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Chapter I
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Traven sat in the dimly lit pub staring at the wooden cup half filled with rum. He sighed heavily as he looked around.  Men were laughing and talking loudly. Some were gambling others sat quietly getting drunker as the night wore on. They had all come out of a war that was hell. The battles were always up close and personal. Swords and daggers slashing and stabbing. Death of the enemy was the only goal. Battlefields were littered with dead bodies. Men hacked to death, many of them with mortal wounds lay dying with blood thick on the ground. Men screaming in agony, crying for their mothers, or wifes, some praying, others lay quietly waiting for death to take them. Then it ended, and the soldiers were sent home. What were soldiers to do now they were no longer needed. They had no purpose.

The smell of ham and potatoes lingered in the air which was the dinner special. The aroma of rum and body odor mingled with the diner special hung heavy in the air. He was bored. It was the same each night. 

He saw Beth pick up wooden tankards from a table that men had been sitting at earlier. She looked up smiling at him. Her dark hair framed her small pretty face. Her low cut dress showed her bosom, and curves. She was the only thing in the small village that mattered to him. Beth worked at the pub that was an inn with beds upstairs, and also served food. 

Beth walked over to Travens table with a pitcher. Traven smiled slightly, waving his hand. Beth looked at the wooden cup half full and smiled. She walked toward another table with men laughing, filling larger tankards with rum. Her father owned the inn which she and her sister both worked. Her sister Darla who was older worked in the back cooking. Darla and her husband would inherit the inn when her father passed away. 

The big heavy front door opened as a woman walked inside the inn. She was dressed in black leather pants and a cotton shirt. She had a long cloak with a hood covering her head. A sword moved freely as she walked. The dust on her clothes indicated she was riding a horse. Most women traveled in carriages or wagons. 

A large man followed the woman. He was six foot six and over two hundred fifty pounds. He had black leather pants and a black leather shirt. His cloak had an insignia of a battle ax and a mace.  The broad sword he wore was massive. He followed the woman to a table and sat across from her.

The woman removed the hood covering her head. Every man stared at the beautiful woman, as she removed her cloak, hanging it on the back of her chair. The large man sat down removing his cloak allowing it to lay on the floor.

Traven froze in place. Time seemed to stand still as he stared at the man. He was wearing the insinga of the Royal Rangers. Travens mind raced, it was impossible the Royal Rangers had all been killed. The Rangers were the most elite fighting force in the Wixon army. The last of them had been killed in the battle of the lower meadows. Five hundred had stood against six thousand. When it was over only twenty two hundred of the enemy had survived. The war had ended shortly after that battle. 

Traven knew the Royal Rangers were trained at a young age. If the man was not six foot four they were not accepted as a Ranger. Their training was said to have been intense. He could not believe he was seeing a Ranger in the small inn.

Beth walked to the table and smiled nervously. The woman looked at her intently. With dark eyes. Beth said “the special is ham and shredded potatoes.” The woman nodded and looked away. Beth looked at the big man who only stared at her. The woman did not look at Beth, she said in a soft voice. “I require a room with clean sheets.”

“I wash the sheets daily, my lady.” Beth said, obviously offended. 

The woman turned and looked at her without speaking. “One room and wine with the diner.” 

Beth looked at the big man who only stared back at her. “Water with his meal.” the woman said in a firm quiet voice.  

A young man walked up to the table as Beth walked away. He pulled up a chair sitting down. Tomlin, was a local thug, who had a high opinion of himself. He had fought in the war as it was ending. He let all know how he had been in many battles and had killed many men. He was a braggart Traven had recently warned him to stop bothering Beth. Tomlin grinned and walked away in his cocky manner. He listened to Traven and stopped talking to Beth.  

Traven set up as he watched Tomlin. The big man leaned forward, bringing up his hand back, handing Tomlin across the face. The blow knocked Tomlin out of his chair, sending him crashing hard on the floor. Tomlin scrambled to his feet, his hand on his dagger. Blood running from his nose he stared at the big man with rage in his eye. The man did not move as he looked back at Tomlin with contempt in his dark eyes. 

The woman turned her head and said in her soft voice. “You were not invited.” She had an accent that Traven recognized. He thought it strange she and the Ranger were there.

She turned and looked away. Tomlin stood staring at the back of the woman's head then to the man. He turned looking at Traven who watched him. Tomlin walked away sitting at a table with other men. He wiped blood from his nose and yelled for more rum. 
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BETH RETURNED TO THE table with a platter. She sat a plate in front of the lady and the man. A small goblet which was half full of wine in front of the lady and a cup of water in front of the man. She watched the man with a spoon dip it in the woman's potatoes and move it to his mouth.  Beth walked away. 

Later Beth walked to the table picking up the empty plates. She asked if the woman would like more wine. The woman pushed the goblet toward her. The woman asked. “Do you know of a guide that can escort us across the mountains?”

Beth looked at the beautiful woman with dark complexion and dark wavy hair. 

“The mountains are dangerous, my lady. There is a pass.” Beth hesitated as she looked into the dark eyes. “I know of only one man.” Beth looked over her shoulder at Traven. 

“I would like to speak to him.” the lady said as she looked at Traven. 

Beth carried the platter to the back then returned, going to Traven. She placed her hand on his shoulder leaning down saying “The lady would like to speak to you concerning the pass across the mountains.”

Traven was surprised. He looked at Beth who said softly. “Be careful.”

Traven stood up and walked to the table. He stopped and asked “May I approach my lady?”

She nodded. 

Traven walked to the table, picked up the chair that was turned over and sat down. He looked at the big man realizing he was the biggest man he had ever seen. He could not help but look at the insignia. He turned to look at the woman who was looking directly at him. He looked at her ears seeing both had a slight point. It was what he had expected, the dark skin, dark eyes, her accent  he thought to himself she was Wixon. They were a race of people who it was said practiced magic. They had fought with his king. Many had been killed in the war. They lived across the sea on a large island. He noticed she was lighter than most of the Wixon he had met. 

“I am in need of a guide to take me and my companion across the mountains.” She said, speaking low, studying Traven. 

“It's a dangerous journey. There are two passes. The northern pass is the shortest route if you are going to Sistera. The southern pass will be closer to Kachita.  It is late in the season and the possibilities of them being closed by snow is a real chance. Should it snow later in the year the passes will be clear. Then there are the bandits and thugs that will attempt to rob you. Mountain lions, bears and other predators. Mice will be drawn to the food you carry. Which will attract snakes, all of them are poisonous. The trails are narrow. Horses, mules and men fall off into deep ravines. Cold at night, little water. It is not a walk in a meadow. It will take two cycles of the full moon to cross. Going around the mountain will take you nine months. It is not a pleasant journey but it is safer.”
“How do you know the passes?” The big man asked in a low forceful growling voice.
Traven turned and looked directly at the man's face. It was tanned with bushy eyebrows and a full neatly kept beard. The eyes were dark and scars across the face. His nose appeared to have been broken several times. 

“My father Evan Tisdale was a merchant. He made the trip many times when I was younger. His last trip was when I was fourteen. When he arrived in Kachita the new regent demanded my father accept a price that was much less than what was desirable. My father politely refused. He was murdered in his sleep that night. I was taken to the coast and placed on a ship where I worked for many years. I left and joined the army under Chamberlain.”

The big man stared at Traven without blinking. He looked at the woman and nodded slightly. The woman smiled. “I will pay you twenty pieces of silver if you guide us to Kachita.”

Traven was stunned. He would have accepted eight pieces of silver. “I will need you to make all the arrangements. When can we leave?”

“Day after tomorrow. Fifteen good men would be enough for the trip.” Traven looked around the inn that was quiet. All the men were watching him. He looked back at the big Ranger. “I would recommend we take thirty. Most will leave after two weeks. Others will die fighting bandits or will fall off the mountain. Those that do make it to Kachita you can pay off. You should pay them their full amount when we arrive, not before as most will want half their pay before we leave.”

“Agreed.” The woman said as she stood up. The big man stood up as well. 

Beth walked to the two strangers as they followed her up the stairs. Beth stopped at a door opening it. She stepped back as the woman walked inside. She turned looking over her shoulder saying “thank you.”

The big man shut the door and stood outside the door with his back to the door. Beth walked away. 

Later that evening Traven drained the rum in the small cup and walked upstairs. He saw the big Ranger sitting on the hard floor with his head down leaning against a door. He walked past the Ranger to the room at the end of the hallway. He stepped inside and undressed crawling into bed. He lay quiet in the bed thinking of the journey across the mountains. It would be difficult. He heard the door open and watched as Beth walked in and undressed. She crawled into bed next to Traven. She moved close to him, her arm around his chest. 

“Was that a Ranger?” She whispered. 

Traven pulled her closer. “Yes I believe it was.”

“I thought they were all killed in the battle of the lower meadow.” she whispered. 

“I did too, but evidently one has survived.”

“The woman is beautiful.” Beth said as she held Traven.

“I believe she is Wixon.” Traven said quietly in the dark.

“Why would a Wixon be this far Northeast, and travel with a Ranger?”

Traven kissed her. “I don’t know.”
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Chapter II
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Traven woke up early. He was alone Beth had left earlier. He stepped out of bed dressing in the dim light. He walked out of his room seeing the big Ranger leaning against the door with his head down. Traven walked quietly past the big man. He was amazed to see the Ranger. He was obviously protecting the lady. It seemed strange to him the lady who was obviously Wixon, or at least half Wixon in the village of Solace, at the foot of the large mountains. He wondered why she wanted to go to Kachita. It didn’t matter to him. He would make more money in two cycles of the moon than he could in five years, if he survived. He stopped at the end of the hallway knowing he would have to tell Beth. He knew it would devastate her. 

Beth brought him breakfast and smiled at him. When he finished she sat down as he explained he would be going across the mountains escorting the big Ranger and the lady. Beth frowned and tried to convince him not to go. She had tears in her eyes as she looked off. “You're leaving, I’ll stay and wait for you to return, but you won’t. Darla will inherit the inn with her husband. I’ll work for them as a servant. Perhaps I will share my bed with another man until he leaves me. The tears streamed down her cheeks. Traven told her he would make enough money they could go anywhere they wanted and start over. Beth looked back at Traven. “It’s too dangerous. Please don’t go.”

Traven stood up walking to her and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be okay.”

He walked out of the Inn.

Traven walked to the outskirts of town to the large house of Brian Heady. He saw the older man outside talking to several men. Brian frowned seeing Traven. 

“You're late.”

“I know, I just came to tell you I’ll be leaving.”

“You can’t leave, I need you. There are thieves who are stealing my sheep and cattle. I need you to protect them.”

“Find someone else. I’m leaving. Just wanted you to know.” Traven walked off as Brian followed him begging him to stay.

Traven talked to several merchants buying supplies for the trip. He talked to men he chose to hire, Including Tomlin, concerning the journey across the mountains. He warned them it would be dangerous. The pay would be six pieces of silver when they arrived. All of the men accepted his offer. He was able to find twenty four. He knew all of them had fought in the war. Only a few had actually been on the front lines. Shawn Souls, and Paul Dorman he knew had seen battle. Tomlin was a braggart, but he had fought in the war. 

With all of the men gathered late in the morning Traven looked at all of them. They were a rough looking bunch. He took a deep breath allowing it to escape slowly. 

“Men this is going to be a rough journey. You need to be prepared for cold nights, bandits that will attack us and wild animals. You are being paid and paid well to escort a lady across the mountains. I would suggest you not talk to her. She is beautiful and yes all of us desire her. None of us would stand a chance with her. We are ruffians who she will have nothing to do with. Keep in mind the big man she travels with is no doubt a Ranger. He will kill you in a moment if you are out of line with her. I don’t know her name, or why she wants to go to Kachita. She pays well, that's all that matters. Do your  job, stay alive and we get paid. Mind your manners or the big Ranger will kill you. It's up to you.” Traven looked at Tomlin and smiled.  He told the men to meet him tomorrow morning in front of the Inn and to bring their horse packed for a journey. 

Traven walked to the blacksmith’s shop that was also a livery stable looking at the horses and mules. He told the blacksmith Bill Doughan he would purchase six mules and three donkeys. Bill was a hard man and drove a hard bargain. Traven shook his head, refusing to pay the high price. He didn’t really care what the price was knowing the Lady would pay whatever was needed. He knew Bill was a greedy man and Traven did not want to be cheated . 

Traven shook his head disgustedly saying, “no, Bill I’ll talk to some of the farmers and buy their stock. You are wanting too much for these scraggly animals.”

Bill’s face was red with rage. He argued asTraven walked off. Then he backed down, reluctantly accepting Traven’s price. 

Bill turned and yelled for Micha. A small boy ran to him which Bill slapped hard. Micha fell to the ground. “Where have you been, boy. I need you to gather the mules and donkeys and put them in the big corral. Now move, before I give you a beating!”

Micha stood up rubbing his cheek. He quickly ran to the pens and began moving the animals to the big corral. 

Traven found the lady and Ranger sitting outside the inn on the large porch. He told her of the arrangements he had made. She gave him several pieces of silver to pay for the supplies. 

With the silver in his purse, Traven paid all the merchants. He told Micha if he would load all the mules and donkeys with the supplies that had been delivered to the corrals. He would give him a silver coin. Micha looked up at the tall man and asked. “Could I come with you Traven? I’m a good groomsman, and I can take care of all the animals.”

Traven shook his head. “No, I’m sorry Micha this is a dangerous journey. It would be best to stay with your father.”

“He’s not my father. I’m an orphan. I work for Bill for a bed and little food. He’s meaner than a snake. I want to go. You will need a good groomsman. I promise I will not be any trouble.” Micha pleaded.

“Micha, there you are!” Bill walked up and grabbed the small boy throwing him to the ground. The stalls need to be cleaned, you little worthless turd!”

Traven grabbed Bill by the shirt and threw him to the ground. Bill looked at him shocked as he stood up angrily.  “Now you know how Micha feels.” Traven pushed Bill away from him. He looked at Micha “we will leave early tomorrow, have the supplies packed. You need to pack light, six pieces of silver are yours when we arrive at Kachita, if you survive.”

Micha grinned as Traven walked away.
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Chapter III
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The lady walked down the stairs into the main room wearing leather pants and a cotton shirt. Her long black clock tied around her shoulders. Walking to the older man with gray hair sitting at a table she placed a silver coin on the table and walked away. The older man stared in disbelief at the coin. He had expected five copper coins. The lady walked to where Beth was picking up empty bowls. She placed a silver coin in her small hand. Beth looked surprised. 
“Thank you for the clean sheets, and for washing my clothes. She could see the tears in Beth’s eyes. “Where’s your faith? Do you not pray to the Lord?”
“I do and will continue to pray for Traven.” Beth said, speaking just above a whisper.

“Will you also remember me in your prayers?” The lady asked with a slight smile.

“Of course I will pray for you, my lady.” 

She smiled “thank you.” She touched her face with her small hand, closed her eyes and began to chant. “I give you a blessing and will pray for you.” She said as she turned and walked away. 

The big Ranger had stepped outside seeing the men assembled. He did not smile as he looked at the men. He mumbled to himself  “riff-raff.”

The lady walked out of the inn and down the steps to her horse that was saddled. She raised her leg as the Ranger grasped the leg lifting her onto her horse. She pulled the hood over her head. 

Tomlin with a sneer said “I don’t suppose it would be too much to ask my lady's  name. We are all going to die on this journey. Can we at least know who it is we give our lives for?”

“Six pieces of silver is all you need to know Tomlin.” Traven said as he stepped into the stirrup swinging into the saddle. “Perhaps you would like the Rangers name. Maybe he will tuck you in at night. Tell you a story.”

Tomlin’s face turned red as he glared at Traven. “Well, let's be on our way then.”  The big Ranger and the lady beside Traven moved forward. She looked at Micha sitting on a mule. He was holding a rope attached to  the mules along with the donkeys

“Micha’s  the groomsman. He saddled your horse.”  Traven looked at the big Ranger. “Do you know any bedtime stories, big man?”

“Only horror stories.” He said gruffly.

––––––––
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THEY TRAVELED ON THE flat plains for half a day then began the gradual climb up the mountain. It was late in the afternoon and stayed hot until the sun began to go down. Traven did not stop until it was late in the evening. He stopped at a small lake saying they would stop for the night.

Micha unpacked the animals and began to rub them down. He watched as the beautiful woman walked to the lake washing her face, neck and arms. He made sure the animals were tied with a leather strap with a steak driven into the ground close to the water. When they were fed he started a fire and began to cook a meal. 

Micha carrying a plate of food walked to the lady handing it to her. She smiled accepting the food. 

“Bring me a plate boy.” Tomlin snapped. 

Micha pointed to the fire. “You can get your own.”

Traven walked to the food and began filling his plate. “It looks good, Micha. I expected the men to cook for themselves. We should be thankful you can cook. The Big Ranger stared at Tomlin and the men. Each of them walked to the fire and filled their own plate.

It grew dark  as the men laid out their blankets close to the fire. Micha took his blanket to the mules and donkeys sleeping close to them. Tomlin stared  at the lady as she lay down. One of the men said “I bet she could keep a man warm.”

Tomlin sneered at him. “Sleep with that witch and your manhood would fall off.”

“That's no big thing is it Tomlin. I mean really just a small thing.” 

Tomlin snapped his head around seeing it was Traven who spoke. He glared at Traven who stared back at him. The other men laughed as they lay under their blankets. 

The days were warm, traveling was slow as the caravan of men with the lady made their way up the mountain. The evenings became cooler as  the sun set. It was a peaceful trip and there was no sign of problems. The first week and a half was uneventful. 

By the second week the lush grass began to fade as the trees were no longer seen. The group had to lean forward in their saddles as the trail became steeper. Traven began to feel uneasy as the days passed as they moved higher in the mountains. 

In the third week late in the night the sound of a donkey braying loudly woke the men from their sleep. The mules and donkeys were braying as a mountain lion had come into the camp. Micha seeing the mountain lion with his sling twirling it quickly above his head released the rock striking the large cat on his neck. Angry at being seen and the small boy striking him with a rock infuriated the large beast. He charged. The lion was close when it fell and staggered to get up. Paul Dorman, who was on watch, shot the lion with an arrow. He shot again as the animal screamed in pain. Traven ran up to the animal and killed it with his sword. He saw Micha was tending to the animals, attempting to settle them down. He walked to Micha, “You alright Micha?”

“Yes, I’m okay, thanks to Paul.”
“I’m sorry Micha, I should have had more men on duty to help protect the animals.” he looked at Paul. “Thank you Paul.” 
Paul nodded and walked off. 

The men made their way back to their blankets except for Shawn who would stand guard with Paul.  

The following morning the men ate a light breakfast. Traven warned the men to be prepared for not only wild animals but bandits who were no doubt aware of them. MIcha felt a hand on his head. He looked up seeing the large man looking down at him. The big Ranger patted him on the head and walked off. 

As they rode the lady moved her horse next to Micha. 

“You were brave last night Micha.”

His face turned red as he looked down. “Thank you, my lady. I was trying to protect the animals and thought I could scare off the Lion. I’m glad Paul is a good archer.”

She smiled “you were brave, most men would have ran to protect themselves.” She watched the small boy. “Why are you here Micha?”

“I’m an orphan and thought I could make some money and I don’t know maybe start a life in Katchita.”

She smiled. “What will you do?”

“I’m not sure,” he said, lowering his voice. “I’ll ask Traven.” 

That evening as they stopped there was no water or grass. Traven told the group they would need to conserve their water since the next water was two days. 

The following morning as the group prepared to leave Traven told Paul to choose ten men and follow the trail that went
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