Introduction

Dafydd Cyhoeddwr is the pen name of John White, whose very brief biographical data is presented in this introduction.  The Talisman Saga appeared in DargonZine  over a six year span from 1999 to 2004.  With the exception of one story, all the stories of the saga were serialized.

This compilation is completely unauthorized by either the author (http://www.pages.drexel.edu/~white/dafydd.html) or DargonZine  (http://www.dargonzine.org).  Talisman Five mentions two stories which were originally published in FSFnet an e-zine predecessor to DargonZine.  They have been included as an appendix to the Talisman Saga. 

All material presented in this book has been compiled from the DargonZine web site, and is theirs or the author’s.
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Dafydd (aka John), a former editor for the Dargon Project and creator (as it were) of DargonZine itself, began writing for the Project as a challenge to himself to really write short stories. And, while the first Je'en story was short, by the time that saga ended, 'short' no longer applied to his stories.

After a long dry spell that coincided with his editorship of DargonZine, he had returned to form and has yet to realize his dream of writing an actual short story.

His current opus, the Talisman Saga, is nearing completion, but that will not be his last series for the 'zine. You can count on his contributions for a long time to come.

	[image: image11.png]




	
	

	URL
	http://www.pages.drexel.edu/~white/dafydd.html 

	Email Address
	John.White@Drexel.Edu 

	Age
	43 

	Occupation
	Computer Analyst/Programmer for Drexel University for the past 15 years (yep - without a college degree!). 

	Education
	High School Graduate (a year early), some college 

	Location
	Philadelphia, PA 

	Favorite Books/Authors
	Jo Clayton, Tolkien, Tanya Huff, Andra Norton, Mercedes Lackey, and the list could go on and on and on. (Check out the home page to see what books I own.) 

	Works-in-Progress
	None specified 

	Dargon Stories
	A New Life , FSFnet 5-3
the Dream 1, FSFnet 6-3
the Dream 2, FSFnet 6-4
Gasmelyn Llaw 1, FSFnet 6-5
Gasmelyn Llaw 2, FSFnet 7-1
Duty , FSFnet 7-3
the Treasure 1, FSFnet 7-5
the Treasure 2, FSFnet 8-2
the Treasure 3, FSFnet 9-2
the Treasure 4, FSFnet 10-2
Quest 1, FSFnet 10-3
Quest 2, DargonZine 6-2
Shadowstone 1, DargonZine 9-2
Shadowstone 2, DargonZine 9-3
Shadowstone 3, DargonZine 9-4
Shadowstone 4, DargonZine 9-5
For Bronna 1, DargonZine 11-7
For Bronna 2, DargonZine 11-8
Talisman Zero 1, DargonZine 12-1
Talisman Zero 2, DargonZine 12-2
Talisman Zero 3, DargonZine 12-3
Talisman Zero 4, DargonZine 12-4
Talisman Zero 5, DargonZine 12-5
Talisman Zero 6, DargonZine 12-6
Talisman Zero 7, DargonZine 12-6
Talisman One 1, DargonZine 12-7
Talisman One 2, DargonZine 12-8
Talisman One 3, DargonZine 12-9
Talisman One 4, DargonZine 12-10
Talisman Two 1, DargonZine 12-11
Talisman Two 2, DargonZine 12-12
Talisman Three 1, DargonZine 13-1
Talisman Three 2, DargonZine 13-2
Talisman Three 3, DargonZine 13-3
Talisman Three 4, DargonZine 13-4
Talisman Four, DargonZine 13-5
Talisman Five 1, DargonZine 13-6
Talisman Five 2, DargonZine 13-7
Talisman Five 3, DargonZine 13-8
Talisman Six 1, DargonZine 13-9
Talisman Six 2, DargonZine 13-10
Talisman Seven 1, DargonZine 13-11
Talisman Seven 2, DargonZine 13-13
Talisman Seven 3, DargonZine 14-1
Talisman Seven 4, DargonZine 14-2
Talisman Eight 1, DargonZine 14-7
Talisman Eight 2, DargonZine 14-8
Talisman Nine 1, DargonZine 15-7
Talisman Nine 2, DargonZine 15-8
Talisman Nine 3, DargonZine 15-9
Talisman Nine 4, DargonZine 15-10
Talisman Nine 5, DargonZine 15-11
Talisman Nine 6, DargonZine 16-1
The Pirate Conclave, DargonZine 16-4
The Ballad of the Potter and the Horse Thief, DargonZine 16-5
Talisman Ten 1, DargonZine 17-1
Talisman Ten 2, DargonZine 17-2
Talisman Ten 3, DargonZine 17-3 


 

Talisman Zero
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr




Author's Note: This story takes place slightly more than a thousand years before the founding of Baranur, during the time when the Fretheod Empire is beginning to fall from the height of its power. 


endil
 clutched his hammock as the _Typhoon Dancer_ lurched again, and yet another shiver of fear ran through him. He opened his eyes resignedly; there was no way he could sleep through this storm. 
          He swung his legs over the edge of the hammock and hopped the short distance down to the deck. Thunder crashed outside and a bolt of lightning illuminated the hold, revealing hammock after hammock of his fellow ship-based soldiers, the alkaehran, all sleeping peacefully. Kendil lamented the fact that he hadn't fallen asleep soon enough to be oblivious to the storm. Another wave rocked the ship, causing him to fall against the port wall, and he slumped to the deck despondently. He wished for the millionth time since the storm began that he had never taken this one last posting. 
          Kendil had chosen to become an alkaehra when he had reached the age to enter the mandatory term of military service that everyone in the empire served. He had naively thought that an alkaehra's job was one of the easiest of the available choices. If he had only known what it was really like to be aboard a ship spending weeks and sometimes months out of sight of land, he would have chosen differently. 
          Once the choice had been taken, however, Kendil stuck with it. He had been one of the emperor's alkaehra for the past seven years, which meant that it was his duty to serve as part of the fighting force aboard whatever ship he was posted to. And over all those years he had never quite reconciled himself to having to go to sea because of it. He still thought it was unnecessarily dangerous to trust his life to a floating box, miles and miles from the safety of land. Now the danger was even greater, as ships now had to weather storms. 
          Prior to this voyage, he had only once had to suffer through a storm while at sea in five years of duty. So far on this voyage, he had already endured three of them, and the trip wasn't even half completed. The difference was easy to determine: it was because of the anhekovel, or rather, their loss of power. 
          Once, the might of the empire had been such that a ship only encountered a storm at sea by the grossest of accidents. Captains had once been able to locate storms far over the horizon and take action to avoid them, by using the power of the anhekovel, those magical staves that were linked to the great master staff Yrmenweald. The anhekovel had also been able to actually turn a storm if the need was dire enough. No one knew exactly where the master staff had drawn its power from, only that anyone bearing an anhekovel had access to that power. The anhekovel had been the secret to the might of the empire, and now they were powerless. 
          Two years ago, while the anhekovel still functioned, Kendil had been given the perfect excuse to leave the sea behind. His sister's husband, also an alkaehra, had been killed in a native uprising in a colony province. Kendil had been allowed to relocate back to his home province in the south to help his sister and niece through their loss. He had been given an administrative job in the Admiralty's shipyards there, along with commensurate promotion in rank. He was sure he'd never have to go to sea again, but Cherdisarme, the three-faced god of Fate, stepped in. 
          In the middle of the previous year, 2215, civil war had erupted in Frethemak, the imperial city. The battles had not reached far beyond the limits of the imperial province of Frethehel, which meant that Kendil had never been directly endangered by the war. But the Yrmenweald -- and as a result, the anhekovel -- had been destroyed in the war, which was to have enormous consequences for everyone in the empire. 
          New rules began to flow out of Frethemak, rules designed to shore up the might of the empire in the wake of the passing of the Yrmenweald. Military encounters no longer had foregone conclusions. Ships were no longer certain to arrive at their destinations. The world had become a more dangerous place for the Fretheod Empire after the civil war, and the emperor was dealing with the problem the only way he knew how. If the Yrmenweald no longer gave the empire's forces an advantage, then sheer numbers would have to suffice. 
          All across the empire, changes were happening in the military. Mandatory service was lengthened to ten years. Service posting terms were lengthened, and garrisons were doubled or trebled. Bonuses were promised for extended service. All measures to bolster the military might of the empire. 
          One of these new rules affected Kendil directly. In order to persuade people to continue to crew ships while voyages were becoming increasingly dangerous, the Admiralty began requiring a minimum number of voyages as a prerequisite for attaining any rank. Which meant that Kendil no longer qualified for his promotion. Kendil's new rank had come with a comfortable rise in pay, as well as quarters large enough for his sister and niece as well as himself. While it was true that it would be still be possible to find lodging and food for the three of them on his former pay, their circumstances would worsen dramatically in that case. 
          Kendil only needed one more voyage to meet the new requirements. His rank would stay in place if he accepted another posting, and there were promises from above that any further regulation changes would not be applied retroactively. His boss, and friend, at the shipyard had informed him of the new regulations, and had advised him to take the demotion rather than go to sea again without the protection of the anhekovel. In the end, it was Kendil's duty to his sister and his niece that prompted him to ignore his boss' sage advice and accept one final voyage. 
          He had failed to consider the time of year, however. The _Typhoon Dancer_ had left the dock three weeks ago, well into the first month of fall. In that short amount of time, this was the third storm they had sailed into. Knowing that the captain and crew had successfully brought the ship through two other storms eased his fear slightly, but he still regretted making that choice to leave dry land. He had been told that the ship was only half way to its destination of Wudamund, the watch-keep in the north of the continent of Cherisk, so he knew that more storms were going to be encountered. He found himself, despite the odds, fearing that he would never see dry land, or his sister and niece, again. 
          Kendil huddled against the wall for a little while longer, until the storm seemed to abate somewhat so that the ship's lurches were no longer sufficient to throw him around the cabin. He decided that he might find tea soothing enough to lull him to sleep, so he went carefully out the door and down the corridor aft to the galley. 
          When he arrived in the large room situated over the keel of the ship, he went straight to the stone stove and checked the stone tea kettle bolted to its closed-top warmer at the back. It was about half-full, and the coals in the warmer were still doing their job, because the brown liquid was as warm as he liked it. He ladled some tea into a thick ceramic mug, turned around to go to one of the bolted down tables, and almost dropped his mug when he realized that he was not alone in the galley. 
          Seated up against the aft wall of the galley was one of his land-based counterparts, the teraehra, that the _Typhoon Dancer_ was taking to help garrison Wudamund. Kendil thought that the man looked young and tall, even though he was leaning over his own mug of tea. He seemed to be from one of the northern provinces, with such white-blond hair and an eagle-beak of a nose -- or at least, he had to have some north-province blood in his family. 
          Kendil had seen the man on deck a few times before, usually playing either a strange flute or an ocarina. Kendil remembered that the musician was usually alone, which had caused him to wonder, considering how handsome the young man was. In fact, remembering those Northern-handsome features brought a smile to Kendil's face despite the still-raging storm. 
          He took a seat opposite the teraehra, but whatever the northerner saw in his tea was so absorbing that Kendil wasn't noticed. Then again, the little noise he made was easily covered by thunder, and the slight wobble of the table as he gripped it to ease himself over the bench seat could as easily have been caused by yet another lurching roll of the beleaguered _Typhoon Dancer_. So, when Kendil said, "Pardon me ...," the northerner jerked erect, surprise written on his face and enticingly light green eyes wide, then nearly fell from the bench as he was caught unawares when the deck tipped again. 
          Kendil had the table to brace himself against the contrary movement of the ship, so he reached out and grasped the northerner's shoulder to keep him from falling to the deck. The ship steadied and the blond man regained his balance, then secured himself back into his seat by leaning against the aft wall and bracing his free arm against the edge of the table. Once so steadied, he looked up again and smiled shyly. 
          Kendil had to force himself not to laugh at the mishap he had almost caused, then felt the curious need to blush when the northerner's shy smile illuminated that handsome face. To cover himself, he coughed artificially, took a sip of his tea timed between rolls of the ship, and finally said, "So, you couldn't sleep either?" 
          The blond man looked back into his tea, and said, "Um, no. No, the ship is just rolling and lurching too much. I've never really liked sailing -- too much water under you, too much nothingness up on deck. Just blue and blue and blue, sky and sea, and maybe a bird or a porpoise, but nothing else different for days and weeks and months sometimes. That's why I didn't enlist under the Admiralty when I had to choose for mandatory service and ..." 
          Kendil was quickly captivated by the northerner's rambling speech patterns. His voice was almost musical, and his thoughts seemed to follow one another with barely a logical connection between them. Even so, Kendil soon found his attention drawn to the man more than the words, staring in fascination at the movements of the man's mouth, shaping word after word with those amazing lips. 
          "... *this* storm started, I tried to take to my bunk early in hopes to be asleep before the worst hit. But I wasn't terribly successful. So I came in here to have some tea. Also, I find it very secure in here with the stone fixtures and the solid walls. The galley is after all in the center of the ship and ..." 
          Kendil found himself panting as he listened to the northerner, as if he was unconsciously trying to breathe for the young man -- or maybe there was a more primal reason for his reaction? He wrenched his eyes away from those red, mobile lips and got them caught again in the crystal clarity of the blond's startlingly grass-green eyes that were fixed firmly on his own face. They stared at each other for a timeless moment, with the northerner's voice still rattling on and on. 
          "... seen you around on deck now and then, with the other alkaehran. Have you ever had to fight on a ship? I've been in a couple of battles on land, nothing momentous or anything, but what with all the chaos fighting brings I just can't imagine doing it on the moving deck of a ship. Oh, um, by the way I'm Nikkeus, from a *very* small town in Nirmalel province. Nice to meet you." Nikkeus trapped his tea mug between his non-bracing arm and the aft wall of the galley, and extended his now free hand across the table. 
          The silence in the room seemed so complete that Kendil had to concentrate to notice that the storm noises still raged outside. He blinked a couple of times and broke the eye-contact that had enveloped him completely in a world called Nikkeus. He looked down at the large, fine hand that was extended toward him and he clasped it firmly and pumped it up and down. But once that greeting-handshake was over, he found himself unwilling to let go. He could feel himself smiling foolishly, the corners of his mouth beginning to ache with it, and he could also feel a warmth slowly rising up his neck and across his cheeks. Blushing again? He hadn't felt so immediately affected by a person since ... since that first crush during his initial training all those years ago. 
          Before he could decide whether he wanted to act on his feelings, unsure as he was about the reaction Nikkeus might have to them, the ship listed hard to starboard again. Kendil had to fling Nikkeus' hand away so that he could grab onto the table and keep from falling to the deck. Once the ship had righted itself, he found himself laughing in relief at not falling down again. Or was it at being free of the disturbingly intense contact with Nikkeus? He started to introduce himself, but his nervousness tangled up his thoughts between mind and mouth, and all that came out was an awkward choking mumble. 
          He blushed a bit once more, cleared his throat, and tried again. "I'm Kendil, from Afranlel province in the south. Well met under Aelther's aegis. I'm not terribly happy to be at sea again, either, but you just have to do your duty to the emperor, don't you? Erm ..." Kendil found that all of his normal self-assurance had fled, and he couldn't think of a single thing to ask this handsome young man. He fished around in his mind, and finally came up with, "So, ah, how long are you going to be at Wudamund?" He fervently hoped that Nikkeus had not already told him that during those times when he wasn't actually listening to the northerner, but just watching him. 
          "They tell me, my squad mates that is, that off-continent postings used to be no more than half a year. But now with the new rules as have come out after the war, I am supposed to be over there for a year and a half. Eighteen months! But I don't suppose it will be too bad. There aren't any enemies in the area after all. It's not like there will be constant battle, or even much danger at all. Except maybe for the voyage there and back, right? And ..." 
          It didn't take Kendil long to get lost in Nikkeus' words again. Soon, he was staring at the young man, mesmerized. Fleeting thoughts tried to impose themselves on his consciousness. Should he really be thinking about getting involved with someone who was slated to be on another continent for a year and a half? Even for the short term, would it be wise to start something on board a ship? There wasn't a great deal of privacy, if things didn't work out, after all. He spared each distracting thought only enough time to consider it and dismiss it as irrelevant at the moment, faced as he was with the handsome features and endearing qualities of the northerner. 
          "... on my 23rd birthday -- that was 2 years ago -- my lover, Marakus, gave me this really lovely figurine. He was a sculptor; he had made it himself and it was just exquisite. I keep it with me always. It brings me good luck. I only wish Marakus had had one when he took that guardian job. Their caravan made it intact, the bandits all died, but so did Marakus ... anyway, I was reminded of him the other day when I saw you carving something on deck, and I wanted to go over and talk to you about it, but I was too nervous. And then Jenkil called you all to drill and ..." 
          Kendil definitely caught those comments, and his heart started to beat faster and faster, while his stomach started to knot with nervousness. Nikkeus wouldn't by all evidence be averse to what Kendil was wishing and hoping for. Not only that, but the northerner had noticed him up on deck and had been nervous about approaching him, which might mean that Nikkeus was maybe attracted to him too. Then again, he had seemed like the nervous type in general, but there was no need to be pessimistic about it after all, right? 
          "... waited more than half a month for it to be ready, but the ironmonger was dragging his feet or something, because it took almost two months longer than it was supposed to ..." 
          Kendil was beginning to wonder when Nikkeus' monologue was going to run down. The man was talking just too fast to interrupt, but Kendil was getting more and more impatient even though he was learning some fascinating things about Nikkeus. But when would the beautiful young man shut up so that Kendil could ask him what he wanted to ask him? 
          "... just before _Typhoon Dancer_ left the docks. And there was Rikky, youngest child of the owners of the rooming house I had just vacated, running after the ship waving something. Fortunately the boy was fast enough, and had a good enough arm, to throw the small bundle to me at the rail because it ..." 
          Would he ever stop? wondered Kendil. What am I going to do? Wait, why not just ... 
          Without a thought for either of the dangers he was facing -- the still storm-tossed ship lurching under him, or Nikkeus being mortally offended by his impending action -- Kendil stood up, leaned over the table, and kissed Nikkeus on the mouth. 
          Wonder of wonders, that managed to shut the young blond man up! And the activities that followed kept him shut up for a good long time, and neither of them even noticed when the storm ended. 


          
aptain Eldinan
 stood in the pilot house and looked out over her ship. The _Typhoon Dancer_ had survived the previous night's storm without any major damage. A few torn lines and a chipped spar, nothing more permanent, for which she had already spent most of the morning gratefully thanking every god she thought might have had an interest in aiding her ship's survival. She only halfheartedly believed in most of the gods whose altars she had sacrificed oil, wine and grain on, but her grandfather had taught her to always dog all her hatches: she never left anything to chance. 
          Her crew had already stowed the gear that had been tossed around by the stormy seas, and were now making the necessary repairs. Maka'arn, her stone-wizard, was still asleep, exhausted by his battle to use the ship's ballast stones to help keep the ship from capsizing. She could only hope to Aelther that he would recover before another storm blew up. 
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          Eldinan's gaze drifted to her anhekova, resting comfortably and uselessly in its cradle next to the ship's wheel. Her grandfather had carved the wood himself when he had been a ship's captain, and the careful detail in that carving was absolutely beautiful. A thin line of Geronlel knot-work consisting of heavily interlaced lines woven together in deceptively simple patterns, created by the indigenous people of the north-western province of Geronlel, wound its way up from the pointed base to the palm of the staff. A close inspection would reveal the nautical themes that were interwoven into the knots. Cupping the milky ovoid of cwicustan, the magically-receptive crystal that was the heart of any anhekovel, was another carving of an octopod that grew from the knot work almost organically. 
          It was beautiful -- a craftsman's delight -- and it was just so much wall-hanging art. Once, it had almost been part of her. She once could use it to see her course across the sea, and plot the movements of any storm in her path. It had certainly taken time to get used to its abilities, but once she had done so they had been like an extra sense. And now that its power was broken, she felt almost crippled without it. 
          She blamed Osgeofu, as did everyone. Osgeofu had been emperor briefly, and he had destroyed the Yrmenweald, and so the anhekovel. He had been the elder of the twin sons of Earnfled, the emperor throughout most of Eldinan's life, and so destined to be her heir. This did not sit well with the noble elite of the empire, who felt that Osgeofu's brother, Tilgeofu, would make the better ruler. Osgeofu's excesses as heir apparent had been so outrageous that the normally conservative and tradition-bound nobles had actually begun to petition the emperor to change her heir. 
          The elite polarized into two parties: the traditionalists and the revolutionaries. Eldinan's sympathies had been with the revolutionaries, even though she wasn't one of the elite, or even one of the lesser nobles. But she thought that, had she known the outcome of the division beforehand, she would have done everything in her power to make sure that the traditionalists succeeded. 
          Emperor Earnfled had died more than a year ago, in the summer of 2215, and Osgeofu took the imperial throne. The revolutionaries turned their attention-getting disturbances into an all-out civil war. Tilgeofu had taken no part in the actions of the revolutionary faction until it became clear that they were determined to carry out their agenda and put Tilgeofu on the throne whether he wanted it or not. Facing the inevitable, and sure of the might of the faction he was joining, Tilgeofu eventually joined in. Months passed, and finally Tilgeofu confronted his brother in the throne room of the imperial palace in Frethemak. With the will of the people -- the people that counted, anyway -- behind him, he had ordered his brother to relinquish the throne to him. Osgeofu, faced with imminent defeat, had, in a fit of spite, smashed the sphere of cwicustan crystal atop the Yrmenweald staff, breaking its link to the source of its power, and destroying the power of the anhekovel in the process. 
          She remembered the previous night. Her first thought as the storm had begun to lash at her ship was that she had mistakenly forgotten to check the weather. She had rushed to the pilot house to do a quick check of how far the storm extended and whether they could steer around it. It had been a shock to touch the milky cwicustan crystal and not feel the mind-expanding touch of the power behind the Yrmenweald. But the crystal was no longer linked to the master staff. She could no longer forecast the weather. Which was why the _Typhoon Dancer_ had been sailing into those clouds rather than around them. 
          She shook her head and resumed gazing out the pilot's window, across the quarterdeck, and down onto the main deck. All that activity heartened her. It showed her that it wasn't a piece of magic rock that kept her ship afloat: it was people. _Typhoon Dancer_ would persevere because of her crew, with or without the Yrmenweald. 
          She checked her maps, and then took their heading off the compass. Their current heading seemed fine, as long as the storm hadn't blown them too far off course. She would have to wait until tonight, when the night watch could read their position by the stars, before she would know for sure. She hoped it would be a clear night. 
          Once again, she blessed the methods that had stood common fishers and traders in good stead all these years. Maps and charts were a cumbersome replacement for her former abilities, but without them travel by sea would be far more of a gamble than it had yet become. 
          Her thoughts about how clear it would be that night brought a more immediate concern to mind. She leaned out the open window of the pilot house and called up to the woman on stormwatch, "Weather sign?" 
          Mooribek gave the whole circle of the horizon a scan before replying. The slender, willowy woman with the lovely dusky skin perched carefully on the small platform at the top of the main mast. Her long dark hair billowed in the wind that bellied the sails. "Horizon white, Captain," she shouted. "Fair travel as far as the eye sees." 
          Eldinan called back, "Thanks, 'watch." She grinned as Mooribek flashed her a smile of white teeth and gave her a jaunty salute before returning to her weather watch. 
          Eldinan returned to scanning the main deck, feeling somewhat restless. Last night had been all action: keeping the ship turned into the waves, overseeing the deck crew's activities, doing her best to make sure _Typhoon Dancer_ stayed afloat. It had been a terrifying and exhilarating experience, one she was getting better and better at handling. But everything was so quiet and normal now that she found herself almost wishing for something a little out of the ordinary. 
          As her eyes moved over the deck, she spotted one of the ship's compliment of alkaehran standing by the port rail out of everyone's way, carving carefully at a block of wood. The man had caught her attention before. He was of medium height, and of generally swarthy looks: olive skin, brown hair kept short, handsome features. He was fit, of course, and the lines of his body had been mildly distracting when he drilled with the rest of the squad. It wasn't just the way he looked, though, but something about the way he moved, the way he carried himself, even the way he interacted with the others in his squad. 
          Being captain, she was used to making instant decisions. And while there were reasons she shouldn't go down and strike up a conversation with the man, there were just as many reasons she should. Her time was her own; she had no assigned duties like the rest of the crew. The ship was her responsibility, but her crew knew its business and she was only needed on deck in emergencies. And the gods saw fit, there would be no emergencies for a while. 
          So, she checked that the wheel was locked and everything else was in order, then she stepped out of the pilot house. Corrik, her second mate, was standing there on the quarterdeck, waiting to resume his duty in the pilot house. Corrik was her nephew-in-law, and very young to be a second mate, this being only his second year at sea, but his father was an admiral, and Eldinan hadn't been able to keep the boy off of her ship. Fortunately, so far he had proved to be up to the task and was well on his way to earning the position he had been gifted with. 
          She saluted Corrik smartly, and accepted the return salute. He moved to take up his proper position as she walked slowly down the stairs off the quarterdeck and over to the whittling soldier. 
          The man didn't look up from his carving, and Eldinan didn't interrupt him when she saw how carefully he was working. She was intrigued by the result of his efforts; it looked like he was trying to carve a chain out of a single block of wood, and as he was about half done, it was obvious that he was doing quite well. About half a dozen interlocked ovals of wood already spilled from the whittled-at block, with each end of the chain ending in a half-link that disappeared into the wood. 
          She watched as he carefully cut away at the wood around one of the half-links. As his knife moved, she could almost see the shapes he was working towards. She automatically began to unravel the pattern involved in his carving. As she watched, the mystery of the interlocking links came clear to her. She nodded in self-satisfaction, her supposition borne out, as slowly, the other half of a link of the chain appeared as the wood was chipped away, already interlocked with that first half-link. A few delicate probings of the knife, and the new link fell loose, now part of the wooden chain instead of part of the block of wood. 
          The man relaxed for a moment, moving the knife safely away from his delicate carving, and Eldinan chose that moment to speak. Even though she had intuited the mystery of the links herself, she knew that it still took skill to carve them successfully. Acknowledging that, and with some obvious flattery, she said, "You have amazing hands, alkant." 
          The soldier looked up and smiled. "I thank you, Captain. Just a hobby, something to pass the time ..." 
          "You must have a great deal of time to pass, to become so well practiced at your hobby." She smiled broadly to show that she was kidding and praising, and continued. "I normally make it a point to get to know everyone who travels on my ship, but this voyage has been somewhat hectic, and as you came aboard at our last port, I don't yet know your name. What should I call you, besides Master Carver?" 
          The man hesitated a moment, grinning a bit as if to himself and looking at his hands somewhat nervously. Then he shrugged slightly, looked up directly into Eldinan's eyes, and said, "I'm Kendil, which, when properly pronounced, is shouted at the top of your lungs, accompanied by gasps and moans and sighs of pleasure." His grin was downright lascivious, and his eyes never left hers. 
          Eldinan laughed delightedly, and said, "Oh my, handsome and impudent too! And I dare say that your 'amazing hands' have other applications than setting knife to wood, eh, Kendil?" 
          "Ah, well, I wouldn't want to brag. Perhaps the captain would rather find out for herself?" 
          As the banter continued, Eldinan found herself growing more and more intrigued by this alkant. She wondered whether she should throw caution to the fishes and drag the brash soldier down into her cabin. It would cause talk, but not for very long. Maybe she just would ... 


          
ikkeus
 sat cross legged atop a cask up near the bow of the _Typhoon Dancer_, playing the double-belled flute he had made himself. His eyes were riveted on Kendil, who was amidships carving something. He wished the alkaehra would come over and talk to him. He wasn't sure whether the previous night had been anything more than just a moment -- well, many, many moments -- of passion in the face of the storm. He certainly hoped it was more, but so far, Kendil hadn't so much as looked his way. 
          His fingers moved across the holes of his flute, producing music that currently had something of a plaintive, wistful air. His thoughts flashed back to last night: being kissed by the handsome man, kissing him back, touching him, exploring and being explored, and all that had come after. They had parted in the early morning reluctantly, with kisses and whispers, wanting to get out of the galley before the cook came in to start breakfast. Nikkeus had gone back to his hammock in the teraehran hold and had even caught some sleep. All of his dreams had been about Kendil. 
          But their paths hadn't crossed again. Nikkeus was sure that Kendil would come to see him, but it hadn't happened yet. So, he sat in his usual spot and played his flute, and hoped. 
          His music abruptly got more energetic, choppier and maybe a little angry or jealous, as he watched Captain Eldinan walk out of the pilot house, across the intervening decks, and stop in front of Kendil to stare at him as he carved. Somehow the musician knew that the look of appreciation on the captain's face was not just for whatever the alkaehra was working on. 
          As they began to talk, Nikkeus noticed the non-verbal communication which also between them. Though too far away to hear their words, he could tell that they were teasing each other, baiting each other, seducing each other. The music coming out of his flute turned from jealous to sad. It didn't look like Kendil would be seeking him out after all. 
          He thought briefly, in the midst of his growing melancholy, that they made a nice couple at least. The captain was a good looking woman, perhaps just a little too worn by her time at sea to be beautiful. Both she and the alkaehra the same height, while Nikkeus had half a foot on Kendil. Both the soldier and the captain were muscular and robust, while Nikkeus was thin and wiry. And Nikkeus knew that if Eldinan, captain or not, approached *him* and tried to talk him into her bed, he would be just as responsive as Kendil was being right now. 
          But he wondered as he watched the seduction what was wrong with him. Kendil had been so attentive, so caring last night. But now, the handsome soldier looked to have forgotten about him completely. Why could he hold no one's interest longer than a night or two? 
          He remembered his first girlfriend, who had pursued him, caught him, persuaded him, and then rejected him. She had been his first, and so traumatic that it had been three years before he had allowed himself to feel for a person again. And that had been his first boyfriend, whom he had met shortly after he had turned eighteen and begun his military service. Nikkeus had been treated slightly better by him, but their relationship had lasted only two days -- something of a record among the pleasure-seeking teraehran he had been serving with at the time, but not what he had been looking for.

 He rolled the names since then over in his head, remembering each one with both pleasure and pain. The only one of his lovers who hadn't left him for another was Marakus, who had left him by dying. 
          So, what was wrong with him anyway? 
          Nikkeus' attention was riveted again when the captain presented her arm for Kendil to take, and the new pair walked off the deck through the door under the quarterdeck. The music coming from Nikkeus' flute grew so depressing that it made a few of the sailors working around him think longingly and sadly of loved ones left back on Duurom's shores. 
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endil
 lay alone on Captain Eldinan's large bed, and stared listlessly around her sparsely furnished cabin. It was about half the size of the alkaehran hold, and contained only the bed, a table against one wall, a sea chest under the table, and a private bathroom behind a door in one corner. The only decoration in the main room was a glass-chip mosaic on the opposite wall, showing a scene of water crashing onto rocks. It has been made, he understood, by Eldinan herself. 
          Aside from that one piece of art, there was nothing else fancy in the room. No extravagant trappings, no gold or jewels strewn around, only simple furnishings in a simple room for the fascinating Captain Eldinan. 
          The captain was on deck at the moment, overseeing the crew. The _Typhoon Dancer_ had enjoyed a week of good weather since that last storm, but the captain treated every day the same, and preferred to keep her eye on things in calm, steady breeze, or storm. 
          Kendil wished she were here, though. Then he would have other things to do than think. He smiled as his thoughts turned to those other things, but the smile faded as the object he fondled recalled to him the reason for his distress. 
          He looked down at the wooden chain he had been carving that day a week ago that the captain had decided to invite him into her bed. Thoughts of good fortune and misfortune chased each other through his brain, and he wondered whether he was mad to be feeling even the least bit unhappy at the present moment. 
          Perhaps not unhappy, for what was there to be unhappy about? He wasn't sleeping in those confining hammocks any more. He wasn't sleeping alone, either, and the captain was quite talented when it came to bed games. They talked, too, and sometimes their conversation was as fulfilling to him as their more carnal intercourse. She was being slowly revealed to him as his perfect woman, or as perfect as he was likely to meet, given that the gods no longer walked among mortals. He felt that he might even be falling in love with her. 
          And yet, he still found himself discontented. 
          He ran his fingers over the smooth, carved wooden links he had made, and worried at that discontent. The wooden chain had been started as an exercise; his father had taught him the trick, and he was just keeping in practice. But then Nikkeus had mentioned in rapid-passing that he had noticed him carving, and at that moment the chain had been destined to belong to the musician. 
          And then, Eldinan had turned her attentions on him. There hadn't been time for a choosing between the two; he had been flattered by her interest, then had accepted her invitation, and then it had been done. He hadn't expected the captain to maintain her interest in him. He had continued and finished his carving, thinking to be back in the alkaehran hold in days, and then asking one of the crew if there were someplace private he could take his music maker. 
          But that hadn't happened. The sun crossed the yardarm again and again, he and the captain began to grow close, the chain was completed, and he found himself thinking about Nikkeus almost as often as he thought about Eldinan. 
          He wrapped the chain around one fist and closed his eyes. He conjured up an image of both of them behind his eyelids, and tried to compare them. Tall Nikkeus next to shorter Eldinan. Chestnut haired Eldinan next to blond Nikkeus. Both fair, but Eldinan had the features of a pure Fretheodan, while Nikkeus had that Nirmalel nose. Eldinan's grey eyes were mysterious, while Nikkeus' light green eyes were lively, happy, open. There was nothing to choose between them -- Kendil found himself drawn to both images before him. 
[image: image52.png]" here was nothing to
choose between them...”



          He imagined that he reached out and touched both, caressed the cheeks of both, kissed the lips of both. He ran his imagined hands across both chests -- Eldinan's curved, full, soft; Nikkeus' flat and hard, each with different nipples, both kinds interesting, both kinds exciting. 
          His phantom hands roved further, touching arms, hips, thighs, stomachs, groins. He remembered the night of the storm, lying with Nikkeus. He remembered the next night in this bed with the captain. Which had been more fulfilling? Which had been better? Which, which, which? 
          Why did he feel the need to compare, the need to choose? Wasn't the decision made? He couldn't turn away from the captain for a young teraehra, he just couldn't; and anyway, he didn't know Nikkeus as well as he knew Eldinan. What if the musician had taken nothing but a moment's pleasure from that stormy night? What if his discontent were just some kind of false fear of worth? If only there were a priest of Reesera on board -- he needed to talk this out with someone, and an acolyte of the God of Love was the perfect person for the task. Maybe he would have to wait until landfall at Wudamund. That should only be another two weeks, after all. 
          Surely that wasn't too long. Surely he could survive fourteen days of doubts and dreams, strange discontent in the midst of perfect contentment. Two weeks of thoughts of warm, firm flesh pressing against him, pressing against yielding flesh, grey eyes staring into his, staring into green eyes, staring down past his chest to a face with a Nirmalel nose, staring up along a flat stomach past beautiful breasts to a Fretheodan face, thinking about choices, why choose, choose, choose ... choose ... 


          Captain Eldinan found herself whistling absently as she stood on the quarterdeck and surveyed the _Typhoon Dancer_. Knowing she was a lousy whistler, she stopped -- the crew didn't deserve the punishment -- but continued to smile. She certainly should be happy enough to whistle. Kendil was an amazing young man, full of skills, full of energy, full of stories, full of wonder. That chain he had carved -- simple, utilitarian, almost mundane, and yet so intricate when examined, so beautiful. She had seen works of art made out of wood, but that chain -- it was just amazing, just like Kendil. 
          She had picked the alkaehra for an afternoon's diversion, but she had found far more. She had certainly found her match in bed, but his talents extended beyond carnal pleasures as well. Those magic hands were matched by an inventive mind, and a well of energy. And if sometimes he needed a little help directing his ideas, a hint of a push to get him going, well she certainly had practice in that sort of thing and she wasn't one of those who hated taking her livelihood into her off duty hours. 
          And then she was whistling again, with a grin on her face that almost made it ache. 
          Mooribek, who was working on some lines nearby, looked up and grinned in turn. "A happy cap'n means a happy ship, I've always heard said." she quipped. "But we've already got a musician a'playin', Cap'n, for all his notes are sadder'n a multiple funeral. So mayhap you could leave off your 'competition'?" 
          "Second!" Eldinan called out. "Five lashes for this swab, for insulting the captain!" The smile on her face and her hearty laugh ensured that everyone knew the joke. Mooribek smiled and saluted, and went back to the ropes. Out of curiosity, Eldinan turned her attention to the musician that her crew member had talked about. And she made sure to concentrate on not whistling. 
          Now that she was listening, she heard the melancholy notes coming from the bow. She made her way forward, and found the musician sitting atop one of the storage casks lashed into place just short of the bow. He was bent over his instrument, which was placed across his knees, intently working on the strings with the fingers of one hand, and turning a crank set into the side with the other. The music that was produced was not quite like anything she had ever heard, and she just listened for a bit to the haunting melody. As Mooribek had said, there was sadness in every note, sadness in the way his fingers moved, sadness in the droop of his shoulders and neck. If the music hadn't been so exquisite, she would have ordered him to stop immediately. Instead, she wondered at the source of the sadness, and listened, rapt. 
          When there was a pause in the music, Eldinan shook herself a bit and said, "You play magnificently. What kind of instrument is that? I've never seen or heard its like before." 
          The musician looked up, startled, and Eldinan found herself staring into his almost grass-green eyes. He had a handsome face, quite prominently branded as a northerner with that enormous Nirmalel nose and such light blond hair. And those eyes were just amazing! 
          She caught a couple of different emotions crossing his face before he looked back down at his instrument. What had they been ... annoyance? For being disturbed maybe. Envy? Well, who wouldn't envy the captain. Anger? At what? 
          "The instrument is my own, Captain," he said softly. 
          Eldinan found herself impressed. There had to be a lot of talent in the man before her, if he could play as well as that *and* make instruments as well. She asked, "So, what may I call you, besides a most excellent musician?" 
          Another pause, and the young man began, "I am Terant Nikkeus, Captain. The instrument is just a combination of a viol and some drone strings that are bowed mechanically by the action of this crank here. The pitch of the drones can be varied slightly with these keys here. I call it a vibrolin, but that's just what I call it but since I made it I guess I can do that --" 
          He stopped abruptly and blushed, dropping his head again as if ashamed. 
          Eldinan leaned against the rail and contemplated the young man. There was something about him that aroused her maternal instincts, or was it her captainly instincts, the ones that made her want to do her best for her crew? He wasn't part of her crew -- he was one of the teraehran bound for Wudamund -- but she still wanted to do something to help him. He was just *so* sad -- surely she could do something about that. 
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          "So, Nikkeus, you are a player as well as a maker of instruments. And you are a right handsome lad, as well. So why do you sit in my bow playing music to make the fishes weep?" 
          Nikkeus looked up at her with an open expression, and said, "You." 
          She waited for more, but nothing more came. "Me?" she asked. 
          Nikkeus looked down again, paused, and said eventually, "Kendil." 
          Again, nothing more came. Kendil and her? 
          "I respect your privacy, but you make me curious. You say that I am part of the cause of your sadness, but I have never met you before today. I would appreciate some explanation of that." 
          Nikkeus was silent for a long time, and Eldinan was about to shrug and turn away, when his voice started up. "The storm. That night, I was in the galley. It's a steady place, and I couldn't sleep ..." 
          She listened to the tale of what two of the soldiers aboard her ship had got up to that storm-tossed night. As interesting as the tale was, of Kendil and Nikkeus happening on each other and ending up in each others' arms, she found herself almost captivated by the face of the young man speaking. His mouth was amazingly mobile, shaping each word perfectly. His lips danced, and she was nearly hypnotized by them. 
          She found herself drawn to the musician, and those captainly instincts he aroused in her started to become a different sort of arousal. Handsome, talented, and full of such sadness, who could fail to be moved? But she already had a lover who fulfilled her. She didn't need another. But if only ... 
          The tale continued to the next day, when Kendil had left the musician and later, she had come along and taken Kendil away to her cabin, where he had been ever since. Only figuratively, of course -- the alkaehra had participated in drills every day, and had free run of the ship as normal. 
          Nikkeus finished, "... and so that's why I'm playing such sad music, because I've been left once again and I suppose I should have expected it. After all, it's the captain this time isn't it? I'm no competition for you. So I'm sorry if my playing is upsetting anyone. I'll stop if you want." 
          Eldinan blinked a few times in the silence, marshaling her thoughts and getting her emotions under control. Finally she said, "That is quite a story, Nikkeus. I'm sorry that it seems that I've taken your man, but ... well, he said nothing to me of other ... commitments. Please, continue to play. Good music is good music, no matter what its motivation." 
          She paused again, still flustered by the soul-baring story, and not yet certain of her reaction to it. She found herself briefly angry with Kendil for some reason, even though she knew perfectly well that no promises had been made between the two men. And yet, Nikkeus had seemingly invested their time together with more meaning than Kendil had. Or was that true? Had Kendil really felt nothing more than lust for the musician, or had he simply not had the time to express any deeper feelings? Her own part in Nikkeus' story, that she thought had been peripheral, might have been more important than she had realized. 
          Uncomfortable with the direction her thoughts were taking her, she said, "Ah ... I'll take my leave, now. I'm sorry for any hurt that's been done you, but thank you for giving me your tale. Good day." 
          She turned away from the dejected musician, who hadn't looked up from his head-down position. But before she had taken three steps, the music began again, just as melancholy as before. She sighed and continued across the deck, through the door under the quarterdeck, down the short corridor, and through the door at its end into her cabin. 
          Kendil was lying on the bed, worrying his wooden chain like Tendilask prayer beads. If he had been playing an instrument, Eldinan thought he might be able to accompany Nikkeus, so mournful was his expression. 
          Recalling the story she had just heard, and the fact that the person on the bed in front of her had featured prominently in it, she wondered whether the source of both sadnesses might be the same. She walked across the cabin and sat down next to Kendil. She placed her hand on his thigh, and said, "And what's got you frowning so, lover?" 
          Kendil looked at her and smiled tentatively. He put a hand over hers on his thigh, sighed deeply, and said, "Nothing. Nothing at all." 
          Eldinan shook her head and frowned. "I don't believe that." She moved her hand to the bed on the far side of him, and leaned over him. "Don't hide things from me, Kendil. Please." 
          Kendil looked upset at that. He said, "B-but ..." and turned away from her piercing gaze. 
          Eldinan lifted a hand to turn his head back to face her. She looked deeply into his brown eyes, and said, "Tell me." He blinked and stared back, but didn't say anything. "I could make it an order. You may serve under Jenkil, but you're still a part of my crew." She softened her expression lightened her tone, so that he would know it was a joke -- she would never bring her rank into her bed. But maybe the joke would loosen his tongue. 
          He smiled in response, shut his eyes for a moment, and then opened them again. "I was just thinking about ... Nikkeus." 
          "What about Nikkeus?" Eldinan asked, pretty sure of the answer. 
          After hesitating for another moment, Kendil said, "He ... he and I spent the night of the storm together. In the galley. And it was a very -- intense -- experience. We never really got to talk about it, though, and then you came along, and ... well, I find myself wondering. Wondering about that night, and him, and what might have been." 
          Eldinan sat up then, but maintained eye contact. She thought about these two young men, each pining for the other in their own way. She asked seriously, "Do you regret accepting my request of a week ago?" 
          Kendil's answer was immediate. "Oh, no! I don't know if I've ever been happier than I have this past week. Well, except maybe the night of the storm. That's the difficult part of it -- I think that I could find happiness with either you or Nikkeus. I don't think I could choose between you. But, of course, I already have, I guess." 
          Eldinan found herself surprised by the things she was thinking just then. She should have been outraged that her current lover was also equally attracted to a barbarian musical teraehra. She was a ship's captain, not to mention a Child of Aelther, a pure-blood Fretheodan, after all! 
          But Eldinan knew that was just her upbringing talking. She knew that feelings didn't follow economic or political station, and the heart didn't care about what part of the empire one's parents came from. She knew that Nikkeus had just as much of a hold on Kendil's heart as she did. 
          The question was, what was she going to do about it? There were only two choices ... or were there more? 
          She found herself contemplating that last thought, wondering where it had sprung from. She mulled it over for a moment, and then decided, "Why not?" 
          "I've got a proposal for you, Kendil, and it goes like this ..." 


          Nikkeus felt better for having explained his feelings to the captain. He didn't think that her knowing would make any difference in the way things were, but at least someone knew about it all. Now at least someone would understand the suicide note he was contemplating writing at the end of his term of service. 
          He continued sitting on deck playing his mournful melodies because almost anything was better than listening to his squad mates sitting around in their cabin and joking about conquests past, present, and future, both amorous and martial. His vibrolin was his second favorite instrument, and it often brought strangers up to ask him about its distinctive and unique sound. And some conversation to take his mind off of his troubles would be nice. 
          The sun was nearing the horizon when a shadow fell over him. He didn't need to see his instrument to play it, but the shadow meant someone was near, so he looked up. 
          Nikkeus saw Corrik standing there, looking at the instrument on his lap. He knew that Corrik was the third in command of the vessel, even though Nikkeus probably had four or five years on the man. Briefly wondering what circumstances had led to Corrik's rank, he said, "Yes?" 
          "Your pardon, Terant Nikkeus. I was entranced by the lovely sound of your instrument. Ah, the captain asked me to request your presence in her cabin at once." 
          "Why?" asked Nikkeus. 
          "She didn't say. My apologies. I've got to get back to my duties. Fair sailing under Aelther's aegis." 
          Corrik sketched a courtesy salute, and walked away. Nikkeus stretched his legs and slowly stood up. He was used to sitting cross legged for long periods, but even so it took him some time to get them used to moving again. He stood, slipped the picks off his fingertips, gathered up his vibrolin, and started walking aft, wondering the while what the captain could want. Did this have anything to do with their talk earlier? If so, what? Was this trouble? What else could it be? 
          He reached the door that led under the quarterdeck, and walked down the short passage. He stopped before the door at the far end and knocked. He waited for a moment, and when no one answered, he opened it and stepped in. 
          The room he entered was medium-sized for a room aboard a ship, but it was far less ornamented than he would have expected. A simple bed, table, and chest, and for decoration, only a mosaic on one wall. Nothing fancy or flashy. Not what he would have expected of a captain's cabin. 
          And he certainly wasn't expecting what awaited him on the bed itself. Because what he saw was Kendil, arms spread wide and tied to the posts of the simple headboard, wearing only a smile and a sheet covering him from the waist down. 
          "Ah ... what?" was all that Nikkeus could manage. Kendil opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment, the captain herself emerged from the other door in the room and stopped, startled by Nikkeus' presence. 
          "By Aelther, this wasn't supposed to happen," Eldinan said. "I told Corrik to wait before asking you here, Nikkeus, to give me time to get clear. I've got to teach that man to listen to *all* of an order!" 
          She frowned and paced for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. She said, "Well, this should have been Kendil's speech. He's tied to the bed in such a way that he couldn't have done it himself, so that you would believe that he was telling the truth about my gift, but maybe you will give it more credence to hear it directly from me. The long and short of it, Nikkeus, is I am going to give you a chance with Kendil here." 
          She didn't pause for Nikkeus' surprised "What?" but continued, "After hearing your story on deck, I came back here to find Kendil moping as well, for similar reasons, and that got me thinking. Being with him makes me happy, but I can't be with him every moment. Being with him makes you happy, and he tells me that being with the each of us makes him happy. So, during those times that I must be with the crew, I am willing to allow you and he to be together. 
          "If anyone becomes uncomfortable with the arrangement, we will have to work out another solution at that time. But for now, this is it. He's my gift to you, all tied and ready. Have fun!" 
          Nikkeus was thinking furiously as Eldinan walked toward the door. The captain had certainly surprised him with this situation, which was very generous, and the product of an open mind. But there was another opportunity waiting, one that she just might be open to. Even though he felt he might be straining her generosity, he decided to act anyway. 
          So before the captain reached the door, he turned and said, "Stay." 
          Eldinan stopped, faced him, and asked, "What?" 
          "Stay, Captain. I thought that if there might be an attraction between you and I, then perhaps instead of two twos, why not one three? We could at least try. That way there won't be any jealousy. And maybe all three of us could be happy all of the time, instead of switching off between you and me." 
          Eldinan said slowly, "I hadn't thought of that. I don't know, though ... I mean, ..." 
          Kendil spoke up eagerly. "Nikkeus has a point, Elin. Why not give it a try? You were willing to share me after all. Why not share me in person? And I have a feeling that you are no more resistant to that Nirmalel face than I am." 
          Nikkeus nodded, and said, "Try. Please?" 
          After an almost interminable pause, Eldinan finally shook her head, laughed ruefully, and said, "Why not? I'm already beginning to think I'm crazy to imagine letting you two carry on together behind my back. Why not participate?" 
          She smiled at the two of them and walked over to the bed. Nikkeus automatically walked over to the other side. Eldinan reached for the ropes at Kendil's wrists, and said, "I guess these have served their purpose. One of Kendil's best assets are his hands: it would be a shame to keep them restrained." 
          Nikkeus smiled at the recollection that Eldinan's comment elicited. His attention was fixed on the movement of Eldinan's hands, and he was wondering how much of an asset her hands were when Kendil interrupted his thoughts with, "So, Nikk, why don't you unwrap the rest of your package now?"

 Nikkeus looked down into Kendil's grinning face. The alkaehra was doing his best to indicate, without the use of his hands, the sheet that was covering him. Nikkeus reached for the edge of the sheet and pulled it away to reveal that Kendil *was* in fact wearing nothing but his smile. 
          Eldinan had freed both of Kendil's wrists by that time, and said, "It looks like the rest of us need to lose some clothes. Why don't you put those hands to use, Kendil, and help us out?" 
          As Kendil reached for him, ending up doing more teasing than undressing, Nikkeus felt better than he had since boarding the _Typhoon Dancer_. He watched eagerly as the captain began to unbutton her vest, and thought that maybe he wouldn't be writing that suicide note after all. 
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endil
 was waiting his turn somewhat impatiently to rinse down after morning sparring practice. It had been a week since Captain Eldinan's plan to try to cheer up Nikkeus had been turned by the teraehra musician into the beginning of a trio that was working out better than any of the three of them could have dreamed. And he was anxious to get back to the captain's cabin before Eldinan's daily duty began. 
          Of the three of them, Elin had the most claims on her time each day. As captain of the _Typhoon Dancer_, she had no official duties except in times of danger. However, sailing the Valenfaer Ocean in mid-fall meant that times of danger were seldom far away. The _Typhoon Dancer's_ mission was to transport her cargo of supplies and personnel to Wudamund, a watch-keep on the northern point of the continent of Cherisk. Not very long ago, that mission would have been as safe in mid-fall as in mid-summer, but no longer, not since the civil war. So Elin felt that her place was on deck with the crew throughout the day. 
          Kendil's only daily obligation was morning drill. He was part of the alkaehran squad posted to the _Typhoon Dancer_ as protection. The soldiers drilled amidships at the tail end of the night watch in order to keep out of the way as much as possible. The twenty alkaehran of the squad tended to be crowded in the limited open space amidships. But Jenkil, their commander, was adamant that they practice every day so that they would be familiar with the ship and fighting at sea should their skills be needed. 
          Nikkeus had no duties. He usually spent the day serenading the ship from his position in the bow, switching often between the half-dozen instruments that he had brought with him, including those of his own construction. 
          All three of them spent the evening and night in the captain's cabin. Kendil marveled at what went on in there each night. He had thought he had reached complete satisfaction with Elin, but the addition of Nikk compounded his delight in ways he had never contemplated before. And it wasn't just the sex, either. Sometimes they just sat around Elin's table and talked, and Kendil was amazed to find that activity to be deeply fulfilling as well. 
          Finally, it was his turn in the small enclosure set up in the corner between the gunwale and the quarterdeck wall for showering. He closed the door behind him and looked up at the wooden tub set on the quarterdeck itself. Through the single stave in the front that had been rendered transparent by magic, he saw that there wasn't much water left. He would be stuck helping heave more water up from the ocean in buckets to refill the tub unless he was very careful how much he used. The whole process of refilling the tub, then tracking down Gerr-ap, the alkaehran squad's magician, to purify and heat the water, could take a quarter of the morning watch. Which would mean that he would not make it back to the cabin before Elin went on duty. 
          He had stripped out of his drill kirtle and was reaching up for the tap in the side of the water tub when the door opened behind him. He turned around, an angry remark ready on his lips for Leilan, who was next in line for the shower and obviously trying to hurry him up. But when he saw three of the regular crew crowding through the door, dark looks on their faces, he changed his remark to, "What do you want?" 
          Burrilain, the _Typhoon Dancer's_ first mate, moved quickly behind Kendil and grabbed the alkaehra's arms, immobilizing him. Corrik, one of the other interlopers, shoved a piece of parchment into Kendil's mouth and wiped it on his tongue. Kendil tried to spit it out, but the sailor removed it quickly. Then Geziir, the third intruder, produced a knife and waved it in front of Kendil's face. Corrik turned Kendil's head aside, and the soldier felt the knife jab lightly at his earlobe. Kendil thrashed around, trying to kick his assailants and get free. But with four people in the shower enclosure, there just wasn't enough room for him to move. Corrik lifted the parchment, wet with saliva, and Kendil felt it rubbed against his bleeding ear. 
          All three crewmen stared at the parchment that Corrik held in front of himself. Kendil looked too, wondering what they expected to see besides blood and saliva. Suddenly, the surface of the paper started to glow and then, with a tiny pop, the fluids vanished and the parchment turned a pale violet. 
          The three intruders seemed pleased by this result, except maybe Geziir who muttered what sounded like an oath under his breath. Burrilain let go of Kendil's arms and came out from behind him. The first mate said, "Sorry there, Kendil me lad, but we had to be sure. The paper proves it -- you've not spellbound the cap'n. She's our cap'n, you know, and it was important. You understand?" 
          Kendil nodded, and the two crew members that were holding him let go. They shuffled away from him as far as they could, which wasn't far in the small stall. Kendil started to ask why they had done this, but Burrilain interrupted him. 
          "It's just that she's acting odd. Oh, not every day, no. But with you in her cabin for so long, and then to take that teraehra in as well ... But if there be no magic holding her unnatural-like, then all is well. 
          "You just remember, we all care for her. Hurt her, and we hurt you. Understand?" 
          Kendil nodded, and all three nodded back. Kendil knew by the intense looks on their faces that they were perfectly serious. Fortunately, he knew that he wasn't out to hurt Elin. She was, as far as he knew, just as ecstatically happy as he was himself. 
          "Right," said Burrilain. "We'll be going then. But you remember!" 
          Geziir opened the door and slipped out. Burrilain followed. Corrik stopped in the door, and groped Kendil briefly. He leered, and said, "If I had known, Kendil, I would have told the others that it wasn't magic that kept you in cap'n's bed." He winked, patted Kendil's cheek, said, "Be good to her," and left. 
          Kendil slumped against the quarterdeck wall and panted as the excitement and fear from the encounter faded. He lifted a hand to his cut ear, but it didn't even hurt though it turned his fingers red with blood. Having recovered somewhat, he shook his head and turned back to the shower tap. He reached up again and opened it, letting the lukewarm water flow over his whole body. 
          He turned the water off and reached for the soap, and he heard the door open behind him again. He whirled around, and found that two of Nikk's fellow teraehran had entered the shower enclosure. Both were female, and both were holding swords pointed at his middle. He backed against the quarterdeck wall, raising his hands defensively, and said, again, "What do you want?" 
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          One of them held out a small glass tube containing a greenish liquid. "Drink this," she said. 
          "Why?" Kendil asked. 
          "Drink it, or we'll feed it to you. It won't hurt you, but we might, accidentally." They pushed their swords forward until the points were touching his stomach. 
          "All right, I'll drink it." Kendil took the glass tube, removed the stopper, and gulped it down. It didn't taste like anything but water and he wondered what it was supposed to do until he felt his head start to tingle. 
          "Open your mouth," the other teraehra said. Kendil complied, and the woman stared for a moment then frowned. "Stick out your tongue." Kendil shrugged, and did so. He looked down, crossing his eyes, and saw that his tongue was a familiar shade of violet. 
          The two women withdrew their swords. The second speaker said, "Well, I guess everything is okay. No magic bindings present. We were just worried about Nikkeus, that's all. He's one of ours, you know, so we felt obligated to look after him. No hard feelings, eh?" 
          The first speaker said, "But just remember, alkaehra, that if you hurt Nikkeus, we'll hurt you. Got it?" Kendil nodded. 
          The two of them saluted him, and turned to leave. The first speaker was the last to leave, and she glanced back from the door. Her eyes dipped below Kendil's waist, and she smiled. She looked back up into his face and said, "Nice tongue, among other things. Lucky Nikkeus. Lucky captain." She winked, turned, and left. 
          Kendil sagged against the wall again, though his recovery was quicker this time. His lovers certainly had some forceful friends. He hoped that the two groups spread their news everywhere. He certainly didn't need anyone else trying to ensure the wellbeing of Elin and Nikk. 
          He turned back to his shower, and realized that he was almost dry again. As he reached up for the shower tap, he heard the whistle of day watch beginning, and slammed his fist against the wall in frustration. Well, it was too late for a morning cuddle with Elin now, but he still didn't want to have to refill the water tub. Taking another estimate of the water left, he twisted the tap to on just as the door opened behind him again. 
          Without turning the water off, he turned beneath the stream and shouted, "Oh, by Aelther's lazy eye, what now!" 
          It was only Leilan, who said, "Are you just about done? Do you have any more appointments this morning in the shower? Because there are still five of us waiting." 
          And as the last of the water gurgled out of the tap, Leilan grinned and said, "And it looks like we'll be waiting a bit longer, eh Kendil? Why don't I go hunt up Gerr-ap while you start working with the bucket and rope to refill that tub?" 
          Kendil just shook his head as the young alkaehra walked away laughing loudly. "At least," he thought, "my two lovers are worth all this trouble!" 


          Nikkeus knelt in front of his locker in the teraehran's hold and tried to decide which instrument to play today. He was somewhat disappointed that Kendil hadn't made it back from drill before Elin had to go on duty, but it was only a minor thing. Nothing worthy of upsetting their relationship. 
          He pulled out his vibrolin first, plucked a string, and set it back in its place. The vibrolin was too innately sad for him to be playing today. The trio he had suggested had been together for a whole week, and he was far too happy to be playing such a mournful instrument. 
          He reached for the five-valved sakbut and nodded. He was already composing tunes in his head as he closed his locker, when he heard the door to the room open and close. He stood up and turned around, and found two men standing by the door looking at him with strange expressions on their faces. He didn't know their names, but he recognized them as being part of the alkaehran squad assigned to the ship. 
          Something about the way they were staring at him frightened him, and he condensed the question he wanted to ask into one word, like he usually did. "What?" he asked as strongly as he could. 
          "'What?'" the dark haired one mimicked. "Can't even ask a proper question, can he, Quell? Can't talk, but he's damn cute, huh?" 
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          The pair started advancing toward Nikkeus as the dark haired one continued, "What does 'what' mean? What are we doing here? What do we want? Answer's the same. You. We want some of what ol' Kendil's got, and since we can't do this to the captain, we'll get what we want from you instead." 
          "Yeah," said the one named Quell. "Kendil always did act too big for his kirtle, too good for the likes of us simple alkaehran. And now he sleeps with the captain, *and* a little teraehra. That's one too many for Kendil, ain't that right, Odonbar? We're just gonna take our share, that's all. Just take our share." 
          Nikkeus gripped his instrument as he looked around for a better weapon. There was something wrong with these two, something about their eyes, about the way they moved, haltingly and strange. He instinctively knew that trying to talk them out of their intentions was just a waste of time. So he steeled himself, and prepared to defend himself. 
          Quell seemed to decide that getting naked should come before subduing his prey, but Odonbar just kept stalking toward Nikkeus. All of a sudden, he lunged at the musician, who reacted as he had been trained. Nikkeus tightly gripped the sakbut, a coil of brass tubes he had modified to use valves instead of the normal slide, and when Odonbar leaped, Nikkeus swung the instrument as hard as he could into the alkaehra's face. 
          Metal impacted Odonbar's nose, and the man gave a cry and crumpled, blood streaming from his nostrils. Quell looked up, his tunic half unlaced, and growled, then charged. Nikkeus lifted his bent instrument and tried to use it like a club again, but Quell ducked the swing and tackled the musician, knocking the sakbut out of his hand. 
          Nikkeus tried to roll out from under Quell, but the other man quickly grabbed him tightly, keeping him in place. Nikkeus tried to batter his way free, but the alkaehra was in a better position. As a last resort, Nikkeus shifted his hips and slammed his leg upward, catching Quell perfectly between the legs. The alkaehra screamed and clutched at his groin, and Nikkeus rolled out from under the groaning soldier. 
          Nikkeus scrambled to his feet and started for the door, but Odonbar had recovered somewhat and blocked his way. 
          The bloody-faced man growled, "You'll be a more willing partner once I've cut you some." He drew his knife and started brandishing it menacingly. 
          Nikkeus knew he was in trouble. Unarmed against a knife was a bad position to be in, and the hurt and crazed condition of this man only made it worse. Nikkeus swiftly glanced around again for a weapon, or even a shield, but the teraehran were too neat and there was nothing lying around that suited his purposes. 
          He tried to dart around Odonbar, but wasn't fast enough. He had just decided to try to gain some room by retreating into the depths of the room when Quell, who had stopped groaning some time before, lunged at his ankles and knocked him to the deck. 
          With animal-like growls, both men leapt on top of him. Odonbar kept his knife flickering in front of Nikkeus' face while Quell started to reach up under the musician's tunic to pull down his undergarments. 
          Nikkeus made a few futile grabs for the knife, and then realized that Quell was so busy trying to get him naked that both of Nikkeus' legs were completely free of restraint. He didn't waste his opportunity, and once again kicked Quell hard, this time in the side. The alkaehra grunted and rolled away, which distracted Odonbar. Nikkeus again took advantage, and heaved his torso up, throwing Odonbar off. 
          Leaping to his feet, Nikkeus dashed for the door. He heard both of his assailants close behind him and he wondered whether he could run fast enough to get up on deck. He had just about decided that he couldn't, since they were almost upon him and he hadn't even reached the door, when that same door opened, admitting a handful of his fellow teraehran. 
          "Help!" he gasped breathlessly as he stumbled into them. 
          Neither Odonbar nor Quell reacted to the new presences, but just dove after Nikkeus. They didn't stand a chance. They were tackled immediately, and even their crazed struggling wasn't enough to overcome the efforts of three people holding each down. Both assailants were wrestled to their feet, still held securely, and the lot of them trooped toward the deck. 
          Nikkeus called out, "Deck command!" as soon as they arrived on deck. There was a scramble of people toward them, including the crew member designated deck commander. Nikkeus told his story to Geziir, who examined the two attackers briefly and then summoned the ship's healer and chirurgeon. 
          Kendil arrived before Telfra, the healer, and he immediately hugged Nikkeus tightly. "Are you all right, Nikk?" 
          Nikkeus hugged Kendil back, and eventually said, "Yes. Fine." It felt good to be in Kendil's arms. Comfortable and safe. He just rested there, head on Kendil's shoulder, until the healer arrived. 
          Geziir muttered something to Telfra when she walked up, and she started examining the two captives. She said, "You were right, Geziir. They are drugged. By the signs, it was crystallized Jur-fish." She stared at them for a while longer, holding her hands over various parts of their bodies. Finally, she shook her head and turned back to Geziir. "The drug is everywhere in them, so they've been taking it for at least a fortnight. You know as well as I that they couldn't have smuggled it on board before launch, so they must have caught some Jur-fish along the way and processed it themselves." 
          The captain arrived then, and hugged Nikkeus to herself. She also asked, "Are you all right?" Nikkeus nodded, and hugged her back, and he found himself equally comfortable and safe in her arms. 
          She passed him back to Kendil and took a step toward the prisoners. She said, "Report, deck commander." Geziir gave her a condensed version of Nikkeus' story, as well as the pronouncement of Telfra on the prisoners' condition. 
          "Jur-fish, huh?" the captain said. She shook her head, and said, "Take them below and put them in lock-up. Sentence will be delivered later. Back to stations, everyone. We can't let these scum disrupt the ship's operation totally." 
          The crew dispersed, two of them leading the teraehran who were restraining the captives to the brig. Soon, only Kendil and the captain still stood by Nikkeus. She said, "Come on, let's all go back to the cabin." 
          Nikkeus had no problem with that, and the three of them started across the deck. As they walked, Eldinan called out, "First mate, I'll be in my cabin if I'm needed." 
          Nikkeus became the center of hugs and kisses and tender endearments as soon as the cabin's door closed behind them. Both Kendil and Elin were touching him, kissing him, trying to comfort him and make him feel better. They dragged him over to the bed and sat him down, trying to ease him, make him comfortable, feel safe and loved. 
          And he did feel safe and loved, and comfortable for a little bit. But very soon, their overly dramatic attentions began to smother him instead of making him comfortable. 
          Finally, he had had enough. "Stop! I'm not a child!" 
          They both pulled back, puzzled and hurt looks on their faces. 
          "What?" asked Elin. 
          "I don't understand," said Kendil. 
          "I am not a child. I am trained to fight, and have been in imperial service for nine years. Those two were not the worst I've faced in combat, and they didn't hurt me, only scared me a little. You two need to stop treating me like a baby! Would you smother Kendil with worry like this if he were attacked, Elin? Then give me the same respect. I am a year older than he is after all." 
          Kendil and Eldinan looked sheepish and repentant. "Sorry, Nikk," said Kendil. "I respect you, and I'll remember that you're not my kid brother next time." 
          Nikkeus laughed at that, and hugged the alkaehra. 
          "I apologize too, Nikk," said the captain. "Ever since that first day, when I asked you why you were playing such sad music, I've felt like you needed protection. But you can take care of yourself, which should have been obvious. The empire doesn't employ musicians -- at least, not ones who can't also fight -- and you are a teraehra after all. 
          "Come and give me a hug, and I'll get back on duty." 
          Nikkeus hugged her. He felt better for having asserted his independence, and was glad that Elin and Kendil had accepted it. Even so, he realized that he wasn't quite ready for Elin to leave just yet. 
          "Do you absolutely *have* to leave so soon, Elin? I ... ah ... well, we ... we don't get time together during the day very often, and ..." 
          The captain smiled gently, and patted Nikkeus' back. "No, Nikk, I don't have to go quite yet." She led him back to the bed, where he settled back between his lovers, happy and feeling independently protected. 


          Eldinan stepped out of her cabin and paused a moment, listening to Nikk and Kendil still chatting away. With a soft sigh at the call of duty, she closed the door softly and strode up on deck. 
          She reflected on the conversation the three of them had shared. Kendil had related his experiences in the deck shower. He had been slightly indignant that both her crew and Nikk's fellow teraehran had suspected him of using unnatural means to coerce his partners into a relationship. She had done her best to reassure him that it was only over protectiveness. In the case of her crew, the over protectiveness was out of loyalty. And in the case of the teraehran, it was because Nikk just seemed so vulnerable. 
          What she hadn't done was voice her thought that part of their actions might have had to do with the way he held himself aloof from the rest of the ship's alkaehran, and everyone else on board. No one had really known him well enough to be sure that he wasn't doing something unnatural. In the absence of anyone to vouch for his character, the two groups had used variations of the same magical test to be sure that his involvement in the trio was clean. 
          She emerged from the other end of the passage from her cabin into sunlight and a fresh wind. She checked conditions on deck with a practiced sweep of her gaze, then walked over to the ladder and climbed onto the quarterdeck. The first mate was standing at the rail, and she went over to stand beside him. 
          "I'm back, Burrilain. I see that there's been no excitement in my absence." 
          "Aye, Captain. Calm and steady." He paused, then continued, "Ah, if I may suggest ...?" 
          "Go right ahead, First Mate." 
          "Well, Captain, I've been thinking that you might want to assign the punishment of the two alkaehra to me. To remove yourself from any hint of trouble, since you are so close to the situation." 
          She had been avoiding thinking about the two assailants ever since leaving the deck earlier, but it was time to deal with them. She thought about Burrilain's suggestion, and didn't have to think very hard to know what he meant by 'hint of trouble.' She *was* very close to the situation, and she couldn't be sure that her judgment wouldn't be affected. When she had heard that Nikkeus, her little Nikk, had been attacked, she had been *so* worried! And then, an instant later, she had been so angry she could have chewed rocks! When she had heard the deck commander's report, she had been ready at that point to draw her sword and behead the two assailants right then and there. So, actually, there was no question that her judgment was impaired. 
          And her first mate had offered an elegant, and perfectly permissible, solution. She finally said, "You thought right, and right well, Burrilain. There's a reason you're first mate, isn't there?" She clapped him on the shoulder. "You know the rules as well as I do. Undertake the punishment of the prisoners, Burrilain. I leave them in your charge." 
          "Very good, Captain. I'll attend to them at once." 
          Eldinan watched as Burrilain strode down to the main deck, and ordered the prisoners brought up. She was looking forward to this, perhaps a little too much. True, Nikk hadn't been hurt, and it was true he could take care of himself. But Nikk had told both of them exactly why the alkaehran had attacked him, and she knew that scum like that deserved just what they were getting. 
          It only took two crew members to bring the prisoners back on deck, as they had been locked into irons. They presented little threat, even though they were still under the effects of the Jur-fish drug. They scowled at everyone around them as they stood there shackled hand and foot. 
          Burrilain stood in front of the prisoners and raised his voice for everyone to hear. "You stand accused of two crimes. The first is assault on a passenger of the ship. The proof is incontrovertible, and the punishment is ten lashes. This punishment will be postponed for the moment." 
          Eldinan gave the first mate a silent "Excellent" for the way he dealt with the first matter. He got it out of the way quickly, gave it a medium sentence, and then set it aside. That way, it would be forgotten quickly as the subsequent charges were brought up. Nikk wasn't even mentioned by name, which kept his association to her from being directly brought up, which was all to the better. Either Burrilain had been planning this out very carefully, or he was a natural barrister. 
          The first mate continued, "Your second crime is that of use of a proscribed drug, compounded by the production of that drug in a proscribed location, namely on board this ship. The apparatus for crystallizing Jur-fish was found in your lockers, and Chirurgeon Telfra avers that it has been used." 
          Another perfect move, thought Eldinan. Burrilain must have ordered the search earlier. She looked around at the crew on deck, and almost everyone was frowning or shaking their heads. There would be no sympathy for those two among her crew. 
          "By imperial law and ship's law, use of a proscribed drug carries the maximum penalty by reason of being incapable of carrying out your duties. Your dereliction of duty could endanger the lives of everyone on board this ship, and that must be punished. There are circumstances that might commute this sentence, but the fact that you procured the drug for yourselves seals your fates. You are responsible, and you will pay that price. 
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          "Deck command, open the gunwale." 
          Geziir walked over to the railing on the port side of the ship and opened the gate. Burrilain said, "You two, Alkant Quell and Alkant Odonbar, are consigned to the mercies of the sea. May you find your just reward. 
          "Carry out the sentence!" 
          The two alkaehran began to struggle as the crew members pulled them toward the open rail. More of the crew joined in, restraining the prisoners further and shoving them closer and closer to their fate. 
          Except for the grunts of the prisoners as they struggled, there was silence on the deck. Eldinan looked out over her crew, and saw grim faces everywhere. They knew that what the two alkaehran had done was wrong, and they knew that the sentence was just. But the one thing every sailor feared was death in the sea; death by drowning. Only the fact that the two had brought it on themselves mitigated that shared nightmare. 
          Face after face turned to look up at her and nod, then return to the morbid spectacle of the prisoners. Her crew understood, and she felt better. 
          With a final, wordless cry, first Odonbar, then Quell, was pushed out the gate. The two splashes sounded moments later, and a faint, unanimous sigh swept over the deck. Geziir closed the gunwale gate. 
          It was done. Eldinan turned from the rail of the quarterdeck, and walked to the pilot house, displacing Corrik again. She took up her position behind the unmoving wheel, and stared out over her ship. 
          It happened slowly, but presently the _Typhoon Dancer_ bustled again with normal activity. Eldinan found it almost impossible not to think of the two men they had left behind, sinking slowly into unmeasured depths ... 

Just then, a cry came down from the weather watch. "Storm on the starboard horizon, Cap'n!" 
          Automatically, her hand reached out and touched her anhekova, but of course there was no tingle, no contact with that extra sense. She would get no sense of the size or strength of the storm, or of how far it might blow them off course. She sighed. Only one more week, and they would dock at Wudamund. 
          She stepped out of the pilot house to start readying her ship for the storm. They had had calm weather for two weeks, so a storm was almost inevitable. But how many more would there be before they reached Cherisk? And would they survive? 
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rlebb
 stood at the end of the causeway and watched the bustle of activity at the docks. The _Typhoon Dancer_ had finally made it into port, and it was unlikely that the ship would leave again before late spring. Which meant that it was up to him, as castellan of Wudamund, to find places for the senior crew among the limited rooms in the keep, and arrange housing for the rest of the crew, as well as an extra squad of teraehran. 
          Fortunately, there were not likely to be any hardships over the winter due to these extra people. Wudamund was sparsely populated at the moment, but Orlebb kept the storehouses full to capacity, in case of emergency. Of course, no one would bother to actually thank him for his foresight. They would all just go on eating through the months of winter, never really thinking about where their food was coming from. Why should they, after all? That was Orlebb's job. 
          The chaos on the docks began to sort itself out, and a small group of people began to walk toward the causeway. Orlebb turned to the aides clustered around him and pointed to one. "You, run and alert the cleaning staff that they should start readying the rooms in Green Tower for long term occupancy. You," he pointed again, "I need to know about accommodations in the village -- how many people can the inns house? You, go get Barracks Three in shape for the new squad of teraehran, as well as the _Typhoon Dancer's_ alkaehran squad." 
          Orlebb twisted around for a moment and verified what he thought he had seen earlier. He turned back and said, "And you, go to the hospital and alert the healers that they will have a patient very soon." He watched each of his ordered aides running back toward Wudamund, seemingly dashing across thin air, following several faintly glowing lines that arced across the river between the keep and the docks. 
          It had taken Orlebb quite some time to get used to the invisible causeway created by the magic of the arrogant Fretheodan who owned the keep. When he had asked why such a profligate use of magic went for a simple bridge, he had been told that there had been no choice. The docks had been located on the east side of the mouth of the Coldwell, while the watch-keep was on the west side, a short distance from the mouth. Which meant that with even Fretheod building methods, it was impossible to build a stone bridge between those two points. Orlebb privately thought that it had actually been meant as a display of the might of the empire here in one of its most remote outposts. 
          He looked upriver, where the beginnings of a stone causeway were beginning to climb up over the Coldwell from each bank. Instead of running northeast directly to the docks as did the magical bridge, the stone version ran due east from the keep. Now that their magic was failing, the people of the empire no longer completely trusted the first causeway. If the awesome power of the Yrmenweald and the anhekovel could cease, then it stood to reason that so could the magic of the causeway. The new bridge probably wouldn't be finished for a year or more, but it was a definite sign that the empire was growing more and more troubled. 
          Another sign was the late arrival of the _Typhoon Dancer_. In all his years as castellan, no ship had ever been a week late before. Orlebb smiled a secret smile -- he had no love for the empire, even if it did give him a roof over his head and an important job to do. They were conquerors. While they had not yet conquered all of this land they called Cherisk, his own people *had* succumbed to their might. Maybe now their expansionist ways were over. It was too late for his own people, but at least no one else would be conquered and absorbed. 
          Orlebb laughed to himself at that thought. It wasn't as if he held any altruistic feelings for the rest of Makdiar's people. He actually couldn't care less for them; he was just glad that the empire was finally getting a taste of disaster. 
          He turned around and found that the group of people from the _Typhoon Dancer_ had almost reached the causeway. He found himself staring at the three who walked in front -- a most intriguing trio of people indeed. 
          In the middle walked a woman of about average height, dressed in a sailor's tunic and brief leggings, but wearing the vest of an officer. He had never met the captain of the _Typhoon Dancer_ on the ship's previous visits, but he realized that this must be Captain Eldinan. She was quite a handsome woman -- a bit weathered, but it looked good on her. Her hair was long and reddish brown over a round face, and her eyes were an interesting shade of dark grey. Her mouth was full and set at the moment in a somewhat grim line, despite the fact that she was finally ashore. The body under the sailor's clothes was fit and trim, and well rounded in all the right places. She moved with grace and assurance, qualities that Orlebb found himself admiring. 
          He expected her companions to be her officers, but neither wore vests; instead each wore military arm bands. The man to the left was almost the same height as the captain, and his arm band was that of an alkaehra, a ship-board soldier. His hair was short and dark brown, and his eyes almost exactly matched that color. His swarthy face was handsome and rugged, and nicely toned muscles showed in his arms and legs. Besides the strength that was to be expected in his movements, there was also a vitality present, and he smiled broadly as he walked beside the captain. 
          On her other side was a dazzling specimen of manhood. He stood much taller than the captain, and was thinner than either of the other two. His long blond hair and very prominent nose were distinctive, but his light green eyes were arresting. His arm band revealed that he was a teraehra, a land-based soldier, one of the new squad stationed here at Wudamund most likely. Yet he was walking beside the captain as if he were one of the crew. 
          The group arrived in front of Orlebb, and he said, "Greetings. I am Castellan Orlebb, and I would like to welcome you to Wudamund." 
          "Thank you, Castellan. I am Captain Eldinan, of the _Typhoon Dancer_. As you can see, we have grave need of your healers." She gestured to the stretcher being carried by two sailors. "This is our stone-wizard, Maka'arn. He has been worn beyond exhaustion by the severe storms we have encountered the past week and a half, and needs the services of your healers." 
          "Yes, of course. I have already alerted them." Orlebb turned to one of the few aides that still stood by him. "You, escort the stretcher to the healers. 
          "And now, Captain, rooms for you and your officers are being readied in the keep, and preparations are being made to house the rest of the people from your ship. I take it that you will not be sailing out again until spring?" 
          Eldinan shook her head. "Even if the weather held off for long enough, which it doesn't look like it will, Maka'arn won't be fit for duty for a fortnight or more. I hope that our presence over the winter will not inconvenience you, Castellan. 
          "Also, these two will be staying in my quarters with me. Could you see to installing extra storage chests, and, if possible, the largest bed you have available?" 
          Orlebb's professionalism was such that his face never wavered from its customary neutral expression, even though he was both startled and intrigued by the request of the captain. He turned to his last aide and said, "See to the captain's wishes." As the young man ran off, he said, "It will take a short amount of time to complete the arrangements. If you are hungry, I could have the cooking staff prepare a tray of cold meats and cheeses." 
          "No thank you, Castellan," said the captain. "We should get back to the _Typhoon Dancer_ and make sure it is properly unloaded and secured. That should leave your staff plenty of time to get everything ready. Thank you for your hospitality, Castellan." 
          They turned and started walking back toward the docks, and Orlebb stared after them. When he lost sight of them amongst the bustle around the newly moored ship, he turned and started walking across the invisible bridge back to the keep. His thoughts were centered on the possibilities the new residents brought, especially the captain and her pair of men. He decided to keep his eyes on that trio -- such a fascinating arrangement -- but he wouldn't neglect the other newcomers either. 
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          He knew, and was known by, all of the current residents of the keep and its village, which was something of a problem. He had risen to the second highest position -- only the Lord Keeper was a higher authority -- and that meant that starting a relationship was difficult. Most of the permanent residents only saw him as the castellan, and not really as a person. But a whole shipload of new people and just arrived, and none of them yet saw him as only a functionary. And for the most part, they would be leaving when the weather turned in the spring, which opened up all sorts of possibilities. 
          And then there was the captain, who had already praised him for his hospitality, and had been thoughtful enough to have considered the inconvenience the grounding of the _Typhoon Dancer_ might put on the keep. Yes, there were definitely possibilities with the captain and her pair -- pair! -- of men. Very exciting possibilities, indeed. 


          Kendil stood still for a moment at the center of the causeway and just let himself be impressed. He looked down between his feet to the Coldwell river thirty or forty feet below and laughed to be standing on 'air'. He lifted his head until he saw the thin dark lines that traced out the arc of the bridge. On either side of the bridge ran a set of thicker lines about four feet above the surface that marked the presence of the invisible guard rail. 
          None of the places he had traveled in the empire had had such extravagant uses of magic on display. Of course, his travels had mostly been in the south of Duurom, which had been under Fretheod sway for more than 1500 years, but which had been a well developed civilization before then. Any bridges that had been needed in his home province had been long since built by the time the Fretheodan teraehran marched in and conquered everything. 
          Still, for this outpost to boast such a construction was just amazing. He wondered what the imperial province must be like. Or even the imperial city? Surely the heart of the empire had the best and most magnificent magic on display. Eldinan was right beside him, so he asked, "Elin, do they have wonders like this in Frethemak?" 
          She grinned and said, "Oh, yes. There are bridges there that span leagues, from one opulent palace to another. The streets are pure diamond, with flowing wine on every street corner and massive fountains in every square spraying wine, honey, and gold coins. It is a paradise on Makdiar, my love!" 
          Kendil had certainly heard stories about the abundant riches of the homeland of the Fretheod, and was almost ready to believe Eldinan's tale. But he noticed the teasing look on her face, and said, "You! Talespinner! I'll bet it's really no more than a bunch of clay huts next to a muddy stream, right?" 
          Eldinan said, with a laugh, "Not quite that crude, no. Really, it is not much more impressive than your own province. Different architecture, different style of city planning, but all in all very mundane. By the time the empire was rich enough to squander its resources on extravagances, the city was pretty much finished. 
          "As for this causeway, it was built from necessity, since it proved to be impossible to build a stone bridge between the keep and the only place extensive dock works were feasible. Poor planning really, I suppose. I've heard that the original plan was to build a town a couple of leagues up river, but somehow that never quite happened. Wudamund was never meant to be an actual port." 
          Nikkeus said, in a quavering voice, "Elin ... Kendil ... could we please continue on? I don't like this standing on nothing. It's a little easier when we're moving, because at least we're getting closer to solid ground, but just standing here with nothing under us but rushing river is very unnerving!" 
          Kendil smiled indulgently and walked over to his lover. "Sure, sure, Nikk. Let's go see what that strange man Orlebb has made of Elin's quarters." The captain moved to Nikkeus' other side, and the two of them wrapped their arms around the nervous musician. "Just keep your eyes on the keep, Nikk, and don't look down. Right?" 
          "Right. Thanks," said Nikkeus as they started to walk forward again. 
          The trio walked toward the watch-keep of Wudamund. Kendil thought it looked much like the several watch-keeps he had seen before, which were large, roughly square, and possessed of towers. This keep had three towers, but fit the type in all other respects. It was a pretty basic design for a pretty basic function: house soldiers and keep a guard over a strategic location. In this case, that was the mouth of the Coldwell, presumably to ensure the safety of that settlement further up the river that never got started. 
          They arrived at the end of the causeway, stepping onto the plaza surrounding the keep with an audible sigh of relief from Nikkeus. Kendil looked around with interest, trying to learn the lay of the land. The top of the rocky outcropping had been leveled with stones, and what wasn't supporting the keep itself had become a ledge of varying width surrounding it. A short wall, lower than the rampart of the causeway because it was visible, ringed the outcropping. It offered no real defense -- that was the keep's job. 
          They walked along the river edge of the plaza looking for the entryway, allowing Kendil a good look at much of the area around the keep. On the far side of the river there were few structures apart from the docks themselves, and two large buildings that were probably warehouses. Since Wudamund wasn't a trading port, there was really little need for more storage than that. Kendil did note that there was some kind of construction going on a hundred yards or so upriver of the keep. He didn't know much about stone construction, but he thought it looked a lot like the beginnings of another bridge. 
          Occupying a couple of acres along the same bank as the keep and just upriver of it was a small village comprised of maybe a score of wooden buildings surrounded by a wall of earth and wood. Kendil noticed that there were two stone structures built against the flanks of the keep's outcropping, and that there were half a dozen buildings clustered around the outside of the single gate in the village's wall. As he understood it, there hadn't been an attack on Wudamund in two hundred years or more. By the looks of things, even the empire's fanatical adherence to its own strict rules for outposts was liable to be worn down over years and years of peace. It had probably come to be too much trouble to keep expanding the walls every few years. 
          A short switch-back ramp connected the plaza around the keep with the village, and on that side of the building the trio found the entrance. Stuck to the side of the keep like an afterthought was a small gatehouse. It had a crenellated platform on top, with two small enclosures at each front corner that might have been called towers if they hadn't extended only four feet above the top of the crenellations. The large double doors of the gate were wide open, and the portcullis was raised. After a short pause to look around, the trio walked inside. 
          Eldinan seemed to have an idea of where to go, so Kendil followed her lead. She took them through the gatehouse and then down the left hand fork of the corridor that it gave on to. Kendil thought they were heading for the side of the keep that was opposite the river, and when they turned left again, he was pretty sure of it. They walked down a short corridor to another set of double doors, which Eldinan opened after saying, "This is the great hall". 
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          Kendil stepped into the huge room behind those doors and looked around, his mouth gaping. The room was both large in floor space, and very tall. Looking up, Kendil saw that the ceiling of the room was covered with a huge mosaic, the individual pieces visible even this far away. The scene depicted was the night sky over Duurom, with both moons in the sky. He saw the familiar constellations picked out in different colored tiles, and the sight made him smile even while he felt a slight pang of homesickness. A month ago, out in the middle of the Valenfaer ocean, the smaller of Makdiar's two moons, Celene, had dropped below the horizon and never risen again. He had heard that the continent of Cherisk never saw Celene, only the larger moon Nochturon, but it was unsettling to have the night sky change so fundamentally. Compounding that was the way that even the stars were different, half a world from where he had been raised. Up there on the ceiling was a comforting reminder of that home. 
          The room was heavily decorated, and looked more like it belonged in some imperial palace than a watch-keep on the fringe of the empire. Statues stood along each wall, and paintings hung between them. The windows were flanked by heavy blue curtains, and blue-tinged marble covered the floor. The tables that ran along the walls in one half of the room were heavily carved from dark wood. 
          People moved through the room constantly, most of them in keep livery -- a surcoat that was half magenta and half a checkered pattern of grey and white. One of these staff members came up to them and said, "Pardon, you are Captain Eldinan and ... company?" Kendil nodded with the others. "Your room is ready, Captain. It is on the sixth floor of the Green Tower. Would you like me to escort you?" 
          Eldinan nodded, and the young man, probably a page, scooted past them into the corridor. They followed him as he turned left and walked along the long corridor, eventually taking a diagonal turn to the left that quickly opened into a large, empty room. The wall opposite the entryway was curved inward and in the center was a door painted emerald green. 
          The page walked over to the door and opened it. A stairway started upward just beyond the door, and they all started to climb. As they neared the third floor, the page said, "The quarters for the rest of your ship's officers start here, Captain." 
          Eldinan said, "Good, good. Glad they could be lodged nearby." 
          They kept walking up three more flights of stairs, and the page stepped onto the landing on the sixth floor. "There's only the one suite on this level, Captain. Above are some storage rooms, and then the roof. The kitchens serve three meals a day, but you can have food brought to your room at any time. If you need anything, just ask anyone in the livery. Any questions?" 
          Eldinan shook her head, and the page left. Kendil opened the door and led the way into their new home for the next several months. 
          The front room was almost as opulent as that large hall downstairs had been. Here, rugs covered the floor, except for the hearth around the fireplace. Massive, comfortable furniture was clustered around that hearth, while in another corner was a table similar to those downstairs, surrounded by smaller chairs. Two doors led off this main room. One led to a space with the furnishings of a craft room: tables, storage bins, tools. The other led to a bedroom as comfortable as the main room. A large bed and several chests for storage, plus rugs on the floor. The bedroom had another door in it, which led to a bathing room. All the conveniences of civilization! 
          Only one thing worried Kendil as he sank into the cloth-covered couch beside Eldinan and Nikkeus, and that was the prospect of spending a northern winter cooped up in this keep. He had a feeling that even his two lovers weren't going to be enough to keep him from going crazy! 


          Eldinan's first real encounter with Castellan Orlebb was not a good one. It happened about two weeks after she had arrived in Wudamund. She and her lovers had settled into a routine that was already wearing thin -- there wasn't much of the keep left to explore, and the village was so small that the three of them had exhausted its mysteries within two days. There was ample forest land to explore, and from the stories told by the teraehran who had been stationed here for the past half-year, there were mysteries aplenty therein. But it was getting a little too late in the year for such explorations. Even though it was still a week until Lu-midarvorse, the winter solstice, it felt like winter had already arrived. If not for the excellent hypocaust system within the keep, she would have been very uncomfortable in the cold. As it was, the weather just limited her choices of how to pass the time. 
          She was sitting in the Great Hall that afternoon, nibbling on some cheese and staring through one of the decorative statues. Kendil and Nikkeus were off in one of the barracks trading stories like fighting folk did. She was wondering just how long it would be before Kendil and Nikk would tire of hearing the same stories repeated again and again. 
          There was movement beside her and she looked up, startled, to find that Castellan Orlebb had settled into the chair beside her. He said, "I hope I didn't startle you too much, Captain Eldinan, but I've been so busy lately that I never got to ascertain how your lodgings were working out? Everything to your satisfaction?" 
          For the first time, Eldinan noticed that Orlebb's eyes were different colors. One was blue, the other was brown. It was an odd feature, and she couldn't quite figure out whether it made him slightly more or slightly less attractive. There wasn't a great deal of attractiveness there in the first place -- a very plain face, clean shaven, nothing at all distinguishing about it except for those eyes. His hair was raven black, and cut neatly; that was advantageous. He was tall, almost as tall as Nikkeus, but slightly overweight which negated that advantage. 
          And then there was the way he spoke. As she mulled over his words, she could have sworn that he had added a certain emphasis on the word 'satisfaction' that made it almost seem suggestive. 
          "Your hospitality has been exemplary, Castellan," she said. "Our quarters are excellent, and we have not lacked for anything, save for excitement lately." 
          Orlebb's eyes sparkled at her last comment, and he seemed to almost leer without his mouth ever moving at all. He said, "Excitement, eh? I should have thought you were well stocked for excitement." 
          Eldinan was sure he couldn't have meant that quite like it sounded. She was just about to try to clarify his comment when he continued. "I mean, you and your companions have been very thorough in exploring our little world here at Wudamund. Surely you have found something to amuse yourselves?" 
          Doubting that that was what he had first meant, she said, "How do you know what we have been doing? Have you been following us?" 
          "Oh, no, good Captain. I am far too busy to follow you. But it is my business to know what goes on in the keep. So I have heard about your explorations, among other things. Like the whipped cream and fruit ..." 
          She felt the heat rising into her cheeks, and she leapt to her feet. "How dare you!" she demanded, but Orlebb held up his hands to calm her down. 
          "My dear Captain, what ever are you upset about? I was just referring to your ordering food late at night. I get hungry late as well. What did you think I meant?" 
          How could he possibly be smirking like that without ever moving his mouth? It was all in his eyes and his tone, or maybe just in her mind. 
          Eldinan apologized, and sat back down. She reflected that she was getting a little touchy. So not all of her and her lovers' attempts at staving off impending boredom had involved leaving their rooms. They *had* eaten the whipped cream and fruit, just not from plates. The fun had certainly been worth the resultant mess. What she wasn't sure of was why she had assumed the worst when Orlebb had mentioned that particular late night feast. There was no reason that he should have known to what use that food had actually been put. 
          "Now, Captain, I want you to remember," said Orlebb. "If you require anything, *anything* at all, to help pass your time here, please just ask me. I am sure that all of your needs can be met. 
          "And now, I must return to my duties. I am glad that you are happy with your accommodations." 
          He stood and bowed to her, but Eldinan almost didn't notice as she was trying to figure out whether 'accommodations' had been subtly underscored. He reached the other side of the table, and turned back. Leaning toward her, he almost-whispered, "If you wish, I could have a page bring you more whipped cream and all sorts of fruit every night." Eyes smirking again, he left in a perfectly composed hurry, while Eldinan blushed and fought with her temper. 
          A full day later, she was still trying to determine whether Orlebb was spying on her, or whether he was just making deductions. She recalled that they hadn't done a very good job of cleaning up after that particular feast. It was certainly possible that the cleaning staff had seen the evidence, and the information had eventually reached the castellan's ears. That was probably it. There was no reason to suspect some kind of malicious intent when simple gossip could explain everything. 
          She was walking down a corridor as she came to this conclusion, once again alone. She was beginning to feel better about the castellan's spying that wasn't spying when she heard a cry of panic from nearby. She looked around for the source, and saw a door just as another cry came. She rushed over to the door, flung it open, and saw Orlebb standing over a young boy, ready to strike him with a lash. 
          "No!" she shouted and hurried to interpose herself between the castellan and his target while both of them were startled by her presence. When she was safely between the boy and the man, she said, "What do you think you are doing, Castellan?" 
          "What business is it of yours, Captain Eldinan?" She saw that he was actually frowning, the first expression she had ever seen his mouth make. 
          "My business as a human being, and a citizen of the empire. There is no excuse for beating a child, Castellan." 
          "The child is under my employ, Captain. He is one of my pages, and he is not fulfilling his duties properly. Now stand aside, Captain, and let me discipline my own staff." 
          Eldinan looked over her shoulder and said, "Boy, is the castellan right? Have you been shirking your duties?" 
          "Y ... yes, Captain, I ... I guess I have." 
          "Why, boy?" 
          "Please, Captain, my sister ... she's sick, and I ... I was just worried ..." 
          She turned back to the castellan and said, "Do you not think that this is a good reason for this boy's lack of attention to his duties? Did you even bother to ask?" 
          Orlebb's frown deepened, and he said, "How I handle my staff is none of your business, Captain. I leave no room for excuses -- duty is paramount. There are tasks to be done, and I only have so many hands to accomplish them. Derill's sister is sick, yes, but the healers say she will probably get better. And even if little Preda *is* Derill's only family, and even if she *is* his twin sister, that's no reason for the water jugs to remain empty in this quarter of the keep!" 
          "Find someone else to fill the water jugs, Castellan. Let Derill go be with his sister until she recovers. Find some other way for him to recompense you -- go without a meal, or work some grimy task or other. But I will not allow you to whip this boy. We don't whip children in the empire, Castellan. Grown men, yes, but they are paid for the service they give. Am I understood?" 
          "This is not your ship, Captain, and you have no authority here. This may be the empire, but it is *my* part of the empire. And here, discipline is enforced with a lashing!" 
          "My authority rests in my rank, not my ship, Castellan. I hereby take these children under my protection, and if even one lash falls on the back of any one of them, each one of my crew will give you the same number. Am I understood?" 
          "You can't ...!" 
          "I can and will. Try it, Castellan. Have you ever been lashed? I guarantee you won't like what my crew will do to you. And don't bother going to the Lord Keeper, either. I'm sure she will feel such matters are beneath her notice, don't you?" 
          She knew that the current Lord Keeper was something of an officious fool, given to delegating authority for all of the mundane details of running the keep, while she worked out strategies in her map room for defense of the keep against enemies that did not exist. 
          Obviously, Orlebb knew it too. He grimaced, and said, "It shall be as you say, Captain. Discipline among my staff has become your concern. If my workers fail to complete their duties, I shall send them to you." He stalked to the door, and then said, "I only ask, Captain, that you fully consider my situation. It is my responsibility to keep this keep running from day to day. I need staff to do that, just as you need a crew to sail your ship. If the keep suffers, I will go to the Lord Keeper with what you have done. I think that she can be convinced to do something in those circumstances." 
          He left, and Eldinan turned to little Derill. "You can go visit your sister in the healers' rooms, Derill. But I also want you to tell all of your fellow pages what went on here today. If anyone is mistreated by the castellan, they need to get word to me. I will look after you and your fellow pages, but you still need to get your work done. Understand?" 
          Derill nodded and smiled. "Thank you, Captain," he said, bowing. He then hurried off, and Eldinan stood up. She hoped that this wouldn't turn into a disaster. She knew how to keep her crew in line, but could she do the same with a collection of children? Only time would tell. 


          Nikkeus got the idea while he and Eldinan and Kendil stood arm in arm in arm in the perimeter, watching the krovelathan ceremony with the other spectators. 
          The krovelathan ceremony was held on a solstice or equinox, and outdoors if possible. This winter solstice, four couples were to be bonded in the ceremony, and hereafter would be legally and spiritually bonded in the eyes of the empire. It was a beautiful ceremony, though the form differed from province to province. The scene set before them this solstice was one of elegant simplicity, which Nikkeus found very appropriate. But he had heard whispers comparing this ceremony to the much more opulent one last season, on the fall equinox. Rumors said that Orlebb had almost forgotten about the ceremony this season, which accounted for the simplicity. 
          There were ceremonial purifications by all of the appropriate priests, imperial blessings by bureaucrats, exchanges of promises, and finally the invocation of the krovelathad that bound the couples together. Each krovelathad was handmade by the couple, so that each item was a unique symbol of their union, and formed a physical representation of the bond between them. The invocation was the most important part of the ceremony -- the rest was just for show and from tradition. The four couples kissed over their krovelathads, and the circle of friends and onlookers cheered and swooped in on them to get and give congratulatory kisses and slaps on the back. 
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          The party in the great hall after the krovelathan ceremony was not at all simple. Orlebb had been unstinting in the preparations and there was more than enough food and drink to go around. All of the traditional post-krovelathan things were done -- most of them even happened before the guests were too drunk to perform or remember them. In short, a great time was had by all. 
          Nikkeus brought down all of his instruments from their room, and played for most of the party. He was joined at various times by a varied number of people with a varied amount of talent, but no one cared all that much about just how good the music was as long as they could either dance or sing to it. And as the drink flowed, the dancing and singing got worse and worse, so that the music was really irrelevant. But they all still had fun. 
          Since he was playing, Nikkeus wasn't drinking. He watched his lovers Eldinan and Kendil dance, drink, eat, drink, sing, drink, and enjoy themselves greatly. And he decided to tell them about the idea he had had earlier that evening, but he would wait 'till morning. Late, once they had recovered from tonight. 
          He found himself up early the next morning, very excited about his idea. He let the others sleep, knowing that they would appreciate every moment they were allowed to stay in bed. He had already secured two phials of hangover remedy: the keep's healers had had quite a supply available at the party last night. So it just remained for Nikkeus to wait until they woke up. 
          By the time Eldinan and Kendil rolled out of bed, still groggy and very hung over, Nikkeus was just about ready to burst with excitement. He gave each their remedy, and waited while each used the bathing room. Finally all three of them were sitting in front of the fire, and Nikkeus said, "Ready?" 
          Eldinan nodded, and Kendil said, "Sure, what's your great idea, kid?" Both looked much improved from when they had woken up to Nikkeus' exuberance. 
          Nikkeus let Kendil's 'kid' remark pass, even though he was actually a year older than the alkaehra, and started right in. "Well, last night I had a thought. Watching those four couples get bonded was just so moving, and they will be together forever now. I know that, come spring, you two will be sailing back to Duurom. And as dull as these days have been at times, I treasure them. Because we are together, and that will end in just a couple of months, at least for a time. So what I thought was that maybe we should be bonded at the spring equinox. 
          "Now, I know that imperial law won't recognize the bonding. But I'm sure that Reesera would bless it, and that's maybe even more important -- the spiritual over the legal, right? We would be bonded in our own eyes anyway, and that way we would be together even when you went back home. 
          "So, tell me what you think. Do you want to be bonded?" 
          Kendil and Eldinan just sat and stared at him for a moment. He knew they were just absorbing what he had said. It was a pretty radical concept, after all. 
          Eldinan smiled first, and reached over to hug him. "You are just a genius! Our own little genius Nikk! I love the idea. It's perfect!" 
          "You're both right," said Kendil. "We can say the words, we can do the invocation, and with the talents among us we will have no problem creating the krovelathad." 

He stood and knelt in front of Nikkeus. He said, "I accept your proposal, Nikk." He held his hand out toward Nikkeus as Eldinan copied his position. 
          She said, "I also accept your proposal, Nikk. And thus yours, Kendil." She extended a hand to Nikkeus, and a hand toward Kendil. 
          The alkaehra took Eldinan's hand while Nikkeus took both the hands offered to him. "Accepted," said Nikkeus, as Kendil said, "I accept." They all three laughed and pulled each other into a three-way hug. 
          "Yes yes yes!" crowed Nikkeus. "I've already got ideas. We'll build a wonderful krovelathad, and then have the best bonding ceremony that anyone has ever had." 
          Eldinan said, "It's the spirit and the symbol, and it's all we need. Let's get building right away!" 



Talisman Zero
Part 5

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



rlebb
 had hoped that the extra tenants at Wudamund this winter would offer him some opportunities for interesting diversions, but he had been wrong. Perhaps he shouldn't have set his sights on that interesting trio of Captain Eldinan, Alkant Kendil and Terant Nikkeus. 
          As soon as they had taken up residence together in the master suite of the Green Tower, Orlebb had set his network of spies to gathering information for him. Of course, his network of spies was only his staff of pages and aides, cleaners and cooks, and the few artisans and crafters who worked for the Lord Keeper and thus for him, but they were still effective. Spread throughout the keep doing menial tasks, they were most often treated as though they weren't there, and therefore they overheard all kinds of things. 
          This overheard information was one of the things that made Orlebb such a superb castellan. Sometimes his spies heard plans being made and so was able to ensure that provisions and supplies were ready and available when requisitioned. He learned everything there was to learn in the keep and the village beyond it, and he used that information to make himself indispensable to everyone. Unfortunately, indispensable didn't mean well liked. He might have been the most well informed person in the keep, but sometimes he was sure he was the loneliest as well. 
          As if the request for the bed that Captain Eldinan had made wasn't enough confirmation, his spies made it clear that the three people in that master suite were sleeping together. When he'd heard about them using food in their sex play, he'd been sure that with the right moves he could get himself invited into their group. They seemed more than open-minded and experimental enough to extend their companionship to a worthy fourth, right? 
          And so he had attempted to make some overtures to the captain when he had found her alone in the great hall. He'd gotten her to blush a few times, but he had done his best to reassure her that he hadn't been trying to embarrass her, just point out his interest in her and her lovers. He had walked away absolutely sure that it was but a matter of time before he'd be spending his evenings on the sixth floor of the Green Tower. 
          And then the next day while he had been disciplining one of his pages, Eldinan had intervened and defied his authority over the children in his employ. While he knew that she was technically overstepping her bounds, she had enough rank and enough support, if only from her own crew, to make her threats real. It didn't help that the Lord Keeper was more interested in fantasies of fighting off invasions with her toy armies than in running the keep, because that left him with no higher power to appeal to. 
          Angry and frustrated, he had let her win the confrontation. But he knew that she wouldn't hold his professional manner against him personally. So he was fond of the lash, that was only part of his job. He continued to expect an invitation into their room, or at least some exploration of his interests. 
          But the days passed, and nothing happened. He kept his informants on the job, gathering every tidbit of knowledge about the trio that could be wrangled from anyone. He learned about how the three of them had met aboard Captain Eldinan's ship, _Typhoon Dancer_, first Nikkeus and Kendil, then Kendil and Eldinan, and then, to the amazement of everyone on board, all three of them together. He learned of the multiple times Kendil had been intruded upon in the ship's shower by people attempting to ensure that elements of the trio weren't being coerced into their relationship by magic. He also learned about the assault upon Nikkeus by drug-affected alkaehran, and what had happened to them. 
          He delved into the pasts of the trio, learning where they had been born, where they had grown up and entered service, who their families and friends back home were. 
          He spent so much time in his research, devising methods for his servants to extract more information from the various people in the keep, that he forgot all about the solstice krovelathan ceremony until the morning before it was supposed to happen. It was a tribute to his organizational skills that the ceremony came off without a hitch, even if it was somewhat simplistic. As a compensation, he made sure that the post-ceremony party was well supplied with food and especially drink, using up all of the supplies that wouldn't keep over the winter and even dipping into the winter surplus stocks. 
          But even that potential disaster couldn't shake him out of his growing obsession. He'd had six of his people assigned to do nothing else at the party but watch the trio, two to a person. He had a list of everything each of them had eaten and drunk, and another list of everyone each had talked to. He circled the names on the second list of people whom he thought to be attractive, and did his best to make sure that none of those people were in a position for continued contact with his trio. If a fourth was going to be added to the set, that fourth was going to be him! 
          As obsessed and single-minded as he was about his trio, he was almost knocked back to reality by the news that began to filter back to him a couple of days after the solstice ceremony. Against all accepted [image: image60.png]s trio had gone and
gotten bond-promised.



tradition, and against explicit imperial law, his trio had gone and gotten bond-promised. He had been brought some discarded sketches by the cleaning staff. Scribblings on the sketches revealed that they were designing a krovelathad of impressive dimensions. The drawings showed a large, tripartite disk that looked more like a talisman of nature fit for a temple wall. It didn't have much in common with the simple, small krovelathads that were usually exchanged at a krovelathan ceremony. 
          Bonded! His trio, securing their relationship together! He could hardly imagine it, especially as it didn't include him. He didn't have much time to work his way into that group. The spring equinox was three months away, but his deadline was the completion of the talisman. If they finished it without him, he was out of luck. He had plans to put into motion, starting now! 


          Kendil closed the door to the quarters of Zawk behind him as he left and slumped against it in relief. Zawk was the local erlantrielk; the Clear Fire Weaver for Wudamund Keep. The erlantrielk were some of the most feared people in the empire due to their mastery of the most powerful magics known. That Wudamund had one was somewhat unusual, but fortunate. Without the services of Zawk, which Kendil had just secured, the creation of the talismanic krovelathad that they were designing would have been much, much more difficult. 
          And that design was surely grand, Kendil thought as he began to walk back toward the Green Tower to let Elin and Nikk know that Zawk had agreed to the challenge. It was to be patterned after the nature talismans of Nikkeus' own people, though somewhat smaller. Instead of being painted onto the side of a building to bring fortune to those inside of it, this would be something to be held in the arms, a talisman of depth and weight, made of stone and metal and glass. A work of art as well as a work of love. 
          Zawk's part in its creation was twofold. The most basic part of the talisman would be a disk three feet in diameter and nine or so inches thick at the center, somewhat thinner at the edges. The material it would be made out of would be mostly stone, but their intention was to add various other elements to the stone to make it unique. Zawk had to make a magic crucible that would melt stone as well as any other material they intended to add to the mix, and then make a mold out of magic or reinforced by magic that would receive the melted mix from the crucible and form it into its disk-lozenge shape, where it would cool and harden. 
          Zawk had taken some convincing, but Kendil got the impression that the white haired man was just playing with him. Kendil had been rather bored before this krovelathad project had come up, and he imagined that Zawk was as well. Zawk had at first refused such a paltry challenge as beneath his talents, but even then there had been a glimmer of interest in his face. A little bit of haggling over an exchange of gold, then some more haggling about the specifics of the mold, and the deal had been made. In about a week, everything would be ready. 
          Kendil was thinking about some of the talisman's design elements, when he heard a voice say, "Pardon me, Alkant Kendil?" 
          He stopped and turned, to find Orlebb walking toward him from a connecting corridor. He frowned for a moment. Elin had told him about her two encounters with the man, and he had formed an unfavorable impression of the castellan. Then he figured that he had no actual reason to be rude to the man who ran the keep, so he smiled a bit and said, "Yes, Castellan?" 
          The tall man appeared to be a bit overdressed for the middle of an average winter day. His tunic was of a rich fabric, and he wore a heavily embroidered undershift beneath it. His belt buckle shone like a mirror, even though the belt it fastened squeezed the slightly plump middle of the man somewhat unflatteringly. He wore fine hose that were tight about well-turned legs, and his boots were well polished and fashionably ankle-high. A chain bearing the key of his office hung about his neck, and the only other jewelry he wore was an ornate ear-cuff on his right ear that extended some kind of figure along his temple almost to his eye, and another figure -- or part of the same figure? -- below the ear along his jawbone. His raven black hair was swept back tightly, showing the squareness of his face, again somewhat unflatteringly, and there was the beginnings of a moustache and beard, almost more grey than black just yet, around his mouth and chin. A somewhat hooked nose separated those mismatched eyes, blue and brown, that had disconcerted Elin. And that thin-lipped mouth that didn't smile, even though every other feature of his face seemed to be doing so. 
          All taken together, the man didn't look all that bad. His fashion sense might need some work, but overall, he presented an interesting image. Someone that Kendil might have taken the time to get to know if not for Elin's assessment of his character. 
          "Ah," began Orlebb, "I found something that I thought you might find of use. It is a set of carving chisels." He slipped a small, flat leather bundle from the back of his belt and handed it to Kendil. "It turned up when we were inventorying a storeroom. It must have been left by a former resident. It doesn't belong to the keep, at least." 
          Kendil opened the bundle to reveal a set of woodworking knives and chisels of all different shapes and sizes. This was a master crafter's toolkit, like the one that his father used. He had always wanted one, and knew that someday his father's would be his, but now he had one in his hands and he just wanted to go carve something with it. 
          "Thank you, Castellan. You don't know how much this means to me! These tools are works of art in themselves. I can only hope that my skill can live up to their potential. You are sure that they belong to no one? It would be a tragedy to lose tools of this quality." 
          "No, no, I assure you that they belong to no one now resident here. Except you, if you accept them." 
          Kendil looked at the castellan, who was still not smiling with his mouth, but was in all other ways looking happy and eager to please. There was something about that voice, though. Well, no matter. "I thank you for this gift, Castellan. Perhaps I could find the time to carve you something in return." 
          "Oh, only if you wish to, Alkant Kendil. I'm glad you find pleasure in my gift. 
          "And now, I must return to my normal duties. Farewell." 
          That voice again! Was he really hearing that emphasis on 'pleasure' or was it just the castellan's accent? 
          In any case, Kendil knew he needed to get the feel of these tools, and that they might be of use in constructing the talisman. So, a practice figure or two was in order, after he gave Elin and Nikk the news about Zawk. As he continued his journey toward his quarters, he chuckled at an odd coincidence; he had just been talking about his father's crafting tools the other day with one of the keep's carpenters. 
          The next day, Kendil found himself with some free time, so he took his new tools down to the woodworking room. He was surprised to find it empty -- usually at least one of the staff carpenters was at work in the large room. He had just selected a block of wood that felt right for carving when Orlebb walked into the room. 
          "Ah, you have found that time to practice with your new tools I see," the castellan said. Kendil noted that he was wearing almost exactly the same thing as yesterday, save that each article of clothing was a different color. Except the undershift, which was still white, but which had a different pattern and color of embroidery on it. 
          "Well, yes. They were calling to me, in a way. So, where are the carpenters today?" 
          "Oh, called away. Some repair or other in the village I believe. Did you have anything in mind to carve first?" 
          "No, actually. This block wants to be something else, but I don't yet know what." 
          Orlebb had come up to stand right next to him, and Kendil caught the hint of some kind of perfume from the man: faint, musky, masculine, but still a little odd. He had never taken to the Child of Aelther custom of wearing scent, and he was surprised that Orlebb, conquered native of Cherisk that he was, had done so. Still, it was a nice enough scent, all in all. 
          The castellan reached out and touched the block of wood without quite touching Kendil's fingers. He said, "Do you do figures? Statuettes?" 
          Kendil nodded, and Orlebb continued, "From life?" Kendil nodded again. "Do you think you could carve me?" 
          Kendil looked thoughtfully at the block, and then at the castellan. A glance at those tools decided him. "I think so, but those clothes would be a little complicated to put into a practice piece like this." 
          Before Kendil could continue, Orlebb spoke up. "You mean, you would prefer to do a nude statuette of me?" There was an odd eagerness in his voice, and his mismatched eyes gleamed, but his mouth never moved upward from its straight across line. 
          Kendil took a step back from the man standing right next to him, startled by that eagerness. "Uh, ah, n ... that is ... if ... no. No, I don't think I'm up to that. How about a bust instead?" 
          Kendil didn't wait for an answer, but went back to the bin to search for a larger piece of wood. He found it, a nice blond type of wood that would match Orlebb's pale skin nicely. He returned with it to the work bench and said, "If you could just stand there, I'll rough this in quickly. Then you can get back to your duties while I put the finishing touches on it. Good?" 
          "You could carve the details of my face from memory? How flattering," said Orlebb as he struck a pose. 
          Kendil was about to say something about the pose, since the bust would only be of the head and shoulders, but that remark struck an odd note with him, and so he let the castellan posture and started to carve away with his largest chisel. 
          He chipped away at the block of wood. It was somewhat soft, so he made rapid progress, working down through two smaller chisels before he turned to the still posing castellan, and said, "There. I think that's enough detail to let you get back to your duties." 
          Orlebb relaxed, and looked over at the carving. Kendil's gaze turned to it as well. The block of wood had been turned into a reasonable, if rough, facsimile of the castellan's face and shoulders, minus the ornamentation of the tunic and undershift, and that ornate winged lizard he wore as ear jewelry. "My health, that is an amazing likeness, Kendil, and in such a short time! Those tools belong in your capable hands if that is the kind of work you can do." 
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          Kendil almost blushed at the praise. He thought he had done a pretty passable job of capturing the man in wood, but it wasn't a piece to sit in a palace entrance hall even with the finishing touches he knew it needed. Still, it was good to hear praise like this, and it had a different quality coming from a relative stranger rather than his lovers. 
          That musky perfume came to his nose again, and the castellan was suddenly next to him and clapped an arm around his shoulders. "Keep up the good work, Kendil. Maybe when you lay down your sword when your service is over, you can become some princeling's master woodworker. Maybe even the Lord Keeper's." 
          Orlebb slapped him on the back as he drew away from the somewhat astonished carver. As he walked to the door, he continued, "And if you are ever *up* to carving that nude statue we spoke of, just let me know." 
          Kendil stared after the retreating castellan and wondered if that was what Elin had meant by 'smirking voice'. That last comment had certainly sounded sexually suggestive to him. 
          He turned back to the bust and wondered if he should finish it. He was worried about what the castellan might be thinking. Still, he hadn't actually given the man any encouragement, and if Orlebb had fantasies about him, that wouldn't do him any harm, would it? 
          Taking out one of the finer chisels, he started working on refining the features of the bust. No, the castellan's fantasies were none of Kendil's business. Idle thoughts and innuendo couldn't hurt him, or Elin or Nikk either. Could they? 


          Eldinan looked at the drawing laid out in front of the fireplace and sighed. Part of the sigh was at the beautiful elegance that Nikkeus had sketched out, with help from her, and, to a lesser extent, Kendil. But more was a sign of the misgivings she was beginning to have about this. 
          The talisman, as Kendil had started calling the krovelathad, was going to be beautiful, one of the most beautiful krovelathads ever created -- and she had seen the krovelathad display in the Royal Museum in Frethemak. Krovelathad were usually hand-crafted by the couple forging the bond, but often when royalty was involved, some help was permitted. Thus, the krovelathad in the museum were more often the work of Master Crafters and Artisans. But those works of art were going to pale next to this talisman. In her estimation, anyway. 
          But this talisman was more than a thing of beauty. If it was a symbol of the love between Kendil, Nikkeus, and her, it was also a symbol of the way their love defied tradition, convention, and law. Its size, for instance, was larger than normal. And the design to be etched into its upper surface was all in threes. Two sets each of three different stylized animals in three different pairs, worked into a three-strand design of Geronlel knot-work. Three, three, three. Everything said there should only be two: two bonded by a traditional krovelathan ceremony; two totem items customarily represented in some fashion on the krovelathad. Two, two, two. It was the law ... 
          Eldinan was pure blooded Fretheod, and as much as she tried to separate herself from that heritage, at times it wrapped itself around her like a smothering blanket. This was one of those times. She loved Nikkeus. She loved Kendil. She loved them both, but her upbringing told her that she could only have one, that she had to choose between them. And she really, truly, could not. 
          Suddenly restless, Eldinan stood up, looked down at the design again, and then turned away. A need to move, to be away from here, filled her, and she dashed out of the room, down the staircase, and out of the tower. She needed someplace neutral to think; someplace within the keep since she hadn't brought her cloak and it was snowing outside, as well as bitterly cold. She was standing in the antechamber to the tower, in front of the green door that gave the tower its name, when she saw Castellan Orlebb walk through the archway into the room. He was carrying a small covered box in front of him, and his face brightened when he saw her standing there. Of course, his mouth didn't participate in the smile. 
          "What good fortune, Captain Eldinan. I was just coming to find you." He paused for a moment, but she didn't say anything in return. He continued, "Ah, I discovered this while clearing out the house of one of the casualties of the season down in the village, and I thought you might have some use for it." 
          He had continued to approach her, and she stared at him almost blankly as he approached. He was dressed very well, better than he normally did except for ceremonial occasions. His tunic was no more than waist length and made of stripes of different material. The long-sleeved undertunic he wore was made of softer hued, complementary colored stripes. He wore particolored tights in the two main colors of his tunic, and it was short enough that his codpiece, a triangular flap of cloth, was revealed to be particolored in the opposite pattern. The combination wasn't as unattractive as it might have been on him -- perhaps it had been fitted by a very talented tailor. He wore slippers covered with cloth that was also counter-particolored to his hose. 
          His hair was down and was longer than she remembered it from their previous confrontation, still well styled and suiting his face better. He had grown a trim moustache and beard -- just around his mouth, down to the point of his chin -- but it had the effect of making his face just slightly more sinister than if it had been clean shaven. Still, it added some character. 
          She continued to stare, somewhat befuddled by the situation. Orlebb seemed to think her silence was a result of their earlier confrontation, and he said, "Please, Captain, I regret our previous encounter. I admit that your disciplinary practices have kept things running adequately. I will not return to the lash when your protection is withdrawn upon your leaving in the spring. However, this is more than just a conciliatory gesture. I would have given this to you were we still enemies. I think it belongs in your hands." 
          He was standing right in front of her now, and she noticed that he was wearing perfume, some kind of spicy scent, somewhat rugged, but rather nice. She looked into his eyes, wondering if she had been wrong about him, and those mismatched eyes jarred her. A bit of traditional Fretheod superstition surfaced in her mind: it dealt with odd-eyed individuals, who were supposed to be able to cast curses. It was a stupid superstition though, and she knew it. And she didn't want to be ruled by stupid superstitions, or any traditions for that matter! 
          She took the box from Orlebb with a subdued, "Thank you." She cleared her throat, and continued with a stronger tone, "And what is it, Castellan?" 
          "Oh, open it, Captain. Open it yourself." 
          She balanced the small box on one hand, and lifted the cloth cover over the top of it with the other. She gasped when the small ship was revealed. She lifted the box, just a frame of wire over a wooden base, closer to her face and looked at the exquisite detail on the small model. Everything was there -- all the rigging, all the hardware. She looked into the pilot house and saw a small wheel in there. Small belaying pins ringed the main mast. This was fantastic! 
          She lifted the box further and looked at the bow. Sure enough, there was the name, picked out in miniature. She gasped again. It read, _Celene's Fire_. This was her grandfather's ship! 
          She looked again, and noticed details that confirmed it. The shape of the poop deck, and the design painted on its deck. The lack of a top-mast perch. The extra rigging between the bow and the foremast her grandfather insisted on adding to every ship he sailed. This *was* _Celene's Fire_ in miniature! 
          "You ... how ... This is a model of my grandfather's ship, Castellan!" Eldinan's voice contained her astonishment at her discovery. "How could you possibly know how much this means to me? Thank you, Orlebb, thank you for delivering this to me. Where was it?" 
          The castellan's face was practically glowing, though, as usual, he was not smiling. "As I said, Captain, it was part of the effects that I was sorting through from the house of one of the poor unfortunates who died recently from the weather. Some people refuse to ask for help in bad weather, and some end up dying. I understand that he was the son of one of the crew of _Celene's Fire_ who settled here upon their retirement. When I saw the model I ... ah ... remembered the connection between its captain and you, and so of course it had to come to you." 
          "Yes, thank you, Castellan. Thank you again." Eldinan was barely thinking about anything but the model and her grandfather as she leaned forward and gave Orlebb a kiss on the cheek. She turned around and dashed back into the Green Tower, leaving the castellan standing wide eyed and stretching his attire slightly out of shape. 
          Eldinan returned to her quarters and set the model on the mantel over the fireplace. Her grandfather, owner and captain of _Celene's Fire_, had been a risk taker all of his life. He had sailed all over Makdiar, and had remained at his ship's helm for years after retirement age. Because he actually owned the ship, he was able to do that, though the empire made him relinquish his anhekova eventually. Her grandfather had just sailed away one day when he was in his eighties, and was never heard from again, nor was _Celene's Fire_ ever seen again either. 
          Thoughts of her grandfather bolstered Eldinan's confidence. She was in love with two people, and she was going to do something about it. Fretheod custom, tradition, and law could go hang. The talisman would bind her and her lovers together, and that was all that counted. Three was a perfect number, perfect for her and Kendil and Nikk, and for the talisman that would symbolize their union come the equinox. 
          "Thanks, grandfather," she whispered. "Thanks, Orlebb." She smiled, looked at the sketch of the talisman's design, and sighed again, but this time there was no fear, no regret in that sigh. Just an appreciation of the beauty before her on the floor, and the love it symbolized. 


          Nikkeus was methodically rummaging through the waste bins of all of the craft rooms, searching for suitable materials for the talisman. Their plans might have been grandiose, but he was sure that Kendil, Elin, and he wouldn't have any problems completing it. These waste bins were providing all sorts of useful odds and ends. He had already collected plenty of chips of stone -- marble, granite, even the kind of gravel that paved paths in the village. More material would be needed for the basic disk of the talisman, but he was working on that. 
          He was working now on metals for the banding of the knot work. The totem beasts would be carved out of the material of the disk, but instead of carving the knot work banding into the stone, he was planning that indentations would be carved where the bands would go, sort of a reverse image of them, and then each of these tracks, or channels, would get filled in with different metals. Common metals for him, precious metals for Kendil, and, if they could manage it, a glass band for Eldinan. Grandiose plans, but the bins were providing all kinds of starting materials. 
          He levered himself up out of the iron bin and dropped a few scraps of that metal on the sledge he was using to collect his bits and pieces. When he looked up Orlebb was standing in front of him with one hand behind his back. 
          "Greetings, Nikkeus," he said. "Hard at work, I see. I hope you have some time for a little diversion I have uncovered." 
          Nikkeus had heard the stories both Elin and Kendil had told, but felt he should form his own opinion. He found that the man was dressed well in an over-robe that went from shoulders to the floor, with a large opening in the front that revealed the cushion embroidery on the front of the tunic underneath the robe. He wore a hat that covered most of the sides and back of his head -- not even his ears were visible. The dark coloring of the clothes -- reds, browns, and blacks -- emphasized the pale coloring of his hands and face. Those eyes were intriguing -- in Nikkeus' homeland, odd eyes were a sign of good fortune, though he had never seen a pair that were blue and brown. 
          Nikkeus said, "Diversion?" 
          Orlebb nodded, and brought his hand out from behind his back. In it was a lute that was so highly inlaid and carved as to almost be something to hang on a wall, not play music on. But to never play that instrument would be a crime against nature; Nikkeus instantly saw that it had all the hallmarks of an original work of Hrothgrim, one of the greatest skaldrics of the empire. 
          Nikkeus reached out reverently and took the precious instrument from the castellan. His hands moved into position on the neck and over the bridge, and he gave it a tentative strum. It was perfectly tuned, and the music that came from the sound box was astounding in its clarity. 
          He didn't look up, but said a heartfelt, "Thank you, Castellan," before beginning to move his fingers across the strings in a sprightly ayre. Music filled the room with happiness, every note clearly audible equally across the entire room. 
          His fingers stopped moving as the song was completed and he looked up. Orlebb was staring at the lute, and the corners of his mouth were turned just slightly upward. The echoes of the music faded slowly, but when they were gone, the castellan blinked and raised his eyes to Nikkeus' face, his mouth a straight line again. "Masterful, Nikkeus. You play that instrument like a reincarnation of Hrothgrim himself. I was right that it belongs in your hands." 
          All Nikkeus could do was say, again, "Thank you." His hands moved over the instrument, caressing the inlays, the carvings, the strings, but his eyes stayed fixed on Orlebb. 
          The castellan stared back, and then moved closer. Nikkeus thought he could smell a familiar perfume, a special scent of certain Nirmalel flowers that he remembered Lessik wearing. Nikkeus just stood there as Orlebb got closer and closer, and then he felt the robe pressing against his hands on the lute, and the perfume was strong in his nose, and there were lips on his, pressing ...

 A moment of confusion and indecision passed, and Nikkeus stepped back and said, "No." 
          Orlebb looked confused. He said, "No? But ..." 
          Nikkeus said, "No. Ah ... thank you for the lute. It is a wonderful gift, I'm barely worthy of it. But now I have to get back. Elin and Kendil will want to see this. Thank you again, I can't say it enough, and good bye." 
          Nikkeus raced out of the room, leaving his sledge of iron scraps behind. As he traced his way back to his quarters, he reviewed the incident in his mind. Orlebb kissing him, how strange. But it was probably just the music. The lute had sounded so good, so happy to be played again, that the music had just affected Orlebb strangely. The man couldn't possibly think that he would want anyone else when he already had Elin *and* Kendil! No, it was just the music, just a one-time thing. Nothing to worry about, nothing that the others need know. 
          Nothing they need know at all. 
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 sat in his bedroom and fumed. Nothing! Two weeks of trying, and he had received nothing except a very nice wooden bust of himself from Kendil, a kiss from Eldinan, and a flat out rejection from Nikkeus. 
          It shouldn't be working out like this. He thought that his meeting with Kendil had gone well. There had been lots of sly innuendo; a good connection on a basic level. He had been sure that an assignation was forthcoming. But no, just the bust -- head and shoulders only, so why had he had to pose like that for so long? It was fine artistry, and those tools he had been storing away in his inventory had certainly found the right hands to use them. But nothing more had come of the gift. 
          And then there was Eldinan -- that model ship had obviously meant a great deal to her. His informants had told him of her connection to the captain of _Celene's Fire_, and he had put that together with the identity of the sailor's son in the village. It had been a small matter to put a little poison in the man's flour, and naturally the distribution of the man's effects had been left to him. And she had kissed him, only on the cheek, but still! Yet nothing more had come of it: no invitation, not even a smile and a wink as they passed in the halls. 
          Then there was Nikkeus. He seemed so much younger than the others, though he knew the musician was a year older than Kendil. But there was an innocence about him, maybe in those large so-green eyes. 
          The lute had been another item from Orlebb's inventory. He had acquired it several years ago, when a skaldric had come to Wudamund and had subsequently fallen on hard times. The lute had been collateral for a loan, which had led to another loan when the man's 'sure thing' at the backroom gambling tables hadn't paid off. And eventually, it had led finally to a quiet knife in an alley -- none of Orlebb's doing, strictly the result of excessive gambling debts. Orlebb hadn't recovered his loans, but the lute itself was worth far more than he had lent to the skaldric, so he didn't mind the loss. 
          Orlebb had had the lute tuned by one of the keep's musicians, and then presented it. The Hrothgrim lute had seemed to belong in the young man's hands, and Nikkeus had played it with consummate skill. That tune had made Orlebb feel warm, happy, light inside. He hadn't planned what happened afterward, but those eyes staring at him so openly, and the good feeling inside of him, had prompted him to bypass all of his schemes and just kiss him. 
          But it hadn't worked. It was his first direct rejection, but once the boy passed the story around, they would all hate him. The time for subtle maneuvering was over. But what could he do? 
          He decided, finally, to meditate, as he usually did when he was confused. 
          He stood and walked over to the small table set against a wall of his room. He knelt on the stool in front of it as if it were a shrine -- which it almost was. He took up the small clay jar of fragrant oil that rested to one side, and poured a bit into the small brass bowl on top of the contraption that seemed to be the focus of the table. It consisted of a pole atop which sat the brass bowl and from which was suspended a cylinder made of some kind of painted parchment wrapped around a brass wire frame. Hanging from the bottom of the cylinder were tiny brass bells. 
          With practiced ease, Orlebb took hold of the cylinder carefully and spun it. The bells chimed softly, the seemingly random splotches of paint on the parchment flowed together with the cylinder's rotation, becoming pleasing and eye-catching patterns. A humming arose from the object where the cylinder's supports came into contact with the central pole. A delicate scent started to waft up from the brass bowl on top as the oil within it was heated by something inside the pole. 
          Orlebb placed his hands flat on the table before the memory wheel and stared at the patterns. As he let the patterns ease the confusion in his mind, he mused that this was probably the last memory wheel in existence. Twenty years ago, when a teraehran of Fretheod soldiers had encountered his people's small village just to the south of the Darst mountains, they had first made overtures of friendship to the somewhat isolated group of people. But the Lord Keeper of Wudamund at the time had harbored grand plans. It had been his dream that Province Drabethel, as the Fretheod conquerors called the northern part of the continent, would become more than just a remote outpost of the empire. Wudamund had existed for hundreds and hundreds of years as just a tiny enclave of the empire. That Lord Keeper had intended to conquer the entirety of the north of Cherisk, so that proper colonization could ensue. So the very next time a Fretheod teraehran had come to his village, they had come not with trade goods, but with drawn swords. 
          Orlebb had been eighteen at the time, and had tried to help defend his village at first. But his people were not used to fighting other people. The wall around the village had been plenty to keep the animals of the forest out, and of course they all knew how to hunt because they needed to live. But hunting people had never been a sport they took to, and so were unprepared for fighting against thinking beings. 
          Orlebb had seen the way the tide of battle was going, and he had decided not to die with his people. He had gone back to his house, gathered up all of his things, including the memory wheel, and slipped over the wall on the other side of the village from the fighting. He had hidden in the woods until the victorious Fretheod soldiers had started marching back to their own homes. He followed, and ended up at Wudamund. 
          Orlebb closed his left eye, and the colors of everything he looked at shifted, lightening and gaining a yellowish cast. He opened his left eye and closed his right, and the colors darkened, taking on a greenish cast. He stared at the patterns on the still moving cylinder with each eye separately, and as usual, he saw different things with either eye. He sometimes wondered about his mismatched eyes and the way they saw things differently. Had the eyes he had been born with somehow foretold the way he currently sometimes found himself two different people? His upbringing in the village had been so different from the role he had played amongst the Fretheod, a role he played well enough to attain the highest rank possible to a native. Would his father have been proud of his accomplishments? Did it matter? His father was long dead, and Orlebb had this life to lead all by himself. Different colors, different lives, but none of that was helping him work his way into the trio! 
          He opened both eyes and a blend of the two shadings, the two sets of shapes he had seen in the spinning cylinder, took form before him. He concentrated on the patterns, in finding the meaning in them. The tinging of the bells and the hum of the inner pole soothed his thoughts, and the scent of the burning oil made those soothed thoughts drift with the shapes on the cylinder. He drifted for a time like that, the cylinder spinning and spinning far, far beyond when it should have stopped. 
          Finally, the oil scent dissipated, and the cylinder began to slow. Orlebb started to blink as the swirling patterns became splotches of paint again, and after a moment, he smiled as broadly as he ever did. He knew what to do next. 
          That night he took a sack and started collecting things into it from his bedroom. He chose small items mostly -- his metal comb, one of the small round stones he had played marbles with back in his village -- but some larger ones as well. 
          One such was a statue that he kept on his mantle. As he lifted it down, he recalled with fondness winning it from his best friend at Ajee-ra, a game that was part gambling, part sport, and part puzzle. Miffet's family had put great significance on the statue, using it as a point of pride in the village. Miffet's father had supposedly found the statue in the ruins of a vast city buried underneath the Darst mountains. Everyone in the village held him to be a great explorer, despite the fact that he had never been able to lead anyone back to where he had found the city. 
          Orlebb had envied his best friend Miffet the acclaim caused by the statue. So, he had set it up so that the Ajee-ra game had come out in his favor. The statue had passed to him, but Miffet had told his father that someone had stolen it. Orlebb had gained the statue, but Miffet's family had lost none of the acclaim. His failure to discredit Miffet's family bothered him, but the fact that he had the statue and Miffet didn't pleased him more. 
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          The statue was distinctly odd looking. It was in the shape of two obelisks fastened base to base. A quartet of limbs projected from each face of the lower obelisk and arched downward to form a four pointed base of support for the object, while the four faces of the upper obelisk had a bump on each one, as if further limbs were retracted inside the shape. Strange markings -- writing? -- covered the upper obelisk on all sides. 
          He lowered it carefully into the sack and continued around the room. He thought about adding the memory wheel, but finally decided against it. When he felt he had gathered up enough, he took his keys and left the room. 
          He went directly, yet cautiously, to the small workroom that had been reserved for the project that Eldinan's trio was working on. Zawk had spent a great deal of time there, and though it wasn't common knowledge, Orlebb had learned that the crucible the erlantrielk had been commissioned to build was set up in there and had been activated. While Zawk worked on creating the mold, the others were slowly feeding materials into the crucible to be melted and merged into the single substance that would form the basis of the talisman they were building. 
          Orlebb had no difficulty entering the room, and he looked at the vat that was sitting within a lifting frame. It appeared to be made of wood, but it was about half filled with a strangely glowing liquid that gave off a lot of heat. Orlebb opened his sack and started to feed its contents one by one into the magical crucible. 
          Item after personal item vanished into the glowing soup in the tub, some liquefying completely as they fell unnaturally slowly from the rim to the level of the contents. Orlebb was almost giggling, feeling a resurgence of a little boy's 'playing with fire' glee, by the time he pulled out that strange statue and slipped it over the edge carefully. He watched the edges of the statue start to melt, the legs going first as it slowly fell toward the liquid. He thought he saw the mixture glow a bit brighter as the statue sank beneath the surface, and then flush purplish before returning to its normal white-yellow glow. But he might have imagined it. [image: image63.png]He would be part of
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          He turned from the tub and started to walk back to his rooms. Now everything was set. Items of personal importance to him had been mixed into the talisman's substance, which made him part of the bonding. He had a couple of months to figure out how to be there when the invocation was made -- he figured that it would take his active participation in the ceremony for everything to be finalized. But then, he would be part of the group, and they would even like it, no matter how they felt now. 


          Eldinan had made the decision the night before. She had been toying with it for a while, but it was a big step. Sacrificing her anhekova meant acknowledging that a fundamental change had come to the empire. Then again, she had just endured one of her most difficult ocean voyages thanks to the failure of the Yrmenweald, so that fundamental change was a fact whether she acknowledged it or not. 
          That was why she was reaching into her storage chest this morning and lifting out her anhekova. She slid it out of the soft cloth bag where she kept it in off-duty times like this and gazed at it fondly. She ran her eyes over the slightly imperfect oval of milky stone, the exquisite knot-work in the wood of the shaft bearing the slight wear marks from being handled over the years. She made an attempt to remove the crystal from the setting, but realized that she wasn't going to be able to free it without damaging the shaft. It would just all have to go. She mourned the imminent loss of this material tie to her grandfather, but once it was part of the talisman, it would be with her forever. 
          She carried the staff down to the workroom and knocked on the door. Kendil opened it and she walked in. Without much ceremony at all, she walked over to the magical vat that was almost full of glowing, molten liquid. She held the anhekova out in front of her and placed her hand on the cwicustan crystal. No contact, as usual. She silently bid it, and all it stood for, farewell, and let it drop into the vat. As it passed the lip of the vat, it slowed down as if it was falling through thick oil, and the wooden shaft started immediately to flame. The shaft was ashes by the time the crystal oval struck the liquid. Both elements sank quickly under the surface, as odd as it was for ashes to sink. Eldinan was turning away when she could have sworn that the liquid flashed an eerie blue for a brief moment, but it went back to its normal color quickly and she decided she had imagined it. 
          Kendil was just letting Nikkeus into the room. The musician was carrying a basket full of odds and ends and he smiled at the others in the room before going over to the vat and starting to throw the objects in one by one. Eldinan watched him for a moment -- he seemed to be enjoying his task, much like a boy might play at sticking different materials into a fire to see how they burned. With a chuckle, she turned and walked over to Kendil, who was standing next to a large domed contrivance sitting on a table next to the vat. 
          "So that's it, eh?" she said. 
          "That's it all right," said Kendil. "The mold for the talisman's basic form. Zawk assures me that it will hold perfectly." 
          She looked into the opening at the top of the dome, and saw that the inside of the dome was shaped as she had imagined the talisman's general shape would be. "How much longer?" 
          "Well, Nikk is adding what should be the last load of oddments. We'll wait a bit once he's done, and then start pouring." 
          Nikkeus took his time, but Eldinan wasn't impatient enough to make him hurry. Besides, it was fun to watch him play. In time he was finished, and after waiting a while longer to ensure that everything was melted and mixed, Kendil moved the table into position. Using the lever on the side of the lifting apparatus, he hoisted the vat into position over the mold. There was a bar attached to the bottom of the vat, and he used this to tip the vat so that the molten liquid inside poured perfectly into the opening at the top of the talisman's mold. The liquid glowed brightly with heat, but Eldinan just squinted and watched it pour. 
          Every last drop of the liquid ran out of the vat, revealing its incongruous wooden sides. Kendil lowered it back into place on the frame, and then dragged the frame into a corner of the workroom. "Zawk says that by tomorrow the enchantment on the vat will dissipate. Until then, we should all keep clear of it." 
          Eldinan looked at the domed form sitting on the table with the small pool of glowing liquid showing at its top. Already the glow was dimming now that the liquid had been removed from the crucible that had kept it hot. "So, all we can do now is wait, right?" 
          As the three of them headed back to their room, Eldinan was very pleased. The first actual step had been taken, and now the first physical evidence of their talisman had been produced. The equinox was weeks away and there was still a great deal of work to do, but finally it was starting to look like their private krovelathan ceremony was going to happen! 


          Kendil stood in the workshop and looked at the talisman on the table in front of him. Their design was slowly being revealed in the strange stone-like substance that the talisman was made from, and it looked even more magnificent as it was slowly revealed in three dimensions than it had on the parchment where it had been sketched. 
          The disk of the talisman had been divided roughly into three equal sections, one for each of them. Three-banded Geronlel knot-work wove all over the surface of the talisman and even though it was currently composed of grooves indented into the surface to hold the metal and glass bands that made up the complicated plan, it still looked intricate and impressive. They had also worked totem beasts into the knot-work design, two examples of each of their chosen totems in each section but worked so that each of those examples blended with the totem animal of each of the others' where the sections met. The result was both beautiful and elegantly symbolic of the tripartite bond that the talisman was supposed to represent. 
          The carving was going well, even though Elin had never carved anything before and Nikk had only carved a few things into wood. Kendil himself wasn't nearly as proficient with stone as he was with wood, but somehow, the stone-like composite material that looked like heavily veined marble carved like sandstone without that soft stone's actual softness. Once Elin and Nikk had painted the sketched design onto the talisman's surface, those parts of the stone that didn't belong to the finished product just seemed vanish under the chisels borrowed from the masons' workshops. 
          The carving was about halfway done. The three of them had set up a schedule at Kendil's suggestion. He felt that if they did just a little at a time, and worked in pairs so that someone with some kind of carving experience was there at all times, they stood the best chance of not making any hideous mistakes. And it seemed to be working perfectly. The three sets of totem beasts were really taking shape -- Nikk's cats, Elin's falcons, and his own foxes, each entwined with one of the other totems. The reverse spaces for the knot-work were beginning to spread out from the beasts since there was a little extra work going on with them so that the two metal bands could be cast right on the talisman and would lock into place. The third band, which would be composed of glass, had been altered slightly from the original plan so that it could accommodate wedges of wood that would hold it in properly once it was created. 
          He was early this morning. Elin was taking her time in the bathing room but he expected her down shortly. He was somewhat surprised when he arrived that the room hadn't been cleaned as it usually was. Even though they locked it up tight every night, when they came in in the morning, it was swept and polished up perfectly. Of course someone else had keys, but it wasn't normal for the workrooms to be cleaned regularly by the cleaning staff. 
          He heard a key in the lock of the room and turned toward it. Elin would have just knocked, so who could it be? The door opened and Orlebb walked in carrying a mop and bucket, and rags. He closed the door behind him and turned around, and let out a little gasp as he saw that the room was occupied. 
          "Oh, ah ... You are here early, Kendil. I was just ..." Orlebb lifted the bucket and rags with a shrug, then set them down next to the door. 
          Kendil hadn't seen very much of the castellan since delivering the wooden bust he had made for the man. He still recalled the vague disquiet that he had felt while they talked. That the castellan himself was performing cleaning services in their workroom only made him even more uneasy. 
          Orlebb walked over to the table, saying, "I hope you and the others don't mind that I undertook to keep your workspace clean myself. I understand that this project of yours is something of a secret, and thought that it would be more discreet to do it myself." He stopped by the talisman and stared down at it. Kendil didn't like the almost proprietary look that the castellan gave it. "Yes, this is an amazing work of art." He looked up and asked, "So, what might it be for?" 
          Kendil thought that Orlebb looked smug as he asked his question, but he couldn't imagine that the man knew what their talisman was really for. "Oh, it's just something to keep Eldinan, Nikkeus and myself busy over this winter. None of us are used to the kind of inactivity that winter in Wudamund means and Nikk had this idea ... and, well, here it is." 
          Orlebb nodded knowingly, and said, "Yes, I can understand how such a backwater place as Wudamund might be lacking in excitement for folks from the heart of the empire. And you can only stay in bed for so long per day, eh?" He chuckled, and Kendil frowned slightly. "Well, you just go ahead with your work and I'll clean up as usual. Don't mind me." He walked back to his bucket and mop, grabbed some rags, and started dusting down the table top. 
          Kendil stood still for a moment, but finally decided that he couldn't take the humming, or the sidelong glances that were always backed by the slightest of smirks. He said, "I think I'll go see what is keeping Elin. We'll be right back." He hurried out, but he couldn't get the thought out of his head as he walked back to the Green Tower. What did Orlebb know or think he knew about the talisman? 


          Nikkeus found himself amazed by the results the three of them had produced so far. The carving of the body of the talisman had gone flawlessly, and the stone-like base was perfectly set up for the next step. The tracks in the stone that would contain the interlaced bands had been worked just right -- the two tracks for the metal bands were flanged at the base, while the track for the glass band was dotted with slots for the wooden wedges. 
          He was finishing up the preparatory steps to casting the first band. Each metal band would to be hollow, as well as continuous. So, a form had been constructed to take up space in the middle of each band that would dissolve as the poured metal cooled. Also, the places where the bands crossed required blockages and bridges so that each band would keep its shape and cross properly. 
          It had been Elin who had figured out just exactly how to place the bridges and blockages. She had said it was like a puzzle whose pieces had just fit together in her mind, leaving her with the answer without her even having to put much thought into it. Nikkeus thought that it was something like his musical talent and Kendil's carving skill, just not as well recognized. It had certainly proved useful with the talisman. 
          Once the solution had been found, the three of them took turns working on the preparation -- there was only room for one to work at a time. The other two worked on gathering and melting the metals for the first band. This melting only needed a normal crucible and a very hot fire, so it was done before he had finished the last details. But he caught up quickly, and finally everything was ready for the first pour. 
          The crucible was moved into position carefully. All three of them held their breath as they tipped it slowly over the track for the iron band and watched the molten metal pour out and flow around the proper grooves in the talisman. 
          Soon the track was filled properly, and Kendil and Nikkeus took the crucible back to the fire. Then they all stood around the table, watching the white-hot metal rapidly change color as it cooled. Even when it had returned to its normal dull silver, the metal still radiated enough heat to be felt a hand's breadth from its surface. 
          So, they waited longer, chatting about the design and discussing the structural elements that would be needed for the next band. Nikkeus found himself really enjoying their conversation, the way they were all concentrated on the same thing, all bringing their different talents together to produce a single object. It was so symbolic of their relationship, that he felt himself filling with a tingling lightness whenever he thought of it. The feeling made him just want to giggle and jump, but he didn't want to seem childish in front of his lovers, so he just savored the sensations and grinned. 
          Finally, the metal had cooled enough to handle. All three of them carefully worked to remove the forms and ease the bridges out from under the band. Then, Nikkeus tapped it with a small hammer and it rang with a very interesting tone. They all smiled at each other, and Nikkeus said, "Perfect!" 
          Kendil fetched some polishing cloths, and in short order, with three sets of hands working on it, the metal band was soon gleaming brightly. Even though it was only one third of the knot-work, it had its own beauty as it traced a continuous path around the entire talisman, beginning in the center of one of the cats and ending in the other cat. Elin said, "It's already a work of art!" and everyone agreed with her. 
          Elin and Kendil went to work emptying and cleaning the crucible, while Nikkeus went to work on the talisman again, starting to build the same things into the track that would contain the next band. He had barely started when Kendil came over and said, "We still don't have enough brass and such to fill out the second track. Elin and I are going out to scrounge. Would you like us to fetch some lunch?" 
          Nikkeus said, "Yes. Thanks." 
          Kendil hugged him, and Eldinan kissed him. "Don't work too hard. I'll take the next session," she said as the two of them walked out of the room. 
          Nikkeus was happy that the ambitious plan had worked, but there was more to do, and the idea for the third band was even more ambitious. He was working away steadily when the door to the workshop opened and Orlebb walked in. 
          He was carrying a sack and a tray of food. He walked right up next to Nikkeus and set both items down on the table. The sack clinked like it was full of metal as it settled. 
          Orlebb said, "I heard that your project needs more metals of value, and I just happened to have some lying around. You know, odds and ends of fancy tableware, left behind jewelry, that sort of thing. And when I saw Captain Eldinan in a hallway, she mentioned you were wanting some lunch. I believe she and Kendil are taking their meal as they search for more materials." 
          The castellan looked at the talisman, and said, "Oh, my health, that looks fantastic! And, yes, I see how you set it all up, bridges and forms and what's this? The bands are hollow then?" He tapped on the iron band with his fingernail, and then with the hilt of his knife when his first try produced nothing. At the tone the hilt produced from the band, he laughed -- without smiling. "A work of art visually as well as aurally. Not that I should have expected anything else from the three of you, right?" 
          Nikkeus was not comfortable at all with the castellan in the room. He didn't like the way the man was looking at the talisman, and how did he dare rap on it with his dagger? But he liked it even less when Orlebb looked up at him -- there was a look on the man's face that seemed ... hungry? Nikkeus almost recognized something familiar in the look, but not quite. Perhaps it was that unsmiling mouth that hampered his recognition. 

The silence stretched longer and longer, and Orlebb just continued to look at him with that hungry stare. Finally, Nikkeus said, slowly, "Um ... Thank you. For the praise, and the food. And the metal. And ... ah ... I should get back to, well, work ..." 
          Orlebb nodded, and said, "Yes, yes, more work. It is all moving along quite well, eh?. And I have work to do as well. Keep up the amazing work, Nikkeus." 
          Nikkeus sighed with relief as the castellan left the room. He pulled over a chair, and started nibbling at the lunch of meat, cheese and bread, trying to regain his composure. Maybe once he and Elin and Kendil were officially, if untraditionally, bonded, he would feel safer around that strange man. 
          Maybe. 




Talisman Zero
Part 7

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



ikkeus
 ran the fine rasp once more over the edge of the small wooden wedge and fitted it between the oval of glass and the stone in the center of one of the carved falcons. There, perfect fit. He withdrew the wedge with his fingernails, dabbed it with glue, slid it back home, and tapped it with a small hammer that had a piece of felt tied around its head. Done, finally! And none too soon, either. 
          Nikkeus sat up and looked at the finished product. The talisman rested on the table in the workroom, every piece of glass wedged and locked into place along the third band of Geronlel knot-work. It had taken the three of them three weeks to make, shape, fit, and reshape five score lengths of glass so that they filled in the track of the third band on the talisman. Each piece was really three pieces of glass -- one piece, the largest, clear, with two other pieces, one blue, one red, attached to its underside. The work had been difficult and time consuming, but the result was worth it all. 
          Eldinan had quickly seen the first problem with the proposal to have each segment of the band span multiple intersections. For reasons that made sense to her and ended up being absolutely accurate, each segment of rolled, shaped, and fused glass had only been able to be fitted from intersection to intersection. This had required carving more wedge slots into the stone-composite of the talisman's base, as well as requiring far more work just to shape that number of pieces. Each and every piece had then required hand-crafting, and the wooden wedges the same, which had all added up to it being the spring equinox with the talisman being unfinished. 
          But now, it was done. It lay in front of him in all of its splendor, and he could hardly believe it was finished. He removed the felt from his tiny hammer and rapped on the metal bands. The crossings of the bands turned them into collections of individual lengths, much like the glass band, instead of one continuous length, so that when he tapped them in different places, he got all kinds of different notes. He deduced that the variation was caused by the varying lengths between each crossing, plus the different materials that composed each crossing, plus slight variations in the carving of the tracks themselves. 
          The musicality of the talisman seemed to draw Nikkeus, who had been awake since yesterday morning, into a trance. Elin and Kendil had also stayed up the night, and into the afternoon helping with the last stages of construction, but he had sent them back to their quarters to get some rest so that someone would be fresh for the ceremony. 
          His mind fogged by lack of sleep and somewhat giddy at having finished the talisman in time, Nikkeus slipped into a strange state. He started tapping methodically around the talisman, slowly at first, and then faster and faster, learning the notes, figuring out how to play this new instrument. On a whim, he wet a finger and stroked it along the glass band, and was surprised by the ringing vibration that rose from each segment. That result he couldn't explain at all, but he cataloged the tones produced and added them to the developing musical range of the talisman. 
          Nikkeus thought he had learned more than half of the possible notes when the door to the workshop opened. He stopped and turned, shaking off his trance-like state. He expected that this would be Elin and Kendil come to see if he had finished. 
          But it wasn't them, it was Orlebb. Before the still somewhat dazed Nikkeus could tense up, the castellan said, "It is growing late, Nikkeus. The sun has set already. You will need help getting your talisman, your krovelathad, to the roof of Green Tower, will you not?" 
          Nikkeus took the revelation that Orlebb knew their secret in stride. He nodded -- the castellan was right. The talisman was somewhat heavy, and they had planned that the ceremony take place not very long after sunset. 
          "I must fetch El--" 
          "No, no. I'll help you carry it up there. Why should Eldinan and Kendil come all the way down here just to retrace their steps all the way back to your quarters, and then beyond to the roof? Come on, get a good grip and let's go." 
          Orlebb strode over to the table and latched onto the talisman. Swept along by the castellan's plan, Nikkeus grabbed the other side, and they started toward the tower. 
          Their progress through the keep was swift and surprisingly uneventful. Nikkeus was almost too befuddled to notice, but they met no one in the corridors they passed through. 
          In the anteroom to the tower, Nikkeus finally saw someone -- a page standing by the door. The young girl opened the door for the laden pair, and Nikkeus saw Orlebb nod to the girl, who turned over the sand-glass she carried in her other hand, causing the sand in the upper bulb to start to flow into the lower bulb. 
          Nikkeus wanted to stop when they reached the sixth floor landing and fetch Kendil and Elin, but Orlebb said, "No, no. Why don't we get everything set up up there first? That way you can get started as soon as they arrive. I'll send a page to let them know everything is ready. It'll be fine." 
          Nikkeus shrugged and followed the still climbing castellan. Two more flights of stairs, and Orlebb opened the door onto the roof. Nikkeus trailed the castellan out onto the chilly, rainy, flat platform at the top of Green Tower and looked around. A low wall surrounded the platform, and the only other structure was the stairwell hood itself. In the center of the platform, a low table had been set up, and Orlebb was moving in that direction. Three lanterns had been set up against the parapet wall, providing just about enough illumination from their magically glowing interiors that he wouldn't trip over the table or run into the walls. 
          They reached the table and set the talisman onto it. Nikkeus shivered as chill rain blew across the platform, and Orlebb said, "Not the best of nights for an important ceremony, is it? Come, I've brought you a robe. The page will make sure your companions bring theirs as well. It's over here behind the stair hood." 
          Nikkeus followed Orlebb into the narrow area between the stair hood and the parapet wall. He looked over the edge and took in the view out over the keep and the village beyond. He looked left and saw the faint lights of the ships moored at the docks on the other side of the Coldwell. He looked back toward the village, and saw the circle out on the edge of the village where the more traditional krovelathan ceremony was getting ready to take place. Large bonfires ringed the circle of people, and smaller ones dotted the space inside. He had no idea how many people were getting bonded in the ceremony below -- he had been far too busy the last few months to listen to keep gossip about that sort of thing. With a little sigh of happiness at the fact that their own ceremony was really going to happen in just a little while, he turned back toward Orlebb, wondering where the robe was. 
          He just about had time to notice that the robe was on Orlebb when the castellan's knife hilt caught him in the temple. As he crumpled into darkness, a flash of lightning lit up the top of the tower, the crash of thunder following soon enough that he heard it as he dropped into unconsciousness. 

Another bolt of lightning illuminated the storm-dark night as Orlebb rose over the prone body of Nikkeus. He sheathed his knife as he watched the trickle of blood at Nikkeus' temple wash away in the driving rain. He had judged the blow of the knife hilt properly: hard enough to render Nikkeus unconscious, not hard enough to kill the young man. 
          Everything was going smoothly. He had lured Nikkeus to the roof, and had taken his place. The others would be up at any moment, and the rites could begin. All he needed to do was take up his place by the table, standing in for Nikkeus in the ceremony, and wait. 
          Orlebb took a step and looked down at the splashing sound he made. The drainage up here wasn't as good as it should have been. He took a moment to stoop over Nikkeus and turn the young man onto his back. Another lightning flash revealed Nikkeus' pretty face framed by blond hair. "I'm sorry, but it all will be well very soon," he whispered to the unconscious young man. 
          Orlebb walked over to the table and the talisman and stepped up onto the low pile of lumber he had placed on one side of the table. When he was on top of the lumber, he gained the two inches that Nikkeus had on him. Next, he fished a small wooden token out of his belt pouch and looked at it. It was a flat oval etched with runes of a sort that he wagered no one in this keep could read, except for himself. He touched the token to the blood that was still on his knife hilt, and then placed the wooden oval into his mouth. He clamped it between his teeth, closed his lips over the outer edge, and touched his tongue to the inner edge. Then he subvocalized, concentrating on the token, and the words, "Time to begin." issued from his closed mouth in the exact tones of Nikkeus. 
          Lastly, he pulled the hood of the robe up to cover his face. Fortunately, Nikkeus didn't wear rings, and with the rain and the clouds, and the dim lantern light, he was pretty sure that the others weren't going to be able to tell that his hands weren't quite as long-fingered and graceful as the musician's. 
          Now all he could do was wait. His plans were finally working out. Nothing could go wrong. The page he had signaled downstairs would climb to the sixth floor when her sand-glass ran out and inform the residents of the master suite that Nikkeus was ready on the roof for them. She would also inform them of the weather, and tell them to bring cloaks. 
          Then all that would remain would be some blessings and the invocation, and the group binding would be finished. And he knew that the results would surprise everyone involved. Except him, of course. 
          The door across from him opened, and the remaining two members of the group stepped out onto the rooftop platform. Their greetings to the one they thought was Nikkeus were drowned out by another clap of thunder that followed almost on the heels of a bolt of lightning striking the ocean. 
          The thunder also drowned out the laughter that Orlebb couldn't suppress. Soon, soon, soon! 


          Eldinan felt well rested and relaxed as she sat in the main room of their quarters that evening. Her state made her feel a hint of guilt, since Nikk hadn't taken the break he said he would, and so must still be down stairs working on the talisman. But when she had started fumbling with the precisely crafted glass pieces, and had actually dropped one -- it hadn't been damaged -- she decided that she was in no shape to continue the delicate work required. Kendil had agreed, but Nikk assured them that he had the stamina to continue. She knew about his stamina, so she reluctantly left him to work, returning to their bedroom with Kendil and falling almost instantly asleep. 
          Kendil had just finished dressing and joined her in front of the fireplace. She snuggled up next to him and just sat that way for a bit, excitement building inside her at the impending event. Finally, she said, "It is getting pretty close to time for the ceremony, don't you think? Nikkeus hasn't returned -- I hope he has finished by now." 
          Kendil kissed her forehead, and said, "Of course he has. It just took longer than expected. We should probably head down there to make sure, and help get everything ready upstairs." 
          Eldinan nodded and was just rising when a knock came at their door. Kendil called out, "Yes?" 
          The door opened, and a young page was standing there. She said, "Nikkeus sent me to tell you that everything is ready upstairs, and to come up. He also said that it is raining and chilly, and to be sure to bring your cloaks. Thank you." And she turned and left. 
          Eldinan looked at Kendil with astonishment, and said, "Our boy's been busy, hasn't he? How nice that he took care of everything. I guess his stamina really was up to it." Kendil laughed in response, and they both fetched their cloaks and started for the stairs. 
          Two flights up from their sixth floor quarters they came to the end of the stairs and the door to the roof. Kendil opened it and they stepped through into a dark, stormy night. In the center of the watch platform that occupied the top of the Green Tower was a low table, upon which rested the completed talisman. The light from three lanterns set against the parapet of the platform was just enough to illuminate the scene, and even from over here the talisman looked fantastic. Also revealed was Nikk, standing on the opposite side of the talisman from the stairway door. He wore a grey cloak, not his usual one, draped over his frame, its hood up and shadowing his face completely. 
          Eldinan waved and called a greeting, but her words were drowned out by a clap of thunder that followed hard on the heels of a huge bolt of lightning that slashed down out over the ocean behind Nikk. As the rolling boom faded away, she and Kendil walked over to the table. She stood at the side of the talisman which bore the two falcons that represented her, and stared down at the thing of beauty the three of them had created. She reached out and traced the bands, especially the glass band, the one that hadn't been finished when she had gone to bed. It was finished now, those last few segments just as perfect as all the other ones that had been crafted and fitted over the last two weeks. But the final product was definitely worth the effort -- it was magnificent! 
          Another bolt of lightning flashed, not quite as close, and Eldinan looked around. From the center of the tower nothing was visible but distant flashes of lightning -- she knew she was standing on the tallest thing around. Eldinan asked, "Do you think this is totally safe?" 
          Kendil shrugged, and said, "It should be. The lightning wards should be in place. Orlebb might be a number of unsavory things, but he is certainly efficient when it comes to taking care of this keep. A lightning strike up here might not start a fire, but it could still do significant damage to the structure of the tower. He must have had the wards activated as soon as the storm approached." 
          "Ah ..." said Nikk, sounding nervous. Then he continued, "Right. Still, we should hurry. It is cold ..." 
          Eldinan laughed and said, "That it surely is. And I'll feel safer back in our quarters, wards or no. Is everyone ready?" 
          They each reached down and touched a hand to each of their totem beasts, then nodded. Eldinan began chanting the traditional words of invocation, words that had been said over krovelathads for centuries. She forgot about the lightning flashing around her, and the chill wind trying to bite through her cloak. The two people standing around her were all that mattered just now, that and the bond they were cementing here, and the relationship that had grown over the past months to this milestone. 
          She finished with, "In the name, and under the eyes, of Reesera, god of love, I pledge my life and love, from this day forward, to both of you. Kendil, Nikkeus, by virtue of our love and through this krovelathad, you both become part of me from this day, until there are no more tomorrows." 
          She looked at her two lovers, her two loves, and smiled. And then she looked down at the talisman, and gasped when she saw that her falcons were glowing, as were the glass segments of the knot-work band that stretched from one raptor to the other. Purple light that sometimes flickered to red or blue shone along the winding, weaving trail around the disk of the talisman, and the falcons themselves radiated a faint greenish-yellow light. 
          This certainly wasn't a normal part of a krovelathan ceremony! 


          Kendil listened to Eldinan recite her part of the ceremony, and the faintly queasy sensation in his stomach that he had felt in anticipation of this bonding faded away. It was the right thing to do. The three of them belonged together. They were already bonded; this ceremony just made it official, as far as that was possible, considering the nature of what they were doing and how it ran against tradition and law. But it was official to him, anyway. 
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          Elin pledged her life to him and Nikk, and then her falcons and glass band began to glow. They shouldn't have done that! The talisman hadn't been given any inherent magic. Then again, some of the odds and ends that had gone into its making might have been magical, and Elin's anhekova was made of an innately magical substance, even if it no longer had any powers. 
          But to stop now would mean that the ceremony was broken, and he didn't want that. So, Kendil started reciting his part of the ritual. The words flowed, and their familiar nature calmed and soothed him. 
          He came to the last words, and said, "In the name, and under the eyes, of Reesera, god of love, I pledge my life and love, from this day forward, to both of you. Nikkeus, Eldinan, by virtue of our love and through this krovelathad, you both become part of me from this day, until there are no more tomorrows." 
          And his two foxes began to glow with the yellowish green light, while his goldish, brassish band began to glitter and sparkle as if the metal was glowing. 
          Kendil barely had time to register and react to this change in the talisman before Nikk began to speak. Kendil stared at the gold band circling around the talisman, and the glass band where it glowed in its path. Where the gold and glass bands crossed, there was an odd combination of glows that resulted in a different color, a combination of red-purple and gold-yellow that wasn't a color he could name, but that looked very pleasing to his eye. 
          And slowly, he realized that something was wrong. Something seemed ... different, not as it should be. Kendil concentrated on the words that Nikk was saying -- maybe the musician had misremembered something. And as he concentrated on the words coming from Nikk, he slowly realized what was so strange. 
          It was a subtle thing, but for some reason he was sure about what he was hearing. The voice was Nikk's, but the style of speaking was not. The way the words were inflected, the pronunciation, the *accent* ... were Orlebb's! [image: image65.png]You all become part {
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          The ersatz Nikk was almost finished with his part of the ceremony by the time Kendil came to this realization. He was saying, "In the name, and under the eyes, of Reesera, I pledge my life and love, from this day forward, to all of you. Eldinan, Kendil, Nikkeus, through this krovelathad, you all become part of me from this day, until there are no more tomorrows." 
          Several things happened almost at once: Nikkeus' section of the talisman began to glow, the two cats a greenish yellow, the grey metal band gaining a peculiar cold luster; the hood of Nikk's robe blew back in a gust of wind, revealing not the blond Nirmalel face of the musician but the squarer, raven-haired and moustached, pale face of Orlebb; and a groan was heard, carried perhaps by that gust of wind, coming from the direction of the stair hood. 
          And as the realization of what had happened sank into Kendil while he stared in shock at the blue and brown eyes of the Cherisk native, a lightning bolt struck the center of the glowing talisman. 


          The rat reached the top of the tower and scurried from the drain pipe into the rain, cold, and noise. People were talking, but that didn't bother it. It knew that if it was careful, the people would never see it. 
          It made its way around the tower by following the wall, sliding through the shadows there with ease. It came to a lantern and climbed up over it, rather than move in front of the beam of light and cast a shadow. 
          It happened to be looking toward the center of the rooftop, where the three people were standing around a table, when the lightning bolt hit. It saw the way the bolt caused the thing on the table to glow fiercely. It saw the tiny bolts that leapt from the thing to each of the three people standing around it, making them glow as well. It also saw the fourth tiny bolt that snaked off to one side, striking a person that was beginning to sit up behind the stair hood. 
          Then, it saw the object on the table fragment into six pieces, which flared an intense blue and vanished. Moments later, the four glowing people also vanished. The thunderclap that followed was so loud that it just overwhelmed the rat, which raced for the drain pipe and vanished back down it. 


          The lightning strike could be heard by everyone in any proximity to the keep. The people in the krovelathan ceremony circle outside the village looked up, eyes drawn by the flash of the explosion atop the seaside tower of the keep. 
          When those guests reached the tower, they first noticed that the lightning wards had not been set. Upon reaching the top of the tower, all that they saw was an empty watch platform, three glowing lanterns, and some charred sticks of wood that had been the legs of the table. But there was nothing else to be found; no talisman, no bodies, nothing. 
          Which left no clues for the mystery of the disappearance of the castellan, Captain Eldinan, Alkant Kendil, and Terant Nikkeus. 


          At the moment that the lightning bolt hit the talisman, six people around the world were struck by a prophetic vision. In the midst of their fits, they each came out with the same words. "The three make the one, which then binds the four. Cataclysm falls, and the one becomes six. The six must be one again; to this are the four yet bound. Only when six is one will four be none." 
          Four of these prophets were alone at the time of their vision, and so it was lost. The recordist of another jotted the words down on a parchment, but did not live to produce an official copy, and the parchment was scraped and reused, destroying the record. 
          The last prophet's words were properly recorded, and transferred to an official scroll, which was then filed to be distributed to the other churches for study. But before that could happen, the village wherein that church resided was attacked and burned, and with it the document. And so the prophecy was lost. 


          A moment after the lightning bolt struck the talisman, the cwicustan crystals atop six anhekovel around the world flared with a bright light briefly. When the flash faded, each anhekova had, lying beside it or near it, a roughly wedge-shaped piece of carved and inlaid stone. 
          Only one of these occurrences was noted as it happened, but the old drunk in his shack full of odds and ends was never believed when he told his story.

 Approximately nine months after the lightning bolt struck the talisman, there began a series of four births over two months in a small village in the south of the continent of Cherisk. The first one born had one blue eye and one brown eye. The next happy parents' child was blond, with grass-green eyes and what promised to be a prominent nose. The next baby born had brown hair and eyes, and a somewhat swarthy complexion. And the fourth birth resulted in a child with chestnut hair and grey eyes. 
          The blond child died within a week, having been sickly from birth. About nine months later, in a town two hundred miles east along the coast of Cherisk, a baby was born with blond hair, grass green eyes, and what would one day be a prominent nose. 
          The baby girl with black hair and the mismatched eyes died in an accident when she was five. Nine months later, in the imperial city of Frethemak, a baby was born to a very happy couple. It had black hair, and one blue eye and one brown eye. 




Talisman One
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
 



Author's note: This first tale of the Talisman's rejoining takes place about 120 years after Talisman Zero. As the might of the Fretheod Empire fades in the wake of the destruction of the Yrmenweald and the loss of their primary advantage, the anhekovel, outlying territories of the Empire have become independent in all but name. But not all of these territories are content to let the Empire fade away. 


ralidan
, heir to the Duchy of Grahk, shone his lantern down the dusty corridor lined with shelves, and groaned. The catacombs under Plethiss, the ducal mansion-turned-castle, seemed to go on forever and even though he had assigned himself the job of thoroughly exploring the ducal archives stored there, he wished that it had turned out to be a smaller job. 
          As he lit another candle and affixed it to a cleared-off shelf, he reflected that this particular task was turning into another failure. Though only twenty two, he was finding the prospect of assuming the ducal coronet more and more of a burden. He was still years from becoming duke, as his father was hale and enjoyed vigorous good health, but he still feared the day that Grahk became his to govern. 
          Ever since turning sixteen and being confirmed as heir according to Fretheodan tradition, Bralidan had been trying to find within himself the makings of the duke he must become. First he had explored the military requirements by learning what it took to be a commander. And he had done well in the traditional training exercises, first leading a single squad of teraehran, and then groups of squads, and finally entire armies. But his satisfaction in his accomplishments was dimmed when he discovered that the skills to command fellow teraehran did not work outside of the structure of the military. He quickly came to see that even the servants employed at Plethiss required different communication and governing skills. He had gained much from the experience, but not what he had been looking for. 
          Next, Bralidan had attempted to learn his father's job by watching Duke Bralevant at work. Unfortunately the effort was undermined by two things. First, the duke seldom announced the reasons behind his actions or decisions, and even though he made a few attempts in order to help his son, he usually forgot quickly and went back to his normal way of doing things. 
          The second problem was that Bralevant took more interest in the details of running both Plethiss and all of Grahk than was normal. At times, he acted more like a castellan than a duke. In fact, Plethiss no longer had a castellan of its own. That only made Bralidan even more worried, as he knew he had no aptitude for that kind of work. He felt that, although he was learning some things from watching his father, he couldn't use Duke Bralevant's methods as a guide for his own actions once he became duke. 
          It was the suggestion of his younger brother, Biralvid, that Bralidan turn his preoccupation with the archives into another learning experience. Bralidan had always spent an inordinate amount of time in the dusty catacombs, an activity encouraged by the former keeper of the archives. Old Norissey had enjoyed his 'young protege', as he called Bralidan, and fed the young heir tome after tome of somewhat sensationalistic histories of the glorious Fretheod Empire. 
          Norissey had died about five years earlier. The new keeper, a young man named Rajath, had no time for the adolescent heir, which didn't stop Bralidan from haunting the catacombs, although he'd had little purpose in doing so until his brother's suggestion. Biralvid's idea was that maybe somewhere within the volumes of information contained in the archives was what Bralidan needed to tell him how to be duke. 
          Systematic exploration of the catacombs and the archives had, oddly enough, not met with Rajath's approval even though Bralidan hadn't requested the keeper's time or assistance in doing so. The mystery of why Rajath didn't want him down here still bothered him, but only in an idle curiosity kind of way: it wasn't among the keeper's powers to bar the heir of Grahk from the catacombs. 
          Intending to be exhaustively thorough, Bralidan set about walking down each and every row of shelving, examining the contents of each shelf and making notes as to what was where. Half map, half index, half almost-travelogue, his notes were getting rather copious. He had started just that winter, about four months ago. Now it was spring, and he hadn't quite explored half of the archives so far. 
          But he had looked at enough scrolls and bound leaves of paper to know that the possibilities of finding some kind of treatise on exactly how to be the best duke possible were very small. All he had found so far were domesday rolls of the populace for every year since long before Grahk was a separate duchy, detailed lists of provisions for each season for almost as many years, and a few dry, boring historical documents about terribly uninteresting times. The sensationalized, and therefore interesting, histories that Norissey had fed him had all been stored near the entrance. He had yet to uncover any lost masterpieces. 
          The current section under scrutiny was five shelves high, just like most of the others in the catacombs. And also like the most of the others, the top two shelves were empty: they were too high off the ground to reach comfortably. It was as if the shelving had been constructed with some kind of portable stair in mind, which had then either been forgotten about, or lost in the ensuing years. 
          Bralidan started on the third shelf, opening plain wooden and metal scroll boxes and leaf cases, and scanning the contents. He was glad that the animal skin used for the parchment had been properly and well cured, since even the oldest scrolls he had found were in excellent condition. Some of the scrolls he was unrolling and scanning presently were two or three hundred years old, yet the ink was clear and dark, and there was no drying or cracking of the parchment itself. 
          Bralidan reached the bottom shelf without finding anything of interest. There were only two scroll boxes down there, but one was different enough to catch his attention. He lifted it onto a higher shelf and looked at it in the light of his lantern. 
          It was wooden, and highly carved, though its decorations were very unlike the simple carving on most of the other wooden scroll boxes he had so far come across. The style was very ... different, somehow not Fretheodan at all. The dominant motif was of foxes, which made him think of his father, who always wore a small, stylized fox pinned to his chest. In fact, these foxes were somewhat similar in style. 
          Bralidan opened the lid of the box, and then lifted out the single scroll it contained. He looked at the band that held the parchment roll closed but instead of foxes, the metal circle bore the insignia of Grahk itself. Bralidan knew that only important documents were banded like this. He carefully extracted the scroll from within the band, and unrolled the document. 
          The title startled him. "Treaty of Rihelbak" was written in an ornate hand across the top of the scroll. The title was surrounded by small, neat decorations -- leaves and vines, mostly -- such as were used on important official documents. If this had been a display copy, the decoration would have been larger and more colorful. It seemed as if this was the original copy of the treaty. Why would this document be almost hidden away in the depths of the catacombs? 
          Bralidan scanned the scroll, and then read it word by word, disturbed by what he thought he had noticed. He read the parchment over carefully for the third time, and he still couldn't believe what it said. But there could really be no doubt; the writing was in perfectly plain Fretheodan. It *was* the Treaty of Rihelbak. And by the terms written in front of him, it was about to be broken by default. 
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          Bralidan decided that this had to be brought to his father's attention as soon as possible. He couldn't understand how this could have happened. His father had to know the terms of the treaty -- his signature was the last one displayed. So why weren't they being followed? People had died for this treaty -- including his own great-grandfather! And yet it was being ignored. Something strange was going on, and he wanted to find out what. 
          Bralidan slid the scroll into his carry-sack, somehow forgetting about the fox-carved scroll box completely. He lifted his lantern, blew out the candle he had set, and turned back the way he had come. The candle would stay where it was to indicate how far he had come. He followed the trail he had left of burning, or in some cases guttering, candles back toward the entrance. 
          A dozen paces brought him to the next candle. He plucked it from the shelf -- he would only need the one behind him to mark his place -- but as he lifted it towards himself to blow it out, he accidentally dripped hot wax on his hand. The sting made him flinch and the lit candle flew into the back of one of the shelves. 
          He scrambled after it; the preservation treatment of parchment made it very flammable, and not every document was protected by a case. As he grabbed the candle, which had extinguished itself, his hand pushed against some kind of projection at the back of the shelf. With a click, the entire section of shelves swung away from him. 
          Intrigued, Bralidan lifted his lantern and peeked behind the swung-away shelves. A small room was revealed, lined with more scrolls, scroll boxes, and a few other odds and ends. He lifted a box off of a low shelf and used it to prop open the secret door, and went into the small room. 
          His eyes scanned the supposed treasures in scroll form that lined the shelves within this hidden room. But instead of pulling down a few examples to see what kind of information needed to be hidden away like this, his attention was drawn to one particular shelf that had three objects resting on it. 
          The first object that he picked up he immediately threw into a corner -- it was a dead rat that had probably starved in the sealed room. The second item he lifted from the shelf he knew had to be an anhekova, one of those magical staves that had been the secret to the military superiority of the Fretheod Empire years ago. But no longer: in the aftermath of the civil war and the destruction of the Yrmenweald, it was nothing more than a rather plain wooden staff with an irregular lump of whitish crystal affixed to the top. He wondered who this might have belonged to, since it wasn't the General's Staff, which hung on the wall of the great hall. 
          But his interest in the origins of the staff faded when the light from the lantern fell on the last object on the shelf. Bralidan felt himself drawn somehow to the item. He set his lantern beside it and reached out to touch it tentatively. When it didn't bite him, or send a tingle through him, he lifted it off the shelf and examined it. 
          The object seemed to be a fragment of a sculpture of some kind. It had a single smooth edge that held a slight curve, and two sides that sloped jaggedly towards each other. In fact, it looked like a piece of pie that someone had ripped out of the rest rather than cutting it. The sloped edges were ragged and uneven, and it was broken off well short of where those edges would have come together had it really been a slice of pie. 
          One face of the foot-and-more long pie-slice was as smooth as its curved edge, but the other was an intricate, if fragmentary, piece of art. Most of a carved falcon took up much of the piece, which was an interesting coincidence, since he had taken a falcon as his own personal symbol. Connected to the falcon was a band of glass that ran across the surface of the pie-piece before ending at a jagged edge. Also running across the piece were ribbons of a dull silver metal and a bright brass-like metal. The pattern looked like part of a larger work, probably of Geronlel knot-work, that kind of woven-line decoration that the natives of that north-eastern province favored. The falcon itself was also stylized in Geronlel fashion, and it looked like it had been interwoven with another beast, which might have been a dog; it was hard to tell without the head. 
          "I wonder what this was," Bralidan muttered to himself. "It might have been part of a wall decoration. No, then its back wouldn't be so smooth. Some kind of projection on a statue? Maybe a warrior's shield? That could be it." 
          Bralidan found that he liked the fragment very much, regardless of what it had been. The falcon was exactly what he had tried to describe to the flag maker when having his banner crafted. The result had been acceptable, but now he could actually *show* Diggseth what he wanted. And then he would put the fragment in his room, where he could look at it and explore it. And maybe his survey of the archives would eventually answer his questions about where it had come from and what it was. 
          Bralidan had a moment's pause as he slipped the carving into his shoulder sack. Suppose there was something bad or dangerous about this carving? After all, it had been shut up in this secret room for who knew how long. But he dismissed those thoughts almost immediately. What threat could a stone, glass, and metal sculpture fragment possibly pose? 
          He slipped out of the secret room, and resumed his trek for the entrance to the catacombs. He left a candle stub on the shelf where the secret switch was, and picked up all the rest except one more to tell him which aisle to look in. 
          As Bralidan made his way out of the archives and up floor by floor to his father's quarters, the heir thought about the Treaty of Rihelbak. For hundreds and hundreds of years, Grahk had just been a small administrative division within the Province Krelinlel of the Fretheod Empire. Nominally, it still was, but in the increasing chaos since the civil war more than 120 years ago, Grahk had been forced to do more and more defending of its borders without help from elsewhere in the empire. At the same time Plethiss, the country mansion of the administrator of Grahk, had been turned into a very well fortified castle. Eventually, as the central authority of Province Krelinlel dissolved, the various districts within it took upon themselves more autonomy, and the Duchy of Grahk, among others, was born. 
          To the northeast of Province Krelinlel stretched a vast territory of grasslands and plains called the Great Steppes, which were home to one of the few nations that the mighty Fretheod Empire had never been able to conquer. The Siizhayip, or People of the Grass, were a loose association of nomadic clans who wandered the Great Steppes with complete freedom. 
          At the western edge of the Great Steppes was a vast plain of grassland that, while usually considered part of the steppes, only joined with them along a narrow strait between southward thrusting mountains on the north, and the plateaus and mesas to the south. It was within that plateau land that Grahk was situated, and its northern border encompassed the land adjacent to the narrow neck connecting the Plains of Rihelbak with the rest of the Steppes. 
          Ordinarily, the Siizhayip and the Fretheodan left each other alone. Even after the might of the Fretheod Empire was reduced to what amounted to individual protectorates around the perimeter of the Great Steppes, the two groups of people ignored each other. Until a time seventy years ago, when, for a reason no one had recorded in the histories Bralidan had read, seven small clans of the Siizhayip had banded together and attacked Grahk. 
          The conflict had been bloody and short. Grahk's troops were used to fighting in the terrain of their homeland; incursions by people trying to claim their own piece of the crumbling empire had grown more and more frequent. Not that the Siizhayip were completely unskilled at battle, but they hadn't been able to stand up to the organized tactics of this particular remnant of the empire's might. Within but a single month, the majority of the nomads of the seven clans were dead. 
          Even though the attack of the seven clans had not been sanctioned by the clan council of the Siizhayip, there had still been danger of retaliation by others among the clans. So, the Sun clan had stepped in and called for a truce. The One of the Sun, the person elected by the clan council to speak for all the clans when such was required, had sat down with the duke of the time, and a treaty had been worked out. 
          Duke Branvor had been perfectly willing to cease hostilities as long as the Siizhayip ceased as well. But his father, Duke Bravid, had been killed in the senseless fighting, and Branvor had wanted to make sure that the Siizhayip never thought to attack Grahk again. He had to come up with a penalty that would mean something to them. And that something was land. 
          The treaty that resulted granted the Plains of Rihelbak to Grahk. The histories made mention of the reverence that the Siizhayip had for the land, and that they didn't believe in ownership of land, but did believe in territoriality. However each side understood it, the Plains of Rihelbak had been forbidden to the clans of the Siizhayip forever more. 
          But somehow, an important part of that treaty had been left out of the history that Bralidan had learned: there was supposed to be a confirmation ceremony every five years! The terms of the treaty indicated that a representative of Grahk and of the Sun clan would meet at the boundary of Rihelbak and confirm the treaty at the appointed times. If that confirmation ceremony didn't occur five times in a row, the treaty would be invalidated and the land would return to the control of the Siizhayip. The last time the treaty had been so ratified, as indicated by the dated signatures, was in 2322, twenty-five years ago. 
          The fact that that last signatory for Grahk was Bralevant only made it harder for Bralidan to believe that his father had let the terms of the treaty be forgotten for so long. It was part of the duties of a duke to ensure that things such as this were taken care of, wasn't it? How could Bralevant have just ignored these requirements? 
          Bralidan finally arrived at the door to his father's quarters on the upper floors of the east wing. He pulled the braided rope and heard the bell inside jingle. Almost immediately, Osirek, the duke's personal aide, opened the door, his face stiff and bland in his most businesslike manner. But when the man saw who stood at the duke's door, his face crinkled up with a heartfelt smile and he gestured the youth inside. 
          "Ah, welcome, master Alin! You've been in the catacombs again, haven't you? Just look at all that dust and grime." The old man, who had at least fifteen years on the duke and so was almost like a grandfather to Bralidan, produced a small hand broom from somewhere. "Now, let's get you cleaned up a bit before you see your father. You did come to see him, yes? Something you found in those caves, yes? Good, good, right, just a moment and I'll let the duke know you're here." 
          Osirek fussed about Bralidan for a few moments, brushing dust off of his shoulders, cobwebs out of his hair, neatening up his outfit as much as possible. Then he said, "Now, just a moment, Alin. The duke is reviewing some inventory lists, just checking how Plethiss fared the winter. I'm sure he'll not mind an interruption from that task, but it wouldn't do to startle him and make him lose count or something. I'll be right back." 
          The old man darted quietly through the doors on the other side of the small antechamber, and Bralidan stood, absently fidgeting with the treaty scroll. Osirek poked his head back into the antechamber and beckoned to him. Bralidan stood and walked slowly over to the doorway, while Osirek straightened up, held the door open, and announced in an official voice, "Heir Bralidan to see you, your grace." 
          Bralidan stepped into his father's secondary receiving room. The chamber was outfitted for reception as well as work; an ornate throne stood against one wall, between floor to ceiling windows, curtains, and an impressive collection of all manner of weapons mounted on the wall as a decoration. In another corner stood a desk, its top covered with sheets of ledger-ruled parchment. Bralidan knew the duke spent more time behind that desk he was just rising from than in his throne. 
          Bralevant was a large man, about half a head taller than Bralidan and weighing maybe half again as much. Once the duke had been fit and trim but these days, Bralidan realized, the floor length robe he wore bulged more than a bit in the middle. He wondered what would happen if his father had to take to the field of battle; had his armor been kept matched to his shape? 
          And that robe -- yet another new piece of clothing. The duke never wore the same garment twice, though the cloth of one garment normally became parts of other garments eventually. The only constants in his clothing were the narrow band of gold he wore about his head, and that carved wooden fox-shaped brooch that he always wore on his chest. 
          Bralevant's most striking feature, aside from the paunch of good living, was not his pale skin nor his raven black hair. Rather, it was his eyes. The left one was blue while the right one was brown. Bralidan's eyes were a misty grey, and in most other respects he bore little resemblance to his father. His own hair was reddish brown, not black. His face was narrow, rather than broad and square like the duke's. His skin was a more natural tone, and he was both shorter and thinner than Bralevant. 
          Biralvid, on the other hand, was a little copy of their father, except for his eyes which were both blue. Bralidan had once envied his little brother that resemblance, believing that his father would prefer Biralvid to him. As it turned out, the duke was far more interested in running Plethiss and Grahk, and both his brother and he had been raised by servants. As far as he could tell, both were equally regarded by Bralevant -- when they were regarded at all. 
          Bralevant stood and said, "Well, hello there, son. Osirek tells me you have been poking around in the archives again. I'm glad to see that you're taking your future responsibilities so seriously, though I must say that I never found myself drawn to the catacombs the way you do. I doubt that I could find anything in there without the keeper, a detailed map, and several wilderness guides!" He laughed heartily, then continued, "Osirek also says you have something I need to see. What is it, son? What have you found?" 
          Bralidan said, "Yes, father, I have found something disturbing in the archives: the Treaty of Rihelbak!" 
          The duke frowned. "So, son? The Treaty of Rihelbak was signed years ago. What relevance could it have today?" 
          "But father, what about the confirmation signings?" 
          "Well, ah ..." Bralevant looked confused for a moment. His hand rose to his chest and he stroked the fox brooch with a finger. "I don't ... don't know ... What are you talking about, boy? Have you been breathing spider webs too long?" 
          "Father, you must know. Twenty five years ago, you confirmed the treaty as required. Since then, nothing." 
          "When? Confirmation signing? What?" Bralevant's hand was clutched over the fox-brooch and he was frowning as if he was in pain. 
          "Here, look. Right here. Every five years, the treaty has to be confirmed. If it goes twenty-five years without being confirmed, the treaty is broken. And Father, it was last signed twenty-five years ago this year!" 
          Bralevant squinted at the parchment that Bralidan held up. He scanned the whole thing as if he couldn't see anything written where his son was pointing. He closed his eyes and gasped something that sounded like "Ke ..." His hand jerked, and with a slight tearing sound he pulled the brooch free of his robe. The duke opened his eyes again and seemed able to see the words his son was indicating. He read them closely, mouth gaping. He finished reading, and closed his eyes again, slumping back onto his stool with a short gasp of something like pain. 
          Osirek dashed over to the duke and said, "Alev, are you all right? What's wrong?" 
          Bralevant opened his eyes and reassured his friend. The fox-brooch was laid on the desk, and was promptly forgotten. 
[image: image22.png]"OWell, it [ooks [ike we
have an outing to
organizc, doesn't it?"




          "Well, it looks like we have an outing to organize, doesn't it? The treaty signing is in two weeks, and this year I will be there. And so will you, son. And so will you. After all, if not for your squirreling through the catacombs, the treaty would have been broken, right? I just don't know how this could have happened ..." 
          Osirek started to reassure the duke, who was still looking shaky. Bralidan immediately felt left out as the two old friends chatted together, and he turned and left without any ceremony. But he kept hold of the treaty. He knew his father would organize the confirmation signing, but Bralidan was going to see to it that it didn't get forgotten again. 


          Nikorah was riding her horse, Red Mist, when she saw them. Six riders and a wagon were approaching the camp from the Rihelbak. They were coming this year! 
          She rode back to camp and jumped off of Red Mist's back in front of her father, Demahh, the One of the Sun clan and thus the One of the 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2261" Siizhayip. "Father! They're coming!" 
          "Who's coming, Nika? Who did you see?" 
          "Them, father. The Kuizhack of Grahk. They're going to sign!" Nikorah felt elation; this meeting wouldn't be in vain like the last one. The people from Grahk were going to sign! 
          She saw that her father was frowning, and wondered why. Then, as she thought about it, she realized what the signing meant. "Oh, I apologize, Father. I wasn't thinking. This means that the Rihelbak will be barred to us again. And it was almost ours! I wonder why they didn't sign for so long. Did they do it on purpose? To torture us or something? I hope not. Maybe they just forgot." 
          Demahh's frown softened as his daughter rambled on. When she ran down on her own, he said gently, "Yes, there is more bad than good in your news. But their coming was in the hands of the Anhilizharnoh. And only they, the Lords of the Sky, know why this year was different than those previous." 
          With a heartfelt sigh, he continued, "Go gather the others. The sooner this task is completed, the sooner we can rejoin the clan. Off with you!" 
          Nikorah gave her father a teasing bow, and hurried away to spread the news. She tried to temper her enthusiasm, but it didn't matter what the signing meant ultimately; it was still a ceremony, an event. And she would get to witness it. 
          She quickly gathered the other four members of their delegation, finding the senior herd keeper Kendra last, who was whittling away at a piece of wood as usual. Only Kendra reacted badly to her news, her swarthy features blanching almost white. She got a furtive look in her eyes, and said after a moment, "Nika, dear, ah ... tell Demahh that some of the horses are restless. I had better stay with them, keep them calm. I am not needed at the ceremony." 
          Nikorah shrugged, nodded, and gave Kendra a hug. She had always treated the herd keeper like an aunt, and she wondered what was bothering her. Then she went racing back to the other side of the camp as fast as her feet would carry her. The riders would have arrived by now, and she was eager to see the Kuizhack, these strange people who actually lived in houses of stone. 
          There was a great deal of milling around going on next to the low wall that the Fretheodan Kuizhack had built across the entrance to the Rihelbak Plains. Only two feet high, the wall couldn't physically keep anything out of the Rihelbak, but it served as a symbol of the treaty which had kept the Siizhayip out of those plains. The riders from Grahk were unloading the wagon they had brought with them and, with the help of the four Sun clan members, were getting ready for the ceremony. Large rugs were placed on the ground on the steppe side of the wall, upon which a high table was set. The legs were so tall that Nikorah wondered how they were going to see the top of it as they sat on the ground around it. And then chairs -- strange things all made of wood, not like the mostly canvas or hide chairs the Siizhayip used -- were set all around the table. "That answers that," thought Nikorah. 
          The top of the table was covered with an embroidered cloth, and then a small square of wood was placed on top of that. A scroll was placed on the square of wood, and two quill pens were placed to each side of the scroll. 
          The chairs were jostled around. Strange stands were placed around one side of the table, upon which were hung more rugs. Nikorah realized that the people of Grahk were trying to turn the openness of the steppes into some kind of enclosure with all of their rugs and stands and tables and such. She laughed at their strange quirks. Why close out the horizon? Why cut off long vistas and views? Then again, why live in unmovable houses of stone? 
          Finally everything was ready, at least as far as the people of Grahk were concerned. Nikorah knew that her father would just as readily have squatted on the bare earth, traded a few words, and scratched his mark on the proper line with no more bother than that, but he was going to do whatever the Kuizhack wanted. This ceremony was dictated by the Fretheod Kuizhack, and Nikorah's father saw the need to accommodate them even though the freedom of the Siizhayip was limited by it. 
          Demahh motioned to his people, and Nikorah joined him at the table. The hard wooden chair was uncomfortable, but she wouldn't be here for too long, she hoped. 
          The one in charge, the one with that bright metal band around his head, said, in Fretheodan of course, "Welcome, People of the Grass, to this confirmation signing of the Treaty of Rihelbak. I am Duke Bralevant. This is my eldest son and heir, Bralidan. And this ..." 
          But Nikorah didn't hear anything else the man said, nor any of the words her father traded with the duke person. She didn't notice when the quills were picked up, finally, and the treaty confirmed and witnessed and dated. She noticed none of this because she was too busy noticing the duke, and more importantly, his heir. 
          She found herself fascinated with both of them. There was something familiar about them both, but she had a different feeling about the duke than about the younger Bralidan. She found herself not liking Bralevant, for no reason that she could detect. His pale skin didn't bother her, nor did his very black hair or the tiny moustache and beard he sported just around his mouth and chin. Not even his eyes, one blue and one brown, specifically bothered her. It was something else, something distant, almost a memory. Almost. 
          But nothing at all bothered her about the heir, so she put the duke out of her mind for a time and concentrated on the one called Bralidan. He was good looking, almost handsome but not quite. His reddish brown hair that hung to his shoulders was very enticing, though, as were his mysterious grey eyes. There was something about him as well, but not something unpleasant. Still like a memory or dream, but definitely a pleasant one. She wondered what he looked like in just a tunic, and then she wondered what he looked like in nothing at all. She wondered if these people of Grahk would want to stay for evening meal. She wondered if she might get to talk to Bralidan. She wondered what she might say to him if she did. She didn't know anything about the kind of life he must lead, always in the same place, cut off from nature by walls of stone. But he had been riding a horse. Maybe they would talk about that. 
          Even in the midst of her distraction, she noticed that both the duke and his heir were also looking at her. The heir in particular was spending more time glancing her way than paying attention to her father's -- or his own father's -- words. They only made eye contact once, and it had been so intense, so full of a meaning that she just couldn't quite fathom, that she had made sure not to look into those grey eyes again. 
          At last, everyone was standing up from their chairs. She had been so absorbed that she hadn't even noticed how numb her rear end was now. She leaned on the table and worked the feeling back into her legs, keeping her eyes on Bralidan. But it soon became apparent that the Kuizhack were not staying. They took down their meeting table and its cloth walls, and in far less time than it had taken to set it all up. Soon, the entire collection of table, chairs, rugs, and frames was back in the wagon, and with some courteous words of parting, the Kuizhack rode away. Nikorah stood and watched after them, and she was sure that the heir, Bralidan, looked back several times before details were lost in the distance. 
          She returned to her ghur in the encampment and slipped inside the low, dome shaped structure of hides covering bent poles woven together at the top to form a smoke and air hole. She was glad she had earned her own ghur last year upon reaching her sixteenth summer, because all she wanted to do at the moment was think about Bralidan. 
          Nikorah settled herself on some pillows that were placed atop the rugs that formed her ghur's floor. She reached into a small chest and pulled out her favorite flute, the one with two bells that she had crafted herself. She dug around in another chest, and finally dragged out one of her favorite keepsakes and set it in front of her. While she slipped off her moccasins and rummaged in the first chest for the special hammer, she stared with pleasure at the hunk of rock. 
          The keepsake had been a gift from her father. A tinker, one of those wandering vendors of trinkets and repair work, had happened by the clan's camping ground seven winters ago. Nikorah remembered the stir he had caused; anything different in the middle of winter was a welcome diversion. She also remembered the first time she had seen her little stone cat, lashed to the side of the box wagon the tinker pulled. It was a fragment of something else, since its two straight sides were jagged and broken, and the strips of gold, iron, and glass that ran across its surface looked torn apart where their paths met those irregular sides. The bulk of the foot and a half long fragment was taken up by a stylized cat, out of which a bit of the iron strips seemed to grow. The strips were woven together, almost like a basket, but not as neat and regular. But the best thing about it, aside from the picture of the cat that she used as her personal totem, was that the metal strips clinked musically when tapped. The glass strips didn't, though she often had the thought that they should, somehow. But nothing she hit them with produced a sound that was sufficiently note-like to bother repeating. 
          Even though the cat-rock was a broken instrument, Nikorah had found a way to play it. The few notes it was capable of didn't make up a complete scale, nor were they all even in the same octave. But Nikorah had managed anyway. She clamped the tiny hammer she had grabbed between her toes and slid her foot into position over the cat-rock. Then she placed the end of the flute between her lips, positioned her fingers, and started to play, using the tones of the cat-rock as accompaniment. And as her fingers and toes worked together and the ghur filled up with music, her mind began to weave fantasies about the heir of Grahk. 




Talisman One
Part 2

       by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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early a moon-cycle after the confirmation signing of the Treaty of Rihelbak, Nikorah was sitting cross-legged next to her father as he presided over the seasonal all-clans meet. But she wasn't paying much attention to the proceedings. Her fingers itched to be playing something, but what occupied her mind the most was Bralidan, heir of Grahk. Even after a cycle. She couldn't believe that she was still dreaming about the good looking young man, but she couldn't seem to forget about him. 
          She had tried talking about him to Kendra, but the herd keeper had looked at her sternly and said, "Forget him, Nika. The Kuizhack, the People of the Stone, are trouble. Don't ruin your life!" 
          Nikorah hadn't expected to hear that common Siizhayip saying from Kendra, and it bothered her. There had been a hint of personal experience in Kendra's voice, though Nikorah had never heard any stories about the senior herd keeper of the Sun clan spending time among the People of the Stone. Nikorah had always thought herself close to the woman and it was difficult to think that the person she was closest to in the clan had secrets from her. 
          Her attention was drawn back to the meeting when she caught the word 'Rihelbak'. She focused, and saw that there were three people kneeling and sitting back on their heels on the other side of the council rock from Nikorah and her father. Their knees rested on a small orange rug, banded with white, which meant that they were here to ask a boon of her father, not deliver a report or a tithe. 
          The three wore the braided cords of different clans on their shoulders, which was unusual. Why would an affiliation of clans get together to ask her father for a favor? The word 'Rihelbak', along with her knowledge of the history that had led up to the treaty, made her uneasy about the possibilities. The seven clans that had attacked the Grahk Kuizhack had not begun their war with a delegation to the Chosen One. Yet, might not a new attempt to wrest the Rihelbak Plains from the Kuizhack of Grahk begin with a formal request for the support of all of the Siizhayip? 
          She heard her father ask, "Why?" Nikorah didn't know what her father was trying to clarify, but she began paying attention hoping that everything would become clear. 
          The one in the middle, with the braid of the Spring-Bok clan, said, "Chosen One Demahh, you have heard how the numbers within the clans are growing again. The winters have been mild, and the hunting has been good, and the Siizhayip as a whole are prospering. But even the Great Steppes are not boundless. The clans are running out of room, Chosen One. 
          "Our remedies are few. We could leave the grass, and become one with the Kuizhack." The way he said it made it sound like he would rather be tied between four horses and ripped apart. "Or, we could reclaim the Rihelbak." 
          "You are aware," said her father, the Chosen One, "that barely a moon-cycle ago the treaty was confirmed. That land is overseen by the Kuizhack of Grahk." Her father's pronunciation bore no hint of approbation. 
          "I have noticed the increase in our numbers," he continued. "And while it has gladdened me that we are prospering, I also realize the difficulties it presents us with. But we cannot look to Rihelbak. It is not our land to grow into." 
          "But, Chosen One," began the one on the left, a woman from the Prairie Cat clan. "Those Fretheodan of Grahk, they do not use the land. Rihelbak lies empty, unlived in, unhunted. It is an offense, Chosen One, to waste the land so, with no one to thin the herds, with no one to burn the grasses to stem their growth; it is an offense against the way of the Anhilizharnoh, the Lords of the Sky." 
          Demahh was silent for a moment, thinking. Nikorah hadn't thought about the treaty in those terms. She frowned when she thought about what a state the Rihelbak Plains must be in after being neglected ever since the treaty had first been signed. It *was* an offense! 
          "You know that the Fretheodan waste the Rihelbak?" asked the Chosen One. "Perhaps they have some other Kuizhack use for the land." 
          "We have ... seen, Demahh Chosen One. We have sent scouts into the Rihelbak. Never has one of the Grahk people entered the plains before the group who went to the treaty signing. Not in more than two hands of summers!" 
          Demahh shook his head, but whether at the Prairie Cat clan's spying, which had to mean that they had done the forbidden and entered the plains, or at the waste by the Fretheodan, Nikorah didn't know. 
          He took a deep breath, and said slowly, "What do you ask?" 
          The third one, a young man from the Red Cup clan, said, "We do not ask for rebellion. We know that the might of the Fretheodan Kuizhack is greater than our own. So, if we cannot claim the land as a right of battle, then all we can do is ask. Present our petition to the one who rules Grahk, let that man know of the struggle that is beginning in the Great Steppes, as our numbers grow beyond what our home can support. Surely they are capable of seeing the sense in our request. Surely they will understand that we could put that land to better use. Surely they will allow us entry into Rihelbak." 
          Nikorah wondered whether the Red Cup speaker was right. The Fretheodan were strange, different. That room of rugs they had built out in the open air like that ... so strange! Could they understand the plight of the Siizhayip? Would they allow the clans to grow into land they controlled? 
          Demahh was silent a long time, and finally he said, "You have all spoken eloquently, and I have seen the wisdom in your words. We will send a delegation to the home of the leader of the Grahk, and we will do as you suggest: we will ask them for more room. Their answer, however, is in the hands of the Anhilizharnoh." 
          The petitioners bowed, then stood and rolled up their rug. Their leader, the Spring Bok man, said, "Thank you, Chosen One Demahh. Your words contain wisdom." 
          Demahh nodded in response, and said, "I shall appoint Kendra to organize and lead this delegation, as she has experience with the people of Grahk. The delegation should be ready to leave within the quarter-cycle. You may go." 
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          The meeting continued, and Nikorah's attention wandered again. She didn't think much about the proposed delegation, since she was fairly sure that Kendra wouldn't allow her to get anywhere near the heir, after her previous words on the subject. The information that Kendra had been to the Grahk stone house before intrigued her, though. She wondered who she could learn that story from. 
          When the meeting was over, Nikorah returned to her ghur. She drew her lute and the cat-stone out of their storage places and set about making music. Somewhere in the middle of her playing, a thought came to her. She stopped playing and concentrated on it, her hands and feet caressing the cat-stone absently. Of course she wanted to go to the home of the Grahk people. Why shouldn't she? She would simply ask Kendra, and Kendra would agree. It was simple. Wasn't it? 
          If her sudden decision to go with the delegation startled her, what surprised her even more was the way Kendra actually did just agree. What was even stranger, she realized much later, was that she never once thought of heir Bralidan as she made her decision. 


          Bralidan once again stood in his father's antechamber waiting for an audience. This time, though, Bralevant wasn't in the reception room just beyond, but in his quarters getting ready to meet their just-arrived guests. Bralidan was here to let the duke know just who those visitors were. 
          They had come riding up to the gates of Plethiss totally unexpectedly, and it had been Bralidan who was in a fit state to greet them. So, he had gone to the mansion's forecourt and greeted the ten riders, who were still sitting atop their fine horses. He had welcomed them to the ducal residence of Plethiss, and then asked who they were and why they were here. 
          He knew who they were, of course, at least in general. One of the ten riders was the woman he had seen at the treaty signing just over a month ago and whom he had been unable to stop thinking about since. Nikorah was her name, and she was the daughter of the One of the Sun clan. 
          The eldest of the riders, a woman in her fifties judging by the lines on her face and the grey in her brown hair, said, "We are a delegation come from the Siizhayip, the People of the Grass, to speak to the ruler of these lands and the one who holds the rights of Rihelbak, Duke Bralevant of Grahk. We have a petition to put before him." Despite the cold formality of her words, he thought that she was looking at him rather tenderly, an odd light in her eyes. 
          Bralidan had arranged for the horses to be taken care of and had escorted the Siizhayip into the audience hall to await the duke. Then he had hurried to his father's rooms to let him know who his visitors were. 
          Bralevant appeared at the door to the antechamber dressed in hunting clothes, Osirek at his side. The aide was adjusting the fit of the leather tunic, and brushing imaginary dust from the hide leggings. Bralidan thought that his father's choice of dress, perhaps meant to emulate the clothing of the visitors in some way, was a mistake. The duke's pristine hunting leathers, never before worn and never likely to be again, did not have the comfortable, worn-in look of the garb the Siizhayip wore. Bralidan imagined his father would look like a preening mockery, and it embarrassed him. 
          The duke impatiently dismissed Osirek, and said, "So, Alin, what did they have to say?" 
          Bralevant started walking through the antechamber and out the front door, leaving Osirek standing there looking like there was more he wanted to adjust. Bralidan followed his father and said, "Well, they said that they are a delegation from the Siizhayip and that they wish to petition you for something. That's all they said. They didn't even introduce themselves, though one of them I already know. I saw her at the treaty signing last month. It's Nikorah, the daughter of Demahh of the Sun clan." 
          "Ah, yes. She was quite striking. Very green eyes, right? And that nose! I remember her as well." 
          Bralidan glanced at his father, wondering about the tone in his voice. The look on Bralevant's face -- a sort of pleased leer -- made Bralidan feel guilty for a moment as he realized what he might have looked like while he daydreamed about the beautiful Nikorah. And then he felt intense jealousy. His father couldn't possibly be interested in the girl! She was so young! And while Bralevant had been without a wife since Bralidan's mother, Omelli, had died shortly after giving birth to Biralvid, it still wouldn't be decent to take up with a girl younger than that youngest son! 
          Bralidan tried to figure out a way to determine just what designs his father might have on the daughter of the One of the Sun, but he was too flustered by the thought of competing for Nikorah with his own father. By the time he had straightened out his thoughts, the two of them had arrived at the doors to the audience hall. Not standing on ceremony, the duke opened the doors himself and walked in. Bralidan followed two paces behind. 
          The Siizhayip were standing in three ranks in front of the small raised dais that the duke's throne sat on. Someone had placed an orange rug edged with white stripes just in front of the first rank, which consisted of Nikorah and three other young people, though Nikorah seemed the youngest of the four. Behind them stood the old woman who had spoken in the forecourt, and behind her stood five other Siizhayip of varying ages. For the first time, Bralidan noticed that each of the nomads was wearing different colored braided rope on their left shoulder, except for Nikorah and the old woman, whose braids were the same. He wondered what they meant, if anything, as he followed his father to the platform and stood just behind the right arm of the throne. 
          Bralidan was looking at Bralevant when the duke lifted his eyes to the group before him and prepared to welcome them. So he noticed when his father caught sight of one of them and just stopped and stared, dumbfounded. He glanced up and was relieved to note that the duke wasn't staring at Nikorah. Then, covering for his father's distraction, he straightened up and said, "Duke Bralevant of Grahk, of the Fretheod Empire, welcomes the delegation of Siizhayip to the halls of Plethiss. You may introduce yourselves and present your petition." 
          Normally his father didn't bother with that kind of ceremony, but normally his father didn't stare gape-mouthed at -- Bralidan checked again -- old nomad women, either. Bralidan looked at the woman in the middle rank and saw that she had a hard, almost angry expression on her face, but there was something else behind her eyes, something that she seemed to want to keep hidden very badly. 
          That woman said, "I am Kendra of the Sun clan, speaker for this delegation." Bralidan glanced down at his father and noticed that the duke's hand was clutching repeatedly at his chest, right where he usually wore his fox-shaped brooch. The one he hadn't worn since the day Bralidan had found the Treaty of Rihelbak and that lovely falcon-carved stone. 
          Kendra continued, her voice even and official-toned, "Before me are Nikorah of the Sun clan, here to lend the weight of her father, Demahh, the One of the Sun clan and the One of the 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2261" Siizhayip, to the petition." Nikorah knelt on the orange rug, and then sat back on her heels. She looked perfectly comfortable there, and Bralidan idly wondered how long he could match her pose, if he tried. He didn't think it would be very long. 
          Kendra said, "This is Denaln of the Spring-Bok clan, Lorrip of the Prairie Cat clan, and Tidick of the Red Cup clan." As their names were given, each of the remaining three nomads knelt and settled comfortably. Kendra went on, "Denaln will present the petition, but you should know that the four who kneel, the five whose clans are represented behind me, and more than half of the rest of the clans of the Siizhayip, take part in the words to be presented. By decision of the One of the Sun, all of Siizhayip support these words." 
          The four kneeling young people seemed to be waiting for some word from the duke, who was still staring at Kendra. Bralidan kicked the leg of the throne hard, jarring the solid chair. No response. He did it again, and was about to reach forward and poke his father in the side when the duke said, "Please, begin." Bralidan looked down and his father seemed to have recovered himself and was looking at the petitioners, mouth closed, an attentive look on his face. 
          The man who had been named Denaln responded with, "Greetings, Duke Bralevant, ruler of Grahk and holder of the rights to Rihelbak. We come with glad tidings and grave news to ask of you a boon. 
          "The Siizhayip have had the freedom of the Great Steppes for countless ages. Once, the clans numbered no more than a handful, and in the vastness of the steppes our numbers were so small that we could not imagine a time when we would be stretching the resources of the great grasslands we call home. 
          "The Siizhayip have prospered and grown. And that day that we could not imagine has come upon us. The People of the Grass are beginning to outgrow the grass." 
          Lorrip, the woman from the Prairie Cat clan, spoke up. "Great Duke, we know the steppes and we know their limitations. We have reached those limits, and we are beginning to exceed them. 
          "We have looked for an answer to our dilemma. Most of the solutions that would allow us to sustain more people per sweep of grassland would destroy our way of life. Leaving the grasslands would do the same. All we can see as a solution is to find more grasslands to occupy. And to our great fortune, such an area exists. 
          "I speak of the Rihelbak. We have watched closely, and we know that you do not use the vast grasslands of the Rihelbak. You do not live upon the plains, you do not herd animals upon them. You do not even plow them under and try to make them grow foreign plants like the Kuizhack farmers do." 
          The woman paused and took a deep breath, calming herself from the slight hint of heat that had crept into her words. Then she continued, "As you seem to have no use for this land that you control, and our people are searching for land to grow into, what we ask is that we be allowed to inhabit the Plains of Rihelbak." 
          The petition surprised Bralidan. He didn't quite know what to think about it. Not much more than a month ago, he had managed to avert a circumstance that would have returned the Rihelbak Plains to the Siizhayip by default, and now here was a group of those nomads simply asking them to cancel the treaty! He wondered briefly whether the Siizhayip had somehow engineered the situation that had made everyone forget about the treaty's stipulation to be confirmed every five years and hidden the document itself. But that was nonsense, wasn't it? 
          On the other hand, the nomads had a point. As far as he knew, Rihelbak had never been a useful part of Grahk, either before or after the Seven Clans' War. In the agreement the Fretheod had once had with the Siizhayip before the war, all of the grasslands from the Rihelbak to [image: image68.png]What could it hurt to
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the eastern edge of the steppes had been free for use by the nomad clans. That had changed with the war that had forced Bralidan's great grandfather to punish the Siizhayip by closing the Rihelbak to them. But what use did Grahk have for the land? It had been seventy years since the war and the Siizhayip needed land to grow. What could it hurt to give it back to them? 
          As he pondered the situation, his constant worry about becoming duke resurfaced. This was just the sort of situation that he feared, where the two sides of an argument had equal weight within his mind. If he had to decide between keeping and giving away the Rihelbak Plains, he didn't know how he would choose. He looked at his father to see what Bralevant would do, and found him staring at the orange rug, or maybe Lorrip's knees. 
          Eventually, the duke said, without looking up, "You have given me much to think on. I will have rooms prepared for you while I ponder this issue." He stood and turned his back on the Siizhayip, and walked quickly out the door he had come in through. 
          Bralidan followed his father as the duke walked swiftly back to his rooms. He walked into the antechamber to find Bralevant saying to Osirek, "... rooms in the north wing ready for them. One to a room I think, there are plenty of rooms available. I think they will stay at least a week." 
          "Father?" said Bralidan. 
          The duke turned and said, "Yes, Alin?" 
          "Father, are you really going to take a week to make up your mind? I mean, it is a difficult situation, especially just a month after confirming the treaty, but a week?" 
          Bralevant said, scorn in his voice, "Of course it won't take a week. I've already made up my mind! Rihelbak is part of Grahk, and thus part of the empire, and I'm not giving it away to anyone, for any reason." 
          "But ... but ..." 
          "But what? Look, son. The empire is falling apart, and has been for years, yes? And even though we have come to be able to rely on our own people for support and protection, it is still the name 'Fretheod' that stands behind the respect we command, yes? So, we can't let the empire down. We have to preserve our heritage, or we will be nothing. Rihelbak was gained for the empire by the blood of Grahk, one of the few gains in territory the empire has made in over a century! I will not erode the empire, give up our superior standing, just so the Siizhayip barbarians can have a little more grass to run around in!" 
          Bralidan knew that his father revered the history and traditions of the empire, even though life on the frontier that was Grahk had little of the flavor of what the empire had once been. But he hadn't thought that the duke was so blindly beholden to that distant empire, and it worried him. 
          His father obviously didn't think much of the Siizhayip either. If that was so, then why did he want them to stay for so long? "Father," he asked, "why are you preparing to host the Siizhayip for a week? Shouldn't you tell them your answer and let them get back to their steppes?" 
          Bralevant got a crafty look on his face, and he said, "Ah, no, son. No. I have plans to make. Now that she is here again, I'm sure I can ... well, anyway, I will just play gracious host to the grass-lovers and see what happens from there. 
          "And you should be happy that they're staying around, since that means that the little Nikorah will be at loose ends for a whole week. Maybe you can find some way to entertain her, eh?" 
          The duke leered again, which made Bralidan uncomfortable. But his father had a point. Nikorah would be here for a week, and that meant that he had some plans of his own to make. As he left his father's antechamber, though, he wondered who 'that woman' had been. The old nomad woman, Kendra, perhaps? Why did his father need to make plans concerning Kendra? 


          Bralidan sat at the dinner table in the small dining room in the family's wing. The servants had just departed after setting the main course of pheasant in front of him and his brother Biralvid. They were eating alone, since the duke was still making his plans, and the nomads had been given the evening to settle into their quarters. Bralidan had already spent some time choosing the outfit he would wear at tomorrow evening's grand dinner, to be held in the great hall with all of the Siizhayip invited, and most of Grahk's nobles as well. And he wondered whether he should make an attempt to meet Nikorah sometime before the party, to try to engage her interest when it was just the two of them. Trying to get to know people at an event like a grand dinner could be very difficult. 
          Biralvid said, "So, father actually called them 'grass lovers,' did he?" 
          Bralidan had told his brother about the petition, and his own mixed feelings on it, and then what the duke had said about Rihelbak and about the Siizhayip. "Absolutely, his very words." 
          Biralvid shook his head. "You know, I still can't understand his loyalty to the empire. I mean, when was the last time we had a visit from an imperial envoy? They don't even try to collect taxes from us anymore! No one from here east to the sea has had any meaningful contact with the imperial province of Frethehel in thirty years or more." 
          Bralidan picked at the pheasant in front of him and said, "I know. But I can see father's point. I mean, despite what you say, we are part of the empire, and so is Rihelbak. The Seven Clans' War might have resulted in more dead on their side than ours, but they did kill Duke Bravid after all. We earned that grassland!" 
          "*We* didn't earn anything, brother, our ancestors did. And so what if that duke died? It isn't like they were actually fighting to gain the Rihelbak. That was just a punishment! The *we* of today, you and me and father and everyone else, has no use for that land, while the Siizhayip do. Why should we keep it from them for the sake of an empire that has given us nothing except its name and reputation for longer than either of us have been alive?" 
          "You have a good point, Biralvid. I can see it, but I can also see father's side. I am very glad that this is not my decision to make." 
          "Well, I would give the land back to them in a second," said Biralvid. "But since it is never going to be up to me, I guess that's worth about as much as a blade of Rihelbak grass, eh? 
          "So, have you decided what to wear to the dinner tomorrow? I thought I'd try ..." 


          Bralidan thought that the grand dinner wasn't going well at all. It was a perfect end, though, to a frustrating day. He had spent almost the whole day trying to 'accidentally' run into Nikorah, but the young woman had never left her rooms in the north wing. Eventually, he had resigned himself to wait for the dinner and make the best of the crowded room; but again he was to be frustrated: Kendra sat Nikorah right next to herself at the large table that had been set up in the great hall even though the daughter of the One of the Sun had been assigned to sit across from Bralidan. The food had probably been exquisite -- the duke's cooks were the best to be had -- but Bralidan hadn't tasted any of it as he stared down the table at the beautiful blond-haired, green-eyed woman he had been dreaming of. 
          And now that the formal dining was over and people were milling around talking to each other, Bralidan couldn't find Nikorah anywhere. Kendra was talking with some Grahk nobles and trying to avoid his father -- he watched her keeping her eye on the duke, and moving around the room whenever Bralevant started to walk toward her. If she was still around, Nikorah should be too, but Bralidan couldn't find her anywhere. 
          When Tidick, the Siizhayip delegate from the Red Cup clan -- 'red cup' was a flower, as it turned out -- cornered him, Bralidan was sure that the ensuing conversation would be another frustration, but as it turned out he was wrong. Tidick was an engaging young man who put Bralidan at ease quickly, and before long the two were comparing their experiences with wilderness living. 
          Bralidan's knowledge had come during his attempts to learn military command. The exercises in squad and army leadership had included mock campaigns that meant that he had to live out of a canvas wedge-tent for weeks at a time. And while that couldn't quite compare to living year-round in one of those hide-covered ghur he had seen at the treaty confirmation, there were similarities. 
          Aside from being engaged in something he felt competent to do -- leading groups of teraehran -- the experience of living on his own, away from the servants and even just the walls of Plethiss, had been a positive one. He found that he enjoyed the rough living. His officers complained about the conditions they endured as much as the regular forces, but he had found himself able to adapt to the harsh weather and terrain, to do without servants waiting on him night and day, to provide just the necessities for himself. 
          He was surprised to find out how similar the Siizhayip way of life tended to be. They had long ago perfected the art of wilderness living, though. Their ghur sounded like a vast improvement over a wedge tent. They spent most of their time tending to their herds, or hunting the free-roaming animals of the steppes. They also participated in mock battles, sometimes as games, and sometimes as contests to determine rankings, or to settle disputes. Bralidan thought they had a very noteworthy way of life. 
          Tidick was called away by one of the other Siizhayip, and Bralidan decided to get some fresh air and think. He strolled away from the great hall, up a few staircases, and crossed one of the wooden bridges that linked the house with the outer walls. Then, he walked slowly along the top of the defensive wall, gazing over the parapet into the darkness, which was only somewhat relieved by the light of the waxing larger moon, Nochturon. The smaller moon, Celene, also provided its share of the illumination, which, as usual, wasn't much. 
          Bralidan eventually stopped, leaned on the parapet, and tried to think. He never consciously realized that he was staring out in the direction of the Rihelbak Plains. His thoughts swirled and tumbled, darting back and forth from Tidick's information about the Siizhayip way of life, to the request of the delegation, to his worries about being duke someday. But most often, his thoughts turned to Nikorah. 
          He didn't notice the shape that had come up next to him until a soft voice said, "Greetings." He jumped a bit, having become used to the silence and darkness of his place on the wall, then turned to see Nikorah standing there. He couldn't help but smile, partly because after all his efforts to find her, she had managed to find him, partly because they were now well and truly alone and not at all likely to be disturbed, but mostly because of the way her eyes almost glowed in the light of the two moons, and her face shone palely as she looked up at him. 
          "Ah, you startled me, Nikorah. You move very silently. And ... ah ... you look beautiful by moonslight." 
          She smiled, and he thought he saw a hint of color rise into her cheeks before she lowered her head a bit. But she kept her eyes turned up to him, and he didn't want to look away from them. 
          He waited for a moment, but she didn't seem ready to speak, so he said, "I am glad you came out here, though. I've been looking for you all day, but never ran into you. And then this evening, Kendra moved you next to her, so I didn't get to talk to you over dinner. And afterwards, you vanished again ..." 
          Silence stretched again, as they stood on the wall facing each other in the darkness. Bralidan tried to come up with something else to say, but all that came to mind was something stupid like 'I love you' and he knew he wasn't really ready to utter that phrase. 
          But Nikorah eventually broke the silence. As she spoke she lifted her head and stared into his eyes openly. "Well, it was Kendra. She's been acting strange ever since we arrived. She told me that I couldn't leave my room earlier today. And of course there was dinner. Then afterwards she sent me back to my room, said that she wanted to make sure that nothing happened to me. Like anything could happen to me in the middle of that huge stone place! So I left the great hall but didn't go back to my room. Instead I wandered around until I found myself out here on the walls. I spent some time on the other side of the building looking out over the town at the bottom of the hill. I was trying to figure out how those people could all live in so small a place. I mean, I suppose that it's a nice town, but compared to the steppes it *is* tiny ..." 
          Bralidan realized that he had never heard Nikorah speak before. Her voice was beautiful, almost musical, delicate and soft. He tried to concentrate on her words like a gentleman, but it wasn't easy. With her face turned up to his again, her shining visage was very distracting. Not to mention her mouth, her full red lips flexing, parting, shaping word after perfect word. All Bralidan wanted to do was to kiss that mouth, taste the lips, feel the softness of her cheek. 
          But he couldn't take such liberties. He was practically her host, and it just wouldn't be right. He was strong; he could control himself. He knew what his dreams tonight would be about, though. 
          Eventually, her monologue ended with an innocuous remark about the clothes he was wearing being very good looking on him, and he fell naturally into an exchange of small talk. It was only natural that his comments take on an undertone of more than casual interest, especially considering that her own conversation was leading that way as well. Bralidan was beginning to work himself into a position where he could leave her company gracefully -- his control was being sorely strained -- when Nikorah preempted him by raising up on her toes and kissing him. And not just a peck, either, but full on the mouth, hard and lingering. 
          Their arms went around each other automatically, and though Bralidan struggled for a bit to remain the proper host and gentleman, his fortitude wasn't enough to withstand the onslaught of this particular beautiful young woman. He returned the kiss, arms moving up and down her back, basking in the moment. 

When she finally let him go, he knew that his eyes were shining with the same light of lust that hers were. But now that he was separated from her physically, he was able to reassert his 'proper host' self. He mumbled, "Ah, ... um ... that ... that was nice." Then, in a steadier voice, he continued, "But, ah ... it is getting late, and we should both be in ... our own rooms. But tomorrow, would you like to go riding?" 
          They strolled back into the house arm in arm, but separated once they approached the great hall. Nikorah waved as she started walking towards the north wing, and Bralidan found himself staring after her long after the shadows in the corridor had swallowed her up. 
          He returned to the noise and people in the great hall, but only spent a short time there. When he got back to his room, and into his bed, he slipped the falcon-carved rock from the velvet bag he kept it in. He stared at it, tracing the ribbons of metal and glass, thinking about Nikorah, about riding tomorrow, and about what they might do during the rest of the week. And once he fell asleep, he did indeed dream of just what he had thought he would. 
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or Bralidan, the rest of that week passed both far too swiftly and agonizingly slowly. A small part of each day was occupied with attending the entertainments, such as plays, concerts, tours, a hunt, that had been arranged for the visiting delegation from the Siizhayip. The visitors were at Plethiss to request a favor of the Duke of Grahk for access to the Plains of Rihelbak. He had to do his duty as heir, and that meant standing in for his father, Bralevant, who after all didn't like the Siizhayip all that much. Except for the delegation's speaker, the one named Kendra. 
          Bralidan didn't find his duty onerous, but he would rather have been spending all of his time with Nikorah, instead of only most of it. She was the daughter of the One of the Sun, the man who was able to speak for the whole collection of nomad clans that made up the Siizhayip. Bralidan had met the young woman only a month earlier, and then only briefly. She had been in attendance at the ceremony in which the Treaty of 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2263" Rihelbak had been confirmed. She had captivated him then, but he had not thought to see her again. Until she had turned up at the gates of Plethiss with the other Siizhayip. And in the short time they had had together so far, he had found that captivation turning into love. 
          He was resolved to treat his time with Nikorah like a proper courtship, and so was the perfect gentleman in her company. But he wanted so much more. He burned with desire for her body. And even though opportunity after opportunity arose for them to satisfy those lusts, he passed every one by. Because he knew that he wanted more than her body. He wanted her: all of her, forever. 
          What he couldn't quite work out, however, was whether she felt the same way about him. Kendra, another Sun clan member and nominal leader of the delegation, still preferred that Nikorah stay away from Bralidan. But Nikorah ignored Kendra and continued to see him. So she was defying her fellow clanswoman to be with him, but perhaps that was just because she was bored. She certainly looked at him with desire, but what if that was all it was? 
          And then there was the problem of what to do if she did love him back. One of their favorite topics of conversation was the differences between the way Siizhayip and Kuizhack lived. Kuizhack meant People of the Stone, and was the Siizhayip word for people like him who dwelled in permanent, fixed houses. No matter what he said, he couldn't convince her that living in the same place year after year, confined inside stone walls, was a good thing, a thing to be wished for. She felt it was a punishment. Bralidan could certainly see her point of view much better than she could see his, and sometimes he even agreed with her. 
          There was also the matter of his duty as heir to someday become the Duke of Grahk. It was a duty that he had always feared. No matter how hard he tried to learn, he just didn't think he had the aptitude to lead Grahk -- a squad of teraehran perhaps, or even an army, but not an entire duchy. Now, beyond it just being a position he felt unfit for, it took on the aspects of a prison, keeping him from the woman he loved. 
          Each night, before sleeping and dreaming of Nikorah, he would spend time contemplating his falcon-stone. He had found the jagged-edged, intricately carved piece of sculpture in a hidden room in the catacombs, and had immediately felt attached to it. He would trace the interwoven ribbons of metal and glass that covered one face, and it made him feel calm and safe. The falcon was his symbol, his standard, and it almost seemed as though this falcon-carved stone was a piece of him, as though it belonged to him, and had long before he had found it. He eventually took to carrying the stone around with him as much as possible. 
          His dreams of Nikorah weren't just the results of the heat of his youth, either. Yes, he had hot, sweaty dreams about her. But he also dreamed of the two of them living in a domed, hide-covered, easily movable ghur, or riding across endless open grassland at her side. There was such freedom in those dreams -- not just the freedom of the open land, but a freedom from his impending future, a freedom from walls and servants and duty. A freedom from decisions that affected anyone other than himself. It was a life he was coming to long for. 


          Kendra, senior herd-keeper of the Sun clan of the Siizhayip, found herself still unused to living within stone walls. Even with the practice of more than three years of living at Plethiss about twenty-five years previously, she was still uncomfortable. She had tried back then to adapt to the life of a Kuizhack, for her husband and then their son, but it was just unnatural. She was Siizhayip, body and soul, and she hated being confined like this. 
          Today, Kendra thought, the delegation would find out whether their petition would be granted. She didn't hold out much hope. Duke Bralevant had always been a grasping man, and she well knew his devotion to the empire to which Grahk nominally belonged. She didn't think he had changed enough in the twenty-two years since she had last seen him to give up the Rihelbak Plains. 
          It was still mid-morning when the knock came at the door to her quarters. Kendra opened the door, and found one of the mansion's pages standing there. The boy handed her a rolled scroll, bowed, and walked away. 
          She closed the door, then broke the wax seal bearing the symbol of Grahk and unrolled the scroll. It was another invitation to the duke's quarters. No gifts this time, just words. Bralevant had been trying to maneuver a moment alone with her for the entire week the Siizhayip delegation had been awaiting his decision. She wasn't sure, but she thought that he might even have put off his decision just so he could have this week to try to speak to her in private. 
          She had resisted all week, rejecting the gifts, ignoring the letters, staying away from him at dinner and the entertainments he deigned to attend. But this time, maybe she should go. She knew she could resist his charm this time; she was no longer the child she had been at that long ago confirmation ceremony, when a handsome duke with mismatched eyes had charmed her away from the Great Steppes and her natural way of life. 
          She dressed in a good tunic with a leather vest over it, beaded with fox designs. She put on her best leather pants and her best riding boots, and combed back her greying brown hair, tying it back with a leather headband covered with beaded foxes. Thus prepared, she made her way with familiarity to the duke's quarters. 
          She knocked on the door, and Osirek opened it. The aide smiled neutrally when he saw it was her, and said, "Very good, Lady Kendra. I'm glad you came this time. I will tell the duke that you have responded to his summons." 
          "Never mind that, Osirek. I'm sure that Bralevant is quite prepared for the eventuality of my visit. Why don't you go make yourself busy elsewhere, while the duke and I converse privately?" 
          "As you wish, mi'lady. You *do* know the way." Osirek's smile turned frosty with restrained disapproval, and he retreated from her presence by leaving the duke's quarters. 
          Kendra went into the informal receiving room and through it to the duke's sitting room. Bralevant was sitting in a simple wooden chair, sipping wine from a delicate glass. When he heard the door open, he lifted his head saying, "Yes, Osirek, did she ...?" When he saw her, he smiled, his eyes, one blue and one brown, twinkling. "I see she did. Welcome, Kendra." He stood, and finished, "I'm glad you decided to accept my invitation. Won't you sit down?" 
          One of the seats in the sitting room was the kind of canvas-and-poles chair that the Siizhayip commonly used. She wondered whether she had left it here, or if Bralevant had fashioned one to try to make her more comfortable. She was proud enough to refuse the tactic, but she was wise enough -- not to mention, old enough -- to be able to be comfortable without giving the duke any ground by it. So she sat in the canvas chair and made herself appear at ease, but she didn't relax one bit inside, where it counted. 
          She said, "So tell me, Duke, why have you asked me to your quarters?" 
          Bralevant just smiled, and stood up. "Would you like something to drink? I don't think I have any of that wine left you liked so much, but this is a fine vintage. I'm sure you would like it." Kendra shook her head, and the duke continued, "Very well. Have you and your fellow Siizhayip been comfortable during your stay here?" 
          Kendra frowned, and said, "I think you know just how comfortable any of us is likely to be, cooped up inside walls made of stone. Why have you forced us to endure your hospitality? Why could you not give us your answer a week ago?" 
          "I asked you to await my careful consideration of the situation. You would not want me to make a mistake by acting too quickly, would you? You know what happened the last time we acted in haste." 
          "If you hope to make me admit that it was a mistake to marry you, Alev, you hope in vain. After all, you made the result your heir. Bralidan has grown up handsome and strong, a fitting successor to the current ruler of Grahk. That our bonding only lasted three years is regrettable. That you tried to force me to stay with you, even as you began to dally with that Omelli woman, is why I hate you." 
          "The past is the past, Kendra. Omelli died giving birth to my second son, and I have been alone ever since. And then, you return to me, and what can I do but hope? Hope that you forgive me, as I forgive you leaving me. Hope that you could love me again, as I have always loved you. Hope that you could stay again, longer than three years this time." 
          Kendra shook her head in disbelief. "You spin your hopes like a storyteller spins childrens' fantasies. You always did live in your own little world, Alev. I tried to share it once, but I am not made for it. You hope, once again, in vain." 
          Bralevant turned his back on her, walking over to the mantelpiece and tracing a finger over the wooden sculpture of a galloping horse Kendra had carved for him ages ago. He said over his shoulder, "Hope, as usual, fails me. Well, then I will cease to hope and instead, attempt to buy." He turned back to her and said, "If you stay with me, renew our bond, become my duchess, then I will allow your people access to the Rihelbak Plains. I will have the wall torn down, and I will tear up the treaty. And the Siizhayip will have room to grow for another hand-score of years." 
          "Alev, you know I would die if kept within these walls." 
          "But you would be with me until then. And isn't your life worth the future of your people? Can you make that sacrifice?" 
          Kendra was silent for a while, thinking. She had a decision to make, just as she had twenty-five years ago. But it was not the decision that Bralevant thought. 
          She stood up out of the chair with the ease of long practice, and said, "I must think, Alev. But tell me truth. Would you really return the Rihelbak to the Siizhayip?" [image: image69.png]“qt's only one
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          Bralevant tried to look at her steadily, to convince her that he was sincere. But his eyes flicked to the side several times before he answered, and he tugged at his earlobe once. Finally, he steadied his gaze and said, "Of course, Kendra. Of course." 
          She nodded. "I thought so." She turned and left. 
          Bralevant called after her, "It's only one life, Kendra!" 
          She muttered to herself as she walked back to her room, "You're right, Alev. It *is* only one life." 


          Kendra sat on the edge of her bed and stared at the puzzle box in her hands. Puzzle boxes weren't common to Siizhayip culture, but she had learned of them from itinerant tinkers, and found them intriguing to carve. And they tended to keep the things hidden within them very safe. 
          She remembered a similar puzzle box she had carried into this mansion twenty-five years ago. That one had contained a charmed fox-shaped brooch, and had been part of an elaborate plan set into motion by the Elder Speakers to the Anhilizharnoh. 
          Kendra recalled the beginning clearly. It had happened several days after the Treaty of 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2263" Rihelbak confirmation ceremony where she had met and fallen in love with Bralevant. Her continued pestering had almost convinced the One of the Sun, Demahh's predecessor, to allow her to leave the steppes to be with the Duke of Grahk. She had gone to sleep that night attempting to marshal her arguments for the next day, and had dreamed romantic dreams of her future in the stone halls of the place called Plethiss. 
          She had been awakened in the middle of the night by an excessive chill, and had been greeted by the translucent and glowing forms of four people, two men and two women, dressed in stylized ceremonial shaman's robes. After her initial fright had passed, she had realized that she was being visited by the mysterious Elder Speakers who appeared to individual clan members in that manner. 
          A voice that was a combination of four voices spoke. It said, "Kendra, We have learned of your desire to live among the Kuizhack. Ordinarily, We would caution you against this undertaking, and perhaps even go so far as to forbid it, knowing the difficulties you have before you. However, circumstances are different this time. We have a task that you would be perfect to undertake for us, in return for which we will grant you our blessing in leaving the steppes. 
          "We, the Elder Speakers, have seen that our people are slowly outgrowing the land they have been given to live upon. Soon, more territory will be required. It is Our feeling that the only territory available is the place known as the Plains of Rihelbak. 
          "But We also know that the Duke of Grahk grasps this land with an unseemly greed. The treaty that removes the land from our use is almost sacred to him. However, We believe that it is possible to render that very treaty into the instrument of our deliverance, the means by which we can regain access to the territory we will need to grow and prosper in the coming years. 
          "We have spoken to the Anhilizharnoh, the Lords of the Sky, and it is with their advice and help that we propose the solution to our future need. Items have been enchanted toward this purpose, and all is in readiness. Only the method of delivery is left to assign, and your devotion to the duke aligns perfectly with our needs. Will you accept this task to serve your people?" 
          Kendra remembered her hesitation, and the reassurances of the ghostly figures with one voice that no one would be harmed in the process of securing a future for the Siizhayip. Eventually she had agreed, and she had been instructed in the details of the complicated yet subtle plan that the Elder Speakers had devised. 
          They had determined that the weak point in the Duke of Grahk's hold over the Plains of Rihelbak were the confirmation ceremonies. If the treaty was not confirmed five times in a row, then it would be rendered void and the Rihelbak Plains would become part of the Siizhayip's territory again. 
          Seeing this weakness, the Elder Speakers had devised a way to turn it to their advantage. One of her favorite fox-shaped brooches had been enchanted heavily with the intent of making the wearer forget about the confirmation stipulation attached to the treaty. The enchantment was strong enough to make those that came into casual contact with the wearer also forget. If the brooch was given to the duke as a gift from his new love, he would be sure to wear it always, and the enchantment would do its work. 
          The treaty itself would be secured within another carving of hers, a simple box enchanted with a spell that made it inconspicuous and easily forgotten, even if it sat in plain sight. And the third part of the plan involved altering any written references to the confirmation clause stored away in the ducal mansion, so that no one could be accidentally reminded of it. This would be accomplished by further enchantments on small pieces of parchment that, when slipped into the scroll cases or between flat bound leaves, would accomplish the rewriting. 
          Kendra had received her permission the very next day, and had swiftly packed her things and set out for Grahk, eager to be with the duke and to carry out her mission. Bralevant had eagerly accepted the fox brooch, as the Elder Speakers had predicted. The other parts of the plan had been carried out surreptitiously. The keeper of the archives had been flattered by her interest in the history of Grahk, and once she had placed the treaty scroll in the enchanted box, she had just walked deep into the archives and placed it on a shelf. 
          Time had passed, and the difficulties that the Elder Speakers had mentioned surfaced. Her fantasies had died; Bralevant had not been quite the man she had thought, and she found living the life of a Kuizhack all but intolerable. She'd had no choice but to leave. 
          Once she had returned to the steppes, abandoning her only child, Bralidan, in the process, she had waited for the first confirmation ceremony with trepidation. She feared that her leaving would destroy the plan. Too many things could go wrong, and she wouldn't be there to try to make them right again. What if the enchanted items had been found? What if as soon as she had abandoned him, Bralevant had removed the brooch, and everything had been undone? But that hadn't happened. Four times in a row, she was part of the Siizhayip group attending the confirmation ceremony, and four times the Grahk Kuizhack didn't show up. 
          But the last time, the twenty-fifth year since the last confirmation, the Fretheodan had shown up, ruining the plan. And then she was appointed to lead the delegation that would go to Grahk and ask Duke Bralevant to voluntarily give up the Rihelbak Plains. 
          And as before, the night after she had been informed of Demahh's appointment of her as leader of that delegation, she had been visited by four glowing translucent forms. Whether they had been the same forms as before, or whether they represented the same retired shamans as before, she didn't know. What she knew now that she hadn't the previous time, was that the Elder Speakers were not supernatural intercessors for the Lords of the Sky, but just a body of old shamen who helped guide the Siizhayip by focusing on the future, something that the council of clans seldom had the opportunity for, burdened as they were by the day to day concerns of her people. 
          This time, Kendra hadn't been given a choice. She had been given a phial filled with poison, and had been given her real mission to Plethiss: to ensure that the Siizhayip regained Rihelbak. 
          The Elder Speakers had told her that an augury they had performed led them to believe that the successor to Bralevant would return use of the land to the Siizhayip. It was her task, in the rather likely eventuality that Bralevant refused the petition, to ensure that the duke's heir had the chance to make the prophesy come true sooner rather than later. 
          Kendra's problem was that she wasn't sure. Not that the poison was required; she knew that Bralevant had lied to her about relinquishing control of the Rihelbak. He would never let that land out of his control, not while he lived. What she wasn't sure about was whether she could kill him. 
          The hate of twenty-two years ago still lived within her, but so did the love. Bralevant himself had given her a convincing argument for carrying out the plan -- it *was* only one life -- but Kendra just didn't know whether she could take that particular life. 
          Complicating the issue was the involvement of Demahh's only child, Nikorah, and her own son Bralidan. If she did away with Bralevant, then Bralidan would become duke. But did the heir feel the same way about the Rihelbak as the duke did? No matter his Siizhayip heritage, Bralidan had been raised by Bralevant as a Kuizhack. It was only natural that the son would think like the father. 
          And beyond that, if Bralidan and Nikorah were in love, as their actions over the past week would suggest, then Nikorah would want to stay with him, and Kendra knew how ultimately destructive that would be. As heir, Bralidan had more freedom, and could at least spend *some* time on the steppes. So, by following her orders, she could be dooming her own son to ultimate unhappiness by forcing him into the role of duke and all of its restrictions. 
          It was all too complicated, with dilemma atop dilemma. She almost wished to have such a simple plan to carry out as her first mission had been. 


          Midway through dinner that night, Bralidan reached a decision. Amid the noise of the nobles and Siizhayip crowded into the great hall, enjoying themselves and their food, everything just came together for him. Perhaps it was the way he was so comfortable with Nikorah at his side. Perhaps it was the dread he felt in anticipation of his father's speech that would happen later in the evening, the speech wherein Duke Bralevant would tell the delegation from the steppes that he would not be giving the Rihelbak Plains back to them. It seemed almost cruel for Bralidan's father to have kept the Siizhayip here for a week just to tell them the same thing he could have told them a week ago. He felt embarrassed to be a Fretheodan, to be of Grahk, to be a Kuizhack. So perhaps his decision was a means of running away from all that. Or maybe he just wanted to try to find happiness for himself in a way that didn't involve the predestination of his heritage. 
          He wanted to tell Nikorah right away, but the noise level in the room precluded that. Conversations were being conducted in shouts, and he didn't want to announce his plans to everyone just yet. So he waited eagerly for the moment when he could get her alone and give her the news. 
          In the meantime, he continued to enjoy himself. He found himself wondering what gatherings of Siizhayip were like. He pondered what different kinds of food he might eat out on the steppes. He was looking at everything around him with new eyes, as if he might be seeing some of them for the last time. Instead of making him sad, each such realization only buoyed him higher, for each one reinforced the fact that he had decided to change his life. With or without Nikorah, he was going to go live on the steppes, and he didn't think he had ever been happier in his life. 
          In the pause between the main and dessert courses, as the servants started to clear away the tables to make space for dancing, Bralidan lost track of Nikorah. Everyone had left their seats to stretch their legs and talk in groups that were different from their seating patterns. He had felt a touch on his arm and Nikorah had said something about being right back, and then she had vanished. 
          The servants started bringing in the dessert course, setting the sweet confections on a table on one side of the room, and Nikorah hadn't reappeared. Perhaps he had heard her wrong? Was she expecting him to meet her in his or her rooms? Bralidan began to get a little worried, and frequently scanned the milling throng in the hall, looking for Nikorah's blonde hair. 
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          He made a slow circuit of the room, glancing down the various corridors that led away from the great hall. No sign of her, anywhere ... until he reached the windows and he looked out to see a figure standing atop the outer wall. The intense moonslight shone brightly, reflecting from the blonde hair of what had to be Nikorah. 
          Bralidan hurried from the hall and made his way onto the walkway atop the wall. As he walked toward Nikorah, he marveled at the picture in front of him. The light of the two moons seemed focused on her, due to the lack of any other feature around her. She almost glowed as she stood there, her attention focused on something set on one of the merlons in front of her. His mind almost automatically rendered the scene in terms of how he would make a mosaic of it, separating out the handful of colors he would need -- several shades of black or dark grey for the night sky and the wall, off-white and pale yellow for the two moons, another yellow for Nikorah's hair, a host of greens for the gown she was wearing. He did his best to memorize what he saw in his mind, and then continued toward her. 
          He was almost next to her by the time he was able to see what she was looking at, since she had it cupped in her hands. She seemed to be staring at it very intently, and when Bralidan saw it, he stared at it as well, though not for the same reason. 
          What he saw in her hands made his hand go to the large pouch he had taken to carrying. He felt the irregular shape of his falcon-stone with relief that turned to curiosity. If his stone was still in the pouch, what was Nikorah looking at? It seemed to be an approximately pie-wedge shaped slab of stone with intricate carving and interwoven bands of metal and glass on its surface. Just like his falcon-stone. 
          He undid the clasp of his pouch and drew out his stone. He compared the two carvings and saw that they were not the same in actual design, but he thought that they might both be from the same larger work. 
          Bralidan cleared his throat so as not to startle her, and said, "Greetings, Nikorah. I couldn't help but notice that object you are holding. What is it and where did you get it?" 
          Nikorah turned her green eyes on him, and he thought the glow her smile brought to her face outshone both moons. She looked back at her stone; it was carved with the figure of a cat, Bralidan noticed. She said, "It is a piece of a carving of something. My father bought it for me from a tinker several winters ago. It is musical, too -- if you tap the metal strips, they make notes. See?" She tapped at the silver and gold bars crisscrossing the surface of her stone with the ring on her smallest finger, and clear notes belled out of them. 
          Bralidan said, "I wonder if mine does that too?" He set his stone next to hers and used his knife hilt to tap the metal ribbons. Delicate, pure notes issued forth, and Bralidan said, "That's amazing!" 
          "You have one too?" asked Nikorah. "Did you also get it from a tinker?" 
          "No, I just recently found it in the catacombs under Plethiss. But they certainly seem to be remarkably similar, don't they?" Bralidan stared at the two stones and something about them seemed to nag at his brain. The ribbons of metal and glass seemed almost like they should go together, though the large animal carvings didn't fit together. But what if ... 
          Bralidan picked up his stone and tried to fit its edge to the edge of Nikorah's stone that it was next to. Some of the strands matched, but not all of them. And then he thought he saw something. He reached out for her stone, and just before he actually touched it, he realized that she might not like that. He turned to her and said, "Oh, I'm sorry. May I just move your stone a little?" 
          She was staring at him with a gleam in her eye that had nothing to do with the moonslight, and he almost forgot about the stones altogether. But that something he had seen nagged at him, and he blinked, breaking eye contact. Nikorah took a moment to respond, but finally she said, "Oh, ah, yes. Sure, go ahead." 
          Bralidan turned back to the parapet and lifted Nikorah's stone. He reversed their positions, set them back down, and stepped back. Nikorah gasped; the match was obvious. Those two pieces of stone had once been joined together. The beast that was entwined with his falcon wasn't a dog, but a cat: the very cat that was on Nikorah's piece. 
          Bralidan stepped back toward the parapet, and Nikorah echoed his movement. They each reached out to their own piece, crossing arms. They looked at each other and smiled. Bralidan thought of the decision he had made over dinner. Was this some kind of confirmation of that decision? A sign from the gods? Or just coincidence? 
          He turned back to the stones and gently pulled his stone toward Nikorah's, and she did the same with her own. The two stones touched, and fit together perfectly. 
          Before he could make any remark, or even remove his hand from his stone, he felt a tingle in his fingertips where he touched his falcon-stone. He noticed then that both stones were starting to glow slightly, and this time it was no simple reflection of the light of the moons. The glow brightened slightly, briefly flared up, making Bralidan squint, and then faded away totally. 
          The tingle was gone, but something else was also gone: the split between the two pieces! No dark, jagged line ran down the middle of the joined piece; each band of silver or gold or glass that had been broken between the two pieces was now joined up perfectly and whole again. 
          Bralidan touched the middle of the now single piece of stone gingerly. The tingling did not resume, and he could feel no hint of the separation that had once split the piece. He was just about to ask Nikorah if she somehow knew what had happened, when she burst out with, "Look! Wykuza's Attendant is on fire!" 
          Bralidan looked at Nikorah, and then followed her pointing arm up into the sky to see a great fountain of fire rising from Celene, the smaller moon. He stared at the spectacle, and then laughed out loud. Yet another omen! Without a doubt, the gods *were* trying to tell him something. 
          Periodically, Celene produced a gout of flame that commonly lasted three or four days. Astrologers and priests were constantly trying to predict when the Fireflow Mountains on Celene's surface would erupt. They were seldom successful except, it seemed, by accident. Whenever the flame appeared, it was taken as a favorable omen by any with plans to promote. The Festival of the Fountain, which always followed the appearance of Celene's Flame, was a very auspicious time to begin anything. 
          Bralidan's doubts and reservations about the decision he had made were all wiped away. This was what he was meant to do. He turned to Nikorah, who was still looking up at the celestial spectacle. He briefly wondered what Celene's eruption meant to the Siizhayip, but he decided that he would find out in good time. 
          "Nikorah," he began, and she turned her attention to him. He continued, "Over dinner tonight, I came to a resolution in my heart, a resolution that has only been strengthened and confirmed by the mystery of the carved stones and the display above us. I have decided to leave Plethiss and Grahk. I wish to live on the Great Steppes, to live as one of the Siizhayip. And most of all, I wish to live my life with you. I love you, Nikorah. If I was going to remain in Grahk, I would ask you to pledge a bond with me over a krovelathad. But that is a Fretheodan custom, and I wish to leave my old life behind. So, if you will have me, I will promise whatever the Siizhayip promise when they love each other and want to live together forever." 
          Nikorah's radiant grin shown forth again, and she hugged him. She said, "Oh, Bralidan, I love you too, and I would like nothing better than to take you away to my ghur and make you my mate. The ceremony does not matter; the words of love we have just spoken are as important as the rites of the shamen and the pledgings of the clans. I accept what you offer, Alin, my love." 
          They kissed then. Bralidan knew that there were still obstacles in the way of his chosen future, but since his reward would be the woman who was in his arms right now, he knew that he would overcome those obstacles with ease. 




Talisman One
Part 4

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr





endra
 rose from the table along with everyone else, as the servants started to clear the plates and serving platters away. The dinner had been full of memories for her. She recalled when she had sat at the high table with the duke, presiding over dinners and entertainments, parties and ceremonies. The celebrations among the Siizhayip were seldom as elegant as a formal dinner in Plethiss, but those formal dinners were seldom as wildly exuberant as even the smallest Siizhayip gathering. 
          The tables were cleared away, except for the one holding the desserts, everything from syllabub to delicate pastries, from cakes to marzipan molded in fanciful shapes. The musicians in the gallery on the second floor, overlooking the hall, began to play dance tunes, and a section of the hall cleared as couples and sets gathered. And, when the music came around to the beginning, the dancing started. 
          Kendra watched the revelry from a spot by the wall. She noticed Nikorah leave the hall, and she saw her son Bralidan leave a while later. She watched the dancers, she watched the musicians, she watched the nobles talking to each other in constantly shifting groups. But most of all, she continued to delay making her decision. 
          Eventually, Duke Bralevant would reappear, and the delegation from the Siizhayip would be summoned to the formal audience chamber again. And once he made his decision known -- once he denied the petition to grant access to the Rihelbak Plains to the Siizhayip -- then she would be too late. The mission she had been set by the Elder Speakers to ensure, by whatever means required, that the Treaty of 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2263" Rihelbak was canceled, would be over. Unless she acted first. 
          Finally, Kendra left the room. Too much noise, too much revelry -- whatever the reason, she couldn't think in there. Her feet instinctively traced a path to a location that was almost guaranteed to be isolated, and she found herself atop the outer wall of the mansion's defenses, looking out across a landscape brightly lit by the light of both moons to the village which rested at the foot of the hill that Plethiss stood on. 
          She pulled a small phial out of her belt pouch and stared at it. It had been secreted inside a puzzle box that morning, awaiting her assessment of the need for its use. Duke Bralevant had to die, and she had to kill him. And she still didn't know if she could do it. 
          If it had meant only killing a man, she would have had no qualms, even if that man was someone she had loved once. Even if that man was the father of her only child. Death was a natural part of life on the steppes. The herds had to be thinned for the good of all life on the steppes. Sometimes, even the grasses had to die, had to be burned, in order for new life to continue. 
          But killing Duke Bralevant wasn't a sure solution. The Elder Speakers believed that the duke's successor would grant access to the Rihelbak Plains. But that successor was her son, Bralidan. Who was in love with, and loved by, Nikorah. If Bralidan had to become duke, then the love between Nikorah and him was doomed, just as the love between her and Bralevant had been doomed. The Siizhayip couldn't live for long within the stone walls that the Kuizhack, the People of the Stone, seemed to require. Bralidan, as duke, would never be able to leave Grahk, and Nikorah could never leave the steppes. 
          Beyond that, of course, was the question of whether Bralidan would really rescind the Treaty of 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2263" Rihelbak. Being in love with a Siizhayip didn't necessarily mean understanding the Siizhayip. And even though he had Siizhayip blood in him, Bralidan had been raised to be his father's heir. 
          There was the essence of her dilemma. Was killing Bralevant really the only means of gaining the extra territory that the Siizhayip needed to sustain their growing numbers? Would the duke's death actually grant them the Rihelbak Plains? 
          Kendra held the phial of poison in her clasped hands and raised her eyes to the sky. She called out into the darkness, "Oh Great Anhilizharnoh, speak to me. Give me guidance, grant me wisdom. Tell me, am I doing your will?" 
          She waited, her heart and mind open, knowing she wasn't a shaman, knowing she wasn't a Speaker either. Two heartbeats of silence passed, and then the sky changed. 
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          Something was different. She looked around, and saw that Wykuza's Attendant, the smaller of the two moons, was on fire. 
          The Siizhayip believed that Wykuza was one of the Sky Lords, the Anhilizharnoh. She was embodied by the larger moon. Her Attendant, the smaller moon, was a lesser Sky Lord, a servant to the rest. When the long spear of flame shot from one side of the Attendant, the Siizhayip believed that the servant was entertaining its master. 
          But in this case, it meant something more, at least to Kendra it did. Even though she wasn't a shaman or a Speaker, she knew that Wykuza's Attendant was telling her that she was doing the right thing. She couldn't have asked for a clearer sign. 
          She bowed her head over her still-clasped hands, and said a prayer of thanks to the Anhilizharnoh. Then she turned away from the spectacle in the sky and set herself to completing her mission. 
          Kendra's first destination was the great hall. When she reentered it, she was surprised to find it almost totally quiet. No music, no dancing, no chattering nobles. Everyone was clustered around two people in the center of the room. 
          She moved closer, and saw that those people were her son, Bralidan, and his brother Biralvid. The room was quiet enough that she could hear what was being said. 
          Biralvid said, "What?" His face, that looked so much like Bralevant's, wore a look of utter disbelief. 
          Bralidan said, slowly and clearly, "I want to abdicate my position as heir to you." 
          Biralvid shook his head. "You can't be serious. Why would you want to do something stupid like that?" 
          Bralidan just smiled. He said, "Because I have finally admitted what I have known all along: I don't want to be duke. I might make a passable ruler of Grahk, with hordes of counselors and advisers surrounding me and essentially making my decisions for me. But you, brother, you have the makings of an excellent duke. We took the same classes, learned the same things. But beyond that learning, there is an instinct in you that is not in me. I want to correct the accident of the order of our birth. That's all." 
          Biralvid looked around at the assembled nobles and visitors, somewhat nervously. Kendra thought she saw a change come over him as he stood there and surveyed his listeners. He straightened up, and the general air of party attendee he displayed evaporated into a more serious expression, one of studiousness and concentration. 
          He said, "Bralidan, you can't just do this on a whim. There have to be reasons. Good reasons --" 
          "Yes, I know. And aside from the very good reason, to me at least, of my incompetence for the position, there is also the reason that I am leaving Grahk to go live on the steppes with my intended mate, Nikorah." Bralidan glanced over his shoulder at the blond Siizhayip and smiled. 
          Biralvid shook his head. "Those aren't acceptable reasons, brother. As happy as I am for you and our pretty visitor, these are still whims. The law doesn't allow for whims, and you know it." 
          "You are beginning to sound like father," Bralidan said, a hint of disdain in his voice. "Tradition reserves this law for only the most serious of circumstances, like a crippling accident, or a mortal wound on the battlefield. However, if you recall the letter of the law, no such stipulations exist. The means for transfer are set down, but no restrictions on the reason. I suppose that our ancestors felt no one would simply wish to give up their position voluntarily." 
          Biralvid was silent for a moment, and then a smile spread across his face. "You are correct, brother. So much of our heritage is tradition, based on how it was always done, that I let those traditions color my memory of that law. It seems that the only way I could get you to remain heir would be by refusing to participate in the ceremony." Biralvid paused, then continued with a laugh, "Which I won't do. I accept your reasoning, and will accept your role. Begin the ceremony. We have plenty of witnesses." 
          Kendra watched the ceremony of transfer begin with elation. She had trusted to the Anhilizharnoh, and they had been right. Her son, who had found love with Nikorah, would not be trapped by her actions. And Bralidan felt his younger brother would make a good duke. She only hoped that Biralvid would be the kind of duke who was sympathetic to the Siizhayip's problems. But that was for the future that she was on her way to create. 
          Kendra quietly walked over to the dessert table and grabbed a bottle of wine and two stone cups. She left the great hall and started walking toward the ducal quarters. Halfway there, she stopped for a moment in order to empty the phial into the wine. She continued on her way, taking another moment to drop the empty phial down a garderobe. Finally, she arrived at her destination and knocked on the door. 
          Osirek opened it as usual. He said, "Oh, ah ... greetings, Lady Kendra. I don't believe the duke was expecting you. He is just about ready to return to the great hall for the formal announcement ..." 
          "Yes, yes, I know," she said, pushing her way into the antechamber. It was normally Osirek's job to keep unwanted people out of that antechamber, so Kendra could only assume that either he was still more used to her being a resident, as she had been twenty-five years ago, than a visitor, or she was not an unwanted guest. She continued, "I have some business with the duke that has a bearing on the announcement. Why don't you go on down to the party? I'm sure that any last moment preparations Bralevant requires won't be beyond my skills." 
          Osirek protested, but it didn't take much to persuade him to take his leave. Once the personal aide had left, Kendra took a deep breath and walked through the reception room and once again into the duke's quarters. 
          Duke Bralevant stood in front of a silver-backed mirror that stood on the floor in an ornately carved wooden frame. He was carefully inspecting his clothing and how it fit. Kendra said, just slightly dryly, "Your tailor continues to outdo himself, Alev. Your new clothes look quite nice." 
          Bralevant turned and smiled, still posing as if for the mirror. He said, "Ah, welcome, Kendra. You've left your decision quite late, haven't you? I must admit that I had almost given up on you. What made you change your mind?" 
          Kendra wasn't surprised that the duke assumed she was here to give in to his demands. What other reason could he expect her to have for visiting him in his quarters like this? She played on his expectations, and said, "You left me no choice, did you? I waited until after dinner, just in case, but finally I had to surrender to the inevitable." 
          Bralevant walked over to her, smiling in a smug way. He took the wine bottle and cups out of her hands and said, "I suppose that your status as my soon-to-be mate excuses the rudeness of your lack of enthusiasm. At least you brought something to celebrate with. Shall we drink a toast to our joining before I go downstairs to cancel my planned announcement?" 
          Kendra forced a smile, and said, "Of course, Alev. But why cancel your announcement? I thought that if I agreed to your terms, you would cancel the treaty." 
          Bralevant had taken the bottle over to a small table set beneath one of the windows in the bedroom. He opened and poured the tainted wine, then carried the cups back to where Kendra was standing before replying. "Of course I will cancel the treaty now ... but not before we are joined. It will have to be a temporary joining at first, of course. We can't hold the proper krovelathan ceremony until the summer solstice, and that's still a month away. Once your capitulation is official, I will honor my side of the bargain. But not before. 
          "So, drink up! Drink to tomorrow, when your delegation will get what it came for. Drink to tonight, when I get what I want. Drink to the future, and may our future together fare better than our past together." 
          Bralevant grinned a self-satisfied grin and drained his cup in one gulp. Kendra could see the triumph in his eyes. She knew that he thought he had completely fooled her. He had always underestimated her. Like when he had been carrying on with Omelli, thinking that he could keep it from her. Kendra might have been raised in a way that he considered barbarian, but she was no fool and she had come to know him very well. 
          She pretended to drink to his toasts, but didn't let even a drop pass her lips. The poison was powerful, and she wanted to be there when her son and Nikorah were paired. Bralevant walked back to the table and poured another cup of wine, and downed it in three long swallows. 
          He said over his shoulder, while pouring a third cup of wine, "I should get downstairs now, Kendra. They're holding back the best of the evening's entertainment until I've made my speech. Why don't you make yourself comfortable on the bed and ... uhn!" Bralevant grimaced in pain, and staggered slightly against the table. 
          Continuing to play her part, Kendra said, with as much false concern as she could muster, "Are you all right, Alev?" 
          The duke set the bottle and cup back on the table and turned around, a look of confusion on his face. He said, "I ... uh, I don't ... ah!" Another grimace was followed by him doubling over, clutching at his stomach. He knocked into the table in the process, and the wine bottle teetered, and then fell over. Wine spilled out as the bottle rolled to the edge of the table, and fell to the floor with a crash of shattered glass. 
          Bralevant's confusion was short lived. Kendra saw his head lift, pain still in his eyes as they stared into hers. "You!" he hissed between clenched teeth. "Poison! How could you?!" 
          "It's only one life, Alev," she said calmly. She didn't actually feel as calm as she sounded, though. Death she could accept, but this was almost like torture. But she wasn't doing this for revenge, or for any personal reasons. She was acting for the Elder Speakers, and she wanted to carry herself in a suitable manner. 
          Bralidan straightened up and started toward her. His feet splashed through the spilled wine, and Kendra stared at the puddle around his feet with an odd fascination. She wasn't worried; judging from his reaction at the table, the poison was even stronger than she had guessed and he would surely succumb to it any moment. 
          He was on her before she realized that he wasn't falling down. His hands closed about her neck and began strangling her with startling alacrity. This wasn't supposed to happen. She wasn't supposed to be part of the sacrifice. She had things to live for. Her son was getting paired! 
          Kendra looked into Bralidan's mismatched eyes, blue and brown, staring with a murderous intent into her own eyes. She saw his struggle with the pain of the poison, and his fight to stay alive long enough to take her with him. 
          She drew her knife and thrust it into his chest as her vision began to narrow. She struggled to breathe, but the duke's hands were clutched tight around her neck. She started to kick and scratch him when it was obvious that the knife in his chest wasn't hampering his efforts to strangle her, but nothing had any effect. 
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          Finally, the light went out in Bralevant's eyes, but it happened too late. The duke was dead, but Kendra found that she was too weak to pry his hands from her throat. She tried -- it wasn't in her to give up -- but it was so hard to lift her arms. And then once her hands were hooked over his wrists, she couldn't manage to pull. Too little, too late. 
          Her last thought was that she had been wrong: it hadn't been only one life, it had taken two. 


          Bralidan thought that Biralvid looked good sitting on the throne in the main audience chamber, wearing the ducal coronet. Bralidan stood just behind the rank of Siizhayip, who stood before the Duke of Grahk, awaiting the resolution of their petition. 
          Bralidan reflected that he had done the perfect thing in abdicating his position as heir to his brother that night. The night his father, and the mother he never knew he had, had killed each other. 
          He remembered how Osirek had come running into the great hall, crying "He's dead, he's dead!" Bralidan had known who Osirek meant even before the personal aide had been calmed down enough to speak rationally. Both Bralidan and his brother had raced to their father's quarters to find two dead bodies: the duke and Kendra. For some reason, Bralevant had strangled Kendra, and it looked as if her futile struggles to free herself had resulted in the duke's death in turn. 
          Bralidan had been grief-stricken at the death of his father. Biralvid, despite his own grief, had taken up his duties as heir quickly and competently. The investigation that followed was brief, but as thorough as possible. The evidence was clear, even more so when Osirek revealed that Kendra had once been the duke's wife and was the mother of Bralidan. Their history, in addition to the tenseness of the situation with the Siizhayip delegation, led to obvious conclusions about the motives involved. Biralvid could have summoned a diviner to determine the actual facts of the case, but he didn't see the need to send a rider all the way to the next duchy and wait for their diviner to make the return trip. No one objected when Biralvid closed the matter. 
          The duke's funeral had been carried out in full Fretheod ceremony. Bralevant had been interred with all of the other rulers of Grahk, in the section of the catacombs beneath Plethiss that were still fulfilling their original purpose instead of housing the archives. Bralidan had said farewell to his father in proper Fretheod fashion and had felt better afterwards. 
          Kendra's funeral had been held outside the walls of Plethiss, in proper Siizhayip fashion. Her wrapped body had been placed on a raised platform, where it had lain for three days while mourners draped embroidered or painted farewell cloths over the edges of the frame. Then a fire was built under the platform, and Kendra's body and all of the farewell cloths were burned amid invocations of and offerings to the Sky Lords. 
          The ceremony was unfamiliar to Bralidan, but moving anyway. He had never known his real mother, and hadn't had much opportunity to get to know Kendra, but the manner of Siizhayip mourning still managed to help him deal with her loss. 
          Biralvid had been confirmed as duke soon after the funerals. There had been no opposition; everyone had seen the abdication ceremony at the dinner. Two days had passed while the new duke sorted out the affairs of Grahk: appointing a castellan, confirming counselors, affirming fealty among the nobles. And just as soon as he was able to, Duke Biralvid made an appointment with the Siizhayip delegation. 
          Bralidan listened while Nikorah restated the petition of the Siizhayip delegation. Her words were well-rehearsed, and had been refined over the last week and more through practice and his help. But the essence of them remained simple: return the Rihelbak Plains to the Siizhayip. 
          Duke Biralvid stood when Nikorah had finished, and stepped down from the small dais the throne rested on. He strode toward the delegation, and stopped in front of them. He placed one foot on the white-banded orange rug, which had been explained to Bralidan, and thence to his brother, as a symbol of petition. The foot placement was the proper gesture in response to a petition. 
          Biralvid said, "I wish to apologize to this delegation for the actions of my father, both in keeping you all here much longer than should have been necessary, and for taking the life of one of your number. 
          "My apology, though, has no bearing on my decision on your request. If I thought that granting your petition was not in the best interest of the duchy, all of the regrets in the world would not suffice to sway my response. 
          "However, this is not the case. The Rihelbak Plains add nothing except territory to Grahk, and it is territory that we do not need. So, I hereby revoke and renounce the Treaty of 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2263" Rihelbak." 
          An aide walked up to Biralvid then, carrying a scroll box carved with the seal of Grahk. The duke opened the box and removed the scroll within. As the aide walked away again, Biralvid slipped the metal seal off of the scroll and unrolled it. He displayed it to the delegation, and to the assembled nobles behind them: it was the genuine treaty. 
          Biralvid then tore the parchment in half. Another aide came up to him on the other side, carrying a smoldering brazier. The duke dropped the halves of the scroll into the brazier, where it caught fire and was reduced to ashes. 
          That aide left as well, and the duke said, "The Rihelbak Plains are once again free to the Siizhayip. Your petition is granted." 
          Bralidan joined in the cheering that began. Nikorah turned around and leapt into his arms, and her kiss silenced him. They were soon separated by people offering congratulations on the delegation's victory, and Bralidan began to contemplate what his life was going to be like out on the Great Steppes with this wonderful woman. He didn't know, but he couldn't wait to find out. 
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elajoof
 was straightening up the counter in his shop. His mind whirled with plots and plans, deals both shady and straight, all methods of making a living in the busy city of Sengintol. His shop was called Klenjol's Superior Trinkets. He wasn't Klenjol, and the trinkets he sometimes sold were seldom superior, but the shop was more of a place where people could find him than a source of livelihood. Still, he gained an air of respectability in certain crowds by playing the merchant, and the shop wasn't all that much of a liability to him. 
          Melajoof happened to glance up, and his scattered thoughts became very focused on the woman walking past the open shutter of his display window in the moment before she slammed open his door and shouted his name. The black-haired woman with the odd eyes who was storming into his shop was pure trouble. With a resigned, and quick, sigh, he acknowledged that his previous thought was only sometimes true. When irate former customers like the storming Tironvil needed to find him, it was actually quite a liability to have an easy method of being located. 
          He turned to run into the back room, but the crashing of his back door stopped him. He realized that the back door-crasher must be Tironvil's twin, Maeanat; the two were seldom far apart, which meant that he was trapped. 
          He turned back around to find Tironvil advancing on him. Her sword was in her hand, and her face was twisted in anger. Fear flooded his body, but his mind began working frantically. He knew that there was only one reason that the twins would be invading his shop with murder in their eyes. Only the previous day he had sold them a bauble touted to be a foolproof means of disabling the traps on a local merchant's storeroom. The trinket had been no such thing, and he had hoped that the pair of women would be caught by the merchant's guards, if not more permanently dealt with by the traps they had been attempting to circumvent. It was obvious that his hopes had been ignored by the gods, and the twins were back for revenge. 
          Melajoof's eyes darted around his shop, searching for a way out of his predicament. Plan after plan darted through his mind, until he saw the table he had set up especially for a client that was scheduled to arrive sometime that afternoon. At that moment of decision, he felt a hard point dig into his side and warm breath in his ear. A shiny length of sword blade flashed in front of his eyes, and a silky voice said, "Greetings, *Magister* Melajoof. So nice to find you in. We've come with a complaint about your wares." 
          Tironvil reached the counter then and echoed her sister's comment with, "Yeah, a complaint. It didn't work, you rat-blooded faker! We was chased halfway across the city by Jeniseer's guards, and when they eventually caught us, one nearly blinded my sister before we killed 'em. We paid you good coin for that charm, and now we're going to take our refund out of your innards!" 
          Melajoof looked into Tironvil's mismatched eyes, one blue, one brown, and saw his death there. The woman poked at his stomach with her sword, which only caused him to flinch into Maeanat's dagger in his side. He let out an undignified squeal, and then cleared his throat before starting up the sales pitch that would either earn him his freedom or get him killed. 
          "Wait, wait, wait! Please, ease up on the menace here! I'm a reputable business man, relatively speaking, and I stand behind my wares. I don't know what could have happened with the charm you bought, but magic is a fragile thing you know. You didn't get it wet did you? Or maybe it got too hot in your belt purse? You might even have walked past a negation charm on your way to Jeniseer's vault. In any case, you can see that it wasn't my fault that the charm didn't work, can't you?" 
          Melajoof held his breath and waited. This was the crucial moment. If the twins believed him, he was safe. If not ... well, he probably wouldn't even have time to regret that his flair for fast talking had failed him this time. He shuddered in anticipation of the blades of steel entering his body and ending his life in its prime. Why, he'd never get the chance to see the ocean if ... 
          "You've got a point, I suppose," said Maeanat. Melajoof felt the presence behind him step back, and the knife point withdrew from his side. Tironvil looked sullen, but she stepped back as well. "So, you maybe could have warned us how fragile the charm was, don't you think?" Maeanat asked as she walked around the counter to stand next to her sister. 
          Melajoof looked at the twins standing next to each other and once again marveled at how unalike they looked. Maeanat was shorter than her sister, and very blonde. Her eyes were both the same color, a startling grass green, and she had a beak of a nose. A fresh, livid red wound, which had not been there the day before, trailed down her left cheek from very close to her eye. He wondered whether they were really twins, or even had the same father. Then he put aside such irrelevant questions and set to work turning his breathing room into an actual reprieve. 
          "You're right, Maeanat, I should have warned you two about the delicacy of the charm. I just forgot that you aren't as well versed as I am in the arcane lore of charms and talismans and the like." Both women brightened a little at being mistaken for having more knowledge than they actually did. Melajoof laughed to himself as he noticed the change. He shouldn't have any problems getting out of this particular trouble. The twins were formidable troublemakers, but thinkers they were not. 
          "To make up for your trouble, I'll be happy to give you back double your money," Melajoof said in his best sales-pitch voice. "It was my fault in a sense, after all. Or ..." 
          He paused as if thinking and as expected, Tironvil rather quickly said, "What, what? Or what?" 
          "Or ... I could maybe let you have this other item I've recently come across." 
          Tironvil opened her mouth to say something, an eager expression on her face, but Maeanat elbowed her in the side, and said, "What is it, and why would we be interested?" 
          "If you'll follow me over here, I'll tell you," Melajoof said as he came out from behind his counter and led the women over to the table in the corner. Everything had been prepared for his afternoon appointment, but he wasn't terribly worried about disappointing his prospective client. His immediate peril was more important by far. 
          The table was covered with a richly embroidered cloth. Set around the perimeter of the table were two candles in ornate brass holders, as well as a half-dozen short slats of polished wood, each standing upright in its own carved holder. The upper tip of each of these slats was coated with a clear substance that was just barely visible in the sunlight coming through the front display window. [image: image73.png]Qalisman 2




          All of these objects surrounded the centerpiece of the table, which was an odd object indeed. It was a wedge of some odd type of stone that was about a foot and a half long, less than a foot wide, and about nine inches thick at its pointed end. The side of the wedge that lay face up was intricately carved and inlaid with precious metals, common metals, and even glass. The inlay formed Gerolevan knot-work, the kind of interlaced work that had been popular in this land since even before the days of the Fretheod conquerors. The carving was of a cat, stylized in Gerolevan fashion, and one of the strands of common-metal inlays originated in the center of the cat-carving. The other face of the stone, Melajoof knew, was smooth, polished, obviously finished that way. The edges, however, were jagged and uneven, as if whatever sculpture the fragment had come from had been smashed apart roughly. Each of the interlaced bands was also jagged where they reached the edge of the piece, revealing the fact that the metal bands were hollow. And even though the glass band was segmented and held to the piece by wooden wedges, none of those segments was even the slightest bit loose -- nothing could persuade the fragment to be further fragmented. Melajoof knew this because he had tried to dismantle it when he had first acquired it from a traveling trader. 
          He took up his position behind the table, leaving the twins standing opposite him. He snapped his fingers and muttered a word, and with a faint *pop,* each candle was suddenly alight. The sisters' eyes bulged a little, and Melajoof smiled confidently. 
          "This is the item I'm offering you," he said as he gestured with a practiced movement of his hands at the stone fragment. He noted with satisfaction that both women started when he spoke, their attention diverted from the mysteriously-aflame candles. He continued his rehearsed speech, prepared to alter it as he went to fit his current customers instead of the one it had been written for. 
          "As you can see, this fragment of stone has been intricately decorated with Gerolevan figures: the cat and the woven bands. It is part of a much larger sculpture that once crowned the gatehouse of an ancient Gerolevan castle, where it served to protect the castle and its occupants for a thousand years, until treachery from within broke the sculpture and ended the castle's protection. 
          "But, the stone retains its magics, as you can see." He pulled one of the slats from its holder and touched the stone with it. The clear substance on the tip ignited, flared with a deep blue light for a moment, and then died out. Melajoof looked at the sisters slyly, but neither had noticed the nearly silent word that had triggered the paste. Things were going well. 
          "Now, I know that you will be wondering how a piece of broken magic is going to be of any use to you, right?" The twins looked startled, as if the thought hadn't yet occurred to them. They quickly nodded, and Melajoof continued, "Of course you are. As you can see, there is still quite a bit of defensive magic in this stone, yes?" He took another slat, touched it to the fragment, muttered the trigger word, and the tip of the stick flared green. "Right. Even beyond that indication, there's the representation on the face. See the way the silver band starts from within the cat-figure and curves up over it? Obviously representing protection, right? Good." The sisters were hanging on his every word, following where he led whether it made any sense or not. Perfect. 
          "And the magic is very strong. See?" Another stick, another word, another flash. Melajoof placed one hand on the table and leaned forward slightly, switching his gaze from sister to sister and trying to communicate sincerity as he gazed into each pair of eyes. He didn't even notice that his hand had come into contact with the stone fragment. "Yes, those who enchanted the stone really knew their business. All that magic still inside this sliver of stone, going to waste. 
          "But it doesn't have to be. At great cost to myself, I have worried the stone's secrets from out of the depths of the ages. And I know how to make it function again. Three things need be done -- only three -- and you will be able to claim the protection of the stone for yourselves." Melajoof wondered as he spoke where these words were coming from. Three things? What three things? But he was still speaking, even as he wondered at the words he was uttering. Where were these words coming from? 
          "First, you must find another fragment. Then, according to the legends, you must find the place where the original sculpture was enchanted. Fear not, for I have discovered that for you: the Veneletri Stones. Take the pieces to the center of the rings, close by the Peace Stone, and then recite the proper incantation. The magic in the stone fragment is so strong that even one without the arts of magic will be able to work this spell. 
          "Let me demonstrate. Tironvil, take these sticks like this and hold them against the stone." He picked up the last of the prepared sticks and held them near their bases in a fan shape. He handed them to Tironvil, who touched their ends against the fragment. Melajoof started his made up incantation. One by one, at appropriate points in the nonsense verse, the slats flared up brightly in different colors, and went out. 
          "There, you see? Anyone can do it. So, is this an acceptable recompense for your trouble, sisters? I admit that a little more work is required to actually make use of it, but just think: when you have keyed and activated the magic, you will be totally protected by the stone! Invulnerable! How about it?" Melajoof waited once again to see whether his fast talking would get him out of this jam. 
          He noticed that while Tironvil was looking a little skeptical, Maeanat was grinning widely and staring at the fragment. This worried him, as of the two, Tironvil was the more gullible. The odd-eyed twin opened her mouth as if to ask more questions, but Maeanat dragged her sister a step away and whispered at her for a few moments. Finally, they both nodded, and returned to the table. 
          Maeanat said, "The item will be acceptable. We'll spare your life in exchange for it. Ah, the chant ... you have that in writing?" 
          Melajoof had to fight to keep from grinning in relief. He said, "I can write it down right now. Ah ... you can read Gerolevanic, right?" 
          Being as dignified as possible, Maeanat said, "I think that Frethevan trade-talk would be preferable." 
          Melajoof simply nodded, and returned to his counter. He produced a piece of parchment, and a quill and ink, and scribbled down the incantation. He had actually written it out already in Gerolevanic, but had no problem translating the syllables into Frethevan letters. 
          After blotting the parchment with sand, he rolled it up and put it into a scroll tube. Then, he took the tube back to the table and picked up the fragment. He handed both to the twins, and said, "Well, I wish you luck finding another piece of the sculpture. I have been asking around about another one, but no one has seen one. However, if I hear anything, I'll be sure to let you know. I'll send a message to your quarters in the duke's residence, or you can stop back here if you want." 
          "Yes, yes, thank you," said Maeanat. The twins clutched their new belongings to themselves and hurried out of the shop. 
          Melajoof walked casually over to the display window, and slowly closed the shutter over it. He puttered around the shop for a while, making sure that the twins weren't going to return and put him to the sword just on general principles. When it was clear that they weren't coming back anytime soon, he started moving with more purpose. He fetched a satchel from the back room and started to pull selected trinkets off of the sparse shelves in the main room of his shop. Then, he retrieved the money box from under the counter, looted the back room in a similar selective way, and hurried out the back door. 
          As he left, he wondered how long it would be before someone noticed that Klenjol's Superior Trinkets was out of business. It was a shame to give up his shop, but Sengintol was no longer safe for him. Eventually, the twins would realize that he had put one over on them again. That fragment was no more magic than his grandmother's grave, and he couldn't trust that Tironvil and Maeanat would die finding that out. 
          He chuckled. Maeanat had called him 'magister'. The title was just as much of a joke as she had meant it to be. Then again, he had certainly managed to turn his single reliable spell into something worthwhile. The ability to ignite something that was primed and ready to light wasn't much of a spell by anyone's reckoning, but with a little imagination and some preparation, he had certainly made it go a long way. 
          That, and a gift for storytelling worthy of a bard had kept him alive all these years. His latest story had certainly been a good one; he almost believed it himself. The part about the ancient castle he had prepared in advance, and he had decided to add the bit about finding another fragment at the last moment to make sure that the sisters took some time before finding out about his falsehoods. But that part about the Veneletri Stones -- where had that idea come from? All in all, it was a good idea, he reflected. If the twins actually did travel all the way to the standing stone site, it would take them even more time to find out the lie, which could only be good for him, right? 
          He walked down the street toward his home, already planning on how much he would be taking from there and wondering where he might end up. He was going to travel light this time, he decided. As for a destination, all he had to do was choose which coast. There was an ocean to the west, and another to the north. Heading for one or the other coast would serve two purposes: he would be far away from Sengintol, and he would finally get to see the ocean. Now all he had to do was choose which one. 


          Tironvil was silent as she and her sister crossed the Middle Market Square away from Klenjol's Superior Trinkets. Maeanat, her twin sister, clutched the fragment that Melajoof, the proprietor of Klenjol's, had given to them. 
          Her first impression of the stone as junk hadn't changed much, even after the demonstration of its supposed magical properties. Melajoof's magical mummery hadn't overly impressed her, possibly because she hadn't been paying all that much attention to it. She had been ready to ask more questions about the supposed enchantment on the stone at the end of the demonstration, but Maeanat had drawn her aside first. 
          Her sister had been very excited about the stone and its magical properties and had said, "What do you think? I think we should take it. I know Melajoof is probably trying to sell us another tin chicken, but I know something he doesn't: I am certain that I've seen one of these fragments before, and it's right near the Veneletri Stones! So I think we should take it, because we will be able to make use of it. Sound good, sister?" [image: image74.png]"I've seen one of these
fr'nmtznts bzfomz, and
it's right near the
Deneletri Stones!"




          It hadn't sounded good to Tironvil, but she had gone along with it anyway, since Maeanat had seemed to really want the stone. It had almost seemed inevitable somehow, like they were meant to have the fragment. And she wasn't sure how much she liked that feeling. 
          The two of them had left the Middle Market Square and traversed the commercial streets beyond it as Tironvil ruminated on the stone and its meaning. She shook off her introspection and looked around, noticing that they had arrived on Parade Avenue, the main street that led through the city of Sengintol from Victory Gate to Fashanol Place, the duke's residence. It was a huge road, made larger by the swath of monument-dotted grassy area in the center and the setbacks between the outer curbs and the front walls of the nobles' estates that lined the prestigious avenue. Each half of the roadway was wide enough that a full company of soldiers could march in formation comfortably in the center of it, leaving plenty of space between the curbs. 
          Tironvil and her sister were walking along the avenue toward Fashanol Place. That edifice, set at the top of an artificial hill, didn't quite fit in with the scale of the avenue leading up to it, but that was an intended effect. Parade Avenue was a tribute to the people of the city and kingdom, whereas the palace was a representation of the office of duke. The builder had wisely decided to minimize the impact of that palace, at least in comparison to the avenue. Tironvil thought it was a good trick. 
          She and her sister lived at the palace -- actually, in the vast array of administrative buildings behind the palace, but within its perimeter walls. Tironvil was one of the court's junior accountants -- she had a gift with numbers -- and her sister was with the palace guards. Neither job paid all that well, which had led them to continue their less-than-legal ways, even after being gainfully employed. And having the palace to hide in was a great boon to their escapades. 
          Tironvil decided to try to coax some details out of her sister, so she said, "Hey, Nati, slow down. I want to talk to you about this stone and all. So, you're sure you've seen another fragment? Where?" 
          Maeanat fell back beside Tironvil and said, "Absolutely. I remember it well, very well. Think back two years, when the duke's summer procession went south. Remember? Sure you do, Ahnev. That was the time when the head ostler vanished, and everyone thought that he had run away with the duke's travel purse, but in the end they found him in a barn with a tavern maid. Right, right. And it wasn't *my* fault if the fellow was just bragging to me over his cups, blowing wind about might-bes. I'm just glad no one remembered who started that rumor. 
          "So, right, that was the trip. Now, can you remember the holdings of Mordairi and Granavil? Yep, Mordairi was that place that even I could tell was built with an eye to excess and with no taste at all. Well, you remember how Mordairi was feuding, more or less, with their neighbors at Granavil, even though Granavil had no troubles with Mordairi? That was why only a small party representing the duke actually went over to the Granavil manor with official greetings and all. Well, I invited myself along with them, and let me tell you that Granavil was just a delight to behold. Everywhere Mordairi showed bad taste and excess, Granavil did just right. It was like the one was the model for the other, and it wouldn't be any meaner than the truth to say that Mordairi got it all wrong, whichever was copying the other. 
          "Yes, yes, you wanted the details, Ahnev. Okay, okay, long story just a little bit less long. I saw another fragment on the mantelpiece in Granavil Keep's main room. It was just like this one here, but with a different animal on it; I think it was a fox. I do know that I was very tempted to just take it right then and there, so I asked a servant about it. Seems that the Granavil folk believe that it has been in their family for over five hundred years, and it is a good luck talisman for them. 
          "I never got the opportunity on that visit to take the sculpture, so it has to still be there. They wouldn't have sold it or anything, with it being their luck and all. So, it's right there for the taking!" 
          Tironvil trusted her sister's memory; if Maeanat had seen a fragment at the Granavil manor house, then it had been there, and probably still was. But they weren't exactly free to travel the hundred miles between here and there, were they? "So, how do we get there to take it, Nati?" 
          "It couldn't be simpler, sister. This is a procession year, yes? Normally, the duke wouldn't take his procession out past the same holdings so soon: you know how the lordlings howl behind his back at the expense of hosting him and his entourage when he doesn't get back to them outside of a decade. But Mordairi has just hired a new songster, an apprentice bard I think. Since the Mordairi are on the edge of the westward loop Duke Arvinsosh's procession made two years ago, they can make it an eastward loop this year and still deliver the bard to the holding with all the proper pomp that Mordairi is insisting on. I know that the duke is less than happy to be returning to that travesty of a holding, but Mordairi has the influence -- and what's more, the inclination to *use* it -- to make sure that their new bard has a proper investing. 
          "And that, sister, is how we get close enough again to Granavil to grab that fragment." 
          Tironvil had a twinge of doubt. This was all very convenient, wasn't it? And she had the feeling that there was something more, something she should be remembering ... 
          "And if you recall, Ahnev," Maeanat continued, "the Veneletri Stones are just to the south of the Granavil holding. It's perfect, no? By the end of the summer festival, we'll have the other fragment and we'll be chanting away in the center of the Veneletri Stones. And then, we'll be perfectly protected forever. I can't wait!" 
          Tironvil's doubt was more than a twinge now. As she and her sister passed under the guard post and into the palace's grounds, she wondered whether buying that charm from Melajoof the day before had really been a good idea. Trying to break into Jeniseer's vaults seemed to be a walk down Parade Avenue compared to the feeling she was getting from this whole stone-fragments thing. She only hoped that she and Maeanat would emerge with nothing worse than her sister's cut cheek by the end of the summer festival. 


          Eilonvil was in the graveyard when the stranger rode up. Even though it was the beginning of the summer festival, and almost everyone else from the holding was gathered around the horse field for the summering ceremonies, she still couldn't bring herself to leave the graveside of her love, her life, Derokein. 
          Eilonvil had come to the Granavil holding just less than two years earlier, and had almost immediately fallen in love with the second son of the Granavil family, Derokein. Even though she was just a servant, albeit an elevated one -- she had been hired to be an artist in residence -- and he was of the landed gentry, Derokein had not only returned her love but had proposed to her with the full approval of his family. The hunting accident that had taken Derokein -- her beloved Kend -- from her had happened more than four months ago, in the middle of the spring. A charging boar had spooked his horse, and his hunting party had brought Kend home draped across that horse with a broken neck. 
          At first, the family had taken time out of their own grief to try to help console her. Even though the marriage hadn't happened yet, they had still considered her part of the family, and had treated her as such. Their efforts had been unsuccessful, and eventually they had decided to leave her alone at the graveside, where she took her meals and sometimes even slept when the summer weather was warm enough. And her thoughts never left that grave even when her body did. Until the stranger rode up. 
          It was early afternoon, and no one was expected, so she was surprised when she heard hooves on the walkway that led around the manor house and down the hill to the graveyard. She looked up and watched the man ride up to the low stone fence around the graveyard, and for the first time in four months forgot about her departed Kend. 
          The man riding the horse was handsome in a pretty way, with dark brown hair, green eyes, and a huge beak of a nose. He wore foppish clothes -- a puffed and slashed tunic with long droopy sleeves ending in dags, tights, and tall riding boots -- which were nothing fit to work in. He carried a lute on his back and had a harp strapped to his saddle, so maybe he was dressed to work, if that work was singing. 
          He swung himself out of the saddle with ease, and stood facing her from the other side of the wall. He doffed his floppy hat, complete with a huge plumed feather, and bowed to her without losing the lute. "Pardon me, mi'lady," he said in a most musical voice. "I knocked at the door, but got no answer. Is no one at all home? Have I not arrived at the Granavil manor?" 
          Eilonvil stood up and started walking toward the man. She said, "You have indeed reached the Granavil manor, but your arrival has coincided with the ceremonies of the summering festival, and the household is down in the horse fields celebrating. Ah, except for myself, of course. And who might you be?" She stopped just the other side of the wall from the stranger and watched the light sparkle in his large green eyes as he spoke. 
          "I am the new bard of the Mordairi holding. I arrived with Duke Arvinsosh's procession two days ago, but decided to go visiting while the duke and Mordairi do their own summer celebrating. I had heard much of the Granavil holding and wanted to see it, but there was little free time to be allotted to me in Dame Mordairi's plans until fall at the earliest. Except for these first few days of the summer festival, which I thought I would use to my advantage. I am called Bonavec." 
          The dashing young man bowed again, this time catching up Eilonvil's hand and touching warm, soft lips to the back of it as he did so. Eilonvil felt herself almost fall into those green eyes as he straightened back up, and she marveled that her own lips were curved up in a smile as they had not for four months. 
          That thought, that remembrance, caused her to take a step back from the dazzling man, and the smile faded swiftly from her lips. How could she be so taken with someone so soon after Kend's death? It wasn't right, it wasn't natural, it wasn't fair! 
          Bonavec said, "My pardon, fair lady, if I have done aught to disturb you. I see that you have forsaken the delights of the summering ceremonies for solitary time in a yard of memory. For whom do you grieve?" 
          "My love, Derokein," she replied almost automatically. Even her answer couldn't keep her from hanging on Bonavec's flowery speech. "He d ... died in the spring. Four months ago." 
          Bonavec's smile was dazzling as he said, "Your love must have been one that the great bards, those who I can only wish to palely imitate, write of, for you to still be grieving after so long. But surely your Derokein would not want to see you alone at the summer festival? This is a time of rejoicing, of celebration. Surely you owe it to his memory to enjoy at least this brief festival time. And maybe if you can undertake to give up your grief for this short time, you will come to see the waste of spending the only life the two of you still have alone in a graveyard." 
          "I ... I ..." Eilonvil could think of no proper reply. She thought she should probably be furious with this Bonavec for such blasphemy of her Kend, but she felt nothing of the kind. She knew that she had heard his words before, that her employers -- nay, her new family -- had used them, or similar, to try to rouse her from her grief. But not until she heard them from the lips of this bard did she really understand them. 
          That did not mean that she was quite ready to just abandon Kend to be forgotten in the graveyard, while she went and enjoyed the summering ceremonies. Did it? 
          "Say yes, lovely lady who has not yet given me her name," said Bonavec, with a teasing, almost musical lilt to his voice. 
          "Eilonvil," she said. 
          "That's not 'yes', Eilonvil. Say yes." 
          After a moment, she said, "Yes." 
          "Good, good. Now, give me your hand, and let me help you over this wall. Good. Now, should we go join the household, or perhaps have our own summering ceremonies?" 


          As Eilonvil and Bonavec returned to the manor house late in the afternoon, she reflected that she had not been so happy since before Derokein's death. And even the thought of that tragic day, the day Kend had left her, was no longer debilitating. Perhaps they had been right all along, the Granavils and Bonavec -- her daily grieving had not been helping her, and nothing could help Kend any more. 
          She and Bonavec had spent the afternoon together, first participating in an improvised summering ceremony, and then just walking around the holding and talking. Even though she had felt an attraction to the young man, she had tried to keep her distance from him emotionally, and he had been the perfect gentleman as well. Their time together had been enjoyable, a day of friendship and companionship, and she felt infinitely better for it than she had upon waking up that morning. 
          The Granavil family, employees and servants, had returned from their own ceremonies by the time Eilonvil arrived back at the manor house, so she introduced Bonavec to them as Mordairi's new bard. As she introduced him to them, she noticed that something about Bonavec's face had changed. She looked closely, and then spotted it. He had a scar on his left cheek, running from just under his eye to just below the cheek bone. It had been covered by makeup of some kind, which had run in the heat of the day. She wondered why he had covered it up, but figured that he was probably self-conscious about it. So she didn't mention it, not wanting to embarrass him and not knowing if he had any of that makeup with him to fix it. 
          As Eilonvil had expected, the Granavils had made Bonavec feel welcome immediately. They asked him about his training in Sengintol, and how he liked the Mordairi holding so far. They invited him to dinner, and continued to question him, but were gracious when he started to question them back. Eilonvil listened as her new friend asked about the Granavil's history, and even managed to keep her composure when her employers told Bonavec about the fox-stone on the mantel. That strange piece of stone, carved with a fox and inlaid with bands of silver, gold, and glass, had been a favorite of Derokein's, and she knew it would always remind her of him. But that memory was no longer too heavy to bear, and she knew that she would continue her life here in Granavil hold as part of their family, made better by her experience of Kend. 
          As the evening wore on, Bonavec, of his own volition, got up and performed a few musical pieces. Eilonvil thought that his voice could have used some more training, but his playing was flawless and clearly made up for whatever deficiencies his singing possessed. She was struck by one of his melodies, and as he played it over and over, she began to see a dance start to form out of it. She got a charcoal and parchment and started sketching out the steps in a shorthand common to dance masters where she had grown up. She could see segments of the dance like mosaic stones in her head. Common steps arranged into verses, less common steps becoming the choruses, all interlocking with each other and with the music and forming a separate whole that was more than the sum of its parts. By the end of the song, she knew that the dance would be a good one. She resolved to spend some time the next day with Bonavec to work out the nuances of the steps. She wondered whether to call the dance the Granavil Paces, or Derokein's Memory. Maybe she should leave those details up to her patrons. 
          As the ride back to Mordairi was at least half a day, Bonavec was offered the bed of the youngest Granavil, which he accepted with humility and reluctance. The family retired as the servants cleaned up the evening's mess. Eilonvil retired to her own pallet in the servants' room, a bed she hadn't slept in for quite a few weeks. Even though her straw-and-quilt bedding was far more comfortable than Kend's graveside, she found herself unable to sleep; the dance kept running through her head and she found herself eager to plot it out to the very last step. She decided to go see if Bonavec was still awake -- she wanted to get each and every nuance of his tune and match the dance to it perfectly. And if something else ended up transpiring ... well, Kend had been mourned long enough. 
          Her way to the family's quarters led through the main room of the manor. As she approached it, she was surprised to see a faint light within. She wondered who else had found sleep difficult to achieve and what they might be doing in the main room. She strode boldly through the door, her candle in front of her, and was shocked to see Bonavec standing in front of the fireplace, his back to her. A candle rested on the mantelpiece, and the bard was lifting the fox-stone from its place of honor there. 
          "What are you doing, Bonavec?" she asked. 
          The bard turned, clutching the stone to his chest. His handsome face now wore a sneer that made the scar seem fitting. "Just getting my due, lovely Aelon. I'm sorry you had to catch me at it."

 She was completely unprepared for the way Bonavec's manner had changed, and the way he used Kend's nickname for her, which she had told him that afternoon, made it even worse. When the young man drew his dagger and started striding across the room toward her, fox-stone still clutched in his other arm, she just stood staring stupidly. Just as he drew close enough to use the dagger, she managed to collect her wits enough to stumble backward a step and whimper, "What ... ?" Her cry when the dagger entered her chest sounded faint even to her. 
          She crumpled to the ground, barely even feeling the pain of the dagger in her heart. Everything was growing dim, and not just because her candle had fallen from her hand and gone out. The last thing she knew was Bonavec's voice saying, "I regret having to do that, dear Aelon. You were an unexpectedly pleasing diversion, but I guess one I'll have to leave behind. Farewell, Eilonvil ... I hope you are reunited with your Derokein." 
          And then, she knew nothing more. 




Talisman Two
Part 2

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



erthafel
, Duke Arvinsosh's chief Justicer, found the duke's summer processions to be an odd mixture of light work and festival celebrations. Normally, he spent the summer riding the quarters of the duchy, distributing high justice where it was needed, serving in the duke's, and when necessary, the king's stead. But during the duke's periodic processions his role was more than official. He usually only had to take up his office when a decision by local justicers was questioned by someone of high enough influence in an area the procession was passing through. 
          It was the second day of the summer festival and the procession was once again lodged at the somewhat excessive Mordairi Holding. Gerthafel's quarters within the manor house were opulent in the extreme, almost uncomfortably so, but he preferred being able to sleep in a real bed rather than a cot in a tent like the bulk of the personnel on the procession. Mordairi manor was large enough that the senior members of the procession were given their own rooms, while normally everyone but the duke and his personal staff slept in tents set up somewhere on the landholder's property. 
          The midday meal had just finished, when a group of seven riders rode up to where the food had been set out on long tables in a cleared field next to the house. They dismounted and walked straight to the duke, one distinguished older man in the lead. That man said, "If it please your grace, I am Franal, Lord of Granavil. I have come looking for the new Mordairi bard; there has been a murder and a robbery at Granavil and we believe that he is responsible." 
          Duke Arvinsosh stood and said, "Yes, I remember you, Master Franal. Who has been murdered and what has been stolen?" He turned and scanned the group gathered around the meal until he spotted Gerthafel, whom he motioned over. 
          "Your grace, it was our resident artist, Eilonvil, who was murdered. And our luck-stone was stolen. The Mordairi bard, Bonavec, visited us yesterday; he seemed quite taken with Eilonvil, who has been mourning the loss of our second son, Derokein, whom she loved deeply. He cheered Eilonvil up greatly, for which we were glad. We gave him a room last night, but this morning we found her dead in the main room, and the luck-stone, a fox-carved fragment of sculpture, was missing." 
          Gerthafel took up the questioning. "You are sure that the man was the bard?" 
          "Well, he said that he was. Why would he lie?" 
          Gerthafel looked at Master Franal with a steady, knowing look. The man had the decency to look a little sheepish. Gerthafel said, "Well, describe him, just so we can be sure." The prospective bard for the Mordairi Holding had traveled from Sengintol with them, so he knew what the young man looked like fairly well. 
          "Ah, he was tall and had brown hair. He dressed in fancy clothes, and played the lute. His eyes were green and he had a big nose, and a scar under his left eye down his cheek. He played like a Master Bard, but he didn't sing all that well." 
          Gerthafel compared the description he had been given and found some discrepancies. Bonavec was tall, brown-haired, green-eyed, and had a large nose. However, he had no scar, played only middling well, and sang like a songbird. Something was wrong. 
          "Tell me more, Master Franal." Gerthafel listened to a recounting of the evening meal and Bonavec's musical performance. Several different versions were given, but all were essentially the same. He wasn't absolutely certain, but he thought that the man that the Granavil family had entertained was not the young bard Bonavec. 
          Gerthafel turned to one of the Mordairis and said, "Have you seen your new bard lately?" 
          "Well, no, I don't think so," was the reply. 
          "When did you last see Bonavec?" 
          "Yesterday? No, the day before." 
          "I don't suppose he's here now, is he?" 
          There was a general scuffle of feet as people looked around for the young man, but he was not among their company. Then, because he was thorough and knew that something was wrong, Gerthafel asked whether anyone else was missing. In all, four people besides the bard were not present. Two were servants of the Mordairis, known to slip away from their work at any and every opportunity. The other two missing people were from among the duke's party, two sisters named Maeanat and Tironvil. With some difficulty, he recalled that Maeanat -- who was with the duke's personal guard -- was tall, green-eyed, big nosed, and bore a scar down one of her cheeks. 
          With some suspicions building, Gerthafel organized a group of guards to ride back to Granavil Holding. The eight of them, including the duke and Lord Granavil's eldest son, rode as fast as possible for the neighbor holding; it had already been too long since the robbery and murder to hope for any good clues, but Gerthafel hoped that one of them might be able to pick up the murderer's trail. 


          Maeanat took her time getting to the meeting point, obscuring her trail as much as possible. She wasn't concerned with being found eventually, just as long as she and her sister had the time to enact the charm. After that, being caught wouldn't matter all that much. [image: image75.png]Being caught wouldn't
matter all that much.




          As she rode, she found herself regretting having to kill Eilonvil. Befriending her had been a spur of the moment action; she had been riding around the Granavil manor house to make sure that no one was home before breaking in and stealing the stone, when she had spotted someone in the graveyard. Putting on her Bonavec performance that she had been practicing for weeks, she had gone up and introduced herself as the new bard from the Mordairi holding. She had been surprised at the connection she felt with the grieving woman. Even though she had never met Eilonvil before, she felt like she had known her for years. Even playing at being a young man, she hadn't found it difficult at all to be a companion to the woman. 
          The secondary plan -- to get the woman to let her into the manor, then slip away and steal the stone -- had also been abandoned as it had seemed more natural to slip away into the Granavil lands and spend the afternoon together. Once the two of them had returned to the manor house, it had been relatively easy to continue her role and be the bard for the whole family. Even though she had spent most of her life fighting, first on the streets of Sengintol and later in the service of the duke, she had always had an aptitude for playing music, able to pick up any instrument and with just a little experimentation, play it with ease. This served her well in her charade, and as far as she knew, no one saw her as anyone but Bonavec the bard. 
          Perhaps she should have waited longer before trying to steal the stone, which had been on the mantel just as she had remembered. But she knew that Tironvil was already waiting at the meeting place, and the sooner they met up the better, which was when Eilonvil had surprised her in the manor house's main room. The act had been easy, almost unthinking, a product of her upbringing rather than her immediate desires. But she needed time to get away, and a witness to her crime wouldn't provide nearly enough of that. Whereas with Eilonvil dead and the supposed bard Bonavec missing, suspicion would naturally fall on the group of people at the Mordairi Holding, giving her even more time to get to the Veneletri Stones and enact that charm. 
          She thought herself fortunate that her ride wasn't further hampered by the darkness she rode through, but the roadway was clearly if crudely marked and both moons were in the sky providing plenty of light. In due time, she met up with Tironvil at the crossroads as they had arranged and without even a word of greeting, both started off on the next leg of their journey. 
          As they rode side by side, Maeanat said, "So, Ahnev, did everything go well with Bonavec?" 
          Tironvil replied, "Oh yes, just perfectly. He never even noticed his missing clothes or instruments. Fortunate, I suppose, that they weren't his favorite instruments. And he seemed to have no reservations about the story of you wanting to meet him at the Veneletri Stones. But I still wonder whether it was wise to send him there. I doubt he will have stuck around there for so long, since he left for them two days ago, but still, it is some kind of clue as to where we are." 
          "Maybe I want them to find us," said Maeanat. "And it is not as though I know many of the local landmarks after all. It isn't important anyway, as long as they don't find us until we've completed the charm. And then ..." 
          "Right, and then it won't matter. *If* the charm and the stones work as promised." 
          "Oh, they'll work. I know it. I *feel* it. Don't worry, sister. Our future is assured." And somehow, Maeanat really believed that, as though her entire life had been leading up to this series of events, and soon it would be complete. Nothing had gone wrong yet, and she knew that nothing would. This was their destiny! 


          Tironvil said for the hundredth time, "We're lost." 
          Maeanat sighed. "Yes, we're lost," she answered, trying to restrain herself from hitting her sister. 
          "How could we be lost?" Tironvil whined. 
          "Because, Ahnev, I've never been here before!" Maeanat shouted. 
          "Sorry, no need to get angry. But, I thought that you said that it would be a snap to find the Veneletri Stones from anywhere south of the Mordairi and Granavil lands." 
          "And I'm sure it would be, if only everyone wasn't off at their summer celebrations. But we'll either find the stones or someone to ask directions of eventually. If, that is, I don't end up killing you before then. So, if you wouldn't mind, please stop reminding me that we're lost!" 
          "I'll try, sister. I'll try." 


          Even riding as hard as possible, Gerthafel and his group didn't have very much daylight left by the time they arrived at Granavil holding. The best tracker among them scouted the grounds around the manor house, but didn't find anything of much promise. Giving up the search for morning, the group entered the manor house. Eilonvil's body had been wrapped and moved to the salt house, but nothing else had been touched. Unfortunately, a detailed examination of the main room revealed no clues. Neither did the body, save for the knife, which bore the crest of the Sengintol Bardic school. The Granavils invited the duke's people to supper and to stay the night. There was no entertainment after the meal that night; everyone was eager for morning light when perhaps more clues could be found outside. 
          Gerthafel was trying to coordinate a methodical search of the grounds around the manor house in the middle of the next morning when a familiar figure rode up on horseback. All of the duke's men recognized Bonavec, and immediately surrounded him while he was still mounted, swords drawn. The duke called out, "Come down from there, bard Bonavec. We have some questions for you." 
          Bonavec dismounted cautiously, confusion evident on his face. The horse was led out of the circle, and the duke's guards closed in around Bonavec. Then, when some of the Granavil family had come over, cries went up that the man within the circle of swords was not Bonavec. 
          Gerthafel wasn't surprised. He questioned the family, and they said that this man was not the one who had visited them two days ago, which Bonavec himself confirmed. The bard told a story, somewhat hesitantly, of being promised an assignation with one of the duke's guards, named Maeanat, at the local monument called the Veneletri Stones. He had ridden away without telling anyone, waited for a time at the stones, and then started riding back. He had taken a different path on the way back and had ended up at Granavil instead of Mordairi. 
          Closer questioning revealed that it had been Tironvil, Maeanat's sister, who had informed the bard of the desired meeting. That answered everything for Gerthafel, except for where the sisters were. 
          It was the duke who asked, "What if they went to those very stones?" 
          "Why would they do that?" asked Gerthafel. 
          "Well, if I recall," answered Arvinsosh, "the sisters are native to Sengintol. They are not likely to be familiar with local geography, true? Except for such famous places as the Veneletri Stones. So, if they really did want the bard to disappear for a time, to bolster their story, it wouldn't make much sense to tell him to just travel in some arbitrary direction for some arbitrary number of leagues and wait. And, having sent the bard to the stones, they are likely to believe that we won't think that they are going there themselves. There you have it." 
          Gerthafel couldn't fault the duke's logic, even if he didn't necessarily believe in it. But they didn't have any other leads, and so within a very short time, there were ten riders racing south for the Veneletri Stones: the original eight, plus Lord Granavil and the bard Bonavec. 


          Maeanat was not the most pleased of people, but at least she and her sister had finally found the 'unmissable' monument of the Veneletri Stones. She was not very happy that it was late in the day, two days after she had acquired the fox-carved stone. It had taken them too much time to find the stones, but now they were here and there were, as yet, no signs of pursuit. 
          She and her sister rode in among the many rings of standing stones, every other pair of which supported a third stone on top of them. They passed ring after ring, and finally arrived in the center. 
          There they found a large cleared space, empty except for a single standing stone that seemed to be made of a different material than those in the rings. It was also half-again as tall as the outer stones, and its other obvious feature was a large hole in the center. 
          Maeanat dismounted, unhooked her saddlebags, and carried them over to the central stone that was known as the Peace Stone, while her sister took care of the horses. Dropping the bags in front of the center stone, she walked around it, marveling at the amazing upright mass of it. 
          Tironvil walked over and dumped her own saddlebags and a bundle of sticks next to Maeanat's bags, and as she walked back to where she was working on the horses, Maeanat said, "Do you know the legend of these stones, Ahnev?" 
          "No, should I?" [image: image76.png]J % 5 -
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          "Its a fascinating story, sister," said Maeanat, running her hand along the smooth edges of the hole in the stone. "A thousand years before the Fretheod conquered these lands, even before Gerolevan existed, there were people here. Small tribes, small by the standards of Sengintol that is, who wandered across these lands trying to survive. 
          "Two such tribes came into conflict here. They battled over this land, each trying to claim it for their own people. But neither was superior to the other, and the war just continued on and on. 
          "Eventually, the battle came to be known to a powerful wizard who thought it within his power to halt the war. He kidnapped the families of the rulers of both tribes, and held them for ransom. At first, the tribes' leaders didn't believe him but once the wizard had turned both of their fathers into beasts of the field, they gave in. 
          "The ransom was a pact, signed in blood and binding 'til the end of time. The wizard erected this stone right here, and he told the tribal leaders that they would have to suspend their war until the time when his task was completed. And that task was for them to wear a hole through the stone using no tools, but only the rubbing of their hands. 
          "With no choice but to obey, the two tribes set to their task. One person from each tribe worked on the stone from either side. Day after day, year after year, the tribes worked at their task. As the years passed, the two tribes began to erect stones in rings around the central stone, capping two with a third stone every fifth year. Stone after stone, ring after ring, and finally, hundreds of years later, the central stone was pierced. 
          "By then, of course, the two tribes were one. Working together for so long, any differences between them had vanished long since, and been forgotten in the dictates of the task. And that is how the Venel and the Eletri tribes became one, and how this monumental creation came to be." 
          "Very interesting, sister," said Tironvil, "but how does that help us right now? It will be dark shortly; perhaps you could help me light a fire while you contemplate the supposed history of that punctured stone." 
          Maeanat made a rude noise, but bent to help her sister. Tironvil had never been much for imagination. The fire was laid and lit, and Maeanat thought all the while about composing a song about the legend. Maybe she would call it 'Stone of Peace'. She was surprised that no one had set the tale to verse and music yet. 
          The fire was soon burning well, and Tironvil once again interrupted Maeanat's thoughts with, "So, could we get this over with? We've taken far longer getting here than we should have, and our pursuers could be here any moment." 
          "And how do you know there are pursuers? Or that they're coming here?" 
          "It doesn't hurt to be cautious, sister," said Tironvil. "We're here, the stones are here, and as soon as we get them bonded together and then bonded to us, the better off we will be. Then it won't matter whether or not there are pursuers, right?" 
          "Right, right," sighed Maeanat. She pulled her saddlebags over, opened the pouches and pulled out both wedge-shaped fragments of stone. Setting them carefully aside, she next extracted a candle and the scroll tube bearing the chant Melajoof had written out. She handed the candle to Tironvil and said, "If you could light this, Ahnev, and hold it over my shoulder so I can read the scroll, I'll start this ceremony." 
          Tironvil took and lit the candle, while Maeanat removed the parchment from the scroll tube. Settling herself comfortably in front of the fire, she dragged the two stones over in front of her. As the gentle glow of the candle appeared over her shoulder, she looked at the carved stones before her. There was something strange about those stones, though. She stared at them, and noticed that it looked like the stone fragments actually belonged together. There were fragments of the limbs of each animal on the other piece of stone, and the bands of weaving looked like they would match up perfectly. 
          She reached down with her free hand and pushed one stone toward the other. Her sister reached over her shoulder and helped by pushing the other stone as well. They met in the middle, and Maeanat felt a tingle from the stones. Then, with a flash that blinded her momentarily, the two stones fused together. When she could see again, there was only one stone fragment in front of her, with a cat and a fox intertwined, and with fragments of interwoven bands interlaced across the top of them. 
          "Did you feel that?" asked Maeanat. 
          Tironvil said, "Yes, I did. Maybe Melajoof was right, maybe there is magic in these pieces of stone." 
          "Of course he was right! And that tingle was the stones bonding to us. Now, we just have to read the incantation to reactivate the protective enchantment on the stones, and we'll be invulnerable, just like that castle they came from. Ready?" 
          Without waiting for the reply, Maeanat unrolled the parchment and started to recite the incantation. The rhythm of the words felt good to her, like a song, and she almost started singing it but wasn't sure whether that would harm the spell. She read every word out perfectly, and then let the parchment fall to her lap as she waited for some kind of signal that the spell had worked. She had seen no lights, felt no tingle, but perhaps she had missed them ... 
          "Tironvil, did you feel or see anything?" 
          "No, Nati, nothing. But it must have worked. Melajoof said it would." 
          "You're right, sister. But, how can we be sure?" 
          As she pondered a test, she heard a noise from her left. She turned and saw a group of people ride into the center ring. Among them were the duke, the bard, and the duke's chief Justicer, Gerthafel. It looked like the test had found them. 
          The duke called out, "Stand fast, you two," as he dismounted from his horse. All the men with him did the same. 
          Lord Granavil stepped forward into the firelight and said, "Well, she's wearing different clothes, and her hair has become lighter, but that is the face, scar and all, that sat at my table and ate with my family. And there on the ground in front of them is what looks like our luck stone. This must be the one who impersonated Bonavec and killed Eilonvil." 
          "The evidence is clear," said Gerthafel. "Do you deny it? Can you refute it?" 
          The duke said, "Answer!" 
          Maeanat had risen and her sister stood beside her. She debated constructing a lie, but decided that it was not needed. The stones -- stone -- protected them now, so there was nothing to fear from the duke and his men. So, she said, "Yes, that was me. But there's nothing you can do to us now." 
          She tilted her head toward her sister and whispered, "Come, sister, let's run. Upon thought, they could always cage us even if they cannot hurt us with weapons." 
          Tironvil nodded, and Maeanat stooped quickly, scooped up the unified stone, and said, "Now!" 
          She turned and ran, sensing her sister half a pace behind her. Shadows from the fire showed the duke's men chasing them, but the stones were very close and if she and her sister could reach them, surely they could make good their escape. 
          She felt the steel enter her back just as she was about to step beyond the inner ring of stones. She heard Tironvil cry out beside her, and at that moment knew that Melajoof had fooled them for a final time. And she had been sure, so sure! 


          Gerthafel stood over the bodies of the two sisters, wondering why they had run. How could they have hoped to get away? And what had Maeanat meant by 'there's nothing you can do to us now'? 

The duke stepped up beside him and said, "Now that's the kind of justice I like: swift and sure. I can't believe that the palace sheltered such as these." 
          As Arvinsosh walked away again, Gerthafel bent and took the stone from Maeanat's dead hand. It was a fine piece of sculpture, if fragmented, done in excellent Gerolevan style. He wondered what it was, and where it had come from. 
          He turned from the bodies with the stone in his hand, and decided that it didn't matter. As the duke had said, justice had been done. He just hoped that this incident wasn't an example of what this season's ducal progress was going to be like. 

Talisman Three
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
 



Author's Note: This segment of the Talisman Saga begins approximately 420 years after Talisman Two in a portion of the continent of Duurom that has all but forgotten the Fretheod Empire. Called Farevlin, which means 'thousand lands', it is made up of hundreds and hundreds of tiny kingdoms, dukedoms, city-states, and autonomous towns, some no larger than an average crossroads village. While Farevlin shares a common language, background, and legends of unity, each state within the area tends toward fierce individuality. Even so, there are always people who prefer the legends to the present day. 

The curtain opened, revealing a painted backdrop of a forest. The crowd that had gathered in front of the stage quieted in anticipation. The stage that now occupied the corner of the market square had been quickly and sturdily erected not more than two bells ago, which showed that the troupe -- Torenda's Troupe, as the proscenium proclaimed -- were professionals. But no one in Tilting Falls had ever heard of Torenda or her troupe before, and all were curious to see what was about to take place before them. 
          Two people walked into view from stage left. They were dressed in tunics and baggy leggings and had swords belted over red tabards. They walked to the middle of the stage, looking around themselves wide-eyed. 
          As they reached the center of the stage, they stopped advancing, though their legs kept moving as if they were continuing to walk. As their forward motion ceased, the backdrop started to move instead, increasing the illusion of movement over just the mimed walking. Some in the audience laughed in wonder at the clever trick. 
          The downstage figure asked, "Are you sure we followed the directions properly, Samad?" 
          The upstage figure, Samad, said, "Absolutely, Dirik. I followed every turn just like we was told. I don't know why we haven't found the stag's glen in the Forest of Hawks. The forest must have moved or something." 
          The audience laughed weakly, but it wasn't much of a joke -- more of a pun on the moving backdrop, after all. Dirik said, "Well, if we're lost then how are we going to find Sir Mefes? We went to a lot of risk pilfering this jewel --" Dirik held up a large gold disk studded with sparkling gems of various hues, "-- from Narial's temple, and we aren't going to get paid unless we get it to Sir Mefes." 
          "What do you mean, 'we'?" Samad said heatedly as he stopped his mimed walking in an exaggerated manner. Dirik ceased moving his legs too, but the backdrop continued to move for a bit. The audience laughed as both characters looked at the moving backdrop with exaggerated anger, and Samad stomped loudly. The backdrop stopped, started, stopped again, and then reversed its motion for several moments, as if returning to where it should have stopped in the first place. It stopped again, but the characters on stage waited for a beat or two, as if to be sure it was going to stay where it was. It did. They nodded to each other in satisfaction, and continued with their lines as the audience's chuckles faded. 
          Samad repeated, "What do you mean, 'we'? *I* stole that jewel from the coffers of the temple, while *you* played 'hide the offering' with that cute slip of a temple maiden." The audience roared. "The only risk you took," Samad continued, "was of exhaustion." 
          Dirik defended himself with, "Well, someone had to divert her attention, and Narial *is* the goddess of lust, after all. It was the natural thing to do." 
          "Yeah, so why is it that you always get to do the natural thing when it is fun, and I get to do the natural thing when it is disgusting or dangerous?" 
          The characters turned to face stage right again and started to walk. The backdrop started up right on cue as Dirik replied, "Just lucky, I guess." Samad shook his head resignedly as the audience chuckled again. 
          The two thieves walked in silence for a few moments, and slowly, normal forest sounds began to be heard. Bird calls, rustling leaves, and the chittering of small animals sounded from backstage. Dirik looked around with a smile on his face and said, "Well, at least it's a nice day for a walk in the woods." 
          Samad continued to be grumpy and answered with, "Never did like the woods. Can't see more than a couple of yards in any direction. Even the paths twist and turn too much, and don't provide much better visibility." 
          Dirik said, "You worry too much, Samad. What do we need to see far for anyway?" 
          "To see where Sir Mefes is, for one," Samad said darkly. "And for another, to see wild animals far enough away to have time to hide from them." 
          "What wild animals?" 
          "Boars. Or bears, even." 
          "Bears?" asked Dirik. "Do you think there are really bears in these woods, Samad?" 
          Samad sighed and said, "With your luck, Dirik, probably not. Probably not." 
          Just then, a roar sounded from stage left. No one in the audience had ever heard a bear, but that certainly sounded like the noise they thought a bear would make. Everyone glanced to their left, and some even looked a little worried. 
          The two characters looked over their shoulders and shouted oaths in fear. Samad turned back around and said, "Of all the times for your cursed luck to fail, Dirik. I dare say that this is Narial's fault -- her temple maiden probably thought she didn't get her bell's worth of pleasure or something. I hope our legs are better than our luck. Run, Dirik, run!" 
          The two characters accelerated stage right and the audience naturally looked stage left to see what was chasing the two thieves. They clearly expected a stage prop of some kind: a bearskin hung on a cross-pole perhaps, or someone in a brown tunic with a mask on, or maybe something clever or innovative, like the moving backdrop. 
          None of them were expecting what they actually saw, and when the roaring, angry bear walked out of the stage left wings, three quarters of the audience gasped in genuine fright. It stood half again as tall as a man and was twice as wide. It had brown, shaggy fur, huge claws and teeth, and small, angry-looking eyes. It lumbered after the two fleeing thieves who were just disappearing into the stage right wings. 
          By the time it reached center stage, pursuing the characters and not reacting at all to the screams from the audience, most people realized it was a clever trick of some kind, or maybe a very well-trained real bear. The few who had started to run stopped and turned back in wonder. The bear stopped in the middle of the stage and roared. The backdrop continued to move, and the bear batted at it, giving a coughing grunt and stomping its paw. The backdrop stopped, and the bear turned its head toward the audience and winked, slow and broad, making them titter nervously, then laugh louder in relief. The bear turned back to stage right and with another roar, it lumbered after its prey. 
          The moment it vanished into the wings, stage right, two screams of fear rang out, followed by sounds of general mayhem. Men shouting, pleading, screaming, a bear roaring, ripping sounds, thuds of bodies, all so exaggerated that the audience started laughing again after a nervous moment of hesitation. When the arm came flying out, trailing blood, the audience roared. The mayhem continued for some time, with an occasional limb flying out onto the stage until there were more parts than any two people could have had between them lying about. 
          Another figure walked onstage from stage left. He was tall and handsome, clad from head to foot in chain mail -- coif, hauberk, and leggings. A large sword hung at his side, and a shield, painted red, hung at his back. He reached center stage and turned to the audience. He didn't seem to notice or react to the commotion still coming from stage right, nor did he acknowledge the body parts strewn around the stage. 
          "Excuse me," he said. "I'm Sir Mefes, and I seem to have misplaced two of my hirelings. Perchance, might you have seen them?" 
          The audience knew what was expected of them at this kind of moment in this kind of play. Somewhat raggedly but mostly in unison, they nodded. 
          "By the Creaking Knee of Bovish, I knew they'd get it wrong!" Sir Mefes stormed, looking at the stage and stomping his foot. Behind him, the backdrop shifted hesitantly to the left, then back again. The audience cackled. 
          Sir Mefes looked up and said, "I told them to meet me in the Forest Stag Inn in the village of Hawk's Glen. How could they have twisted that around to end up here?" 
          The cue was unmistakable; there was only one reply and the person on stage was waiting for it. Without any hesitation at all, most of the audience chorused, "I don't know." 
          "Neither do I," said Sir Mefes. "I don't suppose they had Norla with them, did they?" 
          "No," replied much of the audience, while others just shook their heads. Then, a few loud members piped up with, "They had a jewel!" to which others added their voices belatedly, causing the sentence to echo around the audience for a few moments. 
          In the spirit of the form, and as if he had heard it only once, and not a score or more times, Sir Mefes replied, "Right, a shining jewel, with golden hair and violet eyes: my daughter, Norla. I sent them to take her from the Temple of Narial and bring her back to me. How difficult could that have been -- she was the only one there at the time?" 
          The audience shook their heads, and the boisterous, loud few said, "A real gold jewel, not Norla." 
          "Damn them to Perda's Outhouse! But I should have suspected they'd get that wrong, too. All right, do you know where they are now?" [image: image77.png]



          "Over there," everyone said, pointing stage right. 
          Sir Mefes seemed to notice the noise from off stage for the first time. He pointed stage right and asked, "There?" 
          The audience nodded, and said, "There. Bear." 
          Sir Mefes sighed, and said, "I suppose I should rescue them, shouldn't I?" 
          The audience nodded again. 
          "Very well, I'll be right back. Thank you for your help, you've been very kind." Sir Mefes turned and started walking towards the ruckus, giving the audience a little wave as he left. 
          As the knight left the stage, the commotion changed. No more screams sounded -- instead, it was the bear who sounded in pain. Furry limbs flew onto the stage, and the audience cheered. The battle was soon over, and presently all three characters returned to the stage, none of them any the worse for wear. Sir Mefes walked between the two thieves and shouted at them for being blundering fools, while Dirik tried to give him the gem-studded golden jewel, and Samad just mumbled something dark about luck. 
          The three kept walking across the stage, and exited stage left. The curtain closed on the audience's applause, but the stage outside the curtain didn't stay empty for long. Even before the applause had died away, a woman walked onto stage from behind the curtain. She wore a bliaut and underdress which were both sewn together from scraps of cloth of all shapes, sizes, and hues. 
          "I'm here to keep your attention," she announced in an animated and cheerful voice, "while my apprentices pass among you with tins in which you can place representations of your appreciation of our skit in the form of any coin you think it was worth." 
          Two more women, dressed in tunics and leggings like men, appeared at either edge of the crowd carrying tins. They began to work their way through the standing audience, one working from the front, the other from the back. 
          The woman on stage continued, "Now, for my other apprentices -- Janile's Pack of Stretch-Rats." From both sides of the stage boiled half-a-dozen ferrets, all dashing across the boards toward Janile. As the stretch-rats scrambled up her skirts and under her bliaut, the audience laughed and handed over their coin in payment for the entertaining show they had just witnessed. 


          In a cave many miles from Tilting Falls, a man stood before a room full of kneeling people dressed in simple robes of undyed linen. For a cave, it was a very comfortable room. Only the uneven rock of the ceiling betrayed its lithic origins; wood covered the floor, and the walls were smooth like plaster and painted a light tan color. There were three doors in the room: one on the wall the man faced, and two on his left. The only other furniture in the room at the moment was the ornate stone table that rested behind him. Lamps affixed to the walls provided plenty of light. 
          That man was named Zarilt, and the people arrayed before him were his students. As such, they called him Tchad, which meant 'teacher' in an ancient dialect. It was a term of respect that Zarilt had finally come to accept without undue embarrassment. 
          The door Zarilt faced opened and two figures entered. Both were dressed in the same kind of robe as the kneeling people, but one wore the hood up and the other had a blue belt tied at the waist. Zarilt gazed serenely at the two as they walked up the aisle between the kneeling people and stopped in front of him. 
          "Welcome, aspirant Kersh." The one with the blue-belted robe, a fresh-faced young man with plain features and brown eyes, bowed slightly, nervously, when he was addressed. 
          "And welcome to you as well, Virrila," said Zarilt in his rich, deep voice that filled the cavern room easily. The hooded one bowed in response. Zarilt continued, "You have undertaken to sponsor aspirant Kersh, and have seen to his education in our Way. Do you judge him ready? Has he learned what has been taught?" 
          A low voice came from the hood, echoing the nod with, "He is ready, Tchad." 
          "Do you feel yourself ready to become a student of our Way, aspirant Kersh?" 
          Still nervous, Kersh stammered, "Y-yes, Tchad." 
          Smiling like an indulgent uncle, Zarilt lowered his voice and whispered, "Now, Kersh, there's nothing to be nervous about. We're not like some of those death cults I'm sure you've heard about. If, by some chance, you are not ready to join us, or you decide you do not want to join us, you will be free to try again or leave as you wish. We will even provide an escort back to Bluebell Rock. 
          "So, take a few deep breaths and steady your nerves, all right? I'm sure that Virrila has done her job as well with you as she always does." 
          "Yes, teacher, ah, sorry, Tchad. I ... I'm more excited than nervous, I think." 
          Zarilt looked out over his students, giving Kersh time to calm down. More young people than old knelt before him, but that was only to be expected. There were people from all over the thousand states of Farevlin, and some from the even wilder land of Drigalit to the south. Only a few of the many faces before him shone with the serenity he endeavored to teach, but that didn't discourage him. He only provided the philosophy of his Way, and an example of it. His students were encouraged to learn his Way at their own paces. That he had been able to teach anyone the serenity he possessed made all of the difficulties worthwhile. 
          Zarilt looked back at Kersh, and found the young man calmer. He pitched his voice to the room again, and asked, "Aspirant Kersh, what is our Way?" 
          "Ah ... your Way is serenity, Tchad Zarilt," answered Kersh. 
          "And serenity comes from where?" 
          "From within, Tchad." 
          "How, aspirant?" 
          "Serenity comes from within through simplicity, Tchad," recited Kersh. He didn't quite understand it, but Virrila had told him that understanding would come in time. 
          "How, aspirant?" 
          Kersh's mind stumbled, thinking that the Tchad had somehow read his thoughts about a lack of understanding. Then he remembered the litany he had memorized, and recalled the correct response. "Tchad, simplicity requires a break from the mundane world. Simplicity requires freedom. Simplicity is found here, in the Treasury of Farevlin. Simplicity gives us time to reflect and to find the serenity within each of us." 
          "Very good, aspirant," said Zarilt, his face almost glowing with pleasure and serenity. "Now, do you understand what you have recited?" 
          His heart hammering, Kersh searched his memory for the proper response. None came to him. The litany he had memorized was finished, yet there were more questions being asked. What was he to do? He recalled Virrila telling him that serenity came from truth, and so he gave the Tchad the truth. 
          "Well, no, Tchad." 
          "Few among my students do as yet, aspirant. But tell me, do you accept that the understanding will come, with time and effort on your part?" 
          Zarilt watched Kersh think. His Way was no secret, and yet he was not flooded with aspirants. Not everyone understood his Way, and even fewer were willing to give up everything they knew, everything they had been taught by their parents and friends, to see if there really was meaning behind the words of the Way. Those that glimpsed that meaning journeyed to his caves, the ancient Treasury of Farevlin, where they were tutored in the rudiments of the Way. But to follow the Way required a commitment, and now it was Kersh's turn to decide if he would accept that commitment. 
          Finally, Kersh looked up at the teacher, the Tchad, and said, "Yes, I do think that understanding is available, and I am willing to try to grasp that understanding and find what the Way means to me." 
          "Then remove the blue belt of mundane concerns and take your place among my students. Be welcome here, Kersh." 
          Applause rose from the kneeling students as Kersh untied his belt and handed it to Zarilt. Virrila lowered her hood, revealing to Kersh her strong-featured face and long black hair for the first time. Kersh had come to know Virrila only by her words and actions, and he found it odd to only now be associating a face with the person. 
          Kersh and Virrila clasped arms, and she led him to an open spot in the front ranks of the students. Those near the open spot congratulated Kersh on his wise decision, accepting him into their number immediately and totally. Zarilt waited a few moments for the rejoicing to die down before he continued the ceremony. 
          "Now, my students, before Kersh is shown to his new living space and you all introduce yourselves to him, let me begin his teaching the same way I began the teaching of every one of you. 
          "Once I had a life out in the world, like each of you once had and may again. But I found that I was never happy, never truly, fully happy in that life. When my Uncle Taddis, the previous Treasurer, died, I was his only heir. So, I was removed from my former life and introduced to one that allowed me time for deep contemplation. And out of that contemplation came the Way. 
          "I must say first that I am no prophet. I speak for no religion or god. My Way is available to any who can come to understand my words. Few of you worship the Wheel as do I, yet several of you have found the serenity of the Way as I have. You only need to understand the Way. 
          "Out in the world, you have all been taught that happiness comes from others. If you are a good son or daughter, or a good father or mother, you can find happiness. If you please your master -- whether that master be your parents, the person you are apprenticed to, the person who pays your wages, the person for whom you farm your land -- you will be happy. If you own enough property, whether land or goods, you will be as good as or better than your peers, and you will be happy. 
          "All I can say to those lessons you have learned is that they are false. 
          "Happiness can only come from within. You are the only one who can make you happy. Happiness comes from simplicity, the simplicity you will find here as I did. Here, you owe no one fealty, you owe no one work or money. Here you will do your share of the work that needs to be done to [image: image78.png]"Happiness can onl
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support us all, and no more. Here you will find happiness in the simplicity of your new lives. And from happiness comes serenity. Serenity is our Way. 
          "Let go of the concerns of the outside world. Forget power. Forget material goods. Forget position. Forget politics. Concentrate on yourself, understand yourself, and understand the Way. Once you have accomplished this, once you have let the lessons of your life go and accepted the Way, you will find the same serenity that I have." 
          The students of the Way began applauding. Zarilt brought his hands together and bowed deeply to them, and then turned his back, dismissing them. As they filed out of the cavernous room, he contemplated the five items laid out on the top of the stone table, situated almost altar-like in front of him. These were the only items contained within the Treasury. These were the sum total of his charge, the purpose of his position. But no longer the only purpose he served here. 
          Three of the objects had names and legends: the Chalice of Oronhil; Hekorivas, the Scepter of Unity; and the Orb of Sdanyip. 
          The other two were unnamed. One of these was an oak branch carved from amber. It was an exquisite piece of work and looked just like a real branch of oak, except that it bore a leaf bud, an acorn flower, a fully grown leaf, and a ripe acorn all at the same time. Because of this, Zarilt suspected that it was an icon of some nature religion, perhaps from a sect of his own religion of the Wheel. 
          While Zarilt had no knowledge of how the amber oak had come to reside in the Treasury, the last object in his care had a history, if no legends, associated with it. It had been left as payment for help that a former Treasurer had provided in a time of need to some nomads who called themselves Siizhayip. 
          That object was obviously incomplete, perhaps broken. It was a stone sculpture of some kind bearing the figures of a cat and a falcon, along with some intricately interwoven bands of three different materials that filled the inner portion of the piece. It looked like about one third of a larger piece, judging from the smooth, arced edge and the other two jaggedly torn edges, shaping the whole into a large wedge of a disk of some kind. The three materials that the bands were made of were some kind of silver metal, some kind of gold-colored metal, and one made of glass. The glass band originated from the center of the falcon, and the silver band originated from the center of the cat. 
          Zarilt turned from his charges and found the room behind him empty. He hoped that Kersh would succeed in his quest for serenity. His Way was not for everyone: for every student he had at the moment, he had lost five since he decided to spread his message. But he wasn't worried. He didn't see his mission as one of numbers of people enlightened, but rather one of spreading his vision. 
          And, of course, living his serenity for all to see. 


          The common room of the Headless Sheep Inn in Tilting Falls was full to bursting that evening. Over half of the patrons crowding the room were members of Torenda's Troupe. Most of the other half had seen at least one of the three skits that the Troupe had put on that afternoon in Tilting Falls' market square. 
          The early part of the evening had consisted of the residents of the town reveling in being able to rub elbows with the troupe that had so entertained them. The troupe had been toasted and congratulated, and not one of them had to pay for the food and drink they were consuming -- at least, not in coin. They did, however, have to endure being cornered time and time again by townsfolk eager to inform them of their favorite moments, reliving the afternoon's entertainments in excruciating detail. It was fairly obvious to the entire troupe that Tilting Falls had experienced a dearth of performers for quite some time. 
          Eventually, though, the townsfolk gathered into their normal groupings to eat or drink, and only occasionally glance over at a table of players and then excitedly tell their table companions yet again how good some part of the skits had been. This allowed the troupe to do much the same, glancing over at the townspeople and remarking on their odd tastes in clothing or applied scent -- or lack thereof -- or whether their own parts had been more favored by a table of people. This was all done very quietly, of course; the troupe was planning at least two more days in the market square, and it wouldn't do to anger the potential customers. 
          At one table in the back, well-buffered from the townsfolk by a layer of players' tables, sat most of the people who ran the troupe. Bifrorlani was the owner and leader of Torenda's Troupe, having inherited it from Torenda when she retired. It was common knowledge that Orla ran the troupe far better than Torenda had, and it was only the reputation of Torenda's Troupe that kept Orla from giving in to the suggestions to change its name. 
          Orla was in her late thirties and had been with Torenda's Troupe as actor, assistant manager, and then owner, for most of her life. She was a plump woman, but had a bearing that usually kept people from noticing her ample waistline. She had raven-black hair, pale skin and mismatched eyes -- the left was blue while the right was brown. One of the several earrings she wore in her left ear was a small blue disk bearing a silver symbol: two pairs of two concentric ovals set cross-wise to each other and interlaced. The small disk, less than an ebbit across and thus smaller than the nail of her smallest finger, echoed a larger, hands-width version of the same design tattooed on her right hip. 
          Next to her sat Aborkendo, a leading man in the Troupe as well as their carpenter. Kend was swarthy-skinned, with brown hair and eyes, and the bearing of a leading man -- handsome and well aware of it. But he was also an accomplished carpenter and wood carver, and had no qualms about putting in his fair share of the work at what some might consider the more demeaning jobs that were required backstage. 
          As usual, Kend was carving a small figurine with a small-bladed knife. Such was his skill that the rodent that was emerging from the small stick seemed almost lifelike. 
          Hanging from his right ear, one of only two earrings he wore, was the same kind of small blue disk that Orla wore. His left hip also bore the same kind of tattoo. 
          Sitting across from the first two was Elianijit, the Troupe's stage manager and scene blocker. Elin was fair of skin, with chestnut brown hair and dark grey eyes. She not only made sure that props, sets, and even actors were where they belonged during a production, she was also quite capable of creating an entire skit from scratch as well as starring in it. 
          Elin's left ear was decorated by a blue-disk earring; her right hip, by a blue-disk tattoo. 
          There was one more person in the room who had an absolutely vital part in running the troupe: Odonornaka, the Troupe's lead musician, was sitting by the main fireplace and entertaining the room with her music. Naka was a very pretty young woman, with long blond hair and grass-green eyes. Her most striking feature was her nose, which, despite its large size, was well-shaped and only enhanced her beauty. 
          Naka was proficient in a large number of musical styles on a wide range of instruments, some of which she had invented herself. She composed almost all of the music that the Troupe used, and it was her job to teach and to lead the four other musicians that the Troupe employed. 
          Naka also wore the blue-with-interlaced-ovals earring and tattoo. The earring in her right ear was the newest of the four, though all were equally clean and polished. The tattoo on her left hip was even newer than that; she had made her place in the relationship official with that tattoo only three months before, though she had been wearing the earring for a year. 
          The three around the table had been discussing the day's performances for the past two tankards, and were almost finished. Discussing the first skit about the bear in the woods, Kend asked, "Was the bear realistic enough, do you think?" 
          Orla responded, "Judging by the reaction of the crowd -- and that's what counts, after all -- it was perfect. I mean, did you see how many actually started to run?" 
          "Oh yes, the bear, the bear," said an older man as he came over to the table. "You're talking about my bear ... our bear. It was great, wasn't it, Kend? They were scared out of their wits! I just love how that trick gets them every time." 
          The newcomer was named Githanjul, and he was the Troupe's illusionist and mechanic. While his contributions to the Troupe were not absolutely necessary, items like the moving backdrop and the bear illusion certainly added a certain spark to even the most average skit in their repertoire. The four Troupe leaders often considered him as indispensable as any one of themselves. 
          Thanj was tall and slight, which made him look frail and older than he was. His hair was strawberry-blond streaked with grey, and his wispy yellow beard that kept mostly to the point of his chin only enhanced the illusion of advanced years. His eyes, though, were sharp and keen, their brown depths alive with alert intelligence. 
          His ears and hips were bare of relationship symbols, and many among the Troupe wondered if he had ever been that close to anyone. No matter how friendly and outgoing the illusionist was, there was always something hidden about him that kept people from getting too close. 
          Kend said, "Yep, Thanj, as usual, your illusion was superb." 
          "Oh, now," said Thanj, "you know as well as I that I didn't do it all myself." Thanj reached into the pouch at his side and withdrew a small carving of a bear standing on its hind legs. "Without your carving, Kend, that bear wouldn't have been half so realistic." 
          "Well, thank you, thank you" said Kend as everyone enthused about his carving. "So, Thanj, should I carve some different bears, or can you vary this illusion beyond the model?" 
          "Oh, ah ... I don't think you need to carve me any more bears, Kend. I can stretch this illusion enough to make them look different if we need to." 
          Thanj put the bear figurine away, and withdrew another object from his belt pouch. "Oh, you've all got to see this. It's a new one; I've been working on it for quite a while." He held in his hand a metal cone about five ebbits tall and two-and-a-half ebbits wide at the base. It was hollow, and had some kind of spidery carvings, almost like writing, on the outside. 
          "Another choreographed illusion, Thanj?" asked Orla. "What is it this time?" 
          "Just you wait!" he said as he leapt up and made his way to the fireplace where Naka was playing. He whispered in her ear, then knelt down and spun the cone so that it twirled on its tip on the hearth in front of Naka. He then slipped back to the table, grinning from ear to ear. Only the people at the table had noticed him moving. 
          The cone spun for a few more moments, and then suddenly flipped over, coming to a complete halt pointing straight up. Just as suddenly, a dancing figure appeared where there had been a cone. Naka changed the music she was playing, her notes fitting perfectly to the movements of Thanj's illusory dancer. 
          At the abrupt change in music, most of the other people in the room turned to look at Naka. They saw the dancer, and murmurs of appreciation went up from almost every table. The illusion was perfect, and Naka was playing perfectly too, so that no one else knew that the beautiful, scantily-clad woman dancing on the hearth wasn't real. 
          Her arms moved sinuously, but not as smoothly as her stomach and hips. She didn't move away from the spot where the cone had stopped, but she lifted her feet one after the other, shifting her hips, leaning sideways and backwards, arching her chest out, rocking her head back and forth. She even seemed to breathe in the middle of her dance movements. 
          Elin watched for several moments, then said, "I remember her!" 
          Thanj turned to her, his grin getting even wider. "Did I get her right? I think so, but I can't really be sure." 
          "Oh, you did a fine job, Thanj. A fine job!" said Elin. 
          "You have some memory, though," said Kend. "We saw Prancha dance what, a year and a half ago? Two years?" 
          "Thank you, thank you. Yes, for some things my memory is useful." Thanj stared not at his illusion, but at the people watching his illusion, drinking in their appreciation of his craft. 
          Eventually, the image of the dancing woman vanished, the illusion played out. The players in the room knew what had happened immediately, and started calling out praises to Thanj. The townsfolk, however, were very greatly confused by the disappearing woman, and the noise level in the room increased dramatically as they all speculated endlessly about just who or what had been dancing on the hearth. 
          Kend said, "You know, Thanj, if you could get those special illusions to move away from their source, you wouldn't need my carvings anymore." 
          "Oh, no, Kend," said Thanj, "no, no, no. My choreographed illusions cannot react at all to what is going on around them, while the person carrying your carving with my illusion on it can move around, act, react, do anything, and still look like the thing your carving is. No, even if I could ever get my special illusions to move, your carvings would still be just as required as ever." 
          Kend smiled, and said, "Thank you. I suppose you're right." Thanj nodded, and left to retrieve his cone, while Kend went back to working on the rodent he was carving. It looked something like a rabbit, and something like a squirrel, and something like a ferret, and despite looking in parts like all three of those animals it also looked like it was just a dusting of magic away from coming to life. 
          Elin asked, as she usually did, "So, when can we put on one of the serious plays, Orla?" 
          With the cadence of a well-rehearsed speech, Orla replied, "You know as well as I do, Elin, that to do a serious play we need a proper theater. No one wants to watch a tragedy while standing in a market square. They just won't stay around long enough to get it. People who are likely to set aside their daily business for a time to watch one of our skits want diversion, not depth and plot. They want comedy, they want absurdity, mayhem, and, above all, stretch-rats. You devise me a skit with drama and pathos *and* gamboling stretch-rats, and I'll seriously consider putting it into our market-square repertoire." 
          Everyone around the table laughed on cue, and some of the players at adjoining tables chuckled, too. Elin had once tried to write just such a skit as Orla had described, and the results *had* ended up in the repertoire -- as one more comedy/action skit. Rumor had it that Elin was still trying to write ferrets and drama into the same play. 
          Orla whistled and held up three fingers. Moments later, one of the two waiters in the Headless Sheep Inn glided through the throng with three foaming tankards. She expertly set them in front of the three at the table and whisked the empties away, dodging pinching fingers and grabbing arms all the way back to the bar. 
          Silence fell at the table as the three started in on their new tankards. Instinctively, they kept their ears open to the conversations filling the room with noise. The information gathering was almost second nature -- the more that the players knew about the townsfolk, the better they could fit their next two days of plays to them. 
          One table was discussing the relative merits of two tailors in town. Orla noted several colorful turns-of-phrase that she was sure she could use at some time in the future. 
          Another table was debating whether the wares of one particular farmer were worth buying. They went over in detail the way he plowed his fields, the products he used for fertilizer, the way he harvested his crop, even the conveyance he used to bring his wares to market. And yet, all it boiled down to was that his prices were too high and his produce, in the expert opinions of those at the table, just wasn't as fresh as it could have been. 
          One table was relating a particular rumor that was circulating concerning the activities of someone calling himself Warlord Adamik. Various versions of the rumor were compared, and though each was different, they all held an aspect in common: that Adamik had taken up the mantle of Unifier of Farevlin. Every so often, someone would decide that the 'thousand lands' of Farevlin needed to be one land again. Adamik had been only marginally successful so far, having supposedly conquered two or three of the southernmost states in Farevlin. While he was, according to rumor, an accomplished war leader, he still had the hurdle of the fierce independence of the Farevlin states to overcome. 
          Three people in the corner were talking about the charms of their current lovers. They were so drunk that none of them realized that they were all seeing the same person, and every one of them assured the others that their own lover was by far the superior one. Elin was intrigued by the situation, and started working out a skit based on the premise. 
          Actual seduction, as opposed to tales of it, was sparsely represented in the room. Kend supposed that townsfolk had better places to spark than the Headless Sheep Inn. 
          The inn door opened to let in three stragglers, and at that moment a bolt of lightning lit up the room, thunder crashing down very shortly after. The three newcomers struggled to shut the door against the suddenly howling wind, and Orla caught a clear glimpse of hail rattling to the ground. 
          As the three new people squeezed in around the bar, conversation at several tables turned to the weather. Most were simply glad that they were inside, in good company, with such excellent entertainment as was playing by the fire. 
          One table, however, started trading 'wild weather' stories, which made Elin and Orla, the writers, take notice. Local legends were always good fodder for skits, and the Troupe hadn't been in the south of Farevlin very often. 
          The story that seemed most interesting concerned a figure known as Skrnahl, the Wild Hunter. Not quite a god, but not mortal at all, Skrnahl was constantly roving the worst nights. During wild storms, during the dark of the moon, or in the dead of winter, Skrnahl rode his giant demon stag across the land, with a crown of lightning circling his head and fire flashing from his eyes and dripping from his sword. He drove a flock of invisible hounds before him that cleared his path of anything living. He especially hunted cheats, bullies, liars: people who picked excessively on the weak. 
          Elin privately wondered about that: she guessed that stormy or dark nights were good times to get rid of people who caused trouble, and blaming it on Skrnahl served to divert suspicion and serve as a warning to those of a similar ilk to the recently 'hunted'. 

The evening wore on, and eventually it was time to leave the revelers behind. Kend stood, and held out his hand to Orla. There was a nervous pause, and Elin stood instead, taking Kend's hand. Kend said in a confused voice, "But, it is Orla's turn tonight. You were last night, Elin. What ...?" 
          Orla said, "Ah ... I'm not feeling well tonight, Kend, so I asked to switch with Elin. So ..." 
          Kend look relieved, and said, "No, that's fine, just fine. I hope you feel better, Orla." He drew Elin close to his side, and together they walked to the stairs that led to the lodgings. 
          Not very long after, Naka ceased her playing, much to the disapproval of the crowd. She walked over to the table and sat down beside Orla. The crowd wanted Naka to play more, and as long as she was in the room, they continued to implore her to take up her instrument again. Naka was very tired, so with some brief apologies, she and Orla made their way to the stairs as well, hand in hand. 
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irrila
, who had been Kersh's sponsor, stood in the doorway of the large room where Kersh had been accepted as a student just a few days before. She said, "He's here, Tchad." 
          Zarilt, the Tchad -- teacher -- of the students of his Way, was alone in the room, standing in front of the stone table that bore the five objects that made up the contents of the Treasury of Farevlin. He sighed, paused, and then nodded and gestured. 
          Virrila stepped to the side, out of sight, and Fessim, a short, swarthy man, took her place in the doorway and then started walking across the empty floor. Fessim, who had been summoned alone into the vault of the Treasury. Fessim, who had done the one thing that was forbidden here. 
          When Zarilt had become Treasurer upon the death of his Uncle Taddis, he'd had no regrets about leaving his former life behind. That life had consisted of him being a cooper, and a good one too. His barrels had been sought out by merchants and shop keepers who needed to keep their wares, from water to flour, safe. He had taken pride in his work, and had always striven to make the best barrels he possibly could. 
          Unfortunately, Zarilt's home had been in a large city in one of the larger states of Farevlin, which had meant that he had not been the only cooper plying his trade. And some of his competition had preferred to make and sell their barrels shoddy and cheap, rather than of the highest quality. When Zarilt had complained to the masters of his guild, they had simply indicated that they had no interest in regulating the materials their members used, or the prices they charged. When Zarilt had pressed his complaint, he had been threatened with expulsion if he didn't let the matter drop. He had returned home decidedly the worse for his trip; he had been firmly in the bad graces of his guild masters. 
          It had become harder and harder to make a living at his chosen craft. What with guild dues and state taxes and the increasingly frequent city fund levies, Zarilt had been forced to lower his standards and produce cheaper barrels, since he couldn't afford to sell his better barrels at a loss. 
          And then there were the other trials of his former life, like slackard apprentices who'd had no love, or even aptitude, for coopering. They had only been apprenticing with him because they had been assigned to him by the guild. Some of them had been friends with the apprentices of other coopers who didn't work their students nearly as hard as Zarilt did, which had earned him complaints and even more assiduously shirked duties. Only the guild could release an apprentice, but because of his reputation with the guild, Zarilt had been unable to get his troublemaking apprentices released or traded to another master. 
          All of that trouble had vanished when he had become Treasurer of Farevlin. Furthermore, since he had discovered his philosophy, his Way, and decided to spread that philosophy to others, his shoulders had stayed free of the weight of responsibility. Except for one thing, the thing that brought Fessim to him today. For Fessim was going to be expelled today, and he would gladly have gone back to his old life to avoid that task, as necessary as it was to the health of his informal philosophical school. 
          Fessim halted his walk across the floor several paces in front of Zarilt, and at a gesture from him, knelt. Zarilt grabbed the chair next to him and sat -- he wasn't young enough any more to kneel for any long period of time, but he didn't want to tower over the other man. 
          He looked at Fessim for a short while. Of course, Fessim knew why he was here. There were only a handful of reasons to be summoned alone in front of the Tchad, and Fessim didn't qualify for any of them but one. Fessim's brows were drawn together in a petulantly angry look, and his mouth was compressed into a thin line. 
          "Fessim," Zarilt finally began, "you know why you are here. It is my duty, my only duty beyond educating my students, to keep them safe. To provide an environment here where they can contemplate my message, and find their way to the Way. You have disrupted that environment, disturbed the calm of the student body, interrupted the learning of my students. 
          "Here at the Treasury, all are equal. Everyone takes turns doing just enough to keep us all alive and healthy. Everyone takes turns working in the fields, or shepherding the animals, cleaning the rooms, cooking, making repairs as required, all the little things that must be done on a daily basis. With so many hands, the work goes quickly, and all of my students have plenty of free time, time to themselves, time to study the words of my Way if that is what they wish. 
          "But not you. You wanted to change things, to make yourself more than equal, which meant making others less than equal. You started by trading food for not having to do your share of the work. Then you began to make deals of favors between people, making yourself important to people who wanted some things that are not normally available here. And eventually, you ended up collecting favors instead of trading them, making people beholden to you, willing to do things to keep you happy with them. 
          "Which is exactly the kind of complication that my students come here to get away from. Masters and servants, haves and have-nots, always a situation where there is someone else to give you worth, to assign to you a status. Of all the things that you could have done wrong here, storing up power was the worst. 
          "You leave me no choice. You were warned several times early on, but every time you started again. You do not yet belong here, Fessim. You have not let go of the outside world enough to hear my words, to understand the Way. You must go. 
          "You will be given an escort to Bluebell Rock if you wish. You will leave here with only what you brought with you -- nothing you gained here can be taken from here. It would be best if you were gone by evening. If at some time in the future you decide that you wish to try to learn my Way again, you will be welcomed back, but if you do return, you will have to earn our trust instead of being granted it automatically." 
          Zarilt paused, pondering Fessim's crime. He wasn't the first to have fallen back into the ways of the outside world, of course. Zarilt remembered one of his early students, a man named Adamik, who had done much the same as Fessim. But, because Zarilt had just been learning what he needed to do to keep his school functioning, Adamik had been able to carry on longer, so that he formed a second tier of 'haves'; people who were owed favors, but who in turn owed Adamik favors, further perpetuating false and destructive hierarchies. Adamik had been expelled, but that second tier had simply been chastised. And even though each of them had eventually left, they had at least been granted the chance to evaluate the Way without distractions once Adamik was gone. 
          However, Zarilt still didn't understand what motivated these kinds of people to rebuild the feudal system in whatever environment they found themselves. Why had they left the real world in the first place, if that was the kind of thing they wanted? 
          He knew that asking his final question was futile, but he decided to do it anyway. Taking a deep breath, he said, "I have one last question for you, Fessim. Why?" 
          Fessim had been looking at the floor in front of his knees for the whole time Zarilt had been speaking, and he continued staring for quite a long time after Zarilt's final question. So long, in fact, that Zarilt was just opening his mouth to dismiss his former student when Fessim's head jerked up, eyes burning, mouth now frowning. 
          "You want to know why, Zarilt?" asked Fessim in a harsh voice. "You want to know why someone would try to usurp your position at the top of this collection of spineless sheep? The answer is, because I could. That's why." 
          Fessim rose quickly to his feet, and continued, "Your little pacifist army is weak, Zarilt. Your philosophy is worthless, your leadership is flawed, and your Way is an impossible dream. It is only a matter of time, Zarilt, until someone comes in here and takes all of your sheep-students away from you for slaves. You've collected the worthless, the dregs of society, the malcontents here in one convenient place for the slavers to come and take them. It will happen, Zarilt, someone will come and end your demented dream, and I'm glad I won't be here when it does!" 
          Fessim turned and stormed to the doors. Without a backward glance, he slammed through them and vanished. 
          Zarilt looked after the former student for a while. He hadn't expected that outburst, but it hadn't bothered him either. Fessim simply hadn't grasped the meaning of the Way, or why his students had sought him out. He hoped that Fessim would find whatever it was he was looking for. 
          With a shake of his head and a sigh, Zarilt stood from his chair and walked out of the room. 


          A sennight had passed since that first afternoon in the market square of Tilting Falls, and Torenda's Troupe was on the move again, had been for three days. Three wagons pulled by two horses each carried all of their belongings, from the clothes of the players to the stage itself, broken down into pieces for convenience of transport. Each wagon could carry four people, but usually carried only two on the driver's bench. The rest of the troupe walked, which was why they hadn't yet reached Roebsach, their intended destination, normally only two days' ride from Tilting Falls. 
          Thanj, the Troupe's illusionist, and Naka, the master musician and one of the four leaders of the Troupe, rode in the front wagon, though that wagon wasn't in the lead. That duty fell at that moment to Elin, the Troupe's stage manager, and three of the other players who were walking in front of the wagon. It was a pleasant day in early fall, and the two on the driver's bench had been passing the time in companionable silence, enjoying the trees and fields on either side of the trade road that lead west and somewhat south through that portion of Farevlin. 
          Eventually, Thanj broke the silence by turning to Naka and asking, "So, why are you still with the Troupe?" 
          Naka looked at Thanj with a surprised expression on her face, and responded with an incredulous, "What?" 
          Thanj hastily explained himself. "I ... I mean, you could have settled down by now, couldn't you? I remember last spring, how Duke Gazinnel offered you the position of her court musician, after saying how sorry she was that she couldn't afford to sponsor the whole troupe. And I've heard that her offer wasn't the first. So, for true, why didn't you take it?" 
          "The obvious answer is right here," Naka said, touching her hanging blue-disk earring. "You know what these mean, and what's more," she continued, touching her opposite hip, "what these mean." 
          Thanj got a faraway look in his eye momentarily, and nodded thoughtfully. 
          "I couldn't leave the troupe, if it would mean leaving my bond-mates. But ... but, they aren't the only reason." 
          Silence passed between them for a while, and Thanj, thinking he wasn't going to get any further answer, was about to apologize for being so tactless when Naka continued. 
          "It's ... for as long as I can remember, I've wanted to travel, Thanj. Almost needed to travel. Once I passed my apprenticeship at instrument making, the urge became almost unbearable. It wasn't the romance of the road, the adventure of seeing new places and new people, though. Nothing like that. It was like there was something ... some part of me, perhaps ... out there, waiting for me to find it. 
          "When I found Torenda's Troupe, and met Orla, Elin, and Kend for the first time, I thought I had found it, found that missing piece. And, to some extent, I had. I fit into their relationship so easily that it seemed a foregone conclusion -- it was like we were destined to be together, we belonged together. 
          "But the wanderlust, the need to be on the move, to continue searching, only abated, it didn't vanish. There is still something out there waiting to be found, Thanj. Something that draws me onward. Even if, by some horrible turn of bad luck, the bonding was broken ..." Naka pinched her blue disk earring and muttered a word of propitiation to ward off that very same bad luck, then continued, "I would still need to be out traveling, looking for that something ..." 
          Silence stretched again, and eventually, Thanj said, in a soft voice, "Oh." 
          In the middle of Naka's revelation, a few paces away at the front of the caravan, Elin had come to a fork in the road. A sign-post stood at the junction with an arrow pointing down each branch. Elin glanced at it, just to confirm that the road to Roebsach continued on before them, but she was surprised to find that the sign pointing to the southward branch was the one that bore the lettering for Roebsach. 
          She glanced over her shoulder, and debated halting the caravan while she made sure. She had thought that there weren't supposed to be any turns off of the main trade road between Tilting Falls and Roebsach, but she could have been mistaken. She looked at the signpost again, and it was the lower sign, pointing south, that said Roebsach. 
          Shrugging, trusting the sign, she started out along the southward branch. The players followed, trusting Elin to lead them properly. Naka was still talking, and Thanj listening, when the lead wagon turned down the south path, the horses following the people in front of them in the absence of any instructions to the contrary. [image: image79.png]



          The two players in the middle wagon looked at the signpost and wondered why the caravan had turned south. It was clear to them that the upper sign indicated Roebsach and pointed along the way they had been going all along. They knew, however, that Elin was leading just then, so she must have had a reason to deviate from the proper path. 
          Kend was driving the last wagon, with Orla sitting beside him. He had one hand on the reigns and one hand on her thigh, and they had been riding for a long time in companionable silence. But for most of that time, Kend had been working up to something. Just about the time that Elin steered the caravan south, Kend decided that the time had come. 
          "You recovered from your illness back in Tilting Falls quickly," he said as evenly as he could. 
          Orla responded, after a beat, "Oh, it wasn't anything serious ... just a, just ... nothing serious." 
          "I see," Kend said. He waited for a few moments, and then said, "I was talking to Janile a few days ago. She was telling me about the rest of that party in the inn's common room, about some of the jokes that went around, about how Naka's playing was, as usual, very well received. She even commented on how long after Elin and I went upstairs it was before Naka gave up playing, and then how much longer it was before you and she went upstairs ... arm in arm." 
          "I ... I," Orla stammered. 
          As Kend made to reply, the horses pulling the wagon took the turn south, following the people walking in front of them. Kend paused, looked over at the signpost, saw that the bottom, south-pointing sign said Roebsach, shrugged, and turned back to Orla. 
          "I'm not angry, Orla. I have no reason to be. I am, however, slightly disappointed. We're all bonded, Orla, one unit, but we're still separate people. I take it that you just wanted Naka that night, even though it was your turn in my bed, right?" 
          Orla nodded, and Kend continued, "Then all you had to do was ask. Obviously, you talked to the others about it, since they already knew what was going on. But you didn't talk to me, and that hurts me, Orla. Why wasn't I informed about your desire to switch? Did you think that I wouldn't understand?" 
          Orla was silent, thinking about what had happened. She said, "When I was backstage that day, I mentioned to Elin that Naka had been over-tired the night before, and that I was a little sorry that it would be two days before she and I could be together again. Elin suggested a solution -- that she and I switch turns. We discussed it with Naka, and she agreed. We ... we didn't think to ask you, since all of the other parties had agreed. 
          "That was rude of us, Kend, and I apologize. We simply weren't thinking properly. What can we ... I ... do to make it up to you?" 
          "Don't worry about it, Orla. Just remember, next time, that I wouldn't mind being part of your discussions about who gets to sleep with me when. All right?" 
          "Absolutely, Kend. We'll never leave you out again. I'll make sure the others know. Maybe tonight we can set up two of the tents together, and all share the blankets together, eh?" 
          She took his smile for an assent, and slid closer to him on the bench, placing a hand on his thigh as well. 
          The wagon continued on at the rear of the caravan, traveling along a road that was getting narrower by the league. Trees closed in on both sides of the road, and a grassy hump appeared in the middle, indicating that the road wasn't a well traveled one. 
          Eventually, Kend roused from his contemplation of the comparative ease with which problems in his current relationship got solved -- certainly not his experience in his previous few relationships -- and thought to wonder why the only trade road between Tilting Falls and Roebsach should be showing such signs of disuse. 
          He called a halt forward, and gradually the whole caravan slowed to a stop. Giving the wagon to two players, he and Orla worked their way forward along the very narrow road, picking up Naka and Thanj at the first wagon and stopping at the front of the caravan. 
          "What's wrong?" asked Elin when the other three leaders arrived at the front. 
          "Are you sure we are going the right way?" asked Kend. 
          "It doesn't make sense that the road to Roebsach should be this overgrown," added Orla. 
          "Well," said Elin, "the sign said that we should go south to Roebsach, and we did." 
          One of the players standing behind them said, "Your pardon, Elianijit, but it did not. The top sign pointed the way we were going before, and said Roebsach on it. We thought that you knew a short cut, or had some other reason to take this branch." 
          The four leaders of the Troupe looked at each other. Kend confirmed that he had seen the bottom sign pointing to Roebsach, but the other two leaders hadn't seen the signpost, and of the players that had, all indicated that the top sign had indicated their intended destination. [image: image80.png]"Something odd happened
back there, and we may
never know what."




          Orla finally said, "Something odd happened back there, and we may never know what. But one thing is sure: we can't turn the wagons around on this narrow road. We will just have to continue on until we find a wider portion, or someone who can tell us where this pathway leads." 
          The caravan slowly started moving forward again, with the four leaders plus Thanj walking in front. The path didn't get any worse, but it didn't get any better either, and they came across no clearings until the light was fading as the sun set at the end of the day. 
          The clearing they found was to the side of a way-cabin that was designed to provide shelter for winter or storm-caught travelers. The wooden shack was small and had a crude stone chimney that leaned as if against a stiff wind. Since it was time to stop for the night anyway, Orla gave the command for the wagons to be parked in the clearing, the horses to be seen to, and camp to be set up. Meanwhile, the leading group took a look in the way-cabin. 
          The cabin was typical of its kind. It had a fireplace covering one wall, equipped for both heating and cooking, with a bread oven and all. One wall had shelves containing provisions and a door leading to a storeroom. Naka peeked into the storeroom to find more provisions and good sized stack of firewood. The opposite wall had six bunks, three over three, and one of them was occupied. 
          Kend went over to the occupied bunk, knelt, and found a dead body. It had obviously been lying there for a while. No large animals had been able to breach the cabin, but small animals, rodents and the like, had been able to get at the body. It was not a pretty sight. 
          There wasn't anything identifiable about the corpse, including its sex. Picked apart clothes and blankets, bones and desiccated flesh were all that was left, except for a satchel hanging on a peg on the last wall. 
          Thanj took the satchel down and spilled its contents onto a table in one corner. Odds and ends were revealed: travel provisions, personal gear, some small coins, and a soft-cloth bag embroidered all over with silver and gold thread in a strange, blocky and angular script. 
          Elin opened the bag and pulled out a strange-looking piece of stone. Everyone gathered around to stare at it. It was wedge-shaped, about a foot from almost-point to arced base. It looked like it was an eighth, or maybe a sixth, of something large and circular that was thicker in the middle. One of the two large surfaces was perfectly smooth, while the other bore a carving of a falcon and inlaid silver, glass, and gold bands crisscrossing and interlacing in the area above the carving. The design was incomplete, as the bands were broken across the jagged wedge-edges. One band of glass seemed to originate from a large mass of glass in the center of the falcon image. 
          Thanj looked at the stone, commented, "How pretty ... sort of," and left to join the rest of the Troupe setting up the camp. 
          The remaining four just stared at the stone. All of them reached for it at the same moment, but three just touched it delicately with their fingers. Elin first touched the carved falcon, tracing its outline for several moments. Then she grasped the stone, held it, and lifted it, holding it up and staring at it. Kend, Orla and Naka gathered close around her, looking at it with her. Orla said, "What is it?" 
          "Important," was the only answer that Elin could come up with, but everyone knew that she was right. She picked up the bag and returned the fragment to it. No one objected to her claiming the object -- that was as right as the previous answer. 
          Elin slipped the bag onto her belt, and went to kneel by the side of the occupied bunk. "Thank you, fellow traveler, for bringing this object to us," she said. 
          Kend said, "We will need to bury this one, so that the animals don't defile the remains any further. And then, this way-cabin needs to be cleaned up somewhat. I wonder how long it has been since anyone has been this way? And I still wonder how we happened to be passing this way ourselves." 


          A few days after the dismissal of Fessim, the vault room was full of students and silence. Zarilt sat by the stone altar and watched as most of his student body meditated. Attendance was not mandatory, yet all but a double handful of his students were here. Those who were not were attending to duties that could not be put off. 
          Some of his students claimed that it was easier to meditate when everyone else was doing it too. Zarilt thought that was probably true for them, but he hoped that someday, if their meditation bore the fruit it was intended to, they would find meditating alone just as rewarding as that done during the common meditation time. 
          Zarilt, who was able to meditate in the middle of the most crowded and noisy room, or even while holding a conversation with several people, found it restful to meditate with his students. There was something about the rhythm of the breathing of so many people, that started out sounding like the rumbling of an animal but which slowly changed to become a series of rises and falls as groups of people began to breathe in rhythm. It had only happened a few times that the entire room managed to get into synchronization, but those few times Zarilt had been almost overwhelmed by the energy of that union, the oneness of everyone being together. He never tried to direct his students into that state, knowing that it was better if they found it naturally. 
          Suddenly, the silence full of rhythmic breathing was shattered by the door of the vault slamming open. A student named Millip ran into the room, shouting, "Tchad! Tchad! He's coming! He's coming!" 
          The formerly-meditating students sat or stood up and started jabbering in confusion as Millip continued shouting his message as he ran right up to Zarilt and stopped, panting, fear plain on his face. 
          Zarilt said, "Silence, everyone, please!" His students quieted after a few repetitions of his command, and he continued, "Now tell me, Millip, why have you interrupted our meditation? Take your time, tell it slowly." 
          Millip nodded, and took a deep breath. Then, he said, "I ... I was waiting for the delivery from 'Rock, and finally Lirkal shows up with the wagon but more important, he's got news. He says a troubadour who was traveling through 'Rock from the south gave it them direct. Bad news, real bad. 
          "Lirkal says that there's an army growing in Drigalit, working to unite Farevlin by conquest. They've had some success with some small border states to the west, and now they're coming here. Their leader, Warlord Adamik, wants something from here and intends to get it." 
          A chaos of noise erupted again as students started shouting questions and comments, letting their fear out and calling on their teacher to help them, save them. 
          When Zarilt finally quieted them again, he said, "Please, my students, please control yourselves. You have nothing to fear. This warlord has no reason to hurt any of us. It is not for you or I to surrender the treasures stored here, and he knows that. No one need fear a thing." 
          Noise erupted again, but Zarilt's raised hand quieted them quickly. Instead of calling out, several students came to the front of the crowd and stood with their hands clasped in front of them, looking to their Tchad. Zarilt gestured to one, and that one bowed his head and spoke. 
          "Tchad, do you know this Warlord Adamik? Do you know what he seeks here?" 
          "Adamik was once one of my students, like you. And like you, he knows what is sheltered here in the Treasury. If his aim is, as Millip has relayed to us, the unifying of Farevlin by conquest, then I surmise that he wishes to take possession of Hekorivas, the Scepter of Unity." 
          The student nodded, a thoughtful look in his eye, and then faded back into the crowd. Zarilt gestured to another of the front-standing students. She inclined her head in a bow and lifted it again, then said, "Should we not seek to prevent this warlord's entry to the Treasury? Is that not your duty? There are many of us, and this place is, by accident or design, like a fortress." 
          Zarilt shook his head sadly, and replied, "I do not doubt the resolve, nor the possible prowess of you my students, nor do I lightly refuse your help in the upholding of my duty. But, my students, combat is not part of the simplicity of the Way. You cannot achieve serenity by destroying others. The position of Treasurer is almost wholly ceremonial, else why entrust the job to only one? The treasures are protected, never fear." 
          Zarilt's calm, steady voice and confident demeanor served to communicate the same to his students. Several of the front-standing students melted back into the crowd without asking any questions, relieved by what they had heard. Zarilt nodded to one who remained. That one, Virrila, responded as had the other two, and spoke. 
          "Tchad, your pardon, but if the treasures are protected, would it not be better to leave? To find refuge for a time in Bluebell Rock, until Warlord Adamik has time to realize that his plans here are futile?" 
          Zarilt was silent for a moment, pondering his reply. Finally, he said, "Flight is also not of the Way. You cannot find serenity while fleeing every possible danger, nor do you need to flee once you have found that serenity. 
          "However, if any of you, my students, feel that Bluebell Rock would be safer than the Treasury during the incursion of the Warlord Adamik, you must act on that feeling. Go, if you wish, and return when you feel the danger is past. I shall understand." 

Virrila nodded, and retreated a few steps into the crowd. Zarilt gestured for another student to speak, while Virrila faded farther and farther back. She looked around as she moved, and saw that every single one of the other students was staring raptly at the Tchad, caught up in his confidence and serenity. 
          She reached the back of the crowd, and listened for a short while longer as Tchad Zarilt soothed his students' fears and bolstered their resolve. Virrila wasn't convinced. She remembered Adamik from his time as a student. He knew the Treasury, and he knew the treasures were protected. He had to have a plan, one that the Tchad's 'serenity' wasn't going to stop. She knew that Tchad Zarilt needed help; they *all* needed help. Since no one else thought so, she decided to be the one to fetch it. 
          She noticed Millip near the back of the crowd, and sidled over to him. "Millip, how long did Lirkal say it might be until the warlord arrives?" 
          Millip took a moment to register Virrila's question, then turned distractedly, tearing himself away from his former concentration on the Tchad. "Ah ... what? Oh, yes ... The warlord was ... um, only a few days away. Maybe half a sennight. Why?" 
          "No reason, no reason," Virrila said, but Millip didn't even hear her. She shook her head, then turned and walked out of the vault. She didn't know where she was going to get help from that fast, but she was going to try. 
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he next morning saw most of Torenda's Troupe reloading the wagons and cleaning up the clearing by the way-cabin where they had spent the night. Meanwhile, Orla, Naka, Elin, Kend, and Thanj were sitting around the table that had been fetched from inside the cabin, and debating their next move. 
          The odd stone that had been found in the cabin rested on the table in front of Elin. Its marble-like surface gleamed in the sunlight, and the metal and glass bands that crisscrossed it sparkled like new. 
          Thanj was staring at the stone fragment, tracing the paths of the silver, gold, and glass bands. He idly wondered what the original sculpture had looked like. He reached out and traced a few of the lines as they wove under and over each other. Then, on a whim, he licked his finger and ran it along one of the glass strips. To everyone's surprise, a clear ringing tone issued forth and he snatched his hand away in haste, wondering what he had done to the thing. 
          Naka's interest was immediately piqued by the note Thanj conjured. Ignoring the restarted conversation, she pulled the stone fragment closer and tried to get the glass strips to make noise. Thanj finally had to show her the trick. Once she had it, Naka found that every single glass band on the stone produced at least one note, and often several. Upon close examination, she discovered that instead of being continuous like the metal lines were, the glass ones were really segmented into smaller lengths and held in place by wedges of wood. 
          Curious, Naka tried 'playing' the metal pieces in the same way as the glass strips, but the metal did not respond to rubbing. Trying the next logical thing, she tapped on them with her finger, to no result. Finally, it was Kend who took his dagger and tapped a band with its hilt to produce a bell-like tone. Naka thanked the wood carver, fished in her pocket-pouch, and found a piece of metal she proceeded to use to tap on the metal strips. 
          She found that each band, while obviously continuous along its length, was somehow segmented within so that several different notes could be conjured from each length just like the glass strips. While she delicately tapped at the stone to determine what notes could be found and where, the discussion continued around her. 
          So far, no one had been able to produce a convincing argument for either proposed course of action: continuing on south or returning to the original path and heading for Roebsach. 
          Orla was in favor of continuing on south. "After all," she said, "we may have been intending to visit Roebsach next, but we certainly don't have any commitments there." 
          "But we just don't know where this path leads," argued Elin. "It's so run down and overgrown that it certainly hasn't been used regularly in quite a long time. Why? What if it doesn't lead anywhere any more?" 
          "You know, this speculation would be moot," put in Kend, "if we hadn't managed to lose our only map of the south of Farevlin." The woodworker looked at Thanj when he said this, since it had been the illusionist who'd had that map last, but Thanj was listening to Naka play random notes on the stone and didn't even hear Kend's gibe. 
          "Still," Kend continued, "the weather has been nice and it's early enough in the Autumn. We only really have to worry if the path actually vanishes, and even then we could still pull the wagons back out by hand. But the path most likely leads somewhere eventually, and we have plenty of provisions for the trip. I say we continue on south." 
          Thanj had torn his attention away from Naka's playing to hear the end of Kend's opinion and was about to add his own when they all heard hoof beats coming along the path from the south. Moments later, a rider sped past the clearing. They only had a glimpse of a person in a dusty tan robe on the back of a large brown horse, and then the rider had galloped past and was gone. 
          The five of them looked at each other, and at almost the same time they all shrugged and returned to their previous pursuits. 
          Thanj said, "Yes, the weather is nice and yes, we have plenty of provisions. And this portion of Farevlin is just as heavily populated as the rest of it, so we can't go all that far without coming across a village or town eventually. 
          "But are we explorers, or actors? Should we strike out into the unknown of south Farevlin without any idea of where we are or might end up? Or should we just go back the way we came, get back onto the road we shouldn't have turned off of in the first place, and end up in nice, safe, planned-for Roebsach?" 
          Before anyone else had a chance to rebut Thanj's cautionary stance, they all heard hoof beats again, this time coming from the north part of the path. Heads all turned, and sure enough, what looked like the same horse and tan-robed rider soon came into view. 
          This time the rider reigned in and steered the horse over to the group by the table, who could now see that the rider was a woman with long black hair and a strong-featured face, handsome rather than pretty, but just now exhausted. 
          The woman halted her mount a few paces from the table, and everyone around it stood up. "I ... can you ... ah ... help ... ?" She gasped out these unintelligible phrases, and swayed atop her horse. She took a deep breath and scanned the whole clearing. What she saw seemed very disheartening, though, for she bowed her head with a little sorrowful sigh-almost-sob, said, "Not war ..." and fainted. 
          Orla caught her as she fell from her saddle, and then called for help to carry the rider over to the benches around the table. Players were sent to fetch water and some food while the woman was stretched out on two benches shoved together side by side. Orla used a wetted cloth to wipe the woman's face clean, which revived her. After a few sips of water, the woman sat up slowly, leaning her back against the table and staring up warily at the strangers who surrounded her. 
          Kend, kneeling down next to her, said, "Take it easy, friend. We mean you no harm, but you fainted off of the back of your horse and we just wanted to be sure that you are all right. You also said something about 'help'?" 
          The woman shook her head and said softly, "Help I sought, and help I have not found. But still ..." She looked around at the five faces directly around her, and the others crowding in behind that first ring. She said, "Help you may not be, but neither do I think you could be harm. So." 
          She sat up straighter, drank the water Kend offered her, and after a moment spoke. "I am Virrila, one of Tchad Zarilt's students of the Way. The Tchad, who is also the Treasurer of Farevlin, has gathered around him people to whom he is teaching his philosophy of simplicity and serenity: this is the Way. 
          "Two evenings ago, word came to the Treasury that an invasion was imminent. A former student of the Tchad, who now styles himself Warlord Adamik, is said to be intent on one of the objects housed in the Treasury. You have, of course, heard of Hekorivas?" 
          Everyone nodded. The legends of the Staff of Unity were widespread throughout Farevlin. The gist of most of them was that Hekorivas belonged in the hand of the ruler of a unified Farevlin. 
          Virrila nodded in return, and said, "Good. Adamik seeks Hekorivas, and knowing the man as I do, he will do anything that is required to get it. Adamik also knows something of how well the Treasury is protected, so he knows he cannot just walk into the vault and take it from its table. He has something planned, of that I am sure. 
          "Tchad Zarilt has stated that he will not actively resist Adamik, and he has also forbidden the students from attempting to do the same. The Way is not about strife or combat, of that I have always been aware. But he also will not flee to leave the Vault to protect itself. This is understandable -- he does have his duty as Treasurer. And, though he has given his students leave to seek safety, they have chosen to stay with him. I do not know whether they think he can protect them, or whether they all accept the Way enough not to be frightened by the threat Adamik represents." 
          Virrila paused to take another drink, and to collect herself. Everyone around her was hanging on her every word, and she liked the feeling of being paid attention to like that. But she also had a mission, one that seemed doomed to failure. Hope still lived, however, and these people around her were that hope. So, she continued her tale. 
          "I, however, *am* frightened by that threat. I do not believe that Adamik will stop short of harming any or all of the Tchad's students if he thinks that will bend his former teacher's will. So, I left to seek help. 
          "I hurried to Bluebell Rock, the village nearest to the Treasury, and got a horse. Then, I rode. I've been riding since. I was trying to get to Hofrusk or Redtree Grove, where it was likely that I could find some soldiers, or guardsmen, or even some rowdy farmers' sons eager for trouble. Someone to help against the upstart Warlord, someone to protect the students from Adamik's enmity. 
          "About midday yesterday, somewhere south of here, I took a wrong turn. A trick of the light, or maybe I was just tired or over-worried, but somehow the signpost was pointing north along what becomes this path here. I had thought to continue east, but followed the sign automatically. By the time I realized that I was not on the right road, it was too late to turn back. I could only hope to find some town along this path in time. 
          "When I rode past this clearing, I barely recognized that it was peopled. And then, when I realized, I hoped that you would be a company of guards or a band of mercenaries that I could hire. You were my last possibility to find someone in time. 
          "Adamik will be at the Treasury by tomorrow, maybe the next day at the latest. He may give the Tchad time to consider before trying to coerce him, which may give me more time. Is there any village close by up this path? Anywhere I could find help we so desperately need?" 
          The way the silence stretched for a few moments gave her the answer, even before Elin said, "Well, the village of Tilting Falls is three days east, but you'd find no help there. Roebsach is maybe a day to the west, but that was our destination before we, too, became lost, so we don't know what kind of help might be available there." 
          "If any was, it would be help that was too late," said Virrila. "A day to this Roebsach, time to muster help if it exists, and the time it would take to ride back, as a group will ride more slowly than one, means that Warlord Adamik will have Hekorivas before we could possibly arrive. Which is also true of doubling back and taking the correct road from that traitorous signpost. 
          "So, it falls to you to help us, or to no one. Is there any aid you could offer?" 
          Orla said, "I do not wish to disappoint you or thwart your loyal efforts, but we are actors, Torenda's Troupe, though I fear our fame is not great enough for it to be likely you have heard of us." Orla introduced herself and the other four immediately around Virrila, and then the rest of the company with a sweep of her arm and a simple, "and our players." 
          Silence fell again, and Virrila rose and started pacing. [image: image81.png]"] don't suppose you could
*p[ay* warriors, could you?“



Eventually, she said, "I don't suppose you could ... well, *play* warriors, could you?" 
          Naka laughed, and Thanj said, "Given that we could play warriors, which we could, we don't number enough to scare someone at a distance who calls himself Warlord. And our wooden swords and knitted chain mail won't fool him up close, either, so to try to out-bluff him face-to-face is also not an option." 
          Virrila sighed in resignation, and said, "That makes sense, unfortunately." She turned in her pacing, and noticed the stone fragment on the table. She walked over to it, stared at it, reached out but didn't quite touch it, and finally asked, "What's this?" 
          Kend walked back over to the table and said, "Well, we don't know. We found it last night in the way-cabin; it was among the belongings of a traveler who died there. Ordinarily, we wouldn't loot a body, but this fragment ... it was different. I know I felt like it belonged to me when I saw it. Well, to us," he said as he gestured at the other three people who wore the blue earrings. 
          Elin added, "It was like something I, we, had been searching for for a long time, without even knowing it was lost." Elin reached over and touched the stone, not to take it or hide it from Virrila, but just to reassure herself that it was still there, still real. 
          Naka added, "And, it's musical. See?" She began tapping at the metal bands, and sliding a wet finger along the glass bands, playing a simple children's game tune, fingers and hand darting around the piece to hit notes that weren't in any normal instrument's pattern. 
          Virrila listened for a moment, fascinated by the tune, but then she remembered why she had been drawn to the piece. 
          "But," she exclaimed, "there's one of these in the Treasury! Not exactly like this -- it is bigger, and has a cat as well as a falcon on it, but it is otherwise just like this one. Same kind of interlaced bands, same kind of marble-like stone, same fragmented sides. They might even be related -- if they somehow fit together, they would make half a circle, I'd bet. I wonder what they could be?" 
          There wasn't even a vocal decision made. Orla, Kend, Elin, and Naka looked at each other, excitement welling up inside of each of them, and nodded. Orla turned to the players and said, "Finish packing, we're leaving as soon as possible." She turned back to the people gathered around the table and said, "I don't know what help we can be, Virrila, but we are going south at least as far as Bluebell Rock. Maybe we can think of some way to help as we travel." 


          Zarilt stood in a very different-looking vault and gazed at the treasures laid out on the altar-like table at the front of the room. The wooden floor of the vault had been removed square by square, as had the covering panels on the walls. But that removal had not revealed the bare structure of the cave: instead, another floor had been hidden beneath the wooden ones, and other walls behind the plaster-smooth ones. Some of what was on the formerly hidden floor and walls was attributable to the artistic bent of a former Treasurer; the rest served as evidence of the vault's protection. 
          Snaking out from the stone-block table were large root-like limbs that crawled across the floor and walls. These limbs coiled and curled, moving up, down, and sideways in the space beneath the transparent floor. But each limb, no matter how twisted and convoluted, eventually connected with a large, blue crystal. These crystals were usually beneath or behind the level of the coiling limbs, and as such were mostly concealed by the limbs themselves. 
          The floor continued to be smooth to walk on, and the walls were just as smooth now as they had been when covered. The space that the limbs existed in was either trapped beneath a layer of what looked like clear, very hard glass, or they were completely encased in that crystal-hard substance. In various places, intricate mosaics had been inset into the surface of that substance. Some of those mosaics were complimentary to the objects below the surface, reproducing the twisting limbs in other colors or shades, or creating pictures out of twisting limbs; others were completely at odds with them, as if to deny their existence and cover them up with normal scenes of lakesides, or forest glades, or city walls. 
          Zarilt knew nothing of what the blue crystals were, nor what the limbs were. He was fairly sure that no one in Farevlin did. The vault had not been constructed by those who had set up the Treasury, but had rather been usurped for the purpose. What had the creators of this cave needed the crystals and limbs for? What strange rites had the altar-table been used for? Sacrifices? Fertility rituals? No legends told those stories. 
          He did know that those crystals and limbs formed the protection around the table. The mosaics had been done at a much later date, around the time when the carved stone fragment had come to be one of the five treasures. 
          He understood why another former Treasurer had asked that the wood and plaster coverings be constructed. Zarilt had only once been in the room when it was bared like this, and that was when he had become Treasurer himself. He had always felt that the room looked impressive, but upon spending some time in it now for longer than the brief confirmation ceremony, he felt that it was growing more spooky and sinister. He certainly didn't think that his meditation sessions would have gone well in this version of the room. 
          But meditation sessions were on hold for the foreseeable future, as were most of the normal day-to-day activities of his school. It had been four afternoons since word had come that Warlord Adamik was on his way. By now, he could be here at any moment, and though almost all of his students had remained with him, few were able to continue their daily routines in the face of looming disaster. 
          Zarilt remembered Adamik as being strong and resourceful, but superstitious and headstrong. He had no idea what had brought such a person to his school, but it hadn't taken long for there to be trouble. In those days, he hadn't had as much of a grasp of the temptations his students offered to the unscrupulous, and Adamik had been able to carry out his tiny empire-building efforts for longer than Zarilt had liked. But eventually he had been caught and expelled, like Fessim had been only a few days past. Only now Adamik was back, with plans that did not include adopting the Way. [image: image82.png]



          Zarilt looked down at the five treasures. The one called Hekorivas was what Adamik was after. The Scepter of Unity was short, only a quok long, the span from a man's fingertips to his elbow. On each end, encased in a wood lattice, was an irregular oval lump of some kind of whitish crystal. What was even more odd, there was one in the middle of the length as well. Not attached to the side of the staff, but actually in the middle of the wooden staff. It looked as if the wood had been softened somehow and cut into strips. These strips had then been stretched outward to leave room for the crystal lump to fit within. Then, the strips had been twisted and braided somehow to form lattices like those on the ends. Zarilt had never been able see the joins that had to be in the wood to get it into that shape. But then, there was only so close that he could get without removing it from the table, and he would not let curiosity sway him from his duty. 
          The seams could have been concealed by the carving on the wood itself, of course. The object was a work of art, but it was also possessed of a powerful history and legend. It made a sort of twisted sense that Adamik would try to get his hands on Hekorivas, but that just wasn't going to happen. The Treasury had never been plundered, and that wasn't going to change now, Adamik or no Adamik. 
          The door on the other side of the room slammed open, drawing Zarilt's attention away from the altar. A student dashed through and managed to stammer out, "He's here!" but he needn't have bothered for Adamik was striding confidently right behind him. 
          The so-called warlord hesitated just after crossing the threshold, startled by the change in the room that he thought he knew. Adamik recovered quickly, and looked around, taking in the ophidian splendor of the vault. "Very nice redecorating job, Zarilt!" he boomed out. "I wouldn't have thought it your style, but it works, I think. Most impressive." 
          Zarilt watched his former pupil, trailed by a handful of well-armed and armored guards, stride across the floor. Adamik was older now, of course, but otherwise unchanged. He was still thick-bodied, with strong arms and legs, and a pinched face on a head that had always looked a little too small for his body. His hair was still brown, but his jaw-framing, short-cropped beard had a light sprinkling of grey. He wore armor like his fellows, and carried a huge sword at his hip, but he also wore a surcoat and cape, and the woman directly behind him carried a ridiculously ornate helm that could only have been made for intimidation purposes. And, of course, there were the customary amulets and trinkets hanging from his belt and epaulets -- Adamik had always been rather superstitious. 
          The warlord stopped five paces from the altar, and his soldiers fanned out to either side of him. The woman who held his helm advanced a step in front of him but still to his right, and announced in a surprisingly loud voice, "Warlord Adamik comes before you. Heed his words and obey, or face the consequences!" 
          She took two steps back, and Adamik laughed. "She's a good herald, isn't she, Zarilt? And that's not all she's good at either!" He laughed with his people, including his herald, who didn't even blush. Adamik continued, "I wager you know why I'm here, Zarilt. You may not have spies of your own, but the information would have come to you anyway. But to make it formal, I am here to claim Hekorivas." 
          Zarilt said, "No one may claim Hekorivas. It is one of the Treasures of Farevlin. Only the unifier of Farevlin can lay claim to Hekorivas, and such there shall never be." 
          "There you are wrong, my old, *old* teacher. I shall unify the thousand lands of Farevlin, but I do not intend to wait until I do to take Hekorivas in my hand. With that scepter, I can convince maybe a third of Farevlin to accept me as their overlord without striking a blow, which is a third fewer lands I have to conquer by might. And the more states I control, the more likely that others will come to me of their own free will, especially if I am wielding Hekorivas. I need that artifact, old man, and I *will* have it." 
          Zarilt stepped back a pace from the altar and spread his hands wide. "Then try to take it, if you must. I shall not stop you." 
          Adamik had never expected to just be handed the artifact he coveted, but neither had he expected Zarilt to simply step aside, to offer no resistance whatsoever in his office of Treasurer. He glanced around the strangely-decorated room and wondered about the legends concerning the Treasury. No one had ever pillaged it in all its history. It made sense that there would be a reason for that, didn't it? 
          Still, Adamik had a reputation to uphold, and an impression to make. If the vault really could protect itself, he had to see that for himself. And Zarilt had to know that he was serious about his demands. He *would* be carrying Hekorivas when he left the vicinity of the Treasury, or he was no Warlord worth the name. 
          Adamik gestured to his left. One of the soldiers standing there stepped forward. He looked at the Treasurer, and then at the fabled Scepter of Unity lying on the table in front of him. He would have looked back at his leader, but he knew what the warlord expected of him. He, however, also knew the legends of the Treasury, and he didn't think he would be satisfying his warlord's wishes this day. Knowing his duty, he reached for Hekorivas anyway, a faint plea for mercy on his lips. 
          As his fingers approached the top of the table, a hum built up in the room. A glance around would have revealed that each of the blue crystals was glowing behind the twisting limbs. Nearer, and tiny blue stones set into the vertical corners of the stone-block table started to glow one after the other, starting at the floor. Other gems also began to glow on the four faces of the table, and the hum grew louder. Finally, just as the soldier's fingers were about to touch the staff, the top of the table flashed bright blue. The soldier screamed, there was a deep snapping noise, and suddenly the soldier was slumping against the far wall, back by the door. Tiny blue sparks darted around on his armor, and smoke drifted out from under it. The man was quite obviously dead. 
          Warlord Adamik turned to check the fate of his man, and to hide from his former teacher and current foe the way he was clutching at his amulets in fear. He had expected something less deadly from the vault, despite the legends, and to see the might of the response it had produced to the attempted theft rattled him to his bones. But caressing his amulets and trinkets calmed him, and he realized that he couldn't let anyone see his fear. He took a few steadying breaths, composed himself, saying a silent 'farewell and well done' to Rinask, his dead companion. 
          Adamik then turned back to Zarilt, summoning rage to cover his momentary weakness. Bluster would be enough to cow the Treasurer, he knew; a show of continued determination and strength to back it up. He said, menacingly, "You tricked me, old man." 
          "I did not," replied Zarilt calmly. "I said 'try'. I never said you would succeed. You did not trust me in any case, else it would be you lying dead over there." 
          Zarilt's placidity infuriated the warlord. "Turn it off!" Adamik thundered. "Release the scepter to me, or you will be sorry!" 
          "I can not. I will not." 
          Adamik growled in frustration. Sword-rattling obviously wasn't going to be enough. He hadn't expected to get Hekorivas without a fight of some kind, but it troubled him that he felt like he was losing the contest of wills. 
          "I will give you some time to reconsider, Zarilt. Think well to what lengths I might go to gain what I want." He turned and strode single-mindedly to the doors, scattering the handful of students who had followed him in. His soldiers started toward the body of their fallen comrade, but Adamik said, "No. Leave him to the teacher and his students. Rinask served me well in life but can no longer serve in death." He stopped and turned back to Zarilt. "Until tomorrow, Tch -- *old man*!" And he was gone. 
          Zarilt's students crowded around him, all babbling at once in fright. None of them had ever seen the might of the vault displayed, but neither had Zarilt himself. He had known that the vault was protected and had trusted in the tenets of his office. The result of Rinask's action had been as gruesome as the twisty limbs in the floor were, but effective also. His treasures were in no danger. His students ... well, he just didn't know. 
          He reassured those around him, and soon each had left except one. Ninya, who stayed by him behind the altar, asked, "Do you know what he intends, Tchad?" 
          "No, Ninya, I don't. I think he may be even more ruthless than I feared, however. He sacrificed his own man to prove that he was serious in his desire for Hekorivas. What else might he be willing to sacrifice to gain that artifact?" 
          "Is that not reason, then, to resist? To take up arms, to stand in the hallway out there and hold him off? To send for help?" 
          "No, Ninya, it is not. Fighting is not part of the Way. Resistance to others cannot lead to happiness. Serenity will armor me against anything that he does, and any of my students who stay in the face of what Adamik represents must learn the same, and swiftly." 
          "But, Tchad," Ninya all but whined, "What use is serenity when you are dead?"

 Zarilt looked her in the eye, calling upon all of his calm and confidence. He said, "If serenity is a worthy goal -- and it is -- then serenity is its own reward. If I were to die now, my search for serenity would still have been worth every moment that I spent on it. There is no result to be earned, no reward at the end. The result is happiness now, the reward is serenity today. 
          "Let me ask you a question, Ninya. Do you think that Warlord Adamik is happy?" 
          Ninya laughed a short, derisive laugh. "Of course he is! He is powerful, so he can have anything he wants. His army earns him his every desire. How could he not be happy?" 
          "If that is happiness, then how is it that I am happy? No, Ninya, he is not happy. His army can not bring him everything he wants, though he thinks it can. It cannot bring him Hekorivas, can it? 
          "There is a simpler test, however. I am happy in and of myself, and no one can take that away from me if I do not let them do so. But I ask you, Ninya, what of Adamik? He has a powerful army, and people respect and fear him. This gains him much, and makes him happy in a way. But his happiness is not of himself nor with himself. Others suffice to make him happy. 
          "So what happens, Ninya, where is his happiness, if Adamik meets someone who is powerful enough to take it away from him?" 

Talisman Three
Part 4

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



orenda's Troupe
, plus one student of the Way, traveled south at a much slower pace than any of them wanted. It was nearing the end of the same day Virrila had come across the troupe in the clearing of a way-cabin. They had listened to her story of the Treasurer of Farevlin, who was also a teacher of some kind of pacifist philosophy, and of a renegade warlord intent on conquering the thousand lands of Farevlin with the aid of one of the artifacts in the Treasury. They had decided to go south to help the teacher against the warlord, but they didn't yet know how. What made their decision even stranger was that it had not been made solely out of concern for the students endangered by the warlord's will, but more because of the news that the Treasury housed another carved and banded stone fragment like the one they had found, and found so important, in the way-cabin. 
          The four leaders of the troupe, Kend, Naka, Orla and Elin, were walking at the front of the caravan with Thanj the illusionist, and Virrila, the student of the Way. The rest of the players and the troupe's three wagons followed behind. Though the need for haste was evident, their current pace was a sedate walk. Trying to maintain a soldier's ground-eating pace for long periods of time was too difficult for the actors and the philosopher. Their slower pace, however, allowed those in the lead to discuss how a score and a half of actors could contrive to defeat or scare off a warlord determined to reach his goal. 
          Orla said, "'Scare' is what we need, right? Because we can't actually confront the man and his army, so we need to make him run away, not kill him. So, what would frighten this Warlord Adamik?" 
          "A bigger army, I should think," said Naka. "Someone to challenge his might and power. Right?" 
          Virrila nodded. "That sounds right, Naka. Superior force would easily make him run. But where are we going to get enough people for that kind of army?" 
          Elin said, "Thanj, what about your illusions? I know we have never tried to multiply a single person, but could your magic make one person seem like two, or five or twenty?" 
          Thanj thought the idea over, then said, "I think I could probably make one person look like as many as a score, perhaps more with a well-carved image to work from and if the illusion did not need to move. But, I couldn't possibly make one person look like ten score, nor could I make ten people each look like twenty -- I could not stretch my magic so far. I could make our company look twice as big, but we would never be a fearsome army." 
          "But ..." said Kend, who then paused as if thinking something through before continuing, "Wait, wait! The key phrase there was 'fearsome army', yes? But that doesn't have to mean a large army!" 
          Orla asked, "What do you mean, Kend?" 
          He explained, "Well, remember Sir Nathrik? His army would qualify." 
          Virrila asked, "Who? Sir Nathrik?" 
          Elin explained, "Sir Nathrik was a famous knight about twenty years ago, in the north-eastern part of Farevlin. He gathered a group of exceptionally skilled warriors around him, no more than a double-dozen all told, and then rode all through the states championing just causes. Some people even called him Farevlin's Champion. I'm sure that some of the stories about him are exaggerations, but I'm equally certain that he wasn't some empty legend, since I met him once." 
          "Exactly," said Kend. "So, Virrila, is there anyone here in the south with that kind of reputation? Anyone whose appearance alone would scare Adamik away?" 
          Virrila thought about it, then said, "Well, the school doesn't get every scrap of gossip that passes around a market-center well. But if anyone besides Adamik himself had gained enough of a name hereabouts to frighten by sight, news surely would have reached us. I can't think of anyone. Sorry." 
          Thanj said, "Just our luck. Oh well, I don't suppose we could just disguise ourselves as Sir Nathrik's band. I mean, I know that he died over ten years ago, but maybe Adamik wouldn't know that. Or maybe Adamik would think that Farevlin's Champion had returned to save the Treasury." 
          Kend brightened at the suggestion, but Orla saw the problem with it first. "No, that wouldn't work," she said. "Adamik would never believe that, not even with someone to suggest it to him. I've never heard of any legends attached to Sir Nathrik that would suggest something like that. And a suspicious mind would find it easy to believe that someone could just duplicate the knight's banner and try to usurp Sir Nathrik's fame. No, I don't think that one is going to work." 
          Everyone nodded their agreement, and turned their attention to searching for ideas again. Only a short time had passed when Naka spoke up again. "Wait! Maybe Thanj *was* on the right track. We can't craft a convincing natural enemy to frighten Adamik, but what about a supernatural enemy? Perhaps not Sir Nathrik returned from the dead, but something else?" 
          Virrila turned to the musician and said, "Wait, you might have something there! I remember Adamik as being very superstitious! He wore charms and trinkets all the time, and was always chanting litanies meant to keep the attentions of evil spirits away from him. 
          "But what kind of supernatural figure? A ghost? One of those red-eared hounds from the Mavratal legend?" 
          Elin said, "No, not frightening enough. I ... wait! I've got it. Not red-eared hounds, but invisible hounds! Do you remember the first night at the Headless Sheep, in Tilting Falls? The stories that were going around?" 
          Virrila was mystified as her walking companions all got looks of enlightenment on their faces. Then Orla explained how they had overheard tales of a certain local legend, and Virrila started grinning with the rest of them. 
          "You've got something there, Naka," said Virrila. "A supernatural threat mean enough to turn a powerful but superstitious warlord into a coward. *If* you can make him believe." 
          Orla, well acquainted with the strengths and weaknesses of her troupe, said, "It won't be easy, but we do have some time to prepare. I think we will be able to put on a production fit for a duke! 
          "Thanj, your illusions will be at the heart of this play. Kend, you will have to supply the main focus, so start carving. Elin, I know that it won't be a proper stage, but perhaps with Virrila's knowledge of the land around the Treasury, perhaps you can rough out some movement directions for the action. I'll work on the script, such as it is, and come up with the other supporting parts." 
          She raised her voice and said, "Let's pick up the pace again, everyone!" To her walking companions, she continued, "We have the beginnings of a plan, and a day to whip it into production shape. Shall we get to it, then?" 


          Low, rolling hills spread across a portion of the southern border of Farevlin, where it met Drigalit. At the end of a slight notch in one of those hills, almost too small to be termed a valley, was the passageway that led beneath the hill and into the cavern that was the vault of the Treasury of Farevlin. But the Treasury was more than just that one room where the treasures were actually stored. Aside from the few other underground rooms that served as the Treasurer's quarters, the Treasury also comprised the several hectares of land around the valley entrance. The hill provided good grazing on its gentle slopes and large meadows, while the flat land around the base of the hill was divided into several small fields that had been harvested by this time of the year. It was a league between the entrance valley and the beginnings of the forest to the north, and all of the cleared land between belonged to the Treasury. 
          Warlord Adamik stood in front of his troops and surveyed this land. He remembered tending the herd animals that belonged to Zarilt's school, leading them from their pens up onto the hillside, and back down at the end of the day. He remembered toiling beside his fellow students in the fields, sowing, tending, reaping like any common peasant. He scowled at the memories, and was tempted to spit the foul taste of his past out of his mouth. 
          It hadn't been hard work. Even in the early days of Zarilt's school, when there had been fewer students, there had been fewer animals and fields to tend. But it had always rankled him ever after that he had once scrabbled in the dirt to earn his keep. He had always had large dreams, and this day he would one step closer to fulfilling them. 
          Adamik fingered an amulet at his belt to appease the fate sprites at his presumptive thought -- it was never a good idea to set the fate sprites against you by assuming success in an undertaking. He pushed the thoughts of his past away, and turned to look at his troops lined up in neat ranks behind him. These were the elite of his forces, though, in truth, they were the bulk of his forces as well. He had left about two score troops with his most trusted lieutenant, Eliian, to keep his conquered lands safe, bringing the rest of his army here to underscore his resolve to get his wish. The men and women standing in ranks were armed and armored as if for a pitched battle, the better to help intimidate his enemies. 
          Adamik thought it fittingly ironic that the people who had flocked to his banner could just as easily have ended up among the ranks of Zarilt's students who were now lined up in rows in front of their barracks building. Both groups of people were the outcasts of Farevlin society -- third or fourth children of minor nobles with nothing to inherit; sons and daughters of merchants or tradespeople who didn't want to follow in their parents' footsteps; the kinds of people who couldn't find their places in normal society. The chief difference between his people and Zarilt's people was that the students of Zarilt's Way were peaceful, willing to be led like the herd animals they tended into a pattern of belief that left them helpless and ineffectual, total ciphers in the greater scheme of things. Adamik's soldiers, on the other hand, were going to help him conquer Farevlin. Whether their individual names would be remembered by history or not, they were going to leave their mark by helping him become famous. 
          Absently fingering his fate-sprite charm again, Adamik turned back to the Treasury's entrance valley. The overcast sky was beginning to darken as evening approached, hastened by the rain-heavy clouds that were slowly appearing from behind the hill. He was waiting for Zarilt to answer the summons that he had sent just after gathering all of the students into rows. He hoped the teacher wouldn't keep him waiting -- he didn't want to have to conduct this final interview in torchlight in the rain. 
          Finally, Adamik spied Zarilt walking calmly up the entrance valley towards his students. The warlord raised his arm, and with a satisfying clash, his troops came to marching attention. He then started to stride forward, focusing his attention on his former teacher and his plans for the man and the treasures he guarded. Thunder rumbled over the hill, and Adamik smiled grimly at the fitting accompaniment to his thoughts. 
          At about two dozen paces from the rows of students, Adamik signaled for his troops to halt. He continued toward Zarilt, who was standing before his students. Only his four officers, those who had accompanied him into the vault the previous day, continued with him. 
          Adamik stopped only a pace from his former teacher, and asked without preamble, "Are you going to surrender Hekorivas to me, Zarilt?" 
          "My resolve has not changed," answered the calm man. "I will not give you the scepter; you must take it if you would have it." 
          Adamik had not expected any other answer, and his own reply was ready on his tongue. "Yes, yes, and I know the price that would take; yesterday was an effective demonstration. Still," he said, a nasty gleam in his eye, "I wonder how many the magic would kill before it wore down enough to stop protecting the treasures?" 
          Zarilt seemed puzzled by the question. "Why do you think that there is a limit to the protective capacity of the vault?" 
          "Because, old man," Adamik replied, a nasty sneer in his voice, "nothing is unlimited. Everything eventually runs out. Draw water from a spring too fast, and it will dry up for a time. My advisors tell me that this should happen with the vault, as well." 
          Adamik saw Zarilt glance at his officers behind him. The teacher's face was as calm and serene as ever, but something about the way Zarilt's eyes darted around between the five of them made Adamik wonder if he and his officers had really come up with the solution to the vault's defenses. 
          Finally, Zarilt said, "Well, Adamik, you have plenty of volunteers behind you. Why don't you escort them to the vault and have them test your theory?" 
          Adamik grinned evilly at his former teacher's suggestion. He had no intention of sacrificing any more of his own people, at least not yet. Fortunately, there was an alternative plan to hand which had two benefits: it would test the theory at no cost to himself, *and* it would hurt Zarilt greatly. 
          The warlord turned his grin into a sneer and said, "Yes, I do have plenty of volunteers: they are not standing behind me, Zarilt, but behind *you*. I think your students will provide me a much less expensive body of test subjects, don't you?" 
          He paused meaningfully before continuing, "Of course, you could just give me Hekorivas instead." 
          Adamik watched his former teachers' calm facade crack a little as he considered the warlord's statement. There was a small hope that Zarilt would relent to save his students, but Adamik wasn't gambling on that hope. 
          "Do what you feel you must, Adamik," Zarilt finally said, his unruffled mien back, utter confidence in his voice. 
          Adamik was furious, despite knowing the likelihood of Zarilt giving in then and there. He had expected something more, perhaps a little sweat. It was as if the old man didn't believe that he was ruthless enough! 
          "That's *Warlord* Adamik, old man!" Adamik thundered. "Do you think I won't do it? Do you think I don't have the heart to slaughter these sheep that follow you? I will. Don't believe that I won't! I'll take them one by one and throw them on the altar myself, if that's what it takes. I swear by Harmett's jawbone I will!" 
          Zarilt didn't so much as flinch in the face of his tirade, which only made Adamik angrier. 
          Seething, face red, growling with anger, Adamik pointed toward the students. Two of his officers darted forward and grabbed a student from the front ranks. They brought the man over and stood just to one side of the warlord, between Zarilt and Adamik, holding his arms firmly. Without breaking eye contact with Zarilt, Adamik drew his sword in a short, angry movement, and thrust it into the student's abdomen, then gave it a savage jerk sideways to clear the body it impaled. 
          The gutted student made no sound, but the students gasped, and some moaned. Zarilt never even blinked, and the slight smile never left his lips, as if he knew something that the warlord didn't. 
          Adamik glanced down at the body of the man he had killed, and then back into Zarilt's eyes. He reached for the fate-sprite amulet again, and rubbed it four times. He recognized the murdered man. It was Louff, who had been a student of Zarilt's Way even before Adamik had joined. Anyone who had stayed with the Treasurer's school for that long had surely absorbed Zarilt's teachings into the very fabric of his being. Adamik had just killed one of the least likely among the students to have feared death. Just his luck. 
          Still, the move had unnerved the students. Surely, Zarilt would see sense now. Adamik gave his sword a practiced flick that cleaned it of most of the blood that coated it, and then resheathed it. It wasn't clean, but his officers could take care of polishing it later. "*There!*" he shouted. "Now do you believe me?" 
          "I never doubted you," was the soft, calm reply. "It was not me you were proving yourself to." 
          In a twinkling, Adamik's sword was out again, its tip touching Zarilt's throat. "Maybe I should just kill you now, and rid myself of your smirking face for good. Then, I can throw your students to their deaths on the altar in peace. How about that, huh? Got any more words of wisdom, old man? Think you can save yourself with a glib tongue now?" 
          Once again, Adamik saw Zarilt's resolve falter just slightly. Was that resignation in the teacher's eyes? Was that despair? Almost before Adamik could be sure of anything, calm descended over Zarilt's face again. Some decision had been made. Was it the right one? [image: image83.png]"@hink you can save yourself
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          Zarilt opened his mouth to say something, but he was preempted by one of Adamik's officers saying, "Warlord, sir, we have visitors. Look." 
          Everyone followed the pointing arm, and saw a wagon rolling slowly out of the woods along the only road that led away from the Treasury, the one to Bluebell Rock. Three people rode on its drivers' bench, while two or three handsfull of people walked alongside of or behind it. 
          Thunder rumbled from behind the hill as Adamik said, "Who are they? Didn't the people in Bluebell Rock warn them not to come here?" He removed his sword from Zarilt's throat as he turned back to the teacher. "Do you know them, old man?" 
          Zarilt shook his head. "I have no more idea than you, Adamik." 
          The warlord frowned in puzzlement rather than anger, and made some quick decisions. Pointing, he said, "You two take this body and hide it behind the students back there. You go back to the others and tell them to ready their weapons. At best, we have an audience; at worst, some more subjects for our upcoming experiment. Right, old man?" 
          A few of Adamik's soldiers rushed around carrying out the warlord's orders, while everyone else waited and watched the wagon and walkers approach slowly. Adamik took the time to compose himself, trying to look and feel in command of the situation. His efforts were hindered, however, by the presence of his former teacher by his side. Zarilt exuded confidence; he had a commanding presence even doing nothing other than standing there in his robe and smile. Adamik was almost minded to stick a knife in the old man's back and drag him back behind the students with the other corpse before the strange travelers reached them. He fingered several of his talismans in turn and hoped for the best. 
          The wagon finally pulled up in front of the dormitory-barracks, next to the rows of students, and stopped. The people on the drivers' bench stepped down, and then everyone walked over to where Adamik stood. 
          The leader of the group, a somewhat plump, raven-haired woman with one blue and one brown eye hailed Adamik and those standing around him. "Greetings," she said. "I am Bifrorlani, the owner and manager of Torenda's Troupe, the group of players whom you see behind me. We heard in Bluebell Rock that there was something exciting happening here, and as we wanted to see the Treasury of Farevlin ourselves in any case, we decided to bend our journey in this direction. I trust we will not be seen as an intrusion on the ... ceremony? ... going on here." 
          Adamik thought for a moment, trying to adjust to this new element in his plans. He knew that he wasn't always the quickest wit in the race, but he did have an image to uphold, and a warlord had to be decisive. Fortunately, this time an answer presented itself readily. "Players, you say? Hmmm. Well, players are not quite the same as skalds, but have been known to serve a similar function. So, Lady Bifrorlani, perhaps your players could do more than simply observe here. Perhaps you could take news of what happens here to other towns and cities, and spread my fame even faster than rumor." 
          "And whose fame would we be spreading, then?" asked Orla. 
          "Warlord Adamik, unifier of Farevlin, that's whose fame. Today, I mean to secure the proof that I will unite the thousand lands of Farevlin. Today, I will secure Hekorivas, the Scepter of Unity, for my own!" 
          Adamik's fingers again caressed the fate-sprite charm, as Orla's eyes widened almost theatrically. She said, "A grand plan, Warlord, and one that will surely be worthy of our troupe. But, is Hekorivas not one of the artifacts housed in the Treasury? What has the Treasurer to say about your plan?" 
          Adamik started to reply, but Zarilt interrupted him. "I am Zarilt, mi'lady, and have been invested with the duties of Treasurer of Farevlin. And Hekorivas is among the treasures I guard." 
          "But," Adamik re-interrupted, "he is about to surrender it to me, isn't that right, Zarilt? We have unbiased witnesses now to preserve this historic occasion. You don't want to be remembered as the loser here, now do you, Zarilt?" 
          Adamik was itching to press his advantage, not even realizing that his position was untenable from the start, but Orla broke in with, "Speaking of witnesses, I can understand the soldiers over there, since you are a warlord and all, Sir Adamik. But what explains the robed persons over there? I had thought that the Treasury ordinarily required no guards, and even so, no offense, but they do not seem very soldierly in any case." 
          Zarilt was absorbed by looking at the group of players standing behind Orla, so Adamik stepped into the gap. "The Treasurer is also the leader of a misguided philosophical cult, and these are his students. If they have picked the wrong man to follow, at least they do no one any harm in it." 
          "Philosophical cult, you say?" said Orla with excessive interest. "What kind of philosophy, if I may ask?" 
          Zarilt, recovered from his reverie, said, "Well, I ..." but he was cut off by Adamik, who was beginning to thunder like the clouds behind the hill again. 
          "You may not ask, not right now!" 
          "But, I need to know, so that we can get the story right," complained Orla. 
          Lightning flashed from the Drigalit side of the hill, trailed closely by rumbling thunder. Adamik said, slowly and forcefully, "I will tell you the right story when this is over. For now, stand back and shut up. The day is fading fast and there is a storm coming, and I want to get this finished!" 
          Orla backed away, her hands up in demonstration of her surrender to the situation. Adamik nodded, turned back to Zarilt, squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and got back to the business at hand. 
          "Now, Zarilt, as I was saying, we have witnesses to this historic moment, and it is up to you how history remembers you. Will you be the person who handed the Unifier of Farevlin the Scepter of Unity, or will you be some fool who ..." 
          "Look," cried one of the players in the troupe. "What's that?" 
          The voice was filled with enough startlement that Adamik followed the pointing finger without really thinking about it. His gaze was directed to the south and slightly east, to the top of the hill. Thunder rumbled again, and then lightning became visible. Except that the lightning came after the thunder, and it didn't stop. 
          A small patch of lightning seemed to be rising over the top of the hill. Adamik felt the hairs start to rise on the back of his neck. He had seven different luck-charms hanging from various parts of his body and he fingered every one in turn, twice, as he chanted three verses from an ill-luck warding softly to himself. And then the figure appeared, riding over the crest of the hill and coming down toward the people gathered in the fields. 
          The figure was tall, and made taller by the fact that it was riding on the back of a stag that was larger than any deer anyone had ever heard of. The stag's antlers glowed with lightning, its eyes were red, and everyone could see the fangs in its mouth even from that far away. 
          The figure seated atop the demon stag was just as fearsome. Crowned with lightning, the figure had a wild face -- eyes that flashed with flame, hair and beard tangled and white, glowing with the flashes of lightning. The strong-looking body was draped with hides, most still with heads and legs attached. And despite its wild-man appearance, the figure held a sword aloft, a sword that was longer than two men were tall, and that rippled up and down its length with flame. 
          A faint sound then reached their ears, even over the thunder that was still on the other side of the hill -- the baying of hounds. It didn't take sharp eyes to see that the grass in front of the stag was rustling and being disturbed by the passage of something invisible. [image: image84.png]



          Adamik knew every supernatural legend anyone had ever told over an open camp fire, so there was no question in his mind who the riding figure was. His mouth opened and closed as he tried to utter the name, but no sound issued from his tightened throat. His left hand clutched at one of his protection talismans so hard that finely-carved stone actually crumbled in his fist, while he rubbed the most powerful of his luck charms so hard that his fingertips started to hurt from the friction. His mouth continued to move like a landed fish, until his herald finally said, in a strained whisper that still carried over everyone standing there, "It's Skrnahl, the Wild Hunter!" 
          Mutterings came from all sides, as students and soldiers alike wondered whether this could really be the legendary Wild Hunter Skrnahl, and if so, what was he hunting here? Adamik, however, knew: knew that it was Skrnahl, and knew what he was after. 
          The warlord had always harbored a deep doubt about what he was doing. He thought that conquering the many tiny states of Farevlin could only be for the good of everyone. And if it was better for him as that conqueror, well that was all right, too. But perhaps some of the lessons that Zarilt had tied to teach had, in fact, taken root in Adamik's soul. Or perhaps that catalog of legends that the warlord had memorized just led him to believe the worst in any situation. 
          Whichever and whyever, Adamik was sure that the Wild Hunter was after him. If for no other reason -- and there were plenty of other reasons -- than the killing of Louff, who had certainly not deserved to die today. 
          Adamik had actually started to shudder in fear, staring at the approaching apparition. He felt his officers gather around him, and his herald said, softly for once, "Warlord, sir, pull yourself together. We are more than five score, surely we can defeat this Hunter? He normally pursues lone prey, what can he do against so many? Even a sword as big as that can only slay one ... maybe two ... people at a time. 
          "Give the order, sir. We will all gladly die for your cause. Tell us to attack, and we will give that Skrnahl a taste of his own medicine. And won't that be a tale to boost your reputation, eh, Dami?" 
          His other officers joined in, entreating him to give the order. Slowly, their words drew him back from his fear. Slowly, they convinced him that the Wild Hunter was a cowardly foe, and that Adamik's army could beat Skrnahl without hardly trying. Slowly, his shaking stopped, and he stilled his frantic fumbling with his charms and talismans. Still clutching the crumbling fragments of the protection amulet, he straightened from his instinctive crouch, squared his shoulders, and thanked his officers for their encouragement, with an extra pat on the rump for his herald. He was himself again, ready to conquer anyone, or anything, in his way. 
          He turned toward his soldiers, ready to give the order his officers had suggested, when one of his troopers started charging toward the stag-riding figure that was now halfway down the hill. An instant later, a second soldier charged after the first, and the two somehow collided and fell to the grass. One got up and resumed charging toward Hunter. The other soldier didn't rise. 
          The charging warrior brandished her sword at Skrnahl, shouting "Fake! Trick! Go away!" As she neared the waving, shaking grasses that preceded the Hunter, the figure pointed its sword at the running soldier. A tiny gout of flame flashed from the tip of the sword and struck the woman's arm, setting it alight. The soldier's shouts turned to screams. 
          And then, the baying of the hounds increased, and all around the warrior the grass was waving and dancing. The soldier began to rock from side to side as if she was being struck by something, perhaps leaping dogs. Blood appeared on her body, and then a limb was ripped clean off. The woman screamed louder, and then stopped as her throat was torn out by invisible teeth. The frenzy increased around the falling soldier, and in moments there was nothing left of her except, perhaps, a faint wraith-like image standing where she had last stood, fading around the edges. The Hunter pointed with his sword again, and a larger bolt of flame shot out, engulfing that fading image. A long, eerie wail echoed across the hillside, and flame and image vanished. 
          Adamik, who had watched the charge raptly, was stunned by the results. As the eerie wail faded away, he said as if to himself, "He destroys them, body and soul ..." 
          Adamik's men were already running. The warlord wanted to follow, but his fear, returned ten-fold, had paralyzed him. His officers, changing their pro-attack position in the face of bolts of fire and fierce, invisible dogs, grabbed Adamik, spun him around, and dragged him away. By the time he got back to the camp, he had recovered enough to mount his horse himself, and ride away as fast as he possibly could, leaving his dreams lying in the grasses surrounding the Treasury of Farevlin. 


          Adamik's soldiers weren't the only ones to run: most of Zarilt's students fled too, some into their dormitory, most for the safety of the vault. Only a handful remained standing before the barracks with their Tchad and the several members of Torenda's Troupe. Strangely enough, once the fear had set into Adamik's soldiers and Adamik himself, the players had ceased acting fearful at all. 
          Those few students, the Tchad, and the troupe were the only ones to see the image of Skrnahl vanish about a hundred quoks from them, to be replaced by an ordinary sized man riding an ordinary horse. At the same time, nine people appeared in front of the rider from nowhere, as if they had been invisible. One of the nine was dressed like one of Adamik's soldiers, and had what looked like blood smeared on her. 
          Orla walked calmly over to the newcomers, calling out cheerfully, "Great show, Kend!" The rider bowed. "You made a most convincing Wild Hunter. You and Thanj truly make an excellent team. And you others: superb hounds! Most convincing!." 
          She reached the group, and clapped the one dressed as a soldier on the back. "Fantastic dance, Naka," she said. "Music is not your only talent. But what happened at the start of your charge?" 
          Naka said, "Oh, apparently one of the other soldiers got the idea to challenge our illusory Hunter on his own. Fortunately, I was ready to go anyway, so I just tackled him, and hit him on the back of the head with my sword while he was down. I hope he didn't disrupt things too much." 
          "Quick thinking, and quicker action," Orla complimented. "And, as I said, you made an excellent example of the fierce might of Skrnahl's hounds. 
          "And now, let's go meet the people we just saved, and reassure them that all is well again. Right?" 


          It was after dark when Zarilt led the representatives of Torenda's Troupe, along with Virrila, into the vault. Explanations had been given and accepted, and Zarilt still marveled at both the ingenuity of these players, and how a few simple illusions had turned Adamik from his purpose. 
          He had already sent students ahead to reapply the coverings to the Vault's walls and floor. There hadn't been time to completely restore it to its normal appearance, but at least there weren't quite so many twisty limbs to look at now. 
          The leaders of the troupe marveled at the sections of wall and floor still revealed. Elin, in particular, found herself fascinated by the mosaics that were not yet covered up: she thought they looked almost familiar, but she had certainly never seen them before in her life. 
          Soon, everyone was gathered around the low stone table that looked like an altar. Five objects still rested there, thanks to the efforts of the troupe, and Zarilt intended to reward them for that service. 
          Five objects, five treasures. The Chalice of Oronhil, a small, ornate cup linked by legend to the health of the Farevlin region somehow. The Scepter of Unity, Hekorivas, that strange piece of wood and crystal sculpture that fascinated Kend no end. The Orb of Sdanyip, a faceted metal egg suspended within a wire framework that supposedly contained the hand bones of a former ruler of Sdanyip, though no one knew to what purpose. The amber-oak, an exquisite work of art but legend less. 
          And last, the intricately carved stone fragment. Virrila had told Zarilt about the smaller fragment that she had seen in the possession of the players, and Zarilt had known exactly what he was going to do. The circle was complete, the wheel turned around. It was right. 
          The five representatives of the troupe gathered on one side of the table, and Zarilt stood on the other with Virrila. Four of those five were staring at the stone fragment that rested there: Kend, Elin, Naka, and Orla all ignored the other treasures for that carved cat and falcon fragment. Thanj alone was still examining the more impressive treasures. 
          "My new friends," Zarilt began. "You have done an enormous service to the Treasury, to myself, and to Farevlin itself. Adamik has been forestalled in his efforts to steal Hekorivas from this vault, which he would have attempted at great cost of life without your intervention. As well, I believe that he has learned a lesson he greatly needed to learn -- that there is always a greater power, a larger force. Perhaps he will give up his dreams of conquering all of Farevlin, and all those who might have died in his quest will be spared. 
          "I know that you did not do this for a reward; you did it because you felt it was the right thing to do. But I also know that you find one of the treasures here of particular interest. It is not one of the official treasures of Farevlin, however; it was left here many, many years ago as payment for a debt owed to a former Treasurer by a group of nomads called the Siizhayip. And now, I will give it to you to reward your services." 
          Zarilt stooped and touched some of the stones on the side of the table in a certain order. There was no indication, no signal that the combination had worked, but Zarilt was sure of his knowledge. He straightened up, and reached for the large, carved stone fragment. He grasped it with no ill effects, lifted it from the table, and held it out to the people across the table from him. 

Orla and Kend took the fragment between them as Elin withdrew the other fragment from the ornate bag at her belt. She held it next to the larger piece, and it was clear that they were from the same sculpture. Everything about them was the same: the bands of different materials, the size, the marble-like material. The two falcons were almost exactly the same, except that they faced different directions. Naka was tracing some of the bands on the large piece and almost by accident, she found herself tracing the continuation of a broken band right onto the smaller fragment Elin held and back onto the large piece. Fingers from all four hands started tracing bands and identifying matching points, but it wasn't until Virrila said, "You know, I think I was right -- these two pieces actually belong together!" that the others realized that she was probably right. 
          So, four hands reached in, and four hands pushed the two pieces together. Orla, Naka, Elin, and Kend all felt the slight jolt race up their arms as a flash of light obscured the two pieces. When their eyes had recovered from the flash, everyone was astonished to see that there were no longer two fragments of stone, but one large semi-circular fragment of some circular whole, bearing three carved animals -- a cat and two falcons, and intricately woven bands that filled the middle of the piece and linked the three animals together as well. 
          The look of happiness on their faces as they held and gazed at the now-single fragment made Zarilt wonder if the stone was their own version of the Way. If so, he thought, he was glad to have given them more of it. 




Talisman Four

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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h yes, by grace, it is a beautiful day. 
          What could be better than sitting here in my own courtyard under the limbs of this wide-spread chestnut tree, just watching as the shadow of the tree moves from the left side of the courtyard to the right? But my chair is in the perfect place, because the shade never abandons me, never. 
          Watching the shadows move is not all I do, of course. My chair faces the corner of the courtyard where the gateway leads out onto the village square. Well, it wants to be a square, the center meeting place of the community. But it really isn't one, not yet. It is still just a crossroads, though more built up now than it used to be. Why, I remember stopping at Pyinalt's inn, the Buzzard's Roost, more than two hundred years ago. 
          Buzzard's Roost, ha! It was supposed to be a joke, a way to keep the bad luck off. Too bad it was more accurate than old Pyinalt wanted it to be. Should have been a good place to set up an inn, at a busy crossroads like that. Problem was that the crossroads was badly placed: it wasn't a convenient stopping place. Pyinalt would have gone out of business if the entire village of Terapha hadn't been destroyed by a mysterious fire. 
          But any like, things are better these days. The Buzzard's Roost is still there, right across from me. Of course, Pyinalt doesn't still own it; it's not even in his family any longer. And there are shops to either side: a bakery, and a leather-goods store. Good thing the tannery is leagues away! And across the square, there's my place, the only blacksmith's for scores of leagues. I'd say, we're well on our way to becoming a village, you bet! Even if we're so small we have to borrow our rats from the next town over, as my da used to say. 
          I wonder, every now and then, whether Pyinalt even has any family left. And if he does, what do they think of no longer owning the Buzzard's Roost? I wonder what the family of the person who built this smithy thinks of no longer owning it? My da bought this place from the previous owner who just didn't have the knack for being a frontier smith. They probably think they're better off, but I know that my da found his purpose when he bought this place. 
          The previous owner must really have been inept, too; how hard can it be to run the only blacksmith's shop at a trade crossroads when there isn't any competition for leagues around? Business just comes to you naturally. All you have to do is do the work. Da had his hands full with that until he got his apprentices. Then he had enough time to court a wife and have a child. 
          Then again, if da hadn't come here and bought this place, and then brought me into the world in this place and tried to teach me the family business when there just weren't any other options around, then maybe I wouldn't have had the accident ... 


          I've wondered for a long time whether I should change the sign that hangs over the gateway. After all, it has my da's name on it, and he's been dead for nine years. Even though I run the smithy now, it is still, for truth, his business. I'm no blacksmith, but I'm good at running the business end. Between ma and me, we were able to keep the apprentices' lessons going. With the help of passing tinkers, and one down-on-his-luck smith, we stayed in business until those apprentices were capable of working fully on their own. Several stayed with us -- are still with us -- and under my management, the business is growing and prospering. Not that it was all my doing. Ma treated those apprentices more like her own children than simple students, and the ones who stayed are as much my family as da and ma. Now that ma's dead too, these past three years, our full smiths call me 'papa', and the new apprentices call me 'uncle'. 
          I suppose that I would have changed the sign years ago if I could have done it myself, but I can't read or write. Da hired someone to paint the sign that bears his name. 'Mayander's Blacksmithing' it is supposed to say, and I suppose it does. I've certainly never heard anyone laugh on reading it as they might if it said 'Mayander is a jackass'. Nor has anyone run away upon reading it, so it probably don't say 'Mayander is a lousy blacksmith' either. Of course, most of the people who come in here do so because of the large horseshoe that hangs from the corner of the gate; most can't read any better than I can. [image: image85.png]pyalisman 4




          Maybe another reason I haven't changed the sign is because I don't feel like a replacement for my da. He was a large man, swarthy, with lots of dark hair on his arms and chest, and on his head and face. Ma was large, too, and would have made a good smith with more training. Me, I'm tall but not as tall as either of them, and not large in any other way. I have chestnut-colored hair, and pale grey eyes, and my skin is fairer than either of theirs as well. Before the accident, I thought that my arms and chest would thicken like da's from swinging the hammer. But that wasn't how it was to be. 
          'Eldirhan's Blacksmithing' would be a good sign to hang over my gate. I would feel strange, though, having my name replace my da's. Though maybe I would have to ask the traveling scribe to letter it as 'Eldirhan's Blacksmithy' since I'm not and never will be an actual smith. Not now, anyway. 
          But it is my smithy. I arrange for the supplies of charcoal and iron. I arrange contracts beyond the business that walks or is led into my courtyard each day, and I make the deals for the apprentices that keep the smithy going. But it isn't my hammer crashing down on the anvils every day, filling the yard with the music of metal on metal, not my hands that shape that metal into new and useful shapes. Not my blacksmithing, but certainly my blacksmithy. 
          Actually, I never really wanted to be a smith. When I was young, I wanted to ride with a caravan. I didn't care what job I had, I just wanted to travel. There was -- there still is, sadly -- something about that kind of life that drew me like a man dying of thirst to a spring. I wanted to roam; I wanted to travel and explore; I needed to be free to find whatever it was that was drawing me. 
          But I needed to stay home, to learn to be a smith. I was going to continue the dynasty of blacksmiths my da wanted to start. I was fourteen when I first stepped up to the anvil with a hammer in my hand. I had worked in the forge for longer than that, stoking the fires, pumping the bellows, hauling coal and iron, even gentling the horses that were come in to get shod. And I had watched da and the other, older apprentices all the while, trying to learn the craft because I had to. But you can't learn smithing by watching. You have to get the feel of the hammer and the metal; you have to teach your hands what to do when by the doin' of it, not by watching someone else do it. 
          I still don't know what went wrong. One hammer-blow is all I got to swing, and then something exploded. The fire, the metal, the hammer itself, I just don't know. But whatever it was, that accident changed my life more radically than I could ever have imagined ... 


          Now I know things. I remember things that people say are impossible. I remember riding through the crossroads out there, even staying at the Buzzard's Roost, two hundred or so years ago, but as a woman named Eleerand. I remember other lives as other people, far back in time, in places I never even dreamed existed before the accident. 
          I remember being a woman named Eldinan who was the captain of a ship called the _Typhoon Dancer_. I remember her last voyage, to a place called Wudamund. I remember her meeting two passengers on her ship and falling deeply in love with them. 
          I remember her taking part in the creation of an object, a talisman, that bound her and her two lovers together. And I remember that, just as that talisman was destroyed by lightning, she learned that another had bound himself to the original three. 
          I also remember being someone different, standing on a castle wall with the light of two moons shining down on me. I remember looking at the face of the one I loved, Nikorah, outshining both of those moons. I was Bralidan, the son of Bralevant who was duke of that place where the moons shone down. 
          I remember Nikorah and I discovering that these two strange fragments of stone that we each possessed fit together and actually became one larger stone fragment. Looking back, as I sit beneath the shade of my chestnut tree, I know that those fragments were part of that talisman that got destroyed by lightning. And I remember spending a life of joy out on the grassy plains with Nikorah, living in a strange, round kind of tent that had no poles holding it up. 
          I remember being Eilonvil, living in a manor keep in a different kind of kingdom. I remember losing a dear love, and having my mourning broken by a bard named Bonavec. I remember how I responded to him, almost forgetting my dear lost Derokein. And I remember how I caught the treacherous bard stealing the family heirloom -- another of the talisman fragments -- from the manor's mantelpiece, and killing me for that discovery. 
          I remember being Elianijit, the stage manager of a traveling group of actors known as Torenda's Troupe. I remember being diverted in a very strange manner and finding one of those talisman fragments. I remember the arrival of a young woman who was looking for aid against a threat happening at her philosophical sanctuary. She also told us of another talisman fragment at that school. 
          I recall that we managed to scare off the person attacking the school with illusions and stage craft, and were rewarded by being gifted with that second talisman fragment. It joined itself to the one we had found, completing a half-circle fragment. I remember more of that troupe's travels, but none that were so exciting. 
          I remember other lives between and since, but the ship captain, Eldinan, is the first one I recall. I remember being poor and rich, common and royal. I remember staying in one place for a lifetime, and I remember traveling constantly. I remember being, doing, living so many different things that it is sometimes almost enough to drive me mad. And I remember that none of the people I have been in the past knew about their previous selves: I am alone in remembering everything. 
          In the beginning, once I had recovered as much as I was going to from the accident, I tried to tell my family and anyone else who would listen about the things I remembered. Some thought me a good storyteller. Some thought me possessed or mad or both. After I was threatened with being sent away to the madhouse in Magnus, I learned to keep my stories, my memories, to myself. 
          The memories weren't all, though. I knew other things as well. Not just who I had been in past lives, but things about myself in this life. I have a sense of three other people out there in the world, moving around like they are searching for something. Perhaps the same something that I wish I was out there searching for: the fragments of that lost talisman. 
          And I know, in general, where those three remaining fragments are. One is to the north, one is far to the southwest, and the last one is to the east. None are in the possession of any of the searchers. From the general pattern and direction of their movements, I don't think that the searchers are going to find any of the fragments any time soon. If only I were free to leave and travel like I've always wanted to, I could bring this endless search to a close in my lifetime ... 


          One of the three people I can sense, one of the other three people that has been bound up with the talisman we created all those years ago, is walking across the crossroads square right now. She arrived last night and is staying in the Buzzard's Roost. I could feel her over there all morning, moving around once she got up. And now she's crossing the square, probably coming in here. 
          I'll bet she wants me to come with her, to help her find the other fragments and the rest of us as well. And if not for the accident, I would be off like a rock out of a trebuchet, business or not. But I can't go, I can't help her, and I can't let her know how much help she is losing. 


          The woman led her horse through the gate of the smithy, and approached the man sitting under the tree at the back of the courtyard. Her horse needed new shoes, and so it was convenient that there was a blacksmith's right across from the inn, but there was some other reason she found herself drawn to this place. There was something special about this smithy; something special was waiting to happen when she walked through that gate. 
          She looked at the man sitting under the tree. He was on the good looking side of plain, with regular features in his rather pale face. His hair was brown, and his eyes, when she got close enough, were grey. There was something about him that tugged at her, like she should know him from somewhere maybe. But there was something else, too. Something ... wrong, maybe? Something strange, anyway. 
          She decided to take care of her horse, and then see if she could find out anything else about the man. "Excuse me, sir?" the woman began. 


          Ah, it's Nikkeus. Even as a female, I recognize him. He's as handsome as ever, even in a woman's body. That blonde hair, those amazingly green eyes, and, of course, that nose! I wonder what instrument she plays. She doesn't look like a minstrel or bard, but then Nikkeus *was* a warrior too. She looks so good in that leather jerkin and those riding breeches. Oh, grace, if only ... 
          "I'm sorry, Nikkeus, or Nikorah, or whatever you're called this time, but all I can do for you is shoe your horse. Forget about anything else; it isn't going to happen in this lifetime. Even if I could give up my business, I am in no fit state to travel, as you can see. Maybe next lifetime, straight? 
          "Fentrisk! Business! There's a lady out here what needs a shoer! 
          "Horthol, Bhiss, it's time to come in!" 


          Nikoren could only stare as the seated man delivered his strange speech. Then, when she wanted to ask him what he meant, he turned his head and hollered out some names toward one side of the courtyard. 
          Two doors opened in that side of the courtyard, and three people came out of them, all brawny and strong looking, even the woman. One man came toward her, and the other two went to the seated man. While the one who had come to her started asking how she wanted her horse shod, the other two picked up some poles lying on the ground behind the grey-eyed man and slipped them into rings on the sides of his chair. As they positioned themselves in front of and behind him, between the poles, Nikoren realized that they had just created a sedan chair. 
          Her supposition was borne out when the two of them bent forward, grabbed the poles, and straightened, lifting the man and his chair off of the ground. She could now clearly see that the man's left arm was missing, as were both of his legs below the knee. 
          She stared after the entourage as they walked into the house. Indeed, she thought, he was in no shape to travel, what with those disabilities. But why had he felt it necessary to tell her so abruptly? She hadn't been considering asking him along on her travels. Why had he assumed she would? 
          Strange man, she summarized, and tried to put thoughts of him out of her head. She looked back at the man in front of her -- Fentrisk? -- and said, "I'm sorry, but I was ... distracted there for a moment. Could we begin again? I'm Nikoren, and my horse ..." 


          She got her horse his shoes, but she wasn't quite as successful at keeping her thoughts away from the strange legless man at the smithy. Not for a very, very long time. 

Talisman Five
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr




Author's Note: Just over two thousand years have passed since three lovers and a meddling outsider created a Talisman that was more than any of them knew. An accident destroyed it, and started those four individuals on a round of reincarnations to attempt to piece the artifact back together. The six pieces have become three over the centuries, but one of the original fragments remains hidden, having not been exposed to the open air since that lightning-riven winter solstice so long ago. That last part must be found before those four souls can find peace. 
          This part of the Talisman saga moves the story into the present day, as forces are set in motion to secure the release of that last fragment. This story and those that follow will focus on the four reincarnates as they are drawn toward the city of Dargon and the resolution of their millennia-long task. (This portion of the Talisman Saga goes over events previously written about. To gain a more complete understanding of them, please refer to the story "The Treasure", Parts 1 through 4, which appeared in FSFnet 7-5, FSFnet 8-2, FSFnet 9-2, and FSFnet 10-2. That story also recaps events that appeared in even earlier stories, most notably "A New Life", in FSFnet 5-3.)
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n a room deep underground, two lamps flared to life of their own accord. Moments later, a tracery of lines on one wall began to glow. In the center of those lines, the image of a door vanished, replaced with swirling and roiling mist. The mist then parted sharply as it was pushed aside by a figure stepping slowly through the new opening in the wall. 
          Roharvardenul stepped into the room deep below the city of Magnus with a smile on his narrow face. He took pleasure in the feat he had just accomplished so easily: traveling from his hidden fortress Aahashtra to Magnus, more than a hundred leagues, in only a single stride. 
          Vard was a tall man with long, dark hair that hung past his shoulders. His somewhat dissipated face had deep-set eyes, a large nose, and a moustache and goatee framing his slightly pouty, full lips that sneered as naturally as they smiled. He wore a simple tunic and trousers over his slender body, but the cut and the fabric indicated that he was no peasant or simple laborer. The cloak he wore hinted more at his actual status with its elaborately jeweled embroidery at throat and hem. Vard was a sorcerer, extremely skilled and most powerful. 
          He glanced around the small room. It had once been just a cellar below the basement of a nondescript house in the Fifth Quarter of Magnus, the Crown City of Baranur. Now, it was much more. One wall bore a complex pattern of geometric shapes formed by a single continuous line that began in one palm-sized golden circle and ended in another. That pattern surrounded a depiction of a door, each plank detailed down to the grain of the wood, that had been drawn into the tiles of the wall in the same fashion as had the pattern of shapes, the single line beginning and ending in the same terminal circles. 
          On the floor lay a soft rug. Against one wall rested an ornate chair, and against the opposite wall was a medium-sized chest. Across the room from the magical pattern was a curtained doorway, the only ordinary way out. 
          Vard turned around just as the power that had filled the pattern on the wall, linking it and its twin beneath Aahashtra, faded, and the image of the doorway returned. Now the passage was sealed, until he applied his magic and opened the portal once more. 
          He strode purposefully over to the curtained doorway and slipped through. The curtain dropped behind him, enclosing him in complete darkness. He paused briefly, composing himself. The corridor that linked his underground ante-chamber with the streets of the Fifth Quarter of Magnus was lined with tests and traps to protect it from unwanted intruders. In order to pass safely through his own traps, he needed to fill his mind with a shifting set of patterns that each magical snare recognized. 
          There was another way, of course. He could have simply carried an amulet like the one his servant, Qrun, bore. But he enjoyed the trial of threading his own gauntlet each time he made the trip to Magnus; he was testing himself, honing his own faculties while going about his daily business. He would have it no other way. 
          Vard took several deep breaths and, stretching his hand out to the side to touch the wall, started forward with the proper key-patterns in his mind. As he walked, both his own inner sense of timing and certain subtle clues in the texture of the wall told him when to alter the patterns. He took his time as he carefully negotiated the passage and came, as he always did, safely to the end. 
          He paused again in the short section at the street-end of the corridor that was free of traps and tests. He spent several moments relaxing the tension that always built up as he walked through that slightly curving, slightly upward-sloped passage. But he didn't immediately open the door and step out into the alley once the faint tension in his shoulders and neck had been soothed away. He had another task to complete before he essayed the streets of Magnus. 
          In the still completely lightless corridor, Vard began to concentrate again. Slowly, the mage's features fleshed out. His face became squarer, with a prominent jaw and a strong mouth forming before the goatee grew and covered the lower half of his face. His eyes thinned as his nose expanded, and his hair shortened into a close-cropped bristle of brown. A hat formed over that hair, tight yet still somewhat squarish, trimmed with a long tassel at the top and beading around the lower edge. 
          His spare body got taller and filled out, getting stocky and square as well. His tunic, trousers, and cloak became the multiple layers of robes of a Beinison merchant, longest and plainest robe at the bottom, with each successive robe becoming shorter and more ornamented with embroidery, then beads, then plaques of precious metals. The fifth and final robe was little more than a vest that was so weighted down with decoration that not a single thread of its underlying fabric was visible. The toes of embroidered boots poked out from beneath the longest underrobe. 
          Vard was the master of many talents, and one of those talents was illusion. He was always thorough, which was why each robe had formed separately. Vard was extremely cautious, and possibly even paranoid about it, but he had never set foot in Magnus appearing as himself. Within the walls of his fortress home, he felt completely safe, prepared for anything. Venturing into the chaos that was a city like Magnus, where anything could happen and anyone might see him, he preferred to take what precautions he could to protect himself. The easiest and most elemental precaution was not to be himself, but it wasn't the only step he took. 
          Vard still didn't move, even once the illusion of the merchant was fully in place. Instead, he continued to concentrate. Over the first illusion, another one formed. A heavy cloth tunic coalesced over the merchant's robes, reaching to his knees. Over that appeared a leather apron, and under the tunic heavy trousers formed. Beat up boots replaced the embroidered ones. The face of the merchant became thinner, more care-worn and lined with age as well. His hair changed color, to a red-highlighted chestnut, and grew out to jaw-length. The features shifted, lips thinning further, nose becoming pointier, ears getting somewhat larger. The beard vanished, leaving only a thin moustache more red than brown. Vard needed no mirror or light to be sure of his illusion; he had practiced diligently until he knew that what his mind's eye saw, his craft created. The hands of the laborer became rough and calloused, and a scar appeared on his neck. And soon this second illusion was complete. 
          Another of Vard's precautions was to be sure that no one could trace his path through the city. The easiest way to throw off a trailer was not to be the person being followed. Thus, the layers of illusion. Vard's purpose in the city was to shop, and he would do that in the guise of the Beinison merchant. In moving between the fringes of the Fifth Quarter and the precincts of the markets, he would appear as the laborer he had just created. Which left one more illusion, the one that would carry him through the lawless warrens of the Fifth Quarter in anonymity and safety. 
          Further concentration layered one more illusion over the laborer. Slowly, his features fleshed out. His face widened into a circle as his nose shrank. His eyes seemed to get larger and the thin moustache vanished, along with most of the hair on his head. His thick body plumped up further, and he seemed to lose some more height. His tunic, trousers, and apron became a Cyruzhian monk's habit, complete with raised hood that covered the now straw-colored sparse hair and his newly-rotund face. 
          Finally prepared, Vard stepped forward. To the side of the corridor was a short set of steps, which the mage climbed. He slid open a small spy-hole set high in the wall and surveyed the alley beyond the end of the corridor. Vard assured himself that the dead-end alley, perpetually maintained in shadow by a purpose-built overhang, was empty. Climbing back down to the floor, he engaged the simple latch, and the wall swiveled on a pivot at its center. Vard-the-Cyruzhian-monk strode into the deserted alley, and the wall pivoted closed behind him with a satisfying thunk. 
          He strode quickly down the length of the alley. At its end he paused to scan the adjoining street, then continued walking, adjusting his gait to a more purposeful and moderate stride befitting his outward appearance. His choice for the illusion cloaking him during his passage through the narrow, winding, dangerous streets of the Fifth Quarter had not been random. There was a Cyruzhian mission house on the other side of the quarter, where the poor and disadvantaged came to have their bodies ministered to -- food, shelter, healing -- for the meager price of putting up with having their souls ministered to as well. Monks were therefore tolerated by the denizens of the Fifth Quarter. 
          Most large villages, towns and cities had places like the Fifth Quarter: places where the disadvantaged congregated. Whether this amounted to a row of shacks outside the town walls or an entire section of a city, like Magnus' Fifth Quarter, it was a place where poor and criminal alike lived and died. Citizens of the less shadowy areas of the city looked at the Fifth Quarter with dread. Law seldom set foot within its boundaries, and the normal order of such a place was utterly foreign to them. But even if life tended to be at risk more in the Fifth Quarter than, say, the Merchant's Quarter, it was still a home to those who had no place else to be. 
          Vard continued winding his circuitous way toward the boundaries of the Fifth Quarter. He remained alert, being sure that no one was following him. Once he had reached the fringes of the Fifth Quarter, an area of run down inns and suspect businesses, he sought and found a shadowed alley and slipped into it. 
          After making sure that he was unobserved, he began to concentrate on his layered illusions. The Cyruzhian monk illusion began to fade, allowing the laborer to become visible. But the monk illusion was not dispelled; Vard knew that at the end of the day, he would need to return to the dead-end alley in the Fifth Quarter. So instead of allowing the monk illusion to dissipate, he submerged that illusion beneath the merchant illusion, where it would be ready to use again when he needed it. 
          This bit of intricate magery delighted Vard. He was sure that none of his former associates had ever been able to manipulate magic to the extent he did. His mastery of magic, accomplished all on his own after being expelled from their company, was all the sweeter for their rejection and condemnation of him. 
          Once again checking that he was not being spied upon, Vard-the-laborer left the shadows and continued on his way. His first destination would be the Syloris Market in the Merchant's Quarter, which was half-way around the city. 
          Vard once again took a circular, winding route, but one that was only partly chosen to confuse any who tried to follow him: there were very few streets in the city that were straight for any distance. His journey took more than twice as long as it would have had he given himself wings and simply flown directly there, but that was the nature of travel in Magnus. 
          When he had come within a few streets of the Syloris Market, Vard found another pocket of shadow to hide himself in. This time, he shifted the laborer illusion so that it rested between the Beinison merchant and the monk. He spent several menes checking his spells, making sure they were all intact and all contained properly. Then he stepped out of the shadow and strode jauntily toward the market. 
          Noise and bustling activity filled the Syloris Market as Vard walked through one of the many arches in the wall around it. Few current residents of Magnus remembered where its name came from, but Vard knew. He was a student of history, among many other things, and he had encountered the name of General Syloris in his reading. Syloris had been a general in name only; he had never swung a sword against a living foe, and had never commanded as much as a single person in battle. But he had come from a line of warriors in a time between uprisings and strife, and had turned his honorary rank into political power. [image: image86.png]Talisman 5




          Vard glanced to the south, taking in the sight of the former palace that General Syloris had commissioned. The shell of that building remained, only a ghost of its former opulence gilding the brick structure that had been added onto and taken away from many times in the three hundred or more years since its construction. The plaza that had once fronted the palace of the general now served to contain the huge Syloris Market, one of several that the large and busy city of Magnus maintained. 
          The large decorative fountain still flowed in the center of the plaza, but the small garden plots that had once graced the corners of the square had been bricked over long ago. The many arches that penetrated the wall around the plaza helped define the major routes through the chaos of the marketplace, but many of the aisles and paths through it shifted daily, if not bell by bell, depending on how the wares were arranged. Where once whole units of cavalry had been able to drill and parade, now there wasn't room for even a single horse -- and sometimes no room for a person -- among the stalls, blankets, tables, and wagon-backs from which vendors hawked their merchandise. 
          Vard dove into the throng filling the marketplace, his eyes taking in the items for sale all around him, while ignoring the cries of the merchants extolling the virtues of their wares. The vendors who occupied the Syloris tended to deal in crafted items, from clothing to carpentry, from weaving to weaponry. Because of the nature of the marketplace, many of these items tended to be second-hand, which suited Vard's needs perfectly. He collected personal items, preferring those that had a strong attachment to their former owners. The stronger the attachment, the better use they served him in the practice of a very particular magical art that he had developed. 
          Vard strode further into the marketplace, cataloging items of likely interest. Newly crafted items were ignored; they had no previous owners, no history connected to them, and so were useless to him. But there was no lack of second-hand merchandise for him to choose from. 
          Near the center of the former plaza, Vard came upon a makeshift table behind which stood a man in the bright, patchwork cloths of one of the Rhydd Pobl, the self-styled Free People. Most people distrusted and even feared these always-travelling folk, these gypsies. Vard understood that this was more because they were strangers wherever they went than anything else. The gypsies had an undeserved reputation for being untrustworthy, for being thieves and killers, for bringing curses and ill-luck to the homes of simple, honest folk. Vard had always found them honest and worthy of trust as long as they were dealt with fairly, and according to the dictates of their own culture. 
          They rewarded ill-treatment with ill-treatment, naturally, which did not help their reputation. But they also traveled extensively, trading with small hamlets and out of the way villages. The types of wares such places had to trade were as often personal items as products of their crafters, and Vard had found many a treasure on the selling table of a gypsy. 
          Vard ran his eyes over the man's wares. A diverse collection of items covered the trestle-table, from clothing at one end -- homespun, subdued, practical, and nothing a gypsy would ever wear -- to an assortment of gaudy and surely useless weapons at the other. Vard's eyes traveled over an assortment of carved-wood figurines, all of an excellent quality, and then moved on to a grouping of shaped stones. The stones exhibited a wide variety of subjects and carving styles, and some were obviously worn by use over time. The wooden pieces, contrastingly, were of a uniform style, all of animals both real and fanciful, and looked fresh-carved. 
          Vard concentrated and held out his hand over the wooden figurines. As he had expected, he felt very little of the essence of attachment he was looking for, just the interest and care the artist had put into creating each piece. There hadn't been enough contact between artist and creation for his purposes. He picked one up to be sure. The rat, standing on two legs, wearing a cape and an eye-concealing mask, wielding a sword, was very fanciful and expertly executed. Still, his initial assessment had been correct: these carvings were of no arcane use to him. 
          He switched his attention to one of the more worn-looking stone carvings and felt more of that kind of connection he was looking for, but still not enough to be interesting. This figurine had been owned by too many people to be attached to any one, and that attachment had never been very great. He lifted this one, too -- a horse-like figure, very worn and somewhat stylized on top of that, perhaps a game-piece -- but still couldn't find enough of interest within it. 
          The gypsy, noticing the interest of a potential customer, said, "Those wood-carvings are something, what? A cousin does them, Ganba by name. Her tribe doesn't track to the cities much, so her wares get traded to those of us who do. She's a real artist, yeh? We never have trouble selling her stuff, oh no. Real glad to have some on my table today, I am!" 
          Vard absently noted the gypsy's speech. The Rhydd Pobl called members of their own tribe family regardless of blood relationships; everyone was mother or father, brother or sister. In keeping with that practice, they called the folk of all other tribes cousins, even if they were more closely related. He also noticed that the vendor didn't mention anything at all about the stone carvings. He set the horse-piece back down, glanced up at the seller to vaguely acknowledge the information, then continued his scan across the wares. 
          Vard found his eyes next caught by another piece of stone, but one that was very different from the small figurines next to it. This sculpture was much larger, several feet across its longest dimension. It was also broken; it was only half of what had probably been a fully circular piece, like a large, thick plate or shield. Covering the upper flat side of the sculpture were designs inlaid in three different materials: a golden metal, a silvery metal, and what seemed to be glass. These materials formed a basket-weave of ribbons in the middle two-thirds, and around the outside were three figures, a stylized cat and then two birds, raptors of some kind, identical in shape but facing away from each other. 
          But it wasn't the peculiar subject matter or craftsmanship of the object that riveted Vard's attention. Instead, it was the powerful sense of attachment about it. In all of his searches, Vard had never found anything that had the kind of a feel of attachment that this sculpture had. Standing in front of it, he could feel the essence radiating from the stone and glass and metal, without even extending his senses. It was as if the life -- no, *lives* -- it was bound to were a part of it. 
          Vard stretched out his hand toward the sculpture. He had to touch it, to feel the quality of the attachment. He needed to determine the nature of the bond, the number of lives attached to it, the nature and method of that attachment. He was sure that the level of command he would be able to exert over the people bound to this sculpture would surpass any of his previous experiments. 
          Just as his fingers were about to come to rest on one of the silver ribbons, he thought he saw something move out of the corner of his eye. His head swiveled to the right to track it, and his eyes came to rest on a box just a little ways down the table. It was a nondescript box, weatherbeaten and worn. It had no distinguishing marks: no carving, no painting, no lettering. The lock plate on the front was just a mass of rust. But there was still something compelling about it. 
          Vard stepped sideways and stood in front of the box. It was about three feet long, and two feet in both width and depth. It was surrounded by those flashy and cheap weapons meant for display rather than mayhem, but he didn't see any of them. He touched the box, tracing the curve of the lid, brushing his fingers along the line between lid and body. He could feel nothing in terms of an essence of attachment associated with the box, but he still knew that he had to own it, he had to take it back to his home and explore it and its contents. 
          Vard straightened up and, fastening a look of disinterest onto his illusory face, he scanned the entire table once more. He said, in battered Baranurian with a heavy Beinison accent, "You have large selection of goods, friend! I see better every day in homeland, naturally, but far away I am today. I believe I want carvings -- the masked rat amusing my grandchild, I think -- and this two knifes, also gifts." He selected two ornate, but flimsy, knives from the confusion of weaponry on the table. "Oh, and maybe this bad chest will work up good. You be happy five Rounds for all, yes?" 
          The gypsy was properly indignant at Vard's offer, and countered with one that could have purchased everything on the table, and the table with it. They haggled good-naturedly, insulting each other casually and without rancor along the way, until finally a price was settled on. Vard walked away with his purchases, well pleased by the expenditure. 
          Vard had originally intended to spend more time shopping, but his plans had to change. He needed to investigate the box as quickly as possible. To that end, he set his footsteps on a path toward the seedier sections of the city. He didn't notice that he had completely forgotten about the broken stone sculpture. 


          Vard's trek back across the city and into the Fifth Quarter was accomplished without any mishaps. The Beinison merchant slid into a convenient shadow, and Vard let that illusion drop away completely, not needing it any further. Vard made a slight adjustment to the next illusion, and the laborer walked out of that shadow carrying a much finer chest, of darker wood, highly polished, with brass fittings at the corners and an ornate lockplate. Nearing the fringe of the Fifth Quarter, the laborer and his chest found a deserted alley and again the illusion faded away. The Cyruzhian monk, carrying a canvas-wrapped, well-tied bundle, exited the alley and trundled into the Fifth Quarter. 
          Finally, the monk entered a particular narrow alley and came to a halt before a blank, wooden wall at its end, setting his bundle between his feet. Unobserved, hidden by the shadow of the purposely-built overhang, Vard reached out and, with practiced ease, found the hidden catches. Entering the hidden corridor was not as easy as leaving it had been; he had to operate the two catches at the same time, but soon the wall swiveled open. Vard picked up the disguised bundle between his feet and slipped into the darkness behind the wall, which slammed shut after him. 
          Pausing only for a moment to drop the last illusions -- he needed to be himself to make the return through the traps and tests to his ante-chamber -- he set the chest under one arm, stretched out the other, prepared his concentration, and started off. 
          An invigorating several menes later, Vard slipped through the curtain and into his ante-chamber. Everything was as he had left it, and he strode swiftly across the rug to the other side of the room. Placing the chest on the floor beside him, he reached up and placed his hands within the terminal circles at the inner edge of the pattern of shapes on the wall, just next to the drawing of the door. He called up the necessary energies from deep within himself, priming the pattern and readying it for the activation spells. 
          The powering of the portal was not a swift process. Slowly, the incantations that Vard made sparked along the special tiles that formed the pattern of shapes. Slowly, the lines began to glow, but not a regular, steady glow -- they seemed to pulse regularly in a slightly syncopated rhythm. Slowly, the image of the door began to sparkle, then shimmer, and then it faded into a billowing, roiling smoky rectangle. The portal was open. 
          Vard picked up the chest and walked purposefully forward into the fog. Between one step and the next, he vanished from Magnus. As soon as he was gone, the fog disappeared and the pattern ceased to glow. The lamps extinguished themselves. The portal was once again closed. 
          In the room in the cellars of Aahashtra that mirrored the one under Magnus, the lines of the pattern on the wall had been glowing for a short while and fog billowed within the doorway at their center. Suddenly, the fog churned, and out stepped Vard, home again. Just as swiftly as had their counterparts, the glow faded from the pattern and the fog vanished, revealing a stylized representation of a door. 
          Vard hurriedly left the room through the curtained doorway and went down the hallway it led to, turning aside at the first door on the right. He climbed the stairs behind the door to his study. 
          Three of the four walls of the room were lined with shelves filled with scrolls and books. The other wall contained a fireplace to one side and a desk and chair to the other. Vard walked across the room and placed the chest onto the desk. He fished in the pockets on the inside of his cloak, and retrieved the rat statue and the two knives, then hung the cloak on a hook next to the door. Placing the knives on a nearby shelf, he carried the rat back over to the fireplace and set the figurine on the mantel, where it joined a very small collection of similar objects. Sparing the masked rat a brief, distracted look, he returned to the desk and the chest. 
          Containing his rising excitement, Vard examined the chest closely and carefully, something he had not yet been able to do. It was very heavily damaged but, for all of that, appeared to be largely intact. None of the wood of the shell appeared to have rotted through, and though the lock plate was more rust than metal it seemed to be holding the lid firmly closed. 
          Knowing that whatever was within this very old chest was probably reasonably intact, Vard undertook to open it. He first considered cutting the leather hinges but found that he wouldn't need to when, as a result of probing idly into the keyhole with a metal instrument, he managed to crumble the interior locking mechanism completely. Once the lock was rendered useless, all it took was a firm tug to pry the chest open, the final resistance being the tar that had been used to seal the join between lid and base and make it watertight. Vard took that as evidence that it might have last belonged to a sailor. 
          The sight that greeted Vard's eyes as he looked into the open chest was not encouraging. All he saw was clothing. He reached into the chest to see if there was anything under the clothes, and as he touched the fabric it simply fell apart, parts turning to dust before his eyes. He wondered how old this chest must be for cloth to be that timeworn, but he didn't stop his search. Beneath the remaining shreds of tunics and leggings and other garments, he finally encountered something that was more solid, more intact: books. 
          Vard carefully removed the four books from the bottom of the chest. The vellum that had been used in the books' construction had more strength than mere cloth, but the centuries that must have passed since the chest had been opened last could still have damaged them. He painstakingly opened the dried and cracked leather bindings in turn, determining what each one was. 
          Vard recognized the language of the first book he opened as Fretheodan, the tongue of the ancient world-spanning Fretheod Empire. His studies of history had often encompassed the Fretheod, and he considered himself an expert on their empire and culture. He briefly wondered what insights this book could bring to his understanding of them, and then eagerly continued on to the other. 
          The second book was in the same language as the first, as was the third. Vard's excitement level rose again; these three books had to be ancient! Whatever their contents, these were primary sources of information about the Fretheod Empire, unfiltered and unaltered by subsequent translation. And to think that he had not had to pay much of anything for this treasure! How fortunate that he had stumbled across it on that gypsy's table ... Vard shook his head in confusion. He had encountered no gypsies in the Syloris. He had found the chest among the rags and scraps of a scavenger, a hoarder, who had not had any idea of the value of the box she had sold. Why would he have thought he had gotten it from a gypsy? 
          Shrugging, he turned his attention to the last book. His eyes widened when he opened that book and saw that it was in Fretheodan, but not written in the neat, small, even hand of a scribe as the other two had been: the lettering was larger and much more varied, as if it was a personal log. And then he translated the page to the best of his ability, and gasped out loud. If the title page was not lying, then this was the diary of the Royal Bard Tarhela, who had served the rulers of Fretheod during that empire's only civil war. What was his diary doing in a sea chest? 
          Vard jumped up from his chair and hurried over to one of the bookcases. Pulling down several volumes, he returned to the desk. Then he carefully turned in the diary to the last few written pages and began to translate with the help of the volumes he had fetched. 
          The sun crossed the sky and began to descend into the west as Vard laboriously translated not only the ancient language, but the handwriting of the skaldric, as the Fretheod called their bards. He worked out that the bard had been on an important journey for his king. The very last entry, describing a brewing storm and how the bard feared for his safety in the already storm-battered ship, was not the one that stirred Vard's blood. It was the one he managed to translate into: 

... I fear that I have failed my king. The storm that blew us off our course has only just died away, leaving the ship a near wreck, and us utterly lost. I watch now as the captain stands at the wheel, cursing the gods, the sea, the wind, even the king, as he brandishes one of the now useless Son Staffs upon which he used to depend. Such a storm would never have caught a ship of Fretheod unawares before Osgeofu's treachery. 
          I have in my possession the Tome of the Yrmenweald, passed down from skaldric to skaldric since the beginning of the Time of the Master Staff. It was the only hope my king had of regaining the power of the Master Staff and saving our people. But we know not where we are, and so the chances of happening on the citadel that holds the secrets are almost none. Wudamund might as well be on the larger moon for all we can get to it now. Only by the will of Keinald will Tilgeofu and Fretheod now be saved ... 


          The Yrmenweald, Vard knew, had been the reason for the Fretheod Empire's superiority. The Master Staff, the Yrmenweald, had been held by the ruler of the empire, and the son staffs had been carried by persons of importance throughout the lands ruled by the empire. The son staffs drew their power of foresight and planning from the Master Staff. According to the histories Vard knew, Osgeofu had destroyed the Yrmenweald during the civil war upon being confronted by his twin brother Tilgeofu and realizing that he was about to be deposed. 
          But none of the histories that Vard had read had ever mentioned the Tome of the Yrmenweald. His interest centered around the mention that this tome recorded the means for Tilgeofu to regain the power of the Master Staff. He also knew that Dargon Keep had been built on the ruins of Wudamund, once a watch-post for the Fretheod Empire. Tarhela's sea chest had survived for something like two thousand years, since the destruction of the Yrmenweald, so Vard had hopes that the tome had survived as well. He had already checked, but the skaldric had apparently kept the much more valuable tome somewhere other than his sea chest. If Vard could locate that tome, if it had actually survived, and if the secrets that Wudamund had guarded still existed, then he stood a good chance of being able to claim the power of the Master Staff for his own! 
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 watched the man walk through the doors into the taproom of the Fighting Unicorns, a tavern on the edges of the unsavory Fifth Quarter of Magnus. The tall, thin, dark-haired man walked purposefully through the sparsely-tabled room directly toward Vard's seat. There were only two other occupied tables in the room, but Vard wasn't surprised that the man had detected him so quickly; they had arranged to meet in one of the privacy booths that lined the back wall of the taproom, and the only one of those occupied was the one he was in. 
          Vard paid close attention to the way Kana, the man he intended to hire, walked. He noted the sureness of the man's steps, the way his body was balanced. Vard also noticed the very small things, like the way Kana's attention included the other two tables, the natural way the man managed to keep his face in as much shadow as possible despite the two large chandeliers that kept the windowless room quite bright. Vard nodded briefly to himself. He had picked a promising prospect. 
          Competent and nondescript had been the only recommendations available for Kana, and Vard had been as thorough as possible. As frustrating as it was not to be able to learn more, Vard knew that if he had been able to uncover more detailed information about the thief he wouldn't have been able to hire him; he would have been in gaol. 
          As Kana sat down across from Vard, the mage noted the fine cut of the man's tunic and cloak, and the quality of the jewelry he wore. He wouldn't have taken the man for a thief upon seeing him in the street, but Vard was certainly aware of the benefits of wearing disguises. At present, he was displaying the illusion of a thin blond man with long hair and a full yellow beard. He seemed to be wearing brown robes and closed-toe sandals. Under the brown-robed illusion were three other illusory people; this kind of public meeting made him even more cautious about his anonymity. 
          "I understand you are looking for a pack horse," said Kana, with a business-like air. 
          Vard replied to the agreed-upon phrase with, "That I am, for a journey to Beinison. You must be Kana, the horse trader I have heard about." 
          As Kana nodded, a server appeared at their table. Vard asked for an ale, while Kana ordered a bottle of the inn's best wine. Vard, knowing he would be paying the bill, lifted an eyebrow at the cheekiness of the thief but decided to allow the impertinence. The man's confidence was another good indication that he had chosen the right person for his task. 
          It had been six months since Vard had found the diary of Tarhela, skaldric of the Fretheod Empire. The diary had revealed the existence of a book called the Tome of the Yrmenweald. That tome chronicled the history of the magical staves which had been the secret of that ancient empire's phenomenal success. It detailed the powers the staves granted to those who had wielded them -- scrying vast distances and predicting the weather, among others -- but it also explained the steps that had been required to create them. The latter information was why Vard had immediately decided to find that tome. 
          It had taken him two months to determine that the tome still existed. Three more months had passed before he had succeeded in tracing it to the College of Bards. The final month had been occupied with locating exactly where within the college it resided and procuring the keys that would be required to enter that specific vault. 
          It galled Vard to have to rely on someone else to carry out the final steps of the acquisition of the tome. He knew that he could have accomplished the theft himself if only the Bardic College was not so well protected both inside and out from magic. Some of the best mages in the kingdom had spent a great deal of effort and energy to ensure that the knowledge and other treasures within the college were protected from others of their kind. The fruit of some of these efforts, Vard knew, was the college's Crystal of Oathes. One of the crystal's many functions was to negate any magic within the college created by anyone not recognized by it, which rendered all of Vard's abilities useless. Fortunately, it was far more difficult to protect against a non-magical thief, especially one with the talents that Kana claimed to have. 
          The drinks arrived, and after an appreciative sip, Kana said, "About this pack horse?" 
          Vard smiled blandly and reached up to draw the privacy curtain across the mouth of their booth. As he did so, he silently and swiftly cast a minor spell to deaden sound, so that they would not be overheard. Then, slipping along the bench seat to the back of the booth, and motioning Kana to follow, he produced a small satchel and set it on the table. 
          Keeping his voice low, he said, "I would like to hire you to steal a book from the vaults of the College of Bards here in Magnus." 
          Kana's eyes widened, and he asked, "Why? What kind of book?" 
          "Would the contents of the book affect your performance of the theft? Then you do not need to know." Vard lifted two items from the satchel: a small bag that clinked dully when he set it down, and a tightly rolled scroll. "In this bag are the keys you will need to open the vault and the trunk that the book rests in. This scroll provides all of the details you will need: where the vault is, how to use the keys, which chest the book is in, and how to find the book within that chest." Vard knew that Kana could read, since some of their communication had been written. The instructions he needed to convey were very complex, and he had decided to write everything down rather than dictate them to the thief and count on Kana's memory. Nevertheless, the move made him nervous. 
          Kana opened the scroll and glanced over the instructions. Reaching the end of the document, he grinned and said, "This is what will be on the cover of the book? It looks like two rats ... ah ..." He looked up at Vard, suddenly embarrassed, and continued, "Well, copulating. Almost. Is that what the book is about?" He seemed to have recovered from his embarrassment, and leered suggestively at his prospective employer. 
          Vard wondered whether Kana was trying to provoke him, or making an overture of friendship. He chose to ignore the thief's tone and instead [image: image87.png]“Qhose are the formal runes
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replied, "No that's not what it is about. Those are the formal runes of an ancient civilization, and they translate to 'The Tome of the Yrmenweald'." 
          Kana was silent as he looked at the image Vard had provided of the writing on the cover of the book, tracing the flowing lines with a finger, mouthing the syllables of the title and trying to fit them to the runes. He gave a shrug, started rolling the scroll up, and said, "Pardon my asking, but if you know so much about where this book is, and even have the keys to get it, why don't you retrieve it yourself?" 
          Vard had anticipated the question, and had an answer ready. "That's simple, my boy. Would you ask a mason to build you a wooden table? Would you ask a blacksmith to sew you a new set of clothes? I am not a thief. I am simply engaging the services of the correct tradesman for the job." 
          Kana's eyes narrowed when Vard mentioned "thief" but he didn't object to the use of the word. He was silent again, seemingly thinking, and finally said, "This will not be a simple undertaking. You may think that the difficult part has already been accomplished, with your details and your keys. But I will still need to enter the college unnoticed, and then get away again. How much do you offer for my services?" 
          Vard pulled out a third item from the satchel, and it clinked much more brightly than the key-bag had when he set it down. "This in advance, and another just like it when I have the correct book in my hands. Agreed?" 
          Kana boldly dragged the new bag towards himself, opened it, and looked inside. Vard noticed the widening of Kana's eyes, even though the thief tried to hide his surprise. Kana reached into the bag and, after a glance at the closed privacy curtains, drew out one of the gold Crowns that filled the bag. He hefted it in his palm, then tried to bend it, unsuccessfully. After scratching at the surface briefly, Kana looked up and said, "I accept. Is there anything more that I need to know? How soon do you expect this to be done?" 
          Vard, amused by the thief's attempts to verify that the coin was real, said, "The scroll is thorough and complete, but only temporary. It will burn up in approximately three bells, so you shall need to recopy, or perhaps memorize, its contents." The scroll represented the biggest risk Vard was taking. Money was money, with many, many owners, and the keys had also passed through enough hands to muddle any possible trace to him. The scroll, however, could be traced, given a powerful enough magician with the right knowledge. Vard wasn't sure that he could have tracked the faint traces that his servant, Qrun, would have left in the ink and on the scroll as he penned it from Vard's words, but he wanted to leave nothing to chance. The document was spelled to destroy itself, leaving no traces. 
          Vard continued answering the thief's questions. "The college has no plans to move the book. I do understand that your task will be difficult, so I am allowing you to set your own pace. Do not delay overlong, however; I intend to receive a service for the money you have so far been paid." 
          Kana still seemed somewhat stunned by the amount of Crowns in the bag. He finally said, "Ah, how will I get in touch with you again, when I have the book? I don't even know your name." 
          "And you do not need to know it. Use the means by which we initially contacted each other; they will suffice. 
          "If you have no further questions, then I suggest you get busy. And you can take the wine; I won't even deduct its price from your fee." 
          Vard pushed the satchel toward Kana, and the thief placed his things into it, including the wine bottle. He watched Kana slide to the other end of the booth and open the privacy curtain. The thief walked out of the taproom alertly, his composure having returned. Vard knew that he had hired the right thief for the job. Soon enough, he would have the "Tome of the Yrmenweald" in his hands. 


          Four days later, Ka'lochra'en was wandering through the Syloris Market, mulling over his tentative plan for infiltrating the College of Bards. He walked slowly, at a pace befitting the role he usually played as he walked the streets of Magnus: Baron Kanning, one of the apartment-barons that populated the royal court, owed fealty by none, owing fealty directly to the king, living on a royal stipend and any other business ventures he cared to undertake. Ka'en, who was known by many other names, one among them being Kana, posed as Kanning very well. The cut of his clothes, the jewelry, his bearing, his cultured accent: everything about him spoke of high nobility, which only demonstrated his accomplished acting. 
          Ka'lochra'en was no more a noble of the Baranurian court than he was a master magician. As a young man, he had ventured from his native Kimmeron looking for the adventure that his land-owning family couldn't provide. He had found adventure in Baranur once his money had run out; turning to thievery to survive, he had discovered an aptitude within himself for the occupation. He had used his new skills to propel himself out of the ranks of the trail-side bandit and alleyway cutthroat, becoming something of a specialist in his field. After fifteen years of very hard, very delicate work, he had achieved just the right amount of fame: enough to enable him to get assignments like the one he had received from the man in brown robes, yet not enough to be subject to the constant scrutiny of the law. He liked to think that the complex set of identities he maintained helped in that regard. 
          Ka'en had studied the scroll his employer had given him and copied over the relevant parts before the parchment had destroyed itself, first smoking, then crawling with little snakes of glowing red fire that left only ash in their wake. The information had been thorough and detailed, but had only concerned breaching the particular vault and chest wherein the book lay. It was important information -- information without which he could not have even begun his assignment -- but there were still a great many particulars that would have to be covered before he could put his employer's information to use, such as the fundamental item of gaining entry to the Bardic College in the first place. 
          As Ka'en wandered through the Syloris, pretending to survey the merchandise for sale, his mind was more profitably occupied with fleshing out his only viable idea so far for accomplishing that. He had decided to become one of the servants, either getting himself hired or substituting himself for one of the staff. He knew that servants were usually unnoticed by those who employed them, and a new face would be of no consequence if even remarked. Then, once the inhabitants of the college were asleep, he would slip into the cellars and accomplish his mission. 
          His trip to the Syloris had a purpose other than being seen as Baron Kanning. In one corner of the market, against the walls of the old plaza, was a wooden stall occupied by an old man who seemed to sell rocks. Most who saw the stall with its shelves of oddly-shaped stones simply thought the old man was losing his wits, and humored him. The rest understood that the old man and his nephew were not dealing in rocks. Information was the merchandise being vended there. Ka'en's actual destination was that stall. He needed information on the serving staff of the Bardic College, and Deemis was the one to get it for him. 
          Ka'en had no real interest in anything in the market but his destination, but as intent as he was on his plans he was still aware of his surroundings. There were all sorts of dangers in the crowds of the market, and he had no intention of falling prey to an amateur pick-pocket or worse. 
          As he scanned the crowds, he noticed an object on one of the tables of merchandise. His attention was riveted by the strange sculpture: a half-circle of stone with a jagged edge, as if it was only part of a larger whole, the flat top covered with interlaced lines of gold, silver and glass, and three stylized creatures -- two birds and a cat -- around the edge. He approached the table that the stone fragment rested on and absently noted that there was a gypsy standing behind it. But his focus was on the stone. There was something about it: something compelling, something important ... 
          He reached out and touched the stone, running a finger across the interlaced bands, tracing the outlines of the creatures. There was a humming in his mind that lasted only a moment or so. When it was gone, so was his interest in the stone fragment. He looked up at the gypsy, somewhat bemused at finding himself standing here and not at the information stall. With a curt nod to the proprietor, Ka'en turned and resumed his previous journey. 
          He reached the old man's stall, and picked up one of the more interesting-looking stones. He ran his fingers across one of the rock's flat surfaces, tracing out the shape of a stylized falcon without realizing it. He acknowledged the nods of greeting by Deemis and his nephew; both men knew who he pretended to be and both knew who he really was. 
          He said softly, "I need a rank pendant for a bard. Do you know of one to be had?" 
          Deemis replied, equally softly, "No, but I'll put the word around. What would one be worth, should one be found?" 
          "Five Cues," replied Ka'en, using the slang for Crowns. Five Crowns was a great deal of money, but a bardic rank pendant was a valuable property, and the man in brown had given him a great many Crowns. 
          "Straight," said Deemis. "Check back in, say, three days." 
          "Thank you," Ka'en said. He set down the rock, turned and walked away through the Syloris, mulling over his plan to impersonate a bard as a way to infiltrate the College of Bards. 

[image: image88.png]Talisman 5




          Je'lanthra'en passed through the Syloris Market on her way to an inn on the south side of the city. The tall, fair-haired bard strode like nobility through the noise and bustle of the market, leading her horse. In most cases the crowds made way for her as if she actually was noble, or perhaps even royal; such was the respect normally accorded a bard. Je'en had grown used to that kind of treatment, and took it as a matter of course. She had spent more than fifteen years working herself up to the rank of Eighth-Stave Bard, and she enjoyed the perquisites that came with her position and rank. 
          Je'en was from a small country to the south called Kimmeron, which few people in Baranur had ever heard of and fewer had ever traveled to. She had left at a young age to seek her fortunes as a bard, with a dream of actually studying at the great College of Bards in the far off, fabled city of Magnus. She had reached Magnus, had been accepted into the college due to her musical talent, and had done well for herself ever since. 
          She didn't usually reside in Magnus, preferring to travel throughout Baranur and even into the surrounding countries, though she was seldom able to journey as far as Kimmeron. She had timed her travels to bring her back to Magnus for a meeting of her stave-circle. It was a chance to participate in the workings of the college directly, in that the meeting usually included trials for stave advancement both into the eighth, and out of it. She tried to miss as few as possible. 
          The actual meeting would begin in a few days, and Je'en was looking forward to it. Until then she was keeping herself busy by visiting some of the many inns in the city. In fact she had spent the last six nights in a row out touring the inns, and had intended to stay in this night. But two of her fellow-stavers had only just arrived and had insisted on taking her out. The recommended rendezvous, the Braying Ass, was a gathering place for musicians of all calibers. She was looking forward to spending some time with her friends, but she was also looking forward to the evening's entertainment, of which she intended to be a part. 
          As she passed the selling table of a gypsy, a curiously-carved stone caught her eye. She paused to look at the half-circle of stone that looked as if it was broken off from its other half. She reached out and traced her finger along the gold band as it interlaced with two other bands across the surface of the carving, over and under the silver and glass strands. She noted that the two different animals -- two identically-shaped birds facing each other, and one cat -- on the surface each had one kind of band issuing from its center. The birds seemed to host the glass bands, and the cat the silver band. She wondered what kind of animal the gold bands issued from on the lost portion of the carving. 
          A song drew her attention away from the carving as a troupe of traveling entertainers began their act at the junction of several paths close by the gypsy's table. Je'en listened briefly to the crowd-catching ditty, smiling to herself as she recognized the intent of the bright cadences of the music and the broad rhyme-scheme. When the players had drawn the attention of enough of the passers-by in the market, they began their play. Je'en nodded to them, and continued on her own way to the Braying Ass. The gypsy and his carved stone drifted slowly from her memory, until all she remembered of her passage through the Syloris was the amusing ditty. 


          The applause was nearly deafening, filling the tavern room of the Braying Ass with noise. Je'en joined in, cheering loudly and pounding her fist on the table as her friend Ginlo briefly acknowledged the accolades before walking off of the stage. Ginlo was grinning from ear to ear as she strode calmly to her chair next to Je'en and sat down gracefully. The applause continued even as the next performer took the stage. Je'en leaned over and gave Ginlo a brief hug, congratulating her as best as she could over the noise. Hansek, the other of Je'en's two friends who had invited her out, then did the same, giving his lover Ginlo a hearty hug and a deep kiss. 
          Je'en watched her friends Ginlo and Hansek indulgently; she had introduced them to each other. Both were middle-aged, at least ten years older than she was. Ginlo was dark haired, with brown eyes and a thin face, while Hansek was blond, blue-eyed, and rounder in the face than his lover. Ginlo played a set of minor-pipes, Hansek played a harp, and when they sang together, their harmonies were perfect. 
          Hansek had been an eighth-stave journeyman bard for more than five years, and showed no signs of wanting to move on. Ginlo had just achieved her eighth-stave pendant within the past year, and everyone knew from the struggle she had had that she wasn't going any higher either. Je'en, on the other hand, had plans to be a Master Bard someday. She knew she wasn't ready to take the ninth-stave tests just yet, but she had set her sights on being ready for next year's stave-circle meeting. 
          The lovers separated, smiling satisfied, happy smiles at each other. The audience quieted down finally, and the next performer began. He introduced himself as Bernil, and began strumming the strings of his large-bodied lute. He started singing a familiar, favorite song, and Je'en noticed immediately that his voice was fine enough and steady. As he continued though, she began to notice a few other things: his playing was proficient but not inspired, and there wasn't much heart behind the words he sang. Despite those flaws, Je'en thought that Bernil might have the makings of a bard and she wondered what had kept him out of the college. 
          Bernil's song ended, and the audience again filled the room with the sounds of their approval. Bernil basked in the approbation, bowing again and again. The applause was beginning to sound forced when the lutanist finally exited the stage. 
          No one was waiting to take his place, since the entertainment steward had scheduled a brief rest. Conversations started up as the Braying Ass' waiters began circulating among the tables. The pause had been scheduled at a natural breaking point in the evening: it was approximately the fourth bell of the evening, when the casual revelers picked up and returned home, leaving the dedicated partiers to carry on late into the night. All over the tavern room, patrons were standing, saying their farewells, and heading out the door. 
          Ginlo leaned over to Je'en and said, "Hans and me need to be going, Je'en. We were on the road early; we need our rest. You coming too?" 
          It was the perfect time to leave, and Je'en hadn't even intended to go out that evening in the first place. She was about to say "Yes," but as she blinked, there was a glimmer of gold interlacing with silver and glass behind her eyelids. She paused for a moment like that, eyes closed, trying to remember why that glimmer seemed familiar. When she opened her eyes, Ginlo was saying, "Well, if you're sure. Great evening, straight? Thanks for coming out with us. See you tomorrow!" Ginlo hugged her, and then Hansek dragged her to her feet and hugged her, supplying his own thanks and good wishes, and they were gone. 
          Je'en sat back down, slightly bemused. When had she decided to stay? A waiter came by, and Je'en ordered another ale. The entertainment steward came by, and Je'en put her name down for another set. She decided she'd leave at the next rest break. That would be soon enough. 


          That rest break came and went, and Je'en still sat in the tavern room of the Braying Ass enjoying the entertainment. Another rest break passed, and another and another, but she still didn't leave. Each time she promised herself to take to her saddle and head to her bed that interlacing glimmer appeared behind her eyes, and the moment passed her by. 
          She participated as well. She sang, she played her harp Soft Winds, she joined in with several other musicians a few times during the evening to improvise on favorite melodies and extemporize on famous songs. She acknowledged, but didn't accept, many offers of ale, and she politely rebuffed many offers of company. She was having more than enough fun on her own. 
          Finally, the innkeep cheerfully drove everyone out of his tavern room, either to the rooms upstairs or to their own homes. Je'en found herself upon her horse, contemplating the long path ahead of her. She faced crossing half the city to reach her lodgings in the college before she could slip into her bed. She was exhausted by the excitement of the evening, and was not looking forward to her long, lonely journey. 
          As she rode through the nearly deserted streets of Magnus, she found herself contemplating a change of direction that would substantially shorten her journey. The safest route she could possibly take back to the college would force her to circle around the Fifth Quarter, the slums of the city. Dangerous even in daylight, they were deadly at night. There were, however, three "tunnels" through that quarter where three of the city's major circular avenues lay across its territory. These particular streets -- wide, well-maintained, well-lit, and irregularly patrolled -- were paths of relative safety through the quarter during the day and, perhaps, early evening. Midway between the dark of the night and the first daylight bell, however, there was no safety at all anywhere within the Fifth Quarter. 
          Je'en's first thought upon recalling these "tunnels" was that she would take one and shorten her journey, and caution be hanged. She was a bard, after all; who would attack her? Her green cloak, the silver-embossed harp case on her back, the harp on yellow on green of her horse's trappings, were all the armor she needed. 
          Then good sense tried to change her mind. Alone in the middle of the Fifth Quarter, even one of the legendary heroes of the Shadow Wars would have been at peril of their life. King Haralan himself wouldn't dare venture along Principine Avenue in the utter depths of blackest night. Why should she feel herself exempt from the dangers of everyday life in the city of Magnus? 
          With another flash of interwoven gold, silver, and glass, her bardic fearlessness reasserted itself. She was a bard, and a bard went where she needed, when she needed. Her rank and status would protect her from random violence. What else did she need to fear? 
          Decided, she turned her horse's head toward Principine Avenue and the shortest way home. 


          Bellen was a rogue, and had no need to be anything else. He didn't play dress up and pretend to be nobility. He didn't dream of owning merchant fleets, or rental properties, or even of leading others like himself. He picked pockets. He broke into shops. He snatched-and-ran. He attacked unwise travelers for both profit and fun. 
          Bellen was the first to hear of the offer of five Crowns for a bardic rank pendant because he was just around the corner when the offer was made. Bellen knew that Kane -- the name he knew Ka'en by -- was a thief, but a different kind of thief than he was. There was only one reason Kane would want a rank pendant: he wanted to pretend to be a singer, a bard. That was what Kane did, pretend. Bellen wondered what Kane needed to be a singer for, but he was more interested in the five Cues. 
          As he walked away from Deemis' information-stall, Bellen came across a gypsy selling some things. He noticed a strange sculpture on the table briefly: it looked like a half-circle of stone with interwoven metal and some animals on top. And then he noticed a little girl, almost a toddler, about to cut the purse-strings of the wrong noble. She held a huge knife with some skill, but what she had in dexterity she lacked in common sense. Bellen was a bad man, but he didn't like to see such a promising life of crime cut short so swiftly. 
          As he raced over to save her from her own folly, he was also thinking that it had been some time since he and his friends had set upon an unwary traveler. Perhaps they would find one that night. 


          Bells didn't ring to count time in the Fifth Quarter, but Bellen still knew it was very late. He was tired to his bones, and it was so late that even the chance of mayhem could hardly keep him awake. 
          Skar sat across from him in the alley on the edge of Principine Avenue, well within the Fifth Quarter. Skar was their leader. The rest of Skar's boys were deeper in the alley: Deggr, Han, Morl and Charet, all tough men of the street who'd never done a day's honest work. 
          Bellen was nervous. He'd given Skar the idea to ambush a traveler and somehow convinced him to do it right away, but it looked like they weren't going to get to put Skar's plan into action. They had been waiting so long that none of them were being quiet any more. They all sat ass-flat on the ground, fidgeting, looking bored and mean. Han and Morl were whispering to each other, and Skar hadn't shushed them in a while. Bellen knew he'd catch it from them all for steering them into spending such a dull night unless something happened, and soon. Skar kept looking at Bellen, and every time Bellen just kept reassuring his leader that they should wait just a little longer. 
          Skar was rising, ignoring Bellen's hissed "Wait!", when the sound of hoofbeats echoed by. Skar's quick sideways glance, full of questions, made a shiver run down Bellen's back. Had he known? If so, how? 
          All six men rose to their feet, then crouched in readiness. Deggr, the quickest of them all, took a position in front of Skar and Bellen, ready to do his part. 
          When the rider came into view, however, everyone sighed in disappointment. It was clear that the horseman was a bard. Every piece of tack on the horse had the distinctive yellow-haloed harp on green mark. No one but a singer would wear a cloak of that style and shade of green. Even his utter confidence as he rode slowly down the street pointed up the obvious. 
          Bellen saw, and somehow wasn't surprised. Skar saw, and began to signal Deggr that the ambush was canceled. Bellen hurriedly whispered, "No, wait! 'S just one guy, singer or no. We c'n take 'im! Six ta one, and he don't even got a weapon out. Let's do it, Skar. Think about the braggin' we could do!" 
          Skar looked that look at him again, and Bellen knew there'd be questions later. But the singer was moving, and the decision had to be made. Skar made it. "We go," he said. 
          The horse and rider reached the alley and Deggr leapt, knocking the rider clean off his horse. Morl grabbed the reins of the horse fast and secured it as the rest rushed from the alley, swords out and ready. Bellen saw the rider somehow land on Deggr, then recover very quickly. In the same way he had somehow known that there would be someone coming eventually, Bellen was not shocked when the rider threw back his cloak to draw his sword and revealed that he was actually a woman. 
          They closed around the singer, and the melee began. Soon, Deggr regained his feet and joined in. The fight was fast, but not as one-sided as Bellen expected. Blades flashed and rang together, and first Han fell bloody to the ground, and then Charet joined him. The singer got her share: a bloody scratch to her face, a deep stab to her thigh and finally, Bellen's own blade found its way under her right bracer, cutting deep into her wrist. She dropped her blade and sank to the ground, weak from blood loss and pain. 
          Skar's boys looted the horse, but found almost nothing in the saddlebags. They naturally turned to their victim, and took her cloak and her harp. Deggr picked up her sword, and Bellen removed her jewelry: one ring, an ear dangle, and the rank pendant. 
          Skar was still unhappy; the frown on his face was clear. Bellen caught the gleam in his leader's eye when he stood over their victim and said, "Pretty. A little more money from the slavers, to make up for the trouble we've had wit' you." 
          Bellen shook his head. That wasn't right somehow, not slavers. Then his own eyes gleamed with an idea. He said, "She'll take too much time, be too much trouble, Skar! I know someone'll give us five Cues for this 'ere neck-chain -- 'e needs it for a job 'e's got: 'personatin' a singer, it is. Five Crowns' more'n we'd get fer her and all the rest o' her stuff, plus she killed Han, and probably Charet, too. Let's kill 'er, Skar! Real slow like, too."

Bellen watched eagerly as, after a moment to think on it, Skar drew his knife and knelt down beside the woman. He watched red chase silver as his leader slid the blade casually across her neck. The blood spilled down her throat and onto her tunic, and the singer's eyes, blinking open and shut 'til now, closed for good. 
          Morl and Deggr dragged the body partway into one of the alleys on the other side of the avenue, laughing at their victory and making crude comments about what they were going to do to her before she got too cool. Suddenly, the night was filled with the low honking sound of a specific kind of horn. Someone in the Fifth Quarter was warning that one of the rare city patrols was on its way. 
          The rogues scattered, taking their loot with them. As Bellen ran his separate way into the quarter, he thought about how he was going to dispose of the pendant. He thought about taking it right to Kane in the morning, so he wouldn't have to pay Deemis' finder's fee. He also wondered whether Kane might give him six or seven Cues for the pendant; Skar only knew about five, so couldn't ask for a split of more than that, now could he? 




Talisman Five
Part 3

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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great deal of attention had been paid to the fashioning of the entrance hall of the College of Bards in Magnus. The outer doors were massive: tall, wide and thick. Their inner faces were intricately carved with figures of dancing musical instruments interspersed with fruits and vines. The space they opened onto was in scale with those doors; the expansive floor was patterned with the star-and-harp symbol of the college surrounded by the twelve symbols of rank, from apprentice to master bard, and all ten journeyman ranks in between. Overhead hung a large chandelier consisting of a metal wheel which supported translucent globes of glass in various sizes and colors, all glowing brightly. 
          The walls of the vestibule bore pillared arches that almost reached the ceiling. Within each arch was an intricate mosaic of rolling countryside, forever locked in springtime, with flowering orchards, blooming gardens and country estates in the distance. The effect was that the room was actually a porch in some bucolic location which, by inference, transported the entire college there as well. 
          The single door that allowed access to the college itself was much smaller than the exterior doors it stood opposite, much more human-sized and less ornate, bearing only the star-and-harp symbol carved into its surface. 
          When the outer doors swung open, SongWarder Jepar didn't have far to go to come to attention. Jepar took his reception duties seriously, especially when stationed in the Bardic College's vestibule. He always made sure that his blue tunic was draped perfectly over his large frame and that his white hose were never wrinkled. His red sash of office was always smooth, cutting a straight line from his right shoulder to his left hip. He was the first person someone entering the college would see, and he was determined to be worthy of the setting. 
          The man walking through the massive outer doors was tall, with sandy-brown hair swept back from his heart-shaped face. His eyes were wide and brown, his cheek bones were high, and his mouth and chin were both narrow. He wore the green cloak of a bard, and Jepar could see the strap of what was probably an instrument case across his chest. As the man strode confidently toward him, the cloak opened and Jepar saw the rank pendant hanging from his neck. 
          Satisfied that the man was allowed to enter by that single credential, Jepar bowed and said, "Welcome to the College in Magnus, my lord." He shifted his weight onto the pressure plate in the floor that caused the inner door to open, and continued with the ritual phrase, "Enter, and may all your needs be fulfilled within." 
          The bard began to walk through the inner doors, but paused and turned to Jepar. "Perhaps you can assist me, brother," he said. "A friend of mine, a traveling companion for a time, said she might be here this month. I was wondering if you knew whether Je'lanthra'en was, indeed, here?" 
          Jepar's properly formal expression wilted into one of sorrow. Another one who hadn't heard, and a fellow eighth-staver too, by his rank pendant. 
          He said, "I am sorry, my lord, to be the one to tell you this. Lady Je'en is in the city, but she has suffered an accident. Not quite a sennight ago, in the Fifth Quarter. Her injuries were severe, and she is being tended by Master Enowan at Crown Castle. Did you know her well?" 
          Jepar watched the bard's face display sorrow as well. The man said, "Yes, brother, I knew her well. I am sorrowed to hear of this. I leave again on the morrow, but perhaps I will delay long enough to pay her a visit. Thank you for the news, brother." 
          The bard walked into the college, shaking his head in sorrow. Jepar let the inner doors close behind him, shaking his own head at the astonishing attack. How could the streets of the Crown City of Baranur not be safe for a bard to ride? Jepar unconsciously smoothed his tunic and sash, and resumed his ready stance, waiting for the next visitor to the College of Bards. 


          The seneschal of the College of Bards was in charge of the mundane, day-to-day details of keeping the college working. These included overseeing the staff, keeping track of the stores, and assigning rooms to scheduled classes and sudden guests. A thousand and one routine details a day, and at times two thousand and two unexpected details as well. 
          Seneschal Efezha thrived on the challenge. She was methodical, organized, confident, and had been seneschal for twenty-five years. Her office was small and surprisingly uncluttered, containing only a desk and two chairs. On the wall hung a small plaque, presented to her by the head of the college upon her twentieth year of service. It was the only personal possession in the office. 
          When the bard entered her office, Seneschal Efezha looked up to see a tall young man with high cheekbones and wide brown eyes. His hair was light brown, almost blond, and pulled back from his forehead. Efezha's eyes automatically went to the rank pendant hanging from his neck, since she didn't recognize him as a resident. Assured of the propriety of his presence, she efficiently waited for him to make his request rather than trying to guess. 
          "Greetings, madame seneschal," he began in a smooth, cultured voice. "My name is Kethseir. I have just arrived, and would like a room for the night. My duties will take me away again tomorrow, so no long term arrangements are necessary." 
          Efezha opened the single book that rested on the desk. She flipped through the pages until she found the right section. She said, "A room will be no trouble; such a request seldom is. Still, had you arrived in time for your meeting, there would have been less of a choice. Delayed on the road, eh Kethseir?" 
          She glanced up, puzzled by the bard's silence in response to her idle question. Kethseir looked puzzled, as if groping for an answer to a question he didn't understand. "Perhaps the word never reached you then. The annual meeting of eighth-stavers was three days ago. Little business transpired, and the gathered bards began departing yesterday. I hope you had no business to transact." 
          Understanding flowed onto Kethseir's face. "Oh, yes. That was this month? I thought it was in Seber! And yes, I was delayed, else I would have arrived in time to be surprised by my own lack of memory." He chuckled, and Efezha went back to checking for rooms. 
          "Room 214, in the guest wing," she said finally. "No one else is on the second floor, so you have the bathing room to yourself. Dinner is at ninth bell, so you have time to refresh yourself beforehand. As always, if you need anything, just ring the bell. Do you require anything else?" 
          Kethseir shook his head. "No, madame seneschal. All I need is a bed for the night, though a meal would be welcome too. Thank you." 
          As Kethseir left, Efezha took a charcoal stick from the drawer of the desk and made the notation that room 214 was occupied. Organization was the key to keeping things running smoothly, organization and attention to details. She shook her head briefly at the idea that a bard would forget the month of his rank meeting like that. She had a suspicion that Kethseir hadn't misremembered the date of his meeting. Perhaps he had not wanted to attend for some reason. Still, that was none of her concern. If Kethseir was in trouble with his rank, it was for someone else to deal with. 


          The dining hall of the College of Bards was vast, and largely undecorated. This allowed it to be dressed according to any special occasion that warranted it. No such occasion loomed, so the room's bare wooden walls and stone pillars were visible. 
          The quarter of the room closest to the kitchens was divided from the rest by curtains. Only in that quarter of the room were the lamps and chandeliers lit. Tables were arranged in the room to form two rough horseshoe-shapes set perpendicular to each other, open mouth toward open mouth, leaving a large space empty for performing in. Tables also lined one wall, upon which the kitchen staff placed the food and wine. The diners then served themselves on informal occasions such as this one. 
          Seated at one outer corner of the right-hand horseshoe was a young man with short, ash-blond hair, pale skin, grass-green eyes and a large nose. Despite the nose, he was very handsome, and despite his youth, he had become very used to being very handsome. 
          He was dressed to show himself off. His tunic was well cut, with embroidery at the collar and elaborately faced dagging at the sleeves. The tunic was short, ending just barely below his waist in more, if shorter, dags, revealing his long legs clad in elegant hose, with a codpiece that was only slightly stuffed. 
          He had more to be proud of than his looks and his semi-stuffed codpiece. He was only twenty-one summers old, and already he wore the rank pendant of a sixth stave journeyman bard, more than halfway to the tenth and highest rank before mastery was granted. His talent seemed, even to him, almost supernatural. He could play any instrument within a bell of picking it up for the first time, and his voice had made master bards take notice. No one doubted that one day Nakaz would be numbered among the ranks of those master bards. 
          Sitting next to Nakaz, and just as often in his lap, was Shorel, a fellow bard. She was ten years older than Nakaz and one rank higher than him. But she cheerfully admitted that she was not more talented than him. Shorel was half a foot shorter than Nakaz's six-foot, half-a-hand height, with long, lustrously brown hair that hung down her back. The eyes in her narrow face were brown and her nose was small, but her lips were very full and red. Her body was fit and lushly curved, as her own tunic and hose revealed. She had never been as pretty, even ten years ago, as Nakaz was now, but her self-confidence made her equally attractive. 
          The first serving trays of dinner had been set out not long before, and Nakaz and Shorel were busy switching between kisses and bites of the appetizers. They talked as well, to each other and to their neighbors at table, with the easy camaraderie of life-long friends, though Nakaz had not known most of those he conversed with for more than three days. Shorel was the exception; he had known her for two years, and relished the times their paths crossed long enough for them to be together. 
          Nakaz loved Shorel in his own way, but he certainly wasn't in love with her. He couldn't imagine committing to a family with her, for example. There was something missing in their relationship: nothing he could put into words, but definitely something missing. She was fun to be with, good in bed, a talented bard ... but not someone he could spend the rest of his life with. [image: image89.png]



          He'd had other lovers; quite a few, despite his meager years. None had ever been more than temporary pleasure, no matter how long the relationship had lasted. None had ever satisfied that certain longing inside of him, that something that would take him beyond momentary pleasure into life-long satisfaction. 
          Nakaz sighed momentarily, wondering what it was he was searching for. Then he put it out of his mind to concentrate on the moment. He leaned over against Shorel, who was talking to her neighbor about an instrument maker she knew of. She leaned back without a pause in her conversation, and Nakaz smiled. He put his hand on her thigh and started sliding it slowly, teasingly, up and up and up. Which was when the man walked into the room. 
          That man was tall, thin, and good looking. He had light brown hair, wide brown eyes, and a narrow chin that set off his high cheekbones. He wore a white linen shirt under a tightly-laced leather jerkin that showed off the development of his chest and waist admirably. He wore tight riding trousers, with leather from waist to crotch, and then only on the inside of the legs down to the high boots he had on. The lower body that those trousers displayed was as impressive as his chest and abdomen. The only jewelry he wore was a pendant of rank, but he was too far away for Nakaz to tell what stave it represented. 
          Nakaz's hand ceased to move on Shorel's thigh. His eyes tracked the towheaded bard as he walked over to an empty chair at the end of the same horseshoe Nakaz sat at. The newcomer just sat there for a moment, as if resting, before rising again and moving toward the trays of food on the sideboard. 
          As Nakaz watched the confident stride of the newcomer, he faintly heard a "Hey!" from next to him. Then, the word was repeated, accompanied by someone taking hold of his chin and turning his gaze away from the man. He refocused on Shorel, who was chuckling ruefully. 
          "Hey, boyo, you're with me tonight, straight? Stop that drooling!" She glanced over toward the object of Nakaz's sudden interest and said, "Yes, he's cute, and if you weren't going to be spending the night in my room I'd go after him too. But you promised me one night, and I leave tomorrow. So you'll just have to do without him for now." 
          Nakaz kissed Shorel, closing his eyes to prevent them from ogling the man as he walked back toward his seat. Leaning forward almost out of his chair, nose to nose with her, staring her earnestly in the eyes, he said, "Yes, I promised, and yes I will be in your bed tonight. I wouldn't miss it for an early mastery-test!" He kissed her again, and then, with a twinkle of mischief in his eye, said, "I don't suppose you might consider a threesome?" 
          She growled at him, and swatted him back into his chair. She grabbed for her cup and tipped it threateningly over his head. "Maybe this will cool you down enough to be satisfied with only me tonight!" she said with a laugh in her voice and in her eyes. 
          "No, no! This is my best tunic!" he said in mock-horror, just as much laughter in his own eyes. Even as young as he was, he knew better than to offend someone as dear to him as Shorel over someone he knew nothing about. He guided her cup back to the table, and kissed her once again, murmuring racy promises in her ear. As the kitchen staff brought out the next course amid a swell of noise and clattering serving trays, he and Shorel settled back down to dinner. 
          Despite his promises, which were heartfelt, he couldn't bring himself to totally ignore the man who had so captured his attention. He learned that the man was named Kethseir, and was an eighth-stave bard. He was too far away to overhear any of the conversation the man made, but later in the evening when it was Kethseir's turn to perform, Nakaz found himself disappointed by the level of vocal talent he displayed. His first thought was that this man was no eighth-stave bard! His second thought, swift on the heels of the first, was that perhaps his talent was in other areas. Nakaz had also learned early on not to try to measure someone's abilities against his own. Nearly every performance Nakaz had ever heard had contained some flaw or other that he had felt no one could possibly miss, only to find that no one else noticed. Perhaps this was another such case. 
          The residents and guests at dinner seemed to appreciate Kethseir's voice more than Nakaz could, and he was given much applause and cheering when his song was finished. Nakaz continued to woo Shorel, and to intermittently stare at Kethseir hungrily. It was a hunger he had felt before, and he knew it was nothing more than idle lust. He knew he could put that aside easily enough, and had done so before when circumstances didn't allow him to pursue the objects of his fancy the way his promise to Shorel bound him now. 
          Nakaz was disappointed when, shortly after the fourth and penultimate course was served, Kethseir rose somewhat unsteadily from his chair and left the dining room. He learned that the man had been a little drunk and tired from his journey, which would resume the next day. Nakaz made himself a promise to rise early and contrive to meet Kethseir as he was leaving, to try and make an impression on him if he could. Then, he returned his attention fully to his partner for the night, lavishing on her all of the passion she deserved, and much that Kethseir had aroused in him as well. 


          Much later that night, Nakaz followed Shorel into room 332 of the guest wing. His arms were around her waist and he was kissing her neck, to much giggling and sighing. Once they were inside, she slipped out of his arms, shut the door, and flung her arms wide, saying, "Welcome to my domain!" 
          The rooms in the guest wing were all almost alike. They were large enough for the bed, flanked by two armoires, and a sitting area by the fireplace that consisted of two chairs and a small table between them. One of the armoires was meant for clothes, the other for instruments. A washstand was situated between the two small windows opposite the door, even though there was a bathing room at the end of every hall. 
          Shorel had taken the time to personalize the room, even though she had only spent a sennight in it. Two small figurines of birds sat on the mantelpiece between a matched set of candlesticks made from antlers. There was an intricately embroidered and quilted blanket thrown over the back of one of the chairs. A portrait of a handsome man and a dog, made out of shaped wood, hung on the door of one of the armoires. 
          Nakaz knew which decorations belonged in the room because his own room at the other end of the hall had them too: the lit lantern on the mantelpiece, the bowl of fruit on the table, the vase on the washstand. There were no personalizing touches in Nakaz's room. He preferred to remember that this wasn't home, no matter how many years he had spent here long ago as student, apprentice, and journeyman bard. It made it easier for him to leave. 
          He looked around the room, taking inventory of the items he remembered, and noticing the new ones. He had just noticed a large, wedge-shaped, oddly-carved stone on the table by the bowl of grapes when he was grabbed and hugged from behind. He squirmed and wriggled his way around and grabbed back, to find his arms around a completely naked Shorel. 
          He squeezed, hugging her tight. She returned the hug, and giggled in his ear, then danced backward until they were a double-arm-length apart, just holding hands. Nakaz ran his eyes over her revealed charms, tracing the hills and valleys made more mysterious by the shadows cast [image: image90.png](et those rags off!
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by the lantern. Her teeth glinted in her smile as she stepped back two more paces, dropping his hands and striking a pose. She ran her own eyes appraisingly across his still-clothed form, then asked, "Do you like? Ah, I see you have either stuffed another stocking into your cod-piece, or you *do* like! What are you waiting for, boyo? Get those rags off! You're wasting time!" 
          Nakaz laughed, charmed as usual by her casual attitude. He undid the buckle of his leather belt and tossed it aside. But as his hands went back for the cloth belt that held up his hose, he found himself increasingly distracted. For while the utterly displayed, undeniably lush charms of Shorel were in front of him, there was something behind him that was calling to him even louder. 
          Unable to resist the strange urge, he turned around and took a closer look at the stone on the table. He first noticed that it wasn't just a carving, it was some kind of amalgamated sculpture; it also seemed to be broken. It looked like the original had been circular, and this was a wedge-shaped third of it as indicated by the two straight sides angled from each other, and the curve of the single rounded side. 
          On the flat upper face of the object were interlaced bands of silver and gold metal, and one band of glass. The interwoven bands seemed to take up what had been the center of the original whole, while along the curved edge were carved two animals, a cat and a fox. Two of the types of bands seemed to originate from the center of these animals, the silver and the gold respectively. 
          Nakaz felt Shorel snuggle up against him again, as he gazed at the stone. She said, "Do you like it? I just received it recently. It has been in my mother's family for some time. When I went home for her funeral two months ago, I found that she had left it for me. It must have been important to her, but I'd never seen it before. I wonder what it used to be?" 
          Nakaz had slipped his arm around Shorel's naked waist. When she mentioned her mother's funeral, he had given her a supportive squeeze, and made appropriate mutterings. They had caught each other up on their time apart days ago, and he had learned then of her mother's death. He had made all of the appropriate, and heart-felt, responses of affection and support at that time, which was just as well as his response now was automatic and he didn't even realize he had made it. 
          Nakaz reached out to touch the carved cat, and then trace several of the silver bands as they looped over and under the gold and glass bands, and then up to the broken edges of the fragment. He wondered what it had been, too, and he wondered why it seemed so important to him. There was something about the fragment, like he had seen it before, like it was part of him somehow. It pulled at him, insisting that he pick it up and take it away with him. As much as he wanted to do that, he knew he couldn't. It was Shorel's, something of her recently departed mother. It wasn't his, and he could neither take it nor ask for it. But, as used as he was to resisting temptations, this time it was much, much harder. 
          Suddenly, Shorel was between him and the stone, staring into his face with an expression of mixed hurt and puzzlement. Nakaz realized that he had been completely ignoring her for far too long, especially since she was naked. He leaned forward and kissed her, pulling her toward him and running his hands down her back to her taut behind, which he gave a playful squeeze, making her squeal, then laugh. He whispered in her ear, "I'm sorry, dear, I've been ... distracted." 
          She pulled away and said, "I should say so, boyo. At least I could understand when it was that pretty Kethseir dragging your awareness from me, but distracted by a stone? That's a little insulting, don't you think?" 
          Nakaz realized that she was right, and there was no way he could explain the strange attraction he felt toward that stone. He sputtered, trying to come up with some placating words, but was rescued by Shorel. 
          "So," she said in a tone that told him to forget everything but this moment. She continued, "Are you going to strip, or should I just unfasten your codpiece and you can do me up against the wall like some Melrin festival assignation?" 
          Nakaz laughed loudly, relieved that his inattention had been forgiven. He shrugged himself out of his tunic, and found his hands joined by Shorel's at his waist, fumbling at the hose's cloth belt. Soon the hose lay with the tunic and leather belt in a corner of the room, along side only a small codpiece-stuffing stocking. Shorel exclaimed, as she usually did, about the purely natural codpiece stuffing now revealed, and Nakaz laughed again. Then he picked her up, carried her over to her bed, and threw her into it. He paused, looking at her fetching disarray. He almost glanced back at the table before joining her, but he resisted the urge, not wanting to hurt her again. 
          Fortunately for both of them, the demands of their coupling were enough to keep Nakaz's mind focused on the activity at hand. It couldn't stop, however, the image of a carved cat and silver bands eclipsing the sight of her beneath him from time to time. 


          In the darkest part of the night, a man dressed from mask to boot in black slipped out of room 214 in the guest wing. Silent as a ghost, he made his way to the cellars of the College of Bards. Using information supplied by his employer, he located one specific vault. Using the keys also supplied, he worked the complicated mechanical ritual that found him the correct keyhole, and he opened the door and entered the vault that had not been entered in decades. 
          The room was filled with chests, but he only had keys for one. He found that chest, and, using the secret keyhole, opened it as well. He removed tray after tray of books until the chest seemed empty. Knowing better, he revealed the hidden compartment and used the last key to set free the books secured there. 
          He needed only one of the books he had revealed. He picked up the one bound in light-colored leather. Comparing the flowing drawings with the image that his employer had supplied him with, he made sure they were the same. He had been informed that the drawings, vaguely sticklike, were some kind of ancient language, and that they spelled out "The Tome of the Yrmenweald". He had the right book, but the name meant no more to him than the copulating-rat drawings had. 
          The thief, who had masqueraded as the bard Kethseir, placed the trays of books back in the chest and closed it. He left the vault, closing it behind him, and ghosted back to his room. He dressed again in his leather riding clothes, placing the black clothing and the book in his empty harp case. Then he waited. 
          Half a bell before dawn, bard Kethseir left his room and then the college. Only a couple of servants noted his passage, but did not remark upon it, as it was common for bards to travel at need or whim, at any bell, day or night. 
          Nakaz was sorry to have missed his hoped-for rendezvous with the handsome bard, but decided that the meeting was fated not to be. 
          The theft went completely unnoticed. 


          Skar didn't often spend time in the Fighting Unicorns. Not because he couldn't afford it -- Sir Hawk's "philanthropy", as many called it, meant that almost anyone could afford a decent meal there -- but because it wasn't his kind of place. It had too clean of a reputation, despite the kinds of transactions that went on there. Skar didn't really feel comfortable in a bar unless there were wood splinters of broken chairs and tables on the floor, and at least one bloodstain on the wall. 
          He was there now because a friend had told him that Baron Kanning had returned and was staying there. Baron Kanning had been away for a few days, and Skar thought he knew why and, what's more, why he had returned. 
          Five days past, Bellen, one of Skar's little band of cutthroats and thieves, had come up with the idea to waylay a traveler in the Fifth Quarter. By happenstance or ill-luck, Principine Avenue had been singularly deserted that night until the singer had happened along. 
          It wasn't until they had ambushed and disabled her that Skar learned why Bellen had urged them to continue with the attack. It had all been for the rank pendant she wore. 
          Skar had had no trouble slitting the girl's throat. He had never liked singers, who seemed to have privilege denied honest working folk like him just because they could manage a tune, or pluck the strings of an instrument. But he had never really thought to attack one as they also enjoyed noble protection, another perquisite they got that he didn't. But as much pleasure as killing her had been, the five Cues that Bellen said he could get for the rank pendant was worth even more. 
          Bellen had told him that it was Kane wanted the pendant. Kane, who sometimes pretended to be Baron Kanning. Kane, who played roles, and put on airs, who thought himself better than the likes of Skar. Kane, who had been away for some few days, likely planning whatever escapade he needed the pendant for. If Kane had been willing to pay five whole Crowns for the pendant, then he had to be getting much, much more for whatever he had been hired to steal. Skar was as sure of all of that supposition as he was that Kane was here now to deliver the goods and receive his payment. Which explained Skar's presence. 
          Kane, in the role of Baron Kanning, had descended the stairs from the inn's upstairs rooms some time ago, carrying a satchel. He had taken one of the privacy booths at the back of the taproom, and had been there since. Skar sat, sipping his ale slowly, and waited for the inevitable to happen. 
          Everyone noticed when the prostitute walked in. Male eyes followed her as she walked across the room, Skar's included. A few appreciative whistles sounded from the corners, but no one accosted her as they would have in one of Skar's preferred haunts. She slipped into Kane's booth, and closed the curtain across its front. 
          As the normal chatter of the room started up again, Skar's first thought was, "Lucky cur!" And then he reconsidered. Maybe Kane wasn't the only one playing dress-up, eh? He decided to keep his eyes on that booth. 
          After a short while, the curtain slid open again, and the woman slid gracefully out, stood, and then leaned back in to give Kane a little kiss. As she walked to the door, throwing a "See you later," back over her shoulder, many eyes followed her swaying hips out the door. Skar was tempted, but he kept his eyes fastened like the proprietor's namesake on Kane's booth. 
          Skar's perseverance was rewarded. As Kane stared in a daze, Skar saw an open bag of gold coins sitting on the table in front of him. Skar smiled a mean little smile as Kane recovered himself and quickly snatched the bag off of the table. Skar slowly drank the rest of his ale, and then rose from his table. He strolled across the taproom and slid into Kane's booth just as the prostitute had. 
          "Greetings, Kane," he said. "Any good business come your way lately?" Smugness seemed to drip from his every word. 
          Kane maintained his put-on noble air as he replied, "What business might it be of yours, Skar?" 
          "Well, friend Kane, perhaps we could share a little of that gold you just got from that fancy whoor as just left. You know, share the wealth, yes?" 
          Skar watched Kane's pose slip a little as he realized he had been foolish. It was only a matter of time now, but Kane would probably put up a little more fight. 
          "What makes you think that she brought me that gold, and why should I share it in any case?" 
          Just as predicted, thought Skar. He had been rehearsing this part of the encounter all night. "I know she brought it because you didn't have it when you came down them stairs earlier. And, 'cause if you had that much money, you wouldn't be staying here, now would you? 
          "And, we should share, 'cause I know something that the town guard just might like to hear. I don't know just what that tart wanted you to do in the singers' school, but I know that you bought a singer's pendant from Bellen. And if they check real careful, I bet they find something missing, eh? 
          "'Course, my yearning to do my civic duty just might be subverted with enough gold ..." 
          Kane seemed to realize that Skar had the upper hand. There was only one sane thing for the caught thief to do. Skar gave his ultimatum. "I think about half of what's in that black bag there should keep my mouth shut -- for a while at least, eh?" 
          Resignation filled Kane's voice as he capitulated. "I guess I have no choice, friend Skar. How about a little privacy though, so no one else decides that they need a little of my hard-won gold?" Kane reached over and pulled the privacy curtain closed again, shutting them in together. That suited Skar; he didn't want to share with any more people than he had to either. 
          Kane lifted the bag of coins back onto the table and began to count them out slowly. Skar just had to touch those Cues, and he reached over to grab some to keep himself occupied while the royal sum was divided. As he grabbed a few of the gold coins, Kane's hands passed over his hands and he felt something brush across the back of his fingers. It was such a slight sensation and the Cues glittered so enticingly that he forgot about it immediately. 
          As Kane continued to count, Skar watched the pile that was his grow larger and larger. He tried to imagine what he could do with that many Cues -- maybe buy a castle for himself, and become a bandit-baron or something. As he fondled the few Crowns he had grabbed early, he realized that whatever grand dreams he might be able to realize with half of those Cues, he could do twice as good with all of them. He then began to work out just how he was going to extort the rest of Kane's bounty from him. 
          Then something strange began to happen. Kane's words seemed to slur and be drawn out. He was counting slower and slower. Skar then felt a tingling all over, and he found that he couldn't move his feet at all, nor his hands.y

Sudden realization dawned -- Kane had surprised him. Kane, the proper gentleman thief, the player of genteel roles -- Kane had poisoned him! His head jerked up and he tried to force out a sentence through already stiffening jaws, but all the farther he got was "What did y ..." before his muscles wouldn't obey him any more. 
          Skar knew this poison. He knew he was in for a lingering death. His eyes, frozen open and beginning to burn, watched as Kane retrieved his coins and stashed them back in his bag. Then, Kane took his own tankard and put it between Skar's hands, placing his hands around it, settling his fingers properly as if he was actually gripping the vessel. As Kane bent Skar's neck so that his eyes now only looked into the tankard, the gutter-thief was surprised to note the look of disappointment on his killer's face, and he realized that Kane was sorry he had been forced to this extreme. 
          Somehow, the thought didn't comfort Skar as he died. 
          Ka'lochra'en, however, might have been comforted if he had known that the man his hidden, poisoned dagger had killed had been the man who had slit his cousin Je'en's windpipe, ending her bardic career and forcing her into a new life. 




Talisman Six
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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here were no ill omens that morning as I rode into the tiny village of Densur. No grey hawks flying upside down, no bucks heying around two birch trees, no hedgehogs parading backwards along the hedgerows. I suppose it is presumptuous of me to expect such obvious warnings, as the tragedy to come was not so great as to threaten the very crown of Baranur. Yet I would have liked to have had the time to prepare myself. 
          So I, Bard Nakaz, rode into Densur all unknowing on that morning in late Firil. The spring had been a warm one, and the mid-morning sun was warm and comfortable on my back. Word of my arrival had preceded me. The farmers I had passed on the road had easily picked out the star-and-harp design on my saddlebags and other tack, and had sent others running ahead of me with the news. As I entered the small market square at the edge of Densur there was already a crowd of people gathered to cheer my arrival. 
          I dismounted and had to fend off a handful of youngsters who each wanted the honor of taking my horse, Riesta, to the only stable in town. I chose the oldest of them to hand her reins to, asking the lad to wait a moment while I fetched a small scroll case from one of the saddlebags. 
          As I waved the youngster to take Riesta away and get her settled, a man approached. He was short and balding, wore an apron about his waist and carried a rag in one hand. He bowed to me like I wore a coronet and said, "Good bard, my wife is even now preparing the best room our humble inn can offer, and it will be ready for you in just a moment." 
          A racket started up just then, someone indignantly shouting about being rousted from their bed. I looked over the innkeeper's shoulder as he made every promise he could think of to me as long as I would consent to play in his taproom that evening. I saw an angry-looking man dressed in nightclothes stomping out of a doorway over which swung a painted sign of a pig with wings. He was yelling angrily about how he had been expecting to stay abed 'til midday in such a quiet, sleepy village. He was followed by a willowy woman with long, mouse-brown hair and reddened hands, who was trying to calm him down. 
          The recently-roused man plowed into the crowded market square, heading straight for the innkeeper. Suddenly, he halted his progress, a confused look on his face. He looked around at all the people, then noticed my horse being led away. I saw his eyes widen as he saw the star-and-harp symbol of a bard embossed on the leather it bore. His shoulders slumped as his confusion changed to resignation. He turned around and was led back into the inn by the innkeeper's wife, who was patting him on the back in consolation. 
          I realized as I watched him retreat in defeat that the inn probably only had a single, separate sleeping room. Densur was so small that I was lucky it had an inn; I often ended up sharing houses with the village headman. The innkeeper had decided that my needs preceded those of whomever had been staying in the inn's room -- most likely a merchant out gathering spring wares. 
          I reassured the innkeeper that I was looking forward to playing and singing later in his taproom. Then I asked, "And now, could you kindly direct me to the local crier, so that I can be about the business of my visit?" 
          "Oh, yes, of course, mi'lord bard. Crier Jeffith's shop is just over there." The innkeeper pointed, and I picked out the small brass trumpet hanging on a green square next to one of the doors that flanked the market square. I thanked the man, who was beginning to annoy me slightly with the way he was fawning over me. I tried to control my irritation. After all, I would probably bring him more business that night than he would normally get in all of the months between spring thaw and Melrin. 
          I finally broke away from the man and headed over to the crier's shop with my small case of scrolls. As a bard, I had several duties that took me from village to town to city, all across the kingdom. One of those duties was the carrying of news. Whether from the king to all of his subjects, or from duke or baron, or from hamlet to hamlet, bards disseminated news. 
          We weren't the only ones. Anyone who traveled took stories with them from place to place, from person to person. But those were just gossip: campfire stories embellished or turned inside out to entertain, or to prove the teller's point. Bards tell the truth. Sometimes not all of the truth, sometimes only the truth as we know it, but in our official capacity, we never lie. 
          In my scroll case I carried the current news from the crown, as well as from Duke Othuldane, in whose demesne Densur was located. I had not yet visited the area's baron, but expected the local crier to have any news from him. 
          The job of a town crier was to be a central point that people could come to and receive any announcements and news of import. They also served to keep the records for the area as well as making sure they were carried to the ducal and kingdom levels. The job required the ability to read and write, which meant that it could be a difficult post to fill. It could be counted on that the larger towns and cities had a crier, but only a few of Baranur's duchies could boast having one in every village and hamlet as well. Othuldane was one of these, as was the Royal Duchy of Magnus, of course. 
          I knocked on the door of Jeffith's shop and let myself in. The place was large and remarkably uncluttered. A large table took up most of the space in the center of the room, with low cabinets of narrow drawers lining the walls. Hanging above the cabinets were well-executed drawings of a variety of subjects. One was of a modest house nestled into a forest clearing. The woodgrain of the front door was as clear as the bark of the trees. Another showed a young woman sitting on the edge of the well in the center of the market square. I could see the fibers of the rope she held, and could tell that she was lowering her bucket into the well by the set of her hands. The longing on her face as she went about her work told any viewer that her mind was not on her task. 
          All of the drawings were done in black ink, but none lacked detail because of it; the artist's ability to vary tone and texture with only a brush was amazing. 
          A tall, muscular man straightened up from the other side of the table as I walked in. A shorter man, but not less muscular, stood to the side of the table. He saw me first and said quickly, "Sir?" 
          The taller man said, "Yes, I see him boy," before striding around the table and extending a hand toward me. He said, "Greetings, good bard. I am Crier Jeffith. How may I be of service?" 
          Jeffith had an excellent voice, rich and melodic. I wondered if he sang. His fingers were well ink-stained, and there were smudges all over his arms, as well as his tunic and leggings. There was even a smear on his cheek, which only made his round, open face even more engaging. 
          I shook his hand firmly and said, "I wish you well, Crier Jeffith. I am Bard Nakaz, and am pleased to make your acquaintance. I've got the royal and ducal news for you here. I haven't yet visited the local baron, and was wondering whether you had any announcements from him, or from the neighboring villages?" 
          "Of course, of course. When I heard you were coming, I got everything ready for you." Jeffith gestured to me and walked back around the table. I followed. He continued, "I've got everything piled right here." He picked up a scroll from among several others on a cabinet top and unrolled it. After perusing it for a moment, he handed it to me. 
          As I took it, I caught sight of the top of the table and the drawing tacked down there amid ink wells and a cup containing brushes of several sizes. It had the quality of a sketch, set down hurriedly, or so the brush strokes seemed to indicate. It was the scene of my arrival in the market square. I turned and looked through the small window that the shop possessed, and saw what Jeffith's vantage point had been. The sketch was excellent, capturing the moving crowd as a blur rather than recognizable individuals. There were a few people given detail as the focus of the image: the displaced merchant, the obsequious innkeeper and, of course, myself. 
          Jeffith noticed my interest in his artwork, but instead of being proud of it, he seemed displeased that I had seen it. He fussed and fretted, drawing another sheet of parchment carefully over it so as not to smear any still-wet ink. I wondered why he felt his talents weren't worth my notice, but tactfully decided not to pursue the matter. 
          I opened the scroll he had handed me and was as surprised by its contents as by the artful sketch I had seen. I said, "Ah, I beg your pardon Crier Jeffith, but this isn't the local news. It seems to be a list of some kind. It says 'Portraits' at the top, and there are half a dozen names ..." 
          Jeffith turned red so quickly, I feared for his health. "Boy!" he shouted. "What did you do with that scroll?" 
          The shorter man hurried around the table and fumbled through the pile of scrolls. He looked at a few, then offered one to me, taking back the one I held out to him. He scurried back around to the other side of the table, an odd look on his face. He just stood there, his arms crossed in front of himself, and I began to understand. 
          It could just have been an honest mistake of shifting scrolls. So I would have believed, had Jeffith not taken the time to look at the first scroll before handing it to me. The only conclusion I could come to was that Jeffith, Densur's town crier, could not read. His "boy", this man who was nearly his own age, was his reader. From the way that man moved with shortened steps, and the way he held his hands crossed, I got the impression that he had once been a monk, which would explain his letters. I wondered whose son or cousin Jeffith was to secure a job he was incapable of fulfilling on his own. 
          I handed the two copies of my own news to the still-red Jeffith and pretended not to notice when the crier handed them to his apprentice immediately. I glanced at the scroll the former monk had handed me, noticing that it consisted of only a few items, the most important one being the wedding announcement of the son of the local baron, Baron Frasilk, to Baron Jaleit's daughter, which would occur during Melrin. I recalled from the maps I had seen that Frasilk and Jaleit were adjacent to each other, but I didn't know more than that. 
          Jeffith cleared his throat, then said, "You will be making today's announcements, won't you Bard Nakaz? The people are expecting it, as they always do." 
          I replied, "Yes, I'd be happy to. It will give you a break from your duties, and perhaps allow you the opportunity to create another work of art." 
          I didn't look to see his reaction as I left. Right next to the door was a little platform reached by three steps, which I promptly climbed. This was where Jeffith normally made his announcements from, and everyone crowding into the market square knew what it meant that I was now standing there. They turned toward me and quieted down in anticipation. 
          As I looked out over a sizable portion of the population of Densur, I began crying the announcements I had carried from the royal court of Baranur. I may only be imagining the recollection of a brief glimpse of a bird flying upside down over the trees in the distance. 


          The Flying Pig's taproom was noisy and crowded that evening, but there wasn't a sour face in the whole place. The innkeeper was too busy behind his bar to bother me with attempts to ensure my comfort. His willowy wife walked by every so often and replaced the empty mug on my table with a full one, and when I asked for some dinner after my first round of songs, I got a plate so full of excellent stew that I simply couldn't eat it all. 
          Ale and wine flowed freely, and as the night wore on these spirits made the townsfolk bold. Some took up their own instruments and bade fair to entertain their neighbors. Others attempted juggling with the inn's tin mugs, or tossing knives at a target set up next to the large hearth at one end of the room. And some, once their courage was sufficiently stoked, came hesitantly to sit at my solitary table and seek my counsel. 
          The first of these was a young man, good looking, healthy, and very nervous. He introduced himself as Resh and asked if he could sit for a moment. I nodded and we sat together in silence for a bit, listening to a villager with more enthusiasm than talent bellow out a marching tune. I noticed that Resh winced almost as often as I did; the applause when it was over may well have been as much for its ending as its performance. 
          There was clearly something on Resh's mind as he sat there across from me, running his finger up and down his tin mug. He cleared his throat twice and looked up at me once, but his question never won free of his shyness. Finally, in sympathy I asked, "Was there something you wanted to say, Resh?" 
          "Well, ah ... I wondered, that is ..." He paused, and took a deep breath. He set the mug down on the table and clasped both hands around it. Another deep breath, and he looked up into my face. "It's like this, sir. I wondered if you could give me a hint of advice. My parents are farmers and as I'm their only child, I will inherit their land in time and be a farmer too. As it falls, I'm to be married at Melrin --" 
          I interrupted with, "You, too?" 
          Resh looked at me oddly, like I was a slow child, but presently realized that I was a stranger to these parts. "Oh, yes, I didn't ... we hold all of our marriages around here at Melrin. Always have. 
          "Now, where was ... oh, straight. Well, our neighbors have four children, three boys and a girl, born a handful of years after their last son. Chare, their daughter, and I have known each other all our lives. We grew up together almost like relatives. Early on, our parents agreed that Chare and I would be wed, with a fine dowry coming to us from her parents, whose farm is very successful. My own parents have been counting on that dowry for years, borrowing money against it, making plans for improving what is to be my own inheritance upon their passing. 
          "I like Chare a great deal, but just recently I have been having ... doubts. Last year I traveled with my father and Chare's brothers to Luemik, the next town down the eastern road. Luemik is larger than Densur, and has a more widely attended market. We were taking our excess produce there to sell. [image: image91.png]A

Talisman 6




          "I've been to Luemik before, but last year was different. I noticed how different Luemik was to Densur -- the buildings, the customs, the people." He blushed a bit, dipping his eyes from mine briefly, and clarified, "The women. One woman. Her name was Whilla, and she was ... breathtaking. Exotic, exciting, so different from plain little Chare from next door. And she liked me. I met her at one of the taverns there, and she sat at my table for the whole night. We talked and talked, and I learned things about the world that I had never dreamed of. Whilla was a merchant's daughter who had been traveling with the caravans for most of her life. She's been to places I've never imagined, and done things that made my blood stir. 
          "We parted having traded nothing more than kisses and promises. She told me that she'll be in Luemik this Melrin, and that if I want to experience the world, I should meet her there." I could see the longing in his face as he contemplated the lure of what this Whilla offered. I knew what he would say next, as I had known where his story was leading almost since he had begun it. 
          He continued, "I don't know what to do, sir. I don't want to hurt Chare or my parents, but I don't know what I might be giving up by not following where Whilla leads. There is so much out there, so much more to do than plow fields and reap the harvest. I was hoping you could give me the benefit of your experience in such matters." 
          Resh looked at me expectantly. I could see what he hoped I would say, what he had come to me, a world-walking bard, to hear. I wondered how many others he had asked advice of, and how many had given him the advice I was about to. 
          "Resh, the world is a big place, full of wonders uncounted. What you may not know is that your own fields are just as full of wonders. Not only that, but that wide, wonderful world is also full of dangers the like of which you have also not heard. 
          "If this brief flirtation of yours last year is even remembered by your Whilla, and she indeed plans to be in Luemik at Melrin, there is no guarantee that she has not made the same promises to a score of young farmhands, and even taken those foolish enough to believe her away from the only life they've ever known. Like as not, she has also abandoned every one of those young farmhands in a foreign duchy to fend for themselves far away from home." 
          I reached across the table to free the mangled tin mug from Resh's gripping hands before he hurt himself on it. "What you are feeling right now is natural, Resh. You are seeing where your future lies, and you are making a last bid for freedom from what is best for you. You know Chare, and you know she would never hurt you, or leave you in a strange land. She will be a good wife to you, and you will be the best farmer in Densur with her by your side. Just make the right choice and stay here this Melrin. Marry Chare, settle down into your rightful future, and leave fantasies of Whilla where they belong." 
          Resh had clasped his hands together once the mug was out of them, and he hung his head in defeat. I could have told him to seek out Whilla, or whatever caravan would hire him on. I could have encouraged his fears of settling down, and told him to take advantage of the opportunity to run away from them. I might have painted a very enticing picture of the adventure of traveling from place to place. In short, I could have told him only what he wanted to hear. But that would not have been honest or right. So I had told him the clear and plain truth; it was what he needed to hear. 
          I saw acceptance in his eyes as he rose from my table. He said, "Thank you, Bard Nakaz. I sought different advice from you, but I know that you are right. I will remember you at Melrin as I stand beside Chare and set my course for the future I belong to. Fare well." 
          I watched the young man stride through the crowd and out the door. I hoped that he would listen to me as he had not, I was sure, listened to his father or his friends or even, perhaps, Chare's own brothers. Our wisdom had surely all been the same; only my station made Resh truly listen to my words. 
          As I sat alone amidst the noise and bustle of the taproom, I found my thoughts turning to Shorel. She was a fellow bard, as well as a friend and lover. I imagined her sitting next to me, long brown hair shining in the light, her expressive brown eyes twinkling with merriment. I wondered whether Resh would have had the courage to approach our table with such a lovely woman present. I then wondered whether Shorel would have bewitched Resh even more than his Whilla had. 
          Another villager with more ale in her than talent got up in front of her friends and neighbors and played a love song on a lute that had seen better days, but which was at least in tune. After the first verse, a young man with a plain face and lank, black hair rose from his seat and joined her, and they sang the song to each other. The emotion in their eyes and voices drowned out their lack of talent. 
          I recalled similar duets with Shorel, and if the love that echoed between she and I did not quite match the utter devotion being sung at that moment, there was still a deep bond between us. Over the three years we had known each other, we had become very close. The last time we had seen each other had been the previous summer at the College of Bards in Magnus. I remembered our days together, singing, reading, laughing. I remembered our nights together, touching, holding, gasping. I remembered our parting, knowing we would see each other again, wishing each other safe journey. 
          As the last notes of the love song faded under rising applause, I suddenly wished she really was sitting next to me. Instead, all I had were my memories to keep me company. They would do; they always had. 
          A bit later in the evening, two men approached my table. They were either not at all shy, or in their cups enough not to care, for they sat down without asking my leave and began talking at once. 
          They were both thin and wiry, with weathered skin and strong-looking hands. The one on the right, a black-haired man with a pointed nose and a chin full of hair, said, "Greetings, bard. I'm Ablim, a farmer from south of Densur. This," he gestured to his companion, a brown-haired man with bushy eyebrows and a very small moustache, "is Meack, my neighbor. We've got this problem --" 
          Meack spoke up with, "Straight, we've a problem! It's our boundary stones. It's no one's fault --" 
          "No one's, straight," interrupted Ablim. "It was cows as pushed the fences over, but both of ourn, not his or mine." 
          "And we put the fences back up, but the doing moved the stones." Meack looked at me as if that was enough explanation for anyone to see the answer, but I didn't even understand the question yet. 
          My silence prodded Ablim to continue, "We want to put things back right. We've been friends forever, and our families before us back even farther'n the first Othuldane. This is new land, divided from the neighbor between us when old Dorraw died childless, and we never got around to building proper boundary pillars, just marking the divide with some rocks." 
          "Rocks as was easy to move. Too easy," chimed in Meack. 
          "So, Bard Nakaz, we want you to fix it." 
          I looked at Ablim as blankly as I had at the beginning. "How?" was all I could manage. 
          The farmers looked at each other in puzzlement, then back at me. "Why, can't you just, you know ..." started Ablim. 
          Meack finished, "Just remember. The records. It was all written down and sent away all proper and fit." 
          Ablim added, "'Twas before Jeffith was crier. Before we had a crier, three, four years ago. Bard came, wrote all down, took it to Othuldane. And now you're here." 
          It still took me several menes to come at their meaning, but only because the only possible conclusion was so ludicrous. 
          The most common idea of the function of a bard is entertainer. Our traveling nature makes it natural to ask us to bear news from place to place. But there is more to us than that. As we travel, we observe and record, but not just the great events, those things that end up comprising the kind of history that the children of nobles are taught in winter. Everything is noticed and remembered, all of the little events that make up the fabric of everyday life. 
          At times, we are called on to produce more formal documents, recording momentous events in the lives of citizens of Baranur and placing our seal on them to guarantee their authenticity: births, marriages, and deaths, inheritance duties, property changing hands, even less formal promises that need to be remembered. 
          These formal records are incomplete out of necessity, as there are not enough bards to be everywhere a birth or property-line alteration is happening. Of late, town criers have been assuming these duties in their areas of influence. They have the skill of letters and they are more reliably available locally than a wandering bard. I understand that some criers even undertake the delivering news between towns. I don't begrudge this usurping of our duties, for it is a task that needs doing. 
          There are public archives at every ducal seat and one in Magnus as well. Archivists are employed to care for these records and ensure that they are available when required. Even so, it can sometimes be months between sending for a document and receiving it. Again, the system of town criers is beginning to alleviate that difficulty by storing records at their own level as well. 
          Somehow, Meack and Ablim believed that because bards were involved in making records, they were also somehow able to recall all records made, without that two month or more wait. I tried to fathom the reason why, but all I could manage was a recollection of how the ancient Fretheod skaldrics had kept the history of their empire in their memories, never writing it down. Once prompted by that memory, I was also able to recall legends from the early days of Baranur, when our bards did the same. We no longer were required to develop that skill; knowledge written down and stored away was never lost to an untimely death. 
          It was obvious that this ancient facility for memorization was still remembered here, but in a different form. I voiced my guess. "You think that I have all of the records in Baranur memorized?" 
          "You don't?" the two chorused, clearly astonished. 
          I had a good memory, more for tunes than for words, but I doubted if even one of those legendary bards could have memorized every piece of parchment in Duke Othuldane's cellars alone, much less the vaults of the entire kingdom. 
          I shook my head. "No, I'm afraid that we are no longer trained in that way. Even if I had ever seen the deeds to your lands, I could not recall them now. Not that I have, understand." 
          The farmers were dismayed. "What shall we do, then?" asked Meack. 
          "We could, maybe, send someone to Othuldane ...?" ventured Ablim. 
          "Or you could," I said, "between the two of you, just agree on what you both think your boundary should be and have Jeffith record that and send it to the duke. That way, no one has to locate your original deeds, and there will be an official record of your new agreement. Perhaps you could dig proper pillar holes this time. And perhaps Jeffith could keep a copy of the deeds to hand in case your cows get rowdy again." 
          The smiles on the faces of the two friends were priceless. They both thanked me profusely, and promised to name a whole generation of calves after me. They rose, chattering between themselves, and faded back into the crowd. 
          I lifted my mandolin and rose to take my place again before the hearth, ready to entertain the room as a whole. I reflected as I walked forward that it was amazing what some people believed bards capable of. Was it because we traveled? Was it because we could read and write? Or was it just because of legends, some of which we even promoted ourselves with our own songs and stories? I was sure I'd never know. 


          The next morning was clear and lovely, fine weather for leaving Densur. The innkeeper of the Flying Pig was as excessively complimentary that morning as he had been fawning the previous morning, standing next to me outside his establishment with me while I waited for my horse to be brought. 
          Riesta was led into the market square, well rested and fed, curried expertly, with all of her tack shining. My saddlebags had already been taken from my room and now rested on her back behind my saddle. 
          The innkeeper's wife slipped out of the doorway around her husband and presented me with a bundle of food for the trail. I thanked her and stuffed the bundle into a saddlebag. Then I waved to the crowd that had gathered to see me on my way, noticing without surprise that it was much smaller than the one that had greeted my arrival. I mounted Riesta, settled myself into the saddle, and set out southward. I had been informed that Baron Frasilk's keep was a good day's journey in that direction. 
          I was soon amid a forest, traveling alone with only the wilderness of the woods to keep me company. I listened to the wind sighing through the branches, and likened it to the music of the trees. I heard the birds chirping all around me and the small rustlings of rodents in the brush at the verge of the road. I uncased my mandolin and started strumming, letting Riesta be guided by my knees and the clear trail before us. I harmonized with the wind, I accompanied the birds, I wrote themes for every rustle or beady set of eyes glimpsed between the leaves, all while I rode south. 
          Every blade of grass is different and every tree is unique. Still, it would be beyond the powers of even the greatest bard who ever lived to make every forest journey exciting and different. Dappled sunlight and cheerful-sounding birds never lose their magic for me, but it is a magic that must be experienced, not related. 
          Thus, let me just say that the morning and early afternoon passed without undue incident. I made my way south with not a thought on my mind apart from looking forward to visiting Baron Frasilk's court. 
          The sun had not yet reached the halfway mark between its height and the horizon when I took a brief break. The clearing I stopped in cut deeply into the trees, and there was a stream at the back of it where I watered Riesta. About a hundred yards beyond the clearing, the path I had been following turned at an angle and vanished from view. As Riesta drank and I shook my legs out, I caught the sound of a galloping horse coming toward me from around that bend. 

I walked back to the tree-fringed edge of the clearing and looked. Shortly, a figure came into view around the bend in the path. I recognized first the star-and-harp decoration on the horse's tack. I recognized second that it was Shorel, my friend, lover and fellow bard, who rode the horse. I recognized third that Shorel was fleeing something as she looked over her shoulder and urged her horse to even greater speed. 
          I prepared to step out into into the road to aid her against what chased her. I waited only to see what form her pursuit took. 
          She had reached a point about halfway between the bend and the clearing when her pursuers appeared. Two men dressed like guards atop speeding horses rounded the curve. Both carried crossbows, which they must have fired as soon as they caught sight of their quarry again. 
          I didn't see the bolts strike Shorel. I only saw her rise up in her stirrups, a look of pain crumpling her face. As she sagged, I saw her fling something into the woods, a staff of some kind. The momentum of her swing caused her to lose her balance, and she fell from her horse. 
          She lay sprawled in the middle of the path, two crossbow bolts sticking out of her back, her leg at an unnatural angle, utterly unmoving. I stared, stunned, right into her open and sightless eyes. 
          Where are the omens when you need them? 
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had seen death before, of both natural and unnatural causes. There is a great difference between the body of someone who dies of a disease, or by simply living to the end of their given days, and the corpse of someone murdered by man's hand. 
          The ending of Shorel's life by means of two crossbow bolts in her back as she fled along a forested path stunned me. Shorel my fellow bard, my companion, my lover, was dead. She lay in the middle of the path, blood darkening her tunic, her sightless brown eyes staring into my green ones, her body twisted by her lifeless fall from the back of her horse. 
          I looked away from her blank stare and saw the two guards who had killed her advancing along the forest path, their horses pacing slowly, their reloaded crossbows pointing at Shorel's corpse. All of their attention was on her; I had not yet been noticed. Shorel's horse had continued a short distance beyond the point where her control had left it before stopping as it had been trained to do. I saw that it bore no saddlebags: she had been fleeing in haste, then. 
          The guardsmen reined in their horses near their victim and dismounted warily, as if Shorel were feigning death to lure them closer. I briefly thought to race out onto the path and single-handedly avenge Shorel's murder. Thankfully, I regained my senses before doing anything so foolish. The guards were armed, and obviously excellent shots. They had not scrupled to kill one bard, despite the inviolate status bards usually enjoy; I did not think they would quail at shooting another. 
          Instead, I quietly slipped deeper into the clearing where I had been watering my horse Riesta. I made sure she was secure, then moved with as much stealth as I could muster to a position within the trees where I could see the road but remain reasonably concealed. Hidden behind a trunk and in deep shadow, I watched what followed, hoping that the slight breeze would not shift and carry the scent of the horses to each other. 
          The guards advanced on Shorel's body, swords having replaced crossbows in their hands. All of their attention was on the corpse; not a single glance was spared for the surrounding trees. One drew next to her and nudged her with his foot. Her body moved limply. While the first held his sword to her neck, the other bent down and lifted an arm, then let it fall just as limply back down. That one looked up at the first and said, "Dead," or so I clearly read on his lips, for they were too far away to hear their voices. 
          The first one shook his head and gave Shorel a rougher kick. Then he and his fellow guard searched her thoroughly, and next her horse. They didn't find whatever they were looking for, and this did not please them. Eventually they considered their duty done and they remounted their horses and rode away back the way they had come, leading Shorel's horse with them. 
          I waited a short while longer to be sure, but they didn't double back. I let Riesta return to her grazing, and walked out to where they had left Shorel lying. 
          I knelt by her body, at a loss for what to do next. I reached down and brushed her long brown hair away from her cheek, and then rested my fingertips against her skin for a moment. I remembered her smiles, her kisses, her voice raised in song or passion. I remembered riding with her along forest paths like this one, or sitting to dinner with her at the Bardic College. Waking up to the feel of her body next to mine five days in a row, or seeing her walk through a door after being apart for three months. My eyes misted over as I realized that all I had now of her were memories. 
          In the midst of my reminiscences, my hands set about automatically straightening her limbs, and then her clothes. I wanted to turn her onto her back, but I didn't want to remove those quarrels. As the birds began chirping again and normalcy returned to that section of the forest, I lifted her carefully even though she didn't need care any longer, and carried her to the little clearing. 
          I buried her with only the ceremony of my own grieving. As I stood over the shallow mound contemplating what I should do next, a curious thing happened. A great weariness came over me, as if somehow Shorel's death had been one too many. I felt old, older than my years, older than my parents', older than the Bardic College, and even the kingdom itself. That aching weariness and age bore me to my knees, and I thought I would collapse further and never be able to rise again, but just then I felt as if everything around me was on fire. Instead of fear, or feeling trapped by these encompassing flames, I felt instead peace. The weariness vanished, vanquished, but the flames faded more slowly, and seemed to leave a sense of promise with me as they went. 
          As I rested momentarily on my knees, recovering from that strange feeling, another image came to me. It was Shorel being struck again with the quarrels, but this time my attention focused on the stick or staff that she had hurled away from herself at that same moment. That hadn't been a random act; I had seen how intent her face was before the pain swept her concentration away. I knew I had to find that object. 
          The afternoon was well advanced by the time I located that one wooden stick among all of the others in the forest. It was a plain walking stick shod with metal. I had never seen Shorel with it before, but I understood why she'd had it as soon as I found it. Chopped into its side were stick-runes, a very simplified set of letters made up of vertical lines, each crossed by a varying number and placement of slashes or flanked by dots. They were easy to carve, and did not require great finesse to make them easily understandable. 
          The story these runes told was incomplete out of necessity -- there wasn't room on that staff to scribe an epic. But it had enough room to carry the essence of Shorel's last, desperate message. 
          The information concerned the coming wedding of Baron Frasilk's son to the daughter of Baron Jaleit. The runes told me that Baron Frasilk was attempting to unite the two baronies into one by the marriage, despite the slight impediment of Jaleit's two older sons. The two boys had been out of sight for most of the winter, and the baron had put it about that they were unwell. Shorel had discovered that the boys were actually prisoners in the keep's vaults. It wasn't hard to follow her to the conclusion that Frasilk intended to murder the boys once Jaleit's daughter was wed to his son. [image: image92.png]Ohe had been caught
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          This information explained Shorel's murder. She had been caught where she didn't belong and had fled, hoping to reach safety. As a hedge against failure, she had carved the story into this staff. Her final words implored anyone finding it to save the honor of Baron Frasilk and the lives of the boys before momentary greed ruined the future of the betrothed couple. 
          I resolved to do just that. 


          I rode into Lesser Hallvis three days later. Lesser Hallvis was the largest town in the north end of Duchy Othuldane. It was situated between Lake Aulk and the Winink River, which drained the lake to the ocean. All manner of trade was drawn naturally to the town, resulting in growth that showed no signs of slowing. That it was situated firmly within the borders of the Jaleit Barony explained Frasilk's ambitions. 
          I had chosen Lesser Hallvis as my destination because it was in Jaleit Barony, and because it was on one of the maps I had memorized. I had no plan yet in mind for finishing Shorel's mission. I needed more information and I would probably need help. I was sure I could find both in Lesser Hallvis. 
          Four days later, I had a better grasp of the current situation. I had listened to the gossip each night in the taverns and inns, and during the day in the marketplaces. I had asked discreet questions here and there of those likely to hear things: stall holders, tavern owners, a group of people about a public well. What I had learned fleshed out Shorel's minimal tale completely. 
          Late in the previous summer, Baron Shando Jaleit had taken suddenly and gravely ill. This had left that barony in danger of being without a leader; Shando's wife had died shortly after giving birth to their youngest daughter, Shindi, and his oldest child, Krandel, was only fourteen. 
          Shando had turned to his life-long friend and neighbor, Marin Frasilk. After appointing Baron Frasilk regent for Krandel, Shando had succumbed to his illness. 
          Baron Frasilk had seemed to take his duties seriously, and he had moved the entire household to his own keep for the winter, leaving only enough people at Jaleit Keep as were necessary to maintain it. Winter had closed in and news, whether gossip or official, ceased to travel. As soon as spring thaw had opened the roads again, word had issued forth from Baron Frasilk's keep that his son Normb was betrothed to the young Shindi Jaleit. Tongues had wagged at the announcement of the union; some had thought the difference between Normb's twenty years and Shindi's mere twelve would cause problems in the future; most of the rest had believed that it was nice that the two friendly families could be bound together that way. 
          The mention of the ill health of the two Jaleit boys, Krandel and Eelis, had never been officially announced, but when gossip of it had passed from tongue to ear it went as fact. Every person who had traveled from Frasilk Keep was sure to mention the tragic illness of Shando's heirs, and both so young and formerly healthy. Some put it down to ill luck; others wondered whether Shando's sickness had been given to the children and when little Shindi would come down with it. 
          I marveled that no one considered the coincidences involved to be too convenient. One night as I entertained at a tavern I played an old favorite that followed the situation as I knew it almost exactly; no one noticed the similarities. Marin Frasilk had always been friends to Shando and his family. If any long-standing jealousy had existed between them, it was not public knowledge. No one suspected any wrong-doing because no one had any cause to suspect Baron Frasilk of it. 
          I never even considered just telling people about Shorel's discoveries. Even if I had been believed, and it was clear that I would not have been, someone would have taken news of the accusations to the baron and he would have been pushed into a rash act. 
          No, my only recourse was to expose the baron's actions personally. The truth had to be told, before it became moot. But I knew that more than just my own eyes needed to see that truth. One witness was easy enough to silence, as Shorel had proved. The more who learned the truth, the harder it would be to silence it again. I needed accomplices, and more than that I needed people I could count on in the keep to go looking for me, should I turn up missing. 
          People who travel for a living are often looked down on by the folk of the places they travel to. They are strangers wherever they go, and most distrust strangers instinctively. This is why there is almost always a certain section in larger towns where these strangers can go and be apart from the locals. A certain tavern or inn will cater expressly to merchants or mercenaries or wandering tinkers, treating them like they belong. Those who drink or lodge there can share the commonality of being not-local with each other, even though they are often strangers to each other as much as to the residents. 
          Bards are usually immune to this mistrust, but we are as welcome at a travelers' inn as at a locals' inn. The Long Road was one of the former kind in Lesser Hallvis, and there I came up lucky in my search for aid. 
          One night as I entered the inn and glanced around the bustling taproom, I spotted a tall, grey-haired man I recognized. It was Goerff Heas who, last I knew, had been the leader of a traveling puppet show. As I made my way over to his table, I recognized several of the seven who were gathered around him as also being members of the Payslee Puppets, Goerff's troupe. 
          He saw me striding through the crowded room and rose to greet me. "Ho, Bard Nakaz, it's been long since our paths crossed. Do you fare well?" 
          I gripped his offered forearm in greeting, and replied, "Ho, puppeteer Goerff! Well met, indeed. My farings have been well enough, well enough. What of your own journeys? Do your puppets still mesmerize young and old alike?" 
          He laughed and nodded, and room was made for me at their table. Goerff introduced me around the table. First, he proudly presented his son and daughter-in-law, Teiff and Allea Heas, whom I had not met before. Allea had finally influenced Teiff to take up with his father, and now both were being groomed to take over the Payslee Puppets. Marum, the puppet-maker, and Womore, the costumer, I had met before. Lavisk was the carpenter and scenery builder, while Huyal and Demni had been hired as protection but who had proven to be competent puppeteers and so contributed to the group in that way also. 
          The evening passed swiftly in their company. We traded stories back and forth, some more accurate than others, and we drank good ale and ate good food. I learned that the Payslee Puppets were not currently engaged, and an idea flashed into my mind at that news. 
          Late that evening, I drew Goerff aside to speak to him privately. I trusted him on the basis of our past associations, so I told him the real reason I was in Jaleit. I also told him that I was going to need eyes and ears to help me witness the truth of what Baron Frasilk was hiding, as well as weapons and hands to hold them to help me uncover that truth. I asked him whether I could hire his troupe to be those eyes, ears, hands, and weapons for me, for the duke, and for the king, to ensure that justice was served. 
          His response was immediate. "Yes," he said, "and you don't have to offer us Crowns to have us with you for this. It is the right thing to do. How are we going to accomplish it?" 
          We discussed several options, but couldn't finalize any plans as neither of us had ever been to the baron's keep before. We needed more information. What we did agree on at that point was that we should not go as ourselves. Another bard showing up so soon after Shorel might make the baron nervous, and Goerff's people would be able to mingle better with the people of the keep than the Payslee Puppets would. 
          There was one other suggestion that Goerff made that I made haste to carry out. I was fortunate enough to be able to track down a middle-aged man named Prett who had, until recently, been a retainer at Baron Jaleit's court. He was as easy to recruit as Goerff had been once he knew of Shorel's discovery, and he would be able to identify the boys we were looking for conclusively. 


          It was the ninth of Naia when I rode into Baron Frasilk's keep with a merchant caravan carrying wares for the wedding and Melrin festivities. My fine clothes and my instruments were in safe keeping back in Lesser Hallvis along with the bard-marked trappings for Riesta. I was just one more hired hand to those in the keep, as anonymous as any other servant. 
          Frasilk keep was of modest, though sturdy, construction. The outer wall was maybe two man-lengths tall, without any towers at the corners. There was no gatehouse, just wooden doors set into the wall. Within the wall were several wooden outbuildings: barracks, stables, storage and the like. 
          The keep itself was a two-story stone structure with a flat roof and crenelations. It bore a single tower in one corner that rose another story before being capped with a conical slate roof. Inside the keep, most of the ground floor was occupied by the gathering hall, with the kitchens to one side and guest quarters on the other. The second floor was all apartments. It was an easy layout to memorize and keep track of, and I made sure to do it as soon as possible. 
          Huyal, Demni, and Prett had traveled with me in the caravan. The first two were guards, naturally. The former retainer served as another hired hand. The rest of the Payslee Puppets were to arrive individually. Some were already present; the rest were supposed to do so within the next few days. I had that long to snoop around and learn what there was to learn first hand. 
          Skulking and prying in secret after information is not one of the classes taught in the Bardic College. Nevertheless, a surprising number of us take training in the subject when and where we can. Sometimes the truth requires that an effort be made to lure it out, like a shy maiden, or a wild bird. I went seeking, coy and quiet, striving to be as scarcely noticed in my work as any hunter after game. [image: image93.png]



          I learned from the guards themselves that the watch was still tripled on the door to the vaults beneath the keep as they grumbled over their boring duty in the kitchen at midday. The extra work had begun a fortnight past, when a thief had attempted to steal a valuable treasure that Baron Jaleit had entrusted to Baron Frasilk. That thief had been run down and killed, and the Baron himself had rewarded the two who had done it for their diligent service. Speculation had the well-guarded treasure being a scepter of gold, or a crown carved from amber, or a small statue with magical powers that one guard seemed to remember that Baron Jaleit had always treasured. It was not easy to grit my teeth and remain impassive when they called Shorel a base thief masquerading at being a bard. 
          I learned, again by being in the right place to overhear others speak, that Jaleit's boys had still not been seen by anyone save Baron Frasilk since Deber or perhaps earlier. The baron daily took food and medicine up to their tower room, and a doubled watch of guards stood at the base of those tower stairs lest some other scoundrel sneak into the keep with a mind to harm them. The baron took his responsibility to Krandel and Eelis very seriously, so that even the keep's physician was not allowed to see the boys, but must dole out his tonics and poultices by what Frasilk told him. I wondered upon hearing this how the boys were getting food and care in their real hideaway, as no one had entered the vaults since Shorel's fatal attempt. 
          What I experienced for myself in Frasilk's court, and of Frasilk himself, surprised me. My expectations had, of course, been colored by my private knowledge. The court that I had imagined could foster the right conditions for such treachery as the baron perpetrated would have been one full of intrigue, with all manner of minor nobles battling covertly for position amongst themselves. The modest keep of Baron Frasilk was nothing like that. Rank was barely honored, save that of the baron himself. He had honest, simple, loyal people around him, people who served their baron as they would their duke or their king, with their whole selves. Cooks cooked gladly, guards guarded contentedly, pages ran about happily, and squires trained with their knights eagerly. 
          And the baron seemed just the sort to foster that kind of camaraderie. Frasilk was a large man, huge of chest and arm, a fighting man with the rough manners of one. He never stood on ceremony, or put on airs. He seemed to be one of his people, instead of the lord of his people, and they treated him that way too. 
          Did I see a haunted look in his eyes late at the dinner table? Did I catch him falling silent at odd times when all around him was noise and laughter? Were his trips up the stairs more ostentatious than I felt was needed? Did I only imagine these things because of what had happened one afternoon a fortnight ago? 
          If I had not known Shorel as well as I had, I might almost have believed that the tale carved into the walking stick was the false one. But Shorel was no thief, nor was she a liar. I still had work to do. 
          Normb was a slighter copy of his father. Only twenty years old, he'd not had the experiences that had deepened his father's chest or broadened his shoulders. Normb strove for the same kind of openness his father had, but it was still evident that he was apart from them, more noble than common. 
          As for Shindi, I saw her seldom, and only at meals. There, she sat quietly on the opposite side of the baron from her promised husband, and seemed quite sad. Perhaps she missed her brothers, or even her father. She was still quite young, and small for her age, delicate, beginning to hint at the beauty she would be as she grew older. Standing next to Normb, though, she looked like a doll, or a figurine, so small and fragile, so lost. 


          My other recruits filtered into the keep slowly, making sure that I knew of their presence with a slap on the shoulder as they passed me, or a hearty greeting and a wink. My plan was formulated by the time the last one had arrived. In a court like the one I had imagined my ploy would never have worked; here, they were too honest to think every possible move through to its most devious end. 
          I passed word to Goerff that everyone should meet at night's seventh bell at the base of the tower stairs. Late that evening, I was just outside the kitchen when a young page exited it carrying a tray bearing the mid-watch meal of the tower guards. I chatted amicably with the boy for a few moments, easily distracting him long enough to slip the sleeping draught into the jug of ale, then let him continue on his way. 
          I was first to arrive at the foot of the tower stairs two bells or so after the middle of the night. The two guards posted there were fast asleep; my plan was working so far. 
          Even so, I couldn't help but feel nervous at what I was undertaking. I hoped that the danger was minimal, but I couldn't be sure. And the baron had ordered Shorel killed for her discovery. I hoped that I had foreseen all eventualities. 
          I attempted to distract myself while I waited by reviewing the night's proposed activities. I had decided to check the tower room first for two reasons. The door to the vaults under the keep had six guards watching over it, and the chances of one of those six not drinking enough of the drugged ale was too great to risk. Also, the door was well secured by chains and bars, requiring three different keys to open it. I had no reason to believe that any of the members of the Payslee Puppets knew how to open those locks, and neither did I. 
          In any case, there had to be another way into the vaults. I knew that Baron Frasilk had Shando's boys imprisoned in the vaults below the keep, but I couldn't believe that he had simply locked them away to let them starve. Shorel had found them alive, so the baron hadn't just killed them out of hand. My thinking was that he needed them alive until after the wedding, probably as insurance against anything going wrong. Until Shindi was Normb's wife, the rightful heirs needed to be kept alive, in case something went wrong. Only once Normb had a rightful claim to Jaleit's daughter were the sons of Shando really expendable. 
          Perhaps it was a leap that only a bard with his head full of old tales could make, but I was wagering that Frasilk's daily excursions into his tower served two purposes: to give the impression that he was taking care of the sick children, and to take the food he pretended to carry to their sick room into their actual cell. If I was wrong, and remained uncaught, we would simply have to determine a way through that well-guarded door. 
          One after another, my recruits appeared. Soon there were nine people standing around me, and it was time to begin. I quietly explained my plan, and chose my caravan-companions to come with me. The other six members of Goerff's troupe were instructed to wait until light and, if we did not return, he was to take up the burden of proving Shorel's story and, if possible, of rescuing us. 
          I began to climb the stairs, my picked companions following cautiously. We went directly up about three floors and came to a small landing with a single door. It opened easily when I lifted the latch, and we entered a completely empty room. 
          There weren't even the trappings of a sick-room here: no bed, no fire in the single hearth, and certainly no ailing boys. A cold stone floor, bare stone walls, a peaked wooden ceiling, shuttered windows, and the fireplace, empty of logs and even of ash. I also noted that there was no pile of dishes or of food here. If Frasilk didn't take his trays of food elsewhere, then what did he do with them? 
          The four of us tapped on walls and pushed at likely looking stones, hoping to find the secret door I was sure existed. No one was having any success, even after half-a-bell of searching. I stood in the middle of the room and tried to think while the others continued looking. As they brushed their hands across the walls and eyed cracks in the mortar for signs of regularity, I noticed that no one was searching in the area around the door. I had ignored it for what was likely the same reason: there was a landing out there, and so no place for a secret passage to exist. 
          I wondered, however, if that wasn't part of the secret. I opened the door and checked the dimensions of the landing. Pacing off those dimensions within the room left plenty of wall that hadn't been checked. I tapped first to one side of the door and then to the other, and was finally rewarded by a hollow echo. With only a bit of poking and prodding, I found the catch and the hidden door opened wide. 
          My recruits had already gathered around me, so we lifted our lanterns and started into the new passage. It looked as if the hidden stairway followed the open stair exactly. It made sense to me: why build two staircases when you can build one, and then build a wall down the middle of it? 
          We descended as far as we had ascended, as quietly as frightened rats within the walls. At the level of the main floor, the stairway turned to the side and continued downward. At the bottom, we quickly found the catch and another hidden door swung open onto the vaults of Frasilk Keep. 
          The layout of the cellar was simple. There were two corridors set crosswise to each other. One corridor ended in the stairs that led up to the well-locked main door; the cross corridor had the secret door at one end. Doors lined each corridor, the ones closest to the main stairway pierced by small, barred windows so they could be used as cells at need. A quick check showed that none of them were occupied. 
          All of the doors were locked, but a large key ring hung at the base of the main stairs. I distributed these keys among us and we began to search. 
          I took my keys and went to the door farthest from the stairs. I tried all three keys on it, but none worked. I tried the door on the other side of the corridor, and the last key opened it. 
          The room was small and uninhabited. I might have ignored the pile of clothes in the corner if there hadn't been a wooden flute on top. I walked over to the pile and picked up the flute. I knew it was Shorel's -- I could tell from the wear marks, especially the one her little finger had made where she rested it. I knelt and moved aside the clothes, recognizing one tunic I had purchased for her, with leaves embroidered around the neck and cuffs. Her saddlebags were here as well, hastily stuffed with her personal items: her quilt, the portrait in wood of her brother, the strange stone sculpture I had first seen the previous summer, the last time we had been together. 
          I set my lantern down on the floor and took the stone sculpture out of the saddlebag. I stared at it with an intensity that blocked out all other thoughts, including the reason I was down here in the first place. I traced the interlacing bands of gold, silver and glass. I brushed my fingers across the two animals sculpted into the outer third of the arced edge, lightly over the fox, but more caressingly over the stylized cat. 
          I remembered that night in the Bardic College when I had first seen it. I recalled dinner, when I had been distracted by that handsome, if not well talented, bard named Kethseir. I remembered going up to Shorel's room afterward, intent at first on making it up to her for my periods of inattention at the meal. I had noticed the addition to her possessions almost immediately. I recalled the way it had seemed to be part of me, to belong to me, from the first moment my eyes rested on it. I had needed to concentrate hard to make good on my promise to myself to pay full attention to Shorel, despite the call of the sculpture. 
          It still called to me, and now there was nothing to keep me from taking ownership of it. 
          The thought reminded me of Shorel, which reminded me of my mission. I wondered how much time I had wasted staring at the stone. I set it down reluctantly, and as I stood I heard the clash of arms. 
          Lifting my lantern from the floor, I dashed out of the room and then stopped. In front of me, Huyal and Demni were defending themselves against two fully-armored guardsmen. Beyond them was the baron, looking furious. The short swords of my recruits were barely serving to protect them against the larger weapons of the baron's men. 
          I strode forward, and said, "Stop! Before someone else is killed!" with all of the authority I could muster. 
          My desperate gambit worked; the guards looked at me and stopped, backing away from their prey. Baron Frasilk looked at me, and then looked at them and said, "I didn't tell you to retreat! Do your duty! Kill them, and him too!" 
          Before the guards could comply, I said, "Baron, wait! Think about what you want to do. How many will have to die to keep your secret?" 
          He laughed, somewhat nervously. "What secret, thief? That the treasures of my vaults seem to attract rogue after rogue? Eventually there will be enough bodies to deter future knaves like you." He spoke with bravado, but to his own men, not me. He was trying valiantly to maintain his fiction; his words told me that these men didn't know the truth. 
          I contemplated telling them myself, but I couldn't count on them believing me no matter how authoritative I sounded. I was just another thief, and not even one masquerading as a bard, as they believed Shorel had. I thought about going back into that room to fetch the scrolls in her saddlebags, thinking that might convince them of her actual status ... but no, they might just as easily believe she had stolen them from the same person she had stolen her horse and other gear from. 
          I began to think that this phase of my plan was not going to succeed. And then, as I thought about it, I realized that the other phase was not going to work any better if this one did fail. I had left six people behind with the knowledge of what the baron was really doing. But they had no more proof than I did. They could tell their tale, but who would believe such perfidy of their baron? Even if enough people could be made to doubt, and a group was permitted into the cellars to search, Baron Frasilk had a multitude of options. It would take time for my six accomplices to generate enough support to force such a search; Frasilk could spirit the boys away at any time through the hidden doorway, and the search would find nothing. He might even be forced into the ultimate act of killing the boys and hiding the bodies, or just saying that they had succumbed to their illness like their father before them. I had miscalculated, and my anchoring plan was already a failure. 
          I had no choice but to make my first plan work, or all was lost. 
          "So, baron, what happened last winter?" I asked, switching targets. I spoke rapidly, but with assurance, and with that same authority I had used earlier. "Your friend Shando Jaleit asked you to be regent for his son, and suddenly there was an opportunity right in your midst. A means to improve your son's inheritance greatly, and only two young boys to suffer for it. 
          "How long did you agonize over your decision? Was it an impulsive thing, as you sat in your gathering hall one stormy night, looking at the sparseness of your home, and imagining the luxury that Krandel would be going home to eventually with a coronet on his head? Or did you plot and plan, perhaps actually poisoning Shando as a means to set up this carefully orchestrated marriage? 
          "Tell me, Marin, is it really worth it? Do you think your son would appreciate all that you are doing for him? Or your people, who love you; would they still love you knowing the steps you are taking to increase their prosperity? Would your guards still be loyal to you if they knew that Shando's sons are not ill, but being held prisoner by you so that your son will be able to inherit Jaleit's lands as well as your own?" 
          The two guards' heads were swiveling between me and their baron, at first wondering what I was talking about and then wondering why Baron Frasilk wasn't denying my accusations. Frasilk himself was too busy turning red with fury and then white with fear to respond to my questions. As I finished my litany, he finally said, "You ... you ... you lie! How dare --" 
          At that moment, Prett stepped out of the cross corridor and was spotted by one of the guards. He pointed and said, "'Ware, my liege, another is behind you!" 
          Frasilk turned and saw Prett. His nervousness seemed to increase, and he said, "Quickly, men, apprehend that one! The treasure ..." 
          He was interrupted by the appearance of that treasure. Two boys stepped up behind Prett, two young boys who were pale but seemed to be in good health otherwise. I could see their resemblance to their sister. 
          The baron wilted on the spot, and his guards let their swords, and their jaws, fall. I walked passed them, and over to Prett, drawing my own people with me. Soon, we were grouped around Prett and the boys protectively, facing the stricken baron. 
          "Let me ask another question, Baron Frasilk," I said. "How would you like to handle this little revelation? These guards now know the truth. Would you have them executed for it, as you wished us executed? Or do you think them loyal enough to you to keep your secret?" 
          Frasilk stammered, "I ... I ..." He looked at his guards, who were frowning at him. "I ... I didn't mean ... I thought ..." The baron deflated like a punctured bladder. In a voice much too small for his frame, he said, "No. No, this is too much. Too many problems, too many complications. I shouldn't have ever attempted ..." 
          He looked up at me, anguish in his eyes. "I only wanted what was best for my people. When Shando made me regent, the possibilities were suddenly there in front of me, like flowers in a garden, waiting to be plucked. It was so easy ... 
          "If my people hadn't been so loyal to me, it would never have worked. But they believed me. They never questioned a word I said. All I had to do was say it, and they all believed boys were sick. Normb wasn't happy about being betrothed to little Shindi, but he never complained to me. He never said, 'But why, father?' He didn't even know of my plan, yet he never objected. I don't deserve such loyalty." 
          Taking pity on the man, I said, "Perhaps you could arrange for Baron Jaleit's sons to make a miraculous recovery today, leading them down from their sick room yourself and presenting them to your court with all manner of rejoicing that they have recovered. I'm sure that would be an acceptable way to begin atoning for your mistake. 
          "There remains, of course, reparations to these boys for locking them away from the sun for half a year. And also for tricking your guards into killing a bard. Nor do I think that your son should be required to bravely suffer his betrothal any longer. I'm sure we can come to some kind of arrangement, right?" 
          The baron's guards had a look of determination on their faces, but it was directed at their liege. Frasilk didn't say anything more; he just nodded and hung his head in shame.

I rode away from Frasilk Keep with several announcement and record scrolls in my case. The marriage between Normb Frasilk and Shindi Jaleit was canceled. Baron Jaleit's two sons had made a complete recovery from their two-season-long illness and were doing well. Prett, the former retainer, was named as Krandel Jaleit's new regent, and the Jaleit household moved back to their castle shortly after Melrin. 
          I also took with me Shorel's stone sculpture, leaving the rest of her belongings behind. I told myself that it would remind me of her, but truthfully, it never did. Taking possession of it was like reclaiming something of mine and so thorough was that feeling that I never associated the stone with Shorel again. I carried it with me everywhere, taking it out to look at, to touch, to experience it often. It became like a talisman to me, and I took great comfort from its presence in my life. 
          Perhaps there had never been any need of bad omens in the first place. 



Talisman Seven
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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he guest wing of Welspeare Castle had been the scene of bustling activity for most of the previous sennight. Each room had been diligently cleaned and prepared for the coming visitors. One suite had received extra care in an effort to save the chief roomskeeper's pride. The small shield beside the door of that suite -- a red oval, surrounded by a gold disk, within a brown diamond, on a white field -- marked who was assigned to those rooms as well as the futility of the roomskeeper's efforts: the disposition of the baron identified by that blazon was well known. 
          The receiving room of the suite was neatly arranged and elegantly appointed. The whitewashed stone of the walls gleamed above the well-polished wainscotting. The three deep-set windows on the wall opposite the main door were open, letting in a refreshing summer breeze. The space to the right of the door was divided into two areas: one for relaxing, one for eating. The former was centered around the fireplace in the far corner and consisted of high-backed benches set between low tables for setting drinks. The latter, in the other corner, contained a table covered by a highly-embroidered cloth, surrounded by chairs. A silver bowl in the center of the table contained artfully arranged flowers, while plates and tableware were stacked neatly along the edge by the wall. 
          The other side of the room made up the reception area. This was an open area marked by dark-colored rugs on the floor. The ornate, stately chair in the corner was worthy to be the throne of a duke; here it would serve the needs of a lesser rank. 
          The roomskeeper's staff had done a thorough job cleaning and arranging the room. The wood of the furniture had been polished to a high shine, and the rugs had been vigorously beaten in the courtyard only that morning. The silver candlesticks on the mantel and tables were mirror-like in their finish, and the gilded frames of the hunting-scene paintings on the walls likewise gleamed. The knobs on the doors leading to the other rooms of the suite glowed with the mellow luster of polished brass. The cleaning staff had left so recently that none of the dust that had escaped their diligent rags had had time to settle again. Even the wood in the bin next to the fireplace seemed to have been groomed: cleaned of every stray scrap, and stacked as neatly as a pile of lumber. 
          The waiting silence was shattered as the main door slammed open with a loud crash. Baron Chak Bindrmon strode through it and stopped a few paces within the room to scowl at his temporary accommodations. The baron was of average height but built thickly, with a barrel chest and well-muscled arms beneath his tunic. His hair was starkly white and unbound, flowing down past his shoulders and over the cape that still swirled around him. 
          Half-a-score of servants boiled through the door behind him and scattered throughout the room bearing cleaning implements borrowed from the castle's staff. They set about industriously cleaning the spotless room. There was no chatter, and not a single smile showed among all eleven newcomers. 
          Baron Bindrmon watched his people sweeping nonexistent dirt from the rugs and brushing away nonexistent dust. The frown that pinched his narrow features didn't lighten at all as his eyes roved over the elegant room. His search didn't find anything out of place or obviously in need of fixing, but he didn't halt his people's work either. Instead, he just shook his head and gave an exasperated sigh. 
          A thin young man with blond hair and a scar on his cheek appeared in the doorway. He seemed somewhat out of breath, and he paused for a moment to collect himself before saying, "Your Excellency?" 
          Bindrmon turned and the young retainer continued, "He's been caught, my lord. He's being taken to the place you suggested." 
          Chak nodded and said, "Good. Let's go, Talss, and get this over with." He strode out of the room. Talss stepped aside to let his baron through, then turned and followed him down the hall. 
          In the room, none of Baron Bindrmon's servants looked up to watch him go. They all continued to work and still, not one uttered a sound. 


          The stables of Welspeare Castle were vast and well organized. Duchess Welspeare hosted all of her barons every third year for the tax-taking, and there was room enough and more in her stables for the horses and pack animals of every one of them and their retinues. 
          The duchess' stablemaster ran his stables with an admirable efficiency and a huge staff. The stalls and aisles were clean and neat, and the food troughs were kept filled with fresh oats and grain. The tack shed was scrupulously organized, and abundantly supplied with materials and tools for any repairs that might be necessary. 
          Baron Bindrmon and Talss strode into the stables and headed right for the section reserved for the Bindrmon stock. As in the guest suite, the baron's servants were busily forking out the clean, new hay from each stall that had been assigned to them and replacing it with equally clean and new hay. Every food trough was emptied, cleaned, and refilled with new food. The baron's horses were being systematically stripped of their tack and given stalls. That gear was not being taken to the tack room. Instead, it was being set out on makeshift tables the way that Bindrmon's own stablemaster favored. The baron's luggage had been placed neatly to one side, ready to be carried to the suite when there were hands free for the task. 
          As before, not one of the baron's ten people spoke or smiled as they worked. The sounds of other baronial contingents elsewhere in the stables, as well as the duchess' own staff, echoed around the large, airy space, but the only noise in the Bindrmon section was the scrape of rakes and the rustle of currycombs. 
          Talss had stopped briefly in the stables upon returning from his hunting errand. He had informed Chak's stablemaster that the baron would be riding out again, before proceeding to deliver his message to Bindrmon. Though Thunder, the baron's horse, had been unsaddled and seen to first, he was ready once again by the time the Chak arrived. 
          As the baron was handed the reins to the big black stallion, a young man stepped out of one of the stalls, his rake held nervously between his hands, and said, "Please, s-sir?" 
          Bindrmon turned and focused on the youth, but didn't say anything. The expression on his face was the same as it had been in the guest suite, the same as it always was: unreadable. 
          The young man looked down, suddenly terrified. He was barely old enough to be called a man: twelve or thirteen summers, almost squiring age. He still had the rounded face of a child, though his shoulders were beginning to gain the breadth of an adult. He had a reserve of courage, too, for he looked up again, and said, "Y-your excellency, is he found? Is he coming back?" 
          Baron Bindrmon stared at the youth for several long moments. Did the baron's frown lighten slightly? Did the downward curve of his mouth straighten up a tiny bit? Something seemed slightly different about Chak's face as he said, "No. No, Jurvin, he hasn't been found. You should not count on his coming back. Now, get to work, straight?" 
          Jurvin turned and dashed back into the stall, but no rake-scrape could be heard. Chak looked toward the stall for another moment, then turned and stepped up onto Thunder. With a glance at Talss, who had mounted in the meantime and was ready to go, the baron flicked the reins and set off. 


          The clearing was about a bell's ride from the outskirts of Fremlow City, the location of Welspeare Castle. It had once hosted an inn, but the only indication of that was a paved space that had once been the inn's courtyard. The well at one edge of the plaza meant that the clearing was still used frequently by travelers despite its proximity to Fremlow City. 
          The five people occupying the clearing weren't thinking of camping there, though. Four of them were dressed in drab tunics and trousers, and wore the badge of Baron Bindrmon on their sleeves. The fifth was wearing the same kind of clothing that was tattered and torn by rough handling which had also marked his face and body. His sleeve was little more than strips of cloth after the badge marking his allegiance had been ripped away. He had been tied to a tree at the edge of the clearing. His head hung down against his chest, and his breathing was ragged as he waited for the inevitable. 
          Baron Bindrmon rode into the clearing atop Thunder with Talss close behind. One of the waiting men took the reins of both horses as the newcomers dismounted. Chak strode directly to the restrained man as the horses were picketed with the rest of the mounts. 
          The raggedly-garbed man looked up and met his baron's eyes. There was no hope at all on his face as he stared into Chak's frown. His head dipped slightly as he responded to the baron's presence in the usual way. Then he shook his head, straightened his spine, and resumed his stare. 
          "Why did you do it, Flitchin?" asked Baron Bindrmon in his deep, resonant voice. 
          "It was an accident, my lord," replied Flitchin, purposefully misunderstanding the question. Talss had joined the others, those who had helped him hunt down their fellow stablehand, and they now stood in a half-circle behind Chak. Flitchin looked from to face of his friends. Aside from a flinch or two as eye met eye, all were as stony-faced as the baron. 
          "You know what I mean, Flitchin," intoned Chak. "The cinch-strap coming loose may or may not have been an accident. The broken chest that resulted was an inconvenience that caused us to be late arriving at Welspeare Castle. It was your responsibility to see that the pack-mule's burden was secure, so it was your responsibility to take the punishment. 
          "I ask again, why did you run from your responsibility, Flitchin?" 
          "I ..." Flitchin swallowed convulsively and started again. "I, I suppose ..." The bound man had begun to hunch over again, his eyes drifting to his baron's boots as usual. Suddenly, he straightened again, his eyes a little wild in his hopeless face. "I was tired of it, Baron Chak. Tired of the 'discipline', tired of the whip, tired of the short rations, tired of being treated like a slave! So, I ran. I saw my chance and I took it. Better the life of a beggar, eking out a living from the scraps of others, should it come to that, than another beating. Does that help you, Baron Bindrmon?" 
          Chak was silent for a moment, staring into the eyes of his escaped servant. Then he said, "Discipline must be maintained. Leniency only leads to even more slovenly behavior. This method worked for my father and his father before him, and it has always worked for me. 
          "You were a good worker, Flitchin. I am sorry, but you forced me into this position. I would have been inclined to be lenient with the punishment you earned through your carelessness, in view of your past service. But by running you have given me no alternative but to deal with you as severely as I can. Flight is not permitted; you know that, and the rest of my staff must be reminded of it. Good bye, Flitchin." 
          Baron Bindrmon turned and walked away from the captive, who had slumped against his bonds as if his knees had turned to water. The half-circle audience broke up, and one went over to fetch the Baron's horse. As Chak mounted, he said to his servants, "You know what to do. Be quick, but not too merciful, and bury the body back in the woods. I expect you to return by nightfall." 
          With a final look at the now weeping prisoner, he rode away. 
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          The outer gate of Welspeare Castle was not a defensible position, and it had never been intended as one. The gate itself was made of fancifully wrought iron, and the wall that the gate was set in was no higher than a tall man could reach. The trees planted within and without the wall overhung it in both directions, and in places climbing vines obscured the stonework completely. 
          The plaza outside this ceremonial gate often attracted merchants eager for noble patronage, something that the guards at the real gate piercing the real wall half-a-league within would never permit. Though the plaza was well-sized, fitting into a half-circle indentation in the outer wall, only a limited number of merchants could effectively display their wares within it. It was not a normal market after all, which meant that the only useful positions were along the direct route to the gates themselves. 
          The influx of the duchy's barons for the triennial tax-taking was a perfect opportunity for eager sellers to display their wares for new eyes. So prestigious was the occasion that only those merchants with top-quality wares normally bothered to vie for the limited space available. Which did not in any way explain the gypsy in the corner. 
          Baron Bindrmon rode back into the plaza before the outer gate contemplating a swift return to his own keep. Despite his demeanor, he was angry about Flitchin. He knew that he drove his servants hard, but he also provided well for them. They had the best food and the best quarters he could supply, and they each received a bonus of a Round every Melrin. All he wanted in return was unswerving loyalty, and a dedication to their duties. Unfortunately, that had been too much for Flitchin to give. 
          Chak seldom spent much time making decisions. He resolved to set his people to packing up again as soon as he reached the stables, and he would present his taxes to the duchess' representative in the meantime. It was late in the day to set out, but the roads in the north of Welspeare were well maintained, and there was an inn only four bells to the south. They could reach it safely even traveling in the dark. 
          The baron rode through the shouting merchants in the plaza without really hearing any of them; his mind was not on making purchases. The flash of color in the corner drew his eye, however, and as his path took him naturally closer and closer to that corner, he looked the gypsy over. 
          The man was dressed in the motley colors of one of the Rhydd Pobl, the wandering gypsies that could be found almost anywhere in Baranur. His clothes were not, however, made of rags and scraps. Instead, they had been intentionally cut from diverse types and colors of cloth, in the manner of a habit of necessity turning into a statement of fashion. The fine cut and trim fit of the gypsy's clothes almost suited him to the company of the other jeweled and tailored merchants lining the plaza. 
          He stood next to the wall, a bright spot of color against the drab stone. He had a board in front of him that hung from his neck on a strap and seemed to be balanced against his midriff. On the cloth-covered board were a collection of carved wooden statuettes, two fine-looking daggers shining in the low sun, and a strange piece of broken, sculpted stone. The latter drew Chak's attention from the colorful clothes of the gypsy and entranced his gaze with the strange interlacing bands on its surface, and the raised carvings of two birds and cat along the outer, half-circle edge. 
          Thunder carried Baron Bindrmon through the gate automatically, breaking Chak's eye contact with the fragment of sculpture. Shaking his head briefly, he blinked a few times, the afterimage of the carving fading from behind his eyes as the memory of the gypsy faded from his mind. 
          The baron rode into the stables and dismounted, handing the reins to the stablemaster. All of his stock had been taken care of and were now lodged in their stalls, and the stacked luggage had been cleared away as well. 
          Chak said, "When the others return, Ricce, send them up to the suite. I have some further business for them." 
          "As you wish, sir," replied the stablemaster without the slightest hint of curiosity in his voice. 
          The baron stalked out of the stables, all thoughts of leaving as soon as possible having been banished by the glimpse of the strange carving. He now had plans to set in motion, and they had to come to completion in the next few days. He knew he could trust his servants to carry them out. 


          The hallways of the guest wing of Welspeare Castle were as elegant as the suites to which they gave access. Regularly spaced, arched niches contained statuary or decorative pottery. Oil lanterns were placed on either side of these displays. The walls were whitewashed, and hung with tapestries every ten strides on alternating sides of the hall. A gray carpet patterned like flagstones lined the center of the floor, with smaller, brightly colored rugs placed before each niche. 
          Two bells after Baron Bindrmon's return, Talss and the four other stablehands who had apprehended Flitchin walked nervously through these hallways to their baron's suite. The door was open, and they tentatively entered. The baron was seated at the large table with the floral centerpiece, picking at a plate of cold meats and cheeses while he stared at an unrolled parchment next to him. 
          Chak looked up at the five men ranged on the other side of the table from him. No one else was in the room. He set down the sausage he had been chewing on and said, "Baron Durening has arranged a marriage for his only daughter, Millicet. The talk is all over the castle. I want it stopped." 
          Talss spoke the confusion of all five of them with, "Your Excellency?" 
          "His name is Brerk. He's the second son of Baron Peil Shaddir. They made the match over some kind of trade agreement. I want the betrothal broken." 
          "Your Excellency?" Talss repeated. "Why?" His confusion had only deepened. 
          "Because, Talss, my son Aldan needs a wife too. Durening borders Bindrmon on the east; I think that I can make a much better deal with Groon Durening than Peil did. Millicet's dowry will benefit Bindrmon greatly. I want it, and you lot are going to facilitate getting it for me." 
          "Do you mean ... ah ... well, like Flitchin?" Dread filled Talss' face. 
          "No, no, no. Killing a noble, even a second son, wouldn't be right. So, just scare him. Make him back down. Do whatever you have to short of killing him. Just make sure that you are not seen. And I don't know you if you are caught." 
          The five just stood there, uncertain. At first, the baron's frown deepened, then it lightened after a moment. "I know that this isn't the kind of thing I normally ask of you, men. But it will benefit your barony. Do this for Bindrmon, if not for me." He paused, then continued, "There's a Round in it for each of you. If you perform very well, it might be two." 
          The five stablehands looked at each other and, after a moment, nodded. Talss said, "We will convince Brerk Shaddir to break off his engagement, your excellency. Consider it done." 
          They each bowed in turn and left. Baron Bindrmon turned his attention back to the scroll before the second one was out the door. 


          Four days later, Chak Bindrmon and Groon Durening were walking toward the outer gate of Welspeare Castle shortly after fifth bell. The mid-day sun was being intermittently hidden by large, white clouds, and the addition of a pleasant breeze made excellent walking weather. 
          The official tax-taking ceremony had taken place two days previously, and about a third of Welspeare's sixteen barons had already departed. Baron Shaddir had left the previous day, after making a public announcement breaking the betrothal of his second son to Durening's only daughter. Brerk hadn't been present, but his father had communicated his regrets for him. Millicet, of course, was heartbroken. 
          Chak patted Groon consolingly on the shoulder and said, "I'm sorry to hear about how your plans were disrupted. What do you think you'll do now?" 
          "Oh, thank you, Chak. Yes, it was quite a surprise. I thought that everything was arranged, and then ..." Groon shrugged resignedly, and continued, "Well, there's nothing I can do about it anyway. Do now? Look for another husband for Millicet, I suppose. It is so difficult, though." He paused, then went on in a softer voice, sharing his confidences. "I should have insisted she marry ten years ago, but she kept persuading me to wait. But it's past time. She needs a husband." 

They passed through the outer gate and between the lines of merchants on the plaza. Some had departed, feeling that the prime selling opportunities had passed now that the baronial delegations were leaving, but the colorful gypsy still stood against the wall. Chak ignored him as if he wasn't there; Groon was drawn by the half-circle sculpture on the man's selling board to stand in front of him. Durening reached out as if to touch the metal and glass bands woven across its top, but pulled his hand back at the last moment. With a distracted frown, he turned away and caught up quickly with his friend, Chak. 
          "I was thinking," began Chak, but Durening interrupted as if he hadn't even heard Bindrmon's overture. "You have a son, right, Chak? Adin, or something? Isn't he of marriageable age?" 
          Chak blinked in surprise and said, "Aldan, yes. Very marriageable. Very available." When Groon didn't respond, Chak ventured, "Why?" just as if he didn't know. 
          "Oh, well ... That is, what would you think about a marriage between Millicet and Aldan? I know that Millicet is a little old but, well, I'm sure that we can come to some sort of arrangement of mutual benefit." 
          Baron Chak Bindrmon's perpetual frown almost disappeared as he said, "Yes, I think that we can. Let's talk about it, shall we?" 

Talisman Seven
Part 2

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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he baronial seat of Bindrmon was a medium-sized town called Beeikar. It lay along the north bank of the Renev River, which ran through Welspeare and Northfield to the sea. 
          Situated against the Renev, east and upstream of the docks area, was one of Beeikar's inns. It offered good ale and food that was usually acceptable. The bargemen who worked the river, and who were known for their rowdy behavior, only occasionally ventured as far from their own dockside taverns as the inn; the few that did were seldom trouble. That notwithstanding, the activity within belied the sign above the door which displayed a circle of male swine. 
          Lord Aldan Bindrmon, only son of Baron Chak Bindrmon, walked through the streets of Beeikar towards his favorite inn. The twenty-two year-old man was tall and slender, with chestnut hair that fell well past his shoulders, and a full beard and moustache cropped close to the skin. His dark grey eyes set off his handsome features and fair complexion. 
          He walked through the streets of Beeikar with a calm assurance. He ignored the gathering shadows with the arrogance of ranking nobility; he wasn't yet the baron, but he had been well trained for his eventual job. He didn't always enjoy the responsibilities that came with his future rank, but he wore the cloak of it with a natural ease. 
          He was dressed in fine clothing as befit his rank: a dark grey tunic that matched his eyes, black tights above calf-high boots, and a dusky maroon vest that hung halfway to his knees. Embroidered onto the upper left side of the vest was the heraldic symbol of the Bindrmon family: a white shield-shape bearing a large brown diamond, which in turn carried a yellow circle that bore a red oval. [image: image95.png]Talisman ~




          The ninth bell of the day had just rung and the sun was low in the sky. By rights, he probably should have been heading away from the river and back to Bindrmon Keep. His father had not yet returned from his trip to Fremlow City to deliver the barony's taxes to Duchess Welspeare, which left Aldan nominally in charge. He owed his father's staff the courtesy of sitting down to dinner with them, but that didn't dissuade him from his current path. They would get along without him for one more night, and they had enough to do ensuring that the keep was ready for the baron's return. 
          The entire staff had treated the absence of the baron like a holiday, which it had been, in that they were out from under the direct command of Baron Chak. Without the elder Bindrmon's eyes always on them, always watching, always judging, they had been free to go about their duties as any other servant of a noble would. But with the impending return of the baron, they were all constantly on edge, not sure when he would be riding Thunder into his stables and demanding total, focused attendance on his every need. Any freedom Aldan could give them from further worries was sure to be a boon. 
          Aldan reached the Boar-Ring Inn and stepped inside. The large taproom was mostly empty, with only three of the dozen tables occupied, but it was early yet. The pair of bargemen by the door were getting ready to leave, which was just as well, as they were already very drunk. An older man sat next to the empty fireplace, rubbing his hands in front of it as if to warm them, and mumbling constantly to himself. On the opposite side of the room three dusty farmers sat around a table talking quietly over their tankards. 
          Aldan walked over to his usual table in the corner near the fireplace. Aivney, one of the two barmaids who worked at the Boar-Ring Inn, arrived as he sat down. She was average in height but in little else. Her black hair was long and thick, framing her round face set with flashing brown eyes and full lips. Her body was amply curved and well displayed in the outfit she wore. Her light blue leather bodice was laced from her hips to just under her breasts, tied tight and positioned just right so as to lift them and present them to the world in the white chemise she wore under it. Her green skirt hung all the way to the floor as was proper, but propriety was defeated by the way she had tucked a bit of the hem by her left foot up under the bottom of the bodice at her hip, revealing a great deal of tawny leg. Aivney was one of the best features of the Boar-Ring. 
          She draped her arm over his shoulder with the ease of long familiarity, and said, "The usual, yer lawdship?" Her tone was mocking, but her eyes twinkled with merriment. 
          "Yes, thanks, Aivney," Aldan said, whereupon she sat in his lap and kissed him on the cheek. 
          "One bell or two tanight, yer lawdship? The rooms'r all free." Aldan laughed at the jest even as his cheeks reddened slightly at having the buxom woman's charms pressed so closely to his body. 
          He responded in the same vein, putting on the voice of a poet reciting lofty verse, and resolutely staring only into her eyes despite the other temptations offered. "Your charms would require a whole ten bells, my dear, for I couldn't possibly do them justice in less than the night entire. However, I'm sure that my most darling Tillna would have something to say about it were I to take you up on your offer." 
          The raven-haired wench jumped to her feet again and said, "You're right about that, Aldan my heart. She'd have both our hides for blankets and the best parts for slippers, she would!" She laughed heartily, and traced her finger along the fuzz-covered line of his jaw. "Ah well, we shall just have to dream, straight?" She leaned down provocatively and pretended to try to kiss him on the lips, but pecked at his cheek at the last moment. 
          Straightening up again and arching her back proudly, she continued, "Speaking of our delicate flower, Tillna won't be in until the second bell past dark. She starts early on the morrow. You remember, don't you?" 
          Aldan nodded, and said, "I'm sure she told me. I'll wait. I've no more pressing duties calling me away." 
          "I'm sure you don't, though your father's away and all. Well, you're the baron's son, you know best. I'll bring you your ale, and make sure she knows you're here once she arrives, straight?" 
          Aldan watched Aivney's hips sway as she walked across the room to the bar. The farmers called out to her for refills, "and some of what ya were givin' the boy over there, too," as she approached their table, but she only flashed her bare leg at them teasingly while shaking her finger at them, saying, "Quiet down, you lot, and wait your turn!" 
          Aldan wasn't angry that the farmers didn't recognize him. At that moment, he was just another patron of the Boar-Ring Inn. There were times when he wished that no one knew who he was, that the responsibilities of his position as the baron's son would vanish like fog in the sun. And then, at other times he welcomed the automatic respect and deference his heritage brought him. He wished he could have it both ways, though. 
          Aldan was content with his life on the whole. It would be perfect, however, if only he could travel more. He had been born in Beeikar and had never been more than thirty leagues away from it in his entire twenty-two summers. He knew he would someday make regular journeys to Fremlow City like his father did, but he wanted to go farther. He wanted to see Magnus, with its magnificent Crown Castle and the mysterious College of Bards. He wanted to go farther, to Redcrosse or Narragan, or even south into foreign countries like Beinison or Lederia. These were only names on maps to him, but he wanted to walk on the soil of a different duchy, to breathe the air of a different country, to see strange sights for himself instead of only reading about the journeys of others. 
          It wasn't just the wonder of going someplace different that motivated him, either. Sometimes, the need to go out and explore was almost a physical ache within his body. Something was out there, something he needed to find. It called to him, trying to pull him away from Beeikar and Bindrmon, away from the things he knew, out into the unknown. It was only his sense of responsibility to his father, a sense that had been drilled into him ever since the death of his mother from a spring fever in his tenth year, that kept him at home. Without that, he would have been gone as soon as he had learned to ride. 
          Aivney returned and set his ale in front of him. Aldan smiled at her in thanks, then lowered his eyes back to the table and took an appreciative sip. She took the hint and went to get the refills for the farmers, leaving him to brood some more. 


          About two bells and four refills later, Aldan was still sitting in the taproom of the Boar-Ring Inn. The noise level had increased somewhat as patrons slowly and steadily filtered in, but he found it to be pleasant noise: noise that had nothing to do with him. 
          He had just finished the last drop of his latest refill when Tillna entered the room. He thought that the glow he saw around her as she came through the rear door by the bar might be a reflection of the deep feelings he had for her. It might also be the brighter light of the kitchen fogged in his eyes by five tankards of ale. He almost giggled as he struggled to decide which was more likely and watched Tillna cross the room towards his table. 
          Tillna was a short, slim, beautiful young woman, with long blond hair that hung down to her waist and eyes that were so clear a blue that they looked like glittering crystals. She dressed far more conservatively than Aivney did, though Aldan could remember when Tillna had worn clothes more like the older barmaid, back when she had first arrived in Beeikar two years previously. She no longer wore a revealing bodice, but a dress that went from her neck to the floor, and she never pinned the hem of that dress under her belt to show off her spectacular legs in public. She always acted like a courtly lady, at least whenever Aldan was around. She almost seemed too good for her barmaid job and her current surroundings. 
          Aldan had been in love with her for almost as long as she had been around, though they had been courting for eighteen months and sleeping together for ten. He knew that her behavior had changed ever since they had begun stealing a night together every sennight or so. Tillna had gone from saucy wench to proper young lady as soon as his interest in her had been proven to be more than passing lust. Their trysts together were always in the rooms of the Boar-Ring because he wasn't quite ready to introduce her to his father just yet. He did his best to treat Tillna right, giving her presents frequently, making sure he never took her or her time for granted. 
          She seemed to glide across the taproom floor, the hem of her skirt quivering only slightly as her toes flicked at it. She dodged questing fingers with practiced ease, ignoring the questers totally, her eyes fixed on her goal: Aldan. 
          Tillna stopped in front of him and said, "Oh, Aldan, I'm so glad you're here. I've missed you, love." She sat next to him on the bench and kissed him on the cheek with remarkably less passion than Aivney had feigned earlier. Aldan didn't notice the lack as that was how she always kissed him, in public at least. 
          He put his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. "I had to be at the keep last night and the night before, since I expected my father home then. He hasn't yet returned, but I couldn't bear another night of waiting. So, I'm here. I missed you, too." 
          Tillna leaned close and whispered in his ear, "If I was living at the keep with you, then we could have waited for your father together. I'm sure that would have been more fun than just sitting here for bells like Aivney said you were doing." 
          Aldan nodded absently, while inwardly cringing at the hint. Tillna had been making those kinds of observations more and more lately, and he knew that he was going to have to respond to them eventually. It was only right that he formalize their relationship, and he wanted that as much as she did. He would have been more eager if not for his father, and if only it didn't seem like more responsibility. 
          Aldan's musings were interrupted by the door slamming open to admit a great deal of noise being made by four young men. He frowned as he watched them cross the taproom laughing and shouting at each other. One of the four was already very drunk, and much of the merriment came from the others making fun of the inebriated one's state. 
          The four young men arranged themselves around their usual table on the opposite side of the taproom from Aldan and the fireplace. They were known as the Menagerie: the children of several local nobles, close in age and interests. Born into wealth and privilege but without responsibility to go with it, they had fallen in together from a young age and become fast friends. They had played and practiced together as children; now that they were all in their early twenties, they spent most of their time plotting mischief and getting up enough drunkards' courage to carry out those plans. 
          They called each other by animal nicknames, and so named themselves collectively the Menagerie. For example, the large, dark-haired, and very drunk young man was named Eywran, but was known as Bear because he was often lumbering and clumsy looking, but he fancied himself a very dangerous man. 
          They were trouble-makers in Beeikar, threatening the merchants, chasing people through the streets, causing fights in taverns. But it wasn't the threat they posed that had led Aldan to learn so much about them: he had once been one of them. He had been Falcon then, and a happy part of the Menagerie. He had been friends with Bear and Fox, Owl and Weasel, and the Rabbits, when he was younger. He remembered chasing through the streets, brandishing sticks as they played warriors, knocking over people and carts in their heedless dashing. He remembered studying history with them, and hiking through the woods with them. Those had been good times, when his heritage had meant nothing to his friends, or to himself. 
          That had changed about five years previously, when his father had insisted that he grow up and start taking responsibility for his future. Someday he would be baron, and he needed to know what that meant, and what it didn't. According to his father, it certainly didn't mean running wild with a group of delinquent young nobles. 
          The rest of the Menagerie hadn't taken well to his leaving. None of them had believed that it hadn't been his choice. Fox, a slim, red-haired youth with a sly tongue and a wicked gleam in his eye, had taken it very personally. Aldan had once considered Fox his best friend, and the two of them had come up with the idea of the Menagerie together. When he had told the others that his father had forbidden him to associate with them any longer, Fox had tried to convince him to defy the baron, remain part of the group anyway, in secret if necessary. Aldan couldn't convince any of them that his father wasn't someone whom you could hide things from. 
          Fox's response had been disdainful, calling Aldan a stuck-up snob who thought he was suddenly too good for their company. "We'll call you Rat from now on!" he'd shouted. "The Rat who ran away!" [image: image96.png]“Well call you q@ _from now on/
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          Now none of them would so much as talk to him, except for Quinla. Quinel and Quinla were the missing Rabbit twins, son and daughter of the Denvas. Quinla, the only female member of the Menagerie, had once been sweet on him in a childhood-crush kind of way. She, too, had been hurt by his departure from the Menagerie, but she was also the kindest of them, and she had forgiven him long ago. She was also a moderating voice among the group, and her absence could mean real trouble. It was strange that she and her brother weren't present. The group was ordinarily inseparable and it was strange to see less than the full six-person Menagerie out in public. 
          "I wonder where the Rabbit twins are?" Aldan muttered. 
          "Fremlow City," murmured Tillna. Aldan looked at her quizzically; he didn't realize that he had asked the question aloud. 
          She nodded, and repeated, "Fremlow City. Lord and Lady Denva had to go to the ducal city on family business, and the twins went along." 
          Aldan continued to stare, puzzled, and Tillna continued, "I've told you before, my sister Yawrab is chatelaine of the Denva manor. They took her with them, and she told me about it. I don't think it's fair that she gets to see Fremlow City when I've never been farther north than Beeikar, dear heart." 
          Aldan responded to the tone in her voice automatically. "Don't worry, love, someday you'll be able to go north with me when I have to go for the tax-taking." 
          While he was soothing her with promises of their future together, he was recalling Tillna mentioning her sister. Yawrab was almost ten years older than Tillna, and had been the housekeeper of a manor in Shaddir Barony, far to the south of Welspeare. She had been hired away from that family by the Denvas and had brought her sister along when she traveled north to Beeikar. Aldan had never met Yawrab since the Denva manor was a bell's ride outside Beeikar and Tillna lived in a boarding house in town. He figured that she must be good at her job to have been hired across such a distance. Maybe he could convince his father to hire her to manage Bindrmon Keep. Maybe the baron would mind less if Aldan wanted to marry the sister of his chatelaine, instead of just a barmaid. 
          Tillna's kiss on his cheek drew him out of his reverie. He looked up at the standing Tillna as she said, "I had better get to work. There are certainly enough customers now." 
          Aldan looked around at the half-filled taproom, flinching away from the glares being cast his way from the Menagerie's table. Aivney was hustling about, taking orders and throwing exasperated looks at her fellow employee. 
          "I'd better be going as well," he said, rising next to her. He hugged her and tried to kiss her on the lips, but she turned her head and all he pecked was her silken cheek. 
          "Will I see you tomorrow? I start early, so I'll be getting off early too." Her smile was coy, even if her eyes were cool. 
          "Unless my father comes home in the meantime and has some task or other for me to complete, yes. I'll be here." Aldan hugged her again, then stepped back. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it properly, smiling as she giggled and blushed. He said, "'Til then," turned, and walked to the door. He looked back as he opened it, and their eyes met. They smiled at each other, and then he left. 


          "Hey, Tillna!" 
          Tillna turned from watching Aldan leave to the drunken Menagerie. Fox was leering at her, and it had been he who had shouted. 
          When she did no more than look their way, Fox shouted again, "Hey, now that fancy-boy has gone, come on over and let me kiss you proper!" 
          Tillna walked over to the Menagerie's table, which caused all four boys to hoot and holler. Fox stuck out his tongue and waggled it, while Weasel, a small man with brown hair and eyes and a narrow face, full of nervous energy, turned on the bench and grabbed at his crotch. 
          She stopped next to the table, frowning fiercely. Fox didn't catch the hint, and said, "I knew you'd come back finally, sweet-roll. Get tired of fancy-boy finally? Need some more of good old Foxy? Its only been, what, four or five months; I'm sure you remember my touch. I'll give you what you need, as much and as *long* as you need! Come here!" 
          The slap was loud enough to stop conversation all across the taproom. Fox sat there with a shocked expression, his hand to the side of his face. Weasel just stared, jaw wide, hand still squeezing his crotch. Bear, the one who had arrived falling-down drunk, was giggling into his hands and staring at the table. Owl, who had been born Lothanin, and had strangely grey hair and large eyes, was silent as usual, but his knowing smirk said that he had seen it coming. 
          Tillna pointed her finger right between Fox's eyes, and whispered fiercely, "You and your miserable Menagerie had better just forget we ever even met, much less anything else. I've got me my someday-baron, and no petty lordling is going to ruin that for me. Remember that I'm going to be your baroness someday; I have a long memory and I can make you very sorry. 
          "Am I understood?" No one moved, and she continued, "I'll take that as yes." 
          She turned and strode away like a conquering queen, disappearing into the kitchen. The silence broke all at once as interrupted conversations resumed a little louder than they needed to. 
          At the Menagerie's table, the young men looked at each other with hate in their eyes. All except Bear, who was still giggling. Their hate burned for Aldan, once Falcon but no longer, and for Tillna, whom Aldan had taken away from them. Someday, they both would pay. 


          Aldan was in his room the next afternoon when the page arrived and informed him that his father was awaiting his attendance. He'd been expecting that the summons would come, and was ready. 
          Upon returning from his brief visit with Tillna the previous evening, Aldan had found the keep in an uproar: Baron Bindrmon had returned while he was at the Boar-Ring. Aldan had hurried to his rooms, knowing that when his father was ready, he would be called. 
          He walked quickly through the corridors of the keep, and came to the receiving hall as instructed. He had been rehearsing his report ever since he had learned of his father's return, and he was confident of what he was going to say about the time that the baron had been gone. 
          Baron Bindrmon was standing to one side of the receiving hall, talking with Ricce, the stablemaster. Aldan walked over just as Ricce bowed and turned away. 
          "Ah, Aldan, how have you been?" the baron asked. "I understand from the staff that your brief stewardship of the keep went smoothly." 
          Aldan nodded, and said, "Yes, yes it did. I --" 
          He was interrupted as his father said, "Good, good. Now, before I hear your report, I have some very good news. Come, let us sit." 
          Aldan wondered what the good news might be. Had the duchess decided to return some of the tax money? What else could his father have come back from Fremlow City with? Two chairs had been placed in the corner, and he sat in one while the baron settled into the other. 
          Baron Bindrmon looked his son in the eye and said, "My boy, I've arranged a marriage for you. Millicet, the daughter of Baron Durening, our neighbor to the east, will be your bride. Groon Durening and I discussed it and worked out all of the details. By the end of Sy, you will be wed." 
          Aldan didn't hear a word beyond the first sentence. He couldn't believe what he father had said. Married? He didn't even know Millicet Durening. He couldn't get married to someone he didn't even know. And what about Tillna? 
          "Ah, Father ..." 
          The baron continued, "Now, Millicet's dowry will be extensive, a great addition to our barony. She ..." 
          Aldan wasn't concerned about dowries large or small. Once again, his father was ignoring him, arranging his life without asking him his preferences. He tried again to get the baron's attention. "Father, please, I ..." 
          "Millicet is a little old, but I'm sure she will make a fine wife, and an excellent future baroness. Groon's family is of impeccable lineage, so she has surely been ..." 
          "Father!" Aldan tried to interrupt again, but Chak was intent. Aldan could have been a statue for all that his responses mattered to his father. 
          "In a fortnight, Groon and his daughter will be visiting. You'll get to see your future bride, properly chaperoned, of course, and perhaps get to know her. Then ..." 
          Aldan's frustration grew. He was again being treated like a child. Then he had been told what to eat, what to read, who to be friends with; now he was being instructed who to marry, who to spend the rest of his life with. His father had no care for what he wanted, only what was best for the barony. And he was tired of it. 

Resolve hardened in Aldan. It was time to make that decision he had been putting off again and again. He needed something more than a petulant "I don't want to" to forestall his father. He might not be completely sure that marrying Tillna was the right thing to do, but at least it was his own decision. 
          "Father!" This time, Aldan's shout echoed all around the hall. Baron Bindrmon stopped and looked at him, and he wasn't surprised that there was no hint of shock on his father's face. 
          He stood up from his chair and said, "I'm sorry, Father. I will not marry this woman. I love another, and you cannot change that. You will have to tell Baron Durening to find another husband for his daughter." 
          He turned and left as swiftly as dignity would allow, leaving no space for an argument. He didn't see his father's impassive face staring after him, or the way that the baron's knuckles grew whiter and whiter where his fists gripped the arms of his chair. And he was too far away to hear the crack as Baron Bindrmon slammed his fists down on those arms and snapped them in two. 
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aron Chak Bindrmon
 stormed through the halls of his own keep. His jaw was clenched so tightly that his lips were as white as his hair, and his hands were balled into fists so hard that he could feel his short nails digging into his palms. He was walking fury, and he was headed toward his only child's room to teach the boy some sense. 
          Chak had recently returned from his journey to Fremlow City, the ducal seat of Welspeare. Every three years, the Duchess of Welspeare required that all of her barons travel to her castle to deliver their taxes in person; the other two years, traveling tax collectors handled those duties. Chak had put his time in Fremlow City to good use: he had secured a promise of marriage between the only daughter of Baron Groon Durening, Millicet, and his son, Aldan. The union would benefit Bindrmon greatly, since Baron Durening had been eager to secure the marriage of his daughter, who was almost thirty. 
          The only hitch in the plan was Aldan himself. Chak had just told his son of the wedding plans, whereupon Aldan had defied his father and declared that he loved another and would not honor Chak's hard-won agreement. 
          Chak intended to do something about that. 
          He reached the door of his son's room and slammed his open hand into it with all of the strength of his fury behind it. It wasn't barred, and the latch snapped like a twig, letting the door swing open and crash against the wall behind it. Baron Bindrmon stomped into Aldan's room to find his son standing by the fireplace, staring at a simple, metal candlestick on the mantelpiece. Aldan's only visible reaction to his father's entrance was the tension in his shoulders; he didn't turn around or verbally acknowledge the baron. 
          Chak stood silently for a moment, waiting for Aldan to turn around. He almost didn't recognize the candlestick at first, but even when he realized what it was he refused to let himself be deflected from his purpose. He recalled giving a pair of candlesticks like that to his wife, Cyorsa, shortly after their marriage. They had enjoyed pride of place on their dinner table every evening until the fever claimed her life a dozen years previously. He had ordered them removed from his sight and had ceased to think about them. 
          It didn't surprise him that Aldan had rescued one from wherever they had been stored. Chak knew that the boy was too soft by far to be a fit heir. He was going to have to take further measures to toughen his son up. Maybe the marriage would help. 
          Aldan still had not turned, so Chak said, "I may be your father, but I am also the baron. Turn around and show me some respect, son!" 
          Aldan shuffled himself around to face his father, reluctance in every motion he made. The sullen look on his face was more suited to a thwarted child than someone of his score-and-two years. 
          "Sit!" Chak commanded. Aldan flinched, almost complying, but he steeled himself and remained standing. Narrowing his eyes, Chak continued, "Your choice, son. Now, what was that all about downstairs? Did I hear right: are you rejecting the marriage I've arranged for you?" 
          Aldan only nodded. The baron thundered on, "You cannot be serious, Aldan. This marriage is in your best interest. Millicet's dowry will enrich our coffers by a handsome sum, and Baron Durening has agreed to cede a portion of his territory along the Renev River to us, which means increased trade. It is not possible for you to refuse this match after the negotiations Groon and I have gone through!" 
          Silence stretched in response to Chak's statement, finally broken by Aldan's voice, faint but filled with resolve. "I love another, father." 
          "What does that matter, eh, boy? Love? All that is good for is deluding the peasants that their old age won't be spent alone. You're the son of a baron, Aldan, and that means that marriage has nothing to do with love for you. Marriage is a tool to the nobility. It cements alliances, it conjoins bloodlines and inheritances, it is negotiated and agreed upon, not granted will-ye-nill-ye when the emotion strikes." 
          "I love another, father," Aldan repeated in a stronger voice. The sullen expression he wore was deepening into anger, but Chak wasn't paying attention. 
          "So, who is it that you love, boy? One of the nobles of our court? Maybe Northfield's daughter has caught your eye? Or perhaps a foreign princess has been traveling through our lands and plighted troth with you?" 
          "I love a barmaid, father, and Tillna is her name. And it is better I love her than all the well-bred women you could bring before me. I have her heart, father, and she mine," said Aldan Bindrmon with some of the conviction that his father used. 
          Silence again, but this time it was the baron who was rendered speechless. Finally, he gasped, "A barmaid? A common bawd? You would throw away the riches that Durening offers for a tavern wench? How could you shame me so, Aldan? How could you think that this is acceptable?" 
          Passion joined growing conviction as Aldan replied, "Father, how could I not love her? Her hair, it shines like gold, and her eyes are the blue of crystal stones, Father. Her beauty shines as bright as the moon, no, bright as the sun! I love her, and will not have another, father!" 
          "You are not being given a choice!" shouted Baron Bindrmon. "You *will* marry Millicet, and bring her dowry to our barony. Face up to your responsibility. You are not a child. Stop acting like one. Do what you have to, what you know is right. Stop defying me!" 
          Aldan took a step toward his father, his face screwed up with suddenly released rage. "Stop ignoring me!" he yelled. "Stop treating me like a marionette! You've told me what to do ever since mother died, taking away my friends, taking away my very enjoyment of life. You will not take Tillna away from me. I will not marry Millicet, and I do not intend to change my mind!" 
          Aldan raced out of his own room. Chak watched him go, his son's outburst ringing in his ears. He reached out to try to grab Aldan's arm but failed because he couldn't unclench his fist fast enough, so tightly had it been held. 
          Baron Bindrmon stood reflecting on his son's words for quite a while. Eventually he came to the realization that Aldan didn't know what he was talking about. Chak had guided his son gently, tutoring him for the job he would someday have. It wasn't easy being baron; Aldan would see that some day, and he would thank his father for the lessons he had learned. 
          And as far as his son's final declaration went, Chak intended to make sure that Aldan turned out to be wrong. 


          Several bells later, two stablehands arrived at the door to Baron Bindrmon's private chambers. Talss, the tall thin one, knocked tentatively. Lhewin, the tall stocky one, fidgeted. Neither of them knew what the baron wanted, but it wasn't normal for servants to be summoned like this, and they were both very nervous. 
          The door opened, and the baron himself beckoned them inside, and then motioned them to sit at the table in the center of the outer room of the suite. Chak sat down opposite them and said, "I have a task for the two of you, along the lines of the service you performed for me back in Fremlow City, concerning Brerk Shaddir." 
          Talss remembered. He and four other stablehands, Lhewin included, had convinced Brerk, the second son of Baron Shaddir, that he didn't want to marry Millicet, thus opening the way for Baron Bindrmon's arrangement. Talss wasn't proud of it, but he had done his duty to his baron and his barony, and had received a Round as payment. He wondered who the baron needed frightened away this time. 
          "My son fancies himself in love with one of the tavern girls over at the Boar-Ring Inn. Her name is Tillna. Do you know her?" 
          The two stablehands shook their heads. Chak shrugged and continued, "He seems very attached to her, or at least the idea of her. He has utterly rejected what I want, what you helped me get: his betrothal to Durening's daughter. He will not be swayed by words, and he's my son, so rough handling is out of the question. But I've thought of something else. 
          "Tillna. If she leaves town, and tells no one where she is going, then Aldan won't be able to use her as an excuse to refuse Millicet. I want you two to make sure that Tillna leaves. One way or another, she should be out of this barony as soon as possible, preferably out of the duchy entirely. I'm asking this of only the two of you as I don't think it would take five to scare off one little barmaid. 
          "I know that this is an unusual thing to ask of you, and I understand that you may not feel it is a worthy thing to be doing. I ask that you remember two things. First, you are once again aiding your barony, as Millicet's dowry will benefit Bindrmon greatly. Second, to salve your consciences, I will pay you each a Crown now, and a Crown when she is gone. 
          "So, will you do it?" 
          Talss had done some very questionable things in the service of Bindrmon, including taking care of Flitchin, the stablehand who had tried to flee the baron's service on the way to Fremlow City. But for some reason, Talss found this request to be much more shocking. He didn't know why, unless it had to do with the fact that he was being asked to intimidate a woman. Shaddir's son Brerk had at least stood a chance against the five sent to persuade him to break off his betrothal. How could a barmaid defend herself against even two grown men? 
          "Two Crowns?" Talss heard Lhewin ask. He looked over, and saw the wide eyes of avarice on his friend's face. 
          The baron placed two large gold coins on the table, and said, "And another for each of you when she is gone." 
          A Crown was a great deal of money, and Talss was sorely tempted. When Lhewin's hand started to stretch out across the table toward the coins, Talss said, "We'll do it, your excellency. Count on us." 
          He grabbed his coin and held it tightly in his hand. The cold weight soon warmed up, so that all he could feel were its edges against his palm. As its presence seemed to diminish the longer he held it, he wondered whether two Crowns were really enough to salve his conscience. 


          Aldan walked into the Boar-Ring Inn and went right to the bar. "Oablar, my usual room," he said, throwing coins down. 
          The proprietor of the inn handed him a key, and scooped up the coins. "I'll let her know when she arrives that you're here, my lord," he said, the hint of a leer in his voice. 
          "No, thank you, Oablar. I'll come back down in a few bells and tell her myself. Could you send up some food and a tankard of ale?" 
          Aldan didn't see Oablar nod as he climbed the stairs. He spent the next several bells thinking, even though he knew the answer to his problems. There was only one thing he could do, and he needed to do it as soon as possible. He didn't want anything to happen to his one chance to make his own decision. He might be destined to be baron, with all the responsibility that entailed, but he didn't have to be saddled with a wife he didn't know or love. His father would come to understand eventually; understand or, at least, accept. 
          Third bell after dark had already rung when Aldan went back down the stairs. The taproom of the Boar-Ring was bustling with activity, and both Aivney and Tillna were busily crossing the room taking orders and delivering drinks. Aldan just watched Tillna work for a bit, knowing that soon she wouldn't have to earn her own way any longer. 
          Everything was perfect, except for one thing: the Menagerie, that group of young lords who hated him for abandoning their company, sat at their usual table laughing and shouting and leering at both barmaids. Aldan didn't particularly want to do this in front of them, but he knew that they wouldn't be leaving until well after derk, and he didn't want to wait that long. 
          He stepped off the stairs and over to the edge of the bar. Fox glowered at him from the Menagerie's table, but Aldan ignored him. Tillna saw him and hurried over. They hugged, and when Aldan kissed her he made sure that he kissed her lips. [image: image97.png]“You have my heart, o) illna,
and I hope I have yours."




          Tillna frowned at his presumption, but only until he started to speak. "Tillna, my darling, we've been seeing each other for more than a year now, and I think I am finally sure of what I feel about you. You have my heart, Tillna, and I hope I have yours. Will you be my wife?" 
          Tillna's response was immediate. "Yes, yes, oh yes!" She hugged him and kissed him hard on the mouth, while the patrons at nearby tables applauded, except for the Menagerie of course. She backed a step from him then, and said, "Oh, Aldan, I'm so glad you finally asked me. I've been ready to say yes for so long now. But, what about your father?" 
          Aldan laughed a mirthless laugh, and said, "The baron will not be pleased, but I no longer care. I want to marry you, and his wishes can feed the crows." 
          Tillna said, with a calculating look in her eye, "But, does not the baron have to sanction our marriage? You are noble, after all." 
          "Yes, I am noble." Aldan had an answer ready. "Which means that I can also appeal to the one my father owes fealty to for sanction as well. You've always wanted to see Fremlow City. We can be there in two days. The sooner we leave, the sooner we will be married." 
          "Oh, Aldan ... I have to pack, to prepare. I couldn't leave before day after tomorrow, will that be all right? Oh, I wish Yawrab were back from her trip to the ducal seat. Perhaps we will meet her there? There are so many details to take care of! I'm so, so happy, Aldan!" 


          The sixth bell of night was close to ringing when Talss and Lhewin entered the Boar-Ring Inn. The taproom was almost deserted, with only the four young men of the Menagerie occupying their table in one corner of the room, near the bar. They were quiet, seriously studying the tankards in front of them with the intensity of the very drunk. Both barmaids were gone; Aivney to her home, Tillna upstairs with Aldan. Oablar stood behind the bar polishing leather mugs. 
          The two baronial stablehands walked over to the bar, frowning and stumbling slightly. They had spent a great deal of time arguing back and forth back at the keep about whether they should really do as the baron asked, and what kind of tactics they should employ. Ale had been consumed during their conversations, but not enough to make them drunk. Not very, anyway. 
          Eventually, they had decided that they wanted to see Tillna in person. Unaware of the number of bells that had already passed, they left the keep and strolled through the deserted town only to find that there were no women at all in the Boar-Ring. 
          Talss said, "Two alesh, barman." 
          Oablar drew their drinks and said, "Don't settle in, straight? I'm wantin' to close soon." Talss and Lhewin lifted their tankards in acknowledgment, and staggered to the nearest table. 
          Lhewin took a long draw of the fresh ale and said, "Not here." 
          Talss shook his head in agreement, and drank more slowly. "I wonder if the baron ... ah ... knew what he thought he ... knew?" 
          Talss was talking more loudly than he intended, and he was overheard. Fox's head lifted at the mention of 'baron' and he paid a fuzzy attention to the two men dressed in the livery of the Bindrmons at the next table. 
          "Don't know," replied Lhewin. "Maybe there ish no Tillna." 
          "Easy money, then," laughed Talss. "Easy money if she's a fig ... a figm ... a dream, huh?" 
          "Easy money, Talsh," agreed Lhewin. 
          Unnoticed by the stablehands, Weasel's head had also risen from its drunkard's droop, and he listened in on the conversation too, drawn by the name of the barmaid. Owl was asleep over his drink, and Bear ... well, Bear was giggling into his hands again. 
          "I shtill don' like this, Llll-hewin," complained Talss. "We stopped that Brerk guy from marryin' so the baron could get Aldan married. But Aldan's already got a sweetheart. So why don't we just go tell Brerk that he can have his wifey back, and let the kid marry this 'magin'ry barmaid?" 
          "Baron says. That'sh why," intoned Lhewin. "Get rid of barmaid, and Aldan has to marry who baron wants. 'Nless Till-nah isn't real." 
          "She's real," said Talss morosely. "We don' have that kinda luck. Wish we hadn't agreed to do this, though." 
          Fox took Bear's full tankard of ale and threw it in his own face. The jolt sobered him up somewhat, and he dried himself off a bit with Owl's cloak. [image: image98.png]Talisman 7




          "Greetings!" Both Talss and Lhewin started when the red-haired young man appeared across the table from them and spoke. Neither really noticed the wet hair or the heavy odor of ale coming from him. 
          Fox continued, "I couldn't help but overhear, and pardon for eavesdropping. You say you are here looking for Tillna the barmaid?" 
          The stablehands nodded somewhat stupidly, and Fox continued, "Did I catch it right that you want to ... get rid of her?" 
          Talss nodded again. The drink had drowned his sense and loosened his tongue and he said, "Baron's orders, so his shon will marry someone else, someone he doesn't want to." 
          Fox's grin had nothing merry about it. "I think that I and my friends over there can help you. Please, let us take this burden onto our shoulders. We'll gladly ensure that Tillna is gotten rid of, and the marriage plans of Aldan Bindrmon are altered permanently. 
          "Here," he said, fumbling at his belt. He laid a Crown on the table, and continued, "For the privilege of completing this task for you. Trust me, your baron will be well pleased with the results." 
          Talss looked at the Crown on the table, and then at the young man across the table. The answer was obvious. He snatched the coin before Lhewin had even stopped blinking in surprise, and said, "Thank you for yer offer, mi'lord. The baron was in some hurry about the matter ..." 
          "We shall be about your business as soon as the sun lifts himself from his slumber." When Talss and Lhewin just stared, Fox said, "Tomorrow, my friends. We will begin tomorrow. Fare well." 
          The stablehands rose, shook Fox's hand, and left, even though he had come to their table. Fox looked over at Weasel, who grinned a wicked grin back. 


          Fox was walking through Beeikar's marketplace the next morning. He was happy to finally have an excuse to deal with Tillna, and so strike a blow against Aldan the Rat. He didn't think it would be difficult for the Menagerie to frighten one woman enough to get her to run away. It would be even better if she proved stubborn about it; he owed her a slap or two -- at least -- for the way she had been treating him recently. 
          At the edge of the market, Fox noticed that a gypsy had occupied one of the stalls set up there. His colorful clothing was very distinctive, but Fox thought he would have known the man's origins even without the patchwork raiments; the swarthy features and full, black beard were equally distinctive, he thought. 
          Fox looked over the wares for sale. At one end of the counter were some poorly-made daggers and short swords, meant for flashy display and not for use. Next to the weapons was what seemed to be half of a stone sculpture of some kind. It had been circular when whole, and the inner two-thirds of the flat upper surface was covered by intertwining bands of silver, gold, and glass. Around the rim were carved two birds of prey next to each other and a cat. 
          Fox touched the sculpture, setting a finger to one of the carved birds. He jerked his hand back as if he had been bitten, but after shaking his finger and looking for a mark he seemed to forget all about the strange sensation and the sculpture at the same time. 
          Fox's attention shifted to the carved wooden figures and boxes arrayed next to the stone fragment. Figurines of people and animals, and animals dressed as people, were all of the highest craftsmanship, with crisp, clear detail. Fox looked for carvings that represented him or his friends, but there were no foxes or fox people, or any of the other Menagerie animals at all. The closest he came was a rat-woman dressed like a ship's captain, but that only made him frown, and he moved on. 
          Then, he saw the box. It was about eight hands square, and on the lid was carved a stylized representation of a falcon. The bird looked just like the ones on ... on ... no, he hadn't ever seen falcons carved like that before. The sides of the box were carved with wavy lines -- no, they were woven loops, like hair, or braided bread or ... or bread, straight. 
          The falcon was carved so that to view it properly, the box had to be resting so that it looked like a diamond, not a square. Fox worked the tightly friction-fit lid off and discovered that the inside of the box was round. 
          Those three things came together and, with a flash of interwoven bands, falcons, and a cat behind his eyes, Fox got an idea. A wicked -- no, an evil idea. He liked it. He knew that the Menagerie would like it too. He paid for the box, and went to tell his friends about the change in plans. 


          Later that evening, Aldan stopped at the Boar-Ring Inn. "Have you seen Tillna today, Aivney?" 
          "No, love, she ain't been in," Aivney said distractedly as she served ales to a table full of bargemen while dodging their pinching fingers. 
          "Thank you. See you later." 


          In the depths of the night, four figures, completely muffled in robes and hoods, carried a long, narrow bundle between them to the banks of the Renev River. Faint chanting could be heard as the bundle began to sway between them, and suddenly it was flung into the rushing water. It bobbed for a moment, the dark stain in the center seeming to fade as the bundle absorbed water. Then it vanished from sight. 
          The anonymous figures stood staring after the vanished bundle. One staggered for a moment, as if on the rolling deck of a ship. Another, the largest, lifted its arms to its hood, and giggled. 
          Presently, the four turned and walked back into the darkness. 


          The next afternoon Aldan went to Tillna's boarding house. He was beginning to get worried, as she hadn't been seen by anyone in over a day. Had she run away? But she had seemed so happy when he proposed ... 
          Aldan climbed the single flight of stairs to the upper floor and walked to the back of the hall. He knocked on her door, and it swung open. Suddenly apprehensive, Aldan walked in. 
          He half expected to find the room bare, but it wasn't. Tillna's belongings filled it, making it hers. Only one thing seemed out of place: on the narrow table next to the door was a large package, wrapped in cloth. Hanging from the cord that tied the cloth together was a small piece of parchment on which was painted the badge of Bindrmon. 
          Aldan took the package and stepped further into the room. He sat down and untied the cord, letting the white cloth fall away from what it wrapped. This revealed a carved wood box with a falcon on the lid. It was heavy and well constructed, and he examined the carvings around the edges and on the top. He turned the box so that the falcon was upright, so that it sat on its corner and looked like a diamond. The box was beautiful, and the falcon was just perfect, but something was making him uneasy about this. Was it some kind of farewell gift from Tillna? If not, who had left it? The falcon might indicate some kind of connection to the Menagerie, but they only called him Rat now. 
          Nervously, he, tried to lift the lid from the box, but it wouldn't budge. He tried harder, finding indentations at each corner that allowed him to get a grip on it. He felt it start to move finally, its friction-fit ceasing to resist. As the lid lifted, the first thing he noticed was the smell. He had hunted enough to know that iron tang: blood. He moved the lid aside, and was confronted with contents so bizarre that he had no idea what he was looking at. Hair, blond hair was all he could see at first, golden hair coiling around and filling the round insides of the box. Except in the middle, where a lump of reddish-brown and slightly grey meat rested, roughly oval, slightly thicker at the bottom than the top. 

He was dumbfounded. What was this? What did it mean? By chance, he noticed that there was something inside the lid. He glanced at it, and saw that it was a parchment with very neat, precise writing on it. 
          Lifting the lid, he read the writing and learned all he needed to know, and much more than he had feared. 


          When you proposed, you said you hoped you had my heart. Well, 
          dearest, I hope that this reassures you. 


          You have my heart, Aldan Bindrmon. 


          My love and my life, 
          Tillna 
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ord Aldan Bindrmon
 sat in his fiancee's boarding house room and stared at the grisly contents of the box on his lap. Could the note be true? Could the lump of greyish-brown meat laying at the center of the coiled golden-blond hair actually be Tillna's heart? 
          Aldan shuddered in revulsion at that thought. He lifted the package off his lap and stood, knocking the chair over in the process. He dashed to a window, dropping the bundle of cloth and box onto a table on the way. Sticking his head out into the afternoon sunshine of Beeikar, he took several deep breaths and tried to get the lingering scent of blood out of his nose. 
          Only two days before, Aldan's life had been normal. He'd had more responsibilities than he'd really wanted as the son of the baron, and his father had driven him hard in getting him ready to be baron someday. But he'd had plenty of time to himself as well, and Tillna besides. 
          And then his father, Chak Bindrmon, had returned from his regular trip for the tax-taking to Fremlow City, the ducal seat of Welspeare, with news: the baron had arranged for Aldan to marry the daughter of their neighbor, Baron Durening. Millicet would bring with her a handsome dowry which Chak had negotiated, including a portion of the Durening lands located along the Renev River. All his father cared about was the benefit to the barony; Aldan didn't feel the same. He was in love with Tillna, a beautiful young woman who just happened to be a barmaid at the Boar-Ring Inn, and didn't care to marry the thirty year-old Millicet for any reason whatsoever. 
          That very evening, Aldan had proposed to his barmaid right in the middle of the Boar-Ring's taproom. To his delight, she had accepted. They had made plans to journey to Fremlow City to get married and then had spent the night together. The last time that Aldan had seen her had been when she had left their room upstairs at the inn the next morning. He could hardly believe that that'd been only a day before. 
          He turned around and leaned against the window sill, looking at the package he had found by the door of Tillna's room when he had come looking for her. The white cloth that had been wrapped around the package was spread out on the low table. The wooden box rested with a corner toward him, making it look like a diamond. The cavity inside the box was circular, so that the mass of blond hair, hair like Tillna had, coiling within it formed a golden disk. And in the center of that coil rested an ovoid lump of meat, somewhat reddish between the brown and grey. The sight reminded him of something, but he couldn't quite place what. Then he pushed aside the thought as irrelevant at the moment. 
          Aldan walked over to the box and looked down at it. He still couldn't quite believe that the box was evidence that Tillna was dead. [image: image99.png]| OWho would Kill herQ Why?



Who would kill her? Why? And why address that note to him, with the gruesome line, "You have my heart, Aldan Bindrmon." Could someone be playing a joke on him? Had Tillna run away, frightened by the idea of getting married, and left this as some kind of farewell message? But she had been the one hinting about marriage for months. She wouldn't run having gotten her wish. 
          Aldan looked around the room, and once again saw that nothing was missing. She hadn't left, then. And she hadn't been seen in more than a day. The note tacked to the inside of the lid of the box had been penned in a very precise hand, and Aldan doubted that Tillna could read, much less write. He looked back down, touched the hair, and accepted the truth: Tillna had been murdered. 
          Before he could begin to mourn his loss, a great weariness fell on Aldan, and he sank to his knees. A sense of age flooded him, of having lived longer than he could imagine, of having seen hundreds and hundreds of years pass. The weight of the centuries bore down on him and he felt like it would crush him against the floor and press him right through it, but just then he felt as if everything around him was on fire. Instead of being afraid, or feeling trapped by the encompassing flames, he felt peace well up inside himself. The weariness vanished, defeated by the flames, which faded more slowly. They seemed to leave a sense of promise behind as they went. 
          Aldan knelt on the floor for several moments, recovering from the strange feelings. His sorrow at his loss had been burned away by the strange flames, but a new emotion was beginning to take its place: anger. He straightened up somewhat and looked at the box. He would dispose of the contents properly, and then he would track down the person who had done this. Someone would pay for killing Tillna. 
          Aldan wrapped the box back up in the cloth after replacing the lid. Carrying the bundle, he left Tillna's room and walked down the stairs. He stopped at the door just inside the entryway and knocked on it. He knew that the old woman who ran the boarding house kept her nose in every resident's business; Tillna had complained about crazy Betta often enough, and she was the reason that Aldan had only visited Tillna once before. 
          The door opened wide, and Betta stood there. She was stoop-shouldered with age, and her face was covered in wrinkles, but her hair was an utterly unnatural brown, even though her eyebrows were thin and grey. She said, "Yes?" in a crotchety tone, but when she saw who was there, she said, "Oh my, my ... Ah, what can I do for your lordship this day? If you're looking for Tillna, she's not here." 
          "Well, yes, I am looking for her," Aldan said, disconcerted that this woman associated him with Tillna after only one visit. "When was the last time you saw her?" 
          Betta blinked a few times, and a sly smile appeared on her face. "So, the baron's boy is really asking after our Tillna, is he?" She cackled to herself, then said, "Yesterday's the last I seen her, your lordship, sir. Leaving like always for her shift, right before seventh bell. She ain't been back since, nor word of her either. By the rumor, I'd a thought she'd be with you, your lordship." 
          "No, ah, not just yet." She had left for her shift, but she hadn't arrived at the Boar-Ring. Aldan thought for a moment, then lifted the cloth-wrapped bundle he was carrying. "Did you by chance see who delivered this package?" 
          "Present from you, was it?" Betta asked. "Saw the tag, with Bindrmon colors on it and all. This morning, it was, a boy came. He had a green rag tied around his arm, like the young ones do that wait at the docks and carry messages for a Bit. He had that package and gave it me, said it was for Tillna. I took it to her room and left it there." She paused as her eyes widened. "But, if it was you sent the boy, why'd you be askin'? What's in it, anyway?" 
          Aldan backed toward the entry and said, "Thank you, mi'lady, for your aid. And if you do see or hear of Tillna, could you send word to the keep? I'm ... worried about her." 
          Betta nodded, and started to cackle about rumors and romance. Aldan hurried away, wondering whether he should try to find the runner-boy or not. He decided to save that for a last resort option, since it was almost futile anyway. 
          He then attempted to trace Tillna's path from the boarding house to the Boar-Ring to see if he could determine where she had vanished. He met with a complete lack of success; there were too many different ways to go through the winding, intersecting streets of Beeikar. Close to the boarding house, he found one or two people who remembered her passing, though not necessarily the previous day. Beyond that, he learned nothing. 
          Once it became clear that tracking down Tillna's route was not going to work, Aldan tried to think of some other way to tackle the problem. Unfortunately, the only thread he had to follow was Tillna. Unless ... 
          He recalled the phrase from the note in the box: "You have my heart." Aldan remembered uttering something like that phrase two days before, first, to his father, in rejecting the arranged marriage to Millicet, and then in the taproom of the Boar-Ring, proposing to Tillna. Unless the use of those words in the note were coincidence, there had to be some connection. 
          Aldan knew that his father was utterly ruthless in performing baronial duties. Baron Chak Bindrmon expected utter loyalty from his staff, and punished disobedience or failure in sometimes extreme ways. Aldan wasn't completely sure, but he suspected that his father had even ordered certain servants killed at times. 
          Aldan had crossed his father in refusing to marry Millicet. Chak would see depriving the barony of her dowry as harming it, and take whatever steps were necessary to deal with that problem. Aldan could see that his father might attempt to prevent his marriage to Tillna, even going so far as to have her killed -- a hard thing to suspect about one's own parent. But he didn't think that the baron would then deliberately taunt him with the deed by delivering that box to her room for him to find. There was nothing of Chak Bindrmon in that act. 
          Which meant it had to be someone in the taproom that night. Aldan's mind leapt to the obvious choice: the Menagerie, who had been sitting at their usual table not four strides away from where he had been standing. The young nobles who made up the Menagerie certainly felt they had reason to hate him. Aldan had once been part of the Menagerie; his nickname had been Falcon. And then his father had dictated that he stop playing childish games with his childhood friends and concentrate on the duties of being baron someday. None of the six remaining members of the group had taken his departure well, and all but Quinla, the only female member of the group, still held it against him to some degree or other. 
          Four of the Menagerie had been present that night, the Rabbit twins being away in Fremlow City with their parents. They would certainly have heard him proposing to Tillna, and he wouldn't put it past them to hurt her, possibly even murder her, to get back at him. And the box was certainly something that Fox or Owl, or even Bear might think of. From the falcon on the lid to the grisly contents, to the taunting note itself, it definitely had the flavor of the Menagerie. 
          Now, he only had to prove it. 


          Later that night, Aldan pushed open the door to the Boar-Ring Inn and entered the taproom. Most of the dozen tables within were full, and Aivney, the raven-haired, flirtatious barmaid had her skirt down and her hair up as she rushed from table to table, ignoring the groping hands and pinching fingers with a tired expression on her face. To Aldan's surprise, Oablar, the proprietor of the inn, was out from behind his bar and serving customers on the floor as well. He didn't need to dodge the lusty attentions of the patrons; not only were his bald head and craggy features enough to scare away goblins, but everyone knew that his wife was jealousy personified and deadly with a rolling pin. 
          Aldan also noticed that the table normally reserved for the Menagerie was occupied by two gypsies and a man with flax-yellow hair dressed all in green. 
          Aivney stopped next to Aldan as he stood by the door, put a hand on his arm, and said, "She's not here, dearest." 
          "I know," he said, "I know. Busy, huh? Why's Oablar working tables?" 
          "'Cause I don't have four hands and eight legs, hun. With Tillna quittin' early like she done, we ain't had time ta hire a replacement. Someone's gotta keep their lips wet so their fists don't smash the furniture and each other. 
          "If yer not lookin' for yer lady, why're ya here?" 
          "The Menagerie," Aldan replied. "Have they been here tonight?" 
          "Sure, straight, they haven't been gone much longer than it takes a bargeman to get drunk. Why? 
          Aldan ignored her question, and asked another of his own. "Were they here last night, do you remember?" 
          Aivney said, "It's an occasion when they ain't here, dear heart." She didn't notice him flinch at that, and continued, "They was here early yesterday. I remember that Tillna didn't show up, and Oablar sent a runner-boy to fetch me 'cause she had early shift. They was here when I arrived, all happy and all fingers, too. I remember them getting loud after dark, like always, and eventually they left. Why're ya innerested?" 
          "Thanks," was all he said. Aldan leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, turned and left. Aivney looked after him for a moment, and then got called back to her duties by the shouts of thirsty patrons and Oablar's growl. 
          Aldan slowly made his way back to the keep, no closer to finding his prey than he had been that afternoon. He'd had no better luck trying to find the Menagerie than tracking Tillna's steps. They hadn't done anything out of the ordinary the previous day by all accounts, including spending the evening bells at the Boar-Ring. If they had indeed abducted Tillna and murdered her, they had done an incredible job of it. No one had witnessed anything suspicious. 
          He knew that just confronting them wouldn't help. They wouldn't tell him anything; they didn't need to. There just had to be something, though. Some mistake, some way to prove their involvement -- if only he could find it. 


          The next morning, halfway between fourth and fifth bells, Aldan was racing down into Beeikar from the keep. He had his clue, and he cursed himself for having taken so long to realize it. 
          Earlier that morning, he had been trying to decide what to do with the package from Tillna's room. The box was beautifully carved, but he didn't think he could keep it considering its current use. He had finally decided to burn the whole thing in the keep's forge-fire. He opened the box one final time to say farewell to Tillna's remains, and he caught sight of the note tacked to the inside of the lid. He pulled it from its fastenings, then closed up the box and set it aside. 
          He examined the parchment again. He had already noticed that it was very precisely lettered. The hand was exact, the lines were even, and each copy of any one letter was nearly identical. With the time to study it like that, distanced from the emotional impact of it, Aldan realized something: he had seen enough professionally inked documents to know that these were the trademarks of a scribe. 
          Looking closely, he saw an ornate spot of color in the lower right corner which turned out to be the letter S encircled by several loops of blue and red. He knew that signature: it belonged to Sestik, the only public scribe in Beeikar. 
          Aldan arrived at Sestik's house out of breath. Once he had realized that the scribe was the link he had been looking for, he had wasted no time in going after him. His fervent hope was that the Menagerie had overlooked their error in using Sestik in their plans. 
          When he'd caught his breath and composed himself, Aldan knocked on the scribe's door. At the sound of "Enter," he did. He found himself in a narrow room that seemed to run across the front of the house. In the center of the room was a narrow table that spanned the width of the room just under the window. Behind it sat Sestik, parchment before him, inkpots and brushes next to him. Behind Sestik was the door to the rest of the residence. 
          Sestik rose and said, "What service may I render you today, my Lord Aldan?" 
          Aldan presented the note from the box, and said, "Is this your work, Sestik?" 
          The scribe glanced at it and replied with pride, "Yes, my Lord, it is. I take it that you received the surprise that Lord Kuvey and mi'lady Tillna prepared for you? I do hope that my craftsmanship did not detract from it in any way. I wasn't given time to properly illuminate the document, after all --" 
          "Did you say Kuvey *and* Tillna?" Aldan interrupted. 
          "Well, that's what Lord Kuvey said when he dictated the words, yes. I --" 
          Aldan interrupted again. "So, you didn't see Tillna?" 
          "No, no. Just Lord Kuvey." 
          "And when was this, if you recall?" 
          "Two days ago," said Sestik. He thought for a moment, then said, "Midday, or perhaps more nearly sixth bell. Yes, that's right, because --" 
          "Thank you, Sestik, you have been a great help. I will reward you for this information, I promise, just as soon as I have dealt with them. I cannot possibly thank you enough. Fare well." Aldan turned and walked out, ignoring Sestik's confused stammer of, "But ... but I only wrote a note of love dictated by a go-between. What kind of information is that to be rewarded for?" 
          Outside of Sestik's house, Aldan paused momentarily to savor his triumph. He had the proof he needed: Lord Kuvey was Weasel of the Menagerie. The note had been commissioned before Tillna's disappearance, which meant that the abduction and murder had been planned out in advance. He still needed to find them, but with any luck, they didn't know that he was chasing them. Beeikar wasn't large enough for them to hide in for very long. He was looking forward to his vengeance. 


          The Menagerie of Bear, Fox, Owl, and Weasel were walking into the market square that afternoon. It was mostly empty, since Beeikar wasn't large enough to require a daily market. The few occupied stalls were ragpicker merchants, and of no interest to the four young lords. [image: image100.png]TaLsMaN T




          Bear said, "We got away with it, didn't we?" 
          "So far," replied Owl. "So far. No one even seems to know that she's dead, which is only good for us." 
          "We showed him, didn't we?" gloated Bear. 
          Fox grinned slyly, and said, "That we did, Bear, that we did." 
          "Do you think he's found it yet?" asked Weasel. 
          Owl replied, "We couldn't very well go and ask, now could we? After all, it's no business of ours what's in Tillna's room or who's visited it. He'll get it eventually, never fear. That tag was perfect, Fox, and the box will get to him one way or another." 
          "I only wish that the note could have been more decorated," mused Weasel. "Some twisty leaves around the edge, a falcon here or there, maybe even a rat next to his name. But Sestik is too much of a perfectionist; he said it would take a --" 
          Fox was suddenly standing in front of Weasel. "What did you say?" he asked in a low, menacing tone. 
          "D-decorations? Leaves ... rats?" stammered the perplexed Weasel. 
          "No. Sestik, you gutter-flop. Did you say Sestik?" 
          "Y-yes, Fox. I ... you know my writing hand is shaky at best. The note needed to be readable, and you didn't give me all day to get it right. So, I went to Sestik. Don't worry, I made up a story and everything ..." 
          Fox's unrelenting glare caused Weasel's explanation to dwindle and fade away. Fox's fists were balling at his sides, and his right temple was pulsing as his jaw clenched and unclenched. He turned away abruptly and with a hurried, "Come on!" he began to run. 
          The others followed as Fox raced through the streets of Beeikar. They arrived in front of Sestik's home, and Fox barged right in without knocking. Sestik looked up as the others piled in behind Fox. The scribe said, "Welcome Lords Wannek, Lothanin, Eywran. Lord Kuvey, Lord Aldan was here earlier. I believe that the surprise you planned went well, or so it seemed. I'm not sure why he came to me, but --" 
          Fox turned to the others, shot Weasel a murderous glare, and said, "Go!" They all dashed out, slamming the door behind them. Sestik just said, "Hmph!" and put the intrusion out of his mind as unfathomable. 
          Outside, the Menagerie huddled around each other. Fox spoke what they all knew. "He's found the box, and thanks to Weasel, he knows we are responsible. We're murderers, and he's got the proof. We've got to get out of here, now." 
          "But where will we go, Fox? We've never been anywhere," whined Bear. 
          "Magnus," said Fox. "We'll head for Magnus; he'll never find us there. Separately, so it will be harder to track us. Go home, get money and supplies, and leave for Magnus as soon as you can." 
          "If Magnus is big enough to hide us from Aldan, how will we find each other again?" asked Weasel. 
          "I shouldn't even tell you, you slug-brained scut, but ... I don't know," said Fox. 
          "The Bardic College," suggested Owl. "Starting in a fortnight, we'll gather on the steps in front of the Bardic College at fifth bell until we are all together. Straight?" 
          "Straight," said Fox, and the other two nodded. "Good luck." He gripped Owl's right wrist with his right hand. Owl grabbed Bear's wrist, Bear grabbed Weasel's wrist, and Weasel gripped Fox's, forming a square between their hands. They all looked at each other, panic beginning in Bear's face and behind Weasel's eyes, resolve on Owl's face and, of course, Fox's. With a final squeeze, they broke apart and left, each going their own way. They knew they'd be back together in a fortnight in Magnus. 


          Lord Kuvey, or Weasel as he preferred, was running along a forest path south of Beeikar that night. He looked back over his shoulder, but he couldn't see his pursuit. He didn't slow down; he knew that Aldan wasn't going to give up that easily. 
          Weasel was very sorry for his mistake. Both of them, actually. When he had gone to the village scribe, Sestik, to write the note, he had never imagined that Aldan would be able to figure out where it had come from. Fox should have been the one to get the note. Fox always thought two or five moves ahead, which was why he always beat Weasel at King's Key. Fox wouldn't have made that first mistake. 
          Or the second one, most likely. Weasel had gone home after the Menagerie had discovered that Aldan knew who had killed Tillna. He had packed up his belongings, and then raided his mother's strongbox. With loaded saddlebags, he had ridden right to the Boar-Ring instead of toward Magnus. He had wanted to say farewell to Aivney before leaving forever. 
          He had planned to give her a quick kiss, and maybe a Round as a final tip, and then be on his way. Instead, he had found Aivney free for a few bells. Tillna's replacement had been hired and shown around. The tall, willowy redheaded woman was experienced as a barmaid, and Oablar wanted to see if she could handle the room alone. 
          He had spent those few bells, and a few more besides, upstairs with Aivney, saying a proper farewell. The new woman had worked out very well. That, combined with a light night, and Aivney hadn't been required downstairs until the third bell after dark. 
          Weasel had expected that the only result of his unplanned tryst would be leaving for Magnus a little late and with some very pleasant memories. When he had walked down the stairs a short while after Aivney to find Aldan walking up to the bar as Aivney angled toward him, Weasel had known utter panic. He had moved as quietly as he could over to the door but just as he'd reached it, Aldan had turned around and spotted him. 
          Weasel had been rooted to the spot for a moment, watching as Aldan's eyes widened in surprise, and Aivney reached his side. Aldan had started dashing toward the door. Aivney had said, "What?" Aldan had shouted, "Tillna's dead, and --" before tripping over a bench that had been accidentally moved into his path. 
          The crash had jolted Weasel out of his shock, and he'd raced out the door. He'd heard rushing footsteps inside the inn and hadn't even taken the time to unhitch his horse but had taken off on foot. 
          He'd been fleeing ever since. West along the river first, and then south when the first bridge came along. He had glimpsed Aldan from time to time, but whenever he thought he'd shaken the baron's son from his trail long enough to take the time to get a mount or find his friends, Aldan had reappeared. 
          Weasel was getting tired. He needed someplace to hide, someplace to lie low until Aldan gave up and he could resume his journey to Magnus in peace. So far, the road he'd been following had been through farm fields, but up ahead was a deep stand of trees. Maybe he could lose Aldan in there. 
          Weasel angled across the edge of one field, and plunged into the trees. The light of the clear summer night sky was immediately cut off, and he had no choice but to slow to a walk as he felt his way from tree trunk to tree trunk. He tried to keep going in the same direction, but it was hard to do. It didn't really matter, he knew, as long as he didn't end up back on the road just yet. 
          He feared he was doing just that as the light began to increase, but he soon came out into a small clearing filled with the white light of the moon and capped with the brilliant stars of summer. The clearing was only ten strides across at most, and considering the difficulty he'd had maintaining a path through the darkness of the trees, Weasel didn't think it likely that Aldan would be able to find this same clearing. 
          He sank down on his haunches and leaned back against a tree at the edge of the clearing. He was panting as he calmed down from his exertions. Sweat dripped down his neck, but he was too tired to wipe it away just yet. 
          He heard a rustling behind him, but it was so soft that he knew it had to be some forest animal resuming its foraging. He didn't realize he'd made his third mistake until the shadow fell over him. 
          He looked up, and there was Aldan, knife in hand and hate in his eyes. Weasel bolted, dashing across the clearing, intending to disappear into the trees on the other side. 
          Weasel thought he was running across level ground, but the moonlight was deceptive. He stumbled badly on the first hillock his foot caught when he was almost all the way across the clearing. Then he felt his ankle wrench badly in a depression that he couldn't see. Off balance and in pain, he tripped over a stone hidden by grass and fell headlong between two tree trunks. 
          The pain of his fall was intense, and startled a short cry out of his lips that masked the strange cracking noise from beneath him. When the burning pain in his chest didn't abate, however, he knew something was wrong. 
          He wanted to push himself up and see what had happened to his chest, but he didn't have the strength. Weasel began to have trouble breathing, and he started to call for aid, but only a very faint, "Help, help" came out of his mouth. 
          When Weasel felt himself being turned over by rough hands, the pain in his chest increased, forcing him to scream raggedly. He was propped up against someone's lap, his head tilted so he could look down along his body. He focused his blurry vision to see the broken end of a dead branch sticking up out of his chest, blood bubbling around the wound and oozing down his tunic. He looked up and saw Aldan gazing down at him, no pity at all in his eyes. 
          "Where were you going, Weasel? Where are the others?" Aldan's questions were forced through gritted teeth, and his eyes demanded truth. 
          Weasel thought about lying. Then he thought about Tillna, lying dead, while Fox cut her chest open, and Bear hacked off her long braid. Aldan deserved the truth, and he didn't have anything to lose anyway. Fox certainly wasn't going to get even with him now. Fortune had already taken care of that. He'd tell Aldan about Magnus, and about the rendezvous at the Bardic College every fifth-bell starting in a fortnight. Aldan would find them, and give them what they deserved, too. 
          Darkness started to close in on his vision as he whispered, "Rat ..." Aldan leaned closer, so he could hear. "Rat ... sorry, Falcon ... they went ... to ..." Weasel couldn't feel his hands or his feet, and the pain was fading away. With a last effort sent on his dying breath, he said, "Dargon." 

Aldan felt Weasel slump, dead, on his lap. "Dargon," he repeated, mulling over Weasel's last words. "They've gone to Dargon." 
          That sounded like them. Run as far away as possible, and Dargon was pretty far away. Aldan nodded to himself. "They won't escape me that way," he said to the corpse of his former friend. "I'll follow them wherever they've gone, even if it is as far north as Dargon. I swear they won't escape me!" 
          The body of Weasel didn't reply. 

The author would like to thank the folk-rock group Steeleye Span, and one track from their album "Back in Line," for the inspiration for this story.
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The girl's screams sounded in Rhonwn's ears as he stabbed at her. He grinned as he worked: those screams were exactly what he was striving for. The louder she cried, the harder he worked. His hands moved, his weapon thrust, and her voice was silent for a brief moment, her face crumpled in surprise, before the screams rang out once again. 
          Rhonwn felt it would soon be over, that his efforts would soon bring their inevitable climax. He put more effort into his ministrations. This time had to be perfect; he was always perfect. The girl, Merilee, was shaking her head from side to side, hoarsely panting, "Stop ..." and "No ..." and "Don't ...". In between, her screams had faded through exhaustion until they no longer covered up the noise from the taproom downstairs. The final moment was approaching, and Rhonwn stabbed one last time, stiffening above as she did below, and with one final "Yes!" from his own throat, it was over. 


          Rhonwn leaned down and kissed Merilee, whose eyes were closed and whose lips were dreamily smiling. Sweat covered both their naked bodies, and the candles dotted around the room -- his own extravagance -- made her plain face glisten like a gilded statue. A statue depicting satiated lust, by a master sculptor. 
          He eased himself off his lover, ending up on his side between Merilee and the wall so that she wouldn't feel trapped. She lay there, unmoving, still reveling in bliss as Rhonwn gazed fondly at her. 
          He reflected on how he had met her that morning, completely by accident. He had only just arrived in Beeikar with his murntedd, Bobere. They were Rhydd Pobl, what the folk of Baranur called gypsies, and they had just traveled from Fremlow City, the capital of Welspeare, the duchy that also encompassed Beeikar. Rhonwn had finished helping Bobere set up their sales stand in the market square, and had then gone exploring the new town. 
          Before he had even left the market square, he had come across a pair of women walking towards him. One was tall and fair, with a pretty face, bright eyes, and a belted robe that showed off her fine figure. Her companion was short and somewhat ruddy, as if being outdoors didn't suit her. Her hair was mouse-brown, her face was plain, and her robe was unbelted, offering no hints of what lay beneath. They were both young, and the guild braids at their shoulders, combined with their plain dress and youth told him that they were probably apprentices. 
          Rhonwn had smiled broadly, his eyes twinkling at the prospect the taller, prettier woman presented. He knew he cut a dashing figure in his typically gypsy-styled multi-colored clothes, with his long, wild brown hair, and his olive-toned, handsome face. Stepping in front of the pair, he had bowed low and said, "Praise to the gods of the roads, that I have been brought into the presence of such loveliness! May I know your names, so that my evening prayers may be properly attributed?" 
          The shorter woman had giggled, but the taller had just looked at him with a stone-face that would have made a temple idol proud. The giggling one had said, in a voice that was thin, yet shrill, "I'm Merilee and this is Shandly. We're apprentice weavers --" 
          The stone-faced Shandly had interrupted with, "And we're late. We'll just be on our way." 
          Rhonwn had quickly stepped in front of them again, saying, "I won't take up much of your time, oh fairest of all apprentices. But, if either of you have some free time this afternoon, I could use a guide to show me around this marvelous town of Beeikar. And who better to show me around this most wondrous city in Welspeare, if not all of Baranur, than one of the most lovely women I have ever met?" 
          Merilee had giggled again, but to Rhonwn's delight it had been Shandly who had asked, "If we should decide to spend our afternoon break like this, where might we find you?" Her lack of facial expression hadn't put him off; likely she simply hadn't wanted her friend to know of her own interest. 
          Rhonwn had pointed back to the sale table and said, "My murntedd ... ah, my foster-father has set up our selling table right over there. I shall spend my afternoon there, eagerly awaiting your arrival." 
          And, with mutual bows, and more giggling from Merilee, they had parted. 
          Rhonwn had spent the morning walking around the town, getting a feel for the people and the place. He had returned to their selling table after his midday meal, allowing Bobere some freedom. And, when Merilee had arrived at about sixth bell, he had sighed to himself, debated whether or not to go through with it, and then set about seducing the mousy woman. 
          It had been a challenge at first, but once Merilee had understood what Rhonwn was offering, the arrangements had been swiftly made. That evening, Rhonwn had slipped up the back stairs at an inn only a few blocks from the market square, and into the room that Merilee had given him the key to. The candles had been placed around the room and lit, the bottles of wine had been set on the table, and one opened, and Rhonwn had waited for Merilee's arrival. And the rest had followed much as it usually did. 
          Rhonwn looked down on the slowly stirring Merilee, and thought that the old adage was certainly true: in the darkness, all cats become grey. Merilee was no beauty like Shandly, but in bed those differences had disappeared. He reached over and stroked a bead of sweat off of her breast, and then slipped his finger down her torso and over her hip. She giggled dreamily, and shifted her legs slightly apart -- which was when Rhonwn saw the blood. 
          He leapt out of bed and looked down at himself, seeing it there, too. There wasn't much, so it could only mean one thing: Merilee had been a virgin! 
          In a panic, Rhonwn dashed over to the washstand and cleaned himself up with a cloth. Then, he made a beeline for the table and the wine, gulping down a healthy swig of the potent, not to say raw, vintage. A virgin! He should have known! Her naivete, her response to his flattery, it all added up. 
          He looked back at the bed just as Merilee turned languidly on her side, her eyes shining with the last emotion he wanted to see: love. He swiveled back to the table, and swallowed another large gulp of the cheap wine. He knew he should have listened to his instincts, and just spent some nice time with Merilee. Beeikar wasn't a small town, and he knew that he wouldn't have had to spend the night alone if he hadn't seduced the apprentice. Instead, he had taken the easy route, and had ended up with all of the worst complications his nightly assignations could possibly conjure up. 
          He knew he couldn't just run, even though his instincts were urging just that. He had to let her down easily, make sure that she knew his intentions before they went their separate ways. Steeling himself for what was sure to be a long night, he took another healthy swig of wine, opened the other bottle and filled a mug. Carrying both his bottle and the mug, he turned back to the bed, and staggered a bit as the room went fuzzy for a moment as the alcohol in the wine went right to his head, unhindered by the evening meal he had skipped. He mentally chalked up another mistake as he walked back to his lover. 


          Several bells later, Rhonwn had finished his bottle of wine and was working on the second one. They had passed the time between drinks by talking -- he now knew more about apprenticing to a weaver than he had any desire to -- and making love again. That second engagement had just concluded, and Merilee was once again lying there, glisteningly golden with sweat, now running her hand possessively across his chest. She was still working on her first mug of wine, reaching across him to the windowsill from time to time to take a sip, and press her breasts into his chest. Rhonwn just wondered when that tenth bell was going to ring, so he could stumble back to his murntedd's wagon and be free of mousy, golden Merilee. 
          "So, what's it like, being a gypsy?" she asked, tracing the ridges on his stomach and being just short of tickling on the way. 
          Rhonwn said, "It's ... I don't know, it just is. We travel, we sell things, we travel some more. That's about all ..." 
          "Traveling," said Merilee in a wistful tone. "You're so lucky, traveling. It must be so wonderful to see new places day after day, year after year. I've never been out of Beeikar, you know. Not even to the next town. And you've seen the whole kingdom! How exciting!" 
          Merilee's voice made his ears hurt, and Rhonwn took another swig. He popped the bottle out of his mouth and gulped loudly, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. "Oh, it's nothije ... um, nothing. Most places are alike -- people livin' in houses, people plowin' the ground, people lordin' it over other people. We're not like that, ya know. Nope, we're not. No kings, no houses 'cept our wagonsss, hunting and fishing and trading for shtuff. That'sh the life." 
          Merilee said, "Ooh, it sounds so wonderful!" She hugged him and kissed his neck, then bit it playfully. "Just wonderful," she murmured, her hands moving down his sides, again just short of tickling. 
          Rhonwn continued his own ramblings, keeping the wine bottle steady throughout. "Yep, wondiful, wondiful. Been to Pyridain, been to Narragan, been to Dargon and back. Just follow the map from place to place, never go wrong." 
          Merilee propped herself up on her elbows and said, "Map? I thought gypsies didn't need maps." 
          Rhonwn blinked in confusion, and then took another swallow of wine. Looking her in all seven eyes, he said, "Of course gypsies don' need mappppssss! Never be caught dead with a map! Unless you're forgetful, like my tedd Bobere. Yep, big secret, big big secret, our map. Shameful. Don't tell, straight?" 
          In answer, Merilee kissed him, guiding the wine bottle to the window sill next to her mug. Then, she climbed on top of him and proceeded to engage him in their other pastime. 


          Tenth bell finally rang, but Rhonwn was too exhausted and hung over to even hear it. It wasn't until two bells later that he opened his eyes, stirred out of his slumber by Merilee getting out of bed in a rush. "It's the 8th, right?" she asked, but Rhonwn didn't think she was asking him, and he didn't know the answer anyway. "The 8th of Yuli, yes, of course it is." Rhonwn watched as she darted about the room getting dressed again. "Shandly and I will be going out with Mistress Jeesp to gather dye-stuffs, and I have to hurry." Fully dressed, she dashed back to the bed and kissed him. "Have to go. When will I see you again?" 
          Rhonwn realized that, between the wine and her energy, he hadn't made it clear to her that he wouldn't be "seeing" her again. "Ah, about that ..." 
          "Tonight? Here again?" 
          There was too much emotion in her face, and he was too hung over to deal with it. "No. Merilee ... I ... well, I ... we can't ... ah, see ..." 
          "What do you mean, Rhonwn?" Bewilderment had chased the happier emotions from her face, and that hurt him worse. 
          "I meant to let you know last night, but ... " 
          "You have someone else?" 
          "No! No ... well, not exactly, no. I don't have anyone else right now, but ... you see, by tonight I will. I'm not ready to ... settle down ..." [image: image102.png]"L hope “] entertained you.
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          Tears filled her narrowed eyes as she said, "Shandly was right! She told me she only asked you where to meet you so that we could be sure to avoid wherever you would be. I didn't listen to her warnings, but she knew exactly what you were about. 
          "Well, thank you for last evening, Mister Gypsy," she said with a scorn-heavy voice. "I hope I entertained you. Fare ill in our fair town!" The door slammed behind her, causing Rhonwn to wince for two equally good reasons. 


          Merilee hadn't been the first complicated assignation Rhonwn had ever had, and as much as he hated hurting the girl, he knew that he couldn't do anything about it now. So he put her out of his mind and continued on his way through life. 
          Recalling the adage about horses and falling off of them, he wasted no time arranging companionship for that evening. His experience with Merilee only gave him a momentary twinge as he agreed to meet a pretty young shopkeeper in the same inn, and when they parted the next morning with amicable words and thank-you kisses, his confidence rose another notch. 
          He didn't see Merilee until the next day, when he was spending the morning at the selling table in the market. His attention was centered on the current customer, a tall, handsome man with blond hair cut short and high over the ears. The man wore a well-cut tunic and leggings, and the guild braid on his shoulder indicated that he was some sort of crafter. His hands went with that assessment; they were finely shaped, with long, slender fingers. The ring on his right hand, a thin oval of some red stone set in gold, was very distinctive. 
          Unfortunately for Rhonwn, the wares on the table in front of him were absorbing all of the attention of the handsome crafter. No matter what suggestive comment Rhonwn made, the man just nodded noncommittally and kept his eyes on the carvings on the table. As was often the case, the large stone semi-circular carving caught his attention for a moment, and was thereafter ignored. 
          When the crafter walked away, Rhonwn's gaze followed regretfully. Halfway across the market square, the crafter was stopped by a distinctively dressed stranger. Rhonwn had certainly never seen the gentleman before, and he would have remembered someone dressed all in green from his hat to his boots. The two blond men talked briefly before walking away together, which is when Merilee walked through his field of vision, attracting all of his attention. 
          She looked his way and frowned, only it wasn't a frown of anger but of hurt. She immediately turned away, changing direction and walking out of the market, leaving Rhonwn with the impression that whatever errand had brought her there would have to wait until later. 
          The next time Merilee's path crossed Rhonwn's was also linked with the man in green. Rhonwn was walking along Chandler Street the next morning when the green man and another man walked out of an inn right in front of him. As distinctive as the man in green was, his companion was equally so: he was stocky and rugged, and his hair, eyebrows and full beard were red. He had a scar on his left cheek, and he wore the hood of his cloak covering the back half of his head, such that his ears were fully hidden by it. 
          The pair were talking earnestly, but all Rhonwn caught of their conversation was "... has decided to join our ..." from the scarred one before they moved out of his line of sight. Behind them was Merilee, just about to enter the inn they had left. This time, she turned away with no expression on her face, and continued on her way. Strangely enough, Rhonwn didn't feel all that much better about it. 
          Later that afternoon, Rhonwn was walking Chandler Street from the other end, and he thought that he saw the red-headed, scarred man leading Merilee into that same inn, but he wasn't sure. He entertained the notion of finding out for sure, before remembering that he was supposed to be forgetting about the apprentice. 


          Rhonwn encountered the man in green again on the morning of the 11th of Yuli. He was strolling down Rainmaker Lane, heading for the market square, when a hoarse voice called out from behind him, "Ho, Master Gypsy!" 
          Rhonwn turned around, and saw the green-clad man striding briskly toward him. As the man drew nearer, Rhonwn noticed that he was indeed dressed completely in green, with every article of clothing -- gloves, belt, boots and all -- exactly the same shade. The gypsy chuckled silently as he realized that the approaching stranger looked, with his very yellow hair, like a ripe ear of corn. 
          "Well met this morn, Master Gypsy!" rasped the stranger, coming to a stop in front of Rhonwn. "And how do you fare this fine day?" 
          The automatic responses of courtesy helped Rhonwn through the startlement of noticing that even the strangers' eyes matched his outfit, and he said, "I'm well, good sir. And you?" 
          "To be honest, Master Gypsy, well and not well. Before I expand on that, however, let me introduce myself. I am Lacsil, once a sailor, then a merchant, and now a supplicant, at your service." 
          "Greetings, Lacsil," replied Rhonwn, extending his hand before continuing, "and I'm Rhonwn of the Rhydd Pobl." 
          Lacsil, after looking at and then ignoring Rhonwn's hand, said, "I have a proposition to make to you, Master Rhonwn. Upon occasion, my dealings as a merchant have been less than, well and well, above-board. Minor transgressions only, of course -- I am not an immoral man, I'll have you know. But every now and then, the authorities become aware of my activities, and I have to evade their so-called justice." 
          Rhonwn could tell that Lacsil was an accomplished orator, and only his voice detracted from his presentation. His raspy, grating voice sounded like an ill-tuned viol, or a shawm with a cracked reed. It made the hair stand up on Rhonwn's neck, and set his teeth on edge, but out of courtesy, he continued to pay attention. 
          "I am currently in the middle of such a situation, which is where I hope that I can solicit your help. I need to get to my friends in the north, to settle this business. Unfortunately, the authorities know this as well, and are sure to be watching the roads. However, I have heard that you, well and well, are traveling that way as well, and everyone knows that gypsies can go from place to place, town to town, without being seen. So I thought that we might be able to do each other a favor under the circumstances. I can pay, and pay well, and even gypsies need gold now and then. Believe me, I can make it worth your while, my friend. And in return, you can get me out of Welspeare without attracting the notice of the agents of the duchy." 
          Rhonwn's instinctive response was negative, and he gave it to Lacsil without hesitation. "I'm sorry for your troubles, Master Lacsil, but gypsies don't take passengers. Our trails are our secrets, and we don't give up our secrets lightly." 
          "But surely you see the injustice here. What I've done has hurt no one -- just a few people with lighter purses than they might have had. Yet I am being hunted like an assassin, and denied the freedom of the roads that my taxes have helped to build. Does that not, well and well, strike a chord with you? Can you not feel for my plight?" 
          Rhonwn frowned, and wanted to back away. He was insulted that this stranger was insinuating that the free ways of the gypsies were in any way similar to his own mercenary transgressions. But again, courtesy forbade him from being rude -- another aspect of his Rhydd Pobl heritage, that wrong not be done unless done wrong first. He replied, "I do not equate the misunderstandings your kind has of my way of life with your own larceny. I have, indeed, run from those authorities you speak of, but that doesn't make us tillanda, or family. I must still say no, Master Lacsil." 
          The man in green's eyes narrowed, and his lips parted to show his teeth in an avaricious grin. "Well, then, would two Crowns change your mind?" 
          Rhonwn's own thoughts changed from affronted dignity to visions of profit. Gold wasn't something that most gypsies sought to hoard, but as Lacsil had said, even one of the Free People needed it sometimes. Calculating what he thought the shady merchant might be worth, and the dire straits he was in, Rhonwn said, "I don't think so," in a voice that indicated it wasn't his final answer. 
          "Would three be a more reasonable offer?" 
          "Perhaps," allowed Rhonwn, thinking about what three Crowns could buy, "but I have to be honest when I say that it isn't my decision. My murntedd, Bobere, is pinwban, or wagon leader, and it is for him to decide the merits of your situation and your ... offer." 
          "Fair enough," said Lacsil, his grin softening into something more casual even though his eyes remained narrowed. "Do you think you could persuade him?" 
          "I think you could make your plea better than I could, Master Lacsil." 
          "Perhaps you are right, Master Rhonwn, perhaps you are right. Might it be convenient to meet all together this evening? Matters are somewhat, well and well, pressing ..." 
          Rhonwn knew just the thing. He had heard the ale at the Boar-Ring Inn recommended several times, and he had been assured that even a gypsy would be a welcome customer. He said, "Come to the Boar-Ring tonight, halfway between second and third bell. You know where it is, out by the river? Good. I'll bring Bobere, and you can put your proposition to him then." 
          "I thank you for your help, Master Rhonwn. Until tonight?" 
          Rhonwn extended his hand and said, "Until tonight." Instead of shaking it, Lacsil gave a strange salute, turned, and walked away. Rhonwn watched him leave, wondering whether Bobere would accept the dishonest merchant's offer, and if so, for how much. 


          The two gypsies, blood father and son as well as murntedd and murnmib, foster-father and foster-son by Rhydd Pobl custom, walked down the road by the Renev River, the light and noise of the Boar-Ring Inn leading them toward it. It was somewhat after the evening's second bell, but the walk from the clearing where their wagon was parked had been long. 
          Rhonwn had told Bobere about Lacsil and the merchant's proposition. He had also been asking questions about the man all day, but had gotten little information for his trouble. No one knew much about the man in green, and, strangely, no one seemed to be looking for him either. At least, not yet. 
          Bobere looked every inch the typical gypsy, with his neatly-tailored, multicolored patchwork clothes, black hair and hooked nose. Rhonwn knew that the family resemblance was strong, though his hair was longer and brown, his nose was not so pronounced, and his clothes were not patchwork, though they were multicolored. All in all, there was no mistaking the pair for anything other than proud members of the Rhydd Pobl, the Free People of the world, or, more commonly, gypsies. 
          So, Rhonwn understood when Bobere asked, "Are you sure we'll be welcome in there, Rhonwn?" Gypsies tended to be driven from many establishments with varying force, from shouts to sticks, simply due to their mostly-undeserved reputations. But Rhonwn knew that such would not be the case here. 
          "I'm sure, Bobere," Rhonwn said. "I have it on good authority. I wouldn't have asked Lacsil to meet us here if I thought we'd get tossed out. So stop worrying!" 
          The door under the sign bearing a circle of swine opened, and three figures staggered out of it. Rhonwn noted their distinctive dress -- leather vests wide open across bare chests, leggings tightly wrapped from the knee down in braided, beaded straps, and the half-circle hats worn sideways -- and took the opportunity to further reassure Bobere. "See, murntedd, the Boar-Ring serves bargemen! Any place puts up with bargemen will be overjoyed to see the likes of us, yeah?" 
          Throwing a companionable arm around his father, Rhonwn made a path toward the door, detouring wide around the raucous bargemen on the way. He ushered Bobere through the door and then followed him to the only empty table in the place. 
          A lively crowd filled the taproom that evening. Rhonwn gave his most charming smile to the barmaid who came to take their order. She was attractive but with a worn-down air, and Rhonwn could tell that it wasn't just because of the hectic atmosphere in the taproom. She had raven-dark hair piled up on the top of her head, and her green gown was tight at the waist and laced to press her lush breasts together and present them invitingly in the white undershift she wore. She acknowledged the young gypsy's flashing-toothed grin with barely a twinkle of her brown eyes and the slightest hint of a smile on her full lips. She introduced herself as Aivney and took their orders. On the way to the bar she took three more orders prior to vanishing behind it to fulfill them all. Rhonwn noticed that the only other server on the floor was a sour-faced and bald old man, and he knew that what he had heard about the excellent ale had to be true to attract so many customers in the face of such a disagreeable server. 
          The door opened to admit a handful of people into the already crowded room, drawing Rhonwn's attention from the swaying hips of the serving wench. He recognized one of the new arrivals, and stood to gesture Lacsil over. The green-clad man strode across the room, a broad smile on his face. 
          "Welcome, Lacsil, and well met," said the young gypsy, extending his hand, and then gesturing toward his father when he remembered that the man in green didn't like to shake hands. "May I introduce my murntedd, or foster-father, Bobere of the Blue Valley band of the Rhydd Pobl. Bobere, this is Lacsil, the gentleman I told you about. He has a business proposition for you." 
          Bobere nodded to Lacsil and gestured to the bench on the far side of the table. Lacsil swept off his felt hat with a curious right-handed motion that Rhonwn didn't quite catch, and stuffed it into his belt as he sat down. Rhonwn followed suit. As everyone got settled, the curvy barmaid returned with the drinks the gypsies had ordered and took Lacsil's order before departing. Rhonwn tried not to fidget as he waited nervously with the others for the last ale to arrive before beginning their discussions so that they wouldn't be disturbed later. Finally, the leather jack of alcohol was set in front of the man in green. Lacsil immediately took it in his left hand and lifted it high. "To profitable business!" he proposed in his raspy voice, and Rhonwn echoed the gesture and the toast along with his father before taking a healthy swallow of the cool, brown ale. Rhonwn grinned as he contemplated the refreshing beverage. One of the Boar-Ring's secrets must be its location -- it was easy to keep ale cool in running river-water. 
          Lacsil said in his raspy voice, "And now, to business. I'm sure your ... son? ... has told you of my situation, but let me put it in my own words, shall I?" 
          Rhonwn found that the gravely voice of the green-clad man still grated on his nerves. It was the kind of voice that made one look for noose-scars, though what showed of Lacsil's throat was smooth skin. As Lacsil put forth his tale, Rhonwn turned his attention elsewhere. He had heard it just that morning, and with the way that voice was making his eyeballs and fingernails vibrate, he was sure he didn't need to hear it again. 
          He let his gaze wander over the wealth of people in the taproom. The Boar-Ring seemed to attract all different types of people. Rhonwn saw laborers relaxing alongside merchants, crafters drinking with farmers, scum like the two bargemen in the corner sharing the room with the aristocrat that had just walked in the door. 
          Rhonwn stared at the young man with the long brown hair who had stopped a few paces inside the room. He wore his rank like he wore his very fine clothing: easily and naturally. He was handsome, with clear grey eyes, a fair complexion, and a full beard and mustache cropped close to his face. Rhonwn didn't usually mix with the gentry -- they tended to have even stranger ideas about land-ownership and peoples' places than the ordinary folk. And this man looked like more than a mere lord. But Rhonwn was prepared to make an exception for that fine-looking individual. 
          The young man's gaze swept across the room, resting on the very table that Rhonwn sat at for a moment before moving on without acknowledging anyone who sat there. Rhonwn watched as the curvy barmaid worked her way across the room until she stood next to the noble with the ease of one long known. Rhonwn couldn't hear their brief conversation, but the handsome man didn't seem to be looking for a drink, but the answers to some questions. All too quickly for Rhonwn's liking, the man kissed the barmaid on the cheek, turned and left. The barmaid just stood there for a few moments, until the catcalls from the crowd and a few growls from the male server got her moving again. 
          Rhonwn returned his attention to his table companions, hoping that the negotiations were almost finished. He was disappointed to find that little had yet been decided. 
          "What interest might my, well and well, crimes be to you then?" asked Lacsil. 
          "Only so that I know what level of risk I would be undertaking were I to accept your offer, my good man," answered Bobere. "Will I be risking the wrath of every baronial reeve between here and the north shore of Baranur? Or will the pursuit end at the border of Welspeare, if not Bindrmon?" 
          "I assure you, that the matters were not worth an entire kingdom's wrath. You will be safe and safe once the border of the duchy has been trampled upon in passing. Is that little enough risk for you?" 
          Rhonwn shook his head and went back to ignoring them. He let his gaze wander around the room again as he sipped his ale. He was delighted to recognize one of the customers: the crafter he had seen talking with Lacsil on his third day in town. He was sitting companionably with a woman of about Bobere's age, making her a good handful of years older than the crafter. She was good looking in a solid way, the few strands of grey in her brown hair not very noticeable. The cut of the tunic she wore told Rhonwn that she was probably a merchant. Perhaps she sold the wares the gentleman produced. 
          Rhonwn flashed his smile at the couple, trying to make eye contact with either one of them. To his delight, he received a meaningful look from both along with a sly smile from the woman and a broad wink from the man. He nodded once in return, since he noticed that neither of them was aware that the other had also responded to him, and continued to scan the room. 
          Another empty jack of ale later, Rhonwn returned his attention to his father in time to hear the deal being closed. 
          "Seven full Crowns," said Bobere. 
          "Six and eight Rounds," offered Lacsil. 
          Rhonwn watched his father's eyes narrow as he studied the man in green. Rhonwn knew that the deal was almost closed; his father was calculating just how many more Rounds he could squeeze out of Lacsil. 
          "Six and fifteen," was Bobere's counteroffer. 
          Lacsil hesitated, and Rhonwn caught a glimpse of something he wasn't sure he liked in the man's green eyes. Finally, the rasping voice said, "Six and eleven, and not a Bit more." 
          Bobere paused for a moment, and then said, "And if I accept that amount, what guarantee do I have that you are good for it, then?" 
          Lacsil's eyes narrowed further, but he dipped his left hand into his belt pouch and set a Crown on the table before Bobere. Rhonwn watched with admiration as his father tapped the golden disk with a practiced fingernail, and nodded briefly in confirmation that it was real. Then, he turned his practiced 'expectant gaze' on the man in green and waited. 
          The wide smile thinned under the green eyes, and Lacsil produced another Cue to go with the first. Bobere said, "Thank you. I'll expect the rest when we leave, which will be soon. We'll let you know the location of our campsite the night before we depart. Will that be all?" 
          "I thank you for graciously agreeing to help me out of my, well and well, situation. I will await eagerly your summons. Fare well!" 
          Lacsil rose, bowed to each of them, and left, pulling his hat out of his belt with his left hand and placing it on his head. Rhonwn noticed that the man in green hadn't left any payment for the ale he had consumed. 
          Once Lacsil had left the room, Bobere said, "I wonder whether that was wise, Rhonwn. I've done well in the markets of Welspeare these past months, though six Crowns is nothing to toss to the frogs." 
          "It'll be fine, murntedd. Lacsil's a donkey's behind of a man, but as long as his gold is hard, I think we can put up with his ways for a few fortnights. And if he really becomes bothersome, we can put a dagger in his ribs and leave him by one of our hidden gypsy trails, straight?" Rhonwn laughed as his father rolled his eyes at the joke, followed by a nod of agreement. 
          Bobere stood and fished for some Bits to pay for the drinks. When Rhonwn remained sitting, he said, "Coming?" 
          "Not just yet, murntedd." 
          "Well, anything more is out of your purse. Be safe, murnmib." 
          "Of course, of course. Don't wait up." 
          Rhonwn waited until his father had left the inn, and a little more until the crafter with the long fingers had left the merchant woman alone for a few moments. Then he rose and slipped over to her table, plans for the night already forming in his head. 


          Two mornings later, as the Baranurian calendar turned from the 12th to the 13th of Yuli with the rising of the sun and the tolling of the first bell of the day, Rhonwn stepped quietly out of a doorway into a shadowed back yard. He was cinching his belt and straightening his clothes while he looked around to be sure that he was not being observed. 
          A finely shaped hand with long, slender fingers reached from the shadowed back door, handing him his cloak. The long, thin, oval red stone set in the gold ring came into view as Rhonwn took the cloak from the crafter and swirled it around his shoulders. He smiled fondly at the dim shape within the house, but neither of them said a word; their heartfelt goodbyes had been given over the past bell. 
          Rhonwn turned away from his last conquest in Beeikar and made his way toward the alley that cut through the block at the side of the next house over. It turned out that the crafter owned both homes, and had recently rented the house that Rhonwn was sneaking behind to a newcomer for a sennight or so. 
          Rhonwn was long familiar with slipping stealthily away from his nightly assignations in the dim light of the first bell of the day. He had repeated the actions in town after town, city, and hamlet across the land the rooted folk called Baranur and beyond, and he hadn't been caught yet. 
          He didn't have the time to be leisurely about his departure, either. His father was planning to leave for the north today, no later than third bell. He enjoyed traveling, even if it didn't provide quite the same kind of diversions as the time he was able to spend in a town and among its inhabitants. But traveling was life to a gypsy, and he heard the road calling to him just as strongly as the diversions of civilization. 
          Rhonwn was creeping under an open window glowing with light when he heard a sound he recognized. It was a voice, and a very distinctive one at that. He had last heard it the night before, when he had delivered the message of their departure time and the location of their campsite to Lacsil. But this was not the address that he had met Lacsil at. 
          Curious, Rhonwn stopped beneath the window and waited. His stealth was almost for naught when he caught sight of a curious rat sniffing at his boot, but he stifled his instinctive shout and just kicked the rat across the yard. His attention was drawn back to the window by a deep voice saying, "I think we're ready, boss." 
          Rhonwn was rising slowly, with the intent to peek in the window, when Lacsil's rough and raspy voice said, "Are you sure? Well, there are supposed to be eight here and I only count six sitting. Where are the others?" 
          The deep voice, sounding gently admonishing, said, "Boss, you're not counting us. Six there, two here, that's eight. Straight?" 
          Lacsil's voice sputtered, and Rhonwn dropped back into a full crouch. Eight people gathering? Lacsil being addressed as boss? What was going on? Rhonwn's curiosity was more than idle now: he needed to know what their fellow passenger was up to. 
          Suddenly, the deep voice boomed out, "Quiet!", even though Rhonwn hadn't heard any other talking going on. After a moment, Lacsil's voice filled the still dawn air, just as raspy and annoying as before. Rhonwn just clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from vibrating, and listened closely. 
          "Welcome, my friends, welcome. My associate, Hissek here, has gathered you all together for a, well and well, noble purpose. You all have reason to hold a grudge against the gypsies that call themselves the "Reethe Pobul", the 'Free People'. Well, I do also. 
          "A year ago and more, I was in the wrong location at the worst possible time. In a small barony in the south of Pyridain, I was apprehended following a series of minor but destructive and, well and well, disruptive incidents. The reeves had laid the crimes on the 'Free People' and I was taken to be one of them. 
          "None of the gypsies could actually be found, and the reeves wanted someone to practice their justice on. Their justice was this!" 
          There was silence for a moment, and then gasps. Lacsil continued, "Yes, my friends, the reeves took my right thumb to satisfy their justice. And it was all the fault of the gypsies!" 
          A babble of comments rose in the room, and Rhonwn thought back to his few meetings with Lacsil. He remembered that the man in green had never removed his gloves, and had only seldom even used his right hand, despite hanging his sword and belt pouch on his left hip as if his right hand was his main hand. Rhonwn recalled that strange hat-removing gesture that, he now realized, had used only fingers, no thumb. 
          The young gypsy wondered how much of Lacsil's story was true. He doubted that any of the Rhydd Pobl had actually been involved in any kind of concerted series of disruptions. A wagon-group of 'Free People' might undertake one or two acts of revenge, but only when they had been done wrong first. But they well understood both the danger of rousing the public uniformly against them, and the results of too much mischief on the by-standing innocent. He also found it incredible that anyone would take Lacsil for a gypsy, though he did dress oddly. And, he supposed, there were many who lumped all who were strange together in the same wagon. 
          "My friends, please!" rasped out Lacsil's voice again. When quiet had returned, he continued, "We all have been hurt by the gypsies. But soon will come an opportunity to avenge our hurts. An opportunity heralded by the heavens themselves! 
          "In two months' time the Reethe Pobul are having a gathering in the northern forests of the Duchy of Dargon. At the same time, in the night sky above us, the Sword of Sageeza will move into the Caravan. The signs are clear, and all the Bloody Hand of Sageeza, a group I am a proud member of, needed was a way to find that hidden meeting place." 
          Rhonwn's imagination leapt ahead of Lacsil's speech, and he knew he had to warn his father: they couldn't take Lacsil north with them! He was just about to creep away when Lacsil's next words froze him in place again. 
          "Our cause must be just, my friends, for that way has come to us in our, well and well, time of need. The great Sageeza guided my steps to Beeikar at just the right time. My aid, Hissek, who also does the bidding of Sageeza, found our key. And that key is right here. Straight, Merilee?" 
          Rhonwn's eyes grew wide. He could understand Merilee holding a grudge with him and, by extension, all of his kind. But what could Merilee possibly offer to the Bloody Hand that was so valuable? 
          Merilee's voice, almost as annoying as Lacsil's, drifted through the window over Rhonwn's head. "I met a gypsy not very long ago. He was nice to me. We talked, and ... and other things. But after that, after all we did together, he said he didn't want to see me anymore. 

"We talked about all sorts of things," Merilee continued. "I asked about what it was like being a gypsy, traveling all over. He told me tales that made me wish he would take me away with him. I asked in all innocence how his people found their way across pass-less mountains and through trackless forests, and he told me that most gypsy wagon-masters memorized the routes, but that his 'murntethe' had a secret ..." 
          Rhonwn gasped, and slapped his hand over his mouth to silence himself. He didn't remember much about their conversations, especially later in the night when he had been drunker than a lord, but if he had mentioned Bobere's secret, they were both in great trouble indeed. 
          Merilee's next few words caused Rhonwn to panic. "He said they had a map." 
          Rhonwn needed to get home even more, now. Lacsil had very dangerous knowledge, and he mustn't be allowed to profit from it. The young gypsy had heard rumors of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza, a group of purists dedicated to wiping out all wanderers, all those considered outsiders. They were cranks, malcontents, and small-minded fools, but dangerous for all of that. If they were able to find the annual gathering, it would be disaster. 
          Rhonwn slipped back to the alley, leaving the Beeikar chapter of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza to their further planning. He had to warn Bobere. They had to leave immediately, or at least before Lacsil arrived. They just had to! 
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arly in the morning of the 13th of Yuli, not much past second bell, Rhonwn charged into the clearing where he and his father were staying, crying, "Bobere! Murntedd!" over and over. His heart sank when he saw that no progress had been made toward readying the wagon for travel; there were crates of wares stacked on one side of the clearing, the horses were bare of tack on the other side, and around the embers in the fire pit was almost every cooking utensil they owned. Despite the urgency of his news and the consequent need for a hasty departure, Rhonwn knew that the wagon wasn't going to be ready to leave for well over a bell. 
          After one more shout, the elder gypsy appeared at the door of the wagon parked half-a-dozen paces from the fire pit. "What's the noise about, murnmib? Your dawn returnings aren't usually so noisy, luckily for me. I need more sleep than you, my son, as you well know." 
          Rhonwn rushed over to his father and said, "Disaster, murntedd, disaster for all of us, that's what. I overheard a sinister meeting gathered by our passenger-to-be, Lacsil, and it bodes disaster!" 
          "Calm down, Rhonwn, calm down!" Bobere said. "Come, sit and rest yourself, and give me your news." 
          Rhonwn protested, "But we don't have time, Bobere!" even as he let himself be led to the folding chairs set by the fire pit. He settled himself into the cloth sling of the chair, took a few deep breaths, and then said, "Father, I've learned that Lacsil is a member of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza." He was pleased that his father's expression changed from amused tolerance to the beginnings of concern. "It's true. He revealed that the Bloody Hand has plans to intrude upon the gathering of our people in the forests of the duchy of Dargon this fall, with the intent of killing as many of us as he and his fellow malcontents can manage. That would be bad enough under normal circumstances, but with the numbers that will attend this gathering for the union between Maks and Syusahn, it could be completely disastrous. 
          "But that's not the worst. It seems that Lacsil has learned that you possess a map of the Rhydd Pobl trails, through an indiscretion of my own. I've put everyone in grave danger, father. What can we do?" 
          Bobere's expression had changed to deepest worry. "We can leave, as quickly as possible, son. Lacsil must not have that map. You harness the horses, and I'll stow the interior of the wagon. We may have to leave our stock and our kitchen gear, but those can be replaced. We must not be anywhere near when Lacsil comes to find us. Go!" 


          Lacsil, dressed all in green as usual, rode with his assistant, Hissek, through the woodland paths that surrounded Beeikar, the baronial seat of Bindrmon. He rode with two of the towns-people who had been at his dawn meeting of the newest recruits of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. He had sent the others at the meeting off to spread the word to other groups of the Bloody Hand -- the word that Lacsil had finally gained the key to striking a major blow against their foes, the gypsies! 
          For ages, the Bloody Hand had sniped at the gypsies, ambushing them here, inciting people to rise up against them there. But Lacsil was marshaling what would be their crowning glory: an attack in mass on the annual gypsy gathering. And he would have the means to lead each and every Hand right to their enemies! 
          All he had to do was meet up with the gypsies he had hired to smuggle him north out of Welspeare. Somewhere along the way, he would find the map they had, the only map in existence that cataloged the hidden ways of the gypsies, and break away from them. Armed with that map, and the legions of the Hand who would be gathering in Tench by the end of Sy, he would strike a righteous blow against the "Reethe Pobul"! 
          Lacsil had been told the previous evening that the gypsies would be leaving at about third bell. Knowing that he couldn't afford to be late, he had set out as soon as the morning meeting had ended. How could they object to his arriving early, after all? 
          Rhonwn's directions had been explicit, so Lacsil knew when he was nearing the gypsy's clearing. He reined in his horse, signaling his associates to stop as well. When they had all dismounted, he gathered them around and clarified his plans. 
          "I want the three of you to wait within earshot while I continue on into the gypsy's campsite. I'm sure there won't be any trouble, but this is too important not to have a backup plan, and that's you three, straight? If anything goes wrong, I'll shout out, which is your signal to come running. Got it? Fine. 
          "Now then, since everything is going to go perfectly, when I leave with the gypsies, you'll follow us, Hissek. Once again, as a, well and well, contingency. You two have already been told where to take my message as soon as you are finished here. Is everything clear? Then let's be about it." 
          Lacsil took hold of the headstall of his horse and set out down the path to the clearing. His intention hadn't been stealth, but he arrived unnoticed to see both gypsies concentrating on preparing to leave. Bobere, the older gypsy, was hurriedly stowing items into the wagon parked near the fire pit while his foster son, Rhonwn, was draping the horses in blankets, and buckling straps around them. 
          Lacsil knew that it was not very much past second bell, and the haste with which the gypsies were acting alerted him that something was not right. Surely, if his guides were still intending to leave at about third bell, there was no need for such speed? Warily, yet putting on a cheerful face, he said, "Greetings, fellow travelers! I didn't want to inconvenience your departure plans, so I have arrived, well and well early!" [image: image103.png]a9
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          Both gypsies stopped in their tracks and turned toward him when his voice sounded across the clearing. Was that fear on their faces? Bobere rattled off a sentence in their strange language, which set Rhonwn to work harnessing the horses again, though at a more sedate pace. Then the older gypsy approached Lacsil and said, "Ah, sir Lacsil, I regret that you have made your journey in vain. Matters have rearranged themselves, and the upshot is that our wagon no longer has an extra seat this journey. Here, let me return your Crowns, and I hope that you will be able to make other arrangements." 
          Lacsil cursed inwardly, but maintained his friendly mask. "Oh, but are you sure? I fear that the forces of so-called justice are closing in on me and I don't know how long I might have as a free man. You were my best chance at escaping and reaching my friends in the north. I assure you I would be no bother; I have my own gear and can fend for myself. All I need is a guide. Perhaps you might change your mind for another, well and well, two Crowns?" 
          Bobere was backing away as he said, "No, no good sir, the sticking point is not the amount of payment. I'm afraid that, much to my regret, there is no leeway for compromise this time. Fare you well, Master Lacsil." 
          "So be it, Master Bobere," said Lacsil, with feigned resignation. However, instead of turning and leaving, the man in green drew his knife and shouted, "For Sageeza!" Not waiting for his companions to arrive, he charged at Bobere. He didn't even regret the change in plans all that much; after all, a gypsy dead now rather than at journey's end was still a gypsy dead! 


          Yawrab closed the servant's door of Denva Manor and turned the key in the lock, securing the residence. As chatelaine of the manor, Yawrab had returned early to prepare it for the imminent return of the Lord and Lady Denva and their twin children from their recent trip to Fremlow City. Arriving the previous afternoon, she had worked well into the evening getting the large house ready. 
          Despite being tired from her own journey from the ducal seat and retiring rather later than usual, she still found herself rising with the dawn, as was her habit. Faced with the prospect of sitting alone and idle for the day -- her duties had been carried out, and the other servants not yet returned from their holiday -- she chose instead to take herself into Beeikar to visit her sister, Tillna. The Denva estate was some distance from the town proper, but Yawrab faced the two-bell walk in good spirits. She had spent quite enough time recently on horseback, and the weather that fine Yuli morning was well suited to a short trek. 
          As Yawrab started walking, she wondered how Tillna was. Her sister worked at an inn in Beeikar, the Ring of Swine or something similar, and seemed to like it. There had been a time when Tillna was little more than a trollop, using her beauty and her body to earn favors from men. Yawrab had found that both demeaning and personally repugnant, the latter due to a particular incident in her past, the very one that had led to her traveling north from Shaddir Barony to Barony Bindrmon. Her sister, as her only family, had come along, though Tillna hadn't known why her sister was moving so far away from home. 
          Things were getting better for Tillna now, though. Yawrab's younger sister had set her cap for the handsome and dashing Lord Aldan, son of Baron Bindrmon and heir to the title. She hoped that Tillna wasn't aspiring too high. Could the baron-to-be really be romantically interested in a bar-maid? Could the daughter and sister of servants really aspire to a coronet of rank? 
          Sometimes, Yawrab found herself wishing for that kind of uncertainty in her life, but in general she was happy with the boringly familiar. She was ten years older than her sister, but it sometimes felt more like fifty, so set in her ways was she. Her world was well defined by the limits of the Denva estate, where she knew everyone and everything, and even had some small measure of control over well delineated portions of it. The largest source of discomfort over her recent trip to Fremlow City had been in how she had been removed from her safe surroundings for more than a sennight. Fortunately, she was well used to that periodic upheaval by now. She had learned to adjust to it by confining herself to the apartments that the family stayed in. She would take them over from the normal staff and re-create her familiar world, as much as possible, within them. All she had ever seen of the ducal seat of Fremlow City was the Street of Traders that they rode in on, and Harthone Hall, where they stayed. And she was quite content with that. 
          Yawrab had trekked her way past several other estates and two farms as she traveled along the road to Beeikar. It might have been around second bell -- still very early, in any case -- when the road she was on curved around some trees and neared the Renev River. She had stepped well clear of the cover of the trees when she realized that in the clearing between the road and a bend in the Renev there was an empty barge pulled up on the bank of the river. 
          Barges weren't normal parts of the scenery and, moreover, they usually implied bargemen. And bargemen were only trouble. Yawrab cast about her for a quick exit or some concealment. The trees she had just cleared were only a few steps behind her. The road continued on past the clearing, but the trees didn't resume for at least three score strides. The road branched about halfway across the expanse of the clearing, but she couldn't see anything down that branch that looked helpful. 
          Her heart beating wildly, she continued on at an even pace, praying to any and all gods of defenseless women that nothing would happen. 
          Her prayers were answered. Unfortunately, the answer was 'no'. 
          Two bargemen stumbled out of the trees on the opposite side of the road from the clearing. Laughing suddenly and for no obvious reason, they lurched to a halt almost directly in front of Yawrab but facing away from her. One was tall and lean, the other was short and round; both were obviously drunk, taking long swigs from the wineskins they were carrying. The tall one turned first and spotted Yawrab, and wasted no time elbowing his companion into noticing her as well. 
          "Look, Jurce, a fine, fine filly," said the tall one. "A fine filly for to end our respite, yas?" 
          The round one chuckled, a low and utterly filthy sound. "Ah yas, Essipt, a fit end, yas. Couldn't see getting back to the barge without doin' for this filly so fine." 
          Yawrab began to shake. It was just like before, even if it was nothing like before. These bargemen, these scum, these filth, these dregs of humanity shunned by almost all polite society, were as far from Lord Cranhull as one could get, but the look in their eyes was exactly the same. Last time it had been in a wood paneled room with fine wall hangings and elegant furniture; this time it would be in the grass like an animal. But it would all be the same in the end: rape! 
          It wasn't until the two men actually grabbed her that she cried out, shouting and flailing in anger and fear. It didn't inconvenience the men in the least. The short one even said, "Good, she can talk. It's better when they can talk, right Essipt?" The tall man's chuckle wasn't as deep as Jurce's, but it was just as filthy. 
          As the bargemen dragged Yawrab off of the road and into the clearing by their barge, the chatelaine saw a gypsy wagon up along the part of the road that branched away. It was a large wagon, colorfully painted, drawn by three horses, with two people on the bench in front and another riding along side. 
          Hope dawned inside of Yawrab; she was going to be rescued! But that brief ray of hope only made the despair that followed deeper, for the wagon turned aside a good way from the clearing. Her shouts turned to sobs as the golden fox painted on the side of the house-like wagon vanished into the trees. 


          Ganba of the Rhydd Pobl, the Free People, had been riding her wagon along the paths of Bindrmon since before the sun's awakening. It was now something like second bell by rooted-folk reckoning, on the day they labeled the 13th of Yuli. For Ganba, it was simply early on a day in the middle of summer, and she loved the freedom that gave her. For her purposes, it didn't matter what divided one day from the next; she counted days and nights from event to event, like the number of days from her last camping spot to her next. For her, the question of when the 13th had begun was only interesting in as much as she had to interact with those to whom it did matter. Whether it began at sunrise or sunset, mid-day or mid-night, it was all the same to her. But as the rooted-folk changed their numbers at sunrise, so would she. 
          Folk like those who lived in this part of the world -- Bindrmon, Welspeare, Baranur -- grouped the passing of time into months and gave the days within a month a number. The joke of it all was that, even with all of their marshaling of time into twelve even months of thirty days each, they still had to throw five, or sometimes six, extra days into the middle so that the first of Yule fell on the summer solstice. Ganba had never understood why the middle of their year had to be so precise, since the beginning of their year only sometimes actually fell on the winter solstice. She wondered how many times they had lost count of exactly how many years had passed over the supposed one thousand thirteen since they started trying to keep track. 
          Ganba and her brothers were currently making a detour from the rest of the bantor, or wagon group, of her family, as it made its casual way north for the annual gathering. This year the gathering would be made even more special by the union between Maks and Syusahn, and she was looking forward to the ceremony. 
          The detour was to meet up with Bobere and Rhonwn, who were supposed to be stopping to sell their wares in a few cities in Bindrmon during this second month of summer. Their last stop was to be Beeikar, from which they would be setting out for the gathering. Of course, she wasn't sure whether the pair had already left, or had even arrived yet; gypsies seldom scheduled anything for a specific day beyond very large gatherings since any number of things could delay one in travel. She knew roughly where their camp would be though, and there would be blazes on the surrounding trails to direct them to the right location. 
          Ganba was an artisan, as was most of her bantor. She carved figures from wood with more than a little skill, according to her family. Bobere often sold her wares for her, and she was always eager to see which of her fanciful creations had caught someone's eye. The money her carvings brought was secondary in importance, but well received in any case; even gypsies needed gold from time to time. 
          Ganba's older brother, Hiranw, was driving the large, brightly painted wagon on this trip. Ganba had the skill too, but Hiranw's touch was more sure, especially with the larger wagons. Three horses pulled their wagon along the wooded pathways around Beeikar, and although they were well matched and used to the harness, Ganba was happy to let Hiranw drive even though she had been given the leadership of the detour trip. 
          Her younger brother, Shaiff, was riding alongside the wagon on his own horse for this trip. Shaiff and Rhonwn, Bobere's son, were friends and when the detour had been approved he had asked to go along, even though the wagon's steering bench wouldn't hold three comfortably for any length of time. Which meant that he was riding alongside, instead of along with, his siblings. 
          Ganba caught sight of the glint of sun on water well down the path at the same time as she noticed the small blaze on the tree indicating that they needed to turn away from the path they were currently on. Since Hiranw was already coaxing the horses to slow and bear right, she knew that he had seen the marking as well. As the wagon turned away from their former trail, she looked back toward the sun-glint. 
          She was shocked to see three figures move into view in the clearing at the end of the path. It looked as if two men were dragging a struggling woman between them. Ganba knew that something was wrong, both from the knife in the tall one's hand and the sideways-circle hats that the men wore that marked them as bargemen. That woman was in trouble! [image: image104.png]| ©) hat woman was in trouble/




          "Stefyll!" she commanded, indicating that they should stop. 
          Hiranw pulled back on the reins, and the wagon slowly ceased moving. Shaiff drew up beside the wagon's seat on horseback, and asked, "What's wrong, chwrd?" of his sister. 
          "Just as we were turning off the other trail back there, brwd," she answered her brother, "I saw a woman being dragged along by two bargemen. She was struggling, and one of the men had a knife. We have to help her." 
          Hiranw said, "Well, the wagon won't turn around in this space. Do either of you know whether this path meets that one again?" 
          Ganba sneered at her other brother. "What, has your brain shut down from being sat on for so long? We don't need a wagon to get us down to that clearing, Hiranw. Grab your bows, boys, and your knives too. We need to hurry! Move!" 
          The men fetched their bows from the wagon, which Hiranw hurriedly secured. As Ganba led them through the trees toward the clearing and the water, she hoped that nothing spooked the horses -- the locked wheels of the wagon wouldn't hold against three frightened animals if it came to that. 
          As the edge of the trees came into view, Ganba needlessly hushed her brothers and slowly crept closer. She could hear the bargemen mumbling to each other, but nothing from the woman. Had she fainted, or been gagged, or even killed? 
          Ganba sidled up behind a tree and peeked around. She saw the woman on the ground, and the two bargemen kneeling on either side of her. They were grinning at each other and making pleased-sounding, unintelligible conversation with each other. The fat one was pawing at the victim's breasts, while the thin one was waving his knife around while plucking at the hem of her dress. 
          Ganba turned to her brothers, who had their bows ready and were taking in the scene from their own concealment. She said, "Hiranw, can you shoot the one with the knife? Not to kill, just to disable. They're filth, but human for all of that." 
          Hiranw gazed thoughtfully across the intervening distance for a moment, and then nodded. Ganba turned to Shaiff and said, "And the other one?" 
          The younger brother took his own look at the situation, and then said, "Sorry, Ganba, I don't see any target that wouldn't kill with that one. The way he's kneeling and bending over ... I just don't see a shot." 
          "Fine. Hiranw, put your arrow in the one with the knife. Maybe that'll scare them both off. If not, well, be ready for anything." 
          They both nodded, and Hiranw pulled an arrow from his quiver and nocked it. Taking a step sideways, he drew, aimed, and fired in a smooth, practiced motion. By the time Ganba turned her head from her brother to the bargemen, the arrow had already hit its target and was buried deep in the knife-wielding arm. The knife slipped from the bargeman's hand as he cried out and lurched backwards. Then he fell flat on his back, clutching his wounded arm. 
          The other bargeman straightened up and looked around somewhat stupidly for a moment. Then he noticed his companion with an arrow in his arm, lying flat on the ground. "Essipt!" he cried. "What happened, Essipt?" 
          The thrum of a bowstring to Ganba's left seemed almost coincidental to the appearance of an arrow in the remaining bargeman's shoulder. Whether Shaiff had been aiming for the same place as his brother or not, his arrow had the same effect. With a grunt and then a grimace of pain, the other bargeman fell over as well. 
          Ganba was up and running in a trice, her brothers following shortly after. She knelt beside the woman, checking to see that she was still breathing. Ganba couldn't see any sign of injury, and the woman seemed to be breathing normally. Relieved, she said to her brothers, "You two take care of these brutes. Dump 'em in their barge and push it off the bank, yes? I'll see if I can revive her." 
          Ganba dipped her sleeve in the river and bathed the woman's face lightly, hoping to wake her up without frightening her any further. 


          Yawrab was dragged across the clearing by the bargemen and dropped carelessly to the ground. She had ceased to struggle, ceased to sob. What was the use, after all? These two brutes were going to have their way with her, and she was just as helpless as she had been in the face of Lord Cranhull's advances. But this time, if she survived, there would be no one to be her advocate against the injustice. No one to go to the perpetrator and shame him into getting her a job at another estate on the other end of the duchy. No daughter of Lord Cranhull, no Lady Shorilen, to be her bastion of courage. 
          No, these bargemen would go free, back to their fellow animals, free from recriminations, from justice. It was all so unfair! How could this happen to her again? 
          As the two grease-smelling drunks knelt down on either side of her, looming over her like the fate she knew she was going to suffer, Yawrab felt an all-encompassing despair flood over her, as if she was at the bottom of a cataract being battered by the water falling on her. The water turned into years, pummeling down on top of her, drowning her in time. Every year of her life pooled above her, and then twice that, a hundred years, four hundred, a thousand, more. She was trapped by the past, by a history that she didn't know but that seemed to be part of her, borne down until she couldn't move, crushed, pulverized like herbs in a mortar. 
          And then, the years turned into flames that ringed her all around. But instead of bringing fear, they brought calm, safety, release. She felt reassured, comforted, happy ... 
          The strange dream faded away slowly as Yawrab felt something cool against her forehead. She opened her eyes to find the face of a young woman hovering over her. Brown hair, brown eyes, pretty in a swarthy way, something about the face connected with her fading dream and made her feel safe, despite her sudden recollection of the bargemen and their intentions. 
          "Are you all right?" asked the brown-haired face in a slightly-accented voice. "Did they hurt you?" 
          Yawrab stared into the brown eyes and answered, "No. No, they didn't actually hurt me. Are you ... are you from the golden fox wagon?" 
          "Yes, I am. I'm Ganba, and these are my brothers, Hiranw and Shaiff. Do you think you can stand?" 
          Yawrab sat up with Ganba's help. She looked around and found no sign of the bargemen or their barge. Ganba's brothers were squatting a couple of paces away, and Yawrab was grateful that they had the sense not to crowd her just at this moment. Even though she knew that they were no threat, they were still men and she had just been through quite an ordeal. 
          Yawrab was next helped to her feet and then, slowly and solicitously, up the trail and to the gypsies' wagon. The back was lowered into a platform, and Yawrab was given a seat on the steps while the older brother, Hiranw, fetched her an herbal concoction to drink. It smelled horrible, but tasted fairly neutral and she did feel more steady once she had it inside her. 
          She said, "That does help, Hiranw. Thank you. And ... well, I ... ah, I don't know how to thank you enough for rescuing me. It was ... well ..." 
          Ganba said, "No need, no need. We were there, and able-bodied enough to help, so we helped. What else could we have done? 
          "So, where were you headed when you were ... when it ... ah, this morning?" 
          Yawrab smiled at Ganba's stumbling phrasing, and said, "I was headed for Beeikar to visit my sister. Were you headed that way?" 
          "Well, honestly, no," said Ganba. "But, in the interests of not having our good deed wasted by giving some other ruffians the chance to attack you, we'll happily give you a ride into the town." 
          "That would be most welcome, Ganba. Thank you again. I just ... thank you." 
          Ganba just smiled, and then the three gypsies were bustling around, getting the wagon ready for travel again. Soon, the caravan was on the move again, carrying Yawrab into Beeikar. 


          The sun was sliding past its zenith, what the locals would call fifth bell, by the time Ganba and her wagon were once again among the roads and paths through the forest around Beeikar, looking for the trail blazes that would lead to Bobere's camp. She didn't regret the time spent rescuing Yawrab, nor getting her safely to the Boar-Ring Inn where her sister worked. This was just one of many things that could delay a journey, and it was all for a good cause. 
          As Hiranw drove the wagon expertly through the forest, finding the blazes left by Bobere with ease, Ganba couldn't stop thinking about Yawrab. There had been something about the woman, something just on the edge of familiarity even though they had never met before. Yawrab's black hair, pale skin, and most especially her differently-colored eyes, one blue, one brown, had struck a chord deep within her. That wasn't why she had put herself out helping the woman, of course, but it was why she couldn't get Yawrab out of her mind. 
          The older woman hadn't revealed much about herself during the ride into Beeikar. Ganba had learned that she was the chatelaine of an estate a short distance from the town, and that she had recently been to the ducal seat of Welspeare with the noble family that lived at the estate. Yawrab had also mentioned that Tillna was her younger sister, and worked at the Boar-Ring Inn. But that was all, despite a ride of more than a bell. 
          Ganba hadn't pressed, knowing that despite the woman's tough exterior, she was probably still unsteady after the attack. They had said farewell in front of the inn, then Ganba had left, probably never to see the woman again. But that, too, was the way gypsy life was, ever traveling, ever meeting and departing. 
          Her thoughts were still on the enigma of Yawrab when Hiranw said, "Chwrd, we've arrived. But ... by the ocean's depth, what's happened?" 
          Ganba looked around, and gasped. Bobere's campsite was a shambles. A stack of wooden boxes on one side of the clearing had been smashed open, revealing the kinds of wares Bobere usually sold, including some of her statues. Kitchen gear was scattered about the fire pit, and it looked as if half of the contents of the wagon itself had been thrown around the clearing. Several holes had been smashed into the side of the wagon, and one of the wheels had been cracked. There was no sign of life anywhere -- not Bobere or Rhonwn, nor the horses. 
          Ganba and her brothers hurried into the clearing and started looking around. Shaiff called out, and Ganba raced over with Hiranw to the back of the wrecked wagon. They found Shaiff kneeling next to Bobere, who was breathing very shallowly and looked very pale as he lay amongst the debris of his caravan. It was easy to see why; the older gypsy's multicolored tunic was reduced to but one color by the blood that soaked half of it, blood from a knife that was still impaling his side and which was probably the only reason he hadn't yet bled completely to death. 
          "Take a look around," said Ganba, "and see if you can find any reason for this. Also, see if Rhonwn is lying under something, similarly wounded. I'll see what I can do for Bobere." 
          As her brothers did her bidding, Ganba wondered what she might be able to do for a fatally-stabbed man. This wasn't going to be made better by a damp sleeve across the forehead. She touched his neck gently, and could barely feel his life-beat. She could hear that his breathing was raspy, even bubbly, which wasn't a good sound at all. She took his hand, and it felt cold. She tried rubbing some warmth back into it, as if that would heal his wound, but she knew that it was too late. Only magic would have had a chance to reverse Bobere's course now, and there was none to be had. 
          The older gypsy stirred, his head turning weakly. His eyes opened, and focused with some effort on her. His lips moved slightly, and then he said in a very faint voice, "Cytwer Ganba, is that you?" 
          "Yes, Amdan Bobere, it's Cousin Ganba. What happened, uncle? How did you end up like this?" The gypsy convention of referring to the members of other wagon-groups as cousins, and the leaders of those groups as uncle, was even more poignant here, with her good friend grievously wounded next to her. 
          "Attacked. Bad man, Lacsil, of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza, attacked us. He wanted us to guide him north, to get away from some bad business, but Rhonwn found out what he really wanted, who he really was. Where's Rhonwn? Rhonwn!" 
          "Quiet, uncle, rest. I'll ask my brothers if they've seen Rhonwn. You conserve your strength." Ganba looked up, but both Hiranw and Shaiff shook their heads. She turned back to Bobere and said, "No, uncle, Rhonwn isn't here." 
          Bobere said, "Did he get away? Did they take him?" He struggled briefly to sit up, but cried out in pain as fresh blood oozed out around the knife. "Ahh! Uhn, did they ... the map ..." 
          "Map, uncle? What map?" 
          "I didn't see. Lacsil stabbed me, I didn't see. Did they get the map? Look, cousin, look for a map case. Tell them to look, and I'll tell you ..." 
          Ganba gave her brothers the new instructions, and then sat beside Bobere as he gasped out the story of the map. How he had set down the hidden ways of the Rhydd Pobl onto parchment because of his bad memory. How Rhonwn had let that information slip, and how Lacsil of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza now knew about it. About how Rhonwn had overheard Lacsil's plans to gather his fellow Bloody Hand followers and attack the northern gathering in force, with the map as their guide. 
          Ganba was appalled. Bobere probably wasn't the first gypsy to set the secret trails to parchment, but to have the bad luck of having a fanatic like this Lacsil find out about it! She checked with her brothers, but they had found no map case yet. There was a lot of debris to search through, but since Lacsil had left, he had probably left with the map. 
          Bobere squeezed Ganba's hand, drawing her attention back his way. "Cousin, you have to find that map. That, or stop Lacsil. He's heading north. Follow him and stop him. This is all my fault, but I can't do anything about it any more. But you can. Promise, Ganba. Please?" 
          Ganba looked into Bobere's eyes, holding his hand tightly. There was no question about her answer. She said, "I promise, uncle. I promise." 
          Bobere smiled, and then he died. She felt it happen. She felt the strength leave his hand, saw his chest halt in mid-rise, watched the light fade from his eyes. In an instant, he was gone, leaving an empty husk behind. 
          It happened so suddenly that Ganba was unprepared. Having his life leave him like that, where she could all but feel it go, wrenched a sob from her. She couldn't help herself, and soon she was crying full on, bent over Bobere's chest. 
          Suddenly, Ganba seemed to be standing in the rain. Except it wasn't rain falling on her, it was chips of wood. The sawdust piled up, higher and higher, faster and faster, and she knew that each chip was a day, one day of her life. The days piled up around her ankles until she felt like she was standing in her lifetime's worth of sawdust. But it kept spilling down from above. Another lifetime, and another, and the pile around her rose higher and higher, to her knees and up her thighs, and even higher. Decades of chips, and then centuries piled up, and just kept piling higher and higher. She felt the constriction of so much sawdust, so light one chip at a time, but smothering in their abundance. A thousand years of sawdust, fifteen hundred years, and the sawdust rose to her neck, squeezing her chest until she couldn't breathe. Higher and higher, covering her mouth, her nose, almost to her eyes ... 
          And then, the chips turned into flames that flared up all around her. But instead of bringing fear, they brought calm, safety, release. Ganba felt reassured, comforted, happy ... 
          The strange vision faded, and she realized that she was no longer kneeling over Bobere. Ganba was sitting on the rear platform of Bobere's wagon, and she saw Hiranw covering the older gypsy's body with a blanket. Despite the death of Bobere, despite the disappearance of Rhonwn, and despite the threat of Lacsil's minions of Sageeza, she felt hopeful, serene, at peace. 
          Ganba looked around and found one of Bobere's favorite carvings lying on the platform next to her. It was a fragment of a strange stone sculpture, about a foot and a half across and comprising perhaps a third of what had once been a fully-circular, plate-like carving. It had a series of glass, gold, and silver bands interwoven across the inner two-thirds of it, while the outer third had a stylized fox facing a stylized cat carved as if they were sitting on the outer, curved rim. She remembered the piece well, because the shape of the fox was the exact shape she had chosen as her primary decoration; the golden fox on the side of her wagon looked exactly like the fox on the stone. The memorable part was that she hadn't seen the stone until years after she had chosen the shape. 
          Pulling the stone next to her, she decided to keep it in memory of her Uncle Bobere. Ganba knew what needed to happen next. She would return to her bantor with the news of Bobere's death and the news of Sageeza and the map. And then she would head north to Dargon to find Lacsil and avenge Bobere. 


          It was half past fourth-bell when Yawrab walked onto the grounds of Bindrmon Keep. She instinctively walked up to the servants' gate, and was admitted with no questions. Perhaps it was her serious manner, or her severe expression that won her past the guards, or maybe it was her unconscious air of 'I belong here,' gained through years as chatelaine of a noble manor, that got her in. 
          Once in, however, she was at a loss as to where to go. Bindrmon Keep was far larger than the Denva estate, with all manner of outbuildings and store houses within the outer walls whose purpose she didn't recognize. She did know the stables, though, so that was where she headed. 
          Yawrab was at Bindrmon Keep because of what she'd learned at the Boar-Ring Inn. She had asked the gypsies to drop her off at the inn because Tillna often worked during the day there, and because even if Tillna wasn't on duty, Yawrab had felt in need of a good hearty breakfast after her morning ordeal. 
          But what she had found first at the inn was a stranger waiting tables. She knew Aivney, the older barmaid that Tillna worked with, but this willowy redhead was not Aivney. Yawrab had asked the newcomer about her sister, and had then received the shocking news that Tillna was dead. 
          "What?" she had asked. "Dead?" 
          "Yes," said the redhead. "Some man that Aivney said was Lord Aldan came in last night and said that Tillna was dead. Then, he ran out again." 
          "That's all? Who did it?" 
          "I don't know anything more. I didn't even know who Lord Aldan was until Aivney told me that he was the son of the baron. I only just arrived in Beeikar a few days ago, you know ..." 
          "Tillna's dead. No, it can't be true ..." 
          Yawrab had stumbled to a seat, overwhelmed by the realization that the only family she had left was gone. The redhead had fetched Oablar, the owner of the inn, whom Yawrab also knew. The unhandsome, but basically kind, man had done his best to comfort her, while revealing that there wasn't actually any proof that Tillna was dead save for Lord Aldan's word, though she hadn't been seen anywhere for almost three days. 
          Eventually, after some good, cold ale and some bread and cheese, Yawrab had recovered from the shock and formulated a course of action. Lord Aldan had brought the news, so Lord Aldan was the one she had to find. After thanking Oablar for his help, she had set out for Bindrmon Keep. 
          Entering the stables of that keep, she searched for someone to talk to. In the tack room, she found a man repairing some leather straps. He noticed her standing in the doorway, and said, "Good day, good lady. Can I assist you?" 
          "Perhaps," Yawrab said, hesitantly. "I'm Yawrab, the chatelaine of the Denva estate, and also sister to Tillna." 
          The man didn't seem to have any particular reaction to the mention of Tillna's name, which puzzled Yawrab. He said, "My name is Ricce, and my job is stablemaster to the Bindrmons. I've heard of the Denvas, and I believe I've heard of your sister -- she works at the Boar-Ring down by the river, right?" 
          "Ah, yes. Yes, she does," Yawrab said, not wanting to tell the whole truth just yet. She continued, "I was wondering ... my sister has mentioned the son of your employer, Lord Aldan, several times. I was wondering if you knew where he was? I'd like to speak to him, ah .... well, concerning Tillna." 
          "So those rumors are true, are they?" Ricce's grin and chuckle told Yawrab that the rumors weren't of her sister's death, but of her involvement with Lord Aldan. Ricce continued, "I can see why you'd want converse with him; just looking out for family, straight? 
          "Just now, though, Lord Aldan's away. He came bursting in here in the last few bells of last night, rousted me out of bed, and demanded that a horse be saddled for him. I'll say that he was acting somewhat strange, asking me how far away Dargon was, and all. Never been out of Welspeare myself, so I couldn't tell him. 

"Anywise, I got busy putting saddle to horse while he left for the kitchens over there. By the time he returned with a few bundles, his mount was ready. He thanked me over his shoulder as he swung up onto the horse, and then he was galloping away. 
          "Of course, I wondered what the hurry was, but it wasn't my place to detain him. Do you think that he and Tillna have eloped? Between you and me, and no slight to you or your family, I doubt that Baron Bindrmon could possibly have approved of his son and your sister. Have you heard anything?" 
          Yawrab said, "No, no, no I haven't. Lord Aldan's gone, then? Fine. My thanks, Master Ricce. You have been a great help. I'll take my leave now." 
          She turned her back on the stablemaster and retraced her steps out of Bindrmon Keep. Lord Aldan had fled to Dargon a few bells before dawn, which could mean only one thing; he was fleeing the town because he was guilty of murder. The murder of her sister! 
          Yawrab started walking back to the Denva estate, but she had no intention of stopping there for long. She was headed for Dargon just as surely as Lord Aldan was. Noble or not, Aldan was not going to escape justice! 
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hat did you call me?" The broad-shouldered, homespun-clad man rose like a thunderhead from his seat. "Cummon, Nat, I dare you ta say that again!" His voice rumbled across the crowded taproom, stilling all other conversation. 
          The object of the thunderhead's wrath stammered, "Hold, Borl, hold now. I didn' call you nothing. Sit down, straight? Sit down and have another." The man's reedy voice and weedy body seemed ill-suited to weathering the storm brewing to his right, though he lifted his own tankard of ale as an offering to the gods of tempest in the form of Borl. 
          "You said 'stink'!" roared Borl, reaching down past the sacrificial ale to plant an acre of palm on the supplicant's chest and giving it a shove. The crash as Nat tumbled off his stool punctuated the rest of Borl's revelation. "I don't stink, Nat! Nothing wrong with it and I did!" 
          Bard Nakaz watched the squall break from across the taproom of the Waning Moon Inn. He smiled to himself as he ate another forkful of the excellent stew that was his dinner; he was usually the entertainment in places like this, and it was a nice change to be the audience instead. Nakaz watched the other two farmers in the group with Borl and Nat rush around the table to help their fallen companion while Borl continued to rant about the virtues of hard work and its natural consequences. Nat regained his feet and all three took up the chants of placation, trying to return Borl to his previous, quiet self. 
          It was difficult to hear what the three farmers said to try to calm the fourth, what with the storm of Borl rumbling so loudly. Nevertheless, Nakaz heard one try again to offer Borl a drink. It was unfortunate that the farmer chose to use those exact words. Borl, who'd clearly had far too much ale already, misheard once again. 
          With a roar the offended farmer lashed out with a closed fist, and the unlucky companion was tossed as if by a fierce wind across the nearest table. "Don't stink! Don't care!" were Borl's only comments before his other fist lashed out at his other friends. They were fortunate enough to dodge the first flurry of blows. 
          Nakaz saw two men approaching the enraged farmer from behind. He could tell by their confident stride and purposeful looks that they were employed by the inn to keep the peace at times like this. Nakaz also knew that if Borl caught sight of them, they would have a much harder time getting the farmer under control. He knew that it was time to stop being part of the audience. 
          Nakaz stood quickly. He was a tall, handsome man with blond hair, green eyes, and a large nose, but he didn't expect his appearance to catch Borl's attention. His clothes were well tailored, and showed off his physique to every advantage, but that wasn't going to divert the enraged farmer either. Neither would his bardic credentials, blazoned across his vest in the harp-and-star motif. So Nakaz employed the only instrument he had to hand: in a voice trained to fill large halls and carry across the conversation of crowds, he said, "Ho, Borl. Why don't you bring your stink over here and see how far it gets you?" [image: image105.png]”(WFIY don't you lwing your
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          The stormy farmer stopped and stared. Before he could take any other action, the enforcers stepped up on either side of him and twisted his arms up behind his back. With practiced ease, they had Borl moving toward the door before he could start to struggle. From the bewildered look on the farmer's face, Nakaz was sure that Borl was still trying to figure out who had taunted him from across the room, and why. 
          Nakaz sat back down and returned to his meal, satisfied with the resolution of the situation. He toyed briefly with the idea of writing a song about Borl's imaginary stink, but decided that it was a better tale to amuse his fellow bards with than something to be immortalized in rhyme. 
          Presently, a short man with a long beard and no hair came up and said, "Pardon me, sir bard. I'm Drenist, the owner of the Waning Moon. I would like to thank you for your help earlier. Since you're already lodging for free, I wondered if you would accept this bottle of one of our best lots of Starshine. It's distilled from local corn and our twist is that we age it in ale casks. We all swear by its potency and taste. I hear tell that there is even a shop in Magnus that carries it." 
          Nakaz fell easily into his best courtly manner as he said, "Thank you, Drenist, for your thoughtful gift. I am sure that your Starshine is fit for the royal table. I was, of course, only doing my duty, but I will accept this in the spirit that it is given." The bard was not fond of the bite of distilled liquor, but he knew that he could find the Starshine an appreciative home. 
          As the owner bowed and left, Nakaz reflected on the evening so far and decided that he was glad he had stopped at this particular inn on this particular early-summer evening. Then again, his choices had been limited to the inn and sleeping under the stars; the decision hadn't been a difficult one. 
          The Waning Moon Inn was one of those inns that were dotted around the kingdom at convenient places to halt a journey where neither town nor village were present. The inn was situated beside the Iridal Road where it ran across the northern tip of Duchy Magnus, in the middle of Baranur. The road was used by several major trade routes and it connected several Royal Roads as well, so that the inn saw plenty of custom. It had accumulated so many out-buildings -- stables, blacksmiths, storage sheds, small shops selling trail needs -- that it resembled a tiny hamlet all by itself. Nakaz knew that if the location continued to be an important stop it might eventually become a proper village. 
          The inn's location guaranteed prosperity, and it was obvious that Drenist put his profit back into his business. The taproom of the inn was large, well lit, and very clean. The food was excellent, and the range of ales behind the bar rivaled some taverns in Magnus itself. The room Nakaz had been given was comfortable in size and appointment, and when he had protested being given what seemed to be the best room in the inn free of charge thanks to his profession, he had been assured that all of the private rooms were of the same quality. 
          Nakaz finished his meal without any other interruption. He left his table to take his gift bottle to his room and to visit the privies out back. When he returned, he saw that his table had been taken by a group of newcomers. The room was even more crowded; there were very few empty stools and no empty tables. Since he wasn't ready to retire to his room just yet, he surveyed the possibilities and chose a table at which there was only one customer. Nakaz decided that the young-looking man with short, brown hair and a thin mustache wasn't too involved with his tankard, and his expression was relaxed and friendly, not brooding or self-absorbed, so the bard walked over to the table. 
          Reaching his target, Nakaz said, "Your pardon, milord. Might I share your table for a while?" 
          The young man looked up and smiled before he could possibly have registered the harp-and-stars. A moment later, he said, "Of course, sir bard! Stay as long as you wish." 
          Nakaz sat on the other side of the table and said, "Thank you. Let me buy you a drink while we introduce ourselves." He gestured, and one of the waiters swiftly delivered their order. "I am Nakaz, a bard as you've already noted." 
          "Pleased to meet you, Bard Nakaz. I am Lord Yeran Reshilk, at your service." 
          Nakaz lifted his cup, and said, "Well met, Lord Reshilk." He took a sip to complete the toast and continued, "What brings you to the Waning Moon this evening?" 
          Yeran set his tankard down and wiped his mouth on his finely-made sleeve. He turned his brown-gold eyes on Nakaz, and the bard thought he could see a hint of pain in their depths as the lord said, "I'm returning home after concluding some family business. You might even say, concluding my family's inheritance." 
          Nakaz didn't immediately reply, waiting for the young man to continue on his own. When Yeran remained silent, Nakaz put on his best "And ...?" expression. The young lord glanced at him, and laughed. "Oh, I do apologize, sir bard. I should know better than to torture a servant of the harp-and-stars so. Believe me, I am not reticent out of a desire to tease a bard with a bare hint of a tale. Most of my peers are well versed in my family's plight, and need no recitation of our woes, so I have learned to keep them to myself. 
          "But on this, probably my last visit to the Waning Moon, I'll tell my tale once more. I doubt, though, that you'll get much of a song out of it, friend Nakaz." 
          Yeran took another pull of his drink, and set the vessel down with a deep sigh. Squaring himself to the table, he rested both forearms on its top and straightened his back. Staring into the depths of his tankard, he began. 
          "The Reshilk clan, for a clan we were once, is very old. There were Reshilks here before there was even a Baranur. But the clan was never large, and when our land became part of the kingdom, we didn't resist the change. In fact, my ancestors allied with the invaders against their neighbors, earning the reward of a barony under the newly-formed Duchy of Arvalia." 
          Yeran looked up, flicking his eyes toward Nakaz before letting his gaze wander around the room. He continued, "Reshilk never really prospered as a barony. Maybe we were cursed by our ancestors' coat-turning; then again, perhaps we simply never had the head for politics that our new neighbors did. However it was, we were never able to expand our holdings. Again and again, marriage contracts were arranged that ended up with Reshilk on the high side of the scales. Money, land, resources -- we never seemed to end up with more of anything no matter how hard the negotiation." 
          The young lord's eyes returned to the bard as his hands gripped his tankard and lifted it again. Though Yeran's tone of voice was light and even, Nakaz saw that hint of pain behind his brown eyes again. The vessel soon warded those eyes from his scrutiny, and Nakaz turned his gaze to the table. 
          Yeran set the cup down, hands still gripping it, and went on. "It was inevitable, possibly even foreordained. My great-grandfather was the last Baron Reshilk." Nakaz noticed that Yeran's knuckles were white around the tankard. "Loryad couldn't pay the tithe any longer; he didn't have the land to support it. He sold his title to Arval in return for the lesser one of Lord, and instead of owing fealty directly to Arval, he became a vassal of Baron Tendian." 
          The young lord drank again. Nakaz signaled, and Yeran's drink was quickly refilled. Now slumping somewhat over the edge of the table, Yeran continued, "The trend continued, however. The lands that Loryad governed were split in half when his daughter married into the family to the south. My father had only one child, me, but he had a gambling habit to take care of as well. His debts fell to me to settle when he fell from his horse and broke his neck three years ago. 
          "The revenge of those ancient clans was finished by those creditors." Yeran's voice shook as he said, "I had no choice. I tried everything else ... everything! But it wasn't enough." 
          The young lord paused. He was bent over his tankard, his eyes closed, his hands tight around its girth. Nakaz reached over and put a hand on the young man's shoulder, and with that touch, all of the tension went out of Yeran in an instant. The lord sighed deeply and straightened, smiling somewhat grimly at the bard. He lifted his cup, but set it down again before drinking. He seemed to gather himself, and when he continued, his voice was steady again. 
          "I've just come from selling my lands, friend Nakaz. I've exchanged the last of my heritage for enough money to lay my father's debts to rest for good. The land went to my uncle, with the permission of Norin Arval, the duke, of course. So in a sense it is still in the family." Yeran laughed ruefully, and said, "But not really. I'm the last Reshilk, Nakaz. All I have left is my townhouse in Magnus, and a title I couldn't pass on to my children should I ever have any. A pitiful end, don't you think?" 
          Nakaz was about to deny Yeran's self-deprecating claim when the young lord said, "Oh, wait!" Yeran made a fist and showed it to the bard. "I almost forgot, I do have a shred of heritage left. Look here, Nakaz, this ring. It has been in my family from the earliest days. Our legends say that it's even older than the Reshilks, and that it is some kind of key. Frustratingly enough, they don't bother to say to what." 
          Nakaz drew the hand closer and examined the heirloom. The ring was silver, set with a strange looking grey-blue stone the like of which Nakaz had never seen before. The band was wide, tapered wider for the stone's mounting. That taper was decorated on one side with an odd symbol that looked something like a star and something like a leaf. The other side bore a stag crowned with an impressive set of antlers leaping over a mountain cat. 
          Releasing the fist, Nakaz said, "That's some heirloom, Yeran. Maybe not as impressive as a barony, but I'll wager that Arval doesn't possess anything nearly as old." The young lord grinned and nodded, looking at his ring, but Nakaz felt the tickle of an elusive memory started by the ring. There was something about the star-leaf, the cat-leaping stag, and the strange stone that resonated deep in his memory. He tried to coax that memory up, but nothing responded. It bothered him that he couldn't remember; he was a bard, he was supposed to be able to remember! With a sigh, he let it go; he knew that it would come to him in time. 
          "And," said Yeran, drawing Nakaz' attention away from his reticent memory, "there's also Tremid, my only remaining servant. His family has served ours for six generations." The young lord shook his head wonderingly as he said, "I've let him know that he's free to find a better employer, but he refuses to leave my service. I guess that makes him part of my heritage, too." 
          Yeran lifted his head, looking over Nakaz' shoulder. He said, "That's Tremid over there, where the hirelings and servants usually group together. He's the one with the red hair and blue vest." 
          Nakaz turned to look, spotting the loyal Tremid easily among the more drably-dressed folks gathered in the corner farthest from the front door. He was about to compliment Yeran on being able to inspire such loyalty when he caught sight of the man sitting next to Tremid. 
          The bard's memory needed no prodding to recall where he had seen that face before. The man in question was tall, thin, and handsome. He had light brown hair and wide brown eyes over a narrow chin and cheekbones. Nakaz had last seen the man just about three years ago during one of his own visits to the Bardic College. He recalled the dinner well, as he had been in the company of his sometime-lover Shorel at the time. The entrance of the eighth-stave bard named Kethseir had caught his attention immediately, and he had paid a great deal of attention to the very attractive man seated across the room from him, much to Shorel's annoyance. The man had left early the next morning, denying Nakaz the chance to meet and, hopefully, impress him. In the intervening years Nakaz hadn't heard a word from or of Kethseir, which wasn't unusual; there were too many bards for him to know and keep track of every one. 
          His recollection of Kethseir brought other memories with it, starting with the death of Shorel. Two years had passed since the trouble in Barony Frasilk that had resulted in his lover's death. The matter had been settled to everyone's satisfaction, including Duke Othuldane when Nakaz had communicated the situation to him. Nakaz had continued with his circuit duties despite his loss, for which he had been praised upon his return to the Bardic College. He hadn't felt particularly praiseworthy, though. In truth, since having found the strange stone sculpture that had belonged to Shorel, he hadn't been bothered by his loss. It wasn't that he felt comforted by carrying something of Shorel's with him; rather it was like he had gained something vitally important to him, something that made him more whole than he had been before. [image: image106.png]Ohere was something more
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          Along with that gain, however, had come the sense that he wasn't yet complete. There was something more out there to be sought. He was fortunate in that his profession allowed him to travel with greater freedom than most; he was sure that he would have been riding the trails of Baranur in search of that something whether he was a lord or a lowly peasant. 
          "Nakaz?" The bard blinked himself out of his reverie, and turned back to Yeran, who continued, "Are you all right?" 
          "Fine, yes fine. Sorry, I was distracted there for a moment." Nakaz tried to gather his thoughts and return to his former frame of mind, but he couldn't manage it right away. To cover for himself, he said, "I'm glad to have made your acquaintance, Lord Yeran. I hope we will have time to talk further before you leave tomorrow?" 
          Yeran said, "The pleasure has been all mine, sir bard. And, I won't be leaving for a few days; the creditors arrive on the second of Yuli for their money. So if your duties don't take you away too soon, I'm sure we will have time for more conversation." 
          "Excellent. I look forward to it. Now, if you will excuse me?" Nakaz rose, shook hands with Yeran, who had a firm handshake, and left the table. 
          The bard took a trip out back again, more for time to think than from need. When he returned, Lord Yeran was no longer in the taproom. Nakaz was glad; he had other things to concentrate on. 
          The room was less crowded now, and the bard had no trouble finding a table to sit at by himself. He looked over to the servants' corner, and was pleased to find that Kethseir was still there, still in the company of Tremid. They seemed to be talking animatedly, getting along like fast friends. 
          Nakaz studied the other bard, who presented something of a puzzle. Kethseir was dressed in traveling clothes of a common cut, nothing as elegant as he had been wearing that time at the college. His hair was cut differently, and he had a thin mustache that made him look even more alluring, but there was no visible sign of his bardic profession about him: no stars and harps on his vest or belt, no instrument visible, no pendant of rank around his neck, nothing. That wasn't completely unusual; Nakaz had hidden his profession during the Frasilk situation. 
          The other thing that was different about the man was his entire demeanor. He found it difficult to imagine the proud, well-dressed man of three years ago dressed so commonly and fitting in with the servants around him as if he had been born to that life. The only conclusion that Nakaz could draw was that Kethseir had a task that required him to go about in disguise. Nakaz respected that, but he still wanted to meet the handsome man if at all possible. 
          There were many ways to accomplish that, of course. He could wait until Kethseir was alone, or change his own clothes so he would blend in better with the company Kethseir was keeping. Or he could use the silent speech. 
          For times when actual conversation was inconvenient or impossible, bards had a means of communication that involved only the movements of fingers. Based in part on the fingertalk that enabled the deaf to hear and the dumb to talk, but different enough that it wasn't as casually known outside of those educated at the College of Bards, it didn't involve quite as much motion and symbolism as did fingertalk. It could be executed with only one hand, and the movements were subtle enough that an onlooker wouldn't see more than normal fidgeting. Partly because he didn't want to disturb whatever Kethseir was involved in, and partly because he wasn't highly motivated to get out of his seat, Nakaz decided to use the silent speech. 
          One obstacle was, of course, that Kethseir was on the other side of the taproom. Obstacles were there to be overcome, and the silent speech had methods for overcoming this one. 
          Nakaz began trying to catch Kethseir's eye, but nothing he did elicited a response from Kethseir beyond a glance in his direction. No signal, from the most casual to the most dire, was responded to. Not a hint of recognition passed when their eyes briefly met before Kethseir's gaze continued its steady sweep of the room. 
          Finally, Nakaz had to admit that either Kethseir had an overriding reason to not respond to his signaling, or the man didn't understand the silent speech. Nakaz found himself intrigued. Given the meaning of some of the signals he had sent -- ones that meant disaster, sent in desperation -- it seemed more like the second option than the first, and he didn't see how that was possible. Unless Kethseir wasn't a bard ... but that was impossible! Nakaz had seen the man in the Bardic College itself, sitting down to eat with all of the other bards in residence at the time. The man had even taken a turn at entertaining, though Nakaz remembered his own evaluation of the man's talent as nowhere near eighth stave. Could it be true? And if so, how and why had Kethseir been in the college in the first place? 
          Nakaz determined to track this mystery to its source. He had no intention of letting Kethseir slip away in the early bells of the day. He intended to follow the presumed-bard until he knew the answers to the questions he was still formulating. 


          The amount of sunlight flooding into Nakaz' room the next morning told the bard that he had overslept badly. The mistake was understandable: shortly after he had retired to his room the evening before, he had been visited by two willing and eager women. Both were servers in the taproom whom Nakaz had noted during the course of the evening, and they were sisters as well. Nakaz had been persuaded to accept their invitation into his own room, and their activities therein had lasted well into the late bells of the night. 
          Excuse or no, his quarry, Kethseir, wouldn't even have had to rise early to evade the bard's scrutiny. Nakaz cursed in frustration, and flung himself from the bed. He threw on some clothes, paused long enough to adjust his tunic and hair into an acceptable appearance, and then dashed down the stairs into the taproom. 
          He looked around at the sprinkling of fellow late-risers just beginning their breakfasts, but didn't see his quarry. He headed for the bar to ask an employee, but he realized that he didn't know how to identify Kethseir; he had no idea what the man was calling himself here. In desperation, he headed for the stables, hoping that one or another of the ostlers or stable boys could describe those who had departed that morning. 
          Luck was with him though, for as he rounded the corner of the inn on the way to the stable yard, he caught sight of Kethseir. The tall, thin man was walking toward the stables with Yeran's servant, Tremid, and four other people who were unknown to the bard. Even though none of them looked ready to travel, Nakaz followed, remaining unseen. 
          Inside the large barn, the bard watched as the others inspected a group of horses in one particular area. A short while later, Kethseir broke away to examine a docile, black horse with a jagged blaze on its nose. Nakaz saw the man check the feed and water, nod approvingly, and return to the group after giving the horse an affectionate rub between the eyes. 
          When the others had left, Nakaz found one of the stable boys and asked, "Do you know who that horse belongs to?" He indicated the black with the jagged blaze. 
          "Ah, yeah, sir," the tow-headed child said. "That's Kresh's horse, it is. He was just here, you musta missed 'im." 
          "Thanks, lad," said Nakaz, handing him an oval quarter-Common for his trouble. The bard returned to the taproom and ordered his own late breakfast, trying to plan how he was going to introduce himself to 'Kresh'. 


          By ninth bell, with the sun just a few finger-widths from the horizon, Nakaz was again very frustrated. He had been trying all day to catch Kresh alone, but he hadn't yet been successful. Either the man was avoiding him or the bard was just completely unlucky. Kresh was always with the group that had visited the stables or in the company of two other men who looked rougher than the servants and hirelings that Kresh had been sitting with the previous evening. Yet he seemed just as friendly with the toughs as with the servants. 
          Nakaz had run out of patience, but not out of options. It looked like he wasn't going to get to corner Kresh here, so he needed to make sure that he would be able to track the elusive man down once Kresh left the inn. Nakaz entered the stables once again, and, after making sure that no one was around to watch, he slipped into the stall with the jagged-blazed black horse. Working quickly and expertly, the bard wedged a piece of soft metal into one of the black's horseshoes. It wouldn't hurt the horse at all; it was designed to alter the print the shoe would make, adding a large star to one edge. It wouldn't be difficult to pick such a hoofprint out even from the myriad that surrounded such a popular inn. 
          His fall-back plan in place, Nakaz was returning to the inn when he heard voices coming from around the corner. 
          "... place is three days away," said a somewhat dull voice, with a droning undertone. 
          "The appointment is on the fifth of Yuli," responded a second voice, more musical and lilting, yet still very masculine; a very interesting combination in Nakaz' estimation. 
          "So ..." began a voice the bard recognized. The recognition was confirmed when three people appeared around the corner: Kresh and his two tough-looking companions. Both had dark hair, and neither topped Kresh's shoulder. The shorter of the pair had an impressive beard: thick, covering his entire face, it hung halfway to his belly. The other had a narrow face that bore a scar across his left cheekbone and nose. They fell silent at the sight of the bard, nodding politely as they passed. Kresh still betrayed no flicker of recognition of Nakaz, even passing this close. 
          Wondering what appointment they had been discussing, as well as which voice belonged to whom, Nakaz continued on his way back into the inn. 


          There were no time-bells rung at the Waning Moon Inn, but Nakaz guessed that it was somewhere between the seventh and eighth bells of night as he walked silently back to his room after a visit to the privies out back. He hadn't bothered with a candle, so he was essentially in the dark, with only the moonlight seeping under the doors to show him the way. 
          There was a slight increase in the light in the hallway from behind him, which swiftly vanished with the click of a closing door. He heard a soft voice say, "You shouldn't have done that." The voice was lilting, and yet manly, and Nakaz recognized it instantly. 
          The dull, droning voice said, "I got it, didn't I?" 
          "Yes," said the first voice, which was growing fainter. "But he said ..." 
          Nakaz wondered what the two were talking about. They seemed to be arguing, but there was no heat in their voices. He contemplated going after them to learn more, but a yawn convinced him that there wasn't any reason to suspect them of anything just because they had been seen in the company of the mysterious Kresh. 
          Nakaz returned to his room and swiftly fell asleep again. It seemed as if no time at all passed before he was jostled awake by a hand on his shoulder. 
          He opened his eyes to find Tremid standing over him, looking worried and guilty in equal measure. The servant said, "Come quick, sir bard. It's Lord Yeran ... He's ... he's dead." 
          Nakaz threw back the covers, slid into his trousers and followed Tremid down the hall to Yeran's room. He absently noticed that it was just as well-appointed as his own before hastening over to the bed that the young lord lay on, covers thrown back to reveal his sleeping clothes. 
          That Yeran was dead was evident: there was a knife standing in his motionless chest. There was surprisingly little blood, but Nakaz judged that the knife had been expertly positioned to still the lord's heart instantly. Death must have been swift and painless from the peaceful expression on Yeran's face. 
          Nakaz turned to Tremid, who cowered behind him. "When did this happen?" 
          "Beggin' your leave, sir, I don't know. I returned just now and found him like this." 
          Nakaz pounced on the admission. "And why weren't you in your lord's room, Tremid?" 
          The servant looked at the floor, wringing his hands constantly. "I ... I'm sorry, sir. I ... I was in Kresh's room, sir ..." 
          "Why?" demanded Nakaz. 
          "He done me a favor, it was, sir. We been talking a bit, him and me, and I was wishin' once over some beer that I could spend a night wit' a serving girl like my betters. After all, with the gentry like my master, or the rich caravan-leads, or even such as yourself, sir, what chance does a lowly servant have? 
          "Well, Kresh says he doesn't think it fair either, and he arranges it for me. Last night, he took me to his room and there was Mattie, which I've been wanting to bed for months. He gave me a smile, and left, and ..." 
          "Yes, fine," said Nakaz. "You were tempted, and succumbed. Let's move on. Is anything missing? What about the money Yeran was going to pay his creditors?" 
          Tremid looked shocked. He said, "I ... I didn' check, sir, just went to fetch you, as you're a bard and all, and friendly with him too." The servant darted over to the clothes cupboard and opened the wide doors. He pushed aside two cloaks, and there was a stack of wooden boxes. Tremid touched each locked hasp, and then shifted the top box slightly. He stood up and said, "It's right here, sir. Not been touched, from the looks of it." 
          "Not a robbery", thought Nakaz as he turned back to the body on the bed. Yeran's hands were folded on his stomach, but something about that seemed wrong. The bard looked closer, and it became clear. The middle finger of Yeran's left hand was bare save for a white band of flesh where his heirloom ring had rested. 
          Nakaz said, "Take me to Kresh's room, Tremid. Now." 
          The room was smaller and more plain, and on the side of the inn facing the stables, making it somewhat less desirable for the noise and smell when the wind was right. But it was also completely bare of anyone's possessions. "Was it like this last night?" he asked. 
          Tremid looked around in wonder and said, "No, sir. No, it looked like Kresh was staying here." 
          "What about this morning?" 
          The servant hesitated, and then said, "I don't remember. I wasn't thinking about the room, just about the night, and getting back to my station before Lord Yeran woke up. It ... it might have been like this." 
          Nakaz thought for a moment, and decided on his course of action. "Tremid, go get the owner and let him know that your master has been murdered. I'm going after the culprits." 
          The bard returned to his room and packed up his belongings swiftly. He went directly to the stables and started to ready Riesta, his horse, for travel. He noted in passing that the black with the jagged blaze was gone. 
          He asked the stable boy who came over to help him, "When did Kresh leave?" He pointed to the black's empty stall, in case this lad didn't know the name of the horse's owner. 
          "Maybe a bell before dawn, sir. Him and his two friends, they came in all quiet. We're never fooled, though; we can tell when someone comes in trying to skip his fare. Orik went to the inn to check, but they'd paid, so we let 'em do our work, and watched 'em go." 
          "His friends, the one with the scar and the one with the beard?" asked Nakaz. 
          "Yep. Them." 
          "You didn't see which way they went, did you?" 
          The boy hesitated, and a sly look came into his eye. "Would I get a better tip if I had?" he asked. 
          Nakaz stared hard at the child, who blinked and looked at his feet. "No sir, no ... It was still dark and all, and none of us watched them past the gate." 
          The bard mounted his horse and said, "Thank you for being honest." He tossed the boy a Common, and urged Riesta on her way. 
          Nakaz found that his insurance had paid off right away. He easily picked out the starred-horseshoe print, and followed it away from the Waning Moon Inn. The tracks led east along the Iridal Road, and the bard followed. As he rode away, he heard a clamor start up behind him: evidently, the news of Lord Yeran Reshilk's death was now common knowledge. He had to fight his instincts to ride back; bards were trained to bring order to chaotic situations by being the calm center in the storm of disaster. He had been trained to ask questions and gather information; he had been schooled on how to calm people and get them thinking along the necessary paths. This time, though, Nakaz knew that he was doing his best to help the situation by chasing the murderer, and he turned to his task. 
          The tracks of Kresh's marked horse continued to follow the Iridal Road for about a bell before turning off to the north. Nakaz took the small dirt road after them, his full attention on the ground and the hoofprints. So it was that, almost half-a-bell later, he was startled by a shout of "Halt!" from in front of him. 
          He looked up and halted Riesta at the same time. Blocking the path were two men on horseback. They looked even rougher than Kresh's distinctive friends: their hair was ragged, they bore beards that were scarcely more than a five-day unshaven face, and their clothes would not have looked out of place on a Magnus ragpicker. 
          The one on the left said, "Well met, stranger. Hand over your purse and your saddlebags, and you'll leave with your life." He lifted a small-sword into view, and though he held it expertly enough, it was so shiny and new-looking that Nakaz knew it hadn't been in his possession for very long. 
          Nakaz didn't respond immediately. He wasn't completely sure, but he thought that these men were too conveniently placed for them not to be in the employ of Kresh. He didn't want to take the time to fight them, but he also didn't want to leave their potential menace so close to the Iridal Road. As he sorted his options, the silence of the road was broken by the jingling of their horses' harness as they shook their heads nervously and pawed the ground. Nakaz took a closer look at the silent brigand, and saw how tightly he was gripping his reins, and how wide his eyes were. 
          Nakaz smiled as he shifted his seat slightly and leaned forward. He tapped Riesta on the side of the neck three times as he whispered a command in her ear. Then, with a final tap, Riesta jumped forward and reared up, giving out a loud trumpet of challenge and churning the air with her front feet. 
          The bard was, of course, expecting the move, so he remained in place on Riesta's back. Neither of the ruffians had expected it, and what was more, neither of them were horsemen of any kind. Their horses reacted to Riesta's challenge by bolting, and the brigands hit the ground before Riesta's forefeet did. 
          Nakaz rode on, leaving the brigands to whatever fate awaited them. Without horses, they were no longer a menace on the open trail -- anyone riding could flee them, and anyone walking was no longer at a disadvantage to them -- and he didn't much care if they had been injured by their falls. They surely deserved whatever they got after taking Kresh's money to delay any pursuit. 
          Nakaz rode as fast as he could while still keeping track of the hoofprints. He had no real idea of where he was or where he was going; he only hoped that he was riding faster than Kresh and his companions or the chase was going to last all day. 
          The sun had reached its apex when Nakaz heard voices coming from ahead once again. This time, it wasn't more brigands, it sounded like arguing. He slowed his pace, and approached the sound. 
          He quickly noted that the voices were Kresh and his companions. The first thing he made out was Kresh saying, "... need to do that!" 
          "It was easier, Kay!" said the dull, droning voice. 
          "I told him not to, Kay," said the lilting voice. "And my back was turned when he did it, so I couldn't stop him!" 
          "You've said that already, Ariks," said Kresh's voice, "and I believe you. This is between Hiron and me, straight?" 
          "Sure, Kay, sure," said the lilting voice. 
          "Now, Hiron, you know I don't like messes, and killing Yeran made a mess," said Kresh. 
          Nakaz had reached the edge of a clearing, and he saw three men on horses on the other side of it. He watched Kresh toss a small bag onto the ground, and say, "There's your pay, Hiron. You did your job and got me the ring, but I don't wish to travel with you any longer. Farewell." 
          The man with the beard glowered at Kresh and dismounted, while Kresh and the scarred one reined their horses around. Nakaz kicked lightly at Riesta's flanks, and shouted, "Hold, Kresh!"

The man on the black horse turned toward Nakaz, and he scowled fiercely. Then, as suddenly as a summer cloudburst, he grinned. Reaching over, he slapped the riderless horse on the rump, causing it to race out of the clearing. Then he sat back up in his saddle and said, "Well, sir bard, we meet again. I admire your tenacity in following me, but I have no intention of waiting for you to cross this clearing before I flee. But let me give you something else to think about: all I've done, to your knowledge, is steal a ring, while that man on the ground there is the one who murdered Lord Reshilk. So, who do you follow? 
          "Good luck and fare well, sir bard." Kresh gave him a mocking bow, and was galloping out of the clearing in an instant. 
          Hiron stood still for just a moment too long. Nakaz had really been given no choice, and he was swiftly beside the killer, binding Hiron's hands behind his back. He looked toward the path that Kresh had taken and wished he could be in two places at once. The trail would be too cold by the time Hiron was turned over to the royal authorities, even with the marked horseshoe. Kresh had given him the slip again. Nakaz wondered if he would ever cross paths with the false bard again. 




Talisman Nine
Part 2

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



ord Aldan Bindrmon
, son and heir of Baron Chak Bindrmon, galloped through Beeikar on the back of Firesocks as the sky lightened in the east. He had only one thought on his mind: revenge. He intended to ride north to the city of Dargon to find the blackguards who had killed his bride-to-be, Tillna. 
          It had been only a few bells since Aldan had stood over the dying young man, Weasel, and heard from his lips that the rest of the Menagerie had fled to Dargon. The Menagerie was a group of the offspring of some of the lords in the barony, and Aldan had been a member until his father had forbidden him to associate with them. Animosity had developed between the group and Aldan since that time, which had culminated in the gruesome murder of Tillna. 
          She had been a barmaid, and perhaps Aldan would never have proposed to her if his father hadn't objected to her so strenuously. Not that Aldan was any less serious about avenging her. He wondered why she had been killed. Had it only been the cruelty of his former friends? Or had his father simply wanted the obstacle to an arranged marriage removed? Perhaps he would find the answer in Dargon. Even if the Menagerie answered every one of his questions, they would gain no mercy from him. Aldan intended to deal to them what they had dealt to Tillna: death. 
          He rode as fast as he could through the last bell of the twelfth of Yuli, and soon the dawn of the thirteenth rose on his right. Beeikar was falling ever farther behind him. As the leagues passed, he realized that he would soon be riding beyond the bounds of Welspeare, and he would eventually be going as far north as it was possible to go. Though his mission was grim, it was providing a way for him to travel to places that were just names on a map to him. He had always wanted to travel, but the duty he had been born to, the bonds of the heir to the baron, had always eclipsed his wanderlust. He had no desire to thank the Menagerie for this chance to see the kingdom, but he intended to make the most of the necessity he had been forced into. 
          He also realized that he should have taken the time to get a map before leaving. He had stopped in the keep while Ricce had readied Firesocks, picking up food, clothes, and money. A trip to the library for a map would have increased his chances of being discovered, but it might have been worth it. Then again, he could always just buy one somewhere, surely. 
          Part of Aldan's upbringing had been learning how to ride and to care for horses, so he soon reined in Firesocks; not even his father's charger could gallop all the way to Dargon. He wanted to enact his revenge as swiftly as possible, but he needed Firesocks to last the journey. 


          Aldan directed Firesocks up to the inn and slid stiffly from his back. It was early evening on his first day out, and he couldn't ride another pace. He had been in the saddle all day, making the best speed he could, as he knew that his father would send people out after him, but Aldan had never ridden for such a long period of time and he was sore all over. 
          He groaned as he touched the ground. His legs protested by buckling, making him grab for his saddle to keep from falling. When he was steady, he looked across the back of his horse and worried about how much it would hurt to walk the few paces to the door of the inn. 
          He checked above the door for the name of the inn, but the square of wood suspended there was so weathered that it was blank. Before he could spend too much time wondering at the disparity between the well-maintained front of the inn and the blank sign, he heard a wheezing chuckle. 
          A thin old man stood in the open door of the nameless inn. He had white hair, a wrinkled up face, and fingers that seemed too long for his palms. The man laughed his rustling-paper laugh again and pointed an overly long finger at Aldan. "I know that look, I do," he said in a creaky voice to match the laugh. "C'mon in, son, I know what'll fix you up." 
          Aldan hesitated, but not because he didn't trust the man; he just wanted to make sure his legs were cooperating again before he left Firesocks' side. When he was able, Aldan shuffled around his horse in preparation of striking out for the door. 
          The old man laughed one more time, his eyes twinkling, and then said, "I'll just call the boy to take care of your horse." He drew in a breath, but broke off in a fit of coughing, doubling over until he got himself under control. With a deep scowl, he stomped his foot, then turned and went into the inn. 
          When the old man returned, he had a piece of metal in one hand and a mallet in the other. He proceeded to hit the former with the latter, setting up a din that startled Firesocks and almost caused Aldan to fall. 
          By the time Aldan had steadied himself and calmed Firesocks, the summoned boy rounded the corner of the inn. This 'boy' was a big man with a bald head and wide girth who looked old enough to be Aldan's father. 
          The blacksmith-looking stable boy led Firesocks away, leaving Aldan swaying slightly without his support. The old man went inside again, and Aldan followed, turning his shuffles into short steps by the time he reached the threshold. 
          The common room of the nameless inn held three tables and a fireplace, but no bar. The old man set the metal and mallet on a shelf next to the front door and crossed the room, saying, "Just stay there for a moment, young man. I'll get the liniment." [image: image107.png]"Ohis must be your
first lcmg ride, ﬁuﬁ?"




          Aldan started to sit, but changed his mind quickly. He stood next to a table until the man returned with a small clay pot. "Here you go, son," the innkeeper said. "This will fix you right back up. Nothing better for saddle burns and sore muscles. This must be your first long ride, huh?" 
          Aldan nodded, staring at the pot. Instead of handing it over, the man continued, "Don't worry, young man, it happens to everyone 'lessn they're real careful. Drop your breeches, and I'll fix you right up." 
          Aldan didn't quite know how to react, but he wasn't about to let this stranger rub his legs, much less his seat. Falling back on his upbringing, he straightened himself up and, ignoring his protesting back, said cooly, "I think I can manage." He held out his hand, even though he wanted to grab the pot and run out of the room. 
          The innkeeper shrugged and said, "If you're sure. It would be no trouble ..." 
          Aldan shook his head, and gestured with his open hand again. The man gave him the clay pot, and then just stood there. 
          After a moment, Aldan prompted, "Might I have a room for the night?" 
          "Of course, for sure," said the old man. "Let me help you back there ..." 
          Aldan flinched away from the helping hand that reached for his arm, and said, "I can do it myself, thank you." 
          "Fine, fine. Through that door, take any one you want. You're my only custom tonight." The innkeeper turned away, and as Aldan shuffle-stepped across the room he heard the old man mutter, "Ungrateful pup. Well, it's probably just the pain." 
          The salve worked wonders. In just a few bells, Aldan felt so much better that he had his dinner sitting in the common room. He thanked the old man profusely and paid him generously for the room, the meal, and two more small clay pots of the salve. Taking the old man's advice, Aldan applied the rest of the first pot before retiring, and the next morning he swung his leg over Firesocks' back and faced the road ahead without apprehension. 


          Aldan had to make the first big decision of his journey three days later. He had reached the outskirts of Fremlow City, the ducal seat of Welspeare. He had dreamed of visiting the city once the duty of delivering the baronial taxes became his own, knowing that it was likely to be as far as he would ever travel from his home. That was certainly no longer the case; he was going much farther on this trip. Still, the city sat before him, enticing him to visit. 
          He had ridden as fast as he could without harming Firesocks, but he was still too close to Beeikar and his father's men. No one could know that he was traveling to Dargon, but Fremlow City was an obvious possibility to those who must be following him. It wasn't hard to make the choice to skirt the city and leave it behind unvisited, but he wished he hadn't had to. 
          As Aldan took to the roads that ringed the city and linked the surrounding farms, he realized that there was going to be more to his journey than just a short ride and the satisfaction of revenge. After only two nights, he could tell that staying in a well-maintained inn couldn't hold a candle to his own bed, and the food was similar from night to night. When he had set out from home, fired with the passion of his mission, he hadn't considered just what he was taking on. He had no qualms about meting out justice to the Menagerie. What was beginning to worry him was the journey itself. 
          After detouring around Fremlow City and leaving the uneven tracks and tiny paths around that city's outskirts, he realized how much help the broad, well-maintained Royal Road that ran through Welspeare was to any traveler. Some of the tax money his father delivered to the duchess every year went to upkeep of this road. He recalled that his father was pleased that the Welspeare Royal Road ran through Bindrmon; in exchange for a lighter tax burden, the baron maintained it within his borders. 
          Aldan knew the cost of the Royal Roads was high, and he understood why Welspeare followed the example of most of the other duchies in having only the royally-decreed minimum of one such road. He hoped he wouldn't have to give up the ease of riding along one before he reached Dargon. 
          Aldan traveled north-west on the Royal Road and in due course passed from Welspeare into the Duchy of Kiliaen, a change marked only by two short posts blazoned with the colors of each duchy on the appropriate side. It was a momentous event in Aldan's life, finally setting foot outside of Welspeare, but he almost didn't notice the passage until he was even with the posts. He did drink a toast that night to Kiliaen, but didn't pay the occasion any further notice. He had been on the road for five days, and it seemed to him that he had hardly begun his journey. 
          Two days later Aldan entered a small village named Henglewood. It was time to stop for the evening, especially as the new moon gave no light for night travel, and he took a room at the Purple Duck. He settled in, and came back down into the common room for dinner, selecting the stew over the roast meat after failing to identify the charred object on the spit over the fire. 
          Halfway through the meal, the innkeeper came over to Aldan's table. "How is your meal, milord?" he asked. 
          Aldan said, "Fine, fine," though only for politeness' sake. Before the man could turn away, he continued, "I was wondering where in this town I might find laundry services." 
          "The Purple Duck offers that service, milord, for a modest fee. I can have your clothes cleaned for you by the middle of tomorrow if you wish. Just bring them down after dinner. Do you need anything else?" 
          Aldan was about to shake his head no, but then he remembered something. "Maps," he said. "I need maps." 
          The innkeeper said, "We have n--" but seemed to interrupt himself. Aldan watched as the man looked at him for several moments, frowning. After glancing across his clothes and down to his shoes under the table, the man said, "You're not from ... no, of course you aren't." The man's manner changed from strangely suspicious to completely helpful, and he continued, "Of course, good sir, of course there are maps for sale in our fine village. Tomorrow, just cross the square and find the sign of the quill. All of the arts of the pen in Henglewood are down that street, from books to drawings and everything in between. I'm sure that you will find maps among the wares sold there." 
          Aldan watched as the innkeeper scurried away, and wondered what the man had been worried about, and why he had left so quickly. Then a whiff of his stew caught his attention, and he dismissed the balding man's behavior from his mind. 
          He finished his dinner, fetched his clothes for the laundry, and then spent a restful night in his room. Early the next morning, he rose and set out to buy a map. 
          Aldan's destination was not hard to spot: on the other side of the fountain in the center of the square was a wooden quill hanging from a pole that spanned the width of a narrow street. Passing under that quill, he entered the first shop on the right. 
          Aldan stepped through the narrow door and found himself in a small, cramped space. He stood for a moment in the gloom, surrounded by the scent of glue and ink and parchment. It reminded him of the workroom of Sestik, Beeikar's only scribe. He and the Menagerie had studied there as children, learning their letters. 
          When he could see, he looked around the tiny store. Between the door and the counter was hardly room enough for more than a single customer. The same amount of floor was on the other side of the counter, only the shelves on either side of the curtained door further reduced the space. Filling the shelves were bottles of ink, quills, rolls of parchment, a single stack of paper, and, behind a door made of bars that was ornately padlocked, three books. Aldan couldn't see anything that might be a map, but he wanted to be sure before leaving. 
          "Hello the shop," he called. 
          The curtains at the back of the room parted, and a short man with big eyes who looked like he had dressed in the dark came through. 
          The man smiled and said, "How may I help you, good sir?" He had to crane his neck back to look up at his customer. 
          Aldan felt like he was being stared at by an owl: a rumpled, mismatched, smooth-voiced owl. "I hoped you might have a map for sale." 
          The smile widened into a grin, and the man said, "So you are the young lord from the Purple Duck. Yes yes yes, I have a map or two in stock. Not many, hard to come by after all, but let me check." He bent down, vanishing behind the waist-high counter for a moment. He popped back up with a scroll in his hand and snapped it down onto the counter. With a practiced motion, he unrolled it, revealing an ornately-bordered and decorated map labeled 'Northern Baranur'. 
          Aldan bent down to get a better look at it in the dim light. He saw that it showed Baranur from Magnus northward, but when he bent further to see how much detail it displayed, it rolled shut under his nose. 
          Straightening up, Aldan looked at the owl, who was now holding the map down at his side. The shopkeeper asked, "Will this one do?" 
          Aldan nodded, and said, "How much?" 
          The little man looked up at the ceiling and began muttering. After a moment, the shopkeeper looked up, squinted at Aldan for a moment, and then grinned again. "This was made by the famous cartographer Fingatish forty years ago. Guaranteed accurate down to the last detail. How much, you ask? A Sovereign, and worth every penny." 
          "What!?" Aldan was shocked. That was an outrageous price, much more than he had expected. He might have been a baron's son, but his father had taught him how to haggle. The secret was knowing the honest value of the item. A piece of paper with marks on being worth a Sovereign? Aldan couldn't imagine it. Not even the pen of a mapmaker that he had never heard of could make ink worth that much. "Th-th-three Nobles ..." he stammered, which was what he had expected to start the bargaining at rather than an actual offer. 
          The shopkeeper took it as one anyway and, after blinking up at Aldan for a moment from under beetled brows, finally said, "You're a shrewd one, young sir. I can see that I misjudged your ... business sense. I think I can still make a profit at ... five Nobles." 
          This made Aldan blink in turn, confused. Half the value of a Royal was acceptable, when twenty Royals made a Sovereign? Worried that he was missing something, he accepted the deal. He fished the tiny coins from his pouch. 
          The shopkeeper took a close look at them in Aldan's palm, then snatched them up and slapped the scroll down in their place. He started making shooing motions at Aldan, saying "If that's all, I've got things to be doing. Thank you, and good day." 
          Aldan backed up two steps, and bumped into the door. The shopkeeper's stare unnerved him so much that he fumbled at the latch, and almost fell out of the shop. He was surprised at being run off so quickly, as he needed another map or two. Shrugging, he turned and continued up the quill-signed street to find some. 
          Aldan entered every shop on the street. He had never seen so much parchment and ink in one place before, but found no more maps for sale. He returned to the Purple Duck and spread out his purchase in his room. 
          The map was a shambles. The errors Aldan could pick out without effort included a single line of mountains crossing the map almost horizontally and labeled "Dersth Mountains", Quinnat didn't even have a border on the coast, and Welspeare cupped the eastern edge of Magnus all the way to Arvalia, interposed between both Kiliaen and Quinnat. 
          Aldan fought down the urge to shred the parchment into scrap. Recovering, he examined the map further. Error after error piled up, until he knew that it was worthless. As he went over the map, he noticed certain patterns in the fading of the ink and the age-browning of the parchment. He recalled Sestik's lessons about fakery on scrolls and realized that this map wasn't forty years old at all, it had simply been made to look that way. 
          He had been swindled! His father would never have stood for that, and would be sorely disappointed with him as well. 
          Aldan felt despair well up inside him. He knew that he would never be able to enact his revenge if he wasn't even able to outwit a commoner. He needed wits and skill to succeed. 
          Before he could give up entirely, he remembered the last time he had seen Tillna in the taproom of the Boar-Ring Inn. Then he remembered the box in her room with its grisly contents, and the note. He realized that his failure was simply a lesson to be learned, and he wouldn't be fooled like that again. He had vengeance to deliver, and he wasn't going to let a greedy merchant get in his way. 
          There was one consolation: he hadn't paid a full Round for the forgery. That comfort didn't balance the disappointment of still not knowing how to get where he was going. 


          Aldan tried to collect on the guarantee of the shopkeeper, but the store was closed when he returned. After a restless night, Aldan tried the shop again to find it still closed. He made the choice to move on without satisfaction rather than waste more time in Henglewood. 
          The lack of a reliable map became important just a day later. Aldan had been told by the innkeeper of the Purple Duck that the Royal Road that came out of Welspeare connected to the ducal seat of Kiliaen. Noltor-on-Sea was, of course, on the western coast of the duchy and it was actually south of Fremlow City. The Royal Road began to curve even further away from Aldan's route northward by heading due west during that day. Eventually it would have to bend more, ending up heading south-west and farther away from Aldan's destination. He had no choice but to leave the easy route behind. 
          He waited for just the right northward branching path, hoping to find a well-traveled trading route instead of having to settle for a cow path. He found one before the Royal Road had shifted too far to the south, and struck off along it. 
          Aldan encountered another obstacle almost immediately. His newly-chosen path veered eastward almost as soon as he turned onto it, and after that it seldom held a single direction for more than a league. The only compass point it never took was south. 
          He switched roads four more times that day, and had to continue to ride for a full bell after dark before he located an inn. Aldan walked into the low-ceilinged front room with its minimal lighting and pallets already laid out in place of tables for the few half-Penny guests, and realized that he had left behind the assurance of well-maintained lodgings with the easily followed Royal Road. 
          He had to show his Penny to hire one of the two rooms the inn boasted, and he took his bowl of thin stew with him. The mattress was as thin as the stew, and supplied just as much satisfaction. He was glad to leave that inn behind as early as he was able. 
          But the quality of lodgings did not improve as he got further from the Royal Road, and once he slept under a tree when he couldn't find any better accommodation. Aldan didn't so much get used to the deprivation as become resigned to it. After a few nights spent in seedy inns, sleeping on rough straw covered by blankets stiff with someone else's grime, eating food that a Beeikar rat would have turned up its bewhiskered nose at, he simply wished for the journey to be over. 
          Aldan didn't give up, though. He only had to remember holding the box with Tillna's heart in it, and he was spurred on again. He tried to choose roads that took him at least a little northward, often with less success than he wanted. He managed to progress, though not nearly as swiftly as he had hoped. When he rode into Thoragil and discovered it was located close to the northern border of Duchy Kiliaen but considerably west of the center of that line, he became thoroughly frustrated with the pace of his mission. 
          He quickly learned that Thoragil was very different from Beeikar. For one, it was totally landlocked: no river flowed next to it or through it to provide convenient transport for goods. And yet, majority of its businesses were oriented toward travel and trade. Unlike Henglewood, it wasn't simply situated along a well-traveled road; it was a center of commerce. Seven major trade routes radiated from Thoragil like the spokes of a wheel, and situated astride each road as it passed through the town's walls was a traders' enclave, where caravans as well as individual travelers gathered, supplied themselves, and set forth. 
          Aldan thought he might try again to purchase a map, but he decided to get some information first. He went to the desk of the man who managed the rooms of the Lark and Pig where he was staying, and addressed the brown-eyed man with severely pulled back blond hair seated there. "Do you know of any map sellers in town?" he asked. 
          "Sure, half-a-dozen without thinking," said the man. "I can give you directions, or have one of the runners guide you." 
          Aldan hesitated, and then asked, "Can you tell me which ones have good maps? You know, accurate ones?" 
          The blond man said, "They're all proper maps, sir. The guild wouldn't let a bad map be sold." 
          "Guild?" 
          "Cartographer's guild, of course. You wouldn't want to buy a map from anyone else, would you?" 
          "Oh, that guild. No, no, I don't know what I was thinking. So where's the nearest shop?" 
          "Treefid Enclave's a good place to start. Out the door, go left, third right to the radial, and take that to the wall. Beyond the wall is Treefid." 
          Aldan thanked the man and left. He had no problem finding the traders' enclave. The first shop he found with a quill and parchment on the door turned out to be a large triangular space with maps covering every inch of the walls. He looked each one over, and they were certainly of better accuracy than the one he had already purchased, with all of the duchies that he knew about in their proper places. There were maps of every duchy in Baranur individually, and the Welspeare map agreed with his own knowledge of it. He checked for the major landmarks he knew about, and found that the Darst Range was correctly labeled and oriented. 
          Satisfied with their accuracy, he next examined the maps for the features he needed. Unfortunately, the only maps that had any roads at all on them were the ones depicting the cities of Thoragil and Magnus. Most of the maps had towns and villages marked, but not even the Royal Roads were marked out. He did notice, though, that every single one bore the seal of the Cartographer's Guild on the upper left corner. 
          Aldan purchased a map of northern Baranur that would at least give him some idea of his general location, if not how he had gotten there. Looking at the distance between Kiliaen and Dargon, he wondered if he would ever be able to cross that vast expanse of parchment by himself. 
          He took the time to scour the town for a more complete map without finding one. Finally, in a narrow shop that was full of parchment but lacked the accompanying scent completely because of the way the walls at either end were folded back to let air flow through, Aldan asked the matronly proprietor, "Do you have any maps with roads on them?" 
          The woman said, "I'm sorry, but I don't. It's very rare to find a map with roads or trade routes marked. The cartographers have a deal with the traders: the map-makers get information from the travelers in exchange for not making it easier for just anyone to cross Quinnat, for example, on their own." 
          "And if someone needed to do just that?" Aldan asked. 
          "Why, hire a guide or, better yet, join a caravan." 
          That evening, Aldan sat at the bar of the Lark and Pig drinking steadily. He had confirmed the woman's comments at other shops, and it appeared that the caravan masters guarded their trails jealously. He wasn't going to find a map that would be more than general help in getting him north. 
          During a lull in business, the bartender, a rugged-looking individual with a square, jutting chin, stopped in front of Aldan and said, "You've been fairly serious about getting on the outside of our best ale for a couple of bells now, friend. You have a problem you're trying to drown?" 
          "No," Aldan replied. "Not really." He paused for a moment, and then continued, "Well, 'cept for needing to go north and not knowin' how." 
          "Well, you're in the right place then, friend. Check out the enclaves. Your best option would be to find a caravan to travel with; they're safer in general, and your comfort will be greater since you can take along a larger load. You might travel faster with a guide, but it would cost a great deal more and you wouldn't gain all that much in terms of comfort or safety. But caravans are leaving Thoragil every day in this season. Surely you can find one going where you want to go." 
          Aldan nodded and said, "Good advice, I'm sure, but I'll manage on my own somehow." He lifted his mug and said, "Could I have another?" 
          The bartender shrugged, refilled the mug, and moved on to another customer. Aldan continued drinking the flavorful, but not very strong, ale, and continued to worry about the amount of parchment between Kiliaen and Dargon. 
          Aldan happened to glance up as three men walked into the bar together. There wasn't anything remarkable about them and when they left his field of vision, he didn't bother to turn his head to follow them. He heard benches scraping behind him, and a conversation began that sounded like it had started elsewhere. 
          "So my brother, he drags himself home a sennight after he was supposed to get there. Said he and his friend got ambushed right off a Royal Road north of the Laraka, and he was lucky to have gotten away with only his arm crippled." [image: image108.png]"(Guess anyone can
fave bad fuck, fuhQ"




          A different voice, deeper than the first, said, "That's nothin'. I knew this guy once, 'e was a trapper. He told me one time about going out to check his lines, and finding a dead man. He said the guy looked fit, and had armor and a sword on, but he was tore up like a bear or a forest cat got him. Guess anyone can have bad luck, huh?" 
          A third voice, the deepest one yet, said, "Aw, you're just trying to scare me outa going down to Noltor-on-Sea by myself." 
          "No, no," chorused the others. 
          The deepest voice continued, "And it won't work. I'm not staying." The others protested, and then the voice continued, "Instead, you're coming with me." 
          Aldan ignored the rest of the conversation and went back to his drinking. Only now, the possible dangers he might encounter as he crossed all of that parchment figured into his worrying. That night, he dreamed about wild animals and bandits and wandering for months and months and never even making it as far as the Laraka River. 
          It might have been the advice, it might have been the nightmares, or it might have even been too much ale, but the next day, Aldan went back to the enclaves to find a caravan heading north. He couldn't find one going directly to Dargon, so he settled for passage to Valdasly, in the Duchy of Arvalia. That city was definitely on his way, and he had been assured that he would be able to find another caravan there to take him further north. He idled for two more days in Thoragil, and left with Chenzo's 'Van. 
          The train of horses and carts and people moved no faster than a moderate walk, and stopped four times, not counting their final stop of the early evening. By the end of the first day they hadn't covered more ground than Aldan could have alone even taking as many wrong turns as he ever had. The bartender had been right about the comfort, as his tent that night was almost as comfortable as the inn he had just left. And the safety aspect was obvious, since there were enough men and women in the caravan that only an army of bandits would have attacked it. But no one had mentioned the snail's pace that a large caravan set. 
          Aldan thought that maybe the pace would be better on the second day, but if anything, it was worse as their route deviated onto narrow, winding paths briefly in the middle of the day. On the third, when the distance they had ventured by fifth bell wasn't even as far as the previous day, Aldan sought out Chenzo himself. 
          Chenzo was a very round man who rode in a wagon along with a driver. Aldan rode up beside the wagon and said, "Greetings, Chenzo. I was wondering whether your excellent caravan was going to maintain this rather leisurely pace, or if it might travel somewhat faster in the coming days?" 
          Chenzo looked over at Aldan and said, "No, Lord Aldan, I can't really coax much more speed out of my caravan than this, barring road conditions of course. That's the price of a well-stocked and staffed caravan. We're big and thus safe, but slow." 
          Aldan realized that Chenzo was right, and considered his options. He could remain with the caravan and only get as far as Valdasly in two months or more, by which time the Menagerie could be well hidden in Dargon, or he could brave the dangers of the road and actually make decent, if circuitous, progress on his own. 
          In the end, there was only one decision he could make. He was the son of a baron, and he should be able to brave the dangers of the wild on his own. He said, "I think that we should part company, Chenzo. My business won't wait forever, and I must press on ahead." 
          "If that is your decision then I wish you well, Lord Aldan. You may leave at your own convenience." 
          "There is the matter of a refund, good Chenzo," said Aldan. 
          "On what grounds?" 
          "I am leaving your caravan well before Valdasly, after all." 
          "And why should that matter, Lord Aldan?" asked Chenzo. "Your fee allowed you to join the 'van. I never agreed to get you to Valdasly. Fare well, Lord Aldan." 
          The caravan master turned away, leaving Aldan gaping in astonishment. It was unthinkable that a commoner would treat him so badly! He took a deep breath and calmed himself. His rank meant nothing out here in the middle of the road, surrounded by people loyal to, or at least employed by, Chenzo. 
          Then he remembered the map seller in Henglewood and his vow not to be cheated again. He tried to puzzle out a way to get his own back, and in an instant he had an inspiration. If Aldan couldn't use his nobility directly, there was still a way he could use his rank and influence. 
          "Merchant Chenzo," he said. 
          The caravan master turned, and said, "Have you not left yet, Lord Aldan?" 
          "Not just yet, merchant Chenzo. I was thinking ..." 
          Silence stretched for a few moments, and finally Chenzo answered, "Yes?" with a look that told Aldan that the merchant was aware of the trick and had only answered to move the conversation along. 
          "We had a deal, merchant Chenzo. You had your understanding of it, and I had mine, but a decent merchant wouldn't let someone's honest naivete lead them into an unfortunate situation like this." Aldan paused and watched a frown form on Chenzo's round face. "A bad merchant, concerned only with profit and not reputation, might do such a thing. A thief might perpetrate such a fraud, since reputation means nothing to such. But I cannot believe that a prosperous merchant, like yourself for example, would ever let such a situation arise." 
          Chenzo's frown had vanished, but the expression that replaced it was not welcoming. Aldan continued, "I am not challenging your decision here and now, merchant Chenzo; this is your domain and you rule within it. But I feel that my story would find receptive ears among my own peers, and I'm sure they would pass it on. After all, how could they resist a tale of the son of a baron being cheated by merchant Chenzo?" 
          Aldan feigned turning Firesocks away, and was rewarded by the barked, "Wait!" from the caravan master. Aldan released the reins and, putting on his most neutral expression, he said, "Yes?" 
          "Perhaps we can reach a new accommodation, my Lord Aldan," said the frowning Chenzo. Aldan let himself show a small smile, and the haggling began. 
          Aldan left the caravan with some of his money once again in his purse, and some of the equipment he had been using tied up behind his saddle. He worked his way north again, taking as many east-bearing paths as he could. He made slow progress, but he was still faster than Chenzo's 'Van. 


          Three sennights after riding away from his home in Beeikar, Aldan rode into Pyinalt's Crossroads. He was in the Duchy of Quinnat, and he was headed for Port Sevlyn as the easiest way he could see to cross the mighty Laraka River. Blindly following the roads and paths he came across, adjusting his heading by finding villages on his map, he had ridden into this town, which was too small to show on his map. 
          Dismounting in front of the Buzzard's Roost Inn, Aldan noticed Firesocks favoring a hind leg. He stroked the horse's haunch and carefully lifted the leg to examine the bottom of the foot. The stone he found was easily removed and he didn't see any blood, so it couldn't have been lodged in there for very long. He looked at the condition of the shoe and realized that Firesocks hadn't been shod for this kind of travel. Lifting his head, he saw a large wooden horseshoe hanging from a gatepost across the square from the inn. He knew where he would be going tomorrow. 
          The Buzzard's Roost was small, plain, and clean. The meal he ate was simple yet hearty, the straw in his mattress was fresh, and the blanket soft if threadbare. His room even boasted a window through which he could clearly see the full moon. He didn't begrudge the three Bits it cost. 
          The next morning, Aldan led Firesocks across the square to the Eldirhan Blacksmithy. The moment he crossed beneath the gate into the walled-in courtyard, he felt strange. The large, open space seemed familiar, especially the bench beneath the tall chestnut trees at the back, near the door into what he was sure were the living spaces of the building. In the other back corner was a wide door, and that was where he led his horse, knowing it was the forge. 
          The room beyond the door was bigger than Aldan expected. A half-dozen forge fires burned in the back half of the room, and four young men and women worked bellows and heated metal at two of them. As he stood on the threshold, he was approached by a thickly-built woman with ruddy skin and short, brown hair. Her bare arms bulged with the muscle that came from swinging heavy hammers down on hot iron, and she extended a hand that was rough and already dirty from the work she had done that morning. 
          "Hail, stranger, and fair day to you. I'm Marigey, and this is my blacksmithy. What can my apprentices and I do for you and your steed this day?" Her voice matched the rest of her: deep, rich, and filled with contented assurance. Her hand enfolded his own and Aldan felt the strength in her fingers. 
          "My horse needs shoes fit for long traveling, Mistress Marigey. How much for a full set?" 
          The blacksmith glanced at Firesocks' feet, and expertly lifted a forefoot onto her thigh. She tapped the shoe, and ran her finger along its edge, before releasing the leg again. "You're right, young man. Those are common shoes, fit for exercising and the occasional hunt. I can have him shod in thicker, harder metal before fourth bell for only a Round." 
          Aldan honestly had no idea of the value of long road shoes or the time of a blacksmith to shape and fit them; his father employed a blacksmith at the keep and paid him a wage. He did know a little about people, though, and he thought that Marigey was testing him by the way her eyes narrowed slightly while her left eyebrow went up slightly. 
          A Round wouldn't significantly deplete his purse, but he didn't want to pay more than the job was worth. Taking a deep breath and hoping he wasn't going to insult the woman, he said, "I was hoping I wouldn't have to let go of more than ten Bits for this chore." 
          Marigey's face relaxed, and she nodded. "Ten Bits, yeh? Ten Bits might get you the lot where you're from, but it won't get you more'n the shoes here. I have to set a fair value on my own time, after all." She wasn't frowning, and there was no heat in her voice, so Aldan knew that he had ventured the right counteroffer. "But I'll tell you what. My time might be worth a premium, but that of my apprentices is not. They have all studied long, and shod many a horse, so the work will be worthy of my own hands. That being the case, I can offer you a discount at seventeen." 
          Entering into the spirit of the moment, Aldan paused and pretended to consider. Then he said, "On second thought, perhaps I could spend as much as thirteen under the circumstances." 
          Marigey laughed, nodded, and said, "Fifteen?" 
          "Fine, and thank you." Aldan shook her hand again, and counted out the copper coins. She thanked him and said that he could wait in the courtyard. As she led Firesocks into the shoeing stall to one side of the wide door, she was already calling out to her apprentices to fetch the medium blanks and the deshoeing claw. 
          Aldan turned and walked slowly over to the bench under the chestnut trees. The strangeness he had felt when he first arrived, forgotten during the negotiations, was returning. As he settled into one of the worn sections of the bench, fitting his spine to the curve that had been hollowed out of the back, he felt it all around him. There was a pressure in his ears that reminded him of the time in his youth when he had been dared by Fox, his closest friend and fellow Menagerie member, to lift every hammer in the blacksmithy in town. He had started to struggle after the middle-sized hammer, but he hadn't been more than twelve summers old at the time, either. Determined to beat Fox's dare, showing off to all of his friends, he had managed to hoist every one but the last a double-hand off the ground. But the blacksmith's largest hammer, that seemed to his recollection to have a head as large as his own, had defeated his mightiest efforts. It had been then, as he struggled against the unbeatable weight, that he had felt a similar sense of pressure at his ears, which had eased when he stopped attempting the impossible. 
          That memory led him to think about Fox. He remembered how close he and Fox had become over the years. Fox, or Lord Wannek to call him by his proper name, had reacted the worst when the baron had ordered Aldan to cease associating with the Menagerie. Aldan had never been totally sure whether his father had made that demand only for the reasons he had stated. Could he have learned of what had been blossoming between himself and Fox? Those deep feelings ... but, no. It was useless to think on that, given that he was chasing Fox -- and Bear and Owl -- to Dargon to avenge Tillna's murder. 
          Aldan's attention was drawn to the gate by the sound of hooves. He looked up just as someone walked a horse through the gate. The figure stopped just within the courtyard, and something about the whole setting seemed strangely familiar to Aldan. The pressure in his ears increased, holding him down against the bench, and he felt like he had seen this -- no, done this before. The shade, the seat, the horse, the person ... It had all happened before, long before. Locked in place by the pressure still building around him, Aldan felt his lips beginning to move even though he had no idea what he was going to say ... and then the moment broke as the stranger started walking toward him again. 

The pressure vanished, and Aldan started to breathe normally again. At first he thought the figure was a woman for some reason, but it didn't take long for him to realize his error. The man was tall and pale-skinned, with ash-blond hair and an amazingly large nose, which didn't affect how handsome he was. As he got closer, Aldan noticed that his eyes were a bright grass green which went well with his coloring. He also noticed the bardic harps and stars on the man's belt, which seemed somehow appropriate. 
          But he wasn't comfortable sitting in the shade any longer. Something about that strange pressure -- something about this bard -- unsettled him profoundly. So he stood up and took a few steps toward the forge entrance. He called out, "Marigey, you've another customer. I'll be back in a few bells for Firesocks." As the stout blacksmith appeared in the doorway, Aldan turned and left. He gave the bard a brief nod as he passed, but the blond-haired, green-eyed man stayed in Aldan's thoughts for a long time after. 
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awrab
 had never been so lost in her life. Oh, she knew where she was: walking along the Renev River. She knew where she was going as well: the Denva estate, where she was employed as chatelaine. In a different sense, however, she was foundering in a sea of disaster and change. She only had one thing to cling to, and that was revenge. 
          News of her sister had set Yawrab adrift in the first place. Tillna had worked in an inn in Beeikar, and Yawrab had intended to visit her. Instead, she had learned of Tillna's death. No one at the inn had known anything more than the fact that Lord Aldan had arrived the previous night, announced that Tillna was dead, and left again. 
          Yawrab had gone to Bindrmon Keep in search of more information. She knew that Tillna had planned on marrying Lord Aldan, the son of Baron Bindrmon. Yawrab hadn't believed it would ever happen, but the baron's heir had obviously known something about her sister. However, when Yawrab arrived, she had learned that Lord Aldan had ridden out before dawn after asking about Dargon, the duchy in the north of Baranur. 
          As Yawrab returned along her morning's path, she tried to make sense of her vow to chase after the young lord all the way to Dargon itself. Nothing that she had been told linked Lord Aldan with the death of Tillna, and yet somehow she knew that she had to follow him across half the kingdom. Revenge spurred her on, allowing her to contemplate leaving everything she knew behind, but she still didn't know why she was so sure that Lord Aldan was her target. 
          She walked into a patch of sunlight that made her blink, seeing strange shapes behind her eyelids as she did so. Interwoven lines were formed by the shadows of the leaves above her, and strange animal shapes as well. She thought she saw a raven, a cat, and a fox in those shadows. The leaves closed in above her and the odd patterns vanished, taking with them her reservations about why she needed to follow Tillna's murderer. 
          Yawrab checked the position of the sun in the next clearing she entered, and estimated that it was about seventh bell. Her mind went automatically to what she would normally be doing at that time: checking the stores for tomorrow's meals while she began to prepare for today's dinner. So set was she in her daily rounds that she seldom had to check the timing of her tasks. Yawrab had heard her staff of servants at the estate joke that she was more reliable than the sun for marking out the path of the day. 
          Her reminiscence only served to make her more nervous. How could she contemplate striking off into the complete unknown like this? Riding alone across untold leagues of unfamiliar territory, without the slightest inkling of how to protect herself, or survive in the wilderness, was sheerest folly. Nevertheless, Yawrab found herself unable to grasp any other course of action. Her need for revenge burned away all of her fear, for a little while at least. 
          She turned her thoughts to safer matters. She needed transportation for her journey, and she had no choice but to take one of the estate's steeds. She tried to decide which horse was docile enough for her to control, but the stables were not part of her duties and she knew little about her employers' stock. 
          Hoofbeats behind her startled Yawrab out of her thoughts. A rush of fear went through her as she abruptly recalled her near-rape that morning, and she backed up against a tree hurriedly before turning to face the noise. The tightness in her chest eased when she saw the trio of horses turning onto the river path; it loosened completely when the wagon they pulled came into view. 
          Yawrab recognized Ganba and Hiranw sitting on the drivers' bench; these were two of the three gypsies who had rescued her that morning. She also recognized that they were intent on the trail in front of them. Something about their gazes told her that they were both mournful and angry about something. 
          Once the wagon had completed its turn, the driver, Hiranw, flicked the reins and called to the team. The horses picked up their pace, drawing the wagon rapidly toward Yawrab. She lifted her hand in greeting, but neither gypsy seemed to notice her until the last moment. Ganba glanced her way as the wagon began to pass her, and as the wooden side with the stylized fox painted on it slid by, she heard Hiranw calling to the team of horses. The wagon rolled to a stop, and Yawrab started toward it. She saw Hiranw climb down from the bench and walk back, smiling broadly. Ganba appeared around the far side, also smiling, though not as brightly. There was still a hint of upset in her eyes. 
          "Well met, Yawrab," said Hiranw, genuine warmth in his voice. "How went your visit? Would you like a ride back to your estate?" 
          Yawrab saw Ganba glance at Hiranw and frown, but before she could answer Hiranw, a voice called out from in front of the wagon. Presently, the other gypsy, Shaiff, appeared behind Ganba. He seemed to be asking a question of his sister, but Yawrab couldn't understand their tongue. 
          Ganba answered him in the language they all shared: Baranurian. "We've stopped to offer our morning's passenger another ride, Shaiff," she said, looking darkly at Hiranw as she did so. 
          "But --" began Shaiff, but Ganba interrupted him. 
          "Even though it was Hiranw that made the offer, I think we can spare the time to help our fellow traveler. This estate she hails from is no great divergence." Turning toward Yawrab, the gypsy said, "That is, if she wishes our help." 
          Yawrab considered the advantages of taking the ride, and decided that an extra bell of riding after Lord Aldan would be a fine thing to have. She said, "I would be grateful for the aid. Thank you for the generous offer, again." 
          Hiranw led her around to the front of the wagon, and Yawrab tried hard not to flinch at his touch when he helped her up into the seat. As before, Ganba climbed up next, sitting between Hiranw, who mounted last, and herself. Yawrab didn't know whether Ganba had noticed how nervous she was around both brothers, but was glad of the seating arrangements. 
          The wagon was soon moving again, Shaiff scouting ahead on his horse. Silence stretched, broken only by the creak of the wheels and the jingling of the harness. Yawrab noticed that Hiranw was staring fixedly at the road ahead, and sadness showed along Ganba's profile again. She wondered what mission they rode on. 
          After a while, Hiranw let out an exasperated sigh, which startled Yawrab from her continuous contemplation about the horse she would steal. The young gypsy twitched the reins idly, and finally said, "So, Yawrab, you never answered my first question. How went your visit with your sister?" 
          For a moment, Yawrab had no idea of how to respond. Should she just tell these strangers her personal tragedy, or should she lie? No, lying wasn't in her, and if they were strangers, they were kind and caring and deserved an honest answer. 
          "My sister ... T-tillna is dead." 
          "What?" cried Hiranw. "How?" 
          Yawrab gulped past the choking grief, and said, "I don't know. No one seems to." She paused, and Ganba squeezed her shoulder. Yawrab turned to her and saw the sympathy in her face. Hiranw reached across his sister to pat Yawrab's knee; she saw the sympathy there too, but that didn't stop her from shifting her knee away from his touch after the first pat. She saw Ganba nudge her brother, who settled back into his driving with a hurt look on his face. Yawrab continued, "I heard the news at the inn, and went to the keep to try to learn more. I only learned that Lord Aldan rode out in secret just before dawn today, headed for Dargon." 
          Hiranw drew a breath, but Yawrab saw Ganba nudge him again. Instead, the gypsy woman said, "And who is Lord Aldan?" 
          "Aldan is the son and heir of Baron Chak Bindrmon, the ruler of this area of Welspeare. Tillna was aiming to marry him." Yawrab paused again, and then pressed on. "I believe that Lord Aldan killed Tillna, and has fled to Dargon. I ... I intend to follow him there. Tillna must be avenged." [image: image109.png]"Jord Aldan killed Gyilfna, and
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          Ganba's hand squeezed her shoulder again, and the wagon continued on its way. Yawrab stared straight ahead, neither leaning into Ganba's support, nor pulling away from it. 
          Hiranw again broke the silence, but he spoke in the gypsy language. Ganba answered in kind. Their exchange continued, and Ganba removed her hand from the chatelaine's shoulder. Yawrab turned to watch the two speak. Hiranw seemed to be arguing, his voice forceful, his handsome face turned forward, intent on the road before them. Ganba's voice was softer, and Yawrab thought she heard the tones of someone trying to be reasonable about something. The woman gestured at her brother, though with all of Hiranw's attention focused outward, Yawrab wasn't sure that the driver saw any of that. 
          The debate drew to a close, but Yawrab couldn't tell which participant had won. Hiranw continued to stare at the road; Ganba dropped her gaze to the floor of the wagon. When nothing further happened, Yawrab opened her mouth to ask what that had been all about. Ganba interrupted her before she could say a word. 
          "How do you expect to get to Dargon?" asked Ganba, still staring at the floorboards. 
          "I ... well," Yawrab began hesitantly. She debated with herself once more, and decided that it wasn't going to be a bunch of gypsies who turned her in for stealing. "My thought was to take a horse and provisions from the estate, and ride north." 
          Ganba looked up and stared into Yawrab's eyes. "Do you know where Dargon is?" 
          Yawrab looked back, and said, "North." 
          Hiranw joined Ganba in laughing at the answer. The woman continued her questioning. "And how long will the journey take? Will you be able to make a camp and trap and cook your own game when it becomes necessary?" 
          Yawrab shook her head Ganba's queries. She knew she was woefully unprepared to undertake her journey, but she had to go. She wanted to break down and cry, but that wasn't how a chatelaine acted. Instead, she held on to her resolve, to her need for revenge, and straightened in her seat. She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms across her chest, and when the questions stopped, she said, "I will make do. I must. I am going to Dargon after Lord Aldan, and I will do whatever is required to get there." Her voice never wavered despite the churning fear in her gut. 
          "Of course you will," said Ganba. "So, let me offer you aid once again. The three of us are also headed for Dargon, chasing our own obligations. Come with us, Yawrab. With our help you will complete your journey. Without it, you quite frankly don't stand a chance." 
          Yawrab said, "I accept," so swiftly that she realized she had been expecting the question, and had somehow made up her mind about it long since, perhaps as long ago as when Ganba had first uttered the word 'help' behind her wagon. 
          Yawrab turned and smiled at Ganba, and reiterated, "I accept." She looked past Ganba and saw that they were driving by Shaiff, who was sitting on his horse by the trail that led to the Denva estate. The young man wore a very puzzled expression as the wagon passed without turning, carrying Yawrab away from her home and everything she still had in the world now that her sister was gone. She was amazed that she wasn't more afraid, but she knew somehow that she needed to be exactly where she was. 


          The fear didn't stay away, but Yawrab now had a new weapon to combat it: the gypsies and their wagon. As the Denva estate disappeared behind them, Yawrab asked where they were headed, since she had enough woodcraft to know that they were traveling east, and not north. She was told that they journeyed to rejoin the bantor, or wagon group, that Ganba belonged to, before heading to Dargon. 
          Silence returned, and Yawrab was content to let it remain. She had questions still, but she also had caution. She didn't want to bother her new companions enough to make them reconsider their offer, not while they were close enough to the Denva estate to return her there without significant delay. 
          Night fell, and Yawrab marveled at how swiftly and easily the three gypsies set up a camp beside the pathway they were on. Soon, a campfire drove back the darkness and the smell of roasting meat made her mouth water. Three tents were draped from the sides of the wagon, and Yawrab wondered which was to be hers. She assumed that she would share with Ganba, since she certainly was not prepared to share with one of the brothers. 
          After the meal had been shared out, Yawrab decided to ask her questions. She started with, "How long before we reach your bantor?" 
          Ganba replied, "Another day's travel. We will arrive by nightfall tomorrow." 
          "So, we will head north the day after?" 
          Ganba shook her head. "We will not be able to begin so swiftly. First I must present the news. We must inform the bantor of the danger, and solicit whatever help we can." 
          Yawrab stiffened in alarm. "News? Danger?" 
          Hiranw said, "Not immediate danger, Yawrab. There is no need to fear." 
          Ganba continued, "My brother is right. The danger is only to my people, the Rhydd Pobl, and it does not directly threaten us yet. But it is real, and we need to warn everyone as soon as possible." 
          Yawrab saw that all three gypsies were agitated, and she wondered whether she had the right to pry. She had told them of her tragedy; perhaps it would help them to share their news in turn. 
          She asked again, in a calmer voice, "What news do you bring? What danger lies in wait for your people?" 
          "Rhonwn is missing!" Hiranw blurted out. "Bobere's dead. The Bloody Hand --" 
          Ganba stood up and barked some commands. "Hiranw, go gather more firewood. Shaiff, check on the horses, and then bring some more water. Let me answer Yawrab's questions without frightening her even more." 
          Yawrab calmed herself after Hiranw's outburst. Another dead person in Beeikar. She wondered how much bad luck one town could have. 
          The brothers set about their tasks. Ganba started to come closer to Yawrab, but seemed to reconsider and took a seat directly across the fire from her. "Let me try to explain," she said. 
          "My uncle Bobere was killed this morning by a leader of a band of troublemakers called the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. This man, Lacsil, learned of the maps that Bobere had made of the secret paths of our people; we never make maps as a rule, but Bobere had a bad memory. His son, Rhonwn, a good friend of Hiranw, was missing from the camp when we arrived, along with the map." 
          She fell silent, and Yawrab said, "I'm so sorry, Ganba." The silence continued, and finally Yawrab had to ask, "What is this Bloody Hand thing, and how can they use the maps against your people?" 
          Ganba sighed and said, "We Rhydd Pobl, we gypsies, are not well favored by most." 
          Yawrab nodded and said, "I know of your reputation." She looked at Ganba across the fire and continued, "Truth told, had you or another of your people come to the door of my estate before today, and I would have had you turned away." At Ganba's nod of acceptance, she continued, "I know better, now." 
          Ganba said, "Few get the chance to know us better, by choice on both sides for the most part. Most, like your former self, simply shun us. Others feel that theirs would be a better world without us entirely. The Bloody Hand of Sageeza is a group of such people." 
          "Are they many? How do you cope?" 
          The brothers had finished their tasks by this time and returned to the fireside. Shaiff sat beside his sister, while Hiranw took the stump near Yawrab that Ganba had decided not to sit in. Yawrab saw Ganba frown at Hiranw, but the brother didn't catch any message that frown might have conveyed. 
          Ganba said, "They are not many, and are not well organized. They bother us when they have the chance, and we do our best to avoid them. They have no sanction from your crown, and even if a local constable or magistrate turns a blind eye to their activities, there is still a limit to what they can do. 
          "Under normal circumstances, even having Bobere's maps would not give the Bloody Hand any real advantage over us. We are as scattered as they, and knowing how we travel wouldn't make them any more dangerous." 
          "Except for the marriage," said Hiranw. "And the annual gathering." 
          "Yes, brother, except for those." 
          Feeling stupid, and slightly annoyed at always having to ask the obvious questions, Yawrab said, "Marriage? Gathering?" 
          This time it was Ganba who drew breath to reply, and Hiranw who interrupted. Leaning closer to her, he said, "We gather annually to celebrate the passage of time and conduct such business as requires a large number of us to complete. Usually, we do so at the turning of the year from spring to summer, but this year we had to rearrange the plans. And that is because it took so long to negotiate the marriage of Maks, one of us, to Syusahn, an outsider. She belongs to another nomadic people called the Gwynt Gyrun, the Wind Riders in your language. This is a rare interlocking of our cultures, and the event will be well attended by both our peoples." 
          Ganba took up the tale. "Near the beginning of fall, in what you term Seber, this year's gathering will take place at Eariaddas Hwl in the northern woods of Dargon. Somehow Lacsil knows of this gathering, and because of the maps, he knows how to get there. He intends to gather together as many of the Bloody Hand as he can and attack the gathering. Should he succeed, he will deal a harsh blow to our people. That's why he needs to be stopped." 
          The usually quiet Shaiff added, "That's why we're going to Dargon." 
          Hiranw smiled, and leaned even closer. Yawrab jumped to her feet and away from the young gypsy. She said, "Thank you for explaining. So, what are the sleeping arrangements?" 


          Rhonwn of the Rhydd Pobl was jolted awake when the wagon he was lying in rolled over a bump in the road. A momentary confusion was swiftly dispelled by the reality he was suffering; he was lying on the bed of the wagon with only a blanket between him and the wood, unlike his father's ban where he slept on a thick mattress in a box-bed. Also, the interior was too bright; this flatbed wagon was covered by a canvas tent, while Bobere's was enclosed by wood. Then there was the manner in which he was tied hand and foot, his bonds secured to heavy loops fastened to the side of the wagon. 
          There was another jolt, and suddenly there was a rougher surface than the road under the wheels. Rhonwn knew by the light coming through the canvas that it wasn't yet time to camp for the night, which meant that this must be the midday meal break. He knew the routine well by now; he had been captive of the madman Lacsil for a dozen days, more or less. 
          Rhonwn felt the wagon slow to a stop and heard the familiar sounds of horses gathering and men dismounting. The flap at the head of the wagon opened briefly; Rhonwn knew that Lacsil, who always drove the wagon, was checking on his prisoner. Rhonwn resisted looking, and soon he felt the wagon rocking as Lacsil dismounted. 
          The next expected action was for the flap at the other end of the wagon to be opened as one of the four other men riding with Lacsil took up his position as guard. Then, just before everyone was ready for the trail again, Lacsil would come and sit next to Rhonwn and show him how much progress they had made that morning on the maps that had been stolen from his father. 
          Rhonwn waited, but the flap never opened. The sounds of his captors faded slightly, and the canvas at the end of the wagon was uniformly lit, showing no guard's shadow. He counted slowly to one hundred, and then scrambled into action. 
          Rhonwn had the long-practiced skill of slipping free of ropes knotted around his wrists. He had learned this skill at a young age, and had found it useful in many circumstances. Soon he was kneeling at the back of the wagon and listening very intently. He thought he could account for all five men by the sounds he heard, and none seemed near the wagon. Seizing the opportunity, he burst through the flap and out of the wagon and started running. 
          He stumbled within his first few steps, but caught himself before he actually fell. Gathering his feet beneath him again, ignoring the weakness he felt in his legs from almost a fortnight of inactivity, he dashed toward the nearest trees. 
          A shout went up behind him as his escape was spotted, which spurred Rhonwn to greater speed. He concentrated on the forest, planning on how to evade his pursuers as quickly as possible, not sparing a glance behind him. It came as a surprise when he felt a body slam into him from behind and he just had time to bring up his hands to cushion his fall. The trees were still a good ten paces away. 
          A second weight pressed him harder into the ground, and then both men swiftly grabbed at his arms and wrenched them behind him painfully. They kept him pressed into the grass, muttering curses at him, until Rhonwn heard Lacsil's hanged-man voice behind him. "Still got spirit, doesn't he, men? Most times, that would be, well and well, a good thing. Something to be admired, straight? Not now, though, not now. Can't have our map reading gypsy scum running away and leaving us lost in the middle of nowhere, now can we? 
          "Right men, here's what you do. Tie him harder, and wrap the rope around his arms, not just his wrists. Maybe a noose around his neck to keep him from moving around too much. That should keep our pet gypsy well and well in his place. 
          "Oh, and men? One more thing. He needs to read and talk, not walk. Break his leg." 


          Ganba steered her wagon last into the clearing. The decision to stop had not been made happily; the sun wasn't as near its rest as she would have liked, but the next closest clearing large enough for the wagons was too far along the trail to continue their journey today. There were times when her desire to catch up with Lacsil warred with her trail-sense, but her gypsy upbringing always won. 
          She scarcely needed to draw back on the reins to stop her wagon; her horses didn't want to run into the wagon in front of them any more than she did. Ganba hopped down from the driver's bench and started unhitching her horses from the yokes while keeping an eye on how the camp was beginning to shape up. With a bantor of only four wagons, each was positioned at the edges of the clearing with their long sides rather than their ends toward the center. That way they could still form something of a protective half-circle despite their numbers. 
          Buckles rattled and straps came free as Ganba worked. Meanwhile, the horses were led away from the yoke of the wagon in front of hers. Once the horses were clear of the wagon, Ganba watched its owner raise the yoke and, helped by his brother, begin to push their wagon into place. 
          Turning her back on them, she got her three horses free in time to turn them over to Shaiff and another young gypsy to be led to the makeshift corral. She locked her own yokes up against the front of her wagon and turned around again to wait for the brothers from the other wagon, who had been helping her move her wagon over the past four hands of days that the journey had lasted. They seemed almost ready with their own wagon as Anmor, the heavier-set brother, was setting the chocks in place, but Ganba saw that there was a good four-pace gap between that wagon and the one in front of it. That wasn't the way a bantor was usually set for the night. 
          "Leedlan!" Ganba called out. "Close that gap up!" 
          Leedlan, the driver of the wagon, turned, and began, "But Ruthodd ..." Suddenly, Ruthodd was there beside Ganba, waving Leedlan back to his tasks. 
          Ruthodd was the oldest person traveling with the bantor and Ganba had selected him for his experience, both on the trails and in tracking. He was a squat man, as dark and ruddy as most Rhydd Pobl, with a thick beard and bushy hair that left the skin around his piercing blue eyes the only visible part of his face. 
          He put a companionable arm around Ganba's shoulders and rumbled, "I told the lad to leave some space there, dear. This clearing has a stream just back in the woods from there, and it will be easier to get to it directly than by going around the end wagon." He gave her a squeeze as he continued, "And you did leave camp-setting to me, lass." 
          "You've got the right of it, Ruthodd," said Ganba. She patted his arm, and then slipped out from under it. "It is your duty, and I should leave you to it. I'll apologize to Leedlan for questioning his actions." 
          "It's no rain inside either of our bans, I'm sure, but you do as you need to, dear." Ruthodd smiled at her fondly, and strode off to resume his duties. 
          Ganba chuckled to herself as she usually did when Ruthodd acted the kindly amdan, or uncle, to her. She didn't take offense at his condescending references to her; he treated everyone just the same, including those who were his elders. He was a good man who worked hard and had a vast store of knowledge; his foibles could therefore be tolerated. 
          When Leedlan and his brother came to help Ganba position and secure her wagon, she did apologize to him. Leedlan shrugged it off, but smiled just the same, and Ganba knew that it had been something she had needed to do. 
          As soon as Ganba's wagon was positioned and secured in place, Yawrab descended from it and took up her accustomed place on the back step. Ganba asked, "Do you need anything?" of the only passenger in the group, and Yawrab shook her head, following the routine they had fallen into. After the first few nights of trying and, for the most part failing, to instruct Yawrab in how to take part in the camp-setting, it had been decided that the outsider would not be required to participate as an equal part of the bantor. Ganba had worried that this would upset the woman, but Yawrab had settled into the role of passenger without complaint. 
          It wasn't long before the camp was well established. All of the wagons were in place and the horses were all on their picket. The fire pit was dug and lined, and a hearty blaze had been kindled to create coals for cooking over. When the coals were ready, they were raked into an offshoot of the pit where a cast iron grill was set up over them. Soon, the evening meal was roasting into readiness, and the main portion of the fire was built up again, but shallowly, for the comfort of its light rather than warmth. 
          There was still work to be done, however. As the meal was cooked, Ganba and Ruthodd took the time to inspect each wagon for damage, a precaution that found flaws in good time to fix them at leisure, instead of in the middle of the path. The water barrels were filled at the stream, the horses were attended to, and deadfall wood was gathered to supplement that which had been gathered along the way. Of the ten people scattered among the four wagons she had been given, all nine gypsies were busy. Only Yawrab was completely idle, sitting in a folding chair not too close to the fire on this warm summer evening, staring into the flames as the sun finally went down. 
          Ganba thought back to the meeting where she had presented the danger posed by Lacsil to her full bantor. She had communicated the need to chase him down, preferably before he reached any other groups of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. The leaders of the bantor had conferred, and had given her control of a group of four wagons and as many people as she felt were necessary to chase the man. They had also assigned other groups to spread the word about the danger, so that the gathering at Eariaddas Hwl would not be caught unawares. Ganba had no intention of failing, though. Lacsil would not lead the Hand against her people with her uncle's maps because Ganba was going to stop him. 
          When the evening meal was ready, everyone gathered together, seated around unfolded tables between the fire and the wagons. As they ate, dish-washing water heated up in a large pot over the cooking coals. Soon even that task was accomplished and, with the tables folded up and stowed back in their wagons, there were finally no more tasks left to occupy Ganba's group of travelers aside from the prospect of a good night's sleep. 
          No one was ready for that yet. Chairs were drawn up around the fire. Everyone found a place and settled in for some companionable conversation, except for the four who decided to play. 
          Hiranw, Shaiff, Drost, and Lewro, the youngest of the group, gathered themselves in the now open space between fire and wagons. The three boys had stripped down to breeches, though Hiranw's were briefer than the others', and while he had braided his hair to keep it out of his eyes, Ganba knew that the elaborate pattern of the braid had no such utilitarian purpose. Lewro remained dressed much as she had during the day, in deference to the modesty of Yawrab. In other circumstances, she would have been as stripped down as the men. 
          All four were armed with stiffened leather-bladed knives, and at a signal, they began to fight. Leaping and darting, slashing and dashing, they snarled in mock anger, laughed with glee, shouted in triumph when striking and in pretend pain when struck. The heat of their exertions in the warmth of the night soon had all four glistening with sweat, and they sparkled in the firelight. 
          Ganba grinned as she watched them play, remembering her own joy at the game that was also a form of training. She would have liked to join in herself, but the worries of being the leader of the group were surprisingly tiring, for all that she mostly just sat and steered her wagon all day. She looked away from the game, her gaze going right for Yawrab across the fire. Ganba had spent the last three sennights trying to fathom the woman, who was as unlike any other of her own kind that Ganba had met as she was from the gypsies themselves. Evidence of that was how she leaned to the side in her chair. It looked as if she was simply trying to get a better view of the game, which she watched avidly, letting Ganba know that her brother's efforts at grooming were not going to waste. Ganba had learned, from watching and asking, that Yawrab found the older, patronizing Ruthodd, sitting on the side she leaned away from, frightening even after having come to terms with the other strangers she traveled with. Yawrab was still wary around the other men, excepting Hiranw, but she didn't flinch when they spoke to her, and she no longer reacted adversely when they stood or sat next to her. Yawrab had complained to Ganba early on about being addressed as 'lass' or 'dear' by Ruthodd. Ganba had explained that it was just how he presented himself to the world, and as it was as natural as sunlight or rain, she would just have to come to terms with it. Yawrab hadn't yet done so. 
          Two more things troubled Ganba about her passenger. Hiranw seemed to have taken a fancy to Yawrab as far back as the rescue on the riverbank. Yawrab also seemed to fancy Hiranw, if her staring tonight was any sign. Ganba understood Yawrab's attraction; her brother was, after all, a handsome, strong young man. What she didn't understand was why all Yawrab did was look. The woman seldom spoke to Hiranw, and although she seemed more at ease in his presence than in anyone else's, her words were never more than pleasantries, at least as far as Ganba had overheard. Ganba couldn't understand what would keep those two apart. She wondered if it had something to do with the near-rape the woman had suffered at the riverbank. Maybe it was some deeper, older injury, something that led her to not only be nervous around all men, but to deeply distrust a man such as Ruthodd who treated her with condescending familiarity. 
          The second troubling thing involved her own developing attraction to the woman. There was something about Yawrab that enticed Ganba, that made her want to get to know the woman with one brown eye and one green eye better, even intimately. Ganba had lain with women before, and had physically enjoyed the experience. She seldom sought it out herself, but she had never been attracted to a woman the way she found herself attracted to Yawrab. She knew that it had nothing to do with mere physical sensation. It was a deeper attraction: almost like they belonged together. 
          The oddest part of the attraction, however, was the deep conviction Ganba had that Yawrab wasn't the way she was supposed to be. It just wasn't right, the way she seemed closed off from everyone and everything around her. There was something wrong, and Ganba longed to set it right. Even if Yawrab never came to be in her bed, it would satisfy her to see Yawrab finally happy. 
          She thought about the way Yawrab acted around the men of the group, and wondered whether that was a key to her problem. Perhaps if Yawrab bedded Hiranw, if she could consummate her natural desire, she would be on the path to healing. 
          That thought occupied her mind long after the players had wiped the sweat from their limbs and joined the others around the fire for conversation and tale-telling, and everyone had eventually gone to their beds. 
          It was still on Ganba's mind well into the next day. The midday break had been called, and all four wagons were lined up. The horses had been given their feedbags, and Lewro was grilling some sausages over charcoal. Ganba sat on the driver's bench of her wagon in the shade of the trees by the side of the road, and decided to do some carving. She hadn't been moved to work on anything since the day she had watched Bobere die, but today she wanted to feel wood in her hands, to work with chisel and awl, to create something that had never existed before. 
          She turned in her seat and pushed aside the curtain that led into her wagon. A familiar ticking sound came to her, and she looked inside to see Yawrab sitting in a sling chair knitting by the light of the opened windows. Ever practical, Yawrab had been looking for something to occupy her days during the journey even before they had set out. Ganba had suggested knitting, and had managed to get Entheesa to instruct the woman. Yawrab had put her new skills to good use; she had already begun her second blanket. 
          "Yawrab," Ganba called out. "Could you push that chest over here? Thank you." 
          Yawrab set aside her work and slipped out of the chair. The chest was small, and Yawrab had no trouble moving it to the doorway. Ganba had tied back the curtain-door in the meantime. 
          Yawrab asked, "What's in here?" 
          Ganba replied, "My carving tools, and some of my finished work. See?" She opened the lid and revealed a shallow tray filled with her tools and several interestingly shaped and colored pieces of wood. She started picking up the bits of wood one after the other, looking for one that inspired her. 
          Yawrab, who was still standing behind the chest, said softly, "Did you carve those? What are they supposed to be?" 
          Ganba laughed and said, "No, no, I didn't carve these! These are my raw materials; I carve things from these." 
          Yawrab chuckled in return, and said, "Good, because they didn't look like much. So, what kind of things do you make?" 
          Ganba chose a short length of blonde wood with a streak of red heartwood running through it at an angle. She replied, "I carve figurines mostly. Little statues of people and animals and sometimes animals that look like people. Once in a while, I carve more useful objects, like plates or bowls, mugs or spoons. Depends on what I get asked to do, and at times it depends on what the wood wants to be." 
          "How can wood want to be something?" Yawrab asked. 
          "Well," Ganba said, "mayhap it's just a fantasy in an artist's mind, and mayhap not. But I know how it feels to me. One time, I'll pick up a block of wood and carve something into it or out of it because that's what I want to carve. The next time, I'll mull and ponder, touch and feel until a block or stick calls out to become a bowl with a line of ducks walking around the rim, or a tiny statuette of a bird on a branch. 
          "Take this one now," she said, holding up the wood she had chosen. "I can see just what this wants to be." Ganba saw Yawrab stare intently at the wood, and then shake her head. "Look, see this red streak? The way it flows through the wood makes me think of hair, deep auburn hair flowing down a back. And here, where the grain swirls just a bit, that's a woman's hip, rounded just right. And there, legs. Here, an arm extended. See?" 
          Yawrab squinted at the piece of wood again, tilting her head to the side. Her features settled into a disbelieving frown, and she said, "It's just wood to me." 
          Even if Yawrab couldn't see it, Ganba really could. She knew exactly how this piece would turn out even before she set her first chisel to it. She just smiled knowingly and said, "You'll see. She's in there, and I'm going to let her out. A couple of days and you'll be able to tell. You'll see." [image: image110.png]*CIs there something
under this trayQ”




          As Ganba reached for a chisel, Yawrab asked, "Is there something under this tray?" 
          Ganba laughed at herself. She had been so intent on carving something that she hadn't even thought to show Yawrab her finished work. She said, "Yes, that's storage. Here, let me." She lifted the tool tray out of the chest and set it on the driver's bench. She picked up her tools and began to cut shallow curls of wood away while Yawrab examined the contents of the bottom of the chest. 
          "These are amazing, Ganba!" Yawrab exclaimed. Ganba looked up to see her holding a tiny carving of a squirrel holding an acorn, and in her other hand was one of Ganba's more fanciful creations, a rabbit with deer antlers. Yawrab was examining each one very closely, and she looked up to say, "These look so real, I would swear they couldn't possibly be wooden! You ... you have so much talent ..." 
          For the first time, Ganba saw real admiration in Yawrab's eyes. Admiration and perhaps something more. Ganba stared back just as frankly, trying to reveal some of her deeper feelings as she did so. Perhaps she succeeded, since Yawrab's cheeks reddened slightly and she looked back into the chest. 
          "What's this?" Yawrab asked. She set the figurines down and reached into the chest with both hands to lift out the sculpted stone fragment that Ganba had taken possession of in Bobere's ruined campsite. "Did you carve this as well?" 
          Ganba shook her head. "No, I didn't make that. It used to belong to Uncle Bobere; it was one of his favorites. I took it to remember him." She looked at the carving. It was a fragment of a larger sculpture, about a foot and a half across and consisting of about a third of what had once been a circular, plate-like carving. It had a series of glass, gold, and silver bands interwoven across the inner two thirds of it, while the outer third had a stylized fox facing a stylized cat carved as if they were sitting on the curved outer rim. She reached toward the fox, which had special meaning for her. It looked just like the one painted on the side of her wagon even though she hadn't seen the sculpture until years after she had chosen that symbol. 
          Touching the fox this time was unlike any other time Ganba had touched the stone. It seemed to be vibrating, like a gong that had just been struck. That vibration swiftly shot out of the stone and up her arm into her body, but at the same time she could somehow feel that the vibration was also moving into Yawrab, and she was more aware of that than the buzzing in her own body. She looked up at Yawrab's startled expression and into her wide eyes, knowing her own eyes were just as wide and startled. Ganba felt the vibration move through Yawrab's body, down her legs and out her feet, and she was aware of the same thing happening in her own body. 
          They stared at each other in silence, unmoving except to breathe. The stone was still touching both of them, but now it felt normal to Ganba. She wondered, as she stared into Yawrab's odd-colored eyes, where the fear was. She knew she should be frightened of such a strange happening, and she was sure that Yawrab should have been scared spineless given what she knew of the woman. Wonder was all Ganba saw in the green and brown eyes, and wonder was all she herself felt. She couldn't explain it, but she knew that it felt right. It felt better than good and it made her feel more whole than she had been before, even though she had never consciously felt a lack within herself. Yawrab and this sculpture were now a part of her. Even as she acknowledged her new completeness, she also understood that the process was not finished. There was more to do, more to gain, even though she had no idea of what or how. 

"What was that?" Yawrab asked. "Was that supposed to happen?" 
          "I think it so, don't you? But I don't know what it was either. That's never happened to me before. I know I've touched that fragment before when Bobere or maybe even Rhonwn was touching it without anything strange going on. Do you feel ... more ...?" 
          "Finished?" suggested Yawrab. "Perfect? Whole?" 
          "Yes, but not totally, hey?" 
          "Not totally, no. But ... what do we do now?" 
          Ganba took the stone and set it beside her. Then she set her tool tray back in the chest and set her latest carving and tools back where they belonged. "We wait. What more is there to do? Waiting brings tomorrow and tomorrow's tomorrow. Without knowing more, all we can do is let waiting bring us the rest. 
          "Come, I think that lunch is ready. And I would like to talk to you about Hiranw ..." 




Talisman Nine
Part 4

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



akaz
 walked down the stairs into the common room of the Buzzard's Roost Inn, prepared to play for his supper. His lap harp was in his hand and he was dressed to make an impression, in tight leggings and a green tunic under a leather vest embossed with harps and stars. His blond hair was bound back with a thin circlet and he had shaved his handsome face smooth. Two small emeralds as green as his eyes pierced each ear, and silver rings glinted on three fingers. 
          He needn't have bothered. The clean, small common room, with its spotless walls, gleaming floor, and benches and tables that looked new, was nearly empty. Other than the innkeeper behind the bar in one corner, there were only two other people in the room. One was an old woman dressed as a trader in a long, dusty coat and large-brimmed, floppy hat who sat close to the fire, staring into the modest flames. The other was the handsome young man that Nakaz had met briefly at the blacksmith's earlier that day. 
          The bard decided to introduce himself to the latter occupant. Despite the strange reaction he'd had upon first meeting the chestnut-haired man in the blacksmith's courtyard -- as if Nakaz had been there before, doing exactly the same thing, though he had never been to Pyinalt's Crossroads before -- he wanted to get to know the aristocratic-looking man. 
          As Nakaz walked across the room, he looked over to the innkeeper and signaled for a drink. When he turned back to his destination, he found himself being stared at. Two deep grey eyes in a handsome face were locked on him with an intensity that took him by surprise. As soon as the young man noticed that Nakaz was looking at him, he dropped his gaze and took a drink, choking slightly in his haste. 
          The bard stopped across the table from the young man and said, "May I sit here?" When the table's occupant only coughed harder, Nakaz asked, "Are you all right?" 
          "Oh, yes ... yes, I'm fine, just fine," he hacked. Then, clearing his throat and gesturing with his hand, he said, "Please, sit down, lord bard. Ah, what can I do for you?" 
          "Oh, nothing more than be company," said the bard as he sat down. "I'm Nakaz, a bard as you have noticed, and I'm pleased to make your acquaintance." He held out his hand and the young man shook it. 
          "I'm Aldan ... ah, Lord Aldan , son of Baron Chak Bindrmon, um, likewise." 
          "Bindrmon, eh? I can't say I recognize it," said Nakaz. Aldan was silent for a moment, and Nakaz looked up to see that he was being stared at again, but this time he couldn't read the young lord's expression. 
          "Well," said Aldan eventually, "Bindrmon is in the northern part of Welspeare. I'm sure that nothing worthy of the notice of a bard has ever happened there." 
          Nakaz laughed and said, "I wouldn't be so sure." Aldan seemed to miss his sly glance, and just looked puzzled. Shaking his head briefly, Nakaz ventured, "What brings you this far from home?" 
          "I am ... on business," replied Aldan. 
          "A task from your father, perhaps? What business could Bindrmon have more than a sennight from his borders?" 
          "A sennight?" Aldan looked stricken. "I've been traveling thrice that!" 
          "Truly?" asked Nakaz, his voice filled with surprise. "And I was being conservative in my estimate. Someone who knew their route, and rode long and to purpose, could make it this far in five or six days. Riding at leisure might add three or four more. But twenty-one speaks of near wandering," he finished with a shake of his head. 
          "Ol's pizzle!" Aldan exclaimed. Nakaz grinned at the crudity of the oath. The young man clutched at his temples, and his face squeezed down into despair. "At this rate, I'll never reach Dargon!" he wailed and hung his head over his mug. 
          Before Nakaz could make a consoling remark, the innkeeper arrived with the drink he had ordered. Looking up at the weathered face of the lanky man standing beside him, he quietly ordered another ale for Aldan and two mutton stew dinners. As the innkeeper walked away, Nakaz turned his attention back to the young lord opposite him. 
          Continuing the conversation as if Aldan's outburst hadn't happened, the bard said, "Dargon is a long way from Welspeare, my friend. What business could your father have on our kingdom's northern coast?" 
          Aldan was silent long enough for the food to arrive despite the deliberate pace of the innkeeper. Finally, as Nakaz was sampling the surprisingly tasty bread, he spoke. "My journey is not on my father's behalf. In truth, I left without his permission or even knowledge. But I must get to Dargon before ... ah, soon. I can only hope that those ... that my business does not know its way any better than I." 
          Unaware -- or uncaring -- of the number of questions his explanation had given rise to, Aldan drew his plate over and began to eat. Nakaz wondered what secrets the young lord harbored. What did he mean to do in Dargon? Why was he traveling without the knowledge of his father? Why did he try so hard to conceal his purpose? And what was it about his purpose that required him to make haste? 
          They ate in silence. Aldan never once lifted his eyes from the table; Nakaz never once took his eyes off the young lord. There was something compelling about the man, something he had felt first in the blacksmith's courtyard that morning. It went beyond his own attraction to the handsome lord, and even beyond the interest he had seen in Aldan's eyes that had been hidden ever since. 
          Several sennights earlier, Nakaz had been traveling with a purpose himself. He had seen a bard named Kethseir at an inn, but the man had not been dressed as a bard, and he had not responded to Nakaz' attempts to communicate with him using the bardic silent speech. Suspicious, he had investigated and learned that the man was calling himself 'Kresh' and associating with some very rough people. 
          Nakaz had also met a young lord named Yeran at the inn, who had been murdered shortly thereafter and robbed of an heirloom ring. Kresh and his friends had fled, and Nakaz had followed, catching the three in time to have to choose between taking the murderer to justice, and chasing Kresh the false bard. 
          He had done the only thing he could. Once the killer was in gaol, Nakaz had returned to the inn in an attempt to find Kresh's trail again. Unfortunately, the thief had changed horses, leaving Nakaz with no choice but to give up his chase. 
          After that, Nakaz had wandered both north and east from that part of Duchy Magnus. No purpose had driven him, or kept him in the area; he was not scheduled to resume circuit duties until the following spring. Every choice he had made since then had kept him in the region, moving from town to town, visiting tiny hamlets that seldom saw a bard, spending a few days with a trading caravan, carrying news from place to place when the need was great, but always within this particular area. His travels could have taken him anywhere; he had thought to visit Monrodya at one point, but that was to the west and just as he had turned his horse toward the setting sun, he had been persuaded to deliver a message to a town to the east. 
          Sitting across from Aldan, whose freshly-washed hair hid his face, Nakaz wondered if his own wanderings these past few sennights had mirrored Aldan's aimless course, as if fate were trying to arrange their meeting. Aldan seemed to need to get to Dargon with some haste, and was failing at his task. Nakaz knew he was capable of helping the lord, but he wasn't completely sure he should. The trip would take more than a month, and he had no idea what the young man intended when he arrived. In the other tray of the balance, though, was their fate-directed meeting and he was sure there were the makings of a story in Aldan's plight. 
          As the bard blinked, a fleeting image appeared behind his closed eyes. He seemed to see the strands of Aldan's hair forming into interwoven bands and taking on the gleam of metal before his eyelids flicked up again and the picture vanished. His decision was made, and he forgot about the strange vision. 
          Nakaz broke the long silence with, "I can get you to Dargon, Lord Aldan." 
          The young man raised his grey eyes to look at Nakaz through the fringe of his hair. "You? You can? But ... but why?" 
          Nakaz grinned at the incredulous tone in Aldan's voice. "Should I not render aid to a noble of the realm?" he said 
          "Well, ah ... I did say I was not on baronial business." Aldan raised his head and looked Nakaz in the eye. "The matter is personal, and perhaps not one that I should involve others in. I know that bards serve the kingdom wherever required, but ... well, I do not want to take you away from those duties. Surely the requirements of your office wouldn't allow for such a journey." 
          "My time is my own until next spring, Lord Aldan. I assure you that you take me away from nothing more pressing. I have much experience traveling around this kingdom. My knowledge will speed your journey greatly." 
          Nakaz waited for Aldan's response. The young man looked back at his plate and sopped up the last of the gravy with his last crust of bread. Nakaz knew that the young lord could profit from his help, but would he take it? Would Aldan accept his aid, or was he too proud to take even the assistance a bard had to offer? Nakaz wondered whether his own interest was great enough to warrant following Aldan if his help was refused. 
          Before he could decide whether the mystery was that compelling, Aldan said, "I would be glad of your aid, Bard Nakaz." The young man looked up and once again extended his hand across the table. 
          Nakaz shook it and said, "Excellent! We should get started as soon as possible. Your horse will be ready tomorrow?" 
          Aldan slid his plate to the end of the table and drank down the last drops in his mug. "Firesocks has been reshod and is ready now," he said. "I would have left this afternoon, but Joos over there told me that the next inn to the northwest was a full day's travel." The young lord gestured toward the innkeeper with his mug, his movement large enough to both indicate the man he had named and notify Joos that he wanted a refill. Turning back to the bard, he continued, "So I decided to spend another night here. Good thing I did, straight?" 
          "I would modestly agree, Lord Aldan," said Nakaz as he set his own plate atop Aldan's and tapped his finger on his mug after attracting Joos' attention. "You are aware, though, that as we get farther and farther north, there will no longer be inns spaced a convenient distance apart? Have you made preparations for sleeping under the stars?" 
          "I've been made aware of that, yes. I have some supplies, and was planning on acquiring more in Port Sevlyn." The sentence hadn't been phrased that way, but the question was in Aldan's face, as if Nakaz was already completely in charge, even of decisions the young man had already made. 
          "Port Sevlyn will be soon enough to make those purchases, and there will be a fine selection of goods there." Aldan relaxed, which made Nakaz smile again. The bard continued, "So, how soon do you need to be in Dargon, Lord Aldan?" 
          "Soon. As soon as possible ... well, as soon as is feasible." Aldan tipped his mug up again to get the very, very last drop. Nakaz followed his gaze to see Joos slowly pacing across the room with their refills. "One last thing, Nakaz." [image: image111.png]" don't suppose that this place
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          "Yes, Lord Aldan?" 
          "Stop calling me 'lord', straight?" 
          "Straight, Aldan. We leave no later than second bell." 
          "I'll be ready." 
          They sat in silence, staring at Joos' snail-paced approach. 
          "You've been here a night already, yes?" asked Nakaz. Catching Aldan's nod out of the corner of his eye, he continued, "I don't suppose that this place gets more customers later in the evening, does it?" 
          The mugs arrived with the shake of Aldan's head. Nakaz sighed, and took a drink. "I didn't think so." After a moment of silence, he said, "Do you want to hear a song?" 


          The next morning, Nakaz walked into the courtyard between the inn and its stables not long after the town's single clock-bell had softly welcomed the new day. To his surprise, Lord Aldan was already there, helping a frowning, rumple-haired stable boy ready both of their mounts. 
          Nakaz watched Aldan work, noting how expertly he handled his horse. Nakaz was impressed, though he knew he should really have expected a noble to know horsemanship. He had to remind himself that just because Aldan didn't know how to get himself to Dargon did not mean that the young man couldn't ride at all. 
          Aldan was dressed for the road as well, in leather leggings and a tightly-belted tunic. Even his long, chestnut hair was bound back severely into a queue. Nakaz could see the wear that the past three sennights had put on the gear of both horse and man, but the quality of both also showed in how well they were holding up. 
          The stable boy grumpily took Nakaz' belongings out of his hands, and before long both horses were ready for travel. Nakaz watched Aldan slip two Bits to the stable hand, which caused the frown to vanish completely from the boy's face. 
          Aldan turned to Nakaz and asked, "Are you ready to begin?" The bard didn't hesitate to nod. "Shall we, then?" 
          Nakaz climbed onto his horse, Riesta. Aldan was soon secure in Firesocks' saddle, but the young lord didn't take the lead out of the courtyard. Nakaz looked over to find Aldan waiting. He gestured to the lord, but Aldan simply shook his head once. Nakaz realized that, as with the unspoken question the night before, Aldan was putting the entire trek into his hands. 
          Accepting the duty, Nakaz flicked his reins, and Riesta started forward. He heard Firesocks' new shoes sounding on the cobbles behind him as he led his charge away from the Buzzard's Roost Inn, out of Pyinalt's Crossroads, and northward to Dargon. 


          By the time they stopped to rest the horses and eat a brief lunch, Nakaz realized that none of his expectations for the journey were likely to be met. He had already accepted the idea that instead of being an advisor to the young lord, he was to be the leader of the expedition. However, he had not expected to be the absolute leader; Aldan offered no input whatsoever on any decision to be made, from when to rest their mounts, to which of two northward forks to choose. Nakaz guessed that Aldan's previous wanderings had made him wary of his own directional sense, and wanted to rely fully on the bard's travel experience. 
          The young man's silence went even further. Nakaz was naturally gregarious -- could a bard be less? -- and tried for bells to interest Aldan in casual conversation. The young man made only curt replies, and then only to the most direct of questions. Nakaz had hopes that as time went on and they both became more accustomed to each other's company, this might change. 
          Soon their quiet rest period was over, and they were on their way once again. 
          Nakaz had great experience traveling under diverse conditions, both alone and in varying company. He well knew how to keep himself occupied while on the road, and applied those techniques that worked best when he rode by himself. If Aldan was bothered by the humming and singing, he made no more comment than a pack horse might. Even when Nakaz purposely practiced his voice exercises, or tried dozens of slightly altered phrases of a new composition to find the correct cadence, Aldan never uttered a word. It bothered Nakaz inordinately to be unable to provoke the young man into speaking until he glanced around to find Aldan with a long-suffering frown of annoyance on his face. Much mollified, the bard decided to stop teasing the lord. 
          The promised inn was reached shortly after nightfall, with the light of the just-past-full moon illuminating their way to its door. Nakaz was relieved that Aldan's resolution to be silent did not extend into their time there. To his disappointment, however, he was unable to coax any meaningful information out of the young lord: not about his past, nor about his current business. Their conversation was more than casual, it was utterly superficial, and Nakaz wondered whether Aldan might even prefer total silence. 
          The next few days passed in essentially the same way. Aldan remained aloof from the bard, though he did not shrink from doing his share of the work, from fetching water to grooming the horses at the one inn they stopped at that was too small to have a stable staff. And no matter how he couched his requests, Nakaz learned little more about his charge. 
          Port Sevlyn provided a small clue. They arrived in the large port town on the Laraka River in the early afternoon of their third day together and gladly halted their journey to shop. As Nakaz had already told Aldan, the farther north they went, the more they would have to rely on what they carried, as neither towns nor inns would be as conveniently placed. After securing rooms, they sought out the shops around the river docks and on the outskirts of town. 
          At one point, walking down a wide street lined with open-front shops displaying leather goods, baskets, blankets, and the like, Aldan suddenly cried out "Fox!" and bolted. Nakaz dashed after the young lord, who seemed to be following a tall man with red hair. Aldan caught up with his quarry and grabbed his arm, which startled the man into running, darting between two shops. Aldan followed, but by the time Nakaz reached the small alley, both of them were gone. 
          Nakaz made the pragmatic choice. Aldan knew where they were staying, and the sun was setting. If they were going to leave the port on the morrow, they needed to be prepared. With a shrug and a sigh, Nakaz went back to shopping. 
          Aldan returned that evening, meeting Nakaz in the common room of the inn. "I'm sorry, Nakaz. Did you search long for me?" 
          "No. Who were you chasing?" Nakaz made the question as casual as he could, taking a large bite of his supper and not looking up at the young man standing next to him. 
          "He ... I thought ..." Aldan was silent, and then he walked away. Nakaz looked after him, but he was only fetching his own supper from the window that gave access to the kitchen. He returned and sat down across from the bard as usual. Before eating, though, he said, "He was not who I thought him to be." 
          "Oh?" responded Nakaz. Aldan applied his fork to his meal, giving no sign that he intended to answer the implied question. Nakaz tried another tack with, "I've acquired the last of our provisions. We'll leave at about dawn, as usual, unless there is anyone else you wish to chase?" 
          Aldan looked up at Nakaz with a hard, closed expression on his face. "I'll be ready," was all he said. 


          As their journey continued, they camped by the side of the road under the waning moon many more nights than they slept at an inn. Nakaz discovered that Aldan's skills extended to gathering firewood and cooking a passable meal, as the pattern of their previous days together continued. Sy was the last month of summer, and the days were slowly cooling toward fall so that sleeping under the heavens was no hardship. 
          On the ninth night since crossing the Laraka, their meal consisted of biscuits and rabbit, courtesy of Aldan's culinary skills and Nakaz' trapping ability. After the remains had been cleared away, Nakaz unpacked his mandolin to practice. Something about the night -- the sliver of the waning moon, the warmth, the breeze sighing through the trees -- reminded him of his deceased lover Shorel, which led him to the style of music he decided to play. He knew that he hadn't been as bereaved by Shorel's loss as he should have been, but at least his music didn't suffer for it. Bards needed to be able to enact any emotion and Nakaz was well versed in that. 
          He first kept his voice silent as he practiced playing music that evoked sadness and loss. Some instruments were better than others for that, and he might have been better served using his lap harp, but he thought he was successful enough with the mandolin. 
          Next he began to sing songs of loss. He chose the saddest he could recall and poured all of his craft into them, imagining that he had been set the task of making the very rocks in the ground weep. 
          He looked up at one point to see tears on Aldan's cheeks as the young man stared into the fire. The sadness on his face was too deep, too raw to be only the result of the sad songs. Nakaz recognized a loss as intense as the one the bard wanted to have felt for Shorel's passing. He wondered whether he had accidentally discovered what was driving Aldan north, but stilled his excitement when he realized that it could just as easily have been something else in the young lord's past. 
          Nakaz finished his song, and immediately began something of a more neutral emotion, slowly modulating that into something brighter, happier, lighter. He watched Aldan's emotions slowly fade from his face as the music progressed. When the young man blinked and looked up, Nakaz shifted his gaze to the treetops, not wanting Aldan to know his pain had been observed. 
          Nakaz heard rustling, and looked to see Aldan standing and walking out of the radius of the fire's light. He let the man go, trusting he wouldn't go far. Continuing to play light, airy tunes, he let his mind wander. Before long, he thought about the fragment of the stone sculpture he had retrieved from Shorel's belongings in the dungeons of Frasilk Keep. He had an impulse to fetch the thing out of his saddlebags and show it to Aldan; it seemed to be a very important thing to do, but only for a moment. He swiftly realized that to show the stone, with its carved cat and fox, and the interwoven gold, silver and glass bands connecting them, would mean that he would have to explain how he had gotten it. That would mean telling of Shorel's death, and he feared that Aldan's pain was still too raw to be able to deal with that tale. 
          Fighting the feeling that he was making a mistake, Nakaz packed his mandolin away and made ready for bed. As he banked the fire for the night, he idly wondered when he could reveal the sculpture to Aldan. They should reach the city of Valdasly in two more days; maybe then the time would be right. 


          The bedroom on the third floor of the Black 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.dargonzine.org/bin/gl.pl?2691" Fox inn had been severely rearranged. The bed had been removed to another of the six rooms that Bresk's Band had rented; the table from that room had been transplanted to this one. Chairs from the common room had been spirited up the stairs, and now the bedroom was an improvised meeting room. 
          Shan, a big, bulky, dark man, sat behind one of the tables. In front of him were several pieces of age-worn parchment, an inkwell, and a selection of fine brushes. Next to these items was an old book with a blue cover open to a strange illumination. 
          He looked up and said, "We should really do this in the reverse order, Voesh. It's better to age the parchment after it's been written on; the effect is more complete that way." 
          "We simply do not have the luxury of enough time for the 'right way', Shan," said Voesh, sitting behind the other table on the opposite side of the room. "You have aged six pieces of parchment in the same period as you could have done two, and now we have leeway should one of us suffer a mishap." 
          "Yes, the copying," said Joal, a wiry, fair opposite reflection of Shan, as he leaned against Shan's side. "Wouldn't it be easier just to show the book?" 
          Voesh's perpetual scowl deepened, making the crescent-shaped scar in the middle of his left eyebrow stand out even more. "No, Joal, it would not. The scroll I shall compose will consist of fragments taken from the book, carefully selected and edited so as to disguise their full meaning. Additionally, the book should be known about by as few people as possible. Thus, Shan's copying task." 
          "And the aged parchment?" asked Joal. Shan was already leaning over his parchment, brush in hand, studying the illumination. He shifted slightly, and Joal eased reluctantly away to let him work. 
          "Simplicity itself, my friend," replied Voesh icily. "We will tell our target that these scrolls are heirlooms and thereby avert any tricky questions as to their origins. Shan, your scroll must be an exact copy of that page, down to the smallest dash or curl. I am unsure of its purpose, but the surrounding text marks it as vital." 
          "Of course, Voesh, of course. You've already made that clear. I can do it, you know." 
          "Yes, yes, I apologize, Shan. It is getting dark; we should make haste." 
          "One more thing," said Joal, interrupting Voesh's reach for his pen. "This 'subject' you've mentioned. How do you know that someone in Valdasly is going to have the answers you're looking for?" 
          "Because," Voesh said, clacking his pen forcefully onto the table, "the clues all point to this area. I have a ... feeling that the time and place are right. Tonight we must be ready. 
          "Are you satisfied now, or should I go over it a few more times, Joal?" 
          "We always used to go over things, Voesh," said Joal, raising his voice. Shan glanced up at the sudden vehemence, but quickly returned to his work. "It used to be that we came up with plans together, with everyone agreeing before we began. Lately, though, it's just you and your schemes, directing us like pawns on a board. We should be called 'Voesh's Puppets' instead of Bresk's Band." 
          Joal stood as his anger took him. He bumped the table slightly, but Shan was dipping into the ink and no harm was done. Joal said, "And where's our coin coming from on this one, eh? Why go to all this trouble, faking scrolls and sneaking answers, if we're not getting anything out of it? It's been all spend, spend, spend since you got that scar on your little trip. Trekking all across the kingdom, wasting sennights in Magnus trying to recoup that outlay of jingle you said was necessary. Then there was what you gave Kale for that ring! So far, we've only seen the hazards of your quest, Voesh, and I'm beginning to think that the Marg--" 
          "That is enough!" shouted Voesh, and silence followed his outburst. Rising slowly from his chair, he glared across the room at Joal and said, "You chose to be part of my 'quest', Joal, along with the others. If you are having second thoughts about that choice, perhaps you should talk to Bresk about your options. Now --" 
          Voesh was interrupted in turn when the door slammed open and Meelia strode into the room. She glanced at the two men standing and the one who was still intently bent over his work. She swaggered over to Voesh's table and grinned. "Why aren't you working like Shan?" she asked. Her sleekly-muscled adult's body was totally at odds with her ten year-old's voice. 
          Voesh began to bluster, but Meelia, eyes twinkling, said, "Never mind, never mind. I've found the perfect victim. A bard just rode into town!" 
          Voesh's expression lightened, coming remarkably close to a smile. "Perfect, Meelia, perfect. Thank you. Go find Bresk and Yera and let them know. Then find out where the bard is staying, and if he is performing somewhere. We need a place to meet. 
          "Oh, and perhaps you could take Joal along?" 
          "Sure thing, Voesh. Come on, Joal, let's leave the scribers alone. Fancy a drink?" 
          Joal glared at Voesh, then leaned over and kissed Shan on the cheek. He followed his blond friend out the door. 
          Voesh stared at the door for a moment before sitting down again. He began taking deep, even breaths to calm himself down. He focused on the blank parchment in front of him and cleared his mind of everything but what he had to compose. The silver ring with the grey-blue stone glinted in the light from the window as he picked up his pen and began scratching letters into the parchment. 


          The White Spike tavern was two-thirds full of people and three-thirds full of noise. Nakaz contributed his share from the low platform next to the fireplace, strumming his mandolin and belting out a rousing song about blood and death. Those tables closest to him were crowded with people singing and drinking along, but the rest of the patrons pursued their own entertainment, heedless of the bard at the front of the room or whether their own noise interfered with him. 
          The White Spike was not the kind of place that Nakaz would have played, given more of a choice. It had a low, rough ceiling and wooden walls darkened by smoke from the oil lanterns and the grease of the unwashed bodies that pressed up against them night after night. Sand covered the floor. While it was there to make the place easier to sweep out at closing, it was a measure that a classier establishment would not have needed. It was the type of place that made an entertainer work to keep the attention of the patrons. 
          Nakaz idly scanned the room while his audience took the chorus. Along the wall to the left was a group of tables set aside for those who enjoyed the effects of certain burning herbs. Different colored smoke rose from the small pots on each table and drifted among the quiet patrons seated there, who inhaled the fumes and savored their reactions in silence. 
          Next to the open front door was a table where three men played some kind of betting game that involved trying to stab their own fingers with very large knives. Perhaps the real goal was trying not to stab themselves, but Nakaz wasn't exactly sure owing to the number of nicks and cuts on the hands of the players. 
          Other, safer games of chance were conducted at various other tables around the room. Nakaz saw dice being rolled and cards being dealt, and every table, occupied or not, was piled with mugs of ale and beer both full and empty. He wondered whether it was his performance, or a lack of enough dice, bones, and cards that kept his audience listening to him. 
          He was bombarded with requests for the next tune as the last notes of the song he was singing rang out. Some he had played already, some several times. The drunk by the pillar shouted hoarsely for the tune he had just finished, but Nakaz had been ignoring her all evening since she was obviously far too intoxicated to hear him anyway. He plucked a title out of the air, began strumming its notes, extending the introduction until the inebriated cheering died down, and then plunged into the familiar chantey. 
          Nakaz might have preferred a less diversion-filled venue, or at least one with a higher class of clientele, but the city of Valdasly, the seat of a barony of the same name in northern Arvalia, hard by the Darst mountains, was in many ways a frontier town. It boasted many taverns and inns, but only one -- the Blue Frog Inn -- could be considered anything other than a dive, and its doors were closed for a merchant meeting. 
          It had taken more than a bell to convince Aldan to come out with him this evening. They were staying at the Yellow Wren, an inn that was no more reputable than this tavern but without a common room of its own. Nakaz had felt the need to play for an audience; opportunities to do so would be dwindling as they traveled on. From the moment he had entered the tavern, though, Nakaz felt that he had made a mistake; this place stood to be dangerous to one of noble birth. His concern melted when Aldan fell into the spirit of the place, calling out raucously to the barmaids for service the moment they had claimed a table. He had shooed the bard toward the front of the room shortly after their second round of drinks, and Nakaz had gone without reservation, his charge having surprised him once again. 
          Nakaz glanced over to their table and saw that Aldan was playing bones with a pair of rough-looking men. He saw Aldan's lips moving, and realized after a moment that he was singing along. Nakaz wondered where the son of a baron had learned the words to a bargeman's chantey. [image: image112.png]"Sing something about the
Margre Chalisento!”




          Cheering broke out when the tune was done, and as before, requests were shouted out. A very distinctive voice cut across the noise. It was a high voice, the voice of a child but possessing a volume that couldn't possibly come from the lungs of a little girl. "Sing something about the Margre Chalisento!" it called. 
          A commotion erupted from the rear of his audience, and the voice didn't call out again, but Nakaz had become intrigued. The Margre Chalisento was the subject of a tale from the time before time, when magic was as prevalent as water and wizards were as ubiquitous as peasants. But more than that, it was an obscure legend, something only a bard or a scholar of the ancients could possibly have known about. This was not one of those characters that had story after story, song after song written about her. He couldn't fathom where anyone in a dive like this would have heard about the Margre Chalisento. 
          He knew a few stories about the sorceress, though. He chose one that played up the more exciting aspects of the legend, and matched it to a dramatic piece of music he had written. The first notes rang out and even though no one recognized the tune, the mood of the music caught their interest. They quieted slightly -- down to a dull roar -- and Nakaz began to play. 


          "What did you think you were doing?" hissed Bresk, his hand clamped over Meelia's mouth. Joal was holding her down by one arm while Bresk's other hand pulled at the other. Meelia struggled against her friends, the mischief in her eyes becoming anger at being so roughly handled. Voesh gestured for the others to let her go, but his narrowed eyes indicated his own disapproval. 
          Meelia slapped both men lightly when they had freed her. By then the handsome, blond bard had started playing, but hadn't yet started singing. Meelia whispered, in her little girl's voice, "I just wanted to see if he knew!" She slapped Bresk again, just for good measure, before continuing, "It won't matter. He's not going to connect anything up." 
          Joal snuggled back up against Shan before saying, "How do you know?" 
          Meelia replied, "Because I just do! Now shut up and listen!" 
          The bard had started to sing. The story he told was about an ancient sorceress betrayed by an associate, beset by her enemies, thwarted in her ambition. Voesh was nodding, but not in time to the music, more like he was agreeing with the points of the song. The other five around the table wore smug smiles; they already knew the story that everyone else in the tavern was hearing for the first time. In fact, they knew more than the bard was telling. 
          The story ended with the Margre Chalisento being vanquished, and the front of the tavern leapt to their feet, cheering wildly. The six, however, just smiled and took a drink. Each of them knew that the bard had ended the story early; the most important part had not been told. 
          The bard stepped off the platform, pleading a dry throat and the need for a rest. His audience tried to persuade him to continue, pressing drinks and Pennies at him, but the best they could extract was a promise to return in half-a-bell. Meelia watched the bard walk back to his table where his companion was still gambling with the strangers. The game broke up shortly after the bard arrived, and the two of them were alone again. 
          Turning back to her friends, she asked, "Is it time?" 
          Voesh nodded, and placed a scroll on the table. Shan produced the scroll he had been working on, and shoved it over in front of Yera. 
          Joal, who was massaging Shan's neck, said, "You know, I don't think Yera is the right one to send." 
          "Why not?" asked Bresk. 
          "Oh, I don't know," Joal said playfully. "It's just ... maybe I would be the better person to talk to them. Or even Shan." 
          Meelia giggled, but Voesh said, "Stop it! You see two men together and assume ... But your fantasies have no place here, so just shut up. Yera's looks have nothing to do with the choice. Her bearing is more likely to suggest the honest possession of an heirloom." 
          Meelia said, "Hey, you shut up, Voesh. You used to be much more easy-going before you got that scar. He's just playing; he knows it's not likely that they're sharing a bed as well as a table. He doesn't really want to change the plan, do you?" 
          Joal contrived to look bored and smirk at the same time. He said, "No, of course not." 
          Yerianolya had been silent the whole time. Finally she said, "Let's go." And after a long pause she continued, "And Meelia's right, Voesh. You were more fun, once." 


          Aldan slammed down his wooden mug and licked his lips. He shouted for another and smiled at his traveling companion. Nakaz was smiling back, but his mug was still half full. Aldan knew that he was drinking too much, and he also knew that he would regret his indulgence in the morning. He didn't fancy riding with a curdled head, but he was enjoying himself too much to be reasonable about it. His quest was progressing well and he deserved to celebrate, so celebrate he would. Why, just the other day, he had actually seen Mount Voldronnai, the famous volcano! At least, he was pretty sure he had seen it. Nakaz had pointed it out to him above the trees, far off in the distance, but Aldan was almost certain he had picked out the right one from among the peaks that the bard had pointed at. 
          Wouldn't that be a story to tell his father? Wouldn't Chak Bindrmon be impressed that his son had been close enough to the volcano to see it with his own eyes? And think of how impressed Tillna would be! 
          It took a moment for his drink-addled brain to remind him that Tillna was dead, and would be impressed by nothing he did. Sadness soaked his spirits like a sudden downpour as he recalled just why he was so far from home and seeing such exciting sights. 
          Then, just as suddenly as a spring shower passes, his sadness vanished, replaced by the warmth of his need for revenge. He would find the remaining members of the Menagerie, and they would pay for taking Tillna away from him. That was why he was in Valdasly right now. And Valdasly was almost Dargon, after all! 
          Aldan wished that he could be more open with Nakaz, but he was afraid to. Aldan wanted the Menagerie dead, and he didn't know whether the bard would allow that. It was hard to keep himself so silent, but silence was easier than maintaining a convincing set of lies. Lies and sad songs and lonely roads ... Aldan took a gulp of his refilled mug and tried to return to his celebrating. 
          Nakaz was trying to ask him something, but before Aldan could focus his attention on his companion, he was diverted by two people who were walking over to their table. The two were an interesting pair: the man was short and had short black hair, while the woman was tall, with very short white hair that looked as soft as fur. Both wore frowns, but somehow the man's seemed more permanent. The woman had a refined-looking face: narrow, long, with a regal-looking nose and tight, red lips. The man's most distinguishing feature was a crescent scar in the middle of one eyebrow. 
          The pair reached the table and the man with the scar spoke first. "Your pardon, sir bard. My name is Voesh, and I wondered if I could presume to request a moment of your time and knowledge?" 
          Aldan watched as Nakaz gestured the man to a seat. The pair of them bent their heads over a scroll that the man with the scar spread in front of them. The woman stood watching them, and Aldan watched her. She was beautiful in a distant sort of way, and he wondered whether her hair was as soft as it looked. 
          He let his gaze drift lower. He hazily wondered if her breasts were as soft as her hair looked, and he giggled to himself. Aldan was about to let his attention dip lower still when he heard her say, "Excuse me." He looked up and said, "Yes?" 
          "May I have a seat?" she asked with disdain. Aldan smiled an inebriated smile and kicked the chair next to him out. She scowled down at him, but sat. She spread a scroll in front of him and said, "Your pardon, my lord. My name is ... Yera, and I wondered if you might be able to help me. This scroll has been in my family for centuries, and I have been seeking its meaning for a very long time. I came to ask the bard, but while I wait, I thought that it couldn't hurt to show it to you." Her tone implied that she expected less than nothing from Aldan, but he found that funny too. He heard her mutter, "And maybe you'll stop ogling me," which only made him laugh harder. 
          Aldan finally got control of himself, but he had forgotten why the woman was sitting next to him. He stared at her, trying to focus on her face, trying to recall. She stared back, her brown eyes narrowing, until she finally pointed at the scroll again. Recollection dawned. 
          From what Aldan could overhear of the conversation between Nakaz and Voesh, they were talking about some kind of translation that was couched in riddles and misdirection. Expecting words on the scroll in front of him, Aldan was surprised to see only lines and pictures. He sat up straighter, trying to sharpen the blurry edges of the lines. He grabbed for a tankard and gulped half of it down. He almost spit the liquid across the room when he tasted it, and coughed until his eyes watered once he had swallowed it -- it had been some kind of raw distilled liquor and not ale as he had expected. 
          When Aldan turned his somewhat sharper attention to the scroll under the withering stare of Yera, he realized two things. First, the lines had not been blurry due to his vision; and second, that though some effort had been made to make the scroll look aged, it had been recently done. His training at the hands of Sestik came clearly to mind, and he could see the signs easily. Both the blurred lines, where the ink had bled into the rough paper, and a large blot in one corner with just a hint of still-wet ink at its center, indicated that this was no centuries-old document. 
          As he was about to announce his discovery to the frowning woman, he noticed something else about the lines. Aldan turned his attention back to the drawings instead of what made them up, and started seeing the patterns there almost immediately. It was an ability he'd always had, to find the patterns in things. He'd used it to discern the strategy behind the movements of game pieces, but it applied to other things as well. He couldn't have put his finger on exactly how he was able to resolve meaning from the seemingly random drawings, but the patterns were present. Hidden within the lines was what looked like a map, with certain pictures taking on more than decorative significance when taken as part of the whole. 
          Aldan started blurting out his findings to Yera with an odd excitement. She hadn't thought much of his ability to contribute, but he was proving her wrong. She followed the lines he indicated and her frown faded, turning instead to a look of concentration as he extracted the meaning out of the scroll for her. He showed her which designs indicated the path, and which were just decorations. He revealed the cleverly hidden clues that indicated traps within the maze of pathways and how to disarm them. He pointed out the false branches as well as the center of the maze, though he wasn't able to make any sense out of the glyph that was drawn there: his gift could extract no special meaning from the strangely star-shaped leaf. Long before Nakaz and the scarred man were done talking, Aldan had finished revealing the secrets of the woman's scroll. She stood and thanked him, and walked away. Aldan was sure there had been a smile on her face as she turned away; he was sorry he hadn't been able to see more of it. 
          Aldan tried to follow the exchange Nakaz was carrying on, but either he was too drunk to understand what they talked about, or they were no longer speaking Baranurian. At loose ends, he drained another tankard -- after making sure it was ale first -- and considered trying to find his way back to the Yellow Duck or Hen or wherever they were staying. He had just about levered himself to his feet when the man with the scar stood and said, "My thanks, Nakaz. My friends and I will be forever in your debt for helping us to solve this riddle. Fare well." 
          When they were alone again, Aldan said, "So, you did it too, eh, Nakaz?" 
          "Too? What do you mean?" Nakaz responded, looking up and rubbing his eyes. 
          "The woman. She had a schrull ... scroll, too. I solved it for her. Just like you." 
          "Really? That's nice." Nakaz took a drink from his tankard, and then peered at Aldan. He continued, "And how much have you had to drink in the meantime?" 

"Almost enough," Aldan said. He belched loudly and laughed, slapping the table with glee. 
          "More than enough, more like," Nakaz muttered. "Perhaps --" 
          Before the bard could continue, Aldan interrupted with, "Look, look. They're leaving. Farewell! Farewell!" The scarred man and the white-haired woman were leaving with four other people. Neither of them acknowledged Aldan's drunken exuberance, but the young man heard a high-pitched giggle from the only other woman in the group. Nakaz seemed startled by the sound as well. 
          There was one other detail Aldan noticed about one of the other members of the group. Two of the men walked very close to each other. They were physically dissimilar, but they wore clothing that matched, and their mustaches were clipped exactly the same. The shorter and stockier of the pair had his arm around the taller, slimmer one, and Aldan noticed that the fingers resting on the taller man's hip looked ink-stained to a familiar light brown. 
          Nakaz led him back to their inn then. All the way back, and in the brief moments between being led to his bed and falling asleep, Aldan tried to work out the significance of that final observation, but he succumbed to exhaustion before making the vital connection. 




Talisman Nine
Part 5

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



awrab
 was filled with nervous anticipation and excitement. In the seven days since she and Ganba had briefly shared souls over that strange carved stone with the interwoven banding, Yawrab had changed a great deal. Within the next few bells, she intended to do something that she hoped would change her life just as radically. 
          She sat at ease in the reclined contours of her folding chair by the fire. The night was calm and warm, a pleasant Sy night with the last quarter moon of summer shining down. The gypsies Yawrab was traveling with were all around her, engaged in the now-familiar activities of an evening camp. Most were gathered about the fire as she was, chatting casually, easing themselves into a restful state prior to retiring for the night. Three young men were playing a complicated game with a ball and three makeshift goals. Despite the shadows thrown by the firelight, they moved with confidence and grace. 
          Yawrab focused her attention on one of those young men. His name was Hiranw, and he had been showing off during these nightly games for most of their journey. She had always noticed and appreciated his efforts, but only since her meeting of minds with his sister Ganba, the leader of this gypsy caravan, had Yawrab even contemplated doing more than just watch his display. Tonight, encouraged by his actions and bolstered by a new confidence, she intended to act. 
          Yawrab heard hoofbeats announce someone's arrival. She looked and saw that Leedlan had returned. Ganba and Ruthodd left the fireside to meet him, and Yawrab decided to follow. She stopped a short distance away from the trio and listened. 
          A sennight past, Yawrab would never have followed Ruthodd by choice. His condescending manner, combined with his air of authority, reminded her far too much of Lord Cranhull in his better moments. At the beginning of the journey Yawrab had found Ruthodd deeply frightening because of his similarity to that man who had raped her in her youth, and she had not been able to allay that fear even after many days. However, after her mental joining with Ganba the fear had vanished and he was just another gypsy she was traveling with. 
          Shaiff, younger brother of both Ganba and Hiranw, took Leedlan's horse. Ganba and Ruthodd fell to questioning the new arrival in their own language. Yawrab had picked up a few words of the Rhydd Pobl tongue; she knew that 'bantor' literally meant 'wagon group', though she translated it as 'caravan'. And 'amdan' was 'uncle', a term that the gypsies used to reinforce the familial nature of their caravans regardless of blood relation. Even so, she was not fluent in the language, and had no idea what they were talking about. 
          She was about to return to the fireside when she caught the name 'Lacsil' among the foreign words. Lacsil was the man the caravan was chasing. He had a grudge against all gypsies, a plan to attack them as they gathered for their annual ceremonies, and a map that would lead him right to them unless Ganba found him first. 
          Yawrab stepped forward and asked, "Might I listen in here?" The mission to find Lacsil wasn't her own quest, which involved tracking a young lord named Aldan to Dargon, but the two tasks were related in that they both involved going north. Yawrab intended to locate Lord Aldan and find out what he had to do with the murder of her sister, Tillna, but her burning need for revenge had cooled recently. As Yawrab had become more comfortable among the gypsies, she had realized that she didn't require such a tight grip on her need for revenge to get her through the chaos of a day on the road. She knew that Ganba would get her to Dargon as soon as possible, but Lacsil was the more immediate danger. 
          Ganba smiled and nodded. Ruthodd, however, stretched his arm around Yawrab's shoulders and squeezed her to his side. He said in his booming voice, "Of course, my dear, of course! After all, you're not just a passenger any more, now are you? You're almost a gypsy!" 
          Yawrab didn't flinch outwardly or inwardly. She just smiled, patted his hand, and waited for the conversation to pick up again. 
          Leedlan said, "Let me go back to the beginning. I followed the tracks that we found earlier this evening. The trail is dry and not dusty enough to capture the tracks well, but there were enough to follow. I traced them through several path-changes until I could finally get a good idea of the composition of the group that made them. Well, as good as I could get by lantern light anyway. 
          "They definitely weren't gypsies, which we'd guessed by the lack of blazes." Yawrab had been told about the secret signs that gypsies left for each other, how a pile of twigs could tell a story. "I finally found firm enough signs to tell that the wagon is being pulled by only one horse, and it is wider than any that we commonly use. In addition, there are at least half a dozen riders with the wagon." 
          Ganba said, "Who else could it be, then? It can't be any of our folk, and these trails don't lead anywhere a trader would want to go. There's no one else who could be out here save Lacsil." 
          Ruthodd shook an admonishing finger in Ganba's face, saying, "Now, now, my child. You don't want to let your hopes rule your head, now do you? It could be the wagon of a homesteader, or of a tinker with a large following. Perhaps even a band of players seeking a new, out of the way place to show their talents." 
          Yawrab could tell by Ganba's expression that she wasn't fooled by Ruthodd's words. The older man finally chuckled and said, "But you're right. Chances are that we are on the right trail, and that Lacsil is only a matter of days ahead of us. Leedlan, how long since those tracks were made?" 
          Leedlan didn't even pause before he answered. "We've not had rain or high weather in a sennight or more. The tracks were softened enough that they are at least that old." 
          The three gypsies grinned, but Yawrab felt disappointed. When the tracks had been discovered as camp was being set earlier that evening, Yawrab had felt the same excitement as everyone else at the possibility that Lacsil was close. But if they were as much as seven days behind the man, she didn't see much reason to celebrate. She asked, "Is this really good news? We are four wagons to his one; surely he can travel faster than we can? Won't his lead just increase?" 
          Ruthodd chuckled his condescending laugh again, but it was Ganba who answered, still smiling. "Lacsil follows a map; we know these woods intimately. This forest may be infinite, but the pathways through it are not. Yes, we travel more slowly than he does, but we have the benefit of Ruthodd's knowledge, and even my own, in finding the shorter way. 
          "Lacsil may lead us by seven days or more, but we will catch up. Count on it." 
          Ruthodd nodded sagely, and Leedlan's head bobbed with the enthusiasm of a younger man. Yawrab smiled, shrugged, and said, "You know best, I suppose." 
          Ruthodd laughed and clapped Yawrab on the back. "That we do, lass, that we do. Now, this camp needs to put itself to bed. Short paths are fine, but longer days may serve just as well. If we rise earlier and travel longer, we will close in on Lacsil just as surely. And he has no reason for haste, for he knows not that he is followed." The old man walked away, delivering the news to the others and telling them it was time to retire. 
          Leedlan hurried after Ruthodd, leaving Yawrab alone with Ganba. The gypsy said, "Ruthodd's right, but there are other things we can do as well. I will send Leedlan and another out to confirm his tracking. Knowing where Lacsil is will help us reduce his lead, and our riders will take what measures they safely can to hinder his progress. 
          "I have much to arrange. Have a good night." Ganba put her hand on Yawrab's shoulder and gave her a smile that Yawrab knew meant that the gypsy was proud of her for joining in the conversation. Yawrab smiled back; she was rather proud of herself. As Ganba followed the other two, Yawrab realized that she still had plans to carry out before her own rest. 
          As she headed back to the fire, she wondered how best to approach Hiranw. She tried to think back to the kissing games she had played as a girl in the Barony of Shaddir. Melrin and harvest festivities always included such pastimes, and it was often the case that during the gathering of the crops it was the women who chased the men down. She smiled as she realized that she wasn't brazen enough to pursue Hiranw in quite so literal a manner. 
          Yawrab lacked any other experience with men, though, so she decided to be logical about the situation. She knew that Hiranw liked her; his show-off antics had proven that from the start. She had never responded with more than a smile to his overtures, which she knew kept him from being more direct. Until a sennight ago, that had made her feel safe; now it frustrated her. 
          Yawrab could be as direct as one of the gypsies, and offer herself to him. Or she could be more like her childhood friends who had practiced shy giggles and meaningful glances while she had been perfecting her household chores. Yawrab had no confidence that she could successfully lure Hiranw's more direct attentions with skills she had never practiced. Unfortunately, she wasn't sure she was quite up to boldly propositioning him, either. 
          As Yawrab reviewed her options, she rounded the corner of one of the wagons and ran into Hiranw coming the other way. She lost her balance, but his strong hand grabbed her arm and kept her from falling. She clutched back to further steady herself. 
          "Are you all right, Yawrab?" he asked, concern in his voice and on his face. 
          Yawrab absently nodded, while she mentally scrambled to find a way to take advantage of the situation. Should she play the innocent and go limp in his arms, hoping for further attention? Should she be the gypsy and thank him, then suggest they find his bed together? Was there another way entirely? 
          The moment stretched, Hiranw's hand on her arm, her other arm on his shoulder. Yawrab could feel his body so close to hers, see his eyes looking into hers, and she had no fear of the situation at all. She stopped thinking, and did what felt right. She leaned forward, tilted her head slightly, and kissed him. 
          Yawrab saw the surprise in his eyes as their lips met. He was looking at her intently. She knew that Hiranw was making sure that she really wanted this. She felt his arms reach out and pull her closer when he had found his answer. She finally let her eyes close and concentrated only on the kiss. Yawrab decided to stop thinking, and just let things happen the way they were supposed to. 


          Nakaz awoke and frantically tried to recall his dreams. He had remembered something in his sleep, something important ... but it slipped away as dreams usually did. 
          He got out of bed and dressed, preparing to leave the small room he had rented in the Yellow Wren. He and his traveling companion, Lord Aldan, would be leaving the city of Valdasly that morning, resuming their trek to Dargon. Nakaz still didn't know what Aldan needed in that city, but leading the son of Baron Bindrmon there was proving to be an interesting way to spend his free seasons away from his duties as a bard. 
          With the last shreds of his dreams gone, Nakaz turned his thoughts to what he had been dwelling on before bed: the strange pair who had visited his and Aldan's table in the White Spike tavern the night before. The short, dark-haired man with a scar in the middle of his left eyebrow and the tall woman with short white hair had each brought a scroll. The man had introduced himself as Voesh and had asked Nakaz to help him translate his scroll. Apparently, the woman had done the same with Aldan. 
          The 'translation' requested of Nakaz wasn't so much reading the letters as deciphering the riddles on the scroll. He had managed to solve each of the riddles, sometimes with the help of Voesh, but the answers never made much sense. Phrases like 'the chalice of the body', 'the spine of the world', 'northern river rise', and 'spirit's water' made no sense to him. The riddles had been of a similar construction, so Nakaz knew that they hadn't been gathered from separate sources, but all of the connecting parts had been removed, preventing comprehension of the whole. 
          Nakaz had been bothered by more than just the riddles, though. Voesh had been wearing a silver ring with a blue-grey gem and Nakaz had found it somehow familiar. The color of the stone nagged at his memory. The markings on the sides: what had they been? He couldn't quite remember, but he felt he had seen them somewhere else. He wished he could solve that riddle too. 
          Nakaz carried his saddlebags down to the common room, expecting Aldan to be waiting for him there. The room was empty, and Nakaz smiled at the memory of how drunk the young lord had been the night before. Nakaz climbed the stairs again and stopped in front of Aldan's room. He knocked, but received no answer. He tried the door and found it unlatched. 
          "Aldan," he called as he walked into the room. "It's time to ..." 
          The sight of Aldan sprawled on the bed made him forget the rest of his sentence. The young man was lying on his side, one arm curled under his head, his long brown hair fanned across his pillow. His sheet was draped across his hips; he was otherwise naked. Nakaz marveled at how peaceful Aldan's handsome features were; all of his worries seemed forgotten in sleep. 
          Nakaz felt a deep attraction to the young lord. He had never felt this way about anyone, not even his former lover Shorel. He was glad that he had offered to lead Aldan to Dargon. Nakaz hoped that once Aldan's business in the northern town was complete, he would have time to spend with the bard. Nakaz wanted to explore the possibility of a real friendship with Aldan. Friendship, and more. 
          It seemed a shame to wake the young lord out of his peaceful slumber, but Nakaz knew that they needed to get back to the road. He stepped to the side of the bed and shook Aldan by the shoulder, saying, "Time to rise, lazy. Hundreds of leagues still separate us from Dargon, you know." 
          Aldan moaned and rolled onto his back. His expression soured as he opened his eyes a tiny bit and he mumbled, "What? What time is it? Oh, gods, my head!" 
          "Time to be up and about, Aldan. It's almost second bell, and we're wasting daylight." 
          Aldan groaned and pulled the sheet up over his head. Fortunately for the young lord's modesty, the other end was trapped beneath his legs. Nakaz said, "Get up now!" 
          Aldan flipped the end of the sheet off his head and said, "Fine, fine. I'm up. Stop shouting!" 
          Nakaz headed for the door. Before he closed it, he said, "If you're not downstairs in a quarter-bell, I'm coming back up with a bucket from the rain barrel." He chuckled at the resultant groan. 
          Nakaz returned to the common room to wait for Aldan. He sat at one of the tables and dug a map out of his saddlebags. He knew that the fastest way from Valdasly to Dargon was the Royal Road that connected the two, but he had time to kill before Aldan made it down the stairs. His traced out the most direct route with his finger: along the Darst Range, through Tench in Narragan, past the end of the mountains and along the Coldwell River, and finally into the city of Dargon. About three sennights of easy travel, and Nakaz' mission would be over. Aldan's, though, would just be beginning. 
          Nakaz slipped the map back into the saddlebags and pondered Aldan's quest. There were only two reasons the young lord would need to travel so far: flight or pursuit. Aldan seldom worried about their trail once they had traveled it. Instead, he most often fretted at their speed and whether they would be 'in time'. Nakaz deduced thereby that Aldan was chasing someone. But why? 
          Nakaz' musings were interrupted by a noisy clatter of footsteps coming down the stairs. He looked up, but the sound was too loud to be the hung-over Aldan. He saw instead a group of traders in their knee-length vests over loose trousers and tight tunics. They chattered to each other about their own day's beginning, increasing the noise in the common room until Nakaz found it impossible to return to his own thoughts. 
          As they passed his table on their way to the courtyard door and the stables beyond, Nakaz couldn't help but overhear one greybeard say, "No more than two days south-west, and we'll be in the Barony of Tendian. Four more days and ..." 
          Nakaz felt another spark of recognition at the name Tendian. He tried to concentrate on where he had heard that name before, and finally, once the traders exited the room, he remembered. Tendian. Arvalia. Reshilk! 
          He recalled meeting Yeran Reshilk at an inn almost two months ago. Yeran's family had once been barons in Arvalia, until his grandfather had sold the title to the duke, letting his land go to the Baron Tendian. 
          But the sad story of Yeran's fading fortunes wasn't why Nakaz was excited about remembering their meeting: it was the ring, Yeran's last inheritance, which had been stolen by that false bard Kresh. The same ring that he had seen on Voesh's finger the night before! 
          Random information began to come together to form a frightening pattern. Voesh and his riddles, which brought back the previous night and the songs he had sung. One particular song surfaced, one with more significance than the rest: the one about the Margre Chalisento. He remembered the legend of the Margre: all of it, not just the parts in his song. The connections multiplied, and he finally recalled what the symbols on the ring had reminded him of when Yeran had shown it to him the first time: they linked the ring to the Margre. 
          Footsteps interrupted him again, and when Nakaz looked up this time, it was to see Aldan descending the stairs. He called out across the room, "Aldan! What was on the scroll you 'solved' for that woman last night?" 
          Aldan winced, putting a hand to his head. As he walked over to Nakaz' table, he said, "You don't have to shout, Nakaz. I could have heard your whisper as easily, since the room is empty." 
          "Sorry," Nakaz said, though he wasn't. "The scroll?" 
          "Ah, scroll? Last night?" Aldan sat, dropping his saddlebags next to Nakaz'. He put his elbows on the table and his head in his hands and continued, "Scroll, fine. I remember, mostly. It was a kind of map, but a strange one." He looked up and went on in a more confident tone, "At first, it just looked like lines scribbled across the parchment. But I could see an order to the lines, and there were clues in that order that showed which lines were lines, and which were passages. There were even hidden markings that seemed to indicate certain places along the way. Danger places, I think. Why?" 
          Nakaz said, "What did the map show? A village? A forest trail?" 
          "No, no. It looked contained, like a building or something. A maze inside of walls, almost. No features, no separate buildings ... just corridors. Or maybe tunnels." 
          Aldan looked like he wanted to ask why again, but then he stopped. Nakaz could see the concentration on his face and waited for the young man to continue. 
          "Wait, wait. I remember something else. Two things, really. First, the lady claimed that the map was ancient, but I could tell that it was newly done, and made to look old. Can't fool me about anything." [image: image113.png]“Can' foof me about anything.”




          Aldan smiled, and looked contented with his revelation. Nakaz stared pointedly, but Aldan was oblivious. After a few moments more, Nakaz prompted, "And ...?" 
          "Huh? And?" Aldan seemed surprised, but then his eyes widened. "Oh, yes. The other thing. Well, there was a blot of ink in one corner of the scroll, covering some of the lines. The middle was still slightly wet, though that wasn't the only reason I knew it wasn't old. When the man and the woman went back to their group and they all left, I saw that one of them had an ink stain on his finger, so they knew it wasn't old. They made the scrolls just so we could help them do whatever they wanted to do. I wonder what that is?" 
          "I'm afraid I know, Aldan, and it's not good." Nakaz stood and grabbed his saddlebags. "Come on, we've got to try to find them." 
          Aldan stood too, but he didn't gather up his belongings. Instead, he said, "Why? I thought we were going to Dargon?" 
          Nakaz said, "I'll explain as we go. Come on!" He turned and headed for the courtyard door. 
          "Do you remember the song I sang last night?" He pushed the door open and led Aldan across the cobbled space beyond. 
          Aldan replied, "Which one?" 
          "The one after the chantey. In D major?" 
          "Ah ... no. I guess I was busy or something." 
          Nakaz muttered, "'Drunk or something' is more like it." He walked into the stables and over to the stalls that held Riesta and Firesocks. In a louder voice, he said, "It was about the Margre Chalisento, an ancient legend that almost no one knows about. The Margre was a powerful sorceress with an ambition to gather all magic to herself, and with it rule the world. She was defeated, but she had become too powerful to destroy. Fortunately, her opponents had other ways to deal with her, and her bid for power was ended." 
          Nakaz started readying Riesta for travel, settling her saddle into place and tightening the girth with a hard yank. Aldan was doing the same for Firesocks, and a pair of stable boys had come over to help. Nakaz continued, "The verses I sang last night ended there, but there is another version of the legend that goes into detail about how the Margre was dealt with. She was split into three pieces, and these sections were hidden in protected places." 
          Aldan said, "That sounds pretty ghastly. And she survived that?" 
          Nakaz chuckled as he fastened his saddlebags onto Riesta's back. He said, "She wasn't chopped into three bits; the process was somewhat more refined. As I understand it, she was separated into three fundamental pieces: her mind, her body, and her spirit. In that state, she is no threat. Unless, of course, someone knows enough to fetch her pieces and put her back together." 
          Nakaz took Riesta's headstall from the stable boy and slipped it over the horse's nose as Aldan asked, "How would someone do that? How would they know it could be done in the first place? You said that the legend isn't well known, after all." 
          "Good question, Aldan, and I don't know the answer. The legend of the Margre Chalisento is both ancient and dangerous. I only read about it in the College of Bards in Magnus, where a great deal of ancient and dangerous knowledge is collected. The vaults under the college contain the seeds of vast, hazardous power, which is why the bards keep it locked up very securely." 
          Aldan said, "That doesn't really answer the question, Nakaz. Could someone have gotten the scroll or book or whatever about this Margre out of those vaults?" 
          Nakaz frowned as he checked all of the buckles and straps of Riesta's harness. "That's unthinkable, Aldan. The college isn't some kind of collection of books that lends its stock to anyone who walks by. Those vaults are --" He stopped in mid-sentence, halted by another connection. 
          The man called Kresh had attracted Nakaz' attention at the inn two months ago because the bard had first seen him within the Bardic College itself. Kresh had called himself Kethseir, and had possessed all the trappings of one who belonged within the college's walls. Kresh had been revealed as a thief, if not a murderer, by the incident of Yeran Reshilk's stolen ring. Nakaz now wondered what the man's business had been within the college that night. 
          He looked across Riesta's back to Aldan, who was finishing up with Firesocks. "How they know isn't as important as that they know. And I think it is obvious that the people who tricked us into helping them with those scrolls last night are very well acquainted with the facts behind the legend of the Margre Chalisento." 
          Nakaz gave Riesta's reins to the stable boy, who started to lead her out of her stall. Following, he continued, "First, there was the odd request for a song about the Margre. Then I saw a ring on the finger of the man, Voesh, who asked me to translate his riddles. The ring was one I had seen before, and I thought I had recognized the symbols on it. The Margre was known by two symbols: a leaf-and-star, and a stag leaping over a cat. The ring bears both symbols." 
          Aldan said, "The map that the woman showed me had the leafy star on it as well." 
          "Star-leaf and cat-stag? Like the forbidden canyon, you mean?" said the stable boy leading Aldan's horse out of the stables. 
          Nakaz looked and the lad and asked, "Forbidden canyon?" 
          "Oh yes, sir bard, the forbidden canyon. It's just north of the city, maybe two bells' walk. There's a pair of leafy stars flanking the entrance, and on one wall there's this great carving of a stag jumping over this mountain cat. My Granda talks about a legend of evil in that place. My Da made sure I knew where it was, and then forbidded me to ever go there again. People vanish up there, and that's no story. Won't say I've never been back, but I never go far in. I knew someone who was dared to spend the night. He never came back, neither." 
          Nakaz said, "It all comes together, Aldan. The riddles, your hidden map, the symbols, and a dangerous canyon. If these people are on some kind of quest to reunite the pieces of the Margre, we have to stop them." 
          He turned to the stable boy again, and said, "Can you show us the way to the canyon?" 
          "Sure," the lad said, "for a price." 
          Nakaz mounted, and Aldan followed suit. The bard said, "Get up here, young man. We'll negotiate your price as we go." 
          The bard helped the stable boy up onto Riesta's back, and then led the way out of the courtyard. The boy, whose name was Taych, soon agreed upon a suitable price for his guide services, and Nakaz guided his horse onto the right road out of Valdasly. 
          Taych knew the way well, and inside of a bell Nakaz and Aldan arrived at the canyon. Their path had taken them into the foothills of the Darst Range, and the canyon was very easy to pick out, with its large star-leaf statues flanking the narrow entrance. Nakaz felt that the display was a little unsubtle for a secret hiding place. 
          He let Taych down and then dismounted, as did Aldan. He walked up the path that led into the canyon and stopped to examine the statues. He realized that while they were worn, they weren't eroded enough to be several thousand years old. They must have been a later addition, perhaps set in place by those who had once guarded the secret of the canyon. 
          Stepping between the statues, Nakaz entered the canyon itself. It was a short, narrow cut surrounded by walls no more than twice man-height tall. Nakaz saw no stag and cat carvings, but in the northern wall was a large opening. 
          Taych said, "Voldronnai's fire! The carving's gone! That opening's right where it usually is, but where did it go?" 
          Nakaz said, "They've been here, but are they gone yet? Come on, Aldan. Taych, you stay by the statues, straight?" 
          The bard walked over to the opening, wondering whether he would need to put together a makeshift torch. He soon saw that light was not required; evidently there had been some kind of cave-in just a few paces into the cliffside opening, blocking the tunnel completely. 
          Aldan said, "Do you think they were trapped inside? Or did they collapse the tunnel after leaving?" 
          Nakaz walked up to the mound of rubble. He looked all around, but there were no clues. He had no idea how to answer Aldan's question. 
          He heard a small sound, like a pebble falling. Nakaz looked at the ceiling of the tunnel, but it appeared solid. He looked at the rubble again as another pebble tumbled down the face of the cave-in. Nakaz traced the source to a small opening at the top of the pile. As he watched, several more pebbles were dislodged, and a slightly larger rock followed. A hand-sized opening was revealed, and Nakaz heard a faint voice coming from within. 
          He scrambled up the rock-fall, and as he neared the opening he heard the voice calling "Help!" He climbed closer to the hole as carefully as he could and said, "Hold on, we're here!" 
          The voice said, "Hello? Who's there?" Nakaz had no trouble identifying the voice as the one that had requested the Margre song the night before. It was a very distinctive voice, that of a young girl but able to shout as loud as an adult. The woman continued, "Voesh? Bresk? Is that you?" 
          The bard responded, "I'm Nakaz. The only other person here is my companion Aldan. Who are you?" 
          The voice said, faintly, "They've left me. Maybe they just went to get help." She continued, louder, "Did they send you? How did you find me?" 
          "No," answered Nakaz, "we weren't sent by anyone. We found you by, well, by accident I suppose. What happened?" He started trying to enlarge the small opening, but the stones around it were large, and wedged in place. All he could do was remove the smaller rocks and pebbles to either side, hoping to free some of the larger stones that way. Aldan had climbed the rubble as well, and was working in a similar fashion a short distance away. 
          The woman was silent for a while, but eventually she said, "My two friends and I found this cave very early this morning." She paused, and Nakaz heard the clatter of rocks being tossed away. "We decided to explore, but before we had gone half a dozen paces inside, there was a rumble and stones started falling. We all turned to run but ... I guess I didn't run fast enough." She was silent again, and more rocks rattled. "When I woke up it was dark. I felt around and found the rock-fall, and started picking away at it. It was easiest up here near the top." 
          Nakaz had kept up his own clearing efforts while he listened to the woman lie. The small opening was getting larger, but slowly. As he brushed aside pebbles and dislodged rocks to loosen the larger stones, he wondered how he was going to get the truth from the woman. 
          He had no real authority over her. She hadn't done anything illegal in entering the cave, nor had her friends committed a crime by presenting faked scrolls to Aldan and himself, which meant that he couldn't use his credentials as a bard to detain her once she was out of the cave. He could try to trade his help in freeing her for the truth, or he could try to convince her that reviving the Margre was wrong and get her to help him track her friends down. But he didn't know the woman well enough to decide which was the better course of action. 
          Nakaz decided to try persuasion. She might take a great deal of convincing, but he didn't like the thought of holding her freedom ransom to the truth. 
          "I know that you didn't just happen on this cave, milady. Our local guide had never seen it before." Nakaz worked a final rock loose, and a stone as large as his torso tumbled down the rubble. An accompanying clatter of pebbles and debris followed it, leaving a good-sized depression in his side of the cave-in. 
          He heard scrambling from the other side of the obstruction, and he saw tiny gaps open up as small bits of rubble were cleared from around the large stone that backed his depression. Before Nakaz could adjust his position to help more directly, he saw the stone tilt and then shift, falling outward. But it didn't fall clear; instead, it lodged in the front of the opening he had made. 
          Nakaz tried to get the woman talking again. "I'm the bard that you asked to sing about the Margre Chalisento last night. You know, the one that your friends got to help solve those riddles. And I know --" 
          His monolog was halted by a rumble as the wall of rubble shook slightly. Before he had time to react, he heard a scream from inside, followed by a louder rumbling and the sound of another cave-in. 
          Nakaz scrambled back to solid ground, followed by Aldan. He soon realized that the rubble he had been standing on had not shifted; the new cave-in had been behind the first. The noise of falling rocks faded as plumes of dust rose from several places in the obstruction. 
          Before the last click had faded and the dust had settled, Nakaz was back up on the rubble. He reached the old opening and called out, "Hello? Are you all right in there?" He received no reply. 
          He started working at the cave-in again, more frantically than before. He pushed at the stone blocking the depression he had created earlier. It didn't budge, so he started working around it, trying to free it. He could hear Aldan's efforts near the other wall of the cave. He wanted to get the woman out of there, and not just because she had the answers he needed. 
          Nakaz worked alongside Aldan for nearly a bell. Pebbles and rocks rained down, and before long, larger stones were following. Nakaz pulled and dug, ignoring the cuts and gouges he earned for his efforts. He only paused once, when a falling rock glanced off his middle finger's nail, splitting it. He ignored the pain and returned to work after taking a moment to realize that he wouldn't be playing the lute until that nail healed. 
          Finally, Nakaz saw cloth through an opening. He called Aldan over and together they worked more cautiously to remove the rubble in the area. They slowly exposed the unconscious young woman who, though bloody, was still breathing. 
          Nakaz and Aldan gently lifted the woman out of the rocks. The bard knew that moving her was risky, and he winced when she gasped slightly without regaining consciousness, but there wasn't enough light in the cave to see to her injuries. He and Aldan carried her out into the canyon and set her down carefully. 
          Nakaz was no healer, but he could see that she needed the attentions of one as quickly as possible. She had gashes on her face, arms and hands, and blood seeped through her leggings. Her left wrist was twisted at an impossible angle, and her breathing was ragged. 
          He said, "Aldan, we need water to clean her injuries. And get a blanket; we should try to make her comfortable." 
          Nakaz didn't wait for any questions from his companion. He started running toward the mouth of the canyon, calling out, "Taych, do you know of a healer in town?" 
          The boy nodded, eyes wide with excitement and a little fear. Nakaz reached his side, and pulled him along as he continued toward Riesta. He opened the saddlebags and fetched a small pouch before lifting Taych up into his horse's saddle. 
          "Ride as fast as you can. Riesta here can follow the reins; just keep a light touch and you'll be fine. Get to the healer and say that there's been a cave-in injury. Then get both of you back here as fast as you can ride. Straight?" 
          The boy nodded again, clutched at Riesta's reins, and galloped off. 
          Nakaz returned to the injured woman, kneeling next to Aldan at her side. The young lord was carefully wiping at the scrapes and gashes on her face. 
          He helped Aldan move the woman once again, arranging her on the blanket, an extra fold under her head as a pillow. Nakaz slit open her leggings with his knife to assess the wounds there, and was glad to find only scrapes and a gouge, nothing serious. He joined Aldan in cleaning her wounds, using some ointment from the pouch he had fetched on the deeper ones. He was still worried about her rough breathing, but he didn't have anything in his accident kit for that. He and Aldan both stayed away from her broken wrist. 
          She was beginning to come around by the time the clean-up work was finished. Her eyelids flickered, but didn't quite open, and she began to moan. Nakaz took a tiny phial from his kit and removed its stopper. He placed his finger over the opening and up-ended the phial, then brushed his finger across her lips, leaving a slight bluish stain behind. Her tongue darted out automatically and licked the stain away, and again when Nakaz repeated the process. 
          He looked up at Aldan's questioning expression and as he put the phial away he said, "It's called prehidar. For the pain. It is very difficult to make. Fortunately, it is also very effective. See?" 
          The woman had stopped moaning, and her face grew peaceful. Her eyes opened and she looked around, a puzzled expression on her face. 
          "What? Where ...?" she began asking, but grimaced again and stopped. Nakaz knew that there was something very wrong with her if the prehidar wasn't removing all of her pain. 
          He said, "Take it easy, a healer is on the way." He didn't say that it might be as much as two bells until that healer arrived. "If it doesn't hurt to talk, could you tell us who you are?" 
          The woman looked around calmly. Nakaz saw her try to sit up but she didn't manage to do more than raise her head slightly before grimacing again. Her gaze returned to him, recognition showing before being replaced with wariness. She whispered, "Meelia," without wincing, sounding even more like a child. 
          "Well, Meelia," said Nakaz in a friendly tone, "while we're waiting why don't you tell me all you know about the Margre Chalisento?" 
          Meelia grinned wanly and whispered, "Never heard of him. Friend of yours?" [image: image114.png]"Never heard of him.
Friend of yours”




          "You asked for a song about her last night in the White Spike." 
          "Never been there. Must have been someone else." 
          Nakaz narrowed his eyes in annoyance and continued, "You mentioned the name of someone who was in the White Spike last night though. Voesh. Remember?" 
          Meelia said faintly, "Must have been a coincidence." 
          "Tall man, black hair, scar?" 
          "Short woman, red hair, and you wouldn't have seen her scar in public." 
          "You've got a lie for everything, don't you?" 
          Meelia chuckled, but didn't respond. 
          Nakaz spent a few moments considering his options. She wasn't going to tell him the truth without a reason, so he'd have to give her one. 
          "You must know that the Margre Chalisento is evil," he said. 
          "Then why are you his friend?" she whispered. 
          "You know the legend, and if you didn't before, you heard it last night." 
          "Last night I was in the woods with Brale and Vish." 
          "Why would the group of you want to bring her evil back into the world? What reward have you been promised?" 
          Meelia looked at him, looked up at the sky, and then closed her eyes. "It's time to sleep," she whispered. 
          Nakaz continued questioning her, but got no responses. Either she was very good at feigning or she really was asleep. He tried again and again for more than a bell, but she refused to answer. Her breathing grew more ragged, though, and the pain lines returned slowly to her face as the prehidar salve slowly wore off. 
          Nakaz finally gave up. He sat beside her and debated giving her more of the pain-killer as the silence stretched longer and longer. A quarter-bell passed before Nakaz decided to give her more of the prehidar; he didn't think that the dose would endanger her any more than her injuries already had. 
          He was reaching for his accident kit when two things happened. Meelia opened her eyes and looked frantically around, perhaps fearing she had been abandoned due to the lengthy silence. At the same time, a large darningfly darted in a zig-zag path to land on Meelia's right hand. 
          Nakaz looked at the finger-long insect as it rested there, its short body sporting two sets of iridescent, veined wings held out to the sides while sticking out behind was the long, segmented tail that, along with its erratic flight, gave it its name. Light glistened off the wings and the bulbous eyes, contrasting with the vicious-looking mouth-parts and the wicked-seeming barb at the end of that tail. Nakaz knew that darningflies were harmless, however, so he didn't bother to shoo it away. 
          He noticed that Meelia hadn't twitched her hand either, and he wondered why. He found that she was staring at the insect with a strange look in her eye, somewhere between reverence and fear. 
          He said gently, "Meelia?" 
          She responded instantly, still whispering. "We ... my family ... used that as a symbol." 
          "Used?" asked Nakaz. "Did they change it?" 
          "No," she said, still transfixed by the darningfly. "They ... they disowned me." 
          The insect lifted from Meelia's hand with a buzz of wings, and the woman hastily said, "They didn't. I ran away!" The bug landed again, becoming as still as a figurine. Meelia continued, "It was Joal. He showed me how life could be outside the rigid structure of my family, which was all duty and responsibility, no freedom or fun." 
          Nakaz smiled briefly as he saw Aldan nod in sympathy. He said, "Go on," eager to keep her talking. 
          "I thought that Joal and I would get married. We never even slept together. But he introduced me to Bresk and the rest. I never regretted running away. Until now." 
          "Why, Meelia?" 
          "Because ... I'm dying. Darningflies aren't just our heraldry, they're legend too. It's said that they come to take the souls of the dying. I always thought it was a stupid legend; we come from a marshy area and there's darningflies everywhere. It's just a family superstition. But now ..." 
          She fell silent again, but she still stared at the insect on her hand. Nakaz decided to try to coax more information out of her while she was in a loquacious mood. 
          "How did you end up in that cave-in, Meelia?" 
          She was silent for a moment, and then she sighed. "We were looking for one of the pieces of the Margre Chalisento. Voesh, the man you met yesterday, has been leading us all over the kingdom, looking. He came back from a trip to Pyridain with a scar and a quest. He got this old book in Magnus --" 
          "Very old?" interrupted Nakaz. "Blue binding with a small tear in the lower left corner?" 
          "Yeah, that's it. You've seen it? Where? Oh, never mind, it's not really important. 
          "Anyway, this book had clues in it that helped Voesh gather more information. That, and a small, oval stone with a gold star-shaped leaf inset into it. Somehow the stone helps him make decisions; it's very uncanny when he does that. 
          "We've been chasing this legend for ages. For example, we spent two years piecing together enough information to locate a certain ring, which we hired a thief named Kale to acquire." 
          Meelia paused, her gaze sweeping across Nakaz and Aldan before returning to the insect. She seemed to be gathering strength, and Nakaz let the silence stretch until she was ready to continue. A moment later, she continued, "The book helped lead us to Valdasly; the riddles narrowed down where to look; the ring led us to this cave and keyed open the hidden entrance. The map that your friend there interpreted showed the true tunnel and every trap along the way. We got to the end and found a cup on a little plinth set in an alcove with all kinds of carvings around it. The cup was stone, but it had a grain, like wood. Set into one side was a very small, very detailed stag-and-cat figure in gold. Voesh called it the 'chalice of the body', which was how we knew that it was what we had been looking for: part of the Margre. I guess that Voesh's little oval stone must be another part, 'cause he told us that we only needed one more part, and that he was sure that it was to the north, somewhere in Dargon." 
          Nakaz looked at Aldan, who was staring back at him. Dargon. Coincidence? 
          Meelia continued, "The last bit of the map was blotted with ink; I think that's why the last trap got missed. Voesh did say something about a curse compounding itself as the parts were gathered together, but it was probably just Shan being careless. Of course, if we'd used the book itself, this wouldn't have happened. But Voesh guards that book like it was his child." 
          Meelia closed her eyes and suddenly coughed, convulsing her body and making her cry out with pain. She turned her head, hawked and spit, and the phlegm produced was heavily laced with blood. She tried to curl up but only cried out again. 
          Nakaz hurriedly fetched his phial and smeared more blue on her lips. She calmed down almost as soon as her tongue touched the color, and soon she was lying still, a smile on her face. Only her very ragged breathing, and the way pink froth occasionally bubbled to her lips, showed how badly off she was. 
          Nakaz knew that he didn't have much time. He would have liked to learn more about Voesh's stone, or about how the book that he had seen in the vaults of the College of Bards had been acquired, but Meelia wasn't going to last much longer. If he couldn't get the answers from her, though, there were still the others of her group. 
          "Meelia, do you know how your friends are getting to Dargon?" 
          "Don't know," she whispered dreamily. Nakaz wondered if he had given her too much prehidar. "But can guess. Direct route not using Royal Roads. Bresk, he's our leader when Voesh isn't telling us where to go, Bresk says that Royal Roads are too easy to follow and he doesn't like to make it easy on any pursuit we might end up with. And we've been pursued a lot!" She giggled, spit out a little blood, and fell silent. 
          Nakaz almost missed the moment when Meelia died. He would have if the darningfly hadn't chosen that moment to dart off, up over the cliff and away. Meelia's chest fell with a faint rattle, and didn't rise again. 
          Nakaz stood sadly, and walked a little way away to wait for the healer. Aldan followed. They stood in silence for a bit, and then Aldan asked, "So, did you believe her story?" 
          Nakaz said, "Yes. At the end, at least. She was telling the truth once the darningfly arrived." 
          "But isn't it a bit preposterous that they could have been guided all over the kingdom by some ancient artifact?" 
          For some reason, Nakaz' mind flashed on the glass and metal-banded stone sculpture in his saddlebags. Thrusting the irrelevant thought away, he said, "The evidence is slim, but convincing. The ring, this canyon, the cave-in, and her story all fit together. And I've read that very book she talked about. I think we have to treat it all as fact." 
          Nakaz walked out of the canyon with a final glance at Meelia's body, leaving a thoughtful Aldan behind. He reached Aldan's horse in time to see two riders approaching: Taych and another. 

The healer confirmed that Meelia was dead of injuries inside her body. Nakaz thanked him, and asked him to let people know that the new cave was very dangerous and it should be blocked off as soon as possible. The healer left, taking Taych with him. 
          After putting Meelia's body back in the cave, which was as fitting a burial as Nakaz could contrive, the two travelers returned to the horses. Aldan asked, "What now?" 
          Nakaz was ready with the answer. "We follow. There aren't that many paths north that aren't the Royal Road. They have half a day on us; we can't let them get more of a lead. At any other time we could make up that time by riding at night, but this is the dark of the moon. At least they won't be able to increase their lead. 
          "Do you have any objections to that? Chasing them north won't even take us out of our way." 
          Aldan said, "I agree. And if it ends up that we need to turn aside from my destination, I'll gladly agree to it. Finding these people is more important than my business in Dargon." 
          Nakaz nodded. He mounted Riesta and he and Aldan continued their journey north with an additional purpose. 




Talisman Nine
Part 6

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr



honwn
 was jolted awake by a kick to his foot. Pain coursed through him, but he was used to it. He had lived with a broken leg for the past month and at times he felt the pain in his sleep. He didn't cry out because his healthy leg had been the one kicked; by that he knew that Flane had launched the blow. 
          Rhonwn opened his eyes and looked around the camp of Lacsil and the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. It was a warm night near the end of summer but there was a large fire burning in the center of the clearing. The night was dark, made darker by the moon in its new phase, but light wasn't the only thing the fire provided: it was also a source of comfort. 
          He knew that these men needed that comfort more than the food it cooked or the light it provided. They were in the middle of the woods, far from their homes and far from what they called civilization. They only had each other, their fire, and the maps. And a gypsy map reader that each and every one of them despised. 
          Rhonwn looked at Flane then. The man had a plain face, brown hair, and an ear whose top had been removed by a sharp edge of some kind. He held a bowl in one hand, a scroll tube in the other, and had the same scowl on his face that he always had when it was his turn to feed the prisoner. 
          Rhonwn the despised gypsy prisoner said, "Hello, Flane. Nice night, isn't it?" He didn't extend a hand to shake, or rise from leaning against the tree at his back. The reason wasn't rudeness; he simply couldn't do either of those things. After the escape attempt that had earned him his broken leg, Rhonwn had been trussed up like a pork loin except when absolutely necessary. Aside from the debilitating pain of his broken leg, which had been immobilized but not set properly, the gypsy had been wrapped in rope to secure his arms to his sides, with a loop linking his wrists to his neck. His good leg was bent double and circled by rope as well. As a final precaution, short loops were staked to the ground and attached to his other bonds to prevent him from rolling away into the woods or some other impossibility. 
          Flane actually answered Rhonwn's question, saying, "Passable." The man knelt next to the gypsy and made himself comfortable. The waxed leather tube was set to one side and Flane took hold of the spoon in the bowl to feed the prisoner. 
          Rhonwn swallowed the first spoonful, grateful that it had all gone into his mouth. The soup was thin and tasteless but it was better than nothing. In an effort to distract himself from the ignominy of being fed like an infant he said, "You don't treat me as badly as some of the others, Flane, but I know you don't like me any better. Why?" 
          "You may be scum, gypsy," said Flane as he spooned more soup into Rhonwn's mouth, "but that's all. I might treat my worst enemy like a diseased dog, but you're not worth the effort." 
          Rhonwn was surprised by being answered as much as by what that answer was. For the past three fortnights he had been talked at but never listened to unless it concerned the trail or the maps that his father Bobere had made to supplement his faulty memory. Perhaps he should have tried talking to Flane earlier. 
          "That's an interesting point, Flane, if not a flattering one," said Rhonwn. "If you don't mind my asking, why are you part of the Bloody Hand? If it's too much trouble to torment me, why throw in with a group that wants to destroy all gypsies?" 
          Half of the bowl was fed to Rhonwn in silence before Flane answered that question. He finally said, "Because you don't follow the rules." 
          More silence followed, and Rhonwn thought he wasn't going to get anything more, but eventually Flane did continue. "You gypsies ... you're too different. You move around the kingdom, never staying in one place long, never suffering the consequences. You know about Lacsil, right? How he lost his right thumb because he was blamed for gypsy mischief? Well everyone here has a similar tale. And it's all down to consequences. We just want to give you what you deserve." 
          Four more spoonfuls of the tasteless soup later, Rhonwn finally asked, "What's your story?" His eyes strayed to the man's cut ear. 
          "My sister," said Flane without a pause, and Rhonwn's gaze snapped back to Flane's face in surprise. "She was happily married until a gypsy seduced her. Wouldn't have been more than a brief storm in her relationship if she hadn't had a baby." 
          Rhonwn's own romantic escapades made him feel a little guilt at Flane's story, but he had to interject at the last bit. "We try our best not to leave children among you. Draughts, sheathes, even charms. How are you sure the child was not her husband's?" 
          "That was the problem, you see," Flane said, his eyes on the bowl in his hand. "Ahleen and Imaad, my sister and brother-in-law, were both blond and fair-skinned, while the baby, Weerit, was black-haired and somewhat dusky. But he looked like his mother, and his father's family had its share of dark hair. And yet, there was the matter of the dalliance which cast doubt on everything. Maybe the child was Imaad's but no one could tell for sure. He left Ahleen, said he couldn't take the talk. Ahleen killed herself in shame. 
          "Consequences, gypsy. Consequences." 
          Guilt flared up again, even as Rhonwn tried to blame the stranger's death on the ridiculous morals of the rooted-folk. Then he recalled that the expedition he was now an unwilling part of had been enabled by a liaison of his own. A young woman in Beeikar, somewhat plain but pleasing in bed, had expected more of him than one night of pleasure. He had neatly avoided contact with her without thought to her feelings. The consequences of letting slip the secret of his father's maps to her, combined with the consequences of ignoring her, were obvious; she had been well motivated to reveal that secret to the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. 
          How many people had he left in similar circumstances, but without the power to strike back at him? Certainly many of his dalliances knew the nature of his attentions and wanted no more, but he had left lovers like Merilee behind him in the past: lonely, shy, plain, freshly de-flowered. His only thought had been for his own pleasure, his conscience salved by meaningless congratulations at bringing happiness to otherwise unhappy folk. Maybe he should have started thinking beyond the simple consequences of his own dalliances much earlier. 
          He ignored the next spoonful of soup, pondering consequences. Flane said, "I'm not allowed to return with anything in this bowl. Either it goes in you, or on you. Your choice." 
          Rhonwn looked up at Flane, and opened his mouth. He looked past his temporary servant as he swallowed, and caught sight of something on the underside of the branch over his head that didn't belong. He focused on it and discovered that it was a Rhydd Pobl trail blaze: the symbol for attention. [image: image115.jpg]



          While he ate the last few spoonfuls of soup, he scanned the part of the campsite he could see. He found the signs almost everywhere he looked: green leaves tucked into flaps of bark, sticks piled over acorns and honey locust pods in specific ways, feathers sticking out of pine tar stuck under the branch of a maple tree. He counted a dozen intact blazes, and a score more that had been disarrayed by unaware feet. Each one contained the same information in its abbreviated trail code: ten people in four bans, or gypsy wagons, were on his trail, no more than five days to the south. The scouts who must have left the blazes couldn't be more detailed, but Rhonwn knew his people wouldn't be following unless they knew about Lacsil and his mission, which was very good news indeed. 
          Flane had set the soup bowl aside and was drawing a map out of the scroll tube. He spread it out in front of Rhonwn and said, sweeping his hand across the chart, "What are those red marks?" 
          Rhonwn knew what Flane was asking about without even looking at the map. He glanced at it anyway, noting the scattering of red dots all across the parchment. They represented angwleriddan, areas of strange, intermittent, usually dangerous, magic that were found only in this area of the forest. 
          "They're former campsites, that's all," he lied. "As you can see, this map doesn't have a single village marked on it. We wanted to be sure we knew where the best campsites were since there isn't anywhere else to stay." 
          Flane said, "Fine. Which way do we go tomorrow?" 
          Rhonwn gazed at the map, glad that none of these men were the type to bother learning even the rudiments of the Rhydd Pobl language or they would know that the rune next to each red dot meant danger. He said, "Same as yesterday. Tench is still to the east, and the next time we need to switch trails isn't for two days." 
          "I'll let Lacsil know," said Flane as he rose and walked away. 
          Rhonwn closed his eyes and rested his head against the tree behind him. He reviewed the nearby trails in his mind with his new knowledge that Lacsil was being pursued uppermost in his thoughts. He plotted the best way to steer the Bloody Hand's minions into the arms of his own people. 


          "We shouldn't have left her!" 
          The five people who remained in Bresk's Band rode single-file along a narrow dirt path between trees that pressed too close. The man who had spoken, tall, broad-shouldered, brown-haired, led the group with a scowl on his face. 
          "We had no choice, Bresk," said the man at the back of the line, who was black-haired and had a scar in the middle of his left eyebrow. "Meelia was surely killed in that cave-in. We all miss her, but she's gone. And we have business in Dargon that we might as well be about." 
          "But you don't know she was dead, Voesh," said Bresk. "She might have survived for the past three days behind those rocks." He twisted his body around and looked back at the others. "Why couldn't we have spared a bell to try to dig her out? What is so pressing about this quest of yours that we had to leave not knowing?" 
          The question hadn't been asked before, but Voesh was ready with an answer. "We were being followed, Bresk. We needed to get away. I heard rumors as we were preparing to ride out to the canyon, rumors of another group who were also hunting after the Margre Chalisento." 
          "That's nonsense, Voesh!" the man in the lead shouted. "You just didn't want to get your hands dirty. We've been looking for this legendary Margre for five years, but we've known Meelia for twelve. We shouldn't have abandoned her without even looking!" 
          Bresk twisted forward again and flicked his reins. His horse began to trot toward the curve in the path about two score paces away, gaining distance on the four behind. 
          The rider next in line after Bresk, a beautiful woman with short white hair and an aristocratic bearing, had been looking thoughtful since before the group's leader's outburst. She said, "Does anyone else think there was something ... odd ... about that fallen tree that diverted us onto this path? I mean, what could have knocked it down? It seems like we haven't had any rainstorms all summer, and the dirt on its roots looked fresh." 
          "Are you sure, Yera?" asked the wiry, blond man riding behind her. "I didn't notice that." 
          Yerianolya said icily, "Yes, Joal, I'm sure, else I wouldn't have said it. Now what --?" 
          She was interrupted by a scream from up ahead. All four looked up the path to find that Bresk was no longer to be seen. The screaming didn't stop either, and it was the unmistakable sound of a horse in agony. 
          Yerianolya and Joal spurred their horses on and dashed ahead. The man riding in front of Voesh, large-bodied and dark-haired, turned for a moment to ask a question. Voesh spoke first, saying, "We should get after them, Shan. I think Yera might have been right about --" 
          He didn't get the chance to finish; at that moment, three figures appeared out of the woods. Two came from the sides of the path, darting out between the two horses. The third dropped off of a branch that Voesh was riding under, landing behind the black-haired man and reaching for his neck. 
          The sudden movement and the slamming of weight on his haunches made Voesh's horse rear up and flail with his front hooves. Voesh and the attacker tumbled off and, landing very badly, neither moved again. The horse's hooves impacted the head of one of the other newcomers, and that man fell too, unmoving. 
          Shan, still ahorse, drew his sword. All of the members of Bresk's Band were armed, though some were better with those armaments than others. Shan was the worst swordsman among them, but he had the advantage of height and an ironic surprise. The last attacker, astonished at how quickly he was alone in his banditry, was easily run through. 
          Shan tried to gain control of Voesh's frightened and bolting horse, but he missed. He dismounted and made sure that the three bandits were dead. Then he knelt beside Voesh, who had a broken neck like his assailant. The dark man was motionless for a few moments, listening to the screaming from around the bend that suddenly stopped. Then, moving stiffly, he bent forward and reached into Voesh's robe. He found what he was searching for, and when he touched it, his whole body convulsed briefly. A moment later, he withdrew three items from the man's body: an old book with a blue cover, a small rock, and a stone cup. He reached for Voesh's hand and removed a silver ring with a blue-grey stone from his finger. 
          Standing, Shan stashed his discoveries in his belt pouch and got back up onto his horse. He sat for a moment, and then, kicking his horse into a trot, he rode around the bend, putting a look of fear onto his face. He found Yera and Joal standing next to Bresk's dead horse. Bresk himself was lying limply against a nearby tree. 
          Shan said breathlessly, "Bandits attacked us. We killed the three of them, but Voesh died in the ambush. I was checking his body when I heard hoofbeats from around the other bend. We need to get out of here, now!" 
          Joal said, "But, what about the bodies? What about Bresk? His horse broke its leg on these ruts the bandits must have dug, throwing him into that tree. We don't have a leader now without Voesh either." 
          "We can decide who leads later, Joal," Shan said, frowning. "Those robbers aren't going to give us time to vote right now. Let's go!" 
          Yera and Joal hurried into their saddles, the latter staring in concern at Shan's frown. He said, "Wait, Shan. When did you get a scar in the middle of your left eyebrow? It looks just like Voesh's." 
          "Ride," said Shan, ignoring Joal's question. The three galloped away, Joal hesitating slightly, leaving the bodies behind. 


          "As soon as we knew Rhonwn was alive, we started leaving signs for him," said Leedlan. Ganba of the Rhydd Pobl was receiving the young man's scouting report while the bantor, or wagon group, she led rolled down the road toward her target: Lacsil and some members of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. 
          "At first, we only left one or two, hoping he would see them," Leedlan continued. "We soon realized that the men with Lacsil have no woodcraft whatsoever. They never even noticed the blazes, so we started leaving them all over the most likely campsites they might use. Finally, six days ago, Rhonwn contrived to leave us an answer that let us know he had seen our messages." 
          "That's good news, Leedlan," said Ganba. "How far ahead are they now?" 
          "Two days, three at most. It seems as though Rhonwn has begun leading them slightly astray; they're no longer heading due east, but slightly north, even though eastern paths exist. I think he's trying to slow them down." 
          "He may well be," Ganba mused, "but he doesn't have very much leeway. They are, after all, following maps. Still, whatever he can do will only help. Thank you for the news, Leedlan. Replenish your supplies and get back out there." 
          The young man grinned, nodded, and rode off. Ganba turned to Yawrab, who was sitting next to her on the driving bench of the wagon. She told the middle-aged, non-gypsy passenger with the mismatched eyes, "We are gaining steadily. It won't be much longer before we catch Lacsil." [image: image116.png]*Clt won't be much longer
before we catch Jaesil.”




          "And then?" asked Yawrab. 
          "And then we eliminate the threat." Ganba didn't relish that thought, but Lacsil and his men had attacked her uncle, Bobere, and his son, Rhonwn. Bobere had died; Rhonwn had been taken captive. From what her scouts had reported, Rhonwn was not being unduly mistreated, though he was wearing a splint on his leg. 
          Beyond her personal feelings, there was the threat that Lacsil posed to the annual gathering of her people at Eariaddas Hwl. Bobere had reported before he died that Lacsil and the Bloody Hand of Sageeza intended to attack that gathering with as many of their followers as they could muster. The maps that Lacsil had in his possession made the threat a real possibility. 
          The bantor passed the rest of the day as routinely as it had the last month and more. They reached a suitable campsite just before sunset. Ganba called the bantor to a halt instead of pressing on into the evening as they had for the past fortnight, a practice that, along with early morning departures and well-chosen trails, had helped close the distance to Lacsil. She had planned an early halt even before Leedlan's news of how close Lacsil was; it was the autumnal equinox and the gypsies would be celebrating the change of seasons that night. 
          Long practice had the camp set up quickly, and soon the evening meal had been cooked and consumed. As the stars appeared and the moon, nearing its first quarter, rose, musical instruments were brought out. Skirling pipes and pounding drums soon filled the clearing with wild gypsy music. Ganba joined her fellow travelers as they danced in celebration of summer and anticipation of autumn. 
          Gypsy dancing didn't have set steps or even partners. The dancers moved their arms, legs, and bodies to the beat of the drums and the rhythm of the music. Ganba let herself be moved by the sounds that surrounded her and wondered how anyone could think that anything else was truly dancing. She knew that dancing among Yawrab's people was more formal and ritualized, but she had heard that some of the young folk of Baranur had taken to dancing like gypsies, calling it 'dervish dancing' to separate it from its origins. 
          Ganba danced briefly with everyone, including her brothers and Ruthodd. When she danced with Yawrab, the Baranurian woman grinned and gyrated like a born gypsy. Ganba noticed that she was being flirted with as well, which she found very encouraging. 
          The leader of the bantor soon separated herself from the celebration and sat by the fire. She watched the revelers, keeping an eye on both her brother Hiranw and Yawrab. As she had suspected, the pair seemed to be more friends than the lovers they had been. Hiranw spent a fair amount of time dancing around Lewro, the only other woman in the bantor, while Yawrab spread her attentions around equally. Ganba was pleased to see how uninhibited Yawrab was acting; it was a huge change from the dour, serious woman whom she had first met. 
          She watched as Yawrab excused herself and came over to the fire. Yawrab said, "You gypsies certainly know how to celebrate!" As the woman settled into one of the sling chairs next to Ganba, the gypsy made up her mind to act. 
          Ganba reached over and set her hand on Yawrab's shoulder. Leaning close, she put her other hand on Yawrab's knee and said, "It is a night of endings and beginnings, and we always celebrate such." She slid her hand up Yawrab's leg slightly, watching her face and smiling when she didn't react negatively to the motion. Ganba continued, "Beginnings more than endings, usually," and leaned closer, sliding the hand on Yawrab's shoulder around to the back of her neck. She began moving her fingers in a slow circle, caressing the bare skin, slightly sweat-slick and warm. Yawrab's eyelids closed halfway as a look of pleasure came over her face, and Ganba smiled wider. 
          Leaning even closer, whispering breathily into Yawrab's ear, Ganba said, "I was wondering whether you might like to celebrate a beginning tomorrow?" She slid her hand on Yawrab's leg back to her knee, cupping the joint and then running her hand down Yawrab's shin. Her fingers still moving on Yawrab's neck, she said softly, "In my bed?" 
          Yawrab turned her head so that they were nose to nose. She said, "That would be ..." She tilted her head slightly to the side and moved closer, and continued, "... perfect." 
          Ganba felt their lips touch, and she knew it would be. 


          Aldan and Nakaz came upon the bodies three days after leaving the cave-in site. Aldan recognized one of the four corpses that were scattered across the path as Voesh, the man who had visited his and Nakaz' table four nights previously. The other three were roughly dressed, with unkempt hair and scraggly beards. 
          Nakaz dismounted and examined the bodies. "I'd say they died sometime today," he said. "Bandit attack. There's something different about Voesh, though." Aldan didn't notice anything different. He watched as the bard searched all four bodies and then remounted, shaking his head. 
          "Whoever killed these four, they were in a hurry to leave. No one has been stripped, save that Voesh is not carrying the book or any other artifact, not even the silver ring. I wonder why they felt they had to leave without burying their companion?" 
          Aldan frowned as he followed Nakaz along the path, worrying at the new mystery. They were on the trail of a group of people who were trying to resurrect an ancient evil called the Margre Chalisento. Thanks to the bard's tracking skills, he and Nakaz had been able to follow them, but that was all they could do. Nakaz' maps didn't show the trails they now followed and the dense trees meant that they couldn't travel very long after dark to try to close the gap. 
          Aldan didn't begrudge the detour. Though it was taking him away from his primary goal of reaching the city of Dargon, he knew that it was important to stop these people: more important than his own need to locate the men he was following. 
          They rounded a bend and found two more bodies, a man and a horse, along with ruts cut across the path. Nakaz checked quickly and reported, "The horse was lamed by the ruts, probably throwing the rider. The curse Meelia mentioned seems to be taking its toll." 
          Nakaz was soon moving forward again, and Aldan followed silently. He felt useless in the chase, since he couldn't track and had no more knowledge of the paths in the area than Nakaz did, but he wanted to find the people who had so casually left their companions behind almost as much as he wanted to find those who had murdered his bride-to-be. 
          Two days later, the pair were riding along as fast as they dared when Aldan heard a strange noise to the south of the trail. It sounded like running water, but not quite like a river: more like a hard rain even though the sky was clear. 
          In moments a southward path came into view and with it, the source of the sound. The path only extended for a few paces before it vanished into an area of roiling grey, like a cloud that touched the ground. This area extended to either side of the path and upwards for a short distance before curving away at maybe three man-heights. 
          Aldan turned down the path and approached the strange, grey area. As he got closer, he saw that it seemed to be raining within the limits of that region: a downpour fit to drown an ox. There was no runoff, however; all of the water stayed inside. A few dead trees stood in the rain, little more than rotted stumps. Nothing else besides mud and water seemed to exist within. 
          Aldan rode right up to the edge of the region, fascinated by the aberration of nature. He watched the rain as it pounded down, splashing off of the dead trees and the standing water. He was reaching toward the edge of the area when he heard the word, "Magic," right next to him. He started violently, making Firesocks fidget, and looked over to see Nakaz, who had ridden up beside him. The bard continued, "Ancient, strange magic." 
          Blushing from being startled so badly, Aldan turned away. He stared at the unnatural rain for a moment before asking, "What kind?" 
          "I don't know. No one does. The vaults of the College of Bards contain the answers to a great many mysteries and legends, like the Margre, but the origins of these magical loci are not recorded there." 
          Nakaz turned to go back to the main path. "People have studied them, written books full of theories. I've even heard of an unsuccessful attempt to recreate one. So far, they remain utterly unexplained." 
          Aldan continued staring for a time, before eventually following the bard. He realized that of all of the new experiences he had had since leaving his father's keep, this was the weirdest. He grinned, wondering if he would get to see any more of these loci. 
          Two nights later, the pair made camp a bell after sunset. Thinning trees and a waxing moon almost to its first quarter provided enough light for that much extra travel. When dinner had been prepared, eaten, and cleaned up, Aldan sat comfortably by the fire listening to Nakaz play his lute. 
          After a particularly sprightly tune, the bard said, "Do you know what day this is?" 
          Aldan thought carefully, trying to count, but found that he had lost track some time ago. "I've got no idea, Nakaz. Why?" 
          "Because it's the 30th of Sy, the autumnal equinox. Last day of summer." 
          "You're not serious, are you?" asked Aldan incredulously. "You mean, I've been chasing the Menagerie for half a season?" 
          "The Menagerie?" asked Nakaz. 
          "Ah, never mind," Aldan said, flustered. "So, um, do bards celebrate the seasons in any special way?" He looked away from Nakaz' penetrating stare. 
          The bard said, "No, not really. But in Bivar, where I was born, we have a tradition of bonfire jumping, for luck, you know, and the traditional king of summer festivities. Nothing very unique, really. How about your home?" 
          "Bindrmon isn't much different from the rest of Welspeare," said Aldan. "We have a large harvest celebration, even though harvest doesn't really begin for a fortnight or more. There are rites to propitiate the gods of growth and the weather, intended to earn a good harvest before the fact. Lots of food and dancing, but no bonfire jumping. I've heard they do that down south, though." 
          Halfway through Aldan's reply, Nakaz stopped plucking his lute and stood. Aldan watched the bard fetch something from his saddlebags and return to the fire with it. Setting it between them, Nakaz returned to his playing. 
          Aldan looked at the item curiously. It was a wedge-shaped fragment of something larger, perhaps a third of the plate-like original, judging by the curve of the outer edge. The stone of the base was topped by interwoven strands of silver and gold metal and what seemed like glass. On the outer edge of the piece were relief carvings of a stylized cat and fox facing each other. 
          Aldan said, "What is this?" as he reached out to run his fingers along the glass band. 
          "A memory," Nakaz answered. "A memento. It belonged to Shorel; when she died, I took it to remind myself of her." 
          Aldan started to ask about Shorel, but before he could voice his question, Nakaz stopped playing and reached for the sculpture. He touched the iron banding, and Aldan felt the strangest sensation vibrate into his fingers where they rested on the glass strip. Aldan heard music through his skin where it rested on the fragment, but even stranger was that he could feel the sound entering Nakaz' arm as well. The notes were wild and strange, like no song he had ever heard before, and they seemed to flow up his arm and into his body, filling him with an ethereal melody. 
          As the music filled him, he felt it fill Nakaz as well. It was as if he rode with the notes, occupying space within the bard along with the music. It wasn't until the melody entered the bard's head that he realized that Nakaz was within him as he was within Nakaz. 
          The song reached its crescendo and Aldan felt his mind merge with Nakaz'. He knew the way it felt to make music; he understood the knowledge that Nakaz had absorbed in his studies and his travels; he grasped how Shorel's death had left the bard feeling sad but not heartbroken. 
          The melody ended and the connection broke. Aldan lifted his hand from the sculpture in awe; he knew that the stone fragment was much more than just a broken decoration. He also knew that Nakaz was more than just his guide to Dargon. He felt more complete than he ever had in the past, but he knew that there was still something missing: something or someone he still had to search for. He knew that Nakaz felt the same need, and he knew that he wouldn't be searching alone. 


          "That way leads north, and that's where we should go!" 
          "The path is too narrow, Joal," said Yera, "and I don't think I like the look of that clearing. We should continue west until we find a better path." 
          "Shan, you decide. You're the one in such a hurry to get to Dargon after all." Joal scowled petulantly as he eyed his lover, who had been acting very strangely since the death of Voesh five days past. 
          "I agree with Yera," said Shan. "There's something strange about that trail." 
          "Are you kidding? I mean, it leads north and we want to go north. Why go around? Look, there's nothing odd about that clearing at all. See?" Joal started to ride along the narrow path, heading for a very bare clearing several paces away from the main path. 
          "Wait!" called Yera. "Stop, Joal! Look closely: there's nothing at all in that clearing, not a stray tree, no grass or flowers, no animals at the edges. Just bare dirt." 
          Joal didn't register Yera's comments until he had already ridden his horse into the clearing. He looked around and realized that she was right; nothing encroached on the circular area of the clearing at all, and that did seem very unnatural. His horse pawed at the ground uneasily, raising a low cloud of dust, far more than even the very dry trails they had been riding had produced. 
          An eerie sensation rippled up Joal's spine, and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stir. This clearing was wrong, and he needed to get out of it. A flicker of motion behind him made him turn in the saddle, and he saw a little plume of dust fountaining up from the center of the clearing. The plume sank back down, and a ripple darted out to the edge of the area forming a line. The ripple started to move, sweeping around like Shan using a compass to scribe a circle in one of his illuminations. The ripple passed under him and he shuddered as every hair on his body lifted and fell again. 
          Joal shook himself when the sensation had passed, and gathered up the reins of his horse. He kicked at its flanks, ready to quit the strangeness, but before the horse could react, a shivaree howled out of the brush at the edge of the clearing right at him. The large, weasel-like predator leapt at the horse, causing it to rear. Joal tried to hang on, but the best he could do was control his slide from his mount's back. He ended up on his back, but the fall hadn't hurt. 
          The ripple had circled around again and it swept over Joal as he lay in the dust. This time the uncanny sensation as it passed lasted longer than before. He climbed to his feet and backed away from the still battling shivaree and horse. He got his bearings, helped by Yera's frantic shouting, and started towards his companions. 
          The ripple passed Joal again, but this time the weird feeling didn't stop. He continued running, but when he got to the edge of the circle, he ran into something he couldn't see. He hadn't been moving fast enough to hurt himself. He tried to exit the clearing again and again, but he couldn't move past the edge of the empty space. He looked to Yera and Shan, but they didn't seem to be moving at all, though there was a concerned look on Yera's face. 
          The sounds behind him changed from two animals fighting to fright and then silence. He turned around and saw the two combatants standing next to each other, shivering. The horse's ribs were showing beneath a sway back, and the shivaree's fur seemed to be falling out in clumps. The horse's mane and tail grew long and shaggy, and its knees grew all knobby as its fetlocks seemed to shrink. The shivaree got thinner and thinner under its mangy fur, its eyes rolling in fear. 
          Joal watched, sickly fascinated, as the two animals became more and more gaunt, bones showing under shrinking skin. As he stared, he felt a tickling at his ears and his neck. He brushed absently at the sensation, and noticed that he was flicking hair around that was far longer than it should have been. He looked at his hands and gasped to see his nails curling well beyond the tips of his fingers. 
          Joal's hair grew down over his eyes just as he noticed the shivaree fall over dead, its corpse shrinking in on itself, looking mummified before the decay continued. He panicked and curled his hands into fists, wild nails cutting into his wrists, and hammered on the solid air in a frantic bid to escape. Before he could bruise himself futilely, he felt his elbows and knees begin to ache, and a gnawing hunger in his middle. He fell to his knees, wrapping his arms around his stomach, and thought he felt his spine creak in the process. He was trapped and he was dying, and he didn't even know why! 
          His horse died next, whickering out its last breath and falling to its side next to the bones of the shivaree. Joal began to crawl toward the corpses, confused, his vision beginning to cloud and his gums hurting abominably. His arms grew suddenly weak and, with a sob, he collapsed into the dust. He levered himself back up and turned to look at his companions, still frozen on the outside of the circle. He held up an imploring hand that looked like sticks inside a thin glove, and called out, "Help! Shan, help me!" He heard his voice weaken and crack even across those few words. 


          Yera watched, horrified, as Joal aged before her eyes. His hair grew long, as did his fingernails, while his face and body grew gaunt. She slid down from her horse and ran over to the area, but she had no more success trying to get into the circle than Joal in trying to get out. She watched him collapse to his knees as his skin seemed to shrink around his bones. When he fell over, he was no more than a withered skeleton, sunken lids covering eyes that could no longer see. 
          Yera backed away from the magic circle, a scream struggling to escape from her throat. Eyes wide, she turned and looked at Shan, Joal's lover, but the large man was just staring stone-faced. He blinked slowly, then turned away from the sick spectacle to look at Yera. 
          "We go west," he said, and started in that direction. Yera stared after him and shook her head. She debated turning around and going back to Valdasly and finding work at an inn. This quest was too strange and too costly. Four of her companions were dead, and the one she had left wasn't acting like himself at all. Furthermore, these woods were dangerous, what with the bandits and the strange magic that had killed Joal. Nothing was worth this. Eventually, she started after Shan, still pondering. 
          Later that afternoon, Yera still hadn't decided whether to leave or stay. Suddenly, she heard hoofbeats at a gallop behind her. She turned in her saddle and saw two men ride into view. One was blond and wore the trappings of a bard; the other was brown-haired and seemed fit. She looked closer and realized that they were the pair she and Voesh had petitioned for help back in Valdasly. The bard called out, "Stop! We know your purpose and you must abandon your quest for the Margre Chalisento!" 
          Shan's eyes narrowed, and he cursed. "We need to split up," he said. "Go!" He spurred his horse to a gallop and sped away. 
          Yera cursed in turn, at her luck and at Shan. For all that she had been contemplating desertion, she was angry that she had just been abandoned; there was no way that she and Shan could meet up again unless it was in Dargon itself. 
          The bard and his friend were still behind her. Yera kicked her horse's flanks, urging it to follow Shan. She took the first side path that presented itself, and the next one after. She looked behind her to check the pursuit, and when she turned forward again, she was just in time to see the low tree bough that knocked her from her horse and into the next life. 


          Shan rode hard, his former companions, even his lover, forgotten. He had a quest, and now it was his alone to fulfill. He rode with little care for his ultimate heading, only that it be away from his pursuers. He needed to get to Dargon, but the Margre was in no hurry and at the moment his freedom was more important. 
          Shan continued his random direction changes, knowing that at least for a time the bard and his friend would be too busy trying to catch up with him quickly to take the time to actually follow his tracks. He hoped that his flight would throw them off completely; at the very least, he was gaining ground on them with every mene he ran. 
          He made a late, cold camp that night and slept uneasily. The next morning Shan set out early, somewhat more confident but still sticking to no set direction. Just after midday, he unexpectedly came upon a group of travelers. They had one wagon and a number of riders, and the man driving the wagon was dressed all in green. 
          One of the riders came up to him and said, "Greetings, traveler. Who are you and what are you doing here?" 
          "My name is Shan. I am looking for the way north to Dargon. I lost my guide four days ago and have been wandering ever since." 
          The rider looked over to the man in green, who nodded. "I'm sorry for your loss. We can't turn away a man in distress. I'm Flane. We're journeying to Tench and you're welcome to go with us that far. I'm sure you can find your way from there." 
          "My thanks, Flane. I humbly accept your hospitality." 
          Shan had no idea who these people might be. They didn't act like traders, or players, or any kind of casual travelers he could think of. They kept to themselves and seemed fairly grim. He knew that there was someone inside the wagon from the occasional groan he heard from there, but that didn't tell him anything helpful about them either. Fortunately, he didn't much care who they were. They would provide a buffer between himself and his own pursuers as well as additional security on the trail. 
          Flane stayed beside Shan as the augmented group continued on their way. He was as dour as his fellows but Shan wasn't in the mood for conversation anyway. The silence continued for bell after bell, until shortly before sunset, as the shadows of the trees stretched long across the path, that silence was shattered. 
          Ten strangers on horseback burst out of the trees all along the path, crying out in a strange language. Waving clubs and swords, they laid into the travelers. Shan saw two ride up to the back of the wagon and disappear inside. Moments later they returned with a third man, well trussed up, between them. One of them took the bound man and rode away; the other joined his fellows in their assault. 
          Shan heard Flane mutter, "Filthy gypsies!" as the man drew his sword and chased after the dark-haired attackers. Shan took the opportunity to veer away from the confrontation, slipping between the trees carefully, searching for a path away. 


          Flane saw his new riding companion dodge into the trees, and saw one of the gypsies follow the man. He followed in turn, sword at the ready. He wasn't in time to save the stranger from a club to the back of the head, and he also managed to miss running through the gypsy who dealt that blow. The gypsy rode back toward the fray. Flane thought to follow, but suddenly he got the idea to search the dead stranger. He worried when he could think of no reason for this notion as the man hadn't exhibited any signs of wealth, but his concerns soon vanished from his mind. 
          When he found the artifacts that the body was carrying, a new purpose found him. Gathering the stone, the cup, the book, and the ring to him, he remounted and started riding north. He forgot about the Bloody Hand of Sageeza and his hatred of gypsies. Flane needed to get to Dargon, for the Margre Chalisento was calling him there. 


          Lacsil watched as one after another of his men was cut or clubbed down by the attacking gypsies. He should have anticipated pursuit and set scouts, but he had been too proud, too certain that no one knew of his mission: the mission that wouldn't succeed now. 
          His eyes rested on the scroll tube at his side, and he realized that there was still a chance. Grabbing it, he leapt from the wagon, cornered a riderless horse, and propelled himself into the saddle. Taking up the reins and ignoring the blood on them, he spurred the horse to a gallop and rode away from the carnage. 
          The path twisted one way, and then another. It was getting hard to see in the gloom of twilight, but suddenly there was light ahead. He steered toward it, hoping it would be help. He galloped around a tight bend and saw a wall of flickering yellow and red in front of him. He didn't even know what it was until he felt the warmth, like a small fire. As he neared it, he saw little motes of color, bright bits of flame that danced through the air like a strange reversal of snow. 
          He never realized the danger until it was too late; it was too beautiful, and it didn't radiate nearly the heat it should have. But once he crossed the boundary, his scream was brief as the fire consumed him, his horse, and the maps. A new bit of flame joined the others bobbing through the air. 


          Yawrab had ridden with her gypsy friends against the Bloody Hand of Sageeza's men, but she hadn't participated in the ensuing carnage. Her help hadn't been required, either, for which she was grateful. 
          Shortly after sunset, she sat on horseback beside Ganba as the results of the raid were given. "We can account for all but one of the Bloody Hand," said Ruthodd. "There are the right number of bodies, but one is a stranger dressed in a scribe's robe. No one knows when he joined the group, but he wasn't at last night's camp." [image: image117.png]“Ghere are the right number
of Godies, but one is a stranger...”




          Ganba said, "You're sure Lacsil was not the one who escaped, yes?" 
          Hiranw answered for Ruthodd. "I saw the man in green myself, and he was carrying a tube in his free hand. He rode into an angwleridd, a magic area, of fire. The eldritch flame faded soon after, leaving only ash within. He couldn't have survived long enough to ride through it." 
          "The maps aren't here either," said Ganba, "but it stands to reason that Lacsil would have had them with him, so they must have been in that tube. I would say that we have succeeded in our mission. Without the maps, a single fugitive isn't going to pose any more of a problem than the Bloody Hand ever has." 
          "Then we should head for Eariaddas Hwl and the gathering," suggested Ruthodd. "We're not very far away, after all." 
          "I agree. Hiranw, you and Lewro remain here long enough to see the bodies taken care of; you can catch us up later." Ganba then turned to Yawrab and said, "Do you mind a detour? I did promise to get you to Dargon." 
          Yawrab said, "I think I would like to see more of your gypsy celebrations, Ganba. Also, I think that as Aldan has fled to Dargon to hide, he intends to remain there for some time. We can search for him after the festival." And she was looking forward to the additional time with the gypsy leader. 


          As soon as Nakaz saw the pair on the road before him, he called out, "Stop! We know your purpose and you must abandon your quest for the Margre Chalisento." The large man in brown robes said something to the woman with white hair whom Nakaz recognized as Yera, and galloped off. The woman scowled, waited a moment, and then followed. 
          Nakaz urged Riesta to even greater speed, hoping that Firesocks and Aldan could keep up. He followed the path the other two had taken. He rounded two quick bends, but when the path straightened out again, neither rider was in sight. He glanced around and spotted a side path breaking the green to the left. He grasped at the possibility and galloped onto it. Hugging Riesta's neck to keep himself below the overhanging branches, he navigated the twists and turns of the new path at an unwise speed. He cleared a final bend and saw the path stretching away in front of him with no sign of his quarry. A gust of wind drew his attention to another side path, and he chose that route. 
          Nakaz reined Riesta in hard when he made the second turn, seeing the limb and the body at the same time. Aldan came to a halt behind him as he checked Yera's corpse, and then her horse, which had come trotting back. Turning to his friend, Nakaz said, "She's dead, and she doesn't have the artifacts. The man must have them, and he must have taken a different turn from the last path." 
          Nakaz was soon back in the saddle and on the path. He rode frantically, but couldn't catch sight of the man. Worse, he couldn't find a single track either; he must have lost the man's trail somewhere. 
          He returned to Yera's body, and took his time searching for the man's trace. Nakaz and Aldan followed it until it was too dark, and then continued the next morning. Late that afternoon, he found where the man's trail joined another group of travelers. In the middle of the next morning, both trails ended at the site of some kind of conflict. 
          As Nakaz entered the area of the trail where the battle had taken place, he encountered two Rhydd Pobl, a young man and woman, who were carrying stones to a cairn just inside the woods on one side of the path. "Hail, brethren," he called out in their language. "What happened here?" 
          The man said, "Greetings, bard. Our bantor encountered a group of followers of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza and defeated them." 
          "Were any of your people killed? That's a large cairn you are working on." 
          "No, good bard, none of our own were more than slightly wounded." 
          Nakaz knew about the enmity between the Bloody Hand and the gypsies, and wondered what event had gathered so many of the fanatics together. Then he remembered the joining of trails, and asked, "Did you notice the presence of a large man with dark hair, wearing robes, among the dead?"

The woman said, "Yes, that one was killed, though perhaps by accident. He wasn't with the Bloody Hand yesterday according to our scouts and there are no towns or inns in this area. He was probably just a lost traveler and not part of our conflict." 
          "Was he carrying anything odd? A rock, a stone cup, or a blue book?" 
          "He carried nothing on his person, good bard, and his horse had only food and clothes in its saddlebags." 
          "My thanks, brethren. Clear trails to you!" He turned and rode back to Aldan, who was looking very bewildered. Nakaz said, "They are Rhydd Pobl, gypsies, and they told me that our quarry was killed in the conflict that happened here. But he wasn't carrying the artifacts or the book. I wonder what happened to them?" 
          Aldan said, "Perhaps they are on their way to Dargon. Just like we are." 
          Nakaz looked at Aldan and nodded. "Just like we are." 




Talisman Ten
Part 1

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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he ring of naked dancers had again drawn a crowd and Yawrab found herself among the curious onlookers. She watched the bodies move around the fire, parts bouncing and swaying, and found herself more fascinated by the movements than the nakedness. She was pleased with herself at that, glad that she had put so much of her non-gypsy past behind her. She had first seen the style of dancing practiced by the Gwynt Gyrun, the Wind Riders of the great plains south of Baranur, a sennight ago. At the end of the three-day wedding ceremony of Maks, a Rhydd Pobl gypsy, and Syusahn, one of the Gwynt Gyrun nomads, all of the bride's people had formed a ring about the couple, stripped down to skin, and had started to prance in a circle to the beat of drums and vowel-sounded chanting. It had been all she could do not to stare at the jouncing, jiggling parts. 
          Yawrab was not well enough versed in the style to be able to distinguish between this dance of parting and that dance of union. She could feel the rhythm of the drum, though, and she found her feet beating the ground along with the dancers'. She was not yet uninhibited enough to join in as several gypsies had, but she could feel the music moving in her, moving her. 
          Smiling in contentment, she left the circle, her feet stepping in time to the chants and the drums. She crossed the large, sculpted clearing in the forest of northern Dargon that the gypsies called Eariaddas Hwl, passing celebrants clustered around myriad sources of entertainment. She caught the skirl of small-pipes from one, and the swirling, beat-driven strains of the gypsies' favorite dancing music from another. From her previous wanderings during her time there, she knew that storytelling, drinking contests, and legerdemain exhibitions were some of the other amusements offered. 
          Yawrab wasn't wandering this time, though, which was why she hadn't stayed longer with the naked dancers. She had an appointment to keep. It was a gypsy sort of appointment, so she felt no need to rush or to try to tell time by how far the quarter-moon was over the trees or by ringing imaginary bells in her head. Ganba, her door into the Rhydd Pobl culture as well as her lover, had informed her the previous night that Sefera had offered the use of her divination skills to help Yawrab with her quest. From what she had heard of the fortune teller's skills, she was looking forward to the experience. 
          She came to a quiet corner of the gathering place and found herself grinning with delight at what she found there. A table had been set up beneath a wide-spread, high-branched tree and at it sat brown-haired, bronze-skinned Ganba. Across from her was an older woman with long, dark hair, who had to be Sefera. Neither of them had prompted Yawrab's grin; that was caused by the myriad star-like lights twinkling in the air between tree and table, creating a mystical, magical atmosphere. 
          As Yawrab drew nearer, she saw the wire-thin chandeliers supporting the tiny candles that made the light, but the otherworldly ambiance was not diminished. She walked up to the table and into the arms of Ganba, who had risen from the slatted folding chair to greet her. Yawrab had no qualms about kissing Ganba in front of a stranger, and she did so warmly, hugging her tightly. Ganba returned the affection just as openly, and then they sat. 
          Ganba said, "Yawrab, let me introduce Sefera, sign-reader and fortune teller. Her talent is legendary among the Rhydd Pobl, and she has some notoriety among your people, the Rooted Folk, as well. She is known to traveling carnivals and in large marketplaces as Madame Zeefra." 
          Sefera extended her hand across the table, and Yawrab took it. The fortune teller was smiling gently, and her grip was warm and strong. Yawrab found her attractive, and the age that was written on her face made her look wise, not care-worn. 
          Sefera said, "I am pleased to finally meet you, Yawrab. I've heard about how you helped Ganba deal with that madman Lacsil and his Sageeza fanatics." Yawrab was about to protest that she hadn't done much beyond riding along with Ganba's bantor, or wagon group, but the fortune teller didn't pause long enough. "Of course, every stranger prompts gossip at one of our gatherings, even at a time like this, while the Wind Riders swell our ranks. You've heard the stories about the rooted-folk wizard and his apprentice?" 
          Yawrab nodded. She had listened to the gossip about Cefn, the cowled mage, and his partner -- not apprentice -- Je'en, who wore a silver half-mask and a brace on her arm. They were guests of the bride and groom, having performed some service for them. She wondered whether her own tale had grown as much as that pair's had. She didn't believe that they had really rescued Syusahn from a magically living tower! 
          "I've heard about your search," Sefera said. "I haven't pried into the details; I like to be open to what the other world has to say. Shall we begin to listen in?" 
          She produced a bundle of something wrapped in purple silk and set it in the center of the table. With a deft tug, the silk slid open, and she spread it out into a square under a deck of black-backed cards. She said, "Touch them, Yawrab. Just rest your hand, either one, on them for a moment or two, and let them get to know you." Yawrab complied, trying not to feel either silly or skeptical. 
          Sefera took the cards from under Yawrab's hand and began to shuffle them. She fanned them out and said, "Choose a marker, Yawrab, a card to represent you in the spread." 
          Yawrab reached over and plucked a rectangle from the fan. Sefera drew the cards together again and took the one Yawrab had chosen, turning it over and putting it in the center of the purple square of silk in the middle of the table. The picture on it was of a tiny man standing on a mountainside. 
          "Good, good, the jester of rock. It makes sense; you are one of the rooted folk, so your suit is rock. The high rank shows good things about you. Next, we must examine your past." 
          The fortune teller turned over the top card of the deck, followed by another and another. She set them down in a ring around the marker card, and began speaking in a rhythmic, measured voice. 
          "Your childhood looks clear. Yes, yes, but here, in adulthood, early, something very, very traumatic. I can see the damage to your mind and body." Yawrab didn't react to the cards revealing her rape by Lord Cranhull. Her past couldn't hurt her any longer. 
          "A journey, then, without healing. A journey and then complacency. You found a routine, right? A place to fit in, a place you further shaped to yourself. Once a part of it, you never wanted to be apart from it. But you didn't really belong." 
          Yawrab realized that Sefera was talking about her years as the head housekeeper for the Denva estate, a job she had been good at, a job she had liked, or had seemed to like. Only now did she realize how confining that job had been, how restrictive, and how the restrictions had been ones she had set around herself. 
          The marker card was surrounded now, images showing flames and water and what she had to be told was wind, as well as more fanciful, abstract images that weren't of any of the four suits. Sefera said, "Now we move to the recent past." The cards she turned over now were set in a row below the ring around the marker. 
          "I see an ending, someone close, family." Yawrab recognized Tillna, her sister. "A bad end. Murder. I see flight. You flee, the one you chase flees, the murderers flee as well." Yawrab started at that. Lord Aldan was not one of the murderers? 
          "There's Ganba's influence, and your journey north." Sefera was turning the cards more slowly. "The one you seek also comes north. But ..." She flipped four cards into a line above the marker's ring, and frowned at the results. "But nothing makes sense here. Random cards, no message. Why?" 
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          Sefera gathered up all of the cards, shuffled them again, and dealt three cards off the top, hesitated, and dealt a fourth. The jester of rock showed first, followed by the four of wind that had been Ganba's card. The deuce of rock showed next, and Sefera indicated that as the man Yawrab was following. "Lord Aldan, son of Baron Bindrmon," Yawrab explained. The fourth card, the ace of flame, was set beside Aldan's card. 
          "A new layout," said Sefera. "Perhaps this will show us the future better." She dealt an arrangement of cards around the first four, but hissed in frustration at what she saw there. She gathered all but the four up and tried again, and twice more. Completely different cards showed up each time, and finally the fortune teller said, "The cards are blocked. They see nothing beyond today for you, Yawrab. Nothing at all." 
          Yawrab looked at Ganba, and then back at Sefera. "You don't mean ...?" 
          Sefera's frown cleared for a moment, and she said, "No, no, it doesn't mean you have no future, my dear, no. It just means the cards cannot reach into your future." She sighed, and said, "I'm sorry, Yawrab. It seems I won't be able to help you locate the man you're seeking." 
          Ganba leaned forward and asked, "Isn't there anything you can do? You use more than just cards; I've seen you. Might one of your other methods be able to do what the cards can't?" 
          Sefera said, "They are all fundamentally the same, Ganba. Whatever blocks the cards would block them as well." She wrapped the cards up in their silk and made them vanish again. When her hands came back above the table she stopped in mid-motion, and looked up with eyes wide with possibility. "Unless ... There's one method that is more direct, more personal than the cards. Wait here for a moment." 
          She rose and walked away. Yawrab looked a question at Ganba, who just shrugged. 
          Sefera returned with a small bowl, a bucket, and a roll of parchment. Ignoring her chair, she deposited her items on the table and used a knife to cut a large square of parchment off of the roll, which, when spread out flat, almost covered the table. She handed the knife to Yawrab and said, "I'll need a little blood, my dear." When Yawrab just stared at her, she continued, "I said it was more personal. I don't need much, just a few drops." 
          Yawrab took the knife and nicked her middle finger. She let a few drops of blood fall into the bowl, then put her nicked finger into her mouth. Sefera retrieved the knife and made it vanish to the same place the cards had. 
          Sefera took the small container and held it for a moment. Then she took a handful of white sand out of the bucket and dropped it into the bowl. She did that twice more before beginning to stir the sand with her fingers. Yawrab expected the sand to clump up in the blood, but instead it slowly turned pink as if her blood was really mixing throughout it. 
          The fortune teller finally took the small bowl and poured the whole contents into the palm of her other hand, where it fit without any trouble. She set the container aside, and cupped both hands above the parchment. She closed her eyes and began to hum softly. A moment later, she opened her fingers to let the sand through. 
          Only the sand didn't fall, not at first. Sefera hummed louder, and it began to sift out, slowly at first and then faster and faster. Even though she didn't move her hands, the sand fell all over the parchment, forming a pattern that grew ever more complex. 
          It was circular, as large as the parchment. In the outer third of the disk, six animals formed, three pairs of two. The design was stylized, and consisted of two foxes, two falcons, and two cats. Each pair was situated with its back to its twin, thus facing one of each of the other pair. 
          Filling the rest of the disk and surrounding the six animals were bands that wove over and under each other like the reeds of a basket. The pattern wasn't totally regular, but it was balanced between the six figures and formed a pleasing image. 
          The strangest thing about the pattern was that Yawrab recognized it, or part of it at least. Ganba owned a segment of a stone sculpture that bore a portion of the pattern before her. In fact, she was sure that the match was exact: the part of the pattern of sand that held the cat facing the fox looked just like Ganba's carved fragment. 
          Sefera's hands were empty; the pattern was complete. Yawrab looked at Ganba, who was staring at the pattern intently. She shifted her gaze to the fortune-teller, and found a look of surprise and confusion on her face. Yawrab found her attention returning to the sand painting when the parchment suddenly began to vibrate rapidly, and the sand scattered across it and the table. In a moment, the pattern was gone. But the image, and the way it called to her, was one that Yawrab would never forget. 


          The room was dark. The windows were open, but the end-of-Seber moon was no more than a sliver, and there was no light coming from the street at that bell in the Old City section of Dargon. 
          Lord Aldan, son of Baron Bindrmon, broke a long, companionable silence with, "No luck, then?" 
          Bard Nakaz said, "No, Aldan, no luck yet. It would help if we knew exactly who has taken up the Margre's quest, of course, but I think our current strategy will eventually pan out. Voesh had to seek out extra information before he and his friends could locate the second artifact. The curse brought doom on all six of those people, but we can't trust to the curse to eliminate this new holder." 
          Silence fell as the pair reflected on the Margre and her quest. The Margre Chalisento had been a powerful sorceress in the dim, distant past. She had lusted after absolute power, but had been thwarted just short of her goal. She had been magically separated into three parts, and these parts had been crafted into artifacts, which were then strewn across the breadth of the continent of Cherisk. So far, two of the three artifacts, a small rock and a stone cup, had been retrieved. 
          This brought up thoughts of Meelia, who had revealed her involvement in the Margre quest in her final, dying moments. She and her five friends, led by Bresk but directed by Voesh, had encountered Aldan and Nakaz in Valdasly. Meelia had been in an accident just after recovering the second of the three Margre artifacts, and had died of her wounds. 
          Nakaz and Aldan had chased after the remainder of the questers, finding dead bodies along the trail until they followed the final member of the group. That one had encountered some kind of struggle between some gypsies and a group of fanatics known as the Bloody Hand of Sageeza and had been killed as well. Unfortunately, the artifacts had not been on his corpse. Aldan and Nakaz had done the only thing they could think of: continued to Dargon, where Meelia had indicated the band was going. 
          Since arriving, the pair had been canvassing the city, looking for information about the Margre or anyone asking about her legend. To date, they had found out little. 
          Aldan asked, "How many more sages does Dargon have?" 
          "Quite a few, to my surprise. I've been visiting knowledge gatherers and sages for a sennight, but none have been visited by anyone besides myself looking for information on the legend of the Margre Chalisento. From what I can determine, there are at least a sennight's worth to go. I suppose it's the port that draws them all this far north. The sailors' tales, the strange cargo, the frontier spirit. The freedom to think new thoughts, unlike a more tradition-bound city like Magnus." 
          "And if the calendar turns to Ober and you still haven't heard word?" 
          "Then I will have to start over. There's nothing else I can think of to do, Aldan." 
          Nakaz changed the subject by asking, "What about your search? Any sign of your Menagerie?" 
          Aldan said, "I've had no more luck than you, Nakaz, but I think that, given a few more days of searching, I will be able to say that they really aren't here. I've spread the word that I am seeking information about Lords Eywran, Wannek, and Lothanin all over the Old City, and even down in the lower town. So far, no one has heard of them, and I can't think of a reason that they would feel the need to disguise themselves this far north of Bindrmon. I'm beginning to think that Weasel, er, Lord Kuvey, must have lied." 
          Nakaz turned on his side, and said, "I'll turn your question back on you, then. What will your next move be once you admit that they are not here?" 
          Aldan remained on his back, staring at the ceiling he couldn't see. "I'll let it go, at least for now. If they didn't come here, they could have gone anywhere and I don't know where to start looking. So I'll just forget about them for the time being. At least until we can deal with this Margre situation." 
          "And Tillna?" 
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          Aldan sighed. "What about her? She's dead, killed by my one-time friends. I'll mourn her, of course, but no less or more than I would if I had been able to chase down the Menagerie right away. She was my fiancee, Nakaz, and I cared for her, but I've come to realize that I never loved her." He turned to face Nakaz in their bed, and continued, "I think I knew that even when I proposed to her, but I am sure of it now. She shouldn't have died, and I will do what I am able to see her murderers brought to justice. But if that has to wait until I can return to Bindrmon, then so be it." 
          He reached over and drew Nakaz closer. "I'm not glad she's dead, Nakaz, but I am glad that chasing her killers brought me to you." He kissed the bard, and there was no more talking for quite some time. 


          Ratray stood in the shadows of a building at the corner where the Street of Travellers crossed Merchant's Way. His walk from Dargon Keep across the causeway over the Coldwell River and along the lengthy stretch of Travellers before it entered the lower city proper had been uneventful, but the challenge was about to grow. He watched the flow of traffic along Merchant's carefully. He had a scowl on his youthful, unbearded face and he mumbled under his breath, "Fifth of Ober; same errand five times. Shouldn't have told Marnvik, shouldn't have told nobody." 
          The street before him was just as crowded now, at seventh bell, as it always was, and Ratray knew that he couldn't hope for it to become suddenly deserted. He waited, fidgeting and fretting, long, thin fingers writhing around each other in impatience, until there was only a handful of people walking along in front of him. Then he sprinted across the intersection and dashed along Travellers, speeding unerringly for an alley on the right and slipping into its darkness with a sigh of relief. 
          The alley ended at Traders Avenue, another wide, busy street. Ratray huddled behind a barrel there, breathing hard from his run. His grey eyes darted furtively around the street, noting the solitary walkers and the people clustered in groups. When his breathing was back to normal, he slipped around the barrel and started sidling along the wall, his thin body swallowed by the shadows there, moving slowly as he angled for the best position to launch himself from. The crowds in the street eddied back and forth, and an opening appeared between him and the side street he needed. Ratray set off, scuttling as rapidly as he could without running, his shoulders hunched up around his ears, his head down, watching his path through the brown fringe of his bangs. 
          The side street was quieter, but Ratray didn't slow by very much. He lifted his head to keep a better watch, though, as he made his way past two more intersections. Another busy street presented itself and again he paused in a shadow to determine his best chance of navigating the crowds. He shuddered violently when a group of four people, chattering busily amongst themselves, passed him from behind, and he pushed himself into the street as soon as they were gone, before he was completely ready. 
          His path across this street was not as swift nor as direct as the previous one. He continually dodged and diverted, avoiding walking closer than two arms-lengths to any group of three or more people. By the time he reached the corner he wanted, he was shaking and panting heavily, even though he hadn't been running. 
          After pausing in a dark doorway one more time, Ratray made his way down the next street, crossing and recrossing it to avoid the few pedestrians he encountered. He approached a final intersection and peeked around the corner to see if the way was clear. Satisfied, he walked down to Abernald's Apothecary and peered through the window. He waited until two of the three customers left before pushing through the doors and walking up to the counter. 
          "Hello, Tray," said Abernald, the owner and only worker in the shop. "I saw you out the window, waiting. Haven't gotten over your concerns yet, eh?" 
          "Hello, Abernald," said Ratray, wishing that the people he worked with in the keep were as willing to use the nickname he wanted them to. Instead, they called him Rat, and then laughed when he shouted at them. Looking up at the shopkeeper, he said, "No, my worries haven't gone away. I really don't think they ever will, either." 
          "I'm sure you're wrong, my boy. Just give it time. So, Marnvik needs more pipedust?" 
          "Or so he says, yes, Abernald. I know he's just teasing me, making me go out like this, but I gotta do what my boss tells me, straight?" 
          "He's bound to get tired soon, Tray. Or broke. Just a moment." Abernald walked over to a bank of small drawers and opened one. Ratray turned to look nervously at the door, shuffling his feet and clicking his fingernails against the counter. Abernald was soon back with a small cloth bag, which he set on the counter. 
          Ratray fetched the coins he had been given out of his pouch and pushed them across the counter. "Thank you," he said as he took the bag. "I'll probably see you tomorrow." 
          Abernald laughed and said, "Good luck, Tray, and don't worry." 
          Ratray just shook his head as he walked out of the apothecary.  He set off on his return journey in the opposite direction from which he had arrived. He used the same methods as before, though. He darted and scuttled, dodged and scurried. He crossed the lower city without enjoying a single step, until he heard the music coming from the bar across the street. 
          Ratray's face transformed from squinting fear to peaceful pleasure, looking even younger than his sixteen summers as it did so. He crossed the street without worrying about the pair who almost ran into him. He approached the door, but a single peek within restored his caution. He turned away from the entry and found a shadowy niche just along the wall from it. He listened to the sprightly tune for a few moments, and then began to sing along to the song he had never heard before in a clear, confident tone. His eyes were closed, imagining the impossible situation of sitting before a crowd entertaining them as the person in the bar was doing. He wasn't even aware of the stares he got from passers-by, so rapt was he. He didn't worry about what Marnvik would do to him when he got back to the keep late. He sang and dreamed, and for once forgot about the foretold future that normally ruled his existence. 




Talisman Ten
Part 2

by Dafydd Cyhoeddwr
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e screamed soundlessly as his body was crushed from all sides by incredible pressure. He gasped for breath, but couldn't expand his chest against the forces arrayed against him. He felt himself splayed out, spread-limbed, horizontally in mid-air, nothing but the pressure from below and above holding him in place. Pain throbbed like a living, maddened thing in his body. 
          He had been betrayed by the one he had trusted most. They would never have caught him in a vulnerable moment otherwise. But he laughed at the pain, laughed breathlessly as he was squeezed, because he was not dying. 
          He knew that with a little concentration he could draw upon his power, his carefully amassed reserves, his well-rehearsed spells, and free himself from this pitiful trap. In just a moment, when he had pushed aside the pain, mastered it, and could concentrate again ... 
          Agony streaked through him, limning every fiber of his being with compounded pain. His thoughts shattered in the onslaught, breaking his concentration thoroughly. Still he felt no weakening of his spirit, no diminishing of his body, no dissolution of his mind, just pain and more pain, but pain would become commonplace soon enough and then ... 
          The agony redoubled and this time he could feel his body coming apart. He didn't worry, not at first. They couldn't kill him, he knew that from experience. They continued to work, though, and he felt the beginnings of fear. He was being split, his essence was being divided. He felt himself become three instead of one, but three that were greatly diminished individually. He realized that his enemies had found the one thing that could stop him. The pain diminished as he lost the capacity to feel it, but his breathless, bodiless screaming continued on and on. 
          Flane jerked awake, panting as if he had actually been screaming. Shaking his head, he slipped from his bed in the Inn of the Panther in Dargon and walked to the small window. He opened the shutters and looked out on the silent darkness, the cool air wafting in to dry the sweat from his body. He poured himself some water from the pitcher on the table beneath the window and gulped it down as he reflected on the quest he had inherited. 
          The dream he had awakened from was familiar to him. He had experienced the dissolution of the Margre Chalisento many times since he had found the artifacts on the body of the brown-robed stranger. A small rock, a stone cup, a blue-covered book, and a silver ring had together changed the course of his life. 
          He had been in the middle of the woods, traveling to Tench with his fellow members of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza. They were a group whose mission, to exterminate gypsies and any other foreigners, he had once heartily agreed with. Out of the woods one day had ridden a stranger named Shan who had asked to travel with them. Lacsil, their group's leader, had agreed. Not long after, an attack by gypsies had thrown the group into chaos. In the confusion, the stranger had been killed. Flane had found himself searching the body without quite knowing why. His confusion had ended upon finding the artifacts. 
          He had ridden away from the attack without another thought, his hatred of gypsies completely buried under the need to get to Dargon. He had a quest to complete. 
          The journey had been long and hard. His horse had died early on from a snake bite he hadn't even realized it had received until it had dropped from under him. He had continued afoot, working his way toward Dargon. Haste had never been a factor in his journey, just a dogged movement toward his goal. He had traveled through the northern wilds of Baranur for a month and a half, finally arriving in the ducal seat two days previously, on the 13th of Ober. 
          His purpose was clear, and if it bothered him that his memories were not his own any longer he didn't show it. He had already started canvassing the many information sellers this port town offered, looking for lore about the Margre, trying to unravel the riddle-hidden pointers in the blue book. He knew how the stone of the Margre's intellect had been unearthed in a similar search by Voesh in Pyridain. Flane recalled, without having been there himself, how Voesh had enlisted his companions in Bresk's Band to ferret out information that had led them all to retrieving the cup of the Margre's body. He reviewed Shan's brief stewardship of the quest, gained when bad luck had caught Voesh in an ambush and good luck had saved Shan from the same. The bad luck had dogged Shan, though, leading to the deaths of his two remaining fellows in Bresk's Band and finally, to his own. 
          Flane, however, had succeeded. He was in Dargon, and he would find the final key. And when the water of the Margre's spirit was poured over the stone resting in the cup, the Margre would be revived. She would return to the world, reclaim her power, and reward Flane with everything he had ever wanted. And if he was so occupied with finishing the quest that he never took the time to plan that reward, he never even noticed it. 


          "I'll just let the seer know you're back, Master Nakaz," said the young woman who had met them, as she walked through the door into the back of the shop. 
          Nakaz said, "Thank you, Thuna," as Aldan looked around the room, marveling at the clutter, wondering how the owner kept anything straight in there. 
          "She seems to know you pretty well, Nakaz," said the son of Baron Bindrmon. 
          "That's probably because I've been here twice already, Aldan," said Nakaz. 
          "And," said Aldan, "because you're a bard and a very handsome man." Aldan returned Nakaz' grin at the compliment, then became serious again. "Do you really think it is worth visiting everyone yet again? If the man who has taken on the Margre quest hasn't yet visited one of the sages and scribes in Dargon by now, what makes you think he still will?" 
          "Faith, Aldan, and hope," said the bard. "Faith that Meelia was telling us the truth just before she died when she said that the quest was headed for Dargon. And hope that the new holder of the quest isn't hiding from us, but has just taken longer than we expected to reach the city." 
          Aldan frowned. "I never thought he might be hiding." 
          "I don't think it is very likely. Why would he worry about someone tracking him? But he might just be paranoid enough to ask for secrecy from anyone he speaks to about his riddles. I don't think that I've yet been lied to by anyone I've met with and this time I will use my bardic authority to make sure of that. I also intend to leave instructions that any future contacts be reported to me, instead of waiting for a fourth or fifth visit. I think I've seen enough of Dargon's streets in the past month!" 
          Their mutual laughter was interrupted by the arrival of a kindly-faced older man dressed in a robe. He strode into the room and said, "Well, well, welcome back Nakaz! The last time you were here was exactly a fortnight ago, on the 2nd of Ober, yes? And who is this you've brought with you this time?" 
          Nakaz said, "Your memory is perfect, Corambis. This is Lord Aldan Bindrmon, a friend I escorted to Dargon. He was searching for some ... people, but we have both concluded that those people did not actually come to Dargon." 
          "Ah, welcome Lord Aldan," Corambis said. "I'm sorry your long journey was for naught." 
          Aldan looked puzzled. "Long journey? How did you know ...?" 
          Corambis just smiled patiently. "I doubt whether a noble with the last name Bindrmon would not be from the barony in Welspeare," he said. Aldan blinked in surprise, and then smiled back. 
          "Now, Nakaz," Corambis continued, "I was just about to send word to you. I well recall the reason for your previous two visits, so I marked the man who came in two or three days ago who was also asking about the Margre Chalisento." 
          Nakaz was elated to finally hear what he had been waiting so long for. He asked, "Who was he? What did he look like? Did he say where he was staying?" 
          "He said his name was Flane, but he didn't indicate where he was lodged. He was of an average height, with a plain face and brown hair. He had two distinguishing features, though. First, the top of his right ear was missing. Second, in the middle of his left eyebrow there was a rather prominent scar." 
          Aldan and Nakaz looked at each other at the mention of the scar. Nakaz turned back to the sage and said, "Exactly what did he ask about?" 
          "The Margre, first. When I informed him of my lack of such knowledge, he then asked about local legends of any kind concerning leaf-shaped stars, or cat and stag motifs. My response was again negative. 
          "However, just this morning I ran across something that might actually be relevant. I was reading a fragment of a manuscript, much the worse for wear and of uncertain provenance, but it was concerned with legends from this area. One of these mentioned something called the Asthen'ron. I wouldn't have given it a second thought had it not given a description of this being or thing; it looked like a large cat, but with a stag's antlers and hooves." 
          Nakaz' eyes widened and he looked over at Aldan to see the same look of surprise. "Did you learn anything more about this Asthen'ron?" he asked. 
          "Sadly, no, Nakaz. There was nothing more to be gleaned from that weathered parchment. I do intend to do more digging, though; my curiosity is piqued!" 
          "Do that, Corambis, please. I have never heard of this legendary thing, but I believe it has some connection to the Margre. Thank you very much for your time and your memory. It is good as well to finally know the identity of our quester and that he is actually in the city. Please don't let this Flane know about your discovery, if you would be so kind?" 
          "Do not worry, Nakaz, I will keep this between you and me for now. Glad to serve in any way possible. I don't suppose you would care to enlighten me as to what or who this Margre is?" 
          Nakaz smiled slyly and said, "Maybe next time, Corambis." 
          Grinning, Corambis said, "Fair enough, fair enough. Might I interest either of you, then, in a reading? Perhaps I could help Lord Aldan with his missing people?" 
          Aldan opened his mouth, hope in his face, but Nakaz interrupted. "Maybe next time, once again. After we catch this lop-eared, scarred person named Flane. Thank you again, Corambis. We'll see ourselves out." 


          The bell over the door jingled as Yawrab and Ganba left the shop of Abernald the apothecary. Ganba walked behind Yawrab, but she knew that her lover's face was clouded with doubt and sadness. They had been visiting Abernald's and shops like his all over the city, hoping to learn that someone in Dargon knew where Lord Aldan was. They had once again received a negative reply; no one had reported Aldan's whereabouts to Abernald. 
          "I'm beginning to believe that he's not here, Ganba," said Yawrab, turning her odd-eyed visage toward the gypsy. "We've been searching all over for so long ..." 
          "I know, love," said Ganba, reaching over to touch the older woman's shoulder, putting as much affection in the contact as she could. "I know it's hard. But you know he was headed for Dargon, and Sefera's cards said he was headed north. Where else but here could he go?" 
          "You're right," Yawrab admitted, but Ganba could tell by the tone of her voice that her spirits weren't lifted. "We've covered the whole of the lower city several times over, though. Couldn't we ask someone in the Old City?" 
          "If he's here to hide from his deed of murder, Aldan is not going to do it among the nobles," said Ganba. 
          "But what if he didn't do it?" 
          Ganba had heard this before, and she remembered what Sefera's cards had said, but she wasn't convinced. So she said, "You chased the man across the kingdom because you believed he had murdered your sister Tillna. Why are you here if not to bring him to justice?" 
          Yawrab stared her green-and-brown stare, then finally nodded, casting her eyes down. Ganba tugged her away from the doorway and they started walking through the streets of Dargon. Hoping to cheer her up, Ganba said, "Even if you don't find him, Yawrab, this is an exciting adventure, isn't it? Above and beyond chasing down Lacsil, and then the gathering at Eariaddas Hwl. Straight?" 
          Grinning tentatively, looking around at the hustle and bustle of the city, Yawrab said, "I suppose." 
          "And those ships!" Ganba said. "Weren't they fascinating? All those ropes, all those people, and they actually float! They're so huge!" 
          Yawrab smiled brightly at this. The two of them had spent days at a time on the waterfront, watching the activity. Ganba had justified the time by hinting to Yawrab that the fugitive Aldan might just try to escape completely by taking passage on a ship to somewhere far away, but they hadn't seen the son of Bindrmon's baron on the docks either. 
          Ganba took a stab at turning her lover's attention completely away from their endless search. "What do you want to bet," she said, "that they haven't changed the sheets yet back at the Panther?" 
          Yawrab laughed out loud. Their room at the Inn of the Panther had only had the linens changed three times since they'd taken up lodgings there, a fact that annoyed Yawrab far more than it did Ganba. They discussed the possibility of changing inns or doing something about the appalling laundry as they strolled through the streets, and eventually fell into a companionable silence. 
          Despite herself, Ganba's thoughts returned to their quest as they walked, and she wondered when to give it up. Winter was closing in. She knew that as the Rooted Folk numbered the year, it was the 18th of Ober, and the end of their year was less than three fortnights away. Ships would stop sailing out of the harbor, and caravans going south would dwindle in number as the northern climate worsened. Ganba didn't need a caravan to travel, but she was subject to the same limitations. Rain or snow and cold would stop her just as effectively as any other traveler. Soon she and Yawrab would have to weigh their chances of finding one man against the prospect of wintering over in Dargon. 
          Her attention was diverted by taunting shouts. Ganba looked around, but it was Yawrab who spotted the trio of young boys darting and dancing around an older boy who was better dressed in what almost looked like a uniform of some kind. The altercation was taking place just outside the mouth of an alley, which the young boys were preventing the other from entering. The older boy -- more of a young man, really -- had a look of abject fear on his face, well out of proportion to the threat the youngsters posed. The uniformed man's eyes darted from the alley to the passers-by, who ignored the altercation completely. Panic made the young man's movements jerky, and a quick jab by one of the tormentors made him drop all of his belongings. 
          Ganba and Yawrab strode right up to the small group, who were all scrambling for the dropped belongings, the boys to kick them away, the young man to pick them up. "Stop that!" shouted Ganba, and "Get away!" yelled Yawrab. 
          All four looked up. The three boys grinned fearlessly, then ran when Ganba stamped a foot at them. The young man hurriedly looked back down and gathered his bundles together, edging into the alley after the boys but not following them. 
          "Are you all right?" asked Yawrab as she and Ganba walked over to the cowering young man. 
          "Y-yes, thank you," he said, his grey eyes still darting nervously about. They rested momentarily on both of them, and Ganba recognized the kind of frown as the young man looked at her; she had seen similar all her life. 
          "Do you need any help?" asked Yawrab, talking softly to the still obviously nervous young man. "Why, if you don't mind my asking, were those boys bothering you?" Ganba could hear the unspoken question, "Why could those boys bother you?" She wondered whether the young man could hear it too. 
          The young man looked around and suddenly seemed less nervous. Ganba scanned the area but didn't notice that anything had changed except for there being almost no one walking by. He straightened up, still in the mouth of the alley, and said, "I'm sorry, I'm Ratray -- call me Tray -- and I work at the keep. Those boys just caught me off guard, see, but they won't be any more trouble, I'm sure." 
          He looked at both of them, the frown returning when he looked at Ganba. Addressing Yawrab, he said, "Thank you for driving them off, though. I, ah, I should be going now." The nervousness had returned, and Ganba looked over her shoulder to see a group of people walking toward them. With a small wave, Tray darted up the alley and was soon gone. 
          Ganba said, "That was a very strange young man, wasn't he, Yawrab?" 
          "Strange indeed," Yawrab said. She took a step and stooped to pick something up. "He must have dropped this," she said, straightening up and showing off her find. 
          It was a wooden flute, complete with elongated breath-hole and circular finger holes. It had once been a fine instrument, but now it was nicked and notched and dusty. Only the dust had come from the scuffle, though, as it was obvious the other damage, while superficial, was old and well worn. 
          "He's bound to miss that," Ganba said. 
          "I'll just have to return it to him, then," said Yawrab. Ganba wasn't sure at all why there had been a hint of slyness in the way she'd said that. 
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          Ratray sat on top of the shortest of the three towers of Dargon Keep and played his fiddle. The moon had been full three nights past, but there was plenty of its light shining on him and he didn't need to see to play anyway. He was still smarting from the attack earlier that day, for letting those children get the better of him. He felt worse for having been rescued by two women, one a gypsy, and on top of it all he had lost his flute. He could only afford to own instruments that had been discarded, and that flute'd had a sweet sound despite its nicks and gouges, none of which had marred the air passage. The fiddle he now played was in fact the worse for its wear; the piece of canvas he had glued over the hole in its back made it sound better, but not perfect. Still, the fiddle was his favorite instrument, as he could sing while he played. 
          He never heard the footsteps. One moment he closed his eyes to concentrate on a difficult variation, and when he opened them again he was staring at the bard he had seen around the keep for the past few sennights. 
          His hands stopped moving, and he said, "Greetings, s-s-sir bard. I hope I d-d-didn't disturb you ..." 
          The tall, blond man smiled and squatted down. He said, "No, I wasn't disturbed at all. I was taking a break from the gathering I was at, looking for some fresh air, and was lured up here by your lovely music. You play masterfully, young man." 
          Ratray blushed and looked at the roof between his knees. He said, "Ah, you jest, I'm sure, sir bard." 
          "Call me Nakaz, and I never jest about my art." 
          Ratray looked up and saw the serious look on the man's face. He said, "I'm sorry sir ... Nakaz. I'm Ratray, call me Tray." 
          "I've seen you around the keep, Tray," said the bard. "You work here?" 
          "Yes, I do. Humble servant, fetch and carry, clean, unskilled labor like that." 
          "Where did you learn music then, Tray? 
          Ratray looked at his scrounged fiddle, and back at the bard. "Just came to me, s-- Nakaz. Never took lessons or nothing." 
          "Then you have an amazing talent, Tray. You should go to the Bardic College. You would be an asset to our ranks." 
          Ratray didn't even flinch at that. He had never been able to dream that dream, and he was sure he would never be able to in the future. "No, Nakaz, I'll never be a student at the college. I ... I'm cursed." 
          "Cursed?" 
          Ratray looked up at Nakaz, having not heard ridicule in the single word. He found the blond man looking at him as seriously as he had before when questioned about his art. Ratray realized that the bard might be able to understand and decided to tell his story. At the very least, Nakaz was unlikely to use it against him as Marnvik had. 
          "When I was young, four or five," Ratray began, "my mother took me to a gypsy who was telling fortunes in the marketplace. For two Bits the gypsy, Zeefra I think was her name, gave me and my mother a prediction. She said that my life would be irrevocably altered by a cataclysm of crowds and fire. She couldn't say any more, except to explain that irrevocably meant forever and altered meant changed. We already knew that cataclysm meant something bad. 
          "From that day, fear has ruled my life. I don't know when this cataclysm is going to happen, so I go everywhere afraid that my end will come the next time there are more than two people near me. Always looking, always wondering, always afraid." 
          Ratray was silent for a moment, and then his hands started to move on his instrument and a haunting melody drifted across the rooftop. "Music helps, but it hurts worse," he said. "Music sets me free for moments at a time, but always there is the sadness that I can't share it with anyone, except like this. I can't be a bard if I have to be alone all the time. So you see, I am cursed." 
          The bard didn't reply. When Ratray's song ended, the bard held out his hands, and Ratray handed over the fiddle. Nakaz played a note, grimaced, looked the fiddle over and nodded to himself when he saw the patch, then played again, soon reaching accommodation with the strange-sounding instrument. 
          Ratray listened to Nakaz play, enraptured, and when the bard handed his instrument back he proceeded to copy, and then embellish, what the bard had played. Encouraged by Nakaz' smile, he continued layering flourishes on the complex melody he had been given, receiving the man's applause with pleasure when he finished. The pair traded the instrument back and forth for several more bells, and if anyone was disturbed by the noise, none complained. 


          Yawrab walked up the steps to the courtyard that surrounded Dargon Keep, trying as hard as she could not to look as nervous as she felt. Having continually dodged the logical step of looking for Aldan among the nobles of this northern duchy, she now felt like everyone was looking at her and saying to themselves, "Why did you wait so long?" 
          There was more to her nervousness, though. She had served nobility all her life -- first Lord Cranhull, then the Denvas -- but she didn't know anyone on this side of the Coldwell River. Her old feelings about strange surroundings and new places were resurfacing as she entered someplace that was almost familiar despite being leagues and leagues away from everything she had known. 
          The changes she had undergone in the past months since meeting Ganba and leaving Beeikar resurfaced, and she pushed down her nervousness. She wasn't looking for an audience with the duke, nor was she here to shout to everyone her story of her sister's death and her hunt for the one who might have killed her, Lord Aldan. She was simply going to give back the flute the young man Ratray had dropped, and then ask a favor of him in return: nothing to be nervous about at all. 
          There were several servants around the entrance to the keep, cleaning the stonework and sweeping the courtyard, getting ready for the King's Birthday celebration that was coming up in five days. None of them were Ratray, and when she asked the sentry at the door where she might find that servant, she was directed around to the west side of the keep. 
          Yawrab walked around the corner, admiring the view over the Old City. The keep was a commanding feature of the city, up above everything on its outcropping of stone. The Coldwell River and the lower city on the other side of it were behind her, but she knew that the keep overlooked that just as well. It was the perfect place to build a fortification, and she had never seen anything like it. 
          She reached the servants' entrance in the back corner of the keep and looked around for someone to ask Ratray's whereabouts of. Then she saw him standing by the parapet, looking at the forest away to the south and west. She walked over to him and said, "Excuse me, Tray?" 
          The lanky young man with the fringe of dark hair spilling over his eyes turned and said, "Yes?" His eyes darted around quickly, and then settled back on her. 
          "I don't know if you remember me?" 
          Ratray looked at her for a moment, then he said, "The boys. Yesterday." He didn't sound entirely pleased to be reminded of that incident. 
          "Yes, that's right. I'm Yawrab, and my friend and I are staying at the Inn of the Panther. I came today to give you back your flute. I think you dropped it in the scuffle." 
          She held out the battered wooden flute, and Ratray's eyes grew wide as he reached out for it and took it gently from her hands. He touched it all over, as if to make sure it wasn't damaged any further, and then looked back at Yawrab. "Thank you, again, Yawrab. I was sure I'd never see this again, and I can't afford to replace it." 
          Yawrab was pleased that the young man was glad to get his flute back as it left the perfect opening for her. "You are welcome, Tray. Ah, I was wondering if you could do me a favor in return?" 
          The servant grew wary, and hugged the flute to his chest. "Perhaps," he said. "What is it?" 
          "My friend and I are in Dargon looking for someone," Yawrab said. "His name is Lord Aldan. We've been looking for sennights in the lower city, but not at all yet up here. I was hoping you could keep your ears open for his name?" 
          "Well, I suppose I could do that for you. Lord Aldan, you say? Straight. What do I do if I find him?" 
          "As I said, Ganba and I are staying at the Inn of the Panther. Do you know where that is?" 
          He sneered at the mention of Ganba's name, and muttered, "Gypsy," a reaction Yawrab was used to, if not usually quite this pronounced. Louder, Ratray said, "No, no I can't go there. Might ... no, can't. Maybe, instead, I could leave word with Abernald the apothecary, straight?" 
          "Oh, yes, that will be fine," said Yawrab. "Now, Aldan is tall, with ..." 
          "Tray," someone called, and both of them turned toward the voice. Yawrab saw a tall blond man come around from the back of the keep. He was wearing the insignia of a bard, and as he got closer she could see that he had a very large nose that didn't make him at all unattractive, as well as piercingly green eyes. 
          "I was wondering if you'd seen my friend, Tray," said the bard, stopping in front of them. Yawrab found herself fascinated by the man, almost drawn to him. When he glanced over at her, their eyes locked and she could have sworn she felt something pass between them in that moment of contact. She felt herself flush with desire; she wanted to touch that hair, grasp that waist, pull down those leggings and -- 
          Blinking rapidly, she turned her back on the bewitching man. Lifting a hand to her cheek, she could feel the heat of the blood in her face. Her voice shook as she said, "Thank you, Tray. Abernald's, then? Straight." She walked away quickly, not worrying whether her haste was making a bad impression. She had never in her life felt like that about anyone, man or woman. Why had she reacted so lustfully toward that bard? 


          Nakaz watched the woman walk away, confused by his reaction to her. He had felt drawn to her somehow, like he knew her and all he had to do was touch her and she would remember him. The sensation confused him, and he was both glad and sad that she had walked away so abruptly. 
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          He turned back to Ratray and said, "About my friend, Tray. He was supposed to meet me up here, but I haven't seen him. He's tall, with long brown hair and beard, brown eyes, good looking, and his name is Lord Aldan." 
          The musician servant looked startled by that, and said, "But, she ..." He turned his head to where the woman had walked away, and Nakaz followed the gaze, but she was gone. 
          Before Ratray could say anything more, a shout rang out. "Rat!" Nakaz turned to see a stout fellow with a ruddy face standing in one of the servant's entrances behind them. The man said, "Get in here, Rat. No more lounging today. Too much to do 'afore the celebration." 
          Nakaz looked at Ratray, who shrugged and strode over to the ruddy-faced man. He called over his shoulder, "Haven't seem him, Nakaz," before he vanished inside. 
          Nakaz wondered why Ratray had seemed to connect Aldan with that woman. Then he wondered where Aldan was, and continued his search. 


          "Why are you so eager to get back here, Yawrab?" Ganba asked as they neared Abernald's Apothecary. "We were here just two days ago." 
          Yawrab hadn't told Ganba about her visit to the keep the day before, so she said, "Well, I returned Ratray's flute yesterday and I sort of asked him to keep an eye out for Lord Aldan. Then this bard came up and ..." 
          Ganba interrupted with, "You didn't need to hide that from me, Yawrab. I suppose it was only a matter of time before we had to start looking in the Old City and the keep. I take it that Ratray didn't know who Aldan was." 
          "No, he didn't. But he did say that if he found out anything, he would leave the news with Abernald." 
          "Now I know why you're so eager." 
          They entered the shop, ringing the bell over the door, and went right to the counter in the back. The cheery figure of Abernald stood behind it, and he called out, "Good day to you, Ganba and Yawrab. I'm afraid I have no news for you today. Would you care for a poultice?" 
          "So, you haven't heard from Ratray, the young man from the keep?" asked Yawrab. 
          "No, he hasn't been in since day before yesterday. Either of you have a ticklish throat? I've got a certain-sure cough draught right here." 
          "Thank you, no, Master Abernald. We'll be back later." 
          Ganba guided a crestfallen Yawrab out of the store. "It's too soon, that's all, Yawrab. We'll go back later and see whether the news is any different." 
          Yawrab didn't answer, just started walking away from the shop. Ganba said, "Perhaps we should find somewhere to eat on our way back; I think that the stew at the Panther has been in the pot for a little too long." 
          Yawrab again didn't respond, despite the mention of a subject she usually had no end of opinions about. Ganba knew that her lover was depressed when Yawrab ignored two men who were about to come to blows over a tipped applecart and just walked right past. Ganba shook her head and followed. 


          Ratray made his cautious way to the door of Abernald's Apothecary. He hadn't been able to get away from the keep before now, and he wanted to discharge his debt to the Yawrab woman. He watched for a moment as two men traded blows, stumbling over apples next to an overturned cart. They had drawn away all passersby, and he entered the shop confidently. 
          "Why hello, Tray. This is a surprise," said Abernald. 
          "No pipedust this time, Abernald," Ratray said. "Just some news for a woman named Yawrab or her gypsy friend." Abernald frowned at the sneer in Ratray's voice, but the servant continued. "She can find Aldan at the Lighted Candle in the Old City, where he's staying with a bard named Nakaz." 
          "That's excellent, Tray. Why, Yawrab and Ganba were just in here wanting that very news. I'll be sure to tell them next time I see them." 
          The crowd around the upset applecart was growing, and Ratray nervously said, "Well, better be going then. See you later, Abernald." 
          "Safe trip," said the apothecary as Ratray slipped out the door and away from the brewing brawl. He felt good for being able to repay the woman for his returned flute, even if it had cost him an otherwise unnecessary trip into the city. Keeping his eyes out for unexpected crowds or naughty children, he made his way back to the keep. 


          Aldan walked into the taproom of the Inn of the Panther to rest and have a drink. It was going to be a long walk back over the causeway into the Old City, and he thought he deserved a pause before starting the journey. 
          In the four days since learning that Flane had begun asking about the Margre, he and Nakaz had made little progress in tracking him down. They had visited Genarvus Kazakian and Dyann Taishent, as well as the scribes Cavendish and Greuber. They had visited a dozen other sages, seers, and scribes as well. Some had been visited by the quester, some had not. Most had promised to send word if Flane came back. 
          That morning, several messages had been awaiting Nakaz and him at their inn, the Lighted Candle. Nakaz had decided to split up to respond to them, and Aldan had just come from his last meeting, with Greuber. To his disappointment, none of the people he had visited had produced any new information, although one had confirmed the legend about the cat-stag Asthen'ron. He was still chasing the quester, and he didn't seem to be gaining. He hoped that Nakaz was faring better. 
          Aldan had just received his second tankard when a shout went up from one small table. "To marriage!" The half-a-dozen people at the table lifted their tankards at the toast, and soon others around the taproom were shouting out their congratulations. Aldan sipped his ale and stared at the group. Since he seemed to be the only one paying more than casual attention, he guessed that these were regulars in the bar. 
          Four of the six, two men and two women, wouldn't have drawn attention in any crowd, but the last two couldn't help but do so no matter where they went. One of these was a man in a robe and cowl, but the cowl was filled with darkness; nothing could be seen of the face within. The other was a woman in a silver mask with a black bracer of some kind on her right wrist. She never used her right hand for anything, lifting her tankard with her left. Aldan noticed that her sword was belted on her right side for easy drawing with her left hand. 
          The odd pair seemed to be very friendly. He gathered from eavesdropping that it was one of the others who was getting married, and that one seemed to be related to the silver-masked woman. 
          The talk of marriage bothered Aldan a little. If things hadn't gone so wrong, he would have been married to Tillna by now. What bothered him most was that he wasn't sorry that things had gone wrong, except for the death of Tillna herself. His fiancee had been murdered by his former friends, the children of the nobility of Bindrmon. He had admitted to himself a fortnight ago that for some reason Weasel had lied as he lay dying, and that the rest of the Menagerie, as they had called themselves, had not actually run to Dargon. Someday he hoped to find them and bring them to justice, but he knew that could wait. Stopping the Margre quest couldn't. 
          Aldan stared into his tankard, thinking of this important task he and Nakaz had taken on. It seemed so elusive, so endless. He had been chasing those who were pursuing the artifacts of an ancient legend for what seemed like ages, and getting no closer. The prospect of circling the city, visiting sage after sage, seer after scribe, always a few paces behind lop-eared Flane, made him tired. A lot of things made Aldan feel tired these days, though. Getting up in the morning sometimes seemed like a chore, like something he had been doing for hundreds of years, and doing it no differently than he ever had. This, despite the fact that these days he awoke beside Nakaz, the handsome bard who had once been his guide and was now his lover. As exciting as their relationship had been in the beginning, now Aldan found himself feeling like he and Nakaz had always been together though they had been so for only a month, and though he was no less in love with the bard, he was feeling tired of that existence. 
          Aldan's attention returned to the table, where the cowled man had lifted his tankard. "To Kroan and Anorra -- a long, happy, and profitable life!" Aldan smiled and sipped with them, hoping the betrothed would be happy. There was a sudden crash, and a gasp from the people around the table. They were staring in shock at the silver-masked woman, who had tried to lift her tankard with her right hand. 


          "Well, no one could believe it!" said Ganba as she and Yawrab walked toward Abernald's for the second time that day. "Je'en hasn't lifted anything with her right hand since the accident that had changed her life. You remember, everyone was telling her story. But there she was, in the middle of the taproom with a tankard hanging from the fingers of her right hand. I saw it myself!" 
          Yawrab was only listening to Ganba's story with half an ear. She was sure that Abernald would have heard from Ratray by now. It was almost ninth bell, and the apothecary closed at ninth, so they had to hurry. 
          "Cefn took the tankard from her hand, and Kroan patted her on her back, trying to comfort her. She didn't like that much, though. She shouted something rather rude, and stalked out. Everyone else left then, and I got another tankard." 
          Yawrab could have shouted something rude herself when yet another intersection was blocked by the wagons of merchants packing up their wares for the night. She detoured around, knowing that Ganba would follow, dreading hearing the nine bells that would signal that she was too late. 
          Another brawl over an upset applecart diverted them, and then it was a potter who was trying to sell her last bowl and wouldn't take no for an answer. Yawrab was tempted to smash the thing, but then she would have had to pay for it anyway. Finally, Ganba extracted them from the merchant's grasp just as the bell tower began to chime. 
          Shoulders slumping in defeat, Yawrab continued toward the apothecary. Diversions no longer bothered her, so that she arrived at the shop with a long face but in no temper. She knocked on the door, knowing that Abernald lived above his shop, but no one answered, and no lights showed in the second floor windows in the gathering gloom of evening. 
          "Don't worry, Yawrab," said Ganba. "What difference could a day make?" 
          Yawrab didn't answer. She followed her gypsy lover away from the shop, but she didn't see the streets they walked through. She had been sure that Abernald had the information she was seeking. If Aldan was in the Old City among the nobility, then he would certainly show up at the keep, and Ratray would learn where he was staying. If only she hadn't been delayed! 
          She couldn't maintain her frustration for very long, though; she was too tired. Yawrab felt stretched like wool inexpertly put on a spindle, or like cloth worn thin by repeated use. It was as if she had been doing the same thing over and over, not for the few sennights she and Ganba had been in the city, but for years, decades, centuries beyond that. Searching, always looking for something, often not knowing what for, but always looking. She wondered if it would ever end. 


          Moonlight filters into a shuttered and dark shop through warped boards and air vents. The silvery light glints off large glass jars filled with herbs and medicines revealing the shop to be an apothecary. 
          A shadow among shadows moves slowly and cautiously. It sidles its way over to the jars and, after a pause to be sure it is alone, it begins to fill several cloth bags from the large glass jars. 
          Suddenly, its movements lose their fluidity, like a marionette whose operator has just sneezed. An elbow strikes and dislodges one of the jars and it crashes to the floor, shattering. The shadow freezes, and then, under control again, begins to hurriedly complete its mission. 
          The owner of the shop, who lives on the second floor, has been awakened by the noise. He comes down the stairs armed with a large club. The shadow seeks a way out, its mission now done, but the stairs are closer to the door than it is. 
          The owner opens a shopfront shutter, flooding the tiny store with moonlight, and catches sight of the shadow, formless and dark no more. Light glints off a silver mask, the owner gasps out, "Je--", and a sword wielded sinisterly slides between ribs. As the owner slumps on the stairs, the shadow closes the shutter, wipes its sword on the owner's nightrobe, and slips stealthily out of the shop. 


          Yawrab led the way down the stairs and into the taproom of the Inn of the Panther at half past second bell the next morning. She looked around at the shambles the room was in, noting that it looked about as it usually did. The disorder bothered her from a practical as well as a managerial viewpoint; you didn't leave spills on tables, not to mention tankards and mugs, overnight. Yawrab knew that the place would look this bad for several more bells, and she knew it wouldn't have if she were running this place. The thought put an idea into her head, an idea that instantly energized her, pushing back the weariness just a little. Once she had found Aldan, perhaps she could take on reorganizing this inn. 
          She and Ganba left the inn and made their way toward Abernald's. They walked in companionable silence, staring straight ahead, having seen the sights that the city streets held many times before, which was why it surprised Yawrab when Ganba stopped in front of the Inn of the Serpent and stared at the garishly painted statue that gave the lodging house its name. She didn't particularly care for the image, so insipid were the colors that covered the sculpture, and she couldn't understand why Ganba found it fascinating. She watched the gypsy's hands curl as if they held tools, and then Ganba nodded and turned away. 
          "What was that about?" Yawrab asked. 
          "Oh, nothing, nothing," said Ganba. "Perhaps a little something to pass the bells, that's all." 
          Yawrab tried to pry the gypsy's meaning out of her the rest of the way to Abernald's, but Ganba wanted to keep her secret. It cheered Yawrab to banter with her lover like that, though, so she didn't begrudge Ganba her privacy. 
          Yawrab's cheer faded, however, as they neared the apothecary's shop to find that they weren't the only ones there. The door of the shop was open, and she could see some town guards moving about inside. Outside there were more guards looking carefully around at the street and talking to neighbors. 
          She walked over to a woman in a guard uniform and asked, "What's wrong?" 
          "I'm sorry, ma'am, you'll have to move along," said the guard. "We've got a murder investigation to deal with here." 
          "Murder? Who?" 
          "Abernald himself. Surprised a burglar, we think. Though the killing blow was very precise ..." 
          Yawrab paled, and she felt Ganba put a hand on her shoulder and squeeze it. "Murder? No, not Abernald!" 
          "Did you know the apothecary, ma'am?" the guard asked. 
          Yawrab shook her head absently, and Ganba said, "We were customers, that's all." 
          One of the guards by the door to the shop called out, "Ilona!" 
          The guard glanced over, then turned back to Yawrab and Ganba. "I see. Well, we don't know much about what happened here, but we're investigating. I've got to go. Perhaps you could move along?" 


          The city of Dargon began to bustle as the celebration of the King's Birthday approached. As the calendar counted down to the 24th of Ober, people from outlying farmsteads and the nearer villages and hamlets made their way to the city, and businesses geared up for the increased custom. Everyone was cleaning, stocking, preparing, working hard to celebrate King Haralan's natal day. 
          Yawrab spent the three days between Abernald's murder and the birthday trying to catch up with Ratray at the keep. Since the keep was the center of the main celebration, she never managed to find him. She turned her attention to learning everything she could about the staff at the Inn of the Panther, intending to find the source of the problems there. She continued to search for Aldan, but let it be secondary to her new quest. 
          Ganba worked hard at the search as well, a task made more difficult by the influx of strangers for the birthday and the short tempers caused by the increased workload everyone had to endure. She also began negotiating with the owner of the Inn of the Serpent, one Ballard Tamblebuck. She took some of her carvings with her on her third visit, and was soon talking with some woodcutters about obtaining a large block of wood for a reasonable price. 
          Nakaz sought more information about Flane and the Margre. He learned from Genarvus that the Asthen'ron had been an idol worshiped by the locals before the Fretheod had arrived, but no more information had been forthcoming from anyone. 
          Aldan assisted Nakaz, but had no more luck than the bard. 
          Ganba and Yawrab celebrated the King's Birthday in the taproom of the Inn of the Panther, toasting and cheering, dancing and singing. They set aside their concerns and cares temporarily and revelled until the late bells of the night. 
          Nakaz and Aldan attended the official affair in the keep, of course. Aldan pointed out the cowled man and the masked woman, who also attended. Their celebration was not as wild as that in the various taverns and taprooms across the city, but Aldan found it very familiar and comforting, and Nakaz knew how to move among the nobility as well as any born lord. Nakaz marked the moment that the masked woman left the ball, and Aldan noticed when the cowled man was summoned out of the room by a woman in guard livery. Shortly thereafter, the ball was cut short when Duke Clifton himself reentered the room and announced that due to security concerns, the evening was over. 
          Nakaz' bardic credentials allowed him to learn the full story before he and Aldan returned to their inn. A thief had managed to penetrate the security of the keep and had entered its deepest vaults. There, she had opened a hidden vault that no one had known existed and made off with its contents. To make matters worse, this thief had not been the only one to break into the keep. When the two thieves had clashed, the second one had been left for dead. Only the intervention of the cowled mage, Cefn, had saved him. 
          Nakaz had, of course, offered his help in the investigation. The duke's people had declined for the time being, and he and Aldan returned to their own inn. 


          Ratray found himself walking down the stairs into the deepest vaults of the keep. He had been given the duty of cleaning up after the intrusions of the night; it was his punishment for begging off of helping with the party itself, and the servant had no complaints. He just hoped he could stay awake. It wasn't often he was working at the eighth bell of night. 


          Aldan dreamed that he was running through a tunnel of glass, twisting and turning, going up and down as he passed over and under other tunnels. He raced and raced, moving faster and faster and ... 
          ... as Ganba ran, she began to see in her mind's eye the pattern that the golden tunnel she raced through made as it turned left and right and rose and fell. The shape grew more and more solid as ... 
          ... he ran, over and over, through the silver tunnels. Soon Nakaz would be able to understand the meaning of the pattern, the reason for the other tunnels he passed over and under, the other runners he was beginning ... 
          ... to sense as she ran around and around the disk. Yawrab could see more and more of the disk, not just the edges but the crisscrossing lines within, each originating from a strange figure and returning to that figure's twin. Just a few more circuits and she knew she would be able to know the whole ... 


          Ratray had swept the white powder carefully from the steps leading down into and below the dungeons of the keep. He mopped the blood from the vault floor and returned the loose items to the empty shelves around the room. He wondered just how valuable the contents of the vault were, or rather the remaining contents. 
          He looked at the floor in the center of the vault. Inlaid into the stone was a compass rose whose points he was pretty sure wouldn't line up with a real compass. The pattern was broken in the very center, though, where a portion of the inlay had risen from the floor, pushed up by a small box, open on one side, taller than it was wide, its bottom even with the floor of the vault. Ratray walked around the box, imagining it rising up from the floor under its piece of inlay, triggered by the thief who had stolen its contents. From the rumors he had heard, no one had even known of this secret vault. The second thief, the one the wizard had saved, had indicated that the objects within had been a rolled parchment, a skull, and an oddly-shaped object, but even he'd had no clue as to their nature.

Ratray crouched down in front of the box and looked inside, but couldn't see anything. He reached in and felt around. Right at the back, something tilted as he touched it. 
          A rumbling began, and the floor of the box began to lift. Ratray stepped back and saw that the entire box was rising again, grinding and rumbling as it lifted to reveal another compartment below the now empty one. 
          A new vault, twice as tall but just as wide, was soon revealed. Inside were two objects. One was an ornately carved staff with a lump of milky crystal enclosed at one end. The other was a small chunk of stone. Ratray moved closer, reached out and lifted the stone and the staff. He didn't recognize the carvings on the staff, but he could tell that the stone, which was shaped like a piece of pie, bore an animal that seemed to be a fox in the outer, wider third. Coming from the back of the fox was a band of gold that wound up onto the rest of the flat surface of the stone and interlinked with two other kinds of bands, one silver and one glass, so that it looked like a loosely woven basket in some places. Ratray gazed at the two objects and wondered just what he held. 


          Four people spread across two inn rooms in the city of Dargon sat bolt upright in their beds at the very moment that Ratray touched the stone. They all said the same thing at the same time: "It's free!" 
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our people spread across two inn rooms in the city of Dargon were dreaming similar dreams late in the night of the 24th of Ober. At the very moment that Ratray touched the sculpted stone fragment in its hidden vault beneath Dargon Keep, all four sat bolt upright in their beds. They all said the same thing at the same time: "It's free!" 


          Nakaz the bard and Lord Aldan Bindrmon looked at each other, the memory of what they had both said in unison hanging like an echo in the room they shared in the Lighted Candle Inn in the Old City section of Dargon. Confusion filled their faces as their not-quite-shared dreams faded, and the sense of what had woken them both with the same words on their lips slipped away just as swiftly. 
          "Do you ...?" asked Nakaz. Aldan shook his head. "I was ... running?" Nakaz ventured, trying to recapture the vivid, almost-real dream. 
          "In a tunnel, straight?" said Aldan. "But something ..." Aldan shook his head again, and settled back down onto the bed. 
          Nakaz murmured, "Yes, something nearly came clear just at the end. But what?" He shrugged to himself and sank back down next to his partner again. Aldan rested his head on Nakaz' shoulder, threw his arm across the bard's chest, and the pair slipped back into slumber untroubled by dreams. 


          Yawrab the former housekeeper and Ganba of the Rhydd Pobl looked at each other, the memory of what they had both said in unison hanging like an echo in the room they shared in the Inn of the Panther in the city of Dargon. Confusion filled their faces as their not-quite-shared dreams faded, and the sense of what had woken them both with the same words on their lips slipped away just as swiftly. 
          "Did you feel ...?" began Yawrab. Ganba nodded. "Something has changed. Something is ..." 
          "Beginning?" asked Ganba. "No, ending," she said. "It's like ... I've just crested the last hill in a race, and can finally see the finish marker." 
          "Me too. But what race? What hill?" Yawrab shook her head and settled back down onto the bed. 
          Ganba snuggled next to her partner, resting her head on the older woman's shoulder. "We'll find out," she murmured. 
          Yawrab threw her arm over Ganba and kissed the top of the gypsy's head. "Straight," she said. "And soon." The pair soon slipped back into slumber untroubled by dreams. 


          Ratray, a young man who worked as a servant in Dargon Keep, held the two items he had found and looked closely at them. One was a carved length of wood with a large, milky crystal enclosed in one end. It looked like a walking stick, though too heavily ornamented and delicate for actual use. The other was a pie-shaped piece of stone, smooth on one of its large faces, carved on the other. The curved edge that would have been the crust of the pie was smooth, but the two other edges were ragged, as if the fragment had been ripped out of the whole pie. The carvings on the top formed a figure that looked like a fox near the outer edge, with interwoven bands of silver, gold, and glass filling the rest of the space. He had never seen anything like either item before. 
          Ratray was deep under the keep, cleaning up after a couple of thieves who had broken into the secret vault below the dungeons and disrupted the King's Birthday celebrations earlier in the evening. The first thief had found a hidden storage chamber within the secret vault: a hidden chamber that no one had seemed to know about. Then the second thief had arrived and there had been a brawl, or so Ratray had heard. The first thief had wounded the second, and had then gotten away with the contents of the hidden vault. 
          After Ratray had finished clearing up the mess the thieves had made, he had investigated the secret storage chamber that sat in the middle of the room, having risen out of the floor where it had been concealed by the inlaid design there. As he had felt around in the open-sided box, he had felt something shift, and the chamber started to rise again. Soon, the original box sat on top of another box that had pushed the first even further out of the floor. Inside this new, taller but not wider box had been the staff and the rock. He had removed the objects and now stood a short distance away from the center of the room, the better to examine his finds in the light of his lamp. 
          Ratray looked at the dark chamber his probing had revealed and wondered whether there might be more treasure hiding at the back, or perhaps yet another hidden box beneath it. He stepped back over to it and knelt, setting aside his new-found treasures. He stuck his hand inside and felt around the dark interior of the box. His fingers pushed at something in the back of the box that tilted down with a click, and the rumbling began again. 
          Ratray pulled his hands out of the box and sat back, eagerly awaiting the new revelation. He soon realized though, that the chamber was moving downward, not up. In moments, the second chamber was hidden again, and the vault was again in the state he had found it. 
          He realized, as he looked around at the tidied room, that no one would ever know about the secret chamber under the secret chamber, unless he told. Which meant, he reasoned, that no one was going to come looking for the objects he had found. 
          Ratray picked the found items up and stood. As he left, he wondered what he was going to do with his new treasures. 


          Yawrab rose with the first bell of the day after the King's Birthday, a habit she had slipped back into since returning to a regular bed. She leaned over and gave Ganba a kiss on the nape of her neck, which made the gypsy smile in her sleep but didn't wake her. Yawrab dressed and left the room, knowing that despite how weary she still was, the cause wasn't something that sleep could erase. 
          Some of that cause was her fruitless search for Lord Aldan, but that wasn't all of it. In addition to feeling numbed by her endless rounds of the lower city, asking the same questions of the same people and getting the same answers, there was another numbness inside of her, something that made her feel old, worn, ancient, and eroded. She had decided that she was going to try to alleviate the first numbness; she hoped the second, sourceless feeling would go away at the same time. 
          She descended into the shambles of a taproom that had greeted her every morning since her arrival in the city. The disorder bothered her from a managerial as well as a practical viewpoint; the sculleries would have to work twice as hard to clean the mugs and tankards, not to mention the tables and floor, after the stains had set for bells and bells. Yawrab had a different mission this morning than cleaning a table and a mug for herself before breakfast; today she was going to put the knowledge she had gleaned in the past few days to use and help put the Panther to rights. 
          She walked out of the taproom, through a kitchen that was only marginally cleaner, and finally up to the manager's quarters, pounding on the door loudly enough to wake the whole inn. 
          The manager, Maravin, quickly opened the door and shouted, "Shut up!" He paused, frowned at Yawrab, and said in a quieter but no more civil voice, "What do you want at this bell?" 
          Yawrab looked at Maravin, a rather round, older man with a red nose and bloodshot eyes, who nevertheless didn't look either drunk or hung over as he stood in the doorway and looked up at her. He was dressed in fine clothes, but they didn't fit well and were rumpled and disheveled into the bargain. She had never particularly liked this man, whom she knew was the brother of Daurch, the owner, and the state of his clothes reflected his business acumen perfectly. 
          "Maravin, I've come to tell you that you run a shoddy inn here. Anyone with sense knows that you have the staff clean up before they go home, which not only leaves a good impression on any early risers such as myself, but only makes the cleaning job go easier. Furthermore, you should be cleaning the rooms every day, not every sennight, and you need to find a new launderer!" 
          Maravin just stared at her for a moment, then sneered as he said, "And what would you know about it, woman? You probably don't have any more manners than that gypsy you're always spending time with." 
          "You don't even know when you've been given good advice," sneered Yawrab right back. "That monkey the soup-seller has down on the docks could keep this place better than you, and it dresses better as well! And as for my credentials, for many years I've been the manager of an estate whose manor house is larger than this block." 
          She pressed past him and into his sitting room, taking the largest chair and sitting herself comfortably in it. "Fortunately for you, I have decided to give you the benefit of my experience even though you don't deserve it. So please listen carefully." 
          Maravin stalked to the chair across from her but didn't sit down. Yawrab ignored the belligerent look on his face as she said, "Your staff takes unconscionable liberties, you know. Three of your four regular cleaners are on their quarter-year breaks right now, which is why the rooms aren't being cleaned every day. Two of the servers are sleeping with the bartender, which is why the taproom is left in the state it is every night. And your cook's assistant is stealing supplies on a daily basis to support a rather ruinous pipedust habit." 
          She expected these to be revelations to the manager, but he didn't seem shocked by any of it. She said, "Well? What do you intend to do about it?" 
          "There's nothing I can do," Maravin said in resigned voice, but his narrowed eyes and down-turned mouth still showed his hostility. "You see, my brother doesn't particularly trust me, but he's given me this job out of family loyalty. I do try, but Daurch is the one with the reputation; he killed that panther whose head hangs in the taproom. Any time I try to get tough with the staff, they take their tales to him and he listens to them over me. I've got no control at all." 
          Yawrab thought for a moment, and said, "That's disgraceful. Your brother has given you a job to do, but doesn't give you the authority to do it." She was silent for a moment, realigning her preconceptions and making a new plan. 
          "You need to show him you can do this job," she finally said. "I want you to start by firing everyone who works here except for the cook and the cleaner who's not on break. I will spread the word in the work-fair that you will be holding interviews for a complete staff at fifth bell today. Let your people know that they're welcome to try for their old positions. And if your brother wants to interfere, have him show up at fifth bell as well. Straight?" 
          Doubt flickered briefly on Maravin's face before the scowl returned. "If you think you can turn this place upside down and have everything fall out right, you're welcome to try." He walked over to a table against a wall and picked up a ring of keys. Then he strode over to her and dropped them into her lap. "The manager's job is yours for a sennight. I think you'll fail, but I've tried everything else. And you can be sure that my brother will take a very personal interest in this little affair. Maybe, just maybe, having you shake this place up will make him see the problems I've had to deal with." 
          Yawrab took hold of they keys in her lap and stood. She felt a little of that deep weariness lifting as she took on a new task, one that she could see an end to. She hoped that Maravin would eventually set aside his hurt feelings and learn something over the next sennight. 
          The former manager stepped aside as she walked to the door and opened it. She said, "See you at fifth bell, Maravin," as she walked through it. She grinned when it slammed closed behind her. 
          She stopped in the kitchen to fire the cook's assistant, making sure the young man left with empty arms. She continued on to the taproom, where staff were beginning to wander in. She fired each as they walked through the door except for the older man who was the conscientious cleaner. In between times, she sat at one of the tables and sorted through the keys on the ring. 
          One in particular caught her attention. The key itself was oversized and highly decorated along the body and head, though the foot was as tiny as the rest. Yawrab took it to be the inn's master key. Because there were no holes in the ornamented head of the key that would fit over the ring, someone had made do with a strange device that served but that didn't look as if it was being used for its original purpose. This connector was blue-grey in color. Two spiny clamps held onto the head of the key; the clamps were connected to each other, and to another pair of clamps that closed around the key ring, though not very well. 
          Yawrab pulled idly at the key, and the clamps around the key ring came free easily. As she held the ring in one hand and the key in the other, she watched the clamps spread open of themselves. They ended up standing wide apart, like two pairs of antlers springing from the top of the key. She anxiously pressed these spread antlers against the key ring, and they slowly closed around it again. She wondered whether the connector was magic or alive. Then she decided that she didn't want to know, and went back to firing the Panther's incompetent staff. 


          Two days after finding his new treasures, Ratray stood in front of a building on the edge of the Old City. The stone facade of the place gave no clue to its purpose, and there was no sign above the door to give any hints. There were no windows visible, and the buildings to either side were just as blind and without identity. 
          Ratray worried about the lack of windows, for that meant that he couldn't check who was in the shop that was supposed to be through that door. He had assuaged his anxiety by watching the door from an alley down the street for at least half a bell, and no one had gone in or out. Hoping that he had not been led astray and that this was really the workplace of Borzhu the Dealer, he knocked nervously. 
          The door opened to reveal a tall, thin man who looked down at Ratray as if from more than his height. Ratray held out the embossed vellum as he had been instructed. The tall man pointed with one hand, but his face made it seem like he was smelling rotten fruit as he took the vellum away from Ratray with the other. 
          Ratray entered the small front room and went directly through the door the thin man had indicated. His first thought was, "This isn't a shop!" when he saw the small, well-lit room beyond that second door. It was paneled in wood, neat and nearly empty except for a large table in the center with a plain chair on one side. One wall was filled with windows from ceiling to floor, and in the middle was a door that led out to a courtyard filled with plants. 
          Before Ratray could wonder whether he was supposed to take the chair, the man he was here to meet entered the room through the door in the window-wall. Borzhu was a wide man with very red hair and a very refined taste in clothes. The smile pasted on his face looked as fake as the beet-red of his hair even to someone of Ratray's limited experience. 
          Borzhu sat in the plain chair and said, "Good day, my friend. I understand you have something you wish to sell?" His voice was surprisingly warm and pleasant, and did a lot to balance the fake smile and hair. 
          Ratray stepped up to the other side of the table, squinting slightly in the glare from the windows behind Borzhu. He took hold of the ungainly roll of cloth sticking out of the bag hanging over his shoulder and set it before the dealer. He unwrapped the cloth to reveal the carved staff with the milky stone and nervously slid it closer to the seated man. His hand went back to his shoulder bag, but he decided to leave his second treasure where it was for the moment. 
          Borzhu reached out and carefully lifted the staff, holding it up in the light and turning it around and around. He brought the carved head close to his face, squinting at the detail and running his fingers over the delicate figures. 
          "Old," he said faintly. "Very, very old." He studied a large carving just below the cradle that held the stone and mumbled, "Fretheod, I think. These runes ... This symbol is familiar, but where do I know it from? Hmm." He turned his attention to the crystal, shifting sideways in his chair to look through it toward the light from the windows. He shook his head and returned to examining the wood. 
          Ratray watched as the goods dealer scrutinized his booty. He knew that there were places to sell valuable articles, and that some cared about who had originally owned the object and some did not. He had been directed to Borzhu as one of the latter, understanding that he would get less for his items, but willing to make the tradeoff. 
          Borzhu finally set the staff back onto its cloth wrap and looked up at Ratray, the false smile still in place, but a new gleam in his eye. One hand continued to move up and down the staff, tracing the carvings. "This is an incredible object, my friend. I am sad that you feel the need to sell it, but very happy that you came to me to do so. I have never seen such a work of art before, and the age in it is incredible, especially coupled with its immaculate condition. 
          "I can tell that you have no concept of the value of this artifact." He chuckled when Ratray looked stricken, and continued, "But I can think of several buyers who will pay handsomely for the privilege of putting this into their collection. As such, I think I can be generous in my payment to you. I'll give you ten Marks for it. What do you say?" 
          Ratray couldn't believe his ears. He could live like a duke on ten Marks! He would be rich! He wouldn't even have to sell the stone fragment, either! 
          Trying to seem like ten Marks was an everyday sum to him, Ratray said, "I suppose I can settle for that. Thank you." 
          The tall, thin man from the front door appeared at Ratray's side and set a small, blue bag in front of him with a nice chink. Ratray reached for it hesitantly, but when Borzhu gestured at it and nodded, he grabbed it up and peeked inside. The glint of gold and the number of coin edges he could see made him grin like a fool. He looked up and said, "Thank you, thank you!" and it was all he could do to keep from dancing a jig. 
          The pointing hand of the tall man made it clear that Ratray's business was finished, and he walked out. Just as the wooden room's door closed behind him, he heard Borzhu say, "... start the bidding at, oh, fifty." He wondered what the dealer was intending to sell for so much. 
          Ratray pondered what he was going to do with ten Marks as he made his way back to the keep. By the time he had arrived, he knew how he was going to start. He checked with a few friends before going to his boss. 
          "Marnvik, sir," he said to the red-faced man. "I would like to claim my quarter-year time off." 
          The florid man squinted at Ratray for a moment, then said, "You sure? You won't be able to take another for a three-month. You have your duties covered?" 
          "Yes and yes, sir." 
          "Well, fine. Things are slow after the party and all. I suppose you can be spared. No more than a few days, now! This isn't some local baron's keep you know. Things are always changin' up here on the hill." 
          Ratray slipped away as Marnvik started rambling on about how often his schedules were thrown off by unexpected visits and intruders breaking into underground vaults and such. Ratray went right to his room, packed a few things in his shoulder bag, and set out for the causeway. He was headed for the red lantern district by the docks at the north-eastern side of the city. He intended to spend the next several days being entertained at the Mother of Pearl. As he negotiated the streets of the Old City with his usual care, he contemplated just which Pearl he would choose to be entertained by. 


          Three days after the King's Birthday celebration, Nakaz gazed around the scribal shop of Genarvus Kazakian as he and Aldan entered it for the fourth, or perhaps fifth, time, taking in its familiar furnishings. Carpets covered the floor, an intricate tapestry of a huge land-worm encircling mountains and castles hung on the left wall, and a cozy hearth occupied the right wall. In the middle of the room was a wooden desk covered with the implements of a scribe: parchment, quills, and ink. Rising from behind the desk was the elderly form of Genarvus himself. 
          "Greetings, greetings, good bard," the swarthy man said in his lyrical accent. "Glad I am to see you again. I have news." 
          "We came as soon as we got your note, Genarvus," said Nakaz. He took a last look at the tapestry, noting the small boy with the sword attacking the tail of the worm, and smiled at the memory of that particular myth. Then he strode over and shook the scribe's hand, gesturing him back into his chair. 
          Aldan sat next to Nakaz as the bard said, "What have you discovered for us, Genarvus?" 
          "Two things, two things, my friends," he said, his hands punctuating every word. "First, I was visited again by that man you seek, Flane. He asked me to copy out a page from a small blue book he had." 
          "With a tear in the lower left corner of the cover?" asked Nakaz. 
          "That would be the one. It took several bells, and he hovered over my shoulder the entire time, but I have no clue as to what it was I created. It looked like nothing more than blocky chiaroscuro to me." 
          Aldan said, "Could you recreate the page for us, Genarvus? I think I might be able to make sense of it. I've done similar already." 
          Genarvus frowned, and Nakaz quickly said, "I understand your hesitation, my good scribe. Your professional ethics do you justice. However, this is very important. I authorize you by my bardic license to create this copy. I can ratify this authorization with the duke if you should wish." 
          The frown lifted from the scribe's face, and Genarvus said, "Vosh, vosh, Nakaz. I trust your word. I will do as you both have asked, though it will take some time. To copy from a visible source is quicker than to create from recall, after all." 
          "Take your time, Genarvus," said Aldan. "And thank you." 
          The scribe began to gather parchment and quills, and Nakaz said, "You said two things, did you not?" 
          "Hrosnu, ah ... pardon," said Genarvus, his hands gesticulating wildly, "I nearly forgot." He set aside his quills, and turned to fetch a scroll from behind him. He continued, "That word you mentioned, 'Asthen'ron', that cat statue with the antlers and hooves, anez? I did more research, and I discovered the source of this legend." 
          He unrolled the scroll and scanned the contents, then let it snap closed and handed it to Nakaz. "Here it is in detail. There was a primitive tribe of people living in this area of the continent when the Fretheod Empire's explorers arrived more than two thousand years ago. These people worshiped the rock outcropping where the current Dargon Keep is located, as well as the icon they called Asthen'ron." 
          Genarvus leaned forward and continued, "The Fretheod wanted to build a guard tower on the outcropping, but the natives objected strongly, escalating from nuisance raids to outright attacks on the building crews. 
          "The empire builders knew how to deal with them, though. They counterattacked in force, but instead of wiping the natives out, they captured their holy icon. Then, in full view of the natives, they smashed the Asthen'ron to bits." 
          Nakaz frowned at the casual cruelty of those ancient people, but from what he knew of the Fretheod Empire he had no trouble believing it of them. The mention of a Fretheod guard post on the rock where Dargon Keep stood had seemed to resonate with him somehow, but that wasn't the important part of the legend. 
          Genarvus had paused, and Nakaz said, "Was that all?" 
          "Vosh, Nakaz, there is more," said the sage. "Another legend recounts the reconciliation between the natives and the Fretheod. A holy man went to the leader of the invaders and said that his people would leave the area if he was permitted to retrieve one thing from the ruins of the Asthen'ron. The Fretheod agreed, and the object the holy man fetched was a thumb-joint sized blue-grey pearl that had been an eye in the statue. One side of the pearl looked like the eye of a cat, while the other side had four branches sticking out of it that looked like antlers." 
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          The scribe looked from Nakaz to Aldan and back, before adding, "The cat and deer motif persists, you see? Do you think that it has something to do with the Margre Flane is searching for?" 
          "Oh yes, I think so," said Nakaz. "The pattern is clear. Thank you for the information, Genarvus. And thank you for not telling Flane." 
          "My pleasure, good bard, young lord. I'll have that page by this time tomorrow. Ts'sutyen." 


          Ganba walked into the stableyard behind the Inn of the Serpent a little later than usual on the third day after the King's Birthday celebration. She'd had trouble convincing herself to get out of bed that morning; only the insistence of the staff come to clean her room had gotten her up. Yawrab's reforms were going well at the Panther; even Daurch the owner was impressed by her ability to manage the staff. Ganba was happy that Yawrab had found something else to occupy her time and keep her mind off her futile search for Lord Aldan. She only hoped that she was training Maravin well to take her place when the two of them finally left. 
          Ganba hadn't been staying abed because she was tired, at least not in body. Lately she had been feeling worn, frayed. A world-weariness had come over her in the past few sennights, a feeling that there was nothing new under the firmament, that she had seen, felt, done everything before and was utterly bored with doing it all again and again and again. It wasn't limited to the repetitious search for the elusive baron's son that made her feel that way, either; it was everything. 
          She looked around, and caught sight of the focus of most of her attention these days. The large block of wood that had been placed to one side of the stableyard was now looking decidedly serpentine. Most of the sinuous length of the figure had been carved, its powerful legs poised just so, the hint already there of the scales she would work to detail beginning tomorrow. 
          Ganba approached her sculpture, feeling her mood lighten somewhat. She was always excited by carving, working to see the shape emerge from shapelessness. And if there were times when she felt, as she sanded a curve, or carved a corner, that she had done the same thing before, maybe even with different hands, the thrill of creation was still present. 
          Taking a deep breath, Ganba reached out and touched the head of the serpent, which was almost complete. She lifted some delicate instruments from the shelf set against the fence behind the carving, and started to work. 
          She applied a thin saw to the detailing she had left the day before when the light had grown too faint for her to continue. A few deft cuts, precisely directed, and the jaw of the serpent came loose, rocking slightly in its cradle. She leaned back and touched the jaw, watching it open and close with a fading oscillation. She was elated that she had managed to carve the jaw in place, even though she knew that most people would think she had added that bit of wood to the sculpture. 
          She wiped the saw on a cloth and set it down. She was reaching for a new tool when she heard someone clearing their throat behind her. 
          Ganba had made it clear when she'd started the statue that she wanted to be left alone. Her art wasn't a spectator sport. So far, she hadn't had any problems in that regard. She hoped that this interruption wasn't the beginning of a change. 
          She turned around to find the owner of the Inn of the Serpent, Ballard Tamblebuck, standing on the other side of the statue from her. His hands were behind his back and he was rocking back and forward on the balls of his feet, examining the carving with a smile on his face. 
          "Yes?" Ganba said, eager to get back to work. 
          Ballard looked up at her and said, "Amazing work, mi'lady Ganba, simply amazing! And so fast!" 
          Ganba just looked at him, waiting. His gaze wandered back to the statue, and he started rocking again. Frowning, Ganba said, louder this time, "Yes?" 
          "Oh," said Ballard, looking embarrassed, "pardon me. Yes. Ah, I thought you could maybe do me a favor?" Ganba just looked at him. He continued, "Well, you see, I found this object a long time ago, never knew what it was or what to do with it, and then it occurred to me that it would be perfect as your serpent's eye." He held out his hand and in his palm was a large round stone of some kind. He said, "Take a look," and Ganba lifted it from his hand. It was blue-grey, smooth, slightly cool despite being in Ballard's hand for a short while. She turned it around and found that one side looked like the eye of a cat. 
          Ganba looked up at Ballard and said, "But there's only one." 
          "Well, yes," he said. "I thought you could fake the other one, or put that side of the statue against the wall or something." Ganba just looked at him again. He said, "Ah, yes, well you keep it and if you can use it, good, if not, no problem. Straight? Fantastic work, Ganba, really!" 
          Ganba watched Ballard return to the inn with narrowed eyes. She wondered whether the man was worthy of her sculpture. If she hadn't been inspired seeing the decrepit statue the inn currently used as a signpost, she certainly wouldn't have sought out his patronage. 
          She looked at the stone in her hand, and snorted. She turned back to her tools and dropped the blue-grey thing into one of the trays there. She stood there a moment, breathing deeply and steadily, putting the encounter out of her mind. Calm again, she lifted a delicate saw and returned to her work. 
          Ganba slipped her saw into a small hole she had already drilled into the head of her serpent. She moved the tool carefully back and forth a few times, completing what she had begun the previous night. She felt the proper bit of movement, and removed the saw. She reached down and moved the eye in its socket, congratulating herself on her skill. She glanced between the cat's-eye stone and the wooden one she had just finished. The stone was too small and didn't look even vaguely serpent-like. With a dismissive snort she moved to the other side of the head and finished her creation's other eye. This was going to be the best serpent sculpture that Dargon had ever seen! 


          Aldan again followed Nakaz around Dargon the next day as they carried out their several errands. Their first stop had been the shop of Genarvus Kazakian, and Aldan had examined the page that the scribe had copied from memory for them. It had only taken a glance to confirm that it was the same kind of strange hidden map that he had solved for the beautiful woman named Yera back in Valdasly. Yera had been one of Bresk's Band, and that group had used the map to retrieve the second of the Margre's three artifacts. Aldan was sure that Genarvus' page would serve the same purpose for Flane. 
          They had thanked Genarvus and left, and were now headed for the office of Aardvard Factotum in response to a message they had received from the healer who dabbled in brokering information. Aldan tried to solve the new map as they walked, but he needed more concentration than he could spare. With a sigh, he rolled the parchment up and slid it under his belt and hurried to catch up with Nakaz. 
          Their path led out of the city and to the east a short distance, and soon the home of Aardvard Factotum came into view. Aldan had visited the man previously but was still impressed by the aura of wealth that the healer surrounded himself with. His own home of Bindrmon Keep might have been larger but it was not more impressive than the house of Factotum. 
          He and Nakaz were greeted warmly by Hansen, Aardvard's butler, and shown to an over-decorated sitting room filled with ostentatious displays of wealth. Aldan had only just sat down when Hansen returned and led the pair to the healer's receiving room. After setting mugs of ale in front of the visitors, Hansen left them alone with Aardvard. 
          The well-dressed man smiled at the pair, but Aldan could tell that he seemed worried about something. Aardvard said, "Welcome back to my humble home, my friends. I have news for you, but I am not sure whether it is good or bad." 
          Nakaz said, "We are happy to receive either, good healer. Let's hear it." 
          Aardvard leaned back and began slowly, "I have heard from this Flane person again. He came to me with several Rounds yesterday and asked for my help with some passages in a book he owned. I did as you wanted, Nakaz, and helped him. Perhaps too much, though I do not yet think he has everything he needs to complete his quest." 
          The healer leaned forward and said, "The passages we worked on were almost riddles, and I must confess that I became caught up in solving them, though I assure you that I would have refrained had you not asked me to do the opposite. Flane has confirmed that the last part of his quest lies within the outcropping that the keep rests on. He needs to seek an entrance of some kind that lies near the northern point of the rock on the shore of the mouth of the Coldwell. The entrance is very low on the rock, which requires that he enter at low tide. And lastly, he needs a key that combines the ring he already possesses and a spined orb that can see." 
          Aldan looked at Nakaz and said, "The eye of the Asthen'ron!" 
          "Undoubtedly, Aldan," said Nakaz. Turning to the healer, he continued, "Excellent news, Aardvard. That gives us the clue we needed, augmenting information we already had. If you hear anything about that key Flane needs, let us know first, straight?" 
          As Aldan shook hands with the healer and followed Nakaz out of the sumptuous house, he was sure that Flane would now be directing all of his efforts toward finding this spined orb. Aldan hoped that he and Nakaz would find it first. 
          As they were walking back toward the city, Aldan saw two people coming their way along the path. One was the cowled magician named Cefn that Aldan had seen in the Inn of the Panther a few days before the King's Birthday celebration. The other was a tall, good-looking man that Aldan had never seen before. But it was obvious that Nakaz had, because the bard stared at the tall man as the pair walked past, craning his neck around to follow their progress right to Aardvard's door. 
          As the door opened and Hansen ushered the pair inside, Aldan asked, "Do you know either of them, Nakaz?" 
          The bard stared for a moment longer, then seemed to realize he had been asked a question. "What? Ah, yes, Aldan, I do know one of them. The man not wearing the hood. I met him a long time ago in the College of Bards in Magnus where he pretended to be one of us. He called himself Kethseir." 
          Nakaz sighed, and turned around. As he started walking along the path back to Dargon, he continued, "I met him again just about four months ago at the Waning Moon Inn, except there he called himself Kresh. You recall the ring that Aardvard mentioned? It used to belong to a man named Yeran Reshilk. It was an heirloom in his family. The men with Kresh killed Yeran for that ring. He got away when he revealed which of his hirelings had committed the murder and I had to choose between justice and vengeance." 
          Aldan had never heard this before, though he did recall something about an important ring. "Is that the ring that Meelia mentioned? I recall the name 'Kale', or something like that." 
          Nakaz nodded. "Yes, that's the same ring and the same person. I would dearly love to chase after that man and find out all of his secrets, but that will have to wait. We need to deal with the present -- the Margre -- first, before sorting out the past." 
          Aldan nodded in return, accepting the bard's decision. He took one look back at Aardvard's house, contemplating future, present, and past, before following Nakaz away. 


          Yawrab wasn't as nervous about approaching Dargon Keep this time. It was five days since the party for the King's Birthday and both she and Ganba felt that the keep should have settled back into its routine. Yawrab wished she had been able to establish another way to get information from Ratray about Lord Aldan after their first arrangement had been voided by the death of Abernald nine days previously, but that hadn't been possible. 
          She had been spending a great deal of time working on the problems at the Panther in the meantime, which was finally bearing fruit. Daurch, the owner, hadn't been happy with her changes at first, but when Yawrab had explained the deplorable conditions that she was helping his brother correct, he had agreed with the time limit his brother Maravin had set: a sennight to produce results. 
          That first day had been a disaster. The fired staff had done their best to disrupt the interviews for new workers to the point that the guard had been brought in to keep order. Business suffered as new people were hired and shown their duties, but Yawrab had done her best to hire only competent staff. 
          The very next day, improvements had been obvious. The kitchen turned out excellent, fresh food; the rooms were cleaned daily, and at night the taproom was thoroughly scrubbed before the staff left for home. 
          It had been harder to get Maravin to understand that his job wasn't done. Yawrab had tried to impress on him that he needed to manage his people, not just hire them and let them work. When one of the cleaners developed sticky fingers on the third day, Yawrab had forced Maravin to talk to the woman. Maravin had then wanted to advance the woman enough to get the medicine for her son, but when Yawrab investigated and learned that there was no son, but some large gambling debts, Maravin had let the woman go. Yawrab only hoped that the manager had learned the lesson: be understanding, not stupid. 
          Yawrab walked past the front door to the keep and around to the staff entrance. There was no sign of Ratray outside, but there was a man with a florid complexion standing almost where the servant had been before. Yawrab went over to the man and said, "Pardon me, but I am looking for a young man named Ratray who works here. Could you tell me where he is?" 
          The red-faced man looked at Yawrab with a frown. "What do I look like, his mother? He ain't here noways. On break. Hasn't returned yet." 
          Yawrab thanked the rude man and left. She wondered where the young man had gone for his break, and when he would return. She was glad she had the distraction of whipping the Panther into shape: the positive changes there made her feel better than she had since she had reached Dargon. 
          On her way back to the Panther, she stopped off at the Inn of the Serpent to see how Ganba was doing. Yawrab knew that the work on the statue was helping her lover the same way taking on the Panther had helped her: it gave the gypsy something important to do. 
          When she entered the stableyard of the Serpent she saw the carving, but not the gypsy. She gasped: the statue was magnificent! The grace and power the carved object displayed made it seem alive, and the incredible detail she could see even from across the yard only added to the illusion. The powerful legs and the fearsome face made an imposing spectacle. She hoped that the owner of the inn was going to put a lantern over it, because the statue was sure to be frightening in the dark. 
          She was lost in admiration when Ganba stood up from behind the statue and walked over to her tool bench. Yawrab said, "That is magnificent, love!" 
          The gypsy turned and smiled, running her hand across the scaled back of the serpent. "Do you like it, Yawrab?" 
          "Oh yes, Ganba, it's ... it's fantastic! Wonderful! Magnificent!" 
          Ganba laughed, and said, "I'm pretty proud of it myself. Come over here, I want to show you the detailing." 
          Yawrab walked over to the head of the statue and watched as Ganba revealed all of the articulated pieces that she had carved in place. The skill displayed was excellent, and she just couldn't express how proud she was of Ganba, so she just kept repeating the same three words. "Fantastic. Wonderful. Magnificent!" 
          Ganba pointed out the tufted ears, the barbed tail, and finally said, "All I need to do now is the finishing touches. Today or tomorrow should be enough. I was working on the toenails when you arrived." She looked down, seemed to see something critical, grabbed a tool and crouched down by a foot. 
          Yawrab grinned at her lover's back, amused by Ganba's concentration. She didn't want to disturb her, but she also didn't want to leave without saying good-bye. She waited, idly glancing at the tools laid out on a bench next to the sculpture. 
          Something caught her eye, and she moved closer for a better look. Lying amidst the tools was a small sphere of grey-blue stone. Yawrab reached out to touch it, and found that it was smooth and cool. It rolled slightly under her fingertips, and she saw that one side of it looked like the eye of a cat. 
          The color reminded her of something. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the ring of keys to the Panther. The master key was easy to find, and she tugged it away from the ring. She held the strange clasp at the top of the key next to the sphere and, sure enough, they were exactly the same color. In fact, she could see that the natural spread of the prongs of the clamps seemed to be the right size for the sphere to rest in. She shifted the key around so that the open end of the clamps pointed at the grey-blue stone and gasped in shock when the stone leapt the two-finger's-width gap between the key and the bench and landed between the clasps. The prongs closed slightly and then melted into the orb, forming one blue-grey object with a cat's eye on one side, and four prongs clamped onto an ornamented key on the other. 
          Ganba stood and said, "What's wrong? What happened?" 
          Yawrab said, "I just ... And then ... I don't know!" She grabbed the orb and pulled, but only succeeded in separating the whole thing, the strange spined-eye, from the key. Dropping the key into her pocket, she grasped the ends of the small object and tried to pry the two halves apart, but they no longer seemed to be two objects combined. She couldn't persuade the orb to separate from the double-clasp. 
          She finally gave up, and showed the contraption to Ganba. "What was that sphere in with your tools, Ganba?" she asked. "Not something valuable, or important?" 
          Ganba peered at the spined-eye and poked at it gingerly. "No, neither. Ballard gave it to me, thought I could use it in the serpent. Daft man! What would my serpent look like with a cat-eye? And there's only one, so what would I have done with the other side of its head?" 
          She took the thing from Yawrab and tried pulling the bits apart herself, with the same luck. She said, "Good thing he gave it to me, 'cause it doesn't look like he's getting it back." Ganba returned the spined-eye to Yawrab, wincing as the prongs closed around Yawrab's finger. 
          Yawrab pulled the thing off of her finger easily, and then slipped it into her pocket. She felt it clamp around the shaft of the master key and sighed. She wondered how she was going to attach that master key back to the key ring without the clasps. 
          "Well, I've got to get back to the Panther, make sure Maravin hasn't given away the treasury again." She hugged Ganba and gave her a kiss. "Fantastic work, love. I'm so proud!" 
          Ganba blushed, kissed her back, and waved as she left. 
          Yawrab fished around in her pocket as she walked away, drawing the orb out of her pocket and pulling it off of the key. She put the key back, and looked at the orb. Frowning, she looked around, and saw an alms box by a doorway. She slipped the orb inside and hurried away, feeling slightly guilty. Maybe the monks could find some use for the thing. 


          Moments after Yawrab vanished around a corner, a fleeing man dashed down the street. He looked backward and saw the glint of the guard pursuing him, but his inattention caused him to crash into the alms box, smashing it and dashing its contents to the ground. The man stumbled, feet slipping on coins, then he regained his footing and started to run. He didn't notice as his foot kicked a blue-grey object into the shadows of an alley. The guard, hot on his heels, didn't notice either. 


          On the morning of the last day of Ober, Ratray scuttled across the city in his customary way, dodging from alley to shadow, avoiding large groups of people on the streets. He spent only enough attention to his journey to assure that he never ended up in any crowd; the rest of his mind was reflecting on his quarter-year break that had just ended. 
          He had spent the past six days in the whorehouse called Mother of Pearl, where all the women were named Pearl, unless you wanted them to be named something else. It had been the kind of quarter-break you joked with your friends about, and Ratray had accomplished it. Though he had thoroughly enjoyed himself, he was happy to be on his way back to work at the keep. He wouldn't have believed it before, but it was possible to have too much of a good thing. He also knew that he would save his remaining Marks, and go back for as many quarter-breaks as they lasted. 
          Ratray was a few streets away from the Inn of the Serpent when he felt something hard under his knee as he knelt at the mouth of an alley. He lifted his leg and felt for the object. His fingers closed on something cool and smooth, and he picked whatever it was up. 
          He looked at the object in his hand, noting the blue-grey color first, the strange spines poking out of a small sphere next. He had no idea what it was, but he thought it looked like a pearl. He poked at it with his other hand, and was surprised when the spines closed around his finger. His immediate reaction was to fling it away again, but when he found that it came off of his finger easily he calmed himself. When he turned it over and saw the cat's eye on the side of the sphere opposite the spines, he decided to keep it. Cats were, after all, his favorite animal. 
          Glancing up and down the street, Ratray resumed his journey back to the keep, putting the spined orb into his pocket and forgetting about it for the time being. 


          Music filled the sitting room of the suite in the Lighted Candle as Nakaz and Ratray played music together. Ratray's face was filled with wonder as he played one of the bard's own instruments, and Nakaz smiled to see such joy. He had run across the servant earlier that day in the keep and had been successful in persuading the young man to come to the inn, as playing on one of the keep's towers would have been rather uncomfortable in the cold of the last day of Ober. This portion of the inn was deserted except for the musicians, and Aldan was downstairs playing King's Crown for money, so they bothered no one. 
          Early in the evening, Nakaz had spotted Ratray eyeing the stone sculpture Nakaz had placed on the table to one side of the room where the cold meats, breads, and cheeses were arrayed. He hadn't been sure why he had placed it out like a decoration. Normally he was more protective of the half-circle chunk of stone with the stylized cat and dual falcons on its outer third, and the three types of banding that interwove across its center. He'd grown nervous when Ratray had seemed to study it intently, but eventually his nervousness had faded with Ratray's attentions, and the music had continued. 
          Nakaz had noticed the new jewelry that Ratray was wearing when the young man had entered the room, but it wasn't until the servant took a break to try some of the cold meats and cheeses that Nakaz got a good, close look at the earring hanging from his right lobe. His eyes widened when he realized that the blue-grey color of the spherical ornament was the same shade as the stone in Yeran Reshilk's ring that had been used by Bresk's Band to help retrieve the second Margre Chalisento artifact. He had to bend down to see clearly what the strange markings on the bottom of the orb were, and he was rewarded for his effort by discovering that the bottom of the sphere looked like the eye of a cat, with the slitted pupil and faint striations around it to suggest an iris. The last revelation came when he saw that the earring had no metal on it, but was clamped to Ratray's ear between four spines that rose from the side of the orb opposite the cat-eye slit: spines that, when examined closely, resembled antlers. 
          "Tray," said Nakaz. "I don't remember you wearing an earring before. Where did you get it?" 
          The young man's hand went self-consciously to the dangling ornament, and he said, "Do you like it? It's not too big, is it? I found it this morning on my way back to the keep. It was lying in an alley. I don't know what it is, but it seemed to work as an earring." 
          Nakaz was shocked that the key Flane needed to finish the Margre quest had just been lying around Dargon's alleyways. He said, "Might I take a closer look? Does it come off?" 
          Ratray said, "Sure. See?" He pulled at the grey-blue orb, and it slid down his earlobe and came free. He handed it to Nakaz, walked over to the table with the food on it, and started assembling a leftwich from bread and thin-sliced meat. 
          Nakaz looked at the orb up close, watching with fascination as the prongs that had been clutching at Ratray's ear slowly spread apart of their own accord, ending up looking even more like antlers. He checked the cat's eye, played with the prongs a bit, and tried to decide whether Ratray was likely to want to part with his found object so quickly. 
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          The young man had rejoined Nakaz, and he asked, "Do you know what it is, Nakaz?" 
          "I have some idea, yes," Nakaz said. 
          "Really? Is it some kind of artifact, some piece of ancient magic that I've rediscovered after eons?" 
          "Ah, not exactly. But it could be dangerous. Do you think I could buy it from you,Tray?" 
          Ratray paused, took a bite of his leftwich, then said with his mouth full, "How much?" 
          Nakaz said, "Two Marks?" 
          Ratray's eyes went wide, and he mumbled something about "another sennight at Pearl's". He choked on his leftwich, cleared his throat, and finally said, "Sure, Nakaz. Sure. Let's get back to the music, now, straight?" 
          "Absolutely, Tray," said Nakaz, closing his fist around the orb. A plan was already forming in his mind. 


          Ganba blew sawdust away from the rasp, pulled it back and forth a few more times, cleared the debris away again, and set the tool aside. Smiling, she grabbed a sanding block and polished the rasp marks away. Her smile became a grin, and she stepped back and said, "Finished!" 
          Yawrab said, "You have such talent, love. It looks so real, so alive!" 
          Ganba turned to her lover and said, "Thank you. I'm impressed myself, and I made it." 
          Yawrab stepped forward and hugged the gypsy. "I'm glad you found something to do while I whipped the Panther into shape. Maybe you could carve something for Maravin next? I'm sure that you could make a panther far more frightening than the stuffed head on the taproom wall." 
          Ganba laughed and grabbed a broom. "Could you go get Ballard, love? I want to present this to him, and then go back to spending my days with you." 
          Ganba swept her corner of the stableyard clean while Yawrab grinned and ran into the inn. She thought about Yawrab's joking suggestion, and wondered if she'd have to take on more work like this statue while the search for Lord Aldan stretched on. It was the first of Nober already, and it looked like they were never going to find the man. Ganba found herself feeling more and more tired every morning, and that was on top of the dull sameness that the streets of Dargon presented to her every day as she walked from the Panther to the Serpent and back. Aside from whatever soul-weariness plagued her, the rooted-folk life was fighting with her gypsy nature. 
          Ganba was packing up her tools when Yawrab returned with the jovial Ballard, who owned and operated the Inn of the Serpent. The man's eyes widened as he took in the new sculpture that would grace the front of his establishment, and he said, "Oh, Ganba, your samples didn't do your skills justice. This is fantastic! People will flock from leagues around to see this masterpiece. When are you going to paint it?" 
          Ganba just gaped at Ballard, and Yawrab took a step away from the man. "Paint?" the gypsy said. "How could you possibly think to paint this work of art? Can't you see the way the grain of the wood flows along the scales here? Doesn't the wood just gleam perfectly along the jaw here, the knee there? Paint?" 
          Ganba felt herself crouching into a fighting stance, her hand reaching into her tools for a particularly sharp chisel. She grinned fiercely as the innkeeper backed up a few steps. Yawrab hurried to her side and said, "I'm sure Ballard won't paint your statue, dear." Yawrab turned back to the owner of the Serpent and said, "I would suggest that you not bring up the subject of painting the statue again, Ballard, straight? I'll be back tomorrow for the rest of her fee." 
          Ganba let Yawrab lead her out of the stableyard, vowing to herself that if a lick of paint ever touched her sculpture, she would make sure that Ballard and every one of his descendants regretted it. 


          Ratray made another foray into the city for his own purposes two days after his musical evening with his friend the bard. He had been informed by his fellow servants that a woman had come looking for him at the keep while he was on break, and the description, especially the mismatched green and brown eyes, had clearly been Yawrab, who had returned his flute more than a sennight ago. 
          He knew that Abernald had been murdered shortly after Ratray had delivered his information about Lord Aldan to him, but he hadn't realized that Yawrab hadn't gotten that information, as that could only have been the reason for her return to the keep. Ratray was sorry that he hadn't known that earlier, or he would have tried to contact her again before now. 
          He approached the Inn of the Panther with trepidation. The inn was a very popular one despite its run-down reputation -- he understood that their ale was superb -- and he wondered how he was going to be able to make himself enter in the face of his curse. He had waited at Mother of Pearl's until the greeting room was nearly empty before going in there, and two nights previously at the Lighted Candle, Nakaz had escorted him into the inn via a servants' entrance to ensure that his fear of crowds wouldn't bother him. He felt that he might have a long wait before the taproom of the Inn of the Panther was empty enough for him to go in. 
          Ratray sidled up to one of the windows of the inn and peered through. It was as he had feared; the place was doing a brisk business. He scanned the room, but Yawrab was not present. However, he did spot Yawrab's gypsy companion. Even on the other side of a window, the sight of the gypsy made him sneer. But he forgot his dislike of gypsies when he saw what the woman had on the table in front of her. 
          It was a stone fragment like the one he had taken from beneath the keep. It was larger than his own piece, but it was smaller than the one that Nakaz had been using as a decoration in his suite. Ratray couldn't see the gypsy's fragment clearly, but he could see enough to recognize the ragged edges, the odd animals and the interwoven banding. He knew that it was very similar to his own fragment and Nakaz'. In fact, he fancied that the three might fit together to form a single unit. 
          He turned from the window, his mission to Yawrab forgotten. Instead he began wondering, as he walked back to the keep, how to get some more Marks out of these two people who probably had some interest in the fox fragment he owned. 


          Aldan shook hands with Essart and watched the short, fat man leave the Lighted Candle. It was mid-morning of the second of Nober, and if all went well the Margre quest would be thwarted in just a few bells. 
          Aldan turned to Nakaz and said, "I still think we should be watching Flane ourselves." 
          Nakaz smiled and said, "We've been over this, Aldan. We can't let Flane see us yet. I fear that more than a scar is transferred when a new person takes over the Margre quest, and the man that Flane took the artifacts from saw you and I chasing him. If Flane recognizes us as enemies, then he will run, and we may never find him again. And once he has the key he seeks, it will be very dangerous for us to lose contact with him." 
          Aldan sighed. Nakaz had told him all of that before, and he had agreed with it then as he did now. Still, it bothered him to be so far removed from the action as to be sending a hired man like Essart to be their eyes. With the completion of their task so close, it was galling to have to wait once again. 
          He started to pace around the common room of the inn. He remembered when Nakaz had told him of the plan he had devised shortly after acquiring the spined eye-stone from the servant Ratray two days previously. Every step of that plan had gone smoothly. The two of them had gone to Genarvus to request the sage's cooperation in brokering a deal between Flane and an anonymous collector wishing to sell a certain blue-grey object. Genarvus had contacted Flane, who had agreed to the transaction a day ago, with the exchange slated for today at sixth bell. Nakaz had checked with the harbormaster on low tide times for the day and so they knew that once Flane had the key, he would have to move to the correct spot by the end of the first bell of the night when the tide would turn and begin rising again. 
          All Aldan could do in the meantime was to wait. 
          Bell after bell slid past, and Aldan grew increasingly nervous. Seventh bell had become eighth when he was sure something was wrong. Essart should have come directly back from the sale of the antlered eye, and he was late. Very late. 
          He alternated pacing with staring out the window of the common room. Nakaz had seemed annoyingly composed until the last bell or so, and it made Aldan secretly glad to see his lover fidgeting nervously as he sat at one of the tables. They had grown snappish with each other as Aldan continually tried to alter the plan, to get them to go down to the Coldwell early. Each time Nakaz had been able to convince him of the danger of letting Flane see them too soon. Unfortunately, it didn't make waiting any easier. 
          Tenth bell had passed some time ago and the first bell of the night was soon to ring when a stranger burst into the Lighted Candle. The woman leaned against the door, caught her breath after a moment, and gasped out, "Applecart. Broken leg. Essart says go." 
          Aldan hesitated only long enough for Nakaz to stand and gather his pack before leaving the inn at a run. The pair sped across the Old City, and fumbled their way over the side of the causeway to the Coldwell's bank within a quarter bell. Aldan searched the ground for other footprints but found none. He knew that there was a stairway down to the Coldwell to the north of the keep; Flane must have taken that easier way. 
          Running through the mud in the deepening dark slowed their frantic pace, and Aldan was sure that he was going to have to hurriedly decipher the map he hadn't yet bothered with in order to follow Flane into the Margre's maze. 
          Nakaz turned briefly and hissed to get his attention. Aldan followed Nakaz' pointing arm and caught sight of the still figure ahead of them where the rock outcropping turned west and a wider patch of muddy bank was visible in the unshadowed darkness there. They slowed their pace so they could move more quietly, and closed the distance to the now-kneeling figure. 
          The shadow of the cliff above them and the constant sound of the moving waters of the mouth of the Coldwell kept them from being detected, Aldan was sure. Nakaz stopped at some fifty paces' distance and Aldan followed suit. The bard stepped into the stirrup of the crossbow he had brought and pulled back the string, then lifted the weapon to his shoulder and fitted in a quarrel. Aldan watched the kneeling figure reach out and scrub at the mud directly in front of him. Aldan thought he saw a faint gleam revealed, and then there was a flash of light as the figure extended his hand to touch the gleam. Then Nakaz' crossbow thunked, and the kneeling figure fell flat, half of his body vanishing into a hole in the cliff side that hadn't been there the previous moment. 
          Aldan started forward first, sure of the bard's marksmanship. As he got closer, he saw a large cave in the cliffside. He knelt beside the prone figure and noticed that the ground inside the cave was dry, in contrast to the mud the lower half of the corpse lay in outside the cave. He turned the body over to reveal a man with brown hair and the top of one ear missing, with a scar in the middle of his left eyebrow. It was Flane. 
          A moment later, Nakaz caught up and knelt beside Aldan. The bard reached for the right hand of the body. Aldan saw the strange ring Flane wore, with the cat-eyed orb perched on top of the band, the spines clutching at the rest of the ring. Nakaz looked at Aldan, and he nodded, gripping his sword at his side. He and Nakaz had already discussed this next step, and that if the bard suddenly sprouted a scar in his left eyebrow, Aldan was to kill him swiftly and then not touch any of the artifacts. 
          Nakaz grasped the ring and stiffened. Aldan could feel something happening as Nakaz grimaced briefly; it felt like the bond they had shared since touching that stone fragment together was being called on to help the bard in some way. Nakaz opened his eyes after a moment, and slipped the ring from Flane's hand. Aldan looked closely, but there was no new scar on Nakaz' face. 
          Nakaz proceeded to search the body, finding a small rock, a stone cup, and a blue book. He tossed each of these things deep into the cave one by one, and then enlisted Aldan's help to shove Flane's body deeper within as well. 
          Aldan let himself be herded back out of the mouth of the cave and onto the mud of the bank. Nakaz held the ring-and-orb combination in both hands, hesitated for a moment, and then pulled them apart. Aldan watched, stunned, as the cave opening began to fade away. The bard swiftly tossed the last two items belonging to the Margre quest into the closing cave, and then the opening was gone. 
          Aldan looked at the rock wall, and even went closer to touch it, but it felt as solid as anything around it. Nakaz sighed, and started walking north to the small beach at the bend between river mouth and ocean. Aldan was glad they were taking the easier way back into the Old City. 
          As they walked, Aldan finally decided to ask, "Nakaz, why did you throw everything into the cave?" 
          "Finality, Aldan," said the bard. "When you've read as many myths, stories, and legends as I have, all with their clues and keys and secrets right out in the open to be found, you start to get tired of stupid people locking up devastating evil with the means of retrieving it left out and about for someone to eventually find and learn how to use." 
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          Nakaz was silent for a dozen more paces before continuing, "No one is ever going on the Margre quest again, Aldan. Sure, all three of her separated parts are now in proximity to each other, but it will take a huge miracle for the stone to get into the cup in such a way as whatever is storing the water of her spirit to be able to spill over it. And if that miracle comes to pass ... well, what chance did we have anyway?" 
          Aldan pondered the wisdom Nakaz had presented him with, and could find no fault with it by the time they had returned to their inn. There they found waiting for them a very crudely lettered note which read, "From a friend. Please come to the Frayed Knot on the docks at the fourth ..." 


          "... bell of the day tomorrow, that being of Nober the third day. There I will display some property I have recently received, which I believe will interest you." 
          Ganba looked at the note with its crude lettering and stilted phrasing, and wondered which of the few friends either she or Yawrab had here in Dargon would send them such an invitation. She briefly entertained a paranoid fear of the Bloody Hand of Sageeza being involved, but the note seemed both too crude and too direct for their methods. Well, there was really only one way to find out, and neither she nor Yawrab had any other plans for the morrow. 


          The next day, it was Nakaz and Aldan who entered the Frayed Knot first. Gazing around as he walked through the door, Nakaz came to the conclusion that as a tavern, it was a nice bait shop. Not one extra Bit had been spent on anything not absolutely required, so that the somewhat small space was nearly bare. The tables were of unadorned wood and were surrounded by stools rather than chairs. This made the booths that lined the side walls the favored place to sit, which was why Nakaz led the way to one of the few unoccupied tables. The floor was covered with wood shavings, not even sawdust, which hadn't been swept out in at least a sennight. If not for the seasonable temperatures of early Nober, the place would have smelled worse than the docks themselves. 
          Nakaz had checked the contents of the dirty mugs at the tables as they had passed, and he didn't bother making a trip to the hole in the wall that served as a way to order drinks from the kitchen. He didn't notice anyone taking care of service in the room, and he wondered how many of those around him were simply loitering. 
          He glanced around the room again, checking to see if anyone was paying any attention to him, but no one seemed to find anything interesting in the room besides the tables themselves. He looked over at Aldan, who seemed equally interested in the scarred wooden surface in front of them. Nakaz thought he saw weariness in his friend's face, a weariness that he felt himself. Some of that was due to having completed the task that had been driving him for so long, but that wasn't all of it. Unwilling to get too introspective in a place like this, he turned his attention to the front door, wondering when the note writer would show up. 
          A short while later, he was startled to see the same pair entering the bar that he had encountered a few days ago approaching Aardvard Factotum's place. The cowled wizard was named Cefn, and the man with him was the thief Nakaz knew by several names, including Kresh. They went over to one of the booths where a thin, shifty-eyed man seemed to be expecting them. 
          Nakaz debated whether to confront Kresh. He had decided against it outside Aardvard's home because he'd had more important things to occupy his time. Now, however, he was free of obligations. He hoped his mysterious meeting wouldn't last longer than Kresh's. 
          The next pair to enter the dive also had a familiar person in it, but Nakaz wasn't immediately sure where he had seen the older woman before. She startled him, though, by crying out, "Lord Aldan!" and approaching their table. 


          Yawrab was willing to give the note writer only until the tones of the fourth bell of the day finished echoing along the docks before she left the Frayed Knot, and she made that vow before setting foot within, so unpromising did it look. She forgot about her misgivings as she and Ganba pushed through the swinging doors and she spotted the man she had chased across half of the Kingdom of Baranur. 
          "Lord Aldan!" she called out, and hurried over to the table where he was sitting. She didn't even notice that the gorgeous blond bard with the grass-green eyes she had met at the keep with Ratray was with him until she was standing across the table from them both. 
          As she stood there looking at Lord Aldan, she found herself unable to believe that the young man had actually killed her sister Tillna. She saw that the surprise on his face came from seeing someone familiar a long way from home and had nothing to do with fear. She recalled the gypsy Sefera's reading of her fortune, and knew that they had told the truth when they'd identified the lord separately from the killers. 
          The bard rose with courtly grace and said, "Please, have a seat, ladies. I take it you know my friend from somewhere?" 
          Yawrab settled uncomfortably onto a stool next to Ganba, tried unsuccessfully to find a less uneasy position, and finally replied, "Ah, yes, sir bard. I am Yawrab, once the housekeeper of the Denva estate in the Barony of Bindrmon. I am also Tillna's sister, and I have been seeking Lord Aldan to ask ... what he knows about her murder." 
          "I hope your trip was not arduous, Mistress Yawrab," said Aldan. "I will happily answer your question. First, though, I would like to introduce to you both the bard Nakaz, who has guided me across Baranur in aid of my own search. If you would present your companion, Yawrab, I could begin my tale." 


          Ganba bowed to the lord and the bard as Yawrab said, "This is Ganba of the Rhydd Pobl, who helped me on my journey. There were dangers involved, but I would not choose differently if given the option. Now tell me of Tillna." 
          Ganba glanced around the room as Lord Aldan told the story of the petty jealousy between him and the friends he had grown up with, and how they had for some reason taken revenge on him by killing his promised bride, Yawrab's sister, Tillna. He had tracked one down and had been informed that the others were fleeing to Dargon, but after spending two months and more in the city, he was sure that they had not, in fact, come this far north. 
          The gypsy kept her eye out for any undue interest in their table. The Frayed Knot was not a nice place to sit and reminisce, full of dangers of many different kinds. She saw the bard keeping an eye out as well, and it was this scrutiny that drew her attention to Cefn in the booth. She knew that the man with Cefn was Ka'en, the cousin of Je'en. She also knew that Je'en had vanished after the King's Birthday celebration, and that Cefn had been methodically scouring the city for anyone who could help him find her. The palmist he was sitting with, a thin, shifty-eyed man, was unlikely to provide the answers he was looking for. She wondered if Sefera was still around and whether her abilities would prove useful to the wizard. 
          She looked at the three other figures around the table with her. The tension in Yawrab had vanished with the young lord's explanation, and Ganba felt some release as well at the ending of their quest. Looking at the two men, though, she felt an odd sensation, almost as if there was some connection between all of them. 
          She also felt that strange, stretched sensation increasing as she observed the two men. Something about their presence made her feel old and worn. No, more than old: ancient. And the two men had something of the same aura about them as well. 
          Before she could examine her lover for the same thing, she noticed Ratray standing just outside the door of the Frayed Knot. The lanky young man with the brown hair was just standing there, sweat beading on his brow even in the chill Nober breeze. She wondered what the servant was there for, so far from the keep, when he narrowed his eyes, pushed through the swinging doors, and headed right for their table. 


          Aldan could feel something strange in the air, and his head snapped around to look at Ratray as he walked slowly across the crowded room. Aldan had seen Ratray in the keep, and knew that he and Nakaz had spent time together playing music. Nakaz had told him about the young man's fear of crowds, his "curse" as the boy put it, so it was surprising to see him here. That wasn't enough to explain the strange feeling he had, though, that something very, very important was getting closer and closer to their table. 
          Ratray dropped onto a stool and just sat there for a few moments, breathing hard. No one spoke until finally Ratray said, "Hello Nakaz, Aldan, Yawrab, Ganba. I sent the note. This is why." 
          With shaking hands, Ratray removed something from his shoulder bag and set it on the table. Aldan gasped when he saw it, echoed by the other three. He glanced over and watched Nakaz pull their fragment from his carry-all. When the bard set the half-circle stone sculpture on the table, Aldan saw that the women had produced a smaller stone of their own. 
          Aldan could see clearly that the three stone fragments were not only of a similar make, but they were, in fact, all parts of the same whole. The cat-figure on the piece that he and Nakaz possessed matched exactly the cat-figure on the piece resting before Ganba and Yawrab, while the fox-figure next to that cat matched the only animal on Ratray's piece. 
          All three pieces were arranged, though by accident, exactly as they should have been, so that the separated cats and foxes lined up around the circle back to back, just as the two falcons on his and Nakaz' piece were. The silver, gold, and glass bands finally all formed their full interweaving tracery across the piece, the lines matching exactly across the gaps between the three stones. 
          There was more than just the fragments of a broken sculpture on the table, though. Aldan could feel the power that hummed between the pieces of stone, that hovered over the table and around all five of them sitting around it. He started to feel the same kind of resonant affinity for Ganba and Yawrab that he had already fully experienced with Nakaz, and no one was touching any of the fragments any longer. Something was about to happen, something wonderful. He couldn't wait. 


          Ratray could feel the strangeness too. He knew the others were feeling something not only because he could see it on their faces, but because he could sense it right along with them. That feeling scared him, but not in the same way as the curse he had lived with for all of his life. Not that he could explain the difference. 
          Yawrab asked the question first, though Ratray felt the other three ask it with her, inside of him. "What do you want for your portion of the Talisman, Tray?" 
          "I ... I thought I knew, but I hadn't expected this. The piece belongs to all of you; I can feel that just as you can. Take it. It's yours." The heartfelt gift resonated among the five of them, and Ratray knew he had done the right thing. He barely registered a raised voice coming from his right, away against the wall. 
          There was a pause, and then Nakaz lifted his rank pendant from around his neck and held it in one fist for a moment. A brief glow escaped between the bard's fingers, and then Nakaz handed the pendant to Ratray. "Take this to the College of Bards in Magnus, Tray. It will earn you an entrance audition, which you will not fail. Thank you, Tray." 
          Aldan removed the room key from his belt pouch and handed it to Ratray. "Everything in our suite is yours, Tray," he said, and Ratray could hear the confidence in his tone, echoed by the bard's smile. "I'm sure you can make good use of it, especially Nakaz' instruments." He then pulled out some parchment and a stick of charcoal. He scribbled a quick note, and handed that to the servant. "This will explain your rights, should anyone challenge you. Thank you, Tray." 
          Ganba said, "You can have my ban, my wagon, to take you to Magnus and the college. Let me have that." She took the parchment and sketched a map, and then wrote her own message. "This is where the wagon is hidden, and the note will let any of my people who might stop you know of your right to it. Thank you, Tray." 
          The raised voice had become a shout. It said, "I just want to know where Je'en is!" There was a flash of light and heat, and suddenly that wall of the dive was on fire. Screams began immediately, and the fire was spreading rapidly. 
          Yawrab said, "Tray, the moment foretold by your prediction has arrived." Ratray looked at the older woman and saw a strange light in her different colored eyes that wasn't just a reflection of the fire. He wondered briefly who had told her about his curse. She continued, "Leave here free from fear. Your life is forever changed, but not ended by the cataclysm you are escaping from. Thank you, Tray." 
          Ratray clutched the pendant, key, and parchment and stood. Patrons were fleeing the burning bar. The strange man with the cowl you couldn't see into was carrying two people out the door. Ratray looked at the four sitting around the table as their hands came up to touch the edges of the stone fragments. "You're welcome," he said. He turned and ran toward the door. 
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          Nakaz and Aldan and Yawrab and Ganba pushed gently at the fragments of the Talisman they had created two thousand years ago. The three pieces came together simultaneously and with a tiny flash obscured by the rising flames behind them, the Talisman became whole again. 
          The circle was complete, and come around in full. From the top of the tallest tower of Wudamund they had sealed themselves to their Talisman, and the rogue magic within it had drawn down the lightning and destroyed it. Now, through life after life, century after century, they had all been drawn back to the same place, and the Talisman was whole again. 


          As the flames roared through the bar, Ganba remembered the beginning. In the first days of the end of the Fretheod Empire, she had been a man named Kendil who was an alkaehra, or combat sailor. She knew again that sea voyage in the Typhoon Dancer when he had fallen in love with a soldier musician named Nikkeus, and then with the ship's captain Eldinan. He had been unable to choose between them, and then had been fortunate enough not to need to as they both loved him back. 
          He recalled Nikkeus' struggle with being considered adult and capable. He remembered Eldinan's struggles with her culture and its prejudices against non-standard relationships. He relived their growing together, a growth that made all of them more complete, as well as more independent. He remembered the final decision to defy convention and join in the annual winter solstice krovelathan, or marriage, ceremony. 
          His carving skills had come to the fore after the krovelathad, or marriage talisman, had been designed by Nikkeus and Eldinan. He had been instrumental in bringing that vision into being, working with the various elements that made up the object, from casting the stone-like base, to applying the gold, silver, and glass banding, with help, of course. 
          Ganba sat with her fingers touching that same object as the bar burned harder and also felt herself standing in Kendil's boots on top of Wudamund in the middle of a storm as binding words were said. She recalled Nikkeus' hood falling away revealing the raven haired and bearded, brown and green eyed visage of Orlebb, just before the lightning bolt struck, shattering the Talisman and ending that version of herself. 


          Nakaz returned to his first incarnation. He remembered being Nikkeus, a young teraehra, or soldier, living at the height of the Fretheod Empire. He remembered being posted to Wudamund, one of the distant outposts of the empire, far across the sea. 
          He remembered sailing on the Typhoon Dancer and meeting Kendil, an alkaehra, during a terrible storm and falling in love with him immediately. He recalled how the ship's captain, Eldinan, had also fancied the man, and how he had despaired until he'd been offered Kendil in Eldinan's cabin. 
          He'd been surprised to find himself in love with both the captain and the soldier. Their love had been mutual, and had developed during the voyage and continued during their stay at Wudamund. Defying the conventions of their culture, the three of them had planned to promise themselves to each other, and had constructed a krovelathad, a physical symbol of that union, together. 
          As the flames in the bar reached a third wall, Nakaz recalled the night on the tallest of the three towers of Wudamund, when the krovelathad had been readied for dedication. He remembered that Orlebb, the castellan of Wudamund, had taken his place in the ceremony. He knew without remembering that the krovelathad, the Talisman that rested in front of him, had been fragmented by a bolt of lightning that had killed him and the other three people on the roof. 


          Aldan returned to the beginning, when he had been a woman named Eldinan, the captain of the Typhoon Dancer. The beginning of the end of the Fretheod Empire had been clear to her in the way that her anhekova, a magical staff with a lump of milky crystal housed in one end, failed to perform its functions any longer. Unable to predict or control the weather, just one of the abilities her staff had once possessed, made braving the open sea so late in the season a dangerous proposition. The strain of the journey had been offset by finding interest in a combat sailor and whittler named Kendil, and then in a soldier musician named Nikkeus. 
          The two men had also been attracted to each other, and the three of them had ended up finding companionship, and then more, in each others' arms, though the Fretheod culture severely frowned upon anything but dyadic relationships. 
          Eldinan had been trapped by the onset of winter at Wudamund, and her relationship with the two men had deepened. They had chosen to create a krovelathad together, even in the face of her culture's strictures. The result had been a work of art created by the three of them, though out of unconventional materials, including her useless anhekova. 
          Aldan sat in front of that very krovelathad, the Talisman that had just been reassembled, and remembered being on the rooftop of the Wudamund tower for their own, secret winter solstice krovelathan ceremony. He recalled the moment when Orlebb had revealed himself, and noticing the presence of the real Nikkeus, whom Orlebb had masqueraded as. While the fire consumed more of the bar, Aldan relived the moment the lightning bolt had struck, ending the first of his many existences. 


          Yawrab remembered the arrival of the three newcomers to Wudamund back in the beginning when she had been a man named Orlebb who had been the castellan of the watch keep. Orlebb had been a native of the area, unlike the Fretheod explorer-invaders, but he had worked for them freely. He had been good at managing the keep, and he had used his position to his advantage in any way possible. 
          Orlebb had found himself interested in those three: the ship's captain Eldinan, a striking woman with chestnut hair and grey eyes; the naval soldier Kendil with brown hair and brown eyes; and the combat soldier Nikkeus with the blond hair, big nose, and grass-green eyes. He had tried to involve himself with each of the three separately with a perplexing lack of success. 
          Then he had discovered the real relationship between the three, and the krovelathad they'd been building. He had been determined to intrude on their triadic union, and he had introduced a magical artifact of his own into the talisman they had been creating. 
          Yawrab remembered standing beside the very sculpture that was before her now up on the roof of the tallest of Wudamund's three towers, masquerading as the blond musician. Eldinan and Kendil had arrived, and as a storm blew up the ceremony had begun. Yawrab felt the heat in the burning bar as clearly as she recalled the snow and rain, the feelings as the krovelathad was activated, biding all four of them together, and the lightning bolt that tore them, and the Talisman, apart. 


          Ratray stood in the doorway as the other patrons of the Frayed Knot vanished along the docks behind him. Only Yawrab, Nakaz, Ganba, and Aldan remained in the center of the room, obviously unconcerned by the growing conflagration around them. 
          The servant saw the stone that sat on the table between those four, and was startled to realize that it was once again whole. He could feel the resonances between the stone sculpture and the four who sat around it, perhaps because he had held one of the fragments for a short while. He knew that something far more wonderful and strange than the luck he had just been party to was happening in there. 
          As he watched, he thought he saw each person shimmer slightly. He thought he saw all of them but Nakaz change gender for a moment, altering just slightly to make the set three men and one woman. They shimmered again and changed once more, then again and again. Ratray knew that it wasn't the fire making them shimmer. 
          He thought briefly about going in to rescue them, or of fetching help to get them out. He realized somehow that they were capable of rescuing themselves if they wished it. He let them be, determined to watch them to whatever end was to come. 


          Lives overwhelmed Ganba as her incarnations flooded into her mind. Years passed as swiftly as the lives, then slowed as she became Kendra again. Kendra had been one of the Siizhayip, a nomad group. She remembered going with her people to negotiate with a fading remnant of the Fretheod Empire over land. The Siizhayip needed room to expand. The Duke of Grahk didn't need the land at all. 
          Ganba realized that Duke Bralevant of Grahk was an incarnation of Orlebb and Yawrab. Back then, the two of them had been lovers. She had been the secret mother of his heir. Her son, Bralidan, was an incarnation of Eldinan and Aldan. Kendra had used her former relationship with the duke to get close enough to kill him. She had been ordered to do so. His death would assure the Siizhayip the land they needed. She had been surprised when the duke had taken her with him into death. She had been resigned to her fate, believing in the good she was doing. And the lives continued to flood past. 


          Lives dashed past Aldan's perceptions. Decades flashed by, until he became Bralidan. He had been the son of a powerful ruler. He recalled meeting a pretty, blond, green-eyed young woman named Nikorah. She had belonged to a nomadic group who roamed the Great Steppes. They called themselves the Siizhayip. She had come to Plethiss, his home, to plead with his father for land. He knew that his father the duke had no use for that land. 
          Duke Bralevant had denied him permission to pursue Nikorah. He had schemed to do so anyway. He remembered being on the battlements of Plethiss. He had been bathed in the light of both moons. Nikorah had been at his side. He had watched as their Talisman fragments merged beneath the spectacle of a moon-flare. The freedom he had gained by leaving Grahk with her faded into the blur of subsequent lives. 


          Time flowed over Nakaz like music. Lives passed like notes in a tune. He lingered briefly to remember Nikorah. The song began again. It stopped once more when he became Maeanat. She and her twin sister Tironvil were criminals in Gerolevan. They had been cheated by a merchant of magics. They'd gone to Melajoof for revenge. Instead, they'd been given a chance at invulnerability. 
          Maeanat had known where to fetch the missing ingredient. She had impersonated a bard to invade a manor house. She had retrieved a fragment of the Talisman, the required ingredient. She'd had to kill an employee named Eilonvil in the process. Nakaz knew that Eilonvil was also Eldinan and Aldan. Maeanat had taken the fragment and met up with her sister. She'd been unconcerned by the pursuit of the authorities. She had believed in the protection Melajoof had offered. She'd been foolish to do so. She had died, and the song began once more. 


          Lives blinked by Yawrab, remembered in brief and then gone again. Then she came to a woman she remembered in more detail named Tironvil. Tironvil and her twin sister Maeanat had been thieves. They had gone to Melajoof to purchase some protection. The protection had failed. She and her sister had returned to exact vengeance on the merchant. The man had given them a fragment of the Talisman. He'd also given them a ritual that he promised would provide permanent protection for them. It had only needed a single missing ingredient. 
          Maeanat had known where to get that ingredient. She'd left to obtain it. Tironvil had gone to the circle of standing stones to meet up with her. They had enacted the ritual and merged the two stones. Then the authorities had come to deal out justice to the twins. Tironvil had learned just how well Melajoof had fooled them. A sword had entered her and ended that existence. 


          Ratray watched the changes flashing and flowing over the four in the middle of the bar. The flames were growing in there, but so far none had reached the center of the room. He could feel the heat from where he stood, but none of the four seemed to be uncomfortable. 
          Then he noticed the frowns, but he knew that they weren't caused by the atmosphere within the bar. All four began to shudder a little, and the faint glow from the stone itself grew until it was outshining the flames that were closing in. 


          Ganba felt the years begin to press against her. The lives she'd lived stayed with her. She remembered Aborkendo. He'd been an actor and a carpenter. Torenda's Troupe had roamed Farevlin entertaining. He'd been involved with three women. The same three people in the bar now. They'd found a fragment of the Talisman while traveling. They'd frightened away a warlord with acting. Then they'd been rewarded with another fragment of the Talisman. She remembered the two fragments melding together. Then the lives started flashing by again. She felt full of other people. People she'd been. She worried they'd press out who she really was. 


          Aldan paused within Eldirhan's life. He'd been a crippled blacksmith. An accident had freed his mind. He'd known all about his amazing past. A woman named Nikoren had come. Her horse'd needed shoes. Eldirhan had resisted the pull of the search. He hadn't gone with Nikoren. His injuries had prevented it. So he had never touched a Talisman fragment. Not until he'd died and been reborn. Again and again. So many lives. Aldan tried to come to terms with the sensations. But the lives just kept piling up. 


          Nakaz was stranger after stranger. The lives that flashed by him weren't going away. They were filling him up. Life after life, every day, every moment. They all became part of him. He couldn't contain it all. And then ... he was himself. His own life flashed through him. Becoming a bard. Scaling the stave of ranks. Meeting Shorel. Meeting Kethseir. Losing Shorel. Gaining the Talisman fragment. Aldan. Travel. The Margre. Culmination. The Frayed Knot. Fire. Completeness. Rest. 


          Yawrab felt overwhelmed. The crush of people she had been filled her. They were all trying to be themselves again. Even though they all were her. She didn't think there was room for even one more. And then ... she was herself. She watched herself grow up in southern Welspeare. Getting a job. Lord Cranhull's rape. Moving north. The Denvas. The bargemen. Meeting Ganba. Tillna's death. Travel. Sageeza. Dargon. The Panther. The statue. The note. The bar. Fire. Completeness. Rest. 


          Ratray squinted as the light from the stone increased. Fear and pain began to fade from the faces of those sitting around it, and he felt his link to the powerful object fade and then vanish. The flames approached the last table, and he wondered what would happen next. 


          The four incarnates lived their lives from birth to here together, and they opened their eyes and looked across the table and their Talisman at each other. They all knew the pressure of their pasts, they all felt each other's weariness, that stretched, worn, faded, world-weary sensation that was now well explained. They looked into the past and saw the currents that had brought the six Talisman fragments together into three, and then moved four people across time and the world to be here with those fragments, not a league from where they had been created. 
          The bar was fully engaged in flame, only their table untouched by the conflagration. They all knew the choice before them. There was no debate. The unspoken question was answered unanimously. They linked hands atop the Talisman and waited. 

Ratray stared as the light faded enough for him to see the four in the bar again. They were all smiling serenely at each other, their hands linked on top of the stone on the table in front of them. Ratray wondered why they weren't getting up and leaving. He made up his mind to go help them, but as he started back into the bar, there was a grinding sound from the roof. Ratray was sure he saw the stone flash again. He was just as sure that when the roof crashed down, the table and chairs it landed on first were empty. 


          When the fire extinguished itself, the town guard found no evidence of any casualties within the ruins of the Frayed Knot or the wharf it had stood upon. No strange stone carvings, complete or incomplete showed up, nor did any charred bones. Cefn eventually paid restitution for the damage he had caused, but no one ever knew what had also ended within that waterfront dive. 

This final chapter of the Talisman Saga is dedicated to concinnity. Here's hoping the whole is greater than its parts.
Appendix : Two Stories From FSFnet
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                              The Treasure

                                 Prolog

                              Reference A

    "...toiled  and  wrought  long  and hard,  and  harnesser  of  the

Yrmenweald, the  great Master  Staff, was  completed after  many, many

cycles  (1). Swithwald,  the most  exalted  Master of  the Clear  Fire

Weavers (2),  completed the  bindings between the  (an untranslateable

rune - a name?)  (3) source and the Master Staff,  and left the siring

of the lesser  staves to the rest of his  brotherhood, being exhausted

nigh  unto death  by his  feat.  And so  was  the way forged for us to

become the most powerful ever seen in Keinald's Demesne (4)..."

                              Reference B

    "...it was  commanded by our  King to  set down herein  the manner

by  which  was hidden  the  access  to the  Source.  Once  my pen  has

darkened these  pages with  that information,  then shall  the Weavers

remove all  knowledge of what has  been so recorded from  the minds of

the Sons of  Aelther (5). Thus shall  the might of our  nation be safe

from  our enemies.  This tome  shall be  in the  keeping of  my Office

until time ends,  and with it, the supremacy of  Fretheod (6), and the

Sons of Aelther."

                              Reference C

    "The demise  of the  Fretheod Empire  is an  oddity. At  one time,

they  were the  masters of  all lands,  unconquerable, ever  spreading

their  empire to  all points  of the  globe. Legend  has it  that they

maintained  their supremacy  through  a magical  construct, what  they

called the  Master Staff,  and a collection  of lesser  staves somehow

linked to the  Master one. The lesser staves, carried  by all captains

of war,  and all exploring parties,  could draw upon the  power of the

Master  Staff, enabling  the bearers  to accomplish  amazing feats  of

foresight.  Where the  Master Staff  got  its power,  or exactly  what

that power was, no one now knows.

    "In the final  days of the Fretheod Empire, civil  war broke out -

the  first ever  in the  long history  of the  Sons of  Aelther. Twins

were born  to the  ruling monarch,  Queen Earnfled.  As the  two sons,

Osgeofu and Tilgeofu,  grew to maturity, it became  apparent that they

were  alike in  only their  looks. Everyone  knew that  Osgeofu, being

first  by mere  minutes  into  the world,  would  inherit the  Empire,

becoming the  next monarch. But,  everyone wished that  Tilgeofu would

have that honor,  being the more noble, kind, and  strong of the pair.

Osgeofu was  petty, cruel, and  just short of  a coward. But  the laws

of the Sons  of Aelther were inflexible, leaving only  one way for the

people to get the desired person onto the throne - revolution.

    "Tilgeofu did not  instigate the civil war, but there  was a large

faction of the  nobles who refused to submit to  the reign of Osgeofu.

They organized,  planned, arranged,  and finally struck.  But, Osgeofu

was aware  of the  unrest, and  he had planned,  too. So,  the planned

quick coup turned  into a long and bitter battle,  and eventually into

a full war.

    "In the second  month of the war, the Queen  died. Osgeofu crowned

himself, and declared  Tilgeofu's followers outlaws. The  war began to

go against the rebel brother, but Fretheod was suffering more.

    "At  the  end  of  the  Fourth month,  the  last  remnant  of  the

instigating faction,  along with Tilgeofu, penetrated  the Palace, and

made it  to the throne  room. There, Tilgeofu confronted  his brother.

With  the  people  loyal  to  him rioting  in  the  streets,  Tilgeofu

demanded  his brother's  abdication.  Osgeofu  refused until  Tilgeofu

threatened  him with  Huaetec, the  Royal  Sword of  State. The  king,

cowed  by  the threat,  stepped  down  from  the throne,  but,  before

removing his  crown he  smashed the  head of the  Master Staff  on the

stone floor  of the throne  room, and  then cracked the  polished wood

length  across his  knee. Then,  laughing and  shouting, "If  I cannot

have it, no  one can!", he dashed  to a window and  leaped through it,

still wearing the crown. He was torn to  shreds by the mob outside.

    "Shortly  thereafter, a  neighboring kingdom,  formerly in  thrall

to the  Fretheod Empire, revolted,  and attacked the  barely recovered

nation. Fretheod  tried to hold  firm, but  something was gone  out of

the Sons  of Aelther.  They still  fought as  fiercely as  before, and

they  had  superior numbers,  despite  the  harrowing war,  but  their

masterful leadership  was gone.  Their generals made  stupid mistakes,

and  were  led  into  obvious   traps.  Tilgeofu  sent  his  Skaldric,

Tarhela, across the sea to get help, but Tarhela never returned.

    "It took  a long time for  Fretheod to die. Even  after that first

invasion razed  the capitol and killed  Tilgeofu and his sons  it took

many  years for  the  far-flung colonies  of the  Sons  of Aelther  to

fail, or  to become nations  in their  own right. Eventually  only the

name remained.."

                              Reference D

    "...I fear  that I  have failed  my King. The  storm that  blew us

off  our course  has only  just  died away,  leaving the  ship a  near

wreck, and us utterly  lost. I watch now as the  captain stands at the

wheel,  cursing the  gods, the  sea, the  wind, even  the King,  as he

brandishes one  of the now  useless Son Staffs  upon which he  used to

depend.  Such a  storm  would never  have caught  a  ship of  Fretheod

unawares before Osgeofu's treachery.

    "I have  in my posession the  Tome of the Yrmenweald,  passed down

from  Skaldric to  Skaldric since  the beginning  of the  Time of  the

Master  Staff. It  was the  only  hope my  King had  of regaining  the

power of  the Master  Staff and  saving our people.  But, we  know not

where we  are, and  so the  chances of happening  on the  citadel that

holds the  secrets are almost none.  Wudamund might as well  be on the

larger  moon for  all  we can  get  to it  now. Only  by  the will  of

Keinald will Tilgeofu and Fretheod now be saved..."

 Reference A  -  Translation of the "Tome of the Yrmenweald", by

                  Hrothgrim the Skaldric, page 185.

 Reference B  -  Translation of the "Tome of the Yrmenweald", by

                  Hrothgrim the Skaldric, page 421.

 Reference C  -  From the "History of the Ancient World", Volume 4,

                  by Trenta, Historian and Chronicler to King Vulpa

                  of Baranur, pages 231-233.

 Reference D  -  Excerpt from the personal log of Tarhela, Skaldric

                  to Tilgeofu, page 642 (the second to last leaf).

 Footnotes:

    (1)  A cycle is approximately the period of the Moon from New to

          New.  It equates roughly to one month.

    (2)  The Clear Fire Weavers were the cream of the crop of the

          wizards of the land, distinguished by passing a fatal test

          involving binding and controling elemental fire.

    (3)  Not only is the figure untranslateable, but it resembles

          nothing remotely similar to any rune or figure in the

          entire lexicon of the Fretheod - it seems to be an alien

          inclusion, perhaps from another language.

    (4)  Keinald is the Over-god of the Fretheod, and the world is

          considered to be his personal property.

    (5)  Aelther was (in legend) the first man to set foot upon the

          shores of the land that became the home of the Fretheod.

          Thus do the people of the Fretheod honor the first of

          sailors.

    (6)  Fretheod was, at one time, the foremost Empire in the world,

          spanning all the known lands of the time and finding more

          all the time.  They were inveterate colonizers, and their

          markers - stone pillars or obelisks with sticklike writing

          on them - can be found in almost every area of the world

          now traveled.

                                 Part I

                               The Thief

    Ka'lochra'en stood  before the  huge, intricately carven  doors of

the Bardic College,  and wondered (as usual) if it  would work. He was

a skilled  thief of  a special type  - he didn't  snatch and  run, but

rather he  spent a lot  of time  and preparation planning  his thefts,

and making them  as perfect as possible. Often, that  meant assuming a

role,  as he  was now  doing, or  in some  other way  infiltrating the

premises  of his  target openly  and  making sure  that he  was not  a

suspect in  the crime.  He found  his own  method of  work to  be much

preferable to  that of the average  thief, and it meant  that he could

go after  larger marks  and enjoy  the money he  got for  his services

without having to hide from reprisals.

    But,  no  matter how  foolproof  his  plans,  or how  perfect  his

impersonation was,  he always worried just  before he began a  job. He

let himself  run over  the details  in his  mind, reviewing  his cover

story, assuring himself  that he knew the layout of  the place and the

exact location  of the book.  He thought that  it was this  worry that

had kept him alive  so long - he had been in the  business for over 15

years, and had never been so much as suspected of one of his crimes.

    He was being  well paid by a  mysterious man to get a  book out of

the College's  main vault.  The man,  who refused  to name  himself or

give any details  about the book, had provided the  keys to the vault.

Ka'en had wondered aloud  why the man needed his help  to get the book

when he  had the keys.  The man  had said that  no one must  know that

the book  was missing, and that  Ka'en was renowned for  making things

disappear  mysteriously.  The  number  of  gold  coins  that  the  man

offered got Ka'en to take the job, despite his misgivings.

    Taking  a  deep  breath  and  assuring  himself  that  he  was  as

prepared as  possible, Ka'en continued  up the steps. His  green cloak

was an exact copy  of one worn by a bard. He  wore a nondescript sword

and a  leather harp-case on  his back, though  the case was  empty and

padded. And, most  importantly, he wore around his  neck an absolutely

authentic Rank pendant.  He had gotten it from  Bellen, a disreputable

ruffian who,  nevertheless, had ways  of procuring certain  things. He

had  proved to  be reliable  before,  and so  when Ka'en  had put  out

feelers  for a  bardic  Rank pendant,  it  had been  just  a few  days

before Bellen  had turned  up with  one. Ka'en  hadn't asked  where he

had  gotten  it, staving  off  Bellen's  eager  attempts to  tell  him

anyway.  He had  given the  ruffian the  five crowns  he had  promised

(which  wasn't even  a decent  fraction of  what he  had already  been

paid for  the book), and  had continued to  prepare. He knew  that the

Rank indicated was  fairly high among the journeyman  class. The owner

of the pendant  had completed Eight of the Ten  staves required before

advancement  to Master  class.  That  would make  Ka'en's  job both  a

little easier  and a little  harder. Easier, because he,  wearing that

pendant,  would be  taken  for an  important  person. Harder,  because

there weren't  all that  many Eighth  Stave Bards  proportionally, and

it  might well  seem  suspicious  that he  was  a  stranger. But,  the

opportunity was too good to pass up; he decided to take his chances.

    A small nagging  doubt remained in his mind -  there was one thing

that   would  undo   all   of  his   planning.   His  second   cousin,

Je'lanthra'en,  a real  Bard,  would  be able  to  unmask  him if  she

happened to  be in  residence. As  he pushed  the well-counterbalanced

massive doors  open and entered  the College,  he decided to  check on

Je'en's whereabouts  with the  option of aborting  the mission  if she

was in Magnus at that time.

    Ka'en  assumed  his role  as  he  strode purposefully  through  an

entrance  hall as  huge as  the doors  and tastefully  ornate. It  had

only  one  other  door,  much  smaller, which  led  into  the  College

proper. Standing  by the closed door  was a young man  wearing the red

sash of a SongWarder over his blue tunic and white hose.

    "Greetings, brother," said Ka'en as he halted before the warder.

    The  young man  in  blue and  white bowed  formally  to the  tall,

tow-headed  man in  green cloak  and proper  pendant. "Welcome  to the

College of Magnus,  my Lord," said the warder, and  shifted his weight

onto  the plate  in the  floor  that caused  the inner  door to  open.

"Enter, and may all your needs and wants be fulfilled within."

    "Perhaps you  can assist  me, brother," said  Ka'en. "A  friend of

mine, a travelling  companion for a time, said she  might be here this

month.  I  was  wondering  if  you  knew  whether  Je'lanthra'en  was,

indeed, here?"

    The face  of the warder  fell. He said, "I  am sorry, my  Lord, to

be  the one  to tell  you this.  Lady Je'en  is in  town, but  she has

suffered an accident.  Just this past week, in the  Fifth Quarter. Her

injuries were  severe, and  she is  being tended  by Master  Enowan in

the Palace. Did you know her well?"

    Ka'en  allowed his  face to  show the  sorrow he  did feel  at the

news of Je'en  accident, but he kept hidden the  elation that he could

continue his  night's work without  fear of discovery.  "Yes, brother,

I knew her well.  I am sorrowed to hear of this. I  leave again on the

morrow,  but perhaps  I will  delay long  enough to  pay her  a visit.

Thank you  for the  news, brother."  And he  passed through  the inner

door shaking his  head sadly for effect. He never  made the connection

between the pendant  he wore, the hints Bellen had  tried to drop, and

the news of Je'en accident.

    He went  to see the  seneschal of the College  and got a  room for

the night. He  was in time for dinner and  he actually enjoyed himself

at the meal,  listening to the tales  spun by the other  bards and the

students as  well. He  had to  supply a  few, himself,  but he  had no

problem imitating the style  of the others in the room.  He also had a

vivid imagination so  he managed to entertain the whole  group as well

as any bard present.

    He pretended  to drink overmuch  and finally excused  himself from

the  procedings with  the  excuse  of needing  sleep  for his  further

travels.  He wasn't  the  first  one to  leave,  so  his going  wasn't

unduly remarked.  In other  circumstances, he would  have left  with a

woman, and, after  a little fun, he would have  drugged her asleep for

the  bulk of  the night,  providing  himself with  a "perfect"  alibi.

But, he couldn't be  sure that a bard wouldn't detect  the drug in the

wine - bards  were spooky that way, sometimes. So,  he would just have

to rely on  the image he had  projected at dinner to prove  he was who

he said he was.

    He  went up  to  his room  in the  sparsely  populated Guest  Wing

(larger than  both the  Student and Resident  Wings put  together) and

took a small nap, waiting for the college to fall asleep.

                                The Job

    Ka'en's  inner   clock  woke  him  shortly   after  midnight.  The

intricately  maintained  time-lamp  on  the wall  confirmed  that  his

personal  alarm had  worked properly,  and the  silence pervading  the

wing  attested to  his  choice of  times. With  a  little care,  Ka'en

would not be disturbed in his thieving.

    Dressed in  the black  clothes packed in  his harp  case, carrying

the tools  of his  trade, and  the keys to  the vaults,  Ka'en slipped

out of  his room and down  the stairs to  the Leafy Atrium -  a little

clear-domed hall  that led from the  work buildings of the  College to

the three living  wings. He crossed the open space,  dimly lit by moon

light, and paused in  the inky shade cast by the  little garden in the

center of the  hall that gave it  its name. He waited to  be sure that

no one was coming  before moving on: the Atrium was  where he was most

likely to run into someone.

    He made it  to the main building of the  College without incident,

but  just as  he  approached the  stairs into  the  cellars, he  heard

footsteps and  voices. Hastily  ducking into  the nearest  doorway, he

waited until he heard the three person parade fade into the distance.

    Then, he heard  a sound behind him. Turning lithely  as a cat, and

as  soundlessly, he  noticed  that the  room wasn't  empty.  It was  a

study room, adjacent  to the main Library, equiped with  a large table

and  rather  comfortable  looking  chairs.  Perhaps  too  comfortable,

Ka'en  thought. The  sound he  had heard  was a  stifled snore,  which

repeated itself a  few times more. A  student was curled up  in one of

the chairs,  his candle burned  down to a  faint, blue glimmer  amid a

pool of  liquid wax,  and the book  he had been  reading was  lying on

the floor.

    Ka'en  paused for  several  more minutes  before  easing the  door

open,  and then  shut again  behind him,  careful not  to disturb  the

sleeper.  Silently  blessing  his  fortune,  and  overzealous,  sleepy

students,  he  padded  to  the  stairs and  continued  down.  When  he

reached the  third landing,  he passed through  the archway  into that

cellar, leaving  the mysteries of  the still descending  staircase for

someone else to explore.

    There were  more vaults in the  cellars of the College  than there

were in  the Crown Castle,  some said,  and they were  probably right.

Some  also said  that  there was  more  wealth in  the  vaults of  the

College than  in all of the  vaults the Kingdom of  Baranur considered

its own.  That, too,  was probably  correct, but  there was  more than

monetary  treasure  in  those  vaults. The  Bardic  College  collected

knowledge, and art,  and anything else that the wisdom  of its leaders

commanded them to collect. Like old books.

    Ka'en came to  the correct door, just  one of at least  ten in the

long hallway.  It was  of a dull  grey metal ten  feet tall  and three

wide.  It stood  out  from the  well  carven walls  of  the hall  even

though there  wasn't a crack around  the perimeter as most  doors had.

There was also  no handle, and no visible keyhole,  either. But, Ka'en

knew what to do.

    He  took the  first  of the  keys and  measured  its length  eight

times from  the floor  up the  right edge  of the  door, and  then one

over.  Two  fingers' pressure  moved  a  piece  of the  carving  there

aside,  revealing the  first  keyhole.  He had  been  told to  measure

carefully  since the  very  similar carvings  around  the correct  one

were traps, which  would set off an alarm as  well as incapacitate the

burglar in various ingenious ways.

    Inserting  the  measuring  key  carefully into  the  hole  it  had

revealed,  Ka'en  turned it  slowly  to  the  left (right  would  have

released another  trap). There  was a faint  snapping noise.  He could

feel the  key click as  it turned. After  the second click,  he pushed

the  key in  hard  and felt  it  sink home.  A  louder snapping  noise

accompanied the  appearance of  the normal  outline of  a door  on the

grey metal,  as well as three  triangular holes in the  general region

of a normal keyhole.

    Taking the second  key from his belt pouch, Ka'en  measured up the

left  jamb of  the  now revealed  door  for nine  of  the shorter  key

lengths and then four  lengths to the left. The end  of the key rested

on the  center of one  of many identical triangular  projections, each

with an  indented circle within  each point. He pressed  the indicated

triangle,  and  it sank  deeply  into  the  wall.  There was  a  faint

whirring noise  and after a  few seconds the triangle  reappeared with

the  lower right  circle glowing  faintly. Ka'en  inserted the  second

key into the  lower left hole in  the door, and turned  it. The proper

hole was different  every time, or so his employer  had said, selected

randomly with the  pressing of the carving and indicated  on that same

carving. The wrong hole or the wrong carving were, of course, traps.

    When  the  second key  had  been  turned  all  the way  around,  a

knob-like  portion  of the  door  popped  out,  just above  the  three

keyholes.  Taking the  third key,  Ka'en inserted  it slowly  into the

center  of the  knob,  deactivating  the last  trap  on  the door.  He

turned the knob and the thick, but not heavy, door opened inward.

    Relieved  to  have  negotiated the  complicated  entry  procedure,

Ka'en slipped inside  after removing the three keys.  His employer had

assured him  that the door could  be opened with ease  from within, so

he  closed  the  door behind  him.  When  it  met  its frame,  he  was

astonished to  see that it had  become transparent. At least  he would

have plenty of warning if someone tried to enter.

    He turned  his attention to  the interior  of the vault.  This was

one of  the College's knowledge  vaults, which was  just as well  - no

temptation  to  take a  little  extra.  The  shelves and  chests  were

arranged just  as the mysterious man  had said. He went  directly over

to the  correct chest. It was  the top one of  a stack of four,  so he

wouldn't have to worry about moving it to gain access.

    Two  more  keys rested  unused  in  his  pouch; he  retrieved  the

first. The  very thin  leather gloves  he was  wearing allowed  him to

trace  the intricate  lines  graven into  the side  of  the chest.  He

found  the  hidden  keyhole  and  unlocked  the  chest  -  the  large,

normal-looking  lock  hanging  where   locks  normally  hung  was  yet

another trap.

    He  raised  the  lid  and  eyed  the  thick,  leather-bound  books

arranged neatly  within. Carefully lifting  the first tray out  by the

handles, he set it  on the floor and stacked the  other three trays on

top of  it. Taking the  last key in hand,  he pushed aside  the lining

of  the seemingly  empty  chest  and released  the  hidden bottom.  He

slipped the  last key  into the  lock that bound  his quarry  into the

recesses of  the false  bottom of  the chest  with crossing  straps of

iron, much  like a cage.  He carefully  removed the required  book. It

was light  for its size and  thickness. He traced the  sticklike runes

laid in  gold on the very  light-colored leather of the  cover, making

sure that they  spelled out what the stranger had  told him meant "The

Tome of the Yrmenweald".

    Satisfied with  his find, he  placed the  book in the  other pouch

he carried.  He relocked  the cage  and replaced  the contents  of the

chest as he had  found them. With a brief glance  around the vault, he

went  back  to  the  door.   He  surveyed  the  corridor  through  the

transparent door  and eased  it open without  complicated precautions.

When he  shut it behind  him, it again  became a featureless  plane of

dull grey metal.

    Ka'en made  his way carefully back  to his room, sure  that he had

been  undetected. He  repacked his  black  clothes in  the harp  case,

adding the  book to the  bundle, and  settled back on  the comfortable

bed to sleep away the rest of the night.

                              The Payment

    Ka'en left  the College the  next day with no  suspicions trailing

him about  his midnight activities.  Once again,  he had pulled  off a

job  successfully. He  strolled casually  out of  town, following  the

route he  had hinted  at the  night before at  dinner. Around  noon he

reached his  cache at  the center of  a stand of  trees, sure  that no

one  had followed  him. He  changed clothes,  burying the  bardic ones

deep in  the ground. Dressed as  a nobleman traveler, he  made his way

back to Magnus.

    It was  well after dark when  he crossed the city  limits. He made

straight  for  the  rendezvous  point,  an  inn  called  the  Fighting

Unicorns. He  knew that  his employer  would not  still be  there this

night, as  his own wanderings  to throw  off any cunning  trackers had

delayed him,  but the inn was  comfortable and cheap, and  he wouldn't

mind a night in one of its large rooms.

    The Fighting  Unicorns was situated  as near the Fifth  Quarter as

any legitimate  business could  be without being  part of  that warren

filled  with  underworld characters.  That  was  the reason  that  its

rooms were  so inexpensive - few  dared to brave the  proximity of the

haven  of thieves  and murderers  that  was practically  on the  inn's

doorstep.  So,  its few  patrons  were  coddled,  in hopes  that  good

treatment would  bring more business. It  didn't - the dark  alleys of

the Fifth  Quarter were  more powerful  than word of  mouth -  but Sir

Hawk, the  owner and proprietor,  was an  optomistic sort, so  he kept

up the treatment, just in case.

    Ka'en  slept well  and stayed  in his  room for  most of  the next

day. As sunset approached, he went down to the  taproom to have dinner

and wait for his employer.

    The food  at the Fighting Unicorns  was as cheap as  the rooms and

the portions  as large,  so Ka'en ate  more than his  fill for  just a

few small coins.  When he finished, he ordered a  large tankard of the

fine inn  ale and settled  back in his  booth to await  the completion

of his mission.

    Sir Hawk did his  best to make his inn very  attractive to his few

customers,  so  there  was  some  very  fine  entertainment  once  the

kitchen  had closed.  This night,  there  were several  singers -  not

bards, but persons  with the talent who simply didn't  wish to undergo

the  rigors  of  full  training  - and  two  fine  dancers. Ka'en  was

enjoying the  show so  much that  he had almost  forgotten why  he was

there. The ale,  of which he had  drunk less than half,  had given him

a slight buzz,  and he was very relaxed and  comfortable just drinking

and watching the floor show.

    His comfort  was interrupted when  a very lovely  woman approached

his table.  She was dressed  finely, but manner  of her dress  and the

style with  which she  had painted  her face,  indicated that  she was

one of the more classy of those who plied the horizontal trade.

    She attracted  the glances and  stares of  most of the  other male

patrons  of the  tap,  but  her destination  was  firm,  and she  slid

herself  into  Ka'en's booth  across  the  table  from him.  He  said,

"M'lady, please, not tonight. I am meeting someone here and..."

    The woman  smiled sweetly and  said, "I  know." She reached  out a

lovely slim arm  and pulled the curtain of the  booth closed, shutting

the  two of  them in.  Before Ka'en  could protest,  the woman  smiled

again and  put a  long finger  to her lips,  shushing him.  She closed

her eyes  and began to shimmer.  Her whole form wavered  and glittered

and the  woman disappeared. In  her place  was the brown  robed figure

of his mysterious employer.

    The  man said,  "Very  effective illusion,  don't  you think?  You

have the book."

    Ka'en nodded, and  patted the large satchel resting  beside him on

the seat. "You have  the money?" he asked. The man  in brown nodded in

turn, and  pulled a very large  black bag out  of thin air and  set it

down on  the table with  a hefty  and  satisfying clunk.  Ka'en lifted

the satchel  onto the table  and pushed  to toward his  employer while

pulling the bag of coins closer to himself.

    The two opened  their bags of loot at the  same time. Ka'en's eyes

went wide  at the sight  of all  of that gold.  The man in  brown drew

out his  newly purchased book  and looked at  it with almost  the same

degree  of avarice.  After  fingering  the locking  clasp  on the  old

volume,  he  put  it  away  and  looked up  at  Ka'en.  "Is  our  deal

completed to your  satisfaction?" he asked. Ka'en nodded.  "The keys I

gave you  are in the  satchel, too?"  Again, Ka'en nodded.  The return

of the  keys hadn't  been part  of the deal  and Ka'en  had considered

keeping  them, but  presumably they  only  opened that  one vault  and

there was nothing of overtly monetary value in it.

    The man in  brown smiled faintly, and said, "Then  I shall take my

leave. It  has been  a pleasure  doing business  with you,  sir." And,

without offering  to shake  hands on  the completion  of the  deal, he

closed his eyes  again. With much the same effect  as before, save now

in  reverse,  the  man  in   brown  vanished,  and  the  lovely  whore

reappeared.  Though the  man  had  been holding  the  satchel, it  had

seemingly  now vanished.  She/he opened  the curtain  and slid  out of

the booth.  After leaning  back in  to give Ka'en  a little  kiss that

utterly embarrassed  him, she  walked  away  with  a "See  you  later"

thrown back over her shoulder.

    Ka'en stared  dumbly after  the illusion of  beauty long  after it

had  vanished through  the doorway.  He had  suspected, faintly,  that

his employer  was a  magician -  who else  would have  that much  of a

need for  an old book  - but the proof  was unnerving. He  didn't like

magic much  - it was too  unpredictable. And, he wondered  again why a

magician needed  his help  to procure  the book.  He didn't  know that

the  College was  protected from  outside magic  by the  power of  the

Crystal of Oathes.

    When Ka'en  recovered, he  remembered that there  was a  large bag

of money sitting out  in the open in front of  him. Hastily, hoping no

one had noticed, he  yanked it off the table and  onto the seat beside

him. Unfortunately, he had not been fast enough.

    Just as he was  about to return to his room for  one last night of

comfortable sleep before  moving on, someone else  slipped quietly and

quickly  into the  booth with  him. Startled,  Ka'en recognized  Skar,

the leader  of the  group of  cutthroats that  Bellen ran  with. Skar,

who  was leering  at him  very unpleasantly,  said, "Greetings,  Kane.

And good business come your way lately?"

    Ka'en, who  was known to the  underworld of Magnus as  Kane, said,

"What business might it be of your's, Skar?"

    "Well, friend Kane,  perhaps we could share a little  of that gold

you just got from  that fancy whore as just left.  You know, share the

wealth, eh?"

    "What  makes you  think that  she brought  me that  gold, and  why

should I share it in any case?"

    "I know  she brought it because  you didn't have it  when you came

down them  stairs earlier.  And, 'cause  if you  had that  much money,

you wouldn't be staying here, now would you.

    "And,  we should  share, 'cause  I  know something  that the  town

guard  just might  like to  hear.  I don't  know just  what that  tart

wanted you to  do in the Singers'  school, but I know  that you bought

a Singer's  pendant from Bellen.  And if  the High Singers  check real

careful, I bet they find something missing, eh?

    "'Course,  my  yearning  to  do   my  civic  duty  just  might  be

subverted with enough gold..."

    Ka'en was appalled. This gutter  rat was blackmailing him.  Of all

the  gall! What  was worse,  of  course, was  that his  record was  in

jeopardy now. He  just might be caught, finally, and  all because of a

little greed.

    Skar said, "I  think about half of what's in  that black bag there

should keep my mouth shut - for a while, at least, eh?"

    Ka'en, a  resigned tone  in his  voice, said, "I  guess I  have no

choice, Friend  Skar. How about  a little  privacy, though, so  no one

else  decides  that they  need  a  little of  my  hard  won gold?"  So

saying,  he drew  the curtain  across the  mouth of  the booth,  again

isolating it  from the rest of  the taproom. Lifting the  sack of gold

back  onto the  table with  one  hand, he  drew his  last resort  from

behind his belt buckle.

    With  the  tiny dagger  -  not  much more  than  a  pin, really  -

carefully concealed  in his  left hand,  he opened  the bag  and began

counting out  the gold into two  piles. Skar greedily reached  out for

his  pile after  it  had grown  to  six coins,  and  Ka'en managed  to

surreptitiously  scratch   his  hidden  dagger  along   one  of  those

reaching hands.

    He  continued to  count for  another  minute or  so. Then,  Skar's

head jerked  up, his eyes  wide with shock  and fear. "What  did y..."

he began to say,  but in mid word, he simply  stopped moving. His eyes

continued to blink, slowly, but the rest of his body was immobile.

    Ka'en returned  the coins to  his bag and  his last resort  to his

belt.  Then,  he took  his  still  half  filled  tankard, and  put  it

between Skar's chilling  fingers. Molding the thief like  a wax dummy,

Ka'en shaped  Skar into  the position  of a  solitary drinker  - hands

around the  tankard, body leaned  forward, head down and  staring into

the depth of  his ale. He also managed to  work the thief's expression

into one  of contemplation. Then, he  eased himself out of  the booth,

opening the curtain and closing it again on the dying gutter rat.

    He was up well  before dawn the next day, packed  and ready to go.

He hadn't  been able to  sleep very well, though  - he didn't  like to

kill.  He left  two gold  pieces  on his  pillow to  settle (and  much

more)  his bill,  and slipped  out  the back  way. He  decided not  to

return to Magnus for a very long time.

    Skar was found,  dead, just as dawn came, and  the taproom closed.

No cause  of death  could be found  - the slight  scratch on  his hand

couldn't  possibly   have  killed  him,  according   to  the  official

reports. The  authorities wanted  to question  one Baron  Kanning, the

last person to  be seen with him,  but the noble in  question had left

before  dawn, leaving  a  hearty  tip behind  him.  Skar  was a  known

ruffian,  and a  denizen  of the  Fifth Quarter,  so  the inquest  was

closed after  only a cursory  attempt to  find the Baron  in question.

Most felt themselves well rid of the thief.

 -John L. White
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                              The Treasure

                                Part II

                              The Magician

    Roharvardenul  walked   away  from  the  Fighting   Unicorns  well

pleased with the  deal he and Ka'en had made.  Patting his side, where

the book  rested in the  folds of his cloak,  he walked slowly  to the

shadows of  a side alley.  Once hidden  from casual observers,  he let

the  'whore' illusion  that  hid him  fade,  as well  as  the 'man  in

brown'  one he  wore under  it. And  he smiled  in the  knowledge that

even should  the missing book be  somehow traced to that  most capable

thief  he had  hired, it  could not  be traced  further -  he did  not

believe in taking chances.

    Vard  (a  name  he  much  preferred  to  his  given  one  for  its

simplicity -  Roharvardenul was very difficult  to pronounce correctly

for  one   not  raised  with   it,  and   he  hated  it   when  people

mispronounced his  name) moved even  deeper into the shadows  until he

was  sure that  no  one could  see  him. He  began  to concentrate  on

building  up yet  another illusion.  This  would be  very difficult  -

invisibility  was  hard  to  achieve, and  even  harder  to  maintain,

especially when  moving. Vard  had practiced long  and hard  under his

erstwhile  masters,  and  he  knew   his  craft.  Soon,  even  careful

scrutiny  of  the shadows  wherein  he  hid  would not  have  revealed

Vard's presence - he was invisible.

    When he  had reached  an equilibrium within  himself, and  he knew

that he  was ready  keep the spell  going as he  moved, he  inched his

way  out  of  the  alley  and  around to  the  rear  of  the  Fighting

Unicorns, studiously  avoiding the  infrequent torch-  or lantern-cast

pools of  light that were  scattered about  - hiding himself  was hard

enough;  hiding  his  shadow  as  well  would  be  nearly  impossible.

Placing  his steps  as noiselessly  as possible,  Vard crept  into the

Fifth Quarter and its concealing darkness.

    Feeling  more secure  once  he  was three  streets  deep into  the

Fifth  Quarter,   Vard  began  to   move  faster,  but  kept   up  the

invisibility. He  knew that  he couldn't hold  the spell  much longer.

He wanted  to be  as far  as possible  from the  fringe Inn  before he

became visible again.  He was already weaving the  illusion that would

replace  the invisibility  -  he  tried to  be  himself  as little  as

possible outside the walls of his fortress home.

    Curiosity  has killed  more than  cats in  the Fifth  Quarter, but

anyone with a  little left might have seen a  child, an urchin, appear

running from  nowhere, clad  in scant  rags and  bare feet.  An urchin

was a  common sight  in the  Quarter, the  sudden appearance  was not.

Still, had  it been seen, the  incident wouldn't have passed  the lips

of the  observer, for  the insane  are dealt  with even  more severely

than the curious in the alleys of the Fifth Quarter.

    Threading  his way  through  the maze-like  inner  streets of  the

Fifth Quarter,  Vard eventually  reached a blank,  wooden wall  at the

end  of a  particularly narrow  alley.  The hidden  catches were  both

difficult to  find, even for  him, and hard to  press all at  the same

time  (to  prevent accidental  discovery).  Finally,  the wall  parted

just enough for  him to slip through, then slammed  shut seconds after

its opening, leaving Vard in total darkenss.

    He  stood  in  the  darkness  for  several  moments,  letting  the

disguise he  wore fade  away. Here,  he needed to  be himself,  for he

had set traps  to protect this secret  way into the heart  of his home

from  strangers.  Filling  his  mind   with  the  patterns  the  traps

expected,  he  strode  confidently  through  the  utter  lightlessness

towards  the  inner  sanctum.  It  seemed that  hours  passed  in  the

minutes  it took  him  to  reach the  final  curtain,  but finally  he

stepped into light.

    The small room  he had stepped into was deep  below the streets of

the city, although  the gradual slope of the corridor  was only barely

detectable  as one  walked it.  An ornate  chair was  set against  one

bare wall. There  was a soft carpet  on the floor, but  the only other

decoration in the  room was a large pattern of  lines surrounding what

looked like  a stylized door on  the wall opposite the  curtained real

door. The  decor of the room  was completed by two  lamps flanking the

door, and a medium sized chest resting near the wall pattern.

    Vard took  a deep  breath and  relaxed -  walking the  gauntlet of

that corridor  made even him  nervous. He  walked over to  the pattern

which was more than  a decoration. It was, in fact,  a portal into the

cellars of  Aahashtra, his fortress home.  With it, he could  make the

40 league trip to  and from Magnus in one step. It had  taken a lot of

effort  to create  the portal,  but his  frequent trips  to the  Crown

City made it necessary.

    Laying his  hands within the  terminal-circles at the edge  of the

pattern,  Vard began  to  prime  it, readying  it  for the  activation

spells. It  was just beginning to  glow faintly when he  heard someone

enter the  room behind  him. He  whirled, fire  beginning to  limn his

hands as  an attack  spell filled his  mind, but he  let it  slip away

when  he saw  that it  was only  his servant  Qrun returning  from his

errand. Qrun bowed  to his Master and took the  wrapped bundle that he

carried  over to  the chest.  Opening the  lid, the  servant carefully

placed the  bundle on top of  the many other oddments  that filled the

chest. He turned and bowed to Vard again.

    "Ah,  Qrun,  what   did  you  find  today?   Anything  of  special

interest? Have you completed your rounds?"

    "Master, yes, I  have visited all the shops you  told me to. These

last items  are the  most interesting I  found. They  registered eight

on the  meter." Qrun unwrapped the  bundle in the chest,  displaying a

leather-cased  harp and  a  slim-bladed sword.  "See,  Master, even  a

little above eight."

    The servant  produced a strange  device from the pouch  hanging at

his belt  and held  it next  to the harp  and sword.  It was  a simple

rectangle  of black  wood, with  a  tube of  glass set  into a  little

trough  on one  side.  There were  lines etched  across  the glass  at

regular  intervals, and  a number  was graven  into the  wood next  to

each  line. As  the device  neared  the two  objects in  the chest,  a

bright bar of  yellow light began to  move up the tube  from below the

mark labeled '1'.  When Qrun held the device almost  touching the harp

and the sword, the yellow bar had pushed past the mark labeled '8'.

    "Very  good, Qrun,  very good.  These  items will  serve me  well!

Let's  see if  they have  any identifying  markings, eh?"  Vard lifted

the  harp  case  from  the chest  and  examined  the  silver-decorated

leather  carefully. He  opened the  case and  removed the  beautifully

wrought  harp and  examined it.  Plucking a  few strings  that sounded

marvelously  in   tune,  he  said,  "It   names  itself  'Soft-Winds'.

Beautiful  name, eh,  Qrun?  Wonder  who the  owner  was? Belike  some

bard, down on his  luck. Well, his loss is my  gain, right?" He placed

the harp back in  its case and set it back in the  chest. He picked up

the sword.  "Matched set,  these were,"  Vard said.  "I can  feel they

had the  same owner. Wonder  what could have  parted a bard  from both

his  livelihood  and  his  protection?"   He  peered  closely  at  the

carvings  on the  sheath  and  drew the  blade  after unfastening  the

peace-bond. He read  the runes etched among the  delicate leaf pattern

that chased  up and down  the center of  the well crafted  blade. "And

this weapon  hight 'Leaf-Killer': an odd  name for a very  fine blade.

It  belonged  to   a  south-western  family  at  one   time,  and  was

transferred from son  to daughter last, if I read  my runes correctly.

So, the bard  who lost these was  a woman! No matter,  they will serve

as well in any case."

    Vard placed  the re-sheathed  sword back in  the chest  beside the

harp, and  bade Qrun secure  the chest  for travel. While  his servant

attended  to  that,  Vard  returned  to the  task  of  activating  the

portal. Presently,  the pattern  built of special  tiles and  set into

the very  fabric of the  wall began to  glow strongly, with  a slight,

pulsing beat. The portal was open.

    Vard took  one last look  around the room to  be sure that  it was

empty. With  a wave,  he extinguished  the lamps by  the door,  and by

the light of  the pattern he followed his servant  into the portal and

vanished from  Magnus. Immediately  after his  form vanished  into the

pattern,  its light  went out,  leaving  the secret  room in  darkness

until the next time Vard had to come to the Crown City.

                                The Book

    Lights  sprang on  of themselves  in  the room  in Aahashtra  that

mirrored  the one  hidden under  Magnus as  first Qrun  and them  Vard

stepped through  the center of  the glowing pattern. Vard  said, "Take

that to  the sorting room, Qrun,  and take care of  its contents. Tell

Eirul  to  bring me  something  to  eat in  my  study,  if she  hasn't

already." As  Qrun carried the  chest through  the curtain at  the far

end of  the room,  Vard followed him  as far as  the first  side door.

There, the magician  turned aside from the long hall  and went through

the door and up the stairs behind it that led to his study.

    He found  a bright and  cheery fire  burning behind its  screen in

his study and a  tray of tarts on a table in front  of it. He bit into

one and  smiled. Eirul was a  superb cook. The tarts  were a specialty

of hers and a favorite of his.

    Vard  removed the  Book from  the  folds of  his robe  and set  it

reverently on  his reading desk.  After lighting several of  the lamps

that stood  around it  he went  over to  a tall  bookcase to  get down

some  reference volumes.  He settled  into the  stiff-backed chair  at

his  reading desk  and  opened the  book  to the  first  page. He  was

pleased to  find that  it was  written in what  was called  Middle, or

Pure,  Fretheodan,  the  language  of that  empire's  most  productive

period. He  was conversant in the  language, so he began  to read, not

taking the  time to look up  words or usages he  didn't understand. He

wanted  to get  an  idea of  what  was contained  in  the book  before

analyzing it.

    Pausing only  to nibble at the  food he never saw  Eirul bring, he

read the  book from cover  to cover. By the  time he had  finished it,

almost  a full  day  had passed  and  he  was sure  that  the Tome  of

Yrmenweald was  exactly what  he had  hoped it  was. It  contained the

secrets of a  vast powersource that the Fretheod  Empire's wizards had

managed to  harness. It  gave details  on how  to duplicate  the feat,

and  exactly what  could  be accomplished  with  the harnessed  power.

Vard was  sure that he could  put the Yrmenweald  to as good a  use as

had the  Fretheod. He had  always dreamed  of being the  most powerful

wizard in the world, and with this book he could be.

    But, first  things first.  Vard had  gotten the  gist of  what the

Tome contained. Now  he wanted to know exactly. It  was essential that

he understand,  word for  word, the instructions  left by  the wizards

who  had  harnessed  the  Yrmenweald  the  first  time.  Patience  was

something Vard  had learned  long ago,  along with  thouroughness, and

now he put both to work studying the Tome.

    First, he  translated the  Tome into the  trade language  that the

Fretheod  Empire had  created.  It was  a language  that  was able  to

express  complicated ideas  very  clearly while  still  being easy  to

learn because  of its logical  structure: its rules had  no exceptions

since  it  was not  a  naturally  evolved  language.  He was  able  to

clarify to  himself what certain passages  meant by the way  they read

in the  trade tongue. Then  he translated  the trade version  into his

own  native tongue,  gaining even  more  insights into  the text.  The

last  step  was   a  detailed  examination  of   all  three  versions,

comparing them  and finalyzing the exact  meaning of the Tome.  He was

aided here by  his collections of material from  the Empire's history,

including  maps, journals,  and  books written  by Fretheod  scholars.

This helped him  pin down geographic references and fit  them into his

own frame of  reference. It also helped to clear  up idiomatic usages,

obscure  (to him)  literary references,  and the  other little  things

that kept him from total understanding of the Tome.

    He learned that  the source of the Yrmenweald had  been found by a

team  of  explorers  who  were  charting  the  continent  they  called

Gereon, which  was south  of their  homeland and  east of  Vard's. One

day, the  native guides they employed  showed them a taboo  area where

a  stone had  fallen  from the  sky.  They were  told  that the  first

people to go  near the place, soon after the  sky-stone had come down,

had  been burned  to death  by the  heat of  the earth.  Several weeks

later, when  the earth had cooled,  another group of people  had tried

to get to  the sky-stone. These had been driven  off by strange lights

in  the pit  where the  sky-stone rested.  When they  died later  of a

strange, wasting sickness, the area had been declared taboo.

    However,   the  Fretheod   explorers   insisted   on  seeing   for

themselves. The  tales of  the sky-stone were  several years  old, and

they  persuaded their  guides to  stay  with them  by suggesting  that

perhaps the 'evil spirits' inhabiting the place had gone by now.

    Jarl   Hremon,  the   leader  of   the  expidition,   entered  the

depression created  by the sky-stone  first. Burried in the  earth, he

found a  wall of silver metal  that sparked feebly when  he neared it,

then went  out. He  tripped on  a clod  of dirt  and fell  against the

metal.  When  he  did,  the  entire  wall  shimmered  and  faded  into

nothingness, revealing a large, dark cave.

    Hremon got  a torch and  led his men  into the strange  cave. They

found much  that they could not  describe or understand, but  they did

find - well,  something. The Tome used a strange  symbol for what they

found that  seemed to be enough  description for them. No  mention was

made of  exactly what  it was, or  what it looked  like, or  where the

symbol came  from. Vard could find  no other reference to  a symbol of

that type anywhere in  any of the books he had  collected. For his own

convenience he assigned a sound to the symbol. He called it 'keseth'.

    Somehow, Hremon  had recognized  that there  was potential  in the

keseth. He  had a  permanent camp set  up around the  pit, and  sent a

man back  to the capitol  with a message  informing the King  of their

discovery and  suggesting that the  Court's wizards send  someone back

to further examine what had been found.

    The  King sent  a full  legion of  his army  to Gereon,  escorting

most  of  the  Weavers  in  the  capitol  including  Swithwald,  their

master.  It was  Swithwald who  closeted himself  with the  keseth for

many days.  When he  emerged from  the cave, he  knew what  the keseth

was capable of, and to what use it could be put to.

    Swithwald left  for the capitol  after instructing his  wizards in

what preparations  to make for  the keseth's transportation.  When the

Master Weaver was  home, he set about building a  place for the keseth

deep in  a long  disused mine.  He had  the full  support of  the King

once he had informed  the monarch of his plan, and  being able to draw

on the  resources of the whole  Empire made the work  go quickly. Soon

the  vault  was ready.  In  an  exhausting  exhibition of  magic  that

required the  services of every Weaver  and a good many  of the lesser

mages, the  keseth was transported  from the  pit on Gereon,  into the

vault that  Swithwald had made  where it  would be safe  and available

for study.

    Years went  into that  study. Swithwald bent  all his  energies on

harnessing the  power that the  keseth held.  Finally, he found  a way

to keep  the keseth bound while  allowing it access to  its power. The

discovery of  cwicustan by another  exploration team probing  into the

northern  wastes of  their own  continent was  the deciding  factor in

harnessing  the  keseth's  abilities.  After much  research  into  the

strange, almost  living, crystal  called cwicustan, it  was discovered

that  any part  removed  from the  whole was  still  affected by  some

things  that  happened  to  what  remained.  It  was  thought  by  the

researchers to use  cwicustan as a magic channel, for  a spell cast at

the  heart-lode would  emanate  from  any and  all  fragments of  that

lode.  Swithwald   heard  of   its  properties,   and  set   teams  of

researchers to  finding out how to  apply that ability to  the keseth.

Finally, the  connection was  made, and the  Master Staff  was formed.

The Son  Staves that were  formed from the  master were linked  to it,

and the  Master Staff was  linked to  the keseth enabling  anyone with

access to a Son Staff access to the power of the keseth.

    And  that  power  was,  in the  main,  farseeing  with  incredible

clarity.  Commanders could  keep  an  eye on  enemy  movements from  a

considerale distance. Explorers  could view the terrain  they would be

crossing well before  reaching it. Ship captains could  spot land from

afar, as well  as keep an eye on weather  patterns using another minor

ability  of the  keseth.  And it  was  the power  of  the keseth  that

turned   the  agressive   and  formidable   Fretheod  Nation   into  a

world-spanning, invincible Empire.

    Finally, both Swithwald  and the King decided that  they needed to

safeguard  the  core  of  their newfound  power.  Once  Swithwald  was

certain that  the keseth was safe  and secure in its  vault, he sealed

it and  took a map, one  of his servants,  and the key across  the sea

to  one of  the  nation's outposts.  In the  cellars  of a  watch-keep

named Wudamund  he he burried  for safekeeping  the map to  the vault,

the  key to  enter  the vault,  and  the servant  who  knew the  traps

guarding the  vault. He  then instructed  the Tome  to be  written, to

hold all  of the  knowledge of  the Yrmenweald (as  they came  to call

the  power that  the keseth  gave to  Fretheod), the  keseth, and  the

Staves. And  lastly, he and  the Weavers  worked a greater  magic than

the one  that had moved the  keseth. All knowledge of  the keseth, its

whereabouts,  and the  source of  the Staves'  power was  removed from

the minds  of all the Fretheod  people. Only those with  access to the

Tome would  know the real  power behind  the staves, and  only someone

able  to raise  the dead  could  gain access  to the  vault where  the

keseth was  bound. With the  Tome entrusted  to the royal  bards, both

Swithwald  and the  King  were sure  that the  secrets  would be  kept

safe. No  one imagined  that treachery from  within would  finally end

the Empire.

    It was  almost by chance that  Vard had come across  the one thing

that  would enable  him to  take the  Yrmenweald for  himself. He  had

purchased what  turned out  to be  the seachest  of Tarhela,  the last

Skaldric of Fretheod,  from an illiterate hoarder who  didn't know the

value of  what he had sold.  Among the shreds of  rotted clothing, and

more  intact  books,  he  found the  Skaldric's  journal.  Within  the

journal was the  only written reference to the Tome  of the Yrmenweald

in existence.

    Vard immediately  began a magical  search for the tome.  He traced

its  path through  history from  the shipwreck  of Tarhela's  ship, to

its final  resting place  within the  walls of  the Bardic  College in

Magnus. Trickery,  magic, and  a lot of  favors had  eventually gotten

him the  keys to the  vault where it was  stored. It only  remained to

hire  Ka'en to  steal it  from under  the noses  of the  Bards without

their knowing.

    And now,  Vard was  even closer  to ultimate  power. He  knew that

Dargon Castle  had been built on  the partial ruins of  the watch-keep

that the Fretheod  had called Wudamund. With a little  research of his

own, he  knew he would  have no  trouble unlocking the  secrets hidden

in  the cellars  of Clifton  Dargon's  home. The  more difficult  task

would be  to find some  cwicustan, for he knew  that he would  have to

begin  from scratch  in constructing  a Master  Staff of  his own  and

that required  his own  supply of  the living  crystal. He  decided to

make that his first priority.

                                Crystals

    It  was only  an  hour from  sunset as  the  good ship  Morcyfaill

dropped  anchor  in the  harbor  of  a  small fishing  village  called

Hadrom  on  the  east  coast  of  Duurom,  the  present  name  of  the

continent  that  was once  the  center  of  the Fretheod  Empire.  The

longboat was  lowered over the  side. Owain Garothsson took  his leave

of Captain  Camarond, and he  and his men  climbed down into  the boat

and were  ferried ashore. No  amount of  gold Owain could  offer would

get Camarond to  sail farther north. Owain was resigned  to making the

rest of the trek afoot.

    Vard  watched  the  disembarkation  from a  special  room  in  his

fortress.  It was  a small  chamber at  the top  of a  squatly conical

tower, with  barely enough  room for  himself and  a chair  and table.

The only  light in the room  came from an oblong  of translucent stone

that rested between  two silver plates on the table  and glowed with a

faint  turquoise light.  Vard's  hands rested  lightly  on the  silver

endplates and  his eyes were closed.  He watched the far  off scene in

Hadrom  in  his mind,  checking  on  the  progress  of his  pawn.  The

blue-green bar  of glowing stone bound  Owain to Vard's will  by means

of a  property of magic known  as Contagion. Stated formally,  the Law

of  Contagion  stated  that  'Things   once  in  contact  continue  to

interact from a  distance after separation'. This allowed  Vard to use

control magic on  an object that had once been  in Owain's possession,

and thereby control Owain.

    Of course,  this ordinarily wouldn't  have been enough for  him to

completely  control a  person  from  such a  distance.  The Law  alone

wasn't strong  enough to  allow him  to control  someone who  was just

across  the room  from him.  But Vard  had discovered  more about  the

intricacies of  the Law of Contagion  than any other mage  whose works

still  survived.  He   had  learned  that  the   stronger  a  person's

emotional bonds  were to the  object, the  stronger the Law  bound the

two. Once  he had isolated that  property in the object,  he had found

a  way to  magnify that  property  so that  he could  use his  control

magic  on  the  object  with  an almost  overwhelming  effect  on  the

subject. The strength  of the modified control depended  on the degree

of the  initial attachment, but  if that attachment was  strong enough

Vard could be assured of complete control with a minium of effort.

    At some  point in his career,  Owain had lost a  bamboo transverse

flute  that  had meant  a  great  deal to  him.  Vard  had invented  a

measuring  device  that  codified  the degree  of  attachment  between

object and  former owner. The tube  of yellow light in  the black wood

rectangle had  reached midway  between the marks  labeled '7'  and '8'

when held next  to the flute. Once  Vard had located the  flute in his

sorting rooms,  where all of the  items he and his  servants collected

were stored,  he had processed  it to magnify the  attachment property

to usable  levels. The  result was  the turquoise  bar that  rested on

the table before him in his control room.

    More  than  eighteen  months  had passed  between  the  time  Vard

resolved to obtain  some of the cwicustan and the  day he sat watching

Owain and  his band disembark from  the ship that had  carried them to

Hadrom. The  time had been spent  first finding a cache  of cwicustan,

and then  finding a  way of getting  hold of it.  Vard never  did such

things  for himself  as they  were far  too dangerous  and there  were

easier ways  of getting them done.  Even if he had  desired to venture

into the  northern wastes of Duurom  himself, he had no  patience with

traveling the  hard way.  And there  was no  way to  use his  magic to

travel the  distance with  ease. Teleportation  was a  difficult spell

and   it  required   either   vast  amounts   of   power  and   strong

enchantments, or  precise and  exacting knowledge of  the destination.

Vard had  neither at hand,  although one of  the uses he  could forsee

for  the  Yrmenweald  when he  had  harnessed  it  was  as an  aid  to

teleportation.  With the  ability to  view distant  places in  amazing

detail he would  be able to transport himself anywhere  on the face of

the globe  with little more  than a thought.  He would be  revered and

respected for having such power.

    The  thought crossed  his  mind  to hire  an  adventuring team  to

retrieve  the  magical stone,  but  he  knew  that wouldn't  work.  He

couldn't  afford to  pay  the team  enough gold  to  insure that  they

would return  the stone to  him. Cwicustan had enough  visibly strange

properties to  give an experienced  adventurer ideas about  selling it

in a better  market. When he had  hired Ka'en to steal  the Tome, Vard

knew that the  thief would have no  use for an old book,  and so would

not try to double-cross him.

    Vard  had to  search  for  someone whom  he  could control.  Where

money  might  fail,  his  magic wouldn't.  Using  specially  developed

future-scanning  spells designed  to locate  an object  that fulfilled

the  requirements  of the  castor,  he  had searched  his  storerooms,

eventually  finding  the flute  belonging  to  Owain. The  process  of

refining the flute  into a useable form took  six months. Fortunately,

he  had no  trouble  taking control  of Owain  once  his aparatus  was

ready. Ocaisionally, a  very strong will could put up  a fight, and he

had to  take care (and much  time) to insinuate his  control carefully

into the subject's body and mind.

    The  rest of  the elapsed  time was  taken up  in waiting  for the

expedition Vard  had caught Owain  in the  middle of preparing  for to

be  diverted to  Duurom, and  then  for the  two month  sea voyage  to

Hadrom. He  had had no trouble  getting Owain to change  the object of

his adventuring,  even over  the objections  of his  fellow explorers.

He was also able  to keep the man from revealing  the reason that they

were suddenly  going north  into Duurom, instead  of south  on Cherisk

into  the Skywall  Mountains  (which wouldn't  have  involved any  sea

voyaging at  all). He didn't have  the materials to control  all eight

of the adventurers, so he had to keep the cwicustan a secret.

    As the  longboat was rowed  to shore  by ship's men,  Owain looked

over the  seven he had with  him. Two of  them had been with  Owain on

other  adventures.  In  fact,  Auvgin  and Telrmun  were  two  of  his

closest friends.  But not one of  the adventurers was quite  sure just

what  they  were  doing  in  a  boat  bound  for  a  fishing  village.

Sometimes, that included Owain.

    Owain was  an adventurer. That wasn't  the only thing he  had ever

done:  only the  lucky  or short-lived  could  make adventuring  their

life's  work.  Owain had  held  many  jobs, from  guarding  merchant's

caravans to  hauling goods in a  warehouse. He did those  other things

to amass  enough money to  go adventuring. He  hoped one day  to bring

back such a big  find from some ancient temple or  ruined city that he

could  retire with his  riches and be remembered forever for his final

accomplishment.

    Six months  previous, Auvgin had  come to Owain with  enough money

saved  up to  fund almost  half  of the  stake required  to outfit  an

adventure to  investigate some  maps and  tales of  strange happenings

in the  heart of  the Skywall mountains.  After some  negotiations, it

had been agreed that  Owain would put up the rest  of the money needed

to  investigate the  rumors of  vast treasure  that Auvgin  had heard.

With  the skill  of  much  practice, Auvgin  and  Owain  had soon  put

together  a  band of  people  and  the  necessary supplies  to  follow

Auvgin's plan.

    And  then,  almost  on  the  eve of  their  departure,  Owain  had

changed  that  plan. Now  they  would  be  traveling to  the  northern

wastes of  Duurom. He  had refused  to tell them  why, except  that he

had  heard  even  better  rumors  than  Auvgin  had  brought  of  easy

treasure to  be had there.  Since he had  the most money  invested, it

was easy  for him to  quell the grumblings  of Auvgin and  the others,

and they headed for Duurom.

    The reason Owain  hadn't told the others why he  had changed their

plans was  because he  couldn't. Something  had told  him to  go north

into  Duurom, enticing  him with  visions  of a  strange crystal  that

grew there.  What was really  frightening was that he  couldn't resist

the order. He  had no choice. He  would have gone alone if  the men in

his expedition  had refused to go.  But, he couldn't even  tell anyone

that he was  being forced to go north. Whatever  was cooercing him was

preventing him from talking about it.

    As  the  longboat  manuevered  alongside the  dock,  Owain  looked

first  back  at  the  Morcyfaill  and then  north  beyond  Hadrom.  He

wondered if whatever  was forcing him after the crystal  would let any

of them come back alive.

    Hadrom was well  prepared to outfit travelers going  north. It was

the northernmost village  on Duurom's east coast, a week  away by ship

from its  southern neighbor due  to an archipelago that  contained too

many  shifting shoals  and  shallows  to chart,  forcing  ships to  go

around,  and a  month away  overland due  to the  mountains that  grew

from  the sea  along  the line  of the  islands  and continued  inland

across half  the continent. The only  pass thru the mountains  was two

weeks away  from each village, although  a desperate man could  find a

shorter though much more dangerous route.

    The  self-sufficient fishing  village  also served  as an  outpost

from  which  to  explore  northward. It  offered  goods  and  services

needed for an  expedition at reasonable prices,  enabling explorers to

travel light until they reached Hadrom.

    Owain and  his band spent a  day and two nights  in Hadrom getting

supplies  and  information  for  their  trip.  When  Auvgin  suggested

hiring a guide,  Owain flatly refused. The force  driving him informed

him that it would  be their guide to the cwicustan, but  it left it up

to Owain to provide a reasonable explanation to his followers.

    They  left  Hadrom on  the  second  dawn  since their  arrival  on

Duurom.  Day after  day, which  became week  after week,  they walked,

ever farther  north. Duurom was  no longer settled much  above Hadrom.

Owain saw no  indication that it had ever been  inhabited save for the

occasional  rune-marked obelisk  which  were identical  to several  he

had seen at  home. When six weeks had passed,  the grumbling among his

men  was getting  dangerous. It  got  worse when  Owain informed  them

that  they were  still at  least  a month  away from  where they  were

going. And  then, as they  were gathered  around the camp's  fire, the

bird-thing attacked.

    It  took everyone  by suprise.  Having spent  six weeks  traveling

with not  the slightest problem  had dulled their reflexes  enough for

the bird-thing  to stoop  down on  them unawares,  its long  and sharp

talons grabbing  hold of Telrmun  and piercing  his body as  it lifted

the screaming  man off of  the ground a  short ways then  dropped him.

Telrmun gave  out a little  cry as he hit  the ground, then  lay still

and soundless, splashes of red dotting the front of his tunic.

    The  rest of  them  were  slow enough  drawing  steel and  nocking

arrows that  the bird-thing, its beak  now open and producing  a noise

like no  normal bird  any of them  had ever heard,  was able  to latch

its talons into Druorn.  That young man was able to  take a swing, the

first of  the party,  but his  blade didn't  even nick  the glistening

silvery hide of his attacker.

    Owain tried to  get an idea of what the  bird-thing looked like as

he  attacked it  during its  screeching  swoops. It  was huge,  larger

than a man by  half. It had no feathers, but  rather thick pebbly skin

that protected  it from  all but  the strongest  and truest  of blows.

The bows of  Maloc and Eergna were useless -  their pull wasn't strong

enough to drive  their arrows into the hide. Its  wings were stiff and

didn't seem  to move  at all. Its  head was long  and pointed  at both

ends, and it  had large intelligent-looking eyes. Owain  was sure that

it wasn't a natural creature.

    Owain and his  men were able to finish off  the bird-thing without

losing  anyone  else.  After  burying  Telrmun  and  Druorn,  the  six

remaining  decided to  put their  grumbling behind  them and  continue

the expedition in a more careful manner.

    The  remaining weeks  passed with  no more  arguments about  where

they were  going or why. The  far northern wastes were  populated with

all kinds  of strange  beasts and  birds, none  of which  seemed quite

natural, so  that they were  kept too  busy staying alert  for trouble

and defending  themselves to  argue. Owain was  reminded by  them that

the  Empire  which  had  once  spanned  all  of  the  land  they  were

traveling through had  been well supplied with  magicians and wizards.

He   supposed   that  the   monsters   were   byproducts  of   magical

experiments. He might even have been right.

    Finally, they came  to a rather small range of  mountains that the

voice in Owain's  head indicated was their destination.  The six spent

a night at  the foot of the  smallest mountain in the  chain, and were

up bright and early the next morning to find the treasure.

    Owain  led the  way up  and over  the mountain  that was  really a

medium sized hill.  On the other side  was a valley that  ran down the

center of  the whole  range. It looked  just the sort  of place  for a

hidden temple or  ruined city - always sources of  fabulous wealth. It

was heavily forested,  mostly by conifers which meant  that the valley

floor  was carpeted  with green  even  in the  semi-eternal winter  of

this frozen land.

    They  soon reached  the floor  of the  valley and  turned east  at

Owain's  lead.  The  valley  was   full  of  ordinary  sounds  as  the

adventurers moved silently  through it. Birds cried in  the trees, and

there were  rustles in the  undergrowth indicating small  animal life.

There was  absolutely no evidence  of man in  the valley, not  even an

obelisk anywhere.  The small fauna  seemed to have  no fear at  all of

the  six  humans  slipping  through   their  forest.  Owain  even  saw

something  that looked  remarkably like  a deer  just standing  in the

shadow of a tree, and it didn't flee when they walked by.

    It  took two  hours  to reach  the  east end  of  the valley.  The

forest  grew right  up to  the  foot of  the tallest  mountain in  the

range  and  no further.  The  slopes  of  the  mountain were  bare  of

everything but  rock. Owain pointed at  a dark hole in  the mountain's

flank and said, "That's where we are going."

    The voice  in his  head told  Owain that the  crystal grew  in the

back  of the  cave, but  it also  said that  there was  danger in  the

cave.  It still  refused to  let  him tell  about the  crystal. As  he

hesitated  about just  how to  get into  the cave  while avoiding  the

danger in  it, the voice  commanded him to  order the others  into the

cave. This  would lure out  the danger, and allow  him to slip  in and

get the  crystal. He had no  choice. Even as the  commands entered his

head, his mouth was giving them voice.

    He followed his  companions up the side of  the mountain, slipping

to the  side as  they reached the  mouth of the  cave. He  listened to

the  others  march  confidently  into  the  darkness;  the  voice  had

assured them through his lips that there was no danger at all within.

    The  footsteps had  almost  died  away when  there  came a  cawing

roar,  somewhere between  the  sound of  a  lion and  that  of a  huge

eagle. On  the heels of the  sound came startled yells,  one scream of

mortal pain, and then running.

    Four  of the  five who  had gone  into the  cave now  came tearing

out. They scattered as  soon as they were in the  open and turned back

to face  what they had  found within the cave.  As it bolted  into the

sun and  spread its  huge wings,  Owain recognized  one of  the fabled

gryphons of  legend. Half  lion and  half eagle,  it was  majestic and

terrible  as it  took  to the  air  cawing its  rage  and lashing  its

lion's tail.  There was blood on  one of its taloned  fore-feet and at

the tip of the beak.

    Although  Owain would  have rather  gone to  help his  companions,

the voice  had clamped  down on  him in total  control. He  could only

look back as  he was forced into  the darkness of the cave  to see the

gryphon land amid the  four men who were now armed.  He didn't see the

battle  begin,  but he  could  hear  it as  he  went  deeper into  the

darkness  - the  battle shouts  of  the men,  the roaring  caw of  the

gryphon, the sounds of wounds on both sides.

    Owain finally  reached the  nest of the  gryphon. He  was suprised

to find  that there was light,  provided by a mass  of strange-looking

crystal  against the  back wall.  In the  dim light,  he saw  the dead

body of Tellor lying where the gryphon had left it.

    The voice  that had control  of him cared  not at all  for Tellor,

alive or dead.  It directed Owain's body over to  the glowing crystal,

and  had him  remove a  hammer  and a  delicate chisel  from his  belt

pouch  that  he  didn't  even  know  was  in  there.  After  carefully

examining the growth  of crystal, he was directed to  place the chisel

carefully in  two places near  the base of one  large mass and  tap it

lightly with  the hammer. Placing the  tools back in the  pouch, Owain

was then made  to take hold of  the mass of crystal and  pull. Much to

his suprise,  it came away  from the wall with  no trouble at  all. It

was also  very light for  its size. Measuring  three feet long  by one

around,  it weighed  no  more than  five pounds;  an  easy if  awkward

burden for the trek home.

    A bag was  fished out of Owain's pack by  his own unwilling hands.

He  could feel  the voice's  intent  to leave  the other  four to  the

mercy  of the  gryphon. But,  though he  wanted to  help in  the fight

with every  fiber of his  being, the  voice's control was  too strong.

He had  no choice but to  place the crystal  in the bag, secure  it to

his pack, and then make his way back out of the cave.

    When he reached  sunlight, he saw that the battle  was still going

on. Telkor,  who was Tellor's  twin, had  not survived his  brother by

much. Lorth  was limping on a  bloodied leg, and had  hooked a crooked

bleeding arm in  his swordbelt. Of the three  remaining fighters, only

Auvgin  was  unmarked.   The  gryphon  was  faring   better  than  its

opponents, but  it too bore wounds.  Someone had managed to  disable a

wing,  preventing  the half-bird  half-lion  from  taking to  the  air

again.  Owain   hoped  that  his  three   remaining  companions  would

vanquish the monster.  As the voice controlling him  forced him toward

the  saddle between  this  mountain and  the next,  he  sent a  silent

'good luck' back to  the battle. It was a long  time before the sounds

of the conflict faded into the distance.

    The walk back  to Hadrom was a nightmare for  Owain. The voice was

no longer  in his  head constantly,  but it had  laid a  conpulsion as

strong as  a geas  on him  to return  to the  fishing village  where a

ship  would  be  waiting  to   take  him  back  to  Cherisk.  Detailed

instructions filled his  mind about how and where to  go once reaching

Marrak,  the ship's  first port-of-call  on Cherisk.  He finally  knew

that  he  was to  deliver  the  crystal to  a  wizard  named Vard.  He

secretly  cherished a  wish to  be  able to  make the  wizard pay  for

forcing  him north,  and  leaving  the three  to  make  it home  alone

assuming they survived the gryphon.

    Vard  was  sitting  in  a  rear booth  in  the  Fighting  Unicorns

disquised as a  somewhat tattered merchant when Owain  strode into the

bar. Vard  had chosen this as  a rendezvous again because  Baranur was

the closest city to Marrak wherein he had a hidden portal.

    Owain had  been ordered to  take a room  near the river  and clean

up  a  little   before  coming  to  the  'Unicorns.  It   was  a  very

presentable adventurer  who settled himself across  from the merchant.

Only  his  eyes bore  evidence  of  the six  month  plus  trek he  had

undergone, half of it alone.

    False small  talk was made  about Owain  wanting to hire  out with

the merchant on  a caravan while one of the  barmaids took their order

and came  back with  their drinks.  Once they  were alone,  Vard asked

for the  bag with the  crystal to be  passed under the  table. Keeping

up the  chatter, Owain did  so. Vard  hastily checked the  contents of

the  bag. Satisfied,  he fingered  two phials  he was  carrying in  an

inner  pocket.  One  contained  slow  poison,  and  the  other  was  a

powerful potion  that induced  amnesia. He wasn't  sure which  to give

the man who  sat talking across the scarred and  dirty table from him.

Finally, he  shuffled them  around and  took one  at random.  With the

ease  of a  practiced prestidigitator,  he slipped  the contents  into

Owain's bell  shaped stein of ale.  He proposed a toast  to seal their

fake  bargain, and  Owain  drained  his cup  in  one swallow.  Without

waiting around  to see which  phial he had  selected, Vard got  up and

left the  inn, slipping  with his  usual ease into  the depths  of the

Fifth Quarter and back to his fortress.

    Owain   ordered  and   drank  another   ale  before   leaving  the

'Unicorns. He made  his way back to  his own inn and  collapsed on the

bed  in the  room he  had rented.  Sometime in  the night,  two things

happened.  First,  the  control  that  Vard  had  exercised  over  him

vanished  as the  wizard  destroyed the  transformed  flute. And,  all

memory  of  what had  happened  to  him  from  the time  Auvgin  first

approached him about  an expedition he was planning  vanished. When he

awoke next  morning, he was very  puzzled about why he  was in Baranur

and where the past year had gone.

    Vard set about  preparing the cwicustan as the  Tome instructed so

that  it would  be ready  for use  when he  finally found  the keseth.

When  that was  finished,  he turned  his attention  to  the next  two

phases  of his  quest for  the Yrmenweald.  First, he  had Qrun  delve

into the  deepest vaults of  the fortress  wherein were kept  the most

dangerous and  powerful books  of lore  he had  managed to  acquire by

fair means  or foul. While his  servant was so employed,  he went into

the Sorting  Rooms and prepared a  location spell to help  him find an

object he  could use  to control  someone who  could get  the treasure

out of the hidden vault in Dargon Castle.

    The  ball of  light he  formed between  his hands  began to  drift

around the room  when he said the  last words of the  spell. It looked

like  a  drunk wil-o-the-wisp  as  it  darted erratically  around  the

room, from shelf  to shelf, object to object. After  making the rounds

of the  room three  times, it finally  settled around  something. When

Vard looked  at the objects, he  smiled. He picked up  the sword named

'Leaf-Killer' and the  harp named 'Soft-Winds' and  took them upstairs

to be processed.

                    -John L. White  
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                              The Treasure

                                 Part 3

                                 Je'en

    "To marriage!"

    The toast was  heartily echoed by those around the  table, and all

lifted their flagons  and drained them. Congratulations  came from all

over  the taproom  of the  Inn of  the Panther  causing Kroan  to beam

brightly and toss appropriate replys back.

    Je'lanthra'en  leaned  back against  the  wall  and thought  there

must be something  in the air. Just  a month or so ago,  she, Cefn and

Kroan had  attended the  gypsy wedding  of Maks  and Syusahn,  who was

none  the  worse for  her  imprisonment  in  the Emerald  Hand.  Je'en

remembered  the  ceremony with  fondness,  all  barbaric splendor  and

exaggerated  pomp  and  solemnity.  The party  afterwards,  which  had

lasted a good  three days, was wild  enough to make up  for the almost

staid wedding.

    And now,  her brother was  engaged to  be married. The  lucky lady

was named  Anorra. She  was the  daughter of a  widower baker  and was

due to  take over the family  business. Kroan and Anorra  had met over

a shipping dispute six months ago, and it was love at first sight.

    Je'en was  quite happy for  her brother.  She had met  Anorra, and

they got  along famously.  Anorra was  a small  woman with  long brown

hair  and a  wide,  expressive  face, full  of  energy  and life,  and

already a better  baker than her father, who insisted  he was proud to

be  leaving the  family  business  to her.  Anorra  and  Kroan made  a

beautiful couple, and Je'en echoed the toast again in her mind.

    Cefn asked, "Why did  you set a date so far  away? Three months is

a long time to wait, isn't it?"

    Kroan said,  "I wanted Mother  and Father to  be here, and  it's a

long  way from  Derenten to  Dargon. I  got their  return letter  just

last week  saying when they would  be able to  get here. As soon  as I

knew that, I talked to Anorra and we set the date. It's..."

    Je'en broke  in with, "Wait!  Mom and Dad are  going to be  at the

wedding?  Wonderful! Its  been  so  long since  I've  seen them."  Her

smile faded after a moment, and she said, "Oh, no."

    "What's wrong?" asked Cefn.

    "My parents don't  know about my accident, or that  I'm not a bard

anymore.  I was  meaning  to  tell them,  but  I  just haven't  gotten

around to it. So, they probably won't even recognize me as I am now."

    Kroan said,  "Well, actually,  they do  know. I  told them  when I

wrote  about   Anorra.  They  know  everything:   the  accident;  your

retraining; and  the adventures you've  had here in Dargon.  They both

send  their regrets,  and wish  you good  luck in  your new  life. I'm

sure that they will be very happy to see you again at the wedding."

    "Oh, uh,  thanks, Kroan. I'm glad  they know now, and  I'm looking

forward  to seeing  them  again." Je'en  let the  topic  be turned  to

wedding  plans, then  dropped out  of the  conversation. She  slouched

back in her chair and turned her thoughts inward.

    She  summoned  up a  mental  image  of  herself  just as  she  saw

herself every day  in the large piece of polished  silver she used for

a mirror.  It was as complete  and detailed as a  painting: her bardic

training had sharpened  her powers of recall, and she  was quite adept

at seeing concrete images in her mind.

    She  looked at  the  picture  of herself,  clad  in a  comfortable

leather tunic and  breeches that went into knee-high  suede boots. She

still bore  the marks of  her 'accident'  more than three  years after

the  incident: a  dark  ribbon circled  her throat  to  hide the  scar

there; her right  hand hung uselessly from a  black-wrapped wrist near

the  hilt of  her  sword, right-hung  within easy  reach  of her  good

hand; and,  most visible, the silver  half-mask that hid the  marks on

her  face.  She  presented  a  unique,  mysterious  figure,  one  that

belonged in fantastic adventures that, perhaps, a bard would tell.

    Then, she  did something she  seldom did.  She called up  an image

of herself  as she had been  before the accident. No  scars, no masks,

Leaf-Killer on  her left hip and  Soft-Winds hanging at her  back. She

set the  picture next to her  present-day self, and compared  the two.

The  one  that went  bare-faced  was  the  one  her parents  would  be

expecting despite Kroan's  letter informing them of the  events of the

past three  years. Briefly,  Je'en wondered what  she would  look like

now, without  the mask. But  she found  herself backing away  from the

thought  hurriedly. The  silver mask  had become  a badge  of her  new

life to her, and to cease wearing it was unthinkable.

    As she  sat comparing the two  images, she began to  feel strange.

At first,  she couldn't identify  how or why.  Then, as it  got worse,

she  was able  to describe  the  sensation -  it was  like someone  or

something was  pressing on  her mind.  It took a  few more  moments to

realize that the sensation was almost familiar.

    Instinctively, she  began pushing  back, concentrating  on holding

her  mind  together  and  resisting  the intrusion.  As  soon  as  she

started to resist, she felt the pressure lighten and then vanish.

    The pressure  had barely  vanished when  Je'en felt  someone nudge

her arm. She  opened her eyes and  sat up with a  startled 'Huh?' that

caused the others at the table to laugh.

    Cefn said,  'Wake up, sleepy head.  Kroan has to get  back to work

and I  thought we should toast  him once more." The  cowled man lifted

his  flagon and  said,  "To Kroan  and  Anorra -  a  long, happy,  and

profitable life!"

    Je'en reached  for her  mug of  ale to  join in  the well-wishing.

She found it  difficult to get a  grip on the thin handle  of the mug,

but finally  she closed  her fingers  around to and  raised it  off of

the table. As  soon as she did  so, she knew something  was wrong. She

felt  the odd  pull in  the wrist,  the pain,  and then  the splashing

noise of ale sloshing all over the table.

    She  focused on  the mug,  and then  on the  faces of  her friends

around the  table. She noticed that  they were all staring  at the mug

dangling  from her  hand in  shocked  disbelief. She  started to  say,

"Sorry..." but  stopped when she  realized why they were  staring. She

finally realized  that the mug  was dangling  from the fingers  of her

right hand!

                               Kimmentari

    An  ornate stone  corridor shapes  itself out  of the  greyness as

she  steps  from  the  between-ways   into  the  hallway  outside  the

quarters  of the  man once  known as  Kyle BlueSword.  She senses  the

pain emanating  from the  room before  her, and  she knows  its cause.

Slowly, almost  reluctantly, she walks  into the room and  sees Morion

writhing  in pain  on the  bed.  His arm  throbs fiercely  red in  her

ihr-sight,  revealing the  fact  that the  perenidth  has invaded  his

body as  far as  his elbow.  She can  also trace  the poison  with her

sun-sight, which reveals the greenish cast of the skin on his arm.

    Concern and guilt  flood into and over her as  she watches by both

ihr- and  sun-sight the  poison advance quickly  up Morion's  arm. She

walks across  the room  to him,  and feels  something break  under her

heel.  Awareness comes  to her  that  she has  crushed the  egg-focus,

which will make closing the gate that much harder.

    Before  she reaches  the  bed, she  sees  consciousness fade  from

Morion's  body, but  she  can  also see  that  his  life force  hasn't

slackened its fight against the drain of the perenidth.

    She stands next  to Morion's now still form, and  tries to examine

the things  she is feeling.  She feels  concern because she  likes the

fierceness of  spirit of this  fast-liver, and  she does not  wish him

pain.  He attracts  more than  her curiosity,  and she  has been  hard

pressed not to  think of him ever since their  first meeting. Now, her

concern shades  to fear; fear that  she might be feeling  what was the

bane of  her race - hoftanau,  the fire love. Only  a fast-liver could

inspire the fire  love in the slow living, slow  feeling hearts of her

people.  When that  emotion was  ignited, it  was usually  fatal. That

was where the  guilt came from. She wasn't sure  that her last warning

to  Morion had  been cryptic  according  to the  pattern of  Thyerin's

Dance, or if she wanted to avoid the destructive force of hoftanau.

    Now she  must decide whether to  save Morion or to  let the poison

do  its work.  She reviews  the  last glimpse  of the  pattern of  the

Dance  she had  been given  by  Thyerin and  tries to  puzzle out  the

meaning  of the  threads that  govern this  part of  the Dance.  It is

difficult. Finally  she gives up -  the strands are too  tangled - and

attempts to make the decision on her own.

    She doesn't  have time to  agonize, though.  She can see  that the

poison  has almost  reached Morion's  shoulder, with  tendrils pushing

ahead of the  mass of the evil  substance, almost as if  it is eagerly

searching for  the man's heart.  She knows  that he doesn't  have much

time. If  the perenidth reaches Morion's  heart, she won't be  able to

work  fast enough  to  stem  the flow  of  the  poison throughout  his

entire body. If  that happens, he will be lost  forever, his body dead

and  his immortal  self trapped  in  the other-space  from whence  the

demon-poison had been drawn.

    She  looks into  Morion's tortured  face and  decides. She  kneels

beside the  bed and takes Morion's  arm in her hands.  As she prepares

herself  for the  effort it  will take  to battle  the perenidth,  she

feels the presence of  Thyerin in her mind and she sees  a part of his

Dance made  clear. She sighs  with relief as  she sees her  strand and

Morion's entwined  and continuing beyond  the scope of the  Dance. She

has made the right decision.

    She  turns  back  to  her   task.  Placing  her  hands  about  his

shoulder, she  concentrates to place  a barrier within  Morion's flesh

that  the  perenidth  cannot  pass.  She first  makes  sure  that  all

vestiges of the  poison are on the  arm side of the  barrier, then she

begins to  force the  barrier, and  with it  the perenidth,  back down

and out  of Morion's arm.  It isn't  easy. The perenidth  seems almost

to fight back,  to resist being expelled from the  body of its victim.

She struggles  tenaciously until  finally Morion's  hand cups  a small

pool  of the  vilest looking  fluid imaginable,  much more  than could

have been stored within the tiny egg.

    She relaxes  for a  moment, gathering her  strength for  the final

effort. When  she feels herself  ready, she again concentrates  on the

barrier  that  now  protects  Morion's  hand  from  having  the  fluid

re-enter it.  The barrier, invisible  to sun-sight but  barely, bluely

visible to  ihr-sight, closes  around the perenidth,  sealing it  in a

bubble. The  bubble begins to  rise, floating slowly up  from Morion's

hand. When it  is a safe distance  away from him, she  begins to force

the  bubble to  shrink. This,  in turn,  forces the  demon-poison back

through the  gate to where it  came from. When the  bubble disappears,

she  turns her  energies  to closing  and sealing  the  gate that  the

egg-focus had housed.

    When the  gate is permanently  closed, she slumps back  and closes

her eyes, nearly  exhausted. But, she knows that there  is more to do.

The perenidth had  been removed from Morion's body, but  the damage it

did while it was there must still be repaired.

    Wearily, she  opens her eyes and  tries to guage how  long it will

take to  properly heal  the fast-liver. She  estimates at  least three

weeks of  deep, healing  sleep should suffice,  which will  leave very

little  time to  deliver  the  circlet. As  she  worries,  she sees  a

possible solution  in the pattern of  the Dance. The King  of the land

that Morion  calls home  will celebrate the  anniversary of  his birth

just  a few  days  before the  deadline. Such  an  event should  bring

enough power-users together  that, with her help, they may  be able to

find a way to send the circlet in time.

    She  decides  to leave  speculation  for  later. She  thinks  that

Morion  will know  more about  who  will likely  attend his  Monarch's

36th birth  anniversary. She  needs to start  the healing  sleep soon,

before the damage increases and destroys their chances.

    She  arranges   the  still  slightly  suffering   fast-liver  more

comfortably on  the bed,  and then  settles herself  next to  him. She

places  her hands  on his  temples and  tries to  communicate directly

with his  mind. She finds it  easy, and pleasurable, to  read his mind

but she  must go  deeper. She  probes for the  healing centers  of his

brain, and  finds them.  She stimulates them  to increased  effort and

ties  the  energy generation  areas  of  her own  body  in  to his  to

provide the  necessary building  and healing  energies. She  feels the

drain,  and allows  herself to  fall into  the same  healing sleep  as

Morion.  Now, even  should she  wish it,  there is  no way  to prevent

hoftanau between them.

                                 Ka'en

    Ka'lochra'en  kissed Gillin  one  last time  before  giving her  a

hand up  onto her horse.  He stared after her  as she rode  back home,

and reflected  that she  was probably  the best thing  to come  out of

this, his latest assignment.

    Ka'en had  come to  this northern  corner of  Baranur when  he had

heard news  on the grapevine  that one of  the border Barons  of Duchy

Dargon was looking  for someone discreet to do a  job. Ka'en's pockets

were nearly empty, so he decided that he would look into the venture.

    Ka'en had  travelled to  the Barony of  MountainSpur in  the guise

of a  minor, unlanded noble  name of Lord  Kennet'. It had  taken some

convincing to  get Baron Kayden, the  man looking to hire  a thief, to

believe that  he was suited to  the job. It  wasn't as if Ka'en  had a

detailed  history of  past accomplishments  to expound  on, especially

since most  of his best  work had yet to  be detected. Ka'en  had been

forced  to  extract a  few  choice  items  from the  Baron's  personal

treasury to  convince the man that  he had the necessary  skills to do

the job.

    So convinced,  the Baron  had confided  in Ka'en.  Kaydin intended

to  annex  the  lands  of  his  neighbor,  Baron  Rombar.  Rombar  had

insulted Kaydin  some years before  by refusing to allow  his daughter

to marry Kaydin's  eldest son. To get even, Kaydin  intended to depose

Rombar by  discrediting him and having  him and his family  removed as

rulers of  the barony  by Clifton  Dargon himself,  acting as  the due

representative of  the Crown  of Baranur.  The method  of discrediting

was  devious   and  complicated.  Ka'en's  part   involved  some  very

important  documents  stored  in  the very  lowest  vaults  of  Dargon

Castle. The  ones Ka'en  was to  steal were  both the  Primary Charter

for the  Barony of  Fir Lake,  and the High  Charter for  Duchy Dargon

itself. Baron Kaydin  would provide a doctored version  of the Primary

Charter  of Rombar's  Barony that  would remove  Rombar's family  from

the  Barony.  Taking the  High  Charter  to  the  Duchy was  a  little

insurance  on  Kaydin's part  since  without  that specific  piece  of

parchment,  Clifton  could, legally,  be  removed  from the  Duchy  as

easily as  Rombar from  his Barony. Kaydin  intended to  force Clifton

into supporting  him in  his claim to  the land of  Fir Lake  when the

Barony was disolved.

    It  was all  just  too  much politics  and  legalisms for  Ka'en's

tastes, but he  agreed to do the job. One  of the convincing arguments

was  Kaydin's youngest  daughter, Gillin.  There was  a strong  mutual

attraction  between   them,  and  Ka'en  had   recently  begun  having

thoughts  about settling  down.  Gillin was  pretty, intelligent,  and

excellent  company. Ka'en  hoped that  she wouldn't  mind moving  away

from MountainSpur,  since he refused  to live anywhere that  there was

danger of him  being exposed as a thief and  Gillin's father certainly

knew who he was now.

    Ka'en cleaned up  the little glade wherein he and  Gillin had said

good-bye, repacking  his bedroll and  the now severly depleted  bag of

rations  he had  brought along  for his  trip to  Dargon. Fortunately,

the Ducal city wasn't  more than four days away and  Ka'en was sure he

could make  the remnants of his  food last that long.  Besides, it had

been well worth  wasting the time and food to  say farewell to Gillin.

Well worth it.

    Ka'en  spent  a  week  researching  a  way  to  infiltrate  Dargon

Castle. Baron Kaydin  had offered a few suggestions, but  no real help

in getting him near the secret vault. The details were up to Ka'en.

    It didn't take  him long to decide  on a course of  action once he

had explored all  the possibilities. He had even been  given a tour of

the Castle in  his masquerade as Lord Kennet'. He  had determined that

there was  no possible way  for a guest or  resident of the  castle to

penetrate  the dungeons  - there  were just  too many  guards. So,  he

decided to be a guard.

    Given  enough  time, it  was  conceivable  that Ka'en  could  have

become a  Castle Guard  by the  normal route. But  he didn't  have the

three years  or so  that that  would take. Instead,  he would  have to

fake it.  And the first order  of business was  to make a copy  of the

Castle Guard's uniform.

    The  uniform   was  a  simple   one.  The  Guards  wore   a  black

thigh-length  tunic   over  black   trousers  that  went   into  black

knee-high  boots. Silver  and  gold  bands added  color  at the  neck,

cuffs, tunic  hem, side seams of  the trousers, and the  saddle of the

boots. A sash  of silver and gold triangles was  fastened to the right

or left  shoulder by  a pin  of the Baranur  Star. Rank  was displayed

within a small  red square on the chest.  Additional ornamentation was

provided by  small black buttons  bearing a gold caltrop  at strategic

places on the outfit.

    Ka'en didn't  want to buy enough  fabric at any one  store to lead

an inquisitive  mind to link the  purchase with an extra  guard at the

Castle. So,  he searched the  second-hand stores for cloth,  either in

old clothes  or in bolts, and  for the various decorative  elements he

would need.

    He  was  in  a  slightly   seedy  but  well  stocked  little  shop

bargaining  for a  child's show  cape  made of  cloth-of-gold that  he

could  cut  up  for  the  sash,  when  he  heard  the  door  open.  An

almost-familiar voice  said, "Mergant, did  you get in  any....Oh, I'm

sorry, I  didn't realize you  had a  customer. I'll wait  until you're

through. Pardon me, m'lord."

    Ka'en turned  to look at  the person who  had spoken. He  was sure

he knew the  voice, but when he  saw the speaker, he was  just as sure

that he  was mistaken. He didn't  know any left-handed women  who wore

silver masks, of that he was definite.

    Ka'en was  concluding his  business with  the shopkeeper  when the

woman stepped  up to  the counter  next to him  and said,  "Excuse me,

but aren't you Ka'lochra'en?"

    Ka'en turned and  stared into the eyes that  were partially hidden

within the mask,  wondering how this woman knew him.  It was rare that

he went  by his contracted name  in Baranur, much less  his full name.

Finally, made slightly  uneasy by the blankness of the  mask, he said,

"That depends to whom I'm talking."

    "Of course,  you don't  recognize me. How  could you,  after all,"

said the  woman. "I looked  quite different the  last time you  saw me

in Derenten. I'm your second cousin, Je'lanthra'en."

    "By the  Blood of  Argan, you are!"  Ka'en finally  recognized the

voice, the  figure, the bearing,  and even the  set of the  jaw. "What

happened to you, Je'en? You're not a bard any more?"

    "Oh, its  a long  story, Ka'en.  Much too long  to tell  without a

tankard of ale to  ease the telling. But, no, I'm  not a bard anymore.

I am an adventurer  along with my partner, Cefn, who  is a wizard. Why

don't you  come down  to the Inn  of the Panther  tonight, and  we can

talk then,  okay? Good. I'll  be there  around dinner time  and after.

See you then."

    Ka'en took  the cape he had  just purchased and left  the store as

Je'en  asked Mergant  about some  special lanterns  for which  she was

looking. He wondered  what had happened to Je'en. She  was so changed.

The mask,  her voice, the strange  bracer she wore on  her right hand.

An  adventurer,  eh?  They  could  be  problems.  At  least  the  only

adventurers  that Ka'en  had ever  dealt  with had  been problems.  He

wondered if her presence in Dargon would complicate his business.

                                 Blood

    Moonlight filters  into a shuttered  and dark shop  through warped

boards and  air vents. The silvery  light glints off large  glass jars

filled with herbs and potions revealing the shop to be an apothecary.

    A  shadow among  shadows moves  slowly and  cautiously. It  inches

its way over  to the jars and, after  a pause to be sure  it is alone,

it begins to fill several cloth bags from the large glass jars.

    Suddenly,  its movements  lose their  fluidity, like  a marionette

whose operator  has just sneezed.  An elbow strikes and  dislodges one

of  the jars  and  it crashes  to the  floor,  shattering. The  shadow

freezes, and then,  under control again, begins  to hurriedly complete

its mission.

    The owner  of the shop,  who lives on  the second floor,  has been

awakened by  the noise. He  comes down the  stairs armed with  a large

club.  The shadow  seeks a  way  out, its  mission now  done, but  the

stairs are closer to the door that it is.

    The owner opens  a shopfront shutter, flooding the  tiny shop with

moonlight,  and catches  sight of  the  shadow, formless  and dark  no

more.  Light  glints off  of  a  silver  mask,  the owner  gasps  out,

"Je...", and  a sword weilded  sinisterly slides between ribs.  As the

owner slumps on  the stairs, the shadow closes the  shutter, wipes its

sword on the owner's nightrobe, and slips stealthly out of the shop.

                                  Cefn

    "So, where is Je'en, anyway?" asked Ka'en.

    Cefn  said, "I  don't know.  She's usually  here by  dinner unless

she has something  else to do, and she didn't  mention anything to me.

Still,  she has  been acting  strange  lately.... I'm  sure she'll  be

around  eventually. Could  you explain  again, Ka'en,  why the  middle

part of your name isn't the same as Je'en's if you're related to her?"

    As Je'en's  cousin tried to  explain the complexities  of southern

family  trees  and their  special  naming  conventions, Cefn  wondered

with more  concern than had  been in his  voice just where  Je'en was.

If Kroan hadn't  recognized Ka'en when he entered, the  poor man would

be sitting  in a corner  wondering where  his relative was.  It wasn't

like Je'en  to invite  someone to  meet her at  the Panther,  and then

not show.

    Ka'en's dissertation  was interrupted  by the  bells on  the door,

and  a few  shouted greetings  that indicated  that Je'en  had finally

arrived. When  she finally  reached their table,  Cefn noticed  by her

manner  that she  was  a  little distracted.  She  said  hello to  her

cousin,  appologized for  being late,  and yelled  her dinner  order -

"The usual!"  - to the  cook. She took her  seat, and joined  Ka'en in

trying to explain the name thing.

    Cefn  listened with  far  more interest  now,  but eventually  the

conversation  returned  to  Kroan's coming  marriage.  Cefn  retreated

from the  discussion for the  same reason  he had tried  to side-track

it earlier: the topic made him nervous.

    Yet, his  mind refused to let  him just forget the  word. He tried

to deflect  the thoughts of  being tied for  a lifetime to  one person

with thoughts  of Je'en and  her increasingly odd behavior.  But, that

tactic didn't work,  because Je'en was the reason that  the thought of

marriage disturbed him.  Perhaps not marriage itself,  but rather what

went  with  it: love.  Cefn  was  even  more  disturbed by  love  than

marriage, and  thinking of Je'en  in that  context just made  him even

more nervous.

    Cefn  had been  in  love once,  long  ago while  he  was still  an

apprentice. The  relationship had lasted  for almost a year  before it

disintegrated messily.  The breakup  also resulted in  the destruction

of their partnership, which had almost been worse than the breakup.

    Now, Cefn  was feeling the beginnings  of what could well  be love

for his  partner Je'en. And he  didn't want anything at  all to happen

to  their friendship,  which was  why  thoughts of  marriage made  him

nervous -  he had recently  been daydreaming  of spending the  rest of

his life tied to Je'en.

    Conversation  soon  turned  to   the  celebration  of  the  King's

Birthday three days  hence. The celebration in Dargon  would be token,

with  the Court  Ball  held  by Duke  Clifton  being  the most  lavish

demonstration  scheduled  to  take  place.   Je'en  and  Cefn  had  an

invitation,  and they  discussed what  they would  wear to  the event.

When Cefn  offered to wangle Ka'en  an invitation, too, the  young man

declined  politely,  saying  that  the  atmosphere  would  be  far  to

rarefied in the Ballroom for him to be comfortable.

    Eventually, Kroan had  to leave as it was getting  late and he had

work the  next day.  As Kroan  left, Ka'en also  took his  leave. Cefn

expected  Je'en to  stay with  him for  a little  while, but  she rose

from the table  directly after her cousin and bade  Cefn farewell very

distantly. Cefn  looked after her  as she  left the Inn,  and wondered

what had gotten into her lately.

    Feeling uneasy,  Cefn bought a  bottle of  wine and went  home. He

activated the  golden globes he  had had  installed in the  town house

he had purchased  and made sure that all of  the windows were properly

sealed. He then  removed his protective cowl  and hung it on  a peg by

the front  door. He took  the bottle, got a  glass and his  cards, and

went to the study to do a reading on Je'en to relieve his uneasiness.

    He shuffled,  cut, shuffled again,  and was ready. The  first card

turned  over was  the  Twelve  of Swords  reversed.  Trouble from  the

start.  He swiftly  layed out  the rest  of the  Bent Star,  the frown

deepening on  his face. When  the layout  was complete, he  filled his

glass, drained it,  filled it again, and drained most  of it. Then, he

looked at the layout again. Nope, it hadn't improved.

    It was  one of  the worst  yet non-commital  readings he  had ever

seen.  It indicated  danger  - disaster,  even -  all  around, but  it

couldn't identify  the source.  Every bad card  or position  had shown

up in that reading, but in such a way that it told him little.

    Topping off  his glass again,  Cefn reshuffled the cards.  It took

some  time before  they felt  right,  and when  he layed  them out  he

found out  why -  the entire layout  was, card for  card, the  same as

the first one.

    Eyes wide, Cefn  sat back in his chair and  drank from the bottle,

leaving  the glass  on the  table. He  had never  heard of  an exactly

duplicated  layout  actually happening  before.  He  wondered what  it

meant and whether Je'en would survive the forces gathering around her.

                                Emissary

    Tanandra  en'Elerch  lifted  the  simple  brass  door-knocker  and

hesitated a moment.  As she finally let it fall  to strike against the

shiny plate it  was hinged to, she  wondered what it would  be like to

see Cefn again. It had been so long since the last time...

    She waited for  several minutes before taking the  knocker in hand

again,  but as  she did  so,  she could  hear noises  just inside  the

door. Hastily stepping  back, she composed herself and  waited for the

door to open.

    When it  finally did open,  there was  a moment of  silence before

Cefn spoke. "It's... good to see you, Tanandra. Come in, please."

    Tandi  wished she  could  see inside  the cowl  that  Cefn had  to

wear. She  couldn't quite fathom  the tone in  his voice, and  she was

sure  that if  she  had been  able  to  see his  face  she could  have

interpreted it.

    She stepped  into the entry hall  of Cefn's town house  and turned

as he  shut the door. With  a gesture, the single  candle lantern that

had been  shining in the  little hall went  out, and the  golden globe

at the  ceiling took over  illumination duties. Cefn removed  his cowl

and hung it on a peg by the door, then led her into his study.

    Tandi took in the  scene in the study while Cefn  asked her if she

wanted  anything to  drink. She  noticed the  spread of  cards on  the

table,  and even  though she  knew  little about  their meanings  (she

hadn't chosen  to study them),  she could tell  that the layout  was a

bad one.  She also noticed  the bottle on  the table, and  wondered at

it since she knew that Cefn didn't do much drinking at home.

    As Cefn  handed her a  glass of cider,  he asked, "Well,  how have

you been, Tandi?"

    Before  answering, Tandi  took a  good look  at Cefn.  She decided

that time  had treated  him well  - he  still looked  as good  as when

they  had  been  ...apprentices  together, if  not  better.  She  also

realized  that  she  still  has  some  deep  feelings  for  him  which

suprised her; she thought she had left him behind all those years ago.

    Firmly  pushing  her  uncertain  feelings  out  of  the  way,  she

recalled the  reason she  was visiting  Cefn. She  set the  glass down

and  placed  her forefingers  and  thumbs  together, forming  a  crude

circle.  She hummed  a  low note,  and the  space  within that  circle

began to  glow with  a swirling  green-blue light.  She said,  "I have

come on business from the Council, Cefn."

    The blue-eyed  mage's smile  of welcome vanished  at the  sight of

the  sigil  that  the  swirling   light  had  formed  between  Tandi's

fingers. Cefn  said, "I no longer  serve your masters, Tandi.  You are

wasting your time."

    Tandi had expected  this reaction, and was  prepared. Sternly, she

said,  "The  Elders   never  acknowledged  your  debt   as  paid.  You

performed  a   great  service  for   the  Council  when   you  finally

eliminated the  last followers of  Jhel and  the Sword of  Cleah. Even

so, the services they have rendered you have not yet been repaid."

    Before  he  could  interrupt,  she  continued,  "The  Council  has

detected certain experiments  into the Forbidden Art. They  lay to you

the task  of finding who is  learning the Art and  stopping him. There

is every indication that the experimenter is Vard."

    Cefn paused  a moment, pondering the  situation, before answering.

He said,  with a forced calm  that Tandi could see  through with ease,

"I cannot help.  I...I am otherwise occupied. Something  is wrong here

in   Dargon.   There  is   a   threat   hovering  over   my   partner,

Je'lanthra'en. She's  been acting strange  lately - out  of character.

I must stay and help her - after what I have already put her through."

    He turned  away, but not before  Tandi read the love  in his face,

and the  pain of  that secret.  She reflected  that going  around with

one's  face hidden  by  a magically  dark cowl  didn't  give one  much

reason  to learn  to control  one's facial  expression. Cefn  probably

didn't even  realize how open his  face was. She felt  the remnants of

her own love crumble in the face of his deep feelings.

    Sadly  but   forcefully,  Tandi  said,  "Cefn,   the  Council  has

empowered me to  order you into this;  even to lay a gorfodd  on you -

they knew  you would resist. But,  I don't want to  force you. Listen,

I know  what Je'en has  been through.  You were monitored  during that

mission, as were  the events you set in motion.  But, she has survived

admirably. She redirected  her life without any help at  all, which is

remarkable considering  the loss  she sustained. She  will be  able to

cope with whatever awaits in her future.

    "Cefn,  you  are the  only  person  currently available  for  this

mission. The  others are all  elsewhere, or not of  sufficient ability

to deal  with someone  able to  delve into  the Forbidden  Art. Please

reconsider.  This  IS important.  You  know  the possibilities  of  an

adept of the Art. Remember Ciraledwen."

    In   the  silence   that  followed,   Tandi  knew   that  he   was

remembering. The  story of the most  infamous Elder in history  was an

early  lesson, and  one that  was drilled  into every  student of  the

Council.  Ciraledwen had,  through study  of the  Art, become  able to

reanimate whole  armies of the  dead -  an invincible force.  The only

limit to her power  had been the number of lives she  could tie to her

focus  - humans  enslaved  to her  will  body and  soul,  and used  to

infuse the  corpses with  artificial life. It  had taken  a tremendous

combined  effort of  the normally  reclusive Elders  and all  of their

students  to finally  breach  the  shields she  had  built to  protect

herself and destroy the evil Ciraledwen.

    When Cefn  finally turned back  to face  her, Tandi could  see the

struggle he  was undergoing on  his too-expressive face.  The concrete

threat of  a practicioner of the  Forbidden Art had to  be balanced by

the vague threat against his partner and love.

    Finally, he decided.  He said, "I...I cannot."  His resolve firmed

as he continued,  "Je'en is more important to me  than a vague threat.

You are  easily powerful  enough to  go against Vard,  if he  is truly

involved and  his name wasn't  used just to try  to lure me  into this

mission. After  all, you have been  under the tutelage of  the Council

for all these years  since I left. You must be  far more powerful than

I by now.

    "Please understand me,  Tandi. I will not go of  my own free will,

and I cannot allow  myself to be forced by either  you or the council.

It's been good to see you again, Tanandra. Good bye."

    Cefn  turned away  again and  went over  the the  table where  his

bottle  still sat.  Tandi  watched  him pour  another  glass full  and

drink half  of it in one  gulp. Sorrowfully, she began  to concentrate

on  the  sheet  of  light  filling the  circle  still  formed  by  her

fingers. The  identifying sigil had  been given  to her by  the Elders

of the  Council, and with  it had come a  latent spell, a  gorfodd, or

compulsion.  It  was  far  more  powerful  than  one  she  could  cast

herself and (so the Elders hoped) more powerful than Cefn could break.

    As she concentrated  on the sigil, the light that  formed it began

to change from  green-blue to red-purple. She watched  the spell focus

as it  strengthened. She considered  Cefn's suggestion that she  go in

his place.  She had offered  herself to the  Elders, a fact  that Cefn

couldn't know.  And she had  been rejected  as not able  enough. True,

she had spent  the years since Cefn  had gone out on his  own with the

teachers of  the Council but  she still was  not as powerful  as Cefn.

It  wasn't  her  fault.  She  just didn't  have  Cefn's  ability.  Not

everyone could  master the  forces of  magic to  the same  degree, and

she just  couldn't do as  well as some.  Certainly not well  enough to

combat someone  able to delve into  the forces required to  master the

Forbidden Art.

    The  spell was  ready.  Cefn hadn't  turned around  yet  - he  was

filling  his glass  again. Tandi  said, "Cefn,  forgive me  but I  was

ordered." And, with a Word, she released the spell.

    Cefn  may not  have  turned  around, but  he  must have  suspected

something. He whirled  at the sound of her voice,  and Tandi gasped at

the sight of  the hoop he held  between his hands. He  stretched it to

about three feet  in diameter, the silvery strands  threaded across it

actually weaving  closer together  as the  hoop grew.  By the  time he

faced her, the hoop was a shiny mirror held before Cefn's head.

    The  purple-black   sphere  of   the  gorfodd  spell   struck  the

hoop-mirror and bounced.  Tandi gasped again when she saw  that it had

been  perfectly reflected,  and  would strike  her.  Before she  could

react,  the  spell hit  her,  and  she felt  the  cold  tingle of  the

compulsion magic  settle over her  body and mind. She  immediatly felt

the compelling  need to  go find the  person practicing  the Forbidden

Art.  It was  like  a physical  presence inside  her,  forcing her  to

move. Its little voice whispered to her, 'Get moving, find the man!'

    As she turned  to leave, she heard Cefn say,  "Tandi, I'm sorry! I

didn't mean for the spell to return to you. Will you be all right?"

    She  opened Cefn's  front door,  knowing that  he couldn't  follow

her because of  the moon- and lantern-light on the  street. She called

back, "Of course  I'll be fine. Good bye, Cefn.  Good bye." She didn't

close  the door  behind herself,  hoping that  that tactic  would gain

her enough time to  get away. Now that she had  taken the gorfodd, she

wanted no  help or hindrance to  her mission. She would  find the man,

and she would destroy him, all by her self.

    She didn't even  hear the other tiny voice in  her mind, the voice

of her reason, saying, "I'm dead if this quest succeeds."

                                 Morion

    He  awoke feeling  totally disoriented,  almost as  though was  in

two  places at  once.  Slowly,  almost painfully,  he  sorted out  the

sensations and  realized first that  he wasn't dead. He  wondered why,

considersing the vivid  memory of the pain the poison  had caused him.

Morion could  still feel slight twinges  from his arm, and  it hurt to

close  the hand  that had  held the  tiny, lethal  egg. Of  course, he

couldn't account  for the general  stiffness of  the rest of  his body

by the  effects of the  poison - if its  effect had reached  that much

of him, he wouldn't be around to notice the results.

    Then he  realized that he  wasn't alone  on Kyle's bed.  He looked

at the sleeping  form of the strange blue haired  woman who had called

herself Kimmentari and  realized that there was now  a rapport between

them that had  been instrumental in saving his life.  Somehow, he knew

things about Kimmentari  that he couldn't possibly know  - things even

lovers  wouldn't   tell  each  other.   And  he  knew  that   she  was

helplessly, perhaps fatally, in love with him.

    The  first stirrings  of  returned feelings  propelled Morion  off

the bed in fear  and confusion. How could he possible  be in love with

such an  alien creature? He had  never even heard of  her kind before.

He...he  just  couldn't   really  be  in  love,  could   he?  She  was

beautiful, in an exotic way, and she had saved his life. Still...

    Thoughts  came to  him,  memories and  dreams.  They weren't  his,

weren't  even human,  but they  were entrancing.  He saw  Thyerin, the

god Kimmentari's  people worshipped, and  the Dance  he laid out  as a

pattern  for his  followers. He  saw what  hoftanau meant  for one  of

Kimmentari's race,  and how  deeply the fire  love had  already burned

into her.  The thoughts  were remnants  of the  healing bond  that had

followed her ridding  his body of the poison, not  actual mind to mind

contact.  But,  Morion  remembered  the  instant  of  his  waking  and

seeming to  be in  two places  at once.  And he  knew that  if someone

could know  him on  so intimate a  level as to  have actually  been in

his mind, and  they still cared or loved him,  he wouldn't refute that

love. And, he knew that he loved Kimmentari.

    He looked  for a long  time at the  silken-clad body of  the alien

woman,  then reached  out tentatively  to touch  her shoulder.  As his

hand touched  her, he  felt a  brief reprise  of the  joined sensation

and she  opened her  eyes. He stared  into the deep  red of  her eyes,

willingly getting  lost in  their depths. He  settled slowly  onto the

bed,  bent over,  and lightly  kissed his  saviour on  the mouth.  Her

response  was  slow  and  hesitant,  as if  she  didn't  know  how  to

respond.  But soon,  as  their mental  rapport re-established  itself,

her reactions took on more passion.

    Several hours  later, Morion again  awoke to the now  familiar two

places  at once  feeling. He  looked  up into  Kimmentari's ruby  eyes

where she was  leaning over him staring at his  face. He wouldn't have

minded taking a  few hours more to  get to know his  love even better,

but  Kimmentari  laughed at  his  thought  with  a sound  like  silver

bells, and  said, "There  will be  time enough and  more for  that, my

love, when  we have  danced our part  of the Dance  done. Or  have you

forgotten your mission here - the circlet?"

    In fact, Morion  had done just that.  It took a moment  for him to

recall just how  he had ended up  where he was: the  challenge by Kyle

BlueSword, meeting  Kimmentari on the  road to Belliern, the  fight in

the  village square,  Kyle's  story of  possession,  Morion's task  to

deliver the  crystal circlet to  his former pupil  Je'lanthra'en, and,

finally,  the tiny  poisoned  egg that  had been  the  revenge of  the

demon-thing that had possessed Kyle.

    "Souls and  swords, what  day is  it, anyway? How  much time  do I

have to finish my task?"

    "Calm yourself,  my love,"  said Kimmentari.  "My thread  has been

joined to  yours in this  Dance - the  task of delivering  the circlet

has become  mine as well. This  day is AvansDay of  Harvest, just nine

days from the deadline."

    "But,  I...we'll never  be able  to get  to Dargon  in nine  days,

that is unless you..."

    Kimmentari  smiled as  she said,  "I cannot  move over  such great

distances any faster  than you, my love. Alone, my  magic cannot solve

the problem. But I saw something in Thyerin's pattern that might help.

    "Just  six days  from now,  your King  Haralan will  celebrate his

six and thirtieth  year of life. As  I understand it, this  is a cause

of much  celebration, and many  people will  gather in Magnus  to help

him commemorate the  event. Among those present, there are  sure to be

enough  persons skilled  in  the  shaping of  Power  to  enable us  to

devise  a method  to deliver  the circlet  in time.  It seems  that we

should be able to reach the Crown City before the celebration, right?"

    Morion  said, "That  depends on  just where  this citadel  is. Or,

will that 'lens' thing that Kyle used still work?"

    "Its  power has  dissapated with  the  passing of  the demon  from

this  plane.  We  shall  have   to  use  more  conventional  means  of

transportation, I'm  afraid. Still, I  think we  can make it.  We have

no choice, really.

    "To be sure, we should leave as soon as possible."

    "Surely a little more...rest...wouldn't hurt?" asked Morion.

    Kimmentari  laughed  again,  and  answered,  "Well,  maybe  not  a

little more...," and kissed him.

    Near  sunset of  the day  before the  King's Birthday,  Morion and

Kimmentari rode into  Magnus on wild horses she had  called out of the

forest around  Kyle's citadel. The  ride had  been long and  hard, and

they had made it  in just five days by leaving  an hour before sunrise

and  riding for  an hour  after sunset  every day.  That didn't  leave

much time  for sleeping,  much less other  nighttime games,  but their

mission was  serious. Morion's rapport  with Kimmentari had  given him

as much  of an  understanding of  Thyerin's Dance  as he  could grasp,

and he  saw what  the Dance had  planned out for  Je'en if  she didn't

receive   the  circlet   in  time:   full  mental   possession  by   a

power-hungry wizard.

    Morion  pondered  what to  do  when  they  arrived in  Magnus.  It

wouldn't  be easy  to  put  Kimme's plan  into  practice: unless  very

powerful,  those persons  able to  harness  the Power  seldom made  it

generally  known that  they could,  as magic-use  wasn't (in  general)

looked upon  with much  favor. Morion  no longer  had the  contacts he

once had in the  Crown City. He had been away too  long. He thought of

just going to  the Castle with the  vague hope of meeting  some of his

old  military  friends when  he  hit  upon  the perfect  solution.  It

wouldn't  be very  nice to  put  an extra  load on  Coridan, since  he

would  certainly be  having a  busy  day as  the Falcon  Herald at  an

official  Baranur function,  but the  young  man was  the only  person

that Morion was sure to know at Court.

    He  decided not  to  intrude  on whatever  last  minutes of  peace

Coridan  was likely  to be  having this  celebration-eve, and  he took

Kimme to the Inn  he stayed in whenever he was in  Magnus. They made a

noticeable pair  as the warrior and  the alien woman rode  through the

streets. At  the Inn, Kimme  drew some  long stares, but  the presence

of Morion  prevented any  overt hostility  her strangeness  might have

precipitated. The  Inn had  changed hands  since Morion's  last visit,

but  its quality  hadn't suffered  in the  exchange and  he and  Kimme

spent a  very restful  night making  up for all  the shortage  of rest

they had had on their ride.

    Morion and  Kimme set off  to the  Castle early the  next morning:

so  early  that  the  kitchen  of   the  Inn  hadn't  yet  opened  for

breakfast,  forcing the  pair  to leave  without  eating. Despite  the

hour,  there  were  a  good  number of  people  up  and  about  making

preparations for the  Celebration Parade that wouldn't  even start out

from the  Castle until high noon.  It was dark enough  in the pre-dawn

gloaming that Kimme  received no undue attention.  Morion was careful,

however, to go out  of his way to stay out of even  the fringes of the

Fifth Quarter  - he  had no intention  of risking his  life for  a few

less minutes walking time.

    Magnus was  a huge city.  Morion knew  that it had  no competition

for the  title of Largest City  of Baranur. It could  hold an infinite

number of  villages the  size of  Tench, and even  cities the  size of

Dargon or Endeirion  would vanish two or three times  worth within the

limits of  Magnus. Morion and  Kimmentari had several miles  walk (not

including the  detour), and the  sun was  just beginning to  peek over

the  horizon by  the time  they reached  the outer  wall of  the Crown

Castle itself.

    The walk  around and around  the rings surrounding the  Castle was

as tiring as the  walk from the Inn, and the sun was  well up into the

sky by  the time Morion and  Kimme reached the entrance  to the Castle

itself. More than  an hour later, after bullying his  way through more

minor court  functionaries than he  could count, Morion  finally found

himself  in  the  reception  room   of  Coridan's  quarters.  He  made

personally sure  that a page  had been  sent to summon  Coridan before

allowing himself to relax and calmly await the Herald's arrival.

    After  what seemed  like days  but was  only about  half an  hour,

Coridan appeared. It  took a moment for Morion to  be certain of that,

though  - the  young Herald  was dressed  in a  plain brown  tunic and

leggings,  dress more  suited  to  a page,  or  rather a  house-squire

because of  his age. As  Morion rose to  greet him, the  question must

have  been  on  his  face  because Coridan,  after  glancing  down  at

himself  and smiling,  answered, "I  am dressed  like this  because it

makes it  easier to  spy. While most  of the castle  staff know  me on

sight, we  have almost doubled the  number of servitors in  the castle

for the  celebration, and  most of  the new staff  don't know  me from

the  king. So,  I go  around  and make  sure that  things are  getting

done, and  nothing is getting stolen.  The guards are looking  out for

that sort  of thing as well,  but it makes  me happier to see  to some

of it myself.

    "Besides,  you should  hear the  staff gossip  when they  think no

one is  listening! I get  more news in this  disguise than all  of the

king's spies  can ferret  out. Why,  I just  heard that  Lady Merritan

had been seen...

    "Sorry,  Lord Morion.  I forgot  myself, please  forgive me.  Now,

what  brings you  here  with such  urgent business,  and  who is  your

lovely companion?"

    Morion said,  "Master Coridan,  allow me to  introduce you  to the

Lady  Kimmentari,  a highborn  of  the  Araf.  My Lady  Kimmentari,  I

present to you Master Coridan, Falcon Herald of Baranur."

    Coridan and  Kimme bowed to  each other, then Kimme  stretched out

her hand,  and Coridan  properly kissed it  in greeting.  Morion could

see that  Kimme's strangeness  fascinated the herald  - the  young man

could hardly tear  his eyes away from  her when he said,  "The Araf? I

don't believe  I've ever  heard mention  of them.  Where did  you meet

her, Morion?"

    Kimme answered, "My  people are a very secretive race  who live in

tune  with the  Dances of  Thyerin.  It was  one such  dance, that  of

Ahar'yKinel, that  crossed the  paths of Morion  and myself  and which

brings us here."

    Morion continued, "I  met Kimmentari on that quest  you brought to

my door  so long ago. She  appeared out of the  rain one day as  I was

going to meet  Kyle's challenge, and told me about  Belliern. She also

said  that there  was  a further  purpose in  my  meeting Kyle  beyond

freeing him from  the demon that had possessed him  and protecting the

villages  of Baranur  from his  ravages -  namely, that  I retrieve  a

crystal circlet  from his citadel and  deliver it to one  of my former

pupils, Je'lanthra'en.

    "When  I had  defeated Kyle,  she  appeared again,  got the  dying

Kyle to  explain what had  happened to him.  Then, she reminded  me of

my secondary  mission and tried  to warn me to  be careful. I  went to

Kyle's citadel by the  same means that he had used to  get in and out,

and eventually  found the  circlet. But the  demon that  had possessed

him had  also laid  a trap  for anyone going  after the  circlet. That

trap almost killed me, and would have if not for Kimme's intervention.

    "The healing sleep  she had to put us into  wasted more than three

weeks of  the time before the  deadline established by the  pattern of

the  Dance to  get the  circlet to  Je'en. That  deadline is  just two

days hence:  far too long  to get to Dargon  even by the  fastest mode

of transport  available. And so we  came to you, because  Kimme had an

idea  about how  to  get the  circlet to  Je'en  without us  traveling

there. Kimme?"

    "I know  an enchantment that  will enable  us to send  the circlet

by  magical means  to Je'lanthra'en,"  said  Kimme. "But  to send  the

artifact  so far  will  require far  more effort  than  I, alone,  can

muster. In  fact, it will take  at least a score  of human power-users

to put forth enough effort to get the circlet to Dargon."

    "And," said  Morion, "I decided to  come to you for  help, because

I figured  that you  know all  of the magicians  and sorcerers  in the

Kingdom, or  at least  who would know  them. If you  will help  us, it

will save  valuable time in  gathering enough people to  power Kimme's

spell. So, will you?"

    Coridan took his  time pondering the story and what  help he might

possibly be. He  believed it - Kimmentari's appearance  alone gave all

the credence  necessary to  Morion's tale.  But magicians  were mostly

reclusive, and wary  of letting knowledge of their  abilities get out.

In  some parts  of  the kingdom  sorcery wasn't  as  frowned upon  but

here, in  the Crown City, magic  was looked down upon  except where it

was always  beneficent, like the healers.  For some, if the  fact that

they  were users  of magic  became known,  it would  destroy them  and

their  businesses. So  Coridan thought  long and  hard before  finally

agreeing to help.

    A  discussion  of details  kept  Coridan  from  his duties  for  a

further hour.  It was finally  decided that  a message would  be given

discreetly to  all of  the 'power-users' (as  Kimmentari put  it) that

Coridan knew  of to meet  at Coridan's rooms in  the last hour  of the

day. Coridan  would also distribute the  message to the few  people he

knew that  would have a broader  acquaintance with users of  magic. In

all,  Coridan assured  Morion  and Kimmentari,  there  should be  well

over a score of people to aid in the conjuring.

    The time  between Coridan's leaving  and the arrival of  the first

of the  magic users late that  night was occupied by  three things for

Morion  and  Kimmentari: eating  (first,  a  large breakfast,  then  a

moderate lunch  not too long  after the  breakfast, a dinner  at about

the proper time,  and intermittent snacks, mostly as  the evening wore

on and  there was little  else to  do); preparing for  the enchantment

(which  consisted of  Kimme  listing  the things  she  and the  others

would need, and  Morion sending pages looking for the  items so listed

in what, at  times, amounted to a treasure hunt  all across Magnus for

the more esoteric  needs); and, by far the  most pleasurable pass-time

for the  pair, just being  together. What with  all of the  travel and

worry of  the past  days, the  two hadn't  had much  time to  be alone

together. Of  course, they were  more tightly joined than  was humanly

possible for a  couple under normal circumstances:  Morion could still

feel  the  resonances  of  Kimme's   mind  within  his  own  when  the

conditions were  just right.  But it  was still nice  to just  sit and

touch and talk at times.

    It was after  midnight when Coridan arrived in  his apartments and

announced that  there would be  no one  else coming. He  joined Morion

as the  only other non-participant in  the room over next  to one wall

where they  would both out  of the  way, and watched  the thirty-seven

users of power,  directed by Kimmentari of the Afar,  begin the ritual

that  she had  explained  to  the first  few  arrivals,  who had  then

instructed those who came later.

    The  ritual  was  taking  place   in  the  largest  of  the  rooms

belonging to Coridan,  which had been cleared of furniture  as part of

the  preparation  that  Kimme  and  Morion  had  engaged  in  earlier.

Cushions on  the floor, and two  chairs against the far  wall were the

only non-magical  trappings left  in the room.  The 37  magicians were

arranged  in three  patterned  rings around  Kimme.  Within the  inner

ring where  Kimme sat slightly  off center  was a forked  candle stick

mounted with  a tall  red candle  and a much  shorter purple  one. The

red candle  had come  out of  the castle's stores,  but the  making of

the  purple  one  had  taken  much   time  and  many  of  the  strange

ingredients the pages had been forced to hunt for.

    When everyone was  seated comfortably, Kimme said,  "The object of

this conjuration has  been relayed to each and every  one of you. Most

of the  detailed effort  shall be handled  by me, as  I have  the best

knowledge  of the  enchantment  required,  and I  have  as accurate  a

mental  picture as  is possible  of the  target, one  Je'lanthre'en, a

former pupil  of my Lord  Morion. The rest  of you are  to concentrate

on the two candles  before me. Try to keep both of  them in focus, but

of the  two, the shorter  one is the more  important. I shall  start a

chant to get us  all in rhythm - from there, each  of you use whatever

method you prefer to pool your power around the candles.

    "Is everyone ready? Then, let up begin. Hmmmmm..."

    Morion  watched as  the  37  magicians began  to  chant and  sway.

Slowly, they  all began to  speak and move as  one. When they  were as

attuned as they  could get, Kimme eased herself out  of the chant-meld

and began to  conjure. She huddled over the silk  pillow that bore the

circlet.  The  pillow  contained  even weirder  things  than  did  the

purple  candle, and  it was  from those  strange stuffings  that Kimme

was attempting to  produce what she called an awyrdyn  - a creature of

another  plane  that  could  be  bound to  this  one  for  a  specific

duration,  such  as  'until  the  completion of  a  given  task'.  The

necessity of  the pooling of powers  was that it was  draining to open

a  planar  gate  (which  was  the  function  of  the  pillow  and  its

stuffings), and  even more draining  to bind the creature  so summoned

to its  task (in  which the  purple candle would  aid). Kimme  and her

kind  were strongly  steeped  in  the useage  of  the  power, but  she

needed to be sure  that both the gate and the  bond lasted long enough

to get the awyrdyn  all the way to Dargon safely  with the circlet. It

wouldn't  help  the  spell's   effectiveness  any  that  the  clearest

impression/image  of Je'en  that Kimme  could get  from Morion's  mind

was very vague and  could almost as well be applied  to any of Je'en's

family at least by the criteria that the awyrdyn was capable of using.

    Time  seemed to  slow down  for the  two watchers.  So little  was

happening,  and what  was was  so  boring. Coridan  almost nodded  off

several times - but  then, he had been up since very  early and it was

very  late. Morion  had had  enough rest  that he  was able  to resist

closing his  eyes, but  the sameness of  the ritual  almost hypnotised

him into  unconciousness at least  as many  times as Coridan.  A rough

estimate  of the  time told  Morion that  more than  half an  hour had

passed  before  he  finally  noticed the  faint  blurriness  that  was

hovering like a small cloud around the small pillow.

    After  rubbing his  eyes  to  be sure  that  they weren't  playing

tricks  on  him,  he  began  to   pay  close  attention  to  what  was

developing on  and around  the circlet.  The wavering  cloud thickened

until it  almost blotted out the  pillow and circlet, both  visible as

wavery  outlines  within the  form  of  the wraith-like  thing  formed

around them.  It was vaguely human  in shape, but there  was no detail

to its  body - it  looked like a wax  shop mannequin before  it's been

sculpted to look a little more natural.

    The chant  began to speed  up a little  as Kimme began  the second

part of  the ritual, that of  impressing the task on  the awyrdyn, and

she started  drawing power  faster. The red  candle had  burned rather

rapidly until  it was the  size of the  purple candle, at  which point

both began  to melt at  about the same rate  (which was faster  than a

normal  candle  would  melt).  As the  purple  candle  shortened,  the

awyrdyn seemed  to grow darker  in shade, from the  milky translucence

it began as  to a deeper and  deeper violet. Adding color  to its form

didn't help  its definition,  though -  in fact,  making it  easier to

see   was  definitely   disturbing.  When   it  was   indistinct,  its

formlessness  could be  accepted. Now  that it  was fully  visible and

purple, the utter lack of features was unnerving.

    As  the ritual  continued, signs  of fatigue  began to  show among

those supplying  the power  for it.  Sweat beaded  the brows  of most,

and some  were dripping  from the  exertion. A  few of  the marginally

talented who  had come only to  show off their ability  were seriously

straining to  keep up  with the  rest - they  would have  dropped out,

but they  all knew  what that  would do  to the  rhythm that  had been

built up.

    Finally, both  the red  and purple candles  were little  more than

stubs in the  candellabra. Kimme uttered a command that  grated on the

ears  of  all  who  heard   it  -  a  decidedly  unpleasant  sensation

especially from one  whose voice was normally so music-like  - and the

awyrdyn began  to rise to  the ceiling of  the room. The  circlet rose

with it,  held within its  body somehow. Of  the pillow that  had held

the circlet,  there was  no sign. When  the wraith-thing  had vanished

from  the room,  Kimme gave  another, more  pleasant command,  and the

chant  stopped  even  though  no  one  present  could  understand  the

language  she  used. The  candles  also  extinguished themselves,  and

there was silence in  the room for almost half a  minute, until one of

the magic users moaned loudly and collapsed.

    Quiet chaos  reigned in  Coridan's room  as the  overcome magician

was taken  away to be tended  and the other power  users filtered away

to  rejoin the  celebration below.  Finally, only  Morion, Kimme,  and

Coridan were left in the room. Coridan said, "Did it work?"

    Kimme,  who  looked tired  but  not  exhausted, said,  "It  should

have. There was  enough power present, and enough time  to prepare the

enchantment properly.  But I have  not been  able to see  whether this

will work within the weave of Thyerin's dance, so we can only hope."

    Morion said,  "Thank you, Coridan,  for letting us use  your rooms

for this, and for  all your help in gathering the  people we needed to

make it  work. Do you  think there are any  free guest rooms  we could

sleep in? It's a long way back to the Inn..."

    "Don't even  think of  moving from  this room,  you two.  You have

done enough  for one day,  and you'll take  your rest right  here. You

know where the  bed is - use  it. I have duties elsewhere  that I have

shirked to  be here to  watch your  Lady work. I  have to get  back to

them now,  so go  ahead and  sleep. And don't  worry about  me -  if I

need a rest,  I can find places  more suited to a busy  and single man

than to a couple  who want to sleep for hours. See  you in the morning

- or rather, later this morning. Pleasant dreams."

    As Morion  lay letting sleep  overcome him, arms around  Kimme who

was  already asleep,  he  wondered whether  Kimme's enchantment  would

prove  effective. Finally,  he  decided that  it had  to  - there  was

certainly nothing  he or  she could  do about it  now anyway.  Time to

stop  worrying about  his old  mission, and  start thinking  about his

future  with  Kimme  at   Pentamorlo.  With  those  pleasant  thoughts

running through his mind, he fell asleep.

                                 Theft

    Je'en  stood in  front of  the mirror,  a battle  going on  in her

mind.  Her body  trembled from  the effort  she was  putting into  the

fight. Her  left hand was locked,  white knuckled, on the  edge of her

mask, and much of the battle going on was over how to move that hand.

    The room she  was in was one  of the lesser guest  rooms in Dargon

Castle. Sounds of  merriment came faintly to her from  the Ball in the

High Court,  and from the  smaller celebrations that had  been brought

to some of  the rooms in the  guest wings. She was alone  in the room,

and no  one knew she  was there,  which was as  the thing in  her mind

commanded. The  thing that had forced  her there, and that  was trying

to force her to remove her mask.

    The thing -  the presence - in her mind  had been gaining strength

ever since  that day  that she  had learned of  her parents  coming to

Dargon for  Kroan's wedding.  It had  finally been  able to  force her

into Abernald's  Apothecary just a  few nights ago. Abernald  had been

killed  that night.  She  wasn't  quite sure  that  she  had done  the

killing - she  didn't remember. Perhaps someone might  have slipped in

through  a door  left open  by her  to do  it. But  she had  a sinking

feeling that the deed had been done by her - or the thing in her mind.

    She knew  that Cefn was worried  about her. She had  been aware of

his concern for a  long time, but the thing had  enough control of her

mind to  force her not to  react. She turned aside  his questions, and

simply ignored him when he got too insistent.

    He had  put on a  good show of normalcy  earlier that day  when he

had arrived at her  house to escort her to the  Ball. They were almost

normal  together.  But she  knew  what  she  had  in the  satchel  she

brought, and had a  vague idea what the thing intended  for her to do.

She knew that the Ball would be far from normal for her.

    Somewhere around the  10th hour of the night, she  broke away from

Cefn at the  command of the thing  in her mind. She  had been covertly

eyeing all of  the unattached males at the Ball,  as per instructions,

and  had selected  the perfect  specimen for  her deception.  When she

left Cefn without  a word of explanation and latched  onto her choice,

she saw  the hurt  in Cefn's  stance -  she had  become very  adept at

reading her  partner in ways that  didn't involve the face  (which she

seldom saw much  of). His hurt hurt  her, but she had  her orders, and

she didn't seem to be able to disobey them.

    The  young  knight, resplendent  in  his  green jeweled  belt  and

golden spurs, was  much flattered by Je'en's  attentions. He willingly

let her  lead him  around, especially  when she led  him away  to what

she said was her  room. As soon as they were alone  in the empty room,

Je'en slipped  from her belt  pouch one of  the small spheres  she had

made  from the  things taken  from the  Apothecary. It  broke properly

when  dropped, releasing  a  fast-rising cloud  of  white powder  that

soon had the knight sleeping peacefully on the bed.

    Je'en then  slipped unnoticed out of  that room, and made  her way

to another.  She slipped  into dark clinging  clothing from  her pack,

and donned a  hood. And then came  the moment when she  stood in front

of the  mirror fighting the presence  in her mind's command  to remove

her mask.  Everything she had  done at its  command so far  she hadn't

been able  to resist,  no matter  how repellent  to her.  But removing

her mask was too much of a violation of her self. She had to fight it.

    The  presence again  commanded  her to  remove  the bright  silver

mask.  It  was  easily  recognized,  and hard  to  hide.  Je'en  again

refused. It  was her strongest link  to her new self,  and without it,

she felt she would  just be a songless bard with  a maimed right hand.

The presence insisted,  and Je'en could feel the pressure  on her mind

increasing  until she  could no  longer bear  it. With  a satisfyingly

final gesture,  her left hand moved  away from her face,  bringing the

mask  with it.  A  casual  toss relegated  the  silver  object to  the

shadowy corners of the room, where it was forgotten.

    The once  again fully controlled  Je'en pulled her hood  down over

her face,  hefted her satchel,  and slipped  out of the  room, heading

for the depths of Castle Dargon.

    Three-quarters of  an hour later,  Je'en stood before a  huge door

in  the deepest  and oldest  part of  Dargon Castle.  Few people  knew

about the sub-dungeons  she now stood in, or that  they had been built

long before  the Castle  itself had. The  somewhat faded  Dargon Crest

painted on the  vault door before her covered, but  did not well hide,

the original  markings on the  door - markings  in the runic  style of

the Fretheod Empire.

    Six people  normally stood  guard around  this most  secret vault.

All six had  been taken care of  by the dust in the  spheres as easily

as all  of the  other guards  Je'en had  passed on  her way  down. She

walked up  to the next  obstacle in her  path and examined  the series

of locks  that bound the  vault closed. From  a separate pouch  in her

satchel, she  removed a  small wineskin that  was filled  with another

special  mixture. Placing  the nozzle  in the  largest keyhole,  Je'en

gently  squeezed  the  fluid  into the  locking  mechanism.  When  the

wineskin was empty, she stepped back and waited.

    Soon,  thin white  smoke  began issuing  from  the keyhole.  Je'en

still  waited, until  the smoke  turned black,  then ceased.  She went

back over  to the vault door  and lightly touched the  handle. Finding

it hot,  as expected,  she used  the wineskin to  protect her  skin as

she pulled  the door open  with ease. As it  came open, a  grainy grey

powder began to leak  out of the bolt hole - all that  was left of the

locking mechanisms.

    The  vault itself  was  huge,  but mostly  empty.  Along the  wall

opposite  the door  was a  small locked  cabinet and  there were  some

shelves on  the left hand  wall that  bore some decrepit  antiques, so

poorly maintained that  there was no telling what they  had once been.

But  Je'en wasn't  interested  in what  was  in the  vault  - she  was

looking for what was under the vault.

    In the  very center of  the vault's floor  was an ornate  inlay of

what  seemed to  be a  compass rose,  save that  the four  main points

were  lettered in  runic  Fretheodan,  and they  didn't  point in  the

normal directions.  Je'en didn't even  notice this, but went  to stand

on one  of the lesser points.  She gave the passwords  that would open

the   vault-within-a-vault,   three    nonsense   syllables   in   Low

Fretheodan. The words  came to her from the presence  in her mind, and

she repeated  them out loud. When  the last echo had  died, a rumbling

began. Slowly, the  main axis of the 'compass' began  to rise, bearing

with it  the treasure Je'en  had been directed  to retrieve -  the map

to  the hiding  place of  the keseth,  the key  to unlock  that hiding

place, and  the skull of the  only person who  knew how to get  by the

traps guarding that hiding place.

                             Another Theft

    Ka'en  changed  into  the  Castle  Guard  uniform  he  had  pieced

together  after entering  an empty  guest room  as close  as he  could

find to  the servant's  wing of  the Castle.  Getting into  the Castle

hadn't been  as difficult as  he had feared  - he still  retained some

of the sneak-thief skills his first master had taught him.

    He  had spent  as  little time  as possible  at  the Ball  itself,

mostly  from fear  of meeting  his cousin  and her  friends and  being

recognized.  He hadn't  accepted their  invitation to  go to  the Ball

with them  because it would  have complicated  his mission to  have to

alibi himself to  them when he vanished. He put  the finishing touches

on his disguise and slipped out of the room and down into the cellars.

    Once  into the  under-levels of  the castle,  Ka'en began  to walk

purposefuly  through the  hallways,  as  if he  were  on an  important

errand. He came  to the first set of stairs  leading into the dungeons

proper and was  astonished to see the posted guard  lying on the floor

next to  the portal.  He knelt  next to  the prone  man and  noticed a

light dusting of fine  white powder on and around him.  A touch to the

side of the  throat assured Ka'en that the man  was just sleeping even

though  he was  breathing  so shallowly  that he  seemed  dead to  the

casual glance.  Ka'en wondered  exactly who and  what had  happened to

the man as he continued onward and downward.

    By the  time he  reached the  second sub-level,  which was  as far

down  as  most people  thought  the  Castle  went, Ka'en  was  getting

annoyed. Someone  had preceeded him  into the depths of  Dargon Castle

and without  a shread  of the subtlety  that he had  taken so  long to

insure. Each  and every guard Ka'en  had passed had been  lying on the

floor, covered in  white powder, asleep. It was a  crude but effective

way to  gain access  to the lowest  levels of the  castle and  it made

Ka'en's guard disguise utterly useless.

    He  entered  the  foundation  levels of  the  castle  quietly  and

cautiously, wary  of whoever had  drugged the guards since  they could

still be down  there. The age and style of  the architecture he passed

through was lost  on him - he didn't have  the experience to recognize

ancient Fretheodan  ornamentation or  construction techniques  nor the

concentration  to spare  even if  he had  the knowledge.  He began  to

hear noises  from up ahead,  strange sounds like conversation  but not

in  any language  he understood.  He finally  came to  the end  of the

hall he  had been  following and  saw the open  vault door,  the vault

that  was his  own reason  for  being here  this evening.  He saw  the

small vault within  the larger vault that held the  papers he had been

hired  to  procure;  he  saw  the shelves  on  the  walls  with  their

strange,  incomprehensible contents;  and  he saw  someone dressed  in

black standing on  the design in the center of  the floor and watching

a portion of that design rise slowly into the air.

    When the  hidden crypt  had fully revealed  itself, the  person in

black pushed back his  - no, her - hood and  squatted down to retrieve

the contents. It  took Ka'en a moment to place  the familiar face, but

when  he finally  recognized  Je'en  (the scar  threw  him  off for  a

moment), he  gasped involuntarily, realizing  that she must  have been

the one  to drug the  guards. He wondered  what was so  valuable about

the contents of the hidden crypt that would draw Je'en to steal them.

    Je'en heard Ka'en  gasp and whirled and straightened  with a grace

and fluidity that  again astonished Ka'en. He knew that  she was now a

warrior but  to see the  skill in her  stance and bearing  proved what

he had  been told. She  scanned the room  looking for a  weapon, since

she hadn't  brought her  own. Her  eyes fell on  one of  the antiques,

and she dashed  over to it. Drawing it left-handed,  she continued her

dash right  over to  Ka'en. When he  saw the murder  in her  eyes, his

instincts overcame his confusion, and he drew his steel to meet her.

    But Ka'en  was a  thief, not  a warrior.  He could  defend himself

against the types  he was likely to  meet in his job,  but not against

one who  made a  living by the  sword. Also, there  was the  fact that

Je'en  was  family to  restrain  his  reactions.  On her  part,  Je'en

wasn't pulling  her blows for any  reason, and Ka'en wasn't  even sure

that she  recognized him at  all. He parried  like mad, and  tried the

few disarming tricks  he knew, but Je'en's skill was  too great. After

only a few  minutes of frantic battle, she slipped  her borrowed blade

deep into her cousin's side.

    Ka'en  knew intense  pain and  his blade  clattered to  the floor,

his  body following  it  seconds  later. His  wound  bled freely,  and

Ka'en could feel  the warm pool growing against his  side. He watched,

too weak  to protest  or call for  aid, as Je'en  calmly pulled  a bag

from  her satchel  and  filled  it with  the  three  objects from  the

hidden crypt. Then, she  put the bag back away and  walked over to the

vault door, without even a glance for her cousin and victim.

    The  blood  that  drained  from  Ka'en's  side  also  drained  his

strength. He  tried to  pull himself  after her,  but he  could barely

even  move his  arms, much  less his  whole body.  And then  something

happened  to assure  him that  he was  on his  way to  death. Just  as

Je'en  reached  the  vault  door,  there  was  a  faint  *pop*  and  a

beautiful  silver and  white  circlet appeared,  hovering about  three

feet  off the  ground. It  wavered back  and forth  between Je'en  and

Ka'en,  but she  didn't  even notice  it and  kept  walking. When  she

turned the corner  to head for the stairs, the  circlet seemed to make

up its  mind. It drifted quickly  over to Ka'en and  settled gently to

the floor  right in front of  him. His efforts  to touch it to  see if

it was real sapped the last of his strength, and he fainted dead away.

                                Mystery

    Cefn was getting  ready to leave when the guards  came to get him.

He had only stayed  as long as he had because  of a conversation Kroan

had  gotten him  into with  a visiting  Countess -  he had  managed to

forget  about  Je'en's  peculiar  behavior  until  Margreth  had  been

called away.  He was on his  way to say good  bye to Kroan when  a man

and a  woman dressed in  the uniform of the  Castle Guards came  up to

him  and  asked him  if  he  would come  with  them.  Puzzled but  not

worried,  he followed  them as  they led  him down  into the  cellars,

then the dungeons,  then the sub-levels, and finally to  a part of the

castle  he had  never known  about, a  part obviously  older than  the

rest. They had  passed little groups of guards and  other castle staff

clustered  about  apparently sleeping  guards  on  the way  down,  and

there  was a  much  larger congregation  of guards  and  staff on  the

lowest level  of the castle.  Cefn was  lead through the  confusion of

people  and into  what appeared  to be  a huge  vault. He  noticed the

strange  contents as  he  was  lead through  it  and  over to  another

cluster of people near one wall.

    One of  his guides said,  "Sergeant Hammin,  here is Lord  Cefn as

you requested."

    A woman  rose from the  cluster of people and  smiled. "Greetings,

Lord Cefn. We seem  to have a little problem here.  None of the Castle

healers can be reached  right now, and this man is  very near death. I

was wondering if  you might be able  to help him pull  through so that

we can find out just what went on here?"

    As Hammin was  speaking, the cluster of people  broke up revealing

to  Cefn the  bloody body  of Ka'en.  He immediatly  stooped down  and

made sure  that Je'en's cousin was  still alive. Cefn wasn't  a healer

-  his talents  didn't run  in that  direction. But  he was  good with

artifacts, and  he made  sure that  he kept  some healing  crystals on

his person  for emergencies. He quickly  fished in his belt  pouch and

drew out three  long green rods. He carefully  rearranged Ka'en's body

so that he could  get to the wound, and touched the  first of the rods

to  it. It  began  to glow,  and  the blood  stopped  oozing from  the

wound.  When the  rod began  to shorten  as if  it was  being absorbed

into  Ka'en's body,  Cefn grasped  the hilt  of the  sword firmly  and

drew it out of  the wound. The first rod was soon  gone, and Cefn used

his knife to  cut away Ka'en's tunic from the  wound. Then, he applied

the  second and  third  rods one  after  the other.  As  each rod  was

absorbed, the wound  closed more and more, and  Ka'en's color improved

from the  deathly pale of  heavy bloodloss,  to an almost  healthy (in

comparison) slightly wan.

    By the time  the last rod was gone, Ka'en  had begun stirring. The

properly fatal wound in  his side had been reduced to  a bad slash and

nothing more.  Enough of his  vital fluids  had been replaced  that he

was in no  danger of death -  at least from his wound.  From the looks

of the guards,  though, Ka'en had better have a  good reason for being

in the vault wearing a makeshift guard's uniform.

    Cefn left Ka'en  to the care of  Hammin for a moment,  and went to

examine  the crypt  that stood  open in  the center  of the  vault. He

looked in  the holding  tray and  saw that it  was empty.  He examined

what he could  see of the mechanisms, but could  tell little save that

they were very old  and very well made. He could  sense a subtle magic

around  the  crypt,  but  it  wasn't a  strong  enough  impression  to

determine type or purpose.

    His attention  was drawn  to a  knot of people  around one  of the

sleeping guards, who did  not seem to want to wake  up. Cefn went over

to  where the  guard lay,  and noticed  for the  first time  the white

powder that covered  him and the wall and floor  around him. Searching

carefully,  he  produced  shards  of what  seemed  to  be  unnaturally

brittle wax.  He brushed  his finger through  the powder,  and sniffed

it. Sleeping dust.  He isolated the main ingredients in  his mind, and

realized  that  the most  important  one  could  only have  come  from

Abernald's - the  shop whose owner had been killed  not long ago after

a break in. He  told a guard what would act as  an antidote, then went

back to check on Ka'en.

    Je'en's  cousin   had  recovered  even  further   as  the  healing

elements of  the green  rods continued  to do  their work  even inside

his  body. Ka'en  was sitting  propped up  against the  wall, drinking

from a wineskin  someone had brought with them. Cefn  checked him over

again  to make  sure  that  he would  be  alright,  and then  Sergeant

Hammin asked  him just  what he was  doing dressed as  a guard  in the

most secret vault in Dargon.

    Ka'en  circumvented the  direct question  by telling  them instead

about how  he had  seen Je'en open  the hidden crypt  and how  she had

attacked him and  left him for dead, taking the  contents of the crypt

when she left.  No one had even  known that the crypt  existed, and no

one knew  what signifigance the scroll,  key, and skull might  have to

anyone. Then,  Ka'en told  about the appearance  of the  circlet. Cefn

examined it as  he had the crypt and again  found faint but unreadable

traces  of magic,  both on  it and  in it.  From what  he could  tell,

though, the magic he  could sense on it was whatever  had been used to

make it  appear in the  vault. The magic  within the circlet  was like

nothing Cefn had  ever sensed before though if there  had been more of

it he might have been able to figure it out.

    Cefn eventually managed  to talk Hammin into letting  him go after

Je'en. He  reasoned with  her that  he had  more experience  in chases

like this would be,  and that he had another motive  for finding her -

Je'en  didn't normally  go around  stealing  things that  no one  else

even knew  existed. Something  strange was going  on, and  Cefn wanted

to find out what,  and help Je'en out of whatever  trouble she was in.

Ka'en  had more  difficulty getting  himself  out of  trouble, but  he

hadn't  even taken  anything  after all.  When  Hammin pronounced  him

free, he  stated that  he wanted  to help Cefn  help Je'en.  They left

the Castle together, both trying to figure out how to find Je'en.

-John L. White 
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                              The Treasure

                                 Part 4

                             Tandi's Quest

    Tanandra wearily  folded her "acquired" bedroll  after yet another

night without sleep.  The rising sun provided  enough illumination for

her to  prepare a  meager meal  - the rations  she had  acquired along

with her  bedding were  nearly gone. She  sat facing  south-east while

she  ate, looking  deeper into  rising foothills.  Her goal  was near,

somewhere  among those  hills. That  was part  of the  reason she  had

been sleepless  for the past  six nights: the nervousness  of actually

facing someone  with enough power  to delve  into the Forbidden  Art -

the magics  that could bring  the semblance of  life to a  corpse. The

other reason was  the brand in her  mind that led her to  this place -

the magic  of the  gorfodd that  had been intended  for Cefn,  but now

forced her  ever onwards. She would  have quit this insane  course had

she been able, but the geas wouldn't let her.

    The  brand flared  briefly and  somewhat painfully  and Tanandra's

confidence tried  to slip  even lower.  The normally  constant burning

throb that  led her  to her goal  would at times  flare into  a higher

intensity. Something about  the magic that created the  brand told her

that each  flare indicated an increase  of the ability of  the one she

pursued.  She fervently  hoped  she reached  that  person soon,  since

what  little  power she  had  of  her own  was  fast  being eroded  by

sleepless nights and exhausting travel.

    Little more  than three hours  had passed  when Tandi was  led off

the  game trail  she had  been following.  So weary  was she  that she

didn't even realize the  change until she came to a  narrow crack in a

sheer hillside. The  brand urged her to follow it,  and she was barely

able to  comply by  turning sideways,  inhaling deeply,  and squeezing

painfully at times through.

    She came  out of the  narrow way into  a very dreary  tiny valley.

She knew she  had reached her destination for two  reasons. First, the

brand was  now flaring so  brightly in her mind  that she was  sure it

could  be seen  behind her  eyes.  And second,  the demi-castle  built

into  the far  wall of  the valley  could only  belong to  a reclusive

person  - perfect  for  someone who  would dare  to  venture into  the

Forbidden Art.

    Adrenalin   pushed  back   her  fatigue,   and  she   dropped  her

no-longer- needed  pack behind  a rock then  worked her  way carefully

closer to  the walls of  the castle. It  had not been  constructed for

defense, and  looking around, Tandi could  see why: there was  no easy

way into  the valley. Each  side of the dell  was sheer and  high and,

unless there were  any other small cracks like the  one she had pushed

through,  they  were  unbroken.  No  armed force  of  any  size  could

penetrate to threaten those walls.

    The gate  was at  least 10 yards  wide and half  as high.  A tall,

thin tower  rose to  either side,  too thin to  actually house  even a

single  sentry.  Carved in  fanciful  runes  over  the lintel  of  the

gateway was  the name "Aahashtra". One  of the pair of  doors was open

halfway as  if in  invitation. Behind the  almost ornamental  wall was

the castle  itself, or at  least as much of  it as wasn't  carved into

the  hill  that  rose  behind  it. The  builder  had  taken  the  only

non-sheer wall  of the valley and  had integrated the castle  into the

rolls  and folds  of the  rising  hill. Towers  sprouted from  several

points along  the box-like main building,  as well as from  odd points

along  the hill.  Shorter turrets  and balconies  filled up  more wall

and  hill  spaces,  and  in  places  the  hillside  was  augmented  by

out-thrusting rooms.  It looked like  a mad-man's maze, and  Tandi was

(for once) glad of the brand that would show her the way through it.

    Drawing all  of her strength  together, she cast upon  herself her

best spell  - that  of maximum  non-detection. She  was very  proud of

the spell, which  was less exhausting than full  invisibility but more

complex. Of course,  it was also not as effective  as invisibility: it

simply  placed about  the  subject an  aura  of unnoticeability  which

could  deflect all  but the  most  intensely directed  search. It  was

perfect for  moving through  crowded streets  (if someone  bumped into

you while  you were  non-detected, they might  curse or  apologize and

then forget about you) or slipping past even the most alert guards.

    As she neared  the gate - the  only way she could see  to get into

the castle  without more help  than she could  summon - she  grew ever

more uneasy. She  could feel her own power-reserves  draining far more

rapidly than  they should and  she could only  hope that she  would be

able to maintain  her spell long enough to reach  and stop her target.

How  she  intended   to  stop  him  she  wasn't  sure,   but  she  was

unconsciously  fingering  her belt  knife  as  she slipped  along  the

outer wall.

    She  reached the  edge of  the  open gate,  and peered  cautiously

through into the  courtyard. It seemed empty so,  still nervous, Tandi

made  a dash  for the  castle's main  door. As  she crossed  the sandy

pavement  of the  courtyard she  felt a  tingle run  through her.  She

wondered briefly  about an  alarm of  some kind,  but she  was certain

her  spell  could  divert  the  abilities of  any  alarm,  magical  or

otherwise,  she had  ever heard  of. (She  was partially  right -  the

alarm rigged  in the  courtyard was  almost fooled.  But the  owner of

Aahashtra had  devised his own type  of alarm and it  was like nothing

Tandi had ever  seen before. It didn't quite detect  her presence, but

it was able to warn the reclusive conjurer that something was wrong.)

    She should  have been warned by  the fact that the  front door was

unbarred. Even  in the wilderness, secluded  in a tiny valley,  it was

suspicious  to leave  one's  front door  unprotected, especially  when

the gate was also  open. But Tandi had other things  on her mind, like

sustaining her  spell (which was  growing harder and harder),  and the

distraction  of the  brand almost  pulling her  toward her  target, so

she didn't  even notice the  easy access  she gained into  the castle.

And that was her downfall.

    Her  non-detect  spell was  useful  against  trap-doors and  other

such devices,  but it  couldn't do  a thing  about a  simple illusion.

So,  when the  brand led  Tandi across  the large  reception hall  and

down the only  corridor that led off it, she  was delivered right into

one of  the simplest  traps that the  owner of Aahashtra  had set  - a

pit  covered by  the illusion  of a  floor. The  fall wasn't  far, but

Tandi hit her head as she went down, and was knocked unconscious.

    She awoke strapped  to a table in a laboratory.  The gorfodd brand

burned in  her mind with  a painful  intensity and she  struggled with

her bonds as it  goaded her to eliminate the source  of that pain. She

heard  sounds around  her, voices  talking and  chanting, but  she was

too concerned  with the driving geas  to take the time  to concentrate

on what was being said.

    And then the pain  was gone. As if it had  never been, leaving not

even  the memory  of  it to  torment her.  She  felt the  cancellation

spell fade  away around her,  and looked up at  the one who  had freed

her from the gorfodd.

    The man standing  before the vertical table was known  to her. The

Elders had  been right.  The experimenter into  the Forbidden  Art was

Roharvardenul,  once a  pupil along  with Cefn  and herself.  But Vard

had always  been a troublemaker,  and a duel  between Cefn and  Vard -

an  activity  proscribed  by  the  masters -  had  gotten  the  latter

evicted  from  the  college.  It was  his  specialization  in  control

magics  that had  earned Vard  the mistrust  of all  in the  college -

such knowledge could  only be used for ill, and  the masters had tried

to discourage  Vard from his research  into that avenue of  magic. But

the  man had  disobeyed, vowing  to  become the  most powerful  wizard

ever when he was forced from Tarenha Isle.

    "And  what brings  little Tanandra  into my  demesne, hmm?"  asked

Vard.  "I don't  think you  need to  answer," he  continued. "I  could

tell  from the  parameters of  the spell  I just  cancelled. You  have

come to  stop me from learning  the Forbidden Art. How  noble. How did

the Council manage  to rope you into this? I  recognized the magics of

several  of  my old  foes  in  the gorfodd  you  bore  - it  was  very

powerful. But  it was  also the  most formidable  magic you  have ever

borne, not that you  could actually use it, and now  its gone. How did

they think that a compulsion would help you defeat me? Fools!

    "Actually, they've  helped me  more than  they could  imagine. I'm

almost  ready to  move into  the  final stages  of my  research and  I

actually need  some help for  this. Come and let  me show you  how far

I've gotten."

    Vard turned  and walked  over to  the far  side of  the laboratory

and  the table  Tandi was  fastened to  followed. She  wondered if  it

were  being pushed  by someone  she couldn't  see, or  if it  moved by

magic. Her senses  were so ravaged by her recent  ordeal that the fact

that she couldn't  detect any magic about the table  didn't mean there

wasn't any.

    Vard stopped  in an  area cleared  of all but  a book-stand  and a

low pedastal. The table  jockeyed itself up next to him  in such a way

as to allow Tandi  full view of both objects. On  the book-stand was a

large, iron  (or was that  lead?) bound  tome with red  leather covers

and spidery black  lettering. And on the pedastal was  a lump of black

crystal  that had  a sickly-glowing  purple  core. The  sight of  that

lump made her  almost violently ill and she was  deathly afraid of its

purpose, knowing the legends of the Forbidden Art.

    Vard gestured proudly  and said, "Behold, the  first mivorn amulet

to exist since Ciraledwen the Great!"

    Tandi  winced  to hear  that  evil  Elder  given such  an  exalted

title. What she had  feared was true - that lump of  black stone was a

mivorn   amulet,  used   to  sustain   the  undead   creations  of   a

practitioner  of  the Forbidden  Art  by  draining the  life-force  of

those  fused to  it.  And she  began  to realize  just  what Vard  had

planed for her.

    "It has  taken me  long to  create this  amulet," Vard  said, "and

long to attune  myself to it once  created. But now I am  ready to put

it to  its fullest use,  and for  that I need  a source. You,  my dear

Tanandra, are  to be my  source. I don't  intend to use  the Forbidden

Art  for conquest,  at least  not  at the  moment,  but I  do need  to

resurrect someone  to further my  world-conquest plans and  you should

last more  than long enough to  see me to  that end. Now, to  link you

to the amulet..."

    He opened  the book and flipped  through the pages until  he found

what he was  looking for. Reading from  the page he had  turned to, he

began to  chant in a language  that hurt Tandi's ears  even though she

couldn't understand  a word  of it.  A sick feeling  began to  grow in

her stomach as  she tried to summon  to her aid any magic  at all. But

either from  something Vard had  done or plain and  simple exhaustion,

she couldn't  find even the  barest trickle of  power to fuel  the few

and simple  spells she  could think  of. She  was trapped  and nothing

could save her from Vard's schemes.

    The  chant  rose to  a  harsh  peak,  and  Vard reached  down  for

Tandi's  arm. He  released its  bond with  the flick  of a  finger and

pulled her  arm, palm first,  toward the  amulet. The mivorn  began to

glow a  brighter and slimier purple  as Vard continued to  chant. With

a three  syllable invocation, Vard  pressed Tandi's palm  hard against

the crystal.  Immediatly, she  felt a  shard of  the amulet  break off

the mass  and burrow like  something alive  into her flesh.  It burned

worse than the  gorfodd brand had for a few  moments, then it stopped.

Vard  released her  hand  and  began to  wind  down  the chant.  Tandi

looked at her  palm and wasn't surprised  to see in its  center a lump

of the  black crystal.  She could  feel its  presence within  her hand

and arm,  and she tried to  pry it out  like she would a  splinter but

it  wouldn't budge.  Vard  glanced  over at  her  when  his spell  was

finished  and laughed  at her  antics. He  said, "It  cannot be  pried

from your  body, little  one. I  could withdraw it,  and I  might when

I'm through with  you if there's anything  of you left. So  be nice to

me or I'll use  you all up!" Vard's mocking laugh rang  in her ears as

she continued to try  to rid herself of that black  crystal tap on her

very lifeforce.

                              Je'en's Task

    Je'lanthra'en made her  way from Dargon Castle with  no trouble at

all. The  guards she had  drugged would  sleep for several  hours yet,

and she had  a few of the  sleep-balls left in case she  met anyone in

the upper  levels of  the castle. But  she made it  out of  the castle

and across the causeway with not a single encounter.

    Her horse  was where  she had left  it, already  fully provisioned

for  a  long  journey.  She   secured  her  treasure-pouch  among  the

saddlebags,  mounted,  and rode  away  from  Dargon, heedless  of  the

lateness of the  hour. She had a mission to  complete and she couldn't

put it off.

    Once she was  miles away from Dargon and any  hope of capture, the

compulsion set on  her by that presence  in her mind eased  up and she

was able to think  again. And for the first time  since the attack she

realized just who  had been on the other end  of that sword. Inwardly,

she cursed  and wept  for her  cousin Ka'en,  whom she  believed dead.

She didn't stop  to wonder what he  was doing in the  vaults, she just

railed  against the  presence  in  her mind  that  had  forced her  to

silence the person who had discovered her theft.

    There was,  at that time,  enough left of  Je'en free in  her mind

to do  that. But just a  few days later  the mental hold was  so tight

on  her that  she had  no thought  but unswerving  loyalty toward  her

master.  She rode  swiftly,  taking only  the  minimum rest  necessary

each night before  continuing on in her mission. This  way she made it

to  those same  foothills in  far less  time than  it had  taken Tandi

even accounting for her horse.

    She abandoned  the animal  when she  came to  the crack.  She knew

the  words that  would widen  it so  that she  didn't have  to squeeze

through as had  Tandi. She walked boldly into the  valley, through the

open gate  labeled Aahashtra, and  across the courtyard which  had its

alarm turned  off temporarily since the  owner knew that Je'en  was on

her way.  She passed  through the  front door  and the  reception hall

but ignored  the only hallway evident.  Instead, she went to  the wall

bearing a  mosaic of  a hunting  scene and  pressed the  downed stag's

eye. The  whole mural  swung back,  admitting her  to the  interior of

the castle.

    With  knowledge so  automatic it  seemed her  own, Je'en  threaded

her way along  the maze that was  Aahashtra and to the  rooms that the

owner  called his  own.  Before  she got  there,  however, new  orders

arrived  and she  changed direction.  Back down,  over, up,  then down

again, and  she came  to the  laboratory. She walked  over to  the man

standing by  a book stand, knelt,  and offered him the  only thing she

had taken off  her horse when she  freed it - the  sack containing the

treasure from the crypt beneath Dargon Castle.

    "Ah, my slave,  you have arrived," said Vard. "Just  in time, too.

I have been  so anxious to try out  my new source that I  was ready to

rob a  grave for a subject.  But here you  are with the things  I need

to conquer  the world. And  I can start  with this skull  right here."

He had  emptied the bag onto  the bookstand and, ignoring  the key and

the map,  he was  holding up  the skull as  if it  was some  long lost

friend. "You  may stand over there,  Je'en, while I prepare  to revive

this poor man trapped so long ago by his master."

    Je'en  obeyed, and  took the  opportunity  to look  around at  the

lab. The only comparison  she had was to Cefn's lab,  and this one was

both larger and  more impressive. But it was evident  that most of the

recent activity  there had been in  the corner with the  bookstand and

the pedastal that bore some kind of ugly, evil stone on it.

    Vard had  removed the  extraneous objects  from the  bookstand and

was leafing  through the pages. He  had just found the  right one when

a  small man  came in  leading  a woman  by  a chain  attached to  her

waist.  She didn't  look  well -  she was  thin  unto gauntness,  with

circles under  her eyes and  stringy hair  that might be  quite pretty

if washed  and combed.  Her tunic  and pants  seemed made  for someone

three sizes larger,  and they were dirty and torn.  She was constantly

rubbing at  something on her  right palm, paying attention  to nothing

else around her.

    Vard looked  up and  saw the  woman, and  smiled evilly.  He said,

"Ah, Tanandra, finally I have a use for you. Take your place, please."

    The  woman   listlessly  stood  between  the   bookstand  and  the

pedastal, then  sank into a  cross-legged sitting position,  her right

hand open and palm  up on her knee. Je'en could see  the lump of black

crystal  that pulsed  there in  time to  the purple  light within  the

ugly rock on the pedastal.

    Vard said, "Qrun,  take this skull and place it  on the floor next

to Tanandra.  Then you may go."  The small man complied,  then left by

the door he  had come in by.  Looking around to make sure  he had done

everything necessary, Vard took a satisfied breath and began to chant.

    Je'en had been  with Cefn while he cast his  magics, but never had

he used so  painful a language to listen to.  Je'en shivered where she

stood  and  would  have  followed  the small  man  out  had  she  been

permitted.  But  Vard had  given  no  such  order,  so she  was  stuck

watching and listening.

    The rock began  to glow brighter and to pulse  in rhythm to Vard's

chant.  Tanandra's hand  clenched  around  the rock  in  her palm  but

didn't obscure  it. She began  to grimace as  well when a  thin purple

thread  crept from  the  small stone  toward the  skull.  At the  same

time,  a much  larger lance  of purple  light was  connecting the  big

crystal to the skull.  When the two lines met the  skull, it too began

to glow.  Vard's chant  grew in  volume, and  to Je'en's  horror flesh

began to form  over the skull. She watched as,  with increasing speed,

the skull she had taken from Dargon was restored to the body of a man!

                             Ka'en's Search

    It took  Ka'lochra'en far less time  to lose his patience  than it

did the  glacier-calm Cefn. So it  was that Ka'en had  been pacing and

fretting  for   more  than   a  week  when   Cefn  finally   lost  it.

Unfortunately  for  most  passersby,  when  Cefn  lost  his  patience,

people noticed!

    Ever  since  the day  Je'en  had  disappeared after  robbing  some

hidden  crypt within  the secret  vault beneath  Dargon Castle,  Ka'en

had followed  the mage around  as they both  tried to fathom  what had

happened to  her and where  she was. Ka'en's  first urge, to  ride out

and follow her,  was put aside by  Cefn. He had said that  Je'en had a

long  head  start  on  them,  and could  be  anywhere  in  almost  any

direction by  then. His first action  had been to return  to his house

and play cards.

    Actually,  Ka'en   knew  foretelling  cards  when   he  saw  them,

although he  had never seen a  set like the  one Cefn used. He  got to

know  them well,  however,  because  the mage  spent  the whole  night

using them,  all to no  effect. All  Cefn would say  was, "Something's

blocking them.  The twelve of swords,  Je'en, is crossed by  the Prime

of  Staves  every   time.  Beyond  that,  there  is   no  pattern,  no

similarity in any of the layouts I do. I cannot reach her with these."

    So  they had  tried every  method of  divination available  within

the   precincts   of   Dargon.  Every   palm-reader,   every   amateur

card-layer, bone-spiller,  and tea-dregs-diviner in the  city. Not one

could tell them  anything. Only one in  six had the true  gift, a fact

that Cefn  made sure to ascertain  quickly. He never stinted  with the

money they  demanded, but he knew  when he was getting  truth and when

the fortune-teller was just giving them air.

    It took  a week  and more  to visit  all of  those who  promised a

reading of the  future that existed in  Dargon. It was at  the last of

these that  Cefn lost his  temper. It was  in a dock-side  tavern that

both Cefn  and Ka'en met with  the palmist. Ka'en had  sensed that the

man was  a fake  from the  first, but as  usual, Cefn  gave the  man a

whole gold crown to read his palm.

    The thin,  shifty-eyed man  across the table  from them  looked at

the crown  as if it  were a dead fish,  although Ka'en was  sure there

was a  glint of  avarice deep  in his tiny  eyes. With  a pass  of his

hand, the gold  piece vanished; a simple  prestidigitator's trick that

might impress  some, but not  a real mage like  Cefn, or a  real thief

like Ka'en.  Besides, thought  Ka'en, I  could do  it better  and with

more coins.

    The palm reader  took Cefn's left hand and peered  intently at the

deeply creased palm.  He studied it for several  minutes, muttering to

himself  and  tracing the  various  lines,  folds and  creases  there.

Finally  he  straightened  up,  took  a  deep  breath,  and  began  to

propound on what he had seen of Cefn's life in his palm.

    Ka'en listened  wearily to  what he had  heard many  times before.

Very  little  of it  was  true,  but  there  were several  schools  of

palmistry,  and those  with similar  training saw  the same  things in

the same  palm, true or not.  Ka'en thought very little  of palmistry,

and very little of divinations, but Cefn believed and he was paying.

    The  thin  man  had  finished describing  Cefn's  past  life,  his

character  and his  intelligence,  and began  to  answer the  question

that the mage  had asked. He used  a different part of  Cefn's palm to

illustrate the  recent departure of  a dear  one. He pointed  to three

tiny lines crossing  what he called the 'relationship  line' and said,

"These indicate that  the one you have lost has  run away with another

man. I can see  herein that your loss is deep, but  I cannot see where

your loved  one has  gone - his  life is no  longer reflected  in your

palm.  My advice  is  to  forget him  and  concern  yourself with  new

relationships." The palmist  leered sideways at Ka'en,  who reacted to

the insult  by reaching  for his  knife. But  Cefn reacted  faster and

far more violently.

    The  mage  stood and  easily  pushed  the  heavy table  away  from

himself,  pinning the  palmist in  his  chair. When  he spoke,  Cefn's

voice was so  full of anger that  even Ka'en backed away  a pace. "How

dare you  tell me  such lies!  The one I  am searching  for was  not a

man, and  she left with  no one! You and  your kind will  say anything

for a  copper." Cefn was  gripping the  table with glowing  hands, and

Ka'en thought  he could detect a  bit of smoke curling  up from around

them.  He  also  noticed  that  there were  little  flashes  of  light

beginning  to show  through  Cefn's robe.  The  mage continued,  "I've

been all over this  city and all I've gotten from the  likes of you is

fanciful  tales  of kidnapping,  or  runaway  lovers, or  visits  from

gods. I'm  sick and tired  of lies! People  like you should  be banned

from the city limits for deluding innocent truth-seekers!"

    Cefn  lifted  his right  hand  from  the  table  to point  at  the

palmist, leaving  a charred handprint  behind. His hands  were glowing

brightly, the  flashes beneath  his robe  were growing  more frequent,

and  Ka'en thought  he  could detect  a faint  haze  rippling the  air

around the  mage. Ka'en  tried to  draw Cefn's  attention to  what was

happening, but the mage was too caught up in his anger to listen.

    Cefn continued,  "All I want is  the answer to a  simple question.

I don't  care why  she left,  I don't  care what  caused her  to steal

those  things. I  just want  to know  WHERE JE'EN  IS!" With  the last

word,  he slammed  his  fist down  on  the center  of  the table  with

cataclysmic results.

    The fire  burned down the  bar, and a  good portion of  the wharf.

No one was  injured - the rantings  of the wizard had  cleared the bar

of all  other patrons,  and the  two people with  the wizard  had been

rescued by him  shortly after the fire began. The  ships moored at the

wharf  had cast  off  from the  dock and  had  survived unharmed.  The

bucket  brigades formed  hadn't been  able to  save the  bar, but  the

supplies sitting  out for  on- or off-loading  had been  swiftly moved

into a  nearby warehouse. A  fire break  and constant watch  had saved

the warehouse and contained the fire to just the immediate area.

    There had  been no mistaking the  wizard who had started  the fire

-  a  man  who  always  wore   an  unnaturally  dark  cowl  is  easily

recognized. So  when the captain of  the City Guard arrived  at Cefn's

door, he  found the entry hall  filled with chests, each  chest filled

with  gold and  gems. The  restitution was  readily accepted  and both

Cefn and Ka'en avoided prison.

    Ka'en sat with  Cefn in the taproom of the  Panther later that day

trying to  figure out what  to do next. He  was just about  to suggest

that they try  to track Je'en out  of the city along  a week-old trail

when a  young boy walked  in the door. He  stood looking around  for a

moment, then hurried over to the table where Ka'en and Cefn sat.

    "Are  you Wizard  Kevin?" the  child asked.  Cefn nodded,  and the

child handed  him a  folded piece  of paper sealed  with red  and blue

wax. He said, "An  old lady asked me to deliver this  to you. She said

to  meet her  tomorrow  after  sunset in  the  first traveller's  rest

clearing along  the west coastal road.  She said that the  paper would

convince you to come."

    Ka'en watched Cefn  break the wax seal and open  the folded paper.

He either  took a long  time reading it, or  he was disturbed  by what

it  said because  he just  sat  there seeming  to stare  at it  (Ka'en

couldn't tell  which - it  could be difficult to  be teamed up  with a

man whose  face you  couldn't see!).  When he  realized that  the mage

wouldn't  be replying  to the  child, Ka'en  said, "When  did you  get

this paper, son?"

    "Yesterday, 'fore  nooning, in the market.  She gave it to  me and

told who to give  it to and what to say. Said 'do  it tomorrow to give

me time to prepare'."

    "Does  'meet  tomorrow' mean  today,  since  you got  the  message

yesterday?" Ka'en  was worried  that they  would miss  the appointment

as sunset was  in an hour or  so and the first traveler's  rest was at

least half a day's ride away.

    "Naw,  don't worry.  The old  woman, she  said, 'say  just what  I

tell  you to,  and assure  them that  I mean  for us  to meet  the day

after next'."  The child beamed and  stayed right where he  was. Ka'en

realized  that  the urchin  was  hoping  for  a little  something  for

delivering  his message  so well.  Smiling  because he  knew that  the

child had  surely been already  paid by  the old woman,  Ka'en reached

into his belt-pouch  and withdrew his coin purse. He  fished around in

it and came out with the smallest coin he possessed.

    The child took  the coin, gulping when he recognized  it. He said,

"Thank you, good sirs.  And luck to you, too." Then  he turned and ran

out of  the room  in case  the over-generous  Ka'en should  change his

mind.  Still smiling,  Ka'en turned  to Cefn  and asked,  "So, are  we

going to meet with this woman tomorrow or not?"

    Startled out  of his reverie,  Cefn said,  "Um, yes. Yes,  I think

we  should see  her.  We'll  set out  before  noon  tomorrow. See  you

then."  He rose  and  left, leaving  the paper  on  the table.  Ka'en,

curious, picked it  up and read it.  It was filled with  words, but he

could understand only  the few at the  top of the page.  They said, "I

know of the one  you seek, and if you agree to meet  me I think that I

can find her  for you. Below is some information  that should convince

you I am  of the Gifted." There followed the  strange words that Ka'en

couldn't puzzle out, and the note was signed "Madame Zeefra".

    They set out  after noon the next day, but  they still reached the

travellers'  rest area  almost an  hour  before sundown.  They set  up

camp and waited for the gypsy to arrive.

    Shortly  after sunset,  a brightly  painted wagon  was drawn  into

the clearing by a  pair of very black horses. The  driver of the wagon

was  a  middle-aged man  dressed  in  the  manner Cefn  recognized  as

belonging to the Rhydd  Pobl. He knew it was unusual  for one of those

roaming people to  be this far north  so late in the  season, but here

he was.

    The  man  on the  wagon  paid  no  attention  to the  two  already

occupying  the  clearing, but  went  about  feeding and  watering  his

horses,  situating  the  wagon  just   so  within  the  clearing,  and

starting a  large fire next  to it (ignoring  the fact that  Ka'en had

already started  a modest  blaze near  their own  tents). By  the time

the gypsy's camp was  fully set up, it was full  dark, and Ka'en began

to  wonder if  the wagon  truly  held this  Madame Zeefra,  or if  the

gypsy just happened to be passing through.

    The  man went  into the  wagon  for a  moment, and  came back  out

carrying a bow  and a quiver. He vanished into  the forest quietly and

quickly, and Ka'en wondered if all gypsies arrow-hunted by night.

    When  the man  was  gone,  a light  sprang  up  within the  wagon,

showing  through the  curtained  window  in its  side.  Both Cefn  and

Ka'en  rose from  where they  had been  sitting and  went over  to the

wagon. Ka'en  knocked on the  door over  the tailgate and  called out,

"Madame Zeefra?"

    The  door  opened,  revealing  the  perfect  picture  of  a  gypsy

fortune  teller,  metalic, be-coined  headdress  and  all. She  didn't

look at  all old  to Ka'en,  just weathered  and experienced.  Kind of

pretty, too.  She said, "You  are the wizard  Cefn, and you  the thief

Ka'lochra'en. Come inside and  we will  see if we  can find  your lost

Je'lanthra'en."

    Shaken to the  core by the woman's naming him  thief, Ka'en warily

followed Cefn into  the wagon. It, too, presented  the perfect picture

of such a  place - small, but  with enough room for the  three of them

to  be comfortable,  cluttered with  odd, mystical  things as  well as

the everyday  necessities of  life. Ka'en  wondered what  relation the

wagon-driver had to the woman, and if they both slept back here.

    Zeefra settled  herself behind  a table,  throwing her  very black

hair  off her  shawl-covered shoulders  with  a gesture  that set  her

multiple  bracelets  clinking  musically.   She  spread  her  beringed

fingers on the ivory tablecloth and said, "Give me your hand, mage."

    Hesitantly, Cefn offered  her his hand palm up,  and Ka'en tensed,

fearing a  repeat of the day  before. But Zeefra turned  his hand over

and closed  it between  her two,  then closed her  eyes as  if seeking

something that lay within her.

    She said,  "It is as  I sensed. The one  you seek, this  Je'en, is

beset by  strong forces.  She is  not herself,  and is  thus protected

from most  scrying and divination  methods. That  is why you  have had

no success within the city in finding her.

    "However,  there  are  ways  older  than  anyone  in  Dargon  even

remembers. But  my people keep  our heritage  alive, and we  have ways

both simpler and more powerful than many others."

    She  released Cefn's  hands  and reached  beneath  the table.  She

brought out a  bowl filled with sand, and a  smaller, cut crystal bowl

that  was empty.  Reaching again,  she produced  a roll  of very  thin

parchment.  With one  of her  rings, she  cut a  square from  the roll

large enough to cover the tabletop.

    She  turned to  Ka'en  and said,  "You are  blood  to this  Je'en,

right?  Give me  your left  hand." Ka'en  extended the  indicated hand

and was  suprised by the  power of her  grip. She briefly  clasped his

hand as  she had  Cefn's, eyes  closed, then  'humphing' in  a pleased

manner, she used  the same sharp ring  to slice a long  cut across his

palm.  He cried  out and  tried  to pull  away, but  he couldn't  free

himself. She  held his  hand over  the crystal bowl  and let  it bleed

freely therein. When  a small pool of blood covered  the bottom of the

bowl, she placed an  odd smelling pad of cloth over  the wound she had

created  and closed  his  fist around  it  to hold  it  in place.  She

released his  hand then, and  began sifting  sand from the  large bowl

into  the smaller  one, slowly  filling it.  Ka'en, spooked,  sat back

nursing his  hand and watched  as she lifted  the small bowl  with one

hand, and  stirred the contents with  the other until the  sand turned

a pale shade of pink, crooning softly the while.

    When the blood  was thoroughly mixed with the sand,  she poured it

out into  her hand,  the entirety  of the  bowl fitting  neatly within

her  single palm  without spilling  even a  single grain.  Setting the

crystal aside, she  cupped the sand in both hands  and held them above

the  square of  parchment  and  began to  sing  louder, spreading  her

fingers to let the sand through.

    Only, at  first it  didn't fall.  Ka'en thought  that it  might be

caked by  the blood  even though  it didn't really  seem wet.  It just

wasn't ready  to leak  out. As  the gypsy's  song continued,  the sand

began to  seep out, slowly at  first and then faster  and faster. Even

though the  woman's hands didn't move  at all, the sand  scattered all

over the  whole square, forming  lines and  patterns and two  words in

simple  and ancient  runes that  Ka'en knew  because his  first master

had used them  to pass secret messages to his  charges. The first word

spelled  out  Je'en  as  nearly  as it  could.  The  second  word  was

'keseth', but that word had no meaning to Ka'en.

    By the  time the sand  had all  fallen, the parchment  was covered

with sand. Zeefra  looked at the patterns, pointing to  the words with

satisfaction  but disapointed  with  the overall  layout. She  finally

said, "It did  not work as well  as I had hoped. The  patterns say she

is to the  south and east, but  not how far, nor  exactly where within

that  general direction.  Parts of  this pattern  seem blurred,  as if

the tie just wasn't strong enough."

    She looked  first at Ka'en, and  then at Cefn. Finally,  she said,

"We'll just  have to  try again. I'm  not sure that  this will  be any

better but  perhaps your ties to  this Je'en are stronger  than blood,

Cefn."  She  picked  up  the   square  of  parchment  and  poured  the

once-again-white sand  off it into  a bucket  on the floor.  Ka'en saw

that the parchment  had somehow leached the blood out  of the sand and

into it,  preserving the pattern  of the  sand on the  cleared square.

Setting  this first  square aside,  Zeefra cut  another, placed  it on

the table, and then took Cefn's left hand.

    As the  mage bled  into the  small bowl, Ka'en  looked at  his own

palm which  had stopped hurting  sometime during the  sand-casting. He

was astonished  to see  that nothing  remained of the  wound at  all -

the  pad of  cloth Zeefra  had  put on  it had  healed it  completely,

without even a scar.

    He returned  his attention to the  old woman to find  her stirring

sand  that was  turning blue.  Ka'en  looked strangely  at Cefn,  then

went back to watching the 'casting.

    It went  as before,  although the patterns  were different  - much

different. Four words  were spelled out in runes, and  a very detailed

map occupied  the center of  the square. The  lines of the  map glowed

with  a pale  blue light  when the  sand was  brushed off,  and Zeefra

seemed well pleased.

    She said, "Excellent!  These four words first -  Je'en, as before;

the strange  word 'keseth' as before;  and the new words  'ugurth' and

'Vard'. And the  map. Just what you will need.  It indicates right now

exactly  where Je'en  is and  where  she is  going." On  the map,  she

pointed to  two dots glowing  slightly brighter  than the rest  of the

markings. One  was moving along  a road, and  the other was  set among

some hills.  "But, it is  more than just a  marker for Je'en.  Take it

up, Cefn.  It will  show you exactly  what route you  need to  take to

reach her." Cefn lifted  the map, and the lines changed  into a map of

the area around  Dargon. The west coast road was  highlighted, as well

as the Central  road that led back  to the center of  Baranur. "With a

thought,  you can  turn it  back to  Je'en to  monitor your  positions

relative  to  each  other.  This  is the  most  powerful  use  of  the

sand-magic  possible, and  I  have  only ever  heard  of it  happening

before. You must be favored by the gods to be given such a talisman."

    Both Ka'en  and Cefn  thanked the gypsy  profusely. Cefn  tried to

get her to accept  gold as payment for her help, but  she said, "No, I

did not aid  you for a reward.  I helped you because my  gift urged me

to, and  to take a reward  for that which  came freely to me  would be

wrong. Go,  and know that  just your thanks are  enough for me  - more

than enough. Why now  my name will be passed down  with all the others

for having created a sand-map!"

    Ka'en and Cefn  retired to their tents and  fell immediatly asleep

as if drained  by the evening's activity. The next  morning, the wagon

was gone  without a trace.  As Ka'en ate  his morning meal  he watched

Cefn  study the  sand-map.  And he  wondered if  they  would be  quick

enough to save  Je'en from whatever drew  her on - the  moving dot was

very close to the one in the hills.

                             Vard's Travels

    It  wasn't easy  communicating with  the dead,  as Vard  found out

very quickly.  The Forbidden  Art hadn't  been created  as a  means of

gathering  information: it  was  obvious that  the Fretheodan  wizards

had had another, better means of resurrection at their disposal.

    It took  most of two  days for  Vard to learn  how to get  what he

needed  out of  the re-animated  skull. It  took another  day to  make

sure that  the skull knew  everything he needed  it to know,  which it

did.  It remembered  each and  every trap  from the  mine adit  to the

door of  the final  vault wherein  was sealed  the Yrmenweald.  Now it

just  remained for  Vard to  discover a  way to  get across  the ocean

without taking the  weeks it would to  go by boat, not  to mention the

time it  would take to get  TO a boat  to begin the journey.  With the

Keseth  so close  to his  grasp, Vard  was far  too impatient  to wait

that long.

    The  solution  came from  an  unexpected  source and  unwittingly,

too.  Vard  was musing  on  how  to  proceed  after getting  the  last

details of  the location of the  mine from the skull,  and Tandi, much

wearied  after being  drained  yet  again to  revive  the skull,  said

flippantly, "Why don't you just fly there?"

    Ignoring  the  sarcastic   tone  in  her  voice,   Vard  took  the

suggestion  seriously.  Fly. Of  course,  how  simple. But  how?  Grow

wings  on everyone?  He  had no  such magic,  at  least none  powerful

enough  to  carry  him,  Tandi   and  Je'en  across  the  ocean.  Then

something else must  fly and carry them. What? First  he thought of an

artifact. Did  he have  a flying  machine in his  vaults? He  had Qrun

check even  though he  was pretty  sure that he  didn't. The  box kite

that Qrun  returned with didn't  amuse Vard much,  but he let  it pass

for  the moment.  So, not  a machine.  Then, an  animal. A  bird. What

bird  was large  enough to  carry  three human  beings and  a load  of

luggage? A  rukh? They were  said to have  existed once, but  Vard had

never seen  one, nor  had he heard  recent reports of  one. So,  not a

rukh. But an idea struck him. Myths of large flying animals. A dragon!

    Vard  had no  idea where  to  procure a  live dragon  even if  any

still  existed which  he  doubted. But  he  remembered purchasing  the

skull of  one of those  giant flying lizards  ages ago, and  he could,

with his  new-found skills,  bring the skull  to almost-life  and have

it carry him across the ocean.

    While  he searched  his treasure  vaults for  the skull,  Qrun and

Eirul  made preparations  for the  journey so  that by  the time  Vard

found the skull  everything was ready to go. Vard  didn't know how the

effort to  reanimate such a  large creature would effect  Tanandra and

he  didn't want  her giving  out while  they were  over the  ocean. He

intended to load  the dragon and be  away just as soon as  it was once

again 'alive'.

    It  took  everyone's efforts,  including  Tanandra's,  to get  the

huge skull  out to the  courtyard -  it was twice  the size of  a man,

after  all. Once  it was  in position  and all  of the  provisions had

been  brought out  along with  the  mivorn amulet  and the  bookstand,

Vard  began. Tanandra  had  been strapped  to a  chair  since she  had

rebelled at the  idea of being used  to fuel the rebirth  of a dragon.

Je'en and  the servants stood  by the  castle's front door,  well away

from the powerful magic that would bring the lizard back to life.

    The purple  lines of light met  in the dragon skull,  and it began

to glow  faintly. Vard's  chanting continued,  the light  kept pouring

into  the skull,  but for  the longest  time, nothing  happened. Then,

slowly results  began to show.  Just patches  of scaly skin  at first,

then a  great cat-like  eye was  restored. A  ghostly skeleton  of the

rest  of  the   body  began  to  appear,  filling   the  courtyard  to

overflowing. No  one noticed it when  Tandi began to scream  in mortal

agony,  so  enthralled  were  they  by the  emerging  majesty  of  the

dragon.  No one  noticed  that, as  the dragon  drew  closer to  life,

Tandi was drawing closer to death.

                             Cefn's Journey

    Very    swift    horses,   line-of-sight    teleportation    hops,

body-sustaining spells  and day-and-night  riding -  Cefn used  all of

the tricks  he could come  up with to  speed Ka'en and  himself toward

Je'en, but  it just  wasn't fast  enough. The  sand-map showed  them a

day from  Je'en who  had been  at her destination  for three  days. He

and  Ka'en  were  studying  the  map when  the  dot  representing  her

suddenly shot  at an  incredible speed  right off  the page.  Cefn was

trying to  re-orient the map  to her when  a deep crashing  sound like

thunder echoed  out of the hills.  It rolled swiftly towards  them and

past, leaving them  both shaken a bit. Cefn wondered  if the sound had

anything  to do  with Je'en's  means  of travel  away from  them -  it

certainly hadn't  behaved like  thunder, and there  wasn't a  cloud in

the sky either.

    Cefn recovered himself  and switched the sand-map's  focus. He was

suprised  to see  that  the map  redrew  itself in  the  shape of  the

better part  of the continents  of Cherisk  and Duurom. He  could make

out the  location of Magnus, the  Darst range, and Dargon  on Cherisk,

but he didn't  know the names of  any of the features  of Duurom, only

that it had  once been the seat  of the Fretheod Empire.  The speck of

light moved across  Cherisk at a speed that Cefn  could barely imagine

even  from his  guess of  the  scale of  the  map. It  tended east  by

north,  and another  glowing dot  at  the very  edge of  what the  map

showed of  Duurom seemed  to be the  moving speck's  destination. Cefn

began to despair  - there was absolutely no way  he could imagine that

he could reach such a far away place in less than months!

    He communicated his  deductions to Ka'en and he agreed  to push on

to Je'en's  first destination in  hopes that there would  be something

there  to  help  them.  Cefn  applied  yet  another  sustaining  spell

knowing that  their bodies had already  passed the safe limit  of such

over-extension.  They mounted  up and  rode, following  the re-focused

map into the hills.

    If  not  for  the  versatility  of  the  sand-map,  Cefn  probably

wouldn't have  ever found the nearly  hidden way into the  valley that

held Aahashtra.  Fortunately, it  was able to  magnify its  scale once

he and  Ka'en were close  enough to Je'en's original  destination, and

with some careful study the tiny crack was found.

    Cefn   had  been   expecting  Aahashtra,   actually.  The   second

sand-casting Madame Zeefra  had done had come up with  the name 'Vard'

and the rune  'ugurth' and the connection was too  clear. Ugurth was a

word  that meant  'undeath' and  linked Vard,  his old  foe, with  the

mission that had  brought Tanandra to him. He also  knew that Vard was

very adept  at controlling magics,  which answered some  very puzzling

questions about  Je'en. It  was odd that  both quests,  Tanandra's and

his own, had  Vard as their targets.  He knew that Vard  had named his

hidden castle  after the  stronghold of  the man  that had  caused the

Council of Elders  to be formed. What he hadn't  expected was its look

of total  lifelessness. It was  nearing dusk,  but not a  single torch

nor lamp shone - the entire castle was dark.

    Cefn  reached  into  his  pouch  and  withdrew  a  magic-sensitive

device. He used it  to scan the area between them  and the outer walls

of  the castle  and  found  nothing but  a  faint background  reading.

Motioning Ka'en to  follow him, he crossed the open  space in front of

the walls as quickly as possible, halting beside the open gate.

    He  scanned the  area  between  the gate  and  the castle's  front

door.  His  magic-sensing  device  picked up  a  very  strong  reading

across the  entire courtyard,  right up  to the edge  of the  gate. He

could guess that it  was some kind of alarm spell -  at least that was

what he might have used in the same situation.

    "Doesn't  look  like  anyone's  home, eh?"  said  Ka'en,  who  was

crouching behind Cefn  wondering what was going on.  Cefn said, "Looks

aren't truth,  especially when  there's a  wizard involved.  Take this

empty courtyard  for example. It's  actually one huge  intruder alarm,

and we have to cross it to get any further."

    "Can you  break the  spell -  you know,  cancel it  out so  we can

cross undetected?"

    Cefn thought  about the  suggestion. It wasn't  one he  would have

thought of, but then,  he knew more than Ka'en about  magic and how it

worked. He  cataloged what was in  his belt pouch, and  made sure that

he didn't  have the tools  with him to  decode and reverse  the spell.

His  pouch was  much  larger within  than without,  but  it wasn't  of

infinite size so  he had to choose carefully what  implements to carry

and all-purpose  spell-breaking tools were  fairly bulky. He  said, "I

don't have  the equipment  to do that,  but I do  have another  way to

get across. How is your sense of balance?"

    He had  fished out of his  pouch an L-shaped piece  of white stone

and he  placed the shorter  arm to the  ground, aiming the  longer arm

at the  front door  of the  castle. He  began chanting  the activation

magic and  felt the short arm  anchor itself into the  ground. When it

was secure,  the long arm  began to  glow brighter and  brighter until

finally a bolt  of light shot from  it and struck the  step before the

door, leaving  a trail of light  behind it forming a  bridge less than

an inch wide across the trapped courtyard.

    He didn't wait  for Ka'en to ask questions, but  stepped up on the

light bridge  and paced  lightly and swiftly  across. When  he reached

the door, he  turned to see that Ka'en had  followed close behind him,

walking as  nimbly as he  had done. When his  partner was with  him on

the doorstep,  only slightly  shaken, Cefn bent  down and  touched the

bridge, cancelling the spell with a word.

    Ka'en  had tried  the door  and found  it open  before Cefn  could

check  for further  traps. Fortunately,  there didn't  seem to  be any

and he  followed the thief  into Aahashtra.  The entry hall  was huge,

with highly decorated  walls and only one corridor leading  off of it.

Ka'en was already  striding towards it, and Cefn  shouted, "Wait! Come

back here."

    When Ka'en  had returned to his  side, Cefn said, "Now  look, this

castle  belongs to  a very  powerful  and devious  wizard named  Vard.

Among other  things, this  means we  do not  just go  wandering around

aimlessly. There  are bound to  be traps galore  in here. Let  me lead

the way, and  don't get impatient -  it could take time to  be sure we

are  going   in  the  right   direction.  Now,  that   corridor  looks

suspicious,  but  its the  only  obvious  way.  Let  us check  it  for

magical traps first...."

    It  was close  to dawn  by the  time they  reached the  laboratory

that had  seen Vard reanimate  the ancient Fretheodan. Both  Ka'en and

Cefn were exhausted  from the trials of winding their  way through the

halls of Vard's  crazy castle, and Cefn's belt pouch  was half as full

as it had been at the start of the adventure.

    Sounds  from  the  room  ahead  had alerted  the  pair  that  they

weren't alone  in the  castle. The  light from the  room had  led them

there,  and Cefn  hoped to  get some  answers from  the person  in the

room. He edged  up to the doorway,  Ka'en on the opposite  side of the

corridor and  doing the same. He  peeked cautiously into the  room and

saw  a  short  man  sweeping  the   floor  of  what  seemed  to  be  a

laboratory. The  room was very  well lit,  and Cefn didn't  think that

anything  but speed  would catch  the man.  However, Ka'en  was making

motions of  sneeking in and capturing  the fellow, so he  signaled the

thief to go ahead and try.

    Cefn  was amazed  at how  easily Ka'en  was able  to use  benches,

tables, and  the few  small shadows  to hide  his progress  across the

lab. At times  Cefn lost sight of  him, and only found  him again when

whatever he  was hiding behind  exposed him to  the back of  the room.

Ka'en  got  nearer and  nearer,  until  finally,  when the  small  man

turned  around to  rearrange a  low table  of equipment,  Ka'en leaped

out and tackled him to the floor.

    The small man  was no match for  the young thief, and  by the time

Cefn  crossed to  the  two, the  man was  firmly  trapped beneath  the

weight  of Ka'en  sitting  on his  chest, pinning  his  arms with  his

knees. The knife at his throat further encouraged immobility.

    Cefn hunkered  down next  to the pair  and said,  "Greetings, good

sir. Could  you tell us  whether Master Vard is  at home, and  if he's

not, where he has gone?"

    "He is not  here. That I can  tell you, as you  probably know that

already.  Anything more  I  dare not  let you  know.  My master  would

punnish me severely if I did."

    "Then we  will have  to use  other means."  Cefn reached  into his

pouch again  and withdrew a  tiny slate-colored stone ring.  He placed

it on  the man's temple  and twisted it a  bit so that  the serrations

on its side bit  slightly into the skin there, causing  the man to cry

out at  the sudden  pain. Cefn said,  "I'm sorry to  have to  use this

device  - it  isn't subtle  in forcing  the truth  out and  will cause

pain in doing  so. But my friend  and I have neither the  time nor the

patience to  worm the truth  from you -  we must have  answers quickly

and accurately. Now, tell us where Vard has gone and why!"

    The  device worked  wonders, although  Cefn wasn't  proud of  that

fact. The  little man was  in much pain by  the time Cefn  had learned

all he needed  to know about Vard's recent  experiments with cwicustan

and mivorn, his  probings into the Forbidden Art, what  he had done to

the two  women he  had ensnared,  and what he  intended on  Duurom. He

offered  sanctuary to  the servant,  who said  his name  was Qrun,  in

return for  the information he  had given.  When he learned  that Qrun

had a wife  also in Vard's employ  - they were his only  servants - he

extended  his offer  to  both of  them.  He then  had  only one  small

problem remaining: how to follow him across continents and oceans?

    Ka'en's  suggestion was  the  only  idea he  had.  After Cefn  had

teleported Qrun and  his equally small wife, Eirul, back  to his house

in Dargon,  the thief  had suggested that  they simply  teleport after

Vard.  It had  taken several  minutes to  explain to  Ka'en that  such

random  teleportation was  almost impossible.  The person  casting the

spell had  to have exacting knowledge  of the site he  was teleporting

to in order for  the spell to have any chance of  success. He had been

able  to teleport  to  his house  because he  knew  exactly where  his

destination was. There was almost no way to do the same now.

    It was  several hours before  Ka'en picked  up on the  'almost' in

Cefn's answer.  In the  meantime, they had  wrestled with  the problem

from every angle  they could think of without coming  up with anything

even  remotely feasable.  Then Ka'en  said,  "Wait. What  do you  mean

'almost no way'. 'Almost' isn't 'none'. What don't you want to admit?"

    Cefn wearily  said, "There is  one very unsecure method  of moving

from  here to  there in  less  than a  month or  more without  knowing

exacting  physical details  -  planar  travel. But  I  cannot take  my

physical body into the required plane, so it is useless to us."

    "But you  could go there  and learn what  you need to  teleport us

there, couldn't you?"

    "Well, probably.  It should  be possible to  descend to  the first

order for  a long  enough time  to get  my bearings.  But I  need rest

first. We both do - we cannot live on boosting magic for much longer."

    "Check the  map first,"  said Ka'en. "If  Vard's undead  dragon is

far enough from  its destination, then we'll take a  little nap." Cefn

unrolled the  parchment of the sand-map  and focused it on  Je'en. The

swiftmoving dot  that was Vard and  his dragon was nearing  the Duurom

coastline. A  hasty estimation guaged  the wizard less than  two hours

from the  hidden mine. Ka'en  said, "We don't  have time to  rest now.

One more  sustaining spell  won't kill  us, not  right away  at least.

Better get busy finding out how to teleport us to that mine."

    Cefn hated  what most  people called astral-projection.  The third

order  of form  was a  chaotic place  where corporeal  matter couldn't

exist, but  mental energy  was virtually unlimited  in any  way. There

was still  distance to  be covered  between the  place where  his body

lay in Aahashtra  being watched over by Ka'en, and  where Vard and his

dragon would  land on Duurom  in less than an  hour. But if  he wasn't

disturbed he  would be able  to get there and  back in plenty  of time

for  Ka'en and  himself  to  be there  waiting  to  ambush the  undead

dragon before it landed.

    So  he sent  his astral-self  speeding toward  Duurom. He  watched

with a  slightly disorienting  omni-vision as the  roiling, cloud-like

nothing passed by on  all sides at once and sped  away behind him with

only a  silver cord linking  him to  his unconscious body.  Every once

in  a  while, he  noticed  little  islands of  pseudo-reality,  places

created  by  mental energy  as  places  of  rest  for those  with  the

education and ability  to do so. He had thought  about doing such, but

he  didn't even  really  like the  astral plane  so  the figured  that

trying to rest on it wouldn't be very restful.

    He sensed  he had reached  his destination and stopped  his mental

motion.  Then, concentrating  fiercely, he  projected his  astral body

down  to the  first order  of  form, what  passed for  most people  as

'reality'. He  arrived at the mouth  of the unsused mine  and tried to

collect  the information  he would  need to  successfully teleport  to

this  location.  It  wasn't  easy  in  his  non-corporeal  state,  but

eventually he  had the coordinates firmly  in mind and he  let himself

succumb to the slight  tug of the silver cord trying  to drag him back

to his body.

    He was  about halfway back to  Aahashtra, well over the  ocean and

nearing where  Cherisk's shore  would be  on the  first order  when he

heard a  sound. It was a  soft, seductive chiming sound,  startling in

both its  beauty and  its impossibility.  Such things  shouldn't exist

on  the  third  order  - supposedly  they  couldn't.  Intrigued,  Cefn

followed the  sound, becoming  more and  more bound  up in  the lovely

chiming that grew louder and louder without hurting his mental ears.

    The source  of the sound  was utterly  unfamiliar to Cefn  who had

studied  much  but not  everything.  There  on  an island  of  reality

amidst  chaos sat  a beautiful  woman  playing a  three-racked set  of

what  looked like  glass wind-chimes  save that  she was  hitting them

with  feathers  to  evoke  their  chiming  sound.  The  woman  was  in

three-quarter profile  to Cefn  and he couldn't  tell whether  she was

clothed  or not  because  of  her long,  golden  hair draped  artfully

around her body like a cloak.

    There  was no  melody to  what she  played, just  sound, beautiful

sound. She  played and played,  taking no  notice of the  audience she

had drawn.  Cefn wanted  to move around  to get a  better look  at her

charms - er, instrument  - but he found that he  couldn't move. He was

then able to tear  his eyes away from the woman,  and he noticed other

astral-selves arranged  in a circle  around the instrument.  Most were

very  thin  and pale,  looking  as  if  something was  draining  their

vitality  away. Cefn  gasped  when he  saw that  most  of the  wraiths

circled there  were missing the  silver cord  that tied them  to life.

He realized  that the  playing woman  was some  kind of  astral siren,

put here to gather  food for some creature on the  first order to feed

upon.  It wasn't  long before  he felt  a drain  on his  own very  low

reserves, and he knew  that he would have to get  away soon, before he

too became part of this eternally captive audience.

    He  turned away  from  the woman  -  as much  movement  as he  was

allowed. He  concentrated on the silver  cord that still bound  him to

his body  and encouraged  it to  pull him away  from here.  Slowly, he

focused every gram  of energy he could muster into  that activity, but

he feared it  wouldn't be enough. Then, almost  unbidden, Je'en's face

came into  his mind and  he heard her  voice above the  chimes saying,

"Help me, Cefn. Help me!"

    He didn't  know from  whence that  plea had  come, but  it spurred

him to  dredge up the  very last  of his reserves.  Pouring everything

he had into his  link to life, he willed himself  away from the siren.

And  slowly  at   first,  he  was  pulled  painfully   away  from  the

chime-playing  woman. Farther  and  faster, chanting  Je'en's name  to

try to counteract the chimes, Cefn was drawn to safety.

    The  normally achy  return to  the body  was magnified  to roaring

pain when  Cefn came back. But  the pain was  good - it meant  that he

was still  alive. But  tired, so tired.  He opened his  eyes to  see a

concerned  Ka'en standing  over him.  He said  weakly, "Sorry,  Ka'en,

but...got  to rest.  Tell you  when I  wake...." He  fell back  into a

deep restoring  sleep, leaving  the thief to  fret and  wonder whether

the  wizard  had gotten  what  he  needed,  and  then to  fall  asleep

himself waiting for the answer.

                               The Keseth

    They landed  just in  time. As  soon as  the huge  reptile touched

ground  before the  mine  adit, it  began to  crumble.  Its return  to

death was  swifter and messier than  its rise from the  grave, leaving

parts  beyond just  the  skull  to rot  and  moulder.  Vard and  Je'en

scrambled out  of the wreckage  of the beast's midsection,  both upset

at  being covered  with rotting  dragon  slime. Vard  sent Je'en  back

into the mess  to recover the chest  that held most of  what he needed

- the remainder of their supplies could wait.

    He sent  Je'en back in  to retrieve  Tanandra. The thing  she came

out with  was a  withered husk,  nothing like  the healthy  young girl

that had  arrived on his doorstep  little more than a  week ago. There

was just  a flicker of  life left within her,  not enough to  keep the

dragon  reanimated any  longer. Vard  clucked sadly  when he  saw what

was left  of Tanandra.  Not because he  was sad that  she was  all but

dead, but  because he  hadn't been paying  attention to  her condition

and  if  she  had given  out  sooner,  there  could  have been  a  bad

accident.  Vard had  had no  idea that  the drain  of reanimating  the

dragon had  been so strong  - it  had taken only  hours to use  up the

young woman.  He briefly wondered  if there  was some impurity  in his

mivorn amulet because  the manual had indicated that  one person could

keep  'alive' a  whole army  regiment for  more than  a week.  Maybe a

dragon was more costly that that many human corpses.

    Now  he would  need another  source to  enable him  to awaken  his

guide into  the mine. Fortunately, he  had another one ready  to hand.

He  gave Je'en  instructions to  set up  the amulet  and the  portable

book stand.

    He had  no trouble  getting Je'en  to place  her palm  against the

glowing  black stone.  She gasped  when the  sliver entered  her palm,

but after that she simply accepted it with no comment at all.

    Next, he  unpacked the  skull of  the guide and  placed it  on the

ground next  to the  amulet. With now-practiced  ease, he  uttered the

incantation that  restored the skull  to life without  even consulting

the book. Je'en withstood the purple light's draining without a sound.

    Je'en re-packed the  chest and hefted it onto her  back while Vard

unrolled  the ancient  map and  lead the  way into  the mine  followed

closely by the  animated and re-embodied skull holding a  torch in its

grey-skinned hand.

    Trap after  trap, identified  and defused or  destroyed. Maze-like

tunnels  threaded only  with  the  help of  the  ancient map.  Without

either guide  or map, Vard would  have been first lost  then dead very

soon after  stepping into the  mine. Those Fretheodan  were ingenious,

tenacious, and redundant  - in places the passage was  barred by four,

five, or  even eight separate traps  layed under, on, and  around each

other. The  most tiring  part, however,  was the time  it took  to get

the  necessary  information   out  of  the  undead   guide.  It  never

volunteered  anything,   it  only   answered  direct   questions  very

succinctly  and  literally. Hours  ticked  by  as the  trio  proceeded

slowly deeper and deeper into the mine.

    Vard had  to marvel at  the sophistication  of many of  the traps.

Very  few   were  magically  oriented,   but  even  those   that  were

mechanical  were  usually created  with  a  simplicity and  efficiency

that was  laudable. Vard was  careful to  disable each and  every trap

he  came  across,  but  when  it  became  harder  and  harder  to  get

disarming  information  out  of  the   guide  due  to  the  increasing

complexity of  the traps, he  turned to smashing and  destroying them.

And as  they went lower into  the mine, even smashing  the traps began

to  take finesse  as they  were made  more ingeniously.  Finally, when

they had  reached the  level of the  keseth vault, he  had to  take to

disarming  the traps  again because  brute force  was no  longer safe.

They took  as long  reaching the  vault as they  had taken  getting to

the lowest level.

    But finally  they reached the  vault. In  a large cavern  very far

under the  earth Vard, the  guide, and Je'en  faced a slab  of strange

looking metal  with a large  key-plate in  its center. Vard  let Je'en

set down  the chest as  he withdrew the  third treasure that  had come

from beneath Dargon castle - the key to the final vault.

    As he  strode over to the  door, something made him  turn and look

at  the guide.  He was  startled  to see  that it  was smiling,  which

faded as Vard turned back from the door and stood next to the guide.

    "Are there any traps remaining here?" asked Vard.

    "Yes," answered the guide in its toneless voice.

    "How many?"

    "One."

    Vard thought a moment, then asked, "On that key-plate?"

    "Yes."

    "What kind?"

    "Cave-in trigger,  poison needle,  gas, trap door,  crossbow bolts

from the walls, a..."

    "That's enough!"  interrupted Vard. "So, they  put everything they

had in  this last  trap. Okay,  that's reasonable.  Now, how  does one

get by these traps to open the door?"

    "One does not," said the guide, beginning to smile again.

    Vard thought  again, then  he said,  "I've got  it. So  simple, so

common! That  key-plate is a  ruse, a lure  for the foolish.  Where is

the real lock for this door?"

    The  guide's smile  turned  into a  pout. It  said,  "On the  wall

behind us, behind the moss-covered rock that isn't covered with moss."

    Vard began  to brush his  hand across the slimy-green  rocks until

he came to one  that was not slimy, though just as  green. He pried at

the stone  and lifted it away,  revealling a very plain  keyhole. With

triumph, he  inserted the key and  started to turn it.  Then, thinking

back to  the complex instructions he  had given to that  thief who had

brought him  the Tome of  the Yrmenweald,  he asked the  guide, "Which

way do I turn the key, and how far?"

    The guide  replied, with a  hint of disapointment in  its toneless

voice, "To the right three times exactly."

    Vard complied,  hearing a click  each time  that the key  made one

revolution. He  could feel that the  key could have kept  turning, and

he wondered  what nasty trap  would have  been triggered by  the wrong

number  of turns.  Leaving the  key in  its hole,  he returned  to the

vault  door, where  a handle  had appeared.  Grabbing hold  of it,  he

pulled the  door open, unsealing a  vault that had been  closed up for

more than a thousand years.

    The  first  thing  he  noticed  as he  entered  was  the  smell  -

strange,  musty and  musky and...he  had no  words for  it. He  walked

into the  dimly lit room, seeing  large panels along one  wall bearing

small circles of  glass in neat, ordered rows. Another  set of panels,

about  waist high  and horizontal,  bore  more circles  of glass,  and

little  twigs standing  in  rings of  metal  interspersed with  larger

square panes of glass.

    Just as  he was turning  around, the  room was flooded  with light

and  the  sight that  was  revealed  almost  made Vard's  heart  stop.

There,  occupying  a  space  four  or  five  times  the  size  of  his

laboratory back at Aahashtra was a - a thing!

    Crisscrossing  that part  of  the  room in  what  seemed  to be  a

random  pattern  were foot-thick  rods  of  what was  probably  stone.

Somehow  bound between  those rods  was something  that looked  like a

cross between  a spider  and a grasshopper  magnified a  thousand fold

or more. And it was alive!

                                The End

    Six hours  after Cefn returned,  he awoke refreshed. Not  quite as

good as  new, but  his rest  had pushed back  the overload  effects of

the sustaining magic he  had been using and he was  ready to go again.

After locating Ka'en  and rousing him from his little  nap and raiding

the keep's pantry for food, they prepared for their journey to Duurom.

    To Ka'en,  who wasn't  as refreshed  as Cefn  but who  was feeling

better  for  his  nap,  being  teleported was  weird.  He  had  always

imagined that  it would be  instantaneous, but  he was sure  that they

spent  several  minutes  flying  between Aahashtra  and  the  mine  on

Duurom. When  they arrived, to  the night  and double shadows  cast by

two  moons,  the  first  thing  he noticed  even  before  the  second,

smaller moon, was the rotting carcass of Vard's undead dragon.

    Cefn, however,  noticed Tanandra first.  She was still  alive, but

even  if she  should survive  it would  be as  a wasted  wreck of  her

former self.  She looked  at Cefn  with sunken and  cloudy eyes  as he

knelt beside her,  and said, "I guess I wasn't  strong enough for him,

was I?"

    Cefn, unseen  eyes tearing at the  sight of his former  love, said

shakily,  "I'm sorry  for forcing  you into  this, Tandi.  I'm so,  so

sorry! I  should have gone. I  should have taken the  gorfodd and gone

after Vard before he could get this far into the Forbidden Art. I...."

    "Cefn, love,  don't. You cannot  change what  is - just  accept it

and learn  to live  with it. Leave  me and get  after Vard.  What I've

learned about his  plans...you must stop him. Go, catch  him before he

can harness the  keseth..." Her voice trailed off and  her eyes closed

for the last time.

    Cefn  didn't  move  for  a  long  time,  strangely  colored  tears

falling  from his  cowl onto  Tanandra's withered  flesh. Finally,  he

turned  away  to find  Ka'en  standing  right  behind him  staring  in

horrified fascination  at the  remains of the  brave girl.  Cefn said,

"She was known  to me long ago  - we were students  together. Vard has

killed her - she  was consumed by the powers of  the Forbidden Art. We

must destroy him. Come."

    He took out  the sand-map and shifted its focus.  It became a copy

of the  ancient map that  Vard had  followed, showing the  way clearly

down  to  the final  vault.  Pulling  a  small  clear globe  from  his

pocket, he  tossed it into the  air. It began floating  just above his

head,  casting a  golden  glow.  Squinting carefully  at  the map,  he

entered the mine.

    When Vard recovered  from the shock of seeing the  creature - what

he assumed was meant  by the symbol he had named  'keseth' - he turned

his attention  to the rest  of the room. He  was suprised by  the rack

of  swords hanging  on the  short wall  beside the  vault door  - they

seemed out  of place in  this very  uncomprehensible room as  the only

item he truly  recognized. Against the wall opposite the  door was the

master-node  of  cwicustan attached  to  the  framework the  Tome  had

described as  linking it to the  caged and bound keseth.  Vard went to

work busily on  that lump of stone,  chipping away at it  to remove it

from the framework.  He already had his own piece  of cwicustan primed

and ready to go  into the socket. Once it was there,  he would be able

to communicate with the keseth and learn all of the mysteries it held.

    Ka'en noticed  more of  the deactivated traps  than did  Cefn, and

he, like  Vard before  him, marvelled  at the  work. He  was certainly

glad that someone  else had blazed the trail through  those traps - he

doubted that his  second teacher, a Master Trapper,  could have found,

let alone deactivated, half of the traps they passed.

    The pair made  much better time than had Vard's  group. Of course,

all  of the  work had  been done  for  them. All  they had  to do  was

follow  the map  at  their  top possible  speed.  The sand-map  showed

Je'en  was  already  at  the  final vault  -  Ka'en  only  hoped  that

whatever this Vard person was doing there would take lots of time.

    They came  out into  the last  cave and saw  the open  vault door.

Cefn could see  both Vard and Je'en, as well  as a rather grey-looking

man.  The  latter  two  were just  standing,  statuelike,  while  Vard

chipped away at  a large piece of  crystal while looking at  a slot in

the wall.  None of  the three  had noticed their  arrival. With  a low

whistle, the clear globe returned to Cefn's hand and stopped glowing.

    He  returned the  globe to  his pouch  and retrieved  another item

from it. He  whispered, "Ka'en, take this and try  to distract Vard. I

don't think you  will be able to  kill him but you can  try. This disc

should protect  you from most  any magic he casts  at you but  not for

very long. When  it starts turning black,  it has been used  up and is

useless. Oh,  one more thing."  Cefn reached  back into his  pouch and

came out  with the mysterious crystal  circlet. He handed it  to Ka'en

and said,  "I think  that this  will protect  you from  mental magics.

Vard is  an expert  at mind control,  which is why  Je'en is  in there

and not out here with us. Okay, ready?"

    "Wait. Why  don't you go  after the wizard,  eh? At least  you can

meet him  on his  own level."  Ka'en was  looking suspiciously  at the

small clear disc he had been given.

    "I want  to see if I  can free Je'en  - she'll make a  useful ally

for our side. Also,  I'm a better fighter than you are  if I can't get

her  out of  Vard's control.  Neither  she nor  I have  swords, and  I

think I can handle her easily hand-to-hand. Satisfied?"

    Not waiting  for an answer,  Cefn crept to  the edge of  the vault

door  and  peered through.  Ka'en  came  up  beside him,  holding  the

amulet like  a very  small shield  in front of  his body,  the circlet

perched on  his head  like a  crown. At his  signal, they  both rushed

into the room.

    Unfortunately, the  presence of the  keseth was just  as startling

to the two adventurers  as it had been to Vard  earlier, and they were

stunned  into immobility  by  the  sight of  the  giant insect.  Je'en

moved away from  Cefn and crouched into a defensive  posture. Her eyes

flickered to  the wall of  blades, and she  began to make  plans while

awaiting orders.

    Vard looked  up from his  work and  recognized both his  old rival

Cefn and  that thief  he had  hired so long  ago. He  reacted quickly.

First,  he released  the  energies  keeping the  guide  animated -  he

didn't want  anything to hamper  Je'en. Then he said,  "Je'en, protect

me from these intruders."

    She knew exactly  what to do. She executed a  perfect diving roll,

flashing  past the  slowly recovering  intruders. She  straightened up

by  the racked  swords  and  plucked one  from  its  place. It  almost

seemed to  hum in  her hand,  and she delighted  in its  lightness and

perfect  balance.  Dropping again  into  an  en guarde  position,  she

faced the two intruders ready to obey her master's order.

    Cefn  recovered first  and  took in  the  new situation.  Trusting

Ka'en to  continue on  with his  part of the  plan, Cefn  reached into

his pouch for a  wand. Drawing it and firing it in  one motion, he ran

toward Je'en and the rack of swords.

    Je'en instinctively  blocked the bolt  of blue that had  shot from

the tip of  Cefn's wand. The bolt bounced off  of the dull-grey blade,

but the impact pushed her back through the vault door.

    Cefn  took swift  advantage, dropping  the  wand to  grab a  sword

from the  rack as  he followed  his love  out the  door. In  the outer

cave there would be  more room to maneuver, and he  might have more of

a chance to subdue Je'en.

    There was one  more matter to consider, though.  He couldn't fight

effectively in  his cowl.  Reaching again into  his pouch,  he removed

two  spheres, one  clear,  one  black. Juggling  them  one handed,  he

timed the toss  and threw first the  black one at the  vault door, and

the clear  one back into  the air. It began  to glow bright  golden as

the black one  shattered and enveloped the doorway  in blackness. Cefn

hoped that  Vard didn't decide  to break  the simple darkness  spell -

he shouldn't  even be  able to  see it  as it  was a  one-way darkness

like the one on  his cowl and from the other side  it should look like

nothing at  all was barring the  doorway. With his eyes  protected for

the time  being, Cefn  lowered his  cowl and faced  his love  across a

pair of very fine, very strange swords.

    He  and Je'en  had  sparred  several times  in  the  past, but  he

really didn't know  the extent of her abilities. He  knew that she was

good;  he had  watched several  fights  she had  been in,  and he  had

watched her from  afar as she was training at  Pentamorlo. But to face

her with  that hard,  serious look on  her face -  and, for  the first

time he  realized that she  wasn't wearing  her mask! That  rocked him

long enough  for Je'en to launch  an attack. Fortunately, it  was only

a  series of  feints, a  test-pattern to  determine the  level of  her

opponent,  and Cefn  was  able  to reflexively  block  them. When  the

blades contacted  each other, they  gave off a  louder hum as  well as

green and  yellow sparks.  Cefn wondered just  what these  swords were

as he was  turned and forced back  into a wall. He  dodged a thrusting

blow  that  struck the  wall  behind  him.  He  danced away  from  the

entrapment and watched,  amazed, as Je'en withdrew half  of the length

of her  blade from  the wall  amid many purple  sparks. When  she came

back en guarde, he could see no damage at all on her blade.

    The fighting began  in earnest then. Cefn tried  to put everything

from his mind,  to reach the unity with sword  that Je'en already had.

As  they fenced  back  and  forth, he  came  closer  and closer  until

finally  there  weren't two  people  in  the  cave, but  two  extended

swords fighting each other.

    Back and forth,  around and around, the dance  of death continued,

both parties  so totally  involved in the  graceful battle  that Cefn,

at least,  forgot who  he was  battling. It  was almost  as if  it was

truly  the swords  moving the  people  through the  fight. Yellow  and

green,  an occaisional  burst of  purple as  blade sliced  into stone,

and a  humming that  grew and grew  until it filled  the cave  and the

people fighting.

    When one of  those blades met flesh, the resultant  spark was long

and crimson,  a more startling  color than  the blood that  the strike

also drew.  The dance  faltered, and Cefn  pressed his  advantage. His

opponent  reacted as  if far  more injured  that a  little arm-scratch

could account  for. Without  thought, he executed  a maneuver  that he

couldn't  have described  afterward and  came up  under Je'en's  sword

arm.  It wasn't  until he  saw the  double fountain  of red  - crimson

light  and red  blood -  that  he remembered  he wasn't  here to  kill

Je'en,  just subdue  her,  knock  her out.  Vard  was  the enemy,  not

Je'en. But  that didn't convince  the grey sword-blade  half-buried in

Je'en's side.

    Ka'en recovered his  wits in time to see Cefn  follow Je'en out of

the vault, leaving him  alone with the wizard Vard -  the grey man had

vanished  somehow,  leaving  behind  only a  very  old-looking  skull.

Ka'en faced Vard with  the amulet disc held out before  him. He had no

idea what  to do now. At  least, he thought, Vard  was distracted from

what was going on in the cave outside.

    Coils  of blue  light were  wreathing Vard's  hands as  the wizard

chanted.  Ka'en  held  the  disc   higher,  but  when  the  spell  was

released, the  streamers of blue  light by-passed the amulet  and were

absorbed  by the  circlet he  wore. Vard  looked puzzled  as he  said,

"Put down the  disc and come here." Ka'en wondered  why the wizard was

trying to give him orders, and he just stood still.

    This seemed to  infuriate the wizard. Rage suffused  his face, and

his arms  went up, hands glowing  a firery red. He  said mysteriously,

"You  should have  stuck  to stealing  books,  you meddlesome  thief!"

With that, thick  bolts of fire flashed out from  each of his fingers,

meeting before his  face to become one very large  bolt. Ka'en started

to back away from  the oncoming spell, but the bolt homed  in on him -

or rather the disc he held before him.

    By rights,  and without the  protection he had, Ka'en  should have

been  nothing  but  a  pile   of  smouldering  ashes  after  the  bolt

dissapated.  But the  disc  amulet worked  - mostly.  It  was able  to

absorb  the destructive  energy of  the  spell, so  that Ka'en  wasn't

killed outright.  However, the amulet  wasn't strong enough  to absorb

the  entire spell.  Ka'en  was hurled  back by  the  force behind  the

energy. He  was unconscious before  he hit  the wall beside  the vault

door, and he stayed slumped like that for a long time.

    When he  awoke, the first thing  he was aware of  was being alive.

His hand hurt,  but the rest of  his body felt fine. He  looked at his

hand,  half afraid  that he  would  find that  it was  just a  charred

lump, but it looked  perfect. He saw that the disc  was now pure black

and cracked around the edges. He set it aside quietly as now useless.

    Next  he  noticed the  humming  coming  from  the cave.  He  eased

himself into  position to look  out the  vault door and  was instantly

mesmerized by the  dance going on out there. He  had never before seen

such skill  as was  being exhibited by  Cefn and his  cousin -  he had

had no  idea that  either of  them, Cefn  especially, was  so talented

with the sword.

    Finally,  he  remembered his  mission.  As  he turned  around,  he

heard the  humming stop  but he didn't  turn back to  see why.  He saw

that Vard  was fitting his  lump of stone into  the wall and  was very

absorbed  by that  activity. Old  training came  to the  fore, and  he

drew his belt knife.  He recalled just where and how  to drive even so

short a  knife as he  had to kill swiftly  from the back.  He centered

his attention  on that back,  searching out  just the right  spot, and

he began to cross the well-lit and empty room as silently as he could.

    Closer  and closer  Ka'en crept.  He forced  hiself to  ignore the

keseth after  glancing at it  once and seeing  that it was  alive, its

sides moving rhythmically  and its many-eyed head  seemingly turned in

his  direction. It  took all  of his  concentration to  look away  and

return to the task at hand.

    Closer  and closer...and  just as  Ka'en was  beginning his  leap,

Vard turned  around with a gasp  of "What?!" The wizard  tried to back

away from  the thief, but  he was too close  to the wall  to maneuver.

His  hands went  up  again, beginning  to glow  with  fire, but  Ka'en

ignored  the distraction  and  re-aimed  himself instantaneously.  His

leap continued and  his knife slid into Vard's chest  just to the left

of his  sternum, angled in  a bit. Steel  grated harshly on  bone, and

Vard screamed.

    Ka'en backed  away from the  wizard. Vard screamed again,  and the

power  he had  been gathering  slipped  away. Ka'en  watched the  fire

flicker down his  arms and spark around the knife  protruding from his

chest.  Vard gave  one  last cry  as his  mortally  wounded heart  was

shocked into  stopping a little  bit early  by the mis-release  of his

own magic, and then he was no more.

    Shock immobilized  Cefn for several minutes.  Slowly, reason began

to return  and his  first thought  was whether  he had  enough healing

rods  to save  her. He  knelt by  Je'en's side,  frantically searching

for the green rods  in his belt pouch. He located  five and breathed a

sigh of relief; it had taken three to heal Ka'en of a similar wound.

    Ready with  the first rod,  Cefn carefully  took hold of  the hilt

of his  sword and  pulled. What  he withdrew from  the wound  was only

half  a sword,  though. The  part that  had been  within Je'en's  body

had...well, melted or something.

    Cefn applied all  five of the healing rods to  the wound, but they

didn't seem  to work as well  on her as  they had on Ka'en.  After the

fifth she  still had a bad  scar, and she seemed  drained somehow. The

flesh around  both the torso wound  and the slight scratch  on her arm

was of a sickly  grey tone and Cefn was sure that  the grey around the

larger wound was spreading.

    He  was searching  in  his pouch  for more  healing  rods when  he

heard  a weak  "Cefn?" He  turned  back to  Je'en to  find her  awake,

struggling to sit  up. He helped her  up to lean against  his body and

said, "I'm here, Je'en, I'm here."

    "Cefn, I've  had such a  strange dream.  I...I wasn't myself  - it

was  like  I was  a  marionette  and this  evil  man  was pulling  the

strings. I killed a  man, maybe two, and I stole  some old things from

the basement  of a castle.  Then I  was brought to  a deep cave  and I

was forced to fight  you and you...you won. Oh, Cefn,  I feel so cold.

My side hurts and my arm hurts and I'm very, very cold..."

    Cefn hugged  Je'en close  and said,  "I know, my  love. It  was no

dream. All of  that happened, including the duel. But  I think that it

wasn't  us fighting,  but those  strange swords.  And I'm  afraid that

they  were poisoned  or something,  because you  don't look  well even

after all of  the healing I could  give you. Oh, Je'en,  I'm so sorry.

I love you and I think I've killed you!"

    Ka'en  chose that  moment  to  come out  of  the  vault. He  said,

"Cefn, is Je'en all  right? I managed to kill Vard:  did that free her

from his control?"

    Je'en answered,  "I'm almost all right,  cousin, and I am  free of

that man's control. Thank you, thank you both for rescuing me."

    Cefn said, "But  you aren't all right!  I've got to get  you to my

laboratory. We  have to find  out what these swords  do so I  can cure

you. Come on."  He tried to lift  her, but found that he  was too weak

to manage it.

    Ka'en said,  "Why don't  we ask  the keseth?  They were  stored in

its vault  after all,  maybe it knows  how they were  used and  how to

cure their wounds."

    Ka'en had  to help Cefn transport  Je'en into the vault.  Cefn was

too  exhausted to  wonder how  Ka'en had  learned to  communicate with

the monster beast; he just hoped that it knew how to help his love.

    They  lowered Je'en  to the  floor of  the vault,  and Cefn  knelt

beside her  to help support  her. Ka'en went  over to the  now glowing

crystal in  the wall  without even  a glance for  the dead  wizard who

had been moved  into a corner. He  layed his hands on  the crystal and

said, "We ask your help, Master Keseth."

    An eerie  voice came out  of the  panels dotted with  glass behind

Cefn and Je'en. It said, "What service may I render?"

    Cefn started  to reply, but Ka'en  said, "Wait, Cefn. It  can only

understand  you  if you  are  touching  the  cwicustan node.  Let  me.

Master Keseth, do  you know the function of the  swords racked on that

wall over there?"

    "I do. They  were the constructs of the Clear  Fire Weavers, those

wizards who  helped to imprison me.  They were used in  executions and

other rituals. The death they brought was said to be terrible indeed."

    "What death was this, Master Keseth? Is there a cure?"

    "The  death is  a death  by  fading. The  swords are  made from  a

material which  alters the state  of matter.  Mention was made  of the

etherial plane  as well as the  second order of form  - these concepts

mean  nothing to  me. The  victim slowly  fades from  normal corporeal

existence  and the  'Weavers knew  of no  way to  reverse the  process

once complete. Also, there is no conventional cure."

    "Then  there is  no  hope?  Je'en is  going  to  become a  wraith,

doomed to wander the etherial plane forever?"

    "I  can offer  only one  solution. Fretheodan  legends spoke  of a

place where  total renewal was  possible - a  body could be  healed of

all hurts and  injuries in this place. Many expeditions  were sent out

to find  this place, but none  knew of any that  succeeded. However, I

do. One party managed  to find what they were looking  for. I can give

you the location of this place if..."

    Ka'en almost  shouted, "If  what!?! We'll do  anything we  can for

the chance to save Je'en. Tell us, please!"

    "I have been  trapped here for ages beyond reckoning.  I wish only

to return  to my home. I  will tell you how  to free me in  return for

the  location,  but I  must  tell  you that  if  you  let me  go,  the

Yrmenweald will  go with me.  The power that  that other man  came for

will be gone."

    "We followed Vard  here to rescue Je'en, not  for whatever foolish

dreams he  had. We will free  you - we  would even if you  didn't have

information we need. Just tell us what we need to do...."

    Freeing the keseth  had been easy - Ka'en and  Cefn had pushed the

twigs and  bits of glass  that seemed to be  switches of some  sort in

the order  that the  keseth told  them to. One  by one,  the scattered

bars in  the keseth's part  of the room  retracted into the  walls and

finally it  was free.  It then  caused the little  rounds of  glass to

flash rapidly  and randomly, after which  a little door opened  in one

of  the panels.  The keseth  said, "Within  that compartment  you will

find a  map of  the location  you seek. I  have also  supplied tablets

that should  lend your companion  strength as you seek  her salvation.

They should  retard the  spread of the  sword's poison  throughout her

system. I  fear, however, that  she has only  a month unless  you find

the restorative place."

    Cefn thanked  the keseth  for the  help, and  he and  Ka'en helped

Je'en out  of the mine.  Once they were  clear, the keseth  worked its

way out  using its own abilities  and those provided by  the cwicustan

to force  a way through  solid earth. It came  out of the  mountain by

blasting its  own adit, and  Cefn, Ka'en,  and Je'en waved  and called

goodbyes  after it  as it  crawled  away. Cefn  concentrated, drew  up

enough power  to teleport all three  of them, and with  a thought they

were safe  back in Dargon, ready  to rest a bit  before continuing the

quest to save Je'en.

    Thus there was no  one to see the falling star  come down near the

old mine. There  was no explosion at  its impact - in  fact it settled

to the  ground quite gently. The  keseth entered the silver  ovoid and

it  rose majestically  back into  the  air, carrying  the keseth  away

from its long-time prison and back to its home among the stars.

  -John L. White  
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                               A New Life

    What does a Bard do when she can no longer sing?

    Two years. Two  years was a long time, but  not long enough. Never

wouldn't be long enough. Two years since the incident...

    It was  really her fault. No  matter how much she  wanted to blame

someone else,  the primary  fault lay  totally with  Je'lanthra'en. If

only she  hadn't been so  proud, so sure  her status would  provide as

much protection as  a full phalanx of Baranur's army.  Bards were very

respected, but,  in the black of  night, where no one  else could see,

even a Bard could be attacked.

    Je'en had been  in Magnus for an annual meeting  of the College of

Bards. She  had stayed out  late one night,  and, in deciding  to take

the fastest  way to her  lodgings, had set her  horse onto one  of the

three  "tunnels" that  led  thru  the Fifth  Quarter  - the  sometimes

called Thieves' Quarter:  really the slums of the  city. The "tunnels"

-   the  only   properly-wide,  glow-globe   lighted,  patrolled   (if

irregularly) streets  in that Quarter,  the light creating  a 'tunnel'

of safety  thru the  darkness and  danger of that  Quarter -  were the

safest  way  thru  the  Fifth  Quarter during  the  day.  But,  midway

between the  dark of  the night  and the first  light of  day, nowhere

within  the boundaries  of the  Fifth  Quarter was  safe. Je'en  felt,

however, that  her green cloak  and hood, the  silver-embossed leather

harp  case on  her  back, and  the  harp  on yellow  on  green of  her

horse's trappings would  ward off any evil-doers: not only  was a Bard

the most  respected non-Royalty possible,  but there were  rumors (not

unfounded)  that some  Bards could  do magic!  Je'en couldn't,  but no

one else  could know that. She  felt herself so safe,  that she didn't

even make sure her  sword was limber in its sheath,  and ready to draw

- in  fact Leaf-killer  was peace-bonded into  its sheath  because the

Inn she had been at had required that precaution.

    Totally   unconcerned  with   the   shadows   beyond  the   meager

illumination  on the  "tunnel" she  had chosen,  Je'en was  caught off

guard by  a shape  that hurtled  out of the  darkness and  knocked her

from her  horse. She  hit the  ground hard, but  managed (by  luck) to

land on  her attacker,  so she  was able to  recover quicker  than he.

She was  on her feet,  cloak back, and  Leaf-killer out and  ready, by

the time  the man in  tattered clothing (but  a nice and  shiny sword)

was able  to face her. Unfortunately,  he had some friends  with him -

five to  be exact.  Self-protection was  a skill all  had to  learn in

this semi-civilized world,  and Je'en could protect  herself,  but not

as well  as some (due  mostly to the demands  of her profession  - she

spent   more  time   perforce   at  singing   and   harping  than   at

sword-drill), and  not well at  all against six  determined vagabonds,

attracted  by her  rich trappings,  and emboldened  by their  numbers.

She put  up a  good fight  - she actually  incapacitated two  of them,

killing at least  one - but they  knew what they were  doing. She felt

an iron point  score her cheek perilously near her  right eye, and she

was  temporarily   blinded  by  frighteningly  profuse   blood.  Then,

another sword scored  on her leg, slicing into her  thigh and buckling

it. And,  almost simultaneously,  another  edge  caught her  under her

right  bracer, cutting  deeply into  her right  wrist, causing  her to

drop Leaf-killer as she sank to the ground.

    Helplessly  unarmed,  and weak  from  pain  and blood-loss,  Je'en

watched as her  horse was looted of the few  resaleable goods she had.

Irritated by  the meager haul,  the leader  of the ruffians  turned on

Je'en,  and  noticed her  fine  green  cloak  and  the harp.  She  was

relieved of  those, and  the few  items of  personal jewelry  she wore

(including  the pendant  of  her  Rank in  the  College),  and it  was

harder  for her  to see  her  harp, Soft-Winds,  in the  hands of  the

thieves than the  thought of her battle-loss was.  Until the attention

of the leader was turned on her person.

    "Pretty,"  said  the  leader.  "A   little  more  money  from  the

slavers, to  make up  for the  trouble we've had  wit' you."  His leer

was pure evil.

    "She'll take too  much time, be too much trouble,  Skar!" said one

of the  survivors. "I know someone'll  give us 5 Crowns  for this 'ere

neck-chain -  'e needs it for  a job 'e's got:  'personatin' a Singer,

it is. Five Crowns's  more'n we'd get fer her and all  the rest o' her

stuff,  plus she  killed Han,  and  probably Charet,  too. Let's  kill

'er, Skar! Real slow like, too."

    Skar was  a man  of action,  but he  knew his  men well  enough to

listen  to them.  Five  Crowns was  more than  the  skinny girl  would

fetch,  and the  fact that  she was  a Bard,  a Singer  in the  slang,

could  complicate matters.  So, he  decided.  He drew  his knife,  and

knelt  next to  the ever  weakening Je'en.  Then, casually,  he placed

the knife to her throat, and slashed quickly and cleanly.

    The  new pain  pushed Je'en  over  the edge.  As blackness  closed

over her  mind, she  felt herself  being dragged  into the  shadows at

the edge  of the "tunnel",  heard some  rude comments about  what they

were going  to do  to her before  she cooled down  too much,  and then

there was an odd honking noise just before the blackness claimed her.

    The  'honking' had  been the  Quarter's Early  Warning System.  It

signaled a  patrol, and said  it was close.  Skar was forced  to leave

Je'en behind,  but he was  long gone, with all  the loot, by  the time

the patrol found the wounded Bard.

    The City  Patrol, while in existence  to keep order, also  did its

best  to  help   people  in  need,  when  such   aid  wasn't  directly

dangerous.  So,  when   Je'en's  body  was  found,   a  stretcher  was

fashioned, and four of the patrol escorted her to the nearest Healer.

    Magnus,  like most  cities  of the  Realm,  licensed its  healers,

insuring  a minimum  level of  competency in  the healing  craft. But,

some  Healers  bearing  the gold-covered,  city-seal-embossed,  iechyd

leaf  (a simple  pain-alleviating  remedy  when  boiled  in water)  in

their front  windows were  little more  than potion-mixers,  having no

magickal knowledge whatsoever.  Of course, the Court had  claim to the

best of  the healers, but  the other Healers  thruout the city  had no

rating other  than the  gold leaf of  minimum ability.  Advertising by

word  of mouth  generally  led people  to the  best  Healers, but  the

Patrol didn't  have time for  such shopping around. The  moved rapidly

thru  the well  lighted streets  of the  merchant quarter  looking for

the nearest gold  leaf they could find. Of course,  had they known she

was a  Bard, they would have  made best speed  to the Castle -  a Bard

was 'royalty', and would be treated as such.

    The healer living  in the house they found was  irritated at being

awakened in the  middle of the night,  but when he saw  Je'en, he shut

up (after a short utterance in plea of aid) and went to work.

    The  healer,  unfortunately, was  a  potion-mixer.  He knew  three

chants  of healing:  two  to ease  minor back-pain,  and  one to  stop

bleeding in the  head area - i.e.  only one of particular  use. But he

did know  his herbs and  potions, and  he used his  knowledge  swiftly

and surely  to save Je'en's life.  But, he just didn't  know enough of

the craft to return her to her former full health.

    When  her  life was  no  longer  in danger,  she  was  taken to  a

recovery-house.  All but  the most  wealthy of  healers operated  from

their homes, which  usually didn't have enough room  to house patients

who  required  extended  care.  So, there  were  the  Recovery-houses,

large dormitory-style  hostels where  patients could receive  the care

necessary to help them to recover.

    She wasn't there  long. Only four days, during which  time she was

unconscious, her  body healing  itself as  best as  it could  with the

help of  various potions prescribed by  her Healer. When she  woke up,

finding herself  within the  easily recognizable  curtained-walled bed

of a  recovery-house, she called out  - painfully and not  very loudly

- for an orderly.  When one came, she said, "Rydw  i Canur." The words

were barely  recognizable, and  they hurt  her throat  like swallowing

fire,  but  the  peculiar  resonance inherent  in  the  almost-magical

phrase conveyed  their meaning,  and the  orderly went  hurrying after

someone in charge.

    Shortly thereafter,  she was  transferred to  the Castle,  and the

care  of the  Royal Healer,  Master  Enowan. He  immediatly set  about

implementing further  healing using the  more powerful magicks  at his

command, but he  was too late to  be must help. Once  the body accepts

a pattern  of health, it takes  massive magic to change  that pattern.

Most  normal  healing serves  to  help  the  body restore  its  normal

pattern.  But in  the case  of  traumatic injury,  special healing  is

necessary  to force  the body  to survive,  and thereby  create a  new

life-pattern. Such  had been done  to Je'en,  and not even  the skills

of  Master Enowan  could reverse  the process  now -  it had  been too

long, and Je'en's  life pattern had accepted tha injury  to her throat

and wrist  as natural. Enowan  was able to  eradicate the scar  on her

leg, but  he could only smoothe  out the scar  on her face, make  it a

little less ragged, and  heal it as far as it would  go. The damage to

her  throat   -  her   windpipe,  and  therefore   her  voice   -  was

irreparable, as was the damage to her wrist.

    When  she awoke  from the  healing  sleep that  master Enowan  had

placed her  in, she found  herself in  a private recovery  room within

the Castle,  with an apprentice healer  attending her. As soon  as she

was  fully awake,  the  apprentice  raced off  to  get Master  Enowan.

While she  was alone,  Je'en tried  out her voice  and then  her hand.

Her throat  still burned  a little,  feeling a  bit like  an incipient

cold just  lingering at the back  of her throat and  tickling her with

an unreachable  itch. But, when  she coughed  to relieve the  itch, it

set her  whole throat  to such  aching that she  strove to  ignore the

minor discomfort to avoid the major pain.

    When she  looked at her  hand, the only  evidence of injury  was a

small  diamond of  scar tissue  at  the center  of both  sides of  her

wrist. But,  when she tried  to flex her  fingers, she found  that she

had  almost no  fine  control over  them  - she  could  bend them  all

together,  but not  one  at a  time.  And, when  she  reached for  the

pitcher at her  bedside to pour herself  a cup of water,  once she was

able to grasp  the handle, she found that she  couldn't lift it. There

was absolutely no strength in her hand at all.

    Totally  dispirited, she  sank back  on her  pillows to  await the

Master healer, already afraid of what he would say.

    Master Enowan  arrived, smiling  the false-and-not-very-reassuring

smile of a  healer, and took her  pulse at her throat  and left wrist.

Then, after  lifting her eyelids to  look at her eyes,  he crossed his

palms an  inch above her chest,  and closed his eyes.  His hands began

to glow,  and Je'en  knew that  he was examining  her deeply,  the way

only the best calibre of Healers could.

    When  his  hands stopped  glowing,  Je'en  said,  "So, how  am  I,

Master Enowan?"

    The healer opened  his eyes, and said, "Alive, and  as well as can

be expected."

    "But, what about my...my voice, and my hand? Will they heal?"

    "I'm afraid  not, Je'en. The scar on your voice box will  never be

gone, tho  it will stop hurting  shortly. And your hand  will never be

as dextrous  as it once was,  tho it, too, will  recover some. I...I'm

sorry, Je'en, but there wasn't anything more we could do. We tried..."

    Je'en's eyes closed  on her tears. She knew,  somewhere deep down,

that she  would never  sing again.  When she  was pronounced  fit, she

would go to  the local College, and  get tested, but she  was sure she

would fail.  And, when  you've been  one thing all  your life,  how do

you change?

    Two weeks  later, the verdict  was in.  She could no  longer sing,

and  her voice  was deemed  unsalvageable. She  could no  longer play,

and  her  hand was  also  deemed  unsalvageable.  The Masters  of  the

College ruled that she  could remain a Bard if she so  chose - but she

did not.

    She stood  in the anteroom waiting  for the Hall of  Ceremonies to

be prepared. The  Ceremony of Leaving was seldom  performed, and there

were special  preparations to be made.  She wore her finest  tunic and

breeches, and  a new green cloak,  and Rank pendant. The  sword at her

side wasn't Leaf-killer,  and the harp on her  back wasn't Soft-Winds,

but  she  would   never  see  those  artifacts   again  anyway.  These

replacements had been  given to her out of the  stores of the College,

tho she  would only be  keeping the sword after  today. It was  a fine

weapon, well  crafted without being  showy, and  she was glad  to have

it (but it  couldn't replace Leaf-killer, that had been  in the family

since her  father's father's father's  mother's time). She was  in all

ways  prepared for  the ceremony  - her  lines were  memorized with  a

Bard's  meticulous skill,  and  she  had steeled  herself  not to  get

emotional (at least not under the eyes of the whole College).

    Finally,  two  journeymen bards  opened  the  great doors  of  the

Hall, and  beckoned her to enter.  She did so, and  began walking down

the aisle  formed by the  huge, floor-to-ceiling Screens of  Privacy -

intricately carven  wooden screens  that narrowed the  vast hall  to a

small  lane that  led from  the  doors to  the  Dias at  the far  end.

Behind  the Screens,  the  whole  College-in-attendance was  gathered,

silent and mourning for the loss of a sister.

    As Je'en  walked the aisle, she  looked up at the  huge escutcheon

that hung  behind the  Dais. The blazon  ran thru her  mind -  Vert, a

bend  or,  over all,  a bard  Harp, proper:  the green  background for

the World that  was the Bard's home, the gold  diagonal stripe for the

allegeance the  College paid to the  kingdom of Baranur, and  the Harp

that  signified  their profession.  She  would  miss being  under  the

protection of that proud coat-of-arms.

    She reached the  steps to the Dais, and mounted  the leftward ones

as was  proper (normally, the  rightward steps accessed the  dais, but

she  was leaving,  so it  was reversed  for her).  The two  journeymen

waited at the steps  until she was on the Dais,  then they turned, and

walked back down the aisle and out, closing the doors behind them.

    Je'en was  alone on the  Dais save for  the Master of  the College

in Magnus, Master  Heagn. The somewhat old man still  had a fine voice

for all his  years, and his hands  were as sure as  a new journeyman's

on his harp.  He looked fondly on Je'en, and  sadly, too. Tho Leavings

weren't totally unheard  of, usually the Leaver was one who had made a

bad choice  early in life, and  found the College not  quite right for

them, or  something came up that  changed their lives in  a happy way,

and  led them  away from  the College.  The tragic  nature of  Je'en's

Leaving was accentuated  by the fact that, in  Heagn's estimation, she

had had the potential to one day become the Master of the College.

    When the  doors were  closed, the  Ceremony began.  Je'en advanced

to  the podium  standing  between  herself and  Master  Heagn. On  the

podium  was  the Crystal  of  Oathes,  an  Artifact  as old  as  Bards

themselves,  on which  all promises  within  and to  the College  were

made.  Je'en  placed  her  hands on  the  conic, multi-faceted,  clear

Crystal, and said,  "Rydw i Canur," which  meant 'I am a  Bard' in the

ancient  language of  the first  Bards ever.  As the  words' resonance

filled  the chamber,  she could  feel  the vibration  travel down  her

arms  and into  the  Crystal,  which, after  a  moment  began to  glow

softly, infusing  her hands  and arms with  a pearly  opalescence, and

soothing the ache that still lingered in her throat when she spoke.

    Master Heagn  then said, "Je'lanthra'en, Journeyman  of the Eighth

Stave,  you and  I have  met here to dissolve  your allegiance  to the

College of Bards. Is it your intention to continue with this course?"

    Swallowing  from more  than the  discomfort of  her throat,  Je'en

said, "Yes, Master Heagn."

    "Then let  it be known  that Je'lanthra'en  is leaving of  her own

accord, and  her own choice.  Should circumstances change, or  any aid

ever be  needed, the  doors of  this College,  and all  other Colleges

united  in the  fellowship  of all  that is  Bardic,  shall not  close

their doors unto you, and readmittance will never be barred from you.

    "Now, return  unto me the  symbols of your former  calling." Je'en

took her  hands away  from the  Crystal, but  they continued  to glow.

She swiftly  slipped off  the harp's  strap, and  handed it  to Master

Heagn. If  it had been  hers, as had  Soft-Winds, she would  have been

able to  reclaim it from him  after the ceremony, but  she would leave

this one with  the College. She next unfastened her  cloak, and handed

it also to the  Master Bard. And, lastly, she took  off the chain that

bore her  Rank. That Master  Heagn also  took, and Je'en  returned her

hands to the Crystal.

    "Now, say the  words that will release you from  your vows and set

you free of us and our ways," said Master Heagn.

    Je'en hesitated, swallowed  again, and finally said,  "Didw i ddim

Canur."  meaning 'I  am  not a  Bard.'  And the  glow  of the  Crystal

faded, finally  going out. She  felt a  slight push against  her hands

as  the Crystal  emphasized her  apartness  now, and  she lifted  them

from its  surface. Oddly, she  didn't feel  any different -  but maybe

that was  because she had  long since accepted  the fact that  she was

leaving, and this was just the confirmation of that fact.

    Master Heagn  offered her  his hand  before bidding  her farewell,

and as  she descended the  rightward stairs, those behind  the Screens

began a  minor key  chant of  parting that  did more  to bring  on her

tears  than the  actual ceremony  had. She  was now,  finally, on  her

own,  no longer  a Bard,  and no  longer protected  like one,  either.

What was she to do?

    Revenge  was the  first thing  she thought  of. Those  six thieves

had ruined  her entire life.  Two had already  paid for it,  but there

were four more to catch, and torture, and eventually kill.

    But,  Je'en  wasn't vengeful.  Another  might  have taken  out  at

least  a little  frustration on  that  first healer  who hadn't  known

enough to save  her life as it  had been before the  accident. But she

knew that it  wasn't his fault, and  she sent him a  gold arm-band she

had  been given  once for  stopping  a revolt  in one  of the  western

duchies by  satirizing the  upstart so well,  and so  scathingly, that

his  followers  all  left  him,  laughing.  The  arm-band  was  enough

payment  for  a years  worth  of  bone-setting, and  ache-curing,  and

ague-warding for  a wealthy  family, and  the healer  immediatly moved

into a  better neighborhood (one  not so  close to the  Fifth Quarter)

after thanking her for such a generous gift.

    So, since  revenge, as such, was  really out of the  question, she

decided to  join the  city guard,  and help  protect others  from what

had happened  to her.  But there  was one problem.  She wasn't  a very

skilled   fighter,  and   what  she   knew  applied   to  right-handed

techniques, which she could no longer use, of course.

    She had  heard about  a training school  outside a  little village

to the northwest run  by a retired adventurer who had  quite a name as

both  an adventurer  and as  a  teacher. It  was said  that those  who

survived his school  were the best swordsmen around. His  fee was high

enough that he  wasn't inundated by students, and his  policy of a one

week  trial  period to  determine trainabilty,  after which  one could

be rejected  without a refund, kept  the idle rich from  cluttering up

his practice yard.

    Je'en  had a  lot  of money  -  she had  kept most  of  it at  the

College  in Magnus,  and of  course it  had all  been returned  to her

when she  left. So,  hoping she had  the talent to  go with  her money

and  drive,  she  packed  up   and  headed  north-west.  Besides,  she

thought,  even if  I'm not  accepted, I'll  be two-thirds  the way  to

Dargon, where  my brother Kroan, lives.  I could always just  keep on,

and pay him a visit - haven't seen him in years.

    The School  of Lord Sir  Morion was  quite impressive. It  was set

ten miles from  the village of Tench, in the  forest that covered most

of the  area. It looked  like a citadel  from the outside  - massively

walled, with  great square towers at  each of the five  corners, and a

huge  ironwood drawbridge  to  span the  fifty-foot deep,  twenty-foot

wide  chasm that  surrounded  it.  The drawbridge  was  down, and  the

portcullis  up when  Je'en arrived  in the  afternoon. The  forest was

cleared for a mile  on all sides of the citadel,  and the clearing was

filled  with  activity  -  several neatly-planted  fields  were  being

tended to;  one of three  oval tracks was  being used to  race horses,

and  another  hosted a  foot  race.  Elsewhere, there  were  roped-off

squares wherein  two, and  sometimes more,  people fenced  with wooden

swords, and  all manner of  other weapons.  From the number  of people

around  that she  could  see,  Je'en hoped  that  Sir Morion's  school

wasn't filled.

    She stopped  by one of the  roped enclosures, and watched  the two

people  fencing  within.  They  seemed  very good  as  judged  by  her

knowledge: they  at least put  on a good  show. Finally, one  of them,

in  all-black  armor with  a  very  stylised  gryphon painted  on  the

breastplate  and wicked-looking  silver  trim around  the eyeslits  of

his helm,  executed a  slashing backhand that  caught his  opponent in

the side.  Action stopped, and then  the one in tattered  blue slumped

across the  other's sword as  if slain. He layed  on the ground  for a

minute, then  rolled over and sat  up, took the hand  offered him, and

got  helped to  his  feet.  Both men  removed  their  helms and  began

discussing the finer points of the battle.

    Je'en caught the  attention of one of the  similarly armored young

men around the ring, and asked, "Where can I find Sir Morion, please?"

    "O,  din tye  know? Tha'  one, in  ta black.  Tha's t'Lord  o' tis

place, miss.  An' t'oter one,  tha's Ironfist. Goin to  graduate soon,

'e is. Real  soon. Gonna miss 'im, too. Come  on, lemme int'r'duce you

to 'em both. Foller  me, now, quick. Tey get away  and a' talking, tey

won't be back 'fore supper."

    Je'en followed  the rather jovial,  if hard to  understand, fellow

over to where  the two combatants were talking away  while two younger

men removed their  armor. Je'en's guide stepped right up  to them, and

said, "Hey, 'Fist,  Bull, great match, eh? I bet  you'll beat the Bull

before  ya leave,  'Fist -  i know  ya can  do it!  Yer gettin'  beter

every day!  O, hey guys,  this here little  lady was askin'  after ya,

Bull. I'll leave ya to 'er: almost my turn in the ring. Bye, now."

    "Take care, Kyle,"  said the man who was still  wearing black even

tho his armor  was all in a  neat little pile at his  feet. "And watch

March's third-return:  remember the counter  I showed you."  He turned

to  Je'en  and  said, "Hello.  My  name  is  Morion,  but most  of  my

students call me Bull. How do you do."

    Je'en  shook his  hand, and  gazed at  the man.  He was  tall, and

full-bodied, with broad  shoulders, and a thick chest,  arms and legs.

His hair  was raven-black,  his face  handsomely aristocratic,  and he

had the oddest eyes  she had ever seen - they  were ice-grey, so light

that there seemed to be something wrong with them.

    She said, "I'm  fine, Sir." Her throat had ceased  hurting by now,

but  her voice  was  still a  bit  gravelly, and  she still  swallowed

a lot. "I was wondering whether you have room for  one more student in

your  school, Sir.  I...I have  had to  leave by  previous profession,

and  I thought  perhaps I  could be  a guardsman,  or a  mercenary, or

something, now.

    Morion  looked at  Je'en  carefully.  She was  rather  tall for  a

girl,  and  she was  in  rather  better  condition than  average.  She

obviously wasn't some  maid, or tavern-girl, out to  make something of

herself. And  then there was that  terrible scar across her  face. She

had a history, and a reason to come here. "You know the rules?"

    "One week trial, fee in advance and non-refundable."

    "Yes. Well,  if you  have the  money to spend,  I'll take  you in.

Either Ironfist here,  or myself will work with you  each day, and you

will  know whether  we will  let you  stay seven  days from  now. I'll

show you to your temporary quarters - if you'll follow me?"

    The  next week  wasn't  what  she had  been  hoping  for. She  had

practiced while  traveling from  Magnus, trying to  get used  to using

her  left hand  to  fence with,  but  it hadn't  been  easy. And,  she

appeared truly clumsy  when she was sparring,  especially since either

Ironfist or  Morion was  usually her partner.  She refused  to explain

anything  about  herself  to  them,  tho,  at  least  before  she  was

accepted, and  so they let  her try to  fight with what  was obviously

her off  hand. But,  she did her  best at everything  she was  told to

do, and  that included some  of the other  work around the  school, as

well as running,  jumping, climbing, and horse-back  riding (which she

was rather good at, even left handed).

    By  the  end of  her  trial  period, she  was  sure  she would  be

heading  on  to  Dargon  the  next   day,  minus  about  half  of  her

accumulated  wealth.  She hoped  there  were  plenty  of jobs  for  an

unskilled wench  in Dargon - she  didn't want to live  on her savings,

and they wouldn't last all that long, anyway.

    Still,  she was  out in  her practice  armor and  wooden sword,  a

wooden  shield strapped  to  her arm  in  such a  way  that her  wrist

didn't  come into  play  when moving  it, and  faced  off against  Sir

Morion (she  couldn't bring  herself to  call the man  Bull -  it just

didn't  fit him,  tho she  was  sure that  he  had a  good reason  for

keeping such  a nickname). She had  learned a few things  in her week,

and she wasn't quite  so clumsy anymore. She had a  good stance, and a

good  grip on  the sword,  as well  as one  good power-shot  that was,

unfortunately, all too easily blocked.

    They sparred,  her sword-and-shield against  Morion's single-sword

(at which he was  a master). She held her own,  tho Morion was keeping

his attacks  down to  a good novice  level. She kept  her eyes  on his

sword, and  not on  the distraction  of his  helm and  its decoration,

and  she moved  her whole  body  in response  to his  movements -  the

"rooted" technique was  for superior strength or skill,  and speed was

one  of her  advantages. By  the end  of the  match, she  was sweating

(tho Morion  was as dry  as an old bone)  but feeling very  good about

herself, and how she had done.

    She removed  her helm,  and, more  slowly, the  rest of  her armor

(she didn't  rate personal squires). As  she did, she saw  Morion, out

of  his armor,  Ironfist, and  the ten  other farthest  along students

come her way.  'This is it -  time to get told to  leave' she thought,

and her good feelings vanished like smoke in a good wind.

    Morion stopped  before her,  and the  others gathered  around her.

He said, "Je'lanthra'en,  you have been here your seven  days. What do

you think of your performance in that time?"

    Je'en  said, "Sir,  I really  cannot  answer that.  Firstly, I  am

rather too prejudiced  to judge my own fitness, and  secondly, I am no

judge of skill  in any case. I...I think that  I tried hard, but...was

probably not good enough to be taught here."

    Morion  wore  a  thoughtful   expression  thruout  Je'en's  little

speech, and he  said when she was finished, "Well,  judge or not, some

of what you  said is true. You  did try hard. And, we  are judges, and

we all  think that you  may someday make a  very fine fighter,  and an

even better one if you train here, with us."

    Je'en's  elation was  echoed  in Morion's  twinkling  eyes as  she

jumped  up and  down,  and  flung her  arms  around  him. After  being

hugged for  a long time, he  disentangled himself from her,  and said,

"Put those  things back on -  you're doing first and  second drill for

at  least two  hours: we've  got  to strengthen  up that  left arm  of

yours.  Go,  get  busy,  you're  my   pupil  now,  and  I  don't  like

slackards!"  There was  no sting  in his  voice, tho,  and neither  of

their smiles lessened a bit as he helped her back into her armor.

    The first  thing she did, once  she was accepted, was  have a suit

of  practice armor  made  for her.  She  did that  for  two reasons  -

first, the loaner  set she had been using,  while adequate protection,

didn't fit  very well, and  looked really  silly; and second,  she had

an obstacle  to overcome aside from  her awkwardness: one of pity. All

during her  trial week, only  Ironfist and  Morion had treated  her as

an  equal, testing  her fairly  and objectively.  The other  students,

after seeing  the scar on  her face, and the  way clumsy way  she used

her  left hand,  began to  feel sorry  for her,  and treated  her very

gently,  like china.  So she  decided to  build for  herself an  image

that would  make the others  forget about her disabilities.  Thus: her

new armor,  flashy-green, ornamented, daunting in  aspect, and another

addition - a silver  half-face mask to match the one  on her helm, and

which she  never removed  except to  sleep (and  only when  alone). It

didn't take  long for the students  to replace the 'poor  thing' image

she had with that  of the formidable 'Green Blade' (as  she came to be

known, which was sometimes shortened to 'Greeny').

    And so the  months passed, almost unnoticed. She  was finding that

learning  to fight  was hard,  but also  exciting. And,  once she  got

used to  using her left  hand (which did take  a while), she  was good

at  it.  She became  Morion's  star  pupil,  and  the darling  of  the

school.  There were  few  women  in training  there,  but that  didn't

affect  her status  - rather  she attracted  a following  of the  same

type as  Ironfist had: people  who were  inspired by her  ability, and

wished her well for it.

    There  was  more to  do  than  fight,  too.  There was  the  other

training;  physical fitness,  riding, and  such, skills  to compliment

that of  the sword (or other  chosen weapon). There were  the chores -

tending the  garden that helped  feed the school, keeping  the citadel

clean and  in good repair, keeping  the practice armor and  weapons in

good  repair, too.  And,  aside from  work, there  was  fun, too.  She

learned  some games,  and listened  to  stories that  the others  told

(tho she  steadfastly refused  to tell  any of  her own).  She learned

that the citadel  was the ancestral home of Lord  Morion, and that its

name was Pentamorlo.  Many were the tales of that  House, and, tho she

burned to  tell some  that only she  seemed to know,  she kept  to her

resolve not to, fearing to venture anywhere near the realm of Barddom.

    Of  all  the  people  -  teachers, students,  and  servants  -  at

Morion's  school,  she  told  only  three her  full  story.  Two  were

Morion, and  Ironfist, and she  told them  for their kindness  to her,

and so that  they would know her  well enough to trust  her, and maybe

to like  her. Both were  sympathetic to  her pain and  sorrow, without

being  pitying. The  third  was a  young man  named  Timirin, who  was

usually  called Oak.  He had  been  Ironfist's student,  and was  near

'Fist's  equal  when  she  arrived.  Came the  time  for  Ironfist  to

graduate, Oak  sort of took  his place.  He took over  teaching Je'en,

going  at her  own pace,  but  never going  easy. In  time, they  grew

close, as  she never  had to anyone  as a Bard,  who usually  felt too

far  removed  from   other  people,  and  too  busy   to  cultivate  a

relationship  with  fellow Bards.  But,  she  was  free of  that,  and

Timirin  was handsome,  intelligent,  and an  excellent swordsman.  It

was easy  to fall in  love with  him, if love  it was. And,  one night

when they  were alone  in one  of the towers,  and he  began to  get a

little over eager, she  told him her story. If that  had been meant to

scare him off; it failed. They became faster friends, then lovers.

    But, they  were not in  love. Eventually, it  was time for  Oak to

leave, and  there wasn't enough between  them to persuade Je'en  to go

away  with  him.   He  had  helped  her immensely,   tho,  giving  her

confidence  in herself  as her  skill grew,  and she  thanked him  for

that, and then said farewell.

    She was  a very fast  learner. By the end  of her first  year, her

reflexes had been  retrained, and her left hand was  now as capable as

had been  her right. She had  all the basic moves  of sword-and-shield

and  single-sword  combat drilled  into  her  until they  were  second

nature. And  she had  begun to  learn special  defenses and  attacks -

those things  that lifted an  ordinary fighter  into the realm  of the

special.  She  learned the  'rooted'  technique,  wherein one  planted

oneself  in one  spot,  and  tried to  draw  strength  from the  earth

itself  to protect  and to  attack. She  also learned  the 'lightning'

technique, where one  stayed in one place as little  as possible. That

was a  variation of what  she had  originally learned, but  there were

subtleties that turned  mere swiftness of foot into  deadly force. And

there were  other techniques,  some named for  a phenomenon  of nature

that they  resembled, some named  for the  person who invented  it, or

made  it  famous.  Some  were  strictly for  defense,  some  only  for

attack, some  for certain special conditions,  some to be used  at all

times,  even with  other styles  and techniques.  She also  learned to

use  several other  weapons  well,  tho not  expertly  - mace,  staff,

polearm:  she  was limited  in  the  use  of  two handed  weapons,  of

course,  and  a  second  hand  weapon  as  well,  which  was  why  she

concentrated on the  simple sword, and shield.  Eventually, the shield

had to  go, because of  the time  it took to  put it on  properly with

her bad hand, so  she became even more expert in  single sword. By the

time  she ws  ready to  graduate,  she could  hold her  own in  single

combat,  even against  Morion's famed  double-sworded 'Windmill',  and

in a  melee, alone against  up to three, and  more if she  had someone

or  something to  protect her  back.  All in  all, in  just under  two

years, she  had become a  most accomplished Swordswoman, and  when she

graduated  form Morion's  school, she  went with  all honors,  and the

well wishing of all in Pentamorlo.

    Before she  left, she  discussed her plans  with Morion.  She told

him that  she intended to return  to Magnus, and join  the city guard.

Morion said, "That  is a noble idea,  but perhaps not a  good one. You

have spent  months here  creating for  yourself a  new life,  and have

been very successful, too. Magnus can only hold bad memories."

    "What else is there, then?" she asked.

    "Well, for starters, you could stay here and teach."

    Je'en smiled, and shook her head.

    "Okay, okay.  I know it  gets a little  dull around here,  and you

want to  do something  with your  youth. Why don't  you go  visit your

brother  in Dargon?  That is  a good  city for  adventure -  you could

join its guard, or  hire out with a caravan, or  on an exploring ship.

There's  plenty to  do in  a frontier  city like  Dargon. And,  if you

find nothing,  well, you'll  have had  a nice  visit with  family, and

you can move  on, even back to Magnus. But  give something different a

try, first. It'll be good for you."

    And, Je'en  took his advice.  When the ceremony of  her graduation

was over, she  mounted her packed and ready horse,  and rode away from

Pentamorlo to the northwest, and Dargon.

 -John White  
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