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Secret of the New York Caves: Ulentup Explored                                        

Prologue

Ulentup

The land of Ulentup, many Festivals ago, was a peaceful place. Although most of the peoples of the land were unaware of each other, each had a peace to them. The Spirit Brothers of Ulentup, over seen by the Keeper of the land, blended – shawqua meaning host - with the people of Ulentup. The Spirit Brothers blended with the people and helped them with the insight and other gifts the Spirit Brothers had. 

The Spirit Brothers had a tie to the land. Although they had no substance, and could barely be seen by the people as anything more than a ripple of air, they had a feel for the land that they freely shared with the people of the land. They could tell the rains, droughts, and seasonal changes in the weather, and let their shawqua know of what was to come. They knew of the comings and goings of people in the land. Some of the people of the land looked to them as not only Spirits, but almost as gods. 

Trying to convey the purpose of the Keeper, the Spirit Brothers had a hard time just trying to be peers to the people of the land. There were things that people could that the Spirit Brothers couldn’t, as the Spirit Brothers did what people could not.

A time many Festivals ago, a man came from the caves in the Wezton Mountains. This man surpassed people and Spirit Brothers in the ability to do things that neither could do, some even thought of his abilities as being magical.

As this man made his way around the land he collected information on the Spirit Brothers, and the Keeper. This man became known as the Dark One. He only had visions of power and conquest in his mind. His single most purpose was to lord over anyone he could; the Spirit Brothers, the Keeper, the people. 

The Spirit Brothers, with the Keeper, tried to keep as much information away from the Dark One, least they would fall to prey to his desires. The Spirit Brothers and Keeper never saw the impending doom on the horizon. They knew the Dark One was growing stronger in knowledge and abilities, though they didn’t know the extent of his abilities, or exactly how strong he was getting.

The Dark One went throughout the land trying to bring chaos to the confused people, but was unsuccessful because of the efforts of the Spirit Brothers, and Keeper.

The Spirit Brothers were able to keep the people they were with calm, and thinking straight. But the people feared the Dark One nonetheless.

Over the course of five Festivals the dark One grew stronger. He found a huge stone in a square in Syrquanton. As he studied the stone, he found that his powers were greatest when near it. He called a few from the city to him, but the people refused to have anything to do with him.

That was when he discovered he had the power of persuasion. He easily controlled anyone who came within eyeshot of him. Though he found many things he could make the people, the thing he found most helpful was that he could expel a Spirit Brother from it’s shawqua. Leaving the person feeling lonely, abandon and incomplete. 

Slowly over the next couple of Festivals he had gone throughout the land of Garenant expelling the Spirit Brothers to a place not know of by anyone. The Keeper appeared to the Dark One to finally do away with him. He failed.

Barely escaping with his life the Keeper made his way to the Great Pit of Corlilt. He had a peaceful people - the Warbow - help him in constructing a bridge that could span the Great Pit. This was no easy task because the Great Pit was ten leagues wide.

The Warbow made the bridge in dozens of twenty span sections. Using carts they brought their bridge sections to the pit where the Keeper stayed to oversee the bridges construction. The Keeper was not without powers of his own. As the Warbow pieced the bridge together, others from the clan built two massive statues to oversee the entire pit. 

The Keeper used one of the statues as a post to sit atop. As the bridge pieces were assembled, the Keeper used his own power to keep the bridge levitated while it was pushed out over the pit. Because of the bridges massive weight the Keeper couldn’t keep the bridge as taut as he would have liked. A cry went out throughout the Warbow to make more sections. The Keeper stayed on his perch for over a dozen sunrises. He was spoon-fed while he sat and meditated on keeping the bridge levitated. 

The Warbow tended to anything, and everything the Keeper needed to keep him where he was, so that the task at hand could be accomplished. Two Warbow were sent to the other side of the great Pit to secure the other end. It was a few more days before the two returned. Once the home end was fastened, the Keeper fell into a deep, deep sleep.

While the Keeper was in this coma-like state, the Dark One made a visit to the Warbow and found out about the bridge. The Warbow tried to stop him but found the he had banished their Spirit Brothers from them, leaving them helpless to stop him.

With the Warbow out of his way he set out to find the Keeper. As he made his way to the Great Pit Corlilt. He could see the massive statues in the distance. Like a beacon the statues marked the place where the Keeper lay cataleptic.

The Dark One looking to dispose of the Keeper once and for all threw him into the Great Pit. But even before the bridge was built the Keeper set a spell down into the pit keeping him from falling to the bottom of the pit. However when he was tossed into the pit the Dark One set his own spell over the pit to keep anything that fell in, in. The Keeper would be imprisoned in the pit until the day five outlanders would come and lay their hands on the Great Stone of Syrquanton freeing the Keeper, and the Spirit Brothers that were banished from Garenant.

However, before the last of the Spirit Brothers were cast out of the land of Garenant, they had their shawqua write many messages to be spread across the land, so that if these five outworlders were to be found, they could be guided to Syrquanton, and the Great Stone. 

Festival after Festival went by; the outlanders never came. The Spirit Brothers were never able to pass the Bridge of Corlilt, because of another spell set by the Dark One. 

Long after the Dark One had left the land, the spells set by him were in tact until the outlanders could come to break his spells. The only reason they could do what the people could not was because these outlanders came from the same land as the Dark One. Unlike the Dark One though, these from his land were not prophesied to be evil but to be liberators of the Spirit Brothers, the Keeper, and the people of Garenant. The legend told said that the out landers came from an unknown land; a land known as New York.

A New Beginning

Although he felt a little sluggish Sam felt remarkably well for what he could remember from the night before. He very vividly remembered being attacked by a Buk Lor; a large sloth looking creature, with long teeth and longer spikes for claws on all four huge paws. Unlike the sloth, this creature was quick. He remembered that John was able to see it above them and warned them against being surprised. Weather he was surprised or not he took the initial impact of the attack; first attacked to be exact, despite the warning. He looked up just in time to see the monster dive right on top of him. He could still see the creature’s eye as they stared at his right to the moment of impact.

Sam sat up and rotated his sore, but usable arms, legs, and body. He felt like he just did five rounds with a heavyweight boxer, not even getting off one shot at his opponent.

He then went over to the fire pit quietly, so as not to bother any of the others. He had no idea what they must have gone through with the Buk Lor. They were probably dog-tired, but they apparently prevailed. They were all breathing. That brought great relief to him to see that his friends were still alive. He didn’t know much about the Buk-lor, but he had heard of them, and he knew they weren’t anything to screw around with. No one has that he knew of.

Pulling out a water skin, very small saucepan – it held about four cups of water - and a jar from John’s backpack. He put water in the pan, and when it began to boil he added two hefty pinches of dried, crushed, tealeaves. He was so used to drinking this tea he forgot what it was like to drink the processed tea back home. He never was much of a tea drinker; nor a coffee drinker for that matter. He was a cool aid man. Cool aid, he thought to himself. I wonder if I can remember what grape or cherry is like. All the berry drinks he had had since he came to Ulentup, tasted like fruit punch, or fermented fruit punch. Nothing he had run into yet resembled anything from back home. He just shook his head and returned to what he was doing. 

After all the time spent in this land he learned to put certain thoughts out of his head with the help of his Brother. And the longer he was here he let go of home a little each day. Those were the thoughts he learned to put away easily. He knew of selective memory, but never understood it until now.

It wasn’t long after he started making the tea when Ferd awoke. The friendly Grandal asked if he was all right. He went over and said his good mornings to the others that were getting up, then went over to one of the knapsacks and pulled out a few slices of jerky they had collected before leaving Baldon the last Spirit Brothers’ village. The people of Baldon had given them a great deal of provisions, almost too much to carry. But without exactly knowing how far their trip was going to be, they carried just enough to last long enough for a one-week trip. 

Within a half an hour after Sam awoke, the whole gang was up and grabbing a quick bite to eat before heading on. The conversation was light, but the others filled Sam on with what happened after he was attacked.  Sam looked a little queasy over the whole story, but he pulled himself together shortly after the tale was finished. 

“I still can’t believe you guys took on that beast with little to no damage to yourselves.” Sam told the group. He went on to tell the about what little he knew of the Buk-lor. The others having dispatched the beast somewhat easily was surprised to hear that the beast they killed earlier were that vicious.

“Well, even though the warning was a little late for you,” Randy started to tell Sam. “We had time to get our shit together while the thing was on you.”

This little bit of information didn’t help Sam’s feelings of inadequacy. To be knocked out of a fight before ever getting off a shot just felt wrong. Well there is nothing he can do about it now. He tried to put it out of his head. 

Even though the sun had probably been up for an hour or so, the light was just starting to brighten up the woods they were in. They had a long day ahead. John asked if he could have a minute to himself before they all headed out. Fears and anxiety were strong in him. Normally the Spirit Brother that was with him suppressed these fears, but he felt danger with every thought. He had to clear his mind of the stress that infiltrated him. 

John walked about fifteen feet away from the camp and sat down against a tree. Closing his eyes he dug deep into his mind, and found the connection with the Spirit inside. He had just begun to realize that his Spirit Brother never really imposed on him. He had finally realized that the Brother was an aid to be invoked. This wasn’t to say that he couldn’t get impressions from it. 

“What a relief” John thought.

The Spirit of John’s worked with him to get himself back to a level head. The whole meditation took about twenty minutes, but when John opened his eyes he felt a new sense of strength; an optimism; a security. Relief. He knew a little more about where they were headed, and the trip there, but he wasn’t worrying over it anymore. He was sure things would be all right. He didn’t know how, he just knew. 

This thing about being one with a Spirit still spooked him a little but he was getting used to it slowly over time. He had been lost in this land –Ulentup, he found from the Grandal- for about a week.

He remembered someone telling him that they would be to the next village in a day or two. John figured another day or two longer. The Spirit with John wasn’t as old or experienced as the other Spirit Brothers within the others. So, other than the gifted insight and a feeling of peace, his Spirit was too inexperienced to do much for him. He was surprised that the others didn’t know much about their Spirits. Then again it really hadn’t come up in conversation. So he didn’t really know what the others knew about their Spirits. Or how they interacted with them. John was sure it would be a great conversation some day. He just didn’t figure that today would be that day.

On his way back to camp he drew a mental map of the trip to come. He knew they would be entering the forest again. The wooded area around the village of Bolden was made up of primarily smaller trees. The bigger trees wouldn’t make their appearance for about a half a mile, but it would be well before they cross a decent sized river. The Spirit wasn’t sure if there was a bridge over the river, but it knew the river was somewhere between where they were and where they were going. 

That was a lot of help, John thought to himself.

Getting used to sharing ones self with another like this was strange to them, but for what John understood you adapt quick to this strangeness.  The others had? Hadn’t they?

With little said, everyone just started to pick up things to carry. Everyone seemed to share the load equally. Then again everything was separated equally. The ground had been harder than John remembered it being in the forest of trees; even if they were just the smaller ones. 

It didn’t take long after they started before the landscape changed. There were some scattered boulders, but the path itself was very clear, and wide. The vegetation to either side was moderately thick, not so thick as not to be able to see through it, but thick enough to make walking through it difficult. John kind of looked forward to seeing the mammoth trees again. The underbrush wasn’t as thick under them.

Sam took the point, with Ferd right next to him. Sam knew where he was going and Ferd was proficient with weapons, he carried little so as to get to his weapons quickly. The group had no qualms about letting Ferd carry a light load, in favor of defense. John and Randy were next, each with a spear in one hand and tackle in the other, and with packs on their backs. 

Hanging over their shoulders like ammo clips, they had over a hundred darts and ten daggers split between them. All thanks to the friendly village of Baldon, and its people. More thanks actually to the leader they exposed and deposed. They found out when they left that who they thought was the leader in fact wasn’t. He was running interference so that the real leader, a Baggert, and his entourage could make their escape. 

Those who were ruling had a cache of weapons for them to choose from. Darts and blowguns. Spears, and all kinds of knives. The group had been very surprised at how the metal of the knives had been worked. None of them recalled any village that they had been through that could forge metals. Gold, yes, for jewelry, it was a soft metal and could be worked easily. But the knives were of a steel like material.

The gang all knew they would return to the village to help them get started, and organized as a society, but John had the funny feeling that the people of Baldon would have something, though small, going in way of organization by the time they returned. The whole group felt bad for the people. They had been entranced for so long they barely knew how to fend for themselves, let alone think for themselves. And it didn’t help that the Spirits of the village didn’t merge with the inhabitants to stop what was going on.

The people there did seem a little brain dead or some would call almost catatonic; an after effect of the hypnotic spell they were all under.  The gang left the village as it’s liberators and were begged to stay and help them get restarted in setting them right, but the guys had other things of a more pressing nature, like getting home, but they knew they would return, just because it was in their nature to help others. Besides they would have to go through Baldon to get back to Faminty to drop off Ferd.

When John met the Grandal, he had herd that the counsel of the Spirit Brothers could instruct him on how to leave the land. Ferd and his people being without the guidance of the Spirit Brothers, wanted to bring their guidance back to the Grandal. Hence Ferd’s presence.

While with the Grandal, John met Randy. He had been lost in this ‘land of the lost’ for just over a month. That would be a month too long, John thought to himself.

So far on the journey to meet with these Spirit Brothers, John had met a kid of about eighteen, Ralph. He had been lost in this land for over seven years; but he died at the hands of a brutal Baggert. Sacrificed like a lamb at the slaughter. John still had trouble getting the horrific thoughts and images from his mind. But he would never fully forget the brutality.

After getting away from there, with the help of Ferd, they had found the second of the three Spirit Brothers communities. There they liberated the town from a fascist; another Baggert - greedy but not vicious; well not directly - met Sam and Louis, and with their help woke the town up out of their dazed existence. Held in a state of hypnosis by an orb of some sort that put out an energy that held the inhabitants of the village senseless, and open to suggestion from the Baggert. And finally here they were, realistically at least two to four days away from their objective. The Spirit Brothers village of Phenal. There they would find out what they would have to do to get home. God, they hoped so. Home weighed on all their minds, but they didn’t talk much about it. John figured that is their way to keep their homesickness at bay.

The trip to the river was semi-uneventful. They weren’t attacked or anything, and the surrounding flora were simply awe-inspiring. They all slowed their pace in order to gaze at the massive trees, elegant flowers, giant mushrooms, ferns and other tropical undergrowth. John had always pictured a dinosaur coming through this ‘Jurassic park’. None came. But he still looked for them. The others thought his imagination was getting the best of him, but they could see where he was coming from. They too could see the Jurassic side of the forest as well.

All of the guys had found out the hard way that not all of the evil critters around them were hideous, or repulsive, or big for that matter. The danger lay in the quiet hands of little furry creatures with poison oil on their fur, and razor teeth. There were deadly spiders the size of the head of a pin. Thank God they lived like an ant colony, they stuck close to there home and weren’t found straying far from their nests. Heaven help anyone who fell into one of their nests. They made army ant colonies look like pleasure group.

Much of the flora, most were surprised to find, was edible; although much of it tasted like plain grass. The Spirit in each of them knew what was good and what wasn’t. These Spirits acted as a kind of conscience, maybe subconscious; they just knew. 

It was hard to tell what was instinct and what was the Spirits’ guidance. John figured that that was what made it so easy to adapt to having them with you. They don’t really get in the way. The weird was just knowing they were ‘there’. But he guessed that that is how you get used to them. They didn’t mean any harm. It is as though they breed just to join and cohabitate with other beings. It was kind of neat anyhow, to John; Just a very little bit weird.
Louis always brought up the rear as they traveled. He had been in this land - now known to John as Ulentup - for almost two years. He said that he traveled extensively, but hadn’t come across anything to write home about until he found Baldon; he stayed there for almost a year. When John, Randy and Ferd showed up he knew it was time to act for the people of Baldon. He had hoped for a long time that a chance would come to help those people get free of their oppressor. Now it was time to focus ahead. The next village; the next step to going home. This was the first time in a while that he let his thoughts drift to home. He had been so homesick at one time that he was making himself sick. Then he ran into his Spirit Brother, or rather it ran into him, just like it did to John. He had felt better about things since. He now saw the beauty of the land he was in. he had seen his share of troubles; he had come across some dangerous creatures that none of the others had even seen yet. Let alone hear of. 

He as well as Randy had crossed that bridge that spanned The Corlilt Pit. He described the pit exactly the same as Randy had. Between there and Baldon, he didn’t run into Azhuer or the Grandal at Faminty. Instead he followed one path that led him straight to Baldon. 

The Oracle And The Prophesy

“Prefect, I have just come back from seeing the Oracle.” The priest, La’vet, reported. The Oracle was an orb about two spans across. Those who visited it and had the proper gift could consult it. Mainly priests. La’vet had been consulting the Oracle about how their land of Garenant would free the Spirit Brother’s of their land. “The news is grave.” He finished with worry in his voice. He was a little worried about how the Prefect was going to take the news.

The prefect dropped his head. He had always doubted the Oracle. Only a priest could meet with the Oracle, and he was definitely not a priest. The only information brought to him from the Oracle did nothing to help him lead his people. But, the priests played a significant part in Syrquanton. The people were superstitious. The prefect had always wondered how such intelligent and strong people could be so superstitious, but all he had to do was play along with it; it kept the people happy. 

The prefect led his people well and it was all because of the fact that he held a sympathetic ear to the people. If La’vet was right about the Oracle and what was to come, it could only help. He knew of the Spirit Brothers and how they helped the people. It was up to him to help the priests in their quest.

“Does it have to do with the outlanders?” The prefect had first heard of the outlanders a week ago. In that week he got reports that the outlanders were finding each other, and that they would be trying to get home; wherever that was. They had been called outlanders because they were known not to come from Ulentup. That was an oddity in itself.

“Bring me up to speed, please.” The prefect sat back and folded his hands over his stomach, and looked right at the priest with intent in his eyes.

“Well, as you know the two that left the Grandal had made it to Baldon. Then, they, with two other outlanders deposed the Baggert that lead the village. He slipped out of the village while the outlanders were battling one they thought was the leader. It was understood that he was hard on the villagers, and led them by keeping them under a spell, by using an Orb of Obedience on the villagers.”

“The outlanders?” The prefect asked with restrained patients. “What of the outlanders?” He put on a slight smile to show that wasn’t getting annoyed with the story, but just wanted to stay with the outlanders.

“Oh. Well, the outlanders – well, the four of them with the Grandal headed to Phenal. The prediction from the Oracle; Well, they had made it to Phenal, and they have found the fifth.” the priest took a second to take a breath, and see if there would be a reaction to the news so far. “They will be instructed to find Brenton Mol; you remember him, don’t you. He passed through here a few years ago.”

“Yes, I remember him. Is he doing well?” The prefect liked Brenton. He nor the priests understood how Brenton got over into Lanentant. He was given directions to take him to the Vacik. They knew that the Vacik could give him the directions home. Maybe he was sent over there by the Vacik.

“They will met up with Brenton, and they will on their way back to Bolden to help the villagers get back on their feet.” The priest took a couple of breaths. “They are supposed to go back to Faminty; home of the Grandal. Then they have instructions to see the Vacik for directions to their way home.”

“Was there nothing of them coming here?” The prefect asked.

“Nothing.” Was the answer.

“According to legend they have to come here.” The prefect stated. The legend was, that each of the two lands of Ulentup had their own Spirit Brothers. Garenant lost their Brothers about fifty Festivals ago. The prefect was five years till berth. It was said that there was a priest with powers never seen before. He tried to take over the land east of the great rivers. He couldn’t do it with the Brothers roaming free, so he developed a spell that entrapped the entire Spirit Brother population. The legend goes on to say the five strangers from another land can free the Brothers. A shrine sits in the middle of the village. There are ten handprints going around the shrine. Five specific outlanders could put their hands on the rock and free the Spirit Brothers of Garenant. They knew that the prints belonged to outlanders because of how unique the handprints were.

“How do we get these outlanders here?” The prefect asked. He was a little upset in ther being no prediction from the Oracle about the outlanders coming to Syrquanton; he knew there was an old legend having them come to his city.

“I say we should send out a group to intercept them and make sure they stop here before going home. Whether they see the Vacik first or not.” The priest was beginning to show a little impatients; wanting this to happen now.

“I sincerely do not think that troops would make a good presence marching across the land. Especially just showing up in Lanentant.” The prefect put his hand to his chin and rubbed it. He had finally come up with a way to relieve himself of legends and rumors for a few weeks. “I suggest that you go and get them yourself.” The priest threw his arms up in protest, then the prefect put his hand out to calm him. “You can take six others with you.” The prefect put a small smile on his face hoping to easy the priests mind.

“I am not in any shape to be traipsing around the land.” The priest tried to protest. When the prefect just sat there and stared at him he began to realize that his protests were going to fall on deaf ears. “I am going to need provisions. And I could use some recommendations about who to take. I am going to need a guide and a couple of people to protect me, or rather the whole group.” The priest dropped his head. He really didn’t like the idea of this trip.

“Think of what it means to get them here.” The prefect stood up and dismissed the priest. You know as well as I that they must get hear, and if the Oracle didn’t mention them getting hear when we know by legend that they are supposed to get hear; then they must be sought and brought here.

The priest left, but the prefect could tell that his leaving was under protest. He just didn’t want to hear any more. He had his doubts and until they were laid to rest, he was going to stand by his beliefs.

Getting out to the main road that ran straight through Syrquanton the priest headed up hill to the right. He reflected on the meeting he just had with the prefect. He knew that the prefect didn’t believe in the Spirit Brothers, let alone the Oracle, or even in the prophecies, though he knew most of them. But to not support the trip to bring back the outlanders. That would be almost blasphemous.

The priest had an idea of whom he would take with him on the trip. One was going to be his best friend, a fellow priest. Ki’tan didn’t look like a priest he stood well over a span high, and was built like a fighter. Ki’tan didn’t believe in violence, but if any broke out, he would be right there to stop it.

The priest also knew of at least two guards that would go with him, they were very sympathetic to his cause; actually to the cause of getting their Spirit Brothers back. It was a cause that the priest believed that all should believe in. 

He began to wonder if there was a difference between the Spirit Brothers of the two lands. By name they were the same, and legends he had heard from Lanentant spoke of the Spirits as being the same. That they were an invisible being that blended with a solid person and worked with them to maintain what would be considered the right. If he remembered correctly the Spirit Brothers had a strong sense of ethics, and that their leadership would help any group of people become prosperous. 

Well, enough daydreaming, the priest admonished himself. He had to get things moving. As he approached the Spirit Hall he saw Ki’tan coming around the corner of the building.

“How did the meeting with the prefect go?” Ki’tan asked. He could tell by the look on the others’ face, that things didn’t go as he may have wanted them to have.

“I am to form a party.” La’vat, the priest said extending his hand to his friend. “I am to take four to six others with me.” The two shook hands. I would really like it if you would come with me. Not only could I use your help in carrying out the prophecies, but your size and strength is sure to prove invaluable as well.”

Ki’tan stood there and stared at the other priest for a good couple of minutes. He had no idea what to think. “I have never left Syrquanton, let alone think of going to any other land.” He extended a hand to his friend to guide him to the front doors to the hall. “Neither of us have any survival skills. Who else are you thinking of asking?”

“I have a few friends that are city guards.” The priest said as they walked through the gold engraved double doors with carvings of mythical beasts on it. “Prophecies say our village has to guide the outlanders here, and the prefect says that it should be me and four to six others.” He sighed a deep breath. “I am very worried about leaving the city. Like you I haven’t left the city before either. That is why I have decided to ask my guard friends. I know they have left the city before and I’m sure they could get us to our destination without harm.”

“Why do they have to be guided hear?” Ki’tan asked. “Aren’t they supposed to just show up here?”

“No,” La’vet went into serious thought, bringing the two of them to a halt. “If you look through the prophesies there is nothing of them coming here.”

“But we need them to free the Spirit Brothers.” The priest stated.

“Again, if you look at the prophecies, there is nothing saying that the Spirit Brothers are ever released.” La’vet put his hands on his friend’s shoulders. “We only know that we need them to touch The Stone to free them. There is no mention of weather they do it or not.”

The Two of them continued on their way with obviously a lot of food for thought.

“Where exactly is our destination?” Ki’tan asked with a quizzical look on his face.

“The Grandal home village of Faminty.” The priest answered. Then offered, “the outlanders will be there in a four or five days, and it will take us about the same amount of time to get there also.”

“What of the Warbow?” This time the look on Ki’tan's face was one of fear and concern. “How close do we get to them on this little trek through the lands of Ulentup?”

“I think that one of the guards I’m thinking of asking to come along, has made it by the Warbow. I’m hoping he can get us through.” The priest put his head down to think over the plan again. Then raised his head. “I believe I can get us to the outlanders. With a bit of help, of course”

“When do we leave; do I dare ask?” asked the priests friend.

“If I get a hold of everyone tonight we might be able to leave as soon as tomorrow morning.” The priest looked back at his friend. He knew that his friend would give it thought but he also knew that his friend wouldn’t let him down.

“That’s a little soon don’t you think?” The response was anticipated.

“We might be able to stretch it to the day after tomorrow, but we have got to leave as soon as possible if we are to meet up with the outworlders, at the appointed time.” La’vat went through the itinerary he had just come up with. The finding of the guards; getting things packed; and getting plenty of rest. The list was flawless. It was just a matter of getting it all together. He couldn’t see any reason that things wouldn’t go as planed. He knew his friends well, and he knew also that he could convince them of the urgency of this trip.

After walking the length of the hundred-span hallway, they came to the point that they had to separate. They each had work to do. Ki’tan had to get together with some others for devotions. La’vet was thinking about going also, but he had enough to do if he was going to get this trip off the ground.

Ki’tan said his see ya laters, and that they would meet back up at late meal. He would probably go to his room and get some things ready for the up coming trip right after devotions. The two priests had been friends since their childhood, when they were given to the forum. They had been dedicated to freeing the Spirit Brothers, and to the people of Garenant. The only thing he didn’t like and shared with his, brother in faith, was that they were not in shape to be trekking long distances let alone another land. He finally felt his years of physical fitness would finally pay off.

Getting his head set on the next task at hand, La’vat wanted to find his friend Si’din he was a palace guard, but he was pretty sure he could let go of his duties if the circumstance called for it, and this trek to get the Spirit Brothers back is a priority all.

He met up with the guard as he was getting off duty. Si’din saw his friend and started to walk over to him.

“Si’din, it is good to see you.” The priest said in a false humility. “How have you been?” the priest put out his hand. Si’din and the priest had known each other for a number of years. They had met at a self-defense group that all youth had to participate in. Both Ki’tan and Si’din helped La’vet along. They had bonded and been friends ever since, the guard taking his path and the priest taking his own.

“Not bad,” he grabbed the hand extended to him. “What do you want?” The guard looked at him with skepticism in his eyes.

“Can’t a friend just stop to say hi to another?” the priest fained ignorance. “I could use your help though. Well, yours and, maybe three or four others. This is if you can make the time. I think you may want to do this though”

“I knew you wanted something.” The guard let go of his friend’s hand, and gestured for him to walk with him. “I could hear it in your voice as soon as the first word came out.”

“Guilty as charged.” He put his hands up. “I am being sent on a quest and I need a guide, a big strong guide.” The two of them started walk down the street to the palace barracks. The guard’s quarters were adjacent to the priest’s quarters. They shared many of the same halls, classes and training facilities.

“Where are you going that you need a guard or two or three or four?” The question was inevitable. “Your talking about filling how many ever positions around the village. Our schedule isn’t as flexible or as forgiving.” The guard felt he might as well let the priest know. He wanted to make sure the priest knew how difficult the request was going to be filled. 

“We need to get to the Grandal home village of Faminty.” The priest began the tale again. “There we are to meet with five outlanders who will come back here with us and free the Spirit Brothers from where ever it is they are being held.”

“My duties do include such protection. I’d be happy to tag along, but getting others to free up their obligations is going to be very difficult” The priest was very surprised the guard would just at this as a great chance. 

“We can get together for late meal over to the hall tonight, and bring the guards you think would best help us.” 

The guard looked back at the priest surprised. “It may take me a little bit to get a hold of the others that you want. I hope your not planning on leaving to awful soon.”

The priest told him that they had a day or two to get all that they could together. He gave the guard his timetable, and explained how he thought things should go in getting everything together.

“I am to take a party of four to six with me. I have two friends and, I can bring up to four guards. We are meeting for dinner to discuss the trip.” The priest sounded like he was imploring him to attend.

“I’ll be there.” The guard replied under breath. “ I have an idea of someone who could help on this trip, and he may know of another. I’ll talk with him before dinner” The guard turned to the barracks. “I’ll meet you at dinner.”

The priest headed back to the priests quarters. He had to find one last friend to come along. He knew Fu’met would come. It was a way to serve the prophets, and he was every bit as loyal of a priest as the La’vet, himself, was. Fu’met knew of all the legends La’vet knew. La’vet only knew more of legends of the Spirit Brothers only because of the path his devotion took him on. He was only one of ten priests devoted to the legends of the Spirit Brothers. The other nine never quite took the legends as he had.

The priest approached the front door to the apartment Fu’met stayed at. He knocked on the door. It took Fu’met a minute to get to the door, and he opened it slowly until he recognized the guest.

“To what do owe this honor?” Fu’met was always a quick witted personally. He had been at the Spirit hall since childhood but was there a few years before La’vat, and his best friend Ki’tan.

“I have an to undertake a quest.” The priest opened with. “I have been instructed to go find the outlanders and bring them here so that they might free out Spirit Brothers.” The priest hated being too direct; it tended to scare off potential help. “I am to take four to six others with me. I have a guard, Si’din, coming and he is bringing another guard, and hopefully a coup of others. I have also asked Ki’tan, and you will make six.”

“I have never been very big on traveling.” Fu’met said. “How far are we going?”

“We will find the outlanders at Faminty. They are in Baldon right now, but will be at the Grandal home village in a four or five days.” The priest started to explain. He was getting a good impression from his friend, that he would be interested in going. “All we have to do is meet them there and then bring them home; I mean back here. You know what the Oracle and the prophets say about these beings being the only way to free the Spirit Brothers of Garenant.”

“I still say were aren’t in any shape to travel that far.” The other priest answered. “ At least you and I aren’t in shape. I know Ki’tan is, and the guards that are going have traveled before, but a trip like this to us could kill us.” He was being a little overdramatic on purpose. He just wanted to get as much reassurance as he could get from the anxious priest.

“A little hard work never hurt anyone.” La’vet began to look a little upset. “Besides if it shows us to be out of shape, it will just show how soft we have become. I really think this trip is going to be fun, and adventurous. We are meeting for late meal in the Hall, if you want to join us just be there for late meal.” He shook his friends hand and turned away from him. “Late meal!” He called back over his shoulder.
Forging The River

Now there was four – five with Ferd - and for being within a hundred miles form each other a week ago, it was fascinating how fate could bring them together like this. Divine intervention, is what John believed. Luck only goes just so far. And they were very lucky. Out of hundreds of miles they find each other like this. John hoped that this would be a good omen.

When they got to within a mile of the river they could hear it’s distant roar, faint, but there nonetheless. They each thought that there had to be either a waterfall, or deep rapids to make that kind of noise for that kind of a distance. It was only going to get louder, they knew. The river must be bigger than John thought. Or the memory of the Spirit with him thought anyway. None of the others had a clear memory of the distance or the size of the waterway either.

The troop parked off to the side of the trail, and started to dig in for something to eat. They hadn’t run into anything hostile, so they figured they could afford a fire. The tree cover would also help to mask the smoke from a distant view. This is how John knew it would be another day to get there. The time it took to light a fire and get things cooked, you have killed an hour to an hour and a half easy. But then again what was the rush, they all agreed on in conversation. A day or two wasn’t going to make much difference. They also knew that they couldn’t start getting careless. If they started to act without thinking they could find themselves attacked, and vulnerable, or they could fall into any other unforeseen disaster; poison animals or plants, and other such troubles. There was no sense for any of them to go and get themselves killed. John only needed the thought of poor Ralph, his heart in the hand of that savage Baggert back in Azhuer. 

Slow and easy they all agreed, also that they wouldn’t go off half-cocked and do something stupid. Ferd had a bit to teach them about patience, because the Grandal are a very patient people. So the gang got to see how it was to relax, and get things done at the same time. They found that it was easier to do things while relaxed. Go figure…

They broke camp by what John could only imagine as being two o’clock, or just a bit past noon anyhow. The sun was past its zenith. Word went through that they should reach the river in three or four hours. By dusk, or nightfall at the latest.

John asked them what happened to ‘just a days trip’. Knowing that everyone underestimated the distance to the river or village of Phenal by a good bit. No one answered, but they did turn to give him an evil eye. He put up his hands faining mock ignorance.

Ferd was the only look back and shrug off the comment. He would have been happy to get there in a week. The rest of them shared a look, grabbed their things, and headed on. Onward, to the river we go, John thought to himself.

John had discovered with being able to see through the eyes of another, he had a bit of control over this gift. He found that just thinking about someone close invokes the images of things they were seeing.  So all he had to do was to keep his mind closed and he had control. Not one of the easier things John ever had to do, but if he didn’t learn how; it was like going through life with double vision; his and another’s. That should put a new twist on schizophrenia. Psychiatrists would have a ball with him back at home. Control. Control, he continually reminded himself.

Every now and then he would walk a straight line close his eyes and think about one of the others, and before him was what they were seeing. He found it easier to think about Louis. With Louis being behind John, John was able to see where he was going with his eyes closed. The only problem was that he was in his own line of vision. He thought of a line from the Mel Brooks movie Spaceballs. ‘Why hasn’t anybody ever told me my ass was this big.” 

Randy found that to be a little disturbing; someone seeing through his eyes, but found it fascinating anyway. How many people could walk with their eyes closed? It definitely had it’s interesting side. So, he figured he could live with it. Besides he didn’t know when John was looking through his eyes anyway. However, he did wonder if it was only his sight that was shared, but John had told them all that he couldn’t hear their thoughts, just see through their eyes.

The others had abilities also. For what they could figure the ability came from the Spirits and harnessed by them. Simple. Louis could focus body energy and heal wounds on others. John could see through another’s eyes. Sam said he didn’t find anything unusual about himself. John and Randy noticed that Sam healed quickly even for having Louis’ help. So John figured that Sam had healing abilities also. It was focused more on him than he could focus on another.

There seemed to be an increase in noise from above; the rather large birds, whatever they were called, settling into some of the lower trees. John didn’t feel they were being watched, so kept his attention on the ground. He did feel like the group was being mirrored, but he couldn’t tell from where.

The group of five reached the river toward the late afternoon. There were no trees within fifteen feet of the banks. However, the giant trees above easily made a canopy. The river and its canopy looking like a God-sized cave with a stream. At least there was light in this cave. Even if it was like an iridescent glow left over from the afternoon. They had about another hour or hour and a half left to daylight.

None of the five could remember a bridge up or down river, so they sat down on the shore, and thought about how they were going to get across this seventy-five-foot river. The current was too swift to wade it through. They would easily get swept downstream, despite any of them being a good swimmer. That and they had no idea how deep it got. They could hear raids both upstream and down. Although the stream in front of them didn’t have rapids the current was still incredibly swift.

Ferd spoke up and said he had an idea. But insisted that everyone take a break and eat something, that he would be back shortly.

Sam and Louis walked up and down the river, looking for a possible way across. Randy and John built a small fire, and pulled out some wrapped dried meat. Ferd taught them that there were plants with leaves the size of an elephants ear, and that things that need to keep, can be wrapped tight in the leaves and the food would remain air tight for a day or two.

When Ferd came back he was dragging a three-inch thick vine. By looking at the strength he was expending, this vine was both heavy and long. He told the group to fasten down the other end when it came out

Walking to the water, Ferd looked up and down the stream. He walked upstream about a hundred feet or so, and walked into the water at an upstream angle. He got about a third of the way across when he went under and the others lost track of him. He was then about a hundred and fifty to seventy five feet upstream. They did see, however that the vine was still taking up slack. And what was in the water was floating downstream.

After about what seemed like five minutes, but was really only a couple, John could see Ferd emerged about ten foot shy of the far bank, and about twenty feet down stream. John thought he would be further downstream than he was. Ferd dragged himself onto shore and lay down on his belly for about five minutes; no doubt getting his strength back, and catching his breath.

Randy and Sam grabbed the vine so as not to let it drift downstream. A good portion of the vine was still in the water and floating downstream. After Ferd’s little break, and when the vine pulled tight, he walked upstream to get back to parallel with the others. He pulled the vine around one of the massive trees. When the vine came back around to meet itself Ferd used a series of small flexible vines to tie the end off to itself.

Ferd yelled the instructions on how to tie off their end, and stated that the vine has to be tied off about twenty feet up the tree to keep the vine at least five foot off the water in the middle. Sam went to the end and pulled it around as Ferd had done. Then Louis and John scaled the giant tree to tie it off. John had had experience scaling these trees. He pulled out the line he saved from before and just went on up the tree. Louis stood up on Randy and Sam’s shoulders. Together they looked like an acrobat assemblage. After a few minute they had finished fastening their end off.

Louis jumped down from the shoulders he was standing on. John just shimmied on down the tree.

Everyone stood on the shoreline looking up at the vine ten feet overhead. They could boost each other up to it but whoever was last couldn’t reach it, so they would have to climb up to it, and then carry themselves across.

Being a high caliber swimmer, John had the others carry the stuff while he boosted them to the vine. He told them that he could swim it. Of course, the three had to carry almost double what they had been bringing. Carrying also what Ferd and John was hauling. 

With no one else coming up with a better idea, John began boosting them up one by one. The guys had it a little slow with the extra weight of the extra tack they were carrying, but they stood up to, and met the challenge.

John walked up the river about a hundred yards. He had floated down the Moose River in the Adirondacks a few times, and figured he would do the same thing here. He knew a few tricks to forging such a large river. This river was a bit bigger than Moose River though, and the current swifter.

He waded out to where the current started to pull him along. He lifted his legs and pointed them downstream and floated downstream and across with some fancy footwork ruddering him along. He finished his river wide trek across about twenty feet downstream. 

Even though the village of Phenal was just a few miles away now, the forging of the river had everyone pooped. The time looked to be equal to what four o’clock looked like. So they decided to spend one more day out in the wild. Not that the land seemed to awful wild. It was actually quite quiet. Almost too quiet.

When they got settled in on the shoreline, all but Ferd and Sam started to set up a camp. Those two went in search of fish for dinner. The rest got a fire going and set up some logs around the fire pit for benches to sit on.

Ferd and Sam came back from wading out into the river. Ferd was carrying two rather large fish. Because they were squirming and hard for him to handle, he flipped one fish in the air caught it by the tail and swung it at a tree, cold cocking the fish. He did the same with the other fish, and then carried them to the camp more easily, with Sam in tow. Brutal, but effective, John thought

It took the fire a good hour to get settled into cooking coals. They generally cooked over coals, letting the fire settle. Coals not only burned hotter, but coals didn’t make much smoke either. After a bit they would add wood to half the fire letting the other half stay at burning embers. Once food was done they stoked up the rest of the fire to add more heat and light.

The darkening forest had nightfall coming sooner than it really was. Where they were it was getting dark. But John was willing to bet that if they were about twenty miles west of where they were in the nearby dessert, it would still be daylight; at least for another couple few hours. John found it amazing how short the days were in the dense forest, compared to what it probably was outside the forest, the mountains, or the cliff he came to this place by.

None of them dared to travel at night. There was just too much unseen that could be dangerous. Even to get firewood no one left the camp by much, or alone. They knew enough to go out in pairs, if not threes.

Randy didn’t have to remember too far back to remember falling into a pit, and had run against a couple of the poisonous very miniature spider creatures he was warned about. Randy refused to go after firewood because of the fear he developed the night he got seriously injured, and poisoned.

Through the early part of the night Ferd told the others of the legends that the land of Ulentup had. He told them of the tribe to the south of them known as Heirnev, and what he knew of the eastern land of Garenant, and toward the mountains, known as the Wezton. Randy had come from those mountains when he arrived in Ulentup as least a month ago.

He even mentioned the tribe Randy had run across – the Warbow - when he started to cross the land. He ran from them as fast as he could after he had seen them decapitate two people and cut them up for a stew throwing them into a cook pot He didn’t recognize the people getting turned into stew meat, but they did look human. He hoped they weren’t others lost in this land like he was.

It seemed as though both Randy and John had a nightmare they couldn’t shake. Randy and his cannibals and John watching a friend Ralph, who had been in the land longer than anyone John had met so far. Now Randy carried Ralph’s memories through the Spirit he had with him till his violent, and heartless end came.

John had a feeling that this was going to be a long night. He no more wanted to sleep than Rip Van Winkle, had he known how long he was going to sleep. 

Giving into temptation he lay down and listened to Ferd talking of how his tribe had lost their privilege of having a Spirit Brother with them. His tribe had not been host to a Spirit Brother for right around a century. They were like a lost people without one, he told of how his people needed the Brothers to return, and the benefits of having them return.

Due to an accident, both the Grandal and Spirit Brothers separated. The Spirit Brothers blaming the Grandal for the accident.

With a Brother being in John when he met the Grandal, he was able to explain the situation to the Spirit in him, and gained a reprieve. Ferd was with them now to try to get back the Blessed Knowledge that the Spirit Brothers left the Grandal without.

He explained to the others that every so often they would send an elder of their community to traverse the somewhat unknown land to seek the Spirits and gain their nurturing once again. None of them had ever returned. He did find two missing elders in Baldon. Ferd now figured that all the others had gotten lost and were not able to return.

Without a whole hell of a lot of things else to talk about, they all laid down to get what sleep they could. Randy and Sam took the first watch while the others slept. 

John’s mind soared right to thoughts of Dawn, his long time love. Oh, Dawn, what have I done? I will get home. I will get home, he just preyed that she would still be there if and when he returned.
Dinner

It was a couple of hours from dark when La’vet arrived at the dinning hall. There were all ready fifty people there, the Hall could seat up to five hundred. No one really had assigned seats to sit in, but friends and relatives seemed to stick together. There was no sign of the others when he arrived. He tried not to panic. He was a little afraid that his friends would desert him, but he knew better. It was still early yet. There was plenty of time till late meal. 

The meal posted for the evening was a meat stew, with vegetables, and biscuits. He remembered the time when Brenton Mol had visited the city of Syrquanton. He gave a couple of recipes to the cooks. They had a red bean, he called a kidney bean. He squished up yeadin, Brenton called it a tomato and added ground up meat to it. Over a two hour period Brenton would add seasonings, bit by bit. When it was done he served their table this stuff he called chili. Very spicy, and very good. They had never had anything like that. 

Over the next few days Brenton showed them many other dishes to make. He looked kind of forward to running into Brenton again. The Oracle had mentioned that Brenton would be with group of outlanders. La’vet figured that Brenton being an outlander also was destined to meet up with the other outlanders.

The hall started to fill up about an hour before dark. There were four hundred people there by the time Si’din showed. Right behind him was Ki’bon, the priest knew him to be a good friend of Si’din, the guard. It wasn’t but another minute when his two friends came along.

Once seated everyone made their introductions. They each knew of each other informally, but never really hung out with one another. The group made small talk until the kitchen started calling the tables one by one to the service area to go and get their meals. 

Each day the order was changed so that no one got first dibs on dinner more than once in any given day. It was someone different every day to start and end the line to the kitchen.

As a nightly discipline everyone in the dinning hall was to be silent till all were served. This normally took about an hour if not a little less. Most would take the time to pray, others would use the time to meditate. But silent everyone sat.

Once they were back with their plates in hand they could start eating, but still couldn’t say anything until all were served. When the last was seated you could hear a room full of whispers, and over a minute or two the place broke into all out conversation. It seemed everyone was talking to one another. It was hard to think through the din. 

“So, are you serious about this trip Si’din has told me about?” Ki’bon, a city guard asked. The priest knew he was only making conversation. If what the priest remembered of Ki’bon he loved to travel. He loved to get out of the city for days at a time. If there were something that needed checking out around the outskirts of the city he would volunteer every time.

“As I told your counterpart we have about a week to cross over to Faminty, the Grandal home village.” The priest put out the reminder to the others listening.

“We will have to cross the great pit? Will we not?”  Fu’met asked with a little fear in his voice. The priest nodded. “Have you ever been on the Bridge of Corlilt?”

“I have only heard that it is one of the longest bridges ever conceived” La’vet replied.

“Correct.” Ki’bon jumped into the conversation. “It is said to be so long that even as tightly drawn as the bridge is, its middle point is said to be two hundred feet down into the pit itself. It is also said that, if one is not careful crossing the bridge the winds down in the pit can suck a man clean off the bridge, and none of that is to mention the swaying the bridge does. It is a wonder that the bridge still stands.” This statement put everyone into silence for a few moments.

Everyone sat at the table still as cats watching mice. Fear had been instilled. Everyone now looked at this quest with a healthy little skepticism, and fear. No one, not even the Oracle could assure everyone’s safety. They knew they would have to be careful.

Coming to La’vet’s rescue Ki’tan spoke up. “That doesn’t change the urgency of the trip. Remember our land has been without the Spirits guidance for a long time; since before any of us were born any way. None in this land has been the same in over a hundred festivals. Our people and the out towns, cities, and villages, all should be more prosperous than we are.” He took a drink from his water glass. “That’s not to say were aren’t doing well. But before we lost The Brothers, we knew more about when to plant crops, we knew more about the rains, there is a peace and tranquility that comes from the Spirit Brothers. It would do us well to get them back.”

Putting an arm on Ki’tan, La’vet gave him a gentle squeeze. “You are truly a friend indeed Ki’tan.” The priest picked up his glass and held it to the center of the table. In turn so did the others at the table.

“I know that this looks like an intense and arduous journey, but as Ki’tan just mentioned it is a very important one.” La’vet held his glass a little higher. “A toast; to our ambitious journey; may we succeed.”

“May we succeed.” The other four chanted in time.

“Now.” The priest said. “Let’s eat, and drink. We’ll come up with some strategies about how to get to and around the Warbow, and figure out what we need to help us get over the Bridge of Corlilt. I have heard the same rumors as you my friend, and I agree that the pit is going to be difficult to cross. But as I have said this trip is of the utmost importance. Let’s eat for now, and worry about the trip later. We have plenty of time.

Everyone went quiet for the rest of the dinner. There was conversation going on all around them, but they couldn’t pick anything in specific out through the din. The Hall was just one solid indiscernible mass of voices. As they looked around they could see that everyone seemed to be in good spirits. There was no one sitting by themselves, and everyone seemed to be in conversation.

If there was any one good thing to come from the Spirit Hall, it was that everyone lived in harmony. There was a certain camaraderie. Sure some had a bad day but as a whole the village was a cheery place. La’vet let his mind drift. It was like he was seeing the Hall in a whole new light. He had to make it back. There was too much to do, and people of the city to help. He was going to make it back and he would free the Spirit Brothers of Garenant, and everyone would be safer and more prosperous. 

Once dinner was done everyone had to stay at their tables until dismissed, and this too was like the food lines, tables were called out in random, and summarily dismissed. When the table La’vet and his group were at was called the group scraped their plates and piled up their dishes with the rest, then went to a courtyard just to the outside of the Hall. They sat around and talked a bit more about the things they had either heard of or knew about, the things and places they would be journeying through.

Sitting around for the hour or two they were in the courtyard, they had also gone over the provisions they were going to need. The list seemed extensive, but none of them wanted to take a chance of leaving anything they might need behind. La’vet couldn’t understand the need for fifty feet of rope, and then it was explained to him that when going across the Bridge of Corlilt they would stand a better chance if they were tied together. That way if one fell the rest could hold them. That dose of reality woke La’vet up.

The guards departed first, leaving the three priests to get their stuff together and get the rest they needed for the next day. This was going to be a long trip and none of them knew how it would turn out. Sure everyone wants to be optimistic, but how many times has it been written if folklore that one sacrifices themselves for their cause. None of them really wanted to me a martyr, and they hoped that none of them would be. 

The three priests joined together in prayer asking the Spirits to be with them in their quest to free them from wherever it is they are being kept. The priests believed that even though the Spirit Brothers were imprisoned somewhere that they could still be with them, if only in an indirect way. Only legends told of places that all things outside of life are at. The spirit after death, as one of the biggest examples. They knew though that the Spirit Brothers of Garenant couldn’t be in the place of death, beings that nothing had ever mentioned the death of a Spirit Brother.

There was a legend from the land of Lanentant that spoke of a Spirit Brother that was killed with a Grandal chief, but the priest’s dismissed this as just rumor only because they didn’t believe a Spirit Brother could be killed.

They believed that when someone with a Spirit Brother died, the Spirit would leave the body and take up a new shawqua. 

Over the last few days leading up to this quest needing to be taken, La’vet went over as many texts as he could get together. It had only been a week since he learned of the outlanders and how they could help. He had already known that it was outlanders that could release their Spirit Brothers. 

The stone that was the key to releasing the Spirit Brothers had five sets of handprints that were not like any of their own. Then when he consulted the Oracle, the Oracle was able to convey to him what he needed to know about the outlanders; where they were at and where they would be.

Just before the priests were set to go to bed, did La’vet give them all the information he had gained over the last week or two. This bit of information was what told the other two priests that this quest was not only needed, but a must.

The Stray Brother

Ferd was up and out somewhere when John came around to a semi-conscience state wiping the sleep from his eyes. The fire had been stoked up and burning well. John opened the knapsack that served as his pillow, and pulled out two good-sized strips of jerky.

He found a stick beside the fire pit, and snapped the twig leaving a point on the end. Holding the jerky over the fire for a few minutes gave it that warm fresh taste. At least that was what John thought. The others ate it any way they could get it.

By the time daylight was well enough to see by, everyone was up and getting ready to eat. John could give names to the time of day but he had a feeling that if he had a watch he would find that although the days seemed shorter in the woods, the days are actually longer here by at least four hours, and the night by two. That would bring a full day to about 30 hours. Earth? This little bit of logic disturbed John. He estimated almost twenty hours of sunlight and about ten in darkness. Of course the hours would have to be updated once out of the thick forest they were in. The forest was responsible for the late light in the morning, and the lack of light before dark.

After everyone had eaten, the group packed up the camp and buried the fire pit. They began in the positions they were in the previous day. However, after an hour or so of walking they walked, instead, as a pack. 

Ferd still took the point, but the rest of them walked almost side by side. There was no one to really bring up the rear. The guys were talking about the Buk Lor, and if anyone knew of other animals like it that they might run into. Each one was able to think of animals, by the Spirits they carried, and it left their hosts with only an impression; an impression of immense danger, but only an impression none-the-less. 

After walking for an hour or so they disbanded, and started to walk in a loose formation; almost single file. The path was a good five feet or so wide. They didn’t move off more than a couple feet of each other, but their formation was loose. 

Everyone had gone quiet. The preceding conversation left John with an uneasy feeling in his stomach. He just wanted to get to this next village and get the directions to home. Of course they had to go back to the last village – Baldon - first, and help the people there organize themselves. He hoped that that little project would only take a day or two. But the more he got to thinking about his predicament, the more he knew that it would be more than a week before he had a chance of seeing home, if not longer. Probably more than a month. He really had no idea how long the trip might actually be, he could only hope that the whole trip might be a week.

Randy stopped in front of John and almost got walked in to. He put up a hand to stop those behind him. When they stopped John and Sam, who had moved up with Ferd who was right behind Randy, stopped just on the feeling that the others weren’t right behind them anymore.

Everyone just stood there for a minute staring at Randy waiting for an explanation of what the hold up was. 

Randy, while doing a one eighty took a look around, and said, “Don’t you feel it?”

“Can you be a little more specific?” John asked him.

“There is something around here. I just can’t put a finger on the feeling I am getting.” He continued to look around. “But it feels like we are being watched.” John was surprised he hadn’t felt anything with the ability of insight he had.

While all the others were looking around, John closed his eyes to see if he could see anything from anything around them. John wasn’t able to get any better look around to see what it might be. When he opened his eyes though he caught a glimpse of something disappearing around a tree, one of the more massive trees. The glimpse posed a fleeting familiarity. He knew it would come to him; he hated almost knowing something.

None of the group got any sense of danger, but was uneasy about having something shadowing them. They hadn’t exactly had the best of luck keeping safe. It seemed like something was waiting for them at every turn. John knew this wasn’t true, but with all that had happened over the last few days it certainly felt like they were always in some kind of trouble or another.

The group started out again, slowly, and very cautiously. They all knew that there was something out there, watching them. Following them. But they had no real idea what it was; Just a feeling to go by. But nothing they could put a finger on.

They figured they were a good mile or two from the Spirit Brothers village, Phenal. Maybe the Brothers wandered around the area outside their village, and that that was their shadow. 

John had run into his Spirit away from any village he or it knew of. Once John thought about it he felt rather idiotic thinking that the Spirit Brothers inhabited their villages, and only their villages.

The men looked around uneasily. Then Randy and Sam noticed that John and Louis were staring out at the distant trees. Randy and Sam started to walk toward the mesmerized pair staring at a couple of rather large trees. Sam put his hand up near his shoulder, with his fist closed. The two stopped immediately. They each had seen enough war movies to know what the symbol for stop or halt looked like. 

Randy and Sam realized that the other two weren’t in some kind of hypnotic state or trance. They were, rather, looking through a large tree ten foot in front of them.

After about fifteen minutes of quiet stillness, John and Louis made another step toward the other two just to get the stop signal again from Sam.  Sam heard the two behind him take a breath, and knew someone was going to say something. He re-clinched his fist, making everyone hold the breath they were in the middle of.

Another five minutes went by; everyone breathing slow and steady. Finally after another five minutes, a large familiar rippled shape slowly emerged from behind the large tree and just hovered there still, outside of the rippling motion. 

The group relaxed when they recognized the Spirit Brother. They looked at each other wondering how they were going to communicate with it. One of them would have to relieve themselves from their Spirit to go and communicate. Randy thought about Ferd; who was about ten feet up the trail. Once they thought about it though they realized that Ferd, although a great companion needed to be heard by the Elders of the Spirit Brothers before he would be able to take one on. 

Randy volunteered to take a nap. Going to sleep was about the only way to part with their Spirit and remain somewhat at peace. It felt empty and lonely without their Spirit once one had been gained, probably the only drawback to having a Spirit. The empty feeling was so intense that one could be left feeling so alone that they would want to die; this, they all knew wasn’t healthy.

John had been thinking that that is one of the only things he really didn’t like about carrying a Brother. He had been noticing while walking and thinking that the loss of the Brother being carried was a lot like drug and alcohol addiction. It meant being a slave to the ‘Need’ of having. But what was one to do; having the Brother with you gave you an enormous amount of knowledge, wisdom, insight, and many other positive things. 

Better to be with one, John thought. At least for now. John felt that the others might feel the same way. But, he had to hand it to the Brothers, they do help to rationalize, rather than panic. That calm was the hook, peace the line, and intense logic the sinker.

Randy drank some of the fermented juice they had been carrying. He propped himself up against one of the huge trees. Closing his eyes, he began to mumble something to himself. John figured the Spirit must have also been helping with putting Randy to sleep. It was the only way any of them knew to go right to sleep on command. The juice helped a lot also.

He drank another swig of juice. Propped himself back against the tree and drifted off to sleep within about ten minutes, although it was a light sleep. They didn’t like the idea of taking this kind of time for this but they knew that they could get help from the rogue Spirit Brother. It probably had a lot it could tell them.

John remembered the first time he asked his spirit to leave him. He didn’t care for the lost and lonely feeling. But as with Randy, John had fallen asleep shortly after the Spirit left him, but he still remembered the hauntingly empty feeling before he fell asleep. So, him and Randy figured it would probably be best if they fell asleep first. And the Spirit was obliging.

The group watched Randy’s Spirit Brother leave Randy. If it weren’t for the familiarity with the sight of the Spirits, watching this emergence would be rather shocking. It’s not every day you get to see something emerge from a person, or blend with them.

The two Brothers held to the area in front of the large tree it was first spotted by. Watching them, John realized that to each other, the Spirit Brothers were solid. They could pass through solid matter. But not the hollow matter of Their own existence. John then also realized all the things he couldn’t hear before he picked up his Spirit. 

He wondered if the Brothers could interact with those animals in their phase of existence. Probably not, they could only take a host of what John assumed was a different level of matter; whatever the hell that meant; it was the impression he was getting from his own Spirit. But once he got to thinking about it, it all fell into place. The Spirit in him was helping him to see things from Their level of existence. That explained a lot about why they couldn’t hear birds and other animals until they carried a Spirit. Now, John was not an over thinker, so the information that was being released to him was rather overwhelming, and very confusing, it was a lot to drink in all at one time, but he was getting the jest of it. He also wondered, if I can’t see animals and birds without a Spirit are they really there. This is getting deep. John also thought to himself. Then another thought, if no one sees a bear shit in the woods, does it?

Once the two brothers were through with however it is they conversed Randy’s Spirit returned to him. The whole conversation lasted just under an hour.

About ten minutes after Randy’s Spirit rejoined with him he woke up from his brief nap. He then went on to tell the group that the Brother they found was from the village they were heading to. He also told them that this Brother was one of the elders of Fhenal, and that he would take them to the village.

Sam and Louis had been picking up everyone’s things, and handing them to everyone. John guessed that the two wanted to save as much time as possible. And wanted to head out as quickly as possible.

When they started out, they followed the newfound Brother. He led them off the main trail to another trail that was not very plain to see. Without the Brothers help they may have missed this overgrown path.

Over the next mile or two, the landscape began to change; it started to roll up and down. The vegetation got thicker, John wasn’t sure but it also seemed like the trees were getting smaller and the palm frond like bushes were getting bigger. 

Somehow John was able to picture where they were from above; he stopped, looked around, and fell to his knees. He put his hand to his head trying to bring focus back to his dizzying head. His mind went into a very quick reverse. He found himself standing at the ledge on the cliff Tika that overlooked the land again. From up there he found he was looking off to his right. What looked to be just a few miles from the desert and only about ten miles out from the cliff on which he stood. He saw a small bare patch of land. From the distance away he was it looked like it couldn’t have been any bigger around than maybe a square mile or two, except that the open area looked to be almost a perfect square from what he could see.

John then realized that if he had taken the path of the Spirit Brothers from when he first came to land, he would have ended up at that square clearing. Now recognized as the village of Phenal.

Not to far from that clearing he saw another, but this one was much smaller, but just as square.

The others stopped seeing John going to his knees. He put a hand up to show he was all right. As the others saw him he just looked like he had a major dizzy spell. 

When John finished looking around he pointed to the northwest and turned his gaze to the free Brother, as John started to think of them. The Spirit started to move and headed in the direction John had pointed. 

“I’ve had my spirit with me for a while now, and you have been reminding me of what I went through getting used to mine.” Sam started to tell John, falling back from the others.  “My spirit is familiar with the different ways the Other’s help me, visible-solid-people – for a lack of a better term by Him – I had mentioned the ones that help by healing or out of body sight like what you went through yesterday seeing us by way of the Buk Lor.” 

“All I have gotten for information about my Brother is that it is young, and hasn’t been around much.” John dug into Sam’s backpack and grabbed two slices of bread. He handed one to Sam. “I have gotten a sense, for what I have seen, lot of what I see now it is because of my Spirit.” A lot of what they thought and did now was by the Spirit they carried.

They walked quiet for a few minutes. “Like I said it’s just a matter of getting used to Them.” Sam chimed back in, finishing his slice of bread.

“Yeah, I know it just seems like a lot to get used to in such a short bit of time.”  John looked a little fatigued. “I can also see, or at least get a sense of how things look around me; including how things turn out. I have a very strong feeling that I am safe even when things get a little hairy. I never thought I would find anything comforting in this place.”

John finished his slice of bread. “The feeling I have isn’t even based just on being able to see the way I do, but the vibes – for lack of a better term – I get from all of us.”

“I have had a great feeling since we left the last village, Baldon.” Louis dropped back to join Sam and John. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I have, through my Brother, gotten a good insight into things as they happen. And I get feelings about the aura  - for lack of a better term - of things around us.” 

They all locked gazes at each other knowing that they subconsciously repeated the same little phrase “for lack of a better term” not even thinking about it.

 Each of them noticed a camaraderie building between them. They all started out again, knowing that they were less than a mile from their destination.

There was a new beat to their step, an anticipation of news that could lead to their eventual departure from this unusual land, and send them to their homes.

The three of them caught up to the Randy and Ferd, and the Elder Spirit Brother. 

Randy looked at each of them, and saw the light in their faces. They each took turns telling him about the little round of talk they just had. At the end of their story they could see the light in Randy of what they have come to realize.

Preparing for the Journey

The following day La’vet was up before the dawn. The excitement of getting ready for this long, but important, trip was too much to let him sleep for long. He knew that getting up this early wasn’t a good idea; because of the fact that he would be exhausted by the time he and the others got everything together. He could only hope he got a better nights sleep tonight though he was in anticipation of the expedition into the unknown tomorrow.

La’vet’s first objective was to meet with the Prefect once more in order to obtain the written permission he knew he was going to need to collect the supplies he and his party was going to need. 

The priest had time to kill so he took a long leisurely walk around the city. Assuming the Prefect wouldn’t be up for a good hour or two, he had the time to look around. Thinking better of catching the Prefect when he first went to the Chamber, the building he presided over the city from. La’vet decided to go to the meal hall and wait for some of the others to come to morning meal.

After making his way around the city, he ended up at the dining hall just as the sun was meeting the mountainous horizon. There were a few others up and around early, but no one had come to the dining hall yet. Time seemed to go so slow with the anticipation he felt. He had to get a hold of himself; stupid things happened to those who were impetuous. 

Sitting back in the bench he sat in he closed his eyes and focused on calming himself down. His breathing slowed and his mind cleared as he focused on relaxing.

About a half an hour before early meal was served Ki’tan showed up. He slightly startled the other priest as he sat down beside him.

“I’ll bet anything you were up early.” Ki’tan stated the obvious. “I know how excited you are about this journey.”

“Yes I was.” The priest admitted. “I was just meditating on relaxing. I seem to be a bit over excited; that’s not good.”

“It might not be a good thing, but it can be anticipated.” Ki’tan informed his friend. “Are any of the others going to meet you here for early meal?” Ki’tan asked.

“I don’t know,” La’vet began. “Ki’bon was going to talk to a couple of the other guards to see if he could get a few more to join us. I hope he has found them.”

“I’m sure he’ll find some good men to join us.” Was a reassuring reply.

“I’m sure he will too,” The priest took a deep breath. “It’s just the anticipation. I can’t wait to get underway.”

“I know how you feel; believe it or not.” Ki’tan had to admit also. “I think this is going to be one astounding journey.” He put a hand on the others’ knee, and stood up. “However, we have a whole day to kill getting ready for this trip. I’m sure we can keep busy for one more day.”

As La’vet stood up also, Fu’met arrived. He extended his hand to each of the other two priests and shook their hands.

“I saw Ki’bon just a moment ago,” Fu’met informed La’vet. “He said that he and the others would be here for early meal.”

“Thank you brother.” La’vet said as he gestured toward the double doors entering the dining hall. The group headed into the hall for early meal.

As the three started to get themselves seated the guard and three others came to their table. The guard made some introductions, and proceeded to sit down with the priests. Ki’tan explained about having to go to see the Prefect so as to get the permission to get the supplies they will need. 

The guards went over a small list of things that they had and would bring. Listening to the listing of equipment gave La’vet ideas on things he should ask for when he met with the Prefect. Some of the things he heard in conversation didn’t seem to make since, but it wasn’t up to him to decide what was needed, and what wasn’t. He just needed to get what was asked for.  

After early meal the group of seven met in the square outside the dining hall. There they went over the list of things that they would need permission to get from the Prefect. La’vet was impressed with the length of the list, but didn’t question the necessity of the items on the list. The only item that struck him as odd was for ten mid-sized containers of jerin; a fermented drink.

The group agreed to meet back with each other for middle meal. And afterward would go to get the supplies permitted by the Prefect. The jerin was non-negotiable though. The group went their own way for the rest of the morning. While La’vet met with the Prefect.

The priest entered the Chamber building walking by a set of guards at the doorway entering. The guards knew La’vet well, so didn’t have to question why he was there. They knew he counseled the Prefect on matters of legend and prophesy. 

Going down the long hallway toward the back of the building he came to a desk outside the oversized double doors. A guard was sitting back in his chair going over some kind of daily itinerary.

“I would like to see the Prefect,” The priest requested. Then quickly added, “If he is available, that is.”

“Wait here I’ll check for you.” The guard got up from his chair and headed for a door behind his desk. La’vet knew this door went around the room the Prefect presided from within the Chamber building. 

The guard stopped at the doorway and turned to the priest. “You are the priest La’vet, aren’t you?”

“Yes I am.” Came the answer. “Why?”

“I think you have a lot of guts to take on the journey I have heard you are taking.” The guard commented. The priest was surprised to hear that others knew of the trip he was taking. “There is a lot of strange land to go through. I have been to the Corlilt Pit once, and the journey was an arduous one.”

“Would you be interested in going with us?” La’vet asked. “We could use all the help we can get.” The priest raised his eyebrows in anticipation.

“I’ll talk to the Prefect and see what he says,” The guard turned back to the door he was going to enter, and went through, closing the door behind him. 

Wondering how many people knew of this trip, he turned to face the huge double doors. He was looking forward to seeing the Prefect. It was one step closer to getting underway.

About ten minutes after the guard left, he returned. “You may go in,” The guard said. “He seems to be expecting you.”

“Thank you.” The priest gave the guard a slight nod of the head in a gesture of thanks.

La’vet took a deep breath as he stood before the doors. He hoped the prefect was in a good mood. After the moment of thought, the priest opened the doors, and proceeded through.

Sitting in the back of the room next to the podium the Prefect heard cases from; he sat at his private desk. He enthusiastically motioned for the priest to come in. La’vet felt himself lucky; the Prefect seemed to be in good spirits.

“I have a list of supplies I need you to approve for the trip.” La’vet said as he approached the desk. He set the paper with the list on it, on the Prefect’s desk.

“Here is an order for you to grab anything you and your party may need.” The Prefect set his orders on top of the list that the priest was submitting, without even looking at the request the priest was submitting.

“Don’t you want to know what it is we need?” The priest asked as he quizzically looked at the Prefect.

“I have read over some of your reports about the Spirit Brothers, and have a much greater understanding of why this trip is required.” The Prefect sat back and locked his fingers in front of him under his chin. La’vet was surprised at the compassion and empathy in the Prefects eyes. Very surprised.

“You have?” La’vet knew that the Prefect wasn’t fully understanding of the trip, but never expected him to research his papers on the Spirit Brothers. “I’d like to thank you for your added interest in why we need this trip, Prefect.”

“I know I don’t always seem interested in what the priests, and guards, and other city workers are doing, or up to, or even going through.” The Prefect paused in his thoughts. “I pay way to much attention on the people rather than those that work for those people I serve.”

The Prefect sat back up and reached for the papers on his desk, and pushed them toward the priest. “Take this memo to the guard at supply, and he will make sure you get everything you need for this wondrous journey.”

“Thank you Prefect.” The priest gave him a nod of thanks, and began to turn away when the Prefect called to him.

“Ni’ger has told me that he would like to join you on this trip.” The prefect said. “He is a good man, and has experience in long travels. He could be very useful.”

“I would love to have another join us,” La’vet responded. “But we have seven going as it is. Can you spare another?”

“This trip is important and you need all the help and experience you can get.” The Prefect stood up and walked around his desk to the priest. He put an arm around him and walked him to the door. “Take all you can get. This order will cover anything you may need.” La’vet put the papers in his front side pocket.

The prefect stopped at the doorway, and turned to the guard at the desk. “You may go with them.” The Prefect told him. “You can go with him now to help him with the supplies he is going to go and get. Send one of the guards at the main entrance to take you place here.”

“Thank you Prefect.” The guard said excitedly, and quickly got up from his desk to join the priest. He briefly turned back to the Prefect and nodded his thanks. The Prefect just smiled back at the guard’s enthusiasm in going.

“Welcome aboard.” La’vet shook the guards hand. “I am happy to have your experience on this trip.”

“You are very welcome.” Ni’ger said with a slight bow of the head. “Thank the Prefect. It is him that is allowing me to come along. Not that I really do a lot of work here.” 

The prefect just smiled at the two and turned to his room to go back to whatever work, that is, the Prefect did in leading his people. 

The priest and guard traveled down the long hallway silently. The guard told one of the guards at the main entrance that his duty was now directly to the prefect, and went on to explain why the switch of posts was being made.

Heading for the supply building, the two made some small talk. The guard knew very little about the priest and what it was he making this trip for. He listened intently to everything the priest was telling him. ‘The more one knew, the more prepared one is,’ was one of many proverbs the guard lived by. He was getting a little excited about this trip; almost as excited as the priest.

Another one of the guards the priest was introduced to that morning was walking ahead of them. La’vet called out to him. He stopped and turned around to face the two. The priest asked him if he was busy, and if he would help them to gather the supplies they were on their way to get. 

The guard told La’vet that he was running a message to the guards training facility. Then told him that he would meet them at the supply building as soon as he was free. He also mentioned the he and the other two guards were getting together after he ran his errand, and that he would bring them when he was done.

The rest of the way to the supply building La’vet started to think of all the luck that was coming together for this trip. He could only hope that the rest of the trip would be so lucky. He immediately admonished himself for thinking of this good fortune as luck. He was a priest, and luck had little to do with the order of things. He gave a quiet thanks to the Good Spirits, and asked to be forgiven for his brief lack of faith in them.

When the two reached the supply structure the front door was open, and it very looked dark inside. He stuck his head inside, and saw two city guards playing some kind of card game with one another.

“We have an order from the Prefect.” The priest told the two men. “We are in need of supplies for an upcoming journey.”

“You are La’vet aren’t you?” One of the guards asked as he stood up, and walked over to the two of them. “You are the one traveling across the land into Lanentant?” He stated like a question. The guard smiled back at his buddy.

“Yes I am,” The priest answered. “We need supplies for the trip.” He handed the order from the Prefect.

“Ok,” The guard said. “What do you need?”

“What are we permitted?” La’vet asked back. Wondering what the order from the Prefect actually said. He hadn’t bothered looking at the order. He assumed it was a pre-made list.

“According to the order, you are permitted anything you think you may need.” The guard handed him the order back.

The order read: 

To the guards of supply: 

You are to cooperate with the priest, La’vet, fully. He is to be granted anything he asks for. His list may be extensive, but he has my endorsement for all he may need for him and his party.

Prefect Al’don

The priest was a little taken aback by the order. This opened up a lot of opportunities to gather all they needed and much, much, more. He didn’t want to take advantage of the order, but he knew that there were a lot of provisions they were going to need. 

Conferring with the guard, he tried to come up with a preliminary list. He knew he would get other recommendations for more things that neither he, nor the guard with him, would think of later.

This preliminary list consisted of packs for all, bedrolls, a brief list of weapons, and a few other oddities. Neither La’vet nor his companion could come up with much by themselves, so they told the guards of supply that they would be returning for more. The guards had no problem with that, they were ordered to give the priest anything he asked for; it didn’t really give a timetable.

Hearing his name called from outside he went to see who it was. The guard he had run into earlier was standing outside the door with a decent-sized cart. The guards that were with him went in and started to carry out the supplies that were gathering in the center of the supply room floor. 

Once the initial set of supplies were in the cart La’vet told the guards to see if they could come up with more items that they thought they might need. The three guards just looked at each other with a devious grin on their faces. To little avail, the priest told the men not to take too much of an advantage of the open ended order, and also reminded them that they would be carrying what ever it was they gathered. 

By the time the cart was loaded down one of the guards said that he knew of an empty building near the gate leaving the city. So, with two pushing the cart they made their way to the empty building. Once there, they all worked together unloading the cart.

When all was done, they said goodbye to each other, agreeing to meet at late meal. With the time that it took to get the supplies together the group missed mid meal. So everyone went home, and waited for late meal.
The Village Phenal

The group broke free of the forest. Before them stood an enormous wall. It had to be at least fifty feet high. All along the wall there were turrets spaced out about a hundred feet from each other. The wall went off to the right about a tenth of a mile, and again to the left another tenth. It was one of the most amazing things any of them had ever seen. Even Ferd, a native to the land was awestruck by the size and shape of the structure. Although his home of Faminty was the size of a small pyramid, almost as intricately made as the wall that stood before them.

Looking to each other for direction they each silently asked if any of them knew how to get in. There had to be a door. It was just going to be a matter of finding it. And then getting in. None of them had a bad feeling about the place; they actually weren’t sure if they should be nervous or not. After all this was the home of the Spirit Brothers, and the Brothers weren’t violent people; were they?

It took them a minute to remember the way in by way of their Spirits, but the free Brother was already heading off to there left. They all followed. Each of them was having a hard time holding back the excitement that was building in each of them. John never recalled being so excited, and he was sure that the others were just about as excited if not more for being here longer than him. He could only imagine.

It took the group about fifteen minutes to round the corner, and found another wall extending down about the same quarter mile as the wall they just left. 

A quarter mile wasn’t that awful far. The village, although hidden behind the great wall, just wasn’t very big. They figured it to be a square quarter mile. 

Continuing on, they headed down the wall to find the entrance to this amazing sight. About ten minutes on, they came to the door. A rather large door. Gigantic was probably as good a description as any other. John couldn’t think of any better.

John thought to himself, what could be so big that they would need a door this freaking big? Now he was wondering if he should be worried.

As they each looked at each other they knew they were all thinking the same thing. This is incredible! How this door and wall were made mystified them. You would think they were ready to face God, Himself.

The double doors stood the full forty feet high. Each of them being twenty feet across. There were all sorts of inscriptions and hieroglyphics. All along both doors carved into the wood that the doors were made of. John recognized one of the pictoglyphs. It was exactly the same hieroglyphics he had seen at the head of the three trails when he got to the ground from his thousand or so foot introduction to this growingly peculiar land. John started to get the idea that everything they were going to go by would have some kind of significance; as the trail to this place, and the other Spirit Brother villages, and the Grandal.

Just like the sacrificial pit at the first village they found. The giant doors told of the history of the village. There were only minute differences in the script. It was like seeing an accent in the language.

The thing that John found interesting was that the writings were a history of the Spirit Brothers, and this particular village. The Brothers couldn’t have made the writing, because they can’t have an affect on solid objects, outside of what they do with the people they enter, or brush against shrubbery. They would sometimes sway as a Brother passed as if struck by a gentle breeze.

At the top of the wall there stood five centuries; two on each side of the double doors, and one standing over the center of the doors. They were a being John had yet to meet, but John’s Spirit recognized them as being a race called Naphtorin. It didn’t know too much about the Naphtorin, because of how young it was. Most legends have the Naphtorin disappearing from the face of the earth many festivals ago.

Legend had the Naphtorin last living on an island on the middle of the Mown river far to the south of the great pit Corlilt. That section of the river got to the width of a small lake, easily a mile and a half across. In the middle of the lake was an island of about ten acres. The island was called Naphtor, and the residents there knew of nothing but their land and the water around it. They had no ambition to cross the water to the land they saw on the other side. They had been on the island for so long, they weren’t interested in another land. Besides that the currents and speed of the river made it impossible to stray more than a few feet from the shore, which dropped off sharply.

According to the legends that John’s Spirit recognized, and the script on the door, John was able to gather that a Spirit Brother on a long journey found the island, and saw it’s impending doom by way of flood, in a premonition. The Spirit entered one of the villagers, and began to convince the Naphtorin that their island was about to go underwater soon. The whole island being enveloped. It felt it had to make it’s point to the village would be swept away never to be found again.

Half the villagers believed him, while the other half refused vehemently. The opposing group tried to encourage the others that it was an invaders way to lure them from the ancestral land. And they made a good point of it. 

The Spirit begged and pleaded with them, but to no purpose.

The group willing to leave were instructed on how to build a raft big enough for them all.

At the time of the yearly festival it began to rain. The rain kept up for days. The villagers that were prepared to leave went down to the water, and began to load themselves onto their rafts. In all thirty Naphtorin beat the flood, leaving about forty-five.

The following day the steel gray skies receded. The group sat along shore overnight and into the clearing next day. They had to back up almost a hundred feet to stay away from the rising water. 

The current of the river was strong, and swept many of the trees along the shore away. The group of Naphtorin looked out over the water to see if they could see what may have happened to their land. There stood in the middle of the river one very large tree, only about twenty feet of it was visible. It was the tallest thing any of them knew of on their island.

Sitting together on the newly reformed shore they watched as the tree slowly, but unquestionably fell. Once it was gone they built a fire and gave their prayers to those who lost their lives on the island. They knew they would never see their land again. Sure the water would recede, but the land itself was surely destroyed. The flood would have turned the land into a mud pit, everything that had been planted, washed away along with their homes, and comrades.

Taking advantage of the lull by the group of survivors, the Spirit took the opportunity to reassure those in the group that things would be OK. 

The Naphtorin had a hard time comprehending the fact that one of their own carried a being with him, but with the guidance of the Spirit they were led away, one and all. The surviving Naphtorin were brought to the Spirits home village; the same village that the new group was staring at the door of now. 

John was impressed by the epic tale written on the door to the village. He had to wonder though, if the Naphtorin were the only species in the village. 

The story finished with the Naphtorin making the trip in a couple of weeks over almost two hundred miles. They lost twelve of the group, but considering what they all had been through twelve didn’t look like that bad a number. Even if it was almost half their beginning number. 

The last thing written on the door in the top left corner gave a long line of numbers the last being the greatest. The column gave eighty two hundred as being the current population. Putting two and two together John was able to figure that in a hundred years the population skyrocketed. And at that rate the village would have to be made either bigger or extent it outside of the village.

John and the rest of the group stood outside the giant doors waiting for what may come next. The figures on top of the wall ducked back out of sight. John began to think about weather the Naphtorin was the only race here, or if other species had joined the village, or if was made up of several peoples. He was sick of seeing Baggert; they had been nothing but trouble every time he had seen one.

After passing odd looks amongst each other for about ten minutes, the giant doors finally began to open; slowly. 

It took the doors about five minutes to open up enough for the group to enter. Why so slow none of them could figure out. But when they finally were able to enter they saw why. There was another race there; John’s Spirit recognized them as Fairney.

The Fairney were small troll like things. They were humanoid, but even more odd looking than the Baggert looked. The Fairney had very wrinkly skin, and it looked as tough as leather. They also had oversized ears; long, pointy, and hairy. Their skin color almost resembled that of Ferd. A pasty green. Comparing Ferd to the Fairney, they looked like twins, but opposites in size. Ferd was tall and lanky. The Fairney were short and pudgy. But each of them had exact looks in the face and skin textures. A distant cousin is what John though at first glance.

As the group started through, they could see that most all the buildings grew story by story higher as the roadway made it’s way to the center of the village. Village? They wondered; this place was the size of a city. A small one but a city nonetheless. It, like the walls were awe-inspiring.

The roads were cobblestone, and the buildings had a stucco facing. Windows were open to the outdoor air. There looked to be no vegetation; not a plant or tree. 

The population they had passed on their way to the center of the village-like-city was all made up of only the Naphtorin, and the Fairney. There were few Brothers without hosts. But the gang knew that the Spirit Brothers were the head of this little city.

John reflected on the other two villages he had been to. Although all three were of different geometric shapes, the structures of all three were very much alike. They each grew bigger toward the centers. And in each case there were an equal amount of roads leading toward the center of the villages by the number of walls each village had. Well, except for the circular village, Azhuer. It, like the village they were in had four roads leading to the center of the village. The last village Baldon had only three main roads leading to the center beings that it was triangular. John had to wonder why the villages were made in geometric shapes. He wondered if it had some kind of significance.

As the group with their escorts, acquired at the massive doors, came to the center of the village-city. John first noticed the four alters on four points of the village center. God, I hope they don’t use them, John thought to himself. That was all he needed was to see the use of another alter. Would he ever escape the images of Ralph being sacrificed while in Azhuer?

They were led to the fire pit in the middle of the square square. Two of their escorts went into a building on the north side of the square. North being where John made his entrance to Ulentup in the middle of a massive rock face. The other two guards stayed with them. None of the beings they passed paid much attention to them, and none of them looked at them threateningly, in fact, they looked on the newcomers with a level of curiosity. John, Sam, Louis, and Randy were probably the first beings of their kind they had ever seen. 

Some of the onlookers questioned their guards as to who the visitors were, and where they may have come from. The guards never replied to the questions, they just looked at them coldly, with the look of a stone.

By the time the first set of guards came from the building they had entered a gentle rain started to fall. John looked up to see thick black clouds rolling overhead. Because of the rain falling at an angle, and the roads between the buildings being so narrow that more rain was running down the walls of the ten-story buildings than was falling directly onto the visitors.

The guards motioned for the guests to follow them. Instead of going into the building the guards came from, they were led to the building directly kitty-corner from it. All four buildings at the point of the square in the middle were ten stories and looked identical to the one opposite it. John couldn’t recall ever seeing this kind of structure to a village. 

Sure the cities back home went from little buildings on the outskirts of the city, to taller and bigger buildings toward the center. It was just that the buildings back home weren’t this packed together. Every inch of every block was used in the structures. Other than the square they were just in there was no room for free land. No parks or playgrounds, let alone trees, and other vegetation. There just wasn’t enough free space for trees and open land.

John and the rest of the group, had had no idea how many stairs were involved in climbing ten stories. John had the closest idea because of climbing down a flight of stairs over a thousand feet down. Then there was the Grandal village, Faminty. It was pyramid like and stood five or so stories high. Each story of the pyramid being at least twenty feet. The steps at Faminty were steep; made for the long spindely legs of the Grandal. Those steps went two feet up and one deep. The steps here were a little more symmetrical and a little easier to climb than those at Faminty.

It took the procession about fifteen minutes to climb the ten floors of steps, but at the top they had to climb a ladder fifteen feet high. Once breaking the view into the top floor, they found that the room they were entering consisted of the whole floor.

There were ten beds against one wall. Desks and dressers and a few odd and end chairs were spread haphazardly around the room. There was a small fireplace in the center of one of the walls. There were two windows in each wall but the fireplace wall. 

The view from the windows was spectacular. They could look down one of the streets and watch the buildings grow lower and lower till they ran into the wall that surrounded the village-like-city.

When they all got up off the ladder and onto the solid floor the guards in the lead went back down the ladder, and a moment later a guard came up and set a rather large tray of food on the floor next to the top of the ladder, a moment later another guard came up and set three large pitchers on the floor next to the tray of food.

Once the guards were done with their little errands, they left; latching a grate locking the guest’s in. The five of them stood there looking at each other dumbfounded over what had just happened. Were they prisoners or guests? They weren’t sure now if they should be nervous or not.
Festivities

La’vet had just awoken from an afternoon nap, and looked out one of his windows to see what time it was. The sun was well past its zenith; he could only assume that it was late afternoon. He grabbed his cloak and decided to take a brief walk around the city.

As the priest made his way around the city, he was surprised to see that there weren’t many people out. He knew there would be some time before late meal, and people should be bustling around the city. He did see a few people but not half as many as there should have been.

On his way back toward the dinning hall he ran into his best friend, Ki’tan. “Where is everyone?” La’vet asked his friend.

“They are all at the gathering square.” His friend told him. “The city is having a gathering tonight.” Ki’tan put an arm around his friend and guided him in the direction of the square.

“What is the gathering about?” La’vet asked. “Is everything all right; nothing has happened has it?”

“You ask too many questions.” Ki’tan told his friend. “Just come on, you’ll see.”

The priest was mystified by the odd behavior of his friend. It wasn’t like Ki’tan to be cryptic when asked a question. So, he decided to go along with it. His friend wasn’t acting like anything horrid had happened. The priest tried to put worry out of his mind. After all if something devastating had happened someone would have come to get him before now.

Just before they had approached the square, Ki’tan guided him into a building set aside for prayer before feasts. In the only room of the small building stood his friend Fu’met, the priest, the four guards he met that morning, and the Prefect’s guard, Ni’ger.

“Can any of you tell me what is going on?” La’vet asked nobody in particular.

“The Prefect has galled for a gathering.” One of the guards spoke up. “He wants us to wait here till we are called for.”

“I don’t understand.” The priest was dumbfounded. He couldn’t figure out for the life of him what, in the name of the Spirits, was going on. He looked around to the expressionless friends in the room.

Fu’met gestured to the center of the room. Everyone sat in a circle in the center of the room, and joined hands. Everyone went into their own meditations and prayers.

After about a half hour of meditation, there was a knock at the door. Two guards entered and politely asked the group to come with them. With a glance the group of seven stood and gestured to each other to go first. Finally with everyone looking at La’vet, he figured that he might as well go first. No one in the group had any idea what was going on.

As the group exited the building, they inadvertently walked into two thick rows of people with a clean lane up the middle heading to a platform in the middle of the square. On the podium stood the Prefect, and his aids. They all had a joyous look on their faces.

Making their way to the platform in the middle of the square, the group received a warm reception from the surrounding crowd. It finally dawned on La’vet and the others that this reception may have had something to do with the upcoming trip. The only thing surprising about this gathering was that it had to have been put together very quickly.

“What’s this all about?” La’vet asked the Prefect once they stood atop the platform with him.

“The whole city wanted to wish you all good luck and pass our prayers to you for your upcoming journey.” The Prefect told the group of seven.

“But it takes days to get such a gathering together.” The priest questioned back.

“As surprising as this may be to you,” The Prefect went on. “You are not the only one who consults with the Oracle.”

“You mean…..” La’vet stopped in mid sentence.

“I have know about your trip for a few days now.” The prefect told the rest of the group on the platform. “No one from our city has undertaken such an expedition. A gathering for a send off seemed, to me, a very good thing to do.”

The men, set for the journey, looked around at the massive throng of people. Completely surprised that they would get such a sendoff. The Prefect turned to La’vet, and asked him to say a few words, and they would have the feast brought in.

La’vet stood out from the rest of the group, and looked around. He put his hands up in an attempt to get the enormous crowd to quiet down.

“We,” he looked around to the others. They smiled and nodded to him. “We are humbled by this gathering. We all have grown up with the legends of the Spirit Brothers of Garenant.” The priest paused, and then went on. “History has shown the benefits gained by the Spirit Brothers, and how important they were to our people. We have been doing all right for the time that they have been gone, but their Blessings written about in the past show how much more there is to gain from having them back.” The crowd let out a cheer.

“We feel truly honored,” the priest continued when the crowd became quiet again. “Honored by this turn out, and for all your prayers. Please continue to pray for us, for this excursion we are undertaking is predicted to be very dangerous. We know so little about the lands and people beyond our great city.”

La’vet stepped back with the others, then they all stepped forward and too a mild bow. The crowd let out another round of cheering. They all took the time to waive at those they recognized in the throng. 

After about five minutes the Prefect stood forward and called for the festivities to begin. Around the outside of the square there were stacks of tables and benches. As the crowd dispersed a little many grabbed the surrounding tables and benches and started to line them up in rows running the width of the square.

When the thousand or so people that had gathered in the square took seats around the area, mass amounts of food were brought in from around the city. Two tables and benches were brought to the platform that the group of seven and the Prefect with his aids. Once the group with the Prefect sat, did the rest of the massive crowd sit also.

Everyone fell silent as the Chief Priest stood and asked for silence so that they could send a prayer for the travelers, and a blessing for the coming food. While the prayers were being said food was being brought in from all over the city. When the prayers were done, everyone opened their eye to find hordes of food on their tables with still much more to come.

The whole population couldn’t be at the square. They seated the first thousand people; all others had to go to the dinning halls for late meal. A good number of those who chose to leave for late meal formed a line to that they could go by the platform their travelers were on, and passed on their best regards and prayers before leaving for the various dinning halls around the city.

The group was awestruck by the turnout to wish them well. The Prefect was all smiles, as he enjoyed the sight of his people enjoying themselves. Once all the food was brought out the Prefect asked La’vet if he would give thanks before they began to eat. La’vet was honored to oblige. 

It was almost an hour before everyone who was eating was done. But once the food was gone the drink was brought out. Another platform was brought out so that the musicians gathering for the late festivities could be more easily seen and herd.

Once the music and dance started the level of the noise around the square impressed La’vet. People were singing out loud, and the musicians played as loud as they could so as to be heard in the farther reaches of the square. As some people and musicians were getting tired more would show up to take their place. By the time the night was dwindling down La’vet could swear over half the cities population had turned out for the celebration. That would be about five thousand people coming in and going out throughout the evening. Impressive indeed.

As the celebration wound down it was a bit past mid evening. The group was a little relieved that the party was coming to an end, they each wanted to get back to their homes so that could get some rest so that they could be well rested before they headed out the following morning.

The group of seven headed back to the barracks for the guards and the small apartments for the priests. They made light conversation about the things they saw around the square during the festivities. Some saw small areas open up as some started juggling, and others did multi-person acrobatics. They were all impressed that there was no one getting overly belligerent. They had also seen areas of dancers open up. The crowd standing around the dancers clapping, and cheering the dancers on. Some would step out of the circles and others would join in. A truly impressive evening they all agreed.

Once they reached the guard’s barracks they all shook hand and wished each other a good night. The priest headed on to their apartments. 

As they arrived at one of their apartments they said good night and without saying ‘see you tomorrow.’ La’vet was the last to arrive at his apartment.

Just as he was getting ready to turn in he reflected on the day. He had never had such a full and enjoyable day in all his life. He would remember this day for the rest of his life. La’vet lay down, covered up, and slowly drifted off into sleep. 

Jimmy

“Does anyone have a clue as to what is going on?” Sam asked as he walked to the windows on the front left side of the enormous room they were in.

Randy was walking to the windows right of the room. “I have none. The place looks rather cozy.” He continued to take in atmosphere he was feeling from the place.

“Even the most luxurious prison, is still a prison.” Louis replied heading to the windows on the left, himself.

“Are you saying we are prisoners?” Randy asked. He had a look of concern on his face, now that his attention was diverted.

From their top floor suite they could see how hard the rain was really coming down. It looked like it was going to cause a deluge in the streets. They didn’t notice anything that could be construed as a drainage system.

The small group took a set of chairs and set them up in a circle in the center of massive suite. They also took a couple of the short square desk like tables, and set them in the center of the circle. Then set the food and drink on the tables. John looked at it as making the room a little more comfortable. He had never seen a more haphazard arrangement of furniture.

“I am surprised our spirits haven’t given us an idea as to what is going on.” John stated while pouring himself a glass of what looked to be a fruit punch. He put it to his nose and took a sniff. There was such a plethora of fruit scents; he was unable to discern one berry from another. Upon tasting it though, he found it to be strong in taste, and in fermentation. More liquor, John thought. Just what we need; more liquor. 

Although the drink tasted like cool aid, it tasted like a mixed drink they knew called Red Death; a drink John used to drink at the local bars around home. A Red Death was a concoction made up of an Alabama Slammer and Kamikaze mixed into one pitcher. John had had his share of them and learned to respect the hidden potency of the cool aid tasting drink. It had put him on his backside more than once. Red Death; cool aid with a bite, a nasty bite.

 As darkness fell, each of the group felt rather tired. They each picked out the beds they wanted. Going back to the table and chairs they set up they decided to have a couple more turns at that potent cool aid. They had a feeling that when they went to sleep their Spirits were going to go, leaving them, to find out what exactly is going on.

Just as the sun set, the barricade opened in the floor opened, and a head poked up. After looking around the person set three lanterns on the floor next to the barred opening.

With the lanterns set on three of the nightstands the group sat up for a while. They sat on the edge of the two beds John and Randy chose, and shot the breeze for a little more. They had a couple more glasses of the potent fruit juice left to them. 

Sam was the primary conversationalist, telling of the time he had spent in the land. Then Louis jumped in about halfway into Sam’s story beings that that was about the time they had met. They both knew a lot about the land and where many of the districts of the land were. They had heard of and knew where the tribe of cannibals, called the Warbow. Randy had found them when he was coming through the land on the other side of the Great Rivers, but before the mountains; out on the Garenant plains.

The two also knew of the Grandal situation; they just hadn’t mentioned it to this point. Hearing the incident, as seen by John, that the circumstances were actually very accidental, they also felt that Ferd would be given a fair hearing, and that his people would know the bliss of having a Spirit Brother to help guide their people again.

Finally feeling the effects of the drink they had been imbibing in, they felt it was time to get some rest, and let their Spirits do whatever it was they had to do. They each went to their respective beds, said their goodnights, put out the lanterns. The drumming rain created a soft lulling din; soothing the group’s tension, and they slowly fell asleep with the hopes of good dreams. 

“So what do you think of our guests?”  The chief elder Gyntirn – that is what they called Naphtorin elders who were blended with a Brother – asked the assembly before him. The Fairney blended were knows as Kyntirn. The whole group as a council was known as the Vinure.

“I think they are lost sheep come home.”  One of the Gyntirn replied.

“I recognize three of them.” Another replied. 

“There is a young Brother with them.” One stated putting a hand to his chin. “I wonder if it is one of those lost a few Zimunt ago?”

“I think you may be right.” Chimed in a Kyntirn. He sat back in his chair. “You all are right. I believe also that they are lost Brothers come home.”

“The three strange looking ones look like our visitor from a Zimunt ago.” One of the Kyntirn stated putting a look of intense concentration on his face.

“Maybe we should get Jimmy, and see if he recognizes any of our new guests?”  The Chief elder replied to the observation. 

The chief turned to the door where two guards were standing. “Go find us Jimmy, and tell him the Vinure would like to speak with him.”

One of the guards left, and a moment later another came in and took his place as the one went to get Jimmy. 

The assembly broke for food and drink. Some had to use the restroom, while others left for a few minutes to tell their families that they were going to have a long night, and that the Vinure would probably going to be together till morning.

When the assembly gathered again, they found that the one known as Jimmy was there and waiting. The Vinure explained the situation to him and asked his opinion.

Jimmy told them that he had heard of the strangers and that they were probably from the same place as he. A place not known to the assembly, a place called New York. The description of the strangers fit the same looks as Jimmy, after all humans weren’t indigenous to the land, and none others looked like a human.

The gathering asked Jimmy if he would go speak to the new comers, with a little thought Jimmy agreed that he would be happy to speak to them, but asked if he could do it in the morning. He was sure that the group would be asleep. The Vinure agreed, and Jimmy left for home.

As the group sat and pondered their situation, they tried to think of how they would question their guests after Jimmy got done talking to them. They were all sure that the five Brothers were Brothers that had gotten lost while leaving the village and exploring the surrounding land.

The human hosts to the Brothers were another matter. They had no clue as to their purpose here, only that they could be as lost as Jimmy was when they found him. They began to think that they could be anything from invaders to friendly helpful people who helped their lost get home. They weren’t sure what they Grandal could want. They had been left many Zimunt ago.

The Vinure broke for the evening; Early morning actually. They would have a big day tomorrow. They knew that there was significance to the new comers visit, and even though the newcomers could be some kind of threat – none of them believed that – they were sure that these were truly innocent people. They would be questioned in the morning.

The next morning when John and the others got up they realized that their spirits had not left them during the night. There had been fresh fruit and nuts brought in sometime during the night. Randy poured just a taste of the juice that was next to the trays of food. Upon taking the sip Randy told the others that the beverage was not a fermented drink. That came as a relief to the others, their heads were a little foggy from the last nights little party.

By the angle the sun shone through the windows, John was able to discern that it had to be very early morning; no more than mid-morning. Perhaps an hour or two past sun-up at the soonest. He walked over to the grate that covered their exit. He couldn’t see if there was a latch on the grate, so he gave it a little tug. It did not move. There must be latch on the other side that John could not see.

While John was standing over the grate Sam and Louis came over to join him. They could hear conversations and other noises coming from the floor or floors below them. 

“What do you think is going to happen today?” John asked both Sam and Louis. They had to know more than he, beings that their Spirits had come from here.

“We have been away for a while, but I think they gathered the Vinure, and may have made up their minds about us, no matter what we might say, do or think.” Louis spoke up. The others gave him a quizzical look. “What? It’s just a guess.” The others smiled at the moment, and it’s awkward appearance.

Then Sam added, “if they recognize our Spirits, they should realize that a few of their lost Brothers have made it home.” He took a drink from his cup, and a bite out of a pear like fruit. “The Spirit Brothers are not a spiteful or suspicious people. They may be a little concerned over five strangers showing up, but I don’t think they think of us as a threat. They are probably a little concerned over Ferd’s appearance.” 

They turned their gazes to Ferd. He just returned their look with a look of innocence

“They will probably come to get us soon.” Sam added. They all headed back to the table and chairs they had set up the night before; taking the trays set next to the door with them.

“Who are the people here, I don’t recall them?”  John asked. “My spirit must have been away longer than it thought.”  John bowed his head and concentrated on his Spirit. “I do remember them a little, but from what I understand my Spirit is young and remembers very little from the time before he got lost.”

Louis told the tales of how the Naphtorin and Fairney got there. The story of the Naphtorin matched what John had read on the massive doors entering the city-like-village. John and Randy paid close attention so that they would not prove to be ignorant if and when questioned. He also went on to tell the others that the Fairney who were with Spirit were called Kyntirn, and that the Naphtorin who were with Spirit were called Gyntirn. The council of elders was known as the Vinure. 

John found this a little confusing. There were four names for two peoples. He hoped he could keep track of who was who; he didn’t take to embarrassment easily. That was why he primarily was a stay to himself person. You can’t embarrass yourself if there is no one around to see it. That was his philosophy; his little self-assessment of his behavior.

After everyone was up for about an hour, they heard the gate to their room open. They all stood up and looked to see who was coming up through the floor. 

To everyone’s surprise the one poking his head through the floor was human. Human beings weren’t very common, and every human they had run across happened to come from the same place. New York State.

The new comer climbed through the hole in the floor, walked over to the small group, and motioned for them to be seated. Once everyone sat down Jimmy asked, “Where are you all from?”

Sam looked around to the others and began to explain their situation. “Louis and I have come from another Spirit Brothers village. Baldon.”

Jimmy looked over to the other three who were sitting together. 

“We have come from the village of the Grandal, Faminty.” John spoke up. “My name is John and I met Randy there, along with Ferd.” He motioned to the other two.”

Jimmy turned his attention to Ferd. “So you are Grandal. You are a little ways from home, are you not?” Ferd just looked at him funny.

“He doesn’t speak English,” John told him.

“You other four do,” Jimmy looked at them with suspicion. “Again, where are you all from?”

“I’m originally from Oneida, New York.” John answered

“I’m from Chittenango, New York.” Sam answered.

Louis felt eyes on him, as he stared at the table, and his twiddling fingers. “Me? I’m from Vernon, New York.

“And I’m originally from Syracuse, New York.” Came lastly, from Randy.

They all looked at each other in surprise. They hadn’t realized they had all come from essentially the same place.  They had a feeling that each other had come from New York, but not from within a fifty mile area of each other. Then they turned their attention back to their questioner. 

“My name is Jimmy, and I’m from Rome.” He looked at the others just to see the unasked question. “New York.” He added. 

“How did you all get here?” Jimmy asked. The group was just staring at him as though he had just grown a third arm.

Each of them told an abbreviated version of how they each got to the land of Ulentup. They each had an idea of how they all got there. But again after everyone voiced themselves, they found a pattern to their combined stories.

“How long have you guys been here?” Jimmy continued to question them. They all had no problems answering his questions. They were learning about each other while answering the questions being tossed at them.

“What are you doing with a Grandal?” Came the inevitable question.

John went through the explanation of how he had found the Grandal. And also told him of the situation with the Grandal, and explained the accident that left the Grandal without a Brother, and other Brothers leaving the Grandal to their fate without them.

Jimmy had heard of the legend about the Grandal and why the Spirit Brothers abandoned them. After hearing John’s explanation about the accident Jimmy nodded his head.

“I’m going to take you to the Vinure. There you can see if anything you are looking for is with them.” Jimmy told them. “I myself thought I was stuck here. I didn’t even think to ask the Vinure if there was a way for me to get home. If there is a way out of here I’d like to join, and get out of here with ya’s. If I could?”

They all stood up and shook hands in agreement. 

Jimmy led the group through the hatch and down the ladder to the floor below. From there they took the stairs down many flights of stairs. The trip seemed longer going down than it did going up for some peculiar reason.

They stepped out into a wet ally way. The sun was shining, but the roads hadn’t dried yet. 

Jimmy led them to a building kitty-corner from where they had spent the night. They all had a very good feeling that things were going to be all right for a change. 

They had finally made their first goal. Now all they had to do was get Ferd his help, get directions home, stop back to Baldon to help them out, and get their collective ass’s home. That’s all? Gave himself a scolded thought.

They could only hope it would be that easy. That was where John had his doubts; things in this land had yet to be easy. Something easy was just a dream.

When they got to the room the Vinure met in, Jimmy told them to sit down and relax; that everything would be just fine. And told them that the Vinure would be in shortly. He showed them over to a table that had a great deal of food and drink on it. This time there was a choice in drink. Both were made from the same berries, but one was fermented, and the other was regular juice.

As they waited they began to get nervous. They had no idea what to expect, despite what Jimmy had told them of the elders. They tried to relax nonetheless. 

The Trip Begins

The morning was a pretty cold one; unusually cold for the season. The sun stood highest in the Half Festival. It was at it’s lowest at Festival: a three-week celebration marking their lands revolution around the sun. Festival was still a couple weeks away.

La’vet woke early, earlier than usual. He had had a hard time sleeping anyhow. He was looking so forward to this trip his mind just couldn’t settle down. His mind just couldn’t let go of all the amazing things it invented to look forward to. After all he had never left Syrquanton. So he had no idea what to really look forward to, let alone what to watch out for. Just the thought of the trip itself kept his mind busy. Sure he had read a lot of the ancient texts, and knew a lot of the world outside their fair city; but to read and experience are two different things.

While the priest was grabbing some of his personal things he wanted to bring, he reflected on the previous nights festivities. He was still awe struck that that kind of gathering would be called for his group’s expedition. He had never thought of himself as a popular person, but he felt quite special now. How he hoped the Good Spirits were with him. He knew he needed all the help he could get; there was too much at stake.

“Are we already to do this La’vet?” he heard a voice speak from behind him. “The sooner the better.” The voice said again. He heard the door close.

Turning around to see Ki’tan walking to him from the doorway, he was carrying a small pack. La’vet told him that he was more than ready to get a move on. They had to get the guards, and the other priest, Fu’met, and they would be set. La’vet grabbed the small bag he put together with a couple changes of cloths in along with a few other things. Books primarily.

It had been arranged the night before that they would meet in the square in front of the Spirit Hall well before breakfast. They also agreed that they would eat on the way. Time wasn’t really of the essence, but just like La’vet, they all wanted to get a move on as soon as possible. It was just a little before sunup when all were together, the sun blending the steel gray clouds to a line of bright orange clouds on the eastern horizon over the Wezton Mountains. La’vet hoped that the trip would be as beautiful as the sky looked at that moment.

When they opened the door to the small building that they had put the supplies in yesterday afternoon, it looked like more than they could carry, but then again the guards and Ki’tan was a very strong threesome. La’vet hoped they wouldn’t run into trouble, because if five of them were weighed down, that left La’vet and Fu’met to fend for the group until the others could get free, and La’vat knew he nor Fu’met were much of fighters, and wouldn’t make much of a defense till the others could help. For the first time in his life La’vet regretted being a passive person, he should have followed Ki’tan when invited to do exercises and learn ‘self defense’ as he called it. His friend went to a number of the exercises that the guards frequently attended, and Ki’tan was quite fit for being a passive priest.

Getting loaded up, the group was about to leave at sunrise. Just as they started out the Prefect stood at the gate. La’vet was surprised to see him; not just because he didn’t think that the Prefect was up at the hour, but that he would come out to see them off. Of course the trip was in everyone’s best interest, but he didn’t think the Prefect took the trip as seriously as most others, so Spirit knows he wasn’t expected to see them off. The festivities the night before was plenty to send the group off with. To get a personal send off from the Prefect was very nice indeed. It brought smiles to the whole group.

“I didn’t expect to see you this morning Prefect.” La’vet said. “But I am glad you have come out to see us off.”

“As you had told me yesterday, La’vet, this excursion is not only necessary, but vital to Garenant's survival.” The Prefect told not only La’vet, but also the whole group. “I wanted to send you all off with the knowledge that the city and myself wish you the best on this journey, we will hope for your safe return every day you are gone.”

“Thank you,” the group said almost in unison.

“I have five more guards to see you our border of the Vacik’s land,” The prefect informed them. “If I remember correctly I believe that the border is where the paths split, and the one you are taking will be going north at that point. May the Good Spirits be with you all. And may you all come home safely”

“Good luck all of you” The prefect gave the group a slight bow of the head when they crossed the threshold of the gates to the roadway just outside the city.

The group left with a better feeling of the trip they were taking. So, grabbing all their stuff, they headed out. Each was carrying a rather large pack. Everything being carried was community supplies but everything was divvied up evenly between them. All except for La’vet and Fu’met. Neither of them held the same strength as the rest of the group, but they carried all they could none-the-less.

Everyone was silent as they made their way to the outskirts of the cities farmland. Each with their own prayers being said to themselves as they contemplated the upcoming trip. None had any real idea what the trip was going to bring. They could only hope for the best and pray that the Good Spirits would be with them.

When the sun was finally above the horizon, the group from Syrquanton had covered a good five to ten leagues. The beginning of the trip saw no problems or dangers. The walk was quite uneventful, some of them considered it rather boring. The land pretty much looked the same so far. The farms of the land were growing scarce and there wasn’t much for tree life. The only thing taking their attention away from the boredom was the carrying of their burdens.

Once the trip was well underway did the group start conversing. They mostly talked amongst themselves to kill time; idle conversation about nothing in particular.

By mid day the Syrquanton group reached the branch in the road where the extra guards were to leave them, and return to the city. The guys wished they had the extra hands when they came across the land of the Warbow. None had ever seen the Warbow, but everyone knew that the Warbow were a lawless, cannibalistic people; animals most people thought of them.

At first they wanted to go over to the Vacik’s home city, which would at least take the group around most of the Warbow’s land. But in the end they decided not to, simply because they didn’t have the time. They had to make the Grandal village in five to eight days, ten at the most in order to meet up with the outlanders.

The land was a rolling hilled land; not too steep, but definitely up and down. The flora was made up of short thin trees. The trees were sparse, and a lot of grass and shrubs filled up most of the land. The path had been well trodden. None of them knew how the path would be so well trodden, they knew of no one who would travel a road that headed for the Warbow; the direction in which they had to travel. Then again maybe the trail was made by the Warbow; that was not a very settling thought, but it did get the group looking out with an extra effort. They couldn’t afford to be caught off guard. For all they knew the Warbow could be anywhere, and their level of fighting skill could likely rival that of ther guards; they just didn’t know.

Taking a break just before the sun was high in the sky, the group settled into a small meal and rest before heading on. They found a patch of trees with a small clearing in the middle. They figured it would provide cover against any unwanted visitors. The only problem with that was that they couldn’t see out any better than anyone could see in. It was a catch twenty-two.

La’vet was surprised that he was handling the trip as well as he was. He knew the others were all right, he was probably the only one in not so good a shape, but he knew he had to persevere. His legs ached slightly, but not enough to bring about a complaint. His back on the other hand he rubbed and hard as he could to sooth it. He did finally settle on a good thought though; by the time they were through with this trip he would be in a lot better shape than he was in now. He began to think that he might join his friend in these exercises, and self-defense groups.

Knowing that they were going to be dangerously close to the Warbow village by the time the night had come, they figured they should stop a bit more before dark than they would like to have. They didn’t want to camp any closer to the Warbow’s territory than they absolutely had to. They only had a brief idea of where the village was. They would have to send out a scout so they could stay clear of the Warbow’s village.

Two guards took point, with Ki’tan joining them because of his strength. The other three took up a rear position behind La’vet and Fu’met, and one guard who stuck close to La’vet. The priest found it interesting to have his own personal bodyguard, but it was what the guard wanted to do. Each of the guards had their instructions and orders. It was not La’vet’s place to question city guard protocol. He felt safer though having a guard right with him.

La’vet and Fu’met felt safe being surrounded by such an entourage of husky well-built and trained people.

The trip continued to be uneventful. Right up to the point they decided to stop for the night. They wished they had a map of the land, but there wasn’t one to be had. Hoping they were still far enough from the Warbow, they found another stand of trees to take cover in. The woodland they had entered was of a good size. A few of the guards made rounds to scope out the area they were going to be camping in.

It wasn’t until everyone was back to the camp with their reports of ‘nothing found’, did they start a fire and relaxed a little.

The Vinure

It seemed like they were waiting half the day before the Vinure filed in. In actuality it was only about an hour or so. The group watched the precession file in. The council was made up of the two peoples that Jimmy had told them about. Jimmy didn’t mention the elaborate dress they wore.

The Naphtorin, or the Gyntirn wore long black robes with red and blue trim. The robes reminded John of the robes he would see a protestant pastor wearing. The Fairney, or the Kyntirn wore a similar robe. Except theirs were like a burgundy color with white, and gold colored trim.

Once they all were standing behind their respective chairs they looked to the group of new comers. Jimmy pointed them to a set of chairs at the foot of the tables, opposite the chief elder at the other end. Once the group of strangers was standing behind their chairs the Vinure took their high backed and plush looking seats. When they were seated the group of new comers took their seats in their rather plain chairs. 

“We are told you speak the language of Jimmy.” The chief stated. Ferd looked to John and John translated for him.  Ferd grew a little concerned that the elders didn’t speak his language, or look like they wanted to speak with him.

“We speak your language as well.” The chief told Ferd. Ferd was incredibly relieved.

“If it would be easier,” John began. “We could all speak Grandal.”

The chief gave John an intense and sour look. Jimmy quickly told him that he spoke out of turn.

“My apologizes,” John said bowing his head.

“What brings you to our village?” The chief asked.

The group looked at each other debating on who would answer. Each of them looked at and nodded to John; he had been their unofficial spokesman. God knows it wasn’t because he knew more than anyone else. He just had a way of being understood better. So much for keeping to myself, John thought to himself. Just once he would like to be one of the ones who just sat quietly aside and drank in what the others were doing. After all he had been in the land for the shortest time, and didn’t know half of what the others knew about the land, but he knew he held a charisma that pointed people to him.

That same charisma is what John had depended on when he hitchhiked around home. He never looked very threatening, and always felt he put out a positive aura, and people around him would pick up on that aura.

“There are a couple of reasons why we are here.” John began. “One was to bring Ferd here so that we might be able to bring a Spirit Brother back to his people.” He went on to explain the accident that cost his people the Spirit Brothers’ help to begin with. The Vinure listened intently, not taking their eyes off of John, except to glance over to Ferd on occasion. The looks on their faces looked more and more relaxed as the explanation went on. John hoped that they were being influenced by his story.

“The other reason?” The chief asked when John was through with his opening statement. 

“We had heard that you may know how to guide us to a way to get back to our homes.” John went on to the tail about how he got here and how he had run into the others. He told them of how the Grandal knew they would be able to help. He also mentioned loosing Ralph, and many other problems they had run into to get this far; God how he hoped they would find the help they sought.

“Your friend, Ferd is it, thinks highly of us.” One of the Gyntirn spoke up. 

“As do all the Grandal.” John chimed in.

“But we do not know of a way to get you to your home.”

The group let out and exasperated breath. Their hopes dashed. John knew that this would be too easy. They could only hope now that someone else there had some idea of how to help them.

“However, we do know of a people that may be able to help you.” This time it was a Kyntirn that spoke up. The group looked to him with a rekindled feeling of hope. “There is a people know as the Syrquanton. They may know how you could get back to your home land.” The rest of the assembly nodded their heads in agreement with what the Kyntirn just told them. “Another people that might be of some help to you and your party would be the Vacik. They live close to the Syrquanton.” 

“Where can we find these people?” John asked. Everyone in Johns group sat up and listened intently to the reply of this question. None of them wanted to miss a single detail. This was life or death to them and their trip.

“They are far over in the land of Garenant. To get to them you must get through some land guarded by the Warbow.” Came the explanation. You will have to be alert when going through Garenant. “It has always been known as a dangerous place.” Now it was confirmed that this was not going to be an easy task. John remembered what Randy said he had seen when he came across the Warbow. This was all they needed, John admonished himself for his pessimism. He tried to remind himself that there is always hope, no matter how faint the light.

John closed his eyes to see if he could recall such a place. He felt a tapping on his shoulder. He looked over to see Randy ready to tell him something. John nodded to him realizing where he had heard of the Warbow. 

“The Warbow are the cannibals that I ran across just after I came here. I have an idea where it is they are telling us about, but I really hope we don’t run into these Warbow people.” Randy told John with a little concern in his voice. “They would look at us as a grand buffet; with our size and all. They are short pygmy like people.”

“We will take time to consider the request of the Grandal. For now you are our guests. There will be a feast tonight; but for now you can go back to the room given you. There you can get cleaned up, and refresh yourselves. Our village is your village.” The chief stood gesturing with open arms. “If you permit we would like to speak with the Brothers that are with you. They have been gone for a long time. We can give them the directions to get you to the Syrquanton, and the land of Garenant.”

“We prefer to sleep when the Brothers leave us.” Sam spoke up. “We feel extraordinarily empty without them.”

“We understand, at your leisure then.” The Vinure all stood and bowed slightly to the group. The group of humans bowed in return.

When the group got back to their room they were relieved that the hatch wasn’t locked behind them this time. None of them felt like doing any exploring. They were sure that Jimmy would show them around later anyhow. They just wanted to take a nap and let their Spirit Brothers do whatever it is they do. 

Jimmy stayed with them to get to know them all a little better. He wanted to join them in hopes of getting home himself as well. He had been in Ulentup for almost five years, or five Zimunt.

“Do you think the Spirit Brothers will return to our people? Ferd asked.

“I think they will understand, and come back to your people?” Jimmy answered with a positive note to his voice, and a smile on his face. “I know the Vinure, they are an open and honest assembly. They are incredibly fair. The Vinure is known everywhere, and are sometimes called on by other villages to come and settle disputes. There reputations are wise”

Ferd smiled as well as a Grandal can. He felt a great deal more confident with Jimmy’s reassurance. Ferd’s people will be pleased if the Spirit Brothers return with him.

“Well, I say we get drunk and take a nap so that our Spirits can go and meet with the others.” Randy said. He was definitely a hard-core partier; the group thought of him. “I’m sure they are looking forward to seeing their Brothers once again. And as you said I really don’t want to be awake the my Spirit leaves.”  He went over and poured himself a glass of the fermented juice. “I’m sure this will help me in taking a nap, or passing out, which ever comes first.” He guzzled down half of his drink. Unlike a scotch or whiskey, the cool-aid flavor of this liquor allowed it to be guzzled.

John loved to party also, but he could never drink like Randy. He might be able to drink as much, but not as fast. Even when it came to beer John was never a guzzler. He couldn’t guzzle Pepsi either, because of the carbonation; it was the same with beer. Yet, he could put away his share of drink.

The others agreeing with Randy’s assessment poured themselves a glass also. Jimmy though, didn’t need to sedate himself. His Spirit was right where it wanted to be, but he poured himself a glass anyway to celebrate the good fortune of finding others lost in this land as he was. 

They drank and reminisced about home; there was finally a hope, something to brighten their spirits.

Through the late morning into mid-afternoon, the group partied on. It wasn’t till then that the group decided to take their nap and let their Spirits do, as they needed. They were getting to the point of inebriation anyhow. Jimmy stayed so as to escort the Brothers to the meeting with the other Brothers. He was impressed that although inebriated they didn’t get belligerent. He hadn’t seen a person from home in so long he forgot a bit of what people from home were or could be like.

While the Spirits of the ‘traveling men’ - as the people of the village called them - met with the elder Spirits of the village, they were able to reacquaint themselves with their lost home. The lost Spirits were able to convey how each of them had gotten lost, and how they ran into their new shawqua. 

The meeting between the Spirits of Fhenal and the Spirits that had been missing lasted the rest of the afternoon. In that time, the Spirits of the ‘traveling men’ were questioned about the Grandal. They were given the directions to the Syrquanton, and then finally sent back to their hosts.

During the meeting after the meeting the Spirits of Fhenal agreed to send one of their own back to the Grandal. It had been proven to them that the life lost while with the Grandal was indeed an accident. They all had heard the stories of the Grandal, but now they had a direct accounting of the incident. They searched among themselves to find a worthy Brother to send back to Faminty with the one called Ferd.

Getting back to their hosts their Spirits got together to coordinate their efforts to best help their shawqua.  They knew the itinerary of the men, and wanted to make sure they were as helpful to them as possible; that is what the Spirit Brothers did; was their way.  They were helpful inhabitants of those they were ‘joined’ to.

It was very late afternoon when the men awoke from their nap. They weren’t used to having a hangover in the middle of the day, but they got up anyways. Each of them took a few minutes to coordinate with their Spirits by meditation. When they all opened their eyes they could see a light in each other. There was no sign of concern. In fact they had never felt so enlightened. Their hangovers were subsiding quickly also. Jimmy was very happy to see that his fellow men were able to put their minds at ease.

Jimmy took them down to the festival square to join the feast at it’s beginning. They didn’t need any coxing the men were glad to be doing something to enjoy themselves. There had been too much fear in the last few days. Though they weren’t sure about partying twice in one day. 

As the men collected themselves around the center of the square, they saw about ten Naphtorin bringing out two rather large skinned animals. They looked like Buk Lor, but they weren’t sure until they saw the necklaces around the necks of their carriers. The necklaces were made from the massive claws of the Buk Lor. They had no idea that the Buk Lor was edible till now. By the size of the creatures they could tell that this feast was going to be a village sized party.

The eight alters around the square were being set up with lots and lots of other foods. It looked like a cornucopia of fruits, vegetables, and drink; a plethora of nuts and berries.

While the guys were talking with Jimmy, they found that the feast was done in two parts. Half the village would gather for an early feast, and the other half would gather for a late feast. Once Jimmy told them of this, they saw two more skinned Buk Lor being brought. Jimmy told them that they were invited to both the early and the late feast. They all could only hope to be able to party that long, but they knew it was to be a good time nonetheless.

The fire for the feast had been started hours ago. The men could barely stand within ten feet of the fire pit because of its intense heat. The handles that the spits were turned by extended a good five to ten feet from the pit. Villagers would take turns at the crank. When the Fairney took their turn at the cranks, stools were brought for them to stand on, because of their small stature. They might be short, but they were heavy and very strong. 

The Fairney seemed to be every bit as strong as the Naphtorin despite their size. The guests were awed by how well the two beings cohabitated. They knew it had to have something to do with peaceful nature of the Spirit Brothers. They began to wonder why other people where they came from couldn’t get along as well. They knew it had to be the wondering of their Spirits. They knew how mistrustful and deceitful the people of their home were. Their Spirits had a hell of a time trying to understand the way their host’s thought of their homeland. There was nothing but deceitful, hateful, and selfish people where their hosts’ came from.

The Spirit Brothers only knew peace, and they could never understand the purpose of hateful, vengeful, violence. The only Spirit of the group that came closest to understanding was John’s. It knew the hatred John felt toward the Baggert. Especially the one that had killed Ralph.

After a little while an unhosted Spirit Brother came around and hovered near the group. They watched it for a while, but it just stayed in one place. 

Some female Naphtorin came and directed the group to one of several benches set up around the perimeter of the square. As they took their seats, the unhosted Spirit followed them, and after a few moments the Spirit drifted to Ferd, stopped in front of him, and then entered him.

Mine knocked me over, John thought. So they are a little gentler than mine was with me. The others knowing of John’s story looked at him to see an unusual smirk on his face. Telepathy wasn’t necessary to know what he was thinking.

Ferd closed his eyes and bowed his head. After several minutes he raised his head, opened his eyes, and looked to the others with a great big grin on his face. John and the others knew that the Grandal had been forgiven. That Ferd was to go back to his village with this grand news. The spirit Brothers walked with his people again. 

They poured drinks around and toasted the fortune of the Grandal. His people had waited a long time for the guidance of the Spirit Brothers, and now they got their wish. Ferd hoped that his people would never have to go through their absence again.

Over the course of a couple of hours the square filled up with what had to be a several hundred people. And this is only half the village? John thought. John asked Jimmy how many people there were in the village. Jimmy said that there were about forty-five hundred people in the village. John asked if they all would be at the feast. He knew the square wasn’t that big. Jimmy told him that only about five or six hundred would attend the feast.

Jimmy went on to explain that there was a feast every week, and that participants were assigned the week they would attend. That way over a month all would be able to feast. John asked him about the annual festival that the whole land of Ulentup celebrated. Jimmy then told his that there was a clearing about a half-mile from the village. The clearing was a little smaller that the village itself, but the whole village went to the clearing. 

He also told John that the cooking pit was ten feet wide and about fifty feet long, so as to cook enough meat to feed the village. He also explained that there was a great hunt for two days prior to the yearly festival, known as Zimunt or Festival of the year. John recognized the word, he knew of the festival of the year, but had no idea how big it was. 

John asked if the whole land celebrated the Zimunt, and was informed that the Zimunt was a celebration of the whole land from the desert to the mountains far away. John found this to be rather impressive.

Trouble

Two guards went with Ki’tan when he went to look for some fresh meat to add to their meal of berries and bread. They had a nice provision of food, but there was no replacing freshly cooked meat for a fulfilling meal.

The other two guards took a trip around the stand of trees to make sure there was nothing or no one around. When they got back they informed La’vet that they found a trail that headed west. This was very good news, because a trail heading west meant that they might actually be able to skirt around the Warbow’s territory.

As the sun set, the quiet around them brought the distant sound of running water. They knew the river Mown ran north to the great pit Corlilt. They hoped they were far enough north not to loose any time if they made it to the river to take it the rest of the way north. This should get them by the Warbow, with any luck at all.

By the time everyone returned to the camp the second time, La’vet and Fu’met had a fire going and the clearing cleared of dead wood and rock. They had found a few good-sized rocks that they were able to put the bigger branches across to make a couple of make shift benches. They didn’t have to worry about seating everyone, because at least two guards made rounds continually. They weren’t taking any chances this close to the Warbow’s territory. 

Ki’tan returned with three yeadin. La’vet couldn’t watch when they were being skinned. He had a weak constitution. Fu’met on the other hand found the dissection of the animals fascinating.

While the animals were being skinned one of the guards had made a spit for the animal to be put on for cooking. They figured it would take a good hour or so for the animal to be cooked enough for eating. So they settled into some pre dinner conversation. The guards knew very little about the trip they were taking, so La’vet filled them in on the legends of the Spirit Brothers of Garenant. The guards didn’t know how much of what they were hearing to believe, but they as least understood why they were on this trip what had to be done.

The sun was finally below the western horizon and, about half way through the cooking of the game, one of the guards making rounds gave out a very eerie, and very loud cry. Everyone looked too each other to see who was going to move first. One of the other guards making rounds came running straight through the camp heading for the scream. The other guards, and Ki’tan quickly got up and followed. Although Fu’met and La’vet were curious they figured it best if they just hung with the camp.

When the guards found the guard who let out the scream, he had been mauled, and bleeding profusely. They looked around to see if they could find what might have done this kind of damage to a person. They could see just inside the tree line a couple pair of eyes. Ki’tan had no idea what the creature was, but the guards knew. It was a four-legged creature known as a bucor. A bucor stood a span high and was very strong. They had teeth that were a hand-width long, and were one of the most deadly creatures in Garenant.

The bucor had, according to legend and rumor, worked with the Warbow as hunting animals. This was the last thing they needed to see. The animals could very well mean that they had been found by the Warbow.

This is all we need, Ki’tan thought to himself. So much for an uneventful, and peaceful trip.
At this realization Ki’tan headed back to camp, while the other guards went in to dispatch the vicious animals. He heard the fighting begin behind him and it sounded like a war was erupting. He hoped the guards would prevail, because if they didn’t they all might be dead in a very short time.

When Ki’tan got back to the camp, he found that the two priests were missing. He called out to them, and got no response. His greatest fear overcame him. If the bucor were with the Warbow, it was very possible that the Warbow had come into the camp and grabbed the two priests. He frantically checked the ground for signs of a struggle and or tracks that didn’t belong to the group. And much to his astonishment there were several marks on the ground that didn’t belong to any of the party. The Warbow had indeed grabbed the two priests. Ki’tan dropped his head in disappointment. 

Knowing there wasn’t anything he could do at the moment for the priests he bolted back to help the guards to dispatch bucor.

When he approached the battle sight he found two dead bucor, and two of the guards were dead. Out of the other three two were injured, though not too severally. In the faint light he could see two more bucor running out into the open plain, just going over the crest of the nearest hill.

Informing the other guards about the missing priests they all headed back to the camp. There the guards were able to see that the camp had been put in disarray. Their provisions were scattered all over, however, nothing but the two priests were taken.

According to legend the Warbow made the capture of people into a two-day festival to their gods. The group that was left knew that there was nothing they could do for the priests at this point, and although feeling helpless, knew they had to wait till morning before they could pursue the merciless, sadistic, inhumane Warbow.

They went through what provisions they could salvage, and gathered them up. The animal on the spit was still there. Because no one had been turning the meat in a while the side facing the fire was burning. Although they felt as helpless as an infant, they knew they had to eat and get rest so as to head out first thing in the morning to try and retrieve the comrades.

Two of the guards went to the wood line that their battle was fought at to retrieve the bodies of their fallen comrades. They brought the bodies back to the camp and begun to dig a huge hole to put the bodies. Ki’tan stayed behind with the other guard to tend to the tattered camp.

By the time the hole was dug the food was done. Despite having little to no appetite they knew they had to eat to keep their strength up. And not eating would serve no purpose other than to weaken them, and they couldn’t afford that.

When they finished with dinner the guards went back to digging the hole to bury their fallen comrades. Ki’tan being a priest started to give the dead a spiritual send off to the gods. When the bodies were buried they all gave the dead a blessing and prayed for their safe trip to the gods.

Once the bodies had been taken care of they settled in to a restless night of attempted sleep. 

Ki’tan was worried for his friends he hoped that they would find them and free them before the Warbow finished their rituals and cooked his friends for a blessed meal. The trip had taken on the nightmare they all feared.
The Feast

Bit by bit through the afternoon more and more people came to the square. With just after a few hours past the suns zenith, the square was as full as it could get. John was impressed; two species of people; young, old, men and women, all getting along in perfect harmony. Very impressive, indeed. The fact he found most impressive was that they all got along like family. Then again they were family, if not distant cousins.

He began to think of the blacks and whites back home. There you had two distinct humans, and it always looked like the two races would never get along. Years of distrust and hate, neither one willing to put their pasts behind them. It was like they were doomed to hate each other. John had also felt the same about the Middle East back home. Will our world ever get along, John thought to himself?

If there was any one thing that John didn’t miss about being home, was the constant fighting going on in the world he knew. The news hours were filled with nothing but the ranting and ravings of just about every person on the planet.

That got John thinking about other disputes around the world he knew. The Arabs, the Jews, and the Christian. They all worship the same God, but they were to even rationalize murdering each other in the name of that very same God. For what John knew of the Bible and some of the Arab background; all indications were that the two races were meant to be at each other’s throats. There is always to be war, the Middle East was never to have peace. The Arabs were to never agree with the Jews and the Jews were to never trust the Arabs or Muslims. They could each retrace their heritage back to Abraham, but followed two very different paths afterward.

“What is this New York like?” The chief elder asked as he approached John. “We know little of your land.” He looked up to John with genuine interest in his eyes.

“Haven’t you talked with Jimmy?” John replied. “He could have told you what our people are like.” John really didn’t want to talk of home to anyone here, because he didn’t want him and his friends judged by the land that they came from.

“To tell you the truth, we thought of Jimmy as an aberration.” The chief stated. “We had never seen one like him. He seemed lost and disorientated when he came to us, saying very little about where he came from.”

“He has never told you anything of his homeland?” John asked. “And you never thought to ask?”

“We are not what you would call meddlesome.” Was the reply from the chief. “We learned his speech, and his habits, but never thought to ask him where he was from. We accept a person as they are.”

John looked at the chief with growing interest. “This is definitely not how the people act where I come from.” John stated. “Where I come from, we proclaim freedom, and justice for all.” John dropped his head. He wasn’t sure exactly what to tell the chief. “Unfortunately what we proclaim and what we actually do are two totally different things.”

“Tell me of your people. I must admit I am curious. Your looks and behavior are so strange to us.” The chief continued to make conversation.

Not knowing what exactly to tell the chief, John paused a moment dropping his head. In John’s opinion the human race was both superior, yet inferior at the same time. We have technology, but they got peace; so who’s the better. John was finding this conversation harder than he thought it would be. He couldn’t think of many positives, that wouldn’t be treaded on by the negatives. Everything he thought to talk about would come out as an oxymoron.

“Our people have many wonders the people of this land could only dream of.” John didn’t exactly know where to go with this line of conversation. “A lot of what we have can’t be explained easily.” John took a deep breath and continued. “We have electricity. We have harnessed the power of lightning. We live in sophisticated structures made of wood, and tiles.” John paused for a moment taking a drink from the glass that was in his hands.

“Are your people better than ours?” The chief asked point blank.

What a question. John thought.

 The chief didn’t seem to be worried about being offended. That helped in John’s answering of his questions.

“If I were to tell you the truth, I would have to say that there is no better or worse.” John prepared to go on. “The strangeness of this land is scary to me. There is a lot I don’t know about. And a lot to learn about this place. Not knowing the dangers puts me in danger. I don’t have this problem at home. However, the people in this land are far more open and honest, very peaceful. This also is strange.”

John picked his head up and looked around. He wished someone would relieve him of this conversation. No one came. He felt he could really use the help. 

“The people of the land I come from, I have to admit, are selfish and stubborn. People trust few others.” John took a deep breath, and continued. My people are sophisticated, almost to there own demise. Every one fights to be better than another. Many races of people seem to fight to be better than another.”

“I don’t see how your people can have so much, and still not be content with one another.” The chief observed. “Most all the people of Ulentup live in harmony with each other.”

“What of the Warbow?” John asked. “They feed on their own, and others; killing needlessly.”

“The Warbow are simply who they are. If one doesn’t want the danger they don’t go to the Warbow. They are a people of their own.” The chief said.

“As much as I hate to admit it my people often prey on each other. My people seem to feel that it takes the defeat of another to get stronger, and stronger is being superior.” John had to take a breath. He didn’t want to make his people - as the chief called them - sound bad, but he couldn’t find a way around it. It was true the people of Ulentup were a far more peaceful people. There was no way around it.

John went on to tell of the laws, and crimes of his people. The chief couldn’t believe what he was hearing. There was no such crimes or laws known to him. The chief was getting a bad feeling about John’s people, no matter how hard he tried to understand. The punishment for any offence that one could do was exile, and no one there wanted to loose their utopian home with the Spirit Brothers, so no one stole, lied, or cheated one another. John found this amazing, if only the people back home could live in this same way. He knew it would probably never happen, but he could always hope.

The chief asked to be excused, so as to go and talk to the others. John hoped the others could be more enlightening than he had been. He went back to trying to be as by himself as he could get in the crowded square. He sat on one of the bench’s that encompassed the square.

“It’s good to talk to you in your own language,” a voice said to John as it sat down next to him. John seemed to be deep in thought, and a little distraught. He didn’t recognize the voice at first, but something about it did seem familiar.

“I’d like to be by myself for a little bit,” John replied while turning to see who it was that was trying to talk to him. To his surprise it was Ferd. He had never heard Ferd speak English; his voice sounded so much different now. John was in awe over the change.

“Ferd,” John said with excitement in his voice. “But how?” Then it dawned on him. “They forgave you, they are coming back to your people.”

“Yes,” Ferd said with equal excitement. “I have you and Randy to thank. If not for you we would not be blessed again. Thank you so much. We are in your debt.”

“Ferd, if there is anything I have learned about the Spirit Brothers, they help people. Their purpose seems to be to help others.” John bowed his head in humility. “I was just doing the same. Your people deserved to have a Spirit Brother back amongst your people. I am simply glad to have helped.”

“Still, I am very grateful, as my people will be when I get home to them” Ferd said holding out his hand. “I am also to have a new name. It is Gurnadin. It means ‘blessed again’.”

“That’s going to be a little hard to get used to.” John said. “I had just gotten used to the name Ferd. Now it’s Gurnadin?” he tried out the new name, and cringed. John extended his hand to Ferd or Gurnadin now, and grabbed his arm in a pact like embrace on the forearm. This is going to be a little hard to get use to; Gurnadin. John thought to himself.

“Come let’s feast.” Gurnadin pulled John along. John came along. He wanted to introduce their new companion to the guys anyway.

The chief was talking to the others. From a distance it looked like the conversation was intense. When John and Gurnadin came to them they ended their conversation.

“You didn’t have to stop on our account.” John told them.

“No, it’s all right. We were telling him about what it is like back home.” Sam said.

“It seems you were right about your people John.” The chief looked at him with a little disappointment in his face. John almost felt that they should have lied to the chief, but that would be exactly the point that hurts Johns people. They don’t think and then do something stupid. 

“Please chief believe that not all our people are bad or mean people.” John insisted. “There are honorable people among us. It seems like half of our existence is spent looking for those who are compatible.”

“He’s right,” Louis chimed in. “look at us for example. We are all good people. In our land finding friends like I have found here is rare among our people, but just as we have done here, we have found each other. Even if there was a lot of luck involved.”

Putting in his two cents Randy told the chief about the Baggert in the last village. That not even all Spirit Bothers were good. That the one who was chief of the village had taken advantage of its position. This was incredibly unlike the Spirit Brothers.

The chief was not pleased with this little bit of information. He said that he would convene the Vinure to discuss this matter. No brother had ever been known as a renegade, and something had to be done about it. They could not allow a rogue Spirit Brother to take advantage of a people. They were to only help people, not take advantage.

The guys almost wished they hadn’t said anything. They didn’t want to cause a ruckus during a feast. But maybe it was better that they knew, so they could bring justice to Baldon. They could use all the help they could get.

Turning back to the others John said, “may I introduce you to a new Ferd.”

“It is good to be able to talk in your language.” Gurnadin said. 

The others, obviously being impressed, passed on their congratulations. 

“Get this,” John said. “Now that Ferd has a Spirit back he has taken on a new name to reflect his peoples good fortune. His name is now ‘Gurnadin’. It’s meaning; ‘blessed again’.”

Everyone reached over to take Gurnadin’s arm in the firm embrace of congratulations. Now everyone felt they had something to celebrate, other than their good fortune. They had all grown fond of Ferd, or Gurnadin. The name was going to take a little bit of getting use to. Though.

The five humans knew they were going to be together for a while. Although the chief wasn’t specific they knew by the directions given them that it was going to take some time, probably a month if their estimates were correct. Just to get back to Faminty to drop Gurnadin back to his people was going to take a week or more. Then they would probably stay there for a couple of days before they headed out to whatever they were destined for.

John took a moment to think about how long it had taken them to get this far, and changed his calculations. I would probably take them a month to get to Faminty, and another month to go the rest of the way. This was a little over-exaggeration, but that is the way it seemed. Nothing seems to be as is. There is always something.

Looking around to all that were gathering for the first part of the feast, John compared it to a concert crowd. He had been to Weedsport, NY for a few concerts. The crowds weren’t much over a couple few thousand. But as confined as this square was, it was just like being in one of those concert crowds.

With a hand on each other’s belt loops the group of banded humans slowly made their way to one of the outer edges of the square. Once they all got their breath they decided to take a small tour of the city-like-village. If everything was as square as they were told they knew they couldn’t get lost.

Every building seemed to be of the same dimensions, except their height. Every building grew by one story as they got closer to the center. The band of humans was impressed that every building was around a hundred feet square. A hundred feet wide by a hundred long. There was no way of getting lost, all they had to do, other than follow the noise of the crowd, was follow the buildings as they got taller.

Around the outside wall, all buildings were one story, a story being about fifteen feet. The wall loomed over the one-story buildings. In contrast the buildings looked small compared to the wall.

When the gang passed each turret they noticed no stairs, or any other visible was up to them. They asked someone who was walking by how the guards got up to the turrets. They were told that there were fifty foot ladders that the guards on the wall let down for their replacements to get up.

Getting a little tired of walking the group headed for the center of the village. They had only walked along two walls, the north and west, and it took them a good hour and a half.

The road they were walking ended at the center of town. When some of the villagers saw them standing there at the end of the streets, they got up off the bench they were sitting on and directed the five new comers to the freshly abandoned seats. The villagers that gave up their seats offered to go and get them a big plate of food. 

The group felt a little out of sorts in this large crowd of Naphtorin, and Fairney. So they figured they would stay put. The villagers that gave them their seats left to get the plates of food. Being waited on didn’t help their phobia of being caught up in the massive crowd, but they did feel a little more welcome than when they first got there.
The Warbow

At first light, the guard who took century woke what was left of the entourage so that they could get an early start. Even the guards took on a more heartfelt responsibility for the priests that had been abducted.

The group gathered all that they could carry, without compromising their fighting ability. They knew that the land around them was still dangerous, and that they would need to be able to shed their provisions quickly if they had to fight again. They each hoped and preyed that they would not have to fight any time too soon.

Though the tattered group was in a very depressive state, they knew they couldn’t stick around a feel sorry for themselves, or their companions; pity would solve nothing. 

They all, through conversation, did their best to get the others to feel better about this new twist of fate in their trip. The group that was left knew that this was no time to loose their heads. If they didn’t succeed in freeing the priests, the whole trip thus far would have been for naught.

Once they had the fire out and provisions packed, they went back to the trail they were previously on. They knew that that trail would take them into the heart of the Warbow’s land. Right straight into the heart of the beast’s teeth itself. None of them had any idea what to expect. 

They didn’t know if the Warbow had parties to guard their land, or if they just had a few centuries. They weren’t sure how far away the Warbow village was, or how big the village was. They didn’t even know how populated the Warbow was. They really didn’t like the idea of going into this blind, but they didn’t have a choice, they had to go in and get their men.

The only thing they did know about the Warbow was that they were a very ruthless people; that and being cannibals. Just the thought of cannibalism turned their stomachs. 

They could only hope and prey that they found their missing comrades before the worst could happen. The trip to Faminty took on a whole new level of meaning. 

Their priority wasn’t just getting to the Grandal home village but to just simply retrieve their missing comrades. If only they knew it would be just that simple. Nothing to this point had been very easy, and it didn’t look like it was going to get any easier for them anytime soon.

During their trip into the heart of the beast, the remaining guards and Ki’tan discussed as many strategies as they could to make themselves as prepared as they could make themselves for the battle they knew was to come. They even discussed ways to try to avoid combat, if that was going to be at all possible. 

The ideal situation was if they could find a way into the Warbow village and free their people without having any of the Warbow knowing they were even there. They knew that was going to be a long shot, but they discussed it nonetheless.

The sun was fully up by the time they could see the village on the northern horizon. There looked to be no activity, but they couldn’t take the chance that they could approach unnoticed. They had to assume that there was some kind of centuries watching for them. 

The Warbow weren’t known for being stupid; on the contrary they were known for being ruthlessly smart, even for being primitive brutes.

Over to the left of the village they could see a group of trees. They knew their best bet would be to move over to those trees and try to make their approach from them. They hoped that beings that the trees were far to the west of the village that they wouldn’t be watched. 

The group decided to lay low on their side of the hill and just watch the horizon to see if they could pick up a pattern in the way the Warbow guarded their village. Anything they could learn about their enemy was bound to help their cause, no matter how little the learning might be.

Through the morning, the group from Syrquanton watched the village, and still saw little activity. They decided to make their move over to the stand of trees to the west of the village.

As they began their little excursion toward the trees they saw a small band of centuries heading back to the village from the outskirts of the tree line they were heading to. That had to have been the single most excellent sign they had seen all morning, or the last couple of days anyhow.

It didn’t take the group but an hour to make the tree line. They had made most of the trek to the trees on their bellies dragging the supplies they were carrying behind them. The surrounding grassland was deep enough to hide the group as they crawled toward the stand of trees.

Using the trees for cover they skirted the trees the way they saw the Warbow guards make their rounds. It took the group another couple of hours of slow moving to get to within seeing the village from the stand they were in. They hadn’t seen any more Warbow guards making rounds around the tree line they were in. So, they figured that luck just might be on their side; if not the Good Spirits themselves. 

Ki’tan admonished himself for falling into the luck snare. He was a priest. All he believed in told him that these things happened for reasons, and that the Spirits that looked after them were their caretakers.

The men found that the Warbow village was in a rather large clearing of trees. This area of trees encompassed a rather large area making the village in the center of it bigger than any of them thought it might be. This could be to their advantage, the two remaining guards reasoned. They had cover.

They tucked themselves into the trees to take cover for the afternoon. It was going to be about dusk before they wanted to go in and take a closer look at the village. If they got the information they were looking for they would be able to make their move before first light the next day.

At dusk the remainder of the group from Syrquanton snuck up as close as they dared. From their vantage point they could see quite a bit of the village. There were about two-dozen hut like buildings, with a couple of rather large building on either side of the village. There looked to be enough people in the center of the village to show that there weren’t many left in the huts. 

They could see La’vet, and Fu’met tied to a rather large steak not far from the bon fire that the Warbow had going in the very center of the village.

The Warbow looked like dark skinned beings. With paint over most of their bodies. There seemed to be different groups, with different paints over their bodies. There was a group with primarily white paint in wide stripes on them. They carried spears and ringed the outside of the center of the village. The group figured them to be guards, or hunters. 

There were others with yellow and red paints that danced inside of the ones with the spears. There were only a few of these. Because of the chanting like songs they were putting forth, they were labeled as priests by the group.

What appeared to be the women were painting the prisoners in what looked to be part of their sacrificial ritual. The two captured priests didn’t look to be putting up a fight. They actually looked rather subdued. Either they were resigned to their fate or they were in shock. The women looked to next anoint the heads of their sacrifices with an oil of some sort or water.

Remembering that the Warbow sacrifices took two days allowed their comrades time to prepare a plan to free their friends. They sat there for hours watching the goings on of the village and villagers. There appeared to be a lot of drinking, and partying. A major celebration was underway. 

The Warbow ate, drank and danced all night. The foreign group began to wonder it the Warbow even slept, or even got tired for that matter. They just kept on with their celebration tirelessly. Hours just kept passing by.

The prisoners of the Warbow looked to have fallen asleep, probably from exhaustion, long before the celebration ended. 

The group of would be rescuers pulled back into the woods that they left their gear in. They had decided to wait a few hours before making their move. They could hear the festivities going on at the village, so they focused their attention on listening for the nights festivities to end. They just hoped it would be sooner than later.

Well past dark the group could still hear wild noises coming from the village. It had to be way past the half night hours. They were starting to get frustrated having to wait like this, they were beginning to feel hopeless; let alone getting very tired themselves. They tried to keep themselves occupied with conversation, and some of their own eating and drinking. The remaining guards were filled in on more of the details of their trip to Faminty. 

The guards knew little of the legends of the Garenant Spirit Brothers, and actually found the tale festinating. They at least had an idea of why this trip was so necessary, let alone why they needed the others back, not just because it was the right thing to do, but they were needed in finding the outlanders, and returning to Syrquanton with them. This whole trip now hinged on getting their brethren back.

When the noise in the village finally settled down, it had to be just a few hours before sun up. The guys in the group tried to get in small naps but none slept well even when they could nod off. They went through their packs to have something to eat before they made their move.

The two remaining guards led, making their way on their bellies toward the village. Ki’tan was told to follow, but way back from them. They determined that if they were to get ambushed Ki’tan could turn around and get to the trail they passed earlier, and take the way by the river. They vowed that one of them was going to make it to the out- landers, or die trying. 

Ki’tan had no clue as to what to do if the worst happened. La’vet shared some of the information about finding the outlanders, but he was sure of a thousand details he wasn’t privy of.

Luck was on their side though. It seemed that everyone was asleep; guards, priests, men and woman – everyone. They knew there had to be centuries around, but none were seen. This left the guards a little nervous. 

They had begun to wonder if they even had guards; they had to have guards, didn’t they? One of the guards thought to himself.

They got to the edge of the village without so much as a sign of any danger. That would change though. When they crawled to the front of the first hut they came to, they saw that there were three guards. These guards formed a triangle; three points around the circular center of the village.

With a nod they pulled back to behind the huts they were next to. Making a plan of attack, the two guards circled around to the huts that the guards were closest to. They still found their luck to be with them, as they were able to get to their respective positions without incident.

Getting the nod from each other they came out from their hididng places as swiftly as they could. The two guards drove their spears into their prey, impailing and killing them instantly, and without sound. The last Warbow guard began to open his mouth to yell out, but the only thing that escaped his mouth was nothing but an eerie gurgle of blood filled breath. He dropped to his knees with his hands to his slit throat. The two guards looked over to the falling body to see Ki’tan standing behind him with a long bloodied knife in his hands. He was just staring out over his victim, at nothing in particular. The guards knew the look. It was the look of a first kill; shock at taking a life. After all how was a priest not a killing machine.

The guards knew Ki’tan was a tough individual, but they also knew that him being a priest, he wasn’t used to the idea of taking a life.

One of the guards went over to Ki’tan to make sure he was all right. The other went to release their comrades. They were stiff from sitting in the same position for what seemed like an eternity. Other than that they were at least well rested, and most importantly unharmed.

The two priest’s had never been so glad to see anyone in their lives. Thank the Good Spirits, La’vet thought to himself. He didn’t dare say anything out loud.

The five remaining Syrquanton headed out the far side of the village as fast as their legs would carry them. They knew that at any moment someone would find their guards and immediately pursue the strangers. They needed to put as much distance between them and the Warbow as they could.

Again, as it had been all evening, good fortune followed the tattered group. They could hear the yells coming from the Warbow village, but they had enough of a lead that they were able to make it to another group of trees for at least superficial cover. Rather than settle into the trees and see if the Warbow would go that far for their query, they decided to make their way to the left. One of the guards went back as far as he dared and caught back up to them covering their tracks as he came along. They hoped that the jog left would through off any pursuit. The group however, didn’t let up on their pace much; they were literally running for their lives, and the supplies they carried didn’t make their escape any easier.

Once the group felt they had traveled a good distance they brought their pace down to a brisk walk. They knew they were lost, but soon the sun would be up and give them direction. They knew all they had to do was head west in any form; they would run into one of the great rivers or the Pit of Corlilt. The only problem they had though was that they didn’t know how far the pit or the river was. 

Against their better judgment they had to rest as the sun finally made it’s presence felt. 

They could only hope that they had enough distance on the Warbow that they would be considered out of reach. They all sat around in a circle leaning against trees for support. 
After the Party

       It was about sunset when the massive crowd began to disperse. The chief had found the gang finishing up their rather considerable plates of food. A couple of villagers grabbed their plates and headed down the road next to them out of sight.

The chief told the group that there would be about an hour before the next mass of people would begin to show up. He told them that during this part of the feast the group would not be so massive, that they needed room for dancing and musicians.

The chief then led them to a set of benches set up in front of a couple of the alters. Others from the Vinure came over to join the group of humans. They also wanted to know what another land was like. The group was happy to tell them of the land; the hills, plains, valley’s, and on to the wonders of the world and the structures that have been built over the course of time. 

The group tried to stay away from talking about the people, and if they did talk of the people they were careful to only talk of those who had made great contributions to society. They had begun to wonder why even a state in the United States couldn’t be as civil as those in this land. 

Although the thought was brief, they had wondered if it wouldn’t be better to stay in this land. It was ideal. No war, no famine; everyone worked together with one another in true peace and harmony. John began to think that if he didn’t have loved ones and other commitments to return to at home, this would be a nice place to live. Then he though of all the dangers here, everything from the Baggert, to poisonous little furry creatures. There were also the Warbow. John hadn’t met them yet but from what he got from Randy he didn’t really want to find the Warbow anyway. Being cannibals helped that thought along. John couldn’t believe there really was such a thing; no amount of imagination could have him fathom cannibalism.

The more John got to thinking about it; he really hadn’t seen a whole hell of a lot of this land. He had only seen a few of the many villages here in Ulentup. John figured they aught to consider themselves lucky that they had found such peaceful people to work with at each of the places they had been to so far. There could just as easily be people in this land that aren’t so nice; aside from the Warbow.

Some of the things that amazed their audience most were the description of things like electricity, glass, canned foods, and skyscrapers. John had begun to realize how much he had taken for granted back home. 

His homesickness was coming back. He was surprised that he hadn’t thought about home for as long as he did. He couldn’t really remember when he thought of Dawn and home last. He began to feel a little guilty for not thinking of her while he was at these festivities.

If only you could see this Dawn, he thought to himself. The others seeing the look on John’s face asked him what was wrong. He just waived them off and told them that nothing was wrong.

Two more Buk Lor was brought to the fire pit, and people started to file in. Over the next hour or two, while the sun was setting torches all around the square were lit. In all there must have been a hundred torches easy. John was surprised when he saw that each torch had a little catch tray under it. It kept the crowd safe from the burning, falling embers, and debris that fell from the torches.

Three of the four of the alter-like tables were again filled with another virtual cornucopia of fruits and vegetables. The forth alter was going to be used as a stage for the dancers the group had been told about. The chief told the group that their dancers were some of the best known in the land.

When the square filled, a group of Fairney came through the crowd to take the stage. They dressed much like the Grandal, adding to looking like the Grandal or cousins thereof.

Food was brought to the guest-spectators. John still found the plates to be very oversized. It had only been four or five hours since they ate last. Their appetites were barely coming back. However, in an attempt not to disrespect their hosts they ate till they thought they would burst.

The dancers to John, Randy, and Gurnadin – formerly Ferd – took them by surprise. The dance that was performed was the same dance John and Randy had seen before they left Faminty with Gurnadin. 

John paid close attention to the performance being put on before him. He was looking to see if the storyline conformed to the accounting that John had given the Vinure, or if it was the same story it had always been. It was amazing how well and how accurate the dance was to the story. 

As the dance came to an end, John and Gurnadin noticed that the interpretation of the tragedy end reflected the accident that took the life of the chief elder of the Grandal, and the Spirit Brother he carried. 

The crowd watching looked on in awe. They knew of the story of the Grandal and the murder of the chiefs Spirit, but when they saw this alternate ending most didn’t know how to react. They weren’t sure if this story was a correct interpretation, or if the dance-story was changed for the sake of their Grandal guest.

The chief of Fhenal climbed up on the alter-stage. He held up both hands asking for the attention of the crowd. He looked down at Gurnadin, and then at John. He motioned for the two of them to come up and join him on the stage. John really didn’t like the idea of this, but he went anyhow. He could feel the eyes of every single person in the crowd on him. He never was comfortable being in front of more than a few people. Let alone several hundred.

Once the two were on the stage, the chief told the crowd that he had an announcement to make.

“People of Fhenal,” he began. “In a meeting with the group that came yesterday, the Vinure was told an incredible tale. It was explained to us by the one called John,” he motioned to his right, “that the tragedy of the death of their leader and his Spirit Brother was indeed an accident.” He gestured to John again trying to reinforce the point he was making.

“At our request we asked the Grandal, Ferd, to tell us of that tragedy according to their legend.” The chief bent down and pointed to a cup on a small table in front of the stage. Someone from in front of the stage knowing what he was asking for handed it to him. After taking a drink he continued. “The story he told us was the same as the legend we are familiar with.”

The people looked to each other with a little skepticism. Most wondering where this was going.

The chief continued again. “When we asked about why the request for a Brother was being made, the one called John spoke up,” he gestured to John once more. “He told us how he had understood the story of legend. Looking at the legend from this perspective, we understood the point being made. The death of both the Grandal chief and the Spirit Brother that was with him was a tragic accident. This correction in the story of legend was what was just performed for you tonight. This is how that legend will be remembered from this point forward.”

The crowd looked like it was about to erupt. Not in violence, but in rejoicing that the truth was now known and told, or at least a happier truth than the one known.

“May I please introduce Gurnadin, for his people are now truly ‘blessed again’.” There came deafening cheer from the assembly. “Once again a Spirit Brother will again join the Grandal. History has been rewritten, and the legend corrected. So join me in welcoming the Grandal back into the fold of those joined with the Spirit Brothers.” The crowd cheered once again.

After the speech was done, both John and Gurnadin climbed down and rejoined their friends. They each were embraced by the others from their group, in congratulations for bringing the truth to light. John couldn’t recall as warm a feeling as he had at this moment. The joy on Gurnadin’s face was enough to make those around him join in his joy. His joy was contagious. If anyone had a truer reason to celebrate, he did.

The feast had turned into a major celebration. It seemed like everyone in attendance wanted to congratulate Gurnadin. There were plates of food and drink being passed around. Small groups gathered to sing of other tales. The group was incredibly excited to see this new level of festivity. They began to feel more than welcome; they felt like they found a home away from home; as unusual as that felt to John, and the others.

The gang joined in the celebration. With the help of their Spirits they were able to sing and dance along with others from the village. It had been a long time since any of them felt this good about where they were and what they knew. 

Over the course of the night, fermented fruit punch was passed around and the gang drank. This was a night to eat, drink, and be merry. They knew they would have to move on soon. They had obligations, not the least of which was getting home, but this night they partied, and partied, and partied.

It was well into the night when the crowd began to disperse. The guys hung out as long as they could, but the spirit of the evening caught up to them. All except for Randy, he looked like he could just keep on going. 

Villagers helped the guys get to their room. Randy said that he would be up shortly, and also saying that he wasn’t done having a good time. The others just smiled and followed their guides to their upper floor room.

From their room they were able to look out over the square. Despite the dispersing of most of the crowd, there was still a rowdy bunch continuing on. 

The guys looked on as the others below continued to sing, dance, eat, and drink. John though of what it would be like if these incredible partiers were in John’s home town, or any town in the U.S. for that matter. These people could drink half the country under the table.

Soon tiredness, and drunkenness caught up to the bunch, they knew they had to get to bed, but the excitement of the day kept them awake for a little longer. John asked the guard under their door if he could go and get them more drink. The men sat around the table and reviewed the day. This was definitely one of the best days any of them had had since getting to this God forbidden land of Ulentup. They rejoiced in finding one another, and knew that there truly is safety in numbers. They felt themselves lucky indeed.

After another hour or so of conversation a Naphtorin, the same one that got more drink for them, came up through the trapdoor carrying a body; the passed out body of Randy they found out when the guard flopped him down on the floor beside the opening. They had to laugh, here Randy wanted to continue to party with their new friends, and he was the first to pass out. Of course it helped that the others left early, and drank more, but a bit slower.

Once the guard stood on the floor of the room, the others went over and took Randy from him and took him to his bed and laid him down, and covered him up.

John stood over him for a few minutes to make sure he was still breathing; he had seen people drink themselves right into a coma. He was still breathing. Slow and easy; but breathing nonetheless.

Back at the table the group discussed what their next step was to be, Jimmy had hung with the gang all night, and wanted to know more about what the others were going to do. They filled him in on having to go back to Baldon, and why. They also told him that they were probably going to stop over at Gurnadin’s village Faminty also. 

They were looking at taking around a week to make it that far, if not more. They were looking forward to getting home, but they knew they couldn’t make it happen any faster by worrying about how long it took. They just had to make the trip as best they could, without worrying about how long they were taking; patience was indeed going to be a virtue.

They talked about the lands they would have to go through, briefing Jimmy about the land between where they were and the village of Faminty. Collectively through their Spirits, they went over anything that might be considered dangerous. It was as though each of them knew a little something the others didn’t. They each seemed to have a piece of a puzzle and each one was able to fit into another until they all had the same clear mental image of what they were discussing.

Mapping most of it. Everything hindered on where things were. From desert to mountains, cliffs to seas. Nothing was going to be more valuable than a good map.

It was getting late they knew they had to get some sleep. They agreed to decide in the morning how long they would stay in the village of Phenal. They wanted to get going as soon as possible, but they knew they needed to be rested, and they knew they were going to need supplies. 

The chief had told them earlier in the evening that two Spirit Brothers would be joining them for the trip back to Baldon. They wanted to bring the rogue Brother back to answer for his takeover of the defenseless village. The group with not much of a choice agreed to take the Spirit Brothers with them.

Realizing their exhaustion, and drunkenness they found their way to their beds. They said their good nights and let sleep overtake them for the night.

Another Restless Night

It took the group from Syrquanton only about a half an hour to catch their breath. They collectively decided to hold off for another hour before they left. None of them had had any real sleep in a couple days now.

When the sun rose to its quarter height the men grabbed a couple of packs each and headed west. They had no idea how far either the pit or the river was. It could have been one league or a hundred leagues. They were really hoping that they weren’t lost. That would probably be the worst thing that could happen. But the guards that were in the group were smart and good at direction. So they tried to put their minds at ease. There was enough to worry about without having to add more to their plates.

After walking an hour or two they thought they could hear water running in the far distance. La’vet told the group that the Great River Mown was so big, with such torrential currents, that no floating vessel could traverse its’ currents. The waters had been described as so strong that they moved the air above the water violently. No bridge could be made to cross the river because of its currents and winds. That is why the bridge across into Lanentant was put across the Corlilt Pit. Though no one knew how the bridge was placed there either. There was an old legend that covered how the bridge came to be. But it said that if one were to fall off the bridge it was like falling for an eternity.

Doing their best to leave the Warbow behind, they kept up a good pace through the morning and into the early afternoon. It got to a point that none of them heard any noises coming from behind them for quite some time. They stopped for a moment to see if they could hear anything in the silence. Once stopped the only thing they heard were a few birds and some queezers; a small furred creature. They were known to be ferocious but only if messed with.

The little creatures weren’t known for being aggressive, but they protected their territory valiantly. Queezers were even looked up to in their, and some other societies, because of their loyalty to their own and they care they took of their young.

Finding a small stand of trees the group made it to them for a little shelter while they would take their rest for a bit. They didn’t dare stay still any more than an hour, but they were all exhausted from the last day or so of events. They felt they had to make more distance in order to truly be free of the Warbow.

Grabbing their stuff, they headed on. It was still early in the day, so they figured they had all afternoon to try to make the trail they hoped would be heading north to the pit.

“La’vet?” One of the guards called back to the group of priests.

“Yes?” came back the answer.

“You said you were familiar with all the prophecies regarding the Spirit Brothers…” The guard had never been real comfortable around the spiritual type.

“Yes, what do you want to know?” La’vet had no problem sharing what he knew, he figured everyone knowing as much as he could only help the cause.

“Do these prophecies speak of how this turns out?” The guard knew he was asking a funny question, if not a very obvious question.

“That is a question I never would have thought to be asked.” As he reviewed what he knew about the situation they were in there was nothing conclusive about many specifics.

“Well,” La’vet took a deep breath. “If I understand the question; you want to know if this little mission is going to be successful. Is that right?”

The guard still looking back at the priest nodded his head.

“The last of the line of prophesies say that ‘Some from the land of Syrquanton in Garenant, will find and deliver the out landers, and free the Spirit Brothers from their prison’ he took a deep breath and stared down at the ground. “But, no there is nothing of the size of the people from Syrquanton, or how many survive. But, on the other hand it doesn’t mention anything of those dying.

“The only thing I can say with certainty is that, we do prevail.” He looked back up. “The outlanders will be found, and they will free our Spirit Brothers.”

The guard thought about the answer he was just given. He turned back and walked facing forward again. After a moment later he dropped back to La’vet and looked him in the face. “I am glad to be here doing this for our people. As much as I hate the uncertainty of how this is to transpire I feel a sense of honor in helping on this quest.”

La’vet looked up to the rather large guard. “What is your name?”

“Si’din.” The guard answered.

“Well Si’din.” La’vet began. “We are honored to have you on this trip. May the Spirits be with us on this journey.” 

The group continued on in silence. They found that their muscles didn’t hurt so much when they simply focused on walking and not on how their bodies felt.

As the sun finally began to set toward the west sky the gang finally found the trail they were looking for. They had entered a wood line about a quarter of a league back; the two paths intersected in the middle of the woods. The clearing was of a good size. It also looked like that many had camped in this area. There were about ten fire pits all around the clearing. To the groups relief ther was no sign of struggles. No bones, no bodies. 

They went to the far side of the T intersection. They looked up the path to the right, and it looked just like the path in the opposite direction. They moved a little more up the right path almost to the wood line. The group picked one of the fire pits that were about a good ten feet from the wood line. Not being able to see anything approaching, they figured the further away from the tree line the better.

As darkness fell they had gotten a fire started. One of the guards asked about going out to hunt for fresh meat, but was quickly scolded against it. They had just gone through a loss, and the area was far too dangerous, and too much of a trip left to loose another person so soon. So, they decided to stick with the preserved food they had. They knew no one would die without fresh meat, although it would be far tastier than the bread, dried meat and fruits they had with them.

“Do you really think we will make?” Fu’met asked La’vet.

“I am beginning to worry a bit.” La’vet replied dropping his head. He always wrestled with honesty, “I didn’t expect anyone to die.” He voice became ghostly. He felt like the losses they had experienced were his fault.

“It wasn’t your fault that Ki’bon died.” La’vet was told by the slightly older, and friend from childhood, Ki’tan. It was as though his friend was reading his mind. “Even if you didn’t expect anyone to die, the guards came knowing that they may have to defend us, even with their lives. So, he came and did what he had to do.”

“Ki’tan’s right.”  One the remaining guards spoke up. “The trip and all that makes it vital, is why we came. We will honor Ki’bon’s memory when we get back.” Si’din stood, and walked over to La’vet. “Just remember his death was not your fault. You have enough to worry about without putting another’s death on your head. If I have learned anything about life, it is that in order to accept life you have to first accept death.”

As profound as the statement was to the priest, he knew what was meant. La’vet turned the attention of the group from their loss to what lay ahead. They should make the pit sometime early the next day; it couldn’t be more that. How he wished he had a map; although, the maps that he had seen of the lands were vague. No major villages or cities were shown on those maps but only the territories of the races told about in legends.

Another Day In Azhuer

The next morning John and the gang woke earlier than they wanted to. Though it was more like late morning. They sat on the edges of their beds with their heads in their hands. John figured he would have a hangover, but he could not have prepared for the mother of all hangovers.

The group slowly dragged themselves to the table that had food and drink already set up for the morning. The thought of drink turned their stomachs, but they felt they needed to get something on their stomachs though. Besides the non-fermented fruit juice would do a little to clean some of the alcohol out of their systems.

One of the pitchers of drink had something in it they hadn’t had before. John called down to the guard and asked what it was. The only answer they got from the guard was that it was good for them.

Pouring a cup each they settled into breakfast. The juice was quite good, even if they couldn’t put a name to it. By the time they finished breakfast there was little left of their hangovers. John would have bet ten to one that the juice was something to settle an upset stomach. Heads weren’t the only thing to suffer from hangovers; the body could get all out of whack also.

The group sat around and discussed the previous night. Each of them had a different take on the night. John and Gurnadin, in particular, loved the singing and dancing. Randy only talked about how hard he had partied, and the people who partied with him. Sam and Louis joined Jimmy in the appreciation of the food, and the overall celebration.

Everyone had a ball trying to get used to Ferd’s new name, and was so happy for his people. The others gave John a pat on the back for the part that he played in Gurnadin’s or better yet, the Grandal reprieve.

It was around noontime when the guard called up to them, telling them that the Vinure wanted to meet with them again. None of them had any idea what they could want, so figured that they just wanted to help them make plans for their departure. That was Jimmy’s guess anyhow. The others figured that he was probably right, and so, they headed out.

Despite what the men thought, the Vinure was in a more pleasant mood than originally suspected. They spent an hour just talking to the men. They were showing a genuine interest in where the guys were from. They must have had as foggy a recollection of the previous night as they did. They didn’t care how used to the drink they shared one was. It could still knock someone flat.

After a few hours of general chitchat, some of those who tended to the Vinure brought in a dozen trays and a dozen pitchers of some juice or another. 

The chief led everyone over to the tables that the food was set up on. Extending an arm he asked the guests to take first dibs on food and drink. 

For a reason unknown, John took point and went first. He loaded his plate with bread, cheese, and jerky. He put his nose to the first pitcher and recognized the smell of the fermented juice. He immediately put it down and grabbed one next to it. He poured a glass out of the other pitcher once he recognized the tender sweet smell of freshly crushed berries.

The guys followed right behind filling their plates and also choosing the juice over the grog. 

When they sat back down they gave each other confused looks. They didn’t quite know what they would rather be doing, but knew that spending the whole day just chatting with the Vinure wasn’t quite what they wanted to be doing. They felt a compulsion to get their assess in gear. They were beginning to look forward to going home, and the sooner they got going the sooner they could get there.

After a small discussion they decided to point the direction of conversation toword things that may help them with their upcoming journey or mission as John was beginning to see it. They knew that a Brother was going with them to bring the rogue Brother back, but knew of nothing about how they could help. After all, that is why they were going back, they had promised the villagers of Baldon they would return to help them. It was like everyone knew what they had to do, but had no idea what each other was doing. They knew that that wasn’t how to build an alliance. He only hoped that things would pan out nonetheless. 

The Baggert, once leader of his own village, now deposed, camped his entourage just off the path about a half-league from Fhenal. They had heard the noise of the previous nights festivities.  With about twenty in his group he felt they might be strong enough to take the village, but rational won out. They would wait for the group that did this to him. He knew that the men promised to return, and he would wait for them. He would find them. He would destroy them.

He had never been to the village, but the Spirit Brother, that was once his, knew the village well. He sent out two, three-man scouts. The report, the Baggert had been told, was that the wall was relaxed in security. There were turrets every couple hundred feet along all walls, but only every-other-one was manned. There was no armament seen, but they guessed that the villagers had weapons similar to theirs. Probably crossbows, fashioned spears, with leather armor.

The one thing he knew he could count on would be the village’s lack of enthusiasm for bloodlust. That would be their Achilles heel. Him and his men were prepared to fight; his men had no qualms about decapitating or dismembering another. They hadn’t had to fight yet; their reign ran rather peaceful. They had no opposition. At least not till them ugly hideous humans deposed him. Taking from him all that he had earned. He worked hard for all he had gained. He kept thinking of all he had to leave. 

Maybe he would go back to Baldon. Sure the humans would come back, but he could have things ready for them when they arrived. He was all the inhabitants knew or at least remembered. He felt he could get them back again. But he knew fantasy from reality. He was to follow them and take them when and where he could finally take them. And, he would overtake them and make them pay.

He swore that his retribution would come and come soon. They did more than depose him, they humiliated him. Some of the group with him wasn’t the closest to him, but they felt his humiliation and joined their entourage. Most out of spite, others, cause they had nothing better to do. 

It dawned on the Baggert as dusk approached that they could easily be found by any Spirit Brother roaming the wood. The things were virtually invisible making them real hard to spot. He figured that it would be all right though, all they had to do was make it one more day and they would catch those no good, dirty rotten, humans. Just one more day.

Before the men left the Vinure, John thought to ask if any of them knew of anyone who knew the land well enough to guide them. The Vinure discussed a few names for a few minutes.

“There is one who lives by the desert.” The chief spoke up. “He lives about halfway between here and Baldon, but his home is by the desert. I have heard that he is blind, but sees better than anyone. It is also said that he is very old. I have heard of him for many years, and rumors and legends speak of him for what seems like ages.”

“Do you think he will help us?” Randy asked.

“Despite being a recluse, I think he might; it is said he comes from the caves, there is a good chance he is one of you. An outlander. But there is a chance that he is not as well. Legends and rumors about him change with the wind.”

“It probably wouldn’t be a bad idea to check it out, we could use all the help we can get.” Sam spoke this time. “After we drop off Gurnadin we will be on our own.”

“I have been over in the other land we have to get to,” Randy chimmed in. “And with the help of my Spirit I can recall things from over there better than I could on my own. So we have that going for us. But you’re right, we really could use all the help we can get.”

John put a hand on his shoulder to reassure him that he was needed; Randy nodded his head to him in acknowledgment of his gesture.

“What is the guys name?” Louis thought to ask, as the councel got up to leave.

The chief spoke up again, “He goes by the name Brenton-Mol. No one knows for sure even what his name means.” 

“It doesn’t sound like any name from home.” Louis said looking to the others to see if any of them recognized the name. All looked bewildered by the name.

The gathering let out a couple hours after dark. The guests were tired. They wondered if the Vinure gathered often and if they ate and drank regularly for their sittings. Let alone having their gathering lasting a whole day. They had seen nothing that could be construed as alarming. So they kind of wondered what it was that they did day in and day out. No one was to complain, they had gotten a lot of help from the whole village as well as the Vinure. The village as a whole was warm and receptive of the strangers.

With reasoning winning out, they headed for their loft. They felt they had better get some rest; they planned on being gone shortly past sun-up the next day. They wanted to have as much ground covered as was humanly possible.

Just as Randy and John laid down that night, John just felt he had to know. “Have you ever been worried that we might not be able to get home?” he asked.

“John, I’ve been here for over a month. It has been a long and very strange month, but since I have found that I’m not alone here, I have come to realize that anything is possible. I have a very good sense that we will all make it home.” Randy answered Johns question. Setting his head on his pillow and shifting it around to make it more comfortable.

“I guess your right.” John reflected. “We have overcome some heavy shit in the last week.” He laid back and closed his eyes. “I think we can make it home.” He shifted his head around for comfort.

“That’s the spirit. Now let’s get some rest we have a long and hard trip coming up.” 

They said their goodnights.

John, lying there preying for sleep, let his mind drift back to those he has left behind. He often wondered what they might be going through. 

He hoped that Dawn would remember where he was hiking. They had seen the area from the road a number of times. 

If anyone would know where he was she would. But then it was also possible that Dawn might not be sure where he went, and he was now being considered missing.

As Johns’ haunting thoughts treaded on, he drifted off to sleep. Patience and relaxing did help one to bring sleep. An old study came in handy.

The Pit Of Corlilt

On the third day of the trip to Faminty, the group from Syrquanton found themselves hoping that they would make the Pit of Corlilt before the day was done. What skies they could see through the trees showed a sky that was threatening rain. None of them really minded the rain, but for some strange reason the thought of rain felt dreary to them. La’vet tried to stay optimistic about the weather by thinking that rain was a cleansing of the land, that and rain supplied the land with life giving water. After all no one could live without water. He always used that optimistic belief, to give him solace when something dreary was knocking on the door.

Although waking somewhat refreshed, the prior days dreadfulness had taken it’s own toll on the men. No amount of sleep or rest was going to relieve their minds of the deaths of such good men. The group had been silent for the majority of their overnight stay in the clearing. There were no animals or strange noises, nothing showing a hint of danger. They had at least found the one thing going right. The more they thought of it though; the lack of animals and other natural noises was a bit eerie. Had something scarred off all the animals or were there just none in this area of the land?

After stoking up the fire they went through what was left of their supplies, and pulled out some dried meat, and bread. One of the remaining guards, Ki’bon, the priest’s long time friend took a small walk up the trail heading north. He came back and reported that the trail broke out into the open again a good distance up. He also told the group that he could hear the River Mown better. So they had to be getting close to the river if not to the pit itself.

Once everyone had eaten their fill, they loaded up their packs and headed out for the Great Pit. None of them had ever seen either of the great Rivers, and were hoping just a little bit that they would find the river before the pit. All legends and rumors said that the Great Rivers were awe inspiring with their swiftness and vastness. Thoughts of where they were going and what they were doing fought to keep their minds occupied from the loss they had just suffered. They had too much to look forward to, they could look back later; but for now it was time to move on.

When the group finally exited the woods the sun was up, although not seen through the dense clouds. A misty rain began to fall. It was a chilly dampening drizzle. They had gone through their packs at that point and pulled out their oil-coated cloaks, and put them on. These cloaks were extraordinarily waterproof; it took a lot of rain to get through them, and to soak them.

A little further up the trail they found an intersection of sorts. The path they were on still headed north, but they had come across a trail heading west. By the sound of the roar of the river they felt it to be about a half a day away; if not less.

Upon further discussion they decided they had the time to take the trip to the river and follow it to the Great Pit. Although they had been held up with the Warbow, they felt they were making good enough time to make this detour. Besides heading west took them further from the Warbow’s territory, and going as far around the Warbow as they could get sounded to be a very, very, good idea.

Shortly after they made their course change the rain started to fall harder. It was now coming down steady, but heavier that it had been. They began to get a little concerned that if the rain didn’t let up they wouldn’t find a dry place to camp that night, let alone find dry firewood for heat and light after dark.

Everyone had stayed quiet for the bulk of their trip to the river. There really wasn’t much to talk about. The guards knew why the trip was being made and the priests still felt horrible about the loss of the other two guards. No, there wasn’t anything to really talk about.

As they crossed the little plain they were walking through, they saw nothing in the way of animals or people. There was no sign of civilization. The land remained flat, leaving visibility pretty good, without the rain they could see what looked to be forever. But with the rain they cold only see about a league or two tops.

By mid-day a light fog rolled in to join the relentless rain. The footing on the path that they walked began to get muddy and a little difficult to trudge through. They found that walking just off the trail - the outside of the trail actually – they could avoid most of the muddy mess settling into the slight groove of the path.

As they approached the Great River Mown, the roar of it began to get louder than any noise any of them have ever heard. It wasn’t quite deafening but they did find that they had to speak up a little for the others to hear them.

About a half league ahead of them they could see an upslope to the terrain. This upslope ran the length of the horizon. As far north and south as the eye could see. They hoped that this upslope would be the bank of the Great River.

When they approached the upslope they found it to be quite steep. It ran about twenty arm spans high with an angle hard to climb, but there was no doubt that this slope they were climbing was the bank of the Great River Mown. Most of the group looked forward to seeing this marvel of legend.

Once clearing the top of the bank, the group just stood there in awe of the Great River. The river was far more than they had expected. They had seen regular small rivers, but this was just out of this world. It had to be a league at least to the other shore. A strong wind flowed north along with the river. Legend had said that all attempts to build a bridge across was impossible because of the winds that accompanied the river. The great set of rapids that ran the length of the river made the water too choppy for any kind of floating navigation. 

The Great River was indeed a Great River. They couldn’t even begin to estimate its depth, but they now saw that the legends of this river were not overestimated. In fact the group found that if anything the river was very underestimated. If it weren’t for it’s swift current one could call it a thin, long, lake.

Further to the north the group could hear the roar of the fall the river took into the Pit of Corlilt. This pit served as a caldron for the two Great Rivers; not just the one. 

La’vet wondered if the Great River could be so understated, couldn’t the Great Pit be just as understated. He began to try to imagine what the pit cold look like.

The group walked the raised shoreline having the wind of the river to their backs. The rain that had been falling was now falling almost horizontal against their backs as well.

After traveling north for a few leagues the rain let up a little. The visibility was increased with the lessening rain. A great distance ahead they could see where the embankment they stood on hung a sharp right; traveling east. They had decided to take a small break getting down off the bank they had been walking. One of the remaining guards took a walk in the direction of the eastern most side of the new embankment not seeing anything that could pose a threat of danger. So, he walked back to the place that the group was sitting.

The guard reported that there was nothing but open plain for as far as the eye could see; aside from the embankment to their immediate left, and the one a little further to the north. They figured that the northern bank was more than likely the Great Pit of Corlilt.

About an hour after setting down to eat the group got up and headed out again. They had decided to travel a straight line between where they were and the furthest point of the northern bank they could see to the northeast. They knew that the bridge that spanned the pit ran a direct east to west, so in turn knew that they had to get to the eastern rim of the pit.

Once again the day went on quietly, and free from danger. The group was very happy for this. They had had all the excitement they could take for a lifetime. When they got to the halfway point of their trip over the plain to the eastern edge of the Grate Pit they saw their first hint of life on the plain. It wasn’t what they wanted to see, but it was life nonetheless.

The pack of what could only be wild hordex; a hordex stood about ten to fifteen hand spans high and twenty to twenty five hands long. None from the group had ever seen one before but knew them to be a little dangerous from legend they knew of them. The guards along with Ki’tan dropped their packs quickly, and grabbed the first weapon they could get their hands on. The sudden movement of the group had caught the eyes of the pack of hordex, and the pack started toward them at a gallop. 

The two other priests weren’t sure of what to do. They weren’t proficient fighters. La’vet thought about grabbing a blow-dart tube, but once he had it in hand he could see that the guards along with Ki’tan were engaging the animals. As he looked around at what he might be able to blow a dart at, he found that everything was in such close proximity he didn’t dare try to make a shot with the dart tube. The chance on hitting one of their own was too great. Once he decided that the use of the blow tube would be too dangerous, he reached down and grabbed the staff that Fu’met used as a walking stick.

The priest instinctively joined in the fight. He had no clue where this desire to join came from he just went with his feelings of needing to do something to help. He sort of felt that if anyone else is going to die; he would be there to take just as big a chance. He couldn’t help that it felt unfair to just sit back and let the others take all the chances with their lives.

One of the guards seeing La’vet’s approach yelled at him to get back while he dodged a diving attack by one of the hordex. As the guard took a swing at the hindquarters of the beast passing him by La’vet swung the staff as hard as he could with his eyes shut. He heard a yelp and a reletive silence. He opened his eyes to see one of the hordex lying on the ground in front of him with his staff imbedded into it’s skull.

The guard seeing that the animal had been dispatched turned to see what was left. There were only three more of the animals. When one of them received a spear to the chest the remaining two left with their tales between their legs.

Everyone looked around to each other in an attempt to make a damage assessment. A couple of them had a few scratches, but no major lacerations or bites. 

The guard who had yelled at La’vet pulled him aside, “You are to remain safe. If you die we will have no one to fulfill our mission. You are to remain safe.”

La’vet dropped his head. “It doesn’t feel right for you to be taking all the chances.”

“I don’t care,” the guard snapped back catching the attention of the others. “You have told us what must happen. Do you really think that the mission can be completed without you?” The question was rhetorical.

“Ok. Ok. I understand,” The priest was a little miffed. “But just so that you know. It still doesn’t feel right.”

The group of fighters turned to go back to where they had left their gear to find Fu’met dragging everything they had been carrying; all but what he could put on his back. It was actually a bit funny to see the burden he was carrying. He looked small under and surrounded by the pile of supplies.

Agreeing that they were hungry and a little tired they decided to take a small break. They felt safe where they were, because they could see for leagues around them. They could see anything coming at them.

La’vet stood to survey the area. They were about a league from where the bank of the pit rounded to the north. After standing there looking over the plain for a while Ki’tan called for him to come back and get something to eat before they were to take off again. The priest reluctantly complied.

After about an hour the group packed u and headed on to the crest of the bank dead ahead.

It didn’t take the group but an hour or two to get to the eastern bank of the great pit. The wall on this side of the bank was steeper than that of the river and south side of the pit. They weren’t going to be able to climb this twenty-foot cliff of a bank. They agreed to head further north knowing that they would run into the path that lead to the bridge that crossed the Great Pit.

As they group proceeded north in search of the path to the bridge, they noticed that there had been a breeze from behind them. The only thing about this breeze was that it didn’t feel like it came from behind them as much as it felt like the air was being pulled from in front of them. The sensation of feeling the way the air was being pulled rather than pushed felt extraordinarily uncharacteristic of the natural order of things.

The further north they traveled, the louder the sound from the other side of the bank got. They could only assume that between two great rivers and the pull of air was going to create a great deal of noise. The noise was getting deafening.

Ahead they could see two huge statues. They stood facing each other with their hands gesturing west to the pit. The statues had to be over a hundred spans. The race of being was unrecognizable. Legend said that there were two gatekeepers to the pit of Corlilt. With every step forward they made the statues look bigger and bigger.

When they approached the path that lead between the two massive statues, the group was incredibly surprised to find the path paved in brick. The brick path was easily twenty spans from side to side. The path, or road actually, ran east for as far as the eye could see. The group turned to the statues and the direction they gestured. They found it interesting that they couldn’t see beyond the statues. The area behind the statues looked black. Above the torso of the statues the sky could be looked into, but anything below the chest of the statues was pitch black. 

This development took the group a little by surprise. There was nothing said of walking into blackness. Legend had the pit itself being black as night, but no one interpreted that as being literal.

The group walked to the wall of black that stood before them. The wind from their backs picked up in intensity, or rather the pull in the air from before them.

As they stood fiver abreast they looked to each other for guidance. No one had ever thought they would make it this far to begin with, let alone how to precede. 

La’vet feeling as though he was usurping a role of power, decided to take the initiative. Regardless of what stood before them they had to go forward. They each took a deep breath and slowly stepped forward. Step by step as they passed the statues the air around them began to get darker and darker. They each grabbed the hand of the person next to then and moved on.

Heading Out Again

The following morning John was the first to wake. There was a faint morning glow creating soft shadows through the room. He lay there staring at the ceiling for a few minutes, as some shadows passed along it. 

Hearing a rustling from other parts of the room, John sat up and looked around. Sam and Louis were sitting on the edges of their beds facing each other. They were rubbing the sleep out of their eyes, and letting out a stiff yawn, and stretch. They were also throwing on their shirts, and shoes.

Randy sat up when he saw John get up and sat on the edge of his bed. “I’m a little excited about getting under way.” He took a moment to rub the sleep out of his eyes. “This is like the first step to getting home. I don’t think I have been this excited since I got here.” He looked right at John. “Aside from finding another human in this God forsaken land.” He gave a nod toward John.

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” John thought about how he felt about getting under way. And upon reflection he found he actually was a little excited about getting under way also. “Let’s get a quick bite and get packed up.”

Nodding his head Randy got up and followed John to the set of tables they had put in the middle of the room. Sam and Louis joined the other two there.

Just after the group started to eat Jimmy came to the hatch of the room, and seeing that everyone was up, climbed up and joined them.

“I have most all the supplies we are going to need packed up and waiting out by the front gate.” Jimmy filled them in on what he had been up to. He has spent a little time before the sun rose to gather the supplies that the elders said he could grab. “Weapons, food and bedrolls. A good ten days worth. It should get us to Baldon easily.” Jimmy had a proud look on his face. He didn’t really know the others, but John knew what it was like to want to fit in.

“What time did you get up?” John asked. He couldn’t explain why he got nervous about people and a lack of sleep. He kept forgetting over and over that the Spirit Brothers they carried helped with fatigue, and other personal hindrances.

“I have been up for a couple hours now.” Jimmy told him. “Don’t worry I’m well rested; if that’s what you’re worried about.”

The group sat quiet for the remainder of their meal. Each of them taking the quiet, down time to get themselves mentally ready for the trip to come.

After breakfast they got up, and packed up their personals; what little they had accumulated from their time in Ulentup. John, remembering his start on this journey from the Grandal village of Faminty, looked around for Gurnadin. He asked if anyone else had seen him. No one had.

“I haven’t seen him. He’s probably here somewhere.” Jimmy informed the group.

The five guys and their three guards paraded down the long flight of stairs. It almost sounded like a herd of elephants making their way through the building.

When they got out to the square they had found that it had rained the previous night; the paved roads were still wet with small mud puddles lying around. None of them could remember hearing rain through the night. They must have slept well last night.

They made their way over to one of the alter-like tables. Stacked on top were a whole slew of camping accessories. From backpacks to food and some cooking utensils.

Once the whole group surrounded the table Gurnadin showed up with a pack on his back, a staff in his right hand, and three or four water skins strapped over his left shoulder. Nothing in his left hand.

“I went for a walk outside the city to make sure our way out is clear.” Gurnadin informed the gang. “There is a group camped out just off the trail we came in on. I think they were the renegades from Baldon. I could hear them speaking from a distance, they sounded like those from Baldon.”

“They shouldn’t be in our way,” Sam asked. “We aren’t even going that way, are we? We said we were going west then south, right?”

Gurnadin leaned himself against a small pillar that stood on each corner of the alter. “If we leave soon and head straight west to the desert, I do not believe that the men from the camp would know where we headed off to.”

Each of the group looked at each other; maybe to see if any of them had any reservations about the up-coming trip. After a moment each of the guys reached for a backpack and slung it over their shoulders. 

Each of them also grabbed a bedroll, and a few juice skins. With everything they picked up they figured they could travel for a week on what they now carried, and that didn’t count what they would hunt and fish for along the way.

Many villagers came out along with the Vinure to wish their new friends a fair journey. They followed the group out to the front – if not only - doors of the village. Before the doors opened the chief of the village came to them, and passed along his personal blessings to the group.

“You have been very good people.” The chief started. “You have shown us and reminded us what it is like out in the world around us. Because of you we will now set out to keep an eye on the world around us. We hope to bring peace and justice to any that are taken advantage of. That is not the way of a Spirit Brother. Thank you again for your insights into the world around us.”

The chief went to each of them and hugged them. Once done he called up to the guards on the wall, who in turn unlatched the door and let it drift open. That explained a bit to John; he had wondered how the doors opened. When they first got to the village he saw no one on the ground around the doors pulling or pushing them to get the doors open. Now he saw that the doors simply drifted open and have to be pushed back shut, and that’s done from up top also. He couldn’t see up there, but he figured out that there must be some kind of pulley system to pull the doors closed.

The band of travelers stepped through the doorway, on to what they were sure to be a long and difficult trip. They each gave each other a look and a nod; then collectively looked to the village and waved their good-bye’s. When they looked up on the wall they saw that almost a hundred people lining the top to wish their guests God-speed on their journey. 

The gang waved one last time and headed west, away from the sunrise. Their first goal was to reach the outskirts of the desert before the end of the day; If not almost to this Brenton Mol’s.

After making good time during the sunrise, the group stopped for lunch. They decided against a fire hoping not to tip off the other camp to their heading. Randy, Sam, and Louis took a walk around the parameter of the camp to see if anyone was around. They knew not to go to far from the camp but they also wanted to cover enough distance to make sure they were not being followed or observed, let alone being snuck up on.

While Randy and the guys were on their search John and the others broke out six dishes for food, and by the time all six plates were filled the others returned with a report of nothing in the area. Which was a great relief to them all.

They all sat down and started eating. The lack of conversation some attributed to having their minds on the trip ahead. They figured they would reach the desert the following morning, but falling a few miles short by camp time that evening. This update on estimated time didn’t surprise John at all. Everything is seeming to take a day or two longer than we always plan. John wondered. He began to wonder if there was something to the poor estimation of time.

It only took the group an hour to set up camp, eat, and pack up. John thought that moving like this they might get farther along than they were planning on. He could only hope.

The landscape the group was traveling through stayed the same through most of the day. The trees looked like plain woodland from home. Trees similar to maples and birch; oaks and elm. There was no sign of the immense trees John and a couple of the others remember from their trip thus far.

The day went by eventless. There were no vicious animals, or little furry cute looking creatures with poison oil on their fur. They passed a little hill that looked like an oversized anthill. The group went far around when Gurnadin said that they were not ants but the little itty-bitty spiders that could kill with an untreated bite. Randy remembered them well. He had stared death in the face after being bitten by a few of them. Good thing they got him to help in time.

By dinnertime the tree cover and general landscape started to get sparse; less and less like maple cover and more to the spindly birch. There were no rolls to the land everything was as flat as it gets. The soil was less like dirt and more like sand. There wasn’t much for shrubbery, but what there was like scrub-brush; tumbleweed, or the like.

As the group removed their packs and picked a spot in a circle around where they looked to put the fire pit. They figured they were going to have to make a fire sooner or later. They hoped that by waiting till later their fire wouldn’t be seen in the twilight sky so well. By the way the landscape was changing the guys figured they were only a few miles from the desert; at least five. 

They knew per instruction that the trail heading south would be just short of the desert. For all they knew the trail they were looking for was just a hop up the road. Well they would find out tomorrow. They had the night to eat and drink and enjoy themselves for a few hours before turning in.

Gurnadin went for what he called a quick hunt. He said that if he didn’t see anything in a half an hour he would be right back. Out of pure curiosity Jimmy wanted to go with him. 

The newest member of the group was the least acquainted with Gurnadin, so held a little fastenation toward him. He had found the Grandal village of Faminty early in his venture around the land of Ulentup. He left shortly after the accident that has kept the Spirit Brother’s from the Grandal

After a half an hour Gurnadin came out of the trees with what looked to be an oversized rabbit like creature. It closest resembled a rabbit anyhow. Their Spirits knew of it as a chanjy. The animal had the ears a firm face of a rabbit, but the rest of the animal resembled a raccoon, or a woodchuck.

Gurnadin also had Jimmy carried over his other shoulder. The others stood quickly thinking that Jimmy had somehow been injured. Once set on the ground Jimmy opened his eyes slowly. Gurnadin looked to John and told him that Jimmy had passed out when he started to skin the animal. Jimmy just looked around and shrugged his shoulders to the group surrounding him.  His wounded pride at least in tack if not a little bruised.

The animal already being skinned and skewered was already to be put on the fire. The animal was easily big enough to feed each of them. Jimmy told the tale of the hunt while dinner cooked. He told of being crouched down behind the hunter, stalking the little beast. He described the pounce and the kill, being sure to stop there. He didn’t want to tease his weak stomach with a review of the skinning. At least the hunt itself – aside from the getting sick part - was invigorating Jimmy had said.

It was just past nightfall when the chanjy was pulled from the fire. They also had on the fire a small kettle of a type of bean. This whole scenario started to look to John like the old west in stories of long ago out on the prairies. Cook fires with pork and beans. Only these beans had a bluish tint to them, and the pork was a strange rabbit. The beans tasted very good despite the unusual color.

John had found that about this land. Despite various things appearance, most vegetation was good, as well as the animals of the land.

Each water-wine skin served each of them; six servings per skin. That gave them a good supply. That evening though they decided to squander a couple of wine skins for a couple drinks before bed. They all liked the idea; no one had to be convinced. 

Conversation was kept to a minimum. After talking to the Vinure and the rest of the village for the last few days, they were all talked out. They had never noticed it sooner that the lack of noise, aside from the fire, was very lulling. A couple of drinks and an hour of watching the fire had everyone entertaining the sandman. It didn’t take long at all for them to set up their bedrolls. They combed the area for rocks and twigs. Having cleared the area of debris laid their bedrolls out.

They all lay head to tow making a complete circle around the fire, about five feet from it. Each of them was setting up on their right arm just staring at the fire for a little bit. They looked around to each other and nodded a goodnight. John was the last to put his head down. This was probably the earliest they had gone to bed since they had started on this trip, almost two weeks ago.

John said a prayer and thought about Dawn for a moment or two. He hated to think of them being apart, but he knew that there was nothing that he could do about their situation. He just had to keep focused on the trip at hand, and they would be together again. This he believed with all his heart. 
Into The Pit

The group from Syrquanton emerged from the dark only to find that they could see any further than maybe twenty spans in front of them, fifty at most. The sky above them shone light but the air around them was black as night. The wind that rushed into the pit picked up a little more once getting to the other side of the statues. 

Before the group stood four rows of stone, each being one span across two spans high, and twenty spans long. Each row went as far as the bridge. It came to one of the guards that these rows were actually railings to hold onto as they approached the bridge.

The gale force winds remained consistent didn’t pick up much more and definitely didn’t let up at all. Using the railing the group proceeded to the bridge. They were in two rows holding onto the rails to either side of center. The going was slow, they knew that any wrong move could lead to any of them being sucked in.

Once they reached the end of the stone railings they saw the bridge before them. Another black void stood just over the threshold of the bridge to land. Again, the sky above them shone bright but the air around them and the air on the bridge itself was dark as night.

One of the guards reached into the pack of the guard ahead of him. He pulled out a twenty span rope. He yelled to the priest behind him to grab the rope out of his pack. Once the guard got the two ropes he tied them together. He looked across to the others; the other two to his left. The guard through an end of the rope over to them to no avail. The wind caught the rope every time and sucked it toward the bridge. 

The guard, using the railing of stone, went back in the direction of the statues. He had the priest that was with him tie the rope to himself, and then headed to the beginning to the railing. When he got to the end he jumped over to the railing that the other two were on. He let a stretch of the robe float to the other two in front of him. The rope almost stood horizontal. 

Looking back across to the guard and priest to his left. He made his way up to the two priests ahead of him. The guard took point and had the two priests tie themselves off to each other and himself. Each person ended up being tied off just short of ten spans apart.

The guard let the two priests go first. If anything were to happen he wanted to be one of those able to pull them back. Yelling to no avail he desperately motioned for the two priests to get a move on. 

La’vet stepped out slowly, the rope quickly going taught when he let go of the stone railing. He was no being held on to by only a rope being help by four others. He was slowly let on span by span. When he reached the threshold of the bridge he looked back to see Fu’met stretched out between the threshold and the railing that had the guard holding on. Next the guard would let go, and that would plunge La’vet into the darkness just beyond the beginning of the bridge. He knew that as long as the rope stayed tight, the others were still there. It was a sudden slackening of the rope that would make him nervous.

As the priest continued on he found the bridge sloped down rather briskly. It made the footing a little difficult but not impossible. He walked through what he could swear was ten spans. He wondered when the darkness and the winds would let up. His muscles were beginning to ache.

He could see the sky with its steel gray clouds blowing by on the high winds. Just ahead of him he could see the dark lightening a bit. Finally some kind of hope. Still on the down slope the light broke open before La’vet. At this the priest immediately grabbed firmly onto the railings, and put himself into a squat right where he was; he wasn’t moving another inch.

The priest looked out over the pit he was currently hovering over. To his right, at least a league away, was a waterfall of an immense scale; the Hort River. A person going over those falls would look smaller that a pinpoint, barely being seen as a dot. To his left, about the same distance, was the exact same thing; the Mown River. The bridge La’vet was now sitting on still dropped further into the pit the down slope steeper than he was comfortable with. The only thing that really seemed better was the lack of wind.

To his back, out of the blackness came, Fu’met. He almost stepped into the priest sitting on the bridge in front of him. La’vet scooted forward a span or two. Fu’met not likening the instance of the size of where they were followed his companion to a squatted position holding onto his friend. As they stared across to the other side of the Great Pit they realized that they had a five-league walk across this massive bridge. They were a hundred spans below the rim of the pit as it was; the slack of the bridge would plunge them another league or two further into the pit. The other end of the bridge was barely visible as a string way ahead of them.

Next to pop out of the dark behind the two priests came the first guard, Ni’ger, the Prefects guard. He immediately took position behind Fu’met. Next came Ki’tan, the priest, Si’din, a guard, and Si’din, the last guard. 

Once everyone was into the open from the dark, they all looked around in complete amazement. They were in the Great Pit Corlilt; easily five leagues long, and two wide; with an immense waterfall on either side. They reluctantly looked down into the pit. The height was dizzying, but not to their surprise there was no bottom. They had hoped when the bridge leveled out at its lowest point they would see something.

With a nudge that started in the back of the line La’vet was prodded, to get going. Still sitting on his backside he slid himself forward slowly. The down slope was still to steep, he knew if he wanted he could probably slide to the bottom of the bridge, but he feared not being able to control the slide. So he decided on the side of safety, and just scooted along at his own pace. No one argued.

It took the group four hours to get to the low point of the bridge, and to their surprise the bridge opened into a big circle about twenty spans around. They were now about five leagues below the lip of the pit. The spray of the waterfalls was all that could be seen of them. The spray didn’t reach the bridge, but it did eat a good chunk of the landscape on either side of the bridge. All of their hearts were pounding with the awe-inspiring sensation of seeing something few others ever had. Magnificence worthy of the Spirits and the Gods.

They sat around in a circle and took in the scenery while they pulled out some food to eat. They no longer had any fear of falling. Not where they were at anyhow. The railing was now like a net from the handrail to the bridge itself. 

The sky itself still held some light. A full moon seemed to loom directly overhead of them. Slowly while they sat there eating, stars started to emerge from the darkening sky. They knew they weren’t going to make the other side before the skies were totally dark. They didn’t exactly like the idea of camping leagues from nowhere suspended into the bowels of the earth. It left them uneasy but they had to rest any time they got the chance 

After La’vet had been sitting there for a few minutes, he noticed while eating, that there was writing on the bridge. The writing circled the platform they were on. The letters were about a half hand high, and were deeply engraved. With the final shades of gray taking over the sky, he went over the writings as quickly as he could. The language was obscure to him, but he did recognize dialect. It was an ancient dialect. La’vet was willing to bet that this writing existed hundreds of festivals ago. Back then the whole of the land sued this language; Garenant, and Lanentant alike spoke and wrote this language. 

Little existed about this time in their land’s history, a handful of writings survived, and were spread all over throughout the land. The writings from that era, that the Syrquanton possessed were prophesies, mainly pointed to the capture and holding of the Spirit Brothers. Two such writings were what the Oracle and the priest had been covering for the last two festivals. It took a lot of work to decipher those ancient writings.

Reading it aloud, he quickly read as much as he could. He focused on the writing for just the words, the other priests would take the words that were read and put them together. This method was very efficient at deciphering foreign or ancient text. There was a sense of urgency because of the fading light. They wanted to head out before first light in the morning, but from what they read from these engravings, they knew they had to finish with the deciphering.

When it got to the point that they couldn’t read anymore they quit for the night. They reviewed what they had gotten to that point. The guards weren’t sure what to make out of the priests fascination with the engraved script. It was like gibberish to them; they had no idea what the others were talking about.

For what was understood from the writings, the priests were able to gather some information about how the bridge came to be. They had known that the bridge, although made by man, wasn’t placed by man. 

There was a powerful man, a good man. He was a guardian for the lands. It was his capture and death that was behind the Spirit Brothers disappearance from the land. The script went on to say that this man had gone on from Garenant to Lanentant. He wasn’t strong enough to forge the stream so he had the bridge constructed. He didn’t want others to see how he was to place the bridge so he created the dark barriers to keep others from seeing what he was doing. But he left the engravings from his feat for those who traveled the bridge.

The man had the bridge draped over the edge of the Great Pit leading down into the abyss. With each step he took he called up the next span of the bridge. The guards had no idea how this could be, but it was there as clear as day. They would have to wait until morning to find out more.

The group sat around and talked for a few hours. There was just a hint of moonlight coming from the full moon above. The roar of the two waterfalls made it a little difficult to talk through the din, but they made do with raised voices. They didn’t like the idea of sleeping where they were they had no idea what the pit held this low into it. The roar of the falls would keep anyone from hearing if something were coming. The two remaining guards took turns keeping watch. The night was peaceful.

The next morning the priests were awoken by one of the guards just as lack of light dissipated into daylight. The priests went right back to work on the engravings. Knowing it was going to take half the day to get to the other side of the pit, they wanted to get through the engravings as soon as possible. They decided to work on the translation later; for now they wanted to get it all written down.

After all was copied down, and everyone had eaten it had to have been late morning. They grabbed their gear and headed out. Identical to the first half there was an upslope equal to the down slope of the other side. 

The group was impressed with how still the bridge stayed. It was almost as though it were anchored in the center, but they knew that couldn’t be; there was nothing to anchor it to. The pit for all intensive purposes was bottomless. Even being as deep as they had been into there was nothing to see below it. Even if it wasn’t bottomless, the bottom would had to have been many leagues deep; many leagues.

La’vet and Fu’met lead as they had done in the previous day with everyone tethered together about a span apart. The slope they were climbing made the going a little difficult. For some reason it was easier going down the slope on the other side than it was to climb this side, but they persevered. When they got to the halfway point of the trip up the breeze came back. With no warning it slammed into the two who were leading. La’vet lost his footing, and slid back into Fu’met. Fu’met grabbed onto the rails for dear life. La’vet was flat on his stomach. 

The priest fought to get his footing back to no avail. Every time he got a foot under his it would slide out from under him. Fu’met let go of the rail with one hand to give his friend a boost up, but before La’vet could get a hold of the railing he slipped right through the railing, and off of the bridge. The pull from the falling priest pulled Fu’met right along with him. Fu’met was able to grab the wooden bridge. 

The two guards and remaining priest all went to their knees for a low center of gravity. They had braced themselves for the pull but didn’t know how strong that pull was going to be.

Fu’met had the full wait of his friend pulling at his waist, he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to hold on much longer. He called to the others, but couldn’t tell if they heard him. He looked below him to see if La’vet was all right, but when he looked down he couldn’t see much more than a span below him, if even that much.

The priest, holding on for dear life felt a hand grab his arm, but it was too late. Fu’met lost his grip, and fell five spans. He looked up at the bridge and couldn’t see a thing. From where he hung all he could see was the open pit around him. It was as though he was hanging from nothing in the middle of the pit. After a moment he felt the weight at his waste go weightless. He could only imagine the worst. The one who led this trip was gone. He pulled at the rope that hung below hi, and it was loose felling. This can’t be, Fu’met thought to himself.

The two guards and remaining priest did everything they could not to loose ground in holding on to the two other priests. As they tried to pull the rope up, it gave up no position. They knew they were strong enough to pull the two up but they couldn’t get the rope to come up at all. After a few moments the rope finally came up, but there was something wrong. There was no weight on the other end. The listened for a yell coming from the now missing two; there was nothing. 

While Ki’tan was concerned for his comrades, the guards were just angry that they let them go. None of the three remaining Syrquanton, knew what to do. In the back of their heads they knew that they had to complete the mission. Ki’tan hoped he knew enough of what was told him to complete the mission himself, but the rest of the trip was not going to be the same. His best friend was gone. Gone! 

Another Morning

Sam’s eyes were the first to crack open the next morning. He saw that it was well before sunrise and closed his eyes to get a few more winks. Though, when he lay back he felt something was out of the norm, someone was missing. He quickly sat back up and looked around. 

The first thing he noticed was that the fire had been recently stoked up it wasn’t a big cook fire, but it was burning well. On the other side of the pit was an empty bedroll, it was Gurnadin. Sam wondered where he could have gone off to. He didn’t have a sense that there was any danger, but he wondered about his new friend nonetheless.

Sitting upright Sam took a more intensive look around. There was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen. The trees around them looked like skeletons against the pail pre-sunrise light in the sky. 

When Sam reached out with his sense of hearing he thought he heard animals not too far off. Not a large gathering of animals but just a couple or few assorted kinds. Sam got up on his knees to see if he could heighten his sense of awareness any. He didn’t hear anything new, but his movement woke Louis and Jimmy; they sat up in tandem rubbing their eyes. After an enormous stretch and yawn. They turned to Sam.

“What’s up,” Louis asked. “Anything wrong?”

“Where’s Gurnadin?” Jimmy asked. He noticed that Sam was listening intently to something he could not hear. “What is it?” he then asked as he began to listen for any noises out of the ordinary; nothing came to him.

Sam looked right at the other two. “Gurnadin is all right, but he is not alone out there. There are a couple of other creatures out there, but they are keeping their distance. I don’t think that the two have run into each other.” Sam stood up, and the rest of the party awoke. “I think I know where Gurnadin is, it’s not far off. I’ll go get him.” Sam walked over to, and then right by, Gurnadin’s empty bedroll. Then proceeded into the woods to retrieve their friend.

“Did he seem a little bit on the odd side,” John asked. “Or was it just me?” he couldn’t put a finger on it, but it did seem like Sam was a little down in the mouth.

“He did seem a little out of sorts, didn’t he?” Randy agreed also not being able to put a finger on Sam’s behavior.

The whole group sat up and moved in toward the fire closing in the circle. They decided to just wait it out and hope the two would return soon.

Jimmy turned back to his backpack, and pulled out a few strips of dried meat, and passed them around. Randy pulled out a porcelain like pitcher. They would make the Ulentupian equivalent of coffee for those who wanted something with a better kick that the juices.

The whole group knew that things would be all right, but just felt uncomfortable when any of their numbers were out God-knows-where. With God-knows-what. They could tell anyhow that there was no strong sense of danger in the air.

By about the time the sky turned pink in the east over the tree line, Gurnadin and Sam popped out of the woods startling Randy and Jimmy.  John and Louis stood up looking behind them to see if there might be anything following the two out of the dimly lit woods. There was nothing.

“There was something out there watching us.” Gurnadin started to explain. “I felt their presence a couple hours after we went to sleep. They never came within twenty feet of the camp, but they did stand and watch for a bit.” He didn’t look to awful concerned. In fact he seemed ok with the situation. 

“Do you think they are dangerous?” Louis asked.

“No,” Gurnadin said flatly. “They just wanted to see us and no more. When I got up they moved off quickly. They always kept the same distance. They would not let me get within twenty feet of them. But I did not notice any ill will or danger.” He went to the pack next to his bedroll to grab a quick snack and a little to drink. He preferred the juice over the coffee like stuff.

“I don’t think they are anything to worry about.” John told the group. “We should get ready to move on none the less though.” John looked around to everyone else. They all agreed with a nod.

The group finished up their morning serving of food, and begun to pick up their belongings. In less than a half an hour the gang was on their feet and on their way.

They covered perhaps two or three miles in just over an hour, when they came to an intersection of sorts. The paths looked more like a parting in the dense underbrush than it did a trodden trail. The four directions to choose from were well distinct and easy to see the direction in which they took.

The trail to their left was the trail they knew they had to take. It had been simply described to them as a path heading south just before the desert. Looking ahead in the direction of the desert they could see that the vegetation was going to get more and more sparse the farther to the west they went. This had to be the trail described to them by the Vinure at Phenal.

“Our little friends are still with us,” John said. “They see nothing but trees but they are looking in our direction from the south.” He finished explaining to the group. John was beginning to like this little ability of his the ability to see through another’s eyes. It seemed to be coming in more and more handy to have this little ability. He didn’t tell the others that the things following them had caught some glimpses of them, but didn’t act on it.

“I also have a sneaking suspicion that the guy we are on our way to see has an idea that we are coming.” John had a quizzical look on his face. “I don’t know how, but I think he knows.” 

He began to put two and two together, and came to realize that their shadows in the brush somehow belonged to this Brenton-Mol guy. The only thing wrong with this more recent feeling was that John knew of nothing that, in this land, could be considered a pet. John knew the question would come, and so it did almost like clockwork.

“Do you think that the animals keeping an eye on us belong to this Brenton-Mol guy?” Randy asked John. John looked at Randy with the look of the Cheshire cat’s smile

“I think it is possible.” John replied. “But how many animals have you seen in this place that would make a pet?”

Everyone stood still for a few minutes to get what little rest they could before heading back out again.

The woods, or the lack there of, remained consistent as they moved south. They could see that the woodland got taller and deeper to their left, and sparser to the right. The bushes they were walking between remained consistent underbrush. The path itself though got even sandier.

At about lunchtime the set of travelers came across a small stream. It was only about six feet wide at this point but the guys knew that this was the river that they had crossed before they got to Phenal a few days ago. John figured that that was about five miles down stream. Ten miles at the most.

Jimmy and Louis had a feeling that their preceding shadows were on the other side of the stream. So the gang decided to camp for lunch before the stream rather than the other side.

“I really think that our friends out there are just there to keep and eye on us, not to bring us harm.” Louis said. That feeling was getting to be the major consensus amongst the group. None of them could say that they had a feeling of danger.

The band of men broke out bread and juice for lunch. They were getting used to uncooked lunches. They just didn’t want to take the chance of being seen during the day. A plume of smoke is a dead giveaway for their location. 

Although a breeze would have helped, there was none to be had.   

Except for the things watching them from a distance. They already knew exactly where the group was at.

After John had eaten, he sat back and closed his eyes to see if he could locate their mystery guests. He focused his ability across the river. He hoped to see where they were. Bingo! He was able to see their group from far across the river; at least he was able to see himself. But once he got this far away glimpse the thing looking at him ran off, knowing that it had been spotted, if not indirectly. 

John was able to see that the animal he was looking through was a good thirty feet or so away just looking through a lot of brush to get its glimpse of them. John could tell by the level of the view that the animal was only a couple feet high. In the animals retreat John could also see that the animal was also agile and fast. There was something very familiar about the feel of the animal, but he just couldn’t put a finger on it. After all there were no familiar animals in this land that he knew of.

Brenton-Mol heard his pets scratching at the door just as he sat down to drink the tea he just made up. He got back up and made it over to the front of two doors in the small one-room houses’ downstairs. The room was well lit. There were shabby curtains over the windows of the downstairs. There were eight windows; two on each wall. There was one window on each side of the door. Along with a footlocker he used for his shoes, weapons, and homemade umbrella.

Even though Brenton had been blind for a few years now, he had lived in the house long enough to know his was around. It also helped to have a Spirit Brother to see for him. Even with the Spirit he couldn’t see per se. He just knew where things were by the feel of the Spirit he carried.

When he opened the door, Sparky came right through the door and jumped up on his owner. Less than a second later Pisser – the animal had a problem with going out in time to go to the bathroom - came bolting through the door. He did a spin in the middle of the room, stopped, looked around, then headed for the food dish in the corner of the kitchen side of the house; the opposite side of the house was considered the living room side of the house.

Sparky followed his owner back to the coffee table on the living room side of the house, where he had his teapot and cup. “So where have you two been?” Brenton asked his pets. Sparky looked into the eyes of his master conveying the thoughts of the men heading their way.

After a moment or two, Pisser showed up and did the same, staring his master in the eyes. Pisser had seen the people coming their way, and conveyed their descriptions to Brenton. 

The master of the two pets was a little awestruck. They were human. He hadn’t seen a human in over fifteen years. He had traveled to a point of finding a comfortable place to live. He had toured much of the land of Ulentup, but found no other humans. 

He recognized the Grandal that was conveyed to him, but was very surprised to see humans, let alone five of them, even with a Grandal.

He had been patient for the last fifteen years; he knew he wasn’t going to miss anything. So he sat down and poured himself a cup of tea. He would go out to meet the strangers in a bit, but for now he just wanted to drink in the images of the to-good-to-be-true brothers of mankind coming his way. Besides the longer he waited the shorter the distance to walk for him to meet them.

In an attempt to get ready for the guests he knew would be there in a few hours. His pets left the group of six a good five miles up the road. He went around and picked up anything that could be considered trash or dishevelment; which was very little. He simply put his meager belongings orderly on the shelves he had around his very large single downstairs room.

In an attempt to get to know this land he collected writings and some primitive paintings. His collection was rather extensive. He had had fifteen years to get to know things. He knew of the legends that talked of caves that people got lost in, and turned up in Ulentup, but he had his doubts about the legends that could have sent him home. Even when he was in a city called Syrquanton, he found no way that could get him home.

There were two things that kept him from trying to head that way home. One was a gut feeling, and the other was that it was a month’s trip for a mere possibility. He’d just as soon make a home where he was. He had already seen more of the land than he wanted to. He liked the safety and security of where he was at. A place to call home; a place to hang your hat as it were.

Brenton-Mol stood in front of the front window to the left of the door. He could feel their approach; he knew it wouldn’t be long. The dogs - one a black lab, the other was a German shepherd - had all ready gone out to keep an eye on the strangers’ approach. 

The dogs had been with him since they were puppies; just before they got lost with him all those years ago. He was impressed with how well they were in shape for dogs over fifteen almost twenty years. Brenton had always thought that it was their environment that kept them all healthy. Then again he was no stranger to the Spirit Brothers either. Though he was surprised with two Brothers taking to his dogs, while he hosted one himself. Who would want to be a dog? Brenton often thought to himself. But then again everyone was happy just the way they were.

The dogs came back with the news that the gang was about a mile out now. Unless they were shown the path to the house they would walk right by it.  The dogs had one more chore, and that was to bring the guests back here. The excitement was building. He had gotten no feeling from the dogs that the party seemed hostile. In fact it was just the opposite; they were quite friendly. 

Brenton went over to the fireplace where he had a bed of coals to cook and heat things by. He put on another pot of tea; this time enough to serve seven of them. Himself included. He then went over to a cupboard in the kitchen and pulled out some food he had stored. He knew that the group that was coming had backpacks, but had no idea what they were carrying. So, he would have out some food and drink in case they were hungry, and thirsty.

Somewhere, Nowhere 

When La’vet opened his eyes, he found himself in a sitting position. Sitting as though cradled in a man’s hand - a giant man’s hand - but sitting nonetheless. Only there was no man. He was suspended in air, with a swirling iridescent green glow floating around him. Next to him on the left Fu’met sat in the same manner as La’vet; cradled in the same swirling green glow. This was a little disconcerting to the pair; they didn’t know if they were dead or alive.

“Where are we?” the asked each other simultaneously. Each knew that the other had no clue where they were or what was going on.

The priest put his hands out to his side to see if he could push himself up. He couldn’t find anything solid to put his hands on. Even under him there was nothing solid. What is holding me up, He thought to himself. 

While he was looking at the air below him, he heard a voice from in front of him. The language was completely unfamiliar, but he was able to understand it.

“You have read the incantation.” The low authoritative voice announced. “You are La’vet of Syrquanton.” This had the priest even more scared than he had been. Who but the creator could know who he was? I must be dead, he thought to himself.

“Yes,” La’vet had to swallow hard to clear his throat. To say he was petrified was an understatement. “Who are you; may I ask?”

“I am known by Mazenont.” The mans voice filled the air around the two priests. “I am Keeper of the land of Ulentup. You probably only know me as The Keeper.”

“But that’s impossible, the Keeper is one; just a legend, and second, he died festivals ago. Many festivals ago.”

The entity hovering before them smiled with a firm and patient understanding of why the two before him were so ignorant of his existence. He had been held in this ‘purgatory’ for over a hundred festivals.

“I am real!” The Keeper spoke up and startled the two priests. “I have been kept in this prison for many of your festivals.” The entity began to look a little more relaxed.

“Where exactly are we?” La’vet asked. He found nothing familiar with his surroundings. For all he knew he was in the afterlife, and that was perplexing in it’s own way.

“We are in the Great Pit.” The Keeper said. “We are here and we are nowhere.”

“Are we alive?” Fu’met asked a question to be included. It was against his better judgment, but he was as terrified as La’vet.

“Yes, you’re alive.” The Keeper told him. “Although I can not leave this prison, you two can be sent back. It is not your time or place to be here.”

La’vet spoke up quickly, “What do you know of the Spirit Brothers of Garenant.”

“Nothing, outside of them being banished after I was imprisoned,” was the Keeper’s response. “I know that your home, Syrquanton, has the device that will release me, and I know of the outlanders. It is only the outlanders that can release me from this hole.”

“But I thought that the device that we are going to get the outlanders for was to release the Spirit Brothers from their prison.” La’vet was reciting some sacred writing from his city he had read once just before they had left.

“Is that how history has been written?” The Keepers smile grew a little more; the smile looked mischievous. He looked the two priests in the eyes. Almost hypnotizing them. “The Spirit Brothers were taken because I had been imprisoned, and could not stop the outlander from taking the Brothers from the land.” The Keeper’s smile dissipated, and his face took on a look of longing. “I do not know were this man came from. All I know is that he had come across some writings long since forgotten. One of those writings was written by a being with great power, and this writing that was discovered, came from Syrquanton; your home.

“I didn’t know any of this.” La’vet had to admit. “So what are we supposed to do now?”

“Go on with your arrangement to get the outlanders.” The Keeper informed not only La’vet, but also Fu’met. “But know that the end result will be the same. Your Spirit Brothers will be free to rejoin the people of Garenant.”

“How do we know that you are actually the Keeper?” Fu’met spoke up. “Forgive me for saying so, but you could just as easily be the Evil One that was banished from the land all those festivals ago as well.”

“This is true.” The Keeper looked a little restrained, but remained patient with the two priests. “However, you only have my word.”

“Well our goal was to release the Spirit Brothers form their prison.” La’vet was getting a little confused. “Can we be allowed to make the mistake of letting the Evil One loose on the land again. He could take over the whole land this time”

“What writings have you gone through that would describe the Keeper?” The Keeper folded his hands behind his back in an attempt to look more formal and distinguished.

“The writings and prophecy I have gone over would be too extensive to go through now.” La’vet was getting frustrated. “What can you tell us to assure us that you’re who you say you are? Forgive us but we cannot err”

“I will do nothing to make you believe what you all ready know and are doing.” The Keeper was not going to get into a long drawn out debate. “I will set you guys back on your course. From there go on and do what you plan on doing. Your end result will be what the prophecies have said, and will be what you are expecting.”

The two priests got a little excited hearing that they would be put back on their way. And they had a warm feeling about being told that they would complete their journey.

“When all is said and done, and the Spirit Brothers have been released. I will come to your city myself to thank you for your service to your land.” The Keeper pledged to the two priests. “I will not involve myself in theological debates. I can only tell of what I know.” The Keeper went on, “What I know is that you will leave here and make it to the Grandal village of Faminty.”

The two priests shared a look of concern. They wanted to believe that this being before them was the real Keeper, but they had no way of really telling if it was indeed the true Keeper. The Evil One was known as The Great Deceiver.

“Close your eyes.” The Keeper instructed them. “Keep them closed until you feel the ground beneath your feet.”

The two priests closed their eyes reluctantly. La’vet was tempted to open them when a rush of skin pricks ran over his entire body. He didn’t feel like he was standing on ground, but then again it didn’t feel like anything was touching anything. He could feel a little motion, but nothing extreme.

After a few moments the two priests could feel weight on their feet. They slowly opened their eyes, only to fid that they couldn’t see a thing. This had them a little concerned. They could now feel the air around them, but they were blind, and couldn’t see a thing. 

Experimentally the two looked to where the other had been, and was still there; they could see. Thank the Spirits, La’vet sighed in relief. But where were they? It was still black all around the two. They decided to take a chance and walk forward. They had to go somewhere sooner or later, and the direction they were looking in was as good as any to go.

Light burst forth and blinded the two priests; brightly this time. They dropped to their knees and covered their heads with their cloaks and arms. The light was so bright the two thought they would go blind from it. Now that’s incongruous, The priest thought to himself.

As the pain in their heads subsided they slowly started to uncover their heads. The light was still incredibly bright, but over the next few moments they adapted.

Finally being able to stand they looked around. They were standing on a precipice like the one they were on when the came to the pit. They were positive that if they turned around and went back behind them, they would go through blackness and come out of that blackness at the head of the Bridge of Corlilt going east. They had made it across the Great Pit. 

But what happened to the others, the two wondered. Did they make it across; did they turn back, or are they where they were left.

The two priests decided to finish getting out of the pit. From the precipice they were on they came to the wall that seemed to ring the pit. They again went through blackness. On the other sided they saw two statues similar to the ones they saw at the beginning of the pit. About a hundred spans past the levee like wall were trees that neither priest had ever seen. There were three levels to the trees. There were trees over five hundred spans. Under them was a group of trees that were only two hundred and fifty spans, and they were fronted by foreign looking shrubbery.

There were three signposts with a trail beside any one of them. Neither priest could read the obscure writing on any of them. They agreed that it might be best if they just set up camp for the evening. The sun was just a little bit from setting. The massive trees around them though hindered the light. They thought it was close to sunset anyway; the sky itself was getting darker.

Ki’tan, the remaining priest, with the two guards after little deliberation, decided to head on. They didn’t have the time to mourn more losses. They had to finish the trek, and get to the Grandal. They had only a couple few hours of sunlight to make the other side of the pit.

The remaining priest couldn’t shake the horrid feeling of loosing his best friend, and fellow priest. He almost doubted his faith, and all he believed in. The creator he worshipped couldn’t do this to people in such dire straights. 

This level of loss and sacrifice was not in anything he studied. Even the few legends that tell of what happened to the Spirit Brothers didn’t have this level of violence; though it rivaled the loss. 

For what he knew the Spirit Brothers of Garenant were simply banished, or expelled. Nothing in his cities history or any other cities history ever compared to this level of loss. He began to think that he had taken the peace in his life for granted. 

The world outside his city was indeed a horrible and wicked place. Every bad feeling he had about the trip was now overtaking him.

With his head down and a tear swelling in his eyes, he started up the second half of the bridge. One of the guards went first, then Ki’tan, and then the other guard brought up the rear. They kept themselves tied off to one another just in case another of them was to take a fall off the bridge. The trip had defiantly taken on a dreaded turn.

They hurried, because they had to beat the sunset to the other side of the pit. The whole group just wanted to get to a place where they could camp, and rest. The stress was taking its toll on them all.

At the head of the bridge they came to a dark area like they had when they started into the pit. It opened to a landing, then another dark spot. Finally they broke free of the darkness to find that they were now just within the wall that encompassed the pit. They had made it through the Pit Of Corlilt.

A Day With Brenton

“What do you mean they headed for the desert?” The dethroned Baggert pulled the scout right to his face. Irate would no longer be the right term for his feelings. “What could they want with the desert?” He wondered if it was possible that the humans knew he was; well, where he was. But that was inconsistent with what the scouts told him. He was assured that the, band of humans, as most of the Baggert’s group called them, that they were not seen, that the gang simply headed west for reasons unknown.

“We will go back to the river, cut through following the river, and cut them off.” He threw the scout back to the ground as though he were no more than a scrap of trash. The scout scampered away with his tail between his legs; figuratively speaking.  

The Baggert knew he had better spread the word that they were about to break camp and head out in a direction none of them had expected, but they knew not to question the scout that reported to the chief. He didn’t look like he wanted to talk to anyone. The others felt terrible for the scout. They only knew it was better him than them. They all had a fearful respect for their ruthless leader.

The chief started to yell at those around him – though roar was a little more accurate term - to break camp and get ready to move. The scout had the rest moving. He hoped that the chief would realize that they had to wait for the two other search parties. 

He did his best to buy time. The others would be back soon, and they would be underway. The Baggert's right hand man was a little more patient that his mentor. He knew that they would peruse, and overcome their quarry. If not in the leaders time, they would be found in time nonetheless. 

The humans led by Gurnadin and trailed by John and Randy ran across the two dogs, one a black lab, and the other a German shepherd, in the middle of the path. The dogs had their tongs out, and tails just a waggin’. Seeing dogs took the group back to home, none of them had seen a dog in a long time. They never thought that seeing dogs would be so exciting; although, seeing anything from home in this land was an incredible find.

Just as the group reached them they headed up the path and then to the left. They wouldn’t have seen the path, had the dogs not led them to it. Gurnadin was surprised by the animals. He had never seen a dog; the rest of them knew what they were and that they had a home they were being led to.

Louis and Sam stopped the group and asked if they should take caution in proceeding. Yes, the dogs were a good sign; but they really had no idea where they were heading. They were now off the beaten path, and on an obscure one.

Just coming into view, the cabin stood out like a sore thumb. Granted it couldn’t be seen by the path, but once a bit off the path the house stood out.

The cabin looked to be two stories, but the design looked vaguely familiar. It looked a little like home. A log cabin to be exact. Gurnadin was most impressed with the structure. One; he had never seen an individual house, only big buildings, and they were normally made of brick, stone and mortar.

The two dogs sat at the door panting, and waiting patiently. The group came to a stop about ten feet short of the front porch. Their reservations had come back to them. John called for everyone to stay still. They banded back together, to where before they were a little loose in their formation. 

A tall…. Tall! They thought collectively. ‘Holy-shit-tall’ was more accurate, but definitely very tall. The man stood six six easy. If not a bit taller.

Randy turned as though to leave; John grabbed his arm, and Randy turned back. Randy was six foot, and felt small compared to the stranger they now faced

“Haven’t had strangers is quite a while.” The tall man stated. Looking out past his guests. In the stare that they knew was blindness “What are you staring at never seen a tall blind person before?” The dogs sat at his feet.

“Are you Brenton-Mol?” Jimmy stood up front, and asked. Then looked at him quizzically and also asked him, “You are human aren’t you?”

“Yes I’m human.” Brenton retorted sarcastically a bit shocked at the question.

“We were told that you may know how to get us home.” Louis spoke up.

Brenton started to wonder who would have sent these guys to him. “Only way I know to get to home is by legend; there is no realistic way home, I’m afraid.” Brenton dropped his head. 

He began to think of how long he had been here in Ulentup. Could he really get home? Who would remember him if he returned. He felt he had to wonder these things or else get his hopes up and then dashed again. Could these guys really help to get him home? He thought as well. But first they needed his input. This was too good to be true.

“Brenton-Mol?” John asked. “How did you come by such a strange name?”

“A long time ago I had read every Star Wars novel written.” He gestured for the group to follow him into the house. “There was a character Darth Mol. Not Darth Vader like in the movies, but Darth Mol in some of the earlier parts of the books. The movies were only parts four through six. There are books that cover the time before the movie settings.”

“You probably don’t know that there have been three more Star Wars movies, in the past few years. Parts one through three” Randy walked up to him and put his hand out. The tall man shook it. He wondered how the tall man knew he had put his and out. Then he became aware of the Brother Brenton carried.

“Randy, ah, Randy Quade” Randy sputtered out still in awe over the man’s size.

“Pleased to meet you Randy, Randy Quade.” Brenton shook Randy’s hand vigorously. “Would you all like some tea or dried fruits?” 

Brenton saw Gurnadin come through the door. “Ferd, long time no see.” Brenton said in Grandal.

“It has been a long time, Brenton.” Gurnadin acknowledged the welcome. “I can speak your language, I, and my people have been blessed again; my name is now Gurnadin.” He bowed his head to the tall man. He couldn’t believe he had forgotten Brenton, and the dogs. It had been so long ago.

“I am glad to hear it old friend.” Brenton clapped Gurnadin on the back. “The accident that lead you to chief of the Grandal was tragic indeed. I didn’t think it was right for the Brothers not to listen to you way back when. It’s good to hear that it has all worked out for you and your people.”

Each of the strangers walked by Brenton and introduced themselves. 

After the pleasantries, Brenton led them over to the living room side of the downstairs. He had brought out some rather large logs for the guys to sit on. He easily took up the only couch in the place so the logs were all that was left for the guests.

“How long have you been here?” Jimmy asked. The man looked like a hermit on a deserted island.

“I lost count of the days and years a long time ago, but I believe I have been here for over fifteen years.” Brenton looked around at his guests, and fixed his gaze on John. “How have the six of you ended up together in a land like this?” he reached for his cup of tea on the makeshift coffee table.

John told the story of how he ran into Randy and Gurnadin in Faminty, and then the trip to the abandon Spirit Brothers rather large village, Azhuer. He told him of running into their first Baggert, and on into how a new friend, Ralph, was brutally, sacrificially, murdered by the beast. 

After taking a couple sips of the tea they were drinking, John went on, to tell of the trip to Baldon and their second run in with another Baggert. He went on about getting to Fairney, and the time they had had there. And ended it all, with a simple “and here we are.”

“I chose not to follow the rumors that could have led me home. There was not enough proof of them existing, just sparse rumors.” Brenton shook his head. “I never thought that any of the legends could actually be true.”

“We were sent here because it is believed you know how to get to the caves that can take us home.” John began. “Or at least to a tribe we were told about, the Vacik, I think.” John told him as mater of factly as he could. “But now that I think about it; how could you get us home if you have been here for fifteen years without getting home yourself, and I’m sorry to say, being blind probably hasn’t helped either.” John wanted to get a rise out of their host, they needed his help, and he was going to get that help come hell our high water. If he had to antagonize the man to get his help then that is what he was gonna do.

“That is simple.” Brenton cheered up a little. “As I have said I chose not to follow the rumors,” he said a little frustrated. “That was all they seemed at the time, and that is all the credit I gave them.” 

He noticed that the group was looking at his collection of books and booklets. He felt he had an edge over his guests. They thought he was fully blind. They didn’t know how much the Brother helped him to see.

John, knowing that he had been spotted checking out the shelving said to Brenton, “with everything you have accumulated you never took the trip home. It appears that for being blind you still have sight. Or at least a good insight.” 

John feeling he needed an edge over his host didn’t mention that he had a sight within a sight. Although he was sure that Brenton knew they had Brothers with them also.

“I have never; John is it? Came across anything that would lead us to freedom.” Brenton gestured around the place. “The only help I could be is the historian of some of those we would come by.”

“Do you know the land all the way to the mountains?” Randy asked. He originally came from those mountains a month or so ago.

“We are all of the Spirit Brothers.” Jimmy stood up and said. Each of them seemed a bit leery of each other, and Jimmy didn’t like the apprehension between them all. After all they were all on the same side. He went on, “We have been assured that finding Brenton-Mol would help us get home, and if the leaders of Fhenal thought that this is what we had to do, dammit, this is what we are going to do.” Jimmy seemed a little miffed.

“I will need a little time to get some of the things we are going to need together.” Their host ensured the group. Brenton definitely seemed resigned to idea that he was to go with them. He didn’t seem like he liked the idea of going much, but if there was a chance of getting home, he was going to take it. Even if it was a long shot.

It was getting to almost sundown before Brenton was ready. It was wondered weather he was stalling or not. 

They needed to spend the night at the house. There was no sense in getting underway this close to sunset. They had found over their time there that it was best to have a whole day of travel.

Figuring that he wouldn’t be back Brenton broke out some smoked meat and a few jars of hooch aged five years or more. Smooth shit, they all agreed. Good hooch. It was a lot better than some of the other fermented drink they had had. This tasted like whiskey from home.

The deposed Baggert was pissed off. He swore he was not going to loose his quarry, not before he had his revenge for the pain, and humiliation caused him by these strangers. He knew they weren’t from this land. They looked nothing like any of the people of the land, and they would pay for their interference. They had no business interfering in this lands affairs. 

He kept pushing his squad faster and faster; harder and harder. By the time it was dark they reached the point where the river met the western path that ran parallel to the desert just a few leagues off. The six sets of tracks told him that they had come this way; crossing the small stream at this point.

Reluctantly, he had the band of thugs he still ruled break out camp. They would catch up to the humans and over take them in the morning. The Baggert never wanted anything more than he wanted to catch these guys and make them pay.

He sent out scout parties, just in case there was a chance of finding them close. He was almost tempted to catch them in the night. He could sneak up on them in their sleep and sleigh each of them while they slept. It was almost a fantasy to slit their throats or disembowel them as they slept. They would never know what hit them as they bled to death by his hand. This almost gave the Bagert a pleasure to hold onto, a fantasy to make and keep him smiling.

The squad of men ate and drank as they did most every night. A couple of them somehow were able to breach the walls at Fhenal; they were the only ones who knew how to get by in the city-sized village. They had grabbed many skins of hooch, and preserved foods. They had stolen a heavily gained stockpile of supplies.

Their time will come, thought the deposed leader. Their time will come. If it is the last thing I do; I will make them pay for their insolence. 
Together Again

After going through the black space they found themselves standing at the threshold of the bridge. They could see the massive bank around the pit. The waterfalls they had passed looked a lot smaller now in the distance, but they did put off quite a hullabaloo. They were left wondering if they would come across a second little void as they had done at the beginning of the trip through the pit. Everything so far seemed to be equal to what it had been like when they first started through the pit.

Above the tall rim of the Great Pit they could see that there were two incredible statues like the ones at the beginning of the pits entranceway. From behind them the group could tell that the statues were identical to the ones they had passed on the other side.

The group of three proceeded on; although, with a little caution in their step. They were still a little teary eyed from the losses suffered on this trip. So, with very little enthusiasm in their step they continued on; to what none of them knew, but they had to head on. 

They had to complete the journey that had been started. If anything, for those that were lost on the journey. It was all the incentive they needed to keep moving. It was all the incentive they had. All they felt they had to hold onto was the purpose of the journey.

As with the space just after the statues on the other side there was one more dark stretch. It couldn’t have been any more than a span or two thick but they came out the other side to see an open forest of immense trees. This was definitely not like anything they had ever seen before. Never had any of them seen such massive trees, let alone so many of them. They didn’t have forests like this in Garenant. 

Ki’tan wondered if this land had open plains and hills like their land. His curiosity was peaked, though his mind remained apprehensive.

On the other side of the hundred span clearing that lay before the woods, the group saw a fire going with two people sitting next to it in the distance. The people didn’t look particularly big, and from the distance they were at, the two didn’t look familiar either. 

The two by the fire had their backs to them, and hadn’t seen them emerge from the blackness between the statues. The group chose not to err, but to instead be much more cautious. They could afford no more losses.

They quickly and quietly made their way around the corner of the great pit. The sun had set and there was no more than an illumination rather than twilight light. From where the group was now they could make their way to the woods without being seen. Ki’tan told the two guards that he wanted to get to the woods and follow the tree line to sneak up on the two at the fire pit in hopes of over hearing them so they could find out if they were friend or foe. 

No unnecessary chances, Ki’tan reminded himself. 

Once they entered the woods all light disappeared. The only thing that gave them their position was the faint glow of dusk outside the tree line. They proceeded slowly as not to make any noise to attract unwanted attention.

Ki’tan was happy to find that there was very little on the forest floor. They had the shrubs to their immediate right, but where they were just inside those shrubs the forest floor was smooth and debris free.

After about an hour they came within earshot of the two at the fire. At first Ki’tan was surprised to hear the two at the fire talking in his native tongue. This left Ki’tan baffled for just a moment. He crept in a little closer. He looked at the two bags on the ground between the two, and recognized them as the same bags they had all been carrying from the beginning of the trip.

This can’t be, Ki’tan thought to himself. This just can’t be.
Another moment passed and he heard one of the two mention his name, and the names of some of those lost on the trip in their conversation. He wanted to run out of the woods and put his arms around the two and hug then; it was La’vet and Fu’met.

As he began to take his first step he realized that if he came barging out of the woods he would scare the two horribly. He went back a little bit to where he left the two guards. 

They made their way back a little, then to the wood line, and once they steeped through Ki’tan called out the names of the two. The two by the fire stood right up and turned around in a jump. They had to have left the ground by a span, and with a full turn in the air.

Recognizing the voice of Ki’tan the two by the fire ran for the three standing as silhouettes at the tree line. 

Finally something to rejoice over; this was too good to be true. Everyone breathed a breath of deep relief.

When reaching one another they all put their arms around each other in a group hug. Minutes had gone by, and none wanted to let go another. They had been through too much to let go of each other now. They hoped they would never part again.

La’vet told Ki’tan and the others about what happened to them when they fell off the bridge. Ki’tan and the two guards with him found the tail incredible. The whole belief system about the Spirit Brothers, and the Keeper had now been shaken up. The priest told the others that he didn’t feel there was any deception, and that the one they had met was indeed The Keeper. 

In all that had been covered prior to the trip, the Keeper’s name had never come up. This had them worried. What if the Keeper knew that the group wasn’t trying to free Him, just the Spirit Brothers? The Keeper wasn’t a god, but the Keeper was a figurehead of their folklore. He was indeed The Keeper of the Spirit Brothers of Garenant, and probably of Lanentant also. This had the group wondering about the Spirit Brothers of the land they had just entered. 

They had to wonder if the Spirit Brothers of Lenantent were free, or if the Dark One had imprisoned them as well. They were realizing that there was a bit they were still very unsure of.

The group made their way to the fire and broke out some food and drink. The drink was no longer a poor method to forget; it was now a method of celebration for the good fortune bestowed upon them. It was about time they thought collectively. 

Telling the story of what they had gone through, Ki’tan told the other two about the rest of the trip through the Great Pit. The story was uneventful, but they did trek a few leagues quicker than the first part of the bridge to get to the platform-like part of the bridge where the inscription was found.

The group sat around and talked of the things they felt and thought when they were separated. No one was exempt from the horrible feelings of loss and tragedy, but they all reassured each other that the time of separation was now gone. They now had the rest of their trip ahead of them. 

As the night was winding down, they started to discuss the looks of the land. None of them could believe the size of the trees on the other side of the shrubbery. These colossal trees dwarfed the massive statues at the head of the path into the pit and it’s bridge. Those statues were at least two hundred spans high; there were no such trees in their land. This was a marvel to them.

Not too far from the shrub line one of the guards making rounds found some shrubs with berries on them. He collected as many as he could put into the pouch he made of his shirt. He brought them back to the group and they all agreed that these berries looked good and went on to eat them all. They watched one another for a few minutes to see if anyone was going to get sick; no one did. 

More good fortune, they thought collectively.

When everyone bedded down for the night, with the exception of one of the guards who took first watch, they could see the faint delineate of the two huge statues. 

The statues here looked more inviting than the two on the other side of the pit. But they held a slightly ominous look against the eastern horizon nonetheless. 

The way the clouded sky moved behind and above them, it gave the statues an appearance of motion. Not believing their eyes they watched the statues closely. After all they had been though they didn’t even trust the deceptive motion of the inanimate and stationary statues. Distrust was going to stick to them for a while, they all knew. 

For all they knew the statues were guardians of the land, and they were trespassers in this new land. It would be just their luck the statues would come to life in the night and rid the new land of the intruders; that would be more like the way things had been going.

One by one as their minds let go of their worries they found they were able to sleep. They could all only hope and pray for an uneventful sleep.

Off Again

The following morning Brenton went around and woke everyone quickly. His dogs came home early that morning after finding a band of strangers searching along the path not far from the homesteads path. Just to this side of the river, a little too close for comfort for Brenton’s taste.

Brenton said that he knew of a shortcut through the woods to get to Baldon. It wasn’t the most trodden of trails, but it would serve their immediate needs. Besides the main trails would get them to Baldon in a round about way; a very round about way.

Everyone packed up and grabbed as much as they could carry. They had re-upped on food and drink, but still didn’t over-tax themselves. However, if these people found earlier that morning were after them for some reason or another, they might be a little weighed down by the slightly oversized loads they carried. They each carried at least ten skins of juice, water, and grog. And their backpacks had a little more food than they had come with. The dried meats would last them a while. John knew they were overstocked. Gurnadin could hunt well, so they would have fresh meat somewhere along the way as well. With his concern in tow he went to Brenton to see if they could lighten their loads a little, because of Gurnadin’s hunting abilities. He reluctantly agreed and had everyone drop a couple packs that had extra blankets, and had everyone drop two sacks of food. Preferably meat, since it can be gotten on the way.

Sparky, the German shepherd left the house first. Brenton said that he was going to check behind them to see if the other group of people was on the move or not.

It was barely sunup; just enough to see by. They were hoping that they could get a good jump on the other group, if in fact they were looking for the humans, and most of the human group felt that they were being followed. They had no reason to think this, but they still had a strong gut feeling. John and the others were very curious to find out who they were, and why they might be following them. 

With Sparky checking out the rear, Rover, the black Labrador Retriever led the band out the back of the house and into the dense underbrush. Brenton followed everyone with a large tree branch to rake up their tracks. No sense making it any easier for the coming entourage than it had to be. 

Brenton had lived in peace for many a year due to covering his tracks well. And he would continue that now as well.

About an hour into the trip, Sparky came back and reported to Brenton. The troop, as Brenton started to call them, were fascinated by how the guy could communicate with his dogs. Sure all pets had a certain attachment with their owners, but this line of communication seemed a little more detailed. Almost like mental telepathy. Until John had come to be with a Brother, he considered his abilities to be telepathetic, more than telepathic as he saw it.

Brenton, after translation, told the group that the other group had now come to the faint path leading to the house. So, there was still a good chance that they would not be followed. Having had fifteen years in the area Brenton knew exactly how things would go; almost by a foretelling, but not quite. He just had as mystical an insight as each of them had in the areas they were proficient in. Brenton was no different, he just had time and experience to his advantage. His blindness seemed more like a help than it looked like a hindrance.

With one of the dogs, Sparky, John thought, they made their way through the dense underbrush. Brenton was right. There was a path. It was just dense and hard to follow. Thank God for Rover. It also helped to have someone over six foot and God knows how many pounds in the second place plowing the trail. Brenton easily plowed a path easier to follow for everyone.

John hated running in the third spot he kept catching whipping branches to the face and upper body. He wondered if maybe Brenton was letting go of the branches on purpose. If he was he gave no hint of it. He also wondered if Brenton was going to take a rest, but did not dare to ask for one. They were making good time and ‘rest was only a frame of mind,’ John tried to convince himself. It didn’t work, he had to rest. He could only hope it would be soon.

On the other hand, Randy with Jimmy beside him was talking up a storm. Of course it was quietly after Brenton had given them the look of death. They weren‘t content to stay too quiet, so they talked very quietly. John was kind of impressed. He could hear very little of what they were talking about. Home was mentioned a number of times. It got him to thinking of home also. 

He was very surprised to find that the thought of home made time go by better and faster; more enjoyable. John was going to drop back and if not join the conversation, just listen to it. Anything would break up the monotony; help the time go a little faster.

Following the conversationalists were Sam and Louis. They almost held frantic eyes. They seemed to look like they were expecting anything at any moment. Not quite, a deer in headlights, look, but close enough. John would have thought of opossums in headlights, but he remembered opossums were incredibly stupid, none that he knew of ever looked at the lights about to hit them. They never made any attempt to get the hell out of the way. Thump, thump, just an opossum; an opossum. That had to be the most unusual coupling of words John had ever known. An opossum? It didn’t even look at the oncoming vehicle.

The whole entourage came to a startling halt when they turned to see Gurnadin coming down from what looked to be a ten-foot jump off the ground. Passing under his feet was Sparky doin’ a hundred and ten. Or so it looked. Just a long streak of golden-black fur.

Everyone wanted to laugh so hard it actually hurt to keep a smile from forming. Sam was reminded of a time that he saw a cat and a dog nose to nose. The dog was inquisitive, and the cat was focused intently on its adversary. He couldn’t remember why, but he snuck up behind the cat and let out a “ppphhhsssttt” the poor cat must have jumped eight feet straight up. Not forward or back, neither side to side. Straight up. It was incredible. At least it was to Sam. 

Once everybody came to a crouching halt – including the dogs. Brenton took a survey, standing up quickly, looking around, and crouching back down. As best as someone of his size could do anyhow. Because he was the tallest he could see over the low dense brush easiest, Randy was not quite that tall though he was about six feet tall. Brenton had to be six-six easy then.

Standing on a heightened alert they took a collective sigh when Benton told them everything was clear around them. He told everyone that the group behind them didn’t find the path to the house, and wouldn’t be following them.

So according to a relieved glance from each other they unburdened themselves. Half of them dropped to the ground in relief, taking off their packs, and the others finished unloading before falling to the ground in an exaggerated flop to the ground. The consensus was sure; they were pooped and were dying for lunch. 

John asked why Sparky came to them like he did. Brenton just said that that was just his way of being frisky. Gurnadin wasn’t sure if he like frisky.

The humans knew better than to start a fire so they broke out the traditional jerky and juice. Unless you were Brenton-Mol. He hit a wine skin and was heading for his second by the time the others were done with their first chew of jerky. Randy, being the partier of the bunch grabbed a wine skin himself and joined Brenton with Brenton’s allowance. John found it amusing how everyone was pairing up.

The dogs came back to the campsite. One reporting that there was nothing ahead, and the other reporting that there was no immediate threat by the other group of people. Nothing behind.

The troop took a little longer for lunch than Brenton cared for. After a half an hour Brenton started to get more and more antsy. It wasn’t until they had had a good hours rest before any of the others got up and started to load themselves down once again. They were surprised how lame they were beginning to feel even after the short distance they had traveled so far. The pace was a bit more than any of them – except Gurnadin – were used to. The only advantage was that they would get to their destination faster than they first thought.

After traveling another hour, Sparky came back and fell in line with Brenton. Just a few short steps into the dogs report, Brenton turned to the others and call for them to pick up their pace. John asked what was happening, but didn’t get an answer. Sparky dropped back to watch the troops backside.

What got John thinking was the timing of the dogs return in relation to their getting underway after lunch. He had the feeling that this had something to do with those who might have been following them on the main trail. But he knew Brenton had his reasons for what he did, and he had a couple extra sets of eyes, in the dogs.

“That other group that we didn’t know anything about?” Brenton started to explain to John when he approached him. “They found my house. They are their now.” Brenton had a stressful look on his face. John first thought it was the sightless stair, but the look was definitely stress. Brenton’s home of many years was no occupied by a bunch of strangers.

“Do you think they will find our trail leaving the house?” John asked.

“I’m pretty sure I covered the trail well.” Brenton answered. “I still don’t think they are following us or rather you guys.”

John left it at that, hoping that he was right. He just couldn’t shake the bad feeling he had though.

The landscape was returning to dense woods. Next would come the huge two layers of trees, then Baldon. The path became a little more visible, and the ground had returned to firm dirt rather than the sandy base they had been walking on. 

By the time the evening air started to fall on the forest, the troop had reached a spot where Brenton broke off the main trail to an untrodden side path then they reached a clearing that stood along side the river. The clearing already had a pit in its center for fires. Brenton assured them that anyone who might have been there was there a long time ago.

Gurnadin went over to the river, which was at this point about forty feet across. He set down his pack about five feet from the shore and started to did through it. John knew he was going for is fishing material. He predicted that it would be about an hour; when the fire shifted into a good bed of coals, then Gurnadin would have a dozen fish.

It didn’t take Brenton and Randy long to hit the sauce. Everyone, but Gurnadin, was actually the only one who wasn’t hitting the sauce. Jimmy took him over a skin, but it was just set next to him, while he continued fishing.

Sam and Louis picked up a nights worth of wood. It only took them four trips and an hour’s time. Brenton and Randy built up the fire and unpacked the cooking utensils. They had the whole area around the fire pit now looking like a cozy campsite. Brenton and Randy, while the others were out, picked up four six-foot logs; they made for a nice bench wrapping a few feet short of the fire pit.

When the darkness of night enveloped the surrounding woods Gurnadin had come back with a dozen skinned fish. Sam and Louis had completed their hunt for firewood. Jimmy and John had scoped out the immediate area, and Brenton and Randy had the skewers ready for the fish, and had just put a pan of some kind of vegetation on the outside edge of the fire. It looked a little like greens.

Once the fish were over the fire everyone had settled into a spot. They undid their bedrolls but saved the chore of laying it out till after dinner.

“Where are the dogs?” Louis asked. Everyone started to look around, and then to Brenton. He was looking around a little frantically. None of them were even sure when the last time they had seen them was.

As the last trace of light left them with only their campfire to see by. Neither John nor anyone else had ever noticed how dark it really was in the dense woods. They swore that if someone were standing on the rim of the clearing, they could not be seen. This little bit of information got the troop thinking, and thinking was dangerous. When six people drinking get a sense something is wrong, and dwell on it, it can easily consume someone. 

Keep a level head; they took turns telling each other in a glance.

“They’ll be alright,” Brenton said in a low voice, as he sat back down and picked up the stick he was poking at the fire with. The rest of them followed suite.

Everyone looked over to John when he let out a little giggle. He looked up and noticed everyone was looking at him. “It’s just,” he dropped his head again and let out another light laugh. “Remember how Gurnadin jumped ten feet when Rover came running back….” He started to laugh a little harder. The others followed suite. They weren’t allowed to think about it earlier, but now they see it in hindsight, and it is just as funny.

Louis stopped laughing, and everyone looked at him. “Who’s ready for a heart attack.”?

“What do you mean?” Jimmy asked.

“Oh,” John slipped the word. “What are we gonna do when they come tearin' into camp while were are drinking and having fun. I don’t know about you but I don’t look forward to something commin’ tearin' into camp while I’m tryin' to have fun.”

“Could be worse,” Randy said.

“How do you mean?” Louis asked.

“What if they come sneaking into camp?” Randy said. “I don’t know about you but I can’t see far away from here.

Brenton let out a laugh. It was his turn to get stared at.

“Do you forget I know when they come and go?” He said to the relief of everyone lese. 

“Good,” Randy said. “Pass me another skin, please.”

Everyone thought about what they were just laughing at, and went back to being relaxed. God knows they didn’t need the stress on top of this trip. None of them had put any thought to what they were going to do when they reached Baldon.

They knew what they promised them, but weren’t sure exactly how they were going to help them organize a smooth working leadership. The group had told Brenton of the situation, and he just shook his head. He had been through Baldon, and remembered the Baggert that lead the village. Now in hindsight realized what was really going on there when he was there.

Brenton was new to a Spirit then, and was just getting used to seeing again through his new sense. All he could remember was feeling peace. He didn’t feel or ‘see’ if you will, anything that could be called harmful. He thought everything was a little quiet, but had no clue to the tyranny that was going on at the time. 

“We’ll see what we can do once we get there.” Brenton said as he took a pull from the wineskin. “I wonder?” his voice trailed off as he went into deep thought. He gave out a quick sharp whistle. 

As everyone started to look around the dogs came trotting out of the wood, and sat right in front of Brenton. 

“Go back to the house, but don’t be seen.” Brenton rubbed each of their heads, and scratched them behind the ears. “Go on.” He patted them on the ass as they headed out.

“Why send them to the house?” Jimmy asked as he finished his first skin. “Is something wrong?”

“You want them to check on the intruders?” Randy asked. “But why?” Randy had already been on his second skin; right along with Brenton.

“Nothing to worry about.” Brenton rejoined the party. “So fill me in on where you all are from.”

Sam started, followed by Louis. They had been in Ulentup for about the same time. Meeting in the middle of nowhere and finding their way to Baldon, where John and Randy met them. Randy went into his trip from the mountains, Wezton. It was the mountains that brought Brenton to this messed up land also. 

Once the conversation got to the village of Phenal, Jimmy picked it up. He told of getting here by way of a cave on the same Cliffside that John had come in on, but from a different part of the face. 

This was the first time that the group had gone through their own stories this accurately, and detailed. It just showed how messed up the whole scheme of things was. How could five people get lost in separate caves throughout New York State and end up in a place called Ulentup. They all had taken the time to think through this situation.

Following up at the end of the troops telling of how they all came to be here, Brenton pointed out that they weren’t the only five. There was he, and Ralph - the kid killed by the Baggert in Azhure. He was quick to assure that there were probably other humans around somewhere. He seriously doubted that they were the only people to be exploring caves in New York. Now that they thought about it how many stories of found caves had they heard? Not many were their general consensus. But they knew that there were many caves in the state.

What if they never heard of the caves because people kept getting lost in them? Anyone coming back from any cave never went on to the end. So who’s to say that every cave in New York came here to Ulentup? The only remaining question was; where in the hell is Ulentup, anyway. They knew it wasn’t somewhere in New York. The woods, the mountains, the desert. None of them were even sure that there was anyplace in the United States or the world for that matter that had lands like this. And what of the Grandal, Spirit Brothers, and other species in the land. That also didn’t conform to the norm of the planet earth. None of them could figure out the sense of any of this, but they all came down to the same thing over their time here; shit happens, make the best of it, and try to get home if there is a way. There had to be a way.

The conversation around the campfire came to a halt about four hours after getting to the campsite. Each of them had had their fill of fish and grog. They each had three skins of the fermented drink. They quickly set up their bedrolls, each of them knew they had reached their limit, and had better settle into going to bed. The one good thing about the drink they were drinking was that the hangover was mild, not gone but mild.

The evening of camaraderie came to an abrupt end. It was like they knew that they had to sleep by mid-evening if they were to get up early the next morning.
First Day In Lanentant

The guard on duty was nowhere to be found when the group woke the next morning. After taking a brief look around they assumed that the guard was probably looking around inside the tree line. 

They stoked up the fire, and put on a pan of water for morning tea. Ni’ger, one of three remaining guards, got up and began to look around the tree line for his comrade.

It didn’t take long before the group started worrying about the missing guard. Agreeing that they should keep each other in sight they spread out along the line of bushes at the edge of the forest. 

The guard, the men holding the middle of the line, called everyone back to the camp. The guard on duty had returned from relieving himself. 

After a bit of discussion they were again able to come to an agreement. They decided to pack up and head for the nearest trail. The only problem was that when they each had their stuff together they each headed to a different place to get to the trail. Taking a walk together up and down the tree line they saw multiple trails. They stepped back a few spans to get a wider look at the tree line.

There were five distinct trails each marked by a sign. La’vet could have sworn that he only saw three trails the day before. They went to each starting with the far left and worked their way right. Each signpost was engraved in a different language, and none of them had any clue how to read it. The signs may as well have said ‘welcome, this way to your doom’.

They were getting a little antsy; they hadn’t gone anywhere in hours. They were wasting too much time, they knew they had to make a choice and soon.

La’vet tried to remember anything he could about how this land was set. There were really no maps to have studied, but some ancient texts had directions to various places.

Subsequent to coming to another decision, La’vet filled everyone in on all he knew of the directions he could remember. Then they all agreed to go north following the ridge around the pit to the northern Great River, Hort. They were able to conclude that the village they were looking for had a path to the River Hort. They headed north in hopes of finding that path.

They were still a few leagues away from the river when they started to hear its massive roar. The wall to their right was tremendous. The rim was exactly as it was on the opposite side of the river when they got to the pit to begin with. 

The wall had to be the largest undertaking they could imagine. To have built such a rim around a pit that was many leagues across was just awe-inspiring. They had thought the bridge was breathtaking, and it was, but it was nothing compared to this wall that had been built.

The Tree line remained about a hundred spans from the wall; nothing grew any closer. The ground they were walking on was like sand, not very deep sand – only a couple of hands deep - but just an even coat on the ground between the trees and the wall. La’vet got to thinking that for this sand to be this even across such an area it had to have been put there. There had to be someone near in order to take care of this sandy belt around the pit. He could think of no people mentioned as tending this area. Then again he didn’t know there was a sandy belt around the Great Pit of Corlilt either.

Some of the others seeing La’vet stop for a moment held their place till they found out what he had stopped for. He just waved them on, showing that there was nothing to worry about. At least he hoped not.

The others though knew something was amiss. The priest leading this trip definitely had an ear to what was going on around them even it he didn’t think so. The whole gang was beginning to see La’vet as a leader, along with being the head of group. They were beginning to trust his instincts. 

Being familiar with discipline and leadership, the guards were seeing a leader in the making. Of course the guards knew a little more about strategy and other independent survival skills. However, the priest knew what was going on, he knew of where they were going and who they were looking for. He had studied a little of the layout of Lanentant even if only by writings rather than a picture or map. Everyone else could only help in this quest of the priests’.

They were about a half a league from the where the wall of the pit and the levy keeping the incredibly loud river out of the land. The levy stood twenty spans, about half that of the wall around the pit; but rather huge nonetheless.

With the sun being well past its zenith, the group decided to halt for the night where the two walls intersected. They had wasted the day and barely got anywhere. They were still hopeful that the missing guard would make an appearance. When they got to where the walls met they found a wind they hadn’t felt before. The wind was coming straight out of the north, as though it was following the river south. Then they thought about the River Mown. It had just as strong a wind following it north

Out of sheer curiosity they had to see the river. The started to crawl up the high, steep, embankment. They were afraid that the winds would take them away if they were to stand; so crawl they did, slowly but surely.

The last two spans left the group holding on for dear life. The winds were hard to believe, they were stronger than any storm any of them had ever experienced. 

When the group made the top of the levy they could barely keep their eyes open against the wind. Though the river made quite a sight. It was easily well over a league wide and the water moved with such a speed they could barely follow debris as it went by. 

At about fifty spans from where the water fell into the pit, they sat there for a while just looking at the foreign river. They could see the Great Pit in the distance, but the plume of mist that the river let off as it went over the edge kept them from seeing too far into the pit. There was no chance of seeing the other side; it was simply too far away.

After they had had enough of looking into the water and the wind they decided to climb down and set up camp for the night. The gear they were carrying was left at the foot of the levee.

When they got to the bottom they decided they had to make some rounds and gather wood and stones for a fire pit. They had also decided to move their camp back from the levee about a hundred spans. There the wind of the river was just a breeze.

The guards not wanting to put the priests in danger told them that they would collect the stuff for the camp. The priests told the guards not to go far into the woods; no one had any idea what to expect from the unfamiliar land they were now in.

It wasn’t but a handful of moments after the guards went into the woods, then they came screaming out of the woods. At first the priests didn’t see what the problem was, but a few spans behind the guards came three rather large beasts. The priests hadn’t seen anything like them before, but they looked vicious. 

Before the group left – well before – La’vet was a study of the land of Lanentant. He knew of most of the villages and some of the legends. There were even some writings about the creatures in the foreign land, but La’vet couldn’t put a name to these creatures. They looked like a creature described as a Baggert, but couldn’t be sure. These creatures were a good span and a half high; bigger than any from the group. They looked like they could rip off a head without blinking. This was definitely not a good thing.

Ki’tan grabbed his spear and headed to meet the guards in the middle of the open sand between the Great Pit’s wall, and the tree line. The first guard to reach him turned having enough distance on the creature not far behind him. He and Ki’tan made a two-man front. The other two guards weren’t going to make it to the other two. They would have to turn and defend themselves before they could reach the other two.

Ni’ger was the first guard to have to turn and defend himself. In an excellent maneuver, the guard dropped to his knees and quickly set his spear over his shoulder. The beast not seeing what was happening quickly enough took the spear tip to the abdomen. The guard set the butt end of the spear into the sand. The momentum of the beast carried it over the terrified guard. When the beast landed on the ground in front of him, the guard quickly stood and threw all his weight onto the spear, fully impailing the creature. He pulled his spear with some effort and looked over to see Ki’bon jumped from behind by another of the beasts, his weapon flying out of his hands. He ran for his fallen comrade.

The two forming the small front put their spears out in front of them. The monster heading for them took to the air, jumping higher than it looked like it could. Just as the two turned to see the creature land it took one of it’s massive arms and knocked the two stunned guards clean off their feet. 

One guard ran for it with his head down to tackle it. The priest, Ki’tan picked up his spear and skirted around the two tangled bodies. The creature easily picked up the rather large guard and threw him about ten spans. Ki’tan getting set behind the distracted monster put his spear through it’s back. 

The monster swung around flinging the priest from his end of the spear. The creature stood over the dazed priest putting out his arms to pick up the fallen man.

The guard that had been thrown by the beast ran for his spear lying in the sand, and made his way for the fallen priest.

Ki’tan put up his arms in a fain attempt to block the oncoming attack, but ass soon and the creature grabbed at one of his feet it stood straight up and let out a most hauntingly eerie howl like roar. As he looked at the howling creature he saw a spearhead come cleanly out the front of it. The priest hurriedly scrambled away from in front of the creature, least he take the spears tip in the creatures fall.

The two, after dispatching their monster ran for the only one left. The two other guards were standing before it jabbing their spears at it in a hope to scare it off; nothing doing. The creature wasn’t going anywhere. 

The remaining beast got a hold of one of the guard’s spears and sent him flying away from the battle. It grabbed the other spear and pulled the guard to it. As the guard was falling toward the beast, the beast slid its arms around the guard, and started to crush him.

Distracted, Ki’tan and Ni’ger were able to sneak up behind the monster and inserted both of their spears into it’s back. They knew they couldn’t push the spearheads through the beast without impailing their comrade as well. So they pulled their spears a stabbed again and again. With a great deal of blood flowing from the beasts back, it let go of its victim, and fell to the ground right on top of the guard he was squeezing.

Once together the to guards and the priest pulled the beast off of their friend. He was unconscious, and looked to be in pain when he breathed. They had to get him back to the camp, but didn’t dare move him. He probably had broken ribs; the others surmised. 

La’vet ran for the group of friends. One of the guards called to him, and asked him to grab a blanket. The priest turned around, went back to the place their stuff was at, and grabbed a blanket out of one of bedrolls. He ran as fast as he could to get back to the group. 

When he arrived he saw the guard lying nearly motionless, except for involuntary wincing as he breathed. The guard was bleeding out of his nose and mouth. This can’t be good, The priest told himself. He handed the blanket to one of the other guards.

The guard with the blanket folded it lengthwise in half. He bunched up the blanket under his friend as the others held him gently on his side. With the blanket in place they rolled the injured guard onto his other side so that the blanket could be pulled free and flattened out under him. 

Ki’bon had each man grab a corner as best as they could and lifted in unison. They moved slow and smooth so that they didn’t make any of his injuries worse, and it didn’t look like the wounded guard could take much more damage.

The group still had to get some rocks and wood for a fire, but they weren’t sure about going back to the woods. Ni’ger recommended a measure to make sure this didn’t happen again. He suggested that one person go into the woods while the others stood just outside the shrub line. This time if anything came at the one in the woods all he had to do was make his way clear of the woods and the others would be ready for whatever came. The others weren’t sure about the plan, but they had to do something. 

So, they reluctantly agreed on the plan of action. 

In a line four across, they made their way to the woods. Because they wanted the stronger defense they asked La’vet if he would go and collect what he could. 

He really didn’t like this idea, but he couldn’t think of another way. So he went in.

It wasn’t long before he collected a dozen large rocks bringing them to the others one by one. Next was the wood. He had seen a lot of dead limbs lying around near the brush line. That would keep him from having to go too far in, and collecting them wasn’t too difficult. He was sure he had made ten trips back and forth before they figured they had enough wood. One thing they all knew was that if you want enough wood for the night, get what you need and triple it. 

They had a rather large pile of stones and wood. There was no sign of any other creatures. So they grabbed all they could carry and made their way back to their wounded comrade, and their camp.

After all was gotten together, they put a fire and pit together, and started dinner. The sun was very soon to set, and they had no idea what to expect form the night. None of them could assure another that things were going to be all right. This was going to be a long night.

They all ate and set themselves down to get some rest. La’vet didn’t like the idea of taking watch, but the others were exhausted, and needed to get rest. They assured him that they could be up and fighting in a moments notice. 

They went to bed trying to figure out how to move their friend for the morning. 

They needed to rest now.

Attacked

It was about two hours to sunrise when the dogs came tearing into camp. Everybody woke all at once. Jimmy came up swinging a stick that he had cradled in his hand while he slept. Gurnadin immediately started to pack. The rest of them followed suite.

“What’s going on?” Randy asked.

“There is a Baggert, and a band of men with him at the house.” Brenton informed them.

“You don’t think it is the same one we kicked out of Baldon, are they?” John chimed in.

“Do you want to take the chance of being within five miles of them if they are?” Brenton asked back.

“Guess not.” Both Randy and John said. They each turned and started to roll up their bedrolls and fastened down all the packs that would be carried.

“I had a bad feeling about them when you mentioned them last night.” Brenton went on. “It might not be them, but I’m not sure I want to take the chance with them. Not if I remember them right.”

It didn’t take but ten minutes for each of them to be packed and ready to go. He might be blind but Brenton lead them to the main trail headed west toward Baldon.

The woodland returned to the two level trees and their thick canopies. The sun would be up for an hour, or so before the forest floor would notice it. It had been a week since they left Baldon, and the dense forest. Jimmy was the most impressed; he didn’t recall well what the forest looked like. It had been a while since being in it, and he hadn’t seen much of it anyway. John figured that he had probably came to Phenal by the ‘path of the Spirit Brothers’ that John had seen when he climbed down from the immense rock face that brought him to this land. 

John told of how he shimmied up a couple of these trees to get his bearing when he first got to Ulentup. None of them believed him till he cut ten foot off a vine, wrapped it around a tree, and begun to shimmy up.

Each of them wanted to take a turn at it, and found it to be easier than it first looked. Brenton didn’t like the delay, but didn’t seem too bad with it.

While Jimmy was about thirty feet off the ground Rover came back with a warning that the group from the house had an early start, and were catching up quickly. Sparky came back with no report. Brenton sent him back with the other dog. Two sets of eyes are better than one, he figured.

When the last of the men had their turn at this new form of tree climbing, they reloaded and headed on. 

A couple of more hours into the journey, Sparky came running back. Brenton started to look around frantically. He led everyone off the trail to a small gully. He instructed them each to put their stuff in it, stacking it as neatly as they could; for efficiency’s sake. Once everything was set Brenton took as many ferns and underbrush as he could get and covered the burden. 

Six vines were cut for each of them, and they were instructed to climb as high as they could get. Brenton went back to the main trail and started to cover the tracks. He figured it should look like they just disappeared. He wasn’t worried about the dogs they were able to take care of themselves. He was a little concerned about how he was going to hide. He was too big and bulky to be climbing trees. Let alone too Goddamned old.

When he got back to the spot that the guys were tree climbing, he saw that three of them were perched, and the other two had just a little to go to their own perch.

The men were in awe over the view of the forest flood they had. They could see anything coming from a hundred yards. They easily saw the trail they had been on just a few short moments ago.

Once Brenton saw that everyone was safe up in the trees, he dropped into the gully that the packs and stuff hidden. He was careful to cover the trail he left to his hiding spot. He forced himself to relax and get his breathing under control. He figured he had about five minutes until the men would come into view to the men in the tree.

The guys could see each other from their perches. John and Louis went up to the next layer of branches in the lower trees, which they were all in.

Hearing a noise the group turned their attention to the trail and the direction they had just come. John recognized the Baggert immediately. His first impression was that they all looked alike, but he knew better. Seeing the Baggert again brought back the memories of Ralph and how he died at the hands of another Baggert. 

They were still on the main trail. He stopped almost at the same spot they left the trail. 

When the rest of his band reached him. The guys in the trees heard him instruct his hoard to fan out; he had a feeling something was up. And those in the trees knew something was up.

As a couple from the Baggert’s group reached the site where the humans had just hid. They looked around as though they knew what they were looking for. One pointed out a set of tracks that weren’t covered by Brenton well enough. They let out a yell to their brethren.

At that moment Brenton stood from his hiding spot yelling out a battle cry. The dogs came screaming into the clearing. The guys in the trees looked at each other looking for some clue as to what to do. 

John saw Randy through the vine he was holding around the tree he was in, freed himself from the limb he was on and shot down the tree in three bounds. The intruders still looking at Brenton didn’t see him hit the ground behind them. The others in the tree seeing the advantage they had followed suite and dropped down from their perches.

John grabbed Sam and pulled him back telling him that others would be showing up any second now.

Realizing what John was doing Sam pulled him off to the edge of the clearing while they watched the others clobber the two intruders over the back of the head. Once the two fell the other humans took positions around the clearing behind some tree. They took a moment to grab their spears to use with the long clubs they were carrying. They didn’t think that spears would be two-handed weapons. They circled the camp at the same moment members of the invading clan moved in. Each of the humans at one time threw and swung anything they carried at the intruders.

None of them carried the desire to kill, but they realized that if they didn’t their opponents would, and have no second thoughts about it. It seemed like John and Sam hated the violence the most. They were relieved when they found all they had to do was to knock the shit out of an intruder, and either Randy or Brenton would come and deliver the fatal blows that they didn’t have the stomach for.

The leader of the intruders came breaking into the clearing. He quickly noticed that only a couple of his men were still standing, let alone breathing. He yelled something to the remaining men, and the few of them left as fast as they could. 

John was sure that the Baggert leader was dumbfounded by his group getting the shit kicked out of them by a few puny humans. He didn’t care what the Baggert thoughts were, as long as they were gone from the battle. 

“Brenton?” John began to ask. “How is it you can fight so well if your blind.”

“You forget I carry a Brother as well.” Brenton answered with a smile in his tone. “Besides I have only been blind since coming here.”

Brenton went on to tell John and the others how he went blind and how exactly the Spirit he carried helped him. It was almost like he never lost his sight.

John quickly thought about how he was able to see from another’s eyes. The thought still messed with his head, but slowly but surely; day by day, he was getting used to it. His hold on reality was gaining a whole new meaning.

Coming from the same land as Randy, Brenton was able to describe the same things as Randy had. The only difference was when he had come across the Syrquanton instead of the Warbow that Randy came across. Lucky him, John thought. Brenton found clothing, food and other supplies with the Syrquanton. In mentioning clothes John remembered that he had been very careful how soiled he let his clothes get. He had washed them once, and that was at Faminty. A couple of woman said they would be glad to clean his clothes. John couldn’t find a reason to argue.

Going on with his story, Brenton told of his crossing of the Great Pit Corlilt. He described it as being a five-mile trip over a long and wobbly rope bridge. Randy had described the bridge the same to a T. 

Jimmy and Louis went over to the small trench in the landscape, where they had put their stuff, and where Brenton waited for the first intruders to come into range. The rest, as they say, is history. 

The group could rest now. Though they kept an ear out for the Baggert to return. Brenton assured them that if they were to return, the dogs would know first no matter how alert they were.

While Louis and Jimmy started to hand out their stuff, Gurnadin had a fire ready to go. John often wondered how Gurnadin could start a fire so easily. Never giving up his secret, he simply wouldn’t say how he did it. But when John went to watch him, he didn’t hide his hands. He simply put some pressure into rubbing them and – poof – fire. There was no secret; Gurnadin just had a knack for fire starting. Randy raised the question about the Baggert still being out there. Brenton put any fear aside when he said that they kicked his ass once and they can do it again. The guys couldn’t fool with that logic. Besides, again, the dogs were on watch.

After Gurnadin got the fire going, he grabbed this string and hooks, and headed for the riverside. Randy grabbed a skin of the grog they were carrying, and followed Gurnadin to the river. There was nothing Randy could do to help, but then again he didn’t want to do anything, he just wanted to relax with a drink, and watch the Grandal fish. Even if Randy didn’t catch fish, at least he was gonna catch a good buzz.

Jimmy and Sam went on a short trip around the campsite to gather a nights worth of wood. The others just set and watched the fire burn, as they too grabbed a skin of juice or grog. About an hour after getting the campsite started they were all now sitting around the fire in silence watching the fish cook.

For some reason or another the group had forgotten about the bodies they had laying just outside the camp. After a small discussion they decided to take the bodies to the water and let swift waters take care of them for them. There were ten bodies in all, and something about dragging a dead body started to turn some of their stomachs. But they all pitched in. Brenton grabbed two at a time to save the others from having to do any more. He understood their discomfort.
Once settled back at the campsite, everyone took to their blankets and anything they could find for a pillow. For the most part they just lay there quiet wondering what could be out there in the night. The dogs came in for a bite to eat, and that reassured the group that they were being watched out for. And with that they fell into a light sleep.

Day Two in Lanentant

Towards the early morning one of the guards woke and relieved La’vet as century. The priest thought about getting some sleep himself, but his worry over the fallen guard kept his mind from settling in for any sleep. So, he decided to stay up with his friend.

The two who awoke early decided to let their tired friends sleep as long as they could. However, they were a little surprised by how long they did sleep. Each member of the party went to sleep knowing that someone would wake them first thing in the morning. 

When the first awoke, Ki’tan, he was a little annoyed at being let sleep so long. It seemed he wanted to get an early start. He hadn’t been thinking of getting more rest. La’vet was very surprised to find that that was the sentiment all around. 
A lesson learned, La’vet thought to himself.

They heated up some jerky and warmed some bread before deciding on what to do next. They had an injured member of their party to take care of. They each swore that they wouldn’t let anything more happen on this trip. They had lost way too much so far, and they were going to stay together through thick and thin.

It was going to be slow going, but the only thing they could think of to do was to carry their injured member the way they did the day before.

By the timetable set at the beginning of this little mission, the group was ahead of things by a bit. They could take the time now to tend to the wounded guard.

After just a few spans into their restart, Ni’ger had an idea. One he was sure the others might not like but an idea nonetheless. He called everyone together after setting down their comrade; they had a few bags in the blanket with the wounded one. Once everyone was quiet, Ni’ger told them that it might be a good idea to go to the woods and get what they needed for a stretcher. 

The others took to his idea better than he expected them to. They decided to take on the same defensive posture they took on the day before when La’vet went into the woods for campfire materials.

La’vet wasn’t sure about being the one to go into the woods again, but he knew it was for the greater good. 

With a sigh and a deep breath he headed into the woods. He tried his best to stay as close to the shrubs as possible without going to deep into the woods.

He hadn’t noticed it the day before but the woods on the other side of the shrubs were quite a sight. He couldn’t believe that he never noticed the size of the larger trees. Anything could be hiding behind one and he’d never know. He understood that this was negative thinking, but what else could he think. Everything had been a disaster to this point; three people have died and another was in almost as bad a shape.

He found a couple of long thick branches about three spans long lying on the ground. He also found the vines he was told to look for. He pulled out a knife from his belt and started to cut the vines down to a one span length. With his arms stacked as full as he could carry, he made a beeline for the open. The rest that were waiting for him saw him coming out so fast that they were sure something was behind him.

When La’vet broke free of the shrubs and into the open he tripped and fell dropping his burden. The guards and Ki’tan quickly jumped over him and took up a defensive posture; being ready for anything. Nothing came.

They turned to look at La’vet. He just shrugged his shoulders. The others looked at each other and realized that there was nothing coming, that the priests’ imagination had gotten the best of him, driving him out of the wood. 

One of the guards put out a hand to help the priest up. The other guard, along with Ki’tan, started to form a stretcher out of the materials that La’vet brought out of the woods. They were happy to see that the priest, although being scared out of his wits, grabbed some very good limbs and vines.

It didn’t take long to make up the stretcher. It wasn’t but mid morning when they were ready to load the wounded guard onto it, and head out. It was a little later than they originally wanted to start, but at least they were on their way again.

Because of the chance that more of the creatures they had run into the day before could be about, La’vet and Fu’met had to carry the guard. This did not bode well for travel time. The two priests had to set down the litter every few hundred spans. Every now and then the other two guards and Ki’tan would switch off, but the other two priests were the primary carriers. The guards had to remain free incase of attack from the woods.

They had only traveled a couple of leagues by the time the sun was highest in the sky. 

Taking time out for mid day meal they discussed other ways that this trip could be done more efficiently. The two priest’s carrying the stretcher weren’t trying to get out of the work, but knew that they just couldn’t keep up a speed that could be considered as efficient. 

The best idea they came up with was to send someone ahead, and see if they could find the Grandal, and bring back help. At the pace they were going it would be two more days to get to the Grandal for what La’vet figured from what little he knew.

Gathering their stuff together, and picking up the litter they decided to send someone ahead the next day. They didn’t figure someone could get there in a half day, but if someone left first thing in the morning maybe they could make the Grandal village of Faminty in a days time.

They all agreed they needed help, but for now they were on their own, and had to make as much distance as they could. The group figured that they could make about five more leagues by the time the sun was setting.

Along this stretch of the trip they followed the bank that separated the land from the river. The bank was more like a levee, and stood about twenty spans high. Even with the levee separating them from the water they found it amazing how loud the river was, and the wind from the river also had it’s influence on them; it was a brisk wind out of the north.

The forest of huge trees to the fifty spans to the left of them was cutting into their daylight sooner than the expected it. They knew that there was still a good bit of time before sunset, but the forest was eating their daylight quickly. This cut their travel distance by a couple of leagues.

The whole time they were walking they noticed that the space between the levee and the forest was consistent. It stayed perfectly flat, and was made of the same thin layer of white sand that they discovered their first night in this part of the land. The distance between the two massive objects remained consistent as well. It stayed at about a fifty spans.

When the gang stopped they were all dead tired. La’vet and Fu’met had blisters all over their hands. They had tried to cushion their hands as best they could, but to no avail. The two priests were very concerned that their hands may not work the next morning. The last thing they needed on the trip was more injured people, but they had no choice; they were doing what they had to do.

La’vet trying to find some optimism told the group that he was impressed with how far they had come. They knew they were coming up on the last leg of the trip. They had just a little more to go and they would be at their destination.

They had precious little light left to get the wood and stones they needed for a fire and pit.

The group set their posture the way they had in the previous day sending La’vet into the woods while the others waited defensively just outside the shrub like barrier to the woods. La’vet didn’t like the idea any more now than he did the day before about being the one to go in, but he knew that this was the only way to get what they needed.

Inside the woods there was less than a little light. It was very close to dark. He began to look around frantically for what he needed in the dim light. When he came across – more like tripped over – large stones, he would throw them as far and as hard as he could out of the woods, over the shrubbery. He had seen that wood was plentiful; all he had to do was find it in the near dark conditions. 

La’vet dragged his feet as he walked around. This way he found branches and limbs before he tripped over them. That and he found them without having to see them.

He yelled out to the others that he was going to throw the wood out like he did the rocks. He also warned them that he would be able to throw the wood farther than the stones he threw out, and that they may need to back up a little, or at least spread out.

The priest was able to pile up a bit of wood just simply dragging his feet around. He knelt down and grabbed the wood and began to throw it out to the others.  One of the limbs he had grabbed moved in his hand, and out of shear panic threw it out of the woods also. He knew it had to be a snake, and by the feel of it, a big one.

He heard one of the guards yell into him about being careful about what he threw out to them. He yelled back a quick apology, and continued to look for more wood, and send it out. 

La’vet started to hear some strange noises coming from deeper into the woods. This just about sent him into shear terror. He wouldn’t be able to see anything if it were to come at him quietly. 
Forget the wood, He thought to himself. He stayed quiet for just a second to listen for the noise to find out how close it really was. By the growling and snarling he was able to determine that the things, whatever they were, were over a hundred spans away. However, he didn’t account for the noise from the river masking the sounds. They could actually be closer to him than he thought. This is definitely not good. He quickly admonished himself for falling into a panic.

Bolting from the shrubs, he told the others to stay put, that there might actually be something behind him this time.

One of the guards told him to gather the stones and wood while they continued to hold a front. The priest quickly started to grab the wood and stones and quickly took them across the sand to a spot near the rivers bank where the litter with their injured comrade lay. 

When he got half the load to the future camp spot he heard some incredibly horrid screams coming from just inside the wood line. He quickly grabbed more stones and a couple branches, and bolted for the campsite.

The other priest, Fu’met, also grabbed some of the stuff and began to carry it to the camp also. When they had made their last trip, they heard something break free from the shrubs. The guards had backed up a little, and were able to put some distance between them and what ever was coming. This way they could see what it was before it was on top of them.

The creatures that came through the shrubs were small, and very quick. However, they weren’t quick enough to go to, or by, the guards. The medium sized creature, however intimidating they sounded, didn’t stand a chance against the guards. 

The creatures were quickly dispatched by the guards, and Ki’tan. After catching their breath, they brought their catch back to the camp with them.

Unlike the larger creatures that they had fought the day before, these were of a good moderate eating size.  Ni’ger was quick to start skinning the animals while the others started a fire.

Once the fire was going and everyone started to relax, the other guard looked over to the pile of firewood, and knew that it wouldn’t last but half the night. They were stuck with what little wood they had. It would be too dangerous to send anyone back into the woods.

Saying that he had an idea, Ki’tan headed for the shrubs. One of the guards got up and followed him. Once to the shrubs, the priest started to break off branches. The branches were still quite green and hard to break. 

Not wanting to be where they were, the two at the wood line just started to tare off the green, rubbery branches, and took them back to the camp. At least this firewood burn more slowly.

The two returned to the campsite with a load of green wood. They hoped if the fire was hot enough it would still burn even the greener wood.  It was the only hope they had for keeping a fire lit longer into the night.

When everyone was settled back in, Ni’ger had the animals skinned. Now all they needed was to find something to put the meat on something to hold over the fire. There was little wood that could stand the heat without burning. They started to break down the branches that Ki’tan and the other guard had brought. The branches weren’t the strongest, but at least they wouldn’t burn too fast, and drop the meat into the fire. 

Ni’ger cut the meat down into smaller pieces so as not to weigh down the sticks they impaled the meat with. 

Each was instructed to grab a small piece of meat and hold it over the fire with the smaller green limbs. They each had to cook their own meat. Unlike the previous meals, when they were able to cook the whole animal, and eat together.

The group was exhausted. They even had trouble staying awake long enough to cook their well-deserved meal. 

After a bit of discussion they all agreed on shorter shifts, so as not to make the one on duty try and stay awake any longer than they could. It meant shorter naps through the night, but at least no one would be falling asleep on duty watch either.

By the time the group was ready to get some sleep, they had also agreed that one of them would head on by themselves the next morning. They had to send someone ahead to get them help. They had trouble coming up with a fair way to choose the one to go, so they put together some short sticks – one being the shortest – and drew them to find out who would go. After the first drawing, one of the guards drew the short stick. This concerned the other. Having one guard leave left the group a little more unprotected. 

After the failed attempt to pick a person arbitrarily, they decided to pick someone through deductive reasoning. They couldn’t send a guard and leave the group that was left vulnerable. Because of Ki’tan’s ability to help with the carrying of their supplies, they couldn’t send him either. That left the two other priests.

Between the two priests, it was an easy choice to send La’vet. Not because he was not needed to help, but he was the only one who had any idea where Faminty was.

La’vet felt a little guilty about leaving the group, and going on alone. They would have a little more to carry without having him carry any of their things. They had agreed that he would have to be free of any burden so as to make as much time as he could.

With plans made for the next day they lay down for sleep. Using the drawn twigs, Fu’met drew first watch. They decided not to have La’vet take a watch. They needed him to be as well rested as he could get. Again, so that he was as fresh as possible to make better time getting the Grandal village.

With everything taken care of they fell into a fitful sleep.

Back To Baldon

The next morning seemed to come in a matter of hours. The dogs came in and did a couple laps around the camp. John asked if something was going on. Brenton reassured the group that the dogs were his alarm clock and they normally woke him a good hour before the sun rose. He admitted that it did seem a little darker than what he was used to; due to the denseness of the forest, but he assured everyone that it was what they would think as five in the morning.

“It’s not even light out enough to travel, what are we doing up this early.” Randy may have been a tough one, but he had his lazy side too, and a voice that always sounded like he was wining.

“By the time we eat and get everything together it’ll be light enough to travel.” Louis decided to mediate for Brenton. After all it was early.

Randy let out a little grunt, and started to go for some jerky and nuts from his pack. Sam through a little wood on the hot bed of coals, just enough to burn for an hour or so. Just enough to give them light to see by.

When they hit the trail about an hour later they found that there was just enough light to see the trail by. The group had spent enough time in the deep woods to know that the light would eventually come. Getting the early start, they knew they would make good time. 

“If we keep on,” Brenton called back. “I’ll wager we make Baldon in a coup of hours. We’ll be there just in time for lunch.” He turned back forward and carried on.

“He’s going to kill us.” Randy said, tapping John on the shoulder. “I wonder if that timeline he just spit at us includes a fifteen minute break along the way.” He looked up just in time to see Brenton gazing back at him with those sightless eyes. Randy put up his hands, and let out a laugh of innocence. Brenton let out a grunt and again moved on.

To show his mercy, Brenton told everyone they could break for fifteen minutes. Then with humor in his voice he asked Randy to scout out the trail ahead. Everyone looked over to Randy to see what his reaction would be, and weren’t disappointed when Randy’s jaw fell to the forest flood. His cheeks flushed when he realized what everyone was staring at.

Letting out a small laugh Brenton handed Randy a skin of fermented juice, and told him he was just kidding. In relief Randy dropped to the ground and took a long pull off the skin. 

No one said much during this break. They just wanted to get a little rest before moving on. When the excitement started to get to them they put what little they had out away, and started off again.

The woods maintained it’s normal Jurassic look. The path they were on had become more defined once it merged with another path that stemmed up from the river, now about two hundred yards to their left. John guessed that this path took villagers to the water for fishing and for fresh water trips for drinking water. This also was another hint that the village of Baldon was near.

The group came to a halt when they thought they had heard noises from ahead. Much to everyone’s relief it was a few people from Baldon. One carried a fishing line, hooks, and some live bait in the form of two or three small snakes, very small. Another person was just off the main trail with a spear in hand. This one was obviously hunting. But as soon as they caught on to the small sound they newcomers were making the, fisher and hunter dove off behind some of the rather large trees.

Sam called out to them, but didn’t get an answer. Louis then called out, and for whatever reason got a call back from the direction the fisher had dove off to. Louis announced who they were, and the fisher jumper right up and headed for them with glee on his face. This was a relief

“We didn’t think you’d be gone so long.” The one out for the hunt said as he approached when he also recognized that the group was their liberators.

“It’s been less than a week.” Sam told the two men. “Remember we are also trying to get to our home far from this land.”

“We have been lost without any guidance.” The hunter spoke up. “It took us a couple day’s before we realized we had to hunt and fish to keep up our food supplies. We don’t know which of us did what. Some like the craftsman, and potter knew what they did, because their shop was where they lived.”

“We didn’t know who of us hunted, or fished.” The fisher said. “We have had no festivals; we didn’t know who cooked or organized them”

“Well take it easy, we will see what we can do to help.” John spoke up. “I am sure all of you have things you can do. It’s just a matter of finding out the who’s, what’s, where’s, when’s, and why’s”

Stalking off by himself, Brenton looked to be disturbed by the village of Baldon’s predicament. Randy went over to him to ask him what was wrong, but Brenton just waved him away.

Once everyone was done with the conversation, the hunter and fisher led them to the village. When they got to the village the group couldn’t believe their eyes. There were bodies lying in the streets with trash also spread everywhere. John asked what the hell happened. And was promptly told that no one knew who did those jobs. The group couldn’t believe no one knew to clean up and take a little care of the place.

The hunter ran ahead and told others of their liberators as being back. By the time the group got to the villages’ center there were hundreds of Baldon’s waiting for them. John wasn’t much of a mediator. He wasn’t sure where to start. He turned to Jimmy; he had a feeling he would know what to do to get things rolling.

The group asked about a meeting hall. When they got inside the presidio they couldn’t believe the mess. Each of the group were asking others around them what was going on, that things would be in such disarray. All that answered kept saying that didn’t know what to think when they came out of the stupor they had been. That still didn’t explain the mess. Even the most incompetent could have kept a town clean.

“What is wrong with you people?” Randy broke through the din of the room. “You can’t tell that it is only good to pick up some trash.” His face began to flush. “Why couldn’t pick any of you pick up this piece of paper?” he asked anyone standing next to him.

“It wasn’t my job.” Was the reply.

“It has to be your JOB to keep something clean??” Randy put his hands on his hips. “Do you think this looks good sitting there in the middle of the floor?” He nodded to the piece of paper.

“No, but,,,” The villager looked at Randy with worry on his face.

“PICK IT UP!!” Randy yelled to no one in particular. Ten villagers dove for the scrap on the floor.

Randy turned to the others calling them to him. He told them to just trust him and follow along with him. 

“Come here!” he told everyone in earshot. Some of the guys stepped a little forward, forgetting that they were not the ones being addressed. When they realized what Randy was up to they helped to herd the first few villagers in to the meeting hall.

Pacing back and forth, Randy looked like he was growing more and more pissed with every step. The first two-dozen villagers could feel the negativity coming from him.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Louis asked him with Sam standing next to him. Randy just gave him a sharp look. Louis and Sam put their hands up in a show of submission.

Brenton, looking as upset as Randy was, took a seat against the far wall; he decided he would just watch the festivities. He had an idea what Randy was going to do, and wanted to just sit out until he might be needed.

Once a number of the villagers got themselves situated, Randy turned and gave them all an evil eye. “It seems a number of you are having trouble finding things to do.” The statement was rhetorical.

“We have had no one to give us things to do.” One villager spoke up.

“What I want to know is why should any one tell you what to do?” Randy said trying to keep his tone of voice as level as he could. The villagers just stared at him like he had just shown them a toaster.

“I don’t want to do anything that someone else is supposed to do.” A villager looking rather ragged said. Randy noticed that most of those there were ragged looking.

“How long had the Baggert led your people?” John asked. He had an idea what Randy was thinking.

“I don’t know, we weren’t to keep calendars so we lost track of days.” Another ragged villager spoke up. 

Randy walked over to join the others from his group. Brenton also got up and joined the others.

John and Randy asked Louis and Sam what they knew of the village since they got there. They explained that they met there about the same time. A few months back. When they got to the village they found it’s residents catatonic to a degree. Everyone behaved as though they were under a spell. Hypnotic. When John and Randy met the other two there, they discovered that the leader of the village possessed a staff with a rather large crystal adhered to the top. 

The staff, they ascertained, had an unexplained power that left those within a certain distance of very open to the power of suggestion. The Baggert that claimed leadership of the village, actually ruled well, but all the villagers were susceptible to the suggestive nature of the staff, and weren’t really free. 

The staff did, not affect the humans not being of the same race as the rest of the villagers. They played along with the leader until they could get the staff away from him; therefore freeing the village to self rule again. The only problem is that the people of the village have been under this spell for so long that they literally forgot how to live without suggestion.

As the group bowed their heads to give the situation some though, it dawned on them that they didn’t have the time to re-educate the village. Teaching them all how to live independently would take months if not a year of two. They all looked to each other wondering who was going to speak their unanswered thought.

“I know what you guys are thinking,” Brenton spoke up. “The other half of me; my Spirit, is pulling me to helping these people.” He put his head down shaking it side to side. “I have been here way to long to really be thinking about leaving. Besides I think I can help these people run things for themselves without using a magical staff.”

“I think we aught to talk about this before we start setting something in motion.” Jimmy put in his two cents. Everyone turned to stare at him; he was the quiet one of the group, it was strange to hear his voice. “What?” He asked feeling the heat of their looks.

“Nothing,” Randy said, to put Jimmy at ease. “Just funny to hear from you. You are normally quiet.”

“Oh.” Jimmy sat back down hoping that they would go on with their conversation, and leave him out of it. He was never a very sociable person anyway.

“Look,” Brenton began. “I have been in this God forsaken land for many years. I have had my Spirit with me for about as long. It just dawned on me that if I leave I might go blind for real.”

“Wow,” Randy said. “I never though about that.”

“Besides,” Brenton went on. “These people are going to need all the help they can get, and I’m sure it’s going to take some time. As much as I would like to go home and see what has changed in all these years, I have grown very used to being in this land. I really think this is the best way.”

“We’ll stay and help for a few days.” John said with a hint of depression in his voice. “It’s the least we can do from all the help you have given us. Besides getting this project off the ground is going to be a little more than one person can handle.”

“So how do we get started?” Sam asked.

“Well you and Louis had been here for a while.” John began. “Do you know who of these people had what jobs?”

“Some.” Louis answered. “I really hate to say this, and I hope you don’t think me raciest but, all these people look alike to me. However, I’m sure that between Sam and I we can get some of the people together.”

“I can also say,” Sam chimed in. “that many of these people have lost a lot of who they are from long term exposure to that blasted staff. These people aren’t naturally slow.”

“Is there a record of this town somewhere?” Brenton asked. “It might give us an idea as to how this place ran naturally. That Baggert hadn’t been here forever, ya know.” 

Louis and Sam went on to tell of all they had learned about the village in the time they had been there. There were a couple of meeting halls, and in those halls were lists of traditions and laws that had been made over the centuries.

The group had wondered why the Spirit Brothers of this village just sat back and let the Baggert take over the way he did. But it was explained in many writing around the village that the people and the Brothers just didn’t blend. The group wanted to know why.

It was decided that they would have one of their Brothers meet with others in the village and see what they could do to help. Maybe they could get the Bothers to help with this mammoth undertaking. The least they could do was open a dialogue with Brenton so that he could help run things a little more efficiently.

Calling a number of the villagers together in one of the halls, Brenton told them that there would be a meeting at sunset. This should give them time to get together with the Brothers of the village, and give them time to prepare for a plan of action. Brenton wasn’t looking forward to letting his Spirit go even for a little time. He would be as blind as a bat for that time. So, as became the tradition, the group sat down to a few cocktails and settled into a set of rooms at the top of the building where one of the meeting halls were.

The rooms were that of the deposed Baggert. There were tapestries on the walls and the furniture was of an excellent quality for being made by a bunch of people mesmerized by the staffs spell. The furniture looked like it was made of the wood of the bhard tree – the massive tree of the forest. To fall one of those trees must have been a mammoth undertaking, but when you’re oblivious to your surroundings there wasn’t much one couldn’t do.

Not only were the furniture exquisite, but the table placings. Gilded vases, and dishes sat on the tables, untouched since the villages leader was deposed. The thin layer of dust around the room showed that none of the villagers had been in the rooms since the group left many days ago. A cabinet stood against one wall. In it were more dishes, finely made. The beds and pillows were made of down. None of the group knew how this could have been. Most of the birds in Ulentup were so high up in the trees, that getting to them was nearly impossible.

The Grandal

La’vet woke first the next morning. When the guard on duty saw him getting up he grabbed a little food for the priest. The guard also put together a little pack for the priest to carry. The pack had some bandages for his hands, along with a little bit of food.

Before the others awoke La’vet set out. He hoped the Good Spirits would be with him. He also hoped that he could make Faminty before the end of the day.

The day started out uneventful. He kept trying to listen to the woods for danger, but the river to his right was so overbearing with noise, that he couldn’t even listen to the breeze stir the trees to his left. 

The terrain remained consistent. The white sand remained level and also remained just a couple of hand-widths thick. The distance between the woods on his left and the rivers levee on his right remained constant as well. As the river bent a little, so did the wood line. The exactness of the distance between the two kept La’vet’s mind occupied.

Any time the priest ran out of breath, he slowed to a quick walk so as not to waste any time. He figured he had cover a good few leagues by the time the sun even got halfway to it highest point. He really wanted to stop for a bite to eat, but felt compelled to carry on.

At one point when he slowed his pace he pulled the pack off his back and rummaged through it for some food while he walked at his quickened pace.

It was just after midday when he came to spot where a trail broke off to the left. The path was still sand covered, just as it had been to this point, and continued on past the left hand trail he had found. This has to be it, he though to himself.

He could see a set of large gates a couple hundred spans down the trail. He hoped that it would be the gates to the Grandal village of Faminty. He felt some relief to his hearing, putting the din of the water from the river behind him. 

When he approached the gates, he was astounded to see that there were no walls extending from the gates. There were two massive pillars to either side of the gates; the gates attached to them. But, no walls extending from the pillars.

Peculiar, he thought to himself.

The gates were about fifty spans high, and each was about ten spans across. The hinges of the gates looked to be in good shape. The wooden slats that made up the gate were a good span across; each slat snug to the one next to it.

Rather than opening the gates and going through, he decided to go around them. Nothing was there to impede him from doing so. 

From the backside of the giant gates, they looked so much different. They looked to be very old. The wood was discolored, and looked a little warped. The difference between the two sides was like looking at night and day.

The path he now stood on was bare ground with good-sized flat rocks everywhere. The massive trees to either side formed a massive tunnel out of the path. There weren’t any shrubbery along the sides of the path. Nor were there any of the smaller tree. The smaller trees were there just a good fifty spans into the forest.

The path just like the main path he just left that followed the river was just as straight. The end of the path looked like a small dot on the horizon, but that small dot shown like gold. 

La’vet picked his pace up again, and started to run for the gold dot far ahead of him.

When he got to within a hundred spans of the opening he began to see a massive building ahead. The building was what was putting off the golden sheen.

When he finally broke into the open, he was awestruck by the size of the building he was looking at. The building stood a couple hundred spans high easy. Each floor was smaller than the one under it making it like a pyramid; a very big pyramid. Each floor looked to be ten spans, with windows a couple spans off the bottom and about ten spans apart.

There was a set of stairs standing before him. They looked to be very steep, but not too deep.

He made his way around the building to see if he could find anyone out and about. When he got to the other side of the massive structure he saw about twenty of what he could only hope were Grandal. They were carrying a significant number of rather large logs; two Grandal to each log.

The Grandal looked tall, easily close to two spans tall. They were very skinny, but they didn’t look male nourished. They looked to be very strong, as well as tall and lanky.

They didn’t’ seem to be very surprised to see him, but they stopped in their tracks nonetheless.

The priest set down his pack and held out his arms to show he was unarmed and meant no harm. They appeared to understand. They continued to take the logs around to the other side of the building; La’vet followed.

Once the wood was stacked the ten Grandal went over to the priest and said something in a language he didn’t know. He tried to communicate back, but to no avail.

This is going to be harder than I thought, The priest thought as he looked over the beings in front of him.

He held up a finger, and stepped back. He took a few steps to the path leading away from the village and motioned for them to follow. They looked at each other with a little confusion on their faces.

La’vet took a few more steps to the trail and motioned a little more frantically for them to follow. He held up five fingers, pointed to one of them, and made motions of getting hurt. The Grandal still looked at him quizzically. He took a few more steps and more frantically motioned for them to follow.

At long last four of the Grandal came to him. He stepped away some more and again motioned for them to follow. Finally it looked like they knew what he wanted.

With the four Grandal in tow, the priest picked up his pace. One of the four called back to the ones standing at the head of the trail, and picked up their pace to follow the stranger.

The Grandal were able to follow the priest easily with their long legs. La’vet was just happy they were following. The priest was a little worried that the Grandal might not pass the gates. They did form a type of barrier even if you could walk around them.

The four Grandal split into two groups and went to either side of the gates. They removed a couple of stones that covered a good-sized niche in the pillars that framed the doors in.

Grabbing a handful of spears, staffs, and knives, the Grandal quickly caught up to La’vet. 

The priest was exhausted but he knew he had to get back to his friends. Just seeing the Grandal grabbing weaponry sent a fear down his back. He began to wonder what they knew that he didn’t, and he hoped the weapons weren’t for him and his party.

After covering a league, La’vet had to rest he couldn’t keep going. His legs just cut from under him and sent him face first into the soft sand. One of the Grandal stopped and stayed with the priest; the others headed on.

The remaining group from Syrquanton had covered about three leagues by midday. Everyone was quiet as they trudged along. For the air being cool, they were surprisingly warm. The two carrying the litter with the injured guard on it were beginning to drag their feet, they decided on a rest, not too long, but a decent rest anyhow.

One of the guards feeling a little refreshed stood and began to stretch himself out. As he stretched this back around to the side he caught a glimpse of shadows on the horizon far to their north. He turned himself to face the figures. The other two, seeing the guard distracted, stood and joined him in looking to the north.

There were three tall skinny figures running their way. When they approached they stood to either side of the group and motioned for them to come with them. One of the guards asked the people what they wanted, and the being didn’t reply. It simply continued to gesture for them to follow. The three looked back to their fallen comrade, and their packs.

Two of the beings walked past the three and grabbed each end of the litter. The third walked by them and grabbed more than half their packs. The Syrquanton group had no clue what this was about, but they had to follow, the three pasty, tall, and skinny people were running back in the direction they came from with their friend and their packs.

Mid way through the afternoon the alien beings slowed to a quick walk. The Syrquanton were relieved, they were winded to the point of not being able to catch their breaths.

Ahead there were two silhouettes on the northern horizon. The two were running toward the returning party. Once all were together they all dropped to a kneeling, or sitting position. All were breathing hard, but the group from Garenant was almost ready to pass out on the spot.

One of the pasty gray beings stood quickly, took two-step toward the woods, and froze in his tracks. After a moment the other two stood and joined the other. They stood at still as statues, and that had the others, despite breathing hard, stay as still as they could as well.

The three that La’vet told them were Grandal came back to the others, picked up the litter and the bags, and headed on at a brisk walk. The other group although exhausted followed not wanting to be left behind.

A very eerie sound came from woods to the groups left. Though there was still a deafining roar coming from the river, the sound coming from the woods was louder still. This particularly had the gang from Syrquanton worried.

As the sun began to set, the forest cast out a darkening shadow. They knew they wouldn’t make Faminty before nightfall. The Grandal took the group to the levee and they began to dig into the massive wall of dirt, and rock. In no time at all the Grandal had dug a big enough hole in the bank to fit everyone, if not tightly. The four Grandal sat around the outside of the hole with spears and knives on their laps. 

Conversation was useless the roar of the river was so loud that the group had to cover their ears often to give them a break from the sound. They began to wonder if they would go deaf from all the noise. There was a rumble to the ground from the river. They just hoped that the river wouldn’t punch through the hole they were in.

None of them could see the looks of worry on each other’s faces; the blackness absorbing all available light. One couldn’t even see their hand in front of their faces. They all held onto each other to let each other know that they were still there.

Straightening Out Bolden

When Brenton lay down to take his nap, the rest of the group started going over all they knew about governing people. The first thing they jotted down was the Ten Commandments. They didn’t want to mix their religious views with the new government, but they couldn’t think of a better way to start the village out on its new venture. John got to thinking about religion and how it would be viewed in this land. He hadn’t run into anyone who mentioned a god let alone The God. The two things that were followed were the Spirit Brothers, and common decency to their fellow man. So they started with that.

The group began to make up a short decisive list of things that would help the group take care of themselves and others. Such as being clean when leaving their homes. They made lists of work and how many they would need to do the work. They needed to find out who did what in the village. Someone cut down the bhard tree, and someone sculpted the furniture. Someone wove the tapestries on the walls, and the rugs on the floor. Someone hunted to give the place food, and blankets made of the fur.

Once Brenton was out of it, and his Brother went it’s own merry way, the rest of the group figured they would go around the village and see if they could find out a little more about who did what there. They went house-to-house, or home-to-home to be more specific. There were no individual houses in any of the Spirit Brother villages. Each of the three villages although being different geometrically, had the same characteristics. Each building grew by one story as the roads they were on drove deeper into the village. If it weren’t for the streets and open sky the villages were designed like a pyramid. Growing higher till peaking in the middle.

Baldon was the triangular village; as Azhuer was circular; as Phenal was square. The streets that ran to the center of Baldon started at the center of each wall, and worked their way in. Each of the three main streets was only about an eighth of a mile. But as with the other villages, it was amazing to see the buildings get exponentially bigger toward the center of the village, and Bolden had the biggest buildings by far. The buildings in the center of their village reached an incredible ten stories. The guys couldn’t even begin imagine how it was done.

The group went around to as many homes as they could to primarily meet the villagers and get an idea as to what any of them do for the village. They were discouraged greatly, as they visited each house. The people were dirty, as well as their homes. It was as though no one had any common sense, and knew nothing about how to live. The villagers condition helped reinforce the gangs need to help them though. 

They thought that it would be common sense to wash and clean things; themselves, their homes, their villages. But none looked to have the ambition to do any of that.

While they were making their rounds, they had come across people who hunted, weaved, made pottery, and more. They took down the names and position of as many people as possible, telling them that there was to be a meeting later that day and all were requested to be there. 

The villagers filled the group with questions, and were told that all would be answered that night. They found many Brothers hovering around. That reminded them of Brenton and they began to wonder how it was going with his Spirit Brother. The ideal situation would be if Brenton’s Spirit Brother was able to convince some of the other Brother’s of the village that it would be in their best interest if they all took a shawqua – a host – and helped the villagers get their lives back. So many of the villagers had been left with very little common sense since the Baggert dictator was deposed.

By the time the gang got back to Brenton, he was sitting at one of the tables in the room drinking juice. John betted himself that the juice was of the fermented kind. That bet was definitely not a long shot. The talk with other Brothers of the village only took about an hour, about the same time the gang had checked out the village, superficially anyhow.

“My Brother was able to convince a group of Brothers that they were needed to take a shawqua.” He started to tell the others. “For some reason or another the Brothers of this village really don’t like the idea of taking hosts’, it took a lot of effort from my Brother to convince them that they had to help this village get back on it’s feet.

“The good news is that the group that agreed to take hosts meant that none of us have to stay to help. The Brothers that mine had talked to said that they would be at the meeting with their new ‘hosts’.” Brenton took another long pull from the bottle he was drinking from.

“That’s great,” Jimmy voiced his enthusiasm. “You won’t have to stay then. We could use the help from you and your dogs.”

At the mention of the dogs everyone started to look around. Where were the dogs? Everyone wondered. Brenton knew what they were thinking and told them that the dogs were over to the other side of the villages playing with some of the local kids; that they would be around a little later. They were smart dogs. They didn’t need to be called or sent for. Something none of them expected and weren’t told was that the dogs also had Spirit Brothers with them as well. John could tell by proximity of the dogs that they had Brothers with them, but never put two and two together. The dogs were easily forgotten about, because they were seldom in sight. 

Out of sight out of mind, John thought.

As sunset approached, villagers started to gather at the hall they were told to be at. When the hall was full, five villagers came up to them and identified themselves as being the new village elders. That was to say that they were the villagers with a Spirit Brother with each.

Once the meeting was underway, and with the help of the new village elders, they were able to pass along the information they had gathered earlier that day. As a group of ten; the village elders and the group of humans were able to go around to each villager independently and assign work and other jobs by the information the humans had gathered that day.

They all passed around the message of how important it was to keep things clean and to make sure they all worked with each other to make sure everything that needed to be done in the village was done. It was also instructed that even if any of them didn’t have a specific task to do, and they found something not done, that they could take the initiative and do the job themselves. So long as they knew what they were doing anyway.

Groups were reintroduced to each other. They couldn’t believe these people even forgot, not only things about themselves, but also forgot who their neighbors were and what they did. The villagers broke into groups and started to talk amongst themselves, there were five main groups that were each headed by a Brother and their shawqua. 

All those who had anything to do with hunting were in one group, and those who were identified as farmers in another. As information came to those left ignorant by the spell of the staff and orb, they started to re-understand what it was like before the Baggert took over the village. Those that had anything to do with weavings, such as blankets, and baskets were in another group. Still others got in other groups. Another group formed involving anything that had to do with keeping the village clean. John wondered about the sanitation end of the villages work. They were going to have a lot to do just in getting the village clean, not just keeping it clean.

By the time late evening rolled around the crowd of villagers panned out to just a few remaining. The Elders were also still there. The group of about thirty sat around two tables brought together to seat the whole crowd. Out of the remaining people they talked about how they would govern without ruling per se. When all was said and done, the Elders each adopted two villagers to pass down messages. They were to go around and keep an eye on the people to make sure all the directions given this night would be followed. There was no real threat of being bossy. Everyone from the beginning of the night voiced a unanimous ‘yeah’ for needing to get things back to a normal. After all in any government things have to be monitored to make sure things are running right and smooth. Because Spirit Brothers were shawqua with the Elders, the gang could be sure that the village would not become corrupt again. It wasn’t the way of a Spirit Brother to be heinous in any way. The Spirit Brother with the Baggert was a rouge, and would be found and brought to justice. At least that is what they said in Phenal.

The gang had that Spirit Brother, the one that ruled the village harshly through that damned Baggert, to take to Phenal to face the Spirit Brother Elders. Only the Brother had eluded them. It could literally be anywhere. It was incredibly unusual for a Spirit Brother to be offensive let alone dominating; it was defiantly a rogue Brother.

When all was complete everyone said their goodnights, and wet home. The gang to their penthouse suite. They guessed it was around midnight. No one had anything pressing to do the next morning; they finally felt like they had a day off coming up. They poured a few glasses of the very familiar fermented juice, and talked a little more about how they felt about heading home soon. The conversation was upbeat, and jovial. Brenton was just relieved that the Brothers here agreed to take hosts to help govern so that he could also go home. He had the biggest reservations about going home though. He had been gone for so long that he was a little scared about going home. Even with the other’s descriptions of what the States were like now, he couldn’t imagine it; Internet, microwaves, regular space shuttle flights into space, a space station and much, much more. He just couldn’t fathom it all. The changes, from when he was home last, were great indeed.

The guys took a bit of time trying to bring Brenton up to speed on as much as they could. Brenton would wave them off when he was tired of the constant input of information. Everyone was young enough to have gone through everything in the last twenty years, let alone anyone being born before the time he had gotten lost in the late seventies.

The group sat up for another hour, and shot the shit. They could only pray that things would turn out all right for them. There was a sense of excitement in the air, and they were sure that that might have had something to do with lack of desire for sleep.

Friendship and Honor

The Grandal, with the sun beginning to lighten the eastern horizon, stood and walked around for a bit; not straying far from the others in the hole. The noise of the river continued to be deafening. There was only enough light to make out dark silhouettes.

The group from Syrquanton got up themselves, and looked around. The pink sky to the east was beginning to shine a faint light to the tops of the massive trees on the other side of the sandy expanse. 

A loud noise caught the group’s attention. They were surprised that they could hear any noise over that of the raging river, but they could hear some kind of loud noise coming from the woods. It didn’t sound like anything they had ever heard before. It didn’t sound like a howl, nor did it sound like a roar. A scream was as close as they could guess for labeling the noise. But what could scream that loud; loud enough to be heard over a raging river.

The Grandal stepped out into the sandy area before them. They each carried a weapon in each hand. One of them took a handful of weapons and pushed them at the foreign group. It didn’t take the group from Syrquanton long to figure out that the Grandal were going to need help. The guards looked at La’vet and Fu’met and asked them to stay with their injured comrade. La’vet didn’t argue. The two guards and Ki’tan stepped up to the Grandal and stood to either side of one of them. They formed a line seven wide. They hoped that this display of numbers would cause second thoughts for whatever was out there watching them.

The line took a couple of tentative steps forward. If there was going to be a battle they wanted it to be away from the ones who couldn’t fight.

Against his better judgment La’vet grabbed a couple of knives and stood before the hole in the levee. Dear Spirits help them if whatever is out there made it through the others. La’vet thought to himself. The priests and the injured wouldn’t stand a chance.

Once the sun rose over the levee and had begun to light the sand on the other side of the small expanse four rather large beasts came slowly out of the woods. They weren’t moving slowly due to lack of capability, they looked like they could move quite quickly. They just wouldn’t come out any farther than the sunlit part of the sand.

The four beasts fanned out, spacing themselves about ten spans apart. There was nothing the group of friends could do. It was just a matter of time until all the sand would be lit by the sun. They had that long to come up with something. 

Two of the Grandal turned to the strangers and motioned for them to stay put. They had no problem with that command; it was an easy one to understand and follow. The other two Grandal went out farther still until they were only a scant few spans from the massive beasts.

The animals stood on fours. Their front legs being a good four spans high, their paws bigger than a mans head, and very long nails protruding from the massive paws. The rear legs were shorter, but more lean and muscular. The hair that cover it was a couple of hand widths long, but looked all snarled, and grimy. Their faces were like nothing any of them had ever seen. But it seemed the Grandal knew exactly what they were. 

Their faces looked like it was all mouth and teeth; the eyes and nose of the creatures being more to the top of their heads. Their mouths could easily grab and snap any of them, even the Grandal, as tough as they looked.

The two Grandal that walked out got as far as they dared go. They let loose the spears they were carrying, and made a quick retreat. They didn’t have to pull back so fast; the animals weren’t following. In fact one of the monsters was hit by one of the spears. There was blood running down its left forelock. The beast didn’t appear to be hampered by the stinging stick. It turned to its partner on it’s right. Its partner in turn grabbed the spear with its enormous mouth, and pulled the spear free. The two then rejoined the other two. They walked another step forward to the shadow of the levee. 

There were only about ten spans of shade left. Then they would be at the mercy of these beasts. The Grandal again made another charge at the beasts.

The one that had been hit before was hit again, and now seemed to be quite annoyed at the thing sticking out from his front leg again. One hole was bad enough, but two in the same spot was very painful.

Again the beast turned to its partner, and once more the partner pulled free the spear. They again turned their attention to the group of retreating beings. 

With only five spans of shade left, the Grandal made their moves on the beasts. They went to the sides of the animals and slid under them and took a stab at their tender underbelly. The Syrquanton guards seeing this made an all out attack on the preoccupied creatures. They stabbed at the open necks on the turned heads. The heads of the animals swung back knocking all the Syrquanton onto their backsides.

The Grandal continued to stab at their bellies. The beasts in retaliation started to jump and buck into the air. This wasn’t good; if one of those massive legs came down on one of them they would be dead, or at the least severally injured. The Grandal rolled as fast as they could for the last of the shadow of the levee. The foot of the beast’s stopped short of the shade; they bucked in anger, and let out that horrid cry of theirs.

The group from Syrquanton rolled to the shade also, but being slung to the sides joined the shade on either side of the Grandal. They all paused a moment, and took just a split second to look each other in the eye. The Grandal again dove for the underside of the beasts. The animals, to the surprise of the Syrquanton group, turned their heads under them like they did the first time. 

Jumping at the opportunity to hit the exposed neck, the guards and Ki’tan jumped on the monsters necks, and started to strike quick and often. All four of the beast’s had at least two beings on them stabbing wildly. The animals began to buck and jump again. The Grandal started to roll around, stopping briefly to see where the massive paws were.

One of the Grandal was unfortunate. When he stopped to see where his attacker was, he turned just in time to see the massive paw coming straight for him. He didn’t even have enough time to put his hands up in defense; not that that would have helped much. There was a split second of silence as everyone heard the crushing of bones under the massive feet of his attacker. The Grandal died instantly. 

Seeming to want to make a point the beast roared up once more and came down on the dead Grandal. The bones that didn’t crack the first time broke this time. The Grandal was literally flattened.

The Grandal with their new allies jumped around and onto the beasts. The only thing they were thinking was to grab hold and stab wildly. This seemed to be the general consensus between the Grandal as well as the Syrquanton.

Once one of the beasts had fallen, La’vet came out and began stabbing it in the neck. The guard that was finishing it off pulled his knife and left La’vet to his work, and jumped onto another one of the beasts. Riding on it’s back he accidentally took a knife to his own leg. 

The man holding onto the beast saw what he stabbed and looked up in shock, and started speaking profusely. The wounded one just looked at him and nodded, while he took his knives to the beast’s neck. In moments the beast fell two were down and the other two were in bad shape.

The damage to the group was light when the beasts were dead. The remaining Grandal picked up their dead and took it to the niche in the levee. The group sat around getting their breath and strength back. 

Just before the sun was at it’s highest point. The Grandal stood up and looked to the north. The rest of them got up and looked in the same direction.

Along the horizon there were a number of shadows. Although the figures were small The Syrquanton group could tell by the tallness and the lankiness that they were probably Grandal.

Everyone started to get their stuff together. By the time the group was ready to head out the group on the horizon had just got there. They were carrying a couple of stretchers, and what looked to be medical supplies; bandages, splints, and ointments.

When help arrived everyone sat back down. The crew that had just arrived picked up the dead Grandal, and put him on one of the stretchers. They went into the niche to grab the wounded Syrquanton guard. They spooned a little food of some sort, and some drink to him. He had been a little more responsive since the morning.

Everyone sat around for a little bit grabbing something to eat. They had all forgotten about early-meal. They had been so preoccupied by the noises around them, that they just plain forgot about eating. The food levels for the Syrquanton group was running low they had only a bit of dread and berries left. Along with a little bit of dried meat.

Once the body of the Grandal was wrapped, and the wounded were fastened down. The six Grandal that had just arrived picked up the two litters and all the supplies, and started north. The others took their time getting up and moving. La’vet now knew where he was going so he wasn’t too worried about keeping up with the fresh group.

They hadn’t traveled a hundred spans before they saw another group of Grandal coming. These carried carving knives, and long thin sharp tipped poles. The guys started to bet one another that they were going to harvest the meat form the beast’s they had just slain. That would certainly be a lot of meat, they thought to themselves.

They were about half through the late part of the day when they came to the left turn leading to the massive gates. The Group from Syrquanton stood before the doors. They dropped to their knees and put their heads to the ground. They had made their destination. After much loss and heartache. 

The group agreed that that night they would make sure they took some time to remember their fallen friends. La’vet was all ready starting to for the report he was going to write about this trip. Everyone who was lost on this trip was going to be honored, and remembered. La’vet was really hoping that if this mission were actually complete that legend would talk of this journey for many Festivals to come. Many, many, Festivals. 

Last Day In Bolden

The night was still alive when John heard noise coming through the windows. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes he got up to see if he could find out what the noise was all about. The air still had a chill in it so he wrapped up in the blanket, and headed for the window. When he got to the window Jimmy joined him, almost scaring the daylights out of him.

“What’s up?” Jimmy asked, as he took a look out the window. “Something wrong?”

“I don’t know.” John replied. “It seems early for there to be noise in the courtyards.” The two of them looked out the window. They could see down all streets from the room they were at on the corner of the main intersection of the village.

As they looked around they could see that a number of the villagers were walking about. Most of them were moving about with a purpose. The two, couldn’t tell if something was wrong or not. It definitely seemed too early for anyone to be up, even if they weren’t sure what time it was. John could swear that it was at least a good two or three hours before sunup; one at the latest. 

They pulled back from the window, and debated on whether they should go down and see what all the activity was about. After just a moment passed they nodded agreement to each other saying that they would go.

They grabbed a quick bite to eat from the trays left to them the night before, grabbed their staffs, and headed down the stairs and to the outdoors. As they stepped through the doorway they saw that there were hundreds of oil lamps lit up and down every street. It gave a golden glow to the clay and stone structures.

The people of the village looked a lot better than they had the day before. They didn’t look so lethargic. The people didn’t exactly look like they knew what they were doing but each person had something they were doing. 

John and Jimmy took a walk around the town just to see just how busy the place was. Much to their surprise it looked like just about everyone was out and doing something, with every street being lit by either oil lamp or torch. Most people were cleaning the street and picking up trash that had gathered over the last few days since the town had been liberated.

The light from the sun started to lighten the sky when the two decided to head back to the middle of the village. There were a few people going about putting out the lanterns and torches. By the time they arrived at the meeting square the others were up and out looking at the work the villagers were doing. John filled the others in on all the work they had seen the villagers doing. 

The group saw the men they made into a governing body. They were leaving the meeting hall that the others had left the night before. With them, came about fifty others. 

While the fifty others split up and headed in different directions, the elders with their assistants went back to the hall they just emerged from. The band of humans followed them in. Once inside they all took seats. The elders were able to tell the gang that things were going to be ok for the village. They had told the group that they had been up all night with their assistants. The group was also informed that there would be a feast in their honor that night. 

Another feast, John thought. It seemed as though every other day there was a feast to attend. If this land has any one redeeming quality, it was that these people could party. The Grandal village of Faminty; the village of Azhuer, and Phenal, and again here in Baldon. It seemed that if anyone in this land could find a reason to celebrate, they did.

The gang decided to take a more in depth look around the village, and they also wanted to check the fields around the village to see if work was going on there as well.

John, nor any of the others, knew much about the cultivation that went on in Ulentup. Their Spirits conveyed what various foods were. A lot of the vegetable resembled foods that they were use to. However, what looked like a brown banana was a type of potato. What tasted like a tomato looked like a potato, except for the bluish color. Seeing all these strange foods made the group home sick. They all craved the normalcy of home.

There were over a hundred people in the fields. A lot of weeding had to be done due to the lack of care. The fields were taken care of a little while the village was in it’s waking coma, but the care was minimal. 

Brenton’s dogs came tearing through the fields. It was cute watching the dogs raise hell, even if it did upset the villagers a little. Then out of the blue the dogs stopped and looked around the fields. After a few moments they came running back to the group. They conveyed a danger to Brenton. They were kind of vague about what the danger was, but something was amiss. 

The group made their way back to the village to let the elders know that something wasn’t right around the village. They couldn’t imagine that it was the deposed Baggert. After all it had suffered a great loss of followers in the last battle with the group before they got to Bolden. 

It didn’t take long for the leaders of Bolden to get a number of people together for defense. In all there must have been twenty guards and security. The humans weren’t sure about how good a chance they had, but they did look like they all had what they needed to fight a battle. Out of everyone they had seen around the village these twenty men were the biggest and strongest looking bunch out of the populace of Baldon.

The gang knew they had to get ready to leave. They had packing to do, and supplies to gather. But they also knew that if something were to happen, they would more than likely be needed in the fight.

There were several noises coming from the other side of the wall. Some sounded like screams of pain, and others sounded like war cries. They began to get the feeling that the deposed Baggert had more recruits that it originally appeared.

Smoke started to billow over the top of the wall they were standing in front of. Someone at the other end of the wall pointed down the wall, and pronounced that there were fires there as well. Who ever it was they were determined to get in. if they couldn’t break down the door they would burn down the wall. 

Now that’s determination, John thought to himself as he searched the wall tops for further signs of intrusion. He went a little ways down the wall and asked one of the people standing there if they could get him a ladder.

When John got the ladder he slowly climbed up to the top of the wall. He peered through a gap in the top of the wall. It was just as he and the others thought; it was the Baggert, and he had about fifty other beings and creatures with him. The group as a whole looked like they could take out the entire village. 

Experienced or not the guards and security for the village was going to have a tough time with these guys.

John motioned for one of the others to come to him; Jimmy came. John asked him for his crossbow, and reached down for it as Jimmy handed it up to him. He was rather hoping to get a clean shot at the Baggert, and save the village a battle that was sure to do a lot of damage.

Looking through the site on the crossbow, John scanned the vicious crowd outside the wall. He swept through the crowd twice, and found no sign of the Baggert. John was sure that these beings out there were with the Baggert, but where was it.  

Pulling the bow away from his eyes, he looked farther behind the group. There was still no sign.

In a split seconds time, and with enough power to knock John backwards off the ladder in which he stood, he fell to the ground and immediately reached for his shoulder. When his hand got there he found he was holding onto a crossbow bolt.  The arrow went straight through and was poking out his back; to the outside right of his right shoulder blade.

The others came to him quickly asking people they passed for things to help John. He lay there on the ground rolling lightly from side to side. Every time he rolled to the right he’d realize that he would move the arrow by rolling that way. Louis was surprised by how many times John rolled over onto his right shoulder before he realized that the pain for rolling over was too much to bare. 

Being the first one there, Brenton held John down. John did his best not to squirm, but the pain was like a branding iron put right through him. 

“I need one of you to pull the arrow while I hold him down.” Brenton told no one in particular.

“I’ll grab it,” Randy answered the call for assistance. 

Sam found and brought some fermented drink. Not the berry like drink but the clear potent stuff. Brenton told Sam to pour some alcohol over the wound. He told Randy that as soon as it looked like the alcohol was delivering it’s burning effects; he was to pull the bolt out while he held John down.

On the count of three, Sam poured the alcohol, Brenton braces John’s shoulders, and Randy put his back into pulling the bolt free. The whole procedure only took a matter of seconds, but it was the most painful, and longest few seconds John had ever been through.

Sitting John up, Brenton grabbed some bandages from the people standing around him, and pressed the cloth to each side of the wound. It didn’t appear that there was any internal damage. The bolt hit him just under his right shoulder. There could be muscle damage, but Brenton was sure that he would heal fine. 

“I need someone to take John back to our rooms.” Brenton again told no one in particular. “I want every one of you to come with me.” He pointed to everyone who stood around him.

Back at the gate, Brenton asked for a ladder, and climbed up to see if there was anyone waiting outside the gate for them. There were about ten people standing at the gate with a fire going. Next Brenton had everyone follow him to the next wall. He was hoping that not every wall was covered by their attackers.

He knew that three sides were covered, but he was hoping that the farthest wall from the attack would not be covered. And, to his amazement there was no one standing near the wall. It looked like someone had set the fire, and made their way back to the main body of attackers.

“I need a few more ladders,” Brenton called out. “We need to get over this wall so we can try to sneak up on them while they are occupied with the fire.”

The plan sounded feasible to them, so they grabbed all the ladders they could and made their way over the wall. Brenton sent half of what was now looked at as troops, with Jimmy and Louis. They were to go to the corner and survey the wall around the corner. 

Brenton sent the other half of the troops with Randy, and himself. Sam had gone back to the rooms with John, to look after him.

Once to the corners of the wall, he looked back to the other end of the wall. Brenton held up his hand, and put his fingers up one at a time. When he got to three everyone made their move. 

A small group went out the massive front double doors. While two more groups went over the walls to either of the other two walls. In all about fifty guards, and others who wanted to fight for their city went out to battle, along with the group of humans; minus John and Sam.

It didn’t take long for two of the groups to make their way into the forest. Brenton had told everyone to go to the woods, and try to slip around the attackers, and that they did; almost flawlessly. 

People inside the city started to poor water on the fire as it started to make its way through the walls. After seeing what had happened to John, those who poured the water over the side of the walls did so without making themselves a target for another arrow. They just dumped the water over the side, over their heads.

Brenton waited a few minutes, then looked around outside to see if he could find any of his men. He found both of the other two groups, and made a hand gesture to them to keep still. Once he had everyone on the same page, he again put up his hand, this time with a closed fist.

With everyone’s eyes on Brenton, he made a forward motion sign, and everyone came out of their hiding places, and attacked their attackers.

The battle didn’t go as quickly as any of them wanted it to. However, the people from Bolden had the upper hand and never let up. They were just as brutal and savage as those who attacked them. This took Brenton a little by surprise. He had known the people of Bolden to be peaceful. Brenton leading the group of fighters took on some casualties. A few were hit by crossbow quarrels, and others maimed severally. In all fifteen of the guards and others would fall. 

Those who were still standing at the end made sure none of their attackers left alive. Brenton spent a good deal of time looking for the Baggert that fronted this group. He knew he had to be here somewhere. 

Before Brenton had a chance to find the Baggert, he turned just in time to see – so to speak - a bolt come from the trees at lightening speed. As he took the bolt in his right side, the others who were fighting with him saw where the bolt had come from, and turned their efforts to that spot.

After training about twenty crossbows on the spot they saw the bolt come from, a barrage of arrows were sent to that tree. After just a few seconds a large creature fell from the tree. They had finally got son of a bitch. 

Brenton may have been hurt, but the pleasure of seeing them finally prevail over the Baggert brought a smile to his face. Despite his pain he looked around to see how bad the damage was; it was grave. Any loss is too much, but twenty out of fifty dead, with another fifteen or twenty wounded. He saw Jimmy sitting up rubbing his arms and legs. He seemed to be all right aside from a couple of bloody spots. Randy and Louis seemed to be in better shape still.

Other villagers came out to see the results of the battle after they had heard the fighting stop. Most of the people in the fighting couldn’t tell anyone how long they had been fighting. In some ways it seemed like forever, and in others it seemed like it was over in a few minutes. 

Hospitality

La’vet was as relieved as a person could be when he was finally able to sit in peace and know that he was the safest he’d been in days. The Grandal treated their guests like royalty.

A number of times each side tried to communicate with one another, but if it wasn’t drawn or gestured, neither would understand each other at all. 

The priest drew a crude map of the land as he remembered from a scroll he had seen. It rather looked like a circle with a long wobbly line through it, and a small circle in the middle. 

The Grandal seemed to know what the picture was of, and to La’vet’s amazement one of the Grandal with several gold discs on a necklace – he was assumed to be the chief – seemed to know that his group had come from the other side of the rivers. The chief pointed to the lines down the center of the drawing, and pointed each line toward the center, then took his long skinny finger and pointed to a point across from where he had first pointed, then pointed to the group from Syrquanton. 

Much food and drink was brought out to the new comers. The wounded were tended to, and with great relief all was at peace.

At nearly dusk the Grandal went about their way. A number of then went to the nearby woods, and gathered wood for a fire. Some went to the meat that had been brought back from their little skirmish. Long, sharp, metal rods were brought out to skewer the meat with, and wooden supports were set to either side of the pit.

The fire was lit just before nightfall. And shortly had meat roasting over it. As the three priests and the remaining guards sat around the fire watching the meat cook they gave looks to each other.

“We made it,” was all La’vet could say. All the others respectfully nodded to him in recognition of this milestone in their history. 

“I hope we have plenty of time, before we have to return.” Ki’tan, the priests’ friend said knowing the others would agree with that prayer.

After a moments thought La’vet said, “We should be a couple of days ahead of them getting here.”

“From all you’ve talked about, it should only be a day or two till the outlanders get here.” Fu’met thought aloud. “Are you sure that this is where they are going to be.”

“I’m sure,” La’vet reassured his friend. “Just rest. If I have something I have no doubt of, it is this.” In reflection the priest was very surprised how confident he was that this was the pinnacle of their mission.

The five left from Syrquanton lay back against some of the huge rocks that surround the fire pit. No rock was closer that five spans. As the gang sat there staring into the flames, they got to thinking about their wounded, and their dead. The three guards that died didn’t even get a proper funeral.

There is nothing that can be done with the past, the priest thought to himself. He swore, those brave men will not be forgotten.
A few of the Grandal women brought the men something to drink. The berries that made the drink smelled familiar, but he knew he was far from the berries he knew. The taste of the drink ran over his palette smoothly; it had a very thirst-quenching attribute to it. There was a little fermented bite to the after taste, but was one of the most pleasant drinks he had ever had the privilege of tasting. 

He was happy to see that there were good things in this land he wondered so much about. There wasn’t much text about Lanentant, and what there was really didn’t say much about the goods or bad's of the land, just where things were and Spirit Brothers myths. It had been written that the Spirit Brothers were of one between the two lands. Then the boundary went up. That also had to do with The Keeper and the Evil One.

The Evil One had tried to take the land, but The Keeper stood before the Great Pit Corlilt and called the winds to either side of him, to the Great Pit. The result was impenetrable winds soaring to the great Pit above the rivers that ran to it…….

……….The Bridge was laid, and The Keeper stood in the middle of the bridge, and put up a wall behind him. The wall not seen, but the wall that is there. The Keeper’s back was to the wall when the Evil One came. The Keeper had enough power to throw the Evil One into the pit, but the reaction to that power would lock the Keeper in the pit himself.

The Spirit Brothers of Garenant were already trapped in a prison set up by the Evil One. He knew he had to stop the Evil One from getting into Lanentant; else all Spirit Brothers would be trapped with no hope of being freed.

The Keep and the Evil One threw their powers at each other. Each fell into the pit. The Keeper trapped just below the surface of the pit, but below the bridge. The Evil One was to be trapped in the depths of the pit. 

At least that was how it was written.

This was the single most important document La’vet knew of. Legend went on to tell of the Ten Handed Rock set in Syrquanton. It was prophesied that five beings not of either land was going to come and free their Spirit Brothers.

When La’vet and Fu’met found The Keeper, the priest was surprised that the legend of freeing the Spirit Brothers was indeed, the outlanders freeing the Keeper who would then free the Spirit Brothers of Garenant.

All of the group took a deep breath and sank a little more into tranquility. It didn’t seem long at all before the meat was cooked and a feast had begun.

A plethora of fruits, vegetables, and nuts, and berries, was brought out to several large tables, the guys never saw brought out. The meat was sliced up into very good portions, and Spirits knew there was enough for all.

The Grandal took turns eating, singing and dancing. It seemed so good to see people enjoying themselves. 

La’vet could tell that most of the songs and dances were stories about their history, but again he couldn’t make sense of it. He knew they were stories because of how they were structured, and there were parts that resembled song and dance he had seen the night he was with the Warbow, and even similar to some of the song and dance from his home.

He had to continually tell himself that they were safe, and they would finish this quest. But for now it was time to enjoy their success and good fortune to this point.

It was just a few hours after dark when La’vet approached the chief, and made a gesture for going to sleep. The chief called over two of the women, and gave them some directions.

The strangers were gestured to follow the two women. They were taken to the stairway going up the one side of the pyramid like building. 

The steps were steep; they were almost a half a span high while only being a couple hand widths’ deep. They were taken to the top floor and to the right at the last landing. The ledge they walked was a good span wide; more than enough to walk on. But a quick look out to the right showed a long way down. The ledge didn’t seem so wide any more.

Looking over their shoulders before they made a left around a corner, they saw about ten Grandal coming up the steps carrying food and drink, along with sleeping provisions: Blankets, and pillows. They also had some lanterns lit for the trip up the steps. 

They followed their host into a hallway. About halfway down the one stretch to the left, they came to an intersection. There were four doors each in it’s respective corner. The Grandal leading them there each pointed to a different room to either side of the intersection. 

With a little debate, they agreed to split into two groups of. They had to believe they were safe. There was nothing to say that the Grandal can’t be trusted. 

La’vet and the remaining guards took the room to the left, while Fu’met, and Ki’tan took the opposite room. They each said their good night’s and ducked into their rooms, so to speak. The doorways were easily a span wide and two spans high, plenty of room for two people to enter side by side.

Grandal followed each group into their rooms and set down trays of food, drink and other provisions. They hung four lanterns; one on each wall. Two of the walls having windows loosely covered with thin makeshift curtains.

The air coming through the window felt warmer than it had in the last few days, but then again they weren’t near the rivers or pit that created most of the winds they endured.

The two groups respectively set up their beds, and took a few minutes to wind down. It was starting to sink in how much they had really accomplished by making it to Faminty. 

They nibbled on a little more food, and had themselves a little more to drink; they visited each other’s rooms, and a few prayers to the Good Spirits.  They wanted no mistake that they knew how much they had accomplished, and offered their deeds to the Spirits Brothers they were hoping to free.

A long expedition indeed; a very, long expedition indeed.

After the Battle

The group of outlanders was led to the room that John and Sam were taken to and tended to. Because of the injuries, they decided not to take John to the top floor that they had been staying in. they wanted to get him down and conserving strength immediately.

Sam and Louis were upset that they didn’t take the opportunity to lay a healing hand on John before they went out of the village to fight. Though they had the time now to see how much they might be able to heal him.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be out there,” John said with a bit of regret in his voice. “You would have had fewer injuries if I could have been there to point out where any of them were hiding.” He knew that he could have used his gift of insight given him by his Spirit Brother.

Brenton sat down next to him, after the other two went through their laying on of hands. “It didn’t go all that bad. You have already been hit once. Even if you could have helped, a second or third hit would have killed you.” Brenton tried to reassure John. “You did what you had to, as did everyone else goin’ out and doin’ what they had to. You have no reason to feel bad.”

“How bad were the casualties?” John asked regrettably. There was nothing that could be done about them, and John had found a while ago that dwelling on what could’ve been or should be, doesn’t do one any good at all. He had found it to be disruptive to think of the shit that can’t be changed. He tried to file the things that can’t be changed to his personal “Shit Happens” file. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; it was more like he was helpless to care. He had to put the negativity out of his mind, or it would eat him up.

“Don’t worry about the dead and injured,” Randy chimed in. “They are being taken care of.”

“Yeah, John get your rest.” Sam also spoke up. “We need you rested so that we can head out on time tomorrow.”

“I want to go to the services for the fallen.” John said with a note of depression in his voice.

“The dead won’t be buried for a day or two.” They will have a wake like ceremony tonight, a viewing tomorrow, and they will more than likely burn their dead the following day.”

“We can’t afford to wait.” Louis stepped up and spoke. “I have this feeling that we need to get Gurnadin to Faminty. And we only have a couple of days to get there. I just can’t put a finger on why.” He looked around to the others that were standing there. “I just have this feeling that we are now on some kind of a timetable.”

“Well until we leave I want to do everything we can for these people before we go.” John said with a note of authority in his voice. He sat up slowly. The bulk of the burning pain was gone, now the wound felt like an agonizing cramp. He knew the pain would go away soon enough.

The others put their hands out to stop him from getting up, and then thought better of it. They knew that they could hurt him all over again if they tried to make him lay back down. They knew that john was rather bull headed, and was gonna do what he wanted to do.

John walked carefully holding his right shoulder. He stepped outside and saw the villagers bringing in the bodies from the battle. The bodies were being set down by group. Those who would try to take the city back, and those who would defend the city.

As the rest of the group joined him they saw a body being brought in wrapped in a blanket. They could tell by the size of the body that it was the Baggert.

The group went outside and walked over to the body of the Baggert. 

John starred at the body transfixed. When the rest looked at him they could see a look of anger overcoming him. They each called to him, but he ignored them. They saw that his fingers were digging into his hands. The men didn’t dare touch him, in fear of the chance he could snap. The look on his face looked that threatening.

Turning away from the body he called one of the newly appointed leaders of the city. John asked to borrow a couple of men for something he wanted to do, but he wouldn’t elaborate.

The leader agreed without question. He called two of the Boldenites, over and told them that they would be at John’s disposal. 

When the two stood in front of John he asked them to grab the Baggert’s body and to follow him. The rest of the group could only stare in disbelief. 

Being fearful of what might be happening the group followed the two carrying the body of the Baggert, who were in turn following John. 

John went to a shack beside the gates, and grabbed a hundred-foot rope. After doing so, the group strode through the front gates. As they were leaving the walls others started to follow the small entourage out of the cities outside clearing. 

Heading straight out on the main path that they took leading to Baldon, John traveled about a quarter mile out, and stopped. They others called out to him asking him what he was doing, but he wouldn’t answer.

He took the rope he had been carrying and walked over to the body that had just been set down. He again just stared at the motionless body. The guys thought he was ready to beat the shit out of the corps; he didn’t. He instead grabbed a good-sized stone and tied the rope around it. As soon as he was satisfied that the rope would stay with the stone he looked up and around. The gang looked at each other. They thought they may have an idea as to what John was doin, but couldn’t believe he was doing it.

John threw the stone with the rope tied to it over a branch about fifty or so feet up. He asked one of those from Bolden that carried the body to hold onto the rope while he took the other end and tied it around the neck of the blanket; he didn’t bother to remove it.

Once the rope was tied, he began to pull the rope taught. He spit into his hands and rubbed them together in hopes of getting a better grip. 

As he started to pull the body sat up under the tension. John kept heaving at the rope, but the bodies ass wouldn’t leave the ground but for a few inches. 

John dropped to his knees in pain from his right shoulder. The group knew that if they didn’t do anything to help John would reopen his wound; it wasn’t fully healed.

The four other men grabbed the rope from John. He just stared up at them with tears in his eyes. They knew that the tears were not that of physical pain, but that of anger and frustration, borderline all out rage.

They in turn spit into their own hands, grabbed the rope and started pulling. John tried to get back in the line that was pulling up the body, but they wouldn’t let him. He reluctantly gave in and stood back and watched the lynching.

When the body was off the ground by thirty feet or so, they found a small tree to tie the rope off to. The body gently swayed in the light breeze of the forest. 

John asked those who were standing around to go find the largest rocks they could. He had others go and get something to cut trees with. When everything was together John had them remove all the trees around the small clearing, making it about fifty foot around. He had those with the huge stones make a ring around clearing.

Lastly he asked everyone to step out side of the clearing. When they did John addressed them.

“This creature was a creature with no honor.” He began. “This creature was a cruel brute, a creature who led you by spell, and not by leadership. One just like him killed a man for mere pleasure. I am sure that this one also had his way with your people.

“The most dishonorable thing I could think of to do to this bastard, is to hang him for the birds and animals to feast on. His body will always be alone; no one is to come nearer than the stones. 

“If you wish you can build the wall up, further isolating his corpse from the world around it. Here he will rot and be food for other creatures no better than he.”

For Ralph, John thought to himself.

He turned away, clearly overcome with emotion. The group that had been witness to this remarkable testament parted and let John walk through them. The guys followed.

“We have to get ready to go tomorrow.” John said to those behind him, but to no one in particular.

“That is tantamount to what we have all ready done.” Everyone looked at Jimmy for saying such an obscure thing. A couple of the others couldn’t even remember the last time they had heard the word, tantamount. Randy had never heard it before. “What?!?” he said feeling everyone’s eyes on him. They all just shook their heads.

John’s pace picked up, and his head was held a bit higher. The others could tell that he was feeling great relief, having disposed of the Baggert. They still weren’t sure if what he did was right or not, but they each knew that their time in this land altered how they behaved normally. Each of them was a bit more rugged than they normally were. A little more jaded.

When they got back into the small city, a couple of the new leaders called the group over to them. The group was then asked to follow them into one of the buildings that they held their council in. 

They went over to the only table set up in the middle of the room. The table was made of a thick wood. It probably couldn’t be moved by no less that ten men. It was twenty feet long and ten wide. There were about fifty chairs set around it. There were also a dozen lanterns set around the table.

The council took a seat one end and John and the others took a seat at the other end. Once everyone was seated, the man they had voted to be their new chief called out. 

Twenty people cam through the other two doorways of the room. They were carrying trays of food and drink. They trays were set around the table in front of the gathering.

The chief stood. “We are in your debt.” He reached down for his cup, and held it out. “You have liberated us, and helped us regain our city. If it were not for you we would still be under the terrible rule of that ‘bastard’ I think you called him.” He nodded to John in particular. 

“We know you will leave soon, and we may never see you again. So, I wanted to have one last meal with our saviors.”

Everyone raised their cups also.

“To you, of New York.” The chief proclaimed.

The others at the table followed the chief in the proclamation.

The guys not knowing what to say said, “To New York.”

There was a warm feeling taking over the guests. They had thought of home, but they had no idea that they were loyal to this degree. 

Home, they knew what were on each other’s minds.

John stood up and bowed his head to the chief. “Thank you for your kind words.” He started. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t think of us as anything more than passersby’s who wanted to help some misguided people.

“I would like to think that we didn’t do anything more than any one should do for their fellow man.” John took a long drink from his cup, and held it out to the council. “To you in your new venture. May you lead your people well, and may you always remain wise, and humble in your rule. To peace and leadership.” John gave his own proclamation.

“To peace, and leadership.” Everyone stood and said,

All drank. Then all sat down and ate, and drank more. 

Off to Faminty

The gang woke early. Some of the people that wanted to get them up had just knocked on the doors to the room they were in. One of the guys got up and grabbed a flint and stone, and lit the lantern in the room.

Fresh trays of fruits and drink were brought in for breakfast. They could tell that it was early. There was no sign of light near any window. The were told that it was probably a good hour before sunup.

After they were done eating, they started to pack up some of the belongings that they had gathered. 

They had an assortment of weapons that was left behind by the Baggert. They hadn’t seen anything like them in any other parts of Ulentup; long knives of about a foot, metal tipped darts for the blowguns, and even crude hammers. The long knives could probably even be called short swords. None of them had seen this kind of metal work. The closest John had seen was the work with gold by the Grandal. Randy had mentioned the weapons of the Warbow as possibly being metal although they were way to primitive for that kind of metal work.

By the time the group got their things together, the sky was lightening. They could see the light purples of the morning sky on the horizon of trees that surrounded the triangular city.

 The newly appointed leaders met the group as they left the building they had been staying in. A good number of others wanted to see their liberators off. The group was of a fame that they weren’t too awful ecstatic about.

They were glad to have helped the city, but to no avail they couldn’t convince the people that they had done most of the work at getting back on line. The group only set up a few things to make that possible. The village was back on track before the gang got back to help them.

Stopping at the shed by the doors the men grabbed the last of the things they thought they would need. Rope, and staves, along with some extra blankets and cooking utensils.

After a longer good bye than the group cared for they headed out. They didn’t want to be rude to their guests, but every minute of light was a mile lost of travel time. They hoped that the people understood that.

They had covered a mile or two by the time the sun had risen. They couldn’t see it through the dense forest, but they had gotten a feel for the time of day from the time they had spent traveling in the dense woods. 

The first part of the day went on without incident. John began to think that only bad things happened when a Baggert was behind it. There was no true basis for this irrational thought, but he just couldn’t shake his hatred for the beasts. 

He began to wonder how many Baggert there were. He also wondered if they were all as aggressive and brutal as the two he had seen so far. As far as he cared, they could all die.

The others could feel the frustration that John felt, but none of them knew how to approach him about it. They hoped John would get over the feelings he was feeling before they ate him alive. John was one of the smartest people they knew. They could only trust that John could pull himself out of this funk, they hoped the Spirit that was with him would help. 

They were a little worried, because they knew a Spirit helped people with this kind of rational. The Spirit Brothers didn’t work through anger and hostility. They brought peace and clarity to those they were with. Though knowing that a rogue Brother helped the Baggert with his rule of Bolden. They all prayed that that was a fluke. 

When they stopped at midday, they talked about whether they were going to stop at Azhuer. They knew the conversation was rhetorical, because they also knew that John would want to stop to pay his respects to Ralph. Ralph was never going to be forgotten. John would make sure of it. 

After everyone had eaten and rested, they packed up and headed out. 

Brenton’s dogs made an appearance. They were around so rarely that they had been forgotten about. They asked Brenton if the dogs often disappeared for long periods of time. He told them that since they had Spirit Brothers also they were not like pets any more but that they had minds of their own now and did things accordingly.

As they walked the dogs took up their positions; one going ahead and the other behind. They made great scouts. Because of their unique way of being they could sense things the others couldn’t. Mainly trouble places, such as where the dangerous creatures were at; those tiny spiders, and poisonous furry creatures would be the biggest examples.

The gang finally got to see the little creatures, but knew enough to stay away from them. It was hard to do beings that they looked so tame and so cute. They looked like stubby brown cats with bobbed tails. They didn’t see the humans as a threat, and were actually intrigued with the men. 

They looked so domesticated; it was hard to believe that petting one could kill. The oil of their fur was as toxic as a flesh-eating virus. When talking about the cute little creatures, Brenton mentioned that the infection gotten from the oil of the creatures fur would make the Ebola Virus look like a common cold. At least with Ebola one died in a couple days. The poison of the creatures fur spread slower and was just as corrosive. A person would wither in not just a couple days; they would be in agony for a week or two.

Most people infected by the creatures would beg for death after just a couple of days. Those who treated them would do anything they could to put the person out of their misery. There was no cure and natural death took way too long.

Not caring for the line of conversation, they decided on a better line of discussion. 

They started to talk about home. The conversation made them a little homesick, but that was all right, home is where they were heading, at least they now had the hope of find their way home.

The group was surprised to make Azhuer by nightfall. It had taken them almost two days to get from Azhuer to Bolden the first time around. The only thing they could figure was that they were now traveling at a better pace than they had days ago.

Walking around the wall till they found the opening, they were deciding on whether they were going to stay in the city or outside the city. But once they got inside and seen the good shape the buildings were in they decided the stay in the city.

John immediately went to the altars and pit. He knelt down and prayed for his lost friend. The others left him alone; they prayed he would snap out of this funk he was in, but they figured the only way that was going to happen was to leave him to sort it out himself.

The gang started a fire in front of one of the buildings, and broke out a bit of their camping equipment; bedrolls, pillows, and food supplies.

A bit after dark John came back to the group. They asked if he was all right, and he said that he was. He did look a little brighter, and even had a small smile on his face. The smile looked a little forced, but it was nice to see him smile nonetheless.

The following morning the dogs woke everyone just before sunrise. The group had felt more refreshed than they had in days. For the first time in a long time they didn’t feel pressed or hurried. Although with this refreshed felling they had the ambition to get moving, and got ready to head out in no time. The illumination of the forest floor was faint but they had just enough light to see by.

John and the others were hoping that with this early start and a brisk pace, they had a chance to make Faminty by the end of the day. 

Randy brought along a few torches. He told everyone that he didn’t want to stop and spend another night outdoors. That he felt an overwhelming compulsion to make Faminty as soon as they possibly could, and if that meant traveling at night they would.

He went on to tell the others, and remind John that the trail between here and Faminty was wide and well trodden. With this little bit of information the others agreed, and grabbed a couple torches themselves.

Although it had been around a week since John, Randy and Gurnadin had come through this way, the area looked familiar still. This helped with the ambition, and wanting to move on. 

They took their breaks at lunch and dinner, and lost little to no time stopping. Knowing that they were getting close to their next destination had them moving along at a good pace.

John wondered if this is what it would be like to write a book. If the author gets down to the last chapter, how compulsive would he be to finish? He focused himself on keeping calm and levelheaded. He had done everything he wanted to do this point. He had paid his respects to Ralph, and he got his piece of mind back. Those were the two best things that could happen to him, and he now felt liberated of the haunting feelings that had been plaguing him.

They waited as long as they could before lighting the torches. They didn’t know how long they would burn, or how far they could make it on a couple torches apiece. 

Not wanting a torch John opted for exercising his Spirit by walking through the others eyes. It took him a while but he got pretty good at walking with his eyes closed. Boy could he take a lot of people to the cleaners with this little trick back home. He thought.

The others were still not sure if they liked the idea of someone looking through their eyes, but when they asked him, he denied using their eyes.

One time Randy called John on saying that he wasn’t looking through his eyes. Randy had had a feeling that John was using his eyes, but John denied it. Randy then overtly walked right at a tree. Just before he made contact with the tree John called for him to look out.

“I thought you weren’t looking through my eyes?” Randy said.

“That’s not right.” John said. Then confessed, “I only say that so you guys don’t feel violated by my little ability.”

“I know,” Randy said. ‘I’m just fuckin’ with ya.”

The others feigned ignorance, and said that they didn’t mind, but John knew that they weren’t comfortable with it.

After a few hours past dark the group was getting a little concerned that they hadn’t made their destination. Gurnadin being the most familiar with the area told them that it would be just a couple of their miles till they had to turn right on the path that lead to the home of the Grandal, Faminty.

True to his word, it was about a mile and a half when they found the path to the right. John even recognized the intersection from the week prior. They would be to their halfway destination in a mere hour. The group couldn’t have been any happier.

Randy and John were wondering if the Faminty was still alive with festivities, but when they approached the pyramid all was quiet. It must have been later than they thought it was.

A couple of guards saw them and went to investigate. Seeing Gurnadin the century was overjoyed at seeing the Chief.

The two talked for a while as they headed for the fire pit on the other side of the massive building. Not wanting to disturb anyone the gang set up camp around the dying fire. One of the other guards went to get some more wood for the fire, and Gurnadin made introductions. The guards were a little surprised by the dogs, but was told that they were harmless and that they technically belonged to Brenton.

The guard that was talking to Gurnadin was so happy to see him, and so happy to hear that the Spirits were back to help them, that he wanted to go and wake the elders, to let them know he was back, Gurnadin objected and told the guards to go back to their rounds, and that they would meet with the elders in the morning.

The guard also told him about the strangers that had come in his absence. He explained that one had been injured, and one of their own had been killed in a battle with the beasts from the woods.

Gurnadin calmed the guard, and said that they would address everything in the morning. Reluctantly the guard agreed, but went and told the others on duty about all that had happened. He also carried the instructions not to disturb anyone till morning. 

A Reunion

The following morning, the villagers that woke before the others saw the group lying around the fire, and hurried to greet their Chief. Every Grandal was most happy to see their leader again.

One of the other elders told Gurnadin about the new comers, but they were limited on what they could tell him, because they hadn’t been able to communicate with them.

When La’vet and the others awoke they went out to see what the noise was about. When they stood atop the pyramid where they had been left to their rooms, they were able to overlook the entire grounds east of the building. They saw what looked to be festivities going on. They thought it was a little early for a celebration, but when they looked closer at the group sitting around one of the smaller fire pits, they saw five men who didn’t look anything like the Grandal. They knew it had to be the outlanders. They were also glad to see such a warm sight. It was like seeing a reunion of long lost relatives. 

The group from Syrquanton recognized the humans as the outlanders, but there was a Grandal with them that they hadn’t seen before. They figured that he might have been with the outlanders. The way the rest of the Grandal flocked around the newly arrived Grandal, they knew he must have been important.

They stood upon their perch for a while longer watching the merriment. As with the night before they were just happy to be safe. The party going on wasn’t their party, so they decided to hang back and watch for a while. Who knows they might be able to get a better idea of how the village ran, and who were their leaders. There had been so much they didn’t understand. They knew though that someone would help them sooner or later. 

The group’s journey was done. They had nothing pressing them to move on just yet, so they figured they had the time to get to know the people they were soon to meet. 

La’vet started to put together the things he wanted to ask people, especially the outlanders. He was curious to find out what they knew of Ulentup. If they knew any of the legends, or even had a clue as to their being the lands saviors. 

Then he got to thinking, What if they don’t accept their roll in saving the spirit Brothers of Garenant? What if they weren’t the outlanders spoken about in the ancient writings? 
He admonished himself for such pessimistic thoughts. He was a priest from Syrquanton, and they were sent to come and retrieve the outlanders and save the Spirit brothers of his land. And he would beg if he had to. Just as it was his destiny to retrieve the outlanders, it was their destiny to release the Spirit Brothers of Garenant.

((Id Laberynth((
((Id Laberynth ((

