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Chaos descended upon Island World as the kingdoms strove to reassert themselves. Many saw the opportunity to expand their boundaries at the expense of their neighbors. Strife also arose in the wizard world as the new Order of the Mind Readers sought to dominate the other orders. The resulting Wizard War pitted wizard against wizard in a titanic struggle that would determine the course of Island World. 
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Kingdoms in Chaos

Paul R. Wonning

The Fall of Torne

––––––––
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KING NYLE LITHIAN WATCHED his army's destruction from the castle tower. Red dust swirled and began to settle over his beloved kingdom, covering it with its unwholesome stench. Gwaum’s roar resounded across the valley like nightmarish thunder.

"Gwaum has beaten us," he said to his First Minister, Niram Trum.

Trum's voice trembled with the fear his eyes showed as he asked, “What shall we do, Sire?"

The King’s simple reply, "Flee," sent the minister scurrying away.

They descended the stone steps to the king's court. Queen Betsa stood near the window overlooking the courtyard, their young son Ruther by her side. She turned as the King entered the chamber.

"Gwaum has defeated the army," she cried, in a terror shrouded voice.

"We must get out of the castle," the King shouted.

With a glance at Niram, he said, "Gather the court aides and their families and go to the dungeons."

The castle walls rumbled. A column gave way and the stones it supported fell, filling the chamber with dust and debris. Prince Ruther's sobs mingled with the crash of falling stones.

Niram's eyes glazed as terror almost overcame him. 

He cried in alarm, "The buildings will bury us, Sire."

"Just do as I order," The king said, his voice harsh with urgency, impelling the terror-stricken Niram to act. He disappeared into a corridor.

The King walked to a tapestry emblazoned with the royal coat of arms that covered the wall behind the throne. Pulling the tapestry aside, he pressed a dark-colored stone. A trap door in the floor fell away, revealing a dark passage with stone steps. Cool, dank smelling air swept up from its inky depths. His eyes swept to the Queen.

"Go, my darling. Take the Prince. You know the way."

The Queen's dark eyes lingered on her husband as she asked, "What will you do?"

The king withdrew his scabbard from its place on the wall and belted it on. He pulled on a chain that hung from his neck. A crystal hung from the chain, a crystal that glowed with a silver radiance. He handed it to the Queen. The radiance dimmed.

“I now pass the rule of the kingdom to you, Betsa. You must find a way to save our son, Ruther and sustain the kingdom. I will not give up the kingdom to Gwaum without defending it."

"You will die, Nyle. Do not do this rash thing, my husband. Escape with us. We need you."

"I will not hide like a rat while this creature ravages my kingdom, killing my subjects. My duty is to my people. Take the boy. The House of Lithian will survive. Here is the Star of Torne. Put it on.” 

She put the necklace around her neck. As the crystal touched her skin, the radiance returned. She was now the ruler of Torne.

Another bellow from the monster boomed across the city. Portions of the floor fell away, and the wall of the king's chamber collapsed. Red dust drifted into the room. A putrid stink filled the air.

"Go," he commanded.

The Queen, tears brimming in her eyes, paused. She threw her arms around her king, husband and lover. Their hands clasped and they bathed themselves in the glow of one last kiss. One last time he felt her smooth skin. Then he let go.

"Go, Betsa. Take our son and flee."

The queen took Ruther's hand, and she led them to the passage.

"Papa, Papa, come with us," the boy cried, a sob punctuating his plea.

"Go, my son. Someday you will return as King."

More stones fell and the Queen pulled the prince behind her as her feet clattered down the stone steps towards the dungeon. The king watched them. A moment later a stone fell, crashing into the floor, covering the passage. He could feel the palace shudder. He darted into the hall. Stones lay scattered around the passage, blocking his route. He turned and ran the other way. Threading his way through the destruction, he found another stair. Down he went. Upon reaching the bottom, he kicked at the door that led outside. A moment after he emerged into the courtyard. His feet pumped against the cobblestone street as he ran from the castle. The acrid smell of smoke choked him as he ran. A loud crash announced its fall. He turned to see his once fine palace now a heap of rubble, dust arising from its remains. A moment later, he turned and ran towards the hill, sword drawn. All around he could hear screams and moans of people caught in their fallen buildings. Fires erupted from many of the rubble piles as cooking fires spread to the wooden support beams. Smoke billowed across the rubble-filled streets, choking him and burning his eyes. People milled about, confused and terrified.

"Run for the hills," the king shouted, his voice ringing out above the din. "Save yourselves."

The creature, his task of destroying the city complete, strode into the streets. His eye roamed about, seeking more morsels for his insatiable belly. The king stopped.

Gwaum's eyes fixed on the King's royal garb.

"So, I have found the king," he said, an evil smile crossing his lips. "I love the taste of royal flesh."

His hand descended towards the king. The King drew his sword and stabbed at the palm. Gwaum bellowed in pain and his red, hot blood coated the King's upturned face.

Gwaum's eye burned in anger. 

"You will die now."

"You will not get me without more of your vile blood staining my land."

Gwaum hesitated. He did not wish to fight this man. He had no desire to shed more of his own blood. Gwaum did not like pain. He pointed at a burning pile of rubble near the king with his red finger. The fire flashed, followed by a sharp crack. Flamed leaped from a nearby fire and engulfed the king. His body fell to the ground, charred and smoking.

"I prefer my meat raw," said Gwaum as he picked the king's body from the stone street. "But you I will eat cooked."

He dangled the body over his mouth for a second, and then dropped it into his maw.

The Kingdom of Torne thus ended. 

High above the hills above the city a group of people hurried along a narrow path. Queen Betsa stopped for an instant to survey their surroundings. Below them, they could see the fires of the city of Cleery as it burned. Gwaum stalked the city. On occasion, he stooped to pick up some morsel to feed on. Screams, muted by distance, rose in a terrible shroud of sound from the destruction.

Ignoring the terror that slithered down her spine, she turned to search the rocky bluff that towered over the trail. A familiar landmark teased her eye. Pressing against a rock a rumbling sound announced the opening of a dark crevice in the bluff. She pushed the young prince into the dark opening. 

"Go, Ruther. I will come soon."

"Enter the crevice," she said to the line of people behind her. "Go now, before Gwaum turns to see us."

One by one, the refugees scurried into the crevice. As the last one entered, she stepped inside.

Servants had lit the torches, and they lent their smoky odor to the already acrid air. She pressed a stone besides the opening and the crevice closed. She looked at the prince as he stood facing her. A torch flickered behind him, shrouding his face in darkness.

She closed her eyes for one moment. By now, the king had surely met his fate. This morning, she had awakened full of hope that the wizards would prevail and that they would defeat the monster. The horror of their fall and then the crushing defeat of the last of the king's army changed her life forever.

Queen Betsa opened her eyes. She was now the leader of her people, and this dark cavern was her realm.
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The Journey

Niram entered the chamber of the Queen, bowed, and said, "I have counted the survivors, Sire. We have almost fifty people." 

He studied a parchment he held in his hand and perused the figures written there. 

"The king assigned six soldiers to await us here as well as five of your lady's servants. A few more of the King's personal staff made it as well as fourteen court pages and other members of the royal household staff."

The Queen asked, "How many women?"

"There are twenty women, including yourself, Sire."

The Queen stood, clasped her hands in front of her and bowed her head in thought. 

At length she looked up and lamented, "There are too many to stay in this cavern."

"What do you propose that we do, my Queen?"

"We cannot stay in Torne. The monster's road is too close to our land, and he will visit here often."

"Where should we go, Sire?"

"There will be few safe places in the Six Kingdoms, Niram."

"I may know of a place, Sire."

"Where would that be, Niram?"

"As you know, your Majesty, I am of Nuckland ancestry. I lived there until I passed into manhood. After I reached adulthood, I came to Torne and entered into the King's service. There is a small village at the edge of the Plains of Turneff and the jungles of Nuckland. When I was a boy, I stayed there with an aunt for several years. We will find the village on the headwaters of a small river that feeds into the Nonn. A forested valley conceals the village. We could go there."

"That is a far journey, Niram. We would have to cross the Lahara Desert and then the Plains of Turneff. There are many beasts of prey in those plains."

"There is also plenty of game, your majesty. If we steer close to the Nonn River, we will never want for food or water. I know the way and can guide us."

"This village, would the people accept us?"

"My aunt still lives, Sire, as well as many members of my family. I am sure I can get them to allow us to dwell there. Since young people make up most of our numbers, they should especially welcome us."

The Queen considered his words. 

"We must discuss this among the rest, Niram. It is a long, hard journey but at this point I see no other course of action."

"I will spread the word that you wish a council, Sire."

"Whatever we do, we must do it quickly. There is a cache of food here, but it will not last long. Once we begin to hunt, we will betray our presence. It is imperative, for the prince’s sake, that we remain hidden."

"I will call the people together for a council, Sire."

Niram turned and left the chamber leaving the Queen to her thoughts. 

The group of riders reached the crest of the line of mountains that lay between Torne and the desert. Below the desert lay visible, just beyond the scrubby trees that bordered the sand. They reined their horses to a halt. Niram dismounted, knelt and inspected the site.

"This would be a good place to camp," he said.

The Queen glanced at the mountainous terrain that surrounded them and asked, “Do you think we are safe here?"

Niram glanced around. The sun was setting, and darkness was encroaching on the mountain. "This campsite gives us an excellent view of the countryside. There is a stream, which we can use as a water source, and the mountains have plenty of game. I think we are safe."

"Is this the headwaters of the Veld River, Niram?"

"Yes, Sire, it is. We will follow it on the eastern bank for two days. There is a ford at the edge of the beginning of the grasslands. We can cross the river and begin traveling west towards the Nonn. There is a small village called Ruen there. We can use the ferry to get across."

"I do not like the idea of exposing our group to the spies which might inhabit a Naulite town. Why can we not cross the river above it?"

"The river is dangerous, Sire. River lizards dwell in the water, always ready to devour men's flesh. There are also blood fish that swarm and can strip a body in minutes. Many other fierce creatures inhabit the banks of the rivers looking for a meal. We are better off using the ferry at the town."

The queen cast another glance around at the site.

"Then give the order to set up camp," Queen Betsa said. "I think we will stay here a couple of days to hunt and fill our water bags before we strike across the desert."

"There are few oases in the south Lahara between Nonn River and the sea," said Niram. "We will need all the food and water we can pack. The desert is just a thin strip here, but it is still a dangerous foe."

"The desert is not my chief worry," said the Queen. "There are also the Naulite tribes which inhabit the desert and grasslands which worry me the most."

"There are fewer of those on the east side of the river than on the other side. That is why I counseled that we stay out of sight of the river as we trek south. They may not see us. If they do, there are no fords for them to cross to attack us. Where we are, we have the sea to our east and the desert to our west. We should have little chance of the Naulites attacking us as we approach the grasslands."

"We will make an attractive target, Niram. We have the horses that they covet. They will guess that we have gold and silver."

"Not to mention our value as slaves. It is good that we managed to bolster the numbers of soldiers in our company before we left."

"Even with the extra twenty soldiers, we are still weak enough for them to consider attacking us."

"Yes, they could easily gather together a consortium of tribes to attack us, Sire. I will go and tell the people that we will be camping here two days."

At this, Niram moved off and began shouting orders. The task of supervising the placement of the tents and cooking fires would occupy him for a while.

She dismounted and helped Prince Ruther from the horse. The clatter of the noises of the emerging camp soon filled the twilight as darkness fell. The odor of smoke and cooking meat filled the air as the exiles began preparing the evening meal.

The stars emerged, sparkling like jewels in the velvet-black sky. Queen Betsa settled into her tent with the prince. The long journey was just beginning. This might just be the last safe spot that they would be in for many days. 

The entourage reached the top of a dune. Niram signaled a stop as the Queen rode up beside him.

She swept the village below them with her eyes, finally asking, "Is this the village of Ruen?"

Niram nodded as he answered, "We should camp here tonight. We can set up defensive positions around the camp. We are on high ground, so we can see all around us. I can go into the village with a small group of soldiers to reconnoiter and make plans to take the ferry across."

"How long will we be here?"

Niram glanced at the group behind them before replying, "We have about seventy people and ninety horses. The ferry is small. It will take a couple of days to get across."

"Are you sure it is wise to do this?"

Niram glanced at her. He pulled a pouch of dried meat from his saddlebag and rode to the river. He opened the pouch and withdrew the meat. He tied a string to the meat and tossed the meat into the river. Almost as soon as the meat hit the water, the water began to boil. A moment later, he pulled the string from the water. Something had bitten through the string and the bait was gone.

"That is what we would encounter in those waters, Sire. We cannot cross except by ferry."

The Queen's eyes widened. 

"I see what you mean, Niram."

Niram pointed to a dark shape lurking just offshore. Hungry eyes peered at them from the water.

"What the blood fish do not get, the river lizards will."

"I think," said the Queen, "that we will take the ferry."

"I will give the order to set up camp," said Niram. "After establishing defensive positions, I will choose half-dozen men. We will go into the village and make the arrangements. It will cost us several of those gold coins that you have stashed in your coin box."

The Queen shrugged and asked, "What good is the gold stashed in the box. We must use it to get what we need."

Niram nodded and rode off. In a couple of hours, the Tornese camped. As the sun made its way to the western horizon, he rode into the town with a small escort. Many eyes watched him as he entered the town. One set of eyes was particularly interested. The owner of those eyes resolved to find out all he could about this group of people camped on top of the dune. This would interest his tribe, too.
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The Ferry

The sun was touching the western horizon when Niram returned with his men and one other. Niram nodded to the guard outside Queen Betsa's tent, who nodded back. Niram entered with the stranger and stood before the Queen.

"This is Dysal Bran, the owner of the ferry here at Ruen, Sire."

The Queen met the man's eyes with her own eyes. 

"I am pleased to meet you Dysal Bran."

Dysal bowed and touched his forehead with his left hand in the traditional Naulite greeting. 

"I am pleased to be of service to such a distinguished personage, Your Majesty."

"Can you take my people across the river, Bran?"

"It is a large group, your majesty. My ferry is quite small. I can do it, but it will take three days."

"Why will it take so long, Bran?"

"The boat will only carry ten people at a time with their belongings, your majesty. I can carry only five horses with one man to tend them on the way across. I can make only ten trips a day, if all goes well. But all does not usually go well."

"How much would you charge to ferry us across?"

"Fifty gold crowns Sire."

The Queen's eyes flashed. 

"That is an abominable amount, Bran."

"Your ladyship wishes to get across. I have the means for you to get there."

"That does not mean that you can rob us."

"There will be a lot of wear and tear on my boat, your majesty. The horse’s hooves are hard on the planking. I will have to make many repairs after you cross.”

The Queen peered at him; her eyes hard. 

"I need to consult with my aide, Niram, to discuss this."

Dysal bowed. 

"As your majesty wishes."

"Give him something to drink," the Queen said to the woman who moved to escort Dysal out of the tent. "And give him something to eat also, if he desires."

"Yes, my Lady," said the woman as she led Dysal out.

After the man left the tent, the Queen glanced at Niram. 

"What do you think, Niram?"

"We have to get across, Sire. He has the means to get us there."

"Three days is a long time, Niram. Is there no other way?"

Niram said, "It is the only way, Sire. There was a bridge at Lasoth where the Verde meets the sea. But I have heard that the bridge washed out in the spring floods and has not been rebuilt."

The Queen glanced at Niram. 

"Do you believe this report, Niram?"

Niram shrugged. 

"It is what I heard, Sire."

"I think we should check out the story before we pay this man his exorbitant fee to cross, Niram."

"Sire, it is one day's hard ride for a horseman to get to Lasoth. A small company of horsemen would not only be vulnerable to attack, but it would also weaken our defenses for that time. To move the entire group there would take two days. If the bridge is gone, we would then have to come back here. It would mean a delay that would allow word of our presence to spread further into the desert and grasslands. This would allow time for them to assemble a robber band. They also told me that the chief of the city charges a sizeable toll to cross the bridge. It may be that the toll combined with the delay would be more than the ferryman charges."

The Queen pursed her lips, her mind deep in thought. 

"In the amount of time it would take us to check out the truth about the bridge, we would be across and on our way. His fee will dip deep into our treasury."

"I negotiated him down from one hundred crowns, Sire."

Her eyes flicked to Niram, then to the door of the tent. 

"Bring him back in, Niram."

Niram nodded, then walked to the door and exited. A moment later he returned, Dysal Bran walking behind him.

"I will pay you forty gold crowns, Bran."

"That is not enough, you’re Majesty. As I said, I have expenses. Not only will I have to repair the planking, I will also have to replace the rope tethers. Ropes and wood planking are expensive in these troubled times."

The Queen stood and folded her hands in front of her. 

"I will pay forty-five. No more. If you can get us across in two days, I will pay fifty."

“I agree your majesty. I would require the full amount in advance."

The Queens voice rose in anger. 

"I will pay you fifteen crowns tomorrow when the first group goes across. Ten will follow when half of us are across. I will pay the remainder when we are all across. I will also send a rider down to Lasoth to check on this bridge. If I find you lied about the bridge, the final payment will be ten crowns."

"That is absurd, your majesty."

"Is there another ferry at Lasoth?"

"No, there is not."

The Queen read the lie in the man's eyes.

"We will go to Lasoth, Niram. Lead this man out."

Desperation lashed at the man's face as the mirage of gold flitted from his grasp. 

"I will take you across for forty gold crowns, your majesty. We can do it in two days."

The Queen smiled. 

"We will have the first group at your ferry at sunup, Bran. Be ready."

The man nodded and left the room.

"That was a good bit of negotiating, Sire. You had him scared."

"I needed to scare him, Niram."

"We need to decide how to go forward, Sire."

The Queen sat back down on her chair. She looked at her consort and asked, "Have dinner brought to us, Nyssa. We will discuss our plans as we eat."

The girl nodded and exited the tent. 

Red clouds spotted the eastern horizon, heralding the morning sun's appearance. Niram led the first group of soldiers that would cross first. These men and their horses would consume the first three trips of the ferry. He and the soldiers would cross and scout out a place to set up camp on the other side. After finding a spot, they would begin setting up defensive positions. Niram would then return to report to the Queen at the end of the day. The Queen hoped that by the end of the day that half of the entourage would be on the other side. This would be when they would be the most vulnerable.

Niram glanced at the clouds. He did not like this sunrise. It foretold rain. He could smell rain. Rain would make the crossing more difficult and might cause delays. Niram and nine soldiers boarded the ferry, leaving three soldiers behind to tend and guard the horses. The crossing was uneventful. By the time the sun had pulled itself above the horizon Niram and his companions had disembarked. The ferry returned to the other side. 

As Niram boarded the ferry, the sun had set, and twilight began to lay shadows across the land. There had been no sunset as clouds began to crowd their way into the sky. The first speckles of rain dotted the surface of the river as he disembarked on the other side. He claimed his horse and rode back with the soldiers to make his report to the Queen.

He entered her tent and brushed the rain from his cloak. The roar of the rain on the tent's roof increased.

"We made fifteen trips, Sire. Almost two-thirds of the people are across, as well as half of the horses."

"I see our good ferryman made good time today, Niram."

"We had good fortune, Sire. I hope this rain stops before morning. If it doesn't stop tomorrow will be a miserable day."

The Queen shrugged. "If we get across it will be worth it, Niram. It makes me wish that we had gone on the other side of the river when we started."

"There are greater numbers of Naulites on that side, Sire. The desert is wider and there are many more streams to cross on that side in the grasslands, some of them quite large. River lizards and blood fish inhabit most of them."

"What can we look for once we get across, Niram?"

"It will be an easier path to the Nonn, Sire. We will follow a sizable stream most of the way until we reach the high grasslands. At that point, we will be close to our destination. A day’s ride at most for our people."

"How long, altogether?"

"Less than a week, you’re Majesty. When we get to the high grasslands I will, with your leave, go on ahead to my relations in the village to prepare them for our arrival."

"We will discuss this further when we get across, Niram. I would like to retire for the night now. I want to be in the first group that crosses tomorrow."

"Yes, Sire. I will make the necessary preparations."

Niram exited the tent and made his way to his own. The rain dripped off his cloak and hat. With a glance upwards, he entered. The rain worried him, but he could do nothing about it.
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Treachery Times Two

His spy awaited him as he brought the ferry back after the first load of Tornese had crossed the river.

"What did you see, Seram?"

"They did send a rider to Lesoth, Dysal."

Dysal glanced at Seram as he queried, "They will discover what it is that we do not wish them to discover, then?"

"Yes, Dysal. They will."

A shadow of displeasure crossed his face as he said, "If we get them across by tomorrow afternoon, I will have my payment before their rider can get back."

"Yes, Dysal. The rider cannot be back before late tomorrow afternoon."

"We must hurry, then. What about that other matter?"

"I have sent messengers out to the clans, Dysal. They are organizing a force. We will have a nice profit from this affair, Dysal."

Dysal smiled. 

The Queen waited, astride her horse, in the pouring rain.

Dysal approached and said, "The rains will bring the river up, your Majesty."

"How far will the river rise, Bran?"

Bran glanced up at the clouds, rainwater dripping off his chin. 

"The river has a narrow watershed, your Majesty. The rains will not bring it up very much. However, if it is raining in the mountains the volume will be much greater. It will rise faster and higher."

"How soon will it raise, Bran?"

Dysal shrugged. "I cannot say, Sire. It may rise in an hour, or it may not rise for several hours. If it is not raining in the mountains, it may not rise at all."

"That is not an answer, Bran."

"It is the best I can give, Sire. I cannot know what I do not know."

The Queen considered what Bran said.

"I wish to go across now, Bran. You will take me, the prince, my baggage, horse and four of my soldiers." 

She handed him the fifteen gold crowns she had promised.

Bran looked at the river. The current had increased. It was still safe to cross, though. He remembered the rider that the Queen had sent forth. He was working with a deadline.

"Get your things on board, your majesty. We will work as fast as we can."

He watched as the Queen conversed with her men. A few minutes later, the small entourage boarded the ferry, and the ropes began pulling the ferry across the river. He noted the one chest to which the Queen paid special attention. He glanced at Seram, waiting on the other shore. He raised his hand in a silent signal. Seram waved back. Bran smiled. His eyes roved upstream and his face froze. A high wave of water surged downstream. The flood would come soon. His eyes returned to the ferry, now almost halfway across the river. It would never make it.

A moment later, the surge struck the ferry. He could almost feel the ropes straining against the powerful flood surge. A moment later, the ropes securing the ferry snapped and the ferry began drifting down stream. In a few minutes, the ferry went out of sight, carrying its unfortunate passengers with it.

Niram watched from the shore as the Queen went out of sight. His world crashed around him. 

Fen Pulston crested the last hill separating him from the small port city of Lesoth. The sight that greeted his eyes would make his Queen angry. He pulled back on the reins and studied the bridge that spanned the Veld River. It was a fine bridge. The ferryman had lied. He could not ride back immediately. The exhausted horse needed both food and rest. He had the same requirements. He paused, considering his options. There was plenty of forage for the horse in these grasslands and water in the river, but the river held those blood-fish that he feared. He did not want to chance a swarm of those devouring his steed.

Rain began to pour from the cloud-covered skies. Night was beginning to encroach. He was cold, tired and hungry. He did not want to spend a night in the cold rain. He rode towards the town. A small inn came into view on the outskirts of the town.

He tied his horse to the hitching post by the road and walked inside. An elderly man peered at him from behind the bar. Patrons filled half the room, smoking, eating and drinking. The combined smells of food, fire and good tobacco pleased him. He approached the man and asked for a room and a stable for his horse.

The proprietor called out, and a moment later, a boy appeared.

"Get this man's horse and put it in the stable," he said. "Make sure it is well fed and watered."

He then glanced at Fen and said, "I have a room. The rate is two coppers for the room, boarding the horse and a meal."

Fen withdrew the coppers and laid them on the bar. 

"I will eat now, sir, and then take my bed. I want to arise before the sun."

"I will have the horse ready, sir. And you may have a chunk of cheese and bread for your breakfast, if you like."

"That would be satisfactory," Fen said.

He took his seat. The proprietor brought him a mug of ale. As he placed it on the table Fen asked, "What is the toll on the bridge?"

"It is one copper for a horse and rider, sir."

Fen knew that now the Queen would really be angry. That was a fraction of what the ferryman charged.

Niram rode through the camp. All the women and children were on the other side. There was only a small group of soldiers and the extra horses to protect them.  Most of the soldiers were in reserve to guard the Queen and the treasury. He glanced at the sky. The rain was abating. There was only one thing to do. After giving the command for the soldiers to saddle up, they rode off towards the south, following the river. If the ferry snagged, perhaps a way he could find a way to rescue the Queen. If worse happened, perhaps somehow they could rescue them from the swift current.

They pressed the horses for speed. He despaired that the craft did not come into view. 

Fenn arose well before the dawn and claimed his horse. He rode back towards the camp, hoping to catch the Queen before she paid the ferry operator the full amount promised. As the day awakened, he pressed the horse faster. He crested a small rise. The river drew his eyes. What he saw both astonished and dismayed him. The ferryboat rested on a clump of trees on the other side of the river. The passengers on the boat were all huddled in the center of the boat. One of the soldiers saw him, waved and cried out.

Fen reigned to a stop. The distance between him and the stricken people prevented him from hearing what they were shouting. However, they were pointing north, back towards Ruen. Therefore, Fenn did the only thing he could do. He spurred his horse to a gallop, hoping to find Niram still on this side of the river. 

The soldiers sped southward, still not sighting the Queen. Niram worried. Perhaps the craft had sunk, taking all down with it. They crested a hill. Niram saw a rider, galloping at full tilt, towards them. He recognized the man as Fen.

At a command, his soldiers spurred faster towards Fenn.

As he pulled up, Fenn said, "Trees have snagged the ferry just a few miles downstream. I passed them just a bit ago and was coming back for aid."

"What side of the river are they on?"

"They are on the other side, sir."

"Damn," said Niram.

"There is a bridge at Lesoth, sir. We can get across and come to their aid."

"How far is it to the bridge?"

"I have ridden for about three hours, sir."

"So, it is at least six hours before we can get to them?"

"It will take at least that long, sir."

"Then we must ride as fast as we can."

With greater urgency, the riders rode south. They paused only briefly as they passed the ferry. The trees still held it captive against the current.

"They appear to be on an island," said Niram. "If the waters go down, they will be aground."

"That is if the damn thing doesn't break free. They might drift all the way to the sea if it does. Or the ferry could break up and they would all drown."

They spurred their horses and sped away towards Lesoth, Niram despairing that they might not get across in time. 

Seram watched as the ferry broke loose and drifted down the river. His eye lit on the coveted trunk that lay on the ferry. Despair crawled through his gut as he watched. That trunk contained gold and silver; he was sure of it. If the ferry sank, it would go to the bottom of the river. All those riches that he could have had a share of would slip away.

An hour passed. He noted a small group of riders approaching him.

"The ferry is gone," he said. "The river stole it."

"We are not interested in the ferry, Seram. We are only interested in its cargo."

The voice was familiar and Seram looked closer at the men that approached.

"Rakka," said Dysal. "You got my message."

"Yes, Seram, I did." 

He dismounted and the two men shook hands. "You said that there was a chance at riches. I am always open to suggestions."

"The Queen I spoke of was on board with the treasure, Rakka. The flood came before the ferry got across. The tow rope broke, and the ferry went downstream."

"We will find it, Seram. How long ago did this happen?"

"It happened about an hour ago, Rakka. It cannot have drifted far."

"We will find it, Seram."

"The Queen had four well armed soldiers with her, Rakka. One was an archer. She was also accompanied by her son, the prince."

Rakka looked back at the seven men that were with him. 

"We have them outnumbered, Seram. One man with a bow will not stop us."

"Find them, Rakka. Remember me when you split the treasure up. The Queen is attractive. She will bring a nice profit in the slave markets of Astralphalia. The boy is young and will also bring a nice price."

Rakka looked at Dysal and asked, "Have you not heard, Dysal?"

"Have I not heard what, Rakka?"

"Astralphalia no longer exists. Some sort of creature destroyed it a couple of days ago."

"We have heard rumors of some sort of monster. It is said that it is the creature which destroyed Napoli."

"It is, Dysal. It laid waste to Cleery and Torne.  I should have thought that you heard something about this."

"There have been refugees fleeing south. They spoke of a creature that destroyed the land. We thought that it was only a tale."

"It is not a tale, Seram. The creature Gwaum is on the loose."

"Perhaps that is why this Queen of Torne is fleeing south. We were wondering why she was out here. They said that she was going to visit a relative in Nuckland."

"She flees towards danger, not away from it."

"They say that the creature has laid waste to Ghrond and Naul, also. The Six Kingdoms are in turmoil."

"He has not been here yet, Rakka."

"He will come. He is destroying all the kingdoms."

"We are far from any of the kingdoms, Rakka. Naul holds sway here, but the Shek's soldiers have not bothered us for many years. We rule ourselves."

"That is true for now, Dysal. But this Gwaum will come."

"If that is so, the treasure the Queen possesses will become more valuable to us. Gold and silver may buy us protection from roving bands of brigands."

Rakka smiled. "Yes, it will. I will find it, Seram. In addition, I will return with your share. What of your master, Bran?"

"He does not know of our little arrangement, Rakka. He thinks that I contacted his tribal leader to the north."

"Have you done so?"

"No. I contacted you. I was in hope that somehow we could get the treasure and slaves for ourselves unbeknown to him."

At this, Rakka remounted his horse, waved at Seram and rode off.

Dysal watched as the riders disappeared around a curve in the road. Perhaps it was not over yet." 

Rakka and his men stayed close to the river, watching for the ferry. After a couple of hours ride, they saw it, snagged on a tree. Rakka signaled a halt.

"There it is," he said.

The rain had stopped. The river appeared to have crested.

"It will drop fast," he said. "We must spread out. Once the river has fallen, the water around that island will be shallow and we can attack them from all sides. The archer will not get a chance to use his weapon before we are upon them. There are only four of them to our nine. Do not kill the Queen or the boy. They will be valuable hostages or slaves."

One of his men pointed across the river and said, "Look, Rakka, on the other side."

Rakka saw a group of riders riding fast. They paused long enough to see the craft snagged on the tree. Then they rode on."

"Who do you think they are?"

Rakka shrugged as he answered, "It does not matter. The water will have abated, and we will have our treasure." 

Queen Betsa noted the falling waters 

She asked, "How long has it been since we saw Niram ride south?"

"About five hours, Sire," the soldier beside her said.

"The waters are abating. We are aground on an island."

"Yes, your majesty, we are. It appears that we are safe for now."

The man glanced at the bank above the river. 

"This place is not as safe as I thought, Sire."

Queen Betsa's eyes followed his. There, on the banks above the river, a group of nine riders sat observing them.

She pulled her son closer to her as she asked, "Who do you think they are?"

"I don't know your majesty. We will be safe only as long as the water is high enough to stay between them and us.

"Let us hope that Niram and his men get here before the water goes down."

"They are spreading out along the bank, your majesty. When the water goes down, they will attack from three directions. We cannot hope to stop them."

Fear was digging a hole in Queen Betsa's stomach. The water was falling fast. Niram would not arrive in time. 

It had been many hours since the rain stopped. Niram noticed that the river was falling as fast as it rose.

"Press on," he cried. "There is not a moment to lose."

The ferry came into view and Niram held his hand up, signaling a stop. The craft was resting on the island. It was empty.
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Dilemma in the Grasslands

From across the river Dysal watched Seram talking to the group of riders. He did not recognize them as members of his clan. Suspecting treachery, Dysal waited until Seram mounted his horse and rode away. 

Untying a small boat that he kept tethered to the dock, he rowed across the river and disembarked. He secured the boat and walked to the stable. He chose a horse, saddled up and followed Seram. 

Niram studied the tracks in the wet earth. He scanned the horizon to the north.

"It looks like they took them that way," he said, pointing back to the direction of Ruen.

Spurring his horse, he started, watching the tracks as he rode.

The tracks veered away from the trail along the river, entering the grasslands. Hastening his men, he followed, winding among the hills and valleys, following the trail. The sun was beginning to graze on the horizon. Worried that he might lose the track in the coming darkness, Niram rode to the crest of a hill and gazed to the northeast.

"They are not far ahead," he said. "It looks like they wait for someone."

He rode back down. 

He glanced at Fen and said, "Take half of our men and go up that valley. It leads to a point to the south of them. The rest of us will continue on this heading. We will try to flank them from the north and west. You will flank them from the south and east. Remain out of sight. When you are in position, ride to the top of that hill which is just beyond them and wave your sword. At that time, we will ride in at them. We will surprise them before they can react."

Fen nodded in acquiescence, chose his men and rode off.

Niram led his group forward along the small stream that followed the valley they were riding in. The stream curved around and Niram soon found himself astride a ridge. Below him, he could see the bound Queen, Prince and her soldiers, surrounded by the bandits that had kidnapped them. They were in the middle of a road that wound southeast through the grasslands. This was the road from Ruen that led to the Nonn River and the jungles of Nuckland.

Holding his hand up, he halted his men behind him. He concealed himself behind some shrubby trees and studied the terrain. To the left of the ridge another valley fell away towards the road that the kidnappers were waiting on.

The hill he had seen from his earlier vantage point rose just behind the road. He indicated that his men should string themselves out along the ridge above the road. After they were in position, he fastened his eyes on the hill across the road. He didn't have to wait long. As the darkness began to creep across the land, he saw Fen appear, wave his sword. He waved his back and gave the signal to his waiting line of riders.

They arose from behind the ridge and thundered towards the kidnappers. In a few minutes, they had them surrounded. The leader wheeled about, pulled a dagger from his belt, grabbed the Queen and held the dagger to her throat.

"I will kill her," he said.

"If you kill her, there will be no excuse for me not to kill you," said Niram. "It will not be a fast death, either my friend."

The kidnappers formed a defensive circle around their leader.

Niram glanced at the man beside him who pulled slung his bow, fitted an arrow and pointed it at the leader.

"He will kill you before you can twitch an eyebrow," said Niram. "Release her."

Rakka could see the point of the arrow pointed at his throat. He did not like the odds. He threw down his dagger.

"Give it up, men," he said.

His men lowered their swords.

"Disarm them," Niram said to his men.

As night fell, the kidnappers found themselves as prisoners of their former prisoners. Niram cut the bonds that held the Queen, then the prince. The soldiers that had been captive reclaimed their weapons.

"What do we do with these," Niram asked as he glanced at Rakka.

"They were waiting for Bran's man, Seram," Queen Betsa said. "He will be along soon. We should await him and take him too."

The group quieted and listened. The clip clop of a horse's hooves resounding on the road approached. As Seram entered the circle, he became aware that there were more in this company than there should have been. He turned his horse to flee but found two horsemen blocking his escape. In a moment, they tied his hands, and he joined his confederates at the center of the circle.

The moon was rising. The grasses and shrubby trees that grew on the hills glowed in its silvery light.

Niram glanced at Fen and said, "Choose a man and ride back to the top of that hill and keep watch. We may have more company."

He turned his attention to Seram. He pulled his sword and held it to the throat of the man, whose eyes were bulging with fear.

"So, you chose to betray us," he said.

"I did not, sir. I was just out exercising my horse."

"You have ridden a long way to exercise your horse, liar." 

The sword pressed harder against the soft skin of Seram's throat. The man flinched at the sharp pain. A trickle of blood ran down his neck and under his collar.

A moment later Fen appeared beside Niram.

"Another rider approaches, sir," he said. "He heard the voices and has left the road. He has tied his horse and is creeping along the roadside approaching us."

Without turning, Niram said, "Capture him, also. We will find out just what is going on."

Shadowy figures moved off and, in a few minutes, the brought Dysal, at the point of their swords, into the circle.

Dysal's eyes fastened on Seram, his face illuminated by the moonlight.

"You have betrayed me." Then he would say no more.

"It appears that we have a pair of betrayers," said Niram. He glanced at Rakka.

"Would you like to add something to the discussion?"

"That one," he pointed at Seram, "Hired us to kidnap the woman and her companions. He promised us a share of the treasure in the chest."

Seram's eyes widened as terror gripped him as he stammered, "I was just following Dysal's orders. He wanted all the treasure."

"These men are not the ones I told you to contact," said Dysal. "These men are not of my clan. You were trying to cut me out."

"It appears that we have a lot of traitors here," said the Queen. She glanced at Niram. "Kill all of them."

Seram shouted, "No. I will tell you what I know."

The sword on his throat continued to press against it. 

"Start telling," said Niram.

"There are more searching for you than just these men," he said. 

He glanced at Dysal, saying, "I did contact your clan, but they were waiting along the road to the Nonn. When the ferry broke loose, I contacted Rakka to search for it. I was planning on sharing the proceeds of the chest and the sale with you."

"What sale?" 

Niram's eyes flashed and the sword pressed hard again.

Seram's eyes bulged even further from their sockets. They threatened to fling themselves from their sockets.

Niram repeated the question," What sale?"

"The sale of the Queen and the Prince at the slave markets at Astralphalia. Only Astralphalia no longer exists."

The Queen’s eyebrows rose as she asked, "What do you mean, Astralphalia no longer exists?"

Niram pulled the sword back from Seram's throat. The action appeared to calm the agitated man.

"Gwaum destroyed the city a few days ago.

The Queen and Niram exchanged glances.

"Gwaum," said the Queen. "He has traveled far since he destroyed Torne."

Niram glanced at the Queen and asked, "What shall we do, your Majesty?"

"I do not know," she said. We cannot go along this road. There are attackers waiting to ambush us along the way. We cannot stay here long, as they may find us."

"I do not know the lands to the west, your Majesty. I cannot guide our people through the wild grasslands. There are beasts roaming here. We can become entangled it its enormity.

Seram said, "There is another way into Nuckland, if that is what you desire. I know the western lands and can guide you through."

"We cannot trust you," said Niram. "I should kill you."

"I am your only hope of getting through," said Seram. "You can either trust me or perish here."

Niram's eyes bored into the man. He knew that they had no choice. He wished that they had.
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Pursued

The terrain grew tiresome. The monotonous grasslands stretched to the horizon. Queen Betsa longed for the trees and mountains of Torne. She feared she would never see her beloved homeland again. She did not trust their guide and she did not like the added burden of the prisoners. She was not a bloodthirsty killer, so the advice she received to kill them she did not take. After reuniting with her people near the Veld River, she had held a council with Fen and Niram. They discussed the fate of the prisoners. Leaving the men go free was not an option. Killing them left a sour taste in her mouth so they decided to take them along and release them at the edge of the jungles of Nuckland. They could then melt into the jungle, find the secret road that Niram remembered and disappear into the wilds.

Niram rode up beside her, noting as he pointed, "Look to the south, your majesty."

A thin green line floated like a mirage on the horizon.

"That is Nuckland, your majesty. Our goal is in sight. Tomorrow we will reach the borders of the jungle. Another day’s march will bring us to the Nonn River."

"We can't get there a moment too soon, Niram. I tire of these grasslands."

"We have been lucky, your majesty. The great lions of the plains have not bothered us."

"Nor have the marauders attacked us."

"They await us on the road from Ruen to the river, your Majesty. We have circumvented their ambush."

Queen Betsa glanced towards the western sky, which the sun was approaching the horizon. 

"It is time to make camp for the night, Niram. Secure the prisoners."

"With any luck, your majesty, we can release them tomorrow afternoon and disappear into the jungles of my homeland. We will be safe by tomorrow night this time."

"These men we hold prisoner are angry, Niram. Perhaps they will seek us out."

"There is no possibility of that, your Majesty. A wizard of the village has cast a spell on the road that leads to it. Only those imparted with a special sight may see it."

"And you have this special sight?"

"Yes, your majesty. I received it as a young man, before I left my village."

"And you can lead us on this road?"

"Yes, your majesty. All you must do is follow me. The road will open itself to any that accompany one with the sight. Any others will become lost in a foggy, forested maze."

"Good, Niram. It will be good to have a home again."

Niram rode off to give the order to set up camp. Queen Betsa dismounted. They would have to spend one more night in the wilds. Perhaps tomorrow she would have the luxury of a real bed. 

Dysal saw the jungle in the distance. His chances of getting the slaves and treasure he coveted were slipping away. The guard released his bonds so he could dismount.

"I must relieve myself," he said to the guard. A look of distaste crossed the man's face.

"Let’s go," he said, indicating the direction he wanted Dysal to walk.

As the man followed him, Dysal watched the ground. After a short walk, he saw what he was looking for. He glanced at the man, unfastened his trousers and squatted. The guard turned his back. He had no interest in watching his prisoner defecate.

When he finished, Dysal reached down and picked up the object he had seen and slipped it into his sleeve. He straightened up. The guard tied his hands and led him back to the camp. Dysal smiled to himself. Tonight, he would be free. 

The camp was silent. Only the sounds of the guard's feet shuffling as they made their rounds met his ears. This was Dysal's chance. He allowed the object to fall from his sleeve. After twisting his hands around, searching, he found it. Grasping the sharp stone in his fingers, he started rubbing the sharp edge of the stone against the rope that bound his hands. The sharp rock cut him as much as it did the rope, but Dysal endured it. He could feel his warm, sticky blood run down his fingers. Time rewarded his pain. The fibers of the rope parted. He untied the knots that secured his ankles and sat up. The guard was looking in the other direction. Darkness beckoned. Dysal crawled through the darkened camp. In just a few minutes, he found himself on the outskirts of the camp.

He rose into a crouching position and made his way to a thicket of shrubbery. He stopped and gave one brief glance back at the camp. They had not missed him. They would soon, and they would pursue.

His feet broke into a run. By morning, he would be at the road where his clan waited in ambush.

Niram picked up the rope cords and the long sharp stone.

" Dysal has escaped," he said to the Queen.

"When?"

"It was after midnight," he said. "He has too long a head start for us to try to follow him."

"By now he is with his clan. He will tell them our destination."

"We have to make haste, Sire. It will not take long for them to cover the distance from the road to the river. They are not encumbered by children and prisoners."

"Give the orders, Niram."

They broke camp and the travelers spurred their horses towards the southeast. 

"There is the road, your majesty," said Niram as he rode up beside her.

Fen joined them. He pointed north, into the grasslands.

"We have company," he said.

Through narrowed eyes, Niram studied the dark line of riders that approached them.

"They outnumber us," he said. "They will intercept us well before we can reach the road."

The Queen looked south, towards the trees. 

She asked, "Can we not enter the jungle here?"

"The jungle is dense, your majesty. There are marshes and thorny bushes. We will not be able to penetrate. I can only find the road at its beginning."

The queen glanced again at the advancing line of riders.

"We have no choice but to ride hard for the road," she said.

They spurred their horses. 

"Don't worry about the prisoners," the Queen said as they began dropping back.

The road came into view. A glance at the advancing riders told Niram all he needed to know. They would not make it.

"Your majesty, you and the women and children must continue riding towards the road. We will make a defensive line to try to hold them off."

"You must come with us, Niram. We cannot find the road without you."

Niram looked again at the approaching horsemen. One sword would make no difference. His little band could not stand against this horde.

A cry went up from the people in front of them. 

"Gwaum."

Niram glanced towards the road. Gwaum stood at the edge of the jungle. He was eyeing the horde that rode over the grasslands.

"He does not see us," said Niram.

The creature advanced from the jungle towards the marauders, who stopped. A cry erupted from them as they broke ranks and began riding away, their frantic cries echoing across the grasslands. Gwaum caught up with them, grasped two of the riders. He leaned his head back and dropped the dangling men into his mouth.

"Run," said Niram.

The Tornese rode, spurring their horses. The road got closer and closer. Niram glanced back just before his horse entered the road. Gwaum, his back towards them, was still pursuing the horsemen across the grasslands. Niram stopped and watched as the Tornese swept by him. As the last one passed, he followed. 

Niram stood over the grave of his mother. The Queen stood beside him. His tears stained his cheeks.

"No man could find this village," he said. "But the fever did. She died two years ago, and I did not even know."

His boyhood friend stood opposite him. 

"I am sorry, Niram. The fever moved through fast. Most of the people died, leaving our village depopulated."

The Queen glanced at Niram and asked, "Is it safe to stay here?"

Niram nodded and replied, "It has been two years. My aunt was the last to die. They burned the cottages of the sick. We can build new ones. A visitor, invited by the village chief, brought in the sickness. We will be safe."

The Queen glanced at Fen. 

"After we settle in you must go back to Cleery, Fen."

Fen's eyes met hers. 

"Why, you’re Majesty?"

"The creature Gwaum will not live forever. He will pass, as all other calamities pass. When that happens, Cleery will again be safe. I must take Ruther back to claim his kingdom. When it is safe, you must make your way back here. We will return."

Fen bowed and said, “I will return, Sire. And wait."

The Queen ran her eyes over her new home. However long they would have to wait, it would be too long.
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News

Gwaum’s power waxed strong over the Six Kingdoms. The rise of his Raiders spread his terror across the unfortunate world. At length, Gwaum saw defeat. The chronicle has already related his fall at the hands of Bearl and Arii. The news spread slowly over the face of the Six Kingdoms. One day a messenger arrived at the hidden palace of the Grand Shek of Naul carrying the electrifying news.

Naul suffered the least from Gwaum’s horror. Before the creature arose, the people of Naul were mostly nomads. Scattered clans inhabited the deserts and the southern grasslands. They moved from place to place grazing their herds as they searched for water. There were few established towns and most of these were in the grasslands. Naru, the capital, was along the western seacoast far from the greater regions of the kingdom.

The monster, of course, had destroyed Naru. The kingdom was not as susceptible to the devastations of the creature as the centralized kingdoms were. The Kingdom of Nuckland also escaped major turmoil. Dense jungles and isolated villages hidden in its vast forests saved it from major chaos. The Raiders kept away from the depths of the deserts of Naul and the dense forests of Nuckland because of the difficulty of travel there.

Shek Ney Suff, monarch of that sandy kingdom, escaped Gwaum when the city fell. Rulers of countries always deem their survival as more important than that of their subjects, thus he had taken steps to save himself and his family in the event of calamity. Shek Suff had built a system of caves near the river that extended to the palace. It was here that the King, his court and his family fled when Gwaum threatened the city. During the almost twenty-year reign of Gwaum, the king and his family hid in this vast complex of caverns that they had enlarged over time. A branch of the cave emerged near an oasis east of the city. In this Oasis, the King built a small palace and many supporting structures. A river, the Suanasee, or Lost, River, broke to the surface here. The river dove again beneath the desert and traveled unseen for many miles towards its union with the Encircling Sea. It surfaced once more, in the Hidden City of Niru, but this was unknown to all save the wizards that dwelled there. There was a waterfall where the river emerged at the oasis.

Shek Suff lay on a divan, enjoying the coolness of the evening while he sipped a cool drink. Fragrant flowers bloomed in the garden that lined the plaza. The evening star appeared bright against the backdrop of deepening sky. He looked up as his aide, Telvin Nurn, appeared before him. His eye brightened.

"What is it you wish, Telvin?"

"I have news, Shek."

"News, Telvin? There has been little news during the last few years. Is it good news or bad news?"

"Good news, my Shek. The creature called Gwaum. He is dead."

At this, the Shek's eyes widened in surprise as he exclaimed, "The creature is Gwaum dead? How can this be?"

"A messenger arrived from our eastern lands, Shek. A man named Dysal Bran has brought tidings of Gwaum’s fall."

"How does this man Bran know of these events?"

"He has managed to maintain a ferry in the village of Ruen on the Veld River. A man that he knew passed through several days ago. This man, named Fen Pulston, was on his way to the jungles of Nuckland to tell her of this event."

"I had heard that the Queen of Torne sought refuge in a hidden village in the jungles. Has she gone back then to reclaim her kingdom?"

"No, my Shek. Dysal Bran delayed the messenger in the village. He came immediately to you to seek your counsel."

"This man Dysal is wise, Telvin. The fact that the Queen of Torne would be traversing my lands on her way back to her kingdom is news I welcome. Bring this man before me, Telvin. I wish to see him."

Telvin disappeared and reappeared a few minutes later. A gray-headed, stout man followed him. The man touched his forehead and bowed.

"Good evening, my Shek," he said. "I trust you are enjoying this fine evening?"

The Shek touched his for head with his forefinger to return the greeting and said, "I am, Bran. My aide, Telvin, says that you have some news for me."

"I do, my Shek. The creature Gwaum has been overthrown."

"How did this happen, Bran?"

"They say that a great wizard named Arii overcame him and imprisoned him. A warrior from across the Encircling Sea aided him. This warrior king has taken the old kingdom of Napoli as his own."

"These are great tidings, Bran. The creature dead and Napoli arisen."

"The kingdom has a new name, Sylvanhaven, my Shek."

"Telvin tells me that you have the messenger to the Queen of Torne held prisoner, Bran?"

"He is not a prisoner, my Shek. I have just delayed his journey. I had one of my girls entertain him and ply him with food and drink. He hid in the ruined city of Cleery for many years and was lonesome for companionship. The woman got him to tell him much more than he should have."

"Sex, wine and food make for better interrogators than a whole roomful of torturers, I see," said Shek Suff.

Bran shrugged as he replied, "I do not have a torture chamber available to me, Shek. There are a few girls that provide pleasure to the few travelers seeking the services of my ferry."

"Perhaps this man Fen has proceeded on to meet with his Queen?"

"He cannot, my Shek. Gwaum destroyed the bridge at Lesoth during one of his rampages. My ferry is the only place to get across the Veld and it does not run in my absence. He seemed quite happy with the girl, at any rate."

The Shek mulled over this information, his fingers drumming on the arm of the divan. He glanced at Telvin and said, "Make our guest comfortable for the night, Telvin."

He glanced at Dysal. "I will send for you tomorrow when I have decided what to do. I need to consult with my aides about the course we should follow."

Dysal bowed to the Shek. Guards escorted him from the plaza. The Shek finished his drink and eyed the decanter of wine on the table. He would have to assemble his confidants and discuss this news. He would now return to his capital, of course, and abandon this quasi capital. His mind moved back to the Queen of Torne. Possibilities flitted across his mind. Which one he would choose would depend upon gathering more information. Now all of the Six Kingdoms were weak. He, the Shek of Naul, was the strongest.

Telvin returned.

"Send messengers out to my court, Telvin. We have much to discuss."

Telvin smiled, nodded and walked away.
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