a warning Pa often told me. ‘Never cause offense if you can avoid it’.
“Show me to my room Lady Riya.”
“You did not leave my sister like that! We will most definitely discuss this more in private. Do anything untoward and I will scream. Dain out front will come and smash you good if you do. So behave.” Riya said as she teased me with a sway of her hips. 
The whole time Riya spoke, she was all smiles in disbelief. Apparently, her sister was not a lady most men walked away from. She led me to a back staircase and paused on the third floor.
“You can afford the penthouse. How long are you staying?” 
“I leave tomorrow morning. I am off for Trinelan first thing after I gather my things from Ben’s shop. Information I need you to keep private,” I said sternly.
Riya looked down, placed her hands on her hips, and paused.
“What?”
“Follow me, we will talk more where I know no one will disturb us.” Riya said and led me to the fourth floor.
The floor consisted of a shallow hallway with only four doors that led from the landing. While I was not accustomed to lavish lifestyle or extra money, this seemed excessive. I merely needed some rest before setting off tomorrow. Still, this was Hariet’s sister and I had no reason to believe she was trying to con me for some extra silver.
“Okay, it will cost more up here, but the working girls won’t bother you. It also allows me to get news of my sister since you are buying my time. You need another coin purse, which I can get for you, you can’t be flashing a bunch of gold in places like this. This city is brutal as of late. Pretend you are the poor farmer people expect you to be. You also need a fresh set of clothes. You are a right mess and smell like the hogs my parents keep, but let me worry about that.” Riya said while working a key into a locked door.
When the door opened, I couldn’t help but open my mouth in awe.
“This is what coin can buy.” Riya said as she led me inside. “I’m shocked Hariet let you go since you’re both handsome and wealthy. She must really detest the wild, that girl was desperate to get off the farm and meet a nice city man. I’m the one that adored the farms and got sent to the city. The gods smiled upon me when Hariet married that Bobby fellow and returned to the farm life. That man conned my poor sister, I think he conned others too. Folks around here don’t think he died from a boar. Anyway, this is the sitting room with a fireplace and plush seating. The balcony is off of this room to your right. The bedroom is in the room to the left and has a large bed. Follow me.”
The sitting room was bigger than home back on the farm. To be a noble was to live in excess. I worried about having so much gold on me. When I reached the capital I would need to set up a bank account. Pa always mentioned bank fees in big cities were better than having a stolen purse full of coins. We passed through the sitting room and Riya led me into a room with a four poster bed. She was still describing the details of the suite that I cared little about as I stripped down to my shorts and shimmied into the bed. It was only then that she paused.
“Um,” Riya said, looking down at me.
“I sleep during the day to stay alive at night. Either be quick in your questioning or bother me near sunset.”
“Ah… Well, I will get your food and ale then and will do your errands after. You have hired me for the day. Can I have another gold for travel items and clothing?”
“Excuse me?”
“If my sister cared for you, then I can trust you. Give me the gold and I will work with Ben to help us prepare. I am going with you. I’m sure you know this city is going to starve soon and if you leave me behind, Hariet will never forgive you. Gods above! Please! I promise to listen and do exactly what you say.”
I sighed and reached down to my clothes on the floor. I would do it for Hariet. I hated traveling alone and Riya was certainly a travel companion I would enjoy spending time with. I would have taken Hariet if she wanted, but the dark frightened her as much as the trip did. I reached for my purse and retrieved three gold coins. When I handed them to Riya, she jumped into my arms and embraced me in the bed. My thank you was a peck on the cheek and she awkwardly shifted off the sheets. She dashed out of the room and was gone before I could say another word. I found it ironic that the gorkin who tried to kill me, paid for Riya to be so happy. There was a chance I had been conned and, if I never saw Riya again, I was okay with that. The other two purses of gems told me I was a wealthy man suddenly. Hariet was worth three gold to me. That meant helping her sister was a worthy use of gold too. 
A different woman dropped my food and drink off as I scrubbed myself down with the wash bucket. She smiled and curtsied as she left. I gave her a shy wave and devoured my pile of rice and washed it down with my ale. I ensured the curtains blotted out the sun done and the moment my head hit the pillow, I was out. 




CHAPTER 5

Loud knocking at the door woke me from a deep sleep. The light trying to cut through the curtains illuminated the room enough for me to see. They must have really been pounding on the door to get me to wake up. Surprised I felt refreshed, I slid into my pants and looped my belt. I exited the room and opened the door before heading back the bedroom. Glancing over my shoulder, Sir Larry stood in the doorway with fist raised, ready to knock again.
“Come on in, let me get dressed.” I called from the bedroom. “The last thing either of us needs is a headache from you banging on the door. What can I help you with?”
My tunic from the farm was in a heap on the floor. The stench from living in it for two days caused me to gag as I tossed it on.
“You think they can wash this here?”
Sir Larry ignored my question “I originally came to join you for a brew when you woke. I was informed by Sally herself to not disturb you…”
A maid came in and grabbed my empty plate and glass from my earlier meal. Sir Larry waited until she left to continue.
“There is someone else interested in meeting you. They have taken up residence across the hall and are most eager for you to visit.”
“Okay let me take a piss and then I’ll join you.”
When I finished, I left everything besides my dagger and purses behind. If Sir Larry was here, I was fairly certain of who the visitor was. Sir Larry knocked four slow taps followed by two rapid taps, a secret code of sorts. A guard opened the door and my assumption about the visitor was confirmed. I had never met Duke Irin, but that was about to change. 
“Earl Irin, this is Logan, Son of Sir George who owns land out by Karina Woods.” Sir Larry explained.
I absorbed the scene laid out before me like a paranoid man should. Pa always said to be observant of your surrounds. Two guards were stationed by the door with two more just inside. Four knights in heavy mail and a mix of weapons stood on the balcony. The sitting room was similar to mine with a couch and fireplace. A boy that looked about twelve summers and a daughter my age sat in the chairs in fancy clothing, while a wife, or mistress, lounged comfortably on the pillowed couch. There was a person at the desk reviewing paperwork was who I was most concerned with. The scribe being here meant documents of some note and the Karina Village was in violation of established law. I jutted my jaw out in confusion, the duke, or earl in this case, sighed.
“Logan, is it. My title changed a few days before this whole night curse business. Duke Egad of Trinelan married one of the king’s daughters which elevated his duke status and reverted me to an earl.” The Earl paused to scribble something down before continuing. “Certainly one thing I do not miss since the night curse is the politics of the realm. Hand my scribe over there your paperwork while we talk.” Earl Irin said as he pointed to the robed man seated at a meeting table with pen and paper.
I had my documents in a pouch sewn inside my tunic. I removed my shirt and again rocked my head sideways at the smell. The ladies present gasped and the guards chuckled. The son rolled his eyes while the earl tapped his foot impatiently. I unbound my birthing papers that declared who I was along with a copy of Pa’s knighthood to prove where I came from. I handed them off to the scribe and a guard fetched my tunic before I could put it back on.
“My guard will run it down for a wash. My wife, Lady Monika, will complain if you sit near her with that stench. Now, this scribe is going to alter a few things.”
“Are you going to try to take away Pa’s knighthood?” I queried, raising a chuckle from the son. “He earned that for saving Maroo from the dwarven siege. I know the stories well, his valor even was cause for celebration.”
“You’re a thorn in my side young man, but thankfully a useful one. I want you to know that the valotaur axe was brought to me immediately by the smiths who bought it from Ben. I believe you and will continue to when you start filling in the gaps in my memory. I have mandated a new order. Slow caravans are going to travel from sunrise to sunset. We’ll reduce the distance between safely by building outposts.” Earl Irin nodded to the scribe before turning back to me. “Thank you for traveling in the dark. My scouts have concluded your findings were accurate. Living amongst the night forced you and your family to adapt where we have merely hid in our walls.”
I bowed to the Earl, trying to contain my excitement. “Most excellent news, my lord. Karina Village is hungry for trade. Their food supplies are bursting while they desperately need other goods.”
Earl Irin nodded. “This will all take weeks, if not months to establish. It will be a while before outposts can be built to provide a safe route of trade to this new village. That brings me to another issue and the real reason you are here. Scribe Wilkins, are you done?” Earl Irin asked and the portly man wobbled to the Earl with my papers. “Come before me Logan and kneel.”
I pointed to my chest, stunned he was speaking to me. The son rose from his seat and patted my back to get me moving forward. He snickered at me and his sister gazed upon my shirtless body. Though she seemed to be my age, she was wearing makeup common with the court nobility. Her brown hair and eyes were exactly like her mothers. She caught me eyeing her over and winked at me. I barely remembered to kneel before Earl Irin who unsheathed his sword before me.
“For slaying dragon hounds, braving the terrors of the night, and bringing the word of survivors at great risk to your own life, I name you Sir Logan, Knight of the Realm.” Earl Irin said while knighting me.
I couldn’t help but smile in shock. Pa would be so proud; Mom too, Darcy would probably call me a royal arse.
“Sir Logan,” the Earl spoke, drawing me out of my excitement, “this smirking young man is my son, Drakkin. He holds no title yet, becoming a squire first, then a baron if he does well. I promised to send him to squire for Duke Egad himself. Where, I would wager, he’ll play more in court than in the fields of battle.” Earl Irin motioned to the boy now at his side.
“Father you said—,” The slap Drakkin received for his insolence echoed across the enclosed space.  
Clueless to what was going on, I was relieved when a knock at the door interrupted us. The guards slid open a peep slot to verify the visitor before opening the door for Riya. She was geared for the woods in leather outfit that was colored in a light tan. Gone was the dress, in its place she wore a tight tunic, a combination of a corset and jacket without the sexiness. The outfit was fully functioning, allowing her to run with ease and long sleeves to avoid branches or thorns tearing her skin. Studying her, I left the Earl and his son to quibble and crossed the room rapidly to greet Riya. Her pants were tight leather that attached to the top allowing no space for bugs or spiders to find a way in. When I was near enough for a hug, I fell to my knees and asked for a boot. She blushed, but lifted her leg so I could inspect the footwear. I snorted and was glad to see they were quality work, the soles smooth enough to only give the slightest imprints while providing adequate traction. The bow and quiver on her back drew my attention next.
“Riya, never leave your bow strung when at rest if possible. Take it off your back.” I ordered. While flush from the attention and red in the face, she obeyed. “Draw it back and then slowly release the tension. No. Again, and ensure you are cautious on how you release the power of the string. No. Alright take a break. Never dry fire a bow, trust me on this. If you ever do pull the sinew back while training, slowly release the tension.”
I got off my knees, went behind her, and forcefully grabbed her hips. Earl Irin’s wife and daughter scooted to the edges of their seats as they watched. Even the Earl and his son silenced. Kicking Riya’s left boot forward and right boot in, I then turned her to the wall. Before I could do anything else, a guard stopped me and grabbed Riya’s quiver of arrows. I was surprised they weren’t removed when she entered. Apparently, the guards made a mistake, but I tried to not let it distract me. I walked to the front of Riya and pointed at a painting on the wall.
“Look at that painting. No… glare at it with hatred. Better. Chin up. If you are going with me, you will kill, you will defeat the night, and be confident in your abilities.” I paused, not sure how to word what I was about to say. “I’m going to correct your upper body stance. Speak now or don’t complain of my touch.” I said while fixing her left arm.
Riya nodded for me to continue and I pressed my chest against her back. My left hand clasped her waist and my right arm fixed her posture. My crotch dug into her plump rear and I ignored the pleasant feeling.
“It is important that you find an anchor point, preferably somewhere on the face. That point is where you will release from every time; unless you have a reason to want to kill something, but you will almost always shoot to kill. Now pull, feel this spot, and now exhale. Let the sinew roll off your fingertips.”
Riya released the string without an arrow and was red all over the face from blushing and holding her breath for too long. She was listening intently and focusing on my words. I could work with that.
“Good, I have seen worse.”
“You teach like a natural,” the daughter commented.
“I have killed hundreds of gorkin, those I have instructed have killed even more. I would hope I could instruct a woman smart enough to dress for the field properly how to defend herself.” I replied sharply.
“She looks so manly!” The daughter blurted and then covered her mouth.  
Lady Monika giggled at this and the Earl silenced them with a loud finger snap. 
“I apologize Logan. We have grown too accustomed to lavish court lifestyles and the ladies are not used to seeing women dressed so practically. Your paperwork has been altered. It said you were born right after the summer festival, we changed it to before. You’re seventeen this summer festival, which means you are a man now as of my signature... Done.” The Earl handed me my papers. “Here are your knighthood documents with my accompanying justification due to extraordinary conduct. Now I have a mission for you.” Earl Irin pointed to the seat Drakkin was in earlier and the young man obeyed. “I have a promissory note of marriage for my daughter but the rest is blank. Like many maps, books, texts, and documents, I am left in a bind. I am late to deliver Drakkin to Trinelan and that is one issue I can rectify. You will escort him on your way to the capital as my sources have said. I will have you escort my daughter, Lady Nomi, to the Kyroo City to ensure the scholars of King Rinus cannot verify who she is betrothed to.” The Earl paused. “You wouldn’t happen to know, would you?”
“I do not my lord.”
“A shame.” The Earl motioned to Riya. “Is this the outfit my daughter will need if she were to travel with you? How much gold will you need to be ready to leave?”
Pacing in frustration, I though over what the Earl said. The desire I had to escort Riya mostly involved honoring Hariet, but partially there was the yearning to see Riya naked. I had zero inclination to have the two young nobles join me. Every avenue of an excuse I considered would be easily deflected by the Earl. Why not wait? Why not use your own troops? Why not… I could keep asking and I was sure he would retort that I was the man for the job.
“No gold, I am wealthy enough, but we will need far more supplies. I have to admit, I am not thrilled, my lord. I barely survived myself. I think it is foolish to send me with your children into the night.”
Lady Monika stood and glared at me. “On this, we agree young Knight. It does not excuse you from your duty though, does it?” She stormed out of the room with extra loud clomps as she left.
I was hoping she would side with me, not scold me. Sighing, I realized there was nothing I could do but agree with the Earl’s command. I did not blame Lady Monika, knowing her children were going into the night to face the curse due to politics.
“Riya, take Lady Nomi to get fitted for some new clothes. I will need your help to get her to the capital. So three sets. Actually, I’ll go with you, Drakkin, you’re coming too. We all need to go to get more appropriate woodland clothing. Your fancy armor or thin court articles of clothing will have to wait until Trinelan.” I said and then turned to Earl Irin. “I will need extra supplies for sleeping, eating, cooking, fires, and such. Ben should be able to add to the list. He may need help. I intend to leave at first light unless you object. I would recommend your children sleep here tonight so I can easily get them ready in the morning.”
The Earl gave a wide grin as I was assertive with my organization. “You are a planner, which is exactly what I hoped for. Just so you know, now that my wife is gone, you are escorting my children because you killed dragon hounds, survived a valotaur, and now have a plan going forward. That’s more than my scouts and military teams achieved. I think a small fast group is the way to go.” Earl Irin said then called to the four guards on the balcony. “You four escort them to the seamstress and then guard them tonight. When they ride out in the morning you are to follow them.” The Earl stood to leave but then turned back to me. “Oh, Logan, I almost forgot. Even if you did not ask for it, use it.”
He handed me a purse of mostly silver and copper. I thanked him as he left. Once the door shut, the silence was deafening as I stood there in shock. Riya finally broke the silence.
“Not that I’m complaining, but where is your shirt?” 
Before I could reply, a certain young lady blurted out. “Right! If my ladies in waiting were here, they would be asking about his scars and how he got so muscly.”
“Getting washed. And you need to control your tongue, my lady.”
I ignored the eye roll from the Drakkin while Lady Nomi playfully clawed the air in my direction. 
“Let me clarify that I am only medium height and moderate looks, let us not pretend anything…” I started before Riya interrupted me.
“Logan, you manhandled me and your touch gave me shivers,” Riya explained and Nomi raised her eyebrows with a nod before Riya continued. “You are right though on two accounts, Logan. We need better clothing for you three and standing here won’t fix that. I got the bow and arrows from Ben.” Riya said as she retrieved her quiver from the guards. “He has your stuff all ready to go. I think the Earl visited him while you were sleeping. I won’t spoil that surprise until the morning. We will go get you all measured and then return before the sun sets. While you can hesitantly walk the city at night we certainly shouldn’t. Some citizens act as if they have turned into demons themselves under the cover of the black.”
The trip to the seamstress was uneventful and the measurements went quickly. I had to pay double for an overnight job, but was assured the outfits would be ready by sun up. That suited me fine and I was looking forward to a fresh set of proper clothing and even got measured for custom boots. Though I bought two general pairs of boots from Ben, the idea of having my own boots made for me was exciting and an opportunity I was not going to pass up. When we returned to Sally's Saloon the sibling went up to their room while I sat at the bar. I was promptly handed my freshly washed tunic back. Even though my outfit was clean, it was still clear I was a farmer sitting among uppity Narree residents.
Riya never sat, knowing I would want privacy when I didn’t fit in. We went up to my room with mugs of ale and plates of chicken. It was a challenge to get the door open, but we made it work with me balancing Riya’s plate on my mug. Once inside, we placed our food on the table and Riya went about building a fire. It was absurd that my private suite had its own fireplace, balcony, table, and piss hole.
We were halfway through our meal when I spoke.
“Well, this sucks.”
“I don’t feel so bad now though. At least I asked to go. Oh, I got my letters you delivered. I have good news and bad news.” Riya said as she placed a hand over my left hand.
I was shoveling food in with my right hand but put down the fork and paused to respectfully listen. “The good news is my sister thought you were awesome. In a lot of ways. Worthy of bearing sons for. I want to add daughters because she left out that we are the best. The bad news, she knew you would not settle down. She plans to move on to find stability. At least that was what I got from the frustration in her letter. The last thing Hariet wrote was that she was going to try to get you to stay. I know what my sister looks like naked so…”
“Hardest thing I ever had to do.” I admitted. “I’m a man now though, in title and by paperwork. My excuse is gone, but I still have a desire to roam and adventure. I have no idea why the big cites call to me, they simply do. The Earl plans to stabilize things here with outposts. Are you sure you still want to go?” I asked, hoping that she did.
“Yes. I most certainly do. I wasn’t born to tend to ass pinching jerks. Most of them are married with kids at home yet they still leer, grab, and make offers. I have no plans to become a prostitute. This is how it starts for most of the girls. They show up here for work to get a steady paycheck and help feed a sibling or a sick parent. Then, after months of back breaking labor, they make barely a silver. Finally, some man offers a girl to clean his penis in exchange for a gold coin. A full year of regular work for a few minutes to milk a man. Gross, and not my term. So…” She paused as she gulped her ale and let out a loud belch of pride. “I will move on. It doesn’t hurt my sister trusted you enough to marry you. You are gifted with a bow and I want to learn.” Riya swallowed her last bit of ale. “How about we make a deal?”
I finished my plate and left my seat to head to the window. The darkness was covering the horizon in its ever engulfing blackness, the sun and dying light of the evening was eviscerated by the curse. The large fire leaping about in the fireplace helped with the dark as did the candles on the wall. I walked out onto the balcony and only went as far as the candlelight illuminated. I stared into the darkness while Riya finished her food.
“Take your time.” I called over my shoulder. “I have to stay up all night. When you’re done, we can talk more about your deal.”
Turning back inside, I headed to the bedroom to collect my new bow. I set my purses on the side table, not wanting the weight of them to affect my balance. The gems and gold would need to go into a bag and a hidden compartment during travel.  
Grabbing the elven bow and a single arrow, I sighed at the sudden need to piss. Ale tended to do that. Since I was officially a man now, the drink somehow held less allure than when it was the forbidden elixir. Riya smirked as I left the room, bow in hand. She pushed passed me into the bedroom and grabbed her travel items that I hadn’t noticed before. She must have placed them there before she knocked to see me with the Earl. I was in over my head with not just one, but three travel companions who I had only met today. 
I decided to get to know Riya a bit more before we started our archery lessons. They could get intimate, to say the least. Hariet loved to tease me whenever I was teaching her. Thankfully, Riya seemed more reserved. It could be that I was still new to her and she was the more aggressive one, hence talking for now. Walking into the darkness on the balcony, I sat just out of the circle of light from the candles. When Riya stepped onto the balcony, she searched for me, but was unable to make me out in the darkness.
“The trick to the darkness is your hearing. Can you see me?”
She shook her head no and studied my bow propped against the wall. “You can hear me though.”
As I spoke, her eyes darted to exactly where I had shifted to. 
“Good. Now if you are overtired or yawning, you hear less. I say this as a statement of fact. You have less focus. Hence I have become a creature of the night. I am alert while others are drowsy, my method is no massive secret or hidden trick. Merely a precaution to be the most effective I can when those around me rely on me for protection.”
Stepping back into the light, I sat in one of the rocking chairs by the doorway.
“I probably won’t be able to convince the Earl’s children to sleep with me.”
Riya raised an eyebrow. “I do not know if I should be offended or shocked. Are you trying to bed the Earl’s children? And if so, does that mean you think I will not sleep with you?” Riya said with a tease before she blushed.
“That came out wrong, but I know you know what I meant. Night shift. If Hariet complained, it was that she moved to the night shift with me. She never complained about the snuggling though.”
“Only that you poked her on the… outside” Riya burst into laughter and I rolled my eyes.
“Har, har. Very funny. I should have known she would share our private stuff with you. I meant the night shift and bedding during the daylight. So you need to decide if you want to be with or without me. Then if it is me, to what end? I say that because I want to know how far I should train you if we are up all night together.”
Riya started to reply but I held up a hand to silence her.
“I want to be honest with you. I was, and still am, attracted to your sister. That’s going to fade with time. With that being said, Hariet used our training time to rub her ass against my crotch more intently than firing her bow. Not saying I hated it or that there will not be rubbing if we train. Even the men I train feel me pressed against them in nonsexual ways. I want to know how much you actually want to learn versus how much you want to get out of Narree.
“If you want to be an excellent woodsman by the time we reach the capital and part ways, I’m fine with that. If you just want to survive from here to there, I’m also okay with that. If you want to travel while protected, I understand and for Hariet I will help you. With that being said, give me the deal you are proposing.”
I watched as she left her chair to get her mug of ale. She returned with mine as well as a small jug she must have brought with her. I guess drinking and talking worked too. I decided to sip as she filled her glass and replied.
“Well, when you get to the Kyroo City what do you intend to do? Are you going to be mercenary? Hunt the dark for coin? Be a brigateer?” When I furrowed my brow at the last question, Riya’s laugh filled the darkness.
“Ha, I finally found something you don’t know. Even Hariet complained about how well schooled you were by your parents. A brigateer hunts brigands or bandits. They are sanctioned by the King’s militias to cleanse the land.”
“I was thinking cartography.” I said with a jovial smile and an extra-long rock of my chair.
Riya choked on her ale at my declaration. Her eyes indicated she thought I was jesting.
“I am serious. There are no maps left. I want to go sign on with the cartographers’ guild, become an apprentice, and draw maps. Though I’ll have to work on my drawing skills.”
Riya was barely able to set down her ale before falling to her knees and rolling on the floor in a fit of laughter. I frowned and muttered a few curses. I thought being a cartographer was a good idea. At least, to me it was. Riya, for some reason, thought it was delightfully funny. 
“Sorry, a knight who becomes an apprentice mapmaker that can’t draw. You crack me up, Sir Logan. I guess you missed your knighting.” 
“I admit, it was a bit of a shock. Pa is still a farmer though.”
“No, your father is not a farmer. He’s a retired knight who farms. If that makes sense, you might get it now. I look forward to teaching you. I will get us fresh pints and a pencil with paper. Sally keeps a few spare for notating inventory. I will buy a few sheets and a pencil off her. I think I found our deal.”
I watched her leave the room in a hurry, confused on what she meant by teaching me. She never grabbed my mug with a quarter of ale left, so I sipped in silence. I hated that everything in Narree shut down once the blackness enveloped. At home, I could still accomplish different tasks. I thought of making my way to the wall that faced the fields outside of Narree and setting traps but eventually decided against it. Maybe a night without intense stressors was exactly what I needed. I finished my ale and rocked, my chair squeaking against the quiet darkness. 
After ten minutes had passed, I went and found all the unlit candles to brighten the space. Their lack of use told me most people went to bed at this hour. Not me. I was growing worried about Riya when she let herself in.
“What took you so long? And how come you don’t knock?” I asked in curiosity. 
“You are the first man who I allowed to buy my services. Ever. So as long as I do not steal or am not told explicitly to knock I can come and go as I please. Whoring rules!” Riya said with a laugh as she place the ales on the table.
I went over and locked the door. Riya winked at me when she saw that.
“Easy stud. You already bought me a new pair of boots. Which, thank you for that and everything else. You are the first man besides my father to buy me things without expecting things in return. If anything, I owe Hariet because I doubt you would have done the same for some random girl.” I unconsciously shook my head. “See exactly, I saw you shake your head no. Anyway, I got sidetracked. Seems your arrival has spurred a lot of things. Ben is putting together a trading caravan for Karina Village and it’s all anyone can talk about. Well they also are talking a lot about you. When those downstairs realized you were the farming lad who ventured through the nights, I was mobbed with questions. Since I was an employee still, I had to quit. Now, come over here let me show you something before I get all wobbly from the ale.”
Walking over to where Riya sat, she placed her paper in a dry section on the table. Before my eyes, an intricate map of Narree appeared as Riya drew. Though the map wasn’t perfect nor was the scale spot on; the rendering was an outstanding job from memory. Not to mention she could always refine the image with a second draft. A road grew as her drawing shifted northwest just a touch. She detailed two bridges until there was a minute farm on a tiny section of the map. The realization of why she drew that farm hit me then. This was where her parents were.
“Alright, I am impressed. I could never draw to this detail.” I said, and meant it. “So what‘s your offer?”
“Take me to the capital and apply for your cartographer’s license. On our way, I will annotate what we experience. When you submit to the guild for your title and badge, you add me as your lackey. I will be the cartographer’s lackey. We can adventure, explore, and reveal the lost parts of this world to others. It sounds like an amazing time to me.” She looked up at me with her green eyes twinkling.
Riya was incredibly beautiful and I was struggling to talk as she stole my words away with her charm. 
“Can we not both be cartographers? And why would they not make me an apprentice?” 
“You’re too cute when you scrunch your face up in confusion. Hariet mentioned how she strove to get your dog like head tilt out. I have only seen it once. I digress. It’s a male-only job, I can’t even apprentice. You will not need to with your title and proof of work, which you will have from me.”
“You’re too cute when you are a know-it-all. It is a sad set of facts that your lovely breasts restrict you from being a certified map maker. As a knight of the realm, I hereby accept you as my lackey. There is something you should know about the demons of the night. Before I go into that I have a question. How much am I paying you?”
I left the room for my other purse. The feeling of desire filled me as we flirted with each other. A little space would help the tension.
“I was thinking we split everything. How do you feel about that?” She said as she raised her voice so it reached me in the bedroom and pulled out the purse of gems along with the big gem bag. “Your silence is not reassuring.”
“I am more than okay with an equal split. Demons below woman, you will be doing most of the actual cartography work. Here open these,” I gave her both bags. “Not too quickly, prefer not to pick them off the floor.”
I guess I was at that point where I could tell her my secrets. Things moved fast in the big city.

Riya spilled the small gems onto the table. The flickering candlelight let the vibrant colors shine and dance. She covered her mouth in awe. When she dumped out the larger gems from the dragon hounds, she stopped looking at the stones and stared at me.
“Hariet knew?” She asked in a whisper.
“Yes, I told her everything,” I replied as she refused to look away.
“Did you love her?”
“As much as a man can for a woman he intends to leave. She is a good woman. I see differences that make you each unique. I am sure as time goes by I will learn more. I also see that same honesty and drive to make your life better. Not improving only you, but others as well. I do find you prettier,” I said as she went to put the gems into the pouches. “Pick one out, as a bonus to our partnership. You will need to name our cartography company though. I don’t do names.”
“I choose this one, it sure is eye-catching.” She said, holding up a red ruby. “You know, you can retire in the capital with this. Even buy yourself a Barony if not a higher title.”
“Ah…” I paused and felt it was right to tell her. “These will be worthless eventually, assuming the curse is not lifted. Maybe not worthless, but damn close to it. Hariet has her own bag. If you listen to my lessons intently or even half-assed as your sister did, you will still get your own purse full of these stones. Do you know where the stones come from?”
“Ah you tease,” Riya said, handing me back the purses. “Don’t tell me. Let me piece it together.”
I grabbed the two ales and poured them down the liquid only toilet. When she pouted, I gave her a stern look.
“Tonight is going to be hard for you. Less so for me. Our goal is to keep you awake while not allowing you to get drowsy. No laying down, no more alcohol, and no naps. It’s important if you plan to be on the night watch with me that you are alert and at the ready. Since you are now my lackey that means you are fighting the demons of the night with me.”
“The demons!” She said figuring it out.
She pouted in realization that I wasn’t holding a dukedom worth of gems. I didn’t think Riya was the type of girl who focused on money, else she would have been whoring. I noticed the choker necklace with the lock from earlier was gone. I think it signified she was off limits from guests, but it vanished now that she quit. I would be mindful to replace it later, maybe with something more dashing. 
“Yes. The dragon hounds have gems for eyes. The gorkins have a gem that seems to sprout hair in a circle on the back of their heads. No idea what or if the other species drop. I do know the valotaur said there were many species under different sections of the earth. So, time will tell. Now, how about we work on your archery lessons, my lackey.”
Riya went over to my new marvelous bow and was surprisingly able to draw it. “This is beautiful. I love it. This is the first longbow I have been able to draw.” 
This elicited many curses from me. I had only gotten her today and I was already in love, with the bow, not the woman. If she could fire it, and we were a team, it was best to give it to her. One day she may understand how lucky she got by picking that bow up and testing the pull.
“If you can draw it, and it feels right, then we will start you with Lady Evelyn. Longbows have more power and range. The only reason I got through a dragon hound hide is because I had a short bow that was over tuned. There should be a dull arrow in the quiver in the bedroom. Go find it, please.” I said and she rushed to the bedroom.
A snarky comment about naming the bow a lady filled the room as she left.
“Okay, tonight is all about breaking in your muscles and finding your anchor point. Even if you know how to shoot, you are going to learn my way with new habits.”
I went to the edge of the room where she stood and I looked for a target we could use where a poorly aimed shot would do the least damage. A soft knock on the door rang through the room and we both glanced at each other in confusion. 
“Who is it?” I queried to the door.
“It is Guard Epsti with Lady Nomi. The Lady is requesting an audience with Sir Logan.”
Peeling back the peep hole cover, Nomi stood there with her bow beside a scruffy-bearded guard. I slid the lock open and both of them stepped in. I scanned the hallway to see if Drakkin was coming, but he was nowhere to be seen. Oh well. 
“Out with you Epsti, I know what Mother said. There is no escaping a balcony and tomorrow I am gone. In two weeks I have my sixteenth summer festival. Guard the door though.”
I thought the burly man in his plate armor would complain. Instead, he did as he was asked. If I had to guess, he was happy to be rid of the Earl’s daughter.
“I came for some of those archery lessons. I see I have someone to compete against for your attention. So be it. Before you lay too much of your hands over my extravagant body, know I am engaged.”
Riya was biting a retort but I patted her on the shoulder before going to Lady Nomi. The arrow I needed was in Lady Nomi’s quiver, it was easy to find as training arrows having a different fletching. I leaned in to Lady Nomi for a kiss and she went for it. I deftly dodged the lip lock and withdrew her training arrow.
“Rude!” she exclaimed and playfully slapped my chest.
“What can I say, it’s my style. Besides, maybe if you were more assertive you would get what you wanted. I am certain your husband ‘to be’ is a worthy man of your affection. Also, I hereby swear to spend the first three days in the capital to help you find him.”
This wiped the smirk off Riya’s face and transitioned it back to Nomi’s. 
“Okay, ladies we have a lot to go over. Looks like Drakkin is going to be our driver during the day. Time to learn how to become archers.”




CHAPTER 6

The girls made it halfway through the night. They were getting to know each other and Lady Nomi ended up falling asleep with her head in Riya’s lap. Riya then snuggled into me on my lap and snored softly into my chest. It was a good, peaceful night. One I would remember fondly as the two girls determined to be the best at shooting training arrows. When the sun started to rise I woke Riya who collected the drool off her face.
“Thanks, I slept great. I tried to stay up,” Riya stretched and I admired the view. 
“I didn’t last as long as you did my first night,” I said and shook Lady Nomi awake.
“Ha! That’s because you’re a man. You’ll never last longer than me.” Riya replied with a burst of soft laughter as she readied her stuff.
Lady Naomi sat up and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “I call dibs on winning staying up the longest. Logan, you will always be out first,” Lady Nomi said, continuing the banter that was aimed at me.  
Riya yawned again and I admired the view. Even in the compressed adventuring top, she was nice to look at. I got a kiss on the cheek for staying quiet and being a gentleman. She knew I desired her and I knew she was interested. We left it at that, for now, as there was a lot of work to be done. We readied everything to leave and I gave the room one last check before departing. 
Ready to go, we went to get Drakkin. We told the guards to wake him, but they came back alone. Mild panic set in as we discovered a long set of sheets out his bedroom window that led four floors down. He hadn’t gotten very far as we saw him running for the ritzy estates near the city center. Well, he wasn’t my problem just yet.
There was some arguing between the guards and myself. I was Sir Logan, so I outranked them. He was my problem outside the gate. Until then, he was their problem. The guards yelled in frustration. They wanted me to help find Drakkin, but they had no authority over me; so I left for Ben’s trading shop. Lady Nomi was worried until she realized I intended to take her to the capital without her brother. I wasn’t worried at all. The kid was twelve with behavior problems. It was by the grace of the three merciful gods that he escaped. Now I merely had to get the hell out of Narree before Drakkin was found and dragged to me.
Once on the open road outside of Sally’s Inn I ran us for about ten steps. Nomi was still finely dress and could not go faster than a brisk walk. I huffed in annoyance but proceed with the most haste we could. When we arrived at Ben’s shop, there was a massive wagon with four giant horses hitched to the front. The horse were six feet tall with frilly hair that warmed their feet. I was shocked to see them here as I thought they were bred in the north. I entered the store and Ben greeted me.
“Good morning. The seamstress dropped off your new clothing and boots earlier. They are stored in the middle of the wagon under the floorboards. The Earl gifted you four Vokas and a fortified military wagon with an upper sleeping bunk. I have to say, I’m envious, it’s one of the nicest wagons I’ve seen. He is sending his…” Ben paused as he looked for Drakkin and I couldn’t hide the big smirk on my face. “He’s going to be locked in the public stockades for this. On your watch?”
“Nope! Sorry, I simply don’t have time to shop for long. I need another two longbows and any girly swords and shields like the bow. Girls hurry up. Shop around, you have about ten minutes then we leave.” I said and left Ben to show me some melee weapons.
When looking over the rest of the longbows, I found three that might work. I grabbed them all and a dozen full quivers of arrows. The gold did me no good in a purse, I couldn’t spend it if I were dead. I gazed at the rest of the goods on Ben’s shelves.
“Ben, you got a hand cart to haul all this? Oh, hey, Danny, how did the gem hunting go?”
“Great, Logan, I collected nearly three dozen gems. We went and visited Clark last night. Surprisingly he sent us to his competitors who paid a premium even with us telling them where they came from. Thanks again for the information, I can’t express how nice it is to know my family can breathe a little easier with the extra gold. Ben even gave me the shop. Let me help you with these bows.” Danny glowed with happiness.
I was happy for him and could only imagine how long he waited to get the shop. “I wish we had better bows. I know we have some fancy swords and shields that got brought in after the blackout curse.”
It seemed everyone had a different name for the event. It was always a curse though. To me, it was a blessing in many ways. I was rich, important, and my confidence was at an all-time high. Sure people died, but death was everywhere and as pa said ‘you have to understand the greater problems but focus on the little one in front of you’. I was called over by Ben as Danny exited the front to load up my new bows. 
“Alright, here’s a fancy longsword that matches the bow, I think the scout’s wife sold it, don’t remember… right, yes it was. Then there are these wood axes.” Ben said while showcasing his wares outside the racks. “They’re heavier than those I transferred over from the back of your old cart. These are better crafted, with bigger heads.”
The girls were pretending to sword fight with squire sets. Ben was cringing every time they slapped the weapons playfully. “Enough ladies. Into the cart now! Keep the weapons on you, get ready to ride.”
Danny came back in as the girls stomped off. “What has them so upset?”
“Goofing off and Logan had to yell at them, good job by the way. Anyway, do you want them all?” Ben waved his hand over the weapons on the table. “You still, have plenty left on the account if you do. Even with our intended hauling to Karina Village there is extra. I wouldn’t mind tipping you either for the information. We ended up with more gold than you did last night with the gems. I digress, merely happy to be secure and moving on from this place.”
I understood his fears as I grabbed the elven longsword. This weapon was not my typical style, but I once again was in love with a weapon. The two handed sword was gorgeous with silver flowered inlays segregated by golden trees on the sheath. When I unsheathed the longsword I marveled at its fine-edged and central, forested pattern. There was a small beam of light inside the shop and I used it to brightly reflect what I could. The weapon seemed to want to shine as it drank in the rays of light and spat them back out. I couldn’t wait to see what this blade looked like against the eternal darkness in the light of a fire. I started musing over names and came to a decision. 
“I’ll take both axes and this sword. Danny, could you help me load the axes up please? I need to leave. I got everything in there to survive a week plus, right?” I said, trusting Ben.
Both men assured me everything was there and ready to go. Ben then asked for my letter I forgot to write. “Tell Pa I’m off to be a cartographer. Things here in Narree turned out well and I am making him proud. You should find Hariet and tell her I wish her good luck. I know you might cringe at me saying this, but I will be taking your younger sister to capital.”
“Going to Kyroo City, are ya? Good on you. I will pass on the messages. Safe travels.” Ben said.
The new wagon was much taller and needed a ladder to get up to a wide driver’s bench with seat cushions for back support. This was a military wagon converted for comfort and it consumed most of the cobbled road in its width. I grabbed the reins as I sat between two pretty ladies and snapped them tight to urge the mighty Vokas forward. I looked for the sex of the horses and discovered they were all fully functioning boys and hoped they had names on their harnesses. Animals that I didn’t eat I wanted to have names. It was a little tradition of mine. 
As we clomped down the street, some asshole tossed a shit bucket onto the right front horse. I was shocked by the audacious crude action. One minute I was grinning in delight at leaving Drakkin behind while in between two beauties and the next I was trying to cover myself in case a second bucket of waste came flying our way.
“That’s what you entitled nobles get for waking me early in the morning! Take your clomping to the demons!” A male voice said from behind the shutters of a now closed window.
Curses were thrown back and forth as we passed. I, for one, was grateful it only hit the horse. The disgusting action was certainly rude of the sour old man and I wanted to stop, but instead sped up for the exit. Approaching the gate, most of the guards waved; a few scoffed and one called us fools for feeding the curse. None of them realized we were minus one snotty noble. When we escaped Narree there were only a few bridges we would need to cross. While there were no maps, everyone knew Trinelan was only five days due north. It was easy enough to ensure we went the right way; there was only one wide road that went north.
I kept the horses at a hard trot until we reached our first bridge. Once there, I called for a quick break. The two girls stretched their legs and chatted as I went about dropping the back gate to the wagon. I only needed buckets but whoever loaded the piles upon piles of goods did a fabulous job. The half dozen buckets hung from hooks screwed into the ceiling. The different handles, reflected different bucket types, rope for animal metal for us. I let out a long whistle as I noticed everything was so organized and efficient. 
“You sexing my bow back there Logan?” Riya asked with a soft cackle.
“No ma’am, merely realizing we got the deluxe of the deluxe wagons,” I said as I admired the structure.
There were windows, shelving, storage compartments in the floor, weapon racks, and a pulldown ladder to a sleeping cabin. I gave the ladder a tug and the stairs came down. I really wanted to clean the stallion off, but it was too tempting to explore. I went up the ladder and noticed vents covered to block the light. The loft wasn’t super tall, but the air flowed nicely and the covered vents let in enough light for one to see clearly. There were two long beds on the sides and a shorter one near the ladder that left room for the ladder at the end. 
“Did you give the wagon a name? And hey Mr. I do not do names! Lady Evelyn was your name.” Riya shouted from below. “Hurry up and get some buckets we want to clean Steve.” There was a small pause. “Who names a horse Steve? They all have boring human names. Dave! Bob! Logan!”
This brought a fit of laughter from Riya who was joined by Nomi.
“No way,” was all I got out before I bonked my head and tumbled down the ladder. I shook the stars from my eyes and collected myself from the floor of the wagon. I raised the ladder and locked the device shut so it would not fall during travel. I could get to it from the front door now. “There’s no way it is named Logan. Is it? Is it the one with the big balls? I bet it has the biggest balls.” I said, deciding to have fun with the girls.
I unhooked six buckets and set them on the edge of the back gate. I grabbed two and the girls grabbed two each. 
“That one, on his harness by the shit,” Nomi said and sure enough, Logan was etched into the leather. “And yes, I confirmed it. Smallest balls.”
The two women were giggling as I fetched water from the river. I cleaned Logan the horse off and then got two pails to let them drink from. I had the girls store the other four to boil later when we set fires. It was a rapidly moving river so you never knew what might be decaying upstream. I called the end of the break, we loaded up, and started moving again. 
A gust of air from the west blew the trees and grass in a bend as we rolled forward. The birds were darting from the nearby trees as we rolled by and brazen bunnies bounded closer. The tall grass concealed them but from up here I could shoot them. I was surprised to see them so close to the road. I gave a yawn and saw the sky was occupied by light clouds that drifted by rapidly. The sight was lulling me into a tiredness.
“I am going to need to rest soon, the sun is making me drowsy. I was going to rely on Drakkin to drive during the day but it’s probably best this way. I bet he would have turned us around at some point when I was sleeping.” I said while I stood on the bench and looked back toward Narree to ensure I didn’t see some horse riding our way.
There were no dust clouds on the horizon and was about to sit back down. Before I could, a hand grabbed my ass, as my butt was head height of both the sitting girls. I glanced down to see the culprit was Lady Nomi. Not to be left out, Riya squeezed my other butt cheek.
“Um…” I started.
“Look at him blush, you are so a virgin,” Nomi said in delight.
“Is that a bad thing?” Riya asked, a crimson of guilt tinted her cheeks as she still had a clump of my ass in her hand. 
I swatted both hands away and sat back down. It was going to be a long trip. Unlike back home where there was no privacy with Hariet, there was no one around to interrupt any mischievous interactions and two interested beautiful women. Then it dawned on me.
“You’re not a virgin,” I blurted out and Lady Nomi grinned.
“Nope, stable hand not long ago. Girls my age are married with kids already. They would talk about sex and I got interested. The coupling felt okay. We were nervous so it brought down the enjoyment. Then I had a handmaiden show me how a lady helps a lady out, if you get what I am saying…” She paused and Riya’s eyes lit up with understanding.
I tried to keep a straight face, but the way Lady Nomi said it and elbowed me as she quickly raised her eyebrows; the smile on my face forced itself out.
“Well, that girl made me shiver in delight, a few times.” Lady Nomi finished explaining.
“Wait, weren’t you engaged at the time?” Riya asked. 
I had concluded this earlier and I wasn’t going there. Some things were best left a mystery.
“I was, I remember being bitchy and upset about it. Then one morning all that anger was gone and I closed my legs, as they say. I do miss it though.” Lady Nomi stepped over me to put herself in the middle seat. “With my brother not here, it is us three with no chaperone.”
“I know I am going to regret this question, but what’s a chaperone?” I asked and the farmer in me showed. While my parents were great teachers they could not know or instruct everything.
“An escort to make sure nothing untoward happens. Why are you a virgin Logan? Not trying to be rude but you are handsome, nice, talented, a noble, respected, and wealthy. Well recently on the last three.”
I sighed “I should have lost my virginity to her sister,” I motioned to Riya, “which is awkward and not. Riya and Hariet are different people yet the same beauty, unique in their own ways. Riya has dazzling green eyes, cute dimples, wonderful flowing hair, and those curves.”
“Charmer,” Riya added. 
I tried to focus on the horses. The wagon bounded down the road much quicker than Posh and Yossi ever trotted. I guessed the stallions had been penned in too long and were happy to be on the move again. I wondered how much they would enjoy the darkness of night. I was hoping the conversation died when Nomi prodded some more.
“And what happened? Were you scared to seal the deal?”
“Yes, I was. I would have made her my wife, not saying every woman I sleep with will be my wife.” I regretted saying that as soon as the words left my mouth.
“Lucky us then, I wasn’t exactly wanting to share Riya as my wife with you. Only have a romp in the sheets with ya.” Lady Nomi said and things grew quiet as we all blushed. 
I was at a loss with how to proceed. I had told Lady Nomi last night to be more aggressive. I was a Knight now too which meant I was fair game to women who had a Lady title. I was mulling over what to do when Riya worked open the hatch to the wagon compartment, she unlocked the door into the back of the wagon, and exited the driver’s bench for the cleared alley in the back. 
“We need to talk Logan, only you and me for now,” Riya said shyly yet with an assertiveness.
I turned to Lady Nomi. “Keep us on the road. Oh, and if one of us is up here and we see a threat, hit the sleeping cabin in the direction of the problem with this stick” I grabbed the stick that was for a flag at the front of the driver’s seat and hit the left corner. “For bad guys on the left. Got it? We can open the roof of the sleeping cabin, it was designed as an archers point with the door openings serving as cover.”
Riya nodded as she went up to the sleeping compartment. Lady Nomi pinched my butt as I passed. My hands were sweaty and my nerves were growing. Still, I climbed up the ladder like a man.
I was expecting a long talk, a workup to an edge that we backed down from, and then sleeping together peacefully. Instead, a naked Riya pounced me the moment I closed the hatch. I had no idea how she undressed so fast, or how she got me nude so quickly. That was followed by a blissful five minutes of utter joy. 
As I tucked down for a sleep after our romp, Riya kissed my lips and went down to talk to Nomi. Before I let her escape, I asked her for a torch with my flint sack, Lady Evelyn, some arrows, and the new sword. Riya snickered and I got a second kiss when she brought everything back. I stored all the weapons and supplies near my bunk and watched Riya climb back down. Though the wagon was one of the nicest I had ever seen, it wasn’t some thick-walled estate. The giggling from the girls drifted up to the lofty for a few minutes before I drifted off to sleep. 
∞∞∞
I groggily stirred against a warm body. My internal clock was telling me it would be night soon. Opening my eyes, I was surprised it was brown hair snuggled into me and not the red entwined with golden locks of Riya. Apparently, a discussion was needed for later. I rolled over Nomi’s naked body and swatted away hands that tried to pull me in. I dropped the ladder and Riya was on the other side, sleeping peacefully. Confusing though it was, I realized it was irrelevant at the moment. 
I used the main area of the wagon to have ample space to ready myself for battle. Remembering what Ben had said early this morning, I opened up a few compartments inside the floor until I found the sets of travel clothing. Finding the largest set of male clothes, I dressed quickly. The process of dressing was awkward as we bounced down the road. I glanced out the compartment to the driver’s bench and saw that we were on the edge of two wooded areas. I hustled to get ready at this sight. The new sword had its own belt that I strapped on. I adjusted it a few times before finally taking it off. I decided I would clasp it by the driver’s seat as it was awkward on my hip. I had no idea how people sat with these things. Maybe I could attach it to my back later or figure out something else. For now I set it aside. Since I was the only one awake I snagged Lady Evelyn, grumbling to myself about how I missed her.
With bow and arrows ready, I went to the driver’s seat. We had a good hour before the sky turned to a deep darkness. A clearing up ahead was an old stopping point for caravans with the woods beaten back to build fires, make repairs, and give distance. Slowing the four stallions, I got to see the first remnants of a losing battle. Sighing, I looked behind us for another clearing and then ahead. Nope, we would have to camp here and maybe clean up the mess during the night. 
Destined to deal with this post battle disaster, I scanned it thoroughly. A dozen or so men had set up camp here. They used tents and one central fire, a mistake I knew many made. This was the first battle where I saw evidence of projectiles from the demons. There were sharp clay spears only three feet long, a few jutting from dead soldiers. There were a dozen gorkin corpses entwined in death with the troops from Narree. A few of the gorkin were sprouting ranged spears as well. I frowned at this. 
The clearing extended from the road maybe a few hundred feet on either side. The ground was hard packed earth where old fire pits dotted the clearings on both sections off the road. The trees loomed large on the outskirts and grass grew high from spring growth besides where the fighting had occurred.
Thinking about the dead scouts, there were several mistakes they made. Their first mistake was not setting up on the road. We would not be making the same error. The next, was the single fire which would have given limited illumination. The worst part was that they were probably exhausted from riding all day. I halted the horses and decided to wake the girls. Our tasks to complete before nightfall grew considerably and I needed help. I ducked into the wagon bed, and climbed up to the loft. I shook Nomi softly. When her eyes peeled open and she saw it was me, she smirked. She removed the covers and waved me forward while exposing her ripe breasts. 
“Lady Nomi, no time… Also, we will talk later about you and me. We have a lot of work to do if we want to stay alive tonight, which takes priority. Get down here and get into your new clothes. When you are good to go, hop down and start helping.” I said and turned to wake Riya.
“Logan, there’s no reason for formality, just call me Nomi.”
I nodded and climbed back down to see Riya already shimming into her pants. Her plump butt being swallowed by the tan leather caused me to grin.
“There was a battle here. It does not bode well for us tonight. We can’t turn back either.”
I opened the clothing bin and grabbed a set I hoped fit Nomi, if not, she could figure it out. I tossed set into the loft and let any thoughts of desire drift away as I went about deciding what to do first.
I opened the back gate of the wagon and hopped down. I could handle the horses’ water and food later. Setting fires was a top priority. Fires were easy to maintain once going. I wanted a large pyre for the decomposing soldiers ready to go at a moment’s notice. I had wanted to wait to burn the bodies in the morning, but based on the spears, I might need the additional light. The stench would fill the clearing and moving everything would take a lot of work. If a larger fire could help us survive though, then so be it. I ran over to the dead soldiers and started piling up all the flammables I could find. This included blankets, old shields, and tent poles. In a situation like this, with the time I had, I could start a few small fires to get the bigger one going. Once the stack was long and wide I went to the wagon to worry about the fires for us. 
“Where do you need us, Logan?” Nomi asked as they exited the wagon. She was wearing the adventuring outfit and gave a sincere expression in wanting to help.
“We are building four fires on the corners of the wagon. Start getting the wood out while I indicate where I want the piles stacked. To protect our side we will add two more fires along the width.” I said as I went to the back corner of the wagon.
I took several steps at a diagonal from the wagon to the edge of the road. “Fire here, there and same upfront. Step away and at an angle from the horses. I want the middle fires between for a total of six fires. As you two place the piles, I will light the initial bit and then pile the wood so it burns long and bright.”
There was a box labeled tinder in the back of the wagon. It was light with two rope handles at each end. I hauled the container out of the bed of the wagon for the girls and went to the corner fire first. I got the large stack going and noticed the girls were working perfectly together. Following behind them, we got the fires going quickly and the girls soon ran out of work. We still had ample daylight left and the girls looked at me for their next orders.
“Alright, now we need to wall the horses. There are extra boards clamped to the side of the wagon. We need to take them down and brace them against the side arms off the front of the wagon used to anchor the harnesses. The tricky part will be the front and top. See these clamps here. Hurry over girls.” I waved them over and showed them where the boards were added to the side of the wagon.
I showed them a sideways wooden bar and with a rotating peg that held the thin slats of wood against the wagon. I shifted the locking bar and eight thin boards popped free on my side. The strewn boards were six feet tall and four feet wide. “Okay, careful when you undo the other side. Let them fall and be mindful of where they will land.”
Riya waited until Nomi was clear and then undid the side. The sections of wood splashed to the ground with a clatter. We had the exact amount to cover the horses. They had to be light and easy to move, but that meant they were flimsy and thin. I hoped the enemy didn’t use fire and was fairly confident they did not. Getting the top cover on was easier than the front as the horses were not happy with being boarded in and kept trying to knock down the sheets of wood before we had them locked together. 
I looked over our defense and nodded to myself. We had the wagon to hide in and the horses were boarded up. I could shoot the enemies from the top of the wagon if I opened the roof of the sleeping loft to the roof. I could hide behind a wooden doors as a shield as I fired and knew things could be much worse. I was feeling confident. Before I set myself up in a perch, I figured we could drag the bodies into the light to strip them through the night. I also knew dead gorkin were a deterrent. Not a full-proof one, but my time on the farm proved if you stacked enough bodies of gorkin, it made the others wary to approach.
I called to the girls. “Grab a body by the feet and pull it inside our perimeter. It always ends up getting quiet during the night at some point. I would rather strip the bodies by firelight to prepare for burning in the morning while we wait for the sunrise than wasting daylight not traveling. Plus we’ll get some loot for later and gems from the gorkin dead.”
“Can I start boiling water or do something less gruesome? Those bodies are bloating already and I smell them from here.” Nomi asked and Riya went to help her not waiting for a response.
“We will boil water, and prepare supper while you drag the dead if that is okay.” Riya called to me from over her shoulder. Her hair was in a tight braid and it whipped as she swung her head.
I rolled my eyes and decided it was not worth an argument. There were still fifteen or so minutes before the night came. I ran while I worked and when there was only one body left the sound of hoof beats filled the clearing. I raced up to the driver’s seat and grabbed my bow and arrows. I scurried up to the top of the wagon and walked to the back edge. Two men riding horses approached as if the gods above chased them. As they neared, I took aim and rested my hand on my anchor point. With Lady Evelyn, I was confident I could drop them at two hundred yards. 
When I realized who it was, I sighed, released the tension in the string slowly, and slotted the arrow back in its quiver. Sir Larry was riding at a full charge while leading a stallion with Drakkin bound to the saddle. He was tied up like a common criminal. Of all the shitty downtrodden luck. I cursed a lot as they rode in; more than I ever had before. Now we were going to have two more people. That was not the real issue. The problem was the horses jammed into our perimeter that I could not protect from projectiles. 
“Sir Logan, I am glad we caught you before dark. It seems you forgot something. I was ordered directly by the Earl to deliver…”
I cut him off. 
“We have moments before the night comes. The troops here died and we are all-around trees. This will be a battle and one which I wish you were not here for. I do not have time to babysit that shit.” I spat as I seethed in anger.
“Easy, Logan, we’re not your enemy. Gods Above. That was Dedrick’s unit. Are those spears.” Sir Larry realized the seriousness of the situation. “Ah. I see. I had no other choice. Should I keep him bound? This is your journey after all.” Sir Larry said as he trotted the horses inside the fires. He achingly removed himself from the saddle. They must have ridden hard. It probably was difficult to find the brat.
“I am to ride back to Narree tomorrow, with you carrying on with this one.” Sir Larry jabbed a thumb in Drakkin’s direction.
“Unbind him quickly. Don’t tie the stallions down, they are going to have to try to run, though they’re probably already dead.” I said, shaking my head. “Everyone up top with me. There are six windows in the roof of the loft. I want you to hide behind them with arrows ready. Have your bows at the ready.”
“I am no archer, Sir Logan. How about I help with the fires and see if I can keep Bruce alive, I have had this horse for fifteen years.” Sir Larry said while staying on the ground.
Drakkin crawled into the bed compartment and balled himself up. I was okay with that for now; though I wasn’t okay with him being here.
“Hey Logan, I tried to get his father to see reason that this was foolhardy.” Sir Larry explained. “The Earl said ether his son would make it to Trinelan, or he was disowned. I was given a direct order that I could not refuse.”
I let the conversation die. There was little I could do right now. I scurried down from the loft as the sun faded into the horizon and retrieved a torch and candle. I lit the torch with the fire that boiled our water and placed it in the torch holder on the wagon. I grabbed the candle and lit it before placing it in the middle of the wagon to illuminate our supply space. I had to find a different bow if I was giving Lady Evelyn up to Riya. I grabbed two of the longbows and five quivers of arrows. Maybe Drakkin would become useful at some point. Climbing the ladder to the loft, I caught the young lad eyeing me angrily.
The night consumed the skyline and we were pitched into the deepest of black.
“Drakkin, are you going to fight or sit in here. If you can shoot I want you up top. If you would rather to stab stuff with your sword then stay inside and wait for a call. If you are scared and will freeze, then stay where you are. I understand if you are, I was terrified of the night at first as well.” I said.
He didn’t answer and that was as nice as I could be right now. Tripping over a leg, Riya grunted as I apologized and found the nearest opening to the roof. There was a need for a candle up here, it was so dark with the fires being so far down. Everyone grew quiet as apprehension built. 
Drakkin scuffled around as he left the loft to sit in the wagon bed. For the next ten minutes, it was a tense mystery as to what would happen. Then the horses Sir Larry had ridden in on grew agitated. This was my cue. I closed my eyes, nocked an arrow, and listened.
A gibbering chatter in the distance. The soft voices were at least a hundred feet away. I pulled the sinew back to my anchor point and fired. A loud scream of pain was my reward. A volley of clay spears was my punishment. Most clashed against the side of the wagon while the others fell short. The horses spooked and bolted. Sir Larry cursed and the wagon shook as he ducked into the cabin for cover. 
A new arrow was in my bow as I waiting for the next reveal. 
“Helpsss us, we are hurtsss!” A gorkin hissed.
The twang of Riya’s bow releasing filled the night next. The elven bow sang so pretty in the bleak darkness. A gorkin squealed from a wounding shot. I knew where the demon’s head was in my mind’s eye and grinned as I released another arrow. There was silence for a few moments. 
“We needsss you in the darksss.” 
I aimed and released. There were hundreds out there and I wondered why the spear-throwing creatures were holding back. I lobbed an arrow into the distance where the gorkin were grouping fifty feet out. I missed and sent another one, this time instead of in a lob on a direct flight. The arrow whistled until the sound stopped as it slammed into something. A cry rang out in the night. I could have ended the creature’s anguish, but I let it scream. A loud crunching silenced the foe. Something had killed the wounded one.
A new gorkin called out on the other side where the dead soldiers had fought. Nomi released a dozen arrows around the gorkin as it asked her to “stoppssss” many times. She finally hit the creature and gave a joyful hoot. A new volley of clay spears clashed against the wagon and a few skittered across the top. I wanted to scold her on making too much noise but the fact she almost died sent the message for me. Three more voices called out from that side. I ducked into the sleeping cabin and crawled over. When I came up they were still asking for us to leave the fires and join them in the dark. 
Three shots and three dead gorkin hit the ground in the darkness. Whatever courage the gorkin found when they realized Nomi was missing, vanished when I arrived. The stalemate persisted at this point. A few more spears randomly clattered off the wagon but the time between each spear grew. The fires would need to be built up. 
Three hours into the night, the girls’ yawns filled the wagon. With the fighting dying down and the enemy encircling us, I took a break. I ducked down and crawled until I found Nomi’s boots. I slowly pulled her down until we were both kneeling behind the wagon’s door for cover, I pulled her to me to whisper in her ear. This was a mistake. She had a different idea and locked lips to mine.
I broke the kiss and put my lips to her ear. “Nomi, we can discuss this later. You are doing great. If you need to sleep now is a good time to take a nap. I think they are waiting for the fires to die down. We have another hour or two before we have to rebuild them. We will be exposed then. If we stay quiet and kill any who talk they eventually hunker down.”
She kissed my neck then my earlobe. “Thank you for protecting us. I shall nap to be more alert for when the time comes.” 
When she ducked down into the cabin her hands grew frisky. Swatting them away I guessed she was making it a game of ours. A long talk would be needed if we made survived to the morning. I ducked down and closed the top hatch before closing the rest of the hatches on the one side before slithering over Nomi who was trying to get comfortable. 
Crossing to the other side, I found Riya’s legs and I gave her pants a few yanks as I closed the other two doors to the top. Riya laid down and I crawled on top of her. Her hands found my face and she whispered into my ear.
“Are you crazy? Not right now Logan,” 
“Riya, I want you to nap, not have sex with you. I need Evelyn to use while you rest. I will find you a short bow in a moment. You did great tonight, I’m proud…”
That was all I got out when Riya kissed me deeply. I was way in over my head and had more important things to deal with. As Riya kissed me, I found the fine details of the elven bow and slid it out onto the top of the wagon and added the quiver with it. I broke the kiss and leaned into her ear again. “I know it is awkward but I want this side to shoot from. I need you to go nap with Nomi.”
Her nose slid up and down my cheek as she nodded. There was a goodbye kiss and then we parted. Crawling down to the bed of the wagon, Sir Larry sat carving a chunk of wood and Drakkin napped across the bare floor. The flickering candle down here made it much easier to get around. There was a spot on the crate to sit beside Sir Larry. At some point, he closed the back of the wagon. It was unnerving to have no eyes out at the moment, so I decided to be quick.
Seating myself beside Sir Larry I leaned close to him, though nowhere near as close as I had with the girls. 
“When I tap twice lightly I will need you to take some wood to the fires. If it becomes too dangerous, retreat back.” I said and he stopped whittling the stick to listen. 
I got a nod in reply which was enough for me. I went up the ladder into the dark sleeping cabin. I worked my way left as I heard the two girls whispering. I exited into the black night and knelt on the roof. I grabbed Lady Evelyn and nocked an arrow without any draw. The fires were dimmer than before. It was going to be less than an hour before they needed fuel.
A half hour passed without any noise outside. The girls rotates a few times as they slept, but that was it. Whoever or whatever was around us was perfectly still. The fires needed wood now so I tapped the roof twice. I listened as Sir Larry tried his best to be silent as he lowered the back gate. There was no avoiding the noise and he realized speed was paramount over silence. 
He shuffled off the back gate and his figure was silhouetted against flames as he dumped two arms full of wood onto the dwindling fire. Instead of watching Sir Larry work, I listened for the enemy to react. 
“We needsss hellpppsss, arg…”
Releasing the arrow with perfection I remembered how much I loved this bow. My shot perfect as I heard the body thud to the ground in death. My eyes were closed as I nocked another arrow and waited. Wood being removed from below and then toss onto the other fire closest to us distracted me and I barely heard the spears flying through the air in time. I ducked behind the door and a loud clang rang on the other side. The enemy were aiming for me as none came close to Sir Larry and many javelins skittered across the top of the wagon. 
This was going to make things more difficult. The two closest fires were now roaring again with life. Another stack was added to each in overkill and again spears raced my way. This volley mostly hit the side of the wagon. We were beyond the quiet now and the girls were exiting the cabin to help.
“Stay behind cover,” I hissed and hoped they obeyed. 
Sir Larry waited five minutes to let things die down before heading back out. A new gorkin voice called out that I swiftly silenced. No spears flew our way on this kill. Sir Larry exited the rear of the wagon with a load of wood. This was when everything rapidly shifted.
Out in the darkness fifty feet off from the side I was facing, a glowing demon appeared. A grey shine blossomed around the central horn of a potato shaped monster with two tiny legs dragging its massive form slowly forward. The beast carried a staff and tiny gems sprouted from hundreds of places in its crevices of a rolling fatness that was shaped like a potato. The shining beams that coalesced around the being added more from the gems. It dawned on me then that the demon was casting magic and part of my brain unlocked. I staggered from the memories surging into my mind but shook them off too late. The enemy mage had completed his spell and unleashed it. Instead of tracking the gray ball of light that left the mages body, I aimed for the head with the elven bow.
I released and had a second arrow flying before the first landed. The insurance projectile was not needed. The first arrow flew into the mage’s head and stuck in the back of its skull. The second arrow missed as he collapsed lifeless. The ground rumbled at the mages death, an anger from the earth caused everything to tremble. We shook violently for a whole minute as I clutched to wagon to steady myself. And then…
The sky parted, the darkness abated, and the twin moons revealed themselves. Across the battlefield, hundreds of demons withered and rotated in torment. Their loud screams were music to my ears as I fired for kill shots. Over and over I fired. 
“More arrows!” I called out and realized Riya and Nomi were firing into the defenseless foes. I set the bow down hopped onto the wagon gate and saw Drakkin awake. I found the elven sword on the side of the wall and yanked it off the rack. Once unsheathed, the sword glowed with a silver radiance. I raced out the back to aid Sir Larry in dispatching the demons by sword. 
I paused before I reached him. I had not seen Sir Larry since the black retreated and the moons shone down. I checked the last fire he had been building up and saw his corpse. What remained of it anyway. The spell had hit half of him, melting his body into a goop where it touched. His body was half mush, the other half untouched. The sight was frightening to see his organs, guts, and even half his brain on display. I couldn’t mourn him now though.
“Nomi, Riya! Build up the fires! I will kill what I can. If the darkness comes back we need the fires built up. Sir Larry is dead and Drakkin is cowering.” I shouted, not caring about the noise. 
The demons still wriggled in anguish. My declaration that Drakkin was cowering set him off. He charged out of the back of the wagon, sword in hand. At first, I thought he was racing for me. I braced myself with zero sword skills and a weapon that, while nice in my hands, was too heavy. He passed me and stabbed the first gorkin he saw. Awesome. A much better result than a sword fight by moonlight.
I ran to the first gorkin I could and slid the razor sharp sword into its chest. This stab didn’t immediately kill my target but I knew the wound was fatal. I wanted to disable as many as I could as quickly. I saw the spear throwers for the first time. They were a cross species, gorkin in their eyes and ears, but having four legs with the body of a donkey. I hoped seeing them would unlock some name or memory, but it didn’t. These creatures were harder to kill as they kicked violently in desperation. I had to step around them and cleave into their exposed necks. Asskin sounded like a fitting name but figured it was too jokey and went with donkin instead. These demons were tiny cousins of rentaurs, the larger, half dryad half elk that were far more lethal. Also related to the even larger centaurs, human top horse bottom which were just as deadly, merely less attractive.
The next two hours was a rinse and repeat, not to say the process was boring. Find a struggling sharp-toothed demon and end their misery. The fires were roaring and the girls aided us in the endeavor of gleefully killing our disabled foes. There was still some moonlight left when we finished. I ordered the dead bodies of the soldiers stripped and we did so. Then Drakkin helped me drag them onto the pyre I had waiting. I didn’t light the fire for their cremation yet. The next order was to pack the wooden walls hiding the horses. Once the walls were locked into place on the side of the wagons, we ate a quick meal and gulped down some water. 
We all were exhausted but there was more work to do.
“Follow me,” I said and led our small group to a gorkin corpse.
I pulled my arrow out of the head and inspected it hastily.
“Stack arrows in the back of the wagon, we will sort them while we ride to determine if they need repairs. This is how you find the gems on the night gorkin. You cut this ponytail off and huzzah. You get a gem.” I demonstrated for the group. “I will work with the archer bodies and the mage. Collect all the gems you can then get the wagon ready to go. Oh, did you all unlock the knowledge of magic again?”
“Yes, I cannot believe how much we forgot.” Nomi said. “I now know who I was supposed to marry and you damn well believe I am telling no one who it is.”
“That bad?” Riya asked.
“The worst. Let me say I would happily fight to the death than marry a fat old man who doesn’t deserve an extravagant body like mine. No wonder I let the ugly stable boy violate me. Ugh, that sex was the worst too.”
Drakkin gasped as she said this. She spun to him with a cackling laugh. I watched her close the distance on her brother while she aggressively pointed at him.
“You lost all credibility when you ran, dear brother. No one will believe you and this is how you will earn my trust back. Keep my secret, brother! If you behave going forward, we may even hide your earlier cowardice. I hope this night set you straight. ”
“Alright, I want to ride before the sun breaks.” I said, changing the subject and hopefully defusing their quarrel. “I hope I can count on you for the rest of the trip, Drakkin. I’m willing to see your better side as long you keep up the hard work and positive attitude. We need to get these gems and then I want to leave. I hope the stallions who ran off survived.” I muttered the last bit to myself.
Finding the dead mage, I studied it closely. It was a slug with arms and a large three-eyed head. Sharp teeth glistened from its open mouth in the moonlight. There was a thick circular tail that dragged behind its body and left a trail of goo leading from the woods to this spot. The mage probably spent hours to get this far. The fat stubby legs were only a foot long with wide padded feet that must have been to stabilize its heft. I sliced the front of his potato-shaped body and skinned the gems free in one large slab of flesh.  
The section tore off the body with a slurping sound as it tried to stay attached. A few additional whacks with the sharp end of my blade and the portion was free. I ran the flayed skin to the wagon and tossed it in the bed before grabbing an empty bucket and going to see where the gems were on the archers. I assumed at this point there was a spell calling these creatures up to the surface and the gems were somehow connected. The how and why were still a total mystery though. I found an archer and studied it. 
The archer was smaller than I first imagined. Even with the additional legs, they were three quarters the height of a gorkin. On the humanoid nipples were two gems; each half the size of a gorkin gem. The two probably equaled the one. I started to wonder if mass affected the size of the gems. I dropped the thought and went to carving. The two moons were still high in the air when I was done. I only counted a dozen archers. That boded well if the night returned. 
The girls had everything packed up and ready to go. I secured the bucket in the back of the wagon on a hook to deal with later and locked the back gate shut. I tossed a stick from one of our fire pits onto the pyre and the pile caught fire quickly. I coughed as the stench of flesh filled the air.
I scurried up the wagon side and was handed the reins by Riya. I urged the stallions forward and we rolled across the rocky road, Riya resting her head against my shoulder. 
“How did he die?” Drakkin poked his head out from the loft. “I need to know. He would have lived if I had listened to Father the first time.” There was a pain etched across his face and it was obvious he was struggling to hold back tears.
“He would have, we probably would not have. That spell melted him somehow, turned him to mush. I don’t know how. Even with magic knowledge unlocked, I still know little about how it works. You should feel guilty in a sense,” I said eliciting a glare from Drakkin. I was not going to coddle him. “You also need to realize he died for you, for all of us. Respect that. He could have hidden in the wagon. From what I can tell, the spell hit the wagon and didn’t affect the wood the same way it disintegrated the flesh.”
“Is the darkness gone?” Drakkin asked a few moments later.
“I don’t think so. I think it vanished here, but look at the skyline. The black of the curse is still visible in the far distance. Maybe killing a slug mage grants a break from the spell for a night, or a week, or forever. Who knows? Time will tell.” I said and Drakkin closed the door to the loft from above. 
“Drakkin asked his sister to sing him to sleep. My adrenaline is pumping and I can’t calm down. May I stay up with you?” Riya asked as she slipped her hand into mine.
She then noticed it was covered in blood and jerked her hand away. “Ugh, farm boy to the core. Wipe the blood off your hands.”
“We will stop at the next river during daylight. We will bathe and rinse of this horrid night. I was hoping you would let me wash you?”
“I don’t know, Nomi may want first dibs,” Riya said as she poked my side. 
I rolled my eyes. “As cute as the friendly banter is, I am confused as to why she is kissing me when I obviously am enthralled with you.”
“Women are a mystery. Maybe, if you give it time, we will reveal our secrets.”
Riya nuzzled into my side and placed her head in my lap as she sprawled across the bench. I scooted to one side to give her more room to spread out. Nomi singing to Drakkin filled the air and I wiped my hands clean so I could twirl Riya’s hair. Women were so confusing, I know she intended to stay awake, but the sleep drew her in rapidly.




CHAPTER 7

I passed out while driving the wagon until the rumbling of wheels smacking against the planks of a bridge woke me. I think we were all asleep at the time. The night had truly been exhausting. The horses crossed the wide slow-flowing brown river and then I guided them over to a decent sized clearing by the riverbank. 
The wild grass was in full bloom, trees lush with sprouting leaves, and birds chirped happily. It was summer and the rolling hills mixed with wooded areas provided a gorgeous landscape. Once again, farms dotted the land and it was a mystery how many still lived there. I grabbed the flagstick and tapped the loft. Mutter and grumbles erupted from the cranky pair of siblings.
“Up with you both. Everything that got blood on it needs to be washed. Flies will swarm us if we let the blood sit much longer. Build a small fire to boil water to drink and make a light lunch. Hurry up!”
Riya glared at me with one eye open. “Bossy much?”
“Of course, it’s my job. Trust me, I got yelled at exactly the right amount to know how to do it to others. Pa said I was his best soldier and that good soldiers learned from good leaders like he did. He also said to ignore idiots,” I hopped down the wagon and headed to the back gate. Lowering the gate, I then went about lighting a fire in the fire pit several dozen paces from the river. River stops were common for travelers. There were even logs left in the pit from the last travelers that had come by. Bonus. Once the fire was going, I put the cooking pot on. The girls ran by and escaped to the woods and I warned them not go too far. 
“Why wouldn’t they merely pee while they bathed?” Drakkin asked, stretching. 
“Because they’re not going pee,” I deadpanned with a shake of my head. “Water the horses and see if they want to eat. Then we work on getting the blood out of the bedding and the wagon and finally, we bathe ourselves.”
The lad nodded and went about his assigned tasks, thankfully without complaint. I started hauling water from the river. On my way to the water, an old fishing pole missing a hook caught my eye. A quick inspection showed I could quickly repurpose the pole and maybe catch something. If only we had more time. I got back to the fire and the girls were skipping back arm in arm like drunkards. They were singing about shitting in the woods. I chuckled and even Drakkin laughed.
“Master Lord Magnificent Logan! Reporting for chores!” Nomi said as she presented an open palm salute, the same one would use when halting someone from advancing.
Sighing, I realized they were giddy just to be alive. When I didn’t respond right away, Nomi spoke up with a suggestion.
“How about I prepare food while Riya helps clean the sheets she bloodied?”
“Riya never got in the bed after the battle,” Drakkin noted from by the horses.
Riya flicked Nomi in the ear but remained silent. I watched as Riya scurried up the wagon to go to the cabin. She awkwardly retrieving the bedding that had been stepped on, sexed on, and bloodied a few different ways.
“Hey don’t go into the river okay.” I called. “The water is murky and deep. We’ll bathe with the buckets.”
Drakkin walked up to me with empty buckets. “Why does it matter if the river is murky and deep?”
“Predators. These rivers have a few. They’re not super common, but if they are there; they are a huge danger. Pa had a rule: Never get in the water when you can’t see the bottom and never drink unboiled water you don’t get from a deep well. Those rules have served me well enough.” I said and pointed Drakkin towards the river. “Probably need four or five pails to push out the blood from the mage’s chest piece. Guess I should slice out all these gems now since we are near the water.”
Each gem was only slightly smaller than the ones from the gorkin. It was easy work freeing them, all I had to do was get the tip of dagger under them and they popped out. About half way through I decided to take a break from the gem collecting. I added a sewing needle to the fishing pole and put a chunk of the slug meat onto the hook. I walked a well-worn path to the water's edge. There was about thirty feet of line so I cast the line down the river and sunk the rod between some rocks. Before I was able to sit on the bank, the pole almost doubled on itself. I grabbed the pole a fraction of a second before it went flying off and proudly started to pull the catch in as I walked backwards.
This attracted the attention of the others who came to the river's edge to watch me fight the fish.
“This is a big one!” I said, struggling with the pole trying to ensure it didn’t snap.
The fish was nearing the shore when a river monster the size of our wagon showered us in water as it breached. My fish was in its massive mouth as the goliath splashed back into the water with a jerk of its head. The rod shot from my hands and I stood there stunned.
“I think I like your Pa. Yup, your Pa is my new best friend. Yup, indeed.” Drakkin muttered as he wicked the wetness off his outfit.
“Smartest thing you have said yet. I say we avoid this river for the rest of the day, shall we? At least we got rinsed.” I said as we all stood there in disbelief. I shook the river water off my body that the monster had drenched us in. 
I left the river’s edge to the water on our fire that was boiling intensely and was safe enough to be consumed. I skimmed off the nasty top layers and filled two of our cleanest buckets. The river water would have to do. The blankets were air and gravity drip-drying on the sides of the wagon as we loaded back up. 
It was time to get moving again and I instructed Drakkin and Nomi to drive and I ducked inside the wagon to search for a towel. I found a towel along with a second set of blankets and pillows. I was glad I asked for spares considering the circumstances. I dried myself off and climbed to the roof of the wagon in the nude. When Drakkin saw my hairy butt climbing a ladder he made a snide remark that earned him a cuffing from his sister. 
I ignored him and set my clothes to dry on the roof. A small bit of vine ensured they wouldn’t fly off with a bump or drafty wind. Riya handed me the blankets and pillows I set aside and then she stripped down. I laid her clothes out to dry with mine and was about to head down when a third set was handed to me. I sighed and set Nomi’s wet close to dry as well. The two ladies were snuggled up under a blanket. I climbed in the middle and was informed we would talk more about our situation after Trinelan. 
“Hey Drakkin, I am giving you an inch as my Pa used to say. You like his sayings so if you turn us around, we die. Keep us going forward alright. I have to sleep, which includes keeping your sister’s virtue.” I said got roaring laughter from Drakkin.
I looked over at Nomi who shrugged.
“Stay on the road north. See that stick in front of you? Hit the loft if you see something. I’m getting the bow and torch ready in case we oversleep. This is an early bedtime for me though so we should be fine.”
I needed to affix a wall mount in the loft for a spare bow and torch. It only made sense so I didn’t have to keep getting up and down. I hissed at the bright sun and retrieved Lady Evelyn, a short bow, arrows, the sword, and a torch with lighting pouch. I laid all the items within reach of the bunk and grabbed the third set of blankets and pillows. I made a quick nest on the other side of the loft and turned my back on the girls. I figured they would manage perfectly fine without me. Plus, I actually wanted sleep.
∞∞∞
I’d never been happier than I was to arrive in Trinelan. We turned a five day trip into three. The darkness that retreated from where I killed the mage had slowly regrown. As we traveled north of the battle site, the darkness closed in more and more every night, slowly reclaiming the lost area. With the moons shining, I pushed the horses hard. We only stopped to let the horses rest in the middle of the night for a few hours. Well, also when the girls made me stop so they could relieve themselves. Both moons were full and the light they provided was perfect for the horses and us to see by. For those two nights there was almost an inkling that things were back to normal. A few riders passed us in a hurry of their own. From their uniforms I guessed they were messengers from Trinelan racing for Narree. The only other thing of interest besides the riders was a destroyed wagon we passed without slowing much. 
We arrived at the gates on that third day before midday. I had no idea if Trinelan was covered by the blanket of the demon curse, but I was glad to not have to fight for my life.
From outside of Trinelan, all I could see were the impressively massive stone walls surrounding the city. The walls were thick, over a dozen feet tall, and the parapet extended a few feet out from the wall. That may not sound high until you realize the only way over was a very tall ladder. We passed through the gates which led into a long arched tunnel. Before entering the city, we were pulled off the left and into an amply sized gathering area for inspections. Nomi asked to be called Hariet at the gate. It would give her time to properly prepare to become a lady again. Apparently that was an important lengthy endeavor for a noble lady, as long as the documents stayed the same I was okay with it.
The gate guards were quite surprised when I declared I was Sir Logan arriving with Squire Drakkin for Duke Egan. A captain of the guard asked for my paperwork. The man had brown hair, brown eyes, and fuzzy eyebrows. His face was hard and determined; it was as if the man had mastered a scowl. He was bulky from routine exercise and the man exuded confidence.
I tried to get out of seeing the Duke. I also was trying to get rid of the somewhat mindful lad as of late. I, of course, had no such luck.
“Here you are Captain Laruk. Drakkin, I suggest you hand the good Captain your paperwork and be mindful of his orders. I hereby relinquish my duty as complete and bestow…”
“The Duke will want a report direct from you. Are the ladies your servants?” Captain Laruk asked, eyeing the girls.
“The very best kind. Riya and her sister Hariet. Saved them from a clump of demons. They swore to me ever since. I can pay to assure their safety if I am forced to leave them and my goods unattended. I would also want them to get a private suite for us and wait for my return.” I said.
I was about to find out if Drakkin was going to keep his word to his sister. She didn’t want to be known as Lady Nomi here. I decided to play along, for now at least. I eyed Drakkin who picked at his nails. I dug two gold coins out and handed them to Captain Laruk. “I am certain this will more than cover our brief stay and resupply.”
“Since you have no reason to bribe, I will assume this is to cover guard fees and inn costs. Sergeant Marin here can see to the supplies.” Captain Laruk turned to a man who saluted and stood at attention. “Sergeant Marin, get a five-man squad to escort this wagon to Lilia’s Refinement and Drinks. They have a stable big enough to handle this impressively sized wagon. They also have nice accommodations with no whoring. The coin should get you a few nights no problem. Now, what I don’t see a spare horse for riding. Squire Drakkin, run into that stable and tell the stable boy to fetch two riding horses on Captain Laruk’s orders. He will help you.”
Captain Laruk was stern and heavily armored. He looked like he had fought in many campaigns only to be stuck guarding a wall when the curse arrived.
Riya and Nomi each kissed my cheek as they were escorted off. I watched them go wishing I could have gone with them. Due to the nature of our rushed race to beat the curse here, we had no private time to discuss my odd love life. 
Two nicely groomed mares were brought out by a stable boy about the same age as Drakkin. The stable boy handed me the reigns to the mare and turned to leave when I called out to him. 
“Wait, lad. You do fine work but she hates how tight the saddle is. I get why you make it this tight but I do not need it.” I removed the saddle after releasing all the straps and handed it to the young man. I guided the mare to the steps and placed myself on her back. She neighed a bit and then calmed.
“Thank you, Captain Laruk. Drakkin, we must hurry, we have an important Duke to meet.”
Captain Laruk tapped his horse forward and we followed his stallion’s rear. Drakkin was a natural in the saddle, probably was accustomed to it. I certainly was not, and while the mare was grateful of no saddle, she was agitated I was on her back. Captain Laruk led us through a double gate that was opened by guards in black leather as we our approached. The hinges creaked as the gates swung inward. 
The sound of the city reached me before I saw it. The roar of side chatter, clomping hooves, vendors yelling out, and wagons bouncing as they bounded forward. This was nothing like farm life and Narree was nowhere near as busy even when the darkness hadn’t cursed the land. I have never been to Trinelan. Pa said it was ten times the size Narree and when I trotted onto that first open street, I believed him. Smokestacks shot out billowing blooms of smoke across the city and birds darted about moving from nests to perches. 
Captain Laruk had no problem parting the crowd as we traveled through a bustling business district. Trinelan was laid out so the markets were on the outer edge of the city, greeting visitors when they arrived. In a city this big, it made sense to keep the trading near the gates. Trinelan’s walls were straight, but not square as new walls for defense had to be erected as the city grew. We passed many shops as we rode towards the center. General stores that made Ben’s look tiny with guards standing outside the larger shops and patrons walking everywhere and paying no attention to the carts. Vendors sold food and drinks between alleyways and a few unsavory characters darted into the darkness as the Captain rode by. I wanted to visit a bank, but the congestion of the streets worried me.
Pa always said to always leave your coins at home and only bring what you needed with you. He was never a big fan of banks, but did know that pickpockets and thieves would take more than a fee if you were their customer. Even if I wanted to ask Captain Laruk if we could stop by the bank, we wouldn’t be able to. We reached the open market and were swept into the tide of people going about their shopping. The vendors were calling out every ware imaginable. The smell of unwashed flesh, sewage, and rotting food was another wall of defense. A cough escaped my lips and Laruk snickered at my struggle, knowing I was new to the city.
We wove through the market and crowds, heading straight to an arched double black gate made of long pikes. Behind the gate was an empty, marbled road. The guards opened as we approached and suddenly our group escaped the congestion as we rode our horses up the hill. We were on a private road that ran above the city and headed towards the higher tier where the wealthy lived.
The road was well maintained, allowed a great view of the city, and only a few people were traveling with us as the path was clearly for nobility or official business. Every few hundred feet, well-dressed crews were on dung duty to keep the horse manure from piling up. Most waved to us and nodded respectfully to Captain Laruk. The man was well respected here. The riff raff feared him, the soldiers obeyed crisply, and citizens smiled at him. The best part yet, he was not a small-talk pestering type. The horses trotting gently up the elevated posh road allowed me a better view of the city.
There were walls, inside walls, inside of more walls. This was indeed a city that simply expanded as needed. We entered the city from the southern gate and were working our way north. The northern end of the city connected to a wide river that was heavy with ship traffic going north-south. Inside the city, there was only one noticeable section of slums, which happened to be the largest. The rest could easily be classified as well maintained homes and nobility. Specialty shops were scattered throughout the city, with a few housing apartments above the shop. By the back of the city, against the northern wall, large clouds of smoke billowed out from the large stacks. I could only guess from this distance the industrial area was in that direction. The smithy and bakery production shops were evident from this point as they displayed large flags with symbols on them. I wondered what that section of the city was like from the ground as the buildings were huge, even from afar. 
The castle in the northern part of the city dominated the skyline with stone fortifications towering into the air. The entire city had been built around the castle and expanded from there. The fortress was built in layers as the stone climbed into the sky. This is what I imagined the capital looked like and I was excited to see how large Kyroo City was. The well-kept road led right up to the castle gates that opened as we approached.
We passed under the arches and were ushered into yet another staging area where inspections were conducted. Dismounting, I was asked to be ready for a full body search. A marker was traded for my dagger. The guards opened my purses for inspection and, as imagined, caused a scene.
“You leave me in a bind young knight. Let me review your paperwork again, I merely glanced at it the first time.” Captain Laruk said as a set of guards in different livery surrounded me. Instead of the wall troops from before, these were heavy infantry with green and black capes. The emblem on their uniforms was a river ship and the looks I received were not friendly. After another review of my paperwork, Captain Laruk waved his hand and the guards backed up. My documents were returned to me and Captain Laruk rubbed his forehead.
“You kill the creatures of the curse, probably better than many adventures in our fine city. I can’t have you walking about the city under my watch with this much wealth. If this was stolen the nobility would go crazy at the implications. I will take you to the bank. Hurry up.”
The Captain sighed in frustration. I was creating work for him, and to any person of his status that was the opposite of what they wanted. Captain Laruk quickened his pace, causing Drakkin and I to scurry to keep up as the guards parted to let him pass. I would have to speak with the Captain later. A few soldiers followed behind us as we detoured into another section of the castle. The walls here were twenty feet tall for protection and the views were limited to the surrounding buildings. As we made our way through the castle grounds, we passed the guard structures, troop barracks, and a training yard where men and women fought with blunted weapons. In the distance was an archery range I hoped to have time to visit later.
We passed through quickly and moved on to a new section of the castle. This section had shops with no guards stationed out front, stores with lots of glass, and buildings with detailed architecture. There were statues, gargoyles, and fountains. They were showcasing wealth in a way I never imagined. Darcy would have hated this place, being so utilitarian like Pa. Function before art. As Captain Laruk led us up to a large elevated building with stairs I realized how much I missed my family and hoped that Karina Village was doing okay. 
Reaching the top of the stairs, five guards were stationed on the ground, four archers in roosts, and a three guards roaming about the area. Captain Laruk had led me to a bank and they weren’t lax in security. I was impressed. The building itself opened into a three story enclave with colored windows and detailed tapestries that hung from the walls. The river ship emblem on green and black was here again. This was a ducal bank of Trinelan. If I had to guess, they operated here and in the capital as well. We paused for the briefest of moments, a woman opened the door and greeted us. A quick conversation was had between the woman and Captain Laruk before the woman motioned for me to follow. We passed tellers helping clients and I was escorted to a private room. The lady left after ushering me through the doorway.
Behind an intricate wooden desk sat an old man with a monocle. The desk was engraved with the name Baron Laroise. Standing there, I waited for the Baron to speak.
“Please come over here, young man. If you are here at my desk there must be a reason. Place that reason on the desk then let me have a look.” The Baron’s tone was friendly while giving orders.
I set my five purses on the desk, three full of gems and the other two of coins. One bag of coins had come from looting the soldiers on the first night. I also had all the gems from the kills that night and hadn’t had a chance to divvy up the loot. There was still more things to sell in the wagon as well.
As I poured the contents of the bags onto the Barron’s desk, he grabbed a cloth. A few gems still had blood on them.
“By the three above. Did you…”
I interrupted him. “Pa said bankers held secrets, else no one would give them their money, and I trust Pa. I kill creatures of the curse, effectively if I may say so. This is what they drop, each gem is slightly different. I apologize for the blood, but cleaning the gems comes second to survival.” I said with a grin and he stared at me. “I was hoping to sell a few gems and then store the rest. If I am correct in my assumption, these gems are magical and inherently worth more than regular gems.”
“Effectively indeed. I will have three jewelers come by and bid.” He picked a set of dragon hound eyes and ten other gems of different colors “Let me set aside these if that is okay.”
I nodded.
“Perfect. The nobility of this city have private roads to travel through Trinelan. Up here, things are more expensive. I advise you to shop here and eat the price difference. You will save yourself trouble with cons, cutpurses, and thieves. Shop up here, pay the extra, and save. It may sound illogical, but I assure you it’s not. All shops have a runner that can verify your accounts. Give me until tomorrow to get your sheet worked up. If a jeweler would like to discuss your remaining wares would you be amenable to their request?”
“I would. Captain Laruk had my companions being transported to Larina’s Relaxation with Drinks.”
“Lilia’s Refinement and Drinks,” the Barron corrected. “While not a bad place for a simple knight, you are no simple knight. What are their names? I will have them and your belongings moved into the castle proper. There are actual refined inns here where business can be conducted.”
“Riya and Lady Nomi, who is posing as a serf. Yes Earl Irin’s daughter. She traveled hard and wanted to freshen up, maybe even avoid court altogether.”
“I see you take your father’s word as fact. In this case, he has served you well. Bankers do hold our secrets. I would advise you to disclose this information to the Duke the exact same way you did to me. It’s understandable for a Lady to want to freshen up, but not for them to hide. You will also be around the new Duchesses. Careful with that vixen.” The Baron paused and pointed his pen at me to emphasize his point. I nodded in understanding and he continued. “I have not heard good things about her. You though, strike me as an honest lad who is serving the realm exactly as is needed. Helping safely move nobility while vanquishing the endless foe. It was nice to meet you, Sir Logan. There is one thing I must say that you may or may not like hearing.”
“What is it Baron Laroise?”
“You qualify for a promotion in rank. To Baron at least. This bank is tied to the Duke. While I cannot tell him how, why, when, or where you acquired your funds, I am duty-bound to disclose when a new wealthy noble enters our city so they are properly greeted. I hope this does not upset you too greatly.”
Shrugging my shoulders, I sighed. “I am a simple farm boy deep down. I will defer to your expertise. My main goal was to ensure that these valuables were safe while I planned to make a trip to the capital.”
“I promise their safety. If something were to happen, there is a guarantee of deposit against the ducal treasury, which, unlike other cities, is still doing really well.” The Baron said and rose from his seat.
I was given a note which was signed then stamped with a wax signet. The woman who led me to the Barron’s office, escorted me out to Captain Laruk. As soon as he saw me, he spun on his heel and continued into the upper sections of the castle, Drakkin and our castle guards following behind him. I missed the farm and its simplicity.
The long wide roads were scarce of people as we traveled higher and deeper into the castle. I knew this city was one that prided itself on never being conquered, which after marveling at its defenses I could understand why many failed. We crossed a drawbridge with a moat which left me wondering how they got water this high and far from the river. 
We went up another set of stairs on the left side of an expansive courtyard. A large sign was posted at the top reading ‘No weapons allowed. Respect the rules of the court at all times. Thank you.’ I was trying to read a second sign that was etched in small print about the rules of the court when Captain Laruk hauled me into a boxy hall. A man stood in front of a regal-looking lady no older than sixteen.
She wore a tiara, pink dress, and sat at the edge of her seat with a stiff back. Her hair was black, straight, and draped down over her shoulders. Her dazzling blue eyes contrasted by her dark hair. The dress was extravagant and showed only the tiniest of cleavage. It was hard to judge much about her figure from here.
She was shouting at the man for his failures, none of which I understood. Captain Laruk grabbed my shoulder and turned me to face him.
“Know how to address nobility?” The captain asked.
I wanted to be snarky and say ‘casually, above a bar’ since that had been my only experience, but I held that retort in. Instead, I recited what Pa had told me.
“Be brief, say a title higher than you should until corrected, and only answer exactly what is asked,” I replied and the Captain nodded in approval. “Pa got knighted for valor. Said worst part was the noble events.”
“I like your Pa then. Was he the one who taught you to shoot?” Captain Laruk asked as we waited in the enclave staging area.
There were at least a few dozen people waiting in a winding line here. I nodded to his question.
“How many did you kill?” The Captain asked. “Be honest now. I have managed to carve four while I went to save a dying man. If they have their claws in someone they tend to flee hesitantly. I noticed the gems that night, though few others did as well. The rumor spread here and many died seeking glory and riches.”
The duchess berated the man some more and I finally noticed the Duke off to the side doing paperwork. There were elevated benches here with nobility on one side and common folk on the other. There were a few nicely dressed families of business on the side with the commoners. This was probably another way to get elevated besides title and raw wealth. I was lost in the theater of it all.
“How many have you killed, boy?”
Captain Laruk was persistent as he regained my attention. He insulted me to keep me from being distracted. I almost snapped in anger and held my temper in check. He grinned as I flared in controlled rage. A warrior knew a warrior.
“A few hundred night gorkin, three dragon hounds, and the slug mage creature that broke the curse for a while. Oh… there were a dozen plus donkey gorkin hybrids. No idea what to call them. I liked asskins but doubted others would.”
The Captain burst into laughter and gave his knee a mighty slap. It was so loud it caught the attention of the entire court.
“Shit, that was worth it though. Quick where do you hail from and how many reside there? NOW!” He hissed the last question while dragging me forward.
“Thirty to forty, Karina Village.” I hissed back not certain why were angrily whispering.
I liked Captain Laruk. 
“Sorry kid, we need you.” He patted my shoulder with a frown appearing on his face. About to ask what he was apologizing for, Captain Laruk answered as his voice boomed through the room.
“Ladies and Gentlemen of the court. Duchess Elane and Duke Egad I bring before you the Champion of the Night! A Knight's son from a tiny village of only forty called Karina Village. This young man was knighted by Earl Irin himself after hearing of his feats of glory. You may say malarkey and that I am playing up his accolades. I have earned more trust than that certainly. I have here a bank representative, city guards, duke guards, and the son of the Earl himself all able to testify to the truth of my claims. This young Knight. This Sir Logan of Karina Village, has slain hundreds of the demon gorkin, bowed down three demon hounds, and discovered three new foes we had not. Earl Irin said he vouched for the fact this young man fought and survived a valotaur. Even returned with its weapon. That is not all!”
Captain Laruk had everyone on the edge of their seats. Even the Duke himself had set down his glasses to gaze upon me. The only unimpressed face was Duchess Elane.
“The cleansing of that night that has regrown. Well, that is not my story to tell. Let the Champion himself share his retelling.”
I was shoved forward in front of hundreds of people as Captain Laruk retreated to the sidelines. I no longer liked Captain Laruk. I had spoken in front of a crowd all of zero times and right now wanted to be anywhere else. I was confident with a bow, and an assertive individual, yet this left me speechless. I stood there mute until Drakkin saved me as he stepped in front of me.
“It was our first night out of Narree and I was rushed to aid in the defense. An earlier distraction had delayed me. When I arrived, the orders were clear and the perimeter was set. The night was fraught, and not just by the invasive darkness we fought with fires.” Drakkin swept his arms out and spun to keep eye contact with as many people as possible while he retold the tale. “The gorkin pleaded with us to come into the dark. ‘The darksss!’ they cried. Do you know what answered them?”
He paused perfectly. This was theater at its finest. I wanted to roll my eyes but stood stoic as he performed.
“The twang of a bow. No boisterous proclamations. This Knight knew he was in a fight that would define his life. We camped beside the corpses of a dozen of my father’s finest. One man and two women prepared for battle. When I joined, I helped with what I could, but the reality was I sat in the wagon while the Champion shined. ‘The darkss…’ death. ‘Come to…’ death. The man did not miss, his aim always true. If he were not standing here before us I would swear he could see in the dark.” Drakkin waved his hand up and down my profile as he exemplified I was indeed a human. “The battle became a stalemate of the enemy throwing spears while they died from arrows. I jest you not. When we cleaned the battlefield I found arrows in eye sockets of at sixty feet. IN THE DARK!”
Okay, that was part luck, mostly. The throws were accompanied by grunts. Audible gasps came from the crowd as he Drakkin had them ready for more.
“Our fires grew dim and things grew grim. The man I rode in with was the unfortunate soul tasked with returning our fires to blazing to beat back the cursed night. The enemy came alive as we strove to make it to morning. The arrows never stopped whizzing into our foes. That twang was death as the bow released its fury. That was until…” Drakkin paused to catch his breath and stress the importance of this next bit. “The enemy mage revealed itself. I say itself because I studied its corpse before we left the field of battle. It was a slug with short legs and big feet. The sheer mass of the mage was disgusting. Three eyes, a single horn, and a mouth of sharp teeth.
“When the spell was cast a ball of energy was fired and dissected my friend and mentor Captain Larry of the Narree guard. He died defending us that night. Did he do so without REVENGE! NO! This champion pierced the mage’s skull with an arrow at fifty feet through the forehead. The night vanished when he slew the mage. The moons of Kyroo returned and the enemy squalled in torment at the sudden light. Remember how I told you he shined that night. Well, he has a sword of legend that drank the blood of the demons as it blindingly reflected the moonlight. I had to pause in my killing of the gorkin to watch the Champion glide across the battlefield and sacrifice the enemy in the name of the three gods of goodness. Then what did he do? Did he revel in his glory or dance on the enemy graves? No, he rushed here day and night without a break to bring this very news to you as quick as he could…”
Drakkin bowed. Captain Laruk clapped and the attending crowd went wild. Even the Duke was clapping. Not the Duchess though. When it all stilled she stood.
“Is his tale true? Did you push back the night to only let it return?” Duchess Elane asked with a hostility.
“Your grace, I know not how or why the dark retreated or how it returned. I know only the facts as they were told in the story, for they are the truth.” I said glad to find my voice and confidence.
“Are you an imbecile?” She asked, staring down her nose at me.
I tilted my head, uncertain of the word. “Like a cord a mother has connected to the baby when it is born?” I replied, confused.
“That is an umbilical cord and you are indeed an imbecile. Where is his paperwork?” She screamed. “I want the banknote too.” Duchess Elane snapped and the bank assistant ran forward with Captain Laruk and the Duchess turned back to me. “This valotaur can you extrapolate on your meeting?”
“Um… I know I am going to regret this, your grace, because you are using words I do not know. There were no extra plates. We did not eat. He threw a seven foot axe at me that sunk into the back of my cart…”
The Duke roared in laughter in the background and I paused.
“Ignore my dear husband. You were doing exactly what I needed you to. Keep telling the story.”
“Well, your grace.”
“Duchess.”
“Well, your Duchess, he was upset he lost his weapon. So he asked for it back.”
The Duke stepped forward at this revelation and whispered into the Duchess’ ear. 
“You will brief us on that conversation later in private or have it written for the record. I am showing your orders from Earl Irin are to bring this gifted Drakkin to my husband to squire. You also have a Lady Nomi who is promised to Master Mage Orane…” She frowned on this. “Where is Lady Nomi? Why is she not before me.”
“I rode her hard for the last three days…” I said to gasps and ladies chuckling. “Real hard, we did not stop for much besides to fight. It was a wild ride. She needed to freshen up from how intense it was.”
The Duchess gave up at this point. She tucked her head to her chin and laughed. “I can't. I just can’t. You break my focus on being the bad guy here. Did you even realize what you said?” 
“No, your grace… ma’am… duchess.” Surprised I was fumbling, my anger grew as the crowd continued to laugh at me.
“SILENCE!” Duchess Elane commanded. “Master Mage Orane would never accept Lady Nomi after this. Not that he should even be allowed. He is another titled fool with no magic anymore and too many wives. Did you protect Lady Nomi?”
“With my life, your Duchess. She will be thrilled to hear you do not want to send her to the capital.” I smiled.
The Duchess turned and glared at Captain Laruk. “Well played,” She said and he grinned.
I was at a loss again.
“Dear Husband, we need to make this court fool a Baron. I believe him, and, ignorant or not; we can use a champion.” The Duchess turned back to me. “What were your goals for the Capital? Scribe come here.”
“I want to become a registered cartographer. Many maps are missing details…”
I was interrupted.
“Perfect! Down on a knee while the Duke titles you. When we are done, sign your paperwork and then go over to my husband’s table where he will sort your estate and grant you a charter to be a cartographer for Trinelan.” Duchess Elane ordered.
Kneeling, Duke Egad walked over and tipped the sword to both my shoulders. The Duchess continued as her husband executed the signature ceremony. “I hereby proclaim the Champion of the Night our newest Baron. Arise, Baron Logan of Trinelan.”
Duchess Elane moved the scribe forward as I stood. I signed where he pointed and followed the Duke to his table. 
“Next,” the Duchess called and the announcer droned on about some fishing boats crashing and causing a dispute.
The Duke never stopped at the table. He guided me to a hallway where two ladies just as regal as Elane followed. We walked down the well-decorated narrow corridor while I let the situation catch up to me.
“How did I do, that was nerve wracking?”
“My squire saved you, then you saved yourself in a way. You went from a propped up mighty hero to a stammering fool. Don’t take offense, the fool part will aid you in the long run. I did thoroughly enjoy the spectacle. As of late, things have been dire and it was wonderful to laugh again. This is Lady Pekia and Lady Racheal. They are my wives from a simpler time.” The Duke said as he shoved open a heavy door.
A guard exited the room as we entered. When the door slid shut the Duke sighed. “Finally.”
“Thank the heavens above you showed up. I am Lady Pekia,” the wife with blonde hair and steely gray eyes said while clasping my forearm.
I gave her my best smile and greeting.
“I am Lady Racheal,” the stunning brunette with brown eyes said while greeting me the same way.
They both look to be about mom’s age of under forty.
“I am confused, my Duke. These ladies are…”
“Out with it before you offend.” The tired Duke retorted sharply while rubbing his temples.
“Gorgeous. Sure Duchess Elane is pretty too, I merely do not understand why.”
The two wives kissed my cheek one at a time.
“We have to keep him, so honest and direct.”
“It is refreshing. Politics, young Baron. Politics. I ran my Dukedom for decades. I may not look it, but I am nearing fifty summers.” The Duke said.
He certainly did look fifty summers, but I stayed mum on the matter.
“The king has many children, she was a ruthless one and Trinelan was her reward. She is still asserting her rule here. Do not be surprised if she uses you as a pawn. I know I will. This never leaves the room or you go from being cute to being hung. Good. You should gulp when I make a statement like that. Anyway, Duchess Elane runs the official show now. We were retired by the King and now I get to do something I always did enjoy performing.” 
I sat there and had no idea what he was talking about. The Duke rose from his chair and went to a stack of paperwork that looked like it was about to tip over it was so high. His wives were eager to help him.
“Are you thinking repossessed, vacant, or demotion?” Lady Pekia asked.
“I don’t know what is available honestly. While we sort through this I want to hear in detail about the encounter with the valotaur. He is the only one you have spoken to, correct? Lady Racheal will record your conversation.”
Over the next five minutes, I did exactly that. I recalled every little detail I could. When I mentioned elves and dwarves he scoffed until he realized I was being honest. This was notated and I was forced to disclose everything I could about the dwarves and the elves that I knew. Which was not much. I knew elves hated men, though I had no idea where they lived, and dwarves tried to sack Maroo which my Pa was knighted for stopping. 
When I mentioned Nomi’s marriage arrangement was blank until after the mage encounter, the Duke became more concerned. They too had a sudden recollection when the magic of the curse was temporarily repelled.
“Duke Egad, what are you looking for in all that paperwork, if I may ask?” I stifled a yawn.
I had rested decently during the trip this morning but I was normally asleep at this hour. This court business was going to set me back. 
“My wives and I are going to use you as a tool. Let me ask you a question. Have you noticed all the river traffic?” The Duke asked as he shuffled through the paperwork.
He was sorting the stacks and creating separate piles. 
“Yes, it was much busier outgoing than coming in. I was curious about getting to the capital that way.”
“Well, congratulations on figuring out our dilemma. You solved a few of our problems. Not really solved but assisted, yes assisted works here. First, if your village Barina Village ran out of food, where would you go? Or if you thought you were unsafe where would you flee to?” The Duke asked while still looking into the piles of paperwork.
“It is Karina Village, and by the three gods below, not Narree for certain. I guess here.”
All movement stopped at my declaration. The Duke and his wives froze and they glared at me.
“I swear you become more useful than the gods above every second you are here. Why would you avoid Narree?”
“They refused to eat gorkin,” I said and the ladies scrunch their faces. “What? It tastes fine. They are running out of food and most of the farmers have died. We are consolidated away from the city and unable to trade. Earl Irin is going to build outposts based on my recommendations.”
“Outposts? Like mini military fortifications every day’s worth of riding?” Lady Pekia asked and I nodded. “She will have to approve it.”
The Duke nodded. “She will. Keep writing everything you can for now. I would not be sur…” The door opened and in strode Duchess Elane in her pink dress. “My dear wife. Let me catch you up.”
A few minutes later and the Duchess was current on the conversation.
“I am still confused about the whole situation. You were mentioning boats.” I said, stifling another yawn.
“Are we boring you, Baron Logan?”
“No, my lady, I sleep during the day so I may hunt at night. You are going to make me reset my timeline.”
The other wives grimached at my honest reply. I shrugged. I was honestly tired. Whatever animosity the Duchess reserved for those who spoke candidly with her was not unleashed on me for my transgression. 
“People are fleeing Trinelan for Kyroo City. Trade is still open north and west of the river with Dribend. Dribend is having people immigrate to us while we lose them to the capital. Insert you. The curse slaying demon hunter. Defiler of noble ladies while on the go.” Duke Egad said and I finally understood.
They saw I understood the words I used would be construed as. I had not meant it that way.
“It’s okay, she is your problem now.”
I was about to ask what that meant when Lady Racheal held a folder up with a cheer. 
“This is it. Perfect for a cartographer. Easy access to the restricted roads to get in and out of the city. Quick access to the castle, large, and vacant. Count Warin left it vacant a few days ago. How it got on the bottom of the pile I doubt we will ever discover?” Lady Racheal handed the file to Duchess Elane.
I watched as she looked it over. Every few sentences she would study me then dive her eyes back to the file.
“I want to make you a deal Baron Logan. You will get your charter and be the city cartographer. You choose your team and figure out how we rebuild these maps that are blank. You will stay here as your base of operation. Once in a while, you will attend events I deem necessary. You will bring trophy kills back and reassure our citizens that all is safe here in Trinelan. I need stability in this city and with you here, I can say we are taking measures to make it happen. The contract will be for one year.” The Duchess said as she built up her offer.
The file was handed to me. It was the plans for a building that I was not understanding.
“In exchange, you will have access to a fantastic estate. One of the best that will make you envious of the other nobility. You help us and we help you.”   
I frowned at her offer. “I thought I had to go to the capital to become a cartographer? I know the guild quarters are in Kyroo City.”
“Under normal circumstances you are correct. Though two key things are different. We are in a state of emergency and my dad is the King. I will send a message upriver to my mother that we are starting a cartography charter here in Trinelan. It will not be much of an issue. You get a base of operations and we get to say ‘hey, we are making progress’. Do we have a deal?”
“I am in over my head, I have no idea what I am doing. If you can come to terms with that and still accept me then I agree…” I said as I put a finger in the air. “On the condition I can cancel within the first three weeks if I find my treatment unfavorable. After that, I will honor my word for the full year, assuming I survive.”
“We have a deal. Now, you have eaten enough of my time. As funny as I find you, farm boy, you are making additional work for me. I need to start building outposts to link to the other major cities. I want the location spot annotated to the east first. Is that clear? Rhetorical, also learn what rhetorical means. I can see by your expression you don’t know it. Go east and follow the road. I want three days’ worth of outposts mapped out. Take a few days to reset and acclimate.”
Duchess Elena stood and left the room.
“Think she’s a firecracker? Well, she most certainly is.” The Duke said and my brows knit at the idea of the old man sexing his young wife who was my age. 
“Ha! I will stop that line of thinking before I get in trouble.” Lady Racheal said. “This is a nice estate, how about I escort you, if the Duke allows?”
The Duke and Lady Pekia bid us farewell. We entered the hallway and met a guard and a young boy holding a water pitcher.
“Philip is it?” Lady Pekia asked the young boy. “Go find Head Mistress Jessa, have her rush the Warin estate to readiness. The Warin estate needs to be ready. Repeat what I said… Good. Go now!” 
The boy ran off to ensure my new home was ready. Lady Pekia retreated back into the room and grabbed my paperwork. When I had the documents, I grinned. Finally, I would be getting some sleep.
“Where is your wagon at?” Lady Pekia asked and I closed my mouth as I went to open it.
I didn’t know exactly.
“I swear, farm boy. I get it though, big city, small farm. Thanks for pointing out to the Duke you think he was foolish to put Elena in front of us in marriage order. The situation wasn’t his choice, but it’s still nice to hear from an outside perspective. If she becomes your enemy, don’t be surprised if you find us allies. We will stay neutral for as long as we can.”
“I like you Lady Pekia, you say stuff I struggle to understand. Why would she become my enemy?”
“Attention, jealousy, and a whole list of things. A power trip is one that comes to mind if you become a sudden player in our politics. If I were you, I would let Lady Nomi handle your estate and stay in the field far away from here.”
“She will probably go home to her dad now that her marriage to the old wizard is over.”
Lady Pekia laughed as we walked, then laughed some more. I raised my eyebrows in confusion and yawned. 
“You have much to learn, and you may have erred. I will let her explain after you rest.” 
We reached the front of the castle by the bank. We walked into the bank and when I mentioned a Baron Laroise was the one I dealt with and we went to his office. We were given the name of some fancy inn where the girls were and Lady Pekia knew where to go. A walk to the outer edge of the castle and we turned left. 
A four story castle inside the castle was our destination. I laughed as it was a replica of Trinelan Castle but as an inn. We entered and a well-groomed man in fine clothing rushed to Lady Pekia. The man was very over the top in his platitudes. I yawned again unable to help it. The man ran off to get Lady Nomi and Riya. 
The girls were down quickly and gave soft hugs. Lady Nomi curtsied to Lady Pekia who did half the gesture back. “Sir Logan, you never told me you knew Lady Pekia, it has been too long. This is Riya the cartographer’s lackey.” Lady Nomi said.
“She sure is pretty to be a lackey, follow me,” Lady Pekia said. The woman started with long steps not wanting to waste time. “There is much he needs to tell you. I will let most of it be uncovered in your new home. Oh, and its Baron Logan now, probably Vis Count if he succeeds in his missions. I will see if we can make you an apprentice over a lackey, Riya. Though, no promises. Your Baron here is head of a new cartographer charter. First of its kind for Trinelan. He impressed us all so much with his lack of wit and honest answers he is getting a count’s vacant estate. He will be the envy of many.”
We walked out of the castle and into the high society estates. Five guards peeled off the gate and accompanied our group. I would need to remember to get my dagger later. I still had the chip for it in my pocket. From up here, it was easy to view the three, pristine marbled roads that cut through the city. The entry points were not too far from the main castle gates. We only walked five minutes past some huge manors when we stopped in front of a six foot wall with arched gates.
A guard stepped forward with a key ring the size of my head with what had to be a thousand keys. He knew what he was doing, thankfully, and unlocked the gate quickly. Before I went in to tour the place, Lady Pekia stopped me. 
“While you are now Lord and Master of this estate, the stuff found in it can be reclaimed up to one month by kingdom law. Do not sell anything. If it is stolen, report it immediately. After a month, if Count Warin does not return, he knew the law when he fled. Oh, and Logan, the Count can still twist arms and get his stuff back. Don’t sell it, I would rather you came to us for money if you get desperate. A woman needs a good foot rub on occasion. Right girls.”
They agreed and giggled. Good for them, I was exhausted and, as cute as they were, I needed sleep. 
“By the three above, you did not... impress the Duchess in the wrong way where you end up hanging by a rope? Duke’s tend to get jealous.” Nomi said when she saw our estate.
“Careful, that is my sister wife, and no. The only person wanting to hang him will be your father,” Lady Pekia said and placed a hand on Lady Nomi’s shoulder. “It is for the best and he was in over his head. You should have been there. This is your fault really.”
“What did you do Logan?” Nomi asked and I shrugged.
“No idea. Oh, I said I rode us hard after the battle. That got laughter.” I replied.
“He said he rode…” Lady Pekia said while patting Nomi’s shoulder. “You hard, and it was so intense you had to freshen up.”
Nomi pulled at her hair as her eyes bulged white before she calmed.
“Ha! This means the old wizard will never marry me with this scandal over my head.” Nomi raced to kiss me full on the lips.
I was shocked at her audacity in front of the Lady and pushed her off. 
“As much as I love all the fun this is. Let me give you the key. Go and explore. I have a ball to prepare for. I will count you all as absent as resting after a hard journey.” Lady Pekia said and handed me the key.
She waved goodbye and closed the gate, but turned back before leaving.
“Oh, Logan. Your wagon will arrive in the morning when the sun rises. You have a servant’s gate and a back barn. Meet it there, please. And stay inside tonight, I don’t need more trouble.”
With that, she vanished. I turned to look at the estate. “It’s huge” I whispered.
“That's what I said,” muttered Riya.
“I missed you both. Never thought a few hours away would make me miss someone, but it did. I missed your humor, your smiles, your grace, and beauty.” I placed an arm around the girls’ waists. “Would you look at this place!? Pa would be impressed with what his farm boy calls home.”
“I love how you swap between doting on us girls to talking about this massive manor. It is almost as big as dad’s, and he’s an earl.” Nomi said.
The manor had a grassy meadow between the six foot wall and the estate. The estate was two stories tall with only two balconies facing the upper castle. Walking around the outside, the sun illuminated the space nicely. When we got to the back of the large house, we were greeted by expansive views of the city. Off to the right the river trailed west. The noble estates sprawled into nice homes and then walls that segregated the slums. After those, were the business district. I looked up and saw four balconies on the second floor and let out a whistle. 
“Baron Logan! Head Mistress Jessa with cleaning crew. Lady Pekia said we should come in.” A voice called, approaching from the way we came. 
Head Mistress Jessa found us no problem and I informed her we would stay out of her way. The moment the master suite was ready I wanted to go to bed, if she would be so kind as to let me know. I heard a large team raid the estate to clean up whatever mess Count Warin left behind. I gestured for the ladies to sit at a nice outdoor table and chairs. The view was really stunning from here.
When we sat, I pulled my paperwork out and laid it out on the table. Nomi scooped it up quickly. 
“I can’t believe you got me out of my engagement to the old wizard. You are so getting lucky for that. By the gods below, Logan did you read any of this?” Nomi got up and went to smack me.
I readied for the blow that never landed. She had restrained herself.
“Men! You are all idiots, and you signed it. Only the King or the Duchess herself can reverse this!”
She was screaming in my face and waving the paper at me. I yawned. I could swat her rear for her behavior, it was what a parent would do. I was not her maker or her caretaker. Which reminded me.
“You can leave if you want, Nomi. I am exhausted. I fought to keep us alive, and then rode here as fast as I could. While you were getting refreshed, your brother saved me then I embarrassed myself. Lady Pekia was right, you sent a farm boy into the den of a lioness. You have court skills. I am sure Captain Laruk would have let you clean up quickly. If you are so angry with me then leave.” I said in an even flat voice.
I did not have the spirit to fight. Head Mistress Jessa called down from a balcony waving me up.
“Goodbye, Nomi.”
I said and went to leave. She lunged at me and wrapped herself into my chest and started bawling. Riya came over and grabbed the paperwork while I set Nomi down. There was an awkward space between us until she bridged the gap and held my hand. I let it slide for now. Whatever had Nomi worked up emotionally was important to her. I would deal with it after I got some sleep.
We entered the estate’s foyer from the front. The stairs were central, dividing the manor with a landing then another flight left or right. A maid in an all-white outfit waved us up to the right. The Count had left in a hurry and the estate was packed with collectables. Only a few cherished items were removed. I found the master suite and a massive bed faced the sweeping views that consisted of Trinelan and beyond. The bedding was downturned and oh so inviting.
Head Mistress Jessa lit a few candles before she handed me a set of keys and then said she would lock up when they were done. She thanked me for killing the creatures of the curse and turned to leave. As soon as she left, and the door sealed closed, I eagerly stripped naked for bed. 
“Okay out with it. What happened?” I asked reluctantly.
Riya was comforting Nomi. My anger had reduced and now that I was in bed I wanted to know what was going on. 
“You are my caretaker now. I can’t go home, I can’t go to the capital without your permission. This was signed by the Duchess and it’s little more than indicating I am your property. I should be free.” She said in agitation. “I am bound to you here in Trinelan until I can find a suitable husband or five years goes by. The former signatory on the contract can try to rebuy my dowry. The Duchess has overridden the allotted time to within only the next thirty days. The original amount was one hundred gold. Ouch. Tell me you have more than that, please. And if you do keep it on hand for a month.”
“As odd as it is to say this, I have way more gold than that and would happily use it to secure your happiness. Some of it is yours anyway.” I replied in truth.
Nomi nodded. “In essence, since I was sent by my father to be traded as a bride, I am without status. Since my potential groom has fallen on hard times, my future looks bleak. This, normally, would result in a lady like me going home. There is the curse for one, which could or could not always be a problem. Two is my virtue which, here in this room, we know is not intact. Technically, I could have been a guest of the court, locked away safely in the castle until the way to Narree was clear again. Instead, you were tasked to ensure I was chaperoned. This merely gave me to you to ensure I was your problem. And you signed it in front of the Duchess and the court after you insinuated we had sex. I am ruined and free at the same time.”
“What is insinuated?”
“You imply or implied you rode me hard.”
“You are in a room with people who care. Which is more than you could have said if we left you in Kyroo. I am sorry I am distant. I desperately need to sleep. Come to bed, both of you. Unlike the loft, you can are not partitioned to a side away from me.”
Riya kissed Nomi’s cheek and rubbed her arms supportively.
“Our sleep clothes aren’t here yet. I think they are still at the first hotel with the wagon.”
“Ladies enough talk. I have seen you both naked already. Get in bed and sleep. For all that is holy. Sleep, warmth, and snuggles.”
“Awe, he means it too,” Nomi said and I turned my back so she could get ready for bed.
Riya ran to the other side of the room to close the shutters. The sun was far lower on the horizon then I would have liked, though it did give me an amazing view as I watched Riya’s naked form close the shutters. Nomi tucked in behind me and Riya raced into the bed with a fake shiver. We became a ball of snuggles and I quickly drifted off. 




CHAPTER 8

Waking up well past sunset, I was pleased to find the candles still burned. A few extras were sitting on a dresser on the far side of the room. Sneaking out of bed, I silently lit more candles. I hadn’t really studied the room when sleep was my main priority. The room was big, I think, in a way, I was getting used to seeing expansive bedrooms with so much wasted space. There were additional dressers, a powder mirror with a desk that still had lady stuff on it for dressing up, closets with clothes, and the thing I was looking for the most, a privy. Bringing a candle with me, the privy allowed waste to drop down to the first floor with a bucket of water to keep things going down.
I did my business and cleaned up. There were a few buckets of water here and rags for washing. Grabbing a bucket and rag I went back to the bedroom. Four eyes stared hungrily at my body as I entered. Finally in a private place, without a brother listening in, it was time we had our talk. 
“You girls sleep well?” I asked as they stretched out in bed with giggles.
“Come back, we miss your warmth,” Riya said in a sultry tone.
“And other things,” Nomi giggled.
“While cute and enticing, I didn’t get a chance to bathe after our trip. Let me wash. While I do so, we need to talk. I have been amiss on something.” I paused and the girls looked at me expectantly. “Riya, our sex was amazing and I want to have more. I would also like to continue getting to know you and sincerely look forward to growing our relationship.” Riya smiled and snuggled into Nomi while I continued. “I’m not blind, you girls have bonded. Maybe more so than Riya and I have. I was expecting to never see you again after I dropped you off in the capital, Nomi. If we had a spontaneous sex adventure and Riya wanted it, then I was coming to terms with being lucky enough to have her join.”
“Ha! I told you he figured it out,” Nomi said to a blushing Riya. “Hurry up and come to bed.”
“This is important, Nomi. If I am bound to you, then we need to figure out what happens going forward.”
“Not everything is binding for eternity.” Nomi countered with a wink and a savvy grin.
“Look, I was not a ladies man before and don’t consider myself one now. I am bound by work to Riya, and you for your ensured care…”
Nomi interrupted. “Speaking of which, no offense, I want to be the base leader.”
“Like manage the estate?” Riya asked as she shifted to her belly and propped her chin to her palms.
“Precisely,” Nomi said as I neared the end of my wash.

“I think I am asking the wrong person what we are doing. What do you want Riya?” I asked. 
That was the right question. Even though it was Riya who followed Nomi’s commands on the day to day tasks I saw she was deferred to here. Riya slithered out of the bed with her golden hair and green eyes on full display. She pulled Nomi out with her.
“I want to have fun for now, we are young and alive. Maybe more later? If it does not work out, then you and I will keep working on us and we find a nice home for Nomi.” Riya kissed me deeply when she reached me.
“Do I have a say?” I asked.
“For tonight, you most certainly do not!” Riya replied and both girls giggled as I was dragged back to bed.
∞∞∞
The morning sun crested the horizon and blasted away the darkness; I was ready to start the day. There was a lot to do and only so much time to get it done. I was feeling antsy from all the lounging of last night. Since the curse enveloped, every day and night for months, had been nonstop hard work. Well, technically there was very little resting, but the point remains. It was a fun, blissful night I would never forget.
Top priority on my list was to hunt for more elven bows. If a smaller city had one, then maybe a city this grand would have more. I needed some regular clothes and court clothes as well. Nomi had the most feedback in that regard. After weapon hunting, Nomi knew a few tailors we would go visit. They weren’t cheap and she wanted to see my account balances. I had a marker only and no idea what the gems sold for. Nomi said our top priority was sorting finances before shopping. Riya mentioned there was no food, no employees, and the estate was vulnerable to break-ins. She wanted to secure our new home and that resonated with me.
We were going multiple directions with decisions of what to do so I decided to be assertive. 
“Enough ladies. Nomi is right. Before we hire people or buy things, we need to straighten the accounts. Nomi and I will go to the bank. Riya, stay here in case the wagon arrives.” Riya opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off. “I want you to go shopping with us without a doubt, so if the wagon doesn’t arrive while we’re gone, we will wait with you until it does.”
This removed her pout. I gave her a quick kiss and then waved Nomi forward.
“Let’s see how rich I am. I have to admit, I am interested to learn how much it takes to buy a title.”
“Seeing as the gems drop off the enemy I would not assume that rich. Then again, I don’t know, hence the walk to the bank. It is a lovely summer morning, though it might be rain later.” Nomi said and pointed to a storm brewing to the south. “They have rain covers you carry in cities this big, you should purchase some when you get nicer clothes.”
I chuckled at the thought of avoiding the rain. We left the front gate and turned left to go up to the castle. The massive castle gates were a few steps from our estate. It felt weird to think of the expansive home as mine, especially since someone else’s stuff was in it. I focused on the positives of the situation, like living with two beautiful women, as Nomi and I walked up the finely cobbled road.
There were only a few people up at first light. Many employers and employees were rushing to greet the morning traffic. Everyone did have to wait until the morning sunshine to go about their business. It was surprising the city didn’t light up at night. Perhaps there were lots of fires in the city and my balcony view simply couldn’t see them because of their distance and the power of the dark.
The walk to the arched castle doors was brisk and before I knew it, I was being inspected. The guards found my marker from yesterday and I was pulled aside. About to protest, Captain Laruk approached.
“Morning Champion!” The man said, a full smile on his face.
He walked over to me with a chuckle and handed me my dagger.
“You are a Baron of Trinelan now, you get to keep this on you everywhere you go. Come, we need to visit the bank. You caused an uproar last night. You have powerful friends when the wealthiest Counts are told to wait. And who is this fine young woman?”
“I am Lady Nomi, you must be Captain Laruk my Baron spoke so highly about,” Nomi said and Captain Laruk gave me a side-eyed glance at the Baron comment. “We are indebted to you. This man would have kept going to the capital and I would’ve been forced to marry an old fool. Instead, I am tied to a man I respect and we have a home even my parents would be envious of. Thank you.”
“This one’s a fox, Logan. I am starting to think she knew it was wiser to not go to court.”
“So am I. So am I.” I said and was rewarded with a kiss on the cheek as we walked.
That was not a simple task because I tried to dodge it.
“I was going to hunt you down anyway,” I started to say and corrected myself. “Hmm… That came out wrong. I need your help.”
“Gladly, assuming I can,” Captain Laruk said as we trekked up the stairs to the bank. “I still have a full day’s work as I like to say, a routine and set on auto for now. I have good men working for me. So out with it before you get dragged into endless meetings over money.”
“The best kind,” Nomi quipped in quickly.
“I need to make improvements to my wagon. I want to plan how best to help the city and in order to do that, I need to fix a few flaws that the wagon design currently has. I will need a shop you trust. Once it’s improved I may hire a team. I need to figure out what I can move quickly and then how well I can defend what I move.” I said and paused at the top of the stairs seeing Captain Laruk had stopped halfway down. “If my plans make sense, then that is how you can help me.”
“It does, the wagon should be arriving at any moment. I will have it emptied and your belongings stored in your estate. Then I will send it to Carlo’s Wagon Shop in the industrial district. He’s an honorable man I would trust with my life. When you get time, go visit him to see about getting your modifications. After that, when you need some men, or women, to hire for combat purposes, come find me. I’m normally stationed at this gate first thing in the morning. This post is closest to my residence.” The Captain said striking a pose on the stairs with his hand on his hilt and pointing to the gate.
He smirked and waved goodbye.
“Good morning, Baron Logan. Congratulations on the promotion!” Baron Laroise belted out from the door of the bank. “I find it delightful they gave you that weasel, Count Warin’s, estate. Come in, I have some business acquaintances for you to meet.”
Nomi introduced herself as we followed the portly, old man. 
“Is she going to be a Baroness? Or maybe manage the estate?” Barron Laroise asked as we walked. “It matters for paying employees and purchasing required material, which is why I ask. Normally, there is an elevated lady of the estate, a lady within the care of the master, who manages all this. If you want I can add her to the account with limits.”
Nomi squeezed my hand and nodded. “Of course. I have no idea how to be a noble, let alone how to run an estate. Give me a dozen chickens and cows and that would be easier.”
“Indeed. I will have the paperwork drawn up. Say a limit of a hundred gold a day?”
Nomi froze and I stopped to look at her. I never took Nomi as naive or dumb. The young woman was trained from birth to handle finances and a household. Yet, for some reason, this number shocked her and, therefore, shocked me.
“Rough estimate on the value of the account, please?” Nomi asked causing the Baron to turn and look at me for approval. “It is important. Please, Logan, tell The Barron you approve to disclose.”
“I approve,”
“Very well,” The Barron said. “It will come to light in the meeting room. Since you asked now though, at least ten thousand gold coins. The value of your rare items has started bidding wars. Which is where we are going.”
Nomi grasped my hand so tightly it hurt. She muttered something about princesses dreaming of farm boys, but I had no idea what she was talking about. She raised her chin slightly and continued following Baron Laroise. He led us past his office and into a large auction room. People still flowed into it and I was ushered to the front. A thin boned, old woman greeted me.
“I am auction house manager, Lady Yarin. Give everyone a few minutes to get here. There was a request for an auction when it came to your gems. It seems they have grown in value for a few reasons. The first is while we have no magic, we know the gems do.” Lady Yarin noticed my confusion. “Let me explain. I heard the story of you killing the mage and lifting a section of the curse for a few nights. We learned there was magic in our kingdom once before. This city has mages, quite a few of them. Some of them sit here in this very crowd. They know there is magic. They know your stones have magic and hold hope that the stones will help them remember how to do magic. So now you have mages interested in your stones. For you, it gets better still.
“The gems now have garnered the attention of collectors. The story told in the halls of the ducal court yesterday has reverberated through the wealthy. A few in this audience want the stones for display or eccentric jewelry. Then you have the jewelers which are extensive in a city this big. Finally, you have the hoarders, those who want to stockpile the jewels in hopes they’ll gain more value later or to simply try and control the market while it is still small. After your story, there were hundreds who went out last night in an attempt to gain glory and gold. So far none have come back, but it is still early.”
I sighed at this revelation hoping I did not feed good people to the curse inspired by tales of glory and gems. Lady Yarin continued. 
“I recommend you sell the gems while there’s interest. Especially if you can get more later. Your estate will cost a lot to run, though I think the Duchess let you have that estate to help bind you to her. The lavish property will make it harder for you to cover your expenses instead of, let’s say, a room at an inn. This way, you have enough for your essentials and a drive to get more. Is that okay with you to auction the gems?” She asked as a cart wheeled out a glass case with a black velvet pad in the bottom.
Laying on the pad were all the gems I had brought into the bank with an associated tag below each on. I whistled at how they shone, cleaned and displayed like this. Noticing one of the orange dragon hound eyes was missing, I frowned. Lady Yarin realized I was concerned and spoke up.
“We only provide the best for our clients. You will see where the last orange stone is soon enough.”
I sighed and deflated a bit. I was planning on saving some of these, but she spoke the truth - I could always go out later and get more.
“What do you need from me? I was wanting to spend some money on equipment, hiring staff, and other things like…”
A sheet of paper on a board was handed to me before I could finish. Barron Laroise appeared with a second one. I signed the first one, reading it this time. The document authorized my gems to be sold. All of them. The second paper named Nomi as a limited bank user on my account. There were blank spots for other names and added Riya to the list along with her title as cartographer’s lackey. The girls were limited to one hundred gold a day combined and no more than five hundred a week. Anything larger and I would have to come in.
“Perfect. Since the gems are for sale, I assume I can use the forty gold I brought in earlier?”
“Your account has been loaned up to a thousand gold for now. This auction should bring in ten times that, if not more. Go shopping. Thank you for all you’ve done in retaliation to the curse of darkness.” Lady Yarin said as Baron Laroise brought us to the back of the room. 
“A few people wanted to clasp forearms and ask you a few questions before bidding begins, if that’s alright?” The Baron asked as he opened the door to a side room.
“More than fine,” I replied uncertain of what was happening.
I met with men in robes eager to see if I could unlock some memory of theirs. While I wanted to help them, I was relieved when nothing I said helped. I could only imagine having every mage hunting me down to regain old memories. I had to assume that Baron Laroise was being bribed to have meetings arranged. We went back to the main auction room and Lady Yarin pointed us to a separate side room.
The Baron opened this door and my mouth fell agape. Inside Duchess Elane herself sat with her sister-wives seated to her left and right. The bidding opened up as we were guided to our seats. The Duchess frowned when she saw Nomi. I had never seen Nomi cower before until now. 
“I have good news and bad news.” The Duchess started while glanced at a report. “Let me start with the bad news. I sent five teams of eight outside the walls last night. They were ordered to not go further than a hundred yards outside the wall and each were given a rope tied to the well-lit gate where archers were posted on the ground and along the wall. They all died. All forty of them died, each in their encampments that were well lit. Those on the wall and at the gate heard the fighting and snorting. There were signs we found that, without your knowledge, would have left us baffled.  
“At the end of the night, before the sun rose, a single voice called to our defenders. The speaker asked for its weapon back and then laughed for a few minutes. My reports indicate it was a team of at least a dozen valotaurs based on the battle signs and the imprinted hoof tracks. All attempts to further discourse with the creature failed. So my bad news is that you’re restricted from leaving the city for now. We are going to try and defeat that force outside our gates before you go forward to plot our maps and try to connect farmers to our city again. I would like you posted on our walls at night though. I read the report on the recollection you have of elves and dwarves. The capital has gotten similar reports but from different sources. If you can get the valotaur to unlock more hidden memories for you, do so.”
Duchess Elane paused and stared daggers at Nomi. 
“Before I cover the good news. Lady Nomi, you are one lucky young lady. If your father had been here or you were sixteen summers, I would have married you off to an ugly cousin of mine who beats his wives. You come before my court regardless of how you look. This fool farm boy saved you so many times over, including by covering for you at the gates.” Duchess Elane glared at me causing me to blush and hide from her gaze.
Duchess Elane continued “Now for the good news. We are hosting a ball the night before the festivals and tournaments of the summer solstice. You are the guest of honor, Logan. An unmarried, young nobleman of wealth, fame, and dashing good looks. You will get fitted for the event in the castle tomorrow after your wall shift. When you have your outfits ready, my sister wives will be inspecting them for appropriateness. Lady Pekia said you have another girl. What is she to you?”
I opened my mouth to speak and then closed it. The Duchess was a lot to take in. I had to remind myself the pretty young woman across from me was a mix of sassy snake and comforting grandmother. I needed to be careful with how I framed Riya here.
“Riya is my lover,” I said and every woman at the table cringed. “She is also my adventuring partner and lackey. She draws the maps. I have some in the wagon.”
The table breathed a sigh of relief.
“Thank the heavens and the three above. You are the most eligible bachelor. That means a lot of power suddenly flows my way in exploiting you to eligible daughters. If you do not think men of power bed servants and assistants you are quite wrong. If this Riya was only your lover, we would have problems. Since she is in your employ we can work with this. If you marry her…” An angry exhale escaped the Duchess and she didn’t finish the sentence. “These girls are both to keep you single and able to mingle, I’m speaking directly to you Lady Nomi. If you do that we won’t have a problem. Logan, I see the seething anger on your face at my proposal, and counter it with the promise I will save your family.”
The revelation struck me hard. Anger rose. I was ready to call our deal off until that very moment. I was not a pawn. Until it came to my family. They were safe for now, but if the enemy was getting stronger, if the curse was raising more and more gorkin than the night before, or rotating opponents, or the next discovery was flying creatures that soared over walls. Then I needed to consider her offer. 
“How?” I didn’t trust Duchess Elane’s word.
“When we get the outposts built I can move your family into the city. If they want a farm, they can raise animals or crops right outside the walls...” 
I raised a hand to stop her. 
“I want this in writing and I refuse to marry until I am twenty summers old. I don’t know who my actual parents are.” Duchess Elane raised an eyebrow at this while Lady Racheal went to writing out our deal. “Twenty summers. Then my father will divulge my secret. I know him. You could torture him and he would not tell. He was knighted for a reason.”
“May I add something?” Lady Racheal asked and Elane nodded.
“This works in our favor. It means Logan can reject not based on just merit or looks. The young man even has eyes for older ladies. He said we were beautiful, before you react…” Lady Racheal said, holding a hand out. “It was in front of our husband. My point is, that without this required marriage stipulation we were doomed. He would have ten wives and be unable to say no. I see how Nomi already has him wrapped up. You bedded him didn’t you? You knew full well what came next.”
I raised an eyebrow in confusion. Duchess Elane did a rare thing. She gingerly patted my hand. Her blue eyes looked softy onto me with pity.
“Welcome to politics. Not all of it is raising armies and funding wars. There’s a lot of binding families, power dealings, and we women rule it all. As cold-hearted as I am, I am not a fan of arranged marriages. Which is good because you will get to avoid them at my say so. You can dodge arranged and marriages of love with this, and I warn you some love may be fake. The excuse is family inheritance unknown until twenty summers. This will add to your mystery. You, Lady Nomi, have crossed me twice. You better hope Logan does not get rid of you, for he is the only thing protecting you from my wrath.”
Duchess Elane removed her hand from mine and pointed sternly at Nomi. My contract passed from Racheal to Elane and then to me.
“This states you will remain unmarried until twenty summers due to inheritance issues. You will accept no pre-arranged marriages and will produce no titled children or heirs during our agreement, and in exchange, I will relocate your family should they so wish. That is assuming I can or they want it. If not, then an equal favor will be exchanged.”
I signed the document as it gave me what I wanted. Guilt towards Hariet plagued me the night before. I knew I had no reason to let it, but the angst still bothered me. The comment form Lady Racheal had reminded me I had a weakness to pretty girls.
“Now we are going to leave, I have to make the most out of my three years with you before I can no longer use your unwedded state as a bartering chip. I hope your gems sell well. I had this set-aside.” Lady Elane leaned over the table to expose her cleavage. From between her plump breasts my last dragon hound eye spilled out to dangle on a string on her neck. “A gift from you to me. Now, never tell another married woman she is beautiful. Even if you know she is and are being honest. Am I beautiful?”
“You are gorgeous and your boobs look amazing! I mean yes, in a scary way.” I blurted in a rush blending the words.
Duchess Elane slapped the table. Lady Racheal and Lady Pekia burst into laughter. Nomi chomped on her lip hard to keep back her retort. After a few moments, we all composed ourselves.
“I like you, farm boy. More than any princess ever should. I see why my new sisters were excited to visit you. You make us laugh, though not always for the right reasons. You managed to compliment me three times while being charming and an idiot. I am glad I scare you. Be grateful the Duke also likes you. If you told a different wife that she nice tits, for instance, Lady Olivia; Earl Barkra he would challenge you to an honor duel. There are no bows in honor duels. You would probably be killed. Keep your mouth shut around married women. We will allow compliments though, won't we girls. Do you think my husband is a lucky man?”
“The luckiest.”
“Awe, I told you.” Lady Racheal said as they got up from their seats. I stood out of respect for the Duchess.
“Indeed, so innocent.” Lady Elane said with a genuine smile.
“I guess we need to dedicate nobility classes for him. Nomi, you are coming with me, I will help you set his household. Leave us to attend to matters of the city and your estate.” Lady Racheal said and clasped Nomi by the arm indicating they were leaving together.
I looked around, a tad confused.
“Go shopping, Logan. I am going to help you by doing stuff most men never deal with. I owe you this at least Logan.” Nomi said nervously and gave me a slight push to exit the room. 
I opened the door to the clatter of the auctioneer spouting off numbers. I detoured behind the seated chairs and received a few waves. A few fingers pointed at me as I escaped the room. Exiting the bank, I knew where to go. I could stop at some of the shops here and browse, but I wanted to see Riya. She may need help and I promised I would get her before shopping. I didn’t think Riya intended to force me to marry her like her sister had. At the same time, I was curious as to how she would take the news.
I walked past the arching castle entry and into the city proper. A few minutes later I was at my estate. I removed my key from my neck and undid the gate lock. Once inside. I went to my balcony and the big wagon sat on the estate beside mine that looked like a barn. A team was swapping horses and Riya was helping where she could. I went down to the first floor, noting where all the candleholders were in this building. I bet candle makers were loving the curse. I realized I also needed to explore my estate. So far I had only been in a few rooms. Another time though. Maybe I could rent the excess out or something.
I walked to the back corner of the estate that connected to the property of the next noble. I opened the gate and Riya rushed to me when she saw me approaching.
“Turns out you own this property too. I thought the wagon was in the wrong place at first, and these men were waiting for something. They were actually waiting to get into the barn property. Anyway, it’s resolved. Four new horses are taking the wagon to the wagon shop so I can groom the stallions. They worked hard and did us good. Figure best to let them know us more and keep them maintained here.”
“That’s a wonderful idea. I also want to battle proof the wagon more. It seems the situation of the dark has changed again. There is still so much we don’t know. I wish there was some evil god who laughed from above and told us what the curse was and how it worked. Or better yet, the God of Wisdom herself declared what was happening.”
I let the men and women handling the wagon get to work and turned back to the estate. I wrapped my arm around Riya’s waist causing her to blush shyly and tuck her hair behind her ear.
“Sorry, never had a man openly touch me in affection in public before. And it's gone. Have you tried praying to the gods? Wait, where is Nomi?”
“Praying no. Though I probably should. I have had some incredible luck. That valotaur I survived raided outside of Trinelan last night with up to a dozen of his friends. They killed a lot of good men that could have been us. We need to adjust our strategy before we go out again. Even if we wanted to, the Duchess is not letting us leave. I’m stuck on wall duty for now. I would like for you to join me though.”
“I would enjoy that.” Riya grinned at me. “How did the bank meeting go? I think the men working the wagon were expecting tips.” Riya said and paused holding open the gates. “I want you to know I am not this kind of girl. But I have no money…”
I closed the gap and kissed her deeply before pulling away. “I promised to split whatever we earned in half. That money is being handled by others for me, others that, unfortunately don’t recognize your status as lackey as an equal. I will withdraw a small purse of coin for you to keep here in the estate. That way you won’t have to worry. As for how the bank meeting went, I can’t get married until I am twenty. I can have no children with title or be noted as heirs. In exchange, my family will get safety here or an equal exchange. I hope to try and have your parents travel here too. These cities are very favored toward men but ruled by women. You can also withdraw up to a hundred gold a day. Is that enough?”
Riya laughed slightly as I spun her in my arms and out towards the road. I locked the gate and slid the key back around my neck. We headed down to the major markets first.
“I don’t know what to say. I respect you for wanting to split our earnings, which is beyond anything I ever imagined any man would say. The other fact is, while I am not Hariet, I am happier than I ever have been. Why no marriage though? Not saying we had to get married now, but I do feel wounded a bit.”
“Oh simple. My father is not my father. Did you know that?”
“Yes, Hariet mentioned that in her letters. She tried to figure it out as it was so obvious, but had no luck.”
“Neither have I. At twenty summers, Pa will tell me. What if I’m the son of an evil ruler or the crossbreed of a fair maiden defiled by a demon prince during a siege? That is why I am waiting. That and the Duchess wants to use me to barter with other nobles. Though I signed a contract, I have more than enough money to buy out of it. If we are still working together by my twentieth summer and you’re not scared off by what Pa tells me, I would happily make you more than a lackey and a lover. ”
“What if I swell? We have not exactly been careful.”
“We have also crossed that line only twice. Based on my understanding, while definitely possible it is unlikely. If you do become pregnant, I don’t know. The child would be a farmer, not the son or daughter of a Baron. Not that we would care. Would you want to stay at home with the children? We have a real chance of rescuing your sister and bringing her here with my parents. I know she would rather be here than in a besieged village and she would be a perfect nanny, even if she has little ones of her own now.” I said as we reached the gates to the private road.
I was going to ask the guards if I had to show a badge or something but they let me by. Riya frowned as we continued down the road.
“Riya, I am very fond of you. I fought to get you on my bank accounts this morning and declared you as my lover to the Duchess.”
Riya spun me to face her when I said that. A deep kiss landed on my lips and Riya’s desired for me burned.
“It is a lot to take in, Logan. I decided to believe in you since that first day I met you and will continue to do so. If my sister comes back to us, then so be it. She is a good woman and has lost a lot. We need family and we have the space now. I doubt Hariet would still be single anyway. She is a survivor, and sometimes that means making sacrifices.”
“There were not a lot of options for her. Anyway, I think it is best to focus on what we can. I want a second elven bow. I kept stealing Lady Evelyn during the battle when you should have been shooting her.” I said and Riya smirked. “What?”
“I hid her. I was going to see how long it took you to realize she was missing or mention her. Less than fifteen minutes.”
We were half way across the bridge to the shops when Riya spoke up again.
“Tell me what you would be doing if you were on the farm today.”
“Deal, but after you have to tell me what you would be doing if you were still in Narree.”
“That would be too boring. I would walk to the book store and visit Albert the custodian of Emporium Books. I am a big fan of fiction books. Most of what I read vanished after the curse. All my books I remember pulling from the selves were blank and the spines empty.” She paused and took my hand in hers. “I read anything I could after that and we, as in Albert and I, talked of the curse mostly. I had only just arrived in Narree during the early spring. Maybe two weeks before the curse.”
“Farm girl before then?”
“Yeah, my hands are all soft now. Besides my bow fingers. Which if we time our sleeping right we should do some shooting before wall duty. Anyway, the farm was peaceful. I do miss parts of it, like my three younger brothers, rambunctious though they were. They were taking over my chores because they were faster at watering the hogs or getting the feed out. I was sent inside to help Momma but she had most things covered. That was it for me. Hariet had left because of a boy. I had yet to find my prince charming so I figured I would try out the city and get a job there. I visited home once. Momma rejected the coins I tried to give her. She said she was mighty proud I found a job that didn’t resort to whoring. An aunt of mine fled for the capital after robbing a client she was whoring for. I never saw her again. It scared me. It scared me a lot to think about how easy it was to make decent coin as a whore. I wouldn’t have to borrow books anymore. I could actually buy them and take them from the store. Albert was always so kind to let me borrow the books.”
“Sounds like Albert was sweet on you?” I said as we neared the market gates.
The roar of people talking and bartering was deafening. I pulled Riya back a bit so we could finish our conversation in peace. “I suppose he was. He was older, maybe thirty summers. His wife started showing up when I would. I think they were seeing if I was interested in joining the family but being very respectful about it. Nothing as abrasive as Nomi. That was what got me thinking of women as more than friends.”
“Oh, that reminds me. Nomi got scolded today by the Duchess. That woman frightens me. I am tempted to reject her deal to be the city cartographer. The fact she locked down all outbound travel today frightens me more. I guess I saw ferries still leaving for the north though.”
“I don’t need a fancy estate or lots of gold. While they are nice, I value other things more.” She gave me a soft kiss on the cheek.
“Enough talk, let us shop. I see a book store right there. Even quiet nights against the dark could use a good book.”
“Indeed my fair Champion!” Riya said, skipping down the last of the ramp. 
I had to jog to catch up to her, which was easy enough. I scooped her up in my arms and carried her to the gates. She was just as tall as I, so this placed her large bust in my face, which we both laughed at. The guards opened the gates only enough for us to squeeze into the crowd of people. I had no purse of coins and my bank marker was with my paperwork in my jacket, so when I felt a few kids dart against my side to steal my purse I knew they would come up empty. There were so many people crowded here I doubt I could have caught a purse thief if they did succeed. I set Riya down and the bell above the door to the bookshop rang as we entered.
“Greetings and welcome to Wilhiem’s Books, how may I help you?” A young woman from behind the counter asked.
She studied our apparel, a frown of disapproval on her lips. We would need something besides adventuring clothing. Our outfits were still somewhat fresh and new at least.
“Not seen you in here before, have I?”
The musty smell of parchment filled the room. Large upper windows let light stream into the narrow rows of shelving. It was easy to see where you meandered to read the spines when you were ready to study a book. A few nice chairs encircled a table where three women sat reading while sipping tea. I liked the place, the environment was calm and comforting. The selection was incredible with tens of thousands of books on display.
“No, my lady, you most certainly have not. I have this, no idea how it works.” I said as I walked to the counter.
Riya went to browse the shelves as the woman accepted my bank token.
“My name is Ruth. Not a lady, but thanks for the compliment. This is a bank marker. A ducal bank one too. You must be new. This means you got the goods, cutie.” Ruth said with a sassy wink.
By the ring on Ruth’s finger I knew she wasn’t interested, merely winking in thanks for my compliment. Politeness mattered.
“Alright fine, I guess I get to teach ya.” Ruth said with a smile. The bookkeeper started to talk with animated hand gestures that flowed with wild expressions. “I send a runner to the bank. In this case, they get to use the private road as it is an official bank business errand. They run and transfer up to ten gold coins from your account to mine. You spend and spend because you want my kids to get nice and fat. You realize you have bought more books then you should have, which is impossible! There’s no such thing as too many books, only too little book shelves! Favorite saying of mine. After a long day of book shopping you realize you have one gold left on the account. You go to the bank and close your opened transfer. I keep your nine and your ledger gets the last gold returned. Easy as pie.”
I chuckled and she grinned. City people were something else.  
“My Mom’s name is Ruth. This is my lackey Riya, Riya say hi to Ruth.” I said, introducing them. “I need to go shopping all over the market, do I have send a runner every time? Not saying you are going to, but what is to stop you from cheating me out of my gold?”
“You can have a bank representative follow you around for long endeavors. They have an office a block over. You simply go in and ask for a keeper. They keep notes and transactions for a fee. Most choose to avoid that fee, but for you it is probably worth every penny. Only a few nobles shop down here due to the stench. As for cheating the system, it’s very hard to cheat because the noose follows those cheating ducal customers. Not always, there are cheating clients as well as owners. I advise you to go fetch a keeper. Let the lady shop and I can get her to buy half my store, at a fair price.” Ruth smiled at me. “Young man like you, you need her attention more than your gold.” Ruth said while pinching my cheek.
“I will be back Riya, wait here, please.” I called to Riya. “Which way to the bank outpost.” I asked Ruth. 
Ruth guided me out to the street, the bell ringing above us, and pointed me left. I followed her directions and found a smaller, guarded bank. I stood in a line and when I reached a well-dressed man he informed me I could have walked to the gentleman beside him who had no line. I made a mental note for next time and withheld the punch to the gut the smartass deserved. An older man with a board and paper walked over to fetch my marker. He wormed through the busy bank to a back room. When he came back, there was a smile on his face.
“Baron Logan. I am Keeper Ado. The ducal says you have a line of credit available. Not unusual. I tend to leave numbers behind closed doors. Do you know how much you can spend?” He asked.
I nodded and led the way back to the book store.
“Is there anything, in particular you are interested in? I know most of the businesses in this market fairly well.” Keeper Ado asked.
We had to raise our voice as we twisted through the masses. The overwhelming smell of unwashed flesh was getting to me. I hoped it did indeed rain only to keep the odor from my nose. 
“I am looking for weapons of elven craft. To those who have forgotten the species, the bows will look decorative and girly. Lots of wildlife engraved on them. Same with the swords. In reality, these weapons are rare treasures. I found one in Narree being sold cheaper than a regular bow because the shop keeper thought it was for a lady and built too big.” I explained as we made it to the bookstore. 
The old man stood on a pedestal beside the shop and let out a long, off tune whistle. All the street urchins near enough to hear the whistle, swarmed him. He repeated my description and offered a full silver to any kid who found what I was looking for. Genius.
The bell tinkled as we entered to find Riya and Ruth giggling away beside a stack of books piled high. They both smiled when they saw me and I walked to the counter.
“Nice haul you found here.” I said to Riya while lovingly rubbing her back. “Seems like mostly history, a few fiction, one on archery, and this one is a how-to guide to adventuring.” I picked up the book on adventuring and flipped through it before placing it back on top of the pile.
“Well, I am impressed. Not as impressed as I was by Keeper Ado though. This man just convinced the entire pickpocket crew to go off and find elven bows.” I explained with a grin while thumbing the keeper.
“They will save you time and also raise the price of the target product. You’ll see.” Ruth said. “Suddenly, this item the street rat was inspecting will be behind the counter and is so rare… it’s expensive. Where if you found it before, it would have been normal hagglin’ price. Speaking of prices. Ten silver four coppers for this stack.”
“Even eleven and have them delivered to the Count Warin estate that is now the Baron Logan estate,” I said and both Apo and Ruth raised eyebrows.
Even the ladies reading at the table looked over their cups of tea at me.
“Thank you for your time. Have a nice day.”
We exited the shop and waited as the urchins returned. There was only one lead after five minutes of waiting. The kid dragged us across the market, past vendors, and by many of the busy businesses. I was tired of people trying to snatch a purse I didn’t have. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone as tired as I was of the thieving wore a spiked belt. The issue was the crowd was so dense it was too late to react if I did have a purse on my belt. No one bothered Keeper Ado though, they even parted for him. I tried to stay right behind him, but I let Riya have the best spot. Plus I liked her backside better.
We reached a general store that was triple the size of the others we passed. I got lucky it was found in such a crowded and large space. The bow was still on the rack and she was thing of beauty. The bow was made with heartwood which gave it a dark gray coloring. Two horns jutted forward toward your target as the bow was given a perfect arch. Three extravagant curves broke the design into a divine rendering. Riya was one lucky girl.
“Pay the boy,” I told Keeper Ado, knowing I had found the jackpot.
A tag had an item number and noted the price as thirty silvers.
“Okay, this should have a fancy quiver with it.”
“Found it,” Riya said while lifting the arrows and their holder off the rack. 
“Good. That went well. Hopefully the rest of the day is as smooth. I want to go to bed early for a good night’s rest. Nomi should have the servants all in order when we get back.” I looked over the shelving on trying to find the counter to pay. 
A guard saw me searching and pointed in the direction I needed. The man behind the counter assumed the bow was for Riya and mentioned his daughter liked the bow too. I paid in full and the shop keeper grinned. I was more than okay paying full price. We left the megastore and stopped at a vendor. There was some mystery jerky meat being sold as lamb. I bought enough to last for the walk home and some for in the morning, well, evening.
Keeper Ado followed us to the gate to the private road after we fought against the tide of unwashed people. I asked the Keeper if it were customary to tip and he said not for upper echelon jobs. I regretted not shopping in the castle. That would be part of the adventures of tomorrow morning. I might even enjoy it. This was not enjoyable as there were too many people, the shops were unorganized, and I hated the rampant pickpockets. Correction, I did enjoy the book store thoroughly, the rest was rubbish. We parted from the keeper with business concluded.
Riya and I walked down the road to the estate while eating jerky and talking about the new bow. Since it was slightly smaller than Lady Evelyn, the weapon would go to Riya. There were fewer arrows too. I would need to set up a shop in one of my rooms to make arrows. When I mentioned this, Riya didn’t realize we had to make specific arrows for specific bows.
This launched me into a fifteen minute lesson where she listened intently. The guards challenged our exit of the road. Which I first thought odd, then I realized people could climb onto the road with enough skill. I explained who I was and the bank marker finally let us through. As we rounded the corner to my estate, a group of people stood there waiting for me. 
Lady Racheal herself was at the head of the group. A man in all dark clothing with a silver pin on his collar stood beside her. Behind them were a mix of guards. Three for the Lady and three for the man. None of them looked happy.
“Hello, Lady Racheal, everything okay?” I asked.
“No, it’s not. Review these files.” The black robed man said while handing the files. “I am Inquisitor Davarou, there are charges being levied against Lady Nomi, daughter of Earl Irin.”
I hesitantly opened the folder. There was a note on top. Spy here, protect lackey. I ensured my face was neutral. When I put the note to the back I read the report. Extortion, violation of contract, false impersonation, dereliction of duty, and thievery.  
“I’m confused,” I said and absolutely meant it.
“Duchess Elane said you would be. It is of note and on the record you are not familiar with politics or any of the laws of the city. While you are guilty of misleading the Captain of the Guard he has waved your trial and has deemed to be lenient on you.” The Inquisitor said and I raised an eyebrow.
I was slowly piecing it together.
“Lady Nomi lied about who she was to avoid her contract.” Lady Racheal explained. “When questioned about her marriage proposal, Lady Nomi admitted to the Duchess and I about violating that contract before the court changed it. Did you ever become intimate with Lady Nomi before her contract changed?”
“She tried, I denied.”
“Name of your lackey for record?”
“Lackey Riya, of Trinelan Chartered Cartography Company.”
“Was Lackey Riya ever intimate with Lady Nomi before the contract change?” He raised a hand before I could answer. “Did she conspire to withdraw money and flee the city? Did she create the plan to impersonate a serf for Lady Nomi?”
He waited for an answer. I was irked I was answering for Riya.
“No, no, and no.” I had just lied to an inquisitor. 
“Are you certain about the sexual relations before contract change?”
“Absolutely. A wagon is a small place.”
“Perfect. Squire Drakkin said the same thing. We are done here.  Good day, Baron Logan. Thank you for concluding my investigation.”
The man and his team left. The Lady’s guards glared at the backs of the man’s team as they vacated the area. I turned to go into the estate when Lady Racheal placed a hand on my shoulder, halting me. 
“Follow me,” she ordered and turned towards the castle. 
“What happened?” Riya asked apprehensively.
I put her hand in mine and led her to follow behind Lady Racheal.
“We will find out soon enough.”
We passed the castle guards without stopping and walked up the marbled road until we were at the main ducal bank again. The guards at the door let us by without a second glance. We walked past offices, the auction room, and down a flight of stairs. A hallway lit by candles went on for a distance until we finally reached a private room. The personal guards stayed outside as Lady Racheal led us to a second room off of the first. To say I was nervous by this point was an understatement. 
“Okay, we can talk now. This is why you do not piss off a princess. Nomi messed up. When you left she was questioned. She admitted things that worked against her. Duchess Elane had it out for her for the slight in court. Then she admitting to seducing you both last night. Elane was indifferent to this at first. When asked about the sanctity of her virginity Nomi spilled. That was a mistake. The Duchess was still lenient at this point and allowed her to leave with me. Or so we thought. We went to the hiring quarter of the city to find staff for your estate. She excused herself and raced back here.” Lady Racheal paused.
“To do what… I gave her access to my money.” I said as I concluded her sentence.
“That is where the extortion and thievery come in. Nomi pulled out a hundred gold coins and raced for the docks, eager to flee to the capital. She never got past the dock guards. Nomi was being followed from the second she left the Duchess’ side. One of my guards broke off when Nomi left for the bank. This is not my city anymore, well I was second wife to Pekia, but still. Those three guards I semi trust. Duchess Elane would have wanted you to learn from me anyway. She will undoubtedly be told I had a meeting with you here.”
I was reeling from the revelations. I should have given her some gems. Nomi had bowed some of the enemy down on her own. She had trusted Elane, which was not a crime. The after facts were though. 
“What happened to her?” I said fearing the worst.
“Elane paid her ticket to the capital. Even her dowry. She will marry the Master Mage of nothing because he has no magic. And she will have the old man’s babies or hang herself. The thing is, Elane didn’t execute her…” She paused and eyed me for a long while. “You.”
Riya chuckled and then laughed. I think it was her dealing with the stress because no one else joined her.
“That was why I got the note. The Inquisitor, the Duchess, and you were in on protecting Riya. Why?”
“You!” Lady Racheal replied more forcefully. “Sometimes, I think you are smart, others not so much. This... is the not so much time.”
I was lost. Riya was lost.
“You told a princess she was gorgeous and had nice tits, you moron. A woman who never gets hit on by men and is married to an old man of fifty five summers who has fathered zero children.” Lady Racheal was running her hands through her hair in frustration. “Shit even my dusty vagina was interested in you when you were brazen enough to compliment us in front of Egad. Egad is a good man, there is a reason all his servants are young men or boys over twelve.”
I nodded as my brain caught up. Then my eyes nearly bulged out of my head when I realized what I was being told.
“Okay, I think I got most of this. I have piqued the interest of the Duchess. She is in a loveless marriage, she is my age, and she rarely gets flirted with or blunt honesty because people fear her. I happen to be the right amount of different to get her attention. She was offended by Nomi and sent her off. Duchess Elane wants me to not despise her so she protected Riya while sparing Nomi a severe punishment. Your vagina is dusty because the Duke is into men…” I said and then remembered he eyed me longingly. “And possibly me as well. I do fit his profile as you describe. No one wants to upset me because I am the polite farm boy champion.”
“One of your better moments.” Lady Racheal nodded with a smirk. “We know Riya had a tongue giving good time with Nomi in the wagon. Go ahead and blush, girl. You earned it. And yet she is here at your side. Nomi said you knew she was under contract at the time. The biggest saving grace here is your refusal of her over and over on the trip. Don’t blame yourself for her problems. Nomi had many options besides running. There were many ways she could have still been forgiven. This was not one of them. I agree with Duchess Elane on the punishment too.”
“Is this politics?” I asked. “I don’t think I like politics. Things are much simpler on the farm.”
“Indeed they are.” Lady Racheal laughed and then became serious. “Are you going to try to cancel your charter? I advise you not to for a few reasons.”
“Such as?”
“Eviction. Things are getting worse out there and here you have a place to retreat, resupply, regroup, and even add to your team. The next would be resentment. You are not dealing with a mere duchess but the most powerful one, seventh in line for the throne. While that may not sound daunting to a farm boy, to us in the know, it is. Then you need to know you have allies here. Captain Laruk is rock solid in his reliability. Pekia and I adore you, and Duchess Elane too. She will honor her word and will help you succeed in your adventures.”
“I will have to talk about it with Riya. We made a deal. We can adventure from here and map this area for a good while. Her safety is more important than fancy titles or homes.” I tried to continue when Lady Racheal gave me a hug.
“You are one of the good ones. I will have to report to the Duchess later about this meeting. I will say that exact line to Duchess Elane. The sweet words will fluster her to no end as it did to me. I will be by tomorrow morning with a new crew unless something distracts me. I know you sleep about now. Alright, meeting over. I hope you decide to stay.”
“Hey. Um.” I tried to figure out how I was going to ask my question.
“This is an enclosed and private room. What is it?” “Lady Racheal asked.
“How do I know she was sent to the capital?”
“Ah…” Racheal placed her hands on my shoulders. “Politics thrive on wise deceptions. You are an adventurer. If you end up in the capital and look up that mage fellow to check on her to only learn she never arrived, which you’re right, it could have happened. Nomi could be buried after being hung or dumped down the river with her throat slit. Trust me, Duchess Elane would not hesitate to retaliate. Well, what would that do to your dealing with Duchess Elane? It would shatter the contract. If you are going to deceive. Keep it simple, pretending to be a serf is forgivable. There was even a solid excuse for it. Trust me, Nomi is alive. I don’t know if she will have the strength to persist, but time will tell.”
I sighed, nodding. “Thank you for your honesty.”
“Alright, time to leave this poorly lit basement.” 
I yawned and followed her out of the room. I was ready to crash. When we reached the bank's main floor I stopped at a teller. Lady Racheal waved and kept going.
“How may I help you?” The young man asked and I handed him my marker and identity paperwork. “Ah, your accounts are still in limbo because the auction is still ongoing. You have a credit and gold from an early deposit.” 
“I need a bag of five gold broken down into smaller coins. A second bag of ten gold too please.” I asked.
The man facilitated my request quickly and we were out of the bank. Riya pulled me into an herbalist shop and had me buy some no baby powder. It was literally called No Baby Powder. For now, I didn’t fight her on it. Things were in limbo on so many areas of our lives that adding a baby could prove disastrous. 
When we reached our estate we were emotionally drained. It had been a crazy turn of events. We held each other's hands as we walked to our room. I ensured the candle and match were beside the bed in case we overslept. When we snuggled, Riya cried for a few minutes. I held her tight until we drifted off. 




CHAPTER 9

The sun still had a few hours before it set when we crawled out of bed. I was well rested and desperate to piss. I used the privy and realized I needed to get more water, we were running out. I sighed knowing it was all supposed to be handled by Nomi. After I was done, Riya went in and I started to equip my gear when she came out, hugging herself.
“Wanna talk about it?” I asked as she started getting ready for the night as well. 
“I am scared, Logan. Then again, ever since I’ve been alone I’ve been frightened. I’m out of my comfort zone here. While I think we’re doing the right thing, I’m not certain if we are in the right place.”
“What do you think we should do?” I asked.
“I’m conflicted. I want to be safe and at the same time, I don’t. I like adventure while missing a boring farm. I liked Nomi and I disliked things about her. I love this estate and I like the wagon. This bag of gold is enough we could change all of our families' lives forever. The most important thing is, I see my future and I see it with you. The question becomes can we survive and go somewhere else if we ever choose to. I could get used to a fancy life and powerful friends. I’m worried about the curse more than Duchess Elane if that is what you’re wondering. So I guess I talked myself through what I want.”
“Ha! Me not wearing a shirt did all the work!” I said, teasing her. 
She tackled me on the bed in a fit of happy laughter. After fifteen minutes of sheet wrestling, we dressed and went to the barn. The four Voka stallions were restless and ready to run. Unfortunately for them, we were only here for their feeding. The barn was a disaster, it needed fresh hay, the shit shoveled, freshwater, and the horses needed a good brushing. I had obligations tonight, tomorrow morning, and simply was not finding time for simple stuff like this. I sighed and decided to ask for help as soon as I could. I would lose sleep tomorrow to go on a hiring spree if I had to. I resigned to let the horses wallow in unsatisfactory conditions for now and gave them each a large helping of feed.
Riya dumped the last of the bucket water into the trough and we left the barn. We said little as we navigated the early evening city. I knew roughly where to go and enjoyed the cool summer air as the millions of people bustled through the city. It was nice here, in a different way than the farm. At least the finer part was with the gates, guards, lack of stench, and no pickpockets. Enjoying the moment Riya reached out and held my hand.
“Thanks for buying me this bow. It will be easier knowing I won’t have to give up Evelyn mid fight,” Riya said with a teasing glare.
We walked the direction the guards had pointed us to. The journey took about ten minutes to get into the industrial section. Of course, we got to take a privileged road which cut the travel time in half.
“I hope we arrive with enough time to get some practice in.” Riya said, looking at the sun’s position in the sky.
“Still an hour or two left until sunset. I definitely want to get to the wall early since we don’t really know where to go. I think this is it. Carlo’s Wagon Shop. Yep, we found the right place. Funny how the industrial section smells nicer than the markets.” I said as I opened the front door and let Riya in first.
We entered a small waiting area with a back door. I looked for a bell, but the one on the door was missing the striker.
“Baron Logan here at the front! Captain Laruk dropped off my wagon earlier!” I needlessly hollered.
A girl about Darcy’s age appeared through the back door almost instantly. She asked us to follow her as we walked into the back. We entered a wide warehouse with tall rafters and multiple wagons being assembled. The building was tall enough birds darted in the roofing above. The smell of fresh cut wood and a sharp odor I didn’t recognize filled the space. A few wagons were here for repairs, but it was obvious this shop was a producer of new wagons. A man was lathering a piece of wood with a sappy material that looked familiar. I remember Pa had purchased a similar substance. It was a few pots of glue to patch up the wagon back on the farm. This place sure knew their business as everyone was moving about efficiently producing quality work. I ran my hand over one of the nicer carts and found it as smooth as a river stone.
“Ah, welcome to my shop. I am Carlo and I see you met my daughter Betini. If I heard your name correct, you are the owner of the military wagon that is in pristine shape. Well, I saw some scuff marks from something hitting the sides, but nothing is structurally wrong with it.” Carlo said as he led us to my wagon.
The man was short, only five feet in height, with black hair and brown eyes. His curled mustache made me wonder if I could ever grow something similar. Carlo walked fast and we struggled to keep up.
“What were you wanting to have done?”
I waited until we arrived at the wagon to start rattling off my list. The front arms the horses got hitched to, was propped up by blocks. I ran my hand over the bar that went from the driver seat out the front of the harnesses. 
“I need a cage for the horses when they’re hitched up front. I know it can’t extend much but the horses need to be protected from ranged attacks during the night. I would prefer for the fixtures to be permanent and for the front gates to easily swing from the front sides to cover the front of the horses.” I said this as I showed him with my hands what I meant. “Saving time to protect everything quickly and setting fires is my main goal.”
“I think I understand. If you’re already hauling the weight, why not make it so you don’t have to work each time? The design will be unusual, but it can be done. The gates will shift weight to the front end so I’ll have to put an axle upfront here under the arms if you want the weight this far up front while moving. The horses may not like it but there is space.” The man tilted his head and stared at the wagon as he planned. “Yes, I can do it. A few days to a few weeks, it depends on many things. Most of my work is stagnant at the moment with not many people heading out. Anything else?”
“Yes, though I’m not sure if you can do this. I want fire pits on hinges. We did this for a chicken line back at the farm. You anchor a pole with a base clamp. Latch it to the side of the wagon while in travel. When you are ready to start a fire, you undo the clasp and out folds the pole. Attach a burn bowl at the end of the pole and light a fire. Then I can build a metal ramp to slide wood into the fire from behind cover. The goal with this whole second idea is to light the fire before the dark arrive no matter where the wagon ends up. And then keep them going by safely shoving fresh fuel from cover.”
“Ah, you are that champion fellow I take. The one who is arrowing the demons in the dark. I heard last night you were needed. Sad.” Carlo said in reflection of the lost men. 
“Very next stop is to the wall. Duchesses direct orders. I hope I can get some vengeance and slay the demons for Trinelan.”
Carlo nodded and gave a manly grunt. “I have a few ideas about how I can achieve what you want. Bad news is I need a week and a hundred gold too. No amount will make it go quicker. Let me explain.” Carlo said, approaching the driver’s seat. “All this weight from this point to the rear gate rests on these axles. The moment you start storing firewood, beds, walls, and all the changes you’re requesting, you’ll need more axles. That means redoing this whole front which is no small feat. I’ll have to build a gate here on the side to get the horses in and out. You‘ll have their legs exposed, but I can do quick releases to drop boards to the ground. I suggest running five horses too, or at least trying to.”
I walked to Carlo and clasped forearms. 
“One hundred gold. The ducal bank will have your payment. I am certain they will have no problem issuing you your money. I will personally see them transferred tomorrow. Consider the wagon as a down payment to get started. The sooner the upgrades are done, the sooner Trinelan can start expanding with maps finally redrawn.”
“Seven days, that is if everything goes smooth and we are working by candlelight. This damn darkness slows everything down for night crews. Walking through the dark, even by torch, is deadly and a waste. Speaking of night, here come my night crew. Let me go tell them about this job. Thank you for the business, Baron Logan. Good luck on the wall.”
With our agreement concluded, Riya and I showed ourselves out of the shop and back among the towering warehouses of the industrial district. The elevated private road was easy to pick out and I decided to run to it. Riya was slow to pick up the pace but eventually gave in. We reached the gate swiftly and were allowed through without challenge. It helped the guards had seen us fifteen minutes before. We ran into the upper city and around the marbled road that led to the market district. We didn’t slow until we reached the gate by the book store. 
There was no avoiding it, we had to walk through the market. Entering the mass of evening shoppers, we headed for the southern gate. Hands reached for my belt and I was getting angrier by the minute. Letting out a long breath, we finally arrived at the gate. The guards halted us and I explained we were on the Duchess’ orders and looking for Captain Laruk. 
We entered the inspection area and found the Captain berating a young soldier. Captain Laruk saw me and waved us over.
“How many summers are you, Champion Logan?” The Captain asked and the young man’s eyes lit up at my titled name.
I wanted to laugh at how silly it was that someone thought I was of import but held it in. 
“Sixteen Captain,” I replied sternly. “My Lackey who fights at my side if fifteen summers.”
The soldier deflated at this.
“Do you fear the night Infantryman Odugal?” Captain Laruk asked the trooper.
“Aye, Captain. I also fear being outside the gates. Especially after last night.”
The Captain and soldier both looked at me. I was not an inspirational speaker, but by the three above and three below, I hated the curse and certainly feared it. Seeing an opening, I took it.
“Lackey Riya, go fire your bow until I call for you.” I said and she ran over to the nearest archer. I turned to Captain Laruk “What’s the mission?”
“We have a large set of ditches and defenses planned, but didn’t get finished in time. The goal was to lure the gorkin in with bait.”
Odugal raised his hand indicating he was the bait.
“The gorkin will simply call out from the dark, hoping to lure someone into the dark. I will be the bait if you can set up something for me to use a cover with the wall at my back. And leave a few ladders down for me to climb up if things get desperate. Not like the foe will run into the light. I hear extremely well in the dark anyway and will hear better with the wall at my back and less noise around me. Got a better chance than him.” I motioned at Odugal and looked at the sky. “We have half an hour. See that stack of boards and the stack over there? Spread them over the ground in front of the ladders.”
“Okay I will make you a deal, Baron Logan. Since we are not prepared for our mission. I will defer to you. One night only! Don’t get some crazy notion you’re in charge from here on out. We need to win and you seem to be a winner. So order away.” Captain Laruk said and repeated my orders to his troops.
“Why move the wood?” Odugal asked. 
That earned him a slap on the helm. I winced as he clearly shook as the sound rang through the metal helmet like a bell. When Odugal finished shaking his head I replied. 
“That helm makes it impossible to hear. Might as well be underwater. Captain, remove all helms and order that once night falls all troops are to go silent as possible. The boards are because I don’t kill with my eyes, I kill with my ears.” I said and Odugal was still confused. 
Captain Laruk sent the young man away to help spread the thin, wide wooden boards over the ground. An archer captain approached from the side.
“I am Centurion Jamenson of the Trinelan Third Archer Company. We will be behind and above you. How do you want to work together?”
The man removed his leather cap and his red hair matched the curly red beard. I hadn’t seen many redheads. He wore loose fitting archery clothes consisting of a tunic and trousers that allowed for ease of movement. A small callus rested on his right cheek from constant firing and his determined eyes stared at me.
“What I have been missing is concentrated fire. Lackey! To me!” I bellowed as I walked for the wall. “Line the troops up please as if we were engaging the enemy.”
“Third! Front! Nocked!” Jamenson belted out. 
The troops scooped up bows, raced out of buildings, and climbed ladders. I moved up the ramp with them. They had arrows in bows while loose in the strings. I found a ladder over the front of the wall. The men were still hauling wood in and out the gate so I used the ladder to stay out of their way. I looked for a well-lit area and decided on the corner to the left of the gate. That would be my staging point. Riya followed me down. I let her stay with me, uncertain if I wanted to be alone down here when the night covered.
“Max range?” I shouted from the ground. 
“One twenty!”
“Fire single shot,”
“One away,” An arrow soared one hundred and twenty feet darting into the grass. This was mostly for me to get an idea of flight time.
“Third! Close eyes! Left eighth turn! Seventy five! Volley!” I shouted and the bows twanged as arrows flew. A few archers shot the wrong way, others shot eight feet, but most hit the general area I wanted. There was a lot of shouting, berating, and general disciplinary action. 
Centurion Jamenson joined me on the ground. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. They have no experience in being a blind unit. We will work on it tonight. I need these boards out here more than anything. Anything that will make noise when walked on. We have twenty minutes at most.” I said and Jamenson sent the archers to aid in littering the field with boards.
Captain Laruk approached from the gate with a team moving my cover. He made a three-part wall about chest high with old shop shelves. Not perfect, but if things got too dangerous there were always a few ladders behind me. I stopped Captain Laruk before he could walk off.
“I need a lamb, or a sheep, and a pig.”
“What for?” The look he gave me was hysterical. I wanted to burst out a laugh but bit my cheek instead.
“Bait and then a midnight snack, well, the pig would be for eating. The demons from below are starving. Food, not a fight, is the best bait. When I saw a herd of sheep eaten to the bone, it was done so by only a dozen gorkin. Most would have gone home gorged. At least the ones not snagged by the Karina spiders.”
Captain Laruk shook his head. Then whispered into my ear.
“The lamb, yes, but you can’t kill it. The pig, no. We are in trouble with food, the whole kingdom is. I have said my piece.” He said and left to get me a lamb.
I doubt he was the one going. I had not seen a shortage of food like in Narree. Then again, how were all the people being fed with trade shut down? I had assumed Narree was in trouble because they had mismanaged something. Maybe Trinelan stored more food and had a longer buffer time. Well, there was always one fix. Eat gorkin. I grinned at the thought of killing and I hoped it would be a fun night.  
“Charter Captain, do you want me to stay here?” Riya asked putting on her best fake smile and batting eyelashes.
“You know your title is Lackey Riya, not by my choice. I will work on getting you a better title. On a different note, I think I want you up top on the parapet. Be one of them, go meet some of the other archers. Even some females up there. Not all of Kyroo is anti-woman. If I need to call you down here, I will shout for you.” I said knowing the darkness would close very soon. 
Torches were lit across the wall and three blazed in my corner of defense. Riya tried to sneak up the ladder but I yanked her down and gave her a deep kiss. There were a few whistles and jeers. Riya blushed and I pinched her butt as she went up the ladder to the top of the wall. 
There were moments left until the sun faded and the blanket of night consumed. A bleating baa cried from above as a lamb was lowered by rope.
“Now that’s just rude, you could have carried her down here. Oh him. Guess Lala won’t work.” I said talking to the adorable lamb. “Dave, yes Dave it is. Well, Dave. Tonight…”
The darkness devoured the light and washed over the landscape. The torches pulled and fought to illuminate the blackness. There were always a few minutes for the demons to rise from the dirt so I got to know Dave. 
“Toss a brick of hay down please,” I shouted up in the hopes someone would hear.
I heard snickering from the top of the wall and a load of loose hay descend in a chaotic mess. I sighed as the archers had their victory laugh. Plucking the straw off my clothes was time consuming. I was building a nest for Dave when the first claws scraped boards. That would be a gorkin.
I locked the sinew of Lady Evelyn to the base of the bow and gave a few test draws and slow releases. My quiver laid inside a shop shelving unit perfect for grabbing more arrows. The gorkin skittered across the boards, apprehensive of the light. He was smelling, his snuffling filling the air. That was a first at this distance. 
I closed my eyes and absorbed the sounds of the night. The chattering of nervous troops was deafening. 
“Silence! Captain, Centurion, please. I do not need to hear about how Debra is on her period. Yes, Steve, close your lips and wait for commands.”
Steve, way down the line, stood in shock. The two leaders issued a final warning. I let the background noise settle and reached out again. The gorkin were coming in closer. Five more gorkin clattered behind the leader, sniffing the dried human blood from the night before. The spots where the men had been slaughtered were under the boards. The five came into focus about eighty feet out five degrees to my right. 
I pulled my arrow to my anchor point with eyes closed. I lined up the lead gorkin and was sure of my aim.
“Ready Volley!”
The archers behind me drew their bows. I released as the gorkin focused on our noise. I never saw where my arrow hit, only heard the thud of the dead body.
“Five Right! Eighty Feet! Fire!” I called out in a rush. 
The rain of slender wood flew from the wall above into the depths of the darkness. A few archers still fired left. Maybe it was nerves, or maybe there were just some really dumb archers. I closed my eyes again and readied a second arrow. Out of the five gorkin, only one stirred and was breathing through a punctured lung. My hearing was above par tonight. I had been growing concerned my hearing was going after not exercising it and being in the deafening market. Instead my ability to see with my ears was the crispest it had ever been. The gorkin’s last breath gave out and silence ensued.
“Five dead, good shooting.” 
I didn’t need to bellow as I called to the archers above me. I sat down and rested beside Dave. There was always a lull between waves. The next group would smell the fresh blood and be lured in. There was a way to get them to go crazy though. Dave left his nest for my warm lap and balled up. Poor guy was going to have a rough night. For now, we could relax. The ladder creaked as Centurion Jamenson came down.
“We killed five?” The man asked as he sat beside me.
“Yes. Besides a few errant shots, your archers were actually impressive,” I replied while Dave eyed Jamenson in distaste at his nap interruption.
Who knew a sheep could have an attitude.
“The troops, they worry. None can do what you can.” Jamenson said apprehensively.
“I started at five feet. The first night, it was twenty, a gorkin clawing to get into the barn. I saw the arrows land tonight. No, I felt where they landed, I sensed where they collided. If the background noise is quite enough…” I paused. “I know something is off. I think it would be prudent to say it’s easier to hear from the ground for now. The background noise is less and the walls echo the noise of the demons.”
“I can easily do that. We need a…” Jamenson paused when I put a hand over his mouth.
The clump of hooves were ear-shattering loud. They were running hard and fast for us. I yanked Jamenson off the wall and against wooden protection.
“Take Cover!” I screamed in true fright. 
The whooshing of projectiles tore through the air. An archer had not been quick enough to get behind cover and went flying with a spear in his gut. His scream echoed across the land until suddenly stopping when he collided with a building behind him. I didn’t hesitate.
“Fifty yards. Straight ahead. Fire!” I bellowed.
A hundred valotaurs out there stood in silent shock. We dodged their stealth attack somehow. I nocked and fired again and again. As I was raining death upon the valotaur, Jamenson ordered his troops to keep releasing. The momentary inaction of the valotaurs broke as dozens died. A few went to retrieve the dead and I used them to keep the dead on the field. The rest fled from the raining arrows.
“Seventy Five! Hundred! One Twenty! Cease Fire!” 
Two injured valotaurs loudly clomped with hobbled legs. I ended them one at a time with a shot through the chest. A few moaned on the ground dying. I called another volley at the sixty-yard mark. This time all the wounded stilled. Sitting behind the cover, blood pumped through my adrenaline-fueled veins I began to ponder. What was that? How was there a formation here?
“Did we kill any?” Jamenson asked. 
He had been lining up with my arcing shots fairly well. His arrows landed with precision to where mine did. The Centurion was one hell of a shot.
“You going to be competing at the summer festival?” I asked him and he twisted his face in confusion.
“What has that got to do with anything?”
“You shoot better than me. I want to win. I need a new dog. Gorkin killed my last one.” I said, seriously. 
I don’t know what triggered the laughter but this was hilarious to Jamenson. Tears were streaming down his eyes when he finally stopped. The archers above relaxed some when they heard their commanding in a fit. 
“Captain Laruk, come on down please,” I asked nicely, knowing giving him orders required them to be phrased diligently. “My stunning Lackey Riya, you too.”
I could be flexible with her title. I was certain she rolled her eyes at me. I waited as they stepped back down the ramp. 
“Awe, who is this little guy?” Riya asked.
“Dave.” I smirked in the firelight. “He needs to go up. He is the honorary mascot of tonight. Ensure he is well cared for. Dave will not be needed tonight.”
“Why not? Hariet said lambs were great bait in her letters,” Riya said as she snuggled Dave. That woman sure know how to look adorable. I bet she would be a wonderful mom.
I waved the group in close to whisper this next line. “There is a demon army at the gates. That is why. Now, go get Dave settled somewhere and man… woman the walls.”
“How do you know?” Captain Laruk asked.
I was surprised he asked. He probably had figured it out by now himself.
“Everyone noticed the crazy amount of spears thrown at our defenders. If I were not here, many would have died. They were ready to throw more. I think they want to put out the torches…” I let my words hang.
“I will warn the eastern gate now. We will pour oil tonight as saturate the ground in flames outside the walls. If managed right, the slick will burn and illuminate the walls for the entire night. I must go.” Captain Laruk said swiftly. There was evident concern etched on his rugged face.
Riya scurried up the ladder awkwardly as she sped up with Dave. I chuckled thinking if Riya farted, she would gas out Captain Laruk. The man sure was in a hurry. When they crested the wall it was only Centurion Jamenson and I.
“I don’t hear them anymore, but the side chatter is getting louder. I think we killed a few dozen valotaur. I hope they taste good.” I said and Jamenson shuddered. “Quiet the troops, please. I bet they want to retrieve the dead.”
Jamenson called for silence and the cessation of the background noise arrived with perfect timing. Even the average human could hear the whistle of arrows.
“Find Cover!!!”
The calls broke the quiet as they erupted from numerous mouths. I was sitting at a good angle to avoid being hit. The thunk, thud, and clattering of arrowheads smashing into targets deafened us for a short moment. Then the screams of the injured. While apothecary teams went to help the wounded Captain Laruk’s infantry tossed oil to the ground. Torches dropped after and the darkness was beaten back in front of the walls. 
Whomever the archers were on the other side, they were silent. As I listened intently for them to approach and I found myself disappointed. I could not see them with my ears. Instead, a new volley raced towards us. My eyebrows rose in surprise as the twang of bows was almost two hundred yards away. 
“Volley Incoming!” I shouted and those not in cover sought it. 
A soldier dumping oil didn’t heed my advice and an arrow sunk into his collarbone. He tumbled down into the burning oil. The screams as he burned alive haunted me. A third volley arced our way.  A fresh callout was made. The moment rain of death landed I stood.
I knew two hundred was far. This was Lady Evelyn though, I had to make them fear us. I drew hard, angled high, and released. I repeated the process of unleashing what I hoped was death. When five arrows were in the flight, I stopped, resumed cover, and tried to listen over the screaming of the wounded. It was simply too loud to hear my arrows land in the distance. Or I thought it was; until a scream pierced the night in the distance. Then another. Two out of five was damn good for not knowing where my arrows would land.
The injured enemy archers screamed profanities. I staggered, individuals staggered along our lines as the knowledge of dark elves was unlocked. I knew very little about the species. I had knew far more about elves and dwarves than of dark elves. That revelation left me reeling. This one was a blimp. An archer fell off the wall and a bone snapped with an echo. There was no time to save him as the whistle of a new incoming volley erupted. The screaming night elf was silenced by an ally forever.
“Volley Inbound!” I screamed rapidly, hoping it with enough time for those staggering through the mental unhinging of memories to get behind cover.
The arrows landed all around us. I wanted to grab one to study. Instead, I saw an archer talk an arrow in the calf and rotate from the pain. Another projectile went into his back and he flopped off the wall to the ground. I bolted from behind my cover for the fallen archer. He had survived the volley somehow. Jamenson was hot on my heels as we closed the distance to the wounded man. I scooped under his right arm while Jamenson got his left. We did a mix of a drag and carry as we rushed for cover. A new volley whistled in the night. I heard its release and screamed a warning. We barely dipped behind the wooden shelves in time. The man took an arrow in the foot, adding to the agony of his broken leg. He was already delirious with pain and I needed him to be silent. The only reason I heard the last volley release was because he paused to gasp for air.
New ladders lowered around us. Three men wearing uniforms like Jamenson scurried down with a team of apothecaries following behind. Thank the three above they showed up to drag the wounded man up and away. I never got to call out the next volley. The arrows landed and more screamed out. The three men who arrived crowded our small enclave of cover.
“Jamenson, what are your orders?”
“Captain Laruk gave the kid command, not sure he meant for a battle though,” Jamenson told the other man.
I decided to introduce myself. “I am Champion Logan. The enemy is dark elves firing longbows at two hundred yards. Do you have anyone besides me who can fire that far?”
“Centurion Jalrin, Orrese, and Var. We command first, seventh, and eleventh companies. There are maybe a dozen who can fire that far in my company. You guys about the same?” Centurion Jalrin asked as the others shrugged. “I will make the call out to swap to great bows and see who can fire. Two hundred yards. How many do you think are out there?”
“Thousands if not tens of thousands,” I replied.
“Goddess of Mercy protect us. This requires the generals. Let us pray the siege breaks at dawn. I will send runners for the engines to enter battle. I will send a trumpeter to you since you’re our eyes of the night. He knows the call outs. If you see them get further, closer, or disappear, let him know.” Centurion Jalrin said as the next wave of arrows landed. “Can you not tell when they are being launched?”
“If you silenced the wounded. Maybe gag all those in need of care.”
“Some will die…” Centurion Var said hesitantly.
“More will live,” Centurion Orrese replied confidently.
That statement while true was horrifying. I heard a commander condemn men to death so others may survive. I saw his face. The weight that decision laid onto his soul. All the faces went stern at the thought.
“We have much work to do. You will hear a new call when those who can fire two hundred plus are ready. We may wait for the engines to come online and fire in tandem. It is going to get louder before we can regain quiet.” Centurion Jalrin warned and ran up the ladder at a speed I was surprised to see for a veteran soldier.
Drum beats and trumpets filled the air. More trumpets erupted to awaken the night as the next volley landed. The dark elves were relentless and were staggering their timing now. I snuck out from cover and grabbed an arrow for study.
I let out a long whistle at what the shaft revealed. The arrow wasn’t wood but a light stone, almost as if it were hollow on the inside. That was impossible yet it was… I stopped that line of thought.
“Recover and Return enemy arrows! Recover and Return! Use max range!” 
I jumped and started firing. Across the line, arrows from all the new archers arriving sent death downrange with a twang. We had cover to hide behind. I was almost certain the enemy didn’t. I fired my arrows over and over. I had at least a five out again before our uncoordinated volley rained down. 
The screams of the enemy were horrific as they were peppered by returning stone arrows. There was no return volley like I was expecting. An ear splitting twang erupted from the second defensive wall of Trinelan. The siege ballistas were opening fire. This time there was a firing frenzy from our side to the enemies. Suddenly, we had range and were delivering death. I couldn’t see anything. My hearing was deafened as drums thrummed in the dark. Trumpets blared in a challenge of our might. The defenders of Trinelan declared loud and proud they would fight for their home. Flaming balls of fire raced out from catapults. I only saw the barest flicker of rushing troops with my hearing. 
The trumpeter, a middle aged man beside me, zoned out at the awe of our might.
“Cease fire! Blare it now!”
He scrambled to belt out the long steady note. The twang of bows slowed then stilled. The valotaurs were racing to hurl a volley of spears. 
“Fifty yards! Free Fire!”  
I unleashed with my bow at the fifty-yard range for a good two minutes. Then ordered the trumpeter to ceasefire again. By some miracle, the word spread. I needed to listen and silence fell over the land. A few injured valotaurs dragged themselves away. There were no more valotaur running to aid their companions or retrieve the dead. 
Suddenly in the back of the enemy lines a row of mages glowed brightly. I ordered the trumpeter to sound cover. The mages vanished with their spells and I grew confused. I had expected spells to crash against our defenses. Instead the quiet greeted us.
Centurion Jamenson and I waited tensely for an hour as other the commanders came to us, then went to attend to other things. Then two hours passed. I picked off a few gorkin that walked across the boards on the hunt for easy meals. That was all that remained. A few straggling low tiered enemies that were easily removed. The might of Trinelan had spoken, and it had done so in a resounding fashion. An occasional siege ball would splash and explode across the empty landscape. Our enemy had fled with what I had to assume was a magical spell.
Riya brought me water and a snack as the night reached the midpoint. She informed me Dave was being hailed a hero of the battle, too bad for me. Her humor caused me to choke on the water I was gulping. Spirits across the battlements were high but cautiously quiet. There was still half the night left and I determined to stick it out. A revelation from Riya I was not expecting hit me. The woman was very hesitant and then came out with it.
“I’m embarrassed by this, and while it is probably a private conversation situation, I will stomach my disclosure in the hope it helps. I know what kind of books I read before the curse started.” Riya said with a blush while twirling her fingers. “At least with the ones depicting dark elves. Or the alfar, as they should be called. The stories would always revolve around a woman or five being captured by a powerful alfar only to be dragged into caves so deep into Kyroo a different world existed. The trip generally took months to finish. An underground society existed down there, where the women were dominated and turned into sex slaves. That part is probably not as helpful as the fact that your slug mage is in those books. They’re called zugs. Both should be unlocked in texts for us now. If the magic works that way.”
“Alfar? Never heard the term. Father said elves hated men…” I said, the hesitated. “Actually, with this revelation I think we need to brief the Duke and Duchess. I have more of the puzzle completed.”
“Awe, I want to hear it now,” Riya said with a pout.
“I want to figure it out in my head before rumors get started. I was told to go to the castle in the morning for a fitting, I will see the Duchess after. I believe the zug cast a spell that returned them to their underworld. I wanted to arrow them down and free the sky, but they were too far. Next time, I think I will find a long-range bolt thrower. Something able to reach hundreds yards.” I said in determination.
Captain Laruk worked his way down to us from the wall.
“How did the eastern gate fair?”
The Captain gave a sorrowful face. “Without your warning, far worse on the initial volley. They hid after that for the most part. Even had the wall charged and torches extinguished. Thankfully, I was already there with men ready to send back the dark. The ram the enemy brought forward was easily defeated. Though it took much longer to organize a defense there. Without you, I think we would be hearing screams of the dying until near sunrise. It seems you have passed all accolades off to Dave. That lamb is being doted on by children who should be sleeping. I wish we had a few more of you, Logan, a whole army would be nice. Maybe work on some sons!” The man said grinning at Riya.
“Duchess bound me to not do so. Something’s wrong with me anyway. I could see with my hearing tonight. Not perfect or clearly but better than ever before.”
“Wait. You can’t have children. I’ve never heard of that one.” Captain Laruk said in shock, the man clearly offended.
“Funny how I mention my ears became eyes and you focus on a woman restricting a man's ability to reproduce. I have secrets that even I don’t know. These secrets could be terrifyingly bad or blessedly good.” I said while inspecting the sinew on my bow.
“What do you think happened last night? In the sense, we faced a full army, did we not?”
We all mulled over the question for a few minutes while more troops cycled out. The clamor of rotating troops was louder than I liked. I missed the farm. The simplicity of it all. I wondered if the Karina Village was facing similar threats. Or was Narree sacked? There were so many questions and so much unknown. 
“I think last night was a test,” Centurion Jamenson said. “Think about it. The enemy got close last night, close enough to taunt and defeat our exterior troops. What was the next logical step? Crack the defenses and flood in. That is assuming the enemy is an organized fighting force, which I believe they are after what we witnessed tonight. Sure there is a lot of missing information, but it stands to reason that was the intent. Darken the torches. Storm the defenses. An army of valotaur a hundred strong in our midst. They would be able to see clearly while we are blinded. The resulting chaos would be a slaughter like any before…”
Captain Laruk decided to drop the heavy talk and snickered before he spoke. “I know Dave is pretty epic and sure he performed well. Those men, and women. They know. They will especially know that you saved them when the sun shines…”
I rose from my spot and quickly nocked an arrow. A twang, the whoosh of an arrow, and finally a thud from a dead gorkin hitting the ground. Then came the single steps of a cloven hoof. I lined up my next shot and closed my eyes. Clear as day I could see the strikes of the valotaur walking across the board. I aimed and released.
“I ask for…” The voice stopped as it tried to fight the blood gurgling out of its mouth. My victim struggled for a few moments, then toppled in death.
“I think you were supposed to miss that shot,” Captain Laruk said with a deflating sigh.
“We do not miss do we, Baron Logan. His voice could have reached us further back, it was his mistake. The next enemy that talks should learn a lesson from this one.” Centurion Jamenson said. 
“Well, one thing is for certain,” I said sitting back down. “The enemy is not merely a few demons rising from below mindlessly. I think there is a blanket spell that is the curse, and then a specific spell that brought that army after. The more I think on it, the more I’m sold on that idea. I do know I’m excited to see the dead.”
“You sure know how to say the right things to woo a lady.” Riya quipped and bit her bottom lip for me.
“As if you aren't enthralled. The Baron is becoming a legend and he only has eyes for one pretty green eyed helper. The ladies of the court are going to eat you alive. Both of you. Makes stuff like this seem fun.” Captain Laruk said as Riya grinned.
“Who said we’re sticking around? This legend here has the right…” Riya was interrupted by Centurion Jamenson.
“My wife, Countess Ponita, and I have to endure the court life. I am a lowly second husband who is often overlooked, and even I know it is savage. Also, Baron Logan will be a Baron for all of another week at most. My Countess said he was wealthy enough to be a Count and his lack of protocol is all that’s holding him back. Toss in what happened tonight. Zero chance, even the wise and reasonable Duke Egad lets you leave. Let that sink in while you consider who is really running things.”
I sighed. “I’m not leaving. I love exploring and adventuring. I also love helping ten million citizens. I’m best served to protect them and will do so. Now, what are we going to do to…?” I paused aimed over the barricaded store shelves and hesitated.
I answered my own question, setting my arrow in the quiver and placing the bow on the shelf. “Jamenson. That direction fifty yards. Lower, lower, full power. Listen can you hear it?”
“No, the troops are too loud. Silence them Captain Laruk.” The archer said as the infantry captain climbed and worked on hushing the troops.
When he failed a horn gave a short order blast. That did the trick.
“Where is he?”
“It and frozen in place. Left a touch. I want you to hear him walk without my direction.” I said and we waited patiently. There, the gorkin took another step. The arrow soared out of Jamenson’s bow and nailed the creature with a wet smacking sound. The gorkin staggered and screamed. When he readied again I saw his aim was off. “Left. Listen. There, fire.”
The gorkin died. For the rest of the night, Dave became the best bleater as he lured in gorkin for us to train on. No sense in wasting a perfectly good killing opportunity. We stayed until the sun blasted back the darkness and revealed a littered battlefield. I had hoped the enemy mages didn’t take the dead dark elves or alfar with them. I was very interested in their bows.
I raced across the battlefield and saw over seventy dead valotaurs. I stopped at one of the bodies first. No one challenged my right to loot as I inspected its body. Correction his body, the male parts were exposed under the kilt giving away its gender. A thin chest plate was all it wore for armor. It was geared for speed and freedom of movement. The exact opposite of how one survived a descending storm of arrows. 
My inspection for his gem started at his hooves and went up. Now, being a farmer by trade, animals are exactly that. So when I peeled his leg apart and checked his butt, Centurion Jamenson scoffed seeing me do this. 
Riya laughed. “Are you certain it is not in the butthole? Did you stick a hand in there yet?” 
“I can I guess,” I said as I kicked his legs apart.
Jamenson started to dry heave and we erupted in laughter. “I’m not sticking my hand in his ass. Not yet anyway. He has a gem on him somewhere. Riya go handle inspecting an alfar body you dirty pervert.”
“They were just abduction stories. It does add up more now about Albert and why I was mildly interested in him then not at all.” Riya said and I raised an eyebrow.
The girl had kinky desires it seemed.
“I have no idea what she is saying,” Centurion Jamenson said as Captain Laruk approached.
“Hey, Captain, please explain how women work to our good friend here,” I said motioning to Centurion Jamenson as I cut the straps off the valotaur’s armor.
I heaved the body onto its stomach and cut more straps. Nope was not on the back.
“Like I have a clue how they work. My wife is mad at me more often than not and then complains that we only have one daughter. I’m the last one to ask. Plus this stallion here married the legendary Countess Ponita.”
“That pretty?” I asked as I rotated the body again. “By the three don’t stand there. Help me from breaking my back.”
“Yeah, she’s a looker and, believe it or not, I love being a second husband. I get my own private room. Sex on demand and Grivor is a nice guy. Not for every man, but it works for our family. What are we looking for?”
“Something shiny. Time to peel off this chest armor. Ugh.” I said fighting off the urge to vomit. “This thing reeks. No gem in the chest, or the nipples. No hair on it. Time to start digging. Actually how sturdy are those boots Captain Laruk?”
“Out here dissecting bodies. Laruk works, just don't get me in hot water with the Duchess. Use titles unless in a private settings.” I was pushed back and Laruk unsheathed his long, two handed sword. The blade was huge. I needed to have mine stationed with me next time. He swung and cleaved off the left of the three horns. Then the right. Finally the middle. His blade became stuck. “Something big and hard in there.”
“I will save my witty retort as you recently covered me in bovine blood,” Jamenson said as he dabbed droplets of blood of his face with his sleeve.
“I think he means a suidae. Only we farmers ever refer to pig and boars that way though. I bet he is tasty. You got that or want my dagger?”
Laruk merely huffed and used his upper body strength to remove the horn. A pink dazzling gem popped free. I stared at it in wonder. We all did.
“Well, Champion, it’s yours. That is your arrow in his neck after all. I will have the field scoured for your arrows. I bet we find them all resulting in kill shots.” Laruk said.
I scooped the gem up and stuffed it into a breast pocket on the inside of my adventuring jacket.
“Smart move kid. Even I get kids trying to rob me. I keep my purse around my neck. Most nobles carry the things they value most around their necks.”
“Smart. Alright off to the alfar!” I said in excitement and found Riya a few hundred feet away. “By the gods we slaughtered them.”
Thousands upon thousands of archers lay strewn across the battlefield. This was a massacre. They had unleashed volleys from what they deemed a safe distance. When we returned fire into their ranks, it was as if they waited to retreat until it was too late. Most died twisted in death in neat orderly rows. Their commander valued their lives at a total sum of zero if I had to guess.  
“They gave us the key to defeating them. You gave us the ability to dodge that key. These arrows. Try this bow.” Riya said, handing it to me. 
The weapon was a longbow about the same size as Lady Evelyn. The major differences were the color, material, and strength. It looked like they melded wood to strengthen the durability and load capacity. I struggled to pull the sinew back. Really struggled. I put an arrow in the bow, yanked back hard, and released. The bow had almost no aim sending the arrow three to three hundred and fifty feet further away from the city. 
“No wonder their aim was shit. These seem to be made for them…” I paused, looking at the valotaur. “This might explain why they had so many arrows fall short. Even two hundred yards is tough on this bow. This alfar doesn’t look much bigger than me and I’m still growing. You are a head taller Laruk.”
“Interesting. I see the gems are in the ears. Want to claim this one’s set?” 
“Go ahead, Riya. Leave the rest for the ducal court. They have many mouths to feed, armies to pay, and a festival to fund.” I said and watched Riya slice out a gem from each ear. “Alright, Jamenson and Laruk, fighting with you has been an honor. We need to get cleaned and then fitted. Is there a bathhouse by the castle you recommend?”
“You want to get clean or cleaned with pleasure?”
Riya blushed. “I can handle the second part after the first, this brute stinks!”
“Trinelan Bathhouse of Refinement. Inside the main castle gate on the right. Inform the guards you are going straight there. They may even escort you. Blood is frowned upon in the castle.”
“Have a good day, gentlemen. Until later.” We clasped forearms and I ran. Riya complained that running wasn't always necessary as she kept up.
“Keep up farm girl!”
She swatted my butt as she passed. “Keep up farm boy!”
And so, we ran across a bloody field of battle as two young lovers having a joyful morning. I wondered as we smiled and reveled in our survival if things were going to keep getting worse with the curse. 




CHAPTER 10

The Trinelan Bathhouse of Refinement sucked. Sure it was ritzy with nice decorations and fancy marbled floors, but I was separated from Riya as there was no mixing of the sexes. When I arrived at the large, single communal bath, the old men leered at me for arriving so covered in blood. It got even worse when a fellow male my age went to scrub me down. I was so getting Laruk back for this one. Not only was it and awkward experience, I had never paid so much for so little. I got the blood off my body and out of my hair. A retired old soldier gifted me a robe as some mysterious benefactor sent my clothes to be washed. I ensured my pink gem from the valotaur wasn’t sent away with my clothes
I left the bathhouse, standing like a fool in a fluffy wool robe at the front desk, and grabbed the attention of the receptionist. I asked her to let Riya know to catch up and I would be at the seamstress. If a girl was bathing her, Riya was probably having fun. I cursed under my breath, walking to the guardhouse. A snickering soldier pointed me to the castle proper and roared in laughter at my robe as I walked away. I muttered more curses. Well played Laruk, well played. 
I entered the castle and had to ask a few times for the seamstress, the guards too busy laughing at my appearance. When I finally reached the shop, I was told I would need an appointment. I said the Duchess herself informed me to be here, but this, of course, needed to be confirmed. Women flowed in and out of the shop, most picking up dresses or dropping off outfits for tailoring. The summer festival was less than a week away. Riya showed up in her adventure set, fully cleaned and looking lovely. All before I was even seen. 
“Why are you in a robe?” Riya asked and I huffed in response. “Never been to a bathhouse, they are the absolute best.”
Before Riya could sit, we were called back to a fitting room. There was only one chair and I tried to be a gentleman and give it to Riya. Instead, she flung me into the seat. Riya was powerful when she was determined. She sat on my lap with her jerkin in my face. Her bust may have been contained but I didn’t care. I was tired from the long night and tucked my head into her soft chest.
“What are you doing?” I asked as she spun and ground her butt against my robes. “There is very little material here as it is, Riya. The last thing we need is for me to be poking the seamstress trying to measure me. Save it for the bedroom.” I said, trying to get her to stop.
Riya obviously was in the mood and probably had a much better bathing experience. She pouted but a quick glance down was all she needed to notice she had achieved her goal. I was now pitching a robe tent. The door opened and I stood for an older lady who wheeled in a small cart with measuring tapes and the like on it. I hoped she wouldn’t … I froze. Behind the seamstress Duchess Elane and Rachael strolled in. My cheeks flushed in embarrassment and I grew antsy.
Riya covered her mouth and burst into laughter. I thought of kittens as hard as I could. No, not hard kittens. My desperate attempt worked to some extent as my robe declined slightly.
“Why are you in a…” Duchess Elane scanned my blushing face then her eyes shot to the giggling Riya. A confused expression crossed her face. “You are both fully clothed?”
“Excuse me for interrupting, Duchess.” The seamstress said, turning to me. The lady may have gray hair but she had a mean look and was waving a measuring stick at me. “I am seamstress Sarine. Disrobe young man. I can’t measure you in that,”
I sighed, knowing I couldn’t wiggle my way out of this. Rachael closed the door and I owned it like a farm boy should. Down the robe went to the floor. Elane let out a squeak and Rachael snorted, her hand covering her mouth failing to stifle the sound. Sarine frowned and pointed at Riya. “No funny business in my business.”
“It is actually Laruk’s fault. I would be more appropriately dressed if he hadn’t sent me to the Refinement Bathhouse. They ran off with my clothes and left me there…” 
“He did not… Egad loves that place.” Rachael interrupted, fanning herself.
Sarine was thankfully being professional. She worked my arms first.
“Tell… Oh my goodness this is too much.” Duchess Elane started and then fought to regain composer. “Battle details. A report said that you had information.”
“I feel like a stick of meat. You girls sure are enjoying this.”
“More like a meaty stick!” Duchess Elane snickered before full out laughing. 
Sarine lost control at this point as well and soon the whole dressing room was laughing at my expense. A few deep breaths later and Sarine calmed. “I need help moving this… thing to measure your inseam.”
“See to it,” the Duchess commanded and Rachael moved to help.
“Wait, I can do it. You girls are very funny.” I said while helping Sarine finish so I could get decent again. “I can’t focus, you make me nervous, my queen.”
“Ha! Farm boy, you are the most delightful specimen. You do make me laugh and not like my jester either. It’s good to laugh and I don’t get to do it enough. And don’t call me queen outside of private rooms or you will get us both in trouble. This is your agent, correct?” Duchess Elane said, looking to Rachael as she pointed to Sarine.
“She is.”
“Good, then the Duke won’t hear that his wives were gawking at a naked man who was not the Duke. If it does, we deny and you die.”
“Me… what did I do? Oh, her. Got you.” I said as Sarine finished measuring.
The seamstress curtsied and left me alone with the other three women. I placed the robe over my body, not fast enough for my liking.
“Okay, I have a full debriefing for you, my Duchess.” I patted my body and felt the pink stone. “I had some notes jotted down.”
I gazed at the Duchess and saw her necklace dive into her cleavage. I guessed it hid the orange stone from the dragon hound eye.
“I liked ‘my queen’ better. I can’t take you anywhere public in that outfit.” Duchess Elane shook her head and sighed. “Right now, people will assume I’m getting fitted. If you are unprepared, then find me once you get a proper set of clothes.” Duchess Elane turned to leave.
I reached out and gently grabbed the Duchess’ arm, causing her to go rigid.
“You better have an amazing excuse for touching me.”
Rachael was ready to step in and Riya was staring at the floor. 
“I do, my Duchess. I have a present for you. Please, let me unclasp your necklace. I promise my surprise will be worth it.” I said and the Duchess’ angry glare faded into an amused grin.
Now it was Rachael who grew concerned. I spun her so her so her back was to me. I carefully moved the Duchess’ hair out of the way.
“Back up a little more, if you please.”
The Duchess’ bum bumped into me and she pulled the rest of her hair out of the way as I unclasped the necklace. I peeked over her shoulder and down her supple cleavage.
“You play a dangerous game, Baron Logan,” Rachael said as she watched me apprehensively. 
I teasingly slid my hands around the Duchess’ neck, merely letting her feel my soft touch.
“This is not a game. A mighty woman deserves the best spoils from the battlefield.” I explained. “This is from a valotaur I slew for you. It will be the only one anyone can ever claim was given by the champion himself.” I removed the necklace and realized she had the gem drilled to connect the fancy chain. “Well, this won’t work. I thought there was a clasp on this. To be fair I was studying your breasts more than the necklace last time I saw it. This time, the lack of support lets them hang perfectly.”
Duchess Elane bumped her butt against my crotch, spun, and slapped me hard. I stood there, stinging cheek matching the massive pink gem I presented. The Duchess’ eyes widened, noticing the gem and suddenly, I was forgiven. More than that, I was kissed. Our lips broke apart and she snatched both the necklace and the gem out of my hands. The Duchess, red in the face, stared at me defiantly and I didn’t look away.
“Are you not mad at me for what I did to Nomi?”
“You sent her to the fate she fell into. I pushed her away multiple times. She can’t run away from her responsibility and nor can we. I understand now that I need to stay here. Riya and I decided after Nomi was sent away, that we are going to bind ourselves to this city and, therefore, you.” I said and knelt as did Riya. 
“Ugh. Men. Both of you, up! Egad is a brilliant manager and I would never remove him from the table, even for lust. He does bed men though, and I deserve some happiness. You may call me Elane in private. We will start with that. Now get dressed. You need to brief the generals and my husband…” Elane said, kissing me again.
The kiss grew more passionate, our hands exploring each other until Rachael pried us apart.
“Soon. Like as soon as you leave here, get some clothing and rush to the war chambers. Fourth floor on the right.” Elane said as we were pulled apart.
Rachael smirked and opened the door for Elane. When they left and the door closed Riya hugged me from behind.
“You are crazy Logan. I love that about you. Try not to get us killed though, okay.” Riya said as her hands got frisky. “Be quick my Baron, we have funny business to do!”
Five minutes later, we left the room with flustered faces and raced for a clothing shop. I believed Riya was an adrenaline addict. I had to admit, I was too. It was fun to get the heart pumping by being risky. Upsetting Sarine was far less dangerous than fighting the demons from the curse, but it was still a thrill to have some fun in her fitting room. 
It was easy to find the clothing shop from the seamstress. A sign with a tunic swung in the breeze across the way. An attending gentleman met me at the front of the shop and set me up with a green tunic and black pants. The tunic had a river ship embroidered over the chest. The salesman told me the ship was the latest emblem of Trinelan and designed by the Duchess herself. I supposedly got a great deal at a measly twenty gold for the outfit. I resisted punching the man in the face at the ridiculous price and handed off my marker. I could have bought a nice colt for that or five work horses. The price was nobility robbery and I was the fool.
I was reminded of the horses in a deteriorating barn and chewed on the inside of my cheek in frustration. I ran out of the clothing shop as soon as I had paid and ran to the bathhouse. I returned the robe, not wanting to be beholden to anyone, and was informed my clothes were still being cleaned. I asked to have them delivered to Count Warin’s estate before rushing out. Riya and I hurried to the castle proper and was directed the fourth floor. Riya steered me right and I was glad that she paid more attention to directions than I did. Reaching the guarded room, we were ushered in. 
Laruk, the Duke, Pekia, Centurion Jameson, and a few nobles and high ranking generals I didn’t recognize looked up from a square table with a miniature version of Trinelan rising from the surface. Further into the room, Elane and Rachael were working with more people at another table.
“Ah, Baron Logan. Come in, you’re late…” Duke Egad declared with a confused look. “Interesting attire.”
“Someone removed my clothing at the Trinelan Bathhouse of Refinement.” I declared while glaring at Laruk. “The situation was eventually rectified.”
“Oh, I love that place. I didn’t know you were a fan.” The Duke said, getting a bit distracted. “I digress though. I have been briefed by all, besides you. Centurion Jamenson mentioned you had a theory?” 
I wasn’t offered a seat at the table and decided where I stood was good enough for an explanation. Conversations hushed and everyone stared at me. 
“I know of dwarves, elves, and, as of last night, the alfar. The alfar are night elves of the underworld. They are known to be just as vile and evil as the elves of our lands, if not worse.”
I was about to move on when an alfar head was withdrawn from a sack and placed in a bowl on the table. I guessed they wanted to know more.
“Ah, yes. The alfar. Let me start with similarities with other elves. Ears come to a point; they’re lanky and lower in the strength while more dexterity than a human. They have uncanny eyesight and hearing, some even say they can see with their ears. My knowledge says they are talented archers, which legends are made from. They are known for to wield magic, most say they can conceal their true forms but I don’t know if most of this is true. Merely hearsay from Pa talking about night elves. The other defining similarity is their passionate despise of humans.” I paused, letting everything sink in before continuing
“In the history of man, there have been dozens of wars with other species resulting in varying degrees of success. Every time we fought the elves though, we lost battles but won the war as they are forced to retreat and consolidate. This would be the first war against the alfar that I’m aware of. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the alfar despise us and our memories of them are erased at the same time. Then again, the memories of the dwarves were removed from our minds too and dwarves are the only species the elves hate more than us humans. The elves live in the forests east of us after being pushed there by our advancing armies. This city used to be an elven city eons ago. My father told me the story when I was younger. For some reason, he seemed sad when he said the tale.”
I finished my explanation and waited for questions.
“Um… You described yourself.” Duke Egad said. “Well not the hating humans and dwarves part. You have great eyesight, hearing, and are a talented archer. Some of the soldiers you worked with last night believe you use magic. They’re not complaining or accusing, merely observing. It’s clear we need you here in Trinelan. I have heard the recommendations of the men at this table. What does the Champion say?”
“I need a crossbow team. A team to shoot long-range bolts when the enemy mages cast and reveal themselves. Damn, I forget what they are called.” I paused, snapping my fingers while thinking. 
“Zug,” an elderly man with a book in front of him proclaimed.
“Thank you. The zug should be our target. We kill them, then poof the sky clears and we can move at night again, or at least that’s what happened last time. We then race forward to map our day trips and build outposts. Granted, armies guarding the outposts will make them harder to maintain. I don’t have an answer for those issues. The real issue is getting to the farmers. Let’s hope they have consolidated as my family did and fortified their homes. I know this may be difficult to stomach, but we ate gorkin on the farm to spare our livestock as much as we could. Most villagers weren’t not told what the meat was in the stew. No one asked, content on a full belly.” I said, many of the nobles becoming squeamish.
The warriors nodded. They understood this was about survival.
“I can feed a lot of people with gorkin, but not to the numbers of citizens here. Getting to the farmers and trading city goods for country food is going to be vital.”
“We have come to a resolution on food among ourselves.” The Duke explained. “Needless to say, your words are heeded and understood. The damn capital left us little choice. They endlessly request more and more from us without giving us anything in return” The Duke paused, realizing he was venting and corrected his demeanor. “To start your plan, what would you need? A few men and long distance crossbows?”
“I see the mages clear as day when they cast. I merely lacked the range to reach them last night. I really don’t need the other crossbowmen, they are backup. I could do it myself if I had to. The problem is the fact I’m still a stranger and an outcast to Trinelan. My estate is deteriorating from lack of help as I am pulled a dozen directions. I need to either vacate for an inn or get the help the estate needs. I have no idea where to get the right crossbows or what the right kind is either. So yes, it’s that easy but I need some assistance.”
The Duke reddened after hearing my explanation.
“Rachael, excuse me. Lady Rachael, you were tasked with ensuring his estate was properly maintained and now I here this. I also got a blasted letter from Baron Laroise that Barron Logan is rich enough to be a damned Count and yet he has no household. Kingdoms are run by women. Find him a woman…” The Duke paused and then grinned. “Baron Logan, I apologize. For the foreseeable future, my wife will personally see to establishing your household. Now you sleep during the day correct?”
“That is correct, my Duke. As should your entire army. When I slayed the mage the whole demon army collapsed to the field from the shine of the moons of Kyroo. I’m not sure if the other mages can still withdraw with the moonlight exposed. Either way, a daytime army serves little purpose unless the elves march to our gates.”
“You think they could?” A general in a crisp suit asked.
“I have a deep suspicion yes,” I said as Elane and Rachael vacated the room. “Ask yourself this, General. If you meet the enemy of your enemy, does he become your friend? Can you help each other with your goals? That is what my father said…”
The memory hit me and I nearly fell, but Riya caught me. Father had told me without telling me. He had never been direct about it. There was an elven archer who saved him numerous times during the battle of Maroo. He never connected the dot for me, but I understood it now. She was an enemy of an enemy and therefore a friend. Horse dung. Owing someone for saving you is only repaid by saving them. Was I the ‘them’?
Laruk snapping by my face brought me out of my thoughts.
“Hey!” He yelled as my eyes focused. “Battle fatigue. You all just witnessed it. This man killed near a hundred demons last night. How about we get you some rest?”
I was led out of the room as the Duke called after me.
“I will ensure you get your weapons and team by tonight. Sleep well Champion.”
When we hit the stairs Riya held my hand and I weakly smiled. 
“What the hell was that Logan?”
“Battle fatigue sounded nice,” I said as we clomped down the stairs as a group.
“They know you figured something out. What did you piece together?” Laruk asked. 
“I don’t know if you’ll believe me or if I should tell you,” I said as we headed for the exit. I detoured for the bank. “I need to see how rich I am real quick. Apparently, I could have hired an estate planner easily.”
I walked to the initial guard at the bank and showed my marker. I passed the man with a nod as he waved me forward and I walked over the gleaming marbled floor as I went to the teller. “My lackey…” I sighed, I really did not like that title.
Riya scooted beside me and kissed my cheek. “My title is fine the way it is. If it does not bother me, please do not let it bother you.”
“I need my lackey to be properly attired. She has limits set on her authorization. I require my account balance to figure out a higher allotment for her at specific shops.”
“Your balance is this.” The teller slid a parchment towards me with a number well over a hundred thousand gold on it. “The auction was very good to you, my lord. One of your larger gems sold for the bulk of this amount. No one dared bid higher.”
And there it was, a high purchase amount for a single dragon hound eye. That crafty woman. I would get her for this.
“Perfect and how does my lackey go about getting supplies here in the castle that supersedes the hundred gold limit?”
“Simply allocate a number set aside for discretionary funds and then she can spend it any way she wants.”
“Perfect! Set aside half, please. Do not arrest her if she leaves with it. Though, somehow, I think she would collapse after a single step. We do have a sturdy wagon though.” I said and the teller blanched and Riya playfully slapped me. “I’m serious.”
“Very well. Sign here, here, and you sign here, madam.” The teller said as he slid a document to us. We signed and he handed Riya a marker. “This marker makes you a lady. Your master has elevated you. Congratulations.”
We stood there in shock. I hoped this wasn’t going to piss off Elane.
“If we turn this back in, she goes back to a lackey?”
“Well to others, she is a serf. Not to be downplayed. I am one myself. We can be elevated. Her status as your lackey is known as an apprentice without the title. Most recognize it even if it is not the actual thing. Yes, to answer your question though. If her being a lady disrupts your home life, return this marker and all is returned to its original status.”
“I appreciate your time, looks like we have more to discuss. Have a nice day,” I said, giving a friendly nod.
“Thank you for keeping us safe, Champion.”
We left the bank and Riya grabbed my hand and pulled me to the side. Laruk, who had waited outside for us, followed
“Let us head home to sleep.” I said, not wanting to discuss this in front of Laruk.
“Sleep well. See you in the evening.” Laruk nodded and we parted ways.
We stopped by the castle gate guard, a different man from before. Riya swapped her token in for her bow and quiver before grabbing my hand again. The two of us walked the five minutes to our estate in silence. When we approached, the front gate of the estate was open and we nocked arrows. We got closer and noticed the servants going about their work. Many were moving items through the back gate and into the house. I entered the main foyer, decided there was no threat, unstrung our bows, and walked up the stairs. 
Laughing, Riya raised a questioning eyebrow.
“I’ve never seen any room besides our bedroom,” I grumbled. 
“My favorite place,” she replied, leaning into me and stifling a yawn. “You think all this activity is…”
The Duchess’ guards stood outside our room. Her unfinished question was answered by their presence. I approached and they opened the door for us. The curtains were pulled shut to blot out the sun. Flickering candlelight illuminated the large room. A few extra wicks burned to display Elane and her raven hair. She sat behind a desk reviewing paperwork intently. Looking up, she smiled at us. 
I decided to ignore her for now and prepared to go to sleep. I set my bow by the bed, grabbed a torch off the wall, and set it by the bow. I dug into my bag and had the light kit ready to go. I unslung my quiver and stripped off my jacket.
“An encore, how delightful. Are you going to ask what I am doing here?” Elane questioned, never looking up from her work.
“No, my queen, you are in the exact place I want you to be,” I yawned.
I dropped my pants to the floor and climbed into bed.
“Well, that is nice to hear, being desired is a change from what I am accustomed to. It was quite unfortunate Lady Rachael was overtasked and I had to step in to run your household. The least I could do for our champion.” She smirked and I saw the shadows of the light reveal her deviant side. “Are you sure you want me at this desk?”
“Ha! Come snuggle. I need to ask about Riya. I set aside money for her and the teller said that made her a lady. I don’t want strife.” I said as I propped myself on my elbows.
“You tell me to snuggle and then you bring up another woman.” Elane said while raising a single eyebrow at my audacity.
“I am right here, Elane.” Riya said as she walked across the room. “I respect your superiority, intelligence, and cunning. Logan and I decided to stay to support you. This new turn is something we both want, even if it means I have to share Logan. We are a simple farm boy and girl. Exactly what a woman needs to come home to. Honest, trustworthy people who are good. I will put that money away and stay a lackey if it makes your life easier. I trust that Logan will withdraw funds if we or I need them.”
Riya drew the curtains more effectively and blocked most of the light from the room.
“I am glad you brought it up, Logan, and am pleased to hear you say this, Riya. I want you in the background for now, so please return the marker and stay the lackey. Later, your life will be much like Lady Rachael and Lady Pekia once we reach that point. For now, I will be residing in a separate wing of our newest Baron’s estate which will only draw in the prospective ladies more. You are going to have to be strong.” Elane turned to me. “They will throw themselves at you, Logan. You are too damn charming, handsome, and honest. Alright crossing the last t. I promise. I see you both yawning. I can’t snuggle long, maybe an hour. I cannot remember the last time I got some me time. Maybe it was…”
She stood I ran to her. She scoffed when I scooped her up and then giggled as I twirled her. 
“Everything alright, my lady?” A guard called through the door.
“Teaching this farm boy to dance, Garith!” Elane called back.
We kissed deeply. When it broke, she leaned to my ear.
“That was code. You got me for an hour, Champion Logan. Oh my.” 
I undid Elane’s dress strap and she stood there in her undergarments.
“Oh my, indeed,” Riya said leading Elane to the bed.
“Only snuggles this time, please.” Elane said, authority in her voice.
“Ha! In five minutes he will be drooling on your breasts and mumbling at how great the Duchess’ tits are.” Riya snorted.
I’m not sure if I talked in my sleep, but I certainly fell asleep sandwiched between two beautiful women and my head on two soft pillows.
∞∞∞
I woke up with Riya drooling on my shoulder and her strawberry blond locks in my mouth. I scooted out from under her and removed the offending hair from my mouth to use the privy. After I was done, I walked back into the bedroom and pulled back a curtain to discover it was an hour or so before sunset. The light shining in the room woke Riya who rushed to the privy. A few moments later, I had my pants on.
“Riya, I’m going to check on the horses, take your time getting ready. Meet me on the southern wall if I don’t see you before sundown.” I called through the privy door.
She muttered something I couldn’t make out and I left it at that.
I opened the door while I struggled to unclasp the buttons on my adventure jacket. I was so focused on my task I didn’t notice the man in the hall waiting for me.
“Baron Logan,” Baron Laroise said, making me jump. “Ah, you’re not some all-knowing, all-seeing god as some have suggested. I come with a few questions. I think you understand how politics works, to a minor extent. What desires do you have to live in the castle?”
I raised an eyebrow at his question and wondered what he was doing here. He sat on a bench in the hallway that had not been there when I went to sleep.
“I am more than content with this estate and have zero desire to upgrade.” I replied while finally freeing the clasps on my jacket. “Why the question?”
“The Duke realizes when the Duchess races to your aid that something is off. Are you trying to replace him?”
“It is my understanding Duke Egad ran this city for thirty years. In that time, there was never an assassination attempt, a noble coup to depose him, or riots against his rule. The man has treated me respectfully and with honor. No Baron Laroise, I do not desire anything besides the best for the Duke.”
Baron Laroise slapped his thighs and rose from the bench. “Most excellent news. And your intentions with his wife?”
“Um…” I hesitated unsure of how to answer.
“It is okay to be honest.”
“We are establishing a friendship, one that may go further. Mind you, she even told me if we did dally. She would never replace Egad, he is far too valuable as a statesmen. Her lack of title, not mine.” I said, tugging on my tunic.
“Perfect, out with you Darnel,” Barron Laroise said to a young lad who darted from behind a tapestry. The sneaky little bugger rushed out of the estate. I scoffed at the fact he had been there the whole time.
“Only warning, don’t think of replacing the Duke and he will allow his wife and you to have your well-deserved happiness.”
With that said, the monocle-wearing man excused himself. The Duchess’ guards stood in front of a door at the other end of the hall. I walked towards the guards happy with how the conversation with Barron Laroise went. When I approached the guards, they stopped me.
“A few things before you enter. We like you and how you have recently made the Duchess joyful. We have watched her grow and desire her happiness. We also decided to help you.” Until this point, they had been hulking mutes. I figured I could at the very least respect them and heed their advice. “I’m Garith and this is Bart. Inside, the Duchess is playing politics. The more people she has beholden to her like you, the more power she has. The way she was raised, well, that’s important. When you enter, understand there are people she doesn’t control. Assume that outside the people she says you can trust, no one can be trusted.”
“Okay, I got it. Play it safe and my life will be less painful in the long run. I admire you reaching out to help me. Is there a give and take here? Can I help you gents out?” I asked in sincerity.
“Keep her happy and we get yelled at less. Believe it or not, we still have our own wives to go home to that want to yell at us. Hence, we will make it easier for you if we can. It helps us in the long run. We saw the Duke’s man questioning you. He seemed happy when he left which is good. Keep the peace young Baron, keep the peace.”
With that said, Garith opened the door and I strolled into a meeting around a lavish couch. There were a dozen ladies sipping tea and gossiping. I studied the room. It was a fifty foot wide lounging area that expanded into the balcony with better views than those of the master bedroom. There were soft cushions on couches that all faced the city. A fireplace anchored into the wall and crackled with a small fire. Racheal sat at a desk not far away, going over documents. A large mix of different perfumes assaulted my nose and my soft cough from the smell gave my presence away.
The giggling stopped at my arrival and all eyes turned to me. Elane wore a new pink dress with her necklace on display. She noticed me eyeing her and shifted her eyes to the other ladies.
“I am beside myself. Excuse these poor manners I am displaying. I’m but a simple farm boy frozen at the beauty before me. You ladies all look exquisite. I was merely stopping by to thank the Duchess for her tireless work before I tended to the horse and marched off to war and instead find myself wanting to get to know each and every one of you.” I said, hoping I laid on the correct amount of charm. At the end of my little speech, I bowed as Pa had taught me. No idea if it worked but it was the best I had.
“Come, Champion, let me do introductions,” Elane said.
I kissed the cheeks of each lady one at a time. They were all daughters of powerful nobles in the city. A few excused themselves when I was introduced as having an assistant that was a female. Elane hinted at what that entailed and I had no problem thinning the number. “All these ladies are here to potentially replace me when I vacate the estate. I do find I love the view down here though. It is rather lovely.”
“My Duchess, it’s all of you ladies that make this estate so lovely. I hope I do not offend,” I said, causing the women chuckled.
“Of course not. You impressed us all. I showed these ladies the darling gem and they all want one now. Ladies, I need my Champion to guard the walls.” Elane said while shooing me to the door and turning back to the women. “How about we let him escape to ready for the night as we figure out how we can go about making this estate worthy of our presence.”
That was clearly my cue of dismissal. I indeed had a lot to attend to. I excused myself and left the room. Garith gave me a thumbs up as I raced to get equipped for the night. As I was grabbing Lady Evelyn I noticed there was a team of servants working in the barn which meant I could get to the wall early. Maybe even catch Riya who was probably walking.
I ran out of the estate and sped for the southern gate. Sure enough I caught Riya half way down the marbled road.
“They wouldn’t let me through even when I said I was your lackey. Some other noble saw the commotion and said he had heard about me.” Riya huffed. “How did the horses look?”
“Never saw ‘em. I assume you heard my conversation with Barron Laroise through the door. I then went to visit the Duchess, hoping to ask if things were in order. Instead, I got drawn into a tea visit and showcased. I hope I did well. I tried to be charming and respectful. Did you miss me?”
A smirk crested Riya’s face. “Farm boy, you’re one of a kind. The funny part is I told myself I would never get smitten with a man the way Hariet did. Instead, I find myself indeed missing you. I saw you running to catch up to me so I know the feeling is mutual. You excited for tonight?”
“I certainly would love to kill a zug. I want to explore for a few days soon and I plan to cleanse the curse for summer’s festival.” I said looking at the skyline darkening from rain clouds. “That’s not good, we need to start the oil before the rains start.”
“We should run,” Riya commented and I agreed.
We raced to the gate the guards never opened enough, through the crowded market, and past the guards at the southern gate.
A high ranking general was giving orders to the centurions I met the night before and waved me over.
“Great work last night, Baron Logan. I have a team ready for you. Follow me, I am General Rence,” the man said and led Riya and I to the front of the walls. The dirt crunched beneath my feet and armored clanged as soldiers scurried about. The thunder of an incoming storm sounded not far in the distance. “Hurry along, this way. No Captain Ugrian, I wanted those boards over there.”
There was far more work done here and the battlefield had been cleansed of bodies. Wooden boards covered the landscape and dirt was carted into the city. When General Rence stepped down a ramp I stared in shock before Riya and I followed. We traveled down a tunnel with boards protecting us from above. We were a hundred meters away from the wall when we entered an alcove with nine men holding crossbows inside. In the ceiling was an oval slotted opening exposing the battlefield above. I frowned at this. I liked a high angle to shoot from and this was anything but that. Even if this were hundreds of yard closer to the enemy, I was not happy.
“Let me explain, Baron Logan, before you judge this location. Since this tunnel is blocked from the darkness above it casts candle light perfectly. This means it will be easy to retreat back to the wall if need be. We left your other spot set up as a fallback. These men are experts with the crossbow and assure me they can fire with deadly intent from this angle. If it fails, we can always fallback and try from there.” The General said as rain started to fall. The sun was sinking fast and the candles were lit in preparation of the darkness. “I have much to prepare for. A trumpeter will be here shortly. Get acquainted with your new team.”
The General rushed down the tunnel leaving me standing with the crossbowmen. A few stools were placed around the alcove and I pushed one against the wall.
“Quick which of you is in charge?” I asked.
“I am Sergeant Epsti, how may we assist, my lord?” A man with two stripes on his outfit said. They all wore loose fitting leather jerkins and tanned pants. I struggled to climb to the surface through the slit.
“Men, help the Champion up.”
When I was free of the confined underground tunnel, I scanned my surroundings. The rain was coming down hard and when I closed my eyes it was deafening. I knew I didn’t want to shoot from below. This elevated perch was the best option, but had no defense.
“Lackey, run to the wall. I need six men with shields. Sergeant Epsti, get you and your men up here and bring anything you can for me to stand on. The higher the better. I need to test a crossbow quickly before the night consumes.” I said and watched the men scurry out from below. “I have a theory. The curse is one spell that summons a number of underground demons at random. That army, I think came after the initial arrival, from a second spell. I missed it probably while shooting with my eyes closed at gorkin.”
I was handed a crossbow, and allowed myself to get used to the weight. Making a few adjustments to the weapon, I held it up to get used to the difference. A stool was placed on the top of the higher roof and I was now a few feet above ground level. I sighted for a far tree. I ensured my aim, exhaled completely, and caressed the trigger ever so lovingly. The device snapped with a force I was not expecting and I fell. We all watched my bolt soar over the battle field and thud into the tree I had aimed it at. I grinned in satisfaction.
“You four stay down in the light and reload. Pile the crossbows here. Sergeant Epsti, you will hand them to me. The rest of you get torches and form a perimeter until the infantry arrives. The darkness…” I said and the night went from low visibility in the rain to a complete black. “Is here.”
A torch made its way up from below and more followed. Soon we had enough light to see in our small area. The rain never abated as it fought to extinguish the light. I decided not to close my eyes tonight. I had to watch for the zug mages arrival. I did hear a loud gorkin.
“Come helpsss…” It said from the depths of the dark.
“Ignore it unless you can shoot it with a…” I was going to order when I heard the twang of an elven bow followed by the sound of a body hitting the dirt. Riya had arrived. “Get up here. Hurry.”
I was surprised when Laruk himself stood beside me. “You’re crazy Logan. What’s your plan?”
“I need you to keep me alive until the mages arrive.”
“Form a wall and keep fresh torches on the outside of the shields. No more than ten up top at a time. Hurry!” The Captain bellowed. “I take it we are going to ignore the gorkin for now?”
“If Riya wants to bow them, that’s fine. I want all these crossbows loaded and ready though. We are stalling for something I’m anticipating. If the enemy…” I was cut off as a few clay spears flew into our forming ranks. Most went off shields but a man went down with a projectile embedded in his neck. “Hold the line, they are the little ones. Not an army.”
Laruk had the man dragged below and a new one exited to take his place. Another volley loudly crashed into us. I then heard the whistle of arrows coming from behind.
“Cover! Trumpeter send out a do not fire...” I screamed as an arrow bit into my ass. By the gods that hurt. Men cried out around me as the arrows from the wall landed among us. The friendly-fire couldn’t have come at a worse time too.
The trumpet blared a cease-fire call right as the mages emerged. There was a burst of blooming magic as I saw them wink into existence. The spell revealed a full army of tens of thousands. There were far more mages today than had left the night before. I went to take a hasty shot when the magic of the mages erupted around them. They were charging some very powerful spells and giving me an amazing view of their back lines.
A spotted a zug with a ceremonial headpiece as he came into view. He had valotaur guards around him, blocking my shot. A second large zug seemed to be leading the spell casters. He would be my target. There were a dozen of the potato slug mages spooling up an energy around them as they created the massive spell. I sighted, exhaled, and released the bolt confidently.
“New crossbow!” I shouted and let the first one drop. When no crossbow was handed to me I looked down and I saw Epsti was dead on the ground. I raced down the stepstool and secured a random crossbow. Looking at the enemy mages, something was wrong. The lead zug I fired at was still alive and standing. Yet, he staggered. He released his spell errantly across his own lines. Three of his fellow mages turned to mush. I adjusted my aim and fired at the head mage. The leader of the army was in full panic. I knew my bolt probably wouldn’t get through the enemy lines, but I had to try. My bolt released too late. The remaining mages halted their mighty spell and instantly cast a new one. Before my bolt landed most of the army and the mages winked out of existence.
The black of the night again rumbled the ground in anger. This time, instead of fright, I cheered. I knew what was coming next. A loud crack split the air and rang in my ears. The night peeled back in a rush. Time slowed. This was a first. It only lasted a few moments when an explosion of power sent me flying from my stool. I soared into the ever revealing night as the moons of Kyroo shone bright. The rains vanished with the spell and the sky became crystal clear.
A gorkin withered not five feet away desperate to escape the bright moonlight. I went to laugh and cried out in pain. The arrow had lodged further into my ass from the fall. I left it in there for now. Pa always said dumbest thing you can do when stabbed is to remove the thing out before you’re ready to bleed.
Riya climbed to the surface and scanned the area for me. She ran to me when she noticed I was on the ground. Laruk’s men had been decimated. All were wounded and at least seven were dead or dying. Laruk himself had an arrow in his back while he walked around. He noticed Riya running to me and walked towards us.
Riya helped me up and I hobbled to greet the Captain.
“Nasty work shooting in the dark,” The Captain muttered. “Aye, you took one in the ass.”
“Better to have it out here than in the Refinement bathhouse.” I quipped with snarky grin.
He laughed and then stopped himself. “That is a good one. Can’t laugh though, it hurts too much. Oh, look,” Laruk pointed to the gates. “Here comes reinforcements.”
The gates were opened and held ajar by squires. The thundering clap of hundreds and then thousands of cavalry erupted across the battlefield. They rode out at a full sprint desperate to slay the enemies who were tormented by the moonlight. I watched in awe as the loose ground around me danced in vibration at the carveries charged into the well-lit night. There would be death tonight. Lots and lots of death.
“I’m starting to think the General knew I would succeed.” I watched the rows of horses continued to flood out of the city.
I wondered where they all lined up because they were still pouring out.
“You have not failed anyone, Logan,” Riya said from my side. “Let’s get the wound bound so we can hurry out of here. I have some maps to make and there is no better time.”
“Awe, you hear that, Laruk, this Lackey of mine is forcing me to work with an injury. I guess it is only fair. I have been a horrid cartographer. No rest for the mighty is there?”
“Wait, you are a cartographer?” Laruk asked as his face contorted in confusion.
“Charter approved too!”
“I thought that was a farce.” Laruk said as I shrugged.
Knights tore past us sending clods of earth behind them. A few ladies peeled off from the main flow of outbound horses and came closer to address us.
“We are nurses from the third cavalry regiment. Let us tend your wounds. Lie down please.” A formidable looking grandmotherly woman said sternly.
Laruk didn’t hesitate and laid on his stomach. I joined him and were encircled by the healers. I was handed a drink and told to chug it. The liquid was strong whiskey and I almost vomited as I pulled down a big swig. As I struggled with the liquid someone yanked the arrow out of my butt cheek. I think the drink was a ploy because as I coughed the liquid up, I noticed Laruk grinning. He had not fallen for the trick. The arrow was jerked out his back and he clamored curses while pounding the dirt with a clenched fist.
Riya leaned down and kissed my cheek as my wound was dressed.
“I am going to get a wagon and the horses.” Riya said, standing up. “Hopefully it will be easy enough and the way will be clear by then. I am sure you will take a while to debrief the other leaders. I will pack a fresh set of clothes for both of us. Meet me at the south gate.”
“Alright, I promised the Duchess only a few days or map scouting. How about two days out and then two back? After a much deserved night of recovery. We will talk more later though. You need to hurry and beat the rush out of the city. I will just wait here, it’s easier,” I said as I rested on the ground on my belly.
Another peck of affection and she was gone.
I laid there muttering in pain and when the nurses finished, I struggled to look at my rear. A big hole had been cut into the already ruined seat of my pants. They were beyond salvage now. A pad had been wrapped to secure my wound.
“I’m the head nurse, Lady Orina. I heard what the girl said, no horse riding for you. If you are in the wagon try to either rest on the other cheek or lay down on your stomach. Would be doing the same thing here but I recommend you stay. Your look says you won’t. Here are supplies to change it out in two days. Visit a nurse or apothecary after for a fresh bandage. If you feel sick while you’re gone and your temp goes up, race back here.” The woman frowned and reached into a side pouch on her horse. “Not many wounded so take this. Take it in twenty four hours as a preventative against a fever. I don’t charge for my help only the cost of goods. Who do I bill this to?”
“Duchess Elane is the head of my household at the moment.” I grumbled and she gasped.
“Did you hit your head too, young man?” Lady Orina asked.
“Captain Laruk, help me out here,” I said shifting my face as I looked for support.
The man shrugged, chugging a bottle of whisky. I shook my head and sighed.
“I am in the Count Warin estate and I do not jest.”
“Wait, are you the Champion the young ladies are clamoring to meet?” The woman’s smile lit up in the moonlight. “Regina go get me Kamara, she needs to come to pamper this young man. He is all alone with no woman to run his estate.”
I muttered and she giggled. Elane said it would be like this.
“Do you believe me now?” I asked.
“Indeed, Captian Laruk there wouldn’t let you slander his Lady’s name unless you spoke the truth. One day you will learn silence says more than words. Alas, you are young. As is my granddaughter, Kamara. Since we have time, let me tell you about her. She is sixteen summers, smart, and at the top of her noble class. Her riding is superb and she has been shadowing my estate supervisor for the last six months. Many men try to court her for her beauty, and she will undoubtedly reject you as she has them. Maybe you will get on her good side though. She has been praising the changes to the court the Duchess has made.”
Lady Orina went on like this for a good ten minutes until finally, I grabbed the arrow that had been yanked out of my ass.
“Are you even listening to me lad?”
“You have got to be kidding me. Hey Captain, check out the name carved into this arrow.” I said ignoring the woman and handing the arrow to Laruk.
“Damnit! I told you not to get me to laugh farm boy. Oh, I will never let him live this one down. Let me check mine. Looks like Shawn from the third owes me. Poor Jamenson. Ah, this is too good.”
“What is too good?” A new voice asked and I struggled to look to my left while still laying in the dirt.
“I was shot by…” I paused.
Kamara was definitely gorgeous. In the moonlight her red hair shone and her hazel eyes glistened. She wasn’t as curvy or busty as Elane or Riya in her tight dress, but you could never tell in riding outfits. She certainly was stunning with her sharp features and poise. I found my words that her beauty had stolen.
“I was shot by a friend. You must be the Kamara your grandmother has been going on and on about.”
“Hi Captain Laruk, why am I here Lady Orina?” Kamara asked her grandmother. 
I butted in. “Is there anyone who does not know you?” I asked turning my head to Laruk.
He passed me the whiskey with a shrug for a reply. I gulped a swig and coughed a few times.
“This is the Champion. Do you happen to know who is managing his estate at the moment?” Lady Orina asked.
“He’s as cute as they say, and, according to my sources, a charming country boy. I definitely could be tending to worse patients. You are excused Lady Orina. Oh, two more sets of bandages and another anti-fever potion.” The young lady said confidently.
“What’s happening?” I asked, confused.
“It’s clear you need your health monitored. It’s not every day the hero is wounded with no lady to care for him. Duchess Elane most certainly can’t attend you, so I will.” Kamara said and I didn’t fight her.
I figured when Riya came back ready to explore she would pack it up and quit. The nurses left and Kamara stayed. I was going to ask her what she thought of adventuring when I heard a voice I recognized.
“I am so glad I found you both…” Centurion Jamenson walked over to us as we casually drank while relaxing in the dirt.
He only paused because Kamara tended to have that effect.
“What are you doing here Kamara?”
“Hello Father, I am here tending to the young man who has no lady of his estate. It will earn me favors with the Duchess. Not bad on the eyes anyway.” Kamara said while pinching my cheek playfully.
“You have got to be kidding me. This is your daughter?”
“She is the daughter of Grivor and Ponita, but yes she is my daughter.” Jamenson replied and Laruk handed him the arrow that had been in my butt. “I shot you in the ass. Oh…” Jamenson spouted out a string of curses, some of which I had never heard.
“Yup! You were doing so well there.” I retorted with a long exhale.
“I will never live this down. They said you were all underground. We figured you were under assault and we could clear the field for you.” Jamenson said and paused.
“Wait, you shot the Duchess’ Champion?” Kamara said in a hiss to her father. “Mom is going to flay you.”
“To be fair, it’s not his fault. The General thought we could shoot from a foot off the ground. I tossed his plan into the rubbish pile and setup a perimeter above ground from up high. Like any archer would.” I said. “I forgive you, we will laugh about it when it hurts less. The real issue is good men died for this reprieve of the dark. We need to be mindful of that.”
This was met with silence from our little assembly. General Rence interrupted our somber moods with a jovial greeting as he approached from the direction of the city. His retinue attended him in his wake and they all looked displeased to be addressing us.
“You did it, Baron Logan. You did it. The Duke is ecstatic. He is even riding out with the rest of the units lancing down the cowering foes. How did it happen?” The General asked with a wide smile.
“They were casting magic and I shot the biggest one I could. Never saw the bolt land. I did see him stagger and coat three of his allies in a torrent of magic. That cleared the curse for now, though who knows for how long. Based on the marks in the dirt killing four fought back more of the dark than the one I slew before.” I said as I went to show him where the magic erupted but the pain made me stay down for now.
“Our mages said the same thing. Seeing the magic from the walls helped them unlock the knowledge of magic. They know they are capable of magic but don’t know what kind of magic or spells they’re capable of. They want you to get the enemy to cast more next time so they can unlock more memories. I have said my piece as required by the Duke.” General Rence finished and I couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Well, I will keep that in mind. I’m sure there will be no arrow in my butt from Centurion Jamenson next time.” I said and the General turned to Centurion Jamenson in dismay. “Not his fault, I went rouge a bit.” I explained, getting a stern look in my direction. “It’s also not my fault as I am not your soldier.”
“Indeed, I will work on fixing that. Trinelan needs good soldiers who follow orders.” General Reece said.
“I may let it happen when you become an archer that can shoot better than me.” I retorted and Laruk chuckled.
“What are you insinuating, young man?” The General asked in a confrontation tone.
Riya rolled up with the four stallions attached to a medium sized wagon with two rows of horses following behind. It was a nice wagon meant for trading, and would not have an actual sleeping compartment. I went to have Kamara help me up but when the women saw each other they both froze. I had to tug Kamara forward to help me hobble to the wagon.
“I am afraid I have to depart, dear General. Thank you for your concern.” I said and when he went to retort Kamara cut him off.
“Sorry no more badgering of my patient, be happy for the win.” Kamara said defiantly. I was loaded into the wagon and Kamara sat on a box of supplies beside me. Riya urged the horses forward. The moment we were out of earshot she spoke. “Who’s this gorgeous woman?” Kamara asked.
The comment and then the way she lustfully looked at Riya; it made sense why Kamara was spurning men left and right.
“Think I’m gorgeous, do you. You’re not the only one. The Duchess was livid she had been woken up when I entered our room. That is, until she saw it was me.” Riya said as she turned us north across the bouncy fields for the eastern roads. “Am I letting this stowaway out or is she coming with us? We have extra supplies from our first voyage, so we wouldn’t have to worry about that. I had the servants toss everything in. I’m still not used them doing things for me, by the way.”
“I think I’m missing something. Who are you?” Kamara asked.
“I’m Riya.”
“Now who is this one? The man with the arrow wound in his butt.” Kamara asked. “The Duchess was in your bed and this gem, who is not a Lady somehow, is fetching your things.” Kamara was trying to figure it out.
“Not to be rude, but this is the Champion of the Realm at the moment, not just Trinelan. Rumor has it the entire curse as far as even a scoped eye can see has been beaten back by him. We are going to go east for two days and then return to have enough time for festivities. Are you coming or staying in Trinelan? We are about to hit the eastern road.”
Kamara was conflicted as she stared into Riya’s eyes. The ladies were definitely attracted to each other. I decided to let them figure their desires out. The whiskey was making me tired, which I was not concerned about because it was numbing the pain.
“Riya.” Kamara started. “Did you get a set of clothes I can swap into that is not a field dress. This field dress hurts to breathe in and crushes my tits. Rather silly to call it that, should have name that outfit the corset of death. I am Lady Kamara by the way.”
Riya halted the horses, dismounted to get to the back, and dug through some supplies. A set of travel clothing was handed to Kamara.
“Oh this is fantastic. I guess father saw me leave so I’m good to go in that regard. I hate that I can’t wear an outfit like this more often. How is it on the chest? My breasts are just killing me. I think it is ridiculous women have to confine our breasts so tightly when attending injured men.”
“I’m right here you know?” I said as the two ladies were eyeing each other and ignoring me.
“Hush, Logan, we ladies are discussing lady things. Be happy you even get to hear it, such conversation is normally reserved only for women’s ears. As for a restricted bust, you actually want it when you go to shoot. I hate it when my breasts get whacked when I release an arrow. I actually add padding over the inside of my left tit… Anyway, last chance Kamara. I am turning east now.” Riya said and I huffed.
A whiskey bottle was handed to me by Kamara. I propped myself up to take a drink.
“Not too much Logan, I don’t want to clean up vomit. It will be a bouncy ride.” Riya said, not looking away from Kamara.
“Do you normally boss him around?” Kamara asked.
“Heavens no, I am his toy, not the other way around. And in case you were wondering. I’m the most delightful toy, am I not Logan!” Riya purred with her sultry voice.
“Indeed,” I replied.
Riya was being unusually brazen.
“Will the horses mind if you leave the front?” Kamara asked. “And yes, go east, I will certainly enjoy this trip. It’s so rare a lady of the court gets to adventure.”
“We sleep during the day and the horses run on their own, no problem. Need help?”
“Yes, I need assistance getting in and out of this thing. We will wait until we are out of eyesight of the city.” Kamara said.
Ten minutes later, we stopped in the middle of road. I was told to close my eyes as I rested. I refused and Kamara huffed for a few moments then smiled at Riya. That sealed the deal and she stripped out of the insanely intricate field dress. When she plopped free of the torture device she did have curves, nice ones. I glanced for a moment then gave her the rest of her dignity back. I smirked with my eyes closed. Even got a thank you once she was in a travel set probably meant for Nomi. When Kamara was done, I was allowed to sit awkwardly on the driver’s bench with all the pillows and blankets that would fit. Riya snuggled somewhat into my side in an attempt to be sweet while comfortable. It was going to be a long night. I smiled, I had the company of the woman I loved, a lovely new companion, and the two moons shone down on us.




CHAPTER 11     



“Is he always this bitter?” Kamara asked after waking from a restful sleep during the night.
I had been twisting and turning in pain on the driver’s bench while Riya doted on me. The trip so far had been uneventful. Word had gotten out that the creatures of the night were paralyzed by the shining moonlight. That meant they were easy targets and held gems of value ripe for the plundering. It seemed like every person from the city went hunting that night for revenge and loot. We were passed by hundreds of teams racing around, looking for easy targets. I grinned in satisfaction that I sold all my gems already because the market was about to be flooded. I watched from my perch in the wagon as others were desperately in search of the small stones that would fetch coins.
When the sun rose, Kamara got along very well with Riya. They talked for a few hours about a whole range of things until I crabbily asked for the wagon bed to sleep in. I had been watching the road and the narrowing treeline. A few hours out of Trinelan and the woods had dominated the skyline on both sides. The tall grass trailed off a few dozen feet from the road until it merged with undergrowth and then the massive trees.
“Logan is normally very cordial. I think he’s jealous.” Riya said and my frown deepened. “Yeah that is not a happy face.”
“What are you jealous of, Logan?” Kamara asked as she curled up comfortably in a bundle of blankets and pillows.
“That spot you are cozy in. I am tired and my butt hurts…” I took a long, deep breath to soothe my temper. “I’m not jealous. I understand that Riya is interested in women. I understand that you are too, Kamara. I also get a sense you’re a no man kind of girl, which I respect.”
“As long as you keep it a secret, which I am fairly confident you will. No, I do not desire men at all. I can see why Riya does, and certain other noble ladies who need not be named. Not me though. I am interested in helping you in your journey to becoming a respectable noble. Right now, your actions and behavior shows that you have no lessons in etiquette.  If we were to team up it may be a winning situation for all parties. Assuming you can, or will, share Riya.”
“That is bold of you,” Riya said with a smirk.
“Putting the option out there. Are these your maps? They are fantastic.” Kamara said, changing the subject.
Kamara used the excuse to vacate the spot I had been eying. I hastily occupied her spot. The bundle of blankets were still warm and I let out a long sigh of comfort.
“Do you want to keep riding during the day or stop for your rest?” Riya asked.
When I didn’t respond right away, Kamara called out my name.
“I’m not the one drawing. How about we go for a few hours and Kamara sketches a rough draft while riding. If it’s good, we keep going, if not, we stop somewhere and secure a defense.” I said as I shifted myself into the perfect spot for sleep.
I patted the blankets and shifted my head to indicate for Riya to join me.
“I know whatever Kamara draws will be better than what I can do. If we lose a few hours then so be it.”
“See, that’s why I asked.” Riya said. “Okay, we sleep during the day,” Riya explained to Kamara, “so try to do the best map you can while we travel. Use my work as a template. I look forward to chatting with you more later.” Riya gingerly slid a hand down Kamara’s arm before turning to me. “Move over lover, momma is coming to bed.”
Riya spun around on the driver seat and swung her legs to the bed of the wagon. She crawled over to me and I opened the covers for her. Riya snuggled into my chest and we sighed happily at our combined warmth. I was exhausted and welcomed the coziness.
“You are too cute. I’ll watch the road, though I do worry. Most of those who passed us have turned back already.” Kamara said. “Do you have a crossbow in the back?”
“I have a spare short bow, it works great. I’ll get it,” Riya said and I immediately missed her warm body as she shifted through the supplies to retrieve the weapon.
“You’re a master of the court, correct Kamara?” I asked with eyes closed.
“Yes, why do you ask?” She raised an eyebrow curiously.
I had in fact asked an open ended question.
“A song please, if you may?” I yawned as I talked.
“That would be lovely. Then we need to be taught etiquette later.” Riya said. “What is east of Trinelan?” “She asked me.
“Last I remember northeast were some dwarf holds and far-east are the elven woods. I think there are a few small cities along the way. Never been out this way or remember the maps in great detail.” I replied as Riya snuggled back into me. “You are divine my lady and so beautiful.”
“He sure loves you, Riya. East is Odessi the home of…” Kamara paused and tilted her head in confusion. “Well, I don’t recall. Odd. It’s a few days ride. If we keep this pace of riding day and night, we might even reach it.”
“That would make for a great report.” I said while wrapping Riya tighter into my arms. “Alight lovely Kamara, a song please.”
Her singing was beautiful and soothing. Riya and I became a ball of warmth as we rattled down the road with a cover over our heads blocking the light. Not even five minutes later, I was snoozing away.
∞∞∞
I awoke to the girls screaming. Not a slight ‘oh there’s a spider’ scream. No, this was a terrifying shriek of doom. I threw off the blankets to get into action when I noticed a crossbow aimed at my chest from the rear of the wagon. The face that held the crossbow was none other than a dwarf. It was dark out again, but the moons were shining. After a few moments, I pieced together what happened. I had overslept, which was extremely rare and because I was covered in sweat I realized I had developed a fever. While I slept, the girls had driven into an ambush and now there was a dozen dwarves mounted on rams with crossbows aimed at our wagon surrounded us. We were in a bad situation that I couldn’t focus on enough to see an escape from.
“Easy there sir, I was sleeping. Sorry I’m a bit jumpy,” I said to the dwarf with the crossbow pointed at me.
The long bearded, black-eyed dwarf eyed me with contempt. He sat on a large golden horned ram with white fur eagerly eating the horse feed from the back of the wagon. The disproportionate size between the small dwarf and overly large ram was somewhat comical but I held in my laugh. The crossbow pointed at me reinforced this concept of trying not to displease the dwarves. I turned to a larger dwarf with a braided ponytail and fancy armor hooking up our wagon to his ram.
“Maybe we can talk?” “I asked hopefully.
“Zilence, or I wilz remoze yar tonguze.” The dwarf said in an odd accented version of my tongue.
Instead of arguing, I laid back down. We were at their mercy, for now, no need to provoke them more. The only thing I could remember Pa saying about them was that they honored deals but getting them to make one was the hard part. The dwarves obviously wanted to take us somewhere, so I let it happen instead of dying in the back of this wagon with no weapon in hand. Riya carefully stepped back to snuggle into me. Kamara made things tight when she jammed in on Riya’s other side.
I was feeling woozy and tired. I never slept this long unless I had a fever. I realized the fever was getting worse and sat up. “I need to take an anti-fever potion. I took an arrow while fighting the demons.”
“Demonz don’t shoot arrowz,” the dwarf said.
I found the potion that Kamara had brought and grabbed it. I uncorked it and drained it quickly hoping, it didn’t get me shot.
“Brave of yaz.”The same dwarf spoke with a slight grin.
“The arrow was from an ally. I killed a zug mage of the enemies and lifted the curse, hence the clear night sky. At least for a few nights.” I said as I struggled to reclaim my spot. “This is my nurse and this is my mapmaker. We are here trying to redraw the lands.”
“Zilence,” The dwarf said not caring what I said.
I was happy to finally get back into the cozy covers. I felt Kamara reach over and feel my forehead and then mutter some curses. I ignored her curses and the dwarf. I was shivering and unable to stay awake. Sleep consumed me.
∞∞∞
I opened blurry eyes to a set of large breasts spilling out of a too small top. The sight was very confusing as the skin was olive in color and much bustier than they naturally should be. Leave it to a young man to fixate on boobs. I remembered being taken hostage by dwarves and was cautious of every move I made. I had only seen female dwarves as slave in one of our few trips to Maroo. The city tried to have Pa come every so often for a celebration and when I was young,  the family was convinced to attend a few times. A cool cloth gently pressed against my forehead.
“Ah, you are awake.” A rough, female voice spoke. “I tended to humans in Odessi before it fell. Should help I speak your dialect better than most. Your fever broke this morning. You have been out for two days. Just in time for summer’s festival. I am Darma,” the dwarf said with a barely noticeable accent.
She was telling the truth about spending time with humans.
“Easy now. Your ladies will want to see you. They have on restraints, merely as a precaution. Now that your fever broke I think you are going to be fine. Later today you can meet King Carver. Here drink this.”
I was handed a small cup and I took a hesitant sip. My mind reeled as two flavors fought in my mouth. The liquid was putrid and delightful at the same time. I assumed it was medicine and I gulped it down to the last drop as I tipped the cup.
“That concludes that test.” A voice behind me said.
I was unable to spin as my body was nothing but pins and needles. I eventually turned to see an older dwarf with a beard so long it went past his knees.
“Your ladies talk as if you were an elf in a human body. Which, with magic, is something that can happen. The spell can be done by powerful enough mages willing to pay the sacrificial costs. It’s not often that elves pretend to be humans but they can and I wanted to be certain. One thing an elf cannot do is swallow that drink. If you were an alfar, it would’ve tasted so good you would fall into a craze. The fact that you drank it with little reaction tells us you are, indeed, a human. Maybe your ladies are exaggerating your battlefield prowess.”
I mulled this over. “What does a human taste then?” I asked with a grin.
The dwarf’s head tilted. “Honey ale. I get you want to keep the mystic up. Not fooling us though, this beard is this long for a reason. Rest. I will have your ladies moved to this room with their bedding.”
Well, by the three above. The one thing that drink did not taste like was honey ale. The dwarf left room and Darma followed. A few minutes later, Kamara and Riya entered the room with wide smiles at seeing me awake and alert. I frowned when I noticed they were each carrying a weighted ball that was chained to shackles around their wrists and ankles. When the girls paused, a dwarven guard unlocked the restraints and freed the women of their bindings. Another female dwarf came in and dropped some bedding beside me. Riya dove on top of me and covered me in endless kisses. I wanted to complain but did not fight it. It was nice to be cared about.
“Who’s Rexie?” Riya asked with concern etched on her face. “You were muttering about me and her non-stop. I already share you so I’m not that jealous. Only a little. I figured I should know who she is. You’re not the type to hide a lady from me.”
I chuckled lightly until it hurt and had to pause. “Rexie is… Rexie was my dog. She died on the first night of the curse trying to kill a gorkin. I miss her and was hoping to win a new dog at the competition.” I said as Kamara seated herself in the only chair. The woman twisted her lips as if she wanted to say something then thought better of it. “Out with it, I know you want to say something.”
“You would compete in a city, and no, Narree does not count. We do not hand out farm animals in Trinelan. The prizes are always gold. Then you use the gold to buy the pup you want. You need to understand that competition in a city the size of Trinelan is big business. There’s a massive stadium that charges admission and provides entertainment between events. This is part of your nobility lessons I need to teach you.” Kamara said with a sigh.
The young lady didn’t look amused at my lack of knowledge. Sorrow filled her face as she continued. “We will be missing this year’s events. The little information we received from our captors was only that you needed to be awake to barter. Women have no status in dwarven society. They said we were captured because we never stopped moving. They tracked us from the mountain and figured we were a runaway wagon.”
“Could be worse. We could be dead. I will work on getting us out of this mess. Never gotten a fever from an injury before. How does the wound look?” I asked and Kamara shrugged. “Have you not been checking on my butt?”
“That Darma lady has been handling your recovery. Told me she thinks the bone chipped and a fragment is in there. Your body should isolate the issue and heal. Dwarfs are decent healers. Not as great as elves but decent. Did you miss me?” Kamara asked as she tossed her hair and batted her eyelashes.
“No, I did miss this little snuggle bug though.” I said as I held Riya even tighter to me on the bed.
“She is delightfully cozy.” Kamara agreed and blew a kiss our way. “Our lessons on etiquette have helped pass the time. When do you get an audience?”
“Tonight, I think. How about we go over do and don’ts at a ball?”
“Perfect, I will go over what to do first. Be polite. If someone says or does something negative for attention, ignore it. You can cause less drama dancing than by not dancing.” Kamara said while twirling her bright red hair. “Don’t be rude, do dumb things for attentions, and if you are just going to stand in a corner, the less you gossip the better. I prefer a quiet table to sit at with a few friends away from the main event.”
“All of that is common sense stuff. I thought there was a long list of actual rules.” I asked, confused.
“For me sure, you no. You are the Champion, and the new farm boy. No one will expect you to hold a cup right, or ask three times for a dance. You will be the exception and it will be more than okay to integrate slowly. Honestly, if you were this sudden expert on court life, people would believe you were a spy or something.”
“Wait, there are spies in Trinelan?” Riya asked. “To what end?”
“They keep Kyroo City and the King updated. There are spymasters for every major city. They collect data, condense it, and send the reports to people who pay to know. That was one thing Duke Egad is great at. He has a big spy ring. Sure the man has his secrets, but you better believe he has the knowledge others want hidden too. It’s part of the noble game.”
A soft knock sounded from the door. Kamara opened it, and an energetic young dwarf with a short beard stepped in.
“Announcing hiz grace, Kingz Carverz!”
The same long bearded dwarf with gray hairs from earlier entered. Ha! I chuckled until I winced from the pain in my chest. The old dwarf wore a black robe with golden trim and smiled at my recognition. A few dwarven lords and ladies entered my room until was no more room. Most of the dwarves wore lavish clothing that spoke of wealth through gems and nuggets of gold. Kamara was pushed out of her seat and the King planted his butt in it. Riya decided to stay in bed, but rotated behind me. When she finished the king gave me a long stare and began.
“I have been dealing with humans for generations. We have been trading with your kind since I can remember. Some dwarves in other sections of this world are resentful and combative toward your race. We, on the other hand, have valued our relationship with Odessi and, at times, Trinelan. The women have informed me of your great city and its recent victory against the night. So it’s with sadness I must inform you of Odessi. An elven army occupies what remains of the city. They claim they have retaken their property, which is partially true as it was once an elven city. Unfortunately, we don’t know how many citizens escaped before the city’s capture. No refugees have made it here or have been seen on the road to Trinelan. We remain neutral outside our hold in hopes of being passed by.” The King said and paused.  “I am surprised by your reaction.”
My eyebrows furrowed in confusion until I remembered something. “You trade by tunnels here, don’t you?” I asked and he nodded. “We humans have no such method of avoiding the curse. Our armies cannot see in the blasted darkness. Even a torch at shoulder height barely reveals the ground at ones feet. I was sent to map out this area for expansion of nightly fortifications. If Odessi is gone, then the priority needs to be Narree. You don’t know what happened to Narree, do you?”
“I do not. I come to ask about your prowess in battle. We are in a dilemma that could use your help.” The King said and I ignored the desire to roll my eyes.
Our friendly capture by our trading partners came with a price. He saw the displeasure etched on my face.
“You are at my mercy, young nobleman. The elf army is on the march. Even if you took your wagon from my hold at this very moment you would probably get captured. Instead I have a trade.”
“I can nego…” Kamara said and was swiftly punched in the gut by a female dwarven guard.
She should have known not to talk. The King didn’t even turn when she spoke, he focused on me intently. Kamara glared with hatred at the guard, but corrected her posture and remained silent.
“What do you propose?” I asked, managing to sit up. “I am not exactly in the peak of health.”
“We can fix that. That is part of it. The other part is to offer of trade once you break the siege that most certainly will take place. The elves can travel at night freely.” King Carver said, stroking his beard. “That means once the curse returns, and it most certainly will, they will be able to reach Trinelan in the cover of darkness. Probably even set defenses based on the stories your ladies told.”
“That sounds like a warning should be sent. What do you need from me?” I asked confused.
I had no idea what he wanted me to do.
“We are in a dilemma in our tunnels. Let me explain a bit. Nod yes if you know what I am speaking about as I go. The dwarf race is a race of tunnels, large holds, and digging for resources. No secret there. What some don’t know is that our tunnels can, at times, connect to two worlds under the surface, have you heard of this?” King Carver paused as I nodded. “I’m surprised. The lowest realm or underworld as we call it is where the creatures of the curse are arriving from. There is a zone between known as the middle realm that is a glowing world of wonder. The middle realm is a waystation on the journey to the lower realm where rapidly growing mushrooms glow with illumination, large lakes with connecting rivers, and an abundance of easy prey such as night toads, black rabbits, and even antlered-slugs in the middle realm. All these prey animals grow larger than normal by the sheer volume of easy food, which, in turn, feed huge monsters that grow to epic proportions and make the journey hazardous to traverse. Ah, I see this is news to you.” The King paused and I was interested.
It sound like a fantastic place to die to some horrible monster.
“Many of our youths venture down to test their mettle against those mighty beasts that inhabit the realm. Almost all die because there are indeed mighty beasts. We tell them not to go, but the glory calls to them like ale and gold call to me.”
It was easy to predict the outcome of the adventurous young. I was curious as to where I fit in here.
“What can I do to help? I happen to love a little exploring and battle myself. Getting eaten by monsters though, not so much.”
“There is an ancient race of cave worms known as the dragcore. Not too unlike the mountain dragons of the northeast, merely without the wings. These worms are the dominant sentient species. The demons have worked smaller tunnels around the big paths that stopped in the middle realms. We think we know what is happening. The underworld and world up here have united against the humans and any who call humans allies. In our case, that means we’re on the sidelines, we traded and had friendly relations. I predict when the demons finish with your cities, assuming they can, then they will turn to us. Based on my knowledge I do know the main dwarf holds have sided with the elves. A stunning feat. The minor holds in my kingdom are all neutral. We need to stop the flow of troops and supplies from below. The dragcore may listen and let you through to these new tunnels, or they may eat you. We have been unsuccessful in even getting a parlay due to our storied history. Humans have had very minimal interaction with the dragcore species, besides becoming the occasional snack for wandering too deep.”
“You want me to dive deep into Kyroo and seek an alliance with the dragcore. They hate dwarves with such a passion they won’t talk with you. You see me as an opportunity to hamper the enemy of humans, which may also be the mighty dwarfs outside your control? You worry even your own kind will work against you if the demons are successful in removing humans from the land.” I asked in bafflement.
The plan was lunacy and I was tempted to say as much.
“Close to what I want. I need you to formally apologize for our transgressions. Then try for an alliance which I doubt they will consider. They may allow you to pass into the middle realm freely. If they do try to collapse some tunnels or divert a river to flood the tunnels below.” King Carver said with a large smile.
I held my head in my hands from the headache he was giving me.
“Why not apologize with a brave dwarf?”
“Easy, dragcore have a smell magic that is incredible. They can also expel flame and all delegations are roasted before they can talk. Our kind has become a delicacy of sorts.”
I wanted to tell the King to stop sending his youth to pester the mighty middle ground species. Then realized the dwarves probably didn’t care if they had a sour relation with a realm they rarely dealt with. Now that is was pivotal in helping the lower realm rise to the top he wanted to try to mend diplomatic wounds.
“If I do this, we are allies and trade will open between our two kingdoms as long as we are not besieged or defeated?” I asked and he stuck out his wide big palm with small fingers. “She goes home and tells everyone about this. When I see her gone and know she can make it home, I will help.”
I had pointed at Kamara while I said this and she nodded in approval. She was most certainly on board with the idea of going home and not into a wingless dragon’s nest of death. The King’s advisors whispered something in his ear.
“Ten gold is due as a show of faith…”
“Done. You want it in writing?” I asked.
The king’s advisor handed me a quill with ink dripping from the tip. I read over the contract and then let Kamara study it who nodded. Then I signed it.
“Bring him in.” The King ordered.
An elf entered the room and both Kamara and Riya shuddered. They unlocked the knowledge of elves at his sight. He was thin and sickly looking from malnourishment. The elf had pointed long ears tips and dull blue hair. The sack he wore was covered in holes and stank so bad I scrunched my nose. I thought he would be taller, but we were around the same height. If I had known about him, I would’ve added him to the deal, there was so much I wanted to ask him. The elf walked in with manacles clasped around his ankles and wrists. A lead ball was carried in his hands and the old elf was despondent.
“Heal him and you can eat well for a month and three books.” King Carver ordered.
“Five,” The elf countered and they settled on four.
I was about to ask what he meant by heal when the elf came over to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. There was a warm pulse around my wound then crazy itchiness. I scratched rapidly until Riya locked down my hand. When he finished, the elf smiled and leaned into my ear.
“Use your talent wisely. You are welcome, young one.” My face turn soured, hoping to hide what the elf said.
“What did he mumble? Was it a plan to escape? Doubtful as he has been here for four generations.” The King asked, scratching his beard in contemplation.
“I fancy his taste I think, it was rubbish and I tuned it out,” I replied and the matter was dropped.
I jumped from the bed, feeling fantastic. My fever was gone, and it was like I had never been wounded in the first place. The feeling was awesome and I wanted to go run laps or exercise in the sheets with Riya. I gazed down at Riya and her eyes went white as she realized I was coming for her. She squealed and dodged my tickles.
“Enough, Logan of Trinelan. I get that you are experiencing desires and lust. The feeling is exhilarating and addictive. There is a reason he is a grudge prisoner for eternity. Our kind keep elves slaves as healing tools. Other times we use them to do a minor heal to give a spouse the high of the healing. The lust that results is very sought after. Which is why we also entice him to do better. In this case, he helped you, which helps us. Since you are so spry, let’s send the less pretty human home.” The King said and Kamara fumed from the side of the room.
The insult wasn’t another physical gut punch, but to a woman who prided herself on her looks, it might as well have been. We waited patiently as the important dwarves filed out and I realized I was never in cuffs or restraints. My clothes were on the side of the room and stripped out of the medical robe to dress quickly. I scanned for my weapons and realized they were missing. Probably going to be given to me later. When I was ready to leave the room, an impatient dwarf stood watching me.
The young dwarf saw that I was ready and turned to leave. “Hurry, it’s rude to keep the King waiting. We need to get to the supply train.” The short bearded dwarf ran to catch up to the group.
I caught up quickly with my long legs and Riya rolled her eyes. She was a fantastic runner and once she got going, she loved it. It was the getting started process she fumed at. Kamara lagged behind in the back before eventually giving in.
We hustled down an arched tunnel made of smooth, dark gray walls and etched flooring. There were glowing orbs for light and which unlocked new memories when I looked at them. This time when I unlocked the memories, I crashed face first into the ground and tumbled. The King and his entourage paused as we had almost caught them.   
“Logan, are you okay?” Riya asked as the scrapes on my face flared with anger.
“We will talk in depth about it later. Did you not sense new magic on those orbs?” I asked and pointed to the lights.
“No, that’s dwarven magic, I guess I had no idea what it is,” Riya said as Kamara caught up.
The King himself extended a forearm down to me to help me up.
“You confuse me, Logan. I am old, some say wise, and not confused often. That is not dwarf magic as your map maker says, but elf magic. Which you tested negative for. Are you hiding something from me?” The King asked, as I was dangerously close to his belted axe.
His guards placed hands on weapons, worried the situation might escalate. I myself was frightened of that too.
“If I disclose my secret will you guarantee my safety?” I asked as he helped me to my feet.
“As long as it does not violate our contract. You do not want to breach our agreement.” King Carver warned, boring into my eyes.
I squirmed with everyone’s eyes on me.
“I do not know who my parents are,” I said.
“And?”

“My Pa said you dwarfs are legendary for keeping your word. He also said you fight like a rock troll but efficiently. My father was the hero of Maroo. The story…” I paused seeing faces grow grim at calling my father a hero for defeating dwarves.
I gulped, realizing I needed to get to the point.
“There was an elf there. At least I think there was. Pa told the story of an archer helping him fight your kind in the tunnel. An archer that saved his life over and over. He tried to give her credit but she never accepted the recognition. He was indebted to her for life.”
“You don’t believe you are a human, do you? At least not full human. Spells at birth to hide identities are complex, intensive, and generally prohibitive to do. Doesn’t mean they are not done.” King Carver said as Riya covered her mouth.
I frowned.
“Your secret is safe here. What you are is not who you are. Others may not see it that way, but we do. Who you are to us is a warrior against the rising tide of enemies at our gates. I believe the stories of your fights against the night. Now, we have a thrilling train ride planned to get closer to Trinelan and drop off your hussie.”
I laughed at this, I couldn’t help it.
“I am no hussie.” Kamara shouted and was not reprimanded for the comment.
We were absorbed by the group as we turned down a different tunnel. This section transitioned at the end to a large stone platform with fencing all around. A massive cable stood vertical in the very center. I had never seen anything like it before. I hesitantly stepped onto the structure.
“It is a lifter. Duke Egad insists they be called an elevator. Not sure why. Have you never used the one in the castle?” Kamara asked and a few of the dwarfs snickered at my trepidation.
“What’s a lifter and no I have…” The platform shifted and started to rise.
A few dwarves in the center cranked wheels that caused us to lift. I steadied my legs and held out my hands. This got a few laughs and, when no one else panicked, I calmed.
“You mean to tell me I can do this at the castle and I do not have to run the stairs?”
“Riya likes your firm backside so don’t get plump from these. They definitely are easier when visiting the upper portions of the castle. This one goes very high.” Kamara said, pointing up.
I had been so busy studying the way the cranks operated I hadn’t bothered to look up. Glowing orbs were inset into the walls at regular intervals thousands of feet up. The dwarves were going to be doing a lot of cranking. We stopped at a gated floor that was on the edge of the shaft to prevent people from falling out. The majority of the dwarves got off at this point.
“The journey is going to take an hour to get to where we need to go. Normally I would also get off here. I want to hear the stories of your battles. Plus, if this lifter gives you cause for a surprise the carted ride should be a delight.” King Carver said with a chuckle.
“Want me to start at the beginning?” I asked and he nodded.
I had told all the stories a few times at this point. It was getting easier and I talked as the lifter increased in height. We climbed and climbed as I told the stories from Karina Village and the rest of my travels. We rose up the rectangular shaft until I thought we were going to exit out of the top of the mountain. When the contraption stopped, I stood in shock I was in for a surprise.
There was a staging area directly in front of us and behind that, our horses and wagon stood inside a pen with metal fencing around it. The horses had covered eyes and the wagon was strapped down tightly. It was secured to a long rectangular wooden base that had wheels under it. Those wheels were inset onto a track that led forward along a tunnel for a few hundred feet and then dove down. There was a lavish cart in front with seating built for a King. On the back end was a dozen hand carts that contained teams of cranky looking dwarves with bulging arms.
I followed behind the King and sat in a specific seat. There was a harness built in and I fumbled with it. An assistant came over and fastened me in securely. I grew concerned as I was tightly strapped in.
“Kamara, what is this?” I asked with a frown.
She rolled her eyes at me. “I knew what a lifter was, this is new to me as well. I think the king mentioned a train earlier.”
“It’s a surprise, enjoy yourselves.” King Carver said as the last of us were strapped in.
I looked back to see the horses secured with additional tie-downs. If they were being secured that tightly, then things were going to either get bumpy, fast, or both. On the other side of the staging area, additional carts sat on sidetracks. There were more handcarts, hauling carts, and a few cabins not as refined as this one. I wondered if they could be swapped out. Behind us was another tunnel going the other way with a whole different cart.  A halting point for transferring supplies was built into the cavern. The whole place was addons, and upgrades probably dictated as time went on with improved ideas. I was thoroughly impressed by the whole setup.
A single drum beat reverberated through me and we lurched forward. The tracks and the wheels squealed from the friction which was surprisingly quiet.
“This is lovely,” Riya said with a smile. “I can imagine telling people how we need one of these for getting... AHHHHH!!!”
Riya had been focused on me and not watching ahead. We plunged downward and my stomach hit my throat. I screamed in surprise, as did Kamara. The orbs in the wall zipped by as we built up speed in our dive. We yanked right and my harness pulled on me to keep me in my seat. The speed kept increasing and the King and his guards in front of us were laughing hysterically. We jerked left and dropped suddenly. That was it for Kamara. She hurled and the vomit did the neatest thing. She was seated across from me and the vomit should have splattered on my legs and boots. Instead, it soared to the back of the cabin, out the open space, and onto the horses.
I was about to comment when we lost a lot of speed from an incline. The dwarves on the hand cart sung loudly. Our speed increased and we made it up and over the hill. I felt like I could talk now that we were horizontal again.
“This is awesome! You okay Kamara?” I asked the pale beauty.
She had vomit in her hair and her hazel eyes cried out that she was certainly not okay. She went green and this time the vomit did land on my boots. Awe carrots…
“Is the trip over?” Kamara managed to get out.
This got far more laughter out of the dwarves than it should have. Riya was grinning from ear to ear, clearly enthralled with the train ride through the tunnels of mysterious turns, dips, and dives. She did pat Kamara’s back sympathetically though. When a new dive appeared in front of us, Riya squealed in delight while Kamara moaned. My stomach tightened in anticipation. As we dove down and raced forward, my scream was one of joy this time. The dive was thrilling and I grinned. I looked forward and saw the king and his guards duck behind the carriage front walls. I tilted my head at this in confusion.
“Ha! That is one,” Riya shouted.
She was about to say more but we slammed into our harnesses and were blasted by a torrent of water. The dwarves were all fine and dry. We were drenched.
“At least the vomit came out,” Kamara said as she wrung out her red hair.
The hand cart dwarfs were hard at work pumping us forward through the water. I tried to see how deep we were but the harness prohibited me from sticking my head over the side. Probably for the best. We were going fast when we hit the water so I guessed it was only minimally deep because we slowed but didn’t stop. The wheels splashed, moving across the water along the tracks. The echo of the waves hitting the train was brief as we began to climb.
“King Carver, I am thoroughly impressed. This is one heck of a ride.” I said with a grin plastered on my face.
“We have a few of these that stretch through the mountains and even under the plains of your farmlands. This takes generations of work to achieve. This next drop will get us to the stop we need. So enjoy the last bit.” The King replied. “Oh, and I hope you don’t get dizzy easily.”
That was an ominous sign. We continued to climb higher at a gentle angle for several minutes. Kamara was muttering while Riya was comforting her while trying to hide her glee. We leveled off for what I assumed was the last time before our stop and saw the curve of the drop. The carts plummeted with a left spinning downward spiral for ten minutes. Spoiler, I got sick and very dizzy. Even Riya lost the excitement she had barely contained. When the ride, for that is what it was, came to a halt, I was ready for a nap.
I was exhausted until daylight shone at the end of the tunnel off to my left. Actual sunshine at the end of a long arched cutout. I was surprised to see freedom so close. A guard helped me unbuckle from my seat and my legs were a tad wobbly as I stood. I worked my way out of the cabin and stumbled down across the landing platform a few steps. My legs became sturdier after using them and I headed for a female dwarf holding some water. I gulped it down, happy she was there. I used the rest of the bucket water to remove whatever vomit I could find.
The staging area was large and three tunnels branched off from it. There was a steady amount of dwarves coming and going. The horses and wagon were being unlocked for the rail system. A ramp allowed them to exit towards me. The horses clomped unsteadily my direction, finding their footing moments later. Kamara was escorted to the wagon seat and King Carver approached.
“This is the time to write any messages you want to go back to Tinelan. After that, you will dive into the bowels of the planet for the middle realm. This concludes my end of the deal. I hope to hear of a human delegation coming through this entryway to establish trade from Trinelan. Hopefully they can set aside our past animosity to find common ground in stopping this invasion.” The King said and clasped my forearm.
On the other side of the landing area, the cart that had carried the wagon detached and was removed to storage. It was now only the King’s cabin and the hand carts. “Good luck down there. Remember, the goal is simple. Establish friendly communication with the guardians of the middle realm. Try to stop the up flow of demons. I am sure you will figure it out. They should let you at least talk before consuming you.”
King Carver laughed heartily at this declaration and left. The dwarves cranked in tandem on the numerous hand carts as the king waved from his seat. The train propelled the king back to whence he came.
“Riya can you get a pencil and paper.” I asked nicely.
Riya walked to the back of the wagon and handed me what I requested. I set the paper against the foot board and went to work. I penned two notes. One was a general overview of our predicament and situational report of developments of Odessi. I included the details of trading with the dwarfs and the impending siege the elves and their night allies were planning. It was very standard and I was sure Kamara would say the same thing.
The second note was different.
I addressed it to my household and talked about a strong willed pet bird I would miss. How I was just getting acquainted with it when I had to leave. The text was a bunch of garbled nonsense that I hoped conveyed I was upset to not be returning in the near future. I handed the second note to Riya who added her own bit that was just as confusing.
“This is goodbye farm boy and sexy farm girl. Will you recommend I help your estate?” Kamara asked as she accepted the notes I handed to her. “I think I would fit in well.”
“I’m fond of the current caretaker, but understand you will be a most suitable replacement. Isn’t that right Riya.” I said, kissing Riya’s cheek.
“Absolutely, I. We. Would love to have your assistance. Thank you for helping me get through the accommodations, your efforts made me stress about the welfare of the estate’s master far less. I look forward to seeing more of you, Lady Kamara.”
“And I of you, Lackey Riya.” Kamara replied and snapped the reins of our horses. The wagon rolled down the tunnel until a set of guards opened a metal portcullis. The guards pointed Kamara in a direction and she was gone.
“Sad?” I asked as I stared at the tunnel that was so close, yet so far away.
“A little, we bonded well. I think we are what she has been seeking all along. A man who is okay with her love choices and a woman to dote on. Now, if only we can survive and get home.” Riya said and I hugged her. “I know she is not your first choice but I love the fact you are understanding about it.”
“Indeed. I decided since that day I left your sister not to let love be hampered and instead let it flourish.” I said and released her. “Come now, we have a date with this middle realm place. Let’s go see what the big fuss is about.”




CHAPTER 12

“Don’t hunt for your weapons, we have them over here. I am your escort, Tunnel Master Orick, but you may call me just Orick,” the dwarf said. He was middle aged as far as dwarfs went. A few sturdy rings for decorated his fingers. He was in a mix of heavy place and thick leather. When he moved he creaked and you almost hear the weight of the armor shifting as he moved. The black leather was synced well to the metal pauldrons and chest plate. He hefted the armor with ease and I was impressed by the quality engravings of rams.
We saw Lady Evelyn, my sword, and Riya’s weapons were piled to the side as were our food supplies. Orick stepped aside to let Riya and I equip our weapons. I wasn’t strapping the elven sword to my hip. Instead, the long blade went onto my back and found the process easier to attach it across my front. I added my quiver next and carried Evelyn. Riya tapped her foot impatiently and when I was finally ready to go, Orick led us down a side tunnel.
“We’re going to get you a decent last meal before you start your journey. You may not be dwarves, but it’s the tradition.” Orick explained as we exited the tunnel into a widening hallway.
We progressed forward and entered a market of sorts. Thousands of dwarfs bustled around and I found myself nearly overwhelmed. The focal point of the market was a chandelier that help a massive light blue gem. A dozen torches were hung above the mostly clear stone to refract a hazy light that coated the entire shopping area.
“This is Thunderclap Market. The shops are open to everyone including your kind.” Orick pointed to the various vendor.
A few smooth-faced dwarf children ran up to us in awe. They spoke in a language I couldn’t understand and were pointing a lot. One even reached out for Riya’s braid. Orick shooed them away and continued onward. Moving further into the communal cavern, the space continued to grow. The best way to describe it was an egg on its side. The stores grew the further we went and more vendors managed booths. Shelves everywhere were stocked with goods. Guards stood in front of a few doorways that I would have to duck through to get past. There were no humans, anywhere. That didn’t bode well for the Odessi citizens. I was concerned more so now, than before.
None had made it to Trinelan that I was aware of and there were no signs of refugees on the road either. It must have been as the King said, a complete decimation of the human population. That meant children died too and a mix of sorrow and anger filled me. My desperate hope was some escaped, while my real hope was that some were made slaves to live another day. I gritted my teeth at the fact that I may never find out.
“You with us, Logan?” Orick asked as I nearly bumped into him. “We’re heading for the alehouse. I hope you can handle a shot of flaming whiskey.”
“I can certainly try,” I said, letting my sadness fade for now. “I realize I’ve bumped into three or four dwarfs now on accident. How come none try to steal my purse?”
Every dwarf within earshot paused. Orick’s feet screeched to a halt and I realized I had offended and tried to save the situation quickly.
“I apologize in advance, I have no knowledge of dwarven customs. Having previous experience in a large market there were many attempts of thieving. I now realize my question was a mistake and no honorable dwarf would even consider such a thing.” I said quickly.
Orick sighed in relief as those around us grunted before they continued on with their day. Note to self, thieving is a serious taboo in dwarven cities. So much so it’s not even talked about.
We passed a vendor selling mountain goat that smelled delicious. I realized I had no coins on me or means to pay. I frowned at my foolishness of going through the Trinelan market to get to the southern gate without a purse on my person. Maybe I could find a new way when I got back to Trinelan to add a small purse sewn inside my jacket. Riya saw me eyeing the stick of goat and fished a silver out of her bust. There was always that option too. May the three goods bless the hidden treasures that chests contain.
“They let me keep it past inspection,” Riya said and handed me the coin.
The female dwarf with a short, scruffy beard accepted the silver disc and bit it. That was one way to check a metal’s quality. She grinned happily and handed me a dozen sticks. I accepted them and handed half to Riya. I gave one to Orick who thanked me but said it wasn’t necessary. He still ate it hungrily.
I was on my third stick as we headed for a specific bar. The Flaming Dragcore was written in two languages over the entrance.  We passed through the unusually tall door frame and found the place empty. Only one dwarf was there, a tall dwarf with a long beard braided into seven tails. There were a dozen gold piercings over his small ears and the dwarf looked like ate a sour apple.
“Here on King Carver’s orders. One flaming whiskey for each please,” Orick said. The old dwarf gave a solemn nod. “They have a chance, Jarka, they really do. Pep in the step old chum.” Orick said
The old dwarf remained silent. He reached under the bar and pulled out two mugs in the shape of dragons. He slapped them loudly onto the clean wooden counter. He yanked a bottle off the shelf behind him and uncorked it with his teeth. A high pour filled both ornate mugs as whiskey splashed at random. Once the mugs were filled, the dwarf poured generously into his mouth. His cheeks puffed containing the strong smelling liquor. A match lit the dwarf swallowed the booze with ease and I cringed at the massive shot.
The dwarf’s belch echoed through the empty alehouse in front of the match and flames raced to light the mugs. The outside of the steel cups danced with tendrils of red and orange flames and the mouth of the dragons on the mugs breathed fire and smoke.
“Take these chilled gloves, blow out the flames, and chug the whiskey until it is dry. Trust me, you need to do this.” Orick said.
I was outside of my element and decided to trust the dwarf. The old dwarf set gloves on the counter that radiated cold. I grabbed the gloves, extinguished the flames, grabbed the mug, and watched as the whisky cooled. I was fairly confident I wouldn’t burn my throat at this point. Riya nodded at me, we clinked cups, and went bottoms up. The whisky was delicious and I had no problem gulping the whole thing down.
The old dwarf lit a new match and I tilted my head. The moment I touched my cup to the counter I belched like never before. Riya joined me and our breath for that short moment was fire itself. It was indeed an experience worth having. Two chairs were wheeled in by two stout dwarfs.
“Have a seat initiates. The trip to the middle realms sucks, like, a lot. Hence getting stupid drunk before attempting it. You both will probably sleep the whole ride. Never seen a human finish it, so there is that.” Orick said.
“I don’t drink,” I proclaimed with a finger in the air that was already starting to blur.
Orick removed my sword and quiver as I stumbled and was guided to the chair as my mind wobbled from the drink. It was at this moment I realized I was drunk. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel the need to vomit. I also realized I didn’t like being without function and muttering like an idiot.
Time went by rapidly. I remember rolling past many dwarves in my chair down several hallways and corridors, each time traveling further into the ground. I had no coherent thoughts or words during this time. The last thing I remembered before passing out was being transferred from my wooden wheeled chair to inside a steel box with straps. A small, thin chain that must have been hundreds of thousands of feet long was wound around a wide spool. I tried to understand what was happening and watched a dwarf secure our things inside of the cart and then attach a note to my boots.
A loud clunk sounded and I turned to look at Riya. We were both firmly secured and she was already asleep. The cart dove down and the sound of the chain unspooling gave me a headache. My head spun for a few minutes as we continued to drop. I tried to stay awake before losing the fight and passed out.
∞∞∞
I stirred in my harness, my head pounding. I was still in the cart free falling a dark unlit tunnel. We were moving even faster than my first cart ride, at least five times the speed of a horse. The air tugged at my face my short hair was yanked behind me by the pulling wind. There was an orb of light built into the cart. I saw a water bottle bound to my forearm with a string. I lifted it to give it a glance and saw Riya stirring beside me.
“What happened? My head is on fire.” Riya exclaimed loudly over the sound of the air whooshing by us as she came to.
“I think we are supposed to drink whatever is in this closed container. You got one on your arm too.” I yelled to her over the noise as I undid the string.
The container fought to go flying out of the speeding cart. I clasped it securely as my head pounded in agony. I managed to remove the cap and chugged the liquid. My headache faded away and I continued drinking until the entire container was done. An engraving on the side of the wood cylinder read ‘Store below you!’ I felt an opening below my seat and put the bottle there. I noticed Riya’s complexion improved as she stored own bottle.
Remembering the paper on my boot, I pried it free with both hands to ensure it didn’t fly off. The note was folded up tightly and I fought to open it. The note read ‘Ring bell when done unloading.’ I shrugged and crumpled the paper up and tossed it under the seat, the balled paper sat with the bottle as it wanted to fly off. I was hoping we were near the end of the trip.
A dry, sticky substance encrusted my face. I scraped at the substance and smelled my hand. The stench of dried vomit of goat and booze assaulted my nose. I didn’t recall projectile vomiting my stomach contents. Riya scrunched her face as she watched me smell my fingers. I laughed and indicated the vomit splattered in her hair.
“How did they know you wouldn’t die by choking on your vomit?” Riya hollered while she worked her fingers to remove the chunks of food buried in her braid.
“Maybe it is part of the initiation. If you die by suffocating on your own vomit you are not worthy to delve to the middle realm. I honestly think the pull of the wind would save you easily, but we made it regardless.”
“We’ve been asleep for hours moving at speeds I have never imagined. How deep are we going?” Riya shouted as she gave up trying to clean her hair with a loud huff.
“Your stories said months of travel. This is the most efficient way. Hey, look at this.” I said, finding a stick of meat stuffed in my belt line.
I tore at it with my teeth and devoured it. Riya found one on her belt and hers was gone just as quickly.
“I bet we saved weeks of travel this way. I don’t want to think of how shitty it is to haul this thing back up by the wheel. They must turn that coiled wheel millions of times. I’m surprised this system exists.” I said while looking around.
“I’m just glad we slept through most of the trip, I feel refreshed. I guess our concept of night and day no longer matter in the middle realm.” Riya proclaimed.
“I hadn’t thought of that. Are those lights?” I asked, pointing below.
Realizing we were going to need to slow somehow or the chain would snap. The lights below reflected what I hoped was shallow water.
“Brace yourself, we’re going to slow soon,” I said expecting something harsh like the first cart ride.
Our speed leveled off a bit before we rolled across some shallow water that erupted angrily. We smashed into the water as it plumed high resulting in both of us getting drenched. The cart traveled over a series of humps to slow us. Each time we lost speed, and each time we got more and more wet. The seats in front of us covered our supplies at least. The chain grew tighter until we rolled to a stop.
There was an exit area to our right glowing with lights and a well illuminated sign. I went about ensuring all our gear was out of the cart while Riya read the sign for us.
“Ring the bell when you have all your stuff out of the cart. Most voyagers who journey into the deeps don’t wake up right away and we don’t want to needlessly haul you back to the top. If you manage to survive and want to return to the surface, it’s a five day journey. Plan accordingly. It’s also half a day to drop a cart to get you. The path ahead is the long way up and if walked is two weeks. Slow walk longer. That is probably with dwarf legs.” Riya added an inflection on the last statement, I assumed it meant it was her own musings. “There’s enough supplies here for us two to last a few weeks. We should probably use the water that slowed us to clean any remaining vomit off.”
After our gear was unloaded I ducked my head into the water below the cart and rinsed as well as I could until I felt I got the most vomit off I could. Riya was doing the same and I helped her along. We sat there for a few minutes taking in the situation.
“I know I hate being drunk, never gotten to that point before. I don’t intend to ever again.” I said in disgust.
“Bobby, Hariet’s former husband was a drunk on occasion. She had the worst things to say about it. I’m also not a fan. A little buzz, sure, but that was horrid. The whiskey did help to sleep through the journey. This sign states we spent twelve hours on that ride into the depths of Kyroo. That’s crazy!”
“Well, we’re set, without a wagon we will have to stretcher carry all these supplies which is a major concern. I don’t know what we face down here and I’d rather not leave behind anything. We should do an inventory before sending the cart back.” I said, going through the items that had been sent with us.
“Stretcher, our weapons, flint bag, kindling, but no wood. Odd. There’s lots of jerky, water, and more water. Oh, never mind, this is ale.”
“Ha, dwarf stereotypes are true.” Riya said with a chuckle.
She found some paperwork and unfolded it.
“This states we’re here on the behest of King Carver to establish peaceful negotiations with the dragcore Emperor. Huh, they have an Emperor. And this one states any previous dwarven offenses were not at the direction of the King. Oh, and this one says good luck. A giant sheet of paper wasted on two words. Kings can be odd at times.”
“Right. Never thought I would meet one. Alright I guess I’ll ring the bell.” I said pulling the rope that stretched all the way up to the top of the shaft.
The bell attached to the end of the rope in my hand rang and a moment later the cart began the slow process of returning to its starting point miles and miles above us.
“At least there is a tunnel to run up after. I bet making either of these tunnels was not a fun task.” I said while pointing at the cart shooting straight up and the winding foot path.
“The books I read described a wide roadway that snaked into the earth with gentle slopes and soft turns. This was a plummet and that trail looks steep.” Riya looked at the path in front of us. “Alright, how about we go find us an Emperor.” 
We laid out the stretcher and piled everything onto it before lifting it.
“This isn’t so bad.”
I snickered. “Says the woman who just picked it up. Give it a few hours. If we find a fresh water source we’re dumping the buckets and refilling them after we can no longer follow it.”
“I am sorry we got captured,” Riya said sadly.
This was the first she said about it. We really hadn’t had much time to talk in private.
“I never saw them and felt I should have.” Riya continued. “Dwarves aren’t exactly known to be stealthy. We rode right up to a block in the road too. I may have been distracted by Kamara and I have vowed not let it happen again.”
“The fault is not all yours. We left with the probability of me catching a fever. I overslept and missed being awake to turn us in time. So, we can go down the road of guilt. Or, we can face the reality of being young. As Pa says, ‘life is about learning lessons, minding them so they don’t happen again is the vital part’ and I agree. At least we are walking downhill. Positives right.”
The trip from the cart was a winding, downward slope. There were several tight turns in the tunnel and the stretcher made it odd to traverse through. At first, I was confused by this. Then I saw the dwarf skeleton along with claw marks trying to get deeper into the tunnel. This was to keep the monsters from getting to the cart. Narrow tunnels and a staging blow out continued by narrow tunnels made sense.
“He is missing a leg,” Riya observed in trepidation. “That is not good. Looks like he crawled in here for safety and died.”
“Certainly not something to be joyful about. Especially when we have to carry our supplies instead of being ready to shoot. How about we set this down and explore with bows at the ready? There’s an opening up ahead and I want to be prepared.”
The stretcher was placed beside the body, I equipped myself for battle, talking as I worked.
“If there are monsters down here, mighty and massive. Then there will be lots of prey. All my lessons from hunting on the surface taught me there is far more prey than predators. We have food for now, and I don’t see any need to draw in predators until we are ready. Don’t shoot the first rabbit, or whatever it is, you see. If a creature is trying to eat you, sure, fire away.”
Riya and I checked each other’s weapons. Her bow strung, quiver tight, and dagger firmly on her belt. She paused me after I was done.
“You ready to talk about your parents?” Riya asked, concern on her face.
“Sir George and Lady Ruth are amazing and the best parents a child could ask to raise them. Pa has more wisdom than Trinelan scholars combined. Deep down, I think I am half alfar and half elf spelled to be disguised as human. Pa said never tell a woman a secret unless she wants to marry you. Never reveal a big secret unless you trust her completely. I trust this remains between us.”
Riya kissed me. “Explains the meaty stick, wonder what our kids will look like?”
“Gorkin, wait no, the asskin were uglier, the gorkin with donkey bodies. I shudder thinking of them. Our children will be hideous, that’s a guarantee.” I said, bringing levity to the moment. “Hey, why would that explain anything about my man parts?”
“The books were very descriptive!” Riya chuckled and smacked my butt.
“Ah, well, I am glad I didn’t disappoint. Now, put your serious face on, I have no idea what is through this tight corridor and around that corner.” I said my tone going flat.
I loosely nocked an arrow and stepped away from our supplies. We treaded carefully through the narrow tunnel and into an expansive cavern. Glowing mushrooms grew in such a quantity the shine was bright enough to be its own form of daylight. At the same time, the glow was soft unlike the harshness of sunlight. The light was certainly bright but it didn’t make me squint. Oddly comforting was the best way I could to describe it. My eyes adjusted while I stood at the entrance.
“Well this is different. Look at that over there.” Riya pointed.
A deer with short legs, long horn-like antlers, round body low to the ground, and dozens of little hooved spider limbs that allowed it to speed across the landscape. I first assumed we were entering a small cavern that would return to more narrow passages. It was at this point my mind grasped we were in another world. A large, four winged insect buzzed not too far above the deer creature. The two were eyeing each other when a massive, black tongue flicked out from behind a set of glowing mushrooms.
The flying insect was yanked to the ground and disappeared. I never saw the creature that ate the bug and I was thoroughly impressed and equally intimidated. Everything was so large here. So much so that Riya and I were considered tiny. No wonder this was a proving ground for young dwarves. Everything was infinitely larger. Kill an odd deer and you come home with a trophy that will shine in a dwarven mead hall.
“Plan?” Riya asked while we stood at the edge of the clearing.
“I want to go home. I am very upset with the stupid dwarf King and my agreement. What was the fine print? Did I have to speak with an emperor dragcore or could I just call out. I’m normally not a minimalist and try to overachieve. This place is a death trap on so many levels that we need to get out of here now. Even that bug could have picked us up, and that was the food for the food.”
I transitioned into a long string of curses at our current predicament. If we went further into this warzone of unnatural inhabitants, it would be with supplies. Those vital resources would leave us unable to defend ourselves. I was angry at the situation now that I was in the thick of it. I only grew more despondent when I contemplated the scratch marks and the skeleton missing a leg. Both pointed to a possible dragcore nearby.
“Any objections to killing stuff and then setting it out for dinner for predators? I have no desire to extend beyond this opening carrying the stretcher.” I asked Riya who was retreating to the tunnel. “Hey where are you going?”
I followed her back to the supplies and dwarf body.
“I’m looking for your damn contract. I know it’s in here somewhere. I saw it earlier…” Riya paused as she rummaged through supplies. “Ah, here it is. I tried to remember the fine details from your discussion. Alright, it stipulates you will converse with any dragcore you come across and apologize for past transgression made by any and all dwarfs. So, no shouting until you know you have an audience. Outside of that, we can leave and consider the contract fulfilled. It will, however, not stop the issue of the underbelly reinforcing the above ground armies by foot instead of magic.”
“It would be infinitely easier to take a division of cavalry and plug up the outflow from above. Have you studied the history of Kyroo?” I asked and Riya shook her head. “My Pa said. I know it gets old but honestly this is important. Kyroo is the name of the dirt, the continent and everything on this world. Even the capital is named Kyroo. There was another continent that humans arrived from. Very little history mentions it. A few stories say humans arrived as refugees from a dragon incursion. Others say that the rentaur and centaur armies combined to cleanse humans from their homes and caused humans to flee by ships to the shores here. Wait a second.”
“What is it?” Riya asked.
“Just a theory, but remember how dwarf, elf, alfar, and more were wiped from our memories. Well the centaurs, dryads, rentaurs, and morphuids were not. I know the centaurs roam the plains to the north in massive nomadic herds. To the northwest the morphuids and dryads have been at peace and left alone since the beginning of time in their forests. My thought process says we were made to forget all our enemies that have consolidated against us. That means the centaurs may be allies we can call on.”
“I think it’s a valid thought process. I also think King Rinus in Kyroo City would have desperately been calling all his allies he could to his aid. By morphuids, you mean druids that are part forest creature that morph into bears, correct?” Riya replied and I nodded. “We just called them druids on the farm. Go on with your history lesson. We are in no rush, no chance you get a puppy from the competition at the summer festival anyhow. Which should be tonight or tomorrow. So hard to tell lately with no sunshine to gauge time.”
“I know, I really wanted to compete this year. Anyway, back to the history. Other texts say we were explorers and expanders. Trade was our goal and a difference of opinion between the mother kingdom and expansion kingdom led to a parting of ways. Those disagreements resulted in open hostility and a dissolution of trade across oceans. Another opinion on our origination here was we showed up on this mass of land destined to pillage. Humans landed here and never thought to turn back, only to pillage and destroy. We may have shorter lives than elves and dwarves, but we certainly breed quicker. Our kind is also prone to drastic measures to achieve victory. Pa said we once burned down an entire woods to push the elves further east. That says a lot about our kind.”
I let that hang in the air. Riya passed me a cup of water and I took a few sips.
“I think my point is, we do enough damage up top. The last thing the world needs is me pissing off the powers down here. Did the paperwork say what the dwarfs did to upset the balance down here or was were the young adventures enough?”
“There’s no mention of what you are apologizing for. I’m with you on this one though. I would much rather get to Trinelan before the siege sets in and we’re blocked out. I’m not sure that’s possible though.” Riya sat and pondered for a few moments. “Perhaps Duke Egad orders a charge into the elves during the daylight. Which, I assume, would be devastating to the elves long term viability. I get moving at night but I’m not sure they thought this whole plan through. Maybe you were something they weren’t expecting. By all accounts, the walls could be breached by now. It seems like Odessi fell easily enough. The successful defense of Trinelan might mean you’re more important that you thought.”
I sighed. I knew Riya could be right, but what were my choices? I could have been easily executed by the Dwarf King. Or worse turned into a rotting slave who felt happy to settle on four books.
“I have my plan, I think.” I started. “We kill a few things then call out to the dragcore who probably have a great sense of smell. I would assume they speak common tongue or else there would be no reason to send me to converse with them.”
“I agree. Can I try for the second creature?” Riya asked hesitantly.
“I see no reason why not. By the three in the middle, if you have a kill shot before me take it. My ego can handle you achieving first kill. If you’re ready, let’s go and see what we can kill.” I said, rising from my seat on the supplies.
I marched out of the tunnel and back into the bright cavern. I wondered what fed the mushrooms, they were even on the ceilings. I paused to admire their numbers. It was a tad crazy to see so many of anything in one given area. We stepped further into the middle realm and we stopped. I looked for movement more than anything else.
Not far from where the tongue had darted from behind cover, a dog hopped. No, it was a large rabbit with its ears flat against its back. It was huge. I stalked forward with Riya right behind me. The rabbit’s ears twisted my way ever so slowly but didn’t raise. Suddenly, the rabbit stilled. It had heard our footsteps from over a hundred and fifty feet. Since the rabbit was still, I decided to shoot.
I aimed my bow, drew back to my anchor point, exhaled, and released. The twang of the bow was enough to trigger the animal to bolt. The creature was already on edge and my arrow landed in a mushroom behind where the rabbit had once been. I counted the miss as a lesson and frowned. Hunting here was going to be tough if the creatures were this alert. I pulled another arrow from my quiver and set it to half nock.
I sent a quick side tilt of my head to Riya to let her know I was going to hug the left wall. We crept behind some mushrooms taller than me. It was a great cover, the problem was anything could be behind the next stalk. We moved forward slowly and I paused. I indicated for us to go back and we made our way back to the tunnel entrance.
“What’s the matter?” Riya asked, brow furled.
“I don’t want to die,” I replied in a sarcastic tone. “Do we have any climbing gear? I think we should get on one of the giant mushrooms and set a perch.”
“There is rope but nothing to throw,” Riya said, rummaging through the supplies.
“Hmm. How about we shoot a roped arrow into a higher mushroom and then climb up the rope? When we are high enough we swing onto a lower shroom.” I said, thinking out loud.
“Sure, if you’re the idiot dangling on the rope then I most certainly think it is a good idea,” Riya said, tossing me the rope. “You think it is that deadly out there or are you just not willing to venture out that far?”
“We’re out of our element. I don’t want to walk into a set of jaws or a tongue I can’t see. This middle realm is spooky and…” I paused as I placed a hand on her shoulder. “I admit, it bothers me.”
“Wow, I never thought you would be scared of something. You fight the dark so bravely.”
“Yeah, well, I can see in the dark and those creatures are pretty dumb,” I replied as I tied the rope to an arrow. “This will be awkward to shoot so it might take a few tries. Here we go.”
I left our supplies in a crouched jog. Entering the cavern again, I crept along the left wall. A hundred feet away, I saw a good grouping. A nice thick trunk directly above would allow me to swing onto the twenty foot high mushroom beside it. The climb would be higher than others, but that’s exactly what I wanted. Riya trailed behind and I handed her the excess rope.
I lined up with the trunk with mushroom stretching out of the sidewall. It was a sixty foot shot straight up. I pulled the bow a touch further than my anchor point and released. The arrow zoomed and Riya dropped the rope as it unspooled before thunking into the trunk of the mushroom. The rope dangled three feet off the ground and I was extremely lucky. If I had landed a higher shot we would have lost the rope. Riya noticed this and winked as she tugged on the rope.
“You first, tiger. I’ll be ready with an arrow drawn.” Riya whispered while she yanked an arrow off her back and nocked it.
I nodded and placed Lady Evelyn on my back across my body. I grabbed the rope, giving it a sharp tug, and up I went. Before I had stairs or a ladder to my room, I had a rope to climb. I knew how to lock my legs and use my arms in tandem. I scooted up the rope hand over hand and next thing I knew, I reached the height I needed. This is where I learned swaying on a rope twenty feet in the air with nothing to push was super hard. Riya noticed and pulled the bottom of the rope to get my swing going. I worked my rhythm and, with determination, I managed to get myself to within a safe jump distance. I timed it just right and leaped onto the mushroom head.
A flock of tiny winged creatures burst from under the mushroom. Landing on the top had triggered them to flee. I ripped Evelyn over my head and nocked an arrow. Those flying creatures had created a cacophony of noise. Scanning everywhere I could, I turned my bow in the direction of a psst noise and noticed Riya stuck on the rope. She got off and made a motion of climbing then shrugged her shoulders. I tried to motion I wanted her to swing the rope to me but she didn’t understand.
“Swing the rope to me then hold on,” I hissed.
Riya swung the rope towards me and I caught it while avoiding falling off my teetering ledge. I set Lady Evelyn by knees with an arrow still slotted in the sinew. Riya latched onto the rope and I yanked dangerously near the lip of the top. I instantly regretted telling her to hold on. I should have sent her to the tunnel instead. After five feet she went limp and I backed up. I was able to pull quicker without looking over the edge. Riya squeaked and I figured one of the ferries were bugging her. My next tug on the rope was met with an intense resistance.
I immediately let go of the rope with one hand, wrapped my legs around the rope and grabbed my bow. I let the tension of the rope pull my body away from the mushroom top as I slid down. Riya had her head wrapped up by a toad tongue. I sighted as I was falling and buried an arrow into the mouth of the ten foot tall toad that blended in with the mushrooms. I had no time to reload as I slid down the rope. The creature released Riya as I neared. I was desperately trying to free my dagger as descended with the rope burning the back of my legs. Riya fell to the ground with a thud as she gasped for breath, finally free from the smothering suffocation the toad had induced. She landed on her side and screamed out. I clasped the rope and burned my hands and my legs as I tried to slow my descent.
My feet hit the ground and I tumbled. A tongue smashed into my chest and three inch spikes sank into my flesh. I had my dagger finally free, I stabbed the blade through the black tongue. I sliced the dagger up the length of the tongue and the sharp needles released from me. An arrow whistled by my ear and sank into the toad's eye. The creature twitched, its injured tongue flopping around, then it laid still in death.
“I feel dizzy Logan,” Riya said.
She wobbled while her face was gushing blood. I ran to her and caught her before she fell. With Riya in my arms I did the only thing I could think of and hoped it would work. The elf healed me with a flow of spirit and I struggled to copy it. I loved Riya and my spirit encompassed us. My chest itched but couldn’t scratch it. Riya fought my arms to tear at her itching face. We were stuck in the dilemma of being unable to dig our nails to relieve our desires. The high came and then vanished for me. Riya’s eyes lit up with desire and she kissed me as she tore at my clothes.
I broke the kiss and left Riya smooching the air. I rushed for Lady Evelyn and ran back to Riya. I tried to grab her hand but she dodged it to clasp a handful of my butt cheek. Riya was feeling the healing effect in full force. I hoped she would follow me if I ran away. My ploy worked and we escaped the middle realm for the tunnel. A giant sigh of relief escaped me once we were safe. Or I thought I was.  Riya tackled and utilized me… Thoroughly utilized.
Ten minutes later, I gulped down some ale to quench my thirst as I panted in exhaustion. Riya lay on the ground and motioned for me to come back for round two. Twenty minutes later and the healing high left her dozing softly. I decided to watch over her while she napped. I surprisingly wasn’t tired. I was super excited to use magic. Granted, it was in a dangerous life-threatening situation, but that was beside the point. I had healed us from nasty wounds. I possibly even ejected poison from our bodies as tiny droplets of black goo appeared above our healed wounds.
An hour had passed when Riya woke up. “I feel like I rode a horse during a hard gallop for an hour straight. Wait where is our wagon?”
“We are in the middle realm and thanks for the compliment. You failed to mention you couldn’t climb a rope.” I said and her eyes widened as the memories flooded back to her. “Yup, I hope you are ready to learn to climb a rope.”
“My thighs are on fire. It’s all a blur. I remember choking, the pain, the anger, and then killing that ten foot tall toad. Then there was unbridled desire for you. So much lust. What super sex drug did you give me?”
“Magic,” I replied with a snort. “I apparently can heal.”
“I want more, I don’t really know if I want more or if it’s a desire for the feeling. How about we avoid getting hurt again? I vote no on climbing the rope.” Riya said and raced to give me a hug. “Thank you for…”
I clasped a hand over her mouth. Riya fought and I shook my head for her to stop.
“Father, I smell a human. Two humans. Let me sneak upon them.” A distant voice said. I jogged to the middle realm entrance in a crouch and put a finger to my lips to Riya. “I hear them moving father. How about a wager?”
“And what would this wager be.” A calm, deep voice replied.
Riya motioned to her ears and shrugged. She couldn’t hear anything. Yeah, I was definitely not a human. I sighed.
“They breathe so loudly. The wager is if I sneak up on them…” The energetic voice exclaimed in excitement. “I get to eat them.”
“And if you fail?” the tired slower voice retorted.
“We don’t eat them.”
“Deal. Ready, set…”
“GO!” I shouted.
“What was that?” the energetic voice questioned.
“You losing your bet. I should have known. Even you should have known something was off. How many humans have we met? We are coming your way. I am sure you are here for a reason. I offer the truce of parlay.” The deep voice said.
“We have never met a human.” The energetic voice answered.
They walked towards me and the ground shook with each step. I decided to ask a question. “I am Baron Logan of Trinelan sent to speak with the dragcore species. I ask if you have never met a human how did you know what I smelled like?”
“And there lies the dilemma son. As well as the lesson. I am Sage Nicraw and this is my son Parsaven. We can pass whatever message you have. The echo of your voice tells me you are tucked away in that tunnel, we could not eat you even if we wanted to. Oh… This dead tongue lasher I can though. May we eat this while we talk? An arrow to the eye. Impressive. You both should be dead…” The old voice paused again. “An elf. So odd. I do not smell you. Powerful magic is at work here Parsaven. Do not violate my word.”
“Too hungry,” Parsaven said, racing for the dead tongue lasher.
The father exhaled a deep breath and then parked his head near the entrance to the middle realm. I could hear as his son tore into the dead body. I was fairly certain this dragcore could breathe fire so I stayed off to the side of the tunnel. Riya waddled towards me with her aching legs and I almost embraced her with my spirit to make her feel better. A part of me was addicted too. I fought the urge and focused on the moment.
“Sage Nicraw. Honestly, I am here because of a chain of events I could have easily prevented by staying in bed while wounded. I was captured by a dwarf king, King Carver. He sent me to apologize for past transgressions of the dwarves he rules.” I said.
“You pawn, if I hadn’t made my agreement I would burn you out of there. Eating the eggs of our brood mothers is not a transgression. It’s sacrilege! The only thing worse is those alfar shooting them for gloat. They don’t even let us try to defend them. They simply rain arrows from afar.” Sage Nicraw said with a huff of smoke.
I had clearly agitated him. There was a part of me that desperately wanted to walk out of the enclave and down the tunnel to see what a dragcore looked like. The reality was I was not going to take the risk. There was a chance his word was worthless and I would be exposing myself to a horrible death.
“The alfar killed a lot of humans recently on the surface. I was hoping to kill some more down here but the middle realm is no place for humans. Or whatever I am.” I said and swatted Riya roaming hands away.
She was still on a mild high and trying to kiss my neck.
“Down girl.”
“The healing does that to even our kind. Elves are hard to keep as prisoners down here, unfortunately. I digress. I have seen alfar armies marching from the below. We have discussed getting revenge while they are on campaign. Our elders still contemplate the idea. This doesn’t mean it will happen or that we want to ally. I cannot let you pass into our realm.”
“My agreement is complete. I am more than happy to return to the surface. An invading elf, alfar, dwarf, and demon army is working its way to my city as we speak. I will rush to the surface now and aid in its defense.” I told the sage in a goodbye.
“You cannot be serious,” Parsaven said between gulps of food. “It is a very long journey to the upper or lower realm. You came to say one thing?”
“Why should we disbelieve him? He wants to leave. I can smell and hear him for miles. If he stays we will know he is lying. There are no other entrances to this section of the realm.” The sage said to his son.
“I don’t know. The valotaur are always so tricky. Why should we trust him?”
“I am sure you can go in circles with this, the reality is I’m going to leave. I wish I had something I could offer in trade besides the corpse but that is all there is. That and I think King Carver was sincere. We’ll see if he cuts off access to this realm for his young adventurers though.” I told them both.
I unstrung Lady Evelyn and picked up the front half of the stretcher. “I thank you for your time, and, if you feel indebted for the creature you are eating, kill some demons or alfar for me.”
Riya picked up the other end of the stretcher and we left in a hurry. The dragcore tried to get me to turn around a few times. He promised things but I ignored him. I only ever said thank you and good luck. Riya was dismayed when we finally reached the bell area where the cart arrived. I set out ten days of snacks and water. All the extra supplies like the tent, flint, and other items were tossed aside.
“I’m so confused right now, granted I’m still a little off from the healing, but what happened back there,” Riya asked while pointing down the tunnel. Her face kept switching from furled brow to lower lip being bitten.
“You wanted to stay right? Only your allure to me was greater than your allure to the sage. I felt him casting magic. He knows I felt it and didn’t care. That meant there was going to be someone or something else that would get us. There was nothing to gain for us in the middle realm. As Pa says ‘any fight you can walk away from is a win’. In this case, that’s exactly true. The middle realm is not and never should be our problem. This place is crazy and I the dragcore are not to be trusted. If we had a horse to trade for some rare earth minerals or something, sure. The problem is we're on a timeline and I had an agreement to fulfill. We did it, now it is time to run for all we can and get to the surface. Five water sacks. Half a day each. Stuff your pockets with jerky. We will be starving when we reach the surface. If I had to guess, they’re halfway done reeling the cart up. I also don’t trust them to drop it before something crawls through this tunnel to kill us. So we run. We run for Trinelan. We run for our lives. If we get hurt, I heal us.”
Riya stomped her feet and moaned in complaint. “You’re lucky it’s only my inner thighs that burn. Alright, I can run. Don’t get mad when I bitch and moan the whole way up. I bet we can do the trip in less than ten. I don’t think I ever saw a dwarf jog let alone run.”
“Drink as much as you can now and leave that water behind,” I said and we gulped down a day’s worth of water. “Let me know when you need to pee. I am sure it won’t take long. Ready?”
“I hate running!”
“I know, my love, I know. Here we go.” I was about to start running when I was clasped in a hug.
“I love you too. Now try to catch up.” Riya said while she sped up the incline. And so, the great race to Trinelan began.




CHAPTER 13

Seven days. We did it in seven days. The trail up was illuminated and we were determined. It had been the seven most boring days of my life. I think I would’ve gone insane if it weren’t for the custom made boots from Narree. There were blisters, a chaffed crotch, and constant soreness. Every night before bed, I healed us. A few minutes of consensual exercise and we crashed. A routine of running, pee break, and minimal sleep was something I would avoid from now on. When we strode past the guards still hauling up the chain I was semi surprised. Until I saw it was actually only one dwarf doing the work and the rest watching him.
The plan had been to walk past the guards like we owned the place, but there was a gate with a locked door. Which made sense. If some alfar traveled up the ramp, he needed to not have free access. When we approached we were stopped. We explained ourselves and the head guard was baffled by who and what we were. When I asked who was sent down in that cart he said, two prisoners. I then asked for Orick. This seemed to do the trick and we impatiently waited.
After days of running and rushing to be halted at a gate was tedious and mind numbing. Finally, Orick arrived and was shocked to see us.
“Did you even stay there at all?” Orick asked in a gruff hostile tone.
“We finished the agreement as stipulated by King Carver. Our documents are in order and we filled out our report in full. What news of Trinelan?” I asked quickly.
All that running to only be delayed by an hour made me impatient.
“Let me see the report,” Orick said and Riya handed him the paper. “You met a sage after killing a tongue lasher. Did you salvage the frog legs? They are a…” He paused and glanced at us, then behind us, before looking back at the paper. “Oh, the sage’s son ate the kill. I’m confused. This indeed sounds truthful. Why did you not deal with the dragcore or go further into the middle realm.”
“Keep reading,” Riya said, arms folded across her chest.
“I did, I don’t like the justification. You are not in breach of your agreement, but you didn’t help the surface by slowing down the upward flow. Don’t expect more contracts from us.” Orick stated.
“You honor your word though, we are free to go.”
“Aye, we do,” Orick said and the gate swung open. “I will lead you to the exit. Be careful, the curse of the night has closed again outside.”
I muttered a string of curses. We weren’t prepared to fight the darkness again. There was no kindling, striker with flint, and so many other things I needed. The only thing I had of value was the bow and sword. A sword I never used.
“What time of day is it and you said the market we went through before was open to anyone? I would like to trade.” I said and Orick led us down a side route.
Our group passed few more guards that tagged along for the walk. They were shocked to see us. Orick muttered we honored our agreement and left it at that. Aside for the few curious dwarven children, the dwarfs were indifferent to us being in the tunnels.
“Trinelan is half sieged. Trade still flows out the west via the river and out the Trinelan northern gate. Your armies haven’t let the elves fully encircle it. I think the lack of elven and alfar numbers is telling. There are only two hundred thousand trying to beat out a city of ten million. Neither side has committed to a bulky fight though, it’s more of a standstill. Every night we hear the most activity of course and we can’t see through the blanketing dark. The walls look more damaged every morning but they’re still standing. It’s hard to tell from here how it is going.” Orick explained. “Ah here’s Darmag, he will be a good candidate for a trade.”
We entered the market and the first shop on the left was a weapons shop. I hoped to see more humans trading for Trinelan but had no such luck. I entered and all sorts of nice weapons lined the walls and shelves. It was time to take another cue from Pa’s lessons. A blonde bearded dwarf wobbled up to us as we browsed his good. The vendor wore white gold jewelry in every spot he could. His robe was silver with white trim and he was a chunky dwarf that had a huge smile at seeing us.
“Good dwarf, your weapons are exquisite and your store is the finest I have seen,” I said removing the sword from my back slowly.
I carefully handed the blade over to Darmag.
“I need to exchange this for supplies to defeat the demons who reside above. I understand not all shop owners want a trade and will I take a fair losing deal.”
“Flattery only getz you so farz, humanz. Been a whilez zince I used common.” Darmag said with a cough. “There, that’s better. Okay, the only thing better than flattery is a damn fine elven sword. I could buy an elven slave with this. I don’t think you understand the value of this blade. What supplies were you wanting?”
I smiled as he corrected his speech. While I regretted pawning off the sword, I was desperate. We wouldn’t last a night alone without fire in the dark. Riya was writing a list and I decided to find a nice wood axe while she went to work.
“Would mounts and a cart be too much? And how far is Trinelan?” Riya asked.
“A simple cart and pull animals sure. Or you could get some fast rams. They would make it in three quarters of a daylight cycle. An hour or so from now the sun should rise out there. Won't afford much else than the rams though.”
“I can’t believe we are that close.” I said and held back my desire to toss my hands in the air.
“I mean run the rams, you are used to trotting your horses, and rams can run that distance as could your horses. Sprinting them makes travel rough, but quicker. We are directly north of Trinelan. The siege is on the western and southern walls.”
“Well then, honorable Darmag. This wood axe and two of the best rams we can ride on for this sword.” I said extending my forearm and he clasped it but didn’t let go. “Issue?”
“You cannot come back and try to trade me back for this sword. You are taking a losing trade, as agreed. You want this back then I want more. A thousand gold.” Darmag grumbled.
“If that is the cost, then that is the cost. I agree to your terms. If I return and you still hold the sword the…” I said with a pause and his eyes lit up. “What?”
“How much gold do you humans have?”
“Me, enough. I’m not sure our coins are the same weight and density. I want that sword back. I don’t think it was random I found that weapon when and where I did. This is my only option. May I see a gold coin?”
I was handed a gold coin of roughly the same weight as a human gold coin. I grinned and handed it back. I had just violated one of Pa’s negotiation tactics. Never disclose any emotions while bartering. If you do, expect to pay for them.
“Two thousand gold and I do not trade it off for a year,” Darmag said.
“Deal.”
Even Orick and the guards behind us gasped. Two thousand gold was nothing compared to what I had in my accounts.
“Orick, if this human lad returns I will kiss you and bless your next squalling runt. Two thousand gold coins for two rams and an axe. See his eyes, he already misses the weapon, he’s coming back. Bring me more desperate humans, Orick.” Darmag exclaimed in victory.
He hefted a purse that at most contained a few hundred gold. This had me concerned with how cheap slaves were, or how little I valued the gold I had lucked into.
“Follow me to your new mounts. You asked for the best and I will get you the best.”
We followed him through the market with Orick never leaving our side. A few more children stared at us because we stood out. There were few greetings given and it was fairly quiet at this hour. Many vendors and shops were closed with minimal customers milling about. We turned away from the exit and headed to a smelly stable cavern. Inside were rows upon rows of pens for mounts. The wooden walls and double gates made it similar to a human run stable. The smell of hair and manure filled the air, lots of manure.
The prettiest lady dwarf I had seen yet was gently nudged awake. Her face was smooth where other female dwarves sported stubble. Darmag spoke to her in dwarven and exchanged hasty words tinged in anger. The words escalated then suddenly stopped as they clasped forearms. A deal had been struck. The entire sack of gold was handed over to the lady dwarf. She waved us forward without saying another word.
I had seen a ram utilized for riding before. They were wide, muscular, and mean-looking and their great, thick, curly horns on their heads were used to guide them. We passed a few young, small horned ones before getting to the adults. The smaller adults were passed and then we reached the large males. A few snorted angrily at our approach and one even rammed the gate. I jumped a little and Riya patted my back while laughing.
“Here we are, young humans. These are my exchange for your weapon and our transaction is now complete. May you see your home and defend it with honor.” Darmag said and left.
As he walked away I called after him. “See you soon and thank you.” I then turned to Orick. “These two in here are ours?”
“Daisy does not speak common, but yes. They are saddled and ready to go. If you mount, I will lead you to the tunnel exit.” Orick said.
The ram was taller than me and even larger than Lac. This was a fine animal. Taking a step forward and palm outstretched, the ram placed the spot between the horns on my palm. Riya tried the same thing and her fingers were almost bitten off. I lunged at the other ram and yanked its horn. There was no hesitation as I stared at it angrily. I pet the spot between the horns and the mount calmed. I heard Daisy barking at Orick in dwarven. He fired back some reply. I waved Riya forward and she slipped a boot into a stirrup. I watched and waited as she settled onto the mounts back.
When she was ready to go I dug a foot into the opening for my boot and seated myself on the rams back. The saddle was hard leather that I knew we were going to hate using after a few minutes of hard riding. Orick stepped forward and grabbed the reins of our mounts. There was no nipping at him, he glared at the mounts and they let him lead.
“Our reports say you might get a few arrows from scouts. Most have been hesitant to fire on us, worried we will sally forth to help break the siege. We are well defended here and can last a long time behind our bulwarks. We will not come rushing to your aid. Running into the open is a piss poor idea for our hold.” Orick said as we left the stable cavern. “I do wish you luck. I hear your capital is under siege as well, but I have no idea of the validity of that statement.  I hope they both hold out and things go back to normal. Every dwarf I talk to is on edge.”
We passed the train tracks and loading station where we arrived over a week ago. The tunnel ahead was illuminated by the glowing orbs and behind the gate was the cursed blackness. The all-encompassing night I found I didn’t miss at all. The rams did not slow as we neared the gate.
“Just missed them, Orick, the talking gorkins left a few minutes ago. Sunrise is not far behind.” The gate guard said in excellent common. “I take it these two wish to leave.”
“That they do, we honor our deals. Good luck out there.” Orick said and left us.
I had nothing else to say and instead focused on calming the rambunctious ram. Both itching to run and they knew we were almost outside. We trotted in circles for a few minutes when the morning rays of sunshine unfurled the curse for the day. It had been a long time since I had seen the sun. Riya give a gleeful cheer that ended with a “Yip” and I joined her.
The gate guard opened the gate and we were gone. The rams thundered across the hard road excited to be free. I had to assess the situation quickly as I had no idea which way I was going besides to the south. I whistled to Riya and motioned I was heading for a rising hill on our right. We slowed the mounts and scanned our surroundings.
We were encompassed by rolling hills mixed with clumps of trees. A few full wooded areas added to the mix. The summer bloom was in full effect. The flatlands were high with wild grass and the trees were at their fullest. Behind us the dirt the rams flung was damp. We were lucky it wasn’t soggy enough to slow our travel. I turned to the horizon and glanced south. I couldn’t see Trinelan but I did see a growing number of birds forming a flock to the south in the far distance. That meant there was dead in large numbers or an excess of easy food. I could only hope it was the discharge of a sieging army.
A few calculating glances determined our best path forward skirted a creek and then headed south across fields.
I urged us forward at a trot.
“Riya, if you get into trouble or see anything scream loud and proud. These rams are more boisterous than a horse so I want to be able to hear you. Grip tight and ride low. We can do this.”
“I will stay behind you. I hope we’re not too late,” Riya said, staring in concern at the carrion birds. “I have not slept in a bed in almost two weeks. I’ve almost forgotten what comfort is like. A little more sacrifice and then we can rest.”
“Rest for you, maybe. I bet I get pulled in ten directions when we get home. We’re going to follow the creek until it bends left. It should take about half an hour. Then it’s straight for the birds. If there are any elven scouts out here, we should keep out of range. You ready to run them?”
“Here we go!” Riya yelled in excitement. “Yip!”
We urged the mounts into a run and the slow trot turned into a full sprint. These rams were faster over rough terrain than a horse was. Glancing down a few small fish darted in the stream. We bolted down the bank and spooked a large buck out of his nest who darted into the woods. Admiring his massive horns, I cried out in shock as an arrow thumped into his side and flew out in a spray of gore. Well, that answered that question. There were elf archers in the woods and we were out of their range for now.
The sharp left was just ahead and we entered the tall grass of the rolling fields. This would be the longest stretch. I glanced over my shoulder and Riya was a low silhouette against the ram. She grimaced in determination. The saddles felt like rocks and I knew I was going to be us healing tonight.
An hour turned into two and that turned into six. I never slowed once or paused for a break. There was a large incline not far ahead and I hoped that I could see Trinelan from atop it. We rose the crest and slowed. Riya had been napping, how I would never know, but when her mount turned to follow me she opened her eyes. A large stretch and a yawn was followed by a questioning look.
“Wow, Trinelan has seen better days,” Riya said as we reach the top of the mound.
We were only a few hours out from the walls. Fires billowed smoke from inside the walls. Siege catapults could be seen flipping rocks out and away. Then there was the enemy army. They were entrenched in a box formation with crude defenses to deter cavalry charges. The description given Orick gave was spot on. The elves only blocked the eastern and southern gates of Trinelan. I was surprised the enemy was huddled tightly during the day. There were no troops outside of the enclosed area though fresh spots of blood informed me that they must leave to fight at night. Two hundred thousand troops against a city of ten million plus seemed small in comparison, but the army was still massive. Far larger than any amount troops I had ever seen. An army consuming a few square miles of land and was frightening.
“We’re going to head direct for the northern gate. I estimate two more hours. There’s not much between us and the city. A few farmhouses, a bridge, and some wooded areas. We will have to risk the ride, and hopefully avoid any enemy patrols. If we don’t we could be outside the gates at dark and it would be a miracle if we survived. There are some cavalry patrols canvassing the area up here, probably hunting for scouts so we should be fine. Never know though. Be on alert. Here we go.”
Riya grinned happily seeing Trinelan and I didn’t blame her. She yipped and we continued on at a full speed once we leveled out.
The first sign of an enemy was an elf riding an elk. We charged right for her, I whipped Lady Evelyn off my back, and knew the shot would be the hardest of my life. I rapidly hoisted an arrow out of my quiver and nocked. The elf was stunned only for a moment. She didn’t want a two on one fight and we were closing quickly. Her mount bolted in the opposite direction.
I never felt confident to release as she was over two hundred feet and getting further. I let the tension in my body fade and kept the arrow at the ready. The nocked bow would make for a harder ride but I would be able to react quicker. I saw the elk and the elf disappear into thicket and woods off to our left. I had no interest in chasing a lone scout and thundered on as the rams kept sprinting south.
The terrain opened up and ten minutes later the bridge ahead allowed little cover. Four elves stood at the ready, two on each side. The moment I had a shot lined up, I released. While the arrow was still in the air I nocked another arrow. Firing from a mount was not fun. I timed the bounce and released, readying another arrow and the ram dodged left on its own, saving me from taking an arrow wound to the shoulder. When I shot my third arrow at the guards the left one staggered. We were getting close now and my fourth arrow nailed the right guard in the chest. The exchange was not clean though and I screamed as an arrow slid into my thigh.
Riya rained arrows on the back two elves. Our commotion cause a team of horsemen to erupt from the south charging our direction. The two remaining elves raced to mounts as we fired on them. I tried to hit the fleeing elves and missed them, not even coming close. The pain affected my shooting more than I should have let it. Riya scored a nice shot and put an arrow into the trailing elk’s head. The mount and elf tumbled to the ground, both still in death. I slowed on the bridge. These were elves with allies not far. I certainly was looting these. Riya and her ram clomped past me as they went to loot the other body.
I gingerly dismounted onto my good leg and used the ram to steady myself as I yanked the arrow out of my thigh. I touched the wound and let my spirit flow into it. The magic brought the insane itch and lovely feeling. I twisted my neck at the sensation. When it passed I grinned and yelled in a howl I wanted to release. Time to loot the bodies. Their elks were tied to the bridge and the animals stood calmly which surprised me. I inspected the bags behind the saddles. Camping gear, some rope, and a few days of rations. I wasn’t expecting much, but it was worth the effort to check at least.
I was on the first body when the lead horsemen arrived.
“Declare yourself!” The man bellowed.
“Champion Logan of Trinelan and his Lackey Riya!” I hollered back while I plucked the bow from the elf. This bow wasn’t as fine as Lady Evelyn, but was certainly a marvel in its own ways. The sword was nicer than the one I had traded for the rams. Smaller and easier to wield too. I slid it over my back, attached both bows to the rear of my saddle, and went about prying off some jewelry. A nice necklace and some rings. I was surprised they were wearing accessories that reflected light while at war.
“Verify your identity!” The horsemen they trotted loudly over the bridge.
I reached into my jacket and found my identity paperwork and my bank marker. I handed them both to the stern-looking, armored cavalry sergeant. He was wearing light leather armor for fast riding. His horse was a chestnut stallion that nickered for pets and kept driving his head into my chest.
“Secure these mounts. They will help feed the armies.” The sergeant barked his orders to his troops and motioned at the elk. “I am Sergeant Ikrad, welcome home, Champion. There are going to be some very excited people to hear you have returned to break the siege. You have returned to defeat that army, correct?”
“Every last one of them. Please lead the way with haste. We have run, ridden, and fought to get home. Riya! Hurry up!” I shouted and she finished her looting and rode to us. The moment we linked up we were off. “Yip!”
“Yip!” Riya yelled back with a silly grin on her face.
We were finally going to make it home. The surviving elf linked up with a full company of mounted elks off in the distance. Good thing we were already on the move. The soldiers dragged the elks behind them until they saw the incoming formation and released their prizes begrudgingly. A trumpet flared into the day, and then another. The roaring thunder of hundreds of horses drowned out the trumpets. A cavalry formation a thousand strong parted and passed. Half wheeled to escort us home while the other half chased off the elf company. The skirmishing war was in full effect with probably very few casualties.
The outer stone walls of Trinelan revealed themselves in all their glory as we clomped down a well-cobbled road and headed directly for the open gates. Many archers and infantry lining the walls pointed at our unique mounts. Passing under the gates, the horses turned into a stable area to dismount. I headed straight for my estate. I had not bathed in over a week, closer to two. I was going to need to debrief the nobility and then prepare for tonight. Talking to the men on the day shift was not the most efficient use of my time. A few knights glanced our way and one spurred his mount to catch us.
“The paved upper road is this way,” The man shouted while pointing off to the left.
“Thanks!” I replied in a chipper voice as the man followed us.
The citizens of Trinelan going about their business let us pass. The smoke from the odd fires filled the air and a few teams handling water wagons moved among the crowds. The city road was busy for the middle of the day.
“What is your name kind, sir?”
“Viscount Fredric at your service. I happen to know the lady of your estate. Lady Kamara has been an interest of mine for some time. When she arrived with a story of the Champion being captured, most did not believe her. I did and seeing you on dwarven steeds proves it was wise to trust her.” Fredric said and turned his horse down a new road. We trotted past vendors selling food and drinks until we reached the same piked gates as on the southern road to the castle. “Follow me, they may not recognize you and will let me through. So what designs do you have for the fair Lady Kamara if I may be so bold?”
“She became one of my closest of companions,” Riya said in a sultry voice while grinning.
Riya hadn’t said it outright, but the insinuation was there. Fredric wasn’t expecting this. His face contorted as he started piecing it together.
“Ah, so she is not suddenly enthralled with a man. I thought for so long I had been doing something wrong. Where were you eight months ago, young lady?” Fredric asked and Riya quipped that she was not a lady.
He shut his mouth at this point and I didn’t blame him. At least he got closure on the issue. I could only imagine what chasing a love interest that you had zero chance catching was like. We trotted high on the marbled road and the citizens below scurried about their day. The city was unusually quiet and the road was empty and besides the manure crews there was no one to send greetings to. The path came to an end and the gates were opened.
“I will leave you to it from here. The castle is that way. Good job on your kills and welcome home.” Fredric said and spun his horse.
“To the castle, I want a bath and I feel we can find one there instead of the only bathhouse I dislike,” I said and Riya nodded.
I saw her open her mouth to fire a witty retort and then close it. There were more people on the streets up here tending to estates in the daylight. I glanced at the sun and noted there were five or so hours until the dark came. I would probably only get a short nap. “Excuse me, sir, the estates grew tall here. The quickest way to the castle please.” I called to one of the crew.
After receiving directions we ran the rams the rest of the distance. The sight of the gate guards to the castle proper allowed me to finally know where I was. I considered turning home, but instead turned towards the castle. The guard accepted our mounts with a frown and Riya’s weapons. A marker was handed to her and then we sprinted past the business district, the bank, and other shops.
When we arrived at the castle steps I started to see the uniquely tailored guards of Duchess Elane. Their livery had the extra golden river ship giving it a distinct look.
We were directed to the castle seamstress and we bounded up the stairs. I entered the waiting room and passed the receptionist. All I needed to do was to find the door with the guards in front of it. I saw Bret, or was it Bart, standing outside a room and approached him swiftly. The man clenched his nose at my smell and looked at me like I was crazy.
“By the gods when did you bathe last? I know Garith said we would help you, but in this case, we are helping the Duchess. There is a room for bathing at the end of the hall on the left. It is used for when ladies try new dresses and get color stains on their skin!” Bart said and shooed us away.
I stuck my nose in my shirt and cringed. Okay, fair point. I was atrocious in the stink department. Riya followed and as we entered the room, seamstress Sarine entered behind us, pinching her nose.
“Nope, no funny business here. You get in that room,” Sarine said with the nasally voice one gets while talking with their nose clenched.
I waved goodbye to Riya as she was sent away.
“I will have a tunic and pants sent over. They will go on your bill. I think you can cover the cost though. For all that is mighty get in the water, Logan, I have seen you naked already.” Seamstress Sarine said and slammed the door.
Stripping my stiff clothing off, I ran a fingernail over my skin and peeled off a layer of grime. The room had no windows or much light beside a few candles. The tub in the middle of the room was filled with what was likely cold water. I tossed my clothes into a whisker basket knowing they would most likely be burned
There were two options in front of me. Dive in or enter the water slowly. I dove in trying to keep the splash to a minimum and failing. I gasped at the cold water and my teeth clattered. There was a bar of soap that smelled of roses on a stand at the end of the tub. I grabbed it and went to work. Singing my favorite bathing song, I did my best to remove the filth. Five minutes later a tunic and a pair of trousers were brought in by a woman I had never seen before. I hopped out, grabbed a towel, and slipped. I landed hard on my funny bone and it was not funny in any sense.
I complained and cursed as I dried myself. When I was done I tossed the towel over the spilled water so whoever had to drain that disgusting tub wouldn’t slip as I had. I dressed in loose clothing built for a man a few sizes larger than me. I noticed I had lost weight and, thinking back on it, I was sure Riya had also. I was a new man, smelling like roses, grime gone, and ready to go in freshly cleaned clothing. I exited the bathing room to find no guards posted at the door anymore. A quick jot down the hallway and I came up empty. The receptionist pointed up. I was conflicted because Riya was still washing. Well, she could have already finished but I doubted it since I raced to be done in record time.
I decided to run up the stairs and as I was winding my way up the spiral, I almost ran into Bart. He had heard my rapid bounding nearing and spun to ensure I was not a threat. He let me past and I finally saw Duchess Elane. She was in the sparkling pink dress I liked so much on her. Her black hair was in a tight ponytail and her eyes lit up at the sight of me.
“Is this who was outside my door?” The Duchess angrily asked Bart. She waved a finger at the man and I was given a signal from her to halt; just as commanding as ever.
“He smelt of death, my lady. Much better now though, he smells of roses.”
“By the heavens, Bart. I need death, not flowery roses. Come, imbecilic farm boy. We will discuss your failures in private.” Duchess Elane commanded.
We left the landing of the fifth floor and sped down a hallway.
“Cancel my appointment at court, let them know the Champion has returned and we are going to be conducting a war session. Go, now! Tell Lady Pekia to manage court today.”
An older woman wormed between us and headed downstairs. The Duchess stood before a door and waited for it to be opened. A guard with a stern expression hastily opened the door.
“No one is to disturb us as I berate this fool,” Elane said as she stepped into the room. Bart took his post and winked at me. I grew confused while the Duchess grew impatient. “Close that door, you dumb farm boy.”
I shut the door and was expecting to be slapped. I didn’t feel the sting of an open palm. Instead, I was clasped in a tight hug and my back was gently rubbed. My idle hands embraced Elane.
“Thank you for the sweet letter about your bird. Only an idiot farm boy would send a letter to his Duchess talking about a pet he did not own. You, of course, are not contrived to be some magical mastermind and it went smoothly. Now, I almost lost you once. I have no more words for you until we meet with the generals later. I need to talk to in other ways.”
We kissed deeply. Our clothes went flying and we both smelled of roses. Twenty minutes later we reeked of sweat and bedroom activities. There was a rag and a bucket we used to freshen up with. I was not expecting that turn of events. We were dressed and ready to leave when there was a knock at the door.
“Open it,” Elane commanded and I obeyed. “Ah, Lady Rachael we were just on our way to see the war council.”
“Perfect I was sent to retrieve…” Rachael smelled the air and then glared daggers between us. “Interesting. My lips are sealed.”
Elane went to retort but kept her mouth shut. We flowed out of the room and went to the sixth floor. The generals, upper nobility, and even Laruk were sitting around the war table, strategizing. The group slapped their hands loudly against the table in a salute to my arrival. I blushed and bowed unaccustomed to the attention. There was an open seat pulled out for me and I occupied the space but did not sit. Instead, staring at the war board.
As I studied the board, the first question came from Duke Egad. “King Carver sent a second note wondering why we never sent a delegation. It has been summarized that he sent you down to the middle realm to please the elven army arrayed against us. If he directly executed you, he would have been under attack. Instead, he chose to remove you from the equation without angering either side while seeming lenient. We saw through him trying to please both sides and I am glad you made it out. Lady Kamara has been praising your sacrifice since the moment she returned. You and your lackey are to be commended. What do you think of the battlefield?”
“That I can change it. If I kill some zug and open the night to the moons of Kyroo we can advance day and night…” I notated some trees not far from the elves encampment and laughed. “Burn it all!”
I seated myself and continued to chuckle at the irony. I had recommended exactly what humans were contrived as evil for doing.
General Rence tilted his head at this. “Why would we burn the woods? The fires will not illuminate the night,” he said and was correct.
“It is apparent what they are here for. To reclaim the land. Burning all these trees makes this area less desirable, and if I knock the curse back the woods are where they’ll retreat to if they cannot flee with magic. Give them no ground to run to. When I open the night sky, there should only be death.” I said and the generals frowned.
“Those woods provide life, timber, and more. Removing…” General Rence started when Egad paused him.
“You fine gentlemen have had five nights of siege and no results. The Champion gets tonight. If he says you burn the trees and woods then sound the trumpets and get it done. NOW!” Egad shook with rage.
I was impressed that he had that much anger in him. He always seemed so jolly.
“What else, Champion Logan?”
“I admit I’m no grand strategist. Merely trying to end this quickly and decisively. Arm the citizens. If…” I paused and stood to show my confidence. “When I break the curse tonight we as a city advance on that formation. Many will die but the siege must break now. I have my war wagon in Carlo’s shop and I need it equipped with horses and sent to the eastern gate. I take it the enemy is not lobbing fire arrows at night because of their allies?” I asked fairly certain my wooden war wagon would be safe from consuming flames from the enemy.
The question was more rhetorical than anything. General Rence was pouting like a baby at this point and had yet to execute any of the orders I had put forward. I was surprised at this as the Duke had commanded him to obey. I was expecting a confrontation. Duchess Elane approached me and whispered into my ear.
“I need to borrow your meaty stick.” Her sultry voice made me blush as her hot breath hit my ear.
My desire for her rose. A lot of eyebrows raised at her closeness to me and she reached into my belt and yanked my dagger out of its sheath. She spun and drove the dagger into the General's neck. When she tugged it out I was sprayed by the dying man's blood. I grimaced as it landed on my face. I had just bathed too. I used my sleeve to wipe the hot blood off my cheek. The desire to bed the Duchess was immediately dead, unlike the flopping General who struggled to hold his blood in.
“Sound the trumpets, burn the woods, get the Champion his war wagon, and empty out the stores of weapons. Arm the serfs and citizens.” Duchess Elane commanded and Laruk leaped from his chair to start belting out orders. “Better. Who wants to help fund this victory?”
“The Champion will. Assuming my assets are still here. I have no use for money.” I said and people ignored me.
General Rence was still twitching in his death throes and managed to kick over my unseated chair. I grabbed the dagger out of Elane’s hand and brained the poor man through the eye. There, that fixed that problem. The wafting smell of poo assaulted my nostrils.
“Ten silver per citizen who leaves should entice the masses to muster.” Captain Laruk said and I shrugged. “There’s probably fifty thousand gold worth of brave souls who will get a marker on the way out. I can have the bankers stage marker handouts at the gates.”
“I am good for it. Baron Laroise manages my account. Make it twenty silver coins for everyone who marches in defense of the city. Have them amass without recklessly charging. We need them to be seen as a deterrent more than anything. The reality is when the night is beaten back we need the archers to step out from behind the walls with shielded infantry to counter returning arrows. We fire everything inside the defenses. I noticed their anti-cavalry barriers are metal so we spread out. Approach from four sides and rush on foot to get them out of the way.” I said and started moving armies across the map to indicate my plan.
The concept was basic. Eat the enemy’s fire and die until their defenses were moved. Swarm them with numbers.
“Once that’s done, remove the barriers and create lanes for the cavalry. Send out the masses after that. The engagement won't be pretty but it will defeat that army.”
“If we shield wall the archers it will help. It will take time to encircle them and then rush as one. The cavalry will have to be reactionary for where we breach first.” Laruk said, rubbing a hand across his smooth face in contemplation. “I like it. Wait, how rich are you? I thought you were only a Baron.”
“The Duchess thinks I am an imbecile farm boy, and the Duke calls me champion. Where I come from, if you have more gold than needed to last the winter you are in excess. This is our winter. I will gladly become poor to win. I can always learn dice.” I replied with a snide smile.
“Not if you get all the dice players killed in a mad rush to destroy the enemy.” Duke Egad quipped with a sigh. 
“Yes my plan endangers a lot of people and I see your faces fall calculating the casualties; it will not come to that.” I said giving them all pause.
“Explain!” Duke Egad said angry for being left in the dark.
I don’t think the man enjoyed blood and I happened to be covered in it. A team of guards removed the body of Rence and his blood was being cleaned by servants. I frowned because I had to give them space.
“They will surrender when they sense our resolve. King Carver danced around the justification and reasoning of this war. I got the sense it was a desperate last attempt to rid the world of humans. We have pushed with disregard of the residents of Kyroo who were here before us. The thing is, and this is a big part, they know they’re at a breaking point. Even if they win this war they, will take ten to twenty times longer to recover than we will. They need to win here, Kyroo City, and every other human city. My guess is they were planning on getting the centaur armies to help once they started to purge us. When I say purge, that is what this whole curse and invasion plan is in my opinion. It is a risky maneuver to remove humans from the continent with the aid of the underworld. With that being said, we need to realize something. Those two hundred thousand are in an all or none type of gamble. Sure, there may be other sieges with bigger armies but they can’t afford to lose any troops they don’t have to. They also could be here to capture the Duchess to extort the King. My big issues is with Odessi being captured and reclaimed.”
“That is a big guess, Champion Logan. If they don’t surrender we will lose two or three to one odds in a pyrrhic victory.” Duchess Elane said, face soured.
I enjoyed her ‘Oh’ face more.
“And we can replace our young much easier. This is beyond Dave, Paul, Betty, and General Rence. This is about which species comes out on top. I assure you, the victor will be humans. This whole invasion unraveled at our gates once before and it will be crushed in that field outside our city again. Regardless of the costs.” I said in determination. “With that being said, I need to ready myself for tonight.”
My next step freed me from the blood that had pooled below my feet. I bowed to the Duke and Duchess. Captain Laruk followed me out of the room.
“You bowed too low on your exit,” Laruk said as he caught up.
“I also stole the show until the Duchess plunged my dagger into Rence’s neck.”
“General Rence…” Laruk paused and we bumped into Riya who looked delightful.
Lady Kamara trailed behind. They gawked at the sight of me covered in blood.
“Lady Kamara, Lackey Riya. Come, we have work to do. Well, I guess you may attend.” I said to Laruk as I walked away. “Anyway, I guess when he dies for insubordination, it’s just Rence. I hope I’m not the marshal of defense. It was me who let you be in charge the first time.”
“You murdered General Rence, he was the King’s man. Sent here with the Duchess as a replacement of power.” Kamara rambled. “The King is not an enemy you want. You need to be schooled on these things. How did they let you out alive? He must have done something grave to be brutally murdered in a meeting and the killer let out.”
“Hey, Kamara how is my estate? It is nice to see you too.” I quipped impatiently.
“Your estate is gone. We are in the process of moving to a nicer one. Now spill the details and tell me what happened so I know if I need to flee.” Kamara said and Riya grew concerned.
“Fret not, pretty lady. It was his weapon not him.” Laruk explained. “The Duchess herself did the deed. It will be interesting to see how it plays out. Yeah, I am surprised the former head of your estate did not brief you Count Warin returned. I thought you were both in a private meeting before the war council arrival.” Laruk said with a head tilt.
Riya snickered while Kamara’s eyes widened. They got it, and for a political player, Kamara sure had a crummy card face.
“You didn’t actually see the Duchess. You were courting some lady. Was he with you Kamara?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Kamara said at least covering for me a bit.
I kept my face neutral while Riya slugged my arm and giggled. I kept us moving down the spiral stairs to exit the castle. We had a few hours of work to do and I needed to prepare the best I could.
“I hope Carlo is done with the wagon,” I said and Laruk nodded.
“He is. That monstrosity was stationed in the military stables for now; it’s actually already at the western gate. I would say catch a few hours of sleep before the battle but you have no home ready. Maybe get a nice meal. You’ve lost weight, Logan and not in a fashionable way. There are a few dining halls you can go to. It would probably help morale if you ate with the men and women who might die tonight.”
“I would like that. Lead the way after we stop at the guards and get Riya’s weapons. You want a fine bow for tonight? I got extras. Killed two elves on the way in.”
Kamara raised her hand. “Me please, for multiple reasons. I will not be leaving the walls tonight though. I can let Dad have it for tonight.”
“Oh, how did it go with him shooting the champion? Did your mother go easy on him?”
“Countess Ponita is a forgiving woman it seems. She dotes on him more than me. I tend to not acknowledge it though. He’s sincere in his guilt. Good men died from friendly fire and he drank himself to sleep for a few nights after. He has since recovered.”
“Fair point and one I should not make light of,” I said as we arrived at the guardhouse. Riya grabbed her weapons and I grabbed our rams as they would better serve the gate than the upper castle stable. “You got a mount here or you want to double up?”
I asked Laruk and he scurried into the barn. He rode out on a fine chestnut stallion that would have given Jacob’s black stallion a run for its money. Kamara happily mounted behind Riya and tightly tucked herself into my lackey. The two of them were whispering intently and I caught the mention of Fredric. Kamara shrugged and rested her head on Riya’s back.
The four of us navigated our way past my old estate bustling with people moving items. It appeared like Count Warin was back to merely move his things. I wondered how that would go over. I was betting there were rules in place and it really was none of my concern. We were allowed on the road that would take us to the southern market and Laruk picked up the pace.
A few minutes later, we entered the crowded business district. This time, we diverted into the area behind the troops on the wall. I had never been back there. Military housing, children playing, and spouses going about daily routines hid in their own bit of solitude. I waved to the happy children pointing at our rams. They were the center of attention because they were different than the horses. Laruk led us to a hitching post and dismounted. We followed him and tied the rams up as soldiers and archers walked into the mess hall.
Laruk knew everyone. There were many mugs raised, nods given, and waves sent his way. No one knew who the mystery people with him were, but it was clear the troops loved Laruk. I was not here for recognition and knew I did my best work under the cover of darkness. I was pleasantly surprised by the quality of the food and conversation we had. People flowed to our oversized table to visit and chat. Everyone had one question on their minds. How do we beat that army camped outside the city?
There was a resounding silence and stunned gasps when it was indicated I was in charge. I merely nodded and stuffed more food into my mouth. I realized I was indeed starving and had lost several pounds too many. When they asked what the plan was I gave the same answer to the troops. Burn the woods, kill the zug mage or mages to break the spell for a few nights, then swarm the enemy defenses. Many blanched at this, some scoffed, but they all agreed it was time for a change. I didn’t even have to mention the best part that I thought we would see less fighting than many assumed.
Outside of talking about the upcoming battle there were a lot of comments about me. Most were offensive without the intent to offend. At least, that was how I decided to receive them. They thought I would be taller, stronger, in better armor, and more. The funniest was when one female archer said she heard I was a woman dressed as a man. There was a meaty stick comment from Riya that spouted a round of laughter. When I finally finished eating, it was more or less additional hand shaking and we excused ourselves.
We were leading our mounts away when Laruk spoke up.
“Hey Logan, thanks. That is my favorite part of the day. Sitting with the men and women and hearing their stories. I know most of our army on a personal level. Sure, it makes it hard to lose them when I do, but it also makes it easier to ask them to do something as asinine as your plan is tonight. Also, I never thought you were a woman.”
“They didn’t know me. I hadn’t sat down with the hardworking soldier before. Maybe I can make it more of a common thing. I know the Duchess had been wanting to parade me around the balls as a single bachelor or repute. I’m afraid the overwhelming majority of people don’t know what the champion actually looks like.” I said and a young teenager ran for the ram with carrot in hand.
The ram was swift, snatching it away almost quicker than I could detect. The whites of the young lady's eyes were prevalent as she stood shocked. We kept walking and the other children with carrots fed them to the horses who were much gentler in accepting the treats.
“I wanted to compete in the tournament and meet more people at lavish events. I still have yet to do that. I think that’s all the people have to go off for now. A lot of rumors and most of them unfounded. Now, where is my wagon? I wonder how the front turned out.”
“You are not missing much on the galas. When you’re married and respected, it’s merely a show-up and leave early type of gathering. The summer festival was a celebration to remember. The sky was still clear from the mages you killed. There was a plethora of merriment and extra competition. I only placed fifth in jousting this year and third in swords. I won a pet fairy, it was a swirling pink and purple. My wife made me give it up though, they are kind of useless and messy. We didn’t dare let our daughter see it…” He paused in reflection of the dismal of the pet.
I grew jealous about missing the tournaments.
“Jamenson was first in every archery contest like every year before him. He won an orja hound, they are said to be from across the sea. Legendary sniffing dog, can't get a better guardian and they live to an old age for a pet. I have no idea how the Duke had one to give out…”
I was glaring daggers at Kamara who, until this point had been mostly tagging along. Now she hid behind Riya.
“Bags of gold and you scoff at me. I am so going to steal that pup.” I muttered and cursed.
“I don’t get it.” Laruk said.
“He won a pup, Rexie, years ago who died to the curse. He wanted to compete thinking he would win a new companion. He has us which is more than enough, but one of us may have told him it is only gold prizes at the competitions.” Riya said while thumbing Kamara who rode behind her back.
“Ah, well, she is right. Normally it is gold. I can check to see…” I noticed him stop and both the girls were shaking their heads no. “So, here we are. Perfect timing. Your chariot awaits, champion. Carlo said it had to have a name. Cursed Hunter is stenciled on the back. Easy to change if you simply swap a few boards out.”
The black goliath of a wagon stood before me. Even though it looked twice as long, I knew in reality, it was simply the extra axle and sidewalls that made it look so much different. I dismounted and tied the ram to a nearby post. A woman in a nice dress tried to pet the mount as I left. Riya warned her just in time as the ram nipped at her fingers she yanked back. I wondered what the fascination with the rams was. I bet if I cut all his fur to the skin it would deter people from wanting to pet him.
I turned my attention to the wagon and my inspection started at the back. The new name was engraved into the back gate which I lowered and unfolded the short ladder. I stepped into the back of the empty wagon and realized there was a lot more space when it wasn’t stuffed with supplies. The first place I went was the driver's bench. I had to unlatch the secure door and what I saw surprised me. I looked out the front of a box that reminded me of a square tunnel. Sure there was an axle in here but the horses or rams could see forward. I climbed onto the bench and felt a tad enclosed. I hoped down into the area where the horses went and on my right were two foldable doors. A quick adjustment and I had the doors open to allow the horses in. I walked over the axle to the front of the wagon and walked out the front and around to the side.
Again, I found clasps there and undid the front doors so they unfolded to close off the wagon. I opened them again and locked them back on the side. That was fast, infinitely faster and more secure than before. On the front corner, I noticed my fire pit idea and removed the pin on the metal bar as well as the clasp up top. The arm came down and I was able to lock it in place. I had no idea where the burn circle attachment was, but I was sure it was it here somewhere. The bar stowed away just as quickly as I pulled it out. I went back to the front axle and noticed an interior ladder on the side. I climbed up and Riya appeared below me, eager to get up the ladder herself.
“Sure is amazing, Riya, so much more to it now,” I said.
“I think the trip from Narree would have been too easy with the setup like this. I sure hope the city is okay. Hey Captain Laruk, any word from Narree?” She shouted to him as we climbed into the expanded sleeping loft.
“We sent riders to get information but they never returned. They had time with the curse down but we think elves got them. It could be a siege there or perhaps it fell like Odessi. Hey Logan, Carlo said no heavy supplies upfront. Keep bows, arrows, kindling, jerky, and light stuff only. Also don’t have too many people sleeping up there when it is in motion, a hard bump can smash the axel if it’s overloaded.” Laruk said loudly.
The sleeping cabin was now the full length of the wagon and could sleep a full squad. That was impressive. I opened the hatch to the ceiling and light poured through the edges. Once I was up top, the sense of being enclosed faded. I stood and Riya followed me. A new sidewall with dips and higher squares fit to protect archers perched on the roof. It wouldn’t stop a valotaur spear throw but an arrow would get stuck in the wood. The upgrade was a vast improvement.
“Want to snag a quickie,” Riya said as she sauntered over. “It does bring back memories.”
“Now it will bring victory. Hey, Laruk can you have some stable hands hook up our horses and stable our rams? I’m heading to the wall to see the battlefield from there. I need to plan where to drive the cursed hunter to. Oh, and get me five loaded crossbows on the roof.” I ordered, knowing he wouldn’t be doing the work.
There were always troops hovering around eager to help the Captain. I lowered myself off the back end of the wagon to the short drop to the ground.
“Come on Riya, time to go see how we win the war. Kamara, are you fighting tonight or heading home?”
“I have a lot of work in preparing our estate, Baron Logan. If you will excuse me, I would like to take the rams back with me.” She said and I frowned.
“Hold on. Let me set them straight so that you are allowed to handle them.” I said and went over to the ram that was nipping at Kamara as she neared.
I bopped one on the noggin and he shook his head in challenge. I added a bit of my spirit and he soothed.
“Place your hand here. Done, they will obey you now.”
“What did you do?” Kamara asked, impressed.
“Behave and one night I will show you.” I teased with a snicker.
This was apparently hilarious to Riya. She cracked up and Kamara gave her an odd gaze.
“Trust me, you will thank him later when he shows you. We’ll leave it a mystery, for now, mistress of the house.” Riya said and Kamara blushed as red as her hair was.
A quick yip from Riya and the rams clomped off.
“Race me to the wall?” I asked.
“We gorged our faces and look at the sun. We have an hour to kill. We can walk. You never healed me from the ride either. I guess we will have to wait until we’re done with the mission tonight.” Riya said.
“Is ‘healed me’ code for sex? You two are allowed to couple without being married. You are both past sixteen summers and adults.” Laruk said with a raised eyebrow.
“Sorry, yes it means sex. I’m a simple farm boy. Our parents would require us to be married. If you see them, keep our secret please.” I said and the subject was dropped.
We walked for the wall and I inhaled a deep breath. Tonight would be the most important time of my life. I could only hope that however the battle went I was lucky enough to get a bit of rest after. Riya joined my side and held my hand. The two of us leaned into each other as the sun sank on the horizon.




CHAPTER 14

Reaching the top of the wall, I had to weave around the archers stationed here. Pacing the eight foot wide parapet and gazing towards the enemy encampment, I couldn’t help but worry about the upcoming battle. The trees around the enemy were completely engulfed in flames. Whichever captains and noble commanders led the cavalry had done a fantastic job at getting the flames roaring. I doubted I would be able to see the fires through the cursed night though. Many of the torch holders had been replaced, and additional slotted holders had been installed and sat empty. That would mean it would be near impossible to douse the entirety of the wall into blackness if the defenders were actively replacing torches. There were spear marks where metal javelins had tried to tear down the lights that helped illuminate the defenses.
Valotaur tracks came as close as twenty feet away. They knew I wasn’t in the city at the time and could get close, that would change tonight. The enemy encampment sat six hundred yards away, right out of reach of the catapults unless there was a lucky throw. I made my decision right then of where I’d station myself. We would load up with water, risk the chance of fire arrows, and head out now. The enemy had to know we were up to something since we had changed tactics by burning the forests in the backdrop. I hoped we had more people than they had arrows.
“Riya, I am taking the wagon within two hundred meters of the encampment while I can still see. Then I will wait for the mages. You can stay…” I said and she pressed a finger to my lip smelling of lady parts. She had revealed more than the fact she was going to war with me. “Ah, you didn’t run into Kamara on your way to the war room. Enough said. How about we go win a war? Captain Laruk!”
I looked at the battlefield from my perch one last time. I was determined and certain this was the correct decision. Riya entwined her fingers with mine and we snaked between the unwashed soldiers on the battlements.
“Music to my ears, Baron Logan. What do you need from me?” Laruk shouted from the wall as Riya and I reached the wagon.
“Add pails of water to the back of the wagon.” I turned to the gate guards. “Open the western gates!”
My voice echoed and the portcullis chain tightened, the creaking of metal filled the space as the wheel was spun by soldiers and the heavy gate rose. We walked down the ramp from the wall and went to the awaiting carriage. The last of the horses were being led into the middle compartment. A stable boy turned to me.
“Send them to hell sir. The horses are antsy, I think they know when you come around blood flows.” The young lad of nine or ten summers with heavy freckles said.
I wanted to scruff his hair but stayed my hands.
“They’re smart horses. Thanks for your help. I am grateful for the care that these animals have been given. I know what a well-cared for horse looks like.” I said and the lad nodded once before running off to complete some other task.
The back was loaded with pails of water. I stepped into the middle compartment and Riya scurried up the three stepped ladder to the driver seat. Laruk ducked in with me and helped me close the side of the wagon. “If I fail, we’re dead. You’ve got a wife and daughter, are you certain you want to come?”
My tone was even and flat. He nodded face stern with determination. No words were needed beyond that simple gesture. We were going to war. Even Riya had quieted her joking demeanor and focused on stringing her bow. I changed the loose sinew binding on my own to a tight one as I readied myself. A few cross inspections later and I stepped into the wagon bed.
Five men sat here casually as if it was just another wagon ride. They were scouts by the looks of their light armor, sword swords on hips, and bow with quiver on their backs. They were all smiles in their black leather armor and worn boots.
“Half the buckets up top. I think one of the compartments has candles. Get the interior illuminated and the candles secure.” The Captain ordered his men.
The men went to work preparing the cabin. It was easy to hear them scurrying over the wooden wagon. I grabbed the reins. “Away we go! Yip!” I shouted and Riya repeated.
We got an awkward glare from Laruk but he kept his mouth shut. The horses could see ahead just fine and they seemed to have no issue with the protected sides enclosing them. We went from a walk to a trot and then to a thundering run. The wagon rolled swiftly past the gate to the cheering of the soldiers. Everyone should be arriving for tonight's battle. I opened the left and right window slots and saw cavalry in the thousands pouring out of the city. They had been at it for hours since our meeting. There must have been thirty thousand citizens out on the field scouring for scouts and burning forested areas. The flames were even higher than before.
The enemy was getting closer and when we were three hundred feet out, the first arrows landed. The angle was too steep for them to shoot an arrow this far directly into our opening. A crossbow could maybe have reached the horses but we charged forward. I closed the left window by the driver's seat knowing I would be exposing that side soon. At two hundred feet, the arrows started embedding in the axles. I yanked the horses to the right and slowed them. The raining thud of arrows sounded against the thick, exterior walls of the wagon. I ran to the front and flicked the latch to close the opening to the driver’s seat. I did the same on the other side and the wagon was now enclosed. I kicked the side props down on the left side and the horses' legs were protected. I doubted an arrow could be shot through, but maybe a ricocheted shot could get in.
“No fire, only arrows so far,” A man from above yelled.
A glance out the right window revealed the bustling city of Trinelan. Cavalry continued to stream out of the city gates. They were consolidating around the burning woods now. Defenses were setup and perimeter fires were lit in the contingency that I didn’t kill a mage. The sun was setting and any minute the curse would swallow the land. I went into the cabin and climbed up the ladder and set all the left side hatches to open. Additional arrows rained down. A few burned. A soldier hurried up top with a bucket.
“No!” I shouted, but was too late.
The moment he propped himself up, a volley of arrows darted into the wagon. The enemy was expecting a reaction and the soldier became a rag doll in death, folding into himself and spilling the bucket inside the cabin. There were at least a dozen arrows in him as I frowned at his demise.
“In moments the night will set in and the curse will come. Give it a few minutes and then douse the flames. I will call it out and they will be easier to extinguish.”
I readied myself with the five crossbows on the roof and stayed behind cover. The darkness came like it did every other night at sunset. The powerful magic ripped across the air as it devoured all moonlight and fought to choke off any other illumination. The next volley of arrows thudded into the wagon. Soon the mages should be bringing the unified army of the under realm to the surface. The gorkin were already scuffling around.
“Riya thirty feet forward, hurry,” I hissed loudly.
The wagon lurched as she snapped at the horses and stopped just as suddenly. We stilled and I waited. I knew the elves could hear the movement but they didn’t have our fixed location anymore. It would be literally readjusting in the dark and I knew how hard it was to hit a moving target using your ears as eyes. I readied a crossbow knowing this was a do or die moment.
“Guard the horses, the gorkin are crawling under the right side,” Laruk said as the stallions neighed in anger.
The horse’s hooves were stomping at the gorkin and I had to huddle tightly against my shield. A new volley came in and the raining chance of death was mostly on point. No fire arrows thankfully. There were a few flickering flames against the wooden exterior. I struggled to ignore the battle that erupted below me.
There was only one thing for me to focus on. I hefted the crossbow and aimed at the encampment. I wasn’t disappointed as within a few seconds a swirl of magic bloomed in the distance. I fired at the vortex knowing a mage would soon appear. I snatched the next crossbow and fired again. By the third shot, the mages had arrived and glowed with the residual tint from their recent magic. I sighted the zug with the large headdress and he was panicked as his fellow mage materialized with two bolts in their chests. I grinned and squeezed. I yanked the next crossbow off the top of the wagon sighted and fired. I never needed the fifth shot. The elves had used magic to heal the first mage I had wounded.
You could see the enemy breathe a collective sigh. Then shots three and four landed in tandem deep in the skull of the zug leader. There was no healing a dead zug. The earth shook so violently I went inside the cabin and held on for dear life. The rage of the earth was so powerful in its anger I the cabin tilted, leaned, and then slammed into the ground on its left side. I hoped that was the end of the quakes but it wasn’t. The ground vibrated and bounced us with such force I smashed my head against the wagon and lost consciousness.
∞∞∞
The crashing of waves on a beach I never knew sounded in my ears and I struggled to breathe under the water. I realized I was dreaming as I coughed up water and started to come to my senses. Someone was shaking me and trying to get my attention. Smoke filled my lungs and when I opened my eyes the stern face of Laruk was illuminated by the moonlight. Things rapidly came back to me and more revelations were unlocked. All the knowledge that had been an itch in the back of my mind flooded back into my memories.
At that moment I knew we had won. The curse was broken, shattered, finished, and done.
“Wake up farm boy, the armies are marching and the wagon is on fire,” Laruk said.
“I’m up,” I said and he moved on to the next man behind me. He tossed a bucket on the soldier and checked for breathing. He moved on and I collected Lady Evelyn grateful that she had survived the event. My quiver had shattered where the wood slats made up the length, the elven parts were probably unreplaceable so I sighed at its loss. I picked up a few arrows and stumbled out the roof of the wagon that was now the side.
“By the gods!”
The sight before me was not what I expected. There were minimal elves remaining. Most of the army had been pulled into the underbelly by the fleeing enemy mages. The enemy who were still alive raised their hands in surrender. That was not what shocked me though. A mini mountain had erupted where the mage had died. The rising jagged hardened dirt went a few hundred feet into the air. Down the mountain streamed the surrendering foes. A spike of the mountain rising had lifted and flung our wagon, hence me passing out. The panic of horses from inside the wagon cut through the noise of celebration and ran to them.
“Stupid, Logan. You’re going to break my legs, still yourself.” Riya scolded the horses.
A moment later I was around the side with my short sword unsheathed.
“By the heavens, cut these harnesses. The horses are pissed and I can't get past Logan who got himself tangled.”
“Go open the front, I can calm them.” I said, knowing the horses would try to leap out once they had a clear path forward. The doors to the front were unlatched but only the bottom half flopped open. “Laruk, I need you on the new topside to open the right-side door, I am going to start freeing the horses.”
I let my spirit touch the agitated leg of Logan the horse. He calmed and I sliced the leather that was tangled around him. He was free and went for the exit. The next horse whose name I had forgotten was dead. The two below him were dying. They had trampled each other in fright and the first dead one had been killed by a gorkin’s claws. I readied an arrow and fired. Then I readied another and fired. This stilled the wounded animals. I could have tried to heal them but I had no idea what would come next. They were magnificent horses and were also suffering with mortal wounds. I would rather save a father of three than a horse.
Laruk helped Logan out and the moment the horse was free he bolted. A cavalry unit thundered our way and attempted to catch him. The noble at the front of the formation yelled to let it go and within seconds the unit was slowing to a trot. I recognized the young noblemen leading the charge.
“Viscount Fredric, well met. Captain Laruk any wounded?” I asked and he nodded. “Take me to them. Walk or trot and talk Fredric, I got men to save.”
I said and followed the Captain. Out of the backside of the wagon, three men were laid out on the thin grass as they moaned and screamed in pain. The first had a broken collar bone. Fredric dismounted and jogged over to us in his heavy armor.
“Keep your men back there for this part, Fredric please,” I said and he turned and halted his men. I set my hand to the wounded man's collar bone and started healing him with my spirit. The bone asked for more and more from me until I finally finished and the bone was whole again. I had never healed much more than the poisoned wounds Riya and I had taken. They hadn’t been that strenuous as healing a bone was. I yawned from the process, suddenly exhausted.
“Well shit, healing bones is stupid. What's wrong with these two?”
“Broken hand for me and Brand is struggling to breathe. Maybe rib in the lung, he’s coughing up blood. I can survive with a mangled hand.” The closer man said and I went to Brand.
“Here goes nothing,” I said in trepidation as blood frothed and bubbled out of his mouth in the moonlight. I set a hand to his chest and sent spirit. More spirit was needed and more was given.
“STOP!” The warning was clear and Laruk tackled me.
I struggled out from under Laruk and turned to the voice to see an elf running my way waving his arms in a warning. Fredric’s men rushed to us with weapons brandished pointed at the approaching elf even though he held no weapons. There was no call for our men to lower their weapons but neither was the elf killed. The men who had been stopped from seeing me heal, joined the group.
“Let me help.” The elf said as he approached, hands raised. “You have no skill or finesse and are just pouring your soul into his wounds. You, soldier, see all those gork, scalp the back of their heads and bring your healer the gems. He needs the energy to recover or he may get sick and die.” The elf ordered as he reached Brand.
None of the men moved and I ran to the gorkin. I struggled to remove my bloody dagger from its sheath and realized the blood had probably dried inside to the leather and formed a bond with the blade. I sighed and went back to the wounded where I had left my short sword. I grabbed the weapon but the first man I had healed was running to get me gems. There were a dozen or so gorkin and I wondered how they appeared when I noticed a clump of trees left untouched twenty feet away. It was only a group of four trees so I could understand their oversight.
I scalped a few gorkin nearby and collected four gems while nine more were handed to me by a few others who decided to help. There were no more secrets to try to uncover but the reality was I still had no idea what to do with the gems.
I walked over to Brand who was coughing up the last bit of blood in his lungs. His color had improved and the mangled hand of the other soldier had been repaired. The elf reached into his pouch and extracted a dozen gems from a sealed container. The entire time Riya had an arrow at the ready and Laruk had his sword in hand.
“I am forester den branch of the leaf tribe Owl. My name will never translate simply into common tongue because it is meant for my people. Call me Owl, it will serve the purpose of this demonstration. I hold in my palms an equal number of gems. Watch. I latch my spirit to the gems and then consume them by emptying the contents. When they’re empty, they are placed in this bag and traded back to the alfar below who will set them in new gorkins at the birthing centers. When the gorkin become adults, we can reuse the gems.” Owl said and I scrunched my face at this revelation.
I opened my palm and sent my spirit for the gems.
“Careful, do not intake the physical gem unless you are dying. In an emergency, they can be used to solidify wounds but then you end up with scars like this.” Owl said and lifted his shirt.
A long gem connected a seam of skin from what appeared to be a sword wound.
“Don’t focus on me. Focus on the spirit in the gems. Tease it out. Perfect. Now pull it into your spirit, or as an apothecary would say, your heart. Your heart is your spirit source. You wounded your heart by trying to heal this man. Any more and you may have caused it to cease beating and therefore cause your death.”
My spirit tickled the gems. The way the spirits of the gems was extracted was beyond this world and indeed magical to even watch. When the spirits were free they hated being exposed. So much hatred. They desired a new home. A strong home. The slightest pull from my spirit and the energy dove into my heart causing me to feel more powerful than ever before. My eyes widened in hunger for more but I controlled the sensation. I stilled my ever-increasing heart rate with a few measured breathes and felt myself steady.
“Well done, young mage. A gifted natural, though not a human. You were the one who killed the Ma’ Zug if I were to wager.” Owl said and there were a few gasps at his revelation.
“Ma’ Zug?” Laruk and Viscount Fredric asked at the same time.
“A head mage of forgotten magic. They are the master mages of the underworld, and sometimes, the middle realm. They can cast magic long forgotten by my kind as well as the alfar. The Ma’ Zug was the tool used to facilitate the curse. The creator of the curse spell who used his zug underlings to siphon the power he needed to keep the spell going and to move our armies across the land. We tried to limit his burden by marching most of the way on foot once a mysterious being started eliminating a few zug. He also endlessly complained the cost of the curse was immense. That the curse had a power of its own calling that resulted in unwanted effects. The lost zug were a major concern and we isolated the cause of this anomaly in this area and focused our invasion efforts here. I was never told the finer details of the battle strategy though. I am merely a healer in the army. Now we are defeated and surrender. We never would’ve won.”
“I thought your plans was a bit of a fallacy myself. Then again, I shouldn’t be on this side of the equation, if I am indeed not a human. I was planted here by someone who had the foresight of these events.” I explained to Owl who nodded. “Well, Owl, you’re now a prisoner. Time to go visit my favorite person, The Duchess of Trinelan, princess to the king, and now your captor. I’m sure she and her husband will have many questions. I hope you answer honestly, even if they torture you know that I’m going to sleep peacefully for a week.”
I grinned and surveyed the battlefield. All around the encampment, thousands of elves were marching towards Trinelan. I was glad we weren’t slaughtering our surrendered foes. Needless death seemed a waste even if we were enemies. Plus, now they were a negotiation tool to any further incursion. I went into the cabin of the wagon where the horses were and cut some straps to bind owl. When I returned Fredric had a bundle of rope out of the back of his saddle already and was binding the elf. I set my leather straps into his saddle and started the walk back with Owl at my side.
“You were desperate. I don’t know why though, and it irks me. Why throw all your might at us right now?” I asked and continued before he could answer. “Humans have stopped expanding. Sure our cities grow, but we encounter fiercer and fiercer resistance. Hell, Maroo was almost lost twenty years ago and that was the last major push east. I could see your kind being up in arms if we torched the Farin Woods or the Forests of Eroo. Instead, we have stopped and consolidated.”
“I’m not at liberty to say. There are higher-ranking members of the forest who can though. They will barter for the information. I can say that you’re thinking with the correct side of your brain. There is something else at play that spurred us forward now instead of twenty years ago.” Owl said as we walked back towards Trinelan. “You cheated with those crossbows. We would have heard the arrows of a regular bow. At least I think we would have. A seer, for that is what you are, would never use a tool of the dwarves.”
I laughed and stopped then laughed some more and rolled on the ground in a peal of laughter. When my abs hurt I dusted myself off and decided to tell them all that was so funny.
“You’re dumb and we humans deserve to own the entirety of Kyroo because you cannot think of others as equals. I look like a human, and I grew up as a human. My Pa. My Pa has the best sayings. The man lived the life of battle, toiled a life of hard work, and he earned the respect of others. All that effort, all that ‘gumption’ as he called it, came from caring about doing what is right. That was his motto. Here is a saying of his. Pa liked to say ‘treat everyone as equals even if others do not.’” I said this and saw some of the men clomping horses around us nod.
It was a quality saying.
“Do you comprehend that one Owl? I can extrapolate! Ha! I’m definitely telling Elane I got to use that one. Lady, Duchess…”
I stopped myself as Laruk was giving me side eye. That thing he missed earlier about not being briefed by Elane kicked in. He eyed me, shook his head, and let out a long whistle.
“I missed something there. You misspoke a title. A feat not too uncommon I would think. Especially since this one does not look like the rest of you.” Owl noted.
“I appreciate you trying to help but I erred and will seek my own forgiveness. Back to my question. Do you understand why you treat everyone as equals? Am I your equal?” I asked.
“Not even close,” he scoffed and Laruk shoved a fist into his gut. The elf tried to recover from the hit and grew confused. “I don’t understand what’s happening. Extrapolate please.”
I chuckled as Owl struggled to breathe. Most of the men snickered too.
“I used a dwarven crossbow because it wasn’t beneath me. I would have used an alfar, centaur, or rentaur bow if I had to. I also would treat them all as equal until they deserved a punch to the stomach. When you arrived to help, you were certainly watched closely. You were not, however, treated as evil until you showed evil. I understand I’m not your equal in the realm of magic. On the other side, we are each an individual. Sure we are different, but we are each a single being. That means, to me at least, we’re equal.”
“So you set the lowest common denominator and then justify using inferior weapons that require no skill…” He knew the next punch was coming and, this time, it was from me.
“Correct, you dick. How about we walk in silence so I don’t have to cut out your tongue? Another Pa saying, ‘don’t mistake kindness for weakness.’ It has been established you feel you are a superior being that has been defeated and captured. You are a tool from this moment forward. I would be careful of your words in case you find yourself licking shit buckets for your next meal.”
That was the last thing he said for the rest of the night. Laruk led Owl away after we entered the city and waved goodbye. Laruk also thanked me for ending the curse and apologized for having to handle the prisoner. I think Laruk had his own post battle drinking buddies to see to. I on the other hand, as well as Riya, had not slept well in almost two weeks.
“Viscount Fredric, where is my new estate, do you happen to know?”
“I certainly do, the least my unit can do is escort you to it. And please, just Fredric is fine. It’s funny, before today I would have been asking you to send a good word to Kamara for me. You don’t know how freeing it is to finally move on from an object you can shelve.” Fredric exclaimed.
Riya chuckled. “Like defeating the curse. That’s a pretty amazing feeling. I can say I was slaying gorkin as my lover slew the Ma’ Zug himself only feet above me. Then I went and slept for three days. I will regale the tale of that epic nap and the monster shit that followed.”
We lost control at this proclamation and burst into laughter. The cavalry unit was roaring in uncontrollable laughter. When it died down I commented.
“We did eat the amount of four meals before the battle.”
“Indeed we did, I am curious what place can be better than Count Warin’s estate,” Riya said, changing the subject.
“You’re getting the Egad estate. It has been vacant for thirty plus years since the Duke was voted into his current station by noble vote and moved into the castle. The previous Duke died in the dwarven wars south of Maroo and the nobles here voted in Egad so unanimously the new king allowed it to stick. Trinelan has been a stable tax haven and well run city even with the Duchess arriving.” Fredric said leaving me in shock. “Yes, I dropped my jaw too when I heard you were getting the Duke’s childhood home. I think he is infertile and sees you as the son he could never have.”
I shrugged. I was certain nothing more should be said on the Duke’s fertility. We passed a set of guards who welcomed us home with cheers under the moonlight of Kyroo’s two moons. We entered the district where the estate was located and guards stood outside a three story building. When we approached we were stopped and identified.
“I am Tyrel, a guard hired by Lady Kamara of the Champion Logan’s household. I was told if you were to arrive, my lord, to personally escort you to the Castle Inn inside the castle. Your home has only one bed. Her exact words were if your Lackey needs a place to sleep that she could enter. Tomorrow, you will be welcome to sleep somewhere besides the floor. She apologizes for the inconvenience.”
Fredric snickered while he cast a gaze my way and I ignored him.
“Riya your call, fancy hotel or comfy bed here. I will not fault you for picking less travel and a prettier snuggle partner. I am dead on my feet and exhausted.”
“The Champion won the day and stole my heart. I will travel to the Inn with you, my lord. I want to call you a cartographer, except you are the absolute worst cartographer. I am a pretty amazing lackey though.”
“What maps have you done?” Fredric asked.
“None,” I mumbled with a grin.
We were still in a really good mood and laughed about this. The Castle Inn was not far. Riya checked her weapons with the castle guards and then we checked into a lavish room after saying good night to Fredric and his company. When our heads hit the pillow I did something I hadn’t done since that first fateful night. I went to sleep unconcerned about the darkness and looked forward to wake up in the morning to start my day.




CHAPTER 15

It felt like I had only slept a few hours when Riya woke me up by licking my face. A gentle shove revealed it wasn’t Riya liking my face but two puppies. I realized this as the licking didn’t stop as I pushed the first one away. The two girls stood in the corner giggling as I tried to escape the love bath the pups were giving me.
“Interesting way to wake up,” I said, stretching under the sheets and inspecting the dogs.
The pups had a short fur in a striped pattern that would allow them to hide well in the woods. They had short pointed ears, wagging long tails, and the biggest paws to pup ratio I had ever seen. These were going to be some big dogs. It was apparent that I wasn’t going to win the licking contest so I started wrestling with the pups. The two pups weren’t siblings based on the size disparity, the male pup was larger than the female pup by at least a few weeks.
Before I could start asking about the pups someone knocked on the door. Elane entered with Rachael and Pekia following close behind. They were all wearing light sundresses that were stunning in detail and bright in color. The women distracted me and my ear received a wet kiss.
“The Champion is finally awake. The city has been celebrating and you have been sleeping. Well, how do you feel?” Pekia asked.
“Like I want a real bath,”
“Then hurry up, out of the bed. You can play with your new pets later…” Elane commanded.              “No!” Kamara and Riya shouted as one.
I, of course, leaped out of the sheets in the buff.
“As the Duchess commands. The thing is, in the morning I normally loosen up by jumping like this.” I started to jump up and down while nude, opening and closing my limbs in sync. “One, two.”
That was as far as I got before Riya tackled me to the bed. Kamara brought me my noble set of clothing to change into. Under the sheets. Everyone was giggling at my antics and once again the pups lunged at me wanting to play. I forgot how much energy a puppy could have.
“I guess I had that one coming. He does obey my orders even if they are going to put him in an awkward situation.” Elane said and sat on the edge of the bed. She gave me a serious look. “I have bad news, and while it is not all your fault, the problem is still there.”
“Riya grab the pups please,” I said while trying to get my tunic on.
Riya didn’t get the pups and instead raced for a bucket and vomited.
“Riya you okay?”
“Yeah, suddenly nauseous. Not insinuating watching your meaty stick flop around while you jumped up and down caused me to vomit. Kamara put your hand down,” Riya said between hurls.
“I thought you were told no babies?” Rachael turned to me.
“Huh? Yeah. Riya bought the no baby powder, it’s probably just a cold.”
Elane frowned and her presence dominated the small room. She was about to speak when Duke Egad knocked on the door and entered.
“You got two! The Orja puppies are the best. This is a breeding pair. Wow, someone must love you. They’re going to be huge hunters in a few months. I’m jealous Champion, jealous indeed. Kamara, was this you?” Duke Egad asked as the room became more cramped with Baron Laroise entering as well. “How about we leave this stuffy room and go outside. The weather is gorgeous out today and look at all these lovely, summer dresses. Oh is your Lackey okay?”
Riya was vomiting again. Elane huffed. She pointed at her husband to leave and then spun on me as I got up, fully dressed.
“The reason you had the no baby, no marriage contract was specific. In noble courts, there are ladies who will have your child as a way to trap you. If their child came without title, they wouldn’t dare do such a thing. It is not that uncommon in the upper echelons. My brothers all have them. Riya…” Elane turned and stroked Riya’s back as another set of heaves finished her bout of vomiting. “If Riya is pregnant it’s not to entrap, you have claimed her as a lover from day one. Also, your bad news is waiting for you. Baron Laroise can explain that one.”
“She took the no baby medicine though.” I retorted.
“Every day?” Pekia asked.
“Last time would have been before we left for the east, then there was the middle realm…” I paused and thought. “That was only nine days ago. There were times before that too where we coupled, but then it was no baby potion. Probably a cold.”
“Let me help you out Riya,” Pekia removed a handcloth from her bust and dabbed at Riya’s mouth. “No more funny business and no more no baby powder. The reason will become clear soon enough.”
“Uh…” I was stunned into shock unsure how to proceed.
“Come, Logan, I have bad news and I do not wish to spoil the attitudes of the others.” Baron Laroise said heading out to the hall where the Duke joined us.
We let the pups tag along while the girls chatted in the room. I think they were breaking whatever news separately. When we started on the stairs Laroise continued.
“The easiest way to say this is simple. You’re broke. As in, you opened your accounts to have the city residents get paid to help lift the siege. The tokens were given out and cashed in for more than they should have been. There was a scam run by our lower city employees. Thankfully, and I know you won’t want to hear this, but it was only your account that got drained. Since it was on your authority and the bank wasn’t robbed by force, you’re not covered by the ducal insurance. That’s why we were both here to give you the news.”
I continued down the spiral staircase without pause. I started off this journey poor and it seemed I would end it that way. The pups were hesitant to come down as quick as we would like, so we ended up carrying them down.
“That means you cannot maintain my estate.” The Duke added. “I could help you for a bit, but the King is asking for more taxes to fund a campaign in the elven woods to the east. The siege is lifted, the curse is banished, and the very next day I get asked for more taxes. It was as if he knew. If not, the timing sure is a coincidence.” The Duke said with a not so hidden hostility.
We passed a Castle Inn employee and I called out to him.
“Some meat for the pups please, my tab.”
We reached the first floor and walked out to the grass. I sighed and enjoyed the feeling of the bright sun on my skin. I’d lost my farmer tan and been paling from sleeping during the day. I was ecstatic for the night to be gone. There was a gentle summer breeze, billowing clouds in the air, and the sound of horses stomping not far off.
“Anything else?” I said.
“You have no money or home.” The Duke said and the Baron tucked his head into his chest in shame.
“Never needed money, and Pa said home is where your family is. We left the wagon in the…” I saw the look they gave me. “It’s gone too? I really liked that wagon.”
“When the citizens raced out to celebrate the moonlight, people started collecting trophies. Then it was a mad dash to secure anything of value. I think it started with the leather, then the wheels, and by this morning it was gone. As in there is no wagon, I heard you had dead horses and those are gone too. Goes to show you the darker side of humanity.”
“Still worth the cost. Are you going to remove my Baron title?” I asked.
“That’s something we have power over, but no. Actually, we’re still mulling over a promotion. The city is going to stop providing food for the citizens. We, and the ‘we’ is a ducal decision, were handing food to the vendors from the excess winter stores. That will stop now and rightfully so. That means food will rise in price. As a master archer, you can certainly make a good living hunting. You may want to get started now though. Many adventures are racing to old farms to see what they can recover.”
“I’m getting evicted from the Castle Inn,” I said, piecing it together. “I think it fitting we had planned to try and find Riya’s family and then journey to check on mine. Maybe find out what happened to Narree.”
“I figured as much. Lady Kamara could house you, but it would be under her mother's roof. I think she is fond of you but she doesn’t look at you the way my wife does.” Duke Egad said and I noticed we were alone on the grassy lawn.
It was still a bold statement for us being in public.
“Eventually I will retire and dissolve our marriage. The city needs me for now and you cannot afford to stay here without the charity of others.” The Duke finished saying.
I knelt down and pet the pups. A maid from the Inn brought over a plate of meat. The Duke joined me at puppy level and tried to get the dogs to sit for the food. They were way too wound up to listen at the moment. It would take time and effort to train them and, right now, they were too young for much progress.
“Thank you for your honesty. We have our rams still, all I need is a wagon and some water.” I said to the Duke as I pet the girl pup. “Tell you what, trade you a wagon to name one of these pups.”
“A simple boxy wagon sure. Earl Irin was crazy to give you the wagon he did, it was his personal carriage for long voyages. In the end, it saved his children though. If Narree did fall, then it was the best gift he ever gave. I name them both and you get a wagon for three in exchange.” The Duke countered and I accepted.  “They need to be short if they are hunting dogs. Zar and Sea.”
“Zar and Sea it is. I think my rams are at your old estate. Let me go say some goodbyes upstairs and collect Riya. I shall return and hopefully, you can hold a competition I can actually attend.”
“No idea where your rams are. One month. In one month we will hold a celebration of this day and a new competition. I hope you make it to this one, Baron Logan. I’m sorry about this turn of events.” The Duke said and we clasped forearms.
“It is only money,” I replied and scooped up the pups. “Going to need a basket for them at this age, I think there was one in the room. Take care, Baron Laroise, and see you at the competition festival celebration thing.”
I muttered curses as I bounded up the stairs to my inn room. Pekia and Rachael stopped me on my way up. They said they were sorry to hear about my misfortune and that they hope my family survived the curse. I explained it was an honor to meet them then complimented them on their most excellent dresses. They sighed as I continued up and they continued down. When I reached the room Kamara was crying and Riya was comforting her.
“This is Zar,” I said looking for the boy bits to ensure I was right. I closed the door behind me. “And this is Sea. I traded the naming for a wagon. I am afraid I need to leave, my Queen.”
Kamara tilted her head in confusion as Elane closed the distance and kissed me. When our kiss broke Kamara’s jaw was on the floor.
“You will return to me though. I know you will.” Elane replied. “I’m not concerned, Kamara, I saw how you covered your eyes when he jumped around naked and how you gaze at Riya. I figured it out fairly quickly. Now, we have one secret each. I hope we can be friends.”
“Most certainly, my Duchess,” Kamara replied with a genuine smile. “It’s hard to find happiness within the world of politics. I’m happy to have found mine. I’m debating what happens next.”
“I’m taking Riya to find out what happened to our families and Narree. The Duke said he’s going to hold a competition in a month's time to celebrate the victory. I intend to return and win regardless of my wealth or standing.”
Another kiss from Elane, this one a little more wild and passionate. “You will always be my Champion, Logan. Go to your families and report back what you find. I will work to stabilize the city and find a new job for you. I checked. The maps are detailed again. The only place a cartographer can go is to the boundaries and venture into the unknown lands. That would lead you through hostile territory and would be very dangerous.”
Riya rolled her eyes and chuckled. “You’re going to sidetrack him. If you tell him he needs to risk dying to prove to you he can do something, he’ll do it. I need to see my family. Entice him with adventure when we get back.” Riya turned to Kamara. “Are you going to join us? I would like for you to meet my family, the journey will be hard on a pampered noble but that soft booty of yours could use some field time.”
Elane pulled me over to the side of the room while the two ladies discussed if Kamara was joining.
“I know you deserve better, Logan, in the sense of a fancy home and to be showered in gold. I am sorry we... I, cannot provide that. I need to warn you. You errored in a way I cannot fix completely. The Champion died last night. He is one of the men who perished in your wagon now. As in he landed the killing blow, died in the quake, and is now being grieved for. He will be immortalized, post-death. You were seen casting magic that only the enemy can cast. The only saving grace is that you were never declared as such beyond a few meetings. In time, your face will be forgotten and those who could identify you as the champion have been bribed to say that the champion died from his wounds during the battle. You are now simply Baron Logan. It’s not the most elaborate ruse but it will have to do. You are also a Baron down on his luck from bad games of dicing trying to reclaim his fortune. We are covering the theft of your funds.”
It struck me then. I was being kicked out of Trinelan. For my own safety mostly as some would see me as an elf, which was their enemy. I deflated at this revelation. My accounts were probably confiscated and this whole morning orchestrated. I hated politics, the game of power was dumb.
“I will always think fondly of our time together and have grown quite enthralled with you, farm boy. This may seem like a permanent dismissal, but it’s not. I need to clean house a bit and prepare for your return. Come back to me.” Elane said softly as our foreheads touched. “Promise.”
“I promise,” I said and we kissed.
Elane angrily broke our locked lips and stormed out of the room. I had to stop Zar from darting out the open door.
I found the basket the pups were brought in and loaded them up.
“You coming?” I asked Kamara.
“Not this trip. I have other obligations of a personal nature that I must attend to. I think we will be seeing more of each other in the future Sir Logan and Lady Lackey. We will go to your rams and you can have the wagon there. It will suit your needs and the Duke can use it to pay his debt to you. Protect her and bring her back to me, okay?” Kamara asked.
“With my life. I assure her safety, it’s only going to be a few weeks,” I said, expecting that request.
An hour later, the rams were attached to the wagon and we were heading for the southern gate. Kamara knew we would have issues using the noble roads so she escorted us until we reached the busy market. At that point, there was tearful goodbye from the girls and even I got a hug from Kamara. We entered the masses of people shopping and the rams parted a way for us. It turns out they were spooky enough to give us a clear path to the gate without worry of hitchhikers. I didn’t stop to say goodbye to the others I had met. I decided to heed the words of Duchess Elane and disappear.
Exiting the city, the road to Narree was packed with people streaming out and returning to their homes or trying to see what loot could be salvaged. We were offered coin a few times for a ride, but I politely declined and picked up a family with seven children, yes seven, at no cost. The family was so grateful that their endless thanks made the decision worth it. Plus the little boy of three or four kept asking the cutest questions.
We were going no faster than the elderly or families in front of us and I tired of the slow pace. I led the rams to the side of the road and into the fields. Riding off road was a lot bouncier but the wagon held up fine and the rams loved it. They no longer had to nip at slow people in front of them.
It was getting near the evening when we stopped and let the family out. We had passed the crowds on foot and could now use the road at a good pace. The sinking sun set me on edge. Riya tucked into me and we waved goodbye to the nice family. I hoped they found what they were looking for.
“We are far enough away now. Want to guess what happened?” I asked Riya with a long side eye.
“There was no parade in honor of those who won the day. Kamara said she was woken at the break of dawn to be informed we were going to have to leave. Outside of that, I can only guess. Owl mentioning you were not a human and the troops seeing you heal were probably too much to cover up. What did they say?” Riya asked.
“That the champion died, and Baron Logan went broke dicing. I think they really want us back, only as new people if we do return. Not sure if I will.”
“Why not?”
“I got all I need right here,” I said wrapping my arm around her.
There was a large fire up ahead with hundreds of people and dozens of wagons preparing for the night. A group of travelers were hunkering down and welcoming others.
“I think we’ll stay here tonight, maybe leave at first light. The curse should be over but that doesn’t mean bandits won’t be around. And if it returns well, I can defend us better here.”
“You really don’t want to go back?” Riya asked a bit surprised.
“Sure, I want to. I’m bothered by the whole ordeal though. I don’t seek praise or adulation. Yes, I know a big city word that I gleaned from our dinner with the troops. I’m genuinely upset I couldn’t be accepted for who I am after what I’ve done. Part of me wants to believe Elane, then another part warns me the same way our first meeting did. She’s part snake. She was raised to be ruthless and as passionate as she can be, she has far more pressing priorities. Actually, after saying it out loud. I am less and less inclined to return to the city life; I am not sure if it is the right place for me.”
A few of the travelers raised questioning eyebrows as we arrived with a wagon pulled by rams. I let the Orja pups out of their basket and they made fast friends with the children around the fire. We integrated smoothly with the weary group and soon were just another two souls among the many. When the sun sank below the horizon the best thing ever happened. The two moons of Kyroo glowed in the night. I let out a long exhale at this and beamed with pride.
We retired to our wagon bed early with the pups perking up at every little noise. The rams were on edge at first, but soon rested once they realized the darkness wasn’t coming. When I was certain we were as safe as we could be, I decided to get a good night's rest in the middle of the encampment.
∞∞∞
The bright, morning sunshine woke me up. Riya was returning with Sea in her arms. I scanned for Zar and found him nestled behind my back. I grabbed the sleeping boy and ran with him into the woods. We did some morning fertilization then returned to the wagon. Before I could climb into the driver’s seat, Riya cusped my cheek and kissed me passionately. I grinned and helped her up.
The rams were well rested and we continued down the road behind some early rising carriages. The pace was fine and we didn’t feel the need to rush our situation. I did make sure our weapons were at the ready, just in case. This was when a majority of the groups were really getting left behind. For all we knew, the elves had a company still harassing traffic. Or bandits. Bandits were a big problem before the curse and now people were more desperate than ever.
“If we don’t go back to Trinelan then what do we do?” Riya asked.
“So, it depends. It depends on if you get your period I suppose. What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know, I think I’m just nervous about my family. The curse was cast over the land for a long time. I survived by hiding in a city and then fighting back. I’m not sure if either of those were an option for them. This is probably the part where I talk myself into a new, life-altering decision. I seem to hash problems out this way. I guess I would want to keep adventuring either way. I always wanted to see the capital. Kyroo city does hold a certain appeal. There is the fact that we could be happy in Trinelan too if things play out a certain way. The Duke would have to die, disappear, or retire and divorce Elane. That’s also assuming Elane would want you past being the wonderful plaything you are.” Riya let out a long sigh.
Sea jumped into her lap and Riya scratched the fawn-colored pup. “Maybe a month isn’t enough time. Maybe it’s the perfect time. I’m so conflicted.”
“It is okay Riya, we have each other. Woah,” I said as I halted the rams.
The caravan of wagons had come to a stop. I turned us into the tall grass on the side and we bounced our way to a clear view. A bridge up ahead had a blockade set in front.
“Problem number one on the way to Narree. Time to see what it is.”
We rocked across the rough ground as we passed the other wagons. When we were side by side with the lead wagon, a worried nobleman greeted me. I then remembered I was still dressed in noble garb. Huh, guess if the shoe fit.
“They say anything yet?” I asked the nervous, portly man beside me.
He was balding with a loose comb over and his wife was trying to calm the kids.
“That Duke Egad is demanding ten silvers for a bridge tax. I can afford it, but I fear they will kill us anyway. Look at the wagons they got off to the side.” The man said and indeed I saw three wagons collected off the road.
There were only a half dozen men around with bows and swords out. I doubted they could shoot as well as I could.
“I’ll handle this. Tell your children not to look.” I said, stringing Lady Evelyn.
I had probably a hundred feet more range than the average archer with this bow. It was daylight with just a slight breeze. “Riya, don’t let the rams move until I say.”
Stretching quickly, I made sure I was limber enough and slated ten arrows into the driver's bench to my right so I could easily grab them. The bandits and I saw each other at the same time. They sneered, thinking I didn’t have the range. That was their mistake. Feeling the wind, I knew where to shoot.
The first arrow nocked, drawn to my anchor point, my breath released, and I let the sinew roll off my fingertips. As an expert archer, I had the second and third arrows released before the first landed. The bandits were still laughing, thinking my arrows would fall short.
“Charge forward then stop at a hundred feet, please,” I said and the rams burst forward.
The three men on our side of the bridge suddenly folded on top of themselves. I was sure they were tired and in need a nap; it had nothing to do with arrows embedded deep into their torsos.
“Keep going, the others are making a run for it. Get me right on top of them and when we near, start firing yourself.”
We thundered to the hastily set barricade and Riya guided the thin wagon around it. The Curse Hunter would never have fit. The rams racing over the wooden planks of the bridge was deafening. I caught sight of the trailing bandit and let an arrow whistle into his back. He fell face first and was still after he tumbled a bit. Riya went around the next section of wooden beams and we were out riding for the last two bandits hurrying for their mounts.
Riya started to fire and as the men were mounting I hit the horse. It reared and caused both animals to bolt from the enemies trying to escape. Caught out in the open, the bandits tried to fight back. Their efforts were too little too late. Our arrows found their targets and the bandits ended up dead. There was a smidge of guilt at murdering the last two, they were unable to even draw their bows in time. They had been shaking with fright, and if I had to guess, they were only followers. Still, they had clearly been up to some nefarious and vile activities even if they were merely henchmen.
The backlog of wagons on this side of the bridge hoping to get from Narree to Trinelan began to move. That was the end of the battle of the bandit bridge.
“Loot time!” Riya said and hopped down.
If she had an apprehension about murdering bandits it was gone at the thought of the potential spoils. I grabbed the abandoned reins and latched them to a wagon. Both sides of traffic converged to pass our location. I inspected the bandit wagons and they were all empty. Bloodstains in a few spots but no bodies or loot. I returned to the three bodies I had arrowed on the other side of the bridge. The portly man and his family were fast approaching. I opened the roadway by easily removing the wooden blocks the bandits and erected.
The noble gave me a fearful wave as they raced past. I found nine purses on the first body. Nine. They were certainly robbing, if not killing, good folks. I found only one each on the others. The nine purse guy must’ve been the leader. His hands were covered in crusty dirt. Hmm. I paused. We were right by a river where washing your hands was simple enough. I retreated back to our wagon with the coins tucked into a pouch in my tunic. It would be hard to fight weighted down with coins and the last thing I needed was some friendly dad trying to capitalize on my gains. I ran back to our wagon and secured the purses into the bed.
“These wagons are empty and the bodies were fairly scarce. I think they stashed the loot.” Riya said at my return. “I want to take this wagon. It’s worth about ten times the value of ours. We can tandem chain the mounts to it and just string them all. Got to be like a dozen horses here.”
“Good idea. Be careful. I’m going to find their stash. That wagon has a lot more protection to it too. The rams mind you so they should be easy to swap. I am just trying to…” I said as I scoured the ground looking for a trail.
I couldn’t see it from down low so I jumped on the wagon bench and then the roof. Towards the trees was a lightly trodden footpath. Either to shit or to bury loot. It would be easy to tell which it was quick enough. A horseman detoured off the road to our way. “Can I help you?”
“Those two horses that ran off. Could use them for the wife and son. May I claim them?” The man asked.
“Sure, we are leaving the wagons behind beside this one. Fairly certain they tossed the bodies in the river, and before you ask, no, I can’t prove it. There are bloodstains in the carts and no bandit would dig a grave for those they rob.” I said and the man waved his family over.
A few more horses without wagons moved towards us.
“We’re here to help. The bandits got what they deserved. I appreciate you not torching the rest of the wagons. Times were tough in Narree. Half the city is gone. Earl Irin is half dead from flames, and the city is out of food. Trinelan is the last hope for many of us. How is it there?”
“Decent, in a much better situation than Narree if I were to guess. I believe they’re celebrating. I have family down here. Been in the city for too long. Riya! What’s your farm's name?”
“Odusky,” she replied loudly while moving the rams over. “Have you heard of them?”
“No sorry, last outside word we had was a trade caravan from a new Karina Village. They brought much needed food and the supplies helped many survive. Then the dwarven army sieged for a few days only to suddenly vanish. Then two nights ago, boom. The curse was lifted. Filth like these dead bandits were waiting after all this time to just kill their own. Pathetic. You did the realm a service.”
“My Pa, Sir George, was part of Karina Village. I am Logan of farm Lacroy and this my unofficial wife, Riya. Pleasure to meet you and your family.” I said as his wife and son rode up sharing a horse. “I was sincere, take the horses and a wagon. Better they go to use than be destroyed or sold by other bandits later.” 
“I’m Herald. We heard that name, people fled to Karina Village. The letters that returned from there were always positive. Jeremy go help the young lady latch up those mounts, Penelope help me fetch these horses. Thanks, Logan.” The man clasped forearms with me as more people deviated off the road our way.
I rushed into the woods following the path I saw earlier. I didn’t smell man shit in the woods and the disturbed earth was easy enough to detect. My knees hit the dirt quickly and I scooped the earth to the side. A box with two roped handles appeared a few moments later. The container was about the size of a tinderbox. There was more loot there too, but it was bulky items like weapons, saddles, and pewter cups. A quick opening of the box confirmed my theory. This was packed with gems, gold, and jewelry. They had stuck all the good, light, and valuable items in the box. I jogged back out of the woods and Riya snapped the eight horses and two rams forward attached to the fancy cart.
I ran to the side door and tossed the box into the cabin. I closed the latch and jumped on the driver seat beside Riya.
“Anything else left?” Herald asked.
“Plenty but I’m not sure it is worth fighting over. There are a lot more people here. Good luck Herald. I wish you the best.” I said and we continued for Narree.
Herald waved goodbye as he wished us luck. The wagon rolled over the tall grass back towards the road. Our long line of horses were moving us at a fast clip so I kept us to the side until we could pass the lead wagon going south.
“What did you get?” Riya asked.
“I think this cart belonged to a jeweler. Those bandits were idiots, should have gotten this score and fled. Instead, they were greedy. Unlike me. I grabbed the best and ran. Pretty girl at my side too.”
“Unofficial wife sounded better.”
“Want to make it official?”
“If that was your idea of a proposal, try again. You can be an imbecile at times farm boy!” Riya said while giving me an elbow.
The cart was firmly on the road again and we were making fantastic time. We were at the front of the pack heading south now after passing the comb over man with his family. “For real Logan, try again later. Which home first, yours or mine?”
“Mine, not to be selfish. We are richer than we were before if we get that box to safety. And I know a shortcut. I rode some fillies not far from here directly home. The wagon can make the back trail no problem. The worst are the wolves, but who knows if the gorkin got all them and we have a lot of horses. Where are the pups?”
“In the carriage. There is a plush elevated bed for cats. They curled right into it, of course, Zar peed on the bed first. It’ll need a river washing at some point.”
“There is a trail that would take us to the road not far from where I left your sister…” I said while awkwardly shrugging. “I hope she doesn’t kill us.”
“Hariet? No. If anything she has a new husband or two. You don’t look as fine as we do and stay single if you do not want to.” Riya said while standing and running a hand down her side. “At least I hope she’s over you. If not, things would be odd.”
“You do look fantastic, I would love to see you naked!” I said with a grin.
“How scandalous, out here in the open air on the bench of this extravagant wagon,” Riya said and kissed my neck. She straddled me then whispered in my ear. “Pants off now.”
The ride sure did get bumpy. Five minutes later we were giggling in delight at our exploits. I knew the path for our random turn came soon and saw it partly overgrown a few miles further south. The road turned into a cart path that had more rocks than I remembered. Here we could let the horses and rams continue on without us at the driver’s bench. There weren’t many farms in the area and almost zero reason for banditry.




CHAPTER 16

What I thought would be a two-day ride with minimal resting and the horses trotting on their own at night, instead took three. Riya had to pee a lot and she wouldn’t pee off the side as we traveled. Well, she could, but refused to after falling into a bush while we were at a slow trot. I gave up asking her to squat over the edge at that point and we simply stopped more. It was good to let the horses rest and have the dogs experience the wild.
Three times the duo sniffed out a rabbit and each time I was ready. They weren’t happy when I only wounded the rabbits. We still had plenty of jerky that would last a long time. Instead, I would remove the arrows, heal the wounds, and then toss the rabbits into the carriage.  The pups acted much differently once they realized an animal was no longer prey. The moment the rabbits were in our wagon the pups ignored them. Riya vomited all three mornings during the journey home. She cried a few times until she fell asleep nestled into my side.
When we finally arrived on the road from Narree to the Karina woods the nerves hit me. I was a mess. I stank, had been vomited on, and hadn’t bathed in five days. Or was it six? The stench said twelve so when we crossed the bridge to the river where Hariet stopped me, I pulled the horses and rams over.
“This is the spot,” I whispered.
“This is where you left my sister naked? Logan, here is your last chance to change your story. I get it, you wouldn’t want to meet a pretty thing like me and say you got busy with my sister a few days earlier. I also find it hard to believe you left her standing at this spot, naked.”
I rolled my eyes and kissed her on the cheek. I stripped and ran for the water. “The tide has turned. Will my bewitching good looks lure the fair maiden Riya down to the water with me…?” I said drummed on my legs. I don’t think she found me amusing. “Or will she turn the carriage around. Hey, where are you going? Don’t leave me here. My clothes are up there. RIYA!”
Riya had rolled the wagon back up to the road and was gone. It didn’t help I told to her exactly how to get to my parents. I grabbed the bar of soap conveniently sitting in a bucket on the side of the river and dove into the shallow waters. I could see the bottom and knew no river monsters lurked here. The carriage rolled back and Riya was laughing on her side. She guided the horses into the water not far from me and then halted the whole train of them. It made sense to wash them as well.
A very gorgeous Riya sauntered over to me wearing only a smirk of satisfaction. When I splashed her with water she tackled me until we were both submerged. Oddly enough, we kept the naked bath time very short and kid friendly. Then we washed off every horse one at a time. They were just as dirty as we were. The next chore was to rinse all our stiff and yucky clothes. When we were done, Riya and I managed to get the horses and rams to back up to the point where we could turn them again.
Wearing my cleaned wet clothes and letting the bright sunny day dry me off, we tried to turn to turn down the path to my farm. We had to back up and come in at a wide-angle because we had so many horses. The second time we got it and my stomach tied itself in knots with anxiety. Riya sensed this and rubbed my back lovingly. The wall that was nearly complete when I left had been fortified and a tall gate stood open. Darcy stood holding a crossbow aimed at my chest as we rounded the corner.
“Darcy!!!” I shouted and spurred the horses forward.
She lowered the weapon and we thundered in the last bit of distance to finally reach home. I stopped the horses by the well and was shocked. There were barns stretched across the landscape. Dozens then hundreds of people flooded out of new structures. My jaw dropped in amazement. There were so many villagers. The little village was bustling with construction, fresh building, and new faces. I helped Riya down and was immediately embraced by Darcy.
“You survived! We knew you made it to Narree when Ben showed up. That was the last we heard. Somehow, a surviving family made it to us from Odessi and they told us the cities were being sieged. Where is Pa? PA!” Darcy screamed just as loud as I remembered. “Um… Logan why is there a Hariet look-alike holding your hand. Oh, you didn’t. Forget Pa, you need to see Hariet. She’s deathly ill. We are expecting her to pass any day.”
When Darcy ran off I followed her as the crowd parted to let us through. We ran past the chicken coops and the water well. A new barn had its gates bound open and we rushed in. The smell of summer grass was strong as was the burning of scented candles. There were four people laid out on beds; they were a pale, ghostly white. The sweat of fever glistened on their foreheads and Hariet was one of them.
“Darcy!” I demanded. “I need gems, the kind we got from the demons. The bigger the easier but the gorkin ones will…”
“I’ll get them for you son, good to see you. Be right back.” Pa said from behind me and tore off at top speed.
Mom crushed me in a firm hug. Riya was balling beside her deathly ill sister and more of the villagers were coming to see the commotion we were causing. I had a choice to make and I had to make it quickly. I pried myself from Mom’s grip and stood on the edge of the closest bed. I then turned to address the growing crowd.
“I can save them! I can save them all! It will make me a target though. I need you to understand that if word gets out about what I can do I may be hunted. I need their lives to be worth my secret. If you cannot stomach that, then it’s best you return to your homes now.”
When I explained the dilemma to them, they grew confused. My father muscled through the crowd and handed me a bag of dragon hound eyes. There were at least a dozen sets. The defenders of the village had been busy. Our eyes locked and he nodded. He knew what I was. I was about to expose it to the Karina villagers. If they didn’t accept me, then I had no home.
I went to where Hariet laid with glazed eyes. I was shocked she was still alive based on her appearance. My one hand clasped the bag of stones and coaxed out the inner spirit. My other hand touched Hariet’s forehead. The magic told me I needed to be over her heart.
“Remove the shirts. On all four of them. If there are additional sick elsewhere, bring them here now. Actually, if anyone is ill at all line them up and have a chair ready if they cannot stand.” I ordered and Riya opened Hariet’s shirt to reveal her wrapped chest drenched in sweat. “Water too. I don’t know how the water will work with the spell, but I feel it calling to me. Give me a bucket of water and set it here.”
People started racing everywhere to get the sick and Darcy brought me a full pail of water. When my hand went in I sensed the water was not pure.
“Pure water, go!” I demanded and Pa ran to the well and brought another pail. I place my hand in it and immediately pulled it out. “This water is tainted. The well is tainted, no wonder. Boil this quickly if not race a mount to the river and bring me another bucket. GO!”
The shout was clear and the villagers moaned at realizing they all had been drinking tainted well water. It was going to be a long day. I gave the tiniest of spirit to each of the four to keep them alive while we waited. More people were carried in but the original four on the beds were the worst; that gave me something to be thankful for. 
Ten minutes later, the boiling water was place by me and I saw the steam rising off of it. It was set down about the same time the river water came back. I touched both with my spirit. The river water was tainted too. That meant all water would need to be boiled. I place my hand holding the gems into the cooling water and it was so hot it stung. I tested it and found that it was clean which resulted in a grateful sigh.
I placed my right hand over the skin of Hariet’s heart. I let my healing spirit trickle from my heart to hers. Her vital organ was tiny and shriveled in its near death state. I coaxed it back to life. I was slow, methodical, and I felt myself pissing as I flowed the water through me and into her body. There was no helping the sudden loss of bladder control. I opened all the gates of power and water until there was an equilibrium. Hariet’s heart beat in joy as the sickness was removed and replaced with strength. The tiny shriveled heart returned to its full natural state until it was vibrantly beating. I then closed off everything and sucked in a deep breath. 
Hariet’s glazed eyes closed and then opened. She was very confused but grateful her sister was there. I had no time to speak and I moved to the sick man. I had used a single dragon hound gem and three quarters of the bucket of water. I avoided the next man on his deathbed and walked to Pa who was coughing.
“Shirt up. I am going to need a team to keep a steady supply of cooled water and more gems. Everyone should make it though.” I placed my hand to his chest and was glad I didn’t need the water. It was far easier to heal the minor rot in his heart.
“You all would’ve eventually died. Good thing I got here when I did.”
Pa licked his lips and eyed Mom and then Clarice.
“Yeah, impulse control Pa, the magic gave you a boosted sex drive. Get me lots of clean water, bed your ladies later. The sensation is going to be like that for everyone. A spirit heal is a boost for certain parts of your brain that acts like a drug. Understand it, fight it, and pass the word. I need more water!”
My shout was echoed across the crowd as sick people came for healing. I gave the spiel about impulse control that maybe two out of three heeded. The others went after their partners in lust, which caused a lot of confusion.
Pa ran off to get more gems and I spent the next five or so hours healing. When I was done, I had healed every single member of the village. I was exhausted. Not from the actual healing, we still had plenty of gems. I was tired from working and not having slept in a bed for almost a week. It had been so long since I had put in a solid day's work. I was getting the bug of the lazy city dweller.
I propped myself against a random outside wall when it was all over and Zar rushed to my lap. Both of the pups had been darting between my feet as I worked. Everyone was in high spirits as I crashed for a breather. I pet him and watched the sun set as the circle ball of light dipped down against the horizon. I laughed when the moons arced into the night sky. The sight of the twin moons was a great thing to see.
Pa found me first. He plopped down beside me and handed me a mug of ale. I stuck a finger in it and the ale was indeed clean of taint. I slurped the entire drink down and let the best belch I could rip from my throat. Pa followed my lead by gulping down his brew and belting a burp free. We grinned and sat in silence for a few minutes.
“I killed the curse,” I proudly muttered.
“I know. I had it in me. I cannot believe we were drinking tainted well water.”
“No Pa, the actual curse of the memory wipe and the magic of the darkness that tunneled the underworld creature to our realm.”
He gave me a side eye and a proud look.
“Ah. I figured that would earn you a princess and a large castle somewhere.” He replied and I wished he understood the irony of that statement.
“Yeah, well. Turns out when elves siege your city, and a crossbreed of elves saves it, they tend to sweep that hero under the rug. In my case, I am dead, the hero anyway. The Baron I was is suddenly poor and adventuring, desperate to find enough wealth to return to the city. I expect they know where I am though and will come to me if I’m needed.”
“They always did for me. Let me tell you a story and we will call it that, only a story. I was saved by an elf during my desperate attempt to save Maroo. While I was under the city in those dark sewer tunnels, it happened. Over and over, arrows saved me from certain doom until I was wounded severely. When I was knighted, it was done with me sitting in a wheeled chair. I remember the creak of that device's wooden wheels to this day and the sinking worry of never walking again. That same elf wheeled me out to the Karina woods to a hidden glen. There, a nice male elf of a darker complexion met us. The elves told me all sorts of things of prophecy and legend. Instead, I focused on what they gave. We will call it a baby horse. Before I left, they changed that horse to look like a…” A second burp escaped my Pa.
He hesitated, not sure if he wanted to continue his story. “That horse was transformed to look like a bear cub. The spell was so powerful it consumed the parents, at least I think it did. I don’t understand magic. I do know they gave me the most well-mannered, baby bear a man could ever asked for. I have never broken my word, and I still cannot show you where that bear cub was handed to me until four more years.”
“Ha! Three, got that one fixed by the Duke, who is now an Earl. I need to visit him or at the very least send a letter. I think I may send word for him to visit me here. I don’t feel safe outside these walls with being the baby horse looking like the bear that I am. The Earl would protect my secret though, especially since he owes me already. I fear for my safety at least, in human cities,” I snickered and Pa hooked my head into his armpit and tousled my hair. “Tell me how things went after I left.” I asked when he let me go.
“We built, we fought, and we won. Every day that went by additional people showed up. The building was a never ending task that is still a routine of the community to this day. I could not have asked for a better set of people to seek our home as a refuge. Their presence and contributions have given me a new sense of what a community should be. The fighting stopped… Well, the night you killed the curse. Before then the dead fed the hogs and then Narree when we started trading efficiently.
“Oh… A company of dwarves came this way, but the gorkin swarmed them. Actually, defeated a whole company. They had been stacking outside our walls for nights and were desperate. We simply tired of killing them and our patience paid off. Got some great weapons that morning. A few dragon hounds would smell the chickens. They were easy to down with their glowing eyes. That was the sum of the adventure you missed. I never left the walls besides during the day to bathe or hunt. I assume things were different as you traveled further.”
The next hour was filled with me telling Pa the stories of my adventures until the ladies finally found us. Our simple seats in the dirt against the barn wall were detected and four women zoomed in on our location. Mom and Clarice hauled Pa off and Hariet slid into his spot while Riya warmed my left. I waved bye to Pa as he playfully complained.
“Tomorrow, we’re going to ride the perimeter to catch up,” Mom ordered before she left and I nodded.
“Did the bunnies get taken out of carriage?” I asked Riya and she went to get up.
I pulled her back down.
“Clarice,” I shouted loud enough for them to hear, “three bunnies are in that wagon for you. Not sure if you can use fresh stock, but I figured keeping them alive for you wouldn’t hurt. Mom, before you feel slighted, open the box and pick a gift.”
“What’s in the box?” Hariet asked.
“Well off with you, go figure it out!” I said with a big grin. “One item only.”
When Hariet sped off, Riya swung a knee over to straddle me so we faced each other.
“Um… We’re not in the woods or in a carriage alone.” That was as far as I got when she cried and kissed me.
“My brothers made it, they survived the fires of Narree. My parents didn’t. My brothers were working in Narree and were part of the trade teams that went between here and the city. They wanted to bring Mom and Dad here when a fire to keep the night at bay got out of control and burned a large portion of the city,” Riya balled into my chest and her body racked with tears.
I combed her hair with my fingers and hummed. I wasn’t sure what else to do. The crying lasted until a jovial Hariet returned with two necklaces of gems that I recognized. Ruby red gems that were from a gorkin. The exact color Riya had picked out as her bonus. “Hey, those are gorkin gems.”
“Riya do you remember all that gold I had in Narree? It came from trading these gems to a jeweler. I think his name started with a ‘C’. Ben would know. I believe I know whose wagon we ended up with.” I said sadly.
“Your mom was wondering who you robbed. Your father said bandits with such a certainty it silenced any further question. He knows his son. I thought I knew you too. I expected you to come back.” Hariet said and clasped the necklace to Riya’s neck. “Tell me everything. Over a mug of ale now my sister is of age.”
“No ale for me, mom’s rules.”
“Mom only said no ale if you were under sixteen or pregnant. You’re sixteen now dummy!” Hariet said trying to cheer her sister up but Riya shrugged and the silenced loomed thick. “Wait…”
“Ale indeed. We don’t even have a room to sleep in. Where is the inn building or bar house?”
“No, Riya. You are going to be a mom before me,” The two clasped in a hug and when my lap was free I ran to the exterior wall to pee.
It was going to be a long night. With Riya’s family accounted for, and with us at the Karina Village, I had no idea what would come next. The village and farms would always need more help. We did bring the village a bunch of extra horses and there were the Karina Woods filled with fat spiders. I know new human mages used the parts for spells and potions. I could write Nomi a letter to see if she was okay and it would probably get to her. I could ask if her husband wanted to by our spider venom sacks.
There was a more pressing issue. Where would I sleep? I was beyond tired. I reached my hands down to the sisters and was yanked into a hug. I fought myself free and pulled the girls to their feet. A few older dogs were hounded by the pups who were having a blast teasing their elders. When the pups caught wind of us leaving the area, they followed much to the relief of the other hounds. I went to the carriage and opened the door. It stank of bunnies and I swept the rabbit poo out. The entire carriage folded into a bed.
“I’ll get you blankets,” Hariet said and took off for my old loft.
“She’s hurting, we should let her sleep with us,” Riya said pleadingly.
“She also got a massive amount of spirit today and you know what happens with that.”
“I know, she’s been very handsy with me and I’m her sister. I’ll sleep in the middle,” Riya said and I nodded. “What is on the agenda tomorrow?”
I placed a kiss on her neck and her ear. “I want to adventure the Karina Woods with the woman of my dreams!” I whispered into her ear.
“Don’t say anything to Hariet yet. Let’s get a good night rest and let me break it to my sister that I plan on still adventuring tomorrow. Also, we need a home eventually.”
“Tomorrow,” I said and Hariet arrived in a wobbly mess of blankets and pillows. Perfect. I tossed the pups into their sleeping area before making up the bed.
“I missed you both so much, also I understand I am having certain desires. How did you overcome the urges Riya? I want to strip naked and get crazy!” Hariet exclaimed.
There was no answer, simply because it wouldn’t help. When Riya asked where Hariet’s boyfriend was, she pointed at me. We frowned and she explained two weeks after I left, she fell ill. There were no other men when I left and those who arrived didn’t want a dying woman for a potential spouse. We sighed at the complexity of the situation. I put Riya in the middle and she locked her sister in a bear hug. A few hours at most and Hariet would be back to normal. Zar hopped down and snuggled behind my knees while Sea crawled in front of my belly. For tonight, I would allow it.
∞∞∞
A gentle shaking woke me followed by vomiting further away. The sun was creeping through the seams of the carriage door and Hariet sat up stretching. Riya continued to heave and I hurried out of the carriage to help her. Hariet gave a fake hiss like a cat when the light hit her face. I could say without a doubt, I didn’t miss the cold of winter or the black of the cursed night. I went to Riya who was struggling with her morning bile while fighting to keep her hair back. I helped her the best I could by holding back her hair and the moment Riya finished, she ran for the woods to pee. I grabbed Lady Evelyn and followed.
Mom had been watching and caught up to me. She was in a riding outfit and I remembered she wanted to spend time with me. She even had her short bow across her back.
“Why don’t you heal her illness, Logan?” Mom asked as I kept pace with Riya.
She gave up and peed halfway down the path. Right in the open until mom and I covered her the best we could.
“You know, Mom. That’s a good question. We’ve sort of been avoiding it. I see your hair is neat and combed, did it become a tangled mess last night. My guess is it did, the healing does that and we are trying to cut down on that.” I said and Mom gasped.
“You have not married this girl!” She hissed at me as she pieced together my insinuations.
“I’m right here. We are adults and not farmhands. There were some shady deals that prevented our being wed and we will when the time is right. Go ahead Logan, see if you can heal me, I am tired of vomiting in the mornings and always having to pee.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me, Logan. There are preventatives. How do you think we stopped after Darcy?”
“Stopped after me?” Darcy asked as she stepped out with Lac. Darcy was also ready to travel in long sleeved jerkin and full pants. Her crossbow hung from the back of the horse saddle the mare was letting stay on. “What did I miss?”
“Get me out of this conversation. Mom is talking about sex with Pa and I’m going to see if Riya is sick or pregnant. Don’t tuck your shirt in love.” I said and put my hand on Riya’s stomach and reached in search of her heart. Yup, it was perfectly strong and she was very healthy, even glowing a bit. I kissed her and removed my hand. “You want to stay or go out today?”
“You’re going to give me the option?” Riya asked and realized it was really up to her. Hariet, Mom, and Darcy were hovering. Riya stuck her hands on her hips after contemplating her decision. “Yes, I’ll prepare the rams.”
“Awesome, can I come?” Darcy asked and Mom stormed off to fetch a horse.
“Pa!” I shouted, knowing he was waiting to help somewhere close by. He ran around the corner and I pumped a fist in the air at guessing right.
“Hunting party, ladies want to come. Riya can shoot as well as I can. I’ll need help with the others. How about we carriage the road a few miles and dive in? Or we can hunt spiders, I am sure a few set up by the old Odren farm.”
“If we are taking the girls we want them in a carriage or away from spiders if they’re riding horses. A nice boar hunt sounds good. Those rams look mean, I bet they could handle even a briozi charge.” Pa said.
“What is briozi?” Hariet asked.
“A forest creature with a large, round head like a ram but without the horns. It eats pinecones like candy but has a tough hide. Most arrows don’t have enough strength to do much damage. Though I’m sure Logan could with that fine bow of his. Jacob, bring your boys, dogs too. We’re going on a hunting trip. All over ten are welcome, but the youngins and those unable to confidently shoot have to ride in the wagon.” Pa belted out to the entire village. So much for a private trip. Mom came out with her bow and Darcy patted her crossbow. “We leave in fifteen minutes.”
Everyone scurried about at hastened speeds. I was ready the moment I woke up. I slept in my hunting attire, had jerky, my dogs, and my bows ready to go. I remembered I still had two extra elven bows from the fight outside of Trinelan. I stuck my head into the back of the carriage and noticed two things. One, the pups had continued to pee in the back, so I was going to have to wash it down. The other was that the damn pups had gotten into our jerky stash. No wonder I woke up to stinky puppy farts last night.
I grabbed the two elven bows and walked to Pa. I handed the priceless weapons to him and he beamed. A questioning look was given my way.
“Pick the one you want, award the other to someone who deserves it. I have not been around enough to tell. Hariet, I have no idea where things are anymore. Riya has a bow for you back here she got when she killed a female elf or a small male elf. Either way, the bow should fit you. I can continue our lessons if you shoot more and make me poke you less. I’m getting sidetracked. We need snacks and boiled water for six, always double what you need. I’ll set the cart back to riding, draw back the curtains, and deal with this dog mess.” I said fanning the air in front of my nose. “Ugh, Riya we have to hide the food from the pups and this velvet is for a trained dog. I think Sea peed on it because Zar did and then they had a pissing war.”
I undid the straps that held the cushion in place and drug it to the well. When I tossed it in five buckets worth of water splashed out of the well and puddled in the dirt. Of course, Sea ran over and drank some of the tainted water. I checked her heart and she was fine. It must only be harmful for humans. I did find a minor scratch on her paw and healed it. I instantly regretted it though. Sea pounced on poor Zar and humped his head for at least five minutes. Lots of people laughed but I was honestly upset. I wanted to mate them and I would have to reverse the roles later on or the dominance cycle would be ruined. If you let a female dog get out of hand the male wouldn’t want to mate.
The sisters arrived and loaded up the carriage. The interior was bare, but still far more luxurious than a simple wagon. A half dozen young men and women piled in and on top of the carriage. Mom decided to be a chaperon with Jacob. Jacobs’ boys rode horses and Pa dragged out the rams for Riya and I. Hariet swallowed her dignity and clamored into the wagon where the young men eyed her longingly. I sighed and got her one of the horses we looted.
“Out, now!” I ordered and she fumed at my commands.
Hariet may have put on a show but she obeyed and mounted the horse with ease.
“You’re an excellent archer with dozens of kills. You will ride and you will shoot with confidence or I’ll switch your behind and not in a good way.” I told Hariet. Riya snickered from behind me.
One of the lads in the wagon let out a howl as Mom snapped the reins to get the group moving. A half dozen on horseback flanked the carriage. The worn trail north was refreshing to see after so many days in the city. I let my hand slide off the rough bark of a leaning tree I missed. I spat on my favorite spitting rock. You only realized how weird you were when you missed things like that. The sky was clear with only a few clouds. Birds danced high in the trees and the sun fought to shine through the canopy of leaves. We left the trail and turned onto the cobbled road that ran east into the Karina woods until curving south. The arch of the trees and shrubs of the undergrowth showed the lack use of the path. Grass sprouted and soared so high that the rams and horses grazed as we traveled at a casual pace. I trotted up beside Mom and started my tale of heroic deeds as Hariet liked to call it. She exclaimed, gasped, and verified just about everything I told her. She was shocked by the fact I escorted Lady Nomi. I kept most of our entanglements out of the scripted retelling. Which reminded me.
“Albert, can you ride to the village and send word with whoever rides to Narree for trade. The message is for the Earl only. Tell him I can heal those hurt but it comes with a sworn secrecy. I heard the Earl himself was injured.” I said to Jacob’s oldest son.
“After you brought beautiful Hariet back from the dead, the word went out. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s here in a few days with a whole caravan of people.” Albert said and I thought that Hariet would blush.
She most certainly did not. She gave the Albert dagger eyes.
“What, you’re pretty, not going to apologize for it.” Albert shrugged.
Hariet huffed and lifted her nose in the air. She was bitter about something and I was sure I would hear about it later. The subject dropped and I went back to recounting my travels to Mom. The woods were alive with activity. There were more birds than normal and far more rabbits darted in the underbrush than I was expecting. There were additional squirrels and many of its larger cousin, lirrel darting behind trees with their clawed feet. Once we were a few miles in, there was an old crossroad much like the path from our home to the road. The sun cast enough light through the foliage that I noticed recent activity to the left and decided to turn us that way when Pa stopped me. He gave me a stern eye and turned us right.
The pups caught a scent and bayed in excitement. Those dogs had a pair of marvelous sniffers on them. Whatever was alive was able to either kill gorkin or avoid them. I was curious what the new food chain was in the Karina woods. When Zar and Sea started drooling, I figured they smelled small animals. I stopped the group with a closed fist signal.
“Okay here are the rules. The dogs smell small game so I am going to let you youngins get some experience. Basic lesson here. I see the rabbit and move to get a better shot. Behind me, Sir George and Jacob are lining up shots. I don’t notice because I have my eyes on the target. They release arrows that I walk into and I am dead. How do we avoid this?”
“Set up firing lanes.” Mom answered with a snicker. She knew the answer from Pa’s lessons.
I dropped Lady Evelyn in frustration and threw my hands up. “Mom, you are literally the only person I can’t punish…” I started and then realized I could. “Another snarky comment from you and no more healing unless you are dying.”
A round of ooh's sound and a turkey shot into the air. I knew there were a few people ready. Arrows flew and the bird fell. Those things were a pain to clean. Maybe we got lucky and it was wounded. Riya dismounted and proceed to find the dead bird. She flushed a rabbit out and Darcy nailed it with a crossbow before the dogs got to it. They had leapt off the front of the wagon, oblivious to the danger.
“Well gorkin are either shitty hunters or they feared the woodlands too much to hunt here. Everyone out of the carriage. Eyes high, stay on alert. The fact we ran into two prey animals this quickly is worrisome.” I said.
“Assuming the gorkin didn’t hunt in here and I know we didn’t, well it has been a full spring and part of summer for the game to replenish its numbers. It should be a fun hunting session. Unless we find the boar, bear, or forest dragon.” Albert said and the men nodded in agreement.
Mom grew concerned and Albert held a hand up. “I tease. Forest dragons roam much deeper.”
“Unless there’s an excess of clawed gorkin asking a nocturnal monster who sees in the dark to come into the dark. I could only imagine how fat they got because we killed at least a few thousand gorkin over the months. I wonder how they bred so fast below?” Pa said with chuckle.
“The elf I spoke with pretty much said gorkin were bred like chickens,” I replied and this hushed the group.
We were speaking in whispers anyway, but the statement gave a few goosebumps.
“Okay, eyes on me. Horses far outside. You are on turn and flush. Those wanting to learn archery are to spread out in a line ten feet apart and walk forward. You can shoot left or right but no more than this much.” I demonstrated the amount one could turn. “If a rabbit runs in between you, it won. It passed our line and gets to live. At no point will an arrow you have nocked ever face one of us. This is about learning more than killing. If you can do so, wound our prey instead of killing it. I can heal them and we can add another working animal to the farm. Correction… village.”
Jacob chuckled lightly. “Bring a mage to a farm and you suddenly take out half the work and double the production.”
That reminded me, I needed to get ahold of books on magic. There was a whole new world out there for me to discover. I knew about the lights in the dwarven tunnels but I simply didn’t know how to do more than heal. I would wager there was a book that could help me though. I trotted my ram over to Riya and asked her if she remembered. She said she’d think about it and I handed her my ram’s reins while I hopped off.
“I’ll be the middle point of the line. Come on, out you go. Three on each side. Remember the rules about where your arrows can and cannot point. A crippling wound equals ten points. A kill is five, and an unfound wounded target is negative five. So go for the kill at this stage. Horses fan out nice and slow. Rally point is the wagon if anything goes wrong. Wait until the horses are spread out.” I said while watching half dozen horses move off.
Riya tied my ram to the wagon and went off with Hariet. Five minutes later everyone was set and we started.
“Zar, Sea, kill!”
Not sure how, but the pups knew what to do and bounded from my feet into the underbrush. They were uncoordinated balls of fur with massive paws and lanky limbs. That in no way stopped them though as the tore through the thicket. A turkey flew from cover on the ground and three, then five arrows missed it. Darcy shot it with the crossbow before it got away. It was making a bunch of racket when I found the turkey in the underbrush. I sadly broke the arrow, removed both ends from the bird that was dying, and clutched it against my chest. I stabilized the animal with magic and tossed it in the back of the wagon I had waved forward. The line waited for me to return and the wagon stopped again.
I set the line when I was ready and we marched forward. The hounds chased some rabbits and tired. We were going in circles at this point so I tossed Zar and Sea into the wagon. It was good for them to get experience. This was a great start. They knew what prey was, they knew to wait, and they had no problem giving it a try. Again the line was set and we had a different response this time. The rabbits only heard our steps, there was no slobbering dog to dart from. There were three twangs and two dead rabbits were tossed in the wagon.
“Darcy, come here. Clinch knot your horse to the wagon, and walk the line. Keep the speed the slow agonizing speed I had it. Jacob be ready and keep the cart close to Darcy. I am going to left flank push with Pa and Albert.” I said and out here in the woods, no one questioned my orders.
If I bossed them around on the farm sure I would get snide feedback or flat-out refusal, especially from Darcy. Deep in the woods, I was respected. I undid the knot Riya tied, mounted my ram, and went left. The underbrush was a mix of thorns, tall leafy bushes, and deep-rooted brown grass. It was good to be home and back in the forest. I didn’t miss the city the more I thought about it. When I reached the end of our line they asked what the score was. Of course, Darcy was winning. The girl had a crossbow and was efficient with it. I needed to get her a second one. As I was thinking about it, Pa muttered the same thing and grinned with pride.
I whispered we were going to do another sweep and push. A few nods later and we were off. The birds darted from our loud mounts and we walked further left a few hundred feet apart, still able to view each other. We then veered ahead of the line to get in front. We grew even further apart at this point which was what we needed. The underbrush was thick here and a horse started to grow agitated. I saw a snake and braced for the ram to panic. Instead, the beast stomped it with a lunge. I nodded, thoroughly impressed.
The extra rustling had caused a bit of a stir from the prey. Albert gave me a thumbs up to ensure I was okay. Suddenly a mortodee spider dropped behind him and tried to snatch him off his horse. I had to give it to the man, he was quick to react. A clump of webbing shot from the bottom of the spider when Albert dodged its attempt to clasp him in its legs. My heartbeat quickened as I raised, drew to my anchor point, aimed for the perfect shot, exhaled, and let the sinew slid free. My arrow hissed as it soared for its target. Albert was firmly locked to his horse and saddle now. The horse spooked and ran right into a sleeping elkphant with a rack the size of a war wagon and five times the weight of my ram.
My mind shook at the realizations of what this meant. This was an alpha elkphant in Karina Woods. Something that should be on a battlefield with…
“RALLY!” I screamed with all my might, knowing something was wrong.
Thankfully, the twenty foot elkphant was racing away from our party and right for me. Then I was less thankful because I was about to be gored. I removed my feet from the stirrups as the behemoth animal crashed through trees with its sheer magnificent power. The animal charged so fast, I was stunned, I knew those were thick trunks it was bursting through. Luckily I wasn’t frozen in fear long and jumped off the ram at the right moment. I caught the edge of the elkphant’s antler and pulled my jump to a higher height. The ram lowered its head and the two mighty animals collided. The ram was tossed sideways as I landed on the top of the elkphant’s back. I tried to soothe the angry beast in time to prevent the ram’s death, but I failed.
I slammed my hand onto the top of the mighty elkphant’s head and sent my spirit to link to his. The beast shook in its initial rejection but I held to its fur tightly. The next shake was less intense and finally, the alpha calmed.
“Man, I liked the ram. They are hard to get,” I muttered as I looked down at its dead body.
“Maybe you shouldn’t be in the woods where you don’t belong.” I spun and saw a female elf looking at me from a perch in a tree.
She had an arrow slotted at my chest. If she wanted me dead, there was no stopping her. The elf’s hair was a mix of greens and browns and eyes sparkled yellow as she glared at me. Her face was tight with the sheen of beauty and her chin pointed while her cheeks dimpled in her grin. There was no telling how old elves were but she appeared young and certainly was beautiful in her confidence.
“Then again, a human couldn’t do what you did. This beast has rejected all of my kind. Legends surround him bonding with another soul. We simply have been desperate for him to breed with our dwindling herds. Maybe we can make a deal, human in disguise.”
“I’m at the distinct disadvantage of not knowing your name. I’m Logan,” I said then remembered something. “Please, don’t go into your five titles of the forest. Just one short word I can call you.”
She scrunched her face at my statement as if the thought of using a simple name sickened her.
Again, another reason the elves would lose is that humans kill everything and don’t care for titles.
“I am Poni, how do you know of…” she said and was rudely interrupted by my new friend.
The elkphant was fast, almost faster than my eye could track. He smacked the tree Poni was perched in and I followed her down as she fell, except while she was in free fall - I controlled mine descent by using my new friend’s fur. When my feet hit the ground, Poni was moaning in pain with a broken leg. The elkphant left and went to his earlier resting spots. I decided not to threaten her. A quick leap on top of her and I smashed my fists into her unprotected head. I was trying to knock her out and was only succeeding at pummeling her face and hurting my hands. How hard was it to knock someone out?
“Hit her in the jaw son, we don’t have all day for you to keep giving her love taps,” Pa said with a laugh.
I spun her head sideways with my left hand and hammered the left side of her jaw with my right fist. Finally, she went out. I used my knife to cut the straps of her quiver to bind her when Pa handed me sturdy vines.
“Oh, come on. That’s twice. Never mind. Help me get her loaded. Might as well drag the ram with you. I am riding Ramco over there, and then home.” I said and after the elf was over the front of the horse I had to ask. “This isn’t my mother is it?”
“Far too pretty, at least before you brutalized her face. I guess hand to hand combat was never on your ‘want to learn’ list. We’ll add it. Now hurry up and tie up the ram. We shot down two more spiders while you had fun over here. Hopefully they’re being loaded up. These woods are teeming with so much life it has me on edge.”
“Same here. I wonder what’s going on. Why is an elkphant here and an alpha at that?”
“Maybe he wanted to have a good night's rest for once by himself. Ever thought of that.”
“Damn, are you that unhappy you have two wives now or something, Pa?”
“Hook up that ram before I string a slew of curses your way. Good. There are only two ways to get Ramco home. The trail we came in on is the one you’re taking. Understood?” Pa said while getting short with me.
“Got it.”
I left him and walked over to where the Ramco was. I was going to need a better name later, but for now it certainly stuck. I never named the dwarven ram and now it was going to be cooking for dinner. I found the snoozing behemoth and when I neared, he opened a single eye.
“Ramco, we are so entering the jousting tournament. Last I checked, there was no rules on mounts.” I found this line humorous and chuckled.
Ramco eyed me some more.
“Come on, I need to get the venom sack and the head off the spider I killed. It will not take long…”
Ramco trotted over to the spider picked it up in its mouth. I scratched the back of my neck in confusion. Okay. He understood me. I hacked the head off after unsheathing my elven short sword from over my shoulder. The venom sack was under the stinger and the moment I removed it, I was brushed aside. The elkphant did the unexpected. The large mouth with square molars and flat front teeth enclosed the body as it ate the rest of the spider. The goop that dripped from its mouth made me shutter in disgust. The sound of the carapace being chewed was wrong on so many levels. I had no bag to carry the valuable spider bits in. I used the arrow in the head to carry that part and then sunk the stinger into the dripping neck to connect them. And now the stinger was covered. I struggled to climb up the massive elkphant one handed.
After several tries, I decided to stay on the ground and jog to catch up with our group. Ramco decided following the mixed elf disguised as a human was a super fun game. For him, I was certain it was, because he seemed to grin at my displeasure. For me, I was almost falling with every step as his giant hooves shook the ground. I couldn’t fathom how much he weighed. I kept checking the trees for any additional signs of spiders or random elves. Seeing as my new friend was unconcerned, I tried to focus more on not falling over.
I think Pa had told the others what to expect. When we hit the narrow trail back to the main road, Ramco turn his antlers vertical with a tilt of his head.
“Hey, he’s doing that thing you do when you’re confused,” Riya teased with a snicker.
The rest of the party was too stunned to talk. The wagon bounced and the horses grew restless as we neared. This was probably close enough.
Jacob stood on the wagon rolling for the main road and turned around to face me. “Um… Thanks for saving Albert. Yes, that’s a good place to start. I’m grateful you aided him, he should have seen the spider.” Jacob looked at his son who was still trying to pry webbing off his clothes. “I pieced together that elves have been the enemy recently, so I understand the prisoner with the mangled face. Sort of. That thing behind you though is from storybooks. What do you have planned for it and the lady elf?”
The entire group was watching me as they continued moving forward. The younger members were on foot. Blood leaked out of the wagon and had to assume the dead animals and spiders were being hauled inside. I checked on Ramco again to see him unconcerned and I shrugged.
“He eats mortodee spiders, the parts we certainly won't. I was thinking of jousting with him. There is good money in jousting. I could maybe even become a noble again. I have a plan with Ramco. And I promise he won’t bother you, Jacob. The girl, I’m undecided on. She made a mistake and didn’t kill me when she had a chance. So, for now, she’s in the good prisoner category.” I said while patting Ramco’s massive leg. The pups escaped the back of the wagon and ran to me. Zar and Sea darted around the creature's feet, making a game of it. Ramco ignored them as insignificant as they were to him, but he did dodge a step that could’ve crushed Sea as she tumbled. I scooped up Sea, who was fine, and passed her to Riya.
“Riya ride with her please. They’re growing so fast.”
Riya eyed me for a while. “You really are taking this thing back with us. The path is too narrow and he won't fit in the walls.”
I shrugged and this satisfied no one. I wanted my plan to be a surprise. We arrived on the main road and Ramco was able to let his antlers hang free. Mom spurred the horses into a faster trot and we jogged our way back out of the forest. When it was time to turn down the road to the farm I let them go ahead.
“Call out when you’re safe inside the walls. Ramco and I are going to do a bit of landscape rearranging.” I yelled to the group as they entered the trail to the village. Riya peeled off the group to come to my side. Her ram was quite agitated by the elkphant. “We always wanted to clear the space between the road and the farm. There were always too many rocks, big trees with large stumps, and effort required. Ramco here can fix that though. He smashed through hardwoods at a run and knocked over ancient trees with ease. I’ll need a decent length of quality rope to drag some things out of the way unless he can move most of it with his antlers. What do you think Ramco?”
Riya eyed me for speaking to the giant elk creature. “You realize he can’t talk back.”
“Clear!” Pa called out.
“Sure, but he understands. Ramco you see all these trees. I want to build a really nice home for us here. Maybe a great nesting spot for you as well. There are two more spider snacks in the wagon. Do a good job and I will bring them over myself.” I said to him and that was it.
I wasn’t sure what to expect. Honestly I thought maybe he would shove over a few trees and then it would be hours of work moving everything. Nope. There were four loud, earth shaking stomps in warning. I grabbed Riya’s ram and called the pups over as I gave the legendary beast space. An angry snort escaped his nostrils and then the incredible happened.
Ramco sprinted with antlers down at full speed. I wanted to warn him that was a bad plan but there was no stopping an animal in a heedless charge. The first trees were flung into the woods, toward the village, and onto the road. Ramco violently dug his antlers into the dirt flinging everything in his path left and right. Nothing slowed or deterred him as he removed everything down to the bare earth in his rage. As he made progress clearing the way forward, I realized something as I stood on the cobbled road. The road itself was so ancient it was thought to have been cleared by the elves and then stoned by humans. The width of the road was the exact size of the clearing the elkphant was making.
This was an elven road maker. I stared in wonder as Ramco worked his magic as there were rocks weighing more than Ramco being flung hundreds of feet. I wasn’t sure what magic he used or how he did it, but in ten minutes there was a large plot of dirt uncovered and free of roots, trees, and rocks. The result was incredible.
Ramco finished the five hundred foot long, fifty foot wide strip then trotted to me with an angry huff.
“Well, Riya, hurry up. Bring the alpha his spiders!” I exclaimed.
“Yes master cartographer!” Riya said with an exaggerated snarkiness.
She was fair to mention she was probably no longer my lackey.
I was too stunned by the work done to care. I walked across the field and stepped into the loose earth. Ramco had piled up most of the things he cleared onto the road. The loose dirt packed together as I walked on it. Bugs, grubs, and worms all fought to get deeper into the soil. Outside of the odd underbrush and clumps of grass, it was a perfect plot of land for planting or building.
The villagers exited to see what the commotion was. More and more arrived down the path from the enclosed walls to this part of the trail. Many shrieked at the elkphant balled up on the road, resting. When they realized he wasn’t a threat, they gawked at the cleared earth.
“Takes the work out of farming, I’m amazed. I think you should keep him.” Jacob said to no one in particular.
Riya and the wagon forced people off the trail as it trotted up to me. “The clearing is the same width as the road.” Riya said.
Jacob walked up to me and looked at the road that went into the forest and then back to the cleared path. When the wagon halted I went to the cab and saw my dead ram cut into pieces to fit inside. I sighed at the sight and tossed the parts out. Might as well have a fire out here and prep the ram remains for dinner. The spiders were the worse for handling. They had spikes all over their legs. I removed my sword from its sheath and skewered the first body to drag it out of the cab. The moment my sword was free Ramco ate the body. Just about every human in the area gagged at the sight. This was my second time seeing so I pried the next spider out with my sword. When the remains were free and by the elkphant, it too was devoured.
Pa ordered a fire built and the ram remnants cleaned. At some point we would have to clear the road. For now, there was plenty of underbrush to burn and trees to delimb. No one complained and the village got to work as a team. Ramco curled up after his meal and everyone gave him space besides the pups that tucked into him. I grabbed an axe to start clearing branches from the logs. I would need to see if there was a portable saw in the village or for sale in Narree. If Ramco decided to stick around, there was going to be a lot of trees to process.
A wagon of tools arrived from the village. There were two-man long saws handed out to start breaking down the massive hardwoods into manageable chunks. A team grabbed large rakes with numerous metal teeth to drag underbrush free from the massive pile Ramco had created. Mom and Clarice created a fire for cooking was engulfing loose branches as the flames licked the bottom of a boiling pot. A team of villagers were carving up the ram into roast pieces that would be easy to skewer. Another team went about shoveling dirt from the road into hand carts to dump elsewhere. I watched as much as I could and enjoyed seeing everyone working as I was whacking limbs free from a soft pine. I tossed the branches off to the side and younger villagers hauled them back to wagons that were making trips back and forth.
Pa was standing on the tool wagon ensuring everyone stayed busy. There were hundreds of us swarming the resulting mess that the elkphant had gloriously made. Once everyone was occupied, Pa joined the sawing crews. A work song filled the air and the day continued that way until the evening sun faded on the horizon. The toil and exerted effort were amazing. I missed the farm and the way of life so much. We had eaten during quick breaks and made decent progress. There were far more trees here than a single days work. As people went to the village to retire for the night, I decided to call it quits.
We had made a path around the debris that we could drive the cart around. A quick whistle escaped my lips and the pups ran to me. I tossed them in the driver section and stole a bucket with a scrub brush. The twin moons shone brightly through the mostly clear sky and the stars twinkled against the soft black night. I grinned. The fact I was the reason those moons illuminated the night was not lost on me.
“Riya, I am going to clean out the wagon and bathe the dogs. You coming?” I asked as she ate around a fire with a group of young ladies.
She waved me on and I snapped the reins. An hour of scrubbing and cleaning the wagon made it presentable. I didn’t think I would be taking our lavish wagon hunting again. It was a lot of work to scrub clean, but I had already wanted to get the smell of dog piss out. Satisfied with the work I had done, I rode the wagon back to the village by the light of the moons yawning the whole way.
When I returned to the fire on the road where I had left Riya; I simply extended a hand to my lackey and she used it to climb up to the bench. Trotting down the road to the village went quickly and I was excited to get a good night’s rest.  Like most things in the past few months, I should have expected something else than what I wanted.
The mad screams of an elf came from a building to my right. I knew it was her because the cursing was in an unknown language.
“Riya, get our bed ready. I’ll deal with the elf and then join you.” I said and received a kiss on the cheek.
When I climbed off the wagon something pinched my butt and I glanced back at Riya who shrugged with a smirk. Hariet was absent which meant it was probably only Riya and I tonight. I was excited to snuggle with my favorite loving lady. I only needed to talk to the irate prisoner first. She was easy to find as the elf was blaring obscenities into the night.
“You sure you want to be called Poni?” I asked when I entered the barn where the sick had been stationed. “It’s close to a pony, and that means a dwarf horse in common tongue. I understand you’re small for your kind, but now’s your chance.” 
A locked door was guarded by a man I didn’t know. I nodded to him and he opened a shutter for me. A fist struck out desperate to latch on to something or someone. I swatted the back of her hand with my palm resulting in a loud smack. She cried out from sting.
“Well, calm down then, princess.”
“I am not a princess and you have no right to keep me locked up. I’m your servant and should be trusted and utilized as such.” Poni said and I tilted my head in confusion. Hmm…
“Do you not know the legend?” Poni asked.
I assumed it was rhetorical and didn’t answer.
“I’ll tell you what, Poni. Behave tonight. Don’t scream again and tomorrow I’ll heal you. After that, we will have a long talk while we work.”
“As his highness commands,” Poni said.
I nodded and the guard closed the shutter. There wasn’t much else to say. My goal was to get her to quiet down so the village could sleep. I would retrieve her in the morning when she could tell me more. I found our wagon by the well with the door open. Riya was still in the process of making up the bed. Hariet was helping her and I sighed. Oh well, so much for a private night. I really needed a home with two rooms. I understood why Hariet was staying with us for now.
We tucked into the small cabin. I ensured the pups were not inside with us. It was a lot of work to clean the wagon and after five minutes, they stopped whimpering at being left alone. I snuggled into Riya and quickly drifted to sleep.
∞∞∞
The morning sunshine fought to enter the enclosed space and my bladder wanted to burst. I cracked the door open and woke the two girls from their slumber. Riya raced out with me and we went to the outhouses stationed on the edge of the wall. With our morning relief complete, I noticed the pups by a fire with Mom, begging for food and getting scraps. There were more dogs there fighting for attention. The villagers were meandering about their morning chores and most headed out to the road to continue sorting all the work Ramco created.
When Riya tried to deviate to help Hariet, I gave her a slight tug. It was time we sorted Poni and figured out the cryptic nonsense she spewed last night. I paused Riya before we entered.
“She called me highness, like a proper noble king would be addressed, and when I gave her a command she obeyed. I have no idea if it is a ploy or if something else is at work. I need you to be ready with your bow. One wrong move and you are to kill her.” I said grimly.
I was fairly certain Poni could hear me outside the barn and that was the intention. Riya refused to run but did hurry to get her bow and arrow. When she was finally ready, we entered.
“You’re good to go. I am Logan.” I addressed the guard from the night before.
“Barry, your grace,” Barry said with a smile.
“Alright, very funny. Any problems last night?”
“The moment you told her to be quiet she went quiet. Model prisoner now, wish we had more nobles like you to silence loud prisoners. It was my job in Narree before the jail burnt down. Thanks for the healing the other day. Never felt better. The misses and I will not be surprised if we have to name a son Logan in nine months. I told her to see you if she even stubbed a toe, if you know what I mean.” Barry said while winking and I rolled my eyes.
I‘d expected more people to be asking for needless healings, to be honest. I think Pa had kept the community restrained from pestering me so far.
“Thank you, we have it from here,” Riya said and the guard nodded at his dismissal.
On his way, the guard handed me the keys to the cell. I grabbed them and went to unlock the door.
“I made a promise and I thank you for keeping it. Time to heal you.” I said as I struggled with the lock. The next key did the trick. Poni was laying on the ground and didn’t look good. My guess was she had a broken leg and her face was mush. I reach into my belt and readied the gems to restore what would certainly take a great deal of spirit. I hated healing bones.
“I need you to open your shirt.”
Poni shook her head no at first, then whimpered in pain. I opened her corset top that was meant to blend in with the forest and realized she had no wrap to cover her breasts. I understood the hesitation, placed my hand over her heart, and looked at Riya as I went to work. Riya had her eyes fixated on the prisoner with her bow drawn.
My spirit snuck into elf’s skin, down her muscles, past her ribs, and found her spirit. Her heart was different than others I had felt. More like mine. I sent power from me to her and my spirit shriveled to only regrow as I consumed the inner fillings of the gems. The process was gross as I watched her mangled leg, with bone protruding, knit back together. I fought to keep my vomit in and hurled onto her exposed belly.
This, in turn, caused Riya to struggle to keep from vomiting and she eventually lost as well. The moment Poni was healed, she yanked my blade out of my sheath and held it to my neck. I vomited again from the chain reaction of Riya vomiting right beside me and earned a small cut on my neck. When we were finished I sat on my rear.
“I hate healing broken bones!” I exclaimed. “We are at your mercy. What next?”
My blade tossed in the air, expertly caught, and presented to me by the handle. I accepted it and then tucked the blade back into the sheath on my back. I wasn’t expecting that reaction and was stunned.
“Take me to a water source, your vomit went down my pants. And stop gawking at my chest and let me redo my corset, your grace.” Poni said and it was at this moment I knew I was in trouble. She really believed I was some noble person and was so sincere in that belief that a beating, vomiting, and imprisonment were overridden. “Where is the Alruka?”
“The what?”
“The Alruka, the King’s mount. I have been tasked to watch it for the last thousand years. For whatever reason, I’m not on his list of things to eat. Over the years I have seen him eat dwarves, humans, centaurs, and a hell of a lot of elves hoping they were the next, true king. What I have never seen, is anyone being able to bond with him. Alruka is legendary, being as old as what you humans call Kyroo.”
I stood. I wasn’t going to waste my day in a meeting. We could walk and talk. Then work and talk, farm life…
“I command you to harm no one unless my life is threatened. I’m going to let you and the girls bathe. I trust Riya with my life and if I am this legendary King you speak of, then you will have no problem listening to Riya’s commands as if they were mine. I have a lot of work to do today so how about you fill me in once you’re nice and clean. Riya escort my…” I paused and had to consider what to call her. “Guard? Are you supposed to guard the person who bonds with Ramco?”
“Who is Ramco, and yes in a sense? Every elf is supposed to lay down their life for you?” Poni said.
“Alruka is Ramco, Ramco is Alruka. I don’t give the best names and neither do the elves apparently. Before I have Riya haul you off for a bath, what happened to the last King that bonded with Alruka?” I asked in genuine curiosity.
Poni’s face contorted from anger to sadness at my question.
“I see you’re not being facetious. King G’Forien met with the human Emperor Quincy in an underground cavern in a dwarven city under the premise of a truce. He was ambushed, his entourage killed, and then tied to four horses. The King was ripped him apart and the dwarves joined the war on our side. Not that it mattered much. There are lessons there though. That disguise you wear is as vile as the race you protect. Why do you not remove it?”
“It can’t be removed. Pa said that my birth parents either died or vanished after casting this spell.”
“The spell can be removed as easily as it can be put back on. Let me guess, you are between sixteen and eighteen summers.” Poni asked and I nodded. “Okay, reach into your spirit or heart. You will find a keyhole inside, send in some spirit and open the lock. When you want your disguise back, find that lock and close it. If what I assume is correct, then I not only know both who your parents are but how that spell was created as well as managed.”
“Okay, hold on,” I said and closed the prison door so no one could walk by and see me transition. I closed my eyes and caressed my heart looking for the lock. The moment it wanted to be found the spell showed itself. I twisted the lock open and Riya gasped. Poni sat and balled in tears. “What? Is it that bad?”
“Revert Logan, hurry!” Riya said in panic.
“What is the issue, I’m hideous? Most elves are not bad looking. How bad is it?”
“It’s the opposite, my love. You are divine in your male beauty. I already struggle explaining our complex relationship to Hariet about Kamara and Elane.”
I nodded. “We have been keeping things fairly open. Love can be complex.”
“Yeah, not complex enough to share with sisters through, not going there. I love Hariet but you and her are a solid no.” Riya said and I raised an eyebrow. “I can have a spine when I need to. Not to mention you don’t leer at her. This one's tits caused you to pause and she’s pretty, so I understand. Still no to Hariet. Poni stop crying.”
The order was given and obeyed. Huh. Interesting.
“Why are you crying?” I asked.
“Your parents were friends of mine. We will discuss more of it later. I am covered in tears, vomit, and blood. I want to take a bath now please, while I cry on the inside.” Poni said and walked out of the room.
Riya left with her and the oddest thing happened. Riya wrapped her in a hug and Poni burst back into tears. I guess Riya felt bad for forcing Poni to stop letting out her emotions. I had work to do now and later, a reflection to inspect. I ran past the girls, out the barn, and towards the new clearing. There was lots of work to do and I figured there was no use walking.
When I arrived at the worksite, a team was already setting wooden squares onto the dirt. Yesterday, a few of the hardwood trunks were squared the best they could be and then sliced into three-inch slats. The square slabs were then pounded into the dirt until they were flush and anchored. The process wasn’t perfect, but the wood was sure better than a dirt floor. This would be the foundation for the building going here. We hadn’t exactly discussed what the structure was going to be. I think the community wanted a proper inn though, especially since those who traded and visited from Narree camped in tents or barns. I was more than okay with an inn. I could use a room instead of sleeping in the carriage. To get it done, I needed to help.
I grabbed a stick of cooked ram from the night before and devoured the dried, cold meat. I chugged some water that had been boiled and hefted the same axe I’d left embedded into a tree not far off. Pa was the first one to notice me joining the teams.
“Morning,” he grunted and I grunted the same reply back.
A few minutes of me whacking away at tree limbs and he broke the silence. “I know war changes a man if you want to talk about it, I’m here to listen.”
“About what? ‘It’ is not very descriptive,” I replied after a thunk from a hard swing.
I glanced up and light clouds dotted the sky overhead. The trail of smoke from our shrub and root fires slithered far into the distance. Birds stayed away from the smell of smoke and I sighed realizing there wasn’t going to be any rain. We could use a good downpour but the winds were at least helping with the heat. The foundation team and then building teams would hate a drenching, but I wanted it. I scanned the area for Ramco and didn’t see him at first but then caught a glimpse of his fur by the woods by Bianca’s farmland. Probably hunting spiders. Finally, Pa answered.
“Well, you got the prisoner to go quiet after your visit. That either means you killed her or knocked her out again. Which son, don’t do it too much, that will cause brain damage. Seen it happen in the war.” Pa said in a serious tone with eyebrows furrowed.
With perfect timing, my lavish cart rolled into the clearing. Hariet, Poni, and Riya all waved. We waved back and Pa’s face contorted in confusion. I pointed to Ramco in the distance and Pa looked then shrugged.
“That animal makes me some foretold king of old or something. I merely said to be quiet and Poni obeyed. Now no repeating this next part,” I said with a hiss.
Pa looked like at me like I was crazy for anything needing to be more secret than someone calling me an elven king. “She got the jump on us. Re-growing bones makes me ill and I vomited, then Riya hurled, and then me some more. This is when Poni grabbed my blade. I was sure we were dead, but then she gave me the weapon back. She’s old too. Anyway, I want to not sleep in the wagon forever so we need to get to work.”
“Son, it’s us. We always can work and talk. You cleared half that pine during your talk. I get it if you want me to drop it. Are you staying?”
“I think I’m going to, at least for a bit, for a few reasons. I used to have a calling, an inner urge; a burning desire to go out and adventure. Now, I have a desire to build. I don’t know why, but my instincts are saying to establish a home here. And no Pa, not attached to your home in a loft.” I said as I tossed a heavy lower limb into the pile and moved to the other side of the tree. “You building an inn in this slot?”
“Yea was thinking so. You want some fancy city estate instead?” Pa chuckled and I knew what was coming next. “My Earl Logan. Ha!”
“Only made it to Baron,” I said and Pa ‘pshhed’ in jest. “Oh come on. I got called farm boy endlessly. And before you point out that I am, I know I am. I don’t need an estate. I only slept in one room when I had an estate sized for a count. We even made jokes that was the only room we ever went into. I’d like a place to make arrows and a room on the second floor with a balcony. That way, if I do have to use Ramco the magnificent over there… Gross, I shiver when he eats spiders like that. Ugh. I want to be able to get on and off his back via a balcony.”
“That makes sense. A noble suite just for you, the king of nothing who rules no one. Sounds about right.” Pa said with a chuckle and we both turned it into a loud laugh.
We kept working until we had to move onto the next tree.
“So feel free not to respond but what’s your plan if you are staying? Going to marry Riya? She’s smitten. I didn’t think a woman could be prettier than Hariet who was fuming for weeks after you left. We all worried and Hariet worried as much as your Mom did.”
I frowned and when Pa noticed me become uncomfortable, he dropped it. We hacked and swung. Hacked and swung. There were hundreds of trees left. Ramco had demolished and uprooted enough trees to make a week’s worth of work. I, at least, had closure on why our home was so far from the road. It was the easiest spot to clear and build on. I thought about having more land cleared and realized we would be stuck on this small patch for a while. No need to kill off more forest before we could process it. I did have an idea though.
“Riya and I are complicated. We have each other, and then additional interests. I don’t know what the future holds, but I’ll hold onto her no matter the cost. So even if we’re not officially married, I treat her as my wife. I love, respect, and want to share my life with her.” I said, hoping that was repeated to Mom and the subject dropped.
“I expect Earl Irin in a day or two. Maybe with a lot of folks. I got lots of gems in that box. Think we could set a lumber mill up at the river and turn this village into a town? We would need a smithy too. I am sure there are many displaced people.” I said.
“We can ask when he arrives. I think it is a good idea minus one thing.” Pa said with a long exhale. “Building with wood is nice, but as Narree found out, stone is better. Maybe trade them dwarves you met for something besides wood.”
“Ugh, they sent me to die. I do need to get a legendary sword back. Need a thousand gold first. I was so certain getting it back would be simple. Only your rationale kept me from going further into the middle realm. That was a trip I hope to never repeat.”
“I heard when you told Mom, made me proud. Knowing when to avoid a fight is as important as winning the ones you pick.”
“That’s the truth right there. Now, we’ve got lots of work to do. Enough yapping like some old Grammies on the front porch.” I said and we shared a long laugh together.




CHAPTER 17

A month rushed by without me even noticing. A lot had transpired that led to this fateful moment. I reflected on the previous days while standing on my new balcony that was excessively large. The Ranger’s Station had been constructed swiftly and we traded Narree for all the metal the Inn needed to ensure it would last a long time. It was a two story inn that I got to name. There was a nice private suite for visiting nobles that I happened to occupy with Riya and Poni. The suite had two rooms that shared a common space warmed with a chimney fireplace. Then entire suite wasn’t lavishly decorated, but it was nice to have a bed, couch, and a place to call home again.
Hariet accompanied a trade convey we sent to Ramoo. Riya and Hariet discussed everything and they decided Hariet would go off to find a new home. I sent her with some gems to establish a life that wouldn’t lead to whoring or desperate decisions. The last letters we got back from her were positive and she was doing fantastic. We were happy and she needed to move on. As far as letters went, I sent none to Trinelan and never received any. A few days after we cleared the space for the inn, Earl Irin showed up. Thankfully, he brought a mini mountain of gems with the hundreds of people that traveled with him. I spent two days straight doing nothing but healing the sick and wounded.               
Many immigrants showed up, either for healing or as refugees from destroyed homes and farms. A few even came from Ramoo, simply based on the word of our trade delegation about the quality of life here. Our population boomed and my box of gems was spent to improve our infrastructure. We now had a lumber mill, smithy, bakery, millhouse, and even a horse breeder. Ramco made everything so much easier that we expanded and grew swiftly with the extra citizens to help. Pa was named the official mayor, and I was given the title of sheriff. Not that there was much crime.
A week into our transformation from village to a town, a unit of elven cavalry saw me on Ramco’s back. I tried to get them to talk but they disappeared. Poni said they would be back without a doubt and said little more on the subject. What she did disclose was how amazing my birth parents were. They were wayward lovers entwined in a forbidden love. A love so powerful it superseded laws, rules, and customs. It may be bad manners to speak ill of the dead but I felt everything Poni was saying was truly positive. She wasn’t holding stuff back to protect me either, at least I assumed so. When we transitioned into teaching me magic, I was informed I would learn very little from the texts on human magic we procured from Narree. Poni was not gifted in magic herself and I would eventually need to travel to the Farin Woods to attend the elven mages academy of magic. I scoffed at this. There was too much work to do here for me to leave.
Eventually, Riya stopped vomiting every morning and she had never been happier. She wasn’t showing yet, but each morning I told her she glowed. That woman was followed by Ramco everywhere. Riya still loved to hunt for small game which was hard when the massive beast stalked behind her to ensure her safety. Something that had grown was the pups. They were huge now and still filling into their paws. We worked diligently to train them and I couldn’t have ask for better guard dogs.
I slid my calloused hands over the rough railing on the balcony as noticed a rider running his horse with all haste. It was midday with a light summer breeze and soft, billowing clouds. Zar let out a resounding woof and birds across the road fluttered away. The rider never slowed as he got close and I was able to see who it was.
Drakkin was riding the horse as if the demons were chasing him. I figured it was best to hear what he had to say right away considering how he was desperate to reach here. Zar’s barking had pulled Riya and Poni off the couch where they sipped tea. The ladies flanked me on both sides as Drakkin approached.
“I wonder what has him in such a hurry?” Riya pondered, resting her head upon my shoulder.
“Hey Drakkin, up here!” The lad saw me and relief washed over his face. “Second floor, last door on the left.”
Poni brought me a cup of cool tea and I sat in a rocking chair on my balcony. Ramco had neared at the commotion, and when he saw me sitting comfortably with Poni at my side he relaxed. Riya went to the door and let Drakkin in. The son of Earl Irin ran to me, which only added to the anxiety as to why he was here.
“Viscount Logan, I come bearing urgent news. North of Kyroo City a centaur army a million strong is being supported by a wing of dragons! They have encircled Lais and more pour into our realm.” Drakkin said between panting breathes and I spurted my tea.
Okay I wasn’t expecting that. My knowledge of dragons was enough to know that a wing was, in essence, a nest. A nest was ten to twenty dragons depending on the power and cunning of the matriarch. The squire handed me two documents. One was a promotion and the other was a summons to combat. I sighed.
“The king has called all his banners!”
“Hi Drakkin, nice to see you. Have you heard from your sister?”
“What does that matter? Did you not hear what I said?”
Riya put a hand on Drakkin’s shoulder and it soothed him. Poni handed him a cup of tea.
“Yes, I heard, the northern armies are gearing for another war. That’s sad to hear. Why are you racing to me is the question? Before you ask, how is your sister?” I said and sipped my beverage.
Drakkin was clearly rattled. I knew it had been a hard ride and even with the short cut it was at minimum a four day journey. “Sit, relax. As a Viscount, I can order that I think.”
There was muttering but Drakkin carefully sat trying hard to not spill his tea. When he was comfortable, Riya sat on my lap and snuggled into my chest. Poni stayed vigilant watching Drakkin closely.
“Lady Nomi is a widow, the old mage she married died of a heart attack a few nights later. Last I heard she was on the arm of a fancy Earl on the west coast. I think he is a fishing magnate. I also heard you helped Dad with his injuries. He wrote of you and this blossoming town with a fondness. Things have been actually really boring in Trinelan since the fall of the curse. I spurned the Duke’s advances and have since been regulated as a messenger. I don’t mind, especially when I get to go near home.”
I smiled at Drakkin. “See not so hard to relax. I am sorry the Duke advanced on you. Things here in the little village I reside in have been fantastic. I thought I would miss the city. I even broke a promise to return. The reality is, I don’t care for city life. While I care for humans, I think my days of being their savior is over.” I said and his face paled.
He was in shock at my statement. Drakkin started to sputter out a reply when I halted him.
“Did you know they stole my money and kicked me out of Trinelan because I am not human?”
I then removed my disguise by reaching into my spirit and revealed my true face. He jumped back in fright of the transformational magic. I put the human face back on and his rapid breathing slowly went back to normal. The whole time Poni held her hand on her hilt. I’d been sparring with her and knew how lethal she was with a short sword. I didn’t think Drakkin would make a wrong move here but Poni was on edge.
“I. No. Well…” Drakkin was stuck unable to get a rational thought out. “Millions will die.”
“And?”
“You can slay the dragons and win even the war so we can push back the invaders.”
“Drakkin, have you realized yet why you were sent, and not someone with more power. They expected me to be a long shot. I am entrenched in a loving home with a village that owes their lives to my elven magic. No, I am not going to be riding north with you to aid the humans again. I’m happy here and can always find a compromise with…” I was saying when Poni put a hand on my shoulder with two rapid squeezes.
That was our sign I was in great peril and I had to immediately find cover. In the sky a dozen massive eagles dive bombed my balcony in haste.
“Riya hide!”
I yanked us out of the chair and let her down as we fled into the interior of the suite. The eagles landed behind me as I bolted for the bedroom. I found Lady Evelyn and my new quiver was slung on my back. I wasn’t going to die cowering in my room. I nocked an arrow and hesitantly went back to Poni. Her sword was out and she was backpedaling with a dozen elves in front of her. Drakkin was being bound by the tallest male elf I had seen. Giant eagles were in the background avoiding Ramco who was being ruthlessly distracted by the flock of birds.
“It is rude to enter one's home uninvited.” I said without lowering my aim. I may have been at a severe disadvantage but I wasn’t going to roll over and die in my home.
“Out with it.”
The large elf walked casually across my living room floor until he was three paces from me. He knelt with both knees and then touched his forehead to the ground in front of me.
“Your highness, if you would please remove your veil it would help ease the tension of the others and I can then call off the eagles so Alruka can go back to resting.” The elf asked and I removed my disguise.
The other elves stopped what they were doing and dropped to their knees. The eagles tore off and Ramco stuck his head on the balcony. Now that the elves were kneeling to me. The elkphant no longer perceived a threat and gave a loud huff powerful enough to blow my hair from where I stood. The behemoth lumbered away, shaking the walls with each step, and curled up to return to his nap.
“Thank you your highness. I am battle Lord Zandar of the Forest of Froo, den father to all who call that forest home.”
I frowned and lowered Lady Evelyn. I unstrung the bow and set it back in my room. “Arise noble elves of Froo, what may I help you with.” I said in disdain.
Sure I was cordial, but I was still upset by their sudden entrance.
“We heard that the chosen one had stopped sending reports back to our enclaves. We sent a scout out to find her and learned that Alruka had bonded after so many years. I apologize for our intrusion, we actually have a proper delegation on the way to this...” Zandar said with a pause.
The noble was probably trying to find the most tactful word he could to describe our haphazard town.
“Settlement. That delegation would have covered so much and let you slowly integrate into our society without pressure. Instead, we face a grave threat and must seek the new King’s counsel.”
Drakkin moved to talk and got a solid punch to the jaw. The elf who belted him knew how to knock someone out. I gave him a thumbs up for his precision and a thumbs down for hitting my guest.
“Okay, ask for my opinion, but don’t be surprised if you find the answer distasteful.”
Poni tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she coughed for attention. We all turned to give her our attention.
“I know I am the chosen one but we have not sealed our pact. We are still in the courting stages. It’s only been a month.” The elf said while her ivory complexion turned five shades of red.
I wasn’t quite sure what she was saying.
“He courted me after a night!” Riya said with a scoff and Poni frowned while tucking her arms under her bust.
“Why would we be courting? We’re friends. You are teaching me the ways of melee combat and elven society.” I asked, tilting my head in confusion.
“The legend says you will marry the one who doesn’t get eaten by the Alruka. That has been me for nearly a thousand years. I see how you love Riya, I also know you need a friend more than someone trying to get between you two. I will live forever unless I die a violent death. Just as you will, your highness. Riya will not. And her son…” Poni said and covered her mouth from the slip.
All eyes in the room shot to Riya. I guess they knew that secret and if it was a boy, awesome. A girl would have been just as fantastic and probably what Riya would have wanted. Yup, Riya was now frowning and muttering profanities while glaring daggers at me as if it were all my fault. 
“We can only guess if he’ll be immortal. I was going to give you space, and in time, you would see I’m a caring, wonderful elf.” Poni said while fidgeting in place.
When she was nervous she tended to bit her lip and pace in small circles. She was doing both now.
I set my tea down. “Riya can you get me a pitcher of ale please. Would anyone else want some ale?” I asked and a few nodded. “Have Clarice run up a whole array of drinks and snacks. I think it is going to be a long evening.”
“Your highness, we don’t have much time. We flew two days without rest to make…”
“Alright, ten minute break. Go to the woods over there. We have outhouse and bushes. When you come back get a drink and a snack. Ten minutes won’t change the world. That’s an order.” I commanded and more than a few elves exhaled in relief.
All of them ran for the woods.
“I was going to tell you,” Poni said in a pleading tone.
I think she was about to cry. I placed two hands her shoulders and she calmed.
“Sorry.”
“We’ve spent a month together, I value you as a friend, and I indeed think you are a wonderful, caring elf. I’ve seen you naked in the river a few times and, I admit, I certainly like what I see and find myself struggling to tear my eyes away. Riya and I have a complex yet simple relationship. We didn’t know how you felt and still don’t truly know. A prophecy can be wrong.” I said as Riya brought me a mug of ale.
She waited for me to seat myself before taking her spot in my lap.
“What do you think the issue is?” Riya asked.
“If they outpaced the delegation sent, then it must mean war. I also, don’t think it is centaurs. East of our forests is a stint of deserts and then more forests and finally ocean shorelines. That area is not very well known. This continent is vast and our kind doesn’t venture into deserts often. You’re not mad at me for not disclosing the prophecy?” Poni asked.
I went to answer but Riya placed a finger over my lips. “No, we’re not. We can let our relationship build for now and see where it goes. Be honest with us and we’ll do the same in return. Try not to hide things from us in the future. I can speak for Logan on this one, you not demanding that Logan marry you has made your transition into our lives much easier.”
I kissed Riya on the cheek. The conversation went to small talk between Riya and I while Poni carried a knocked out Drakkin into her bed. He was unbound, but disarmed. Poni took his weapon down to the bar as the elves returned from their break. Clarice had brought mugs and a snack platter up to the room. The elves eating and drinking greedily shocked me. My elven lessons from Poni had been on refinement and patience. There really must be something dire.
When everyone was seated or hovering in my room, I spoke first. “That young human your soldier knocked out. He raced here to tell me centaurs are in the north with a wing of dragons.” I said and the elves shrugged.
I figured they knew about the centaurs and their mild reaction proved my theory.
“That leads me to believe you are being assaulted by a different army. And let me guess, it also has a wing of dragons?”
“When you said your words would be distasteful, you sure meant it.” Lord Zandar started. “Yes there is an army of lizardmen or lizka who joined with the ratkin on the southeastern mountains. No dragons from the east. We’re holding them at bay in the passes while they are pushing back the dwarves one hold at a time. We have two options. You sally the troops forward and help the dwarves stop the invasion. Or we flee and let them be a slowing force so we can escape.” Lord Zandar took a swig of ale. “Fine stuff.”
“I told the humans no. I don’t trust them to let me live even if I did save the day again. For you, I am mildly interested. Can you betray me as your king? What if I lose five battles in a row? How are the elven armies looking for readiness?” I asked in concern.
“No, we cannot betray you, it goes against our ways. You will not lose battles, only wars. As for our armies, most have passed the middle realm and should be back above within a few days and not far from where the Ocravian Mountains are being assaulted.”
I scratched at my light beard and stood, setting Riya in my spot. I paced the room in thought.
“I go manage your armies or I help you flee. Where would we flee to if we let the dwarves fall?” I asked with my face twisted in contemplating the options.
I couldn’t come up with a good answer.
“It shames me to suggest this but behind the human cities. Let them bear the brunt of both offenses and sue for peace after.”
I nodded in agreement. “I think I have a plan. You may not like it but my plans will be obeyed. Understood?”
As one they answered. “Yes your highness!”
“Perfect. Riya, Poni, pack your things. We’re going west!” I said with a grin and placed my hands on my hips in a pose.
“To the west my Lord?” Riya asked with confusion.
Every face in front of me was confused.
“Exactly, we are going to Ashrmoo to hire some mercenary armies, preferably the cavalry kind. I have plenty of gems left I’m sure the dwarves will add some gold and gems. Time to buy an army so we can effectively use our forces. I hear Ashrmoo is legendary for its mercenary captains. We will race on Ramco…” I said holding up my finger at my mistake. “Alruka. Alruka will get us the armies we need. See I told you we did have ten minutes. It is at least five days by the legendary mount, correct?”
I went into my room, not waiting for an answer, and grabbed my bag from a hook. The door was open and the rest of the people behind me stood in shock.
“Your highness wishes to hire mercenary scu…” Lord Zandar said stopping before fully saying the word ‘scum’ as his face twisted in disdain. “Humans to help save elf lands? The idea is lunacy… the exact kind of crazy we need right now your highness!”
“Excellent. You’re going to go with me. Send the rest of your troops home to help stall the effort and to bring me all the gold, gems, and trinkets to Ashrmoo they can to help hire our mercenaries. Tell the dwarves help is on the way and be honest with them. Get them to help with funds if possible. Is that understood?” I asked and the other elves bowed.
They went for the balcony and mounted their eagles one at a time.
“I bet it is cool to fly on a mighty mount’s back. Oh well, legendary elkphant will do for now.”
I went back to gathering supplies and the girls started preparing their stuff too. I think Riya was expecting me to stop her, but it was her choice. I never wanted her far from my side.
“How about it ladies? A little adventure to Ashrmoo then a tireless ride to the Ocravian Mountains!” I said with a grin.
My stomach was calling for me to leave again and I was going to listen.
“Your lackey could think of no finer adventure than saving the elder races!” Riya exclaimed.
THE END


AFTERWORD
Thank you for taking the time to finish the book. I enjoyed writing this story. If you want to see more of Logan leave a review by clicking here!
My team went to great lengths to ensure I delivered a well-rounded book. The artist is fiftean which can be found on fiverr. Great artist! The editor is Sydney Rain, also on Fiverr. The alpha reader who caught errors that made it past both edits was Charles Steigleman.  Round of applause to all of them for their hard work in helping produce this novel.
So… As a writer I flounder when I set a hard plotline and try to stick to it. The basic outline of the book was a young man works his way into the world and opens doors that lead to grand adventures. That was the goal and I felt Logan achieved that. Riya is awesome and you will get to read more about her and Logan in book 2. I am thinking late January 2020.
I want to encourage all those on the fence of writing their own books. Invest the time and try your best. I used an editor to help me stay focused and keep my work clean… Not perfect and I know this.
Again thank you for reading this novel. Reviews help get additional books on that published page and I would appreciate it if you could smash one out for Kyroo!
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