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Horker's Law


 

The Ten Laws of Horking


 

1. No Horker ever admits to horking anything. Ever.

2. Horking is a craft, and a Horker is a craftsman. Robbery, strong-arm tactics, and other crude methods are not horking, and a competent Horker does not resort to them.

3. The diligent Horker makes his alibi before he needs it, and a legend for every thing he takes.

4. A wise Horker never takes something that breaks a man, either in spirit or in economy. A broken man has nothing to do but chase you, and nothing to lose if he catches you. Taking a man's hope is the second surest way of attaining a violent death. Taking something he loves more than his own life is the first.

5. An honorable Horker knows this: A bargain struck is a bargain kept. One Horker who breaks his word makes things harder for all Horkers.

6. A bold Horker never horks back something that was taken from him. If at all possible, he must hork something better. By returning something to his own goods, the Horker who lost the original item admits that it was horked from him, which is not the image a Horker wants to present. That will cause other problems and make him a target for opportunists.

7. The experienced Horker knows that it is wise to choose marks who, by their own behaviors, invite the enmity or disapproval of their neighbors. Horking from the upright or helpless incites anger and indignation from the whole community. Horking from people who are already disdained often creates nothing more than a reaction of "serves him right," on the part of neighbors. Nothing is has more momentum and spreads faster than the wrath of the righteous. Nothing is more fleeting or isolated than the umbrage of the selfish and self-involved. 

8. A skilled Horker has four categories of techniques, which are ordered by efficacy: Ruse is better than stealth. Stealth is better than speed. Speed is better than strength, and strength is better only than being caught. A Horker who must resort to strength has failed three times already. He should begin every plan with a good ruse. The experienced Horker makes plans for the other techniques, in order, should the ruse fail.

9. The prudent Horker knows that weapons are dangerous, and has one. It is not a tool to aid in horking. It is a tool for survival, after horking. The object of horking is to enrich the Horker, which will make the successful Horker a target for common thieves and hoodlums. Simply having a weapon will often deter common criminals who think of robbing the successful Horker. Being skilled with that weapon is an even better deterrent. 

10. Even a Master Horker does not use magic, or engage the services of wizards; a Horker must control the events around him, and magic cannot reliably be controlled. Likewise, a wizard's service is as reliable as a politician's promise. Unless a ruse is utilized to motivate him, the wizard will undoubtedly charge an astounding rate for services, whether he delivers the intended results or not. Avoid them just as you avoid unreliable helpers and unpredictable horses. What a Master Horker does not dare, a lesser Horker is a fool to attempt.




 


The Three Skills and Disciplines of Horking

 


1. Misdirection: Sleight of hand, Distraction, Ruse and Camouflage 


2. Confidence: Persuasion, Confidence games, and Impersonation


3. Profiteering: The art of predicting, creating, or capitalizing on demand for something… and profiting by it.


These are the disciplines of horking. They are to be studied, mastered, and implemented. The more significant the item to be horked, the more likely all of these skills will be needed. Therefore, the successful Horker has become adept at all of them.





Prologue


A day in history…

On the day before the last day of the old empire, two large armies were encamped, one on each side of a great field of battle. The field was a part of the plain formed of a flat valley bottom between two mountain ridge lines, creating a sufficiently broad open area that it would take a swift man the better part of a day to walk from one side to the other. It was an ideal ground for battle, one from which neither side would seek to avoid engagement because of tactical disadvantage, at least in regard to terrain or position.

On either side of the plain, the camps of the two armies consisted of large numbers of armed men, mounted and foot soldiers, armed with swords, lances, axes, and the like, as well as a good number of archers. Thousands of men prepared for battle.

There were also a few great tents in each camp. Many of these tents were brilliantly decorated, and pennants with coats-of-arms flew on the center poles of many. Some of the same coats of arms appeared on pennants on both sides of the great plain, for this was to be the ultimate battle of a civil war.

The Army of the West had come across the mountains which stood now at their backs, the ridgeline of which formed one of the two borders of the plain between them. They came after gathering men, horses, and materials of war from a region of rich farmland and cities, which encompassed many hundreds of square miles of high plains. In the region they came from there were mines and industry, as well as great lakes, rivers, and vast forests. It was a region rich in natural resources. 

The forces of the East came from a smaller geographical region consisting of low farmlands, and larger cities, formed primarily around trading ports. They were a coastal region on their own eastern border. They had crossed the mountain range on the east of the valley in order to engage their enemies, and now sat facing the plain of battle to their west. With fewer mines, and far less forestry, they still had great industries, and imported the resources they needed to feed those industries. While they made up their comparative lack in natural resources with trade, sending ships to far continents, they had other advantages to compensate for their smaller geographical boundaries, one of the greatest being the communication of ideas and technology with other civilizations, by ship. 

Both sides had enjoyed the benefits of trade with the other for many generations, until just three years ago. Then, they had been simply two regions of the same empire, a great civilization which had endured for more than a dozen centuries. But that had ended, as all empires and alliances eventually do. The imperial bloodline had failed to produce an heir, and both East and West sought war to determine the family line that would hold the reins of power.

 The generals and commanders of both armies huddled in great tents, the eve before the battle, while they pored over their maps, designing strategies. Something else was happening in each camp, as well. In each camp there was one tent, larger than even the generals' tents. These great tents were plain, in comparison to the generals' tents, though they still represented great wealth in terms of material and quality... and sheer size. Occasionally, shadows were projected onto the sides of these tents, from the inside. An interested observer might have noted that these shadows had to have been made by light several times brighter than sunlight, to be observed through those opaque panels, and they seemed to grow and shrink out of all proportion to the size of the men working inside them. Inside the tents, the guttering light of candles and lanterns was interrupted with flickers of much brighter flashes, flares and sparks, in strange colors, which seemed to move about in random directions, moving faster than a man could carry them... and of momentary darknesses too complete to be merely the absence of light. They were so dark they must have consisted of the opposite of light, an active darkness, which actually seemed sometimes to absorb light.

 The voices and sounds coming from within the tent walls were also odd, sometimes being unnaturally attenuated, and at other times drowned out by sounds impossible to create in the mouths of men, or any natural creatures, or by normal processes. Other disturbing phenomena could have been observed as well, if someone had the courage to stand and watch for a bit. Few did, though, for these were the tents of great wizards, groups of wizards. They were concocting their own contributions to the great battle.

One such tent was that of the wizards of the West. Materials such as wood, grain, pitch, iron, steel, lead, and stone were carried in and out of that tent, as the wizards incanted, gestured, mixed arcane formulas, and inscribed symbols on the materials. The greatest of the wizards in the western camp overlooked all of this activity, coordinating the work of his apprentices and others. This wizard was known as the Frith (indeed, all his acolytes were also "friths," though only he himself was "the Frith,") and his art was the Magic of Harvest. He, the Frith, was the master, the most advanced member of his fraternity of friths. Under his guidance, materials harvested to support battle were multiplied and enhanced in many ways. These friths had sufficient knowledge and art to improve almost any material necessary or useful in prosecuting war. Grain stocks were increased in volume and quality. The grain apportioned for the warhorses was invested with energy beyond that of normal grain. Bread, which would be among the rations fed to the soldiers of the Western Army, likewise was invested with energy, and with courage as well. Other materials were similarly improved. The Frith himself, who was the twenty-sixth wizard in succession to hold that title of honor, had designed a complex symbol to be inscribed on the wooden shafts of arrows and spears, to strengthen and true them. 

Another set of more complex symbols was copied onto many arrow shafts, which were then set apart from the others. These arrows would fly farther and faster than arrows of more ordinary manufacture. Of these, some had special characters painstakingly etched into the metal of each broad head point, giving them a tendency much greater than random chance to find the gaps in enemy armor, or to pierce vital organs in their targets. Or, the nature of the wooden shaft or the steel arrowhead itself was changed into something that would poison the blood of the body it pierced. Some arrows had forged iron heads instead of steel, since iron would hold different characteristics from those that steel would hold, characteristics which were being invested in them through these etchings, and by other processes. The wizards worked at a frantic pace, and large stocks of materials were moved in and out of the great tent. The lesser mages and apprentices inscribed wood, steel and iron, balancing haste with fastidious attention. Somewhat greater mages and wizards oversaw them, or undertook different, more complex tasks, also acting with furious speed, when they could, and delicate caution when necessary.

Such undertakings in magic were not without risks. As they earnestly applied themselves to their efforts, moving through the mass of materials brought before them, they maintained a disciplined attention to detail, lest a missed fragment of an inscribed symbol, or poor tempo in a recited litany, or some other seemingly minor error undo their work. Magic of this sort was about details, exactitude, and perfectly performed processes. To be successful, it must all be done just as it had been done before, and that not by common hands and voices, but by the very skilled. These men were trained for precision and focus. An incomplete or improper process could weaken a spear shaft or sword blade, rather than strengthen it, or cause a poison to develop in food materials, instead of investing courage… or something worse. Each wizard, mage, and apprentice was carefully given tasks well within his abilities, according to his training, to avoid mishaps and catastrophes. These men were working difficult works, and they exhausted themselves to get it all exactly right. 

In the east, wizards also worked in a great, but plain tent. In this tent there was no bustling about, no frantic treatment of materials en mass, and far less coming and going of wizards and soldiers. The flow of goods into and back out of the great tent was much less. Inside there also was seated one known not by his given name, but by his own title. This was the Sath, and around him, his own apprentices and the lesser wizards of the Eastern Army went about their own tasks, much more subdued in nature than their counterparts to the west. The Sath was the Keeper of the Magic of Sowing, and this was magic not so readily applied to the art of war, though in itself it was also a powerful magic. If the topic came up for discussion, the Sath would say the Magic of Sowing was inherently more powerful than the Magic of Harvest because, as logic dictates, the work of sowing is multiplied in nature many times before the harvesters begin their work. The Frith, was he present for such a discussion, would have disagreed.

As might be deduced, much of the work of the Sath and his company (who were not "saths" but were known as "Keepers of the Magic of Sowing," or "Followers of the Sath," or simply, "Sathists,") had been completed long before this great battle, and much of it came in terms of growth in the economy of the eastern region. Events such as drought, or swarms of insects or other pests had not been a problem in the East for generations. As a result, harvests were high on Eastern farms. They did not true and strengthen the shafts of arrows and spears, as their western colleagues did, but instead they grew straighter and stronger trees, from which the wood for those shafts was taken. Women in eastern families tended to produce more children, and healthier. Herds of cattle and sheep increased, likewise, and the offspring of horses and other livestock tended to be better than their forbears would seem to justify. The fastest horses of the empire had been found in the eastern regions for a long time now. It was generally believed that such was the benefit of merely having someone sitting on the dais of the Sath.

Still, however the advantages over the longer term had come about, these wizards of the Eastern Army were preparing for war, and had their own work to do related to the coming battle. They were creating concoctions and materials, forcing the germination and rapid growth of various kinds of herbs, certain rare flowers and roots, all of which had an advantageous use in the prosecution of war. Some were healing herbs, useful in poultices and potions. Others were combined for purposes of creating compounds that ranged from irritating powders and fumes, to poisonous pastes, which could then be applied to arrows and other missiles. Such was the work of the Sath. 

Tonight, even while all such preparations were being made, there was an air of expectancy in the tent of the Sath, as though they were waiting for something, and the restless Sath occupied himself to quiet his nerves. He spent much time consulting a great book. Unlike the Frith, and the Acolytes of the Magic of Harvest, all of whom kept personal journals, the Sath kept a single great tome, a truly massive work, and he referred to it often. If someone were to examine it, it could be seen that the heavy volume (the title engraved on the cover reading simply, Compendium of the Saths,) was actually a binding of many shorter works, each the secrets gleaned by the life's work of a great previous Sath, going back for generations.

The actual contents were unknown to any save the current holder of that title, because no one, on pain of death, could peruse the writings in that encyclopedia, save the Sath himself. Now the current Sath, preparing for battle, consulted the Compendium, and he kept his followers busily engaged while he occasionally stepped out of the tent himself, casting about restlessly. He would look around, and ask the soldiers nearby about any new word, or new arrivals in camp. Each time he grew a bit more tense as the negative responses were voiced. Each time he returned to his tent, withdrawn, silent, and frustrated. And then he would stride through the great tent, haranguing the lesser wizards and mages, inciting them to greater productivity, and cursing and muttering about arcane things even his own minions sometimes did not understand. And after each episode, in time, he would return to his dais, and sit, and soon his attention would wonder to the entry flaps of the great tent again, and he would foray outside once more, and begin the cycle over.

As the night crept inexorably towards morning, the tension in the eastern camp grew, and more so within the great tent. The full moon had set, in advance of dawn, and in these darkest hours of the night nervous men continued in their given tasks, but with less and less attention to the moment, and more and more attention to listening and watching. When, in the last hours of the night, they heard a commotion in the camp around them, the wizards stopped their work, and glanced around at each other in furtive anticipation. The Sath rose once again and stepped to the opening of the tent, and listened. He could hear the approach of perhaps a dozen horses, and a small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. He turned back to the inside of the tent, exhorting his wizards back to work, and then walked outside.

Several horses with riders approached the great tent, and one man dismounted there. A soldier, he wore a great sword at his side, and a shield hung over his back, bouncing against the heavy chain-mail which wrapped his torso and draped over his great shoulders. He approached the Sath, and bowed before him, not warily, as a man approaching a great wizard, but with humility, as a man humbles himself before a king or an emperor. Indeed, the completion of this warrior's mission had the potential to make the Sath the next emperor. Impatiently gesturing for the warrior to rise, the Sath held out his hand. The soldier pulled a small leather bag from under his tunic, and put it in the hand of the Sath. He heard the Sath pull in a sharp breath of anticipation, and then watched him open the bag and turn it over, shaking its contents out into his other hand. In the meager light, those gathered around witnessing the event saw... nothing... perhaps a lump of clay, or a stone… but, there was seen a small sparkle of green, just a bit too bright to be only the reflection of torchlight.

Without a word, the Sath turned and re-entered the great tent. And now there were no more noises coming from the tent. Silence had fallen across it. The soldiers standing guard outside were also silent, and they shifted about nervously, from foot to foot, leaning on spears, meeting each other's eyes, but saying nothing. They knew that something important was going on, and it involved wizardry. That was enough to make any common soldier a little uncomfortable. After a time there was a certain tension in the atmosphere, as energy seemed to build around the camp, an energy that could not be named, could not be pointed to, which could be felt only as a hint, as a feeling of unease, always focused most strongly on and emanating from the great tent of the Sath, in the center of the camp. Something was coming to a crescendo of energy inside the tent. 

Many of the soldiers in the camp did not even want to know exactly what it was. Some few tried to sleep, even now. Older soldiers had heard stories of such things before, perhaps a few had even seen it, or something like it, in the early years of their service. Those knew now that the battle in the morning would be one-sided, and that victory, such as it would be, belonged to their side. They knew there would be comparatively little blood lost on their own side, and much on the side of their enemies. They knew that the things they would see in the morning had little to do with the glories of a battle hard-fought and won, and more in common with the slaughter of livestock, or the ghastly aftermath of a natural disaster. They began to dread the morning, when before, even in the face of battle, they had been resolved. They slept poorly and fitfully, those few who slept at all. 

They did not know was that their camp had already been infiltrated. Come morning, while they systematically destroyed the Frith and what remained of the Army of the West, another enemy, not of the west, and not from the East, would rise up within their camp, and overpower the small guarding force left behind. This would begin by stealth, cutting throats and garroting sentries, and only later become more open violence. This small group of invaders would go into the great tent and destroy the Sath and all of his apprentices, while the attention of those wizards was occupied elsewhere, working the magic that would give them victory over the western army. The object which the Sath had gone to such great pains to find and have delivered to himself would disappear. When the Sath died, his influence over the battle died, and the Army of the West rallied… too late to win, but still, enough to do far more damage to the Amy of the East than would otherwise have occurred. When the tired remnant of the Eastern Army finally broke through the defenses arrayed against them, they killed the Frith and all they could find of his men and followers. Thus, the East won the battle even after they had lost the war, and the possibility of a new empire died also. 

After that morning, with the two great armies of East and West destroyed, and the loss of both the Frith and the Sath, the empire would crumble. The border posts, left under-manned, would no longer be proof against invasion. Farther inside the lands of the old empire, and within only a few years, a hundred petty nobles would make quick raids on their neighbors, and another hundred, more powerful, but still petty nobles would march their small armies of conquest against other, less strong, petty nobles. In time, the signs of the great empire would decay, with only the great highways and a few of the most solid and well-made stone buildings left to bear witness to what had been. And all else would be fiefdoms and minor kingdoms, small fortresses set on bluffs and high, defensible places, ruled by men who would have been mere dukes and barons, in the old days, but who called themselves kings now. 

And, hidden away in old parchment scrolls and secret caches of very valuable, but largely unrecognized objects and artifacts would be only crumbs of the great knowledge gained during a millennium of peace, which was no more. Vast knowledge of astronomy, metallurgy, chemistry, alchemy, and other, more obscure and arcane sciences would be lost. Some would reside in hiding places, undisturbed and unknown, for a time, and some, perhaps forever. Documents, books, designs, and arcane devices and models, all of these would go through cycles of being hidden and discovered, stolen and sold. Among these in some few instances would be knowledge and artifacts of magic. These would become treasures obsessively sought, often only known through careful attention to and understanding of legends and stories, or by obscure references in fragments of ancient documents, pored over by those few who became aware of their existence.

With the death of both the Frith and the Sath, within a few hours of each other, and the coincident destruction of most of the members of their orders, the few survivors of each tradition were only minor members, novices, those who had been dispatched to areas far from the battle on minor missions of negligible importance. These were apprentices with the least knowledge and skills. These few, though saved from death, were scattered, and even fewer ever tried to return to the seats of power of either of the two societies.

With both orders now extinct, or so nearly so that it would not matter for a very long time, it was natural that as the few survivors moved on to new places, and put their pasts behind them, within a generation or two even the knowledge that the Compendium existed fell from the minds of men. 

It would be hundreds of years before anyone understood enough, gleaned from hints in the recovered relics and surviving documents of the past age, to realize that such a work had ever existed, and more, might still be waiting, somewhere, to be rediscovered.




 



 

Horker's Law

1

It was hot, and the ripe stench of a village hung in the still air. It was mostly body odor, horses and horse dung, the offal stink of a butcher's shop, and the pervasive tinge of sewage underlying it all. Occasionally, the earthy and leafy scent of produce, or the mildly spicy smell of new-cut lumber would slip in among the less pleasant odors, circulating for a moment on a stray current of air. Nearing the village, a man pushed a worn, and heavy-looking cart down a dirt road, past the two rude towers marking the southern boundary of the village, towards the open market, in the center. The axle of the cart squeaked at every revolution of the wheels. Over the squeaking, he could hear the rasping of the saw which two men alternately pushed and pulled, cutting lumber, along with the steady drone of voices dickering over goods for sale, and the clip-clop of horses pulling wagons around and between the buildings scattered inside the town perimeter. Occasionally, the sharp reports of a hammer blows on wood, or some other tool noise would rise above the din, as craftsmen and merchants went about their business.

Though he appeared tired and preoccupied, perhaps with his own unfortunate lot, the man with the cart heard everything going on around him. His face was cast slightly down, and he appeared to look at the road just in front of his cart, or at nothing at all, with the vacant gaze of the very weary, or the none-too-bright. The cart itself looked like it was at the end-stage of its useful life, just beginning to sway and warp a little with each step. The man's back was bowed, as though achy from the effort of pushing the cart all day, and for who knew how many days, or weeks, before. He could have been an old man, by his posture, though the arms that held the push-poles of the cart were those of a young man, or perhaps a nearly grown boy. The cart gradually moved from the center of the road over to one side as it moved along forward, step, by step. He began to pass close by the hand-hewn wooden frames of the stalls of merchants and craftsmen.

For all his worn and worn out appearance, the young man had alert, clear blue eyes under dark brows and dark brown hair, which hung limp with sweat over his forehead. Under the grime of travel, his skin was burned and tanned by the sun, consistent with long months of outdoor life. He occasionally glanced left and right, and ahead, moving his eyes more than his head, as he progressed along, seeing all that was before him. Even a close observer might not have noticed that among the junk piled on the cart was a metal cup with a flat bottom, shined to a mirror finish, but with a thin layer of dust or corrosion dulling the reflection in it. The cup swayed with the cart, but did not jingle loosely like most of the rest of the items piled there. Occasionally, the blue eyes would alight on that slightly convex, polished cup bottom, and see what was happening behind him, as well. He pushed more slowly through the thin crowd. He met no one's eyes, not vendors or customers, neither townsmen nor fellow travelers. Though many saw him, it would be hard to say if anyone noticed him, and surely none would remember him at all, even as he made sure to see everyone else, and took note of the goods displayed along the front edges of the vender's stalls.

He neared a crudely made table stacked with bolts of cloth. Next to that, new tunics, doublets, cloaks, robes, trousers, and even fine shirts in a variety of colors sat on display on wooden shelving. Close by, a middle-aged woman stood. Sour-faced, she eyed the passers-by with disdain, and sometimes suspicion. In front of the booth, a young mother, dressed like a farmer's wife, stood with her daughter at the table looking at caps. The dour vender made no move to help them make a selection, or even chat them up, politely. He pushed the cart just a bit slower, watching, and looking over the items she offered for sale. The man guessed she was probably either the seamstress who made these goods, or the wife of a tailor who was working away in his shop while she sold the goods here at market. The child, perhaps six years old, with her mother made a selection, a plain and ordinary leather cap, but with a lovely, long feather elegantly thrust through a band. The seamstress stepped over, and they talked for a moment, the little girl thrusting out her hand, clutching a few copper coins to pay for the purchase.

Now the man watched closely, not for any obvious reason, but simply because any time money exchanged hands was the right time to be attentive. The seamstress made a show of counting the coins she had received from the little girl's fist, and counted them again, shaking her head. It seemed the little girl did not have quite enough to pay for the cap… and the seamstress put her left hand behind her for a quick moment, fiddling with the back of the apron she wore, while she shook her head. A moment later, she slapped the coins down on the table top in front of her, with her other hand, for the young mother to count herself. Then she swept them up again, and put them in her pocket. Next, she snatched up the cap from in front of the little girl, and plucked the feather out of the band, and thrust the cap toward the little girl. She didn't want it now. Without the feather, there was nothing special or elegant about the cap. The man was close enough now to hear the young mother speaking to her child.

"Sweetheart, you must have dropped one. I'm sorry, you know, I warned you that maybe I should hold them for you, but there's nothing we can do about it now." And then, speaking to the vender, "It's her birthday, and she wanted something pretty… if there's nothing you can do on the price, perhaps we should look at some other things in the market before we make our choice…"

But the seamstress was having none of it. "You've made your bargain. She picked the cap, and didn't have enough to pay for the feather as well. She gave me money, and I gave her the cap. Our business is done. Good day." The mother's protests might as well have been in a foreign language for all the effect they had, as the seamstress turned her back to them both.

The man left his cart for a moment, walking over and stepping up close behind the child. He shambled a little, deliberately, in case the seamstress turned around and saw him, but she kept her back turned. Then man adopted a vacant, but slightly surprised look, and he bent over to the ground, nudging the little girl's foot a time or two. She looked down, surprised, because she hadn't noticed him coming up behind her, and neither had her mother, but she automatically lifted the foot he was nudging. There, on the ground, where her foot had been a moment ago, was a bright copper coin.

"I think you dropped something, little one," the man said, slowly, and very quietly, mumbling just a little. He picked it up and handed it to her, and then, as if he had just remembered something, he turned back to the street, saying, "Oh, my cart…" and glanced around as if he couldn't quite remember where he had left it, until he saw it. He hurried back to it without another word, shambling a little the whole way. He was sure no one had seen him intervene, except the little girl, as was his intention. He turned around just in time to see the transaction completed.

The little girl, smiling broadly now, presented the coin to the seamstress, who grudgingly replaced the long feather in the cap, and handed it over to her. Her mother spoke to her, and the little girl pointed at the ground, obviously explaining that she had been standing on the coin. Then, she and her mother left immediately, holding hands, the little girl wearing her new cap, with feather included.

The man with the cart smiled for just a moment. Then he picked up the rails and started pushing again, approaching the seamstress's booth once more. He had lost money, when he planted the coin he had palmed beneath the little girl's foot, and, in the traditions he had been taught, losing money on any transaction was bad luck. He knew it was just simple superstition, but still… He would have to recoup the money, and it would come from the seamstress, since he was sure she had stolen the missing coin, and put it in the fold of her clothes, behind her apron tie. Now he saw it confirmed, as the woman and child left, and the woman put her hand behind her back again, and produced the coin she had placed there a few moments earlier. She smugly put it in her pocket with the rest, as he watched. Now she noticed him, and she glared at his shabbiness as he approached, but he was pretty sure she had not seen him interacting with the little girl, so he ignored it, looking instead at her wares, keeping the vacant look he had adopted a moment ago on his face. 

A bit past her, he noticed now, more shelving held older, already worn shirts and trousers, and even a couple of robes. They would not be as valuable, but easier to get to, and he looked them over closely. They were clean, and looked as though some trouble had been taken to mend frayed hems and loose seams. Their colors had faded, and a few patches of bright new cloth stood out against the older, tired colors of the original material, but they looked to be in good, serviceable condition. There, second from the far end, was a collarless shirt in the same dusky blue as the one under the dirty cloak worn by the man pushing the cart... but cleaner, and in much better condition. The red one next to it was better still, and appealed to his vanity, but he decided the blue had advantages.

His eyes flitted about faster for a moment, though his face stayed downcast, and he constructed a quick strategy. His left hand, on the push-rail of the cart, found a leather thong that ran the length of the rail, on the underside, and disappeared into the body of the cart. As he took his final steps nearer the seamstress, who stood behind her goods, he tugged the line surreptitiously... something moved, and a battered wooden ball, with a worn line painted in red running around the circumference of it fell loose from the top of the cart, bounced down the side, and rolled past her feet. A child's toy, her eyes followed it. His eyes remained blank.

"You're losing your things, fool! Pay attention to what you are about, young man," she spoke sharply to him. She turned and began to bend over to grab the wooden ball. Suddenly, it seemed, she had a different thought, and straightened and whirled about to glare at the man with the cart. He stood, a vacant look on his face, reaching out as though to feel the fine, new fabric of a pretty green shirt on the shelf in front of him. The ball had stopped, just behind her. He did not look at her.

"AND KEEP YOUR GRUBBING HANDS OFF THE MERCHANDISE, you grand idiot! You don't look like you have money for a shirt like that one, and who do you suppose wants one you've been pawing at?" He withdrew his hand, slowly, as if regretfully, but she kept her eyes on him, frowning, as she squatted and groped around for the ball. Finding it with her fingers, she stood and tossed it, perhaps to him, more likely at him. He stood still as it hit his shoulder, and deftly, he caught it in his hand before it fell again. He didn't mind the abuse, and he kept his face carefully blank, and his eyes away from hers. The woman continued to shrill, "Now, off with you! You're standing between my customers and my goods! Go beg from someone else!" He leaned forward and began pushing the cart along as he found a snug spot to replace the ball on his cart. 

The seamstress immediately looked back behind the man with the cart, taking close inventory of her goods. She clearly suspected he might have snatched something while her attention was on the ball at her feet. Carefully, she put her eyes on each stack of cloth, touching each with her hands, and comparing the height of each to the one next to it. Then she checked her other goods, starting with the green shirt he had been moving to touch, as if she had to feel it to make sure it was still there. Then went on to others, closest to where the man had stood, touching and counting them.

In that moment, as the man with the cart passed by the older, mended clothes, while the woman checked her newer goods, the slightly worn, but well mended, dusky blue shirt disappeared under the dirty cloak he was wearing. He had snatched it from the bottom, with a little whipping motion, so that it fell quickly off the hook that held it, though he hardly raised his arm at all. The man's face stayed down, his pace did not change, but the corners of his mouth tugged up just a bit. He thought, A happy bit of Misdirection, the first and most basic of the Three Skills. He was content. His loss had become profit, and it was beginning to look like it might be a good day. He had, on occasion, come across villages where he could not hork from anyone. This was not going to be one of those.

Experience had taught him that villages had personalities, and while every place had both decent and cruel people, it seemed to him that people tended to clump together by temperament. Or perhaps they merely influenced each other by proximity. He wasn't sure which was more likely, or if it was both, but he didn't worry about it, either. He pushed the cart along, passing close by a few other venders’ booths, listening to the polite conversations they had with customers. Several greeted him, or gave him polite nods. He nodded back, smiling at each of them, and didn't slow or even look at their goods. He would look them over tomorrow, when he was trading, not horking. 

Further along, he heard what sounded like someone haranguing a hired hand, and looking for the source of the voice, he spied a cutler's booth with a large display of crude pewter spoons, forks, plates... and a few steel knives that looked to be of good quality. He headed slowly in that direction, and watched the cutler as he cuffed a boy roughly, for some minor offense. The cuffing continued, with the cutler striking the boy about his head several times, until he had knocked the boy down. As the man with the cart grew closer, and the man he watched returned to business, he observed the way the cutler moved and where his attention was while he dickered with his customers. He watched the boy, perhaps an apprentice, or perhaps even the cutler's own son, and saw that he was cowed, afraid now to do much of anything, for fear of inciting his master's wrath further. He was only marginally successful at holding back his tears, and now clumsy with anxiety, as well. That won't be the last of the abuse he gets this day. Not while he is so afraid he can't attend to his duties properly, the man with the cart thought. He also noticed that a pitcher and a cup stood towards the back of the cutler's booth. The small smile twitched at the corners of his mouth again. He wondered what the pitcher held, and would have bet it was beer or wine, and wondered how much remained in that pitcher, and if it was the first pitcher of the day for the busy cutler...
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The meadows at the outskirts of the small town were the camping place for travelers passing through who did not have money for lodging, or who needed to stay with their livestock. There were several camps already made, and the man with the cart detoured to the far edge, to avoid camping too close to a man with a team of oxen, which stood chewing grass at one end, and fertilizing it at the other. Gaining a comfortable distance from that source of odors, he wandered out to a clear spot. As the sun began to set, the man began to pull some sticks and tinder from his cart, and even a few larger pieces of firewood, which he had gathered as he approached the town, loading them on his cart as he went. He walked over to another improvised camp and traded with two men there, a chunk of firewood for a few red embers from their already well-burning fire, which he carried back in a metal pan, using them to start his own fire. When it was lit and burning well, he sat with the cart between him and his closest neighbors, a bit back from the fire, and after checking that no one had an easy line of site to him, he started to look over the goods he had a acquired through the day.

"The Third Law of Horking," he recited to himself, aloud, albeit quietly, "Always have a story for anything you have acquired by horking, a legend for every item," as he sorted out the new goods. He started with the blue shirt. "This shirt is one of two my mother made me from the same bolt of cloth, before she died, two months... no, better make that... two years ago, considering the condition of the one I am wearing," he muttered quietly, as if to explaining to someone where it came from. He hid the shirt in a false bottom under the cart. "This knife was my father's knife. He bought it last October, but passed away before he even started to use it, and I have kept it as new since then. I already have a knife, but keep this one to remember him by." Under the cart went the knife. Actually, his father had never bought a new knife in his life, a life that had ended abruptly a couple of years longer ago than last October, at the end of a rope in a town far to the south. His father had been a Master Horker of the Ninth Level in each of the Three Skills. What competent Horker would pay good money for a knife? All he had inherited from his deceased father were the skills by which he lived, and the first laws of his trade, the Apprentice's Ten Laws of Horking… and a code of conduct, separate from the Horker's Laws, by which to practice his trade. He remembered his father's words. 

"Son, it's easy to find fools you can hork from. Remember, most people work hard for what they have, and whatever you take will be a harsh blow for many of them. A lazy Horker will take from whoever is most trusting, least watchful, or befriends them. But with skill, you can do better. You can choose to take only from those who deserve it. If you take from someone who befriends you, you teach him not to make friends. If you take from someone who abuses you… well, they usually don't improve from the lesson, but there is a good deal more satisfaction from it." It was a rule his father kept, and it was the very thing that had gotten him hanged, eventually, when one such mark, one who could never catch him in his artful horking, eventually framed him for a job he didn't do. Such are the risks of the trade, he told himself, before returning to his work.

The stories which he concocted for each item were important, a necessary step in his trade craft, so he went on, meticulously creating and rehearsing a story for each new item he hid beneath the cart, and reviewing the legends of the items already placed there. As he was finishing, he heard the tramp of boots on dirt, and he prepared himself accordingly, making sure his cloak was showing its ragged edges, and his clothes and boots showing the dust of the road plainly. He wondered which merchant it would be, as he slid the false bottom of the cart back into place, and stepped out from around the cart.

It was the seamstress who had mended the blue shirt, now hidden under his cart. She was looking closely at the two travelers he had traded the embers for his fire from. Now she was moving past their camp, to his. 

"There he is!" she shrilled, triumphantly. "That's the thief who took my goods!" There were five men in chain mail hauberks over stiff leather cuirasses and wearing metal-studded, leather helms. They each had pikes in their hands, except one who wore a sword in a worn scabbard. This one walked a bit ahead of the other four, and looked, the man thought, as though he likely would never see fifty again and might already have seen sixty years, though moving spryly enough to vanquish any doubts of his ability with arms having survived as he aged. The man with the cart stood still, pulling his dirty cloak close around him, careful to leave a good bit of his shirt visible at his neck. By seeming to hide it, he actually drew attention to it, and he knew it was the same color as the shirt the seamstress was missing, the one he had stowed in the secret bottom of his cart just a few minutes ago. That was one of the advantages he had considered when he made his choice. He took close measure of the old soldier who seemed to be in charge as the group approached him. The soldier had a sharp, observant gaze, and the confidence that went with authority long held. That was good for the strategy the man with the cart had in mind. He read him as a man who, once he made his mind up, was hard to sway. He watched as they came closer, but stood easy, with a curious, if a bit sleepy, look on his face.

"Look! That's the thief, sure. The bold bastard wears the shirt he stole from me even now! I told you he took a blue one!" the seamstress hissed to the soldiers. "He distracted me by dropping a ball from that cart, and took that shirt from my wares while I picked it up for him. He took advantage of my kindness, fetching that ball and returning it!" The older soldier looked at the blue edge of the shirt showing above the cloak, and spat on the ground noisily before he spoke to him. 

"Here, son. This woman says you have stolen a shirt, and it seems you wear it even now. What is your name, and what do you have to say about this? Tell us true now, lad, and it will go easy on you, and the magistrate will hear it from my own mouth that you caused no trouble for us, beyond the theft itself. You can expect no more than a good lashing and a couple of days in the stocks, if you give us no trouble. A young lad like you will survive that with no permanent harm done."

The man with the cart gave his most harmless, slightly stupid look, and smiled a bit. "I am called Spiv. But, I am surely no thief. Does she say I stole this rag?" He opened his cloak, and pulled it off. "What sort of goods does this woman sell?" He pulled out the tail of his shirt. The ragged hem and stains of many weeks’ worth of meals and travel showed clearly in the last light of dusk. A week or more of salt from the dried sweat made by pushing the cart all day under a hot sun stood out in circles under his arms and around his neck. He raised an arm, as if looking at the hole worn in the elbow of one sleeve, but displaying it for the others to see at the same time. "If I had stolen this one, it would have had to have been from the trash pile behind her shop. As it happens, this shirt was made for me by my tired, old mother, before she died, some two years ago. I have worn it every day since... I don't have another one." He shifted his gaze from the soldier to the woman. "But, perhaps, madam, you will find something in my goods I can trade for a new shirt? And I will happily trade this old one in on any bargain we strike... my mother wouldn't mind, I think. And, I'm sure you could make it good as new, and perhaps you would trade me for a nice green one I saw there today? What would you have in exchange?" He gestured at the assortment of junk, rusted metal, odds and ends on top of his cart.

The old soldier looked carefully at the ragged shirt. He glanced at the woman, who was sputtering and fuming, not understanding why a man would steal a good shirt and then ruin it before he could wear it even for a day. She had been certain he was the thief, but doubt began to gnaw at her. The shirt he was wearing was beyond even her expertise in mending properly, and the damage and wear could not easily have been done in a day, even deliberately. The soldier snorted through his nose, and spat again, this time into the fire. "Woman, if this ever was your shirt, I would say you could have given it to him as charity. But you said the shirt that was taken was nearly new and in good condition. If you ask me, anyone who took a good shirt from you this forenoon is long gone by now. Come get us again if you find another suspect for us to have a look at... but you better be right if you trouble us again! And you, ah... Spiv," the soldier gestured to the man, as the woman muttered and stalked away, "do your business in town tomorrow, but do not be here when night falls again. We need no more beggars and loafers than we already have. Traders are allowed one night here in the field, no more, and I doubt you deserve that title yourself. If you are here tomorrow night, you will have to get a room at the inn." The soldier looked at him dubiously, sure that the price of a room was beyond this man's means. The soldiers turned back towards the center of town and moved away, a couple of them already looking bored as the prospect of some kind of action faded away.

Spiv sat back down and kept the dull look on his face, in case any of the soldiers looked back at him. They did not. "The First Law of Horking," he murmured to himself, "Never, ever, admit to horking anything." He began to prepare his meager supper, now, the event already passed from his mind.
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In the morning, Spiv gathered his things and moved back into the market center. Hidden in among the junk in his cart, and in the false bottom, he had a surprising number of good items for sale or trade, all acquired in previous towns. None of what he acquired the day before was displayed or offered. He would not sell or trade those items until he was further down the road, and not in the next village, but perhaps in the second village he came to after leaving this one. He had, however, taken out several items acquired in previous towns, and now set out to sell or barter them for other goods, which would then be legitimate, and not incriminating. He went to the booths of the people who had greeted him in a friendly fashion the day before, preferring to give them the first chance at turning a profit on his goods. 

Spiv took his time, stopping at many stalls and shops around the market center, dickering with venders, and listening to the local gossip. There was an underlying tension in this village, and several locals were talking about a poor harvest expected in the next month, on the farms to the north. Some were commenting on the price of grain, which was rising already. Spiv heard one man telling tales of mysterious deaths and disappearances of farmers in the countryside, and sometimes of whole families, but this man had an accent slightly different from the locals, and Spiv did not know what region he might be from, where such things were supposedly happening. Far enough from here, he guessed, that he needn't worry about it.

By midmorning he had made advantageous deals for enough of the goods he carried to purchase food sufficient to see him to the next town, plus a few coppers and even a couple of silver coins in his pocket. His last stop was at the cutler's booth, where he had acquired the very expensive and good quality knife he now had secreted away in the bottom of his cart. That knife was a very good item he knew he would have no trouble turning into coin, after he had left this village. He intended to do something for the boy, who Spiv suspected was regularly abused by his master. He knew he couldn't solve that problem for him, but perhaps he could give the boy a way to solve it himself, if he had the courage. The cutler was busy with someone else, as Spiv was hoping he would be. That left the boy who had been the object of the mistreatment yesterday free, so he came to help Spiv, who noticed he already had a rude bruise on one cheek that had not been there the day before. Spiv asked about stones, to sharpen his knives on, and after looking over the selection the boy brought out, finally settled on a very nice one. It was large, even, well-shaped, and superior in quality and texture. An excellent tool, it was the kind of thing a professional might use to put an edge on newly finished merchandise. And it showed some previous use, which would lower the cost a bit. He dickered a little over the price, not too hard, and purchased it.

Next, he took out his own, older knife, and made as if to sharpen it right there, but clumsily. The boy started to show him how to do it properly, and when Spiv didn't seem to get the right idea, the boy simply offered to do it for him. Spiv stood and watched, and when the boy handed him back a razor-sharp knife, he tipped him a couple of coppers, and then, loudly, where other customers would be sure to hear it, so there were witnesses, gave the boy the stone he had just bought, saying, "I never can get the hang of these things. You keep it, for yourself, and use it for whatever you want, but the next time I come through here, I will ask you to sharpen a few blades for me. Since I'm giving you the stone, you will have to sharpen my blades for free, whenever I am in this village. If I ever come with too many, and you don't want the work, you just give me back the stone then, and we'll be even. But I expect you to keep in practice until I return. Fair enough?"

 It was an extravagant gesture, really, and the boy was taken aback for a moment. Coin was very hard to come by in these little villages, and even if he was working for wages, it might take him months to save enough to buy such a tool, after he spent what he would have to on food and lodging, although in this case, Spiv was sure he was receiving no wages, but simply trading his labor for a education in cutlery, as an apprentice. The boy's father, if it was not the cutler himself, might even have paid a fee to the cutler for the apprenticeship. So, after a moment, the boy accepted the deal eagerly. Spiv had just given him a way to make money for himself, and if he wanted to, he could leave the service of the cutler now. If he worked hard, he could make enough to eat, sharpening the blades of knives and harvesting tools, and the like, in a village this size, and the farms around it. They shook hands and Spiv pushed his cart away, reflecting that the tip and the price of the stone was perhaps a third the value he was likely to get from the knife that the probably often-drunk and abusive cutler had unknowingly contributed to Spiv's horked wares. He was well satisfied in the knowledge that he had fulfilled another of his father's dictums.

"A thief simply takes what he wants, and leaves people behind him poorer for his having been there. A Horker, if he cares to, with just a bit more effort, can take what he needs, and leave some people better off, at the same time. That's the more honorable course. People won't generally appreciate it, and if you do your job right, no one will know what you have done, so it won't often get you out of trouble if you make a mistake. But your head will rest easier for it…" his father had said, more than once. Spiv thought of his father as a wise man. He noted that, like his father, he rarely had trouble sleeping, either.

His trading business completed, Spiv counted up his profits in his head, and realized that the gossip was true; prices were going up, and he had done well. He filed that information away in his mind, under the category of the third discipline, Profiteering, or the art of predicting demand for the purpose of making a profit. It would influence him in deciding what items to hork or trade for, and what prices to set for them. He decided then that he might head north, where he was hearing some of the problems were worst, when he left this village. And he gave some thought to what he might spend on legitimate supplies he would take north with him. They would cost him in coin, but he would not try to take too much, and should be able to turn a profit on them, anyway. He set aside a few coppers for that purpose, moving them to another pocket. Later, away from prying eyes, he would stash the silver in another compartment of his cart, and purchase the rest of his provisions with the coppers. It was not wise to be seen with much silver. For now, though, even though he had traded all the goods he intended to in this village, there was still perhaps some profit to be had here, before he went on. Spiv turned his mind away from horking and trading for venders' goods, and towards the second skill: Confidence.

Spiv began watching for a soldier or two among the pedestrian traffic, and, spotting a couple of likely sorts, he followed them to a tavern. Soldiers tended to drink with other soldiers, Spiv had learned, and soldiers the world over behaved similarly, he guessed. Planning to be inside the tavern for a while, he pulled a canvass tarp over his goods, and tied it down well. It would not stop a determined thief from snatching his goods, but it would require anyone wondering what was in the cart to go to some trouble, and in plain sight of anyone else on the street. Such was usually enough to ensure that his things were secure, in daylight, at least. With that done, Spiv entered the tavern.

As he had hoped, there were several soldiers inside. Some were drinking quietly, but, as is often the case when a few soldiers gathered in their off time, some others were gambling loudly in one corner. The game appeared to be dice. Spiv acquired some beer and casually drifted in the direction of the game, appearing interested in watching the action. A few soldiers and several civilians were engaged there. As he expected, and hoped to see, one shrewd man seemed to be winning well, while a few others seemed to be winning or losing slightly. And three or four seemed to be taking the worst of the beating, fairly consistently. It was easy to tell which were which, by the expressions on their faces, and the oaths some of them uttered at each unsuccessful cast of the dice.

Though studying the players closely, Spiv had no interest in the dice themselves. Dice were invariably quite distinct, usually carved by hand out of almost anything, wood or antlers being most common, bone or ivory being somewhat more rare. Many other materials could be used as well. In his experience, introducing a new die or a new set would almost surely be noticed, even if he had one of the same material and general size. If he were making dice, he could easily make three or four, of which all appeared identical, but some of which would tend to have particular characteristics different from the others. But he could not arrange ahead of time to have dice sufficiently similar to those someone else started a game with. That left an unattractive alternative: gambling with dice someone else had brought to the game. Spiv rarely, if ever, actually gambled, and never with dice that someone else made or provided. After all, if Spiv could make loaded dice, then so could someone else. But, gambling on dice was not what Spiv had in mind right now. He sipped his beer, and adopted the same benign and vacant look he had used the night before, when the town's garrison soldiers had come to his camp, while he looked on.

Spiv saw immediately that they were playing a simple game in which coins were placed on a leather sheet, which had boxes drawn for each of the possible numbers a pair of six-sided dice could produce, from two to twelve, except there was no box for the number seven. If a man placed a coin in a box, another man could place similar coin just outside it, and these two were betting against each other, independent of the rest of the play on the table. Then, someone would throw the dice until either that number came up, or a seven came up. The man who placed a coin outside the box was betting on a seven, and against the man who placed his coin within the box, who was betting that the number written in the box would come up first. 

Spiv was familiar with this kind of gambling. Traditionally, the man throwing the dice would throw once without betting, and then bet on the number he threw, though he could bet before he threw the first time, if he preferred. Because hand-made dice were imperfect, and perhaps also due to simple superstition, rollers usually threw once and then bet on that number, heavily or not, depending on his attraction to that number, or his own inclination. Others could bet on any number, at any time, but there was still a tendency to wait and see that first number. There were a few more rules, which varied from locality to locality, dealing with questions such as when the dice moved to a new gambler and such, but Spiv was familiar enough with the principles of this game. Now he would study the players.

As Spiv watched, he saw one soldier, a big man, cheat one of the other players. When he placed his bet, a little late, just before the dice were thrown, he laid down his own coins just next to, but across the line from the coins of the bet he was matching. And with a deft move, he slipped one of the other man's coins across the line, among his own. Spiv looked closer, and realized that the big soldier had matched a bet of five coins with a bet of three, and by moving one they became bets of four and four. The young civilian was careless to let it happen, but… he was young. The soldier lost the bet anyway, and the young civilian reached to pick up his winnings. As he stretched out his hand, he realized what he was looking at, and raised his eyes to meet those of the soldier. Far from playing innocent, the soldier met his gaze with an intimidating stare. It was as good as admitting what he had done, and daring the young man to call him on it. He rested one hand on a knife worn at his belt. Spiv made a note of the big soldier in his mind.

The young man picked up his eight coins, which should have been ten, and left the game, quietly. The man standing next to the one who left looked around then, sorry to see him go, but since it made an open place at the table, he spoke to Spiv.

"Here, you want in the game? We can make room for one more." He gestured to the empty place next to him, inviting Spiv to stand there. This man was one who was holding his own, winning a bit more than he was losing. Spiv moved to the open place, as he speculated that this one would likely be the shill. He would be partnered with someone else, probably the biggest winner. His job was to bring people into the game, a game that he and the other man, the man winning the most money, were in all likelihood controlling. He would work to keep tempers calm when losers got upset, and set an example by betting boldly sometimes, to keep the game going, if it was needed. 

Having identified him, and picking out the big winner, both civilians, Spiv now eliminated both the shill and the big winner in the game as targets of any possible scheme he would play with dice or betting that night. If the game was fixed, he could not beat these men, for they were the fixers. Perhaps they had a dozen different dice, all of them identical in appearance, painstakingly carved out over a period of months. Or, perhaps they only knew what the imperfections of the two dice already on the table were likely to produce. It didn't matter what the fix was, they had an advantage over Spiv, because they knew how it was fixed, and Spiv did not. At least, he didn't know yet. But he stepped up to join the circle of men. Dice and cards were not the only games that could be bet on, and Spiv planned to bet on the behavior of people, not the roll of dice. He would focus on the soldier he had seen cheating, but any play he made would have to be in the open, in front of everyone. Otherwise, the soldier would make it a fight, and Spiv knew that was foolhardy… especially so, with a big, professional soldier.

"I don't know how you play a game like this," Spiv said, speaking just a little slowly. "I am called Spiv. What's your name?" Spiv looked at the man who invited him to join in.

"I'm George. Happy to meet you, Spiv." He went on to provide the names of the other men present, none of which Spiv bothered to remember. "And that is Tal, who it seems is on a great run of luck this afternoon." He gestured to the big winner. "But we're set to take him down a notch or two before we give up, aren't we boys?" Spiv's accommodating new acquaintance looked him over now, measuring what he was likely to be worth. Spiv saw him deflate a just a bit after seeing his worn clothes. "It's a game for money, Spiv, so... have you any money to wager?"

Spiv pulled at a small purse worn around his neck, and inside his shirt. He opened it, and poured out a dozen copper coins into his hand. "A little," Spiv said. "It's for my meals until I leave the village." 

Now George smiled. "Well, a little is all it takes to play, Spiv. Now, look here, this man is about to throw the dice. After we see what number he gets, you can bet on whether he will roll it again, or not. He can keep rolling until he either gets his number, or ..." As George explained the game, the man threw the pair of dice, and Spiv saw a five and a four. George spoke up again. "There, he's thrown a nine. What do you think, Spiv, can he do it again?" The men laid their wagers, and all the action stopped while they waited for Spiv's bet. Spiv placed a single copper coin on the leather, inside the box with the nine written in it, and someone matched him, outside the box, and the game was on.

Over the next hour, Spiv gradually lost down to three or four coppers, and then won a few back. He waited, and stayed in the game. Sometimes he bet a coin, sometimes three or four coins. He watched until he could see which players understood the odds of rolling certain numbers, and which thought this game simply a game of chance, and did not see some numbers as better opportunities than others. It did not occur to everyone in the game that while there is only one combination to make a three, that is, a one and a two which combined to make three, there were several combinations to make eight: A five and a three, a six and a two, or two fours. Thus, eight was a much better bet than three, regardless of what the first number out was… unless the dice were fixed. Now the big winner had the dice again. Spiv watched him throw the dice, and turn up a six. Not a bad number, it could be made with a four-two, a five-one, or three-three combination. The man placed a rather large bet... larger than he had with similar opportunities, earlier in the game. Spiv knew then how this round would go. He pulled out the purse around his neck again. "Can it only be money? Can I bet something else?" He pulled a leather thong out of the purse, and strung on it was a small gold medallion.

George looked at it only a moment, smoothly covering his surprise at seeing gold. "Sure, Spiv. You can bet that. But, someone will have to match it, and you have to agree to the match. Otherwise, no one knows what it is really worth."

"It was my grandfather's. It's worth a lot, I think." Now everyone stopped to look at it. George spoke up again.

"Well, which way are you betting, Spiv? In favor, or against?" 

Spiv said, "Oh... what's the number? Six? I like that number, because my father has six goats. I will bet in favor. What will you bet on, George?" This put Spiv on the same side as the big winner of the night, who already had a good bit put down on the table in favor of six. Now Spiv needed the shill to bet in favor also, and then he would be sure. If the shill bet against him, his partner might decide to lose, simply because the bet between Spiv and George was bigger. In that case, Spiv would appear to decide that whatever was placed against the medallion was not worth enough. He would decline the bet, then, and no harm done. But he needn't have worried. The shill knew the game his partner was playing, and he nodded his agreement.

"Alright, Spiv, if you think it's a good number, I'm with you. Anybody want to see if you can take this bit of gold from our friend Spiv, here?" Spiv smiled wider, as George put money down in the six-box, and anybody looking would have thought he was happy to have George's support. Actually, Spiv was sure George was simply figuring that the more Spiv won, the more he could be taken for later, maybe after some of the others left the game. George would be thinking it would be simple enough to make small bets, while encouraging Spiv to bet more, and both would lose... to George's partner, Tal. Every coin Spiv took from the other men, George probably figured, was a coin he and Tal would split up, later on.

Meanwhile, three other men were looking over Spiv's golden medallion. This one item, of gold, was worth more than any of the three had lost all day, including the big soldier who was a cheat, a man Spiv had watched betting wildly, randomly, with no regard to anything save his own feeling of lucky or unlucky. Unlucky seemed to be the prevailing outcome, regardless of how this man bet, and apparently in spite of his cheating. He was clearly the big loser at the table today, from what Spiv had seen. Spiv was counting on him to feel lucky now. Simple men think in simple terms, Spiv told himself. Because they despise me as a poor player, and a boy, one of them will think he can beat me, even though neither he nor I will even touch the dice. And only George is in on the fix with Tal, I think. They both have money on six, and will not care to lose a large bet just to prevent me moving a bit of someone else's money to this side of the table. They will think only that the money moves about a bit before they can take it themselves. And Spiv, of course, was right. 

The big loser took the medallion out of Spiv's hand and looked it over. Spiv could see him calculating the return of all he had lost and more in one fell swoop. He weighed it in his hand, and could feel the weight of gold. He spit on the medallion, and wiped it dry on his tunic, and then rubbed his finger across the face of the medallion. Spiv saw him note the slightly soapy feel of pure gold. He made as if to bite it, to test the softness of unadulterated gold, but Spiv stopped him before he marred the metal.

"You can bite it if you win it, before I leave... but I don't want it marked up. It was my grandfather's," he said, as if that explained everything. George took it from the man and went through the same steps, but did not bite it either.

"I'd say it is real gold, friend. Put something up, or not, as you will." As George spoke, Spiv watched the big man thinking. He wasn't thinking about the bet or the dice. He wasn't even thinking about the medallion. He was thinking about Spiv, about whether he could beat him. He couldn't comprehend the idea of the skinny boy/man beating him at anything. He stood up, and left the table. Spiv felt the disappointment well up in the men, who wanted one of their own to win the gold, or just craved the excitement of watching such a large stake won and lost. Then, the soldier picked up a bundle lying under the table behind him, and brought it back to the game table.

"I will bet this fine bow against that bit of shine." He opened the bundle and pulled out a heavy bow, and an oblong box. He opened the box, and displayed a bunch of arrows. "This bow and this batch of arrows that go with it. Against that bit of metal you have there."

It wasn't a fair bet. The bow looked old, but well cared for. It would be valuable, but unlikely to be worth the weight of the gold medallion. The men all looked at Spiv to see what he would do. But Spiv didn't believe he was gambling at all. He only needed the others to think he was. The bow, and its arrows, would represent a fine profit for the day, and the gold medallion had everyone's attention. Whatever happened, the soldier could not become violent over it, or welsh on the bet in front of everyone present. So, he hesitated, and touched the bow with his fingers, not even trying to pick it up. And after some pretense at thinking it over, he agreed.

Tal picked up the dice. With Spiv, Tal, and George all heavily betting on a six, and the others at the table all betting against them, Tal threw the dice. Spiv left with his bow a few minutes later. He acted like a child with a new toy, like he couldn't wait to try it out. It was his excuse for leaving the game, over George's objections. He talked about hunting a great deer, and protecting his father's sheep and goats with his bow. He bundled it up, and fairly skipped out of the tavern, being soundly cursed all the while by the soldier who had lost. He had lost nine or ten copper coins, and gained, he estimated, at least a dozen times that much, and had never touched the dice himself. He could hardly be accused of cheating. And the loser, he was fairly sure from the abuse being heaped on him by that soldier, would be looking for him over the next few days, thinking to take back by strength what he had lost by foolishness, but Spiv would not be there. Speed is better than strength, my sore-loser friend, he thought. Therefore, he would be leaving the village right now, as soon as he could buy a few supplies on his way out. He thanked George for teaching him this fun game, and asked if he would be there again tomorrow, wanting to plant that thought in all their minds. George said he might be, and Spiv suggested he hoped so. And so he did... though he would not be, himself. Spiv would have preferred to take his winnings directly from George and Tal, since they were obviously professionals at cheating, but that opportunity did not present. And, as it turned out, his winnings were, in fact, legitimate, since Spiv was only speculating on the outcome of the fix, and didn't actually have any inside information. In the end, all I did was take something out of the game that George and Tal would have, eventually, taken themselves, so that's better than nothing. I'll keep an eye out for those two, though, and if I come across them again, I'll have to work something better, and sting them properly, he promised himself. He had a low tolerance for cheats, except in the case of professionals cheating each other, which was another thing entirely, and a challenge more to his taste. That was exactly what he had planned for George and Tal, if he ever ran into them again. But he didn't mind a bit taking that cheating soldier's fine bow, either.

As he left, he heard someone consoling the loser, in the rough manner of soldiers, saying, "Well, don't worry much. It isn't like you ever learned to shoot that thing, is it?"
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Now Spiv recovered his cart and sought out merchants to purchase the last things he would need for provisions, for he was leaving this village, moving on. Finding what he needed, and after picking out a supply of flour, bacon, hard biscuits and the like, he looked about for a vintner, and spent a few coppers for a skin of new wine with his provisions. As he handed over the coins for his wine, he asked a casual question.

"How far to the next town east, friend?" he asked. The vintner, in turn, looked him over, and then looked at the cart. He seemed doubtful that the cart would make it to the next town.

"Maybe four days, pushing that thing. My brother is a wainwright; he could probably shore that up for you, if you like. Tighten that axle up, too, and grease it for you. He's at the end of the market, next to the smithy."

"Oh, with a little luck, I think my old cart will last a bit longer," he answered, as he tossed his purchase on the top of the cart. He bent forward and threw his weight into it, to start the cart moving again, and plodded off moving generally in an easterly direction.

Spiv had no intention of moving east at all, and as soon as he was lost behind a couple of buildings he turned abruptly left, and headed north. He thought it unlikely that anyone would be coming after him, but if they did, he had planted the idea that they should seek him to the east. In an hour, the town was behind him, out of sight behind a low hill, and he was pleasantly walking along, pushing his cart.

The cart itself no longer looked like it was about to fall apart, and anyone looking would have thought it rolled along with surprising ease. This was accomplished by tightening a few bolts, and shifting the weight of goods a little, so it balanced on the axle. The squeaking stopped when he lifted a wooden peg underneath the cart so it no longer rested in a well-worn groove circumscribing the axle, halfway in between both wheels. On the wheels themselves, a small, quick adjustment to each side aligned them perfectly, and they turned with silky smoothness. Only when he met travelers moving south did Spiv again adopt the bent shuffle and downcast eyes he had presented when in town, and then only for as long as he was in plain vision of others. It was simply a precaution against robbers, who would be unlikely to think he had anything worth stealing, and also served to protect his projected image as simpleton, in case he ever encountered any of these people in a town, and they happened to recall him from the road. As the sun set, he moved off the road and into the cover of the woods a little way, and made camp.

In the chill of early morning, Spiv was up before the sun had fully risen. The ground had grown cold during the night, and he rolled out of a thick wool blanket and set about stoking his fire to prepare breakfast. A small battered pot, set down in the embers, warmed water for tea. After eating, he gathered his belongings and stowed them in various areas of the cart. He considered getting his new shirt out, but decided he should wait until he was farther from town. As the sun began to peek over the woods to the east, he was well on his way.

A few hours later the sun was warming Spiv's back beyond what was really comfortable. He hardly noticed it, though. His attention was on the dirt of the road he was following. A wagon or carriage had passed this way, and not long ago. What was notable was the evident slewing and sliding of the wagon's wheels, marked out in the dust ahead of him. That wagon was being driven at a reckless pace when it passed by here, and Spiv was uneasy thinking of the possible reasons for it. There were also the tracks of several horses, which ran wide of the wagon tracks, indicating that they were not left by the team pulling the wagon itself. He began watching ahead as he pushed his cart. It was not long before he saw the birds, wheeling around in the air above something farther along the road, perhaps around the next bend. These were large, black scavenger birds. Spiv thought about the wagon tracks, and the other horses, and he did not think he was going to find that something as simple as a lamed horse, put out of its pain beside the road, was attracting the birds. He was right.

As he came around the bend he reached a long, flat stretch of the road. Ahead was the shattered wreck of a well-used farmer's wagon, crashed on its side, and goods scattered about it. The downward side was broken in, putting the wagon well over from perpendicular to the ground. Three wheels showed up in the air, still attached to the bottom of the wagon, though the fourth was missing. There, he saw it, on the other side of the road, a bit further on. It seemed likely that the wagon had lost a wheel while traveling at high speed, and that the wheel had rolled on a ways while the wagon's axle hit the ground and turned the wagon violently over. There was a deep gouge in the road where the bare axel touched down and scraped away the earth. A bit further on, two horses stood in the remains of traces no longer attached to the wagon, cropping grass perhaps forty yards away. As Spiv took in the scene, walking closer, he found what he knew he would. An arm showed under the edge of the overturned wagon. 

He set down the rails of his cart, and walked over to, and around, the broken wagon. At the end of the arm was the body of a man. His clothes were ordinary, and he looked as if he had been strong in life. The body of a working man, or so it seemed to Spiv. The arm, which had been broken in the wreck, was only one of the apparent injuries he had suffered. In addition, there were gashes and contusions on his head and face, and large wound in his gut. He had been opened like a hunter opens a deer, and his insides were strewn around him. Green and black flies were buzzing in a mad swarm above and around the carnage, and the grass was dark with his blood. It was hard to imagine that sort of wound happening in a wagon accident.

Spiv stood for a moment, considering what he knew he needed to do. The victim of the accident, if accident it was, was beyond his help, but there were goods worth picking up scattered from the wagon. In return, Spiv would bury the man's body, and mark his grave where any family searching for him might find it. Marking the grave was necessary for reasons beyond respect for the dead. The horses seemed calm enough, and they were too valuable to be left behind. But they would be known in the area this man had been living. To be caught with the horses of a dead man was a chancy thing, these days, and especially anywhere one had no friends to vouch for him, as Spiv did not. He would bury the man with respect, knowing that any who checked his story would not think a robber likely to go to the trouble, or stay at the scene of the crime long enough to do it, nor have the respect to do it properly. It would lend credibility to the idea that Spiv had come along after the violence had already occurred. 

If this man had heirs, they would be entitled to the horses, and might reward him. If there were no heirs, the horses would fetch a good price at the next town, besides making his traveling much easier between here and there. He caught up the horses first, and hobbled them with the leather from the long reins they trailed behind them. Spiv was happy to find that they were easy to handle, not at all spooky or nervous. The first, a pretty little bay mare, politely lifted each front leg as Spiv tied a length of leather from one to the other, long enough for her to be comfortable for standing, or for short steps, but short enough to prevent her from moving too fast or far. The other, a taller gelding, was an unusual blue roan, with black and gray and even some white colored hair mixed in a ticking pattern that made him quite distinct, lighter across his back, darker on the legs and head. He stood quiet as well, while Spiv hobbled him, and though not as accommodating as the mare, he seemed to tolerate it stoically. He was a handsome horse, his ticking blending into sort of a dark steel gray from only a few feet away, though Spiv, with his Horker instincts, would have chosen something more ordinary, like the bay, a coloring much less unusual. They were fine horses, much better than average farm horses. Finished with them for the time being, Spiv turned to deal with the rest of the scene.

Now, he had to free the dead man's arm from under the wagon. He dug a bit under the arm. Spiv was not squeamish, but it was an unpleasant task, made worse by his certainty that this was not the result of a simple accident. After he had created a bit of room to free the arm, he pulled the body out from under the wagon, and off, out of the sun, into the shade of a nearby tree, to slow down the process of decay that would soon change the stench of gore, which resulted from the savage opening of the dead man's digestive tract, into the sickly sweet of corruption. The latter would rapidly become far worse than the former, once it began to progress.

When he had accomplished that, he stood upwind for a bit, to catch his breath and consider what he needed to do next. From there, he smelled water, and followed the scent a short way until he found a small pond. The pond was shallow, and thick with reeds, full of frogs (and therefore, not so full of bugs) but the water smelled fresh enough for his purpose, which was to clean up the body a bit before burial. He would have to shroud the body with something, too, out of respect for the dead, and because it was just possible some relative would exhume the body, for reburial, or to check Spiv's story. He would bury the man as he would have wanted someone from his own family handled. He went back to his cart for a small bucket and cloth to use as a rag. Taking it back to the pond, he started parting the reeds to get deep enough into the pond to fill the bucket with clean water, at least partially. He was pushing into the reeds when he found the other body.

This was an older man. He was face up, lying in water perhaps three or four inches deep. Spiv waved off the bugs that were settling on him, though it seemed few flies had found him yet. He thought for a moment, and then picked up one of the old man's hands, to pull him up and over his shoulder and carry him back where he had left the other one. As he pulled on the hand, the body started to groan.

"You live?" Spiv asked, dropping the hand in surprise.


"Yes... for a little longer, I think," the old man croaked out. Spiv thought for a moment.


"Shall I take you out of the water?" Spiv asked, "Or will that hurt you too much?" 


"It won't hurt me too much, son. I fear my back is broken. My legs do not hurt at all, but I cannot move them." Spiv looked down at the old man's legs. One looked broken, twisted below the knee at an odd angle. There was blood soaking through his trousers, and Spiv thought a bone might have pushed through the skin when it was snapped. If the old man could not feel any of that, he was in a bad way, but perhaps better than if he could feel it. Gangrene was a risk in any serious injury that broke the skin, even if the leg could be set. Even if his back were not broken, this man would be at great risk for dying for the next couple of weeks, just from the injuries Spiv could already see. With a broken back, Spiv thought he had no hope at all.

"I can pull you, or pick you up... or if you want, I can leave you here in the water..." Spiv began to wonder how the old man had worked his way in through the thick reeds in his condition. He noticed there was no sign of broken or trampled reeds on the bank near where he found the old man.

The old man seemed to slip back a bit deeper in to the mud. "I think it's all the same... but yes, if you would pull me up into some shade, and leave me some water to drink, I think that would be good." Spiv looked around, and found a level spot under a nearby tree. He considered how best to move the old man, and in the end, settled for lifting him by his armpits, from behind him, and clasping his hands across his chest, while pulling him up and away from the pond. When he had him settled under a tree, he went back and filled the bucket at the far end of the pond, where he had not disturbed the mud in pulling the old man out of the pond. He brought it to the old man, and cupped his hands to give the man a drink.

The old man drank a little, then sighed, and closed his eyes. After a few moments, he started talking again.

"For twenty-six years, I have had the best farm in this region. It has made me what some would call a wealthy man. And look where I am now. What is your name, friend?"

Spiv sat down next to him. "I am Spiv. Ah, that is, Spivver MacAnders." They were both silent for a few moments.

"Spiv, can I ask a great favor of you?" At this, Spiv had to hesitate. This was not lost on the old man. "Spiv, there are goods worth money that were on the wagon. And I trust you found the horses as well? You may have it all, and I ask just one favor, though it is a large one." Spiv thought this through a moment before he answered.

"You have no heirs who will claim the goods and horses?" 

"I have only one heir, my daughter, and she is no longer in this region, and can make no claim," the old man said. "You are thinking now that, as soon as I die- which will not be long, we both know- the goods will all be yours anyway. And you are right. But I am asking you to take word to someone what my end is, and to take a token from me to him. He will reward you well, I think, beyond what I offer you." 

"What token? And where would you have me take it?"

"First, I must have your word- and that not given lightly. If you give me your word, you will be bound by more than your honor, I warn you of that now."

"If I give it, I will keep my word for its own sake." Spiv tried to think it through. Frankly, he did not need the obligation, and he suspected there was a reason for the old man to keep his objective obscure. It did not argue in favor of an easy jaunt over to the next county or town. But, there would be compensation on this errand, along with a real, legitimate defense from any accusation of perpetrating the violence himself, and also, the horses would be rightfully his. Even the daughter could not claim them from him, if he made a bargain and honored it. And how could he turn down this old man's dying request? Surely the goods and horses would compensate him very well for this errand, and the better for being legally gained, with no need for looking over his shoulder. No worries about being hanged as a murderer.

He glanced down at the horses, still grazing the grass nearer the overturned wagon, and began to talk himself into it. The horses alone would be more worth more than he could reasonably hope to hork in the next several months. They had the look of fine, well cared-for livestock. And however far he had to travel, well, he was traveling anyway, wasn't he? One direction seemed as good as another. How much better to travel in the direction the old man wanted on a horse, rather than choosing his own direction, and walking? He persuaded himself to accept.

"Alright, old man. I agree. What token do you want me to take for you, and where do I take it?" 

"First, give me your hand on it." Spiv hesitated again, and the old man decided to elaborate a bit. "It's a valuable item, but small, and easily hidden. No one need know you carry it at all, and no one will be looking for you to have it... they will think I've hidden it away." The old man was just able to raise his right hand, feebly, still looking for a handshake to seal the deal.

Spiv, if he took that hand, was giving his word, and in striking a bargain he would be bound by the Fifth Law of Horking, "A bargain struck is a bargain kept." Horkers had enough trouble being trusted with their word, even among themselves. The Fifth Law was designed to give people reason to trust a known Horker with a mission or an errand, or in a business deal. Especially, the Fifth Law enabled Horkers to work with, or strike deals with, other Horkers, but some other people knew they, also, could count on the Fifth Law. Perhaps because he had just been thinking through the Fifth Law, Spiv automatically, in a careless moment, gave his left hand instead of his right, one mark of a professional in the Brotherhood of Horkers.

"A Horker, then?" the old man asked. "Good. That is good luck indeed." And he took Spiv's hand before Spiv could ask why that was good news. Already he was not sure of his decision. "It is said that Horkers keep their word. Are you skilled in your craft?" Spiv simply shrugged. 'Skilled' was a relative term, and good Horkers did not boast of their abilities, ever. It simply served to put others on their guard. The old man went on, "That might help. In my boot… in my left boot, wrapped in a cloth... there is a stone... a gem, you might call it. Can you pull it out for me?" Spiv hesitated a moment, and the old man hurried to add, "We have a bargain, Spiv. My left boot, if you please."

Spiv pulled up the old man's trouser leg, and felt in the top of the boot. He found a stone, wrapped in cloth, and pulled it out. It was about the size of a small egg, and appeared to be common, perhaps granite. He turned it over in his hand, and saw the "gem" the old man had mentioned. On one side, a crystal was embedded in the stone, as if a child had pushed it sideways into clay, which then hardened around it. It might have been a hexagonal crystal, with one flat side, and two edges showing out of the rock. It flashed dully in the sunlight.

"I have it, old man. What is it? Perhaps an emerald? Large, but not a very good one, I think." 

"No, Spiv. It is no emerald. Valuable though. The source of what wealth I have been able to acquire these last twenty-six years. Spiv, I would ask you to take that stone to an old acquaintance of mine, whose name is Eldrid, or if he no longer lives, to his successor."

"And where will I find this Eldrid?" Spiv asked.

"Eldrid... Eldrid is a wizard, Spiv. You will find him in the mountains to the east, towards the most northern end. He will be in a keep, a tall, stone tower."

"Yes, I know what a keep is. Where, though? Can you be a bit more specific?" 

"I cannot tell you more of where it is, Spiv. I have never been there, and if it has a name, I do not know it. But you will find it, and the goods you stand to gain will make it worth the effort you spend locating it. Eldrid is known in the region there. He is a powerful wizard, Spiv, and he is well known in all the northern regions. Any wizard you find will know of him, and be able to direct you closer to him. He will also be known to the lord of those lands to the north, and to his ministers. You will have no trouble learning which way to go, I think. Give him this stone, Spiv, and tell him what befell me. Tell him they wanted the stone. I'm sure he will reward you, Spiv, more than I can." 

Spiv thought a moment. He did not miss the omission this man had made, thinking, "you will have no trouble learning which way to go" was hardly the same as saying "you will have no trouble getting there." But he had already given his hand, and that could not be undone, so he then spoke gently to the dying old man, "A bargain struck is a bargain kept, old man. I will take it to him. Is that all of it?" 

"Spiv, what I have asked is enough. Do not take this too lightly. I have held that stone for Eldrid, for twenty-six years. How many others held it before me, I do not know... but... many. Now after all that time, and who knows how long before, someone has come looking for it. There will be a reason for that, Spiv. I think they will want it very much. They will be... lusting for it. Take it to Eldrid. Tell him the whole story, how you found me, and why I sent it with you. He will know what to do with it." 

The old man started to cough. After a moment, he wheezed a couple breaths, and went on, "Tell no one, Spiv. Describe me to no one, and show no one at all what you carry, until you find Eldrid. You are a Horker, you know well that interesting stories draw the attention of men. This story you keep only for Eldrid. And good luck to you." 

Now Spiv wrapped the stone back up in the cloth. He looked for a place to put it, and finally wound up tucking it into his own boot top. He would secrete it in his cart later on. He said, "So, old man... do you want me to try to take you back to your farm? Or... if you will be too uncomfortable, perhaps I can take you after... uh, later?" Spiv was asking if the old man wanted to be buried at home, and offering to transport his body after he died, if he preferred not to suffer the pain travel might cause.

"Spivver MacAnders, I will be greatly surprised if my farm still stands. They will have brought down my house, and burned my crops."

"Burned your crops? That makes no sense. There is no profit for anyone in burned crops. Why would they do that? Do they hate you so much?"

"They do not know me at all, Spiv. Unless Eldrid fell into their hands, they may not even know me by name. They surely only suspected I held the stone. It was my folly that I allowed the stone to build my wealth sufficiently to attract their attention. This year there will be a poor harvest in the whole region… except on my farm. My farm was untouched by the blights that ruined whole crops through the area. That is what brought them to me, Spiv. I guess they will have burned my crops now, in order to see if that stone is still on the premises. Never mind, Spiv. It is enough that you know I need go nowhere from here. You have my gratitude. I will pass soon, now. You should not take the time to bury me or my foreman, whose body you may have seen by the wagon. But he was my friend, and I would not like to think of the birds feeding on him. Perhaps you would make a pyre of the wagon, and put him to rest in that fashion? He was a good friend, for many years... Once I had hoped he would marry my daughter, and keep the farm, since I have no sons... but... If you will, make a pyre, and mark this place? Perhaps someday my daughter will want to visit here, as people visit the graves of those who have passed on, that would be enough, and that for her sake, not my own... I think soon I will not be burdened with worries about such things." 

He was fading, but in a moment, he gave a wry smile then went on. "Spiv... now... now, I think I will rest a bit." He eased his head back, and closed his eyes as though resting. A final sigh passed the old man's lips, as if he had done all he needed to, and could indeed now rest...and he was gone.

Spiv spent only a little time gathering the goods spilled from the wagon. They were basic goods, ordinary and quite salable. There was salt and grain, a box with a few spices in small cloth bundles, and a bag of apples. In addition, Spiv found a few more valuable items. There were a few tools for leather and woodworking, a small bundle of parchment and ink, and a dozen quills from the wing of a goose, things of that sort. He picked them all up. There were some other things, some broken in the wreck, and some items he did not know the purpose of. He left what he could not identify, or what was broken beyond repair. 

Next, Spiv took a timber from the tongue of the wagon, and used it as a lever to rock the wagon back up on three wheels. Then he laid the two dead men on the bed of the wagon, and began to place dead wood and dry brush underneath. He sorted two burlap bags out of the goods he had collected, and put them as shrouds over the bodies, weighting them at the four corners of each with heavy rocks. He did not have sufficient rocks to mound over the bodies properly, but he placed a few directly on them. A burning body would sometimes contort in unusual ways, and it was an ill omen if a funeral pyre resulted in a corpse suddenly sitting up or otherwise appearing to be still alive. At that thought, Spiv turned his head, and spat over his left shoulder, warding against the evil luck such an occurrence might bring. 

After he had fashioned traces for one horse, the bay, to pull his cart, and readied the roan to ride, he lit the wood under the wagon. He waited while the fire began to gather heat and momentum, and then mounted the roan, holding a lead rope to the bay, which he had harnessed to his cart. He had not learned the names of either men, and was not prone to ceremonial words anyway, so he simply turned away and resumed his journey, heading again north. He was going that way when he got into this, and now he would have to stay headed that way, for a while at least. A bargain struck is a bargain kept, he repeated to himself. Always practical, Spiv ate an apple from the farmer's bag as he started the horses on the road again.
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Spiv moved on horseback through the night and into the next day. For two days he stopped little to eat, and not at all to rest, except a few hours to sleep on the second night. He grained the horses liberally whenever he stopped to eat, not wanting them to lose too much weight while he pushed on. He switched the horses out from time to time, and often got off his mount to walk. He was not used to riding, and found he was sore after the first day. He decided the break was good for the horse, as it was for himself, and kept moving, wanting distance between him and the violence he had left behind. Spiv also reflected that he was a man of some substance, suddenly, owning two horses in addition to his cart and the goods hidden in it. He would be well worth the attention of thieves and robbers, even without the green stone, now hidden in a compartment concealed in the cart. Brigandage was always a risk to lone travelers and small parties. How much more so, should he bump into the men who had wrought such havoc on the old farmer and his hired hand? How much havoc would be wrought on him, should they suspect he had the green stone they were seeking? Spiv found he had no lack of motivation to stay moving, traveling steadily farther from the scene of those events.

On the morning of the second day after his encounter with the old farmer, Spiv came across a small hamlet. He noticed it before he had encountered any villagers on the road, when he rose to a high point in the road and paused to look ahead. A slight haze of wood smoke hung over the few buildings in the still air of early morning. Spiv considered his options, and chose to swing far wide of the hamlet, leaving the main road for a ways. He didn't want someone to recognize his horses and delay him while they checked out his story and the scene of the wrecked wagon, which now was almost certainly a bit of ash here and there, with only a few charred plank ends remaining not completely consumed in the fire. And he didn't want to be followed down the road by some local who coveted the horses and was not above a bit of thievery himself.

After he calculated he had left the hamlet well behind, Spiv decided he would have to camp and have a real rest, more for his horses than for himself. He strayed off the road a good ways at dusk, and found a meadow with some sparse grass for the horses, and a spring not far away. He measured out a bit of grain for each animal, and then hobbled them loosely, granting them more freedom of movement than he had on previous evenings. He was not worried about losing them. They were tired and hungry, and would move only far enough to eat what grass they could find. 

Spiv ate cold rations, deciding not to risk a fire, since the people who had assaulted the farmer were not the only brigands in the countryside, and he rolled into his blanket early, just as the sun's last glow of the day was still reaching up from the western horizon. He trusted the horses to make some noise if anything untoward happened, and fell immediately asleep.

In the morning, Spiv was pleasantly surprised to see that there was much better grass here than he had thought, looking around in the fading light of dusk the previous night, and the horses had obviously grazed on it through the night. They were looking fit and energetic, ready for the road. He was wary of staying in one place too long, but the campsite was really very good, better than he had realized, and far enough from the road to give him confidence he could linger here for a bit. For that matter, he was seeing few people on the road lately, and he thought the traffic in this area was very sparse, further lowering the odds that he would be molested here. He led the horses to water again, and then decided to let them graze a while longer. Walking the horses back closer to his camp, he found a few varieties of berries, each of which had a few ripe enough to eat. He was more and more pleased with his decision to stay a bit longer. He made a cold breakfast, remaining leery of building a fire that would mark his location to anyone passing downwind for quite some distance, but the sun was well up, and he was warm in its light. He rested, and his horses grazed and rested. In the afternoon, he gathered his things and set out again, moving always north, but it would be an easy half-day of travel, before he stopped again, and both Spiv and the horses would be the better for it.

Over the next few days, moving at an easier pace, Spiv worked at several things while he traveled. In the evenings he busied himself at different tasks to make his traveling more comfortable and safer. He fashioned a better harness for the horses to pull his cart with. He modified the cart as best he could, to look more like a farmer's cart, and less like an itinerant trader, reasoning that a farmer might be transporting turnips or grain, rather than goods and trinkets more tempting to robbers. He took off his old dusky blue shirt and traded it for a worn and mended shirt made of plain brown, home-spun and coarsely woven material. He pulled out an old shapeless hat with a wide brim, such as farmers often wore, and put it on. 

His transformation was complete, and Spiv now appeared more like a farmer of modest means. He would make it a point to find some straw to fill the backmost portion of his cart, the better to fit the image of a farmer. Spiv spun a new legend for himself, a farmer who had lost his rights to his fields, by failing to pay sufficient taxes in the form of a share of his crop to the landlord. He estimated he knew just enough about farming to pass... as an incompetent farmer, which fit the legend he was creating. That would also fit with many of the odds and ends he now had for trading, since he could suggest he was selling off items in order to eat, and since he had picked up several items useful in farming from the wrecked wagon. It would also be a reason he would not part easily with his horses, or at least not both of them, even if he looked poor, since he would need one at least for plowing, if he found new field to till for another landlord. It seemed the effort might be wasted, though, for he continued to encounter few signs of other travelers, and it had been days now since he had seen anyone else moving on the road.

For several more days, then, Spiv avoided what small villages and hamlets he came across. Staying near the road at night, he lost no time searching out camping places and then moving back to the road in the morning. He was mounted within an hour of rising, putting miles behind him, each day until, finally, he decided, he must be in a new region, a different fiefdom, and one in which he would not likely encounter anyone who knew the horses he used by sight. 

Spiv decided to stop again for a rest, now that he was feeling more confident. He began to think of supplementing his meager larder with a fat rabbit or something. He moved a bit farther off the road for camp, and in the morning, after a breakfast of water, hard biscuit, and nothing fresh, he went to his cart and opened the false bottom. Among the items stored there was the bow he had won from the soldier at dice, and many arrows, in a box, with it. It was not properly a hunting bow, being a bit short, and rather heavy. It was an unusual bow, cleverly crafted with several layers of wood, laminated together and bound with metal rings and studs at four points along its length. Spiv had a passing familiarity with bows, and had gained some experience and training with them as a boy, but he had never seen a bow made this way before. He smiled at the memory of the soldier he took it from, thinking, No legend needed for this item. Won it at dice, fair and square... fair on my part, anyway. He picked up the bow, and half a dozen arrows.

Bending the bow for stringing was difficult, surprisingly more difficult than Spiv expected. It was a very strong bow indeed. Spiv was stronger than he looked, but he had the awkward strength of a young man, not yet wise in the application of his ability. His supple fingers were trained for dexterity, rather than applying force. The waxy string itself seemed almost too short for the bow, and he couldn't get the bow to arch quite far enough. If the man he took it from had not parted with it so reluctantly, Spiv might have decided there was something wrong with it. He examined the string, to see if perhaps it had been made too short by some clumsy repair, but it showed little sign of use, so Spiv decided it had probably been on the bow before, but not enough to have been damaged. Finally he padded the end of the bow with leather, and wedged it into the gap between the cart and one wheel, and leaned heavily on the long other end of the bow. He was able to slip the string into the notches cut for it, and it was strung. 

Then he began to fashion a way to carry the arrows on his back. After some experimenting, he wound up with a limp leather bag, with a sling to carry it. He cut it short enough that the arrows would stick up well out of it, to make them easier to grasp, but still long enough that they would stay in the bag, even on a galloping horse. The barbed blades of the arrowheads tended to catch on the leather sides of the bag, and on each other, and they would hang up sometimes when he was pulling them out, but it would work. Spiv decided he could boil and stretch the leather, later, to stiffen it and reduce the tendency of the arrows to hang up on it. Looking at the arrows, Spiv again noticed they were unusual. They had what appeared to be somewhat crude iron tips, but very sharp, with blades on each side that went from narrow at the sharp point to broad swept, delta-shaped blades, with barbed ends, like a wide swallowtail design. The same broad characteristic would make it necessary to cut the arrow from anything it was deeply embedded in; not ideal for learning to use the bow, firing them at wood or other inanimate targets. They would work well for hunting, he thought, though the bow was probably made for war. But he had some work to do familiarizing himself with shooting it before he spent too much time stalking game.

Back to the false bottom of the cart, and Spiv rummaged around until he found an assortment of arrowheads he had acquired for trade some time ago. These were lighter, and they were narrower, but would still serve well for hunting. They were also steel, rather than iron, and would be more resilient to being flexed, such as when being pulled out of a wooden target. Spiv selected six of a type he thought would serve well all around, for practice as well as hunting. Joining them to the shafts of the arrows that came with the bow, however, revealed another problem… these shafts were a bit too big around for the new heads. Spiv sighed, and settled down to work it out.

After removing the heads from six shafts, he carefully carved down the last inch and a bit more of each one, until it would take the new arrowhead. Realizing that the new arrowheads would change the weight of the arrow, as well as the balance, he then pondered the advisability of undertaking to modify the arrows he had started on, reasoning that it would be a poor trade to have six good arrows he could use for practice, but that all the others would shoot differently, due to the different weight of the new heads. To solve this problem, he went back to his cart and looked for some scrap metal. He found some bits of iron, and even a bit of steel, but the shape of these was not conducive to his purposes. Spiv knew how to melt and cast metals, but such an undertaking would take the whole day, at least, starting from scratch by building an oven and bellows, which would get hot enough to melt the metal. 

What he wanted was a bit of sheet lead, soft enough to work without melting, but heavy. For that matter, any lead would do, since lead melts at a low enough temperature that he could work that with much less trouble than iron or steel, but he had no lead sheeting, and no lead ingots either, or anything with sufficient lead to meet his purposes. He did have silver, in coins… a few anyway. Silver was soft enough to be readily malleable, and also melted at relatively low temperatures. But if he used silver to make up the weight of the arrowheads, then the loss of even one arrow would be a dear price to pay.

Frustrated, Spiv stood and began pulling the bow without any arrow. He found he could pull the bow well, but after only a few moments his arm began to shake. This was a strong bow indeed. He practiced pulling it and releasing the string a few times, occasionally feeling the sharp sting on his left wrist when the string smacked into his bare skin. The first time it was a sharp sting. The fifth or sixth time, it was much more than that, and his wrist was already sore and inflamed.

Another trip to his cart, this time for a bit of heavy leather and an awl. He made a leather sleeve to cover his left forearm, where the string would bite occasionally, and fitted it, lacing it to the outside of his forearm, tightly enough to remain in place, but still be comfortable. Then he looked at the awl again. It was iron, about the same diameter as the arrow shafts, where he had narrowed them for the new arrowheads. He looked at the new arrowheads. They allowed for substantially more than an inch of shaft to be sunk into the arrowhead where they were to be joined to the shaft. 

He got a file from his things, and began to etch carefully measured marks on the awl, and then filed the marks into notches, and then he was ready. He laid the awl on a good, flat rock, with a bit protruding over the end, held it still with another rock, and then struck it sharply with a with a hammer he had fetched from his cart. There, he had a good half-inch and a little more of iron broken off, like a very short rod. The awl provided five pieces, each piece just about right to plug into the arrowhead before sinking the shaft of wood in behind it. Spiv would have to be sure to sink the shaft well to butt up against the broken pieces of the awl, and to butt the pieces of the awl up against the forward end of the receiving tube in the arrowheads, but he was sure he could do that. Besides, the new arrowheads had an open seam in the receiving section, so he could tighten them down well, too. He soaked a length of sinew in water for a while as he ate lunch. He had spent the whole morning on this work.

While he ate he thought of the sixth arrow he had already removed the head from and carved down the end of the shaft. It went against his grain to waste even one, but he wasn't ready to sacrifice another awl for one more arrow, either. He poked around for something else in his goods, but there didn't seem to be anything else of the right size, made of iron, which he could guess would break off a usable piece. He gave up and thought again of the silver coins. Silver was valuable for its own sake, not just in the shape of a coin. He could bend a coin, wrapping it on itself into a cylinder, and it would not lose its value. And arrows themselves were not cheap. A good arrow had a shaft turned on a lathe, and sometimes even symmetrically rifled fletching, no easy trick to accomplish by use of eye alone. He glanced back at the arrows he was working with, and noted that they did indeed have a twist to the fletching. They were well made, and would have served any purpose he needed as they were, except for firing into wood over and over, and flexing them to pull them out again. Spiv decided he would sacrifice one coin, to make up the weight on the last of the six arrows he was making for practice. If he didn't need it, he could always salvage the silver from the arrow.

Not one to second guess after making a decision, Spiv immediately took one small coin for that purpose, returning to his flat rock with the coin and hammer, and now some small tongs for holding the coin while he worked it. He was careful to use mild blows, so as not to break the tongs, and when he was ready, he took all six arrowheads, mounted them, and bound them tightly with the wet sinew. Finally, he carefully lay each arrow on the rock, with its shaft in his left hand hanging off the edge, and with his hammer, carefully tapped at the split tube where the arrow shaft entered the head, seating the metal into the wood, and turning the edges to grip the shaft tightly. As the sinew dried, it would shrink, tightening the shaft in the arrowheads further. It was done, finally, with five good arrows to use, and one rather expensive arrow he would save unless he needed it very much.

He finished his work in late afternoon, just about the right time for hunting anyway. Spiv checked the hobbles on his horses before setting out. He looked around. Indeed, he thought, it was unlikely the horses would move far anyway, even without hobbles. The grass in this spot was much greener, lush, really, than anything else he had seen nearby. Odd, he thought, that I did not notice it when I picked this place for camp, last evening. He turned around and set out, walking uphill to the east.

After walking a while, Spiv fitted an arrow to his bow. He looked around for something to shoot at. He picked out a tree, perhaps twenty yards away. He aimed as high as he thought might be the middle of a deer's ribs, and let fly. He watch the arrow arc out, moving fast… and sailing right by the tree, disappearing into the grass on the other side, some forty or fifty yards out. And then he thought, Oh-oh… which arrow was that? He raced out to look for it, pulling his other arrows out and looking at each one. There, one of them had a glint of silver that could just be seen in the split of the tube that held the shaft. His relief was palpable, and he put the arrows away, and began looking for the lost arrow. He startled a rabbit while he was looking, and started after it, grasping for another arrow. He was too slow, and the rabbit was gone out of sight before he had an arrow ready to shoot, but then he saw the arrow he was missing. He smiled his gratitude to the rabbit for showing him where to find the arrow.

"There is more to this than I remember," Spiv muttered quietly, referring to archery in general. He considered cursing his impatient youth, wishing he had paid better attention to his instructor in archery. He had been told he had a talent with bows, but at the time he was more interested in the other skills he was learning. Instead of cursing, he shrugged his shoulders, deciding that he would just have to make up for the lost time now, and try to dredge up the old memories of his early lessons. It was not as though he had pressing matters to attend to, and so long as he was off the road, his chances of coming across trouble were not great. Not zero, but not great. He turned downhill, back towards his camp. 

His biggest problem was that, without mastering the bow, he would be eating poorly before long. He had been avoiding towns and villages, and his supplies were running low. Tonight would be bread again, so he thought of that. Perhaps he would fry his bread tonight. He looked at the sun. He would arrive at camp with a good hour of sunlight left, at least. He thought of setting up a target with some sort of backstop that would save him looking for arrows, for practice. He also thought of marking the arrow that held the silver coin, so he would not accidentally lose that one shooting at something as small and fast as a rabbit. He decided to practice mornings and evenings, while in camp, before he made another attempt to hunt with his new bow. Today he had spent more time looking for his lost arrow than he had shooting.

For a while, then, Spiv traveled shorter days, spent the evenings practicing with the bow. As he got marginally better, he started carrying it on his horse during the day, in his left hand while he rode. Occasionally he would spy a rabbit, and then he would try to shoot it while riding. He learned quickly that he could not dismount, or the rabbit would run. Even stopping the horse would cause the closer ones to run, but shooting from the back of a horse at a slow walk was not too difficult. He even learned that different kinds of rabbits would run differently. Some small kinds would dart away, with unexpected twists and turns, while a larger breed was reliable to run off in a straight direction, counting on speed for its escape. These last, as they gathered speed, would soon be leaping in great bounds, adding a vertical dimension to predicting where to shoot his arrow. Best to try for those before they got moving too far. In fact, best to shoot at rabbits before they were running at all. The smaller ones, he observed, often did not run far, but ducked behind a rock or bush and sat still, until he approached close. Much easier to hunt them, Spiv decided. He still tried for others anyway, and after a time he began to get better at shooting while the horse walked along, and much better still on foot. He began to enjoy the hunting. It was perhaps three days later when things changed unexpectedly.
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Spiv had set up his camp a good way from the road this day, towards the Eastern Mountains. His bow was fast becoming a natural part of his routine, and he found himself thinking of something larger than rabbits for game. He had been seeing signs of deer, both tracks and scat, as well as occasionally finding indications of predators. This made him eager to try his luck hunting deer, but also leery of leaving his horses for long while he was out hunting. No woodsman, he was learning all of this by trial and error, but he could not afford to learn about horses and predators by finding one of his horses being eaten after he had been out chasing rabbits or deer.

Spiv was examining his arrows, too. He had made hundreds of shots since he started working with the bow, counting practice and hunting, and one had chipped off a piece of an arrowhead, on one side, when it struck on a rock. Two or three others were fast becoming very dull from use on wood, during target practice. These had seen the most use. He tried always to use the same arrows for that, reasoning that he would then keep the others sharp for hunting, but it was time to sharpen the dull ones up a bit. He did not have a good stone, but he pulled out a small, fine file for the job. His one silver arrow was marked with red chalk now, rubbed into the wood just forward of the fletching, so he would not accidentally shoot it and lose it. So far, he had not lost any, though some took more finding than others. Spiv made a mental note to look about for a bright colored dye, the next time he was in a town, reasoning that his arrows would be easier to spot when he was looking for them. Spiv began sharpening his arrowheads, and when he had finished that, he started to re-shape the chipped arrowhead with his file.

He was well into his work when he heard something larger than a rabbit moving in the brush outside of camp. He thought of a deer, and considered tying to stalk it. Then he thought of predators and considered it might be better not leave his horses, which were grazing close by. He looked over at them, and saw that they were calm, which reassured him regarding wolves. He was still looking at them when another kind of predator, potentially much worse than wolves, stepped out into the clearing. Men.

There were three of them. Tall, and carrying long bows. Bearded, rough looking men. Spiv saw in a moment that they were also carrying swords, and that made them soldiers, at best... brigands at worst. And all too often, there was little enough difference between the two. He thought of the loss of those horses in a moment, and considered whether to let them go easily, without revealing his presence. The thought pained him, but he had to be practical. Then he realized that those men would soon spot his camp anyway, so he decided on a bolder presentation. He put down the file and stood, picking up his bow. He fit an arrow to his bowstring, but held it with the bow and the arrow in his left hand, a less aggressive posture than holding it actually ready to pull and shoot, and waited to be seen.

The tallest of the three men stopped short of the horses, looking around. He was close enough now to see that they were hobbled, and this suggested that someone would likely be nearby. He spotted Spiv while the other two walked on to the horses. The tall one looked Spiv over with a sharp eye. Spiv saw him note the bow and arrow at the ready, and watched him make a low whistle to his companions, who were now running their hands over one of the horses, the bigger of the two, the blue roan, obviously admiring him. They glanced back at the whistle, and then looked where they saw the tall one looking. The tall one called out.

"What have we here? Are you hunting?" he said, loud enough for his voice to carry well. Spiv looked at him and his companions, who appeared suddenly much more alert.

"Hunting... ah, yes. And you?" Spiv replied.

"Aye, we are hunters, today. We serve Lord Raymond, of Perryton. He wants a bear, and so have we been hunting bear for a while now. Have you seen any? Bears, I mean."

Spiv thought a moment. This was good news to him. A lord would not have need of his horses, and would not find the things Spiv had stored in his cart to be a great temptation... what would be easily discovered, anyway. The junk piled on top of his cart would be just that, to a lord... junk. It was carefully calculated not even to catch the eye of a casual thief too easily, a much lower standard. Further, a lord is not a brigand, at least not of the normal type Spiv might encounter on the road. When lords took to robbery, in Spiv's experience, they set their sights a bit higher. Or, they set them much lower, and called their thievery a "tax increase," which was often just very slow and gradual theft. So, the lord was less likely to be a problem to Spiv than other types might be. Whether or not a lord would interest himself in what his men did to a casual traveler was another question.

"Oh, yes," Spiv said, smoothly. "There are bears in this area. Though I have not seen one in the last several days. A bit farther from here, I think. Perhaps I can help you." Spiv was planning to send them on a long hunt, away from himself. He was going north, so he would direct them south or straight east up into the high mountains, if he could. He would send them with news to their lord of bears to be had, in any direction except that which Spiv was going. Although he would not know bear tracks from pig tracks, himself, in fact.

The tall one thought for a moment, seeming to consider what he would say. Then, it seemed, he decided. "We've heard talk of a great bear in these woods. And our lord would take it for a trophy. If you can help us find that one, I think he'd see you rewarded." He seemed to come to a decision. "Come. We will take you to our lord, and you can tell him what you know of bears around here."

Now Spiv regretted his words. I should have told them I was a tinker, or trader, or farmer… Stick to the legend, that's why you make them, he thought. But, putting on a confident air, he simply began to gather his things. If he was going to see the lord, the last thing he wanted to do was give these men cause to doubt him before he even got there. And he didn't care to leave his things here unguarded, either. He had just found out that wolves were not the only things he might lose his horses to around here. And he wasn't thinking of bears. He picked up a harness and prepared to put a horse to his cart. When he was ready, they headed further east.

Arriving at the camp of Lord Raymond of Perryton, Spiv was astonished to see that the great lord traveled with a company of only perhaps thirty men, give or take a few, all armored and dressed in soldier's tunics, save a couple of gentlemen or courtiers present, and two or three clerks of one sort or another. Out of just over thirty men present, he saw only five that were not plainly soldiers. Those that were soldiers were large, loud, and unkempt. They wore what might, at one time have been rust colored tunics, uniforms, but they were now dirty, patched and mended, faded in some places and not in others. Their chain mail, though, gleamed as if brand new, and all the weapons he saw were in fine condition. Spiv wondered if the mail was bright because it was new, or just maintained very diligently. A few wore helmets that seemed identical to each other as well. Spiv digested these details through his horker background automatically. The small group, and especially the few attendants, do not suggest an important lord. The close attention to their armor and weapons might indicate a lord who is a good military commander. The identical helms suggest a lord wealthy enough to issue armor routinely to his recruits. His conclusion was that this might be an important lord, after all, but very confident in his men and his own ability.

Moving about among these men were also a couple of servants, boys, really. One was cooking, and the other fetching a large pair of black boots, which he then set about polishing. And the men were all busy at one thing or another, no loafers in sight. Here he saw one soldier winding a new leather grip onto a sword pommel, and there were several shooting arrows into straw targets, shaped and sized similarly to the torsos of men. Indeed, on closer look, it seemed they were shooting at old leather armor stuffed with straw. 

There were three tents standing in that camp. One, larger than the others, had a pennant flying from the top center pole. The pennant was a sky blue field, with broad red borders and a red shield represented, crossed by two long swords. Other figures adorned the shield device and surrounded it, but Spiv could not make them out. A coat of arms, meaning this would be the tent of the noble lord himself.

One man among the soldiers stood out. He was a bear of a man himself, with long, wavy and unkempt reddish hair and beard, a great belly below powerful shoulders and above legs like tree trunks. His shoulders were broader by more than a hand's width than his mates', and they were not small men themselves. His tunic was not a faded rust color. It was a deep, rich crimson red, the same red as was used in the pennant above the large tent. He was standing with those who worked their bows on the straw targets, bellowing out praise for the good shots, and disdain for the poor shots. Spiv looked closer and saw that the "poor" shots were almost all hits, anyway… but perhaps not immediately lethal hits. He raised his eyebrows a bit when he realized these men were shooting a distance perhaps three times greater than he would chance at a rabbit, himself, and expected to hit vital shots each time.

The tall soldier with Spiv spoke, "There's Lord Raymond. Come." The last word was more a command than an invitation, and he started out towards the red-haired giant who continued to bellow at the other men. Spiv hurried to catch up with him, arriving just as he spoke to the red-haired giant.

"My lord, this is, ah, a local hunter. He says he knows something of bears."

Spiv cursed him mentally for the exaggeration, knowing full well he had not said such a thing, only that there were bears in the area, and he was suddenly sure that he had miscalculated badly with the slight prevarications he had made. The lord looked down at him, waiting for him to speak.

"Well," Spiv stammered a bit as he pulled his thoughts together, "ah, of course hunting is never a sure thing, but we can give it a go, and, ah, see what fortune grants us… Of course, a really great bear does not become great by being a fool…" He tried to stand tall and straight as Raymond looked him over. He realized suddenly that Raymond of Perryton was smiling a bit. He squared his shoulders more, at this, thinking, If he's in a good mood, maybe I can still pull this off... "but perhaps with luck we can at least give a good chase, ah… my lord." Spiv remembered the proper address a moment late.

"We MIGHT make a good chase? Lad, we have been chasing a good chase for TEN DAYS now!" Raymond bellowed, his slight smile turning to a scowl instantly. "This beast has already showed us he is no spring cub. Three nights ago, he killed all of our dogs and was gone before the rest of us caught up enough to put even one arrow in him! Eleven hounds, and not one survived!" Spiv put on a thoughtful look, searching for something to say.

"Ah, well… that is bad news indeed, sir." Thinking only a moment ago that he would be very lucky indeed if he managed to pick out a path that would bring these people into the vicinity of a reasonably great bear, he now began to think he would be far more lucky if he did not. He was thinking rapidly. So, bears are hunted with dogs, then? "Hmmm… without dogs, it will be very difficult…" Raymond's expression seemed to turn from a scowl to outright anger, sending Spiv's mind racing for something else to say. "Ah, perhaps if your lordship will designate someone to tell me what has transpired so far… what your hunters have learned about this animal in the recent days…? I will be happy to give it my full attention, and report back with any insights or suggestions…? That is, ah, you seem to be busy at the moment, and…" Spiv's words trailed off, and he thought to himself, Best to shut up! It's not getting any better! Only a few moments before he had some idea of simply setting off in some random direction, with the hunting party spread well out, counting on the other hunters to actually detect and interpret any signs of bears they came across… with luck he might even have managed to let one of these hunters pick the direction. Now he was committed to making a report to the great lord, and devising a strategy for hunting an animal he knew nothing about. 

Fortunately, Raymond appeared to be a man of strong action, more than a man of deep thought, or perhaps he was simply distracted. Either way, he seemed to lose interest. "Jackson, tell this… hunter… what we know, and what we have been doing." He took another look up and down Spiv's spare form. "And feed him something. We will need strength for the next days of hunting." To Spiv he added, "I will have this bear, lad. See to it you give your whole attention to that end." Now he turned away, back to the archers. "Dammit! Were you all thinking you were part of a council of war here? Shoot!" Spiv heard a string thrum immediately, and an arrow thumped into a target. "There's a good blow! You, there, match that, and I'll grant you a bit of silver, soldier! Can you do it?" Thrum... "Damn your hide! Is it silver you want, or the cat to scratch your back? Pay attention! Now you, you're next, and make it good, or I'll have your shirt off you, damn you!" Thrum... "Better, that's better... go to the purser, tell him I granted you one silver coin... and don't let me hear later you told him two... then return here. I'm not done with you yet. Who's next? You lot are lucky I am a generous man, damn your hides. Some lords would flog archery into you... Hmmm... Maybe it would work better. I'll consider that, if you don't improve, you sorry lot... You, what are you waiting for? Shoot!"

The tall one took Spiv gently by the arm and led him away. They went to the cook fire, and collected bowls of stew. As they sat down nearby, he spoke to Spiv.

"My name is Jackson. I've served our Lord Raymond as captain of his guard for six years, now. And you?" Jackson, for all his rough appearance, seemed to be making an effort to be polite, to Spiv's ear. He was a bit slow to answer, thinking hard. An officer of the bodyguard for a great lord might himself be a minor lord, or at least a knight, Spiv thought. 

"I am called Spiv, sir," he said carefully. Jackson seemed satisfied with that, So perhaps he is not a lord, Spiv observed, but merely a knight.

"Spiv, it may be good luck that we came across you. This bear is reckoning to be a problem. Lord Raymond does not take defeat well." Spiv considered these words, and tried to pick out one of the many questions that came to mind.

"Defeat, sir? Does his lordship take it so personally?" Jackson looked sharply at him. 

"You are not a local boy at all, are you Spiv?" Spiv looked away, feeling like he had been caught in a lie, though he had never said he was local.

"No, sir… it is my first time in these, ah, these lands." Jackson seemed to consider this for a moment. 

"Spiv, these are Lord Raymond's lands, everywhere west of the road, for more than a few days travel west, and east of the road to the mountains. His lands go north and south of here as well, even farther. The bear we hunt has been a curse on the lord's villages and on his farms. He kills cattle and sheep faster than anything I ever heard of in the six years since I came here. He's killed thirteen peasants and men in just the last two months, including one whole peasant family, breaking through their door at night and catching them all in bed. A few weeks ago he killed a prize stallion Lord Raymond was thinking of breeding to his own stock mares, entering a barn to get to the animal. A stable boy saw it going in, and heard the horse's scream, and shut the door, with the bear inside. He couldn't even get away before the bear had broken through the door and run him down. You won't go far wrong thinking Lord Raymond takes this one a bit personally. Maybe you don't know this either: Lord Raymond is better known outside his own lands as Raymond the Red." 

Spiv was silent. Everyone knew of Raymond the Red. He was a soldier of renown, the kind of soldier who made legends, and then seemed to grow to surpass them. Spiv had been hearing of Raymond the Red since he was a little boy. Spiv was surprised when he realized that Lord Raymond did not seem old enough to already be a famous soldier when Spiv was little. He must have begun to build his reputation when he was younger than Spiv is now... or perhaps he is the second of a line, and his father was the first famous Raymond the Red? Spiv decided not to ask. After a moment Jackson went on.

"This bear is making fools of us. He moves and hunts only at night, so far as we can see. He plunders stock and kills for three or four nights, sometimes more, and then disappears, maybe for three or four weeks. And then suddenly we hear of another spate of killing and destruction, and he is gone again. It's like he goes into hiding for a time, and all signs of him vanish overnight. First we heard of him was almost a year ago, now, but his ill effect on the villages and farms has increased sharply over the summer. Lord Raymond sent men after him before, and now has taken on the task himself. Oh, and I should tell you, though they were less, the killings didn't stop over the winter, as we expected, when other bears hibernate. I guess this bear doesn't sleep in winter… or at least, he does not sleep soundly." Jackson twitched a slight smile.

Spiv shifted on the rock he sat upon. "I see. And, are we sure it is in this area? Have you tracked him here? I mean, this very bear, not just, um, ordinary bears?"

"We know he's here because of the animals killed in this area these last three nights. Including eleven bear-tracking and bear-baiting dogs. Aye, and the dog handler, too. The handler was with the dogs when they found the bear. Or maybe I should say, when the bear found the dogs."

Spiv felt himself begin to slump a bit, overwhelmed with the news that the hunting party itself was losing men to the animal. He was beginning to feel comfortable with Jackson. It seemed that with Raymond's decision to include Spiv in the hunting party, Jackson considered him now as one of them. He was speaking openly, with none of the signs of subterfuge or keeping secrets which Spiv had been trained to look for. Spiv unconsciously watched for such things automatically, by habit, but Jackson seemed to be speaking frankly with him. He thought of coming clean himself, telling Jackson that he had no idea how to hunt bear, and little experience hunting even rabbits. But Jackson spoke again, leaving Spiv to wonder what the tall soldier might already have perceived about him.

"Spiv, like I said, maybe it's good luck that we have found you. We lost one man, and now we've replaced him. Lord Raymond always accomplishes what he sets out to do, and any fresh ideas on this subject will be welcomed by him… and by the rest of us, too. Raymond is not a man who simply demands success. He creates it, by strength, and endurance, and by the force of his will. He will succeed, be sure of that. The only thing he demands of his men is that they do not give up, and do their best in his service." Jackson glanced at Spiv's heavy, short bow. "If you have no skill but the ability to wield that bow, and you have the courage to stand and shoot it, you'll be welcome among us. But let me tell you, these men love their lord. If you cannot stand and shoot when the time comes, it'd be better if you weren't with the party at all. It's your responsibility to tell us if you don't have the courage for it. Lord Raymond won't ask you. He will assume that because you presume to be here with him, you will serve his purposes. 

"Now, let me tell you what we've done so far, and what we've learned about this beast. It's not exactly the trophy hunt I first described to you when we met, and maybe you will have an idea after all…. We've spent the last two nights, since our dogs were killed, baiting the bear with goats staked out in a clearing. Several clearings, in fact… We also tried chickens, before we ate them. So far, he seems uninterested in goats and chickens. Some other ideas have been suggested, but our best bet, the dogs, failed us immediately..."

Jackson went on to explain to Spiv that they had not been close to the bear at all, save that night when the bear killed the dogs, and then it seemed that the bear had been moving in his own direction, without purpose, until the dogs caught his scent and set to baying. Then, it seemed, the bear had turned sharply around, circled the dogs, and attacked the pack from their flank, downwind. It was a surprise they would never have expected from a hunted animal. The dogs lasted only as long as it took for each one to come within the bear's reach. Then, seeing his animals all dispatched so quickly, the dog's handler had turned back towards the following hunting party, and ran for his life. After laying the last dog open from sternum to tail with one swipe of his claws, the bear had run the man down, catching him just in sight of some of the other hunters. They had said they watched the bear pull up on his two back legs for the last twenty feet of that chase, still outrunning the dog handler easily, opening his jaws wide before closing them on the neck of the man he had caught...and taking his head off without much effort. The bear stood and bellowed, dripping gore from his jaws, seeming to know that the other hunters were there, and defying them, before turning back around and shambling, still very quickly, back into the woods. They gave chase, of course, but did not see him again that night. Some of the men said this bear was like no bear they had seen before, and rumors they had been hearing from peasants and villagers in the area began to take on ominous new import.

Jackson's narrative ended, and he asked, "What do you think, Spiv?" 

Spiv had listened quietly, but now he observed wryly, "Whatever manner of bear it is, it seems he does not like to be chased." 

"Well, I suppose not. Does that suggest something to you?" 

"It suggests to me that we cannot catch the bear, but perhaps he can catch us," Spiv commented, with black humor.

"Yes," Jackson nodded, seriously, seeming to miss Spiv's sarcasm. "I suppose that's right, Spiv. As you say, we've had little luck chasing him, but he's had good luck when he decided to chase some of us. Can we use that?" And that had led to this evening's plan, such as it was.
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Late the next afternoon, and into the evening, Spiv was moving through the woods with twelve other men, including Lord Raymond, who moved with an almost eerie silence on Spiv's left. They were in the foothills, the leading edge of the mountains themselves, and moving uphill as quietly as possible. Spiv himself was very skilled at moving silently… very skilled indeed, due to his horker's training, but Raymond was twice his size and yet made much less noise. Still, earlier in the evening Lord Raymond had cursed one of his men for stepping carelessly on a branch, cracking it loudly, and then glanced approvingly at Spiv, saying, "Even this boy knows how to move quietly, and unless I miss my guess, he has less experience than you lot." Spiv thought that this was not a compliment or a criticism, just a shrewd observation.

An advance party, moving ahead of them, consisted of four men on horses. They were well armed, with bows as well as swords. They also wore chain mail and leather armor. They were not intended to be silent, but rather to attract the attention of the bear, and let him know he was being hunted yet again. They were mounted on horses also in mail and leather, to help protect them if the bear attacked (Jackson explained to Spiv that a bear could outrun a horse for a hundred yards or so, and therefore, a charging bear would be likely to close and injure or kill one of these animals, by extension putting the rider at great risk himself, were the horse not protected from the worst of the injury) and their charge was to trot from clearing to clearing, making themselves seen and heard, aggressively seeking out the bear or any sign he left. This was not to be done loudly, like a challenge. Rather, they were to present more like hunters a bit careless with their methods. 

Another rider, on a fast, sure-footed little pony, and without mail, but still with bow and sword, moved rapidly between the advance party and the following group, which consisted of Lord Raymond, Spiv, and the rest of the hunters. The fast horseman's job was not to come close enough to Lord Raymond's group to give them away, but close enough to show the direction of the horse party as they moved about, so that the followers never got too far away from the horsemen. They hoped the bear would decide to take on the horsemen as an irritant, to stop them following and harassing him. The horsemen would then lead the bear back towards the main body of hunters. They had been moving now for some three hours, and more, the riders moving back and forth in an arc, clearing to clearing, and Lord Raymond's group, with Spiv, moving more or less in a roughly straight line, the better to keep close.

As evening turned into night, the bright moonlight made progress a bit easier than it would otherwise have been, giving enough visibility to move rapidly through the less than dense woods they hunted tonight. The horsemen, of course, relied on the horses' better eyes for picking their way through the moonlit landscape, and stayed out of the woods as much as possible, moving from clearing to clearing, and following creek bottoms and trails whenever possible. They traveled separately, each touching base with his fellows on the left and right periodically, the better to cover as much ground as possible. Now, Spiv and his companions were moving along rapidly in the last known direction of the horsemen, but waiting for the fast horseman to appear again, giving them confirmation of the direction to advance in. Lord Raymond was becoming impatient, though remaining as quiet as ever, until he spoke.

"Damn it! Where is he?" the quiet, almost inaudible whisper barely carried to Spiv. Lord Raymond was becoming more agitated by the moment.

"Perhaps he has lost track of our advance, my lord," Spiv offered just as quietly.

"Spiv, my lad, that man could find me blindfolded, on a moonless night, walking on one leg. He has not lost track of us. Something is happening up there. We will advance a bit faster. But quietly!" Raymond set out at a faster pace, but, in spite of Raymond's admonition, Spiv heard the other men stepping up the pace. Raymond turned and glared at them. "You lot move only as fast as you can SILENTLY! Spiv and I will go ahead." Spiv wished the other men could move more quietly… or that he had made a bit more noise himself… enough not to be included in the party of two now to move in advance of the safety of numbers. Still, he stepped out with Raymond, paying more attention than ever to make no noise at all. If he could not have the safety of numbers, he would take more care to have the safety of stealth on his side.

In a few minutes, they had left the others far enough behind that he could no longer hear them, and he felt as exposed as if he were walking on a beach in broad daylight. He drifted a bit closer to the great form of Raymond the Red. Perhaps he only imagined it, but it seemed he could feel the heat radiating off the strong body of Lord Raymond as he strode forward. There was a palpable strength there, and Spiv took some comfort in it.

After some time, they came through the woods to the edge of a large meadow. There was the silver of moonlight reflected from a large pond towards one end, and a few dark lumps Spiv took for large rocks. A patch of dark ground, black in the moon light near the center of the meadow held his attention. It looked like a great hole at first, but that was an optical illusion. Spiv realized it was not all black. There was a glint, something reflecting the moonlight. Actually, more than one. What would reflect the moonlight like silver, or like… polished steel? Spiv slowly realized that what he saw was the shapeless form of a horse and a man, lumped together in death. The reflected glints he saw were a sword and the fittings of a scabbard, and some brass and steel fittings in the horse's bridle and harness. Without thinking he grasped Lord Raymond's arm, holding him back from stepping out into the clearing. Raymond looked down at him, and Spiv could feel the questioning look he could not see.

"My lord…" Spiv started, a bit louder than he intended, in his unease.

And then it came. A great bellow unlike anything Spiv had heard before. It froze him for a moment, and a sinking feeling of dread he had never felt before seemed to come with it. A great, dark form charged out from across the clearing, perhaps eighty yards out when Spiv's eyes detected it. Raymond shook his arm loose from Spiv's hand.

"At last!" bellowed Raymond. "Come here, you great nasty beast! I've something for you!" Raymond pulled up his bow and immediately let fly an arrow. Spiv could not see the arrow fly in the dark, but a moment later another bray from the huge shaggy form advancing on them told that the arrow had struck home. Spiv suddenly realized that he should be shooting, too. 

He pulled up his bow and drew back, at the same time stepping right two paces. He let fly. And heard the string of Raymond's bow again, also. Spiv didn't even try to see where the arrows might have gone, but pulled on his bow with another, again stepping right. He loosed this one as well, and now realized that forty of the eighty yards of grace he started with were now gone. It is fast, he thought. It is very fast... He put aside the image of running away that assaulted his mind. He stepped right, and drew another arrow, and some part of his mind realized that arrows would not stop this great beast before it closed with Raymond.

At that moment, Spiv became aware that he could hear the other men of the party coming up quickly, with no attempt at silence now. They had been closer than Spiv realized, and must have heard Raymond's challenge to the animal. He felt some encouragement that he and Raymond did not face this beast alone. One of the men let out a yell himself, like soldiers might do when storming a castle, as Lord Raymond dropped his bow, drawing his sword. No worries about scaring him off, Spiv thought. He's eager to make a fight of it here, as much as we are. It surprised him to realize that with the support of the other men, and Raymond's example, he was eager to get on with the fight, and put an end to the bear. There was something visceral about his reaction to seeing the great shaggy form, something that said, "Kill this creature! It does not belong here!" even more loudly than something else that said, "Run away!"

As Spiv let another arrow go, the world turned into a maelstrom of shouts, rushing figures and melee. Spiv turned with his next arrow ready to his bowstring, following the form of the bear, not twenty yards away now, and much closer than that to Lord Raymond. Again, he stepped two paces to his right. He drew the bow. Three arrows gone, just three remaining, he thought. Why did I make only six arrows? Why didn't I pick up more? He loosed another while the random thoughts darted through his brain, as though thinking of it now would make a difference. I should be shooting the broadheads this bow came with… then I would have enough arrows…Spiv held his bow pulled with his fifth arrow, his right hand to his cheek, looking across the top of the shaft. He could not fire now. Lord Raymond was swinging a great longsword, two handed, slashing blows that sometimes bit deep and hard enough that Spiv could hear the impact from where he stood. Sometimes a wet slap into soft tissue, others, a solid thunk, as the sword bit into bone. Now Raymond would make a great slashing strike with the sword, now the bear would make a great slashing swipe with his claws. Spiv saw the pattern, and after Raymond's next strike, he fired as the warrior lord jumped back away from the bear's reprisal. Spiv's eyes were adjusting to the pace of the combat, and he saw this arrow strike deep in the bear's chest. A moment of elation turned sour when Spiv saw it made no difference in the bear's attack. He may as well have missed entirely for all the effect it had.

One of Raymond's men now stepped in front of his lord, holding his sword above his head, point forward, in both hands. He stepped inside the bear's reach, and drove the point through the bear's chest, two thirds of the length of the blade. It was a mighty blow, a stab with the strength and skill of a professional soldier behind it. Spiv thought he had never seen something so brave, or so deadly. The man died in the next instant, half his chest torn away, and the bear disregarding the ragged remains in his attempt to close in on Raymond.

Another soldier was now behind the animal, hacking great strokes into his hind legs. Spiv realized he was hoping to hamstring the bear, and thought, Good! Good! Cripple him, and he can't chase us! He looked around, though, and realized that no one intended to run and be chased, or not chased. It seemed everyone here recognized this as a fight to death, and they threw themselves into the battle with abandon. Spiv watched as the fight became an intricate dance, the bear partnered with Raymond and his men in a macabre capering frenzy, each of them rushing forward when the bear faced another direction, and then rushing back when he turned towards them. 

The man hacking into the bear's back legs suddenly found himself facing the beast, which had turned around to address the attack from his rear. Almost without stopping, the bear dispatched him with one blow, and whirled again, slashing at anyone in reach, completing a circle, a pirouette of violence and blood. 

The animal faced Raymond again, now, who was just landing a potent blow directly to his gruesome head. It was gruesome indeed, appearing deformed with snarling rage. The great sword cleaved almost straight down, but it must have turned a bit at the last moment, or so it seemed to Spiv, for the result appeared to be a great shearing off of the fur and skin and one ear. Now the bear, seeming in the inconsistent light to have only a bit more than half of his head remaining, the flesh of one side hanging down below his jaw, finally landed a telling blow on Lord Raymond. As Lord Raymond had stepped in with raised sword, the animal had pulled his huge paw back and to one side. The awful wound to his head did not interrupt the great round sweep of that paw, started in a wide half circle, moving almost too fast for a human eye to follow. Raymond stepped, not back and away from this blow, but instead, incredibly, into it, close to the bear. He was trying to bring his sword back up, perhaps in a stabbing thrust, under the bear's ribs, and willing to take the bear's riposte as the price of this attempt. And instead of claws, because he was so close, he was met with the foreleg, and was knocked rolling to the ground before his blade could bite again. He dropped his sword as he fell, and now the bear stepped forward, standing over it, moving towards Raymond, a few feet further away, so strongly had the bear hit him. 

A soldier, screaming like a madman, charged at the bear with sword held high like an axe, from one side. He landed a cutting blow high on the bear's foreleg, the offending limb that had laid Raymond on the ground. The bear ignored it, and simply bumped the soldier back with his shoulder, almost a shrug more than a blow. The soldier flew back like he had been plucked up by an invisible hand, and landed on his back, perhaps six feet from where his feet had last been on the ground. He didn't move immediately. The bear started again towards Raymond, who was still on his back, now propped up on his elbows. He seemed to be looking around for something. He turned over, groping in the grass. He was searching for his sword, or some other weapon, any weapon.

Spiv caught his breath, and reach to his back for another arrow. His own groping hand missed it the first time, and again, and finally found it on the third try, the last arrow he carried. He had no sword, so this was his last weapon, but the sight of the great lord prostrate on the ground, and the bear now lumbering over above him could not be borne. Spiv felt the wrongness of it, the great man now to become victim to the evil of this rogue bear that was like no bear ever heard of. Despairing, he readied his arrow, and pulled the bow. The bear was standing now, his forelegs raised, and spread wide, a great roar thundering from slavering jowls and gleaming teeth… the bear seemed to relish the moment, seemed almost to understand that this, at his feet, was his great foe, this was the man who caused him to be hunted this night, who had tricked him into facing so many enemies at once. He stood almost still for that moment. Spiv thought, I need to do something more. I need to put this in his eye or... something… but realizing the impossibility of it, he almost lowered his bow. Instead he sighted once more on the chest where so many other arrows had already gone. It would probably do no more good than the last one, or the dead soldier's sword, but Spiv had to do something, anything, rather than to see Raymond killed. He took a breath, held it, and let go his last arrow.

The arrow struck from the side, just under the shoulder of the upright animal, a bit forward and below what would be the armpit of a man. It drove hard, was buried to the fletching, not six inches of the shaft left protruding. The beast took a great breath as if to bellow again his rage... but no sound came forth. He fell back on his haunches, as a dog might, sitting up to beg at the table of his master. His forelegs, which had been extended like a man reaching around a great tree trunk, came down to his sides, and the misshapen head, missing one ear and half the skin on one side, turned down and sideways, as if to look at the bit of arrow left sticking out of the side of his chest, and then a slow puzzled look at Spiv, the source of this new injury. It was an intelligent look, Spiv recognized the awareness in it, but he felt nothing, and knew nothing, waiting for whatever reaction would come. He thought of running, seeing now the beast had forgotten Raymond entirely, and was focused only on him. But the fierce rage the animal showed only a moment ago was gone. With a tired, almost resigned sigh, the monstrous creature toppled over on his side, and lay still. It was over. He was dead, at last.

There was no sound but the labored breath of the remaining men, and then a slight rattle of steel as some of them shifted in their mail. They all looked about, as if wondering what other enemies might come spewing forth out of the forest. One man stepped forward and poked at the slain animal with his sword, impaling it a couple of inches into his hide. When he got no response, he pushed harder, six more inches. Spiv realized that they had not seen the arrow strike in those final moments. They didn't know what had killed it, at the end. As he looked closer at the now still form, he could see that several arrows were yet protruding from the animal's hide... some of them his. He sat down right where he stood, breathing hard, fighting against being sick, adrenalin from the fight giving a tremor to his hands and legs. Now a couple of men were helping Raymond to his feet, and as he rose, the men began to cheer. And more men were turning over the carcass, taking a good look, finally, at the dispatched enemy. A hand landed on Spiv's shoulder, and he looked up to see Jackson's tight smile.

"It seems you were the man we needed, after all, Spiv." 

"The man we…? Oh… so, you saw it, then?"

"Oh, yes, I saw it. I came up too far to this side for the fight. I was behind you when you let fly the telling shot. One or two others who were with me saw it, too. The arrow must have pierced his black heart, I suppose, damn him. A very lucky shot… Or a very good one."

"I didn't think… I had decided he could not be killed with an arrow. When I let that one go, it was... well, it was all I had left. My last arrow. I thought Raymond was gone then."

"We all did, Spiv. Seems all you had was enough, though." Spiv had nothing left to say to that. He was still sitting there a few moments later, Jackson's hand on his shoulder, when a low murmur among the men started... and soon became cries of amazement. Spiv wondered what the fuss was about now. He looked at Jackson, who was looking back at the men, now crowded around the carcass of the dead animal. Raymond himself let out a surprised gasp, and began cursing loudly. Jackson looked at Spiv, and helped him get up, and they walked the few steps over to see what the matter was, and the men started backing away quickly from the object of their distress. 

As they parted around Spiv and Jackson, Spiv finally saw what the matter was. There was no great carcass of a fierce and misshapen bear on the ground. There was a figure of a man, naked, pierced with many arrows and half his head cleaved away. A simple, slightly pudgy, middle-aged man, like a clerk or a storekeeper. Spiv didn't understand what he was seeing. He turned away and finally his stomach let go, and he was violently sick. He walked away, dazed, to the pond, hoping for water fresh enough to wash the bad taste out of his mouth.





8

"We have heard stories of such things, of course, but never in our lands," Lord Raymond was saying. Spiv was back in the lord's camp, preparing his cart and his horses to resume his journey. It was early morning, two days since the battle with what the men were calling a lycanthrope. Stories were told of such creatures, men who were turned, part time or all the time, into fierce monsters, nightmarish versions of ordinary animals. "Perhaps we should have realized it wasn't a bear we were chasing... but with the size of it, no wonder folks were calling it a bear. I never believed much in such things, myself, but... live and learn. I have seen other things as strange in my time." Raymond turned his head and spat over his left shoulder as a ward against evil. Spiv decided he did not want to hear what things he had seen which were as strange as that. He remained silent, and Raymond went on speaking. "We recovered all your arrows, Spiv. Did you realize you hit him with every shot? Well done, that... And the last one... interesting indeed. Do you suppose the silver coin in the last one made the difference? Hmmm.... perhaps I shall have some silver arrows made up for myself." He looked at Spiv a moment. "I think I will keep those arrows that you put into the mangy hide of that thing. And perhaps it would be best to gather up the swords of the men who drew blood from it, as well. Figure a fair price for those arrows, please, and I will instruct the purser to pay you."

Spiv continued with his work. "I don't know, my lord. Perhaps the silver did make a difference. I know I'm thinking of keeping one like that one handy until I am out of this region altogether." He realized how that could sound, and added, "Farther away from these mountains, I mean, my lord. Ah, regarding the six arrows, um, please, accept them as a gift, if you want them." Raymond smiled a little at that.

"Well, if I had wound up with the trophy head of that animal, they would make a nice addition to the display, Spiv. But in this case, I am burning them. I am uneasy with anything contaminated with that foul creature's blood being used again. Please, count the cost of the arrows and the silver coin in the one, and my purser will not ask questions, Spiv. And after that, well… Are you dead set on leaving, Spiv? I could find a place for a man like yourself, you know. Perhaps, as an officer of archers? Or, Captain of the Hunt, if you like that better?"

"Ah, no... Thank you, my lord. I have an errand I have given my word to complete. But... I am grateful, my lord. Perhaps one day I will be free to return and take you up on your kind offer."

"Hmph. As you will, lad. In the meantime, I reward well the men who serve me, and no greater service than you did that night has been done for me in a long time. I can count on one hand the number of men who have saved my life. What can I grant you, Spiv? You seem to have good horses here... perhaps armor? A good sword? Or are you a man who values gold?" Of course, Spiv did value gold, as he had been taught to, as any sane man did, to some extent. But another idea presented itself.

"My lord, you are too kind. I am not a soldier, and thus have little use for armor or a sword. Ah... perhaps if my lord would grant me a token, or a letter, to ensure safe passage through his lands?" Such a thing as Spiv was asking for was not uncommon. It had the advantage of costing a lord nothing, but could be quite valuable to a traveler such a Spiv. It would stop any random harassment of sheriffs or bailiffs intending to impose fines or tariffs on Spiv, and block a charge of vagrancy, though he was not really at risk of any legitimate charge of vagrancy as long as he had coin enough for a room at an inn. It would also stop any local farmer from making a claim on his horses or goods, as was not an uncommon event for lone travelers.

"And that is all you would have from my hand, lad? For the saving of my life? Well, I suppose it is natural I place greater value on that service than you do." Raymond smiled. Spiv was not sure, but it seemed Raymond was pleased with his response, even though he protested it. "Well, if you ask it, it is done. Come to my tent when you are done with your preparations, then. I will have something ready." Raymond walked away.

A while later, his preparations for travel done, Spiv went first to the purser, to collect for six arrows and one silver coin. He did not rightly know what to price the arrows at, but the purser did not ask him. He seemed to have figures at hand for any military supply imaginable. He paid Spiv for six military arrows, and added one silver coin. Then, Spiv presented himself at the great lord's tent. Everyone in camp knew Spiv by now, and Jackson had made sure everyone also knew Spiv's silver arrow was the one that saved the life of the lord. The guard standing outside Raymond's tent came to stiff attention at his approach, and saluted him sharply. Spiv's hand started up to return the salute automatically, but he caught himself before causing himself too much awkward embarrassment. He thought he would not miss being thought of as a hero.

"Ah, is the lord...? Ah, he asked me to come to his tent before I leave..." Spiv stammered. Jackson stuck his head out of the ten flaps.

"Spiv! Just the man we were talking about! Come in, come in!" he gestured as if hurrying Spiv along into the tent.

"Good morning, Jackson." Spiv stepped through the flaps. He found himself standing on a lush carpet. Raymond sat on a great chair raised in the center of the tent, and Spiv wondered for a moment when he saw nothing of sleeping mats or a bed. He realized this tent was for court, the great lord still governing even while in hunting camp. One of the other tents must be for sleeping, he thought. It occurred to him that an enemy coming into camp by stealth, at night, would also probably come first to this tent, and find his quarry absent before he could carry out an assassination attempt. Now, in front of Raymond was a low table, and on it an assortment of small pastries and sweets, a large pitcher, and goblets, though they looked to hold water, and not wine, just now. There was a fine mail shirt, a long and elegant dirk, and a sheet of parchment, as well. Spiv looked at Raymond on his dais.

"Good morning, my lord."

"Everything ready for your journey, lad?" 

"Yes, my lord. I will be starting out immediately when you are finished with me, my lord. Ah, with your permission, I mean." Raymond smiled at him.

"Well, then, let us not hold you up too long, Spiv. Here you see my letter on your behalf." Raymond gestured for Jackson to pick up the parchment and present it to Spiv. Spiv glanced at it, and back at Raymond, and back at the parchment.

"My lord, this... this is an endorsement... I didn't mean to presume... that is, ah... thank you, my lord!" Spiv was at a loss. Instead of a letter of safe passage, Raymond had written a letter naming Spiv as a Lord's Herald. It meant that wherever Spiv went in Raymond's lands, or wherever in nearby, allied realms, he could claim to be on the business of the great lord himself. He could demand rooms, food for himself and his horses, virtually any aid he required, and no one could press him for the details of his mission. It was short of an ambassadorship, since Spiv could not negotiate on behalf of Raymond, but it was only just short of that. It said he was a messenger, but a messenger with some rank. Pleased with Spiv's response, Raymond spoke again.

"Well, it's handy to have a herald who knows his way around. If that suits you, it pleases me just fine. Who knows, perhaps you will find yourself in a place where we need someone, one day. It will also get you by my administrators and courtiers if you come back to pay me a visit. But, as Lord's Herald of the Court, you will have to take care to present the proper image, of course, so we have a couple of things to help with that as well. Here is a shirt of finely wrought mail. I think it's a good one." Indeed, it was exceedingly fine mail. Light weight, made of tight circles of fine, round steel wire, woven together. It would not turn a bolt from a crossbow, or a very strong thrust from a heavy sword, but it would certainly turn a dagger, and very likely prevent an arrow from plunging deep into his flesh, as long as it was fired from some little distance. Raymond continued, "...and here is a dirk a gentleman can be proud to wear. Jackson?" Jackson handed the dirk to Raymond, who presented it to Spiv with his own hand, as was customary with weapons, differentiating weapons "presented from the lord's own hand" from other, ordinary weapons issued to retainers. It said it was a reward, not just a tool.

Spiv took the dirk. About eighteen inches, hilt to point, and double edged, the blade shiny in the lamp light. The hilt seemed to be some dark wood, maybe ebony, and was worked with gold wire. The pommel was heavy, to give it better balance. The blade was wide, and suggested that this dirk, ornate as it was, had been made for combat, not show, and men used dirks in combat, often held in the left hand, when a sword was in the right hand. Still, though not a ceremonial weapon, one side of the blade was inscribed in fancy lettering hard to make out in the dim light, but it seemed to read, "SPIV" and below that the words, "I saved Lord Raymond." Below that was a hideous representation of a malformed animal's head, snarling. Hideous, and too like the real one Spiv remembered, it was a good likeness of the so-called bear he had slain with Lord Raymond. That suggested to Spiv that the artist who engraved it was one of the men who had been present in the field that night. Raymond confirmed it.

"One of the men insisted on the artwork, Spiv, my lad. They seem to like you. I think he did good work there, don't you?"

"Indeed, my lord. It is a fine likeness of that... horrible creature." Raymond laughed, obviously detecting that Spiv thought it a bit much.

"Spiv, you never know what stories will turn into legends over time. That dirk could buy your son a farm, one day. If this story becomes a great legend, as it well might, it will perhaps buy a manor with lands for three farms. And that image will increase its value, in that case. Besides, blades are suited for horrible images. No good carving pretty flowers on them, eh? And, it's good practice to let the men commemorate great deeds. Makes for good morale, you know. They already plan on telling their sons or pretty barmaids the story, and you will be the hero of that story. It will be, 'Let me tell you about the time I fought the monster, side by side with the famous Spiv... oh, yes, I was there, standing strong with him...' They'll be counting on having beers bought for them every time they tell it." Raymond chuckled again. Then, more seriously, "That animal's head will be represented on more than one sword or shield carried by those of my men who participated in that fight, I wager. But... I ordered the words inscribed myself, actually. They are true, and you deserve the recognition."

And now Jackson held up the scabbard on a leather belt. It bore the coat of arms of Raymond the Red, in either polished brass or gold, Spiv could not tell which in the guttering light of the tent. It was inlaid in a steel and leather sheath. This could not have been made in the last two days. Spiv realized the dirk itself probably came from Raymond's armory. Instead of handing the scabbard to Spiv, Jackson buckled the belt around him, arranging it so the scabbard hung on his right side, as was proper, since a sword, were he wearing one, would hang on the left. Spiv slid the dirk home in the scabbard, and it hung straight up and down, low enough to be easily grasped with his right hand, but well out of the way on his side. With a sudden thought, he looked to Lord Raymond's belt. As he expected, the great lord had no dirk on his own belt. Spiv tried to remember if he had seen one there before. Had Raymond gifted Spiv with, not something from his own armory, but something from his own person? Such an honor that would be, but Spiv could not recall if Raymond had carried a dirk there or not.

Spiv searched for something to say, but in the end, he simply bowed his head and stood for a moment. Then he grasped Jackson's hand, and shook it, and Raymond stood, and stepped down and clapped his large hands on Spiv's shoulders, and held them there for a moment. No one spoke, and Spiv left the tent a moment later. Jackson followed him out.

In a few minutes, Spiv mounted his horse, and Jackson passed him the lead for the other horse, which was harnessed to his cart.

"Travel safely, Spiv. If you stay on to the north, you will come to Perryton itself, and it'll not be long before Lord Raymond returns there, after we drop in on some various corners of his realm, while we are nearby here. We'll all be happy to see you, if you happen to be there when we arrive back. And if we don't see you, come back for a visit when you can. A man like Lord Raymond doesn't forget his friends. Neither do I."

"Jackson, tell me something. I was wondering... with so much land, how is it Lord Raymond is not a king?" Spiv asked.

"Oh, he is, Spiv. Raymond is as much a king as any. It's just that kings tend to watch other kings more closely, and war on them more often than they do simple lords, and especially very strong simple lords. It's as much battle, but half the glory. I'm guessing Lord Raymond will relish taking that title when he takes it from another who already calls himself king. The one he has in mind is a hereditary king, going back for many generations. Lord Raymond has a treaty with him now, but we think they're getting ready for war in that land. If their king finds the courage to march here, well, Lord Raymond'l be ready for him, and after that war, maybe he'll choose to be King Raymond, The First. Time will tell, Spiv. Hey, if you hear of such a thing, maybe you will return to us for that coronation, if not before. Good luck to you."

"And to you, Jackson. Thanks for all you have done for me."

Later, riding one horse, and leading the other which pulled his cart, Spiv gave some thought to his decision to move on. He had never been in the company of such men, and to be honest, he didn't know if he was up to it. He had been very lucky, he knew. He imagined that if his awl had been a bit longer, he would not have bent the small silver coin to make his last arrow, and Lord Raymond, Jackson, all of them might be dead right now. Could he expect to be that lucky again? Spiv had no illusions about that. He was glad he had already made his decision to leave before Jackson told him of the prospect of war coming soon. It would have been much more difficult to leave, knowing that. A wiser man, Spiv thought, would say it would be much more difficult to stay, knowing war might be coming. Spiv put those thoughts from his mind, and continued north.
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A couple of days of travel brought Spiv to a small hamlet, and he stopped his horse for a few minutes, sitting, deciding. He was used to avoiding villages lately, but Raymond's endorsement made that unnecessary now. In the end, he reckoned it was time for a meal made by hands other than his own. He had worn his dirk while on the road since leaving Raymond and his men, but now he loosened it and put the scabbard inside his trouser band, pulling his shirt down over it. He secured his bow and the next six arrows he was carrying back in the false bottom of his cart, where his mail shirt was also stored, and he slung a small wallet over his shoulder, in which he carried his endorsement from Lord Raymond. He knew he would remain in Raymond's lands at least until he came to Perrytown, so it could be handy to have the letter on his person, should he need it. But his habit was not to draw attention to himself, which was why he put the dirk under his shirt. He remounted and headed down the road into the tiny village.

There were only some six buildings, three on each side of the road. None were marked, but when a door opened and two men came out, Spiv identified that door as the tavern, the first necessity for any village worthy of the name. He rode close to the door, and slid down off his horse. The two men who had come out a moment ago were now stopped, staring at him. Spiv was not surprised, since, as a stranger, he would be viewed with some suspicion by the locals. One spoke to him.

"You need feed for those horses, youngster?" Spiv turned. The man calling him "youngster" was not yet thirty, himself, and Spiv wondered if it was intended as an insult.

"No, thank you. I will graze them tonight." Spiv headed for the door.


"Where?"


"I beg your pardon?" Spiv stopped and turned again.


"Where you gonna graze them?"


"I don't know... It depends, I suppose, on how long it takes to eat here." 


"No grass meadows for some ways around here, youngster. All cultivated land." 


"Well then, I suppose I will have to move a bit farther on, or make arrangements with one of the local farmers." Spiv turned away again.

"No farmers here, either." 

Spiv stopped. He tried to understand what was going on here. "No farmers? But... well, if there are no farms, how do you all earn your living?" 

"Didn't say there weren't no farms, boy. Plenty of farms. I said there weren't no farmers here. All hired hands, around here." 

"Aren't these the lands of Raymond the Red, around here?" Spiv inquired, a bit exasperated by the conversation. No one could possibly own all the land around the village, except Lord Raymond, and he favored land ownership by farmers who had earned or inherited their farms. The man who had not spoken yet spit loudly on the ground. The other crossed his arms.

"That's what some say. Yes, indeed, some say so." 

"And some say differently?" Spiv asked.

The two men looked at each other, and the quiet one shrugged at his companion. They both turned then, and walked away without another word. Spiv watched them go. Villagers, he thought. Every man, a king in his own home... and a bully in his own village, when his friends are watching. Spiv strode through the door of the tavern.

A small bar, little more than a plank between two posts, with one oaken barrel behind it, set up on a stand, lying on its side, and with a tap towards the bottom of one end, stood in the corner of the room. A fireplace sat cold at the other end. One long narrow table, with long bench seats, stood in the middle of the room, with five men sitting at it, all at the far end together. Each had a clay mug before him, and a clay pitcher sat in the middle. A large woman was sweeping the floor near the fireplace. They all looked up at Spiv, and a disagreeable quiet settled in the room.

"Ahhh.... can I get something to eat?" Spiv asked.


"No fire," said the large woman.


"Well.... can we light the fire?" Spiv asked.


"No firewood." The woman returned to sweeping.


"So... there is nothing? Perhaps something cold?" Spiv tried a last time.


"Beer," said the woman, after a moment. Spiv noticed the men at the table hadn't moved since he came in.


"Beer?" Spiv repeated.


"Green beer. Maybe a piece of shepherd's pie left," the woman seemed to grudge every word.


"Ah, well... Green, is it? Green beer would be fine, and the pie if you have it." Spiv eased over to one end of the long table, away from the five men, and sat down. The woman put her broom down and stepped to the oaken barrel.

"Two pence for beer, or four for a pitcher. One for pie," the stated flatly.

"Then, beer. A pitcher, shared with each man here, please. And the pie, as fast as you can bring it. Thank you." He finished speaking just as she set a clay mug in front of him. Spiv looked down and saw a pale yellow liquid, flat, with some little bits of something floating in it. He looked closer, hoping they weren't bugs. He decided they weren't... or, if they were, they were at least not live bugs. He tried a sip, and as quietly as possible, spit it back in the mug. He understood now. "Green" did not mean the color of the beer. It meant it was not yet finished. This was sour, and tasted like a mixture of over-ripe fruit, and rotting grain. Now that he had had his mouth full of it, it smelled of mold, as well. 

The woman refilled the pitcher the other men were drinking from, and they each poured a mug immediately. They wasted even less time beginning to drink from those mugs. None of them thanked Spiv, or even acknowledged him. Spiv supposed that even in this early stage of brewing, the beer had accumulated sufficient alcohol to relax and inebriate someone who could stand to drink enough of it. What some men will drink to forget their day-to-day lives…

Now the woman was back, and she had a small mound of what Spiv supposed was the shepherd's pie on a platter. She set it down. Spiv realized she had not brought anything to eat it with, so he spoke again. "Ummm... perhaps a fork?" She looked at him a moment, and went to fetch something for him to eat with. Spiv looked at the food. "Shepherd's pie, then? Looks all right. What's in it?" He looked at the five men with raised eyebrows. They were silent a moment, then one spoke.

"The shepherd, I shouldn't wonder." They all guffawed at that for a minute. When the woman returned with a grimy fork, Spiv paid her with copper coins. He wiped the fork as best he could, and set about eating what was, as best he could tell, the remains of a tough old sheep cooked with potatoes, which seemed logical to Spiv for "shepherd's pie." The mutton, for all its toughness, had a not unpleasant taste to it, and he chewed contentedly for a bit.

As he ate, Spiv began to think on this unpleasant little village. It seemed odd to him that they were so hostile. He was here spending money… little enough, but still, money that would go into the local economy. Coin, in a little village like this, was notoriously hard to come by, unless there was some local industry like a mine or a foundry nearby. He hadn't seen any sign of such industry coming in. But starting with the men he had met outside, there was an underlying current of hostility here. He remembered coming into villages in the past where plague had recently run its course. The survivors, generally, had little to worry them, since the plague had already passed them by, but those villages were left with hostile attitudes for weeks and months following. This was different, but in some ways similar. He was already looking forward to getting back on the road.

About ten minutes later, as Spiv was taking the last bites of pie, the door burst open. The five men reacted as though fire had broken out, jumping up and fairly running out as four other men came in. These men carried long wooden pikes, too tall to clear the ceiling, and tipped with long iron points, perhaps eight inches, with a wicked looking hook behind each point. They were ancient weapons, and showed rust in places someone had trouble getting to with a polishing stone. The wooden shafts were worn from years of handling. These were made for assaulting horsemen, the point for lancing men and horses, and the hook both to prevent the pike from penetrating too deep and getting stuck, and for hooking onto the riders' armor or limbs and pulling them down off their mounts. They were of an outmoded design, and couldn't possibly be worn from the use their current wielders had put to them, even if they had been training for a couple of years with them. They were too young. But they had weapons, and wore leather armor, also.

The four came in and stood, two moving behind Spiv, seated at the table, and two before him, on the other side. They didn't move with the casual confidence of Raymond's men, and, as Spiv noted before, they were young. Two of them bore a strong resemblance to each other. Brothers? wondered Spiv. Another, who appeared even a bit younger than first three, and was shorter, seemed to have a little trouble handling the long pike. As well he might, for it is half again his length. Spiv guessed he was not yet sixteen years old. And then another figure came through the door. This one wore no leather armor and carried no pike. A dry and cracked leather scabbard on his left side held a sword. Not a soldier's sword, it had an intricate basket around the handle, also a little old fashioned in styling. It was a gentleman's sword, but Spiv didn't know enough of weapons to guess its age. The new arrival was dressed in a linen shirt, no longer quite white, but still looking as though it had once been expensive, and gentleman's trousers of gray felt. He was both short and slight, and moved with nervous energy. Looking at the clothes, and observing his manner, Spiv guessed the sword was inherited, perhaps from a father who inherited it from his father before him.

"Is this the one?" he asked, apparently of nobody, since no one answered. "Who are you? What are you doing in my lands?" he demanded of Spiv, striding across the room to stand opposite of Spiv, between two of the men holding pikes. As he stepped up, the two soldiers standing before Spiv moved to the sides, deferentially, as though fearing to be too close to the newest one.

"My name is... ah, my name is… Harold." Damned if I will call this one "sir," he thought to himself. He was corrected a moment later, though saved from breaking his promise to himself.

"You address me as 'your highness.' I will not overlook this again," sputtered the man. Spiv remained silent, chewing a fork full of mutton as an excuse for his silence.

"This is not a charity house, either, man. You will have to pay for your food here. And you have had beer, also? Very well, then. You will pay for your meal... in silver."

This was outrageous. The price of Spiv's meal had just increased by a factor of perhaps fifty. He realized his mouth was open, took a breath to protest, and remembered four armed men around him. He swallowed before speaking.

"But I have already..." What is this? The woman who had served him now stepped out into his range of sight, behind the newcomer. The look on her face was... Spiv thought it was horror. She shook her head, minutely, but still clearly warning him... or entreating him, asking him not to say he had already paid. Either way, he changed what he was beginning to say. "Ah, I have already... eaten it... so I suppose I should pay up and be on my way, then... ah, if it please you, ah... highness." He added the last word as the puffed up little man seemed to begin to swell, an obvious sign of a coming tirade. Words are just sounds, Spiv said to himself. They mean little more or less than what you make them mean. Still, those last nearly stuck in his throat. 

Spiv found, somewhat to his surprise, that he was not afraid. He was angry. Angry that this person was so full of himself, after the noble company Spiv had left just a few days ago. And also angry at seeing how the little toad before him so terrorized the woman who had just fed him. Not that she was particularly hospitable herself, but the principle was the same, regardless. That kind of fear did not come from reasonable use of authority. No wonder these folks are so strange, Spiv thought. They must all live in fear of this diminutive despot. His mind working, now, he realized something else. No farms, all hired hands? This man has confiscated all the farms… and he charges me for food and drink, so he has claimed ownership of this tavern, as well. These people are hostile because they have just had everything taken from them, and live at the pleasure of this one… or not, I suppose, since he has created for himself an army of sorts. He wondered how many other men had been armed in like fashion. Ten would be enough, he supposed, in this tiny village. 

"I will tell you what pleases me, and what does not," the man responded to what Spiv had said. "I am NOT pleased to see common riffraff such as you coming into my kingdom. What do you want here?"

Now that Spiv was thinking more clearly, and more rapidly, he began to reason it out. If this man claimed to be a king, then he was in rebellion against the lord who held these lands. That was surely Lord Raymond. If Spiv showed him a letter appointing him as Herald of the Court, then he would be declaring himself a servant of the man this one could expect to be fighting against, sooner or later. Spiv glanced back at the men behind him, and thought, This man is insane. If all four of these could stand against one of Raymond's men, I miss my guess. They will be crushed when Raymond comes this way. And he will, in a very few days. But what Raymond's soldiers could do, and what Spiv himself could do, were very different things. So... what CAN I do? Spiv asked himself. He was not a trained soldier… but he was not unskilled, all the same. He would have to rely on the training he did have. He improvised. A ruse is best, before stealth, speed, or strength…

"Ahhhh, Highness... What I am doing here... It is a delicate matter. I have… I have been sent by a sovereign... some distance... ahh, seeking allies against… a common enemy." Spiv stopped talking now. He was feeling around for a way to use the second of the Three Skills of Horking: Confidence. And there were principles for applying this skill, as there were for the others. Spiv reflected on the first principle of the skill of Confidence. The mark, that is to say, the man who someone intends to pull into his confidence, must desire something. In all confidence games, it is always the thing the mark desires, his own greed, which entices him to fall for the scenario spun for him. A man with no greed, no desire for something he cannot obtain for himself, as a rule cannot be conned. But a man who has greed, who hungers for something he cannot provide for himself, that man can be persuaded to do something he knows is not wise, something he should know better than to do. He can be seduced into careless decisions by his greed. Spiv waited while his new mark inspected the bait, looking it over, sniffing at it. Finally he nibbled.

"Allies against what enemy?" Spiv almost smiled. Not, "Who is this sovereign?" Not, "Why does he need allies so badly?" Only, "Who is the common enemy?" This told Spiv that his mark was concerned with an enemy... and he was sure he knew who the enemy on his mind was.

"Ah, highness... um, I am sure... you know your own men," Spiv pointedly surveyed the three men and a boy surrounding him. "But, ah... if you will pardon me, cannot any man be made to talk, under certain circumstances? If you take my meaning, perhaps you prefer a more... private... report?" Spiv suggested, sounding as perfectly conspiratorial as he could.

The little tyrant before him looked sharply at his men... and Spiv could almost see the wheels turning in his head, watched him calculate how long these farm boys would last on the wheel, or the rack, or even just faced with a sword, harsh threats, and a slap or two, before spilling everything they had ever heard about anything and anyone.

"Perhaps... yes. Yes, I would, I think. What do you suggest?" he asked Spiv, who gave him a conspiratorial smile, easing him further into confidence.

"Well, ah... highness... perhaps if these two were to sit down there," Spiv gestured at the far end of the long narrow table, "and these other two could wait upon you, say, standing near the door, there, your own security would be ensured, but no one who dropped in could suspect that we are discussing serious things... matters of state, I might say… And if you were to honor me by coming a bit closer, perhaps sitting down here as if enjoying a mug of this fine beer....? No one would be likely to overhear us, if we keep our voices… conversational, so to speak…" He made it a question by raising his eyebrows, as he waited for a response.

"Yes. Very well. You men sit down. There," pointing to the far end of the table, "and you others, guard the door. Don't let anyone in." And he sat down on the bench in front of Spiv, leaning over close, crossing his arms on the table. "Very well. Tell me about this proposed alliance." He seemed to have gathered himself a bit, and went on, "I will tell you, I already have powerful allies... but I am open to furthering the influence of my holdings. What are you sent to tell me?"

"Ah, yes, of course, sir- ah, sire... immediately." Spiv digested these comments as he spoke. His mark, Spiv was sure, really did seem to believe he had powerful allies, but his current army was made of farm boys with pikes. He was still awaiting support from his allies, then. Impatiently, Spiv guessed, insecure while still on his own. Having removed this man's bodyguards to across the room, Spiv needed only a few more moments of distraction. The mark's insecurity would be his point of leverage, he had determined. It was likely to be a stronger emotional imperative than mere impatience. "Let me show you a letter we... intercepted... it appears to have been written... very recently indeed..." Spiv now pulled his letter of endorsement from Lord Raymond out of his wallet. It was impressive, rolled up and tied with a red ribbon, and that ribbon adorned with Raymond's own coat of arms. It was flashy, and eye catching, and perfect for Misdirection, hanging in Spiv's right hand. He dangled it there, while he embellished the story a bit more, fluttering the letter just a bit to draw the eye, while his left hand slipped under the table, out of sight. The mark did not notice, of course. It was the kind of thing Spiv had been practicing since he was six years old.

"You see," Spiv said, quietly, "my principal intercepted a communication, and he wonders if it might be of interest to you, actually pertaining directly to you. We believe this to have been written by... the enemy himself." Spiv was almost whispering now, and his mark was leaning in even more closely to hear him. "It appears, sire, that the man who received this letter was also presented with a dirk, or possibly a dagger… something ceremonial perhaps, but very sharp for all that, of course, a blade from... well, perhaps from the personal arms of... the enemy, himself. We... that is, my principal, whom I represent, feels that it is... indicative, one might say." Spiv was rambling on, without saying anything of substance, but probing and prodding with his words, to stir that insecurity he had detected earlier.

"Hmmm..." said the mark. He had accepted the letter from Spiv's hand, and was reading it. "I see, then... the… 'enemy' has appointed this man... it says, Spivver MacAnders... as a messenger of some importance, but it does not say to whom he was sent, or what the message is. And you say he was presented with a dirk of some kind?" Now he looked puzzled, a frown wrinkling his brow. "And what is that to me? Is there some special significance attached to this dirk?"

"Oh, yes, indeed, sire. You see, that dirk... that very sharp dirk made of fine, true steel, inscribed with the words of Raymond the Red himself... is the same one which will be wielded by the one sent to prick your belly."

"Prick my belly? What do you mean?" It came out as a hoarse whisper. Spiv had his whole attention now, his mark's anxiety rising as he watched. "Speak plainly. How will he prick my belly? I demand to know what this is about! Do you mean Lord Raymond seeks to assassinate me? Speak plainly!"

Spiv smiled now, and grasped the little man's upper arm with his now-free right hand, to prevent him from simply falling back, out of range. His supple fingers dug in, sharply, holding firm. At the same time, he poked him, hard, under the table, with the dirk Raymond had presented to him, now held in his left hand. He was sure he had drawn blood, but nothing serious. He spoke, if anything, more quietly, now.

"I mean simply that I am holding that dirk at your belly right now. And if you make a fuss and involve your men, I will gut you like a fish. Is that plain enough? Do not speak. Simply nod if you understand." Spiv waited a moment, thinking hard, as the upstart king nodded vigorously, before going on. "Now, I will do you a favor, which you do not deserve. I am going to tell you something. Lord Raymond is even now approaching this village, with a force sufficient to lay waste to everyone and everything here. You are about to have Raymond the Red, as well as a good many of his men, ride into this village. My guess is, they will arrive with only a few in evidence, the balance of his men moving to cut off all escape, while Lord Raymond assays to learn if what they have heard is true. Unfortunately, it appears that what they have heard is, in fact, true."

The mark, blanching white now, swallowed slowly, sweat beading on his forehead suddenly, and running under his arms, as Spiv could feel to his distaste. "What... what have they heard?"

"They have heard there is an upstart idiot in this village who fancies himself king. Chances are, he is just the local son of a wealthy man who has died and left his fortune to this idiot... who immediately used some of that money to buy a few cheap pikes and leather armor, and hire a few more local idiots. And these clumsy louts he hired, the idiot thinks, are his army. The idea this idiot has is that he can fight an armed rebellion against his true lord. The idea I am sent to give this idiot is that, after Raymond kills the armed peasants this idiot calls his army, the local townsfolk will give over the upstart idiot in a heartbeat, and with relief. 

"A clever man might deduce from this that AFTER Lord Raymond arrives, there will be nowhere to hide, and with Raymond's men in the woods on both ends of the town, and along the other borders as well, more likely than not, there will be no avenue of escape. I would say such a man as the one Lord Raymond rides against even now, were he not an idiot, should sell whatever lands and goods he has to the local people for whatever he can get, and leave town before the Red Lord arrives. He shouldn't use force or coercion in selling his things, since that will incite the lord's wrath even more, but he should accomplish his exit today. What do you think of that?" Spiv could read defeat in the man's eyes as easily as he could read the first morning's light as a coming sunrise. How quickly his lust for power gives way to simple hunger to survive, Spiv thought, watching him closely.

"I think.... I think I will... I mean, he should... this man should leave town. Before Raymond arrives."


"LORD Raymond, do you mean?"


"YES. Yes, yes... Lord Raymond. Leave before... Lord Raymond arrives."


"Well, you are not the idiot I was sent for after all, then, are you? You are far too shrewd to be such an idiot. I suppose I will have to go to the NEXT village to find someone dumb enough to enter into an alliance against Richard the Red, won't I?" 

"The next...? You mean, you go all up and down the highway doing this? You weren't sent... against me?" 

"You simple fool. Do you think Lord Raymond likes slaughtering his own villagers? Who would be left to run the farms? The men that you armed should be tilling fields and paying taxes. Of course I was sent against you. And all like you. You saw the letter. I am sent against all such fools, to see who is loyal and who is not. But I am sent in advance, in your case, because Lord Raymond simply saw fit to give you a chance to leave on your own, so he doesn't have to come in and kill everyone you have armed. How will he collect taxes from dead men? And what if, by some misfortune or lunacy, the village DIDN'T give you over immediately? Not a high risk in your case, I think, but it has happened now and again over the years... and then the WHOLE VILLIAGE must be put to the sword, not just the peasants who took up arms. How can that be good for his lordship's coffers? I am here to prevent that from happening, because you, my friend, are condemned, one way or the other. It is death or banishment for you. Lord Raymond simply allows that you a chance to leave in order that the village may be saved. He thinks it reasonable that you might live, if the village is left intact… so long as he never sees or hears of you again." 

Now something else occurred to Spiv. "What have you done with the taxes, by the way?"

"Oh, the... the taxes. He knows about that? I suppose he would, since he knows everything else... I hadn't thought... Well, there wasn't very much, really. A few hundred coppers, a few bits of silver. I have it. I have it all. I could take you to it." 

"No, I think not. Here is what you will do: Take the taxes you have collected, and leave them here, with instructions that they are to be given over to Lord Raymond when he arrives. Tell them to call it an offering from the love of the people. He will understand it is a gesture of gratitude from you, for your life. But it doesn't sound like it is enough, you know. So little, Lord Raymond will be sure you have made off with half or better yourself. It's too bad. You could have gotten away."

"Oh. Oh... well... I could make it up a bit, I suppose... supplement it from my own funds, I mean... How much... how much do you suppose it would take?" 

"Hmmm... Well, it might save your life, if you have enough. But you will need something to travel on. It's a difficult question, isn't it? I don't know exactly how much. I will leave that to you. Best not to be too stingy about it though, that's my advice. Maybe ask yourself how much money you yourself would chase a man down for, eh?" That should create quite a conundrum for him, Spiv thought. 

Spiv was tiring of the game now, so he brought it to a close. He kept his expression severe. "I will be standing up in a moment. The dirk will go under my shirt, so as not to excite your... soldiers, whom Lord Raymond would prefer I did not kill. But understand this: With your first word, I will bring it out and slit you open. This dirk has tasted your belly, and your blood. I think it will drink deeply before you can stop it, if you play any games with me... and you should think on that." Spiv enjoyed the high drama of the scene, so thoroughly cowed was his audience. "You know what you have to do. Now, in a moment, it will be time to dismiss me loud enough for your men to hear, and tell them to hurry up and drink their beer." Spiv looked about the room. "Woman! Come here. He... that is, his highness here, has decided to make a gift to Lord Raymond, who is not more than two or three days from here right now, to the south. Perhaps even as close as one night's march. First, bring those men at the other end of the table a fresh pitcher of beer. Then go, and send someone south... someone sensible, you understand, to Lord Raymond with this news about a magnificent gift his highness sees fit to make. Tell the messenger not to stop until he finds Lord Raymond. Do it now, woman." 

The woman looked at Spiv with wide eyes, and then at the man who was her, though she did not know it yet, erstwhile sovereign, soon to be running away as fast as his horse could carry him. She did not know what she should do, and was afraid to offend the pompous little man. She sees something wrong here... not entirely dull-witted, this one. Spiv spoke to the man before him.

"Apparently she waits your approval, highness. What say you?" 

"Do it. Do it now," he managed to say, his tongue thick with fear, realizing that with this, any hope of making off with most of the loot was lost. At worst, this will ensure that Lord Raymond stops in the town for a moment on his way through. At best, the messenger she sends might tell Raymond the whole sordid story. Jackson will ferret it out. Spiv thought. He will wonder how they knew to send someone exactly there to find them, and he will ask questions. 


"Tell the messenger to say he was sent by Spiv, as well as at his highness's direction." That should do it as well as a letter, Spiv thought. The woman picked up the pitcher left by the five men here before, and refilled it. She put it on the table in front of the soldiers. She looked again at the man in front of Spiv, who raised his hand and gestured at her as if shooing her out, and she left. And then, after a couple more minutes, so did Spiv, standing up, one hand under his cloak, the other gathering up the parchment letter from Lord Raymond.

"Well, very nice talking with you, ah... highness. Any further instructions?" The man looked up at him unhappily. "Something else, then?" Spiv prompted him.

"You... you are dismissed. You men hurry up and drink that beer. We will go when you are done." Spiv smiled at him.

"I'll wish you good day, then, and a pleasant journey. No, no, don't bother yourself to get up. I'll just see myself out."

Spiv fairly swept out the door. He wasted no time, mounting his horse and gathering up the lead to the horse pulling the cart, and started out, working up to a sharp canter rapidly. Spiv did not want the man he left sitting at the table even to have time to consider calling his four neophyte soldiers to battle. He wasn't sure what he could- or would- do if that had happened. He kept in mind the eighth Law of Horking: Speed is better than strength, and if he had to fight, it would be because speed failed him. If those four had come out after him, with their master, Spiv was sure he could have given them a fair bit of trouble, but with four of them… He had seen dogs hunt wild boars before, and he knew that four sixty-pound dogs would more often than not bring down a four hundred pound pig in the end. Usually such an event included the mortal wounding of one or two of the dogs, but that made things no happier for the pig, in the end. He watched, looking over his shoulder, but no one came out of the tavern at all, as long as he was in sight. He rode away thinking about how the proper application of the skills of Confidence and Misdirection had saved him from something that, no matter how it turned out, would have been very unpleasant. He blessed his father for the training he had provided Spiv, as he grew up.

After leaving the tavern, Spiv traveled long into the night. He did not think anyone would be coming after him. He realized that he had foolishly told the upstart "king" that he was headed north, but he thought that instead of coming after him, he would keep all his forces around him while he gathered up what he could bolt with. Something nagged at him, though. The little man had said he had other allies. Was it a bluff? Or was there real rebellion afoot? Or, something else? Spiv didn't know, and he was giving himself a headache trying to think it through. Should he go back to Lord Raymond and report it all to him? But he had sent the message through the woman at the tavern... in the end he decided that Lord Raymond had not gained his reputation by being a fool, so perhaps Spiv had done enough. It was not, he told himself, as if he had encountered a real army preparing for war... he rode on.
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After a couple of days, Spiv began to look less often over his shoulder, and spent more time watching for game, and looking ahead. He had learned something; this region was less peaceful than it looked, and a good measure more dangerous than those farther south, from where he had recently come. He determined to be more careful in the future. He gave a wide berth to the next village he came to. And he reversed the scabbard of the dirk he wore, so that Lord Raymond's crest was on the inside, against his waist, and not showing for any casual observer to see, though he wore the scabbard on the outside, now, where it was more ready to hand. 

In another day or so, Spiv was more relaxed again. He took stock of his situation, looking over his horses with satisfaction, and seeing that everything appeared to be going well. The grass he put his horses on at night always seemed to look better in the morning light than it did when he put them out to graze in the evenings, and they seemed to be doing very well on it. He only occasionally gave them grain from his stores, and that from prudence, and his satisfaction with the horses, more than perceived need. He was still able to take game from time to time, and he often found berries to add to his meals, and occasionally he found onions, and even sometimes potatoes and yams, which seemed to grow wild, especially near water, in some places. Each morning he looked about a bit, and often found surprisingly good examples of such vegetables very near his camp. It seemed to him that this region was very fertile indeed. Eventually, though, he knew he would have to go into a town or a village again to restock on things like flour, and perhaps some bacon or ham. He thought of trying to find a farmhouse, instead, where he might trade or buy these things, but an armed man riding up to a lone farmhouse was something which could cause alarm, and he did not care to disarm himself for the purpose either. He decided he would take whichever opportunity came first, a farmhouse, or a likely village.

Within a day or two, Spiv noticed that the traffic on the road he traveled was picking up. He saw first a single man on foot, with a bag on his back, walking the opposite way. Spiv passed him with a nod exchanged on both sides. Then another man, alone on horseback, and then two more. He began also to see farmhouses and outbuildings at a distance off to each side of the road, with increasing frequency, as he topped rises in the road. He was not surprised, then, when he topped another small rise and started down a gentle slope, to see a small town visible in the distance. Spiv considered his options. A small town, much larger than a simple village, would provide a great deal more anonymity. He would be simply one more traveler moving through. On the other hand, a small town could have a garrison, and a captain of the guard, or a sheriff. He decided that, on balance, the advantages weighed equally with the risks, though he was not sure if his endorsement from Lord Raymond would be useful, after his last experience. He continued towards the town.

As Spiv got closer, the traffic on the road increased even more. A few people greeted him politely, and others nodded hello to him. A good many ignored him, and more than a few moved off the road to avoid him. None of this was unusual, and Spiv contentedly let his horse set his own pace, the other horse with the cart following along. He looked farther down the road. There seemed to be something moving towards him, a large body of people, headed south, in his direction. Some sort of caravan, perhaps. It looked to be quite a large one, and Spiv began to consider that he himself would have to move off the road while it passed. As it got a little closer, he realized it was not a caravan. There were no wagons, and only a few horsemen. It was a body of infantry troops, marching. He stopped his horse, still some distance off, and watched for a few minutes, beginning to feel uneasy. Much closer, here came a man, walking, and leading a goat on a tether. A boy, his son, perhaps, walked behind him and the goat. Spiv decided to ask him some questions, and see what he could learn. 

He dismounted, and waited for them to approach, to make himself less threatening, and encourage conversation. Looking them over, he saw a pleasant family man and his son, dressed simply, and seemingly well fed. Spiv thought a bit while they approached, and decided trying to bribe some answers out of them was likely to be a losing proposition. The approaching troops would be too present a reminder of authority, and perhaps put him on his guard. He would have to find another way, or this simple looking man would probably give him nothing more than the mild suspicion common with strangers these days. He put on a pleasant expression, himself, which he found agreeable in any event.

"Hello. Fine day, isn't it?" he called out to the man, as he came into speaking distance.


"A fine day! Yes, it is!" the man cheerfully rejoined.


"Are you from the town, there?"


"Myself? No, but not far, either, just a mile or so behind you, and east, to the river. Me and my son, here."


"You've a farm there, have you?"


"No, a mill. We are millers, my son and I. And my father. They're there now, my father and wife, looking after business. But business is slow, just now, with the harvest so poor this year. So we played truant today, and went into town." A broad smile at his boy punctuated the claim, before he looked back to Spiv. "I am Dayton, the miller, and this is my apprentice miller and son, Clay." Spiv did not miss the smile and the pride, and thought, Ah, he wanted to give the boy some fun today, then. Perhaps I can help with that.

"I am called Spiv. Nice to meet you, Dayton, and Clay. Got a pet goat there, have you Clay?" 


The boy looked up, grinning. "No, sar. A supper goat, sar. We're going ta' eat 'em, we are!" 


"Oh, is that the way of it, Clay? You like goat stew, do you?" 


Dayton answered him, "Clay likes any kind of stew sir. He's an eater, he is." The proud father ruffled his son's head. Now Spiv was enjoying himself, happy to see this fine father and son enjoying each other's company. He decided to give Clay something to remember for a while. And if it helped Spiv make friends with the father, then all the better. 

"Well, and a fine meal that one will make, Clay, nice fat goat like that! I suppose you've checked his ears for copper already?"

The boy looked at him, then at his father, puzzled. "Fadder, do goats ha' copper in te'r ears?" he asked. Dayton didn't say anything, just looked at Spiv with a puzzled expression of his own.

"Oh, you didn't check it, then? Well, of course, not all goats have copper... only a few rare ones. But this looks like it might be the right kind... though, so often they take the copper out before they sell them. Let's have a look, shall we?" Spiv leaned over and patted the goat's head, and scratched him a bit behind both ears and on his neck. "Nice to make friends with them before poking about in their ears, I always say. Now, let's see..." Then he lifted the ear closest to him. "Hmmm... looks like they already got it on this side, Clay. Or maybe he's just not the kind that makes copper in his ears, after all. You want to check the other side?" Clay looked to his father.

Dayton said, "Well, have a look if you want to, Clay. Nothing lost by looking." He smiled at Spiv, hoping now that Spiv would not disappoint the boy. Dayton, stepped up to the other side of the goat, and pulled his ear up. He grinned a wide grin, and pulled out a shiny copper coin.

"Fadder, it IS copper in 'is ear! Look! It's a penny!" He held up a coin for his father's approval.


"Well, look at that, Clay!" Dayton said, grinning as wide as his boy.


"Um... who gets to keep it, Fadder?" Clay was suddenly serious.


"Well, this here gentleman is the one what told you about copper in goat's ears. Maybe you should see if he wants it, eh?" The boy obediently turned and offered the coin in his hand to Spiv, without hesitating a moment. This warmed Spiv all the more, so he reached out and took it from the boy's hand.

"What's this?" he said. "A penny? Clay, you didn't look close enough. See here, there are two pennies, stuck together with wax from the goat's ear." And with that he neatly produced another copper coin he had palmed, and pretended to pull them apart, as if they had been stuck together. Next, he finished the illusion by pretended to rub wax off of the coins with his shirttail, saying, "Now, I suppose that if this were my goat, I wouldn't want someone else taking the copper from him. Here, Clay, I think you and your father picked this goat, so these must be yours and his." Clay looked to his father again, who nodded, smiling, and Clay happily took both the coins, and promptly handed one of them to his father.

"We both picked 'im out Fadder. So... one fer me, and one fer you, hah?" The boy's father smiled at him again. 

"Fair enough, son." He pocketed one coin, and Spiv was sure it would not be long before he found a way to give that one to the boy as well. Dayton turned to Spiv. "Headed into Sessing's then, are you, sir?" Spiv had thought nothing of the boy calling him sir, but when his father kept repeating it, he realized that, with two horses, and giving away copper coins, he appeared to be a man of substance to this simple miller.

"You've a son to be proud of, Dayton. Good manners. Is that the name of this town, then? Sessing's?" 

"Thank you, sir." Dayton nodded to him, almost a small bow. "And, aye. Sessing's Cross, properly." 

"Then I suppose Sessing's Cross is where I am headed, indeed. I see an army, or part of one, moving up this way, though. I suppose that might delay me a bit." 

A dark look clouded Dayton's face for a moment, and he looked back over his shoulder. "Yes. Moving this way, they are. We try to stay out of their way, ourselves."

"What army is that, Dayton? Can you tell me?"


"What army? Why, that one, of course! How many armies are there about here?" 


"I mean, who are they? Do you know? I don't think they look like Lord Raymond's men."


"They say they are the army of the Sath, sir. They wear green, not red. More than that I don't know, and I don't know if it would be wise to speak further on it even if I did know. I will tell you this, they moved in around here better than two weeks ago. They've money to spend, and so it's good for business, down in town. Hard on some of us, though. We came in for more than a goat, but the prices are going high as the sky, just now, with them buying up stores and provisions. These two pence would have been handy an hour ago, I'll admit that, sir, and thank you again. Though I expect you've made shopping for goats a bit more trouble in the near future, sir, haha! His mum will get an earful of this tonight, I'll wager!" Dayton smiled, thinking of his son telling his mother the story. "Well, the town is booming with the soldiers’ business. Not so much the soldiers themselves, though they seem to have a bit to spend on beer and," he looked down at his son for a moment, "well, and women, if you know what I am getting at. But we keep to ourselves, we do, at the mill down on the river. A bit too rowdy in town for a boy, these days, but Clay can't bear to stay at home when I come to market, can you son?" Clay grinned and shook his head, an emphatic "No." Spiv had learned to let people talk, when he was hoping to learn something, but now he returned to the matters more pressing to him.

"And who... or what, I suppose is the question, is a Sath?" Spiv asked.

"Sir, it's not wise to speak much on these matters, if you'll pardon me. But… Well, they say the Sath is a wizard of some ability. And that's all I care to say or know about it. I don't hold much with wizardry, myself. Mostly just folks who don't want to work for a living, if you ask me, and not as much good to come from all their mumbo-jumbo as an honest day's labor. Now, these soldiers coming up here are just a part of the men who have come into the area this last fortnight. But so far, it's just them and their officers, for all I've heard. No wizards showing up yet. From what I've heard, at any rate. And of the soldiers what have showed up, a good number of them have moved out to the north, as I hear it. But, maybe I've said more than I should already, sir. We keep to ourselves, and don't look for any attention from the likes of them. Probably best we be moving on, sir. I... that is, we would be honored to have you to our table, tonight, sir, if you'd like to come. I mean, you done us a nice turn here, and... and I'm sure the little woman would like to thank you herself, with a good supper. You would be most welcome."

"Thank you Dayton. That's very kind of you. But I think I will wait for the army to pass, and head on into town. Ah, Dayton... has there been any violence?"

"Fighting, you mean, sir? No, sir. The soldiers’ officers say they are not at war with anyone. They say they are just coming in ahead of the Sath, who will treat with our lord here, sir. That would be Raymond the Red, as I think you mentioned earlier, sir. But I... well, I think we will just keep to ourselves, and let our betters sort it all out. That's our course, sir. We... well, we're sort of hoping it's all on the up and up, if you follow me, sir. Otherwise, sure Red Raymond will sort them out, I say, but that sort of thing is always hard on the common folk… Well…Sure you won't come to supper, sir?"

"No, thank you, Dayton. I've business to see to. But it's been very nice visiting with you."

Dayton nodded his head again. "Well, then... very nice to meet you, sir. I hope you enjoy your time in Sessing's Cross. If you come back this way, you're welcome at our table any day. Just come to the mill, I won't forget you, sir. Ah, but... well, if you go to asking many questions in town, sir, well... maybe it would be best if you forget me and my boy?" Spiv nodded his head, understanding. Dayton didn't want Spiv saying that he had heard anything from the miller. "Good day, then, sir. Come along, Clay. This goat is getting thinner standing here in the heat, best we get him to your mother before he's so thin, she says we have to fatten him for a week before he's fit for the pot, eh? Then we'll be hungry while Mr. Goat here eats all day!"

 Dayton started out walking again, Clay following along, speaking to his father, "Whut's mummy want ta t'ank 'at man for, Fadder?" 

"Why, for showing us about the copper in goat's ears, of course. Whew, I should hate to think how many copper coins we might have eaten if he hadn't showed us that, eh, Clay? That would upset the tummy, wouldn't it?" Dayton pulled the goat along, one arm around his son's shoulder.

"Thank you, Dayton. Good day to you, and good supper to you, Clay," Spiv called to their backs. Dayton made a lazy wave, but did not turn around as he walked. 

Clay turned and waved, shouting, "T'anks for showing us about copper in goat's ears, sar!" Spiv waved back at him, the boy walking backwards a moment, before he turned to his father with more questions, looking at the coin in his hand. Spiv looked for a flat spot beside to road to pull his cart to, and waited for the troops to come up and pass. It didn't take long after that for them to march up even with Spiv, and he looked them over as they marched by.

These troops looked like serious soldiers to Spiv, though he was aware he was no expert on the subject. But he saw that more than a few had old scars, and some seemed to limp a bit. Not the limp of recent wounds or the sores of long travel. More like old injuries imperfectly mended, making them veterans, not recent conscripts. They were big men, and average sized men... but very few smaller men. None looked older than early middle age, and many moved with the ease and strength of youth. A few graying beards mixed in with the black and brown ones, and they moved well, too, for the most part.

They were professionals, and fit. They wore leather and steel armor. They each carried either spears or pikes, and nearly all seemed to have swords. Some few who did not carried maces or axes on their backs, apparently as the secondary weapon to their spears and pikes. They marched with effortless, almost unconscious, precision, suggesting that they had been in service and covered many miles together, for months at least. Spiv counted them as five men across, and in three groups of twenty rows, each group accompanied by a sergeant on horseback, and in the middle of the three groups were four officers, also mounted. That made a total of three hundred seven men altogether, by Spiv's calculation, counting the officers. Spiv thought of Lord Raymond, traveling with his group of now less than thirty, only fifteen or so of them effective fighting men, after losses and wounds fighting that monstrous animal. He repressed a small shudder, and wondered what he had stumbled into. 

It looked like a war. And he was sure that, at least when he had left, Lord Raymond knew nothing of this force, which had so casually, it seemed, walked into his lands. He remembered now the words of the upstart who wanted to be king in the little village he had stopped in before. "I have powerful allies..." he had said. But would someone with a real army ally himself to an insignificant local such as that one was? Spiv decided he would have to learn more before he could figure that one out. He continued to watch the army in front of him march by, and kept his expression carefully neutral. After they had all passed, Spiv mounted again, and taking the lead rope for the cart horse, he moved back onto the road, and down towards Sessing's Cross.

In town Spiv found himself looking over the merchants' wares in the same way he always had. There were some good items, and the vendors themselves were assorted as they always were. Some were sharp and observant, some not, and some polite and friendly, some rude and mean. There was opportunity here, and the more so because of all the soldiers milling about. Some were on duty, it seemed, bustling about on errands, procuring foods and materials for the army, or even just seemingly posted to keep an eye on other soldiers, who were not on duty and pursuing more personal goals. It was early afternoon, still, but some few soldiers had already been spending time in the taverns, and they walked alone or in small groups, weaving a bit, occasionally stumbling. The loud voices of arguments occasionally lifted over sounds of the market place, and a few of the posted, sober soldiers would find their way over to sort things out before anything got out of control. All in all, Spiv thought, it was as orderly a scene as if the soldiers were not there. Just... busier. He started looking for a likely tavern to get some lunch and gossip in.

After a bit, he found a place that had a steady clientele of soldiers moving in and out, but also a few of the local people. He decided that was where he would eat. He was concerned, though, about leaving his horses and cart out unattended. There was just too much traffic, and it would be easy for someone to decide to simply untie a horse and lead him away in all the bustle. He took them to a livery, and paid for feed for his horses, and then asked for a place to store his cart inside the barn. It cost a bit extra, but he thought of his fine bow, and other items, and paid it. They were unlikely to be discovered in the false bottom of the cart, but much less likely with only one or two stable boys poking about than if some soldier with a background in cart and wagon building took an interest. All soldiers had been boys once, and some of them had had fathers who worked as wainwrights, and knew a lot about building wagons, just as others had fathers who had been smiths, or farmers, or clerks, and they knew something about those trades, even if they weren't in that trade themselves. Spiv figured it was worth the little bit extra to keep his things safe from discovery, as much as theft. He walked back to the tavern, and slipped quietly in through the open door.

It was noisy, and crowded, nothing at all like the last tavern he had been in. He eased his way to one end of a long bar and simply asked for food and drink. He was handed a clay mug of much better beer, this time, and a bowl of some kind of stew, quite good, as he discovered. He paid with a few copper coins, and eased back from the bar, to lean up on one wall. Placing his beer on the floor behind his feet, where it would be unlikely to get turned over before he got to it, he busied himself eating stew and listening.

Most of the conversation was what one might expect from soldiers taking a break from their duties. Discussions ranged from other men in their troops, to officers they were serving under, to the quality of the food in camp and inevitable questions as to who knew where a willing woman might be found. Spiv looked around at individuals, trying to decide where he might best spend his time listening. The men did not wear obvious insignia of rank, and for the most part, they were unarmored and unarmed, except for a few swords and dirks here and there. The unarmed, he presumed, were off duty. Spiv started looking for the older men, feeling they were more likely to be men with greater responsibilities than simply going where they were told to go and killing who they were told to kill. He began to move down the wall, a little at a time. At the end of his stew, he had not found anyone who was discussing anything useful to him. And at the end of his beer, he was standing in a corner at the far side of the room, still looking as bored and as uninterested as he really was in the conversations he had managed to eavesdrop on.

There was plenty of professional shop talk; discipline problems, morale, the benefits and shortfalls of the short sword verses the broadsword, logistical considerations such as feeding large companies of men… it was from snippets of such conversation that Spiv determined there had been in excess of a thousand men occupying billets in and around Sessing's Cross not long ago, but they were now down to something under half that... perhaps four hundred or a bit more. The soldiers he had seen leaving town to the south, it seemed, were intended to march to outlying villages, where garrisons would be posted from that group. But what they were intended to do or accomplish, of that there was nothing. And there was no discussion of any battles or fighting that had already taken place. Spiv believed that if these soldiers had seen battle in the last few weeks, he would have heard something of it by now. He also hadn't heard any reference to the authority that commanded this army, except occasionally in terms of hearing the names of various officers in charge of different regiments... names that were unknown to Spiv, and nothing helpful to him relative to understanding the greater scheme of things.

After a while, he became aware he had been noticed, himself. A grizzled old soldier had been glancing at him occasionally. He sat straight-backed, with his feet flat on the floor, forearms on the table. If ever a man could be said to be sitting at attention, this was a fine example of it, and his two companions were similar. There was nothing casual or even very relaxed about them, and they had looked to be deep in discussion of serious matters only a few minutes before. Spiv saw, though, that this one was no longer chatting with his companions. He was now surreptitiously tracking Spiv's progress down the wall, as Spiv listened to different conversations. Spiv returned the favor, perhaps with a bit more skill at watching while not appearing to watch. When the soldier finally spoke again to his friends, and both turned to glance at Spiv simultaneously, he was sure it was time to move on. Spiv made a show of finishing his drink, throwing his head far back as though to empty the mug entirely into his mouth. He walked back to the bar with his mug, and elbowed his way to a place in front of the bartender.

"Do these men sit all day, once they have arrived? I have been waiting for a place to rest my tired legs for a while now, and if you've no place for me to sit down, then I've drunk my last beer for the day. Is it always like this?" The bartender simply picked up the mug and put it back on the shelf, in a row of identical vessels, the last in a troop of mugs awaiting deployment. His facial expression of banal disinterest in the exhausted condition of Spiv's appendages belied the polite tone of his words, as only a bartender of long experience can manage simultaneously.

"It's a bit easier to find a seat in the morning. If you're here before midmorning, anyway. Outside of that, we've all the business we can handle, and maybe a bit more. Suit yourself." He went on about the business of filling mugs with beer, and picking up coppers, while unceasingly wiping down the long bar with his other hand. Spiv shrugged, and turned towards the door, aware that the three soldiers were openly staring at him now, but figuring he had done all he could to give a reason for his loitering about the room as he listened to the men there talking.

Back outside, Spiv headed back towards the open market. He didn't know what to do next, but he was not ready to leave town. So many soldiers about quashed any thoughts he had of horking, this day. Crowded conditions actually helped for such enterprises, but if something went wrong, he would be dodging soldiers, instead of townsfolk. On the other hand, he had developed a real liking for Lord Raymond and Jackson, and he thought that this was the most likely place to find out what was going on. He might learn something of real value, if he could figure out where to put himself for the best chance of overhearing something important. The market is a place where people talk, almost as much as a tavern, and sometimes on more practical matters. He decided perhaps he would learn something there. Dayton's admonishment that asking too many questions regarding the troops would not be wise weighed on his mind, though, especially after he noticed the grizzled old soldier in the tavern taking an interest in him. Spiv was thinking perhaps he needed to make a friend of some young soldier, who might then volunteer some information.

Turning the corner onto what would surely be called "Market Street" in any town, he found himself in the flow of buyers and sellers moving about their business. Here a butcher hawked piglets, chickens, goats… over there, a leather worker displayed gloves, aprons, hats, and more… two cutlers opposed each other on opposite sides of the street, each espousing the quality of their wares as superior to "anything else available here." Spiv wondered why they set up so close to each other, suspected that perhaps they were actually in business together, and had arranged between them the prices, the better to assure prospective clients of the value offered… He smiled, aware that his cynical view was the result of his training as a Horker. Perhaps they really were in competition, each setting up near the other in hopes of driving the other out of business, or out of fear of some customer going to the other without a chance of competing for the business. He moved on.

Now Spiv saw something interesting. A large group of soldiers gathered around one booth, set up in front of a small building with heavy smoke from a coal fire coming from a wide chimney at the back. A smithy, perhaps? Spiv moved closer. No, not a smithy… an armory. The booth was set up in front of the workshop. Stopping here could make sense, Spiv thought. Who is more interested in weaponry than soldiers? And who is more attentive to the military anywhere than weapons makers? He could see the advantage of loitering here. Thinking of giving himself a reason for hanging about and perhaps engaging the armorer in conversation, he turned about suddenly, to hurry himself back to his cart to fetch a couple of the thick swallow-tailed broadheads that went with his bow.

His sudden turn about, though, revealed at some twelve or fifteen feet away, the grizzled old soldier from the tavern, standing squarely in the middle of the street, people stepping around him as he obstructed their traffic. Old habits came to his aid, then, and his eye did not stop on the old soldier, though that one did not have the same instinct. He stood openly watching Spiv, a slight scowl on his face. Where are his companions? Spiv wondered? If he is following me, the other two are close by… if not, then perhaps he is simply headed in the same direction, and now has recognized me… Spiv took only another half second to spot another one of the three, on the side of the street to his left. He didn't need to look to know the other would be on the right side. He suddenly became very conscious of his dirk, pressing into his side in its scabbard.

Horkers, by training, strive to avoid direct confrontation. Any sort of combat or physical resistance to men was a last resort, and a sign that the Horker had failed in the application of the principles he was trained in. Spiv knew that there was nothing these men could indict him with, save a bit of aimless drifting around a tavern in which he could not find a seat. A sheriff or judge would find little evidence of malfeasance in anything they could say they had seen him do. Further, these men were not local, and could not confidently even mark him as an outsider. But Spiv also knew that, with this many soldiers in town, no sheriff or judge would want to antagonize the officers and men who could, if they chose, sack the town and carry off the wealth, the daughters, and any future this town had. It also crossed his mind that soldiers such as these might not take him to a sheriff with any suspicions they harbored. They could take him to their own officers. 

He chose to make for the corner he had turned from to come onto this street, as if taking the shortest route back to the livery, which indeed was his destination. This had the benefit of taking him also almost directly in between the man in middle of the street and his accomplice on Spiv's left, passing closely to neither of them. His step did not falter a moment in putting this decision into practice. No one could have said he had noticed anything at all when he turned around to head back whence he had come. In his peripheral vision, he saw the soldier in the middle put his hand out, signaling the other man to hold, rather than to move to intercept Spiv. The right choice on my part, then.

Back at the livery, Spiv had to waste a bit of time before the stableboy in attendance would leave him before he could access the false bottom of his cart in privacy. He didn't mind. It was just more time for the soldier who had followed him to get busy with someone else, for surely his job was keeping track of anyone who drew a suspicious eye around town. He took his time, looking his horses over, feeling their legs, appearing to examine the tendons in their hocks, and inspecting the hooves and frogs of each foot for imperfections or signs of trouble. They were in good shape, as he well knew before the examination. He looked at their teeth, and appeared to ponder any need for attention to them. The boy was well versed in the care of horses, offered his own expert opinions and observations, and it wasn't long before Spiv realized that the stable boy would never get bored with the examination and discussion of horses. This young man had truly found his calling, or perhaps was lucky enough to have been born to it, since he was in all likelihood the son of the proprietor of the stables. It was time for him to get back to the armorer's booth, but he needed to do something about the stableboy. He would need to leave off discussing horses, then. 

Spiv moved to his cart and began to tighten the fittings and bolts holding it together. He asked for a stone to sand the splinters beginning to show on the weathered sides and ends of the rough boards. This was far less interesting to the stable boy, who provided a stone, and then immediately announced that he had chores to attend to, perhaps because it had occurred to him that Spiv might decide to give him the chore of cart maintenance. As he wandered off, Spiv opened the hidden panel in the cart. His bow was wrapped in a length of coarse canvass, and his arrows were boxed, as they had been when he acquired them, all but the six he carried out for hunting while he traveled. He pulled out the box of arrows, and looked for imperfect examples. Here was one with a bit of rust on the old iron broadhead. Here, another had a bit of the blade chipped away. He sorted through them, rapidly. Then he noticed something. 

He had started with fifty arrows in the box, when he won it at dice. He expended six fighting the lycanthrope, and took six more, taken out for use while Spiv traveled here after leaving lord Raymond's company. Out of the remaining thirty eight, Spiv now realized that twelve were bunched together, at the bottom of the box. They were tied with a ribbon rudely cut from some larger piece of fabric. The cloth was, in some past time, light in color, as he could see in some places, but now it was stained a rusty brown color, and grime which encrusted it and came off in flakes and clots as Spiv handled it. The cloth itself was stiff, under the grime, and fibers broke when he bent them. Spiv suspected that the reddish-brown stains were, in all likelihood, very old bloodstains. 

Spiv considered quickly that no one had used twelve arrows on a deer, no matter how majestic a stag they stumbled across, and though he himself had been using the war bow for hunting, no mere hunter would have selected this bow from choice. It would have been very expensive, much more than a hunter needed to spend, to buy this bow. A hunter would choose a different bow altogether, and almost certainly, even if he had only this bow, or came across it by chance, as Spiv did, he would choose different arrows for hunting game. He concluded that what he was looking at was very likely human blood. This bow, and these arrows, at least the ones tied up in the ribbon, it seemed, had been used before, in battle. Well, it was no surprise, really. But it piqued Spiv's curiosity.

Now intrigued, Spiv pulled the bundle of twelve arrows out of the others. He broke the ribbon when it would not untie easily. These twelve arrows all had some of the same dark reddish-brown substance Spiv was now thinking of as blood encrusting them. Old blood, smeared in swipes, appearing to be what was left after they had been casually wiped off with what, Spiv speculated, would soon have been a blood-soaked rag of some sort. Maybe the very rag the ribbon tying them together had been cut from. Someone had gone to a good bit of trouble to recover these from the bodies of men. And it wasn't a case of simply pulling them out. The broad swallowtail design of the arrowheads would have required that they be cut out. He tried to examine them in detail, but the light was poor.

Spiv looked about for a better source of light. He carried the twelve arrows to an open window cut into the side of the barn on the south wall. In sunlight, he could see a bit more, and he found that by scraping his thumbnail along the shafts, he could powder and flake off the old blood, and by rubbing his thumb on the wood, polish the surface a bit cleaner. There appeared there, after a few moments of this, some small scratches etched into the surface of the wood. Some sort of figures, of which some appeared only once, while others repeated in various combinations. He tried to read them, but they did not seem to be letters… at least, not letters of any sort he was familiar with. Spiv looked each arrow over carefully, but did not find anything else remarkable or even unusual about them. 

Spiv returned to his cart, and the open box of arrows. He had started with fifty arrows, and now he had learned that twelve of them, set apart from the others, had been obviously used, almost surely to kill men. Fifty arrows, Spiv thought, would not be too high a number to be issued a soldier going into battle. Some battles, he supposed, lasted more than hours and even into days. An archer in battle might replenish his supply on subsequent days of battle, but surely would carry one day's worth into the field at a time. Spiv tried to imagine pulling that heavy bow fifty times and letting fly these messengers of death, each shot an aimed shot, at a man or mass of men. How long would it take? At, say, three arrows a minute, not much over a quarter of an hour. It would take a strong man, but if someone trained daily with that bow, it would not be too difficult. In short flurries of, say, five arrows at a time, who knew how long between each set of five? Perhaps fifty arrows would last hours? But most of these arrows had never been used, or at least, showed no evidence of it. Only twelve, it seemed, showed any evidence of ever having drawn blood, and each of these recovered, wiped off, and then bound together and put away. 

How much battle did that represent? Surely no more than an hour. A small battle, then? Or a battle won quickly, as with overwhelming force? Or perhaps lost quickly, for that matter. The bow could have been picked up as spoils of war. But fifty, exactly. Not fifty three or forty nine. So… not a single arrow lost, or carried away, stuck in a wounded enemy, or in the body of an enemy soldier recovered by his mates? ALL of them recovered neatly? 

A different thought occurred to Spiv then: An execution? Twelve men, standing bound, one arrow for each? But why arrows, for that? Executions were carried out with a sword or axe, and usually a blow to the head or neck, from behind or above, Spiv expected. Or strangulation, with a cord around the bound prisoner's neck, him tied to a post, and a lever used to draw the cord tight. No maintenance of sword or axe edges, and no lost arrows, or arrows having to be cut from dead bodies. Execution seemed unlikely. And, however they were used, what was inscribed on the arrows? Perhaps the names of the dead men, written in some foreign tongue? No, Spiv had seen that at least some of them seemed to have very similar etchings, and surely each inscription was too long to be simply someone's name. What language might it be? Spiv recalled the unusual laminate construction of the bow, not a bow such as those made in any region he had ever been in.

The mystery intrigued him, but there was no urgency to sort it out now. He cut a new ribbon from the cloth the bow was wrapped in, and bound the arrows again, and put them back in the box, under the unused arrows, as he had found them. He gather up the ones he had set apart for their imperfections, and put everything except the bow and these few arrows back into the false bottom of his cart. And this time, as he closed up the compartment, he plucked a hair from his head and wedged it into the wood, one end anchored on each side of the seam where the compartment opened. If someone took an interest in his cart and found these things, he wanted to know it without having to open the false bottom to take stock of his things. He preferred not to open it often, at least not while still in town. He took the bow, still wrapped in canvass, and the few arrows, which he stuffed in his belt under his cloak, and headed back to the armorer's shop. His natural caution warned him not to discuss the etchings with the armorer, but he thought now he might ask about the construction of the bow.

Returning to the armorer's shop, Spiv pushed his way to the front of the booth, and found himself in front of a table displaying armor. He looked over the leather and mail armor. The chainmail looked heavier than the mail shirt he had from Lord Raymond, and the steel did not look as finely finished. The rings that made it up were larger by half, and more coarsely formed. He picked up a dirk, about the same size as his own, hidden under his shirt. It was heavier, and balanced poorly in comparison, but perhaps it had a bit more heft to it, as well, the blade ground into a different and heavier profile than his own was. He put it down. Next, he admired a fine set of rapiers, slender swords, made for dueling, not the kind of combat which armored soldiers carried out in war. These, he saw now, appeared to be truly fine weapons, though lacking any decorative touches such as engraving, silver inlay, or fancy hilts. What they did have was utilitarian baskets, to protect the hands of the swordsmen, and long supple blades, which, when he picked one up, flexed and whipped well. They were sharp, but made for thrusting, not hacking. Though no swordsman, he was surprisingly pleased with an image of owning such a thing. Spiv found himself considering how such an item could be hidden on his person and carried off, should the opportunity arise.

"Those are well-made blades, friend. We've a straw dummy in the back if you care to see how they handle... or, we can put cork on the points, and one of my boys will put on some padding and give you a chance to wield one in exercise. Care to give it a go?" The armorer was now standing at Spiv's shoulder.

"Ah, no.. Thank you, they look very fine to me... not much of an expert of these kinds of things, myself," Spiv said, returning the blade he held to the counter.

"Well, you seem to have a good eye. I would make you a good price on one or both of these. They are not the sort of blades our other current customers have a great interest in. No? Well, what else can I show you today?"

"Actually, ah, I hoped to show you something, see what you can tell me about it. Do you... do you have expertise in bows, as well?" Spiv asked.

"My brother is our fletcher and bowyer. I make the broadheads, but the wood, that's his realm. Let me call him." The armorer turned, and spoke to a boy, who ran back into the workshop and fetched out a man, who, when the boy pointed to Spiv, came over to speak with him. He resembled his brother, the armorer, but, surprisingly, seemed to be perhaps as much as twenty years older.

"I am the bowyer. You are interested in a bow?" Spiv noticed an accent, but did not ask from where it was derived.

"Yes, well... I have a bow which is a bit unusual. I wondered if you could tell me anything about it."

"Let us see." Spiv found a clear place on a table nearby, and uncovered his bow. The bowyer pulled it over and held up one end in his hand, letting the other end rest on the table. He looked it over a moment, and then ran his free hand down its length, fingering the bands and studs that held the layers of wood together, turning it over several times. He examined the notching cut in both ends to hold the string, which still lay in the canvas Spiv had wrapped the bow in. Then, the fletcher picked up the bow, and putting one end on his foot, he bent it, slowly, carefully, with a critical eye. "She seems to be well tillered." Spiv recalled that this meant the ends were well balanced, bending at the same rate as each other. The bowyer put the bow down on the table and picked up the string, pulling it taut between his two hands. Now, he ran a thumbnail down the string, as if scraping it. He put the string down. He then stood a moment, thinking.

"May I string it?" he asked Spiv.

"Certainly. Please, examine it in any way you see fit." The fletcher picked the string back up, and ran it once under his eyes, about ten inches at a time, testing each ten-inch section by pulling it taught. He picked up the bow, and fitted the string to one end, and then, holding the bottom end of the bow on his foot again, seemingly effortlessly bent the bow and pulled the string over the other end. Spiv remembered when he first strung the bow, and noted that this man clearly had impressively strong hands and arms. The fletcher then raised the bow and pulled it, holding his hand just under his cheekbone, pointing the bow now up, forty degrees or so, and now down. He eased the string back into its natural position. Now the bowyer performed a series of maneuvers with the bow, commenting as he went along. 

He held the bow horizontally and slowly pulled the string, comparing the bend in each end of the bow to the other, as he had before, but this time using the string to get a more even pull and thus a better estimate. He held it properly again, and pulled it, and moved slowly through several inches, back and forth, of the range of motion at the fully pulled position. "She has some range to work with on pull," he said. "It is unusual to find such versatility in this kind." The bowyer took a critical look at Spiv, and said, "She will be well within your own optimum pull length, I think. But perhaps a bit heavy for you." Now he set the bow down, and bent to examine closely the grain of the wood. Spiv saw his eyebrows arch in surprise. "I do not know what this wood is. It is something I have not seen before."

Taking Spiv at his word, instructing him to examine the bow in whatever way he saw fit, he walked over to a table displaying several sets of arrows. He picked out three, about the same size as those Spiv had. Spiv offered his to him, but the fletcher declined.

"These, I made with my own hand. They look right for this bow, and, no offense, I know they are true. Let us see what this old lady can do." The bowyer strolled out the back of the booth, Spiv walking behind him, and around to the yard in the back of the shop. There was a straw dummy indeed, wearing a leather cuirass, which looked the worse for wear, as though several customers had been at it with a sword or other weapons. A battered plate cuirass stood on a stump nearby. On the back wall of the shop were a set of boards, nailed to the actual wall of the shop. On these was painted a large circular target. There were many splintered places where it looked like several arrows had been embedded and pulled out again. Spiv looked down the wall and saw that this was only a more recent target painted on the wood. Other areas had far more splintering in clusters, centered in spots where the last remnants of old paint could still be detected, if someone looked closely. He followed the fletcher as he paced off about forty yards from the back of the building.

When he got there, the old bowyer seemed to change a bit, as if his mood had shifted, dramatically. Calm and deliberate before, he was dead still now, and serious. He stood a moment without moving, and then unceremoniously planted his three arrows point down in the ground in front of him. He pulled the bow again, and eased it down again. Took a couple deep breaths and stood rock still once more. Then, in rapid succession he pulled each of the three arrows out of the ground and fired them at his target. All three took less than ten seconds. In fact, Spiv thought it was likely less than six seconds. He didn't even watch the arrows fly, he was so interested in watching the man shoot. When he looked back at the target, he felt himself oddly disappointed when he could see only one shaft, though that one dead center in the target. He wondered what had happened. The bowyer stood a moment before he spoke again.

"It's a fine old bow. A remarkable bow. Do you care for some tea?" He strode off back towards the shop wall, where his target was, and Spiv followed him. As he grew closer to the target, he realized where the other shafts were. They were all buried in the center of the target, so close together that, at forty yards, they appeared to be one. He watched the fletcher as he wiggled and tugged at them to get them out.

"That's... very impressive," Spiv managed to say.

"We will talk over tea. Take this back and cover it again." The fletcher unstrung the bow. "I live just there," he said, pointing to a small house with thatched roof. "Come for tea. I will tell you what I can tell you about this great old lady you have brought to me. Bring the bow, don't leave her there where someone could steal her. I will put water on. Can you come now?" Spiv assured him he would be right over, and took his bow back to the booth to cover it, as the man had suggested, and then carried it out, to go have tea and a talk.

"This sort of bow has not been made for a very long time," the bowyer was telling him. They sat in chairs on either side of a small table, in the one room of the older man's house. "I have seen one or two not unlike her before. The people who made her knew a way to make different kinds of wood work together, providing more resistance and return than we can get with any single wood, the way we make them now. That art was lost some time ago, long ago. That bow, that you have there, she is older than you and I together. Much older. I think she is older than this town, but beyond that, I cannot say. She is very old. She was made for war. She is too heavy for a hunter to want to carry her about, and she is stronger than what is usually needed for hunting. She is made to shoot heavy arrows, not to pierce the ribs of deer, but to pierce heavy leather armor. At short range, she might even pierce chain mail, almost certainly, if it is light chain mail and very close. The arrows you have there are wide broadheads... too wide, I think, to be ideally useful against chain mail, but she might do it." He shrugged. "If you want to know, we could find some old chain mail to experiment with, but bows are not really intended for defeating chain mail. The crossbow was invented for that purpose. This lady was made to bring down a man in heavy leather cuirass, or a warhorse in similar armor, maybe made before chain mail became so common. As I said, she is very old. May I ask, where did you come across her?"

Spiv gave him the only answer he could, which happened to be the truth. "I won it- ah, 'her,' in a game of dice."


"And the man you won her from, he was a soldier?" 


"Yes, though not... he did not seem to be an impressive soldier." 


"Hah! I should say not! A real soldier, a professional, would never have chanced losing a bow like this over dice!" The idea seemed to entertain him. Spiv speculated a moment.

"You, yourself seem to know not just how to make bows, but also very well how to use them. Are you not a soldier yourself, sir?" Spiv asked him. The man looked away from Spiv... somehow, far away, even though the walls of the room were near.

"Yes, I have been a soldier. I was an archer in an army a long time ago. But... now I am a bowyer, and a fletcher, and it does me no good to speak of what once was, but now is not. So… a bow like that... I myself never had a bow like that, and I cannot make one, though I make very good bows." He threw a sharp glance at Spiv. "Would you like to sell this old bow of yours? I do not have much, but I could find something, perhaps enough to buy her...? Ah, I thought not. Good, friend, good. That bow, she should not be sold or gambled away. She should be lost and won on the field of battle, or gifted as a reward for valor. Or passed down from a warrior to his son. That is how she is intended to change hands. And I am too old for such things now, and too tired. 

"Well, here is the rest of it: With that bow, a skilled archer could perhaps stand twenty yards past the effective range of his enemies, unless one of them had something similar. The man who holds that bow on a battlefield should serve as an assassin of the enemy's officers and heroes. He should not waste his shots on common soldiers, but only on targets of significance. Listen, even when men knew how to make such bows as that one, they were not common. I think such bows must have taken too much time to manufacture for the common soldier, and perhaps even then, only a few could make them successfully. Only the masters could make this kind. This was the bow of a soldier who was a hero himself. This soldier, this archer, expected to make the difference in winning or losing a battle by himself, sometimes. You or I, my friend... we will not see such a bow as this one again, I think. Keep her, learn to use her well. She will be faithful. When you are as old as I am, give her to your son, after he has mastered more common bows, I think."

Spiv was quiet, thinking of the arrows, the ones which came with the bow... twelve had drawn blood, and all twelve recovered. Now he understood. Twelve arrows, all fired at significant men- officers, heroes, men such as that- perhaps turning the tide of a battle. Of course they were all recovered. They weren't stuck in the bodies of common soldiers, to be buried in mass graves after battle. They had pierced the bodies of great men, leaders. Men whose bodies were recovered and buried properly, with ceremony, whether they won or lost a battle. Men buried with respect, even by their own enemies.

"The arrows that came with the bow," Spiv was speaking again, deciding to risk talking about this subject, if only because he had found someone with an uncommon knowledge of such things. "Some of them have... strange markings... I have never seen anything like them before." Now the fletcher leaned forward.

"Markings? Of a sort you have not seen before? That is interesting. My advice is, be careful with these, my friend. Perhaps they are simply prayers to a pagan god of war, or good luck charms, or the names of fallen comrades.... you know, like, 'This one for Peter,' and 'this one for John...' But the people who made this bow, they knew much of bow making that we have forgotten, if we ever knew it at all. Who can guess what other sorts of things they knew? Perhaps it is nothing significant, or perhaps it is more than that. The arrows you are speaking of may be valuable. I have heard of such things. But, if they are very special? The knowledge contained in those markings, the ability to make more of them, that might be a secret men would kill for." He thought for a moment. "It is tempting to ask to see them, but… I do not want to see these arrows with strange markings. I do not want to have such a secret. Perhaps you can find a wizard who has the stomach for such secrets, who could tell you more about them. I do not."

Now Spiv hesitated. It was not as though he had nothing to do, whether he stayed here or moved on, but... he was not ready to go on yet, wanting to learn more about the soldiers in town. And if he was going to stay on a bit... "Sir... do you think... could you teach me to use this bow well?" Spiv finally asked.

"Oh, I can teach you. I can teach you much about using a bow well. How much of it you can use depends on your talent, and how hard you work at it. You are young, you could learn to be a passable archer, I think. If you have talent, perhaps more than passable."

"And... how would you charge me for such lessons, do you think?" Spiv waited while the bowyer thought a bit.

"Well... maybe you would let me shoot her sometimes? Can I hold the old lady in these hands from time to time? Listen, you and I will go out of the town a couple of days a week. We will shoot the old girl together. If you listen to me, and practice much, well... then perhaps we will both enjoy her company. How is that? I think it would be a good arrangement for both of us. Listen, this old girl, she will give us both lessons, I think!" Spiv held out his hand to shake on it. He was careful, though, to use his right hand.


 

When the lessons began, it was as though Spiv had never held a bow before. The old man told him, "We must start from the beginning and work forward from there. I don't even know what all the bad habits you have learned are. Better to form good habits first, and build upon them." So, it was lectures and drilling, for many days before Spiv even began shooting. As they started out, Spiv had asked the old man's name, but it was a strange name in a difficult foreign language, and Spiv's mouth could not make the sounds properly, or at least not to the old man's satisfaction. "Spiv, in your mouth, my name sounds like a word for spoiled food. Perhaps you should call me Fletcher, as everyone here does." Fletcher went on to lecture him on drawing the bow.

"When you draw a bow, you have one chance to draw smoothly, to the same spot on your cheek each time, and drop the aim of the arrow from above your target, while you are drawing until it comes down just to your point of aim. You start high, and come down as you draw, so practice drawing from a high aim, each time, until it is the natural way to pull the bow. To draw the bow and drop the sight picture simultaneously, releasing just as the arrow is properly aligned each time; this is the first step in turning the archer into the artist. Eventually, you will be fast and efficient. You will waste no precious arm strength holding the bow pulled while you search for the target. You will shoot best when this technique is mastered. When you show me this is well-ingrained habit, then we will let you put an arrow to the string when you draw the bow."

Spiv indeed had a natural talent for the bow, as he had been told years ago when he got a little basic training with several kinds of weapons. Fletcher was pleased with that. But it didn't excuse him from hard work, at least in the eyes of his new trainer. One day Spiv told him he had missed his calling as a slave driver. He laughed and said he had not missed his calling as a slave driver at all... he had been a sergeant in charge of training military archers for several years. "Ask those men I trained if I was a slave driver," he said, laughing. 

Much later, when Spiv was allowed to begin to release the arrows he drew, Fletcher lectured him further. "Crossbows are sometimes made with iron sights. The notch and blade system is becoming common, in some regions." Fletcher showed him an example. "With such a sight system, the weapon is aligned precisely, between four points: The shooter's eye, the notch, the blade, and the target. With a bow, there is no such device. There is your eye, and your target. You look over the arrow, not down its length. Therefore, your aim must be from the eyes, but also from the gut, or if you prefer, from the soul. You must pick your spot before you draw. When you feel you have the right spot picked, that is when you draw and release. The longer you stand and consider, 'Is it high enough? How far is he? How much lead for his motion?' the more likely you are to spoil your own shot. Therefore, you must practice until you can feel the shot, and see the trajectory in your mind without effort. Look, when you throw a ball, there is no sight-system either, but you do not even notice the lack of it. Your mind sees the trajectory of a ball even before you throw it. That is how it must be with the arrow. Then you will begin to be an archer."

On another day, "The enemy of the archer's accuracy is the same strength of the bow which makes it effective. And this is a very strong bow. As your arm becomes weary, you will be less steady. For that reason, you will never draw the bow until you have your target in sight, in range, and you see when the target will present for the shot. When a man hunts animals, he can hold the bow drawn, lest his movement give him away. That is why hunters’ bows are not as strong as the best military bows. When you are shooting at men, they will not move so quickly when you draw the bow, so you stand ready to draw, and anticipate a good target. Men do not often stand still in battle, or moving towards battle, either, so you will have to learn to predict the moment he will present a target to you. But still, you draw with the idea that you will release the arrow AS the target presents, not to hold the bow drawn while you wait for the target. You understand it? You practice for shooting at men, Spiv. Maybe you will miss a big stag someday, because you do not practice to hold the bow drawn. Then you come back the next day or the next week and take that stag. But the man you miss from holding the bow too long, he will not wait for you to come back. He will come to you, and with a different idea than the stag has.

"Haste is another enemy of accuracy. Over time you will become naturally faster, as your body becomes habituated to the motions, but never choose to hurry faster than is natural. A wasted shot, missed due to haste is far worse than taking the extra moment to execute a good shot from the beginning. As you practice, I will say, sometimes, 'Hurry!' or 'Quickly, shoot at this!' It is your job to shoot as quickly as you can execute a good shot, not to hurry enough to make it a poor shot. Resist outside influences to shoot too fast."

Spiv was a good student, and learned what Fletcher had to teach him without complaint. The fact that the older man was fixated on the use of bows in battle was not a conflict for him. He had no intention of using the bow in combat, but for training, he understood that knowledge is generally the precursor of skill. He didn't argue, he simply learned all he could.

Fletcher was an exacting master, but also a gifted teacher. He seemed to know from the way the arrow flew where Spiv was lax or inattentive to what he had been taught. He could watch Spiv let a flight of five arrows loose, and then go back after all of them and say, "You were becoming tired on shot number four," or, "Your mind was not in the arrow on the third one. What were you thinking of?"

Eventually, Fletcher and Spiv varied their lessons between shooting targets and hunting. Fletcher thought it necessary to shoot at targets that sometimes moved unexpectedly, and which might be uphill one moment, and downhill a few moments later. He also wanted Spiv to shoot from positions other than simply standing tall on level ground. When they hunted, they hunted hard. Spiv was shooting when he was tired, winded, thirsty, hungry, wet, cold, or whatever other harsh condition nature could come up with. He shot from his knees, and from trees, and Fletcher might make him run a mile or two, then stop and stand to shoot. Sometimes they would stalk deer, and Fletcher would point out one specific animal he wanted Spiv to take, invariably choosing one that was behind others. It was the nature of deer that this made the others, effectively, sentinels, since when one deer ran, they all ran, and Spiv would have to figure a way to make them run the way he wanted, or stalk down through them all, to get in range of the designated animal. Sometimes there was no way to move through them. Then Spiv would have to stalk around to a different location, on the other side of the animals, before he could begin to move in for the shot.

On several different occasions, the very observant Fletcher noted some of Spiv's attributes. He commented on Spiv's ability to stand completely still for long periods of time, and his ability to move very quietly through the woods. He noticed immediately that Spiv could teach him a thing or two about camouflage, when they sometimes built blinds to hunt deer from, either on the ground or in a tree. Spiv could find a way up a tree and build a stand in it under almost any conditions, and he could devise an effective blind sometimes with just a bit of string used to pull small, supple limbs a few inches from their natural positions. Finally, he had seen enough to tell him Spiv had some sort of training, though not military, and probably not just hunting, either. He asked Spiv about it. And although Spiv put him off more than once, and although Fletcher was not a pushy or nosy sort, sometimes a secret between friends eventually becomes something standing between them. Such was Spiv's closely held secret of his horker background, after a time. 

It was a difficult decision for Spiv, but in the end he told Fletcher the truth. Horkers were few enough that while everyone had heard of them, not many had ever actually known one... and if they did, it was likely they were not aware of it. Spiv hoped Fletcher was a good enough friend that it would not make a great difference to him. He was right. He told Fletcher his background, about being raised the son of a Horker, and the training his father had spared no effort, and no expense, to give him, as well as some of what that training included, although there were some things he could not, according to the traditions, include in his description. Fletcher's response was amiable enough.

"Well. A Horker, then. So, you have some training already. We should consider how best to capitalize on this, Spiv. This will give you some advantages others will not expect, if we find how to use it effectively. But it will cause you some problems, too. Horkers, it is said, abhor violence. Let me think on it, and we may talk more about it later." And now Spiv realized why his friend had thought it so important. Fletcher was not just teaching Spiv to use a bow well. He was searching for his strengths and weaknesses. He was, it seemed, invested in teaching him more than simply shooting. Fletcher was teaching him to survive, by the use of a bow, in whatever situation he found himself, just as Spiv's father had taught him to survive with the skills he had known.

Spiv's archery improved. His skill was nothing like Fletcher's, but it was good, and getting better all the time. He spent mornings out with Fletcher, or practicing on his own. In the afternoons he came into town to see what he could learn. It wasn't a lot. He had learned that troops were in the countryside, moving about in various places all the way from Sessing's Cross to Perrytown, and that they were ostensibly seeking Raymond the Red in order to invite him to a meeting, to treat with the one they called the Sath. He learned that no one seemed to know where Lord Raymond was, and that he had been absent from his governmental seat in Perryton for many weeks now, and that his ministers in Perrytown were carrying out his policies in his absence.

He wondered if Raymond or Jackson had caught on to all that was going on, and were moving back to the capital through the wilderness areas, or if Raymond or one of men would show up here in Sessing's Cross, maybe incognito. It had been a long while, now, since he had left Raymond and Jackson, and the other men. Spiv thought it likely that Lord Raymond had been held up dealing with the little village with the rebellious "king," and then he might have sent out some men to see what the status in the rest of the area was. He intended to be ready with intelligence and any other support he could provide, if Lord Raymond arrived here, or sent someone into town to discover what the situation was here.

Once in a while Spiv checked on his cart, ensuring that the stone and his other things were still safe. There was more than just the false bottom built into that cart to keep something secret, and the stone was in another small pocket, and seemed secure enough... unless the cart was stolen or the barn burned. But it nagged at Spiv. As long as the stone was in his possession, it would be his problem, and until he delivered it, he had not completed his bargain. He reasoned that the current situation was more urgent, but it stayed on his mind. He intended to keep his part of the bargain. He decided that if Raymond did not show up, and no word of him came, he would have to leave anyway in a couple of weeks. In the end, he didn't have to make that decision.
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Late in the morning, Spiv was walking to Fletcher's workshop. He had been out shooting already, and was satisfied with his progress to date, but Fletcher insisted that he also learn to build the arrows he would shoot. A rough peddle-driven lathe was the first thing he needed to learn to operate, but Fletcher told him the real test would be actually laying the fletching into the shaft. "People usually shop for the vicious-looking broadheads. A good broadhead with bad fletching leaves the archer with a clean miss, which might have done great damage if it hit, but instead does none. A poor broadhead on a good arrow, with good fletching, gives a hit that does sometimes little damage and sometimes great damage. But even little damage can win a battle, sometimes, and a hit with a poor broadhead is always better than a miss with a good one. Make good shafts, and lay your fletching properly. When that is done right, then worry about tipping your arrows well. Listen, if the broadhead were the most important part, I would be called a 'pointer' or a 'tipper.' I am not. I am a fletcher. You see?" Spiv spent the whole day peddling the crude lathe, and turning shafts, and adding the results to a great stack of shafts that had been recently produced. Eventually he realized it could not be ordinary stock for the armory shop. 

"Fletcher, that is a lot of shafts you are making. Have you got a big order?" 

"Well, we have some orders, and it doesn't hurt to have some spare stock ready ahead of time, either." Spiv thought that over a little while.

"These are heavy, Fletcher. I don't think they are for deer. You have a military order, then?"

"We make arrows for military as well as private orders, Spiv." Which was no answer at all. Spiv started to raise the question again, and Fletcher said brusquely, "Sometimes, even harmless questions have dangerous answers, Spiv. Perhaps you should talk less, and peddle more, hmm? Maybe singing would help you learn rhythm for peddling. You peddle like a drunken organist. Do you know any songs? With fast tunes?" Spiv left off asking questions then, but he did not quit thinking.

Later, Fletcher had him up to his house for supper. After they had eaten, Spiv decided to raise the question again.

"Fletcher, it is obvious you are working on a big military order. Are you taking the Sath's gold?" 

"Spiv, you may not want to know as much as you are asking. I say this again because we have become friends. Were we not, I would not answer your questions at all. And you would not be eating here, and I would have to fire you for your bad peddling." It was a joke, of course, because Spiv was not being paid for peddling the lathe, and a smile took the sting out of the criticism, though Spiv knew he meant it, a little bit. But Fletcher turned serious again a moment later. "You are not even from this area, any more than I am, though I have been here many, many years now, and you only weeks. You came after these soldiers of the Sath arrived. Some of the local people wonder if you serve the Sath. If you do not, then you are doubly at risk, asking these questions. At least, if you served the Sath you would be safe from one side." 

Spiv applied himself to drawing logical conclusions. He was not sure if Fletcher realized how much information he had given Spiv as to what was happening. When he said, "you would be safe from one side," he effectively told Spiv that there was another side, at least in the preparation stages. If the Sath's men had ordered the arrows, there was no need for this degree of secrecy unless someone in town would object, and in any event, as soon as he delivered the order to the Sath's army, the word would be out. Since Fletcher was worried about secrecy, he was likely making these arrows for the "other side" he had implied was present.

Also, it crossed Spiv's mind that Fletcher's knowledge that some locals were suspicious of Spiv suggested that there were conversations about local resistance taking place, and that Fletcher was a part of them, at least informally. So, perhaps the arrows were intended for Lord Raymond's army, and very likely a part of that army would be local men, whether they formed up here and resisted, or slipped out of town and joined Raymond somewhere else. Either way, they were gathering arms and planning something.

Finally, he inferred, the simple fact that Fletcher had let Spiv see the production of so many arrow shafts indicated that Fletcher himself was not overly concerned about Spiv's loyalty... or, perhaps, that was a test, of sorts. But still, such a test as that demonstrated Fletcher had some faith in him, because if Spiv were indeed reporting to the Sath's authority, Fletcher would have some serious problems explaining the sudden surge in military manufacturing. Spiv thought Fletcher should take a couple samples and make a gesture of trying to get a military order from the Sath's men, if only as a good basis for a ruse. He mulled it over, and decided that it was time to make a gesture of his own. 

Sitting across the dinner table from Fletcher, Spiv reached under his shirt and unbuckled the belt that held his dirk, which he still wore pointed down into his waistband, out of sight. He pulled it out, scabbard and all, and lay it on the table in front of Fletcher. He also had his letter of endorsement, but he did not carry that with him. It was secreted in the cart's false bottom. The dirk, if it was found, he could say he stole, or won at gambling. He could say he had it engraved himself, if it came to it. But the letter... there was no suitable legend for that item that would serve as an excuse for having it. So, he kept it safely hidden away, back in his cart. The dirk would have to do for now. Besides, as a member of Lord Raymond's court, he had official rank. Low enough in court, but probably higher than anyone else in Sessing's Cross. That letter might make him the de facto leader of any local resistance group, as an extension of Raymond's authority… a responsibility he did not want, and which he did not think all the local people would appreciate. Such a thing could cause a rift, and splinter any resistance before it even got off the ground. 

Fletcher looked at the dirk, now lying on the table. He put a hand out and turned it around, so that Raymond's crest was oriented properly. Neither man spoke, and Spiv could see Fletcher was considering the ways in which he might have acquired it. He reached over and pulled the dirk out of the scabbard a few inches, so the inscription could be seen: "SPIV," and below that "I saved Lord Raymond." The figure of the monstrous head was still covered.

"Fletcher, Lord Raymond is my friend. I am not truly sworn to him, because I am not of this region, but he is the rightful sovereign, and I will serve him for my friendship to him, against this Sath, or whoever else invades these lands, as long as I am here." A long moment crawled by before Fletcher spoke.

"Well, Spiv. It seems there is always a bit more to you than I expected. What will be next, I wonder? You are perhaps also the lost son of some king in the Far East? Or perhaps it will turn out you are a Sister of the Order of Mercy, dressing as a man to escape undue attention? Ha! I knew we could count on you, Spiv, when it would come to it, but this is better than I hoped." Fletcher got up and went to the door, which he opened and closed three times. It had fallen dark while they talked, and with the lamp and firelight inside, this was an effective beacon. In a few moments, four men walked in together. Fletcher introduced them in order.

"Spiv, here are some friends of mine. Thomas, Brian, Old Joseph, and Young Joseph." He handed Spiv's dirk to Old Joseph, pulling it out of the scabbard, which he left on the table. The senior Joseph was not yet much out of middle age. He had something of a scholarly look about him. Young Joseph resembled him closely enough, it was obvious they were related. It turned out he was Old Joseph's son, just a bit older than Spiv himself. He was not overly large, but had the same look of strength Spiv had begun to associate with soldiers of late. Spiv recognized him as a worker in the armory. When someone wanted to try a sword, it was Young Joseph who donned armor and padding and gave the customer some sparring exercise. Thomas and Brian, both, were average in appearance, perhaps in their early or middle thirties, with brown hair and eyes, nothing special enough to attract attention. All of them were dressed as working men, though Old Joseph presented in much cleaner clothes. That observation, and the fact that his fingertips were stained with ink, caused Spiv to presume him to be a clerk of some kind.

Old Joseph did not speak. He examined the dirk, and passed it over to Thomas, who made a bit more of a fuss over it, seeming to grow excited. Thomas handed it to Brian, who examined the inscription from every angle including upside down and sideways. Spiv realized he could not read. And that he was not excited about meeting Spiv, or happy at adding him to their circle. He tossed the dirk back onto the table, where it clattered rudely on the wooden surface, and pulled out a pipe, which he made something of a production of loading.

"So, he's got a knife. I've got a knife, we all have a knife or two laying around."

Thomas answered him. "Brian, it says Lord Raymond gave it to him, for saving the lord's life!" At that, Young Joseph now picked up the dirk. But instead of reading the inscription, he seemed more interested in feeling the balance of it, and the quality of the craftsmanship. He was in the weapons business, after all, Spiv reminded himself. Brian continued speaking, as Young Joseph replaced the dirk on the table.

"Oh, yes? And we have his word to vouch for it, don't we?" The sneer on his face underlined the sarcasm. "He's a thief, that's the only thing we know for sure about this one. Who says he didn't steal it?"

Spiv glanced sharply at Fletcher, who flinched a bit at Brian's words. Fletcher looked back at Spiv. "Forgive me, my friend. I would not betray a confidence lightly. But these are not games we are playing at, now. His life might depend on you one day, as well as mine, and these others. I told them only after you started asking questions, and I would not have if we did not intend to offer you a chance to join us in this."

Spiv simply nodded. He didn't like it, but he understood it. Fletcher spoke, again, now.

"Gentlemen, I vouch for Spiv, and I accept the responsibility as my own. I am convinced he serves Lord Raymond, as we do. Let us sit down and talk a bit." He returned to his previous chair. Spiv gestured for Old Joseph to take the chair he had been using before they all came in, and sat instead on the floor, with the other three men, including Brian, puffing on his pipe.

"Now, gentlemen," Fletcher resumed speaking when everyone was seated. "What word from Lord Raymond? Have we heard anything new?" Spiv's eyes widened. If these men were in touch with Lord Raymond, it was worth risking his secret that he was a Horker to find out what was going on. He listened as the discussion took place around him. They talked a long time. In the end, Spiv learned that Lord Raymond had sent someone into town, who had let Fletcher and his brother, the armorer, know that he wanted them to begin producing weapons. As many as they could without being noticed. They expected further word at any time, but so far, there had been none.

After the others had left, Fletcher bid Spiv stay with him for the night. "Best you are not seen too often coming and going from here, especially after dark, Spiv. And, how better to accomplish that than if you are already here? If you lodged with me, it would be normal for you to be coming and going. I think you should consider moving in here for a time. There is risk, though. This is the center of our circle, this house." Spiv knew Fletcher was right, but he was happy to agree to stay with Fletcher, now that he knew Fletcher was in contact with Lord Raymond. They had talked long, before the others had left, and now longer still, just the two of them. Spiv was eager to be brought up to date on everything, and Fletcher was filling him in on things the others had already known, and so had not come up in discussion already tonight.

He learned that Raymond, as Spiv had speculated, was moving north cross-country. He was moving slowly, gathering intelligence as he went, and staying hidden from large bodies of enemy soldiers. Only in the last few days had he sent someone into Sessing's Cross to make contact, and that only after Lord Raymond was already well north of the village. If someone here in Sessing's Cross betrayed him, he would not be blocked from moving closer to Perryton. 

It became clear to Spiv that, as he had speculated, Lord Raymond had been taken by surprise as the Sath's army entered his domain. He was not expecting it, and did not know any more than the locals about the Sath, or what he might propose, or what his objectives were, though the fact that he had sent an army instead of an envoy perhaps made that apparent enough. Aside from the obvious conclusions, Raymond knew only that his lands were invaded by a sizable army, and that he preferred to treat with the Sath with an army of his own at his back. But regarding raising an army, the messenger Raymond had sent had only said they should be ready, and that Raymond would send word with instructions after he saw how things stood back at his capital, Perryton.

Fletcher also told him about things they did not learn from Raymond's messenger, but which they were endeavoring to sort out themselves. Some people who were party to these goings-on had begun to ask how the Sath knew Raymond would be absent from any of the larger towns while the Sath's army was moving into place. Spiv came immediately to a conclusion that he thought was obvious, once he considered it. He told Fletcher the story of how he came to know Lord Raymond. He went on to say that the Sath must have put that strange creature, the lycanthrope, in place for the purpose of drawing Raymond out of his capital city... perhaps even for the purpose of causing Raymond's death, as it nearly had, in advance of the invasion. How such a thing could be brought about, Spiv did not know, but he was too long trained in the skills of Misdirection to believe much in coincidence. And what an effective Misdirection it had been! More importantly, that creature had started its depredations far in advance of Sath's army moving. This was no spur of the moment plan they saw unfolding. It was a deeply laid scheme, which had been building for some time, perhaps for years. 

A bigger mystery, to Spiv at least, was how the Sath's troops had traveled, so as to enter these cities, towns and hamlets at so nearly the same time, without being observed. Surely it involved some manner of conspiracy, and/or bribery, to move the large army without drawing any widespread attention. Perhaps that explained the "powerful allies" the upstart king Spiv had encountered recently mentioned. Spiv laid out his thoughts regarding the complicity of men in minor positions of prominence who had, it seemed, been promised the opportunity to become minor kings, vassal kings sworn to the Sath. When he speculated on this, Fletcher immediately concurred. News of those events had not reached Sessing's Cross yet, probably because people avoided travel as best they could when armies were about the countryside, but once Fletcher had heard it, he agreed, it was too much coincidence. Regarding troop movements, Spiv mused that they might have traveled down the range of the eastern mountains, from north to south. Fletcher was skeptical, saying, "Ordinary men do not often travel those mountains, Spiv. Even in large numbers, and armed as these are." But he had no other suggestion as to how it had been done. And in the end, everyone had the same perception: The soldiers here had come from the east, when they did appear.

It had been a long night, before they were done talking, and Fletcher had much work ahead of him in the morning, so they extinguished the lamp, and banked the embers of the fire in the fireplace, and turned in for the night. Fletcher had no spare bed, and he himself slept on a narrow cot, but Spiv assured him he would be fine if there was a spare blanket. Tomorrow, they would think about getting something to stuff with straw for Spiv to sleep on, if nothing better offered.
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With the sunrise, Fletcher left for the armorer's shop, saying he would be putting himself to the manufacture of arrows once again. His brother, the metal worker, was to begin casting broadheads, casting being the fastest way to get large numbers made, though they would be heavier, more brittle, and cruder than forged broadheads. Spiv had a different idea for putting his own talents to work. While there were many soldiers and officers billeted in town, in various places, there was still a rather large camp on the northern side of town, in a large clearing. Here, men were quartered in tents, and there were other tents for staff officers, mess, and stores. Cooks in this camp made great batches of bread, stew, gruel, mashed corn, and on Sundays, whole sides of beef or pork were turned on spits for the men. Even the soldiers in town often went there to eat on Sundays, in between their other duties, and they were required to report for drill and training on many other days, as well. Spiv was sure a camp like that would be consuming large quantities of stores and supplies.

Spiv approached the camp, walking out from the center of town. He had purchased soft leather leggings, and changed his gray cloak for brown. He wore his brown "farmer's" shirt, and now a green peaked cap, such as those favored by hunters and woodsmen, presenting, he thought, the very image of a huntsmen, save only the tall calf boots such men often wore. He hated to leave so obvious an item out of his image, but he didn't like wearing such boots himself, and didn't want to buy a pair just for the next couple of week's use. He passed into the soldier's camp without being challenged.

Spiv approached the cook fires and asked who was in charge of procuring food supplies. Being directed to the right man, Spiv asked what they were paying for good deer, rabbits, and other game. The prices were better than fair, leading Spiv to speculate that there might be a policy in place to overpay a bit, hoping to raise the popularity of this army, and by extension, the Sath himself, among the town's people. He said little himself, cultivating an image of a man given to few words. Then he went to the purser and asked how he would be paid for meat he provided the cooks. The purser, a no-nonsense type who seemed to have no greater desire in the world than keeping things organized in meticulous fashion, told Spiv he should present all goods to himself, as purser, or his assistants, who would make out chits for each item, and attach them to the carcasses with a bit of string or wire. Then Spiv should take the items to the cooks, who, after inspection, if they accepted them, would put their signature or their mark on the chit for each carcass. The chit would be cut or torn in half, and Spiv would return with his half of the chit, bearing the cook's mark, and be paid, in gold, silver, or copper, depending on the amount. Spiv smiled when he heard the word "gold" mentioned. He commented that it would be more than he could carry in two wagons to be paid in gold, whereupon he was informed that if he saved his chits and turned them all in at once, perhaps he would be paid in gold.

Spiv walked away musing that it seemed the army had no intention of moving any time soon, if they thought it was possible he would be providing enough meat to be paid in gold. Then he realized that the army purser would not mind a bit if Spiv were holding onto unpaid chits when they moved out. It would represent a profit which, it would not surprise him, might be discovered in the purser's own pockets, later. Not for the first time, he concluded that bureaucrats made things far more complex than they ever needed to be, and for good reason: Not only was there no one trying to simplify things for efficiency, but the very inefficiency probably made petty larceny much easier to pull off. And, he mused, if the purser was willing to profit by taking funds which local suppliers did not collect from the army, he might be willing to profit in other ways at the expense of the army. Perhaps he could be induced to sell information, or something else. He was still thinking on this when he noticed the grizzled old soldier from the tavern, who had followed him out that first day he was in town. He changed his path slightly, and did not see anything that indicated he had been spotted himself, but headed more quickly out of the camp anyway.

Now Spiv had a good reason to visit the army camp often, as well as a good way to make a bit of money while he stayed in Sessing's Cross. He would have to keep a sharp eye out for the soldiers who might remember him, but even if he was seen, he had a good cover story. He decided to be sure he had meat to sell each time he came, even if he had to enlist the aid of some others of Fletcher's friends to provide it. Now, he decided, it was time to go hunting. He was interested in observing what, if any, patrols he might spot being made outside of the town. He headed for the livery stables, where his horses were still boarded.

At the stables Spiv made another decision. He had been riding bareback since he acquired his horses. He had good balance and had developed a pretty good seat for riding, enough that he was hardly bothered by his lack of a saddle. Besides, it was normal for a farmer, as he was presenting himself then, to ride bareback, or on a blanket, if he rode at all. But now he intended to present himself as a hunter, and moving on horseback would allow him to cover more ground, and to carry back game with much less effort. And Spiv wanted the greater mobility and speed to move about, since hunting was not his primary goal, and if someone was well off enough to own a riding horse, he would probably likewise own a saddle. He asked the stableboy if there was perhaps an old saddle in good shape he could borrow or buy. The stableboy indicated that there were saddles for sale, as Spiv expected. In truth, livery stables made as much money selling horses and saddles left or sold by people who could not pay their bills as they did in boarding horses for traveling people who could pay. Soon he was looking at a large collection of used saddles.

Some of these were saddles for warriors who would fight from horseback. They were made for horses much larger than Spiv's, and they were bulky, with many layers of thick leather, and sometimes even light plate mail, covering the sides as armor for the horse, and big bucket-shaped stirrups designed to allow a man in armor to kick his feet out instantly, should his horse go down, or if he should need to dismount to continue the fight. They had huge, high cantles, often also armored. They were high in order to help a knight stay in the saddle even after being struck hard blows with lances, and to protect his upper legs, and his torso, front and back, about as high as the lower ribs in a rider's chest. He rejected these immediately. They would weigh too much and be awkward.

Some others were constructed very high in front, and fitted with brass or steel, to protect the rider's groin and upper legs, but low in back, to allow the rider to fall off backwards if he was caught with a lance directly. Spiv supposed these were for tournament jousting, or some such thing. Some of these had devices painted or embroidered into the leather of the saddles. They were of no use to him either, although they were certainly pretty. Some even had ornate shaffrons to match, plate armor used to cover the horse's face from forelock to nose, protecting the horse's head from lance blows as well. But he did not intend to joust in tournaments. He kept looking.

After bypassing the fighting saddles, he considered more ordinary riding saddles. He eschewed the most ornate of these, figuring that they would be incongruent with his current image, as well as more expensive. Spiv finally found what he thought would do well. It was a riding saddle with a broad seat, and a medium high, rounded cantle in back, easy to sit in, and likely to be comfortable for long rides. The pommel was very low, hardly a bump in front of the seat, and thus less likely to interfere with moving a bow rapidly from one side to the other, especially a short bow such as Spiv's. There was a quiver for arrows on the right side, forward of the stirrup, just a rough cylinder of leather of the right length to keep the nocked ends of arrows up high, and room for them to spread a bit, to be easily grasped. The saddle had nothing to block the free movement of his legs in the stirrups, should he need to turn rapidly to accomplish a shot in an unexpected direction. It was dark brown leather, not quite black, and the leather seemed well oiled, and prime. There were a few marks showing wear, but no obvious repairs of previous damage. Spiv deliberately ignored it, and spent almost an hour looking at other saddles, especially pretty ones, waiting for the stableboy to grow impatient.

Finally, he ask the stable boy for some prices on the fancier ones, which he rejected without a thought, hardly hearing them. He told the stableboy that if he could not set realistic prices, he should go get his father, or whomever it was that could make more reasonable prices.

The stableboy deflated a bit at that, and Spiv almost chuckled aloud. Clearly, the stableboy thought to pocket a bit of the difference between the real price and the price Spiv might pay. They started again, with better figures, and Spiv took the time to listen attentively to the price of each saddle and summarily reject it. Eventually, he began to offer figures, but much lower than he expected the stableboy could accept, and the boy began to show him worn and broken saddles to consider. Spiv made it clear he was not interested in anything of that poor quality. He continued to make low offers on better goods. He almost cursed aloud when the boy begin to appear to consider one offer he made for an ornate saddle he did not want. But he need not have worried, the boy was simply considering strategy, and he decided to make Spiv another proposal, himself.

"Sir, there is only one saddle of good quality here that could be had for such a sum. It is this plain one, made for a horse archer, as you can see by the saddle quiver. Hardly something a man of substance, mounted on a good horse, would be proud of." He indicated the very saddle Spiv had selected.

"You would charge me how much, exactly, for this plain and simple piece of leather and wood?" Spiv asked, as haughtily as he could. The boy stood up to him, and named a price, reasonable enough, and less than any he had mentioned before.

Spiv simply smiled and said, "Done." He began to pull out his purse. The stableboy stood with a surprised look on his face for a moment, and then grinned a little, himself.

"Nicely done, sir, nicely done, indeed. That saddle is supposed to go for a bit more than that, but I am a man of word, am I not? Shall we begin pricing saddle pads and blankets, now, sir?" Spiv had to laugh at that, and resigned himself to pay full price for a saddle pad and what other items he might need, including having some straps sewn into the saddle to tie game carcasses to. He made his order, explaining that he would use the saddle for hunting, and for carrying game, and detailed what he wanted done. Then, he clapped the stableboy on the shoulder, admiring him a little for his tough negotiations, and went off to eat while the adjustments were made.

When Spiv returned that afternoon, he found his new saddle ready and waiting on one of his two horses. The stableboy was just finishing braiding up the low end of the horse's mane, and said, "You don't want his mane getting caught up in the bottom of the bow, sir, where the string comes close to the wood, when you change sides. It'll spoil a shot, for sure. I brought around a bit of raw meat earlier sir, to see which of your horses would carry the game easily for you, without shying at the scent of blood. They're both all right about that, I expect, so I fetched a sack and waved it about their heads to find which was the more steady. This one here, sir, the roan, he's the best. As steady a horse as I've ever seen. I even brought around a couple of wolfy-looking dogs, hybrids, I'm told, sir, and let them bark and growl a little, and he didn't mind them a bit. He's fearless, this one is, sir. Near took one of their heads off with that left hind foot of his, when they got a bit fresh. Fearless as a lion, he is. And these blue roans, very distinctive, not so many of them around. You'll cut a fine figure on this horse, sir, and won't be walking home the first time a wolf howls or he catches the scent of something unpleasant, I'd say."

Spiv looked his new rig over. His bow was hung on the left rear, tied on with an easily pulled thong. There was room for a dozen or more of the swallow-tailed broadheads in the arrow bag, on the right side. A small bundle was tied behind the cantle, which he assumed was a bit of food to last him out the day, and maybe a bottle of water with a cork in it. He would check that out later, if he stayed out late enough. It seemed his stableboy had taken a bit of a liking to him as well, and had prepared every detail, as he would have for himself. Spiv was ready to go. He took a moment to consider what else the boy had said, about the distinctive look of the black, gray and white ticking called "blue roan" in horses, and while it was distinctive, at any distance it was a steel gray. A black and white piebald, or brown and white skewbald, would have been better camouflage, but this would do well as long as the horse was not standing in direct sunlight. Further, soldiers who spotted him at a distance would eventually come to recognize the horse, and know him as a hunter supplying the camp, which might be useful in reducing the number of times he was stopped and questioned as he moved about.

"Fearless, is he?" Spiv said. "Thanks for all this, ah,... what's your name?" 

"Toby, sir."

"Well, thanks for all this, Toby. I'll return the favor. A brace of rabbits, perhaps, if I am lucky? How does that sound?"

"Yes, sir, that would be grand, sir." Toby brightened at the offer.

Spiv mounted. "Then I will see you, perhaps tonight, or if not, then surely tomorrow, Toby." He turned the horse. "Let's go hunt, Fearless." With that he gave his horse a nudge with his heels, and he started walking him away.

"Good luck, sir!" Toby called.


 

Several days later, Spiv was relating to Fletcher and his four compatriots what he had managed to learn from his several trips into the soldiers' camp. "They're getting ready to move a large patrol out, looking for Lord Raymond between here and Perryton. I don't know if they have heard that Raymond was nearby recently, or if they have just decided that he is not coming to them, so they will have to go to find him, but as in the early days, they will leave two or three hundred here, and march with about two hundred, this time to the north. They are outfitting their men as if for a campaign, not just for a couple of days out of town, so maybe they know something?"

Fletcher thought a bit. "Well, perhaps they know something of Lord Raymond, perhaps they don't. We don't, so we cannot guess if their movements reflect real intelligence, or just more maneuvers. Might be nothing more than a training exercise, moving to where they expect Lord Raymond could be simply in hopes of getting lucky. I suppose if Lord Raymond was approaching with less than a hundred men, it would be natural for them to meet him with two hundred or so... but we cannot assume that they are reacting to anything Lord Raymond is doing. They may be moving men for their own purposes, something we can't even guess at."

Brian spoke now, holding his hand out palm-up, "So? What do we do about it then? We sit on our backsides? This will be the lowest troop level we have seen since the bastards got here, and we are just going to let it pass?"

"It is not for us to make war on our own account, Brian," Old Joseph counseled. "If Lord Raymond sends word to attack, we will make plans to attack, with whatever force we can muster. In fact, we can make plans for attack in any event, to be ready if we get the call. But, Lord Raymond will not thank us if he is planning to sit down to a discussion with the Sath, and finds an hour before their meeting that we have started the war ourselves. He will like it less if we get one of his towns burned down, especially if it burns before we have delivered the arms and stores he has asked for."

Young Joseph spoke up, then. "We also have to actually count the men we can rely on, if we're going to make any sort of plans. So far, we only know of ourselves and a few others. But as soon as we take a muster of the men who'll fight, it gets harder to keep everything secret… asking a man if he'll fight is about the same as telling him there'll be a fight. And after we make a list of ready men, even if we just keep it in our heads, it is knowledge that could be drawn from us under torture. It's a risk."

Now Fletcher added his own thoughts. "We also have to bear in mind that these men we are speaking of fighting are trained soldiers. Brian, I know that means little to you. You have a brave spirit, and you do not fear to go into battle with whatever is at hand. But I have been to war, more than once. These men will almost certainly kill more of us than we will of them, in any kind of ordinary battle. We might defeat them, but the price we would pay to do it will be high. It is not our currency to spend. Again, if Lord Raymond sends us to battle, we will go. Regardless of how or when we fight, we will lose men and weapons, resources that will not easily be replaced. These things are not ours to sacrifice. They are for Lord Raymond to expend, as he sees fit."

Now Thomas brought up a different topic. "So, have we word of Perryton? Do they occupy Lord Raymond's capital city? What of the garrison forces there?"

Fletcher answered him, "They are in Perryton, and in force. It seems they moved in more slowly than here, beginning with a hundred men arriving with the Sath's messenger, some minor noble from the other side of the Eastern Mountains. We know little of those folk, so no one can say much about this man. On that first day, as he was informing the lord's ministers of his mission to invite Lord Raymond to treat with the Sath, a second force, much larger, arrived, walking straight out of the eastern mountains themselves. The person I spoke with said he saw it himself, and he estimated he had seen more than a thousand men, though I expect it was perhaps seven or eight hundred, in reality. They marched to the north side of the town and camped, along the road out of town there. Then, before anyone decided what to do, there were similar armies on both the western and southern routes. So, it may be as many as twenty five hundred men, perhaps a bit less. Above two thousand, at any rate, I think. For whatever reason, they leave the east road open, without obstruction."

"It seems to me that if they leave the east open, it is for a reason. Perhaps because that is where their strength actually lies," Spiv offered. "While it seems they left the east as the only way out, it is also the only way in. It could be that they expect, with them on three sides, Lord Raymond will have to enter the town from the east. Or, they expect Raymond's soldiers remaining in town to attempt to leave by the east road, to try to unite with Raymond. Do any of you have you a map?" One was produced, and Spiv examined it carefully.

"So, from this I see that the mountains approach much closer near to Perryton than they do here at Sessing's Cross. It is, what, a few miles only until you have left the plain and entered the mountains, here?"

"Yes, they are much closer to Perryton than they are here," Old Joseph answered him. "You see the city there is centered on the river, and as it has grown, it has spread in all directions. A man is in mountainous country within, say, six or eight miles anywhere on this side of Perryton."

"And this... what is this here?" Spiv was pointing at a symbol on the map, where, a few inches into the mountains on the map something was marked, north and east of Perrytown. Old Joseph looked at it a moment.

"Oh, the old keep. It is the remains of an old fortress. A keep, and the ruins of a wall, with a few outbuildings and the like. The other structures have all come down, now. It lies on the road to the old Northern Pass, which once was the only way across the northern end of that mountain range. Most people say the pass is gone, buried when a mountain shifted, in a great landslide. That fortress predates Perryton considerably. No one knows what it was once called, or who built it, originally. Scholars, mostly a few old types who fancy themselves wizards are always there, studying what remains of some old books and things, which are occasionally unearthed in the ruins. A large cache of these books and scrolls was once found, years and years ago. There was talk that they might have uncovered the remnants of a great library, but nothing much came of it. They're still poking around up there, though…" Old Joseph was about to go on regarding the literature uncovered there, but Spiv interrupted him.

"There is a fortress there? A defensible fortress?" Spiv's interest showed plainly. "Maybe we should look into this. If the Sath is sending men from the east, perhaps it is a place Lord Raymond could fight from, especially if Perryton is occupied. And if the Sath takes it, what addition to his armies could he keep there, poised to enter the fray as soon as war breaks out?"

Fletcher spoke up, "Spiv, my friend, will you teach a weasel to suck eggs? Lord Raymond is well familiar with this fortress, such as it is. He will know what is happening there, if he feels it is important. Our concern is not what Lord Raymond does with the old fortress, or with Perryton, even. Our concern is how we will serve Lord Raymond here, in Sessing's Cross."

In a calmer tone, now, Spiv corrected his friend. "You men, yes, your concern is how to serve Raymond here. But I am not of Sessing's Cross. I call Lord Raymond a friend. And I think I have to go have a look at this fortress. So far as I know, Lord Raymond does not even know I remain here. He will not miss me if I am not in Sessing's Cross when he calls for action here." The men all looked at Spiv now. For the first time in a while, Young Joseph spoke.

"Spiv is right. We've no responsibility at all for anything outside Sessing's Cross, until Lord Raymond calls for us. He's in just the opposite position. He's responsible to do his best for his friend, Lord Raymond, wherever opportunity presents." Young Joseph turned to look at the Horker. "You should go, Spiv. But someone should go with you. To bring back reports on what you find, to help guard your back, and to finish the mission should you fall." He looked at the others, especially Old Joseph, his father. "I will go with him, if he'll have me. Spiv has many talents. I don't think cracking heads is really one of them. We'll complement each other pretty well, I think." Objections were raised immediately. No one liked the idea of Spiv taking the chances of traveling in these conditions, and they liked the idea of Young Joseph taking those chances even less. But in the end, Fletcher pointed out, Spiv had to do what he thought right.

"Spiv, the only question, really, is... do you want Young Joseph with you? I will tell you some things. Young Joseph here is strong, and he is able. He will have a hard time keeping up with you in the woods, as I have seen how you can travel. But he will keep up, and he will not complain about it. If you run into trouble, it is hard to think of someone better suited to have at your back, especially if you have to stand your ground, and cannot run, or at least make a running fight of it. But he is young, also. He will learn much about moving around in the woods from you, and you could learn some things from him as well. He is a bit headstrong. He will not easily take orders from you if he disagrees with your decisions. But he will keep his word if he gives it." 

Spiv understood what Fletcher was telling him: Take Young Joseph if you want some help. It's probably a good idea. But make him give his word he will obey your directions before you agree. Spiv looked his thanks to Fletcher. In reality, he did not know these other men all that well. But he needed to make a decision.

"I am used to traveling alone, and I have some skills at being who I need to be for whatever situation arises. I do not think I need a companion or an aid. But if you want to send someone with me, I will happily take Young Joseph, if he acknowledges my command for so long as we travel together on this mission. I am going to the livery stable to prepare for leaving. If you send Young Joseph with me, figure out where to get him a mount. I will be riding Fearless, and my other horse will be pulling my cart. I may have need of it, or the things in it." He looked at Young Joseph. "It may be hard to take orders from me. I am younger than you and I don't know this region as you do. If you come, you will be my guide, not my servant, and except for decisions to do with this mission, we will be equals in everything else." Turning back to the others, he continued, "When you all have decided, send someone to the livery to let me know. I leave before daylight in the morning." Spiv shook everyone's hand, and Fletcher walked him outside.

"Well spoken, Spiv. I think he will go, and I think you can use his help. When we have talked, I will come meet you at the livery and take you to the armory shop. We can at least outfit you properly." They parted then, Spiv to the livery, and Fletcher back inside his house.


 

Later, Young Joseph, Fletcher, and Spiv were in the armory, picking out equipment. Spiv was surprised to learn that Young Joseph was the local champion with the long staff. Fletcher laughed, and said, "He not only knows the staff, Spiv. He is our fencing master in the armory." Now Spiv understood why Young Joseph always got the duty of crossing swords with customers looking at blades. He was the least likely to be hurt by an overeager customer, and quite able to give whatever level of resistance the customer required to gain a full appreciation for the weapons he was trying out.

In addition to arrows, and some few bows, Fletcher also made staffs, being the one of the pair of brothers who did most of the woodwork. He had one staff that he and his brother had collaborated on, dense ash wood, fitted with thin-walled, beaten steel ferrules, at either end, and stiffened and weighted with steel rod cores at the ends as well. This allowed the staff to be more narrowly constructed, and after it was refinished to disguise the work done to it, it appeared to be more of a long walking staff than a weapon. Fletcher had cleverly cut the ends with a fine saw, allowing his brother to do his core work with the rods, and then, where the ferrules ended, recapped the staff with its own original ends. The ferrules themselves were flush with the grain of the wood, and did not stand out. While he was making this weapon, Fletcher had carved an intricate pattern of figures and geometric designs into the length of it, and finished it with a dark brownish-red colored stain. Then he painted the ferrules with a similar rusty color, and had painted on a continuation of the same figures and patterns over them. It was cunningly done, and no one would know it was not just a very elegant and handsome ash walking stick without handling it... or being hit with it.

Spiv had the long mail shirt that Lord Raymond had awarded him. The mail shirt contained a hood, which tended to bunch up a bit when it was not on his head. Therefore, Fletcher found him a forest green tunic with a hood as well, to cover the bulge made by the mail hood when it was not over his head. On looking for a mail shirt for Joseph, they found that his broad shoulders and narrow waist made the fit difficult, if they didn't want the armor to be obvious, worn under his clothes. Fletcher solved that with a mail hauberk that fell almost to his knees, and covered it with a brown robe such as wizards and clerics were often seen in. Joseph joked that with his cleric's robe and his staff, he might "give men visions of moons and stars" if called upon to strike them. Spiv did not doubt it, after seeing him work his new staff a bit, testing its flexibility and balance.

Joseph also picked up a heavy dirk, but Fletcher stopped him, saying, "You have skill with a sword, Joseph. I think we can find a good sword for you.” He picked out one of the two rapiers Spiv had been looking at the first time he came to the shop, but now Joseph declined. 

"Rapiers are fine for dueling. Nothing better, really. But if we fight, it will be with soldiers carrying broadswords, and they will beat a rapier into scrap metal in no time at all." He thought a long moment. "A long sword isn't a subtle thing to carry. Even a bastard sword would be easily observed under this robe. With swords, we invite close scrutiny. I think we're better off without them."

Finally, Joseph did take a strong but simple longbow. Fletcher approved of the choice. "With this bow you will shoot almost as far as Spiv here, though not as fast." He made Joseph take some three-dozen very long arrows, with very narrow heads. "Since your arrows will not be as fast as Spiv's, take these. If you shoot at chain mail, you will have a chance with these of penetrating to make a vital wound, especially if the mail is wrought with large gauge rings. If you are close, you have a good chance. With wide broadheads, no chance, or very little, even if he is very close, and you manage to break a ring or two with your shot, you will get little penetration. If you must, start shooting when he is just far enough away that you can shoot twice, even if he charges you. I wish I had spent more time teaching you the use of a bow, Joseph, but you are competent." He looked at Spiv. "And you, Spiv… Your bow was made for war. If you have to use it, your bow will be the more effective one." Then he considered a moment. "Seriously, if things are desperate, shoot the arrows that are marked with the odd etchings. They will do no worse, and who knows what you might have there in those things? But leave none for the enemy to find, if you can help it. Remember that whatever you leave for your enemy may be sent back to you in like fashion. If you shoot those, my advice is to recover them, even from the dead bodies of your enemies. Do not leave them behind."

Now, fully outfitted, and with his cart well stocked with provisions, it was time to leave. Joseph was adamant that they need waste no time trying for sleep that he, at least, would never accomplish that night. Spiv thought it more important merely that they leave before anyone saw their preparations and became interested in their destination, but they agreed that they could leave immediately. They gathered their horses' reins, and mounted. Joseph had been given a fine saddle horse for the mission, with a smooth gate, but long legs and a little nervous energy that seemed to bode well for a sprint, should they need it. As they started out, Spiv could see that Joseph was, at best, a middling horseman who wasn't really comfortable with the animals, but could handle one in a pinch. Within an hour, Joseph was walking again, leading his horse. Spiv didn't mind, since Joseph was striding along well. He figured that when Joseph got tired of walking, he would relax a bit and start learning to ride easier and more comfortably. He remembered his first days with his new horses, and how sore he had gotten.

They crossed the river north of town, at the original Sessing's crossing, where the water ran wide and flat, rather than crossing in town at the bridge which had been built many years ago. Fletcher had advised them that on the west of the river, they could not be pushed into the mountains by opposing forces or simply by blundering into a patrol at an inopportune moment. None of the locals was ever really comfortable with the mountains. Besides, Lord Raymond was moving somewhere north of them, also on the west side of the river. Though they might find a way to cross with horses, they would not have another place to take the cart across the river until they got nearly as far as Perryton. 
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After a few days, Spiv and Joseph had settled into the routine of their journey. Spiv was surprised to find Joseph to be more interested in conversation than he had previously observed, and marked it up to the inevitable familiarity that traveling together creates. He found it to be a comfortable and positive change in any event. Joseph asked him many questions about his experiences and travels. Spiv was glad now that Fletcher had mentioned his Horker background to the circle of conspirators. He would have had a difficult time answering all Joseph's questions without lying to him, which is what he surely would have done. As it was, he sometimes had to simply say, "There are some things I am forbidden to tell you, Joseph." But still, he had seen many places and done many things, and they had plenty to talk about. 

Likewise, Spiv took advantage of having Joseph with him, trying to learn all he could of the region, its history, geography, social idiosyncrasies, anything that might possibly be useful while Spiv was here, or if he ever came here again. Joseph was not a brilliant conversationalist, really, but when it came to answering questions, he was chock full of interesting information, harboring a strong natural curiosity and a penchant for remembering odd facts and interesting things. Spiv reflected that, had he a companion less inclined to ask him so many questions, he would also have a companion far less invested with interesting knowledge which he had gained over previous years of asking other people many, many questions.

Once, while they paused in their journey for a bit of hunting to replenish the larder, Joseph took an interest in Spiv's unusual bow. He was curious to hear the story of how Spiv had acquired it, though Spiv edited in the direction of a simple stroke of luck at gambling. Old habits die hard, Spiv found, and Horkers simply do not boast about stratagems and successful horkings. Spiv was more liberal, though, with relating what he himself had learned from Fletcher regarding the bow, and even went so far as to discuss the unusual broad swallowtail arrowheads, and the twelve he had found bundled together, apart from the others, with the remains of bloodstains, and the unusual etchings that marked each shaft of the dozen mysterious arrows. Joseph, Spiv could see, was fascinated. He asked to see these twelve examples of the ancient craftsmen’s work. 

When they made camp again, it was a simple matter for Spiv to wait until Joseph was busy with something else, slip over and open the false bottom on his cart, and bring out the box of arrows. Then, at dinner, he and Joseph examined them once again. Joseph seemed a little let down when he realized there was no way to decipher the markings, and therefore, no way to know exactly what Spiv was showing him, what special characteristics these arrows might be invested with, or if these were simple invocations against generic enemies, carved on the arrow shafts by a bored archer with a bit of skill and a sharp inscribing tool. Still, his enthusiasm on the subject made the conversation fun, and they both lay down later that night turning over ideas about possibilities it seemed unlikely they would ever have the chance to confirm or refute. It had been a pleasant evening of speculation and chat, and Spiv dropped off to sleep easily.

Later on, in the small hours of the night, Spiv's pleasant dreams were interrupted when he woke to a violent storm. He opened his eyes as he rolled away from the cold burst of rain and flashing lightning. Except… as he opened his eyes, there was no rain or lightning. He blinked. Ah, the storm must have been in the dream, he thought. It was cold, though... very cold. Spiv fluffed his blankets a bit, and turned to his side. He began to close his eyes, but… Something is…odd. What is it? He glanced about from his position lying on the ground in his blankets. Moon, stars, nothing unusual… trees, some wind blowing, causing the leaves
to flutter and the branches to sway, nothing troubling in that… Perhaps the horses? There they were, nearby, and seemed fine, if a bit restless. One stamped his hoof, several times, silently… Silently? Horses do not stamp their hooves silently. Spiv had the sudden sensation that he was still dreaming. He got up. Rising to his feet, he glanced again at the horses. Now there was no stamping, and therefore, nothing he should be able to hear but could not. But… the trees? He looked… yes, he could clearly see a blustery wind swaying the limbs, rustling the leaves, but not a breath of air moved on Spiv's cheek, and not a sound… not ANY sound, in his ear. He clapped his hands... and did not hear that, either. And, still, he could see the wind in the trees plain as day… and then that registered on his mind, as he slowly came awake… How is it I can see the trees plain as day in the middle of the night?

Spiv began to realize that what had woken him was not a bad dream, but an awful feeling of dread, of 'Wrongness.' Something Wrong, and nearby... No, not nearby... Here, actually here. He had to wake Joseph, where was he? Spiv could not find him, could not see his bedroll, and could barely see the campfire, still burning low in the middle of the camp. He looked back at the trees, and realized he could see the trees easily, but could barely make out his own camp. Now Spiv was getting more than a little worried. Perhaps there was something wrong with him? A stroke? Delirium? Some sort of fit? These were strange things indeed. He looked back to the horses, his best means of rapid escape, should he find need to flee before he discovered what was happening here… and as he looked away from camp, towards his horses, he realized, he could see the campfire… in the edges of his peripheral vision… but NOT when he looked directly for it. Spiv began to examine his surroundings, then, paying attention to his peripheral vision. He struggled to master the direction of his eyes, which always wanted to come back to look directly at whatever held his attention. And whenever he looked away, whatever he DID see competed for his attention, as though trying to distract him from what he was intending to see in his peripheral vision. Look away from camp, vision is normal… look back into the camp, nothing… nothing obviously missing in his vision, but nothing there, like the edges of a painting collapsed towards each other, to cover over the middle of the image, so instead of blankness he saw only a normal scene, as though parts of it were simply folded out of sight. Finally, he held his hand up in front of his own eyes, and focused on his palm. Now he could see things, around the edges of his palm. There is the fire. There is Joseph's bed… empty. Where is Joseph? And what is this old scar on the palm of my hand? When did I get that? No! Forget the scar! Where is Joseph? There, near the cart… The cart! That is good news, the cart is here… Is there something in the cart I need to get? What is in the cart?

Spiv shook his head, hard. He had to focus. Hand up, again, in front of his eyes. Now, have a look, there is Joseph. Close the eyes. Now, what did I see? What is Joseph doing? He is working on something, something that has his whole attention, for he has not noticed the wrongness that woke me. He opened his eyes again, his hand still in front of his eyes. Turned a bit, to bring his peripheral vision to the right place… Joseph is working on… a stick? Close the eyes. Speak to Joseph. No sound coming with the words. Speak louder! Still no sound, like a dream when I am calling for help, but no sound comes out of my throat. But this isn't a dream... Is it? Hand back up, eyes open, using his peripheral vision, Spiv stumbled awkwardly over to where Joseph was working. What is wrong with Joseph? Again, his eyes fought him, the instinct to look directly at what he was trying to see overruling his intention. But this time, Ah, now I can see him easily, directly. Then, glancing around again, he found his vision was still not ordinary. Now I am closer to Joseph, I can see him easily, but nothing else... the camp, the trees... just a little, in my peripheral vision... The wind is still blowing, but the air does not move... no air moves here... am I breathing? I can't tell... Spiv, again, shook his head hard, closed his eyes, and fought for focus in his mind. Then, with his hand down, he opened his eyes once more and looked hard at Joseph. Now I see him, but he looks odd... something still wrong with my eyes? No, there is something wrong with him... It is Joseph, but it is not... His eyes are huge, silvery, like some sort of beast, reflecting light, like something which hunts in the night. His chin shines wet… he is… drooling? Has he gone mad...? Or it is a joke, a game...? No. Crouched down, rocking back and forth while he is fiddling with that, an arrow, one of his long arrows, for his long bow, he is... writing? Writing something, or carving something... working with a knife to carve something… Then Spiv saw it on the ground, sitting in front of Joseph now… one of the arrows from Spiv's own box, one of the twelve, with the strange figures etched into the shaft. 

Spiv understood now. Joseph is copying the marks, painstakingly, making tiny, minute cuts with the sharp point of his knife… but, the knife is really too large for this, he must hold it by its blade, near the tip. Spiv could see now that Joseph's fingers were cut, many cuts, bleeding, so much blood from many cuts on his fingers, and Spiv thought, How do his fingers still work, still hold the knife, all cut up like that…? Spiv shook his head, hard.

What to do? Spiv picked up his arrow, the etched arrow on the ground in front of Joseph. And now he heard the first sound since he had awoken, a high-pitched keening, which rapidly became a howl from the throat of Joseph, something of sadness and… rage. Joseph saw Spiv now, saw the old arrow in Spiv's hand, going away, being taken from him, from Joseph, and he came up from his animal crouch, and lunged at Spiv. He grabbed for the arrow Spiv has picked up, but Spiv is quick, and he kept it away. Now Joseph changed his tactics, not grabbing for the arrow, but poking at Spiv viciously, with the longer arrow in his own hand, hard, vicious stabbing thrusts, underhand, overhand, with the arrow head forward, stabbing, snarling his hate for anyone who would take that old arrow, the one with the inscription he was copying onto his own arrow, hate for anyone who would take it away from him. Spiv can see how Joseph wants to bury the long arrow in him, up to the fletching, if he can… but Joseph is wild, he is panicked, and he is not planning his thrusts, he is not thinking of his attack, just attacking, wildly, and Spiv is still quick, adrenalin making him quicker, and he hasn't felt the bite of the arrowhead yet. Spiv backed up a little, so that Joseph must extend fully to poke and stab the arrow at him, and there, while he is fully extended like a fencer lunging, Spiv reaches out and grabs the shaft of the arrow Joseph holds, and SNAP, he breaks off the forward half of the shaft. His ears pop, the air pressure seems to fall, it feels normal again. Spiv realized he heard the arrow break, and wondered what that might mean, when he couldn't hear anything else, even while he realized he can hear wind, now, and can see normally for night time. He looked around, quickly, and could see the fire easily, but not the limbs of the trees swaying, but he heard the wind swaying the limbs, and he found it was a warm night, after all, not a freezing cold night… he looked at Joseph.

Joseph. Joseph is… himself. Normal eyes, though a bit bewildered now. He was looking at the broken shaft of an arrow in his hand, the other half of which is in Spiv's hand even now. Blood was dripping still from Joseph's fingers. After a minute, Joseph looked a question at Spiv, and Spiv asked him, softly, "Are you all right... Joseph?" and was relieved that when he spoke now he made sound again… and Joseph nodded, looking back at the broken arrow in his hand, a look with a bit of wonder in it.

Spiv stepped in front of Joseph, wordlessly, as he put his hand out, and Joseph slowly, deliberately, and not without reluctance, put his half of the broken arrow in Spiv's hand. Spiv said, "Thank you, Joseph. Shall we dispose of this thing, now?" He was still relieved to hear he could speak. He wished Joseph would speak, wanted to hear him say something rational, normal, something different from that animal keening and snarling of few moments before. Spiv stepped to the fire. Before he tossed the arrow in the fire, he looked at the halves. There was no telling how long Joseph had been working on it, but Spiv saw the odd markings, clearly visible in white wood, standing out against the rusty brown of Joseph's blood, staining the arrow shaft. He found no blood in the grooves cut in the arrow shaft, and wondered, How can that be? He estimated Joseph was perhaps three quarters along, nearly done with copying the engraved markings from the old arrow, the one of twelve. And when Spiv broke it, it splintered just past the halfway mark in what Joseph had done, perhaps at what would be the halfway point if Joseph had finished, so now there were characters carved on both pieces… and, Look, this break, it is not so bad, it could be repaired…


Spiv began to line up the two broken pieces of the arrow, as if to join them again, as though he could perhaps splice the broken pieces and make the arrow whole again, and he can feel them, like he is holding two loadstones, the attraction they hold, each for the other half, trying to join… He shook his head, hard, and dropped the pieces into the fire, one from each hand. A part of him heard Joseph gasp, as though taking a blow. He did not look, though, at Joseph, but at the halves of the arrow, which, when they fell, seemed to twitch again towards each other, still seeking to join, each with the other piece... instead, or perhaps just first, they began to smoke, and then caught fire, and burned rapidly, and Spiv, watching the broken pieces of the arrow burn, felt himself relax as the fire burned off the marks cut into each piece. As he looked down into the fire, at his feet he saw the other arrow, the ancient one, and realized he dropped it at some point, in the dirt at his feet. He didn't remember dropping it, but he remembers that, for a moment, he held the broken pieces of the long arrow, one in each hand, and thought of joining them together again... and looked back at the burning halves of that arrow in the fire.

There was no great flare, no sheet of lightning divided the sky, no hissing or screaming of a demon, somehow locked into the characters partially inscribed in the wood. Simply two slender sticks, burning rapidly in the hot coals and low fire. And as the wood burned, and Spiv breathed a bit easier, he could feel how the normality of the world had returned, felt the wrongness of the scene receding, shrinking. Now he looked at Joseph again, who seemed to remain... normal, and did not seem to be in great pain or distress or in the throes of lunacy... just a bit… sad? Tired? Something… but normal enough, no longer unnatural. Spiv did not want to sleep now, didn't know if he wanted to sleep again anytime in the next week or two. He decided to make tea, and he picked up the kettle and took it for water, and returned to find Joseph had not moved for perhaps a few minutes, still stood where he was standing when Spiv took the broken piece of the arrow from him. He put the kettle in the hot coals, and took Joseph's arm, and led him to the fire, and sat him down. Then Spiv sat down across from him, and after the water was hot, he got two cups, and made tea.

"I can't explain what happened. I was thinking of those arrows, of what they maybe could do if they were… you know, magic or something… and then I was looking at one, and thinking, if I copied it, you know, exactly as that one is, then if we had to use it once we would still have another… you know, shoot one, but still have the other. And then, instantly it seemed, I was working on my arrow, copying the markings, and I was inside there, I mean, inside myself… like I was watching myself work, but not doing the work. I was interested in what I could see, but soon, I couldn't even see anything but the arrows, the old one and the one I was working on… and then just the one character at a time, the one I was copying and the original, that was all I saw. It was interesting, watching the marks take shape, almost like they were writing themselves, and I was only watching… and then it was... scary, because I thought... I couldn't tell if I was breathing at all, but I couldn't stop, and soon I was just watching the letters come into form again..." 

Joseph was holding his tea awkwardly, clasping the cup between his palms. His fingers were terribly cut up, and it hurt him to use them, especially on the hot cup of tea. He looked down at his fingers. "You know, it didn't hurt at all. I didn't even feel it. I thought the wood was bleeding to make it easier to see the progress of the characters. I didn't even think that it didn't make any sense, the wood bleeding… I'm sorry, Spiv. I don't even remember deciding to do it. I just... I just found myself in the middle of it. I don't understand it."

"Joseph, I felt it. I felt the power those… characters were making, calling on, whatever. I also could not see, and I was twenty feet away from you. I could not hear anything, and I could not make sense of anything. I cannot imagine the influence on you, being so close to it all. I was much farther, and I could barely manage to function, and I didn't have to deal with the arrow until after it was broken, and still it tried to master me. Don't worry, Joseph, I don't blame you. I think neither of us knew what we were dealing with, and now… well, I still don't really know, but I know we are dealing with something powerful, and dangerous… something that has its own plans and desires, it seems. We will simply be more careful, you and I."

Joseph was silent for a while, but eventually, they talked a bit, and though neither wanted to sleep, both were uncomfortable with the shame Joseph seemed burdened by. After a bit, Spiv took a look at Joseph's hands, and washed the cuts. They were not so bad as they first seemed, not deep, though they kept bleeding for a while, so Spiv rummaged around in his cart and found a bit of ground pepper to put in the cuts, which was said to be good for stopping bleeding, and bound them up in short bits of cloth. In an hour, Spiv changed the bandages, and saw the bleeding had now stopped. The sky was beginning to lighten a bit now, with dawn approaching, and Spiv cooked up a good breakfast, with thinly sliced venison steaks, saying they both could use the energy, and Joseph especially needed it to help him heal up. He could see Joseph had no appetite for food, but he encouraged him to eat, and finally, he simply instructed him to eat, saying that because he was an asset to Spiv's mission, it was his obligation to keep himself as fit as possible, and to heal up as fast as possible. Joseph did not argue, and set to eating while Spiv broke camp.


 

Later, while they were traveling again, Spiv asked Joseph if he recalled any impressions, any clues as to what the arrows could do, anything useful from the experience. Joseph thought about it for a long time. Finally he said, "Of the twelve arrows, only that one seemed to have any... magnetism, I guess you could say. I think they are all powerful things, of some kind, but that one... it seemed to have its own energy. It’s... different from the others, I think."

"Different? In what way, Joseph?"

"I think it's... hungry. It lusts... for something. I think I'm glad all of those arrows are yours Spiv. It's good they don't belong to our enemies, and I'm glad they don't belong to me, as well. Better that they're your problem, if you'll pardon me for putting it just that way." After that, Joseph fell silent again, for a while.

Over time, Joseph's fingers made good progress towards healing, and he returned, for the most part, to his normal inquisitive self. They traveled, and talked, and hunted. Sometimes in the evening they would each share some of their particular skills with the other. Spiv learned some basics of handling the long staff. Joseph, it turned out, was a natural and practiced teacher, and gave instruction at a pace Spiv could keep up with. He recalled Fletcher saying Joseph was also the fencing master at the armory, so he asked for some lessons in handling his dirk as well.

"The best swordsmen, Spiv, all have one thing in common. They have a great store of defensive moves, learned well and practiced until they come naturally, without thought. And every attack is combined with some defensive move or moves. So, first, defense." Joseph set about showing Spiv how a dirk was used by a dualist or soldier who did not carry a shield. "The primary use of a dirk in a sword fight is to turn the blade of your attacker. Because you do not carry a sword, your dirk will have to serve both for offense and defense." He made Spiv practice parry and blocking moves. Each day or two, he showed Spiv another technique. 

After Spiv showed some progress with defense, Joseph began to talk about offensive uses. "Your dirk is short, compared to a sword, and not as heavy. You can't afford to exchange blows for long with an enemy using a sword. One skill you'll need is to learn to trap the blade of your opponent. If you are wearing mail, or even heavy leather, you may safely capture his blade under your arm, and then you can step inside with your own blade." Joseph demonstrated a couple techniques for this. "He cannot cut you by thrusting or pulling on his blade, because of the armor. Therefore once you have trapped his blade, you move towards him, always towards him. He only gets the blade free if he moves backwards faster than you follow. But he is moving backwards, so you should be able to follow for as long as you need to."

And another time, "Closer is better, with a dirk, especially if your opponent has one of the longer styles of swords. Once you are inside the distance from his elbow to his sword tip, he will have trouble. Every stroke must begin, then, by bringing the sword arm back. Then, moving even closer, when you are inside the reach of his arm, he will lose leverage, and cannot easily hurt you, whatever he does. Also, if you think of his sword as a long lever, you can see that once you have captured his blade, you have a moment or two in which you can use that lever to turn your opponent in whatever direction you like." He began showing Spiv several ways to do this. "You can also push your enemy, when you have his blade trapped... unless he also carries a dirk or dagger. But if he carries a shield, you have only a moment to use your leverage and turn him away from his shield side, and step into his blade side. Otherwise, he will pound you with that shield. Shields tend to be heavy, and he can hurt you with it. The edge of a shield is worse than a club. Also, if he can get the shield between you and him, he can push you back out away from him. Then he will stab you. Stay close. Stay away from his sword, when he is reaching for you, but stay away from his shield for close work. If you trap his blade, always turn away from the shield side."

Formal training in the use of blades was intricate, exhausting work, Spiv learned. But he was strong, and his previous training gave him an edge in speed and dexterity that Joseph commented on more than once. He made progress.

For his part, Spiv found that Joseph was equally fascinated by the skills Spiv could teach him, and as his fingers healed Joseph, learned some simple sleight of hand techniques. He recognized that the principles of misdirection were applicable in swordplay as well, magnifying the effects of a feint, for example. Together, they were making good progress, in their journey and in their new skills, as young men who apply themselves so often easily do. 

Once, while hunting, they had come across signs of a body of men moving through the woods in force, perhaps a hundred men, Joseph estimated. They had no way of knowing if these were soldiers of the Sath, or Lord Raymond's men, but they were probably not close by, since the trail was several days old. Still, they grew more cautious. Then, after more days passed, Joseph announced one morning that he thought they were not far from Perryton, and they would have to cut back east, to the main road for him to get better bearings. Spiv considered it.

"I don't know, Joseph. Do we need to find Perryton? Do we need to look at the situation there? We take a chance, moving close to town, and even just moving closer to the road. Our objective when we started was the fortress to the northeast of town, not Perryton itself."

"It's up to you, Spiv. But my suggestion is that we won't know if we need to look into Perryton until we have looked into Perryton. If there's nothing going on, we move past. If there is something important, though, we won't know it until we see it."

"You are right about that," Spiv admitted. "I suppose it comes down to how much risk we really are taking. Let's move cautiously, towards the road, and then north from there. If it becomes too risky, if we see trouble, we will turn back away from the road, and bypass the town. If not, then we will move cautiously closer, and so on. Each step, we will see what we will see."

"Agreed. I mean, ah, as you order, commander!" Joseph grinned at him.

Spiv and Joseph had provisioned themselves from the goods Spiv carried in his cart, as best they could. They carried their bows and a dozen arrows each, as well as Spiv's dirk, and Joseph's staff. They carried their mail in their things, but did not wear it, figuring that, if they were discovered, wearing mail marked them as more than simply peasants passing though. Their bows, though, were different, since a bow was within the means of most common men, while chain mail was a very expensive item. Then, before they set out, they hid the cart. Spiv marked well its location, and then took it into a natural blind made by a stand of young trees, bending saplings out of the way to get it into the blind, and then pulling them back upright and binding them in ways to provide better cover. It would take a bit of time to get it back out, but Spiv did not plan to return for it while running from anyone. He thought it would be safe there, unless someone literally tripped over it by chance. Then he took some of the best of his goods and hid them separately from the cart itself. If one cache was found, he could still hope to recover the other.

Now, he and Joseph set out together to work their way back to the road, each riding a horse, and leading Spiv's carthorse. Spiv discussed a legend with Joseph, the story they would tell if they needed it. If they were stopped, he would say they were headed into town to sell the third horse, and that they hoped to work as hunters there, providing meat to the soldiers' camps. He named a price for the horse, high enough to discourage a buyer, but not so high as to make people wonder what he thought was so special about this horse that he wanted so much for it. Of course, what was special was only that Spiv would need it, he hoped, to recover his cart when he finished with all this. In the meantime, he and Joseph started out, due east, the fastest way to the road. They found it, sooner than Spiv would have guessed, and turned north, moving at a relaxed pace.

Both Spiv and Joseph watched the road ahead closely, not wanting to be surprised by running into the Sath's soldiers unexpectedly. They were surprised anyway, when a patrol spotted them, and overtook them from behind. A dozen men on horses trotted up from the south, after seeing them when they topped a high hill.

Spiv recognized the green tunics and style of armor he was used to seeing in the camp of the army of the Sath, in Sessing's Cross. These soldiers were similar to soldiers he had seen everywhere: Large, strong men with dispositions that brooked no nonsense while they were working. The men approached with the confidence of numbers, and when they grew close they spread out in an effective pattern for defense or offense with the ease of long practice. Spiv calculated they could probably outrun these men on their horses in a pinch, but of course, then he and Joseph would likely be the object of a pursuit and search, which did not fit his own designs well. Besides, they had come to see what was happening, and if he and Joseph had to flee later, better to flee from twelve, out here in the countryside than from the hundreds likely to be in town. They would see how things developed, here and now. He and Joseph waited, holding their mounts stopped on the road. 

Pulling up at twenty yards or so, the body of troops stopped at a hand signal of the lead rider. He came further forward alone, to perhaps five yards.

"Our orders are to monitor the traffic here. We did not see you approach from the south, but here you are. Where did you come from?"

Spiv immediately fell into habit, knowing from training and experience that the best lies are based on a foundation of truth. "We came from Sessing's Cross, sir. If we bypassed you before, it was by accident. We have been hunting as we move, so as to extend our supplies." It was a plausible enough story. One for which this soldier was well prepared, though.

"Our good luck then. We could use something fresher than what we have been eating. What game have you acquired that you could share with us? We will pay a reasonable price for fresh meat."

Spiv's extra horse was carrying their supplies in a bundle tied over his back, and hanging down on both sides. Included was the better part of a good deer he and Joseph had bagged just yesterday. Spiv smiled, because even the most cursory check of a fabrication which held up under scrutiny tended to strengthen the story in the minds of people immeasurably. "We have good venison, sir, and deer being more plentiful than copper, we will happily share it with you and your men. It is not yet two days old, sir." Spiv wanted the soldier to think his smile was at the prospect of payment, not because his story had held up so easily. Now the soldier smiled as well, but not because he was hungry.

"Excellent. Then come with us to our camp, and we will have a look at what you have." Assuming instant obedience, as only military men and nobility manage to do so naturally, he turned his horse and headed back through the body of his men. Spiv and Joseph looked at each other, but there was little for it now, and they followed. Two men fell in between them and the leader of the troop, and the others all waited for Spiv and Joseph to ride by, and then formed up behind them. Spiv noticed that four of these carried bows as well. As if by afterthought, the leader of the troop called back to them, "If we see game as we ride, perhaps you will leave it to my men. It would make them nervous, if you should raise your bows with me riding in front of you." The chances of seeing game with fourteen men riding in tandem, twelve of them clinking along in full battle armor, was not high. Spiv recognized this as a polite warning not to get any ideas about resistance, should they decide that riding into the soldiers’ camp was not in their interests. That made him wonder what they would be seeing as they arrived in camp. He didn't have to wait long to find out.

In a little over an hour, they saw that the rest of the soldiers this group had come from had set up a camp in a clearing halfway between the road and the river. The clearing was big enough for many more soldiers then the twelve escorting them. Spiv hurriedly estimated fifty to seventy five men might be using this camp. About half of that number were in camp right now. 

In addition to the soldiers, there were four poor wretches tied to stakes on the far side of the camp. Only one was obviously conscious, standing on his feet. The other three hung limp by ropes tying their hands high on the stakes. Even with their whole body weight hanging there, the stakes stood firmly upright, suggesting to Spiv that some effort had gone into sinking those stakes solidly into the ground. He guessed four feet underground would be the minimum required to hold that weight reliably over a period of days, without showing any sag, especially since he could guess that men tied to those stakes would be periodically pulling against them, to see if they could work them out of the ground. The leader had turned to observe the reaction Spiv and Joseph had to the sight. If he was disappointed by their lack of expression, he hid it well.

"These miscreants we caught sneaking around by back roads and trails. They made the foolish decision to run when they were discovered. We are in the process of learning why. Presumably, they are smugglers or brigands, since there is no reason for law-abiding citizens to run from authority, of course." Spiv thought, Except for being chased, of course, but said nothing about it aloud.

"And do you command this whole camp yourself, sir? You are a man of some rank, I am thinking, and I wonder if slander you inadvertently, failing to use your proper title? No offense intended, sir."

"Oh, you flatter me, sir," the leader responded in an oily tone. "Or, you seek the name of the commander of this little camp?" The inference that Spiv was a spy of some sort was obvious, but he did not rise to the bait, remaining mute. After a slight pause, the leader of the troop went on, "I am not titled, though I may hope for such an honor if I continue to rise in the ranks of this service. I do command this camp, though. It is my hope that I can provide my betters with… useful information by means of my observation of the area, and in that way advance in rank. I wonder if you can help me in that?"

Now Joseph, silent to this point, spoke up, as if he hadn't even noticed anything preceding. "Is there a reward for the right information? What is it you want to know?" Spiv thought, Well done, Joseph, well done. Let's move away from threats and intimidation as a means of getting our story, and into bribery. He approved wholeheartedly of that strategy.

"The reward of good behavior and proper cooperation with authority is good health and a long life, my friend," the troop leader responded. "Let us all aspire to those pleasant outcomes. Now, I will retire to my tent, there. I invite you to present yourselves to me with your goods for sale within, say… a quarter hour? My soldiers here will show you where to leave your horses and unpack your goods." And with that, he walked his horse away, towards his tent. 

One of the soldiers who had ridden in front of Spiv and Joseph gave a grunt and a twitch of his head that seemed to mean, "Follow me," which Spiv and Joseph did. The remaining nine men behind them also followed, still behind them. It brought no comfort to Spiv to notice that all this was done as naturally as if it occurred several times a day, and perhaps, he reflected, it was. The soldiers took Spiv and Joseph down to a large tree, which stood in the middle of the clearing. There was water in a trough, for the horses, and for Spiv and Joseph to wash the dust of the road from their faces, and the soldiers roughly took down the bundle tied to the back of the third horse. They opened it and poked about in the goods it contained. There, among other supplies, remained about three quarters of the carcass of the deer they had taken the day before. Joseph shouldered it easily, and they asked to be taken to their appointment. 

Upon entering the commander's tent, Spiv asked more directly how he should address the man he was about to be questioned by. "Sir, if you prefer not to give us your name, is there a rank I may address you by?"

His host/captor replied, "Of course! My name is no secret. You may call me Halgard, or simply Captain, as is your pleasure." His mouth took on a slight smile, but his humorless eyes did not. "Halgard is an unusual name here, I think, isn't it? But quite common in the region I come from." Spiv thought then that he waited to be asked where is was he came from, but he also thought Halgard would take it as an attempt to glean more information regarding the origins of the forces now present in Lord Raymond's lands, so he simply let it go by.

"Thank you, Captain Halgard. My friend Joseph and I took this deer recently, and if we may share in mess, we are happy to contribute it to your kitchen staff." Joseph stiffened very realistically at this, Spiv thought. As an afterthought, it crossed his mind that Joseph might actually be offended at the idea, since he probably had nothing in his own purse. Which gave Spiv an idea in itself. "Perhaps, sir, it would be useful to you if we were to hunt further in this area, and you would see fit to compensate us for our time and trouble, if we were to procure more game for your men?" This would give them reason to stay around for a day or two, but if Halgard could be tempted to supplement his larder, they would be moving around, free, with horses and bows, able to run with a full day's head start when they decided to leave, after nosing around a bit first.

"Well, that is a very accommodating offer. Thank you for both the venison and the offer. Perhaps we will discuss it again, later, ah… May I have your names?" 

Joseph answered him, with just a trace of surliness, still a bit peeved at Spiv for giving away something they might have been paid for. "I am Joseph, and my charitable companion here is Spiv."

"Excellent, Joseph. And you sound like a local to my ear, is that right?"

"I was born in Sessing's Cross, sir, and lived there my whole life." Joseph replied, his conversational impulse seeming to have exhausted itself.

"I see. And your companion here, Spiv? He also was born in Sessing's Cross?" Spiv wondered at this. If he was going to be asking each one questions about the other, why didn't he interview them separately? But Joseph was sensible, though they had not discussed this before.

"He'll have to tell you where he is from, sir. I only met him a short time ago. He was headed north, and that's where I wanted to go, so I asked if I could travel with him."

Halgard digested this. "So, new friends, on a journey together. Well, Joseph, you will be happy to know that the roads from here all the way to Perryton are well patrolled, now, no thanks to your local lord. The Sath has brought peace to this region. Brigands and highwaymen have been eliminated, so if one of you should… decide to remain a while with us, the other can travel safely on, alone." Spiv decided that Halgard's smile resembled the slight upwards cant observable in the natural expression of certain serpents' mouths.

"I am charged, sir, not only with accompanying Joseph north, but returning him home, to Sessing's Cross. In order to gain his permission for Joseph to travel with me, I gave his father my word to bring him back as well." Joseph snorted just a bit at that, the very image of a boy grown into a man, chaffing at his father's control over him. Spiv kept his gaze on the captain. He did not mind this sort of matching of wits. Training in the skills of Confidence included thinking on your feet. A part of the training was the habit of using rather formal speech, since formality slowed conversation down and gave time to formulate one's answers well. It also made it harder to hear or see the lie, by making formal gestures such as bowing from time to time plausible, as ways to divert the eyes without the tell of looking left or upwards while thinking. It was not lost on Spiv that the captain was also speaking formally, though Joseph was not. I hope he can lie well, Spiv thought of his companion, or has the good sense to leave it to me. He seems to be doing well, so far, sticking to the truth. So long as he does not say much at all, we are in good shape. He made a mental note to discuss the principles of subtlety with Joseph at the next opportunity. 

"And what, pray tell, Spiv, brought you to this region in the north, here?" 

Spiv had been taking the measure of this man through the conversation, and had prepared an answer he thought Captain Halgard, in particular, might be predisposed to believe. "I am traveling, ah, of necessity, sir. I was, um, encouraged to leave my own town not very long ago, ah, by the father of a maiden… who lived there as well."

"Oh, a love story. I so enjoy a love story, Spiv." The snaky smile returned in force. "And, are nuptials planned, when you have made your fortune? Perhaps you must hasten to return in order that your offspring be ennobled with your name?" Halgard was unable to make this insult in his normal cool tones, and the sarcasm became, for the first time, as obvious in his voice as in his words. Spiv wondered if it was lechery that distracted him, or simply that he despised women and the normal custom of marriage and family rearing. Either way, he thought himself best served by playing to Halgard's predispositions. Every man is most likely to believe a story similar to what he himself would do, in a given situation.

"Sir, I plan never to return to that area, or not for several years, in any event." True enough, though not on account of any maiden. And since the maiden was imaginary, there was no harm in insulting her. "As to offspring, I have no reason to believe any are expected this year. And if I found there were, well, puppies are not worth much if their pedigree is not known." At this, Halgard did laugh, finally, and his smile became genuine for a moment.

"Pedigreed puppies, ha! Yes, you might return to find a whole litter! Ha! Perhaps it was good thinking, Spiv, running out on one of those fertile farmer's daughters! A litter! Haha! Like puppies, they pop out of those kind, don't they? Hahaha!" Then, it was over, and Halgard-the-snake was thinking again. "Well, that is cause enough to leave one place, Spiv. But it tells me nothing of what you are doing in this place."

"Sir, I came to the south of here simply by chance, one direction being as good as another. While I was in Sessing's Cross, I found that I could hunt and sell game to the troops encamped there. They're paying good prices, there, and I discovered I could make a living at it. As game became more scarce, the prices went up. I was having good luck when some other hunters had little. In any event, I heard that there were more troops in and around Perrytown than there were in Sessing's Cross. Which means the game may be more scarce, but the prices higher as well. I would as soon shoot one deer and carry it in for twice the coppers as two for half the coppers each. It is one less trip to be made. If there is good hunting, I have Joseph here to help, and if there is not, well, the business was good for me, to the south, sir, and if I find I cannot do better at Perryton, I can always return to Sessing's Cross, where they know me well enough to accept what game I bring them without problems. Sir."

"I see. Well, I will think on these things, Spiv… and Joseph. Let us take a little walk about the camp while I consider what you have said."

"As you will sir," Spiv replied. Joseph stayed quiet.

They set out after Captain Halgard, who exited the tent, and looked about a bit, as though deciding which way to start out on a stroll. Then, after the show of picking a direction seemingly at random, he started out directly towards the unfortunates tied to stakes a good ways away. "I suppose I should check on our brigands. You don't mind coming along?" He did not wait for an answer.

Approaching the first, one of the unconscious ones, Halgard spoke to a man on duty there.

"How is this one doing? Has he said anything that would interest me?"

The soldier came to attention, and stammered out, "Sir… I think… I think this one is dead, sir. And... he hasn't said a word since yesterday morning, sir."

"Indeed?" Halgard kicked the corpse, hard. "It looks like you are right. Toss him into the river, then. He will be stinking worse than he is now in another day, I think." He moved to the next.

This man, though unconscious, was breathing. Halgard kicked him, too, and got only a moan in return. "He'll be with us another day, at least, I think." And on to the next.

When he kicked this one he got more of a response. The man had obviously been watching for the kick, as Spiv observed him recoil a bit to soften the blow. He sagged at the full length of the ropes binding his hands to the stake, but Spiv could also see that his hands were not swollen and purple yet, or not too much, at any rate. He thought this man must be supporting his own weight often on his legs, to save his hands and keep them useful. He glanced back at Joseph, who was aghast at what he was seeing. Then, looking again at the man tied to the stake, his own eyes widened a bit, though he covered his reaction. The man was looking up at him, with one eye shut, and both thumbs held out a bit awkwardly, for their position, as though they pained him greatly. Spiv thought fast, for a moment, and then spoke conversationally to the wretch before him.

"I suppose, in your position, a bit of rain would be welcome, hmm?"

The man stared at him a moment. He made as if to speak, but he had not been allowed water for some time, and speaking was difficult. With an effort he finally managed to say something.

"Rain is always good. Until you have a flood."

Spiv looked down, and kicked at a pebble, three times, as though thinking.

The man watched, then nodding his head, looked up at the sky as if for clouds, and after a moment said, "I don't think it has rained for three days, at least. Yes, a little rain would be a blessing just now." And Spiv looked away from him, as though through with the conversation, and not interested. The man seemed to take offense at this. He said, "If I had water, I would happily put it to good use, spitting on you and your friends here. I am an innocent man, held here for no good reason. I watched the wretch on the end die this morning, and no doubt someone else here will watch me die. I curse you all." 

Spiv ignored this, what seemed like a gratuitous invitation to abuse the man, but it earned the prisoner another kick from Halgard, which he was less successful absorbing, since Halgard had seen him moving with the first one. Spiv looked back at him, taking in everything he could see. He noticed the man was wearing good boots. Spiv himself was wearing pretty good boots, but Joseph, he remembered, was wearing shoes, and those not in very good shape, either. 

"Captain Halgard, would I be correct in assuming this man is likely to remain at this stake for another day or two?" Spiv asked, in a respectful tone.

"Oh, almost certainly another day, Spiv. Perhaps two…I doubt three, though." Halgard smirked, obviously commenting on how long the man would live, not how long he would be a prisoner. Spiv thought a moment, and turned to Joseph.

"Joseph, do you think those boots would fit you?"


Joseph was startled at the question. "Spiv… you can't mean to take his boots?"


"Would they fit you? Or not? What do you think?" Spiv's tone was nothing but impatience, now.


"I… suppose they might. But I don't think we should be taking his boots…"


"Why ever not? If he's not done with them, I miss my guess. Captain? Would you object to me dealing with this man for his boots?" Spiv asked.

Halgard looked at him a moment, but one of the soldiers spoke first. "I'll sell 'em to ya. How much you want to give for those boots?"

Spiv glanced at the soldier. "They are not yours to sell, just yet, are they? I will deal with this man on his own goods, with Captain Halgard's permission… Captain? Can I bargain with this man, or not?"

Halgard looked on with interest. "Certainly, Spiv. But only coin. This man is not allowed water, or… other comforts." He waved his hand in magnanimous permission to proceed. 

Spiv addressed the man tied to the stake. "Look. We rather like those boots you have got on there. I would like to buy them. I can offer you… three copper coins for them. What do you say?"

The man looked up at Spiv. "I don't know what coppers will do for me. These soldiers will take them as soon as you give them to me."

Spiv looked at the Captain. "Will you tell your men not to take the coins while this man still lives?"

"Of course, Spiv, of course." Another serpent smile shone toward Spiv with the answer. "We are soldiers, not thieves. You have my word as an officer." 

"Well, then? Three coppers for the boots?" Spiv demanded, looking back at the prisoner. The man seemed to have little left to make an answer. Finally, he nodded his assent, plainly reasoning that it did not matter now, in any event, and at least he might be left alone, to die in peace. Spiv turned to Joseph, said quietly, "Take his boots. Be as gentle as you can. Do not injure him more." He pulled his purse out, and poured a few coins into his hand.

Now Halgard became more interested. He stepped over to Spiv and grasped his hand, and see what he held. It was only a couple of silver and several copper coins. He released Spiv's hand again. While Joseph was taking his boots off, Spiv selected three copper coins. He looked the prisoner over, as though to see where to put them, and then, seeming to realize how filthy the man was, pressed them instead into one of his hands. "Now, you are paid. If you drop these, it would not surprise me to see someone pick them up as lost. So my advice is, hang on to them well."

In a moment, Joseph had the boots in his hands. He looked at Spiv. Spiv said, "Well? Put them on." Joseph removed his own shoes, and found that the boots were not a bad fit, at least as good as the shoes they replaced. Spiv smiled, then, and turned back to the prisoner.

"It seems you are barefoot, my friend. That can't be comfortable for you. I have a pair of shoes here that seem to be available. Perhaps you would like to buy them?"

The man looked up at him again, and made as if to spit, but he could not accomplish it. Spiv stepped forward then, and put his own boot on the man's bare foot. He leaned in, hard, and twisted the sole of the boot on the skin of the prisoner's foot. "Your feet appear vulnerable. Wouldn't you like a pair of shoes?"

The prisoner gasped, and nodded, croaked out, "Yes, yes, shoes… would be good." Spiv smiled again.

"Good. Shall we say… two coppers for these fine shoes? I predict they will be a good fit." His unwilling customer nodded again. Spiv said to Joseph, "Put the shoes on him. Tie them well. Comfortably as possible, but they shouldn't come off by accident." He pried the man's hand open and retrieved two of the three coins. Halgard stepped forward again.

"Just a moment. Let me see those shoes." Joseph stood for a moment, holding them, and Halgard jerked them from his hands. He felt inside them with his fingers, and pulled at the sole and the heel of each one. But he could find nothing unusual about them, and finally he gave up. "This is nonsense. He has no need of shoes, so long as you don't stand on his feet." Spiv looked back at him.

"If he does not buy the shoes, I will have to give him back his two pennies. I would rather Joseph put the shoes on him, sir." They waited. Finally, Halgard waved his assent, and moved on to the last prisoner. "Put the shoes on him, Joseph. Gently. I will go with Halgard." Joseph, confused, did as he was told. Spiv, before he stepped away, said, "You were coming from the south? I am known in Sessing's Cross as Spiv. Have you heard of me?" The man shook his head. "My friend here, Joseph, grew up there. He worked for the armorer there, for a time, so he knows everyone in that village. Is there anyone you would like us to give word to down there… about your circumstances?" The man shook his head again. Then he spoke.

"I am… known as Frin."

Spiv nodded. "I have been known by that name myself, a time or two. Pity about the boots. But waste not, want not, I always say. Those shoes, now, they are not bad for walking, but you look as though walking is not in your future. A horse might suit you, if by chance the captain were to decide you are innocent, and release you."

"Yes. I can ride. That would be better, if I am ever free again. If he releases me, I will look for you, and see if you can help me buy a horse. Or borrow one. You can be sure it would be returned, I am a man of my word."

"I am confident of that. Frin… were you on the run when he caught you? From anywhere?"

"No. Like all sane people, I simply seek to avoid groups of armed men. I heard them coming, and just slipped into the bushes beside the trail. But they had already seen me, and they said this was evidence of guilt… of something, even if they did not know what."

 Spiv seemed satisfied. He nodded, then glanced around to get his bearings. When he had sorted out exactly where they stood, he looked back at Frin, and spoke once more.

"Good luck." Then he turned and took a long look, due west, and a little south. He stood that way until he heard Frin say, "Aye. Good luck." Then he moved away.

At the last of the four stakes, the final prisoner stood on his own two feet. Spiv observed him closely. He, of the four prisoners, was the only one dressed as a soldier, but he did not wear the rust-red tunic of Lord Raymond's men. His tunic, dirty and well worn, was brown. Halgard, back in his persona as affable host, offered some history regarding the prisoner.

"This man was taken after some resistance. His four companions died well in that battle, and killed one of my own men. He surrendered, as soon as he realized he was alone. As he does not wear the red of Lord Raymond, I fear he has little to tell us. Since he does not wear the green of the Sath, nor the red of Raymond, I found him guilty of brigandage. He seems entirely too well fed to be an unemployed soldier seeking to offer his sword to legitimate authority." 

Spiv had to agree with Halgard, this man was well fed for an unemployed soldier. More to the point, there was no reason for a soldier to be unemployed in this region, with war coming on. Concluding that this indicated he was a robber, though, just because he was well fed and unemployed, was a stretch. Spiv considered what he saw. Regarding his tunic, brown was not a color much favored by legitimate lords, but it was much favored by highwaymen and strong-arm bandits, because it blended well with trees when waiting in ambush. If he were sworn to some lord, he would likely have named his lord. He probably was a brigand. And the prisoner did not deny it. An honest soldier would not likely tolerate such an insult quietly.

Halgard went on, "In addition, we found on him the sum of nine silver coins, and nearly a quarter pound of coppers." It was far too much for a soldier, unless recently in battle, and lucky enough to find something to plunder. But it was not enough for a man sent to secure provisions or weapons for a troop. Damning evidence, where already there was more than was needed, since Spiv had no doubt that his sentence was predetermined regardless of any evidence at all. Halgard turned to one of his soldiers.

"Has he said anything useful? No?" He turned to the prisoner. "Have you anything useful to tell us at all? No?" He turned back to his soldier. "Flay him. Take the rest of the day, do it properly. I want him serenading my supper, or I will know you botched it." Now the prisoner blanched. Where he was defiant in his silence, now he was pleading.

"But… sir! I haven't any knowledge of nothing! I got nothing to give you, nothing to get out of me!" Halgard regarded him. 

"Yes, I understand. Do you think I am simple? From the moment you surrendered I knew you would tell me anything you could. You have nothing I want, or I would have it by now. Bad luck for you, I'm afraid. If you had information, perhaps you could trade it for an easier death." Halgard walked away without another word. Spiv followed him. He could hear the robber begging, behind him, but there was nothing he could do for him. Halgard was now talking about something else, some polite conversational prose of no matter. It seemed he had forgotten the man to be flayed already.

Spiv looked about for Joseph, who was hurrying to catch up, having just finished putting the shoes on the third prisoner. Spiv was glad he had not heard the exchange with the fourth prisoner. He wondered why Halgard had brought them out here, making sure Spiv and Joseph both approached the first three, and seemingly not caring a whit about the fourth. Then he understood. Halgard knew who the fourth was. Just a common bandit. The first three, though… he was looking for any sign of recognition between Spiv or Joseph and the other three. Even the dead one, Halgard had probably already known that one was dead. He just wanted to watch Spiv and Joseph for a reaction. He realized then exactly how lucky he had been, and how much danger there was if he and Joseph were still there in the morning. Things were going to be pretty chancy if they were not allowed to leave before then.

Halgard walked them around the rest of the camp, making conversation as he checked on his men, and occasionally meting out punishments and reprimands to soldiers not performing up to standards. As Spiv noticed, there was nothing he could see close up that could not have been determined from a distance, and so there was no reason for Halgard to be concerned with their observing anything. Finally, it seemed Halgard had reached some sort of decision.

"Spiv, Joseph, it has been a pleasant time, chatting with both of you. I am a busy man, though, and so must take my leave of your excellent company. Thank you for your contribution to our stores. I think I prefer not to have you running about here, though, hunting and chatting with any other travelers who happen by. Therefore, I am granting you permission to make your way to Perryton. You should present yourself there to the purser, to pursue your business of providing meat for the soldiers there. I will send word to them to expect you, and a report of everything you have said to me. Should you fail to arrive, I will be looking for you myself, soon enough. Am I clear?"

"Yes, sir. Quite clear, I think. Ah... we should set out immediately, then, sir?" Spiv asked.

"Yes, I think so. You may ask for a meal at the soldiers’ mess before leaving, since you have contributed so generously but will not be here for supper. Good day, gentlemen." A last look at the snake smile, and then Halgard was walking away to his tent, and Spiv and Joseph were making for their horses. 
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Joseph looked at Spiv. "That's it? We can go?" Spiv didn't answer him, just took him by the arm and started pulling him along, back to their horses. When Spiv felt that they were as far out of anyone's hearing as they were likely to get, before they approached the men near their horses, Spiv began speaking in low tones.

"Joseph, we are going to leave here as rapidly as possible, while drawing as little attention as possible. Whatever anyone says to you, just keep on about your business. If I think you need to make a response, I will say something to you. Unless I speak, ignore everything; just gather up our things and leave." Joseph shook his hand off his arm, but kept the pace up.

"I'm not a child, Spiv. I know we need to get out of here. But I wish I wasn't doing it with that poor devil's boots. What in the Nine Circles of Hell was that about anyway? I didn't need new boots."

"Is there a problem with them? Never mind, it doesn't matter now. You'll just have to wear them."

"They're fine. Fit like they were made for me. It's just that they might as well be stolen, the way you got them, and I don't like that. Now I'll remember that man every time I put them on or take them off. And I couldn't believe the way you stepped on his foot for two coppers. Spiv, I don't think I really know you at all." Joseph was somewhere between hurt and angry, Spiv realized. But he didn't have time to deal with it now. He decided angry was better for the moment.

"Fine, Joseph. Let me assure you, you don't know nearly enough about me to judge my actions. Now if you will shut up for a bit, as I asked you to just a moment ago, I'll see if I can get us back to the road in one piece. If you have anything else to say, say it when we get there. Right now, I'm trying to think." Spiv's tone was curt, and more than a little bit hostile. But Joseph did stop talking. They hustled back to the horses, hastily rolled up what was left in their canvass, though it was reduced by some forty pounds of venison, and they tied it on the bay horse, which was serving as packhorse now. Theirs were not the only horses tied up there, and a few others stood around in various states of preparation for riding. At the last moment, Joseph saw Spiv bundling in a spare bridle he had picked up, though Joseph did not see from where he had snatched it. 

"What the hell are you about now?" he demanded. "You great idiot, it's not enough that we are leaving, but you-" He stopped abruptly as Spiv kicked him sharply in the shin.

"Shut. Up. Until we are at the road. Then feel free to go home if you like, but I will have not one more word from you before we are safely away. I remind you of your promise." Spiv accentuated his point with a glare. Joseph merely put his hands up, and let Spiv finish tying up the pack on the horse. Now they both mounted, and Spiv muttered, "Keep pace with me exactly. No faster, and surely no slower." Joseph, sullen, did not respond, but kept pace with Spiv's horse. Exactly.

When they reached the road, Joseph still didn't speak. He just turned his horse south, and kept walking. Spiv cursed a moment under his breath. Then he caught up with Joseph, and spoke to him quietly.

"Look, you are free to go home if you like. No hard feelings on my part if you do. But I have to tell you, you are headed for trouble. Sometime tonight or tomorrow morning, that whole camp is going to be out on a manhunt, and they will be following someone headed south, on this road. If you are going south, you should stay with me for a ways west, well past the road. Then we can split up, and you work your way south, and I will find my own way north again. I just need a little time here before we move on. Agreed?" 

Joseph looked at him. "What are you up to, Spiv? How do you know they will be going south? And who will they be looking for? Us, because you stole that bridle?"

Spiv, seeing he had Joseph's attention, stopped his horse. Joseph stopped also. "The third prisoner we saw back there, the one whose boots you are wearing, will escape, as soon after it's dark as he thinks he can get away, or, if there is too much moon, then as soon as the moon sets or goes behind clouds for a few minutes. He will move as straight to the road as he can, west, and a little south of where he is tied up now. And then he will begin looking around for a horse. For this horse," Spiv indicated their packhorse, the little bay mare, "which he will find without too much trouble, because I will leave him some signs. He will take this horse as fast as he can back to Sessing's Cross. There he will leave it, with my name, at the livery stable. He will use your name, then, with the stable boy, asking about your family, whom he will then contact. 

"Depending on their reaction, then, he will convey as much as he feels is safe about your current whereabouts and wellbeing, as a courtesy, and he will ask for some help in getting away. He will also tell your family that if the soldiers arrive there and recognize this horse, they will be sure you and I were involved in his escape. Therefore, one supposes your father will be diligent about hiding this horse before anyone arrives there looking for the escaped man. And you should not be anywhere in evidence when this happens, either, if you choose to go on home, because they will surely recognize you." Spiv turned his horse back to where they had first intersected the road. 

Joseph called to him. "Spiv, how can he escape? He's in a camp with armed guards all around, tied to a stake, and in no shape to walk, much less run to the road for a horse." Spiv simply stopped his horse again, and waited for Joseph to decide to walk his own back up to him.

"Joseph, you are a good man. But you have no head for these things, so I will tell you this once, only. If you raise your voice to speak to me about such matters again, I will leave you immediately, and I will put an arrow in your horse if you try to follow me. Anyone within fifty yards of here just heard you say that someone would be escaping, and coming here for the horse I plan to leave him. And you don't know if anyone followed us or not, because you were sulking all the way here." Now Joseph, turned, looking about, as if to see if someone were spying on them. "I was watching, though, Joseph, and if we are not alone, someone very, very good is following us, and you will not see him so easily. I know that man will escape because the copper coin I paid him for your boots with has a very sharp edge, like a little round knife. I sharpened it myself. I always have a coin or two like that in my purse. A really good one actually comes apart in two pieces, to reveal a very small steel blade, but as those are hard to come by, I usually simply sharpen the edge of a common coin. Copper is just hard enough to hold an edge, and will stay sharp long enough to cut through ropes such as that man is bound with more than once. Frin will cut his bonds, and then throw that coin far out into the river, so that if he is caught, no one will be able to determine that he used the coin I gave him to get loose. Then he will be coming here, and this horse will be here waiting for him."

In the next thirty minutes, Spiv marked several trees, about knee high, with slash marks. Each mark had a wide end and a narrow end, though they appeared to be simple cuts, as if made by swinging an axe or a sword. The slashes pointed towards a small copse of trees, where Spiv tied the horse, after fitting the new bridle he had horked back at the soldier's camp. Then, he grained the horse well, and made sure there was enough rope to allow it to graze until his new rider might show up. Finally, he took the canvass sheet which they used to bundle provisions in, emptied it out, and beat the dust off of it. It was a dirty white, with stains across much of the center. Spiv cut a quarter of the whitest part off, and wrapped a couple days worth of food in it. He thought about water, then, too, but he had nothing he could spare for carrying water. Well, the river is close by. He will have to make do. At least the horse was well watered while we were back in camp. Finally, he tied the bundle of rations on the horse's back, making sure that the cloth hung well down on each side, to make him easier to see at night, when the fellow would surely be in a hurry, making his escape. Then Spiv and Joseph left, taking care not to leave any tracks on the road too near the copse of trees. 

Spiv led them away from the spot on a winding path, following a creek bed for a ways, then moving through a thick stand of trees that was hard to get the horses through, requiring them both to dismount. They finished on a high point from which they could see the road easily enough, but close enough that Spiv was worried about their own horses attracting attention if they whinnied. He took them a good quarter of a mile back, and left them tied to a small tree. Now he moved Joseph and himself down the face of the high knoll they were on, on the side facing the road. He gathered some fallen wood and pulled up a couple of bushes, moving them to where he wanted them, and explained a bit of the art of camouflage to Joseph. He finished by telling Joseph what they were doing.

"I want to know if that man does get away, mostly because we will need to know if Halgard will be likely to send notice of us up to Perryton. I also don't want to leave tracks north just yet. I would prefer that Halgard think we were spinning a ruse by telling him we would go that way, because in the end, we have to go that way anyway. Halgard is a man who does not sit still well, I think. He will chase his prisoner, and us, without ceasing, until something else happens to distract him. We will simply be holed up to the west until Halgard convinces himself that we are out of the area. It will help us that our friend goes south as fast as he can. Halgard will think he is going to meet us. If we are very lucky, he will think we came up here to this area just to rescue that man. That thought will bite him like a hungry flea for weeks to come. I think he showed him to us looking for signs that we recognized him. If his mind moves in that direction, then, all the better for us."

"Then... you really don't know him, Spiv?" It was clear this train of thought had not occurred to Joseph. But now that Spiv brought it up, he saw the contradictions. "If you don't know him, how do you know he will do all those things you said he will do? How will he even know he can cut his ropes with that coin? What if he simply drops it before he cuts himself free?"

"Joseph, I said you don't know me very well. That man and I... well, he is a Horker, as I am. We have... tradecraft. Signs, signals we can use to communicate. When he saw us, he made a secret sign, and I recognized it. I answered him in turn, and asked if he wanted our help. Which he did. After that, he simply went along with whatever I said, because he knew I would help him, somehow. I told him we would leave a horse, and to go to Sessing's Cross with it. He told me he would, and that he will leave my horse there for me. Or, if not the horse, then fair payment for it."

"Then... Well, why did you step on his foot? That had to hurt, I saw it!"

"It was partly for Halgard, and the other men to see. And it wasn't as bad as it looked. He did a good job of making it look painful, though I have no doubt it hurt a little. That helps to pull it off, by the way. It was also because I needed to remove the other two coins, the two without a sharpened edge. With his hands tied up, I don't know how sensitive his fingers are, and I didn't want him to drop the wrong coin when he tried to find the right one. And I was also telling him that his feet were not what I planned for him to escape on... though I gave him your shoes to help him get as far as the horse. Don't worry, Joseph. He got all the messages. Now we will simply wait here, out of the way, until we see if he is successful, and then we will hole up for a couple of days. Right now, I am going to sleep a little. Wake me at nightfall, or if you get too sleepy, all right, my friend? This was a good day's work, and in a few hours we will see if we were productive."

"If you hadn't given him my shoes, I could have left these boots with the horse for him to find. I still don't feel right about that."

"No, Joseph. It's… custom. I had to make a profit from helping him, if it was at all possible. And, he would be humiliated if it was only charity, without some profit in it for me, or at least the appearance of profit. Never mind, Joseph. It's a Horker tradition, or superstition. Bad luck not to take profit when it offers. Wake me at nightfall."

Later, they were both awake while they waited. Some clouds blew in during the evening, and though there was plenty of moon, it was attenuated by the clouds, making the landscape dark even with the moon up. Spiv hoped there was enough light for his horker brother to see the marks he left him, but not so much that he couldn't get away. In a couple of hours, Spiv and Joseph heard a single horse trotting by on the road, at a fast clip. Joseph whispered to Spiv in the dark, "How will we know if it was him?"

Spiv replied, "We will know with certainty by an hour after sunrise. Do you want to sleep again, or shall I?" Spiv slept first, then later he woke and let Joseph sleep a few hours. And only a few minutes after there was just light enough for birds to begin to fly and make noise, Spiv shook Joseph awake.

"Listen! That'll be our friend Halgard and his lot, I wager." Joseph listened. At first he heard nothing, but then, as he gathered his wits, he heard it well. The rumbling of many horses, and then the high-pitched jangle of armor soon joined the bass chorus of hoofs thumping into the dirt road. Spiv signaled Joseph to stay low, and he peeked out of their blind. Perhaps thirty horses cantered by in a column formed in twos. Halgard himself rode at the van. Spiv smiled towards Joseph.

"Halgard's got a busy day ahead of him. They're riding in full armor, and the horses fully armored as well. He must think there is an armed camp nearby, to chase a lone rider without even a saddle, and a smallish man at that, with thirty soldiers in full armor. They will never catch him, unless Frin makes a mistake or his horse goes lame. Even then, my money is on Frin. Now, come on... as soon as they get another quarter mile down the road we will be out of their sight, and we'll head back to our own horses." In a just a bit, they did that.
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Spiv figured it would take Halgard and his men a few days to make their way as far as Sessing's Cross, if they followed their fugitive all that way, but there was also the possibility that they would not go so far. Perhaps they would catch him, through some misfortune or mistake on the part of Frin. Or, perhaps someone else, some other patrol would capture him, holding him when Halgard rode up. They might even give up and turn around. But even if that did not happen, Spiv thought Halgard was possibly canny enough to ride out with thirty men, and then send ten or twelve on in pursuit, while quietly wheeling back with perhaps ten or twenty men, to look about a little closer to where the whole thing had started. It would simply depend on what he believed had happened, and how angry he was about it. Would he feel that regaining his prisoner is the top priority? Or that making sure the confederates of that prisoner were not in the area was more important? Anger destroys reason, Spiv thought to himself. I'll bet he chases Frin all the way into Sessing's Cross. He'll probably get there just about a day after Frin leaves, if Frin spends a whole day resting before he goes on. And count on a Horker to leave some sign that will have Halgard chasing the wrong direction, if he tries to follow him further. But even though he expected that outcome, he couldn't depend on it. Halgard might be shrewder than Spiv figured on.

As a result, he and Joseph had remained in deep hiding for the last two days, since Halgard had ridden by them, seeking out the man they had helped to escape. After the first day and night, the next morning found Joseph itching to move on north. Spiv, though, wanted to give it more time. Time for Halgard, should he be waiting and watching nearby, to decide they had already slipped by, and go back to the business-as-usual activities of delaying travelers and torturing those he became suspicious of. Spiv and Joseph were aware, though, that if Halgard should catch them, they would not be mere suspects. Spiv had no idea what to expect from that… an immediate execution, or a much more intricate, drawn-out death than the three or four days Halgard imposed on the standard suspects. After seeing one man condemned to be flayed alive for the crime of brigandage, he could only imagine what Halgard was dreaming of doing to him, even now.

But he still had Joseph's inherent restlessness to consider, and recent events had strained their relationship. Truth be told, Spiv also chaffed at the delay. He considered carefully how best to proceed now, trying to balance caution against expediency. He considered the four attributes of the Eighth Law of Horking, and the order of their priority; ruse was out, for the time being. They were now known to Halgard, and he would not be fooled by them if he got his hands on them again. That left stealth, speed and, as a last resort, strength. Strength, Spiv calculated, would likely be ineffective. To stay in hiding, of course, fell under stealth, but moved them no further towards their goals. He turned to Joseph. 

"Joseph, let's go hunt a bit, and look around. No horses, and travel light. But let's take our mail and bows, and you, your staff, in case we run into a scout, or a small scout patrol. We should expect that Halgard has men out looking for us, even if he goes with thirty of his men all the way to Sessing's Cross. This gets us out of here for a bit, and lets us look about some, and we might see what's going on down closer to the road. If we see much activity, we come back and lay up a couple more days. But we have to do whatever we can to stay unseen. First, we pay attention to stealth. And if it looks clear, we come back for the horses and the rest of our gear, and leave out of here as fast as we can. Stealth first, then speed. How does that sound to you?"

As usual, whenever Joseph agreed with Spiv he made light of the authority he had sworn to Spiv when they started this journey. "Aye, aye, Admiral. Shall I polish up your boots for this little jaunt, sir?" But he was smiling, so it was all fine with him. Spiv thought, I could have said, "Let's run down and fight it out, do our best to kill them all!" and he would go along with me. But if I had said, "Let's wait a while longer," would he grind his teeth and follow my directions? Or argue it instead?

So, horses hobbled, and their other things stored out of sight, Spiv and Joseph started out for a short reconnaissance.

They were used to moving together now, and they followed each other well, silently, each respecting the other’s ability to choose a practical path. In this case, Joseph took them down into a long ravine, to move them a good way from their horses before they came up where they could see, and conceivably be seen, were someone watching.

More than half a mile later, Spiv eased his head up, slowly, above the bank of the gully, which the ravine had turned into over that space. He saw nothing of interest, but eased down while Joseph did the same on the other side.

Then they met at the bottom. Both sides were clear. Spiv favored staying away from the road and working north a ways, the direction they wanted to go. Joseph wanted to go back to the road, and see if there was traffic moving, especially soldiers. Spiv agreed to make for the road, but on condition that Joseph stayed well behind him. He knew that two bodies were far more than twice as likely to be seen as one.

Spiv set out, not due east, but in a wide arc south and east, which would take them to the road eventually. If they were seen, he wanted to be able to run back to the horses, and move from there north, without having to go back through any pursuers. It took most of the morning, because they were moving low and slow. Both wore neutral, natural colors over chain mail, with Spiv in brown and green, and Joseph in a medium dark gray robe. So long as they used the natural cover around them, they would be hard to spot. They moved together, walking slowly and quietly, stopping often, and then with tree trunks, shrubs, or the like as a backdrop, to avoid showing a silhouette.

In time, they came up to the road, and found a place to sit down and observe from above, without drawing too dangerously close to it. Spiv wondered how long Joseph would sit before he got the itch to move in a bit closer, or move up or down the road, but after a bit, they saw some traffic, so they waited. The first man they saw was driving a wagon half full of crates. He did not look like a drover or a trader to Spiv, even at a distance, which caught his attention. He was a big man, and as he got closer, Spiv saw he was wearing chain mail and leather. He was a soldier, driving a wagon.

Four other soldiers came out of the woods to meet this man, though Spiv could not be sure if they had been waiting there for him, or just happened to be in the right place. He and Joseph traded looks. If these other four had been there a while, waiting for the wagon, Spiv and Joseph could have walked right into the middle of them before they realized their peril. They looked back now at what was happening below.

The driver got down, and embraced one of the others in a bear hug. Then he shook hands with one of the other men, and clapped still another on the shoulder, like old friends who hadn't seen each other for a while. They seemed to be on good terms, whatever their relationship was. The driver then cracked the lid off of one of the crates in the back, and pulled out a bottle, which he gave to another soldier. That man lost no time in breaking the neck off the bottle and pouring a good couple of swallows into his own mouth. Wine, thought Spiv. Or liquor, but that bottle looks like wine. Very quietly, Spiv asked Joseph if he knew of any winery nearby. He wanted to know if that cart had come from town, or if there was another body of soldiers occupying a vineyard or winery nearby. Joseph just looked back at him and shrugged.

Next, the driver brought out four more bottles, one for each man, plus himself. Now Spiv remembered that big bear hug he had given one of the other four, and thought, It won't be the first bottle this one has been into this day. Then he watched as some of the crates were lifted off the wagon. There was a straw bed underneath, and in a space between two rows of boxes, there were people. Three of them, all women, and young at that. Spiv sat forward and tried to watch closely, a feeling of dread coming up in him. Now he wished he were closer, close enough to hear. If these women were captives, then what he and Joseph were about to see was intolerable. If not…well, then it was none of their affair. But they would have to decide what the case really was, and quickly. He looked the men over. He saw swords, but not bows. Mail and leather, only one in a helmet, and one in a leather cap, the kind intended to pad a helmet. All were wearing the green of the Sath, including the driver of the wagon.

The women were dragged out of the bed of the wagon by their hair, one at a time. Their dresses were once modest, but now were little more than rags the women hugged around them as best they could. Of the three, two huddled on the ground, doing their best to cover up. The third stood straight, and was not so compelled to cover up, her gown being less compromised. She was speaking to one man, who still held another woman by her hair. She pointed at him, and must have been railing at him, by her gestures. It became obvious, even without hearing, what these men were intending. And Spiv and Joseph were the only ones to do anything about it. Spiv remembered how the women were hidden under crates, in the wagon, and guessed that the large man had developed a business in hauling alcohol and captive women around from camp to camp, to small groups of customer soldiers, who would slip away from their commanders. He wondered how many times this had already happened, to these women, or others before them, as a result of this man's enterprise.

Spiv gripped his bow, and put another hand on his dirk, as though taking stock. He glanced at Joseph's bow and staff, and started thinking. What was the risk to the women? Well, the bows would be useful, but if they fired from too far away, would the soldiers be likely to kill the women? Just to prevent their rescue? And these men wore chain mail, making archery a chancy proposition from this distance. And what if they held the women up before them, as shields? Spiv gestured to Joseph that they should move close, and strike with their bows. Joseph just smiled and shook his head. Then he leaned over, speaking softly, from just a few inches away from Spiv's ear. He swiftly outlined a plan where Spiv should take a place on high ground above the wagon, but not letting the wagon get in the way of clear shots he might make. He should remain hidden as long as possible. Joseph would go in talking, and Spiv would back him up with the bow. 

Spiv didn't like this at all. "Talking?" he hissed at Joseph. "You think you will talk them into letting those women go?"

Joseph whispered back at him, "I think that a man talking will get much closer than two men firing arrows. I think that the big fellow sees these women as business assets, which he will not willingly lose, but the others see them as a momentary diversion, which will be gone in a little while anyway. The big one, he's the one that will stand in our way. The others… If I can handle the big man, I think they may well be satisfied with the wine. They'll take it home and call it a day. Maybe."

"Maybe they will. Where will they take it if the big one handles you?"

"Well, Spiv, it won't matter so much to me, in that case. I'll leave it to you to worry about." Another grin, maybe a bit more forced than the first. "Come on. We don't have time to argue, and this gives us our best chance. I'm willing to bet on me, why can't you?"

Spiv was unhappy with the plan, but he had to admit, Joseph made sense. If it was a case of beating one man and moving on, that was far to be preferred over taking on five men altogether. With Spiv in a covering position, and if Joseph could survive without serious injury for, say, two or three minutes, Spiv could take out anyone else who tried to interfere. Every shot Spiv got off while Joseph remained unhurt, and without making his position too obvious, was essentially free. If no one interfered, Joseph could try to take the big man down alone, and the others might let it go. If Spiv did have to shoot, their eyes would be on Joseph, and Spiv would remain hidden longer, free to shoot again, perhaps several times before his position was spotted. And since Spiv's plan was to try and kill all five men from the beginning, they had little to lose by giving Joseph his chance. Spiv nodded, but reminded Joseph, "This is no staff tournament. That soldier will not try to beat you… he will try to kill you."

Joseph's smile was now little more than bravado, but he said, "So, what are you saying? I shouldn't fight fair? You just keep an eye on the others. That big man hasn’t fought one-on-one much. He's too big. And I bet I could count on one hand the times someone came at him with a staff instead fists, or a sword. Think of it as a bit of a test of my new skills in Misdirection. If I don't do well, you punish me… by shooting him. Fair enough?" A quick wink surprised Spiv, but before he could say more, Joseph started moving away, towards the road.

As he moved off, Spiv went across the top of the hill, staying very low, but moving as fast as he reasonably could while staying quiet. A tree Spiv had picked out, when he got close, looked easy enough to get up into. He hoped he would find a place that gave him a clear view. Otherwise, he would have to drop down out of it and simply stand up to shoot. He was close enough now he could hear some of what was going on below. A woman was crying… not the hysterical cries of terror, but the beaten whimpers of desperation… or resignation. That was enough for Spiv, who needed no more motivation than Joseph being at risk to begin to prepare in his mind to kill these men. He was waiting for Joseph to be spotted by those below and attract their attention before he exposed himself going up in the tree. A big part of this plan included the idea that if Spiv had to shoot, they would not know just exactly where he was.

 Now the men below had heard Joseph approaching, and as they looked for him on the road, Spiv shinnied up a gnarled tree trunk, He hoped to have a good spot made before Joseph stepped out, but Joseph had another plan. He started singing a drinking song, while crashing through the brush as though stumbling about, creating an audible image of a mildly drunken farm hand loafing away the day after finishing a bottle.

Spiv had a good spot now, just as Joseph got close enough that they could not miss him any longer. He had an arrow out, and quickly wedged it and four more with points poked into the rough bark of the tree, in easy reach. He straddled a thick limb, and had his feet on a strong one beneath. He was as ready as he would get, and he estimated he was just less than thirty yards from the nearest of them, and a bit more than forty from the farthest one. Well within his effective range, if they stood still.

Joseph came right out of the woods now, onto the road, still singing. Spiv watched, but if any of these men had bows, they did not unlimber them. Joseph had put his down somewhere also, and carried only his staff, using it like a walking stick. Now he was almost upon them, and he started speaking. Spiv could hear his voice, but couldn't make out the words, as Joseph slurred his speech to go with the drunken image he was cultivating. He could hear the soldiers’ answer, though.

"Yeah, we do… and it's ours, so piss off, boy," one of them answered.

Joseph gestured, and spoke again, and a different soldier answered him.

"Like my friend told you, we've enough for us, so skip on down the road while you still got your skippers, understand?" They were all facing Joseph now, but, comfortable in numbers, none of them was pulling a sword or other weapon yet.

Joseph leaned forward, peering at them, and now he pointed to the women.

"They're ours too, and I'm tired of talking to you, so piss off. We won't tell you again." But the big driver stepped forward then. He doesn't want anyone spoiling the party before he gets paid, Spiv thought.

The big man spoke loudly, "You've been told to move along twice now. So, hop along, little bunny. If I have to speak to you again, you'll wish I didn't."

Joseph smiled, and mumbled something that ended in the word, "friend," while moving closer to the big one. He stopped just out of reach. He pointed past him with his staff and said more, apparently asking a question. His staffed wobbled a bit, and dipped, and he drew the butt end of it under his arm, to steady it, still pointing with his staff.

The big man, not taking the bait, didn't look. He just smiled and said, "He can start wherever he wants to, because I am going to be busy with you for a few more minutes, I think." The big man started to draw his sword, still just threatening, but working up a good anger now. Joseph was still standing with his staff in the air, pointing past the large man. Now he withdrew it a bit, as if not to offend further, sliding it backward under his arm. Suddenly, he thrust it forward again, cracking it cleanly into the nose of the big man, exactly on target. The soldier howled like a girl, stepping back and grasping his nose with both hands, and blood ran out between his hands immediately.

Spiv knew that in one moment Joseph had reduced the odds against him by far. The big man would be almost blind with tears and blood when he opened his eyes again. He promptly dismissed the fight between Joseph and the big one then. He kept an arrow nocked and ready to draw, and his eyes on the other men. One made to step forward, and Spiv fired an arrow, aiming into the ground just in front of him. At the same moment as Spiv released, the man stepped forward into it. Spiv would wonder later if he meant to pin his foot to the ground, or if that was just an unfortunate piece of bad luck for the man, but pin him he did. The arrow punched through the top of the soldier's boot, all the way through his foot, and out the sole, into the hard-packed earth. That was the only warning shot he intended to fire.

Now the other men forgot the fight between Joseph and his opponent also, looking about for the hidden archer, while their mate stood looking at his foot, as though he could not understand why it would not lift. Spiv guessed the other three would take some time to find him, as long as he held still.

Joseph, though, was not still. He was methodically trying to break bone and paralyze his opponent with deft strikes of the staff. He stabbed the tip of the staff into his opponent's solar plexus, at the top of his belly, and followed immediately with a sharp clip up towards his chin, a miss, and then a shot to his right elbow, a good hit… but it didn't stop the sword being drawn, and it was out now. Holding it high and letting out a great bellow, the goliath soldier charged. Joseph, counting on the damage done to the other's vision a few moments ago, swirled his robes high, and fell almost flat beneath him as the soldier came forward. It startled Spiv, who was thinking his friend had taken a sword stroke, and it distracted him for a moment, but then he saw that Joseph just intended to trip up the giant with his staff, which he did neatly, and then rose to his feet even as the big man was making a great slashing strike, too late, cutting through the air where Joseph had been a moment ago, and then he was already falling. With Joseph's staff suddenly between his knees, the momentum of that slashing blow carried him farther forward, where he fell hard, his sword pinned flat beneath his chest. He scrambled clumsily to his hands and knees, but Joseph was already on his feet behind him. Now, whichever limb the soldier used to try to prop himself up, Joseph stuck it like he intended to break it, which he may well have done, had not the soldier's armor protected the long bones too well. Spiv could see what was happening there, and he called out to his friend, "HANDS!" and then he turned his attention back to the other soldiers.

Joseph did not acknowledge him, but his next blow found the soldiers left hand flat on the hard ground of the road, with a sound that reminded Spiv of cracking a crab claw at dinner, when the weighted end of the staff smashed into it at full extension. The soldier cried out again, drawing Spiv's eyes once more, as he rolled on his back to cradle the ruined hand. That's going to turn out to be a mistake, Spiv thought to the giant, just as Joseph's staff came down again on the already broken nose. This time it cracked like kindling wood, and the man lay still. Spiv wondered if he had survived it, but only for a moment, as he returned his attention again to the others.

The others all had swords out now, except the one Spiv had pinned down, who was hopping on his other foot, and holding the bloody arrow still running through his boot. He had pulled the arrow out of the ground, but not out of his foot yet. Now he grasp the arrow on the fletching side and broke the shaft. Then he pulled at the broadhead, hard, drawing the shortened shaft through the injured foot himself. Spiv was impressed with that, but he glanced around at the others, again.

The soldiers still didn't know exactly where Spiv was, though they had a good guess as to his direction. One moved behind the wagon and reappeared with a bow. Spiv realized that it must have been in the wagon itself, because he had seen no bows on the men. That one readied an arrow, and rapidly winged a shot at a likely place, where Spiv did not happen to be. But the surprise factor Spiv was counting on did not last very long, and it then crossed the soldier’s mind that he did know where one of his tormentors was… the other one, the one with the staff. Joseph was standing, a little winded, facing the four remaining men, including the wounded one, still hopping on one foot. Here was where he and Spiv had hoped the others would decide to beat a retreat, but it wasn't happening that way. These were soldiers, and they were trained for only one response to a sudden attack.

The man with the bow pulled another arrow and brought it to the string of his bow. He turned towards Joseph. Now Spiv already had his bow half pulled, the decision made when he saw the man reaching for another arrow. He drew the string immediately to his cheek, and as the point of his own arrow traversed the head of the soldier, Spiv released it, and the arrow drove hard into his skull, pinning his cap to his head about forty five degrees off the center top. It was a terrible wound. Worse, the man did not die of it immediately. He stood up straight and started turning in a circle , as if walking but with one leg stuck or lamed, which would not move. It was pathetic to see, and Spiv wished he had a moment to put it to an end, but now he did not, for the three men remaining, one limping badly, all rushed Joseph together.

Joseph saw three men, each wielding a sword, coming fast. Immediately he started whirling his staff rapidly around his head, holding it in the center, and by the third revolution, he had it moving very fast, two handed, while he moved backwards as fast as he could. Spiv made another arrow ready. As he started to pull the bow, Joseph changed the pattern of his grip, and suddenly the staff was making a much wider circle, and still whirling faster than Spiv would have imagined. The long end snaked out and tapped one of the men coming for him in the side of his head, dropping him like an empty sack. The aggressive end of the staff may have lost some momentum, but continued viciously in its arc. The next one in line broke off his rush, though, ducked low and blocked with his sword. The steel of the sword rang like a bell when it hit the steel ferrule on the end of the staff, and it almost came out of the soldier's hand. He expected wood, Spiv thought, as he released another arrow into the calf of the third man, the wounded one with a hole in his foot. Spiv put this arrow into the other leg. His selection of targets was limited by the mail these men wore, with lower legs and heads all he could be sure of penetrating at this distance. Joseph, after losing most of the remaining momentum of his staff's motion when it was met with the sword one soldier had held up, jabbed it, hard, at the man who was still unwounded. Once at the sword arm, a hit, once at the face, missing, as the man dodged the blow, and again at the arm, sharply striking on the forearm, near the wrist. The sword came loose, and when it fell, the soldier bent as he fumbled and scrambled to grasp it, on the way down. He couldn't quite catch it, and after it landed on the ground, Joseph stabbed the butt of the staff at the grip of the sword each time the soldier's hand reached for it. Spiv had plenty of time to take another arrow in hand, and aim it. He heard Joseph speak to the soldier, clearly, now that he no longer slurred his words.

"If you pick it up, my friend will bury an arrow in that ass you so invitingly are presenting to him." The soldier glanced back behind him, and saw nothing, but he had seen the others struck with arrows. He looked around at these others, and realized he was alone, but for his one compatriot, who had a fresh arrow-wound in his other leg now. He stopped trying for the sword, and straightened up. Now he was looking for a way to escape, no longer thinking to recover his sword and fight. Joseph spoke again, calling out louder now.

"If he gives us no trouble, I say let him live. What do you think?"

Spiv got the idea. "I think I should skewer him now, and save us any trouble later on." Joseph shrugged at the soldier.

"I guess if I were you, I would be doing whatever I could to persuade the fellow with the bow that I was not going to be any further trouble. He's very good with that thing, have you noticed?"

The solder took only a moment to think on that. He raised his hands, and sank down to his knees, clearly asking for quarter. Joseph stepped up, close to him, his staff ready, and the soldier remained still. 

Spiv started down out of the tree, but he saw something… there, the dead giant… not dead at all, sitting up, in one hand he had some kind of blade… a knife? Spiv scrambled to get his bow back into shooting position, but one of the women called out a warning to Joseph first, who, looking over one shoulder, set his feet, and with both hands on his staff simply stabbed backwards, with his full strength, into the ruined face again. There was another crunching sound, and this time, the bones gave way too much, reflecting even more breakage in the man's already damaged face. He fell back a last time, and he puffed bubbles of blood for a moment more, from that broken mass that had been nose, eyes, and mouth, but they stopped before Spiv could walk up, as the man stopped breathing, the bone of his forehead at the top of his nose crushed into pulp, a round indentation the precise diameter of Joseph's staff depressed into his skull.

It was over, but the aftermath was just setting in. Spiv felt his hands shaking as the adrenalin ran its course. He smelled blood and death, sharp in his nostrils. He felt tired, suddenly, and at the same time a bit frantic, like he couldn't stop now, he needed something to do. He looked over the scene. Three men lay still, unmoving, surely dead. The dirt around each of them, stained and muddied with their blood, seemed to testify to this, and somehow, their haphazard and crumpled forms seemed more like empty sacks, discarded on the ground, than like men. The other two, the survivors, were sitting still, though both looked back at him, their eyes nervously darting this way and that. Joseph stood over them, menacing with his staff raised halfway ready, as if to strike at any moment.

Spiv considered them for a moment, and then stepped over and cut short strips of leather from the cuirass one of them wore. Then, he made them draw their hands into their mail hauberks, and simply tied their mail sleeves closed behind them, with leather thongs laced into the rings of the chain mail. He considered a moment, and then he tied closed a section of the bottom edge of their mail hauberks, between their legs, so the mail could not be drawn off over their heads. It was a neatly clever way of binding them quickly and easily. He made them lie down on their stomachs.

Now that they had a moment to think, Spiv would not let the violence of what he and Joseph had done overwhelm him. He had to think of what to do. His mind rebelled at the idea of letting these men live, but even more at the thought of further killing, and now not in combat, but the simple execution of prisoners. He did not have the stomach for it, no matter how heinous their guilt. He looked at Joseph, and they stepped away to talk for a moment.

Spiv was not sure if they could afford to let the two survivors live to tell the story, but Joseph suggested that the authorities were already going to figure out something had happened, it would surely do no harm for the other soldiers to hear about two men, who were not even soldiers, but who had taken on five of them, with no losses, and for the crime of molesting women. Spiv suggested these men might not tell the story exactly that way, figuring that they would likely come up with something less humiliating, and with no mention of what they had been here intending to do. Perhaps they would tell of being surprised by a whole troop, while taking a morning stroll. Joseph just arched his eyebrows and said, "All the better," and Spiv saw the sense of that. More men would be sent here to monitor the road, maybe even a large force. So long as he and Joseph had a good head start, it was not a bad outcome, as far as he could see. But he had another thought, then.

He spoke to the women for a moment, to ensure he and Joseph had the right of it, that what they thought they had seen was in fact how it had been. Afterwards, he did not doubt and did not hesitate. He and Joseph lifted the crates back onto the wagon, and made sure one of the women could handle a team of horses. As Spiv began to send them on their way, though, Joseph stopped him.

"Forgetting something, Spiv?"


Spiv looked around. "What do you mean?"


"I think you have to take a crate of wine, or something, don't you? We don't need any bad luck!"


Spiv grinned at his friend, and reached into one of the crates, pulling out a bottle. "If you ladies don't mind, we'll help ourselves to one bottle." Joseph grinned at him. Then, Spiv sent the women on their way, suggesting that they should drive straight back to wherever they had been taken from, and told them that any officer who stopped them should get the whole story from them. He didn't want them to be tortured if they were caught in a lie they might tell to protect Joseph and himself. He further suggested that, if the women were stopped by common soldiers on their way back, men without an officer present, they should simply try to bribe their way past with a crate of wine. Otherwise, when they got back to town, they should sell the wine and keep whatever it brought, to replace their torn clothes. And then he bid them travel safely. He wanted them well on their way before he finished with the two prisoners.

With the women gone, he and Joseph checked the other men. The one Joseph had clipped in the head, they found, had suffered a fracture of the bone in his temple, being struck, it seemed, squarely and forcefully just behind and slightly above his eye. He was dead, as was the one Joseph first fought with. The other one, with the arrow in his head, was lying on his back, dead as well, at last, though neither of them had seen him expire. Satisfied that they had only to deal with the two bound men, Spiv got down to the work at hand.

He built a small fire, and heated the tip of one of the soldiers’ own swords. He told both men what he was going to do, and suggested to them it would be done one way or another, and they could be still for it, or go through it again and again until it was done properly. And then he proceeded to brand both men on the forehead with an "R," which was the common designation for a rapist, in cases where they were not executed. It would create doubt as to what happened no matter what story these men told, and some soldiers who knew them would likely know what had happened regardless of anything these two said. It might, Spiv thought, save another woman someday when some soldier remembered these two in their ranks, and what befell them. Spiv made sure the brands were deep, and legible. At the very least, these men would have a painful job of covering over the marks, and it was in no way sure they would even survive the ordeal. Spiv didn't care much, one way or the other. Joseph only pointed out a couple times in the process when Spiv maybe hadn't burned quite deeply enough yet to be sure it was permanent.

When they left the men, they were branded and bound, still tied up in their own chain mail, laid out in the open, in the middle of the road, but with their legs free. They had both passed-out during the branding, but Spiv thought they would wake, in a while. If they could struggle to their feet, then, Spiv figured they could make their own way until they were found, and didn't bother himself further over it. He did, though, decide that they needed to get moving out of the area, and the sooner would be better than later. He and Joseph lost no time backtracking to their horses and gathering up their things. Spiv considered that Halgard might have circulated their description, and certainly the two men left in the road would be likely to, if they survived their wounds. It was time to make their way north. And on reflection, he decided they should bypass Perryton altogether, at least for now. They had had one too many run-ins with the Sath's soldiers to take the chance again, he thought.

When they camped that night, it was late. They had tried to put some distance between themselves and the surviving soldiers who might already have been found. They were tired, and perhaps that was best, because they were both preoccupied with their own thoughts. Just once, Spiv started to bring up the events of the day, but Joseph cut him off, saying, "Spiv, it's ugly, but there it is. We didn't invite them here, and we didn't waylay them on a holiday jaunt. What they were going about doing… Well, we couldn't let that happen, and what did happen was the only real alternative. I'm fine with it." Spiv wondered how much of that last bit was true, but he respected Joseph's decision not to talk about it. It was a cold camp, with no fire, so Spiv rolled out an extra blanket and turned in.

Joseph knew well enough where they were. When they started in the morning, he took them north, and they went around Perryton, passing to the west, and once they were north of town, they turned east, towards the Eastern Mountains. After he was sure they had gone far enough to miss Perryton by a wide margin, and thus also the armies which they believed were camped on three sides of it, they went south again a short way, to the road that led, from there, west into Perryton, but also east into the mountains, and to the old fortress marked on the map Joseph's father had shown them back in Sessing's Cross. Joseph did not complain about the decision, this time.
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In time, they came within sight of the old keep and its surrounding walls, and Spiv could readily see why a fortress had been built here. The landscape appeared, even to his inexpert eye, to be ideally defensible. The ruins were situated at the top of a hill, long and steep enough that anyone who had to run up the approach in front of it was sure to be thoroughly winded before he reached the front wall, of which a large section still stood, just at the top of the hill as the ground began to level out. Spiv reasoned that when this placed was manned and defended, troops that were marched up the approach in an orderly fashion would be fresh enough, but would have to withstand what would surely be withering arrow fire, and the range of those arrows would be extended further by the downward slope of the approach. Attackers would be subject to arrow fire long before they could hope to return it. The land fell away even more sharply on each side of the rampart that made up the direct approach towards the face of what had once been a great wall of stone. A large gap in the wall presented between two great columns, joined to two different sections of the remains of the wall. It seemed to show where a massive gate of some kind had probably stood, long ago. 

Looking now at the ground on either side of the approach, Spiv was not sure a man or a horse either one could scurry up those sloping areas, at least not with any confidence or speed. This was due both to the steep angle of the slope and the nature of the rock surface there, which appeared to have a shale texture, making traction a precarious proposition. Looking past the fortress itself, it seemed that behind the ruins the ground dropped off again, and he could not see what kind of terrain it was. But, there were high cliffs standing tall, a bit farther back behind the ruins, which Spiv presumed served to prevent attackers from approaching from any direction other than where he stood now. Even just from what Spiv could see from where he stood, the fortress seemed formidable. He thought how been much more impressive it must have been when it was newly built and properly garrisoned.

Spiv turned to Joseph. They had agreed that, until they knew what they were getting into, Joseph would stay below and watch for trouble coming from their back trail. They discussed a simple signaling system Spiv could use once he saw what the situation up at the ruins was. Then, he started up the approach. He did not hurry, but still Fearless was huffing and snorting before long. If the rampart was any steeper, he might have had to go up in a series of switchbacks. He got off, and began to lead his horse before he was halfway up. On the off chance that he might need a fast horse to escape on, he didn't want him winded before he arrived.

As he walked he could see masonry and stones from the ruins scattered about, up and down the hill, as though they had all been arrested in a race from the top of the hill to the bottom, which he supposed was true, in a way. They are not frozen here, just slow runners in a race of glacial speeds. Eventually, I suppose they will all find their way to the bottom, Spiv reflected. He looked back over his shoulder, and found Joseph, true to his word, keeping a sharp lookout in all directions. It was a comfort, he felt, that he had only to be worried about what was in front of him and leave what was behind to Joseph. Joseph had become a reliable companion and friend, these recent weeks. Their arrangement was that, since the sun was well behind them, he would use a steel mirror to signal to Joseph, as soon as he saw what the circumstances at the fortress were. If he did not signal by dark, then Joseph should assume the worst, and attempt to find Lord Raymond, or, failing that, head back to Sessing's Cross. Otherwise, Spiv would signal him to come up, or remain where he was until Spiv returned.

As Spiv neared the wall, he could hear some activity going on behind it. Steel rang on stone, but slowly, and with small sounds, like delicate work, not harsh ringing blows, such as those of a quarry, or of demolition. More like a sculptor working, perhaps, Spiv thought to himself. A little closer, and he could hear voices, though he could not make out the words themselves. He could see now, also, that at the base of the ruins of the wall there was a large ditch, some twenty feet across, and perhaps twelve or fifteen feet deep, though it was hard to estimate from his current vantage point. He supposed it was the remains of a moat, bisected by the road he approached on. The approach was wider than the gap in the wall he was headed for, and he stayed to one side, as he crossed the dry moat. That served to keep him out of easy and direct observation by the people whose activity he was hearing. He saw that there was a culvert under the road, made up of large stones and blocks from the wreckage of the wall, connecting the moat on either side. The gaps in the stone would allow water to flow, with some limitations, between the two sides of the moat, but also supported the bridge built across it, which was the road to the gate. When he had crossed it, and arrived in front of the left-side column which had, he supposed, once supported the great gate, or perhaps even a drawbridge, he stopped for a bit, to catch his breath, and listened. The sounds had stopped. No more steel on stone, and if they were talking, it was quietly or farther away on the other side of the wall. After a moment, he gathered the reins and remounted, deciding he would be better able to beat a fast retreat if he needed to. He started Fearless around the broken end of the wall.

The wall hid a large courtyard, in disrepair equal to the ruins of the wall, and in the center there were several people, seated at a large table, under a canopy. Spiv could see, with some relief, that none of them were soldiers, and no armed men stood anywhere in sight. These people did not appear to be a threat in any way that he could immediately identify. They merely looked surprised to see him. He took stock as he breathed a bit more freely for a moment. Perhaps he was interrupting a meeting of some kind? One young-looking man, seated on the far side of the table, facing Spiv, stood up and spoke.

"Hello there. Are you the new consultant? Ancient languages, right? Look, everyone, our linguist has arrived." He smiled broadly at Spiv. Spiv did not smile back, as he tried to take in what he was seeing. He must have looked confused, because the man went on, then, "You… you ARE the linguist? No? Oh. Sorry. Well, um... join us for lunch then?" No one else was speaking. They were all turned around now, looking at Spiv.

"Ah… thank you. Um… no, I am not a linguist. Sorry for interrupting your meal. I… I am looking for... someone."

"For whom would that be? Perhaps we can help you." The speaker was an older man, difficult to determine how old, just from looking. He had a heavy white beard, and long hair combed over the back of his head, white mixed with steel. Actually, a remarkably thick mane of whites and grays, falling in back over his shoulders... a bit incongruent with Spiv's first impression of his advanced age, if simply for the luxurious quality of it. 

Next to him, sitting with her back to Spiv and looking at him over her shoulder, was a woman. She was younger, very young, contrasted to the white haired man, and quite… Fetching was the word that came to Spiv. Not quite blond hair, thick and wavy, framed her face, and fell over her shoulders. Her face showed the color of a woman who was often outdoors, tanned, but rosy over her cheekbones. He could see the blue of her eyes from where he stood. Though she was sitting, Spiv had the impression she would be tall. She wore a simple dress, in a beige color; the daughter of a successful gentleman farmer, or a moderately wealthy merchant might wear a dress such as what she wore. He could see no more, as she was looking at him over her shoulder, except the impression that she seemed slender, as well. 

Across from her stood the man who had first spoken to Spiv. He was of average height, or perhaps a bit less, with a firm, but round potbelly. He had longish hair, swept back and over his head. It fluffed up a bit on top, and it must have started out very dark brown, almost black, before beginning to turn silver at the temples, though he appeared young for all that, perhaps less than ten years older than Spiv. The premature graying made a startling contrast, because his face and voice were youthful. With his hair swept back, and silver on both sides, but so dark on top, it gave the look of silver wings on a very black bird. Or more precisely, with his young face, it gave him the look of a young man with a black bird with silver wings, sitting on his head. Spiv looked a little closer, trying to estimate his age. His very dark and average sized eyes looked like they might be open a bit wider than was probably really comfortable, and he seemed to blink a lot. Spiv's immediate impression was that perhaps this was not an uncommon expression for him, and that his youthful appearance resulted from good skin combined with his slightly bewildered expression. He was probably actually well into his thirties, Spiv guessed.

At the other end of the table were two other young men, less remarkable in presentation, average faces presenting something between boredom and mild hostility at the interruption Spiv presented. At that end, also, was a man of early middle age, unremarkable except for the gleam of his bald head in the bright sun. Spiv found that his attention seemed to slide off of that end of the table readily. Maybe the effect of contrast with the first three, Spiv thought to himself, but he made himself examine them more closely. The bald man, whose bare pate shone with perspiration, accounting for the gleaming effect, was wearing a longish robe, which Spiv thought was a bit heavy for the sunny day. The other two had on fine, if a bit dusty, clothes, more suited to a wealthy sportsman than to working men. None of them made any reaction other than to stare at him, so Spiv returned his attention to the older man who had spoken a moment ago.

"I am hoping to find a man… I was told I would find a great wizard studying here. His name is Eldrid. Do you know of him?"

Spiv was somewhat irritated at the tittering he heard from round the table, though he controlled his expression from habit, holding a deadpan face while he waited for someone to answer him. Only the man with the bird-like hair didn't seem to find something funny in his statement. He still looked slightly bewildered. The older one with the white/gray hair answered.

"Well, I don't know if we are aware of any great wizards here about. I am, however, a researcher of arcane magics, and my name is Eldrid. Perhaps I may be of some help to you? If you require something other than great works of wizardry, that is?"

"Oh." Spiv was aware of a sudden feeling of disappointment. He hadn't realized it, but some part of him had been excited at having a reason to visit with a great wizard. He tried to gather his thoughts. Was a great researcher less important? Or just less… exciting? "Ah, well… yes, I... If you're Eldrid, then… you can, I hope. Um, perhaps you will meet with me after you have eaten…? Ah, sir."

"Of course. And, if you would, please introduce yourself, and then perhaps you will join us? You look like a man who knows better than to turn down a good meal."

"Yes. Thank you. I am Spiv… Spivver MacAnders. I am grateful for the invitation."

"Very nice to meet you, Spiv. This is Leanne, and here, my student, Ruthe. At the other end of the table you see my colleague, Ben, who is a scholar, and researcher of Frithology, and his two students, Newport and Grisholm. Please, if you would like to tie your horse, and join us? We are just starting."

Spiv walked Fearless over to some sort of wooden-framed apparatus standing nearby, and simply tossed the reins over one piece. He had found long ago that Fearless did not need to be tied. When saddled, he would go no further than a few yards for grass or water, if it was handy, and then wait patiently to go back to work. Spiv came under the canopy, to where Eldrid was still sitting at the head of the table. "Nice to meet you, sir." He turned to the woman. "And you, ah, I'm sorry, is it Ruthe?"

She smiled, politely, nicely. Spiv hardly heard her, for looking at her even, white teeth, as she said, "No. He is Ruthe." She gestured to the young man opposite her. "I am Leanne." She had the kind of smile that put people at ease, even in embarrassing moments. Spiv looked at Ruthe, momentarily at a loss for words. He was thinking about Leanne's smile, but Ruthe, it seemed, came to a different conclusion.

"Well, it's not always a woman's name, you know. Sometimes men are named Ruthe," Ruthe asserted. Spiv allowed himself a smile now, friendly, he hoped. 

"Yes, of course. I like that name. I'm very happy to make your acquaintance, Ruthe. I am Spiv. He put out his hand, and Ruthe smiled and shook it, comfortable again. Now Spiv turned towards the others, and went through the process once more, learning which was Newport and which was Grisholm. He offered his hand, and each, somewhat reluctantly, shook it. Spiv then spoke to Ben. "And nice to meet you too, sir. Ah, may I ask... what is… firtholody?"

"Frithology, dammit. Frithology. The study of the Magic of the Harvest." Ben was gruff, but not unfriendly. Simply a bit impatient, Spiv thought.

"Oh, then… you are a great wizard as well?" Spiv asked. Leanne tittered again, just a little bit, but Ben seemed nonplussed for a moment. Spiv made a mental note to stop saying "great" before "wizard."

Ben answered him, "Well, yes, I am. To a degree." He glowered around the table. "As much as anyone here, and more than most, if I say so myself." He returned his glower to Spiv for a moment, and expanded his previous answer. "The Frithic tradition was built upon at least three of the six categories of magic known to science, to varying degrees, though they utilized the others as well, to a lesser extent. At any rate, many experts agree, it emphasized the most useful aspects of three. It is the discipline of the Magic of the Harvest. I have specialized in this field for many years now. No one today has the ability of the friths of former eras, but I have as much as anyone I have met to date. If you seek the services of a frith, you have met as good a frith as you are likely to find. We can speak more of it later, if you like."

"Ah... thank you, sir. But, I am... well, I was sent to find Eldrid, and not to contract for his services... just a simple errand, really. But thank you all the same, sir. I suppose I don't know much about what a wizard's services might be likely to encompass. I may be missing a great opportunity in my ignorance."

Now Eldrid spoke again. "Spiv, we study the ancient magics. Some portion of what we learn, we manage to make use of, and to teach to others, from time to time. If someone needed some magic performed, we might be of use, depending on the task at hand. But none of us here," he said, glancing at Ben, "is really a practicing wizard, I think. Perhaps some of us aspire to become more than simple adepts, but such a pursuit is not without its risks, and it is not our real purpose. We pursue the knowledge of magic, and an understanding of its principles, more than the actual performance of it. Young Ben, there, has always been more ambitious in that regard, and perhaps that is to his credit." The words "young Ben" could have been nothing but sarcasm from anyone else, but from this ageless man, the words seemed appropriate, even applied to the middle aged and cranky fellow sitting across the length of the table from Eldrid. 

Ruthe had scrounged up another plate, as well as a chair, while Spiv was meeting the balance of the party. Spiv thanked him and sat down. Now, as the food started round, small talk took over the conversation. Spiv was from "far to the south of here," and Ruthe had been studying with Eldrid for "several years now." Newport and Grisholm had been in study with Ben for two and six years, respectively. As they ate, conversation turned to current events. No one knew where the Sath had been born or raised, or even from where he had arrived. Ben contributed the tidbit that a Sath was also primarily concerned with the same three categories magic that a frith was, but that the "momentum of the magic" was "oppositional to that of friths." Spiv didn't understand that, and wasn't sure that he cared to, but he did begin to get the idea that every conversation with Ben probably revolved around Frithology, and magic, in one way or another.

Back to the discussion of the Sath, it seemed everyone here had become aware of him at about the same time as the rest of the region, when he marched an army out of these mountains and into the valley to the west, below. They had seen no sign of the army as it was crossing the mountains, and most of them were inclined to the opinion Spiv had considered some time ago at Fletcher's house, that the Sath's men had perhaps traveled some distance within the mountains before coming out near Perrytown and Sessing's Cross simultaneously, or nearly so. Newport and Grisholm scoffed aloud at that theory, speculating that no one would intentionally travel any part of the length of the range… crossing over them was surely bad enough. Spiv assumed that Ben had strayed long enough from discussing the properties of the magic of the Friths, at some point, to instill that point of view in his two students, because they each seemed to glance at Ben as they spoke, as though seeking his approval. Ben, however, applied himself to eating while they were speaking, and did not give any sign of agreement or disagreement.

Throughout the meal, Spiv made it a point to avoid looking long at the woman across from him, as he sat between Ruthe and Newport. He contented himself with stealing quick glances, from time to time. She was every bit as striking as his first impression suggested, and he guessed that she was the object of much attention from men wherever she went. Therefore, he assumed, she would not particularly welcome nor appreciate much more from him. He mused for a moment on that particular paradox; how women who were getting much attention from men disdain it, while women who got less attention from men so often crave it. He knew of no better way to ensure instant dismissal from an exceptionally attractive woman than to pay too much attention to her too soon. He wished there were a plainer girl present, so he could pay attention to her, and thereby display charming conversation and wit to Leanne without attending to her too directly. Eventually, though, common courtesy gave him the excuse to bring her into the conversation, though she seemed content simply to observe the others speaking, for the most part.

"And do you study, also, Leanne? What is your subject? The Arcane Arts as well? Or something more general?"

"No. I am simply here visiting our old family friend, Eldrid. My father sent me north only a few months ago." Spiv felt an uncomfortable twitch, but he could not identify the cause. He went on chatting with her. 

"I see. And, where did you arrive from, may I ask?"

"We live on a farm, a few days south of Sessing's Cross." She named the furthest point south that had come up in conversation so far.

"Ummm… just you, your father and your mother? Or perhaps some hired hands or other family?"

"My father, and his man. My mother passed some time ago. It is amazing, really, when I think of it, how much my father does with just his one hired hand. He calls him his 'foreman,' even though really it is just the two of them doing all the work. But my father is quite a successful farmer, if you don't mind my bragging on him a little. He produces more than any other farm in the region, though some neighbors have as many as six working hands, including farmers, sons, and hired men. I am quite proud of him, as I'm sure you can see." Her eyes sparkled as she spoke of her father.

Spiv had trouble responding now, in his turn, due to a suddenly dry mouth, as he began to understand what caused his unease. He sipped some water, and spoke, to his own ear, as if his voice was muffled by cloth. "A farmer, that sounds very pleasant. Does he keep stock, also, Leanne? Sheep or cattle? Or perhaps horses?"

"Two, Spiv. Just two horses. My father pulls his wagon with them, and of course, plowing and whatnot. Whatever is the matter?" she asked, suddenly aware of Spiv's expression. Spiv, in spite of himself, glanced at his own horse, Fearless, who still stood nearby. He had been given to Spiv by the old farmer, who, as he lay dying, had entrusted the green stone to him, the one which Spiv was here to deliver to Eldrid. The old man had mentioned a daughter, whom he had recently sent out of the area.

Realizing something important was happening, Leanne's eyes widened, and she followed Spiv's glance and looked back at the horse. A horse she knew well, and now recognized. She stood suddenly, and took three steps towards the horse, as if she could see more clearly from there. She looked from the horse to Spiv, and back. "How did… Where did you get that horse, Spiv?" Spiv was unable to meet her gaze. He looked only at his plate, grasping for words. Leanne gasped, not understanding it all, but realizing that there could be no good news here. "My father… but he would never sell that horse… never. He doesn't need the money, and… he especially loves that blue roan…"

Spiv looked up, now, meeting her gaze. "Two horses. This one, and a pretty bay mare. He did not sell them to me. He gave them to me… and asked me to do something for him, in return. To see Eldrid… as a favor. It was a… a last request. I'm sorry, I did not know you would be here, or… who you were, once I arrived. He mentioned you, more than once, but he did not say your name, or that you would be with Eldrid. I… we, that is, your father and I… we didn't have much time to talk, before… I'm sorry to be the bearer of such news."

Leanne stood still while the words sank into her, like knives thrust slowly, deeply home. "What happened?" she asked softly. Some things cannot be said gently, Spiv knew. He could not find the words, and after a moment, he said, simply, "Robbers… I think." Then he spoke no more. In a moment, shock and numbness began to give way to pain and sorrow, and Leanne sobbed once and whirled away, to somewhere Spiv did not see, as he was looking into his plate once again. Silence fell on the table once more. In a moment, Eldrid rose as he spoke.

"Unfortunate. Indeed, most unfortunate. Pardon me, please. I will send for you, Spiv, in a little while. Perhaps we should talk sooner rather than later, but I have something to attend to just now." He obviously was thinking of Leanne. "Ruthe, will you see to Spiv's comfort?" And he left the table too. Ruthe turned to Spiv.

"Wow. What was that all about? I've never seen her like that." Ruthe was the only one at the table who didn't seem to understand yet what Leanne had just learned. Spiv didn't answer him. He simply excused himself, asked where he could find water for the horse, and told Ruthe he would return after seeing to Fearless, and mentioned that he had a friend, waiting at the base of the hill, who would also arrive shortly. He walked to his horse, and led him back around the remains of the great wall, and took out a small polished steel mirror. After he signaled to Joseph to come up as well, he walked away, leading Fearless to water at a well, across the courtyard from the table.

Later, Eldrid sent Ruthe to look for Spiv. Joseph had come up, and they had arranged a camp not far from the others, just at the outer edge of the ruins themselves. Spiv was telling Joseph that he had found Eldrid, and explained who Leanne was, as well. As they talked, Ruthe approached Spiv directly.

"Ah, Spiv, here you are. Eldrid would like to see you now, if it is convenient. He asked me to tell you that you can find him in his room, in the keep."

"Thank you, Ruthe. I will go straight away. By the way, this is my good friend, Joseph. Joseph, Ruthe here is a student of Eldrid's, and a friend of Leanne's, I think. Perhaps now that he has delivered Eldrid's message to me, he would be willing to show you around, and introduce you to the others…?" He looked the request at Ruthe, but Joseph spoke.

"Oh, nice to meet you, Ruthe. But, as to the rest, that's all right. I'm quite comfortable here, and if it's all the same to you, I will just wait here for Spiv to finish with his business with Eldrid." Joseph obviously expected Spiv and he would leave as soon as Spiv had concluded his business with Eldrid.

"Certainly, Joseph. My tent is just over there, the blue one, if you need anything." Spiv was sorting out some things from his saddlebags, and Ruthe continued to speak to him.

"So, I understand Leanne's father has met with bad fortune? He is dead?"

"I'm afraid so. I had no idea who Leanne was, or I would have been more careful in telling her."

"Well, can't be helped now, I suppose. I don't think she will hold it against you. She's a good sort, our Leanne. I don't suppose you care to tell me what her father sent you here to accomplish…? No? Well, never mind. I'm a bit too nosey, I think. Curiosity kills cats, they say. Lucky I'm not a cat, eh?" Ruthe tried a small smile. 

"Thank you for understanding, Ruthe. Tell me, what is it you all are actually doing here, if it is not secret?"

"Oh, no secret, really. Everyone knows about it. Everyone in our circles, anyway. Some years ago, a great cache of antiquities was discovered here. It seems this old fortress had some hidden rooms and vaults designed into it, back whenever it was built. There's a great deal of construction left intact, below the surface here, and every time we find some old sealed area, there are a few fragments and artifacts left. I mean, it has all been looted, so there's nothing much of value, except in terms of clues to new knowledge. That's our treasure, though. Knowledge and history, from fragments of documents and artifacts. That’s how the study of frithology first started, actually, from some old documents unearthed right here, maybe thirty or forty years ago. Well, I mean, that's how it started for us. The original friths started it long ago, in their era. But, Ben was here when that first batch was recovered. Eldrid too, but for Ben it became his life's purpose. Remarkable luck for him, a first year student being present for such a thing. He's been at it ever since then, here and in a few other places where the ancient friths left artifacts. But Ben thinks this place has the most promise. He's the leading expert now, except maybe for Eldrid, I suppose."

"Eldrid knows more about this… frithology… than Ben does?"

"Oh, I expect Eldrid knows more about all kinds of magic than any three other people combined! More than anyone I have ever met, at any rate. He has quite a reputation, you know. But Ben really specializes just in frithology. That's why we are here, now, in fact. They've never really stopped poking around up here since that big find Ben was so taken by, but now there's a chance that… well, there are clues from other sources, of a great library which may have been here, in this old fortress." He shrugged. "Or not. But it's somewhere, Ben is sure of that, and this is as good a place to look as any, I suppose. Eldrid and Ben both think it was probably here. Some other scholars are looking in other places. And it may even turn out there was more than one such library. They're not really sure if it's a library with a lot of books, or a lot of books on one topic that make up a library in the larger sense, sort of 'all books on this topic, wherever they are'… the words they used in the old languages don't always mean the same thing as our words do. That's one reason we were waiting for a linguist, to help with the translations, see if we can pin it down a bit better.

"Anyway, this is a great place to look, because even if we don't find the library, we find other things, sometimes. The old languages are difficult, though, and it's hard to know exactly what the clues say. It's really hard to find anyone who can read the more obscure ones. Eldrid thinks the trouble in the valley might prevent anyone from coming, now, though, and I don't know how we can make much more progress without a proper linguist." Then he seemed to have second thoughts about having an opinion of his own. "But, I'm just a student, here. Ben and Eldrid are the ones who figure those things out."

"Sorry I can't be of more help, Ruthe," Spiv responded, and Ruthe brightened immediately.

"Oh that's all right. We're all happy to have you here. Well, except for the bad news you brought to Leanne. I, ah… that is, we all like Leanne very much. I mean, everyone here. I don't think there is anyone here who would not do about anything they could, for Leanne. Nothing we can do about her father, though."

"Yes, Ruthe. I agree. I wish I had put it together a few minutes sooner than I did. I mean, she figured it out almost as soon as I did. Bad luck, her hearing it that way. Well, anyway, I was expecting I would find 'Eldrid the wizard' but instead I got 'Eldrid the school teacher.' I'm not sure what that means in regard to my errand. Eldrid… I mean, he must be the same one. I don't know, I suppose I expected someone… powerful. Ruthe, how is it that you study magic but don't become a wizard?"

"Ah, that. Well, magic is a science, like all sciences, really. That's what Eldrid says. So, think of someone like… well, my father for example. My father is a printer. He knows all about various systems of reproducing all kinds of documents. Handbills, leaflets, books, all that." 

Printing was developing technology. Spiv was familiar with the principles. The most common method was a very specialized process, involving perhaps weeks of work preparing a metal plate engraved with a mirror image of what was to be printed. Once that was done, many copies of print could be made from one plate, but since much of the population could not read, posting a few copies of something which would then be read aloud periodically to whomever happened to be standing around at the moment was a more popular means of spreading information. To go to the expense of printing required a very special need. Spiv nodded at Ruthe to encourage him to continue. 

"Well, my father knows all about printing, and he or one of his helpers can certainly engrave a plate with whatever is wanted, so long as a good original is available as a model. But he may not actually be suited for creating that original. Perhaps the artwork is beyond his skill to create, but within his skill to copy… or perhaps the style of writing is profoundly eloquent or persuasive. Or technical. He may not even understand what it is he is printing, if it is in regard to a fine point of law, say, or a description of an unusual procedure. That's how most of us here are. We can understand the process by which some magics are wrought, but actually utilizing that process… well, most of us are not well suited for that. Magic is notoriously hard to control, you know. Even gifted wizards sometimes have problems with that."

"I see. Pardon me, but, if I may ask… since you do not intend to practice wizardry, how do you justify spending years of your life learning about something you cannot yourself use?"

"Well, someone may be able to use it. It's still useful knowledge to have. I mean, there are those who build the printing presses, and those who use them… and those who write what needs printing… and even those who teach other people to read, you see? All of those people have knowledge, even though only a few are actually printers. Magic is like that, so, it’s useful knowledge, anyway. And when I got the opportunity to study, myself, well... I didn't really like the printing business. Not cut out for it. Too many bad copies when I print and, well... I'm hopeless when it comes to engraving plates. They're quite expensive to produce, and you can't just rub out errors, you know. Besides, Eldrid says that someone never knows when he might find a branch of magic that works well for him. He says I have to wait for an 'epiphany' before I will know if I can use some of it or not. Maybe I will have an epiphany someday."

"And how does someone come across an opportunity to study magic?"

"Oh. Well, usually students are the sons of rich families, well-connected families. Someone knows someone, who owes someone else a favor... you know. An appointment is arranged. I don't come from money or anything myself. Eldrid approached my father a few years ago, actually. Needed something printed, wanted a really big job, I think. My father... well, Eldrid was going to pay for the job, actually, but my father got to know him a little, and instead, he asked Eldrid to take me on. Didn't charge Eldrid for the work at all, but got me this appointment. Quite expensive, in terms of lost fees, I think. I suppose my father knew I wasn't made for printing before I did, really. But it's quite interesting, studying with Eldrid, I mean. More fun than anything else I could have thought of. Eldrid says I have a good mind for collecting information. He says I should work on organizing what I learn a bit better..."

"Nice to have found something you can be enthusiastic about, though, isn't it? Good for you, Ruthe," Spiv commented. Ruthe smiled again. It seemed cheerfulness was his natural predisposition, and Spiv found himself liking the odd fellow, very much.

Ruthe seemed to have a genuine interest in Spiv, though perhaps that was simply his naturally curious nature. "What about you, Spiv? What is it you do?"

Now Spiv hesitated, if only a moment, calculating how he would frame his words. Before he could speak, Newport arrived, and announced, "Spiv, the old man wants to see you, immediately. Better hop on it, don't keep him waiting. Ruthe, shouldn't you be working on something?" Newport, Spiv thought, was obviously one of the "sons of rich families" Ruthe had mentioned before. He doubted Eldrid had said anything remotely like "immediately." Far more likely he had said, "When it is convenient," or something similar. Ruthe had brought the same message, from the same source, but much more politely. Spiv thought it probable that Newport just naturally treated everyone like they were servants shirking their duties. Unable to resist twisting his tail a bit, he replied to Newport with an air of distracted aplomb, not even looking at him.

"You may tell Eldrid that I will prepare for meeting with him, and be with him shortly. Thank you, Newport." When he did look back at Newport he enjoyed the pleasant shade of red creeping up Newport's neck at that dismissal. He decided to ice the cake by turning his back on Newport while he poked about his things. Since there was nothing he needed, he looked for a rag to wash his face with, just to keep himself occupied until Newport walked away. Fortunately, Newport left before Spiv had to cut off a dirty corner of canvass from the supply pack for that purpose. As soon as he was gone, Spiv asked Ruthe if the tower in the courtyard was, in fact, where Eldrid kept his room. Ruthe told him it was, seemingly unaware of the borderline rude exchange that had just occurred between Spiv and Newport. Truly, a naturally cheerful disposition, Spiv observed. He gives everyone the benefit of the doubt, and remains untroubled by other people's pettiness. How pleasant. Spiv thought about his own way of life, always watching for the wrong people did to each other, so that he could ease his conscience while he picked his marks to hork from. For the first time, he wondered if that was really a happy way to live.
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Eldrid, it turned out, quartered himself in a room high up in the keep itself, the only part of the old fortress not showing dangerous signs of ruin. It was comfortably, if sparingly, appointed. A crude bed frame, though with a good feather mattress, stood on one side of the large room, with a couple of trunks sitting at the foot. On the other side of the room Eldrid sat at what appeared to be a kitchen table, with books and notes and such things spread haphazardly across its surface. He was sipping tea in between scratching out notes on good quality parchment with a quill and a small inkpot. Spiv knocked on the frame of the open door, and Eldrid looked up.

"Come in, come in. Thank you for coming, Spiv. Please sit down." This while Eldrid rose and crossed to a set of shelves, all of which were covered end to end with books, save one shelf, about chest high, which had a some cups, a couple of plates and bowls, and a few other objects filling the space. Eldrid picked up another cup from there, and returned to the table, pouring into it from a pot of tea, which was on the table in front of him. That done, Eldrid settled himself once again, across from the chair Spiv had now taken.

"Terrible news you had to bring Leanne. Perhaps in a moment, you will relate to me the details? But first, tell me something of yourself, if you don't mind, Spiv. You said you are from somewhere to the south? Originally, I mean?"

"Yes, sir. We... moved about a lot when I was a boy, but when my father finally settled down, it was in the southwest, quite some way from here. The town of Wellingbanks was our home."

"Ah. I have never been there, but I know of it, of course. That is far from here. Your family is still there, I suppose?"

"I have two brothers, both older. They both moved on a few years before my father passed away. My mother was gone long before that, when I was a baby, less than a year old. Some small plague that swept through the town, and neighboring villages. Many people died, my mother was one of them. Lots of towns and villages in the region had that plague in the next couple of years, but ours was first, and perhaps for that reason, ours was worse. Some families lost every member. We lost only our mother."

"Hmmm... Sorry to hear it. That's one category we always search for, you know: The science of medicines, and the magic of healing. These damn plagues and diseases… We can do nothing about them, or near enough to nothing, with the limited understanding we now have. They cost us far too much in lives and grief."

"There is a magic just for healing?" Spiv's raised eyebrows showed his interest in this topic.

"Well, not specifically. Magic is divided into six realms, according to Othcut's Classifications." Eldrid reached behind himself and pulled a book off the near end of one of the shelves. He continued speaking as he flipped through a few pages. "Of those six categories of magic, perhaps four have attributes that can be used in healing magic, depending on what the particular problem is. Only one works directly on the disease in the body. That's Blood Magic. The others are… ancillary, I suppose, is the right way to put it. They can aid in development of medicines, that sort of thing. Like causing a useful herb to grow quickly, or yield a stronger effect, with Plant Magic. Or, in some cases, perhaps provide strength to the patient, to help the body combat the disease by it's own means, or comfort and calm the afflicted one, by means of Animal Magic, and so on… all of these are a help, very often, but only Blood Magic really has much in the way of direct action in attacking disease, and not all diseases are tractable to Blood Magic. And of course, all of these magics can be used in the opposite direction as well."

Spiv's curiosity grew when he heard the words, "Blood Magic." It sounded exotic and mysterious and powerful. His eyes were eager, but he held his tongue, hoping Eldrid would go on. 

Eldrid glanced over the top of the book he was holding, and saw Spiv's interest. He said, "Unfortunately, the knowledge of Blood Magic has been all but lost. Very little has been uncovered in regard to that realm of the art, here or elsewhere. It can be very powerful, but it is the second oldest of the six types, and perhaps for that reason, the second most rare to find artifacts or documents regarding it. Scholars generally agree that it was the least well documented even at the peak of development, and what was documented has almost entirely been lost to time."

Spiv was disappointed. "Oh," was all he came up with in response. He supposed magic was like higher math. The difference between algebra and calculus was hard to grasp, until you had the basics of both. Perhaps he would never really understand the basics, and though he thought it interesting enough, he supposed the time of a man such as Eldrid was better spent on serious pupils. For Spiv, it would be interesting entertainment to know more about it, but he had no intention or desire to actually be a part of it. Horkers were encouraged to disdain the use of magic, from their earliest training. But it was interesting, so he asked another question.

"What is the most common magic?"

"The most common in use? Fire Magic, I suppose, these days. But the most common in documents, that would be either Animal Magic or Earth Magic. Fire Magic is perhaps the easiest to use, for most people that have any ability, though."

Spiv digested that, more questions occurring to him, but when he didn't speak for a moment, Eldrid brought the conversation back to his previous topic.

"So. Wellingbanks," Eldrid went on. "Were you educated there, as well?"

"I didn't get much of what you would call formal education, sir. My father taught me what he knew, and he sent me around to some other folks for what he did not, or for what he thought I needed a better education than what he could provide, himself."

"I see. A series of special tutors. A good method, I think. Would that more parents invested so well in their children. But… no sons remained in Wellingbanks to take over the family business? Or, perhaps your father was employed for wages?"

"My father... my father was self-employed, sir. There was a shop, sort of an ‘odds and ends’ kind of bartering shop. Or sometimes, he would loan money against useful items placed with him as collateral. Then he would either collect interest, or wind up selling the items to repay the loan, and sometimes he made a profit that way. But none of us were ever intended to take it over, and I suppose none of us really wanted to, with Father gone. I guess my father wanted us each to make our own way, and we all set out to do that, though being youngest, I was last. Maybe he would have asked one of us to take it over later on, after we had gained a bit of wisdom in our travels, but he… passed away rather suddenly, and... I was not much interested in staying around after that."

"Perfectly understandable, Spiv. Ah, Spiv, not to be indelicate, I take it your father did not die of one of these small epidemics that come through from time to time?"

Spiv was becoming wary now. These questions were a bit too organized around a central theme for him to think it was random small talk. What does this old bird know? How does he know it? Spiv asked himself. He realized, though, that if Eldrid somehow knew his background, it would be sacrificing all credibility to deny it. So, instead, he replied smoothly, "No sir. His end was something... more dramatic. He was hanged... by the townsfolk, in my middle teen years."

"Yes, forgive me, Spiv. I observe… well, I thought you had the manner of someone trained in the skills of horking. Am I correct in that perception?"

Spiv took a fast gulp of air, but caught himself before he looked around to see if they could be overheard. "Yes, sir. I was trained in the apprentice arts of horking. I have made my way with those skills since my father's death. I would perhaps be considered an Apprentice of the Fourth Level, trained in all of the Three Skills, to that level or higher. If I were to contact a brotherhood in a large city, I think they would find me competent at that level." Some pride crept into his voice as he said this, but Spiv was watching Eldrid now, wanting to know just how familiar he was with such things, observing him closely for signs of something surprising him, such as the knowledge that Horkers had organizations which would test apprentices and assign them ranks. He saw no sign of surprise in Eldrid's face. Spiv desperately wanted to know how Eldrid had made out that he was a Horker.

"Hmmm... yes, well... I hope you follow well the tenets of the trade. It can be a dangerous vocation, I believe you have reason to know that. But the Ten Laws of Horking should hold you in good stead, if you follow them well. Forgive me for lecturing, Spiv. It's none of my business, really. I'm just trying to get to know who I am dealing with a little bit."

"Sir… you seem very well informed," Spiv observed, implying a question.

"Well. Yes, I suppose so. Do you mean, how do I know about the Laws of Horking? I have been reading and studying many things for a great many years, young man. I think most people would say I know a little bit about very many things. A few might say I know rather a lot about some few things, as well, I suppose. Horking? I have known of the brotherhood, in a general way, since long before you were born, Spiv. I know enough about horking to respect it as a trade, and to know that there are differences between Horkers and simple common thieves. Given the strict ethic which is traditional for the brotherhood, and the level of training required to be successful in it, it is perhaps more a profession than a trade."

"Actually, sir, I was more curious about how you know that those laws are significant to me. That is to say, how did you come to the conclusion I was trained in horking at all?"

"Oh. Yes, of course, you would be curious about that, wondering how you gave yourself away, hmm? Let us simply say I am a close observer of people. Proper apprentices of any trade receive much training, usually from a very young age, and all throughout their developing years. Especially in the early years, if it is good training, it leaves its mark. Though perhaps it would be better to say, in this case, it is conspicuous by its lack of leaving a mark. You would hardly be surprised if I was able to guess that someone was a soldier, even if I met him in ordinary clothes, would you? Or if I guessed I was speaking to a young nobleman, even if I met him in a common tavern, incognito, wearing workingman's clothes? It's much the same sort of thing, you know."

Spiv considered this. "A soldier, sir, tends to have a powerful, or at least, athletic build. He would look strong, and tough, if he were a good soldier. A competent soldier would show a certain confidence in dealing with other men, and might move with noticeable grace or strength, depending on his training and the weapons he is suited for. He might bear scars from battles or injuries in training. I can usually spot such a man in a short time, faster if I am actually speaking with him myself. And a nobleman... a nobleman would take any deference offered him with unconscious ease, and would also be very aware of proper etiquette in any situation, even if he deliberately did not behave properly himself. You would see in him a certain awareness of any gauche missteps on the part of others present around him, if nothing else. He would unconsciously handle the most simple meal with proper and polite behaviors, and be cautious about discussing politics if they came up. I understand what you are getting at, but I am not sure what you could have seen at our lunch that would pinpoint my own background so precisely. Certainly you did not see the salt shaker disappear up my sleeve."

"Yes. Well, I would hardly expect even a naive and bumbling Horker to take the salt shaker from the table of a great and powerful wizard, would I?" Eldrid's reply was droll, but the twinkle in his eye was sufficient to show he was joking, and Spiv smiled at him. More seriously, he went on, "As you have pointed out, there are many features and characteristics which betray a man's background. I think, if you had spent more time around practitioners and students of the wizard's arts, you would have identified me immediately. My own training has left its marks. But, back to you, Spiv, what do you suppose one might observe in a man who has been trained to appear as any, or indeed, all of several different sorts of men? Someone who could pass himself off as a humble farmer, or as a young nobleman, or anything in between?" 

Spiv thought about that for a moment, and realized what Eldrid was saying. Because he could not identify any particular class or background, he had come to the conclusion that Spiv's own background would have to be one of a limited set, one which would produce that very lack of identifying traits. He might possibly be the illegitimate son of a minor nobleman who had been disposed of in his father's will, and therefore trained in courtly manners, but living for the last few years as a common person, without family income. Or he could be a courtier, elevated by chance from the common people, then disgraced after a few years’ service, perhaps for dallying with a nobleman's daughter, or some other minor error. But there were not many possibilities that would create Spiv's chameleon ability to fit into very nearly any social circle, and Spiv had eliminated most of them with the early answers he gave to Eldrid's questions. Eldrid had not really been asking who or what he was, with his early questions. He had been eliminating possibilities. Eventually he had been left with one.

"I understand, sir. I suppose I will have to give that some further consideration." Spiv had realized he would have to pay more attention when he was not in a role. He would have to have a set of background traits in evidence for anyone as observant as Eldrid to be able to detect. Never stop learning, Spiv, he said to himself. He thought this was a valuable lesson, and he tucked it into his mental library under the Third and Eighth Laws. Have your alibi ready before you need it, and, a ruse is better than stealth, he recited to himself, silently. He would give further thought to this later on.

"Excellent, Spiv. Good for you. The first mark of a wise man is that he knows he has more to learn." Eldrid smiled. "Now, to the issue at hand: You came here looking for me, what can I do for you?" Eldrid sat back in his chair, the very image of patience with willingness to listening.

Spiv began his story, relating how he had come across the wrecked wagon, the dying man, who turned out to be Leanne's father, and his request that Spiv take the green stone to Eldrid. Eldrid sat quietly afterwards, seemingly deep in thought. After a bit of time had passed, Spiv wondered if Eldrid was trying to decide whether to believe him or not. He decided to go on to say that he had become acquainted with Lord Raymond on the journey here. He left out the details of that story, but produced his letter appointing him to Lord Raymond's court. He finished, saying, "We, my companion and I, have not had contact with Lord Raymond or his messengers since leaving Sessing's Cross, where the local men are preparing for war. I thought... I thought it might be useful, if this old fortress could be made ready for defense. Lord Raymond might need a defensive position to fall back to, or a fortress to wage war out of. I didn't know, until today, the condition of the ruins, and frankly, I don't know much more now... if this place still represents a good defense, or if it is repairable, or can be readily improved in whatever time is available. So, anyway, I had a second reason to come sooner, rather than later, in spite of everything that's happening."

Eldrid remained silent for a long time, but now he was doing things. After refilling Spiv's tea, he examined Spiv's letter in detail, and got up to find another document to compare it to. Spiv looked on with interest. It turned out to be a letter from Lord Raymond to Eldrid, a response his request to excavate these same ruins, which were in Lord Raymond's lands. It was dated some years ago, and appeared to be a request to renew the lord's permission. Spiv surmised then that such requests were granted on a limited basis, rather than in perpetuity. Eldrid was comparing the signature between the two documents. When he was done, he sat down again, leaned back in his chair, and steepled his fingers over his stomach. 

"Spiv, I think the letter is clearly genuine, and the signature is Lord Raymond's own hand. All that remains is to establish that you are, in fact, the man for whom this letter was intended. How might we do that?" 

"I don't know, sir. I am unknown in these lands. Or, largely so, at least. Perhaps you would like to examine Joseph, and if you establish that he is who he says he is, he might vouch for me? He is much more local than I am. But it will take time to send someone to Sessing's Cross, to verify Joseph's story. Do you have an alternative suggestion?"

"Hmmm... We should like to avoid that, sending to Sessing's Cross, I think, things standing as they are in the countryside. I don't suppose Lord Raymond gave you a token of some kind, in addition to this letter? You see my problem, Spiv, is that a letter could be taken from the body of a man for whom the letter was actually intended. Such a person, who had acquired a letter like this one by illicit means, could do very well for himself. He could influence all kinds of matters, in many places. Often, another letter, written directly to the person to whom the herald or ambassador has been sent, outlining the matter that the lord has authorized such a person to address on his behalf, accompanies a letter like this one. Of course, you make no claim that Lord Raymond has sent you to me, so you would not have one of those. But it is highly unusual for a lord to appoint someone with whom he is not very familiar to his court. And you have told me that you have not been long in Lord Raymond's domain, nor are you of noble or even genteel birth. You are, forgive me, something of the antithesis of that.

"Naturally, it may all be just as you say, and in time, if you remain with us for a while, I will know you well enough to judge you by your character. But, if there is anything else to support your story, this is the time to present it."

"Sir... I understand what you are saying, but... I did not come to ask you for anything. I came to give you something, which was already entrusted to me. I suppose I do not understand why I am expected to prove to you who I am, simply in order that I may give something to you. Something which... I was led to believe you would be very interested in having in your possession again." 

Of course, Spiv said all this in a very respectful manner. He was impressed with Eldrid, even if a little disappointed that he was an academic type, not a powerful wizard. But it seemed a bit odd that Eldrid was so suspicious, when Spiv was bringing something to him, not asking for something.

Eldrid, true to form, considered this for a moment also, before he spoke. And then he simply said, "Perhaps you will indulge me in this, Spiv? If there is anything else to support your story?"

Spiv thought a moment, and then reached under his shirt, and unbuckled the belt holding his dirk in its scabbard. He didn't want to pull out the bare blade, as this seemed a bit more respectful, or at least much less threatening, at any rate.

"This was given to me by Lord Raymond himself. I think it was his own personal dirk." He passed it over to Eldrid. Eldrid took it in both hands, the way someone holds a valuable object of art, or perhaps the way a professor who handles ancient objects and fragile documents very often would handle everything. He pulled the blade up far enough to read the inscription, SPIV, and then I saved Lord Raymond. Then he took it a bit further out, until he could see the engraved likeness of the lycanthrope. He looked at it a long moment.

"Spiv... what is this an image of? Perhaps I should hear about this, as well. I will tell you, this dirk is known to me. It was indeed once Lord Raymond's personal weapon, or one very similar. I should think I would like to hear this story, if you don't mind telling it to me."

"Very well, sir. It started when Lord Raymond's men came across my camp in the forest. The captain of his bodyguard, his name is Jackson, and two other men..." Spiv went on to recount the whole tale. Eldrid interrupted him occasionally, to ask a question or clear up a detail. Spiv concluded the story, saying, "... in the end, Jackson told me it was the silver in the arrow that did it, sir. And Lord Raymond agreed. I suppose they knew what they were talking about, but I don't have any experience in such things myself." Eldrid was the consummate listener, encouraging Spiv to speak with minute nods and an expression of interest on his face, leaning forward in his chair at the right moments as Spiv spoke, and relaxing back into his chair at other times. Spiv went on to relate his own speculation regarding why the lycanthrope had turned up when and where it did. 

When he was done, Eldrid was sitting back in his chair, silent, as he had been throughout Spiv's narrative. Spiv was getting used to the pauses in conversation, and made himself relax and wait through it, this time. When Eldrid did speak, he surprised Spiv. 

"So. You've many talents, it seems... including some for fighting, and perhaps for strategy, as well." Now it was Spiv's turn to be silent, because he did not know what to say to that. He didn't think of himself as a fighter. Eldrid went on, "I think you are undoubtedly right, that this creature was created by the Sath, and very likely right that he did it for the purpose of drawing Lord Raymond out of his capital city. Or killing him, as surely would have happened, had you not been present. It is very interesting, that coincidence, them finding you just before they found the creature. Compounded by the coincidence of your fashioning a silver arrow, sufficient to the need that presented itself. Don't you find it interesting? Lord Raymond always has been a lucky man. What would you say if someone speculated that all of this is evidence that Lord Raymond is simply fated to survive his struggle with this new Sath? Never mind, Spiv, that was a rhetorical question, simply meant to stimulate thought.

"Well, I believe you, Spiv. To have the dagger Lord Raymond wore himself, as well as the letter he wrote for you, well, if you had both of those by evil means, then Lord Raymond would certainly not be a threat to the Sath, and you would not be here trying to worm your way into our confidence. And you very likely would not have known enough about the foul breed we call 'lycan' to fabricate this story, had not you been there to see it yourself." Eldrid paused to think for a moment before he went on. Spiv took that moment to interrupt.

"Sir, it is true, I know nothing of these sorts of matters. I merely surmised that the coincidence of the creature appearing just when it did was, well, too much of a coincidence, if you take my meaning. But could a man, whatever his training, really produce such a monstrous thing as a lycanthrope? How is such a thing possible?"

Eldrid reached behind himself, to his bookshelf, selecting a large tome entitled, Botanical Reference, and began paging through it as he replied. "There is much to natural science that is known to only a few men, here and there. And even more to unnatural science. Are you familiar with this plant, Spiv?" Eldrid turned the book around, and displayed a colored drawing of a green stem topped with peculiar purple flowers.

"Yes, sir. That is Monk's Cap. It is common enough, though poisonous. Doctors use the leaves in their preparations sometimes. Children are taught not to touch them."

"You are correct, Spiv. This plant produces an alkaloid substance that effects neurological symptoms in animals and man. It is used to treat heart palpitations, and can also be used to prepare pain-relievers and to treat fever. Improperly used, it is quite poisonous, and can be deadly. There is another variety, which grows at high altitudes, similar in appearance, but producing yellow flowers. It is much more rare, at least in this region, and much more delicate. It is notoriously difficult to cultivate and raise to maturity, and it has similar properties to its purple cousin, and more. It is called, locally where it grows wild, 'Wolfsbane.' Spiv, a man with proper knowledge might find a place suitable for this plant to grow naturally, and cause a great field of Wolfsbane to be sowed, and to grow unnaturally, with properties unusual even for this exotic flower. This Wolfsbane is the primary necessity for the investment of lycanthropy. A man such as a Sath would surely have little difficulty sowing sufficient quantities of the plant, and altering it enough to enhance its properties. That would be in his Sathist lore. He would need only the additional knowledge of how to harvest it safely and prepare it for his uses." Eldrid closed his book with a snap, and replaced the volume on the shelf behind him. "Proper preparation of it falls into the category of Animal Magic, and that is a category well explored by the Saths of ancient times. It is almost certain, from what we know, that the Sath created the lycanthrope, as you guessed without knowing all of this.

"I suggest to you, Spiv, that the things we have talked about should not be discussed readily with others. This is truly a case of the less said, the better, I think. Now, returning to the purposes of your journey here, perhaps it's time I had a look at this green stone. These old eyes of mine have not looked into the green fire for many years. But it seems to be important to some powerful person or persons, so, it's probably best if we figure out what role it is meant to play. I do not think it is a coincidence that someone is looking for it just in advance of the arrival of the Sath, do you?"

"I hadn't thought about that, sir. I suppose you are right. Many strange things are happening, sort of all at once… it makes sense that they are likely to be connected. Anyway, I have it here." Spiv rolled up his trouser leg, and pulled out the wadded cloth he had stuffed into his boot top when he and Joseph left the cart hidden in the woods. He handed it to Eldrid, who held it a moment before unwrapping the stone. What had been bit of green flash was now a warm green glow, though nothing that would likely be described as "green fire." Spiv looked closer, though, and realized that the stone positively emitted light now, whereas before it had been only a sparkle. The brightness appeared to be increasing. "Sir... it didn't look like that before. It wasn't glowing like that."

"I am not surprised to hear it. These things are not easily understood, Spiv, but if I had to guess, I would say that your bringing the stone here has moved it forward towards some application of its magic. The stone is becoming ready to be called upon for something, some use of its properties."

Spiv was startled. "You're saying that the stone knows where it is?"

"Hmmm... No, I would not put it in those terms, Spiv. Rather, think of it this way. Time, which flows always steadily forward for us, does not always flow the same way for objects with peculiar properties."

"What are its properties, sir? If I may ask."

"Spiv, I would be happy to tell you. Unfortunately, we just don't know. When it was passed to me, many years ago, it was known to influence plant growth readily, rapidly. Its mere presence is enough to cause dramatic change in the growth of plants, without any other application of magic. Any farm this stone was kept on would be the most successful farm for many miles around, even if someone were planting in the poorest soil. Interestingly, we also observed that cattle, sheep, and horses... they all do better, breed more successfully, stay healthier and stronger, near this stone. While we quickly realized it was the influence of the stone, no one understood that effect for a long time, but someone finally suggested that it might just be the result of the animals eating the grasses and other plants that have been influenced in their growth by this stone. It may even be true of humans as well, although we did not observe those effects. People grow too slowly, and we would need a period of years of observation to be sure we were seeing the influence of the stone on a child's development. Or rather, to be sure the child benefited from eating plants grown near this stone. 

"We may have been right in our conclusions, though nothing further has been learned of it, by anyone, unless only recently. It was not allowed to stay long in any one place until it was hidden, and then we feared to draw attention to it by remaining close by to study the effects."

"Sir, if it grows plants healthier, why wouldn't it grow cattle and sheep healthier, too?"

"A fair question. While I told you we don't know the properties of this stone in detail, we do know some general things, Spiv. We examined it several different ways, both by empirical means and by magical means. So far as we can tell, this stone only influences plant life in direct ways. Plant Magic, sometimes called Green Magic, in our circles. Magic tends to be specific, falling into one of six categories. Plant, Animal, Earth, Fire, Blood, and Death Magic, these are Othcut's categories. Othcut figured out that magic which works on plants generally does not work directly on animals or minerals, but the results may be passed on indirectly. Any effect it had on animal life would be indirect, such as the result of a diet of plants saturated by the energy of this stone while they were being grown. It is as though magical properties must be tailored to specific targets in order to be effective. But once it is successfully applied, the changes in the target are general as well as specific, and may change the way the target interacts with or effects things that fall more directly under other categories.

"At the time, when we were examining this stone, we thought that there was great potential locked up in the artifact. Now we have even greater reason to think so. If you will wait for me outside a moment, Spiv, I will put this away, and then I have something to show you. Forgive me, please. It is not that I don't trust you. It's only that you cannot be forced or fooled into telling what you do not know, and I plan to hide this stone before I let it out of my sight. I will only be a moment."

"Yes, certainly, sir. I'll be right outside." Spiv left through the door he had come in. He wasn't sure if Eldrid meant for him to wait outside his room, or outside the keep entirely, so he went down the stairs and waited just outside the main entrance in the courtyard. Eldrid came along a moment later.

"Spiv," he began, as if nothing special were going on just a few minutes before, "what you see of this fortress from here is only a fraction of what it would have looked like many hundreds of years ago. The ruins that remain in sight here are only the main courtyard, and their surrounding structures. But this place once encompassed perhaps four times the ground it now occupies. And that is merely what was above the ground. It was, once, almost a city of its own.

"Below us, there are rooms and halls, cut out of the ground. Storerooms, armories, a dungeon… perhaps, once we have explored it all, we will have found treasuries and the like, also, and we suspect there may be a library down there, as well. We have found a great barracks, which we assume was a way of secreting an army inside the fortress, perhaps where it could not easily be observed by spies. There is a cistern of truly magnificent proportions, which is kept full by a clever system of surface drainage designed to collect rainwater. It has an overflow drainage system as well, to prevent flooding. This part above... well, it is remarkable how it has endured for many hundreds of years, perhaps even thousands. We don't know exactly how long it has stood. It was... magnificent work. The areas below are not less well constructed.

"But the lower levels... Spiv, there have been no storms, or fires, or wind or rain below. Those spaces are preserved far better than this. Better than we would have dreamed. They are not entirely safe, but perhaps not too dangerous. Men have died down there over the years, as stone masonry occasionally gives in to the great pressures from above. There are areas which have caved in entirely, and some which seem to have been sealed off as the result of something more unusual... perhaps earthquakes, not common in this region, but still, with thousands of years to work with, the earth will slowly reclaim whatever man does, if he is not diligent about keeping it up. And there are areas that seem to have been secret places, which were meant to resist even close examination. We cannot access much of it. Passages have collapsed, and whole rooms have disappeared. But we have found ways into some parts. I want you to go down there with me." 

"Yes, sir. Um… now, sir? It will be night, soon." Spiv observed.

"Yes, it will be night soon. Spiv, down there it does not matter, day or night. There is no light but what we will bring ourselves, anyway."

"I suppose so, sir. Yes, well, let's go to it, then." Spiv was a bit nervous about this, and so overcompensated with enthusiasm. "Um, perhaps I should tell my companion Joseph where I am going?"

"Yes, by all means. If fact, if he would like to come with us, you may bring him, if you are confident about his discretion. Perhaps best if you do not mention it to the others here, though. Academic types are prone to a certain jealousy, unfortunately, and we do not want to make it an expedition for the whole group, just now, at any rate. And I don't want a discussion about whether I should be showing it to you, now. Go and eat something, invite your friend, and meet me here in, say, an hour. Does that suit?"

"Yes, sir, in an hour." Spiv wondered what he was about to get himself into now.
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Spiv and Joseph were waiting when Eldrid returned to their meeting place. Spiv was a little confounded by Joseph's exuberant decision to join them. He didn't mind having Joseph along. Quite the opposite, he found some comfort in the idea of Joseph's strong back and arms being down there with him, say, if a roof caved in or something. He just couldn't understand Joseph's enthusiastic attitude about it. He would have been quite content to let Joseph go in his place, and stay above ground, himself, perhaps visiting with Leanne a while.

Eldrid was just meeting Joseph for the first time, so they went through the process of introductions and Eldrid asking several questions about Joseph's background and family, as he had with Spiv before. Spiv didn't know if Eldrid was checking out Joseph's bona fides, or if it was just Eldrid's way of making acquaintances and remembering them. Apparently satisfied, there being nothing about Joseph that seemed inconsistent or mysterious, he led them into the ground floor room of the keep. Neither Spiv nor Joseph saw anything other than stone walls, stone floor, and wooden ceiling, supported by great oak beams, and the staircase leading up the tower, also old oak. But Eldrid picked up a great wooden lever with a chisel-pointed iron tongue appended at one end, and used it to pry up one stone in the floor, which, instead of a great cube of stone, such as the walls were made of, was instead only a slab, a couple of inches thick. Below that was a large iron ring, set into a recess below the floor. Now Eldrid took his lever and reversed it, thrusting the wooden end through the ring, and using the edge of the recess as a fulcrum, he leaned down on the lever, thereby pulling up on the ring, which slowly gave ground, raising eventually some four or five inches from its original place. The sound of rocks grating on each other filled the room, but nothing else seemed to happen. 

Eldrid put the lever away, and as he replaced the slab that covered the ring, Spiv could see the ring was already sinking again, into its original position, but he didn't hear rock moving again. Eldrid picked up a small lamp, which was already lit, and headed for the stairs, which led up into the keep's higher floors. He glanced over his shoulder to see Spiv and Joseph looking at each other, instead of following.

"Coming, gentlemen?" he said, wryly. When Spiv and Joseph looked towards him, he had disappeared. Now Spiv and Joseph were truly at a loss, until he poked his head back out, and they saw he had merely stepping into an opening created, it seemed, by one part of the wall behind the stairs, moving outward perhaps eighteen inches. The seam where the wall separated was actually hidden behind a wooden support, which ran from floor to ceiling and appeared to be simply part of the staircase. Joseph grinned like a child when he saw the clever disguise of the entrance. A man who stumbled across the slab of stone and discovered the iron ring might still look a long time before he happened to spy the opening now afforded him. Spiv, true to his nature, thought that someone who went to that much trouble must have intended to hide something very valuable behind it. He was becoming more interested in this little tour he was about to take.

Together, they all three descended through flights of stone stairs, which seemed to be carved into existing stone, not built with stones carried in. They descended steeply. The first flight ended in a landing with doors on two sides. Eldrid, as he took a small stick and lighted it from the lamp, explained that both doors led to rooms that had been thoroughly explored, and there was no evidence that there was further construction beyond what they were able to access, and little of interest had been discovered in either of them. One was the large barracks Eldrid had described to Spiv previously, and behind the barracks were a kitchen, complete with ventilation to the surface, and behind that, an access to the cistern, which remained full of water, though how much water, no one knew. They did not go into those areas, and Eldrid, using the small stick he had lit from his lamp, now lit a lamp hung on the wall of the landing, and headed down the next flight of stairs. 

The second flight ended at a landing with two more doors. The stairs so far had been straight, the first flight running one way, and the second running the opposite direction, so Spiv was sure the doors were on the same sides as the landing above. They were massive doors, made with great beams of wood, banded and studded with iron. They were doors such as a king might have constructed for a treasure room, and would take hours to hack into with an axe, or to be burned away. Eldrid explained that these were false doors that opened on nothing at all. In fact, they could not be opened, really, because they were not really doors. They were simply wood and iron constructed to look like doors, which had been bolted into the stone on each side. He said that, years ago, they had actually removed the entire panels to search for a hidden mechanism or some other form of access. None was found. It was suspected that these were simply something to delay anyone who came down here for nefarious reasons. Misdirection, Spiv thought, approvingly, as he nodded.

The landing itself was like a small room where perhaps five or six men could stand at one time, if they were willing to be uncomfortably close enough to do so. The walls had no seams except at the corners, each appearing to be constructed out of one great slab of stone. They were smooth, with only a fine grain visible in the structure of the stone itself, no marbling or other distinguishing marks. There was a lamp here, too, set in a little alcove on one wall. Eldrid lighted it, and stepped back up a few stairs, and invited Spiv and Joseph to find the way to go on. Joseph saw it first. In the same way that they could not detect the opening of the wall in the great room upstairs until Eldrid was standing half in it, there was a cleverly arranged optical illusion which prevented them from quickly seeing that the wall opposite the stairs did not, in fact, meet the other walls at the corners. It stood well out from the real corners, which were hidden behind it. To proceed, they had merely to step around the false wall, and start down the stairs again. Spiv noted that the lamp for this landing was set in a recess in the wall which created the illusion, and that this prevented a telltale shadow from exposing too easily and quickly the entrance to the next flight of stairs.

The next flights were spirals, descending at an even more rapid angle, and longer than the first two. They were now getting deep enough into the earth that the air seemed to feel heavier, and thicker. Spiv struggled just a bit with some mild claustrophobia. Joseph, it seemed, found the whole thing to be a lark, and could barely hold himself back to Eldrid's pace. On the third landing, Eldrid again presented them with two doors, and if his life had depended on it, Spiv could not have said what direction either one would open to. He was now thoroughly disoriented. He examined their two options, the doors. They were more ordinary doors, like those on the first landing. No visible catch, but a great iron ring in the center of each one, for pulling on. Again, Eldrid lighted a lamp, this time on the wall opposite the stairs, on which there was not a door.

"Now, gentlemen, listen closely to me. You should be careful down here. There are many hazards, and while we mark those we find, we don't know if we have found them all, even in the places we have explored completely. The first discoveries were made in the area accessed from the first landing, above. The 'great find' was up there. It has been well explored, and documented, and generally, it is thought to be safe enough to walk through. From this landing, on one side, we have found several ordinary rooms, and we should explore and examine them in more detail. But on the other side, we have only recently found a new passage. We are going there. Once we go in, do not handle anything you find that looks old or unusual without showing it to me first. If you find something that looks like a passage or an entrance to another room, do not venture through until I have seen it and we talk it over."

Eldrid simply pulled the iron ring of the right hand door. It came out on a straight rod for an inch or less. He rotated it to the left, a quarter turn. Then he pulled it sharply left, parallel to the door itself. The large iron facing the ring was mounted on moved with the ring, so there was no telltale track showing how to move it, though Eldrid slid it sideways several inches. They could hear a tongue or bolt being drawn. Finally, with the ring still out, he simply pushed the door open, into the room behind it. It seemed to open easily, and almost silently. It was strange, that such an old door did not creak and protest as it was being moved. Spiv simply assumed that Eldrid or his people had performed some maintenance on it. Clever design, though. You could spend a day pulling on that ring before you figured that one out. The "ring" is actually a handle for a crude key, and the door must be unlocked before opening it.

The room it opened to was large, but unremarkable, except that it seemed to have only three walls. The fourth, opposite the door, could not be seen behind a small mountain of rock, which appeared to have fallen into the room over time, and piled up from floor to ceiling. Presumably, there was a fourth wall somewhere behind the cave-in, and perhaps doors or passages from that wall, but if so, it had been hundreds of years since any of it had been seen. Eldrid stepped in and picked up another lamp, which was sitting on the floor, obviously for convenience. He lighted that one, and hung it on a hook in the wall next to the door. With two lamps the light was barely sufficient for Spiv to see that the rubble between his group and the fourth wall went from end to end, without a break. The uneven surface of the mound was littered with stone blocks, perhaps fallen from the ceiling above, as well as old tools, stubs of candles, and an assortment of other refuse. He could see where people had, at one time or another, climbed up the dirt hill, dug into it, perhaps probed it with long rods, and anything else someone could think to do to find a way through it. He could not see any indication of where anyone had been successful. He looked at Eldrid, who was smiling at him.

"Yes, we all thought the same thing. You see it now almost as we found it, long ago. It appears as though many men before us have had their go at it. We even thought to cart all the rock out by hand at one point, but there are signs indicating that has been tried in the past, as well. Among other problems with that idea is that there are great slabs or blocks of stone buried in the rubble. It appears that those who came before us had no success getting through, either. Our own small experiment in that direction showed that the earth above tends to fill in as fast as it can be carried out. Joseph, do you care to have a look and see if you can puzzle this one out?"

Joseph didn't even answer him. He was already engrossed in nosing around. First he examined the wall of debris, from end to end. Then he examined some of the discarded tools and rods and candle stubs. Then he stopped completely.

"Well sir, it strikes me as odd that so many of these candles are burned down to about the same length. And not far enough, if you see what I mean. There's a lot of good tallow left on these. So… either someone had a great store of candles, and no shortage of more on the way… or they were not really used here while work was being done. And I can't see much in the way of candle drippings around the floor, either. If they were burned down here and casually tossed aside, this many candles, sooner or later someone is going to spill some tallow. If they didn't pick up the trash, why would they scrape up the tallow drippings? It's more likely they were cut off short, and then burned just a little while. Or they were used somewhere else, and discarded here."

"Very good, Joseph, very good indeed. You've the right kind of mind for this game. I wish I had had you with me years ago, the first time we tried to sort this out."

Spiv was confused. "What are you two going on about? What does it mean?" Eldrid only looked at Joseph, inviting him to go on.

"Spiv, it means that this dirt wall is supposed to be here. Maybe there is nothing behind it at all, or even if there is, it was dressed up long ago to distract whoever found his way in here from something else. It's what you would call 'misdirection,' Spiv. I shouldn't be surprised if it was originally designed to make someone think that the ceiling was caved in to stop someone from going this way, like… well, for example, if someone was being chased through here, they might think that the ones they were chasing made the cave-in, or found a way through it, and covered their tracks. The pursuers might spend days trying to dig through before they figured it out. The way we want to go is not behind that mound. Whatever is behind there is not important. What they were protecting is somewhere else."

"Exactly so, my young friend. Exactly so." Eldrid, pleased as if with a pupil properly reciting a difficult lesson, beamed at Joseph. Then he turned around and shut the door they had come through. This side had a great bolt, which was mated with a large hole in the door jam. The first inches of movement of the bolt, Spiv realized, reset the large ring on the outside of the door. Then, as Eldrid threw the bolt home, he met some resistance when the handle of the bolt was properly aligned with the notch carved in its carrier. But instead of locking the bolt down, he pushed harder, leaning awkwardly from half a step too far to the left for the best leverage. When the bolt had moved perhaps another two inches there was an audible "click" and the sound of stone moving on stone, the sound Spiv had heard when Eldrid manipulated the ring in the floor of the keep, but much shorter, as if the stone hadn't moved far. A stone set in the floor just in front of the door had popped up a bit on the near end, and several feet farther down that wall, the other end had sunk a couple of inches. Spiv understood immediately. It was a well-balanced, long beam of stone set on a central fulcrum... like a seesaw. Raising one end would lower the other. The weight of the side going down would counter the weight of the side going up. He was fascinated. Joseph almost giggled with glee at the devious design.

Looking at it with a professional eye, as a Horker, Spiv also noticed that, had Eldrid been standing where it was most convenient to throw the bolt home, his own weight would have prevented the seesaw from starting up. And with it started up, the bolt was entirely superfluous. The raised stone floor would prevent the door from opening more than an eighth of an inch. On the other hand, if the door was opened, even a few inches, the stone beam could never come up. That was a bit nervous for him to think of, guessing that they were about to go down a bit further. If they closed the seesaw stone behind them, and someone came and opened the door while they were below, and did not close it properly, they might have no way out.

Eldrid simply stepped to the "down side" of the seesaw beam, and put his weight on the stone, which creaked only a bit as it sank, and its opposite side came up. When it had moved far enough to get a grip under the high end, Eldrid stepped back, and raised it by hand. It was balanced so well that it required little effort to lift. He gestured to Joseph.

"If you would grab one of those rods, Joseph, I always feel better if I prop this thing up before I go further down." Joseph jumped to it, eager to go on. Spiv resigned himself to the inevitable and stepped over behind Eldrid, ready to follow him down, deeper into this nervous place, as he experienced it. But it turned out, as they ducked under the beam of stone, that with only a few steps down, they had arrived at their destination.

After they had both followed Eldrid down the last narrow stairway, less than three feet wide, they found themselves in a room about the same size as the one above it, but with four solid walls, and an even, stone ceiling. The back wall went only a few yards past the point where the dirt, one floor up, blocked further access. There was no lamp sitting here for their use, and they all three had to depend on Eldrid's lamp. Spiv looked back up, relieved to see that light from the lamp left in the room above was clearly visible. If Eldrid's lamp went out, they would not have to bumble about blindly, trying to find the stairway back up. A bit more comfortable now, Spiv looked about more carefully. He was surprised to note that there did not seem to be anything in the room. Nothing at all, it was empty. What did he bring us down here to show us? There is nothing in here... Is this where he comes to have a conversation that cannot be overheard?

He turned to ask Eldrid, but Eldrid was doing something with the lamp, muttering something under his breath. Spiv moved closer to the stairs. If Eldrid was having trouble with that lamp, he wanted the way out to be close at hand.

But Eldrid was not having trouble with the lamp. The lamp was getting brighter- very much brighter. It was bright enough now to be uncomfortable to look directly into, and Eldrid hung it on a hook mounted into the side of the stairs they came down. The light was enough to fill the room. Spiv glanced at Joseph, and for a moment, he felt his stomach curl on itself. He was never really comfortable with magic in use, even something as harmless as this. Joseph was standing with his mouth open, and his eyes glittered in a way that reminded Spiv of the last time he had experienced magic in Joseph's presence. But it turned out to be nothing but amazement, which was obvious when Joseph spoke.

"Now, that's some kind of trick. Wouldn't that be handy, Spiv? How did you do it, Eldrid? Can you teach me that?" His eyes glistened because he was looking straight at the lamp, and it was too bright for comfort. He began to blink, and finally looked away.

Eldrid answered him, "Oh, I can teach you how it is done. It's a simple bit of Fire Magic. Whether you can do it or not, or whether you should do it or not, well, that is a different question."

"But... you will show me how?"

"Oh, yes, Joseph. It's very simple really, and each man has to find his own limitations with magic. If you have skill, and the right disposition, it's not difficult to do. If you have not the right disposition, it could be a bit risky, in some circumstances… or perhaps impossible. We'll look into it tomorrow if you like. Under more controlled conditions."

"Yes. Yes, I would, very much. Thank you, sir. Um, do you... I mean, I don't have anything to pay you for something like that…"

Eldrid chuckled at bit at that. "Well, Joseph, there is usually a fee for taking on apprentices. It is customary, you know. But if you haven't any money, well, perhaps we can put you to work to pay your tuition." He winked at Spiv, who had to smile back at him. "Now, gentlemen. Let me show you what we came down here to look at." Eldrid walked to the back wall, the one that corresponded, in the room above, only to dirt. As they approached it, now with greater light, Spiv could see that it was covered with figures and symbols, simple drawings and intricate diagrams, all manner of things. He saw markings unlike anything he had ever seen before. And some that were more familiar. There were hundreds and hundreds of separate examples, all jumbled in together. Some were written over other, older ones. Some marked out with borders, perhaps to prevent accidentally writing over them. Some were faded with time, and some looked as though they could have been made yesterday.

Eldrid stopped a few feet in front of the wall. Spiv and Joseph stepped up beside him, and Eldrid began to lecture. Spiv had only a moment to observe, curiously, that the light from the now too-bright lamp somehow did not create shadows on the wall, even though it was directly behind them. But Eldrid was speaking so he let it go. It was not long before he forgot entirely about asking Eldrid how that was possible.

"What we have here is some sets of notes, left by several different hands, regarding several different topics. We cannot tell if they were left at different times... that is to say, different periods of time, or if all these writings are contemporary to one another. 'Contemporary,' in this context meaning, ‘within a lifetime or two of each other.’ We know that some are contemporary to others because we can recognize the hand they were written by, and because they seem to have in common a great urgency, as if there were some great crisis, which the wizards who wrote here hoped to address, perhaps rectify.

"However, we can also see that this wall contains samples of, we think, at least six different languages, perhaps one or two more. That might, in some cases, argue against all the writings being contemporary to the others. In other cases, it is simply traditional that some topics are properly discussed in particular languages that differ from the languages other topics are discussed in. That question, about the various languages used here, is not sufficiently settled at this time.

"These markings, here, and again here, represent a form of the language which the Magic of Sowing was generally written in. That was once the magic of the Sath, and perhaps it is again. Much of what is written in this room concerns the Saths of old. We can make out a good bit of what is written here in that language, and from it, we know something of the history of the sect of the Saths of times past. Look, here we have a part of a general description of how it is that a Sath is produced. There is no detail of the exact process, but some of the general preconditions are referred to in passing. It seems to be a discussion regarding the impact which some of the conditions required to create a Sath might have on the prospective or potential Sath. That is to say, the consequences of the actual steps in creating a Sath seem to affect the prospective Sath in both potentially positive and potentially negative ways. 

"If you could read it, you would note that, as one example, in order to create a Sath the biological father of the Sath must be killed, or at least die, on an auspicious date, and under certain circumstances. We think it must take place in accordance with the seasons and moon. For example, it might be a date such as on a solstice or some other event marking the seasons, or perhaps in between the setting of the sun and the rising of the moon, or some other set of specific requirements. We can't quite make out the specifics. But we do conclude that this suggests that there are probably many years when a Sath cannot be born at all, or he will not be at the proper age when there will also be the proper conditions for the sacrifice of the father. And here below that, we have been able to make out some of the more clear writing. This author, at least, had a good style of making his marks bold and plain, and he is therefore more easily read and translated. He says clearly that the father of the potential Sath must 'suffer nothing that brings blood or bile, or opens him to the air, or fills him with water or burns the skin from his body.' So, it appears that the sacrifice has strict conditions other than, or in addition to, timing. From the writings of this author, I suspect strangulation is the preferred method, but I am only guessing at that, based on what I can understand here. 

"And again here, we read that the father 'must be unblemished by the hands of men or women' which we think means no tattoos or branding, or such like things. Or, it might mean that he cannot be beaten and abused before the sacrifice. We aren't certain. So, we are left with the idea that the father of the Sath must be killed on an auspicious date and in a prescribed way, in order to allow the candidate to develop the proper potential. Now, how much of this is to do with actual magic, and how much is simply ritual and tradition… well, we don't know that, either."

Spiv considered the information, but Joseph simply spoke up, saying, "Well, what is that to us? I don't get it. We don't need to make a Sath, we need to get rid of one." Spiv turned to him, realizing what Eldrid was getting at.

"Joseph, he means the Sath didn't just happen. He was... planned. Someone has been making a new Sath for many, many years now. Since well before this Sath was born. It started, at least it had to be planned, at least one or two years before the Sath was even born."

"Yes, Spiv. Exactly so. It is a troubling realization, isn't it?" Eldrid remained staring at the writings as he spoke. "We don't know what resources this Sath may have at his disposal. He may have been planned for four years, or forty. Or maybe for four hundred. What resources might a committed secret society gather in four hundred years?"

Now, as Spiv and Eldrid talked, Joseph was moving slowly down the wall, looking at all the writings, turning his head to examine some of the diagrams. Some of these were interesting in themselves. Here was a design for a great trebuchet, an engine of war able to hurl massive stones or other payloads great distances. It was a nice design, and Joseph appreciated the engineering skill that went into it. And over here was a diagram for a suit of plate armor, which seemed to articulate oddly, leaving Joseph to wonder what special purpose it served. 

Eldrid continued to show Spiv some of the different writings near where they had found the notes regarding the Sath, explaining some of them as he went along. "These figures, here and here, are written in a different language, but in the same hand as some of those we have already seen. This is the language of the friths, and generally, the writings in this language are in regard to the Magic of the Harvest. However, in this case the writing is a continuation of the discussion of the conditions necessary to create a Sath, which we looked at before. It seems that, at the time of this writing, the Frith and the Sath were in opposition to each other. Perhaps, open warfare. That suggests to me that, although this particular author was writing in the language of the Magic of Sowing in the earlier examples, he was, in fact, frith. Perhaps even the Frith. He may have been, and I think almost certainly was, making notes in regard to the Sath as a way of devising a means of destroying a particular Sath. Clearly, you can see that when he begins to write in the language of the Magic of Harvest, his writing is much more comfortable and relaxed. He even uses some shorthand here and there. That gave us fits, let me tell you, when we first began to decipher all this. 

"Now, here is something very interesting, and important, perhaps." Eldrid gestured to a long passage set a bit off to one side of much of the other writings. "Keep in mind that we are sure that this frith, as we suspect him to be, was devising something in opposition to Saths, or at least in opposition to one specific Sath.

"Here begins a discussion which, if we are right, involves the design of some great weapon of war. Even without being able to read it, you can see that some of this is formulaic... that is to say, it is a set of instructions, or steps to be taken in order. And here are a set of lists of several incantations, copied laboriously, we suspect from another source because some of the figures used in the lists are distinct from the later variations used in the other writings in this era. Spiv, this author was designing a weapon which he thought could, under proper circumstances, defeat the Sath in and of itself, perhaps destroy him."

Spiv understood the import of this. "So... if we can learn how to make it, we can win the war for Lord Raymond? Eldrid, what is the weapon? What must we do?"

Eldrid shook his head. "We don't have all the information here, Spiv. We don't know what he started with. Perhaps it is a spell or a hex of some kind. Or perhaps a poison. Perhaps something more ordinary, to be enhanced with this magic. We just don't know. We don't even know if it is something to oppose any Sath, or specific to the one Sath this frith was dealing with at the time. We can follow perhaps eighty percent of the clearest parts of what he says here, but some of these writings have faded a bit, and some have faded entirely. Some of the key words are missing, and others, we simply don't understand. There are parts of this where we can make sense of none of it, and other parts where only perhaps one part in ten is understandable. We don't understand all we can see here, and moreover, it is not all here at all, and we don't know where to look for the rest of it, if it even still exists anywhere."

Spiv's hopes fell a bit, but... the answer must be here... somewhere, if only they knew where to look. He called to Joseph, who was still staring at the wall, some few yards further down. "Joseph, come help us think this through. Eldrid says there is some way to make a weapon we can use to help Lord Raymond win the war."

Joseph came trotting over. "Really? That's great news! What is it?" He began to look at the section of the wall Spiv and Eldrid were discussing. Spiv prepared to explain the bad news, that they didn't understand it, only understood that it could perhaps be done, if they learned more. He took a breath, to say more, but then he saw that Joseph was studying something. His brow was knitted, his mouth open... Joseph squinted his eyes and leaned forward, intent on something he saw there. He reached out to trace some of the characters on the wall... and he nearly whispered his next words.

"Spiv... Spiv, it's the same. This is the same language. The characters are exactly the same."

"The same language? Well, the wall is covered with it, Joseph. What's the big deal?"

Joseph shook his head, his eyes still riveted on what he saw in the writings. "Not the same as on the wall, Spiv. The same as on your arrow." 
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Now Spiv could see it. It did look the same. He couldn't tell if it was identical, but some of the characters looked very much the same as the strange figures etched into the twelve arrows he had secreted back in the hidden cart. Eldrid, he saw, also was standing with raised eyebrows, waiting to hear what this was about. Spiv related the story to him, how he had acquired the bow, and what he found in the arrows. He waited for Joseph to describe the night Spiv found him copying the figures from the one arrow, but Eldrid spoke first.

"Hmmm.... so you have some of the old frith magic. They might be very valuable, Spiv. They might be very powerful. Would you be willing to let me examine them?"

"I don't have them here, sir. I have the others, the ordinary ones, but the twelve, I left them hidden with some of my other things."

"Spiv, I am surprised at you. Something like that should not be left alone. I'm sure you hid them well but, there is always a chance someone will come across them. Things like this... well, when it is time for them to be found, they will be found. If you do not gather them up, someone else will. Why did you leave them behind?"

This, Spiv chose to let Joseph explain. He didn't want to have to say he left a valuable asset behind because his friend could not be trusted with it. But Joseph did explain it, fully, describing his experience of feeling like he was watching it happen to someone else, and even the uncontrollable rage when he tried to stab Spiv in an attempt to get the arrow back. After relating the events, he asked Eldrid, "Do you think they are very important? I think if you wanted me to, I could recognize some of the characters here, from these examples on the wall. I could try to reproduce the writing, if it would help you to tell us what these are...?"

Eldrid did not have to think about that one at all. "No, Joseph. From what you have said, I think it is best if you never try to write those characters again, or at least, not unless you learn some more about using magic. Magic is not easily controlled even when you know what you are attempting to do. It might be impossible when you don't know what effect is being created. Well, you both have seen what I wanted to show you in here. Let's go back upstairs, and I will think about this. We will talk more later on, and decide what we should do. But, Spiv, I think you will have to fetch those weapons as soon as possible. We dare not allow them to be found by the wrong people, and such things as these will be found, one way or another. You should plan on leaving after breakfast tomorrow, I think."

Together, in silence now, they turned, and after Eldrid gathered his lamp, and the glow was reduced again to normal, they started the long climb back to the surface. When they reached the room in the bottom of the keep, back at the surface, Eldrid had come to one conclusion.

"I think I would like to see these arrows myself, but we will probably need Ben to examine them. He has a better ability to translate much of the old written language. But this is your secret to share, or not, Spiv."

"You trust Ben? Entirely?" Spiv asked.

"Oh, I trust Ben's intentions, Spiv. But even well intentioned men make mistakes, sometimes. Ben will be a good resource, if I cannot make out much from the writing, and if I cannot make sense of them, were it my decision alone, I would show them to him." 

Spiv agreed to this, and then he and Joseph made plans to meet again with Eldrid, at breakfast, in Eldrid's room, before Spiv left on his errand.

In the morning, Spiv began to prepare his things for travel again. He brought Fearless around to where Joseph and he had put together a camp, such as it was, and saddled him. Joseph was uneasy, watching him get ready to leave.

"I think I should go with you, Spiv. Someone should have your back, and you know, two sets of eyes see far more than twice what one set sees."

"I know, Joseph. And I know you are not sure if I go alone because I still do not trust that arrow in your hands. But that's not the issue, really. I think I can move much faster, alone, and that seems wise to me, just now. We have been over the ground already, and I have a good memory for landscape. I will find my way fast, and run less chance of being spotted. Just as four eyes see more than two, two men are spotted much more easily than one. This seems like a safe place, Joseph. Far safer for us than any town, now that Halgard knows us both by sight. I want to get those arrows and bring them back here as fast as possible. And then maybe I can give them to Eldrid and be done with magic and artifacts, and all this stuff I don't understand much of. If I can do that, and then just go find Lord Raymond, I will make my contributions to the coming war with the talents I do have, instead of meddling with things I do not know anything about. It's just better, I think, Joseph."

Joseph relented, and in a little while, they walked together to Eldrid's room, climbing the stairs up into the keep. Breakfast was waiting for them there in the form of thick slices of good bread, salted butter, jam, and tea. Spiv had hoped Leanne would be coming and going, since he knew she prepared Eldrid's meals, but he did not see her at all. He asked Eldrid how she was doing.

"She is... coping, my friend. But I think it will be a little while before she is comfortable meeting you again. Leanne will have to sort through the story you told me, and decide that you came along too late to do anything other than what you did. She will accept it then. I did tell her told her the whole story, as you told it to me. I hope you don't mind. I also took the liberty of assuring her that you will be willing to show her the place her father died, when things are bit more normal. She has a farm to sell, and so she must return home for a while at some point. I told her that, if you were still here when she is ready, you would not mind traveling that far, and showing her where a marker for her father can be set. I told her it was her father's request that you cremate him on the site, in order to protect you, and her. Forgive me if I have presumed too much."

"No. Not at all. I mean, if I am still around when she is ready to set out, I can surely do that much."

"Thank you, Spiv. You are a good man. Now, let us discuss more pressing issues. You are preparing to leave this morning?"

"Yes. I will go alone. That is, I will travel alone, and try to make the best time possible. Joseph..." Spiv looked at Joseph. "I don't know his plans, perhaps he will be welcome to remain here until I return?"

Eldrid replied, "Oh, I think if Joseph is willing to tarry a bit here, we can find good use for him. And, Joseph, in return I will show you how to make that little magic with the lamp, and perhaps a couple more things, if you show any aptitude." Joseph couldn't smile, since he was worried about Spiv traveling alone, but he also couldn't hide his interest in learning some little bit of wizardry. 

"Yes, sir, I'll be happy to help out. Just show me what you want done." He put another piece of bread in his mouth.

"Excellent, Joseph. Now, Spiv, your horse is in good shape for fast travel?"

"Yes, he is fit as ever, sir. Ah, I was wondering... do you suppose Leanne is thinking of Fearless as her own? I mean... well, she won't know for sure if her father gave him to me, or... well, you see how it is."

"I think you can leave that matter alone until you return, Spiv, and see how she is thinking then. If she is concerned with a purchase price, it will surprise me very much. I think she will be happy if she sees you taking good care of that horse. Her father especially loved that horse, you know… So, have you thought of your route?"

"I only know one route, sir. The way we came. We passed north of Perrytown, staying to the edges of the great plain, where there is a bit of cover, but far enough out that we could avoid the soldiers blockading the town. I will go back the same way."

"Hmmm... well, there is the benefit of a known route. You would save time if you went south of Perryton, you know."

"Yes, but Halgard, if he is still in that area, will not have forgotten Joseph and myself. Many of his men would recognize me as well."

"There is that, yes. Well then, I think you should consider another option. If you can make your way into Perryton, and leave south from there, you will reduce your travel time by at least two days, each way. And moving about in a city that large carries its own anonymity. The patrols outside the city are very active right now. But going into the city itself cuts off the trail, and there is nothing else to find until you leave on the other side. So, if there is much traffic in and out of the city, it might be worth looking at."

"Well, as with the journey here, I can go close enough to the city to get a sense of how hard it would be. We bypassed Perryton on our way here, after running into Halgard. I think it will be difficult to get in."

"No doubt it will be. Well, I have given you my thoughts, now you must make your own path. Is there anything else you require? Any way we who remain here can help you?"

"I think I will be all right, sir. If you take care of Joseph, I will have that much less to worry about."

Eldrid reached over the table and grasped Spiv's hand. "I give you my word, Spiv. No harm will come to Joseph by way of the Sath's men as long as he remains here and I remain breathing. It is good to see such loyalty between friends." Joseph watched this exchange with a little embarrassment. He went back to eating bread with butter and jam. Eldrid went on. "On your way to fetch those arrows, stop for nothing, if you can help it. On your way back, with the arrows safe in your possession, keep an eye out for any chance to contact Lord Raymond. If you see him, tell him I am working here to learn what I can that might help him. Suggest he might send someone capable to me, whom I can use as a messenger. If I learn anything helpful, I would like to be able to send word to him. If, when you return, we are not present, make your way to the room we were in last night. No one outside our group knows how to enter that room. If we have to leave, for any reason, we will leave word for you there. Good luck, my friend."

There was nothing else to say, after that. Spiv waved to Joseph to remain seated, and finish his breakfast, while he left to gather up his horse and gear. He was riding out within a quarter hour. On his way past the remains of the great wall, he came across Newport and Grisholm, who were idly sitting in the sun on a couple of the great blocks of stone fallen from the wall. They didn't stir as he rode by, but Newport called out to him after he had gone past.

"Where are you off to then?"

"Oh, I have some business to attend to. I'm owed a little money for some work I did, providing meat for some soldiers, and I think it's time to settle the account." Spiv rode on, hearing them snort behind him, talking to each other.

"Well, I won't miss him, smug bastard. Doesn't know his place, that one."

"Doesn't have a place, more like. Not with us, anyway. I bet Leanne isn't sorry to see his back, either..." Spiv heard no more, as he rode out of earshot.

As soon as he was down the hill, Spiv set Fearless up to an easy, mile-eating trot. He expected to make some delays and detours as he came out of the foothills towards Perryton, and wanted to put some miles behind him before the patrols began to slow him up.

Spiv was able to make good time moving alone. He found that, with no worries except for his own welfare, he was able to skirt a bit closer to Perryton while moving west, but he found too much military activity as he got closer to town, and he decided not to risk trying to enter. That cost him four days, if he did not enter on his way back, either, so he bent himself to covering ground as best he could, and went on, finally turning towards his objective, south, two days later. 

He made it all the way to the place he had hidden his cart and goods without incident. Once there, he first collected the twelve arrows that had been the reason for taking the risky journey. They were still tied up in a bundle, in the long box he had first acquired them in, with all the others, save the six he had been carrying with his bow. He took the whole box, and tied up behind his saddle. Spiv had been thinking about the one, the single arrow which seemed to have some special characteristics, and which had influenced Joseph so severely on that night, but he reasoned that he had carried it himself for quite some time with no problems before he and Joseph set out together. Perhaps it was simply something about Joseph that made him susceptible to its influence.

These arrows had been hidden apart from the cart, with some other goods, so next Spiv went to the cart itself, and gathered up some odds and ends hidden in small compartments built into the cart itself. Hidden in three separate compartments was the rest of Spiv's money. He was not a rich man, but he had done well building up a bit of capital. He had a good handful of silver, as well as a couple of gold coins, in addition to a substantial weight of copper coins. Spiv did not know when he would be able to come back, and saw no reason not to take the money with him. There was still a good inventory of horked items hidden in the cart, so he did not intend to abandon it, but if something happened to it, he would have money to build another cart, and start again. Perhaps he would have one built a little bigger, now that he could plan for it to be horse-drawn, and instead of pushing it himself. How quickly we become used to a little luxury, like having a horse to pull a cart instead of pushing it by hand. He assumed Frin, whom he and Joseph had saved from Halgard, had left his other horse in Sessing's Cross, as he had promised.

That train of thought brought up another. If Halgard had gone as far as Sessing's Cross, what had been the result? Surely Frin had warned Joseph's family to hide the little mare he had borrowed from Spiv. And if Old Joseph, father of Spiv's traveling companion, had consulted with Fletcher, surely Fletcher would have encouraged the whole family to go into hiding while Halgard's men were there. But… it would be good to know. Sessing's Cross was too far for Spiv to casually decide to ride down into, but Halgard's camp was not far. Perhaps he should make his way over and have a small look at the camp? 

Spiv decided to move cautiously in that direction, keeping his eyes and ears tuned for trouble. He had what he had come for, so he took just a bit of time to pad his coins well, so as to prevent any noise coming from them while the horse was moving, and set out in that direction. He thought he was having good luck, encountering no patrols he needed to hide from all the way. But as he neared the area, he found no recent signs of soldiers at all, and when he arrived at the place where the camp had been, there was nothing except the signs of a camp removed some time ago… ashes of old fires, long grown cold, signs of old walk paths, much used in recent weeks, but now leading to nothing… and four stakes, left stuck in the ground, but no prisoners tethered to them, and no guards standing watch over them. It gave Spiv an uncomfortable feeling. Something had changed Halgard's pattern. Spiv thought it unlikely that he had just moved his camp to a better location. More likely, he had some different responsibility now, and the camp here no longer served any purpose. As he thought things over, Spiv moved back into the scrub brush as the edge of the forested area around the camp. He didn't know what was so troubling about it, but he liked knowing Halgard's whereabouts much more than not knowing... but he was out of time. Reluctantly, he turned Fearless back to the north.
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Spiv continued to make good time as he headed back to the fortress ruins, and he traveled without incident. Arriving at the keep in early evening, he was greeted by Ruthe and Joseph, who seemed to have become fairly good friends while Spiv was gone. Passing through the courtyard, he was less enthusiastically acknowledged by Newport and Grisholm, as well. Spiv noticed their reserve, but didn't care much, either way. He asked Ruthe where to find Eldrid, who was in his room, up in the keep. Spiv went directly there, carrying the box of arrows.

Eldrid was happy to see Spiv return safely, and after only a few moments of greetings, they got down to business. Eldrid took the box from Spiv, and set it down on his table, giving it a thorough examination without opening it.

"Hmmm… Nothing unusual about the box itself, I think," Eldrid mused. "Perhaps, though, it would be best if you open it, just as you always have, Spiv."

"You think there is a danger?" Spiv asked. "I never thought of the box itself as being anything… well, anything other than a box."

"Yes, Spiv, I expect you are right. In all likelihood, it is just a box. But we know of only one other person who has actually opened the box, and that was Joseph. And he had some trouble, very likely because of one or more objects in the box, rather than the box itself. Still… it's safest if you open it, just as you always have. While we know Joseph had some trouble, we also know you seem not to."

Spiv immediately stepped forward. The top of the box was a tongue-in-groove style, which slid easily open under his hands. Spiv took it all the way off and set the lid aside. Now Eldrid could see the arrows on top, and a bit of the strip of cloth Spiv used to tie up the twelve, which were underneath. He pulled a lamp closer for better light. After looking them over a bit, Eldrid picked up one of the ordinary arrows.

"It's an old bunch, isn't it? We have found arrows of this design before… here and other places. We aren't sure how far back they actually date." He set it aside, and examined another. "Good craftsmanship, I think."

"A bow maker of some experience in Sessing's Cross said much the same thing," Spiv observed.

"Yes, well… shall we see what else we have here?" Eldrid now removed all the ordinary arrows, occasionally stopping to have a look and one or another of them. Then, when only the twelve were left, he paused a moment. Spiv stayed quiet, seeing that Eldrid was concentrating, and after a bit longer, Eldrid started to mumble something, too quietly for Spiv to make out. Something in the air changed, subtly, and Spiv, looking now at the arrows, now at Eldrid, observed that Eldrid's eyebrows suddenly lifted, as if he had seen something unusual. Spiv looked again at the arrows, but nothing stood out to him.

"What is it, Eldrid? A problem?"

"Hmm… well, it is likely to be a problem for someone, Spiv. These arrows are invested with some unusual properties." He looked up at Spiv, and saw his perplexed look. "Oh, you don't see it? Sorry. I should have told you. I have made an incantation to reveal the presence of magical influence. You may see it only very faintly, or not at all, but to me, each of these arrows seems to… shimmer a bit, might be the best description. If it were darker, you might be able to see them as somewhat luminescent… or not, depending on your own ability and traits. Don't worry, if you can't see anything this time. A different spell could be obvious to you… or perhaps you don't have the ability. We're all different when it comes to these things."

"Oh. That's a handy skill, I suppose, for a researcher in your line." Spiv couldn't help having the thought that it would be a useful skill for a Horker, intent on horking some magical item from an unfamiliar place, or to differentiate a valuable magic item from decoys. But Eldrid continued to speak, bringing Spiv's thoughts back to the moment at hand.

"Yes, it is. Now, let's have a little closer look." Eldrid began to untie the cloth ribbon, and when he had it free he slid it out from under the arrows, still in the box, and set it aside. He picked up a quill close to hand and used it to push the arrows around a bit, so that he could see each one of them. Apparently satisfied, he then turned the box over, and dumped the arrows out on his table, and used the quill to set one of them aside from the others. Spiv saw it was the one that had caused Joseph's little bout of madness. That one, Eldrid did not touch, but the others he began to pick up and examine closely.

"Hmm… Our friend Joseph was correct in that some of this writing is the same as what we have seen below. But some of the characters are new to me. It may be an older version of the language, or newer… or it may simply be that these words are not present down there. Ben might be able to make more out of them than I can. It may be time to consult with him on this matter."

Spiv wasn't comfortable sharing secrets easily. It was his nature, and his training from youth, to keep secrets. But he felt he had to defer to Eldrid on this. After all, he knew next to nothing about magic, and Eldrid was one of the foremost scholars in the field. If Eldrid needed the input of another expert, Spiv thought, they would have to consult that expert. He did not object, and when Eldrid asked him to send for Ben, he went down and found Ruthe, whom he asked to find Ben, and request that he come to the keep. He explained only what he thought was enough to equip Ruthe to convince Ben to come immediately. Then he returned to Eldrid's room, to wait.

Ben arrived in the room after only a short time.

"What's this? I hear you have something you need sorted out. You know, it's all been here for perhaps thousands of years. I don't know what you could be such a hurry for all the sudden. It's very inconvenient right now, and I don't really have time for the interruption."

Eldrid answered him, "No, actually, this is something young Spiv has brought to my attention. It's his, not a part of the remains here. I thought it rather interesting, myself. I have never seen some of these figures before, though many of them match the Frithic characters we have seen on other things. I just thought you might like to see them, but if you are busy, perhaps Spiv will bring them around again another day…?" Spiv knew Eldrid was playing Ben a bit. In the skills of confidence games which Horkers were taught, it was called a "Take Away." When a mark hesitates to grasp at whatever has been dangled in front of him, the most effective and sure way to motivate him is often to begin to take it away. Spiv's father used it consistently, whenever a customer dickered too hard on the price of an item. He would begin to pack the item up, assuring the customer that there was no shame in not being able to afford such an item, and that they shouldn't worry about it, someone else was coming to look at it the next day. It usually worked, and it worked now, on Ben.

"Well, no use putting it off now that I am already here. Really, I am already interrupted. What is it we shall be examining?" Ben fussed at the very thought of not actually getting a look at whatever it was they had. Eldrid merely waved Ben towards the box and the arrows set on the table next to it, and smiled at Spiv as soon as Ben's attention became focused on the objects.

Ben stepped over, and looked down at what he expected to be simple artifacts. He bent at the waist and looked closely at them, like Eldrid, hesitating to touch them until he had looked them over first. Then he picked up one of the ordinary arrows.

"Nothing special about this lot, I see. Well made, preserved well, also. I've seen this kind of work before." His attention moved then to the twelve. "These, though… I see you have done a little examination of your own here, and sorted out a few that stand out from the others, Eldrid." Spiv realized that Ben could see what Eldrid saw, but Spiv could not perceive. He watched as Ben grew more interested, and in his preoccupation, Ben sat down in Eldrid's chair, hardly aware of the other two men in the room. Like Eldrid, he used another object, this time one of the ordinary arrows, to manipulate one of the twelve in front of him, flipping it over twice, and examining the arrow from tip to fletching, thoroughly. As his interest grew, without stopping his examination, he began to chant softly himself, in a low voice.

The lamp Eldrid had drawn closer was beginning to brighten, as Eldrid had caused the lamp to grow brighter while they were in the lower levels. Spiv noticed that, as before, the brighter light did not seem to cast shadows as normal light would. Spiv watched his own shadow fade, and noted Eldrid's was very nearly gone as well. 

Ben grabbed a sheet of parchment from the table, and Eldrid, anticipating him, pushed quill and ink close by for Ben's use. Ben began to copy some of the symbols etched into the wooden arrow shafts. Below those he copied, he began to translate some of them, those he recognized easily. The first translation, read "Swift flight, true (straight,) to (the enemy.)" After some minutes of working at it, he went on to another, which produced the words, "Metal, wood, leather" followed by a blank space representing a symbol Ben did not recognize. When it picked up again, the words finished, "(hunger/desire) for the (flesh) of (the enemy.)" As he worked, he began to lecture.

"The words in parentheses are obscure, and the translation is only a guess, from context. Many words in the old languages can have several meanings. For example, the word that translates as 'heart' can also mean, 'life,' or 'self.' Context is all that differentiates the various possible meanings."

Ben sat up a bit after the second one was completed, saving only the part he could not translate. He turned his attention then to the one arrow, the different one which had caused problems while Joseph and Spiv had been in the wilderness. Ben began to grumble a bit. "Really, Eldrid, you could have saved me the time and pointed out that this one, is more interesting than all the others…" Without touching it with his hands, Ben pulled that one arrow closer. After a few moments study, he put down his writing quill. He began to speak his translation of this one, rather than to write it down.

"Interesting… it seems to read, 'Made for one, seeking only…' I don't recognize this symbol… 'so far as he goes, so far, also, will I…' another one I can't make out… 'and bring to him the…' something, 'I have been made fine, not for failure.'" Ben's voice trailed off oddly. Spiv frowned, and stepped closer in, where he could hope to grab the arrow if Ben reached to pick it up. Ben grew very still, looking closely at the arrow shaft. Then, suddenly, he sat up very straight, his eyes wide. 

"Eldrid… this arrow is for assassination. It may have been made to seek one specific man, or… well, that's the best I can make of it. I really can't say, one man or one title, or… perhaps one blood line… something like that. This is a powerful manipulation of frithic magic. It’s Harvest Magic, but it's not based on Plant or Animal Magic. It seems to be, almost certainly is Blood Magic. I don't know if I have ever seen… This is perhaps the most unusual artifact I have ever come across. We will have to study this in great detail. It may be…well, it's certainly very important." Ben stood, and began gathering all twelve arrows. He continued to talk as he did so, saying, "Perhaps some of these symbols I do not know can be deciphered by the context they are used in on these other arrows, or by the context we find if these symbols are used down below. I should take them all. Don't worry, I will start immediately, shouldn't take too long…"

Spiv was no longer listening. His attention had been distracted while Ben was moving around, trying to hastily gather up the objects. Spiv was looking, puzzled, at Ben's shadow. He wasn't sure exactly what, but it seemed a bit off to him… as he looked more closely, he could see that, sometimes, the shadow seemed not to be moving at the same rate as Ben himself did. Then, as Spiv watched, a gesture Ben made was not reproduced in his shadow at all. Spiv wondered if it was because of the magic used to increase the output of light from the lamp. Then he remembered: That kind of light does not make shadows at all. What, then, was Spiv seeing? 

Spiv looked at Eldrid, who was moving just then to stop Ben from gathering up the arrows. He clearly had no intention of letting Ben walk out with them. Spiv pulled on his sleeve sharply, to get his attention. Eldrid stopped and looked back at him. 

"Eldrid…" Spiv spoke softly, "you have no shadow…"

"No, the light from that lamp is not traveling linearly, as light normally does. The light that would radiate away in places we are not trying to see is being redirected, because of the simple spell Ben made, the same one I used before. The properties of the light are changed. Or, you could say, the light is 'harvested' differently, to use frithological terms. It causes some interference with shadows of the kind you would normally see." He made as if to turn away again, but Spiv still had his sleeve. Rather than speaking, he simply pointed to the shadow on the floor behind Ben.

Eldrid's sudden stillness notified Spiv that this was, indeed, an odd event. The expression on his face said it was more than odd. Immediately, Eldrid put Spiv in front of the doorway, saying, "Nothing… no one else enters just now. See to it, please, Spiv. Remain here, at the door, until I tell you otherwise." Then he swept to a trunk at the foot of his bed. After only a moment, Ben still blathering on in an excited fashion, never noticing that the other men in the room were no longer paying him any attention at all, Eldrid found what he was looking for. It appeared to be a long, silvery needle, narrow, but longer than his hand. Eldrid pricked a finger on the needle, not a deep puncture, but just enough to draw a drop of blood. With a tiny drop of red blood on the point, Eldrid began a new incantation, very softly, and in only a moment, it seemed the needle was covered in a thick layer of blood over half its length, enough so that Spiv expected to see it begin to drip off, though somehow, it did not.

Now Eldrid spoke aloud to Ben. "Ben, perhaps there is something else here you would like to see." As he spoke, Eldrid moved closer to where Ben stood over the table. For his part, Ben turned to look at Eldrid, who pointed down at the floor, at the shadow Ben seemed to be casting. Ben looked down, and up at Eldrid, and down again. Eldrid handed him the needle, and picked up one of the ordinary arrows from the table. Chanting softly again, he daubed a bit of blood from the same pin-prick he had made with the needle onto the point of the arrow, and again, the blood seemed to swell and grow. Seeing Eldrid was ready, Ben then lifted one foot, and the shadow lifted one foot with him. Ben then slowly lowered his leg, and the shadow's leg and foot moved toward the same place Ben's foot would come down. When Ben's foot was close to the floor, and the shadow’s foot was close to under it, Ben stamped down hard on the shadow, moving his foot only enough to land it squarely on the shadow ankle of his other leg. Immediately, Eldrid fairly pounced down, and with a good bit of effort, drove the arrow into the wooden floor, exactly where the shadow-shape of a head sat. At the same time, Ben drove the needle into the shadow leg he was standing on, pushing the tip of it into the floor as well.

Suddenly, the shadow itself seemed to have no more connection to Ben and his movements than Spiv did. It began cavorting and twisting, rising up off the floor in the middle, only to be held down at the top by Eldrid's arrow, and at the other end, by the pin Ben drove into the floor. It beat shadow-thin hands on the floor, making no sound, and kicked its free leg against the floor and the table legs, moving nothing, not even the air it passed through. In a few moments, with Spiv and Eldrid and Ben looking on in silence, the shadow began to convulse and twist even more violently, and it silently raged for perhaps half a minute more. It folded its hands as if begging, and alternately swiped at Ben's feet, but they seemed to pass over Ben's feet and legs with no more effect than a normal shadow would have. And finally, at the end of the half minute of frantic motion, it lay more still, its fight becoming weaker. Now, the edges of its outline became indistinct, and fuzzy. It was fading into something like smoke, or dust, as its very coherency began to run down. A bit of vapor condensed above it and rose in the air, to be dissipated by Ben's waving hands, as the shadow faded to nothing.

Spiv found his voice, now that it was over. "What in the Nine Circles of Hell was THAT?"

Ben answered him, in a quiet voice, almost as if he were standing in front of a sacred object, explaining it to interested onlookers. "A Shade, I think, Spiv. I have never seen one, but I have heard of them."

Eldrid spoke next. "Indeed, a Shade. I have not seen one since... long ago."

Spiv, looking from Eldrid to Ben and back again, fairly burst out with, "What is a Shade?"

Eldrid sat down, as if exhausted by the effort he had just made. "A Shade is… a projection of a person. A person who is held at the threshold between life and death, for a short time, while… that," and he gestured at the floor where the Shade had been, a moment ago, "part of his life is… extracted. That part… what we call a Shade, can sometimes be separated from the body. Sometimes. It is no simple matter to accomplish."

Spiv raised his eyebrows. "The threshold between life and death? But… if they are not dead, then they are, in fact, alive, right? How can someone be between life and death for more than an instant?"

Eldrid sighed. "Through a form of magic, Spiv. It is old magic, what we call Death Magic. There is a great deal of power that is exposed in the momentary passage between life and death, and there are ways in which that power can be harnessed and bent. It begins with extending the moment between life and death, so that there is time to access the power. Even then, only a very small bit of the power of a life is tapped, but only a small bit of it is necessary. Death Magic may be the oldest form of magic, the origin of all magic. It should, more properly I suppose, be called 'Life Magic,' since the power comes from life, but in practice, it is through death that the power is exposed and harnessed. I would have said there is no one left in the world that could do this, but someone has found the old way. Or, I suppose, a new way. Someone powerful. These things require a great deal of skill, and they can be very useful, for some purposes... But it is a very, very dangerous undertaking." He looked up from the floor, at Spiv again. 

"A shade such as this one has great potential. A shade generated from a young, healthy person is very powerful indeed. It can travel rapidly- astonishingly so- across water or walls, or other normal obstacles. Few barriers are effective at containing or excluding a Shade, though some types of glass are said to work effectively, when properly prepared. When it arrives where it has been sent, it can see, and sometimes even hear, all that goes on around it, in some ways better than a living person can. It is… well, it is many things, but most often it is a spy. Normally, it cannot take objects, or move physical things about, and generally it cannot be used as a messenger to send a communication or information or orders to someone distant. It does not serve well for these kinds of tasks. It cannot physically harm a person, so far as we know. But whatever it hears or sees, the body that produced it, so long as it is held above the threshold of death, and is not too severely damaged or depleted, can describe or repeat what is seen and heard to whomever is present with that body, wherever it is… even if it is half a world away."

Spiv fell silent, thinking about this. Ben was the opposite, growing more angry the more he thought about it. He began to rant a little, the adrenalin of the recent events evident in his anger.

"Damn and blast all envious cretins who haven't the talent to do their own work. No doubt we will discover soon enough who sent this… thing. They will be writing on the work we have done here, without even bothering to show up and pretend to be doing their own research. Well, we will just have to step up our own pace, and do a more thorough treatment of what we find here, and do it first!"

Spiv was confused. "Eldrid, I can see it's a powerful bit of magic, but if it can't move objects, or harm us, why is it so dangerous? I mean, except for the poor fool who lost his life over it."

"Spiv, that bit of life that was sustained long enough to come here and spy on us has no living body to return to. The flesh it came from is only used to relay information… that is to say, there is a near-corpse somewhere that 'receives' what the shade sees and hears, and someone is monitoring it, taking notes, whatever… but that Shade, spent, and weakened compared to how it started, would have eventually been compelled to return to that body, only to find it lifeless, perhaps even beginning to turn to corruption already. What do you suppose is the result of returning only a fraction of life to a dead body? It becomes not quite dead, but certainly not alive, not in the sense we think of as life. Some people call the condition of such unfortunates 'Undead.' And there are many forms such creatures can take, and ways other than this one that produce them. But they are all dangerous. They most often retain only small portion of their mind, and thus are easily dominated by a certain kind of person. They feel no pain, not of a physical kind at any rate, but become insane with jealousy of the kind of life normal people retain. They have no normal fears, because they crave either real life or real death, but cannot move towards either on their own, and so they begin to exercise their rage on the living. They become the enemy of those who are truly alive, and they are hard to stop, Spiv."

"But… they can be killed?" 

"They are, in reality, dead already, but their corpse is animate, and cannot be 'killed' again. They cannot be felled with a simple arrow to the heart, or a cut across the throat. They can be stopped by burning, or decapitation. But until then, they may begin to rot and stink, and their hatred of the living grows with the corruption. If we had not destroyed the Shade we found here, it would have found its way back to its corpse, eventually. Then, whoever created it would have had to destroy the corpse, quickly, before it was rejoined with whatever life was left… or attempt to control the monster that resulted. And if that control slips… well, you see the problem. That's why we had to destroy it, here."

Eldrid sighed, and it was a tired and worn-out sound, before turning back to address Ben's comments. "Ben, I do not think rival academics sent this Shade against us. I am afraid it was a different sort of undertaking, something a bit more serious."

Spiv came to the same conclusion almost immediately. "It must be to do with the Sath and his armies. Who else would have the knowledge and power to do such a thing?"

"More to the point, who else would have servants willing to have the taking of a Shade from them? The man from whom that one came is dead now. And he is luckier for it." Then Eldrid took on the look that Spiv knew was indicative of deep thought.

"You are wondering how long it was here, aren't you, Eldrid? How much it was able to pass on to its master?" Spiv asked.

"Exactly, Spiv. You see, very little of what we have done here in recent years would matter to anyone of significance, except to us, and a few others like us. Certainly, nothing important enough to justify the loss of a man's life to learn of it. We just haven't come across anything that important, in recent years. But it happens that tonight we were examining those special arrows of yours. That might be worth a life, to someone. Maybe several lives. And there have been a few other things, since you arrived, that some would pay dearly for." Spiv gathered he was speaking now of the green stone. "At least as regards those arrows, we must assume that someone else knows about them, now. Though perhaps not. It takes a bit of time to glean the information from the corpse, and it was only at the very end that Ben said anything specific about his findings… So, we can't guess what was relayed and what was not, before we destroyed the Shade. The moment the Shade dissipated, the corpse became entirely inanimate. I would suggest destroying the arrows, to prevent the wrong people of coming into possession of them, but I also feel they are important in some way." He stopped to consider for a moment, and then went on.

"I think you must keep them with you at all times, actually on your person, or very well hidden in some safe place. Then, if the need arises, you will at least still be able to retrieve them. And while, unfortunately, we discussed them in the presence of the Shade, I think those arrows cannot be the reason it was sent here. The Shade was sent before any of us knew the arrows were here at all. So, perhaps someone else knows of these arrows, but we do not know what other matter is important enough to have created a Shade for."

"What about… what about other things we have discussed… here, in this old keep? Do you suppose we had this thing around so long ago as our discussions before I left on this last journey to fetch the arrows?"

"There is no way to know, Spiv. It came into the room, this time, with Ben, but it was not truly tied to him. It could have hidden in the natural shadow of any of us, or all of us by turns, for quite some time. It could go anywhere at all, at night, and remain unseen. Or it could have just arrived today." Eldrid looked at Ben. "It seemed strong, don't you think, Ben? Very crisp in its movements, to my eye, I think. Perhaps it only arrived here a short time ago?" Ben considered it, and nodded hesitating agreement, and Eldrid continued, "Whenever it arrived, today it chose to follow you, Ben. And your interest in frithology is well known. I think we should assume it was sent to watch you. They will know we discovered it, and therefore, I think we should assume another thing as well."

Ben looked back at Eldrid, and said, "What is that?"

"We should assume that, since we have discovered their interest, they no longer need to remain at a distance. I think they will be coming here, and soon."

Ben did not reply.
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In the morning Eldrid started everyone on a few various tasks, assuming they would soon be meeting whomever it was that had such an interest in what they were doing. He encouraged Ben to sort through the artifacts and documents they had recovered in recent weeks and months, and arrange to hide anything that might conceivably be coveted by someone hostile to them. He set Ruthe to take an inventory of supplies, though to what specific end, he did not say. And he encouraged Leanne to consider moving into Perryton for a little while, saying, "Leanne, right now it is likely no one knows about you. But once these people come, it will not take them long to see you as something that might be used against us. No one here could stand to see any harm come to you, and it would be a simple thing to threaten harm to you, or even hurt you a little bit, just to see how the rest of us react. You should go, not for fear of being hurt, but for fear of being used as a hostage, to coerce me or your other friends here."

 Leanne, being a sensible woman, saw immediately that Eldrid was likely right in his assessment, and agreed to leave. It remained only to decide who should escort her to town. Spiv was torn, wanting to volunteer for it, but wanting also to remain close by Eldrid and be present for whatever happened next, and Ruthe, and Newport and Grisholm all volunteered, of course, but in the end it was Joseph who went with her. He was adept with weapons, had no shortage of personal courage, and perhaps most importantly, could be spared for a few days while the journey was made. They set out in the small hours well before sun up, which was fortunate, because it was only a little after sunrise when Newport brought word that people were coming up the long approach from down the hill.

Spiv and Eldrid both walked briskly to the ruins of the great wall, the morning chill making plumes of their breath, the sky just turning from the steel gray of dawn into the blue of day. The long slope afforded them an unobstructed view. There was a coach in the vanguard with a few horsemen, and a few supply wagons following behind, followed by a long column of soldiers. Spiv did a quick tally in his head and decided they were looking at perhaps a hundred men and officers, plus whoever was riding in the coach.

The coach itself was a large and ornate affair, drawn by a matched team of six horses, all large and impressive beasts. The driver was in the green of the Sath, as were the soldiers. The occupant, Spiv surmised, was a man of importance in the service of the Sath.

Eldrid interrupted his thoughts. "I had hoped we would have a bit more time. We should have agreed on some basics of a story to give these people. Spiv, the others all know you came on an errand to me, but they do not know what you brought me. I suggest we leave it as that. You only brought me word of the death of Leanne's father, and stayed on to work after." Eldrid looked sharply at him, as though to make sure Spiv was listening. "His name was Orrin. I think you know enough else to make the story convincing. It would be appropriate for you to get word to his daughter. But it might be best if no one thought you actually spoke to him before he died. Perhaps you came hoping that Leanne would lease the farm to you, or hire you, since Orrin's foreman was also killed? You might be a neighbor, or even a hired hand from another farm, nearby, intending to grasp for an opportunity to advance yourself."

Spiv looked back at him. "Are you sure we want to mention Leanne at all? Wouldn't it be safer for her if we simply said we are all that were here?"

"You haven't thought it through, Spiv. The safest lie is always the one closest to the truth. They had a Shade in our camp, and we don't know for how long. They may already know Leanne was here, and may even know her name. If we try to hide that fact, and they see the lie, it is the same as telling them that Leanne is, at least personally, important to us. It will guarantee to bring attention to her."

Spiv knew Eldrid was right. He knew it logically, and from his own Horker training. He was very uneasy as the column made its slow way up the hill. And he was already beginning to miss having Joseph at his side.

A couple of horsemen now rode ahead of the column, at a canter, arriving while the coach was some distance away. These men had the lean look of warriors, and their horses were warhorses, large, strong, and looking well fed. They pulled up at about thirty feet distance.

"Who are you? And who else is here with you?" the taller of the two spoke loudly.

"We are researchers… historians," Eldrid responded. "This is a project approved by Raymond the Red himself. You, I suspect, do not have Lord Raymond's approval to be interrupting our work."

"We are sent ahead by an authority greater than Raymond the Red. The Sath has an interest in this place, and we are here to receive a report regarding your work here." It came out stilted, obviously a prepared speech. He went on, "We know your leader's name is Ben, and you, I think, are his assistant, Eldrid." When no one contradicted him, he said, "You will tell Ben to prepare to present himself, as soon as the great tent is occupied." At that, he and his companion looked around for a few more moments, as if assessing where to make camp, and what threats might be concealed within the ruins. Then, together, they turned and raced back to the advancing column, probably to make a report to one of their officers.

Spiv looked at Eldrid, surprised to see a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

"So," Eldrid commented, "it seems their Shade was attached to Ben, or his students, for most or all of the time it was with us." Eldrid saw the look of bewilderment on Spiv's face. "It is only among Gresham and Newport that anyone would get the idea I am Ben's assistant. Well, perhaps among Gresham, Newport, and Ben himself." Eldrid, smiling more obviously, went on to say, "I will tell Ben he has been designated as our leader. Perhaps it would be best if you do not correct our visitors when they arrive." With that, he turned away to find Ben, leaving Spiv to watch the oncoming soldiers by himself.

It was only a few more minutes before the coach, its open windows obscured with curtains, and with its guard of horsemen, and the following column of soldiers, arrived at the ruins of the great wall. Spiv stood in place there, but they did not stop. He watched them go by, into the center of the courtyard. When they stopped, someone started giving orders, and the soldiers nearest the coach burst into action, pulling bundles of luggage off the back of the coach. A couple of large wagons were driven forward, and more equipment was unloaded. Within minutes, several tents were being raised. For one, carpets were unrolled and shaken out before being carried inside for flooring. Even a flagpole was raised, though no flag was raised on it as of yet. Spiv was amazed at how rapidly the central yard became a military camp. During all of this, no one stirred in the coach. Spiv began to wonder if it was empty.

Then, as preparation of the great central tent was being completed, well before any of the others, the door on one side of the coach was opened, and a footman ran forward to place steps next to the opening. A young man in an elegantly tailored suit of green and white stepped lightly out. He stood on the top step for a moment, glancing about at the surroundings. The footman, as well as the soldiers nearest by, all stopped whatever they were doing and bowed deeply, as the young man looked around. Spiv turned a bit, appearing to watch the soldiers closer to him, who were preparing what seemed to be a mess area, but he inspected the young man in his peripheral vision in more detail. 

He appeared to be perhaps early twenties, slightly built, though more on the athletic side than frail. A little under six feet tall, Spiv observed. His skin was clear and white, and his features finely chiseled. His blond hair was rather long, not unusual in itself, but lustrous in a way Spiv associated with a woman's hair, and bound loosely, hanging down his back, with soft curls in the ends. He had the appearance of a gentleman or nobleman unused to outdoor work, and perhaps not used to anything most people would call work at all. He skipped lightly down the remaining steps, disdaining the offered hand of the footman to help him, and strode purposefully from the carriage straight into the great tent into which the carpets had been carried. Immediately, several chairs and a table were carried in behind him, along with a couple of trunks, and other objects. Then the flap of the tent was let down. Spiv could almost hear a sigh come up from the soldiers nearby as they relaxed and got back to the business of setting up a military camp.

Then, Spiv saw Eldrid and Ben approaching on the other side of the courtyard. He moved to join them, and the three of them turned to approach the great tent together.
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"You may address me as Lord Alexander. I represent the interests of the Sath, who has sent me to assay the value of your work here." The young man spoke from an ornate and heavy chair, sitting at the head of a table installed in his tent. It was the only chair, and Spiv and his friends had been left standing for their audience. Spiv noticed that the young man did not look at any of them as he spoke, but when he finished, he looked down the table at them, as if to weigh the impact of his words. Spiv decided he was lying, and not particularly well, at that. He did not know, yet, what the lie was. The young man went on, saying, "I understand that you," speaking directly to Ben now, "are rooting around for ancient knowledge and artifacts. My principal," and here he looked up again, "has an academic interest in such things, and has instructed me to provide a report on anything substantial which you have discovered."

Now Spiv was getting a feel for him, beginning to sense where the misdirection was taking place. He is here to look into the research going on, but he does not represent someone else, Spiv thought. Ben began to make some reply, offering up some platitudes about the benefits of shared knowledge among scholars of similar interests. The young man did not seem to pay it any more attention than Spiv himself was, and he continued speaking as though Ben had not said a word.

"So… to aid me in writing my report, I will require that you provide me with summations of your recent research, along with your original notes and in particular, any and all original documents and artifacts you have recovered to date. I will be going over them personally in the next few days, and you should make yourself personally available to me in case I have any questions. If I am able to complete my work rapidly, you should be back to your own schedules and purposes very soon."

Spiv began to sense the answer now. He raised his head, and spoke impetuously, "Ahh… then, you are a scholar of the old sciences yourself, sir. How fortunate. I surmise, sir, that your education must have been… extensive, indeed, if you are to judge the work of our own most eminent scholar. Are you, then, well known yourself in circles of academia? An author of scholarly works?"

The man who called himself Lord Alexander shot a sideways look at Spiv, while Ben stood mute, with his mouth open a bit, looking back and forth between Spiv and Lord Alexander. Eldrid remained still, except for bumping his foot up against Spiv's softly, out of sight of the young lord.

"And who, exactly, are you?" Alexander asked, suddenly focused intently on Spiv.

"I am Spivver MacAnders, sir. I have only recently joined this party, of necessity, finding myself in need of employment after being tasked to deliver some sad news here, by the family of one of the students."

"Oh? How unfortunate. And what sort of employment do you have skills in?"

"Few, my lord." Spiv nearly choked when he heard himself using that honorific. He realized that Alexander had put him on the defensive immediately, asking questions that did not lend themselves easily to creative answers. "I have been a trader, and a farmer, though a poor one, I fear." He fell back in equal parts on the truth and the legend he had worked on while traveling to Sessing's Cross. "My landlord reclaimed his property, to share out to another farmer. Here, I am put to what tasks require little knowledge but more sweat. They have been kind enough to feed me and give me a place to sleep."

"And yet they see fit to bring you to this audience? How unusual."

Finally, Eldrid spoke. "He is here to see to the needs of Ben, and to fetch anything you required of us immediately, my lord. I do not get around as readily as I once did. But he will not know which documents you require, or much about our work. Perhaps we should go and prepare our summaries for your review?" His foot was now on top of Spiv's, digging in, urging him to silence, but Spiv was not ready to retire just yet.

"It is true, I am not a scholar, and cannot be of much help in that regard," Spiv went on. "But if there is anything I can provide with my more common abilities, perhaps the Sath will give me opportunity to serve in that regard." Spiv nodded in the direction of the young lord as he spoke, his inference clear. There was silence for a tense moment, but Ben finally caught up with the exchange.

"The Sath… himself?" It came out just above a whisper, and seemed to hang in the air before the answer came.

"Indeed," the young lord finally replied. "Scholar or no, you are a man of some perception, Spivver MacAnders. That is interesting to me… As I instructed only moments ago, you will address me as Lord Alexander, and nothing else." He paused, seeming to think for a moment. "Now, all of you, go and begin your work. You will report to me an hour after first light in the morning. All three of you." With that, he stood and turned his back as Spiv and his companions began their exit.

Outside the tent, the three of them hurried away, Eldrid and Spiv towards the keep, and Ben to his own quarters. Eldrid, moving more spryly than he had while entering the tent of the Sath, muttered a bit to himself as they walked, but spoke up more clearly as they cleared the knot of soldiers still setting up their encampment.

"Was that necessary, Spiv? You could have told us your conclusions privately and avoided bringing yourself to his attention so acutely."

"I wasn't sure, Eldrid… not until I said it, and saw his reaction. Really, I could hardly believe it myself until he confirmed it. I would have thought the Sath would handle himself better, without giving himself away so easily."

Eldrid shook his head a little sadly. "Spiv, he handled himself just exactly as well as he intended. I fear he lied badly about his own identity in order to see exactly which of us saw through it first. What you did is nothing more than tell him that you are more astute than Ben is, and given him cause to doubt that Ben is, in fact, our leader. That is why he commanded that you will report with us in the morning."

Spiv found he had nothing to reply to that observation with. They walked on in silence. Spiv began to feel that he was poorly trained, and very much outclassed, in the company of Eldrid and the Sath. He determined to let Eldrid lead the next conversation they had with the young man who was the first Sath in, at least, several hundreds of years. As he walked with Eldrid, he realized that Eldrid would spend the rest of the day, and perhaps much of the night preparing his report for the Sath, and that he himself had nothing to contribute to such a report. He left Eldrid when they arrived at the keep, and spent the day doing chores and menial tasks, such as would be appropriate for a hired workman.


 

It was in the morning of the third day since the arrival of the Sath that Joseph returned. He rode in at a quiet pace, right through the middle of the courtyard, where all the soldiers were encamped, and where the tent of the Sath sat. He looked it all over openly, seemingly just curious, and without guile. The soldiers did not molest him, and the young Sath had made no appearance outside his tent since Ben, Eldrid, and Spiv had gone inside, about an hour earlier, to make another report. Ben and Eldrid were giving up a myriad of harmless things they had discovered, deciphered, or determined about the old friths and the fortress, filling time, and avoiding anything they thought might be significant. They dragged the meetings out, coving the material in painstaking detail, until the Sath, in the guise of Lord Alexander, dismissed them. While this was going on, Joseph rode to the keep and tied his horse up. He checked Eldrid's room, and finding no one about, he went back down and unsaddled the horse, and began grooming him, on the theory that someone who takes the time to groom his horse can hardly be conceived of as planning to make trouble. Joseph had a clear view of most of the soldiers' camp, including the great tent, and was under no illusions as to what army the soldiers he saw represented.

After a time, the horse was about as groomed as he could get, and Joseph cast about for something else to occupy him. He began oiling his saddle leather. He had hardly begun when the flap of the great tent opened, and Eldrid and Spiv walked out, followed closely by Ben. They were walking as though headed back to the keep themselves, so Joseph simply continued with what he was doing and waited for the others to notice him. They did, in short order. As they grew closer, Spiv grinned widely, happy to see his friend.

"Good to see you back, Joseph. Got a surprise when you rode in, didn't you?" Spiv greeted him.

"That's one way of putting it, Spiv. What do they want?" Joseph returned.

Eldrid spoke before anyone answered the question. "Why don't you come inside with us, Joseph? I am sure you have as much to tell us as we have to tell you." Joseph simply nodded, his face growing serious. 

"That, I do."

Later, in Eldrid's room, they caught Joseph up on recent events at the ruins, explaining that the Sath himself was in the camp, and that they had been reporting their research to him for three days.

"We've been piling up a mountain of detail on everything we have done here, spending hours describing things of no importance. But I'm afraid his patience will run out, and I don't know how it will go if we don't give him something of importance soon," Eldrid finished their summary. "He is here for something important, something he is not sure we know anything about. Otherwise, he would simply ask specific questions, rather than asking general questions about what we have found, and letting us talk about so many different things." Eldrid paused a moment before asking the obvious question. "What news from Perryton?"

Now Joseph took a breath. "It's war. I mean, the fighting has finally started. Raymond met the Sath's army on the north side of Perryton, just the day before Leanne and I arrived. They say it was bloody, vicious fighting, and no clear winner on either side, though Raymond seems to have lost fewer men, and the Sath's army gave up ground. Raymond had the advantage of numbers, since the Sath's armies were divided. Perryton is open, though, on the east and north, and the Green armies on the south and west have joined, with the remains of the northern group as well. People who ought to know are saying Raymond will not have the superior force again, and if the Sath moves up his forces that are spread through the south, they don't know how Raymond can win." This was met with thoughtful silence, until Eldrid reminded them of something.

"Raymond the Red did not gain his fame and reputation by defeating only smaller, inferior armies. And the Sath, as he concentrates his forces in one place, will have greater problems with logistical support. Perryton and the surrounding farms and countryside cannot feed a force grown too large, for very long. The local people will support Raymond, and hide provisions from the Sath, I think." 

This observation perked them all up, and they sat forward, leaning in towards Joseph, while Ben asked, "Who controls the town?"

"No one, when I was there. Raymond is out in the countryside, and the Sath's army is in their camps, or on patrols around that area. The townspeople mostly seem to support Raymond, but there are rumors that some are giving information to the Sath's men. There have already been several murders in town, said to be the killings of the Sath's spies. The bodies are found with green pinned to their tunics, or painted on their foreheads." 

"But Lord Raymond's garrison in town? Do they not remain?" Eldrid asked.

"Raymond must have gotten word to them, because they swept the town of Sath military at the same time Raymond attacked the army in the north, and then they joined that battle, hitting the Sath's Greens from the south, the town side, while Raymond engaged from the north. Then, when Raymond broke off, his men from the city joined with him. There are no soldiers from either side in town at all, now. At least, not in uniform."

Eldrid thought this over, pulling at his white beard. "Well, it makes sense that Raymond would pull his men out. If it is open fighting, his men in town would be too few to defend themselves, should the Sath move his men into town in numbers and attack the garrison. And if Raymond put his whole army inside, they could be surrounded and contained. It would draw the war out, but without a relieving force, time would work to the benefit of the besiegers. Raymond might hold the Sath off for years, but at the cost of the rest of the realm. I don't understand why the Sath does not take possession of Perryton now, though. Surely Raymond would have to attack any occupying force in his capital. He could not allow a long siege, which would starve his own people. And, the Sath is the invader. He must want to engage Raymond. Why else bring an army here at all? Even if the town folk support Raymond, and cause problems for him, the Sath has the numbers to occupy and hold Perryton, and still field an army to engage Raymond."

Spiv answered that. "Of course he wants to engage Raymond, and destroy him. But the Sath is not there to do it himself. Instead, he is here. He wants to engage Raymond, but after he obtains what he came here for. He wants to take the battle to Raymond on his own terms, not on Raymond's terms."

"Of course, Spiv, you are exactly right!" Eldrid exclaimed. "The Sath believes there is something here that will allow him to defeat Raymond without chancing battle… or at least, without the normal chances of battle." He looked around the room. "This changes things for us, gentlemen. The Sath is now in open war with our sovereign. We can no longer risk giving him any information. Who knows if something of what we have already told him might be a clue to what he seeks here?"

Ben raised his eyebrows in surprise. "Then what shall we do? We are expected again tomorrow morning, with another report, and we are running out of meaningless drivel. You can't think Lord Alexander is going to simply let us leave?" Ben alone used the pseudonym the Sath had given them, even when not in the presence of the Sath himself.

"No, I do not think anything of the sort, Ben," Eldrid replied. "Nor do I think we are fooling him with what we have reported to date. I simply think that we dare not continue to unfold anything of what we know of this place until we know what it is the Sath is seeking, and whether it is here or not."

"Then… you want to run? Escape the ruins, and try to join up with Raymond? Or make for Perryton, and hide among the people?" Ben was incredulous. "That seems a chancy thing to me, Eldrid. There is a small army outside this very tower, if you have not noticed."

"It is not that I want to run, Ben. But it would be better to try to run, and fail, even die, than to aid the Sath. If we can find the proper way, though, I see no reason…" As he was speaking, Ruthe appeared, opening the door to Eldrid's rooms without knocking, evidence enough that something was bothering him.

"Oh, Eldrid, here you are. Something's going on, outside. That fellow, the Sath, he's doing some strange things, at the old moat." Everyone looked at Ruthe, and at each other. Then, almost as one, they rose and bustled together outside. 

The Sath, in his immaculate green suit, stood at the edge of the great wall, on the road where it crossed the dry ditch which had once been a water moat, and a small group of his officers stood near him, though a bit off to one side, as though to avoid interfering. The Sath was chanting and gesturing with one hand above a clay vessel held in his other hand. The group, Eldrid leading, crossed the courtyard to get a better look, and as they grew near, they could hear the Sath, though it was some language Spiv could not identify. Before they could get too close, soldiers stepped from nearby around them to bar their way, and they were left watching the strange spectacle from some twenty yards distance. They saw the Sath as he completed his chanting, and poured out a clear liquid from the vessel he held, into the dry moat.

"It looks like ordinary water," Spiv observed, quietly. Eldrid glanced at him.

"Water is what moats are filled with, Spiv," he said.

The Sath finished his ritual, and stood, looking down into the large ditch for a few moments. Then, he tossed the empty clay jar to someone nearby, and pulled something else from his pocket, tossing it into the moat as well. It was small and round, like a stone, or perhaps a plum. He spent a few more moments gesturing and muttering, and then he casually turned, and strolled off, back to his tent. The officers, as a group, walked up and looked down into the ditch, murmuring and among themselves, and more than one made subtle gestures to ward bad luck. As the officers and the Sath left the area, the soldiers barring Spiv and his friends seemed to lose interest in them, and returned to other duties. Eldrid led them, then, and they walked up to where the Sath had been standing.

"The Sath has been practicing his craft," Eldrid observed. "He has sown a new spring." Spiv looked down into the remains of the moat, and saw to his amazement that a spring of clear water was fairly gushing, from exactly where the Sath had poured water onto the ground, into what had been, only a few minutes ago, a dry dirt bottom. As he watched, the new spring grew in volume, first doubling from what it had been when he first looked, and the doubling again, in the space of a few minutes. Eldrid spoke again.

"I dare to speculate that this will be full long before nightfall. Ben, the option of running has just been, I think, made much more difficult. The moat surrounds the ruins, except where the old road crosses it, running up from the rampart. That makes a choke point, and it will not be much space to guard against people coming in or going out."

Spiv thought about it for a moment. "Eldrid, why does the road cross the moat there? Why didn't the moat surround the fortress entirely, with a drawbridge built across it to enter?"

"Oh, it almost certainly did, at one time, Spiv. The main approach was simply filled in at some point… perhaps during a great siege, or after the fortress fell. It was easier to fill in the moat than to build a new bridge across it."

A new thought then occurred to Spiv. He was about to ask, "Why fill the moat now?" Before he could put the thought to words, he glanced about, and saw some other changes. Soldiers now walked the remains of the great wall, on top, and a group of soldiers were building a wooden stockade of sorts where the gate once stood. They were preparing defenses all around the fortress. The Sath, it seemed, was not taking any chances at being caught unaware, perhaps with Lord Raymond in mind. He digested all of this, and then came to another conclusion. He stepped close to Eldrid, and said in a low voice, "I assume we will be seeing some reinforcements arrive today or tomorrow. He has too few men to properly defend this place, but with a few hundred, he could perhaps hold this place against all of Raymond's army for a long time. It would be a siege, but Raymond could bottle him up here, just as the Sath could have contained him, if he had moved into Perryton." 

Eldrid stood gazing out, down the slope from which such an army would have to attack. In a moment, he simply nodded, and Spiv realized he had made the same observations, though coming to a different conclusion.

"Yes, Spiv. But the Sath has an army nearby, outside this moat and the old wall. If Raymond were to surround this place, the Sath could attack him from within and without, just as Raymond did to the green army north of Perryton. I doubt Raymond would make the error of setting siege here. The Sath, I think, is not hoping to defeat Raymond in a battle defending the old fortress from siege. He simply does not want to be pushed out before he has what he seeks here, and wants to be prepared if Raymond should attempt a fast assault. Come on. Let's go back to the keep, and see what we can come up with." Eldrid set out, back towards the keep, and the others followed him.
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It was early evening, and the whole group was gathered in the lower room of the tower. Ben and both of his students, Newport and Grisham, along with Ruthe, Spiv, Eldrid, and Joseph were sitting on the floor, in a rough circle. In addition, they had gathered, through the day, whatever they could think of that they might need, if they were to find a way to slip out through the sentries that now stood watch over the approach to the ruins of the old fortress. Ruthe was speaking now.

"I watched the moat, through the day, as Eldrid asked me to. It was nearly full by midafternoon, and then the water seemed to slow down, and didn't rise so fast. Still, as of an hour ago, it was about as full as it can be filled. I'm not sure, but, sometimes it seemed… well, it's muddy, of course, not like the clear water that came out of the spring that filled it, but it seems sometimes to ripple oddly… like maybe there is something in it. You know, something moving. Maybe something big."

"I would be surprised, actually, if the Sath did not have something to sow into the water, once it was deep enough," Eldrid took the news calmly. "It will make a far more effective defense if there is something to prevent soldiers from attempting to fill it or cross it in some other way. And it is a more effective barrier to keep us here, as well. But I was not going to suggest that we attempt to cross the moat in any event."

Ben, again, expressed his dissent. "But you can't mean to go out by the main entrance! There are fifty soldiers standing sentry there by now! No, we must simply keep at our work, and make our reports each morning, and buy time." Newport nodded his agreement with his master, and Grisholm, it seemed, thought this was so self-evident that he did not deign to participate in the discussion at all.

Eldrid, though, took the argument head-on. "We should not make the mistake of thinking that our only options are to keep on as we have been, or make a mad dash out the main gate. We have several other possible means of action we can consider."

Joseph took a different tact in disagreeing with Ben. " 'Fifty men'? Hardly. Never more than two-dozen at a given time, and that only at night. In the day there is usually half that. We are seven men, and with surprise, we should not think a dozen is too many to chance. Spiv, with that bow of his, could cut them in half in the time it takes the rest of us to charge them!"

Ben ignored Joseph, and addressed Eldrid, expostulating, "Other means of action? What are you talking about? We are talking about a SATH! Surely one of the most powerful men alive today, Eldrid!"

For his part, Eldrid appeared to be musing, thinking aloud rather than responding directly to what any of the others said. "We could, perhaps, attempt to assassinate the Sath. We have seven men here, as Joseph said, and one of us, perhaps, could get through to the Sath." Grunts of astonishment and disagreement from Ben and his students punctuated Eldrid's words, and Eldrid stopped talking for a bit, letting them make the argument against such an action. Spiv was entertained by the whole thing, not believing for a moment that Eldrid seriously contemplated such a course. He thought the old man was setting them up for something else, his guess confirmed when Eldrid went on, a few moments later.

"Alternatively, while it is unlikely to lead to outright escape, we can take another exit from our current circumstances. We can go back down." Eldrid gestured towards the part of the floor, which everyone here knew covered the entrance to the lower levels. "There are risks, of course. Once we go there, we have no idea how long we will have to remain. Further, the old moat is full, perhaps for the first time in hundreds of years. The earth has shifted many times since the moat was first built, and we have no way of knowing if, or when, the lower levels could be flooded. We won't know until we go below."

Now Grisham was paying attention, and he expostulated forcefully, "Bloody great idea, that one. We can risk drowning if things go wrong, or hide down below until the Sath's men figure out where we've gone and come after us. Which won't be that hard to figure out, I wager. He's a powerful wizard, as Ben reminded you. Drowning might be the best outcome of that daft plan!"

"But," Eldrid spoke patiently, "that is the only plan that gives us a chance of finding what it is the Sath wants, before he does himself, I think. If we find it, it might aid us. At the very least, we might be able to destroy it, and prevent his using it against Raymond." Eldrid looked pointedly at Grisham. "You do remember Raymond the Red? Your sovereign lord?" Spiv realized then how worn and tired Eldrid was. Sarcasm was not his normal method of persuasion. Grisham started to make a retort, but then seemed to think better of it. He abruptly shut his mouth, and looked to Ben, as though for guidance.

"Eldrid makes a good point," Ben finally said. "If there is something here, and I must agree that the Sath seems to think there is, then we must do all we can to prevent him from finding it, and using it." He looked around the group, settling last on his own two students. "I think we must go below, and take our chances there. It surely is a better plan than storming the guards to escape from here."

In the space of a moment, then, it was agreed. Newport and Grisham began the process of dividing up the materials they all had gathered, choosing what of it would be valuable below, being sure to take plenty of food and some drinking water, as well as lamps and oil and the like. Much of what they might need below was already down there, such as tools for digging, candles and other items. Spiv and Joseph slipped back to their own camp, and gathered some things. The last thing was loosing the horses. There was sufficient grass in the area, they would graze and be fine, and perhaps not move too far, so long as they were left alone by the Sath's men. For water, they had the moat. Spiv felt a little uneasy about whatever was living in that water now, but there was nothing for it. Horses were prey animals. He would have to trust their instincts to protect them. He and Joseph returned to the keep, and with the others, they swept up whatever traces of their activity they could, and descended once again into the lower regions.

The air was heavier, this time, and even more dank, humid, with the smells of earth and water pressing in with equal measure. Only Joseph seemed entirely impervious to feelings of claustrophobia. Newport and Grisholm groused about it, Ruthe grew more quiet, and Ben more fussy and pompous. Eldred remained grave, his concern showing as age in his tired face. But they found no sign of water actually finding its way into the lower levels; it simply smelled more wet and humid. They progressed rapidly to the bottom landing.

They opened the door with the disguised latch system, behind which was the room with the apparently caved-in ceiling. They went in, and Eldrid carefully closed the door behind them, releasing the great beam of stone that accessed the steps, below. They trooped down the narrow flight, and made their camp in the center of the room. Joseph had a question or two for Eldrid as they settled their things, things he had wondered about since they were last here, and he had recognized the writing as the same as what was on the arrows.

"What sorts of things are all these diagrams and notes about, Eldrid? And how old are they?"

"Many topics, Joseph," Eldrid replied. "And certainly from an extensive set of dates. We don't really know how many years this represents. It has not been catalogued, so we don't even know what all of it concerns. We have not known of this place for long, ourselves. I'm hoping Ben might sort some of it out while we are in hiding here.

Ben immediately set forth to do that, pushing his bundle of supplies onto Newport, and gesturing for Grisholm to bring his lamp, and hold it for him. It was unnecessary, though. The light started growing immediately, in the unusual way that Spiv was growing used to now. Spiv looked around, and was startled to see that it was Joseph, this time, who worked the minor magic.

"When did you learn that, Joseph?" he asked, his eyebrows arched high.

"Eldrid showed me, just after the last time we were here," Joseph replied, softly, not wanting to antagonize Ben's group with the knowledge that even he had seen this place before, “while you were gone fetching your arrows.” Spiv looked to Eldrid.

"Indeed, Spiv," Eldrid commented. "Our friend Joseph seems to have some talent." And it was obviously so, because Spiv noticed that the light was much brighter and more uniform this time than it was before. But perhaps that is because Joseph is working with several sources, instead of the one lamp Eldrid had…? Spiv was unsure, knowing as little as he did about magic.

Ruthe and Eldrid returned up the short steps, and set about reducing any signs of their passing in the room above while Spiv and Joseph set about organizing a camp of sorts, sorting gear and supplies out. Newport, who was only too happy to leave the mess to Spiv and Joseph, was now scurrying over to where Ben was examining the walls. A moment later, Spiv heard the soft grind of stone on stone, as Eldrid, returning with Ruthe, closed the entrance behind them. The noise of the stone closing behind them was disconcerting, to Spiv's ear. It was the small hours of the morning now, and Spiv suspected that in an hour or two, their absence might be noted. Certainly in no more than four hours, since they would be missing their appointment with the Sath. They did not know how long it would take the Sath to find the access to the lower levels, but if he followed them, as he almost surely would eventually, now there was the real possibility they could be trapped in this room, even if the Sath did not find the secret entrance. He could trap them simply by blocking the doors off all the landings on the stairs coming down. Spiv physically shook his head, trying to dispel the uncomfortable feeling these thoughts gave him.

Ruthe began preparing a bed, spreading rough blankets to sleep between. A moment later, Joseph was doing the same. Eldrid interrupted Joseph, though.

"Joseph, time for your next lesson, I think. I should like some tea, and something to eat, but it would be better if we did not make a fire down here, I think…" He and Joseph settled down for a discussion, and a few minutes later, Joseph had a teapot suspended above a small lamp. Ruthe glanced over at them, and then, seeing Spiv's curiosity, he explained.

"It's the same as the light, Spiv, except now Eldrid is teaching Joseph how to harvest more heat from the small flame."

"I see. And this is also 'small magic'?" Spiv asked.

"Well, small for Eldrid and Ben, I think. It's beyond me, though. I would be very happy to accomplish it. I see how some get it so easily, and I… well, I don't. Perhaps I will never have my epiphany." Spiv glanced at Ruthe, but his face seemed untroubled, as he went on. "I could teach that to Joseph myself, though I cannot do it. So perhaps I am a teacher, not a wizard? Maybe that is my epiphany." He turned over, and almost immediately his breathing slowed, and he slept the deep and untroubled sleep that is the peculiar blessing of the innocent and good-natured.

Meanwhile, Spiv noticed the air was warmer, and less damp, and the tea water was boiling, faster than it would over even a large fire. Joseph added tea leaves to the pot, and sat back with a satisfied smile. Spiv went and sat with him and Eldrid. He had an uncomfortable feeling he couldn't identify. He kept seeing Joseph as he was on that night when Spiv found him carving arcane characters into the shaft of an arrow. Eldrid seemed to sense his troubled thoughts.

"Well, Spiv. Our friend Joseph is an apt pupil. He learns the formulas quickly, and his application is excellent," he said.

"So I see. Eldrid… is there any danger in all of this? For Joseph, or for us?"

"The best precaution, Spiv, is to develop the talent. Joseph has the talent, the ability, regardless of his instruction. With discipline and learning, he gains control. Even practice at controlling the smallest magic could be useful when someone is faced with great magic."

"I'm thinking of the night the magic of the arrow overtook him, Eldrid. You did not see what I saw. No offense, Joseph." Joseph waved off this semi-apology, and went to sort out some cups for tea from the packs they had carried down, leaving Eldrid and Spiv to talk alone.

"And that is one reason I am training him now," Eldrid replied. "That was, I think, great magic. And it found him, with no prior training at all. Someone else, like Ruthe, perhaps, might have had no trouble at all, examining and handling that arrow. It is very likely that Joseph's talent… I might say, 'woke up' the power in that arrow. Now I will prepare him as best I can, and if he is ever again found by great magic, perhaps he will fair better. Surely that is the more sensible course, don't you agree?" Spiv did not answer him, still uncomfortable, but feeling he had insufficient knowledge to press further. His mind took a different turn on the information, as Joseph returned with cups and poured the tea.

"I had no trouble from it, myself. So, can I conclude I lack the talent as well?" he asked.

"Not precisely, Spiv. You may, or may not have the talent for magic. If you do have talent, it may be a talent that is incompatible with the particular power of that arrow. I used Ruthe as an example because he has attempting many kinds of minor magics, and has had, well, an exceptional lack of success with all of them. Ruthe, it would be safe to bet, has very minimal access to the energies of that entire realm. You, I think, have not attempted much. We only know that, for whatever reason, the magic of the arrow did not find you as it did Joseph."

"It seems very complex, Eldrid. And very unpredictable."

"I think that is a fair estimation, Spiv." Eldrid smiled at him. "Now, let us take our tea and see what Ben is finding, shall we?" They both rose to their feet and went off towards Ben and his students.

"You see here, this is remarkable…" Ben was saying. "There is much to work with here, and many, many insights to be gleaned and sorted through." One of his two students had provided him with pen and parchment, and he was furiously scribbling notes. Newport stood with an inkpot held in hand for Ben's convenience. They stood before an elaborate diagram, a series of geometric shapes that all seemed to fit together in a radial arrangement around a center circle.

"Ben," Eldrid spoke out, "what are you finding?"

"Remarkable, Eldrid… remarkable. Surely some of this, perhaps even most of it, is from the period of the last great Frith. The very peak of frithology."

"Is there anything useful? I mean, immediately useful? Sooner or later, they will come down here looking for us, I fear. If there is something to tell us what the Sath seeks, we need to sort this out before they find us."

"There is too much here, Eldrid. It will take time to sort. This diagram appears to be a geometric arrangement, which channels magic in some way. The notes and labels are illegible, for the most part, but, if I understand it correctly, you can see how the pattern focuses here…" Ben was working up to a longish lecture, by his tone, but Eldrid interrupted him.

"Time may be short, Ben." Eldrid took Ben's arm. "Here, there is a section that appears to be related to a weapon they were working on, or that they thought was possible… it is right down here…" Eldrid gently led Ben farther down the wall. Newport and Grisholm shouldered past Spiv to keep up, as if they were afraid they would miss something. 

Spiv let them go, realizing how tired he was. Joseph arrived just then, carrying his own cup of tea. He stood by Spiv, saying, "They're rather excited by it all, aren't they? What's this then?" He was looking at the diagram Ben had been discussing a moment before.

"Ben said something about a way of focusing something. It's to do with magic. He didn't know exactly what." He sipped his tea, and looked over at Joseph, who was peering at faint marks on the wall. "All I know is that I'm exhausted. I'm turning in for a bit." Spiv stepped away, towards his blankets, leaving Joseph and the others to sort out the mysteries written around the room.


 

After resting, Spiv awoke fresher than he would have thought. He wondered how much time had gone by. Wiping sleep from his eyes, he glanced around, and found one lamp still burning, noting that there was too much light for one flame. He assumed the magic from the night before was still active, and he wondered if it had to be maintained, or if would it stay effective so long as the same flame was allowed to burn uninterrupted. He looked around further and found most of the party was sleeping now. One exception was Ben, who was still writing notes on parchment, under the burning lamp, which was suspended from the ceiling now. The other exception was Joseph, whose blankets lay empty. Spiv finally spotted him, sitting near the wall where he had left him last night. Spiv roused himself and walked over to him.

"What have you found so interesting, Joseph?" he asked.

"I was wondering about this diagram… what do you suppose they made these shapes out of? And where might they have used them?"

"Hmmm… I have no idea. They were 'harvesters.' I suppose they could have applied this to anything to do with harvesting. Say, the fields of a farm, or pastures for livestock? Maybe even the layout of a mining operation?"

"Well," Joseph considered. "Not a farm, or pastures, I think. If you look here, you see the center, this circle, seems to sit on a different level than the rest… I think that's what these lines represent. Like it is below some of the other figures. Or perhaps there are two levels of the center circle, one above the other. It might work for a mine, I suppose… a surface level, and a lower level?" Joseph had clearly been giving it considerable thought.

"Perhaps Ben will be able to tell us, in time," Spiv opined. "Feel like breakfast? Bread and cheese are in the packs, and I can make some tea, if you will work your magic on the heat of the lamp again." Joseph nodded, and rose up to his feet without a word. But over the next few minutes, Spiv saw his head turn back to the diagram while they fixed breakfast, and he knew his friend Joseph would be back at his contemplation as soon as he was free again. By now the rest of the party was stirring, though, and he had matters to discuss with Eldrid. He sat down next to the older man while they ate.

"Ruthe and I can go back up to the cistern for water after we eat, if the Sath has not figured out how to follow us down here yet. Water is what we will run out of first. Perhaps I will ask him to show me around a bit on the way, and we can look for any indications of flooding. Is there anything else we should be thinking of, or doing?" 

"I think we will be fine, for a while, but more water is a good idea. Ben will continue to examine the writings, as will I. Do you plan to take Joseph with you?

"I think Joseph has found a mystery of his own to focus on for a while. He's obsessed with the diagram Ben was looking at when I went to bed last night. I think he might have sat in front of it all night, studying the thing." 

Eldrid looked up at Spiv. "Did he? That is interesting. What did he say? Any insights?"

Spiv was surprised. "Well, no… not that he mentioned, really. He was just wondering what it was actually designed for, I suppose."

Eldrid relaxed a bit, and breathed a deep breath. "Do not underestimate him, Spiv. He has a good mind, and more than that, talent. If he has found something interesting, I shall go ask him what his thoughts are before long, myself. Often, these things are more to do with intuition than deduction." Spiv reflected a moment, and simply nodded.

Later, Spiv and Ruthe went for water, and Ruthe showed him more of the underground ruins. They were careful to leave as little evidence of their passing as possible, though the floors were covered with dirt and dust, and footprints were essentially inevitable. Without any breeze to disturb them, footprints seemed to last forever, and their new tracks blended with a myriad of older footprints, and seemed to Spiv to be indistinguishable from the old ones. They tried to walk in the paths of previous traffic as much as possible, and sometimes took a little time obscuring or cleaning up signs of their movements. They filled a couple of large water skins each in the cistern on the upper level, and hoisted them onto their shoulders to lug back down to the group. When they arrived in the lower room, Spiv was surprised to see everyone brushing away dirt and debris from the center of the room, almost from the very place they had made their makeshift camp the night before.

"What's all this?" he queried the others. 

Grisholm answered him, gesturing towards Joseph, "It seems your young friend has convinced Ben that there is something hidden beneath all this dirt," came the sour response. "Now we have to stop the real work of deciphering the writings we see on the wall, and look for something on the floor." Grisholm clearly thought he was wasting his time and sweat. Ben spoke up, though.

"It's very exciting, Spiv. If Joseph is right, this very room was designed to channel energy! We must find some evidence, and discover if he has patterned it properly." Ben was blowing dust out of a thin seam in the floor, following it as it meandered an irregular border between two great stones set into the floor. After a few feet, the seam intersected another, and it became clear that the floor was made of great stone slabs, carefully and skillfully fitted to one another in strange shapes and designs, similar to what was depicted in the diagram on the wall. Spiv looked around, and saw Joseph and Eldrid working in another place, following their own seams, and Newport and Ruthe each using cloths to beat the dust off of areas of floor, looking for seams not yet uncovered. Spiv crossed the floor, to where Joseph was working.

"Joseph? What have you discovered?" Spiv asked.

"I'm not sure, Spiv… but that drawing we were looking at, I think it's not for a mine, or anything like that. I think it's here… this room. And, maybe, the room below us." 

Spiv considered that for a moment. "Eldrid, if he's right, what does that mean? I didn't know there was a room below us."

Eldrid answered without stopping his work, "We don't know if he's right, if there's a room below us, or what it means if there is. But if the ancient friths did designed some sort of 'energy funnel,' and then put it here, there must be a reason. And in that case, it is very likely to be important. It could perhaps be the sort of thing important enough to bring the Sath here." And as he spoke, Spiv noticed the seam Eldrid was following was different from the others. It did not meander back and forth, like the others. Nor was it simply a straight section of line. It was a great arc, perhaps seventy degrees of what would be, if it continued the same way, a circle with a diameter of some fifteen feet. If this was part of the pattern drawn on the wall, there was only one perfect circle depicted there, in the exact center of the diagram. Spiv walked over to the diagram on the wall. He counted the lines that intersected the circumference of that center figure, and came up with nine. Then he mentally designated the top of the circle in the diagram on the wall as zero degrees, and noted the positions of the intersecting lines. He returned to Eldrid's work, and found three intersections already uncovered. When he had calculated the portion of the circle he was looking at, he walked to the opposite side, and began brushing off dirt from the floor. Within a few inches of where he started, he found the intersection he was looking for.

"Eldrid… it is here. This is the center." Spiv stepped off a few feet. "This," he said as he scuffed a line with his shoe, "corresponds to the top of the circle in the diagram." And then with a few steps and a minimum of brushing dirt away, he uncovered the remaining intersections. By now the others had all stopped their work, and came over to look. They compared Spiv's intersections with the diagram, and they agreed. Joseph had figured it out, and Spiv had proved it.

Now Joseph returned to the diagram. He stood staring at it for a long moment. Ben joined him, and they began a low conversation, Ben gesturing at the drawing, and Joseph standing and scratching his head. The diagram was clearly the same as the patterns of seams in the floor. The central circle in the floor was level with the rest of the floor, but on the diagram it appeared to be represented well below that level. It seemed obvious, then, that there would be a room below where they stood now, a room which energy and magic had been gathered and funneled down into for a very long time.
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They spent a long time puzzling over the diagram and examining the seams in the floor. All of them took their best guesses and threw them out for the others to examine, save only for Ruthe. He spent his time working the dirt out of the rest of the seams. While he was sweeping dirt, Joseph and Ben went over and over the diagram, comparing it to the floor, looking for a piece of the giant mosaic that was somehow different from the others; much smaller, and therefore able to be removed, or with some obvious central fulcrum, or any other difference they could find. Eldrid, while this was going on, copied the design on parchment, and drew charts of energy flow, reasoning that understanding the design might reveal a logical point of ingress. Newport and Grisholm simply stood by Ben, making approving comments whenever he speculated on something, or made any minor observation. Finally, Ben, frustrated with their presence, set them to making dinner. Grisholm incanted above a lamp, and got barely enough heat to warm water for his trouble.

Spiv, growing tired of the discussion, also went away and spent some time examining the seams minutely, inch by inch, starting with the seam around the centerpiece. He took a small tool, and probed at the widest points. He pulled up fibers, covered in a black residue. When he had finished with his examination, he approached Eldrid again. 

"I don't think you will find an entrance here. Everywhere I've looked, these seams between the stones were sealed with caulking and pitch. There were not meant to come out, or raise on one end, or anything like that."

Eldrid considered Spiv's comment a moment, and replied, "The diagram appears to suggest a room below us, an important room. What do you make of that? A room with no entrance? What could it be for?"

Spiv's Horker training led him down a familiar path of logic, as he mused aloud, "Rooms with no entrances are sometimes built. They must be built around whatever they are intended to hold, and that is very different from a room with a sealed entrance. It would mean the contents of the room were already in possession before the room was built, and the room was built specifically for its contents, to protect them. For example, it might be useful to store a hoard of treasure and protect it from pilfering by servants. Or perhaps to hide away valuables, which would incriminate the man who holds them, such as stolen artifacts, or art, something you don't want anyone to come across by accident. A person would have to intend to store something away for quite a long time, though, and he would be denied access to the contents of such a room himself, until and unless he was ready to destroy the room to recover the contents.

 "Such rooms are not proof against all theft, though. If the building is destroyed, the treasure may be lost anyway. They are useful only for hoarding something no one else, at least no enemies, suspect is hidden inside." He looked around him at the walls and ceiling. "Destroying this building would seem unlikely, though surely men with hammers could break through the floor, eventually. There are some other reasons for a room with no entrance, besides great treasure. It has sometimes been a method of execution, to build a room and seal up someone inside it, with no entrance for succor and no exit for escape." He shrugged. "There might be many reasons to build such a room." Spiv gestured towards the diagram on the wall, showing the properties of the stone floor. "If it were simply to hold treasure, surely they would not have left that drawing, telling their enemies to look under the floor. Moreover, since the fortress must fall before this structure could be destroyed, I'm inclined to think a simple strong door might have done as well. By the time an enemy got this far, surely the men who built the hoard would all be dead or taken prisoner. And why would they intend to funnel magic energies into it if they intended to seal up a man in that space? Someone they intended to suffer forever, without dying? Or, someone they feared would not stay dead?"

Eldrid scratched his beard, and wiped his brow, looking around the room. Finally, he said, "I agree, Spiv, it seems odd. But only because we do not know yet what is below. When we know what it is, it may be entirely sensible to us. The effort of designing this place, and then building it," he said, looking at the size of the stones cut to make the floor, "seems too much simply for a storehouse, no matter how great the treasure." 

Eldrid looked back at Spiv now. "As you said, there could be many reasons to build a room with no entrance. Spiv, did you ever wonder how objects of great power are made? For example, a green stone, which has great power to influence the normal growth of plants? Such a thing is not made in one day, Spiv… or even in the span of one man's lifetime."

Spiv considered this. "How, then? Do you mean, one man starts the project, and passes it on to the next, and the next, until the thing is done?"

"In some cases, Spiv, that is exactly how it has been done. Certain swords and daggers, for example, passed down in royal families for generations, are said to have amassed great power in such a fashion. A king might have a wizard work some magic on a sword, and a few years later, a different wizard has come into the court, and he makes a contribution… Understand, Spiv, each one of these processes may involve years of work. After a few generations, perhaps fifty or a hundred different wizards have put in a few months or years in on it, and what began as a sword with a simple enchantment, say, against breaking in battle, becomes a fearsome weapon indeed, with characteristics like cleaving steel more easily than a normal sword cuts wood, or feeling lighter and better balanced in the hand, to be wielded more swiftly. Perhaps even cursed so that wounds caused with that blade putrefy and rot, eventually bringing death from even a minor wound."

"A sword… would that have brought the Sath here, do you think?" 

"An ambitious Sath, intent on conquest?" He shrugged. "Oh, yes, something like that could bring him, if it was something powerful. But that was only an example, Spiv. Here is my point: If this is a funnel for magic, then it might not be necessary for generations of wizards to be working a myriad of steps into an object. It could be that the process was set into motion by one wizard, or a few wizards of one group, many generations ago. And that process has been fed, maybe, by this funnel, for better than a thousand years. There might be an object of truly great power down there, Spiv." Now Eldrid shrugged. "Or, perhaps the magic is used simply to preserve something… documents the old friths valued for religious reasons, or even the food stores a fortress like this would need if a long siege were undertaken. It would be a very valuable thing indeed, in a fortress like this, to have a room set up with the ability to keep food stores fresh indefinitely."

"But in that case, Eldrid, the entrance would not be secret. It would be widely known. It would have taken many men carrying the stores into the storage room, in addition to all those who set up the magic, and those who built the room… and it would need an entrance, to access the stores in time of siege. It doesn't seem a likely reason for hiding the entrance so well."

"Exactly so, Spiv. That is exactly the reasoning that persuades me we need to find the entrance, and see for ourselves what is there. There is something down there, or was. Something that was very important to them." Now Eldrid sat down, looking tired and old, gazing around at the walls. "There must be an entrance here. We just can't find it."

Spiv looked sharply around, a thought flickering through his mind, almost gone before he recognized it, but he grasped at it mentally, and said, "An entrance, yes… but… NOT here. Eldrid, if the entrance is not here, it is simply somewhere else. We are looking in the wrong place. This room we are in was secret, and for good reason. Here, the ancient friths did their most advanced and secret work. The room below is also secret, but anyone who came into this room would already know about the room below, or they wouldn't have left that diagram on the wall. Does it follow that anyone who knew about the room below should know also about the work done here? Perhaps not. It may be that the secret of the room below was less important, or less closely held, or needed to be known by different people than those who worked here. This room, with the funneling properties, may even have been an afterthought. If it was built after the room below, there was already an entrance to that room, and no need to put another in from this room. The entrance, I think, will be from somewhere else, some room where different work was done, or where no work was done. So that the people who needed to know about that room would not have to know about this one."

"The other side of the last landing, then, Spiv? We must look past the other door, do you think?"

"I think it's likely… I'm sure we have to look somewhere else, and that's as good a place to start as any, Eldrid. The left door takes us here; the right door, if we find the path, will very likely take us to the other secret room. In that way, someone who found one would not necessarily find the other, and staff who served one would not even need to know of the other."

Eldrid called to the others, and brought them all together, explaining Spiv's idea. Ben liked his reasoning immediately, but he warned that the other secret entrance would be hard to find. 

"It won't be the same as this one, some manipulation of the door that reveals the passage. That would lend itself to anyone who knew of one entrance simply examining the other side and finding the other room. It will be something entirely different. You go ahead, if you like, see what you can find, and I have quite enough to me busy here, I think." The others nodded their agreement, and soon, all but Ben and Grisholm started back up the narrow stairs. Newport made as if to stay with Ben also, but Spiv noticed Ben speaking quietly to him, nodding towards the others. He speculated that Ben wanted one of his men along, just in case something else was found, and nobody thought to send for him. Spiv shrugged that off. He didn't mind, either way. He was caught up with the challenge, and wanted to have a go at finding the next secret, hidden away for all these years by those inscrutable ancient friths.

The door leading off to the other side of the last landing was ordinary, opening as a normal door, without any exotic mechanism involved. The room it revealed was smaller than the room with the collapsed ceiling, and had a few dilapidated furnishings; broken and decayed chairs, cabinets, and other remains sparsely littered the floor. 

There were three doors in the opposite wall. Another wall had gouges dug into the stone, where something had apparently once hung, perhaps by great iron bolts. Newport turned around, as soon as they entered, and began examining the door they had come in through, though Ben had cautioned that they should not expect the same sort of device as the other side concealed. "Better to check," was his only comment, and Eldrid agreed, they needed to check. Then he spoke to Joseph and Spiv.

"Some areas have become dangerous over time, simply due to the decay of the structure. Be very careful. The doors at the end of the room lead to halls and other rooms. If the entrance we seek is not in this room, we may never find it; there is simply too much beyond the doors." Joseph nodded his assent to Eldrid's warnings, but Spiv was musing about something.

"Eldrid, do we know what this room was used for?"

"Not with certainty… Ben speculated that there was a guard placed here, to limit access to the rest of the level on this side. You see where there may have been a weapons rack mounted to the wall." He was gesturing to the gouges in the wall where something had been bolted to it, eons ago.

"Well… as a Horker, I can tell you few secrets are kept where common guards are privy to them. What are the rooms beyond this one?"

"The first door, on the far left, leads to a long hall which ends in a great room filled with cells, small cages with iron bars on three sides and on top, with the stone wall forming the back wall of each cell. There is from there a stairway down, leading to a large area, which holds the remains of chains and manacles, and things of that sort. There are pieces of what we think were engines of torture, braziers for heating irons, and the like. It was the dungeon. There are a few doors from there leading to smaller rooms, but we have found no passages to other areas from there. 

"Next to that, the central door opens to a long corridor, with several rooms on each side. Some of these may have been quarters, as we find evidence of beds and furniture of that sort. The other rooms, we don't know what their purpose was. They also may have been quarters for soldiers, jailers, whoever else worked here in this area. One larger room, I suppose was a barracks. 

“The last door, on the far right, opens to a large kitchen area. The doors from that appear to be storerooms, or so we think because we found scraps of roughly planed timber, as is used for making boxes and crates, and fiber from what might have been burlap bags, at one time. There is also a great fireplace, with a vented chimney, small, but still clear to the upper levels. It appears there was cabinetry on the walls, though that's all destroyed now, and some shelving which has come down over the years. There are no utensils left intact, but a few shards of pottery and what appeared to be pieces of a great cast-iron pot, or cauldron, which was broken and left behind whenever the rest was salvaged."

Spiv mused over this information. "A kitchen is a busy place. Far too much coming and going to conceal a secret passage for long. And storerooms are an unlikely place. Someone who disappeared into a storeroom for hours would raise suspicions, especially if someone else went in afterwards and found no one there." He glanced towards the first door, on the other side. "Nor would you put a secret passage on the other side, near the dungeon, where your prisoners would see it. They are likely to be the very people your secret was hidden from, and an escape, or a pardon, or even an exchange of prisoners would see your secret revealed to your enemies. The best bet might be something hidden in the living quarters." He stopped for a moment, considering it. "An officer, the man in charge of this area, he might have quarters down here, and he would have to know of the passage anyway, since he would hear of all the comings and goings in the area. Eldrid, we should focus on the living quarters, if that's what they were. The quarters of the highest-ranked man who served here."

"Spiv, there are many, many rooms, perhaps a score of them. How do we know where to start?"

"That's easy, Eldrid. The man in charge would have the biggest room. And probably close to the entrance, as well. Lowly guards get smaller rooms, and have to walk to the end of the hall, but the chief officer would want the convenience of a shorter walk and a larger room. It will be one of the first four doors in that passage, I'd guess."

By now, Newport had given up on the door they had already come through, and they all went together to the central door on the opposite wall. Joseph opened it, not easily, since the wood of the door had warped at some point, and the hinges were not easily swung. But he got it open. In the hallway beyond it, many of the doors into other rooms were missing entirely, or splintered from being forced open in times past. Doors farther down the passage were in better shape than those closer. They looked at the first two on the left side and found small rooms, little bigger than prison cells. Debris suggested low, narrow beds, and in one, the remains of what might have been a soldier's trunk. On the other side, though, the doors were spaced more widely, and both the first two doors opened to the same room, much larger than the previous cells. A fireplace in that room had a chimney, and Eldrid surmised aloud that, from its placement, it must have shared the same chimney with the cook fire from the kitchen, on the other side of the wall. Spiv was sure this would be the room they sought, the quarters of the man in charge of the area. There were bits of wood lying about which appeared to be the final remnants of a bed, broken down by the ages, and perhaps some of it salvaged for firewood at some time, but the scraps that remained suggested a far larger bed than what had been left in the other rooms. There was a door in the wall on the far end, which held Newport's attention, but which Spiv dismissed rapidly as too obvious. He was looking for something more subtle.

Most telling, to his mind, was that the walls, covered in soot from many lamps and fires, had brighter and darker patches delineated by straight edges. He took that to be an indication that something had hung on these walls through many years of use. Lowly soldiers and guards did not have the money for tapestries and art, but an important officer might. 

Newport went first to the far door he had noticed earlier, and found a small closet, as Spiv expected he would. This he examined in detail, while Spiv and the others began with the walls, knocking on them to find any place that sounded different from the rest, which would suggest a different material, or space behind the wall. They found nothing. Next, they examined the floor, at the edges along the walls, on hands and knees, looking for tell-tail seams, handles, hooks, or depressions where tools might fit. Again, they found nothing at all. 

Newport was ready to quit, complaining that they had no way of knowing if they were even looking in the right place. Spiv was more sanguine, remarking that they had more to consider before moving on. His attention shifted to the fireplace. He began to walk through the lessons of his horker training.

Hiding something in the fireplace, he knew, had advantages and disadvantages. Among the advantages was that if a fire was made, it could be hours from the time the fire was put out before any invader or thief could even search the area for a key, or a secret storage, or a passage. If you had to leave your home unguarded, simply bank a fire, and no one was likely to bother your secret for hours, regardless of what else happened, because it would be too hot. To get past it, someone would have to plan ahead to have a large quantity of water on hand for dousing the fire and cooling the fireplace. On the other hand, if there was a serious need to access the secret unexpectedly, the legitimate owner was just as likely to be out of luck as the would be thief. So, a secret passage for escape was unlikely to be hidden by a fireplace, but a treasure cache, much more likely. Further, there were some things you just didn't want to hide very close to fire, such as documents, but other things that would be unharmed, no matter how hot a normal chamber fire was likely to be… such as a mechanism made from metal components. 

As he examined the fireplace, Spiv considered that if the builders thought it was more important to keep the room below secret than to have speedy access, the fireplace was a likely access point. He stepped over and began running his hands around the upper section, where the chimney began, looking for a lever or handle of some sort. Failing to find anything significant, he turned his attention next to the brickwork the fireplace was made of. He pushed and pulled at any brick end he could reach, and tapped on them with his knuckles, listening to the sounds they made. He found nothing, though a couple of bricks crumbled under his rigorous manipulation. Finally, he moved on to the only thing left, the floor of the fireplace, and the iron grate set upon it. It appeared to be rusted over its entire surface, but he found it solid enough, and he began to push and pull on various parts. And there he was rewarded.

The grate shifted, just slightly, under his hand. Now Spiv could see that it did not simply scrape over the stone, loosely, but was mounted into the stone itself, at its base. It seemed to rotate on one leg, as Spiv pushed against the opposite end. It would swing several inches around that one leg before stopping, and back again, easily. He began to feel some excitement. He called to the others, "Look, I think we have something here." As they came around closer to see, he tried more pushing and pulling, and he could see that while three of the legs on the grate ended in feet standing on the masonry that made the floor of the fireplace, the fourth did not. Below the apparent foot on that leg, a rod continued down into the stonework floor. That foot was not even a part of the fire grate's leg, it was simply set into the stone, made to resemble the other three. Had any ash remained in the fireplace, he could not have seen it. He pulled up on that side, and was rewarded when the rod came up about a quarter of an inch.

Joseph, now excited by the possibility that they had found what they were looking for, shouldered him out of the way, and grasped the grate on the corner of the fourth leg, right above the long rod. He set his legs and took a great breath, and gave a mighty heave, straining straight up with all his strength. He lifted it the same quarter of an inch that Spiv had attained, but it stopped there, and Joseph seemed to redouble his efforts. A vein stood out on his forehead, and his face turned red. In a moment, a trickle of sweat rolled down the side of his face, before, with a great cry, he gave up and fell back.

"I can't move it. It must be rusted, frozen solid," he gasped. Spiv looked at him, and at the grate. The others glanced around at each other. Newport shook his head and crossed his arms, not offering to take a try at what the stronger Joseph was not able to do. Eldrid's face was impassive, as he thought through the problem. Then, Spiv had another thought. He reached forward with one hand, and grasped the other end of the fire grate, and simply tipped it up from that end. The rod that ran down into the stone was hinged at the top, where it was joined to the fire grate, and the other legs came up off the ground, until the fire grate was at right a right angle to the longer rod. Then, Spiv pushed down a bit, and the rod that could only be lifted a quarter of an inch sank smoothly into the shaft in the stone it was mounted in. When some six inches of the rod had disappeared into the stone, an audible "click" signaled that something had happened. He stopped, and found that the vertical grate would stand in that position by itself, so he let go of it. When nothing else happened, he took hold of the grate again, attempting to rotate it or shift it in its upright position, but he was unable to get any significant movement. A very clever puzzle, he thought to himself.

Spiv sat back and looked at the whole of the fireplace again. Newport started to say something, but Eldrid raised his hand before him, silencing him with a gesture, not wanting Spiv's train of thought to be interrupted. In a moment, Spiv was thinking aloud.

"We've done something." He looked around the room they were sitting in again, but saw nothing new or different. He shook his head, as if negating what his eyes told him. "We are looking for some change, some slight shifting of something… Newport, check your closet again, please. Ruthe, perhaps you will examine the floor, and Joseph, if you wouldn't mind, go and look at the other rooms again. Tell me what the floors and walls are like, see if there isn't some material difference in the structure or materials of this room and the others." He looked then at Eldrid. "That rod has changed something. A catch has been opened, or at least unlocked. We need some telltale to point us in the right direction. Disturbed dust, a change in the air currents, anything at all may tell us where we should be looking now. It may be that there is another step necessary to open the passage. Or it may be that the passage is unlocked, and should have opened, but is stuck due to disuse and lack of maintenance."

It was a moment before anyone moved, but then they all started, doing again what they had just completed a few moments ago. Eldrid, though, took a moment to talk to Spiv.

"We know it's here, then… even if we haven't found it yet. I'll go get Ben and Grisholm." He turned around and caught Newport, walking by him towards the closet he examined before. "Newport, come with me, please. I think we should gather our things out of the other room, and move over here. Sooner or later, the Sath's men will come looking for us, and we should make it harder to find us, not easier. We'll gather up all our gear, with Ben and Grisholm, while these others stay at the task as hand."

In short order, Eldrid returned with the others, and when they were all together again, Eldrid explained to Ben what they had found, showing him the fireplace grate. "But that's as far as we could take it, Ben. Whatever that grate does, we have not been able to discover it."

Joseph had returned from his errand as well. "The other rooms are entirely different. The walls, the floor, even the ceilings, none of it looks like this room. This room has a nicer finish on everything. The masonry in the walls of the other rooms is rougher, and the beams in the ceiling are crude, compared to these. But the materials seem to be similar… just not as much work finishing them as was put in here."

Spiv thought about that for a moment. He looked first at the ceiling, though he dismissed it as a possibility. The passageway they were looking for would lead to a room below the level of the room they were in. Surely it would go down, not up.

Distracted now by his thoughts, Spiv did not follow anymore of the conversation between the others in the room. Eliminating the ceiling, he looked now at the beams and columns. They functioned for support, of course, but he thought they would also be useful for hiding seams. He stepped close to one column. It appeared to be a square beam of oak, nearly two hands’-breadth across. It rose from a square base resting on one end on the floor, straight to the ceiling, where it was joined to a cross member supporting the ceiling. It was fastened to the cross member by an iron plate bent at a right angle, one face nailed to the column with great spikes, the other bolted to the cross beam. Spiv supposed that there were recessed nuts on the upper side of the cross beam, holding the bolts in, because the beam itself rested flush against the ceiling. Across the room, it met another column, which was likewise joined by an iron plate. And so on, similarly, were four more sets of beams, measured in regular intervals, down the length of the room. He could see nothing useful in any of them.

The fireplace itself was in the middle of the wall on the right side, a common wall with the kitchen on the other side. The walls were masonry, not solid rock, and therefore could be used to hide construction within them. Spiv thought of measuring out the distances to determine how thick the wall itself was. Could there be a hidden hallway, or a staircase leading down hidden within the wall itself? Perhaps… it would require, Spiv thought, a minimum of three feet, plus the width of the wall on each side… call it a foot for each side, totaling five feet. If he found at least four or five feet of space unaccounted for, he would be justified in looking for a way into the wall itself. For that matter, he could recommend simply breaking the wall down, though the idea was abhorrent to his Horker instincts, loathing the idea of revealing the passage to anyone and everyone who came into this room forever after. 

But the problem with that sort of wall passage was the very fact that simply measuring out the rooms would invariably reveal the passage to anyone looking for it. They took up space, and if it was a common wall with another room, it could be found, every time. A wall passage should be built where there was a wall with no room on the other side. Underground, as they were now, there would be no way to detect it, then. This room, however, did not have such a wall. All of the walls were common with other rooms. Therefore, he thought to himself, it must be a floor passage. Considering it, Spiv realized that a floor passage would be so much more elegant and so much more secure… much harder to locate than a passage hidden by constructed walls, But much harder to conceal, as well, he thought. There will be some telltale, something that shows the floor is not one solid piece of stone. He looked at the floor, and there was debris and dirt everywhere. He could find nothing that suggested a single seam, and nothing that would hide a seam all the way across the floor, wall to wall. So… if there is a seam, it does not travel across the floor, from wall to wall, came the conclusion. He thought of the intricate blocks of stone making up the floor of the room with the writing on the walls. 

"We are looking, perhaps, for a block of stone set into the floor," he opined, aloud. The others stopped talking at looked at him. Grisholm glanced around at the floor.

"It looks solid to me," he said. "One great piece of rock." Glancing at Newport, he received a confirming nod. Spiv hardly noticed he had spoken at all.

"The people who made the floor in the other room would be cunning masons, fitting a block almost to perfection. It would not have to be large… Perhaps three feet by three feet would be enough. We have seen them use tilting beams of stone larger than that, but that one ran along a wall, and I think this one will be away from the walls… somewhere easily overlooked, or difficult to discover by accident…" Spiv's eyes traveled the length of the room. "Somewhere hard to see when the room was being used as the quarters of an officer. Perhaps under a rug?" He remembered the remains of the large bed, larger, he realized now, than an officer would need in quarters he would not be bringing a woman down into. "Eldrid, where would you say the bed was positioned when this room was in use?"

When they found them, the seams were not for a large stone block. There were several seams, each nearly six feet long, and spaced a bit over a foot apart, so that they looked like parallel scratches on the surface of the stone floor. They were cut so well, it was difficult to see them at all in the flaring lamplight. The seams outlined five such sections of stone, long and narrow, so that taken together they comprised a rectangle of some six feet by about five and a half feet. Only one section gave at all under their prodding, but after alternately attempting to pry it up or shift it down, the weight of three of them standing on it finally caused some movement, and they felt it push down a bit. With that clue, they soon had it recessed more than a foot straight into the floor. As it ground to a halt, well over twelve inches down, there was an audible click, which turned out to be a mechanism releasing the next section cut into the floor. That section stopped about twice as far down, and the third, three times as far as the first one, and so on. It was a staircase, five steps, each over six feet wide, dropping down just over seven feet deep into the earth. Each step tried to rise again as soon as the weight of the men was off it, and after a moment, they determined that there were recessed holes at each end of the step, cut into the walls and revealed as the step was depressed. They hustled to find sticks in the debris that they could insert into these recesses to block the steps from rising again. 

As soon as the last step was pushed down a few inches, a passage was revealed behind it. The opening was almost square, but slightly taller than wide, and shoulders of the portal were just inches narrower than the steps leading down to it. When they got the last step recessed as far as it would go, they saw that a tall man would have to duck his head as he stepped off the last step and onto the tunnel floor, before he could stand upright again. And it was not level. The floor itself went off at a mild downward angle. Spiv thought it might run ten or fifteen to one, dropping another foot for every ten or fifteen feet down the passage. The passage was not straight, either, arcing gently left as it traveled away from the entrance. That, Spiv realized, took it back in the direction of the room on the other side of the landing, and if it trended downward the whole way, it might wind up directly beneath the other room. They had found the entrance they sought.
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 Eldrid and Ben started giving instructions, asking Ruthe to grab lamps, and Newport to gather writing materials. Spiv waited for them, at the bottom of the steps, looking over the passage. Unlike most of the rest of the lower levels, the floor appeared not to be the native rock, but paved with cut stones, slightly irregular rectangles, filled in between with some sort of mortar. The walls were masonry, as well, but in places where bricks had fallen out, he saw that they were very thin, only a couple of inches, and the wall seemed very regular behind it, so he suspected the brick was decorative. The ceiling too was tiled with the thin bricks, but few of them appeared to have fallen out. If anything, the ceiling was more regular.

 Spiv noted three iron rods, laid on the floor together, against the wall on one side of the entrance. They were not weapons, with points or blades on the end. He picked one up, and felt the heft of it. They felt too heavy to be handled easily as weapons, even if spearheads were attached. Unless perhaps only the largest, strongest soldiers used these? Or did they have some other purpose? He set it back down against the wall. The others in the group seemed to be ready now, and Joseph was first to join him, stepping up beside him eagerly. 

"Do we all go?" Spiv directed the question to Eldrid, but the older man's quizzical look suggested he had not even considered that they might not all go forward. Spiv went on to suggest, "Maybe it would be best if someone stayed here. Someone to open the passage back if we tripped a closing mechanism, or something."

"Oh. Of course. That sounds like a good idea, Spiv… but we're all excited to see what we have here." He looked around. "Who will stay? Ben, one of your students, perhaps? Unless you will need them both?"

Spiv spoke quickly, not wanting to rely on Newport or Grisholm, who he wasn't all that sure of, if they wound up stuck below the hidden steps. "I'll stay, or Joseph, maybe." But Eldrid wasn't hearing of that.

"Spiv, you found us the way in, you should come. We may need your skills again, further on. And Joseph, well, he seems to have a talent for all things Frithic. But," he said, turning around, "Ruthe, could I ask you to wait for us here? Keep an eye on things, and cover our backs? It's asking rather a lot, I know…"

Ruthe, with his usual good cheer, didn't bat an eye. "Certainly, if that's what is needed." He passed his lamp to Spiv, the only one not already carrying one, and stepped back up the last two steps without hesitation.

"Thank you, Ruthe. We'll be back as soon as we can, and if we have found something interesting, you can see it then." Eldrid told him. "Now, Spiv, Joseph, you two seem to be in the lead. Lead on."

Joseph began softly incanting over his lamp and Spiv's, as they moved forward, but Eldrid cautioned him, "Joseph, perhaps it is better to use the natural light. We don't know what this place is yet, and sometimes it is better not to incite magic. If you need to see more clearly, at some point, let us discuss it then." Joseph didn't answer him, but stopped the recitation. Spiv wondered what the danger was that made Eldrid so cautious, but he was comfortable with less magic rather than more, so he kept the question to himself. 

Now they were moving along down the passage. Spiv noticed that the masonry walls, while in generally good condition, demonstrated a lot of wear around the edges of broken bricks and gaps where bricks had fallen out. It did not appear that the bricks had fallen, then, in the years after the fortress fell into disuse. They had seen a lot of traffic with those bricks already missing. They were rough in some places, but polished in other places, as if many hands and shoulders had brushed over certain spots over many years. The floor had visible signs of a path worn into it, too. Occasionally, he observed fixtures attached to the walls, as if to hold torches or candles. The air was drier than in the main areas, above, and seemed colder, too, leading Spiv to believe there was less circulation here. 

After a short distance, the shaft seemed to open up a bit, and a little further on, even more. In a while, what started as comfortable room for perhaps three men to walk abreast now would allow the six of them to walk in a line. Spiv noticed that, while Eldrid was now walking beside him, Ben and his two men, moving out to the sides for unobstructed view, still lagged behind a step or so.

When they reached the end of the passage they found another doorway. It was wood, bound in iron. It had a simple latch exposed on this side, but it looked heavy. It also looked well worn, but in remarkably good condition, like it could have been twenty years old, not a thousand or more. The iron had not rusted at all here, and Spiv ran his finger down the hinges on one side. He brought his finger back dirty with grease. "Eldrid… could someone be maintaining this area?" He showed him his finger, but Eldrid just shrugged.

"It seems… very unlikely." He considered for a moment, and added, "Perhaps it is the colder temperature, and the drier air… or perhaps magic. We may know more, as we go on."

Now they were all standing before the door. Nothing was said, but clearly, they all had the same mix of anticipation and hesitation about opening the door. Finally, though, Joseph simply looked around, and said, "Ready?" When no one answered, he lifted the latch, and pulled the door open.

The other side was dark. Joseph held his lamp up, but nothing could be seen, except the floor, plain stone again, unlike the paved stones of the passage they came through, and running off into blackness. It appeared to be a large area. Joseph looked over his shoulder, at Eldrid. "Do we go in? Or is it time to let a little more light out of these lamps?"

"I think we go in, Joseph. Carefully, please."

Joseph and Spiv moved as one, holding lamps high, stepping slowly through the doorway. The others followed. Gradually, as more lamps came through with the other party members, they became vaguely aware of walls some distance on each side of them, but they moved forward, not to the sides. The air was musty, and if anything, even drier than before. Their movements made sounds that echoed back to them, giving them the sense that they were in a large space, indeed, and the walls they detected to each side fell away as they moved on. Eldrid stopped them after a moment.

"We should take some precautions, I think. Joseph, we have reached the place where the magical energies gathered above are directed, do you feel it? But I think it is benign… it doesn't seem to be very active. It's time to make the lamps brighter. And, is anyone carrying a spare lamp, or a candle? Something we can leave burning here at the entrance? When we have moved past what we see now with our lamps, we won't be able to see back to the doorway out. We could find it, walking along the walls, but…while it seems there is nothing malevolent about this place, I don't want to be searching about for the exit if we decide to leave rapidly."

Grisholm produced the stub of a candle of the type Spiv and Joseph had seen in the room with the dirt embankment covering one wall. It was short, but thick, and should burn for a few hours. Eldrid lit it from his lamp, and sent Grisholm to place it just to one side of the doorway they had come through. Joseph concentrated on his task, bringing a greater than average focus to the magic of harvesting more light from each lamp. Soon, the light seemed to be swelling around them. Their flickering shadows faded and disappeared, and then some other things begin to appear at the edges of the light.

Spiv saw it first. He thought it was a man, a great hulking figure, arms raised, long robes hanging from them. It gave him quite a start, and he pulled on Eldrid's robe, pointing. Eldrid, though, reacted with an interested look, not alarm, and Spiv caught on. It was not a man, but a statue of a man, a little larger than life, and mounted on a small pedestal. It was standing sideways to them, as though exhorting someone standing across the path they would take, if they kept going the same way they were. When Spiv looked, he could just make out another figure, as well, standing where the first might be addressing him. That one also stood tall, with arms raised, but it was not identical to the first. It could have been two men in an argument.

As the light continued to increase, the walls to each side became visible again. It was a large chamber; well over a hundred feet across, but that dimension was dwarfed by its length, which they still could not see the end of. Spiv started forward again. After moving less than twenty feet, he became aware of another pair of statues, also facing each other, further on. And then another pair, as they neared the first set. No one spoke, but as if by arrangement, the party split, Eldrid and his group moving to the figure on the left, the first they had seen, and Ben and his two men to the one on the right.

Now Spiv could see the details. This was a figure of an old looking man, portly in build, carved from stone. The features of his face were finely cut, though the eyes were merely smooth and blank slivers of spheres, giving the statue an inhuman cast in the surroundings. The robes represented in the statue were thick looking, obviously rich and luxurious. Spiv wondered if that was a faithful representation, or an enhancement by the sculptor. At the feet of the statue, also carved in stone, was a representation of a thick book, and figures were carved into the top surface, as if the title of the book was recorded there. Eldrid stood in front of the figure, contemplating it. Spiv and Joseph moved around it, and behind it, and noticed then a rectangular border set into the floor. For the first time, Spiv realized that, in contrast to the rest of the areas he had been in down below here, there was virtually no dust on the floor, or on the statue itself. Joseph was thinking about the rectangular border, though, some eight feet by four feet.

"It is a crypt," he said, suddenly.

Spiv looked up sharply at him, and then glanced at Eldrid. Just then, they heard Ben and his group come to the same conclusion, standing around the other figure. Ben's voice carried clearly.

"The crypt of the great Friths. We have seen references to this, but I didn't realize it was one great crypt for all of them. The fortress upstairs, the lower levels… Eldrid, this was once the center of the Frithic world. This was their base, their headquarters. All the other sites are merely outlying posts... like missions." He looked down the length of the room. "I wager they are all here… or nearly all, Eldrid. All the great Friths." His excitement was building, as he obviously drew new conclusions from that information. "And if this was the headquarters, the library was here… not just 'a library.' THE library. It is here… somewhere in the fortress, or somewhere down below. There is more that we have not discovered yet."

"Hmmm…" Eldrid's tone was more subdued. "Well, at least I agree we can be fairly sure it once was here. Whether it remains… that is another question. But I agree. This is the central location, and the Friths' books would surely have been kept inside the boundaries of the fortress. I would have thought they might have been in the other room, the one where they so obviously did much of their important work." Eldrid bent down now, looking at the stone book sitting at the feet of the statue. He ran his fingers over the top surface, as if to brush away the dust Spiv had already noted didn't seem to exist in this chamber. "I cannot read these figures, cut into the stone. Presumably they are the name of this great Frith, and perhaps the dates of his ascendancy to the High Seat." 

Joseph came over to look, also. He bent over with Eldrid, and also ran his fingers over the surface. And then he put his two hands on the book portion of the carving, as though to pick it up.

 "This represents a real book, Eldrid? Something written by this man?" he asked.

"Yes, probably. The Saths had one great volume, which they passed down from Sath to Sath, and which they each appended with notes, observations, and new learning. But the Friths each wrote their own volume. Even all the lesser friths kept rigorous journals, logging their progress, cataloguing the things they learned. It was a part of their discipline. A great Frith, though, when he arose to the High Seat, his journal became something else. It would be a history of the times during which he governed the order, as well as containing the progress in knowledge and skill of the whole order during that same period. Even one of these books could represent something… incomparable to anything we have today."

Joseph stood suddenly, and walked to the statue Ben and his students were standing around. It too had a stone volume sitting at the feet of the figure. He came back to Eldrid. "Would it be buried with them? In the floor? That's where their bodies are, isn't it?"

"Their remains, yes, I suppose so. But the books… no. The books were for posterity, for reference by later Friths. They would be kept somewhere they could be accessed. Most likely, all together, in some secret place, where only a few could have ready access them. They would have too much secret knowledge, as well as great value as objects of reverence, to be kept where many could handle them and read from them."

Spiv spoke up now. "A secret place, with limited access… this surely fits the bill, Eldrid. But… you are surely right, not buried with the bodies." 

Joseph bent over the stone book again, and put his hands on it, like before. And after a moment, he opened it. He simply reached his hand over the cover of the stone book, and opened it, like it was a real book. It was not. It was a box. And inside it lay a brown leather-covered book, thick with pages with rough edges poking out all around. Eldred stood stock-still, as if he was not sure what he was seeing. Spiv could not see it, but he could see that Joseph had opened something. Joseph himself seemed hardly affected by it at all, simply looking with curiosity. Spiv rushed over, and saw what Joseph and Eldrid were looking at.

"How did you do it, Joseph?" Spiv asked him.


"I just… opened it. It wasn't… locked or anything. It just needed to be opened."


Eldrid, though, asked the question differently. "How did you know, Joseph?"


"I didn't know. I mean, I didn't KNOW… It just seemed… well for a moment there, it was… obvious. I wanted to know what was in the book, so I opened it."

Now Ben, Newport and Grisholm came running over. They could see something was up, but did not know what, until they arrived. Ben fell to his knees, to get as close as he could, once he saw what was contained in the stone book-box. He reached out, as though to touch it, but stopped short, hesitating. Newport stood behind him, seeming to grind his teeth in frustration that he could get no closer, because Ben and Eldrid were in front of him on one side, Joseph and Spiv on the other. Spiv noticed, though, that after a moment Grisholm was not crowding in. He was looking back at the other statue. Of course, Spiv thought, having the same idea at that moment. Grisholm dashed back to the other statue, and tried to open the stone book on that pedestal. Spiv arrived a moment later, only to see that this book-box did not open like the other one. They looked at one another, Spiv chuckling a bit at their mad dash, but Grisholm angry at finding only solid stone. Spiv spoke to him, holding his voice down.

"Well, it was a good idea you had, Grisholm. I don't know if I would have thought of it so fast, if I hadn't seen you considering it. But look, there are more tombs, and more statues. You had the idea first, you tell the others, and we'll all look to see what's in the rest of them." Without a word, Grisholm turned away and walked back to join the group, his mood sour. Spiv followed along, thinking, Of course it frustrates him. Joseph is a mere interloper here, to him, while he has spent years studying… but it will always be Joseph who found one of the great Frith's journals. But on the way, as he walked, something else caught his attention. As he crossed the room back to the others, when he came up even with the dark passage he and the others had come through to arrive in this room, he saw light. True, they had left a candle burning at the doorway, but this light was back in the passage, the source not yet visible. He could merely see the light reflecting off the curved wall, as someone carried a lamp through the passageway.

A sharp warning to the others brought all other talk to an end. Joseph snuffed his lamp, and moved into the shadows off to the side. Spiv moved swiftly farther into the room, and stopped, crouched down behind the pedestal of another statue. Eldrid set his lamp on the floor, and simply stepped a couple paces away from it, and waited. Ben, Newport and Grisholm didn't seem to have any idea what to do, and simply stood where they were, though Ben quickly flipped the lid of the stone box closed on the journal. After a moment, the light grew brighter, and took on definition. It was a lamp, carried by Ruthe, who struggled, his arms burdened with a pile of gear. He came to the entrance, and stopped for a moment, seeing the others. Joseph and Spiv came back towards the center, and they all moved towards Ruthe, who now put down the things he was carrying on the floor, taking care to avoid the candle burning by the door. Several people all spoke at once.

"Eldrid… they have come, they are outside the door…"


"Ruthe, what are you doing here? What if the entrance closes?"


"Dammit, Ruthe, why are you following us? You were supposed to…"


But Eldrid had made out enough of what Ruthe was trying to tell him, and he silenced the others immediately.


"What is it, Ruthe? They have found their way down to us?"


"Yes, Eldrid. They were outside the doors, on the landing. It sounded like some of them came first, but they were waiting for others, or for someone in charge. They were talking about which door to take first, left or right, and they didn't know until someone else arrived to tell them where to go. I started tossing our things down into the passage. But then someone else arrived, and I heard them try both doors. You know, the one to the other side is hard to figure out, but the one on this side opens right up…" Ruthe was a little wide-eyed, telling this story, and Spiv felt bad for him. It was a difficult situation to be in, because they had not actually discussed what to do if the Sath's men came. No one had really thought about it, so Ruthe had to decide how to handle it, all in a rush, with the threat right outside the door. They had all thought they would have more time, and got carried away with excitement when they found the last passage, and hadn't discussed what to do in this eventuality 

Eldrid, though, was all business in a crisis. "Ruthe… I see you brought some of our things… where is the rest of it? In the passage, or up top?"

"Some of it is in the passage… some I had to leave upstairs. They were coming… so I grabbed as much as I could… the obvious things, Spiv and Joseph's weapons, and Ben's papers… I got all I could and threw it down the steps. Then I tossed some trash onto the steps, because it might help to hide them, the steps, I mean, being carried up on them when I closed the entrance. So, then I pulled the blocks out of the holes in the walls, and let the steps close up, with me down below."

Now Spiv stepped forward. "Ruthe, did you set the fire grate back down? Or is it still up on one end?"

Ruthe looked crestfallen. "I'm sorry, Spiv. I didn't think about it. I was just trying to get the steps closed. There wasn't much time. I heard someone come into the room just as I was picking up some things to come find you all. I think they would have seen me if I took any more time… sorry."

"You did fine, Ruthe. I don't know if I would have thought of it either." He looked at Eldrid. "We should get back there, and give a listen… maybe we can sneak up and re-set the fire grate before they notice it, if they don't stay long and search that room right away. And if not, we need to figure out a way to block the entrance from opening. But we have to do it quietly. If they don't know where this passage is, we don't want to tell them by making a sound."

But now Ruthe perked up. "I blocked it off, Spiv. They can't follow us. Those rods, the long iron rods, you know? By the door?"

"Yes, Ruthe? What about them?"

"They are for keeping the entrance closed. When you close the steps up, there are three holes that run through the steps, and into the rock behind them. Those rods are made to fit through them. I put them all in. No one can open the steps now… not from that side."

They all breathed a sigh of relief. It was very good news. No one else had seen the steps from this side when they were closed, and no one had guessed what the iron rods were for. It was an easy bet that someone would discover the entrance, from the same seams Spiv used to identify it, but even if they found the entrance, it would take some time to open it by force. They were safe, for the time being.

"Well done, Ruthe. It sounds like you made the best of a bad circumstance. You were the right man to leave watching our back. Thank you." Eldrid's praise stiffened Ruthe's back a little, and visibly bucked him up. Eldrid went on, "Gentlemen, let's go get the rest of our things which Ruthe was able to toss down the rabbit hole before he closed it up. But no one goes further than twenty yards from the entrance except Spiv. He is by far the best equipped to move our things further down to us silently. And do not speak once we are in the passage."

At the other end of the passage, Spiv was looking over the gear Ruthe had saved for them, picking out the things he would move first, and listening closely to what went on above him. He could hear some moving around, but voices were very difficult to make sense of. The deeper voices were just faint rumblings, but a couple of voices were higher pitched, and he could make out a word now and then. He pressed his ear to the rock of the innermost step, and sat still that way for a minute, then two. He still couldn't make sense out of the few words that he heard, but he did hear someone high-pitched start to get a little excited, and he assumed that meant they had found something. They were already in that room when Spiv arrived, so he didn't think they were just now finding the gear Ruthe had left behind. That would have stood out obviously against the background of aged and decayed debris. Perhaps someone had noticed the fireplace gate standing on end? He hoped, without much confidence, they might overlook the significance of it.

Then, he heard a distinct "click," but not from the room above. It came from behind the rocks he had his ear press too. He knew what that was. Someone was manipulating the fireplace grate, and had disengaged the mechanism that opened the steps. Another "click," and then a couple more announced that the mechanism was discovered, and someone was moving the grate back and forth, sorting out the workings. Spiv quickly leaned back and eyed the stone step he was leaning in on. The rods were in place, only six inches or so of their ends showing, the balance of them thrust through holes in the bases of the steps, locking them closed for the time being. They will find these steps now, surely. They can't properly open them from above, that much is certain. How long will it take them to destroy them, and break through, if they want badly enough to get in? And if they don't pursue us, the Sath will not be happy with letting us escape, even after he has left… he will devise a means of sealing the steps from that side. He will ensure that we cannot open them again, either, from this side.

Not willing to waste any more time listening, he started to pick items up off the stone floor, and move them further down the hallway. His friends were bunched up, perhaps fifty feet down the passage, and silently, Spiv passed items to them and went back for more. One at a time, as Spiv handed over items, they each accumulated a small load of gear and turned back for the crypt. On his last trip, it was just Eldrid waiting for him, and they risked speaking in low whispers.

"Is that all of it, Spiv?"

"Yes, this is it… the rest, I guess, Ruthe wasn't able to get down the hole before he closed it up." Eldrid looked back towards the entrance, and Spiv could tell something was bothering him,

"What is it? Something you needed?"

"Something, yes. There was a small bundle, I didn't tell Ruthe about it. Spiv… the green stone… I fear Ruthe left it up stairs. I didn't tell him, or any of the others what was in the bundle, or even that it was important. I thought it better to bring no attention to it at all. Perhaps I miscalculated. Ruthe would have placed no importance on that bundle, thinking it was just some rags bundled in a spare shirt."

"Perhaps they won't notice it? Maybe we can go back for it, when they give up trying to open the passage?"

Eldrid shook his head. "I don't think so, Spiv. The Sath will examine everything, if only looking for a clue as to what we were up to here. It will be found. As to going back up after it, I don't think that will happen either. If the Sath can't find his way in, he will surely seal it up from his side, even more effectively than we have from ours. Either that, or he will be waiting there for us to try to come out." Something else occurred to Eldrid then. "Spiv… your arrows?"

"I have them here, both the ordinary arrows and the special ones. They were bundled with my bow, and Ruthe said he got the weapons first."

"That's good. At least we didn't leave those. Though I doubt the Sath came looking for them, it would have been worse to lose them as well as the stone. Who knows what he would have been able to do with them?" He thought a moment. "This is very serious. The Sath… what will he do now?" Eldrid looked away, thinking. "It will depend, I suppose, on whether he has what he came for, and I think it is very possible that the green stone is what he was seeking from the beginning. As I told you, that stone was found here originally. The Sath may not have expected it to be here now, but perhaps he was hoping to discover a clue as to where it had been taken. Or maybe he hoped it was here. Surely it was his men who waylaid Orrin, the man who entrusted it to you. But they missed it that time. If the Sath was here looking for that stone, or for a clue as to where it was taken, he has what he came for now. He will leave, and go on with accomplishing his larger objectives." His eyes met Spiv's. "Regardless, we are not likely to be leaving here the same way we came in. I think we better start looking for another way out… and hope that the Frith who built this place was thinking of the crypt as a last hiding place, from which he might need to escape someday."
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On their way back to the crypt, Spiv started examining the walls, floor, and ceiling of the passage with a new emphasis. He and Eldrid examined everything, looking for signs of another entrance. They manipulated every fixture and small irregularity in the stone, and looked for any telltale marks or seams. They found nothing they had not noticed before, nothing even remotely hopeful. At the crypt, they called the others together, and outlined their reasoning that, whatever else the Sath might do, he would be likely to prevent them leaving the same way they came in. Eldrid did not tell them about the green stone, he simply suggested that the Sath, once he found he could not follow them, would either leave a guard, or seal them inside and leave the fortress. They would all have to search carefully, and see if there was another exit. Ben was the first to speak after Eldrid explained the situation.

"We have the journal of the first Frith buried here… maybe the first Frith, ever. Quite likely, he is the one who built this place, since he was the first buried here. Perhaps there is a clue in his journal, plans for this structure." Spiv did not see the journal in Ben's hands, so he deduced that it still remained in the stone box representing a book on the pedestal of the statue. In the excitement, it seemed, everyone had forgotten it for the moment, or perhaps they were merely cautious about handling the ancient journal.

Eldrid nodded. "Perhaps. Let's all have a good look around, and explore the rest of the room. If we don't find an exit, Ben, then it will be a good use of your time to examine that journal. If there are no plans for this place in it, there might be something else. So, first, the room, and afterwards, the journal, whatever we find." He looked at the others. "Ruthe, would you go check each of the statues, and see if there are any more journals? If you find any, leave them be for now, just report back to Ben or myself. Ben, if you will join me. Grisholm, Newport, you join Joseph and Spiv in exploring the rest of this room. One of you go with Joseph, please, and examine the walls, starting at the end we entered from, perhaps one of you on each side. Spiv, we have not even seen the other end of this room. Perhaps you and Grisholm will go have a look? Ben, you and I should walk the interior of the room, and make sure we are not missing anything important. In fact, we will want an accurate diagram eventually, so perhaps we can start on that at the same time, just a rough draft for now. It may be useful in our search." He thought a moment before he let them all get started. "Within a short time, we will have to have a man at the other end of the corridor, watching and listening, to see if the Sath has told his men to break through and come for us. Make good use of your time. We don't know how much we have." He motioned for them all to start on the tasks he had outlined.

 Newport left with Joseph, each of them taking a lamp, and Ben and Eldrid decided to start their survey back where they entered the room as well, leaving Grisholm to accompany Spiv. They headed out in the other direction.

 Spiv and Grisholm passed Ruthe on their way, who was moving from statue to statue. Spiv guessed that they passed about twenty of them, in two rows, each marking a tomb. When he arrived at the end of the rows, he noticed a pedestal with no statue above it, and instead of a rectangular border on the floor, there was an excavated, rectangular grave cut into down into the stone. He hesitated for a moment, considering this. They must have been preparing this for the next Frith…or was it for the last Frith? Did he die here, but no one remained to bury him? Or do his bones lie somewhere else? Would his followers have moved his body here? Did he have followers that survived to carry his body here? Of course, there were no answers to his questions, or none that he could divine.

 "That one is empty, Spiv. No use worrying about it. Come on." Grisholm was impatient, urging Spiv on, and walking ahead.

 Spiv started out again, calling back, "Ruthe, there is an open hole here, watch out for it when you get this far." Then he caught up to Grisholm, and went on with him. First things first. Find a way out. But be sure to mention that open tomb to Eldrid, see what he makes of it. If the last Frith's body did not arrive here, his journal is unlikely to have arrived here, either.

 As he and Grisholm advanced, he kept his eyes open, and looking around. About half of the area they had traversed so far was taken up with the tombs. It was truly a huge area to have been carved out underground. Spiv began to speculate that there must have been a natural cavern here, which was simply cleaned up and shaped by the builders, rather than someone excavating enough stone to create the space. He glanced up at the ceiling, and noted that it was higher now than it had been near the entrance, another clue to support his suspicion that this was originally a natural space. He mulled that over. If it's a natural cavern, what does that mean? Was it discovered as they excavated the rest of the lower levels? Possibly…but more likely, the lower levels were constructed to take advantage of the space they already knew about. How did they know about it? Because someone discovered an entrance, and followed it. Either the stairs we came down were carved along the path of a natural chimney formation, or there was another entrance, somewhere, which someone discovered, and which led them to the great space we are in.

 He thought about the distance from the main stairs under the keep to the great room they were in now. No, the stairs are vertical, and then there is a long horizontal distance… They're at right angles to each other. That's not likely to be natural. They found it some other way. There is another entrance… or was. Spiv was moving faster now, so much so that Grisholm complained as he increased his pace to keep up.

 "What's the hurry all the sudden?"

 "Grisholm, you are the one who was in a hurry, a moment ago, by the open tomb. You can keep up, or catch up, as you prefer."

 Spiv began to worry that it would take a long time to search the whole room, and he was concerned about lamp oil. He didn't want to be doing this in the dark. The Frithic magic his friends had access to would harvest more light from each drop of oil burned, but it would run out at the same pace it would naturally. He wondered about the Sath's magic. He had seen the Sath take a jar of water, and turn it into a spring that gushed thousands of gallons of water. Could the Sath take a little lamp oil and "sow" it, creating a hundred gallons of lamp oil? Or even generate some out of nothing? Spiv didn't know, but thought he would ask Eldrid that question, later. Ben was sure that the frithic Magic of the Harvest was superior, but Spiv could see advantages to the Magic of Sowing, just now. That line of thought, though, came to a sudden stop, a moment later, when something else commanded his attention.

 As they had crossed out of the area of the tombs, there had been nothing at all to break up the clear, open floor, for as far as they could see with their lamps; admittedly, not very far. But now, looking ahead, they could see something else, an area very crowded with forms and low shapes, hard to make out in the shadows. The nearest seemed to be long boxes, longer than a man, laid out in orderly rows. Spiv's first thought, as they got closer, was that they were stone sarcophagi, more tombs, but these sat above the level of the floor, instead of down in the floor. They both redoubled up their pace, and when they finally came up to them, they found the shapes were regular, and set in orderly rows, in front of a stage, or alter of some kind… he soon made sense of it, perceiving that they were rows of stone benches, set to face a raised dais, on which sat what could only be called a throne, plain and undecorated, cut from the same stone as everything else around them, but somehow grand and majestic in size and substance, and sitting well above the level of the heads of anyone sitting on the benches. Steps were cut into the raised area, in front, to allow dignified access to the throne by means of a long, wide approach. 

 Up on the raised platform, the throne itself had a couple of steps before it, on top of the dais, serving as both a footrest and to grant dignified access to the high perch. The rest of the dais was oval shaped, with vertical sides rising some four feet off the level of the ground. It was all very austere, without any luxury or décor, but it conveyed a sense of grandeur. The throne appeared to be a part of the dais, as though both throne and dais were cut from the same the natural rock, in one piece. Spiv looked more closely at the stone benches, and as he expected, he discovered that they were not placed in rows on the floor, but carved into place as the floor was cut down and leveled around them. It was a massive accomplishment, cutting this whole area from the natural stone. It might have taken generations to accomplish. Spiv looked at Grisholm, with raised eyebrows.

 Grisholm responded to the unspoken question, saying, "For the burial of the dead Friths, I think… or perhaps the selection, and ordination, of the new… or both. It's a ceremonial site, at any rate. The Friths were always elevated immediately, upon the death of their predecessor. They were selected from the senior friths, by election of their peers, so there was no need ever to be without a Frith in the High Seat for more than a few days. The electors would have been whichever senior friths were resident when it was time to select the new Frith. 

 "This," he gestured to the stone throne, "apparently, is the "High Seat," itself. We often debated whether or not that was just a figure of speech." He went on after a pause, "The practice was in contrast to the Saths, who were born, not selected. If a Sath died unexpectedly, there might be many years before the next Sath arose to replace him. Or, if a Sath was getting old, they may have started the development of a new Sath already… and then if the old one didn't die on schedule, the new one could not be allowed to 'Become,' as they called it. In that case, a new, developing Sath might be executed, or, sometimes, there might be an internal struggle for ascendancy. That happened too, we think, from the old literature. There were even times when, it seems, a new and secret Sath was arranged without the knowledge of the current Sath, for the purpose of deposing him. The friths avoided all of this, because a Frith required the support of his peers. It was majority rule, in that regard, and a Frith could be removed by a majority vote of his peers, also. Politics, for the Friths, rather than assassination, treachery, and subtle plots, for the Saths. I wonder which is worse?" he joked. 

 "Were Saths deposed and assassinated regularly? Or did they tend to die of natural causes, in office?"

 "Both, actually. It was quite irregular, and unpredictable. There are legends of Saths who lived, unnaturally, for perhaps hundreds of years. That's one reason some insist there were so few Saths in the ancient times, compared to Friths." He looked at Spiv. "We don't believe it, of course. More likely, the younger Sath simply schemed a quiet way to assassinate the older one, and usurp his power without raising a fuss. Then, likely, he would have presented himself as having undergone a rejuvenation ceremony, or give some such reason for his new, youthful appearance."

 "Assassination, and replacement… that would require some conspiracy, wouldn't it? Betrayal by the incumbent Sath's highest men? Or, was it a case of factions, and gathering enough fighting men for a successful palace coup?"

 "Oh, no… we don't think so. Perhaps it is just a legend the Saths generated for their own protection and mystique, but we have seen many ancient texts that discuss the potential for struggles between incumbent and aspiring Saths. They all say that in a battle between two Saths, an army was of no use."

 "No use? Why would that be?"

 "We don't know. Perhaps no one dared to raise a hand against either of the contending Saths, not knowing which would emerge the victor? Or, perhaps there was something in the religion that forbade ordinary men from participating in the contest… Some, Ben is one of these, by the way, some suggest that in a battle between Saths, ordinary men lack something, or suffer some disability that renders them useless, or near to useless. It's an interesting topic, but it's academic. We have the first Sath now in hundreds or perhaps even thousands of years. I doubt there are many more waiting in the wings. In twenty or forty years, perhaps we will see a struggle between Saths, if we live that long."

 Spiv digested this, and then changed the subject, slightly. "I thought you all study frithology. How do you know so much about the Saths?"

 "Almost all of what we know of Saths, and the Magic of Sowing, is from Frithic writings. They were each the other's chief rivals, except for internal squabbles. Especially towards the end, the friths, and the Frith, were more and more concerned about a pending confrontation. In the West, the Frith was a great power, but generally subservient to whatever king or kings governed... or perhaps not subservient, but set apart, sort of cloistered, and concerned with different things, separate from the governing political power. Though there were some Friths that were also minor kings. 

 "The Saths, though… They tended to seek to consolidate power. Many of them became kings, and many more were sort of ecclesiastical rulers, taking the position that religious rulers were of higher office than mere kings and nobility. That may have depended on the noble bloodlines, or lack of them, that a particular Sath could lay claim to. Friths kept armies, for defense, and to guard their secrets, but Saths had armies for conquest. The last Sath was one that sought to be king as well as Sath. Well, emperor, more than king. He wanted it all. He had united- subjugated, some would say- the whole of the East, before the last great battle, which produced the end of that era… what we thought until recently was the end of both the Frithic traditions and the Saths. I guess we know better now. The last great Frith, who opposed him, was a major king in his own right, and would have wound up Emperor as well, if he had won. The result, though, was that both orders were virtually destroyed in the conflict. We don't know how or why, exactly."

 "So… our present Sath is just following in his forebear's footsteps? Conquest and rule?"

 Grisholm looked at Spiv. "Yes. I think that sums it up. It's… tradition, I suppose. Perhaps more than tradition. Sathism was more like a religion than the Frithic tradition was. Perhaps it was a religious tenet. The fact that we have a Sath today suggests that somehow a very significant portion of their cult and culture survived, with at least some of their knowledge. And he, the Sath, no sooner appeared than he started to conquer. But Ben represents the closest thing we have to a frith… and that's 'a frith,' not 'the Frith.' Learned as he is, Ben does not approach what even the most average frith of those times was able to do."

 Spiv's estimation of Grisholm was growing. He was an elitist, and a child of privilege, grown into an arrogant man, Spiv knew. But he was also, it seemed, a serious student. He had learned much of his chosen area of study, and he had a talent for relating the significant aspects of it. He would make a good teacher, Spiv thought. Newport, Spiv was sure, would not have bothered to talk to Spiv about any of it. "So," he asked Grisholm's opinion, "do we need to report this to Eldrid? And Ben? Or do we keep looking around?"

 "Oh, I think we keep on. This is interesting, and Ben will be excited about it, especially finding the High Seat itself… but it doesn't really help us with our current problem." Grisholm looked around. "Unless you think there is a secret passage hidden underneath one of these benches, or beneath the High Seat."

 "Not under a bench, I think. But there is another way out of here, I am sure of that now."

 "Really?" Grisholm was halfway in between hope and disdain for Spiv's powers of deduction, still the arrogant product of his privileged background. It seemed his respect for Spiv was, involuntarily, growing as well, though, because he asked, not derisively, "How do you arrive at that conclusion?"

 "According to you, the Frith would come here to bury his predecessor, and then go through a ceremony succeeding him. Therefore, they would enter, probably the same way we did, bearing the body of the dead Frith. There were signs of lots of traffic in the passage we came through, and I think they brought the deceased in that way. That's why the corridor is so wide. They would inter him on the way across the room, and then proceed from the tomb to this place, where the new Frith would be… ordained, or coronated, or whatever they called it… You said they were politicians, yes? The new Frith, then, would not want to begin his term by passing back through the tombs, to be reminded of the greatness that came before him. He would not want to remind his followers of the one that he was replacing. He would want a fresh start. All things, new, do you see? If there were only one entrance, the tombs would be at the other end of the chamber, farthest from the entrance, and the ceremonial area closest to the entrance. Or, the tombs would be off to the sides, so the exiting party would not walk through them."

 Grisholm thought about it for a moment. Finally, a slight grudging grin started to crease his face. "I think you are right, Spiv. That's how I would want it. Bury the old, and from there, all things new, not passing back through the old. You're a perceptive man, Spiv. Let's get on with it, then. See if your theory holds up. Where do we start? What are we looking for? Some subtle and clever, secret mechanism again?"

 "Oh, I don't think so. It might be a secret door on the other end, I expect. But on this side, it should be obvious, not hidden. Somewhere on this side, we will find a simple door, or an open hall. It will be close by, to allow the new Frith a dignified and rapid exit. It will be on this farthest back wall, or in the sides close to this end." It took them only a few moments to find it, as Spiv said, directly behind the dais, in the wall farthest from the way they came in. It was a narrow open hallway, not hidden at all, leading almost immediately to a set of stone steps. They didn't follow them right way. They went instead to report their find to Eldrid and Ben.
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 After some discussion, it was decided that Spiv, Joseph and Eldrid would explore the new passage, while Ben and his students, along with Ruthe, would remain behind. Ben would retrieve the journal they had found, and spend the time examining it. He seemed giddy with the excitement of it, and Spiv doubted he would be much use for anything else, until he got to spend some time looking over the journal in detail. Others would search for other texts or artifacts, anything else associated with the tombs that might be worthwhile. Ben, delighted as he was with the journal they had already found, desperately hoped for a later journal, ideally, the last, or one that was near to the last. He felt that would be a much more likely source of some sort of information they could actually use against a Sath, the same enemy the ancient friths had struggled against. Newport and Grisholm would undertake that search. Ruthe, as Eldrid instructed him, would keep an eye on the corridor, and watch and listen for any evidence that the Sath's men were breaking through or finding a way in. Ruthe would only need to check it periodically, every couple of hours, but no one wanted to be taken by surprise. If there was evidence that soldiers were breaking in, all of them would all immediately set out down the passage Spiv and Grisholm had found. When it was all arranged, Spiv and his companions set out.

 The exit, as it turned out, did not have a secret door or hidden mechanism on the other end. What started out as cut stone and masonry soon gave way to a path worn into the rock floor of a natural cave. There were some doors hung in frames cut into the raw rock at places where the path narrowed. Fortunately, none of them were secured by locks or complicated mechanisms that might have rusted closed over the years. They all had simple fixtures allowing crossbeams to be dropped into holders, on the doors, and on the frames. Most were wooden, but some impressively strong doors had iron bars that could be dropped into place to secure them. Of these, some had narrow ports for archers to shoot arrows through cut into the frames on either side of the doors. In many other places, the passage suddenly widened rapidly, both horizontally and vertically, but the doors occurred only in areas with long approaches of narrow corridor on the farther side, where it was narrow enough that two men could not walk comfortably shoulder-to-shoulder. It was apparent that they were put in place as a series of fortifications, easily defended by relatively few men.

 Quite aside from making for good defense, the narrow sections also assured Spiv he was right when he guessed the dead bodies of the Friths buried in the great room were brought in from the other side. It would have been very difficult to bear a body through this way, and much more so in a large coffin or sarcophagus. This was the exit, not the entrance; at least so far as funeral procession went. He went forward very much encouraged that they would find an exit at the end, and moreover, one which they could access from this side.

 The passage went on for hundreds of yards, slowly gaining ground in elevation, with minor twists and turns throughout. Spiv noted that at many places there was a detectable air current, though they never observed the sources of these. Finally, they came to a last, massive and heavy door. It was closed, with iron rods set into rings above the top of the door, and with the other ends planted into receiving holes in the floor, as well as massive wooden beams which dropped into hooks set into the door and into the walls on each side. It took them a few minutes to take these down, and none of them could be easily handled by only one man, so large and heavy were they. But once Spiv and Joseph, working together, had removed them, it was just a little more effort to open the door into a large area, with a low irregular ceiling, and a very crudely leveled floor. The ceiling sloped down further on the sides, until it met the floor, with no real walls between the floor and ceiling. The floor was littered with the remains of wooden structures and ancient construction. Spiv realized that it was what remained of a set of paddocks, with crumbling stalls, mangers, water troughs, and the like. Some of the water troughs, though thick with growth, still contained water, which trickled over the edges in places. He gathered from this that they were fed by a spring. The overflowing water ran in a cut path along the outer edge, channeling it away from the rest of the floor. Insects abounded around the water, and Spiv spotted a couple of frogs and small snakes idling among the rubble, waiting for a meal to chance by. 

 Sunlight was visible at one end, and reached this far only dimly. As they moved towards it, the paddock gave way to something else. The wooden artifacts no longer resembled the remains of stalls and troughs, but perhaps were the remains of large tables, workbenches, and the like. To one side there was a large stone hearth, for a great fire. It was some sort of work area, perhaps a smithy, or something similar. Here, though, the sunlight was much better, and the open end of the cave was at hand, high and wide. Upon exiting the cavern mouth, they discovered crude walls of loose stone, piled thick and low, without mortar. They made a rough semi-circle, with one gap, which had obviously once held a gate. Eldrid explained it.

 "This is the area where the workers lived while the fortress was being built. We knew about it, but we never dreamed there was an entrance to the main fortress here. That large door back behind us, we planned to burn through it, eventually, but we expected it was only a storeroom. We never got around to it. There were too many other, more exciting things to sort through first." He shook his head, wondering at the time lost, because they had never gotten around to sorting out this remnant from the time before the fortress was built. Then, he looked past the low stone semicircle, where they could see the back wall of the old fortress, across a small field. "Most of the time, a fortress evolves slowly, starting with a simple stone keep, fortifications being added to it over generations. That one," he gestured across at the old fortress, "was too well planned, and was clearly designed from the beginning just as it was finally built. This area, we suppose, was built first, to give protection to the people who worked on the construction of the larger fortress, until enough was completed to live inside, while the rest was finished." Eldrid glanced back at the low cavern. "Now it is more clear… the cavern led someone to discover the large space, which they turned into a crypt. All the rest, the fortress, everything, was built to take advantage of that cavern room," he mused. Then, "They must have kept a substantial guard in this area… and held the secret securely. This seems far too great a vulnerability to have left intact. I wonder why they didn't cave in this entrance, once the fortress was built up and secure?"

 Spiv looked hard at the old fortress, and recognized that they were behind it. He looked back at the way they had come out, and up, and saw that they were at the base of the cliff, which protected the backside of the fortress. They were perhaps just within extreme arrow range from the top of the wall at the back of the fortress, and easily visible, should someone care to look. He motioned for Eldrid and Joseph to join him back in the cover of the cave entrance, while he answered Eldrid.

 "I don't think so, Eldrid. I mean, I don't think it was so great a vulnerability. Recall the passage that we came through. Imagine a few dozen men with bows, waiting at the places where only one soldier at a time could come at them. Imagine rushing at one of the doorways, the defenders shooting arrows, perhaps in rotation with two or three other men, dropping your comrades as they ran down the narrow passage, only to have the door barred in front of you, just as you got close to it. An alert guard of a couple dozen men could hold off hundreds there, perhaps for days, without relief. In other places, fifty men could hold an area that could only be attacked by one or two at a time coming through the passage, and another heavy door just a little farther behind would let them retreat when they tired. Just getting a few hundred soldiers into position to make the attack would be no mean feat. They would be under fire from the walls all the time, from the front approach, until they were under the cover of the cave entrance. Imagine the losses. The defenders might even hope the enemy would squander men in such a fashion, only to find the final passage into the complex beyond blocked when they arrived."

 Joseph, listening to all this, nodded his head. "It would be worth a try, if you knew the entrance here would take you into the lower levels, but Spiv is right… it would be costly, and probably any attack could be repelled. And there would be reinforcements available all the time… from the fortress itself. Not to mention, a sallying force could be staged here, without ever opening the main gates of the fortress. If they kept the secret, it would be a great advantage, much more than a weakness." 

 Now he changed the subject. "Eldrid… how long do you suppose we need to wait before the Sath takes his men and leaves?"

 "Not long, I hope, Joseph. Soon, we might ask you or Spiv to go over and see how things look. This exit is perfect for that sort of thing."

Then they turned to retrace their path back to the crypt. Spiv and Joseph were very deliberate about barring each of the doors they went through behind them along the way.

They entered the large space, and were greeted with Ruthe's anxious face, as he happened to be near the end of the crypt when they returned. Eldrid told him they had successfully found a way out, and asked him to gather the others, and bring them to the site of the first tomb, near the center of the crypt area. Ruthe ran to do that, and Eldrid arrived to find them all waiting to hear the story of what they had found. The relief when Eldrid described the exit was palpable. Eldrid summed it up, at the end.

"There is water at the exit, so we should be fine for some days, if we need to remain, but we have two problems, yet. First, we don't know if or when the Sath will leave. Second, we don't know what men he will leave behind when he does go. Spiv will have a look, soon, perhaps tonight. Then we may have a better idea what we are in for." He stopped and looked at Ben. "How have you made out with the journal?"

Ben, who had been unusually quiet while the others related their story, now grimaced, his face a portrait of frustration. "The journal has been… inaccessible. We can't get the stone to open again."

"Not open? It didn't seem to give us any trouble before…" Eldrid was surprised. The statue of the first Frith was close by, and Eldrid took a few steps over to it, and bent over the stone book carved into the pedestal. He reached over and tugged at the cover, which Joseph had opened before, but as Ben said, it would not open now. There was nothing about it even to suggest it was even meant to open. It could have been solid rock, carved to resemble a book. "I see. This is problematic. Are we sure the journal is still inside? This is the same one that opened before, isn't it?"

Spiv and Joseph had walked over also, by now, though Ben and his students didn't bother. Ruthe stood by watching, and kept his thoughts to himself, while Newport and Grisholm grumbled about how it never should have been closed up again to begin with. Apparently, Ben had not told them it was he himself who closed it, when Ruthe was coming to tell them the Sath's men had found the access to the passage into the crypt. Eldrid stroked his gray beard, and thought about the problem. He glanced at Ben.

"Did you try a lever? Or any method of force? Could it be stuck?"

"Oh, that's not the issue here, Eldrid. We could beat on it with hammers, it wouldn't help. It isn't stuck. It's secured by magic. And of course, I tried to neutralize the binding placed on it. I haven't the skill. It's something I haven't seen before, and it's strong. Very, very strong." Ben threw up his hands. "I don't know what to try next. We can't even move the statue between the four of us. We tried."

Joseph spoke up then. "It's the funnel. The energy funnel. That must be what it is for… to protect the crypt… to protect the tombs, and the journals are a part of that." He looked up, at the ceiling, high at this point in the space. "Has anyone done the calculations? I bet we… this whole area, right here, around these tombs… I bet this is the exact focus of the energy funnel."

Eldrid glanced up. "I suspect you are correct, Joseph. That makes sense of all of it. The energy serves to keep the journal, and its stone repository preserved, and protected. It may even be coincidental that it also protects them from being broken into." He looked at the statue, and the four who had remained here while he was exploring the exit. "And surely the four of you should be able to move the statue, at least a little bit at a time. The fact that you could not prevents the whole thing from being taken outside the influence of the funnel. But why did it open before?"

"Perhaps we tripped something as we went through the passage out?" Spiv speculated.

"That seems unlikely, Spiv. Something like that would surely be mechanical. This is magical. And the Frith himself would likely have used that exit, as you pointed out. He would not have wanted himself, or one of his men, to inadvertently interrupt his access to these journals. No… it is something else. Joseph, what were you doing when you opened it before? I mean, exactly, what did you do?"

Joseph stepped forward. "I was bent over, looking at the words on the stone cover." He closed his eyes, remembering the experience, and bent over the pedestal again. "I held the book in my hands, so to speak, as if was a real book I was going to pick up. I asked you if it represented a real book." He put his hands on it as he had before. "And then I just… opened it, like a real book." He took his right hand, and flipped back the cover, as he had before, and the journal inside was revealed again.

The sound of several men taking sharp breaths whispered through the room. Ben, astounded, hustled right over. "This time, we take no chances." He reached in and grasped the journal, working his hands underneath it, to lift it out. Eldrid began to object, thinking Ben was moving too fast, and taking chances. He was concerned there could be other security measures built into the stone repository, but before he could even speak a warning, Ben had the journal out. "Newport, grab my pen and ink. Grisholm, gather two lamps, and bring them along. Ruthe, if you will light my way..." He set out toward the stone benches in front of the raised dais.

There was a bustling of bodies as people rushed to do Ben's bidding, but Eldrid and Spiv remained rooted where they were, looking alternately at Joseph and the now empty box carved into the pedestal. Eldrid was muttering to himself, "Interesting. Most interesting, indeed."

Joseph seemed to take it in stride, almost as if he was not surprised he had opened the box. "So, there is a formula? Something about holding both hands on the box before it is opened, perhaps?"

"A formula of sorts, I think, Joseph. But it probably had little to do with how you held your hands. The formula, I suspect, is in your mind. The image you had, if I understood you, was of opening a book, as if to read it, not opening a box, in order to take something out of it. Is that correct?"

"Well… yes, Eldrid, I suppose that's right. You are saying the box read my thoughts?"

"No. I'm suggesting you opened it much more by means of magic than with your hands, Joseph. This is the talent we discussed before. It's less to do with technique than with an innate understanding of the requirements, a sort of compatibility between your mind and the minds of the ancient friths. Perhaps anyone could open it, if you were able to explain the proper process to them, but you sensed the proper formula, and worked it in your mind unconsciously, and opened the box."

Now Spiv caught on, and he found it exciting, despite his reluctance to involve himself in anything to do with magic. "So, in this case, Joseph could be teaching Ben something about Frithic magic? That won't make Newport or Grisholm happy, seeing that," he grinned.

"What will make them less happy, Spiv, is if Joseph can't teach them. Because it could also be that he is the only one of us who can open the box, for some reason. Or… perhaps 'boxes' would be the better term. As it stands, we don't know if these others are boxes we can't open, or if they are simple stone, and don't open at all. Joseph, care to try your hand at some of these others?"

"The others… You think all of them may be like this?" 

"It's a possibility. Give it a try, please, Joseph. Here," Eldrid took his arm and walked him across to what they all supposed was the second Frith's tomb, and stopped at the statue in front of it. "Give it a go."

Joseph bent over the book carved into the pedestal, and put both hands on it, as if he were going to pick it up. Then he reached with his right hand and… tugged at the stone, and pushed on it, and moved nothing. He tried again, starting with two hands, and then trying to flip it open. He could not.

"So, this one doesn't open. Or, at least, I can't open it. Is it a box? Or just solid stone?" he asked Eldrid.

"I don't know, Joseph. Perhaps there is no journal there, and no space to put one in. Perhaps it opens differently, with a different magical key or formula. Perhaps it is the same, but you are not ready to open it. We should all give it a try, I suppose, but just now, I suspect that what you cannot open, none of us will be able to open." Then Eldrid tried to open it, first using the same technique Joseph had, then trying some other things that occurred to him, but he had no success. "Spiv, you give it a try, please."

Spiv tried, but he felt silly doing it, sure that he would not have success in anything to do with magic that neither Eldrid nor Joseph could accomplish. But because Eldrid asked, he tried. He held an image in his mind, as his understanding of Joseph's technique was, of opening the stone box like a book, to read what was inside. He failed.

"I'm sorry, Eldrid. I'm afraid I'm not much use with magical things," Spiv apologized.

"Well," Eldrid said, "no matter. It was unlikely anyway. But we will be sure everyone tries each one before we leave here. Let's go sit with Ben, and see what he is making out of the one we have." 

Ben was very much absorbed in the journal. He was on his knees, using one of the stone benches as a desk, with the journal set before him, and ink, quill, and parchment set out close to hand. Spiv knew from watching him work on other writings that it would be difficult for him to read the journal. It would require painstaking attention to detail to read the Frithic writings, and the translation would have to be revised constantly as further context was ferreted out, and as the primary writer's style was revealed. Although Ben had only had his hands on the book for a few minutes, he was already lecturing his own students as the others arrived.

"So, you see, the early entries appear to be nothing to do with history and the personal experience of the author, rather they are merely a sort of reference book kept by a student studying a new topic… like a young bride jotting down successful recipes as she experiments in cooking for her new husband, or an apprentice glass maker, taking notes to refine his processes when he occasionally stumbles onto something that gives him a clearer or smoother product." He would look over a page for a few moments, and then flip to a different one, at random, working his way through the book from front to back, but taking only a little time with each page before skipping on to another, several pages further on. 

"I do not recognize this author's style," he went on, "and I do not think we have seen his work before. Now, later in his work, there is more here about events and policy. Notice how his characters start out precise and clear, in each entry, but get careless and hurried towards the end of the longer passages? He had an impatience, I think, with ink and quill, as if his hand grew tired with writing. He may have learned to write rather later in life than some, and it therefore took more effort for him to accomplish, or perhaps he had been injured, or had an arthritic writing hand. Or perhaps he simply valued results, not research. Not a natural student or academic, so, he was writing for himself, for his own use, not for posterity. Think of a warrior, a soldier who rose through combat into a position of responsibility. A man who finds himself, as an officer, saddled with paperwork when he would rather be training with swords. That's our author. And look, so far, not a single diagram or table copied into the text. He will be a challenge, I think, to translate well." Although he kept his tone dry and academic, Spiv could see Ben was almost giddy with the excitement of it, entirely in his element, and entirely given over to his new project.

But as Ben spoke, Spiv began to realize just how long a process it would be, gleaning anything sensible from the document. He began to think of a more practical use of his own time, like fixing something to eat, while Ben did his work. But Joseph and Eldrid, he noticed, were captivated, nearly as much as Ben was. He left them to their task, and went to fix them all a meal. But first, he decided, it was time one of them went to check on the corridor, and the entrance they had sealed behind them. So far, they had detected no attempt break through… but, Better to go give it a check, he told himself. He looked about for a spare lamp, not wanting to take one of the two Ben was using to light the journal as he worked. When he found one, he set out.

The corridor was quiet, and as Spiv neared the far end, where they had entered it from the room above, he considered that if the Sath's soldiers were breaking in, he should be able to hear them from the other end. This close, even a subtle attempt should be making some noise. He heard nothing, and therefore, he could be almost sure they were up to nothing. But he was by nature both thorough and cautious, so he went all the way to the end. Then he thought of something else… when he and his friends had been in the room above, there was no light in the corridor below. But now, he was carrying a lamp. Just how close were the seams of those steps? Would there be a line of light, visible from above, showing through the seams in the floor, if he took the lamp all the way to the sealed steps? Would it matter anyway? Surely, the Sath knew exactly how they had disappeared, and surely after finding the mechanism built into the fire grate they had located the same seams Spiv had noticed. He stopped to consider it. In the end he decided that, if the Sath, or his men were in the room above, they would have that room well lighted themselves, so the risk was small they would notice anything, even if some light did show through. He went forward, but very slowly, listening as he moved.

When he got to the steps, the first thing he did was to double-check the long rods that held them closed. They were still in place, and did not look like they had shifted or moved in any way. He wished for a moment that he had some way to lock them into the stone steps. The steps were still closed, and no one could open them the normal way, as long as those rods were in place. He gave some thought to devising a way to know if anyone had tried to open them. Perhaps if they pushed a little wax in, on top of the long rods? That might show, if someone put pressure on the steps, and the rods blocked their movement, because the wax would be crushed. It would let them know that their enemies had not given up yet, and were still working on a way to open the entrance. He stood and looked at the rod ends for a long moment, trying to discern if there was room for something like that, and while he stood there, a little bit of dust worked its way out of one of the seams, and spilled down the face of the front step.

Spiv froze in place, not wanting to make any sound that would reveal he was there. Was someone, even now, working on it from above? If they were, they were very quiet. He hadn't heard anything, nothing at all. 

After a moment, Spiv settled in, and waited for what seemed a long time. When nothing further happened, he finally decided it was probably nothing to worry about. He was about to turn away when it happened again, a little dust crumbling out of the seam between the closest step, and the rock next to it. It's not a fluke. Something is happening… but what? It couldn't be someone trying to force their way in by strength, or with tools. Spiv was sure he would hear them working. Could there be something so heavy placed on the steps that the pressure alone was causing the steps to slowly give way? That seemed unlikely… what could be that heavy? If it was heavy enough to do that, how could they get it into the lower levels? Spiv stepped a little closer, and held his lamp up close, looking at the seam where the dust had fallen through. He saw nothing unusual.

Then he looked down, to see exactly where the dust had fallen. He saw that there was really quite a bit, more than he thought could be simply from normal circumstances, such as opening and closing the steps. He remembered how he had noticed that this corridor didn't have any dust to speak of, and how unusual he had thought it. Now there was a good bit, all right here, at the entrance. But he could make no sense of it, so he decided it was time to let Eldrid know what he had seen. He moved quietly, but quickly, and started back to the crypt.

When Eldrid heard what he had to say, he wasted no time pondering it. He came to see for himself. Now he and Spiv were both there, trying to make sense of it. Eldrid brushed some of it up, into his hand, and looked closely at it, rubbing it between his fingers. After examining it, he looked at Spiv, and whispered, very low, "Dust is made of many things, many of them organic detritus. Tiny bits of rotting leaves, dry soil… things like that. This is not. This is essentially powdered rock." He looked up at the seam the rock dust was coming down through. Spiv's eyes followed his gaze, and now they were looking at something very odd.

Spiv was sure it had not been there a few minutes ago, when he first discovered the dust accumulating under the seam. But now, there seemed to be a tiny tip of something there, working its way out from between the two slabs of stone. It looked like some sort of root, to Spiv, a pale green-yellow bit of plant, like the first shoots of a germinating seed. Eldrid raised his eyebrows, and leaned in very close, holding his lamp up to see it better. He studied it for a long moment, holding his finger to his lips to caution Spiv to be quiet. After he had had a good look, he borrowed Spiv's dirk, and picked up one of the discarded sticks they had used to block the steps open with, and which Ruthe had pulled out and left lying about when he hurriedly closed the steps. Eldrid cut a long, slender splinter off the stick. Then he burned the end of that splinter in the flame of the lamp. In this way, he made the splinter into a slender-pointed, charcoal-tipped pencil, which he used to mark the stone carefully, just in front of the tiny tip of the plant. Then he sat back to watch it.

Nothing seemed to happen for some time, and Spiv wondered what it was they were watching for. But in a little while, Spiv was startled to realize that with that little mark as a reference, he could now perceive that the plant was growing. It started out just behind the mark, but in a few minutes it had moved a bit past and just to the left of the mark. In another ten minutes, it was further past, but now just to the right of the mark. And then it seemed, as it grew, to start back to the left, giving an uncanny impression that it was 'feeling' its way along. Spiv was astonished, but Eldrid signaled him to remain quiet. They watched a few minutes longer before Eldrid pulled on his sleeve and led him back down the corridor. When they were at the other end, Eldrid judged it was safe to speak.

"Very unusual," he remarked.

"Unusual? Eldrid, what is that? Some sort of root? Growing down from the room above? Growing so fast we can watch it grow?"

"A root? I would have said a vine. I suppose it could be a root, and if you are curious, we should be able to tell after it has grown a while longer… but, root or vine, the purpose is the same either way."

"What is it? Its purpose, I mean… what is it for?"

"The Sath is learning to use the green stone, Spiv. He isn't sending his men down here after us. He is sending a plant after us. I don't know exactly what it will do. Perhaps it will grow over time, and open the entry to the corridor by force, as a tree can break rock, as it grows. Though in this case, it is growing remarkably fast. Or perhaps it is some sort of poisonous plant… it could grow through the passage for a while, and then bloom with something unpleasant, even deadly. I suppose it is worth considering that it even might be some means by which the Sath seeks to gain information as to where we are, and what we are doing, though I don't think that is probable. The most likely answer is that it is simply a poisonous plant."

 "Is that even possible? He has… sown a plant that doesn't naturally grow here, something that grows in stone, to chase us into the crypt and poison us? What do we do? Should we chop it off or something?

"Oh, no, I don't think so, Spiv. If it is simply a poisonous plant, and if we avoid it, no one will come to harm. Even at the rate it is growing, it will take days to reach the crypt, and many more days to cross it. One way or another, I think we will be long gone by then."

"But it is… looking for us? Seeking us?"

"It has been enhanced, turned into something that accomplishes a task or a purpose which someone set it too, but which is not its normal purpose or ability… enchanted, would be the proper word. The exact nature of that enchantment is unknown." He contemplated the situation, and then went on. "Such things don't usually have much of a lifespan without a source of energy to sustain them. There is nothing down here to nourish it. If it is not maintained by magical means, it will die rapidly, or revert to a normal vine, and die at the rate any plant brought here, without sunlight and water, would die. So, as long as it is here, and showing unusual growth and mobility, we know the Sath remains present. We will have to come back and check on it, if we remain long here, ourselves. And we will have to be careful. If it blooms, or any change is observed, we won't want to get too close to it, I think. Come, let's let the others know." He led Spiv back down the corridor, commenting, "It's only a plant, Spiv. Be grateful he didn't send enchanted rats, or snakes, or something really much more threatening. Plants have the wonderful characteristic of moving slowly, even when enchanted, as compared to animals…" Eldrid went on in this vein for a while, as they walked, but Spiv took little comfort in his words.

They returned to the crypt, and warned their friends about the strange vine growing in the corridor. Spiv thought the rest of them seemed unimpressed by the whole thing, and wondered how differently they might feel if they had watched it growing several inches in an hour. They all soon returned to what they were doing before. Ben worked on the journal, and Joseph and Eldrid fussed with the other statues, trying to determine a way to open them, or even if, indeed, any of the others contained journals. They whiled away the day as best they could, for the first time really feeling confined. The pressure of knowing that a strange plant slowly pursued from one side, while the Sath's men, presumably, kept watch for them on the other, began to tell. It was a relief to them all when Eldrid announced it was time for Spiv to see if he could get a look at what was going on in the old fortress.

They arrived, as a group, this time, at the mouth of the cave just as the sun set. They stood, just out of sight, looking out at the back walls of the fortress. Spiv and Joseph were armed, and they were waiting for darkness to settle before Spiv ventured out. They had moved their gear forward, bringing everything, including the Frith's journal, but leaving most of it just on the other side of the first solid door, in case they were discovered, and had to retreat rapidly. The first door, rapidly barred behind them as they passed through, would give them time to gather their things and move them further back, behind other doors, but Joseph cautioned them.

"The doors will slow them down, but we can't really defend this passage. We are too few, with just two bows. If they find us now, find this entrance, we are lost, eventually." Eldrid was more sanguine, though.

"I agree, it is better not to be discovered. Spiv, I hope you will be very careful, and take no more risk than is really necessary. If it is possible, be careful to leave no sign that you were there at all. I believe the Sath thinks we are sealed up, and that his vine will deal with us. It is far preferable that he continue to think that."

Now it was time to go, with dusk limiting the distance of sight, but an early moon rising. Spiv picked a path that would keep him low, hidden in the shadows and landscape, and moved across the field, eventually to the base of the remnants of the wall. The others lost sight of him after that.

He had been gone quite some time before they saw him coming back, a dark shadow flitting across the field in the moonlight. Spiv ducked in behind the low, loose, stone walls, and they all retreated into the cave and behind the first door before they lighted a lamp and Spiv filled them in.

"They are almost all gone. The Sath's tent has been removed, and most of the soldiers. There are a few wagons and horses left, and one large tent, but they are packing the wagons, and I think they intend to leave. Perhaps a few will remain, I don't know. Our horses are still in the back pastures, almost directly across from us here. Fearless caught my scent and whickered at me, but it seems they have been overlooked, or ignored. I think, even if a few guards remain behind, we can gather them up after dark in the next day or two and make our way out. The hard part will be getting the horses past the moat. The soldiers still seem to avoid going near the moat, themselves, so I don't think we should try to swim the horses across it. I guess we will have to bring them out at the main entrance, across the earth bridge."

Joseph, ever practical, asked, "Did you see what they put in the moat? Could we maybe build a makeshift bridge and bring the horses out somewhere else, as long as we keep them out of the water? Taking them out the main entrance will mean a fight, and depending on how many soldiers remain, that could be a problem."

"I did not see it, the thing in the moat. I was able to see that the water is no longer running, and except when the thing in the moat moves about, under the surface, rippling the water, the water is still. I don't think we want to try to bring the horses out over a couple of planks, though. I think we have to make a plan to use the front entrance, or leave the horses and make our way on foot."

Now Eldrid asked him, "How many men remain?"

"Too many to pick a fight with. I saw perhaps twenty men. If there are others, perhaps guarding the passage to the crypt, or in the keep, guarding the entrance to the lower levels, I did not go looking for them. Some will leave with the wagons, perhaps tomorrow. They are still making improvements in the old wall, so, those who remain after the wagons leave, I think we have to assume will remain permanently. We will know more, tomorrow night." 

They talked long into the night, making plans, thinking of contingencies. None of them slept before dawn.

In the end, when Spiv went back the next night, it seemed at least a dozen, or perhaps a dozen and a half men were left to keep track of the fortress. He figured that only two men left with each wagon; a driver and one other. He also looked over the work the remaining soldiers were doing on the walls. They were trying to set things right around the fortress, moving some fallen stones to fill in gaps in the wall, and cutting timbers to block other areas. It would not be long before the old fortress would be a real impediment to any hostile force again. Although that suggested the Sath intended to maintain possession of the old fortress, Spiv was happy to see the work. It meant the soldiers would be tired each night, having worked through the day, and would sleep more soundly. He hoped the guards left on duty at night were among those that had been working all day, and were tired as well. When he returned from that reconnaissance, they made their plans for escape.

All of them began sorting through their things, discarding much of what they had gathered for hiding in the lower levels. Things like lamps and lamp oil, extra shirts and warmer clothes, Ben's extra writing materials, and other items not needed for a few days of travel, all of these were set aside. They made light packs and bundles of what remained, only what they would need for a dash towards Perryton. Ben and Eldrid debated carrying the Frith's journal with them. Ben wanted to continue to work on it, Eldrid favored leaving it behind, and returning at some later date to take it up again, fearing to risk its being lost, or falling into the hands of the Sath. Ben's argument, in the end, won him over.

"Do you think if we are taken that the Sath will not learn of it? Better we should have it with us, if only because we can always decide to destroy it, if necessary. But there are seven of us, Eldrid. How many would you watch the Sath torture to death before you yourself revealed what we found in the crypt? How long do you think we would watch you be tortured before we gave up the secret?" Eldrid acquiesced.

Now, they all stole quietly out of the cavern. Eldrid took himself and all the others, except Spiv and Joseph, as far around the outside of the moat as he could, and they moved down to the base of the long sloping approach to the fortress, the bottom of the hill Spiv and Joseph had come up when they first arrived, seemingly so long ago. Spiv and Joseph, though, approached the moat directly, on the backside of the great wall. Spiv showed Joseph a place where fallen stones had narrowed the moat substantially, and a fallen timber combined with a few great blocks of stone sticking up out of the water made a passable bridge. As they neared it, Spiv motioned Joseph to silence, and then made it clear that he wanted Joseph to sit very still, as they sat down, just a little way from the water. The moon reflected silvery light off the surface of still water, as they watched the moat.

It was cool, but not uncomfortable in the night air, and they had been sitting for some time, listening to the little scurrying sounds of rodents and other small night creatures moving about. Joseph had begun to grow drowsy when he felt Spiv tug on his sleeve. He came alert, looking around, and then looking at Spiv, who just motioned at him to be still and watch the water. Then Joseph saw what had Spiv so attentive. The water was lapping, just a little, where before it had been entirely still. And then, in a great rush, a high wave move directly across their line of sight, moving along the length of the moat, as something very large darted through the section in front of them. In a moment it was gone by, leaving the water gently lapping again, and finally still. Then Spiv gestured to Joseph to get up. He whispered in low tones, barely audible, though his mouth was directly next to Joseph's ear.

"It moves, usually, in one direction all the way to the earth dam which bridges the moat in front. Then it turns around and comes back. I think it is seeking a way out, but perhaps it is simply hunting. Anyway, it probably will not come by again for a little while, until it has reached the end of the moat. Usually. Still, if one of us falls in, I don't know how far away it would still hear the splash, or how fast it could come back. What you saw was not its fastest speed, but its normal, relaxed pace, like a wolf trotting across a field, sniffing for prey, not a wolf pursuing, with prey in sight. Be careful crossing, and if I fall in, leave it to me to get out on my own. You can be sure I will not be dawdling. You get on across and get well clear of the moat. I think it would focus on what is in the water, anyway, but who knows? Don't chance it; get clear of the moat if anything happens. Come behind me, and watch which stones I put my weight on after we have crossed the timber. Some of them will shift under your feet, and that makes a dicey moment." And Spiv set out, hardly hesitating before he trotted along the downed timber, and stepped lightly onto the first rock. Joseph followed a little less confidently.

They crossed without incident, and crept towards the back pastures. Spiv was worried that Fearless would smell him, and whicker again, as he did previously. The soldiers had not paid attention to it last time, and perhaps they would not again, tonight, but still, for safety he led Joseph around until they were downwind of where he expected to find the horses. They each carried a few lengths of rope for leading the animals, once they had gathered them up.

With the moon high, they had no trouble picking out the silver-gray form that was Spiv's horse, Fearless. The others, darker, were a bit harder to see. Horses see well in such conditions, and Fearless seemed to have no trouble recognizing Spiv and Joseph, also. When he saw them, he raised his head and started in their direction. It gratified Spiv to see it, the more so because he remained quiet while he approached, and in a moment he was patting the horse and rubbing his neck. He walked Fearless back upwind a ways, and then he pulled out an apple and fed it to the horse, knowing the other horses would see, and smell the apple, and realize they were eating grass while Fearless was getting apples. As Spiv had hoped, this brought the others up also, as they came to get their share of the treats. In no time, the horses were gathered. 

Now they moved them around the outer edges of the pastures towards the tack shed. Joseph moved ahead, watching for trouble as Spiv led the horses, but he saw nothing. As Spiv expected, any guards on duty seemed to be either at the main entrance, where Spiv and Joseph would have to cross the moat with the horses. Of course, there might be others, inside the keep, or in the lower levels, against them returning to the surface the same way they went down, but those would not matter to Spiv and Joseph. The tack shed, fortunately, was some distance from the parade grounds where the soldiers’ one tent remained, and they didn't have to worry too much about making small noises. The dark was more problematic, and they did not dare make a light, which might be seen from almost anywhere, if a guard stood watch from the top of the wall, or another high place. Spiv was thinking, as he felt his way around the tack shed, I should have asked Eldrid if he could teach Joseph how to limit the light from a lamp, as well as he can amplify it. Then he remembered the Tenth Law, "Even a Master Horker does not use magic, or engage the services of wizards…" Magic is unreliable, and hard to control. An error, or a lapse in control, and they might be undone. But how convenient it is, having access to even a little bit of magic. I see why the traditions caution against it. He put his mind back on the job at hand.

In the end, they figured it out, dressing the horses in the proper gear for riding, and a couple as pack animals, to carry their supplies, working by touch alone. It took a while, but it seemed the least risky option. Spiv also measured out a good bit of grain for each animal to eat while they worked, but he didn't add grain to the packs. They had been grazing and resting for several days, and there should be good graze available, where they were going. When everything else was ready, they sorted out the proper lead ropes, dividing the string of horses between them, and mounted.

As they started out, Spiv was edgy and nervous. The animals made too much noise, even just walking gently along. Unfortunately, there was essentially no way to move the horses silently. Led horses move differently from grazing animals, and though well trained, and well behaved, these horses were alert, rested, and ready to expend some energy. Each step sounded with a small thud on dirt, or a clopping sound on stone. He knew he could have bagged their feet, to muffle the sounds, but if they had to run them, later, it could be a problem. A bag, tied securely to each foot now, could become a streaming and flopping source of fear to a running horse, if it worked loose, and he didn't need that either. It was a careful balancing act, trying to determine how long to move as quietly as they could, and when to simply kick them up into a run and rush the earthen bridge just outside what had once been the main gate. 

After consulting with Joseph, Spiv agreed with him that they would move casually past the area the soldiers kept their main tent, but remain mounted and ready to run. As soon as they were halfway between the main tent and the bridge, they would run all out, regardless of what they saw, and count on confusion and surprise to get them through. They had both sent the light chain mail provided to them back in Sessing's Cross forward with their friends, because they had had to cross water on the way in. No one wanted to be wearing steel mail if they fell into water, but now Spiv was wishing they had carried it, instead of sending it with Eldrid and the others. Arrows would likely be the greatest danger, and there would be a long few moments when he and Joseph had to travel in a straight line, across the moat, making them easy targets for trained soldiers of any skill.

He held up his horse as they neared the parade grounds. He could see the great tent, a looming dark mass in the open grounds. Beyond that, he observed the opening in the wall, between what had once been the posts of a great gate, perhaps even a drawbridge. He could also see torches, posted along the earthen bridge, a pair at each end, and a pair in the middle. He judged that archers would have sufficient light to shoot with for too long, while he and Joseph rushed through. He debated asking Joseph to hold the horses while he scouted ahead, wanting to know how many men sat awake within arrowshot of the torch-lit path, but he decided against it. Two of them would be more than enough, and he was sure there were that many, at least. He turned to Joseph.

"It will be dangerous. They will see us, clearly, in that torchlight. If they have much warning, and are ready… well, they know we have to cross that bridge, and they will simply wait for us there. Don't stop for me, friend. Get the horses through. I will do the same."

Joseph studied the situation. "Wait a moment, Spiv. Let me think about this. There are twelve to eighteen men here, we think. If they rotate the guard among them all, that will put four to six on guard, most likely, at any given time, not allowing for any in the keep or down below. All four to six will be, I think, at that bridge, and they will have two or three shots at us, each. At least eight, and maybe as many as eighteen arrows, at short range, but at moving targets." He weighed the odds, looking at Spiv. "We will lose at least a couple of horses, if not our own lives. We need a better plan."

"What do you want to do? At least four men… we cannot creep up and take them with arrows. The first two will be a warning to the others. Then we will shortly have twelve or eighteen men to deal with, instead of four or six. I think surprise is better, in this case… just hope they are not alert, or not good archers."

"I'm thinking… I think I have an idea. Wait here a moment, and keep the horses as still as you can. I won't be gone long." He was off his horse and gone before Spiv could even begin to ask what he was thinking. But in just a couple of minutes he was back. He had a couple of grain bags from the tack shed, empty. "Cut these up, Spiv, and tie them over the horses’ eyes, as blinders. Your own horse, too… all of them."

Spiv did as he was asked, holding his own counsel, and not wasting time asking for explanations. He assumed Joseph would tell him what this was about at the right time. But Joseph, when they were done, simply remounted, and waited for Spiv to do the same. Then, with a grin, he said, "Are you ready? For this to work, I think we should go to a dead run as early as possible. You go ahead, kick your horse up, and don't stop for anything… Whatever happens, get across that bridge and keep going. We'll be out of range in much less than a minute from when we start, so don't stop for anything until you're a hundred yards past that bridge. I'm right behind you."

Spiv looked at him, at his confident grin, and couldn't help grinning back at him. "All right, Joseph. Whatever you have in mind, here we go!" He gathered the lead ropes, as Joseph gathered those he was holding, and kicked his horse, softly first, to get the string of mounts behind him moving, and then harder, taking them all up to a dead run. Now he and Joseph were both in a mad dash, and sounding like an army of cavalry rushing towards the bridge. Spiv could hear the guards on the bridge calling out to one another, asking where the noise was coming from, and telling each other to be alert and ready.

Then, as they passed by the tent area, he could hear Joseph. He was murmuring at first, but he rapidly got louder, until he was almost shouting. The words made no sense to Spiv, but he didn't have time to ask questions. They were approaching the bridge, and two soldiers ran out, perhaps a hundred yards in front of him. They both had bows, and the first one pointed out at them, making sure his companion saw them coming. Then they were yelling to other guards and pulling their bows, taking aim. Spiv could see them clearly, in the torch light- the bright torchlight, too bright, making easy targets of the horses and riders, as they hurtled along straight at the guards. Spiv started to swerve the horses a little to one side, trying to be a harder target, but Joseph kept straight on, screaming now in gibberish. And the torchlight got brighter still, the glare starting to hurt Spiv's eyes. He ducked his head, and set the horses straight at the bridge before his vision blurred too badly with the tears that came, as with a child trying to look at the sun. The soldiers, too, looked over their shoulders, at the brightness behind them, and they were blinded by it. But they could hear the horses bearing down on them, and knew that if they remained where they were, they would be run down. They started to run.

The guards bumped into each other, unable to see clearly, everything suddenly much brighter than noonday sun. One fell down, and the other was spun round. The one who didn't fall was running flat out, now, with one hand held out in front of him, the other before his face, trying vainly to shield his eyes. But this light allowed no shadows, and therefore, he could not effectively shield his eyes by holding his hand between the light and his face. He ran towards the side of the bridge. Just then, Spiv's horses ran down the guard who had fallen, as he desperately tried to rise to his feet. He was trampled into the earth, the horses’ hooves sounding like they were striking sodden ground each time they landed on the body of the man. Spiv realized that without blinders, the horses would have tried hard to avoid stepping on him, and he might have survived it, but as they were, the horses didn't even know he was there. Each hoof carried the full weight of the animal running. Then, the other guard, unable to see, went over the side of the bridge, blindly tumbling towards the water, a cry coming from his throat. Spiv wondered if he could swim, and if he was wearing mail, which would hold him down at the bottom of the moat, whether he could swim or not. In the end, it didn't matter.

The yell of the guard falling into the water stopped abruptly as he went under. It was a different kind of scream when he came back out of the water, rushed high in the air, held up in the jaws of some great scaly creature, which glistened silvery and wet in the bright light. Spiv, who could not stand the light of the torches a moment ago, could not tear his eyes off of this beast. It was long, without appendages, like a snake, but with an oval shape to its body, rather than round, taller from back to belly than it was wide. Its scales, it seemed to Spiv, were each larger than his hand. With only ten or twelve feet showing above the water, still, it had to be more than forty feet long, just to hold up the part Spiv could see. How much more than that there was still beneath the surface of the water, Spiv could not tell. The monster in the moat had been close by, and perhaps drawn even closer by the unexpected brightness Joseph had flared the torches into, as they ran down to the bridge. For a moment, the roar of the monster blended with the scream of the man. It was a horrible sound, and the horses reacted to it, but with blinders, their only response was to run even faster. Spiv clearly heard a crunching sound as the screams ended in a sick gurgling noise. The whole thing took only a second or perhaps two, and the creature fell back into the water as Spiv swept by. The sounds faded behind him, as they were across the bridge and making fast progress away from it all, and the light began to fade also.

Spiv had trouble seeing, almost the whole of his vision turned into a purple and blue orb, the remnant of the glare he had experienced before. But at the edges of his vision, he could make out Joseph, riding beside him. They had made it, and Spiv could not remember seeing or hearing any sign of even one arrow being fired at them. He pulled the blinders off Fearless, concerned that he might run him into a rock or something, since his own vision was so impaired. Then, trusting to his horse to watch for obstacles, he grinned at Joseph, who did not notice it, his own vision being as compromised as Spiv's. They rode down the hill at breakneck speed, and slowed only when they heard Eldrid call out to them.
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Days later, Spiv sat astride Fearless, watching as ranks of Lord Raymond's soldiers formed up in the early morning light. He was riding with Jackson, whom he had been happy to find well, when they finally arrived at Lord Raymond's central camp. It had been a difficult journey.

After reclaiming their horses, Spiv and his companions had traveled towards Perryton as fast as they could manage it. There were some problems, as groups of soldiers moved about the countryside, and from a distance it could be very difficult to tell which army they represented. Several times they hid or swung wide around groups they could not identify. Eventually, they were close enough to the city to come across civilian traffic, and they started asking for any news of Lord Raymond and his army.

They heard many versions of the current situation, and many stories they could not give any credibility to, but it soon became clear that Lord Raymond was preparing to meet the Sath's forces on the great plain, to the north of Perryton. Eldrid was adamant that they waste no time getting to Lord Raymond. He said that Raymond needed the information about the Sath they could provide. No one questioned his assertion, though no one but himself and Spiv knew what it was that was so crucial for Raymond to hear, that the Sath had obtained the green stone, and was in all likelihood, learning more about how to use it with each passing day it remained in his possession.

When they finally arrived, Spiv had little trouble getting passed through to Raymond's great tent, thanks to the letter he still carried, with the Red Lord's signature, naming him Herald to the Court. He had taken Eldrid with him, leaving Ben and the others to get themselves situated.

Lord Raymond was jovial when they entered, but Spiv could see that he had aged in the weeks and months since he had last seen him. He also noted that Lord Raymond was already acquainted with Eldrid, greeting him pleasantly, without introductions. Jackson was present, and greeted Spiv warmly, as well as a couple other advisors and officers, but Eldrid and Raymond did most of the talking, while the others looked on and listened.

Eldrid explained to Lord Raymond that they had been in contact with the Sath at the old fortress. He described a little of what they had found there, before they left, without going into detail, and he stressed that the Sath had come there looking for something specific, as background. Then, he related the loss of the green stone, accepting the full responsibility, and saying only that it was lost as they fled from the Sath's men, due to his own error. And he pointed out that the Sath had left the area immediately after obtaining it. Raymond frowned at the news.

"So, what exactly is it good for, this green stone? What can he do with it?" he asked pointedly.

"My lord, I'm afraid we don't really know. The basic properties of the stone are as I described them, but we don't really have a grasp of its potential. The Sath appears to have immediately gotten more use from it than we did in all the years we had it to study and observe it. I suspect he has some of the ancient knowledge that applies to its use. We can hope that Ben might learn more from the journal we recovered, but it is a very early journal… It may have been completed before the stone was discovered, or invested with its special properties. In that case, the journal will not tell us anything about it."

"Well then. I don't see much benefit in worrying about something we know nothing of. It sounds like he could use it to feed his army a little better, if this campaign goes on for a few weeks or months, but that is not my intention. I intend to see the end of this little war in the next few days, less than a fortnight, in any event."

"My lord… I don't know what he intends to use it for. But I am fairly certain it will be more significant than merely accelerating crop growth. I can't see the Sath taking a personal interest in something that mundane. Or his going to such great lengths to acquire it, if he did not have a specific purpose in mind."

The discussion went on for some little while, but in the end, Lord Raymond was not impressed with the possibility that the stone had great potential as a weapon. And he observed that if it did turn out to be so, he wouldn't know what they could do to counter it until they saw what it would be used for. Lord Raymond terminated the conversation on that topic. Then, Raymond turned at last to speak directly to Spiv.

"I know you're a good man with a bow, Spiv. I could use you in the coming battle," he said.

"Thank you, my lord. If it please you, I think I might best serve you by remaining with Eldrid, and aiding him in regard to learning what the Sath may be attempting to accomplish. But if battle commences before we have succeeded, be sure I will be fighting for you, wherever I find myself at that time."

"Hmmph." It was not the answer Lord Raymond was apparently expecting, but he revealed little of his own thoughts on the matter. "Very well. Gentlemen, thank you for coming. Do not hesitate to inform me if anything else comes to light. Now, I must meet with my officers and plan our maneuvers. Jackson will see to your provisions, if you need any. Good day to you." He turned away, and the interview was over.

Now, two days later, Spiv was with Jackson as the ranks formed for battle. Scouts came and went with information on the formations and movements of the Sath's army, taking place well to the east, out of sight of the main body. Lord Raymond and a retinue of officers rode by at a small distance, encouraging the soldiers, and checking that all was in readiness. Jackson turned to Spiv.

"In a while, you'll hear the trumpets signaling the infantry to move forward. The mounted knights will be held in reserve until we know where the bulk of the Sath's army is headed, but cavalry archers will move out on the flanks right away. They're our scout formations, intended to harass the enemy and report their movements. This is likely to be a fluid battle, and it may develop rapidly. Lord Raymond is ready to commit, and if the Sath's forces will likewise commit, we'll be in the thick of it pretty quick. The main battle could come today, or it could take a few days of minor fighting and maneuver to bring the largest formations together." Jackson seemed content that things were finally coming to a head. That changed shortly after the trumpets sounded and the infantry started out.

As the movement began, Spiv went with Jackson to join Lord Raymond's retinue. They sat on horses on the top of a small hill, perhaps a quarter of a mile behind the main body of troops. A messenger raced up from one side, and one of Raymond's officers turned his horse and moved a few steps to meet him. After a hushed conference, the officer walked his horse back to the group around Lord Raymond.

"The contingent of mounted archers to the south is having some problems, sire. They report they have run across a vast field of caltrops. Almost a third of the horses are lamed. They must dismount, and proceed on foot, and they are sending the horses back." Caltrops were small devices, essentially steel or iron nails, formed into shapes similar to toy "jacks" that children play with, but they were not toys. They had sharp points, arranged so that no matter how they fell to the ground, at least one point would be oriented up. They were the bane of fast moving cavalry, laming horses at an astounding rate if they were run upon, and they were very difficult to see before riders were already among them. Even foot soldiers could be slowed significantly by caltrops.

Raymond took the information in stride, just another unpredictable difficulty in the execution of battle. He did voice his frustration that the enemy had planted caltrops under their very noses.

"Find out who was responsible for keeping an eye on the ground out there, and report his name to me. I want to know how the enemy infiltrated this far without being seen last night. Get me a report on how severely the horses are injured. I want to know how many mounts this incompetence has cost me, and how many might be saved. Destroy any that are unlikely to recover, and have them taken to the cooks. At least the men will have some extra meat in their dinner after today's work."

Another messenger arrived, this one coming from the north flank. Another officer met him, and reported back.

"My lord, the ground on our north flank has become unexpectedly marshy. The mounted archers moved around it, farther to the north, on somewhat better ground, but the cavalry reserve find that they cannot pass through, and must back up, and find a way around it. And our infantry is severely delayed by the same conditions on the north side, as well."

This new information peaked Lord Raymond's wrath immediately. "Are you telling me that our scouts failed to observe a marsh? A marsh big enough to significantly delay troop movements, and block cavalry lances entirely, and our men did not SEE IT?" He turned to another officer. "Show me a map."

A map was produced in short order, and Raymond conferred with his officers over it for a brief period before Raymond gave new orders. "Bring the cavalry archers closer to the main body across our entire front. Send them ahead, tell them to sweep more rapidly. I want them scouting the terrain a good mile in advance of the infantry. No more surprises on the ground, do you hear me? Have the mounted lancers move south as quickly as possible, and find a path of advance. I want them close up on the infantry as soon as they can get there. The infantry that is delayed must make the best time they can, but we are vulnerable on the north flank right now, and we will be until the lances can move back into position… Jackson, send some foot archers up behind that infantry. Close support until things are back on track. Hurry it up."

Spiv felt a knot forming in his gut. He knew how the Sath might arrange for a marsh to form overnight. He had himself seen the Sath turn a jar of water into a gushing stream where no spring had been present earlier. He suspected the other complications which had arisen might be of similar origin. Spiv followed Jackson as he found a messenger to send orders to a group of foot archers. When he was done, Spiv spoke to him, quietly.

"Jackson… I wonder if I might ask a favor? It will sound odd to you, but I wonder if you could spare a messenger to run to the south and bring back a few of those caltrops for us to examine."

"You've never seen a caltrop, Spiv? This isn't the best time…"

"I… Jackson, I think there is something more going on here. I mean… please, as a favor, if you could have a few of them fetched here, it might be useful in understanding how these things are going wrong."

Jackson looked at him for a moment, but then he nodded, and motioned for another messenger, whom he sent off with instructions. Then he turned back to Spiv. "If you know something, tell me now. A battle is forming, and we need answers before the men are committed."

"I don't know anything, Jackson. I don't even suspect anything specific. I just think we should be looking at everything we can, right now. Eldrid is sure the Sath has prepared some surprises, and I think we should take nothing for granted, examine everything." He was relieved to see Jackson nodding at that, and he quickly added, "Jackson, I want to fetch Eldrid here, too. He was back at camp with Ben and the others, but I should like him to know what's happening."

"If you hurry, you can be back with him before that messenger returns. But you have to go yourself. I can't spare anyone else just now. When things start happening fast, a battle can be won or lost for want of a reliable messenger." 

Spiv lost no time, starting out immediately. It was only a couple of miles back to camp, and he had Eldrid with him when he returned. Lord Raymond and his officers were just preparing to move forward to the next hilltop, following the movement of their main infantry.

Jackson saw Spiv return, and he took a moment to speak with him.

"Spiv, your caltrops should be here any time. I'll send the runner to you when he arrives. Hello, Eldrid. Finding anything we can use in your books?" Spiv thought Jackson looked tense and worried.

"Nothing yet, Jackson. How are things here? Any more unexpected problems?" Eldrid asked.

"Too many. One of our infantry regiments found grass so tall they couldn’t see over it. None of us has ever seen anything like it before. By luck or good sense, the commander in charge of that group sent a small group in, scouting, before he pushed his main body through. We don't know what happened to them, but they didn't come back. The main body is trying to work their way around it… less twenty men."

Eldrid's eyebrows peaked at the unexpected news. Spiv turned to look at him, his expression conveying his unspoken words, You see? Something unexpected is going on, something strange.


As they sat for a moment, a rider approached. It was the messenger Spiv had asked for, with the caltrops. He approached Jackson, and without a word handed him a bundled rag. Jackson opened the bundle, and found in his hands a half a dozen examples of the caltrops that had stopped the cavalry archers earlier in the day. They were not iron or steel. They appeared to be wood, or something like wood. They were large, perhaps four inches across their widest points. Except for their size, they looked very similar to common thorns called "goat heads," named for their characteristic shape with two large pointed spines, one on each side of a flat central body, poking out at an angle. Eldrid picked one up out of Jackson's hands, and looked closely at it. He could see that each spine was covered with tiny barbs. As he held it, his fingers started to tingle, just slightly. He quickly pulled out a rag to handle the caltrop with, so his fingers would not come into contact with it any more. He put a little pressure on one spine, and an oily substance squeezed out from the surface of it.

"Jackson… I need to speak to Lord Raymond. Immediately, if that is possible."

To his credit, Jackson did not argue, or ask what it was about. He simply said, "Come," and started his horse towards the group of officers now accompanying Lord Raymond off the hill.

Raymond was not pleased to be interrupted again, but his respect for Eldrid was such that he stopped immediately and asked what Eldrid had to say. 

"My lord… These things that are happening are not natural. It is not the work of strategy by normal means. This is an example of the caltrops your men encountered, but it was not made by any smith working with iron or steel. It was grown, my lord. Probably last night, grown in place by the Sath's magic, where he anticipated you would send your horsemen. There will be other patches of these things, probably marked on maps the Sath has provided his men, but you will not know where you can pass horses through and where you cannot, until you send horses or men in. This is at least a part of what the Sath is doing with the green stone, my lord."

Raymond looked with interest at the over-sized thorn Eldrid held out to show him. "Battles are not determined by thorns, Eldrid. This will not be enough to deter me, nor enough advantage to the Sath to defeat me. If I cannot use horse, I will crush him with infantry."

"My lord, I think you will find that these are poisonous. I expect that any man who is so much as scratched by one will be a casualty by the end of the day. I expect few, if any, of the horses injured by them will be saved. You must not have them butchered, either. Their bodies should be burned, or at least buried. And it is not just these thorns. Jackson mentioned tall grasses, such as have never been seen here before. And Spiv told me about an unexpected marsh that sprung up overnight, as well. The Sath has created all these things, and he knows both where they are and what their unexpected hazards are. We know nothing of them until we fall into them, and discover their secrets by losses."

Everyone was silent. Lord Raymond sat back on his horse, blinking for a moment. "What would you have me to do?" he asked Eldrid.

"My lord…" and here, Eldrid faltered. Raymond would not like what he said next, so he would have to choose carefully how he said it. "This will only get worse. The longer the Sath has possession of that stone, the more he will learn how to use it, and the greater will be its influence in the battle. I don't know what advice to give you. I can say that, as it stands, your advance has been shaped by your enemy, the Sath, who I do not doubt spent last night poring over maps, placing traps, and making his plans. You are unlikely to prevail in battle under such circumstances."

Again, there was silence for a moment, which stretched into a long minute. Lord Raymond, turned in his saddle to gaze after his advancing army. "If we advance, we advance where the enemy has guided us. If we do not, we grant him more time to sow his mischief across the field of battle. It is a problem, Eldrid. Dammit! You should have brought me that stone immediately when you had it in your possession."

Eldrid could only bow his head. "Indeed, my lord, I should have. I'm sorry."

"And you, Spiv. You had this cursed thing with you when we met before. It did not cross your mind that I might have been more able to protect it than an old man off doing research in a broken down fortress?"

"I'm sorry, my lord. I did not know what it was at that time. I had only been sent to deliver it." He did not point out that his word, and the Fifth Law would have prevented him delivering it to anyone other than Eldrid in any event.

"Hmmph," snorted Raymond. He sat quietly a moment, and Spiv could see the rage building in him, but only in the pulsing of a vein in the Red Lord's muscular neck. He betrayed no other sign of it, finally simply saying, "Jackson, we will recall the infantry. Tell them all to recover along their own trail, up and down the ranks. No one is to deviate from the path they have taken out so far this morning, except that group that went through the caltrops. They should find a way back around them. Have the cavalry, main and reserve, maneuver to cover the retreat, although I don't think the enemy is close enough to take advantage. Perhaps the Sath will be foolish enough to charge us when he gets the reports we are moving back. We could still do some damage today, if he tries that. The men will retreat in good order. See to it, Jackson."

"Yes, my lord." Jackson gathered with a couple other officers, and started sending out messengers. The nearest units stopped their advance first, but did not start the retreat until Jackson had heard from all his messengers. Then the trumpets sounded again, a new set of notes, and the soldiers, who only a few minutes before had been marching smartly forward, started plodding their way back. Lord Raymond and his group did not wait. With clenched jaw and grinding teeth, Raymond turned his own horse back toward his camp, but before he went far, he called out to Eldrid.

"I expect you to come up with something, Eldrid. I can't fight a battle under these conditions!" Then he kicked his horse, and he and his retinue galloped away.

As evening fell, Spiv and Joseph sat with Eldrid and Ben. Ruthe brought them dinner, while Newport and Grisholm sat copying text from various places Ben had marked in the Frith's journal. All of them, along with nearly everyone else in the camp, were discussing the day's developments as they worked and ate.

"Well, at least you discovered it before the soldiers were committed. It could have become bloodbath," Joseph observed. "They lost some horses, and only a very few soldiers."

"Do you suppose the dead soldiers are comforted by that?" Ben retorted. He had been called upon to examine the men who had been punctured or scratched by the caltrop thorns, and what he saw had shaken him. Each small wound began rotting within a couple of hours, bleeding and leaking pus without cease. Many of them had already died, and it looked as though they would be the lucky ones, since Ben predicted no survivors from that lot. Nothing helped, though he had recommended cauterization, and eventually even amputation. Men who suffered the loss of a foot now had rotting stumps, with the same symptoms. His harshness with Joseph reflected his own frustration.

Spiv offered up a different viewpoint. "The real damage for the army is not in the soldiers lost. It's in the morale. You should have seen the difference in the men marching out compared to the men marching back in. It was like a defeat, in terms of what it did to their spirit."

Now Eldrid guided them back to the key issue, saying, "Of course, the loss of soldiers is a terrible thing, Ben. I'm sure Joseph feels that. The issue, gentlemen, is what can we do about it. Everything that went wrong today was accomplished overnight, last night, I suspect. Now the Sath has another night to sow his dark seeds. And we have no way to imagine what he might come up with, in addition to what he has already done."

"The journal," Ben said, "does not appear to have anything directly useful to us. It is a very early work. The benefit, in the long run, will be that it provides us a good basis upon which to rebuild the magic of the Friths. But that will take time. Meanwhile, basics are not what we need here. We need something powerful, something advanced. And it's just not in there, so far as I can see."

"Are you still working chronologically? From the front of the book to the back?" Eldrid asked him. "It might be more productive to work from near back, at the end of the service of the first Frith."

"Oh, of course we have been into the back of the book, Eldrid. We have looked over every page of it, enough to establish the gist of ideas, if not the actual practice of them all. We can learn to make poor fuels burn brightly and hot, and we can double or treble the production of wheat in a given field. We can influence cattle to give more milk, and even cause rain to fall slower, so that more water soaks into the ground and less is lost to runoff. We now have the basics for a hundred other things, thanks to that book. But I don't find anything we can use to stop this Sath, using the magical means outlined in that journal."

Joseph, still stung by Ben's earlier remark, piped up, "Well he doesn't have to be stopped by magic. He just has to be stopped. Magic may be all of your world, Ben, but it isn't all of the real world." The conversation stopped then, everyone uncomfortable with the acrimony, and after a moment, Joseph said, "What?" looking around at the others. "I'm just saying, we have to work with what we have, not with what we wish we had."

"That's true, Joseph," Eldrid offered. "I think perhaps we had lost track of that. We have many skills represented here. We can discuss other ideas, ideas that do not depend on magic… or in addition to magic. You make a very good point, Joseph." Eldrid paused a moment before going on. "Tell me, please, if you were in charge, how would you go about stopping the Sath with this army?"

"Well, I'm not a general, Eldrid. I'm good with weapons, but I'm not trained in designing the kinds of strategy Lord Raymond is so famous for. I suppose I wouldn't have the first idea how to direct an army for something like that."

Eldrid was not going to let him beg off that easily. "Then, without the army. Working with the skills you do have, or that we have collectively, what would you do if it were your problem to solve?"

"I… well, as I said, I'm fair handy with a staff or sword. I might try to get close to him, and kill him myself. Or Spiv, here, he's a sneaky one… that is, I mean he knows how to sneak around and all that. Perhaps I would set him on the Sath, and see how that turns out." Now all the eyes at the table turned to Spiv, and a moment later Ben asked the question that was running through several of the minds present, just then.

"Spiv… are Horkers trained in assassination?"

"Not as such, Ben," Spiv answered him. "Or not all of us, at any rate. Horkers are not assassins, and I have no training specifically in assassination. But… some of my teachers had such knowledge, and as I understand it, many of the skills are the same, or are easily adapted to such a task. Horking is not theft, it is a set of guidelines and principles… it's a philosophy, a lifestyle. Horking forces us to keep those principles in mind, to exercise them. But most of the skills are useful for many things. Combat, strategy, politics… and assassination included." It was an honest answer, though Spiv hated giving it. The discussion that followed was spirited, as one by one they became excited by the ideas as they were presented and debated, and it went long into the night.

In the morning, well before sunup, Spiv, Eldrid, and Joseph were approaching Lord Raymond's command tent, which was separate from his sleeping tent. The camp was quiet, but they knew Raymond was not likely to be sleeping. A soft glow of lamplight leaking out around the edges of the front door flaps of the command tent confirmed it for them. A sentry stopped them, and Eldrid explained that they had come to see Lord Raymond, or failing that, Jackson. The sentry told them to stay where they were and stepped to the opening in the tent, conferring with someone there. In a moment, he beckoned them to approach, and Jackson ushered them inside. Raymond was standing, hunched over a table to one side, going over maps with a couple of officers. He glanced towards them.

"A moment, gentlemen… unless you have some good news about Ben's findings, something that may change my strategy?" He paused, waiting for an indication.

"My lord, there is no very helpful news from Ben in that regard," Eldrid said. "He is working hard at it, but I fear the help we need may not be in that journal. However, as regards strategy, we do have some thoughts you might like to hear." He gave a slight bow, suggesting he deferred to the great lord rather than pushing the idea that they could out strategize him and his staff.

"Ideas on strategy. Hmmph. I didn't know you were a strategist, Eldrid." He considered only a moment before going on. "I can spare you five minutes. If you impress me, then perhaps you will get more time. If you do not… I have a campaign to plan, and frankly, not enough either of time or information to do it properly."

"Yes, my lord. Well… it occurred to us that something unusual is called for here. You have been pushed into a fight without the proper intelligence of your enemy, but he has had years to prepare for this, and no doubt has studied your methods for a long time. You are quite famous, you know, even in the eastern regions." Now pausing to gauge Raymond's reaction, he decided quickly to move on, rather than waste time. "My lord, Spiv here is a trained Horker… a rather accomplished one, I think. He tells us that some of his training is… useful in strategy. And we know some of the things the Sath is likely to do now, if not all of them. Perhaps some of them can be neutralized, if not actually negated. Perhaps some can be turned against him. We are here to offer you some… different perspectives than traditional military training provides. If you think that would be useful. May we ask what problem are you working on just now?"

"Hmmph. Come here, then." Raymond gestured to the map on the table. "We are looking for ways to attack the enemies’ main body. Our problem is, in order to be confident of our success we need to be able to concentrate more force in one place than he is able to concentrate there himself. And we cannot do this, because we do not seem to be able to predict where we will be able to move, and where we will not. This Sath is able to close down our lines of advance with his magic. So, wherever we advance to attack, if part of our forces are held up, he can maneuver his own such that when our first forces arrive, he has more in place than we do. Can you three tell us where we will be able to move our forces forward, so that they arrive in place at the same time?" No one spoke. "I don't know how you could, because this map tells us what the ground was like today, but the Sath can change it, overnight tonight. That is our problem."

Eldrid, Spiv and Joseph all looked at the map. The symbols were generally easy to understand, and the officers had drawn in lines and written in labels. It was not difficult to grasp the problems. Some areas had notations like, "Marsh grounds, impassable to horse," or "Caltrops."

Spiv cleared his throat, and then said, "My lord, I understand your goal is to meet strength with superior strength. But in my training, it is emphasized that, if the proper conditions are arranged in advance, strength can be neutralized. For example, the Sath created conditions that effected a change in the speed with which you can deploy your strength, and thus your strength is neutralized… I would suggest that, in the face of his talents, perhaps it would be useful to utilize a feint at the outset… a series of feints, in fact, that taken together would suggest a particular strategy, but which in fact will be a ruse…" Spiv, thinking as he spoke, began to warm to the topic, his creative mind running ahead, and he began making suggestions. He saw quickly that Lord Raymond was familiar with the broad principles of creating a proper ruse, so he moved quickly on to predicting a few which the Sath would already be predisposed to accept. He speculated as to what the Sath might already be expecting Lord Raymond to do, and pointed out ways in which this could be used against him, by means of misdirection and stealth. 

Raymond's officers of infantry blustered and fussed when Spiv suggested that strength was not the most valuable asset, and his captain of the Cavalry was offended when Spiv said speed was better than main strength, but not as effective as stealth, and that all of it was less useful than misleading the Sath as to what their intentions really were. But Raymond listened, and began to see possibilities that had occurred to none of them earlier, as Spiv went on outlining his ideas and observations.

"In the end, my lord," Spiv was saying, "it is not critical that the Sath's army be defeated. It is only critical that the Sath himself be defeated. You brought an army to crush his army with, and that is what he expects you to attempt to do. But what we must actually do, first, is to take or destroy the stone, or, we must take or destroy the Sath. If we take the stone, the Green Army can be defeated by normal means. If we destroy the Sath, then his army need not be defeated at all. His army is simply an obstacle in the way of accomplishing either of those two things. We must bypass his strength with ruse and stealth, and rely on strength and speed only as a last resort. Now, if you can occupy his attention with the kinds of maneuvers we have been discussing, you can delay any major conflict for a substantial period of time. Days, at least. At the same time, bring forward a modest force… here. Whatever they do, though, it should be spectacular, and hold the enemy's attention. I think Eldrid might be able to help with that, but it is imperative, because you will also be sending a small force, far around… here. But by small, I mean small enough to evade any detection until they are at their destination. Do you see, my lord? You risk little… a dozen men, and a few days. But the reward if they are successful… what do you think, my lord?"

Spiv tensed, as he waited for the response. It seemed like he waited a long time before Lord Raymond spoke, but when he did, it was not to waste time discussing the ideas and principles Spiv had put forward. It was to get down to the business of making specific plans. Spiv had convinced him. Lord Raymond gave instructions that the soldiers would not be formed up that day, after all, but that they should be prepared to move out the next. Some of the preparations would take a bit of time.
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Once more, Spiv was on a horse as dawn crept into the sky. This was a borrowed horse, since he had determined earlier to save Fearless, so that he would be fresh later in the day. He expected to cover a lot of ground this morning. Soldiers were forming up for the advance, and Spiv moved with Jackson, going down the lines, observing the troops. Joseph was with him, this time. Lord Raymond and his officers were nearby, also calmly observing, as the soldiers prepared to move into battle. Eldrid rode with them.

When the trumpets sounded, and then men began to move forward, runners began moving off up and down the line as Jackson, Spiv and Joseph moved back to join Lord Raymond's retinue. They expected obstacles, and wanted to hear about them as soon as they were discovered. The men would avoid some areas they had been held up in before, but moved deliberately towards others. It was a little while before the reports started coming back in, but one of the first was one Spiv was particularly interested in. A messenger approached and Jackson met him. In a moment, he rejoined the group, bringing the report to Lord Raymond. 

"The men have arrived at the tall grasses, sire. They are holding in a defensive position, and await orders," he relayed.

"Hmmph. Well, Joseph, here is your opportunity. Let's see what you can do." Raymond turned his horse and moved off in the other direction, leaving the execution of his orders to others. Eldrid waited a moment, and then simply wished them good luck in battle, and moved off after Lord Raymond. Jackson, Joseph and Spiv set out at a fast trot, following the messenger that had brought the news to them. He would know exactly where they were going.

When they arrived, they stopped at the crest of a hill, overlooking the disposition of Raymond's men before them. They had formed up in ranks, pikes in the front rows, archers behind. The pikemen were arranged with one man standing, the next man crouching, down the line. The crouching men had anchored the butts of their pikes hard against the ground, as they were taught to meet cavalry charges. The archers stood with arrows ready on their bowstrings, waiting only for targets, and the order to draw and release. Axemen held the flanks of the formation on both sides. The ranks started some thirty yards or so from the edge of the tall grasses, and while the perspective made it hard to estimate, Spiv suspected the grass was perhaps eight feet tall, and thick as a manicured lawn. It was as though a wall of grass had grown there along a line drawn across the ground. He thought it might be only a little less hard to walk through that wall as it would be a stone wall, so thick were the shafts of grass growing together. Seeing into the thatch was altogether impossible.

Jackson brought his horse forward now, and spoke in low tones to Joseph, placing his hand on Joseph's shoulder for a moment, and then they went down to the men. Spiv quickly started a fire. He used a small pot with ready combustibles, which had been prepared for the purpose. Joseph dismounted then, gesturing for Jackson to join him, and they strode the final steps towards the soldiers' formation. Jackson gave some orders, keeping his voice pitched to carry only as far as necessary. The archers all pulled out arrows with balls of oily rags bunched on the ends, and a few men ran to Spiv to light torches they had brought with them, and then ran down the ranks of archers, lighting their arrows, while Joseph made other preparations.

 When he was ready, he nodded to Jackson. Jackson shouted his orders now, "Archers…. Aim… LOOSE!" A hundred small balls of fire lanced up, slowed, and slowly tipped over, high in the air. They started as a solid wall of shafts, trailing thin wisps of black smoke behind them, but as they rose, they began to spread, and when they started gathering speed on the way back down, they were well spread out indeed. The near ones were lost to sight as they plunged into the tall grass. The farthest ones had been lost to sight moments before, as they traveled beyond the view Spiv could make out, cut off by the upper edge of the grass barrier. But moments later, the sound of arrows plunging through the vegetation and thumping into the ground could be heard. A moment later, another rustling sound could be heard, something moving, thrashing and running about, in the tall grass.

As these sounds were taking place in front of the ranks of men, behind them another sound began to grow. It was Joseph, incanting and gesturing, working a charm with intense focus. Just as he had when he and Spiv had charged the earthen bridge at the old fortress, he started quietly, and slowly, but as his energy and focus built, so did his volume and pitch, and the rate at which the words, still strange to Spiv's ears, came out of his mouth accelerated slowly, but steadily. Some of the soldiers cast nervous looks behind them as they became aware of it, but Jackson held discipline, ordering them to ready new arrows for another flight of fire arrows, and they steadied, and returned their attention to their task. In moments, these arrows also were burning, and now the archers on the left of the formation aimed further left, and those on the right aimed further right, and when the command came, "LOOSE!" they sent hurtling them further out yet, beyond the edges of the last flight. Jackson commanded them next to ready broadheads, and to be ready to fire on their own initiative.

The wisps of smoke from the burning arrows were gone, but a haze remained in the air. Spiv noticed immediately that it was not black, as is generated by burning rags soaked with oil, but gray, like wood smoke. The grass was beginning to burn, and still Joseph seemed to be gathering energy. The smoke began to rise in columns, as the heated air rose faster and the small fires grew and burned hotter.

Spiv, with no immediate role to play, turned and ran partway up the last hill, to gain a better vantage point. Now he could see bits of flame, poking up out of the grass to lick at the air above before falling back below the top of the green stems. Still, Joseph chanted, and Spiv could hear the emotion in his voice growing, even at this distance. The smoke grew thicker, the flames grew higher, the air above them roiling… bits of burning grass were being flung up into the air now, carried by the currents to fall in new places, and start other small fires, and these new fires grew so fast now that almost as soon as one bit fell down, a dozen more would rise up in the air from the new place, to start the cycle again. And the sound… a rushing, whooshing sound, as air moved faster and faster above the heat, and the fire grew and raged, snapping and spitting, some of the soldiers now starting to cough in the smoke that sometimes swirled out of the grass towards them, punctuating Joseph's voice as he continued his incantation. 

Above all that, a high-pitched keening had started, almost beyond the range of Spiv's hearing, but now somewhat more clear, as it grew louder, before stopping all at once, more evident from its sudden lack than it ever was through its gradual building.

 The whoosh of the air and the crackling of the fire was taken over by another, new sound now, somehow more threatening than the weird keening of a moment ago. It was the sound of something crashing through the stiff grass reeds, but not an aimless thrashing. Rather, it sounded as though something was running, with purpose and direction. No, more than that, the sound of many things crashing through the reeds, running consistently in this direction, Spiv realized. He looked to Joseph, who seemed to be done now, standing stiffly, tall, as though judging whether he was through, or a further effort would be required, not willing to relax until he saw with his own eyes that it had worked. Spiv thought to go to him, to bring him back from his proximity to whatever was coming, but Jackson arrived next to him then. He was shouting orders to the men, and as Jackson pulled Joseph away, the soldiers began to fall back, first the archers taking a dozen long steps back, but facing forward all the time, then the pikemen, those crouching suddenly standing up to run back to the archers, while those already standing held their ground. A handful of seconds later, they fell back also, rejoining their comrades. Jackson gave new orders, then, and again, the men cycled through the process, falling back another ten or twelve yards, and again, once more, before Jackson was satisfied. He steadied them, then, calling out to the "low" pikemen to anchor the butts of their pikes, and the "high" pikemen to take a ready stance, their right arms bent over their pike shafts, and towards the back, their left arms straight, holding farther up the shafts, and their wrists turned for an overhand grip in front, to hold the pikes steady against rising as they penetrated the bodies of the enemy, should they be charged.

And a charge was clearly what was happening. The tops of the grass, as Spiv could see from his vantage point, but those on the ground could not, began to shake and weave as something moved rapidly, aggressively towards the edge closest to the soldiers below. It looked like a solid line, like a wave rushing toward shore from the sea, but as it grew closer, Spiv could see individual trails, perhaps a hundred of them, each just a few feet from those on each side. They were moving fast, too fast to be men, too fast even to be mounted men, but before Spiv could begin to imagine what they might be, they burst out of the burning grasses, and he saw them.

They were animals unlike anything Spiv had seen before. They were low, and a little bit humped looking, like malformed pigs, but bigger than pigs, bigger than wild boars, which commonly went over four hundred pounds. Pig-bodied, but their low heads were the heads of carnivores, with wide, gaping mouths that bared long rows of teeth. They had the large eyes of nocturnal animals behind snouts that rode above gleaming pairs of short tusks curling up on each side. Their hindquarters seemed too tall, and their rear legs too long for their low shoulders and front legs, but they ran in long loping bounds, and the short front legs simply absorbed the shock of each landing after their long, powerful back legs launched them forward, always low to the ground, but seeming to cover more distance than should have been possible with each leap. They charged at the soldiers as if there was nothing else in the world, and no other direction was possible; as if they had been made only for the task of charging in and destroying those soldiers.

The archers did not wait for Jackson's command, but loosed a volley of arrows immediately as the things came out of the grass. Many of these arrows missed, as the animals, though bounding low to the ground, still gained and lost perhaps three feet of elevation with each leap as they rushed in. But perhaps half the arrows, or a bit less, struck their targets, and the high-pitched keening started again from those wounded badly with the luckiest shots. The others, unwounded, or only slightly wounded, made no sound at all, except for the thunder of their cloven hooves thumping into the turf. Another flight of arrows, a more ragged volley this time, slowed more of them, and now as they neared the pikes, Spiv could see that the creatures were spreading out, due to some of them being severely slowed by injuries. Instead of crashing into the pikes in a solid wave, they struck as individuals, or with no more than two or three hitting the lines together as a group with any proximity to each other. As the first animals hit the pikes, the archers loosed their third flight of broadheads, and since they naturally shot at the most threatening, the closest, only a few of these actually lived long enough to challenge the pikes beyond that first impact. Those few who did almost all died with three and four pike heads buried in each of them, and the well-trained pike men cleared the carcasses from their weapons and made ready for the animals still coming behind their dead brothers. 

But in two places, the animals slipped by the pikes, or perhaps followed too closely when a pike was still stuck in the breast of another animal. In both cases, men on either side were slashed with long, gouging swipes of the gleaming tusks, before the animals picked out one luckless soldier, and clamped their great jaws down on the closest leg. The first one died then, when another man pushed his pike through it, in one side, and out the other, just behind the shoulder. The beast shuddered and went down on its knees, working its jaws viciously to the end. The other had severed the leg of the man it reached, and was turning to attack another when a half-dozen arrows hammered it, all at once, filling its side with fletched shafts. This one, too, went to its knees, then, and a pike pinned it to the ground when a man thrust it down between the shoulder blades in the back. It was the second man the creature had made to attack, who had stood his ground, though without those arrows, Spiv was sure it would have cost him a leg to do it.

They were horrible beasts, but the soldiers knew, now: These things could be killed, and handily, if the soldiers would keep their heads. The loss of only two soldiers was much better than they would do facing other soldiers, and they met the challenge with optimism now. Professionals all, they needed nothing else after having seen the strategy working, and in another minute, all of the strange creatures were dead, or thrashing in their death throes, while a few of the axe men strayed out into the killing field, dispatching those brought down by arrows, but not yet bled out.

It was surreal, and Spiv stood for long moments working it through in his mind. Jackson and Joseph were walking up to him now, and in a moment, Joseph was jabbering in his ear.

"It worked, Spiv, just as Eldrid said it would! That grass went up in roar, didn't it? Green and wet, but burning like seasoned kindling! It was wonderful, Spiv, I just…" he went on, but the images in Spiv's mind overruled his thoughts, as he reviewed what he had seen, and heard no more of Joseph's words. Then, Jackson was speaking to him, also, and he cleared his head to listen.

"It must have been a strange kind of hell, for those soldiers who went into that, the day before yesterday… these beasts lurking in the grass, where no one could see them. Imagine being charged by these things without warning, no idea what was coming until they are already upon you… These were steady men, facing that the first time today. I'll detail some men to take a carcass to Eldrid, perhaps he can tell us what they are, and where they come from."

Spiv looked at his friends, the reality of the scene coming back to him incrementally. He answered Jackson, saying, "Perhaps he can tell you what they are, yes… but where they came from? I suppose we all know the answer to that." Spiv could see that the adrenalin of being in the thick of things was still running through both his friends' bloodstreams. They had not had his vantage point, either, and dealt only with what they could see of the events right in front of themselves. Perhaps they did not realize that, had Jackson left the men a little closer to the grass, it might have gone differently. Or perhaps they did realize it, but the relief of victory made them a bit giddy.

Spiv wondered also how many of the beasts had been in the tall grass before the fires were started, and how many of them might still be running around in the burning grass. Would the flames be enough to kill them? He glanced at the carcasses of those that had been killed, and saw some were burned, smoking raw patches in evidence on gray, almost hairless hides. And he wondered if any still living would find their way, also, to this side of the tall grass, to attack the men who had set the fire among them.

 "Jackson, we don't know if this was all of them, or just the closest bunch. Your men…?"

"They are ready, Spiv. Look at them." And indeed, Spiv could see that some sergeants were keeping the men steady, holding them in formation, seeing to it that arrows were ready, and the pikes were all withdrawn from the carcasses, and free to be wielded against anything else that came out of the tall grass. The two wounded men were pulled to the back, behind the formation, though it appeared to Spiv that one was already dead. He supposed he had bled out, after losing his leg. The other was being handled gently, and his wound bound with strips cut from his own tunic.

"Well, Spiv?" Jackson spoke again. "This is a victory, of sorts. We lost only two men, one of whom will live, though his fighting days are over… and only a couple others wounded, not severely. But we did not kill enemy soldiers here. We are not closer to the enemy. We have only reduced one of his weapons. We need to let Lord Raymond know what has happened here. Are you ready to go?" 

They all mounted up and left.

 ***

As Spiv and Joseph related what they had seen to Eldrid, Jackson conferred with Lord Raymond. Eldrid considered what he heard carefully, and observed, "The Sath has more to work with than just that green stone. Those animals you describe were not created through it. But their hiding place, the obstacle of tall grasses that Raymond's soldiers could not see through, and could not move rapidly through, that probably was. It made them easy prey for the beasts, the day before yesterday."

Spiv wondered, then, "Where did they come from, if not the magic of the green stone? Does the Sath have sources for such beasts in the natural world?"

"They are no natural beasts, from what you described to me, Spiv." Eldrid had not yet seen the carcass Jackson had arranged to be brought to him. It had not found its way back from the front lines yet. "But not all things unnatural are from unnatural places. I suspect that these are natural animals, which have been altered by magical means, rather like the lycanthrope you saw before… that was a natural man, perverted into something unnatural. It is much simpler to alter natural things into the unnatural than it is to create something entirely new."

Jackson approached them now, interrupting their discussion. "Lord Raymond would like to confer with you all, before we take the next steps." Without a word, they rose and followed him.

When they joined him, they found Lord Raymond was well satisfied with the reports he had received so far.

"Spiv, you have given us a way to make some progress with your ideas. I am pleased. I can begin to hope we might yet meet our enemy in an old fashioned battle. Are you sure you want to go forward with the rest? We can apply what we have learned today, and see where it takes us over the next few days."

Spiv bowed his head. "Yes, my lord. I am ready to go. As is Joseph. I think we would make a mistake if we allowed the enemy the initiative to scheme something else, without acting to keep him off balance. His next projects will be designed with some surprise in store for whoever thinks to neutralize them. I think Eldrid will agree, also." Spiv glanced over at Eldrid, but his position was well known, so he did not speak.

"Very well. Jackson will gather some men for you. I have given him permission to accompany you himself, if he chooses to, as I am sure he will. You have no objection, I trust? I recommend him to you. I have no one braver and more sensible in my command."

This was good news, to Spiv. He knew no soldier he trusted more. He smiled at the announcement. "Of course, my lord. I am happy to hear it."

"Good, then. That is settled. We will begin moving men towards the area Joseph has scorched so efficiently, though we will do so with blundering inefficiency. Eldrid assures me he and Ben will be able to effect the same sorts of fires, as we move about. That should hold the Sath's attention for a while. Good luck to you." Lord Raymond turned his attention to other matters, then, and Spiv and his friends moved away. As soon as they were at a decent distance, so their conversation would not interfere with Lord Raymond's continued consultations, Jackson turned to Spiv.

"After what we saw today, I think I should select a few more men."

But Spiv was set against it. "Jackson, if we need more than twelve, something has gone very wrong indeed. It will be very difficult to move about with even as many as we have now without being observed and noticed. I would prefer six. Besides, Lord Raymond just gave us you. That's the same as adding another half dozen, by itself," he semi-joked, to reduce the tension of countermanding Jackson.

After gathering the selected men, they rode away from Lord Raymond's center of command, moving south. They came across lots of soldiers milling about in large groups. Lord Raymond had wasted no time in setting things into motion, but as promised, there was no clarity to the movement. Groups received orders and marched on them until counter-orders arrived, and they sometimes stopped completely as commanders sent messengers to get clarification on where, exactly, they were supposed to be going. It was, to Spiv's eye, and Jackson's frustration, a perfect picture of an army scrambling to take advantage of an opportunity, but struggling against confusion, as though things were happening too fast for their command structure to handle efficiently.

The party consisted of Jackson and Spiv in the lead, followed by Joseph and nine soldiers hand-picked by Jackson. There had been ten, but Spiv insisted that Jackson leave one behind, since he decided to come himself. They all carried bows, as well as swords, except Spiv, who had only a little skill with a sword, though he of course retained his dirk. In addition, four of the men carried lances as well, against creatures such as those they had seen this morning, or something else unforeseen. Joseph also carried his staff. It was the only weapon that could be carried ready to hand without appearing to be a threat. They all wore light armor, though 'light' was a relative term when discussing steel mail. When they had moved well out of the area Lord Raymond's men controlled, Spiv consulted Jackson, and they all pulled out green tunics and put them on. The soldiers tried to put them on over their red uniform tunics, but Spiv countermanded that, insisting that the red be bundled and put away. The soldiers hated that, but complied. The green tunics were not proper uniforms of the Sath's army, but close enough in color and shape to pass at a distance, or closer, if they were not examined carefully. In addition, Spiv led a packhorse, loaded with special supplies he had scavenged around the camp in the hours before the army had started forming up.

They progressed south at a rapid pace for quite some distance, trotting their horses all the way. It was hard on the war horses the soldiers rode, but much faster than walking, and they could keep it up far longer than any other pace. Eventually, when they were out of the area Lord Raymond was operating in, they turned east. After that, they could all feel the tension increasing with each step their mounts took. There were a few detours, as dust ahead signaled the movements of what had to be the Sath's men. Jackson would look ahead and estimate the numbers of men in each group by the dust clouds rising behind them. Whenever they saw dust, they reduced their own pace, to reduce the dust they themselves raised. That slowed them considerably, and Jackson's men chaffed at the delay. Each time, Spiv simply smiled a small tight smile and said, "Stealth is better than speed. Later on, we will have to raise some dust, just so we don't look like we are trying to sneak by, but for now, let us remain unseen at all."

Once they topped a small rise to discover an enemy troop bearing right down on them, too late to do anything but bluff it out, or fight, if necessary. Jackson warned them all, "Watch closely. Mimic any salute you see, but do not speak at all. I will answer if they challenge us." But as the two groups closed, there were no salutes, and no challenges. They merely eyed one another, as the groups passed by going opposite directions. They passed at no more than thirty paces distance.

"I guess that answers our concerns about our uniforms passing muster," Spiv commented, as the enemy troops moved away behind them.

"And even better, it seems the Sath's army is not in the habit of saluting, and no passwords are used, at least this far out from the headquarters camp," Jackson returned. "Keep an eye out for water. We will have to rest our horses and make a meal, soon. We want to arrive before full dark, so we can look things over." They found a good place to stop before too long.


 

It had been a long day of travel, trotting and walking their horses over twenty-five miles, in a circuitous route. As they went, several times one or another of them spotted columns of smoke, well over the horizon, rising from various different places behind them and to the north. That, Spiv was sure, was the result of Eldrid and Ben imitating Joseph's fire from earlier in the morning. The magic they used caused green grass and shrubbery to burn furiously, a Frithic charm Ben had gleaned from the journal, and the high levels of heat made the smoke rise much further and faster than a natural fire would have. All the better. The Sath will know those are wizard's fires, used to allow Lord Raymond's men to advance through his obstacles, Spiv thought. But as they neared the Sath's camp, they put all other distractions out of their minds. Spiv himself checked, and rechecked, and triple checked his gear, ensuring that his bow was well strung, his arrows close to hand, even the magic arrows, separated from the others, but ready to be grasped and used. He saw the others doing similar things. Jackson and Joseph, he observed, were the only ones who seemed quite casual as they drew closer, even as the traffic in the area, enemy soldiers and officers, grew more frequent.

They also saw increasing examples, as they drew closer to the enemy camp, of odd patches of ground, irregularly spaced, with no pattern they could discern greater than random chance. Some of these places were suddenly barren, circular areas, where ordinary grass and flora grew right up to a sharp edge, and then nothing grew or moved within the circumference of the bald patches of ground. Sometimes they saw the carcasses of birds or rodents dotting the ground in these areas. At one such place, as they stopped for a moment to observe it and try to understand what it meant, they startled a rabbit, which the area abounded with. As it bounded away from them, Spiv noted it neared the bare area, and suddenly turned at a right angle, though running for its life, preferring to lose ground in its flight than to cross that area. Spiv and his companions decided to do likewise, and they no longer approached those places.

They also found other places where strange plants they had never seen the like of before seemed to grow, and in fact, overgrow. They were also circular, from what they could see, and strange because there were not only unfamiliar plants, but they so overwhelmed the natural plants in these areas that no sign of them could be detected within the boundaries of these places. They found an area where the ground was covered over thickly with strange vines, which on the flat plain, had nothing to climb, and instead lay limp, overgrowing each other, wound up and tangled among themselves, like a pit of still, sleeping snakes huddled in winter. Another small area boasted colorful flowers, which swayed prettily in the wind, but unnaturally, because there was little wind, and the swaying was random, not generally back and forth in the same direction, as the wind sways flowers in a field. It was disconcerting to see plants swaying all out of sync in such a way, and one of Jackson's men hawked and spat over his shoulder, as a ward against evil, as they made their way wide around that place, and many others. It slowed them down, but no one suggested that they try to pass through any of them they found.

It was Joseph who suggested the most likely reason for these strange places. "He was experimenting. They are the places where he tried out different things, finding out which would be most useful against Raymond's army. I bet all of those places have some nasty surprise about them." Spiv couldn't disagree. They moved on, carefully avoiding anything that looked out of place or unusual. Their horses seemed more alert to these things than the men were, and as they neared each one the animals would grow a bit restless, calming only as they were past each area, and moving away. The soldiers cussed the horses at these times, irritated by the unexpected shying and sidestepping of their mounts, but Spiv appreciated that the horses were contributing to their awareness of each area like that they came across. He remembered that many horses were lost to the caltrop thorns just a couple of days ago, and wondered if those men would have fared better if they had paid attention to their horse's unease.

When Jackson estimated they were within a mile or so of the outskirts of the enemy encampment, he turned them away from the heavier traffic they were now encountering. They moved over, off the main line of travel, into a row of low hills, and began seeking a stand of trees, or some other cover. They needed to dismount and reconnoiter unobserved before approaching the encampment. They found only low scrub brush and the occasional lone rock or boulder as they moved along the bottom, behind the hills and out of sight of the traffic they had been moving among. Jackson began cursing softly as they came around each bend at the bottoms of the hills, on the other side, and still found nothing that would serve. Joseph, though, simply smiled and eventually spoke to Jackson, "Don't underestimate what our friend Spiv is able to accomplish. He will hide your horses for you."

"If he can hide these horses out here, in nothing but open space, he can accomplish quite a bit," Jackson retorted. "The hills blocking line of sight may be all the hiding we get, out here." Joseph just smiled some more.

Meanwhile, Spiv began having the men cut bits and pieces from whatever low brush they came across, and tied it onto the tack their horses wore. Soon, he was teaching, giving the men more explicit directions as to how he wanted the bits cut, and then arranged and tied onto the tack. He was not merely asking them to carry it, as Jackson had first thought. He was using it, though not to great effect in Jackson's eyes. In a little while, they made a strange sight indeed, looking like traveling horse/bush/man hybrids walking along in a string. Jackson moved over to Spiv.

"This can't work, Spiv. There are no bushes this tall in the area, and the horses will not stand entirely still while someone looks them over, if they are seen."

"Most people see what they expect to see. You know they are horses, you expect to see horses, and you do see horses. Someone else, though, will not be expecting horses, and especially not horses dressed as bushes. Until the alarm is raised, and they expect to find horses out here, what they will see is brush."

Eventually, they found a place Spiv pronounced as useable. There was a hill with a sharp slope on two sides of the small bottom they were in, which would keep the horses' profiles from being silhouetted against the sky. Anyone looking from on top of the low hills would see them against the ground, and anyone at the bottom of the hills would see them against the hillside. There was some brush, in small clumps, scattered about, and a few large rocks as well. Spiv hobbled the horses very short, to make it less comfortable for them to move about, but easy to stand. He separated them, and put them on short ropes tying their heads a bit lower than normal, but not so much as to be very uncomfortable for the horses. He explained this to Jackson as well, saying, "Horses are usually either grazing, with heads down to the ground, or standing with their heads fairly high, so that they can see danger from a distance. By tying their heads lower, but keeping them up off the ground, we change the outline, which is one of the first things our eyes see, and our minds sort out. We use the cuttings from the local bushes in lines, to break up the outline further. And we drape different portions of each horse with natural colors, grays on brown horses, tans on darker animals, dark browns and greens on lighter horses, like so. This shrinks the perception of their size. You see? Now, each pair of legs must be addressed, to change their appearance. Legs come in pairs, so by changing one, they no longer appear as pairs, and thus no longer appear as legs…" he said, as he went about accomplishing these things with each animal. 

One horse, larger than the others, presented more of a challenge. He was a light, solid gray, not a blue roan like Fearless, whose coloring was an aid to disguise. This one stood out much more plainly. Spiv poked about in his supplies, until he found what he was looking for. It was a large gray/brown bundle of canvass. He watered it down, and dragged it about in the dirt they were standing on, creating a patchwork effect in the coloring. Then he carried it over to one of the large rocks, close by, and compared the colors. Returning to his packhorse, he mixed a bit of dye with water, and then splashed it into the one part of the sheet, and then another. Satisfied, he draped the sheet over the large horse. Then he worked a few stems and branches of brush into the sheet, threading them through holes he poked in the material. Jackson was perplexed by the process.

"What does that accomplish? He's still too big. He stands out. It's just a horse, wearing a sheet."


"Jackson… have you ever seen a horse simply standing astraddle a large boulder?"


"Of course not."


"Neither will anyone else," Spiv said, confidently, as he finished the project, giving special attention to disguising the outline of this horse's head and ears. "The eye will be drawn to the boulder, not to the horse. Now, which of these men do we want to leave with the animals? Someone able to sit very still, please. Someone who will not fall asleep, or if he does, who does not snore loudly." When Jackson had selected a man, Spiv spent a few moments giving him instructions, and poking brush in among his belt and garments. He stood back a moment and looked the soldier over.

"It won't do. Here, take off that green tunic, it's the wrong green." But when the soldier did so, his polished mail gleamed like a silver fish tossed up on a mud bank, in the bright sun. "You'll have to take off the mail, too. Your defense will be camouflage, not armor, anyway." Under the mail he wore the thick padding meant to protect his body from the weight of the steel, and from hard blows in battle that would pound the mail against his flesh. The padding was mottled and stained, an un-dyed natural brown, made from raw and course material, perhaps hemp. Spiv thought it was perfect. "The shape works to your advantage, muddling the outline of a man substantially. If you will wear a cloth over your face… and here, hand me your helm." Spiv cut away some steel studding, ruining the helm, over the soldier's protests. Then he did more damage, poking holes in it to thread brush and grass stems through. 

"There. If you sit still, you are nearly invisible, even in this late sun. Your hands are your most obvious problem, so keep them out of sight. As dusk grows, you will be invisible even if you have to stand up and move about for some reason, though it is better to be still." 

Jackson added his own instructions. "Only move if you have to, such as if the horses start to whicker. If they do, get to the animals right away. If you must, kill any noisy ones with a sharp knife, a quick, small stroke across the great vein, and hold their heads until they lay down. Better to walk home tha to raise the alarm. Do you understand?" Spiv hated to hear Jackson say it, thinking of Fearless. He wished he knew a way to keep horses quiet, but even drugging them was unreliable. Some horses grew more noisy, rather than less, when given sedating drugs, just as some men were prone to be loud drunks.

Now Spiv turned his attention to the men. They might need their green tunics, where they were going, but they didn't match the local colors well, and made poor camouflage. Spiv had them all remove them, and drag them through the dirt. Then he pulled clumps of grass and showed them how to rub them into the fabric in places, creating a mottled and patchwork effect with the grass stains. When they had all done as he showed them, Spiv looked them over, and judged that they might pass as battle stained. That gave him another thought.

Spiv took a few of them over to his own packhorse, where he drew his dirk, and with a muttered, "Sorry, friend, it is necessary," he found a small vein and cut a slight incision into the horse's side, on one shoulder, well forward of anywhere a rider or gear would irritate and rub. He knew the horse would be stoic through the small pain of the incision, but he took care not to make a significant wound. An army horse, this military animal was well acquainted with the smell of blood, and he didn't fuss except to shy away from the first sting of the small cut. The blood started flowing immediately, and Spiv wiped at it with each of the tunics. Then he cupped his hand, and gathered a bit of the horse's blood before whipping his hand down and across some of the tunics, creating a splashed line of drops across some of them in different places. When he was done, he returned the tunics to the men.

"If we are questioned, we have been in combat. We are exhausted. That will be reason enough for slow answers and confusion as to where we are going or where we fought. If someone asks where, just point generally north and west, and say, 'over there.' The more exhausted you manage to appear, the less threatening we will look. If possible, no one speaks at all except Jackson." Spiv looked at Jackson, waiting for him to confirm his orders, but Jackson knew his men, and simply raised an eyebrow, giving them credit for understanding that this was Spiv's area of expertise. They all stood mute, a couple of them simply nodding. "Then," Spiv said, "we are ready. Jackson, give me a direction. Where do you want to approach the encampment?"

They started out walking as a group, Spiv and Jackson ahead, the others with Joseph perhaps twenty yards behind. As they started out, Jackson turned a few times and looked back at the horses they were leaving behind, and he had to admit, Spiv's work was better than he expected. He knew how many horses were back there, and he could pick out a few, but he had trouble spotting all of them, even knowing they were there. Perhaps it would work, if someone were not actually expecting to see horses.

They stayed on low ground, and if they had to top a small rise, Spiv went first. They covered about a mile, slowly, taking their time, waiting for the sun. When the sun had set, but the good light of early dusk was still plentiful, Spiv moved less furtively and more openly. "At this time of day, movement stands out more than anything. If we are seen, we don't want to be seen trying to sneak about. We want to look as if we have every right to be here, doing our jobs." He led the men over rises in one group, standing tall, appearing careless of being observed, but only after looking about carefully, and avoiding places where he thought it was too likely they could be seen from afar.

It was fully night when they finally made the outskirts of the camp. Spiv and Jackson lay on the backside of a hill, looking over the top, the rest of the men at the bottom of the slope. Sentries stood in small groups, in front of them, within eyesight and earshot of each other. Now Spiv consulted Jackson again.

"Were it just me, I would sneak in between the sentries, moving slowly across the ground. They think they see each other clearly, but really, what they see is the bright firelight and torches of each group. When the moon sets, the center ground will be even darker, and their eyes will move over it rapidly, unconsciously, towards what they can see, further on. But we would have to be entirely silent, and if we are seen at all, or heard, it gives us away as intruders immediately. We would have to leave most of the men behind, and those we did take through would have to go in without their armor, and with a minimum of weapons. We are too many, and too noisy, for that sort of work. Do you have any other ideas? I am not used to solving such problems for twelve men without the skills of stealth." 

"Can you get us, you and me alone, close to one of the sentry groups? That one, especially." He pointed to the group that had the most traffic moving by it, into and out of the camp. It was a group of three. "We might learn something useful, if we could get close enough to see how they operate, and hear what they are saying."

Spiv simply nodded, and motioned to Joseph, who had all the men lie still, back at the bottom of the slope, and settle in to wait. Spiv led the way, but he was gratified to see that Jackson was careful and skilled, and moved only a little more loudly than Spiv himself. They made slow progress, but eventually came as close as they cared to, moving in the darkest areas in between the relatively small areas of torch and firelight.

After they had settled in for a short time, watching and waiting, a group entering the camp approached the sentries. Jackson raised his head only enough to put his eyes on the process, watching all that happened, and listening to the conversation they exchanged. Then he motioned Spiv to move back, and watched how he did it, the better to imitate it himself. They moved backwards, facing the enemy, at the same painfully slow rate they had moved in. When Jackson thought they were far enough away, he put his hand out to Spiv again, and motioned him closer, looking his question with his eyes. Spiv put his mouth close to Jackson's ear.

"We can make a little noise here, as long as we keep an eye on them. If they grow still, stop talking."

Jackson cupped his hand around his mouth, to direct his small whisper better. "They are questioning everyone, not just waiting for a password. I got the name of the commander of those last men through, but it is not enough. A different question would expose us. We either have to listen much longer, while they question lots of people, or I think we must replace those men with our own. They are only three, and if we leave three of ours, that will let us pass with eight… or nine, if we bring up the man we left with our horses. More, I think, than we could get through here by means of stealth."

Spiv thought it through. "But, we cannot take all three sentries by stealth. As we get closer, the light of their fire will be a problem." He thought some more. "If it is necessary to do it, it will have to be by ruse. Let's go back to the men, see what we can come up with." He waited a moment for Jackson to respond, but when he did not, Spiv started backing again. When they reached the hill and crossed over it again, they move quickly to the bottom of the slope, where the men waited for them.

 They related to the men what they had seen, and discussed ideas for a ruse. Someone suggested acting as though one of them was a prisoner, needed for questioning. Another favored simply approaching the camp as though they were returning from patrol, counting on fast action and numbers to subdue the sentries before they gave an alarm. Jackson pointed out that they would be questioned, and the guards would remain suspicious until they gave the proper answers. Proper sentries, he said, would leave at least one far enough back to shout, in case of trouble. It would take only one outcry to undo their work, he reminded them. It was Joseph who came up with the idea they liked best.


 

Spiv took his bow and went off alone for a bit, in the other direction from the camp. When he returned, he was carrying a pair of large rabbits he had killed with arrows, the moonlight still sufficient to see them moving about in the open. The men gathered their things up, and they circled at the base of the hill, around to the side closest to where they had seen the most traffic coming and going from the camp. The eleven of them huddled together for a few minutes, while Jackson made assignments. Three of the men gave their weapons to others to carry, and Jackson ensured that each of those had a dirk or long knife to keep handy. Then, a couple of them took the lances they still carried and built a crude litter, and one of those who had given up his weapons laid down on it. Finally, Spiv approached with the rabbits. 

"Are you comfortable? Laying down on the job?" he asked the prone soldier, grinning down at him.

"It's not so bad. About time these others did some work, and I got a rest, I think," was the reply from the soldier, also grinning. Spiv then opened the rabbits, and gutted them. The soldier cupped his hands around his belly, and Spiv plopped the insides of the rabbits down. He pushed and prodded a little, rearranging them, and removed a couple of obviously inhuman parts, such as the stomachs. Then he pronounced his work done, and Jackson stepped over to look. He saw what looked like a terrible open wound, the man's guts spilling out of his abdomen. 

"Very nice, Spiv. I think that will do well. Nothing quite catches the attention like the misfortune of others, does it?"

Now, the other two men without swords and bows were picked up, slung over the shoulders of two more, and Spiv and one other picked up the ends of the litter. They all set out, playing as though they had been carrying the injured man and the two bodies for a long distance as they made their way away from the hill, and turned toward the sentries they had picked out. 

As they approached, the sentries gave them their whole attention. Almost as soon as they saw Spiv's group, they could see that some were being carried, and so, Spiv hoped, they were already distracted from their duty. Jackson walked at the van of the group, and came into contact with the sentries first, as they had agreed to do beforehand. 

By arrangement, when Jackson stopped, they all stopped, only closing up their ranks a bit, grouping more a bit more closely together than they had been when they were walking. Spiv and his helper carefully set down the man they carried on the litter, who moaned and groaned, softly and convincingly at first, but Spiv grew worried as the man play it up, and then began overplaying it. When he heard him starting to giggle, Spiv thought of kicking him sharply in the side, to shut him up. That the man thought it was a lark was no great surprise to Spiv, but the danger if they were discovered outweighed all other considerations in his mind. The soldier who had been carrying the other end of the litter, though, covered it well. 

"There, there, uh… James… don't cry. We’re almost back, and we'll have you right in no time at all. They'll fix you right up, don't worry. I know it hurts a bit now, but you'll be laughing it up when we’re all back out patrolling and you're lying up, eating and being nursed…" he said, quietly, as though for the man on the litter, but loud enough that the sentries could hear him. Spiv thought it was genius, and the suggestion that the 'injured' man was crying, not giggling, made him more pathetic, and more compelling. Brilliant, he thought.

 He pushed aside all distractions, then, as the first sentry grew close and addressed Jackson. Spiv noted the other two sentries, as Jackson had suggested might be the case, stopped further back, out of reach.

"What's this, then? Is that man hurt?" the sentry in charge queried them, almost involuntarily trying to get a look at the man on the litter.

Jackson answered, "Yes, of course he is hurt. Do you think he was carried to save his poor feet from aching? And these," he gestured to the two being carried over the shoulders of other men. "Perhaps they look dead to you, but really, it's just blisters from marching." The tone he took was nothing short of scathing, the epitome of a supercilious officer berating the common soldier.

The sentry, who Spiv was beginning to sense was a sharp enough man, took no notice of Jackson's insults, and stepped a little closer to the litter. "What happened to him? And those others… two dead?"

Jackson, according to their plan, was supposed to say now that they were bringing dispatches, and had bumped into an enemy patrol in the dark. It was a calculated risk, because while it would give a reason for dead and injured men, it would also heighten the sentries' alertness, thinking that the enemy was patrolling so closely. But Spiv saw that when the head sentry pronounced two dead, one of the others looked anxiously over his shoulder, at the interior of the camp, not the darkness outside the camp. His intuition had him speaking immediately.

"Wizard's work," he proclaimed loudly. Then he spit over his shoulder, warding evil. "There's strange things, horrible things, out there. Unnatural, is what I call them things." The man who had looked over his shoulder nodded gravely at his companion, and the other sentry's eyes widened. The man in charge remained impassive, but he asked no further questions about it, which assured Spiv his guess had been a good one. No doubt those in the Sath's camp had cause to believe that 'Unnatural Things' might be lurking about.

Jackson was not put off by Spiv's unscripted, inventive reply. Staying in character, he turned to Spiv and said, "Hold your tongue, or I will have it out!" Then he turned back to the sentries. "My men are tired. I will need yours to take the bodies from them and carry them into camp. We will carry our wounded man ourselves, of course, so one of you can remain on duty."

The sentry in charge was having none of it. "We have our orders. We stand sentry until relieved. All of us." He was still trying to get a clear look at the rabbit's intestines cupped in a mass over the supine man's belly. Spiv wondered for a moment about the voyeuristic nature of men, how such a sight seemed so often to compel the attention of those who were not afflicted with injury themselves. But it was serving to keep him from looking too closely at anything else, so it accomplished its purpose.

Now the sentry spoke again, asking, "What will you do with him?" His eyes narrowed a little, as he glanced up. "And why did you bring those bodies back?" Apparently, Spiv realized, it was not the practice of this army to bring the dead back for honorable burial, and perhaps not even the seriously wounded, for care. Jackson pulled himself sharply upright, and stood still for a long moment. Spiv thought, He doesn't have an answer for that… He can't say "Because it is honorable" to these men… and he tried to think of something. But Jackson was not tongue-tied. He was far too used to command to be intimidated.

"Are you in charge here? What is your name? And who is your superior?" Jackson was the very image of an insulted officer. "I'll have you flogged before I tolerate you questioning the decisions of an officer. What is your name, soldier?" The sentry, taken aback, did not answer immediately, the threat of a flogging all too real to him, and then Jackson struck him, a slap across the face hard to enough to stagger him. "I asked you a question. Your name! Immediately!"

The other two sentries, younger, and less assertive, were nevertheless soldiers. At the sight of their leader being assaulted, both of them stepped closer, hands on their sword pommels, though they did not dare to go so far as to actually draw their swords. Likewise, the men behind Jackson stepped forward, as though to meet the threat, if it developed further. All of a sudden, the two groups were among one another, no longer keeping a cushion of space between them. The two of Spiv's group who were carrying 'dead men' unceremoniously dumped the bodies at the feet of the threatening sentries, and put hands on their own sword pommels. Joseph, at the periphery of the whole exchange, worked his way closer, just slightly past the man Jackson was cuffing. He casually turned towards him, as if to watch the drama unfolding. In another moment, they were all fairly bunched up, with Spiv's group around the outside, and the sentries on the inside of the huddle. Where they needed them to be.

When Jackson saw everyone in position, it was time. His next blow became a fist instead of a slap, and he hammered the already stunned sentry with a monstrous blow to the temple. The two 'dead' men each grabbed at the legs of the other two sentries, and when they looked down to see what was happening to them, men standing close to them struck them sharp blows on the head as well. In a moment, they were all three dead or unconscious. And in another moment, there was no doubt about which it was, as the sharp blades of knives quietly slid home under the sentries' armor. Quickly, then, the three that Jackson had directed to become replacement sentries took up their positions, while those who had carried their unhurt mates before now picked up the bodies of the sentries, two over their shoulders, and one was rolled onto the litter.

One of the new 'sentries' then waved at Jackson, and, also by prior arrangement, said, "Pass. You're looking for the large tents, near the center." Jackson and the others started off, now inside the perimeter. They were just going out of earshot when they heard one of those who stayed behind as a sentry challenge someone coming into camp behind them. "Hold there. Who are you?" and after a pause, "Who is your commander?" They hesitated a moment, until they heard the same voice come again. "Pass," it said. They let their breath out, relaxing. Whoever it was had apparently answered the question, and didn't suspect that the sentries didn't know the proper answers, themselves. Spiv started thinking about the next steps they needed to take, as they quickly moved towards the interior of the encampment.


 

Of course, since they didn't have a tent, or quarters of any kind, or duty stations in the enemy camp, Spiv and his group had to simply stay in motion through the night. The camp had enough activity at all times to provide some cover for this, so they moved from area to area, as though they had been sent on some errand or another, depending on where they were. Jackson sometimes had them each pick up crates or sacks of goods from one place and carry them to another; there is nothing quite so invisible in a military camp as men on a work detail. Other times, they marched together, following Jackson about. They delivered provisions to the cook areas, and grain to the stock areas, moving back and forth around the camp. They listened to the talk around them, picking up the names of commanders and the names of the companies they commanded, so that, if necessary, in one part of the camp they could drop the name of a commander whose men were on the other side, or the name of a company or troop which had been assigned a task or errand outside the camp altogether.

After traversing the length of the camp a couple of times, they had begun to become familiar with the layout, and had identified the command area. This was the first goal they had set for themselves. Past that, they had little idea of a plan of action. They simply kept moving about, gradually working in towards the command area, and watching for some opportunity to present itself. By now the moon had set, and Spiv figured they had only a couple more hours before dawn started brightening the sky. They needed to take whatever chance presented before then. He was sure they would not pass unnoticed in the full light of day.

Staying on the move, crossing the camp closer and closer to the tents of the high command, on one swing through, they noticed a group of men standing in a group not far away. They were bunched up under torches and lamps held up high for them. It caught his attention because it was a larger group, and because only high officers would have underlings holding torches for them, and because they were standing together, all facing the entrance to a large tent, as though waiting for someone. It looked like it might be the kind of thing they had been waiting for.

 Fortunately, Jackson had formed up the men for this pass, and was marching them as if in command of a detail sent on an errand. It made it easy to stop them all together. Only Joseph was not in formation with them, because he was not dressed in a passable uniform. Instead, he walked with Jackson at the head of the group, as if he were showing Jackson where to take his men. Spiv marched at the head of the troops, just behind Jackson. They drew up next to a small cache of supplies, simply a stack of crates and sacks, together with bundles of various goods and equipment. Spiv quickly spoke up, just loud enough for Jackson to hear him.

"Jackson… let’s find a way to loiter here for a bit. I want to see what that bunch is doing," Spiv said, indicating the men he had seen with a slight nod of his head.

Without missing a beat, Jackson said, loudly, "Halt! Take a rest, men, while I sort this out." Ignoring Spiv and the other men, he turned to Joseph. "Now, exactly where is it you are taking us? I thought we were supposed to be…" his voice trailed off, as he moved closer to Joseph, and seemed to confer with him, pointing in several different directions as though attempting to establish their proper route. A few other people in the immediate area paid them no attention at all, and soon enough, their group was alone, as others went on about their business. Spiv held the smile he felt forming on his face back. Jackson, he felt, would have made a good Horker. He was certainly quick witted when it came to staying in character. Spiv turned a little, and watched the group under the torches.

They were standing outside a large tent, as though waiting for someone, and in a moment, as Spiv watched, someone stepped out of the tent, and the officers bowed to the new arrival. He was wearing a long, hooded robe, and attended by two servants. Though the color of his robes was not evident in the torchlight, Spiv knew even before the officers bowed that this was the Sath. The man in the robe dropped his hood, then, to speak to the men, and Spiv saw the long curled hair affected by the Sath, which Spiv had observed on him in his guise as Lord Alexander. It confirmed Spiv's premonition, though already he had not doubted. His excitement began to well up, then, and he tried to consider what, if anything, they could attempt right then, with their objective in sight. Their goal was to kill the Sath, or steal the green stone, whichever opportunity presented. If there was no opportunity for either of those things, they needed to deal a blow that would put the Sath's army in disarray for a couple of days, buying Lord Raymond some time to develop another strategy. But here was the Sath, after all, and Spiv began to scheme how to get closer without drawing attention.

Just then, the Sath seemed to stiffen, his back straight, and his head cocked. The officers listening to him glanced uncertainly at each other, an indication that something odd seemed to be happening over there. Spiv looked away, putting the Sath in his peripheral vision, but was able to discern how the Sath slowly turned, a few degrees at a time, looking around the camp. Now he had his back to Spiv, but he was still turning, albeit slowly. Before his eyes made the full one hundred and eighty degree arc necessary to bring Spiv into his field of vision, Spiv reacted, hissing at the men, "Get under cover! Hide!" The well-trained soldiers reacted immediately, dropping behind whatever was handy. Joseph and Jackson alone remained standing, because they had moved away from the group a bit, and nothing offering cover was close by to them. Jackson simply put his hand on Joseph's shoulder, as they continued to talk, turning their backs on the group Spiv had been interested in, and walking away.

Spiv himself wondered what had gotten into him. The whole purpose of the marching in order and carrying goods around was to look as if they belonged there, and raise no suspicion in the people that saw them. So, why did he react so strongly when the Sath started to turn around? It was as if he suddenly knew the Sath was searching him out. Not the group, not a random enemy, but him, specifically. He sat with his back against a crate, sorting it in his head. He remembered how the Sath had paid particular attention to him in those meetings they had at the old fortress, before he and his friends had slipped into the lower levels. He remembered how he himself had suddenly, inexplicably, jumped to the conclusion that Lord Alexander was, in fact, the Sath himself. And now, he was sure the Sath had somehow sensed him as he stood there, watching the Sath, staring at his back as he conducted his business. As if there was some connection that had alerted the Sath. He has the green stone, and almost surely it is on his person… could that be it? I carried it myself for many weeks, and now he has it, perhaps that is the connection…? Spiv had never noticed anything like that when he held the stone, but, he reasoned, the Sath was a wizard. Who knew what he might be able to draw out of the stone that Spiv was oblivious to?

They remained still for a long couple of minutes, and then Spiv whispered to the closest of the men, urging him to have quick look, but not daring to put his own eyes back on the Sath. The man raised his head, and when his eyes broached the top of a pile of cloth bolts he had ducked behind, he stayed very still for a moment. Then he stood up.

"They're gone… all of them. I see no sight of anyone there now." Spiv risked a look himself, and then they all got up, and quickly headed in the same direction that he had seen Jackson and Joseph take. When they caught up with them, a few moments later, they talked it over.

"I don't know how, Jackson, but the Sath knows we are here… maybe not us, who we are, but he knows… something. He knows someone has come into his camp, some enemy."

Spiv was gratified that Jackson did not question his reasoning or ask for the logic behind his certainty. He simply got down to the issue at hand.

"Very well. He knows someone is here, and he will take steps. We should expect some guard patrols very quickly, and shortly after that, an order for everyone in the camp to report to their units. It will be like a curfew, and anyone who does not have a unit to report to must be well hidden, or they will stand out and be easily identified. We have… perhaps fifteen minutes. We know were the Sath was recently, just down by that large tent. He may still be there, or close by there. We must attack. Perhaps we can kill him while we still have some mobility, but when that is gone, we won't be able to do anything." 

Spiv agreed completely, and he was gratified that Jackson did not consider any other possibility. They had come on a mission, and they must attempt to accomplish it, and the sooner they acted, the better their chances. Jackson's men said not a word, but simply began checking their bows, and pulling their swords up out of their scabbards a bit, to ensure they would draw freely when called upon. Joseph began to shrug out of the long robe he wore, the better to move quickly, unencumbered by its weight and drag. There was something else he had to tell them.

"Jackson," Spiv held his hand up to demand his attention. "There is more, I think." He hated to say it, knowing that someone might misconstrue his apprehension, but it was necessary. "I cannot approach the Sath with you. Not directly. It was me he sensed, I'm pretty sure it was me staring at him that alerted him, somehow. If I am with you, he will… I think he will know we are coming."

Jackson simply looked at Spiv, his eyebrows raised in a question. But a moment later, it was Joseph who addressed him. "Spiv… he did not know we were here a few minutes ago, right? You said, it was your gaze that alerted him. Right? So… don't look at him. Don't look for him. Don't even think too much about him. Come with me, and look only at the ground or at me, until the fight starts. After that, everyone will know we are here, anyway."

Spiv was uncertain. "Joseph, I don't know if that is enough. It might bring his attention more closely to you. It would put you, or whoever I am closest to at greater personal risk. If I go, I should be well apart from all of you. The risk is higher, if I am close to you."

Joseph shrugged. "It was a pretty big risk coming here at all, Spiv. I'm not so worried about adding a tiny bit more at this stage. Come on. We have to hurry, and I would rather have you at my back even if you were wearing a red lantern and silver bells." He turned to Jackson. "I'm ready. Are all of you?" He lifted his bow in his left hand, and tucked his staff under his right arm. Spiv looked at the others. Some looked serious, even grim. A couple grinned, the excitement stirring them up. None of them showed the slightest hesitation. It made him proud to be among such men as these.

As they began moving in the direction they had last seen the Sath, they heard the camp coming to life. The time they spent talking it over was all the time they had, and the Sath's soldiers were beginning to react. Commands were bellowed out from various different areas, and a horn of some kind pealed loud, clear notes in the still night air. Men started running about in all directions, urgently making their way back to duty stations and unit assignments. Jackson smiled mirthlessly. "This will help… for a bit. Let's take advantage of it, for as long as it lasts." He strode out, leading all of them.

They stepped back out into plain sight, into the traffic, looking very much like the other soldiers running around. Word had spread rapidly, and the Sath's encampment was buzzing like a beehive disturbed by a bear. Most of the soldiers were just running to report to duty posts or to their units. Many of them carried their gear, and were only partially dressed. The amount of time they had remaining to act would run out proportionately to the time it took the camp to organize itself, and according to how well they were able to blend in while it was still dark. Spiv thought about that for a moment. Joseph's lack of a green tunic was not so unusual, since many men were in evidence in various stages of dress or undress. In mail, without the gray robe, he looked like a soldier who found his mail and pulled it on, but didn't find his tunic as easily, and so was running to fall in without it. 

Jackson spread the men out so that they looked like several individuals who happened to be moving in the same direction, rather than a small group of men together, and they started hurrying in the direction of the tent they had last seen the Sath near. Everyone was hurrying, so they didn't stand out, and by being spread out, if one was caught, others might not be. That worked well, the first time they were challenged.

An officer was directing guards to establish a sort of check point in the middle of a main thoroughfare, stopping all men passing in either direction, and asking their assignments and duties. There were five of them in the detail, plus the officer, and two of them stepped in front of one of Jackson's men. He tried to simply run through without pause, but they stopped him, grasping his arms on each side as he tried to push through them. They didn't suspect him, particularly, they were just ordered to start questioning whoever they saw. When he didn't stop to answer their questions, they grabbed him. The officer saw it, and stepped over with one more man. But everyone else saw it too. 

Before the officer could begin to ask questions, four arrows slammed into his side and back, all within a heartbeat of each other, and two more thumped into the man with him. Joseph, who had been closest to the man they grabbed, used his staff to crack one of the two who held their man's arms, a hard whack in the back of the head, dropping him to the ground. By chance, though, no one had taken aim at the other guard, who still held onto his prisoner's arm, and who was not disabled by anything other than surprise. The prisoner, seeing his opportunity, grinned and quickly head-butted him, striking him across the bridge of his nose. The "crack" of the impact told the story, and that one too fell down, not moving. But other soldiers running by stopped now, looking at the carnage. There were two men down with arrows, including an officer, and two more that looked dead or unconscious, one of them with a face covered in blood from his freshly broken nose. That left two from the original security detail, and Spiv looked about rapidly, but he had lost sight of them. With bystanders stopping to see what was going on, he couldn't spot them. 

Jackson called out, "Good work, men. You, there," he pointed to a soldier who had stopped to gape. "Go to the commander, and tell him we have found the intruders. Three are dead, but this one," he said, kicking the body of the one who had been head-butted, "I think, may live. Go, tell him that. DID YOU HEAR ME? GET MOVING!" he bellowed at the end. The soldier nodded, and gulped, and ran back in the direction he came from. Jackson looked around a moment, and shouted, "Come on, men, I think that's one of them, there!" He was pointing in the direction they had already been moving, before the guards had accosted their man, and they immediately formed around him as he started off again.

But as they made progress in the direction they wanted to go, they began to meet resistance. They bluffed their way past a couple more details like the first one, but when they arrived among the command tents, someone had men forming up in a defensive perimeter specifically to secure the command area. Those men had orders not to allow anyone through that was not a part of their own company, but their orders had not been to identify strangers and detain them. The job they were given was strictly to keep people out. It was an error on someone's part, but when Jackson approached with ten other men, all armed, the perimeter guards just closed ranks and told him he would have to go around, he could not pass through this part of the camp. Nothing Jackson could say would sway them. It was maddening to Jackson and Spiv, both, because they were still more than a hundred yards from the tent they had set as their objective, the tent the Sath had stepped out of, and where they hoped he might still be.

Jackson, looking past the perimeter guards, saw more soldiers moving about behind them, and thought it would not be long before these were formed up on the perimeter as well. They had only a few more minutes before there would be layers of security they would never be able to force their way through. He noted that the perimeter guard had brought plenty of torches and lamps, lighting the area well to prevent anyone from sneaking by. He considered only a moment before leading his men back a little way, in the direction they had come from, back into the shadows away from the lights. Then he gathered them up and gave them some fast orders, as he looked back towards the perimeter guards. Already they were engaged in turning away other soldiers who had destinations that would have been reached quickest by passing through the center. Everyone, it seemed, was being turned away.

His men spread out, and, unnoticed by the guards, each of them took a couple arrows from their quivers and placed them point down into the ground in front of them, easy to hand, and strung one more on their bows. Jackson did not give an order to fire, but they heard his bowstring release, and when he fired, they all did.

Eleven arrows dropped eight men. Two others were wounded, but kept their feet. Only one arrow missed entirely, as that man's target moved suddenly, by chance, when someone gave him an order. He fell with the second volley, as did several others. The third flight left only four men to hold the perimeter, and Jackson drew his sword and led his men in a charge. Spiv dropped one of the four with another arrow before Jackson had closed with them, and the rest went down quickly under his men's swords. But of course, after the first arrows struck home, the men not immediately hit raised the alarm. There would be no more surprise attacks, as men swarmed to the area.

Now, Jackson ordered his men to sheath their swords and ready their bows again. Spiv took a moment to snuff the lamps, and smother the torches, rolling them in the dirt. The ruse of pretending to belong in the camp was over, it was time for stealth and speed, and for that, darkness was an advantage. Jackson started his men forward, and they moved in concert, picking off individual soldiers as targets presented, as they moved always from darkness towards light. Joseph and Spiv fired arrows and moved with them, dousing lights whenever they came to them.


 

It was a running fight now, but the enemy never mustered enough men in an organized group to deal with them effectively. Small groups of four or six at a time ran towards them, and were dispatched without closing into sword or pike range. The biggest threat was archers, many of whom, instead of running towards them, held up at twenty to forty yards and begun shooting at them. Again, the fact that they were coming out of darker areas, and the enemy archers were in lighted areas helped, but still, a couple of the men took wounds from arrows, and one from a crossbow bolt. One man was wounded in the shoulder, and another in a leg. The second one could no longer keep up with the running fight. He was pushed into an empty tent with instructions to wait until the fighting moved on, and then try to make his way back out of the camp. He protested for a moment, but Jackson ignored him, saying, "You have your orders. Don't lead the enemy to the horses, if you are followed. Good luck." 

The man hit by the crossbow bolt was killed, his mail a small impediment to the iron quarrel. But crossbows are slow and clumsy weapons, built to be fired, and then reloaded behind cover, as from a castle wall. The man who had fired it went down with no less than six arrows in him before he even started to wind the weapon again. Jackson's men swept on, moving forward, grateful not to see any more crossbows among their adversaries. 

Spiv saw that these handpicked men of Jackson's were all proficient with their bows, but none of them had his inerrant eye. When he picked a target, that man went down. Even Joseph, who had to drop his staff each time he fired an arrow, and pick it up again before he could move off again, had been shooting well, but at some point he stopped shooting arrows, and simply pointed out targets to Spiv as they moved along. It was only after this had been going on a little while that Spiv realized Joseph was depending on Spiv's ability with his bow to take care of long threats, while Joseph kept himself ready to protect Spiv against any unexpected close threat. 

They had not had so far to go, but fighting as they were, it seemed to take a long time to cover the last fifty yards or less that they needed to cover. Eventually, they were closing in on the tent Spiv had seen the Sath appear next to, just half an hour ago, or less. Spiv studied the tent for a moment, as they neared it. Part of his mind wondered if the Sath was within, and somehow, part of him was certain that the Sath was still inside. He stopped putting out the torches and lamps, not wanting the Sath to escape in the darkness, and then, as he watched, the front flap of the tent was tossed aside, and men came boiling out, six, twelve, eighteen… and still more. They came, not looking around, as if to see what was happening, but directly towards Spiv. Spiv realized that he had given them away again, simply by staring at the Sath's tent, and the Sath had sent these men out, probably pointing, and ordering, "There! Look for him there!" He no longer doubted his feeling that the Sath was in the tent. He quickly fired an arrow at a charging soldier, and watched him go down as he grasped for another. He loosed that one, at a man who had been running behind the previous target, but this time the arrow did not penetrate the soldier's mail. It was still a sharp blow, though, when it struck, and the man spun partway around and stumbled once, then steadied himself and came forward even faster.

"Joseph, that one will make it to us, I think." Spiv was pulling another arrow out as he spoke. Joseph did not reply, but began to turn his staff in his hands. The soldier, when he was near, raised his sword high in both hands, focused on Spiv. But Joseph put himself in the man's path. He used his staff with a broad grip, blocking the slashing sword strokes, and thumping the attacker with the butt of either end, in between the strokes. Spiv dropped another man with an arrow, but he soon realized that Joseph was having some trouble with the one he had intercepted. He was strong, and skilled, and Joseph was only holding his own, keeping the sword off himself, but not able to get in any decisive strikes of his own. Spiv reached for another arrow quickly, his alarm at Joseph's predicament making his fingers feel clumsy.

As he grasped the arrow, some part of his mind became aware that he had found not an ordinary arrow, but one of the special arrows, the Frithic battle arrows, which so far he had never tried to shoot. Still, it was the one in his grasp, and he drew it, rather than fumbling for another one. He had shot this man once already, and hardly slowed him, and injured him not at all. If there is a time for such a tool as a magic arrow, it is now. He drew and released, in one motion, but as he released, Joseph got in his first good blow, and knocked his assailant back, just one step. It was enough to make the arrow miss, Spiv saw right away.

Spiv's hand began the motion to reach for yet another arrow, as he watched the one in the air. He did not see anything unusual, nothing he could explain or describe, but the arrow that should have sailed harmlessly right in between Joseph and the enemy soldier struck him squarely in the breast, and penetrated to the fletching, and obviously perfect shot in the heart. The man dropped. It's not possible, Spiv thought. So surprised was he, and so attuned to the natural flight path of arrows, he looked to his right to see who else might have fired at the same moment, because the arrow that hit the man could not possibly have been his… but here was no one else there. He looked back at Joseph, and the dead man on the ground. He was not even facing me, Spiv thought. The soldier had been standing sideways to him as he fought with Joseph, and if Joseph had not struck him just then, Spiv's arrow should have entered his side, under his left arm, not his pierced his breastbone, as from in front of him. Spiv felt almost dizzy as his mind struggled with what he had seen, trying to understand what had happened. Joseph simply turned and grinned at him.

"Nicely done, Spiv. Show me how to do that, later… Let's get another, there seem to be plenty to choose from…" Joseph's bravado was contagious, and Spiv found himself grinning as well. But there were many targets to choose from, too many in fact. Spiv took a fast glance around.

The enemy soldiers from the tent had finally done what the sporadic defenders had not before. They had closed with Jackson's men. Jackson himself was fighting with his sword now, and a couple of his men beside him, but they were defending only, outnumbered, and not progressing towards the tent. They were hard pressed to stay alive. And, there, another of their own men was down, Spiv could see him on the ground, a dark puddle forming at his side. The rest of the men, Spiv did not immediately see, except that he saw there were several of the enemy bunched up in one place, and it seemed obvious that their target was in their midst. Spiv and Joseph appeared to be the only ones not immediately engaged. Spiv quickly dropped two of those men in the larger group with arrows in the back, and Joseph, putting his staff down for a moment, crippled one with another arrow. Perhaps that will take some pressure off whoever's fighting there. As Spiv drew another arrow, looking for a target, something strange happened.

He was holding the bow, an arrow ready on the string. He seemed to be moving more slowly than he should, but not as though he was tired... everything was crystal clear, and his mind felt sharp. He looked to his left, and saw Jackson fighting still, but he did not register the enemy soldiers there as targets, as he felt his way through whatever was happening to him. He turned right, then, seemingly too slow still, and saw Joseph loose an arrow. That arrow moved on a flat trajectory, but instead of flying quicker than his eye could easily follow, he looked ahead of it, and saw the intended target, another soldier moving towards them. Spiv calculated the trajectory, and saw that the arrow would hit this man, high in the chest or even his neck, and he dismissed him from his awareness, though the arrow had not yet traveled halfway to its target. His eyes moved on, as Spiv drank in what he saw, and calculated the outcome of events before they were completed. What is happening? Spiv thought, as he looked at everything around him.

He moved his eyes back to Joseph, who was still standing, his bow held up, and hand high at his cheek… he had not even moved out of his firing stance. Something… something is wrong… with Joseph? But Joseph, aside from moving so slowly, seemed fine. With me? That seemed more likely. Spiv looked around, again, towards the enemy tent, the tent of the Sath, and he saw then, the face of the man he had met as Lord Alexander, but who he knew was the Sath, as he stood in the doorway of the tent, holding the flap to the side, looking out at the scene in front of him. Spiv averted his gaze, not wanting to warn the Sath that he had been spotted, but already it was too late. As Spiv looked away, he realized that the Sath had locked his gaze with Spiv's for a moment, already. And he stepped out, then, from the tent, moving away from cover, and out into the open, moving without thought, without intention, but getting clear of all obstructions, making ready for something, as he stared at Spiv.

Spiv drew his bow, an arrow fletched and ready, his right hand lying softly on his cheek, under his right eye. He watched as the arrow's broadhead traversed the target, the object of his intention, the Sath. He let his fingers relax, and the arrow flew, straight at the man in green standing just outside the tent doorway. Spiv's eye detected the flap of the tent, still falling closed behind the Sath, and he realized that somehow, he had seen the Sath step out and made the decision to shoot even as the Sath was still setting his forward foot down to the ground. He watched as that man's mouth bent up in a simple, careless smile. After the arrow was on its way, in the air, and nothing could be done to turn it, the man who was the Sath simply stepped farther forward and to one side, a diagonal step, taking him out of the path of the arrow, which drifted through the space he had been occupying a moment before, and disappeared through the material of the front flap of the tent behind him.

Now the Sath cocked his head slightly, and narrowed his eyes a bit, as though trying to dredge through his memories, to recognize Spiv, and remember who he was, where he had seen him before. Spiv saw no recognition of himself in that man's eyes, though, and the Sath seemed puzzled about something, as though seeing something he had not expected to see. Spiv grasped for another arrow, and put it to the string of his bow. He stepped forward, closer to his target, and he raised his bow and let fly another missile.

The Sath did not smile, this time. He did not move at all, and in the slow-time Spiv was experiencing he began to hope against hope that he might score a hit. But it was like a bad dream, where nothing quite worked out. As the arrow neared him, the Sath simply turned his shoulder, and let it slip by, not bothering even to look at it, his eyes still on Spiv. Spiv felt the threat of that gaze, now. He did not know what to expect, but something… and the Sath raised one hand, making a small gesture, twisting a finger in the air, and Spiv felt it as a blow, knocking him off his feet, sideways, and landing him in the dirt a couple of paces from where he had stood.


Is this is what it is like to fight a wizard…? Like a bad dream? Spiv asked himself, as he rolled with the blow, and came up on his feet. He realized that he didn't know what to do. He didn't have access to the magic that could knock a man down from a distance. All he had was a bow, and some arrows. He grasped for another arrow, though it seemed futile, after the last two. And the Sath watched him, breaking into a smile again when he saw what Spiv was doing, as if to say, "You want to try that again? Please, be my guest." Spiv felt the arrows under his fingers, and with a sudden impulse, pulled out another of the special arrows, and put it on the string, and drew it, all in one motion. He could feel the energy in this arrow, the properties it had been invested with. It was special, it was powerful… and when he had released it, he watched the Sath smile, and step out of its path yet again. But it was not like the last one, the one Spiv shot at Joseph's opponent. It didn't change directions or strike where it shouldn't have been able. It simply sailed past.

When the Sath struck back again, the blow was harsher. He raised both hands, and gestured, and brought them together in a thunderous clap. Spiv watched as a pressure wave swept out from the Sath and over him, and felt it as a blow over his whole body. He was suddenly on his back, with a ringing sound in his ears. He felt disoriented, and he put his hands over his hurt, ringing ears, and felt a wetness, which, when he looked at his hands again, he found to be blood. He could feel it running from his nose, also, and taste it in his mouth. He struggled to rise to his feet, and he could hear the Sath, laughing… slow, deep laughter. Laughing... because he knows I can't hurt him, the way I am fighting. I need another weapon... he was thinking even as the laughter brought up something inside him; a hot anger, a frustrated and desperate anger. It swiftly became rage.

The frustration of the last minutes overwhelming him, Spiv had a vision of pulling his dirk and rushing the smug, smiling Sath. The image danced across his mind, but he held back. Anger destroys reason, Spiv reminded himself, and he took a moment to glance around again, as he felt automatically for another arrow. There is Jackson, winning I think. Two more men down… are they dead? That one is, I think… the other, maybe not. Joseph… ah, there he is, bow in hand, staff at his feet. That arrow will tell, I think, that is a dead man, good shot, Joseph.

His inventory done, he returned his eyes to the Sath once more, as his fingers found the arrow they sought. The one arrow, unlike the others, the arrow that had almost consumed Joseph that night. He did not look down at his quiver, he had no need to. His fingers knew it, with some preternatural awareness that came with the slow-time. He knew he had selected the right arrow, and he pulled it out, and slipped it to his bowstring, the same as the others. He pulled his bow, and the arrow came up under his vision, his right hand pulling back to his cheek… but it was not like the others, not like the magic arrows he had fired before. Before, he felt the energy and the power in the special arrows. This one… it was dead, inert. It had no power. He pulled the string off his cheek, and glanced at it, looking to see if he had erred. But it was the right arrow, the one he sought… it simply was not responding to him. It will not work for me. It doesn't serve me. Is this why it did not try to consume me, before, as it did Joseph? Spiv could make no sense of it.

But it was the arrow he had ready to fire. He looked down the shaft again, bringing the bowstring back to his cheek. He found the target, the Sath, standing there, watching, waiting, smiling… Spiv knew the outcome already. He could fire the arrow, the Sath could step out of its way. They could do this a dozen more times, or more, as many times as Spiv had arrows, or until the Sath gestured up enough of a blow to put an end to it, and to Spiv. They stood like that, the two of them, for what was probably a few seconds, but in the altered experience of time, was like minutes to both Spiv and the Sath, for Spiv had realized that this was how the Sath was evading his arrows. He did not move faster, but he perceived faster, and decided faster, and calculated enough faster, so that he could move out of the path of an arrow that should have pierced him before his mind was even aware it had been launched.

Other than knowing that he would not be able to kill the Sath with this arrow, Spiv was not sure of anything, except that he was wasting his time, wasting his one last hope. He would not throw it away. The end of the arrow dropped, falling from the Sath's chest to his belly, then to his knees. Spiv looked around again, not sure what he could do, looking for help.

Jackson, still looking strong, some men still with him… Joseph, he is alone for the moment, the soldiers that were rushing him are all down with arrows, nicely done, Joseph… Joseph... The arrow has an affinity for Joseph. What did Eldrid say? The magic found him… Spiv drew the bowstring one more time, only partway, and he released it, shooting the arrow. He watched for a moment, to ensure it was on its way, its trajectory was right. Then he turned to face the Sath again.

The Sath was also watching him. He seemed curious, looking between Spiv and Joseph for a moment, before giving Spiv his whole attention again. Spiv braced himself, expecting a harsh blow as the Sath raised his hands above his head, and began to take a deep breath. Yes, he intends this to be a crushing blow, the blow that ends the fight. Can I distract him? Can I use misdirection? A ruse is best. If not that, then stealth. If not stealth, then speed…speed… in this kind of time, I have speed, of a sort. The Sath used speed to dodge my arrows, speed in his mind, if not his body… I have that same speed. In my mind, my perceptions, my decisions… Spiv turned, and started walking, to one side, away from Joseph and the others, walking as he watched the Sath. The Sath clenched his hands into fists, above his head. Always before, it was a sudden motion…gestures, then motion. Making fists, is that a gesture? It is not a sudden motion. He kept moving. Now the Sath brought his fists down level, towards Spiv, and quickly, he opened his hands, thrusting his fingers forward at Spiv.

Spiv, moving from the Sath's right to his left, stopped and stepped backwards, as quickly as he could manage, and stopped just one step back from where he was destined to be only a moment ago. And felt the whip of sudden force blowing by him, just in front of him. Spiv could do with the Sath's blows what the Sath had been doing with Spiv's arrows. He smiled. 

The Sath saw Spiv's awareness, and he grinned again, and shook his finger at Spiv. Spiv turned and started walking again, now the other way, towards Joseph, as the Sath began to work up another blow of energy. But that would take him a moment, so Spiv looked at his friends again. Jackson, still fighting, pulling his sword up in a parrying stroke. Joseph… Joseph had the arrow in his hand, pulling it out of the dirt at his feet, where Spiv had fired it a few seconds ago. He was pulling the arrow up, looking at Spiv, a question in his eyes. Spiv did not know how to talk to him, since their time references were so different. He didn't know if he could even speak, his mind moved ahead of his body so rapidly. But he realized he didn't have to. He simply turned back to the Sath, and raised his hand and pointed at him, trusting Joseph would catch his meaning.

Immediately, the Sath began to step sideways. Spiv realized then, the Sath thought Spiv was a wizard. Why does he think that? Because of the arrows I used earlier? The magic arrows?  No matter, the Sath's side step had bought Spiv a moment of extra time, interrupting what the Sath had been preparing. So Spiv improvised. A ruse is always best, he thought with satisfaction. He began an elaborate pantomime, gesturing broadly with his pointing finger, as though winding up string. It was the first thing that came into his mind. He dropped his bow, and brought his other hand into the act, now winding rope with both arms. The Sath watched cautiously, ready to leap one way or the other, and Spiv kept winding, winding, until, finally the Sath caught on. Spiv watched him as he realized what Spiv was doing… nothing. Well, not nothing, exactly. Yes, I am simply
wasting time. Spiv smiled broadly now, as the Sath's eyes narrowed, as the Sath glanced around this time, trying to understand what Spiv's strategy was, what he was creating time for. Spiv watched him as he spotted Joseph, who stood now with drawn bow, ready to release an arrow. A puzzled look came across the Sath's face, as he glanced back to Spiv, reading Spiv's expression, the look of victory in Spiv's eyes. Then looked back to Joseph in time to see him release the arrow.

As the arrow drifted across the space between them, in the air, its trajectory committed, the Sath, stepped to his left. The arrow did not seem to change trajectory, but it was still moving towards the Sath. The Sath frowned, and stepped left again. Still, the arrow was on target. Spiv watched the Sath as panic set in. He was almost out of time. He jumped far to the left. The arrow was on target, and was getting closer. The Sath crouched down, and the arrow did not seem to rise or fall, but was low to the ground, on target, and it was very close now. It was a strange magic the Sath could not understand. The Sath turned away, perhaps to run, but his body was not fast, only his mind and his decisions were fast. He took one step, started another… The arrow, still on target, took him in the back. It plunged, so slowly, into his broad back. The broadhead passed through him entirely, bursting out of his chest before the fletching disappeared into his back, and Spiv, watching, knew that the Sath experienced this as if the arrow were being pushed an inch at a time, through his body. He had time to think, He is not wearing mail, there is nothing to stop the arrow passing all the way through him…But as he watched, as the fletching on the arrow shaft disappeared into the Sath's body, time began to change again, back to normal, and then the arrow leaped from the Sath's chest, to fly on, at normal speed, disappearing into the dark, gone before the Sath began to fall to the ground.

Spiv watched the Sath, looking for any sign of life. There was nothing. Spiv's ears still rang from the blow the Sath had struck him, but he could hear past that. Spiv heard the clash of swords, seeming too fast now, and he saw Joseph was grasping for another arrow, all of it normal again, if waking up from a dream into the middle of a battle could be called normal. 

They still had many enemies around them, and Spiv snatched up his bow and began shooting arrows at enemies as they presented in his awareness, but glancing often at the body of the Sath, which did not move again. 

With their objective accomplished, now Spiv's thoughts turned towards saving the lives of his friends and himself, and his mind raced, grasping for a way to do that. While moments before, fighting the Sath, he had all the time he needed, and more, to think and reason and make decisions, now everything happened faster than he could think. He felt disabled, compared to how it had been until the Sath died. Spiv reacted to what he could see, and shot arrows into the backs of the men engaging Jackson, who still had one man beside him. Spiv moved towards them as he fired his arrows. Joseph had come to his side, and after shooting one more arrow, he tossed his bow down, and rushed forward with his staff. Spiv let him go, and looked around yet again, to see which of the men needed help most, just then, and was stunned to realize that there were no other fights going on. Are they all down, then?

At that moment, Spiv realized they were lost; though they had won their objective, they would not be able to escape. Only four of them remained on their feet, and enemy soldiers were still arriving, rushing into the area, coming with swords and pikes. Spiv ran quickly, following Joseph towards Jackson and his last man.

Joseph dealt with those assailing Jackson and his man. Striking from behind, his staff was wickedly effective. He dropped a man with a crunching blow alongside his knee, and another with a stab behind the ear on a man who was not wearing a helm of any kind. A third caught Joseph's staff on his sword, blocking a shot to his rib cage, but Joseph pressed in, and tied up that sword long enough for Jackson's man to strike with his own sword, high on his sword arm. The battle-blunted blade did not cut through the chain mail the soldier wore, but the sword fell, still gripped but hanging at the end of an obviously broken arm. That left Jackson, his man, and Joseph to deal with two enemy soldiers, and Spiv started looking for an open avenue of escape. He could not see one.

A moment later, while his friends were bunched up at Spiv's back, he glanced around and came to a decision. Four men left, including himself, and already dozens of the enemy. He dropped his bow, and raised his hands high, to show they were empty. "Jackson, we must ask for quarter. We cannot survive." Spiv dropped to his knees, facing the enemy troops. "Joseph, keep your wits about you. I'll need you in a moment. Jackson, we must surrender. Throw down your sword. Tell your man to do the same."

Jackson whirled about, looking for another option. Spiv could see him, wanting to choose to fight. "Jackson, if you fight, they will kill us all. Joseph and myself included. We are not soldiers. Joseph killed the Sath. We succeeded. Now, we must survive this, if we can. I think we can. Maybe. If we surrender now." Jackson, frustration twisting his face, threw down his sword, and his man followed suit. Spiv wondered if he would have, had Joseph and Spiv not been present, or if they had been soldiers. He suspected not.

A soldier rushed them then, raising his sword and letting out a yell. Joseph had not dropped his staff, but held it grounded, and now he simply waited until the solder had gained enough momentum, and he tossed it out, into the man's churning legs. The soldier tripped on it, and fell headlong, landing at Jackson's feet, arms and legs splayed. Jackson simply shifted his foot and stepped on the sword still gripped in the man's hand, so he could rise without the sword, or stay on the ground gripping it.

 Spiv spoke loudly. "Your Sath is dead. Do you see his body, there?" he shouted, pointing at the fallen Sath. "Who could kill such a man as the Sath? THIS man," he pointed at Joseph, "is such a wizard… a wizard who could defeat the Sath. Raymond the Red will no longer be held back by the Sath's magic, and your army will be defeated today. But this wizard will protect you from Lord Raymond's wrath, and you will be allowed to go home… alive. If you kill us, NO ONE is left to speak to Lord Raymond for you, and none of you will go home. We are your hostages."

The soldiers had stopped advancing. Most of these had not been present for the fighting, had just come up at the end of it all. They were excited, and worked up, but they did not have the rage and lust for blood that battle brings, yet. They waited for leadership, for someone to order them to attack, or order them to take the prisoners.

Now an officer stepped forward from the crowd. He told the soldiers to hold steady, to keep an eye on Spiv and his friends. He walked over to the body of the Sath, and nudged it over with the tip of his boot. Spiv could see the recognition in his eyes. He knew the Sath, and recognized the body as him. Spiv could see it, and he started to hope.

The officer took a moment to think. He turned to look at Spiv, and at Joseph, and in a moment, he walked over. 

"The Sath is no more. But his army still is. How is it you can tell us we will be defeated? We are not defeated." He thought a moment more. "The Sath is dead, but your Lord's wizard is right here, in our hands. Now it is just a battle, like any other, and we could as easily prevail as not. I should hang you all for spies and assassins, I think."

Spiv looked at him. He was not blustering, he was waiting for an answer, and Spiv knew he was now dealing with a man who made rational decisions. He wanted to know, he was actually asking why Spiv was so certain they could surrender and not be put to death for their actions. Spiv had only to give him the right answers, and they would be saved, at least until the outcome of the battle between Lord Raymond and this army was determined.

"I tell you the truth: Lord Raymond will defeat your army in the field this day. When he has done so, if he loses many men, he will chase and kill as many of his enemy as he can reach. If you strike camp now and run, you may be able to escape… if Raymond does not follow you back across the Eastern Mountains into your country. But if you kill us, you are lost. And if you stay here without us, you are lost. 

"It is well known, this invasion was the work of the Sath. He is the one who sought to conquer this realm, and wrest it from Raymond. You and these men are merely soldiers, beholden to your king and ruler. You have done your duty. Now he is dead, so what you do next is on your head. You can return to Lord Raymond his third-ranked wizard, and the captain of his personal guard, and an officer of his court, all of whom Lord Raymond values highly. Oh, yes, this wizard who destroyed the Sath, he is only the third in Raymond's service. There are two others, both senior to this one. They remain at the side of Raymond the Red." Spiv watch with satisfaction as the officer digested this.

"Give us leave to wait here. Do not take our arms, or take them, but keep them safe for us, to be returned when we are released. And let us tend to our wounded. But have your men keep an eye on us. If it doesn't go the way I have said, you can always kill us tomorrow, or the next day. But I will tell you this: If you keep us alive, you would be well served to keep us safe and comfortable as well. If it goes as I say it will, you will depend upon us when Raymond's army arrives here." Spiv finished, and waited while the officer considered his words.

Now other officers began to arrive, and Spiv saw them rush into the area, and upon catching sight of the man he was speaking to, they stopped, waiting at arm's length, deferring to him. It seemed likely he had been fortunate, and was dealing with the senior man remaining. But he did not speak further, waiting for him to come to a decision. He knew that there always came a time that continuing to make an argument just solidified resistance to that argument.

Finally, the officer seemed to realize that he had little to lose, and perhaps much to gain. He sheathed his sword, and then turned and picked out a man. "Gather up, say, twenty men for a guard detail. Watch these men closely. See that they are fed, and made comfortable. Get five archers, reliable men, and tell them that if this one," he motioned towards Joseph, "gets up to anything that looks like wizardry, they are to kill him immediately, without hesitation. Have some others bring their comrades here, wounded and dead. No one is to… disturb the bodies, or loot them. I hold you responsible." As that man began telling off soldiers for guards, and sending others to sort out the dead and wounded, the one who had been dealing with Spiv stalked off to another officer, and after a few words, that one went off on an errand, and the man seeming to be in charge of the camp watched long enough to be sure everything was in hand, and then took his leave. It was enough. They would live until Raymond's forces met the enemy, and their lives were now in Raymond's hands. 

Later, they were shown into a large tent, and they were provided with food and a bucket of water. Their weapons were gathered and kept outside the tent. Spiv insisted that his own arrows be returned to him, but did not give a reason, simply stating, "The terms your officer agreed to was that our weapons would not be taken. I understand that we cannot keep them on our persons, but when we leave, I will leave with ALL my weapons. See to it. These men will want all theirs, as well."

Then the wounded were brought, and there were four of them. The man they had left behind with an arrow in his leg was among them. Others had arrow wounds and sword wounds, and one seemed unlikely to recover, since an arrow had pierced his gut. It was a shallow puncture, the arrow almost stopped by the mail he wore, so Jackson held some hope for him. The others, Jackson said, should all recover, unless gangrene or other complications set it. They had no word of the man they had left with their horses, and they assumed he was not discovered. They did not dare ask their captors any questions that might reveal a man remained out of their hands.

Spiv was astounded to realize that they had lost only three men, two if the one with the wound in his gut recovered. It seemed miraculous to him, considering the number they had killed and wounded, though they had no idea what that number actually was. Spiv thought it had to be dozens, though. He mentioned it to Jackson.

"These were hand-picked men, Spiv. Each of them is a professional soldier, who has proved himself in battle more than once. It is always like this when a small group of the best soldiers goes against a larger group of more common men. The cost, though, is that eventually, through fatigue if nothing else, sufficient numbers will overcome greater skill. Lose too many of the best, and you have lost the leadership of the common ranks. Each of these men is also a great inspiration to the soldiers that fight alongside them, in larger battles. It is good that you managed to save them, and Raymond will not overlook it when you return them to his service." 

After they had seen to the wounded, Jackson asked their guards about the dead, and was told they were in the next tent over, to keep them out of the sun, to slow the putrefying. Jackson asked to be taken to them, to prepare them for burial, and was given permission, and an escort. Joseph offered to go with him, but Jackson declined.

"They are my men. I will see to them. If you would help, get permission to dig graves. They should be buried today, if our captors will permit it. Tomorrow at the latest."

Spiv sent one of the guards to ask the officers about burial, but permission to dig the graves was denied. Jackson spent a long time with the dead. When he returned, he carried the mail and helms of the dead soldiers, and he sorted through the weapons piled outside to find the swords and bows of those men, as well. He set them aside. "Their sons will want their weapons and armor," he said to the guards who had objected to his handling the weapons. "If you interfere with me now, no soldier of our army will grant you quarter when Raymond comes." They did not interfere with him further. When Jackson returned, he was calm, and in control of himself, but he was not the genial man he usually was. He remained largely quiet, and kept much to himself. He spent most of his time tending to his wounded men.


 

Late that evening, after Spiv's group had spent the entire day confined to their assigned tent, sleeping, talking at times, and making the wounded as comfortable as possible, the officer Spiv had surrendered them to arrived. He began by introducing himself.

"I am Lord Galean. Forgive me for neglecting you, my guests, today. I have arranged for dinner to be served here, and thought to join you, as we have issues to discuss." Introductions were made, politely, then, as Lord Galean had a table brought in, and served them with dinner much better than the standard rations and water they had been provided earlier in the day. While they ate, he started talking.

"It seems Lord Raymond has an excellent military mind, and a well-trained army. I have received word that he was victorious today. It was, perhaps, not a decisive battle, but it seems that ultimately, Lord Raymond is destined to remain ruler and sovereign here. I will call upon you to keep our bargain, and see to it that we, who remained in camp, and did not enter combat directly against Lord Raymond's forces, are allowed to leave, unmolested. You agree, I have kept my part of our arrangement?"

Spiv looked to Jackson, but he did not seem interested in the discussion, so Spiv answered.

"Yes, I agree, you have done as we discussed, so far. Our wounded have been brought to us for care, and our dead treated with respect, though they have not been buried, and should be buried, and their graves marked, immediately. And, I am waiting for our weapons to be returned. Every blade, Joseph's staff, every bow, and every arrow, expended or cut from the bodies of your own dead. We want our original weapons, not substitutes from your equipment. When that is done, I think everything will be in accordance with our agreement."

"Well, you see them, your weapons, outside your tent. I think they are all there, except perhaps a few arrows. They are kept safe for you, surely that is sufficient, under the circumstances?" Lord Galean called a soldier attending him over, and whispered to him. Spiv suspected he was ordering him to find any arrows that had been removed from the dead and wounded, as well as any that had missed their mark, or might be found among the tents and equipment around the camp, and add them to the pile outside. Lord Galean sent his man on, and returned his attention to Spiv. "And your dead may be buried tomorrow, at first light, if you like. I will provide a detail of soldiers to dig the graves myself, if one of you will pick out the site where you would like them dug. Perhaps you understand that I don't want any of you separated and outside the camp for an extended length of time. Is that sufficient?" 

Spiv nodded deeply, once, a hint of a gracious bow, considering he was seated. "Yes, I think that is sufficient. Thank you." Then something else occurred to him. He didn't know how he could have overlooked it. He raised his finger, pausing while he formulated his words. "One more thing. I am sure Lord Raymond will want the body of the Sath, to ensure his confidence that his enemy is defeated, and dead. The body should be unmolested, and just as I last saw it, in order that I may make identification of it for Lord Raymond. In fact, it would be best if it is still in the place and position he fell in. If it has not been moved, perhaps you will post a guard, with instructions that no one disturb it? No one at all. That would be best, I think. To satisfy Lord Raymond there is no trickery, I mean."

Lord Galean looked uncomfortable. "You should have brought this to my attention when we first spoke. The body has been removed already."

"Oh. Well, not to worry, I suppose. Simply see to it that it is not disturbed further, and if I could be granted access to identify it before it is further corrupted, perhaps I can ensure Raymond that I saw with my own eyes that the Sath is deceased, and will cause no further problems to him."

Lord Galean glared at him. "That is not possible. As I said, the body has been removed. By the Sath's own attendants, the members of his sect. It no longer remains in this camp."

Spiv was disappointed, crushed with frustration for a moment. I should have thought of it sooner, he remonstrated with himself. He had thought to search the body for the green stone, and perhaps recover it. But he dared not show his feelings openly, or he would give away the information that there was more to this than simply reassuring Lord Raymond that the Sath had been dealt with. So he simply nodded his head again, and said, "Well, if there is nothing to be done… we can only tell Lord Raymond what we have seen. Perhaps he will want to examine the Sath's belongings. We could hope to find evidence of something he would not have left behind, if he was he still living… Some trophy Lord Raymond can be comfortable as indicating the Sath is truly dead. Perhaps that will be enough to convince him."

"Good, then, let us move on to other things. I should like to ask you, what ransom do you think is appropriate for me to ask Lord Raymond to pay, in exchange for arranging for the safe return of all of you? I don't want to insult you by asking for too little, or Lord Raymond by asking for too much."

 Spiv choked on a bit of chicken he was chewing. "Ransom? I didn't suggest that we should be ransomed…" Spiv looked to Jackson for help. "I don't… Ransom was not discussed!"

Lord Galean's eyes narrowed. "Did you not identify three of your group as a highly ranked wizard, a highly ranked officer of the army, and an officer of the court? Is this not true?" He was plainly concerned that he had been defrauded, convinced that he had valuable hostages who might turn out to be something much less.

"Yes, yes, that is all true…" Spiv hurried to reassure him, but out of his depth on the topic of ransom, he didn't know what to say.

"And the others here, are they not knights, whose fealty is pledged to Lord Raymond?"

"Ah… I don't… that is not my area, I don't know, exactly, about the other men…" Spiv was cut off by Jackson's loud laugh, a cynical harsh sound. Spiv looked around, surprised. No one said anything for a moment.

Jackson sighed, shaking his head, and then spoke. "Lord Galean, I am captain of Lord Raymond's personal guard. I am not noble, by birth or by decree, and no ransom will be paid for me. However, if Lord Raymond has taken prisoners, you can exchange me. Your land is without a ruler, and you know when you return, there will be petty wars as men dash to increase their own holdings. You will need soldiers, and you can start with those Lord Raymond has captured. I suggest you might begin negotiations with a suggestion of a hundred common soldiers, or two or three common officers in exchange for myself. If Lord Raymond has given quarter to any noblemen in your army, you might possibly get a low-ranked nobleman for me, if his armor and weapons do not suggest his family is wealthy, and he is valuable for ransom himself.

"As to these other men, here, they are soldiers, and none of them of noble blood. This was a mission we did not have high hopes for surviving. Who would send the sons of noblemen on such a mission? They are knights, yes, but not titled. They are called knights because they are mounted soldiers, cavalry lancers. None of them carries the honorific 'Sir' before their names. None of them are landed. They also can be exchanged, but merely one for one, for the elite of your common soldiers. Perhaps you can bargain shrewdly and get ten or twelve for the seven, out of Lord Raymond's own loyalty to his men, but nothing more. My advice is, you would do well not to press too hard on that, but point out that these men killed dozens of yours, and therefore obviously are superior soldiers. They are worth more.

"This one," Jackson continued, gesturing towards Joseph, "is indeed a wizard of some ability. But as Spiv said, he is the third-ranked wizard. Most sovereigns only name one to their courts, if they can find one, and this one is not formally named to the court at all, though he is recognized as a servant of Lord Raymond, after his work in dealing with some of the Sath's magic. I don't think Lord Raymond will pay for the third-ranked wizard, since he has two others, both of greater power and knowledge. This one is but the apprentice of one of the higher wizards, though one showing great promise, I admit. If a ransom is paid for him at all, I think it will be paid by his master, not by Lord Raymond. But his master is not wealthy. Anyway, do you really want to accept gold from a wizard, not in gratitude, but as a grudging ransom? I wonder what might come with such a payment?" Jackson looked at Galean with raised eyebrows, implying that anything a wizard sent as ransom could easily be cursed, or come with other problems, unknowable by ordinary men. "Perhaps you have a wizard yourself, who could ask to examine the gold before you accept it? No? Well then, I leave that to your discretion, though I know well what I would do. Perhaps you will find you have a favorite among those prisoners Lord Raymond has taken, or perhaps the son of a wealthy man could be asked for, in exchange for the wizard's apprentice, one who might bring a reward from his wealthy father." He let that thought hang in the air a moment, but then, with an uncharacteristic gleam in his eyes, he went on.

"You have one here, though, who might command a substantial ransom. Spiv, of course, is too modest to name a grand sum for himself. He is indeed an officer of the court, named by to the court by Raymond himself, as a reward after Spiv saved his life, at great personal risk, in combat, and that against unnatural forces." Jackson was obviously enjoying himself now, building up Spiv's credentials. "I witnessed this myself. Lord Raymond was so impressed, he offered Spiv a boon, and Spiv was so modest, he requested nothing from Lord Raymond but safe passage through his lands. Such modesty impressed Lord Raymond even further, and led directly to his appointment of Spiv. Lord Raymond values this man. If you doubt my story, look among the weapons outside, and you will find Raymond's personal dirk, awarded to Spiv, and engraved with the legend, 'I saved Lord Raymond.' Here, send one of your men, and have him bring you that dirk, that you may examine it." Jackson crossed his arms and sat back.

Lord Galean, looked from Jackson to Spiv, and back to Jackson, calculating in his mind what the value of such a man might be. Then he gestured for one of his men, several of whom were standing around the edges of the inside of the tent, and that one hustled outside and started digging through the weapons and armor piled there. In moment, the man returned with the dirk, in its scabbard, which he handed to Galean. 

Lord Galean took it and looked it over with a soldier's eye, seeing at once the quality of the scabbard. Then he pulled the blade free of the scabbard, and read the inscription, including the image of the lycanthrope engraved on the blade. He thrust it home, again, and placed it in his own belt, before responding.

"A fine weapon, Spiv. Of course, it will be returned to you, with the others, at the appropriate time. For now, I will keep it under my own supervision. It would not do for such a thing to be pilfered. So… I have one man worthy of ransom. A modest man, but one who has pleased his sovereign greatly. Jackson, thank you for your help in clarifying this matter. Gentlemen, I will see you tomorrow, if duty allows me the time. I hope you remain comfortable." Lord Galean rose and left the tent, and his soldiers filed outside again, to stand guard around the tent.

Spiv was nonplussed by Jackson's actions. "Jackson, why did you do that?" he asked, quietly, so as not to be overheard by the guards outside. But Jackson simply looked at him, his eyes wide in innocence.

"Do what, Spiv? I simply told the truth, in terms as advantageous to us as possible."

"But why did you say Raymond will pay a ransom for me? I am nobody! This is sure to cause problems…"

"Oh," Jackson returned, "I think you can be comfortable in knowing Lord Raymond will ransom you, Spiv. Handsomely, I should think. Anyway, whether Raymond pays or not, it would not have been well for us to let Galean think none of us had value. Someone had to be important enough to ask for ransom, or we might not have been safe. Men such as Galean think of value only in terms of gold." The gleam was back in his eyes, and Spiv thought he could detect a small smile beginning to pull at the corners of his mouth, but Jackson would say no more on the subject. 

In the morning, they picked out a site on a small hill, outside the camp, and buried their comrades. Jackson had each grave marked with a cairn of stones and a wooden pole flying a scrap of red cloth, so the graves could be located and identified later. They were finished before noon, and it was mid-afternoon before they were addressed again by Lord Galean.

"Lord Raymond approaches. He granted audience to my emissary, who requested a meeting, for negotiations. We leave within the hour. One or two of you may accompany me, assuming you give your parole not to escape or attempt to communicate with anyone." 

Jackson stood. "Lord Galean, it should be myself, and Spiv. We were in charge of this mission. Neither of us is noble, but you may depend upon our parole." Lord Galean looked at Spiv, obviously waiting for him to say it as well.

"Yes, of course, I give my parole. I will not escape or attempt to communicate with anyone in Lord Raymond's service or camp." Galean was satisfied.

"Very well. I have horses being made ready. Come with me, then."

A little while later, they were mounted, moving at a sedate pace north, towards Lord Raymond's host.


 

In the camp of Raymond the Red, Spiv and Jackson stood to one side, under close guard by two of Galean's men. The rest of Galean's men were attending him, some fifteen of them, standing a little bit back from him. Soldiers wearing red stood close by, and the rest of Raymond’s army milled around the whole area.

Lord Raymond, if he was looking forward to seeing Spiv and Jackson, did not betray it. He had accepted the invitation to treat with Lord Galean, and provided instructions for Lord Galean to present himself. Then he had a tent erected, and disappeared into it. When Galean arrived with his men, and with Spiv and Jackson in tow, he was shown to an area with two chairs set upon a carpet, but without shade or other comforts, and left to wait, with only a host of guards, out numbering his own men about three to one, surrounding them. They did not disarm Galean's men, but allowed them no movement, and provided no refreshment, neither water nor food. Their horses were taken, though, to be tended to, out of their sight. 

Galean himself stood with great dignity, for the better part of two hours. Finally, he gestured to one of Raymond's men. "Go and ask your superior this: Will the Lord be granting me audience still today? Or shall I return tomorrow? We will lose the light, soon, and I should like to return to my own camp, to await Lord Raymond's pleasure." The man nodded, and repeated the message, and then hurried away. In half an hour, he had not returned, and Galean was becoming increasingly uncomfortable. He finally moved to the chair closest to him, the lesser chair, and sat down to wait.

Immediately after he had sat, Lord Raymond approached the area, and Galean had to stand up again. Spiv noticed Jackson smiling at this, and he guessed then that Raymond had someone watching closely, measuring Galean's impatience and discomfort. Lord Galean bowed low to Raymond, who nodded in return.

"Lord Galean, good of you to come. Welcome." Lord Raymond sat down, and turned to speak to one of his retinue in low tones. In a moment he turned back to Galean, and as if surprised to see him still standing, he gestured to the other chair. "Sit, please, Lord Galean, sit. Make yourself comfortable."

Galean then sat down, and started to speak. "Lord Raymond, I have some requests to make…"

But Raymond was again distracted, holding his hand up to stop Galean from speaking, as another of his retinue spoke into his ear. Raymond nodded, and waved the man way before gesturing to Galean to continue. Spiv could almost watch Galean's blood pressure rising as he started again.

"Lord Raymond, as I said, I have some requests to bring to your attention, so that we may come to agreement and avoid any further bloodshed…"

Raymond interrupted him. "Oh, I'm sure we can avoid further bloodshed. That's what we are here for, isn't it? We are reasonable men, and I am not eager to expend any more of my soldiers needlessly. Say, have my men offered you no refreshment? Oh, excuse us, sir. It is a battle camp, but they should know better." He turned to one of his men. "Bring us wine… or perhaps the lord prefers beer? Or ale? I think we have some ale…?" 

"Wine would be sufficient, my lord, thank you. Now, about…"

"Bring us wine, then." Raymond turned back to Galean at last. "Now, sir, first may I inquire as to your health? You have not been wounded in battle, it appears? Good, that is good. I have been fortunate, myself, in this campaign. And your men, they have adequate provision? If this negotiation is prolonged, you may request provisions for anything you lack. We don't have anything fancy, but plenty of the basics. Your horses seem to be in fine shape, I am told, well cared for, well fed. That's to your credit. A wise officer knows the animals cannot be neglected. My men are seeing to them right now, I am sure…" he trailed off as the wine arrived, one flagon with two cups. Lord Raymond poured the wine himself, and began to select a cup, but then seemed to remember his courtesy, and gestured for the servant to offer the cups to Lord Galean, that he might select first.

Galean accepted the cup closest to him, and the servant crossed back to Raymond with the other, still on the tray. Lord Raymond took it, and raised it. "To soldiers who serve loyally, everywhere." He drank deeply. Galean raised his cup to the toast, and took a drink himself. Spiv watched his mouth pucker, as he struggled a moment and swallowed.

Spiv turned to Jackson, his eyebrows peaked. Jackson dropped his gaze and murmured, "He kept Galean in the hot sun for two hours, and more, without water. The wine, I'm sure is excellent, but very strong, and very dry. It will not make him less thirsty." He glanced up, and Spiv could see Jackson, for all his solemnity, was enjoying the spectacle greatly. He heard Lord Raymond offering another toast.

"To the men who have bravely fallen. May their families know pride in their sorrow, and derive comfort." Lord Raymond drank again, and Galean had to do likewise. Then, Galean took advantage of the moment.

"Lord Raymond… many have fallen, but others remain prisoner, and their families also look for the comfort of their safe return. May we discuss prisoner exchange?"

Raymond set his cup aside now, and attended to Lord Galean's words, gesturing for him to continue.

"I understand you have taken many hundreds of men captive, during the recent battles. I have several of your men captive also," Galean said, gesturing towards Spiv and Jackson.

Raymond responded, "Yes, of course… I noticed them. All right, then, you brought two here, you may pick two from those I have taken, save only a few I have set aside for trial, who may not be exchanged… none of those villains, I understand, are of noble blood or carry any particular importance, so it should not be an impediment to coming to an arrangement, I think. If you will turn these over to me, I shall have one of my officers escort you to view our own prisoners, from which you may select for exchange. You can also pick whichever you like to exchange for the others you hold, and I will have them released when my men arrive from your camp." Raymond began to rise, as if the business were concluded.

Lord Galean started forward in his seat. "Lord Raymond, I- well, no, I don't think it is settled that easily! I mean… well, these are men of some importance, not common soldiers…" he trailed off.

Raymond lifted his eyebrows in apparent surprise. "Well, then. What do you have in mind?" he said, settling back into his chair.

Galean squirmed a bit. This was not going as he had envisioned it. "Uh… well, I understand Jackson, here, is captain of your personal guard? I suppose… I suppose I should want a list of your prisoners, to select those of equal importance. I don't even know whom you have taken. Here, I have a list of those I have prisoner and would exchange, and you see included the names, at the bottom, of the dead." He handed a document to Raymond, who looked it over, and set it aside.

Raymond sat for a moment, as if waiting for Galean to go on. When he did not, he turned to one of his advisors. "Do we have a list of prisoners? Not complete? What about just those of rank? Good. Well, fetch the list of those with rank, please." The man moved off, and Raymond turned again to face Galean. 

"I will exchange rank for rank, so Jackson is worth any captain on the lists, or any ten cavalry soldiers, or ten sergeants. He would be worth many more common soldiers, but I will tell you now, I intend to release most of the common soldiers, so they will not be beholden to you or any other master for their liberty, and I will tell them they are no longer in your or any master's debt, and may return home if they choose to. Those who showed courage and skill in battle may also be invited to join my service, if they choose to. I know that with the Sath dead, your homelands will be in an uproar of men grabbing for lands and power. The common soldiers will not form the nucleus of a new army for you. We will not be negotiating for them. The other men you have are cavalry, and will be exchanged one for one, from those names you choose on the lists, for cavalrymen or sergeants, but no common man will be required to be exchanged if he is not willing. You will have to pick men who are willing to remain in your service.

"Regarding Joseph, the one man from your list who is not enlisted or otherwise sworn to me, except as a loyal vassal, he can be exchanged at the same value as Jackson. That is generosity on my part. Take it or leave it. I warn you that I have a wizard who is exceedingly interested in this man, and if he is not exchanged, I will grant him permission to recover Joseph any way he sees fit. I suggest you take my terms and exchange him, for I will not forbid the wizard to take any steps he chooses, should you fail to relinquish Joseph." Raymond stopped long enough to take a sip of wine.

"Now, I take it there something else, sir? I noticed there was one name left off of that list."

"Yes, my lord, that list was for prisoners to be exchanged." Galean then gestured for one of his men, who stepped forward with a bundled cloth wrapped around an elongated object, and set it down before Raymond. Raymond picked it up, and unwrapped it, revealing Spiv's dirk. Raymond glanced at it, and handed it to one of his own men, while Galean began speaking.

"It seems that one of your men for whom I have the honor to act as host, these last couple of days, has rendered you a substantial service. I thought perhaps a ransom, instead of exchange, would be in order for this man, who, I am told, is a member of your court, as well."

"What price would you set for him, sir?" was Raymond's short reply.

Galean named a figure, a figure that shocked Spiv. He began to doubt he would be set free at all, but Jackson caught his eye, and winked at him, something Spiv was startled to see.

Raymond mused a bit, and made a counter offer, and he and Galean negotiated for a few minutes. Finally, Raymond agreed. He turned once more to his retinue, and held out a hand. Someone pulled a small bag of gold coin out of his tunic, and handed it to Lord Raymond, who then leaned forward, offering it in his outstretched hand to Lord Galean. Galean seemed nonplussed for a moment, clearly expecting the ransom to be sent later, by messenger, but after hesitating only briefly, he accepted the purse with a gracious nod of his head. About then, the lists of prisoners arrived, and Lord Galean examined the names, and began selecting from them, consulting from time to time with his own retainers. 

When he had finished, Lord Raymond directed that those whose names were selected be separated from the rest, and brought forward immediately, adding only, "When you have them apart from the rest, tell them they are being exchanged. Ask if they are willing. If any are not, then ask Lord Galean to select again, until you have sufficient numbers to make the proper exchange. Make note of the names of any who are not willing. I will want to talk with them later, myself." A soldier went off, then, to gather up the named prisoners.

"Now," Lord Raymond said to Lord Galean, "Jackson is yours until we gather up the men you want for him, but you have been paid a ransom for Spiv, and he is free." Raymond gestured for Spiv to approach. Spiv, taken unaware, glanced at Jackson, not wanting to violate his parole, or leave Jackson before he was also free, but Jackson inclined his head slightly, signaling him to go. Spiv clapped him on the shoulder, and stepped forward towards Lord Raymond, bowing when he was close enough.

"Spiv, lad, well done. I will have more to say to you later." Raymond retrieved the dirk he had presented to Spiv before, and handed it to him. Spiv bowed again, and one of Raymond's officers stepped forward and ushered him off, behind Raymond's chair, symbolically returning him to Raymond's service. 

Again, Lord Galean made as if to rise, saying, "My lord, if you will send the prisoners to my camp…" But Raymond interrupted once more.

"Be seated, sir. We don't know how many of those you selected are willing to be exchanged yet, though I have not told any of them that most will be freed, so I presume that, for the most part, they will be agreeable. Still, you will not leave here with Jackson, you will leave with those you have exchanged for him. Indeed, you will leave with the exchanges for all my men, and you will send my men back to me on the horses I provide for yours to ride, immediately upon your arrival. I will send a party to aid any wounded. Is that agreeable to you?"

Lord Galean, impatient as he was to leave, let out a deep breath. "Yes, my lord. That is agreeable, if the men can be brought forward rapidly."

"Then, we have only a few other matters to discuss."

"I- we have, my lord? I don't know what else…We have completed our arrangements for prisoner exchange, all that remains is to effect that transfer. Then my men will strike the camp and return home."

"We have not yet discussed the terms of your surrender, which must come before any of you are allowed to return home… if you are allowed to."

Lord Galean stiffened. "You cannot mean that you intend to attack us, my lord? We have a truce. Hostilities are over." Galean was incredulous.

"Is that what your envoy said to you, when he returned? I told him I would be happy to treat with you, and that there need be no more hostilities, that is true. Provided we come to terms. I meant the terms of your surrender. It is not fault of mine if he garbled the message, or confused my intentions."

"But you granted me safe passage!"

"Yes, and you are safe, are you not? Were you molested entering my camp? And you will not be molested returning to your own. But at dawn we attack, unless we can agree on terms of surrender yet before you leave."

Spiv watched Lord Galean slump down in his chair. The men standing behind him stirred restlessly, but they were hopelessly outnumbered, and they had little hope if a battle were held tomorrow, in any event. Spiv looked towards Jackson, who was openly smiling now. He understood, suddenly, why Jackson had been so entertained by Raymond's manipulations. Lord Galean had agreed to the terms of prisoner exchange, which, unless he broke his word, would take place before any upcoming battle. There would be no more hostages. And if Galean broke his word, Lord Raymond was not bound by anything he had agreed to, either. The party Lord Raymond intended to send "to aid the wounded" in being repatriated would, no doubt, be a large enough force to deter any last minute deviousness which Lord Galean might otherwise decide to undertake.

Lord Raymond set his terms out plainly, and made clear that they were not negotiable. To begin with, he demanded reparations for the costs of war and damages to, his realm. The amount he set for this was far higher than the ransom he had just paid for Spiv, and no doubt, he had increased the sum by exactly what he had paid to ransom Spiv just as he handed the purse over. When Galean protested that he had little gold, nor was there any substantial amount in the enemy camp, Lord Raymond graciously provided that the balance could be offset in horses, stores, and equipment. There would be no bands of armed men moving about the countryside, committing acts of brigandage while they made their ways back to the east.

And finally, Lord Raymond did what Spiv was aching to suggest, but had no opportunity to. He made it a condition of surrender that the Sath's body and all of his personal effects would be turned over to men who would accompany Lord Galean back to his camp. He was disappointed to learn that the body had already been removed, and no doubt anything of value among the Sath's things as well, by Sathists who had been attending the Sath. He settled for whatever remained.

"Well, Lord Galean, I think we are concluded. I will send a small escort with you, in the van, and the balance of a force large enough to deal with your camp will follow shortly. Understand that my men will not hesitate to kill you if yours do not comply with the terms of your surrender. Make that clear as you approach your camp. It would be a shame to have to go through all of this again with whoever survives, tomorrow. Handle this well, and I will leave enough provisions to see you out of the country, if you do not dawdle. And when we have sorted through the equipment and the Sath's belongings, you will be free to leave, with whatever is left, and whichever of your men choose to accompany you. That will be a good number, I think. You seem to be a good leader of men. Good day to you, sir." Raymond now stood, and left the thoroughly defeated Lord Galean, who for the first time, did not seem eager to take his own leave. 
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It was only a few days later when Spiv found himself in Perryton, walking with Eldrid. It was the first they had seen of each other since the end of hostilities, and Spiv was eager to hear what had transpired with him and the others, while he and Joseph had been tracking down the Sath with Jackson. They were strolling towards the center of town, where Lord Raymond was about to hold court for several prisoners he had refused to exchange or release, because of criminal acts they committed as members of the occupying forces. Spiv and Eldrid both had been requested as possible witnesses, but they understood that there were many names were on the witness lists, so no one knew who might be called to offer testimony, if it was needed, and who would not be. They talked of other things. Spiv was hoping to ask Eldrid about Leanne; if she remained in Perryton, or had gone home, but first he had other information he had to give Eldrid. He had just related how he had not thought to try to locate the green stone until it was too late. It was not found among the things the Sath's attendants had left behind. Eldrid was not overly upset about it, though.

"Even if it is lost, that is a better outcome than we might have hoped for, Spiv. Without the skills of the Sath, it is merely useful for making crops grow better, and livestock put on weight faster. I shouldn't worry overly much about it. We have time, now, and it may still turn up."

"It would ease my mind if it did… Eldrid, I have so many things I want to ask you about…" He was about to ask about Leanne, but something else came to mind, and took his mind in a different direction. "What do you think was happening, there before Joseph killed the Sath? I keep going over it in my mind, and I can't understand it. Why did time slow down like that for me? And why wouldn't the one arrow work for me? The others did."

"Spiv, I think that arrow would only have worked for Joseph. It was a tool made by a Frith, for a frith to use. And you are not a frith."

"And, what… Joseph is, now? Is that it? He learned enough Frithic magic to… to use their weapons?"

Eldrid nodded. "Yes, but, it is more than that, really. Joseph always had an affinity for Frithic things, from the moment I met him. Remember, that arrow found Joseph before he had learned any Frithic magic." Eldrid paused a moment. "I suppose it is even possible that Joseph's experience with that arrow… changed him. Perhaps it made him a good candidate for Frithic magic. That would be worth investigating, were that arrow not lost."

"Yes, that has bothered me, too. I recovered all the others, the special ones, but that one… Jackson had a hundred men looking for it, but it is gone. Somehow, that nags at me. It was a weapon made specifically to be used against a Sath, and I know there isn't one now, but…" And here, Eldrid cut him off, and interrupted him.

"Spiv, here, sit down with me a moment." Eldrid gestured Spiv to move off the path, and they sat next to one another, in the shade of a tree nearby. "There are two things I should tell you. 

“First, though you and Joseph managed to destroy one Sath, someone created him, and therefore we should assume that the knowledge for that process still exists somewhere. We don't know all that goes into the creation of a Sath… but it was done, and by someone who knew what they were about. We may have twenty years before we see another one. Or… we may not. There may be one almost ready, even now."

"I see that, Eldrid. I have thought about it. But I don't know what we can do about it. Just… try to be ready, I guess, right?"

"Well, there is something else, Spiv. I told you, there are two things I should tell you. You know that there can be only one Sath at a time, yes?"

"Grisholm told me, yes."

"The Sath is born and raised under certain circumstances, which help to form him into what he becomes. He has potential, from when he is conceived, through application of the Magic of Sowing, used to determine characteristics both innate and circumstantial. And after that, he must be trained and shaped, from earliest youth, in certain ways to develop properly for the purposes of the Sathists. But the final step in a Sath 'becoming' is, if there is an existing Sath, the new Sath, to 'become,' must defeat him, destroy him. Not necessarily by his own hand, but by strategy, he must be the victor in a struggle with the previous Sath. If there is no current Sath, then he must vanquish his closest rival, another potential who also, in that combat, has the possibility of 'becoming' the Sath. This combat is a part of the process of making a Sath, and it results in a kind of awakening of his abilities."

"I see. So… you are saying we might hear of a battle of potential Saths, and that might be a call to arms, so to speak? A warning that we have another Sath to deal with?"

"No, Spiv. I am saying… your battle with the Sath, your experience of time slowing down… and your decision to give that arrow to Joseph to use… Well, let's go over some things. Your mother died when you were quite young, yes? And your father before you were grown, I think. Further, he died by strangulation, when he was hanged by the townsfolk, is that correct? It was a hurried and inexpert hanging, not an expertly arranged hanging, by a real executioner, which might have broken his neck, so it is likely he strangled, if you will forgive me for saying it so bluntly. And you, you are very close to the same age as the Sath, don't you think? You could, conceivably, have shared the exact birth date, even the same birth hour, if there was some way to check it. You also had a variety of different kinds of specialized training throughout your childhood, the kinds of training that develop the mind as well as the body, isn't that so? With some special emphasis on applications of strategy, and discipline in memorization, mechanical and logical reasoning, abstract thought… many things of that sort, I think. Isn't that a fair summation?

Spiv looked at Eldrid, his mind falling numb as he grasped all at once what Eldrid was driving at. "You think… me?"

"I think it is very likely, Spiv. If you had not been raised to eschew any use of magic, you might have discovered something about your own potential, long ago. Your birth, your parent's deaths, your training in various disciplines… the fact that the Sath could always detect you, and took a special interest in you immediately, when he met you the first time. I think he sensed something when you met him at the old fortress. And then in his camp, he became aware that you were his rival, the first potential Sath that had come for combat, after his own 'becoming.' We don't know everything about creating a Sath, but what we know… well, it fits, Spiv. And you defeated the Sath. Your unusual experience during that fight, the way time changed for you, and for the Sath… that would certainly have prevented the effective use of an army, and you know the old legend, that an army is useless in a battle between Saths… well, the conclusion is certain, I think."

"But… Joseph killed him, not me!"

"It was your work, Spiv. You figured it out, and you distracted the Sath long enough for Joseph, an apprentice frith at best, to do the job, and at your bidding. It was your battle to win or lose, and Joseph was simply a tool, a weapon in your arsenal. Your only weapon, and with that arrow, a very good and effective weapon. But one that simply acted on your design. So, a whole army would have been useless, true. But you found a way to use one man, a frith, the natural enemy of a Sath, and you were victorious. Just as the Sath, at some previous time, had to defeat a rival, who was also attempting to 'become.' It doesn't matter if he killed him with his own hands, so long as he defeated him by his own design, and in face-to-face combat, not by means of something indirect, such as burning down the building he happens to be in, or poisoning his wine. Two men, both with the Sath potential, aware that they are in combat for their lives. That is the battle you fought, and won."

Spiv sat quiet for a time, digesting this, before he asked, "Well, it doesn't have to be my destiny, does it? I mean, I can go on with my life. I don't even have to learn any magic. You and Ben don't even know any Sath magic, to speak of, so I couldn't learn it anyway."

"That is correct, Spiv, so far as it goes. You will be a very unusual Sath, with unique limitations, though perhaps also with unique abilities. I have no doubt that over time, you will find some things you can do that will surprise you. But here is the point: If another Sath is being made, when he is ready to 'become,' he will have to find you, Spiv. You are the Sath. He can't just battle a rival candidate. It won't work, because there is a Sath now… you. He will have to face you, and engage in combat with you, and kill you, in order that he become aware of his ability, and be able to use his knowledge fully. And when he looks for you, he will find you, and he will know you, as you knew the Sath, and found him." Eldrid stopped talking, and gestured for Spiv to get up with him. Neither of them spoke for a time, as they walked along.

When the building they were headed to came into sight, Eldrid continued speaking, as if they had not stopped. "It may be that no one knows of you, or not yet, at any rate. I have not discussed this with Ben, nor will I, though he may figure it out himself, if he gives it any consideration. I suggest you never speak of it, to anyone, unless you find a Sathist teacher you trust, and undertake to learn more of your abilities… and in that you should be most cautious. If you choose that path, speak to me of anyone you think of approaching, let me see what I can learn of him before you trust that secret to him. Keep this in mind, though: Whoever made the Sath, if he is making more, will have to create more than one, at the very least two. He will not know yet, most likely, that there is a Sath now, so he will make two, in order that one will defeat the other and 'become' a Sath. Moreover, he has lost two already, so why stop there? If two, then why not ten? Eventually, he will set them at one another, hoping the victor will find his ability awakened. He will be disappointed when the victor does not 'become' a Sath. Perhaps he will think there was an error, something done wrong, and that his candidates were flawed, the first time this happens. So, it may take him a while, but eventually, he will happen across the idea that it only means there is already a Sath in the world. 

"It will be Joseph whom they first suspect of being a Sath, since he actually killed the previous one. For his defense, Ben and I have decided we will do our best to make him a frith. I think that would happen even if we did not make the attempt. It is in him, already, I think. He is a frith. He might even have the talent to be the Frith, someday, if we can gather sufficient knowledge, and pass it on to him. And as you pointed out before, he is already teaching us some things. Well, it is the best defense we can conceive of, and Joseph is willing to work hard at it. We shall see how it goes. But eventually, the makers of the Sath will make the new Sath candidates, if there are not already some developing. And eventually they will piece together enough information to decide that it is you they seek. I'm sorry, Spiv. But when that happens, someday, someone will come for you, to do combat, and 'become,' if he is able, by killing you."

Now they had arrived at the center of town, and could see the building where Lord Raymond would hold court, and pass sentence on the criminals he held. Everything else had left Spiv's mind, and he contemplated it all as he and Eldrid passed through the town center, and past the stocks, where nearly a dozen men were being abused by the crowd, the stocks holding their bodies bent over at the waist, and their heads and their wrists enclosed in great wooden blocks, helpless against the abuse rained upon them. They were the accused criminals Raymond would sentence today, the worst of an occupying army, now routed. Children were whipping them with reeds and switches, and adults were spitting on them, and worse. Spiv hated to see the brutality of it, but it was normal, the justice of the times. It was not a question of guilt or innocence, and Raymond would, very likely, merely have the indictments for their crimes read aloud, and give them one chance to speak in their own defense before passing sentence. 

Spiv had not heard what their crimes were, but he remembered the men he and Joseph had rescued some local women from, on their way to the old fortress. He wondered if the survivors of that incident might be among the accused, but their heads were held down in the stocks, and he was not able to see if any wore the branded "R" of rapists he and Joseph had put upon their foreheads. He had other things on his mind just now, anyway, trying to take in all Eldrid had told him. He simply assumed all their crimes would be similarly heinous. In any case, the sentences were sure to be death, because Raymond would not have prevented them leaving with their army if they were not guilty of horrible acts. They would be beheaded, or hanged, or drawn, or executed in some other gruesome manner, and the whole town had turned out to see the spectacle.

Eldrid and Spiv passed on and entered the building. It was a great hall, normally used by magistrates appointed by Lord Raymond for adjudicating civil matters and minor criminal issues which did not warrant Raymond's own attention. Raymond would preside, today, but he held the proceedings here because this hall was the seat of the people's justice, and the crimes these men were accused of today, and would be condemned for, were crimes against the people, as well as crimes against the crown. Lord Raymond had pardoned the crimes against the crown when he released the enemy soldiers he had taken prisoner; all that remained were the crimes against the people, the brutal acts perpetrated on peasants and commoners, and perhaps on soldiers taken as prisoners... that sort of thing. Spiv recognized the politics involved in the decision, but he thought it mattered little where the criminals stood when they received their sentence, here in the people's hall, or in Raymond's court. He suspected the condemned would not find either venue to their liking.

When they arrived inside, they looked around for a bit, knowing that Joseph and Ben were also supposed to be present. Spiv spotted them, and he was not surprised to see Newport and Grisholm as well, for wherever Ben went they would be close by. He was happy to see them all, but especially Joseph, and he shook off his preoccupation with the things Eldrid and he had been discussing. Joseph and Ben were deep in conversation about something, oblivious to what was going on around them. Spiv wondered if Ben's other students were learning to tolerate Joseph's intrusion into their circle yet. He moved over to the group to greet them.

"Hello, Joseph. You're looking well." Spiv smiled at his friend, realizing just how much he had missed his company these last two days. They had traveled far and long together, these last few weeks. Then Spiv greeted the others. "Ben, nice to see you… Newport, Grisholm, how are you? It's good to see you all. And Ruthe, good, nice to see you, I didn't know you would be here." A chorus of hellos met him, but Joseph was closest.

"Spiv!" Joseph turned and clapped his arm around Spiv's shoulders, hugging him from one side, though it was only a couple of days since they had been separated. "I've got some things to tell you! It's exciting, Spiv, so exciting!"

"Yes, well, I've heard you have a full-time apprenticeship in wizardry, Joseph. Could that be the source of your excitement? Or is it some new parlor trick Ben ferreted out of the Frith's journal and taught you?" Spiv couldn't resist teasing him.

"Ah, Eldrid told you? I was hoping to surprise you with it! Can you believe it? A wizard, a Frithic wizard! It's a long way from selling swords, isn't it?" Joseph's grin was infectious, and Spiv smiled back, happy for his friend, happy for his enthusiasm. "My family won't believe it! I was hoping you would go back with me, to Sessing's Cross, and be there with me when I tell them about it. I'll go as soon as I can get these taskmasters to give me a week off of studying to run home. Remember, you have a horse to pick up, there, so you may as well travel with me, eh? We'll go home as heroes, Spiv! You have to go with me, or they won't believe it anyway!"

Now Ben was tugging on Spiv's sleeve, drawing his attention to something.

"Spiv, you haven't said hello to all your friends, here." Spiv turned to look, and he saw her. It was Leanne, looking prettily at him. Spiv had not seen her since they sent her away, when the Sath came to the old fortress. Suddenly, the rest of it all fell away, and he saw nothing but her for a moment. He smiled to see her, and started to speak, but he hesitated, not having planned for greeting her, and just then a bailiff announced the commencement of the proceedings. The room went suddenly, entirely silent, and Spiv missed his chance to speak, as Lord Raymond the Red entered and took the magistrate's seat at the front, high above the rest of the room. Spiv managed to move to Leanne's side, and he was not quite conscious of everything else going on, just very happy to be there, with his friend Joseph on one side, and Leanne on the other, though just now, Spiv looked only at Leanne, who smiled shyly, while some voices droned on around him, the proceedings under way. In a moment, the first of the accused was brought in, and his name announced. Spiv paid no attention. He didn't notice anything, until, next to him, Joseph stiffened, and hissed one word.

"Halgard…"

Now Spiv was jolted back to awareness, looking around as he tried to catch up to what was going on. Halgard, the torturer they had rescued another Horker from, who had called himself Frin. Halgard, who had ordered a man flayed alive, simply because he had no information to give him, and who they had worried might be hunting them, until greater concerns put him from their minds. He was standing in chains, at the front of the room, in front of Lord Raymond. Spiv began to listen to the bailiff, as he continued reading aloud the charges brought against the villain, Halgard.

"… are accused of murder and pillaging, in that you did give orders and oversee the sacking and setting to the torch, against the peace of the people, the loyal subjects of Lord Raymond, our sovereign, the peaceful village of Sessing's Cross, the burning of which was complete, and left not any survivors, except fourteen, who escaped both fire and the swords wielded by your command, and thereafter testified against you. Therefore you stand accused of the murder of not less than four hundred loyal subjects, including men, women and children who resided in that village…" 

The bailiff read on, but his voice was lost again to Spiv, who could do nothing, except to take hold of Joseph, and hold on to him, though he did not know if he held him up, from falling, or held him back, from attacking Halgard, who had done this thing, burned Joseph's home town, and killed everyone in it. It was too much to bear, and Spiv knew only that he could not ask his friend to bear it alone. And he waited for Joseph to realize, as he surely would, what Spiv had already come to understand: That Halgard had no reason to sack and burn Sessing's Cross, except that Spiv had sent Frin there, and when the date of this atrocity was mentioned, as it surely would be, Joseph would recognize what had brought Halgard there. It would be almost the same date that they had rescued Frin, and sent him to Sessing's Cross, no more than a day or two after. And Spiv wondered if they would be friends after that, as he held onto Joseph, holding him up. He remembered, then, what Eldrid had said about Joseph, in a different context, just a little while ago, without knowing any of this, not even speaking of Spiv and his friendship with Joseph. 

Eldrid had said that Joseph was "… a frith, the natural enemy of a Sath." Spiv held on to his friend.
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Prologue

 “… are accused of murder and pillaging, in that you did give orders and oversee the sacking and setting to the torch, against the peace of the people, the loyal subjects of Lord Raymond, our sovereign, the peaceful village of Sessing’s Cross, the burning of which was complete, and left not any survivors, except fourteen, who escaped both fire and the swords wielded by your command, and thereafter testified against you. Therefore you stand accused of the murder of not less than four hundred loyal subjects, including men, women and children who resided in that village…” The bailiff had a deep, sonorous voice that seemed to roll across the crowded room. Outside the main doors, the town crier repeated his words for the benefit of the townsfolk who arrived after the building was full, and could not get in.


 It was first of the trials, such as they were, of the men Lord Raymond had refused to exchange or release at the end of the war with the Sath. After his men had killed the Sath, and his army had defeated the Sath's army, Lord Raymond had allowed nearly all of the surviving enemy soldiers to return home, sans arms and armor. The exceptions were men who had been accused of heinous acts against Lord Raymond's subjects while the Sath's army occupied the region, in the first weeks of the invasion. This was the day each of those men would answer for their crimes, and Lord Raymond sat in the magistrate's seat, listening with half an ear to the bailiff's reading of the charges. He already knew what the charges were for all the fourteen men who would be paraded through today. Further, he knew the outcome of the trials before they began. There was no prosecutor, and no defense. The accused had no rights, save those Raymond allowed them. This was a trial only in the sense that the people would hear the charges before sentence was pronounced and carried out, and Lord Raymond had only one question for the accused, after the charges were read.


 "Captain Halgard. Is that right? You are, indeed, Captain Halgard?" Raymond asked the prisoner. Halgard stood before him, in chains, his head down, not in shame or fear, but simply in tired resignation. He had been held imprisoned for weeks, being one of the first captives taken by Raymond's army. His clothes were filthy and he stank. His hair, long when he was captured, was now longer, and wildly ratty. His beard, neatly trimmed a few weeks ago, now tangled and bushed out in all directions. Now, he refused to speak. Lord Raymond tried a different tactic. "Captain Halgard, is it not true that you sacked and looted Sessing's Cross, and after you removed all the valuables you could find, you had your men set fire to the town? What say you?"


 Finally, the accused man lifted his tired face, meeting the eyes of his judge. "I am a soldier, as you are. You know what I did. You have likely done similar things." He spoke in a monotone, as if hardly caring whether anyone heard him, or believed him. He went on with more animation, though, as if once started down this path, he had gained momentum. "Spies came into my camp, and helped a prisoner to escape. I pursued them, as was my duty, and followed that prisoner to the town, Sessing's Cross. I found a witness, who told me he had seen a man such as my prisoner ride into town the day before I arrived, and on a horse that I recognized the description of, a horse I had seen in the possession of the spies. Therefore, I concluded the witness was telling the truth. I tore the town apart, but I could not find the prisoner, nor could I find anyone else who would tell me more. Even under pain of death, they would not speak. Obviously, the town had harbored and abetted the fugitive. Obviously, they were still obstructing me. Therefore, it was also obvious that the town had to burn. Had they given over this one man to me, I would not have molested the townsfolk. One man, for a whole village. They were fools, the prisoner was not even local. It was simply a way for them to obstruct me, and I had to burn them as an example. You understand this, of course, as you are a soldier."


 Indeed, Raymond did understand, which was not to say he agreed. The story was much as Raymond had gathered it to be before the man spoke, but Raymond was not interested in his account or the circumstances of his decisions. He did not bother to correct the prisoner, enlightening him with the knowledge that Raymond had never, and never would have, under any circumstances he could conceive of, perpetrated such an act as slaughtering a whole village because they defied an occupying army by helping a civilian escape custody. He sought only to establish that this man before him was, in fact, Captain Halgard. It was his only real question. Lord Raymond had other details, details that Halgard would think immaterial. For example, Raymond knew that the man Halgard had pursued was not in Raymond's service at all, but, so far as he could tell, simply an innocent traveler. But it didn't matter. Burning an entire village, putting those who ran to the sword, was not something Raymond would tolerate or forgive, even if the prisoner had been someone important. Now that the prisoner had acknowledged his identity, Lord Raymond pursed his lips, for a moment pretending to consider the gravity of the words his captive spoke, before passing sentence.


 "Halgard, Captain in the Army of the Sath, lately of…" here Raymond paused to recall the name of the city, information his interrogators had previously obtained, "of North Tallbridge, you are pronounced guilty of murder and pillage, and sentenced to death. You will be returned to the town square and placed in stocks, where you will be subjected to shame and humiliation at the hands of the people of Perryton, and whatever other loyal subjects are present, for the remainder of the day, until the proceedings here are concluded. At or before nightfall today, you will be beheaded." And then, to the guards on each side of the prisoner, "Take him away."


 Guards, standing close, now roughly grabbed his arms, and began hustling Halgard outside, through the crowd in the main room. Halgard offered no resistance, but was harshly handled regardless. He had barely been started out when Raymond called for the next prisoner. The man was brought before him, and the proceedings cycled through again. 


 Of fourteen prisoners, only two were not to die today. Those two had denied that they were the men named in the charges read, and no witnesses were immediately available who could, with reasonable certainty, identify them. Raymond was confident he had the right men, but it was good practice to follow the proper forms. They would keep, so they were remanded back into the custody of the jailer for further investigation. Those men would not be released or executed until their identity could be verified, one way or the other.


 



 The crowd formed again long before dusk, local people competing for the places with the best view. Lord Raymond had sentenced twelve men to death, that day, and executions were a spectacle not to be missed. Though it was a brutal time, and life was not valued as highly as someone might think, the death penalty was not common in Lord Raymond's lands. When there was a rare execution, people brought their whole families to watch, since it was generally thought to be beneficial for children to see the logical outcome of evil, as a lesson against criminal behavior. Parents wanted their children to see how poorly led lives came to bad ends. The result was that executions became almost like a carnival. Venders moved about in the crowd, vying for sales of beer and wine, extending cups that, once used, were simply refilled for the next customer. They also hawked food that could easily be eaten standing up, without utensils, such as roasted ears of corn, or hot potatoes, flipped with expert dexterity out of bins and boxes, to be juggled by the customer from hand to hand, until they cooled enough to hold and eat. Musicians strolled about among the people, or stood on corners, playing tunes and working for tips. Entertainers such as a man on stilts, walking about, and even a boxed puppet show, at the far end of the town square, all carried on simply because there were large numbers of people about, and lots of people meant a fait bit of money available to be made, while the crowd milled about, excited and restive.


 As the sun eased its lazy way towards setting, Lord Raymond appeared at a second story balcony overlooking the square. Always a popular lord, today he was as much loved as the condemned men were hated, and once he was seen, the people began to cheer, the sound swelling as other people looked around to see what the noise was about and, catching sight of him, joined in. He waited for the noise to abate. When it had subsided somewhat, he raised his hand, and signaled for the prisoners to be brought forward.


 Soldiers had already removed the miscreants from the stocks. They were chained together in a string, one after the other, in the same order they had been sentenced, and now they were herded forward, Halgard the first on the chain. They were stiff, and had trouble walking easily, after all the hours they were made to stand bent over at the waist. All of them were adorned with the stains and residue of rotted food hurled at them while they were helpless in the stocks. And they were bruised and cut, from random whippings, blows with fists and sticks, and rocks hurled at them, and their hair matted with spittle and other substances, evidence of the "shame and humiliation at the hands of the people" mentioned in Lord Raymond's sentencing.


 Below and in front of Raymond's balcony, a large platform had been constructed, perhaps four feet off the ground, with steps on one side to mount the stage, for a stage is what it truly was. On that platform was a large table built of thick timbers, and solidly supported, just a little shorter than an average man, and standing just a bit less than waist high. Leather strapping was anchored to the wood, forming three belts, staggered at equal distances down its length. A wicker basket was placed at one end, the end closest to the audience. The men, one after another, would be strapped face down, head towards the onlookers, with the edge of the table under their chins, so that when the axe fell, their heads could be expected to fall off into the basket, but their necks would be supported. The end of the table would also receive the blade of the axe, after it passed through the neck of the condemned, stopping its swing with a crisp "chunk," to announce the completion of the act to anyone who could not clearly see. A well-placed and powerful stroke would end with the blade cutting deep into the wood, and it sounded different from a poorly performed blow, which often made a wet "thwack," signaling that another stroke, or with bad luck, several, would be required to sever the head completely. But the final sound would be an axe biting into wood, regardless, even if the reluctant head had already fallen. It was all a part of the theater of execution, where good blows would be met with cheers, and poorly struck blows would generate boos and jeers from the audience. 


 The axe man himself had been sitting on that platform for the last hour, stoning his axe with long rasping strokes, bringing it to keen sharpness in full view of passers-by. It was an advertisement, a tease, a billboard touting the events to come.


 To aid in the visual presentation, and to give the executioner the best chance to ply his trade well, even in failing sunlight, torches were arranged around the platform. To one side, a smith stood by on the ground near the steps leading up to the stage. The smith was there to strike off the chains of each man, as he was required for execution, before he mounted the platform, and torches were burning there, around his anvil as well, to provide sufficient light as the sun set, so that he would not inadvertently crush the hands and fingers of the men who were about to suffer a more severe penalty. Incompetence of that sort would not be well received by the crowd, some of whom would immediately begin to sympathize with the unfortunate prisoner, though paradoxically, if Raymond had ordered the prisoners hands severed as a part of the punishment, that would be acceptable… so long as it was done efficiently. It was incompetence the crowd could not tolerate, not brutality. 


 The prisoners were stopped near the smith, and the soldiers then turned them to face Lord Raymond. The crowd grew silent, expecting Raymond to speak. For his part, Lord Raymond, looking down on it all, was ready to be done with the whole thing. He had nothing more he wanted to say, and did not feel obligated to provide more ceremony to the day. He simply watched as the final preparations were made. Here, a boy was throwing down straw, under the platform, and in front of it, to soak up the blood that would drain down through the planks that made up the execution platform. The executioner supervised him, pointing out where to put a bit more, and where to level out a clump that was not properly strewn on the ground. Over there, just on the other side of the platform, a large water trough was full, and a man stood ready with a full bucket, to sluice over the execution table in between victims. It would not do to ask a man to lie down in the blood of the one who went before him. Seeing that all was now made ready, there was nothing left except to start. 


 Raymond raised his hand to signal commencement, and the smith picked up his hammer, and the executioner put down his stone and stood, axe ready in his hands, anticipating his command. Raymond hesitated. Something had changed. It was not obvious, but… was it getting brighter, somehow, as the sun set?


 The people nearest the center of action had not noticed it, at first, but those further away did. The torches near the smith's anvil, while previously leaking thin wisps of black smoke into the air, were now producing thicker, more substantial amounts of smoke, which rose faster in the air. In another moment, the flames of those torches began to rise higher, as well. Now the people nearby could hardly fail to notice it, as the torches flared out of proportion to their size, and the crowd began to move back, murmuring and milling about. Soldiers near the torches pulled them down, and began beating them and rolling the ends on the ground, to extinguish them. Lord Raymond watched, noticing immediately that the torches around the execution platform had not changed, only those near the smith… near the prisoners. The torches did not go out, in spite of being stamped on and rolled.


 The torch fires continued to burn furiously, working well past the oil soaked rags tied onto the ends of the long wooden sticks, and the handles themselves were on fire, forcing the soldiers who had grasped them to toss them down, and while a few continued to stamp on the flames or kick dirt over them, most of them backed up a few feet. Raymond's eyes narrowed, taking it all in, and he did not flinch when the hard green wood of the torches' handles began to pop, the water and resin in the wood boiling with the heat of the fire before it could be released to burn normally. One after another, the green wood sticks exploded in showers of sparks. Embers flew in all directions, out to a radius of perhaps twenty feet, showering bystanders, soldiers, and prisoners alike. A woman screamed, and the crowd showed signs of panic at the strange events. Raymond had a thought, and signaled to his men, down below. Could someone have tampered with the torches, to provide a distraction, while they rushed in to rescue some or all of the condemned? His men moved in, surrounding the prisoners. No one would escape this day.


 But in a moment, things calmed down a bit, as embers landing in clothes and hair were patted and smothered, and now the offending torches were burned out, only a couple small scraps of rags from the ends still burning on the ground. Everything was back to normal. Except, Raymond perceived there was some commotion still, among the prisoners. Raymond focused there. His soldiers were backing up, just a little, then more. He could see past them now, as the bunched soldiers widened out, and he could see the prisoners… one of them was jumping about, cavorting strangely. It was Halgard. What was he doing? Perhaps… had he gone mad? Raymond was surprised; he thought Halgard had the courage to face his fate. But immediately, he could see it now, Halgard was on fire, his shirt burning on his back, going up in a bright conflagration.


 Halgard, madly slapping at his shirt, but unable to reach the flames, fell to the ground and tried to roll. He was impeded by the chain that bound him to the other men, and those men now tried to back away from him, so with every roll away, he was brought up short, and with every roll in the other direction, towards his fellow prisoners, he rolled onto the chain, which was then pulled back from him, rolling him back off. The flames grew, and now his hair and beard were burning, as well as his trousers, the fire spreading all over him, as though he had been doused in oil before being lit. His frenzy did not slow the flames, but seemed to fan them higher.


 The other prisoners, still trying to move away from him, could not escape the limits of the chain. The result was that they were now dragging Halgard about the square, in the space between the platform and the crowd. Soldiers, not keen on getting close to the surreal scene, nevertheless moved to block the prisoners from breaking out of the open space, using pikes to keep them at a distance, but still turning them back to the middle ground. Part of Raymond's mind made a note to commend them for their attention to their duty.


 Now, of the twelve men on the chain, one of them burning unnaturally, two or three gathered their wits. The fourth and the sixth men on the chain were large, strong types, bigger than their fellows. They brought the others under control in the same way panicked soldiers on the battlefield were brought under control: Physical abuse. They cuffed and clouted the others, knocking a couple down. One would not be calmed, and finally, the sixth man gathered up a bit of slack in the chain and whacked him in the head with it, dazing him. Now that they had control, they started the group as a body, directing them to move towards the water trough, pulling Halgard's burning, but now still and perhaps lifeless body along behind them.


 Raymond saw what they were doing, and briefly considered commuting the sentences of the two leaders. Fire was a serious threat, in a town constructed almost entirely of wood, and he saw that these cool-headed men had determined the best way to deal with it. He could use such men, if they were properly disciplined, and they had earned some consideration by their actions, if they saved the town from a possible fire starting in the buildings. He calculated the response he might expect from the people if he did this, while he watched their progress. They pulled Halgard's body closer to the water, even as the flames continued to burn brightly, though there could not have been any cloth left on it to burn. It was the flesh itself that now fueled the fire. They positioned themselves on one side of the trough, the body on the other, and used the chain to haul it up and over the side, and now it lay across the trough, face down, hands pulled by the manacles on one side, and legs hanging over the other. The men swung around to one end, pulling Halgard's body with them, until it aligned with the dimensions of the water trough and fell into the water. The body floated, and burned.


 The third and fourth men wasted no time, stepping forward, and without any tools to help, they simply wet their arms up to their shoulders, and then pushed the body down, under the water, with their hands, and held it under. A moment later they both yelped, and raised their hands up out of the water again, the burns they had received on their bare hands causing them substantial pain. The body rose then, and as it broke the surface of the water, burst into flames again, burning higher and hotter than ever. Raymond's eyes widened slightly at the sight. It was obvious now, this was wizard's work, and he began to scan the crowd, looking for someone who could be causing all of this.


 But now there was something else. The third man, though he had wet his sleeves to the shoulders, was now also burning. His water-drenched sleeves had caught fire. Screaming and gibbering, he moved to the end of the trough and thrust his arms back in the water, in and out, in and out, and each time he removed them they ignited again. The others on the chain stayed back as best they could, but they could not move far. Halgard's body, in the trough, was an anchor, and they could not get the leverage needed to pull it out, because the second man would not cooperate, stupid with fear, nor would the third, as he sought to extinguish his own arms, pulling the chain to remain near the water, even as his mates pulled him away from it. In moments he was burning all over as well, and fell to the ground, and the second man, caught between the two burning bodies, now fainted. He fell across the trough, and was burning also, in moments, catching fire from Halgard's body, as well. With three burning now, the others looked to the smith, and to the soldiers around them, pleading to be released from the chains. But the smith was long gone, having run away some time before, and the soldiers were not interested in coming any closer to something they did not understand, and feared.


 Raymond saw how the space between the chained prisoners and the soldiers was increasing. Indeed, he could see every detail, as the light from the fires illuminated everything. He could even feel a bit of heat from the fires, and he was perhaps sixty feet away. He realized that the fires were unnaturally hot, as well as bright and inextinguishable… and still growing. His soldiers were backing off not just from fear, but because of the unnatural heat. These men, the prisoners, were doomed to burn, it was clear to him. His mouth tightened into a thin line. They were condemned men, yes, but… He had not ordered these men burned. He had ordered them beheaded, but that was not going to happen. He turned and spoke quietly to a man beside him, who nodded once, and ran off on an errand. As he turned back, he realized that the chain between the second and third men was beginning to glow a dull red, and the fourth man, that natural leader, who had kept his head with one other, when the rest were running about like children, was now flailing his arms. Raymond watched, and in a moment he could see that the manacles that bound him to the chain must be heating up. He held his arms up, and shook his hands, but Raymond could see tendrils of smoke coming off his wrists. He was being branded, by those manacles, even now, and his face contorted in agony.


 There was little Raymond could do from where he stood. He had given instructions, and now waited for them to be carried out. His mind turned to processing what he had seen. It was obviously not a natural fire, and he had already concluded the cause was wizard's work. He knew of three men in his realm who could probably do this, but they were, he thought, loyal men. Indeed, all three of them had used unnatural fire, aiding his cause in battle, just recently. Did this mean there was a fourth? Someone else, unknown to him, who could do such things? Or was one of the three defying his order that these men were to be beheaded?


 Now Raymond saw his instructions being carried out. Archers stepped forward, and the men in chains saw them coming. Some of them stepped forward, preferring arrows to being burned alive. Others simply dropped their heads, remembering now that they had entered the square as condemned men, and remained condemned men now. The arrows flew, and Raymond noted they were all well aimed, and struck true. He made a note to commend these men as well. A second flight, and all the condemned were down, including the burning men. He looked at the one which had fainted, and noted with approval that he was not overlooked, an arrow rising from his exposed back, flames already licking at the shaft, and the feathers of the fletching curling up on themselves.


 One bold officer stopped forward, drawing his sword, and walked as close as he could to the flames, intending to check all the bodies, and deliver mercy strokes to any who were not already dead, but he found he could not approach close enough to do so, in the heat still pouring off the flaming bodies. Never mind, Raymond thought. He had seen enough dead men to know these were all finished. He turned back off the balcony and re-entered the building. Later, it would be reported to him that in only moments the fires had died out, after all the men on the chain were dead. His soldiers would have the whole thing cleaned up before daylight, as soon as everything had cooled enough to be handled. Raymond sat up, waiting for reports.


 After a time, he was informed that the manacles placed on Halgard had been deformed, half melted in the heat of the fires. He asked about the people in the crowd, and learned that, as he expected, there were no serious injuries, and that while there was a lot of talk about the events in the taverns around the town, there was nothing useful that had been overheard by anyone yet. He dismissed his men, and prepared for bed, but gave instructions at the last minute for a meeting in the morning.


 



 Rising early, Lord Raymond was not surprised to find Eldrid already waiting on him when he strode into his audience chambers before sunrise. Eldrid, his most senior and learned wizard, looked as though he had not slept at all, the night before. Lord Raymond, himself, had slept soundly, as he characteristically did, even on nights before battle. It did not occurred to him that Eldrid might have been up worrying; he simply assumed the old wizard had been up all night looking into the events that had taken place, in order to be ready to discuss it with Lord Raymond.


 "What do you make of it, Eldrid? Wizard's work, yes?"


 Eldrid bowed his agreement. "Yes, my lord. Assuredly, wizard's work."


 "Not yours, I know. Who, then? Ben? The young one, Joseph? Or do we have another, an unknown wizard, among my subjects?"


 "I cannot say, my lord. I can't imagine either alternative, that one of yours defied you, burning these men before they could be properly executed, or that someone else, someone unknown to me, has found this magic. It was, obviously, Fire Magic, which is the most common of the six categories of magic. I thought, perhaps someone from outside the realm, infiltrating the town, and hidden in the crowd. That seems the most likely scenario. But it is an uncomfortable idea."


 "Hmmph. As you say, any of those is an uncomfortable answer. Keep your eyes open, Eldrid. Look into it. I expect you to find me some answers."


 The audience was over, and Eldrid took his leave. He was troubled, though. It was true, he could not really imagine Ben or Joseph doing such a thing. But he did not tell Lord Raymond the entire scope of his own thoughts. Eldrid had heard many townsfolk, yesterday, before the executions were attempted, opine that beheading was not sufficient punishment for Halgard, that he should have been burned at the stake for what he had done. And he was not sure whether or not Lord Raymond knew that Joseph was from Sessing's Cross, himself, and that all his family and friends had been killed when the town was sacked and burned by that sadist, Halgard. If anyone had obvious motive and means to accomplish what had happened last night, it was Joseph. Eldrid was sure that Raymond was not aware of what Eldrid himself knew: That Joseph had more natural talent for Frithic magic than Ben and himself combined. It was perhaps fortunate, he thought, that Joseph himself did not seem to know it either. Yet.
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