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The Tower and the Eye




Prologue
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A shadowy figure crossed the clearing behind the temple compound. Despite the brightness of the waning moon, there was little more than an impression of a snout and tusks to be seen under the figure’s hooded robe.

Moving swiftly and quietly past the patrolling guards, the figure made its way down the single street that made up Alethdariel’s capital and upon reaching the Palace compound, managed to slip inside via a side door left carelessly ajar.

* * *
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ALETARAENIA SIGHED as she sorted through the papers on her desk, trying to find the letter from the High King of Franier. 

“I swear that man isn’t in his right mind. Sending an armed unit over the border to cut down Silverwood Trees? What was he thinking?” Her voice echoed a little in the empty room, courtesy of the pale stone walls.

She found the correct letter and laid it on top of the rest of the paper and parchment in front of her. Sighing again as she read through the excuses the human king had sent her. The lamp on her desk moved slightly as she wrote notes on the situation, the candle flames inside the shades making the pool of light around her shiver.

“What makes you think that he was thinking at all?” a voice said from the shadows.

The Elven Queen looked up into a bright pair of eyes. 

“You’ve not visited for a long time.”

“My Mistress felt that the time was right for an ambassadorial visit.” The speaker snorted. “Of course, she didn’t want an official one.”

Aletaraenia shook her head and smiled. 

“Still maintaining the fiction that the Southern Isles are neutral whilst keeping all of the Heart Kingdoms’ friendship. You trained her well.”

“I’ve taught her as much as I taught her father and grandfather. This particular policy is all her own” The figure came forward. “She has heard some disturbing rumours from Giranath.”

“You came all the way north to tell me about rumours?” the Elven Queen laid her pen down and frowned. “There has to be more than that.”

“You tell me. We’ve seen an increase in Giranathian Slavers in the last ten years. A third of our youngsters from all Clans have been snatched and the Duke is refusing to honour the treaty that protects us.” The figure lifted a pile of papers off a chair and sat down. “To be completely and brutally honest, Aleta, I don’t think that her polite fiction is at all practical anymore.”

“Are you asking for aid, Phoibus?” The Queen leaned forward, ignoring the ink that spread onto her sleeve from her pen.

“Not officially, no.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to give it anyway. There is something odd afoot in the Heart Kingdoms.” She shrugged. “The High King of Franier is just the tip of the iceberg. I’ve sent messengers to all the kingdoms to ask for a Heart Council to be convened.”

Phoibus snorted, “Don’t tell me, you’ve had lots of replies along the lines of ‘we’re happy to be friends but we have our own troubles at the moment and can’t spare the time or gold to get together just to talk. Very much like the last message the Duke of Giranath sent to my Mistress. Who have you sent out?”

“My son, Vrenstalliren has gone to Reldheim. I’ve sent a message to Silvertree in Galivor and Eliethor is sending her best student, Ariana, to the Mage Guild in Valdez.” Finally noticing the pen, she shifted it to one side.

“So, what is going on?” Phoibus asked, pulling his hood down. The candlelight glinted from his tusks and eyes.

“How much do you remember of the Black Tower War?” The Queen stood and moved to a side table where a carafe of wine and several goblets stood. “Drink?” She filled two of the goblets and brought them back to her desk, passing one to Phoibus.

“Please, I’m still feeling wobbly from the sail across.” He took the goblet from her, “I left the Heart Kingdoms in 1311, remember. I wasn’t involved in any of it.”

“Hmmm. I’ll explain it. Do you remember the History of the Gods we learned at the Academy? You’re older than I am after all.” She sat down.

Phoibus put his goblet onto the desk and struck a pose, intoning:

“When the world was new and the inhabitants young, the Gods walked openly upon the surface of Quargard. For half an eon there was peace. Fiör and Fiörna had children together, thus continuing their legacy.

But Fiörell, jealous of his younger brother’s happiness, defiled their sister during her rest time, and the Dark Gods were born. Even while still children, they caused torment and destruction. However, when all the children of Fiörna were full grown, the damage of the younger ones grew out of control. The older children tried to contain the excesses of the younger, and eventually, they became known as the Gods of Light. The younger by comparison were known as the Gods of Dark. 

Eventually, the Dark Gods gathered all those creatures who were inclined to them and made war upon the Gods of Light, vouchsafing that those of the Light had no right to control the pastimes of the Dark.”

Phoibus took a breath, “I sometimes wonder if I could go back in time and persuade the writer of these scriptures to make them less... wordy.” He took a draught from his cup and continued, “The war raged back and forth for generations, with many deaths of both Mortals and Lesser Deities, until Tyr and Espilieth defeated the Nightbringer and incarcerated him with their Father’s aid.

“The other Dark Ones were helpless without the Nightbringer and surrendered swiftly. Vaarzasia and Hel created a realm for the Dark Ones and with the aid of the combined power of the remaining Gods of Light, confined them there.”

He picked his goblet up and sipped again, “Is that the ancient history you mean? And I’m only 43 years older than you, Aleta, even if you’ve aged better.”

She blushed like the maiden she wasn’t. “Phoibus, behave.”

He grinned over the rim of his goblet.

“Well, two hundred years ago Ser Sendren and his apprentice, Senith discovered and cleansed the Black Temple. He was told at the time by the Direwolves that the Dark Gods were actually imprisoned there and that the troubles it had been causing had come from the last Prince of Jinran.” She paused and looked troubled.

“You feel guilty about this in some way.” Phoibus drained his goblet and set it on the table. “Why?”

“The last Prince of Jinran was one of my suitors. He’d become enamoured of me when we were both young and foolish; I saw him as a friend only. My father took a disliking to him and sought to keep him from courting me.” She sighed, one hand reaching out to stroke a figurine of Espilieth that sat on the desk. “By the time he had become of high enough status to be able to ask for my hand, I had fallen in love with Lornriellian.”

“Hang on. I remember the rumours of this prince. His excesses were legendary, even in Giranath. You married seven hundred years before Senith cleansed the Temple.” Phoibus frowned, “How can you feel guilty about that?”

She looked up at him.

“If my father had just agreed to... he swore to destroy me, Phoibus.”

“Don’t be daft, woman.” Phoibus growled. “That Prince was bad to the bone. All the stories I have ever heard about him agree on that. You just provided a convenient focus I suppose.”

Aletaraenia sighed, “It does not stop the worry that I may have been indirectly the cause of those stories.”

Phoibus growled under his breath, then in a lighter tone, he said, “This is all very nice, chatting about ancient history, but can you please tell me how it ties into the current unease my Mistress is having to deal with in the Isles and the political tensions in the Heart Kingdoms?” He folded his arms across his ample belly.

“I’Mor Barad is active again, I swear it.” The Queen fished through her papers to find a piece of parchment with the Mage School’s shield emblazoned upon the top. “Eliethor has made it her duty to keep an eye on the place since Ser Senith said that he killed the Aracan in two hundred and ten, and she says there are major indications that both High and Blood magic is being used in the vicinity of the Tower. I don’t think Senith did a good enough job.”

Phoibus’ eyes narrowed. “You know who is up there, don’t you?”

“I have a theory, a suspicion. Especially since we lost my oldest daughter, Loriel, to that raid in one hundred and seventy. But I can’t find any evidence to support it, and none of the rulers of the other kingdoms are willing to either help me investigate or even listen to me.”

She waved one hand at the pile of messages with multi-coloured ribbons descending from them. “I suspect many things and the lack of co-operation from the human rulers of the Heart Kingdoms deepens those suspicions.”

The Southern Isles Emissary stood and began to pace in the area behind his chair. 

“I spent most of the thirteen hundreds wandering the isles putting out figurative fires for Varzela... sorry, Lady Vaarzasia. Then I was mired in the Isles for the next six hundred odd years until I managed to come back north for a visit.”

The Queen laughed. “I remember. That was in 128 AT; the girls were ten and Liana was so scared of you that Aranok challenged you to a duel.”

Phoibus grinned. “They don’t call me Pigsnout for nothing.” He tapped the snout that gave him his name. “When I returned to the Isles, I was made Guardian of the President. I think my Mistress was annoyed with my meandering around the world by then.”

“We lost Loriel in the initial attack on the Dungeon that He had built under the city here.” Tears glistened in the Queen’s eyes. “She would have been my Heir.”

“Hush, Aleta. What is gone is gone.” He hastened round the desk and wrapped her in a hug that smelled of sea salt and wine. “We must focus on the problems that lie before us.”

They stayed like that for a long moment, while the Queen recovered her composure and then the emissary moved back to his seat.

“I think that your suspicions are correct. What is more, I suspect that They have laid a hand upon the Duke of Giranath in order to isolate the Isles. Why, I don’t know, but I shall find out upon my return.”

Aleta rustled through her parchment for a clean sheet. 

“I’ll extend an officially friendly hand toward the Southern Isles. Those of us with a mind to resist such depredations should stick together.”

Phoibus held both hands up, palms toward her. 

“Can’t it wait until the morning? I’ve got official freedom at the moment, and I really don’t want to waste it.”

The Queen smiled. “The rest of your entourage behind you by any chance?”

He nodded. “She saddled me with a half dozen guards, a paladin and a gaggle of servants. They’re camped south of the city. If I’d come in with them, I wouldn’t have been able to talk to you in private. The paladin alone is of the opinion that I am too ancient to look after myself.” He snorted. “I left them a note to catch up with me here.”

Laughing, she laid the parchment and pen aside and stood up. 

“Then perhaps I should make sure you are housed appropriately for your status and age. Would you like some dinner, Ser Phoibus, Guardian of the President of the Southern Isles and Chief Cleric of Vaarzasia?”

He rose to his feet and strode over to her, holding one arm out. 

“I would be delighted, Queen Aletaraenia of Alethdariel and Beloved of Espilieth.”

She took his arm, and they left the study, the breeze from the door shutting blowing the candles out.
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One

In the North-East of the Heart Kingdoms, the city of Galindren was settling down for the night. The Lamplighters had already plied their trade on all the main roads, and in the shadows the lamps created, the Thieves Guild continued their evening activities by relieving those who strayed into the side streets of any valuables they might be carrying.

High on the central hill, the Palace was ablaze with light.

“I don’t want to see a single shadow in this place,” King Koric insisted to his advisors, “Burglars and worse lurk in shadows and I don’t want Them thinking They can take up residence in my home.”

“I assure you your Majesty, the Sentries on the wall have been doubled and we have three times the normal number of guards patrolling the halls and on all the exits.” Lord Garonne said, folding his hands together under the table. The High Steward seemed more than a little ill at ease.

“Father, the servants are having to shift the soldiers around to be able to clean,” His son, Prince Loric said, “If we reduced the number a little, say by a third, we would still be as secure, and the staff would be able to work properly.”

Beside him, Loric’s brother nodded in silent agreement.

“No!” King Koric snapped, “The guards are needed to make sure that you and Korin remain safe. I’ve lost enough of my family recently as it is.”

“Feran and Ingram died because of you Father, not because of the shadows in the Palace,” Prince Loric said in a flat voice, “because of your stupid proclamation on us proving our bravery.”

“Loric, don’t,” Prince Korin whispered, “he’ll send you off as well.”

Loric winked at him.

“They did, didn’t they.” The king, diverted from the topic of non-existent intruders, focused his gaze upon his sons.

Loric returned the look steadily, noting an odd gold ring surrounding the pupil in his father’s normally pale blue eyes. He filed the thought away to discuss with his tutor later, when he managed to track him down. Silvertree will be shocked that I’m being so observant.

Lord Garonne frowned, “What has that to do with the number of guards in the Palace, your Highness?”

“Well, I have yet to set off on a quest to fulfil father’s edict,” Loric shrugged.

The gleam in Lord Garonne’s eyes showed that he had caught on. Korin looked a little confused but went along with his older brother.

“I’ve heard that there has been an increase in banditry on the northwest border, Father,” Korin said.

Koric hummed as he regarded his youngest son, a tune that sent chills down Loric’s spine.

That’s the Ballad of Sir Senith. He kept singing that when he sent my brothers off on their quests. I’m sure that it’s to do with that gold ring in his eyes somehow. I have to keep Korin safe. Loric raised his voice a little in an attempt to draw his father’s attention, “And I’ve heard rumours of children going missing to the south, along the shores of the Ice Lake; almost a hundred children have disappeared since the last Winter Solstice. There are tales of monsters and demons abounding in that region according to the studies I have been doing.”

“That bears investigating, your Majesty,” Lord Garonne said.

“But so does the banditry. You never know, it may be those fools of a Ruling Council in Jinran trying to expand their territory.” The king shut his eyes and laid his head back on the top edge of his chairback.

Loric exchanged a panicked look with Lord Garonne.

“That is as it may be, your Majesty, but surely the garrisons on the border would have reported an incursion from Jinran,” Lord Garonne gestured to the tapestry map of Galivor on the king’s study wall.

“Not if they had been paid off by the Council of Thirteen,” The king opened his eyes.

The gold ring is wider; I would swear it. Loric felt panic settle into his bones with no clear reason for it. Why has it appeared? Is there a spell is being cast upon him? I need to speak to Silvertree.

The king laid his hands on the arms of his chair, pushed it back and himself to standing in one swift move. He walked over to the map and stood, examining it with his hands held behind his back.

“Shut up, Korin,” Loric whispered, “You need to stay here and keep an eye on him. Let him send me; Grimhelm would never let harm come to me. He’d die first.”

Korin nodded, watching his father’s imposing figure pace before the map.

The King turned at looked at his sons, “You two, go pack for an extended journey. Lord Garonne will inform you when and where you are going. Dismissed.”

Loric stood up, “Very well, Father. Come on Korin.”

As the door was closed behind them by the guard, Korin sighed, “I messed up, didn’t I?”

“A little bit,” Loric said as they set off toward the Family Wing, “You’re too young to go on a quest. Hopefully, Lord Garonne will be able to either change his mind about sending you or will be able to send a lot of the guards that are lazing about the palace with you.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll take Grim with me and see if Silvertree or Lady Kalytia are available to join me. I know the Lady usually enjoys our trips together. Silvertree went off to the Black Forest last week to investigate something for his Queen, so it would depend on if he was finished with that,” Loric said, hoping that his tutor had completed his mission and was on his way back. “It’ll be an easy enough trip whichever way Father sends me.”

* * *
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“LADDIE, YOU HAVE THE brains of an ox at times,” Grimhelm Drakesplitter snorted as Loric threw his bags behind the saddle on his mare.

The sun was just rising above the city walls, throwing long black shadows onto the streets. Flocks of birds wheeled above the roofs and behind them in the palace, they could hear the beleaguered servants preparing for the departure of Loric’s brother and his escort.

“Why Grim? The Palace has lost two thirds of the soldiers father had insisted on bringing inside and Korin will be well protected by them on the journey north to a non-existent ‘bandit’ attack,” Loric said tying the bags into place, “I thought it was a good idea.”

“Aye, but ye should have had a unit or two at least, as the eldest and heir,” The dwarf heaved himself onto the back of his pony which whickered and sidled when Grimhelm inadvertently yanked on the reins to stop himself sliding off the other side.

“If there really is banditry or an incursion going on up there, Korin will need the full brigade, not me.” Loric mounted gracefully, “I, on the other hand, can command a unit or two from the local Garrison at Pleasemore if necessary.” 

“So ye don’t expect this to come to much then?” Grimhelm wriggled in his saddle and the pony shook its head. “I hae got to get me a more comfortable saddle, this one feels like it’s made of Granite from Reldheim.”

As with all dwarves he had a short, burly frame, but his long red beard, split into two plaits, proclaimed him to be from Laikholm. His dragonscale jerkin was dotted with steel rivets shaped like crowns and he wore a steel helmet with a pair of Wyvern horns rising from the top. He was also not at his best this early in the morning, his eyes bloodshot and baggy. Loric wondered just how much ale and mead his bodyguard had imbibed in the King’s Boot tavern last night.

The Prince grinned, “If you spent more time working the leather, it would be more pliant. Just because you’re lazy is no reason to give that poor pony the backache of a new saddle.”

“Changing the subject isnae going to work, Laddie,” Grimhelm wagged a finger at Loric, “If ye nae think this goin’ ta be more than a pretty ride and a holiday for ye, why bother?”

Loric ignored him and urged his mare into a walk, catching the packhorse’s lead rein from the stable lad as he passed him, “Let’s get going. We have to pick up the Lady on the way past the White Temple.”

Grimhelm grumbled and booted his sturdy pony into following the prince’s high stepping steed.

* * *
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SET ATOP THE SECOND highest hill in Galindren, the White Temple of Espilieth sparkled as if a thousand diamonds covered its stone walls. Inside, the Priesthood had been awake since the Sunrise Bell had rung but one of the highest-ranking Clerics, Lady Kalytia of Garinor, had awoken much earlier.

She paced around the Garden in the centre of the Temple Grounds, selecting the best sprigs and leaves for her Herb Pouch. Behind her, a Greyrobe Healer took other cuttings from the same plants for the Temple Herbery.

A white robed boy waited for her as she reached the gate into the flower garden. “The Prince has arrived, Lady Kalytia.”

She inclined her head, “I thank you Novice. Inform his Highness that I shall attend him shortly. On your way back to him, inform the stables that I will require my mare.”

The Novice bowed his head, turned and hurried off.

“Why do you go with him when he rides out to play, Kalytia?” the Greyrobe asked, placing her basket on the ground and glaring at the white and green robed cleric, “He doesn’t need you even a quarter as much as the Hospice or the Healer’s Ward does.”

The young woman paused in selecting a particularly beautiful rose bloom, “Espillia, what would happen to the kingdom if the Heir to the Throne came to significant harm on one of these trips?”

“Korin would inherit I suppose, but we are not supposed to interfere with the running of the kingdoms we live in, Kalytia,” Espillia ground her teeth together in frustration, forcing the words out between them as if they were apple pips.

“I go where our Mistress directs me, Healer Espillia,” Kalytia’s voice hardened for a moment, “We all do,” she continued in a softer voice, “and this is where Lady Espilieth sends me.”

“Blessed be Her Presence; May it Heal the World,” The Healer muttered automatically at the mention of the Goddess’ name, “But why not send a Paladin with him? Why a Cleric?”

Kalytia laughed musically, “If I had a silver horse for every time I’ve asked myself that, I’d be rich enough to buy my own island.”

Espillia sighed, her shoulders drooping, “It’s so hard to understand the Goddess’ wishes though; there are people who need your powers in the Ward!”

Kalytia patted the Healer on the shoulder, “Don’t be despondent, my friend. We all serve in the way we are intended to do.” She looked at the large bouquet of roses she had gathered, and a small smile touched her lips, “Tideeh ssen kcisalltles llaflat eptsa lehtl itnu; Tideen ohwes ohtot ecaepgn irbme httel; Tnecsri ehtnis ehtae rbtaht llalae hmehttel; Srew olfes ehtss elbhte ilipseydal.”

A white haze surrounded the multi-coloured petals and when it faded away, the petals had a gold edging to each one. She handed the bouquet to the Healer, “Place one bloom beside every bed in the Ward and the Hospice and those who sleep near to it will have an easier recovery or passing.”

Espillia’s face broke into a smile, “Thank you, Lady Kalytia, that will help immensely.”

“Now I must join the Prince, or he may think that Our Mistress has forsaken him,” The Cleric said.

“Of course,” Espillia bowed deeply as the cleric left.

* * *
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GRIMHELM SANG DWARVES Dig Deep to himself as they left the city and rode south into the countryside. Kalytia and Loric rode just behind him, wincing at the off-key notes, questionable lyrics and misspoken words.

Eventually Loric, fed up with his bodyguard’s taste in music, caught up with him, “There are delicate ears listening to this, Grim. Would you please be quiet for a bit?”

“Aw Laddie am I upsetting yere delicate sensibilities?” the dwarf chuckled.

“I’m used to your caterwauling, but the Lady is a little more refined in her tastes,” Loric pointed out.

Grimhelm grinned at him, “Ye’d think she were used to it by now, Lad. Ye ask her to come on every trip ye make out of the city after all.”

“Just stay away from the Urakh drinking songs; they might be a bit too much for the Lady.”

Grim winked, “I wouldn’t dream of it.” And launched into the next verse even louder.

Loric groaned aloud and retreated to Kalytia’s side.

“Don’t worry, your highness, I’m not offended by his song choices,” Kalytia said wincing, “It’s his inability to hit the higher notes on key which is causing my shudders.”

They talked about inconsequential things as they rode, but after midday when the weather turned from cool and cloudy to damp and drizzly, the conversation lapsed, and the three travellers were glad to arrive at Kalorican Village.

“We’ll stay here tonight,” Loric said as they approached the Inn, “then travel on to Pleasemore in the morning.”

“An excellent idea, your Highness,” Kalytia said.

“Ye young nobles hae no stamina these days,” Grimhelm grumbled, “Why when I was guarding yere Grandpa, he would’ha pushed through the night to get there.”

“Grandfather Feldarak was a soldier, Grim, he spent more time in the saddle and planning border battles in a tent, than he did in the palace,” Loric snapped, “We don’t have to rush.”

They stopped outside the inn and a pair of stable lads wearing the inn’s livery ran round the side, followed more slowly by the Innkeeper in a waxed cotton cloak.

“Welcome to The Red Devil Inn, my Lords and Ladies, I am Master Ruasin. My boys will take your mounts to the stables; come forth into the warmth of my Inn.”

Loric and Kalytia dismounted and retrieved their packs.

Grimhelm stayed mounted, “If it no be a bother, Master Ruasin, I shall supervise. My little lad hae a way of taking a chunk out o’his carers if he no likes them.” He patted his pony’s soggy neck.

The Innkeeper waved one hand amenably, “Of course, Sir Dwarf.”

An hour later, warm, dry and with a steaming mug of mulled cider in hand, the three of them discussed their plans over a simple meal in the corner of the inn’s common room.

“Where is Lord Silvertree, your Highness. Did you leave him behind?” Kalytia said.

Loric shook his head, “Once Lord Garonne told me where I was going, I sent him a message via his assistant, for him to meet us in Pleasemore. However, there is no telling when he’ll catch up with us.”

“Humph. I know the King made him yere Tutor Lad, but he is nae a good companion for these trips,” Grimhelm grumped, “I didnae think ye’d want him on such a simple factfinding mission?”

“I’ve been studying this ‘simple fact-finding mission’ for a while now, Grim,” The prince took a long drink of his cider, “Something about it tells me that I’m going to need Silvertree’s skills.”
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Two
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I’Mor Barad’s rough cut basalt walls rose from the valley at the centre of the Heart Mountains, as forbidding and nightmarish as the wickedness which had once lived within. As the clouds above the mountains lightened with the coming dawn, a red glow brightened the black stone from the highest windows. Had anyone from the surrounding countryside cared to look up at the tower, they would have been warned that once more, the evil had returned.

However, the valley below the tower was awash with snow melt from the surrounding mountains and the only living creatures who dared set foot there were the large flocks of water birds who used the lake and marshland in the valley as a stopover point in their migrations.

And sadly, the observations of duck and geese were unlikely to be communicated to the humans who lived on the other side of the mountains or the Dark Elves who lived in the massive forest to the west.

Inside the room at the top of the tower a figure, dressed in hooded robes of onyx black and dried blood red, sat upon a throne of tarnished gold. To his right, a suit of black armour hung on a stand. The matching helm with a gold crown riveted to the brow sat on a nearby table.

Opposite the throne, a granite pedestal held a large, polished basalt Jar. Carved into the front of the black rock, was a face with a single closed eye.

The figure clapped his hands and an ancient, deformed Goblin, his livery matching the robes of his master, scurried in through a small door and bowed to the figure.

“We don’t have all day,” a deep voice admonished the Goblin. “The Aracan Katuvana is in the mood to start some chaos, and you stand there bowing and scraping?” The eyelid on the Jar opened and a luminous green pupil slid around to stare at the creature.

The Goblin sighed and bowed, before darting over and picking up the Jar, holding it with the eye forward.

Aracan Katuvana stood and moved to the southern window; the Goblin followed with the Jar.

Despite the distance, the window clearly showed each village and town, their inhabitants sleeping soundly on a clear moonlit night. The Aracan pointed towards the central city, a roiling mass of humanity that never quite slept.

“That is Galindren, Lord,” the Jar told Aracan Katuvana. “Capital city of Galivor, ruled by King Koric. My...your control over him is as sporadic as his sanity. He is, at worst, a mildly disturbed monarch who believes his sons are plotting to overthrow him. At best, he’s a possible candidate for Custodian Training.” The Jar’s eye blinked and the lips moved around fangs longer than the Aracan Katuvana’s gauntleted hand, which made a circling motion, inviting the Jar to continue in its summary.

“Koric had four sons, Lord. He issued a proclamation that the only son who would inherit would be the one who proved himself the bravest. Currently, the eldest son, Loric, and the youngest one, Korin, are the only candidates. The second son, Feran, was eaten by one of milord’s grey dragons in the Galivorian mountains and the third son was killed by a horde of Goblins from the southern marches.”

Aracan Katuvana scanned the kingdom and gestured again.

The Jar seemed to understand and said, “You only have three dungeons remaining in Galivor, Lord. The Custodians who rule them for you are currently following your last orders to remain inconspicuous. Would you like to change this?”

The Aracan Katuvana nodded and ran a hand across the entire view. The window darkened slightly, and three blood red spots pulsed like tiny hearts beating with evil. The Aracan Katuvana looked at each one in turn, considering which to pick.

Finally, he pointed to where a river exited from a large lake located by the western mountains.

The Jar replied, “That is Pleasemore. It is a pleasantly situated backwater village. The inhabitants like to laugh and are unfailingly polite to one another, despite the relative poverty in which they live. The Dungeon here is watched over by Shandsberf the Rotund, a custodian of middling power, average intelligence and an iron fist. It could be the perfect place from which to start our... your return, as none of those who remember us would expect it to be live. An excellent choice, Lord.”

As the Aracan turned to look at the Jar, the object seemed to shrink backward into the Goblin's tabard. The goblin took a step back and the Aracan shook his head slowly.

“Of course, it is an excellent choice, Lord. Our agent in the village has reported an influx of strangers in the last few weeks due to the Spring Festival, including the current heir to the throne.” The Jar stopped babbling as Aracan Katuvana made a cut-off action with one hand and turned back to the window, zooming the view into the village.

The Jar sighed with relief. I must remember at all times that I cannot be resurrected without his aid... and he doesn’t like sarcasm. Returning to confinement in the Lava cave below would not help one bit. For a moment, the Eye looked up at the map of the Heart Kingdoms on the wall nearby, it’s gaze going to a spot in the forest just west of the Tower where only a star shape indicated that something lay in the area. This is the year that I must guide him carefully and set my plans in motion.

The eye swivelled back to where the Aracan was inspecting the village’s inhabitants.

* * *
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LORIC CREPT ALONG THE dank corridor, wiping sweat out of his eyes with the back of his leather gauntlet and fingering the hilt of his blade nervously.

In the side passage a door opened. A long-eared runt of a creature with huge eyes and yellow skin slipped through the gap and crept to where the passage entered the first corridor, watching for the human intruder. Its green eyes penetrated the gloom easily, following Loric's progress up the corridor and as he passed the side passage, the creature giggled and slipped back down toward the door, allowing it to swing shut noiselessly behind him.

The torch in his hand flickered as Loric passed a second side passage. A slight breath of air swirled the Prince's red-gold hair as he paused, frowning, and took a firmer grip on his sabre hilt, sliding the blade out by an inch. When nothing appeared out of the opening, he shrugged, returned the blade into its sheath and continued down the corridor.

Loric blinked as the giggle reached his ears, but as he had arrived at his goal, he checked the metal braced door in front of him and ignored the noise.

He tried to open the door. Damn, it’s locked. I’ll have to pry it open somehow. Maybe if I can slide something between the door jamb and the locks? Completely unsheathing his wide, slightly curved blade, he slid it between the door jamb and the door. The sabre slipped and he narrowly missed relieving himself of a few toes.

I need to be able to use both hands. He grunted, raised the torch a little higher and looked around. To the right of the door a skeletal hand projected from the wall, its palm open; to the left, a grinning skull surmounting a shield of bones.

“I wonder,” he muttered.

Loric thrust the shaft of the torch into the palm of the bony hand and didn’t flinch as the fingers closed around it, holding the torch securely. He went back to prying the door open, a smug grin on his handsome face. A slight click as the door released was the only warning he had of the trap. The creak of the hinges reverberated through the corridor and the skull glowed red. Its jaw dropped open, and it screamed, almost deafening the Hero.

Spooked, he wrenched his sabre free, jerked the torch from the hand and ran down the corridor the way he had come. As he passed the side passage, he saw a green-eyed creature standing there, watching him. “What in Fiörna’s name is that?!”

The creature's black cat-slit pupils widened, and it shrieked wordlessly. Then it ran back to the door, shouting at the top of its voice “Gremlin Alert, Gremlin Alert! Intruder in dungeon! An Intruder here!”

The noise of the gremlin screaming, and the slam of the door echoed through the passageways, mingling with the sound of the alarm he’d set off. The noise thundered around Loric as he ran. Stumbling back up the steps he had crept down not half an hour before, he banged his knee on the topmost step as he tripped over the threshold and fell out of the open doors, his ears ringing.

He slammed the doors shut behind him and shoved a thick branch through the handles. Then he waited, sabre at the ready, breathing hard. I hope the stories in Silvertree’s books are true. They say that the populations of each dungeon were wiped out in the war.

Then something occurred to him. If the inhabitants were wiped out in the war, where did that creature come from? Does that mean that all of the dungeons are still inhabited? Maybe the early morning reconnaissance was a bad idea...

He waited for a whole hour before he decided no one had followed. Sheathing his sabre, Loric made his way back to the village.

* * *
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PLEASEMORE HAD AWOKEN in his absence. The square bustled with the villagers as they went about their daily business. On the north side of the square, the Forest Temple’s prayer bells chimed in the breeze and a light smoke carried the scent of incense to Loric's nostrils as he wove his way through the villagers to the Green Man Tavern opposite the Temple.

He chose a table beside the crackling fire and sank down onto one of the stools around it, grateful for the warmth that began to wash the chill of fear from his bones. The Prince called to one of the barmaids, thumping the table to get her attention when his voice cracked and broke. He coughed and tried again, “Mead!”

Simpering at him, she brought over a tankard, placed it on the table and gave him a good view of her ample bosom. He slipped a silver coin into her cleavage and another into her hand. “The first is for you, and the second for the Mead. Keep refilling until I fall under the table.”

The barmaid smiled. “I will, and I’ll help you up to your room after ye fall.”

“Thank you, Darlin’.” Loric grinned and as she swayed past him back to the bar he tapped her rounded rump with one hand. I very much doubt I’ll be taking you up on any ‘offers’ you might make, lass; you’re not my type.

The barmaid giggled and blew him a kiss. He buried his nose into the tankard, feeling the heat of the alcohol burn away whatever fear was left from his escapade.

By the time the noon bell rang at the town hall, he had emptied another two tankards and was engaged in chatting up the barmaid again when Grimhelm entered the tavern. Realising that Grim was annoyed enough to have put his helmet on crooked, Loric braced himself for the inevitable.

“Loric! Ye mangy, human idiot! Where in Tyr’s name have ye been?” Grimhelm stamped over to the Prince's table and heaved himself onto a stool. The barmaid’s nose wrinkled as he tugged on her apron. “Wench, get me a horn of Ale. And no slackin’ off just to get into this worthless noble’s bed.”

The barmaid sniffed and returned to the bar, her nose held high. Another barmaid brought the dwarf’s ale, and he paid her three copper coins in exchange.

“Grimhelm, you’re going to get yourself thrown out if you don’t start treating the barmaids more politely.” Loric sighed and finished his mead. Not that they would pay much attention to him; the people around here are too conservative for that.

“Well Laddie, ye’re father doesn’t pay me to be nice to bar wenches. Where in Lady Hel’s name did ye disappear off to this morning? Ye never get up before dawn, yet when I awoke this mornin’, ye’re bed was empty!” 

Loric sighed and gestured. The barmaid brought him another tankard. 

“Grim, I won’t be able to prove myself if I go around with you protecting me all the time.”

“That’s as may be, Lad, but I am oath-sworn to protect ye.” The dwarf’s voice rose. “Ye should never have left without me!”

I am never going to win this one, am I, Grim? Loric contented himself with a noncommittal grunt and drank some more mead.

A light, floral fragrance drifted around Loric. He smiled, and without looking pulled out the stool beside him. The black haired, green-eyed Kalytia glided down the stairs. Loric watched her entrance avidly. I wish she hadn’t chosen the Priesthood; we could have been married by now.

“Have you done something wrong, Highness?” she asked in silken tones as she slipped onto the stool.

“Why would you assume that, Lady Kalytia?” he replied, standing and bowing to her from the waist.

“I could hear Sir Grimhelm as I came down, Highness.” She looked at the tankard on the table in front of him and one eyebrow rose in concern. “You started out early, I did not see you when I went to the local temple at dawn and Sir Grimhelm’s censure was loud enough to wake the town drunk.”

She gestured over toward the fire where a bedraggled man in tattered clothing was staring at them. “Your experience must have been...traumatic for you to have drunk so much already,” she finished, her nose wrinkling.

“I can handle it. I am a grown man after all; despite what my... bodyguard seems to think.” The prince’s eyes narrowed as he looked across at Grimhelm. 

“Well, you are here on the hunt for adventure, Highness. I cannot see the harm in a little solo exploration.” The cleric looked across at the bar. “However, I believe some food would aid our... discussion.”

The Innkeeper noticed her; put the glass he was polishing down and strode over. He bowed. “May I take your order for lunch, Revered One?”

Kalytia ordered a light lunch of roast duck, bread and fruit. Grimhelm doubled the order and added Honeycake. Loric finished his tankard and ignored them.

“And his Highness?” the innkeeper asked.

“He’ll hae t’same as me, Master.” The dwarf shook his head. “I’ll stuff it down ’is throat if I hae to.”

Kalytia smiled.

“I have an Alethdariel Blue in my cellar, Lady. It would be my honour if you would sample it.” The innkeeper bowed again. “No charge.”

“I would be delighted to, Master Innkeeper. Thank you,” she replied, “And I insist on paying for it.”

One of the barmaids brought Kalytia a delicate blown glass carafe of deep blue elven wine and a matching glass goblet. She placed it carefully on the table and curtseyed. 

Kalytia handed the barmaid two gold coins, “To reimburse your master for his generosity.”

The barmaid took the coin and curtseyed again, before she returned to the bar.

“See Grim? Even the Lady says you are out of order.” Loric grinned at his bodyguard, and the dwarf rolled his eyes to heaven at the return to the interrupted conversation.

“Where did ye go then, Laddie?” he enquired, sipping his ale.

“I explored the ruins to the northwest of the village. I spotted something odd about them when we arrived, and I wanted to check it out by myself.”

“So, you left your bodyguard here while you risked yourself?” another voice asked from the door.

“How else is my Father going to see I’m the best candidate for the throne?” Loric grumbled into his mead as an elven mage with long silver hair slipped easily through the lunchtime patrons to Loric’s table.

“Lord Silvertree, I did not think you were going to respond to the Prince’s message.” Kalytia called to the barmaid to bring another goblet over, “We have been here three days already.”

“How could I not respond, Lady Cleric? With the life of the Heir of Galivor in danger?” Silvertree sat gracefully beside Kalytia and accepted the glass of wine she passed him. “I arrived this morning but felt I should pay my respects at the Forest Temple before I joined your party, your Highness.”

Loric winced at his tutor’s loud voice. Already, several people on the other side of the room were starting to stare at him.

“That’s right, elf,” Grimhelm growled across the table. “Advertise the lad’s presence to the whole village!” 

“And were you not doing that by asking question after question of the villagers at the top of your voice this morning?” Silvertree hissed in a cold tone.

“That is enough, gentlemen!” Loric said as he slapped the table. “I am not the official heir until my father declares me so, and as my revered father is as mad as a frog on a Franierens griddle, I suspect I shall never be declared heir.”

Silvertree and Grimhelm glared at each other until Loric slapped the table again.

“If you two cannot get along, I shall be forced to make the two of you remain here until you can, no matter where I go.”

Silvertree looked at Loric and sighed. “I apologise, your Highness. I shall endeavour to keep my race's natural instinct to expunge this mud grubber under lock and key.”

Grimhelm stood up. “Mud grubber, am I? Why you stuck up, pointy-eared—”

“Grim!” Loric snapped. “Enough.”

The dwarf subsided, muttering unintelligibly into his ale.

“So, what did you find, Highness?” Kalytia asked.

“In the centre of the ruins is a pair of black doors carved with the Tower and the Eye,” Loric replied. “All the books I’ve read say those symbols are used on the doors to the Dungeons of Doom.”

“Those dark, depraved places ruled over by I’Mor Barad?” Grimhelm shook his head. “They don't exist. T’is a child’s tale.”

“I can't believe that my pupil actually decided to study.” Silvertree put a hand to his heart. “Are you telling me that you actually did read those books I sent you?”

“I might ha' known ye'd ha' put him up to this, mage,” Grimhelm growled.

Loric shook his head. “It wasn't him, Grim. I thought there might be something in the local stories of creatures stealing children and animals. It was my whole excuse for this trip, remember?”

“He asked me about it. I did a little research and discovered that Pleasemore was once the site of a Dungeon.” Silvertree shrugged. “I found the books and went back to my own investigations.”

Grimhelm snorted into his ale. “T'king sent Loric and Korin out on wild goose chases. I'm surprised tha' young Korin hae no come a cropper yet, but then again, he hae a whole brigade with him, whereas Loric here refused even a unit to accompany him.”

“Anyway,” Loric emptied his tankard and took a deep swig from the new one. “I thought it would be a quick kill-the-creatures quest. I mean, who really believes that the Heart Kingdoms were once ruled by an evil Aracan from that ruined tower in the Heart Mountains?”

“Obviously you investigated.” Silvertree prompted the prince, who groaned.

“Well, yes. I discovered a long corridor with two side passages and a strong locked door at the other end. Unfortunately, it had an alarm spell attached to it and I set it off.” Loric trailed off, feeling more than a little ashamed. Should I tell them about the creature I saw? No. Grimhelm would insist on getting men from the local garrison for my protection, then Father would say it I wasn't brave enough to go in alone.

“Oh Laddie, ye ran away, didn’t ye?” Grimhelm shook his head. “No wonder ye’re downing strong mead like water, especially this early in th'day.”

“I thought survival might be a good idea. Of course, I ran.” Silvertree wore a slight smile and Kalytia’s face filled with pity as Loric looked at them. “I can’t inherit anything if I go the same way as Feran and Ingram!”

“Listen, ye young gold-hungry...” Grimhelm started, a frown gathering in his bushy eyebrows like a thunderstorm over the Heart Mountains.

“Well, would you rather I inherited or Korin? He’s fourteen and only wants to study.” Loric's voice rose and Kalytia placed a gentle hand on his arm. He got himself under control. “I can't see Korin being able to deal with the Valdierian or the Jinranian, no matter how many books he reads.”

Silvertree and Grimhelm looked at each other.

“Aye, ye may be right Laddie,” Grimhelm said softly. “The lad be more suited to study with the Mage’s Guild, rather than bashing heads along t’border.”

“We shall need a specialist then,” Silvertree mused and sipped his wine.

“Who would you suggest?” Loric asked. 

“Thiert.”

Grimhelm’s face darkened, and he appeared around to explode. Loric glanced at his friend and shook his head. “Why Thiert? He’s the biggest thief in Galindren.” 

“Precisely because he is the biggest and the best thief in Galindren. We need someone who can disarm traps and open locked doors. I could use my magic, but I only have so much mana I can use each day. Thiert will be able to do it physically.”

Loric considered the proposal.

Grimhelm remained silent, his face looking like one of the gargoyles that graced the battlements of the walls around Galindren Palace.

“How will we contact him and what would he want as payment?” Kalytia asked. “I heard rumours that Thiert’s special services are too expensive for even the Queen of Alethdariel to afford.” 

“I can have him here by tomorrow morning. He owes me a favour and will at least come to hear our proposal. It will be up to Prince Loric to persuade him though.” Silvertree stretched. “I have travelled a long way today and I would like a bath, followed by an early night. I would suggest that you all do the same. Assuming that Thiert joins us, tomorrow will be a long day.”
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“Good news, Lord,” the carved Jar said from its plinth. The Aracan looked up from the book he was reading and gestured for the Jar to continue. “Pleasemore Dungeon has reported the presence of Prince Loric. He was discovered poking around the main entrance and was frightened away by an alarm trap.”

Aracan Katuvana tilted his head to one side and regarded the Jar with a questioning air.

“If milord’s minions can eliminate Loric, then Koric will be left with only Korin as an heir. Korin is fourteen, little more than a child, so he should be easy to remove or even easier to control than his father.”

The Aracan nodded and rose, returning to the southern windows. Passing a hand over one window, a detailed three-dimensional map of the Pleasemore Dungeon appeared. Inspecting the dungeon’s defences for a moment, the Aracan snapped his fingers twice. An image of Pleasemore dungeon’s Custodian appeared on the next window.

“Ah, Custodian Shandsberf,” the Jar said. “Your Lord has orders regarding the defences of your dungeon and the possibility of an intrusion by Prince Loric, current heir to the throne of Galivor.”

“I hear and obey, Lord,” Shandsberf replied, bowing as deeply as his corpulent figure allowed. 

“Fortify your defences in these places,” the Jar said as Aracan Katuvana pointed out several weaker places on the map of the dungeon, “and dig out an unfortified tunnel from here to here.” The Aracan pointed to the treasury and torture chamber. “Link it with the Southern corridor.”

“I hear and obey, Lord,” Shandsberf said. “I have but one question, if I may be impertinent?”

The Aracan nodded.

“What is it?” the Jar said.

“Will that not cause a weakness in my defences? I have laboured hard to keep this dungeon a secret, in accordance with your orders and allowing any to invade will put rumours of our continued existence abroad.” Shandsberf seemed puzzled.

“An intelligent question; an enlightened question even, Custodian Shandsberf. Good thinking,” the Jar said.

Aracan Katuvana touched a glyph on the edge of the windowsill, and a whisper of sound emerged from inside his hood. Shandsberf’s head snapped round violently, and blood flew from his mouth to splatter against the wall. The Aracan grunted with satisfaction at the spell's result.

“Our Lord does not employ you to think! Do as you are told,” the Jar said.

Shandsberf wiped the blood from his cheek. “Yes, My Lord.”

“You had better,” the Jar said and Shandsberf's image disappeared.

The Aracan passed his hand over the window again and touched a red symbol carved into the lintel. Another face appeared, a man, hooded with a black cloth across his mouth.

“Are you aware who owns your soul?” the Jar asked. The terrified look in the man’s eyes confirmed the answer. “Your Lord and Master has some orders for you. You will receive them in the usual manner. Prepare yourself.”

The man swallowed convulsively, then nodded before pushing his hood back slightly and closing his eyes. Aracan Katuvana tapped three times on the symbol and passed his hand over the picture. A shimmering haze surrounded the man’s head and shoulders. He screamed once. When the mist cleared, the man’s face had a tattoo of a thorny branch curling around his left eye and up across his forehead and down the right side of his face and neck.

As Aracan Katuvana watched, the tattoo faded until it was only a thin line of faint blue dots.

“When the tattoo reappears, carry out the instructions that appear in your mind,” the Jar said.

The man nodded, shaking visibly as the Aracan touched the red symbol again and the image disappeared. Aracan Katuvana returned to his throne.

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING LORIC went down to the main room of the tavern to find Silvertree at a table by the fire. Across from him sat a slight man dressed in a dark brown jerkin, a hood dangling from behind the collar.

Loric sat down next to Silvertree and motioned to the barmaid. She came over, took his order for breakfast and returned to the kitchen. The man in brown had deep blue eyes and a crest of red hair standing stiffly from the centre of his shaved head.

“Where’s Grimhelm?” Loric asked Silvertree, still studying the other man absently.

“He hath gone abroad this merry morning to gather supplies for our trip,” the elf mage replied. “The beauteous Lady Kalytia is in the Forest Temple, preparing for the adventure that lies ahead.” 

“Silvertree, why are you talking like a bad Valdierian epic?” the man in brown asked.

Loric shook his head and smiled wryly. “What have you had to eat this morning, Silvertree?”

“The usual, Copperleaf berry bread of mine own manufacture and water. Why?”

“I thought so. It’s all right, Thiert, Copperleaf berries may increase Silvertree’s powers, but they also make him overdramatic. If you can avoid him until the more irritating effects wear off, then you’re doing well.”

“How do you know my name?” Thiert asked.

“I’m the oldest son of the King of Galivor. It’s part of my duties to know who our most able subjects are.” Loric smiled and when the barmaid brought his bacon, bread and a pitcher of milk, he handed her a silver coin.

Thiert grinned.

“I also have to know who our ‘Most Wanted’ are,” Loric finished.

“Ah. That would explain it. Why did Silvertree bring me here then?” Thiert leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms with an expectant air.

Loric made a sandwich of the bacon and bread, bit and chewed while he thought about what he wanted to say. Silvertree had dozed off with his head against his high-backed chair. I still haven’t had a chance to talk to him about the gold circle in Father’s eyes... 

“The current buzz in Galindren is that your father is more impressed with your brother’s bandit chasing than he is with your adventure seeking,” Thiert said.

He knows more about me than I thought he would. Loric rolled his eyes and shrugged. “That will change. Besides, Korin doesn’t want to be king. He’s more interested in his studies, and he’s too young.”

Thiert made a noncommittal grunt and watched as the prince finished his sandwich and cleared his mouth with a huge gulp of milk.

“I have located an entrance to one of the fabled Dungeons of Doom. The stories suggest that great riches and glory can be won by those who defeat the inhabitants of even one dungeon, let alone all of those that remain undiscovered,” Loric drained his milk and refilled the pottery cup. “If the stories are true, then they can’t be inhabited any longer.”

Thiert’s eyes lit up, and he leaned forward again.

Loric noticed idly that the thief had a faded tattoo on the back of his right hand and one that ran across his forehead and around his left eye. He couldn’t make out what the design was. Must be something to do with the Thieves Guild.

“What sort of ‘riches’ are we talking about?” Thiert asked, trying to conceal his eagerness.

“Well, the legends have it that each dungeon is built around a vein of precious stones and metals. So, it would follow that each dungeon would be full of riches.” Loric tilted his head backward to drain the last of the milk from his cup, “Some of them may even be endowed with magical power or blessed by the gods.”

“So why do you need me? Silvertree should be capable of handling anything you should encounter.” Thiert leant back, but Loric could see his interest in the way that his eyes widened.

“I only have so much mana available before I have to rest,” Silvertree said without opening his eyes. “I can’t deal with every locked door and trap we may encounter.”

“So, you need me to get you into the dungeon?” Thiert frowned.

“Well, we need you to help us get to the centre of the dungeon, yes,” Loric replied, looking at Silvertree. The elf seemed asleep, but Loric saw his eyes were open a sliver.

“So, I could name my price then? I have the skills you need, and you have something I need.” Thiert smiled.

Loric sat up, lacing his fingers around his empty cup to stop them jittering.

“What would your price be? Obviously, you would get a share of the treasure from the dungeon. What more would you want?” He frowned. He’s up to something.

“If I need gold, Princeling, I steal it or extort it. I have more gold in my account with the Thieves Guild than you have probably seen in your entire life,” Thiert snorted.

“What do you want then?” Loric asked flatly.

“A favour to be asked for as and when I choose, and for you to grant as and when you can without asking in advance what it is.” Thiert smiled more broadly and Silvertree opened his eyes and sat bolt upright.

“This favour, it wouldn’t be anything that would cause harm to anyone?” Loric frowned.

“I don’t know,” Thiert shrugged. “I don’t know what it is yet.”

“Then I would have to have some guarantees,” Loric replied.

“Fair enough, Prince Loric. What guarantees do you want?” Thiert stretched and lounged back on his chair.

“I will not do anything that would cause harm to the Kingdom or any of the inhabitants.” 

“That’s fair, it’ll be a personal favour only,” Thiert said, spitting into his palm and holding it out.

Loric returned the gesture, and they shook once.

Half an hour later, Grimhelm returned. “Everything is arranged Loric. Do ye want to go now?”

“Is Kalytia still at the temple?”

“I saw her going into the saddlers. She said she’d catch up with us.” Grimhelm looked at Thiert and frowned.

“Hello, Sir Grimhelm. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Thiert smiled at the glowering dwarf.

“You!” Grim spat. “Silvertree never said Thiert was this creature.”

Loric must have looked puzzled because Thiert sighed and in a patient voice explained, “I hustled a Dwarf Bar in Galindren about two years ago. Sir Grimhelm lost about two hundred gold pieces, I believe. Of course, I didn’t use my real name when I did it, so he couldn’t find me to get his money back”

“’T’was three hundred gold pieces, Thief.” The dwarf had drawn the huge war hammer that he wore across his back and looked menacingly at Thiert.

Thiert shook his head and resignedly pulled a very large money bag from his belt. He began counting out gold pieces. By the time Kalytia joined them, the slender little man had six stacks of gold coins in front of him.

“...two hundred and ninety-eight, two hundred and ninety-nine, three hundred.” Thiert peered over the stacks to find himself the focus of most of the eyes in the room. “There you go, Sir Grimhelm. Three hundred gold pieces. The exact amount of gold you invested in my little scheme.”

Grimhelm pulled out a small, grey stone cube and waved it slowly across the pile of gold. The cube began to glow red.

“A metal sniffer?” Thiert protested. “Do you not trust me, Sir Grimhelm?”

“Not as far as I could throw ye,” the dwarf muttered as the cube brightened to a gold colour and beeped. “Thank ye for being honest. Ye must be feeling faint from the experience.” The dwarf finished and put the cube away. He pulled a money bag with a Dwarven symbol imprinted onto it and began to sweep the gold into the bag. The neck of the bag flared with a gold glow as the coins tipped into it.

Loric watched amazed, as the whole pile disappeared into a bag that looked like it could hold only 100 coins. “Well, now that’s settled, shall we get going?” he asked.

* * *
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OUTSIDE THE INN, A group of older men had gathered. As Loric and his companions left the Inn, the men advanced upon them.

“Lord, please, don't go into that place again,” One man, wearing a gold and silver chain stepped forward, “You are the best hope our people have of a future and no one who has gone into those woods has ever come out alive.”

Before Loric could say anything, Silvertree smiled and bowed. “Worry not, Mayor Heinlin, the prince is well protected in myself and Sir Grimhelm.”

“That's as may be, Ser Mage, but ye've not seen the creatures which lurk in them woods.” Another man, wild of hair and stinking of apple brandy threw himself forward to grab Silvertree's robe. “A devil demon stalks the shadows, and foul stenches emanate from holes in the earth. Beware!”

Silvertree untangled himself from the man and smiled gently, “I thank you for your concern, Gentlemen of Pleasemore, but we shall be fine.”

Kalytia whispered something and the man straightened. He looked embarrassed and trundled back into the group, pushing his way through to the back, “Espilieth protects us, good Sers. She shall see that no harm comes to any who enter.”

The Mayor nodded and sighed. “Fare thee well, then, my Lords and Lady.”

The men shuffled their feet and called out their good wishes as the group set off.
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