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The Axe

09-24-340

I have been unable to write in the journal for several days.  Even now, over a week afterwards, merely sitting here is almost more than I can bear.  Gandius XE "Gandius"  has assured me that I will survive, though he still refuses to help me with his magic.  He claims the magic could interfere with potential memories.  I made a mistake and told him of these strange dreams that I have started having and this increased his resolve.  The memory of everything is very painful.  Still, the events must be recorded.  

Last week, I was sent out to check on a frontier couple that lived near the edge of the Vale XE "Vale" .  It was supposed to be a routine check, to make sure that they were not taking more of the woods than they needed.  I took my time getting to the location and the woods near their cabin seemed to be fine.  Indeed, everything seemed to be fine until I heard a high pitched scream.  I knew it had to be the Calen XE "Cale:  People of"  woman, so I quickly made my way to the cabin and saw three Curs XE "Cur" .  

One of them was holding the woman, while the other two were standing over the man.  His face was bloody and he was struggling trying to crawl away from his tormentors.  They were all laughing, when the largest Cur XE "Cur"  suddenly raised his giant axe and cut the man’s head off.  I must admit that I stood there in shocked silence for a few seconds, but did quickly gather my wits.  

Seeking an advantage, I climbed up a tree and knocked an arrow.  When I had a clear shot on one of the creatures, I took it.  I was pleased that my training with Trulens XE "Trulens"  had paid off.  The shot did not kill the creature outright, but it spun it around and I knew it was out of the fight for all practical purposes.  I tried to further take advantage of the situation by dropping to the group and charging the remaining Curs XE "Cur" .  I attempted to make as much noise as possible as I ran at them, and one of them simply turned and fled.

The other one, the one who had killed the Calen XE "Cale:  People of"  man, lifted his axe and awaited my attack.  I was able to connect with several slashes and thought the fight was going well.  The axe was a large weapon and I felt that I could easily dodge aside from the blows.  The creature did get in lucky swing, but even then I was able to fend most of the blow off.  However, I did gain a new appreciation for the strength of the creature.  Regardless, the fight did not last long, as it left me an opening and I ran my rapier through its stomach.

I then turned to the woman and quickly determined that she was all right.   I was filled with rage over the audacity of the Cur XE "Cur"  attack.  I know that I should have stayed with the woman and brought her back to the Vale XE "Vale" .  But I could only thinking of killing the foul creatures.  The land the couple lived on was too close to the Vale to allow this type of raid.  An example had to be set.  

Even now, as I write these words, my blood boils and Drusilia XE "Drusilia"  has to calm me.  Never in my life have I felt such anger.  Yet, anger may not even be the right word.  It is a feeling that something must be done to make the orcs pay.  Any and all resources must be used to stop them.  

09-25-340

Drusilia XE "Drusilia"  convinced me to stop writing yesterday.  I guess it was for the best, but the feeling will not leave.  She does not understand how I feel, but she still tolerates my company.  Gandius XE "Gandius"  has encouraged me to not write about the Curs XE "Cur" , instead he encouraged me to write my dreams.  They are more difficult to record, as I only remember bits and pieces of them.  He has given me breathing exercises.  These are designed to calm my mind so that I that I am more receptive to the dreams.  

There are some strong images that reoccur in my dreams.  I am always flying and I have some control of my flight.  I fly at the treetops and soar high in the air.  I have never left the Vale XE "Vale" , but I instinctively recognize the area as the Arbonne XE "Arbonne"  Basin XE "Arbonne Basin" .  The name Calebrin XE "Calebrin"  echoes through my mind.  Also, the landscape is more heavily forested, with fewer towns and fields.  I fly down to the sea, but the city of Arbonne is not there.  I fly to the west and see a large city that I know is Devimara XE "Devimara" .  I also find another city, Karisa XE "Karisa" .

09-26-340

The dreams have gotten clearer.  The breathing exercises have been a tremendous help.  They have also calmed me sufficiently that I am going to continue recording the events at the cabin.  I asked about Devimara XE "Devimara"  and Karisa XE "Karisa" , but Gandius XE "Gandius"  merely said they no longer existed.  

After I had killed the second Cur XE "Cur"  and checked on the Calen XE "Cale:  People of"  woman, I took off into the woods after the one that fled.  It was fairly simple to track the creature, as it made no attempt to move stealthily.  Soon I had their guttural language, as more of them argued ahead of me.  The rage had blinded me to stop and access the situation and I charged into their camp.

The one that had fled was pleading with a large Cur XE "Cur" , explaining that a demon had descended upon them and that they must flee.  Another one was standing dazed and open-mouthed listening to the tale.  None of them seemed to notice me, despite the fact that I was running full bore.  I quickly cut down the dazed creature and turned my attention to the other two.  The large Cur laughed and made a comment about “short demons”, then he throw his companion at me.

I was able to step aside and dispatch the creature with a sword thrust.  Then my luck ran out.  I did not even feel the axe. But my body just stopped reacting to my commands.  I could see the Cur XE "Cur"  yank the axe out of your chest and I fell to the ground in a heap. Darkness started to envelop me, as the Shroud of Death XE "Shroud of Death"  was there.  Just as the darkness was about to completely encompass me, I heard the following words enter my dimming mind, “Be sure to tell Astir XE "Astir"  that Kraggor XE "Kraggor"  sent you.”  Then I felt an ever so slight pain in my left ear.

I awoke a few days later in the cabin.  It seems the Calen XE "Cale:  People of"  woman had gotten nervous being alone at the cabin and had started to search for me.  Luckily, she found me and was able to keep me alive.  After I had not returned, Trulens XE "Trulens"  had sent out a patrol to find me.  Between them, they got me back to the cabin, but decided I was too hurt to go back to the Vale XE "Vale"  immediately.

When I awoke I noticed Milfius XE "Milfius"  was at the cabin and begged him to heal me.  He refused, reminding me how the magic would interfere with my soul’s ability to get to the Tree of Life XE "Tree of Life"  and back.  Once my soul learned the way, then he would heal me.  I cursed him thoroughly, but he just laughed and said, “Some day you will thank me.”

10-01-340

A new dream today.  Again I am flying over Devimara XE "Devimara" .  The weather is perfect and I feel that I am gaining more control of my wings.  Suddenly the sky turns dark, and a searing pain starts in my chest.  I look down and see a black arrow sticking out of me.  I begin to fall but then I awaken.  I am not sure what the black arrow represents, and Gandius XE "Gandius"  has been quite on the subject.

On the other hand, he felt that I was making sufficient process with the dreams that he preformed a minor healing spell for me today.  More than anything it helped with the exhaustion that I had been feeling, though Drusilia XE "Drusilia"  remarked that it made the scar a little more presentable.

Time in Arbonne XE "Arbonne" 
12-08-341

Solomon XE "Solomon"  awoke me in the middle of the night saying that we must return to the catacombs.  This was not a prospect that I was looking forward to.  When I found that our “escort” would be one of the walking dead, I truly began to wonder if Solomon had lost his mind.  It seems this zombie XE "Zombie"  had convinced him that an evil was going to come through the pool in the catacombs.  To stop the evil, the Torch XE "Torch of Thull"  must be used placed into the pool.  This sounded strange to me, but the ways of humans are often beyond my comprehension. 

The zombie XE "Zombie"  did lead us into the catacombs and allowed us to return to the room with the pool.  Several other undead creatures were in the room, but they made no attempt to attack us.  The creature instructed Solomon XE "Solomon"  to place the Torch XE "Torch of Thull"  into the pool.  Still apprehensive, I decided that I would take it into the pool.  If something happened, then Solomon would be better able to rally the rest of the Six XE "Solomon’s Six"  and the priests of Thull XE "Thull"  to come to my aid.

Taking the Torch XE "Torch of Thull" , I stepped into the pool of desecration.  The pool began to boil and froth and I began to doubt the wisdom of my choice.  Steeling myself, I continued to the back wall.   As I began to set the Torch against the back wall, I suddenly felt myself sucked down into a whirlpool.  I was thrown in a vicious circle and the Torch was torn from my grip.  

I passed through the foul water and began to fall.  I saw Envotar XE "Envotar" , the elven god of the dead.  I can remember thinking that it was strange that I would see him as I passed into the human underworld XE "Underworld" , but the thought was caught short as I landed in very cold water.  Initially, the water disoriented me, as I appeared to be floating in white light.  I swam to a shore of barren rock and collapsed.

After several minutes, I looked around at my surroundings.  While the river was mostly white light, there were areas of other color.  Off in the distance, I could see an enormous tree that rose up beyond my sight.  It reminded me of the Tulmanil Tree XE "Tulmanil Tree" , which the Salion XE "Salion"  tend in the Vale XE "Vale" .  It had to be the Tree of Life XE "Tree of Life" , which distributes the souls of the dead to newborn elven children.  

Looking around some more, I noticed a robed figured maneuvering a boat towards me.  Pulling up to the shore, he beckoned me to enter.  Not being dead, I was leery.  The only tale that I could remember of the living journeying to the underworld XE "Underworld"  was of Corrith XE "Corrith" .  His tale told that he came out alive, but I could not remember any details.  I told the figure “As I am not dead, your vessel is not for me.”  It assured me that my status did not matter and it would take me where I needed to go.  

Reluctantly, I paid a silver coin and boarded the boat.  I was somewhat relieved that it started heading towards the Tree.  As we moved down the river, I noticed the landscape began to change.  Cliffs of red rock replaced the rocky shore and I began to hear screaming and wailing.  The river remained white, but was tinged red where it contacted the shore.  As we continued to float down the river, the cries of distress increased and it threatened to drive me insane.

I saw other boats on the river with wispy apparitions riding in front of the robed figures.  These I noticed were red, green, or blue and can only assume that they were the souls of the dead.  The boats with red souls stopped along the sides of the cliffs.  The souls left the boat and their cries were added to the others.  

Gradually, the cliffs began to diminish to flat plain and the screaming began to stop.  Also, the color of the rock was changing to an orange and then yellow.  When the cliff was completely gone, the plain before me was now green.  Here again I noticed that the boats with green souls would stop and the souls depart.  I could see small villages dotting the landscape in this area.  Though there was some movement on the plain, I could not make out any details.  

My boat continued down the river and the color of the plain began to change to blue.  Eventually, the plain was a dark blue and I saw massive cities of light.  The smallest cities were around the size of Arbonne XE "Arbonne" , while the largest was perhaps as large as the entire Vale.  Despite being in alien surroundings, I was overcome by a serene peace in this area. The last of the boats with the blue souls stopped here, but I continued on.   

The boat made its way closer to the Tree of Life XE "Tree of Life" , I could that there were several branches of the River of Souls XE "River of Souls"  and they all flowed under the Tree.  This had to be the Well of Souls XE "Well of Souls" , but I did not get close enough to see it very clearly.  The boat docked at a landing by one of the roots of the Tree.  The robed figure pointed to a gleaming white castle and said “Enter the courtyard and await your summons.”

I left boat and made my way towards the castle.  I could not tell if it was made of stone or crystal, but I did notice several traditional dragon emblems on the walls.  When I entered the courtyard, I meet several gleaming white humanoids.  While they did not appear to be elven, they also had the dragon emblems on their regalia.  

They beckoned me down a grand hallway towards a throne room, bathed in crystalline light.  Sitting on the throne was Saron XE "Saron" .  I would like to think I offered him appropriate respect, but my memory of the meeting is vague.  I remember that I did say something and that he nodded at my words.  After that, everything went black and I felt like I was back in the whirlpool.  I know that I lost consciousness and experienced very bizarre dreams, though they are lost to me now.  

When I awoke, I was a dark room.  What little light there was, appeared to come from a far distance.  Three childlike creatures stood over me, with distorted ears, flat faces, and dark skin.  I attempted to move to check if I was restrained.  I found I wasn’t, but I felt very sluggish.  I asked them who they were, which appeared the startle them.  They began to look at each other, but I could hear no words between them.  One of them looked at me and I could hear a clear voice in my mind.  The language sounded familiar, but I could not understand it.  

I tried to explain to them that I did not understand in all the languages that I know, but it did not seem to help.  At some point I heard the word “Isrock XE "Isrock" ”, which triggered a memory of my meeting with Saron XE "Saron" .  At one point, he called me an “abomination of Saron”.  I do not remember anything else about the event.  Looking back, it makes me wonder if I was changed by my passage through the portal.  At the time, I could only think to ask what Isrock was.  This agitated the creatures and they began chirping and snarling.  I noticed one of them slowly drawing a blade.  Looking at the others, I saw that they were all armed and wearing scraps of armor.  

Hoping to calm them, I said “No Isrock XE "Isrock" .”  This was probably not the most brilliant move on my part, but I was not thinking clearly at the time.  The one with the blade slashed across my chest.  The pain seemed to revive me and I was able to jump up.  I kicked one, sending it back across the floor.  The other two attacked with their blades, taking advantage of my concentration on the third.  Fortunately, they were small creatures their strikes did not cause much damage.  I kicked a second one and drew my blades.  With quick strike of the rapier and dagger, two of creatures fell dead.  The third tried to run up a stairway to a small door.  Running over to the base of the stairs, I threw my dagger and killed the final creature.

At this point I finally had a chance to look around the room.  It was a large circular room with a green marble floor and rough stone walls.  There was a small pool that had the same black liquid as in the desecrated room in the catacombs.  After my examination of the room, I took a better look at the creatures.  Before my eyes their bodies began to become human, with pale hair and fair skin.  Unsettled I arranged the bodies together in the room and decided to check out the door.

It opened into a pitch-black room, so I decided to chance a torch.   I stepped into an old, dust filled armory.  The weapons were appeared to be normal, though in disrepair.  Several of the wooden handles were completely rotten, though there were a few that might be useable in an emergency.  I also noticed that the back of the small door was covered with stone and when closed blended into the wall.  The workmanship of the door was passable, though it would probably not withstand a sustained search.  On the wall opposite the small door was a normal sized door.   

This door opened back into the room and the area on the other side was too dark to provide any details.  However, I hear a small noise, which sounded like the closing of a door.  Cautiously, I moved the torch through the door and peered out.  I saw a small hallway, with a stone wall to the left and a stairway to the right.  Ignoring the old adage that “Left is death”, I went to explore the wall.  Another door was hidden here, though it took me several minutes to find the mechanism to open the door.  It was a stone that was slightly discolored about halfway between the door to the armory and the wall.

As I pressed the stone, I heard the door release and crack open.  This was immediately followed by the sound of an arrow slamming into the door on the other side.  I then heard frantic chirping, as one the creatures obvious berated another for ruining the ambush.  I ran to the door and slammed my shoulder into it, making sure that it closed.  I sprinted back to the armory and did my best to block the light from creeping into the hallway.  

After a few tense moments, the door again clicked.  With a burst of inspiration, I grabbed an old axe off the wall and hurled it at the door.  The handle snapped off in my hand, but the axe-head bounced into the wall.  This startled the creature on the other side and it closed the door.  I quickly ran up to the door and dumped a flask of oil there.  Moving quickly, I left a trail of oil back to the armory and waited.  

I did not have long to wait, as the door cracked open again.  The creatures paused for a couple of minutes, but with an irritated chirp one of the creatures pushed the door open and stepped through.  It instantly slipped in the oil and fell.  I saw another creature step up and try to help it rise.  Seizing the opportunity, I lit the trail of oil.  As it burst into the flame, the creature that had fallen began to flail excitedly.  This caused it to knock the other creature down into the oil and they were both consumed by flame.

I tried to look through the opening of the hidden door, but could only see another door that was closed.  The stench of the burning creatures convinced me to leave the area, so I made my way to the stairs.  These rose for a while and I came to a landing.  It appeared the woodwork was quite nice in the past, but has since been subjected to a lot of water damage.  As I could see the light of the sky further up the stairs, I believe this was caused by exposure to the weather.

As I approached the top of the stairs, I saw someone had created a makeshift portcullis there.  It hung from the ceiling and was pinned to the stairs.  When the pin was removed, an almost trivial task*, it swung back towards me.  I was able to move under it and then secure it to the stairs.  I then proceeded up the last of the stairs to another landing.  

Though it appeared to be raining, I was very glad to see the sky.  It had the unpolluted look of the wilds and I reveled in the familiar smells.  I looked and saw that I was inside a ruined stone building.  The majority of the ceiling was gone as well as parts of the walls and I could see mountains in the distance.  I was about to walk into the ruins, when I heard something that sounded like dice rattling.  As the sound was out of place in my current surroundings, I decided to wait.  However, I did not hear or see anything else, so I decided to run out to one of the corners of the building.  Here the ceiling was somewhat intact, so I would have some protection from the rain and have some shadows to hide into.  

There was also the framework of a window there, and I could see that I was in the inner building of a keep.  The outer walls were in the same shape as the inner, though the towers were still identifiable.  As I looked at the outer walls, pebbles falling to the ground and the flap of wings startled me.  Looking up, I saw a humanoid creature with large wings.  Though I could not see him that closely, he appeared to be made of stone.  He circled around and landed on one of the walls close to me.

Looking down at me it said “No intruders.”  Wanting to make sure that I understood it repeated the phrase in several languages.  One of them sounded like the language that I had heard Aemaria XE "Aemaria"  swear in.  I lowered my weapons and replied that I was merely trying to leave. Offering me a vicious, stony smile it said “No intruders.  No survivors.”  With that it flew off the build and dove at me.  I swung the rapier and dagger, and although both blows felt solid there was no noticeable affect on the winged guardian.  The only areas that were not covered in stone were the creature’s eyes, which were much too small to hit consistently.

I attempted to bring on a controlled rage, hoping that would allow me to damage the guardian.  Again both blades bounced off the guardian to with no affect.  Deciding that my only chance was to flee, I sprinted to the gatehouse of the outer wall.  The guardian flew after me and paused to look for a safe place to flee towards.  I located a dense set of woods and waited as the creature circled overhead.  As the guardian began it’s furthest turn, I took off for the woods.  My timing was perfect and I noticed the extra running that I had done at Arbonne XE "Arbonne"  had paid off.

I found three trees growing closely together and hide between them.  I could still see the guardian flying overhead, but it did not seem to see me.  I heard arrow shots from further in the woods and the arrows appeared to wound the guardian.  The arrows continued and the guardian eventually flew back to the ruined castle.

I cautiously made my way further into the woods, looking for my rescuers.  Two large men appeared out of the shadows.  They were fair skinned and looked similar to the children that I seen in the room.  They also reminded me of tribesmen that Aemaria XE "Aemaria"  had described.  Their speech confirmed this impression, though I could not understand anything they said.  To be prudent, I did decide to sheath my weapons.  

After convincing them that I meant no harm, they escorted me back to their village.  There they found someone who spoke halting common.  He asked, “What were you doing at the Dark Castle XE "Dark Castle" ?”  My story caused a mild sensation and I was introduced to the chieftain, Haladin XE "Haladin" .  I learned that this was the Haegor XE "Haegor" , which was indeed the tribe that Aemaria XE "Aemaria"  had visited.  Additionally, I was told that it was in fact the 7th of Sparrow, not still the 8th of the Wolf.

Time Among the Haegor XE "Haegor" 
02-08-342

I have been treated as an honored guest and invited to stay with the tribe for a time.  During a feast in my honor, I was told that the children of the village had been disappearing.  The tribe was searching the area around the ruined castle, but had not ventured inside the walls.  It seems that no one in the tribe had ever been inside the castle, and they asked many questions about it.  I did relate the tale of Colin and the Goblin King XE "Colin and the Goblin King" .  Not sure the story is related, but it will give them something to think about.

I sensed that some of them were disappointed that I had explored so little of it, but others were impressed that I was able to escape the guardian.  They remarked that I was lucky that only one had come after me, as there were several on the remains of the walls.  Their witches XE "Witch" , with obvious pride, remarked that the only way to hurt the guardians was after they had blessed the tribe’s weapons.

For now, I am content to stay here.  Aemaria XE "Aemaria" ’s fighting style was learned here and I feel there are things these people can teach me.  Plus the mystery of the children might shed some light on the pool of desecration.  I am not sure if there is any trade among the tribes and Arbonne XE "Arbonne" , but I will try to get a letter back to the Six XE "Solomon’s Six" .

02-11-342

It seems as if there was some confusion the other day.  I was invited to stay with the tribe as a guest, but it seems there is some hesitancy on them teaching me their ways.  At first I tried to convince them that I wanted them to teach me as they had done Aemaria XE "Aemaria" .  However, her name is drawing cold looks so I have stopped mentioning her.  Something strange there, but I do not feel comfortable enough to ask just yet.  Perhaps if the tribe accepts me, I will learn the whole story.

After much discussion, Haladin XE "Haladin"  has informed me that if I must perform a test of valor.  I am giving the choice of bringing back one of the goblins XE "Goblin"  or killing one of the stone guardians.  No one has seen the goblins except myself and I only saw them in the ruins.  The guardians will attack anyone who enters the ruins, so that might be the default option.  The chieftain did offer to have my weapons blessed, which was an obvious necessity before fighting the guardian.
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I was given the honor of having Haladin XE "Haladin" ’s wife, Hilith XE "Hilith" , offer to bless my arms.  I expected some type of ceremony, but instead she simply handed me a whetstone.  It was made of a strange, blue stone that was cool to the touch.  She told me that it would give my blade an extra sharpness that would harm the guardian.  This sharpness would last for about a day, unless I used the weapon in a fight when it would last for about an hour as battle.  However, the stone could only sharpen my rapier and around nine arrows.  I briefly contemplated using the stone on my dagger as well, but decided the arrow would be more prudent.  I noticed that the back of the whetstone had a strange emblem on it.  It looked like a winged man, with his arms upraised.  I also saw that Hilith wore a necklace with the same symbol.  

I decided to explore the area around the ruins, searching for other signs of the goblins XE "Goblin" .  I wasn’t that hopeful, but the prospect of fighting the guardian again did not appeal to me.  The tribe offered a guard, a young man named Omar XE "Omar" .  He led me back into the mountains.  We climbed up, I quickly recognized where we were in relation to the ruins.  There was a valley between our destination and us, but Omar seemed intent on walking around it.  We had walked around it on the original trip to the village, but as I did not know where we were going it did not register.  I must admit that I was somewhat impatient to get to the ruins, so I asked Omar why we did not go through the valley.

He made a quick warding sign and told me that it was the Valley of the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones" .  It was full of sycamore trees that rose up and did give the impressions of bones.  Then he said only the “insane and youthful” go through the Bones, as bad spirits live there.  While I do no consider myself crazy, his choice of words made me want to investigate.  He then mentioned that the tribe buries their dead there, and that sometimes the dead are restless.  This intrigued me, as I would have thought that the spirits would have come after the burial parties.  Omar XE "Omar"  assured me that they only go in the middle of the day and the witches XE "Witch"  protected them.  I made a comment that it was the middle part of the day now and my weapons had been blessed, so why not cut some time off the journey.  He merely turned and became more focused on the path along the ridgeline.

Seeing that I had upset my guide, I decided to change the subject.  I inquired about the missing children.  While not the most pleasant subject, Omar XE "Omar"  was relieved that I seemed to have forgotten about the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones"  and provided a fair amount of information.  He told me that between ten and fifteen children had gone missing.  They were all very young, being between four and ten, and that they started disappearing right after the new year.  I asked if anything else unusual had happened since the new year, but he offered a vague answer.  When pressed, he did admit that one of the families had mentioned that a karn in the Bones had been disturbed.  

He quickly rejected my suggestion that we check out the karn.  Perhaps to keep me from offering reasons on why it would be a good idea, he told me that he had overheard the elders of the tribe.  They were discussing my test of valor and expressing their suspicions of me.  Some of them thought that I was a trap sent from the ruins to lead their people to ruin.  Omar XE "Omar"  told me that this group might not be satisfied with a goblin XE "Goblin" , as that could be part of my evil plan.  Instead, he suggested that killing one of the guardians would be better for me.  

I had very little hope of finding any goblins XE "Goblin"  outside the ruins, so this news didn’t really bother me too much.  The tribesmen had spoken of more than one guardian attacking them at once, so I asked Omar XE "Omar"  about this.  He said the number of guardians was usually proportional to the threat.  However, one of the tribe, a warrior named Rothgar XE "Rothgar" , hurt a guardian very badly.  Before he was able to finish it, it called a second guardian to its aid and Rothgar was killed.  This was much as I had feared and bothered me quite a bit.

We continued on to the ruins and the entire journey took about three hours.  As we approached the clearing near the Dark Castle XE "Dark Castle" , I heard a roaring sound.  Omar XE "Omar"  said it was a waterfall that feed into the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones" .  I convinced him to let me take a look, but only after I assured him that we would not go into the valley.  The falls were fairly impressive, being about a forty-foot drop.  I noticed there were no rocks at the bottom and had to suppress an urge to jump, figuring Omar would never forgive me.

My little diversion at of the way, I went back to the edge of the clearing.  I decided there was enough cover around the ruins to do a thorough search.  I was looking for small humanoid tracks, but we found nothing unusual.  We did find a bear cave behind the ruins and Omar XE "Omar"  said that is primarily what the tribe hunted in this area.  Once I determined that the cave was empty, I took a closer look.  I concluded that no bear was using it this winter, though it had been used last year.  Overall, though there was nothing out of place in the cave.  

I moved around the rest of the clearing and decided to check out the ruins.  I cautiously approached the walls, as Omar XE "Omar"  stayed in the woods.  The outer walls were in pretty good shape, as was the gatehouse.  Listening intently, I walked through the gatehouse to the courtyard.  I heard nothing and once I could see the inner walls I saw all the statues were still in place.  I had not originally intended to fight a guardian today, but on an impulse changed my mind.  

I slipped back out to the edge of the woods and convinced Omar XE "Omar"  to come to the gatehouse.  He tried to suggest that another day would be better, but a few indirect jibes at his manhood brought him with me.  To recover his honor, he walked confidently to the walls of the ruins.  Chiding me, he said the guardian would not move until I stepped into the courtyard.  

I drew my bow, double-checked that I had a specially prepared arrow, and went back through the gatehouse.  As I approached the courtyard, I could see four statues on the inner walls.  The one to my far right was broken in half, so I edged in my left.  Listening intently, I moved cautiously closer to the wall.  This still was not enough to disturb the guardians so I stepped through the inner walls.  

This seemed to get the guardians attentions, as I heard it take flight.  I took cover behind some rubble and started to draw my rapier.  Just then I saw the creature fly over the walls and I had a perfect shot.  I almost missed it as I was changing weapons, but decided that I had enough time to get the shot off and ready my sword before it could attack.  With a quick prayer to Zyri XE "Zyri" , I released the arrow.  The shot flew true, hitting the guardian in the shoulder.

It screamed and dove at me, though I was fairly confident that the rubble would protect me.  I was indeed protected, though the position prevented me from getting a clean strike as well.  The creature struck with its horn and a claw, raking across my chest.  I made a wild lunge with the rapier, and managed to hit its wing.  This surprised the creature and it let out a painful scream.  

Here, the creature proved more intelligent than I was expecting.  Instead of attacking me, it reached out with both hands and grabbed my sword.  It snarled, “I remember you” in clear elven.  This caught me off guard and it flung the rapier across the pile of rubble.  Knowing that I could not hurt the guardian without my blade, I turned and ran for it.  This gave the creature a free swing and it raked a claw across my shoulder.  

I got to the sword and was able to pick it up.  However, the creature flown over the rubble and landed behind me, hitting me with another claw.  This was proving frustrating and I swung wildly and missed.  My swing did however cause the creature to jump back and it was unable to hit me again.  At this point, I decided that I was at a disadvantage in the open so I backed up to the stairs that led to the underground chambers.

The creature followed, but it did have to hunch over.  This prevented it from being able to use its horn against me.  Now that I had cornered myself, I called on all the fury that I had first felt against the Bloody Fist XE "Bloody Fist" .  I yelled “” and thrust the sword deep into the creature’s chest.  This enraged the creature and it attempted to slam me into the portcullis.  Still feeling the fury, I was easily able to throw it back.  The attack did throw me off balance and my next attacked missed.  

The creature again made to grab the rapier.  This time I attempted to jam the sword through its hands into its chest.  Though I was successful, the guardian was still able to through the sword out of the stairway.  With dismay, I watched the sword fly through the air and did not notice as creature bit my shoulder.  With a yell, I slammed into the guardian and knocked it out of the stairway.  I had hit it perfectly, allowing me to roll by and grab the sword.  

The guardian was very wary and merely sought to prevent me from leaving the inner building.  It attempted to strike me, but I do not believe that it made a full effort.  I thought that I might be able to finish it, when it let out a loud cry.  I could hear another guardian starting to come to life.  I felt I had this one almost killed, but knew I could not fight another.  The creature had hit me too many times.  

I made a feint towards the guardian and then sprinted out of the ruins.  I knew I had to get away as fast as possible, because the fury would wear off and I would be exhausted.  As I reached the gatehouse, I noticed that Omar XE "Omar"  was no where to be seen, though I could not really blame him.  I reached the woods before the guardian caught up with me, though I could not find a decent place to hide.  The guardian made started to dive down at me, and I made my big decision.

I ran for the waterfall.  I believed, correctly it turns out, that the guardian would not follow me into the Valley of the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones" .  Unfortunately, I do not know if there was some actual force that preventing it from following or if it simply thought the fall would kill me.  Regardless, I made the waterfall and jumped.  The water was shallower than I had hoped and expected.  As I slammed into the water, I felt the fury drain from me as well and slipped into blackness.

As with Kraggor XE "Kraggor" ’s axe, I owe my life to the lucky presence of another.  When I awoke, I noticed that I was no longer in the water and Omar XE "Omar"  was sitting beside.  He looked very nervous, and I noticed we were still in the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones" .  He had given me a healing poultice, which the witches XE "Witch"  had given him.

Seeing that I was awake, he convinced me that we needed to get back to camp, as it was almost dark.  We managed to make it back, though it was after midnight when we arrived.  I was pretty hurt, but knew I would live.  When Omar XE "Omar"  got one of the witches XE "Witch" , I knew I would fine.

02-12-342

I spent most of the day in bed, though I was rarely alone.  Omar XE "Omar"  came and visited in the morning.  I could tell that he was impressed with my fight with the guardian, but he also thinks that I am slightly crazy.  Later in the day, Haladin XE "Haladin"  came for a visit.  He told me that Omar had told most of the tribe about my fight and that they were impressed.  It seems that I have passed their test of valor after all.

The rest of the day I spent thinking about the situation with the children.  I do not know that we can afford to fight the guardians before getting back to the underground chambers.  Unfortunately, so far I have not come up with a solution.

02-17-342

I have spent the last several days resting and talking to the tribe.  I gave thought to the fight against the guardian as well.  I made a mistake by not getting my dagger blessed instead of the arrows.  I think I could have killed the creature if had been able to use both weapons.

Omar XE "Omar"  has come to visit several times, but I think he is getting nervous that I will ask him to go into the ruins with me.  Haladin XE "Haladin"  has offered six warriors from the tribe and Kriston XE "Kriston" , the skald, to accompany me.  He also gave me a stern warning that if it was a trick, then he would come after me personally.  He would make sure all those betrayed would haunt me and the witches XE "Witch"  would curse me.  I haven’t really worried about the warning too much, but it might mean I have problems if I am the only one to come out of the ruins.  

The focus on the trip is to rescue the children, so I have been asking questions about that as well.  For the most part, the children have simply disappeared from their homes.  The family would be together when they went to sleep, but in the morning the children were gone.  The one notable except was that a group of children went camping together.  In the morning the older children, the teens, were at the campsite.  The younger children were gone.  This was before the disappearances became common and such excursions are now forbidden.  They were near the Valley of the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones" , but the valley is large and runs close to a lot of the tribe’s land.  So I do not know if there is a connection there or not.

My gut tells me there is a way into the ruins through the Bones XE "Valley of the Bones" , but I will get no help from the tribe going that route.  Still, I think that is how the goblins XE "Goblin"  get out the ruins to get the children.  Which of course assumes that they are actually abducting them and not luring them away.

02-19-342

I have decided that it will be too hard to get eight people through the stairway of the ruins.  The tribe has only ever seen two guardians activate, but they have never pressed the issue.  I think the most that we can take is five.  That is Kriston XE "Kriston" , three warriors, and myself.  The tribe has many fine warriors, but several of them are reluctant to go near the Dark Castle XE "Dark Castle" .  I think I have indirectly pressured Omar XE "Omar"  into joining me.  He is not the best warrior in the tribe, but his honor will not allow him to back out.  It seems one of the others will be his young friend Khalid XE "Khalid" .  To offset this youthful inexperience, Haladin XE "Haladin"  has asked a man named Thorin XE "Thorin"  to join us.  He is a large man being well over six feet tall.  More importantly, he is a skilled fighter and has tangled with the guardians in the past.

The five of us met and discussed our plan.  We will definitely need more help from the witches XE "Witch"  than just the use of whetstones.  Thorin XE "Thorin"  mentioned that they have the ability to purify a person.  The claim is that those purified cannot be attacked, as their soul is put into a sanctuary. However, if the protected person is no longer pure if they attack another.  The witches also are able to offer some type of protection from evil creatures.  I am not sure the guardians are evil, they may have been created to guard the ruins regardless of good or evil.

Kriston XE "Kriston"  cannot offer much help with getting to the stairway, but he can make several fake copies of himself.  Hopefully, this will distract the guardians and they will waste time trying to attack these copies.  He mentioned that he could also summon a creature that will attack the guardians with us.  It is a small badger, but anything that stalls for time will be useful.

02-20-342

The witch Freyna XE "Freyna"  has agreed to accompany us to the ruins.  By most accounts, she is a plain looking woman.  Still, there is something about the way she carries herself that is intriguing.  Unlike the majority of the Haegor XE "Haegor" , she is a dark woman.  Dark hair and skin.  Indeed, she sounds remotely how Solomon XE "Solomon"  had described his mother.  However, like the rest of her tribe she is much taller than I am. 

Freyna XE "Freyna"  said she will not go inside the gatehouse, but she will perform her blessings at the walls.  This will give us more time under the protection while we try to get past the guardians.  This had the added benefit of convincing Haladin XE "Haladin"  to leave several warriors in the trees around the ruins.  If we get the children and get out of the ruins, then they should be able to cover us so we can escape.

02-21-342

Today started out pretty well.  The weather was unseasonable warm, which was one less thing to worry about.  Freyna XE "Freyna"  told me she could impart the Strength of Caleus XE "Caleus:  Strength of" 

 XE "Caleus"  to me during the day, so that was an added bonus.  We decided to get an early start.  I stressed to the group that once Freyna had performed her blessings, that they must not attack the guardians.  Only if the creatures broke through the protections were they to attack.

There were fifteen of us as we made our way the ruins.  The number of warriors that Haladin XE "Haladin"  gave to wait for our return comforted me, offsetting my worries of leading children through the guardians.   Indeed, I considered that to be the weakest part of the expedition: how to get any children found out of the ruins.

We made our way to the ruins and gathered outside the gatehouse.  Freyna XE "Freyna"  started to chant, beginning to bless the group.  The outer walls of the ruins were suddenly covered with glowing glyphs.  Prior to the chanting, there was nothing visible on the walls.  This caused a lot of unhappy murmuring amongst the tribesmen, and Freyna refused to proceed.  At first, I was worried that she was going to refuse to help at all, but she agreed to perform the rituals if we moved back to the tree line.

Once she felt we were sufficiently far from the walls, she blessed the group.  Then she turned to me and gave me the Strength of Caleus XE "Caleus:  Strength of" 

 XE "Caleus" .  I could feel magic flowing through me, but did not particularly feel any stronger.  With our magical preparations completed, I led the small group back up to the ruins.  I anticipated the guardians would try to block us, so I had Thorin XE "Thorin"  follow me, then Kriston XE "Kriston" , Khalid XE "Khalid"  and Omar XE "Omar" .

As we went through the gatehouse, I heard a guardian activate.  Looking up I did not see anything, but I heard a grunt from Omar XE "Omar" .  He would later tell me that the guardian was actually prevented from hitting him because of the magic, but the force of the blow started him.  Luckily, he remembered not to attack the guardian and it howled in rage, but could not harm him.

I heard another guardian activate and soon saw it flying straight at me.  I thought it was my imagination, but it appeared to be same one I had previously encountered.  There were no markings, such as wounds or gouges, but it was feeling I could not shake.  My concern on the subject was short lived, as it bit down on my cheek.  It was totally unaffected by the blessings.  I said a quick prayer to Zyri XE "Zyri"  and swung with both my sword and dagger.  Both blades struck deep and I felt a surge of strength.  My dual attack caught it by surprise and it hissed “New tricks my friend.”  The same damn one.

I could hear fighting behind me and new at least one other guardian had gotten through the magic.  I also heard another guardian activate.  I didn’t really see any details, but it sounded vicious.  The guardian and I exchanged blows and I felt I was really hurting it.  Then it tried to grab my sword.  I knew that it would, but there must be something about the thought of something grabbing a sharp sword that makes me think it cannot possibly work.  Naturally, it did.  The damn creature grabbed the sword and ripped it from my hands.  

“New tricks for me” it hissed as it proceeded to hold the thing.  Previously, it would throw it away and I was able to retrieve it.  It made no attempt to use the weapon, but it didn’t need to.  It still had another claw, a horn, and the razor sharp teeth.  I had my dagger.  I was starting to get worried when Khalid XE "Khalid"  appeared and slammed his sword deep into the creature.  It howled in pain and started to fly away.  In desperation, I reached up and pulled the sword free from its grip.  Lacking stone hands I managed to slice myself fairly decently, but I had my blade back.

I quickly thanked Khalid XE "Khalid"  and surveyed the battle.  Kriston XE "Kriston"  and Omar XE "Omar"  were at the stairway.  Kriston had evidently cast a spell that created several images of him to appear.  This was fortunate as there was a guardian systemically attacking the images, though it had not found Kriston himself.  Thorin XE "Thorin"  was also fighting a guardian, and somehow a large badger attempting to bite its legs.  Kriston mentioned that he could summon aid, but a badger?  It seemed to be helping Thorin though, by distracting the creature.

I made for the stairs myself, which meant everyone was there but Thorin XE "Thorin" .  I encouraged everyone to move down the stairs and I made my way to the portcullis.  It was more difficult to unlock by reaching through the bars, but I managed.  I ushered Kriston XE "Kriston"  through first, but told him not to go very far down.  Next, Omar XE "Omar"  and Khalid XE "Khalid"  went through.  I told Khalid to check out the bottom of the stairs.  There was no sign of Thorin and a couple of the guardians were moving down the stairs, so I stepped under the grate and pulled it closed.  It was a simple procedure to lock it.

I heard a click and then a low grunt from Khalid XE "Khalid" .  There was a trip wire down the stairs and it triggered a bolt, which hit him in the chest.  Omar XE "Omar"  and Kriston XE "Kriston"  moved down to check on him, while the guardians yelled taunts at us.  Kriston carefully removed the bolt and cleaned the wound.  He bent over Khalid and sang a clear, high-pitched note.  He placed his hands on Khalid’s chest and the wound began to close.

I asked after Thorin XE "Thorin"  and Omar XE "Omar"  said he took off after we made it to the stairs.  I could not tell what he thought of the act of fleeing, but I am not sure what else Thorin could have done.  There were three guardians between him and the stairs and it would have been difficult to allow him through.  

We rested for several minutes at the bottom of the stairs.  Then I slowly made my way down the hallway.

I have tried to block what happened next from my mind, perhaps at some point I will be able to record the horror and pain in this journal.

Meeting with Aemaria

06-08-342
It has been several months since the last trip to the Dark Castle.  I have been reluctant to resume writing in this journal as it brings back too much pain.  I was forced to leave the Haegar.  They basically treated me as a scapegoat for the whole fiasco with the goblins and their children.  There was some underlying suspicion because of my association with Aemaria.  The bitterness at my departure made me more curious as to what actually happened.  I have been slowly making my way north through the mountains, but have avoided people for the most part.  I am seriously considering returning to the Vale.  

06-09-342

Today I did decide to return to the Vale.  My time amongst the humans has not been what I had hoped for.  Though I might be hard pressed to say what I had hoped.
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