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PROLOGUE
Dhea Loral is an ancient phrase meaning “Hero’s Table”. Once magic was very commonplace in the realm. Empires ruled continents amidst large armies. The bounty of the land was enough to feed the masses, and the gods blessed the soil of their worshippers. But these same gods stood by as demigods and immortals worked to change the lands in their own ways. These lesser powers threatened the balance of nature and order while struggling for power or dominion. Though the gods sensed a danger in the continuing spread of battles, they could not help but interfere to favor a champion or defeat a rival. At times the common people were flowing in gifts, and other times they were oppressed under the onslaught of wars.

Over time, war and hatred further generated more chaos. The divine powers became more interested in revenge and dominance than the balance of the world. Pacts between deities were called into play, expanding their involvement in the ongoing conflict. The world fell from its pinnacle of prosperity. At last it raged so wildly that the gods themselves sundered continents and cast down cities in their destruction. When events were at their most cataclysmic…the gods realized in a shock what their disputes had wrought.

Great cities were lost, empires broken, continents torn and reformed, small villages clung to whatever scraps they could foster out of the wounded ground. The balance of things natural had been tipped to the point of making some species extinct. The gods had been so consumed in petty disputes that they had forgotten their role as caretakers.

The major divine powers assembled to bring a peace and balance back to the world. They caused miracles to bring back some growth where it was needed, saving some civilizations from the brink of death. They agreed to sign a binding Covenant, so that future wars would never reach that scale of destruction again. On the first of Primus, in the year now called 1 AC, (After Covenant), the gods and demigods sealed a pact regarding the involvement of the deities in the future of the world. Restrictions were placed and honored by all. In that way they voluntarily gave up several privileges, and bound their oaths. Even the most chaotic of gods can never break the Covenant.

This was the beginning of the modern priests and clerics. They now became their gods’ influence in the world. The gods controlled their dominions from farther away, being careful not to touch the new balance of the realm. Those mortals they favored carried the strength of their power, but only enough to assist in small ways. Though demigods and immortals still walked the realms, they were limited in what they could do. Nevertheless, the major heavenly powers now became more of a watchdog over minor powers. Any divine mandates for the world of mortals were now carried out exclusively by mortals who worshipped them.

The year is 1250 AC, (After Covenant). The oldest elves are too young to remember the time of the Covenant, and the races are still recovering from that dark time. The first few centuries were simply an attempt at survival. Cities slowly rose across the landscape once again, carved by hearty folk. Ships ventured into the water exploring nearby lands and discovering lost ones. Barbarians and raiders proved to be common in the vast stretches of wilderness and sea. Old ways of magic are being uncovered. Many are the mage who goes on expeditions to lost cities in search of forgotten lore. Legendary cities have faded into the mists of time, waiting to be discovered and their secrets opened for all to see. The races of the world once again fight wars and struggle, as well as grow and prosper, but the gods stay aloft in the heavens. Only their clerics and paladins interfere in the lands. Now that the dark years are hopefully in the past, nations and cities once again struggle to realize their potential.

But deities have long memories, and much patience. Some gods have not forgotten old rivalries or deeds inflicted upon them during the Godswars. Some feel the world has recovered enough to set forth plans into motion once again, testing the limits of the Covenant. As they are forbidden to enter the world of Dhea Loral directly, they begin to whisper into the dreams of those mortals who serve them. Agents of the gods set forth secretively, working in subtle ways to once again participate in the gods’ struggle for power.

One does not have to go far for adventure; sometimes it is thrust upon the most unlikely of heroes…


CHAPTER 1
The planting season was old enough to see the green forests alive and mostly recovered from the winter season on the 24th day of Florum. Common folk across the continent of Quoros pursued their interests in fishing, agriculture, brewing, needlework, or simply a lazy day. Lifestyles were better than the dark years old ones spoke of during evening fireside chats. Elders lectured of days when farmland was not as developed, caravans between lands were seldom seen, and food had been scarce during many a winter night. Life seemed so calm and serene in most small villages, a far cry from the tales of war in other parts of the realms. One might expect to find a young man collecting firewood, going about his farm chores, or collecting wild flowers for the maiden of choice. The day sparkled with the promise of sunshine and the soft wind brought forth the fragrance of the early flowers.
Outside of one these many small hamlets, morning sunlight filtered down through a cover of leaves into the waiting ferns and plants below. A place of serene beauty existed in those woods, blessed by a goddess. This quiet morning found a young man standing in that sacred garden, next to a humble shrine. While others enjoyed the weather and calm tidings that the morning brought, this man had peaceful thoughts far from his mind.

“You dare interrupt my prayers and defile this place of worship? Have you nay respect? Or do you have nay good conscience to guide your blades except some vague treasure that will not save your souls in the next life?”

The young man stood defiant, blade in hands, and legs spread slightly. He held his sword in a two-handed grip that allowed strength and control. His legs balanced to move in whatever direction need would guide him once his opponents moved menacingly. Three silent attackers would test him this day. The young man looked back angrily on their impassive visages: fire staring down ice. The odds weren’t good, but the man steadied his resolve. His only option: to fight bravely for his ideals and hope to survive the battle with more than his morals intact. Like a coiled spring ready to pounce, he stood ready and balanced. His brown eyes measured his foes to determine where the first threat would come. They issued forth no answer to offer an explanation for their aggression…but made their aggression clear through bared blades. The young man decided it was time to force a move he could react to, and pray for the best. He picked the one most eager, (one with a sword cocked back for a swing), and intentionally turned part of his back towards the attacker. In doing so, he seemed to be diverting his attention and offering a chance for the impetuous one to try an attack.

The attacker fell for the bait, seeing an opportunity to strike at the back. Expecting the attack, the young man spun off to the side and parried the sword strike. He caught and pushed the attacker’s sword away. The young man went to continue the motion, keeping the arc constant as he used both hands on the hilt to try a swing of his own, but the opponent’s shield blocked the counterstrike. The easy feint and strike had missed, and now the young man worked his sword fast as the action exploded around him. He had to ready his sword for the other two opponents. They advanced and attempted to once again surround him in their circle of blades. Right and left the young man swung to parry the swords coming at him. With no shield at hand, his sword became both offense and defense. Not relying solely on strength alone, he controlled the momentum of his sword with the counterbalances of his wrists and forearms. What it lacked in hitting power it made up for in speed and control. His spinning blade circles deterred any opening, while his feet kept moving to avoid getting encircled. In the initial lunges from his attackers, none of their blades could penetrate past the blocking sword.

One attacker brushed against the young man. Shafts of light streaming from above outlined the tall frame of his closest threat. Aware of the trap closing, the young man reversed his direction of travel. He swung his sword up and yet ducked low to run his body between the middle of his opponents. Spinning his blade as he went, he blocked a couple attacks but also sliced at the side of one aggressor. The young man felt the blade skim along an opponent’s torso. Slipping behind them, he continued another swing from the reverse direction to strike the same foe. The two hits from his sword struck hard and drew wounds, but were mostly absorbed by the attacker’s armor. The young man paid for the move, feeling a sword slide along his side as well. Too occupied to worry about any wound, he pushed the attack against the two remaining opponents before they could reorganize. The third stumbled a bit apart from after getting wounded. There seemed to be no break in the fighting despite the momentary gain. Left and right and spinning from side to side he blocked two enemy swords as they pressed at him again. The sounds of clashing weapons mixed with hard breathing, while dust kicked up to obscure parts of the wood.

Bad chance struck. As the young man moved around to one side, his foot caught a root and sent him off balance and down to his knees. The sword came loose from his hands and tumbled a few feet away. Trying to quickly dive for it, he felt another sword slide into his back as he moved. There he lay after the strike, sword still out of reach but two opponents standing above him quietly.

“Cursed tree root! If this had been in the open I feel I would have fared much better. As it is, I swear I bravely outfought you three!”

The young man slowly regained his feet, for the most part unhindered. One offending tree limb, (which played the part of a sword in his imagination), brushed him as he stood, a reminder he had lost this one. He staggered past his unmoving attackers to retrieve the short wooden pole which served as his practice sword. Turning back, he once again looked over his three opponents. They mutely stood, soaking in the sun’s light and the soil’s nutrients, unmoving as the trees they had always been. Those three formed a nice triangle, with low branches serving as swords or shields to the youth’s imagination. He worked to catch his breath even as he relaxed the cool morning air. The small glade remained a peaceful place, where a young man could imagine himself a knight or warrior such as in legends and stories.

Trestan tucked the practice stick into the simple rope-belt that held up his trousers. He inspected himself where one branch had brushed him, and was glad to see that he hadn’t scratched himself up before the day’s work had started. He had few enough tunics and couldn’t afford to tear them. He had a handsome, compassionate face, with dark hair atop his head. His mustache had been meticulously trimmed, even though it could be called a thick collection of whiskers, and the rest was clean-shaven. Trestan was muscular, and solidly built. The young man was energetic, easy to smile, and not afraid of some hard work at his father’s smithy. Some who looked at only the rest of his appearance might overlook these good traits. There was nothing he could do about the black, sooty areas on his hands, face and garb. He washed, but a hot day at the forge replaced everything he tried to clean off. Patches covered the loose fitting simple shirt and trousers. He only had three tunics to his name: the good one, the work one, and the other one. A length of old rope was the only belt he ever needed. His shoes were black and sooty; each sporting a hole or two in them. A wooden stick served as a practice sword. Trestan’s only weapon was a quarterstaff; the chief weapon of choice to most peasants, as it was all they could afford. Simple and humble, he went about many days dreaming of other worlds and other places he could be in…if only he had the chance.

As he stood there contemplating his fight, he heard someone coming down the path towards the beautiful glade. Not many came to this out-of-the-way place, especially not many in these parts who wore enough metal armor to be heard some distance away. The clinking steel plates and jostling leather accouterments heralded the approach and identified the owner. Trestan took the time to have a final talk with his opponents. He gave the impassive stand of trees a firm glare as he spoke. “I suppose you were going to gloat over your victory the minute I was out of sight. Not a fair fight. I’d easily beat any of you one-on-one. I don’t care if you spent a hundred years growing a root right there to trip me. It’s a rather dirty way to win. I’ll been more watchful. Next time will be different.”

The armored man’s deep voice offered some comments for the young man. “Well young knight, I assume evil has won the day and some fair maiden in some distant castle will be crying for her lost lord. I shall grieve in your memory, good sir. Gods curse the sneaky, yet immobile, root.”

Trestan turned around and smiled at his longtime friend. Sir Wilhelm Jareth’s brown/gray mix of hair extended to his mustache and well-trimmed beard, announcing his fifty-plus years. The retired adventurer easily surpassed Trestan’s perceived handsomeness, with experience and confidence adding charm to his persona. The old warrior wore plate armor in a good state of care, decorated with religious symbols. Polished and battle ready, some scratches proved it had seen more than its share of battles. Armor seemed out of place in this quiet countryside, as there had been no calls to war or defense of the nearby hamlet in more years than many could remember. Sir Wilhelm carried a bastard sword, (known as a hand-and-a-half sword), by his side. His was specially made and when unsheathed showed remarkable craftsmanship. The hilt was actually extended so that a person could easily fit two hands on it, but the weapon obviously had not been designed as a big, cleaving two-hander. Sir Wilhelm had shown he could easily wield it skillfully in just one hand if he chose to do so. The aging warrior had a certain wit and personality about him as well. They had spent many times at this very shrine discussing philosophy and matters that one would think a smith’s boy would have no interest studying.

They exchanged a handshake in greeting. The young man commented to the older man’s observation. “Nay, the pity is nay fair maiden awaits me. More is the pity if I don’t find one before I die valiantly defending anything. But I’ll gladly die in peace if I ever find such a lady worth championing.”

Sir Wilhelm looked upon the young man and smiled at some old memories that he kept to himself, “My boy, the pursuit of women is a dangerous hobby. The right one will find you when you aren’t looking. Until then, better to live your life in the pursuit of something greater for yourself and others. Look to the heavens when dying and exclaim, ‘Thank thee gods for the wonderful gift of this life which you have given me.’ Such has been my pursuit. I shall tend some prayers and thanks to Abriana now so that I might properly start the day.”

The old warrior kneeled in prayer at the shrine. The young man stood to the side quietly, bowing his head in silent reverence. Built by Sir Wilhelm’s own hands, the shrine stood in a quiet spot in the woods not far from the village. He had built up stones and wood planks to create a tiered garden with benches for sitting on during quiet reflections. Plants and flowers from some local gardeners and farmers added colors to it. The Goddess of Love and Healing, Abriana offered friendship and comfort to the lonely, a focus for those wanting to work for their fellow men, and the healing powers of the mind and body to cure all ills. Trestan knew of paladins and other such holy warriors in the world that fought with devotion to their chosen gods, but he couldn’t be sure if Sir Wilhelm was among such men. After all, in Trestan’s limited exposure to the world, he had no way to tell for sure.
Sir Wilhelm Jareth ended his prayers and took a seat at one of the benches he had fashioned nearby. He motioned for Trestan to have the seat opposite and join him for a while. The young man accepted. Trestan waited for words to issue forth from the old adventurer, but when they did not come he offered a few of his own. “They were a sorry lot, despicable,” he motioned to indicate the trees that had been his sparring partners. “They pick out a poor man like me and wish to steal my money for their own selfish pursuits. They would have left me dead and later would be drinking and laughing over it.”

Sir Wilhelm responded, “Surely a tragedy to lose such a young lad, but I feel sorry for those attackers. You are a good boy and may find the afterlife that suits you, but their deeds condemn them. It is enough to feel sorry for them.” The veteran warrior grinned.

The young man returned the grin. “This is one of your oddities of looking at life and death.”

Jareth motioned to his holy symbols on his fine armor, “I am a servant of Abriana. Although she is a peaceful and loving goddess, many warriors follow her tenets to protect that which we love. There is much to be fought for in this world, but how we face life decides the next one. Grieve for a lost loved one who meets their death prematurely, but at least know they go to a better place. The attackers are the ones for which you should truly feel sorry. Their path condemns them to suffer an afterlife of torment. If they could only be turned to something good, the world and their souls would be much better off. Yet many die in their selfish pursuits, and their souls are lost for good. A good man has nothing to fear from an early death.”

“I’ve never been there to see someone under the threat of the sword, but I’m guessing it isn’t easy to simply hold your blade back and try to redeem a person that just killed someone you loved.” Trestan’s tone wasn’t offering argument. He showed interest in learning Jareth’s response.

“Well,” the older man murmured, measuring an honest response. “If my loved one were still alive to protect, I would indeed fight fiercely to protect them. That displays to Abriana the measure of my love…willing to risk my own life and limb to protect another. A downed or surrendered opponent deserves mercy, and Abriana offers it. A saved soul is worth as much as a faithful one.”
After that, Sir Wilhelm was still in quiet contemplation when Trestan prodded him again. “But, if blood was spilled, and they stood defiant…” He left the sentence unfinished.

Sir Wilhelm drew out his sword from the scabbard. The steel reflected the light of the morning sun, highlighting the unknown writing and symbols that ran along the length of the blade. Large but fast, tough but graceful, it promised a skilled fight against any who would test it. To the young smith, the sword looked as if its value was much more than a normal sword, and it was very well crafted.

“There are many places of worship where the goddess will take in any who willingly desire to turn from selfish ways. But, we do not replace courts and judges. If the man is there I then feel sorrow for him as I spirit him away from this world. That man is the enemy of love and healing if he hates and kills. There are evil men that actually pay homage to gods who terrorize decent folk. They will reach their own afterlife, finding that it actually offers some of the same strife and sadness they have filled their lives with in this world. Am I to feel sorry for them? That will not stop my blade from sending them to their destiny.”

Sir Wilhelm replaced the valuable sword in his scabbard. Seeing Trestan’s eyes still on the sword, he changed the subject. “I saw part of your practice fight, you are imitating my style.”

The young man blushed, though one could hardly tell from the ash and dust on his face. “Oh that. Well, I took some of what I saw you doing and I thought I’d practice it. I felt it wasn’t the smoothest, but guessing I at least looked a little fast and impressive.”

The seasoned warrior smiled, “It was good. You are still quite the novice, but probably one of the better swordsman in the village…well, not that it seems a big compliment.”

Trestan blushed, but protested the observation, “Surely you jest!”

“I am quite serious my boy! Aside from myself and Sahbin, I doubt there is a man around here that could match your abilities. The guards look tough and can hold a sword, but I’ve seen how poorly they wield their blades. Without the discipline Sahbin instills in them, they’d be little more than ruffians.”

Trestan’s mind flitted briefly to Sahbin. Hired a few years ago, she led the local lord’s men, who doubled as village constables and keep guards.

Sir Wilhelm further remarked, “I hope you don’t take my compliments and feel like settling an argument with a sword some day. It’s better to go through life never having the need to use one.”

Trestan saw the opportunity to ask a question he hadn’t inquired from his mentor before, “You say that most knights who use such swords put all their strength into a strong blow, yet you use the handle and a lighter blade to use speed and control instead. Where did you learn this from?”

“I observed warriors up north, in the Empire of Tariyka. Their fighting styles are amazing to behold. They tend to fight with less armor, so their styles represent speed and grace over physical strength. Most opponents you face will not be as armored as I am, so you don’t need powerful blows to knock them down. It is much more useful to be able to switch from offense to defense, right and left, with speed and precision. I saw your spinning style and the way you turn your blade around with simple hand and wrist movements, rather than needing to reset your hips a different way each time and rolling your whole body around. It looked very good. It also helps to have a light sword, for I couldn’t wield a heavy one and use that same style.” At that thought Sir Wilhelm saw the young man’s gaze drift back to the sword, and he saw the next question before it was asked.

He offered the sword, still residing in its scabbard, for Trestan to hold. The young man, (dirty, poor, and with little chance of pursuing some boyish dreams), looked to the old knight as if he was offering one dream come true. Trestan gingerly took it, and once settled in his hands marveled at how light it was compared to its look. Since he had worked on a lot of metal in his young life, he could feel the exceptionally good craftsmanship involved. “It feels so light! It must have magic in it, right? Mind if I draw out the blade?”

The older man laughed, “My boy, I wouldn’t give you the sword and forbid you to draw out the blade. Have a look and wave it around a bit…not too close to a tree root mind you.”

Trestan displayed the greatest reverence for the blade as he drew it out. Setting the scabbard aside, he waved it in the air a bit. He actually showed much concern that the clean and polished blade touched nothing. Sir Wilhelm Jareth continued to talk about the blade while the lad reveled in being able to simply hold it. “Its origin is of elvish make. I tried to acquire a Tariykan sword, but they protect the secrets of their crafted weapons closely. Their swords are treated with much more respect then most anything a family could own; it is the pride of the house. That elvish sword works well enough for the purpose. After all, the elves are also known more for their skill and grace than raw strength.”

The aging warrior watched Trestan, though his gaze took in the qualities that seemed to exist deep within the young man. As the young smith continued to stare in awe at the sword, Sir Wilhelm’s gentle words startled him, “Boy, I have nay sons or daughters. Much as I have loved some women in my life, I was never blessed with a child from them. Among all the villagers, you are the only other person that comes to the lady’s shrine on a regular basis. I don’t count Lord Verantir Tessald among such people, for he goes out only to pay lip service to all the shrines and temples as part of his political position. You, on the other hand, share my ideals and seem to follow the goddess in your own way. I’ve seen how much help you’ve been to the people of the village, showing genuine compassion and love to all you meet. It’s rare that I hear an angry tone from your lips. If I ever meet my time, I want you to take care of my sword for me.”

Trestan, slack-jawed with shock, allowed the sword to drop low enough to make a solid noise on a rock. The look on his face reflected more disbelief that he had let the sword smack the ground. He stammered out an apology and quickly re-sheathed the blade. Jareth laughed as the sword was hastily returned to him, hilt first as was proper custom, “I meant it boy…I mean…young man. It wouldn’t be proper to call you a boy anymore; you have grown so much. I hope you shall never have to use a sword, I hope it rusts to nothing before it is ever needed again to defend someone loved. Nevertheless, when I pass on, I can think of nay others better suited to take care of it for me.”

The young man tried to recover his composure, “I…uh…don’t know what to say. I hope to have you around for a very long time though, maybe even to be a teacher and guide to my children if I ever get the blessing and curse of having some.”

The retired adventurer laughed, “Well, that may be a long time yet, I’m not dead. Although…you may be soon once you finally get to work and your father gets a hold of you!”

“Uh oh,” Trestan looked towards the sun, “I’ve been relaxing and playing way too long, my father is going to be upset. I better run, but I’ll see you tonight if I’m able!”

“You know where I live; the door is always open,” was the reply.

Trestan got up and bowed in respect to one of the wisest men he knew. He then dashed off down the trail back to the village. A couple seconds later, he turned around and raced back because he had forgotten his quarterstaff at the shrine. He retrieved it with an embarrassed smile. Then the young man bowed a second time then ran off again.

After he was gone the older warrior looked up to the heavens and spoke to some unseen presence. “That young man could be a smith forever in a small hamlet and be content. I think, however; he could be much more in your service if given the chance. The lad is capable of more than what fate’s lot has dealt him so far.”

Sir Wilhelm looked down to the rock that had been hit by the sword. It had been a thin rock to be sure, the kind one might skip across a pond. Nevertheless, the small drop of the sword sundered it into two halves without placing a nick on the blade…and Trestan had been too preoccupied to notice.

“A curse on all Tariykan sword smiths anyway,” noted Sir Wilhelm Jareth. “Elven magic makes for a much better blade!”

*

*

*

*

*

A sparse wood grew along the brook, and the brook ran down past the village some miles to the ocean. The bountiful fishing along the brook provided the village its name: Troutbrook. Water drifted lazily past, deep enough for the fish, but not so deep as to be a major deterrent for anyone wanting to cross. A small stone bridge, just wide enough for a single wagon to go over, straddled the river at the village. Freshly planted farm fields bordered the woods along the brook where Trestan ran. The cattle and sheep herders occupied the south side of the brook, which avoided some land disputes with the farmers. It was a good time of the year to enjoy an outdoor run along that peaceful waterway. The scents from many breakfast cook fires filled the breeze. The trees were starting to flower. Some of the village men who had no other obligations were already out by the brook fishing. Trestan passed them with a wave but didn’t stop for conversation. Many villages up and down the coastline traded deep-sea fish and crabs with Troutbrook for other supplies, so there was no shortage of seafood around Trestan’s home. Fishing, however, was a part of the heritage.

Trestan finally came over a slight rise where the riverbank turned steep and gazed upon the buildings of his home. Three main streets composed Troutbrook, with the biggest one traveling in a straight line out from the old stone bridge. This main road had the most important merchant locales on it, which included: the inn, pub, a couple of dry goods stores, carpenter shop, stable, church, bakery and the smithy. Both ends of the street near the outskirts had open-air markets for those merchants that couldn’t afford a building. The smaller two streets ran parallel to the main one, were for merchants’ back doors and some houses. A few unnamed cross streets and alleys provided access between the three roads.
The single dominant building on the main street, The Church of the Sacred Harvest, reflected the large farmer population of the area. Based on the tenets of Yestreal, God of Sun and Weather, it appealed to humble folk who tamed the land. Farmers prayed for their livelihood and crops, others paid homage more out of respect for the cycle of the seasons and nature. The other god that held sway over the ground and crops, Mothrok, was not particularly well liked among the general populace. Mothrok’s domain, Goddess of Earth and Stone, linked to the land as well. Due to her nature, most farmers offered prayers out of fear and the desire not to have a crop ruined by the soil. The Church of the Sacred Harvest was the only real church attended by clergy. There were shrines to other gods outside of town, (like Sir Wilhelm Jareth’s shrine to Abriana), but no other buildings of worship. Yestreal’s church included a shrine built out in the middle of the main street in front of the church. A green stone etched with strange markings occupied a column of marble, and this formed a part of the central well in the village. The stone had magical properties, and was said to be a gift from the god to promote the growth of crops and the prosperity of the region. People often prayed to it for good weather in lean times.

Trestan glanced north, along the ridge and slightly off the road from the village. Even the church seemed a small and insignificant building compared to the manor where Lord Verantir Tessald lived and ruled over the immediate area. It was the oldest structure around, and had been tended well during the dark years. The manor was also home to the most beautiful young lady in the village, who notably was still unwed. The local boys, Trestan included, fancied her despite knowing they would never win her father’s approval.
Closer to town, Trestan cut across a field to head straight for the smithy. Aside from the other noises coming from the village, he could hear the hammer sounds clearly now. Coming up from behind the smithy as he was, Trestan faced the humble home that he lived in with his father. The side street passing by the front of their house wasn’t anything grand to look at. Two stumps sat outside the front door where father and son could sit and enjoy a quiet sunset after a hard day’s work. A few houses belonging to other village folk dotted the west side of street. Other than that, it was rather open space with some small farms and unused land. The row of houses and merchant back doors looked drab and plain, yet it had been the only home Trestan had ever known. The front of the house faced one of the small side streets, while the back of the house joined the back of the smith yard, and the blacksmith stall faced the main street. It wasn’t a very far distance to walk to work, unless you had a care to go play in the woods that morning. The house itself was one level and boasted only three rooms. One room was a common room and kitchen combined, the next was his father’s bedroom, the third was part Trestan’s bedroom and part storage. An enclosed yard sat between the house and the smithy, bordered on either side by other buildings. In the yard, metal stock piled next to a large metal tub which served as the sunlit bath for father and son, (the view blocked from the main street by the laundry line).
He ran into the house and dropped off his quarterstaff and practice sword. Using some water that was available in the common room, he splashed his face and hands a bit to refresh himself before the facing the ash of the forge. Trestan’s mind remained distracted on Sir Wilhem’s offer regarding the sword. His mentor had shown quite a bit of his heart that morning, and it was something the young man wouldn’t soon forget. He took a deep breath to steady himself, and then exited the back door. It was time to put in a hard day of work.

His father, Hebden Karok, pounded away to finish last night’s project. Usually they had the help of one of the local boys, but he wasn’t in sight. Mikhael, son of the owner of the dry goods store, worked in the smithy from time to time in exchange for deals for his father. Hebden glanced up, a reflection of how Trestan might look when older. They shared many of the same physical traits, though the father had his share of gray hairs. The older smith sported thicker arms, as well as an extra layer of soot. Trestan looked for any expression in his father’s face, and he got the feeling he would have been a more welcome sight if he had gotten there earlier.

Hebden Karok set down the unfinished piece of metal and hammer, standing tall and proper to address his son. “Glad to see you found your way here. I hope your morning walk got you fresh and ready for the day. Mikhael can’t join us; his folks had some chores for him.”

Trestan grabbed a leather apron to protect his patched work clothes. “What have we got in store for us today? You look like you’ve got something big on your mind.”

Hebden nodded and smiled, though it wasn’t the most pleasant of smiles. “Lord Verantir himself sent word this morning. He has a tiny little job for us to do.”

A slight pause informed the young smith the job wasn’t exactly tiny, or easy. “I’m ready, what is it?”

Hebden nodded to the stall used to show horses. “His lordship would like us to shoe several of his horses that are overdue. I’ve already seen them: big warhorses most of them, with only one exception! It promises to take up a lot of time today on top of some items I’d like to get repaired for friends.”

Trestan acknowledged his readiness to get started. As he did, a glance around the street turned up something out of the normal day’s pleasures, and it pulled at the young man’s attention. Fairest among any flowers in the valley, the Lady Shauntay Tessald could catch any young man’s eyes across the length of the village street. Silver clasps adorned braided, long, blonde hair. Her perfume wielded the power to entice many a man swept up in her blue eyes. The lady’s corset accentuated her already ample bosom; the neckline just low enough to show the beginning of her cleavage. In a fashion unladylike to nobles she wore a ruffle skirt, which stopped at the knees, and her knee-high heeled boots. Men could get a forbidden glance at the thighs when she positioned herself to “accidentally” show it. While such apparel was not uncommon among most women, the nobility formed its own intricate codes of dress. Though the older women in the village would frown at her style of dress, she was still a noble, and thus above them. Despite the allure of her figure and dress, her smile remained her most captivating weapon. Trestan knew the young maiden could persuade many people to do things her way, yet she made it seem that doing any favor for her was the best reward you could have. Indeed, men fawned over her and bent over backwards to please and win another smile from her. She was actually quite the scandal to the well-respected women of the village. She didn’t care or didn’t listen, and like it or not she could do what she pleased as the lord’s only daughter.

Two escorts accompanied Lady Shauntay. One, a young woman hailing from the city of Kashmer to the north, was responsible for schooling her in riding. It seemed the two acted more as friends rather than a teacher-student relationship, for when the lady’s parents weren’t around the two behaved rather unladylike. The second escort always guarded her employer’s daughter. Sahbin, the only female guard employed at the Tessald mansion, could draw her sword quickly enough whenever she perceived a threat against the young noble. The bodyguard dressed in chain armor with plates over vulnerable areas, short hair tucked under a helm. Sahbin’s muscles could put many men to shame, and a few scars accentuated her tough appearance. Aside from the aging Sir Wilhelm, Sahbin was the most dangerous fighter in the village.

Hebden followed Trestan’s eyes to the sight down the street. He gave a snort in amusement as he realized who distracted his son, and the nature in which she dressed. “Her mother must be out of town for her ladyship to travel and dress like that. Probably trying to find a proper suitor for her and marry her off. Lady Shauntay is out flaunting and flirting favors again most likely. She must have ridden in with the other two when they delivered the horses to the stable, though I didn’t see her.”

Trestan half turned to ask something, but still kept his eyes down the street. “Horses? Stable…huh?”

His father gave a laugh and elbowed his son to get the young man’s attention. “The warhorses that I just told you needed new shoes. They are in the stables waiting for us to start working for a living.”

Trestan blushed, “I’m sorry, lost track of things there for a moment.”

“Well,” Hebden Karok took a last look at the forge before turning back to his son, “I think you’ll be alright holding the shop by yourself while I grab the first horse. It’s not like her ladyship has any reason to come by the smithy. I’ll be right back with our first victim.”

Trestan attended to the coals of the forge. He gathered a few supplies together and set the tools close to where he would need them. He became aware of someone walking by the smithy, but his mind was in his work until he heard a voice behind him.

“I couldn’t help but notice those hairpieces you have hanging there. Nice design.”

Soft, gentle and female, it was a pleasant voice from whoever stood behind him. Trestan set his tools down in a hurry. The young smith turned about to look at the voice’s owner…and stepped back in shock. Lady Shauntay stood before him: silky blonde hair, lovely blue eyes, curvaceous figure, intoxicating perfume and ruffled skirt. She trapped him with her soft blue eyes from only a few feet away. He hardly registered the bodyguard and the young woman from Kashmer standing slightly behind her. All his attention narrowed on the girl of every village boy’s dreams, realizing she had just complimented him.

Trestan went through a moment of stunned indecision, then decided the best response was to start with a bow. It felt hurried and clumsy, though it widened the smile on the noble’s daughter. “My thanks for such kind words…um, regarding my humble work, milady. I toyed with some designs with some extra…err, some leftover copper stock. Would you like to inspect one closer?” Trestan felt heat in his cheeks he could not attribute to the forge.
Lady Shauntay nodded her approval. Trestan turned to retrieve the hairpieces in question, trying to move calmly despite galloping heart and nervous fingers. Loops and stylish intersections wove a pattern that might accentuate any lady’s hair. Trestan had crafted them just to practice his skills rather than any thought of actually selling them. He found himself handing those pieces over to the most desirable woman in the village for her to admire. The young smith wouldn’t question his good fortune that the lady happened to have affection for something copper from his shop. Typically, the Tessald family tended to buy higher end silver and gold items from Kashmer in the north, or even ship the best stuff from the distant city of Orlaun. The local lord’s family only dealt with them when some menial task like horseshoes came up.

He stood silently and nervously as the lady and her riding instructor chatted quietly over the items. They shared some girlish giggles, while the bodyguard Sahbin held a rigid stance nearby. The hand of the guard never strayed from the sword in case it was ever needed. Trestan strained to listen to the conversation, slightly distracted by the perfume scent of the lovely lady so close to him. He overheard, “…this looks good. It will work out well…” and was comforted by the fact the giggles weren’t made in mockery of his work.

By the time Lady Shauntay turned back to him, he adopted what he hoped was a very masculine pose, smiling his best smile ever underneath his well-trimmed mustache. There was no disguising his overall dirty clothing, but he smiled in confidence as if he bore a lord’s outfit. She looked him up and down. The lady ran soft fingers over the polished copper pieces slowly, shining her warm smile into the young man’s heart.

“We are blessed to have such a skilled young smith in our midst,” she began. “I would love to have jewelry such as these for my own. You truly master bending metal to your desire. What price do you set on owning such wonderful works of art?”

Trestan had never even thought of a price, nor even thought someone would actually want to buy them. He once again seemed to pause and stutter a bit while collecting his thoughts. “Um…uh. Well, your ladyship…they cost me less than a few coppers to make. Nothing much really.” In truth, a few coppers were a lot to a smith’s boy. In the face of such a radiant beauty, he found it hard to ask her for anything, despite the effort involved. “I wouldn’t charge you for them milady, I’d be proud to just let you have them.”

Lady Shauntay appeared flattered. “Aw, that is so nice of you. I wouldn’t have these for free. I don’t carry money on me when I am in the village, but I can see to it that when my father comes to town he can stop by and pay for these properly. I wouldn’t want your hard work to go to waste. May I have these three then?”

He just couldn’t refuse. “Take them and enjoy, milady. You honor me by your praise. Just remember if anyone else admires them as much as you do, be sure to let them know where you got them.”

“Aye, I will indeed. Bye for now, and good fortune follow you.” Lady Shauntay Tessald slowly turned away from the smithy and continued to walk down the street. Sahbin nodded politely to Trestan but otherwise turned to follow her lady. The young Tessald noble paused and turned in an alluring way, and facing Trestan she winked in his direction.

The young smith thought his heart skipped a beat. He gawked as she walked away, studying her curves and movements very closely. She turned her attention elsewhere but still held the hairpieces in her gentle hand. The young man remembered to take in a deep breath. His throat had gone very dry. At some point Trestan wasn’t even watching her anymore, so much as he replayed the scene in his head. He started to think of a few things he could have said better. He also dwelt on every movement the young lady had made, as well as the scent of her perfume. He had even tried his best not to be caught glancing at the start of her gifted cleavage, though temptation tried to pull his eyes there. His breathing returned to normal. For a time, he was completely lost in his own thoughts.

His daydreams broke apart when his father walked up to the smithy leading the first horse. Trestan recognized the horse for it was well known. Sahbin’s large warhorse had a mean temper and vicious kick. The horse stood seventeen hands high and packed with muscle. It mirrored the danger of its owner. The young smith recalled an incident on the main street where Sahbin had reacted instinctively to a drunk causing trouble with the noble family. The bodyguard had guided her horse into kicking backwards and seriously wounding the drunkard. Although Lord Tessald chided her for overreacting, the injured man never recovered the full use of one arm. The horse looked fearsome enough without the rider.
Hebden Karok looked at his son and shrugged, “Might as well get the bad one out of the way first thing, aye?”

Trestan nodded grimly, but his eyes sparkled when he started work that morning.

*

*

*

*

*

The sun and forge made for a hot combination, but the season was still cool and a breeze off the ocean to the east helped. At midday, both Trestan and his father took a break for a noon meal. Hebden Karok ate some bread and cheese inside the house. In the smithy, Trestan sat farthest from the forge as he could under the shadow of the roof patting a content stomach. He felt the need to quench his thirst. He grabbed a clay water jug and proceeded to walk to the well outside the church. Trestan wasn’t worried about guarding anything in the smithy; he wouldn’t be out of sight of it and they never had problems with thieves.
Trestan approached the well. Upon the marked stand on the edge of the well rested a relic, which the church of Yestreal considered sacred. The green stone, with its strange markings, was said to be a gift from the god in ancient times. Traveling mages confirmed it radiated magic of some kind. The clergy residing in the Church of the Sacred Harvest claimed it helped the crops grow and fended off droughts and other disasters. Trestan attended church and prayed, but he always felt his heart belonged elsewhere. The more he talked to Sir Wilhelm Jareth, the more Abriana’s ways appealed to him. He approached the well with little regard for the sacred stone, focusing attention on someone standing there.
A young man named Petrow dipped his cup into the water bucket. At twenty years he was only a year older than Trestan. His garb matched Trestan’s in terms of apparent poverty, though he also wore a leather utility harness with numerous tools and implements strapped to it. Petrow wore only laced sandals on his feet. Brown haired and blue eyed, he considered himself more handsome than his young smith friend, though if the two were washed clean the opposite would probably be true. Petrow worked as a jack-of-all-trades in the village to support an income. He stood muscular, tanned, and never excused himself from a day of hard work. The woodcutter’s axe leaning against the well next to him seemed to be his trademark. He supplied wood to the inn and the pub, repaired thatch roofs for others when asked, ran errands for the local shopkeepers or worked as an extra hand on farms or ranches. He knew enough about so many jobs it sometimes made him irksome; displaying a superior attitude and feeling he was the local expert on many subjects.

He saw Trestan approach and smiled in greeting to his lifetime friend. “You look like you’ve been putting in tough hours in today my friend! What has your father got you doing now?”

The young smith lowered the bucket back into the well. “We’re putting new shoes on several of Lord Tessald’s horses. It’s going about as well as can be expected. After that we have several smaller chores to fill. But, my day is the brightest day in a long time.”

Petrow cast a glance at his friend, but Trestan exaggeratedly ignored him. It became a game, the older young man had to ask to get it out of him. “Ok, don’t keep me in suspense. What made you all smiling and cheery this day? That little mustache of yours doesn’t cover the ear-to-ear grin.”

The smith said, “Someone important came by the smithy today, and paid me a compliment.”

Once again a period of silence followed, and the jack-of-all-trades would have to keep begging it out of him if he wanted more. “Important? Was it the Priest Gerloch? Maybe Sahbin or better yet the Lord Tessald himself? Ok, spit it out, I give up already!”

“Her Ladyship Shauntay Tessald,” Trestan enjoyed the shock on Petrow’s face. “She came by and admired those copper hairpieces I made. She even bought them…err…well, I gave them to her.”

“Gave them? Those must have cost you a few good coins just for the metal. Did she offer to pay or just sweet talk you into handing them over?”

Trestan responded, “Well, I…I guess she offered. She said her father would when he came by but I told her he didn’t need to pay for them. Hey! The most beautiful girl in the village was standing right there asking for them. It was an honor! I didn’t charge her.”

The sudden look of superiority that came over Petrow’s face discomforted the young smith. The handyman shook his head. “I used to be infatuated with her too, but I hate to say it, all her good points are on the outside.”

“But…”

“Let me explain Tres.” Petrow liked to condense his friend’s name. “Do you know how many local merchants to whom she should be owing money? Seems you’re not the only young man from whom she has acquired some item and didn’t pay. She arrives so sweet and dressed so…well…less than respectful for a lady of her upbringing. She promises her father will pay, but he never does. In fact, I dare you to go up to Lord Tessald when he is in town and ask for money to pay for those pieces. I’d like to see the reaction then. You can bet if he asks her about it, she’ll deny owing anything, or she’ll remind you that you offered it as a present. She uses people Tres, I wish you’d see that.”

The smith poured the bucket of water into the clay jug, making sure not to spill any. “I don’t get it. I had a pleasant encounter with the most desirable woman in town, and you treat it like you are sympathizing over some loss of mine.”

Petrow looked past Trestan into the street, and after a moment he talked again. “Well, second most desirable, at least by looks alone.”

Trestan looked up at his friend, but the other young man’s eyes \faced further down the street. Looking to see what captured his friend’s sudden interest, he saw a new visitor riding into town.

A female adventurer rode into town from the south, having already crossed the lone bridge over the river. She sat astride a small warhorse armored with leather barding and laden with packs, such as might carry provisions for a long ride, or maybe even a treasure of ill-gotten bounty. Her femininity could be easily seen by her lovely shape, though the young men couldn’t see more details until she rode past them. The rider wore black leather armor; a dark steel helm protected her head and covered a small portion of her face though it left her ears open. What the men could see of her beyond the helmet added some exotic beauty to this stranger. Long black hair cascaded out from beneath the helm, catching the breeze. Green eyes surveyed the village, studying everything as she traveled. Her ears were slightly pointed, and the face angular, proclaiming elvish blood mixed with human ancestry. The young men admired the athletic curves of her figure. As she passed, they could see she was armed for dangerous business. A crossbow strapped across her back, with a second crossbow on the side of the horse. Numerous quivers held many crossbow bolts, including one on her left side and one on her right lower leg. Her rapier hung on her left side, opposite the young men, but the glare of the midday sun revealed a glint of silver on the basket hilt. Despite the harshness of her war implements, she actually grinned and gave a nod to the two men as she passed them. They gave respectful bows in return, though neither man seized the opportunity to speak.

The rider dismounted in front of the inn and tied her horse to the railing. Slightly short for a normal human woman, and a bit slender, she nevertheless walked with quickness and gracefulness. She took off her helmet and shook out her hair a bit before entering the inn, though neither of the young men could see anything more revealing of her face from where they stood. Once inside the inn and out of view, both men regained their breathing. They forgot all memory of their previous conversation.
Petrow said to the young smith, “When you get done with your chores this evening, meet me for a few drinks and let’s splurge a copper or two.”

Trestan responded, “I plan to see Sir Jareth later this evening, but I’ll join you for a round. Meet at the pub or the inn?”

Petrow grinned widely in reply, as if the answer should have been obvious. He indicated the armored warhorse, “At the inn. I’d be interested to see what develops there tonight.”

The young smith reclaimed his water jug and headed back to the smithy. Already he could see his father resuming his place near the forge. He turned about as he walked and called back to Petrow. “I shall see you there tonight then, with my good shirt.”

Upon getting back, father and son shared a drink before Hebden asked Trestan to get the next horse. Trestan obliged, even half-hoping the lady of elvish blood would pick that moment to stable her horse. In that regards, he was disappointed. He did look around the stables for a bit to see which horse they should take care of next. Finally, he spotted the obvious choice for their next customer. In one of the stalls stood one of the few horses Lady Shauntay favored on her rides. The expensive saddle and reins hung nearby, both objects of fine colors and ornamentation. As he coaxed the horse out of the stall, Trestan couldn’t help but notice the horse’s mane. It had been combed and braided in a very nice style, with the hair held in place in three spots by copper clasps. Three very familiar copper hairpieces kept the horse’s mane dressed up in a fashionable way.

Trestan was taken aback, but then hung his head low and laughed to himself. His very nicely designed work was the adornment upon her ladyship’s favorite horse. He hadn’t told his father yet of the exchange that morning between him and the flirtatious noble, but there would be no concealing it when his father saw that braided mane. Petrow would certainly laugh once the he heard about it.

The humble young smith, feeling poor indeed in his patched trousers and dirty shirt, hitched up his rope-belt a bit higher and led the well-ornamented horse out to the smithy.


CHAPTER 2

Twilight descended over the land. The warmth lingering from the sunny day dispersed to the mild chill of a Florum night. The lights lit up in quite a few houses as families shared an evening meal or talked around comfortable hearth fires. On the main street a few of the village lanterns began their all-night duty. Lights burned throughout the evening in front of the pub, the inn, and the church, as well as a couple down by the bridge over the water. Only the pub and the inn drew a crowd at this hour. The rest of the merchant shops were closed up and locked. The open-air markets were packed up and dismantled for the night. The appointed time arrived to unwind and relax from a hard day of work, or in some cases an easy day of fishing.

Trestan readied himself for the night’s entertainment. He bathed in a metal tub located in the small yard between his house and the smithy. Heated rocks from the forge warmed the water and fended off chills. He loved taking a long bath out under the open sky. The shops on either side had no windows into this yard, and the smithy had a back wall blocking the view from the street. The young smith scrubbed his best to remove the soot and sweat from his body. He even had a cracked mirror and smithy-made scissors to trim his mustache a bit. There was a decent cake of soap handy, supplied by Mikhael and the dry goods store. As much as possible, he scrubbed off every layer of black soot.

By the time he finished, he was dressed in his good tunic. He had worked hard to keep soot and dirt off of it during the years he had worn it around the yard. The shirt was a light green color, made with good quality dyes, and excellent stitching compared to his other two shirts. He wore a spare pair of trousers, which didn’t fit his father anymore. These trousers also looked better due to less patches. The simple length of rope still did the job of a belt well enough. He didn’t have a spare set of shoes, so he’d tried to clean his off as best as he could. He admired himself in the mirror, satisfied that a clean face finally showed instead of a dirty one. His outer appearance hadn’t changed that much, but he looked clean. Some of his nails were still stained dark, but a good shade of pink returned to them again. Working over forge and iron was dirty work.

He finished his preparations and headed toward the inn. Trestan and Petrow tried to enjoy several nights out a week, though the location differed depending on the mood. Although the pub was known to be more of a drinking atmosphere, sometimes the inn was preferred for the food or the chance to meet out-of-towners. He and Petrow looked forward to a possible meeting with that mysterious rider. There had been other rumors to suggest the inn might be a little livelier this night. Trestan learned from his father that a small group of adventurers had ridden into town after the smithy closed. His father had gotten the spooks from one of them: very large, and seemed to wear a horned helmet…or possibly had horns. Trestan discounted the horns as being anything but a helmet decoration. Adventurers always proved to be interesting. They often brought tales with them, many hard to believe, and sometimes paid extravagantly for their meals and drinks. Sometimes a minstrel accompanied such bands, and would provide extra entertainment for the locals. The evening promised to be an engaging one however it ended.

When the young smith crossed the street, his eye caught sight of three riders down to the south by the bridge. A glance told him Lady Shauntay and her escorts were enjoying an evening ride, which was certainly not something that her mother would have approved. They laughed and talked, giggling voices of the younger two carrying slightly through the darkened end of the main street. Sahbin rode composed and quiet. The three women wheeled their horses to the south and galloped over the bridge into the woods on the other side of the river. Sounds of merriment came from inside the inn, so the young man didn’t stay outside for long.
The Fishing Hole Inn was the only inn located in Troutbrook, and it prospered. The road the village sat on ran from the large capital city of Kashmer on the north coast down to Dunker Keep on the southern border. Travelers headed north or south along the main road stopped at this inn.  Travelers included merchant caravans or messengers, and occasionally adventurers would pass by for a variety of reasons. Soldiers used the road as well, patrolling the land or replacing guards at Dunker Keep. When unoccupied by travelers, the inn still did business as a place where you could buy a good meal at a reasonable price without having to cook it yourself. People came to drink at night and smoke pipes. Not a very different atmosphere than the local pub, except much quieter due to possible sleeping guests upstairs. The village was small and social enough that just about everyone recognized everyone else. A grand hearth marked a part of the common room where storytellers or the rare performer could entertain. A bar ran along the opposite wall. Along each of the walls were boards etched with the records of the biggest fish caught in the nearby brook. Even though many residents of the town weren’t very literate, anyone seemed able to read the length and weight of the prize fish catches.

Trestan entered and scanned the common room. As he looked around all he could really make out was the familiar faces of the village. More than a few waved or greeted him with words. Even as Trestan walked in, however, a few comments came from some of the men old enough to see him grow from a baby.

“Hey Trestan! A few coppers for your thoughts! Maybe three loopy ones?”

“Were you trying to impress the woman lad, or impress her horse?”

“He was after the horse. After the wedding they can ride into the sunset together!”

“You forgot to give that horse some copper shoes to match the hair decorations!”

“Boy, I always imagined you wanted to get below a woman’s beltline…but I didn’t figure you were aiming low enough to hit the horse she rode.”

Trestan rolled his eyes. Much as he wanted entertainment, it seemed he was the choice of amusement for the night. Part of him tried figuring how much had been passed along by his father, and how much spread by his best friend. In either case, he hoped the merriment would die down sooner rather than later.

After exchanging polite salutations of his own he finally saw his friend Petrow at the far side of the bar. The place the handyman stood in was significant, as anyone coming down the stairs from the rooms would have to squeeze by that spot. Petrow even made sure he had a seat open on both sides of him. One was obviously for Trestan, and the young smith guessed the other was in the hopes of one of the strangers stopping there for a drink. The bar was crowded. The odds favored someone looking for a drink stepping up to the bar next to them, especially after coming downstairs from a room. Many times a female guest would brush against the young men while ordering a drink and a pleasant conversation would start.

The young smith sat down next to the village handyman, noting his blue-eyed friend wore a big smile and tried hard to contain laughter. Trestan ordered a drink, whispering to Petrow, “Oh, one day I’ll get you back somehow. Don’t doubt it for one minute. Now wipe that smile off your face and let me in on anything you’ve seen or heard already.”

“Well, I haven’t seen the dark lady we saw riding in, but this is what I heard so far,” Petrow stated, finally getting control of a straight face. “The lady rider has ventured down to the common room a few times, glanced around for a bit, and then went back up to her room. Her room faces the street out front, and she’s been seen looking out the window quite often. She hasn’t been down since the other three arrived, all of whom look to be adventurers as well from what I’ve seen. The men around the bar here were also quite taken in by her good looks, but I’m hoping she finds this empty chair next to me. It’s been a good spot in the past.”

Petrow continued after taking a swig. “I saw the other three nonetheless, and one of them must have been hit with the ugly stick. They weren’t a pretty spectacle, however; you’ve been the only thing worth a good laugh so far.” Trestan rolled his eyes again, noting the occasional comments regarding him were still being whispered in parts of the room. Petrow continued, “Those three weren’t kind at all, though one spoke eloquently enough. I guess I’ll describe him first. He must be a magic user. He had a decorated staff, several pouches attached to his belt, a bandolier and a simple dagger. No armor either, just robes. Full-blooded elf, I think. Wiry fellow, but his eyes…looking into his eyes for a short period is like looking into something forbidden. We had brief eye contact, and I found myself quickly averting my eyes. Oh, and silver-colored hair too, long and braided like a girl.”

Trestan interrupted, “That doesn’t sound like the one hit by the ugly stick.”

“Nay, I’m saving that one for last,” the smith grunted as his friend continued. “The one I could tell was human also didn’t wear any armor. In fact, his silk shirt opened wide at the chest. Yellowish skin, slanted eyes, maybe Tariykan or such. Held a strange weapon, a handle and bent blade, with a length of chain wrapped around the handle. He sort of glided across the floor, more like some kind of graceful dance than a walk.”

“Ok, ok…tell me about the ugly one! Father said one wore horns or something, was that him?”

Petrow took another drink before he talked again. “Aye, that odd one, most likely to scare you to death in a dark alley. A cloak covered most of his face and body. There was a lot of him that needed covering as well! Probably stood over eight feet tall and bent over to walk through the door. Biggest axe you ever saw on his back! I couldn’t tell you whether his bull-like horns are from a helmet or if he really has horns on his head, the cloak partly covered them. He gave me the shivers.”

The smith also took a drink and confronted his friend, “Wait a moment, you are talking about this being an ugly one, and you didn’t even see his face?”

“I didn’t need to see it! Even when they walked by me to go upstairs I got the impression I better not take a peek either. I kept my eyes on the bar and pretended I wasn’t even noticing them. But that one was tall, and he reeked. He had a musky smell, if nothing else he needed a proper bath. Why was he all covered up? If you ask me he’s probably an ugly sight to behold. I could see one set of fingers as he held his cloak. Dark skin color, thicker fingers than a human. By the way, those fellers didn’t stay upstairs for long before coming back down. Both times that they walked through this common room the conversation took a dive only to liven up afterwards. So, despite the late hour they are back out on the streets for some reason.”

Trestan got few more details from Petrow, but only guesses about where the adventurers were going or why they here. The two parties had stayed separate, and none of the outsiders had talked any more than necessary. Noting the two sets of adventurers both came from the south caused rumors. Then again, there really were only two directions anyone came from in order to arrive in the village, unless they stumbled out of the wilds. As the two young friends socialized over drinks, Trestan noticed a figure creeping down the stairs.

*

*

*

*

*

The lady rider stood on the lower steps of the stairs, only a few steps away from their spot at the bar. The two young friends usually heard creaking stairs when someone came down to the commons area, despite the other distracting noises from the other patrons. The lone adventuress had snuck down to the very bottom without making a sound and was surveying the common room. The seriousness of her gaze betrayed strong determination to find someone…or something? Trestan gave Petrow a slight nudge. The young jack-of-all-trades took up the hint and turned to view the stairs.
She wore no helmet now, thus offering the first good view of her head and face. The two young men sat transfixed in order to drink in her image: raven black tresses, searching green eyes, and the slightly angular face and ears betraying elvish blood. She wore the same dark leather, form-fitting armor. It could do more than just protect her, possibly tempt or distract men by hinting at a very fine feminine anatomy underneath. The silver-tinged rapier hung at her side, and the polished basket of the hilt reflected a dance of candle lights. In Troutbrook, no restrictions were placed on personal arms or armor, for one was expected the right to defend themselves. The weapon drew more attention from Trestan than it did from Petrow, as the smith studied the work and care that had gone into it. Some creatures of myth could only be slain by weapons of silver; few people but nobles and adventurers actually had the money and reason to buy such a weapon. Now that the men had a closer look, Trestan also noticed the pommel of her sword was shaped as the head of a hunting cat baring its teeth. The rapier displayed grace and danger, a trait it shared with its eye-catching wielder. For a long breath the young men sat entranced at her face and figure. The beauty of the prettiest local girls seemed rather homely in the face of this unknown, dangerous and exotic woman of adventure. At some point as they studied her, they realized she studied them as well. Her eyes fixed on them, without any visible offense at their stares. Instead, she unexpectedly turned her lips into a smile and approached. The dark lady took the open seat next to Petrow for herself, but said nothing. It played like a game. The adventuress sat there smiling quietly, waiting for them to initiate the first words. Trestan wouldn’t have been surprised if she planned to sit there in silence for some time waiting for them to open their mouths.

Petrow bravely seized his chance to impress her. His hands gestured openly in friendship, putting his best charm into his voice. “Greetings fair maiden, you must have traveled far. Let the dust of the road be washed away by the fine vintages we might offer you here. As two of the members of the village’s appointed welcoming group, I invite you to have fun and share tales whilst you visit our town.”

Her smile widened as she responded. Her voice proved teasingly pleasant, though this was no maiden tittering with girlish laughter. Trestan heard something in her tone that suggested she could sweet talk one minute and give iron commands in the next breath. She spoke with a warm and confidant nature, “Pleasant evening to you, good sirs. It is a delight indeed to dwell with some cheery company after riding the miles to get here. You are the welcoming group you say? Are you here to tend to my needs and make me feel at home?”

Petrow nodded, “Aye fine lady, we are yours to serve.”

Her expression changed to amusement. “Well, good sirs, I’m surprised this small village can afford the eighteen of them that have greeted me so far.”

The sound of Trestan actually snorting in laughter quickly deflated Petrow’s smile. Petrow tried his best to humbly nod defeat to the traveler, then tried to keep the conversation flowing. “Nevertheless, we are at your disposal. Indulge us with a tale or two and we shall share some tales of our own. May we get you a drink and hear what brings you through our quiet town?”

“I’m wondering if you saw the other travelers in the village. They might have entered here earlier by the sound of it. Allow me to buy you the drinks in appreciation for being my eyes and ears.”

Petrow and Trestan preferred the gentlemanly role, but the strange lady favored some of the finer vintages and actually had the silver to pay for it. The bartender had a few dusty bottles of renowned wines aging on his shelf, having seen many a night without a traveler having the taste or money to spend on them. The two young men knew of them and had wondered what their taste might be like, and before they realized it the lady specifically called for one of those rare bottles. Trestan savored his first taste of really good wine, and he didn’t even know the name of this traveler who so freely gave to a couple of young strangers. It was past time that proper introductions should be made.

“My thanks, milady. My name is Trestan Karok and this is my friend, Petrow. Both born and raised here, yet never have we enjoyed such a sweet drink and generous company. May we have the pleasure of knowing who to thank for the fine drink?”

She brushed her hair back from her alluring green eyes, nestling the strands behind her slightly pointed ears. “My name is Katressa Bilil, though many call me Cat.” Trestan self-consciously glanced at the rapier’s pommel as she answered. The growling lion stared back at him. She caught his glance. “Aye, I do admire wild hunting cats. The sword was custom made for me.”

Trestan was leaning against Petrow to hear their guest over the other noises in the common room. Petrow was actually a little jealous, but Trestan and he always competed for the attractive ladies. Petrow decided to steal the conversation to a different topic, one that would put him back in the spotlight with this lady adventuress. “You wanted to know about any strangers? Well, it just so happens that three others entered the village this day and are staying here. They checked in and went up to their rooms, but then came back down and went back into the street. I haven’t seen them coming or going for some time now.”

A puzzled look came over her expression. “Only three? I seek four: two males, a woman, and a…an ‘It’?”

Petrow and Trestan almost felt the room get colder when she described one as ‘It’. They looked at Cat in their own puzzled expressions, but she waited patiently for them to respond. The village handyman ventured a better description of the group, “We saw an elf male, a human male, and…a horned ‘It’, but nay woman. Other than you that is, though lovely swordmaidens as fine as you seldom graces these parts.”

Katressa laughed again. The young men certainly enjoyed her company. She smiled easily, presented a fine sight to the eyes, and seemed more social than they would have guessed earlier. “You never quit, do you Petrow? The woman I speak off wears armor much darker than mine.” Cat’s visage turned serious as she continued, “You’ll know her when you see her cold eyes and dismally decorated armor. But you’ve told me what I needed to know already. So, as the latest welcoming committee to have an interest in my welfare here, tell me a bit about the village and the area.”

The young men looked at each other with a smile. Certainly this would be an entertaining night! They didn’t know why she shadowed this group, and from what little they knew it sounded dangerous to mess in anyone’s business. Nevertheless, they lost themselves in the fun of the moment. Katressa stayed and chatted for a decent part of the evening. She even favored that they call her Cat. She warmed up to them, and they stayed glued to her every word. They found out she was indeed a half-elf, and from her stories of far-off places it was obvious she traveled a lot. She told them more than they had ever known about the city of Kashmer to the north. Although it was considered the ruling capital of their lands neither young man had ever been there. The port city of Kashmer had its own king and government; it also exercised some rule over the nearby towns and villages in an agreement that satisfied mutual protection and strengthened trade. Troutbrook generally earned much from caravans, while the military arm of the city protected the borders of the civilized areas from less friendly inhabitants. The two young men heard about other kingdoms and cities as well, including elvish lands they didn’t know existed. Sometimes the conversation blended with jokes, disagreements on whether the drinks they had went better with crackers or bread, and sometimes they seemed to laugh over nothing. The two young men didn’t find out much more about why she traveled or what kind of life she lived. Trestan and Petrow enjoyed simply talking with her.

*

*

*

*

*

The jovial mood soured immediately when the inn door thrust aside. It slammed open against the wall with enough clatter to wake anyone sleeping in the upstairs guest rooms. The exchange of conversations in the common room abruptly silenced. Raised eyebrows jerked towards the door. Three adventurers loomed outside, but one, “It”, filled the opening of the doorway. The cloaked giant strode past the comparatively small doorframe while bending over, and even once inside it almost brushed the ceiling as it straightened to full height. Trestan couldn’t take his eyes off the peculiar horns coming out of the sides of the cloak hood. Each horn stretched easily as long as a short sword, sporting several notches along their yellowish lengths. The face remained hidden, though the cloak hood scanned the room. Petrow was right, the biggest axe Trestan ever laid eyes on hung from its back. It stopped and stared in Trestan’s direction, and the young smith averted his eyes in a hurry. Only after it moved again did he venture a peek from beneath his brows. The elf and human followed the tall one to a table not far from the entry. The three strangers appeared calm and casual despite the silence. Petrow’s descriptions didn’t do justice to their real appearance. The elf and human had spent a fair amount of coin on their wardrobe. The elf’s yellow eyes swept across the room and took note of everything. He did have the look of a spellcaster about him, complete with decorated staff and pouches of mysterious contents on his belt. The human definitely bore Tariykan lineage, wearing silk garments adorned with designs. The tension ended when the elf snapped his fingers and ordered a simple soup and bread for him and his companions. The serving people, all family that owned the inn, moved to fulfill the request as the conversations began to start anew. Voices remained hushed compared to before, and many eyes lingered on the three strangers whenever a subtle glimpse seemed possible.

Trestan and Petrow talked quietly, barely murmuring between themselves and Cat. She acted more aloof compared to the fun, easy-going spirit displayed earlier. She only nodded to their comments and didn’t respond back. Her emerald eyes observed the three over the rim of her glass, displaying no clue as to her thoughts. In that moment, she seemed every bit a crouched hunting cat, watching her prey. Trestan could not help but glance at the band of three often. Adventurers were usually sources of entertainment. It wasn’t they were required to be social, but usually such people tended to be more boisterous. These three acted different, separating themselves from the lesser people with looks and actions. Aside from the fact they ate in the Inn’s common room, they seemed as eccentric as visiting nobility. Trestan noted with alarm that in the midst of the strangers’ conversation they threw looks towards his end of the bar. The young smith wondered if his stares had been that rude. Without warning or provocation, the big one stood up and turned towards him. The elf and human stopped eating and stared in the smith’s direction. Slowly and powerfully ‘It’ rumbled to the end of the bar. The young smith heard Cat set her glass down with a loud clink. One hand dropped out of sight, possibly to the hilt of the rapier she carried. Trestan realized it wasn’t his stares, but something about the adventuress that drew the ire of the three. He and Petrow were probably sitting in the worst spot at that moment.

Trestan kept his face down and tried to remain calm; however, looking downward as he was he confirmed the creature was definitely not human. As it walked, the cloak slipped upwards enough to reveal cloven hooves instead of boots. The cloaked one stopped near them. Trestan could have tried to get a look at his face, but his fear overruled curiosity. That musky smell reached him for the first time and he grimaced. It was as bad as the smell of an animal that recently died. The common room of the inn went silent.
In a deep guttural voice, mixed with some grunts, ‘It’ spoke to Katressa, “Why do you choose to follow us? Poking into other people’s affairs is not only rude, it is unhealthy.”

Cat calmly sipped her drink with her left hand, while her right stayed out of sight and hidden behind Petrow. If the woman was afraid, she hid it well. Nevertheless, Trestan could visualize her right hand poised to draw the silver rapier. “Oh, Bortun, I could claim you were following me. I arrived here at midday, long before your group rode into the village. I am a free, traveling spirit. After seeing how your group acted two days ago in that other town, I’m surprised you have the gall to call me rude.”

The tall figure, Bortun, tossed his cloak wide open. Others in the tavern cursed and stepped back. The two young men could swear that he grew another foot even as his true nature was revealed. Bortun was physically a man over only a small portion of his body. Muscles bunched up on leathery arms.  Large animal-like legs ended in the cloven hooves Trestan had glimpsed. Armor composed of animal hides provided cover over hairy skin that looked just as tough. The short brown fur covering much of his upper body was nothing compared to his head and face. Bortun was a minotaur: a half-bull, half-man abomination. Steer’s horns protruded from the sides of his bullish head. The creature’s eyes appeared like inky black pools, and animal grunts issued from his throat. The other folk scattered about the tables in the common room stared wide-eyed. The minotaur moved closer to the much smaller half-elf. She didn’t flinch, not even when that gruesome snout exhaled a blast of air in her face. “Small fool, we like to keep our business to ourselves. What right do you have to watch our every move?”

The elf companion of the minotaur voiced his own opinion, “It is obvious. The way she dresses, the way she moves, her quiet and inquisitive demeanor, and her disarming smile give her away.”

Although the elf did not speak loudly, his voice carried over the hush in the room. “My name is Revwar. My poor, cursed friend over there is Bortun. My other friend at the table here is Loung Chao, from far off Tariyka. We are adventurers, and we’d like to keep to ourselves. We may not be the strongest on social graces but we pay well for food and drink, and then we move on the next day. I’d be more worried about this lone traveler in your midst. She follows us whether she admits it or not. The only real motive that presents itself in my mind is a rather lucrative robbery if we let down our guard. I would keep a close eye on your purses.”

Katressa was about to make a reply of her own, but Petrow cut her off. Even to Trestan’s surprise, the handyman rebuked the elf’s insult upon the half-elf’s character, despite the intimidating minotaur standing over them. “She didn’t come in here laying down accusations, sir! It doesn’t sound like she has done anything to you, so don’t be labeling her a thief in public without proof.”

Trestan felt Petrow was going too far in trying to impress a woman. His friend’s rash actions might well be more than either of the friends had bargained. The group of visitors to the inn had probably fought for their lives and knew how to defend themselves well. Their unfriendly appearance suggested they wouldn’t shy away from starting a fight. The expression on Cat’s face suggested she didn’t welcome Petrow’s intervention on her behalf. Trestan placed a restraining hand on his friend’s shoulder, and gave him a warning glare.
Cat spoke next, “I assure you I am also an adventurer that sometimes likes to keep to myself. I won’t have any reason to interfere with your journey, as long as you don’t interfere with mine. Why would I attempt to incite your wrath after seeing the amusing way you dealt with that dwarf? Leave me be and we won’t have a problem down the road.”

Bortun actually stepped closer and flexed his arms a bit. The creature had the look of wrath in its eyes, betraying his eagerness to trade more than words. Revwar called him back, “It is not in our best interests to cause any problems here, Bortun. We shall let the young lady go on her way. If she misbehaves, I am sure some misfortune will befall her soon enough. I think it’s time to retire for the night.”

Revwar and Loung Chao left their unfinished meal and proceeded to the stairs. The minotaur did not back down easy, nor lower its muscular arms until after snorting a blast of fetid breath in their direction. Bortun brushed hard against the half-elf as he went by. For a moment she seemed to loosen the rapier from her scabbard, but she calmed down and let the unwanted contact go unanswered. Bortun had probably hoped to provoke a response. She disappointed him by remaining calm as he lumbered past, finding the willpower to turn away from him and take another sip of her drink. The stair boards groaned heavily as the abomination climbed them. His two companions followed. Revwar briefly paused at the top of the stairs and looked back at the half-elf. “We ride to Kashmer in the morning, see that you don’t infringe upon our privacy again.”

Katressa waited until the room’s conversation levels had resumed before she downed the remainder of her drink. Trestan and Petrow looked at their drinking companion in silence. Neither young man knew what to say after such a tense encounter.

“Well, wherever they are going next, it sure isn’t Kashmer.” Turning to Petrow, she smiled, “I thank you for sticking up for a stranger, but its best not to get those three upset. I’m still wondering where their fourth companion went. I bid you both a good night. Perhaps we shall meet again in the morning.”

Katressa “Cat” Bilil then turned back to the staircase and headed up to her own room. Her footsteps left no noise on the aged stairs. She left a lot of unanswered questions behind her.

*

*

*

*

*

The night deepened until the inn was empty of its drinking crowd, and the pub’s drinking crowd was falling off of their chairs. Most of the good village folk snuggled in beds. Lanterns lit parts of the street and the southern bridge, but few figures moved about. Troutbrook quietly surrendered to peaceful slumber.

On the same side of the main street, south of the church and the inn, Troutbrook’s second largest house, (slightly smaller than Priest Gerloch’s), still had candles lit and an occupant moving about. Inside, Sir Wilhelm Jareth stirred a hot cup of tea. He then took it and another cup into his upstairs common room. At different times it could be a meditation chamber or a reception room for guests, but above all it was the heart of his home. His suit of armor stood supported on a stand on one side of the room. Under his roof he wore plain-looking clothes of good quality. The elvish sword occupied a mantle of honor over the hearth. The hearth retained only embers; candles provided illumination for the room. Tables and shelves displayed many odds and ends discovered during the old warrior’s career, though of some he never spoke. Sir Wilhelm set the cups of tea nearby, and gently reached out to wake his friend.

“Trestan, you seem to have fallen asleep. Wake up and share some hot tea with me, and then off to bed in your own home.”

Trestan yawned and stretched. He blushed but accepted the tea gratefully. “I’m sorry; it was such a long day. What were we talking about?”

Sir Wilhelm chuckled. “You asked me if I wouldn’t mind a little sparring session to practice your sword skills. Of all things, you yearned for more of a work out while falling asleep in the chair. You didn’t want this day to end.”

Trestan smiled. His quarterstaff and his wooden sword-pole leaned near the chair. He didn’t think he would seriously get in a practice session, but it never hurt to be prepared. Jareth sipped from his own tea and took a comfortable chair nearby. “Your father has never mentioned it, but I’m guessing he doesn’t know you have been practicing your skills with a weapon.”

The young man shrugged. “He expects me to know how to use a quarterstaff well enough to protect myself. I don’t let him know I’ve actually tried practicing with a sword, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he knew. He’s seen me wield swords that we forged together, but I have to treat them carefully and proper so as not to tarnish or nick them. But, all boys practice like they have a real sword right? I can remember when I was younger; Petrow and I sometimes knocked our brains out with our wooden ones!”

Sir Wilhelm chuckled at some recollection. “I remember the time you two fought on that bridge for over an hour. Smacked your heads around enough you both walked off complaining of headaches. A few bruises too, I recall.”

The young smith laughed at the memory. They sat quietly chuckling for a bit longer before Jareth switched the subject. Sir Wilhelm went back to an earlier conversation. “So, what did you think about those strangers in the inn? Not just the three at the table, but the woman also.”

Trestan thought about it for a moment. “It’s hard to know someone when you have only just met them. Cat seemed nice and fun, but I can see where she might be a thief. I wonder why she followed them, if she did indeed follow them. The minotaur scared me to the bone, but I guess that’s a normal reaction. I’ve never seen a creature like that before. The other two, well…they also felt intimidating but I couldn’t tell you if they were bad or good.”

Jareth nodded. “Good and evil are not always so clear. A person can go from one to the other and thus always be a mix of the two sides. A person may be rather set on one path for most of his life, but any traumatic or frantic moment can make anyone take an action that they can’t undo. In the long run it shapes our lives.”

“But people do tend to follow a course in life right?”

“True,” Sir Wilhelm agreed. “Most of life is built on how we react to it. We can choose to let things get us down and think of retribution, or we can choose to ignore the bad and focus on the good. Let’s say you are walking down a trail after a rainfall, and a rider flies by and the hooves kick up mud on you. He might shout an apology as he goes by, or he might not. How does that affect you? Anyone would get a little upset at being soaked in a mud shower, but you knew it could have been accidental that his horse hit a puddle near you at that moment. The rider might be carrying a life-saving message to a far village, or he might be a noble out for a pleasurable ride.”

Sir Wilhelm put his hands out like he was weighing options on a scale. “How you react defines parts of your personality. You can get upset or even beat up the rider if you ever catch him, but he may have friends that will kill you if you did. You can also just go home, take a bath, and laugh over the whole thing. There is not always a right or wrong decision, only how we face life. I tend to prefer the easy way of living. Get over it and move on, unless it is a reoccurring situation that needs to be fixed. In the great scheme of things, it truly does not matter. I fancy that better then some people I have seen who react as if their whole day is ruined because they couldn’t find just the right color of something or some event didn’t go as planned.”

Trestan nodded, “I hope to take life easy as well, though not one that lets important responsibilities pass by.”

Sir Wilhelm spoke again, “People do form patterns on how they choose to deal with stress and bad times. That pattern is how you might be judged by others. People might blame the God of Trickery or someone else, but they are victims of their own temptations and loose morals. A person can always change their course, even if they don’t think they can. So it’s hard to judge someone else because of that. You never know their history either and what kind of life they’ve faced already.”

The young man nodded, then sat back and thought to himself a bit, “I’ve seen lifelong friends that would have an angry incident and suddenly they would never talk to each other again. Stubborn! I guess you get to know people and just accept them for who they are or let them go their own way.”

Jareth agreed. “You never really judge people. You get to know them better, and then you accept them for all their good qualities and faults. That’s a thing about love, you love a person for who they are, and that may include some faults.”

Jareth leaned back farther in his favorite chair. He seemed to laugh at some inside joke before speaking again. “I’m sorry, the whole point was simply that you can never know all about a person in a glance. Here I was asking about the people at the inn, and instead I dragged you into another of my lectures.”

Outside the shuttered window, they heard a dog barking in the alley below. Trestan looked to the older man, “I should be sorry, for keeping you up this late and infringing on your hospitality.”

“Oh nonsense!” Sir Wilhelm glanced towards the window. The dog’s barking became a distraction. The older warrior spoke again, “It is nay bother at all! I have all the time in the world on my hands. I am happy to relax after all the adventures in my life, and spread my wisdom with the younger generation.”

Trestan Karok reached over and patted the strong sword arm of his mentor. “I do like talking to you and hearing your philosophies. It gives me a lot to think on. I do hope to ask more about…”

In mid-sentence Trestan was interrupted by a flash of light beyond the shuttered windows, as if a lightening bolt had struck just outside. The dog in the alley started yipping pitifully. A moment later there was a sudden and final yelp, and the dog’s voice died away completely. The two men sat in silence for a few moments listening to the outside noises. The only thing they made out was the sound of someone running.

“What was that?” whispered Trestan. The young man looked to his mentor with wide eyes, but Jareth seemed just as confused.

Sir Wilhelm set his cup down and crept towards the window. “Blow out the candles.”

Trestan snuffed the candles, while Jareth worked at the shutter latches. Most of the light now came from moon and starlight through the opening window. Sir Wilhelm looked upon the alley below, taking every bit of care to move quietly. The old warrior gazed out, but his ensuing reaction surprised Trestan. He withdrew to a crouch behind the window’s lower frame. Only his eyes peeked over the window ledge at the scene below. Whatever he had seen, the man did not wish to be spotted observing the alley below.

Sir Wilhelm turned to the young man. The look on his face, backlit by the window, revealed worry. “Something burned the dog. When that didn’t kill it, someone hit it awfully hard with an edged weapon. Foul deeds are at work outside. I don’t see anyone down there, but I can’t really see the street from here.”

It didn’t take long for Sir Wilhelm to decide upon a course of action. Trestan saw the firmness in his stride and purpose as he moved. The older man walked across the room and snapped his sword and scabbard up from its resting place over the mantle. He glanced back at his armor stand, momentarily considering it. The metal and chain protection would take time to don properly.

He whispered, “Abriana guide me.”

From outside came new sounds: a few horses riding by at a fast pace. They heard a voice, Sahbin’s, shouting “Hold right there! Stop what you are doing!”

Although Sahbin was the protector of the noble’s daughter, she still held the rank of captain of the guard as well. Whatever the situation, the swordswoman was racing her horse to deal with some perceived threat. Upon hearing the urgent manner of that shout, Sir Wilhelm shook his head, “Nay, not enough time.”

Leaving his armor unattended on its stand, he rushed to the door with only his sword. Due to the way Jareth preferred to swing his elvish sword with both hands, it left him without even a shield for protection. The young smith watched Sir Wilhelm move with some alarm on his own part. Before he knew it, Trestan was jumping to his own feet. He grabbed his staff and tucked his practice sword in his belt. He wasn’t really thinking about what might lie ahead, but he wasn’t about to sit in Jareth’s house and simply wonder what was going on. Both men dashed for the exit, unsure of what awaited outside on the street.
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