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    Chapter 1




    Bhutamer Swamps




     




    The revelations that Rudames had obtained with great effort from Vladis had inevitably left their mark. We needed to clear our minds a bit and be able to take stock of the situation with extreme lucidity, something we certainly would not have been able to do at that moment, wearied as we were by the thousands of vicissitudes that had followed one another relentlessly in the course of that exhausting and interminable day. We therefore decided to all go and rest for a few hours, intending to adjourn again the next day at dawn.




    So we all found ourselves early in the morning there, excluding Almoluk whom there was no way to get out of bed, once again confronted in the council chamber. There remained four of us staring at each other around a table. The high priest and I sitting on one side, Gemail and Kabel on the other.




    The children listened patiently to our account being undoubtedly disturbed, especially the princess.




    "I could never have imagined such a reality within our realm, I find it unsettling to say the least," he said in fact with a harried air, squinting his eyes as if to testify to a disbelief far beyond normal.




    "Of course Gemail, I can understand you because the same applies to me as well," the Riolasian cultist replied to her, "but from now on we will have to come to terms with this reality and take action to locate and neutralize Vladis' comrades before they can collude to enact something else to the detriment of our people. Fortunately, we have a trail to follow in this regard and I have already made the necessary arrangements a short while ago to carry out the initial investigation. We know that Vladis was related to the royal family on his father's side, so it is on his mother's family that we must focus our attention."




    Kabel seemed particularly thoughtful, kept his fingers intertwined showing a particularly concentrated air and paying close attention to Rudames' words, until he shook himself at any moment by suddenly standing up to expound his questions to the high priest.




    "I don't want you to think that I am ungrateful or worse yet an individual incapable of showing respect, I am very grateful and honored that you have decided to entrust us with your scepter," he stated looking alternately at the high priest and the princess, "but I have an inkling that not everything has been revealed at this table. Rudames has invaded the mind of Vladis, I know that the interference brought by Zostar has prevented the discovery of all there was to know but I don't know how I feel that something else has been caught in the dark recesses of his mind."




    Rudames stood up in turn, coming to stand right in front of Kabel face to face with him, then turned to me and smiling at me said "Dear Esperil I will never cease to compliment you on the choice you have made. Your designated successor amazes me more and more every moment. Once again your extraordinary intuition worked to perfection. Indeed it is true, there is one more thing that I made time to discover even though it is a trifle compared to what I was looking for and hoping to learn."




    So it was my turn to stand up and somehow sensing what Rudames was referring to I said. "It's about the function of the seals isn't it?"




    The old priest nodded his head. "Yes Esperil, it's really about that. I tried to find out as much as I could but unfortunately Zostar did not leave me enough time. So the only extra thing I was able to find out on the subject, besides the fact that the seals are a kind of security lock to prevent us from leaving our respective kingdoms hidden as we more or less already knew, was about the time factor."




    All three of us looked at him quizzically, but it was Kabel who was the quickest to take the floor.




    "What do you mean it's about the time factor!" asked the young son of Narolin, meeting a prompt reply from the Riolasian high priest.




    "It means one very simple thing. In Vladis's mind I was just in time to read that the breaking of the seal in addition to being able to allow us, if we wished, to leave our realm produced another very important consequence. It rebalanced the time factor between our realm and the surface world, nullifying that disparity in the passage of time that had always been there until now and that had caused among other things that the years that had passed for Esperil since his last visit here were many more than those that had passed instead for us."




    The princess turned around, then slowly made her way to the back of the room from the side of the door, only to turn abruptly back to our side and exclaim "It doesn't make sense, if I was already having a hard time understanding how there could be this time difference between our kingdom and the other hidden kingdoms compared to the rest of the world I am having an even harder time understanding how the mere breaking of a seal could have changed everything."




    Rudames merely spread his arms dejectedly and said a few laconic words.




    "I don't really know what to say, unfortunately, these are things that I can't explain myself either, I just believe that they are the result of the will of the gods and that it's all part of the grand design they concocted at the dawn of time."




    I tried in turn to give, if not a rationally supportable explanation, at least a little food for thought.




    "It is disconsoling to admit but even I do not have the slightest idea why this discrepancy originated," I then began to argue, "and how it is possible that the seals somehow have the ability or offer the possibility, to change this state of affairs. The only thing I feel I can say is that as my teacher Cronosor taught me, it is wrong to think of time as a straight line with a beginning and an end. He argued that time could fold in on itself and twist until it touched points seemingly too far apart to ever meet. I never fully understood exactly what he meant, but a sentence he said to me shortly before he died has stuck with me: 'Yesterday, today and tomorrow are only fragments of memory condensed into one infinite instant.'"




    We were now all standing again in the very center of the council chamber, I was expecting that at any moment someone would try to comment on what I had said but there was not even time for that as we suddenly saw the heavy doors of the room open wide from which emerged a very transfixed young man wearing the uniform of the royal guard. I was immediately impressed by that young man, and from the look Kabel gave me I realized that he, too, had noticed the same thing I had noticed, namely the extraordinary resemblance the newcomer bore to poor Kubis.




    "What is going on Leontos? What brings you to interrupt this confidential meeting?" asked the high priest, causing the young soldier to blush for a brief moment, but he soon recovered by answering in a confident and determined tone.




    "I beg your pardon Venerable Master Rudames and Princess Gemail," replied then the boy with the thick brown hair full of curls, hinting a small bow, "and I also apologize to you foreigners but something has just happened that you absolutely had to be warned about."




    The princess burned the high priest on time as well, going to meet the boy in an affectionate manner.




    "Don't worry Leontos," she said, "I'm sure you have a very good reason for showing up here; if anything, I'm the one who should apologize for not being able to find the time to come and offer condolences for your father. Commander Kubis died in the same way he had lived, displaying great loyalty and courage to our people. He tried to protect the scepter to the last, going to the place where he thought it was kept and this was fatal to him, I have no words to express my condolences to you at this time but as you know the same grief I also felt a few days ago, so no one can understand you as much as I do at this time."




    It was just as I imagined then, that boy so strikingly resembling the late Kubis was none other than his son. Young Leontos merely replied with a look full of gratitude then hastened to add "That is precisely why I am here. I could never allow my father's sacrifice to be in vain. Which is why I volunteered and mounted guard tonight for the second shift when they dismounted those who had guarded the scepter until then, including the foreigner Kabel here and his fat friend. We locked ourselves in our turn in the throne room until just now at the time of the new changing of the guard something very serious happened."




    Hearing those excited words we all became very alarmed, and this time it was Rudames who was the quickest to react.




    "Explain yourself better kid, don't keep us overly on our toes and tell us right away what happened."




    Young Leontos did not pray further and began his exposition of the events that had just occurred in the throne room.




    "It's quickly said, we were attacked. As I was saying we were waiting for the changing of the guard, but those who showed up in the golden uniforms of the royal guard were not our comrades from the third shift."




    Gemail hearing the words of Kubis's son grabbed his wrist and then asked him in a very heartfelt way... "Please Leontos, tell me they were Riondord's undercover soldiers and not other Riolais traitors of the same ilk as Vladis."




    The young and athletic Leontos took on a very sad expression indeed, even going so far as to bow his head in great mortification, and then gave the answer the princess most feared. "Unfortunately, even this time the reality is the most uncomfortable and unpleasant of all possible realities. Those who treacherously attacked us and whom we were able to rout not without fuss were all citizens of Stardast. There were no survivors among them and the scepter is still firmly in our hands if nothing else."




    "Do you already know the identity of your assailants?" asked a frowning Rudames.




    "Good or bad yes," was Leontos' dry reply accompanied by an affirmative nod, "they would all seem to be related to Vladis anyway, some more and some less," he continued. "There are some distant relatives of his among them, I am certain of this because I myself recognized two brothers who were cousins to him on his mother's side and lived near where I live."




    The princess was now locked in a silence that betrayed a sense of strong discomfort, while the high priest on the contrary seemed intent on not wasting even a moment more.




    "We need to go right away and get the scepter," Rudames pointed out to us, "it is now clear that keeping it here too long would not be safe; we do not know exactly how many other traitors might be hiding in the shadows ready to plot against us. Since by now the decision to entrust you with the scepter has been made you might as well leave now, while we work on figuring out more about this. Take care of it and remember that the enemy already has the scepter of darkness and we cannot yet know if they have already succeeded in obtaining more. Caution will have to be utmost."




    I was about to respond to Rudames when I was interrupted by a sudden and unexpected statement from Gemail.




    "I want to go with you!" exclaimed the princess, turning to Kabel and me.




    "That would not be prudent," my apprentice immediately replied to her, "we have a journey ahead of us that is fraught with pitfalls and full of dangers that we cannot even imagine at the moment."




    However, we had by now come to know the character of the young woman, who had a strong and complex personality, little inclined to comply with limitations or interdictions of any kind, and this despite the fact that she was anything but a spoiled girl. Far from it instead, she was very humble and understanding and was above all very devoted to her people which had also led her growing up to develop a kind of predilection for the weaker classes. Gemail hated injustice and infamy and when confronted with situations that made a great anger mount within her she did not want to hear reason for anything, she felt she had to intervene herself claiming that there was nothing she could not do and she managed to do so with such style and grace that she did not even come across as conceited.




    The high priest Rudames sennonché did not seem to be of the same opinion as he was, and until the moment of the coronation in which the beautiful daughter of King Etoiles would become queen, he could not yet afford to contradict him, much less ignore his instructions.




    "The young but already wise Kabel says the right princess," attacked to say the man of worship of the kingdom of light. "Knowing you very well I can well understand your desire for revenge and desire to be able to make a meaningful contribution to the common cause yourself, but you must understand how important your presence here is now. I cannot allow you to take such high risks, not to mention that we can no longer move forward by continuing to have such a serious power vacuum. We will proceed with your coronation immediately, and as the new queen of Riolais your priority will be to rule over our people while trying to appease them, and you can be sure that it will not be easy to handle this rather difficult time. As soon as Esperil and his young friends leave the realm of light with the scepter it will become obvious to everyone that he is no longer here since everyone will no longer perceive his presence and will feel the effects due to his absence and at that juncture it will be up to you to reassure them and guide them in this unprecedented situation."




    Gemail looked up with a sigh then stated, "Yes I understand what you mean and I will try to put aside my personal aspirations of the moment to put myself at the service of our people, however I think it would be appropriate to send one of our own along with them, someone trustworthy of course, to ensure that the scepter still remains in the custody of a Riolasian. I think this might at least a minimum reassure our citizens by making my task at least a little easier."




    Rudames on hearing Gemail's words assented with conviction and in fact responded to them in the affirmative. "On this last consideration I agree wholeheartedly, I think Esperil also has no objection to it," he said, looking at me with the classic look that seems to want to pin you down to some impending responsibility.




    I found myself a little displaced at that instant, not really feeling like sharing the very long journey ahead of us to accomplish our mission with a perfect stranger, especially considering that the situation in place in Riolais would have made it more complicated for us to grant him our complete trust but Rudames had me cornered, he and Gemail were willing to let us have the scepter with all that it might entail for them and they were doing so without even making too much of a fuss, consequently we could hardly refuse to be accompanied by one of their trusted men who could act as custodian of the precious object. At the same time, however, I hoped that they would make the fairest possible choice, pairing us with someone reliable and also skilled in battle so that he could make himself useful.




    "No indeed, I have nothing against it," I therefore had only to say. "I rely on you, trusting that you will be able to make in this regard the best choice of all possible choices, selecting a person who can give us a big hand."




    But Gemail and Rudames were not given time to respond to me since someone took the initiative by doing it for them.




    "I want to volunteer then," said Leontos, the young and enterprising son of the late Commander Kubis, with pride and impetus. "I also have vengeance to seek," he continued chest out and with a proud look, "and beyond that I believe I possess the right training for this kind of mission given and considering that I practically grew up in the royal guard and am part of the corps of elite soldiers whose first duty is to protect the scepter. I have sworn by the ancient gods to do so and in their name and in memory of my father I will do so until I take my last breath."




    The boy seemed to have inherited all the courage and pugnacity of his parent, and I therefore welcomed with great pleasure his candidacy as keeper of the scepter, which would thus see him join us during our long wanderings.




    The high priest exchanged a fleeting glance of understanding with the princess, after which he said to us... "I would first say that we should move without further delay to the throne room, the better to take the scepter back into our custody immediately after what Leontos has just told us."




    And so we did, quickly making the short journey that took us up toward the throne room. On the way I noticed Rudames and Gemail frantically confabulating with each other, then once we reached the room before the scepter it was the princess who took the floor first, addressing the son of Kubis.




    "All right, Leontos, we will grant you the honor, but more importantly the burden, of acting as guardian of the scepter until it is reunited with the others." And as the princess spoke thus the high priest took the scepter to deliver it into the hands of an excited Leontos.




    It was then Rudames himself who turned to the young soldier. "Listen to me boy. For so many reasons it would have been preferable to entrust a task of such difficulty to a more experienced officer, and there would have been no one better suited for that role than your father. Unfortunately he is no longer with us precisely because his great courage and immense loyalty led him to the ultimate sacrifice. Having reached this point, a heartfelt choice is urgently needed, one that goes beyond cold logic and sterile rationality. We have no absolute certainties at this time about who we can trust and who we cannot, so we must trust other factors in making our decisions. Factors related to assessments made in a decidedly more irrational manner than what we are usually accustomed to. It is admittedly true that behind your volunteering there could be a trap, by now nothing would be surprising even in the fact that you might yourself be a traitor, but as I was telling you just now it is irrationality that guides us at this time and reasoning in this way makes it impossible for us to think, either to me or to Gemail that someone in whose veins flows the same blood as the valiant Kubis might turn out to be a cowardly traitor. Show us with facts that we are not mistaken!"




    On hearing the elderly man of worship's heartfelt words, the young soldier of the Royal Riolasian Guard seemed to become more and more emotional as the speech progressed. At the end he seemed visibly moved although he did his best not to give too much away, but even from the answer he gave one could sense what he was feeling.




    "Thank you," he said, sketching a smile, "I am infinitely grateful for your trust and the honor you are bestowing on me. You cannot imagine how important it can be for me to fulfill this task."




    Rudames approached him and then with a fatherly air said. "At least in part I think I can understand him. Pay close attention to what I am about to tell you now: this expedition is commanded by Esperil. It is he and Kabel who are in charge of reunifying the scepters, your task instead must be to help him do so by guarding ours until you have succeeded, so during all the time it will take you to complete the mission you will be under the direct orders of the wizard and you must cooperate in every way by doing what is asked of you."




    Leontos moved his head up and down in the affirmative, then turning toward Kabel and me, he told us, "Do not doubt my loyalty and obedience. I will know how to rise to the occasion and make myself useful in achieving the intended purpose."




    I smiled and shook his hand, saying... "All right young man, welcome among us then!" after which I became more serious again and added... "I was with your father when he passed away, unfortunately I was unable to do anything to save him but he was able to help me so I feel greatly indebted to him and I hope that your presence among us will enable me to repay him in some way. As for your usefulness and the contribution you can make in our endeavor to successfully carry out our mission I can only be optimistic. If you have taken at least a modicum of your father's qualities you can do nothing but prove yourself fully equal to the hard trials we are sure to face in the coming days."




    Kabel in turn shook Leontos' hand, showing himself some confidence in our new companion in adventure, after which the young soldier went with Gemail to honor his father's body by paying his last respects to it while waiting for it to be transported along with the late ruler to the Garden of Glories after King Etoiles' body was recovered. Instead, my disciple went to wake Almoluk, leaving me alone with Rudames once again. For the first time, I had been temporarily handed the scepter pending Leontos' return. I noticed that Rudames had been staring intently at it, and when he realized that I was watching him, he said to me.




    "Don't think that it was easy for Gemail and me to make the decision to leave you the scepter. It will certainly bring consequences that will not be at all easy for us to handle, but I remain convinced that there was nothing else we could do. We trust you, but at the same time I cannot help but think how treacherous and truly complicated your task looms ahead. There are too many things we do not yet know, and this will only increase the pitfalls."




    I already knew where Rudames was going with this and by virtue of that I didn't waste too much time circling around the question. "Yes you are right and I also think I know what you are referring to specifically. In case you were wondering, I had never heard of the air kingdom of Aonteir before and from your reaction I quickly realized that you were also unaware of the existence of an eighth hidden kingdom."




    The high priest's gaze became very melancholy, and even from his next words a certain bitterness could be seen.




    "What you say is true," he admitted almost with a bowed head, "until I got into Vladis' head nothing I knew about the existence of the kingdom of Aonteir and even less I knew about the actual purpose of the unified scepter. We continue unfortunately to know nothing about it in practice yet, but something tells me that at the end of it all you will have to go there as well because that is probably where the final showdown will take place."




    The thought just expressed by a somber Rudames corresponded exactly with my own, although I still could have no idea how and when our journey might take us to the, hitherto unknown to me, air realm of Aonteir, the eighth but perhaps even the most important of Belisaver's hidden kingdoms.




    When we were finally all reunited again I handed the scepter back to the son of Kubis who, according to the arrangements made with Gemail and Rudames, would guard it until it was reunited with the other six.




    The high priest before saying goodbye to us wanted to take me aside once more. "There is one more thing we should do before you can leave again," he said to me.




    "What more should we do!" I asked him with the reluctance typical of those who fear what they might hear in response to their question.




    "I would like to have the opportunity to stay in mental contact with you," he replied, bringing an index finger to his temple and then pointing it in the direction of my head, "so that I can be able to communicate and follow up on the situation," he continued, "but more importantly, so that I can try to intervene, albeit from a distance, should the need arise."




    "Yes of course, but that is basically what you have been doing so far," I pointed out to him, but he immediately replied... "That's right, however, I cannot guarantee that I will always succeed, especially when you are in the other hidden realms. I need to establish a deeper connection with you to make sure I have a better chance of being able to make contact between us at any time."




    "What do you propose to do then?" asked I deeply intrigued.




    "We must become blood brothers!" he retorted.




    I was a little taken aback. I knew well what the ritual through which one became a blood brother consisted of, it was widespread not only in the hidden kingdoms but also by us in Belisaver. It was a very simple operation, it was necessary to make a small cut on one's wrist and mix the blood of both of us by making it flow into a small bowl and then target it all at once. I had never undergone this ritual, but the trust and gratitude I placed in Rudames induced me to accept his proposal.




    "All right let's do it!" I answered him then.




    And so we did, performing those ritual gestures that led us to become blood brothers. At that point everything was ready for our departure, and all that remained was to say goodbye to our allies.




    "We can offer you an escort up to the multicolored bridge if you wish," Rudames proposed, but I was a bit skeptical about accepting his proposal given the uncertainty within the ranks of the Riolasian Royal Guard within which numerous traitors could potentially be hiding, and I was therefore forced to decline the offer.




    "I thank you," I replied, smiling at him, "but I do not consider it strictly necessary; it will be enough for you to provide us with mounts...."




    "And maybe some provisions!" added Almoluk, interrupting me and triggering hilarity from all present, Gemail and Kabel in particular.




    "Toh but then you are still with us, welcome back among the living," my student told him wryly amid general laughter.




    "If you don't give me something to eat right away rest assured that I will very soon reabandon the world of the living for good," the chubby big guy closed with his usual humor.




    So having finished our final preparations, we bid our friends a warm farewell, intending to meet again as soon as the war was over, and having now become four, we set out compactly toward the exit of the realm of light.




    This time the journey seemed unsuspectedly to proceed peacefully in a serene atmosphere, in which, however, an unusual attitude on the part of Almoluk stood out, who, contrary to what he had accustomed us to, appeared strangely somber and taciturn. At the end of not many hours we reached the mouth of the multicolored bridge and began to walk across it without delay. Having reached almost halfway, just before the waterfall, Leontos sensed a jolt from the scepter and glancing at it noticed something.




    "The scepter vibrated for a brief moment," the Riolasian boy revealed to us, "and now it even glowed as if it sensed something, hopefully not a danger of some kind."




    As Kubis' son spoke these words Kabel pointed out to us that there was something on the bridge, right in the middle of the waterfall. "Look there, do you see? There is something shining."




    "But what is it? It almost looks like an egg!" said Almoluk and indeed we realized that our friend had a point.




    "Yes you are not wrong, it would look just like an egg," affirmed yours truly, eliciting at that point a reaction from Leontos who urged us to move quickly.




    "I think I know what it is. I would recommend moving in a hurry by getting to the end of the bridge before the egg hatches."




    I saw Kabel and Almoluk remain somewhat hesitant, but my instincts told me to heed Leontos' warning by leaving the bridge in a hurry.




    "Come on guys, didn't you hear what Leontos said! Let's do as he suggested and hurry across the bridge."




    So without further ado we continued crossing the multicolored bridge, arriving shortly at the end of the stone structure. Once we reached the shelter on the other side we stopped to rest.




    "Now Leontos can you tell us what you thought that glowing oval in the middle of the bridge was?" asked Kabel with great curiosity.




    "Yes," exclaimed the young native Riolais soldier, "now that we have taken cover I can do that. I have every reason to believe that it was a Droiled egg and that the new guardian of the bridge is already in the process of being born to take the place of the previous one who was shot down by our enemies."




    As you can perhaps imagine we were definitely surprised to learn of Leontos' revelation, particularly Almoluk in whose mind, as was always the case after all, numerous questions overlapped.




    "But then," the halberdier began to ask excitedly, "was it a female dragon of light that died? But isn't it one of yours being the guardian of the kingdom? We should be on the same side no? Why run away then!"




    Leontos turned to Almoluk squaring him from head to toe, then casting him a condescending glance, he replied, "I'm not going to...




    "You went through it on the way out too didn't you! Then you should already know that the multicolored bridge feeds on the emotions felt by those who pass over it," he said fiercely clenching his fists and widening his eyes, "and the more intense these emotions the stronger the impulse received by its guardian. The Droiled as foreigners would still have tried to stop you as he surely tried in vain to do with our invaders. I would therefore say that it would have been a rather foolish move to test the little one that was about to be born. As to whether it was male or female, you should know that most creatures like the Droiled have no sex, they self-reproduce although they do so very rarely and only when they feel they have come near the end of their long existence."




    And it was at that very moment that we noticed a beam of light coming out of the waterfall and saw Droiled's pup soar through the air in what was the first flight of his life, beginning to hover above the multicolored bridge.




    "Well, the new bridge keeper has just taken up his duties, let's get away quickly before he notices our presence," said a Leontos who seemed very pleased with what we had just witnessed, but who at the same time seemed to be very anxious to show us the usefulness he could bring in helping us achieve our crucial purpose.




    And so we did so, abandoning the horses among the rocks beyond the bridge and ascending quickly to the place through which we had gained access to the kingdom of light we found ourselves in a short time in the cave in which we had arrived, the one where the flag of the kingdom of Riolais was planted. It was my favorite pupil who was the first to set foot there.




    "Here we are, this is where we arrived but now the gap from where we came seems to have closed again. Now what do we do master!" asked Kabel, but unfortunately I was not quite sure if my answer would be what he expected.




    "The only thing that can be done," I said, trying as much as possible to mask the hardening of my features due to the tension of the moment, "is to repeat in reverse the same process that has led us here, hoping not to get lost in the antennal zone."




    "But can't we try heading directly into the next realm?" said my disciple. "After all, the process should more or less always be the same."




    "In theory one could," I replied, "but not with the means at my disposal. Through the Levantir and the seer stones I can only open gateways from the Belisaver realm to the hidden realm and vice versa."




    As always Almoluk found something to object to "I don't see what difference it makes, just change the name of the formula and away you go" he said throwing his arms forward in the direction in which the portal was supposed to open "that's basically what you wizards do, it's not that hard come on."




    I was about to respond to him a little piqued when Kabel caught my attention. "Look there master!" he said pointing to the cloth case where Leontos held the scepter.




    "What happens now?" wondered the Riolasian as he checked the scepter.




    "Look," Almoluk pointed out, "the tip of the scepter has lit up."




    Indeed, the scepter had lit up again but this time only at the top. Kabel moved closer to get a better look at it then exclaimed, "It's just a small part here at the top that's lit up and I'd say it's really star-shaped."




    "Yes it is true, this part is in the shape of a star and in addition to being illuminated it would also seem to have come out slightly," confirmed the son of the late commander of the royal guard, first looking at the precious golden object and then a moment later stroking the yellow cloth depicting the emblem of Riolais "and as indeed you can also see here on the flag the star is the symbol of our kingdom."




    As I listened to Leontos' words, a suggestion came to my mind, so I approached the rock wall of the cave to check the veracity of the idea that had popped into my head.




    "Yes it's just as I thought!" I joyfully exclaimed impetuously after examining the rock face.




    "What did you find?" was my disciple's question.




    "Look here in the center of the rock face," I pointed to them, "at the spot where we had found two small circular holes in the other cave, there is a star-shaped hollow here instead, and I'm willing to bet that that illuminated scepter protrusion fits perfectly."




    Leontos without much ado gave me the scepter so that I could immediately test my theory, and to my great satisfaction I realized that it was just as I had imagined, the tip of the scepter fitted perfectly into the rocky hollow and immediately a gap opened up like the one that had brought us all the way down there.




    "Come on guys, what are you waiting for? Everybody inside, let's go!" urged I, but I saw that Leontos appeared a little hesitant.




    "What is it Leontos? Are you okay?" I then asked him.




    "Yes Esperil sorry, it's just that I never got out of the kingdom of Riolais," he replied, backing away a few steps.




    "Of course Leontos, I know that but you don't have to worry," I told him then trying to reassure him, "the seal has been broken now and that means you Rhyolasians can travel between realms without any fear or time lag. It is normal for you to be hesitant to venture away from home for the first time, but as you assured us in the palace you will rise to the occasion, I looked into your eyes as you said this and chose to believe you therefore now take courage and enter inside that portal."




    Leontos seemed reassured by my words, and so he finally decided to enter the gap following closely behind Kabel and Almoluk, finally last I entered, not before retrieving the scepter and noting how it had meanwhile lost, as abruptly as it had acquired it, that extra brightness that had pervaded its top just before. I also noticed how at the same time the star-shaped protrusion had receded.




    We had not discussed this among ourselves but I think I am not mistaken in saying that the common expectation was that we would find ourselves in the same cave at the top of Mount Lumenir from which we had departed on the outward journey, but after a few moments I realized that this was not the case as we found ourselves out in the open while at the same time the space/time gap closed behind us.




    "Where are we?!" wondered Almoluk immediately.




    I looked around, it was dusk and fortunately we could still see each other enough to try to gather our bearings about our current location.




    "That's Mount Lumenir over there to the northwest," I declared, pointing to its unmistakable silhouette, "the one where we thought we would reappear once we emerged from the dimensional gap. We are therefore on the opposite side from where we ascended it on the way out," I continued. "By logic it follows by virtue of this that by continuing further into this valley in an easterly direction we should reach the swamps of Bhutamer and once past those we should come in sight of the volcano of Eknos, at the foot of which lies the entrance to the fire kingdom of Regnet."




    Almoluk was again the loudest, as well as the most impatient, in his reaction. "Eh no, no more mountains!" he then exclaimed with a bizarre expression of disgust that looked like that typical of someone who has to gobble down a potion that tastes rather unpleasant.




    But Kabel once again was able to set his colorful friend straight. "Come on, stop grumbling for a good time. If you listened well to what Esperil said, the entrance to Regnet's kingdom is on the slopes of the volcano. That means we won't have to climb any mountains this time. Rather I was wondering," my pupil continued in a doubtful tone, "whether it does not depend on the scepter that we arrived here in this valley instead of returning to the cave of Mount Lumenir from which we had started. After all for all we know up there we could still have found the mercenaries led by Uversin waiting for us."




    I immediately thought that my designated successor's perspicacity had once again led him toward yet another shrewd assessment. "Bravo Kabel, you have come to the same conclusion as I have. I, too, believe that it was the will of the scepter that led us directly here to this lush valley, causing us to avoid another possible ambush by the mercenary soldiers who were probably still waiting for us at the top of the mountain. Don't ask me how this is possible, but by now it seems clear to me that the scepter possesses a will of its own despite being an object, and this argument will almost certainly apply to all other scepters as well."




    Almoluk obviously disagreed with these assessments and implied this by snorting boisterously, later adding, "An object endowed with a will of its own...I marvel at your naiveté, I do not understand how you can believe such nonsense."




    Leontos replied to him with a sour face. "Puah, you are perfectly free to believe what you want but I will not allow you in any way to mock us. The scepter has been protecting our people for hundreds of years and has been doing so consciously, whether you believe it or not."




    I immediately intervened to dampen tempers, fortunately achieving the desired effect without having to expend too much effort. "Cut it out you two. We're not here to squabble unnecessarily but to fulfill our mission so let's cut the nonsense and head straight for the swamps."




    "But is it really necessary to go through these Brutames swamps? Already from the name, it certainly wouldn't sound like a nice place," Almoluk objected as pointedly as a leapfrog.




    "They are called the swamps of Bhutamer Almoluk, not Brutames," yours truly reprimanded him, "however, I have to agree with you about one thing-it is certainly not a nice place, but it is the shortest way to get to the entrance of the hidden kingdom of Regnet, which being the closest to us is inevitably destined to be the next stop on our long journey. Making a wider loop to get around the swamps would waste too much of our time, not to mention the fact that we do not know the development of the situation. There is a war going on, we are certain that in the meantime it has broken out and that by Jorkain, Zostar and all their allies we are considered a major threat, if not the main one. We have spent a few days in Riolais in the course of which who knows how the course of the conflict has evolved here in Belisaver, so considering also that we have a pretty big target fixed straight on our backs we must be very cautious, and I think that in this light the choice of crossing the Bhutamer swamps remains the most apt one. Are there any other objections!!!"




    So I said, addressing in particular the last sentence to Almoluk, who looked at me without another word, and so did the others so that we could finally head in the direction of the swamps.




    We were not the only ones, however, concerned about the fate of the conflict that had suddenly begun in the Belisaver kingdom. Several miles away from us, in the heart of the kingdom of Caliber the one that bordered the kingdom of Belisaver to the south, there were anxieties and worries arising from the incoming news from the middle kingdom of the continent of Maytos. King Teagos and his twin brother Prince Guldor stared from the terrace of their palace at the red rooftops of Demporat, capital of the southern Maytosian kingdom of Caliber.




    The two reigning brothers were almost identical. Both tall, tanned, with full beards and light brown eyes and hair. The only difference was the length of their hair, short for the king, long for the prince. Otherwise they were virtually identical and difficult to distinguish from each other.




    "You are already aware I suppose of the news coming from Belisaver are you my brother!" asked King Teagos with the air, however, of one who already knows the answer.




    "Certainly brother," his twin promptly replied, "for the past few days a furious war has been going on in the very kingdom adjacent to ours, and the identity of the invading troops is not entirely clear."




    The king frowned widely and did not fail to show some apprehension. "Whoever they are it now seems to me certain that they have something to do with the mysterious cases of desertion that have occurred in the northernmost regions of our kingdom. Are you able to tell me what the situation is on the border with the Belisaver kingdom?" he asked his brother.




    "Certainly not the easiest ones to our knowledge," Prince Guldor replied in a grave tone and a very somber air. "There are many refugees trying to take refuge in our lands, and it is by no means easy for our soldiers to repel them all."




    King Teagos looked intently toward the horizon, then directed his gaze to the large square below where troops were gathering. The color orange reigned everywhere, in the banners, the soldiers' uniforms and the knights' sumptuous armor, but the bright hues of the color symbolic of the ruling Caliber lineage ill matched the tension-filled atmosphere of the moment.




    "Do you really believe the stories going around?" the ruler asked his brother.




    "It depends on what rumors you are referring to, if you mean those related to the identity of the mysterious Belisaver invaders...."




    King Teagos pressed him without even letting him finish his sentence. "Yes, I am referring to those, what do you think!"




    Prince Guldor before answering shrugged, frowning his conspicuous eyebrows.




    "What do you want me to say brother? We have also long known the legends about the seven hidden kingdoms of Belisaver and in particular the one of darkness of Riondord, I have always had reason to believe that a kernel of truth must be there," he enunciated confidentially placing a hand on the Caliberian monarch's shoulder at that point, "but from here to believe that the Riondardians are the mysterious invaders of Belisaver is a long way off."




    Despite his twin's attempt to throw water on fire King Teagos continued to scan around with an uneasy and thoughtful look, after which he turned to Guldor and smiled bitterly and said to him, "You know it's really funny life sometimes. We have never loved each other with our Belisaver neighbors and in the past there has been no shortage of armed conflicts between our kingdoms, but ironically now that they are under attack I can't fully enjoy them in fact I can't enjoy them at all. Not knowing exactly who attacked them in such a massive way is a disturbing thing to say the least. I am sure that even up in the realm of Asatrevel in the vast north they are at least as alarmed as we are. Not to mention the disruptions that are occurring all along the border line. In this regard Guldor I must confess to you that I would be much more comfortable if you would also join our troops leaving for the border so that we could have a more reliable firsthand account of what is happening up there."




    The prince thought about it for a moment then exclaimed....




    "Yes I agree! I think in turn I'd better go up to the border to observe the situation for myself. I don't feel entirely comfortable either," Guldor finally admitted.




    "Tell me the truth brother," Teagos resumed the word, this time resting his hands on his twin's shoulders and staring intently into his eyes, "do you also fear that the invasion of the mysterious army may extend to our kingdom as well!"




    Prince Guldor was silent for a few moments as if he wanted to think things over thoroughly before giving his brother king an answer, then all of a sudden he said, "In the present state of things I do not possess enough elements to be able to give a sensible answer to your question but it is evident how nothing can be ruled out at the moment, so I will see to it that my departure at the head of our troops can take place as quickly as possible."




    The king gave him his approval so Guldor prepared to leave Demporat by leading a good number of soldiers to the area close to the border.




    So while turmoil was also growing in the kingdoms bordering Belisaver's, due to the ongoing war, our small company was preparing to enter the treacherous Bhutamer swamps, and right away we realized how hostile the environmental conditions within them were.




    "You have been to this place before, haven't you, master?" my student asked as soon as we set foot in it.




    "Yes Kabel, I have passed through this area on a couple of occasions and I am well aware of the risks involved in passing through here. The swamps are full of quicksand so let me go ahead so I can test the solidity of the ground" I recommended and in the meantime began to lead the group using my trusty Levantir to measure the level of the slush "you stay in line behind me. Try to make as little noise as possible, in fact if it is not strictly necessary to do so don't speak at all and also try to regulate your breaths, the air is pretty heavy down here."




    For a change I heard Almoluk muttering behind my back. "If you still have any other prohibitions you want to impose on us, tell me and I'll get a pen and paper to mark down the complete list, I'd hate to forget not to do something."




    A half laugh escaped Kabel even though he tried out of respect for me to restrain himself, I did not flinch merely intimating silence and motioning for us to move.




    "Sst, let's go come on. Leontos you who carry the scepter put yourself between me and Kabel" I gave disposition "Almoluk will stay at the back of the group. Let's try to keep a good pace but be very careful where we put our feet and be sure not to make too much noise."




    "Hey you may know why you keep telling us not to make noise?" reacted Almoluk with annoyance and distrust. "What kind of dangers are lurking in this damn swamp!"




    Kabel, however, understood on the fly that the best thing to do at that moment was to tamp down the pot-bellied halberdier's curiosity by just sticking to what I asked him to do. "Is it so hard for you to just trust him?" he lashed him. "There's no need to ask too many questions Almoluk, I don't know about you but as far as I'm concerned if a wizard of Esperil's worth and experience tells me to do something I don't have too much trouble listening to him."




    Almoluk did not respond to the trusted friend's words, and I in turn did likewise. I had noticed a certain change in our burly friend since we had left Stardast. At first he had become taciturn now instead he appeared nervous, almost unsteady at times. I said to myself that whatever it was about it was appropriate at that stage to leave him alone hoping that it would be enough not to give him too much importance to allow him an outlet for what he was carrying inside, although I wasn't quite sure whether I knew or didn't know what it might be.




    So we began our silent advance among the slime of the swamp. The air was fetid and appeared unhealthy to us, but we still continued to advance heedless of the logistical and climatic difficulties. I had not wanted to speak too clearly so as not to alarm my fellow travelers, but the Bhutamer swamps hid tremendous creatures constantly lurking there, although my not-so-distant hope was that we would be able to cross them while passing completely unnoticed.




    The one inside the swampy area was dead nature to say the least, the trees were all dried up and the landscape looked absolutely ghostly. A thick fog rose, for a change, which caused us to slow our pace even more to avoid ending up in the dreaded quicksand.




    Caution was necessary yet at the same time I hoped not to take too long to get out of the swamps, also so as not to puncture the first of the three appointments we had given ourselves with Vengalas, and just as I was intent on making these considerations a noise a short distance from where we were caught our attention.




    "What was that?" whispered Leontos in my ear.




    "It sounded like the sound of broken branches, I think there is someone a few steps away from us, whispering to others to be alert," I replied without looking away from the direction from which those noises had arisen.




    We were right in the middle of a marsh so I motioned for the boys to stay put and wait to see who or what we had in front of us.... It was then that we saw a shaky human figure emerge from the mist. He was barely moving forward and his gait was very caracolling and he didn't seem particularly lucid, he walked making a lot of noise and didn't seem to notice us until we were face to face.




    At that moment we realized that he was wearing the characteristic white armor typical of Belisaver's army, but he as soon as he finally became aware of our presence reacted in a very disheveled manner, his expression looked like that of a madman and his rambling words certainly did not make him appear more sane.




    "Ah cursed, be cursed. A thousand and a thousand times cursed," he in fact muttered almost gasping, "but you will not succeed in drinking my soul as you did that of my companions. I will prevent you, I will kill you, I will kill you all!"




    The soldier's gait continued to be more and more uncertain and staggering but despite his precarious condition he seemed absolutely determined to challenge us, in fact he launched himself at me to strike me but clenched no weapon in his fist despite the fact that he acted as if he had it. He tried to pierce me with his invisible sword and of course could not hit the target, however he did not give up and attempted another assault that proved out of proportion causing him this time to end up ruinously on the ground with his face submerged in mud.




    The glorious white armor of King Zorev's army now showed itself all covered with muddy slime, and the man's condition was so distressing that Kabel with his usual extremely generous character manner immediately took action to try to raise him up but he disdainfully refused all offers of help, again attempting to strike us with his nonexistent imaginary sword.




    My disciple and I tried in every way to placate him and make him see reason. "Calm down, you have nothing to fear from the rest of us," my brave pupil told him, "we are friends, we are Belisaver's too."




    The soldier, however, continued to look hallucinated and seemed not to understand what we were telling him.




    "No, no, you are evil. You have stolen the souls of my comrades. Damn you! Let go of me!" he shrieked, desperately trying to wriggle out as Leontos and Kabel held his arms.




    "Listen carefully soldier. I don't know who you have mistaken us for but we are not your enemies," I said taking his face in my hands and turning him to face me to force him to stare at me, "look at me carefully, I am the mage Esperil, I am a great friend and ally of King Zorev, maybe you have seen me before on some occasion. We are on a mission on behalf of the king and Defesius. Do you understand what I said? We are your friends, we can help you!"




    At last the soldier seemed to reconcile a bit and became slightly quiet, though he still maintained a certain distrust. "Yes, I know of Esperil the magician by reputation," he declared, "but who can tell me that you are really him, who can assure me that you really are who you say you are!"




    In response I put my Levantir in front of his face and showed him the light with which the tip glowed cleaving through the wall of fog.




    "Is this enough proof for you? Or do you need more?!" I told him, but he finally seemed to have become more tame. He signaled me yes with his head so I asked him-"What is your name soldier?"




    "My name is Picos and I am a native of Bovek, a village in the northern part of the kingdom not far from Lake Lasor," he replied to me still a little trembling, adding a moment later. "You must excuse me for my reaction but I have been going through some terrible times and I feared that you were enemies."




    "I know your village Picos well," I affirmed, "I traveled a lot during my apprenticeship years. Anyway nice to meet you, as I already told you I am Esperil the wizard, this to my right is my student Kabel, then there are Almoluk and Leontos. Do you feel up to telling us what happened to you!"




    The Belisaverian armiger once again found himself in turmoil but agreed to tell us his story. "All right," he nodded, "although doing so will cost me a lot. Just recalling the events that have happened in the past few days might make me lose what little sense I have left, but if you are really Esperil I think it is only fair that you be made aware of the terrible events that have taken place since the outbreak of war."




    Picos expressed his willingness to tell us about the things that had happened in the previous days, but we could see how shaken he still was; whatever had happened had wracked his brain, and his exposition of the facts was indeed confused and imbued with very little clarity.




    "When news of the invasion came," he began to narrate, "the contingency plan provided for such an eventuality was triggered. The kingdom of Belisaver is divided militarily into several districts, and for each of them there was a place designated for the gathering of troops in case war broke out. I was stationed at the Ivory Fortress the one overlooking Casperas Falls, so my district of affiliation was the southeast one whose rallying point was in the Villador Plateau. We therefore went there immediately, finding ourselves shortly encamped together with a few thousand of our fellow soldiers. However, the situation was absolutely chaotic, great confusion reigned, no one knew exactly what was happening or what was to be done," he continued to illustrate with a look lost in the void, as if he were reliving before his eyes the images of the events to which his words were attempting to bring to life. "All that was known," he went on to explain, "was that we were under attack by a mysterious foreign army but no one, not even among the highest ranking officers, knew which way to turn so no one ventured to issue specific orders in the hope that instructions would soon arrive from Enselit. Meanwhile the most disparate and imaginative rumors were swirling around the vast camp. We were groping in the dark unaware of the real danger and in constant anxiety about the fate of our loved ones. Of course, this only made the nervousness and with it the fear grow out of all proportion. When a messenger from Enselit finally arrived, word spread that the walls of Cestar had fallen and in the rubble lay the lifeless body of Boras, the nephew of King Zorev as well as the leader of our army. We learned that the capital was already under siege, and many of us fearing for the lives of our family members were seized with panic."




    The more Picos spoke, the more we assumed a look full of concern. In the meantime he seemed to become distracted, evidently because of the poor visibility due to the fog he had not yet paid attention to Leontos' somewhat unusual appearance; his vaguely pointed ears were not even noticeable but his greenish complexion typical of Rhyolasians could hardly be concealed.




    "Hey, I may be pale but your friend back there has a really strange complexion," noted the bewildered Belisaverian soldier. "Are you sure you're all right kid!" he then added, turning to Kubis' son, but it was my concern to change the subject immediately.




    "He is not from here, he is a foreigner from faraway lands. But please continue your tale, we are hanging on your every word," I told him, urging him to continue telling us his story.




    Picos was not pressed further and began again to recount the events that took place in the military camp on the Villador Plateau. "Certainly messer mago, we were saying? Ah yes...panic was spreading in the camp, while the highest ranking officers were still busy meeting with the messenger who had come from Enselit. One of my comrades-in-arms began to say that he had better desert two weeks earlier, when it had been proposed to him to do so. I asked him what he meant exactly but he did not want to explain further, in return he kept haranguing our other colleagues by arguing that there was still time to defect and that indeed that was undoubtedly the best move to make, but also the only one that made sense given the power of the enemy. At that point I asked what he might know about our enemies since until then nothing had been known about them either as to their identity or even where they came from. He once again pretended not to hear me but another soldier intervened saying that he had heard that the invaders actually came from the legendary hidden kingdom of darkness of Riondord. The reactions were the most varied, some people snickered in disbelief and others seemed to take it much more seriously, some then were even terrified. I objected by saying not to talk nonsense, that the hidden kingdoms did not exist and were only children's fairy tales, but I was astonished to realize how many were instead those who gave the idea that they really believed in those distant myths. But our heated discussion was not destined to last much longer as something was about to happen. We heard screams coming from some unspecified part of the camp" at this point the soldier seemed as if shaken by a chill but his narrative was interrupted only for an imperceptible instant, then he resumed speaking and his voice became tremulous as did his hands. "It was as dark a night as I had perhaps ever seen in my life, and this only added to the general sense of uneasiness. We hurried, however, to the spot from where we assumed those anguished screams were coming, and so we were confronted with a scene we never expected to witness. Some of our comrades had brutally attacked others of our own, and it was the latter who were emitting those desperate screams. It was hard to make out in the half-light but when we were close enough to illuminate the scene with the light of our torches we realized with dismay how bloody and at the same time unnatural that situation was. The attackers were behaving like bloodthirsty beasts, their eyes were red and they seemed to have nothing human left in them. "At this point Picos seemed on the verge of falling over overcome by the emotion that evoking those events was causing him, but even in this circumstance he continued undaunted in his narrative, merely responding to our looks of concern with a fleeting gesture of his trembling hand, intended in intention to calm us down. "The worst thing was yet to happen, however, as incredibly some of the attacked suddenly began to turn into aggressors by assaulting others of us. In short those whose eyes had turned red were in the majority. And if that were not enough they moved as fast and deadly as shadows," he told us then and by now terror seemed to have taken up fixed abode in his small eyes. "I always considered myself a good fighter," he tried to explain, "but in the midst of that chaotic madness I found myself as frightened as a lost sheep in the midst of a pack of wolves. I began to flee in bulk around the camp as by now a battle was raging everywhere around me, but I was only thinking of running, until due to the almost nonexistent visibility I ended up tripping by falling on a tent. It took me a little while to realize it, but it was the big tent where the officers had gathered. I found myself inside in a dark corner but no one noticed me, I saw the commander-in-chief of the southeast district Lord Mautos talking to a mysterious woman but I could not quite understand their words. I was only able to catch only a few sentences, those spoken in the loudest voice. I distinctly heard that woman shout that we were all in danger and that the spirits of the ancient gods of terror were taking possession of the soldiers. At that point Commander Mautos ordered all the officers to retreat, and just then I felt myself being grabbed from behind and dragged out by one of those possessed, looking like a beast eager only to maul its prey. With the force of desperation I managed to free myself by hitting him on the head with a stone, after which I resumed my escape and this time I did not stop until I was outside the camp. Fortunately I soon came upon a horse that had evidently escaped from the camp, and even more fortunately it was one of the typical steeds of those areas, belonging to an extraordinarily faster breed than the norm. I was shocked by what I had seen and believe me it is really hard to put the idea into words, I thought of nothing but getting as far away from there as quickly as possible. I traveled day and night for I don't know how many hours at a time until I found myself in this swamp. At the first quicksand I put my horse back in it and abetted by the fog I got lost, wandering around in bulk until I came upon the four of you. I know you will find it hard to believe me but I swear to you that everything I have told you is the pure truth and only now am I beginning to calm down and regain a modicum of lucidity. I never in my life would have believed that I would be in such a situation and above all I never thought that anything could cause me so much fear and instill such terror that it would shake me to the depths of my soul."




    We had undoubtedly all been very impressed by Picos's account. There was no reason for him to have lied to us, and so taking his words at face value this meant that the situation was worse than expected. Belisaver's soldiers seemed to be possessed by some mysterious entity, and according to what Picos had heard it was none other than the spirits of Riocris Ot Tumicrit, or the ancient gods of terror. According to what Vladis learned, on the other hand, his ancestors were the reincarnation of the Mystic Corruptors and in turn worshipped the Riocris Ot Tumicrit.




    The more we came to learn, the more convoluted and troubling the picture became. There was surely more than just a thirst for power behind the invasion plan of Jorkain and his shady allies. By now I was sure, that attempt at conquest concealed a much more complex plot; after all, there had to be a reason why my magical order had been preparing for such events for so long.




    The problem was that no matter how much effort we had made previously, if we did not understand the big picture all those years of waiting could have proved fruitless and useless, which I certainly could not allow.




    I was about to ask many more questions to the foot soldier of King Zorev's army, but unfortunately for us a new danger was becoming imminent leaving no time to ask more questions.




    "Hey, do you hear that noise too? It sounds like some kind of strange buzzing!" suddenly exclaimed Almoluk.




    At that moment, even before I stretched out my ears, I already feared I knew what it might be, and in fact soon afterwards my hearing picked up the same noise Almoluk had heard a few moments earlier, and this only confirmed my worst fears.




    "Damn it!" angrily cursed yours truly. "We made too much noise thus ending up attracting unwanted attention, let's get out of here as soon as possible if we want to avoid big trouble."




    They all followed me, but the swampy terrain and thick fog prevented us from moving quickly, so that the buzzing behind us grew inexorably louder and closer inducing me to make a gut decision.




    "Stop!" I shouted, no longer feeling the need to keep the noise down. "We're going too slow, they'll end up catching us from behind, assuming we don't end up right in the middle of the quicksand first. We might as well stop here and get ready to face those slimy creatures." I therefore said to my companions having clear in mind the nature of the threat we now had at a very short distance from us.




    "All right master, but at least tell us who we must prepare to face. Who are the slimy creatures to whom you were referring?" asked Kabel glibly as he lent his dagger to Picos who had been left unarmed during the hasty escape from Villador.




    "These are Bliashir, mud sprites," I replied even more solicitously, "magical creatures that dwell in the swamps. You find many of them in the land realm of Rioncre as well, while in the surface realm that I know of they are only found here in the swamps of Bhutamer. We probably have a whole horde of them behind us."




    "Let me guess, they're not friendly at all are they? Eh sure, these hostile mud goblins stay in one place in Belisaver, maybe in one place in the whole continent of Maytos, and you just pass us by!" had Almoluk of course to object, which by now certainly didn't take me by surprise.




    "I've already explained to you why we came through here Almoluk, it was the best way anyway," I retorted, "and besides, they didn't necessarily notice us, but now that they've sniffed us out we have no choice but to face them head-on."




    "Yes okay but how to kill them if they are made of mud?" rightly observed Kabel.




    "I will take care of that," I reassured him then, "don't worry, I have with me what is needed to make them vulnerable to our weapons."




    So I pulled out of my medicine bag a small ampoule containing a thick golden-yellow liquid, which I immediately poured over the top of my Levantir. "Here we go, start hitting them when I tell you to and not before, all right?"




    But unfortunately someone was already about to disregard my appeal, for I saw that agitation was again growing dangerously in Picos. He seemed once again to be back in a state of confusion, and as soon as he spotted the Bliashirs peeping out of the fog he seemed to understand nothing more and ramblingly set off on the attack, shouting at the top of his lungs like a true obsessive. "Noo, damn you, you're back," shouted the bony, balding soldier, "but this time I won't escape, I won't let you get away!"




    Picos hurled himself at the mud monsters armed only with a meager knife; I had no time to do anything about it, it was all so sudden that it left me with no chance. The blow delivered by the Belisaverian soldier unfortunately, as expected, had no effect. The blade of the dagger penetrated the mud of the nearest Bliashir without doing him any damage, indeed little by little the soldier was literally engulfed by the hideous muddy creature before our horrified eyes.




    Kabel made to throw himself to his rescue but I blocked him. "Stop boy, there is nothing more you can do for him, he is doomed now. Yours would only be a useless sacrifice, don't make the same mistake as him, give me time first to use my magical arts to neutralize these repulsive creatures."




    It is difficult to describe the appearance of the Bliashir, if you have never seen one I would say that the term mud sprites may be effective at least in giving you a vague idea of what they look like. Their bodies are actually absolutely shapeless, mushy and without any distinctive somatic features, yet seen from a distance especially among the mists and vapors of a swamp they look almost like ordinary wood sprites, hence their nickname. But their intentions are never friendly.




    They have been in the swamps of Bhutamer for hundreds of years, no one knows how they got there but I was already aware at the time of that unpleasant encounter that their origin was in the realm of Rioncre, although I in turn was ignorant of what they were doing in a far from pleasant swamp in the southern realm of Belisaver. In any case, my master Cronosor knew the trick to stop them and had shown it to me during our very old trip to the land kingdom.




    I therefore pointed my magic staff at the horde of Bliashir, and a bright beam burst out, hurling at them the liquid I had sprayed on the surface of the Levantir.




    "Lagat tempest bekomat!" I exclaimed the ritual formula, and immediately those few drops of liquid I had poured on the Levantir from the small cruet turned into a river, completely flooding the goblins with mud, making their bodies solid, finally allowing us to be able to strike them.




    "Come on guys," I urged them, "it's time to go on the attack!"




    My three young comrades in venture certainly didn't begrudge them and all together we pounced like one man against the host of enemies. Deprived of their characteristic incorporeality, the Bliashirs were anything but irresistible and began to capitulate one by one; in a matter of minutes we had already decimated them, inducing them to a hasty as well as opportune retreat.




    "Yay," cried Almoluk exultantly, "those revolting muddy things have had enough, we have won!"




    "Yes it is true, but poor Picos has lost his life," Kabel asserted with a veil of sadness. "May the ancient gods have mercy on him."




    "I feel very sorry for that soldier," I agreed in a regretful tone, "but if we want his sacrifice and the efforts of all the good citizens of Belisaver who are fighting the dark forces not to be in vain, we must remain focused on our mission. We have lost more precious time in a vain attempt to seed the Bliashir, if I had known it would be so easy to rout them thanks to that trick I would have given you orders to deal with them right away."




    "But didn't you say you saw your master do it!" said Almoluk immediately in his usual sing-song cadence.




    "Yes, but they were certainly not so numerous that time," I replied, "in spite of that we had had quite a lot of difficulty in getting the better of them. So I didn't want to take unnecessary risks by confronting them head-on, let's not forget that there was a casualty anyway and you can be sure that poor Picos didn't make a good death. All the more reason to try to avoid the confrontation, but it's gone now, thank the gods we fared better than expected. Courage let's carry on and get out of these damned, unsanitary swamps as soon as possible, the kingdom of Regnet is waiting for us!"




    We set off again through the swamps, it was certainly not easy to cross them, there was terrible humidity but fortunately we had no more trouble from the Bliashirs if nothing else, a symptom that evidently the lesson we had taught them had paid off. We had somewhat lost our way because of the mud goblins and this made it take quite a while before we found our way out again but eventually after much wandering we did.




    "Here we are, finally out of it," I said, spreading my arms liberally.




    "It's about time, I couldn't take any more of these filthy swamps, not to mention," Almoluk muttered, patting himself on the neck, "that the bugs in there are huge and they were eating me alive and that makes me mad, I was born to eat not to be eaten!"




    Leontos and Kabel laughed, agreeing with him while I was too busy trying to locate the place where I had given Vengalas an appointment.




    "This time you are really right Almoluk," Kubis' son corroborated the opinion, "those bugs were getting on my nerves too, in Riolais we don't have such big and aggressive ones."




    Meanwhile Almoluk and Leontos continued joking with each other Kabel approached me.




    "What's wrong with you master? You look thoughtful!" he asked.




    "I was trying to locate the meeting place with Vengalas, even though it's been more than five days and he may not be there anymore. That is, if he got there of course. The situation around seems to be worse than expected, I have already regretted involving him, I should never have done that," I replied but he immediately tried to comfort me.




    "You don't have to worry about this master, Vengalas was grateful to us for saving his life, he felt indebted to us and it was he who insisted that we give him a task to do. He wanted at all costs to make himself useful in some way to lend us a hand, he cared to repay us and would have been very hurt if this had not been allowed and by virtue of this I believe you really have nothing to reproach yourself for."




    We finally located the predetermined meeting place with my merchant friend, but unfortunately there was no sign of Vengalas.




    "As I feared, we arrived too late. The next appointment among the three prearranged with him is in about ten days or so but it is set in the area where Picos came from, hopefully Vengalas will be able to take care of himself," said I who despite Kabel's attempts to reassure me still felt anxious about the fate of my good friend Vengalas and thus consequently also a little guilty.




    "If that's the case, we don't even know if he actually passed through here first," an unencouragingly Almoluk closed.




    "I want to think so," I replied to him backed by Kabel. "Yes indeed master. I want to believe as well that Vengalas has come all the way here to wait for us, he may have waited for us for a while and after that not seeing us coming he may have decided to go on and then go and wait at the second agreed place. Maybe we just missed him."




    "Yes I think so too," I was careful to reiterate, "after all, that's what I asked him to do."




    I don't know if I really believed that, but it was certainly what I fervently wanted to believe.




     




     




     




     




     


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Climbing the volcano of Eknos




     




     




    Thus, having failed to find Vengalas and being left with the doubt as to whether because of our tardiness we had missed him or he had not even shown up, we set about to move on. All that was left to do was to ascend the steep slopes of the volcano heading toward the access point to the fire kingdom.




    "Well, if nothing else, I remember hearing you say that we should not have climbed the volcano," Almoluk told me, looking with some apprehension toward the mountain's nemby summit, "at least for once we don't have to complicate our lives."




    Needless to say, however, the hope of our friend the halberdier, and all of us with him, of avoiding a strenuous ascent of the volcano was about to suffer a severe blow.




    "Guys I am really sorry but I have to give you bad news," I regretfully informed them, "the entrance to the cave should have been here but it has been blocked by a landslide. You can't get through here!"




    "What do we do now? We certainly cannot give up!" replied Leontos.




    "Of course we will not give up. There is another way to reach the cave where the opening of the portal lies," I then pointed out, "and that is to go through the main crater of the volcano, lowering ourselves from the mouth of it we will equally reach the place we need to reach, although doing so will cost us more time and effort."




    "We will need ropes though, the slope looks steep to the top and then we will have to rappel down below. Where do we find them?" my disciple asked puzzled, but yours truly already had the solution to his question in mind.




    "In that grove over there we will find some lianas," I pointed pointing to a nearby wooded spot, "they are very strong so we will use those as ropes for climbing first and later for descending inside the volcano's mouth."




    And so it went, we went to the bush that was nearby procuring the lianas that we would use as ropes, after which at a good pace we began to climb toward the top of the volcano of Eknos.




    "There are no volcanoes from us in Riolais, but I know what they are and what happens when they erupt; I want to hope that this Eknos Mountain is not a dangerous place," Leontos told me, showing slight intimidation.




    "Rest assured Leontos I reassured him "the Eknos volcano has been dormant for a very long time and has not given any signs recently that would raise fears of its imminent reawakening, in any case it will always be good to adopt some caution as we ascend it."




    I then warned him, extending my recommendation to the other boys who were part of our company. Almoluk as scripted huffed and mumbled a few complaints of his own, but then he joined the others without making any more fuss and our march to the top of the volcano could begin again.




    The slope soon became challenging but we were still able to proceed on foot. Soon, however, we noticed that the ground had become very hot and soon afterwards we noticed smoke coming out of the ground.




    "What happens now?" asked Leontos with a twinge of disquiet in his body.




    "I think the volcano is not quite as dormant as we thought," I asserted, "but there should be nothing for us to be seriously concerned about."




    I had tried to reassure everyone, but to be honest I wasn't so sure that there was no danger, so as a result I couldn't be totally calm even though I was trying my best to make sure the kids didn't notice.




    As we climbed towards the top of the volcano the place became increasingly inhospitable and the air unbreathable, at our feet the ash was plentiful and this was certainly not a good sign as it was another indication of recent volcanic activity. At one point Mt. Eknos became too steep to allow us to continue on foot, fortunately we were now not far from the summit.




    "Guys, from here on out we will have to climb using ropes," I declared, "Fortunately, it won't be too long a climb and it doesn't even seem that untenable."




    Leontos looked at me a little puzzled but no longer seemed to be particularly intimidated at that juncture, however, while Almoluk was decidedly more reluctant; after all, he was definitely not a champion of agility.




    "You don't think who I can climb all the way up there wizard, but I say have you seen me? Do I look like a climber to you!" he said to me with a somewhat resentful air.




    Then I, knowing my chickens well by now, decided to humor him in a discreetly provocative manner, already imagining what his reaction might be and which in fact did not fail to come instantly.




    "Yes that's right I didn't think about it sorry, better if you wait for us here actually. You're absolutely not able to climb all the way up there, you don't have the physique to make it at all, you'd just be dead weight so it's better if you don't come with us."




    Almoluk spread his arms wide with a look of disbelief and there and then bit his tongue so as not to blurt out too many expletives toward me, nevertheless his response was decidedly peppery and resentful nonetheless.




    "What?" cried the Berevillian big guy furiously. "But I say, what do you take me for? Have you already forgotten the big hand I've given you so far! I'm perfectly capable if I want to climb up there with you, but you know what? I'm offended with you now, so I don't want to do something just to spite you, I really don't have anything to prove to you!"




    Although my predictions had turned out to be at least largely correct, Almoluk's reaction had nevertheless gone a little beyond my predictions, and I was therefore in danger of not having the desired effect.




    I was now sure that there had to be a definite reason for his strange behavior after we had left Riolais, and Kabel seemed to have guessed what his best friend's excessive nervousness depended on. In fact, she took him by the arm and whispered something in his ear that Leontos and I could not hear, but whatever she had said to him at that brief juncture must have been very convincing words since Almoluk seemed to change his attitude totally, becoming more conciliatory and swaggering again.




    "I certainly can't abandon you right now," he told us, puffing up his chest like a turkey after boldly making his way between Leontos and me, "I started this mission with you and I will finish it with you, even at the cost of my own life. However you can rest assured mage" he turned to yours truly and began to roll up his sleeves "I may be fat but as a kid I used to climb trees all the time with Kabel, I feel perfectly capable of climbing with a rope, so no more empty talk. Let's go to the top of this volcano and let's do it soon!"




    Kabel had evidently been able to strike the right chords with his childhood friend, and so with an Almoluk who seemed to have put aside his gloomy thoughts, whatever they were about, and to have finally regained the right motivation we could begin the challenging climb of the final part of Mt. Eknos, which would take us straight into the volcano.




    "Make sure you are well secured to the ropes, tie them around your waist." As I laid out the final recommendations Kabel prepared to go up first, to take one of the ropes to the top of the mountain and anchor it on the edge of the crater.




    "Wait, what are you doing?" I asked him.




    "I will climb first, I am best suited to do so," he replied promptly without ceasing to busy himself with final preparations, "I have always climbed for pleasure and with all due respect master you are too old to do so. It is not a very long climb, I will do it with my bare hands carrying one of the ropes up with me and once at the top I will secure it well so that you can use it to climb quite easily."




    I knew his abilities and knew he was best suited to do so, so I listened to him even though I was always afraid something might happen to him given the importance of his role.




    The boy climbed up the mountain without delay, at one point he put his foot in the gap almost giving us a stroke but recovered immediately and apart from that small moment of hesitation when we were afraid he would slip he led the climb flawlessly reaching the summit in less than half an hour.




    At that point he secured the rope tightly and pulled it down to us. We had put enough vines together to make one large rope, and before I gave it to Kabel and had him take it up with him I had sprinkled it with a substance that I had brought with me years ago from a druid native to the far north of the continent, that is, from the northern coast of the kingdom of Asatrevel. It was a very special substance that was dark gray in color and had the unique characteristic of making the materials to which it was applied much stronger. Moreover, by smearing it on the rope it had made it less slippery and easier to handle, making it possible to maintain a strong grip on it without running the risk of causing grazes to one's hands.




    We therefore slowly began to climb the three of us as well, taking good care to pay the utmost attention and help each other, and in this light it was relevant that we were tied to each other in order to be able to rescue the companion who might have been in difficulty. Almoluk was puffing and one could see that the effort he was making was really a lot, perhaps too dangerously close to his limits to the extent that it bordered on suffering, however...nevertheless he did not give in or did not want to at least. The words that Kabel had whispered in his ear had strongly motivated him, in a way that was almost unbelievable, he was gritting his teeth determined and convinced as never before. It was as if Kabel with those few phrases had triggered something inside him and whatever it was had made him able as if by magic to tap into a mysterious energy that was pushing him higher and higher with a vehemence that was truly amazing.




    Suddenly, however, that vehemence risked turning into excessive impetuosity that was about to mislead him into putting his foot down. He seemed on the verge of falling, and immediately Kabel with great quickness and alertness pulled the rope to try to support us in case we were in danger of falling, but Almoluk responded to the situation with unexpected coolness and displayed great responsiveness.




    "Don't worry, it's all under control," he said without flinching too much and then took a quick, almost feline, for one gifted with his build, leap that brought him back to a more stable and secure position.




    From there we resumed the climb without encountering any further hiccups and shortly reached Kabel on the summit.




    "Good job guys," I congratulated myself, "now let's move to the other side of the crater and rappel down into the mouth of the volcano, we will only have to descend a few dozen meters after which we will find the passage we are looking for and that will get us back on the right path, the one that leads to Regnet."




    My companions followed my instructions on the fly and this time fortunately we did not encounter any particular obstacles, arriving easily at the shaft that was supposed to lead us toward the entrance to the fire kingdom. That shaft shortly after the entrance became vertical but a few steps were carved into the rock and this allowed us to descend quite easily, oppressive heat aside, to the end of it reaching a wide cavern past which we would enter the entrance cave to the hidden realm of fire.




    But the cavern where we were at that moment concealed dangers of no small magnitude, and it did not take long to realize this. In fact, sudden puffs of boiling steam were rising from the ground, and this, coupled also with the low light, made the task of crossing the scorching cavity unharmed more complicated.




    "Is it really necessary to go through here? Isn't there another way to the other side?!" wondered an Almoluk dripping with sweat.




    "Unfortunately, no," I replied, "we have to go this way. This volcano does not appear to be as inactive as we expected but we cannot afford to turn back. In fact, these volcanic phenomena are all the more reason for us to hurry to find the portal and open a passage to Regnet."




    We therefore set out using extreme caution, but in spite of this we were brushed dangerously close by the puffs of steam on at least a couple of occasions, so that I was forced to use my Levantir, and without it it would have been impossible for us to avoid yet another explosion of boiling steam. My magic staff lit up once again, releasing a great energy charge that dissipated the incandescent steam that would otherwise have irretrievably run over us, thus enabling us to finally get to the other side.



OEBPS/Images/mappacontinenteMaytos.png





OEBPS/Images/fusioneeninterna.jpg
FRANK FISHER





OEBPS/Images/MappaRegnet.png
Regnet (Sive Reign) map






OEBPS/Images/mappaBelisaver.png





