Chapter VIII – Malory

As the trio ate their piece and quenched their thirst they began to feel drowsy. The sun was lowering but still warm and a gentle breeze blew in from across the river caressing their faces and aching bodies.

“How far do we continue on?” enquired Jefl; Ciniod was the only one listening as Lore-Kun was removing scales and fish-bones from his teeth.

“The folk at Springhill said they went into the forest of Kush,” replied Ciniod.

“I know that but they could have gone any place once in the forest. Did they follow the river like we’re doing? Maybe they went away from the river, that way?” stated Jefl pointing further in towards the forest, “Or maybe they went across the river towards the greybeards?” finished Jefl.

“Oh, I don’t know where they went,” said Ciniod dumbly. Having removed the scales and bones from his mouth Lore-Kun then went behind a tree to relieve himself while Jefl and Ciniod continued to discuss what course of action to take. Suddenly Lore-Kun ran out from the trees screaming. His long coat unbuckled revealing that he wasn’t wearing anything under his long coat. He was closely chased by two small imps. The imps were red and only the height of Lore-Kun’s knee with pointy horns on their head and small bat-like wings. They were charging at Lore-Kun carrying sticks prodding him in the back chattering and giggling in their own impish language.

It was a hilarious sight and Jefl and Ciniod chuckled as Lore-Kun ran into the river to try and escape them, but that was flawed as the imps flapped their wings and hovered above Lore-Kun and continued prodding him. Eventually Ciniod regained himself and pulled out his great-sword to challenge the imps. The imps were mischievous, but would never consider fighting and quickly dropped their sticks and flew sharply back into the forest. Lore-Kun came out of the river soaked and cold.

“You should consider wearing more clothes,” jibed Jefl as Lore-Kun tied his coat up as tight as possible in a vain attempt to warm up and dry out.

“Those little pests,” grumbled Lore-Kun dismally as he tried jumping up and down to see if that would help out – it didn’t.

“So, what are we doing?” asked Ciniod stretching himself to prepare for another few hours of walking.

“We never decided because Lore-Kun got caught short,” said Jefl slyly.

“Somewhere with a fire,” butted in Lore-Kun still jumping and jogging on the spot.

“Well why did you go in the river then?” asked Jefl.

“They can’t swim so I was safe, but they can fly,” replied Lore-Kun dully.

There was a sound of splashing and the trio turned towards the river to see a small wooden vessel rowing by. It had a single mast with four rowers and a small cabin which evidently went down to the hull.

On-board a blond dwarf in a thick brown tunic waved at the three. The dwarf had hair tied back in a knot and small blond beard neatly clipped around the chin. The trio waved back and then the boat came to a stop and the blond dwarf jumped off.

“Hello sir, nice to meet you,” greeted Ciniod offering his hand.

“Nice to meet you as well but I’m not a sir, my name’s Malory and these are my daughters,” returned Malory shaking Ciniod’s hand. Ciniod apologised and said the beard confused him, she replied that it was a common occurrence unless you were a dwarf or spent a lot of time with dwarves, because all dwarves are bearded, and if you are clean shaven it is frowned and shamed upon, for a beard shows a dwarf’s magnificence.

Malory’s three daughters jumped off the boat and greeted Ciniod, Jefl and Lore-Kun who blushed each time one of the bearded daughters shook his hand. The three daughters and Malory were very similar looking all having the same hairstyle and facial hair; however, the daughters wore blue tunics and were younger looking with fresher faces and no wrinkles.

“What brings you to the edge of Kush?” enquired Malory her high pitch voice ringing like cowbells (if her appearance confused you that she was female her voice a dead giveaway)

Ciniod, who took the lead when it came to talking, described to her their journey and their reasons for hunting down the Orange Hawks.

“The Orange Hawks, eh, well we’re heading upriver to deliver supplies and a lot of the villages en route have been robbed by a group with orange hawk heads on their tunics,” she paused to look at her daughters who all confirmed her story, “Why don’t you hop on-board. It seems they are following the river, hopefully we can catch up and overtake them,” surmised Malory her daughters nodding in agreement.

The trio thanked Malory for her kind gesture and climbed aboard the boat. Ciniod offered to row for them but the strong stubborn dwarf women refused saying they had a rhythm and it worked. Lore-Kun soon found their stove and took his jacket off to dry and stood next to the stove to dry off. One of the daughters went down to the stove and screamed upon sighting Lore-Kun naked by the stove. Jefl and Malory ran down to see what the commotion was about.

“My daughters are untouched by men! Do not scar her for life!” shrieked Malory at Lore-Kun, who appeared surprised to have received a scolding.

“I was in the river,” Lore-Kun replied meekly. Jefl went in to appease the situation. 

“He was chased by imps into the river, he is only drying his coat, I assure you, nothing else,” said Jefl.

“Doesn’t he have any other clothes?” enquired Malory who ushered her daughter back onto the rowing deck. Lore-Kun who was currently being talked of like a child looked on still unsure why his nakedness was of so much concern.

“He’s not one for clothes,” said Jefl, “Ciniod and I learned that, when we first met him,” Jefl continued, remembering the unpleasant greeting they received at his old guard tower. Malory allowed Lore-Kun to finish drying off as they went back onto the rowing deck. Ciniod was standing by the mast looking across to the greybeard mountain range. The daughters were in their position to row and once Malory had taken her seat they rowed off. There was a crosswind so they were unable to allow the sails to take them. They pushed on until evening and carried on until they arrived near a bridge where a town was situated on both riverbanks, there they moored up to unload the deliveries.

