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Chapter 1
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Twin sapphires peered at Geret from the darkness; the large, bright eyes of a little girl.  Eyes that would forever haunt the mountaineer.  A wizard’s fireball flew overhead in the night sky, briefly lighting the child’s face.  She had seen perhaps eight summers, and now stood rigidly clinging to an old, broken lamppost.  Geret glanced around hurriedly, but saw no one.  Looking back to the girl, he knew he couldn’t leave her on this deserted street of Donbar’s slums while wizard’s warred and the town burned.  

Geret moved toward her, reaching out a hand.  After two steps, his other arm shot out in an effort to keep his balance as the earth shook violently beneath him.  The wizards’ quakes grew fiercer, and Geret saw with some trepidation the spreading cracks in the ground nearby.  If he turned now, fled, he still had time to escape.  Looking back at those blue eyes, alone in the night, he refused to give in to his dread.  He reached out in a beckoning gesture to the girl.

“Hi,” he said awkwardly.  Clearing his throat of the fear he heard in that simple word, he tried again.  “Come on, I can help you.”

The little girl blinked, then stepped forward.  Geret could see her tattered nightshirt and dirty bare feet, clear indications that this child resided in the slums, yet her bearing, proud and controlled, surprising in someone so young and under such circumstances, spoke of a better past.  She extended her hand, almost close enough for Geret to grasp.  

The earth shook again, throwing the two down.  A crack rent the ground between them, shifting and swaying the earth violently, the sound of ripping rock terrifying in combination with the bone-jarring tremors.  Geret found himself shot skyward, yet his back still rested firmly on the road.  Until the road began to shift, tilting, threatening to spill Geret into the deepening canyon now separating him from the child.  

He could see her below, clinging desperately to the thick exposed root of a Fobi plant, its thorns biting into her flesh and drawing blood.  The former roadway beneath her nearly vertical, this one root alone kept her from falling into the darkness.  

Feeling himself start to slide, Geret tore open a pouch on his equipment belt.  He reached in, swore as the sharp end of a hook bit his thumb, then pulled out hook and rope.  Flipping to his stomach, trying to slow his downward momentum with feet, knees and elbows despite the continuing shaking of the world around him, the mountaineer thrust the hook into the road face, praying that the earth remained strong enough to hold him.  He fell a short distance more, grabbed the rope, then felt himself jerk to a stop, a gasp torn from his throat.  The ground crumbled beneath him under the strain, leaving him dangling over the edge, but the hook held.  

Panting in trepidation and exertion, he turned until he could see the girl again.  The gap between the two spanned no more than ten feet, and he found himself only a little below her.  The Fobi root still held the child, but her hands, bloodied from the thorns, slipped.  Strangely though, she made no sound.  Her great blue eyes stared intently at Geret.

Planting his feet against the new cliff face, he felt a slight give, then solid wall.  Clods of packed dirt crumbled nearby, and he could hear the bounce of rocks as they tumbled into the darkness below, warning him to hurry.  Keeping one fist firmly on the rope, thankful that elfin twine did not give splinters, Geret leaned out as far as he could, stretched forth his hand to the girl, and smiled as encouragingly as his tense lips would allow.  

She took one hand from the root, slipped, and grabbed the root with both hands again, her body twisting with the sudden movement.  Still, nothing more than a slight gasp escaped her.  When she stopped swaying, she again reached out, slower this time.  He could almost reach her, but not quite.  More clumps of earth and stone fell, and Geret knew he didn’t have much time.  He bent his knees and launched himself into the air, his hand still reaching for the girl.  He touched her fingers, her hand, but not enough to firmly grasp.  He swung back to the wall, pushed away harder.  This time he caught her wrist and held it tight.  She let go of the Fobi root and swung down below him.  The jerk of the downward motion caused Geret’s hand to slip from her wrist to her hand.  They swung back to Geret’s side and he absorbed the bounce into his legs.  

She weighed little, but blood slicked her hand.  Geret couldn’t hold her for long.  He looked up.  A short climb, but he only had the use of one arm.  They couldn’t go down; Geret couldn’t even see the bottom.  He could try pulling her up to his back, then climb out.  Difficult, but so would climbing with one arm and an added weight, no matter how slight, in the other hand.

“I’m going to pull you up, okay?”  The girl nodded.  Geret began to pull, but her hands were too bloodied.  He could feel her slipping.

“Give me your other hand,” he called, but too late.  Her arms reached up as she fell.  She opened her mouth, but no sound came to him.  Perhaps his own cry drowned out her scream.  The last he saw of her were those blue eyes, incredibly, almost impossibly bright in the moonlight, burning into his mind.  And then, nothing but black canyon below.

***
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Darman stood, hands on his hips and impatience on his face, staring into the smoke and dying flames of Donbar.  To his left stood Sandeene, the wizard from Skreena, her pale eyes darting to every shadow, betraying her agitation.  To his right stood Ord, his own wizard, steady as a rock, no emotion crossing his chiselled face or marking his nearly black eyes.  Soldiers in dark blue moved through the remains of the town, searching for survivors.  Many of the soldiers came from Skreena, though Darman had brought some of his own men from Zamar to act as officers.  Zamarans knew how to motivate others.

From the curling smoke swirling out of poorly built houses walked a tall man wearing a helmet that marked him as a Zamaran officer.  He strode to Darman, placed a fist to his chest and gave a curt nod.  Once Darman had acknowledged him, the man spoke, his Zamaran intonations so much more pleasing to Darman’s ears than the passive garbling of those south of his great state.

“We has rounded up all who is left, no more than thirty.”

Darman nodded, and with the barest movement of his hand, sent Sandeene with the officer to inspect the villagers for the one he sought.  When they had moved out of hearing range, Darman turned to Ord and spoke in a quiet voice, his own Zamaran accent only slightly more cultured than that of his soldiers.

“You is sure it is here?”

“It was here, Lord Darman,” replied Ord, his voice sibilant.  “The presence is strongest just ahead where the earth rises and the Fobi gather.  It is here when the quakes begin, but I cannot guarantee that it remains.”

Darman glanced at the bald wizard beside him.  The snake tattoos covering Ord’s head seemed to writhe and slither of their own accord in the flickering firelight.

“What of the confinement spell?” Darman asked.  “Why does so few remain?”

“This wizard Antenor, the defender of Donbar, is more powerful than Sandeene leads us to believe.  He counters it with a cloaking spell.  Once I realise that Sandeene’s spell no longer has any effect, I rectify the problem, but I fear it has come too late.”

Darman glared at him, but Ord’s cold gaze didn’t flinch, and Darman looked away.  One did not question a wizard of Ord’s strength about magic gone awry.

After a few minutes, Sandeene returned, her long pale hair blown by a breeze that still fanned the flames of the burning village.  The officer who had led her to the prisoners stopped a few feet away, awaiting orders.

“It’s not here, my Lord Darman.”  Her voice, high and clear, held no trace of the anxiety in her eyes.  “None of the villagers wear blue eyes, and none wield magic.”

Darman stood looking down at her a moment.  To her credit, Sandeene did not shrink from his gaze, but neither could she keep her eyes on his.  Finally, Darman turned to Ord.

“Can you find a trace?”

“As I say, my Lord, the presence is greatest here.  Something happens to make it flare.  Until it shows itself again, however, we can but wait.”

Darman nodded slowly, keeping his frustration under control.

“Can you determine who carries the presence?”

“Not until it shows itself, or we is close enough to feel it.”

“How close, Ord?”  Darman’s voice remained dangerously calm.

“Within a few paces.”

“And who can feel it, Ord?”

“Wizards can, though unless they know what to look for, they will only sense the ability to wield.  The jewelled blue eyes, any can see.”

With a grimace, Darman nodded again.

“Very well.”  He signalled to the waiting officer.  “Send men to every village nearby, anywhere someone from Donbar has continual contact and might escape to.  Send riders to every place within a week’s travel too.  Ord tells you what to look for.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

Darman gave Sandeene a quick glance, then added,

“Zamarans, not Skreenans.  Zamar is better acquainted with what we seek and better at getting the answers we want.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

Darman nodded once and the officer, after learning Ord’s instructions, turned to carry out his orders.  Darman walked closer to the canyon created by the warring wizards and stared into the abyss.  So close, and yet gone.  Whoever had those eyes like sapphires had a power beyond imagining.  A power Darman wanted.  And Darman always got what he wanted.
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Two days later, Geret found himself stumbling out of the foothills to Heana village, some leagues to the east of Donbar.  Or what had been Donbar.  Geret had some vague recollection of escaping the slums through a haze of smoke and tears, and taking shelter in the lower reaches of the mountains.  By then, his village had become little more than a broken smudge of angry flames left to scar the earth’s surface.  As he had stared at the scene of destruction that had lain below him, he kept seeing the flash of blue eyes, forever falling into darkness.

Now, passing the open gates of Heana, his dreary mood reflecting his weary presence, he still fought with that image, though more now in his dreams than in his waking hours.  Having come out of what he could only describe as his shock, he began to take a realistic account of his situation.  With his home gone and all save what he wore destroyed, he would need supplies and some sort of income.  He had already decided against finding another home for the moment.  With so many refugees from Donbar searching neighbouring villages for new accommodations, finding anything at a reasonable price that suited him would prove difficult.  Although he usually waited a few more weeks before beginning his seasonal long term mountain excursions, trips that lasted from a few days to several weeks, the spring had proved mild enough so far.  A few supplies for the cold upper reaches and he could simply live in the mountains until nature demanded a more permanent home.

As for income, he planned to offer his services as a mountain guide to any who would take him.  With the deep snows of winter gone, trading across the Bourn Mountains would begin in earnest soon, and someone qualified to lead a caravan through the mountain passes could gain some much needed wealth.

Heana didn’t have many riches, but the town did well enough to avoid the appellation of poor.  The streets, hard packed earth, were narrow, but not uncomfortably so, at least not the ones that led to the village centre.  Most of the buildings were dull grey stone, one storey residences and two storey shops, the second level providing a home for the shopkeeper and his family.  A moderate size meeting hall of a more cheery grey, if one could call grey cheery, stood next to the domed temple in the centre of town.  Some effort had been put into making these buildings stand out from the others.  The meeting hall, though not very tall, covered as much space as three stores, and murals of happy townsfolk brightened its surface.  Its double doorway had the traditional hideous spirit masks carved around it, a stark contrast to the smiles in the murals.  At one time believed to keep enemy eyes and ears from seeing and hearing the councils taking place within, these masks now served as decorations and memories of a superstitious past.

The temple, thought by some to belong to that same past, though the priests and priestesses would beg to differ, had white stone walls.  Its green flag, the mark of a content god, rose above all other buildings to point to the centre of town, and therefore to the merchant’s district.  Geret had thankfully never seen the black flag of a quarantined town, though he had seen a temple’s red flag a few times, indications of trouble, most notably war.  He wondered if Donbar’s temple had had time to raise the red flag, then decided it didn’t really matter.  No one would have seen it in the dark, and the burning buildings and shaking ground, not to mention the army in the north, were proof enough of a crisis.  There were times when he regretted having chosen to live in a town made mostly of wood.  But Donbar had had fair prices and the villagers, for the most part, were very kind.

A tavern, marked by a swaying sign depicting a frothing mug of ale superimposed on a cluster of grapes, nestled between a tailor’s shop and an inn.  Geret headed toward it, hoping to find someone within looking to hire a guide.  The building had a large main window lined with rows of bottles to further identify it, making the interior somewhat dim.  Like the other buildings nearby, the tavern boasted dull grey stone, sturdy yet simple craftsmanship, and solid wooden doors.  The upper storey served as overnight accommodations at a slightly better rate than the inn, though the rooms were decidedly inferior.

The furniture within, several tables lined with benches, was wooden, the tables just far enough apart to allow the servers easy access to each customer.  Private booths lined the wall farthest from the window.

As luck had it, he found two parties interested in crossing through to Mountainview; a merchant and his wife, and an elf, who waited for some companions due to arrive shortly.  The tavern keeper, an old friend of Geret’s, pointed them out.  Geret and the keeper moved past the long polished wooden bar with three laughing men bent over it, to one of the booths.  Two people waited there, and the tavern keeper signalled for a third to join them.  A portly man in a red overcoat with gold trim sat beside a squat woman in a bright green dress, her fingers covered in garish rings.  An elf in subdued forest colours slipped onto the bench opposite them.  A mottled headband held back her straw coloured hair, framing an angular face drawn into a subtle mask of displeasure at the couple across from her.  The squat woman scowled at the elf in apprehension.  Perhaps the elf’s quiver of arrows, strapped loosely across her back, made the overly dressed woman uncomfortable; or maybe the broadsword opposite a simple looking dagger at the elf’s belt.  Possibly the harsh outline of the elf’s sharp face with its faint scar on the right cheek offended the pompous lady.  Of course, this elf also disproved the common notion that all elves were beautiful.  While not ugly, one would be hard pressed to call the elf attractive at the moment.

The tavern keeper made introductions.

“This is the merchant Fainor, and his wife Elsie,” he said.  “And this is Juniper.  This,” he turned to Geret, “is Geret, a mountain guide from Donbar.  Best climber around.  He can get you through to Mountainview before you can say ...”

“Ah, thank you,” Geret interrupted awkwardly.  Geret was one of the best mountaineers, but modesty prevented him from advertising the fact.  And the pass through to Mountainview held few surprises for those who could keep their heads.  Finding the trailhead sometimes proved difficult, but simply following Yarrow Pass did not require great skill.

The tavern keeper took the dismissal with good grace, nodding to those still seated before turning back to his business.

Geret glanced at the space beside Juniper, briefly considered remaining standing, thought that would seem rude, and finally sat next to the elf.

“I understand you both look for a guide to Mountainview.  Are either of you on a schedule?”  Geret felt directness more suitable to the situation than casual conversation.  He wanted a business deal after all, not an update on gossip.  Fainor, however, wanted gossip first and business later.

“The tavern keeper said you’re from Donbar.  Is what they say true?”

Geret brought his gaze firmly around to meet Fainor’s plain brown eyes, but said nothing.  After a minute, Fainor began to fidget.  Finally, Geret relieved the man of his discomfort.

“That depends.  What do they say?”

“Oh,” Fainor laughed nervously.  “Didn’t I say?  How forgetful of me.”  Again the laugh.  “I mean about the fire and Skreena’s attack.  Is Donbar really gone?”

“No.”

“But I heard the town was destroyed, that Skreena’s wizard completely wiped out everyone.”

“Not everyone, or I wouldn’t be here,” Geret said with a shrug.  “Our wizard couldn’t save the town, but he saved the people.  The buildings may still smoulder but the people will rebuild.”

“Yes, but ...”

“You’ll forgive me if it’s a touchy subject right now, but I didn’t come here to discuss Donbar, Fainor,” Geret said firmly.  “If you’re interested in a guide through the mountains, then we can talk.  Otherwise, we’re just wasting each other’s time.”  He turned to the elf, ignoring Fainor as the plump merchant opened and closed his mouth a number of times.  Geret noticed a hint of amusement in the elf’s pale green eyes.

“Now, Juniper was it?”  She nodded briefly.  “The tavern keeper said something about you waiting for the rest of your party.  When are they due to arrive?”

“Two days.”  The soft and pure tone of her voice, like the chime of a perfect bell, surprised Geret.  Somehow, it didn’t fit her harsh face.  “We plan to leave the day after that.”

Geret nodded, then turned back to the still floundering Fainor.

“When did you plan to leave?”

Fainor’s wife, Elsie, spoke up after a quick glance at Juniper.

“Right away.  We can leave tonight.”

Geret regarded her a minute.  “You can’t wait a few days?”

“No!”  Her eyes darted to Juniper again.  Geret knew she didn’t want to travel with the elf, but when it came down to it, Geret wasn’t sure he wanted to travel with Elsie.

“We, ah, we’re expected in Mountainview by week’s end.” Fainor piped up.  “We really would prefer to leave as soon as possible.”

Great, thought Geret.  First day as a guide and I already have to choose between clients.  However, a three day wait for the elf’s companions would give him time to restock his mountain gear.  Donbar’s fire had destroyed all he had, save for his rope and hooks.  The mountain passes would still have snow this early in the season. The trip through Yarrow Pass took three days, and two cold nights.  He would need a tent, blankets and cooking supplies, as well as winter clothing, and it would take a little time to accumulate everything.  If Fainor and his wife wanted him as a guide, they would have to wait for his supplies, and so for Juniper’s party.  He explained this, then looked from Juniper’s faint smile, to Fainor’s scowling wife, to Fainor.

“Three days is the best I can do under the circumstances,” Geret said.  “I will take Juniper’s party through and we will arrive in Mountainview by week’s end.  That is the time you also allotted, master Fainor.  It’s up to each of you, but I leave in three days.”  He glanced at each person at the table.  “Is that satisfactory to all?  Do we have a contract?”

“Done,” Juniper said at once, extending a long fingered, calloused hand in a shake to seal the bargain.

“But,” Fainor quipped.  “We haven’t discussed price yet.  How can you make a deal without talking cost?”

“I’m sure Geret will ask a fair price,” Juniper said smoothly, her voice overly sweet.  “But then again, with no other guide immediately available, I’m sure you’d be willing to pay whatever he wants.”

Fainor looked wide-eyed from the elf to the mountaineer.  Juniper smiled pleasantly, though her eyes hinted at malice.  Geret, finding he rather liked the elf’s sense of humour, tried to keep his face serious as he stared back at the merchant.

“Well, I ...” Fainor stumbled over the words.  “I’d be willing to pay silver, fifteen now and fifteen when we get there.  No more than that.”

Geret, not knowing the going rates for guides, nevertheless found the sum more than adequate, but he had a feeling that the trouble these two could pose on the trip would make the amount seem paltry.

“Thirty’s fine.  We have a deal then?”  Fainor gave a tight nod, ignoring the shuddering grimace of his wife.

“You’ll need to get your things together,” Geret said.  “Two nights in the mountains.  I’d suggest some warm clothes.  Have you travelled Yarrow Pass before?”  Fainor nodded again.  “Good, then you know what supplies to bring.  I’ll meet you at the north gate in three days, at dawn.  Deal?”

Fainor shook Geret’s hand, took out a coin bag and counted fifteen silver pieces into Geret’s palm.  Then he and his wife quickly stood and left the tavern.

“Nicely done,” Juniper said when the merchant left.  “Without a word, you get almost double the cost of the trip.”

“Somehow I think they’ll make me feel every coin.”  He stood.  “Four days, then.  I’ll meet you at the gate?”

“Just a moment.  Sit down―” He hesitated, then sat opposite her.  “I have a business proposal for you.”

“Beyond Mountainview?”

“We’re going a long way.  There will be other mountains to cross and it would save us a lot of time if we had a good climber to lead us through them.”

“Where do you go?”

“I’m not quite sure.  That’s up to Talibar.  I know we’re heading north, and then east.  After that, I don’t know.”

“How can you not know where you’re going?” Geret asked.

Juniper hesitated before answering.

“We’re looking for something.  If it’s not where we think it is, we’ll have to search for it.  Talibar will have to tell you more because I can’t.”  She stood and looked down at him.  Geret saw that she stood nearly as tall as he, almost six feet.  “Think about it.  We’d pay your keep and something extra.  I don’t have any other answers right now, but Talibar will when he arrives.  If you’re interested, come back in two days, around dusk.  We can talk about it then.”  Without another word, she turned and went to the stairs leading to the rooms above.

Geret stared at the stairs a moment, then shook his head and left the tavern.  For the time, he put Juniper’s proposal in the back of his mind.  Plenty of time to think that over in the days ahead.  Right now, he needed to start organizing things for the crossing, and beyond that ....
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The sun had begun its descent toward nightfall when Geret opened the door to the tavern and took a seat at the bar.  In the ensuing two days since negotiating contracts with Fainor and Juniper, he had purchased all the equipment he would need for traversing the mountains, and now enjoyed a drink while he waited in the dim common room.

During those days, Geret had mulled over Juniper’s proposition and decided to find out more.  What did her party search for?  And how could he help?  He knew the Bourn mountains around Donbar and Heana like the back of his hand, but beyond that, he had only a vague notion of the names and locations of other ranges.  Still, he found himself intrigued enough to listen to this Talibar the elf had mentioned.  Besides, with everything he owned now stowed away in a pack and easily transported, maybe the time had come to move on.  Perhaps he could even escape those blue eyes that haunted his dreams.

Glancing around the tavern, Geret noted how full the place had become, mostly villagers enjoying a meal and a drink with friends.  In one corner, a young woman in a low-cut green dress played the dulcimer while her companion, a man dressed all in grey, juggled four brightly coloured balls.  Some of the patrons watched and listened with passing interest, but most laughed and talked among themselves, paying the two no more mind than the serving girls who brought their food.  At one or two tables sat men or women in the garb of merchants, discussing business, while their guards managed to stand out despite trying to look unobtrusive.  Swords strapped to waist or back tended to attract notice.  But Geret did not see Juniper.  He still had a little time before full dusk, though.  The elf should appear by then.

As if in answer to his thoughts, Juniper strode down the stairs.  Beside her walked a barrel-chested man wearing a sleeveless mail shirt over a brown tunic, easily carried on broad shoulders.  The man, shorter than she, though not by much, gave off a menacing air, a trained warrior.  Even without the sword at his back and the axe at his belt, the curly-haired man presented an impressive figure, that much more so next to the deadly grace of the elf.  Talibar?  Suddenly, Geret wasn’t so keen to learn about their quest.  Only the glint of the stranger’s blue-grey eyes, judging yet welcoming, mirrored by Juniper’s pale green appraisal, kept Geret from bolting for the door.

Giving the room a cursory glance, Juniper moved toward Geret with an easy stride.  The crowd melted away from the two as though stepping in time to a dance; it seemed so natural.  When they reached Geret, he found himself alone at his part of the bar.  Alone with two warriors.  He stood.  Somehow, that made him feel just a little better.

“Geret, I’m glad you came.” Again, Geret marvelled at the pure quality of her voice.  That sharp nose and angular face with its pale scar suggested a harsh voice, not at all the bell sound Geret heard.

“Well, you caught my interest,” he replied, trying to keep his own voice from betraying his apprehension about the man at her side.  “I don’t promise anything until I learn what’s going on, but I will listen to this Talibar of yours.”

Juniper nodded as though expecting that response.  She gestured to the warrior.

“This is Marlin.  We knew it was crowded tonight and he’s good at clearing a path through stubborn people.”  She smiled to show she was teasing Marlin, and Geret found himself blinking in surprise.  The smile transformed her harsh features into a subtle but exquisite beauty.  Only later did he learn that that smile, a rare feature on her, showed her own anxiety.  She didn’t like big crowds.  “Talibar waits upstairs.”  She stepped back to give Geret room to move, then followed behind him as Marlin led the way to the rooms above.

With a quick knock, Marlin opened the second door on the right.  It led into a smallish room with two cramped beds and a little table with a rickety chair pushed into one corner.  The room admitted the three of them, plus the two men already within, but just barely.  The taller man, taller even than Geret, set aside his lyre and stood to greet the newcomers.  He looked a well travelled man, solid and of medium build.  He had short, raven dark hair and a straight moustache framed between a broad nose and wide, thin lips.  Charcoal eyes that bore the weight of knowledge yet sparkled with compassion and a sense of duty, took in Geret at a glance, and the man smiled warmly.  A scroll pendant hung from a small gold chain about his neck and rested on a pale grey tunic tied with a brown belt.  Black leggings in dark brown boots completed the ensemble.

The other man, sitting at the table, looked of average height and medium build.  He had a slightly wrinkled face one could easily forget―though one Geret knew well―but his short silvery hair, glittering like a diamond, and icy grey eyes that could convey a sense of calm or become a deadly glare, made the man memorable.  His faded blue tunic, falling to mid thigh, had a silver trim to match his hair, and a length of rope tied at the waist held a small sheathed knife.  Dark grey leggings flowed into his soft grey boots, making the whole outfit seem to emphasize a cold, hard individual.

Juniper introduced the dark haired man as Talibar, but before she could name the man with the silver hair, Geret greeted him with a friendly smile.

“Antenor, it’s good to see you.”

“Geret,” the wizard smiled warmly as he clasped the mountaineer’s hand.

“If not for you, old man, I don’t think I’d be alive today.  What are you doing here?”  Geret’s familiar tone spoke of their previous association.  Although many people feared wizards as much as respected them, Geret had always liked Antenor.  Antenor had provided a supporting hand and a willingness to listen to Geret since the death of the mountaineer’s parents.  While most of Donbar had called the wizard an acquaintance, Geret called him a friend.  Seeing the man here, along with the friendly countenance of Talibar, quelled Geret’s apprehension over Marlin’s formidable presence.

“Talibar wanted a wizard on his journey, and I believe in his cause.”

Geret swung his gaze to the tall man.

“And what cause is that?  Juniper told me you search for something and think my skills in the mountains will help.  But what do you search for?”

“Juniper was right; you get right to the heart of things.”  Talibar’s tenor gave the promise of an excellent singing voice.  “I like that.  What I look for is a Stone.  The Jewel of Peace.  It is said that, if used properly, this Stone can end anarchy, stop chaos, and defeat tyrants, as well as things we can only imagine.  We live in a world fraught with terrors where the evils of tyrants and murderers go unchecked.  Unchecked because we fear to stand up to them.  Powerful wizards follow dark paths and taint the world with their foulness.  The good in this land erodes, but there is a way to combat the spread of this evil.  If we can find this Stone, find a way to use it for the good of Aeroth, we might stop living in fear.”

Geret stared at him, blinking several times to give himself a moment to absorb this gush of information.  The Jewel of Peace?  He had never heard of such a thing.  But he knew little of the world beyond the mountains here.  He did, however, recognise Talibar’s description of tyrants and dark wizards.  One dark wizard in particular.  He had heard too many tales from travelling bards and far ranging merchants not to know who Talibar meant.

“You don’t speak of just any tyrant, do you?  You mean Broman.”

“I do.”

Although the tales of Broman varied widely in most areas, they all agreed on three points.  He was a very powerful wizard, had given himself entirely over to the dark, and he thirsted for dominion over Aeroth.  He was also at least three centuries old, life gained through his service to evil.  Geret had heard alternately that the man had given his soul for such power and immortality, that he never had a soul to give, that he held a daemon prisoner and used its magic, even that he wasn’t human.  Some stories claimed he stole the souls of others to feed his magic, or the magic of his daemon.  Others swore that he used blood sacrifices to augment his power, dark and cruel rituals to evil gods, or terrifying and obscene rites performed to the black spirits in Yamith’s deepest Pit.  However he came by his magic, and in whatever manner he maintained the control he had, people knew that Broman was the embodiment of evil.  And here sat Talibar, proposing they fight him.

“You want to find a Stone and use it to overthrow Broman.  What are you going to do?  Throw it at him?  How can a Stone, Jewel of Peace or not, defeat someone like him?”

Talibar glanced at Antenor and the wizard spoke up.

“The Jewel is an ancient magic, dormant for millennia.  All the information from that time is fragmentary, what little remains.  But enough has been pieced together to know that its power is not easily harnessed.  Only a person of great power can wield the Stone.”

“Someone like Broman?” Geret asked, his voice low.

“Someone like Broman.”  Antenor’s tone remained level.  “He would use it for evil.  We must prevent that from happening.”

“But I thought you said it defeated tyrants.  How can it help them?”

“In the past, it was used against tyrants,” Talibar said, “because agents of good controlled it.  If Broman, or any other form of evil, takes the Stone ... well, let’s just say, we don’t know what will happen.  That is why we search for the Jewel.  First, to keep it out of the wrong hands, and second, to study it, find a way to use it.”

“And who would use it?  You, Antenor?  Or perhaps you are a great wizard, Talibar?”

“Not I,” Talibar chuckled dryly.  “My magic is minor, and benefits storytelling more than anything else.  Antenor doesn’t know if he can use it either.”

“If he can’t, then what?”

“We have to find it first,” Juniper broke in from the edge of the bed on which she sat.  “If we don’t, then we won’t have to worry.  If we can find it, learn about it, then maybe we will find someone who can use it.”

“Which brings up another question,” Geret went on slowly.  “If you don’t even know where this Stone is, or how to use it, and all the information about it is fragmentary at best, how do you know about it at all?”

Talibar sighed, then motioned Geret to sit on the bed next to Juniper.  Obviously, he had a long story to tell.

“I carry in my blood the wisdom of ancient times,” began Talibar, his voice already falling into the cadence of a storyteller.  “Knowledge that cannot be found in writing.  This allows me to see truth from falsehood in both the spoken and written word.  That quality prompted a wizard, Thorban, to seek me out.  Thorban studied relics from forgotten ages, items of magic often thought lost to time.  When he found scraps of information about the Jewel of Peace, it so impressed him that he devoted his life to learning about it, almost to the exclusion of anything else.  But he did not keep his knowledge secret.  Other wizards began to learn about the Stone and its properties, and not all were wizards who followed the light.  Still, none knew as much as Thorban.  When Thorban learned that these dark wizards also hunted him, he fled in search of someone his enemies did not know.  He found me.  With my gift, I knew he spoke the truth, and I agreed to search for the Jewel.  I also knew that I could not find it alone, nor could I use it if I found it.”

He paused, watching Geret, waiting.

“So, where is Thorban?” Geret asked, interested in spite of talk of Broman.

“Dead.  His enemies found him and learned what they could.  I do not think they learned of my quest, but they most likely learned about the Spirit of the Stone.”

“What is that?”

“The one who can use the Stone.”

“Wait a minute,” Geret said.  “You said Broman could use it, and so could anyone with enough power.  What do you tell me now?”

“Broman could use it to rule the world.  We could use it to subdue Broman and other tyrants.  But the Spirit, it can unleash the true potential of the Jewel.  Without the Spirit, only part of the Stone’s magic can be tapped.  If we find the Spirit, we can save Aeroth from a dire fate, for if Broman finds and controls the Spirit, he can destroy us all in the blink of an eye and recreate the world as he likes.”

Geret stared at the man before him.

“There are a lot of ‘ifs’ here, and they all point to extremes.  If we can find the Stone, and if we can find the Spirit or, lacking that, if we can find someone with enough power, then maybe we can save the world from someone like Broman.  But if Broman finds the Stone first, and if he can find and control the Spirit, then he can kill all who oppose him.  I’m not sure I like all this uncertainty.”

“Nor do I,” Talibar replied.  “But the benefits outweigh the risks in my mind.  I cannot let such a weapon fall into the hands of someone like Broman.  And like it or not, Thorban entrusted this search to me, to us.  I have pledged myself to this task, and I will go to my death if I must to see it carried through.”

“As will we all,” Marlin said, speaking for the first time in Geret’s hearing.  Juniper and Antenor nodded their agreement and Geret could only stare at them.  They’re all crazy, he thought.

But then he saw again a little girl with flashing eyes falling to her death because someone sought to abuse power.  A child who would have died alone had Geret not crossed her path.  Her death would go unmourned and unnoticed by those responsible―as so many lives taken by tyranny remained overlooked.  How could Geret turn away from a chance to change that?  However slim the chance, this quest for the Stone provided an opportunity for Geret to do his part in quashing the dominion of someone like Broman.  Maybe it will help stop the nightmares too.  Dreams where he forever watched as darkness swallowed a pair of blue eyes.

And if Antenor believed in this group and their quest, then so could Geret.

“So how do we find this Spirit, and where is the Stone?”

“You will join us, then?” asked Talibar.

“Yes.  I have nothing to keep me here, and if I can help in any way to stop what Broman represents, then I will.”

Antenor grinned, slapping Geret on the back affectionately.  Talibar smiled, welcoming him.  Juniper nodded with a slight air of relief, as though Geret’s decision were partially her responsibility.  Perhaps, in a way, it was.  After all, the elf had found Geret and invited him to hear what Talibar had to say.  Geret wondered if she would have taken it personally had he refused.  Marlin looked the same as before, except for a glint of anticipation in his eyes.

“Thorban discovered that the Stone once rested in Uranindor’s Kingdom.  That’s an old name for Urdor, though few remember that now.  Thorban also mentioned certain landmarks which will lead to the Keep that stored the Peace Stone.  We must start there.”

“Uranindor,” mused Geret.  Urdor lay to the east, two provinces over, its western boundary walled by the Mranok Mountains; and there, Geret’s knowledge of the place ended.  “If it’s an ancient name, then what are the chances that these landmarks remain, or even this Keep for that matter?”

“We won’t know until we go there,” Talibar said.  “But that is all we have to work with at the moment.”

“Fair enough,” Geret replied.  “And what of the Spirit?  What clues do you have about it?”

This time, Antenor answered, his voice verging on uncertainty.

“The Spirit is more difficult.  From what I’ve learned, it’s a presence that needs a host.  Almost like a ghost that can haunt a body.”

“Any body, or a specific person?”

“As I understand it, it can live in any body.  If I had the Spirit and could study it, I could tell you more with certainty, but as it is, I can only extrapolate from what little Talibar has been able to tell me.  Apparently, this presence searches for the one host that can control it.  Any other body it enters, the Spirit takes control.  That person becomes the Spirit, losing or suppressing the individual he or she once was.  But the one who can control the Spirit is the one who can wield the Stone.”

“If the wrong host becomes the Spirit, then what becomes of the Spirit in the right host?” asked Geret.

“I don’t know,” Antenor said.  “But my guess is that they become one being.  The host controls the Spirit and makes it a part of him or herself.  The Spirit must have immense magical ability to fully tap into the Jewel of Peace, so I assume the host will acquire this power.  That would make the host a very powerful wizard, and someone who knows the secrets of the Stone.”

“Then finding the Spirit is not enough,” Geret said.  “We also have to find the right host.  Even if we could, how do we know the person will help us?  Once the individual has controlled and mastered the presence, he, or she, is still himself, only more powerful.  What if that person is opposed to us, or allied with Broman?  We can hardly force someone with such great magic to work with us.  And if we try to, we’re more likely to push them away than enlist their aid.”

“That’s true,” Talibar said.  “But until we know where the Spirit is, we must look for it and hope it will help.”

“All right,” said Geret.  “I have another question.”  The two men before him nodded, waiting.  “How do we find the Spirit?  What does it look like?”

“It will have a host, so it can be anyone.  With one exception.  The Spirit reflects the Stone, a bright and intense blue.”

“And we know one other thing of importance,” Antenor said after Talibar had spoken.  “It’s in this area.  The attack on Donbar was no simple raid.  Those soldiers were there to find the Spirit.”

Geret’s stomach knotted and his face hardened despite the shaking of his limbs as the image of a little blue-eyed girl falling into an abyss flashed into his mind.

“This blue,” Geret began, his voice trembling.  “The reflection of the Stone, how do you see it?”  Antenor studied him with some interest, though he did not reply.  With hardly a pause, Geret asked, “Does it appear in the eyes of the host?”

Juniper exchanged glances with Marlin and Talibar, but Antenor kept his gaze on Geret.

“Yes, Geret, we believe it does.  Why?”

Geret drew a deep breath, then proceeded to tell them of his encounter with the little girl in the slums of Donbar.  He told them all he could remember; her trust, her lack of fear, her silence, her proud bearing, so out of place in the slums.  And, of course, her bright blue eyes.  When he finished with how she had fallen, he asked if the Spirit could die.

“She couldn’t have survived the fall, but if she was the Spirit’s host, could it have survived?”

“I don’t think it can die so long as the Stone exists,” Antenor said.  “It must have found another host.”  The peculiar look he gave Geret made the mountaineer laugh.

“Surely you don’t think I am its host?” Geret said incredulously.  “Wouldn’t I know?  Wouldn’t I feel something, especially if it were trying to control me?  I mean, my eyes aren’t even blue.”  He paused, then turned to Juniper beside him.  “Are they?” he asked more quietly.  She shook her head, her own eyes wide.  Geret nodded, as though that confirmation proved his case.

“For the moment, we will let it rest,” Talibar said.  “Something we should do ourselves.  We have an early start tomorrow.”  After a brief moment, Antenor nodded.  With that, Juniper stood, Geret following a second later.  The mountaineer walked to the door, then glanced back.  Though confused and more than a little worried, he forced his thoughts to tomorrow’s trek through Yarrow Pass.  That, at least, he could understand.  Enough time to wonder about Spirits and Stones later.

“I will meet you at the north gate at dawn, then,” he said, glad that his voice didn’t shake now.  He left the room and found himself alone with Juniper.

“Geret, I ...” She frowned at him, then continued.  “Thank you for agreeing to come with us.  I’m a good scout, but I do not like mountains.”  She looked as if she might say more, but instead, pursed her lips and turned up the hall to her own room, leaving Geret alone on the landing.

Geret made his way down the stairs and out of the tavern without really seeing anything around him.  His mind ran wild with a jumble of thoughts that refused to sort themselves out.  He returned to the tiny room he had managed to rent and up to the pallet the owner had provided.  Barely taking the time to remove his boots and belt, he fell on to the mattress, trying to force himself to sleep.  Just as he finally dozed off into a fitful slumber, he realised that this journey would not help him escape from his dreams after all.  If those blue eyes really were the Spirit of the Stone, he doubted he could escape his nightly haunts any time soon.
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Chapter 4
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The dawn found Geret waiting in the early grey shadows of Heana’s north gate with Juniper, Talibar, Antenor, and Marlin.  Beside him, tethered to a waiting post next to their four horses, stood Windspeed, the chestnut mare Juniper had provided for him.

Geret looked to the lightening sky in the east.  Though the day threatened to remain overcast, dawn had nevertheless arrived.  Fainor, however, had not.  Not usually an impatient man, Geret began pacing again, eager to go.  He didn’t particularly care for the merchant’s flippant attitude and he could do without Elsie’s self-imposed air of superiority, but the sooner they could start this mountain trek, the sooner he could forget them and get on with the task of finding the Stone.  Of course, that meant the pair had to arrive first.

Geret moved to his horse, checked his pack for the third time, adjusted his sack of provisions, stroked the mare’s neck a couple of times, then resumed his pacing, stopping occasionally to gaze at the mountains.  His companions shared his impatience, especially Marlin.

Marlin had told Geret of his sire, a tyrant in the south.  He had trained in his father’s army, in the army of his father’s enemies, and anywhere else he could enhance his fighting skills in the hopes that one day he could overthrow such tyranny.  When he had happened upon Talibar near one of his father’s estates and heard of the quest for the Stone, Marlin immediately agreed to help.  He saw in this journey a means to stop his father’s villainy in a nonviolent manner, and in the process, end all tyranny like his father’s.

A small round shield lay strapped to Marlin’s saddle and he carried a warrior’s helmet under his arm.  He wore fingerless gloves for a good grip of his weapons, although Geret didn’t know who he expected to have to attack here.  Otherwise, the man looked pretty much the same as he had the previous night.  Geret wondered if such an obvious warrior would know what to do with peace.

Antenor had added a dark blue travelling cloak and a small grey hat to his ensemble, keeping to the image of a hard man, though Geret knew the wizard had more than one side to his personality.  Looking at him now though, it seemed clear why the man preferred the ice dart as a means of magical defence.  He seemed like an ice dart himself.

Talibar had also donned a travelling cloak, though his, a dark tan, bore more warmth than Antenor’s.  He had slung his lyre on his stallion’s saddle next to a sword.  By the care with which he had placed the musical instrument, Geret could tell the man much preferred his music to his blade.  Like Geret, however, the musician’s eyes kept scanning the mountains in the near distance.  The man wanted to get moving.  Geret didn’t blame him.  The search for the Stone held so much more importance than waiting for a merchant who couldn’t keep to schedules.  If Fainor didn’t arrive soon, Geret would leave without him.  Only the fact that the man had already paid him kept Geret in place.

Juniper stood stroking her horse’s sleek grey neck.  The mare seemed oblivious to the elf’s quiver of arrows and long bow strapped across her saddle, or the sword and knife at Juniper’s belt.  It whickered softly as she gave it a pat and checked the reins.  Her forest green tunic and earth brown leggings tucked into soft soled deerskin boots made her seem to fade into the copse of trees just beyond Heana’s gate.  She, too, let her gaze wander to the mountains more than once, a mix of apprehension and impatience sparking her pale eyes into cold green embers.

After another fifteen minutes of waiting and studying his companions, Geret heard the jingling of reins and the prancing of horses.  Then he heard Fainor’s voice chatting idly with his wife in between calls to his servants to keep it moving.  When the two finally appeared from around a corner towing six baggage horses and a handful of servants, Geret and the others had already mounted and stood ready to go.

“Ah, good morning, master guide,” Fainor greeted extravagantly when he saw Geret.  The others, he studiously ignored.  “I feared we would have to wait for you.”

Geret bit back a heated remark and said instead, as calmly as he could,

“I did say dawn and that arrived more than a half hour ago.  You are ready to go, I trust?”

“Indeed we are!  Not the most pleasant day for travelling, but here we are.  Lead on, sir.”

Geret pushed his horse into a walk and set off to the northeast, flanked by Juniper and Marlin.  Talibar and Antenor followed close behind.  After ensuring Fainor’s party trailed close enough, Geret quickened the pace, wanting to reach the mouth of Yarrow Pass before noon.

After about an hour, one of Fainor’s servants joined Geret, a man about Geret’s own age of thirty.

“I am sorry to bother you, master guide,” the man began in a quiet, apologetic voice, “but my mistress demands to know when we will enter the mountains.”

Juniper sniffed disdainfully, yet moved her horse to one side to give the man room.  Geret looked at the servant’s thin, tired face and bowed form.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

The man blinked, as if surprised to be noticed as an individual and not just another servant.  Then he sat a little taller on his horse.

“Sano, sir.”

“Mine’s Geret,” Geret smiled.  “Not master or sir, just Geret.  I don’t go in much for this superior attitude of small town merchants.  You can tell your mistress that I don’t answer demands.  Demands are made of slaves.”

“But she pays you,” Sano whispered uncertainly, almost cringing in expectation of a violent retort, whether from Juniper or himself, Geret didn’t know.

“She has paid for my services, not my soul.  Same as you, Sano.  Elsie can demand all she wants, but until she remembers that we are human too, I have no mind to satisfy her arrogance.”  After a slight pause, he added, “However, if she should happen to ask, we will turn into the foothills in just under an hour and should reach the entrance to the pass by noon, keeping the present pace.”

Sano studied Geret a moment, then his face broke into a broad grin and he drew himself up to his proper stature, leaving behind his meek slouch.

“I will inform the mistress of our progress, if she asks.  Thank you, Geret.”  With a firm nod, he turned his horse back, leaving Geret with Juniper and Marlin once more.

After a couple of minutes, Marlin spoke in a low voice.

“A man should not be demeaned like that.”

Geret glanced at him, but said nothing.

“He cringed like a dog expecting a beating,” the warrior continued.  “And he bowed and simpered as though he had no worth.  I have seen men like him in my father’s lands.”  He gave Geret an appraising look.  “They could use more men like you to remind them they are human.  It really is interesting what a few simple words of encouragement can do for the spirit.”

Marlin’s face became thoughtful and he said no more.  Geret looked to Juniper.  She shrugged.

“We treat our helpers as part of the family,” she said.  “You would not see a man such as that among the elves.”

When Geret turned them due east, Sano rode up to join them again.  A few moments passed in silence before Fainor’s servant ventured to speak.

“How long have you been a guide?”

Geret laughed.  “Less than a week, actually.”  At Sano’s wide-eyed look, Geret laughed again.  “Don’t worry.  I’ve climbed these mountains most of my life.”

“But not as a guide?  Master Fainor insists on highly qualified people.  Don’t get me wrong,” he added hastily, as if fearing to offend Geret.  “I have no doubts about your skill.  I’m just surprised master Fainor hired someone without years of experience.”  He paused.  “Oh dear, that didn’t come out right at all.”

Geret couldn’t help laughing again.  Marlin scowled, but kept his silence, and Juniper studied the terrain, seeming oblivious to the conversation.

“It’s alright, Sano.  I know what you’re getting at.  I am an experienced mountaineer, and even though I’ve never been paid to lead others through, I am qualified.  Although Fainor seemed eager to get to Mountainview, qualified guide or not.”

“Oh, it’s the season,” Sano explained, losing much of his reserve.  “Summer’s a big time in Mountainview, lots of people passing through.  If master Fainor can get his wares set up in the spring, before the other merchants, he makes more money.  Usually he’d have left before this, but an illness prevented that, so he’s later than he’d like.”

“If he’s been before, why does he need a guide?  The Pass is a little tricky to find, but it is marked.”

“Mostly, he likes the prestige,” Sano replied.  “He thinks hiring a guide shows character as well as announcing his affluence.  If he can afford a guide to a place he’s been a hundred times, then he must be a good merchant.  According to him, anyway.”

“So he took the first person who could guide him through.  I suppose that makes me the lucky one.”

Sano smiled a little, then asked,

“Why did you become a guide?  I mean, if it’s not an impertinent question.”

“Not at all.  I needed the money.  I used to live in Donbar.”

“Oh,” Sano’s voice grew heavy.  “I’m sorry Geret.  I didn’t mean to pry.  Such a terrible event.  Forgive me if I brought up bad memories.”

Geret briefly saw flashing blue eyes, but the troubled set of Sano’s face pushed the image away.

“That’s alright, my friend.  I can’t change the past, try though I might, so I just have to let it rest.”  He glanced at Sano.  “How long have you been with Fainor?”

“Since before he had so much wealth, back when he was much easier to work for.  I guess it’s nearly fifteen years now.  I came from a poor family, so I took whatever work I could find.  Fainor paid well enough and he treated me well.  I’ve never really done much else and my family’s gone now.  It’s not a bad life, I guess.”

Geret merely nodded.  He couldn’t imagine himself bound as a servant for his entire life, but he understood Sano’s motives.  Geret had been lucky.  His parents, while not rich, had done well enough to avoid a life such as Sano’s.

“When did he become a cruel master?” came Marlin’s tight voice.

Sano took in the large warrior with a guarded wariness.

“He is not cruel so much as demanding.  About four years ago, the market leaned toward an interest in beads.  Many merchants took up trading in beads, but master Fainor turned to cloth instead.  Since the others had overlarge stores of beads, they flooded the market.  Master Fainor made a great deal on what his competition had forsaken in favour of a passing trend.  Beads didn’t hold and the others lost money, but my master grew wealthy quickly.  Since then, he has demanded the best, hoping to gain an image for himself.”

“An image that includes treating servants as dust under his feet?” Marlin asked.

“No, master Fainor is not a bad man.”

“What of Elsie?” Juniper chimed contemptuously.

Sano studied his pony’s mane as he replied very quietly,

“The mistress likes living in splendour.  In her mind, that sometimes means she is next to a queen.”  He raised his voice a bit as he looked up, looking to Geret and Marlin rather than Juniper.  “But master Fainor is basically a good man.”

“He may be a good man,” Geret said.  “But that doesn’t mean that you are any less of a good man, Sano.  Don’t let Fainor, or Elsie, tell you any different. ”

“And don’t forget that you are a man, not just someone’s servant, there to do as they bid with never a thought for yourself,” Marlin advised.  “Just because you serve doesn’t mean that you do not have dignity.”  

“We don’t want to tell you how to live your life,” Geret added, “but if you maintain your dignity and recognise your own value, then their mistreatment will only reflect badly on themselves.  Your feelings count as much as Fainor’s.”

Sano’s gaze swung from one to the other, a slight frown tugging his brow low, but otherwise receptive.  The party continued in this manner through the rest of the morning, Sano talking to Geret and Marlin at the front of the procession, beside a silent Juniper.  A snoozing Talibar and a contemplative Antenor followed.  Next came Fainor and Elsie, occasionally conferring with this or that servant, and the merchant’s supply train brought up the rear.

They angled in toward the mountains and found the boulders marking the entrance to Yarrow Pass shortly before noon.  Geret called for a meal break not long after.  When all had stopped, however, he began to wish he had kept going.

Elsie made her way to Geret, a determined set to her face.  She tried to get him alone to speak with him, but Juniper gracefully kept stride with the mountaineer.  Elsie glared at the elf, but Juniper merely stared back.  The merchant’s wife looked away first, scowling.

“I have need of a fire so that my maid can cook lunch.  Where can you get some firewood?”  Her tone was demanding, though Geret suspected Juniper’s presence had something to do with the harshness.

“There’s a thicket about a hundred yards ahead, around a bend in the pass,” Geret said.  “You can find wood there, if you want it.”

“I shall require enough for a decent meal.  See to it, master guide.”

“He’s not your servant,” Juniper glowered, her usual bell-like voice sharp as a knife now.

Elsie started, blinking in astonishment.

“Of course he is.  We paid him to serve us.”

“You paid me to guide you, not to be your slave,” Geret said, struggling with a temper he seldom showed.  “If you want the wood, go get it, but I’m not planning to spend more than a half hour here.”

“A half hour?  But that is not enough time for a meal!”

“You want to get to Mountainview by week’s end, am I correct?”

“Yes,” she hissed.

“Then we move on in half an hour.  Perhaps you should reserve your hot meals for supper and eat a cold lunch now.  If you will excuse me, I have other matters to deal with.”

He turned, leaving an open mouthed Elsie behind him.  Juniper fell into step next to him.

“That woman gets on my nerves,” he said angrily.  Juniper made a soft sound in her throat, somewhere between a laugh and a grunt.

“She thinks much of herself.  But you handled her well enough.  Had she spoken so to Marlin, she may have lost her tongue.”

Geret started.  “He wouldn’t really, would he?” he asked uncertainly.

“No,” Juniper chuckled.  “Marlin seldom acts rashly, but he is not immune to rage.  At the least, he would have given her a piece of his mind.  Coming from a warrior in chainmail with a sword across his back, she may even have listened.”

Geret looked at her, then laughed.

True to his word, Geret made preparations to leave a half hour later.  Elsie was slow to respond, thinking to assert herself as the one in charge, until Geret began to leave without her.  The plump woman quickly realised she would be left behind unless she hurried to catch up.  At least she had decided against a fire, although she had tried to make Sano gather some wood.  Geret suspected Marlin’s glare had changed her mind, rather than her claim that perhaps she would prefer a cold lunch after all.  Still, fire or no, Elsie did her best to slow the party in an effort to prove her superiority.  Only Fainor’s plea to Geret under the hard eyes of Juniper and Marlin made the group pause long enough for the merchant’s wife and her maid to mount up and begin moving.  After that, Geret set a moderate pace and didn’t look back.

Now and then, he had everyone dismount to walk the horses, relieving the animals temporarily of their human burden.  That, however, inevitably sparked some comment from Elsie, and sometimes even Fainor, that the horses were supposed to take that kind of burden, and how uncivilised it was to make people walk while the beasts rested.  Had Geret not so fervently wished to rid himself of the merchant and his fat little wife, he might have made them walk more often.  He did, after all, like the horses better than Elsie.

Although Geret had wanted to keep the group moving until at least dusk, Fainor’s lack of experience at any respectable speed on a long journey forced them to stop for the night a good hour before the sun set.  Unlike Elsie’s constant stream of complaints, whether about the overcast conditions of the day or the pace Geret had set, on or off the horses, Fainor generally kept his thoughts to himself.  Only his shortness of breath and red face, from exertion and the chill, told Geret the man clearly couldn’t travel much further that day.  He might go to Mountainview every spring, but obviously not under these conditions.  Geret didn’t know why anyone so obviously in favour of every comfort would want to make a week’s trip out of a three day journey through the mountains, but apparently, Fainor was used to a more leisurely pace.

They made camp in the shelter of a thin copse of trees.  A tiny mountain stream, not more than two spans wide, dribbled past, its water still as cold as the snows that created it.  Further on, where Geret had originally intended to stop, this little stream grew into a small pool down in a sheltered valley of sorts.  However, this present location provided an acceptable alternative.  At least they had fresh water, and the trees would form a break from the night winds.

Geret dismounted with more than a little stiffness.  He was used to hiking through these mountains, not riding through them.  After a long day in the saddle, even with the breaks for the horses, he could feel every muscle.  He stretched briefly, then set about making camp.  Canvas and tents went up first, strung between the trees.  Next, collecting firewood to add to the small supply they had brought from their first stop.  All of which took less than an hour with everyone helping.  Everyone but Fainor and Elsie.  The merchant had gone so far as to remove a blanket roll from his horse, but only to have something to sit on while
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