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Chapter one, Waking.

 


A tall elderly man stood at the meeting of
two roads. These roads formed a T. Both of the roads were well
fashioned out of good stone. This was a bit odd in such an out of
the way location. However, the two roads weren't maintained in the
same way. The road which ran over the low and straight pass was
patched in a haphazard way. This was done by the people who used
it, and while they did the best they could, they weren't as skilled
as the original builders. However, the ruts and grooves worn into
the stone, gave one a hint the original builders were long
gone.

As to the other road, which ran off into the
high mountains, it wasn't maintained at all. In several areas
within sight of the crossroad, dirt had slowly flowed over it. From
what was growing on these spots, anyone could tell it had been many
years since it had been used.

The old man stood in the intersection and
slowly turned to make sure no one was around. Finely he came to a
stop facing a dead tree. A moment later, he started walking through
the grass. Before he made it to the dead tree, he found himself
walking on uneven rocks. Then it was only a dozen more steps to a
strange stone circle. It was made by cutting and polishing one
large flat stone. This made it stand out.

A second later, all of the old man's
attention was focused on the strange stone circle. It hadn't been
there an hour before, and it wouldn't be there an hour later. This
fact didn't bother him. For he knew everything about this strange
circle. After all, he had created it. Well … he had done the plans
himself, and ordered others to build it. He firmly believed in
delegating work to lesser minds. To this particular old man,
everyone else was listed under the heading of lesser minds.

The center of this strange stone circle was
perfectly flat. There wasn't even one standing stone near it.
However, it wasn't bare rock either. At some point, someone had
spent a lot of time inlaying geometrical shapes, strange symbols,
and sigils into the perfectly flat stone. The inlayings gleamed in
many different colors, and were perfectly flush with the stone
surface. You didn't need the glow from the inlayings, to tell you
this was the kind of circle where people called upon arcane forces.
A select few of great learning, would have gleaned what sort of
magic was being done. Mind you, they would have been hard to catch
to ask. After one quick glance, they would have run away while
making as little sound as possible. People of such great learning,
only reach such a level with a regard to their knowledge and
lives.

The elderly man completed a long set of
spells, and looked around. "Looks like everything worked as
expected. Just the one … Er, glitch in my plans." Then with a
laugh, the elderly man said, "Even that went my way in the
end!"

He mopped his brow as he looked at the small
forms in the center of the arcane circle. Yes, quite profitable,
the elderly man thought as he smiled. Normally his smiles never
reached his eyes. However, this one did. No one would find them
now.

Three small forms just laid there. Now two of
them were nothing but rotting meat. Only the light breathing
separated one from the other two. All three just stared at the sky.
None of them even blinked. They all just laid there with their eyes
open. None of the eyes were even focused.

The old man looked around before muttering to
himself, "Good, still no one around. I will be totally done before
anyone gets here." With a nasty grin, he started going through his
packs. After a moment of rummaging around, he pulled out a reddish
stone and said, "Ah, Karn. I'm glad I remembered to bring you. Even
if you are not a perfect fit," Then with a glance at the small
form, he added, "However, I have made it so no one will notice!"
The old man spoke to the reddish stone like it could understand
him. This stone had the shape of a deflated kidney bean. Only it
was closer in size to a quail's egg. Kneeling down, the old man
carefully aligned the stone on the forehead of the still breathing
form. When it was correctly placed, the old man stood up and
started a rhythmic chant. Within moments, the stone started
pulsating in harmony with the chant. At first, the pulses stayed
the same length. However, as the chanting continued, the duration
of each pulse grew longer, while the bright points kept pace with
the chant. This made the dim starting and ending points, grow
together. Soon the stone was always glowing. It just flickered
between different levels of brightness. This kept up until the
stone stayed at its brightest point. However, the old man kept
chanting for another seven minutes. Then all at once, he
stopped.

When the old man's chant ended, the stone's
glow started to fade. As he watched this, he calmly took a drink
from his water bottle. Then as he knelt down, he said, "Now let us
see, if my luck is still holding." After putting the stone away,
the old man went to watching the small form. He knew the eyes would
give the first indication of success or failure, and he had plenty
of time to wait.

Slowly, very slowly, thoughts returned. Even
when they did return, nothing made sense. It had thoughts, but no
memories to hook them to. It was like a newborn babe. In fact, it
was worse. The newborn had at least instinct to go on. However,
slowly the spells started to knit together, until … As it lay there
looking up, a thought and memory collided in the nearly empty mind.
"BLUE!" That was blue. Now, what did blue mean. A gentle flickering
drew the eye's attention. What was flickering? LEAVES! Those
flickering things were falling leaves, but what were leaves and why
did they fall?

Two hands helped the small figure sit up as a
gravelly voice asked, "How do you feel boy?"

"Huh?" Was the muttered reply.

"I see. Not quite done yet. Still I can clear
away the last of the evidence," the elderly man said.

As the small figure looked at the hands, it
wasn't sure who was talking. However, it did know the hands were
twisted with old age and years of hard work. Looking from the
hands, to the tall elderly man they belonged to, he wondered what
was going on. This lasted only for a moment, before he went back to
looking around in confusion. Finely the boy spoke, "Where is this?
Nothing looks familiar."

"Not to worry. You just fell and hit your
head. You will be all right in a moment or two," the elderly man
said as he dragged the boy to a nearby rock. There he set the boy
down and turned back to face the stone circle.

As the old man chanted, the stone circle
started to shrink. The engravings always stayed in perfect
proportion with the size of the stone circle. However, the two
still forms, stayed in place. The circle just seemed to slide out
from under them as it shrank. When the circle was the size of a
large round shield, it no longer looked to be part of the ground.
It now looked like it was a large flat inlaid rock, which had been
laid on the ground. However, it didn't stop until the stone circle
was about the size of a man's palm. At this point, it rather looked
like a sharpening stone with funny markings. The old man stopped
chanting, and looked around. Seeing no one, he gave a gravelly
chuckle before he walked over and picked the stone circle up. He
looked it over before putting it in his pouch. Turning to the boy
he said, "There is no such thing as magic!"

Why did the elderly man say that? Hadn't he
just used magic? The boy wondered about this, until the growing
pain in his head hurt so bad everything else was forgotten. When
the waves of pain ebbed, nothing was remembered about magic. Not
that the boy had known much about magic in the first place.

As the boy's vision cleared, he found himself
staring at an old withered man. The man was definitely old, but
still not bent by time, and far stronger than one would expect. He
was like an old weathered oak tree with knots and scars from over
the years, but still strong and tall. His clothes had once been
black. However, now they were so old and faded they had become more
of an off gray than a true black. His boots and belt were also
heavily worn and faded. However, they had an odd purplish tinge to
them. He looked like he had slept in his clothing.

The elderly old man looked at the boy. Seeing
something to please him, the old man nodded his head before saying,
"Come on boy. I don't want to linger here!"

The boy looked around, seeing no one else he
asked, "Am I a boy then?"

"Worse than normal. I wonder if it's because
…Well no matter, it will have to do. For now," the old man said as
he took the small boy's arm and led him away. However, the small
boy wasn't done asking questions, "What about them?" The old man
looked back at where the circle had stood. After a moment he said,
"Forget about them."

The boy shook his head as the thought left
him. This left his mind all fuzzy. When his mind cleared again he
asked, "Who are you?"

"People call me Old Dar. I'm a trapper. You
are my new apprentice," Old Dar calmly said as he led the way. For
some reason the boy didn't like the sounds of this. However, he
couldn't remember why. He was about to ask about this when Old Dar
glanced at him. Whatever Old Dar was looking for, he found it the
instant they locked eyes. Old Dar bent down and whispered into the
boys ear as he laid a hand on the boy’s forehead. Everything went
black. When the boy came back to his senses he found himself face
down on a rarely traveled road. However, it wasn't the same road.
Now there were hills nearby. How did he get here, and why did he
hurt all over.

As the boy got back to his feet, he saw the
road was also poorly maintained. It had ruts and potholes
everywhere. It was one of these potholes which had tripped him. As
the boy tried to catch his breath, a tall old man hauled him to his
feet. After a while, the boy realized he had been going in and out
of awareness for some time. Maybe days or even weeks. The old man
was the only constant.

"You're Old Dar, right?" The old man looked
around and reluctantly said, "Yes,"

"Why are we in the middle of nowhere?" "We
are heading to my home. It is part way up the mountain," the
elderly old man said as he pointed. They were already on its lower
slopes. These rose slowly from a mix of narrow and wide ravines.
All of them had signs of water which had once flowed through them.
Many still had trickles. However, there were signs of past waters,
which showed the waters got much higher during other times of the
year.

"You're kidding! We have to climb that thing?
I hurt all over. Especially my feet."

"Don't bother me with your pains. It won't be
hard to climb. Old roads left over from the mines will take us all
the way up there," Old Dar said in an offhanded way.

"What mines?"

As Old Dar got them moving again, he said,
"No one lived in this area until some prospectors found a rare
metal. Then the Dwarves moved in to mine it. Soon after that,
people came to help support the mines."

The boy scratched an itch as he thought it
over. Finely he asked, "How do you support a mine?"

"Growing food, hauling lumber, and
transporting anything else they need. Once there was a small city
on the south side of the mountain."

"What happened to it?"

Old Dar shrugged and said, "Some say the ore
ran out. Others say someone attacked. Doesn't matter. It was all
over hundreds of years ago. Now don't talk unless I ask you a
question."

As it needed the fast running stream to power
the grinding wheel, the mill was outside of the town. The miller's
son looked out and saw the two first, and went to tell his
father.

By the time the two reached the small stone
fence surrounding the mill, the miller was waiting for them. He was
leaning on his gate while smoking a pipe.

"Good morning to you Old Dar," The miller
said as he blew out a cloud of smoke.

Old Dar stopped and looked at the miller with
an impassive glance. Then he looked over his shoulder at the boy
walking some two hundred yards behind him. Then he turned back to
the miller and finely answered, "Yes, it is a rather calm day."
Then Old Dar leaned on the fence to wait.

This surprised the miller. Old Dar wasn't
known for talking at all. Due to Dar's rasping voice, few sought
him out to talk. Old Dar's voice tended to get on peoples nerves
rather quickly. The miller thought it was most likely due to the
boy, that Old Dar had stopped at all.

When the miller realized Old Dar wasn't going
to continue, he asked, "Been to the low lands?"

"I had a little business down there."

The miller looked at the young boy and then
down at his youngest daughter who had brought out some drinks.
"Care to join me?" The miller asked taking a mug from the girl and
offering it to Dar. Dar took the mug and after inspecting the
contents, he took a sip.

The miller didn't like to intrude on other
people's business. Which he thought of as good and proper. However,
most people in the town would tell you, even if you didn't want to
know or you had heard it six times before. There wasn't a lot of
new talk in this out of the way spot. However, Old Dar was
different. It was more than him being a loner, he seemed to avoid
people whenever possible. More than once the town had thought him
dead, only to have him turn up at his own funeral. This had
happened so often the elders had taken to saying, "I won't believe
him dead even if you show him all laid out for the funeral."

This made the miller try to think of a polite
way to bring the halting conversation around to what Old Dar had
been up to, and who was the boy. The miller knew he wasn't good at
this sort of thing and was wondering where his wife was, when he
heard his little girl ask, "Who's he?" The miller looked down to
see his daughter was pointing at the boy. After a moment Old Dar
said, "His name is Karn." The little girl thought this over and
asked, "Is he going to be here long?"

"For a while," Old Dar said as he watched the
boy step up next to them. Old Dar handed the mug to Karn. Karn sat
down and quickly drank everything in the mug. The Miller looked at
Karn and saw he was covered in sweat. He watched Karn for a moment
before looking back at Old Dar. Old Dar looked as dry as an old
bone. However, old Dar always made the miller think of a drought
for some reason. Old Dar saw what the miller was puzzling over and
said, "Like most of the people living down there, he is out of
shape."

The Miller laughed and said, "Give him a few
years and he will be in great shape if he stays up here," after a
long draw on his pipe he asked "will he be staying?"

"Until one of us dies," Old Dar said in an
off-handed way. He had an odd smile on his face as he took the mug
from Karn and returned it to the miller.

"Let's get going Boy, we can still make it to
the inn by nightfall," Old Dar said as he started on up the
road.

The miller thought about it for a moment and
then called out to Old Dar, "Tell you what, if you give me a hand I
will give you a ride to the inn."

Old Dar stopped and looked at Karn before
turning to the miller and asking, "What did you have in mind?"

"I have some bags of flour which need
delivering. Help me load and unload them and you will get a ride
out of it."

As Old Dar stepped through the miller's gate,
he asked, "How big are the sacks?"

"They are one hundred pounds each and there
are ten in all," the miller said as he led the way to the mill
house.

"Then you will have to do with just my help,
as the boy isn't strong enough."

For a while, Karn just sat and watched the
two men load the wagon. It wasn't long before Karn knew he was
being watched. He found out who it was when he looked over his
shoulder. The little girl was peeking out of the kitchen doorway.
When she saw him looking at her she pulled her head back inside.
For a moment, Karn wondered why she was so fascinated with him. Old
Dar and her father were doing much more interesting things. When
Karn looked back at Old Dar and the miller, they were hitching the
horses up to the wagon.

Karn had to ride in the back with the sacks
of flour. He didn't mind this as it let him lay out in the back. He
was soon asleep with a flour bag as his pillow.

He didn't remember the two stops they made,
or their arrival at the town's only inn. Old Dar shook Karn awake
only when they needed to move the last bag.

Karn looked around as Old Dar pulled him
along through the back door of an inn. He didn't get much of a look
around before he was led upstairs. Karn got only a brief glimpse of
the inn's main room. It was far more crowded than he expected.

Old Dar led Karn into a small room which had
two single beds, a small beat up table, and a fireplace. The few
things Karn and Old Dar had been carrying were already at the foot
of the beds.

"Here, you take this one," Old Dar said
moving Karn to one of the beds.

As a business like woman entered the room
carrying a plate of food, Karn sat down and removed his boots. She
put the plate on the table before looking at Karn and then to Old
Dar.

The woman asked, "I have some salve which
will help his feet or would you rather use your own?"

Karn wondered what she was talking about
until he went to remove his socks. Then he found his socks were a
mess of dried blood and dirt. It took only a moment to see Karn’s
feet had blistered and bled. By the looks of the mess, this must
have gone on bleeding for a long time. Some of the blood was fresh,
but around the sores, his socks were stuck to his feet by dried
blood.

Old Dar calmly looked at Karn's feet before
saying to the woman "You take care of it. I'm off to the bar."

"I guessed as much," the woman said under her
breath. However, Karn still heard her. Turning to Karn she said,
"You eat your dinner and I will bring up something to soak your
feet in. It won't hurt as much, if we loosen that mess up."

Karn did as she said. He didn't really care
about his feet at the moment. This wasn't because he couldn't feel
them. He did feel the throbbing pain, he was just worn out with
hunger and exhaustion. So he dug into the food before the woman was
out of the door. Karn didn't see her come back in. This was because
he fell asleep on top of the bed, the moment he was done with his
food.

Later that night Karn woke when he heard Old
Dar coming into the room. Old Dar went straight to the other bed
and sat down. Karn found he was in a nightshirt and his feet were
bandaged. Since he was warm and comfortable he just rolled over and
went back to sleep.

The next morning when Karn woke up Old Dar
looked like he was sitting in the same place he had been in the
night before.

"About time you woke up," Old Dar said in a
toneless sort of way.

While rubbing his eyes, Karn asked, "Sorry,
did I over sleep?"

"It is ok. We don't have far to go
today."

Karn heard a noise in the hallway and the
innkeeper's wife came back in. To Karn she said, "I brought up your
food so you can rest your feet," then she turned to Old Dar and
said, "You can get yours down stairs."

Old Dar didn't reply, but he did get up and
leave the room.

"Well, what do you know, the old goat made
his bed. I would never have expected him to do it. Pity he's no
good at it," she said as she went about straightening it up to her
satisfaction. Karn watched her as he ate the breakfast she had
brought up for him. Once she was done straitening up the bed old
Dar had used, she redid the bandages on Karn's feet.

When Karn was finished with the food the
innkeeper's wife took the dishes back to the kitchen. Not knowing
what to do Karn just stayed in bed. After a while, Old Dar came
back in with the clothing Karn had on the day before.

"We will be starting soon. Use these again
and save your other clothes for later," Old Dar said as he handed
Karn the bundle of clothes. Unlike Old Dar's these were freshly
laundered.

Karn sat up and asked, "I have other
clothes?"

Old Dar snorted and said, "What do you think
is in your packs?"

"I never thought about it," Karn said. This
got Karn to thinking, "What did he know?" He found he could
remember yesterday clearly but nothing else. He didn't remember
having parents or family. Vague memories informed him everyone had
at least parents, so he knew he must have them somewhere, alive or
dead. However, he knew nothing about what had happened prior to the
day before. It was like Karn was born the day before on the road to
this small town. Was this normal? Karn was about to ask Old Dar
about this when the innkeeper's wife returned. During this small
distraction, Karn forgot his question.

The innkeeper's wife glared at Old Dar and
said, "The boy should rest and let his feet heal."

"Plenty of time for that, after we get home,"
Old Dar said as he retrieved the packs.

Karn stood up wincing as his feet hit the
floor. However, he didn't complain or cry out. He just removed the
nightshirt and started pulling on his clothes.

This seemed to puzzle the woman. Karn later
asked why and Old Dar said, "Most boys your age would be too
embarrassed to do it in front of strangers, especially a female.
There is also the fact all of her children would be complaining
about their pain."

Karn saw people stopped talking as they came
down through the bar. These people didn't do anything but watched
them until they were out of sight. This didn't stop once they were
out of the inn. It was the same until they were well out of the
town, people would stop to watch them go by. Karn wondered why they
were so interesting to the town's people. However, finely he
decided it was because this town was so boring. For the most part,
he was right. Karn didn't ask Old Dar about it because there seemed
to be an air about Old Dar \\which stopped him from asking silly
questions. In fact, there was something in Old Dar's manner which
made Karn think every question was silly. Karn wondered if everyone
felt this way near Old Dar.

It took them most of the day, to walk up the
winding path to Old Dar's place. It was high up and from there
anyone could see people coming far off. It looked to be a small
stone house built between two huge boulders. All the stones which
made it up were different shades of dull gray. The windows in the
house were slits which would let in nothing larger then a small
house cat. The door, shutter, and porch were crafted out of thick
wood and still looked formidable, though years past their prime.
The porch didn't match the rest of the little stone house. It
seemed to be an afterthought, added years later. There was
something odd about the door. It was only about four feet tall and
just as wide. Old Dar would really have to stoop or go down on his
knees to get in.

Due to Karn studying the strange house, he
didn't notice much around it. However, a movement to his left drew
his attention to an old woman. She was sitting on one of the many
rocks around the house. Karn hadn't seen her before. As they walked
up the road which ended in the clearing in front of the house, a
set of trees on the left had hidden her from view. She was dressed
all in black and held a thick walking stick. Nearby was a cat
sunning itself in a patch of sunlight.

Old Dar glared at her and snapped, "What are
you doing here?"

"I came over to see who was causing all the
talk down there," the old woman replied while looking Karn
over.

Old Dar's face twisted in anger as he
snarled, "Now you've seen him! So clear off!"

|This surprised Karn. It was the first time
he could remember Old Dar showing any strong emotion.

The old woman ignored the anger and said,
"You have found a strong one this time," Then with a laugh she
said, "He might even outlast you!"

Old Dar ignored her as he walked up to the
door and unlocked it with a key. Karn didn't see where the key had
come from. He also didn't see where it went after Old Dar used it
even though he was watching to find out.

The old woman looked away from Karn as she
asked, "Well boy, what is your name?"

Before Karn could answer, Old Dar grabbed him
by the arm and started dragging him through the low doorway. Karn
didn't even have to duck to get in. While Old Dar dragged Karn
inside, he hissed in Karn's ear "I don't want you talking with that
old hag!" Once they were through the doorway, Old Dar slammed the
door with more force than seemed possible. The sound reverberated
much louder and longer than it should have in such a small house.
Once the echoes had died down Karn could hear the old woman
muttering to herself until she left a short while later.

As Karn looked around the inside of the stone
house, he saw it was as shabby as the outside. He could see the
sidewalls were nothing more than the two large boulders which stood
to either side of the house. They had been cut and shaped to form
the sidewalls of the place. They even had a fireplace and shelves
cut into these rock walls. By the coloring and texture, Karn was
sure the stone blocks making up the front wall had come from the
two huge boulders which were now the sidewalls. The back wall was
also solid rock of the same color, only it was of a slightly
different texture.

On the left was a small fireplace set up for
cooking. Judging from the cobwebs in the fireplace, it looked like
it hadn't been used in years. To the right of the door was a set of
stairs. They curved around the right sidewall before ending at a
low loft. This loft ran across the back wall. One look at this room
made Karn think, "This place was never set up for humans." The
hearth area and loft looked to be made for shorter and stouter
people, but they did match the low wide doors. The loft was so full
of boxes and other odds and ends, they were spilling down the
stairs.

Straight across from the door to the outside,
was another door. It led straight into the mountain. The only
difference between the two doors, was the one into the mountain,
was made of stone rather than wood.

The only furniture was an old well-used
rocking chair and table. They looked like they were made out of the
same dark wood. The rocking chair was near the low window so anyone
sitting in it could look out. The table stood next to it.

Old Dar put his pack down before sitting in
the chair. As he turned to see what Karn was doing, Old Dar found
him looking at the inner door.

"This place was made by dwarves to guard
their mine shaft," Old Dar said as he sat down.

Karn scratched his head and asked, "Where are
they now?"

"The ones who made all this are long dead.
However, it isn't important."

"What is?"

"Cleaning up. I think you should start with
the hearth."

As Karn moved to the hearth Old Dar grunted
in disgust, "Take your pack off first."

Karn wondered why this hadn't occurred to
him. However, as before, the thought was soon lost to him.

It took Karn the rest of the day to clean the
hearth, gather wood and light a fire. Once done, Karn laid down in
front of it and rolled up in a thick cloak he found in his pack. As
he drifted off to sleep Karn wondered where Old Dar had lived
before coming here. Later he would wonder why he never even thought
about where he had lived before.

When he woke up, Karn looked around. The only
change was Old Dar was no longer in the room. Looking around Karn
found a note.

At first, he thought it was parchment.
However, then he realized it was papyrus, which was common to the
south but not here. This brought up the question of how he knew he
wasn't in the south. He moved to the window and looked out.

"Those trees are from the north. Maybe that
is how I know," Karn said to himself.

Looking back to read the note, he saw it had
more than one kind of writing on it. He was also surprised to find
out he could read two of the different types of writing. The note
said the same thing in both of the languages he understood.

"Continue cleaning the shaft house until I
get back."

There was no signature but Karn was sure it
was from Old Dar. Old Dar called this place Shafthouse, odd name to
give such a small place.

But why did he leave a note in so many
languages? Was he trying to show off how much he knew, or did he
know Karn could read, but not which language he did it in? Karn
pondered this for a moment then he wondered for a while about how
he knew things, but not how he had learned them. Finding no
answers, he turned and went back to cleaning.

The day before Karn had simply used an old
broom to sweep the dirt out the door. However, now he started to
use soap and water to clean the tabletop. Karn found the water in a
rain barrel outside. The soap had been on a shelf by the little
window. Like everything else in this place, it was caked with dust.
No, that was wrong Karn thought, Old Dar's chair was clean, as was
the end of the table nearest to it. They were clean or at least
partially clean when they had arrived the day before. However, they
were the only things in this condition.

By rearranging the boxes, Karn was able to
make room in the loft for a bed. For the bedding, he used old
saddle blankets, cloaks and quilts he found in some of the boxes.
After washing them and letting them dry outside, he had managed to
get most of the smell of ponies and dust out of them. Even if they
still smelled strongly of such things, it was better than freezing
during the cold nights.

Just before Old Dar came back, Karn was
suddenly very tired. This meant he was sitting in the only chair
when Old Dar came in. Karn thought Old Dar might be mad. However,
after looking at Karn for a second he said, "The boxes and things
you are not going to use, you can move to one of the store
rooms."

Karn nodded and asked, "Is the rain barrel
the only source of water?"

"No, there is a well of sorts," Old Dar
answered as he moved to the back door. Old Dar opened the back door
revealing a downwards sloping passage, And Karn understood. This
place wasn't named Shafthouse. It WAS A SHAFT HOUSE. Where most of
the shaft houses Karn had seen, the shaft went nearly straight
down, here the shaft went down at a steep angle. However, it was
still walkable.

Wait, where and when had he seen a shaft
house at all? Karn couldn't remember and yet it all seemed to be
just out of reach in his mind. As he tried to remember, he glanced
around the mineshaft. Just inside the stone door, set into the
right wall there were rows of hooks. Most of the hooks were empty.
However, five or six held lanterns and one other held a dark gray
cloak. There was also a dark wooden staff with metal shod to its
foot leaning by the last hook.

"This is my lantern. You're not to use it.
Also, leave the cloak and staff alone. Any of the other things on
the hooks you can use," Old Dar said as he took down the nearest
lantern which was the one Karn wasn't to use. The second Old Dar's
body hid the lantern, it lit up. This bothered Karn as Old Dar
didn't have flint or steel with him. Nor was there a fire he could
have used. However, before Karn could question this Old Dar was off
down the passage.

"Come on boy."

Karn quickly caught up with Old Dar paying
only half attention to where he was going, for the tunnel had a
high ceiling and the walls here were carved with words and
patterns.

Seeing what Karn was looking at Old Dar said,
"Yes, they always do that on their mines and homes. In fact, their
mines are normally their homes. They tell of the history of this
place."

They came to three doors on the walls, two on
the right and one on the left.

Old Dar pointed at the door on the left and
said, "That is my library."

Then Old Dar pointed at the nearer right door
and then the farther one saying, "That is my work room and that one
is my private store room,"

Before turning back to Karn and saying "Don't
play around in any of them!"

Next, Old Dar led Karn to the storerooms he
could use. As he walked, Karn wondered why a fur trapper needed a
library. A work and storeroom seemed reasonable, but a library? The
problem was, Karn just couldn't bring himself to ask Old Dar why.
This bothered Karn until he forgot the whole thing when he saw
where the water was to be found.

The well turned out to be a mineshaft which
went straight down and had slowly flooded over the years.

It took Karn three days to clean what turned
out to be the first of many rooms. For it seemed the dwarves had
added more rooms off of the mine tunnel as they needed them. The
entrance to the mine was the back door to the room Karn had cleaned
up. It took time for Karn to learn the maze of the nearby rooms and
corridors. This wasn't easy, sometimes only one room had been added
off the main tunnel, and in other places, whole sets of rooms had
been done. Sometimes there were many doors into an area and at
other times, there was only one. He even found other ways out of
the mountain. One of these let out in the back of a small cave and
was impossible to find if you didn't know where to look for the
door. This side exit could also be barred from the inside in case
of danger.

Karn did the exploring around his cleaning
duties. It was this chore Karn started every day with. By moving
all the boxes from the hearth area and loft to one of the
storerooms, Karn made the first room livable. He kept only pots,
pans, and a few other needed items. The cooking stuff he hung on
the wall by the hearth, the rest he put in some of the better boxes
and shoved under the bed.

The day Karn finished cleaning the first
room, he decided to just relax and turn in early. He fixed his
dinner, and put it on a little table next to his bed in the loft.
He didn't use the chair or table below as Old Dar always seemed to
give him something to do when he found Karn using them. Old Dar was
out at the moment. However, Karn didn't know when he would be back
and didn't want to risk it.

Karn was just about to sit down when he
decided to get a book to read while he ate.

Getting to the library wasn't hard as the
doors were unlocked and the lantern was full. However, at the door
to the library Karn paused, he wasn't sure he was allowed to use
the library. Old Dar had said he wasn't to play around in there,
but getting a book wasn't playing around, right?

At first, Karn had problems finding a book
which wasn't too difficult for him. Then Karn realized, the books
had been put on the shelf in a pattern. With the easy to read on
the left and the hardest on the right. There seemed to be books on
every subject Karn could think of, like books on math, geology,
history, books on travel, and even books on how to read and
translate other books. There were many other books he would never
have thought of like "How to pickle a dragons liver" or "What to do
with the remains," "How to put a skeleton back together," and
"Alchemy for fun and profit."

Karn took three likely looking books back to
the loft. The first turned out to be a cookbook so he put it aside.
The second was a book on rodents which had some very nice pictures.
He read about some of the more odd-looking ones as he ate, until
their living habits started to put him off his food. He moved on to
the last book. It was about the different kinds of magic. What each
kind of magic could do, and which kind of magic was best to do
what. There was even a fancy bookmark in it. Karn opened the book
to the bookmark and read, "There are many kinds of magic swords.
Each has a different purpose, and is meant for a different wielder.
A good example of this is the Sword of Valor. It was made for a
king who didn't know how to use a sword. The skill of how to use it
was worked into the blade by magic. Anyone who held the blade, is
suddenly able to fight with the same skill as the ancient wizard
who made it. In effect, the holder of the blade is borrowing the
fighting skill from the ancient wizard. This makes it nearly
impossible to learn to fight on one's own. For all the skill is
lost when the hand is removed from the blades hilt. This isn't to
say nothing will be learned, but only one or two moves will be
learned and not the knowledge as to when they should be safely
used.

This fact was learned by the late King
Charles the forth of Kadway, when he got into a fight one day while
riding to meet one of his dukes. Finding himself under attack, the
king made a lightning fast move, where he drew and slashed at one
of his attackers at the same time. However, as a fight wasn't
expected, the fancy gilded dress sword had been donned rather than
the planer magical one. Never having learned to fight, the King's
hand lost hold of the sword part way through the move. The sword's
hilt bounced off the head of his own captain of the guard. It is
still debated whether the Kings enemies would have won the battle
if the King hadn't taken out his best defender.

Even if King Charles the forth of Kadway
hadn't lost that day he was sure to one day meet someone better
then himself. For the ancient wizard who made the sword wasn't
unbeatable. This sword had no other abilities. While the blades
made by the Dwarven smiths tend to be made for people who know how
to use them so their magic keeps them extremely sharp, near
impossible to break, and never rust."

This book was more like what Karn wanted, so
he flipped back to the beginning of the book.

Karn found the beginning of the book less
interesting than the later bit about magic swords. For the book
started with a long-winded explanation of what magic was and how
the different types of magic were grouped. To Karn it rather looked
like the writer was trying to make the rules of magic fit what he
believed.

Karn had been reading for hours and he had
past the bookmark by some ten pages when Old Dar's voice surprised
him.

"What are you doing?"

With a jolt, Karn dropped the book and lost
his place.

Karn looked up to find Old Dar looking at him
with an intensity he hadn't seen before.

"Just reading," Karn said quickly.

"Let me see that," Old Dar snapped.

Karn picked up the book and handed it to Old
Dar. Old Dar looked at it for a moment before setting it down on
the table.

"Put the lamp out. It is time to sleep," Old
Dar said as he sat down in his chair.

Karn blew out the lamp and snuggled down in
the bedding. However, sleep was a long time in coming. The room
wasn't totally dark. The dying embers in the hearth gave off some
light. Not much, but enough to see Old Dar get up and retrieve the
book. Old Dar glanced at Karn before quietly leaving by the mine
door. Karn was asleep before Old Dar came back.

 



Chapter two, Trading Post.

 


When Karn woke up the next morning, he was
too cold and hungry to think of anything else. He quickly got the
fire going and turned to look for something to eat. Until now, Karn
had been using the food they had brought in their packs. However,
there was only part of a sausage and one apple left. Karn was
putting them on the table when Old Dar entered by the back
door.

Old Dar moved to the little window and stared
out of it. He seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. Karn didn't
want to intrude, but couldn't see any way around it. After a
moment's hesitation, Karn said, "This is the last of what we
brought with us. Shall we split it for breakfast?"

"I have all ready eaten," Old Dar said as he
looked at Karn and then at the food on the table. At first Old Dar
looked at the food with disgust. However, slowly a twisted grin
slid over Old Dar's face, before he said, "You will need to go down
the mountain for more supplies today."

In surprise Karn asked, "What? All by
myself?"

As Old Dar fished around for writing
implements, he absently replied, "Of course. There isn't anything
dangerous and I have other things to do. Now remember to bargain
well. I don't want you wasting money!" Old Dar quickly wrote down
what Karn was to get from the trading post. Once the list was
finished, Old Dar led Karn through the nearby maze. They wound up
at a door which Karn hadn't explored yet. Inside was stacks of
pelts and skins. All well tanned and ready to be made into whatever
was needed.

As Old Dar told Karn how to find the trading
post, he loaded some furs into the packs. The next thing Karn knew,
Old Dar was shoving him out of the door of the shaft house. It felt
like he had lost part of the day. Karn remembered Old Dar telling
him how to find the trading post as the furs were being loaded,
then the next thing Karn knew he was being shoved outside of the
shaft house. He didn't remember the trip back through the mine, or
even donning the packs. Karn looked around and asked, "What's the
hurry?"

"You will need to hurry if you want to make
it down before dark. You'd better stay at the inn tonight and come
up tomorrow. The hill is treacherous at night."

"Can I finish eating first?"

Old Dar shook his head as he said, "Best to
eat it on the way," just before he closed the door in Karn's
face.

Karn looked at the door and could hear the
bolt being set. A moment later, this was followed by the sound of
the mine door shutting as well. "Why do I get the feeling I'm in
his way at the moment," Karn said as he turned and started off down
the
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