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Praise for The Enchanted Dagger 

 

“The Enchanted Dagger is a strong tale set in a world intricately woven through with magic. Beck of Queen’s Weather keeps the promises he makes, and in so doing gathers around him a host of fantastic creatures and people who become his fast friends. The dagger, a treasure of his family for generations, has hidden talents and abilities, but no more than its new master. This delightful coming of age adventure is best read in front of a roaring fire with a mug of sweet cider and a dragon at your side.” 

 

~ Jody Lynn Nye, author of Myth Adventure series, View from the Imperium series, Wolfe Pack series, Exiled series, Dreamland series, Planet Pirate series with Anne McCaffrey, Dragon Lovers Guide to Pern with Anne McCaffrey, and other books.

 

“Combining an extended journey across a magical land with a coming of age story, The Enchanted Dagger is capably-written, energetic and entertaining.” 

 

~ Jim Lee, author of stories appearing in Tales from Elsewhere, Beyond Imagination, Tales Told in the Dark, Star Quake, Night to Dawn, Distant Journeys, From the Dragon Lord's Library, Mystic Signals, and elsewhere.

 

“I started reading The Enchanted Dagger and couldn't stop. Just had to see what was coming next. An absorbing tale...finely crafted.” 

~ Roxanne Bland, author of The Moreva of Astoreth and The Underground

 

“Adventure, magical creatures, enchantment, and evil lurking around every corner...a very enjoyable read.” 

~ Aimee Brown, Reviewer, Getting Your Read On

 

“A thrilling story...recommended to all readers of fantasy and adventure. Five stars and a thumbs-up to an excellent book.” 

~ Ellen Fritz, Reviewer, Books 4 Tomorrow
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Chapter I: Market Day

 

Nana's goat, Tansy, usually misbehaved when Beck and his grandmother went into Queen's Weather on market day.  Worse still, the foul-tempered goat always chose a time when Beck was supposed to be keeping an eye on her to get into trouble.  He glanced at Tansy and sighed.  Nana Rosheen seemed to be taking forever to barter with the beekeeper for a jar or two of bee-sweets, which left him minding the goat and cart.  

It was after noon, so most of the goat milk soap and lotion, lengths of woven cloth, and skeins of wool and goat-hair yarn they'd brought to town had been sold or bartered.  Now, in addition to the few remaining items to sell or trade, the brightly-painted cart contained a small sack of salt, a wedge of cheese, some elixir for Nana's cough, and a bag of oats.

Beck shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  The beekeeper's stall was the last stop before Nana Rosheen parked their cart under an oak tree behind the fishmongers' booths, tied Tansy to a post so the goat could graze, and visited with Logan's mother, Dove.  Then, Beck and his best friend Logan would race back up the lane to the main marketplace to listen to the musicians and laugh at the street performers.

Enthusiastic shouts and the clang of metal drew Beck's eyes to a booth across the street.  A group of Janepar were loudly exchanging ritual greetings.  He watched the noisy warriors.  They looked the same as every Janepar he'd ever seen: short, thick, and long-haired. Even their clothing was similar. Each Janepar wore a leather vest or jacket which was embellished with metal plating, buckles, and studs. And, of course, they all carried weapons.

He didn't know much about the race except that they were always looking for a fight, and one of their biggest settlements was northwest of Queen's Weather in the mountains somewhere.  At least that's what he and Logan had overheard when they were eavesdropping at one of the local warehouses. 

A slight tug on Tansy's lead caused Beck to look in the goat's direction.  While he'd been gawking at the Janepar warriors, she'd somehow managed to grab the edge of the tablecloth draped over the nearest merchant's table.

“No, Tansy!” Beck scolded.  Before he could tighten his grip on the lead attached to the goat's halter, Tansy trotted forward with the tablecloth clenched in her teeth.

Metal plates, platters, cups, pots, bowls, pitchers, candlesticks, and assorted whatnots clattered to the ground.  Several of the plates landed on their edges and rolled a short distance before stopping.  The angry tinsmith screamed, pointed at Beck and the goat, and slammed his fists on his bare display table.  About half a dozen dogs who'd been wandering about in the crowd looking for handouts barked and howled.  Everyone near the commotion, including the Janepar, stopped talking and stared at Beck and Tansy.

“Let me hold her while you gather up the tinware,” offered a three-foot tall, red-haired fellow.

Beck cringed.  The offer had been made by a Rufin, and everybody knew they were nothing but disgusting, untrustworthy thieves-for-hire.

“Hurry up, ninnyhammer,” growled the Rufin.  “I don't have all day to stand around holding a goat.”

Beck looked at the furious tinsmith and his scattered goods, chewed on his lower lip, then handed Tansy's lead over to the Rufin.  “If you would hold her for a few minutes, I'd appreciate...”

“Stop being polite, and get to it,” said the thief as he scratched the goat's neck.

While the angry merchant scowled at him, Beck pried the tablecloth out of Tansy's mouth, shook the dirt off of it, and re-spread the cloth on the display table.  He gathered the tinsmith's merchandise, including the runaway plates, and stacked the metalware neatly on top of the cloth.  

When they saw there'd be no fight, the market crowd lost interest in the incident and went back to their shopping.  Beck sighed.  The only people still watching him were the tinsmith, who now stood with his arms crossed in front of his chest, the Rufin and Tansy, and a man in hooded cloak who'd been perusing the tinware when the goat yanked the cloth off the table.

As a cloud briefly passed in front of the sun, the cloaked shopper pulled back his hood.  Beck shivered when he saw it was Mage Halvard.  The stout dealer in magic was an occasional visitor to Queen's Weather.  He sold love spells, protection charms, and luckstones.  It was also rumored that he'd send ill luck and worse to someone's enemies for the right price.  

Beck avoided looking into the mage's eyes and scanned the street near the tinsmith's table.  He didn't see any other pieces of metalware lying around.  He rubbed his forehead and exhaled slowly.  This time Tansy hadn't broken anything, she'd just made a mess.  

“I'm very sorry, sir,” he began.  “I should have been holding her lead tighter.” He reached into the goat cart and pulled out a bar of soap.  “I hope you'll accept this goat milk soap and my apologies.”

The tinsmith took the soap, examined it, relaxed his stance, and replied, “No harm, I suppose.” The merchant glanced at Tansy who stood nearby chewing on what Beck hoped was a bit of hay, and added, “But keep that animal away from my wares in the future.”

“Yes, sir.”  Beck bowed slightly and stepped back in the direction of the goat cart.  He nearly lost his balance when his foot came down on... He wasn't sure what his foot had come down on.  It was too soft to be a loose cobblestone or chunk of wood.  As Beck glanced down, the Rufin punched him in the thigh.

“Noodlehead, watch where you're going,” snapped the thief.  “You're standing on my foot.”

“Sorry,” replied Beck, “I didn't know you were...”  He stared at the Rufin who'd pulled Tansy's lips back, opened her mouth wide, and was examining her teeth.  “Hey, what do you think you're doing?”

“Just checkin' her over,” answered the Rufin as he looked up the goat's nostrils.  Next, he pulled her eyelids back and peered into Tansy's eyes.

“Checking her over for what?” asked Beck as the thief handed him Tansy's lead, walked the length of the goat, pulled her tail up, grunted, then let loose of Tansy's tail.

Ignoring his question, the Rufin scratched his beard, pursed his lips, and continued to study the goat.  “How much you asking for her?”

“She's not for sale.”  Beck frowned.  He didn't like the direction this conversation was taking.

“She's got spirit.  I like that in a goat.” The thief rubbed his hands together. “Spirit makes them good in a fight.  You got a saddle for her?”

“No.”  Beck had seen Rufins riding goatback through town, but he'd never considered how they acquired their mounts.  And he'd certainly never thought about Rufins in a battle.  He needed to be rid of the thief before Nana Rosheen came back.  Otherwise, the incident with the tinsmith was sure to come up.  “Well, thanks for holding Tansy while...”

“No problem.”  The Rufin picked his nose and flicked whatever he'd dug out at a passerby.  “If you change your mind about selling her...”

“I won't,” said Beck.  He wished the thief would leave.

Tansy selected that moment to lift her tail and deposit a yellowish pile of manure in the street.  The Rufin chuckled, kicked the goat droppings, and observed, “At least I know her innards work just fine.”  The thief patted Tansy once more, then, still chuckling, he strolled away.

“New friend?” asked Beck's grandmother from behind him.

“Ah, no, not exactly.”  He watched his grandmother place two jars of bee-sweets in the cart.  He shook his head.  Half truths were no better than lies.  He looked Nana Rosheen in the eyes.  “Tansy got into some trouble, and the Rufin was helping me out.”

“I see.”  Nana nodded, then leaned on the goat cart while she coughed.  After another bout of coughing, she managed to whisper, “Time to visit the fishmongers and see if they've got any fish left.”

“You all right?”

“I'm fine,” his grandmother responded as she wiped her brow and upper lip with a handkerchief she kept tucked in an apron pocket.  Without a backward glance, Nana started down Bay Street towards the fishmongers' stalls.

Beck didn't believe Nana was fine but chose not to argue.  He tugged on Tansy's lead and followed his grandmother.  After walking two blocks, they turned left onto Mussel Street.  Once Nana, Tansy, and Beck passed the carved and painted sea-maiden figurehead mounted on the wall beside the entrance to the offices of Careswell Shipping, they turned right into Tidewater Lane.  

An acrid breeze caused Beck to put his hand over his nose.  Before them spread the bustling Queen's Weather Fishmarket.  The smell of the sea and its creatures mixed with the body odors of customers, horses, donkeys, goats, sheep, dogs, and the ever-present stray cats.  

As Nana, Tansy, and he made their way through the crowd towards Sandrakers' Family Stall, Beck was careful where he stepped.  A person wandering through the Fishmarket could avoid the piles of manure littering Tidewater Lane, even if he couldn't dodge the globs of gull droppings hurtling downward.  Beck tried not to laugh as seabird droppings landed on a man standing next to his grandmother.

“It's good luck,” promised the vendor who was dickering with the besplattered shopper over the price of oysters.  

“Easy enough for you to say,” replied the customer. “You and your goods are under a tarp.” 

The vendor smiled, raised his hands slightly, and repeated, “It's good luck.”

The customer made a sour face, uttered a rude comment about seagulls, mopped the sticky bird mess from his clothing, and resumed bargaining with the vendor for a basket of oysters. 

After a particularly large dribble of bird mess struck a well-dressed shopper in front of them, and a nearby fishmonger cheerfully proclaimed the woman's good fortune, Nana Rosheen shook her head.  “Only a fool would believe such nonsense,” she muttered.  “The only good luck she'll have is if the next splash of bird droppings lands on her sleeve and not in her hair.”

As Beck grinned and tried to think of a clever response, he spotted Logan helping at his family's fish stall.  He urged Tansy to walk faster.  The goat bleated in protest and refused to increase her speed.

“Easy. Tansy has had a long day,” said Nana Rosheen as she touched his forearm.

“I know.”  Beck wanted to mention he'd had a long day, too, but he knew if he argued with his grandmother, he'd end up minding the goat instead of wandering around the market stalls with Logan.

 When he didn't complain, Nana smiled and said, “As soon as you tie Tansy to the post behind Sandrakers' Stall, give her some of the oats we just bought, and bring her a bucket of water; you can walk around for an hour or so.” 

Beck did as his grandmother asked while she chatted with Logan's mother, Dove.  When he'd finished taking care of Tansy, Nana waved her hand and said, “Off with you two.”

“Whew-hew!” yelled Logan as he jumped over a basket of clams.  Unfortunately, instead of landing on the cobblestone of Tidewater Lane, his boots slipped on a wad of seaweed.  With eyes wide and arms waving, he tumbled to the ground.

Beck thought Logan's face couldn't have gotten any redder as his mother checked him for cuts and broken bones.  After she was sure her youngest son hadn't suffered any serious injuries, Dove Sandraker scolded, “Find something safe to do.  No more foolishness.”

“All right, Ma,” Logan responded as he tried to wipe some of the mud and seaweed slime off his pants.

Dove Sandraker wagged her forefinger at her son one last time, then turned to wait on a short, gray-haired woman carrying a large woven basket.

“Nice landing,” said Beck.

“I thought so,” replied Logan as he elbowed Beck.

They both laughed and made their way through the crowd towards the town square where most of the street entertainers would be performing.  

Beck knew at first glance the friends appeared mismatched.  Logan, who was the youngest of eight brothers, was thin, a hand taller than Beck, and surprisingly strong.  He had unruly reddish blond hair, freckles on every bit of exposed skin, blue eyes, and large hands and feet.  He also had a crescent moon shaped scar on his left hand where a fishhook had gotten deeply embedded beneath the skin years ago.  

In contrast, Beck considered himself average in weight, strength, and appearance. His dark hair was neither curly or straight, thick or thin, nor long or short.  He had no freckles, no scars, and no brothers or sisters.  Whereas Logan resided in the crowded watermen's section of Queen's Weather, Beck lived in a small cottage with his grandmother in the rural outskirts of the sea town.  And though he could read and write well enough to help Nana Rosheen teach local children, he knew no one could tell such a thing by glancing at him.

Except for his eyes, Beck considered himself forgettable. His right eye was brown and his left was hazel with a small wedge of green.  Most people didn't notice the difference in eye color until they looked at his face, and since Beck always chose to remain on the fringe of a crowd, never in the center of the action, few people bothered to look him in the eye.  In fact, the only time anyone noticed Beck was when Tansy caused a ruckus.

“Look at that!” exclaimed Logan.

Staring in the direction his friend was pointing, Beck saw a dark-skinned man wearing only a pair of loose-fitting scarlet pants was lying on a bed of nails.  On top of his stomach and chest, he'd placed another board.  The second board was thankfully not hammered full of nails, but the performer's brightly costumed assistant appeared to be climbing on to the top board.

“She's no featherweight,” observed Logan.

“No.  She probably weighs as much as you and me combined.”

The crowd groaned as the heavy woman in the colorful outfit stood on the board on top of the chest of the man lying on the bed of nails.  Next, the woman clapped her hands and gyrated her hips, which caused the strings of metal bells and baubles that encircled her wrists, neck, waist, and ankles to jangle.  Then, she smiled, nodded at the growing crowd, and jumped up and down on the board three times.  Several people screamed.  Beck noticed a number of the audience members covered their eyes and turned their heads.  But the man on the bed of nails just laughed as his assistant blew kisses to the crowd.  

With deliberate slowness, the costumed woman climbed down and lifted the board from her partner's chest. The man stood up, laughed again, and holding his assistant's hand in his, bowed to the crowd that had gathered around him.  The onlookers cheered and clapped.  Many were so impressed with his performance that they filled his collection bowl with coins.

“Look at his back,” Beck whispered.

They both studied the imprint of every single nail point in the dark-skinned man's back.  Each indentation looked painful, and several had blood oozing from them.

“Do you think anyone else noticed the nails dug into his skin?” asked Logan.

“I guess people only see what they want to see,” Beck responded before the friends turned to watch a pig wearing a ruffled collar do a silly dance.

The hour slipped by as Logan and Beck wandered through the merchants' booths gawking at entertainers, customers, and vendors and their wares.  Too soon, they found themselves back at the Fishmarket approaching Sandrakers' Stall.

Dove Sandraker was holding a squid and Nana Rosheen was seated on a bench behind Logan's mother.  And though he knew it was an act, Tansy appeared to be sweetly resting near his grandmother.  The goat's eyes were closed, and her jaws barely moved as she chewed.  Tansy opened one eye and winked at him just as Logan jabbed his upper arm.

“Do you see that?” shouted Logan.

Beck surveyed the stall in front of them.

“There.”  His friend pointed at a thin orange and white cat reaching into a basket of greengills.  The cat bit into one of the Sandrakers' fish and pulled it out of the basket.  “Thieving cat.” Logan bent down, picked up a stone, and chucked it at the cat.

The animal must have been really hungry because it refused to drop the greengill.  Instead, it stopped and tried to tear a chunk of flesh from the fish.

“Let it go,” said Beck as he watched the scraggly creature gulp down a mouthful of greengill.  “It's only one small fish.”

“Let one cat steal your fish, and pretty soon every stray in Queen's Weather will be hanging around your stall.”  His friend stooped, picked up another stone, and pulled his arm back to throw the rock at the cat.

“Enough!” growled a deep voice.

Beck's mouth dropped open as Logan was grabbed by the front of his shirt, yanked a foot in the air, and screamed at first in Janeparn, then in common speech.  Beck didn't listen to the exact words the Janepar yelled.  He was too busy watching spittle gather in the corners of the warrior's mouth and in his thick beard.  His gaze finally drifted over to his friend's face when the Janepar shook Logan several times.

“Sir.  Sir,” Beck said as he tapped on the warrior's wrist cuff.  “I'm sure he didn't mean any harm.  It's just that the fish belonged to his...”  Beck swallowed the rest of his words as several other Janepar warriors surrounded them.

The Janepar who still held Logan dangling from his fist like a rag doll, shook the fishmonger's son once more for emphasis.  He said something in Janeparn in a threatening tone, then added in common speech, “Never mistreat the weaker, or the stronger will mistreat you.”

Unable to speak, Logan nodded in agreement.  The Janepar snorted, set the fishmonger's son down, and released Logan's shirt.

Beck thought the warrior's words wise but remained silent.  He watched the band of Janepar stride over to the cowering cat.  The warrior who'd stopped Logan from tossing a stone at the stray, bent down, gently picked up the animal and half-eaten fish, turned, handed a few coins to Dove Sandraker, and stomped away in the direction of the docks.  The rest of the Janepar followed closely behind, though several of them shot ugly looks at Logan.

“Jeeze.  I thought he was going to kill me,” Logan managed to say as he smoothed his shirt back into place.

“You should have just let the cat have the fish,” Beck replied as the market crowd stopped gaping and returned to shopping.  He glanced up.  The gulls remained on building ledges and other roosts where they'd flown when the altercation between Logan and the warrior had started.  Even they were afraid of a Janepar's temper.

“Do you think he'll adopt the cat or eat it?” asked Logan in a half-joking tone.

“I have no idea,” said Beck.  He looked in Nana's direction and saw her studying him with a strange expression on her face.  He suspected his grandmother would have a lot to say to him on their walk home today.

“Me neither,” agreed Logan as they strolled behind Sandrakers' Stall.

Beck and his friend paused to scratch Tansy before facing Dove and Nana Rosheen.  “And,” observed Beck as he recalled the fury in the Janepar warrior's eyes when he lifted Logan off the ground, “I don't want to ever bump into that bunch of Janepar again to find out.”


Chapter II: Promises

 

On the walk home from Queen's Weather, Beck had expected to be scolded. Instead, Nana had drilled him on the polite greetings to be used when meeting Janepar and D'Anlo. Though he'd seen Janepar in town, Beck had never met a D'Anlo, and he never expected to since the reclusive race rarely crossed the Celstir Sea and visited Dobran. He'd heard from one of Logan's brothers that D'Anlo were squinty-eyed magicians with straight black hair and pet birds. But the older Sandraker brothers enjoyed teasing Logan and Beck, so he doubted it was true.

As his grandmother and he neared their cottage, Tansy slowed her pace. Beck jangled the goat's lead. “Come on, girl” he urged. “Not much farther.”

“She's slowing down, just like...” Nana began. But before his grandmother could finish her statement, she began to cough violently.

Beck put his arm around Nana's shoulders and helped support her until the coughing subsided. “Why don't you climb in the cart and ride the rest of the way? You'll feel better when we get you home. A few drops of elixir in a cup of tea will have you well enough to do spinning tonight until moon-rise.”

Nana Rosheen shook her head. “It's not fair to burden Tansy with extra weight this late in the day.”

Before he could argue with his grandmother, she added, “I'm not riding in the goat cart. Not as long as I can walk.”

There was nothing he could do but nod and keep his eyes on the road. It wasn't long before they reached their cottage. His grandmother went inside to begin dinner and Beck fed, watered, and bedded down Tansy, the sheep, and the chickens. Then, he brought two arm loads of firewood in, placed several of the logs in the fireplace, and stacked the remainder of the wood nearby to be used later when the night grew cooler. While Nana Rosheen sliced some of the cheese they'd bartered for earlier that day, he stirred the coals and swung the cook-pot back over the flames.

 After adding another fat log to the fire, he took a loaf of bread wrapped in a towel, two mugs, the tea can, and two spoons from the cupboard and placed the items on the kitchen table next to the elixir. Next, he grabbed two wooden bowls, ladled some soup into them from the cook-pot, and set the steaming bowls on the tabletop. Lastly, Beck filled Nana Rosheen's china teapot with hot water from a blackened kettle nestled in the corner of the fireplace.

As Beck sat down on the bench opposite Nana, he was again aware of her intense scrutiny.

“Have I done something wrong?”

“No, child.” His grandmother reached across the table, patted his hand with her gnarled fingers. “It's something I've been thinking about lately. I'm not getting any younger and...”

“You're not that old, Nana. Whatever it is you're worried about we can...”

“Shush!” His grandmother put her forefinger to her lips, shook her head. “It's time for you to be respectful and listen.”

Beck fell silent.

“To my knowledge, you are the last of the Braden line,” began Nana Rosheen. “And today in the market, you showed me you were ready to cross Dobran and finally retrieve your father's bones.”

“Retrieve my father's bones,” Beck repeated, and thought about his father, Gillis Conleth.  He'd been nine when Gillis was murdered. And so for the last five years his father's mother, Nana Rosheen, had raised him by herself. During that time, at least once a month Nana talked about bringing her son's remains back to the family burial plot.

“I can't bear to think of him lying in foreign soil any longer” continued his grandmother as she rubbed her brow.

“It's not foreign soil, Nana. It's Ulfwood. No more then ten days' journey from here.”

“Ulfwood! Bah! That's the same as foreign soil. They tolerate outlaws and thieves and charlatans of all sorts in Ulfwood.”  Nana stood, leaned over the table, cupped his face in her worn hands, and begged, “Promise you'll bring your father's bones home to rest beside your grandfather and me.”

It seemed like a small request for all the years of care she'd given to him. Beck's mother had died in childbirth, and even before his death, Gillis was rarely in Queen's Weather. And so, with only the slightest hesitation, he said, “I promise, Nana.”

“Good. You can begin making the arrangements tomorrow,” said his grandmother as she sat back down, reached for a piece of cheese, and smiled across the table at Beck.

“Tomorrow?”

“Of course,” replied Nana. She hummed the chorus of an old traveling tune as she chewed. “The sooner you check on wagons and carts headed to Ulfwood, the sooner you can bring Gillis home.”

A trip to Queen's Weather tomorrow by himself might not be so bad, Beck thought. After he made arrangements for getting to Ulfwood, he'd find Logan, and the two of them would go down to The Shallows and search through shipwreck debris for coins, barnacle-encrusted goblets, and other salvage. Though they rarely found anything of value, Logan and he always had a fine time, and Dove Sandraker was sure to pack them a splendid lunch.

“Tomorrow it is,” agreed Beck as a night breeze slammed one of the kitchen window's shutters against the side of the cottage.

“And one more thing,” Nana Rosheen added with a wave of her soup spoon. “You must also retrieve our family's dagger.”
“Dagger?”

“It's a boot skean that belonged to my father, Seamus, and his father before him. It's been handed down in the Braden family for many generations. The blade is supposed to help the bearer recognize truth from lies.”

As Nana tapped her fingertips on her bottom lip, she added, “Though I can't say I ever had much use for it. And it certainly didn't help your father avoid treachery.”

His grandmother shrugged her shoulders. “Still, it might be of some use to you. If for nothing more than to cut your meat and slice your bread.”

“Where exactly is the dagger?” Beck wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer to his query.

“In your father's boot, of course.”

“His boot!”

“In order to transport them home, his bones will have to be exhumed, so it's just a matter of plucking the skean from Gillis's boot and sliding it into your...”

Whatever Nana Rosheen meant to say next was swallowed by another coughing fit. When she finally was able to straighten up, she took several sips of tea, and looked Beck directly in the eyes.

“Your father had no choice. He promised, just as you must promise, if he was unable at the time of his death to give the dagger to the person of Braden blood next in line, then he was to be buried with it.”

“Why?” Beck couldn't imagine what was so important about a dagger he'd never heard a word about until tonight.

“The blade was a gift. The Bradens are to guard the skean until it's needed.”

“A gift from whom? And what are we guarding it from?”

“I don't know the answer to either question. The details were lost generations ago. I just know I vowed to keep the dagger safe, pass it on to another of Braden blood, or take that skean to my grave. Your father made the same promise. And you...”

“I swear to get the dagger, put it in my boot, and keep it until I can hand it off to someone of Braden blood,” said Beck. He looked down at his bowl, sponged up the last of the broth with a bread crust, and popped the mushy wad into his mouth. “Seems like a lot of trouble for an old knife,” he mumbled.

#

Beck stood in front of Master Jorma's warehouse on the outskirts of the business district of Queen's Weather. Earlier that morning he'd visited the cabinet maker to trade several lengths of cloth woven by Nana Rosheen for a small wooden chest in which to transport his father's bones. Next, Beck had given the cobbler a bundle of woolen cloth plus a few coins for a pair of shoes for his grandmother and a new pair of boots for himself. Both of them had been patching their worn-out footwear with scraps of leather for months now. He wouldn't be around for more than two weeks to patch Nana's shoes if they developed more tears, and his old boots were rather uncomfortable because they were too small for his feet. Indeed, it had been time to visit the cobbler.

Finally, he'd stopped by the confectioner's shop and used his own money to buy a dozen pieces of candy for his grandmother. It was an extravagant purchase, but Nana loved sweets. And according to Cousin Cerris, his wife Ell, and several other Conleth relatives, she'd loved sweets since girlhood.

At each shop, Beck had asked which Queen's Weather merchant regularly transported goods to Ulfwood. The cabinet maker, cobbler, and confectioner had all recommended Master Jorma. The vendors had also assured him that Jorma was not only a savvy businessman, but a fair and honest person.

Trying to look more confident than he felt, Beck straightened up, pulled back his shoulders, lifted his chin, and strode into Jorma's Warehouse. The owner was busily scribbling notations in a record book of some sort.

Beck cleared his throat.

The warehouse owner dipped his pen in an ink bottle again, and without looking up, asked, “What is it, boy?”

“I've heard that you transport goods to and from Ulfwood.”

“That's true.”  Master Jorma kept writing.

“I'd like to bargain for a ride back and forth on the next wagon or cart heading to Ulfwood for myself and a small chest.”

The merchant set down his pen, adjusted one of the sleeves of his fine leather jacket, brushed a smudge of dirt from the back of his hand, and then, gazed up at Beck from behind his desk. “What can you offer me, boy?”

“A hard day's work.”

Master Jorma ran the tip of his tongue back and forth across his teeth. “Ten days, and I'll throw in food and a bed on the journey. But, of course, you'll have to help my man, Klaff, guard the goods until delivery and unload them when you get to Ulfwood. On the trip back to Queen's Weather, you must help Klaff watch the merchandise and unload it at the warehouse upon your return.”

“Six days. Then, I'm willing to work longer for a fair wage.”

The warehouse owner tapped the desktop with his well-manicured fingers and laughed. “Eight days. And if Klaff reports back to me that you're a hard worker, and if I see that hard work when you get back to the warehouse, then I'll hire you.”

“Done,” Beck said and shook hands with Master Jorma.

“See you tomorrow morning just after sunrise,” replied Jorma as he picked up his pen.

“So soon? I didn't think you had a cart leaving so...”

“Boy, do you want to go to Ulfwood or not?”  

The tone of the warehouse owner's voice had changed. They'd struck a bargain, and should Beck go back on his word now, he knew Master Jorma wouldn't deal with him again. He had no choice, he'd be leaving for Ulfwood in the morning.

“I'll be here, sir.” Beck started to leave, then turned back towards Jorma. “Would it be agreeable for me to leave the chest I'm transporting at the warehouse tonight? It seems foolish to carry it home, then turn around and haul it back here in the morning.”

The warehouse owner gestured towards a shelf along the wall. “You may leave it there. No one should bother it.”

“Thank you, sir.” Beck placed the chest on the indicated shelf. “I'll see you tomor...”

“Enough. I can't concentrate on these numbers.” Master Jorma rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Be gone before I change my mind.”

Beck quickly gathered up his other purchases and backed out of the warehouse. He needed to hurry home, pack for the journey, and make arrangements for Cousin Cerris and his wife to care for the animals and check on Nana Rosheen while he was gone.  

His throat suddenly felt tight. Beck had never been away from his grandmother before. He took a drink from the water-skin slung over his shoulder. He wasn't a child. He was fourteen and old enough to carry a dagger in his boot, see a bit of the world while retrieving his father's bones, and get a job at Jorma's Warehouse. Still, his throat felt dry and it was hard to swallow.

He was so preoccupied with thoughts of his journey, that he barely noticed a figure in a hooded robe standing across the street from the warehouse. Before Beck could get a good view of the robed man's face, he disappeared into the cooper's work shed. Beck shrugged his shoulders. He was more worried about how many days it would take to get from Queen's Weather to Ulfwood and back again. And would he have time in the morning to see Logan before leaving.


Chapter III: The Journey Begins

 

Early the next morning, Beck hugged Nana Rosheen good-bye, picked up his travel bag, and stepped out the door into the chilly air. The moon was setting, and the sun hadn't appeared yet on the eastern horizon. He glanced over his shoulder. His grandmother stood in the doorway of their cottage waving her hand. He returned the wave, and hurried towards Jorma's Warehouse. 

He didn't want to be late for his first day on the job, and so he ran about half of the distance to Queen's Weather. Unfortunately, he'd left Nana's cottage too late to see Logan and tell him about the trip. Beck figured Cerris or Nana would let his friend know where Beck was when they went into town on market day.

After Beck arrived at the warehouse, he wiped the sweat from his brow and took a minute to catch his breath. His jogging had paid off, the sun was just rising when he walked into Master Jorma's Warehouse.

“You must be the boy who's coming to Ulfwood with me,” said an older man in a worn cap who was stacking boxes on the bed of a wooden horse cart.

“I guess.” Beck looked around the building. He didn't see Master Jorma.

“Toss your travel sack under the cart driver's seat, then help me with these barrels of cured fish.” The man in the cap thumped the lid of one of the large barrels beside him, then tapped the front of his jacket. “Name's Klaff. And you would be?”

“Um...” For a second time, Beck scanned the building for its owner. Nana Rosheen had told him to tell Master Jorma again how much he appreciated the opportunity, and he'd thought the warehouse owner would be here this morning.

“Um,” Klaff grinned at him. “That's an unusual name.”

“No. I mean, my name is Beck.”

“Beck. Now, that's a much better name.” Klaff thumped the barrel lid again. “Come on, son, hop to it. We're wasting daylight.”

Resigned to not seeing the warehouse owner, Beck nodded and put his travel bag beneath the horse cart's seat as directed. Jorma obviously had business elsewhere or didn't choose to get to the warehouse at the crack of dawn.

“I need to get a chest from the shelf over there,” he explained before he trotted to the other side of the building and lifted the wooden box from the shelf where he'd placed it yesterday. He hurried back to the cart with the chest, and slid it beneath the seat beside his sack. It wouldn't do to forget the container for his father's bones.

“Ready, now?” queried Klaff. Jorma's employee stood watching Beck with his hands on his hips. Beck noticed the man had removed his cap. Klaff had nary a hair on his head.

“Ready?” asked the warehouse worker again as he slipped a pair of work gloves on his hands.

“Ah.” Beck stopped staring at Klaff's bald head and looked down at his new boots. “Yes, sir.” He felt his face get warm.

Klaff raised his eyebrows, then plucked a worn pair of gloves from a nearby bin, tossed them to Beck, and patted the barrel lid.

“Thanks.” Beck nodded, pulled on the gloves, and grasped one side of the cylindrical wooden container. He looked over at Klaff, smiled. “Let's get this stuff loaded.”

The older man nodded, and the two of them set to work.

With both Klaff and Beck lifting, carrying, and loading the goods for transport, they  managed to ready the cart for departure in no time. Next, they went to a nearby barn, took a pair of huge workhorses from their stalls, and led the beasts to the warehouse where the cart awaited them. Klaff assured him that the geldings, a gray and a chestnut, were gentle. Still, Beck felt uneasy, especially when he glanced down at their enormous hooves.

While they buckled the horses into their harnesses, Klaff explained he'd be driving, and Beck would be responsible for helping him tend to the horses and watch Master Jorma's goods. Also, Beck was expected to assist with not only unloading Jorma's goods at their various destinations, but with loading any merchandise they acquired.

“How long do you think we'll be gone?” he asked once the cart was completely loaded.

“Depends on the weather,” responded the cart driver. “The fastest trip I've ever made to and from Ulfwood took eighteen days. The weather was cool and dry, the horses were healthy, and the man helping me was a hard worker. I can't say how long it will take us this time.”

“Do you drive to Ulfwood often?”

“Two or three times a year at most,” replied Klaff as he patted the rump of the gray horse. Then, he climbed up onto the cart's seat and motioned for Beck to do the same. “The way has become more dangerous. Thugs and ne'er-do-wells of all sorts seem to have multiplied.”

The driver, still wearing his leather gloves, grasped the reins and made a clucking sound. “Probably because the kingsmen don't travel across Dobran as much as they used to. Though many people say there's something more sinister at work.”

“My father was a kingsman,” said Beck as the cart rattled out of the warehouse. “But he's been dead for more than five years.”

“Sorry to hear that, son. Every boy deserves to have his father around.”

Beck made a show of trying to get comfortable on the wooden cart seat. He didn't know how to respond to Klaff's comment. Before he could think of what to say to the horse cart driver, his thoughts turned to the distant places that lay ahead of them as the horses pulled the cart onto The King's Road and a Rufin on goatback galloped past.

Beck, who'd never been anywhere but Queen's Weather, bombarded Klaff with questions about the places they passed. And Klaff for his part, seemed to enjoy sharing his knowledge and a bit of gossip and speculation with his new co-worker. The first day they crossed the winding Wendbo River twice at the Naddet and Nyra Bridges, then drove by the haunted Bogs of Gramook, and reached Topher Downs before dusk.

After they dropped off several boxes of Jorma's goods at a tavern on the edge of town,  Klaff found a reasonably priced place to spend the night a little farther down the road. Laur's Wayfarers Inn was in the center of Topher Downs. The inn was well maintained and offered spacious stables for the horses.  

Beck, with Klaff patiently demonstrating, helped take care of the carthorses. The two geldings were even tempered, and tolerated his clumsy attempts at grooming. When Klaff was satisfied that the animals were comfortable and the horse cart and its goods secure, Beck and he went inside Laur's Wayfarers Inn. They supped, enjoyed the common room's warmth for a short time, then retired to their room above the stables.

Beck had promised Nana Rosheen to jot down a few words every evening about that day's journey and to draw a map of his path to and from Ulfwood.  And as he had promised, before bedding down for the night, he used ink and quill to capture the day's sights, sounds, and smells. He also began his map of Dobran, sketching first the finger of land jutting north into Jimarib Bay and marking his hometown of Queen's Weather on its tip. Next, he drew the path of The King's Road as it wandered over river, bridges, bogs, and the rolling lands of Topher Downs. He even labeled Laur's Inn.

When Klaff was ready to go to sleep, he told Beck to pack up his writing supplies. Then, the cart driver turned off the lantern. The older man was asleep and snoring loudly in no time. Meanwhile, Beck lay in the darkness listening to the sounds made by Master Jorma's workhorses in the stalls below, and thought about what he must do when they reached Ulfwood in order to acquire Gillis Conleth's bones and the family dagger.

Once he had the bones, he'd place them in the wooden chest he'd brought from Queen's Weather and transport them back to Nana Rosheen. As for the skean, he'd pluck it from his father's corpse and slip it into his boot. It was a simple plan with little chance of complications.

#

The days passed quickly as Klaff and Beck journeyed across Dobran. In Goose Knob, Olsonow, Larmik, Sweet Meadows, Crosby, Raystev, and finally in East Faybe, they were always up before dawn. Each day they ate, readied the horses and cart, traveled The King's Road, arrived at the next large town, fed and stabled the horses, secured the cart, ate, and slept.

The landscape and faces of their fellow travelers changed as they journeyed westward. Beck noticed that once they left the walled city of Olsonow, the number of people traveling the roadway diminished. Perhaps it was the eeriness of the vast swamp that The King's Road curled around from Larmik to Faybe. The mists and strange lights of Downpull Wetlands were visible from not only the roadway, but from all of the towns. And the smell! He wrinkled his nose. The Downpull Wets smelled worse than rotting vegetation, rancid meat, and pig manure combined. He didn't know how the inhabitants of the area managed to ignore the stench.

The smell of the Downpull Wets finally disappeared when they crossed the Mothyti River from East Faybe to West Faybe on a rather rickety ferry. Unfortunately, West Faybe reeked with its own mix of unpleasant aromas. Beck wondered if he was the only one bothered by the foul odor.

“These are the last cobblestones you'll be seeing for a couple of days,” said Klaff as they neared the West Wall of the divided town. “The road gets a little rougher from here.”

Beck didn't answer the cart driver. He was too busy watching the guards at the gate. The squad of well-armed men stared across a grassy field on the other side of the West Faybe Wall at the dense Ulfwood Forest. He could almost taste their fear. Plus, he saw that Klaff had placed a short sword under his side of the cart's seat.

“What lives in this forest?” he inquired as the horse cart rattled along the road. He noted there were no other travelers.

“Used to be nothing more than a few wild beasts,” said Klaff. He looked at Beck, raised his eyebrows. “Nowadays, after dusk, groups of vile creatures wander the woods and prey on travelers. But, not to worry.” The cart driver smiled. “We'll be in Ulfwood before dark.”

Beck drew little comfort from Klaff's attempt to reassure him that Ulfwood Forest was safe during the day. He scanned the thick tree growth on either side of The King's Road. One wouldn't think it was the main route from east to west across Dobran. The road had narrowed from the wide, well-worn highway of Olsonow, Goose Knob, Topher Downs, and Queen's Weather to a path barely wide enough for their horse cart.

If only he'd already retrieved his father's dagger and had the skean tucked in his boot. Granted it wouldn't be much protection, but if a creature attacked them, at least he'd have a weapon to defend himself.

They'd been in Ulfwood Forest for less than half an hour, when a group of eight riders and a wagon pulled by two teams of oxen caught up with them.

“Greetings,” called one of the riders.

“Greetings,” Klaff answered.

“Perhaps we might travel together to Ulfwood,” suggested the rider. “Safety in numbers,” he added with a laugh.

The laugh sounded forced to Beck. He suspected Ulfwood Forest was more dangerous than the cart driver had led him to believe. And just what was Klaff talking about when he mentioned something more sinister? But Beck decided to wait until they were alone before querying the cart driver about this unnamed evil.

The rider who'd laughed and Klaff chatted amicably as the horse cart, oxen wagon, and assorted riders made their way through Ulfwood Forest. The hours passed without incident, and while there was still daylight remaining, the group arrived at Ulfwood.

It was early enough that Klaff and Beck had time to deliver the remaining goods in the cart to several businesses. After the deliveries were completed, they drove the horse cart into the stable of The Dancing Dun Tavern and Livery. By the time they'd fed, watered, and groomed the geldings, a damp mist had settled over Ulfwood.

“Go take care of your family business, and I'll wander inside and get us a table,” said Klaff as he tilted his head in the direction of the tavern portion of The Dancing Dun.

“Good idea,” Beck replied. Going to an unfamiliar burial yard was uncomfortable enough without dragging the cart driver with him. “I'll be along shortly,” he added, and turned, walked across the street, and headed towards Ulfwood's only cemetery.


 Chapter IV: Gathering the Bones

 

As the two gravediggers bent, scooped, tossed, bent, scooped, tossed, Beck sighed. Nine days’ ride had brought him to this rundown burial yard in Ulfwood, and it would take at least nine days to get back to Queen’s Weather. The rasp of the diggers’ shovels against his father’s grave-box made him flinch. He swallowed hard and shoved a stray strand of dark hair behind his ear. The chill of the burial yard wormed its way into his bones as he observed spadefuls of dirt rain down on the sod between the graves.

It started to drizzle. He thought about the rainwater seeping into the hundreds of graves around him, shivered, and pulled his hood up.

“It’s all right, boy,” said the older of the diggers. “Won’t be so bad when we get the bones into the chest.” The disheveled man scratched his chin, grunted, and resumed digging.

The other gravedigger stood upright, wiped his nose on his jacket sleeve. “He weren’t a big fellow was he?”

“Shut up, Stu, and dig.” The first digger rolled his eyes. “Sorry, boy. Stu was behind the door when the brains was handed out.”

“Don’t worry about it, sir.” Beck shivered again, then shoved his hands under his armpits. “But if it makes your friend feel better, my father was a man of average size.”

“Didn’t mean no harm, Nate. Boy knows that,” said Stu, not looking at Beck. “Just wanted to know if we’d need to get Da to help hoist him out of the hole.”

So the gravediggers are brothers, he thought. Beck wished he had a brother, but his father had never remarried after his mother's death.

In truth, he’d hardly known his father. Gillis Conleth was a kingsman. It was an honorable occupation bound by oath and King’s Law to serve the will of the Royals. That usually meant transporting one thing or another from the court to a local government or from locals to Ryjil. He’d been told that Gillis took prisoners from capture to dungeon to courtroom, tithes from the mayors to the king, royal correspondence and decrees to local lords, and gifts from the Guilds to the royal family. It was while transporting a known outlaw all the way across Dobran, from Queen’s Weather to Ryjil, that he’d been murdered and buried in this dreary town.

Beck studied the gravediggers. Their faces were pock-marked, their mousy-brown hair was straggly, and their chins hadn’t been shaved in days. Nate appeared to be the older brother, maybe thirty, while his brother looked to be in his middle twenties. He rubbed his own chin. Only soft down grew there. He wondered how long it would be until he needed to start shaving.

As Nate rapped Stu’s head with his knuckles, Beck winced. “Keep digging. I’m sure us two can pry the lid and pull out the bones. It’s been five years since he was buried. Ain’t nothin’ but bones to lift.” He glanced up at Beck. “Sorry.”

Stu and Nate finished exhuming his father. The only sounds he was aware of were the scrape of shovels, the pitter-patter of dirt piling up graveside, and the occasional twitter of holly wrens and drabwings building nests in the burial yard’s trees. The drizzle had turned to a fine mist, and the fog creeping in from the north muffled any other noise.  

Though it was forbidden by Guild Law, he wished he could help the diggers. But the Guilds, even one as lowly as the Undertakers Guild, had strict prohibitions against a non-Guild member working on a Guild job. He thought they should make an exception for a son trying to take his father home.

When the grave-box's lid was dirt-free, Stu scrambled out of the hole and grabbed a prying rod. He handed it down to his brother. “I’ll wait up here, Nate, so’s I can hand you down the chest for packin’ up the bones when you get the lid off.”

Nate nodded, then spread his legs, and placed his feet on a dirt ledge that Stu and he had excavated around the grave-box He grabbed the metal tool, slid it between the sides of the grave and the wooden box, and tried to force the lid off. He moved the prying rod around the edge of the lid and tried again and again to loosen the planks that sealed Gillis Conleth’s grave-box They refused to budge.

After witnessing the sixth unsuccessful attempt at removing the lid, Stu patted his stomach, leaned down closer to Nate, and said, “I think you needs to smash the top in. Then, we’ll be able to get them bones.”

“Sirs, I don’t think…” Beck gasped.

“Shut up, Stu.” Nate frowned at his brother, then looked at Beck. “Boy, I’ll give it a couple more tries. If it won’t give, we’ll have to think of other ways to open the thing up.”

“Just tryin’ to be helpful,” muttered Stu as he straightened up and shrugged his shoulders.

Once more, Nate shoved the prongs of the prying bar between grave-box and lid. He pushed and wriggled the tool until there was a soft crack. The gravedigger leaned on the metal bar. There was a groaning. The lid began to lift, and the corroded nails holding it in place ripped from the grave-box

After removing the lid, Nate bent over the cloth-wrapped corpse. He took hold of the edge of the heavy fabric and tugged. Stu and Beck crouched graveside, looked into the hole as Nate peeled back the burial tarp.

“Dog’s Eyes!” Stu jumped back from the grave, made a warding sign in the air.

“Father.” Beck dropped to his knees and steadied himself by holding onto a nearby gravestone. “Father,” he said again, this time in a voice barely above a whisper.

“Looks like we’ll have to haul him up after all,” said Nate as he coughed and rubbed his chin. The digger coughed again, then looked at his brother. “Stu, go get me them braided ropes so we can loop them under the burial tarp.”

Beck studied his father. He was still intact. His body seemed to have dried like the hundreds of spearfish the Queen’s Weather fishermen hung on racks along the shore each day to bake in the sun. Father seemed slightly thinner than he remembered, but wholly there. He pressed his lips together. It was impossible for a whole body to be hauled back to Queen’s Weather via a small chest in an over-loaded horse cart. And those were the arrangements he’d made.

“I need to find a way to take his bones back to Queen’s Weather.” He looked up in the tree above Father’s grave at a drabwing that was whistling incessantly, then back at Nate. “Only his bones.”

“There’s a way, but it’ll cost you,” Nate said, as he creased his brow.

“I don’t have much money, sir, but what I have is yours if you’ll help me.”

The gravedigger leaned on the prying bar, scratched his chin stubble. “It’s against the law to do what we’s got to do.”

“Please, sir.” He thought of Nana Rosheen’s face as she’d waved good-bye to him. She had been wrinkled, withered, and weak from a
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