
        
            
                
            
        

    


Contents


	Chapter One - ZORASCH

	Chapter Two - WHELTENTOWN

	Chapter Three - DISCOVERY

	Chapter Four - THE COTTAGE

	Chapter Five - HOME AGAIN

	Chapter Six - FALCON

	Chapter Seven - WORDS & WEAPONS

	Chapter Eight - THE MOUNTAIN

	Chapter Nine - THE VILLAGE

	Chapter Ten - PASS SCOUTING

	Chapter Eleven - CHARLATAN

	Chapter Twelve - A STORM STRIKES

	Chapter Thirteen - AFTER THE STORM

	Chapter Fourteen - WARRICK & WATER

	Chapter Fifteen - A QUILTED SKY

	Chapter Sixteen - TREASURE

	Chapter Seventeen - FIGHT FOR WINDLE

	Chapter Eighteen - VILLAGE

	Chapter Nineteen - WARRICK READS

	Chapter Twenty - FARNA & MARTA

	Chapter Twenty-One - WAXON FORCE

	Chapter Twenty-Two - FARNA & FAMILY

	Chapter Twenty-Three - COUNCIL

	Chapter Twenty-Four - SPIES DEPART

	Chapter Twenty-Five - VANGUARD

	Chapter Twenty-Six - MARTA & BOOK

	Chapter Twenty-Seven - THICKET COMBAT







  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  









CHAPTER ONE

ZORASCH







“YOU ALREADY KNOW you are a dead man. Your wounds will take you to your grave all too soon,” Zorasch the Conqueror sneered. “Tell me who are you and where you learned to fight as you do.”


Zorasch jerked the warrior by the hair and stared into his face with bright, hard eyes. The man glared back at the Conqueror with silent contempt.


“You have had a devilish kind of luck against me. Just when we were about to capture you, two or three times in fact, a herd of sheep or a flock of birds came across our path and delayed us enough to let you get away. How did this happen? Were you somehow responsible?”


Guards brutally ripped the mercenary to his feet by his own dark burgundy staff laced behind his back and inside his elbows. Zorasch moved to confront him.


“Once, the horse of my captain reared as he led a charge against your fortification. It fell and the charge broke in disarray around it. The horse was a veteran of battles and the surest of all our mounts. Did you make this happen?”







Zorasch flourished as a cart-sized man with wagon-sized thoughts. Ever since childhood, he aspired to a station beyond the limits of those around him. Perhaps his small size and the mockery of it drove him. Maybe a desire to rule and reign over others as servant to none propelled him.


Born nameless to an unknown mother in the streets of Yarlach, the westernmost city in the land, he somehow endured after her death as a child of the streets. Fleet of foot, nimble of mind, and strong of will, he became a young king of thieves. He ruled among fellow cutpurses and villains. Then, seeing the grandeur of a military commander leading his victorious troops through the city, Zorasch’s mind opened to opportunity. 


His place at the pinnacle of petty thieves would not satisfy him for long. Sneaking often into the garrison, he spied upon the inner workings of the troops. Their systems rewarded the courageous and the capable with promotions and power. But, underneath this outward show, the scheming could prosper as well. With his experience in rising among thieves, he conceived of possibilities for his abilities here. Leaving behind the scoundrels of the streets, he joined the army.


Now after years of conniving, chicanery and combat, he commanded a fierce host of troops intent on achieving their leader’s thirst for mastery over many.







The swarthy-skinned Conqueror smashed a gloved backhand across the soldier’s face but he offered no response.


“You are a brave and resilient man but we can wait for your tongue to loosen before you are put to death. I have discovered a way to make even the most resolute tell me what I need to know." 


Zorasch nodded to Balaach, the dirty, hooded man standing just behind the prisoner and his guards. He opened a dark green vial and poured its contents onto a stained rag. As the guards lifted the warrior off his feet by the staff, Balaach pushed the rag against his mouth and nose. After a few moments of struggling, the body slumped and the guards lowered him to the ground.


“He ssshould be ready to ssspill his ssstory in ssseconds, my Emperor,” hissed the hooded man. 


“Spare me the adder’s voice, Balaach. I tire of it,” Zorasch sighed.


The warrior stirred in a few moments and appeared to regain consciousness. The guards yanked him to a sitting position. Zorasch squatted before him in keen intensity. As the mercenary’s eyes cleared, Zorasch began his own interrogation.


“You are a courageous warrior. Tell me your name and where you come from.”







While his ambition soared, it never blinded Zorasch to basic realities. Without some advantage unavailable to others, he might as well desire the power to fly. He needed a weapon, many weapons.


In various expeditions in years of warfare, Zorasch fanatically studied the tactics and weaponry of his opponents. When he found something that made a real competitive difference, he reviewed it, refined it, and then made it part of his command. He proved relentless in securing the best equipment for his forces and tireless in his own study of the art of war. He also learned how to reward and motivate men who would follow him wherever he led them. They carried banners, shields and tunics emblazoned with the crowned head of a regal dragon. He made sure his troops carried into battle the best arms money could buy, cleverness could steal, and fraud could commandeer.


The warriors of the hills of Morrock wielded swords of a light, but strong metal no one else possessed. They forged the metal into two-handed broad swords with power to hew down a wrist-sized tree in a single swing. Once Zorasch subdued the hills of Morrock, he wrested the secret of their steel from their smiths. Used in the lighter curved sabers of the Yarlach tradition, the alloy made blades of both durability and speed that cut through their enemies like lightning in a dark night.


The archers of Pastre slaughtered a battalion of the Yarlachian army in mere moments. Their bows discharged twice the power of any the Conqueror previously encountered. Pastre lived free and independent for hundreds of years until Zorasch captured a Pastrian bowman and tortured the secret of his people’s weapons from him. 


Conquest of the world at large proved different from any previous battle or siege, however. Zorasch needed an armament that would fight before his armies arrived on the battlefield. He sought an advantage that would daunt and terrify the minds of those anticipating his attack.







The poison produced its potent effect. “Name is Felmack. I have no home,” the weary warrior croaked with an accent from the East. His face, set taut and defiant just moments before, slackened now. His eyes misted in stupor. 


“What is your heritage? Where did you learn to fight and lead as you do?”


Felmack struggled weakly again but the poison loosened his clamped jaws. Guards behind him kept his head upright with gauntleted hands clenching his sweating hair. The Conqueror’s piercing eyes bored into the conquered’s dull ones. At length, he croaked as Zorasch bent near. “I’m of the family of Whelt. Trained in the way of the warrior.”


The reputation of the family of Whelt for bravery and battle skill resonated among armies of various lands. Zorasch’s interest in the wounded man soared.


“Who did this training?” he asked, licking his lips expectantly.


“My father began it,” Felmack whispered. “But I’ve learned war … from … others.”


“What is it that you have been trained to do?" Zorasch leaned even closer.


Felmack’s face twisted and twitched. An inner will battled with the powerful drug. His body began to writhe and beads of sweat rolled from his forehead. Zorasch pulled back and the guards grabbed the staff and forced him belly-down to the ground. A wordless cry welled up in him as his turned, tortured face scraped in the dirt.


Gently Zorasch touched the warrior’s arm, knowing the way of the poison. His manner and speaking became more compassionate. “Felmack, be at ease, we’re not your enemies. We’re here to help you with the pain. It must be terrible to always wander as you have. It’s been lonely, this life you’ve lived. Let us be friends. We can help.”


“I’ve no friends … only my duty." A glob of thick white saliva formed at the corner of his mouth as he moved his parched lips. “The Whelten warriors serve a greater purpose … than friendship. We live to fight … against evil.”


“There’s evil abroad, it’s true,” the Conqueror agreed. His voice dripped with empathy. He wiped away the saliva from Felmack’s lips. “We fight against it, too. Tell us how we can be as strong as you are.”


Felmack struggled to speak, “I ... I cannot. I can only tell an heir of Whelt." With this painful admission, his will seemed to stiffen and he slipped nearer to unconsciousness.


Zorasch hesitated. What should I do now? he wondered, lowering his head in thought. Then, he stood and walked away from the prisoner, removed his royal robe, and tied back his black hair. When he returned, he walked with a different gait, youthful and unsure. Raising his voice to a more immature pitch and mimicking the eastern speech Felmack used, he began again. The guards looking on were startled at the transformation. Zorasch the Conqueror became a youth of the East before their eyes.


“Felmack of Whelt?” Zorasch the pretender asked urgently touching Felmack’s back tentatively. “I’ve been searchin’ for you for a long time. My father’s trained me in our family’s way as much as he’s able. He’s sent me to learn a warrior’s lessons. Will you be my master?”


Aroused from semi-awareness and allowed to move more freely, Felmack shook his head in confusion. Once again, he groaned and thrashed against his restraints. Zorasch untied Felmack’s bloody wrists and signaled to his men to release their hold on the stave, lift him onto his back and move away. 


“Are you alright, master? What can I do to help,” inquired Zorasch, the master dissembler, as he gestured silently for a drink for the captive. “Here, drink this. You’re wounded.”


Felmack thirstily drank from the offered cup, holding shaking fingers against it in Zorasch’s hands. “Where’ve you come from, lad,” he croaked.


“I’m from the mountains of the East,” Zorasch deferred. “More to drink?”


“No, I’ve but little time left. Are you truly of the Wheltenkin?”


“Yes. Are you dyin’?" Zorasch attempted to distract Felmack from asking a testing question. “Your wounds’ve soaked your tunic. Can I make you more comfortable?”


“No, lad, I can feel death coming to me." Felmack hesitated, and then whispered, “If you really are from the family of Whelt...”


Zorasch acted at once. He jumped up with great excitement. “Felmack, soldiers are coming with torches. What should I do?" He gestured to a guard to wave a lamp back and forth behind his head.


With glazing eyes squinting at the light, Felmack’s voice became urgent and intent. “Come here, lad. You must leave me now and save yourself. There’s a cave north of the ford of the river where I’ve hidden some of my belongings." 


A spasm of pain shook through him. “Look upon the hillside where a huge blackened stump juts from a slide of rocks. The cave’s fifty spans to the right of the stump, hidden by low trees. There you’ll find what will train you more in the Whelten way. Now go! Run, lad. Don’t let them catch you.”


Cradling Felmack’s head in his hand and continuing his role, Zorasch said, “Thank you, Felmack. I’ll not fail you." The dying man emitted a shallow breath and Zorasch lowered his head to the floor of the tent and moved away, smiling at his success.







Zorasch went in person to the cave, unattended by all but his most trusted guards. There, deep in the darkness cast away by torchlight, he found a cache of weapons and a strange box hinged in steel and sealed by a snarling lion lock. Returning all to his tent, he pried open the box and found a book giving him the secret advantage he needed. 


The book described Words of Power. These words and the power behind them could confuse, distract, and even control men and beasts. Somehow, his particular intelligence connected with what he read. He learned of the people who originated them and mastered them. They used their powerful influence to dominate the land many generations before.


Zorasch became adept with the Words of Power. His mind incorporated them into his thought processes. Even as they turned the people who originated them to violence, he became driven to force the world to cower under his gaze.


He became fascinated with the effect of the Words on animals. Starting with small beasts, he worked within the limits of their wills and his own growing abilities to turn them to his purposes. Snakes were particularly susceptible to his Words. Soon thereafter, he learned that predators and plunderers of carrion would serve his purposes well. As time went on, however, his attention focused upon larger beasts. When he mastered bull elephants and jungle cats, Zorasch the Conqueror, attacked his next target.







The battle would be over before it advanced very far. 


Crows erupted from the trees surrounding the city of Massehelm and wheeled over its rooftops. Surveying the opposing army’s defenses, the wiry Conqueror stood in his stirrups and unleashed Words of Power. They surged over the ground and up through the feet of his elephants. Like a roiling sandstorm, the beasts charged over the field in front of the town, heedless of arrows, bones, and lances launched at them.


Men mixed with bales of straw and lengths of timber cartwheeled into the air as the trumpeting troop shattered their perimeter. The few wailing survivors crashed down in tangles of broken limbs and crushed ribs. 


With his stallion rearing and screaming, Zorasch hurled additional Words. Sides heaving like bellows, the massive creatures shuffled meekly back to their handlers. As the dust settled, he wielded Words again to order tigers to leap from their cages toward the city. Their roaring terrorized the remaining defense. They clawed across the field of battle and began to mutilate any man in their path. When their impact reached its peak, he recalled them and they returned to their cages mewling like tabby kittens for their mother’s milk.


When signaled, foot soldiers advanced from the flanks. Cries rose amid the rumble of their marching feet. Then, cavalry swooped into the space vacated by the retreating cats. With curved sabers swinging like scythes through a wheat field, they moved into the city streets eliminating any resistance.


Balaach approached the Conqueror’s horse. The stained sleeves of his robe covered his hands and his eyes peeked from beneath a hood that masked tattoos and scars on his filthy face. “It’s finisshed, sire. Massehelm’s yourss!" His voice hissed in his short sentences.


Fixed on keeping his companies of animals in check and his battle plan in order, Zorasch concentrated too intently to hear. His eyes bored into the backs of his soldiers as they clambered over the remaining barricades and stomped into the city searching for plunder and prey.


“Your majesty,” the man hissed. “Will there be ssservice for me amidsst the ssurvivorss?”


At last, Zorasch squinted down at him. For a long moment, he recalibrated his vision, focusing on this irritating interruption. “Balaach,” he said at last, “I know it serves your purposes when you interrogate or terrorize, but can you not leave off every ‘sss’ with me? I have told you this before!" Shaking his head in disgust, he turned back to the battlefield.


Balaach cringed at the rebuke like a kicked dog. Moderating his sissing tone a little, he responded, “I’m ssorry, ssire. It’s ssomething I was sschooled to do.”


“Well, you must be ‘sschooled’ to be lesss sso,” Zorasch muttered, emphasizing his own s’es. Then, shouting out for the captain of his personal guard, he ordered, “Halzan, take this hissing snake away and lash him again.”


Meanwhile, Zorasch spurred his mount. Together, they plunged down the slope, keen to enter the site of their most recent conquest. His mind filled with the blood scent of victory--the freedom to do what he wished to do, to those to whom he wished to do it; to conquer and subjugate until all fell humbly at his feet.


The road from Massehelm bore a thin stream of fleeing people. Watching them go, Zorasch lifted his bearded chin toward them. I will let you leave, he mused. You will fight my battles before me. Wherever you go, people will fear the coming of the Conqueror!


Zorasch confirmed the frightening power of his new weapon. Words of Power would enable progress toward the next stage of his conquest - the rich cities of the East.










CHAPTER TWO

WHELTENTOWN







AUTUMN-HAIRED MARTA sat on the bench coiling sections of carded fleece into a basket at her feet. Her daughters, Windle and Reetha, did their share while sitting on the single porch step. They spun the delicate goats’ hair into yarn, dyed it in beautiful hues, and then wove it into finished work. Traveling merchants regularly passed through their village just to buy from them. Their baskets filled as each prepared their share. 


“Mother?” asked Windle, turning her teenaged freshness toward her mother’s mature but unlined face, “When do you think Warrick’ll return from the Mountain.”


Now alone after his father, Falcon, died of a long festering battle wound, Marta’s son, Warrick, herded the goats, the source of the fleece they worked.


“At this time of year, he generally comes back after a fortnight,” Marta responded. A memory of the sound of goats bleating and jingling their way back to the farmstead behind her husband and her son flashed quickly into her mind. Has it been so long that Warrick’s been working by himself? she thought. Over a year?


Windle looked up to the mountainside. “Warrick spends longer up there without Father,” she said. “What do you think he’s doing?”


“It’s hard to say,” Marta answered.


With the morning’s labor done, the three hitched their pretty, plump mare to a cart and traveled toward Wheltentown. They purchased food in the village a few times a week. 


As they drew the cart into the single street of Wheltentown, villagers were huddled around the Tavern Fountain. Their voices rose and fell with concern. Marta saw her flour-faced friend, the baker, on the fringe of the crowd and guided the cart toward him. “What’s happened, Nathan? What’s everyone so worked up about?”


“There’s news from Massehelm,” he said. “Terrible news of the capture of the city.”


“Capture? How? By whom?”


Nathan turned from the gathering to Marta, resting his hand on the rump of the mare. “Remember those stories of a Conqueror who’s been attacking cities far to the West and North? Zorasch? He’s started to move easterly. His soldiers ransacked and burned Myrna, and the merchant there’s telling us about his attack on Massehelm. Man’s been here most of the morning.”


Leaving her mother and sister to talk with Nathan, Windle leapt from her seat to learn for herself. She glimpsed Warrick’s best friend, Barin, resting on a bench next to the peddler. Her eager curiosity swallowed her usual shyness around him. “Barin? What’s he saying? What’s going on?”


The burly boy turned away from listening and grinned at her. “Somewhere between the fog and the grog, as they say, the man’s been scared out of his wits, seemin’ly. He’s sayin’ this Conqueror’s attacked Massehelm with creatures of legend! Imagine such a thing! I didn’t think the Tavern’s brew was that potent!”


Scowling, Windle turned and moved closer to the merchant. He appeared to be enjoying the attention of his audience, emphasizing his tale with a shake of a nearly empty tankard.


“Yes, t’was a sight more frightening than you can picture! The man sat on his horse on a hill high above the city with his troops ready to swoop down. Then a strange sound seemed to pass over the earth and elephants stampeded toward the defenders. Elephants! It was horrible! They crashed into and through barricades like a flash flood. Men died on their tusks and under their feet.”


“El’phants?” shouted an adolescent farmhand standing close by. “What’s an el’phant?”


The merchant took one last drink from the tankard. He looked over the brim at the questioner in disdain. “Have you never heard of an elephant, lad?" The youth shook his lowered head. “An elephant’s a massive, leathery beast from the dry lands of the West,” the traveler continued. “They’re the size of a cottage with legs like tree stumps and a body larger than your ox. On a huge head, it carries ears like broad wings and two spear-like tusks jut from its mouth. And when they charged the city, their trumpeting nearly deafened us.”


Thirstily, he looked around him. Fixing on Barin’s broad face, he ordered, “You there, boy. Fetch me ‘nother drink. Talking’s thirsty work!" With no thought of Barin, he dropped the tankard on the packed dirt.


Barin grumbled as the man looked away and began speaking to the crowd again. Then, rising to his feet, he picked up the empty mug and entered the tavern. 


By now, Windle sat on her heels at the merchant’s feet, enthralled by his story. “Then what happened?” she asked.


Smiling at her, the merchant said, “Well, my pretty young miss, I wish that was all of the tale. After the elephants smashed into the city, they turned and rumbled out the way they came. We could hardly believe our eyes and ears at what happened next." Relishing Windle’s intentness, he paused for a breath or two until she rose to her knees, pleading for him to continue.


“I don’t know what you call a herd of tigers, but that’s what attacked the city next. Like a black and orange blizzard howling and growling, they dashed into the city. Soldiers turned and ran over each trying to get away. Most of ‘em didn’t.”


Windle’s green eyes bulged from her head. “Tigers? Tigers! Were they ‘commanded’, too?”


The merchant nodded and continued, “By the voice of Zorasch the Conqueror. I don’t know how he did it, but I saw and heard it m’self. And from what I’ve heard, Zorasch and his army’s headed this way. To your village and over the Mountain to the cities of the East.”


“Here?” protested Nathan and others in the crowd. “Why here? To our tiny village?”


“Oh, your village’s just a bump in his road. They say it’s the rich cities of the East that lure him. He’ll move through here quick as a flash flood and then over the Mountain to conquer ‘em.”


Just then as worry ran through the villagers like a summer cold, Barin returned with a tankard overflowing with foam for the merchant. “And how’re you here tellin’ us then?” he asked as he handed the drink to the merchant, disguising a sly smile.


The storyteller looked at the bear-like boy and then at the tankard. He reached up to grasp it, knocked a bit off his game by the question. “Why, I was leaving the city as the army approached. Watched the attack from the road on this side of Massehelm.”


Barin cocked his head, encouraging the man to drink and said, “And lucky for you not to be stomped by elephants and gobbled up by a tiger." As the merchant brought the foamy head to his lips, Barin slipped back into the crowd.


“Pwaaaa!” spewed the merchant as he blew suds from his mouth showering Windle and others close by with dishwater. “What’s this then?" He stood up too and spilled the tankard down his chest and into his lap. “Where’s that big lad! Look what he’s done to me!”







Driving back to their farmstead, mother and daughters each rode lost in their thoughts. 


Marta urged the mare forward with a slap of the leads on its rear. “Windle, this’s terrible news! I hope Warrick’ll be home soon.”


“Why, Mother? What could Warrick do about it?” responded Windle. 


With a twist of her lips, Windle thoughts turned to how Warrick and her father were often alone. She idolized her father and tried hard not to resent the time he spent with Warrick. Didn’t think I knew about what they were doing all those summers, she humphed to herself. All those cuts and bruises on his hands. And then, those arrows with spiral fletchings and Burgundy Wood shafts. 


Sniffing as they jostled along, she thought, Hiding in the tack room during the winters making them. Father trained Warrick to it all, but what good will it do him. Warrick’ll never be a warrior! Who would he fight? Zorasch and his army? Alone?


She considered again her brother’s long shanks and sinewy arms. Once, some months before her father sickened and died, she overheard him talking to his son in the tack room of their barn. The sound of clacking staffs drew her to them just after she returned early from a trip to the village with her mother and Reetha. The rapping of wood against wood stopped as her father said, “Lad, you’ve mastered that block with that turn of your wrist. Good work!”


“Well, Father, it’s about time,” Warrick countered. “How long’ve you being teaching me to do it?”


“Long enough, but not enough,” Falcon said. “The time’ll come when everything I’ve taught you will seem too little.”


“But why, there never seems to be any threat to us.”


“One never knows what the future brings, Warrick. Particularly to one of our family.”


“I don’t understand. What’s so important about the five of us?”


“There’s more to learn about our family than I’ve yet taught you. More to learn when the time’s right.”


Framing his next comment as respectfully as he could, in spite of his frustration, Warrick said, “You say that to me often, Father, but the time never seems to come.”


“I want to be sure you’re ready, lad. First the skills, then the understanding of when to use them.”


Warrick grunted and they began sparring with the staves again.







Windle touched her mother’s forearm as she came back to the present. “Mother, I know Father taught Warrick to be a warrior,” she said, not wanting to draw Reetha into the conversation. “I saw and heard more than they ever thought I did.”


As she turned to look into her daughter’s face, Marta said seriously, “I suppose it’s not a surprise that you know that. You do learn what you want to learn.”


“But what was it all for? And why was it always a secret? Why wouldn’t Father include me? I just learned about it from Warrick.”


Marta guided the mare down the lane to their cottage. Stalling, she pulled back on the reins as the animal started to prance toward her feed.


“Mother!” shouted Windle. “Why won’t you ever tell me anything?" 


“Windle, please be patient. You’ll come to know what you need to know in due time.”


“That’s what Father always told Warrick, Mother! Both of you’ve been keeping secrets from us forever!”


Taking a deep breath, Marta stopped the cart in the yard in front of their cottage. She tied off the reins on the brake and stepped down. Young Reetha leaned over and she lifted her off the seat and lowered her to the ground. Then, with a shake of her head, she said to Windle, “This news of Zorasch might make all the difference, dear one. This may be the time for revealing what we’ve hidden from you for so long.”


“I’ll believe it when I hear it,” sighed Windle as she jumped to ground and stalked off.


Marta thought, Windle’s getting even more feisty as she comes of age!


Marta scanned the foothills of the Mountain above her. As the evening angle of sunlight began to change the colors on the slope from green to rose and amber, she thought of Warrick and how news of Zorasch could impact him. Turning to Reetha, she said, “Little one, would you carry these cabbages into the cottage? I’ll be in in a moment to help you and Windle make dinner.”


The girl hefted the bag of vegetables off the ground with hunched shoulders and bent elbows and took them inside. Soon Marta stood alone with her thoughts and her work. She unharnessed the mare, curried her, put her out to pasture, and pushed the cart out of the way to the side of the barn.


Perhaps it’s time to tell Warrick and Windle who we are, Falcon, she mused, continuing her on-going conversation with her late husband. Whether they’re ready for what comes their way, it appears a great evil’s heading toward us and as Whelts we’ve a duty to deal with it.


She dipped her hands in the rain barrel at the corner of the house and washed with handmade goat milk soap before turning to the porch. Rubbing her hands briskly to dry them, she resolved to find the right time and way to begin. 


I’ll tell Windle to hold onto the story of Zorasch until Warrick gets settled back with us. We’ve got to be careful with these young ones, don’t we Falcon? Even if they were born for such a time as this, there’s no reason to overwhelm them with dire news and even more dire burdens. They’re so very young!







While they rode in the jostling wagon, Reetha played with her beloved doll. Part her mother’s creation and part her father’s, she treasured the figure of a girl they fashioned for her. She fingered the smooth wooden legs and arms and combed the thin yellow strands of yarn forming her hair. 


Listening to Marta and Windle talking, Reetha wondered what caused the tingling feeling that ran up her back into her own thick blond hair. It was like this when Papa got sick, she mouthed to her doll. I started feeling like something was coming. Something that’d make everything different." With a tiny forefinger, she traced the carved face. “I hope it isn’t sad this time. Sad like Papa dying.


For Reetha, while she could not understand the threat of Zorasch and his army, the prickling impression continued to play up her spine. 


Oh, dear, she thought. This’ll be another sad time. Windle’ll keep me up tonight, talking and talking about today and showing that red color around her even in the dark.










CHAPTER THREE

DISCOVERY







LEAPING ALONG THE Dragon’s Bones, Warrick recalled the old stories. His neighbors, villagers of Wheltentown, used this name for the petrified remains arching upward from the green foothills to the timberline of their Mountain.


The lad’s tough tanned soles handled the crunching rock easily. Hardly looks like such a monster, now, he thought. Laughing at the way some old crones evoked the “fear of the Dragon” with a wagging, bony finger; he played with words in his mind. It might shush little ones with those Dragon’s tails, but most stop believing before they grow much older. 


Even so, he remembered the wild-eyed fear of some of his young village friends when they learned of his first trip to the Mountain with his father. But now, I’ve been up here most of my seventeen summers. Fourteen years of herding our goats and learning from father."


Warrick ceased climbing and squatted down. He ducked under the thong of a water skin he carried over his shoulder and took a long drink. Stoppering the skin and wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he raised his eyes to the summit of the outcropping. His father always took care here, walking as he would near the grave of an ancestor. That wasn’t superstition in him. Something like veneration, I suppose, if that’s the right word for it.


The bleating of his longhaired goats attracted his attention. He smiled, noticing a suckling kid, newborn just a few weeks earlier, butting for its supper. The tawny beasts provided a livelihood for his family. His mother and sisters kept a few in the village for milk and cheese but they depended upon their shearing for a living. 


On the Mountain, with its perils from various predators, Warrick safeguarded their goats with his sense and his staff, sling, bow, arrows, and dagger. Continuing to watch over the half dozen young kids in his flock, he slapped the long shaft of his staff into his hand, relishing the smooth, silky feel of the dark Burgundy Wood in his well-callused palm. Muscled ropes rose in his forearms as he lifted it and smacked it into his hand again. 


So different without Father here. He was always training me, teaching me ... guiding me. Far harder to keep my warrior’s skills without him around. Harder than I ever dreamt it’d be. Much to do for just one, with him gone. His mind drifted to tearful vows he made just days after his father passed on and he stood up scuffing loose pebbles in front of him with the toe of his boot. 


Warrick thought back to the first time he tried to draw his father’s bow. Elegantly re-curved, it held a power that made an arrow leap at its target. What was I? Eleven? Before I was strong enough to draw it all the way back? Was all I could do to even make an arrow Father would accept. Finding the hardest, strongest, and straightest branches for shafts--that I was good at, with my skill at climbing and all. But fletching the arrows in the spiral pattern, that took hard work and time to learn.


The weapons originated with his father. A warrior who came to the village wounded and weary, he found his Marta and quit his wandering. The name Falcon fitted his dark, strong face. Close-grown eyes bore a clear, piercing sense of distance. The villagers never came to know much of him but in awe of his native strength, they made a place for him among them. Warrick bore his image in his coloring and conformation.


Heads of goat mothers jerked upright. With his father’s raptor-like turn of his head, Warrick sighted across the narrow ravine to the grassy slope where they twitched together at nervous attention. A stream flowed swiftly down among moss-covered rocks beyond them. Past that a dense thicket of pines advanced up the other side of the ravine. For a moment, no reason for their alarm appeared. Then, a brown shape shambled from the trees and splashed through the stream. Warrick plunged down from The Dragon’s Bones and rushed across the ravine as a bear reached out for a kid with its forepaw.


While he ran, he fitted a pebble into his sling. At thirty spans away, he could see the drops of stream water glittering like jewels on the bear’s cinnamon-colored chest. The animal caught his scent and, nose up, peered toward him with a deep challenging growl. Warrick halted, spun the sling twice around his head, and released the stone. Before the rock thudded hard against the bear’s skull, Warrick fitted another in the thong. As the maddened animal stood on its hind feet, Warrick flung a second rock into its slavering snout.


Apparently, the hungry bear forgot the tender kid it favored over the grubs in the fallen trees of the thicket. Smarting from both stones, it advanced three staggering steps on its hindquarters before dropping onto all fours. Warrick saw yellow teeth showing from its long, narrow snout while it scuffled toward him blowing and roaring.


After a quick glance to the bow and arrows lying on the pack at his camp, Warrick knew he could not reach them before the bear caught him and swiped at him with its powerful front paws. As he dropped his sling and settled himself to fight with his staff, he combed his mind for another of the weapons his father gave him. His father taught him Words of Power, a language of command that gathered goats, calmed horses, and even confused packs of hunting wolves. The training somehow deserted him as the strong scent of the bear overwhelmed his senses.


Without an appropriate verbal weapon in mind, Warrick spun his staff to the ready and crouched to attack, cold and confident in the face of the bellowing bear. He darted in to draw a raking slash from the heavy claws. Then, dancing away half a step untouched, Warrick smashed down on the bear’s upraised head with the burgundy stave. The crack of the blow stunned the animal and Warrick stabbed it in the eye before it could recover. As it turned its bewildered good eye toward him, Warrick slammed the bear to the ground with a hammering clout across its shoulder. 


The will to fight seemed to drop from it as Warrick clacked another smack down on its forehead. With a final angry yowl, it spun away and fled for the safety of the trees across the stream. It lumbered for a long time through the whipping green boughs. 


As Warrick’s breath and heart rate slowed, he straightened from his coiled stance and walked over to the bear’s intended dinner. “I’m glad Father’s staff training took better than the Words,” he muttered, bending over the body of the kid. “You’d think I was as wool-headed as your mother, little one, for all the skill I’ve got with them. Can barely use Words of Gathering these days, let alone Words of Confusion." 


To his surprise, the shivering goat seemed more frightened than harmed by the bear’s assault. Warrick carried it back to its mother, cradling it against his chest. Mother and kid joined together in nuzzling relief as Warrick went back to collect his sling.


A tremor passed through him as the impact of the fight on his mind and muscles faded. It helped to’ve seen you fight a mountain lion that time, Father, he thought, continuing the mental dialogue with his father that seemed natural here on the Mountain where they lived so long together. Were you satisfied with that? Did I do well? 


Warrick looked into the trees where the bear disappeared. I suppose he wasn’t much of a bear. Not many years away from his mother. Hmmph! I bet he’s still running. Warrick straightened the thongs of his sling. I’m glad I didn’t have to kill him. Shuddering like a dog drying himself, he yelled, “I’m still I’m wound tight as a spool of Mother’s yarn!" 


A snowshoe rabbit sprung through the rocks and Warrick fitted another stone into the patch of his sling. Relaxing his arm across the front of his body, he waited until the rabbit appeared again and with a single spin around his head and a blinding flash of the leather thongs, he placed the stone within a finger’s width of the rabbit’s head. “Got you! But not,” he exulted. Though frightened, the rabbit bounded away safe from both his hunger and his sling. Warrick’s diet did not depend upon meat. Despite his warrior’s fierceness, Falcon would not allow killing without grave purpose, even of a rabbit to season a stewpot. 


With the evening winds beginning, Warrick’s stomach encouraged him to fix his dinner. He crossed the ravine to his campsite with strides as long as any his father took. Occasionally, he stopped and gathered a few mountain herbs and nourishing roots to combine with his supplies.







Thinking of how his father taught him to appreciate their time on the mountain and the peace he found in their village, the lad squinted down the mountainside. “This’s a place of wonders, my son,” his father told him years ago. “In all my travels, I’ve not seen anything as beautiful." In quiet word pictures, he described humble Wheltentown as it knelt at the base of the massive Mountain. Warrick remembered sitting with eyes fixated on his father’s chiseled face as he told the story of Wheltentown and its Mountain.


Generations of townspeople, lured here by the Mountain’s richness, lingered within its shadow. Its hulking mass reigned over their lives. Benevolent or belligerent, depending upon the weather, it stood as the dominating presence in each of their days. The rising sun rose later for them than for those on the plain stretching to the Westland beyond. The setting sun bathed it with an ever-varying and indescribable array of colors. 


Storms rushing across the plain dropped their burdens on the mountain height, providing the village with precious water for flocks and fields. Clouds haloed the peak and lightning often flashed over its high fastnesses. Only occasionally would a storm’s fury lash the thatched roofs below.


“Warrick,” his father said to him, “There’s more than beauty in this place. There’re tongues in these trees and sacredness in the running streams. It all bears a deeper history you’ll soon be ready to understand." Unfortunately, his father died before relating it. His passing left Warrick to wonder about what he needed to learn about his home as he reflected upon what he did know.


The Mountain grew out of a jumble of jagged rock bisecting the land. As though the peak formed the handle for whatever forces lifted the long ridge ages before, it soared above both plain and ridge, looking out upon long distances in imperious grandeur. While the range stretched north and south away from the peak for a hundred leagues each way, its tumbled rock couched bleak and impassible, rugged and way-less, creating a barrier between the land to east and west. The sole route through crossed over the Mountain’s northern shoulder where a ravine offered an arduous pass to the eastern world beyond. 


In contrast to the long, flinty folds marching north and south away from it, the Mountain lay lovely beyond telling. In the springtime, the deep, dark evergreen-clad vertical clefts contrasted with light new growth on lower slopes. Runoff from retreating snow watered high wildflower meadows blushing like a maiden’s cheek.


Tremulous aspen leaves whispered in the slightest summer breeze and down-canyon evening winds cooled the fire of sweltering days. Sweet-scented with spruce, columbine and honeysuckle, the air resonated with pleasant voices from rushing streams.


As autumn coolness came, the shoulders of the Mountain flamed with turned leaves, especially near the Dragon’s Bones. His father pointed out all these wonders to Warrick as they tended their goats high on the Mountain each summer and fall. Warrick remembered the awed softening in his father’s stern voice as he called the boy’s attention to the aspen coloring at different times and different shades reflecting their underground families.


As lovely a place as any I can imagine, as well, Warrick thought as a tingling sensation rippled gently up his back. More beautiful now ... now that Father’s gone. Somehow, I seem to’ve discovered it for myself. Maybe now, without all the training, I’ve time for seeing the loveliness, for learning the deeper meanings by myself. Such pensive moments as this came often since his father’s death. While he lived, they seldom idled on the Mountain or at their farmstead near the village.







Later, as the fire crackled under the pot, Warrick looked back at the bony ridge. His camp lay in a different place than usual, higher up and farther from the body of rocks. There’s a pleasant stillness to this spot, Warrick thought in choosing it. A peacefulness in the air. The sun sunk lower far across the plain and rose and lavender underlined the sky’s towering clouds. 


A shaft of sunlight seemed to lance through the air to strike against a cavity in the Bones. Something in the crack glinted in the sudden beam. It glittered and beckoned to Warrick across the meadow. Rising, he pulled his stew from the flame and threw a cloak over his shoulder. The evening wind riffled through his thick, dark hair drawing him toward the rocky outcropping. With eyes fixed still on the opening, he advanced to the point where the rocks surged out of the underbrush. As ruddy color came to his cheeks, he clambered up to what appeared to be the entrance of a hidden cave. For all his roaming over the rocks, he never noticed it before. “Perhaps it’s this different position of my camp,” he muttered.


The ray of light disappeared but the setting sun still illuminated the entrance. He paused with his chest rising and falling from eagerness on the porch-like entrance. With one hand on the top of the cave-mouth, he stooped to enter, the hair on his neck prickling with strange anticipation. The darkness smelled of loamy depth. There, three spans into the cave, propped erect on the earthen floor stood a burnished breastplate. Even in the sparse twilight entering the cave, it gleamed with reflected fire.


Warrick knelt before the breastplate and reached forward a tentative hand. His fingers jerked away from the shock of steel as cold as winter well water. Heroic figures chased the formed steel and lion’s head buckles snarled at the shoulders. In awe at the muscled form it molded, he looked around the cave. As though waiting for him in a bracket jutting from a fissure in the rock, an unlit torch angled out from the wall. With flint and steel from his pouch, he struck sparks to the torch-head. It lit with the first flash, filling the cave with dancing light and shadow.


The breastplate sat in its position to catch just such a ray of setting sun. To his left laid a huge, hide-covered chest bound with wide straps accented by the same snarling lion buckles. On the right, lances, quivers, and bows hung from stakes driven into the cave wall. To Warrick’s surprise, they matched the style of his own weapons, all fashioned from the same burgundy branches as his staff. The arrows bore spiral fletchings. 


A huge hide hung on the back wall of the cavern. Warrick carried the torch closer to it. Vivid colors depicted the Dragon of the Mountain in combat with a breast-plated warrior. The monster’s flaming breath engulfed the man mounted on an eagle’s back. Finely formed details of the warrior’s face mirrored his own. The ancient inscription caught his intake of breath. In his mind, a venerable voice spoke to him.





“To my well-met heir, Greeting:


The setting sun has led you to this moment of destiny. Here in my armory cave, you advance the purpose of your birth. From this place, venture forth to save our people from evil. Here, arm yourself and honor the ways of our warrior family. 


Whelt, Lord of the Fourteenth Generation”







Warrick stumbled backward as though stung by wasps. Dashing the torch out against the cave wall, he scrambled down the slope and ran with cloak streaming behind him to his camp. Once there, he showered his head thoroughly from his water skin. Without thought, he whispered Words to rekindle the small fire in a circle of stones he laid earlier. As darkness enveloped him with the fading of the last brilliance of the setting sun, he knelt with hands outstretched. Coals began to glow in the fire’s heart.


What did Father tell me about this man Whelt? He’s the hero who slew the Dragon, according to the old story. But what did Father say about him? In time, he added a few sticks to the flames and they caught as if flared by dragon’s breath. Steam hissed from drops of water falling from his soaked hair onto the rocks surrounding the fire. Warrick trembled with an inner chill and clasped his knees. Golden flames accentuated the sharp angles of his cheeks and nose and his dark eyes pierced the depths of the embers’ brilliant core.


As the lad stirred the coals with a crooked stick, his mind went back to a campfire long ago when Falcon told him about Whelt’s slaying of the Dragon. Images from his father’s story flickered through his memory: A massive dragon soaring over the Mountain belching flames into the sky. Whelt gathering his people together to direct their defense. Sheathed in his armor, Whelt calling for a warrior eagle to carry him aloft. The dragon igniting the thatch roofs of Wheltentown with his scourging breath. A battle in the sky above Wheltentown. Words of Power crackling the air. Whelt leaping onto the Dragon’s back and plunging his sword into its head. The dragon dropping to the Mountainside raising a cloud of dust and broken branches. The warrior eagle catching Whelt on his back to carry him back down to the village fountain. Whelt accepting the thanks of his grateful people. The petrifying Bones becoming The Dragon’s Bones in stories fathers taught sons at bedtime. 


A bark escaped Warrick’s shivering jaws. “Could I be a descendant of Whelt?” he demanded of the fire. “Father was a stranger. Surely he wasn’t of Wheltentown or of the family of Whelt!" 


Then he remembered the spiral fletching and his shuddering deepened. A flood of associated memories fostered faith in the aptness of the incredible greeting on the hide. Warrick scrubbed his hair dry with his cloak. “Maybe this is what Father was always keeping back from me!”


Turning to the stewpot on the edge of the fire, he gobbled it down carelessly and burned his tongue. As an afterthought, he invoked his family’s traditional grace upon his meal, wondering whether his forgetfulness brought upon him this scalding. 


With the moonrise, the tinkling of goat bells drew him back to his duty. On his feet with knees stiff from squatting, he limped over to the herd. Without the pressure of battle but in a hoarse whisper, he spoke the Words of Gathering his father drilled into him. The goats responded and bunched themselves tighter for the night.


There was that, too, he thought. Those Words of Power we use that no one else knows. They lived in his first memory of excursions to the Mountain with his father--Words of Power accompanied by the sternest of warnings never to divulge their secrets, even tests to assure his discretion, all part of the strangeness of his father’s legacy. Could the Words of Power be from the Whelts, as well?


Warrick leaned upon his staff; one hand through the leather thong at the end, one capped on the top. With a start, he remembered the snarling lion medallion there. The village boys always stared at his staff, wondering at the deep burgundy hue that never showed a mark and glistened as though just rubbed with warmed oil. 


With the Words of Power, the fletching, and the lions as tokens for dreams, Warrick kicked fitfully through the night, waking often, falling in a dizzying spiral or sweating in the heat of flames from scaly nostrils. As the dawn rose, shadows covered the cave and Warrick hid his face from the strong magnetism of the dark armory in the Dragon’s ribs.







A vagrant breeze moved through aspen leaves with a whisper and birds sailed over the grazing goats, alighting occasionally upon the tawny tangles of hair on their backs. The cool morning air carried the sound of whitewater from the stream in the ravine.


This kind of morning kept the rest of his family close to the stone hearth in their home but Warrick and his father loved to be on the Mountain in the springtime. While other boys shied from the loneliness of mountain herding, he loved the fortnight stays alone in the high meadows. No others took their flocks so high. Falcon claimed it made the long hair thicker and softer. They both loved the high places, close to the Dragon’s Bones, There they were far away from eyes that might squint at the weapons training Falcon bestowed upon his son.


Warrick remembered once watching his father climb high along the rocky spine. The sun flashed on his cloak and the wind flowed through his dark hair. It seemed to Warrick that Falcon poised to take flight when some errant sound among the goats brought him back to the earth beneath. That moment stayed secretly within his fantasies. Sometimes when his longing for his father entered his dreams, he saw him soaring over the Peak, free at last from the jesses of the earth.


Warrick finished the last of his hard bread and cheese breakfast, regretting again his haste in eating his too hot stew the previous evening. As he stood looking upward, the sun began its arc over the peak. Standing and stretching his long legs and arms, he yawned and shuddered. I may not actually be an heir of Whelt, but I’ll have another look at that cave this morning.


Once in the cave with the torch again pushing back the darkness, Warrick approached the bows hanging on the wall. In wonder, he strung one and gasped at the power that welled within the dark re-curving wood. Here’s a warrior’s weapon still sound and ready. After how many generations?


He hefted a long spear, once again feeling the solid smoothness of the wooden shaft. Whatever the power that preserved it, it came from the same trees as his staff. It, too, spoke to him of stern menace. As lovely as it is in make, it’s still a killing tool. The lance head measured long and keen. Similar chased figures as on the breastplate marched down to its bristle-sharp point. 


Turning to the chest across the cave, Warrick kneeled to peer at the buckles. With light coming from outside to assist the torch, they looked to be of brass, well polished to the touch. No lock deterred opening the chest. Warrick placed the torch in a hole in the wall and lifted the creaking lid, relishing the sound and smell of antiquity.


On bright chain mail reposed a sword and dagger in matching scabbards. Attached to leather belts studded with bright snarling lion medallions, they exerted a powerful attraction upon him. In awe, Warrick drew the sword out of its scabbard and held it closer to the light. 


The blade sang as it came free from the sheath and the gray-blue steel gleamed in the dim glimmering. Almost stumbling, Warrick moved to the opening of the cave. On the porch-like entrance, he raised the sword to the sun. A powerful, gilded radiance began at the point of the long shank and flowed down its length to his hand. Warrick’s chest swelled with the infusion of strength and without thinking, he cried “For Wheltenhome!” to the sky.


High above, three huge eagles swooped in majestic circles. With Warrick’s cry, they screeched answering calls and folded their wings to plummet toward him. Without fear, Warrick watched them soar past. Their heads turned to him and sharp eyes flashed in recognition of Whelt’s heir.


The moment passed and Warrick lowered the sword. Still tingling, he sheathed it and slumped to his knees. His ears rang with the aftershock of the sensation echoing through him. In a deep humbled whisper, he thought, I am an heir to Whelt. Whatever my destiny is or will be, I feel the beginning of something I never dreamed would come to me.










CHAPTER FOUR

THE COTTAGE







DAILY, WARRICK TENDED the goats and explored the Armory Cave. One morning he hefted the chain mail on which he discovered the sword and dagger. This’s as light as cloth and supple as skin, he thought. When he tried to force his own dagger’s tip between the links, however, he could not spread one link from another. 


He held the mail against his chest to gauge its fit. Wearing this’d make even my skinny bones stout. With another jingling shake, he imagined it draping nobly over his shoulders and chest. But I’ll not put it on! Remember, Warrick, what happened with the sword! Still doubting himself, he picked through the other artifacts with awe running from his fingertips up his shoulders and down his back.


Sighing at the craftsmanship he could not rival in spite of his father’s careful coaching and years of practice, he examined the arrows carefully. The shafts stretched out slender and straight as though they grew into weapons. Their burgundy richness gleamed in the torchlight. He whirled the wood in his hands and the spiraled fletching of golden eagle feather whistled a high, light note. Hard and sharp like the lance point; the arrowheads possessed a piercing quality that made him tremble. I’d hate to be on the receiving end of one of these, even in that mail.


Another hide draped over an upright slab of rock in the depths of the cave. On it rested a saddle of wear-burnished leather and wood. Snarling lions adorned the pommel, cantle and matching bridle. A colorful saddle blanket woven from goat’s hair lay folded in the seat. This looks like Mother’s work! Is there more to my mother’s folk than we’ve been told, as well?


Greatest of all the cave’s treasures seemingly, a gleaming helm perched on a shelf near the message-hide. Crested by a golden rampant lion, figures like those on the breastplate and lance graced its surface. On this final morning of his mountain stay, Warrick lifted it gingerly, drawn to it as though by a lodestone and forgetting his reticence to arm himself with the treasures. 


Exclaiming, “I can’t believe how little this weighs!” he peered into the helmet. Dark sweat stains marked the forehead band. Turning it round and round in his hands, he marveled at the cleverness of its make and at the evidences of its former uses in combat. Dents in the metal and cuts in the leather attested silently but certainly to them all. Warrick raised it upward closer to the torchlight and glimpsed again the portrait of the battle between Whelt and the Dragon on the hide at the back of the cave. There’s Whelt wearing this very helm, he thought, shaking his head.


A swelling influence pulsed within him. Reconsidering his earlier reticence, he murmured, “What would it feel like on me?" 


Dropping to a seat on the rim of the chest, he fingered the worn leather lining. Any remaining timidity slipped away with his growing fascination. “Could I dare to try it?" 


At last, he hoisted it high and lowered it onto his head. Once again, a strange infusion of power overtook him like a mighty stirring of wind through pine boughs. 


The roar of battle filled his ears--the clash of swords and shields, the galloping of horses, the thrum of bowstrings, and the cries of warriors. His head spun and he feared he would fall again. Struggling against his disorientation, he pulled the helm from his head. His chest heaved with deep gasping breaths before he fainted.


Warrick’s cheek mashed deep in the dirt of the cave floor when he awoke. As he lifted his head, he sputtered and spat out a mouthful of drool-dampened mud. Rising shakily to one knee, he rattled the muzziness from his mind and looked around him. Every stunning thing remained there still in spite of his fainting. 


In shame, he cleaned the helm and placed it back on its post as though handling an animal prone to bite. Still woozy, he wobbled to the porch. I’m not able to handle much of this, it seems. What kind of warrior would I be, always falling and fainting?







The next morning back in the Armory, his head seemed to swell with reflections on his discoveries. Reminders of Falcon’s firm training came back to quell his doubts and fears. 


One lesson, long forgotten, returned to his mind as he sat on the lip of the cave, looking down upon his goats, twirling Whelt’s spear in his hands. “Don’t be too overawed by what’ll happen to you, lad,” said his father. “Some’re born into great families, others’re adopted into a great heritage through their achievements, whilst some’re thrust unwittingly into the midst of great challenges. In time, you’ll learn what it’s to be for you." 


With a quick clearing of his throat, Warrick muttered, “Perhaps this is the mysterious secret Father prepared me for." 


He stood, shaking the spear in his right hand to limber himself and then fixing his eye on a target as his father trained him, he cast the shaft on high. Somehow, the throwing of it reassured him. Watching it arc and then fall quickly to the earth to pierce the very spot he aimed for, he exclaimed, “Father taught me well enough to do that!" 


As he worked his way down the Bones to the meadow, he asked himself, What’s it to be for me now? Is my family greater than I ever dreamt? Will I be ready to do whatever I’m called upon to do? Is there a destiny thrust into my path like that spear into the ground? Or am I just a boy who’s discovered a treasure unintended for him?


Whatever the future might hold, the goats still comprised his family’s livelihood. “None of them’ll stray, starve, or cripple on my watch,” he vowed aloud. “And I’ll wager that bear’s not returning!" 


The goats’ golden hair needed shearing and Warrick meant to lead them down the Mountain by a path free of briars and thistles. “I may be Whelt’s heir but I’m not man enough yet to wear his armor,” he grumbled. “And there’s a goat-tender’s work to do whatever warriors may think.”


As he gathered his remaining provisions and camp goods into his pack, the blush of his embarrassment overlaid the deep copper of his tanned skin. How could I’ve fainted? His forefinger smoothed over the skin of his cheek scuffed in his fall to the cave’s packed floor. What would Father think of his son, fainting like a frightened village girl? he asked himself. Then he tidied his camp and heaved his pack onto his back. With a sidelong look across the meadow to the Armory Cave high up the Dragon’s Bones, he strode up the meadow to the goats. 


There’s a long road ahead, he thought shaking his head. And these sunny, solitary days on the Mountain’ll seem dear in the time ahead.


As he approached them, some of the goats began to gather but others continued their grazing, turning hindquarters toward him. His mind continued its dismal projections of his future life. It’s all likely to change. But how? What’s the evil I’ll fight? Why now and why me? How can I ever be equal to a hero’s task if all I do is faint and fall down?


Words of Gathering brought the remaining goats to him. He thought again how strange it felt to call them Words. The language seemed, to his thinking, merely a series of sounds made deep in his throat. He never associated a sound with a specific word, learning just whole resonant phrases that gathered goats, soothed a horse, or silenced a barking dog. He never learned anything but what he needed in his work, but he remembered well Falcon using some Words with incredible effect.


As Warrick considered it, he knew something mystical hovered over the language. But Father had a power over the Words. Power within himself! With me, they’re just sounds, even after all these years. With Father, they came from inside him. He had dominion over them! By some means, Warrick knew his father mastered the power rather than just the language. 


He started along the pathway homeward. There was something so different about Father. As I watched the way he did his work compared to others in the village, he got things done without so much effort and strain. It’s seemed right to follow his example. 


He considered again Falcon’s handling of animals. Some of the villagers ran roughshod over theirs. His father never moved with the abruptness that startled and frightened. His soothing voice caused animals to accompany him without goading. With his brief Words of Following, the goats trailed willingly now behind Warrick, looking to his lead.


They descended a path bordering a stream. At first, the decline proved slight. Cool water flowed out of pools separated by leafy tufts of growth beginning to show tiny persimmon blossoms with yellow centers. As the descent steepened, the water began to rush in boiling white masses over dark, rounded stones. Tall pines shaded their path and quieted the sound of churning water. The cooled air smelled of clean refreshment. Occasionally, a goat’s hard hoof clicked against a stone or a tree branch fallen across the path but even this sound faded as if in deference to the lordly trees. 


I love this part of the trail, Warrick observed. There’s such a hush to it. 


Places on the Mountain like this where the feel of air, loam, and temperature seemed to combine in reverence to something. Warrick remembered asking his father about these tranquil places. “My family has a tradition that such places’ve been sanctified by great deeds done in them,” he said. “Somehow the earth never forgets, though men might." 


As he moved from the quiet grove, Warrick let that word “family” echo softly through his mind. ‘Family’ has a different meaning today, doesn’t it?


The trail opened up on the foothills, giving Warrick a view of his farmstead below, as he trotted along. What’ll I tell Mother? He saw in his mind his mother’s eyes as verdant green as the moss bordering the stream’s deepest eddies and smiled thinking of her disposition to wait until a natural break in conversation to ask a question. Those gentle questions always seemed to lead him on to greater understanding of himself. 


No wonder Father stopped wandering when he met Mother! His eyes flicked to the path before him. What would I have done without her when Father died? Her trusting me to do what was needed helped me so much. All while she herself was aching.










CHAPTER FIVE

HOME AGAIN







THE SUN SET as Warrick lifted a pasture gate latch and led the goats within the family’s holding area. He swirled them around a patch of particularly tall grass and re-latched the gate on his way out. Marta and the girls came running from the cottage as the goat’s voices and bells announced their arrival. Reetha jumped into his arms while Windle gave him a playful, teasing look.


“We thought you’d not come today--lost in the Mountain as you are these days!’ Windle gibed.


Warrick bridled a bit and Marta interceded, “Go wash yourself, Warrick. We’re just sitting down for supper. You look like you could use something warm and filling.”


They gathered around their table and took their places on the benches. A sweet calm filled the room as Marta reached out to Reetha and Windle and they joined hands with Warrick. 


All bowed their heads and Marta spoke the words of benison with quiet devotion, “Oh dearest Source of all that’s good, we humbly thank thee for our food. We seek the strength to do what’s right, please help us live in truth and light.”


Warrick released Windle’s hand but Reetha’s tiny fingers lingered in his palm. He swallowed a lump in his throat and looked to the hearth as his mother added dry kindling to renew the fire.


Later, with warm bread and a cool mug in hand, Warrick listened to his mother and sisters recite the village news. He deflected of their questions about his stay on the Mountain with a shrugged “Nothing much." As the three related it, village life proceeded, as always, with babies born and farmers hurt but not badly. Wheltentown seemed as peaceful as any time in generations, not withering under the Fury of Flying Fire. 


“Nothing now like in the days of Whelt,” Warrick mused half aloud.


At the mention of her ancestor, Marta looked up into her son’s face, wondering what happened to him during this most recent stay near the Dragon’s Bones. Is there something I need to learn about this before we tell of Zorasch, she thought as she fingered the blue vein on the back of her left hand seeming to become prominent with the passing years.


Windle studied Warrick intently with her green eyes as he stared into the fireplace. When he did not look up, she muttered without a touch of irony, “With the exception of the cow born with a horse’s head, nothing much’s happened here in the village either." 


Warrick continued his preoccupation with the fire and she continued, “And the smith has finally been able to get his shiftless son, Barin, to blow the bellows without stopping for mischief.”


“A cow with a horse’s head?” asked Reetha with a crinkled twist to her face. “What’re you talking about, Windle?" 


Warrick’s attention shifted. He mumbled an apology to his mother and glared at Windle. “Must you always be pecking, Windle? Barin’s my friend. I’ll not have him called shiftless.”


“Any boy who spends as much time in trouble as Barin, deserves sterner treatment than my calling him shiftless,” Windle retorted, continuing to mutter into the last swallows from her mug.


Marta stood to clear the supper dishes and laid a plate in Windle’s hands. Her mothering tactic distracted their focus on quarrels rather than scolding them. She knew they would not dare to engage in such bickering if Falcon still sat among them and a wisp of missing passed over her. At the same time, she knew something occupied Warrick’s mind. I’ll talk with him later after tucking in Windle and Reetha, she thought.


Warrick dutifully carried his plate and mug to the washing tub, scrubbed them, and then stepped outside to check on the goats. The quarter moon hung high among the clouds and cast a silvery radiance on the pasture. All appeared still. “How can I even think of a warrior’s way when I have a peckish sister after me like a magpie after a dead squirrel?” he griped to the pale sliver above him.


His mind drifted back to the Armory Cave and to his raising the sword on the porch. The three swooping eagles sailed across his memory and the hair on his neck prickled as he recalled their cries. All that happened there seemed lost and distant from this farmstead on the outskirts of the village. 


Here, I’m just Warrick with a mother and two sisters to provide for. 


Tomorrow, he must begin shearing the goats and that meant a day of backbreaking toil. He rubbed the small of his back in anticipation.


A few minutes later Marta moved beside him. Her hair gleamed even in the scant moonlight. “You’ve brought some burden from the Mountain with you, Warrick. Might I share it with you?”


Startled again from reverie, Warrick replied, “It’s nothing, Mother.”


“‘Nothing’ used to make your father’s eyes as grey as yours are tonight. ‘Nothing’ used to have them to boring into the hearth fire, as well. Perhaps you’ve learned more than goats and strange weapons from my Falcon.”


“I’m sorry, Mother, but I can’t put it into words for you. Tonight it must be ‘nothing’. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be able to tell you more.”


Marta pushed no farther. She stood beside him in the moonshine. When a cloud covered the moon, she turned toward the cottage. 


How like his father in so many things Warrick is, she thought. Like Falcon, he won’t be hurried. But they always tell me, in time. Or Falcon used to, she corrected herself. Warrick still does. 


Clutching her arms around herself, she ducked back into the cottage, treasuring the recollection of her dark, mysterious husband and loving his strong stamp upon their maturing son.







As all became quiet in the house, Marta lay awake. I suppose Falcon still speaks to me in my memories. 


She thought of Falcon’s parting words to her as the specter of death lay upon him. “Remember me to my sweet Reetha. She’s like the wild roses on the Mountain--pale, pink and delicate in the midst of mountain weather. And tell Windle to keep thinking but to curb her chiding tongue. She’s a wife for a noble man, with strength to rule a kingdom, if she’ll not scare him away with scolding.”


As the long-forestalled effects of an old wound sought their awful reckoning, Falcon continued, “When Warrick comes to manhood, open my chest in the tack room for him. He’s the son I saw in your lovely eyes when first we met--a true Whelten heir, another generation of the sacred trust. When it’s time for him to look within it, the Words of Power will cease to shield it from his view.”


After a long, wracking cough, he whispered with his characteristic formality, “Thank you, my beloved one. You’ve given me the sweetness of eternity in our short years together.”


This time at least, Marta remembered the parting without tears. Warrick approached manhood. He protected the goats well and took man-like care of everything about the farm. His size made thinking of him as older than his seventeen summers easy. In the year since Falcon’s passing, Warrick matched the measure of many an older villager. 


Tomorrow’s shearing could wait. A deep thrilling sensation swept over her in the darkness. It’s time for Warrick to know his father’s true identity and his own, she thought. The secrets of the chest in the tack room’ll finally be revealed.







Warrick lunged into bed, still irritated at Windle. “She’s like a cocklebur in a goat’s hair,” he whispered through twisted lips. “It’s her smug way of speaking beyond her age that nettles me.” Then, grumping, he thought, For years, we quarreled when Father was out of hearing. Since his death, we’ve sniped and squabbled in the open. 


He ran rough hands over his face. And yet, we’re apt to spend long hours talking after one of us apologizes. Someone rustled out of bed onto the floor above him. See there, here she comes! 


Soon Windle appeared. She crept along the side of Warrick’s bed until she could see him lying there awake. 


“I’m sorry, Warrick. I did it again, didn’t I?” she said. “You just seem to bring out the tease in me. When I saw you come down the trail so filled with thought, I could hardly keep from saying something. And then to find you fire-gazing at supper--I just couldn’t resist." After a sigh, she murmured, “I’m sorry.”


Warrick’s anger fled as the moonlight reflected through the window in his sister’s eyes. “Not to worry, Windle. When’ve I ever been able to stay angry with you?” he responded kindly, shifting over and patting the bed beside him. “Now tell me what happened in the village while I was gone.”


Windle wiggled herself into a comfortable sitting position and started in her usual crisp fashion to describe the comings and goings of the village. 


“When we went to the village today,” she began in a light whisper, “folks were gathered around a traveling merchant quenching his thirst by the Tavern fountain. He was quite a storyteller--maybe a bit full of himself to begin with and fuller still as we listened to him and he drained his ale.”


Warrick’s eyes began to close and she jiggled the bed, coughed and continued, “After the merchant’d drained another tankard, he ordered Barin to fetch the next one for him.” 


“He ordered Barin?” said Warrick. “That didn’t sit well with him, I’ll wager.”


Trying her best to keep a smile from her lips, she went on, “The merchant must’ve thought it fitting to be served and Barin soon returned with a foaming flagon. You know, soapsuds must look very much like ale bubbles." 


Windle demonstrated the merchant spitting them forcefully from his mouth as Warrick’s eyes went wide. “He couldn’t find Barin, no matter how hard he looked or swore at those around him.”


Warrick stifled a guffaw in the darkness with his pillow. Windle laughed in spite of herself and put a finger to her lips to quiet him. They both glanced to see if Marta would come to stop their “chatting” as she did when they got too boisterous in these nighttime talks. 


When nothing stirred to stop them, Windle prepared Warrick for the worrisome news. Her tone turned solemn and somber. “Before Barin’s trick, the merchant told a terrible story." Noticing the change, Warrick cocked his head and his lopsided grin left his face.


“He spoke of the rising a great conqueror. Zorasch. For years, he’s attacked and brought the various cities in the land to the west under his boot but recently he’s been moving eastward. Eastward toward us.”


“Toward us?" Warrick sat up in bed.


“Yes. His army is frightening but evidently, he has other weapons, worse than swords and spears. The merchant said he’s a magical master of animals. He marshaled a great army of elephants and jungle cats that drove men in terror before his soldiers. His army burned Myrna and then ripped thru Massehelm like a pair of shears.”


“Jungle cats! How? How could he do that?”


“The merchant said his voice seemed to rumble over the ground. The beasts obeyed his words.”


“He used Words … uh, words?” stuttered Warrick. The moonlight from his window glinted in his fierce eyes.


Windle told the background story she learned from others while the merchant dried himself and searched for Barin. Zorasch the Conqueror had destroyed every people who defied him and ruled those who submitted. His stiff taxes funded dominion over all the land from the western sea to the northern cities. Now his route would lead him to the rich cities beyond the Mountain and within a few short months, some said, the thatched roofs of Wheltentown could be ablaze as well.


The merchant scoffed as village lads expressed quiet courage. He then listed the lands already fallen to the Conqueror’s legions. Nothing resisted him since he began and his strength and stature grew with each new conquest.


“Oh, Warrick, do you really think there could be such a conquering army. Imagine, elephants and jungle cats!”


“We’ve been told strange stories by travelers before. The rumor always rings louder than the reality." Warrick tried to act the mature older brother but the news still clanged in his heart. He controlled the quaking inside him. 


Zorasch the Conqueror. Perhaps this’s the reason for my calling! he thought, reaching out to smooth the shadowed mounds of his coverlet with shaking fingers.


“You’ve got that look again, Warrick. What’s wrong?”


“Oh, sorry, Windle,” he whispered dismissively. ‘I’m just thinking of elephants and jungle cats. Wouldn’t they be a sight to see?”


“I’d rather not see them in Wheltentown!”


“Of course, but we live a life of peaceful boredom, don’t we?”


“Is that why Barin’s devilment attracts you so?”


Warrick turned again to look upon Windle’s face. She smiled back at him with sweet innocence. With a quiet laugh, he said, “It would’ve been rare to see that merchant spewing out a mouthful of suds!”


“So very funny,” Windle responded, holding her slender hands over her mouth.


They shared news until a broad yawn shook Warrick to the core. Agreeing, again, to treat each other more kindly, they said good night. Windle gave him a shy hug and disappeared. Sleep overtook Warrick without subtlety or stealth. He slept simply exhausted beyond resisting.










CHAPTER SIX

FALCON







THE FAMILY ROSE before dawn, each with duties they could perform with their eyes closed, not merely in the dark. Warrick shivered as he went out to check his goats in the pasture while Windle milked those in the barn. Marta stirred a breakfast of sweetened oats over the hearth fire and Reetha struggled to bring in fresh water and kindling without spills or splinters.


While the sun crested over the Mountain, each sat scrubbed at the table. After their grace, Marta waited for the morning hunger to slip away from her children and said without looking at them, “Windle, will you and Reetha go to the village shops for me today? I need to stay here. Can you go by yourselves?”


In their excitement to go alone, they did not think it strange that their mother would not accompany them. Warrick, still preoccupied, did not catch the significance either. Before long, with breakfast dishes dried and stacked in the cupboard, Windle and Reetha rushed out the door.


For some reason, Warrick delayed readying himself to shear the goats. At last, he buckled on a leather apron as Marta entered the barn. She cleared her throat, puzzled as to how to begin. “Your father kept a chest in this tack room,” she managed.


The lad twisted toward his mother. Goosebumps formed on his arms. “I’d forgotten,” he stammered, somehow associating this news with the chest in the Armory Cave. A remote memory of his father’s chest began to awaken in him as though he stirred from sleep. 


“Would you like to see what’s in it?”


Speechless, Warrick nodded once, more excited than he dared show.


The chest stood in the far corner of the narrow tack room, covered for years with an old, mouse-tattered saddle blanket. Warrick could vaguely remember how it looked. So much a part of the everyday appearance of things, he ceased to notice it. Something prompted him that another important moment awaited. He stared at the chest as if it just appeared.


Marta pulled back the cover on the leather-banded hide box with its snarling lion buckles. Her voice husky and halting with anticipation and concern, she turned toward Warrick and declared, “Falcon told me as he died that we should open this when you became a man. It’s time.”


Warrick stood with his hands held rigidly at his sides. With eyes clamped shut, he arched back his head and groaned as though in great pain. Marta rushed to him, grabbing his hands. “Warrick! What’s wrong?”


Warrick lowered his head and opened his eyes. “Mother, I must tell you what happened on the Mountain,” he said. “I’ve seen a chest like this before.”







After the telling ended, after the images stopped swirling in their minds and the tingling up their spines lessened, Warrick and Marta sat together on a bench in the tack room staring at Falcon’s chest. Neither seemed able to move. For Marta, hearing Warrick’s tale answered a great puzzle that ever mystified her. When she first met Falcon, somehow she knew she should claim such a man. In spite of his strangeness, he fulfilled the stories told in her family from mother to daughter for generations.


Few in the village remembered her family’s link to the hero, Whelt. The founder of their family line, he came from far away to save the village from the Dragon. His life proceeded more traditionally after the battle. Wedding a distant cousin, he fathered a family who fostered the legend that generations after, another stranger would enrich the blood of Whelt and bring to life a heroic heir. 


As daughters heard the story, they wondered if they would be the bearer of such a son. Even with the fading memory of many generations, this story persisted in Marta’s branch of the family of Whelt. While they kept their ancestry secret from others, this much lingered among them.


In Falcon, Marta felt she recognized the stranger and after their marriage and the conception of Warrick, dreams of a marvelous warrior filled her pregnant sleep. For this reason, she never objected to the weapons and the training Warrick received from Falcon. He silently and secretly drilled his son in the warrior’s way, far from the curious eyes of the village.


Now here amid the sweat-stained leather of the tack room, many pieces came together. She watched as Warrick stood and strode to the chest. His strong hands trembled as he loosened the buckles and raised the lid. A crimson hue blazed from a cloak secured by straps inside the top. Warrick fingered a golden, snarling lion brooch hanging from its collar.


A large leather-bound book ribbed and sealed with glossy, burgundy-colored wood rested on top of other treasures in the chest. Warrick lifted it free of the chest and turned to Marta. Sitting together again on the bench, they unclasped the wood seal and opened the book. The front page bore an inscription in Falcon’s strong script.


“My son Warrick, 


When your mother opens this chest for you, you will have already learned something of your destiny. While I have never told you much of your true heritage, this book will, and it will explain much that has become a part of your training without your awareness. It is the way of our family to be ever careful with this knowledge.


I have loved and cherished you in this place in the shadow of the Dragon’s Bones. It is a good place for one of your strength and nobility to grow.


Learn well your craft and remember the courage of your ancestors. Be a true Whelten Warrior in this hour of greatest need.


Your loving father,


Falcon Wheltenkin, Lord of the Thirtieth Generation”





Warrick exhaled. Looking intently into his mother’s face, he started to draw together his feelings. “This begins to explain so much, doesn’t it, Mother?" 


He squinted, cocking his head up and to the right as he searched for the words. “Father always seemed to be ... uh ... noble.” 


Marta sat, shoulder to shoulder with him. She gripped her hands in her lap until her knuckles whitened and the blue vein stood out.


“As I’ve thought of him recently,” the lad continued, “I’ve wondered why he came here, and ... apart from you, why he stayed. Even though we tended goats, the weapons were always important. I think we herded goats so we could be alone on the Mountain.”


In keeping with tradition, Marta never shared the family’s Woman’s Secret with her son. As she revealed it now, she reached for his hand and held it in both of hers. The secret transferred as their hands clasped together and understanding seemed to bond them tighter than ever before. Although she saw Warrick as still very much a lad, she saw in him maturity and strength beyond his years. She marveled at the impact of the nurturing Falcon gave him. When she finished the telling, a weighty silence descended over them.


“I guess you’ll be wanting to call me Lord Warrick now,” joked Warrick to break the tension.


“Only if you call me your Ladyship.”


With that to loosen the firm grip of stern destiny upon them for a moment, Marta left Warrick to the Book. She crossed the yard to the cottage, her lovely face looking up at a sky filled with high stately clouds. She smiled as she remembered a game she used to play with Warrick as a small boy, imagining together shapes and animals in the clouds. Strangely now, one cloud nearest the Mountain’s peak looked very much like a soaring, wide-winged bird.







In the tack room, Warrick turned to the first page of the hand-lettered and painted book. The following verse appeared in the center of the page surrounded by beautifully illuminated warriors and their mounts:





“Upon the Whelten Warriors,


Lies a heavy onus-


A burthen of generations


Living in the shadows,


Cloaking their craft


To keep it from the world.


Yet, being ever-ready 


To lift a leader’s lance,


There to save their people


In the direst circumstance.”





This unrelenting seriousness tested him. Warrick let out a nervous giggle. In his mind, he glimpsed a small man, surrounded by wads of failed attempts at heroic verse, looking upward for inspiration and biting a thumbnail out of frustration. 


Nerves jangling and muscles twanging, he closed the book, placed it back in the chest, fastened the buckles, and replaced the old blanket. Taking a saddle and bridle from the rack on the wall, he stalked from the tack room and the barn and out to the pasture. With a whistle, he called a grey gelding that already trotted toward him. He saddled and bridled and threw a leg over as the horse began to move.


“Mother, I’m going to the village,” he called and then rode away. After a warming walk that restrained himself as much as his mount, he heeled the gelding into the hurtling gallop for which his father prized the horse he called the Shadow Stealer. Warrick shortened that to Shadow but he kept it from his father after the stern look he received when first Falcon heard it.







In the heat of his shop with the fire glowing blue white, Barin’s father, the smith, wore a heavy apron and a sweat-stained black sleeveless shirt. Jet-black curly hair seemed to cover every other bit of him except the gleaming bald spot on the back of his huge head. Sweat beads glistened in the wooly whorls on his massive neck and shoulders and the backs of his hands and forearms. This furriness along with his swarthy skin accentuated his bulk. Seeing him in the dark smithy as he lifted his hammer to strike sparks from a glowing iron rod always amazed Warrick. It’s like watching a bear at work in a cave, he thought. The great grandsire of that little fellow I smacked in the forest!


Warrick cleared his throat with his usual concern at greeting the smith. “Excuse me. I ... didn’t mean to interrupt, but is Barin ... is your son ‘round?”


A low growl rumbled up from the massive chest. “Aye, he’s as round as the rest of his family has been, laddie. You’ll find him shoein’ a horse in the rear. But don’t you be botherin’ him ‘till he’s finished all four feet of both those beauties I’ve set him on.”


When a man carries a weight of muscle like a Mountain grizzly, Warrick mused to himself as he left the shop, And can bend a horseshoe nail between two fingers, you don’t expect him to make jokes. 


He wondered after each such an encounter if he would ever feel free to laugh aloud at one of the smith’s twisting of his words. The smith’s size intimidated Warrick but he grinned as he slipped through the shop to find his friend.


Seeing Barin at work, he thought, He’s becoming his father’s twin. One day, Barin’ll shoe all four hooves of a horse after simply upturning it up into his lap. Not quite as hairy yet, of course, he looked like a squatty gnarled troll with thick-knotted muscles that could shift the Dragon’s Bones with a shove from his shoulder.


“Barin, if you don’t stop turnin’ those nails, you’ll be havin’ that horse in a lather like the merchant,’ said Warrick in greeting, mimicking his friend’s manner of speaking.


“Aye, but this fellow’s in a better place to repay me than that daft merchant,” Barin said through bright white teeth clenched together around a couple of nails. Then he grunted with the effort of straightening his mistake. “Will you not hold still, you wrigglin’ weasel?” 


“What do you mean?” asked Warrick, well used to his friend’s talking to his client’s animals.


“They found that travelin’ man on the Yarmouth road yesternight with his throat cut.”


The good humor cultivated by the gallop into town and the exchange with the smith vanished. Murders of travelers never occurred in Wheltentown. 


“What happened? Was it highwaymen?”


“No, laddie. His wagon was overturned but not looted and a savage note was scrawled in his blood on the bottom.”


“A note, in blood? What did it say?” inquired Warrick.


“Something like, ‘Those who defy Zorasch the Conqueror will die.’”


“Zorasch? What kind of name is that?" Warrick felt too numb to admit having heard it before. 


“From Yarlach to the west, seemin’ly.”


“There’s an evil sound to it." Warrick cleared his head with a shake. He grabbed a fallen horseshoe from the dirt at his feet. Handling it settled his churning thoughts. 


“Aye. The merchant made him out to be a great warlord sweepin’ through the land toward us. He said this Zorasch’s power to command elephants and tigers as part of his army.”


“Zorasch commands animals?" Somehow hearing the same story Windle told comforted him. He tugged at the shoe as though he could twist it as the smith did countless times in his sight. 


“That’s what the merchant said and he warned us that we’d be rolled over like a mountain seedlin’ under an avalanche if we didn’t flee. Quickly!”


“Are those the merchant’s flowery words or a ‘Barining’?”


Barin grinned again and released his grip on the horse’s last hoof. He stood and straightened his back with a deep breath that swelled his chest. Warrick tossed the still-twisted shoe into Barin’s wooden tool bucket. 


“That merchant’d put my poor speakin’ to shame,” Barin allowed. “In his words, ‘Zorasch is as scurrilous a villain as ever we’ll see.’ Then, after he’d yammered on and on about his havin’ ‘a heart as evil as a river rat’ and that he’d ‘rule the world’ if he ‘didn’t poison himself with the lizards and snakes’ he controls with his voice, I grew well and truly tired of him.”


“That’s when you decided he needed to know something of the Wheltentown will to resist,” Warrick interjected, stroking the forelock of the bay Barin finished.


“I see you’ve heard somethin’ of my story already." Moving to the other horse, Barin continued, “Aye, and what a sight it made, seein’ him all a-bubble. Still and all, it’s a pure tragedy that he’d be killed yesterday.”


The friends discussed the story of the animal-driving conqueror until the other horse stood on new shoes. Warrick wanted desperately to share his recent wonders with his friend but somehow, he could not. They whiled away an hour until the smith interrupted them.


“Ah laddies, you’ll wear out your jaws and ears usin’ them so heart’y. Warrick, it’s time Barin was exercisin’ his other muscles to more benefit. Unless you’ll be wantin’ to become a smith yerself, I’ll be needin’ you to talk with him later of an evening.”







Reetha and Windle rode front and back on the young dappled mare. Short for a working horse and likely to turn stout as she aged, she prettily lifted her long fetlocks. Reetha’s young legs stuck out straight as she bounced on the saddle. The excitement of day’s shopping drained from both girls and the baskets hanging behind them on either side sagged with cabbages, cauliflowers, and loaves of long dark bread.


The garden at the farmstead grew some fruits and vegetables but the family’s major work focused on the goats and their weavings from their long hair. Two times a week, someone from the family would go into the shops for fresh foodstuffs and news, and to deliver their handiwork. While their weaving was intricate and beautiful, the colors they made with family-secret dyes made treasures of their rugs and hangings. What money they possessed came from trading their work through a merchant in the village to others passing through Wheltentown. 


“What do you think of that traveling merchant being murdered?” asked Windle, more of herself than of Reetha. “In our village! A murder and a bloody warning note! Mother’ll be speechless when she hears!”


Two separate strands of conversation ensued. Their time together often went like this, with each happily preoccupied and chattering. They never seemed to mind that the one did not answer until the questions changed enough to catch the attention of the other.


“I loved that little dog,” said Reetha, dreamily moving her light molasses-colored hair from her eyes. “We need a dog like that to help us with the goats." A sleepy smile began to form on her lips as she thought of the dog, remembering the lap of its tongue on her cheek.


“I bet the innkeeper was in a stew over the merchant’s murder,” said Windle. “He’s so funny when there’s trouble, always puffing up his chest and talking like he’s got everything ‘well in hand’ when he doesn’t know his chins’re in his ale pot.”


Reetha continued to talk of her new love. “Spotted dogs are the best, so you can see them better. That little puppy had a big spot right over his eye. Have you ever seen a spot like that?”


“And what will Mother say about this Zorasch business?” Windle muttered. “I suppose that’s going to worry her mightily.”


“If we get a puppy, we can train it to help with the goats." Reetha’s mouth straightened into a resolute line as she thought of ‘working the dog’ as she saw some of the village boys do. “Of course, I would do it very differently than they do.”


“Reetha, hasn’t it been wonderful to go by ourselves today?" Windle paused as the peculiarity of it overwhelmed her enthusiasm for being trusted to go alone. She and Warrick often went together and Marta took her girls with her but they never went to the village alone. 


Picking at an errant thread on the shoulder of Reetha’s dress as they bounced along, she mulled things over in her mind. “Something’s going on we don’t know about, something Warrick was thinking about when he came off the Mountain. We’ve got to find out what Mother and Warrick’re up to, Reetha.”


Reetha stopped her talk of dogs and spots. The pressure of Windle’s arms around her waist altered and she could sense Windle mused to herself. She knew enough to listen when Windle turned thoughtful like this.


“What could it be?” asked Windle. “Warrick looked so much like Father last night, stern and ... hawkish, if you know what I mean.”


Saying nothing, Reetha nodded and thought of what she saw when she remembered her father. Warrick and Falcon were much alike but she saw them in a way she never shared with anyone. It never seemed right somehow before and still did not.


As they rode farther, withWindle now quiet, Reetha’s attention drifted back to that dog with the spot circling its eye. The mare slowed to a lazy walk in the afternoon heat. Reetha’s small chin fell to the soft fabric of her dress and her eyelids flickered and closed. 


“I’ll bet it has something to do with Father’s chest in the tack room!" Windle’s sudden energized statement startled both horse and sister. “I remember when Father was dying,” she continued. “I over … I heard him tell Mother to open it for Warrick when he became a man. And Warrick’s becoming a man. He’s taller than most of the village now." The tingle of her agitation raced up her back with a prickling rush.


Windle’s mind whirred as they caught their first glimpse of their farmstead through the trees. “I’m going to find out what happened today even if it pinches me! They can’t keep secrets from me anymore. I’ve got to know what’s going on!”


With that, Windle urged the mare forward into a pretty lope, still restraining her from a pace that would spill the cabbages. Practical Windle would not allow that. 


Reetha reached out to grip her hands upon Windle’s wrists, guiding the mare as Windle would ever guess.







Warrick swung the gelding by the shops to see if Windle and Reetha lingered there. Having heard they traveled homeward, he started on the road home himself, but something prompted him to divert to the road to Yarmouth where Barin said villagers found the merchant’s wagon. Now, why should I want to see it for myself? he questioned.


It did not take long for him to come upon the site of the murder. Still on its side, the wagon lay empty and skeletal. One wheel creaked as it turned in the dry breeze. The tracks of wheels, footprints and hooves traced the recent visit of villagers sent to gather the merchant’s animals, gear and trading goods. 


Dismounting from Shadow, Warrick walked around to view the undercarriage of the wagon. As he laid his hand on the wooden seat and stepped over the tongue, he saw a dark patch of moisture marking the place where the poor man died. A castaway scrap of fabric hung in a bush nearby, stained with dark red and attracting flies. Obviously used as a means of smearing the warning on the planking of the wagon box, it sent a fierce tremor through the lad as he spied it. As Barin quoted to him earlier, the message on the bottom read, “Thus dies all who defy Zorasch the Conqueror!”


The scent of blood left him stifling his wretched stomach. Dropping to his knees, Warrick frantically scooped handfuls of dust over the dried puddle and then he began to fling more onto the message itself. He stumbled forward on his knees and scrubbed the writing with a clump of vegetation he yanked from the ground. Then, jumping up, he ran to the bush to retrieve the fabric, crying, “How could a man do to this to another? Stab him and then use his own blood as ink?” 


Digging deeper into the dirt with breaking fingernails, he made a hole for the rag and covered it as though burying the man whose blood dyed it. “What kind of monster is this Zorasch?” he shouted and then leaped into Shadow’s saddle. The horse burst into a gallop without spurring, reacting to Warrick’s jumble of emotions. 


After some headlong miles, the intensity of Warrick’s emotions built like blizzard snow on a mountain crest and then dropped like a dizzying swirl into a deep ravine. The rapid rush and receding left him spent and slack-witted. Again, without a command from but responsive to his rider, Shadow slowed to a walk.


The well-trod dirt road from the village to the farmstead stretched before them. At one point, it paralleled a stream coming from the Mountain. Immense cottonwood trees lined the watercourse and overhung the road. The afternoon wind tossed the branches and cotton fluff filled the air. At last coming to himself, Warrick reined Shadow in near a pool shaded by the tallest of the trees. He dismounted and let his horse graze on the sweet feed adjoining the water.


Sliding his back down against a grooved trunk, Warrick sank deep into the grass at the base of the ancient tree. Water skeeters peacefully skimmed the surface of the pool in front of him. Still with clenched jaws, he dragged a long willow wand through the shaded water breaking their quiet contentment. 


Running from the burden of the Book all afternoon, he left his unbidden responsibility unattended. It did not feel so unbidden now. The reality of Zorasch’s evil intent and the need to thwart it burrowed into him like a nest full of ticks. He experienced again the tight feeling in his chest that came to him as he first read the elegantly lettered verse that morning. 


“’Direst circumstance’, indeed!” he said, forgetting his earlier derision. His neck and shoulder muscles stood out in painful knots. Leaning forward, he rolled his neck, hunched his shoulders, and twisted his torso. Then he thrust his hands into the water to wash away the dirt and blood. The skeeters skated down the stream to a quieter place. 


“All right! Not knowing how I’ll do it, there’s work to be done! I’ll go back and learn from the book and then we’ll see what I can do,” he barked to the water. Straightening and standing up, he squared his shoulders feeling a motivating tingle move over him. Pulling up another willow wand, he whacked the old tree as though dueling Zorasch until the green branch shattered.


The vengeful feeling carried him all the way homeward. Just before reaching the farmstead, however, the terrifying warnings of his new enemy, the utter lack of a plan to combat him, and his own youthful limitations seemed to descend upon him like a shadow. “I’ll not shirk the legacy of Whelt,” he murmured to himself, “but, oh, it seems so little time ago that it was just Father and Mother, the girls and me, ... tending goats and feeling ... free." Grimacing over his inadvertent rhyming, he turned into the lane leading to the cottage.










CHAPTER SEVEN

WORDS & WEAPONS







THE LIVELY FEMALE supper conversation bubbled over like sudsy running water as mother and daughters compared and commented upon versions of the merchant’s tragedy. Marta complimented her girls for their handling of their day alone but she resolved to exercise additional care for them in the future. She silently weighed whether sending them alone showed wisdom in spite of their safe return. She thought, I won’t send them alone again, things being dicier now.


Warrick slumped on his stool forming his food into green, white, and brown clumps and masses. Marta decided not to scold his grumbling responses to questions and the girls soon ceased trying to engage him. 


“What’ll Zorasch do, Mother?” Windle inquired. 


Marta knit her brows, wondering how to answer. After hearing the news of the Conqueror earlier, she caught herself over-tying her knots and tight-stretching her yarn. This question troubled her all afternoon. 


“The eastern cities beyond the Mountain are vast and rich. Within months, the pass over the Mountain’s shoulder will be blocked by snow." She looked down at the back of her hand and rubbed the blue vein that showed through her creamy skin before continuing. “If the army’s coming and if they’re hoping to see Waxon this year, they’ll push forward at speed.”


“Will they attack us? Like the merchant said?" Mirroring her mother, Windle’s forehead furrowed as she watched her mother’s long finger working at the vein.


“Who can say? They’d find little of value here compared with the cities they’ve already conquered or the cities ahead.”


“Surely we’re just in their path, not in their plans,” commented Windle.


Warrick straightened and put down his fork. “Zorasch is our enemy as much as anyone else’s. You don’t know the half of what he’s capable of! Perhaps we need to think about stopping him. ”


“Stopping him!” Windle spouted sarcastically, missing Warrick’s jibe at her ignorance. “With all those ferocious animals and an army of well-armed soldiers? How could we stop him?”


Warrick and his sister stared hard into each other’s eyes. Marta reached out to them. Her touch upon their shoulders shattered the thoughts that clacked together like staves. Windle dropped her eyes and muttered something placating. Mumbling an apology, too, Warrick excused himself from the table and slinked off to his room.


“What was that, Mother? What’s happened to him? What’s …” Windle’s string of questions were growing longer but Marta snipped it with her look. Windle’s own green eyes opened wide and she grew silent.


“You must be patient, Windle,” Marta said at length. “Warrick’ll tell you soon enough, I’m sure. Now, help me with these dishes.”







With the silent washing up done, Windle helped Reetha into their bed in the loft. Hearing them settle in, Warrick took a lamp to the barn. Deliberately, he uncovered the chest and unbuckled the lid. This time he examined the crimson cloak inside the top closely. Thick woven, it carried the color of his mother’s family dye and the fabric woven from the long, soft fibers of mountain-raised goats’ hair.


Drawing the Book from the chest, he touched the hard smoothness of the burgundy wood cover and set it aside for later. With a deep breath, he delved deeper into the chest. Folded on one side were another chain mail shirt and a leather jerkin. He tipped them up to see that nothing laid beneath them. The chain mail shirt seemed as light and bright as the one in the Armory Cave, not fashioned for a man’s frame. Holding up the jerkin, Warrick could sense no stiffening of the leather from age. Its surface looked buttery and burnished by use.


On the other side of the chest, stacked on a large square oilskin package tied with twine, laid a leather bag and a smaller, intriguing box. The bag enclosed the bright metal arrow points Falcon instructed Warrick to fit onto the straightest and strongest of the arrow shafts they made. With these and the spiral fletchings, those arrows flew farther, faster and truer than all the rest. Warrick never knew them to nick or mark or turn on a bone. Over two hundred arrow points loaded the bag--a veritable armorer’s treasure.


This box is beautifully made. Like a casket for something precious, Warrick thought with some apprehension. Polished burgundy wood glowed with rich depth in the lamplight. A circular snarling lion seal adorned the lid, recessed in the wood. Nothing else projected from the rectangular shape of the box. As Warrick tilted the box for a careful view, he could see thin seams along the top and sides but no apparent hinges. There seemed no way of opening the box.


Curiosity piqued, Warrick wondered if he should shake it to guess what lay inside. The most beautiful piece of artisanship he had ever seen, the box evoked additional attraction from him with each moment. Its weight and worth and antiquity reached deep within him. As he held it, the surrounding tack room seemed to fade from his consciousness. 


Suddenly he stood high on the Mountain Peak. The air appeared clear and filled with the sparkle of dawn. Looking around him, he could see the far-off eastern cities beyond the Mountain with wide, flashing rivers leading down from the slope to them. The sun enlivened the air around him and he gazed at his arms and hands. The hair on his forearms gleamed in the sunlight and mature, sinewy strength rippled along them.


Turning his back to the warmth of the rising sun, he peered upon Wheltentown and the plain beyond. Shadows still covered the slope leading to the village but Wheltentown lay peacefully below. Raising his eyes down the twisting road across the plain to the horizon, Warrick observed dark smoke rising far, far away in the direction of a distant city. His brow knit with concern and the bright image began to blur and dim. Once again, he detected the flickering lamplight, smelled the old leather, and glanced around him.







A quick movement at the edge of his vision brought him back to reality. Putting the box down, Warrick drew his dagger and crept warily in the direction of the open door. His sense of the movement led him to search behind its heavy oak. Windle let out a frightened squeak as his hard warrior’s hand threw the door closed, revealing her cowering behind it.


Her auburn braids seemed to flame around her freckled face. Bright green eyes studied the menacing dagger before her. Warrick’s battle-readiness retreated. He breathed a deep sigh and Windle blew out a long breath. Then, he stabbed the dagger deep into the wooden wall.


“Bright Lightning, Windle! What are you doing here? I could’ve killed you!” he roared.


“I ... I ... I was just wanting to ... I was just wanting to know what you’re so worried about." Windle stammered at first, small and timid against the wall. Then her resolve strengthened and she stood up straight, pulling herself up to the tip of her toes to confront him. “You and Mother are always trying to keep things from me. I want to know what’s happening. I can help!”


A rush of feet preceded the opening of the tack room door. Marta’s face looked stern-set and intent. “Warrick, what’s wrong?”


Windle’s defiant scowl matched Warrick’s angry glare. “Windle just had to find out what was happening. Lady Snoop thinks we need her help to handle it.”


Marta extended a hand to Windle. Throughout the last year without Falcon, she leaned on Windle more and more. She knew her young daughter possessed more steel than silliness. One to reckon with, she would not be denied once she set her mind to something. Windle took her hand and stepped closer to her mother. They both now faced Warrick in unified strength.


“Perhaps Windle can help,” said Marta with a mother’s authority. She may have a role to play in your destiny, Warrick. Come, let’s sit down and tell her.”


Overriding Warrick’s protesting grimace with a stiff look, Marta directed Windle to the bench near the open chest. Warrick spun completely around in frustration. With eyes raised, he shook his head wildly. With clenched jaws, he clicked his tongue. With upright arms, he could tell he could not keep anything from either of them any longer.


Resolved to share with them, he plopped down on a saddle horse. He opened the tale by describing the setting sun’s ray striking the Dragon’s back and closed with his experience at the merchant’s wagon. In long retelling, it sounded incredible but as Windle’s eyes grew wider and her enthusiasm swelled, Warrick felt her sharing of the burden and took strange comfort from it.


Full of questions and suggestions, Windle seemed ready to burst. Warrick turned his head and covered a smirk with his hand as Marta patiently dealt with some of them. His mind wandered as his mother accommodated and channeled Windle’s eager intensity. 


Lady Snoop is right, he thought. Here’s a girl who’ll rule a husband. She’ll be worse than the innkeeper’s wife ... And yet more kindly. 


He watched her animated concentration for a moment. She thinks she has something to give that no one else can. An impression swelled within him. And she will, he acknowledged in astonishment at the truth that rang like a silver bell in his mind.


After Windle’s words changed into deep forehead-creasing thought, Marta made it time for Windle to return to her bed in the loft. The exchange left all three all of them exhausted. Warrick went over to the chest, hefted the arrow point bag, and stroked the small chest as though to say, “We’ll have another go tomorrow." Replacing them in the chest, he closed the lid and then proceeded to bed himself. The larger oilskin packet remained undiscovered and unnoticed.







Early in the morning, Warrick his eyes opened wide-awake. Rested after a dreamless sleep, his waking felt wonderful. He leapt from bed eager to be at the learning.


In the tack room with a lamp again, Warrick spread the Book open on his knees. Passing by Falcon’s greeting and the verse of the first page, he flipped to a leaf with less flowery handwriting and illustration. To his surprise, the writing seemed conversational, like the training Falcon gave him.


“I am Sternen, Lord of the Ninth Generation, warder of the secrets of the Whelten warriors. Your reading of this book is part of the instruction intended to train you in the ancestral way. For some, it is the only contact you will have with your destiny. For others, it is a continuation of your apprenticeship.


“These pages will acquaint you with the Words, the Ways, and the Weapons of our family. While some things may seem magical at first, there is no magic here---only the power of generations dedicated to a noble cause and the learning of lessons others may have dismissed. There is a power all around us that is part of the core of things. It is that which keeps order in the on-going creation. We have learned somewhat of that power and cherish it.”





Warrick looked up from the book, thinking that he might see the ancient warder standing before him. He felt a connection with the man and his message as though his heart turned to his heritage.





“When the first of our folk came to live near the Mountain’s loveliness, there were others here---a dying and dwindling race whose language rang with a tingling influence over all that heard it. These people fought among themselves and corrupted their culture. There was very little left among them but violence and bitterness. They were past feeling any remorse for themselves or their enemies.


“The last real man among them came to a sense of the tragedy of his people. He taught his language and how to use it to the family of Whelt. His cautions concerning the use of the Words should be emblazoned in the heart of any Whelten heir seeking to honor his forebears.


“Remember, one who would wield the power of Words: Those who listen, do so without will. To you who speak the Words of Power must come the voice of conscience. Never force a living thing to act beyond its realm. Its soul will writhe in conflict and your purpose will consume it.


“The Words can gather, scatter, lead, and turn aside but should not coerce a thing to change its nature. Good will be good until it partakes of evil of its own will and Evil is ever contrary. The Words can change a course of action but will not remake the heart. You must not use them to convert, only to divert.”





Warrick turned away from his reading. Through the window, he could see his grazing goats. They were not mindless copies of each other. Their individual personalities revealed themselves to him in their faces and their movements. When he used the Words of Gathering, a moment of swirling hesitation always occurred before each complied, independently. He remembered how Falcon described this as individual instances of hearing as the goats, as single entities, responded at their own paces and in their own manners to the power of the Words.


Marta entered the tack room while Warrick read. She watched him concentrating. When he looked away, seeming to reflect, she hesitated for a few heartbeats and then said softly, being careful not to arouse a similar reaction as last night’s outburst with Windle, “Warrick, there’s a lot to that book. It’ll probably wait for you to have some breakfast." Stepping closer to him, she smiled and reached out to touch his face.


He looked up but without alarm and grinned lopsided grin in return. “You’re right, Mother. If all of it is like what I’ve just read, I may grow enough hair in here to need shearing like one of the goats.”


“And a handsome hanging it’d make too,” said Marta as she caressed the back of his head. Warrick closed the Book, replaced it in the chest, and accompanied Marta to the cottage.







Shearing, reading and talking about what he read monopolized their days and nights. It all became part of their daily the routine. At the end of two weeks, the golden hair of the goats gorged rough cloth bags in the barn and Marta and the girls worked hard combing and spinning it into thick yarn. The goats needed to return to pasture on the Mountain. Warrick and Marta conferred in front of the fire concerning how they should handle it.


The reading tested Warrick. Along with the demanding, concentrated thought, he found himself reviewing a lifetime of lessons his father taught him. Sternen, the warder of the Book, became a new member of the family. His forethought startled them and his language sounded more like a storyteller’s than a dry historian’s. He seemed to scan down the generations to their time, discerning the thoughts and feelings his teachings engendered in Warrick. The boy shared his insights with Marta, and more and more freely with Windle and even Reetha. All together around their table in hearth light one evening, mother and daughters listened as Warrick read the words Sternen wrote concerning the legendary battle between Whelt and the Dragon of the Mountain. 


“I found this in the first few pages of the Book,” Warrick said by way of introduction.





“Thus have I, Sternen, pruned the story of our illustrious sire:


“Whelt’s thighs gripped the great raptor’s back as they plunged down upon the unsuspecting Dragon. Wings tucked, the warrior eagle stooped headlong as if to rip a trout from a mountain lake. This prey could not be carried away, however. It filled the sky with flame and force of wing, roaring and bellowing in rage. 


“Man and mount burst through the cindered ash cloud swirling about the Dragon’s head. With the monster’s attention focused upon the earth beneath, they approached unnoticed behind its tall horns. Rushing draft from huge sweeping wings masked the sound of Whelt’s sword as he slashed down upon the bony ridge above the beast’s eye. Whelt’s shoulder numbed at the impact but his blade sliced a brilliant furrow through burnished scales. Belching a gout of fire into the sky, the Dragon swung away from its attackers while a filmy second lid blinked lava-bright blood from its wounded eye.


“As Whelt and his eagle watched the Dragon wheel away, the sun shimmered through its vermilion-veined wings. The warriors had little time or inclination to admire. Completing a wide arc, the Dragon sped back toward them. Sulfurous steam columns trailed from its nostrils and flames flared from between its bared teeth. The fire parted around the invisible, protective shield Whelt summoned with Words of Power but the heat stole away breath and lift. Spinning dizzily downward, his heart throbbed in his throat until the eagle’s wings caught the lower, cooler current and they rose high aloft again well away from their prey turned attacker.”





Engrossed in the reading, Warrick glanced up as though to ask whether he should continue. Reetha grasped his hand in encouragement and Windle nodded her head rapidly. He smiled at his mother and returned to Sternen’s prose.





“The warrior eagle was sizable and powerful enough to carry the man’s muscular frame but compared to their foe, they were, together, like an irritating mosquito. Whelt, defender of the village below, called upon the eagle for help against the Dragon’s attack. The Words of Power he wielded gave him mastery over diverse resources. Beast and man, air and water, earth and growing things were subject to their command depending on the strengths of will of the speaker and the object commanded. Whelt perfected use of the Words of Power and his sword was fashioned with their influence, but their commands struck without impact on the crazed Dragon.


“Airborne flames enveloped them again as the Dragon was upon them once more. Even their surrounding insulating shield crackled in the blistering heat. Whelt felt the eagle compensate this time. They rode the empty air downward and away from the Dragon’s snapping jaws and clawing feet. With projected thought-symbols rather than words, Whelt signaled appreciation to his friend for this canny adjustment with an image of an eaglet gulping down a sliver of fish. The eagle rose upward with powerful wing thrusts to regain an upper position. 


“Looking down from a safe distance on the monster beneath them, man and eagle now could marvel together over the last of the fiery flying folk. With the same Words of Power that Whelt plied, an ancient race harnessed all but this most formidable of its breed. It alone escaped their sadistic dominion. For generations, the evil ones captured dragons and bent them to their will. At last, tiring of the dragons’ continual efforts to escape, the evil ones drove them viciously to destroy the beauties of their own mountainous homeland and poisoned all but this last remnant of their race. 


“Mad with fury, the Dragon incinerated those responsible for the genocide with its searing breath. Unfortunately for Wheltentown, this was not enough to slake its thirst for revenge. Like a rabid dog, it leapt upon this the nearest village with head lowered and foaming steam sizzling from its muzzle. Only the elimination of all those who walked upright upon the land, whether good or evil, would satisfy its solitary grief. 


“In the midst of its attack, however, this stinging, blood-drawing nuisance came to harry and distract. Once more, the Dragon’s thunder of anger and agony shook the few homes of the village still standing. The soaring warriors were no match for its size but its fire showed scant effect upon them and they were elusive enough to avoid claw and tooth. Worse for the Dragon, when they were able to get within the ambit of its fire’s path, they struck again and again with Whelt’s horrible sword. To its astonishment, the bleeding cuts burned with a fire more grievous than its own breath. Desperate, disbelieving rumbles rocked the forgotten village below as the fight stormed on above them.”





Warrick swallowed and licked his dry lips. Windle moved his mug of goat’s milk toward him and he took a deep drink. “Please read on,” Marta asked.





“The Dragon had always won its battles and its scales never were penetrated before. It flew faster and faster, hoping now to jostle them from the sky. If its flying was fleet, theirs was quick and agile. They juked and jibed away from its rushing onslaughts untouched and unscathed. Working together as though joined in mind and body, the warriors continued their assault while the Dragon tired from exertion and loss of blood. 


“As it circled round to strike again, the Dragon spied a knot of sheep being hurried from the village. Overwhelming hunger and thirst seemed to shout above any remaining need for vengeance. Days and nights without rest or food cried out to its self-preserving instincts. Dismissing the stinging irritants for a moment, it dove toward the sheep with jaws wide and talons outstretched.


“Above, the warrior eagle plummeted downward in its wake. While the Dragon impaled and inhaled sheep, Whelt leapt from his eagle onto its head. He wobbled precariously until catching hold of a horn. Eructing fire and erupting into the sky, the Dragon rocketed upward. A bloody lamb bawled to the earth as the Dragon forgot its meal, revolted at the touch of detestable man upon its scales. This was the way the evil ones rode its race, bestride their heads while clutching their horns. It could not abide this last attempt at dominion.


“Unable to use his sword amid the frenzy of the Dragon’s fierce movements, Whelt tried again to govern it with Words of Power. Struggling against the force that conquered its folk, the creature surged ever harder through the air. Whelt’s teeth rattled with the rush of wind around him and he clamped them shut until his jaws ached. “There’s nothing left to command,” he thought, as the Words seemed to skip off the madness in the monster’s mind like pebbles on a lake.


“Stoically Whelt held on as the Dragon plunged and pitched, further exhausting itself in wild desperation. At last with its pointed purple tongue dangling down from the corner of its mouth, it climbed away from the village scarcely able to keep airborne. Whelt, sensing an opportunity, released his grasp and set his feet. With both hands upon the hilt of his sword, he drove the point into his foe’s head. Splitting scale and bone, the Word-enhanced weapon sunk into the Dragon’s brain up to the cross-guard. After one final beat, the awesome wings ceased and the creature dropped from the sky like a stone.”





“Oh, my!” exclaimed Marta. All three of his listeners looked from Warrick’s face to the pages before him, encouraging him to finish the story.





“Before the Dragon crashed down upon the Mountain beneath them, Whelt launched a frantic thought to the eagle, and trusting all, vaulted into the air. The straining eagle raced to a position beneath him. Landing astride the eagle’s back again, Whelt settled himself between his feathered shoulders with his heart ready to burst. The eagle filled his mind with congratulatory symbols as they turned to watch the falling Dragon.


“Hindquarters first, the beast smashed against the slope, pinning one gigantic wing. As dust rose to meet them in the sky above, the spiked tail slammed down, engulfing a meadow with its vast bulk. Then, the Dragon’s heavy head crushed the high reaches of forest below the summit in a tumult of shattering boughs and trunks. At last, with a trailing tattered membrane drifting downward, its remaining wing spread like interleaving slabs of slippery black shale over a deep ravine. For five hundred spans, the smoking body snaked up the mountain from foothills to rocky peak. Huge dorsal plates marched upward like the stony wall of a dark fortress. 


“Although some said it happened overnight, many seasons passed before the fearful terror of the sky fully petrified. In time, wind and water, vine and root worked upon it and the carcass lost its beastly definition. To some it was, in truth, the Dragon’s Bones turned to stone, while others merely called it such. Whatever doubters might say or believe, generations of the family of Whelt keep the tradition of their heroic grandsire and his flying steed aflame in their memories and the Dragon’s Bones symbolizes their victory.”





At last, Warrick took his grey eyes from the book and they sparkled in the firelight. His heart beat a strong pulse in his neck and his skin prickled with the intensity of his reading.


“We’ve never heard the story in just that way,” commented Marta. “Down through the years and lives, we’ve lost the sense of so much of it.”


“It makes me shiver to think of Whelt’s courage,” Windle offered with arms wrapped around her.


Envisioning the three eagles that saluted him on the porch of the Armory Cave, Warrick wondered at the size of their grand sire. “The eagle must have been massive, to carry such a man as Whelt!”


With legs crossed and dangling free as she sat on the bench, Reetha thought, The Dragon wasn’t an evil beast. Just angry. As angry as some sunsets when a rainstorm’s about to fall so hard and strong. She raised her rag doll in the air, flying it with arms spread in swoops and circles in the fire’s light.


“That’s your birthright, Warrick,” Marta declared. “And you girls. You are of the blood of Whelt. Whatever may come to pass with Zorasch the Conqueror coming, my heart tells me these were the days for which you were born.”


They said no more but as the fire dimmed, their thoughts burned bright.







Not all the reading went so well. In the morning, Warrick encountered a wall he never experienced in learning from Falcon. The warder’s instructions read,





“You may have already been taught the Words of Gathering of Flocks or the Words of Quieting of Horses. These come easily to the young. Words of Puzzlement and Confusion are much more difficult. They have a tendency to befuddle even the speaker. You must master the power of the Words, draw in their essence and channel their force outward. Never be a listener as the Words flow from you. Just start them on their way and retreat to let them work.”





Sternen then furnished The Words of Puzzlement and Confusion with the recommendation to apply them on a sparrow, field mouse or like small animal first. Warrick studied them, reviewing the sounds of the syllables in the text. He squatted under a tree at the far end of the goat pasture when he spied a barn swallow playing in the evening wind currents. Haltingly, he released the Words at the unsuspecting bird. Sternen’s words predicted what came next.


Marta found Warrick on the second night, howling like a Mountain wolf at the full moon. Without cleaning up, he hastened to read Sternen’s explanation. Twigs and briars still tangled in his dark hair as he read. Mud still stained his trousers and a cattail stuck out of the back of his shirt.





“If you are reading these words after having observed the bedazzlement of your subject, you may feel some beginning sense of mastery over the Words of Power. If, on the other hand, you slink back to the book after a few days of crazed running in the woods, please return to the beginning of my discourse and concentrate more fully.”










CHAPTER EIGHT

THE MOUNTAIN







WARRICK TREKKED UP the Mountain trail ahead of the goats, leading Shadow by a halter rope. Marta and he decided he would travel by night, concealing both the horse and his packsaddle. One of the panniers carried the Book; the other held extra foodstuffs and supplies to store in the Armory Cave. “Warrick,” Marta told him with her mind humming in planning mode, “you might need to stay some additional time on the Mountain ... or the Cave might be a refuge sometime in the future. It’d be good having some provisions there just in case." 


“I could also use Shadow to carry down some of Whelt’s gear, Mother,” Warrick replied, thinking about what the future promised. 


What’s likely to happen?” he wondered to himself. This all seems so foreign, so much like a dream of the night rather than waking life. In years of traveling up this trail, I’ve never once done it in darkness like this, skulking and smuggling.


The moonshine illuminated the trail as innumerable stars furnished the clear sky overhead with bright pinpoints of twinkling light. Sweet fragrances of petal, loam, and leaf perfumed the air and the quiet clamor of nighttime noises under-toned the breeze. Warrick began to hum softly a village tune played often at harvest festivals. 


I don’t think most smugglers feel so easy in their skulking. It’s so good to go to the Mountain again. Is there a more peaceful, more beautiful place anywhere? he thought.


As he got deeper into the trees, he spied the stern eyes of an owl. It hooted at him and one bright yellow eye disappeared as it blinked. Shadow whickered and his ears twitched forward. He turned white-rimmed eyes to the right and Warrick breathed in his wariness. Deeper in the trees, Warrick saw the dark shapes of wolves paralleling their movement up the trail.


The bow across his back came first to his mind. Another time with wolves working with his father, he slew one with a single arrow. That deterred their following until the goats gathered and they placed fires to ward off the pack. As he reached for the bow, he thought of the Words of Power.


Still uncertain of his ability and with the memory of a cattail-prickle up his back, he hesitated to use the Words of Puzzlement and Confusion. The Words of Misdirection worked on that young kid, however. It followed what she thought was her mother’s scent halfway to the pasture spring before she became disinterested, he remembered. I watched from the barn loft amazed that they worked, then jumped to the ground and ran out to recover the little one.


Concentrating to the point of sweating, Warrick rehearsed the Words twice, issued them in a hoarse whisper, and retreated from them. The wolves stopped, lowered muzzles to the ground, and then moved intently deeper into the trees away from his herd. 


“Incredible! I may just be getting better at this, after all,” exulted Warrick to his horse. He thumped Shadow’s shoulder firmly in his fervor. 


“I don’t know how you did that, laddie, but I wonder what you’re doin’ sneakin’ abroad of an evenin’ with a packhorse like that,” croaked a voice in the dark.


“What? ... Who’s there?” said Warrick, boring into the night with all his senses. A hulking shape emerged from the Wheltentown side of the trail.


“Nobody but a poor smith’s son tryin’ to protect one of his customers. Are you sure that Shadow’s built to bear a pack saddle’s burden?”


“Barin? What are you doing here? Are you following me?”


“No laddie, I always climb the Mountain in the darkness and startle unsuspectin’ but suspicious goat herders.”


Barin stepped into the moonlight, his toothy-white grin splitting his dark face. He extended his huge hands, gripped Warrick by both shoulders and lifted him off the ground. 


“Now I hope you’ll be tellin’ me why you’re sneakin’ up the Mountain under the cover of darkness.”


“Put me down, you big troll. I won’t tell you anything while my feet are dangling in the air. Let’s get these goats up to their grazing and then we’ll talk.”







After the goats felt settled in the high meadow and with a camp established, Warrick and Barin sat by a small, crackling fire. Warrick’s thoughts crinkled and twisted like the tinder in the flames. What do I tell Barin? he thought. Barin, for all his curiosity, avoided putting any further pressure on his friend.


“It’s not much, Barin, I found something in a cave that I wanted to bring down in secret.”


“So you’ve found treasure on the Mountain, have ya?”


“The treasure on the Mountain is the quiet,” Warrick retorted, feeding the fire. After a moment, he continued, “It’s just some old warrior’s armor.”


“Warrick, laddie, the smith and I may be relative newcomers to the village but still and all, we’ve been, you and me, friends for a good many years. I’ve watched as you’ve tried to squirm your way out of the trouble I’ve landed you in. After so many chances, I can easily see the signs of you tryin’ to tie a slip knot.”


Warrick sat silent for a long time. He watched the heart of the flames. A bright cave formed among the burning branches. It reminded him of the smith’s forge and he almost heard the ringing of his hammer. 


He thought, Barin’s been my friend since he and the smith came to the village ... was it seven summers ago? With all the playing, mischief, wrestling, and talking, Barin’s never been anything but honest with me. He’s as true as anything the smith’s ever forged.


An errant blue flame ran along a stick projecting from the inner core of heat. Warrick looked out of the flames directly at Barin.


“I am Lord of the Thirty-first Generation of the Family of Whelt.”


“Right!” Barin snorted. “And I’m Zorasch the ruddy Conqueror.”


Warrick shook his head as though he knew this would be Barin’s reaction but undeterred now, he said, “Okay, let me start at the beginning.”


“That’d be a comfort to me, the endin’ bein’ so startlin’.”


Warrick commenced at the beginning and as the dawn began to reveal shimmering dew on the meadow’s green leaves, he finished it--the beginning that is. 


Where it leads before it’s finished, I can’t tell, he considered as he stretched his frozen muscles. I wish I felt better about dropping all of this on Barin! He looks like he’s carrying the miller’s stone on his back. Barin’s part of my lot, too, seemingly. I’m feeling that now. 


Warrick massaged his temples trying to get rid of a painful headache. They rested for a moment watching the sunrise and then Warrick led Barin to the Armory Cave.







By the light of the torch, Barin saw the tokens of Warrick’s destiny. He raised his meaty arms high, placing his hands on the ceiling of the cave. Closing his eyes and shaking his head, he rumbled, “Ah, Warrick, what a strange life it is." 


He dropped to his knees before Whelt’s breastplate. His thick fingers touched the steel tenderly. Appreciatively, he traced the intricate chasings with his fingertips. “Here’s a master armorer at work, to be sure. And have a look at that helm! It’s a thing of rare beauty!” he cried. 


With whistling awe, he surveyed the rest of the weapons and artifacts in the cave. Then at last, hefting Whelt’s chain mail, he stammered, “I’ve a secret too, don’t you know,” as a bubbling amazement prompted him to speak.


Warrick knelt lost in a kind of reverie as Barin moved through the cave. At Barin’s words, he cocked his head and asked, “A secret? What’s that?”


“Aye. My father’s a master smith but even a better armorer. Before comin’ to Wheltentown, we lived in cities both east and west. Movin’ from place to place, he made armor for those who knew the best. His skill’s with mail most especially. He’s taught me some’hat of his craft, in secret, but never’ve I seen mail like this. The links’re still bright with a metal I don’t know, after what must be two hundred, three hundred summers. What a wonder!”


“The Book speaks of weapons and armor, but I haven’t reached that point in it yet.”


“Can we have a look at that part?”


“I’m not sure you should read from the Book.”


“You do the readin’ then. I’ll do the listenin’.”


“I don’t know if I should read it out of sequence. The strangest things happen to me when I’m careless.”


“Oh aye, the little lesson of the Words of Confusion, hmm?”


“Yes, it makes me shiver just to think of me baying at the moon again.”


“I’d’ve loved to see you bayin’, laddie,” Barin said playfully. Then, responding to his friend’s scowl he offered, “Well, let’s be watchful of each other. I must know what the mail’s made of. After some breakfast, of course.”


Reluctantly, Warrick agreed. They carried the mail back to their campsite. Warrick packed it in his pack and then checked on the goats as Barin prepared a simple meal.







With the meal eaten and cleaned up after, Warrick opened the Book, turning to his marker two-thirds of the way through the pages on the Words of Power. The leaves fluttered in a puff of breeze and the skirmish line of morning sunlight progressively brought the Mountain out of its own shade. 


As he turned past various instructions, the titles lettered on the pages locked in Warrick’s mind for later review. Words of Diversion of Waters, Words of Confounding of Language, Words of Understanding of Tongues, Words of Healing, Words of Plant Growing, Words of Calming, Words for Attracting Lightning, Words of Disarming a Dragon! 


Barin sat at his right shoulder, scanning the titles, too, with wide eyes.


Before Warrick could stop to read under this last title, Barin said, “Warrick, we’d better be movin’ beyond that. There’s a title that’d make an anvil fly." His thick hands clenched and unclenched as he tried to control his restlessness. Warrick scowled a bit as Barin crowded him. Barin, with an apologetic shrug, plopped down across the fire from his friend and tried to possess himself with patience enough to listen. 


Warrick’s mouth twisted into a half-smile as he watched his friend. It seemed something like seeing a red-hot piece of steel hissing in a quenching trough. Only this piece of work doesn’t cool, he thought. 


Turning his attention to the Book, Warrick confessed, “I ... I suspect you’re right. I can’t tell you how scared sweat-less those titles make me. I feel such a lad before the power of this Book. There are some times when it actually feels so heavy in my lap, my head gets dizzy and I see strange visions. One time I dreamed, or saw, myself on the Peak at daybreak and I looked to either horizon as though my eyes could see forever. I saw dark smoke arising from the cities across the plain.”


“That may not’ve been just your imagination,” Barin declared. “A traveler fleein’ from the West told stories yesterday of the burnin’ of Myrna by the Conqueror’s armies. They’re movin’ faster than mere smoke through the land.”


Warrick looked back at the heavy book in his lap. He read aloud the title, “The Armor of the Warrior”. It looked to be in Whelt’s hand not the warder’s. Barin began to grab for the Book from Warrick but restrained himself at another cautioning frown from his friend.


“You said you’d listen!”


“Oh, aye,” said Barin with resignation and plopped down again.


Warrick began again to go over the script, underscoring the words with his long, bronzed forefinger. 





“The armor of the Whelts has ever borne a protection for the wearer far beyond the usual. The Whelten armorers have followed an alloy kept from the world with far more care than many a tawdry tale of an ancestor’s dalliance. To the finest steel must be added the powdered dust of a dragon’s spine when the molten steel has just turned red-hot in the melting pot. The dust will rest on the skin of the melt until stirred with Burgundy Wood. No other stirring rod can stand the heat and not contaminate the alloy. Once stirred, the melt will flame deep purple and then the metal may be poured into whatever mold is needed.”





“Stir with a wooden rod--that’s not possible!” exclaimed Barin.


Warrick reached for his staff. With all his force, he smashed it down on a nearby rock. The rock almost cringed at the blow but the staff did not shatter as any other might. Warrick passed the staff to Barin.


“Why there’s not even a mark!” Barin exclaimed. “No wonder you’ve bested any in the village with a staff. This ‘Burgundy Wood’s harder than a steel spear shaft. Now where would you be findin’ such wood? Does the Book say anythin’ of that now?”


“Let me see,” said Warrick as he began leafing through the book. Brightly illustrated pages flipped by and Warrick wanted to stop to study them all but he kept going until a drawing of a beautiful tree filled the background of a page. Writing traced over the top of the tree read:





“I, Talcohn, Lord of the Twentieth Generation of the Family, will write of the Tree which has of her bounty armed us well. Her burgundy wood carries a native luster that rivals in beauty the marvel of its hardness. Long have I spent cultivating the spot on the far side of the Mountain where the Tree first grew, hoping that a single sapling might flourish. I was successful and trust that others down through time will tenderly nourish what may be our greatest family treasure. 


“You will find the tree by climbing the Dragon’s Bones to its head, then strike off to the right and up to the timberline. Once you reach the last pines before the timber thins, continue onward round the shoulder to the backside of the Mountain. Descend the first deep ravine, being careful of the shale, of course, for about two hundred and fifty spans. The ravine there branches into two. Follow the left one downward to a high meadow.”





“This lad forms a pretty long nail, doesn’t he now?” interrupted Barin.


“He’s almost finished,” said Warrick a bit defensively though he too hoped Talcohn would not make the reading as long as the journey.





“You shall find the Tree nestled back in the midst of aspen on the south side of the meadow. There, her branches spread from a single trunk, if weather or disease has not damaged her. Visiting her in summer, you shall find her crowned with dark purple leaves. These turn to brilliant burgundy as the frosts of autumn first herald the approach of winter.”





“I wonder, did this warrior’ve other passions in his life?” derided Barin.


“He is a bit smitten, isn’t he?” said Warrick, by now ready to leave off reading and get on the trail to the Tree.





“The Tree’s branches are filled with a golden sap. Live branches are as flexible as a willow-wand but once severed from the Tree, the sap hardens the branch to its astonishing strength. If you wish to shape a branch, it must be done within moments of cutting it from the tree and before removing the bark, unless you boil the suppleness back into it. After a hot, watery bath, you may work the wood again for a short time.”





“Is there more?” agonized Barin.


“Yes, but it’s more of the same and at the end he gets positively syrupy,” said Warrick after scanning the remaining text. “Let’s settle the goats and be on our way." 


With the goats bunched in the meadow, Warrick paused. The book needed protection. He could merely leave it at the campsite but a custodial care passed through his mind. The Book is in my hands, now, he thought. Mustn’t let it be lost or stolen. 


“We must leave the Book in the Armory Cave before we go, Barin. I must keep it safe,” Warrick announced.







After a stop at the Cave, their way led them far from the usual trail over the shoulder of the Mountain. The climbing used them hard on the steep rocky spine of the Dragon. The bright sun and the fatigue of a sleepless, talking night caught up with them before they reached the timberline. They halted there for breath, water from a goatskin, and a dark bread roll and cheese.


“This way leads far from the trail to the Pass. I wonder if anyone but a Whelt has climbed up here for a hundred years?” said Warrick.


Barin grunted and they started on again, around the Mountain’s shoulder and ultimately to the high meadow. They felt begrudgingly grateful for Talcohn’s detailed directions. Even the warning about the shale helped. They often lost their footing often and struggled to keep from sliding to a terrible end as they crossed it. 


Low-lying snowy white blossoms blanketed the meadow. Nothing would likely grow tall before late in the summer because of the altitude. A huge glacial deposit of snow above, sheltered from the warmest sun on this side of the Mountain, sent an icy freshet sparkling down the ravine. Branches of the stream crisscrossed the meadow, watering it deep and well. They moved across it, avoiding sodden ground.


Then they both froze. Sheltered by taller trees, the Tree still flourished. From a massive central ruddy trunk, thousands of branches spread out, covered with deep purple, glossy leaves. These whispered in the light breeze and the Tree shimmered as though clothed in slices of amethyst. She radiated royalty, stateliness, and dignity.


Barin, in a humbled whisper, said, “Lightning, Warrick, old Talcohn didn’t do her justice. Have you ever seen a color like this ... well, I don’t what it’s like? This Tree’s the Queen of the World!”


The color, movement and majesty of the Tree mesmerized Warrick as well. He walked over to her and touched the dark red bark. Reaching up, he ran his hand along a branch as thick as his wrist. He moved it back and forth, gauging and confirming the flexibility extolled by Talcohn’s rhetoric.


Somehow, it did not seem disrespectful to cut a smaller, slender branch amid the profusion of those growing. Warrick’s dagger easily sliced through a potential arrow shaft. Bright golden sap dripped from the end. He stripped off the leaves, removed the branching shoots, and peeled the bark, revealing the pink inner surface. He could feel it stiffening as he worked, cutting it to size, and sighed at its true, straight line. The surface of the shaft continued to darken and harden as he studied it.


Barin moved around behind the Tree. “Talcohn succeeded,” he cried. 


Seven healthy smaller trees grew at some distances from the Queen. Like blushing ladies-in-waiting, they too waved violet coronets in the breeze. The profusion of their combined upright branches could arm a legion without diminishing their grandeur.


“With these as bows and arrows and lances, Warrick, my laddie, the hosts of the Conqueror couldn’t be stopped. We’ve a secret here that must rest with us alone. I do believe a Whelten warrior armed with Burgundy Wood weapons could be bringin’ a dragon from the sky or haltin’ a horde of heathens clamorin’ for dominatin’ the very world.” 


“Now listen to who’s waxing eloquent about this tree,” chided Warrick. 


“It brings the lovin’ language from us all, seemin’ly.”


Warrick nodded a silent acknowledgment and strained to flex his new arrow shaft. He spun it in his hands imagining the sound of spiral fletching whistling in flight. Still more wonders! he thought. What other secrets’ll come to light? I’m feeling dizzy again.










CHAPTER NINE

THE VILLAGE













MARTA SWAYED AT her spinning wheel, inspecting the distaff collecting yarn made from the long, golden goat’s hair. Her unlined face veiled her age. Trim and lithe, she remained a handsome woman. Her fine, slender neck extended from the square collar of her blouse and her hair, the rich color of burnt umber, accentuated a complexion the color and consistency of cream. The slightest hint of sweet fragrance stirred as she shook her head to release the tension of her concentrated spinning. The budding radiance that unhorsed Falcon when he first saw her in her youth now crowned her as a mature mother of three. 


She fed wool from the soft under-fleece into the heavier yarn. This gave both the strength of the hair and the softness of the fleece to the finished strand. It formed just one component of the family weaving secrets that made her work so remarkable. 


As she watched the yarn and ran the wheel with her foot on the treadle, Windle and Reetha stirred bubbling pots of dyes. The colors scintillated in the heat. Earlier they dug the roots and gathered the leaves of those plants unique to the Mountain’s lower slopes. Brilliant azure, vibrant amethyst, crimson with a special fire, and teal as deep in green and blue together as glacial lake water in twilight rippled as they stirred them with long, dark burgundy spoons.


Contentment warmed the room like a welcome guest. Mother and daughters took pride in their work and anticipated the conversion of these prepared raw materials into the finished pieces woven on their looms. At a tender age, Windle displayed great talent in repeating a pattern counted and begun by her mother on the smaller loom located in the girls’ loft. She now worked on both the strength and touch needed to form the clever twill of warp and woof on the large loom in the main room of the cottage.


Once, Reetha learned the lessons of losing concentration as she stirred the dyes. Marta carried her screaming to the stream to cool the fire of splashed boiling liquid last summer. Now Reetha drew slow figures in the pots as patiently taught.


“Windle, it’s time to dye these spindles with the crimson,” said Marta as she finished the last of her spinning. “We’ll do seven today and then go to the village this afternoon.”


With the yarn bathed in the crimson dye and stretched to dry, Marta and the girls prepared lunch. They sat outside on the cottage porch to eat in the cool shade. After listing some of the items to purchase and people to see, Windle asked, “When do you think Warrick’ll come off the Mountain, Mother?”


“It’s hard to say. You never know how his reading of the Book will go. I’m worried about his learning of the Words of Power. He might find something there unanticipated that’ll send him home at once or keep him there preoccupied. This’s not a good time for predicting the future, is it?”


“All this talk of destiny is still quite airy, Mother. Sometimes the thought of Warrick as a warrior makes me ticklish,” said Windle with a smirk.


“Is that what was happening in the loft last night?" Marta drew both her girls into the conversation with her smile.


“No, Mother, Windle has the coldest feet,” replied Reetha. “She was sticking them on my legs and wiggling her toes. It tickled very bad. I started tickling her back and we got all a-giggle.”


“Well, whatever. I think you’ll find your brother’ll be changing rapidly from a goat-tending boy to an awesome warrior before your eyes. Your father trained him for long hours in the warrior’s way.”


“That all seems to make sense now, doesn’t it, Mother?" Windle commented as she examined a grape before popping into her mouth. “All those bruises and sore muscles Warrick used to hide, and Father watching the way he moved in those fighting patterns he’d practice when they thought no one was there to observe." 


The juicy sweetness flowed down her throat as she remembered the powerful gracefulness of her father now mirrored in her brother’s movements.







After lunch, they hurried on their way to the village. Much remained to do with even more news to garner. Rumors of the battles to the south and west came daily to Wheltentown as travelers fled eastward. In the open-air market, news transferred like a valuable commodity and Windle’s love of eavesdropping found various opportunities. She sidled among the speakers, catching brief snatches of conversations.


“Aye, he said the curved swords of Zorasch’s troops cleave clean through body and bone,” said a green apple-munching farmer’s son.


“If you’ll listen to ‘im, you’ll be believin’ the Dragon’ll fly again,” responded the miller’s apprentice.


“Well, I do believe him. He’s just come down the Great Road from Massehelm. His horses were as tuckered as I’ve ever seen four-legged beasts and so covered with the red dust of the road they looked like sorrels not bays,” offered another farmer.


“Many a man travels far these days,” pronounced the munching farm hand with a rueful shake of his head.


Windle jerked her eyes away from the gathering as the miller’s boy scowled at her. Realizing her eyes were wide and staring at them, she moved away but curled back around them to catch more. Four or five voices now melded into a single tale attracting her like a moth to a flame. 


“Did you see that servant or guard of his? There’s a man-of-arms for you! He must be a head taller than any of us and looks strong enough to lift your millstone single-handed. And did you see the fine cloak the old gentleman was awearin’?”


“Any man dressed with a robe like that has got to be more show than stuff,” the miller’s son scoffed as though qualified to offer an opinion.


“Aye, but it is a lovely thing, isn’t it? All glitterin’ with colors and strange symbols. Do you think he’s a magician or somethin’?”


“A magician? Why, you flax-headed fool! There’s more sleight of mouth to him than sleight of hand.”


“You watch who you’re callin’ flax-headed. I’m going to learn more of what’s happenin’. The man’s sittin’ there in front of the tavern. Look! There’s a crowd gatherin’ ‘round him!”


And, indeed, a crowd formed around an elaborately attired man and his attending man under the great tree outside the fountain tavern. The “old gentleman” removed his cloth-of-gold conical cap to reveal flowing white hair matched by a long beard. The train of his iridescent cape rested over the back of the stout wooden chair in which he lounged. Hhis light chain mail sparkled as sunlight filtered occasionally through the leaves of the huge tree. A rampant griffin worked in golden thread reared on the chest of his bright blue surcoat. He talked with great animation, gesturing with a goblet held loosely in a leather-gauntleted hand.


“Yes, my friends, Zorasch is coming and a great villain is he! Driving his hordes before him with snakes and lizards in his hands and sweeping the land with great elephants and tigers large enough to swallow whole the largest ewe to be found in this land of sheep and goats. He is an evil to be feared as no other before him--the embodiment of nightmares and dark fantasies conjured by witches and goblins.”


The people stared at the speaker, captivated by his delivery and presence. Standing behind him, darkly powerful and silent, his guardian watched the crowd intently. Give me strength! He’s doing it again, thought the somber warrior. Look at those fools drawing it in like sweet smoke!


His short, brick-brown cloak thrown over a shoulder showed a massive chest bare except for a leather-strapped breastplate adorned by a bronze swirl in the center. His muscled thighs extended below the metal pleats of a warrior’s skirt. A short sword in a sheath hung from the belt at his waist. Leather guards with bronze swirl ornaments protected his shins and forearms. Skin the color of the dressed leather accentuated a scowl etched deep in the creases and lines in his face.


“Ah, good people, the might of Zorasch is terrible to behold, and verily, have I seen it. I travel to the cities of the East to warn them of their impending destruction. They must arm themselves and become ready for the onslaught that will befall them.


“Kaschay, am I, plenipotentiary of the royal house of Waxon, king of the City of the Golden East. With Fist, my good man here, I was emissary to the courts of the kings of the western cities--before their destruction and enslavement by Zorasch. We escaped with our lives just before the Conqueror’s force fell on Massehelm.


“Long and late have we ridden to warn King Waxon of his peril. Now, we can ride no longer without rest. Rest must we in your village to gather our strength and provision ourselves before assaulting the mountain pass.”


Kaschay’s grey/blue eyes swept the crowd casually. He drank the remaining wine from his goblet and turned to place it on the table at his elbow. In rotating, he spied Marta standing with her girls on the edge of the arc of villagers surrounding him. Now there’s a handsome village wench, he thought. Just the type to make my rest comfortable. He rose and stretched grandly, allowing his cape to flash and ripple as he raised his arm underneath it.


“Fist,” he declaimed to the crowd rather than to the dark warrior, “Have you arranged for our animals to be reshod?”


Fist nodded his short-shorn head once in response. He noticed Kaschay’s eyes fall upon the lovely, auburn-haired woman on the border of the crowd. He knew the routine well. I’m tired of all this pretense and chicanery, he thought. What kind of man’ve I become to endure this rogue? There must be a way to free us from this despicable excuse for a man.


In far away Waxon, Kaschay’s people held Fist’s wife and newborn son as surety for his loyal guarding of the ambassador. The king employed this means to protect his retainers from the political treachery typical of his country. Hostages kept useful men committed to his purposes.


“The smith said it would be tomorrow before he could shoe them all. He said something about being short-handed,” said Fist in a dry, deep rumble.


“Very well, then, my good man. Abide must we in good Wheltentown for a time.”







Kaschay continued his performance as the crowd grew. It surprised Marta to see that in spite of the white hair and beard, other signs showed younger years. The skin of his tanned face stretched taut and smooth. His fluid, agile movements displayed theatrical intensity. He used his voice to dramatic effect, changing volume, pitch, and pacing to stress a point or to draw listeners to listen in rapt attention. 


Marta fumed as she watched him work the crowd. With all the traveling minstrels or players performing in the village, I’ve never seen anyone work an audience like this old fraud, she thought.


With gestures of grateful dismissal, Kaschay dispersed the crowd. They began to leave in twos and threes, at first without much talk, and then in animated commentary on his words. A week’s worth of talk would come from Kaschay’s first contact with Wheltentown.


Marta and the girls watched Kaschay and Fist approach them. The ambassador moved with a graceful gait, flashing the cape to remarkable advantage. Marta started when Kaschay stopped before them, removed his hat with a bow and a flourish, and queried with radiant charm, “And you, lovely mistress with your two pretty girls, are you afraid of the coming of Zorasch?”


Quite nonplused, Marta responded, “I don’t know what to think. It seems strange to believe Wheltentown would be of any concern to the Conqueror.”


“As I said, your peaceful village would be safe were it not on the road to the mountain pass leading to the rich cities of the East. Even your quiet pastures and barns may soon be crackling under the invader’s fire.”


“And what do you propose we do to avoid it?" Marta recovered herself and wanted nothing to do with the pompous man.


“Ah! There’s a question I would like to discuss with your husband and the village elders.”


Marta’s response came out flat and unwelcoming. “My husband is dead.”


Kaschay’s eyes gleamed with a lecherous twinkle.


“We’re doing well enough in his memory,” said Marta with a lift of her chin.


“Sure am I that you are, mistress,” purred the emissary, intrigued by her resistance. “May I offer my services in spite of your self-sufficiency?”


“They shall not be necessary,” said Marta.


“Good day to you and yours, then." Kaschay again bowed and swept the ground with his hat. Smiling, he led Fist into the inn, his robe flaring behind him.


Fist’s thoughts buzzed like a hive of angry wasps as followed his charge. Dark knuckles showed and crackled as he gripped his sword hilt with power that would crush a rock to powder.


Marta clutched Windle and Reetha to her with a shiver. “Now there’s a rascal I’d not trust to crack an egg for me,” she said.


“I don’t know what you mean, Mother,” protested Windle. “He’s the grandest gentleman I’ve ever seen. What is a plenipotentiary? Can you tell me of the cities to the East? Have you ever seen a man so ... so solid as that Fist? He looks to be made of old oak...”


“Windle, will you stop gobbling?” scolded Marta. “It’s time we were going home." With that, she stomped purposefully away to the place they left their horses.


With a startled look at her forceful words, Windle stopped her next words, closed her mouth, and ran to catch up with her mother and Reetha in stunned silence. What’s wrong with Mother? she wondered. She seemed to hate that fine gentlemen instantly!







As they neared their cottage after a long silent ride, Marta began to speak in the tones she used when trying to teach her children something important. 


“Your father once told me of a strange thing he observed in a city far away. A thatched roof caught fire on the home of a man he knew. Try as they might, the fire ignored the water they threw on it. The householder called to those on the bucket line to turn their attention to removing furniture from the home. He was pleasantly surprised to see some were already helping in that way ... until he noticed they were carrying his finest things to a cart nearby. When he called to them, they jumped to the reins and rushed off. Falcon told me there were people in the world who seek to profit from even the miseries of others. Something tells me that this Kaschay’s one of those.


“Now Windle, I’ll tell you the little of what I know of plenipotentiaries and the cities of the East but beware, dear one, Kaschay isn’t a ‘grand gentleman’. He has the smell of the charlatan to him. We Wheltenfolk have been deceived before in our innocence. I hope we’ll not be so foolish now.” 


After unsaddling and grooming the horses, they walked into the cottage. Marta draped her arms around her girls’ shoulders. She shuddered as they ducked through the doorway. In the time since Falcon’s death, no village men made bold enough to look at her with anything like Kaschay’s leer. Even in death, Falcon’s sternness protected her. Things could change with the threat of an army coming to Wheltentown. While she braced herself for whatever lay ahead, she wished Warrick could help them.


As they prepared dinner, Windle watched her mother. She could not see what her mother perceived in the ambassador, caught up in the excitement of his storytelling and style. Now, she reflected upon her mother’s words and on the quiet preoccupation of her manner. It seemed something to ponder about far after dousing the candle in the loft. As Reetha’s breathing slowed in sleep and the quiet of the night enveloped her, she would assess her own reactions to Kaschay and Fist. Even considering her mother’s strong counsel, with Warrick away and her father’s protective power becoming a memory, she must think it out for herself.


Later, Reetha settled herself under the down comforter on their bed. She thought of Kaschay and images she saw surrounding him. The colors of his robe and glinting of his golden, cone-shaped hat were there, of course, but behind him and around him, a grey phantom lurked. Like coal smoke from a chimney all around him, she thought. Dark and swirly and sticky.










CHAPTER TEN

PASS SCOUTING







BARIN AND WARRICK finished their appreciative scrutiny of the Burgundy Wood grove. Warrick pruned and peeled two dozen potential arrow shafts while Barin lashed together lengths of thick stirring rods. 


“What do we do with all this then, laddie?” asked Barin, shaking his heavy bundle in continuing wonder. He referred not just to the armload of beautiful branches he juggled. Their cutting scarcely left a mark on the potential of the grove.


Kicking at the carpet of last season’s leaves surrounding the Queen, Warrick could not answer. He straightened his neck with a quick jerk. “I’m not sure what to do with it, Barin. All I can think of is to make a few arrows." Forming, pointing and fletching always fostered a chance to think through his circumstances. Surely, I’ve need for that presently, he judged. 


They wrangled over whether to make anything of the secret alloy. Warrick’s preoccupation made him testy. He insisted, “It’s impossible to do anything like that without the smith finding out,” not ready to let anyone else in on his secret. 


“With war brewin’, laddie, my da’ should know what’s goin’ on and be preparin’,” Barin protested. “And any road, we’ve got to be helpin’ the villagers be ready, don’t we?”


“Will we be arming Wheltentown against the hordes of Zorasch?” asked Warrick doubtfully.


“And if not, Warrick, what are you proposin’ to do to save our blessed necks?”


The question sobered Warrick. No idea whatever occurred to him. Yes, I may be Whelt’s heir but what does that mean in actual fact? he muttered to himself. I’m just a boy, a village bumpkin, not a warrior prince in spite of whatever’s been happening lately. 


Bending down, he tightened the leather thongs on his arrow-branches, feeling so much alone. Even with Barin near, the burden of undefined responsibility daunted him. The fear of the imagined threat posed by Zorasch’s advancing animals and troops pulled him down like heavy snow on a broad pine branch.


“We must be off. My goats’ve been left too long,” he said and turned to leave. Their previous passage scored a thin line of bent foliage through the meadow. Thinking better of making a trail for someone to follow, they circled around in the fringing aspen and made their way back to the Mountain’s shoulder. 


It seems the right thing to do, Warrick thought. But why? I’m feeling like someone’s watching us. But from where? He hunkered down as though the shafts stuffed into his pack were heavy and hurried on. Barin followed closely behind him feeling a similar need to be stealthy.


As they rounded the shoulder of the Mountain, Barin glanced up into the midday sky. “Now, what in heaven’s heart is that,” he cried. “Is the world comin’ to an end after all?" A perfect circle of rainbowed color ringed the bright sun in the cloudless sky directly overhead. Barin shielded his eyes from the sun with a meaty hand and stared in wonder at the sheer beauty of it.


“I’ve seen something like it just once before ... a few years ago with Father,” Warrick remembered. “He called it a Circle of Storm. He said the old ones of the Mountain shuddered when they saw it. They predicted a terrible storm’d follow within just a few days when a rainbow like that encircled the sun." A deep shudder passed through him. “After we saw it, a storm hit us so hard. I’d never seen Father frightened before. Lightning and hail struck like ... like the world was endin’, as you would say. We feared for our lives. Lost three goats to hail as large as your fist.”


“What should we be doin’ then? Let’s not be dawdlin’ along. Should we take your goats down to the village as soon as ever we can?”


Staring at Barin as he wrenched his mind back from the images of that fearful storm, Warrick said, “Father and I discovered a deep cavern near the Pass that’d be quicker to get to than the village. It curves back away from the slope and makes a shelter large enough to keep the herd safe, I believe.”


“Well, let’s be movin’ then. I told my da’ I was goin’ out to visit you last night. He’ll not be amused if I’m gone more than a day. I can hear his bellows blowin’ hot right now since I’m not back helpin’ him. With all these travelers about, he’s knee-deep in iron work.”


The boys pounded over the trail as fast as they could. In the far distant sky, they saw ranks of clouds beginning to march across the plain. They now appeared white and innocent, maybe a day or two from the Mountain. “That’s just what I recollect from before,” Warrick worried to himself.


The goats still grazed in the lower meadow but spread out all along its border of the stream. Barin broke camp and Warrick saddled his horse. Then, Warrick moved to the goats and whispered the Words of Gathering without thinking. Barin stared as in twos and threes the goats lifted their heads from their grazing and began to trot happily toward Warrick.


“Ah, laddie, I’ll not be used to those Words for awhile. It’s magic to me.”


“The warder of the Book says it’s not magic. I’ve used the Words of Gathering for so long without much thought of them. And with all my recent study, I’m using them without as much thought as I should." Warrick slapped his thigh to remind himself to be careful. 


“I’ve told you I’d be keepin’ your secret safe as a squirrel’s horde,” Barin commented. “But it’s still strange to see it workin’.”


“It’s strange to think of what can be done. I didn’t understand much until I started reading. Now that I know more and am doing more, I guess it feels like extending an invisible arm to do something as natural as brushing a branch out of the way on the trail." Sensing an insight coming to him, he said, “That’s what I must remember as I learn to use more challenging Words.”


They stowed the gear on Shadow and led the goats through a ford in the stream and along a pathway under the trees toward the safe cavern. When they got to the broad trail to the Pass, Warrick halted the herd.


“You’d best be off down here, now. I can take the goats alone. If you hurry, you’ll be in time for supper with the smith.”


“I’m afraid it’s me he’ll be roastin’, laddie. I must come back, you know. We’ve much to talk about, you and me. I’ll be tryin’ to come up later. Do you still not want me tellin’ my da’ of your story?”


“I just don’t know, Barin. I’m confused ... cautious.”


“I know the smith scares you just a wee bit, Warrick, but he’s as true a man as any ever made. I’d be trustin’ my da’ with your life and those of all the world. His will and word are even stronger than this burgundy wood, I’d be wagerin’.”


“Speaking of that, what’ll we do with all this?" Warrick twisted his pack toward his friend, rattling the arrow shafts sprouting from it.


“Let me have those, too. I’ll hide them in the shop somewhere." Barin bundled the thinner lengths with those thicker ones in his pack and grinned at Warrick’s tight face. “Not to worry, laddie. I’ll wait until dark to take them in. We’ll make all this into somethin’ sound.”


Warrick looked up the trail for a long moment. With a shrug, he turned to Barin and said, “You’re the best friend ever, you big bear. Tell your father! Tell him everything! I’m in need of a father myself right now." He whacked his staff against a nearby trunk. “In all these months, I’ve never missed my own father more than now.”


Barin reached out a hairy paw and squeezed Warrick’s shoulder. “I’ll tell the smith. He’ll know what we should be doin’." With that, he lumbered down the trail, moving out of sight in the trees.







Warrick whistled three times to get his goats’ attention and then led off up the trail. Within an hour, they grazed contentedly in the secluded meadow. He picketed Shadow on a patch of thick grass and made his own camp in a shallow cavern mouth hidden by blue green spruce boughs. Then he climbed to the top of the overhanging cliff.


Looking out over the village and to the plain beyond, nothing of concern on the land captured his attention. But overhead, the clouds trooped closer and became noticeably darker. From his vantage point, they arrayed in tight, parallel ranks, filling the distant sky with a grey mass of churning movement. Virga fell and swept upward again like a charge repulsed and retreating. Falcon’s descriptions of battle engines filled his mind. Siege towers, catapults and battering rams seemed to form as though drawn in charcoal on a cave wall.


Pensive, Warrick seated himself on a granite outcropping. Lacking any sense of time, he stayed there, thinking of his father, his mother, his sisters, Barin, the smith--people he loved and fiercely wanted to protect. His fingers toyed with his dagger, spinning it in a maneuver Falcon taught him to strengthen and quicken his hands. Like his thoughts, the dagger flashed through his fingers and from hand to hand and back, again and again. He collected his staff, stood, and threw the knife at the white bole of an aspen about twelve feet away. It stuck straight and true, quivering where he threw it without aiming.


“That’s a warrior’s throw, my boy,” complimented a rough voice.


Warrick staggered a step but recovered enough to snap his staff, held in his left hand, upward into his right, on guard in the direction of the voice.


“With that pose, you seem more warrior than goat-herd, especially since I could’ve stolen every head of them while you were up here lost in the horizon." The speaker’s tone prodded hard but playfully.


“Who are you?” said Warrick now fully alert and on the defensive.


“I’m Goth, son of Zenon." 


“And what’re you doing here?”


“I’m enjoying the Mountain. I didn’t know it was your private preserve,” said Goth lightly with disarming sarcasm.


“It’s not my private land but...” Warrick relaxed as he became aware that Goth showed no weapons and seemed completely at ease. “I’m sorry. You startled me. I was thinking of something...important.”


“It must’ve been. I didn’t try to creep up on you, though I’m a quiet man in the woods.”


Goth dressed himself in greens and browns. Belted at the waist with broad dark leather, his long-sleeved, soft leather shirt hung to his knees. A green hood lay along his back extending from a sort of mantle draped over his shoulders. High leather boots covered his tight leggings. Dirt-like tan colored his face and hands. Warrick sensed that he could indeed move without sound in the woods as though he could disappear in them in a blink of the eye.


Regaining his manners, Warrick said, “It’s getting on toward evening. I’ve not much to offer but would you join me for supper round my fire?”


“It’d please me greatly. I’ve been long without company on my journey.”


The advancing ranks of clouds sent out a grey shield to hide the stars as Goth and Warrick sat near a neat campfire. Goth’s fried bacon augmented Warrick’s dark bread and cheese. Warrick seldom experienced such a powerful meaty fragrance. Wheltentown villagers ate no meat generally, favoring fruits, vegetables, breads and cheeses. The salty aroma of fried bacon lingered in the air.


“That’s quite a smell,” commented Warrick, tempted to ask for a piece.


“It’s something I enjoy on the trail. Would you care for some?” Goth asked. 


Warrick thought a moment longer and then shook his head. 


“Suit yourself. I take great pains to keep it fresh." Goth wrapped the remaining slab carefully in heavy cloth and sealed it in oilskin, then buried the package in his pack. “A lovely place, this Mountain of yours. You have a name, I assume. Would you care if I knew it?”


“I’m called Warrick.”


“Of?”


“Why, of Wheltentown,” answered Warrick quizzically, his voice cracking.


“And your family?”


“My father was Falcon and my mother, Marta,” said Warrick puzzled that Goth would shift to such directness.


“Your father was Falcon?” continued Goth.


“Yes, why?”


“I knew a man of that name.”


“He died two summers ago.”


“Sorry for your loss." After a moment, Goth went on, “Was he a tall man, with a dark cast of skin and a face like the raptor for which he was named?”


“He was all of that ... How did you know him?”


“I first met Falcon long ago far to the west of your Mountain, Warrick Wheltenkind,” said Goth meaningfully as he rose to break branches to add to the fire.


Warrick’s defenses rose like the ruff of his neighbor’s mastiff when startled. He shifted position, as Falcon drilled him, to fight seated if needed.


“You’re like him, always ready to handle an enemy,” Goth said, noticing Warrick’s positioning. “Tall like him and built fine and strong as he was. Not to worry, Warrick. I’m not one to fight with. Just a man of wood and trail, not a warrior like your family’s tradition.”


“Where exactly did you meet my father,” asked Warrick another way, without relaxing.


“It was in Yestre, far to the north and west. Your father and I were employed by the Yestrian Steward to scout the camp of Zorasch.”


“Zorasch?”


“Yes, Zorasch. You’ve heard of him, then?”


“Well, a little. News of his conquering force has been coming east, even to our little village.”


“Yes, and well it might. He’s coming to this Mountain Pass.”


“He is? Why here?”


“The Pass is the most direct route to the Cities of the East.”


“Then Zorasch is, from what you’ve heard, driving to conquer all the world?”


Goth squatted, eyes squinting against the smoke of the fire. His strong hands broke sticks, placing them strategically in the fire. He did not look up as he said, “That’s what I’ve heard. The dragon banners of his companies are just days away from your village. Again, if what I’ve heard is right.”


“Dragon banners?”


“Yes, Zorasch chose a crowned dragon’s head for his device when first he took the field with his own command.”


They sat without talking by the fire for a long time. Goth did not stare into the flames as Warrick did. He knew that when Warrick looked away he would be temporarily blind in the darkness. I’d have thought Falcon would have taught him better! he thought. 


The night wore on, growing colder as storm clouds began to reach the Mountain. The crackling fire filled the air with sparks as the two figures retreated from further verbal contact, Warrick, absorbed in thoughts of Zorasch; Goth, content to listen to the sounds of the forest and remember.







Around such a fire, Goth learned to know Falcon--to hate him and swear to see him die. Before Falcon arrived in Yestre, Goth held a favored place as the respected warrior, the encouraged suitor of the Steward’s daughter. The thought of it still made his eyes glint in the firelight as he watched Warrick stirring the coals.


I hate him even still, he thought bitterly. Falcon, the strong, silent man of war that spoiled my plans. Without Falcon, I’m certain I’d’ve married Annilark! She remained the single woman for whom he had ever cared. Despite his cold self-possession, the girl’s beauty and gentility touched Goth. A desire for softness and one to protect descended upon him as he lingered in the Steward’s home. The opportunity to rise to the Stewardship himself, perhaps with some manipulation of accidents, inflated his hopes. When he saw Annilark’s tender eyes lingering upon an unsuspecting Falcon before they left to confront Zorasch, bile-green jealousy soured him. Falcon became more than a rival for leadership of the Yestrian forces. Goth hated him as the spoiler of his hopes for love.


Warrick interrupted Goth’s memories. “Falcon, my father ... What happened with you and him in Yestre?”


“The Yestrian bowmen were renowned for the strength of their weapons and the accuracy of their aim. They held their positions for a long while by careful forays from hiding. I scouted the movements of Zorasch’s advance battalions and Falcon led the Yestrian raiders against them.”


“Falcon led the Yestrian raiders?”


“Yes, he’d lived among the Yestrians for some time and was trusted by them. He was a brilliant captain. He almost took Zorasch himself." Goth could see the hunger for such news in the glitter of the fire in Warrick’s eyes. 


Long ago after the Yestrian surrender, Goth switched sides. Now, tasked as a scout for the Conqueror, he bore responsibility to determine the feasibility of using the Mountain Pass to the East. In the village, he discreetly questioned and listened for news of potential threats to Zorasch. Upon hearing the name, Falcon, in casual conversation, he plied the villagers with ale and questions until he knew of Warrick, Falcon’s son, and his tending of goats on the Mountain slopes.


Sitting beside the youth at the fire, Goth turned Warrick on the spit of his own eagerness. He continued his tale, basting the fascinated lad with great skill. “Falcon decided to break a small band of raiders off from the main party. He felt that if they could capture or kill Zorasch, the threat against Yestre’d be quashed.


“I found the camp of Zorasch for him and Falcon planned a night sortie against it. Unfortunately, the guards of Zorasch were alert and protected their leader. All but Falcon himself were taken and killed and your father returned gravely wounded to the main body of his command.”


It seemed easy enough then to betray Falcon and reasonable to assume Zorasch would be appreciative. The tragedy of it, not wrought by Falcon but by the fate Goth cursed, came as Annilark found a way to be part of the sortie in disguise, without Falcon’s knowledge. So gravely hurt that she almost died along with the others, it took months for her to recover in Zorasch’s custody as a prisoner patient. Zorasch rewarded him significantly but to Goth it tasted only of ashes. 


I won’t tell Warrick that the capture of a Yestrian raider led to Zorasch’s learning the secret of Yestrian archery, Goth thought. Or that my treachery brought about the fall of the Yestrian army. He seasoned the lad’s interest with a long stoppage in the story.


Disturbed at a delay, Warrick prompted Goth, “What happened after the raid failed?”


“The Yestrians seemed to fall apart as Falcon recovered from his wounds. Zorasch moved at speed against them, routed their advance parties, and took their capital city. The Steward insisted that Falcon go into hiding. He got away before Zorasch’s army attacked." 


Goth added another knot to the fire as he cursed to himself, Just before I could finish the work I started. 


As blue flames raced along the new fuel, he looked into Warrick’s eager face and continued his tale. “Now, the Conqueror’s troops patrol the streets of the chief cities of Yestre and the people pay a heavy tribute to him every year." Stopping for a moment to look Warrick in the eyes, he said, “I never knew what happened to your father after that.”


“Where was Falcon wounded,” asked Warrick after a shiver at the thought of lost freedom and troops marching through Wheltentown. He completely missed the bitter satisfaction in Goth’s voice as he told of Falcon’s defeat.


“A poisoned arrow passed through his left shoulder, near his heart.”


Warrick moved a guttering chunk of wood closer to the flames. Hoarsely, he said, “He died with a fever and his left shoulder inflamed all around the scar of an old wound there.”


Goth said nothing about his near miss of Falcon’s heart with his poison-tipped arrow. Inside, showing nothing in the darkness, he gloated to himself, It was so long ago! So many years of hatred, only to find a perverse resolution to it all here. 


Doing his best to show empathy to Falcon’s son, he said, “I’ve heard Zorasch’s a master of poisons. He’s embraced the serpent’s craft. Those wounded with his army’s arrows often die of their lingering effect, even years later.”


“Mother said ... he died when that old wound began festering,” added Warrick.


No stars or moon appeared in the now cloud-filled sky. In the secluded cavern, all stood still. Even the goats slumbered. No breeze stirred the surrounding trees but a quiet expectancy filled the air. Thin knives in hidden scabbards ran down the tall boots Goth wore. The same poison that killed Falcon stained their razor-sharp edges. He killed the traveling merchant with one of those covert knives.


Goth rose and stretched. He observed Warrick’s guard completely down, preoccupied as he was with this filling in of unknown segments of his father’s life. I could kill him now, thought Goth. That’d be the crowning of my case, to sever from Falcon, his heir and his hopes, as he cut mine. But, maybe that serves no purpose yet. I’ve hated for years. It might merely alarm the silly villagers. I’ll wait to see what this storm brings. There may be an opportunity for an ‘accident’ when it strikes.


He spread his blanket on the hard ground just as most nights of his solitary life. To think my arrow finally finished its work! I killed Falcon, the great warrior, after all. And now, I can kill his whelp and end a line of Whelts. Goth allowed himself a tight, vicious smile in the dimness. 


“I think I’ll go to sleep now, though we mightn’t sleep the night. This storm may hit us before dawn,” he said.


“Oh ... Good night. And thank you for telling me of my father,” murmured Warrick.


“He was a brave man, lad,” said Goth honestly. Then to himself, he admitted, No denying that, for all my hatred of him. With quiet irony, he concluded, “Good night, Warrick.”


Goth’s loathing brought a chill to him and he wrapped his blanket tighter around himself. In quiet bitterness, he thought, No matter Falcon didn’t return or even encourage Annilark’s love. No matter the Steward steered her toward Falcon because he began to mistrust me. No matter Zorasch never gave me the rule of Yestre. Life doesn’t matter. It’s just a rocky path through a moonless forest. Nothing matters. 


Goth rolled over in his blanket, taking scant pleasure in the contrast between the fire’s warmth upon his back and the cold evil in his heart.










CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHARLATAN







MUSHROOMS, CAULIFLOWER, BROCCOLI, potatoes. Bah! Don’t these country cousins know about beef? I’ve never eaten so many vegetables in all my life. If it weren’t for this passable wine, all would be lost. These people don’t eat, they graze! Kaschay, the self-proclaimed plenipotentiary of Waxon, cursed to himself inside the Tavern by the Fountain. He lifted a pewter goblet of red wine to his lips and drank a deep draught. A jewel of liquid lingered on his meticulously trimmed beard as he squinted across the table at Fist. The fact he appeared satisfied with the bill of fare made Kaschay’s mood all the fouler.


“Did you not think the mushrooms delectable, my good man,” Kaschay intoned acidly.


The dark warrior’s eyes glinted like twin obsidian arrowheads. “They were pleasing enough,” he snarled like a cornered cat. “You may call me your ‘good man’ in public, Kaschay, but if you do it again in private I’ll...” 


“You’ll do what, ‘my good man’?" The emissary’s eyes sent a taunting dismissive message to the dark warrior. “With King Waxon holding your sweet Miriam and bouncing baby brat, I won’t have you threatening me, however big and powerful you are. You know the drill: if I return alive, they live. If I die for whatever reason, they die.”


Fist’s shoulders swelled ominously for one grim moment. Then, he exhaled and his shoulders relaxed. The old man held command of this situation. As his warrior friends warned him, “A man of arms in Waxon should never care for a woman. Never should have a child. The danger’s too great for all concerned.”


Haplessly he did care, more than ever he thought possible. Miriam’s light and life to me. And the boy’s a marvel. For so long, I never experienced anything but anger, battle heat, hunger, thirst and fatigue. With Miriam, I’ve felt softness, caring and … joy. I must return to her, he vowed silently.


“Tomorrow we begin the game,” whispered Kaschay smugly relishing his little victory better than the wine. He lurched to his feet and drained the goblet. “It’ll be raining and the inn’ll be filled with villagers ripe for a ruse. Now, let’s to bed, my good man." Sarcasm swirled around him like his multi-colored cape as he made his exit.


In the night, across the plain, the rain started--first, in solitary drops leaving coin-sized circles on the dry earth; then, rapidly and fiercely as though the sky split like the seam of a goatskin water bottle.


In the sodden morning, ignoring the rain, roosters crowed and cows lowed for milking. After their essential waking chores soaked them to the bone, farmers stayed indoors shifting buckets to catch drops through the thatch roof they swore to patch to their nagging wives just last week. It was a day for the diligent to mend and make inside. The less industrious villagers gathered in the common room of the Tavern to commiserate over their ale pots.


“Tis a storm to end storms,” said the miller to Nathan, the baker.


“Aye, there’s no need for me to be baking much today. Malcom laid by a double batch here for the inn and no one’ll be coming in from the farms, I’ll wager.”


Shopkeepers hustled in one by one by noon, shaking soaked cloaks and searching for a chair back near the fire to dry them on. Wet wool, stale beer, sawdust, and smoke combined in a mixture of odors and damp. When the oaken door opened, the smell of rain overpowered the room and drew comments each time.







At his forge, the smith still toiled. A sweater as hairy as his back covered him now as he stoked the fire. Barin worked the sighing bellows. In spite of the chill, sweat poured from them as though they just stepped in out of the rain. 


“Rain like this makes for real steel, son. If we can keep the fire hot enough, there won’t be a broken scythe on any a farmstead this next harvest.”


Barin worked harder, the beads on his forehead rolling down into his eyes. “I’ve a bit of a quandary to discuss with you, Da’,” he said between pumping breaths.


“There’s seemed to be an anvil in your pocket, boy. Set it down, will you?" As usual, the conversation did not interrupt their work. The smith’s words came between the tolling of his hammer on the scythe blade glowing on his anvil.


“It’s about my friend, Warrick. He’s nursin’ a secret like a bone bruise.”


The private affinity between father and son differed significantly from Warrick’s sense of their relationship. Training Barin to complete a man’s work from a young age, the smith encouraged him to speak his mind just as manfully. In the countless hours they spent together, the smith taught Barin of the world he saw and armed, and Barin felt free to question and pursue his imagination. His massive father treated the boy with greater tenderness than any supposed, being both father and mother to him from his early days.


Barin’s told Warrick’s tale more colorfully than his friend did. His energy embellished certain points, burnishing them as the iron and coke glowed in the pot. The smith looked hard at his son at first when he described Warrick’s use of the Words of Power but Barin’s earnestness convinced him. As he portrayed the beauty and make of the chain mail in the Armory Cave, the smith’s eyes gleamed with interest. With Barin’s telling of the making of the alloy, the smith gave a low whistle and said with equal enthusiasm, “Let’s be about makin’ some, laddie. If only we were havin’ some of the Dragon’s dust to try,” expressed the smith with an artisan’s ardor.


“You mean like this,” said Barin craftily as he raised his pouch. “I took me a little detour on m’way down the Mountain. The trail to the Pass’s not far from the old devil’s tail end. Shall we have a go? The color looks about right, now.”


“Dust it on there, my young scalawag, and be handin’ me that canny wood." He thrust a thick burgundy branch through the melting pot’s red-hot crown and they both fairly exploded with joy at seeing it emerge unconsumed and unscorched.


After the purple flame flared as predicted by the warder, the smith poured a bright stream of molten metal into a sword mold he kept hidden from the village. Barin and the smith chattered nervously as the vapor hissed from the mold’s vent holes.


When at last it cooled enough, the smith split the mold open, freed the still red sword blade with tongs and quenched it in clear water. Steam boiled and sputtered from the barrel. The smith handed the tongs and a hammer to Barin. “Would you care for a lick, my boy?” the smith beamed.







The conversation splashed as randomly as the rain outside the tavern before Kaschay joined the group of villagers in the common room. He made sure to stage his appearance after many an ale pot emptied and the oaken door remained closed. A hush descended on the room as the men drank and listened gloomily to the downpour outside.


After waiting on the stairs for just this moment, Kaschay entered. He wore his elegant blue surcoat with its rampant griffin and his white hair gleamed from strenuous brushing. Radiating regality and importance, he strode into the room as though announced by the herald in the court of the Waxon king. “Innkeeper, would you be so kind as to mull for me more of that charming wine I enjoyed last evening?” he cried to Malcom. Then he greeted the individuals in the group like long lost companions, slapping some heartily on the back and asking others beguiling questions about the rain and the business of the village as though these were his primary concerns. 


Whether the ale or the weather contributed to their welcoming him, the village men lapped up everything. He charmed them before his first goblet needed replenishing. Seeming to be concerned about the delay of his return to Waxon, he responded to the men. They clamored for a description of his withdrawal from the West just ahead of the armies of Zorasch.


“Visiting, had I been, with his eminence, the Lord Mayor of Massehelm,” he began. “His chief captain burst into the audience chamber, wild-eyed with unseemly fear. Raging beasts as large as haystacks and armed with bronze-tipped ivory tusks had trampled the bulwarks set across the river. Trumpeting like legions of demons, they smashed fortifications while tigers despoiled the poor defenders who could not retreat across the ford on foot or ferries.


“My man and I had previously witnessed the destruction of Myrna from a hilltop vantage. We felt it vital that all haste be made to return to Waxon with news of this terrible threat to all the world.”


After this, Kashay allowed the villagers to squabble and wrangle together. Then he felt it time to lay his line in the middle of this school of hungry trout. About to cast the bait, Kaschay sat back to enjoy the lower half of his second goblet of wine. 


He felt a malevolent stare upon him. Fist’s eyes flashed thinly veiled distaste in the lamp and firelight. “Fetch me some more of this delightful wine, will you, my good man,” the ambassador said with false good will. Ah, the game, the game, he mused to himself as he licked drops from his long mustache.


With new goblet in hand, he began again with his audience, letting them share in the complex thoughts of a king’s emissary. Some shook heads while others clucked tongues at such a conundrum for the elegant gentleman. He watched them slyly as he pulled his long white hair back away from his forehead.


“The armies of Zorasch are equipped as no other in the world, except perhaps those of King Waxon of the East. Thought of it long, have I, wondering how I might counsel my liege lord in the meeting of such a host. Would it be preferable to send an army to halt his movement forward or to draw him into a tedious siege of fortified cities far from his homeland and at the longest reach of his supply lines? Puzzled and perplexed, am I!" 


With this declamation, Kashay lowered his head as though deep in thought. Can you just feel the tension building in the room? thought the old man. They’ll need a sharp knife to cut this loaf! Wait for it, wait for it!


Nathan, the baker, sliced the silence. “But what of us, your lordship? We who are in the path of this fearsome army? What’ll become of us?”


I thought you’d never ask, Kaschay sniffed to himself. Then to the gathering, he said, “If Zorasch decides to come this way, few options have you left. Resist and die, flee and lose all to the torch, or... well ... perhaps that other option is not open to you." 


His voice quieted as he expressed this third choice in an apparent aside to himself. “Mayhap Zorasch will turn aside to the south to conquer Altac and go around your Mountain. Though told am I, the way is impossibly long and tedious for so small a prize.”


“What other option were you considering, Lord Emissary?” asked Malcom.


Pausing importantly and pulling on his long beard with indolent fingers, the ambassador said, “Perhaps you could send a message to King Waxon with me, pleading for his forces to defend both you and the Cities of the East from this side of the Mountain." He widened his eyes meaningfully to stress the final words of his statement.







Barin and the smith worked much of the afternoon on the sword. They talked with animation about Warrick’s secret and why this calling came to him as it did now. They reached an impasse, not knowing the actual threat of Zorasch to the village.


“‘Tis time for us to refresh ourselves, lad,” said the smith at last. “Between this steel and our gabbin’, we’ve a mighty thirst to quench. Stow the sword and the mold in the coke pile, if you please, and let’s be swimmin’ our way over to the tavern.”


The rain swamped them before they took but a few steps. As they stood before the fire, misty vapor smoked from the smith’s hairy sweater. The innkeeper wife’s, Laten, supplied the smith with an appropriately sized tankard of ale while Barin sipped with a horse’s quivering lips at apple cider, still too hot to drink.


“We’ve little to send as tribute to the king,” said the baker, having changed his initial judgment of Kaschay. The emissary’s performance convinced him.


“We’re not a village of gold miners,” offered the innkeeper.


“If we were, we’d scarce be a village any longer,” said another.


“What’s this talk of tribute, lads?” asked the smith with some force. When they entered, the knot of villagers failed to acknowledge them. Now, they turned his way.


“His lordship has been warning us of Zorasch the Conqueror. He’s certain we’re on the devil’s route to the Cities of the East,” declared the innkeeper importantly. “We’ve got three choices, it seems—stay, fight and die; flee and leave our lives behind us; or plead to King Waxon to defend us with troops on this side of the Mountain,” he summarized.


“And Waxon’d come runnin’ to our aid?” questioned the smith. It came out as a statement rather than as question.


“His lordship will bear our plea to the King,” answered Malcom, emphasizing the authority of the ambassador.


Kaschay could sense the suspicion in the smith. He rose grandly and walked toward him, extending hands to the fire, not looking at the big man. “There is some small merit to a defense made this side of the Mountain, thought I. Either before the village or in ambush in the Mountain Pass, if you were after the right target,” he said looking into the fireplace.


The smith weighed this for a moment while drinking, the stiff bristles of errant whiskers and bushy brows peeking over the top of his tankard. “There’s some canniness to an ambush of his Nastiness but I’m wonderin’ how Zorasch’s plannin’ to get his great animals over the Mountain. How’s he able to command them, do you know?”


“Said it is that he has influence over their minds with magical words of power,” responded Kaschay. Barin and the smith exchanged, then covered, glances at each other.


“Is he in the leadin’ force with the animals or in the van as is customary for commanders?” the smith queried.


The ambassador looked sidelong at the smith. This is not an ordinary village smith, he thought. Best have a care. 


Addressing himself to the question, he said authoritatively, “Zorasch himself controls the animals. No one else but his personal guard can be close to them.”


“Doesn’t that expose the vermin, just a wee bit?”


“Well, yes. Think you that being surrounded by elephants and tigers is exposure?” responded Kaschay. 


This conversation could lead to tainting the bait, Kaschay thought, I’ve got to act now to regain my advantage. 


Turning toward the smith and his son with a challenging affect, he said, “A different accent than your fellow villagers, bare you?" He left the question dangling, then said, “Have you some military experience, then?”


“I’m no warrior like your man there, your lardship--just a man with a craft that gives him time to wonder and with ears as ponderous as these, it’s best I should be usin’ them for listenin’.”


“You’re not suggesting we attempt to fight through the animals to take Zorasch in person, are you?” questioned Malcom.


“The thought crossed my mind, Malcom,” the smith said. “I canna see the advantage to Waxon of fightin’ Zorasch for us here. He’d be better served behind those massive fortifications round his city.”


“Seen the Cities of the East, have you then?” asked Kaschay, arching an eyebrow. “You are not from Wheltentown, are you?”


“I did a bit of wanderin’ before droppin’ my anvil here,” answered the big man.


How can I move to isolate this hairy beast? He’ll queer my deal in a moment or two, if I’m not clever, thought Kaschay. That innkeeper seems to be a bit jealous of the smith. Let’s see if I can use him to silence the man. Maybe he’ll be eager to sell me something to drink rather than quarrel with his neighbor. 


Kaschay placed his mailed arm ingratiatingly over the innkeeper’s plump shoulders, turning him and the focus of attention from the distracting smith. “Innkeeper? Master Malcom, is it? You’ve quite a cellar here for such a modest village, could you let me have a taste of more of it?" 


The diversion worked. Barin and his father stood alone. Conversations among smaller groups began, diverting them from the smith’s progression of thought.


“I do believe his lardship was leadin’ up to somethin’, laddie,” said the smith to Barin in a whisper buried in his tankard.


“Leadin’ up to what, Da’,” asked Barin, puzzled.


“A bit of tribute intended for his Majesty from poor Wheltentown, perhaps. We must be tendin’ to our fire, laddie. We’re off." 


Dropping coins and tankards on the nearest table, Barin and the smith ducked through the doorway. The rain turned to a heavy mist, obscuring houses and shops across the way to their forge.










CHAPTER TWELVE

A STORM STRIKES







WARRICK AWAKENED AS a flash of lightning dazzled the shallow cave where they slept. He peered in puzzlement for a moment at the man a few spans away. One leg, still in a boot, bent at the knee. Lightning flared and Warrick stifled a gasp. Awareness of Goth and sight of a strange knife came together in that flash of light. The handle peeked from the boot top, turned down with Goth’s movement in sleep. Carved in the shape of a serpent coiling up from the hilt, the bleached bone glowed in the distant crash of lightning. Warrick’s intuition, heightened by his recent studies, whispered of evil intent from the hidden sting.


Thunder now filled the air with fury. Warrick rose, concerned about his goats and horse. Stepping into the meadow, his hair came to attention in the crackling energy filling the air. With his back carefully to Goth in the shallow cave, Warrick whispered the Words of Gathering and then went to Shadow to pull his picket pin. With wild eyes, the goats came to him, grateful for his presence.


Abruptly, lightning filled the sky again and thunder roared immediately over head. In the blinding flash that threw him to his face on the grass, Warrick glimpsed huge thunderheads hard by the Mountain, hanging over him. Shadow reared and pulled away. Warrick let him go, worried now for the goats. Stumbling to his feet with his ringing ears unsteadying him, he crouched low and led them back deeper into the cavern. 


Another flash exploded from cloud to cloud in the lowered sky and the mounting wind whipped the terrified goats into frenzy. With all these assaults on eyes and ears and skin, the smell and taste of brimstone filled the swirling air. Goth, up and wary, stood with his pack already in his hands. He pressed himself against the rock wall of the shallow cave.


With another crack of light, hail came in a rush, driven in purling waves by great gusts. The goats bleated in pain as white pebbles struck them from all sides. The secluded cavern became a huge mixing bowl alive with stinging hail and struggling goats. The storm seemed trapped in their expected shelter.


Above the crashing voices of the storm, Warrick shouted to Goth, “We’re getting pounded here! The lightning’s going between the clouds. We must get into the trees!" Using his staff as a prod, he pushed his way through the churning, terrified goats and forced them into the firs that offered scant shelter. Thunder and lightning seemed to move on up the Mountain and the tree boughs shielded them somewhat from the hail. Looking back to the meadow, they saw it white with accumulated hail in the minimal dawning light.


Rain replaced hail in a squalling sheet. Now the boughs were not enough and Warrick moved the goats deeper into the trees. Brown rivulets cut furrows through the hail covering the sloping ground.


Concerned about his goats, Warrick ignored Goth. On the edge of his vision, with his eyes near-blinded with rain, he glimpsed a sudden threatening movement. Goth advanced toward him, crouched with both fists clenched around twin long knives.


“You’ll die faster than your father did, boy,” Goth hissed. Amazingly light on his feet in spite of the driving rain, he darted in for a quick kill.


Senses dulled as they were, Falcon’s training did not fail Warrick. He spun away from a wicked slash and brought his staff to his defense. Using trees as a shield, he danced away from the darting knives moving on an angle up the slope.


“All I must do is nick you, boy. Zorasch’s poison’ll do the rest.”


Warrick refused to answer. He continued retreating, seeking an open place to swing his staff. Must keep him away from me, he thought, near panic. As he rounded a rocky outcropping, the sound of a rushing torrent drowned out the rain. He could retreat no farther as a creek flush with white water barred his way.


Falcon’s son turned with his staff at the ready. Parrying a slash, he countered with a blow to Goth’s shoulder. Goth howled in surprise but still came on. They fought for a time with the serpent knives flashing even in the deluge. Warrick’s staff whirled, parried and thrust. Goth took painful blows while never quite touching Warrick. Goth’s skill and leather tunic saved him repeatedly but soon they both teetered on the rim of the roaring flood.


As if in one last flash of fury, lightning struck a nearby tree. Warrick, startled, lurched backward on jagged rock and toppled into the raging water. It seized his body like a broken log and swept him tumbling wildly along. Goth dashed grimly beside the water but fell rapidly behind. In the curtain-thick rain, Goth glimpsed Warrick spinning airborne down a ten span waterfall, striking the roiling torrent at its base and dunking helplessly under.


Goth almost pitched forward into the falls himself when he came to them. He gasped at the powerful flood that fell straight and then rushed down the steep watercourse. No sign remained of his prey. Carefully he climbed backward over the slippery rocks bordering the water, awash in white spray and heavy rain. At the base of the falls, no pool lay, just jagged granite spikes and churning white water pausing for a moment before it tore down the widening stream bed.


At last, out of the maelstrom, a torn boot surfaced and whipped downstream. Goth smiled sardonically, his lank hair streaming against the sides of his face. “If they find him, there’ll be nothing left but rags,” he smiled. “I wanted an accident and it came to me.”







The storm drove hard against the cottage’s roof all day. Now, as day-closing sunlight lanced beneath the heavy cloud cover, a crystalline whisper misted the tied sheaves of thatch. Marta expressed gratitude again for her grandmother’s continual admonition. “Living close to the Mountain makes three things needful--an eye for beauty, an ear for stillness, and a well thatched roof." The roof proved tight. Her spirit soared in the quiet forest, and she wove the beauties of the Mountain’s colors into her cloth.


I wonder what Warrick’s doing, she thought. The last time such a storm hit us, hail killed three of our goats and Falcon saved Warrick from a flash flood. 


Teal yarn on the shuttle moved in and out among the long, tawny warp lines on the loom. Marta’s work proceeded well on the large hanging for display in the Harvest Fair in Waxon. She and the girls had labored diligently since the yarn took the dye. The merchant’ll be pleased that we’ve made so many things, she thought. He’s not likely to come again until this trouble with the Conqueror’s settled. 


Falcon recognized, as his health failed, that she needed more than he provided. “You must earn enough to keep you once Warrick leaves,” he said. “His destiny will take him away from you and you must be ready for difficult years alone with the girls. I’m sorry I leave you with so little. Mine’s been a life of staff, sword and bow. I have only a trifle to show for my years. Our riches have been those of joined souls and that has been enough for me. I fear you now must toil alone.”


Windle rose from her loom and walked to the cottage door. Cool, rain-scented air filled the room as she opened it. “Mother, a rider’s coming!”


“A rider, in this weather?” asked Marta. “It must be something important.”


Marta, Windle and Reetha greeted Nathan, the baker, as he curbed his mud-spattered horse in front of the cottage and dismounted. 


To think I almost married Nathan instead of Falcon, Marta mused, hiding a small smile behind a throat-clearing cough. Nathan still looked after her and treated her with brotherly kindness but made no attempt to renew the near-engagement they pursued when Falcon appeared.


“Marta, it looks as though your thatch fared better than many of your neighbors’,” he began.


“You know of Grandmother’s advice, Nathan.”


“Yes, yes. The old dear was right. I wish I’d been as forethoughtful. The rain ruined four bags of flour in my shop today.”


“What is it that brings you out here, tonight? Not worry after our thatch.”


“No worries after the rain’s slight effect on it; but of Zorasch’s torches, that’s another matter.”


“What of Zorasch’s torches?”


“Kaschay, the emissary of Waxon, has been telling us of the Conqueror’s ways,” Nathan said. “He and his man watched the burning thatch of Massehelm as they journeyed here. He fears a like result for us.”


“I’m sure Kaschay wove a fascinating tale,” commented Marta cynically, as she twisted some yarn in her hands.


Driven by his purpose, Nathan did not notice her tone. “We people of the village have decided to send a modest tribute with Kaschay to King Waxon. He’s promised to use his influence for us with His Majesty to send an army to fight Zorasch before he reaches Wheltentown.”


“A modest tribute? How modest would that be?” asked Marta with a frown.


“Whatever can be afforded, of course, but to those with coin, perhaps thirty or forty pieces each? Malcom’s giving fifty.”


“How could so small an amount influence the King? Why would he send an army here?”


“His lordship suggested that Zorasch might be drawn into an ambush in the Pass. There’s a strong reason for a preliminary attack.”


“You said ‘we of the village have decided’, how many have contributed?”


“We’re still contacting and collecting, but we’ve fifty promised already.”


“Fifty! I’d not’ve thought there were fifty fools with thirty gold coins in Wheltentown!”


“Fools? What do you mean, Marta?”


“Kaschay may be the ambassador of King Waxon but he’ll never give that gold to him. Even if he did, we’ll never see troops on this side of the Mountain. The Mountain’s quite a wall to be safe behind--like a rampart. Why would Waxon not use it? Certainly not for our favor or because of our small tribute!”


The force of her statement stunned Nathan at first. As Marta continued, he colored and puffed up. “Kaschay’s a gentleman and a friend. How dare you accuse him of such knavery?”


“Because he’s more knave than gentleman! He’s just playing off our fears,” said Marta tautly, peppery in return, remembering Kaschay’s leering suggestion to her in the village.


Nathan stomped back to his horse and mounted. “I thought you were a friend. A reasonable woman who’d help us defend the village. Good evening, Marta, I hope your thatch’ll see another rain.”


Windle gawked as her mother stood clenching the yarn in her white-knuckled fists, vivid green eyes glaring after Nathan’s disappearing figure. I’ve never seen Mother so ... hot! she said to herself. Moreover, I’ve never heard her talk so bluntly to anyone, man or woman.


Reetha, ever tender, moved to her mother and reached to take her hand. She looked quizzically after Nathan as he rode away and lifted Marta’s fist to her lips. Then with a tiny pink finger, she stroked the blue vein jutting from the back of her mother’s stiff hand.


“Mother, I’m sorry,” said Windle tentatively, “but I still don’t understand why you distrust Kaschay so much." She still harbored some fascination with him in spite of her nighttime contemplation of Marta’s words.


“Oh, Windle,” snapped Marta in exasperation, then she caught herself. “Maybe it’s just intuition or the way he looked at me in the village, but I know as I would know a ... length of yarn that won’t weave right that Kaschay’s for himself not Wheltentown.


“He’s duped those foolish villagers. It’s a game to him. The size of the purse is nothing; just the running of the ruse is enough. He looks like the man who ran a game of shells in the marketplace of Waxon that your father pointed out to me long ago ... It’s the look of a lone wolf, not capable of real hunting by himself. ‘But waiting to pounce on a powerless prey’, your father said.”


“You’ve not spoken of Waxon for a long time, Mother,” observed Windle.







With a bitter shake of her head, Marta dropped her eyes from staring at Nathan’s retreating horse. She turned toward the cottage door and extended her arm to grasp Windle’s shoulder. “We went there summers ago, before Warrick was born. Falcon pursued some business with a captain of the King’s guard. Being just a girl, I must’ve amused those people who cared to notice me. I was that stunned by the size and bustle of it all. Your father tried to help me understand what was happening but it awed me beyond imagining.


“Most of all, I can remember the callousness of the people. They seemed to care nothing for each other. The captain Falcon saw was a man of flint. He frightened me. Even in my youth, I saw in him all of the warlike anger my new husband kept hidden from me. There was no sympathy for others in that city. They lived within shells, protecting themselves like warrior snails.”


Windle kept quiet, waiting to see if her mother would share more. Mother may not be right about Kaschay, she thought. He seems so grand and more important than the men in our village. But, as she says so often, seeming’s not being.


“Windle, do you remember finding that beaver pond on the Mountain? When you and Warrick were young? You tried to walk across the mud where the water receded. It looked solid and safe but with your first steps, you sunk to your chests. With great effort Warrick pulled himself free and then you after.”


“Yes, Mother, there was no hint that the surface wouldn’t hold us.”


“Some people can be like that--on the surface firm and helpful but when you put your trust in them, they don’t hold you up and prove themselves false friends.”







The rain stopped completely in the night. In the morning after days of toil, they finished all the weaving they could. The traveling merchant was likely to appear in town, eager to buy their work before heading over the Mountain Pass. Concerned about offense given to Nathan, Marta packed her goods and her girls in their cart behind their mare and headed for the village.


As she passed the shop of the smith, Barin greeted them heartily. Warrick filled his thoughts all that morning. “Was Warrick with his goats on the Mountain?” he asked. After they nodded, he continued, “Have you been hearin’ from him since the storm, Mistress Marta? Good day to you Windle and little Reetha, by the by." His nod to Windle showed a twinkling tolerance of Windle’s affected disdain.


“No, Barin, I’m starting to be a bit concerned,” answered Marta.


“Not to worry, Mistress, Warrick’s all right. But would you be wantin’ me to go and have a look for him and your goats?”


“If the smith could spare you, that would relieve my mind.”


“I’ll be askin’ him straightaway,” said Barin. “Your girls’re lookin’ pretty today.”


Reetha grinned and Windle gritted her teeth.


“Thank you, Barin. I’ll be talking with Maxton, the merchant, in the square. Please let me know what your father says.”


A group of villagers gathered around the merchant’s wagon listening intently as they approached. 


“Zorasch’s army just left Massehelm, I’m told,” Maxton said. “Even though the mayor surrendered, they quartered him with elephants in the central square. Every soldier was put to the sword and every fourth man of the city lost his right hand.”


“He’s a beast, he is, that Zorasch,” exclaimed a villager.


“The word I hear from all the cities of the West is similar,” continued Maxton. “I talked with survivors of Myrna a fortnight ago. Zorasch put the entire city to the torch, they said.”


“As cruel as Kaschay said, without doubt,” offered Nathan.


“Kaschay, did you say,” said Paxton. “There’s a right rascal, too!”


“We’ll not have you talking against the emissary, too,” said Malcom defensively.


“Well, if you were from Massehelm or Myrna you’d talk against him,” Paxton retorted.


“What do you mean?" Marta moved to the group and interjected her question eagerly. The villagers parted but eyed her sidelong.


“Posing as an emissary for King Waxon of the East, Kaschay extracted tribute from both those cities to bear to His Majesty as an inducement to send troops to battle Zorasch as soon as he could be encountered,” responded the merchant. “It’s said he lived richly in Massehelm at Myna’s expense until the advance guard of Zorasch’s army appeared. Then with that huge man of his acting as a battering ram, he fled Massehelm in a panic, stopping, of course, to pick up his booty. What men there are left in Massehelm’d give him the same treatment their mayor received if they could.”


“Are you sure? … Did you talk to people who’d actually know,” stammered Malcom.


“The survivors of Myrna are hunting Kaschay. They said they’ve little left but vengeance to live for and Kaschay’s their target.”


Windle’s eyes locked on her mother’s face. A long knotted line of muscle stood out on her cheek from jaw to temple. Sensing her daughter’s stare, Marta turned to Windle. Her pursed lips did not move but the hair on Windle’s neck prickled as her mother’s assessment of the charlatan proved true.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN

AFTER THE STORM







GOTH RETURNED TO the cavern in the limited morning light, seeking for Warrick’s gear. In the chaos of the storm, Shadow pulled away and bolted, terrified of the thunder and lightning. Goth remembered the packsaddle kept in the shallow cave and wondered why Warrick would bring a horse and such a large pack onto the Mountain. Goat herding’s walking work, he thought as stepped from rock to rock to avoid the muddiest patches of the game trail he followed.


Well on into the morning, a thready drizzle dappled the surfaces of standing brown water in the meadow where white hail covered the ground. The worst of the storm’s fury dissipated in the dawning hours. 


It’s likely to be snowing on the other side of the Mountain now, Goth mused. That’s the way with these summer storms--lightning and hail on the west side, snow to the east.


Rain saturated every fiber of his clothing. It dripped from the edge of his green hood, now pulled low over his face. With all the misery from the weather, the effect of Warrick’s blows caused him much greater hurt. His shoulder burned from the first blow he took from Warrick’s staff and three ribs on his left side felt bruised or broken. Worst of all, he could just see the purple mouse on his right cheekbone at the blurred edge of his vision. It presented a visual symbol of his injured pride.


Lad could fight, all right, Goth swore to himself. Not many men defended his knife attack as well Warrick did. He shuddered away the nipping irritation of wet and cold, and his failure even to nick the boy in their fight. Somehow drowning him by happenstance isn’t as satisfying as watching poison twitching through him, he cursed to himself as water rolled down his nose.


Arriving at the shallow cave, he found dry wood stacked in the rear, convenient for his use. With a little care, he could get warm and change to a cloak better suited to the weather. His pack stood out of the downpour and remained dry. After kindling a small fire and shrugging out of his soaking shirt, he hefted Warrick’s packsaddle into better light.


Arrow shafts of curious wood bundled together filled one side of the pack. True and slender, they gleamed with a deep burgundy hue. Where have I seen such shafts? he thought. In the outside pocket of the pack, two leather bags bulged, one lightly filled with split feathers and the other heavy with arrowheads. 


That’s it! These are the makings of arrows like Falcon used. And, the wood’s the same as the boy’s blasted staff. I’ve never felt a blow so stern from a staff so apparently light. Slipping one slender shaft from the bundle, he tried to flex it without much success. These arrow shafts and points almost did Zorasch in, long ago. With this little bending, an arrow’d fly truer than poison. 


A wicked light rose in Goth’s eyes. His spying verified that Zorasch’s army could use the Pass but now he possessed a prize to take to Zorasch. “The little Emperor’ll give a rich reward for such armaments,” he muttered. I wish I could find the tree from which this wood comes. Now that would make me truly rich!" A wisp of a dream of idleness and ease drifted through his mind like wood smoke before he continued his rummaging.


The other side of the packsaddle contained foodstuffs, greater than expected even for a hungry youth to take on the usual trip. The supplies themselves looked different, geared for longer-term keeping and wrapped against elements and animals. Goth frowned in puzzlement over this but put it to the back of his mind as a breeze dimpled the skin of his bare chest.


Changing his waterlogged breeches and wrapping himself in a waterproof cloak, Goth left the fire and strode to a place where the hail remained white and cold in spite of the rain. He wrapped the hail in a cloth and applied it to his bruised cheek. Then he returned to the fire to fight off his chill. Sometime later, the mouse withdrew from sight and throbbed less. Next, he pulled a long roll of bandage from deep in his pack and grimaced through winding it around his battered ribs. His scarred upper body revealed previous injuries and wounds. Bitter experience taught him to shield hurt from his attention, except as it fed the spiteful malevolence that drove him. 


Now what was that boy about up here, he wondered. Somehow a threat to Zorasch? The Wheltenkind’s ever plagued men like him. They’ve a history of frustrating evil plans and men. The boy fought like he was trained for battles. I must linger here longer and find out more ... Perhaps his mother can be of use in this ... Once this cursed rain stops; I’m off to the village. Maybe if I return the horse and the goats, bearing tragic news of the boy’s death, I can gain her confidence and find out more ... I wonder what kind of woman finally put a hood on the Falcon?







Zorasch lay stretched out on the Mayor of Massehelm’s bed, Felmack’s Book in front of him. In his conquest of the city, he experienced a significant scare. One of the tigers ignored his direction. It turned and leapt toward him snarling defiantly in spite of the lash of his Words of Power. One of his guards stood ready with a lance. Without that,” he thought, he would have ripped me apart. 


As it happened, the man who thrust the lance into the leaping beast took the brunt of the wounded cat’s fury. He died just hours after. It took two of another guard’s arrows to slay the tiger. “I can still hear the thunder of my heart,” he felt. “How exhilarating!" 


He reread the Book to learn why this happened and what could prevent it in the future. Nimble fingers turned the pages rapidly. A nimbler mind raced through the familiar words.





“The Words of Power are not magic. Neither are they infallible. As there is a risk to him who speaks them and to those who hear them, there is a danger that they will not continue to produce effect when used too long on the same subject. This is particularly true when Words of Command are used on those with strong wills. Whether animals or men, these may turn on him who commands with vicious intent.


“To him who speaks the Words of Command, I counsel, use them not on beasts of prey lest they turn and rend your life from you. It is not meet that Words of Power be used for evil purpose but they often have been. Many an evil ancestor of the ancient people died using Words of Command on a Mountain Cat. They lost their lives trying to control that most wild and willful. Remember and be wary.”





The Conqueror’s pursed lips bristled the strands of his mustache and beard around his mouth, but with a tactician’s concern not a moralist’s. With His conscience seared past feeling as a boy, he believed that good and evil did not exist as opposites to him. No other standard existed to him but his need for personal freedom of action. That which made him more in command--more free to act as he chose--he diligently sought. That which restricted him, he manipulated, bent to his will, or broke if it would not bend.


From his view, then, the warning presented a mere mental challenge. He must either on occasion replenish his force of beasts or find a new means to wield the Words of Power to his advantage. Perhaps the key might lie on the Mountain or in the village of Wheltentown. These would be the sites of his next campaign but he must advance with care. I cannot destroy the secret of the Wheltenkind in plundering their ancestral home. I need information to know how to proceed. Where is that weasel Goth? It is past time for his report.







 Goth drove the goats ahead of him down the Pass Trail to the center of the village with a leather thong cracking over their heads. Sitting atop the packsaddle felt like riding a rock down a mudslide in his bruised condition. As he rode, he composed the story that would justify his bruised cheek, lament the loss of Warrick, and endear him to the grieving mother.


He could not see the cause straightaway, but Wheltentown bustled in commotion as he approached. “What’s all this then?” he muttered as he slid from the horse, and leaving the goats to fend for themselves, he slinked unobserved into the square to see what bothered the village.


“Do you think Kaschay has left the village yet?” demanded Malcom, greatly mortified by his credulity and loss of money.


“Saw him walkin’ with his man to the smith’s. Suppose they’re gettin’ their horses,” said the miller’s apprentice.


“No doubt to leave by a back way,” grumbled Nathan.


“He’ll not leave the village with my money,” shouted Malcom. “Let’s be after them.”


An angry crowd rumbled toward the smith’s forge. Those with knives raised them on high, while curses and threats filled the air. Even Marta and her girls trotted along.


Kaschay perched in his saddle as Fist prepared to mount his horse when the crowd arrived. Their gear stood stacked on three additional horses and all lay ready for departure. The smith’s shop formed a dead end of the narrow street. Cutting off escape, the crowd bubbled over with muttering and grumbling.


“Stop, you old fraud,” yelled Nathan.


“You’ll not be leavin’ with our money, your lardship,” cried a woolly farmer contemptuously.


“Dismount, Kaschay! You’ll not be duping us like the people of Myrna and Massehelm!” ordered Malcom waddling forward, ahead of the rest.


Kaschay grasped the seriousness of the situation in a glimpse. Spurring his horse into the crowd, he shouted to his man, “Kill the first man who tries to stop us, Fist! Let’s go!" The crowd could do nothing to stop the galloping horses. They scattered as Fist’s horse knocked Malcom off his feet and into a cottage wall. He bounced off and fell hard, face down in the mud. Kaschay’s horse leapt over his sprawled body.


Seeing Marta and her girls off to the right side of the rabble, Kaschay instantly conceived a devilish thought. He wrenched his reins roughly in their direction. As Windle jumped aside to avoid the surging horses, Kaschay gripped her around the waist and swept her over the saddle with him. He wheeled his horse, roaring as it reared, his eyes wild with rage. “I’ll kill the girl if we’re followed!”


With that, the five horses rushed down the road, turning out of sight at the first crossroad. The villagers froze in their startled disarray. Marta ran down the street, shouting unintelligibly in her helpless fear and anger. When the horses disappeared, she turned to the villagers with pleading hands. 


The smith strode powerfully toward her. He reached down for Reetha with one arm and enfolded Marta with the other. “We’ll get her back, Mistress, and be roastin’ that devil on a spit in the town square,” he growled through clenched teeth. To himself, the smith cursed his size. In times such as these, it presented more of a limitation than a distinction. He could not ride with the rescue party. No horse in the village could carry him up the extended slope of the Mountain and his cart could not stand the jostling of the rocks off the trail. 


Marta clung to his ample strength, sobbing and fitfully stroking Reetha’s streaming blond hair. “How could he do such a thing?” she sobbed. “I’d not think even he’d be capable of this!" 


“Marta, you and Reetha should stay in the village until we’ve brought Windle back,” said Malcom shakily as some villagers and his wife lifted him to his feet. His white mustache and chins dripped as though he wallowed in his own gravy and his apron bore a coating of mud. “My wife’ll arrange a room for you in the inn. Our lad, here, will see to your horse and cart.”


Distraught and numb, Marta allowed the smith to guide her to the inn.


“Let’s gather weapons and gear and assemble in the square as soon as possible,” suggested the baker.


The villagers dispersed with stern faces and resolute hearts. The requirement to bear arms presented itself rarely but all possessed them. Wheltentown operated peacefully without formal government. People took care of their own problems and gave liberally to each other. Disputes between neighbors most often settled under the pressure that all should treat all fairly. Those who violated this could not receive the approval or custom of the others. Unfortunately, this informality did not serve them well in a crisis when the need for leadership arose. 


Barin settled his horse as he strapped a bedroll behind his saddle. Grim-faced and angry, he worried about how Kaschay would treat Windle before they captured him. At his waist, he carried the newly forged short sword in a leather scabbard. Without a finished edge, it functioned like a club rather than a sword. This gave Barin some odd comfort as he watched the square filling with armed men, their anger banked and glowing like coals in his father’s furnace.


The tinkling of bells preceded occasional bleating as Warrick’s goats straggled into the square. In their midst trotted Shadow, rider-less with his packsaddle drooping at his sides. Barin moved to intercept him. “Where’s Warrick, old son?” he asked the horse worriedly.


Then he shouted to the others, “Has anyone seen Warrick? These are his goats! Did he come into the village?”


A village boy responded, “No, they just seem to be wanderin’.”


Barin bolted over to Marta as she sat at a table near the great tavern tree. “Have you seen Warrick, Mistress? His goats and horse just wandered into the square.”


“No, I’ve not seen him,” Marta answered. “They wandered in? What’s happened? They’d’ve stayed on the Mountain unless brought down. Oh no! What if something’s happened to Warrick, too! I feared something might’ve gone wrong up there during the storm. Oh, Barin! Please go up there and find him! Help me, please!”


Torn between a hunger to smash Kaschay and the need to find his friend, Barin turned to go to his horse. 


The smith heard the exchange. “Find Warrick, laddie,” he said. “Take his horse with you. You may need it.”


Barin gathered Shadow’s trailing reins, mounted his own horse, and rode off in the direction from which the goats came.







Goth abandoned his idea in the midst of the chaos. He could gain a great deal in the confusion left behind as pursuit gathered. The woman matched the descriptions given him earlier of Falcon’s wife. He knew where she lived from his discretely posed questions during his earlier visit among the villagers. A search of Marta’s farmstead might yield something interesting to Zorasch. He sneaked away from the square, careful to avoid attracting attention, and then broke into the distance-consuming lope common to him, so intent on his goal that he forgot his wounds.


Upon reaching the cottage, he snooped around the outside for signs of life and then went in. Logging in his mind the presence of looms and spindles, he began a careful search of the home. He dodged away from a twinge of intruding guilt as he ducked under a basket hanging from a low beam. This Marta’s a meticulous housekeeper, not a cobweb in sight, he thought, turning his mind back to his scrutiny. 


Working hard not to disturb the order he found, he found nothing else of interest. Even in Warrick’s sleeping place, he uncovered no more than one might expect. He located one burgundy arrow, partially fletched in the spiral pattern he saw Falcon use, but no more. He left it where it lay.


In disappointment, he stepped from the cottage and pulled the door closed. “Maybe there’s something more interesting in the barn,” he muttered. After finding the predictable hay and manure in the stalls, even after he raked the earthen floor checking for trap doors, he moved to the tack room. There in the corner stood Falcon’s hide chest partially covered by an old saddle blanket. As he pulled the blanket away, he saw the leather bands buckled with gleaming, snarling lions. I’ve seen this sigil before, he thought greedily fingering the buckles open.


The inner lid of the chest held a ceremonial cloak of the royal guard of the house of Waxon. Remembering, he thought, I saw this type on the wall of that Waxon captain years ago. Scratching it with a jagged fingernail, he sniffed at this sign of royal favor, uncomfortable with the heritage of courage and commitment to honor it represented. As he learned as a small boy, great Waxon kings bestowed them on houses of a just a few chosen heroes. In a distant region of his mind, a reverential voice whispered that exceptional valor was all that could earn such favor. 


Adorned with buckles of the family’s crest and displayed prominently in the family estate, a crimson cloak symbolized a kingly covenant to aid the claiming family with all the might and main of the Waxon realm in any calamity. By tradition, a Waxon monarch could confer a single one in his lifetime and operated under strict charge to seize the cloak of a family that departed from the tradition of fealty and honor. 


Closing his inner ears to painful memory, he kneaded his temples with hard knuckles. A shudder beyond his earlier chill shook Goth marrow-deep. I’m feeling more a thief than ever before, he confessed to himself. Then, as though dragged forward like a grizzled mule, Goth felt compelled to continue his search. Avoiding contact with the cloak, he lifted a small casket from the bottom of the chest. 


As he raised it, he puzzled over its workmanship and how it opened. In the gleaming richness of the wood, he sensed the presence of mysteries beyond his imagining but while his fingertips traced the beautiful veins of grain, a shadow began to steal over his shoulder. It drew him into its murmuring magnetism, sealing him off from his surroundings and the purpose of his search. A dizzying spiral seemed to begin around him in a web of darkness that swallowed the light from the window and engulfed him.


As the spinning sought to overwhelm him, a tiny rustling reached out to him, or he reached out to it. The sound of a mouse scampering along the wood floor or of a barn swallow scrabbling into a perch--he could not tell--but the spinning slowed and stopped. As his attention went to the sound, the darkness subsided. 


Struggling for a ragged breath, he dropped the casket negligently into the chest and got shakily to his feet. Once again, his knuckles dug into his temples as his eyelids clamped down tight. When he opened them, no memory of the spinning shadow remained. Even the greedy draw of the casket became a distant thought. The distracting sound prompted him back to his purpose, led him to leave the tack room and the farmstead as soon as he could. But experiencing another compelling shudder, he reached down for the casket. I’ll just take this box to Zorasch. It’s the sort of thing he values. Maybe there’s a reward in it for me. 


Closing the lid and covering the chest, Goth backed out of the tack room. He shrugged his pack from his back and tucked the casket in it. With it out of sight, he felt easier and he whispered to the walls of the barn, “I’m a practical man. I’ve learned to live in a world of evil by caring for myself. Others must do the same. Zorasch’ll do what he wills with this treasure. I’ll be rewarded and that’s all that matters.”


Squirming back into his pack, he made the type of mercenary choice that defined his miserable life. I’ve no remorse any longer. And now, I mustn’t linger. I’m already late for my reporting. With that, he ran from the barn and the farmstead, his mind driving his legs onward, ceasing to think uncomfortable thoughts.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN

WARRICK & WATER







HE FELT INEXPRESSIBLY cold. Immersed to his chest in dark water, the weight of his soggy clothes bore down on Warrick’s shoulders like a millstone. As he blinked up into the murk above his head, a stinging drop of liquid from a rocky stalactite struck him in the eye and slid down his cheek. With senses becoming progressively aware, his left arm ached as it extended high over his head. The waterlogged leather thong of his staff cut into his wrist and he felt his weight bobbing against it. Looking about, surging spray from a wall of dim light showered him in the face.


With a numb foot that felt disconnected from his body, Warrick sought for a bottom or wall of the watery tank. His bootless toes touched a rocky surface. It produced the effect of orienting him more securely, assuring him that he still lived, not pickled in cold death after all or suspended in a hellish prison. Struggling to secure both feet on the rock, he rose from the water.


His hair dripped lankly into his eyes and he reached up with his free hand to sweep it from his face. The staff still wedged above his head and he strained to free it. “Where in the world am I?” he muttered. When the Burgundy Wood staff came free of its chocked hold, Warrick flapped his arms like a landing duck and splashed into the water again. Rising again spluttering from his re-immersion, he scrunched up the slope and gasped for breath, leaning against the pitted surface of the cave wall. 


Remembrance returned with the splattering from the wall of water in front of him. Goth! his thoughts exploded. The hail and my panicked goats! The serpent-handled knives! Images of the sudden events of the morning of the storm flashed in his mind until he remembered staggering backward as lightning struck a tree just up the slope from where they fought. The churning torrent had tossed and tumbled him until he fell into watery space and ... then he could remember nothing.


Every part of his body ached as he shuddered, chilled nigh to incoherence. What happened? Where am I? At last gaining a foothold on his consciousness, he lifted his staff to probe the wall of water before him. It’s a waterfall! he realized. I’m behind a waterfall! The waterfall near the cavern. I must’ve been swept over the edge. And my staff wedged somehow in rocks behind the water. He stuck his staff into the water wall again. The force of the water’s not as great as it was. Perhaps I can get out.


Steeling himself, he slid stiffly into the cold bath again. Hand-over-hand, Warrick grasped rocks until he reached the waterfall. Then, securing himself with one hand and his feet, he extended his other hand into the sheeting water. There’s nothing for it. I must try to get out. Taking a lung-filling breath, he pushed away from the rock and through the wall. 


Without the force of the storm, the waterfall fell relatively calmly and the pool outside stood shallow enough to stand in. Dripping like a dredged net, Warrick emerged from the water and fell headlong onto the mud bordering the stream. In time, the cold in the shade got the best of him. He knew he must get warm and dry or become sick. 


Disciplining knotted and bruised muscles, Warrick shivered to his feet and began stumbling toward the secluded cavern. I’ve got dry clothes there, he encouraged himself. Tripping over his discarded boot, he looked about. Muttering in his mind, What if Goth’s still around? he stamped his foot down into the soggy boot and staggered on. 


“At this point, I think I’d be better off stuck with one of those knives,” he said, speaking aloud for the first time. He looked down at his pickled, purple hands, shook them to improve circulation, and thrust his left one under his arm for some possibility of warmth. With the staff in his right hand, he poled himself up the slope and back to the cavern where he left the goats and Shadow as the hail and lightning began last night’s struggles.


“The goats’re gone,” he exclaimed, beginning to babble. “Shadow and his packsaddle’re missing. There’s no sign of Goth. Where’d they go? Has Goth taken them? What would he want with goats?" 


The sky above shone clear now and lapis blue. The afternoon sun warmed the cavern nicely. Around the shallow cave, the ground lay still black with moisture but the rain obviously passed on quite some time ago. What day’s this anyway? How long did I dangle behind that waterfall?


After stripping off his wet clothes, Warrick propped them on sticks in the sunlight. Exhausted, he collapsed in the warmth of green grass, naked to the sky, and fell into exhausted, dreamless sleep.


An hour or so later, Barin rode into the cavern trailing Shadow behind him. When he saw Warrick in the grass, he dropped to the ground, assuming the worst.


“He’s dead! Oh, Lightning, he’s been beaten, stripped, and left for the ravens,” he cried, sprinting to Warrick and kneeling beside him.


Warrick awakened groggily to Barin’s surprise. “Barin? What’re you doing here?”


“What am I doin’ here? What am I doin’ here!” Barin shouted in frustration. “There you be lyin’ naked as the first mornin’ of your life and bruised beyond recognition and you’re askin’ me that! What’re you doin’ here? And what’s happened to you, you daft goat nurse?”


“I’ve been having a swim in a waterfall,” answered Warrick drowsily.







Fist slowed the horses to a lope as they entered the trees on the foothills of the Mountain. His last glance behind discovered no pursuit. There’s no reason to tire the horses needlessly, he resolved. Cleverness could deliver more of a lead than speed under these conditions.


Kaschay’s hostage-taking inflamed Fist’s temper again without surprising him. It’s an effective ploy for freezing the villagers just as my family held in Waxon immobilizes me, he grumbled. In spite of his concern for the red- haired village girl, he knew lives depended upon Kaschay’s safe return. So long as Kaschay doesn’t harm the girl, I must play along.


Four times before, Fist crossed the Mountain Pass from this side. While never stopping in Wheltentown, he knew the Mountain well enough to avoid pursuit. As they came to the trail leading to the Pass, he signaled a halt.


“Why are we stopping, Fist?” shouted Kaschay in agitation, looking backward.


“There’ll be no pursuit until they’ve organized themselves, Kaschay. We must put the girl on a horse to take her any farther or leave her here. She’ll delay us if she’s not seated. What’s in your mind?”


“She may’ve already served her purpose. And yet, it’s always nice to have something with which to bargain.”


“If I’m going to be a hostage,” Windle interrupted indignantly. “Give me a horse. It’s rather tiring being carried like a sack of turnips.”


Fist looked at Windle with surprise while Kaschay lowered her to the ground. “Perhaps that’s what we should call you. Lady Turnip,” said the emissary contemptuously.


“My name is Windle,” she said with all the dignity possible in her situation.


Fist rearranged gear packed on a riding saddle of one of the other horses. Looking over at Windle, he said with kind irony, “Will this mount suit you better, milady?”


Windle’s head whipped his way but she held her sharp tongue, seeing his look of innocence. “Yes, thank you,” she responded.


“Kaschay, if we follow the Pass trail, they’ll catch us before the day’s done.”


“You don’t think our hostage turnip will deter them, then?”


“The girl’ll be more lure than deterrent and your taking their money hurt their pride. They’ll be after us with axes and pitchforks, but after us, they’ll be. For how long, it’s hard to predict. That wasn’t a village of warriors. We must hide our trail and take a way they’ll not expect. That’ll probably be enough.”


After helping her mount, Fist tied Windle’s hands to her saddle’s pommel and took her horse’s reins in his hand. In a quiet voice he said, “You must not try to escape, Windle. The way we go will take your life as easily as my sword, if you’re not watchful. This’s a dangerous path, too dangerous for a bound rider to manage without real care.”


With that, they rode into the brush on the border of the trail until the first sign of water and then turned into the stream. Their way led over flat rock and shale, through streams and aspen groves, ever away from the Pass Trail and bearing far to the northern shoulder of the Mountain. Fist stopped from time to time to survey the way they came and occasionally he dismounted to remove traces of their passage.


By noon with the sun high and hot, they could not see or feel it, buried so deep in the forest. Their horses labored diagonally up a steep slope, losing almost as much ground as they gained, fetlock-deep in damp needles. The smell of the pines filled the air, and from time to time, they came upon patches of snow not yet melted from the previous winter.


Just before they stopped for midday, they startled a horned owl. As he flapped wide wings in careening through the trees, Windle’s horse reared. In the loose footing, Fist’s powerful pull on the bridle saved Windle and the horse from tumbling down the slope like a runaway boulder. Windle looked thankfully into the hard warrior’s eyes as her heart beat thunderously in her chest. Riding my pretty mare was never like this! she exulted to herself. How exciting!







After Warrick’s sleepy answer, Barin left him to sleep. Perhaps sleep’ll be better than talk right now, he thought. In spite of how he’ll be carryin’ on when I wake him and tell him of Windle’s takin’, he’s in no shape to do anythin’ about it. Besides, he has no weapon ... Perhaps I should be gettin’ him one from the Cave.


Barin bent to cover his dozing friend with the blanket from behind his saddle. Bruises and minor cuts marred his shoulders and thighs but nothing appeared broken and the cuts would heal well. Warrick slept deep and dreamless, evidently too exhausted to snore as Barin rode off to the Armory Cave.


The Dragon’s Bones lay as ever before, winding up the Mountain. Countless times since coming to the village, Barin looked to the pattern of rocks and wondered whether the story Warrick told him when first they became friends rang true. Then, he scoffed at his new friend and risked a playful cuff at him that sent them tumbling together in a bear cub wrestle. Now, it appeared, more real wonders awaited.


“Aye, laddie, it seems you’re livin’ in the midst of a legend. Can’t you be hearin’ the minstrels now, singin’ sweetly of Barin, the sword maker,” Barin said and then changing his voice to falsetto mimicry of a tenor’s voice, he sang, “And Barin, the bearer of the sword ever at his side, oh. And ever at his side." 


His laugh bubbled up inside him and bounced him in the saddle. The horse turned a quizzical ear toward him and with a pat on its roan neck, Barin said, “Don’t you be scoffin’ at me, you big dray, me bein’ the subject of the minstrel’s lay. I’m a storied hero, don’t you know.”


Reaching the base of the rocks below the Armory Cave, Barin looked around and dismounted. In spite of his good humor, it seemed the rocks of the Dragon’s Bones were not as stable as before while he climbed. He shivered to think of the overpowering size of the beast.


He hesitated on the porch of the Cave, one meaty hand on the rock of the entrance. “Will something be keepin’ me from enterin’ alone?” he muttered. “Warrick let me in to the family’s secrets. I’ve seen the Book, cut wood from that glorious Tree, and made my sword from the Dragon’s dust alloy. If entry’s forbidden to me, alone, then so be it." As though taking a breath to dive under water, he ducked through the entrance without encountering opposition or restraint. 


Barin’s eyes adjusted to the dim light and he found the Cave as they left it days before. Shaking his big head, he said, “Time seems to have lost its meanin’. I guess that’s part of the legend of things.”


Moments later, he emerged from the Cave, laden with weapons. He juggled a shirt of mail, a sword, a bow and a quiver of arrows, and a lance as he climbed down the rocks to his horse. “With this lot, we could be attackin’ the Conqueror himself, not just goin’ after that ruddy charlatan." 


His brows knit in concern, as he thought of Windle in the “foul clutches” of Kaschay and Fist. In spite of her insults and sharp looks, Barin looked on Windle as a little sister, and perhaps beyond that. She’s turnin’ into such a pretty thing, he thought. He draped the weaponry on his horse and rode worriedly back to Warrick.







Angry Malcom did not carry himself like a warrior or woodsman. The money he lost meant nothing in comparison with his bruised dignity. Kaschay made him look the fool and he sought vindication. Falling face down in the mud salved his pride not at all. The hostage status of Windle overlaid his selfish purpose with righteous indignation. He led the small group of mounted villagers up the Pass Trail with a grim set to his flabby jowls.


Decades ago, he wielded a pike for a few months in a mercenary army but now overweight and unused to a horse, the short lance he carried tired his arm. Even switching from one hand to the other provided little relief. Sweat rolled from his greying hair and dripped from his chins. He purchased his saddle at least fifty pounds ago. Even with this cushioning, he felt every stitch of its seat. For years, his wagon provided his favored mode of transportation. Not this hoof-prancing, head-tossing, hip-wrenching, belly-jostling nag, he thought. Yet, he went on driven by bruised ego and regard for Marta and her family. 


Following Malcom’s lead, the villagers rode too fast to see any signs of Fist’s diversion from the trail. Perhaps those with a sense of the forest retained a sense of people as well. They mistrusted Kaschay with any of their money. In their haste, however, the gullible did not even gather those able on the trail or in a fight to assist them. 


As the sun grew hot and their horses tired, the procession lost its anger like a teapot steaming itself dry. By late afternoon with no sign of Kaschay, soreness suppressed ire and they halted for yet another rest. Courage and concern for Windle cooled as their discomfort multiplied.


“Malcom, we’re not proving anything by this ride, but our own foolishness,” said Nathan. “We’re no match for Fist in battle or on trail. As painful as it is, we should admit we’ll never catch them and turn back." His pudgy hands crossed languidly over his saddlebows and his shoulders sagged like a half-empty sack of flour.


“Our thirty gold pieces seemed a treasure before we rode,” cringed the miller. “I’d give twice that sum not to have to ride downhill homeward and see my wife, having accomplished nothing.”


“It breaks my heart to abandon Windle but Kaschay can’t actually be thinking of harming her, can he?” answered Malcom. “Because we’ve not caught them, he’ll think we’ve heeded his threat. When he sees we’ve not challenged him, he’ll let her go. Let’s put a patrol of village boys on the Pass Trail to watch for her.”


“That’s a good thought, I’m sure that’s what’ll happen,” said Nathan. Then with a sigh, he continued, “I’m so sore I’ll never be able to knead tomorrow’s bread. Let’s be heading back, then.”


Murmurs of tired assent came from the other fools, along with an occasional curse of Kaschay. Frustration with rawboned horses and stiff saddles carried greater fire, however. Malcom’s wounded sense of self admitted another defeat. He needed a large draught of his own ale.







The smith listened to the angry words of ill-prepared and pride-pounded villagers as they gathered for their pursuit of Kaschay. He, of course, would not give any gold to the man. In disgust, he abandoned his attempts to dissuade them from their foolish venture. He could not trust these numskulls to accomplish anything like the rescue of Windle and the recovery of their money.


The old fraud’d been skillful as a snake, he admitted to himself, And to have taken Windle hostage was ruthless but effective. What can be done now? There’s not a man in the rescue party who can read trail or handle sword against Fist. They’ll not catch them anyway. With a loud snap, he smacked his fist into his meaty palm. I couldn’t have added anything to the chase. It’d be a pity killin' a horse carryin’ a bullock like me up the Mountain. He stood looking up the Pass Trail from his vantage at the Fountain.


I wonder what’s become of Warrick. He’s the one who knows the Mountain and can discern the signs of a trail well enough to be overtakin' them. Barin better be findin’ him soon or all our chances’re dust. Poor Marta! What can I be sayin’ to her? I’ll bet she feels the loss of Falcon like a pliers' pinch today. I’m that embarrassed to still be here. It’s hard just to look at her, let alone talk to her.


The smith arranged for the miller’s son to herd the goats back to Marta’s farmstead. She took a room in the inn as Malcom suggested. The smith walked there, continuing to ponder what comfort he could give her. He knew the pain of losing someone precious. Barin’s mother died along with the baby girl she birthed years ago. Their deaths drove him mad until love of Barin pulled him from the fire and quenched some bit of his sorrow. 


There’s a woman of strength, that Marta, he mused. She’s made out well in spite of every old wife’s clucked tongue and wrung knuckles. Maybe she’s cleverer in this circumstance than we bumblin’, brave bullyboys.







After Barin returned from the Cave, he woke Warrick to feed him some soup and get him decent. Purposefully keeping the news of Windle’s kidnapping from him until he could know of his condition, he asked, “Warrick, how’ve you come to be lyin’ in the grass, naked as a newly-shorn goat?" 


After reaching for Barin’s field cup and consuming the remaining soup Barin prepared, Warrick began, “When you left me, I took the goats to the cavern and stopped to have a think. I watched the clouds come across the plain until I got kind of lost in my thoughts.”


Barin snorted, “I’ve never known you to be much else, laddie. Your family and me need to be puttin’ a bell on your skinny neck. You’ve been that likely to be losin’ yourself lately.”


At another time, Warrick would return his friend’s tease with a jibe or even a punch in the shoulder. Now, his gray eyes seemed to view another scene and his lips began to narrate what he saw. “A man startled me ... shook me back from thinking. He was a woodsman ... snuck up on me.”


“It’s not that hard when you’re thinkin’ as you do. But, it’s a real wonder you don’t snore while you’re thinkin’ like that."


Unhearing, Warrick started again before Barin could say anything else. “He knew my father ... fought with him ... saw him wounded.”


“What?” Barin exclaimed, losing the silly grin while listening to Warrick’s fitful flow of thought.


“He knew Falcon in Yestre, fought against Zorasch with him before Yestre fell to the Conqueror.”


Barin leaned forward, eager, as Warrick’s eyes stared hard into the empty cup.


Goth knew so much about Father. Knew so much about the poison and the arrow wound, he thought. A flash of memory of his shirtless father bathing his face and chest in the Mountain stream came to him. The scar in his shoulder, both front and back, seemed highlighted in his mind.


Stretching over to touch Warrick’s hand, Barin asked, “What’s wrong, Warrick? You look like the miller after he’s been cleanin’ grist from his mill. You’re that white in the face. What’s wrong, laddie?”


Warrick’s eyes rose from fixation on the bottom of the cup and his chin lifted. His parting lips looked loosely stitched together with saliva strands as his forehead wrinkled with shock. “My father’s wound! Barin, I just realized my father was shot from behind! The man I met … the man who snuck up on me, tried to kill me ... And I’m certain ... I’m sure! He’s the one who wounded my father from behind ... with a poisoned arrow!”


Both youths leapt to their feet. Barin gritted his teeth as his friend’s clutching grip dug into his forearms. The story began to rage from Warrick like the torrent that dragged him under the falls and Barin found himself caught up by it as though he, too, fought for his life in the flashing lightning and cartwheeled over the waterfall. When Warrick finished, sweat dripped from both their heads like the dankness that aroused him behind the cold curtain of the falls.


As his friend collapsed to his knees, Barin caressed Warrick’s bowed head, wanting to endow him with some of his own strength. Warrick’s heaving chest calmed at last and Barin dropped his hands to his side. A bird calling from the surrounding brush shook him from his preoccupation. Barin, your wits are addlin’, he thought guiltily. You’ve got Windle to tell the lad about! Now, how can I be doin’ it? He’ll lose whatever grip he’s got on his senses if I do.


Then, shaking his heavy head, Barin said, “Ah, laddie, what a villain that Goth is! I seem to remember a man of his stamp in the village lately. From what you say, those who’ve not lost a purse to Kaschay should mind their pockets well. There’s another wolf among us, seemin’ly.”


“Lost a purse to Kaschay, what do you mean?” asked Warrick without looking up.


With care, Barin reconstructed Kaschay's duping of the villagers. Warrick’s mind broke at last from his preoccupations and his eyes found Barin’s. 


Barin could not meet Warrick’s stare as he began, “The seemin’ emissary’s representin’ himself, more than the king of Waxon. He’s charmed most of the villagers out of a tidy sum of earnest money and absconded with it.”


Looking up quizzically at Barin, Warrick could not track with his friend. “What are you saying?”


Oh, hammerin’ horseshoes! I’m not doin’ this well at all, at all! Barin thought, wringing his hands. I can’t see any way of makin’ this come out right. 


The same spilling speech pattern with which Warrick told his tale seemed to swirl around him like a dust devil. He began in a burst of blustering criticisms of Kaschay and his man-at-arms, recounting his father’s encounter with the emissary in the tavern during yesterday’s rain. 


Warrick at last began to understand Barin’s words, “You mean Kaschay just tried to cheat the village all along?”


“That’s what my da’ thinks, laddie.”


Warrick harumped in disgust and raised one foot to stand. “Wheltentown’s full of rogues, lately,” he said without any perception of Barin’s discomfort.


“You don’t know the half of it, Warrick!” Barin said bitterly. “There’s more roguishness to recount." Gesturing wildly, he at last described the galloping escape and the taking of Windle as a hostage. 


Warrick exploded to his feet in wrath, at last fully engaged. “What could you be thinking, you ... you big oaf. That’s my sister, my Windle, who's been taken! We must be after them. The trail’ll be cold beyond following!" 


Warrick spun around and around in his agitation, while Barin mournfully pulled the rest of his clothes from their drying spots, handing him an article here and there, as Warrick managed to put them on hopping from foot to foot. Fully clothed, Warrick stood glaring at Barin, clenching and unclenching his fists.


“I thought you might be needin’ a weapon or two for this fight,” said Barin humbly. “You’ll find them on Shadow, there. I visited the Cave while you were naked and nappin’.”


“I can’t believe you let me sleep. If they’ve harmed Windle, I’ll use those weapons on you, you dolt.”


“Now, now," Barin consoled. “What good would you’ve been to Windle if you dashed off after her liked a skinned rabbit jumpin’ out of the stewpot?”


Warrick moved to mount Shadow grumbling at Barin, but seeing the mail and weapons forced him to get control of his temper. “You say they were headed toward the Pass Trail,” he asked. Worries for his sister supplanted thoughts of Goth, his goats, and his father.


“That’s where we thought they were goin’,” answered Barin. “We have to use those trackin’ skills your father taught you to find their real way.”


A very visible transformation came over Warrick. He strode over to Barin, examining the mail shirt. Barin stifled a smile as he thought, He’s turnin’ from a plucked rooster to a hawk ready to hunt. Maybe this’ll turn out right after all.


“Do you think I should wear this mail and sword? I feel much more comfortable with the bow.”


“You tell me you’re the thirty-first Lord of the Family of Whelt. What kind of lord are you to be, afraid of the wearin’ of a steel shirt,” teased Barin without malice.


“I told you what happened when I first drew the sword,” retorted Warrick.


“Quit your dallyin’, your Lardship, put on the mail, buckle on that lovely sword and let’s be off. That is unless you’ll be wantin’ to do more sunbathin’." 


Barin sensed a purpose for the mail. And the sword is his by right, he thought. It’s time Warrick stopped thinkin’ and started doin’. Despite his bruises. I’ll be watchin’ him for signs of fatigue but we must be after that rascal, Kaschay, before he harms Windle. And then later, there’s Goth.


With a shrug, Warrick gave in. Acknowledging that Barin’s humor always boiled over when some kind of trouble brewed, he pulled off his jerkin and pulled the knitted links over his undershirt. Expecting it to bind and add weight, he said to Barin in surprise, “This mail’s lighter than my jerkin." Then, he slipped into the leather again. It all felt no tighter for the chain and he felt comfortable with it hidden.


“Aye, laddie, and how do you be likin’ my new sword,” crowed Barin as he brandished the spike of the Dragon’s Bones proudly. 


“You and your father’ve been busy.”


“Aye, laddie, I’ll be needin’ to tell you about his thinkin’." Barin hefted the Burgundy Wood lance and asked, “And will you be mindin’ if I carry this lance, as well?”


Warrick grinned lopsidedly as he mounted and they were off. He admitted that Barin took kindly care of him. He observed to himself, I’ll have to teach him how to handle that lance less awkwardly, however. 


They headed for the Pass Trail at a controlled gallop. At first, he winced with every jolt but soon forgot the pain as his determination and focus increased.


I’ve not really forgotten Goth in all this, but first I’ve got to see to Windle, he thought. Another view of his father’s wound came to his mind, this time, as it suppurated and soured. With his knuckles whitening on Shadow’s reins, he muttered, “Father, if you’re still anywhere near, now’s the time when your training’s tested. Help me find her, and then him! Help me know what to do, and as you drilled into me so many times, ‘doing’s more important than knowing.’ Help me do what must be done!" 


When they reached the trail, Warrick groaned, “Those idiots’ve come and gone. See all those hoof prints, Barin? They’re returning to the village. They must be just minutes ahead of us. Let’s catch up with ‘em.”


The boys called loudly to the villagers when they came into sight. On recognition of Warrick, first concern then shame colored their faces. The significance of their direction and the futility of their effort became apparent to the boys. Warrick’s face flashed as hawk-like as his father’s as he probed them for information.


“It appears we must start farther down the Mountain to pick up their trail, if anything’s left of it. Malcom, will you tell my mother I’m well and after Windle?" Like a resolute adult taking charge, Warrick’s tone set things in order. 


Malcom nodded, chagrin coloring his chins. Warrick and Barin left them solemnly, searching for the beginning of a trail.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A QUILTED SKY







QUILTED CLOUDS COVERED the sky above them as they reined to a stop. Fist untied Windle’s hands to eat but while they rested, he wove an intricate bracelet of leather strips around her wrist. He connected the bracelet to a braided leather rope, perhaps four spans long. Then, he tied the rope to the saddle of Windle’s horse with enough lead for her to handle the reins, and carried the coil to his own mount. With their quick rest finished, he tightened cinches on the horses and got them on their way. 


“You’re our prisoner, Windle,” said Fist seriously, as they rode. ‘This thong’ll be our method of keeping you. You’ll find fighting against it’ll merely tighten it on your wrists. When we’re ready to release you, we’ll cut the bracelet. Please believe me, I ... we mean you no harm.”


“If you mean me no harm, release me now,” answered Windle tartly.


“Would you like to be left without a horse on the Mountain, Turnip,” barked Kaschay. Then turning to Fist, he said, “We’ll need all our horses for our journey, Fist. Perhaps we should release her and recover the one she rides. We seem to’ve avoided pursuit by your detour.”


“I’m not sure all the villagers’ll be as easily deceived as that fat innkeeper,” responded the man of arms. “Wheltentown’s produced some warriors of great valor. I’ve fought beside a few of the Wheltenkind in various armies in my life.”


“My brother, Warrick, is a Whelten warrior,” began Windle defiantly. Her voice caught as she realized her pride and fear loosened her tongue. More reticently, she said, “He’ll rescue me soon." As she looked at the broad back in front of her, her defiance weakened. How could I’ve been so foolish as to mention the Whelten name? Warrick’d be hard pressed to fight such a man, she imagined.


“Your brother’s a Whelten warrior?” pursued Fist. “Who’s your father?”


“My father’s dead,” Windle began. Then realizing she weakened her position with this news, she kept quiet.


“Your father’s dead,” asked Fist with controlled interest. “What was his name?”


What should I say, now? Perhaps I’ve said too much already, she thought. Should I tell him more, make up some kind of story, or just be quiet?


“Who was your father?” demanded Fist pointedly. As his tension traveled through the lead rope to Windle’s horse, it tossed back its head and its eyes rolled. Still Windle remained silent. Fist drew his horse to a walk and turned in the saddle, irritation etched on his stern face.


“Why is it important if he’s already dead,” asked Kaschay tiredly.


“I knew a Whelten warrior named Falcon years ago in Waxon. He was perhaps the best soldier I ever knew, a dangerous man. Although we were friends, I lost track of him as our ways parted. The story was told of him that he married a beautiful woman of a small village and retired from fighting to raise a new generation of Whelts." 


Fist addressed this to Kaschay but he saw Windle start when he spoke the name Falcon. Halting their horses and turning to stare directly at Windle, he asked, “Was Falcon your father, Windle?”


Lifting her chin proudly, Windle said, “Yes.”


“Then, your brother may well be a warrior to be reckoned with,” said Fist. “I loved your father as a brother, Windle, but now you must stay our prisoner. I’ve too much at stake to lose the advantage you are to us." Fist reflected back on his years of service with Falcon in the armies of Waxon. How old must this son be? he wondered. How many years has it been now?


“Advantage?” asked Windle. “What advantage can I be for you against Warrick?”


“Warrick’s his name, then? If we release you now, he’ll come after us to recover the villagers’ money, anyway. If you’re released and come to harm, he’ll not rest until he catches us. If we keep you, we can use you to distract him or bargain for our safety. You’re our prisoner, Windle, now more than ever before.”


“You said you have too much at stake?" Windle spoke the question with less confidence.


“That’s none of your affair. Let’s be on our way,” answered Fist.


“Oh, but perhaps our hostage would like to know something of your delicate circumstance,” sneered Kaschay. “You’ve something in common with my good man, Turnip. His wife and son are held hostage against my safe return." 


Seeing Windle’s puzzlement, he continued, “Hostaging is a delightful Waxon custom. We bind a man of arms to an unpleasant master such as Fist finds me by keeping hostage that which he holds most dear. If I return, they live and go free. If I die, they die.”


“But what if you die from an accident or illness?” asked Windle in shock.


“No matter, Fist must keep me from harm. Delightful custom, what?”


“I think it’s barbaric,” said Windle disdainfully.


Kaschay shrugged and they began to ride again in silence. The clouds above noticeably thickened as they talked. Rain threatened again. A breathtaking view of a high, long meadow on the northwestern shoulder of the Mountain opened before them. To the west, they could see the plain stretching to a far horizon where rain fell. Over the shoulder of the Mountain, sparkling rivers wound their ways to the Cities of the East.


Fist led them through waist-deep foliage. In the darkening late afternoon, the abundance of tall, purple stalks of monk’s hood arrested Windle’s attention. She remembered a conversation with her mother last year about the flower’s color. They wondered then how they could make it into a new dye, never seeing a purple as regal and lovely as this. Will I ever see Mother again, she thought. I hope Reetha’s being a comfort to her. Oh Warrick, be careful but please come for me. Please!


After another hour or so of riding, rain drizzled on them as they reached the trees on the other side of the meadow. Fist stopped and pulled cloaks from a pannier on the packhorse for himself and Windle. Kaschay hooded himself in a blue robe. The iridescent cloak that attracted so much attention in the village remained packed away. They rode on, their horses’ coats darkening and then dripping in the downpour.







They roamed down the trail after watching the villagers depart. Warrick instructed Barin on signs to watch for as they rode through the trees on either side of the Pass Trail. Broken limbs, turned rocks, pieces of fabric or even horsetail strands would tell them if Fist and Kaschay actually did what Warrick thought likely. 


“I’m much better seein’ substance, Warrick,” continued Barin in protest. “My father’s always losin’ things like hammers and anvils and I’m good at the findin’ of ‘em.”


“Stop your joking, Barin, and watch me,” said Warrick. While focused on trying to find the party’s departure from the trail, he wondered, What’ll we do when we catch up with them? Barin’s descriptions of the warrior’s strength daunted him. There has to be some means to catch them at a disadvantage. His mind churned as his eyes swept the ground.


Barin called out hesitantly, “Warrick, laddie, I think I may’ve found our anvil.”


As Warrick joined him on the northern side of the trail, Barin held up a few strands of long horsehair that drifted in the air. As they searched farther, they came upon hoof prints of five horses moving through the trees as Warrick expected. Warrick dismounted and walked down slope studying the prints.


“The smith makes a fine shoe, Barin. When they’re new like this, they make a clear print on the ground.”


“The newest shoes in the village’d be Fist and Kaschay’s.”


“Let’s watch for signs of their going northward. I thought they’d not follow the Pass Trail,” concluded Warrick.


Warrick avoided scolding Barin for missing a few other signs of their continuing bushwhack. Barin found what they needed. Within a hundred spans of the horsehair, Warrick discovered a partial track leading off to the north.


“It’s lucky we saw their trail when we did,” said Warrick appreciatively. “Look at that sky. We’re in for another storm.”


Both lads donned cloaks as drops of rain began to mark the disturbed shale they crossed. Seeing the direction the trail took, Warrick’s mind raced ahead. Few places offered a real alternative to the Pass Trail for crossing the Mountain. One could travel for lengthy distances expecting it to continue. But ravines ultimately blocked the way on the western slope and perpetual snowfields barred passage on the far eastern reaches.


On the northwestern side of the Mountain, a meadow led to a safe way of descent. Warrick proposed a gamble to Barin. He remembered a difficult but quick way to reach the meadow few would ever dare to take. Knowing both Shadow and Barin’s mount’s abilities, Warrick felt sure they could make the trip and cut precious hours off their time.


“Are you sure I can make it, laddie? I’m not the horseman you are by a pretty margin,” asked Barin.


“It is a bit difficult but just hang on to your horse, Barin. He’ll pull you up if you can stay in your seat. We must hurry or lose all the advantage of knowing a better way.”


Points in their passage stood Barin’s hair on end but the rain ultimately soaked it flat again over his heavy brows. Their horses splashed from boulder to boulder rather than climbing a known way. The damp gloom grew depressing and dangerous.


On one route over a ribbon of rock across a steep face, Barin looked down a rockslide. It seemed to go on forever. Some time ago, the cliff above them evidently fractured and fell, then, it slid and tumbled, severing tall trees like twigs. Looking upward, he saw a village-sized fragment tilting precariously above them. He closed his eyes with a shudder and held to his horse’s sides with his knees.


The rain made the going difficult. Warrick’s horse dislodged small stones as he switched back and forth on a grade above Barin. Rivulets of muddy water doused Barin’s face as he bent low over his horse’s shoulder. He cursed a stream of smoking phrases his father never allowed even when a hammer smashed his finger.


When they reached the meadow, Barin screamed his frustration. “Warrick, you daft tender of vile, smelly, hairy, bleatin’ four-footed fleeces. I’ll never follow you again. You’ve taken years off my precious young life. ‘A bit difficult,’ you said, ‘A bit difficult’!" The heavy downpour drowned his words, adding to his frustration. 


Warrick turned in the saddle and looked sternly at him with a finger to his lips commanding silence. They had made incredible time with their wild ride up the difficult slope. The signal stifled Barin’s bellow of personal curses. Warrick raised one arm for attention and gestured with the other toward a fresh pathway of broken greenery leading through the meadow. Opening his jaws with a painful pop, he exhaled his relief. “The gamble proved out!” he whispered to the rain. “We’ve found their trail and gained the hours we needed.”







Windle hunkered down on her horse, wet through, worked over, and worn out. What excited and engaged her in the morning exhausted her now. The man’s cloak she wore sagged with rain. My shoulders feel like I’ve been carrying a goat across them all day, she grumbled to herself. This skirt wasn’t made for riding. My bottom feels like I’ve been paddled and left in a wet diaper all day. And, this horse becomes surlier with each stumbling step! He threw his head from time to time, once catching her leaning forward. “Much as I don’t approve of beating a horse,” she said aloud to it. “I’d switch your ears hard, given half a chance!" A swollen and sore abrasion above her left eye stung in the cool, damp air of early evening.


Fist found a place to stop for the night. The rain abated but mist swirled around them. They needed a place for a fire and a dry bed. An overhanging cliff provided shelter and a view of any approaching threat. 


All afternoon, while minding their way, Kaschay, and Windle on her leash, Fist looked back on his relationship with Falcon. Now, readying their camp, he continued his remembrances. They met years ago. As young members of the Waxon border guard, they cycled from competitive rivalry through respectful distance to ironclad friendship. 


In the beginning, as they came together in their training and first assignments they postured and posed, trying to prove themselves stronger, more adept with various weapons, or more courageous in battle. Falcon was the smaller, he thought. But much quicker. With a startling eye for a target! As frightening as Fist’s physique and skill appeared to an enemy, he never could best the precision of Falcon’s elegant burgundy shafts. Those whistling arrows seemed to find their marks with eyes of their own.


Clearing away brush from the campsite, Fist mulled over the incident that changed their competition to close collaboration. In an idle moment in a border camp one evening, they pursued a boasting argument. In rash, youthful striving, they began a sword fight until an angry officer stopped them and chained them together. How I hated him for those moments when they clamped the irons on us! Fist rued.


In the middle of the night, the enemy raided their camp, forcing Falcon and Fist to battle for their lives, chained together at hand and foot. Their keeper died first by an enemy arrow while attempting to free them to help defend the camp. What a look Falcon gave me, then! That quick blink of an eye so much like a warrior bird. And, I knew instantly he’d fight with me, never against me again.


Each with a sword in a free hand, they attacked a group of charging raiders. Constrained to coordinate their movements, they buried their animosity. With flashing swords and doubled knots of fists and feet, they turned the enemy raid aside together. 


From that frenzied night, they served as brothers, perhaps like twins joined at birth. In later battles as group leaders, their thoughts linked and their spur of the moment actions seemed like planned and jointly executed strategy. From that moment when he looked at me, I knew his mind. They rose through the volunteer and mercenary army of Waxon to officer status. 


Then, mysteriously, Falcon relinquished his role and left Waxon. In their single, terse conversation about it, Fist attempted to learn the reason for his hasty withdrawal. “What is it, man?” he queried. “Why’re you leaving? After all, you’ve done for Waxon … All you’ve sacrificed … All you’ve achieved. After all our battles together, you owe me an answer.”


Following an unblinking look Falcon replied tersely, “I’ve a greater duty to my family, Fist. It’s time to fulfill it." 


From time-to-time, he heard of Falcon’s involvement in various conflicts as a mercenary in far-off places. Much later, Fist learned that his friend fell wounded in the losing defense of Yestre but he heard no more until the rumor of his marriage.


Now, here lay the daughter of his brother/friend in his camp, hostage to him and his despised “master”. She formed an important means of defense in an effort to save Kaschay from losing the miserable life that he, himself, wished he could take away. 


Ah, the ironies of this life of sorrows, Falcon, he thought. Often we discussed them, out among the stars on some distant frontier. I owe your memory better than this. But, what can be done now we’ve taken her so far from the village? I could let her escape tonight but where would she go to be safe and how would she return without harm? What’ll happen when Warrick arrives? How much of Falcon’ll be in him? Can I actually hurt Falcon’s children, even to save the lives of my own dear ones? 


Fist tied Windle’s thong to a tree and set her to the task of fixing a meal. Being as hungry as Reetha’s longed-for puppy, Windle began the task eagerly, in spite of the fetter of the thong and the strangeness of the dried rations Fist directed her to throw into the bubbling pot. Kaschay retreated to the deepest part of the overhang’s shelter, changed his clothes, laid out his bed and commanded Fist to wake him when the food’s preparations finished.


“As I said, Windle, your father was my friend,” began Fist privately. “I’d not’ve chosen this way to meet his daughter. Was your mother the auburn-haired woman Kaschay confronted in the village square? I seem to recall you standing near her.”


Windle nodded, unsure of what and how much to say. He may have known Father but how could he be a friend and allow me to be his hostage? she thought.


“She’s a beautiful woman. I found it hard to listen to Kaschay insult her as he did with his vile flattery.”


Still Windle kept her silence, concentrating on stirring the pot.


In hushed words, Fist began to reminisce of Falcon to himself with Windle as listener. He tried not to play to her sympathies or to win her over to him, he merely let memories drift around him like a warm stream. The affection in his voice touched Windle nonetheless and she began to ask a question here and there to learn more of her father.


With the food warm, Fist served a plate to Kaschay and took one himself. Windle ate hungrily in spite of the foreign flavor of dried meat mixed into the stew. After he finished, Fist rose to check the horses and survey their back trail.


Windle watched his broad back as he moved away, thinking, I can’t hate a man who loved Father so much. But I’m frightened ... I guess that’s the word for this feeling of helplessness ... and I don’t like the leer Kaschay gives me. Mother was right. He has a lone wolf’s look. I must watch him. I think I can trust Fist but Kaschay, I will not.







The sky cleared enough to reveal stars and a full moon. Barin and Warrick decided to halt for a meal and then go on in the moonlight. Warrick thought he knew where to find the camp of their prey. The overhanging cliff offered real protection from possible rain on the way to the alternate route down the Mountain.


As they sat eating dried fruit, bread and cheese without a fire, a thought occurred to Warrick. If they’re following this route and know the way to the overhanging cliff, they can presume that anyone knowing the Mountain will also. If they’re aware of our pursuit, a warrior like Fist might try an ambush on us. 


Deciding to draw his friend into solving the problem, he said, “Barin, we mustn’t approach them from this side. If Fist’s as seasoned a warrior as you say, he might try to ambush us. There’s a way for us to get beyond them, if they are camped, as I expect, at the overhang.”


“And is this way just ‘a wee bit difficult’?” questioned Barin with tired irony.


“Well, it’s not as easy as following this pathway,” responded Warrick just a bit defensively.


“After today’s ride, I’m ready for a bit of easiness.”


“Barin, we’re not likely to have an easy time of anything. We must do what we must to rescue Windle.”


“Aye, laddie, that’s right. But my poor self’ll be requirin’ a bit of ease when this is over. And I’m wonderin’ how you must be feelin’ after a day like today. How’re your bruises?”


“To say it straight, I feel like I could sleep for a week in the thickest of down comforters and not feel warm or rested. My bones ache from the cold and damp and my head feels like it’s split." Then, in irritation at himself that he spoke so openly about his hurts, he concluded, “That can’t matter, now! We must be off and then find a place to sleep before we take on Fist and Kaschay.”


They mounted stiffly and wound their way in the moonlight through the pines. After a creaking and shifting time in the saddle up the slope, they glimpsed a winking firelight below and ahead of them. Warrick felt fatigued vindication as they plodded farther on until the slope blocked the firelight from view. When at last they moved past the overhang, Warrick signaled a halt and they prepared ground sheets and bedrolls for sleep. 


Just before slipping into slumber, Barin whispered, “I hope you wake with the dawnin’, laddie, for I’m feelin’ much like that great brown bear you compare me to so often. I may not come out of sleepin’ ‘til next spring.”


Warrick’s breathing answered in a ragged series of inhales and exhales.


“So this’s how a hero sleeps,” snuffled Barin as he burrowed into his bedroll. “Wet, worn out, and worried. I don’t fancy this kind of life at all.”










CHAPTER SIXTEEN

TREASURE







GOTH GNAWED HUNGRILY at a mutton bone, waiting for his audience with Zorasch the Conqueror. The weathered pack at his feet contained treasures certain to be of interest to the little man. The burgundy shafts in his quiver would be intriguing but the casket gleamed with real worth. Goth decided whatever its significance to the house of Whelt, it carried a aura of value.


What could be the secret inside? he wondered peevishly. I wish I could keep it for myself but Zorasch’ll be pleased to receive such a treasure. Goth’s eyes blazed as he remembered the sleek feel of the wood and his hand strayed to the laces of the pack before he caught himself. Mustn’t call attention to it! Keep your hands away, fool! 


Late the night before, he studied the casket intently before sleeping. Fingering the lion medallion on the lid, he wondered what metal was used to make it. Gold perhaps, but there’s something richer within, I’ll wager, he thought. 


The box measured about as long in its length as Goth’s spread fingers, its width and height about as broad as his hand. The gleaming burgundy wood seam looked to be about a third of the way from the top, but it mated smoothly with the bottom. Goth doubted if it really opened there. 


He shook the box, his ear against the smooth wood. Hearing nothing, he tried to find hinges, and even thought of prying the seam wider with a knife. In the end, he could not make himself do it, fearing he might deface the beauty of the wood. He tried turning the lion medallion and pushing the sides and various surfaces in different orders. More and more attracted to its enigmatic loveliness, he slept holding the box in clutching hands, dreaming of its beauty. A few times, he awoke to check that it still lay in his grasp. Each time he looked about to see if anyone lurked in the shadows of his resting place with intent to steal his treasure.


Now, outside the campaign tent of his current commander, he wondered whether he could really turn it over. Perhaps there’s some secret of mastery in the box. Only a fool’d give away a wonder such as this. What right has Zorasch to something I found? Have I been a lackey so long I’ve forgotten to think of myself? Zorasch’ll have my report but not the box. It’s mine now and I’ll know its secrets, not Zorasch! 


When at last Zorasch called for him, Goth reeked of covetousness. With all the cooperativeness of a cornered badger, he reported on the Mountain Pass and the insignificant threat presented by the villagers of Wheltentown. “That rabble lives waiting to be swept aside like sleepy flies by your troops,” he sneered at last looking down his oft-broken nose.


“And did one of these slow-moving flies swat you, Goth,” asked Zorasch, apparently absentminded and continuing to focus on the papers on the campaign desk before him.


Goth unconsciously fingered the yellowed bruise remaining on his cheek from Warrick’s blow. “Had a quarrel with a goat herd over ... over a wineskin,” he stammered, caught off guard.


“Did one of your serpents have occasion to strike at him?”


“No, he drowned accidentally in a rain-swollen stream,” answered Goth offhandedly, trying to recover his composure.


“Have the villagers of Wheltentown discovered this accident?”


“Not when I left them.”


“Is there a chance that this unfortunate was something other than a goat-herd, Goth?”


“No, ‘course not!”


“Hmm. And were you forced to kill anyone else in Wheltentown,” probed Zorasch without looking at Goth.


“There was a traveling merchant who was spreading irritating gossip about your army,” said Goth concentrating now and puzzled as usual by Zorasch’s way of peeling away strips of a story like the skin on a piece of fruit. The image in his mind of a sharp knife against his skin made him shudder.


“And why would you kill him for that? That is the object of much of our effort, Goth, as I have explained to you before.”


“He was drawing a crowd to him and I feared ...”


“Goth, I ‘fear’ you do not understand me even yet. We use fear as an advance guard. The more people talk of our terrors, the weaker they are. Let them talk, my friend, let them talk." The Conqueror’s dark eyes drilled Goth and he demanded, “How did you kill him?”


“I ... I used my knives on him, then overturned his wagon and wrote a message of warning with his blood on the bottom of it." Goth licked his dry lips and swallowed the swelling lump of worry in his throat.


“Now, that’s a nice touch, Goth. Perhaps you understand more of my methods than you realize. Was there anything else to share with me, my friend?”


With his chin held down against his chest, Goth shook his head in a renegade, negative response. This interview flowed like so many others. Zorasch always left Goth wondering whether the man could read his innermost thoughts. It angered him to the core. I’ll not even think of the box, he projected inadvertently. Then, having experienced enough of his taxing employer, he swallowed hard again and rasped, “My emperor, I request your leave to rest for a time from scouting." 


“Was this journey so difficult, then,” asked the Conqueror, smooth as the swish of silk.


“No ... well, it’s just that I’m tiring a bit as I grow older.”


“You are not old, Goth.”


“No, but I tire of scouting … of the thought of it … The long roads, the watching, the disguises, the foolish questions asked of even more foolish people." As he spoke, fatigue actually slumped his shoulders and weakened his voice.


“Was the goat herd young,” Zorasch asked, switching back on Goth.


Goth blinked and croaked like a stuck toad, “Yes, yes, he was.”


“Tell me of your fight with him.”


“Oh, it was nothing ... Nothing of significance.”


“Perhaps not, but I would like to hear more. Would you care for some refreshment? You are sounding quite parched.”


“No, no, thank you, Your Majesty,” deferred Goth. How can I get out of here? he wondered.


“As you will. And the fight, Goth?”


Goth’s surliness as he entered the tent surprised Zorasch. Goth, the useful traitor; Goth, the man of eyes and ears and convenient loyalty; Goth, the wielder of serpent teeth, seemed to be withholding something of importance. He recounted only an abbreviated version of the fight with Warrick. Zorasch poked and probed with sharp questions and soft comments, drawing him into lengthy explanations and contradictions.


Goth ducked and bobbed as the interrogation continued, becoming sullen and resistant. His eyes strayed to his pack where the precious box lay hidden but then, jerked back to attention with a sharp word from Zorasch. He worried about giving away something of his protective passion. 


Zorasch tired of the game. Standing and stretching languidly, he yawned and moved around his desk behind Goth. Before the man knew what happened, Zorasch threw him to the ground, twisted his hood tight against his throat and backhanded him across the face. With murderous precision, the Conqueror held a needlepointed dagger just away from the tip of Goth’s nose. For all of his exalted station, Zorasch remained a most dangerous man on a personal and physical level. His bright eyes gleamed with mesmerizing menace as they bored into Goth’s. 


“Goth, you have disappointed me. I have employed you to learn secrets, not to keep them from me. Now, you will tell me everything as it was or I will begin by splitting your nose, then taking one eye and so on until I have removed all of the senses which have made you valuable to me or to any one else for whom you have spied. Now, talk!”


The speed and the strength of the man astounded Goth. He dared not struggle. His eyes watered with the pain of his slapped face. A dead numbness spread from the pinprick of Zorasch’s knife on his nose. He’s poisoned me, of course, he thought. He had to talk under the effect of poison upon his tongue. As the collar tightened against his throat, he could not find will to resist. My neck’s not worth a blasted box! Like a frightened mouse frozen by a serpent’s eyes, he began to squeal the truth.







When Goth lay twitching his last bitter moments from the effects of the single poisonous prick on the tip of his nose, Zorasch let go of his hold on the green hood. He stood, letting his muscles mellow. The tension of the struggle with Goth knotted every cord in his back and shoulders. Deep in thought, he began to pace up and down the length of his tent flexing and stretching while his mind worried at Goth’s revelations like a street dog on a discarded bone.


As the tent became too confining, he stowed Goth’s pack away for a future, in-depth search, strode outside. Gesturing to a guard to dispose of Goth’s body, he began to march around the camp. Two of his personal guard automatically took up their positions about twenty spans behind him. Used to such impulsive, pensive inspections of the army’s position, they kept ever ready, as he commanded.


Falcon lived and had a family, Zorasch observed to himself. How remarkable! He was one of the few who have been any opposition to me. And now, he succumbs years after the poison was introduced to his system. Would not Balaach, that snake, be intrigued to learn of the potency of my venom?


The night stretched out, remarkably quiet after the rain earlier in the day. Camped after a damp day’s journey from Massehelm, his troops still tried to shake off the effects of their murderous rampage in that city. Most of the men snored loudly in hastily entered bedrolls. An occasional veteran, wreathed in pipe smoke, greeted him as he walked past dying fires.


Ruminating on the events of the recent and distant past, Zorasch let his thoughts drift as he walked. Falcon was of the family of Whelt, too! That explains so much of his abilities. He was a formidable foe. If Goth had not betrayed them, the raiders of Yestre would have killed me on that night. Now, I possess another treasure of the Wheltenkind. What a delightful irony! Perhaps this will give me the weapon I need to complete my conquest. Was there not a reference to a box in Felmack’s book? 


The interrogation of Goth excited him. Zorasch delighted in the baiting of and battling with an informant or spy. He cultivated the skill over years. The wounding of Goth with the poisoned dagger brought a disappointing end to the contest but Goth ceased to prove useful.


After the poison loosened Goth’s tongue, he learned of the reason behind Goth’s antagonistic defensiveness. He coveted the burgundy box he strained so hard to keep from revealing and feared Zorasch would take it from him. For some strange reason, the box gained power over Goth’s will. Zorasch stifled a shudder in a rare moment of self-doubt. Will it have a similar effect on me? After a moment’s thought, he whispered to himself, Quite unlike me, to have such a fear. He left the box in Goth’s pack with this concern in mind. 


Zorasch reached the end of the encampment. Wary guards attended cages of tigers here. Beyond them, large-linked chains attached to huge stakes picketed the elephants. Zorasch routinely checked on the subdued status of his animals. Words of Power induced upon them a near-sleeping state when they were not in battle.







Zorasch noticed something about himself of late. Speaking the Words of Power took strength of some inner sort from him. With each progressive use, he felt a draining of mental energy as though an inner reserve dropped without replenishment. I must consult the Book again, he thought. Perhaps there is something I have forgotten that would explain this weakening. 


Zorasch finished his survey of the animals and turned toward his tent. He stopped, gripped by a startling thought. The Book ... The Book! Falcon is of the family of Whelt. What if Falcon had a Book, as well? I have never made that connection before. Would it contain secrets that are not in mine?


Breaking into a sprint, the Conqueror rushed to his tent, oblivious of the stares of sentries and guards. In eager haste, he lifted Goth’s pack closer to him, collected Felmack’s book, and lit an oil lamp on a table beside his campaign chair.







No oil fed the wick as darkness turned into dawn. Zorasch’s eyes stung from reading through the night. He closed the Book with reverent slowness. The answers were there! he exulted. References to Books held by others of the family and to the Burgundy casket bore new meaning now. The warder wrote,





“In the beginning, each branch of the family of Whelt possessed access to the Words of Power. Each sire was under strict charge to convey the Words by mouth only to faithful sons or heirs in spirit. After some generations, it was discovered that such conveyance was not pure and that the force of the Words of Power became diluted.


“A grand family council was held and a charge was laid upon me and my descendants to preserve the purity of the Words of Power and the traditions of the family Whelt. Books, to be carefully guarded, were written to record the Words of Power and counsel for their users.”





Zorasch uncoiled himself like a wire spring. The words recorded in his brain continued to sound in his ears as though Sternen spoke to a room full of eager young learners from five houses.





“The Books are to be the means of training new generations concerning the sacred charge. They have been given to the five heads of the family lines, representing the five original sons of Whelt the Great, Lord of the First Generation, Master of the Grand Secret. He sealed it in the Casket of Burgundy Wood, to be used again only when the world itself totters on the brink of evil again.”





“And here I have it,” Zorasch said aloud, touching the glossy surface of the casket. “It is mine for the opening.”





“Each Book has been composed as seemed me good, knowing the traits of the grandsires that flow down the generations to their heirs.


“For Waltrom, my grandsire, the Book bears emphasis of wisdom and understanding, of tactics and strategy, of forethought and planning. 


“For Barnat, his Book speaks of the command of animals and the minds of men, of leadership and the molding of collective will, of the marshaling of forces. 


“For Wilton, the Book tells of natural forces, of wind and weather, rain and hail, fire and lightning, of powers of earth and sky.


“For Maxim, the Book imparts treasures of the soil, the wonders of green growth and the terrors of poisonous decay, the combinations of herb and root and their effects.


“But for Whelten, firstborn and heir, the Book shares secrets of them all and tells of weapons great and small, of alloys and materials, of uses and defenses, and lastly of the Grand Secret, its purpose and its danger.”





“My book must be of the Barnat line,” yawned Zorasch viciously. “It’s the book of Whelten I must have. It accompanies the Burgundy Casket. The family of Falcon must keep that Book and must have it.”


At last, Zorasch confronted the rare feeling of intimidation he felt as Goth described the Burgundy Casket. For him, it held a sense of repulsion opposite to Goth’s attraction. Somehow, the box taunted him with a danger such as he never felt before. The warder described it to the Barnat heirs.





“I will not tell here much of the Grand Secret of the Casket. It is reserved for the Whelten heirs. But there is danger to those who handle the Casket without permission or preparation and all the family of Whelt must guard it carefully. 


“To those of weak wills, the Casket will appear a treasure of riches. As one such puzzles over it, the power of the ancient people embodied in the Secret, not the box, will whisper to the avaricious heart. It has and will provoke murders and larceny down through generations until its final use by one who will master its power for good and then destroy it.


“Hear me well, heirs of Barnat, as though my voice echoed from the pages of this Book as a heralding trumpet. All the secrets of the family Whelt, all Words and Powers, Weapons and Skills, are to be used for Good not Evil.


“I seal a curse on all who will depart from our family’s charge--a curse of weakness and decay, of frustrated ambition and shattered evil dreams of grandeur. This is my prophetic promise down through the generations: do good, not ill with the secrets of this Book or ruin awaits!”





“A curse upon his curse,” said Zorasch defiantly. “I have never feared a preacher of ‘good and evil’ before and I shall not begin now. I have chosen my destiny and it is to rule the world and now I have the means to do it within my grasp. I shall go to Wheltentown and find the Book of the Whelten line. I shall have the Book and the Grand Secret also and they will serve my purposes. Good and Evil, Bah!”


Zorasch reached into Goth’s pack and withdrew the Casket. The rubbed burgundy surface glinted in the lamplight. With a thoughtful forefinger, he traced the detail of the snarling lion medallion. The hot fury of his defiance cooled with the feel of the metal. A tremor shook him like a wet dog. “A curse upon his curse, indeed,” he declared again throatily and carried the Casket to his war chest, tucking it carefully away beneath folds of a heavy cloak.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

FIGHT FOR WINDLE







NO SUNSHINE CLIMBED above the Mountain’s shoulder as Fist stirred. In fact, the sky still showed a few bright stars. Restless sleep left him irritable, sore in the shoulders, and pained in the cords of his thick neck. His spine clicked loudly as he twisted his head and he shot a look over to his two sleeping charges to see if they heard him move. His pursed lips spoke silently of the toll military life took on his muscular body. The noise is all inside me as usual. With all the strain of all the battles I’ve been in, it’s a wonder I don’t wake the dead just walking.


Last night, after tying Windle securely and protecting Kaschay from exposure to accident, he fell into fitful sleep. He drifted at first through dreams of home as a boy in Waxon, then of meeting Miriam again, followed by a series of other meaningless incidents until an image of Falcon striding toward him in the mist of an early morning captivated his attention. 


He first recognized Falcon by his movement and the set of his shoulders but as the mist cleared it revealed an adolescent, unscarred face. A youthful version of his friend flicked his head back and forth, searching like a warrior bird for prey. Then, a voice less seasoned and deep than he remembered called out, “Windle! Windle!” and his skin prickled as eyes so like the father’s seemed to find him in the murk. A sword sliced from its scabbard and the young warrior demanded, “What have you done with my sister?" 


The question shook him awake and he scrubbed viciously at his face with callused hands. Sounds of night told him just an hour had passed since he lay down. Knowing he needed sleep; he turned in his blankets and tried without much success to thrust himself back into resting. As he thrashed in his bedroll, the hours passed but tension mounted. 


Now at last, careful not to awaken Windle and Kaschay, Fist belted on his sword and slung a small round shield over his shoulder. I’ve got to check our back trail. If someone’s following us, maybe I can catch them sleeping. Will it be Warrick? Fist anticipated a fight and resented the notion, not of fighting, of course, but of fighting the son of his friend. Was that Warrick I saw in the dream? What’ll he be like? As much like his father as I saw? How old must he be now? How many’ll be with him?


A pale light began to show details of the path. When Fist covered a quarter-league, he stopped to adjust a sandal thong. No sign of tracks appeared on the path other than theirs of the previous day. These now stood puddled with rainwater. He looked around for any trace away from the path.


After stretching his muscles to prepare himself for whatever he might find, Fist stalked forward. Reaching the edge of the monk’s hood meadow as bright dawning rays began to shoot across the sky, he found the place where Warrick and Barin turned upslope. After a quick glance, Fist spun around and began to run grimly back along the path toward their camp under the overhang. Through clenched teeth, he snarled, “Just two, but they went around us! They’ve gotten ahead of us!”


Prodded along the path by the sword point of his own anger, Fist rushed back to the camp. “I was feeling too much, remembering too much,” he cursed. “Now, they may be ambushing Kaschay while I’m gone. If they’ve killed him..." He broke into a desperate sprint.


The clang of swords echoed from the overhanging cliff face as Fist neared the camp. Cold as the steel he drew from his scabbard, Fist slowed and approached warily. A tall, angular young man crossed swords with Kaschay who backpedaled on his bootless heels. Fist saw in an instant Kaschay was greatly overmatched. Closer to him, a burly youth bent over trying to loosen Windle’s thong. 


Fist broke from the trees with a battle cry and sent Barin tumbling with a snap to the head from the flat of his sword. Before he could get to Warrick, Kaschay’s sword flipped from his hand and the point of Warrick’s sword touched Kaschay’s throat.


Reacting instantly to the threat, Fist whirled, catching Windle by the shoulder. “Stop!” he cried out as he lay his sword against Windle’s throat and forced her back against his chest with a bronze arm around her waist. “I’ll kill your sister if you kill Kaschay, Warrick,” shouted Fist, thrusting menace into every syllable.


Warrick froze at Fist’s cry. He held the point of his sword perfectly still against Kaschay’s even stiller throat. A bright red jewel began to bead on the emissary’s neck. Kaschay ceased to breathe in his terror. Carefully, Warrick reached over to Kaschay’s shoulder and turned him enough to see the intruder, while keeping his sword in its threatening position.


“Warrick, do stop, indeed,” said Windle masking the shaking in her voice, and trying to sound calmly adult. “Fist here has quite a problem. If you kill Kaschay, by Waxon law, his family must die. But, if he harms me before he can get to you, you’ll kill Kaschay and Fist’s family will still be killed. They’ve a strange custom in Waxon of holding a warrior’s family hostage to guarantee his loyalty to a rogue such as Kaschay.”


“What’re you talking about, Windle,” shouted Warrick in exasperation from the side of his mouth.


“I’m talking about why Fist must release me,” said Windle losing a bit of her adult tone.


“And why would he want to let you go?’


“Because he can’t really use me to make you free him!”


“What?”


With careful enunciation, Windle tried again to explain. “Fist cannot kill me or you will kill Kaschay. And if Kaschay dies before returning to Waxon, they will kill his wife and son!”


“Who will?" Warrick asked thickly.


“The Waxon ... Oh, be still and don’t let Kaschay get away. Warrick, how can you be so slow-witted?”


“Slow-witted! I came all this way to rescue you!”


Ignoring Warrick’s defensiveness, Windle turned her logic on Fist. “Fist, let me go. Can’t you see? I’m of no use to you, now. Warrick has you outmaneuvered. Now, let ... me ... go,” she demanded while struggling against his grip around her waist.


Fist dropped his sword from her neck and released his hold.


“Now, cut my bracelet,” said Windle raising it toward him and reaching for his sword hand.


As Fist delayed complying, Windle put the braid over the upturned blade. His sword cut through the leather. “Thank you,” said Windle with some pert satisfaction. 


Off to the side, Barin groaned as he rolled over, holding his head where a bloody knot of hair showed the effects of Fist’s blow. 


“Warrick! Don’t let Kaschay move! Barin, are you all right?” asked Windle as she moved to his side, kneeling and trying to put a slim arm around his broad back.


“I’m doing just fine except for this bloody grinding stone I’ve grown on the side of my head,” Barin said shakily. He stood awkwardly, turning his head to clear it. “Did you ever see a sky with so many stars in the mornin’ like this?”


“Go over to those packs and get the villagers’ money, will you, Barin?” asked Windle completely in charge now. “Fist, put your sword away and move over against the cliff face.”


It all became clear to Warrick. “Windle, tell Fist to turn around and put his hands behind his back,” he commanded. Somehow, it didn’t seem right for her to issue the orders. Calling to Barin, he said, “Barin, try to find some rope ... No! ... Use that leather thong that Windle was tied with and secure Fist.”


Kaschay shifted his feet and cleared his throat. Warrick moved his blade up enough to part Kaschay’s beard and growled, “Don’t move, or I’ll shave you with this.”


Barin completed tying Fist’s hands and dragged him over to a nearby tree. “I’d like to give your head a pealin’ like you’ve done to this poor bell of mine,” he said with pain ringing in his voice. Turning first to Windle, then to Warrick, he said with a small bow, “Was there somethin’ else I could do for your worships?”


“Yes, Barin, would you be so kind as to saddle a horse for me? I favor that grey I’ve been riding, if you please?” said Windle imperiously.


Barin’s jest turned against him. Somehow, Windle’s command offended him. “Why you twit! I’ll saddle your horse, and then turn you over my knee,” he responded with genuine irritation.


“Stop that, Barin! It’s a good idea,” interrupted Warrick, as Windle looked ready for a retort. “Let’s saddle the horse, tie Kaschay, and be on our way.”


“And what’s to prevent our tracking you down and killing you after we get free of our bonds?” asked Fist.


None of the three youths could answer. As Kaschay readied to inject another threat into the awkward silence, Warrick growled unintelligibly at him, still unable to respond to Fist’s challenge. 


At last Barin spoke, “The way I see it, there’s really no sense in that, unless it’s some pride you’re wishin’ to salvage. If you come after us with that old villain, you’ll be runnin’ the risk of our harmin’ him. If you leave him behind, you’ll not be sure he’s well protected. I’m figurin’ we’ve done you and him quite a service by sparin’ him now, though some might say we shouldn’t be releasin’ such a curse upon the land. Your best course is continuin’ on to Waxon, feelin’ lucky to be alive, the both of you. Knowin’ Kaschay, he’ll have a fine story to tell of his fierce battle with a great band of desperate sword masters before the sun’s much higher.”


“If you feel any love for our father, you’ll listen to what Barin says,” added Windle, appreciating Barin’s help with some surprised respect.


“He knew Father!” queried Warrick. “Did all the world have dealings with him?”


“More than you may ever know,” said Fist in disgusted admiration. “Yes, I knew him and loved him well but I never supposed he’d breed such a pair of children as you two. And where did you pick up this talking bear?”


“This talkin’ bear is about to make it difficult for you to hear him,” said Barin, trying to sound menacing. His warning evaporated, at a steely look from Fist. Meekly, he turned and finished saddling the grey and helped Windle up.







The three left Fist and Kaschay tied in the hollow of the overhang. Kaschay’s undignified string of denunciations filled the morning air, echoing off the cliff, well after they rode out of sight and hearing. 


At last, with one final howl of frustration, the emissary turned in his bonds on Fist. “Well, my good man, it seems I’ll have something to report to the Captain of the Guard that might imperil your family whether I live or die,” he said dryly.


With one massive heave of his chest, Fist broke free of his restraints. Grabbing his sword, he strode angrily to where Kaschay cowered, tied to a tree. Seething with fury, he spat at the old man, “You’ve no claim on me any longer! For the good of this foolish world, I might as well kill you myself." His arm drew back and flashed the blade forward toward Kaschay’s astonished head.







Yesterday was the longest day of my life, thought Marta. The frightened tears she wept on the smith’s chest emphasized the first significant expression of grief she permitted herself for months. All the lost feelings following Falcon’s death combined with fears for both Warrick and Windle. Her desolation left her as brittle as dead sticks.


To Reetha’s puzzlement, Marta insisted that they retire to the room arranged for them in the inn. Now, Marta held her like a babe, rocking her back and forth and stroking her hair. Reetha sensed she comforted her mother by allowing such strange treatment and asked no questions before she fell asleep.


As she rocked, Marta’s mind filled with remembrances of earlier, happier times when all seemed complete and whole. Images passed through her mind filled with every sensation of those moments. The “precious package” in the softly creaking rocking crib Falcon fashioned lovingly for her before Warrick’s birth. Windle, with her extended tongue, struggling to learn a simple pattern at the loom. Falcon carrying Windle on his head like an urn, with Warrick kicking and struggling under his arm before all plunged into the shaded coolness of the pond under the cottonwoods. Warrick splitting sapling targets with a small version of Falcon’s bow when five summers old. The fierce, affectionate rivalry of Warrick and Windle for “holding time” of newborn Reetha. The bitterness when Falcon and Warrick left them for days on the Mountain balanced by the sweetness of their homecomings. Countless images in countless shades of light and dark. Scents of wildflowers and earth. Sounds of Falcon rising early in the dawning and of infant laughter at tickled toes. The enveloping safety of Falcon’s embrace. These memories splashed over her in a swirl of balming, comforting hours alone with Reetha asleep in her arms.


When Marta roused from reverie as Reetha stirred but continued to sleep, she felt renewed. Thinking of Falcon’s influence on their family always uplifted her. She learned from him to maintain a strict discipline over worry. He taught her the warrior’s method of grappling with the unknown.


“If you’re lost without companions, make a fire your friend,” he told her. “If you’re wounded, do what can be done to bind it. If you’re frightened in the dark, make light. Do what can be done for the immediate concern. Concentrate on what you can control and you’ll find comfort. Worry is an enemy as frightful any armed foe. He can’t be attacked except by ignoring him.”


With these remembrances and the warmth of Reetha’s sleeping body to bolster her, Marta fell asleep. As she slept, resolution wove together within her, tight and strong, vibrant with the color of courage.







Marta sat combing Reetha’s hair in the kitchen of the inn. Malcom’s wife, Laten, directed the cleaning of morning dishes and platters. Her anger showed in her brusque treatment of the working youths.


“That husband of mine was brave enough until the day got hot and the way got steep,” she grumbled. “That’s the way of things, now. All he does is talk big and grow bigger.”


That party of villagers groveled into the village last evening like a disciplined dog. They knew ignorance of the forest and lack of experience turned them back as a practical matter but, practical or not, it felt like cowardice and looked like utter failure to all concerned. They slunk away to their homes either ignoring the questions of their families or barking out irritated demands to leave them alone.


Wheltentown became a place of shame and conflict over night. Now as the daily routines progressed, conversations like Marta’s and Laten’s ensued.


“Did you find Kaschay and the money, Father?” asked the baker’s son. 


“We did not. Now put a shoulder into the kneading, boy,” Nathan commanded.


“I think we lacked grist for our grinding,” condemned the miller’s wife.


“And I suppose you’d know your way on the Mountain and’d be willing to fight a mammoth warrior like Fist,” retorted the miller. “All the women’re brave enough in criticism. Perhaps you should organize a militia. Your sharp tongues’d be weapons enough!”


“We’d have more spine than you fear-filled men,” she called out as she left him to his work.


“Father said Warrick and Barin are tracking them,” said a twelve-year-old boy to his friend as they finished separating the morning’s milk. “I’d like to ride with them!”


“We’d show more courage than our fathers, that’s sure,” answered his friend. “I thought my father a brave man until now.”


“Mother? What’ll become of Windle?” queried a teenaged girl about her friend.


“It’s hard to say. Perhaps those two boys’ll be able to rescue her. Warrick has a warrior’s look about him--so tall and stern like his father. I wish Falcon were with us now. He wouldn’t’ve let this foolishness happen in the first place.”


“How did Master Falcon die, Mother?”


“It’s not known for sure. Marta hasn’t talked of it to the women. Some say it was of mountain fever but Malcom’s wife spoke of the festering of an old wound. She said Falcon was a mercenary warrior before coming to the village.”


“That man, Fist, reminded me of Master Falcon.”


“They were both men of war, I’m certain, too. There’s a look about a man who’s been in battle. You’ll not see it much on the men of this village now.”







“Laten, whatever happens to Windle, we must make ready for Zorasch,” said Marta, tying multi-colored woven bands in Reetha’s braids. “We must decide what’s to be done. In spite of your bitterness over the men’s failure, we must talk about how we’ll act.”


“Our men’ll not be for fighting,” answered Laten bitterly.


“I think you’re too critical of their courage without understanding their condition. Fighting’s not wise, anyway, but we must organize ourselves.”


At that moment, Malcom entered the kitchen. Upon seeing his wife, he bristled; but at the sight of Marta, he dropped his head as though trying to shrink. 


Marta stood and walked to him. She gently touched his arm and said, “Malcom, I’m not angry with you. There was little for you to do, even if you’d found them. All they would’ve done was threaten to kill Windle and you would’ve had to leave them alone. We must put away these bitter feelings and plan for the approach of Zorasch. I’ve faith in Warrick and Barin to bring Windle back. Warrick was well trained by his father.”


Malcom looked incredulously at Marta for a moment, and then cast a resentful, vindicated glance at his wife. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell my wife all morning.”


“Let’s meet about it then, Malcom,” said Laten brusquely, being as forthright as her husband. “Send the boy, here, to gather the village around the Fountain." 


Turning to the boy, she ordered him herself, “Go spread the word. We’ll meet after supper at the fountain. Everyone must come. Now, go!”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

VILLAGE







WARRICK LED THEM along the same challenging route he and Barin traveled the previous day. Both saddle-sore riders and stiff horses wanted to get home as soon as they could. Windle rode the fine, dappled grey mare that carried her up the mountain. Her feet often landed on its shoulders as they jolted downward. She felt the horse was some compensation for yesterday’s ordeal. It’s not really like stealing to take her, is it? she thought. 


Her tendency to mull over things just completed drove the hard riding into the back of her mind. What a morning! Imagine getting out of that situation almost as I’d expected. 


All through the night, Windle puzzled over how to keep Warrick from fighting Fist. Peering up into the night sky as sleep came and went, she worried about Fist killing Warrick even though she suspected the warrior would do everything he could to avoid harming his friend’s son. But, what if Warrick actually puts Kaschay in danger? she wondered to the black vault above her. Fist would be forced to defend Kaschay to protect his wife and son.


As the darkness began to recede, she laid without rising, hearing Fist creep from the camp. I hope Warrick learned enough from Father to avoid an ambush! Somehow, she trusted Warrick’s woodsman-ship enough that he would find their trail and cut the distance to overtake them.


When Warrick and Barin burst into the camp with Fist still away, an inspired thought came to her. She just needed to keep Warrick from killing Kaschay. She remembered thinking that Warrick needed to be told about Fist’s predicament. Then, when Fist arrived she would play on his love for Falcon to get him not to fight them. She figured this would put Fist at their mercy when he returned. 


How proud I was of Warrick’s swordsmanship! she thought with a smile. He proved himself to’ve mastered what Father worked so hard to teach him. Kaschay seemed weak and befuddled against Warrick’s skill. And the sword he wielded! Where’d Warrick find such a weapon? It must’ve come from the Armory Cave.


She remembered Barin and his fumbling fingers as he struggled to untie her. That boy’s hands are meat hooks! How can he even pick up a horseshoe nail? It struck her for a moment that Barin stopped to help her before anything else. Then, of course, Fist came back and conked him, she recalled.


Windle chuckled to herself. Fist actually went for her as she imagined. And he decided not to fight us. How clever of me! she thought smugly until her horse stumbled and she grabbed her saddlebows to keep both her seat and her dignity.







Meanwhile, Barin’s head felt like a mashed melon. He stifled groans as his horse lurched and slid down a shale slope. Grateful and relieved that things went the way they unfolded that morning, his body yearned for rest. In spite of his fatigued statement to Warrick when they fell into bed, Barin slept not at all. Sore in every joint as though sick, and unable to find a place on the ground without a root or rock to further afflict him, Barin gave up and went to examine the overhang from above. 


He sighted their targets and saw Fist rise, prepared to go back down the path. Hurrying to their camp, Barin aroused a dead-sleeping Warrick and spurred him on to an ambush.


And now look what it got you, my little hero, he thought disparagingly to himself. You’re sore in places hard to scratch and improper to mention. And your headache would be matchin’ an anvil’s after the smith’s busiest day.


Barin glumly held on to his jostling mount and retreated into a hibernating shell. Their route seemed to go on forever. It looked different coming down than going up but when Warrick avoided the frightening ribbon of trail by going another way, he knew their location and called out, “Warrick, laddie, why couldn’t we’ve come this way yesterday?”


Warrick shouted back over his shoulder, “What and make you think riding up the Mountain was as easy as a slow lope ‘round our meadow?”


“I’ll be thankin’ you for your kindness, Master,” replied Barin in tired sarcasm.


“Not at all,” called Warrick back.







It surprised Warrick how things developed. Usually an early riser, he overslept. Falcon insisted on their being up before the stars faded. After the beating he took in the waterfall and the protracted riding day they endured, sleep captured him before his head hit the rock he used as his pillow for the night.


When Barin roused him in the early morning, Warrick wallowed in the kind of sleep that ignored the rising of the sun. He followed Barin drowsily until they reached the overhang camp. Seeing Windle tied up on the ground awakened his anger and fighting spirit. He drew the sword of Whelt without thinking and rushed Kaschay before the old man could get set to fight.


The sword felt so light and manageable in my hand in spite of its length! he thought. The grip fit like it was matched only to me. It was like everything Father taught me flowed through my arm to the sword’s edge.


The coat of mail under his jerkin turned Kaschay’s first thrust away. That deflection made all the difference. After it, Kaschay proved defenseless. The courtier’s well-schooled skill in the gymnasiums of Waxon could not match the battle-honed discipline Falcon gave Warrick. Even in this, his first serious fight and with a new blade, Warrick began to feel confident in an ability drilled into him over rocky ground and in all lights and conditions. 


Then the incredible exchange with Fist and Windle begun. What a thinker that Windle is, he reflected. No village lad’ll be able to keep up with her. I pity the one who thinks to steal a kiss from her before she’s ready to give it. She’ll rip him lip from lip with her sharp wit.


After a particularly difficult traverse through thick trees, they halted in a clearing and looked backward for sign of pursuit. The morning unfolded clean and blue-green with a freshness of air that lifted their spirits. Turning again to the trail, Windle pointed out a hawk that played in the morning wind currents above them. 


I wonder if the dead watch us from the afterlife, thought Warrick. Would Father’ve been pleased with the way this morning turned out? Is he? He fingered the place where the mail turned away Kaschay’s stab and his self-congratulating cooled. Father would’ve had me running ridges for that!


As the ride continued, Warrick became concerned about the Book. I’ve not even finished reading through it once and there’s no time to do it it seems, he lamented. How can I be a warrior without knowing the things the Book can teach me? After a while, he determined that he would send Barin and Windle on ahead while he went to the Cave and collected the Book. With haste, he could reach the village as soon as they.







The word circulated throughout the day. Most of the village planned to be at the fountain for the meeting except Farmer Marvan, laid up by an injury, and Mistress Faldron who just gave birth with difficulty. The Fountain established an interesting gathering point. Just a spring, the villagers called it a fountain. Ages hence, it bubbled up from the spot and flowed into a stream that passed on westward to the plain.


Sissmon, an enterprising villager, built a collecting pool around the spring and diverted the excess water in underground clay pipes to various houses and shops in Wheltentown. His family continued to maintain the water lines and extend them as the village grew. For years and years, the spring never failed. It symbolized the consistency and dependability needed to keep the villagers together. The bubbling of the Fountain in the shade of a massive oak welcomed travelers and villagers alike to pause, taste of cool sweetness, and listen to the music of the water. 


The late summer sun lowered in the west as the villagers gathered. Marta and Reetha sat under the oak. Reetha chattered enthusiastically while Marta gave slight attention. Her smooth, impassive face displayed her preoccupation. She immersed herself in pondering how her role would unfold in this gathering. For a time at least, she sealed off worry about Warrick and Windle, thinking that Barin’s delayed return could bode as much good as ill. 


The village functioned well without a formal government because all gave freely. The abortive rescue attempt led by Malcom showed the need for skilled leadership when an emergency arose, however. While the women criticized their husbands’ failure, they developed no better alternatives. 


Waiting for the assembly to start, Marta’s thoughts churned. Falcon could have led us, she thought. Now, there’s no one in the village to direct our defense. Then, like a leak springing in a bucket, her worries for her children and Barin squirted from her tight control. Have Warrick and Barin been able to rescue Windle? Why are they so late? What’s gone wrong? Then, as though pounding a wedge into the hole, she commanded her mind. No! You’ve no ability to answer all that. Concentrate on what you can deal with. 


Forcing her attention to the coming meeting, she thought, It’s bound to be a difficult meeting. Someone needs to focus it on solutions not just hand-wringing. She decided to take an assertive role.


Reetha pulled excitedly on her sleeve to break her preoccupation. She pointed at two riders entering the square. Barin and Windle rode drooping, sweat-stained mounts toward them. As Marta jumped up to hurry to meet them, she lifted a white-knuckled hand to her mouth. Where’s Warrick? her thoughts screamed, fear for her son emptying her bucket in a rush.







The sky blazed with the setting sun as Warrick climbed up to the Armory Cave. It seemed just moments ago that the targeting ray turned his quiet life into turmoil. He retrieved the Book and wrapped it in his cloak. Sparing no time for reading now, he hungered for concentrated hours to learn more.


The sun set by the time he reached the farmstead. Finding no one at home and the mare and cart gone, he hurriedly tucked the Book in the secret cavity behind a hearthstone inside the cottage. Somehow, it did not seem right to stash it in the chest in the tack room. Mother must still be in the village, he thought. Shadow’ll have to take me just a little farther on this long day. I’d better get there right away. She’ll be worried.


As he rode into the village square later, it amazed Warrick to see the villagers assembled around the Fountain. A ring of torches lit the area. Their wavering glow conveyed the feeling of a military camp to his mind as he dismounted and sought out Marta and the girls. 


The smith spoke to the group. “Now that we’re havin’ Windle and your money back safely, Malcom, I’m thinkin’ we can be dismissin’ any thought of lookin’ to Waxon for help. We’ve debated this enough to be tirin’ us all.”


“But we still haven’t reached any conclusion,” responded the tavern owner. “I still don’t want to abandon all I have for Zorasch to pillage and burn. But we know now that we’re in no shape to fight against him.”


Calmer now and with greater forgiving since Windle and the money returned, Laten wanted to make her voice heard. “It’s too much to ask simple villagers to battle against trained warriors, let alone against beasts of legends from a land far to the west. I think we must figure a way to send Zorasch on another path or make haste up the Mountain to a place safe for all of us.”


“Yet we all hate to lose what our families’ve labored to provide for continuing generations,” said Nathan. 


Warrick found Marta and moved around the circle of villagers to be beside her. When he squeezed her shoulder, she let out a quiet squeal of excitement and hugged him to her. Earlier, Windle assured her, “He’s no worse for wear, Mother. He’s going to fetch the Book from the Cave." Even so, actually seeing Warrick after hours of concern for him felt much like laboring hard to give birth and then rejoicing in its results.


She pulled Warrick aside from the ring of conversation and looked him over for strains and hurts. Satisfied that all his fingers and toes counted right, she hugged him again, noticing the chain mail under his jerkin. “Oh Warrick, I was so worried for you and Windle. It almost makes me forget Zorasch and his horde to see you both safe, but we are in quite a pickle.”


“You fear the armies of Zorasch are near?”


“The word we have is that they’ve marched a day out of Massehelm.”


“That’d make them about five days from us by quick march. Seven days at the most. Of course, a rider’d make the distance in a long day and night.”


“What do you think we should do,” asked Marta, according him an adult voice in the matter without noticing it.


Warrick asked himself this kind of question numerous times as he rode to the village. He found himself easily able to act in the way Falcon trained him when not required to think about it. The pattern of habit proved strong and useful, but to think of a strategy or tactic seemed beyond him. She ought to ask Windle, he ruefully thought then.


“I don’t know, Mother,” he answered a bit peevishly. “I’m not good at thinking of things like that. If you left it up to me, I’d try to find some way of attacking. It would be just the wrong thing, I’m sure.”


Marta touched Warrick’s arm tenderly and then they turned back to join the discussion. In spite of Laten’s attempt to focus it, the conversation rambled on without direction.


“Well, it wasn’t my idea to go ridin’ off up the Mountain,” shouted an angry farmer.


“And the idea of givin’ that rascal money was sheer foolishness,” cried another. “You’re just lucky to’ve gotten it back.”


“Whether foolishness or no,” Malcom answered defensively, “Many joined in willingly enough.”


The smith moved to the center of the ring of torches. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, we’re actin’ like our pride was at stake instead of our lives and livelihoods. We’ve got to either cool down or meet another time tomorrow. There’s more smoke to this gatherin’ than flame. I suggest there’s much to be done tomorrow for ourselves and with a little more time for reflection, we’ll be able to settle on a plan.”


“We’ve not much more time, smith,” said Nathan, still agitated.


“That may be true but we’ve no time at all for battlin’ ourselves when it’s Zorasch who should be fought.”


“Are you actually saying we should stay and fight,” said the miller. “Are you daft, man?”


“No more daft than the rest of us,” said the smith without resentment. “But I’m sound enough to know we’re not gettin’ anywhere tonight. I’ve got a fire to bank. Come along, Barin. You’ve had a long day, seemin’ly.”


As they walked away, the smith put an arm around his son’s shoulders. Barin allowed himself to be drawn into a crushing single-armed embrace. Relief, approval, and affection radiated from the gesture. It released the tension he felt all day. A lump formed in his throat and he put his arm around his father’s broad back. As they entered the smith’s shop, Barin swelled with love for his father.


Villagers, grumbling and frustrated, broke off the meeting and went homeward. The full moon high in the cloudless sky reflected off Marta’s hair as she and her children rode home--she and the girls in the cart, Warrick on Shadow, and Windle’s new grey mare on a lead behind. Reetha rested her head against Marta and Windle leaned sleepily against the cart cover rail. Warrick nodded in the saddle. Perhaps even Shadow slept. The grey walked mechanically along behind. No energy or will remained in any of them for much other than falling into bed or stall.







A small, dark man pulled his horse and pack mule up within sight of the last winking lights of the village. He wore the worn leathers of a far-traveling man but bright intensity lit his eyes. His story and his accent, well refined and practiced, waited for a listener. A Yestrian bow and quiver hung from the mule’s pack and a well-used common sword filled the scabbard at his side. Everything about him would tend to create in the mind of anyone who saw him the impression of a weary mercenary warrior.


Thus, Zorasch transformed himself into Farna of the house of Barnat. In this new persona, he journeyed to Wheltentown to help the villagers defend themselves against the ravages of the dread Conqueror. Farna exulted to himself over the cleverness of his plan, No one would ever imagine that Zorasch, himself, would do his own spying and stealing. This will be exciting! He started his animals forward again. In his new voice, he said aloud, “I’ve been too long the commander. This’ll be a refreshing change. I wonder what Falcon’s wife’s like?”










CHAPTER NINETEEN

WARRICK READS







BARN SWALLOWS TWITTERED noisily outside the cottage window as Warrick awoke. Considered a nuisance by some with their messy nests, Warrick loved them anyway. When smaller, with Falcon away on one of his occasional trips, he wasted hours watching them sail over the wide stream near Farmer Marvan’s place, showing the bright blue on the underside of their wings that few ever noticed. Most folk cursed them from below eaves, never seeing them cleverly playing with wind currents and skimming off the water in the afternoon sunlight as a daydreaming boy would.


Throwing back his comforter, Warrick stretched broadly until a stiff muscle knotted. Quickly, he rubbed the knot away and then interlocked his fingers behind his head. He yawned, watching dust motes dance in sunlight coming through his window. The dream he beheld early in the morning came again into his mind. 


This seemed very different from most of his dreams, more like a vision. Forceful and filled with churning colors, it had arrested his attention and stayed in his memory still. It began in the Armory Cave. He stood clothed in the shining Whelten mail and the elegantly chased breastplate. His body heroically filled the muscular form of the armor and a feeling of fitness and well-being enveloped him like the golden glow from the torch. 


Whelt’s sword slung from a belt about his waist. With studied slowness, he drew it from its sheath. He gripped it with a powerful hand and strength seemed to flow visibly along his arm. The edge of the sword glittered in its own grey/blue light. The ring of steel against steel filled his ears and the smell of sweat, smoke and blood, his nostrils. Memories of a thousand battles fought with the sword passed over him like a bright silken banner waving over a gleaming hilltop rampart. Courage and fear, battle heat and weariness, exultation and devastation alternated through him as the images and sensations spun around him. A great fatigue swept over him and the weight of the sword pulled it to the cave floor.


After a long time in darkness like the passing of generations from sires to sons, Warrick perceived sunlight entering the cave like a healing balm. He rose from the dust to greet it. The sword lay in its sheath and the helm of Whelt perched under his arm. 


Warrick stepped out on the porch and looked into the morning sky, pale blue and cloudless in the dawning. A massive warrior eagle swooped down and alighted beside him. The eagle measured a head taller than he. He cast a sharp, single eye at Warrick and turned his head to gesture to his back with a twitch of his glinting beak. Warrick felt the command to mount the proud sky chieftain’s back. He placed the helm on his head and climbed aboard.


With three thrusts of its wings, the eagle leapt airborne and Warrick gasped in awe of the view of the Dragons’ Bones as it curled in piles of boulders up the slope. The sun shone blinding bright in the morning sky but a dark umbra stretched from the top of the Dragon’s head. Warrick looked painfully up, directly into the sun, until the eagle soared above that difficult angle.


On the bones forming the horned crest of the Dragons’ head stood a figure resplendent in a bright cloak whipped by the wind into coruscating color. Warrick remembered being puzzled as Windle’s description of Kaschay’s robe came into his mind. The figure’s arms stretched high above his head. A powerful cry echoed over the Mountain. Words of Power crackled through the air with bristling energy. The figure grew large before his eyes as the sound reached crescendo. The eagle turned to fly past him and Warrick could feel the intensity and concentration on the dark face but no features appeared distinguishable in the bright backlight of the sun.


The air seemed to shimmer around the whole length of the Dragon’s Bones. Smoldering rock changed form. Crackling sound filled the air. Scaled flesh replaced rock as the Dragon rose from the dead at the command of Words of Power spoken by the cloaked figure.


The seal of death laid upon the Dragon by the sword of Whelt burst. An image of a cardinal-red stone exploding into a thousand shards exploded in Warrick’s mind. The earth shuddered under the blast and a shock wave almost knocked the eagle from the sky. 


Now, the seal breaker commanded the Dragon to carry him on high. Riding the crest as the monster raised its awful head and body on hind legs, he crowed a pealing laugh as though intoxicated by the power he wielded. The Dragon spread clawed wings and erupted into the sky. Cindered smoke hissed from its red nostrils, filling the air with stinging ash.


With frightening speed, it soared to an incredible height. Then, blasting forth a spray of flame, it stooped like a bird of prey, tucking its wings and plummeting downward. To Warrick’s horror, it plunged directly at him as he rode on the eagle’s back. The bird shrieked in alarm and plunged toward the Mountain to elude the Dragon. The heat from the Dragon’s breath singed Warrick and raised acrid smoke from the tail feathers of the eagle.


From Warrick’s lips sprang a war cry of unknown tongue. He slashed his sword from its scabbard and turned the eagle with pressure from his knees. A spectrum of colors reflected off the blue steel of the drawn blade as he whirled it in a wide arc around his head. The eagle seemed to draw courage from Warrick’s cry and drove its wings harder. Warrick and the eagle, being smaller maneuvered better. They evaded the ponderous Dragon and then sped to attack the man on the Dragon’s crest from an angle unseen by the beast.


Just as Warrick moved to strike the man, Words of Power sizzled again through the air. The eagle faltered. Before his mount could lose his grip on the air, Warrick countered with Words of his own. The eagle steadied itself and avoided a collision with the Dragon’s extended spiked tail.


A strange determination began to well up in Warrick. His skin tingled with a sense of power and confidence. Turning the eagle again to confront the Dragon and its master, he spun the sword of Whelt again around his head. Then, as though summoning the power of all his family’s noble efforts against evil without knowing how, he released a string of Words that flashed through the air toward his enemy. Bright lightning seemed to form around the waves of sound emanating from his mouth. The sound and fury of it sizzled through the air striking the head of the Dragon with a terrible explosion.


Shrieking in anguish and pain, the Dragon seemed to collapse. It fell from the sky in a disjointed mass. Loosed from his seat on the flaming head, the seal breaker fell as well. His colored cloak fluttered above his head slowing his descent. An anguished cry reverberated down the Mountain slope. The Dragon’s huge form rocked the Mountain as it struck the slope and burst into purple flame. The fire engulfed the dropping figure and ignited his cloak like a struck match.


Dazed by all he remembered, Warrick thought, It was a glorious victory, but how? What awesome Words of Power were capable of such devastation? Who was the seal breaker? Was it Zorasch? Warrick could not be sure. The flashing robe did not match anything he heard of the Conqueror and the size of any man would seem small compared with the enormity of the Dragon. The vivid imagery of the vision still scintillated in his memory. The feeling of strength and confidence lingered but it weakened as wonderments and doubts intruded upon his concentration along with sounds of the day on the farmstead.


“Now I must read from the Book,” he exclaimed. “It carries the meaning and purpose of my dream. It must!" Warrick leapt from his bed forgetting the low ceiling of his sleeping place. Reality in the form of a solid beam rapped him soundly on the head. Warrick sat back upon the bed and groaned at the perversity of life. “I’ve never heard of a hero having sense knocked into him by a ceiling beam,” he muttered. With greater care, he dressed and began the day with his usual, mundane chores.







At last alone with the Book, Warrick turned the pages in reverent anticipation. Reviewing the writings of the warder, Sternen’s careful work and forethought filled him with admiration. He found himself imagining a grandfatherly figure talking to him with a strong but wrinkled hand resting on his shoulder as he sat at on his stool. A feeling of family swept over him, linking him strongly to ancient generations that bore the responsibility of the Whelten legacy. Enveloped in this, learning came more easily than ever before. His mind raced with absorbing speed.


Hours later after reading and practicing the Words of Power he just leafed past with Barin on the Mountain, he came upon the following:





“To the heirs of Whelten, firstborn of the family of Whelt, this Book is written to convey gifts to his line. As I previously mentioned, each of the five sons received a Book to describe his blessings and obligations. To Whelten have come wondrous weapons and the Grand Secret. 


“Weapons and warfare have been a most regrettable but unavoidable element of living in this world. Some have tried a course of peaceful resistance of evil. Their choice is well and must be made by some to preserve that which is gentle and meek on the earth.


“Our family has not so chosen. We have sworn to forcefully repel evil rather than submit to it. Time will reveal whether our choice is justified. 


“Whelt the Great made an oath when first introduced to the Words of Power that he and his descendants would wield them in defense of the innocent. The oath sounded stern and committed his sacred honor and his life to this purpose.


“The oath he swore in accepting the Casket of the Grand Secret resounded severe and foreboding. The ancient people of the Words fell by abuse of the Grand Secret. The lone, noble survivor would not have that tragedy repeated. Thus, he swore Whelt upon the life of his future generations. And well he could. The curse of misuse is embodied in the power of the Secret. Beware O House of Whelten!”





Following this warning, the warder began to describe the Casket and the pattern required to open it. Warrick’s fingers gripped the Book until they cramped and knotted. His shoulders ached from leaning his head forward intently now for hours. I think it’s time I got the Casket from the tack room chest, he decided as he closed the Book and stood to stretch.







Reetha, Windle and Marta spent the day working on their looms. In the morning while Warrick slept, Windle shared her version of the rescue with her mother and they discussed it together in depth. Marta questioned Windle about how the standoff between Warrick and Fist happened. Windle described this with a kind of innocent wonder alternating with pride. It concerned Marta that her daughter would so delight in manipulation. 


She shook her head at Fist’s friendship with Falcon. While their relationship rewarded her with rich intimacy, Falcon would not tell her of much of his past. They lived in the present, at Falcon’s insistence, although his body bore the marks of a violent past and his grey eyes saw the future like a far horizon. His warrior’s legacy abode ever in those raptor eyes. 


As the hours passed, their talk became light and fluttered over subjects like one of the monarch butterflies flying over the pasture outside their window. Reetha tired and dozed in a ball in the corner of a skin-covered chair. 


“Mother, that man Kaschay called me ‘Turnip’,” said Windle tentatively. “Do you think … well, do you think I look like a turnip?”


“Do you want to look like a turnip,” responded Marta.


“Of course not, but ...”


“You definitely do not look like a turnip, then.”


“Oh, Mother, I know I don’t look like a turnip but I don’t want to be always treated like one.”


“You’re afraid of ending up in a salad?”


“No! I mean I want to be taken seriously. I’m not a child anymore and I want people to listen to me.”


“Which people?”


“Well, people like you and Warrick and Barin and the people in the village.”


“And what is it that you have to say,” said Marta gently, backing off from the teasing. Windle obviously labored over an idea. 


The manner of the rescue on the Mountain astounded Marta upon further reflection. Proud of Warrick’s courage and prowess with a sword, she grew amazed at Windle’s maneuvering of Fist. Remembering again Falcon’s respect for his daughter’s potential, she decided that Windle deserved a hearing, at least from her. Perhaps Windle conceived of something to help the village out of its quandary.


“You know how Zorasch sent Goth to spy on us?” answered Windle.


“He evidently did more than spy. He was your father’s murderer and nearly Warrick’s, too.”


Windle seemed not to hear. “Perhaps we need to spy on Zorasch. We sit here wondering when and how Zorasch’ll deal with us. If we sent someone to spy on him, we’d be better prepared to act.”


“Who could do this spying without being caught?”


“I’ve been trying to think of someone. Someone who has something Zorasch needs. Say someone like the smith. With all the horses in Zorasch’s army, he could use another smith.”


“Windle, the idea of a spy is useful but when I try to think of anyone to do it, well...”


“But Mother, it can’t be someone like a farmer or Nathan or one of the other villagers. They’ve nothing Zorasch needs. And Warrick ... well, if Goth’s still around the camp, he’d recognize him and..." 


Windle became more enthused by the idea the more she talked about it. She could not tell her mother yet that she thought she and Barin should go along so additional eyes and ears could be put to use. She thought, I could pose as the smith’s daughter but I’ve not yet figured out how to justify this or convince Mother about it. Her mind whirred while they talked.


“Windle, the idea’s good but I just can’t see anyone, including the smith, being able to be a spy. Let’s think on it some between now and the meeting tonight. If the villagers won’t listen to you, I’ll speak for you.”


Windle just about said that if the smith took her along, she could do the spying while he worked, but thought better of it. Marta needed to be convinced of the spying idea itself before she could handle Windle being one. “Thank you, Mother,” she said innocently.


“Now, tell me again where you found the purple monk’s hood,” asked Marta, changing subjects.







Warrick discovered his hunger as well as his knotted muscles. He stopped in the kitchen just enough to grab a carrot, a hunk of cheese and a bread roll. With a large bite of each in his mouth, he stepped outside the cottage. Looking up the Mountain slope, he shuddered remembering the vividness of his dream of the Dragon coming to life, covered with smoking, and scaled flesh.


Perhaps it was the Grand Secret that turned the battle against the seal breaker and the Dragon. What could the Secret be? How could I wield so powerful a weapon, he thought. Was Zorasch the seal breaker? If not, who could be? Kaschay in his flashing robe? How had whomever it was come to know and use the Words of Power? How could one so evil continue to use the Words when the warder placed such a curse upon using them for evil?


The afternoon grew hot and flies buzzed around Shadow as he stood on three legs next to the pasture fence swishing his grey tail to disperse them. Warrick stopped to scratch his ears. “You had quite a time of it yesterday, old son. Not since Falcon rode you have you been so tested." Shadow gratefully chomped on the carrot Warrick gave him. Warrick turned to enter the barn to recover the Casket from his father’s chest.










CHAPTER TWENTY

FARNA & MARTA







THE VILLAGERS INTENDED to gather again in the evening to discuss their course of action. The day sprawled as one of those typical summer days filled with toil but animated by conversation. Farna made himself a listener to as much of it as possible. Without being any more conspicuous than the usual traveler passing through Wheltentown, he spent time in the common meeting places--the inn, the market, and the smith’s forge.


“I’m hopeful to make it over the Mountain Pass, smith, would you please check my animals. If there’s any question, put on a new shoe. I want no problems,” Farna explained.


“And where’ve you been comin’ from? It’s not often we see a mule in this country,” commented the smith.


“A mule’s a fine mount on a long ride,” responded Farna. “Stubborn and willful it’s true, but able to keep moving long after a horse’ll drop. I picked him up far away to the west many months ago.”


“If you’re comin’ from the west, you’ve seen something of the armies of Zorasch, have you?”


“Yes, I’ve known Zorasch for many a year.”


“You’ve known the devil, then?” asked the smith stopping work on a scythe.


“A devil, he is,” said Farna. “Long ago he was my captain in the Yarlach army. I was his scout in his first command and many thereafter. But, I tired of his power lust and left him … before he became Emperor and well before the world placed this new title upon him … the Conqueror. Yes, I know him well.”


The smith studied Farna. This’s a dangerous man, he observed to himself. His movements’re ferret-quick in spite of his age. Though a wee small, he’s compactly muscled and he’s carryin’ himself with confidence. That complexion of his is swarthy. Lined by sun and wind. And there’s a conflict in the man. What’s the real story, I’m wonderin’.


“What is Zorasch’s plan for movin’? Easterly, do you think?” he asked.


“The Cities of the East tug on ‘the Conqueror’,” answered Farna with sarcasm underscoring the title. “He envies the might and glory of Waxon. It’s as though the existence of the Waxon throne acts as a lodestone to him. He feels it’s his destiny to humble and rule them.”


The smith noted the bright light of passion in Farna’s eyes as he spoke. Too right! This man knows the Conqueror well, indeed, he thought. He’s heard him speakin’ of this ‘destiny’ frequently, I’m thinkin’.


“What’s his likely way to Waxon,” asked the smith continuing to probe.


Farna paused, picking up a thin piece of remarkably light and bright metal scrap. While beginning to answer, he attempted to bend it without success. His brows knit as he considered the piece further. With a deft sleight of hand, he appeared to place it down while actually stashing it in his sleeve. “I don’t know how he’ll proceed,” he said. “The Mountain Pass’s possible but his army’s large and the animals and wagons present quite a difficulty for him. Perhaps he’ll choose to leave them behind.”


“Leave them?”


“Yes. I’ve heard they’ve become intractable for even him. Perhaps he’ll simply slay the beasts and find some other means to frighten the Waxon people.”


Whatever could that be? wondered the smith amazed at the turn of the conversation. The man no dullard, he thought. I’ve not been hearin’ language like his for many a year.


Zorasch let his role of Farna develop as he moved from listener to participant in conversations throughout the day. At first passive in order to catch the mood of the village, he learned much and acted accordingly. He knew of the absence of leadership in the village and positioned himself as an authority with personal insight into the enemy. He discerned that they would be reticent to follow another flashy outsider and considered how best to gain credibility with them.


He chose to inform the smith of his knowledge of Zorasch because of the village’s growing respect for the big man and because he knew much of Marta, according to report. Choosing his words, he answered the smith’s question, gratified at the obvious interest he captured. Some men fish and some hunt, he thought with a concealed smile. Beguiling is much more to my taste!


“Zorasch’s a remarkably clever man,” Farna continued. “He always found ways to exploit an enemy’s weaknesses or pursue his own advantages. One can never be sure what’s in his mind, however. Even after ten years of serving with him, I couldn’t follow his cunning.”


“You served with Zorasch for ten years! Why did you leave him, again?” queried the smith.


“Let us say that I stayed with him out of ... um ... necessity although I detested him and his ambition. A mercenary must often do what’s unpleasant. But when I learned what he did to a kinsman of mine, necessity was no longer a strong enough bond.”


“And what’s your family, Farna? If I may be askin’?”


“I’m of the warriors of Whelt. Perhaps you knew Falcon, another of my kinsmen of a distant line. I’m told he lived recently in this, our family’s ancestral home.”


“Aye, I knew Falcon but I wasn’t knowin’ he was of the line of Whelt,” said the smith flatly. That was true until a few days ago, he rationalized to himself. We’re still keepin’ Warrick’s heritage and destiny secret. And there’s no reason to be lettin’ others know of Falcon’s past.


“I’d be interested in meeting his widow and family. Others of the village say you’re close to them,” Farna said.


“My lad Barin’s friendly with the oldest son. Perhaps you wouldn’t be mindin’ if he showed you the way to their farm? He’s wantin’ to see Warrick today.”


Farna withstood showing his puzzlement earlier when he heard of Windle’s rescue. Goth told him he killed Warrick, son of Falcon. When the villagers spoke of the lads, he wondered whether another in the village bore Warrick’s unusual name. The story of Warrick’s fall into the torrent resolved the question. Goth told the truth, as he understood it. Perhaps the son of Falcon is formidable enough to change my plans, he thought.


“It’d please me to meet the family of so valiant a kinsman,” concluded the pretender formally.







The afternoon sun rose as Barin and Farna walked the road to Marta’s farm. Sweat rolled from Barin’s matted hair down the back of his shirt. This Farna’s quite a strider for an older, shorter man, thought Barin. In this heat, I’ll be wetter than if I’d fallen into that stream. I’m lucky not to be latherin’ for all the sweatin’ I do.


They walked without much discussion at first. They made a strange sight to see--a bear-like youth and his foxlike companion. Farna watched the dust puffing around Barin’s heavy footfalls even after the heavy recent rains. The son’s much like the father, mused Farna. These two would outpull most teams of oxen I’ve seen. Then, wanting to continue to gather information, he said, “Is your friend Warrick much like his father?”


“Aye, they’re both dark and hawk-like but Warrick’s a mite taller, I think, than Master Falcon was.”


“How old is he?”


“This’s his seventeenth summer.”


“He’s been trained in the warrior’s way?”


Barin became wary. This stranger seemed friendly enough but who could be trusted after Kaschay and Goth wrought their damage. Barin remembered something from the smith about responding to such questions. He grunted noncommittally.


Farna pulled back with this signal. As the trees cleared from the edge of the road, he looked up to the Mountain rising above them. The huge rock formation marching up the slope drew his attention. That must be the Dragon’s Bones, he thought. The great symbol of the family Whelt. Was there ever such a creature? Did the ancient ones control them? 


“Does the village still believe the legend of the Dragon’s Bones,” Farna asked pointing to the Bones arching up the Mountain.


“Oh aye, some do,” answered Barin, puzzled at the change of the conversation’s direction. 


“Whatever the truth of it, that was long ago,” Farna said. “The family of Whelt’s spread across the world from this beginning, surely.”


Barin grunted again, not liking Farna’s company much. 


Farna changed approach after the second noncommittal grunt. “Falcon was a redoubtable warrior. I never knew an archer as accurate as he. I’d hoped he passed such a skill to his son.”


Again Barin grunted, to Farna’s veiled surprise. He thought to draw a defensive response from the lad.


“I’m told by others of your village that you rescued Mistress Marta’s daughter from a Waxon emissary and his man at arms...” Watching Barin’s face for a reaction, Farna thought, Perhaps an appeal to the boy’s pride of accomplishment might pry something from this grunting bullock.


“We did free Windle,” answered Barin dismissively. I’ll not be drawn into sayin’ something that I’ll regret later, he thought, but a large hand strayed to the knot on the side of his head raised by Fist’s sword.


“I’m sure you acted bravely,” said Farna encouraging elaboration, noting Barin gingerly fingering the scabbed side of his head.


Barin grunted yet again and continued to walk resolutely.


Farna cleared his throat with a bit of admiration. The lad kept confidence in the face of some gambits that yielded endless stories from those with greater experience or vanity but less judgment.







The fire burned brightly in the smith’s forge. He completed making a new shoe for Farna’s mule. Those he removed puzzled him. They’re not shoes typical of those made to the west. More like the shoes of Yarmouth, he thought. They use a poorer grade of iron in their work. Not worth the making, to my way of thinkin’. These poor shoes were about to lame a good mule.


Like hammering poorly tempered steel, the shoes sounded another discordant note about Farna. When villagers brought him news of his presence in the village, they enthused about having an experienced warrior who knew Zorasch well among them at such a time. The smith expected Farna when he appeared at his shop door at midday. Most travelers checked their animals with him before attacking the Mountain Pass. But those in a hurry do it early, he concluded to himself. And those travelin’ far would be more mindful of fresh pack sores developin’.


People are so various, the smith thought. “Some wantin’ just to have their animals tended to or tack replaced. Others to talk after a long road. Some seekin’ information about the way ahead. Many talk now of happenings to the west and of Zorasch, as Farna did. But, few are wantin’ to know of Wheltentown and its inhabitants. This Farna inquires about the same things that rascal Goth did. The man bears careful watchin’,” said the smith to his ever-listening anvil.







Farna and Barin came in sight just as Warrick opened the barn door. Barin called to him enthusiastically. “Warrick, laddie, will you tell your mother she has a visitor? Here’s yet another man of war who’s known your father.”


Warrick let go of the door latch and looked sternly at Barin’s walking companion. Reserved judgment and wariness showed in his face. He would not get Marta until sure this stranger posed no threat to his mother. “I’ve had enough of trusting strangers,” he muttered to himself. Looking looked at his hands and rubbing them together firmly, he walked out to meet them. The gesture meant to dry his palms and limber his fingers at the same time. He unconsciously modeled his father’s idiosyncrasy.


Farna extended a hand to Warrick. Both noted the firmness of the handshake as a test of strength. The little man marveled at how his competitive spirit rose to the challenge of such a young stallion. This’s just the type of youth I battled in the streets of Yarlach so many years ago, he thought. O, how I hated the tall ones! 


Warrick noted the scars of knife and sword wounds on the back of Farna’s strong hand. He wore his wariness in the stolid stiffness of his manner.


“You’re much like your noble father, Warrick. I’m Farna of the house of Barnat. It’s good to greet a kinsman in such perilous times.”


“Well met, Farna,” responded Warrick with stiff formality. “What brings you to our family’s home?”


“I go to the court of King Waxon to offer my services to him in the war against Zorasch.”


“And where’ve you come from?”


Barin watched the two men, intently aware of the tension between them. Warrick adopted a formal mode of speech, his greeting proper but cold. His grey eyes resembled the color of clouds lit from behind by a full moon, bright around the edges and dark in the center. Barin saw that color in them on the afternoon he told Warrick of Windle’s taking.


“I’ve come from the west, having been living for a time in Myrna. I left there some time before the armies of Zorasch descended to raze it.”


“Did you leave in hasty retreat or had you planned to depart?” asked Warrick with dangerous implications. Farna seemed to draw forth anger in him without apparent cause.


Just at that moment, Marta and Windle interrupted. They came out the cottage door at the sound of Barin’s first hailing of Warrick. Hearing Farna’s identification of himself and Warrick’s terse treatment of a supposed kinsman made Marta concerned that her son grew testy without real cause. 


Her comment employed the same sort of distracting tactic that she used with her children.


“‘Farna,’ did you say? Of the house of Barnat? Is that another line of the family of Whelt? I’m sorry we’re not familiar with my husband’s family. Warrick, will you please get some ice from the icehouse for our guest? Perhaps you, Barin, could help him. We need some cooling off on a day as hot as this.” 


“Windle, will you bring us some cider? Come, Farna, and tell me of your connection with my husband. It seems we’ve met quite a number who’ve known him lately.”







With that, she took Farna’s arm to lead him to the shade of the cottage porch, turning her back on Warrick and Barin. She would find out for herself whether the man justified Warrick’s bristling. Farna stood an inch shorter than she. Her hand felt wiry muscles joining in the crook of his bent arm that accepted her directing hand. He conveyed the kind of confidence and self-assurance in his handsome face not seen in anyone since Falcon died. 


“Falcon rarely told me of his distant family,” she offered. “I’m aware of other branches of the family but not by name. Falcon was of the house of Whelten. Would you mind telling me of the family?”


Marta’s geniality took Farna aback. His temper warmed hotter than the summer day in response to Warrick’s insulting treatment. Now, this cool and lovely woman treated him with gentle kindness and interest. As they took seats in the shade, he looked for a moment into her green eyes. They seemed to glow with life even in the subdued light.


“Whelt the Great sired five sons from which the five houses’ve sprung. Whelten was the firstborn, followed by Waltrom, Barnat, Maxim and Wilton. Barnat’s seed settled in southern lands. I myself was born in Yarlach, Zorasch’s city." Before Marta could react to the name, Windle appeared with cider cooled with flakes of ice. 


Warrick and Barin approached and waited as Windle served Farna a tall mug, then took containers themselves and sat on a bench away from the table Farna and Marta shared. Sufficiently interested in the cooling beverage, Marta’s distraction served its purpose for a time. Not often would they waste their precious store of ice on cold drinks. Windle nursed a smaller tumbler and rolled its beaded exterior across her forehead.


Farna took a drink and sighed with startled pleasure. “I’ve never drunk cider chilled before,” he said appreciatively. “What a delightful refreshment!”


“One of the benefits of living close to the Mountain is having ice to cut for use in the hot summer months. We’re almost finished with our store but it’s wonderful, isn’t it?” Marta agreed.


After another draught, Marta asked, “You mentioned Zorasch." All three of the youths forgot their drinks at the mention of the name.


“Yes, Yarlach is the city of my birth and Zorasch’s, though some say Zorasch’s heritage is suspect. We served together in the armies of the city for years. I was a scout to him in his first command and for ten years thereafter.”


Marta saw Warrick’s hot eyes on Farna and asked, “What was Zorasch like in early years? Was he always possessed of such ambition?" 


She willed Warrick to look at her with a stare as cold as the ice flakes rattling in the bottom of her tumbler. Warrick, if you’re not careful, her eyes told him, I’ll become just the enraged mother to turn you across my knee. We must keep this fellow talking to find out what he’s about, she thought further. There’ve been so many bothersome strangers around here lately. I’ll not trust another without real reason. In spite of herself, Farna intrigued her. There’s something familiar about him, she mused. Something undefined, as yet, but familiar. 


“Zorasch’s never satisfied with his station in life,” said Farna. “He came to the army with a family fortune, it’s said, but he always wanted greater wealth and power. I came to realize that he’s dangerous and left his command.”


“We, of the village, are concerned about his plans to invade the Cities of the East. We wonder whether he’ll use the Mountain Pass and destroy us in the process,” Marta commented.


“With good reason! The armies of Zorasch’re given time to loot and pillage their conquests along the way. I fear Wheltentown’d be sacked if Zorasch chooses to come this way.”


“Isn’t this the most logical route?” Warrick asked the question, wanting to enter into the discussion. Marta looked with pursed lips at her son. Farna noted the gesture with a slight smile. 


“It is, if he wants to hasten to the Cities of the East. But, there’re conquests open to the north of the Mountain that might attract him, as well. We can’t be certain of his intents.”


Windle listened with building excitement. “We’ll never know our danger here until we do something to find out where he intends to go next.”


Farna’s face twisted wryly at this from the slender girl whose auburn hair gleamed like her mother’s. “And what do you think should be done to learn his intent?” he asked her. His tone conveyed the respect of an adult to her. It seemed the right way to play the game.


“We should send a spy into his camp,” said Windle, drawn to Farna by his manner of addressing her.


“A spy,” interrupted Warrick with a snort. “Who could we send from Wheltentown to spy on the armies of the Conqueror?”


Marta interceded. She wanted no disparagement of the idea to discourage Windle’s thinking. “We’ll be discussing this at the gathering in the village tonight,” she said dismissively. “Farna, it’s time we took some dinner before going to the meeting. Would you care to join us?”


These people intrigued Farna. Marta sat there lovely and careful. This impetuous daughter developed an idea foreign to most of the adults in the village but striking right to the heart of their problem. Warrick’s father obviously instructed his son in the warrior’s way. In spite of his insulting manners, he carried himself as one trained to fight. Even Barin, his walking companion, cleverly avoided giving information away. These’re people to be relished and used with care. How stimulating this game I play is, he thought.


“I would be honored to join you,” he responded with a slight bow of his head. He let his eyes drift to where Warrick sat on his bench. The lad’s knuckles showed white as he gripped its edge, holding back a protest against his mother’s hospitality. Farna chuckled internally, relishing the strain of wills between them.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

WAXON FORCE







FIST’S SWORD BLADE bit into the tree just above Kaschay’s head. A few lengthy white hairs fell, drawn into the blade’s path by the force of his cleaving blow. The Waxon emissary fainted believing the top of his head laid flayed open. 


The warrior stumbled backward in shock. “How could I have been so stupid!” he screamed, ripping the sword from its bite into the tree. Then the sight of his unconscious master burrowed into an irony-appreciating part of him. He threw back his head and bellowed with abandoned laughter. He danced a jig round and round causing the leather pleats of his warrior’s skirt to slap his thick thighs.


“Kaschay, the proud ambassador of Waxon,” he declaimed with mock solemnity, “slumps here in a heap, half-slain by ‘his good man’. His purloined purse plucked by a talking bear, an un-blooded warrior trainee and his little sister. Hah! You’ll never’ve power over me again, you posturing, petty, cheating, lecherous, pitiful fraud!”


Fist strode to the water skin hanging from a nearby tree. Pulling the large cork stopper from the neck, he sloshed a generous portion of its contents onto Kaschay’s head. Kaschay roused with a start from both the force and coolness of the night-chilled bath.


“Arise, my sleeping master,” said Fist brightly. “Your life is spared, your purse is gone, and your homeward journey should be delayed no further." He reached over and untied the soaked man as Kaschay shook his head to rally himself.


“What’s happened, Fist? Why am I wet? AHH! You ... you swung your sword to kill me. I’ll have you flayed and your wife and child quartered in front of you,” Kaschay shouted with effort, scrambling to get up.


“No, you won’t Kaschay. I’ve learned something from our little turnip of a hostage. If you attempt any such thing, I’ll tell the story of this ignominious defeat at her clever, childish hands. Your reputation’ll be ruined forever. Oh no, Kaschay, you’ll be fair and kind and generous with me forever more. You need me to get you safely home and when we get there, I’ll record the true account of your dealings with Myrna, Massehelm and Wheltentown, along with this circumstance, for any to read if anything untoward happens to me or mine. Be careful, Kaschay! I’ve the means to send you into penury with your ‘friends’ laughing at your fall.”


The emissary stared at Fist in disbelief, but the force and plausibility of his threat stifled him. He looked at his sodden clothing and brushed it with disgusted thrusts of his hands. “Well then, let’s be on our way,” he said, trying to sound dignified. He repressed his usual reference to Fist as “my good man.”







Still a day’s ride from the eastern beginning of the Mountain Pass, the captain of the Waxon army’s scouting party ordered his men to a halt. He directed his gravelly voice to his sergeant. “This’s a good place for a nooning, Macknon. Have the men make ready a meal and feed our animals. We’ll not stop again until we reach the base of the Mountain Pass trail whatever the hour. We must make haste.”


The word passed along to the thirty men in the troop. A small grizzled soldier in the rear muttered under his breath to his horse as he dismounted and loosened its cinch, “How did we get mustered for this duty, Dobbin? Who’s bloody Zorasch anyway? I’ve never heard of venturing so far from our walls just to gain information.”


“Quit your mumbling to your cursed horse, will you, Hazlett,” said a dust-colored rider near him as he pulled rations from his saddlebags. “That’s all you’ve done since we left Waxon a week ago.”


“Dobbin’s a better listener than any of you pampered pretties of the King’s Guard,” retorted Hazlett.


“Perhaps you should just speak to your rawboned horse rather than to us,” said another guard. “Your foul tongue’ll offend him less than us.”


“I’ll thank you all to try to be civil to both man and beast,” said Sergeant Macknon, coming among them. “Each of you was chosen for this detail for your distinctive talents. Even Hazlett and his horse here. Don’t be wasting your time squabbling like old merchants over a customer. Eat, rest, and be ready for the Captain’s call to be riding again.”


They formed a diverse group to be sure--scouts and spies, engineers and tactical planners, warriors and messengers ready to assess Zorasch’s strength and lay the ground for delaying his progress whatever direction he decided to go. Other emissaries more faithful than Kaschay reached King Waxon earlier and warned him of real danger from the Conqueror. This vanguard initiated the first of Waxon’s preparations to combat Zorasch’s threat to the Cities of the East. 


The weathered captain of the vanguard knew the Mountain Pass, having often traversed it both ways. He now planned an eighteen-hour non-stop trip tomorrow from their base camp to Wheltentown. After a hard-in-the-saddle week, his troops and their mounts would need at least a day’s rest in Wheltentown before undertaking their various missions.







By noon, Fist and Kaschay traveled well along their route around the shoulder of the Mountain. Fist pushed the horses and Kaschay rigorously. They needed to get home. Waxon needed to know of the burning of Myrna and the sacking of Massehelm. Fist’s report on the breach of the Massehelm barrier by Zorasch’s elephants and tigers would raise scoffs from those unfamiliar with him. Those acquainted with him would take his news seriously indeed.


Their route intersected with the Pass Trail about a quarter league from the beginning of the Mountain’s eastern foothills. A convenient camping place bordered a stream nearby. It promised a comfortable stop for them after a day downhill.


Their ride shook Kaschay into silent resentment. As they started another steep descent, he began to plot and plan. There must be a place to arrange for an accident for this insolent serf, he speculated to himself. Perhaps there’ll be a way to start a rockslide above him on the slope ahead. There, that’s a likely place right ahead. I’ll stop to adjust a stirrup alongside that boulder, let him get in its line of likely fall, and push the rock down.


Just ahead of Kaschay’s potential weapon, Fist stopped his horses. “Kaschay,” he said with a commanding edge to his voice, “With these pack animals trailing, it’ll be better for you to go down the slide first. Follow a diagonal angle straight to that lightning-struck stump there on the edge of the slide." To himself, he resolved, I’ll not let him get in an easy position to attack me. This’ll be a dangerous journey. Must be watchful every step.


Grumbling and gobbling, Kaschay led the way. He saw the steel in Fist’s eyes and felt the sharpness of his voice. This’s not to be my opportunity, he thought. No matter, there’ll be a time for me. Yes, there’ll be a time for vengeance. Never’ve I been at a disadvantage for long. I’ll’ve mastery over this man and then perhaps on another day on that boy, his sister and their delicious mother. All in time ... All in due time.


The day ended as they joined the Pass Trail. Their horses drooped like Kaschay’s white mustaches. Dust and dried sweat lined Fist’s face. They rode in shade for over an hour and sweat-damp in the coolness, Kaschay began to feel a chill. As they moved onto the foothills, they caught sight and smell of the smoke of fires in the camp of the vanguard lifting into the evening air.


“That’s a large party in the camp ahead,” said Fist. “From all appearances, they seem military. Stay here with the horses until I can see who it might be." Fist dismounted and unpacked his short spear. Circling around to approach from the right, he ghosted through the low trees toward the camp.


Kaschay slumped in the saddle, holding the reins of tired packhorses in a languid hand. Then, he lifted his head. “Perhaps now is the time to take care of Fist!” he exclaimed. He dismounted and tied the reins of the horses to nearby brush, not bothering to secure ties. The animals drooped too weary to stray. He went to Fist’s horse and began to search his saddlebags and gear. “What can I use against him?” he muttered. As he searched, Kaschay found nothing potentially damaging. 


Then, a devious thought came to him. In Myrna, a man named Goth recruited him to spy for Zorasch. He gave a bit of apparently harmless information about the Myrnan defenses to him in exchange for a small purse of precious gems found in the mines of the Southern Mountains. One of the gems bore etching of the same dragon emblem Zorasch displayed on the pennants and shields of his troops. Goth instructed him to send the gem with any information he deemed worthwhile to Zorasch from Waxon. He promised rich reward would follow significant secrets.


Kaschay squinted in the failing light in the direction Fist disappeared. Then hurriedly, he sorted through the gems to find the two or three most valuable. These he put in the pouch at his belt. Others he placed into a nondescript purse. With care not to disturb the things Fist might use soon, he stuffed a small purse into the saddlebag, rearranged the contents appropriately, and re-clasped the bag. “I’ve got you now, ‘my good man’,” he exulted. “I’ll have you searched at the appropriate time and reveal the secret of your complicity with the Conqueror." When Fist returned, Kaschay slumped in his saddle, hard pressed to hide his self-satisfaction in a show of fatigue.


“They’re troops of Waxon under command of Lenter, Captain of the Royal Guard. We’re welcome at their fires,” announced Fist.







Farna sat at the table secretly watching Marta’s every move. Her gracefulness and femininity would stir most any man. Over the years, he separated himself from that part of life. His wealth brought him association with any woman he desired but he became bored by ready availability. Here’s a woman with a kind of serene goodness in her face, he thought. Without the expensive adornment of court ladies or the gaudy trappings of those who followed armies, she possessed an arresting loveliness that would stop a man like Falcon from wandering. Time to start my story, he reasoned to himself, breaking from his admiring. 


“I met Falcon quite a number of years ago in the West,” he began. “My first exposure to him was seeing him shoot the small crown off a banner carrier’s staff as a Yestrian warning to the armies of Yarlach. From two hundred spans away, it was, and is, the most remarkable shot I’ve ever seen. That one act daunted the armies under Zorasch’s command.”


“Which side were you on?” Warrick asked, making his voice sound neutral. He felt chastened by Marta’s look before dinner but determined to find out about this stranger who claimed kinship.


Farna examined at Warrick over the top of another tankard of chilled cider. “As a mercenary warrior, I served in the army of Yarlach under the command of Zorasch.”


Windle just about dropped the stack of plates she brought to the table. “You served under Zorasch?”


“For ten years. Until I decided to leave because of his treatment of one of our kinsmen, I scouted for him as he progressed through the officer ranks. I left him two years ago.”


“What did he do to the kinsman?” Marta asked.


“Felmack was of the house of Barnat also. He was employed by the Mantarians to lead their small army against our invading force.”


“You fought against your own kinsman,” asked Barin incredulously.


“Sometimes as a mercenary, it happens,” answered Farna with a shrug. “Zorasch captured Felmack and tortured him into giving away vital secrets." Concentrating as though directing a lodestone with his will, Farna drew their attention strategically to his next statement. He sat in a position to see all of their reactions when he continued, “Worst of all, he found a way to wrest from Felmack his Book, the family record containing the Words of Power.”


The room filled with ice. Each of his audience moved as though slowed to quarter speed in Farna’s heightened state of awareness. Color drained from Marta’s face although she controlled her expression. Warrick’s head jerked up from the plate of food he tested with a fork. Windle’s pretty chin dropped as though her teeth loosened in her jaws and then snapped upward as she recovered herself. Barin bent his fork in his fingers and his eyes grew round as plums in his wide face. Reetha turned her ducked head to look at him quizzically.







Kaschay, the emissary, followed Fist into the Waxon vanguard camp. He now perched in the saddle, holding himself with the pride of his office. Lenter, Captain of the Royal Guard, served as a seasoned soldier of great influence at court. Not a courtier, he still held King Waxon’s ear. As a trusted pragmatist he would tell him what others might not dare to or choose not to for fear of political implications. In forty years of warfare, he experienced everything, including puffed up appointees like Kaschay who maneuvered and manipulated their way through life in the Waxon capital. He cared little for them but warily recognized their ability to influence the welfare of others.


“Greetings to our fires, your eminence,” he said with a stern lift of his chin. The ambassador’s office and birth placed him higher and nobler in the hierarchy of the court. “You’ve been long to the West. Fist told us but little of your journeying. Come take a meal with us and tell what you’ve seen.”


As Kaschay looked around the camp, he noticed the different types of soldiers represented. This’s a vanguard of substance. Perhaps I should tell Zorasch’s contact in Waxon of their mission, he thought. Goth instructed him about how to convey a message to Zorasch’s agent in Waxon if he encountered something of interest. Unfortunately, that involved using one of the gems etched with the dragon symbol. No matter. I’ll try to learn what their structure and intents are. I’ll worry about my contact later.


“Long have I traveled with my good man at arms, longing for a glimpse of a fine Waxon face,” effused Kaschay, dropping into his stilted manner of courtly speech. “Your welcome is appreciated beyond price, Captain.”


Lenter hated the puffery of the courtly tongue. Stifling his distaste with a brush of his hand through his short, greying hair, he ordered his men to take their horses and led the way to his tent with an awkward bow. “Perhaps you’d care to refresh yourself before eating. I must apologize for our military accommodations and bill of fare.”


“If you are serving something other than vegetables, well pleased will I be. The villagers of Wheltentown seem averse to the serving of meat. Their beverages have merit, however,” he said suggesting the need for something more powerful than water.


“We’ve only dried meat for our stew, I’m sorry, and water’ll have to quench your thirst tonight. We travel without many of the niceties of court,” countered Lenter masking his disdain for Kaschay’s reputation for a love of the grape.


Kaschay sniffed and shrugged. “A chance to cleanse the dust of our trail would I favor.” Upon Lenter’s instructions, he moved to enter the Captain’s tent. As an afterthought, he called to Fist, “Bring me my bag will you, my good man?”


After Fist fetched the bag and gave it to Kaschay, he strode to the fire where Lenter conferred with his subaltern and sergeant. Fist held a modest officer’s rank in the Waxon host but he functioned on leave for his protection of Kaschay. On an earlier assignment, he served under Lenter and would do so again willingly. They shared an understanding and appreciation of each other.


Lenter moved away from his men into the darkness where Fist stopped and said for Fist’s ears alone, “You’ve a difficult duty protecting such a worthless excuse for a man, Fist.”


“It’s the way of things, Captain, and almost at an end,” responded Fist equally discreetly.


“You must tell me of your sense of the West some time tonight. Come to me after that fool’s well asleep.”


“I will, sir." Fist delayed taking a plateful of the steaming stew. He must first fill the subservient role he despised. Appearances meant so much to Kaschay. He suppressed a laugh at the change of Kaschay’s posture as they entered the camp. The droop-shouldered old man changed into a proud courtier in an instant.


The tent door opened with a flourish and Kaschay walked proudly to the fire, cloaked in the multi-hued robe that impressed the villagers of Wheltentown. It flashed and sparkled in the firelight. He even wore his cloth-of-gold cap. Well, I’ll be dipped, thought Fist sardonically. The king’s emissary approaches. 


Lenter handed Kaschay a plate of stew and offered him a place near the fire. Their light traveling made that a log, not a camp chair. With a grand gathering of his cape, Kaschay seated himself and began to eat hungrily. After finishing three full servings, he put the plate on the ground between his feet and smiled a broad satisfied smile.


“Forgotten the flavor of flesh, I had. Thank you, Captain. My poor stomach has been saved at last from the ravages of rumination over cauliflower, broccoli and cabbage." The old fraud belched grandly behind a mailed fist and stretched. “Now perhaps you will enlighten me as to why such a troop of Waxon’s finest spies, engineers and soldiers should be camping in the shadow of the Great Mountain so far from the safe fortifications of our fair city.”


“We go to scout the army of Zorasch,” answered Lenter.


“You will find it marching from Massehelm,” began Kaschay. With relish, he laid out his tale of the burning of Myrna and the pillaging of Massehelm. Elephants trumpeted and tigers roared in his description and the soldiers of Zorasch fought like dragons in his telling. He poised and gestured theatrically, his voice rising and falling. Before he finished, all but the posted guard gathered round the fire, listening with rapt attention. Begrudgingly, Fist acknowledged his master’s capacity for spellbinding.


Even Lenter seemed a bit caught in the web until he shook himself, noticing the gathering of his troops without his order. “Return to your fires,” he commanded them as Kaschay finished. Then rotating to Kaschay, he said firmly, “You must be tired, your eminence, after your long journey. May I offer you the shelter of my tent?”


Kaschay stood, as caught up in his narrative as his listeners. Somehow, with the worried vanguard of Waxon here, the reality of his close escape from Zorasch descended upon him. The recruiting words of Goth returned to his mind, If you’re wise enough to assist the Conqueror in his conquest of Waxon, he’ll shield you from harm and reward you richly, he remembered Goth telling him. 


Lowering a raised arm that he suspended in the air as he reached the crescendo of his performance, the emissary made two decisions--one, to take the offer of the captain’s tent and two, to spy for Zorasch. The first offered comfort and the second likely promotion of his desires for safety, position and wealth. “Your offer will I gladly accept, Captain." But, I could use a large goblet of red wine, he thought as he retired to the tent.







Kaschay’s snores came evenly at last. Fist rose from his bedroll beside Sergeant Macknon outside the captain’s tent where the emissary slept. The captain bedded down in a supply tent not far away and Fist crept without much sound to the entrance. Before he could pull back the flap, the captain whispered, “I’m coming out." Together, with the moon lighting their way, they walked enough distance away from the camp to converse without fear of being overheard.


“Now, Fist, tell me what happened in Myrna, Massehelm and Wheltentown,” directed Lenter.


Fist began by describing their experience with some cities even further west, and then told of riding on the hill distant from Myrna and watching it burn. He left accusations of Kaschay’s fraud out of his report on both Myrna and Wheltentown. Confirming Zorasch’s use of some verbal power over animals, he described the rout of the Massehelm bulwarks by elephants and tigers.


“If I hadn’t seen Falcon’s power over animals,” Lenter commented, “I wouldn’t so readily believe in Zorasch’s abilities. Is it possible that Zorasch’s also of the family of Whelt?”


Lenter also served with Falcon earlier. Both Fist and Lenter were with him in the mountains to the south of Waxon when he directed a herd of elk across the path of a large band of marauding thieves, saving their patrol from certain death. Falcon explained to them something of his heritage during an extended encampment and pursuit of the robber force.


“I think not, but who is to say,” answered Fist. “Little’s known of Zorasch’s origins.”


They talked for a while of the Conqueror’s plans and of whether they included using the Mountain Pass. After a time, they shifted the subject to Falcon again.


“I’ve learned more of Falcon in my journey,” said Fist. “His widow and family live in Wheltentown. Kaschay and I had conflict with his heir, Warrick.”


“I know of Falcon’s family in Wheltentown,” responded Lenter. “I met his wife, Marta, long ago in Waxon before the children came. She was a striking beauty then--perhaps fifteen, sixteen summers ago.”


“She little shows the years even yet.” 


Fist chewed on whether to share his story of Kaschay with the captain. He decided he must tell him just in case something happened to him on the return trip to Waxon.


“Lenter,” he said without formal address. “I’ve known you long and trusted your judgment both as a soldier and as a man. There’s something I must tell you for the safety of my family.”


The story came haltingly at first but then Fist’s hatred drove his story like a grassfire. In the end, he sat with arms tight against his knees, moodily worried about his wife and son.


“You know I’ve no love for the emissary, Fist. I’ll keep this secret as you wish unless you and your family’re threatened. Unfortunately, I go the opposite direction of your need but I swear I’ll be faithful to your trust should I find things’ve gone ill for you upon my return.”


“Thank you, Lenter. You’re a good friend.”


“I’ll try to be, but now we must be true to our fallen friend. What should be done for Warrick, his son?”


“If the family of Whelt continues to hold a place in the pattern of things, Warrick’ll be doing much for us. Seek him out in Wheltentown. Perhaps he should accompany your force in your journey. Possessing the Red Cloak of the family Whelt, he has a right to a place in the Waxon host.”


“I wonder what he knows of his rights in Waxon?” asked the captain.


“I don’t know, but he wields a sword with skill no mere villager would’ve. Kaschay, for all his courtly sword play, was no match for him.”


“I’ll find him in Wheltentown, Fist. Perhaps the lad’ll be the key to defeating this evil Conqueror as so many of his ancestors’ve been with other evils in other times.”


They retired to their beds. Fist lay on his back looking up at the stars. He thought of Miriam and their son, Loren. He thought again of Falcon and their friendship forged in battles and sacrifices together. He remembered the fine features and quiet strength of Marta and snarled to himself in memory of Kaschay’s propositioning of her.


A cloud obscured the full moon over head. He remembered the swordsmanship of Warrick and the agile mind of his sister. With a grim smile, he felt again the cathartic release of swinging his sword toward Kaschay’s white head. He recalled the threat he made and wondered as the moon shone brightly again, whether he could save his life and the lives of his loved ones. He slipped into sleep under the same moon and stars that covered most of his nights as a warrior.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

FARNA & FAMILY







ZORASCH HAD A Book! The concept rocked Farna’s listeners. Each reacted intensely and then acted to cover it. Farna wondered who would comment first and how. He let the silence build. To his surprise, Warrick took the lead with greater maturity than Farna thought he possessed.


“Farna, the Books of the family of Whelt are sacred to us all,” Warrick said, leaning forward intently, eyebrows knit, but without the earlier youthful malice. “It’s true they contain secrets that would be dangerous in the wrong hands, but not for long. The warder tells us of dire consequences and curses that’ll befall those who use them for ill. You’ve read the Book of Barnat?”


Farna felt trapped. Should I have, in their minds? he wondered. Is reading the Book part of the training consistent with my lesser role? He went with his instinct, sensing the testing in Warrick’s look. 


“I’ve been trained in the warrior’s way but don’t know much of the Book,” he answered. “My father was a youngest son and is now dead. I’ve been away from my home in service of Yarlach for so many years that my own brothers wouldn’t recognize me. I was taught but minor Words of Power in my youth and’ve used them so seldom I’d be afraid to try them now. My sword and bow’ve been my strength, although I revere my heritage.”


Warrick continued to probe, “Why’ve you come to Wheltentown, Farna. And why’ve you sought us out?”


Once again, Farna sensed his answer would determine the success of his mission to find the Book of Whelten. He paused peering at his hands for a moment. Picking at an old scar on his palm, he thought, What do they want to hear? How far can I go? And, how fast?


“All my life I’ve longed to know of my family,” he said, speaking in quiet earnest just above a whisper, still staring at his hands. “Not necessarily to befriend those living but to know of my fathers and why they were entrusted with such a grand purpose. I’ve been but a poor soldier with little of the nobility I saw in Felmack and Falcon. My father was a bitter disappointment to his father and our line’s been cursed by his failure.”


Farna looked up from his hands first at Warrick, then at Marta. A strange shock ran through him. His words ran consistent with his disguise but the essential truth of them pulsed as a background to his ambition and drive for conquest. He held no connection to a past worth remembering. Throughout his life, his moment-by-moment struggles brimmed with preoccupying ferocity. Some powerful, internal motive drove him to force the world to fear him in the present and remember him in the future. Desperately, he wanted to free himself from the manacles of his bastard and abandoned birth. He yearned to become someone of significance.


“At its core, the offense of Zorasch is a theft of heritage. His army robs the people he conquers of their links with their families--maiming mothers, killing fathers, ravaging daughters, butchering sons." 


His listeners gave him their rapt attention. Windle’s arms goose-fleshed. A piercing tingle raced up Warrick’s back. With a cock of her head, Marta considered the feeling generated by his words and manner. Barin watched the wool on his forearms stand on end. Even Reetha stopped playing with her doll, scanning the conflicting colors that surrounded Farna. 


“I want to protect that link of families, and to re-forge it. Mine and yours,” he continued. “I want my birthright back, even though I know so little of it. Perhaps by rescuing it, I can save myself from the ignobility of my present state. I come to Wheltentown, for here lived Falcon; noblest of the line of Whelt I’ve known. Here, I may come to learn my role in our most pressing fight with evil and link myself to those generations gone so gloriously before." A peculiar rush of emerging insight ran up his neck into his scalp. Strangely, it seemed easy to affect earnestness and he glanced again at his hands to hide the truth behind his dissembling.


The forthright gleam in Farna’s eyes touched Marta powerfully. She felt the pain of his lack of connection with a past appropriately his. The agony of a life without meaningful purpose showed in his face and his downcast shoulders. Her resistance to his intrusion into their lives weakened as empathy kindled.







Warrick’s grey eyes bored into Farna’s face. These last days of learning about his heritage knit strength in him like chain mail. Falcon taught him skill at weapons, encouraged his maturing judgment, and fostered fierce loyalty to his family. Before the developments of these past days, that family consisted of his dead father and his living mother and sisters. Now he came to realize the links with a noble past that his father hinted at and encouraged.


A memory of a bright morning on the Mountain leapt into his mind--the time when Falcon first taught him the method of spiral fletching. The spring air smelled crisp and clean after a nighttime rain. Dew glistened on the newly green undergrowth and rain droplets flashed on aspen leaves above. Lingering snow retreated to the shade of the forest and the time approached to take the goats upon the Mountain for their first new season grazing.


“Warrick, this pattern’s as old as our family,” Falcon said. “We follow it in token of generations of warriors gone before who lived in purity and integrity. The pattern makes our arrows fly fast and true to their targets. We fashion them of the truest wood so they’ll be strong and steadfast. There’ll come a time, my son, when you’ll be called upon to shoot at targets that move toward evil purposes. Learn well the pattern and the purpose of the fletching. You must be as fast and true, as strong and steadfast as these arrows’ll be.”







Coming back to Farna’s face, Warrick saw there the absence of such tutoring moments, and it saddened him—made him forget his hostility and look again at the man. Perhaps he could really be a kinsman, he thought. And if so, he needs to feel the power of our past as well.


Reetha broke the glazed silence. “Mother, the pot is boiling over!”


Marta rushed to the hearth and swung the pot iron off the fire. The tension and attention broke followed by a clearing of throats and changing of positions. In the midst of their conversation, they scarcely ate. Aware of the lowering sun, they hastened to go to the village for the gathering.


“Will you walk with us to the village, Farna?” Marta queried. “Your experience with Zorasch might help us decide what to do.”


Farna nodded and rose from the table. “I am sorry, Mistress, to’ve eaten so sparingly of your dinner.”


“Not to worry. Reetha, Windle, let’s clean up now. Warrick and Barin, would you fetch the cart? We’re in haste.”







As the others made their preparations, Farna walked outside. The looming Mountain with the Dragon’s Bones spiking its way up the slope flamed purple in the sunset. The hankering he experienced as he spoke of the Whelten heritage knotted his stomach. He felt a powerful weakness shudder through him. His shoulders slumped against the porch post as self-pity wracked him. It felt as though darkness gathered around him like a cloud attracting lightning.


Taking a breath, he shook himself and stood erect. By the blood of that Dragon! I have never needed a family before and I have no need of one now. I am Zorasch the Conqueror and that is enough. I shall make my own name, forge my own destiny ... found my own family. I have been dissembling so long that I can even dupe myself. Enough of this sentimental whining! I came here to get the Book of Whelten and wrest the Grand Secret from Falcon’s heirs. I know these people now and they are mine. If I cannot trick them or pick their pockets, I shall have the Book some other way! Even if it means ... kidnapping the woman ... Marta and her daughters and holding them ransom for the Book!


Zorasch could not admit to himself that another reason for thinking of kidnapping Marta drew him. In the back of his mind where he seldom spent much time, he knew Marta could not become one like those he used and discarded. Her beauty did not spur his yearning. Something more powerful than that prodded him.


Perhaps because Marta loved Falcon, loved him in a way Zorasch wanted to be loved, the fire of fascination caught. In the short time of their acquaintance, he sensed the richness of that loving capacity and, deep beneath what he would ever acknowledge, he found himself longing to be the object of it himself. In no way could he earn that in the short while available to him. Therefore, the planner in him figured he must steal her away as he stole all else in his life and make her love him over time. As always, what he could not earn, he would take. What he could not purchase, he would pilfer or pressure until he possessed it. He ignored the wisp of intuition that told him this could not be so with Marta, not ever.







Barin and Warrick hustled to the tack room in the barn for the cart harness. As he coiled the leather around his forearm, Warrick glanced at the chest in the corner in frustration. Why is it so difficult to read the Book or deal with any of the Whelten gear? he thought. I never seem to be able to do the things I start out to do. I’ll never learn what I must know at this sluggard’s pace.


“Let’s be movin’, laddie, you’ve been a goat-herd so long, you’ve a talent for wool-gatherin’,” said Barin. Warrick slugged him as they went outside.


In a few moments, the mare waited in harness and Marta and the girls stepped onto the cart. Barin, Farna and Warrick walked beside it in the light of the setting sun. At first, little conversation developed. 


It’s time to lower the net, Farna thought. Then, he began to speak again. “My first encounter with Falcon was a strange one. I was scouting for Zorasch near Morrock. The hill folk of Morrock wounded me gravely. Falcon found me unconscious and tended me until I was well.”


He purposed on the road to the village to show appreciation for Falcon. He calculated that this would draw them further into his net giving him opportunity enough to find the Book and make it his.


In actual fact, the Morrock hills men wounded Goth. Falcon, wandering through the southland, nursed him back to health and they went to Yestre. There they gained employment among the bowmen. Goth told Zorasch of this when he returned to his camp to betray the Yestrians to the Conqueror. Now, Farna used this real incident as the core of his lie.


By the time they reached the village, he realized his aim. Warrick’s hostility virtually disappeared. Warrick asked questions about Falcon and Farna answered as he thought fit his role and his goal. His fertile mind spun yarns as strong and colorful as Marta’s and they treasured his creations far more than those who purchased one of her hangings.


Riding in the cart with her mother and sister, Windle churned inside. With each bounce of the wooden wheels on the ruts of the road, she fretted. She scrubbed her hands together as though trying to wash away her worries. Her eyes drilled into Farna’s back as she watched him walking alongside Warrick. The man walked with easy grace but needed to step out to keep up with her brother’s strides. She thought back to her mother’s comments about Kashay and judging the trustworthiness of others. Questions popped in her mind like sparks from a fire of sap-filled wood. 


Why does Mother trust him? she thought. What’s so different about him compared with Kashay? Is he what he seems? Why’re so many people coming to Wheltentown? What’s happening to our peaceful, boring village? Spying was my idea! And just as we’re starting to talk about it, Mother cuts us off. What’ll happen in this meeting? What’ll the villagers think of spying on Zorasch? What’ll Farna say? Will he claim the idea was his? How can I convince the people I could be a good spy? Where’ll all this lead? What’s to become of me in all this?


Reetha reached out to take her sister’s writhing hands. She looked at the bright fiery light surrounding Windle and wondered what made her so crazy. Calm yourself, Windle, she thought. Things will all work out. Somehow, Windle’s agitation lessened without her awareness of Reetha’s influence upon her.







About a league south of Wheltentown in a thicket of trees off the road, Captain Remaza of Zorasch’s personal guard stood talking with Balaach, the hooded poison master. “When do you think we’ll see his Majesty?” he asked.


“Zorassch will appear ass he willss,” rasped the voice from within the hood.


Why do I even talk with this creature, mused Remaza. To him all the world is mysticism and darkness. He’d have us believe that Zorasch is divine and all-powerful, if he had his way. And he’d be chief priest of the cult of worship.


“Well, whatever his will, we’re here as he directed,” the captain said to the evil man.


This small force of twenty guards with Remaza commanding and Balaach trailing rode in haste from the main camp to this spot to await Zorasch. If delayed more than a day and a night, their orders required them to invade the village and find him, sparing no one in their search. Balaach came prepared with poisons and potions suitable for interrogation.


This contingent of guards presented a formidable force indeed. Armed and capable, they could overwhelm a gaggle of untrained villagers four or five times their number. The villagers would be foolish to suppose they could resist even this small troop, let alone the armies of Zorasch. Without adequate weapons and conditioning, they would die within the hour of their first encounter with an advance guard such as this.


Captain Remaza walked through the camp checking the condition of his troops. No nonsense stirred among these men. One repaired a stirrup while another rechecked tension of his bowstring. The sound of sharpening of an already razor-edged curved sword competed with the pounding of a nail in a horse’s hoof, securing a loosening shoe. They stood ready to fight but tuned the last strings of their deadly instruments as seasoned professionals.







Balaach checked the stoppered vials in his kit. I pray we have another Whelten ssswine to treat, he thought. Felmack was ssssuch an interesting case. If the little villain weren’t sssuch a clever actor, he might’ve kept his sssecret from us. But now, Zorasssch has the Power of the Words with him and if he can sssecure the Grand Secret from Falcon’s woman, we’ll be invincccible. I’ll be invincccible!


The poisoner possessed a malignant heart--wickedness without evident purpose or cause. He straightforwardly chose evil over good and pursued it in dedicated, spiteful manner. According to the pattern of his craft established among the ancient people of the Mountain, he always hid his scarred face. Purple serpents graven into his cheeks at his initiation countered a dripping fang tattooed over his left breast.


On the night of Goth’s final report, Balaach held his usual careful ear to the tent wall. He threatened and bribed guards to get to know Zorasch’s secrets. He knew of the Book of Barnat and the Burgundy Wood Casket by his eavesdropping and spying. When Zorasch left for his mission as Farna, Balaach stole into his tent. Now, he withdrew his notes concerning the use of the Words of Power from a pocket in his cloak and strode apart from the camp to begin practicing them.


“I’ll have the Power of thesse Wordss for mysself,” he snarled to the stars as again he began the Evocation of Evil, the nightly ritual of his cult. He lit a small oil lamp and started a guttural chant as he knelt before it and rocked from side-to-side in a chilling cadence.


Remaza saw the silhouette highlighted by the flickering lamplight weaving back and forth beyond the light of their campfires. With a shudder, he cursed eloquently and muttered to himself, One day I’ll do even our shameful purpose a great favor and send that snake into the afterlife. He turned and went to check on the last guard set on the perimeter of the camp. On the other hand, he concluded, they’d not want him there either.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

COUNCIL







AMONG THE LAST to arrive at the gathering, Marta walked with Farna from her cart to the Fountain. Malcom took the lead after removing his apron from his broad waist. Now all of the villagers attended, including Farmer Marvan, not much improved from his injury but not to be denied his opinion either.


“Ahem,” Malcom cleared his throat to call the meeting to order. “It looks as though we’ve about as many as we’re likely to see this evening. I don’t know how we begin this or whether we’ll be able to solve anything but we must try. I, for one, feel Zorasch’ll be upon us before another full moon, maybe much before.”


“Aye,” interrupted a farmer. “And when he comes we’ll give him all that he can handle!" The more belligerent segment of villagers shouted agreement while others hooted out their derision of the foolishness of resistance. The gathering almost instantaneously turned into a verbal brawl.


Marta rose from her seat and stepped up beside a purple-faced Malcom. “Friends! Neighbors! Have we all gone mad? We’ll have defeated ourselves far before we see the first of Zorasch’s troops!”


“Let her speak! Let her speak,” boomed the smith and he moved beside her supportively. His stern presence quieted the crowd.


“We have among us someone who can supply what we lack--information about Zorasch,” said Marta loudly. “Some of you may’ve met him today. Here’s Farna, former soldier in the Yarlach army. Farna?”


The smith’s eyes narrowed in concern. What did this Farna say to Marta and the others? he thought. They seem to be behind him. Indeed, he’s a clever one!


It astounded Farna that his opportunity to speak came so soon and by invitation from Marta. He imagined the villagers would nag each other back and forth until someone became brave enough to think clearly and speak persuasively. Now with Marta’s introduction, he took the opportunity to mold their thinking the way he chose.


“Villagers of Wheltentown,” he began formally. “I’m Farna of the house of Barnat, kinsman of Falcon." 


A swirl of murmurs and comments spun around the assembly.


Gesturing for attention, Farna continued, “Some of you may not know that Falcon was of the family of Whelt, he who slew the Dragon whose Bones mark your mountain’s slope.”


Some of the younger villagers scoffed and prodded each other with disbelieving elbows.


“Whether you believe the old stories or not, the family of Whelt has been a warrior clan for generations beyond count. The house of Barnat is a branch of the Whelten warriors and many of my people’ve been mercenaries in many of the armies of this world. I myself served in Yarlach and Mantar. For ten years I scouted for Zorasch, himself.”


Angry shouts came from some of the belligerent in the crowd.


With outstretched palms, he asked for quiet and looked to the smith for help. At length, not receiving it, he raised his voice again. “I left his army some two years ago when I could no longer bear his evil ambition.”


The smith now stepped closer to Barin. In a low whisper to his son, he said, “And how can we be sure of any such words after we’ve been seein’ the likes of Kaschay?" 


The smith listened with care. He wanted to hear the fellow out before condemning him but his suspicions of earlier in the day challenged his credulity.


“I know the mind of Zorasch somewhat, having counseled with him in his early campaigns. Now turned from his service and seeing the evil he imposes on the world, I’d join with you in trying to frustrate his designs.”


Malcom whispered to his wife, Laten, beside him, “Perhaps he can give us some of the leadership we lack so much.”


Laten whispered back, “He does look like a capable man though somewhat small for a warrior.”


“The word from Morrock and Yestre, Myrna and Massehelm is not good. The armies of Zorasch ruined and razed them, pillaged and plundered them. While Wheltentown is small, it lies on the route to the Mountain Pass. Unless he decides to venture to the northern cities of Yarmouth and Picket, this will be his route to the riches and glory of the Cities of the East. We don’t know for sure which way he’ll turn.


“Today, I heard a clever suggestion from one of your number. The person I talked with suggested that spies be sent to find out Zorasch’s purposes. I’ve a further suggestion to volunteer to you." He rested for a moment to let that statement gather dramatic impact. “Let me accompany your spy or spies. We’ll determine the intent of the Conqueror’s host and report it back to you.”


“And how’ll you make such a report,” asked a skeptic.


“Don’t you have pigeons for carrying messages?”


“Aye,” said Farmer Marvan. “I’ve such birds and well would they suit that purpose.”


“I’ve seen you use your birds for messages, Marvan,” added Nathan. “I do believe they could help us. Who would you suggest to be our spies, Farna?”


“The smith and his son have a skill that would be of interest to Zorasch. Perhaps Warrick, son of Falcon and Marta, could pretend with me to join the army of the Conqueror.”


Windle grabbed her mother’s arm as the villagers broke into small conversations about the proposal. “Mother, it was my idea,” she whispered earnestly. “They can’t go without me. Not Warrick and Barin! They’ll do something foolish and give themselves away. Mother, say something!”


Marta covered Windle’s hand firmly. “Patience, Windle, patience. Nothing’s decided yet." 


Her heart sank with the thought of losing Warrick to such a mission. In spite of her feelings of empathy for Farna that developed in their afternoon conversation, she never imagined he would approach the villagers in this manner. She expected something different. Even his skill at oratory shocked her. She could not put it into a concrete thought but it tweaked her sensibilities that he spoke so decisively and boldly after his earlier meekness.


The smith now stood to speak. He raised his powerful arms on high for quiet. The buzzing conversations of various groups halted and eyes turned toward him. “I’ve something to be sayin’ about this ‘clever suggestion’, Master Farna. For years I served as armorer to the Waxon host before comin’ to this place. I do indeed have skills to be sharin’ with an army. I also agree we must know of Zorasch’s intent before we’ll be knowin’ how to act. But, the village’s at risk. If we wait to see the elephants and tigers comin’, if we fail to get a message out of the camp, or if the pigeons lose their way, there’s nothin’ to save our people from those animals and troops!


“Though I’ve never said aught of it here, I’ve seen the face of war and found it horrible to behold. We’ve not a chance of savin’ life or limb in any kind of fight. Let us go and spy on the little villain but let those who must stay behind, take all they hold dear and be protectin’ it high on the Mountain’s slope out of harm’s way.”


Farna looked at the smith. The idea made sense for the village. As Zorasch, his mind still studied his options for when his army approached the Mountain Pass. If all went along with his current thinking and if he gained the Grand Secret, he would kill the wild animals and march up the Pass, smashing what small resistance a tiny village such as this might mount like a troublesome mosquito. The smith’s suggestion cleared the way for their march without even this tiny impediment.


Imagine this little group, thinking they have any options but flight against my army, he laughed to himself. They do live in a different world. And they think their village and their Mountain are the center of it.


“That’s a wise suggestion,” Farna offered with an acknowledging smile to the smith. “Now then, are we agreed?”


The villagers of Wheltentown nodded to themselves and the sound of their assent built into a dull roar. Farna quieted it again with spread hands; hands that now represented accepted authority. “Well, on the morrow we four will start our journey to the host of Zorasch as spies for Wheltentown." A cheer followed from the crowd.


“And we’ll prepare to go to the Mountain for safety,” said Malcom decisively, establishing himself as the leader of the retreat.







Farna went to the Fountain and dipped his hand in the pool for a drink. This may be better than kidnapping Marta, he thought. I can take Warrick to the thicket, let Balaach do his work, learn where the Book of Whelten is, recover it using my advance guard, learn the Grand Secret and be on my way to the Cities of the East within a few days.


Deeper in his thoughts, however, he considered tarrying awhile near Marta. Looking now across the small square, he watched the light of torches touch her lovely auburn hair with a lambent glow. She held a loving arm around Windle’s shoulders calming the impetuous girl’s obvious frustration. Now what has that little thinker so upset? he mumbled to himself with a concealed smirk. What a marvelous thing it is to be alive and powerful! he concluded, taking a satisfying drink of the cool water.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

SPIES DEPART







THE IDEA OF rushing into the dragon’s mouth by going directly to the camp of Zorasch robbed Warrick of sleep. He saw almost no way out but his worries wound round him like tangled bedclothes. I’d look like a coward if I suggested an alternative. Is this spying mission the best way to proceed against the Conqueror? It’s ridiculous to think of fighting him. Is there something more effective Farna and I should be doing with our Words of Power? Will Zorasch’s army accept us, anyway? What if we’re taken and killed out of hand, what value’d our spying bring then?


While with Goth on the Mountain, Warrick never made a connection between his near-murderer and Zorasch. Lying awake now, he wondered why Goth came there and why he tried to kill him. A chill memory of his waking beneath the waterfall shook him. So many strange people intruded on his world recently--Goth, Kaschay, Fist, and now Farna---with so many links to his mysterious father. Who and what was this man who was my father, teacher, and hero?


After all his reading of the Book, the scope of the role of the Family of Whelt remained beyond his ability to comprehend. Generations of warriors fighting evil--why? Was there always so much trouble in the world? he wondered. In tiny Wheltentown, peace reigned for generations according to his knowledge, until now. His most difficult times came in battling with an animal on the Mountain. Even then, he thought, there was never this feeling of dark menace.


His mind moved to the Dragon’s Bones and his remembrance of the story of the family. He rose and took the Book from its hiding place in the hearth. Once again, the reading of the warder’s words seemed like actually hearing him speak. By the light of the fire, Sternen gave information that neither the village wags nor his father conveyed about the settling of the village. The warder wrote





“When the first settlers of the village, the warrior Grandin and his young wife, came to the Mountain, they found remains of the ancient people lingering like the smoking ashes of a fuel-less fire on its slopes. A city of stone and heavy wood beams lay in ruins on the lower foothills. The few remaining survivors, dressed in hooded robes, fled from contact, their hollow eyes filled with distrust and malevolence. 


“Grandin came to the Mountain to find a home. An abandoned child of a western village, he made much of his life with hard effort. Now he sought a place to rear a family of significance away from the stigma of his unfortunate birth. He felt the nobility of his soul would be made more of work and will than of blood.” 





“That sounds like Farna’s thinking,” Warrick whispered to his candle.





“The Mountain was beautiful in the springtime. Its green vastness spoke to Grandin’s heart. Such a place could be the fountainhead of all the hopes he held for his family. Out of the ashes of the ancient folk’s failure would spring his own prosperity.


“As others came to the village Grandin founded, his work and sacrifice were rewarded. Peace flowed from labor and generosity with neighbors. Progress attracted the last survivors of the ancient folk to venture from their Mountain hiding places to disturb this tranquility, however.”





Warrick sighed, Life wasn’t peaceful, even then. Someone was always around to disturb it even ‘once upon a time’.





“The ancient ones were formidable foes. Though their numbers were few, the power of their Words worked awful destruction on Grandin’s following. At last, he determined to be a target no more. Clothing himself in the captured mail and hooded robe of a slain ancient one, he stole onto the Mountain to take battle to his enemies.


“In encounter after encounter, Grandin stealthily slew isolated ancient ones until only one remained--one who at last was touched by the bravery of Grandin and the tragedy of his own people. They talked rather than fought and Grandin learned the secrets of the ancient ones from the last known survivor of the ancient serpent folk.


“Grandin tried to bury the evils of the perished race--their cultivation of dark ritual, their scarring of their faces and chests, their enslavement of animals with their Words of Power, their love of serpents and poisons, and their lust for supremacy that brought about their ruin. He taught his eldest son the Words of Power he felt could be used for good. He carried with him into the afterlife the dark, evil wonders of the ancient folk—he thought.”





Sternen went on to recount the development of the village and the generations living in concord. The people removed all traces of the ancient city and prospered until somehow the persistent evil of the ancient ones returned. In the days of Whelt, a hooded stranger came among the villagers. He sought the grandfather of Whelt and turned his aging thoughts to evil by his cunning. From this descendant of Grandin, the stranger learned enough of his forebears’ secrets to empower him. 





“Calaam, the stranger called himself, and evil was his heart. After having stolen the secrets of his progenitors from Whelt’s grandsire, curse him forever, Calaam retreated to the Mountain’s fastness and practiced his dark power. 


“The tiny village was beneath his contempt. Ever and always, he desired means to rule the world and finally he found it. From the distant mountains of the east, he lured a great dragon to him, dominating it with Words of Power that crackled from the Mountain Peak in fulminating bolts.


“Only when Whelt, himself, mastered the Words of Power could Calaam be stopped. Mounting on the back of an eagle drawn to help by Words of Taming, Whelt wielded the sword of Grandin in defense of his people. We give honor to the founder of our family, Grandin, but eternal reverence to Whelt for mastering fear and regard for self. His charge to fight evil and delight in good resounds down through our generations like the clearest clarion of all.”







Rising from the table in a vision of insight, Warrick stretched to touch the ceiling of the cottage. At last, it became clear. Zorasch possessed a Book that taught him the Words of Power. In his hands, the Book, and from his mouth, the Words, gave the Conqueror means to inflict greater evil than a mere warlord might. The corrupting side of the Words of Power would work on Zorasch until it destroyed all around him.


His dream of the freeing of the Dragon from its rocky tomb came again to his mind. “Zorasch must be the seal breaker!” he exclaimed. “And I must take up the arms of Whelt to defeat him!”


A quiet cough caught his attention. He turned to see his mother watching him from the doorway of her room.


“It’s late, Warrick. You must get rest for tomorrow,” said Marta in a throaty hush.


“I know, Mother, but I think I understand a bit better what all this is about.”


“All this?”


“Yes, Zorasch, Whelt, the Dragon’s Bones … everything. It’s hard for me to describe it as Sternen would, but my destiny lies in fighting Zorasch. He’s ... he’s more than just a conqueror, more than just a little man striving to become big. He’s evil getting worse … toying with powers beyond his imagining … Powers he cannot ultimately control that’ll consume him and all of us unless he’s stopped. I don’t know how I’ll do it but I will. I must!”


Marta’s eyes shined in the dying firelight. She gulped thinking of Falcon and his strength that flowed into his tall son. “Yes, Warrick, you must,” she whispered. “Your father’s fire’s in your eyes now. The fire that his father had and his father’s father had and so forth back through time to Whelt." She moved toward him across the room and gripped his forearms. “I’m proud of you, Warrick. Good night.” 


During the hours after he said good night to his mother, he laid awake thinking of Farna and his father. He knew he idolized his father beyond reason. He could not recall any disagreements or difficulties with him. He listened to Farna’s praise of his father’s prowess at arms and cleverness in leading with swelling pride.


Something seemed unbalanced, however, as he reflected about Farna’s rehearsal of his respect for Falcon. Like a log thrown as a bridge over a stream, the stories favored Falcon largely at first but tapered off toward Farna at the end. Warrick decided to dress for the spying mission with his mail shirt hidden under his shirt and jerkin. It would feel warm riding across the plain but better to be careful than cool. Besides, the mail’s so light, he thought. It can hardly be felt. Farna may in fact, be a kinsman but I’ll watch him as I watch my goats when danger seems near, out of the corners of my eyes where stealthy movement is best seen.







Barin and his father continued packing the small cart that held his portable forge and his tools. Together, they hefted a small anvil into the back of the cart and secured it. Except for its heavier frame and axle, the cart looked much like Marta’s with hoops above the bed holding a canvas top. They packed provisions for their journey up front.


“Well, laddie, I hate to be quenchin’ the fire of a forge. It’s so hard to lay it right and keep it that way,” lamented the big man.


“We’ll be back to lay it well once again,” comforted Barin, not feeling much comfort himself. Remembering soreness that lingered from his adventure on the Mountain, he wondered if he would ever know comfort again.


“It’s well we’re not pretendin’ to be anything but what we are, son,” said the smith as he stared back at his shop. “You and me’re the most likely to be accepted in the Conqueror’s army. Armies always need another smith or two.”


The sound of a cart and horses entering their lane caused them to look around. Warrick on Shadow and Marta and the girls in their cart approached. 


“Good morrow, Mistress Marta. It’s as likely a day for a picnic as you’d ever be choosin’,” said the smith putting on good humor and smoothing the wrinkles in his brow. “Would you care to be joinin’ us?”


“I think I’ll not be able to go with you today, Master Smith,” responded Marta pleasantly in kind. “By the way, couldn’t you have found a lighter table than that anvil to take with you to eat upon?”


“You know what is said of us smiths, Mistress,” he replied. “Without an anvil to keep us tied to the earth, our slight bodies would be floatin’ away like a feather on the breeze.”


“We’ve devised a new means for keepin’ us from competin’ with the swallows, don’t you know,” said Barin joining in. “Here, Warrick, my lad, we’ve been wearin’ swords such as this to add a little weight to us." With that, Barin tossed a sword to Warrick as he dismounted and walked toward them.


Warrick caught the sword by the hilt, recognizing immediately its Dragon’s dust alloy. Unadorned but sound, it matched well for one of his height. In the night, he spent time worrying about how to arm himself. The sword of Whelt’s all wrong, of course, he thought then. And my Burgundy Wood bow and arrows or staff would attract undue attention. In the end, he left his Whelten armaments at home except for the mail hidden under his shirt and jerkin.


“I think that’s all you should carry, Warrick, laddie,” said the smith, “in spite of the stout arms your father gave you.”


“This’ll be a fine weapon, sir. I thank you.”







Earlier that morning, Warrick and Marta hurried to complete preparations for the trip. Motherly in her desire for him to take all the necessaries, his cross temper shocked her. He snapped at her as never before in his desire to finish packing and move on the road to the village. His lack of sleep made him irritable while the stress of the times showed in the rings under his eyes. 


Their biggest controversy centered on how to protect the Book. To take it would prove too dangerous, of course, but Warrick lost at least an hour or so in the night trying to find a way to hide it in his saddlebags. To return it to the Armory Cave would take precious time in the morning. To leave it in the tack room chest or even in the hiding place in the hearth seemed out of the question as Marta and the girls planned to evacuate with the rest of the villagers. After a bit of wrangling discord as they stood in the tack room, Marta grabbed the Book from Warrick, opened the chest and placed it inside, and then demanded that Warrick carry the chest out and put it under the driver’s seat of her cart.


“That way all of the chest’s valuables will be safe with us on the Mountain,” she said.







Now, Farna joined them. He slept at the inn by the Fountain overnight. His eyes sparkled with enthusiasm like black diamonds.


I had not realized how refreshing a breeze from the Mountain could be of a morning,” he said to himself as though thoroughly renewed by his night’s sleep. In fact, he rested better than for months on his cot in his campaign tent. Malcom’s bed in the inn pillowed him deep in soft down. It is time I made a few changes in my military regimen, he mused. I am the Conqueror, after all. I can afford to carry a feather bed along, if I wish.


“Good morrow to you, smith,” he said warmly. “I see your cart’s packed. It’ll take me but a moment to pack my horse and mule.”


“Perhaps you should be givin’ a moment’s care for the packin’ of the mule,” said the smith, scolding Farna. “He was formin’ a sore from his pack saddle when you came in. I’ve salved it and it looks much better this mornin’. But as I said, have a care for it. He’s a good beast.”


What do I care for a stupid mule? thought Zorasch, resenting being addressed this way by the smith. Or for you and your bear of a son, for that matter. By day’s end, you will have a sore or two on your broad backs, as well.


“Thank you, smith. I’ll see to it,” Farna said aloud, masking his gloating.


Turning toward Marta and her cart, he marveled that she could look so lovely in any light. “Good morrow to you, Mistress,” he said with genuine deference. “This’s a proud morning for our family. Don’t worry about Warrick. You’ve made a fine man of him.”


Marta blushed, hugged Reetha a bit tighter to her, and wondered where Windle could be. “Thank you, Farna,” she said lifting her chin with resolution. “It’s hard to see him go, but this’s the hour of need for which he’s prepared.”


“I’ll watch out for him, Marta,” offered Farna with a slight bow. This first time he spoken her actual name to her produced a strange sensation. As though caught stealing something, he felt abashed. He could not remember ever experiencing that before.


As he moved behind the smith’s cart to saddle his animals, the feeling preoccupied him enough that he ignored the rustling of the cover over the provisions in the cart. I shall watch out for him indeed, he thought with bitter dismissal of the twinge of conscience. I shall watch him as Balaach’s sponge covers his face and the boy begins to tell me of the family secrets.


In a few moments, their preparations were finished. Even though the villagers focused on their own arrangements to evacuate the village, a few gathered at the Fountain to see them off. Farmer Marvan drove up with a crate of pigeons in the back of his wagon.


“Barin, you be careful with these birds,” he scolded as he secured the crate in the back of the smith’s cart. “You have to treat them gently with those great hands of yours.”


The farmer pulled Barin aside last night and sternly taught him how to care for them and how to attach a message to a leg. It struck Barin this morning as the birds calmed after being lifted into the cart that it would be easier to hide the anvil from prying eyes than that “crate of cooers”. They still could not devise an acceptable explanation for carrying them.


Warrick approached his mother shyly. “I’m sorry, Mother,” he said with a melon-sized lump in his throat. “I ... I’m sorry to’ve spoken so to you.”


Marta reached up and held his face in her hands. “Not to worry, Warrick. Be careful. I love you.”


Warrick enfolded his mother in his arms, and then broke away to lift Reetha into an embrace. Looking for but not finding Windle, he said with exasperation, “Now where could Windle’ve gone? It’s too like her to be pouting … Well, we must be off!”


Warrick mounted Shadow as Barin clucked the carthorse into motion. Farna led the way, riding his horse with the mule following. Marta waved goodbye and then accepted Laten’s comforting hug.


“Never fear, Marta. That boy’s become a fine man,” she said. “Your Falcon’d’ve been proud of him today.”







Captain Lenter and his Waxon troops made a positive start. Up before sunrise, they struck camp, bid good speed to Kaschay and Fist, and hit the trail.


Lenter spent some time thinking of Falcon and his son, Warrick, before sleeping the night before. There, when the previous king of Waxon conferred the ceremonial red cloak upon Falcon as a reward for faithful service to the crown, he remembered how the warrior received the honor. As the King spoke ringingly of the Whelten line, Falcon wept.


“Long have Whelten warriors defended the world from the vile encroachments of evil men,” the king declared. “Long has the snarling lion medallion symbolized the Whelts’ faithfulness and valor. Our fathers conferred the ceremonial cloak on Whelt, the Dragonslayer, long generations hence. We now confirm that honor in our present day with a pledge and a promise of our royal aid should need arise. But ask what you will, Falcon, latest heir of Whelt, and the might and main of Waxon will answer.”


The conferring of the crimson cloak expressed gratitude worthy of the service. The Waxon king traveled with his royal entourage on the borders of his domain in that area patrolled by Fist’s and Falcon’s regiment in their war against robbers. Falcon frustrated an assassination attempt by robber raiders by single-handedly slaying nine attackers. They intended to kill the king, his wife, and young sons to disrupt the government. Without regard for the numbers of his opposition, Falcon whirled into action, dispatching five with arrows and four with his sword, even after receiving serious wounds. 


Lenter thought to himself as he now led his vanguard up the road in the light of the rising sun, I wonder if Warrick knows of the King’s promise? He has only to present the cloak of his father, and King Waxon, the son saved by his father, is honor-bound to help him. Isn’t that interesting for us to’ve encountered this even before we’re over the Mountain?







The day grew long, dry and hot. Lenter’s men and horses labored up the Mountain slope following the Pass Trail. Some engaged in occasional conversations while others kept to themselves. 


Merrich, a young man of slight build, won the Waxon army’s champion jockey trophy for six of his twenty summers. With slight Merrich’s weight on him, the tall, lanky bay surged up the trail with ease. A matching horse trailed behind without burden of saddle or pack. These animals provided quick links in a chain of messenger mounts stretching all the way back to Waxon.


“Jasper,” said Merrich to the old campaigner riding beside him, “Have you ever seen Zorasch? You served in an army in the south, didn’t you?”


“Aye, lad, I’ve seen him and seen enough of him and his work for a lifetime, in my thinkin’.”


“What do you mean?”


“Years ago in Yarlach when there was no other war to play in and I served the Yarlachians not Waxon, I watched young Zorasch enter service. He was a wealthy heir of an unknown family. His money bought him a position but his knives earned him a reputation. Lightning quick and agile he was. I saw him carve a Morrock hill man to ribbons in a close-in fight. He was something other than the usual pampered officer. He fought like a thief of the streets. Totally without mercy he was, until the man was cut from hand to hand and ear to ear.”


“An officer fought with knives?” asked Merrich in shock. He recalled the heavy swords of the Waxon officers and their private fights behind the stables of the palace over slights and women. The thought of one of those young men of family prominence fighting with knives seemed foreign in the extreme.


“He fought with knives indeed,” answered Jasper, “and the skills of an acrobat. Small he is, like you, and dark of skin as many of the west are. The women find him handsome, I suppose, but he had little time for them when I knew him, so driven by his passion for power, even then.


“I overheard him speakin’ of power once to a fellow officer at a campfire. I think he let down his guard a trifle. As I can recall, it bein’ so long ago now, he said he wanted power over things not just power to act or power to command them. It struck me then that he was a dangerous man, a man to watch and stay away from. I remember it chilled me the way he said it. His eyes were as light as the fire and his voice was hard as obsidian.”


“I don’t suppose we’ll get close enough to see him,” said Merrich,


“No, lad, I’d imagine he’ll be travelin’ in the midst of his armies like a grand monarch now. Zorasch the Conqueror! I knew him when he was just a young man, as venomous as a snake and as larcenous as a street thief. No, I don’t suppose we’ll see him. With the power of his position now he’ll be stayin’ away from the fightin’, in my thinkin’.”


They rode on in silence until the troop crested the pass just after noonday. The far vista offered by their vantage point caught Merrich’s breath. The day gleamed bright as polished brass and the sky as blue as the bluebells in the meadow through which they rode.


“I never knew the world was as vast as this, Jasper,” Merrich exulted. “You can see for leagues and leagues from here.”


“Hold there, lad, you’ll be wantin’ power over it like Zorasch if you keep up that enthusiasm.”


“No I won’t, but just look at that, will you? The road goes on and on and the land goes on and on until it meets the sky and you can’t be sure just where they meet, the distance is so great!”


“The world is wide indeed, lad. Wide enough for everyone to have a place to hold and love. It’s a pity fiends like Zorasch want to hoard it all unto themselves. Aye, it is a lovely sight, lad. I hope we live long enough to see other lovely things.”


“You’re a woeful man, Jasper,” said Merrich.


Jasper snorted as they pulled to a halt for their midday meal. We’ll see how bright and breezy you are when you’ve lived as many years as I have, he thought. If you live as long as I have … in this world of conquerors, fiends and villains.







Farna led the small band along the road directly to the thicket of trees. They arrived as sunset lit the clouds above in delicate blues and pinks. Captain Remaza knew of their coming having set scouts out ahead of them. His troops and their animals hid in a ravine not far away, awaiting his signal. He and Balaach remained in the thicket. Remaza wore common clothes rather than his uniform while Balaach retained his hooded cloak.


“Greetings,” called Farna to the two figures seated around a small fire as they entered the ring of trees. Remaza rose and approached them. Balaach said nothing to indicate his awareness of their arrival.


“Greetings, gentlemen,” responded Remaza. “Welcome to our camp, although I think you’re headed in the wrong direction." He watched Zorasch for clues as to the way he should handle this encounter.


“What’s wrong with our direction,” asked Farna genially. He kept his face out of sight of his three companions. He knit his brows and curled his upper lip in a sneer signally his intent to move toward conflict.


“Your current road’ll lead you to the armies of Zorasch the Conqueror,” answered Remaza taking his Emperor’s expression to mean he should be ready to oppose the party. 


“And well it should, we mean to join them.”


“Then I withdraw my greeting,” said Remaza. “We’re but two to your four, with a single sword between us, but we’ll bear no welcome to followers of Zorasch!”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

VANGUARD







THE WAXON VANGUARD rode hard all afternoon and into the early evening. The descending slope took its toll even on the most experienced of these flatland riders. Their mounts shifted their weight painfully as fatigue-stiffened joints rebelled against the downgrade. Occasionally, one of the contingent stopped to move back a saddle and tighten a loosened cinch. The torturous return to the saddle made it hardly worth the effort.


The setting sun gave the Mountain a painted quality. The air seemed filled with blue and pink and shadows of the emerald green trees slanted up the Mountain behind them. When a clearing allowed a glimpse of the valley and plain below, they saw Wheltentown and the road leading to the west. The light faded and darkness crept upon them. 


Lenter carried on a soldier’s conversation in his mind. How many rides and how many sore seats’ve I endured because I chose the warrior’s way? Even now with my greying hair and spreading middle, I ride again and ache again with each downward step of this cursed horse!


Taking his eyes from the path ahead of his horse’s hooves, he looked in the remaining light out on the plain to where the thicket of trees bordered the southern road. A slender plume of smoke rose from an apparent campfire in the midst of the trees. There must be a camp in that thicket, he thought. Perhaps we’ll encounter an advance party such as ours from Zorasch’s force.


An hour and a half later, the vanguard rode into Wheltentown. The villagers were assembled to make final plans for their refuge on the Mountain. Malcom looked up from detailing men to handle wagons of supplies to see Lenter walking his horse at the head of the troop. He remembered enough of the forces of Waxon to know a respected captain led them. The men behind rode well muscled and well bred horses. Was it possible they’d seen Kaschay and Fist? he wondered.


The assembled villagers divided into two parts to allow the wedge of riders into the square. Lenter rode to the Fountain and dismounted dustily. Malcom bustled over to greet him. “Welcome to Wheltentown, Captain, and good evening to your men,” he offered with a bow over his broad belly. “What’s brought you over the Mountain?" He observed the sweat stains on the horses and the fatigued twitching of their muscles as they stood to allow their riders to dismount.


“We come to scout the army of Zorasch,” said Lenter, deciding to be direct and blunt. “But we seem to have found you villagers in the midst of some discussion.”


Far more capable of organizing and provisioning than trailing or fighting, Malcom supplied an important element of leadership throughout the day. “We’re planning to evacuate the village in the morning, Captain,” he said. “We’ve sent out our own party to scout the Conqueror’s intentions." A touch of pride colored his voice as he spoke of their spies.


“You’ve sent out scouts?” said Lenter with some concern and incredulity in his voice. “Who could you’ve sent from this village?”


Nathan the baker moved forward to stand beside Malcom. “We sent our smith and his son with a mercenary named Farna and his kinsman, Warrick.”


“Who was this mercenary again?” queried Lenter.


“Farna,” replied Malcom seeking to direct the conversation back his way. “He’s newly come to the village seeking the family of a man named Falcon who lived among us.”


“I knew Falcon,” said Lenter to the audible surprise of the villagers gathered around. “But I’ve never heard of a kinsman of his named Farna. What did he look like?”


“He was a small man but well-made and capable,” said Laten from Malcom’s side.







Marta spent the day with a building anger. For a few hours, she worked in the village buying the provisions she needed for her girls and herself. She found Windle nowhere around but concluded that her willful daughter simply went back pouting to the farmstead, pleased that her idea of spying found acceptance but angry that others received the call to spy. 


Once she returned to the farm, she and Reetha scoured the usual places where Windle would likely go but discovered no trace of her. By the end of their search, she seethed with irritation. Windle found a way to go spying! she steamed.


With Reetha behind her on the grey mare, she rode hard back to the village, not knowing what to do about her discovery but willing to skin Windle and all of Zorasch’s army if they harmed her. Now, she entered into the conversation with Lenter, having stomped up to the gathering just as the vanguard dismounted, with Reetha in tow, pigtails flying.


“I hope he’s capable of handling my daughter,” she cried.


“Whatever do you mean, Marta?” asked Laten.


“I do believe my Windle found a way to join our entourage of spies,” Marta clarified caustically.


“That girl’s a right trial, Marta,” responded Laten. “Are you sure?”


Lenter recognized Falcon’s wife from their meeting in Waxon many years previous. One did not forget such a beauty. Now, he interceded, filled with concern over the strange structure of this evident gaggle of village geese sent spying of the Conqueror. “When did these ‘spies’ leave and which way did they travel?”


Malcom answered, “They were on their way by mid-morning traveling west on the road across the plain.”


“Tell me again of this Farna, man,” inquired Lenter of him, specifically avoiding the women.


“He was small and dark, something over the age of Nathan, here. He rode a bay with a mule in tow. He said he came from the west but he had not their strength of speaking, quiet like and easterly he was.”


The captain’s forehead knit in worry. Who could this Farna be? he wondered. A spy for Zorasch?


Turning to Marta, he bowed and spoke with deference. “Mistress, I was acquainted with your husband, Falcon. I believe we met in Waxon years ago. I’m Lenter, Captain of the Royal Guard of Waxon, at your service.”


Marta came close to exploding, her face flushed and her fists clenched white beside her while Malcom and the captain talked, ignoring her. Lenter’s change of attention and courtesy caught her off guard. After a heartbeat or two of embarrassment, she bowed her head and looked closely at the captain’s face in the light of a newly lit torch. 


“I ... I remember you, Captain. We met during our visit to Waxon when Falcon and I were first wed. Falcon, my husband, thought highly of you.”


“And I of him, Mistress. Warrick, your son, is part of this spying?”


“Yes, and Windle, my daughter, apparently. We must do something, Captain. Windle’s stubborn and willful but filled with good intentions. She came up with the idea of spying on Zorasch so that we might know whether to flee or fight. But she must always be in the thick of things. We must get her back! I thought I lost her just days ago and now she’s lost herself ... Ooh, that girl!" 


Marta put her hands to her face, then raised her eyes and hands to the darkened sky, shaking her head in concerned exasperation. When she lowered her hands, they formed tight fists again.


Lenter reached out his hands to grasp Marta’s comfortingly. He could do nothing to allay her fears. His commission ordered him to spy on Zorasch not rescue fools from him, but his feelings for Falcon prompted him to say, “Mistress, Mistress, we’ll find her. She’ll be all right." 


Lenter said nothing of his knowledge of Windle’s kidnapping by the so-called emissary of the king. He looked at the wide-eyed lass holding onto Marta’s skirt. We must do something, indeed, he thought. Something for Waxon, to put a stumbling block in the Conqueror’s path; but also something that’ll keep the brave, young fools in this little village from incidental death.


“Innkeeper, could we have lodging for some of my men for the night?” asked Lenter, letting go of Marta’s hands with a compassionate squeeze. With Malcom’s assent, he turned to his men and shouted, “Sergeant Macknon, have all the men water their mounts here. Then, detail a dozen of the quietest in the woods to join me back here as soon as may be, dressed in disguised clothing. Have them saddle the animals that were packing. We’re going to have a look at trees. The rest of the troop will sleep under a roof for the first time in many a night.”







With Remaza’s challenge ringing through the benighted thicket of trees, Balaach stood and turned toward the travelers. The mysterious hood shrouded his face and he shielded his hands in the sleeves in front of him. “Yesss,” he hissed in his adder’s voice. “Let the ssservants of Zorasssch not find a welcoming sssalutation at any firessside, here or elsssewhere.”


“Have you turned so much to things of good from things of evil, Balaach?” The smith’s voice startled everyone. “Or have you found some greater evil to serve than the Conqueror?”


Balaach’s hood whipped toward the cart where the smith sat grim-faced and menacing. “Is it you, sssmith?” he croaked like a poison toad. “What have you to do with Zorasssch?”


Farna watched the hostile lightning flash between the two, stunned by the smith’s recognition. For a moment, his ability to extemporize left him. He watched as though frozen while Balaach raised daggers from his sleeves, ready to throw them. He heard Warrick gasp and cry out, “Serpent Daggers!” and saw him spur his horse toward Balaach in the line of flight of the dagger Balaach threw. The throw went wide into the trees.


Warrick drove his horse into Balaach and sent him sprawling. Wheeling on Remaza with sword on high, he leapt to the ground and smashed the startled captain with a mighty stroke against his curved blade. The point of Warrick’s sword bit into the leather at the throat of Remaza’s armored chest plate until Farna recovered himself. 


“Hold, Warrick,” he commanded in a voice like a lash, leaping from his horse.


Warrick stopped in mid-thrust, his chest heaving with battle-heat. Farna raced to him and slapped his sword away from Remaza’s throat with the flat of his short blade. Warrick raised his weapon as though to engage Farna, a wild fire in his eyes.


“Let’s not mistake ourselves, kinsman,” said Farna in an icy whisper. “We’ve no need to slay these men. What’s passed between the smith and that hooded one may not concern us in our seeking for Zorasch! But, we may find out something from them of use in our search.”


Warrick’s breathing slowed and his eyes cooled as he looked into Farna’s face. No fear lurked there. The eyes fixed on his with commanding intensity. Warrick lowered his sword, looking warily away at Remaza who lifted his head up from the ground shakily and began to rise to his feet.


“Get off me, you great ox!" The pained voice of Balaach drew their attention. Barin sat atop the back of the hooded figure spread-eagled on his face in the grass. The boy’s great hands gripped the man’s slender wrists.


“I’ll get off your smelly back when you’re droppin’ that vile knife,” said Barin through clenched teeth. Increased pressure from his right hand upon Balaach’s wrist brought a cry and a release of the handle.


The smith stooped and picked up the knife. As he compared the darkened point of the dagger, he said, “You can let the snake up now, laddie, if it can stand upon its tail.”


Barin brought Balaach’s arms behind him and lifted him clear off the ground to his feet. Balaach screamed at the wrenching of his shoulders and slumped against Barin. “I’ll not be holdin’ you up, man. You’re to stand if you’re able,” said Barin into his hooded ear. 


Farna recovered Remaza’s curved sword, thinking rapidly. He wondered what he could do to get this situation under his control. He clashed his short sword against the other a few times in alternating directions. “Who’s this man, smith, and why would he want to kill you?” he asked.


“Balaach’s his name, Farna, and poison and devilment are his business. Years ago, while apprenticin’ to a wanderin’ smith, I encountered him, more’s the pity. I would’ve rather met an evil spirit than this poor excuse for a man. He poisoned the smith and stole his money. That, after the smith extended some kindness to the worm. If ever there was one fit for roastin’ in a smith’s forge, Balaach’s him!”


Farna acted to turn the smith’s indignation into a plausible explanation of their journeying toward Zorasch’s camp. “And you, sir,” said Farna to Remaza. “You who talks so bravely and falls so freely. What’s your name and why should we spare you?" He scissored Remaza’s face between the crossed blades of the two swords he held. “Why would you talk of mighty Zorasch with such contempt?”


Remaza tried to turn away from Farna, but the man moved too fast. In a few steps, Remaza’s back slammed against a tree. “Again I say, who’re you and what do you know of Zorasch?” demanded Farna.


“I’m Remaza, former captain in the armies of Zorasch. Balaach and I have tired of the little vermin. We’re deserters bound to join the armies of the East against him.”


With his head turned from all the others, Farna smiled grimly and narrowed his eyes conspiratorially to Remaza. “And why would the armies of the East want two such as you,” he said acidly. “Perhaps we should take you back with us to Zorasch! He’d find a worthy place for you, heh? Come, lads, I do believe we’ve found a present for the Conqueror that’ll earn us positions of honor. Smith, let’s have some rope from your cart to tie these traitors.”







Lenter, Sergeant Macknon, and a dozen men gathered at the Fountain. After surveying the sergeant’s choices, Lenter explained their mission in a near-whisper to his tired men. “The grove of trees some miles south of the village showed a smoke column as we rode in. We can’t be sure who might be camped there. Perhaps we’ll find a meeting of spies among the trees, some from Wheltentown and some from Zorasch. We must make haste until we get within a quarter league or so, then dismount and approach secretively on foot.”


“These horses’ve had a long day, Cap’n,” suggested Jasper.


“That they have, in spite of bearing only packs, but we must move them anyway,” answered Lenter. “Mount the troop, Sergeant.”


They rode at a league-dispatching lope on the moonlit road. Their flatland horses seemed to delight in the familiar feel of the smooth surface after their day of up and down the Mountain’s rocks. They drew up as the circled trees came into sight. Captain Lenter spread them out to approach in two bodies. Lenter and Jasper would attempt to enter the camp if appropriate. Sergeant Macknon and his men would approach from the northeast and wait for a whistled signal to join them.


Lenter and Jasper dressed in well-worn woodland green. The old campaigner set off in a brisk, quiet walk after saying, “Shall we be off, Cap’n? We’ll see what this lot eats around a fire. I hope it’s somethin’ better than Waxon rations. Although after our day, I could eat my saddle, seemin’ly.”


The wiry, old man moved faster than Lenter could keep pace. He gasped by the time Jasper stopped to scout for outlying watchers. Squatting in the undergrowth within distant sight of the campfire, they saw two standing figures but no more.


“Well, Cap’n, should we go ahead?” asked Jasper.


Lenter looked in the direction where Macknon and the rest should be. He returned a flash of the full moonlight on a mirror as a signal. After standing and straightening his jerkin, Lenter shouted through cupped hands, “Hello, the camp!”


The two standing figures at the fire turned their way. “Approach and identify yourself,” came the reply.


“Let’s go, Jasper. Follow my lead with a story after we see who they are and what they’re about.”


The smith joined Farna and Barin in the firelight. As Jasper and Lenter walked into the glow, they could not see Warrick behind a large boulder with a serpent dagger hovering over the bared feet of Remaza and Balaach. 


“Greetings, fellow travelers,” said Lenter heartily. “Your fire makes quite a sentinel in the darkness. May we share its warmth?”


“That’s of concern to us in times like these,” answered Farna, his eyes fixed on the two. “State your business.”


“In times like these, as you say, there is no business,” said Lenter. “That’s why we’re abroad on a night like this." He looked at the huge father and son. There’s something familiar about the man, he thought. Addressing the smith, he said, “Times must be hard for you, too, if a solid smith and his son’re out traveling tonight!”


The smith recognized the Waxon captain as well. Something told him to withhold this from either Lenter or Farna. “What makes you to thinkin’ I’m a smith, man?” he said.


“It’s a guess, of course, what with your size ... That and the way the fire’s arranged.”


“Even if the guess be right, as keepers of the fire, it’s we who’re owed explanations,” countered Farna.


“Aye, that’s the way of travelers,” said Lenter staying friendly. “We travel from the west along the road to Wheltentown, having escaped the destruction of Massehelm.”


“If you’re travelin’ from the west, why’re you enterin’ our camp from the east,” asked Barin.


“It’s prudent sometimes to scout the unknown,” said Jasper, stepping closer to the fire. He eyed the gleaming soup in the smith’s cast iron pot that bubbled aromatically on the edge of the coals. “It’s also customary for those who tend a fire to offer food to starvin’ travelers … May I?”


Jasper’s intensity drew a laugh from the smith. “Starvin’, is it?” he said. “After you’ve tasted my anvil soup, you’ll be learnin’ to be even more wary. Help yourself, if you dare.”


With a hungry will, Jasper slopped stew on two steaming plates, handed one to Lenter and began to eat noisily. Farna studied the two as they bent over their food. Here’s a hungry pair! How do we get rid of them before they see our ‘prisoners’? he thought.


Jasper’s unseemly, rooting noise soon drove Farna to look away in disgust. He turned and moved farther from the fire. His profile stood out in golden relief as Jasper stole a look at him. 


Jasper’s eyes narrowed in thought. Kicking Lenter’s boot to get his companion’s attention, Jasper wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, hiding his lips. He whispered to Lenter alone, “That there’s no traveler, Cap’n. If he’s not Zorasch himself, I’ll be switched.”


Lenter paused, chewing as he glanced at Farna/Zorasch’s back. As he took another bite, he muttered back, “That’s the size and shape of the man I remember. It’s been long ago since I saw him. The man never trusted his own spies much."







As they finished their meals, they loosed their weapons and took positions away from each other trying to mask their defensiveness. Farna stood apart from them fastening the buckles of his pack, his mind not on its contents. 


Since the capture of Remaza and Balaach, he wondered how to maneuver their circumstances to his advantage. Of course, at any time he could call for the guard hidden in the nearby ravine. They could subdue his three bumpkin companions. Then he could torture or drug Warrick could into telling him where to find the Whelten Book. The risk of killing Warrick in the fight concerned him. He considered other ways, other amusing courses for extracting this information. In the meantime, he enjoyed himself immensely counting the added ante these newcomers brought to the game. 


“You’ve not told us your business, even as you partake of our hospitality,” said Farna addressing Lenter, putting frost in his voice.


“No, we haven’t,” said Lenter, picking his teeth with a toothpick.


Farna waited for him to continue. Lenter offered no more even after returning the pick to his pocket and wiping his mouth on his sleeve.


“You take of our food but scorn our need to know whether to trust you?” said Farna as his hand moved menacingly to his sword hilt.


Lenter stretched broadly, making motions with his tongue in his teeth as though dislodging what troubled them. Then he put his hand in the pocket of his jerkin negligently, as though retrieving the toothpick. Withdrawing it casually, he concealed a metal whistle until he blew a high, piercing squeal. The smith and Barin leapt to their feet in startled alarm while Farna drew his sword.


“Your trust’s of no concern to me or my men,” said Lenter as Sergeant Macknon and his men rushed into the campfire clearing. A burly warrior carried the slumped form of Warrick from behind the boulder into the quivering firelight.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

MARTA & BOOK







THE GREY MARE pulled the cart without real effort, following others in the train of wagons southward out of the village. Marta and Reetha took little with them when it came to moving. As she looked around the cottage, just a few things would fit into the small cart. She took a chest of keepsakes, food and clothing for a few days, and the recipes of the family’s dyes and swung the cart into line with the caravan. Warrick’s book lay in the chest from the tack room under the driving seat.


Marta’s left arm hugged an excited Reetha while she held the reins in her right hand. Reetha looked around at all the folk of the village and said, “Mother, where’re we all going? Everyone from the village’s here!”


“We’re going to the high pasture for a while to stay out of the way of Zorasch’s army.”


“But if we’re all gone, what’ll Warrick and Windle do when they come back? How’ll they know where to find us?”


“When Farmer Marvan’s pigeons return with messages from them, we’ll send someone to the village to wait for Warrick and the rest. Don’t worry about them, little one.”


Living on the south side of the village, they joined the dust-eating end of the line of wagons. The haste of packing and leaving now slowed to a crawl. The miller’s oxen-pulled cart set the pace for everyone behind him. Somehow, he had loaded two mammoth grist stones in his cart and his massive roan animals labored to pull the cart up the rising roadway to the high pasture.


I wonder what others chose to take with them? thought Marta. Does this say something about all of us? 


She thought of how Falcon made a careful study the villagers’ behavior. He did not share anything critical of them with his wife. When they traded with their neighbors, however, his observations helped to avoid trouble and make their bargaining successful. “Watch for the things folk treasure, Marta,” he said to her once near the end of his life. “It’s a key to the inner life within them.”


Their relationship startled both of them. Physical attraction blossomed instantaneously. In contrast, her youthful friendship with Nathan hardly rose to anything significant. They exchanged little more than a hand touch between them. It began to develop into the kind of warm understanding that usually led to marriage in Wheltentown just as Falcon, the stranger, made his way to the village to settle.


First contact came after he purchased the small farmstead. He visited the baker’s shop in the village to buy bread. Marta entered to pick up her family’s weekly order. She greeted Nathan with modest flirtation. Then, she felt Falcon’s eyes on her from another corner of the shop. When she turned to see the source of her feeling, Falcon acknowledged her with a smile and a pleasant cock of his head. He spoke to Nathan loud enough for her to hear. “Master Baker, this’s a beautiful, hefty loaf for a single man. Do you make something smaller but as tasty?”


Marta looked from the rosy-cheeked, flour-dusted baker’s son to the lean figure dressed all in leather. The grey of challenging experience accented his dark hair. As Nathan provided an alternative and Falcon paid for it and exited, Marta asked Nathan, “Who’s that?”


“His name’s Falcon. He’s just moved into the homestead to the south of the village.”


“What ... What is ... he?”


Nathan glanced up from his work at the counter. This encounter obviously nonplused Marta. “What do you mean ‘What is he?’ He’s a mercenary warrior ... He’s a stranger ... He’s an old man!”


“I didn’t think him old, Nathan. More like well-used.”


“Used to what? Hard ways. Hard battles. Hard words, from the looks of him!”


“Perhaps you’re right, Nathan. Thanks for the bread. It smells heavenly!" With that, Marta left the shop. 


Looking back on the incident, she thought, I can remember thinking that Nathan seemed a bit jealous of my reaction to Falcon but I was too taken by the exotic look of him. Nathan called him hard but I saw something else in his smile. It was not a leer or anything like what I’d seen from some men traveling through the village. It was a look of pure appreciation, of admiration, and of anticipation. I don’t think I’d ever been conscious of that kind of look from anyone before. It made me feel valuable in a way I valued.


“Mother, why did Windle go with Warrick and the others?” asked Reetha, breaking into Marta’s recollections.


“She probably felt that without her the others couldn’t succeed in spying.”


“Windle’s good at spying, Mother! She always tells me about the secret things she hears people say.”


“That might be more snooping than spying, Reetha. It’s not really nice.”


“Then why does Windle do it so much?”


Marta decided a smile was the best answer to Reetha’s question. Her worries for Warrick and Windle stung like a burn. As she visualized a hundred times since their departure, she put her cares about them in a mental box and painfully closed the lid. Conversation with Reetha lapsed again as the slow cart movement seemed to rock them both into dreamy silence.


The village saw Falcon oftentimes as he outfitted his homestead. Marta took the task of being the family’s village runner, much to her delight. It gave her opportunity to see him. Often coincidence found them in the same spot. Silent greetings progressed into shy, verbal ones; then into smiling but timid conversations; and at last into invitations for walks, rides, and dances at the Wheltentown harvest festival. Over the course of the spring and summer as crops developed from seed to harvest, their relationship ripened.


Days of sweet romance and excitement flourished. Falcon swept Marta from Nathan’s anticipations and her own expectations. His tanned handsomeness captured her and his breath caught on her auburn radiance. Even Nathan admitted that they looked as fine a combination as his family’s tasty blend of light and dark dough into entwined loaves. He said as much with some wonder in his toast at their wedding party.


I must’ve been a trial to Falcon in those early days, thought Marta. He, with his worldly experience, and me, with my girlish view of Wheltentown as the center of all living. He never let me feel that, however, even when we visited Waxon the summer after we wed. It seemed a great pleasure to him to see my wide-eyed wonder at the bustle and hustle of that rich city of the North.


Falcon undertook the role of gentle tutor in the intervening years of their marriage, opening her eyes to the world beyond Wheltentown. Knowing how unbalanced life could become if he always appeared as the teacher, however, he sought to learn her family’s trade with genuine interest.


It’s amazing that I never felt his dissatisfaction with my youthful ignorance of the world, mused Marta as the first of the village’s wagons reached the high pasture.


“There are other ways of setting up a house, Marta,” Falcon said one day as Marta labored to duplicate her mother’s meticulous placement of rushes on the earthen floor of their cottage. “In Yarmouth, they’ve floors made of wooden slats; in Mantar, they favor the softened leather of their abundant cattle; and in Yarlach, cool sand covers flat rock in the great rooms of the richest family. We don’t have sand here, but Marta, I’d be willing to make a wooden floor for us or even find some Mantarian leather. Which shall it be?”


As years passed the difference of their years and experience meant less. They treasured their children and each other. Their shared life became their focus. As the wound began to fester and Falcon began to fail, he comforted Marta as best he could with tender appreciation. At the end, his care for her future hurt him almost as urgently as the angry scar of the poisoned arrow.


“As I’ve said, my dear, Warrick’ll leave you e’er long. You must make a life without both of us, as painful as that may be to you. And, you must not think I’d have you live alone forever, as painful as the thought of sharing you with someone else may be to me now.”


Marta placed quieting fingers to his parched lips as he said this in the darkness a few nights before he died. She could not bear the thought of his near death. His thoughts for her future without him frightened her in spite of his sensitivity.


“I’ll not find another, Falcon. I can’t think of such a thing.”


“Perhaps, but you must know I don’t bind you to thoughts of me forever.”


She kissed his temples gently as he slipped into fevered sleep. I’ve been the most favored of wives for these short years, she wept to herself as she did. This fierce Falcon of mine has ever been as soft as down to me.







The village caravan wound into a fifty-three wagon and cart circle. A horse-drawn sledge pulled up to their encampment in a cloud of dust having attempted to obscure their trail. Trampled stalks of late summer vegetation lay in the wake of their entry into the meadow. As the travelers dismounted, the bustle of building the camp replaced the creaking of leather and wood. They put horses and oxen to pasture outside the ring. Reetha and Marta struggled to empty the cart, deciding to sleep in the bed.


“Well, my friends,” offered Malcom as the villagers gathered around a central fire, “We’re here and well. I hope our spies’re similarly fixed in safety.”


“I wonder how far they’ll’ve traveled today,” said one.


“What of that Waxon captain and his men?” queried another.


“Those that stayed’re in our inn,” answered Malcom.


“And eating and drinking us to ruin, I’ll wager,” fumed Laten.


“Captain Lenter assured me we’d be paid for their provisioning,” replied Malcom with a testy eye on his wife. “I wonder what’s become of their scouting party?”


“Do you suppose they caught up with Farna and the rest?”


“We must just wait for their return or Marvan’s pigeon-messengers.”


“Tell us again of your arrangements, Marvan,” asked Nathan.


“I’ll send my boys down at the four water watches,” Farmer Marvan explained patiently. “Have no fear, if the spies can send one of my darlins, they’ll be there and cooing for us.”







Limited conversation led to the unspoken understanding of the need for sleep. Marta and Reetha climbed into the cart bed. Reetha soon breathed evenly as Marta looked up into the stars out of the open end of the canopy.


It’s been two years since Falcon died, she thought. Two years of aching and tears and the children and weaving and now Warrick--a Whelten warrior, leaving me as Falcon said he would.


A bright roadway of stars stretched across the night sky. Falcon called this the Warriors’ Pathway when they last walked out together in the cool nighttime hand-in-hand. “It leads where I’m bound, my love. I’ll not be returning from this journey.”


You’re gone, Falcon, Marta mused, and Warrick’s left and Windle’s somewhere with him and the world’s mad with this foul Conqueror’s devilment. Marta sighed and rolled toward Reetha. The girl snuggled closer to her mother’s warmth. In the stillness before sleep, Marta’s thoughts drifted to Windle and Warrick, and to Farna. Strangely, Farna’s face and voice stayed in her mind as sleep took her. 


As the sun woke them, Reetha and Marta stretched and shuddered. Night cool lingered in the meadow in the late summer morning. After eating, Reetha ran off to play in the trees with friends. For some reason, Marta thought of Warrick’s book. 


Tying off the ends of the cart canopy as though seeking privacy to dress, she pulled the chest from under the driver’s seat. The snarling lion buckle opened under her timid hand. Her fingers lightly touched the fabric of the red cloak in the lid, and then lifted the Book from the box. The wooden cover of the manuscript gleamed polished burgundy as she opened it. Before, Warrick told her of a section of the record that dealt with Whelten women. The parchment pages turned stiffly as she moved to the last inch of pages he showed her earlier.





“Much is made of the warriors of Whelt. Their ladies and daughters have a rich heritage of strength also. Often strong-willed and precocious in their youth, the daughters of Whelt have tried their parents until freedom of action is granted. 


“Remember--the blood of heroes is not subject to gender, it flows equally in the veins of sons, and daughters, of our line. Each has a reason for living in his or her time and may contribute if the individual will combines with the force of our heroic blood.”





Thus wrote the warder as he told of noble women whose lives bore the impress of destiny. Marta shook her head, recognizing in Windle the strength of women in the histories. Once again, she thought of Windle and Warrick on their spying mission with the smith, his son, and Farna. Keep her safe, Warrick! And you, Farna of the family, bearer of the blood of Barnat, watch over your kinswoman and protect her from her own impetuousness.


Marta closed the Book and reached out to put it back in the chest. A scowl crossed her forehead as she looked in it. The small burgundy casket’s gone! she wailed in her thoughts. She noticed its fineness before as she and Warrick explored the chest in the tack room. Its absence puzzled and disturbed her. Would Warrick’ve taken it? Could this be Windle’s curiosity at work again? 


Just then, a voice called her name outside the cart, “Marta! Marta! Are you in there, Marta?”


“Just a moment,” she answered, closing the lid of the chest and with it her quandary over the casket. “I’m coming out.”


As she stepped from the cart, Malcom’s son greeted her with cheeks flushed from exertion. “We’ve received a pigeon-message! It’s from Windle to you! Come to the campfire! Please!”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THICKET COMBAT







AS SERGEANT MACKNON and his men rushed the area lighted by the fire, Remaza’s men attacked, having listened to the dialogue among Lenter, Farna/Zorasch, and the others. Poised to rescue Remaza, they had thought to come forward when Warrick subdued their captain. His unusually easy fall and a hurried hand signal from him kept them in waiting. With this entry of new attackers, Remaza’s second felt he had delayed enough.


Two of Lenter’s men died at once, their attention directed inward toward the group at the fire. Sword crashing against sword now rang throughout the thicket. Bellows and pained cries filled the night air. Sparks flew as two desperate, hard men rolled through the fire. Hand-to-throat and blade-to-mail, the combat proceeded evenly as the initial shock of ambush wore away. 


“Are you now what you seem?” demanded Lenter through clenched teeth as he fought with Farna.


“Appearances can be deceiving in the gloom. It’s Captain, I assume." 


Parry followed thrust as they danced around the campfire. Farna’s blade moved faster but Lenter’s experienced and capable defense saved him.


“If ... If I am not mistakened, you fit the description ... of one called Zorasch the Conqueror!" Lenter could not get the ears of anyone else as they fought. He and Jasper alone seemed to know the secret of his enemy’s identity.


“At your service. And who from the force of Waxon do I have the pleasure to be killing?”


“I’m ... Lenter, Captain of the Royal ... Guard, your majesty.”


“Do you labor so with me, my aging foe?”


“I had not ... realized you’d be so ... agile...”


They continued to fight while around them their men continued to skirmish and die. Three of Lenter’s archers held back during the initial surge. They picked off the trailing half-dozen or so of Remaza’s force before the fighting became hand-to-hand. The numbers and skills now balanced. All took wounds and gave them.


Barin and the smith rushed to Warrick when the fighting began. They dragged him from the center of the conflict and brought him around with cold water. Warrick now stood between them trying to clear the blow he took to the head. Then, the huge body of the smith contorted with a growl of agony. As his body twisted and fell to the ground, Warrick and Barin saw the handle of a serpent knife protruding from his broad back. 


Out beyond the trees, dimly lit by moonlight, they glimpsed a robed figure on a rearing horse. “I’ve got you, sssmith! At lassst, your sssanctimonious goodnessss’ll be ssstilled!" Shouted Balaach. With that, he kicked the horse wickedly and sped away into the blackness.


The smith labored to breathe. A bubble of pink froth came to his lips as Barin held the massive head in his hands. “Father! What ... What can I do?” sobbed Barin. He looked up imploringly to his friend.


“There ... is nothing, Barin. I … I’ll be leavin’ you ... now. Remember how I ... ‘ve loved y ..." Life slipped from him, leaving the heavy weight of his body sagging against his weeping son.







Warrick leapt to his feet and ran to a fallen sword, his own. Before him, stood Remaza whose blade point just burst through Jasper’s back. With a will, Warrick attacked. Remaza’s sword flashed in the moonlight that shone on the floor of the thicket. For a moment, Warrick hacked at Remaza two-handedly, out of control and uncontrollable. Once again Remaza retreated, this time in earnest. Then, he recovered and sent Warrick stumbling away from him as their blades locked tight between them.


“You have surprised me twice, young warrior. Now, we will see how you fare when the battle’s fairly joined.” Remaza snarled and began to circle. The tip of his curved saber made mesmerizing figures before Warrick’s face.


Cool rage brought control back to Warrick. All Falcon taught him flowed in his wrist and feet. He stood taller but, Remaza much heavier. Right-handed against Remaza’s left, he first fought the dizziness from the blow to his head. Remaza, winded from three previous fights, struck high and low, left and right trying to find weaknesses to exploit. Warrick parried and countered these attacks then pressed forward, doubling hacking blows from left then right.


Their swords slid to their hilts and Remaza used his weight and strength to send Warrick reeling backward again. Warrick tripped but rolled backward onto his feet before the Conqueror’s captain could press his advantage. A slash glanced off Remaza’s blade and Warrick’s bright steel drew first blood on Remaza’s cheek. As a streak flowed into the stubble of his beard, Remaza advanced furiously, working to overpower Warrick by the sheer force of heavy blows. Warrick retreated, more mindful of his footing than before.


Then, Warrick saw the opening Falcon would have. As Remaza tired, his arm grew slower to lift his sword for one of those smashing blows. Once his sword reached its highest arc, it paused. Warrick stepped in low and fast. Before Remaza could adjust, the point of Warrick’s sword entered his abdomen just below the breastbone and drove upward. Remaza’s arm dropped harmlessly as he looked in amazement into Warrick’s eyes, now level with his own and less than a span away. His knees buckled beneath him and his body slid from Warrick’s sword to the ground in an awkward heap.


Warrick stared at the first man he had ever killed. Hours of practice for this act accompanied by careful discussion with his father intended to prepare him for it. It proved not at all like his preparations. Nothing eloquent, satisfying, or noble emanated from the kill. It was just the emptying of a life from another, leaving a jumble of connected but lifeless parts of a human being at his feet. Momentarily, all activity around him seemed frozen and still. Remaza lay before him, stiller yet.


Then, he became aware of his surroundings. The smith’s cart raced past him with Farna at the reins. Three of Remaza’s remaining troops galloped away on Shadow and the horses Barin and Farna rode. One man’s arm wrenched painfully backward as he struggled to keep Farna’s pack mule in tow. Two of Lenter’s men stood heaving with hands on hips, looking after the galloping animals. Another bent over a wounded and fallen Lenter while two others ran to their dropped bows to shoot arrows into the night after their retreating enemies.







As the quiet of the thicket returned, Lenter’s men labored to make him comfortable. Farna’s last thrust pierced his shoulder. He bled freely and grew weaker. As his man strapped a compress to his wound, he struggled to communicate with Warrick.


“Young Warrick, is it? Falcon’s son?" Lenter groaned himself upright. “You’ve done well! Zorasch’s man was a swordsman!”


“Zorasch?” replied Warrick as he thrust his head toward Lenter in surprise. “Those were Zorasch’s men?”


“Yes, with Zorasch himself fighting with them.”


“Zorasch was with them? Which one was he?” cried Warrick thinking of the hooded Balaach.


With some difficulty, Lenter said, “He fooled you, didn’t he .... That man you traveled with who questioned us over your stewpot ... He’s Zorasch.”


“Farna? Farna is Zorasch?”


“Yes, and he’s slipped from us into the night in the smith’s cart.”


Warrick sputtered with humiliation, frustration, and anger. He looked around him and glimpsing Barin still cradling his father’s head, he ran to him shouting, “Did you hear that, Barin? Farna was Zorasch, Zorasch in disguise. We took him in, listened to him, fed him! We should’ve known! Should’ve seen through him! Oh, what fools we are! Again!" In his dismay, he struck the ground with his sword three violent times. 


Barin sat in the dirt wretched beyond intelligence. The serpent knife still stuck from his father’s back. He looked from Warrick’s tirade back to the knife and lifted a hand to touch the handle. His dazed look shook Warrick from his rage. He dropped to his knees in front of Barin and the smith’s body. “Oh, Barin ... Barin. I’m so sorry!” whispered Warrick throatily.


Lenter’s strained voice reached out to them. “There’s something else, Warrick. Your sister, Windle, where is she?”


Warrick whipped his head around. “Windle? Why?”


“Your mother said she was missing when we came through Wheltentown earlier. She feared she’d found a way to come with you.”


“How could that’ve been?” replied Warrick, standing and striding toward Lenter. “We made good time today. Unless she was on horse, she couldn’t’ve kept up. We’d’ve seen her as careful as we were." A thought struck him. “The cart. She must’ve hidden in the cart!”


Heads turned in the direction the attackers fled. Warrick took a few hurried strides following it. “That girl! Now, she’s Zorasch’s prisoner!" 


It all became too much for him--the stress of the Whelten legacy, the battles with Goth and Kaschay, the anger and suspicion with Farna, the shifting combat here in the thicket, the knife in the smith’s back, the killing of Remaza, and now Windle. Windle again! he thought. He dropped to his knees with his face in his hands and sobbed.


Barin roused from his stupor. Gently he lowered the smith’s head to the ground and got to his feet. He squared his shoulders, walked over to his friend, and stooped down. Grasping him under the arms, he picked up Warrick’s tense body and enveloped him in his hairy arms. “There’s much to be doin’, laddie. We’ve two villains to catch and kill and a dear, daft girl to be rescuin’." Warrick gripped Barin back in silent appreciation and commiseration.







Balaach slowed his horse to a trot, unaware of the fight that raged on without him. He circled wide around the thicket and returned to the road toward the camp of Zorasch’s army. His hood hung low down his back revealing his head and upper body. The fang tattoo on his chest shone in the moonlight. Both he and the horse wheezed from their hasty exit.


“I’ve killed again,” he exulted to the night. “Sssix times, now!" Three wicked, stealthy times his knives darted and three silent, malevolent times poisons turned tongues black. He lifted his arms to the inky sky above him in triumph. “And now, I’ll return to learn of the sssecrets of the Book while Zorasssch is pretending and dissembling here. Perhapsss he’ll even die here. Then I’ll take his placcce! Whether now or later, I’ll be Massster. Massster of Darknessss and Massster of Death!”


The shadows cast by the moonlight around horse and rider deepened. Balaach heeled the horse back into a lope. The horse, Remaza’s animal, seemed to cringe at the touch of his vile rider and rolled the whites of frightened eyes back toward him as he fought against the brutal, cutting bit in his mouth.







Well behind the poisoner, Zorasch drove the cart hard over the rough ground to the road. “Check for pursuit,” he commanded the riders behind him. After a mile, they pulled to a stop. No one followed from the thicket. They left no other horses for riding. Branches and the hard driving force of their flight tore away most of the canopy of the cart. Hearing the battered pigeons squawking in the cage, Zorasch ripped away the remaining covering. There sat Windle, revealed by the moonlight, hair and clothing tossed and twisted like a bramble bush.


“What are you doing here, my young spy?” asked Zorasch.


For once in her life, Windle could offer no reply. She felt as though thrown in a barrel and kicked from the Mountain Peak to roll down to the bottom. Bruised and exhausted, she began to weep softly into the hem of her dress she held up to her face.


Zorasch gestured to his men to lift her from the cart. Windle could not resist. She heard and witnessed too much in the thicket. She felt defeated and lost. No ideas came to in her mind. Without help or hope, she submitted herself as a prisoner of Zorasch and her own misery.


They pulled the cart off to the side of the road, hobbled the horses, and laid a quick camp. Rough hands wrapped Windle in a blanket from the cart and tied her to a tree. For the few hours remaining until dawn, the four men and the girl slept fitfully.







At dawn, Zorasch rose with a cruel smile on his lips. In the moments before rising, an idea sprang into his consciousness, fully formed. He strode over to the cart where the pigeons cooed softly, somewhat recovered from their rough jostling. Laying a slip of paper suited to the message tubes on the wheel rim, he scribed the following message with a charcoaled stick:





“Marta,


We have found Windle. She has been wounded. Meet us at your cottage. Don’t worry. All will be well.


Farna”





After selecting the least mussed bird, Zorasch rolled the paper, inserted it in a message tube, and attached it to the pigeon’s leg. With a flutter, the bird took flight as Zorasch gently launched it upward into the lightening sky. 


Being careful not to rouse Windle, Zorasch waked his men. In brief phrases, he explained about his ruse, the villagers’ retreat and the messenger pigeons. Letting them imagine his intent, he described Marta with some lingering over her beauty. “Bring her to me with the greatest of care,” he ordered and then described in detail the manner of getting to Marta’s homestead as well as the way to tether Shadow and the other animals at the rail near the barn.


“The gelding, Shadow, must be positioned so he will be seen first by those coming from the Mountain pasture. Marta will see the horse and think Warrick is there safe. This should reduce enough of her anxiety to make your surprise effective." Zorasch pointedly instructed them as to how they should take her--with threats alone to Warrick and Windle, if she resisted.


“There is a young daughter with her, it is likely. Bring her along, if she is. If she is not, no matter. It is the woman I desire. Your lives and the lives of any and all you hold dear will be forfeit if she is harmed in anyway, but the richest of rewards will be yours when she arrives safely back at our camp." In keeping with his way of motivating, Zorasch consistently reacted with ruthlessness for failure but gave plentifully in recognition of achievement of his plans. The three soldiers nodded and mounted to leave. 


As an apparent after thought, Zorasch casually charged them, “There is a book the family holds dear, a large book with a reddish wooden cover. It would intrigue me if you found it and brought it to me. Perhaps it will be in the cart she drives. Find it if you can. Fare you well!”







The sound of their departure stirred Windle. Zorasch went to her and loosened the rope that bound her overnight. The jolted fatigue of the night before continued to keep her numb and listless. Zorasch looked down at the russet head and reached to smooth the tangled mass of hair.


“Don’t touch me, Zorasch!” snarled Windle drawing away from him, wide-eyed. “I know you’re not Farna, not a kinsman!”


“Yes, Windle, I am Zorasch. But perhaps, something of Farna, as well.”


“What do you mean?”


“Not everything I told your mother was just a story.” As Zorasch softened his tone, the lines of his weathered face seem to fade. A convincing mellowness emanated from him to the frightened but defiant girl. “I told your mother I seek a link with family. Few know much of my history. I have hidden my beginnings for so long I have almost begun to believe my stories myself.”


Windle’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. She straightened her back against the tree and tried to compose herself. “Why should I believe anything you say? I’ve been told so many lies lately that I’ll not believe anyone readily.”


“And well you should be suspicious. Liars and dissemblers abound in the world." Zorasch got up and turned to the fire he made earlier. “Would you like some breakfast?”


Windle’s stomach growled at the mention of food. Though she ate something as she stowed away on the cart, the smell of pigeons spoiled her appetite during the ride. Attempting to be dignified, she asked, “What do you have to eat?”


“There is little enough but soldier’s rations. Most all of the smith’s provisions bounced from the cart in our escape. I have made some broth and there are hard biscuits.”


Windle stood and moved to the fire. Zorasch handed her a cup and a roll. “Where are we and where are the others?” she asked. “When we ... escaped, it was hard to tell who was fighting in the darkness?”


“We have moved well south of the thicket toward the camp of my army. I expect we will join them late this afternoon.”


Windle cleared her mouth of a hard mouthful of bread. “What of the fighting? Who ... Who won?" An image of Warrick crossing swords with a powerful swordsman filled her mind. Her view from beneath the canopy of the cart kept her from seeing anything clearly in the dark. As the new figures arrived and the confusing exchanges occurred, she struggled to control herself, wondering what she should do. Just before the fighting started, she thought of getting out of the cart but the dangerous commotion froze her.


“Oh, it was quite even once the surprise faded. We left when the opportunity presented itself. There was nothing to be gained by a fight to the death.”


“What ... What happened to Warrick and the others?”


“It was hard to tell in the darkness. We left as Warrick was holding his own against my captain, Remaza. The boy was well trained. Remaza is a hard man, a swordsman with strength and cunning. I do not know who was victorious.”


“You left your own men? What of the wounded?”


“War is a hard thing. They knew of the risks and have endured many before. Those who survive will join us at the camp.”


“Do ... Do you think Warrick could beat Remaza?”


“Again, I do not know. As I said, he was faring well as we made our retreat.”


“And the others ... The smith and ... his son?”


“I cannot say. I was not aware of them." Zorasch quenched the small fire while they talked. It suited his purposes to keep details from the girl. “It is time for us to go.”


“Why’re you taking me? Why don’t you just leave me here? Where did your men go?" Questions filled Windle’s head. The breakfast awakened her and cleared her muzzy mindedness. Am I to be a hostage again? she wondered. Could life be any stranger?


“You have a purpose to me, Windle. You seem to be the ideal hostage, do you not? You will see in due time.”







Zorasch turned to the smith’s horse and made sure of the harness, thinking, How convenient of the smith to leave the horse hitched to the cart last night. Unlike him somewhat, but that is no matter now, Balaach’s knife settled all puzzles with him. He helped Windle gently onto the seat of the cart and situated himself. Windle sat too dejected to resist him. He decided not to bind her hands.


What of Warrick and Remaza, indeed, he thought as the horse began to move. They were well matched, it did appear. The boy was surprisingly adept. No wonder Goth took such a pounding … Ah, it is a fine morning, promising surprises and delights. By this evening, I may get the Book and Marta in the bargain. With Windle and maybe Reetha as security, even if they do not find the Book, Marta must tell me where to find it. Zorasch slapped the traces on the horse’s hindquarters and they pulled onto the road heading toward his camp.
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