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Introduction

 


Gus lost count on how many pawn shops’ he had visited
in the last year or so. Often enough just to step
in the shop would tell him it was the wrong shop. What he sought
wasn’t there. It was hard to explain why, but the ring he wore was
linked to the item’s he sought, and when he stepped into a pawn
shop, the ring would let him know if it was the right shop. Many
time’s the ring was uncertain, and Gus would take his time
searching through every item in the shop. While waiting for that
telltale sign, the usual sensation the ring would send through his
hand that he was close to what he was looking for. All too often
Gus was led to an empty case, where what he sought had been there
at one time or another. After some discreet questioning of the pawn
broker, Gus would get a story of how just a week ago, what was in
the case was just sold to a stranger. Gus would take to the road
again chasing some elusive stranger on the road. The ring as usual
would lead him to another pawn shop where this stranger pawned off
the item. Only to discover the shopkeeper sold it the next day to
yet another stranger.

Today it was a small establishment advertising that
it dealt in old and used weapons, more an antique shop than a pawn
shop. With the many years of peace since the Wizards war, useless
weapons were pawned and sold by the dozen. Ex Warrior’s turning
their hands to different trades pawned their weapons to support
their new endeavors. Today’s shopkeeper was no different than the
many others Gus had toured in the last year of searching. He was
not sure what drew him this time to the knife and sword in the
display case. The price was right, but it was something else that
caught his eye, or should I say inner eye. Gus stood there in the
pawn shop staring at the display case, his eyes going over the
knife first. The knife was 10 inches in length from tip to hilt. A
Greek motif of silver and gold adorned the sheath. A sun burst over
the head of a Greek goddess rested on the hilt Guard and at the top
of the hilt it was adorned with a large moon stone. The knife was
curved from tip to top of the hilt, like a scimitar with the edge
on the convex side. The blade was inscribed with a flourish of
vines. On the blade was a warrior maiden with a raised blade
cutting her way through the vines. The ring on my finger was
reaching an unbearable warmth. This Gus realized was an item of
great interest to the ring.

The sword was 40 inches in length from the tail of
its ornate hilt to its nose on the tip of the sheath the blade was
encased in. The hilt was made of Silver, with a stylized wingless
dragon figure where it’s eyes were, two rubies shone brightly
winking at you. The sheath was an affair of stylized dragons in
Silver. Where the hilt met the sheath, a wingless dragon appeared
to look back at the dragon on the hilt where it appeared to be
attacking the other dragon when the hilt was sheathed. A second
dragon wrapped around the sheath mid-way down. A third dragon
marked the tip of the hilt. The blade itself was unadorned, unlike
the Scimitar, the blade held no etchings. The dragons were Silver
while the rest of the sheath was Black inlaid Onyx. The knife and
the sword were unmatched. None-the-less there was a feeling of
oneness when Gus saw the knife and sword together. The ring
confirmed this by nearly burning Gus’s finger off. Though in truth
it was a pain felt only in his mind where physically his finger was
okay. Gus had found what he was seeking that which the ring
whispered to him since first putting on the ring so long ago when
he started out his journey to the Wall Between.

 There
was a story behind the deadly duo of blades, a story waiting to be
told. He asked the pawn broker if he could examine the blades. The
Pawn Broker took out first the knife and handed it over to Gus
across the case. As soon as his fingers wrapped around the hilt of
the Scimitar. Gus was gripped with flashes of memory of an older
time, a time wrapped in blood, magic, and treason. The flashes
ended as soon as he withdrew his hand from the Scimitar. He stood
there stunned by the images he had received. The pawn broker handed
him the sword next, so much different than the smaller blade, but
none the less linked to each other as he soon found out. No sooner
than his fingers touched the hilt of the sword more memories
flashed through his mind. This blade was held by a man dress in
regal robes as Blue as the sky. The sword in his right hand, and
the Scimitar in the left hand and on his finger was the ring Gus
wore.

 The
kingly warrior faced a dark opponent wrapped in magic, a magic so
evil Gus could feel the goose bumps running up his spine and back
down again to grip his bowels in a vise. He dropped the sword
breaking contact with the sword and the images that flooded his
mind. He didn’t haggle with the pawn broker on the price. Skipping
his usual banter and bartering with such broker’s. He paid, the
price asked without question. He instructed the broker to wrap the
blades up in oil cloth and left the shop for his meager rooms at
the Blue Swan Inn. The ring on his figure was humming a pleasant
vibration sending a sense of wellbeing throughout his body. It was
assuring Gus that he had found what the ring sought.

 


 



Chapter One

Always Running

 


 


I am not sure what possessed me to stay so long at
the inn. I usually find myself restless after a few weeks staying
in one spot before moving on to another city or town. I could never
find that elusive contentment others find in settling down in one
place. I suppose it has a lot to do with my background and family
life. Father and Mother were always uprooting the family moving on
to the next settlement at the drop of a hat. Often in the middle of
the night, waking me up from a sound sleep to find my belongings
stuffed hastily in my rucksack and the three of us tramping off
through the woods and fields. Looking for another place to rest our
weary bones, if only for a day or two. I learned much later in my
life why my parents always seemed to pick the one night I was
finally sleeping contently that this would be the final home were
we would stay the rest of our lives.

As soon as I seemed content and able
to sleep soundly, my parents somehow knew it was time to leave. At
the time I never learned what they were running from, who or what.
They were tight lipped about why we had to always leave in the
middle of the night. Now I find myself unable to settle in one
place for longer than a few weeks at a time. My parents where dead
now, that is I think they are dead. It happened during one of our
midnight excursions. I had just turned my 16th summer when I was awoken
by my Father ordering me to dress quickly with him handing me my
rucksack. Mother was packing the few staples and food items we had
in her rucksack. Dad was nervously waiting at the door to our small
cottage urging Mother to hurry time was a wasting. Soon the three
of us where out the door tracking down the trail that led
from

the cottage deep into the woods that encompassed the
area. Dad was muttering under his breath that we spent too long in
one spot, should have been more careful about watching out for
strangers in the area. The kings’ men were closer than ever before,
and there wasn’t enough time to safely get away this time.
Everything was happening so fast that I wasn’t sure what Dad was
talking about. This was the first time I saw real fear in his eyes,
and my Mother was as quiet as a mouse, as if she were listening to
something else other than my Father. Before I knew it, Dad turned
around after barking an order to Mother to “protect the boy at all
cost.” Than he rushed back down the trail yelling that he was going
to lead a false trail for the king’s men to follow. That was the
last time I saw my Father. Mother grabbed at my hand dragging me at
a faster pace down the deer trail we were on. She too began to
mutter under her breath, this time it wasn’t the usual words, but a
language I never heard her speak before.

Goose bumps crawled up my arms and done my spine, as
my eyes blurred and lost focus. I could no longer see the trail
ahead of me, nor could I see my Mother. I still felt her hand
linked to mine, yet, I couldn’t see that hand, or my Mother’s face.
I could still hear her mumbling under her breath her concentration
keyed to the words she was repeating over and over again. I
realized it was some sort of spell she was casting around us to
make us blend into the forest around us. Mother always boosted that
she had some magic in her but was afraid to show me any spells
because you never knew when someone might be sensitive to the magic
and trace the spell to her. I never believed her tales of Hedge
witches, and people who had so much magic that people feared them
greatly and would burn them at the stake. There was an ancient war
between wizards and non-magic folk. It was a terrible time when
magic was used for evil to destroy kingdoms and other wizards, who
used their magic for good. The war lasted many long years until a
great warrior leading the people’s army finally destroyed the last
of the evil wizards. This mighty warrior carried weapons of great
power, a sword and a knife imbued with the last of the magic the
good wizards had to use to defeat the evil wizards. They put all
their magic in these weapons so they would be able to fight off the
evil wizard’s magic and kill him. Since than the people have been
leery of anyone who had magic, even simple spells Hedge witches
would use to make love potions, or medicine to heal people.

Mother told me her Mother was a Hedge witch who lived
in the middle of a great forest, hiding her magic from others. Yet,
many sought her out in secret for some potion or another to heal
the cattle or make his wife fertile. In time her magic was sensed
by those who hunted those who possessed magic. She was dragged to
the local town square and burned at the stake for being a witch.
Many who feared the witch hunters believed they themselves had
magic and was using it to find any who had magic. Always afraid
that someone else would come along with more magic than what they
had. This was why Mother never used her magic and why I never
really believed her tales about magic until now. She was using
magic now to hide us from the Kings men, powerful magic. I was
suddenly afraid that her magic would lead the witch hunters to her.
Mother sensed my fear and broke her spell around us.

“You are right my son to fear, most magic will leave
a trail directly to us. But some magic can’t be traced, and that is
the magic that comes from deep within us that which is born in us
and not learned from another. This magic is the greatest magic, the
magic that once built,

kingdoms and great armies. The kind of magic that
could kill from afar or enslave the mind of others to your bidding.
This magic has a good side and an evil side to it. It all depends
on what,

the mind and heart is like. For evil comes from dark
minds and dark hearts just as goodness comes from good minds and
pure hearts of others. Evil cannot abide long in the same place
with a pure heart and mind. But it can turn those whose heart is
tainted toward violence, or who’s mind is damaged by those who
inflict cruelty on them. The mind can be damaged, but if the heart
is pure, than it is very difficult for evil magic to survive in
such a person. In the end they will either overcome the evil or die
by their own hands before this evil rules them completely. To many
good people have taken their lives than allow the evil to hurt
others. However, if the heart is evil, than the mind will lose its
battle against the constant warfare the heart has with the mind.
Sooner or later the mind will surrender its good intentions to
evil.”

“Now the mind and heart that is pure, working
together to achieve peace and harmony is the person who can only
do, good things with his or her magic. The kind of magic that comes
from the joining of our pure minds and hearts. This is the greater
magic that is strong and undetectable. I regret that I am not one
of those who has the greater magic that they are born with, yet I
am not without some spells taught me by my Mother who held a great
amount of knowledge about learned magic. The kind of magic that can
be held in an artifact or weapon until it is needed. This is the
magic I am using, a magic that can be traced if one is careless in
its casting. Have no fear my son, the spell is cast on you, only
the caster can be traced and not the person the spell was cast
on.”

“I must leave you now, like your Father, I too must
depart and lead a false trail away from

you. They will follow me, because of the magic I
have cast, you they will not see, or sense your presence in the
woods. Follow this trail East as far as it goes, than head North
until you reach a range of mountains known as the “Wall Between”.
There you will find an abandon settlement at

the foot of the Western arm of the mountain. Look
for the Green Shutters Inn, and there hidden in the cellars you
will find the means to survive the years to come. Go now, I shall
recast the spell, but the spell will lost only so long. You must be
away from here before the sun reaches its zenith. The spell will
fade after that. Your Father and I will join you if we can. Do not
stay longer than needful at the Green Shutter Inn. If we can, will
be there before you must leave. If not, than know that we are
unable to meet with you. Do not look for us boy, your safety lies
in walking alone without us. Your future is a destiny we cannot
share with you. Our time is past, you must find your own roads.
Remember boy, never become to content, always be vigilant and allow
your inner eye to see what others cannot.”

I watched my Mother walk away from me as she recast
her spell upon me, and she blended into the forest. Mother left me
there alone, she moved quickly into the deeper shadows of the
forest, heading West away from the direction I must go. Father was
South of us, and I knew without knowing why, he was never coming
back to walk the road with me again. Mother would soon join him in
their final battle to protect me. Yet, who was I and why did I need
such protection? The answers where to be found at the Green Shutter
Inn, and the sooner I got there, the sooner I would find answers to
the many questions that were filling my head. First I had to get
out of these woods and heading North before Mother’s spell wore
off. For as long as I can remember, something or someone was always
just a day behind us after one of our midnight adventures. I found
myself roused out of bed and following my parents through woods and
back fields running from some mysterious person or persons looking
for my Father. At first I had plenty of questions regarding who
this person was. Like always, my Father avoided giving me an answer
always telling me it was none of my business and keep up the pace
or I will leave you behind. I never did find out who was always
chasing us. Dad never did manage to tell me who we were running
from and why we had to always move out in the middle of the night.
Even now, knowing that I may never see my Father and Mother again,
I still didn’t know the who and why, and most importantly now; why
the King’s men where after us tonight.

I was raised to be a dutiful child, to always obey my
parents and ask no questions as to the why and who. I always
figured that my Dad would one day take me aside and tell me the
whole story before I became a man. Now that time would never come.
If there were any answers it was at the Green Shutters Inn,
Hundreds of miles away in the frigid North. How long it would take
me to get there would depend on what resources I could find to aid
me on my way. I figured I would need to work along the way,
offering my hands to some honest labor helping some Innkeeper in
his stables, or a farmer with his fields. It would slow me down,
but it would provide for the basics on the road. I just needed a
few staples for a couple of days to get by on. I checked my
rucksack where usually I would know what was in the sack because I
would have packed it myself. But this time, Dad had the rucksack
ready for me as I dressed. I had no idea what was in the sack. I
walked at a fast pace and went through the sack feeling by hand
what was in the sack. There was the usual change of clothing,
travel biscuits, hard cheese, mom’s dried herbs and spices to
flavor any wild game we caught on the road. At the bottom of the
sack I felt something solid and bulky. It was a small box about the
size of a loaf of Mothers fresh baked bread. I shook the box, and I
could hear the familiar sound of coins rattle around in the box.
Well, that would certainly help in my journey to the Wall
Between.

It wasn’t until the next day did I feel confident
that any pursuers were far behind me. Ma’s spell had finally faded
and the trail around me became more distinct and my eye’s clearer.
I took a rest break near a brook of gurgling water, to refresh my
parched throat, and refill my canteen. It was then that I took a
closer look at the contents in my rucksack. There was the small
box, a black lacquer affair, one I always saw Mother guarding
religiously, keeping it out of site of a curious boy who was always
getting into things. To my surprise I found 10 Gold Sovereigns a
fortune in coins for someone who barely saw a Silver piece in over
16 years or be given a penny for some sweets that caught his eyes.
I guess Dad wanted me to travel as fast as I could without delays
of a day, or two of work would cause. I slipped the coins in the
secret pocket Mother had sewn in my jerkin. The pocket had several
smaller inner pockets just big enough to slide two Gold Sovereigns
in each padded pocket. This way the coins wouldn’t click together
and betray their presence. There were other assorted lessor coins
of value in the box, several Silvers and pennies, the amount one
might expect to find on a traveler. These I put in my purse tied to
my waist.

There was one last item in the box. It was a ring
tied to a rawhide string, meant to go around the neck and hang down
inside my jerkin. I had never seen the ring before this, and didn’t
realize my parents kept such treasures, even the Gold was a
surprise. I took a closer look at the ring. It wasn’t grandiose but
rather a simple design of someone's family crest. A sword and knife
of pearl crossing each other over a field of black onyx. The ring
was silver and not a bit of tarnish on it. I slipped the ring from
the rawhide string and put it on my index finger. For a moment
there I swore the band of the ring shifted shape to fit my ring
finger perfectly. I tried taking it off, but it would not budge
pass my knuckle. It wasn’t tight and it felt as if the ring has
always been on my finger. I tried to look at the ring, and when I
did my eyes glanced over my finger, barely noticing the ring at
all. First my Mother’s cloaking spell, now an invisible ring I
couldn’t see or feel on my finger. I knew the ring was there and it
was as if this was all the ring was going to allow me to feel. The
harder I tried to see the ring the easier it was not to see it. I
finally gave up looking at the ring and accepted its hidden
presences on my finger. I searched the rest of the rucksack and
found no new surprises.

I sat at the brook eating a chunk of hard cheese,
thinking as to what my next steps would me. Throughout the years my
parent’s travels had taken me through several domains, spending no
more than a few months at each. Often as not it was just a week or
two before moving on to another location. We never seemed to travel
in one direction but rather zig and zag across the countryside
across fields and deer trails. Only once do I remember ever
traveling on a road and that was when we were amongst a traveling
troupe of performers where we blended in. Mother and Father had an
act of their own where they performed a wire act above the stage. I
was a clown in training, running around with the other clowns
leaping through rolling barrel hoops. We spent three months in the
troupe before breaking away and making our way in another of our
zig zag routes to find a new home to settle in with. I was 12 years
old then. Now at 16, it seems so long ago. Yet, no matter where we
were going, Father always took the time to give me a Geography
lesson so I would know where I was and what important facts I
should know about the terrain I was in.

Mother was the historian in the family, she always
related some important history fact about this place or that.
During the many night’s Father would teach me the ways of the stars
and how on land or even sea, one could track their way by the
positions of the stars. Mother was keen on the way a woodsman could
find even the faintest deer trail or track game. She taught me what
plants where safe to eat or used for those ailments that often
plagued us. Her Herb lore was top notch and often afforded us a few
coins in our travel when she would gather Herbs and sell them in
the market. By now there wasn’t anything I didn’t know about
surviving in the wilds or finding my way around unknown territory.
Mother said I must head North after the Eastern trail ended. North
would take me over some familiar ground until I reached the Wall
Between.

There I would find myself in the frigid North in
lands once settled by prospectors and frontiersmen looking for land
of their own. The Wall Between has long since been mined out, and
even the heartier frontiersmen finally gave up trying to make a
living off Terra. The War of Wizards changed Terra drastically when
its last battle was fought among the foothills. Now no one lives
there except for a few hermits in the mountains. Some say they are
the last of the wizards still alive, left with no magic or
influence over people. So as not to lose anymore daylight I set out
in a northerly direction. I was still leery about anyone knowing my
true intent and the direction I was heading. Once I was sure that
no one was following me I would take a more direct route to the
Wall Between. For now, I knew of a trading post where I could
outfit my journey North. I would need some warmer clothes, boots,
and cold weather supplies. I considered a pack mule, but maybe that
would be to noticeable to those I would rather didn’t notice me. I
had enough food to get me to the next way station. It was midsummer
here in the central regions of the Second Kingdom. East Village was
where the Kings men rousted us out into the late night.

The trail West would take me toward the Village of
Lake Como around Villains Swamp. That was were Mother headed, and
Father headed South toward South Town Dunes. Three Rivers City was
North of the swamp right at the edge of the Elder Forest. The Elder
Forest was a great expanse of forest land that stretched across
Terra from East to West from Three Rivers city to Kings Gateway on
the West coast. The Wall Between and its foot hills bordered the
Northern range of the Elder Forest. While the Southern range of the
forest were farmlands and further South Terra turned into wetlands
and the Villain’s Swamp. The Village of Lake Como lay Northwest of
the swamp, and Lake Hamlet South of the swamp. Great mounds of Sand
Dunes separated the wetlands from the Southern coast where South
Town Dunes was located.

South Town Dunes was famous for its glass works,
producing the Second Kingdom’s demand for glass ware. Lake Hamlet
was a resort community where those wealthy enough could relax in
their Southern estates during the Spring climate.

The Spring season was mild in temperature until the
summer season came in which turned Lake Hamlet into a ghost town as
it’s denizens would migrate to Lake Como for milder Summer climes.
East Village was a fishing village on the Crystal Ocean, a shallow
body of water teaming with a variety of fish small and large. The
Crystal Ocean Southeast of the Wall Between is moderate in
temperature year-round offering a long season for a busy fishing
industry. The Blue Crab Ocean on the West coast, is a colder body
of water, named after the giant Blue Crabs, that makes it its home
in the deep bottoms of the ocean. These creatures are shy denizens
of the cold water, seldom seen or troublesome to the many sailing
fleets that brought trade between Fort Needy, Port Hector and Kings
Gateway. South of South Town Dunes, in the Southern Sea of Mercy
lays a great barrier reef that blocks any sailing boats from a safe
passage between the East and West coast trades. The River Dunes is
a major water way to which South Town Dunes ships its glassware
North to Fort Needy. New Kingdom Bridges span these rivers in many
area’s allowing for land trade and caravans to cross the many spans
of water found in the Southern regions. Old Kingdom Roads are few
and unkempt, many bridges torn down during the Wizards wars that
were fought over a thousand years ago. These routes are used by
local residents, to traverse between smaller villages and
settlements.

The Hidden Ways are older trails that few know about
or realize they are crisscrossing the inner land. These Hidden Ways
are used by those who desire not to be seen traveling the open
roads. It is these paths that I will travel during my journey
North. Many of the hidden ways lead into and out of major
communities and smaller towns. Father taught me the hidden ways and
how to navigate and avoid notice. The three of us often used these
hidden ways to escape those mysterious men who always seemed to
find where we were hiding out. I was now on such a path heading
North toward a junction in the path that would lead me to Billy
Naves Haven, a small village just East of the Wall Between on the
Northern coast of The Crystal Ocean. I could expect six or more
weeks of warm weather before I reached Billy Naves Haven where I
would find the nights cold and the days just barely warmer. By then
I hope, I would be used to the change in the weather before I truly
reached frigid climes of the Wall Between just 250 miles Northwest
of Billy Naves Haven. If I traveled 20 miles a day at a slow
meandering pace, I figured it would take me around 25 or more days
to reach the Northern coast city. Than another 13 to 15 days to
reach the central regions of The Wall Between. There were plenty of
waystations and trading post along the Eastern Kings Hwy, short
detours off the hidden way where I could find safe lodging and
resupply my food needs. The closer I came to the Eastern regions of
the Elder Forest. I could find warmer clothing and gear for my last
leg of the journey to the Wall Between. No journey starts until you
lift one foot in front of the other and become determined to reach
a goal. I was determined to reach that goal.

 


 



Chapter 2

Looking Ahead

 


 


“No journey starts until you lift one foot in front
of the other and become determined to reach a goal. Stray from the
path and you will find your determination, like the seasons,
changing.”

Gustulf Suni, Old Kingdom Sage

 


I suppose when determined and focused on a single
goal, you might not see what’s following you when you are looking
ahead down the road. It was a mistake I will not make again. It was
my third day on the journey North. I had taken a brief detour off
the Hidden Way to reach my first Way Station on the East Kings Hwy.
With caution I walked onto the highway around mid-noon a time I
hoped where I would find very little traffic on the road. Farmers
and peddlers alike would have rose early in the morning to get a
fresh start on their way to the markets you would find in the many
smaller settlements along the East Kings Hwy. Outside of the Way Station, the nearest village was still a
full day away by wagon. The Way stations were outposts for the
Kings men who monitored the road ways between points North and
South on the East Kings Hwy. They made the highways safe to travel,
keeping a close watch on highway men and thieves who would prey on
the farmers and peddlers who depended on the safety of the road.
Each Way Station was a safe haven for the weary traveler who was
either too slow to reach a village for the night, or like me the
lone traveler who needed a place to restock their supplies and get
a night’s rest.

This particular Way Station known as Fiddler Rest,
was known to me, as it was the last Way Station before you reached
East Village. It was only two months ago that Dad, Mother, and I
left the Hidden Ways to refresh our supplies for the road East. The
Way Stations where owned

by the King kept supplied by a small road tax that
travelers paid when they traversed the Kings Highway. You will find
at each Station 16 King’s men on duty, and one innkeeper who lived
at the Way Station. The King’s men rotated their duty from Station
to Station, a pair coming from either direction on horse at a
staggered time so that the highway was under supervision at all
times. As one pair of Kings men rode out from one direction. A pair
from the other direction were riding out. They would cross paths on
the way. Once they arrived at their stations, another fresh pair of
riders would leave. At any given time, a pair of King’s men where
on the road between each point crossing paths midway between each
Station. Each station had at any given time 8 pairs of Kings men
resting and ready to start another circuit. This circuit was very
affective as it allowed the King’s men to act not only as peace
keepers but maintained an unbroken line of communications between
Way Stations, and the many villages and cities on the route. In
case of an important message, a lone rider would be sent out from a
command post and rely, the message through the circuit. The King’s
men also acted as spies for the King, reporting anything out of the
ordinary. Such as movements of smuggled goods and any sedition
against the crown. Only the Old Kingdom roads were free of these
patrols, and of the course the Hidden Ways known only to a few. It
was a balance bargained by the people and the crown, that there be
roadways free of a toll tax, and the constant patrol of King’s Men.
The Old Kingdom Roads where policed by local communities and
settlements. Which meant you traveled at your own risk when you
decide to rely on local authority to protect yourself and whatever
wealth you might have on you. This balance allowed peace between
the crown and those who believed they were overtaxed as it was.

Fiddler’s Rest at mid noon was a quiet place, having
finally settled down after the

mid-morning rush of travelers, farmers, and peddlers
processing through the Way Station. A pair of King’s men had just
left for their circuit North. The arriving pair now stationed would
be in their bunk rooms sleeping, while their mounts were refreshed
and made ready for the next circuit South. Father kept a mental
journal of the circuits between each Way Station. You could rely on
the King’s men to arrive and leave at scheduled times each circuit
between Way Stations. I knew that mid noon would find Fiddler’s
Rest void of any travelers, and the circuit riders sleeping. Only
the innkeeper and his family would be about readying the inn for
the evening trade. I slipped into the Fiddler’s Inn unnoticed, and
paid for a quick meal, and ordered new supplies for my rump sack.
While I eat my meager soup of fish, I listened to the gossip the
innkeeper’s wife shared as she waited on me. I asked the usual
question’s any traveler would ask about the King’s news. What the
road was like and what chance of work I could find as I traveled
North. I left out that I was heading for Billy Naves Haven. The
innkeeper’s wife didn’t ask. It was a given at Way Stations unless
it was a King’s men asking, you didn’t volunteer to much
information about yourself, nor did the inn’s staff ask either.

Again, it was a balance between the people and the
crown. A balance that was actually written in the laws of Terra.
Importantly your business was your own, unless asked by the King’s
men. Than you answered honestly if you were about honest business.
If not, you avoided the King’s men at all cost. They were the cream
of the crop when it came to butting into everyone’s business, even
if they knew you had nothing to hide from them. Many folks made it
a science to find themselves elsewhere or too busy to draw
attention to the King’s men. An idle moment, and you were a target
for a string of questions you rather not be asked. It has been,

known that a six-year-old was not immune to
questioning by the King’s men. I spent an hour catching up on news
and gossip, hearing nothing that would concern me, or the King’s
men about me. I felt relieved that my arrival wasn’t going to me a
point of interest to anyone. If the King’s men were still searching
South for me, than any news of me would not reach the northern
roads until they were sure that I did not head South or West as
they were led to believe. Were my parents now retracing their steps
to follow me or were there still laying a false trail for the
King’s men. I tried not to think of them for I knew they wouldn’t
want me to be distracted by feelings that would hinder my path on a
difficult journey. I had to look forward and not become burden with
grief that they might victims of the Kings Men. Though I knew deep
down that I would never see my parents again. It hurt, but this was
a passage all went through at one time or another. You made you
peace with grief and moved on. There wasn’t no value in mourning
day and night.

I was a man now and had to find my way in my journey.
Mother said to go North to the Green Shutters Inn, and there I
would find answers to the questions I had about the whys and who's?
The sooner I got to the Wall Between, the sooner I would know why
my parents had to leave me even to dying in the hands of King’s
men. I hefted my rump sack on my back and headed out of the inn and
returned back to the East King’s Hwy. An hour later, I left the
road and found the Hidden Ways that would continue to take me
North. When I left the East King’s Hwy, another traveler unseen by
me, also left the road. I was so involved with my thoughts of the
journey ahead I hadn’t noticed this stranger following me. Maybe
because he or she, didn’t want me to know they were following me.
Dad taught me well how to traverse a trail as quiet as possible. To
blend in to the ambient sounds of the woods. The person following
me was very good. I didn’t hear any telltale sounds that there was
another on the trail behind me until I stopped for a brief rest at
one of the few clear spots on the Hidden Way. It was than that I
heard a twig snap. At first I thought maybe a deer was running
spooked by a predator in the woods. So, at first I gave it no mind.
But when no deer came running out into the clearing my inner senses
registered alarm. I rested a few moments, taking a long draft from
my water bottle, and nibbling on some jerky bought at the Fiddler’s
Rest. I attuned my senses to the sounds around me. I realized that
what should have been normal sounds of the woods, were muted as if
the birds and animals were themselves alerted to a predator in the
woods.

The missing chatter of birds and squirrels suddenly
sounded off a chorus of angry sounds, warning someone or something
that they were trespassing in their territory. That someone or
something had gone off the Hidden Way and was circling around the
clearing. I thought about Mothers cloaking spell and how right
about now it would be needed the most. My ring finger started to
itch and the ring on it was getting warmer by the minute as I
stooped there on my knee’s trying to remember the spell words
Mother used. I don’t know if the ring was averse to spell casting,
or was it alerting me to my danger. It was than that the ring spoke
to me. Clearly speaking in my head telling me to rise and point my
finger at the stranger behind me. I don’t know why I said what I
said then, but it saved my life. I turned around and pointed my
finger at the stranger who was quietly sneaking up on me with a
garrote strung between his hands. I shouted “Incendere Torres
Incendium” and a ball of fire irrupted from my ring finger to
immolate the stranger in a circle of fire. The fire lasted only a
second. It was so hot that it burned out quickly leaving only ashes
and artifacts that didn’t burn. I stood there stunned at the image
the fire burned in my mind. Just a second ago there was a man
standing there trying to kill me. Now all that was left was a pile
of ashes, the man’s boot buckles, belt buckle, a small assortment
of coins and two daggers. A fire that hot should have melted the
metals to slag.

As I picked up the daggers, they were as cold as ice,
where they should have been red hot. The coins and the buckles were
equally cold. I tied to sort out the mystery here and remember what
words I had said. My mind was blank and remained that way. I had
used a very strong magic without knowing how I did it. Magic my
mother said was rarely innate but learned. Magic that was attached
to an artifact. Magic that could be traced to the user. I quickly
scattered the ashes around, pocketed the coins and put the buckles
and daggers in my ramp sack. The ground was unmarked by the fire,
so no trance of the event was visible. Only I knew a man died here
today. A man who was out for my blood.

As the understanding of what I had done sicken me. I
realized that it wasn't me that caused the fire, but the ring I
wore. Up until now the ring was ignored. Then suddenly it spoke in
my mind telling me to rise and look behind me. The words I spoke
came from the ring. Not me. The ring acted on its own to protect
me. Since the time I put the ring on it became invisible to my
senses. I had forgotten I even wore it. Now another aspect of the
ring revealed itself. To be able to sense danger and act on it. Did
the ring actually talk to me? Was I imagining it spoke to me? It
happened so fast that I wasn't sure. I hurried my pace to get as
far as I could from the clearing to put as much distance from the
spot as I could. Though I repeatedly saw in my mind the man and the
moment when I pointed my finger and the fire ball jumped at him.
There was no screaming, the man’s very breath burned from him.
Before my eyes, the flame flared once, than died out, and nothing
was left of the stranger. I started running, faster and faster
until I found myself grasping for air on my knees and emptying my
noon meal unto the Hidden Way. After what seemed like an eternity
of retching, I rinsed my mouth and caught my breath. Death was
never an easy thing to see. A violent death more startling than any
other kind. Yet, a death caused by my own hands was insurmountable
for a 16-year-old boy. I wasn’t a stranger to death. It was always
around you. But killing a man using a terrible force of magic was
more than I could stomach. My body was shaking, tremors running up
and down my spine.

I remembered a night when Mother and I were talking
about the Old Kingdom wizard’s and magic in general. It was one of
many nights Mother shared with me as a way of teaching me history
and of the Wizards war. How it affected great change in Terra. She
spoke of how strong magic often made the user sick to the body,
weakening them for hours even days at a time before they could use
magic again. This was a weakness often played on by others, to
catch a wizard at his most vulnerable time. A wise Wizard would
never use to much great magic at one time. They would use smaller
magic’s to which they could recover from at a quicker pace. Even
small magic Mother explained could be just as lethal as great
magic. Like causing a heavy object to topple down on an
unsuspecting foe. In the Wizard’s War, while one wizard recovered
from a spell, another would be fresh and ready to step into the
battle to keep the defenses or offenses going. All too often both
sides would drain their magic before any battle was won or lost. It
was why the Wizard’s War was so prolonged, no side could gain the
advantage over another. Though men and women both died by mundane
weapons and warfare. The wizards kept the war going year after year
until finally a hero arose who was able to defeat all the wizards
in one final battle. One by one this hero struck down each Wizard
General, until there was no Wizards left on the battle field who
could challenge the Hero. Than the Hero turned on his own Wizard
Generals and stuck them down as well. The Wizard’s War ended with
peace in Terra. With the Wizard Generals gone, their magic and
influences where gone as well. To this day, no one really knows why
the Wizards fought one another.

Without their magic and jealousy. Terra has healed,
and a new kingdom era of prosperity and peace for all of people.
Mother said the strongest the Wizard was, the harder magic affected
his body and mind. Often making even a simple spell causing
sickness for hours before the Wizard could even stand. Only one
Wizard seemed immune to the sickness that was caused by spell
casting. Mother never said the name as if it was a curse to do so.
He was the Wizard who created the mighty weapons the Hero used to
defeat all other Wizards. In the making of these weapons, he gave
his life to assure that these weapons would have the strength and
magic needed to defeat the others. After the last battle, this hero
walked away from the battlefield and was never seen again. I
remembered Mothers words and realized that the magic I had used was
making me sick, and there was nothing I could do for it except to
ride it out. Which I did.

***

“Like most events in our lives, they happen by
choice or my chance. When by chance we have no control over the
events that follow. Like when we unknowingly eat a poisoned berry,
we get sick. When by choice we take poison, we get sick. Either way
there is nothing we can do except to ride it out. ”

Gustulf Suni, Old Kingdom Sage

 


For the next few days, I found my
stomach unsettled and my head feeling like it was being squeezed
like a tray of Apples when making cider. My bowels were just as
watery, and my throat parched. I desperately sought an herb that
would help my head while calming my battle with my stomach. It was
hours later that I found what I was seeking. After two days of
chewing the bitter herb, I still felt like a drunkard who had one
to many sour ale’s and was forced to march a steady pace down an
endless trail. Aside from all too often stops to allow my bowels to
have their revenge. Surprisingly, I managed to put some distance
between me and that clearing. I only wish I could erase the image
of that poor fellow burning to ash from my mind. I suppose calling
him a poor fellow is or was over doing it in describing the fellow
who was about to garrote me. When my
intestinal fortitude allowed a brief respite, I rested and gave
some serious thought to who this fellow was who was so determined
to strangle me. I retrieved the daggers from my rucksack and took a
closer look at the design of each dagger. They were a matching pair
void of any embellishment often found on daggers used by dandies
and wealthier travelers.

These daggers where the standard
issue given all King’s men when they took oath to serve the crown.
The belt buckle contested to this fact when I wiped off soot and
ash from it. It boar the Crowns symbol denoting rank of the wearer.
I had killed an elite member of the King’s most skilled and
resourceful servants, a crown assassin. No wonder he was able to
get as close as he did without me hearing him stalk me. I wonder
why a crown assassin was stalking me. Did my parents ruse to
misdirect the King’s men fail, or was this man faithfully waiting
at the Fiddler’s Rest in case his mates chased their quarry his
way. Are their crown assassin’s waiting at every Way Station or inn
in Terra? If so, than my passing through
Terra would be under close scrutiny What did my parents do to earn
them so much attention by the Crowns elite force. Again, the
answers where awaiting me at the Green Shutter Inn. That is if I
made it there in one piece. Sooner or later. I would have to reach
another Way Station to keep my supplies stocked up. I didn’t think
I would be so lucky the next time a crown assassin crept up on
me.

I had to find a better way to traverse the Hidden
Ways, and make sure that any stops along the Way Stations would go
undetected. For now, the next Way Station was days ahead of me.
Chance is a hard beast to train at best. You never know when the
beast is cooperative or that it will turn on you. I might escape
notice at the next Way Station. There might not be an assassin
waiting for me. I might have killed the only one on my trail. Too
many rolls of the dice and you crap out. I fell asleep under the
stars that night trying to figure out a plan that would get me to
the Green Shutter Inn safely without any further run ins with the
King’s men. That night I tossed and turned in my sleep. It wasn’t
the hard-unforgiven ground I slept on that disturbed my sleep. It
was a dream of a young man nonchalantly walking down the road
leading his ass, singing a risqué tune, wearing the most outlandish
outfit you could imagine. To top it off, this young man had the
reddish hair of the South Town Dunes, and the floppiest hat you
ever seen with a long blue feather stuck in it. Anyone seeing the
young man on the road would try very hard not to laugh at the tune
he sang or find it hard to not laugh at the outlandish clothes he
wore. But since most people in Terra where respectful of others,
mostly in fear that they might insult a wealthy peer of the court
and find themselves in some very deep trouble with the King’s
men.

They often steeled themselves to put on a stern
facade and pretend they were unaffected by the comic posturing of
most dandies of the court. The character in my dream seemed unaware
of his hilarious self, a peacock that sang lewd songs off key. My
dream run through several stanza’s of the song “The Barmaid Betty
and her bouncing Bettie's.” and several scenes of the young man
greeting travelers and King’s men on the road without interference
of any sort. The ass he led was laden with trunks and small
valises, indicating he was more than a minor man of wealth, yet not
a Lord of the court who should be riding in a coach, and conveying
his luggage in a statelier manner befitting a Lord of the court. I
awoke that mourning with a plan that might just suit my needs in
avoiding those who so diligently were looking for a young peasant
boy with blond hair, fair built, patched boots and second-hand
clothes with a natty rucksack. I knew of a small village that was a
trading center on the Hidden Way. It was a place where gypsy’s
gathered for their trade and took a rest from their travels. If
there were King’s men awaiting me there, he would find a very poor
reception by the elders of the village. Strangers coming on the
Hidden Way and not knowing the password were easily dealt with
swiftly if needed, or quietly in the night. Even a crown assassin
would stand out like a bonfire among the permanent residents.
Gypsy’s Roost was the perfect place where I could find the
transformation I needed to further my journey. Now if I could just
find my strength enough to get there. If using strong magic caused
this much dishevel in a wizard’s body. I wonder why they even went
into that line of work. A tanner’s job would seem less nauseating.
Oh well, one foot in front of the other and I will soon be there. I
was even more determined to get to the Green Shutter’s Inn even if
it meant parading around the countryside as a jackass leading his
ass behind him. I would laugh at the thought, but my stomach was
still a bit sensitive and I didn’t want to lose my breakfast, even
if it was just a cold herbal infusion in my water.

 


 



Chapter 3

Gypsy Roost

 


 


“When the world cries we suffer when the world laughs
we heal. When you can see your folly and laugh with others, than
there is hope that mankind will learn from its own mistakes. When
you take no offense at those who laugh at you, than you have
learned that it is possible to have peace in the world.”

Gustulf Suni, Old Kingdom Sage

 


By the time I reached Gypsy’s Roost I was feeling my
young self again. I flashed the hidden sentry posted on the Hidden
Way outside of Gypsy Roost by Sign Language the current password.
Without it I would have been captured to spend a difficult
afternoon trying to explain my presence on the Hidden Way. The
Hidden Way was a secret network of trails that only the trusted
knew about. My Father’s Father and his Father before him were the
creators of the Hidden Way and developed the elaborate password
system that allowed you access into the many secret conclaves
located throughout Terra. Gypsy’s Roost was such a conclave of men
and women who rather not travel the busy King’s Hwy, or even the
Old Kingdom roads where many lawless settlements ruled a rough hand
over those who dared to travel the old Kingdom Road. Gypsy’s Roost
was mainly a wintering camp for the roaming bans of Gypsy’s. A few
yea- round residents kept watch over the Hidden Ways that crossed
each other at a junction just Northeast of Gypsy Roost on Lake
Hamlet's Northern shores. From this junction you can head East to
Three Rivers city or continue North to Billy Naves Haven. The
Western trail went around the Northern shores of Lake Hamlet going
South around Villains Swamp back to the North between Lake Como
Village and the swamp. The trail continued North on the Western
side of Lake Hamlet back to Gypsy Roost.

For those who are trained in the ways of the Hidden
Way, they would know how to read the signs along the trail,
cleverly disguised to reveal what the current password was. You
would know by these signs you were approaching a sentry post and
should be ready to hand sign the password along with a secret
family name. The correct password and secret family name and you
were allowed to continue on the Hidden Way. The wrong password and
the right secret family name, you were stopped by the sentry for
questioning and had to prove yourself as worthy of the Hidden Way’s
protection. To proceed ignorant of the sentry and passwords you
would find yourself put through an elaborate game of cat and mouse.
You would either show that you were an innocent traveler who
accidentally found the trail or trespassing with intent of doing
harm on the trail. The innocent where directed away from the
conclaves and the Hidden Ways back to the Kings Highway or the Old
Kingdom roads. While those detrimental to the best interest of the
Hidden Ways were quietly disposed of. Once I passed the test, I
continued on my way to Gypsy’s Roost 15 miles into the Elder Forest
East of the Western King's Highway around the Northeast tip of Lake
Como which at that point bordered the edge of the Elder Forest West
of Three Rivers city. At the last two miles East of Gypsy Roost I
flashed the passwords again. With confidence I entered the conclave
of Gypsy Roost bustling with folk busy at various industries. I
checked in at the Sentry post on the East Way into the conclave and
presented my own personal code which identify me as a member of the
Hidden Way network. This personal code was my final security check
before I was allowed into Gypsy’s Roost. I also informed the sentry
to question anyone using the family code belonging to my Father and
Mother and why. There are two parts to a personal code, the first
part identifies the individual and used when they are traveling
alone. The second part is used in conjunction with the first to
identify a family group if they are traveling together. A lone
traveler need only identify themselves if they wish or they may add
a family code sharing their relationship with others. My Father and
Mother were elders among the many Hidden Way conclaves treated like
royalty. Well, I always saw it that way when we used the conclaves
to rest before we moved on to our next settlement.

Everyone treated them with a greater respect than
they did others in the conclave or those who were passing through.
Unspoken words always seemed to pass between others, and we were
treated with expediency often seen given those of royalty or peers
of the court. Given the best rooms at the inn, the best food and
supplies for the road at no cost to my parents. My Father was often
in meetings with other elders of the conclave and referred to as an
adviser with great respect for his words and leadership. Dad
explained once to me that it had to do with his great grandfather
being a founder of the Hidden ways and the security of the
conclaves and trails. But I knew as I grew older that he had a
position more than of honor, but of rank and leadership among those
who were responsible for the continued safety and use of the Hidden
Ways. Mother figured large in the scheme of things as well. I used
that connection to assure that I was afforded the protection and
anonymity of my journey on the Hidden ways. I briefly told the
captain of the sentries my tale of exodus from East Village and my
parents attempts to misdirect the King’s men South while I headed
North from East Village. I told the Captain that I fear that my
parents may be lost to me forever. Outside of the elders of the
conclaves, my identity was to remain anonymous among all others. I
would take my chance with those who may personally know me. The
sentry Captain gave me a pass to wear on my tunic. Its color and
shape indicated my purpose in Gypsy’s Roost. No one would question
my purpose here.

A Smithy was set up on the East Way into Gypsy’s
Roost and a stables next to it. My first order of business was to
purchase a pack mule for my journey North. The Smithy ran the
stables and after a brief haggle on price I handed over one of my
Gold Sovereigns for the mule and gear needed to transport trunks
and baggage. The Smithy asked no questions as to how I came across
a Gold Sovereign. Nor did the others whom I dealt with that day in
Gypsy’s Roost. A code of the Hidden Way was to never ask those who
came in to a conclave what their business was unless you
volunteered the information. I met with the elder’s later that
night to retell the tale of my parent’s attempts to direct the
King’s men away from me, and the mission my Mother gave me. I asked
them if they knew anything they could tell me about what this
mystery was about. They all shook their heads and said that I was
to follow my Mother’s wise counsel, and head for the Green Shutters
Inn. It wasn’t there place to tell me anything as I needed to find
the answers on my own. When I did find that answer, they told me to
return here, and they would confirm what I had found and would then
be free to discuss my future. Until then, they wished me a safe
journey and would pass on the information about my parents to other
conclaves.

They hoped my parents were safe and expected that on
my return I would find them waiting for me, alive and well. I felt
their sincerity but knew deep in my heart that my parents would
never walk the Hidden Way again. Adults always seem to try and
protect a child’s,

feelings and appear hopeful around you. But I wasn’t
a child anymore. But a young man forced to take a hard look at life
and accept the fact that one can’t always have everything perfect
in his life. Life wasn’t fair and there is nothing anyone can do
about it.
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