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​Chapter 1 — Vanishing Villagers
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The setting sun laced the early summer sky with streaks of orange and painted the undersides of the few clouds a soft pink. A flock of bright yellow kytes circled lazily high overhead as they searched for a suitable place to perch for the evening. The writhing and pulsing mass of yellow feathers was a sharp contrast to the calm azure sky, causing many an onlooker below to lift their hands and point at the noisy, fluffy birds in wonder.

Directly below the flock of kytes sat the Lentarian capital of R’Tal. Nestled safely within its walls stood the majestic castle the king and queen of Lentari called home. It nestled up against Anakash forest on the north and sat fairly close to the great sea on the east. Inside the city walls, street after street of vendors eagerly peddled their wares to anyone that passed by, and residential houses ranged from simple thatched cottages to much more elaborate multi-level dwellings that only the city’s elite could afford. Anyone strolling outside on this beautiful sunny day would typically encounter villagers selling baked goods, fresh meat, recently harvested vegetables, and bolts of fabric in vivid colors. If the prospective buyer wasn’t looking for new clothes, or fabrics to make their own, and were able to pry themselves away from the tempting aroma of freshly baked food, then they’d encounter several rows of vendors selling all manner of tools, weapons, and services pertaining to each. Coins changed hands and goods changed possession.

The sounds of a galloping horse caught the attention of the gate master at the city’s west gate. The guard frowned. From the sound of the hooves rapidly striking the cobbled pavement, it was clear that this rider wasn’t out for a leisurely stroll. The guard’s right hand rested easily on the hilt of his sword, while his left inched toward the tower’s bell. In his three years of service in the castle’s militia, it had only been necessary to ring that bell once.

Horse and rider came into view. The guard’s eyes opened wide as he saw the rider. He barely had enough time to usher a few peasants out of the way before the horse thundered by him, on a direct line to the castle. The guard jumped back against the wall; the whinnying horse galloped by.

The gate master followed the rider’s progression up the streets as numerous vendors voiced their alarm. Conversations halted and the streets became silent as the clatter of the horse’s hooves echoed loudly on the paved road. After a few moments of silence, the general din of the day’s activities returned.

Arriving at the castle’s inner keep, the rider dismounted and tossed his reins to the closest guard. Catching sight of the rider’s identity, the guard snapped to attention. He caught the reins with his left hand while simultaneously opening the door with his right.

“See to my horse,” the tall soldier instructed. “I may have to depart as quickly as I arrived. He is to be ready at a moment’s notice, is that understood?”

The guard bowed. “Aye, Captain.”

Captain Pheron strode purposefully into the castle’s interior. He had to constantly remind himself not to break into a run as it was generally considered bad form to appear in front of the king and queen out of breath. The captain took several deep calming breaths as he neared the Great Hall. The king wasn’t going to like what he had to tell him. He could only hope that his majesty was preoccupied with other things and he would have to impart his news to someone else. He doubted he’d be that lucky.

As luck would have it both the king and queen were present. Not only were their majesties holding court inside the large chamber, but the commander of the royal guards was also present. His superior officer’s keen eyes had noticed Pheron first. The captain groaned silently. He watched the commander’s eyes travel down his unwashed face to his dirty, disheveled clothes and then back up to his face. Or more specifically, his eyes. Pheron was certain his commanding officer had noticed the concern he was desperately trying to mask.

Rhenyon rose to his feet and dismissed the three lieutenants he had been speaking with. The commander glanced over at the king and queen and confirmed that neither had noticed the captain’s arrival. Rhenyon gestured to an unoccupied corner of the Great Hall.

“I assume,” Rhenyon began as he glanced again at the dirty countenance his subordinate presented, “that you have a good explanation for this.”

Captain Pheron bowed. “My apologies, Commander. I was following the king’s express orders. If I were to learn of any new developments with regard to the situation in Capily, then I should deliver the news personally.”

Rhenyon straightened. “Something has happened in Capily?” 

“It’s more like something else has happened in Capily, Commander.”

Rhenyon’s full attention fell on Pheron. “Well? What is it?”

“Another person has gone missing. It happened just last night.”

Commander Rhenyon cursed softly to himself. “His Majesty will not like this.”

Pheron nodded. “Aye. Those are my feelings exactly. But, now that you’re here, perhaps you could tell him?”

Rhenyon considered for a few moments. “Aye, I suppose I could.”

Relief washed over Pheron. “Thank you, Commander.”

“However...”

Pheron had turned and taken a step back toward the keep when he froze.

“Didn’t you just say that you were given strict orders to personally deliver any news to the king?”

Pheron swallowed nervously and nodded. “Aye.”

“Then you should be the one to tell him. Wait here. I will see if he deems this important enough to halt these mundane proceedings.”

Pheron watched as Rhenyon approached the king and tapped him softly on the shoulder. The king kept his eyes, and presumably his attention, on the people standing before him but did lean over to hear what Rhenyon had to say. Pheron held his breath. He already knew the king would want to hear about this latest development. 

Sure enough, the king’s head snapped up and instantly sought him out. Kri’Entu excused himself and said something to Rhenyon. The commander instantly looked at him and mouthed the word ‘Antechamber.’ Captain Pheron began automatically moving toward the king’s private chamber tucked deep within the castle and far from prying ears. Once the three men had stepped inside the magically enchanted chamber where no jhorun—magic—could be used unless one had a very powerful ability, Kri’Entu faced the commander and the captain.

“What has happened?” Kri’Entu snapped. “Report.”

Rhenyon instantly turned to Pheron. “Tell the king what you told me, Captain.”

Pheron nodded. “Fifteen minutes ago I received word, via a village messenger kyte, that another disappearance has happened.”

The king let out an exasperated sigh. “How long ago? Today?”

“Last night. A young girl never returned home and no amount of searching has turned up any clues.”

Both the king and the commander scowled. Rhenyon ran a hand through his thick black hair.

“How young?”

“Perhaps twelve, maybe thirteen.”

“Wizards be damned,” the king muttered. “She was just a child. This has got to stop. This marks the second time this year a villager has gone missing.” Kri’Entu looked up and met Rhenyon’s eyes. “I instructed Capily’s constable to inform us of anything unusual happening, no matter how irrelevant it appears.”

“What would you have us do, Your Majesty?” Rhenyon inquired.

The king’s response was quick and to the point. “We find our citizens and return them home. I do not care what it takes. This mystery ends now.”

Kri’Entu walked over to his private desk and faced the wall directly behind it. He tapped one of the many stones on the wall’s surface and waited for the false wall to slide out of the way. Once it did, a large pedestal, holding a statue of a griffin was revealed. Soft chimes began to play. The king approached the griffin and waited for it to raise its right front paw. As soon as it did, the king pressed the small, concealed button and pulled open the pedestal’s door. He retrieved a small velvet case and turned to place it on his desk. Opening the case revealed a set of sparkling crystal keys of various colors. He selected a sky-blue key and handed it to Rhenyon, who nodded. The commander turned to Pheron and handed him the portal key.

“Captain, take one squadron to Capily and investigate. There has to be something we’re missing.”

Pheron was confused. “Were you not just there several months ago? What new leads do you think I would be able to find where you could not?”

“Unknown,” the king answered. “We have faith in you, Captain. You will succeed. Why? Because you are going to be more methodical than we ever were. And aye, we were there nearly three months ago.”

Rhenyon nodded. “We were investigating the disappearance of a woodsmith.”

“Is there anything else I need to know?” the captain asked, as he mentally assembled the roster of men who would accompany him.

“There have been five disappearances,” the king answered in a neutral tone. “However, I suspect this has been happening far longer than has been documented.”

“Why are we just now hearing about this?” Pheron asked, perplexed. “Why didn’t the constable report this long ago?”

“How would you be able to tell if a person went missing?” Rhenyon asked. “Unless there was someone actively looking for that person, and it is reported, then we’d never know.”

“So what has changed?” Pheron wanted to know.

“The frequency of these disappearances have been increasing,” Kri’Entu answered. “And that is unacceptable.”

Captain Pheron lowered his voice to a whisper. “Could the renegade wizard everyone has been searching for be responsible?”

“It’s plausible, but unlikely,” Rhenyon told him. “That wizard has a history of conducting his or her activities in secret, so I very much doubt that he or she would do something so foolish as to draw attention to themselves. For now, we will assume this is something else besides the wizard.”

Pheron nodded. “I understand, Your Majesty. Fear not. I will get to the bottom of this.”

“See that you do, Captain,” the king said as he turned to Rhenyon. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I must return to the Board of Treasurers meeting. Nothing is as dull as listening to proposed changes to the taxes, I assure you.”

The king departed, leaving captain and commander eyeing one another.

“Do you have an idea which men you will select?” the commander asked.

Pheron nodded. “I do.”

“I will expect daily progress reports, Captain.”

Pheron saluted. “You will have them, Commander.”

* * *
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“What would you like us to do first, here in Capily, Captain?”

Pheron fastened the crystal portal key to his dragon-tooth medallion and tucked it safely beneath his tunic. Adjusting his dark brown leather armor so that his chest was once more properly protected, he turned to his first lieutenant.

“We were tasked with solving this mystery, Graylan. I have no plans on disappointing the commander or the king.”

“How long do you think this will take?” a young soldier asked.

Pheron made eye contact with the youngest member on the squad. A youth, barely eighteen years old, fidgeted under his gaze.

“We will be here as long as it takes, Gunnar. Do you have somewhere else to be?”

The young soldier shook his head and fell silent.

“Let’s find the constable. We need to know more about what’s been going on around here.”

Captain Pheron stepped out into the brisk morning air and inhaled. He had always loved the smell of the sea. If he hadn’t become a soldier, he was positive he would have ended up choosing an occupation out on the open water. 

Pheron walked a few steps away from the large two-story building that housed the portal and spun around to verify the rest of his men had followed. When all twelve were standing in two rows of six men each, Pheron looked around the quiet seaside village.

“We need to find the constable. He was supposed to be in his office but clearly he’s not. Spread out. Find him. Report back here every half hour until he’s found. Move out.”

All twelve men nodded and quickly fanned out, heading to opposite corners of the village. Surprisingly, it took less than fifteen minutes to find the missing constable. One of his men found the village official trying to drink away his sorrows at one of the village’s three taverns. Ordering his men to take up positions all around the pub, Pheron approached the establishment’s front doors and automatically ducked.

Being six and a half feet tall usually resulted in more blows to the head than he’d care to admit. As such, Pheron had learned long ago that it was simply easier to duck when entering a building for the first time. In this case, it was a good thing; he would have cracked his head against the door’s six foot high frame. 

Smells of roasted meat, burnt tobacco, and spilt ale assailed his nostrils; wooden tables worn smooth by countless years of use were haphazardly scattered about. There were only a few patrons in the tavern at this time of day and all, save one, left to find other things to do at the sight of Pheron and his impeccably dressed soldiers. The last patron hadn’t even bothered to look up at the disturbance. The lone man kept his eyes glued to the heavily scarred table and the half full tankard of ale in his shaky hands.

“Are you Constable Fensham?” Pheron asked, standing stiffly at attention.

The constable didn’t look up but he did nod. Barely. He was a burly man in his mid-forties. Standing just under six feet tall, the normally proud official was slumped over in his chair. The forlorn man finally looked up and met Pheron’s eyes. The constable’s own eyes were bloodshot. His face was unshaven. His clothes were heavily wrinkled and he reeked of alcohol. This was a man who hasn’t slept in days, Pheron decided. He watched Fensham’s eyes drop to the king’s crest displayed on his right shoulder and then over to his left to note the gold bars signifying his rank as captain. Pheron motioned for his lieutenants to wait by the door and approached the constable’s table alone. He pulled out one of the rickety chairs, spun it around, and straddled the chair as he sat down. Leaning forward to rest his chest on the back of the chair, he clasped his hands together and rested his elbows on his knees.

“It’s a little early to be drinking,” Pheron casually remarked. There was no sense in frightening the inebriated constable any more than he had to. “Would you care to explain why you’re in here rather than conducting a search for this missing girl?”

“We won’t find her,” the constable softly said. “Once they disappear, they never come back.”

“Why aren’t you even trying?” Pheron snapped. “If this was your daughter, wouldn’t you want someone to at least make an effort to find her?”

“She is my daughter!”

Pheron hesitated. That explained the constable’s presence in the tavern and the fact that he was inebriated. How should he handle this? Dole out a reprimand for his behavior? Pheron shook his head. The loss of the man’s daughter had to be devastating. Perhaps he should show some compassion?

“Uh...”

Fensham’s gaze fell back to the table and landed on his ale. He drained the mug and angrily tossed it back to the table, where it bounced several times on the hard wooden surface. Pheron caught it before it fell to the floor.

“We are here to help, constable,” Pheron gently told him as he replaced the tankard on the table. “We need to get to the bottom of these disappearances. Do you want to see your daughter again? Snap out of this. Help us.”

“What do you want to know?” Fensham asked in the tiniest of whispers.

“Everything,” Pheron promptly answered. “Start from ... I’m sorry, what is your daughter’s name?”

“Lissa.”

“Lissa. What was she doing? Where did you see her last?”

Fensham belched loudly. His face colored with embarrassment as he looked at Pheron.

“I am terribly sorry. I have been feeling sorry for myself. Everything I have is at your disposal.”

Pheron turned to his two lieutenants and motioned them over. Once both soldiers were seated next to him, he turned back to the constable.

“These are two of my lieutenants, Graylan and Tyril. I need additional sets of ears to listen to this. Now. Start from the beginning. How many people have been reported missing?”

Fensham sighed and sat back in his chair. “Officially or unofficially?”

“Let’s hear the official answer first.”

Fensham sighed again. “My daughter is the fifth to disappear.”

“And unofficially?” Graylan prompted. 

“At least a dozen.”

“Why did you wait so long to report it?”

“Many of our residents are fisherman,” Fensham explained. “Boats go down all the time. It is not uncommon for the weather to turn precarious from time to time. When that happens there are always reports of missing ships. People presumed to be lost at sea oftentimes turn up several months later.”

“But you think otherwise?” Tyril prompted.

Fensham nodded. “I do.”

“Let’s focus on those who we know vanished,” Pheron suggested. “What can you tell us about them?”

“The first to be reported missing, where I knew it wasn’t fishing related, was a young man by the name of Quinn. He was going to head the new school that Prince Mikal had just set up.”

The captain and his two lieutenants had produced small notebooks and were taking notes.

“Appointed by the throne,” Pheron nodded without looking up. “Very well. Please continue.”

“He disappeared without a trace. He didn’t leave any explanation or indication of where he was going. We found his cottage fully furnished. All his possessions were still there, as if he had just stepped out.”

“How long ago was this?” Pheron asked. His two lieutenants paused with their quills hovering over their papers.

“Over two years ago.”

“And the next?” Pheron asked. He dipped his quill in the ink bottle and waited for the next name.

“That would be Melvyn. He was known as the town drunk.”

“How did you know he vanished?” Graylan asked, looking up from his notes. “How do you know he didn’t wander off and, in his drunken stupor, bump noses with a dragon?”

“There are no dragons in these parts.”

“You know what I mean.”

“His father said he didn’t come home one night. Melvyn may have been a drunk, and a fool, but he was a habitual drunk. He always made his rounds to the same businesses at the same time. Every day. When he didn’t make it home his father became worried and began investigating. No traces were ever found.”

For a few moments no one could hear anything but the three quills scratching away on three separate pieces of parchment. Pheron finally looked up. 

“And the third?”

“Ruan.”

“And who was he?”

“He was an avid hunter. Ruan was one of the most skilled hunters I had ever seen. When he disappeared, we just assumed he had been tracking something that got the better of him. I was prepared to leave it at that until a group of searchers found his camp site.”

Pheron looked up again. He scowled at the constable and waited for him to continue. When Fensham never bothered to look up from his empty tankard, Pheron cleared his throat. “And?”

“All his supplies were there. Several bows, two quivers, a short sword, and a few daggers were all found at his camp. Since when does a hunter leave behind his weapons?”

Pheron frowned. “He wouldn’t.”

Fensham nodded. “Exactly.”

“Who’s next?”

“That would be the woodsmith, Ruskin.”

“What was his story?”

“Only that he was very particular about which wood he used in his shop so he was constantly searching for the right species of tree.”

“His disappearance brought the king here, did it not?”

Fensham nodded. “Aye. He chastised me, just as you did, for not reporting the disappearances earlier. I promised him that if I heard of any other peculiar occurrences then I would notify him immediately. I never dreamed my own daughter would be the next to vanish.”

Pheron turned to Graylan. “Lieutenant, begin the search. You have the names of the previous victims. I will start working on the constable’s daughter.”

Tyril jerked his head up and raised an eyebrow at his superior officer. Pheron cleared his throat and tried again.

“That is, I will start searching for the girl. Have the men split into teams and begin investigating the four other cases. I want to know everything about them. What were their hobbies? What did they like to do for fun? Who were their friends? What was the nature of their jhorun? Where were they seen last? We need answers. Find them.”

Both lieutenants nodded. They stood and excused themselves from the table. Fensham watched as the group of soldiers standing silently outside broke apart and appeared to go their separate ways.

Pheron turned back to the constable. “Tell me about your daughter. Her name is Lissa, correct?”

Fensham nodded. His eyes teared up. “My lovely Lissa. She was only thirteen. She—”

“Don’t speak of her as though she’s dead,” Pheron scolded. “We will get her back.”

“Lissa is thirteen,” Fensham amended. “She was so bright. Is. She is so bright. She wants to be a healer.” Fensham pulled a handkerchief from his back trouser pocket and blew his nose so hard that he was certain the king could have heard it back in the castle.

“Your daughter wants to be a healer?” Pheron nodded, impressed. “That is a very commendable occupation. The king can always use gifted healers.”

“Lissa had a remarkable gift for finding natural remedies for everything from a common cough to the strongest of fevers.”

“Is there anyone you can think of who would want to do her harm? Is it possible she may have been kidnapped?”

Fensham shook his head. “No. This is a small village, Lieutenant.”

“Captain,” Pheron corrected.

“My apologies, Captain. Everyone knew Lissa. She’s an energetic girl who made friends easily and had a smile for everyone.”

“What does she look like?” Pheron asked, as he picked up his quill.

“She has reddish blonde hair that sweeps down to her shoulders,” Fensham began. “She has green eyes, stands about fourteen and a half hands high and weighs about seven stone.”

Pheron was silent a moment as he mentally converted the archaic measurements into something he was more familiar with. He didn’t know why the constable had used the old style of weights and measures, but figured it wasn’t worth bringing up. After a few moments Pheron added a few more notes to his notebook. Fourteen and a half hands was the equivalent of about five feet tall while seven stone was just under a hundred pounds.

“Where was she last seen? Do you know?”

Fensham sadly shook his head. “She only told me she was going out to look for herbs. She never told me where.”

“Will you take me to see her room?”

Fensham nodded. “Of course. Follow me.”

The constable rose unsteadily to his feet and headed toward the door. Once outside Fensham turned to his left and headed south. After a ten minute walk in complete silence, Fensham pointed at a tiny, neatly kept cottage sitting on a small hill overlooking the water. A single gable stretched from one side of the house to the other. The cottage, Pheron noted, had been painted light blue while the trim around the windows and the doors was white. Rows of brightly colored flowers lined the walk up to the front door.

“You have a lovely home. Is your wife here now?”

Fensham shook his head. “My wife is dead. She died from complications during childbirth. Thank the wizards she delivered a healthy baby girl.”

Pheron silently groaned. No wonder Fensham was in the tavern. His only daughter, the only family he had left, had vanished. He’d be distraught, too, if that had happened to him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know about your wife.”

“It was a long time ago, Captain. I have long since grieved for her.”

“I will do everything in my power to return your daughter to you,” Pheron vowed.

Opening the front door, Fensham turned and laid a friendly arm on Pheron’s shoulder.

“I know you will, Captain. Lissa’s room is just over there.”

Pheron gently pushed open the door to the small room and looked inside. Several bundles of plants were hanging upside down near the window next to the small desk. The girl’s bed had been lifted up and was resting against the wall, presumably to give the girl more work space. 

To the right of the room’s only window was a large map of Capily. Judging by its incorrect scale and distorted landmarks, Pheron deduced the girl had drawn it herself. Stepping up to the map he noticed that notes had been written all across it. Pheron nodded. The girl had been documenting where she had found specific herbs. Clever.

Pheron turned back to the desk. Bottles and jars of dried herbs were everywhere. The girl had enough herbs to make a full-fledged healer jealous. He would have to talk to the king about helping the girl with her education. Provided he was able to find her.

Pheron shook his head. He really shouldn’t be thinking like that, either. He would get her back. He just had to find out where she had gone.

He turned to look at the desk again. Something caught his attention. As his eyes traveled over the surface of the desk, he noticed that all the herbs were labeled. Everything was in its place. All the bottles were full. All except one. 

Pheron picked up the nearly empty bottle and rotated it so that he could see which herb was almost gone. It was goldenseal. While not knowing too much about herbs and their properties, he did know goldenseal was used as a contact disinfectant. It was a common ingredient used in many salves. Could Lissa have been looking for more?

The captain walked back over to the map and studied it. There. Northeast of the city, in a small section of the forest, was a tiny scribbled word: goldenseal. 

“I noticed that, too,” Fensham told him from the doorway. “That was the first place I checked. I didn’t find anything.”

“Noted. Nevertheless, it’s a place to start.”

Thanking the constable, and assuring him that he would keep him apprised of any new developments, Pheron headed toward the closest inn to procure rooms for the next several nights. He didn’t think this particular problem would be solved in one day so it was better to be prepared. He was anxious to see what his men had been able to find out about the other missing villagers.

* * *
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Three hours later, the contingent from R’Tal reassembled in the same tavern where they had found the constable and were comparing notes. After three tables had been shoved together in the center of the room, Pheron pulled out his notebook and flipped through a few pages.

“Everyone, settle down. We need to find what these people had in common. We’ll go through them one at a time, starting with Quinn, the schoolmaster. What did we find out?”

Lieutenant Graylan consulted his notes. “He didn’t have any family here. The only relatives I could find were his parents, who lived in R’Tal. The house where he lived now has new occupants in it. I’m sorry to say, they didn’t know him at all.”

Pheron frowned. “Were you able to find anyone who did know him?”

Graylan nodded. “The cobbler. He remembers striking up several conversations with him whenever he mended Quinn’s shoes.”

“How often did his shoes need mending?” Pheron asked.

“Quite often. It seems he was fond of hiking. He was an outdoor enthusiast.”

“Where did he hike?”

Graylan shook his head. “The cobbler didn’t know. No one else I spoke with had any additional information.”

Pheron consulted his list. “What about the town drunk?”

Lieutenant Tyril raised a hand. 

“Melvyn’s father tells me his son abused alcohol whenever and wherever he could. No amount of coercion could force him to surrender the bottle, so he was always in trouble.”

“Did he frequent one tavern more than the other?”

Tyril shook his head. “Apparently, he was an equal opportunity drinker. Whenever one tavern threw him out, he’d just move on to the next.”

“Friends?”

“None. There is something else I should point out, Captain.”

“Go on, Lieutenant.”

“Melvyn liked to roam about the city. I heard from numerous people that he had been found, passed out, in practically every street and behind every building.”

“That doesn’t really help us too much.”

Tyril shrugged.

“What about Ruan, the hunter?

Graylan flipped a page in his notebook and consulted his set of notes.

“He was an honest businessman who sold his game at a fair price. He was good friends with the owner of the Bustling Barmaid.”

Pheron raised an eyebrow and suppressed a smirk. “The Bustling Barmaid?”

“It’s a fairly new tavern,” Graylan explained as he fought the urge to smile. “Ruan and the owner were quite close and frequently hunted together. The tavern owner couldn’t remember anything other than Ruan telling him he was restless and wanted to go hunting that day. Ruan had invited him along, but the tavern owner declined because several of his serving girls had fallen ill. That was the last he ever heard from him.”

“Fallen ill from what?” Pheron prompted.

His lieutenant looked at him blankly.

“Find out,” Pheron ordered. “Any detail, no matter how seemingly unimportant, could be helpful.”

Graylan nodded.

“And what of Ruskin, the woodsmith?”

Graylan answered. “His shop is located in the southern district. He turns quite a profit, I’m told. His wife showed me some of his work. It’s truly amazing.”

“Did he have any known enemies?”

Graylan shook his head. “On the contrary, he was an outstanding citizen. I checked with all the adjacent businesses and the owners had nothing but high praise for him.”

“And finally, we have Lissa, the girl,” Pheron added. “She was—is—an aspiring healer. She vanished while searching for herbs.”

“How does that help us?” Tyril asked.

“I’m fairly certain she was searching for goldenseal. According to a map I found in the girl’s room, there is an area northeast of the city that had the label ‘goldenseal’ next to it. I believe that was where she had found the herb before and was planning on searching again.”

Tyril unrolled a map and spread it out on the table in front of them. He made a mark on the map. 

“This is where you’ll find the educator’s house.”

Graylan took the pen and made another mark. “Here is Melvyn’s house.”

Pheron took the pen and drew an X. “This is where the girl lives.”

Several other marks were added to show the locations of homes and businesses. The final X marked the spot on the map where the hunter had set up his last camp. Pheron stared down at the map and groaned. The X’s were scattered all across the village. There would be no help there.

“The educator liked to go hiking,” Graylan recalled, as he tapped the mark designating Quinn’s house. “The girl was presumably collecting herbs northeast of the village, here. Then there’s the woodsmith and the hunter. All had reason and motivation to explore outside. Do you see this? The girl’s goldenseal location and the hunter’s camp are fairly close to one another. That must be significant.”

“And then we have Melvyn, the drunk,” Pheron reminded everyone. He tapped a mark on the southern edge of town. “His parent’s house is nowhere near the northeast but we also know Melvyn was known to wander. Lieutenant Graylan is right. Ruan’s camp and the girl’s location for goldenseal are very close together.”

“What does that mean?” Gunnar asked.

“My friends, it means we need to find ourselves some herbs.” 

An hour later, thirteen men fanned out and were carefully inspecting a nondescript section of the forest northeast of the city. Several of the men were down on their hands and knees as they carefully sifted through pine needles, acorns, and other forest detritus. Inch by inch they crept along, searching and hoping for some indication that any of the missing villagers had been there. So far their group was turning up just as much evidence as the king’s investigators had several months ago, which was absolutely nothing.

His back sore and his knees aching, Pheron found a small shrub less than a foot high and was inspecting the plant’s ovary. The leaves and stems resembled a raspberry bush, so he knew he had found a live specimen of the medicinal herb. The captain glanced up and watched several of his men poke and prod at various ferns and flowers.

“Just to make sure we’re all looking for the same thing, does everyone know what goldenseal looks like? This shrub is what we’re looking for. Or, more specifically, a shrub like this that looks as though it has been harvested.”

One of the soldiers pointed at the shrub and looked up at Pheron. “We’re looking for that? I thought we were looking for a tree.”

“Goldenseal is a shrub no more than ten inches high. Men, come here and get a good look. Everyone know what it is now? Good. Spread out. Look again.”

While the soldiers fanned out once more, Pheron turned to look back at the small seaside village nearly half a league to the south. He gazed silently at the distant rooftops of the village before slowly turning in place to look at the small shrub at his feet. 

“What are you doing?” another soldier asked. It was Gunnar, the youngest member on his team.

“I’m trying to recreate what the girl would have seen had she come here straight from Capily. This cannot be the only plant. It shows no sign of harvesting. Either she didn’t make it this far or there were other shrubs nearby that attracted her attention first. Look that way and I’ll check over here. The roots of the goldenseal shrub are what’s predominantly used, so look for signs of disturbance to the ground. She would have had to either pull them or dig them up. Either way we should see some signs.”

Within moments Gunnar gave a shout. “Captain, over here!”

Pheron hurried to Gunnar’s position on the ground and looked at where the soldier was pointing. Sure enough, a small shrub had been dug out of the hard ground and had been discarded, its roots missing.

“Excellent, Gunnar. Keep looking. Let’s see if she found any more.”

Twenty feet to the east they found another uprooted shrub, also with its roots missing. Thirty feet away, at the base of a rather large fern, they found a third uprooted plant, only this specimen still had its roots intact. Gunnar picked up the plant while Pheron knelt down to inspect the disturbed soil where the plant must have been growing. He could clearly see the marks Lissa’s spade left in the soil as she worked to extricate the plant from its natural bed.

“She left these roots intact,” Gunnar observed. He held the plant out to the captain. “Why?”

Pheron took the plant and straightened. He carefully looked around the quiet forest. “Isn’t it obvious? Something distracted her and prevented her from harvesting this. The question is, what? What did she see?”

The hairs on the back of Pheron’s neck suddenly stood up. His nostrils flared. His right arm instantly jerked up and he held it in place, signaling Gunnar to be quiet. The young soldier was more than happy to comply.

There was a faintly acrid odor in the air, much like what Shardwyn’s workshop always smelled like after a failed experiment. Pheron squatted low—Gunnar instinctively dropped beside him—and scanned the surroundings. He couldn’t see any smoke but he could still smell it.

“Do you smell that?” Pheron whispered.

Gunnar nodded. “It smells like a potion gone wrong.”

“Exactly. Stay close by me. Whatever is causing that smell must be nearby. Don’t let your guard down.”

Gunnar nodded and rested a hand on the hilt of his sword. Pheron pointed east, toward a huge fern with fronds that were easily three feet wide by five feet long. 

“I think it’s coming from that direction. Follow me.”

“Aye, sir.”

The two men carefully pushed aside the fern’s enormous fronds and poked their heads into the small space directly behind it. More ferns stretched out in all directions. The small clearing was no larger than two square meters, but all traces of the actual ground were hidden from sight. Fronds from five different plants overlapped one another, but only in the one spot. Intent on seeing what the fronds were hiding, Gunnar pushed his way past the huge fern only to stumble. 

Pheron caught Gunnar’s wildly flailing left arm and gave him a violent yank backwards. Both men fell to the ground, away from the convergence of giant fronds. Gunnar rolled to his feet first and came up swearing.

“What the blasted hell is a stinking pit doing under all those leaves? Is this someone’s idea of a joke? It isn’t funny!”

Pheron rose to his feet. “A pit?”

“Aye. The ground disappeared. If you hadn’t caught me then I would have fallen in. I probably would have broken a leg.”

Pheron cautiously inched back toward the mass of huge ferns. “I want to see this pit.”

“Be careful,” Gunnar cautioned. 

Together the two of them pushed by the closest fern and gently pulled the fronds away from the ground. This time it was Pheron’s turn to swear.

“Wizards be damned! What the blazes is that?”

Hidden beneath the thick foliage, and floating several inches off the ground, was a disturbance of air. The swirling vortex beckoned invitingly. 

Gunnar poked a finger at the vortex but Pheron caught his wrist before he could make contact.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You have no idea what that thing is.”

Gunnar nodded. “You’re right, Captain. Don’t you want to find out?”

Pheron snapped a small twig off the nearest tree and held it over the anomaly. He let go of it and the piece of wood blinked out of existence the moment it hit the swirling mists.

“I’ll stand guard,” Pheron told the soldier. “Find the others. Tell them they can call off the search. I think we found what we’ve been looking for.”

Half an hour later all thirteen men were crowding around the vortex. Everyone wanted to not only get a good look, but to also toss in a rock, or a twig. As before, each item disappeared the moment it touched the swirling mists.

“So why didn’t you vanish when you touched it?” Lieutenant Tyril asked. “It looks as though these sticks and stones we’re throwing in disappear as soon as contact is made.”

Gunnar was nonplussed. “So?”

“So why didn’t you vanish? Find a large branch,” Pheron ordered. “Let’s see what happens when we only poke one end into the anomaly. Will the branch vanish? Will it be pulled down? I want to know.”

Graylan chose two men from his group and retreated into the forest. They were back in less than five minutes with a seven foot long pole held between them.

Pheron smiled. “Excellent. Be ready. If there is a sudden pull downward, I want everyone to let go. Is that understood? I don’t want anyone touching that thing.”

The three soldiers nodded. Pheron indicated they should proceed. The tip of the pole was lowered and gently made contact with the disturbance. 

Pheron watched the pole and the three men carefully. Nothing was happening. After a few moments the soldiers carefully inserted another foot of the pole into the anomaly and then carefully pulled the pole out. Pheron was expecting the pole to become a foot or two shorter but it wasn’t. 

“Try that again,” the captain instructed. “Poke it down as far as you can safely go. I want to see if you can feel anything on the other side.”

The pole was lowered once more into the vortex. As before, the tip of the pole vanished into the swirling mists. A few seconds later, however, the pole was ripped from the soldiers’ hands and sucked into the anomaly. 

Alarmed, Pheron ushered everyone away from the vortex. “Is everyone alright? What happened?”

Graylan was shaking his right hand back and forth. “What just happened was that I just got the biggest splinter of my life.”

“Could you feel anything with the pole?” Pheron asked, as he pulled out his dagger and carefully dug out the sliver of wood that had lodged in his lieutenant’s hand.

“No resistance,” Graylan reported as he wrapped a strip of cloth around his injury. “It was as if someone grabbed the pole from the other side and yanked it in.”

“On the other side? You’re saying you think this is some type of a portal?”

“Captain, I don’t know what that is.”

“Captain?”

Everyone turned to look at Gunnar. His face was ashen. “Captain, if you hadn’t been there to prevent me from falling in then I would be suffering the same fate as those other people. I— I—”

“Don’t get all blubbery on me, soldier. Men, I think we can now explain what has happened to the missing villagers. I need a couple of volunteers.”

Two men hesitantly raised their arms.

“Excellent. Eslac, Stamwick, relax. As tempting as it is, you two are not going in. Set up camp here. Stand guard. I don’t want anyone coming anywhere close to this place, is that understood?

Both soldiers nodded and saluted. And breathed a sigh of relief.

“We have to inform the king and see what he wants to do. I’m sure he’ll want to set something up so no other villagers will suffer the same fate.”

“Do you think they died in there?” Tyril asked. 

“We don’t even know what it is,” Pheron pointed out. “There’s no sense in trying to guess what has happened until we have as much information as possible. We’ll let the experts decide what to do.” 

* * *
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“I honestly have no idea, Your Majesty.”

“Shardwyn, you’re a wizard. Surely you must have read something about this. Can’t you tell us anything about it?”

Captain Pheron had notified the castle that a singularity had been discovered which explained the disappearance of the missing villagers. Kri’Entu hadn’t wasted any time assembling a team and sending them to the kingdom’s largest seaside village. Since there had been a lull in activity around the castle, the king himself accompanied the group west to see the strange phenomenon for himself and what could be done to neutralize it.

However, upon arriving at the scene of the anomaly, Kri’Entu had been informed by the captain that it was his opinion this wasn’t a portal as it didn’t conform to the same properties every other portal exhibited. There was no athe crystal to power it. There were no frames to contain it. It wasn’t possible for a portal to exist without those elements, yet there it was, defying all known explanations.

“If I were to venture a guess,” Shardwyn was saying, “I’d say this is nothing more than jhorun in its elemental form.”

Kri’Entu frowned. “Jhorun does not exist in an elemental form. It’s something we are all born with. We can temporarily increase our own jhorun through the use of the joriis but those spheres are rare. The few joriis that do exist are safe and sound. No, I do not think this is jhorun, and if it is, we have no way to confirm that.”

Down on his knees, peering intently at the swirling disturbance just above ground level, Shardwyn shook his head.

“I mention it only as a possible explanation, Your Majesty,” the wizard informed him. 

“I have already sent for a second opinion,” Kri’Entu said with the beginnings of a smile.

“Who could you possibly ask that would know as much as I would on the matter, Your Majesty?”

“Me,” a strong gruff voice flatly said.

Shardwyn stiffened with surprise and slowly got to his feet. He looked down his nose and crossed his arms over his chest. 

Standing in front of him, with a smug look on his face, was an elderly dwarf everyone was quite familiar with. His beard was streaked with gray and had been tightly braided together and tucked into an ornate black belt. The dwarf was outfitted entirely in black. Tunic, trousers and boots; all were of the same hue. Draped over his shoulders was a heavy gray robe adorned with all manner of pins, patches, and various other accoutrements. The dwarf’s black eyes twinkled mischievously as they stared up at the tall wizard.

“You.”

The dwarf nodded. “Aye. Me. It’s a pleasure to see you, too, wizard.”

“Master Maelnar. Don’t you have better things to be doing? What would your Council think if they knew you ... how did you get here so fast, anyway?”

Maelnar grinned and held up a glittering crystal key. It was such a bright yellow color that Shardwyn briefly wondered if the dwarf key maker had somehow managed to capture a piece of the sun’s essence and imbue it within the crystal. The dwarf nodded at the king, who nodded in return.

“At Kri’Entu’s request, and with the permission of the Council, a new portal was commissioned and linked to your castle straight from Bohragg. Now I can visit at a moment’s notice. Isn’t that grand?”

“It doesn’t explain how you arrived here so quickly”, Shardwyn pointed out. “We have Capily’s portal key. What did you use?”

“I didn’t use anything. I came over with you.”

“You did? I didn’t see you.”

“I’m surprised. You’re always looking down your nose so I figured you would have seen me. I was there, as clear as the wrinkles on your face.”

Shardwyn’s eyes momentarily flicked over to the king’s, who had to turn away in order to keep from laughing out loud. The feud between the wizard and dwarf had been going on for years now and gave every indication that it would continue for years to come. Shardwyn shoved his hands into his pockets and came close to pouting.

“Well, you’re here. You can at least make yourself useful. What do you make of that?”

Maelnar followed the human wizard and looked where he pointed. The dwarf’s eyebrows shot up. He slowly approached the anomaly and knelt down on the ground to get a closer look. With wide, wondering eyes Maelnar looked up at Shardwyn. 

“There’s something you don’t see every day. What do you think that is, wizard?”

Shardwyn appeared ready to give a sarcastic answer when he caught sight of the king standing quietly nearby, watching the proceedings. The king frowned at him. Shardwyn closed his mouth and sighed. He forced a smile as he looked down at the dwarf.

“I say this knowing full well you’ll ridicule me but I do so anyway. I think this is an example of jhorun in its purest form.”

“Jhorun doesn’t manifest itself physically,” Maelnar pointed out.

“How would you know?” Shardwyn countered. “Dwarves don’t typically have jhorun. We have more experience with it so maybe we know something you don’t.”

Surprisingly, Maelnar nodded. “I concede the point.”

“What do you think it is?” Shardwyn asked as he squatted down to both inspect the anomaly closer and at Maelnar’s eye level.

Maelnar stared intently at the swirling vortex. “I was told that it has the characteristics of a portal. Is that true?”

Graylan, standing nearby, raised a bandaged hand. “With the exception of having a long pole forcefully yanked out of our hands as we were conducting some tests, aye. It behaves like a portal.”

“It just doesn’t look like a portal,” Shardwyn added, giving Graylan a friendly smile.

“It cannot be a portal,” Maelnar concluded. “All portals require a power source. There is no frame or a place to conceal the athe crystal. If that’s a portal then it’s not one I’m familiar with.”

“Can you detect a power source?” the king asked, as he appeared standing next to the two of them. “I would concur with Master Maelnar. If it’s a portal, there should be a power source of some sort.”

Maelnar pulled several small metal devices from pouches attached to his belt and began setting them up on the ground. He retrieved a small notebook from an inside pocket in his robes and mumbled quietly to himself as he made a few adjustments to the strange apparatuses on the ground. He flipped the page in his notebook and then pressed a button on the closest device. 

Nothing happened.

Grunting softly, Maelnar returned the first device to his belt and concentrated on the second. He inserted a small metal key into the top of the flat rectangular device and twisted the key for several revolutions. Properly wound, the second device began whirring and emitting soft clicks. After ten seconds of listening to the whirring and clicking, Maelnar consulted his notebook a final time. He snapped it closed and pressed another button on the device, silencing it instantly.

“Nothing,” Maelnar reported. He tapped the first device. “This one will detect energy signatures that many of the athe crystals produce. If there was an athe crystal, or something equivalent in the vicinity, then it would have made quite a ruckus. It didn’t. Therefore, whatever that thing is uses a source of power I am unfamiliar with.”

“And the second device?” the king prompted. “What does it do?”

“That is a geographical locator. I don’t have to use it much so I beg your pardon for having to consult my notes. I had to make sure I was using it correctly. I was. Not only did this device not pick up the presence of a portal, it certainly was unable to determine where that portal, assuming it is one, would deposit the traveler.”

The king sighed. He stared down at the anomaly with grim determination. There were missing Lentarians and more than likely this disturbance—this thing—was to blame. He had to know what was on the other end of ... of ... that portal.

“What about a teleporter?” Kri’Entu suggested. “Could someone with a teleporting jhorun be able to determine anything?”

In unison, both wizard and dwarf shrugged.

“It couldn’t hurt to try,” Maelnar answered. 

Shardwyn nodded.

The king turned to look back at Pheron, who was standing off to the side as he gave orders to his men to properly secure the area for the foreseeable future. 

“Captain, could you send for a teleporter?”

Pheron nodded. “At once, Your Majesty.”

Less than an hour later Capily’s only known teleporter, a slender man in his late twenties or early thirties, had joined the group and was staring intently at the anomaly. Dressed in khaki shorts and a green tunic, the nervous young man ran a shaky hand through his brown hair and whistled, then slid his hands into his pockets and grunted twice. He looked up at the king and realized he was being watched. He smiled sheepishly and returned his attention to the anomaly, stepping close to squat down for a more methodical inspection. A few seconds later he backed away a few feet, seeming undecided. 

“I, uh, er... This is very peculiar, Your Majesty. I have never seen the like.”

Kri’Entu smiled patiently. “I am sure. However, Mister Breet, I need to know if you can sense where this portal might lead. If it is a portal, that is. What can you tell us about it?”

Breet closed his eyes and went still. Kri’Entu glanced over at Maelnar and Shardwyn, who were standing nearby. Maelnar gave a quick shake of his head and smiled. Shardwyn was staring at a flock of kytes in a distant tree.

“It’s perfectly acceptable to say you don’t know,” Kri’Entu told the quiescent teleporter. “I thank you for your time. You are excused
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