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Dedication


[image: ]


Thanks to my faithful editor, without whom this book wouldn’t have been nearly as good.  Thanks also to the readers who have asked when the book would be finished, their encouragement kept me going when there were times it didn’t seem like it would ever get done.  And lastly, thanks to my DnD friends from the past who don’t realize how much playing those adventures inspired me to want to write fantasy.

Any errors that remain are mine alone.
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Prologue
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Seventeen years have passed since Gant and Dalphnia kidnaped Gwen, the Child of Prophecy, from the demon ruling in the city of Ferd and brought her home to live with them.  She’s grown into a headstrong young woman with a propensity for magic and now she wants to go out into the world and take her brother with her.  

Meanwhile, west of the Monolith Mountains, the rival demon overlords Gargash and Balgash continue to battle for possession of Isabella, whom they believe is the Child of Prophecy but is actually a slave child that Pris switched with Gwen at birth.  Isabella lives in Pogor after Gargash stole her from Balgash who rules in Ferd.  Balgash was furious and has mounted multiple armed attacks against Pogor trying to regain custody of Isabella.  So far, those efforts have failed.

The struggle between demons is about to come to an end, and when the truth comes out, the forces of evil that reside in the west will unite in their efforts to regain their prized child and kill everyone east of the mountains.
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Chapter 1
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Gwen’s raven hair glistened in the sunlight that filtered between the leaves of the magnificent treehouse she lived in.  It was no ordinary treehouse.  No, it was the massive, enchanted oak they all called Sprout.  The tree had such a powerful intrinsic bond with Gwen’s mother, the woodland nymph Dalphnia, that it configured its limbs, branches and leaves into a comfortable home for the whole family.  

As Gwen had grown up living in the tree, she’d also bonded with Sprout, and the tree somehow knew when to tighten the weave of the branches that formed the walls to keep her warmer or open windows to cool her and let her see out.  The tree’s behavior would have been supernatural except that in a nymph’s family it all seemed normal.

Standing near his sister, Seth recognized the mischievous gleam growing in his sister’s dark eyes, knew she was up to something, but waited for her to explain.

“We’re going to find the Tower at Tirumfall,” she stated matter-of-factly, as if they could just walk there that very day.

Seth hesitated, accustomed to his sister’s tricks and pranks that often had him as the butt of the joke.  There were plenty of legends about Tirumfall Tower.  Most hinted that the ultimate secrets of wizardry were locked up inside.  Other than the fact that the tower existed, little else was known. Seth had heard Gwen ask their Uncle Pris about the tower many times during her lessons in magic with him, but even he thought it was more rumor than fact and that going there was a waste of time.  Better, he suggested, she continue her studies as she certainly had a knack for spell casting and the best way to improve was to practice. 

“Gwen, you’re kidding, right?” he said when she failed to elaborate.

“No, I’m not.”  The gleam in her eyes spread to a wicked grin.  “You know I’ve dreamed of this my whole life.”

“Why now?  Uncle Pris says you’ll be one of the best wizards in the world.”

“Not one of the best. I want to be the best wizard ever,” she said through pursed lips.

“You will be, just keep training with Uncle Pris.”

Gwen shook her head and turned away from the opening in the branches that she’d been looking out.  “You don’t understand.  Tirumfall had wizards that would put every mage in the world to shame.  They knew things that were lost, things Uncle Pris can’t teach me, that no one can teach me.”

“So, you’re determined to go?”  Seth asked but already knew Gwen didn’t say something like this unless her mind was made up, and in that case, he’d learned a long time ago there was nothing he could say to change her mind.  

“Yes.  And I need to go now because last night I cast a spell looking for the key to Tirumfall.”

“And you found it?” Seth asked, incredulously.  

“No.  The spell didn’t work that well.  But the spell led me to someone who’s seen it.”

“Who?  Where?”

“Someone named Mott, a traveling storyteller who is in Falls Hill right now.  I believe that he has actually seen the key.”

“Seen it or has it?”

“He doesn’t have it but he knows who does.  And we’re going to find out who that someone is and then we’ll go get the key from them before someone else opens the tower.”

Seth shrugged.  It was a wild goose chase but he didn’t see how he was going to put a stop to it.  “How do you propose to get the key from whoever has it?”

“We’ll worry about that when we find them.”

Seth didn’t like it at all.  He felt the tightly interwoven branches that made up the floor sway, as if Sprout felt his discomfort.  The floor steadied.  Maybe she wasn’t serious.  And anyway, how did she know there was a key?  Could a tower built by the greatest wizards in the history of magic be locked by a simple key?  “How do you know there is a key?”

“Why would you think there isn’t?”

Typical, she answers with another question, he thought.  But Seth was beginning to realize she was serious.  Now the alarms were ringing in his head.  Every time he went along with one of his sister’s schemes, he was the one that got in trouble.  He knew legends claimed that Tirumfall Tower was the ultimate seat of all magic.  If that was true, the tower was just the place where Gwen could fulfill her biggest dream, that one day she would be the greatest wizard ever.  

“I don’t think you’ve thought this through.  How will we get there?  What about provisions, food, money, all the stuff travelers need?”

“You worry too much.  I’m going to unlock Tirumfall Tower.  Are you going with me or not?”

Despite a million reasons he should say no, he knew he was going.  Somehow, he couldn’t resist his sister.  He nodded assent; breathed out a long, slow breath, and allowed his sister to hug him fiercely.

“You won’t regret this,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

Somehow, he wasn’t so sure.
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Gant paced the cushiony floor made of interwoven stout branches; his muscular arms clasped behind his back.  Dalphnia stood a few feet away, her lithe arms crossed over her chest, her skin a light green, her walnut eyes focused on their daughter who sat on a flexible, living limb that served as a seat.  They had gathered in Gwen’s bedroom, where as always, Sprout reconfigured limbs and branches to match their unspoken thoughts.

“I can see that you’re determined to go,” Gant grumbled, “but I’ve heard Pris tell you over and over it’s a waste of time.” 

“Maybe so,” Gwen admitted, “but I’ve seen the key and that tells me the tower can be opened.  Why are you trying to deny me the only dream I’ve ever had?”

Dalphnia shook her head.  “I don’t think this is a good idea either.  Once you leave the protective magic of my woods your own powers will send ripples through the fabric of magic that others will detect.  Your presence will be known.”

“There,” interrupted Gant.  “You see . . . “

“But,” said Dalphnia, “I understand dreams.  And much as I’d rather you continue to study with Pris, stay home, be safe, life isn’t all about taking the easy way.  I think you should go.  Find out once and for all if you can open the tower, discover its secrets, or not.  Otherwise it’ll haunt you forever.”

Gant flinched.  He thought Dalphnia would have helped put an end to this nonsense.  Instead, she’d just sent Gwen off into the world.  “But,” he started and then saw the stern look come across Dalphnia’s face.  He shrugged.  “Okay, but your brother goes with you.”

Gwen smiled.  “Never intended anything else.”

Gant glanced at Dalphnia, gave her a nod, and they both understood that there was one important question still to be discussed.  She motioned for him to go on.  Clearing his throat, he said, “I think there’s something we should tell you before you go.”

Gwen sat up, expectantly anticipating what would come next.  Dad never got this serious about anything, but right now, the furrows above his eyes said this was not only serious, it was difficult for him.

Dalphnia began.  “Did you ever wonder why you are so much different than your brother?”

“You mean why I don’t have the green cast to my skin and hair like you and Seth?”

“That and why you don’t have a nymph’s ability to charm others, or communicate with the trees or forest animals,” added Dalphnia.

Gwen looked at her father, read the anguish in his face, turned to her mother who nervously licked her lips.  How could Gwen soften this moment for the parents who’d been so good to her all her life, the parents she loved with all her heart?  But this wasn’t news.  She wasn’t blind and she wasn’t stupid.

She looked straight at Gant.  “Am I your child only, then?”

He took in a breath.  “You are not our natural child, not mine or your mother’s,” he started, choking a moment on his own words.  He paused, unable to go on right away.  Eventually he added, “Though we’ve loved you as if you were ours.”

“Then who are my mother and father?”

“It’s a long story,” sighed Dalphnia.  “Probably not worth telling because there’s no way you can see them.”

Gwen thought about that for a moment.  Why couldn’t she see her birth parents?  Were they dead?  “Why not?” she finally asked.

“Because you were born west of the Monolith Mountains,” said Gant.

Realization came slowly.  Nobody was born west of those mountains.  Only evil lived there since the Western Kings had fallen and that was long before she was born.  It couldn’t be true – it couldn’t!

Gant saw the shocked look on her face and continued.  “Even if you knew who your parents were, you can’t cross the mountains.”

Gwen stood up, paced the short distance to the wall of branches, stopped and turned toward her parents.  “If I was born over there how did I get here?”

“It’s complicated,” said Gant.

Dalphnia put one arm around Gwen.  “As best we know, your mother had a demon for a lover, though not by her choice.  You were to be the chosen one who would lead the demons against us.  If the prophecy came true it would have cast the world into darkness.  We couldn’t let it happen.”

Tears welled up in Gant’s eyes, his face contorted with anguish.  He wrapped his arms around both Gwen and Dalphnia and hugged them fiercely.  “We swore we’d never tell you.  Now that seems wrong.  You need to know who you are before you go off into the world.”

Gwen’s heart sank, her guts churned, sweat broke out on her forehead.  How could this be happening?  Somehow the comfort she always felt from her father’s hugs was gone, the warmth turned cold.  It was a chilling truth.  It was almost too much, her parents not her parents, and all her life a lie.  Suddenly she felt like she was standing in quicksand, sinking into oblivion.  No, no.  She needed to take back her life, find solid ground.  She would find Tirumfall Tower and she would be the greatest wizard of all time.  She would put her world back on solid ground.

“If I was born over there,” the words came out with a note of repugnance, “how did I get here?”

“We took you the day you were born.”

“You kidnapped me.”  The horror of the idea was like acid in her mind.  How could they, good, kind, honest parents, have committed such a crime?  Her anger grew from a tiny spot in the pit of her stomach to a raging fire that consumed her.  “And no one came looking for me?”

“We made sure they didn’t know you were gone.”

Now she was crying.  “Then I am nothing to you but a political pawn.  Stolen to keep your enemies from victory.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s why we did it,” said Gant.  “At least at first. But we came to love you, love you even more than our own son.  There is something special about you, your grasp of spell casting, the aura around you.  Whether it’s for good or evil, only you will decide.”

She unwrapped his arms and stepped back, pushing away from both of them, avoiding their eyes.  “Does my brother know?”

“Of course not.”  Gant’s arms dangled uselessly at his sides, empty now that she’d rebuffed his embrace.  “You don’t need to tell him.”

“He’s still going with me,” she said, half a statement, half a question.

“Certainly,” said Dalphnia.  “I’d feel better if he was with you.”  She said it calmly, but inside her stomach churned, knowing that both of her children would be leaving and there was no guarantee they’d come back.

Gant clenched his teeth to hold back his agony.  “Your brother always goes wherever you go and until he reaches maturity and takes a wife, he can go freely anywhere.  I wouldn’t try to stop him.”

“Fine.  We’ll leave this afternoon.”

“I’ll help you pack,” said Dalphnia, stepping toward the door.

Gwen studied her mother, who as a woodland nymph never aged, who was as beautiful as ever, and who had raised her with love and compassion seasoned with a dash of toughness that had kept trouble from getting out of hand.  She wanted to thank her somehow, but couldn’t find the words.  Instead, she followed Dalphnia out of the bedroom to find her brother.
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Gant entered his son’s treehouse room, a long sword in its scabbard griped tightly in his right hand.  He studied his son, noting how much he looked like his mother.  He had her same lithe, wiry build so different from Gant’s bulk.  Seth’s hair was wavy down over his ears.  It was mostly brown with streaks of green that shimmered and seemed to change with the light.  His face was handsome with brown eyes that shone like polished walnut.  He wore pants woven from bark.  A draw-string of vines held the pants in place and over that he had on a pull-over sleeveless tunic fashioned from spider’s web and moss, all made by Dalphnia.  Gant noted the moose skin boots that were a present from Uncle Pris.

“I hope you are bringing some more common clothes,” said Gant.  “What you’re wearing is wonderful if you are in the woods, but you will be going places where they will bring unwanted attention.  Your sister has taken both.”

“I know,” mumbled Seth, eyes focused down while he continued to pack.  “I have some other stuff already packed.”

When Seth failed to look up, Gant said, “If your sister is determined to pursue this folly, I know you’ll go with her.”  He held out the sword at arm’s length.  “Take Valorius Goodenkil with you.  Now that Pris has restored some magic to the blade it will stop most anything you encounter.  Even with it, your road will not be easy.”

Seth shook his head.  “I’m terrible with a sword.  Besides, Valorius is yours.  Sis has her magic and I have the trees and animals to protect us.”

Gant sighed.  “Yes, she has her magic but what if you are taken by surprise and she doesn’t have time to work a spell.  And what if there are no trees or animals where you are going?”

The boy grimaced.  He’d never considered the possibility that he’d be where there were no trees, no forest animals.  Magic took time, uninterrupted concentration, to work.  Sometimes circumstances didn’t allow that.  And while he’d never been anywhere that had no trees, likely his sister would be taking him to just such places.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “I guess we’ll have to think of something when the time comes.”

“Just take the sword.”

Seth reached out and gingerly clasped the hilt.  As he withdrew it from is sheath, a tingle ran up his arm as Valorius sensed its new owner.  There was something comforting in the sword’s touch.  “Okay,” he said returning the sword to its sheath.  Reverently, he took the sword, scabbard and the wide leather belt that came with it and buckled it around his waist so Valorius hung on the left. 

Next Gant pulled an ordinary looking dagger from his belt.  “Take this too.  It hardly requires any training and it just might come in handy when a sword won’t.”

Seth took the dull, brown scabbard and pulled out the dagger.  Again, a tingle ran through his hand as his fingers came into contact with the plain, unremarkable weapon.  It felt warm as he took it and the warmth grew as he rolled it from one hand to the other, feeling the balance, noting the workmanship.  It was well made beyond its trappings.

“This is no ordinary dagger, is it?”

“No,” his father admitted, “it has a bit of magic in it though I’m not sure what magic or who enchanted it.  I hope it serves you well.”

Seth re-sheathed the dagger and tucked it through his belt behind his right hip.

“Thanks, Father,” he said.

The larger man embraced his wiry son.  “Keep an eye on your sister.  She lets her enthusiasm get the best of her judgment sometimes.”

“I will,” Seth promised, all the while wondering how he was going to curb Gwen’s impetuousness.

“Come on, Seth,” Gwen shouted from the front room.  “I’m ready to go.”

“Coming,” he shouted back. 

Seth hugged his father again and then shouldered his pack, adjusted Valorius, grabbed his water skin, bedroll and the waist sacks filled with food.  His father followed him out of his room and into the main room where his mother waited.  

Dalphnia hugged him, kissed his cheek and said, “Come back.”

Gwen was already gone and Seth hurried to the spiral limb stairway.  It was a series of horizontal limbs that grew out of the main trunk, each of which doubled back on itself to form steps.  He glanced once over his shoulder as he hurried down the staircase with his heavy load and saw the sadness on his parents’ faces.  The pain reflected there hurt Seth and for a moment he thought of turning back.  He paused at the bottom of the stairs, hesitating before starting on the trail.  

And then Gwen’s voice was in his head, not anything vocal, just words that formed in his mind.  “Hurry up brother.”  He’d always wondered how she could do that.  How could she put thoughts in his head?  He wasn’t telepathic except with her and though he’d gotten used to it over time, it still gave him the creeps.  “I’m coming,” he thought back and dashed down the trail. 

While he could still see the treehouse, he allowed himself one last look back.  His parents stood at the upper window, forlornly watching them leave.  A sad wave good-bye, painful for Seth to see as Gant shouted after him, “And may the sun and the moon and the stars look down upon you and keep you safe.”

Already, his sister was at the edge of the garden urging him on.  He hurried to catch up.  The adventure had begun whether he liked it or not.
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Seth quickly caught up to his sister and they walked side-by-side into the woods.  Within minutes Sprout was completely obscured behind them.  Gwen stepped up the pace and their long strides carried them in amongst the tall trees. Seth felt empathy with the ancient giants.  They had been his friends and a sadness filled his heart as he passed trees that he’d known all his life. He began to wonder just where they were going, who they were looking for and what kind of wild goose chase this was.

“Do we have to go so fast?” he asked as they hurried along.

“Yes.”

“Really?” Seth stopped dead in his tracks.  He grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her to a stop.  She wheeled around, eyes burning, ready to chew him out for slowing them down.

Before she could say a word, he started.  Being on the offensive was often the only way he could get in a word once she got going.  “Look,” he shot, “I think you owe me more of an explanation before we go off to wherever.  What’s the hurry?”

“Because we need to get to Falls Hill before this storyteller moves on.”

Seth digested that. “And you’ll know this storyteller once we get to Falls Hill?”

“I know he’s named Mott.  When I cast the spell to find the key, I got a sort of vision that suggested that this man has seen the key to Tirumfall Tower.  If that’s true, then I bet he can tell us where to find it.  Once we know that, we’ll go find whoever has the key and that’s how we will get it.”

“How will you know this Mott person?”

She shook her head, as if disgusted with his ignorance.  “If Mott is a storyteller, as I think he is, all we’ll have to do is ask.  Everyone in Falls Hill will know him.”

He mulled that over.  True, storytellers were not usually hard to find but in this case the details they had to work with were pretty slim.  What if Mott was a traveling spinner of yarns who had already left Falls Hill?  What if he’d left without telling anyone where he was going?  No matter, Seth knew there was no hope of talking his sister out of it.  The only thing he could do now was to go along with her plan and try to keep her from getting into too much trouble.

“Okay,” he said finally, “but if we’re going to Falls Hill, why not transpose us at least as far as Egog’s cave?  We’ve been there so many times you can’t miss and it’ll save us half the walk.”

A happy laugh bust from her and she slapped him on the shoulder.  With a radiantly brilliant smile plastered on her face she said, “My favorite brother, that is a splendid idea.  Not sure why I didn’t think of it myself.”

“I’m your only brother,” he grumbled.

She hugged her brother tightly.  “Doesn’t mean you can’t be my favorite,” she whispered in his ear.  “Now take my hands and let’s be off.”

She held out both hands and closed her eyes.  While she concentrated on beginning the spell, Seth took her hands so that they formed a closed loop.  And then they both held very still.  

Gwen cleared her mind of every other thought.  There could be no distractions, not the slightest conflicting image or the spell could go fatally wrong.  It was the inability to maintain a clear mind that prevented most people from even attempting magic.  As the mental canvas cleared, Gwen automatically searched for the source of all magical power in that alternate universe where energy was somehow attached to the mind.  She drew from the source, feeling the familiar warmth of an energy tap that hummed with extra-planal power.  The energy level built steadily and she became the storage battery.  Soon there was sufficient force for the transposition.  Reflexively, her mind clung to the precise image of the campsite outside Egog’s cave.  And then she released the energy and the spell was cast.  They felt the familiar tingle as the energy flowed in and through their bodies, and then the rapid flash of hazy images as they were transported to the precise spot she’d envisioned.

After a brief sensation of falling, Seth opened his eyes and looked around. He stood in a clearing that was frequently used as a camp, the blackened fire pit testimony to the travelers who stopped for a night’s rest.  Behind the campsite, loomed an ominously dark cave mouth.  It was called Egog’s cave though everyone knew that Gant had killed that monster years ago, only to nearly die there himself.  It was also common knowledge that this was where Gant had met their mother, Dalphnia, though the details of that first encounter remained a mystery.  

Missing from the scene was his sister.  She should be right in front of him holding his hands but she wasn’t.  How could that be?  It was her spell that brought them here and now she wasn’t here.

“Gwen,” he hollered.

“Right here,” she said from behind him.  He jumped.

“Where were you?” he asked whirling around to face her.

Her image wavered, shimmered like a desert mirage.  Then it firmed and she stood solidly before him.

“I added a bit of image distortion to the transpose spell so if we came out in the midst of anything nasty, they wouldn’t be able to see us.”

“Well it worked just fine, but why did you do that?  And besides, mixing spells can have disastrous consequences.  Why do you do such things?  One of these days it’ll get us both killed.”

“I doubt that.  Besides, I’ve mixed image distortion with other spells before.  It always works.”

“I just wish you’d stop doing things like that.”

“Okay, can we get on now?  We’ve still got a long walk.”

She sprinted forward, leaving him with his mouth open, all geared up for the rebuttal he hadn’t actually thought of yet.  And now she wasn’t there to argue with. He ran after her, his heavy load bouncing against his shoulders and hips, slowing him down.  She laughed, enjoying his struggles and kept running, forcing him to grit his teeth, ignore his flopping gear and run faster.  Finally, he caught up, and only then did she slow to a steady pace that they could maintain the rest of the day.

The side path they were on intersected the road, more a rutted wagon trail through the forest with low hills on either side.  They turned south.  Seth let his senses connect with the trees on either side of the road.  It was a talent he’d inherited from his nymph mother, and like her, he had an innate ability to commune with nature.  In their own way the trees talked to Seth.  Now Seth reached out to them, reading their feelings, sensing whatever they felt, always alert for danger.  This time the trees told him there was nothing to fear.  

As they walked Gwen was deep in thought, pondering her father’s words – “for evil or good.”  What had he meant?  If it was true that her real father was a demon, then it explained some of the talents she had, abilities that none of the rest of her family had, abilities that other humans did not have.  But she’d never felt evil, never thought once that her mischievous nature was bad.  Or did she?  She remembered a time or two when she’d really just wanted to kill something, chop some creature to bits, any creature.  She’d never done anything like it though and she’d always passed it off as a bad mood.  But demons were evil.  She slowed and turned to Seth.  “Do you think I’m evil?”

Evil?  His sister?  Her question surprised Seth so much that at first he couldn’t begin to formulate an answer.  What in the world did she mean by evil?  She was headstrong, determined, mischievous, and often a true pain in the butt, but compared to what he knew of evil, she was nothing like that.

“What makes you ask such a silly question?” 

“Nothing.  I just wondered.  You’re always telling me I’m the one getting you in trouble.  I wondered if I could really be evil.”

He laughed at her.  “You just get into mischief, nothing evil if you ask me.”

“Thanks,” she said, and patted her brother on the shoulder.  “I always count on you to tell me the truth.”

With that, she picked up the pace, lengthening her stride and almost sucking him along in her wake.  At this rate, he was sure they’d make the five leagues to Falls Hill before dark.
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The sun was low in the western sky when they reached the outskirts of Falls Hill.  They’d been there once before, that Seth remembered, but they had been very young.  Now the town didn’t seem nearly as big, the buildings simpler, less imposing.  The town itself was small, hardly more than a crossroads.  What made it important, or probably gave it reason to exist at all, was that for centuries the Emperor of the Eastern Empire maintained a home on the river just above Bolar’s Falls.  It was a picturesque, quiet spot where the Emperor came occasionally to rest and get away from the pressures of governing.  Seldom did Emperor Pristum visit though and the town had settled into a peaceful, unhurried existence.  

The road came out of the forest with a jolt.  They rounded a bend and there was the town.  On the right side of the road was a long, low log building that appeared to have been some kind of barracks.  A guard post extended from the building right to the street.  There were no lights, no guards and the building seemed deserted.  

To their left, a side street led back to a cluster of simple log homes.  Ahead, down the main road loomed a multi-storied building.  The bottom two floors were solid stone with a log third floor that was obviously a later addition.  The sign out front said “Frothy Cascade Tavern” with a picture of a waterfall pouring into a foamy mug of ale.  They headed straight for it.

With night approaching, they encountered few others on the street.  Seth studied the townspeople they passed.  They seemed harmless, ordinary; few even carried a visible weapon.  They passed a second side street to their left that ran to the docks on the river and then they reached the inn.  Gwen barged straight in, letting the door swing shut on Seth.  He grumbled, pulling the door open for himself while shrugging his pack into a more comfortable position.

Inside, the main room was dimly lit by braces of oil lamps along the walls, and from the flickering fire in the broad, stone fireplace on the wall directly across from the entrance.  Gwen strode purposefully up to the bar, addressing the gray-hair man behind it.

“Good evening,” she said, as her brother lurched to a stop directly behind her.  “We’d like a room for the night.”

The older man smiled at her, a warm, gentle smile.  He wore a soiled apron over serviceable shirt and trousers that had seen better days. “With or without meals?”

“With,” Seth shot over Gwen’s shoulder.  He wasn’t about to let his sister go cheap and let his stomach to suffer.

The man behind the bar held out his hand.  “With supper and breakfast in the morning that’ll be three crowns.  Payable in advance.”

Seth began to fish out coins from his purse.  “Is that for two rooms or one?” he asked.

“One, of course,” said the innkeeper with a wink.

“We’ll need. . .” Seth started but a sharp elbow in his ribs told him his sister had other ideas.

“We’ll take it,” she said.  Turning to her brother, “Pay him.”

Dutifully, he handed over the three coins.  The innkeeper looked at them quizzically, bit one, mumbled something under his breath and then shoved the coins into the pouch at the front of his apron.  “Take the first room at the top of the stairs on the left.”  He motioned toward the dark stairwell that was half hidden near the rear of the inn.

Gwen started for the stairs.  “We’ll stow our gear and then come down for supper.”

“What is for supper?” Seth asked, still standing in front of the bar.

“Fresh bread, roast pig, turnips and carrots.”

His mouth watering, Seth followed his sister up the stairs and into their tiny room.  With a loud thump he deposited his load on the stained, plank floor.

“What’s the idea of only one room?” he demanded.

“Why not?  We aren’t exactly rich, you know, and I’m not afraid to sleep in the same room with you.  Does it bother you?” she asked grinning from ear to ear.

He frowned, thought about it, and decided they could manage okay in one room.  Besides, it was clear she had made up her mind.

“Come on,” she said and opened the door to go back downstairs.  “We need to find this Mott, the Storyteller, and find out what he knows about the key.”

Seth followed her out and pulled the door shut after him.  “Are you going to lock the door?” he asked, noting that there was no keyhole.

“I guess so,” she said and took a long minute to cast an anti-intrusion spell on the door.  “Now let’s get going,” she said once the spell was complete.  She slipped back down the stairs into the inn’s great room with Seth on her heels, hungry for supper.  

In the main room, a smattering of patrons sat in groups of two or three, mostly sipping from pint mugs.  A few had food and bread on the table.  Seth watched as Gwen scrutinized each person, judging them.  He knew she was looking for a storyteller.  He expected any storyteller to be surrounded by an audience eager to hear his tales.  No one fit that description.

Gwen strode over to the bar and took a seat.  She waved the proprietor over.  

Seth turned away from the room and slipped up behind her.  Before he could ask about food, Gwen leaned over to the man behind the bar and asked, “Is a storyteller named Mott here tonight?”

“That’s him there,” said the tavern owner, pointing to a slovenly dressed man, asleep in the corner.

“Does he often sleep in the main room like that?” asked Seth.

“Asleep,” laughed the tavern owner.  “He’s drunk, as usual.  Passed out this afternoon, thanks to the gullible guardsmen who make a game of buying him drinks until he passes out.  He’s got a few good stories but they are all so old that if it weren’t for the rotation of the Emperor’s troops here, I doubt he’d get anyone to pay to hear them.”

“Oh great, we’ve come all this way to talk to the town drunk.  It ought to be some story he has to tell,” grumbled Seth.

“Well, he’s the only one who can tell me the story I want to hear.  If we can get him to tell us anything.” 

“And how will we do that?”

“Wake him up and buy him a drink, most likely.  Isn’t that what drunks value most?”

“Not likely you’ll get him awake now,” added the innkeeper.  “He’s long gone.  Probably won’t wake up until tomorrow.  And if you do get him awake now, my guess is he’ll be too sick to talk to you.”

Seth glanced around the room, noticed the platters of food, smelled the aromas from the cooking fire in the back and felt his stomach rumble.  “Okay, how about we eat supper, have a mug of ale and turn in?”

His sister eyed the drunken storyteller.  “Will he sleep here all night?”

“Most likely.  Unless he does get sick.  Then I toss him out back.”

“All right,” she decided, “but you have to get us up the minute he wakes up in the morning.  We’ll be the ones buying the drinks tomorrow.”

“Sure,” replied the tavern owner.  “Why don’t you take a table over near the fireplace and I’ll have food brought over.  What to drink?”

“What do you have that’s good?” Seth asked, hoping they had something besides the usual local drivel. 

“Ironton ale is our best.  One mug comes with supper.  If you want more, it’ll cost extra.”

“That will be fine,” Gwen said and sauntered over to the empty table nearest the fireplace.

Seth followed and sat down on the bench with his back to the fire.  Waiting for the food to arrive, he surveyed the room trying to guess what each of the other patrons did for a living.  Several, based on their clothes, appeared to be merchants.  The three men nearer the door could be dockworkers, or maybe laborers of some kind.  Might even be crewmen from a ship.  And then a stranger sitting in a dark corner caught Seth’s eye. 

“See anyone that seems suspicious?” he asked his sister.

“Not really.  What do you mean suspicious?”

“What about the guy in the corner behind the bar?  Looks like a wizard, to me.”

“So, what’s so suspicious about a wizard in Falls Hill?”

“Could be he’s looking for the key, too,” he suggested.

“Could be you have a vivid imagination.  Most wizards have given up believing in the legends about Tirumfall.”

“You haven’t.”

“True.  Okay, you could be right.”  She took a closer look at the man.  He was wrapped in a gray hooded robe that was pulled up to cover his face in shadows.  “He does look a bit suspicious,” she admitted.  “So, I’ll be cautious.”

Seth could hardly control himself. “You.  Cautious?  That’s a switch,” he chuckled.

She gave him her “you’re stupid” face.  He ignored it.  He was not going to be baited into an argument here.

The food arrived, delivered by a delightful young woman who appeared from a back room.  She plopped down the wooden serving bowl containing strips of roast pork smothered in broth and boiled turnips and carrots.  Balancing two mugs of ale in the other hand, she deftly lowered them to rest on the table.  She smiled at Seth, a smile he read as an invitation to something more.

“Anything else?” she asked, a musical note in her voice.

He smiled back, noted the grimace on his sister’s face, and was about to say something coy, when his sister broke in.

“That will be all for now,” said Gwen, waving the woman away.

The serving girl nodded and disappeared into the dimmer reaches of the tavern.

Gwen glared at her brother.  “You were trying to enchant that woman, weren’t you?”

“Hey,” he snapped, “I was not.  I just wanted to have a chat with her.  Why did you send her away?”

“To keep you out of trouble.  Lust doesn’t become you.  And besides, I can’t have you rolling in the hay with some tavern owner’s daughter at every stop.”

Begrudgingly he had to admit she was right. His nymph blood burned with passion that wasn’t always easily controlled.  “There’s a part of me that’s all about lust,” he started.  “But you’re right, though I did not even attempt to use my nymph’s charm.  She just liked me.”

“Brother dear, you radiate charm more than mother ever did and you don’t even know it.  Now eat up.  I want to get some sleep tonight.”

Seth eagerly turned his attention to the food, whose smell had him salivating.
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They ate their meal without incident.  Gwen kept an eye on the mysterious wizard who remained obscured within the shadows; quickly convinced that he was watching them.  Using her ability to project thoughts to Seth she suggested, “Maybe Uncle Pris sent someone to check on us.  Or maybe someone else is out to find the key.”  

“Could be,” he replied, concentrating on his food.

“Either way, we watch out for strangers, this one or any others.”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you,” he thought back and glanced over at the stranger who hadn’t moved.

Finally, their bellies blissfully full, they headed for the stairs.  As they trooped past the bar, Gwen tried unobtrusively to get a look at the wizard’s face.  He, if it indeed was a man, sat leaning with his back against the wall.  The candle on his table was not lit further deepening the shadows around him.  He wore a soft, gray hooded cloak with the hood pulled down over his face so only his chin showed.  She couldn’t even tell if he was clean-shaven or if he had no facial hair to begin with.  It was disconcerting to know so little about this mysterious wizard who seemed as out-of-place as she and her brother were.

Without making a scene since there was nothing else to be done, Gwen trudged up the stairs to their room, for once following her brother.  As they approached their room, she undid the protective spell with a single word.  They pushed in the door and entered.  The room was dark and it took a moment for Seth to find and light several candles, placing them on the tiny table alongside the chamber pot that was in the corner next to the door.  While Seth’s magical abilities were limited, even he could have easily lit the candles with a simple fire spell.  But spells came at a price, both in energy consumed and the drain they put on the spell caster.  Flint and tinder were easier and besides, it was better to save their spells for a time when they really needed them.  

In the soft yellow light, they unrolled their blankets and bedrolls and spread them out on the scarred wood floor.  Their blankets were special, hand-made by their mother.  They were woven out of leaves, flowers and grasses in a way that only Dalphnia could do.  It wasn’t just their mother’s innate abilities as a woodland nymph that made them unique, they were also infused with some more conventional magic, thanks to Uncle Pris.  The blankets were always the perfect camouflage in the woods, and they held warmth almost as if they were supplying heat themselves.  Plus, they had a springy, cushiony feel to them that made them as soft as any mattress, and they were light and folded into a small thin square that was easy to carry.

“I’ll sleep nearest the door,” said Seth, sliding his sister’s bedroll across the floor toward the outer wall away from the door.  Since the door opened inward, he positioned his near the middle of the room just beyond the sweep of the door.

Gwen smiled. “Still protecting your little sister.  How sweet.  But there’s nothing to worry about.  I’ll post a spell on the door that will keep out ordinary thieves and warn us if any wizard attempts to override my magic.”

He nodded, ignoring the barb.  He turned his back on her and while she stood in front of the door and cast the protective spell, he unstrapped Valorius and laid it with his pack on the floor between his bedroll and the door.  He dropped the dagger next to it and then pulled off his boots and stood them next to his weapons.  Quickly he tugged off his tunic and pants keeping on only his under garments.  He tossed his clothing on top of the sword and dagger.  Self-consciously, he crawled into his bedroll.  He plumped up the end of his blanket to serve as a pillow and rolled himself up in the rest of it as if it were some giant cocoon.  

Gwen turned from the door, her spell finished, and stepped lithely over her brother toward her bedroll near the outer wall.  Standing on her blanket, she pulled off her boots, tunic, pants, undershirt and undergarments.  Naked, she stepped back over her brother and blew out the candles, one by one.

He eyed her from under his covers.  Her slim, muscularly-toned body, firm breasts and the dark patch of hair between her legs stirred desires in him that even the pretty serving woman had not, carnal desires that were so much a part of the nymph within him.  He turned away, embarrassed by the thoughts running through his mind and pulled the end of the blanket over his face.

“Do you have to get naked?” he grumbled from under the blanket.

“You know I always sleep naked.  I can’t stand clothes touching my skin when I’m sleeping.”  Her voice was musical, as if she were flirting with him even as she tormented him.

“But that’s at home.  We’re on the road.  What if you have to get up during the night?”

“To do what?”

“What if there’s a fire in the inn?”

“Stop worrying,” she said, and then, from her position near the door, she stepped lightly on his stomach on her way back to her own sleeping spot.

He twisted sharply to his left, attempting to topple her off him.  But much to his surprise, she fell straight down on him.  

“Ugh,” he groaned as her weight landed heavily on his shoulder and ribs.  “Are you trying to break my ribs and end this quest already?”

She wrapped her arms around him, pinning him inside the blankets like a mummy trapped in its wrappings.  He struggled to get loose but between her strong grip and the tightly wound covers, he could hardly move.

“Come on,” she laughed, “I’m only playing.  You’re not hurt, except maybe your pride.  Letting your sister trap you in bed.”

She rolled off him, and somehow managed to end up in her own bedroll with hardly a sound.  He pouted for a bit, fluffed his blankets to give himself more freedom, and tried to let it go as another one of his sister’s endless jokes.  What really burned in his mind though, was the warmth of her body as she’d pressed against him and the image of her naked flesh in the soft candlelight just before she blew them out.  She’s my sister, he kept reminding himself.  Even if I have a nymph’s propensity for sexual forays, it felt wrong.  He’d need to control himself better.

He lay there, waiting for her breathing to settle into the gentle rhythm of sleep.  In the hall outside their room, squeaky footsteps went past their door a few times.  Likely other residents going to their rooms, he thought.  Their tread was neither guarded nor gentle.  And then, just as he was drifting off to sleep, he detected a different kind of footfall.  It came up the stairs so quietly that he didn’t hear the footsteps at all until the creak of the top step gave them away.

Now he was wide awake.  The sounds tiptoed toward their room, and then stopped – right outside the door.  He waited.  What were they doing?  He thought of Valorius and the dagger his father had given him.  He’d left them somewhere in the pile of clothing to his left.  How stupid!

There was an eerie silence.  A bead of sweat broke out on Seth’s forehead.  He needed to at least have the dagger in hand.

As quietly as he could, his ears straining to hear the slightest sound from the hallway, he peeled back the blanket and rolled to his left.  His right hand reached across his body, searching for the knife in the darkness.  He fumbled with his tunic, found his pack and tried to move it off his belt.  Something inside the pack clinked softly.  He froze, hoping the person in the hall did not hear it; hoping the sound didn’t alert them to the fact that he was awake.

“What are you doing?” asked his sister, rolling over in the dark towards him.

“Sssh,” he whispered. “There’s someone outside our door.”

Immediately she was on her feet, her blankets falling softly yet audibly to the floor.  He couldn’t see her crouch in the darkness, but he knew she was poised for action.  At the same time, he heard her mumbling softly the words to a spell.  Because he’d hung around during her lessons with Uncle Pris he recognized the spell as one that would allow her to see through the door and see whoever stood on the other side.

A good idea, he thought.  She’d know who was so interested in them without giving away that they knew someone was there.  The spell took only a few seconds, being simple and not requiring much energy.  

“There’s no one there,” she said, once the spell was complete.  She slumped back into her bedroll.  “You must have been dreaming.”

“I wasn’t dreaming.  I heard them come up the stairs and then stop right outside our door.”

She pulled her covers back over her and rolled with her back to him.  “You probably just didn’t hear their footsteps going on down the hall.  Go to sleep.”

He couldn’t let go of it.  Someone had stopped to listen at their door.  Or maybe they had something more sinister in mind.  He rummaged around in his pile of belongings until his hand fell upon the cold, hard hilt of his dagger.  He slid it out from beneath the other items and pulled it quietly from its scabbard.  Clenched in his fist, the blade sticking straight ahead, he snuck to the door.

With one hand on the dagger, he reached up with the other to grip the door latch.  He took a deep breath, his muscles taut, and with a burst of speed he yanked the door open and lunged into the hall, dagger ready.

The yellow glow of the oil lamps cast flickering shadows down the empty hallway.  Doors along either side were closed.  There was no one in sight and there were no sounds of someone scurrying away.  He felt stupid, and yet he was convinced that someone had been spying on them.

He turned and re-entered the room, closing the door gently behind him.  Reluctantly he returned to his bedroll, lay down, and pulled the covers over him.

“Will you go to sleep?” asked his sister.  “Now I’ll have to reset the protection on the door.”

“Sure,” he muttered, feeling even sillier that he’d forgotten about the spell on the door that he’d broken.

He huddled under his blanket while his sister re-cast the spell of protection.  When finished, she said, “Now go to sleep.  Nobody is going to bother us.”

Despite her assurance, Seth kept the dagger with him, tucked neatly beside him where he would not have to search for it again.  Drained, he fell asleep, too tired to dream.
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There was no sunshine to announce the beginning of a new day since there were no windows in the room to let in any light.  Still, there was a growing gray illumination in the room that assured Seth that it was morning.  He rolled over and noted the neatly packed gear where his sister had been sleeping.  He lurched upright, realizing that she was gone.

He jumped out of his blankets, piled them hastily in one corner, and pulled on his clothes.  He buckled on Valorius and slid the dagger back into his belt where it would be inconspicuous and yet easily reached.  He ran his fingers through his matted hair to smooth it, rinsed his mouth with a swig of water from his water skin, and spit it in the night bowl.  Glancing around for anything else that might be important, he yanked the door open and hurried out.

Clomping down the stairs two at a time, he reached the main room, only to find his sister sitting next to the drunken storyteller. Gwen had a bowl filled with bread and poached eggs while the storyteller cradled a mug of refreshment in one hand, gesturing with the other.  Gwen was dressed in tight-fitting black leather pants and a black doeskin tunic that revealed an excessive amount of cleavage.  For a moment, Seth felt a pang of desire, fueled by her blatantly sexy attire.  He fought it and focused on the storyteller who was already well into a tale, and Seth was missing it.

He dashed across the open area to the table where his sister and the storyteller sat.  “Hi,” he said as he pulled out the bench opposite the pair, and plunked down.  “I thought you’d wait for me,” he said pointedly.

“Couldn’t,” was all Gwen said, nudging the storyteller with her shoulder.  “Now go on with your story.”

“I’m Mott,” the storyteller said to Seth, swishing his mug around and gulping down a mouthful.  “This young woman here wanted to hear a story.  I’m telling her about the battle for the portal into darkness.”

Seth wrinkled his nose, “We’ve heard that a hundred times.”

Gwen made a face that said “shut up” and then said, “Yeah, but it’s always been Dad’s version.  He leaves out the good stuff.”

Mott’s face dropped.  “You’ve heard this before?”

“Not the way you tell it.  Your story is much better.  Please go on and don’t pay any attention to my brother.”  She winked coyly at Mott. 

Seth frowned from across the table.  What game was she playing? 

Mott went on.  “So, just when things seemed blackest, with no hope, Gant, Pris, and Uric, the greatest dragon of all time, flew to the tower in Pogor where the forces of evil had opened a dreadful gate to the foulest dimensions and were bringing forth minions of the worst evil kind.  Inside the tower, the greatest battle of all time raged for days, magic against magic, and swords against beasts and demons.  Finally, just when all seemed lost, Gant plunged his sword into the heart of the foulest of all the evil creatures, and nearly lost his own life as the evil energy drained away his life force.  But he was strong enough to win and with the terrible leader of the evil forces dead, the portal was closed.  The forces of good had won.”

Gwen looked accusingly at the storyteller.  “If the forces of good had won, why are the mountain passes still guarded against invasion?  Why do our forces remain vigilant against attack and why are there evil creatures and men living and thriving west of the Monolith Mountains?”

There was vehemence in her questions and Mott shrank back from them.  “Well, of course the victory was not complete.  The forces of evil that had gathered were too large and powerful for a complete victory, so the forces of good retreated to this side of the mountains.  They have waited until the scales can be tipped in their favor.”

“And how will they do that?” she shot.

“I don’t know.  It isn’t part of the story.”

“So, I buy you drinks, treat you nicer than you deserve to be treated, given the circumstances, and all you can give me is a half-finished tale without an ending.  You’re a sham.”  

Gwen started to get up while her brother was frantically trying to keep her in check.  He pulled on her sleeve to get her to sit back down but she was having none of it.

“Sister, I’m sure the good storyteller here can find a better tale to tell.  Don’t leave yet.”

“Yes,” chimed in Mott, eyeing the gorgeous young woman who had graced his table that morning.  Such an improvement over the usual wide-eyed, naive young soldiers who were assigned to Falls Hill and who were normally the only people interested in his tales.  Just having Gwen sit next to him had been the highlight of a decade and he wasn’t anxious to let her escape.  “I’ve lots more stories.  I’ll tell you any story you want to hear.  Sit back down and let me know what it is you want me to tell you.  I know about the Emperor, even about when he was merely a boy.  Name your desire.”  Even as he said it, the lustful grin on his face revealed his intentions.

Hesitantly, she sat down, looked him directly in the eye, and said, “Any story at all?” she asked with a subtle sensual hint in her manner that brought the storyteller’s desires boiling to new heights.  A dreamy mist filled his eyes as if he were fantasizing his lust.  Seth, too, felt Gwen’s magnetic draw.  He had a hard time figuring out which disgusted him more, thinking of the derelict storyteller making love to Gwen, or his own nymph’s lust for his sister.  Still, he knew where she was going and hoped it worked so they could get out of Falls Hill soon.

“Okay,” she said with a sly grin, “tell me about Tirumfall Tower.”

Mott wormed his way closer to Gwen.  “Funny you should ask for that story.  This will be the third time I’ve told it this week.”

Gwen’s face darkened.  “Who else asked to hear it?” she demanded.

“One of the Emperor’s captains and then last night, a stranger who’s name I didn’t get.  But no matter, I will tell you the legend of Tirumfall.”

With that he launched into the tale, beginning with the Great Guild of Wizards and the secrets of their powerful magic that they hoped to guard for all time.  As usual, it was a story of power corrupting even the most scrupulous men and how the tower was built to keep the powerful secrets of magic out of the hands of the less honorable, even magicking the tower itself to insure it would stand up against the most persistent onslaught over the centuries.  The story went on to describe the decline of the wizards’ guild and their ultimate demise.  Mott told it with a flourish, embellishing it with his own dramatic spin, eliciting ale for his trouble along the way.  And the ale loosened his tongue even more, so that the story grew as he told it.

Gwen and Seth had heard the story many times, in many variations, as had anyone who studied the arts of magic.  But the part they wanted to hear most, about the key, was not forthcoming.

As Mott drew his story to an end, his eyes rolling drunkenly in his head, Gwen leaned against him, the contact jolting him from his stupor.  “But what about the key?” she whispered, her warm breath caressing his ear.

Mott went rigid, his eyes grew wide.  “It is the key you’re after.”

Gwen held a finger to her lips, “Sssh, yes.  We are interested in the story you have to tell about the key.”

“I’ll need more ale to tell that one,” he said loudly, swinging his empty mug for emphasis.  “And more,” he hinted, putting his free arm around Gwen’s shoulders.

Gwen did not flinch.  Instead she leaned closer, rubbing her shoulder against his filthy tunic.  “Okay,” she promised, “if your story has any truth to it, we can trade favors.”

Mott’s eyes burned with lust.  He rubbed the stubble that passed for a beard.  “Buy me an ale, and promise to take me to your room when the story is done, and I’ll tell you everything I know.”

Seth watched in horror.  This was the worst possible trade he could think of.  “No,” he interjected, only to get a swift kick under the table from Gwen.

“Mott’s got the most amazing tale to tell,” she said sweetly, and ordered more ale from the serving maid.

Mott waited until his mug had been refilled and then started.  “It was three months ago,” he began.  “I was telling stories at the Copper Pot in Lasern when this wizard with thick black, bushy eyebrows and patchy dark facial hair sat down in the middle of the group of listeners and says he’s got a better tale to tell than anything I’ve got.”

“Who was he?” asked Gwen.

“Don’t know, never saw him before, nor again.  But you can’t miss him.  He’s missing half of his right ear and the two smallest fingers on his right hand.”  Mott drank heavily from his mug.  “Do you want to hear the story or not?”

“Of course,” replied Gwen, fluttering her eyes at the storyteller.

“Okay,” he continued, drinking again from his mug.  “So, this wizard sits down, and begins this tale.  He asks if we’ve heard of Tirumfall Tower, and would you believe it, half of the knot heads sitting there had not.  I wonder what’s happened to the storyteller’s art when the best tale there ever was is being left out of the telling.  So, he begins by telling the whole story I’ve just told to you.  Course he got parts of it wrong, and as he’s telling his tale my listeners start melting away, bored.  It was disgusting, I’ll tell you, but I was curious to see where his story would go, so I listened on.”

“I suppose he was buying the drinks,” suggested Seth.

“As a matter of fact, he was.  I think to begin with he was drunker than I, but that didn’t matter.”

“I’m sure,” said Seth, “now go on with the story.”

“Yes, yes.  By this time there was only the two of us left at the table, and he ends the legend of Tirumfall.  To which I asked him how he got off suggesting that his story was better than any of mine, especially since I told the very same story and did it better.

“That’s when he reached into a pocket somewhere in his cloak and pulled out a key.  It looked like an ordinary key to me, but he claimed it was the lost key to Tirumfall Tower.  He claimed to have found it on some dimensional plane of ether and that, mishandled, it would disappear and return to that place.”

“And that’s it?” asked Gwen.  “For that story I should fulfill your desire.”

“No, that’s not the important part.  Because I said I didn’t believe him.  And he said he’d prove it.  So, he gave me the key, let me handle it.  It was strange to hold, not made of metal or anything I recognized, and there was something ethereal about it, like I could see through it or something.”

“And from that you decided this was indeed the key to Tirumfall?” asked Gwen.

“Not just that.  After I’d held it for a moment, he said ‘go ahead, try it in a lock.  Any lock.’  So, I got up, went to the front door of the tavern and inserted the key in the lock.  It vanished.  Disappeared.  It was gone.  No pop, no flash of light, nothing like that, it just faded from view and I was left holding nothing.”

“I’ll give you,” began Gwen, “that it must have been a magical key but that hardly proves it is the key to Tirumfall.”

“True.  The surprising part is that the weird guy who had the key wasn’t upset when the key disappeared.  He said, ‘see, that proves my point.  I’ll just have to go back where I found it the first time and retrieve it again.’  And with that he left the tavern, with me following of course because I wasn’t about to be tricked that easily.  He slipped around the corner, did some mumbo jumbo in the alley behind the Copper Pot and disappeared.”

“Did he say anything about how the key worked?” asked Seth.

“Or where he was going with the key once he retrieved it?” added Gwen.

“No, no, no.  Though I did ask around the Copper Pot once he’d gone to see if anyone knew him, and though they didn’t, someone was sure he was from Bluffton.”

“Bluffton.  That’s an impossible distance north of here.  How are we going to find him there?” lamented Seth.

“Sorry,” said Mott with poorly faked compassion.  “That’s my story, now it’s
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