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Surela ran her right forefinger along her armor at the shoulder. The connecting rings were wearing thin, their use ending. The entire suit was ready for replacement. She would buy new armor as soon as she left Bakir’s Helm, if she ever did. 

It would be custom fit to her needs, much like the outfit she now wore. She had plenty of gold in her sack now, much to her growing regret about its source. Greed had decided it for her. She came to Bakir’s Helm, seeking the gold from the village’s central well.

Legends spoke of a fortune found in a well in Bakir’s Helm, an ancient town located across the Sea of Ages. The gold was obtainable, but only by those willing to pay its actual price. 

That was what the legends said. The price seemed simple when Surela had first inquired of the treasure. The fortune hunter had to leave town with the gold. 

“Not so simple,” she said to herself as she watched the sun turn blood-red on the horizon.

She turned and looked into a dirty piece of mirror still attached to the wall. Wiping it with her hand, she caught her reflection. Her black hair shone in the candlelight, giving her green eyes a glow they had in certain light. 

Men considered her beautiful, and she used this to full advantage a few times in her brief life. 

Someday she would settle down. She would eventually gain what she needed from this world. She turned away and returned to her current problem.

Bakir’s Helm lay on the border between the Sea of Ages and the Red Lands. The Red Lands is a vast area inhabited solely by the Hraks. Their ruthlessness knows no bounds as they roam, displaying unmatched power and a skill that has become infamous. 

It is rare to see them, and encounters with them never end well. Hraks never left the Red Lands, according to the stories. 

The oldest story she knew proclaimed that they needed to stay in the Red Lands for their vitality. It is the very essence of their strength. To leave the Red Lands, Hraks would die right away.

The Locks lie between the Red Lands and the Sea of Ages. Impassible mountains span the border, connecting two lands and two seas. Ages ago, there was a single opening in the Locks. In this space sits Bakir’s Helm. Built by a race with no identity, no clan claimed ownership. 

No kingdom put it on their maps. It had been in ruins for generations by the time Surela strode its cobbled streets. The inhabitants were long gone. They left the town empty except for the old buildings. The icy wind ruffled the hair peeking out from under her headgear.

Bakir’s Helm is visible 40 leagues away in the Sea of Ages, a land of scrub desert and small pockets of thick, tough trees. 

These trees provided little shelter from the merciless sun. Surela stayed away from these small oases. She headed for a town known as The Edge, found mid-way on her journey across the desert.

Her trek across the desert passed without peril. She got warnings about Bakir’s Helm from several people. She had told no one about her destination. It seemed as if it was a standard warning to all visitors. Surela heard the dead walked into the town, waiting to feed on the living. Her companion Lim did not like hearing about that. A good tap on his box took care of his protests.

She slipped out of The Edge at the peak of darkness. No one saw her leave. Her horse, Ghelt, knew her ways and met her at the edge of town. Ghelt made no noise as she approached. Surela praised Zett, the merchant who had sold Ghelt to her so long ago. 

The price took a substantial chunk out of her available funds, but she had reassurances that Ghelt was one of a kind. His words had been distinct until even now she still remembered them.

“Now you remember, Surela my lovely, that Ghelt is not any horse.”

“Oh? What more can it be? I see only a beautiful black horse.”

“Ah, you see, yet you do not comprehend what you see. Ghelt is a Snow Mare from Inderma. They are far more intelligent than most animals you’ve ever encountered. He’s even smarter than many people you’ve met. Why, he even knows now that you are his owner now. He will be yours as long as you live.”

“And then?”

“Then it will not matter.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“Why, he will return here. His mother lives with my brother Jekk. We own several like Ghelt. He will be your guardian, watchdog, and mute negotiator.”

“You must be jesting, Zett. How can such an animal be? I know it looks like he is intelligent, but it’s some kind of trick.”

“Hah! Wait until Ghelt hears that. Understand this, youngster. You cannot hide your feelings from him. You are impossible to sneak up on. Nor can anyone get you to buy bad goods as long as he is in your presence.”

“Entalics,” she said with a small smile. Certain animals had Entalic ability, but they were rare. Certain dragons, Inderman, Oxen, and Spiral Island hounds were the best known. Not quite psychic. They knew what a person was intending.

“Yes. But don’t let that spread. Many kingdoms won’t let them into their lands.”

“I have heard of Telepathic beasts yet never thought I would ever encounter one. Where is he?”

“He is coming now. You have passed his test.”

“Test? Must I pass his judgment to own him? I’d sooner have a mule.”

“Not after you have seen Ghelt. His judgment is for your benefit and yours alone. He’ll refuse to travel with anyone with any evil intent. He sensed your good nature as we spoke. I must get back to my store. Treat Ghelt well, Surela. You’ll never find a better travel companion.”

Zett’s words proved correct, for Ghelt was all that the claims promised... and more. They avoided many situations that would have meant altercations with various unfavorable individuals. 

They were companions for over three years. Surela would not have any other. Ghelt did not even mind Lim. Lim said he was too small to attract Ghelt’s attention.

The desert was icy cold as they made their way toward Bakir’s Helm. Cruel gusts of wind whipped through Surela’s covering. Sand made its way into her hair and eyes. Her teeth ground on the tough granules as they pressed on. By morning, they saw the entrance to Bakir’s Helm.

The gates of the town lay wide open as she rode through them. Nothing moved, save for some debris in the street. 

Surela entered without hesitation. She gazed with intent at the huge rusted iron and dark wood gates. The dirt and sand at their bases suggested their presence for centuries. Their size prevented the wind from moving them.

Tall, wide stone buildings made up most of the Helm’s architecture. 

Despite the wind’s relentless blasting, they remained unmarked by age or wear. This bitter wind came from the mountains, bringing with it the tinge of ice. The freezing temperatures made the walls and streets icy, intensifying the town’s gloomy atmosphere.

As the buildings went past her, Surela recalled the only information that she had about the Hraks. “Beware the Eyes of Fire.” They were the only words Zett had for her when he learned of her plans. Zett lives in Oellmon on the coast of the Sea of Storms in Eastern Brenwal. Keeping her plans hidden, the merchants still gazed at her with concern, as if they knew her plans.

Fatigued, she drew up to the first inn she came to. A sign hung showing a crescent moon balancing a tankard of ale on the lower cusp. The inscription “Claret Moon” was carved at the base of the sign. The door was locked with a chain. Surela could still try to find food or drink elsewhere, but she was too tired to try. 

A tap on the box at the back of her saddle showed their arrival to Lim. She pushed against the doors and found them unyielding. 

She backed up into the street to make an attempt at hitting them with her shoulder. A glance at Ghelt told her better.

The horse sensed her need and waited for her to ask for help by looking at her. He shook his head back and forth and trotted up to the heavy wooden obstacle. 

With unmatched grace, he turned and kicked the doors open. The great hooves smashed open the door, leaving them intact on their hinges. The sliding bolt had snapped and allowed them to enter. 

Surela took a small sack of grain and her provisions rucksack from her saddlebag, then entered the building. Ghelt followed.

The interior was a mixture of decadent motifs. There were depictions of the vilest rites and practices. It resembled a temple, not an inn. 

The bar counter, stretching across two walls, holds the remnants of a massive mirror. Blood stained the floor where she stood. A dozen tables lay scattered around the room with a handful of chairs accompanying them.

A skeleton, moldy with age, sat in a chair next to the doorway. She dropped her pack into the skeleton’s lap and moved to the center of the room with some bread and cheese. 

A gilded chandelier hung askew at the bar’s far end. On a table she sliced open the grain and left it for Ghelt. A pump behind the remains of the bar provided them with clean mountain water to drink. The water, crisp and cold, was delicious, and Surela took a moment to savor its much needed taste.

Surela smiled at her reflection, and she went over to retrieve her pack. Lim pulled the straps inside. She took it over to the bar and opened it. Her meal would have to wait while she looked at the crude map given to her by Zett, who claimed to have been to Bakir’s Helm as a young man. He never got the treasure out, but claimed the crude chart pinpointed the location.

According to the old man, the treasure was in an old well at the center of town that had long ago gone dry. 

Descend a short distance and discover a small ledge. Simple. There the chest sat, ready for the taking. Escape with the chest? 

“Never,” said the old man. The Hraks consistently returned the treasure to the well, and the hunter was never seen again. She lit a thick red candle.

“So, when are you going after the treasure? Soon I hope,” came the small, annoying voice at the bar next to her. Turning, she locked eyes with the tiny green and gray creature nestled in an empty glass on the bar. 

It picked its feet with an old toothpick it had found in the glass.

“Lim, I don’t need any of your snide remarks right now.”

“I know. Right now, you could use an army.” The glass tipped over, spilling Lim over the edge. Clouds of dust rose from the darkness.

“Serves you right.”

The tiny reptilian figure climbed back up onto the bar. Strings of cobwebs circled his ears and drooped into his face. Coughing, he sat on the bar cleaning himself. He frowned at Surela’s laughing.

“If I had wings, I’d show you who was funny,” Lim quipped, shaking off the last bit of dusty cobweb. He coughed again.

“If you had wings, you would have been like others of your kind. I saved your little green skin from the hungry ice dragon. If you had wings, the dragon would have eaten you along with the rest of them.”

“I must admit, you’re correct. I apologize. Can we go out and get rich now?”

“That’s all you ever think about. Gold, gold, gold. What good would it do you? You couldn’t spend it.”

“True, but I can keep it and roll around in it. I could be the guardian of your money while you were out finding more.”

“Hah. Rats can’t spend gold either.”

This caused a droop in the small wing-stubs on Lim’s back. He dropped his head to his chest and snuffed. Surela smiled at him.

“All right, you can be the guardian of my gold. Happy now?”

Lim happily perked up. “You know it.”

“Good. Let’s try finding the well. We’ll take Ghelt with us.

“Where is it supposed to be?”

“It’s at the center of Bakir’s Helm. Some sort of crossroads.”

Lim looked around. “I don’t like it here.”

“You could have stayed home with G’wid.”

“That little tadpole?”

“That tadpole is a Swamp Dragon, and he’ll soon be as big as a palace. It’d be wise to befriend him.”

“Never. I’d sooner eat him.”

“I wouldn’t say that too loud in front of G’wid. He understands what you say.”

“Ooooh. Yeah. I forgot about that.” He smiled up at her as she checked her armor and sword. With a quick clench of his fists and his eyes closed tight, he blinked himself over to the seat of Surela’s saddle. 

There he waited with patience while she wrapped her meal up and put it in her pack. She then folded the map and walked over to Ghelt.

“You’ll get squashed up there one of these days if you don’t stop blinking at the top of my saddle.” Surela’s tone was one of casual admonishment.

She put a foot in one stirrup and bounced on one foot several times as Lim scampered out of her way. He slipped into the small leather box on the saddle just in time to avoid being sat on. In Lim’s box were two small pillows and a blanket, allowing him to travel in luxury.

Surela led the black horse outside before they set off at a trot toward the center of town. The empty streets made the place seem more oppressive to her. She passed through no major intersections, only small dark alleyways. High Sun had risen and would remain above for an hour. Her ride took her through a juncture, but it contained no well. 

She paused, glancing down the streets on either side. Nothing moved save for some straw blowing in small circles. As she turned to continue, she caught some movement out of the corner of her eye. Turning back to look, she saw nothing. Her hand reached behind her and knocked on the leather container behind her. A small cry issued from inside.

“What now? I was sleeping.” Lim squinted up at the high sun.

“Hiding is more like it. I want you to sit on my shoulder and keep an eye open.”

“Did you see something? Hraks!” He ducked back into his little home. Surela reached in with two fingers and let him climb onto her hand. She raised him up to her eyes.

“I won’t let them get you. I’m sure it was some leaves or a roof shingle that came loose.”

“Oh, well, if that’s all.” Lim blinked onto her lap. 

She picked him up and placed him on her right shoulder. Here, he grasped the small leather thongs woven into her hair for such occasions.

They rode in silence for another half hour. The street curved a bit and brought them almost in a semi-circle around to the Claret Moon. Surela could see the inn from where she sat. A downward glance confirmed Lim was aware of it as well.
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