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Mysterious Encounters
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The sunlight was fading over the Great Mountains in the west as Keagle made his way through the Weary Wood toward his home of Edengrove. Keagle was an elf of the Keldoron; one of three different elf-kind in the world of Astorynia (Astor-eenie-uh).

The Keldorian elves grew to a limit, not taller than your average man. Unlike their taller cousins of the hills in the west, or their shorter ones of the swamps in the south, they were known mainly for their wealth and their prestige. The other two elf-kinds weren’t known for much at all besides crafting and farming, but the Keldorians were great elves, and had grand cities and culture that all of Astorynia knew well and respected. Hunting came naturally to these particular elves, and Keagle was no exception. He was one to take his bow into the trees with nearly every opportunity he was able. The Keldorian elves were natural archers, as it were.

Keagle, in his shabby leather greaves and tattered cloth tunic, carried the fresh spoils of his hunt upon his shoulder as he swiftly stepped through the tall oaks. He was quite healthy and fit, in his third decade, from all the hunting and venturing he had done throughout his early life.

With a bow to his back and a hidden dagger at his hip, he stepped quickly eastward, through the familiar woods toward his home, for nightfall was nearing. Nights in these parts of the northern lands brought forth creatures most cared to avoid, and Keagle knew it; all too well, in fact.

When he finally came into the clear beyond the woods, Keagle stopped for a moment to take in the beauty of Edengrove, which was set deep in the Green Valley’s furrow. For the valley was now stretched wide and grand before him. He was home.

The sweet autumn air filled his lungs as he gazed down upon the city. The torches that lined the streets, within the walls of the city, twinkled in the twilight of the early eve as they became lit.

He sat himself on a downed tree at the edge of the woods for a drink from his water-skin. Listening to the sound of the crickets and the sound of leaves in the cool breeze, he looked up at the sky with bright green eyes to see his favorite constellation directly above. Keagle's curly, dark hair was flapping in the chill wind as he sat admiring his surroundings. The stars were just beginning to show in the clear evening dim, as the glow flies zigged and zagged all around. The tone was magical, indeed; or, so Keagle would have said if you had asked him.

Just as he gathered and started again, his sensitive elven ears caught a faint sound upon the wind that stood out from all the others. It came from far behind, deep in the woods. He stopped short, instinctively lowering himself into the tall grass as he simultaneously spun to face the Weary Wood with curious eyes. He listened now more intently. The continuing sound became slightly clearer. It was two voices going back and forth, he established. The words, still unclear, mixed now with the distant crunching of brush beneath the great oak trees. Keagle had no doubt, whatsoever, that these were now footsteps approaching with the vague voices. All other sounds in the evening air seemed to fade to silence as he homed in on these particular noises. Still the sounds were faint, but louder and louder they became, and nearer. He stared intensely in the direction of the approaching noises, trying to spot any movement among the trees. The sun’s diminishing glow was nearing its final breath in the evening sky as he slid the fresh carcass from his shoulder gently to the ground and drew the hunting-bow from his back. Slowly he slid an arrow from his quiver, fitting it to the string of his bow while never letting his eyes stray from the direction of the anomalous sounds.

Keagle had reason to be wary; and it wasn’t the creatures of the northern nights that worried him. But in recent years, there had been word of the feral clans of the southern mountains roving all parts of the world, invading small villages from Berklewood all the way to Shingrove. Vile and merciless were these creatures that infested the southern mountains. They had long since been a threat to the peoples of the Wide World, but only recently had they begun these (what seemed to be) random attacks on the civilized. Not since the War of Endings, over six centuries past, have these foul beings been seen in these parts.

Among the Elves of the Keldoron, rumor had spread that sightings were made near their territories. Why these ferocious clans would venture so far north as Edengrove had yet to be determined. Regardless, everyone seemed on edge as a result of these words of late, including Keagle.

As he cocked the creaking string to his cheek, he noticed a glow begin to appear amid trees, deep in the woods. The light grew brighter as the voices and footsteps drew nearer. Holding his breath, he focused his shot on the budding light flickering among the tree trunks in the distance. Keagle was ready for them!

The light grew and grew until finally its source was revealed. Keagle, with a sigh of relief, slowly relieved the tension on his bow. He was now able to make out silhouettes approaching through the tall trees. He recognized them instantly. Knowing now that there was no threat to be wary of, he stood as he sheathed his arrow among the others in his quiver. Fixing the weapon to his back he snatched his kill from the ground, throwing it back over his shoulder. He stood and waited for them to approach.

A torch-wielding man followed by a young elf maiden came walking from the tree-line. He was an older man with a double-handed longsword strapped tight to his back. A full suit of knights’ armor he wore, save the helmet. He was followed closely by a young elf dressed in casual Keldorian apparel, which for the fairer gender usually consisted of a full-bodied gown and headdress along with an amulet of their family’s insignia. Her long golden locks were floating gracefully with the breeze, held down only by the jeweled platinum tiara nestled upon her crown. She was very striking to the eyes as were nearly all maidens of pure Keldorian blood. She was carrying a rather large bag down in front of her with both hands, one hand gripping the other, Keagle noticed.

“Keagle?” the approaching man inquired while struggling to see beyond the light of his torch. “Keagle Co, is that you there?”

Keagle cracked a grin as the light slid him into view. “I nearly pierced you like this unfortunate boar,” he said, gesturing to the animal slung on his shoulder as his grin stretched to his ears.

“You worry too much, Keagle,” the man smiled wide, stopping in front of the relieved elf, placing a hand on his shoulder, “there is nothing to fear here.”

“The Tribes of Shadowrock have been seen recently in these parts, as I’m sure you know, Steinerman,” said Keagle to the man, with concern gripping his voice. “My guard is raised, so long as they dwell near.”

“Rumors, my elvish friend, nothing more than rumors,” he responded smugly. “There haven’t been Vurkyn in these parts for centuries upon a century, young elf.”

“It isn’t just hear-say!” the young she-elf intervened, as she approached from behind the armor-clad man. As she entered the torchlight, she continued, “It is true! I know of it!”  She said this with her nose in the air at her bodyguard.

“And how is it you can be so sure, my dear?” Steinerman was sarcastically anxious to hear how she could possibly know such a thing.

“I overheard the patrols and castle-guards talking of it, not long ago.”  She turned toward Keagle as her face became solemn, “They spoke, with great unease, of what needs to be done of these foul creatures! And all that is alive in these territories know of what’s stirring,” she then looked to her friend for reassurance, “don’t they, Keagle?”

Keagle was about to answer when – “Just as I thought!” Steinerman said with a smirk. “You should not believe everything you hear, young elf. Unless you’ve seen it with your own two eyes, you should never claim such things as certainty.”  Shaking his head with disdain he continued, “You’ll realize these things in time, Princess.”  He then chuckled as he finished, “You have a little more maturing, yet, to do, Teyallia.”

Keagle looked over Princess Teyallia who was looking down and away with absent eyes. She was slightly embarrassed by Steinerman’s remarks but has gotten quite used to it over the years.

Brombol Steinerman had been a part of the Royal Family’s guard for many years, and has watched over Princess Teyallia, as her guardian since the day of her birth. Nearly a decade and a half before Teyallia or Keagle was even born Steinerman was recruited by the Elf King, Teyallos Thellorus, to watch over the Royal Elven Family and their lands and their assets. For Brombol was a renowned and respected knight of the Western Frills, known, by and large, for greatness and heroism; and King Teyallos’ gold was enough to keep such a knight around. Brombol had been the respected, and trusted, Head Guardsman for the Royal Thellorus Family for nearly forty years. His age was evident in the white of his beard and thick brows; it was also apparent in the creases and cracks of his battle-scarred face.

Steinerman was a very close friend to the King of the Elves (Teyallia's father), and all who knew Brombol, or knew of him, respected him greatly. Although he was late in his seventh decade of life, his strength was still quite apparent, and there weren’t many that were willing to stand against him; or his authority, for that matter.

Keagle and Princess Teyallia were only a couple of years apart in age; him two over her, in fact. Both were early in their third decade. Teyallia was barely into her twenty-third year, as it were. He and she grew up most of their life very close to one another in Edengrove. Even though their lives differed greatly in social standings, they managed to find friendship in each other within their first decade. It was barely Keagle’s ninth year when they met - but more on that later, as you’ll see. Teyallia was the daughter of Teyallos Thellorus, King of the Elves and Tolamay Thellorus, the queen. Though, her mother tragically and sadly passed away due to complications during her birth. She was a princess that all the peoples of all the lands admired and respected greatly.

“So, Teyallia, where have you been off to with your yarn-of-a-guardian this night?” Keagle smiled lightheartedly at Steinerman, for he was merely trying to put cheer in Teyallia’s eyes at the guard’s expense. Steinerman glared at him ominously while putting his torch-free fist firmly to his hip. His elbow was winged out, in posture, as his chest became raised at the elf. Sensing the conversation shift, Brombol stepped away from the two young elves, stiffly grazing Keagle with his winged-out elbow, fist firm at his hip, as he passed. Keagle only smiled wider and shook his head at the man’s rude scrape. Steinerman stopped only a few yards away with his back to the two elves. The guardian waited for his princess as he gazed down into the valley at the Elven city. The man’s torchlight was now a quiet flicker on the young elves.

Looking up slowly at Keagle with an emerging smile, she answered, “I was just over in Rivertown looking for a new gown to wear to Glauriana’s Ball.”  As she spoke, she glanced suggestively at the bag in her hands. She then looked back to his eyes, “You are attending this year, are you not?”

He sucked a deep breath in through his teeth as he scratched the back of his neck. “I’m still not...yet...sure.”  Keagle wasn’t one for grandiose social gatherings, especially those where he was required to dress in anything above casual. He was now looking down at his feet, “I...uh...well,” he looked up quickly at her, avoiding her question, “If you were in Rivertown, why are you coming through the Weary Wood? Why not just take the northern road back down?”

Her face became blank as the question crossed her unexpected. She then revealed that Brombol had asked that she follow in his, so called, ‘Obligations to Cloth Inquiries,’ which she thought to be nothing more than Brombol’s normal guard obligations. As she told Keagle the details of Brombol’s and her journey through Rivertown and then into the west fields, Keagle began to suspect more than her words revealed. What it was exactly, he couldn’t be sure just yet. But any story involving Brombol Steinerman never did sit well with Keagle. Even though Steinerman was as respected as he was in the Kingdom of the Elves, Keagle had always had a sense of issue with the man. There was just something about the old knight that, he thought, was a little off kilter. And Keagle was always very trusting of his own hunches and his intuitions, for they were justified more often than were not.

The Princess continued with her story, “After leaving the skirts of Rivertown, down a while past the Sterling River to the west, we were met by a cloaked man on the road who presented himself as a friend to Brombol. And when he revealed himself as a man of Gloroth, I then knew that Brombol was earnest in saying his obligations were to The Cloth.” She paused as she glanced over Keagle’s shoulder at Brombol, making certain he was unable to hear. Once she was sure Brombol was out of range, she went on, “He then asked me to wait a moment, as he needed a word alone with the man. As I stood near the road to wait, Brombol walked with the strange man over to the horse-and-carriage that he rode up on. I believe he received something from the Glorothian, but to that, I cannot be certain. Brombol mentioned nothing of it, since. And for my business, it was not, so I left inquiries alone. After that, the man saddled and road back the way he came. Brombol then decided we cut through the Weary Wood to get home much quicker than going way round. For, as you know, Keagle, the nights in these wilds carry dangers only the sun puts away, save the sword of a warrior,” she smiled as she concluded, “or the arrow of one.”  But as she finished, Keagle sensed that there was more to the story than that, for he always wanted to believe there was more to everything than surfaces revealed.

He looked back at Steinerman and then back to Teyallia, making certain he was out of ear’s reach. Then, half-whispering, he said, “You shouldn’t venture so much with him, you know.”  Then, leaning closer to her, with an even softer voice, he finished, “He’s no good.”

“He’s my guardian, Keagle,” she giggled softly, “I cannot just shun him away. You know that.”

Keagle looked at her sincerely, “You don’t have to go out at all.”  He then smiled lightly and said, “You have servants for that...do you not?”

When he said this, she realized what it was he was trying to say. He was just trying to look out for his friend. She smiled with this thought, as her eyes locked his. Yet, Teyallia wasn’t one to stay behind doors wondering what went on beyond them. As Keagle knew, since early in life, she wasn’t one to follow, but one to lead when opportunities arose. She had always had a way with the outdoors and the wild, and she was always into something that wasn’t what people normally observed as usual; especially seeing as she was the Princess of the Elves, and all. And Brombol was always there wherever she went, as ordered by her father, the King; or, at least, until the times when she would sneak away for her little adventures with Keagle and friends.

After a short silence she stepped closer to Keagle, putting her hand on his arm. Then in the most delicate voice, she said, “I hope to see you at The Ball tomorrow, Keagle.” And with that she walked down the slope toward the city, followed shortly by her guardian.

Keagle stood for a short while with thoughts stirring about Steinerman and this cloaked man of The Cloth. Keagle knew that Brombol was no man of religion; far from it, in fact. And what it was, if anything, which Steinerman received from the cloaked man, seemed to itch in Keagle’s mind. Mysteries didn’t rest well with Keagle, and he was determined to figure this one out. He pondered this a short while, as he watched the two shrink into the distance toward the city. Then, with a final sigh, he adjusted the animal on his shoulder and made his way down into Edengrove after them.
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The next morning Keagle woke up quite early, though quite unintended. The images he dreamed still seemed fresh in his mind. Sleep didn’t come easy that night. When he drifted off for the short spells he was able, he would only dream the same dream over and over again. It was of Teyallia and Steinerman and the mysterious cloaked man of Gloroth.

The sun was barely up in his window as he squinted, sitting up in his bed. His room was very quiet, being at the edge of the domiciliary district of the city. His was one of three rooms that neighbored one another in a single, very unkempt, structure. Not much did he have in the way of amenities.

He sat for a moment in the silence of his room remembering the dream he had just had. He still wondered what Brombol might be up to if anything at all. The quiet was shattered suddenly as Keagle’s door flung wide.

“RISE AND SHINE, KEAG!” a voice came booming in as the heavy door butted loudly against the wall. It was Puglifago (Pug-liffuh-go).

Puglifago belonged to the Poldifaline family. He was a Half-Gruflyn; or half-canine if you will. It is a lot of what it sounds like, and Puglifago was no exception. Puglifago’s father was a canine - which for you and me is an entirely different thing than what you are probably assuming. A dog from the eastern realm of Vyllisod was not like a dog you or I may have as a pet. In the world of Astorynia, a dog is like a man, yet, having characteristics not unlike a canine that you or I may see. For instance, they had a snout like a dog, and fur like a dog, and ears like a dog, and even a bark like a dog, when angered enough. There was even a wide variety of them, just like in our world. Big ones and little ones, dark ones and light ones, long-snouts and short-snouts, and so on. But a dog, as you know a dog, they were not. They had a language all their own and even intelligence that would make most men, and even some elves, envious.

Pug’s mother was of elf-kind like Keagle. She wasn’t a Beldor elf of the Beldoron (land of marsh and glade) nor was she a Geldor elf of the Geldoron (land of hill and basin), but a Keldor elf of the Keldoron (land of tree and pasture) she was. Therefore, Pug was half dog and half elf, as it were. Though, regardless of what a dog was mixed, the dog side was always more distinct and relevant. That is why when it was obvious they weren’t a full-blooded dog, they were referred to as a ‘half-gruflyn’ and not a half-elf or a half-man or anything else they might have been mixed. For often it was difficult to determine their other half simply by appearance or posture. A full-blooded dog of Vyllisod was just referred to as a gruflyn – unless you knew their name, of course.

Puglifago was nearly the same age as Keagle; give or take a year or two. They had shared countless adventures together in the many years they had been friends. As far as Keagle was concerned, Puglifago was as close to a family member as he had ever had.

“What is the time?” Keagle asked grumpily, rubbing his wrist to his eye.

“TIME FOR YOU TO WAKE, SLEEPY BONES,” Puglifago grunted, as he sniffed, with his short snout, at the air round Keagle’s small room, as if looking for something. His shaggy fur and forward-folded ears waved and flapped about, as he sniffed here and there, in one direction and then the other. He wore no shoes (as gruflyn never did) and had no shirt on. Ragged and worn were the leggings that covered the upper part of his legs, held to his waist by a scuffed leather strap, tied in front.

Keagle pushed his covers aside as he dropped his feet over the edge of his bed to the floor. After a yawn and a stretch or two, he looked curiously over at his large muscle-bound friend, who was now sniffing all round his dressers and chests.

Keagle scratched his head, “What, in the wide world, are you looking for?!”

In the exact moment that Keagle finished his inquiry, “AH HA!” Pug exclaimed with excitement at his discovery. His voice was always quite loud and harsh, as were all the gruflyn, and half-gruflyn alike. But this ah ha shook Keagle’s walls.

“WHAT?!” yelled Keagle, irritated, as he began a shirt over his head. “What is it?!”

“I HAVE FOUND IT!”

“What are you BARKING about?!” Keagle asked angrily. “What have you found? And what is it doing here, whatever it is?”

The half-gruflyn turned around to face Keagle as he began to open his hand face up, as if to show what it was he held, “It’s my lucky...” Pug was cut short when another voice came blaring into the room.

“Why, HELLO and a GOOD MORNING to you, Mr. Keagle of the Kelderling of the Keldoron,” came a snappy greeting, from a rather peculiar looking little fellow, as he entered. He stood no more than two- and one-half feet from the ground. He had a rounded little cap on his head and a thick, dark mustache, curled on either end, accompanied by a dense patch of hair at the tip of his chin which came to a forward-curled point. He was little over half a decade further in life than the others, yet it was hard to tell by his childish antics. His two front-most teeth stuck out; not because they were crooked, but because they were large in relation to the rest of his face. The flashy apparels that he adorned were embroidered with fanciful designs that gleamed in the light. Blue and gold dominated his attire. It was a gnome of Alderlands.

“Bink?” asked Keagle, with utter bewilderment at the site of this familiar gnome, for it had been a year upon a year upon a year since the young elf had seen him last.

“The one and the only,” the little gnome responded graciously with a grand smile and a cheerful bow of his torso, one arm across his back and the other across his front.

Keagle was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he turned to Puglifago, “What’s going on, Pug?! What’s he doing here?!”

“Well, I NEVER!” the little gnome interjected with sheer annoyance at Keagle’s disregard for his presence. “As if I am not still here as you speak so blind of me!” Bink let out an angry sigh with the shake of his little head, “You should be grateful I don’t smack the side of your hollow skull and...”

“SHUT IT, BINK,” the two hollered in unison at the little fellow. It was a common phrase that they shared, when in the presence of the obnoxious little one known as Binkerton Magenahee, gnome of the Alderlands; for many of their past adventures involved (or, were a direct result of) Bink.

Bink gasped a long and deep gasp, obviously exasperated by their remark, and stomped out of the room the way he came, arms folded firmly at his chest, with his nose in the air and his jaw clenched tight.

“What are you two up to?” Keagle asked, with an eyebrow raised high at his friend, knowing that anything involving a gnome was trouble – especially Bink.

“Well, I just came for my Lucky Necklace, and here it is, I’ve found it,” Puglifago grumbled anxiously with his arm out-stretched toward Keagle, hand sprawled wide. A length of very thin rope hung over either side of his hand as he showed the necklace to his friend. At the center of his large paw was a strange looking, light blue and vaguely opaque, piece of stone, chiseled to a rough point. It was triangular in shape with a hole near the top, through which the rope was strung.

Keagle recognized it, for he found it in one of his small satchels, not long ago, after he and Puglifago returned from exploring the ruins of the underground city of Belathorn. He had wondered where it came from and was even more confused now as to why Puglifago would have placed it there.

Before Keagle had a chance to ask, “So, I’d better be off now, much to do, gotta go,” Puglifago began, as he made his way out the door, “see ya ‘round, Keag!” The door had already slammed shut before Puglifago got off his last few words.

Keagle was now left in the silence that he had awoken to. Puzzled by what this strange morning presented, he sighed in frustration as he pondered yet another set of questions laid before him. Where were they off to in such a hurry? What was the necklace for? Why did Puglifago hide it in one of his satchels? Where did it come from?

It was just another itch to scratch, he thought – and scratch he would. For, as I told you, mysteries did not die with Keagle, and to the bottom of it, he was always determined to get.

As midday drew near, merrymaking began to engulf the streets of Edengrove. Music was being played by the Royal Band – their horns and drums blaring, from the palace steps, far beyond the walls of the city. There were elves and others dancing and singing and cheering as a parade began between the buildings. Clapping and whistling and laughter filled the air all around. Fireworks filled the sky above as the elves and other audiences swarmed the streets. The energy was contagiously electric. This was an annual affair in the Great Elven City, and peoples of all races, from far and wide, came to experience the magic and wonderment that transcended beliefs. It was the day of Glauriana’s Ball!

Keagle made his way through the excitement-rich crowds at a rather swift pace. He walked down the engulfed streets a long while, until he came to a flight of stairs leading to the second level of an elaborately designed elvish building. The cheerful gaiety, music and laughter ensued below on the streets behind Keagle as he slammed the knocker twice on his friend’s second-floor door.

“Come!” a voice demanded loudly from
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