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Sitting in an inn now for nigh on a week has
worn on his nerves. The man whom he contacted shortly after
arriving in town should have brought word by this time, but hasn’t.
He dared not leave the inn due to the slight fact that his life was
wanted by a certain element in town. Only by meeting with the
elusive head of the Thieves Guild could he rectify the
situation.

Bart again went to the window and looked out
for the thousandth time since entering the room six days ago. Over
in the corner sat his pack that he hoped held enough gems and coins
to enable him to buy the death mark and become reinstated in the
Thieves Guild.

Thinking back on how his life had changed
since he sided with Gerrick in his attempt to become the master of
the underworld here in Wardean, he would do it again despite how it
turned out. When the attempt failed, Gerrick had disappeared. All
who supported him were systematically hunted down and killed. Those
who had the good fortune to escape the initial slaughter had a
bounty placed on their head, a death mark. Bart had narrowly
escaped one such attempt a month ago in the small town of
Quillim.

There were only two ways in which a death
mark could be removed. Either you buy the mark back, which was
usually at least ten times the amount of the reward being offered
for you, or you die. On rare occasions other ways could be
contrived, but at present, Bart was in no position to take
advantage of something like that. His only option was to buy it
back.

Shortly after he and the others had returned
from the other side of the mountains, they had divided up what gold
and coins they had brought back with them. The others had given him
most of their shares in order for him to rid himself of the death
mark. They kept only what was needed for their immediate futures.
To be honest he was surprised by their generosity, none of those he
had grown up with on the streets of Wardean would have been so
generous.

The man whom he had contacted to investigate
the possibility of buying back the death mark was an old time
acquaintance of his who had sided with the current Master of
Thieves in the power struggle. He and Bart had been friends all
their lives and had saved each other from getting caught after
pulling jobs on numerous occasions. He was someone Bart was certain
would not do him wrong and he was betting his life on that
belief.

What his friend Terk had to do was to
approach someone close to the Master of Thieves and try to find out
how much it would take to buy the death mark. For should Bart
simply show up with a sack full of gems and coins expecting to make
the offer, he would be killed before an agreement could even begin
to take place.

And that is what he’s been waiting for these
long days, Terk’s return. He hadn’t expected his friend to return
to him that first day, but six days? That didn’t feel right.

Again he went to the window and looked out.
He almost shouted in joy when he saw Terk crossing the street
toward the inn. He could barely stand the wait while his friend
entered the inn and climbed the steps.

Knock! Knock!

He opened the door and Terk hurried inside.
Bart took a second to scan the hallway outside his door for anyone
who may have followed him, then he closed the door and turned
around.

“I was getting worried,” Bart said.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Terk said. Then he
came to him and shook his hand with a grin. “When word began to
spread that I was seeing about you coming in to buy your death
mark, I started being shadowed. It took me days before I finally
shook them all.”

Bart nodded. That was one of the things he
was worried about. Until he talked to the Master, he was still
under the death mark. Thieves would be lining up to take him down
and collect the reward, not to mention taking the coins he would
invariably be carrying with which to buy the mark.

“Did you find out how much?” he asked.

“Yes I did,” Terk replied. “Fifteen thousand
golds.”

“Fifteen thousand!” exclaimed Bart. He
glanced over to his pack and wondered if what he had brought was
equal to that amount.

“I got that from the Master’s own lips,”
Terk said. “He also told me to tell you that if you show up with
one copper less he’ll, and I quote, ‘Carve out your liver and feed
it to his dogs.’ He was most implicit that I give you that
message.”

Bart grinned. He understood the underlying
message he was being given. “So, what would be the best way to
approach him?”

“Do you have that much?” asked Terk.

“I think so,” he replied. “I doubt if I’ll
be getting any more.”

“That’s a big chance to take if you’re not
sure,” his friend warned. He could see that Bart well knew the
risks. “The meeting’s to take place at the Spider’s Nest.”

Routes to the Spider’s Next began running
through his mind. “When?”

“Tonight,” Terk replied.

“Tonight?” Bart asked incredulously. “You
cut it kind of close didn’t you?”

Terk shrugged. “Oh, you may wish to know
that the Master has let it be known the meeting is to take place.”
He saw Bart’s face draw into a grimace. “Every thief in Wardean
knows you are in town, that you have the sack of coins to buy back
the death mark, and where you are going.”

“They’ll be lying in wait at every entrance
and in every tunnel,” Bart said.

“I know.” Terk laid his hand on Bart’s
shoulder. “But you still have friends on the streets.”

Bart looked up at him.

“Can you get to Tinkerdyth’s?” he asked.

“That’s not too far from here,” Bart said.
“Should be able to.”

“Good. After I leave here, I’ll let it slip
that I’m meeting you on the other side of town from Tinkerdyth’s,
that from there I’ll escort you to the Spider’s Nest. Since
everyone should already be aware that I approached the Master about
you buying the mark, they’ll flock to me like flies to a rotting
three day carcass.” He saw Bart nod approval of his plan.

“The Master said that he will only be there
for a short time and that this is the only meeting he’ll arrange on
this matter,” Terk explained. “If you fail to make it, you better
move far away.”

“I’ll make it,” Bart asserted.

“I better go and get things moving,” he said
as he headed for the door.

Bart stopped him. “I can’t tell you how much
I appreciate this,” he told his friend.

Terk grinned. “It’s the least I could do for
the man who saved my life on two separate occasions.”

Bart took his hand and gave it a shake.
“Once I’ve bought the mark, you’ll have to let me buy a round.”

“Deal, if you have anything left,” said
Terk. He then crossed to the door and quickly left the room.

Not long afterwards, Bart looked through the
window and saw his friend moving along the street towards the other
side of town. He continued watching Terk until he disappeared in an
alley further down then glanced at the sun in the sky. Three hours
until dark.

Once the sun set, he would have two hours to
get to the Spider’s Nest. For that was the meaning of the message
the Master had sent him. ‘Carve out your liver and feed it to his
dogs’ Not many knew this, but the Master liked for his dogs to
maintain a taste for fresh killed meat. So once a week he would
feed them as much raw liver as they could stand, and always at two
hours after dark. He felt that doing such would make them more
likely to maul, rip, and tear anyone the Master ordered them to. At
least no one but he and the Master will know the exact time of the
meeting, which hopefully will give him some sort of an edge.

He went over to his pack and removed the
rolled leather containing his darts. For the next hour he doctored
them with the liquid he kept in his vials. If he could survive
until the meeting, then his troubles were over. Removing one of the
darts, he dipped it in the liquid…

 


Staring out the window from his darkened
room, Bart looked over the street outside. The lanterns were lit
and the early evening traffic on the streets was the usual fare. He
gazed off into the distance towards where Tinkerdyth’s lies. It was
an abandoned wine seller’s shop that had been previously owned by a
man named Tinkerdyth. Bart couldn’t remember when the shop had ever
been open, the thieves used it as one of their entrances into the
sewers.

Despite the ruse Terk was going to employ,
Bart was certain that Tinkerdyth’s would be watched. There were
other entrances he could use, many that were much more accessible
than Tinkerdyth’s. But those would be even more likely to be
watched, and by more thieves.

He knew the Spider’s Nest would be covered
too. Some of the Brethren would assuredly have it staked out on the
off chance he showed up before the Master did. Until the Master
arrived, he would be fair game.

The only weapons he had with him were two
daggers, one of which he had found beneath the Ruins of Algoth. He
still has yet to determine what the second enchantment it held did.
Back when he first discovered it, the magic user Kevik had used his
magic to identify it. Unfortunately Kevik was just an apprentice
and all he learned was part of its history, the fact that it was
enchanted to hold its edge and resist succumbing to the elements,
and that there was another enchantment his spell wouldn’t
reveal.

He also had a dozen darts which were now
coated with a poison that would first paralyze, then kill. Four of
the darts he held in his left hand, another he had in his right,
the rest remained in the rolled leather tucked within his shirt for
easy access.

Deciding it was time, he moved away from the
window. Crossing the room to the door, he opened it slowly and
peered out into the hallway. A single wall mounted lantern burned
at the end of the hallway near the head of the stairs. It gave out
just enough light to illuminate the stairwell and about a third of
the hallway, the rest remained in shadow.

He opened the door further when he didn’t
see anyone out there and passed through into the hallway. With his
pack slung across his shoulders, full of gems and coins, he moved
to the stairwell and peered down. From below he could hear the bard
playing as he worked to entertain those taking their ease in the
common room.

From down the hallway one of the doors
suddenly opened. He turned to look back and saw a man and woman, a
merchant and his wife by the way they were dressed, leave their
room and head toward the stair.

Bart immediately stepped upon the first step
and hurried down to the bottom. He held the darts in his hand as
unobtrusively as he could, but he didn’t dare put them away. His
life could well be saved by how quickly he could throw them in a
pinch.

Once out of the stairwell, he crossed over
to the door leading out to the rear courtyard and passed through to
the darkness outside. He took three steps from the door until he
was out of the light coming from inside the inn, then moved to the
side quickly and became motionless in the shadows. His eyes scanned
the courtyard for any tell-tale movements, but it remained still
and quiet. Assured that the courtyard wasn’t being watched, he
continued across and headed for the gate leading into the
alley.

The alley was clear so he left the courtyard
behind and began making his way to Tinkerdyth’s. He moved out to
the main street then walked for seven blocks until he came to the
side street down which Tinkerdyth’s lies.

He kept to the sides of the street, taking
advantage of what shadows were available. Placed along the streets
of Wardean were poles upon which lanterns hung to give light once
the sun goes down. All the streets upon which the better businesses
and homes were located had them, and unfortunately this street was
one of them.

Each time he would come to an area
illuminated by a lantern, he would either move around its fringe if
he was able, or cross it quickly if he couldn’t. Eight blocks from
when he had turned into this street, he came to a stop. A block
ahead of him he could see the darkened structure that was the
boarded up shop of Tinkerdyth’s.

He remained there in the shadows for several
minutes as he watched the area. It didn’t take him long to make out
at least two individuals who looked to be keeping an eye on the
place. One was across the street from the building on Bart’s side
of the street. The other was sitting in the shadows against the
wall near the entrance to Tinkerdyth’s. How many more there may be
he couldn’t be sure.

The entrance was in plain sight of both men.
If he wished to enter through it, he would have to neutralize the
threat posed by the two men first. Bart was never one to back down
from a challenge and he hadn’t risen to the place he had once held
in the Guild by being squeamish.

These men would kill him if they saw him, of
that there was no doubt. All they wanted was the reward offered by
the Guild. He quickly came up with a course of action then backed
down the street to where it grew darker once more, then quickly
crossed to the other side. Now he was on the same side of the
street as Tinkerdyth’s.

From here, he begun moving towards
Tinkerdyth’s, all the while keeping to the shadows. He was also
attempting to avoid the notice of the people moving on the street.
Though this side street held less traffic than the main ones, it
was still far from being deserted.

He slowly made his way forward and finally
came to a stop when he reached the building adjacent to
Tinkerdyth’s. The two buildings shared the same wall between them.
One of the reasons thieves liked using this entrance to the sewers
was that it was situated in the darkness between two of the hanging
lanterns, thus was able to mask their comings and goings.

Neither of the two men had yet noticed his
approach. The man across the street was leaning against the
storefront near the doorway while the other crouched in the shadows
on the far side of Tinkerdyth’s.

Still holding the single dart in his right
hand, he aimed for the man crouching by Tinkerdyth’s. He threw it
and saw the man react when the dart stuck him in the chest, he only
made a quiet grunt before the poison took effect. It worked very
fast especially when it entered the system through a man’s
chest.

Bart then turned his attention to the man
across the street. He was now away from the storefront and appeared
to be trying to penetrate the darkness where the other man was with
his gaze. From the way he held himself, Bart figured he must have
seen or heard his attack on the first man.

Melding back into the shadows again, Bart
transferred one of the darts he held in his left hand to his right.
He bided his time for half a minute. Then when the crowds on the
street opened up sufficiently, he threw the dart at the second
man.

The dart flew true and struck him in the
center of the chest. Bart saw him reach up and quickly pulled the
dart out, but it was too late. The poison had already entered his
system and every beat of his heart spread it further. The man
staggered a step before falling back against the storefront. Then
he sagged down and when he settled to the ground, looked as if he
was sleeping.

A quick glance to the crowd revealed that
they hadn’t caught on to the events transpiring around them. Bart
held still in the shadows for another minute to see if anyone would
materialize to investigate what happened to the two men. When no
one did, Bart moved to the entrance of Tinkerdyth’s and put his ear
to it. All he could hear was silence.

The entrance was not the doorway as that was
boarded up. Rather it was the window beside it. Anyone who gave the
window a casual glance would see simply a boarded up window. But
those who used it knew that if you moved two of the boards up to a
certain position, you could swing the boarded window out and climb
through. Bart did just that.

A quick glance showed no one was in the
immediate vicinity so he swung open the window and climbed through
to the other side. Once within, he swung the window quickly shut to
maintain the illusion of it being a simple boarded up window.

The interior of the abandoned wine seller’s
shop was dark once the window had been closed. Bart quickly moved
to one side and then grew still as he allowed his eyes to grow
accustomed to the dark. He also took this time to remove another
two darts to replace the ones left in the bodies of the two men
outside. When he again had four darts in his left hand and one in
his right, he started working his way through the shop to the
back.

He moved silently as a cat, his feet barely
making any sound as he left the front room and entered the short
hallway leading to the back. There were three other rooms off the
hallway between the outer shop and the room at the opposite end
where the entrance to the sewer lay.

When he came to the entrance of the hallway,
he paused and listened. Not a sound disturbed the night. The
doorway to the first room was on the right, just within the
hallway. Then there was another on the left two feet after that.
The final two were opposite each other at the end, the one on the
left was the one he wanted. There he’ll find a trapdoor, beneath
which was a rickety wooden stairway that led down to the basement.
It’s there that the entrance to the sewer could be found.

He moved forward into the hallway, his
senses alert for anything out of the ordinary. At the entrance to
the first room, he paused and gave the room a once over. Inside was
dark and nothing could be seen or heard. Moving on, he went down to
the second room.

Again, he paused at the opening and looked
within. A boarded up window gave this room a little illumination as
the moonlight made its way in through the cracks between the
boards. Like the one before it, the room looked deserted. Moving
on, he came to the end of the hallway where the last two rooms
faced each other.

Just before he reached the doorways, he came
to a sudden stop when he heard a floorboard creak in the room to
the right. He remained motionless as he listened for another few
seconds before hearing the creaking of another floorboard within
the room. Someone was definitely in there.

“Welcome back Bart,” a voice said behind
him.

He turned just in time to see a knife flying
towards him. Dodging to the side, he narrowly avoided being hit by
the knife. Crashing into the wall, he twisted and threw the dart in
his right hand at the same time. Then he heard footsteps coming
towards him quickly from the other two rooms as men boiled out.

His dart struck home in the man behind him
as he begun firing the four remaining darts in his left hand in
quick succession. Each one struck home but there were more men than
he had darts readied. Drawing the knife from the Ruins, he backed
up in the hallway and faced them. He quickly back stepped until the
body of the man whom he hit with the dart was lying between him and
his attackers.

“Give it up Bart,” one of the four remaining
men said as his sword was drawn from his scabbard. The man paused
for a second as he assessed Bart there in the hallway.

When Bart realized the man was pausing, he
crept his left hand toward where the rolled leather containing his
darts sat within his shirt. He almost had his hand in the rolled
leather when the man suddenly charged forward and tripped over the
dead body lying in the middle of the floor.

Seeing his chance, Bart moved quickly
backwards and pulled two darts out. He tucked the blade of his
knife under his left arm then took a dart in his now empty right
hand and threw. The dart struck one of the men behind the man who
had fallen just as he took the second dart and threw it at yet
another.

By this time the first man had returned to
his feet and was moving forward. “You can’t take us all Bart,” he
said. “Your time has come.”

“I don’t think so,” replied Bart. The sword
came at him and he deflected it with his knife that was once again
in his hand. In the confines of the hallway, the knife definitely
held the advantage. The length of the sword would hamper its
wielder due to the hallway’s narrowness.

He backed up yet further and reached into
his pack to remove yet another dart. As the sword came at him
again, he parried with his knife. He caught the sword’s blade on
the crook between his knife’s blade and the hilt, deflected it to
the left and brought his other hand bearing the dart forward. The
point of the dart pierced his attackers left arm and elicited a cry
of pain.

“Damn you!” the man cried out. He brought
his sword back for another strike but stumbled as the poison from
the dart began coursing through his system.

Bart stepped back and immediately threw the
dart he had just stuck his attacker with at the last man. After
seeing his comrades fall so quickly, the man had turned and was in
the process of fleeing. The dart took him in the back. Bart didn’t
trust that there would be enough poison left on the needle of the
dart after already having struck the first man, so with knife in
hand, he rushed forward.

He caught the fleeing man just as he turned
into the last room on the left. He was obviously heading for the
entrance to the sewers. Bart struck out with his knife and sank the
blade to the hilt into the man’s back. Withdrawing it quickly, he
stabbed him one more time.

With a gurgling cry, his would-be attacker
fell to the ground and writhed upon the floor several seconds
before growing still. Bart quickly wiped his knife off on the man’s
clothes then replaced it in the scabbard.

He looked around and couldn’t believe his
luck. Nine men and he had vanquished them all. Most people thought
darts were a useless weapon. But in the hands of a master such as
Bart, they were a deadly threat indeed. Bart moved from one man to
another as he retrieved his darts.

Once they were all accounted for, he cleaned
them off and treated them once again with the liquid poison he kept
in his dart pack. Then he stepped over the dead bodies and made his
way to the last room on the left and the entrance to the basement
wherein the sewer entrance lay.

The room was rather small and the trapdoor
was situated in the middle of the floor. He crossed over to it and
lifted it up a crack. After checking to make sure the area below
was quiet, he opened it further and begun climbing down the
stairway.

Boxes and crates, as well as empty wine
casks, littered the basement’s floor. The place was deserted. He
took his time as he descended the rickety stair, at one point one
of the steps was missing and he had to stretch to reach the next
one. All the while he was descending the stair, his senses searched
for any sign that someone else was down there. But by the time he
reached the bottom of the stair, he had concluded the basement was
empty. He then walked around two boxes that were stacked atop one
another and came to the trapdoor that was the entrance to the
sewer.

Once through the trapdoor and in the sewer,
he would have to follow the tunnel for several hundred feet before
coming to the Spider’s Nest. It passed through a junction of
converging tunnels before reaching the Spider’s Nest. He fully
expected the junction to be watched, as will all such junctions
along every tunnel leading to the Spider’s Nest.

Cautiously, he lifted the trapdoor and
peered through into the darkness on the other side. The absolute
darkness failed to disclose any of its secrets. If someone was down
there waiting, he wouldn’t know until it was too late. But, seeing
as how there was nothing he could do and time was quickly running
out, he opened the trapdoor a little wider.

He held it open with one hand while moving
his lower body towards the opening. His left foot entered first and
hunted for the top rung of the ladder. Once it found the rung and
was securely upon it, his right foot went down to the next. Then he
started climbing down, closing the trapdoor after him.

What little light had been coming in from
the room above was cut off when he quietly closed the trapdoor. He
held still on the rungs as he listened in the dark for anyone who
may be down here. The only sound he heard was the dripping of
water.

Praying that the immediate vicinity of the
tunnel beneath the ladder was clear of hostiles, he made his way
down to the bottom. He paused yet again when he was standing on the
tunnel floor to listen but didn’t hear anything.

He stepped carefully and silently as he
began making his way along the tunnel to the Spider’s Nest. He kept
his right hand in contact with the side of the tunnel so he could
be sure of where he was. Thirty or so feet ahead was the first
junction of sewer tunnels. He counted each step he took to himself,
and when he figured he was almost upon it, came to a stop.

The junction couldn’t be more than a foot or
two at most in front of him. He stood still for a full minute to
listen for any sign that would indicate someone was there, but all
he heard was dripping water. Either there was no one there or they
were absolutely quiet.

Ever so quietly, he reached into his belt
pouch and pulled forth one of the copper coins he had placed there
for just such an eventuality. He then tossed the coin towards where
he felt the far wall of the junction lay.

Plop!

He heard the sound of the coin landing in
the filth that was pooled in there.

“Quiet you!” he heard a voice say. Then he
heard the sound of feet shuffling in two other distinct places.
There were at least three men there, maybe more.

He was trying to determine his best course
of action when from one of the other tunnels converging onto the
junction, he heard the footsteps of someone approaching. The sound
wasn’t coming from the tunnel leading to the Spider’s Nest. Whoever
was approaching was doing so in the dark.

The men waiting in the junction heard the
footsteps too. So quietly as to be almost inaudible, the voice who
spoke before said, “Be quick. Don’t let him use his darts.”

Bart smiled at that. He recognized the voice
as that of Einter, a right nasty piece of work who specialized in
shaking down businesses. He and his gang usually didn’t work this
side of town. Einter and Bart have been at odds for a very long
time.

Standing there in the dark, he listened as
the footsteps approached. Then he heard Einter and his boys rush
forward toward the one who was approaching. As soon as he heard the
man they attacked cry out, Bart hurried across the junction to the
tunnel that led towards the Spider’s Nest.

Once past and into the tunnel, he moved
quickly away. He hadn’t gone very far before a light blossomed
behind him. Too far away to hear what Einter and his boys were
saying, he knew it wouldn’t have been pleasant. Especially once
they discovered they had killed the wrong man.

Bart continued on his way and the light
behind him winked out. He was sure Einter and his boys had returned
to lying in wait for him. He almost gave out with a chuckle at that
but restrained himself. Hope they wait there all night!

This new tunnel he was following made a
gradual turn to the right. Once it straightened out again, Bart
knew he would be less than a hundred feet from the Spider’s Nest.
He started counting his steps again when all of a sudden, his foot
hit a bucket that sat directly in his path.

Out of sheer reflex he jumped backwards. A
second later sparks flew as either a knife or a sword struck the
wall where his head had just been. The bucket had been used to
signal whoever was lying in wait as to his presence. He would have
appreciated the ingenuity of the whole thing if whoever it was
wasn’t trying to kill him.

He back stepped three paces then grew still.
In the dark, he had to use his ears to determine where his opponent
stood. While he was listening for any movement of the other, he
threw the dart that was held in readiness towards where he thought
his opponent may be. A moment later he heard it clatter on the
stone floor of the sewer tunnel.

Still keeping the three darts in his left
hand, he pulled forth his knife from its scabbard and waited. From
just before him, he heard the whish of a sword cutting through air
as his attacker tried to find him. With great speed, he leaped
forward and knocked the man to the ground. Before his opponent had
a chance to retaliate, Bart thrust his knife into the man’s chest.
He used his left arm to immobilize the man’s sword arm while he
thrashed about in his death throes. Once the man grew still, Bart
wiped clean his knife then stood back up.

He held still for a second to see if Einter
and his bunch had heard the scuffle. When it didn’t sound as if
they were coming to investigate, Bart continued on his way. It
wasn’t long before he could make out light coming from up ahead
where the tunnel curved to the right.

It wasn’t far past that curve to where the
Spider’s Nest lay. The fact there was light coming from that
direction gave him hope that the Master had already arrived. He
quickened his step as he hurried forward and reached the area where
the tunnel finished its curve. From there he again slowed his pace
as it was entirely possible someone could be lying in wait for him
just before the entrance to the Spider’s Nest. Until he had the
Master’s word of safe conduct, he was still fair game. Knowing the
Master as he did, he wouldn’t receive that until he set foot within
the Spider’s Nest.

He pressed himself against the right side of
the tunnel and crept forward. As he followed the tunnel around the
curve, the light grew stronger. Before he had made it all the way
around the curve, he saw a man standing ten feet this side of the
entrance to the Spider’s Nest.

The man was currently talking with two
others who were standing there next to him and had yet to take
notice of Bart. He moved forward ever so slightly until he could
see past the three men into the Spider’s Nest. The Master wasn’t in
his line of sight, but he did make out one of the two swordsmen
that always accompanied him for protection. If he was here, so must
the Master.

He stood there gauging his chances of
breaking through the three men when from behind him, he heard the
sound of many running feet splashing through the sewer muck towards
him. Looking back, he saw Einter and his bunch coming his way. They
said not a word so as to not alert anyone else to Bart’s
presence.

Bart no longer had a choice. He turned and
bolted towards the Spider’s Nest, it was all or nothing now. The
three men between him and safety were quick to see him coming and
stood ready. Each bore a shield, most likely in anticipation of his
darts. In their hands they held longswords. Beyond them, he saw
those within the Spider’s Nest turn to look in his direction. One
of them was the Master.

“Stop, Bart,” one of the men barring his way
commanded. “You’ll never get through.”

“Ha!” replied Bart as he threw his first
dart at the one who spoke.

The man raised his shield to block the dart
but then cried out. When he had raised the shield to block the
first dart, Bart had thrown a second one lower and took him in the
leg. The other two men charged forward.

“He’s mine!” yelled Einter when he saw the
other two men coming for Bart. “Touch him and you die!” At that
Einter’s men screamed and raised their weapons threateningly as
they rushed forward.

Bart ignored him. He threw another dart at
the man on the right before him but it was deflected by his shield.
Then to Bart’s surprise, both men went down. When they hit the
floor he saw that each had a knife sticking out of their backs.

“Come on Bart!” yelled Terk.

He looked up to see Terk and three others
whom he knew well standing at the entrance to the Spider’s
Nest.

“Terk!” Einter cried out, “I’ll kill
you!”

Bart raced forward and entered the Spider’s
Nest. “I ask for Parley!” he shouted to the Master.

Every eye in the Spider’s Nest turned to the
Master. Until he agreed to the Parley, Bart was still fair game.
Then he nodded. “Parley.”

Just then, Einter and his men entered the
Spider’s Nest. “Give me that pack Bart!” Einter ordered.

“No,” he replied as he turned to face Einter
and his bunch. “I am under the protection of Parley!”

Einter apparently didn’t care anything about
Parley. He moved forward with sword drawn and bloodlust in his
eyes.

“Stay where you are!” the Master’s voice
boomed forth.

Einter came to a halt and stared at the
Master. “What do I care about a stupid custom like Parley?” he
asked with derision. “I’m taking that pack!” His eyes returned to
the pack Bart was carrying as he moved forward.

The Master nodded to one of his two
swordsmen who then moved to stand between Einter and Bart. “Kill
him if he comes another step closer.”

All eyes turned to Einter. He had come to a
stop and licked his lips. Behind him, his men had begun backing
off. None of them dared to brave the wrath of the Master, to do so
typically meant your death.

Greed overcame Einter’s fear of death and he
said to the now nonexistent men behind him, “Get him boys.” He
moved forward one step and the swordsman whipped his sword from out
of its scabbard and sheared off Einter’s head in one fluid motion.
Once the body fell, the swordsmen wiped off his blade on Einter’s
clothes then returned to the side of the Master.

“Now,” the Master announced to all those
present, “I believe Bart and I have some business to transact.”

Now that Bart was safely under the
protection of the Master and the excitement was over, the gathered
thieves began dispersing until only a little over a dozen were
left. Terk and his three men came to stand near Bart.

Bart gave them a nod of thanks for what they
did for him then removed his pack. He held it in his hand as he met
the Master’s gaze. “I am here to have the death mark that was
placed upon me removed.”

“The price is fifteen thousand gold
sovereigns,” the Master said.

Bart tossed the pack and it landed a foot
from the Master’s feet. “You’ll find it all there,” he said.

The Master glanced to the pack then motioned
for one of the older men standing off to the side to come forward.
“Check it,” the Master said.

The older thief nodded then began going
through the contents of the pack. It was full of gems and gold
coins. Bart fervently hoped there would be enough in there. No one
spoke a word while the man tallied the contents. When at last he
was through, he turned to the Master and nodded. “The contents of
the pack are sufficient to meet the price.”

Bart sighed in relief after the man
announced that it was enough.

The Master turned his gaze back to Bart.
“Bartholomew Agreani,” he said. “The death mark is lifted. We will
no longer seek your death so long as you do nothing from this point
on to warrant it.”

“I won’t,” Bart said.

“What is done is past,” the Master said to
all those who remained. “Let the word go forth that Bartholomew
Agreani is no longer a marked man.”

“Thank you,” Bart told him.

The Master gave him a crooked smile and
nodded. “I’m glad you made it.”

Bart returned the smile and replied. “So am
I, Father.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter One

_______________________

 


 


 


Dear Mother,

 


I hope this letter finds you well. I am
sorry that I have taken so long in writing you, you must be frantic
by now. Chad and I are well. In fact, we have both been accepted
into the Warriors Guild here in Gilbeth. Our training is hard,
harder than I could have ever imagined. I’m sure that by the time I
return to Quillim, you’ll hardly recognize me.

Chad asked if you could send his regards to
his family and let them know he’s alright. We’re not sure how much
longer our training here will take. You see, they won’t allow us to
leave until we are and I quote, ‘A credit to the Guild and won’t
get ourselves killed the moment we walk out the door’. They tell us
that we’re progressing well, but who knows what that really
means.

I have not forgotten about Freya and still
plan to somehow change her father’s mind about her engagement with
Rupert. How, I’m not yet sure. But I’m still working on it. Don’t
let her change the date!

 


Riyan looked up from the letter as Chad
stuck his head into the room. The room held eight beds, of which
two were assigned to Chad and Riyan. Six other ‘Recruits’ lived in
here with them. Each bed had a chest at the end where they could
store their belongings. Riyan was currently sitting at one of the
two tables in the room.

“You better hurry,” warned Chad. “You don’t
want to be late again.”

Riyan nodded. “I’ll be just a moment.”

“See you there,” Chad said as his head
disappeared and he hurried down the hallway.

Riyan returned his attention back to the
letter…

 


I must go now or face the unpleasant
consequences of being late to drills. I’m sending some coins, I
hope they will help. These will be the last I will be able to send
for some time. I love you and miss you mother.

 


Your son,

Riyan

 


He quickly folded the letter and placed it
in the small box with the coins he was sending to his mother.
Getting up from the table, he moved to the chest at the foot of his
bed and placed the box inside. Later that night he would meet the
merchant in the Guild’s foyer who said he would deliver it to her
for two coppers seeing as he had some business up that way.

Bart shut the lid of the chest and raced out
of the room. He practically flew down the corridor as he hurried to
beat the Drillmaster to the courtyard. When he passed through the
door and entered the courtyard, he could see the twenty three other
Recruits already in position. A quick glance showed him the
Drillmaster had yet to make an appearance.

Chad mouthed ‘hurry up’. Riyan nodded and
went to the rack where the swords they used for drills were stored.
He pulled the last one from the rack and quickly crossed over to
his place next to Chad. The instant after he took his position, the
Drillmaster entered the courtyard from the opposite side.

He glared at Riyan but didn’t say anything.
Once the Drillmaster took his place, they began. “Swords at the
ready!” he shouted.

Riyan raised his sword. His arm had to be
parallel to the ground from shoulder to elbow. The elbow was to be
slightly bent and the sword held at a forty five degree angle.
Getting the sword into position was second nature by this time,
continuing to hold it there took some effort.

You see, the sword weighed almost three
times what a normal sword would. It was dull but balanced well.
They were fat, unsightly pieces of iron that the Recruits used
during certain of their drills.

They always began the drill with holding
their swords at the ready while reciting back the Code of the
Warrior when called upon. And woe to the Recruit who failed to
recite the requested code back perfectly.

“Barin!” their Drillmaster shouted. “Third
Code of the Warrior.”

Barin, a lad of about sixteen summers whom
Chad and Riyan had come to know well, shouted back, “The Third Code
of the Warrior states, ‘Fleeing the battle while your comrades
remain is the worst form of cowardice.’”

“And what is the punishment for breaking the
Third Code?” the Drillmaster asked.

“Loss of the right thumb!” Barin shouted
back.

“Very good,” he said. Then he began pacing
in front of the recruits. “Chadric! First Code!”

“The First Code of the Warrior states,
‘Honor above life. To break an oath, whether spoken or otherwise,
destroys the warrior.’”

The Drillmaster paused in his pacing as he
turned his gaze to Chad. “And the punishment?”

“There can be only one punishment for the
breaking of the First Code,” he replied.

“And that is?” asked the Drillmaster.

“Death.”

“Always remember that,” said the
Drillmaster. “A warrior without honor is nothing. A warrior who
hurts the helpless is nothing. A warrior who breaks his oath is
lower than the belly of a snake. Such must be sought out and
destroyed!” The punishments for breaking the various codes were
supposed to be carried out by other Guild members whenever they
discovered the infraction. Though Riyan doubted if they were
enforced all that stringently, rather being a measure through which
they could gauge themselves.

The Drillmaster was a very intimidating
looking man. Standing six foot three, his bald head overshadowed
all of the Recruits. His body showed dozens of scars received from
battles he’s fought and survived.

They continued holding their swords at the
ready for another ten minutes, all the while shouting out various
Codes the Drillmaster requested. By this time, the Recruits have
the first twenty Codes of the Warrior memorized. That was all that
is required of them at this stage.

After their ten minutes was over, they were
broken into various groups that begun working at different drills.
They rotated through them at half hour intervals for the rest of
the day. While they were working at drills such as striking logs or
hitting mock opponents, they used their ugly, fat swords. During
the times when they were faced off against an opponent, they used
wooden swords that only left bruises.

Other men came during their drills and
assisted the Drillmaster in showing them various techniques used
when wielding a sword. One of the first things they were taught was
the proper way to grip the sword. Riyan remembered that day
well.

They had lined up in their rows as they do
every day when beginning drills. The Drillmaster came and had them
get their fat-uglies, which was what they grew to call the ugly
swords they trained with.

It was the first day and Riyan had gone to
get his and returned with it to his spot. He had it in hand and was
waving it around like he was some fighter. Big mistake. The
Drillmaster had seen him and walked straight towards him. When
Riyan realized that he was heading in his direction he ceased what
he was doing and grew still.

“Hold your sword like you plan to use it,”
the Drillmaster told him.

Riyan held the sword outward with the point
pointed slightly up.

“Are you ready?” asked the Drillmaster.

By this time every Recruit had grown quiet
and watched the events unfold. Riyan licked his lips and nodded.
Before he could even react, the Drillmaster’s sword struck the
sword from his hand.

Around him, Riyan heard other Recruits gasp
at the speed with which the attack came. Pain flared in his hand
and his thumb was slightly cocked to the side. He thought it was
broken.

“The first thing you will learn,” the
Drillmaster said loud enough for all to hear, “is how to hold your
sword.” He came forward and took Riyan’s injured hand. After a
quick inspection, he gripped the hand firmly in one hand and with
the other, twisted the thumb back in place quickly.

Riyan cried out from the pain the maneuver
inflicted, but it went away quickly. He flexed his thumb, amazed
that it worked.

The Drillmaster backed up a step and
indicated with a flick of his head for Riyan to retrieve his sword.
As he went to do that, the Drillmaster said, “Holding your sword
improperly in battle will cause it to be knocked out of your hand.”
Then with a glance to Riyan he added, “And possibly dislocate or
break your thumb in the process.” After that day, they all knew the
proper technique for holding a sword.

Riyan and Chad often sparred together while
one of the swordsmen watched and gave them pointers. Other times,
the swordsman would instruct them one on one. Times such as those
tended to leave a patchwork of bruises on them.

Their day was divided between practical
instruction in the sword, building up their strength and endurance,
and also in what it means to be a member of the Warrior’s Guild. It
started an hour after sunup and lasted until late afternoon. They
learned in part the history of the Guild, some of its more notable
members, and of course the Codes. Those were beat into them so many
times that for awhile Riyan was actually reciting them in his
sleep.

Lord help them if at some time during their
drills they gave less than their all. If the Drillmaster, or any of
the other swordsmen that helped thought that they hadn’t, they were
privileged to remain behind after the other Recruits had left for
an extended, serious workout. Such a workout was anything but fun
and once you experienced it, you never again gave less than your
all.

After the drills were through for the day,
their time was their own. They weren’t allowed out of the Guild’s
grounds save for one day in ten. At that time they were made to tie
the crossguard of their swords with white cloth to tell anyone they
came across that they were Recruits and not to be molested. That in
effect they were under the protection of the Guild. Anyone
violating the White Scabbard would be visited by more experienced
guild members to ‘discuss’ the situation as it were.

This day, when the drills were over, Riyan’s
muscles ached all over as they usually did. He hadn’t been kidding
when he wrote his mother that she wouldn’t recognize him. His body
had grown quite muscular over the months since coming here.

He put his fat-ugly away and then went with
Chad back to the barracks they lived in. “Have to find Raestin,” he
told his friend. “He said he was going to leave on the morrow.”
Once back at the chest at the foot of his bed, he retrieved the box
containing the letter and half a dozen silver coins he was sending
his mother.

“Want me to come with you?” asked Chad.

Riyan tossed the box onto his bunk and shook
his head. “No,” he replied. Then as he buckled on the plain sword
he had acquired shortly after coming to Gilbeth, he added, “This
won’t take long.” The sword already had the white cloth tied around
it.

One of the rules they had to follow was that
they must wear a sword at all times when not coming or going to
drills. Supposedly it was to get them better used to having it on.
They also weren’t allowed to break the white cloth and draw their
swords except in a life and death situation. And they better have
an eye witness verifying that it was if they did.

“Alright,” replied Chad. “I’ll meet you in
the mess in an hour.”

“You got it,” agreed Riyan. He picked up the
box and left Chad in the barrack. He glanced out a window as he
passed by and gauged that the sun still had an hour before it set.
Now that fall was here, the days had begun to grow shorter. Raestin
had said that he would meet Riyan in the foyer of the Guild.

The foyer was a large area where members
could come and take their ease. It was also where many of the local
Recruits could meet family and friends without leaving the grounds.
Riyan always liked going to the foyer to see the battle worn
fighters that frequented the place.

When he entered the foyer, he scanned those
at the tables and others sitting in the lone chairs spaced about
the room. A grin came to him as his eyes settled on Raestin. He was
over to one side talking with a man wearing the livery of one of
the local nobles. Almost all the hired swords, whether it be
private or by the city, were members of the Guild. A few didn’t
have the social connections or the gold to get accepted into it.
Suffice it to say, if you were a fighter and didn’t belong to the
Guild, you were looked down on. Also, if someone were in need of
hiring a fighter for, say a guard’s position, they were more likely
to choose a member over a nonmember.

Raestin noticed his approach and gave him a
grin. “Why if it isn’t young Riyan,” he said. Then to the man he
was talking to he added, “I’m acting as currier for him.”

“Ah,” the man nodded.

When Riyan came to stand before them with
the package in hand, Raestin said, “I’d like you to meet
Swordmaster Allyn. He’s Captain of Lord Dourin’s guards.”

Riyan gave the Swordmaster the bow for one
of his rank. Every fighter in the world is named for the rank they
have attained. Being a Recruit, Riyan sat on the lowest rung of the
Guild’s hierarchy. Swordmasters were four ranks above him.

Each rank has specific qualifications
someone of the rank below must have before they can be ‘promoted’.
The further up you go, the more it’s going to take to make the next
level. For Riyan, the next level in the Guild’s hierarchy is that
of Armsman. All he need do to be promoted to Armsman is to have
memorized the first twenty Codes of the Warrior and have his
Drillmaster attest that he was sufficiently skilled so as not to
bring dishonor or shame onto the Guild. Then he could begin calling
himself Armsman Riyan. His full name would be ‘Armsman Riyan of the
Gilbeth Warriors Guild’, but for practical purposes, it was
shortened to simply Armsman Riyan.

“Nice to meet you Riyan,” the Swordsman
replied. To use ‘Recruit’ as part of the name wasn’t normally
done.

“It’s my pleasure Swordmaster,” Riyan said.
Now that the proscribed pleasantries between guild members were out
of the way, he turned to Raestin. He held out the package to be
delivered to his mother. “This is the package.”

Raestin took it. “I’ll be there in two
days,” he told Riyan. “She will get it then.”

Riyan also handed over the coppers he was
paying Raestin for the service. “Thank you,” he said.

“Glad to do it,” said Raestin.

Then Riyan again bowed to Swordmaster Allyn
and turned to leave. He made his way from the foyer, glad that the
package with the letter was finally on its way. Now at least his
mother won’t be worrying about what had happened to him. He
encountered Chad as he was on his way to the mess and joined
him.

“Tomorrow’s our ten-day,” said Chad as they
waited in line for their food. Ten-day is what they called the one
day in ten when they were free of drills and could leave the Guild.
Of course if while they were out on their ten-day they were to get
into trouble, the privilege of leaving the Guild would be revoked.
Not to mention the other penalties that would go along with it.

“I was thinking we should go see Kevik and
find out how he’s making out,” suggested Riyan.

Chad nodded. “Sounds like a plan,” he
agreed. “Maybe after that we could find a tavern somewhere with a
good bard.”

Riyan thought that was a great idea. As soon
as they received their allotment of food, which was almost more
than either of them could finish, they took it to one of the many
tables in the mess and joined a couple of the other Recruits who
were already there.

Most of the others gave Chad and Riyan a
hard time as it was common knowledge they had bought their way into
the Guild. All the other Recruits were legacied, meaning that
someone in their family was a member so by default they could
join.

But not all were that way. The three
Recruits whom they joined at the table were decent enough fellows.
There was Chyfe, the ‘ch’ being pronounced as a ‘k’, who was the
third son of a local lord. Five foot six, he was a bit on the short
side as far as warriors went. But he was fast with his blade and
could easily hold his own against the other Recruits.

The other two at the table were Seth and
Soth, identical twins. Their father was one of the guards in the
service of a local lord. They were darker skinned than the average
citizen of Gilbeth but not by much. Six foot one, they made an
imposing pair. Seth was the more congenial of the two while Soth
tended to be more reserved.

“Riyan, Chad,” Chyfe said as they sat
down.

“How is it today?” asked Chad.

Seth held up his knife with a slice of beef
skewered to it. “A bit tough,” he said with a grimace. “I wonder if
they give us Recruits the low end of the cow?”

Soth chuckled at that and nodded.

“Wouldn’t be surprised,” replied Riyan. He
took up his knife and cut off a slice of the beef on his plate.
From the effort it took to saw through the meat, he knew he was
going to have fun chewing it.

When he put it in his mouth, he found out
just how tough it was. “I think someone cooked up a mess of old
boots,” he commented which elicited a round of laughter from the
others.

As he worked the meat over in his mouth, he
looked up at the banners hanging from the ceiling. They hung
against the wall and circled the entire hall. Each of the banners
depicted a coat of arms of the Guild’s more famous members. On the
first day he ate in the hall, he had hoped the coats of arms that
he was searching for would be among them, but they weren’t.

A week into his training, he had asked one
of the swordsmen helping out the Drillmaster about coats of arms
and when he would be getting one of his own. The man had laughed at
him.

“You don’t,” he replied.

“I thought every fighter had one,” Riyan
said.

The swordsman shook his head. “You only get
one of those if you’re knighted by the king,” he explained. “Or if
your house already has one then you are allowed to bear it on your
armor and shield.”

“They really interest me,” Riyan had told
him. “Is there a way for me to research them?”

The swordsman shrugged. “Maybe,” he replied.
“You’ll have to ask old Stryntner, he keeps the Guild’s
archives.”

“Thanks,” Riyan had said. “I’ll try
that.”

And later that day after the drills he did
attempt to gain access to the Guild’s archives, but was summarily
turned away by Stryntner. He was an aged fighter who had lost an
eye and two fingers on his left hand. When Riyan had gone to see
him after the drills were over for the day, he had been told to go
away.

While at the door making his pitch to enter,
he had seen shelves lined with books covering the walls he could
see. There were even a few free standing bookshelves placed in the
middle of the floor that were stacked with old manuscripts and
tomes. This was definitely the place he had to get to in order to
find out about the two coats of arms from The Crypt that he and the
others believed would lead them to the rest of the key. How,
though, remained the question.

Riyan and Chad made small talk with their
fellow Recruits. Mainly about their training, instructors, and
their fellow Recruits. Seth and Soth were the first ones to finish
their dinner and quickly excused themselves.

The buzz in the mess hall was mainly about
the conflict to the south with the Lands of the Moryn Tribes. The
Lands of the Moryn Tribes bordered the southern boundary of the
Kingdom of Byrdlon. The dukedoms of Duke Yoric and Duke Knor shared
the border with their less than hospitable neighbor.

There were a dozen tribes of wild men who
had banded together long ago. Through the years there had been
attempts made to annex their lands to that of Byrdlon, but all had
failed. All the effort had done was breed animosity among those
living within Moryn towards the Kingdom of Byrdlon.

Now it seemed trouble was again brewing down
there. Excursions had been made by various tribes into the dukedoms
of both Duke Yoric and Duke Knor. The king had sent men and
supplies to aid the two Dukes but the raids continued.

Chyfe was all set to go down there and make
a name for himself in what rumors were saying would be a major war
in a few years. “It’s the only way we’re ever going to rise in the
Guild,” he’d told them more than once. “Also, if you ever hope to
be knighted, you’re not going to be able to do so by sitting around
here.”

Riyan and Chad humored his zeal to get to
the fighting. They on the other hand were on the trail of something
else and weren’t too interested at this time to gain fame. When at
last they finished eating, Chyfe accompanied them back to the
barracks they shared where they spent the rest of the evening
quizzing each other on the Codes and doing a little fencing. Each
of the barracks contained a rack with the wooden practice swords
and the Recruits were expected to practice the various techniques
they had learned earlier in the day.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

_______________________

 


 


 


The following morning after breakfast, Riyan
and Chad left the Warriors Guild and headed through town toward
Kevik’s place. He had taken possession of his master’s old estate.
Since the magic user Allar had no known surviving kin, Kevik turned
out to be the closest thing left, being his apprentice as he was.
He just had to pay a thirty gold piece fee and the estate was
his.

There were three areas within the estate
that he had yet been able to gain access, two in the manor house
and one in the tower located nearby. They were guarded by magical
wards that were beyond his ability to dispel. In another room down
in the basement, one secured with a locked door which Bart was able
to open, they found an empty chest. Within the chest they placed
all the items they had brought with them from the Ruins of Algoth,
the magical items such as the rings and powders which they had yet
to figure out their use. Until they knew exactly what they did they
didn’t want to take the chance of encountering malignant magical
energies.

Kevik had hesitated in trying his
identification on any of them as he told them certain items could
hold traps that would be sprung should he cast his spell upon them.
He wanted to wait until he had a bit more experience before
attempting it. The others dearly wanted to know what magic imbued
the items, but seeing as how they didn’t know anything about such
things, left it to his judgment.

Within that chest was also placed all the
King’s coins brought back with them. The non-magical gems and
jewelry they took from Algoth had provided them with enough coins
to cover their immediate needs and they felt it would be better to
keep the ones bearing the King’s mark out of circulation for as
long as possible. Riyan had also placed the sword and knife bearing
the dragon-sword coat of arms within as well to avoid the
possibility of arousing unwanted curiosity.

What gold they did have available to them
after the Guild’s admission fees for Riyan and Chad, Bart’s payoff
to rid himself of the death mark, and the thirty golds Kevik had to
pay, didn’t amount to a whole lot after they split it four
ways.

Kevik was still considered an apprentice. As
in the Warriors Guild, the Order of the Magi held their own rules
for the advancement of their members. In order for Kevik to leave
behind the designation of Apprentice, he would have to create his
staff. Once he had done that, and could show them that he was
capable of casting at least five different spells, he would be
promoted and gain the title, ‘Practitioner’. Unlike the Warriors
Guild where fame and notoriety played a part in gaining the higher
levels, in the Order of the Magi, it was based purely on skill.

The last time they had visited Kevik was two
weeks ago and at that time he had still been a long ways from
creating his staff. Most of his time was spent pouring over the
books in Allar’s library on the second floor of the tower in search
of the spells needed to infuse the staff with magic.

The first decision he had to make was out of
what wood to make the staff. As he had explained to them, it wasn’t
just a point of finding a stick of wood and enchanting it with a
spell. Rather, a magic user’s staff had to be an extension of
himself.

There were many variables that went into the
creation of a staff of power, as was the task set before him. The
first choice he had to make was the type of wood. You see different
types of wood held different properties that would enable the magic
user to better perform specific types of spells. Oak and ironwood
was helpful for those magic users who wanted to pursue battle
magics, while birch was good for magics which affected people.

Of course if your bent was towards
necromancy, or magic dealing with the spirit world, the type of
wood didn’t matter. Rather, it mattered where you harvested it. A
staff that would benefit a necromancer worked best if it was taken
from a dead tree that had grown out of a cemetery, or some other
place associated with the dead.

All this Kevik had to keep in mind as he
worked to create his staff.

The estate was set a mile or so out of town
to allow for privacy. It wasn’t by any means a large estate. There
was the main estate house where Kevik lived. It was two stories
tall and had plenty of space for many people to live. Behind the
estate was a small stable area, barely large enough to accommodate
ten horses.

Off a short ways from the estate was a tower
Kevik said Allar had built shortly after he acquired the property.
It was four levels high and within was where Allar had practiced
and performed his magic. To Riyan the whole place looked creepy.
The grounds weren’t kept up, the grass and bushes growing wild.

The estate also held defensive magics which
Allar had put into place. Fortunately he had entrusted Kevik with
its secrets before he died. He in turn had explained to Riyan and
Chad the safest way in reaching the door to either the estate or
the tower without setting anything off.

When they arrived, they made their way to
the tower door in the precise path that Kevik had shown them. Once
they reached the door, they used the large, round iron knocker to
announce their presence.

“Once you are at the door, stay there,” he
had told them. “Under no circumstances move from that spot until I
arrive.”

“What will happen if we do?” Riyan asked
him.

“Something unpleasant,” he had replied.

So standing before the door to the tower,
they knocked three times and waited. A minute later when it seemed
as if Kevik may not have heard them, they knocked again. “Kevik!”
hollered Riyan. “It’s us!”

Then from above them the shutters of a
window on the third floor swung open and Kevik stuck his head out.
“Be right down!” he hollered to them before ducking his head back
inside.

“There has to be a better way than this,”
stated Riyan.

“I know,” agreed Chad. “What if he had gone
to the market or something? Or even left town?”

“I guess we would find out what ‘something
unpleasant’ meant,” Riyan replied.

From within the tower they heard the
unlocking of the door and then it swung open. Kevik stood there
with a big grin on his face. “Glad to see you both,” he greeted.
Stepping aside, he gave them room to enter.

The ground floor of the tower was used as a
storeroom. Boxes, crates and other items were strewn about in a
haphazard fashion. From past visits they knew that the second floor
was one of the two libraries Allar had collected in his time. Above
that was the room where Kevik did his magical experiments and
studies. The fourth floor Kevik had yet to enter as the way was
sealed with powerful magics that at his current stage of
proficiency was unable to breach.

“How goes the staff?” Chad asked.

“Progressing,” he replied. He motioned them
to follow as he made his way up the stairs, past the second floor
and into the third. This level was broken into three rooms, the one
in which the stairs entered was the larger of the three. One of the
others was a storeroom with shelves bearing components and other
material that would be needed for the practice of magic. The third
room held a cot and three shelves with a few old tomes stacked on
them. Allar, and now Kevik, used this room to rest in while in the
midst of experiments. Riyan had the feeling that Kevik never went
into the manor house at all. Instead he just lived here.

Every time Riyan came here he couldn’t help
but look to where the stairs continued on up and entered a
shimmering, hazy area where it passed from the third floor to the
fourth. Kevik was quite anxious to find what was beyond the barrier
but admitted to Riyan and Chad that it could be years before he’ll
be able to break the seal. Who knows what marvelous magical items
the barrier protected?

On a table sitting in the middle of the room
laid a staff. It was roughly six feet long and just thick enough
for a person’s hand to grip it comfortably. “What kind of wood did
you finally settle on?” Riyan asked.

“Yew,” he replied. “It’s one of the all
purpose woods that any magic user can use effectively no matter
which type of magic he works.” He went over to the staff and picked
it up. “It isn’t going to be nearly as good as Wyzkoth had been,
but as long as it allows me to move up from apprenticeship, I’ll be
happy.” Wyzkoth was the name of the staff that Allar had given him
shortly before his death. Unfortunately, he had been forced to
abandon it during their escape from the Ruins of Algoth. He had
been faced with the choice of the staff or his life. To this day he
still wonders if he made the wisest choice in letting it go.

“I should have it finished by the end of the
month,” he said. After laying the staff back on the table, he
directed their attention to a book sitting open on a nearby table.
“In the library downstairs I was fortunate to find a tome detailing
the making of a Staff of Power. It’s taking me some time to
decipher it, but I believe I’ll be able to figure out the spells
before too much longer.”

“That’s great,” Chad said.

“Any word from Bart?” Kevik asked.

Riyan shook his head. “No,” he replied. It’s
been over a month now since he had gone to buy back the death mark.
Both Riyan and Chad were beginning to grow worried that he may not
have been successful. If they don’t hear anything from him by the
time they were through with training and have become Armsmen, then
they’ll proceed with the search for the last two segments of the
key on their own.

“He should have been back by now,” Chad
said.

“That’s too bad,” Kevik said. Then a grin
came to him and he said, “Watch this.” Riyan and Chad turned toward
him and saw a small sphere of light appear in his hand. “I found a
spell for a better light.” Grinning in triumph, he looked to the
others for their reaction.

“That’s pretty good,” commented Riyan.

“Definitely much better than that annoying
bobbing sphere you tortured us with in Algoth,” Chad said good
naturedly.

“I have another spell I’ve been working on
learning too when I give the staff a break,” he told them.

“What does it do?” asked Riyan.

“It’s a farseeing spell,” he explained. “It
will allow me to see things miles away as if I was standing close
by.”

“That sounds pretty useful,” Chad said.

“Haven’t perfected it yet,” he admitted,
“but I’m working on it.”

“Kevik,” begun Riyan, “Chad and I are going
out tonight to find a good bard at one of the taverns. Thought you
might like to come along.”

He glanced to Riyan and took but a moment to
think about it. “I’d like that,” he said. “I still have some work
to do on the staff until then. Can I meet you at your Guild a
little before sunset?”

“That would be fine,” Riyan said.

“Yeah,” agreed Chad. “We’ll see you
then.”

Kevik then escorted them down to the ground
floor and waved goodbye as they made their way back to town.

The rest of the day Riyan and Chad wandered
the streets of Gilbeth, simply glad to be out of the Guild and not
having to do drills. When the appointed time came to meet Kevik
they returned to the Guild and found him waiting in the foyer. He
was sitting in a chair near a window, reading a small book. When he
saw them coming, he placed the book within the pack on the floor by
his feet. Then he stood and slung the pack across his back.

“Where to?” he asked.

“Found a place not too far from here that
one of the members said had good food and usually a bard,” replied
Riyan.

“Sounds good,” said Kevik, “I’m
starved.”

With Kevik in tow, they left the Guild house
and walked down the street to the Inn of the Silver Sword. From the
looks of it, the place catered to primarily fighters though there
were a few others of different professions scattered about the
common room.

They found an empty table and crossed the
room to take their seats. The serving girl came and took their
order. When she returned a few minutes later, she bore a tray with
a pitcher of ale and three mugs. “I’ll bring the food out in a
couple more minutes,” she told them as she placed the pitcher and
mugs on the table before them.

“Take your time, we’re not in any hurry,”
Riyan told her with a smile.

She returned his smile and then went to wait
on a man at another table.

“I think she likes you,” Chad said.

“Do you really think so?” asked Riyan.

“Absolutely,” replied Kevik. “You might have
a chance with her.”

Riyan turned slightly in his chair to get a
better look at her as she helped the other man. “I think she’s that
way with everyone. Besides, I don’t want anyone but Freya.” He
turned back to them and grew somber. “Wonder how she’s doing?”

Chad gave his friend a sour look and said,
“Stop that. We’re here to have fun and relax. I don’t want you to
grow all melancholy again like you did the last time. No one will
think badly about you if you dally here and there. It’s healthy for
a man.”

Riyan shrugged, “Maybe you’re right. But
it’s just not my way.”

Chad rolled his eyes heavenward and sighed.
“Fortunately I’m not constrained by your sense of morality.” In
truth, Chad has dallied with several different girls since their
coming to Gilbeth. Ever since they’ve sported the White Scabbard
they were forced to wear, girls have given them more notice.

Kevik laughed. It was good to be out of the
tower for awhile. Being cooped up all day going over old tomes will
give him a hump if he’s not careful.

“Ever found Allar’s stash of gold?” Riyan
asked him.

Kevik shook his head. “No. I think it has to
be beyond one of those barriers,” he explained. “I did find one
small chest with about five gold’s worth of coins. That should keep
me solvent for awhile.”

Chad then lowered his voice and asked, “How
about those magic items?” Back when they had first come to Gilbeth
after leaving the Ruins of Algoth, and arrived at what was now
Kevik’s estate, they had spread out all the jewelry and other items
on a table. Then he had cast a spell to detect magic and the ones
that glowed, were put in a chest. The others items were either sold
or kept so Bart could use them to pay off his death mark.

Kevik felt sort of bad as he said, “I
haven’t had much time to spend on them. Creating my staff has taken
most of my time I’m afraid.” After the items had been placed in the
chest, Kevik had said he would work to discover their magical
properties but hadn’t been able to put much time into it due to his
staff. In fact, he hasn’t been able to put in any.

“Well, I guess it’s not like we’re going to
need them right away,” Riyan said. “Still, try to get to them as
quick as you can.”

Bart had been reluctant to allow Kevik, a
relative newcomer to their group, to keep all the magical items at
his estate. But where else was there that was safe enough? Surely
not at the Guild. Riyan and Chad had periodic inspections by those
in charge to make sure they were keeping their sword and equipment
properly maintained.

And Bart of course, as he was going to get
the death mark removed, couldn’t very well have been carrying all
that stuff with him. Other than Kevik’s estate, there simply was no
other place feasible. So like it or not, Bart had acquiesced.

They finished the pitcher of ale and had
another one on the table when the bard made his appearance and
began to perform. All of the songs, sagas, and ballads that he
played were ones that Riyan and Chad had heard time and again. Most
were primarily geared for fighters, which wasn’t too surprising
seeing as how ninety percent of the clientele were that.

“Wonder if he knows any about the King’s
Horde?” asked Riyan.

“Think we may learn something?” asked
Chad.

“Couldn’t hurt to ask,” replied Riyan.

They waited until the bard’s next break
before Riyan got up and went over to him. When Riyan made his
request, the bard said he knew one and would sing it next. Riyan
thanked him and returned to his seat. “He said he would do one
next,” he told the others.

Several minutes passed by before the bard
returned to the stage and took up his instrument. He turned to the
crowd and announced, “A request has been made to hear a song about
the King’s Horde.” At that loud cheering went up and a smattering
of table banging accompanied it.

He strummed his instrument for a few bars
until the crowd quieted down, then began:

 


In times long gone, when the world was
young,

A King walked under the blazing sun,

All lands were his, the people were
strong.

What manner of man was he?

What manner of man was he?

 


Coins. Coins in the earth.

Buried and cherished they bided their
time.

Coins. Coins in the earth.

Though they’re buried again they will
shine.

 


Cities there were with buildings of
stone,

They rose up to heights of majesty
unknown,

Dazzled the eyes their brilliance shone.

What manner of cities were these?

What manner of cities were these?

 


Coins. Coins in the earth.

Buried and cherished they bided their
time.

Coins. Coins in the earth.

Though they’re buried again they will
shine.

 


A people’s love, a King of hope,

Prosperity reigned the people did
thrive,

His kingdom was one of colossal scope.

What manner of kingdom was his?

What manner of kingdom was his?

 


Coins. Coins in the earth.

Buried and cherished they bided their
time.

Coins. Coins in the earth.

Though they’re buried again they will
shine.

 


One fell day their beloved king did die,

Deep in the earth they piled it high,

Riches and treasure to dazzle the eye.

What manner of treasure was this?

What manner of treasure was this?

 


Coins. Coins in the earth.

Buried and cherished they bided their
time.

Coins. Coins in the earth.

Though they’re buried again they will
shine.

 


In a tomb of earth, deep, deep below,

Treasure untold his people did sow,

For what purpose but his spirit to show.

The magnitude of their love to him.

The magnitude of their love to him.

 


With the last strum of the last chord, the
audience which had been spell bound throughout the ballad erupted
in a thunderous applause.

Riyan clapped and shouted with the rest and
when the applause finally settled down, he turned to Chad and
Kevik. “Didn’t learn much, but it was a good song.”

“I especially liked the chorus, ‘Coins.
Coins in the earth’,” he said. They spent the rest of the evening
listening to the bard, drinking ale, and having a good time.

Sometime around midnight was when the
trouble started. It had absolutely nothing to do with them. They
were simply minding their own business when two men at the table
next to them started arguing over some woman. Before they even knew
what was happening, the two men had come to their feet shouting.
One struck the other across the face and knocked him onto the table
before Riyan.

Riyan scooted backwards quickly to avoid
becoming entangled with the man. Unfortunately, when he scooted
backwards, the contents of his mug went flying and soaked the man
behind him. One thing led to another and before he knew what was
happening, the whole place erupted into a free-for-all.

Fists were flying and he would no sooner get
away from one man only to be pummeled by another. He tried to give
as good as he received, and managed to land a few good blows before
the town watch arrived and broke up the fight.

They waded into the combatants with their
clubs and knocked senseless anyone who wouldn’t stop fighting. They
rounded everyone up and marched them off to the city jail. Chad and
Riyan were among them, where Kevik was they didn’t know. He sure
wasn’t with them marching off to jail.

“Wonder what’s going to happen to us now?”
asked Chad. He had an eye practically swollen shut and a lower lip
that was almost half again its normal size.

Riyan shrugged and turned eyes full of worry
to him. “I don’t know.” Then he saw how Chad’s face looked and
added, “You don’t look too good.”

Chad grinned but then grimaced when his
swollen lip flared with pain. “You don’t either.”

Riyan had an eye beginning to swell as well.
Also, the side of his jaw felt like it was going to fall off. He
was afraid to look in a mirror.

Down at the jail, the sergeant of the watch
took one look at the white cloths tied to the hilts of their swords
and immediately sent one of his men down to the Guild for someone
to come take them. When they realized that someone at the Guild was
going to be woken up in the middle of the night to come drag their
sorry butts out of jail because they had taken part in a brawl,
they groaned.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

_______________________

 


 


 


“What in the world is going on?”

Riyan and Chad sat on a table in the
infirmary as the Guild’s healer worked to heal their wounds. Tad,
one of the swordsmen that helped with the instructions had been the
one to pick them up from the jail. When Riyan and Chad had seen
that it was him, they were relieved. Of all their instructors, he
was the one they got along with the best.

He didn’t harangue them about their
stupidity or anything like that. All he did was take charge of them
and walk them back to the Guild. At first Chad and Riyan thought
they had managed to avoid serious punishment. But, once Tad dropped
them off at the infirmary and the healer began working on them, he
told them he was on his way to inform the Drillmaster.

“Now?” asked Chad.

“Couldn’t it wait until morning?” Riyan said
hopefully.

“Sorry boys,” Tad said. “But those are the
rules.”

Fifteen minutes later, the Drillmaster had
showed up and he was in a foul mood.

“What is the meaning of this Recruits?” he
asked as he stalked toward them.

“It wasn’t our fault,” Chad blurted out.

“It really wasn’t,” added Riyan.

“I was hoping to have one batch of Recruits
where I wouldn’t have to be dragged from my bed in the middle of
the night because of some stupid, pigheadedness!” He glared at the
two of them. “Brawling! Two of my Recruits were arrested for
brawling like a couple of common street thugs.”

“Actually, most of the others…”

“Quiet!” their drillmaster shouted, cutting
Riyan off in the middle of his sentence. “There is no excuse for
this. You were told to avoid getting into trouble were you
not?”

They both had to nod that they had, for that
was one of the first things they were told after joining the
Guild.

“But there was no way for us to avoid it,”
asserted Riyan. Chad nodded.

“Hold your head still,” the healer said. He
was applying some kind of ointment to Chad’s swollen eyelid and
needed him to keep still.

“Don’t use any magic to heal these two,” the
Drillmaster told the healer. “I want them to feel it for awhile as
a reminder.”

The healer turned to glance at the
Drillmaster and grinned. “Not to worry,” he said. “Tad already so
instructed me.”

“Good,” he said. Then he glared at the two
of them. “Extra drill for the both of you until your next ten-day,”
he said. “And if I should discover that you had some part in
starting this brawl, you two may find yourselves out of this Guild
for good. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes sir,” they both said.

Turning around, the Drillmaster left the
infirmary.

“You two got off lucky,” the healer informed
them while he continued to work on Chad’s eye.

“What do you mean?” they asked.

“The normal punishment Recruits face if
they’re caught brawling is five lashes,” the healer explained. “It
would seem he believed you when you said you didn’t start it.”

“But then why the extra drills?” asked
Riyan.

“Because he had to get out of bed in the
middle of the night,” the healer replied with a chuckle. When he
finished with Chad, he began working on Riyan. They were soon out
of the infirmary and on their way back to their barrack.

 


The following morning when they entered the
mess for their breakfast before their drills, the others who were
there turned and stared at them. Apparently the rumor mill had
already begun churning out a version of the previous evening’s
events.

“You two look like death warmed over,”
commented Seth when they took their seats.

“Yeah man,” added Soth, “I hope the other
guy looks worse.”

“He does,” Chad said. “Riyan and I went up
against half a dozen and were doing petty well before the watch
showed up.”

From behind Chad, Torin said, “I heard you
two were crying like babies when the watch dragged you away.” Torin
was one of the Recruits that didn’t care much for Riyan and
Chad.

Chad stood up and turned to face him.
“That’s a lie!” he yelled.

“Sit down Chad,” Riyan said to his friend.
“Don’t let him goad you into getting yourself into more trouble.”
Conversations throughout the mess quieted down following Chad’s
outburst. Riyan noticed that many an eye was directed their
way.

Chad stared at Torin for a second then
retook his seat.

“If you guys ever need to learn to fight,”
Torin said, “I’m sure we could dig up some old ladies to show you.”
He laughed and turned away.

Seth had a hand on Chad’s arm to keep him
from getting back up and attacking Torin. “Actually,” Seth said,
“the rumor I heard said that you two were in the wrong place at the
wrong time.”

The level of conversation gradually rose
once more as it looked as if nothing of interest was going to
develop.

Riyan nodded. “That’s pretty much what it
was,” he admitted. Then he and Chad related to Seth and Soth the
events as actually transpired there in the inn. After that it was
time to report for drills.

The day passed slowly and when it came to
the end of the day and the Recruits were dismissed, Riyan and Chad
had to remain behind. For another hour they practiced with the
fat-uglies before they were allowed to leave.

Their arms ached badly and all they wanted
to do was crash on their beds and go to sleep. But first they had
to get dinner. So after returning to their barrack and putting
their swords on, they made their way to the mess.

While they were there, one of the runners
who worked at the Guild appeared and made his way to their table.
“Excuse me,” he said once he reached them.

“Yes?” Chad asked.

“You two have a visitor waiting out in the
foyer,” the runner explained. There were always one or two runners
out in the foyer. Their job was to deliver messages that those
visiting the Guild wished passed on. More often than not, it was to
inform someone that a guest waited for them.

“A visitor?” asked Riyan. “Who could be
visiting us? I doubt if it would be Kevik though I wonder what
happened to him last night.”

“Is it a man or woman?” asked Chad
hopefully. One of the girls whom he’s been seeing had shown up once
to pay him a visit.

“It’s a young gentleman,” the runner
replied.

“Could you ask him to wait a few minutes?”
Riyan said. “Tell him we’re almost done eating then we’ll be
there.”

“As you wish,” the runner said then turned
around and walked from the mess hall.

“Who do you think it could be?” Chad asked
Riyan after the servant left.

Riyan began shoveling food in his mouth
quickly. “I don’t know,” he said through a mouthful of food.

They finished their meal quickly and hurried
out to the foyer. When they saw Bart sitting in one of the chairs
on the side of the room they were surprised. After having been gone
for so long he was the last person they expected.

“Bart!” Riyan exclaimed as they came
forward.

“Good to see you,” Chad said. He reached out
and gave him a hearty handshake.

Bart eyed them up and down, then he grinned.
“You two sure have changed a lot,” he said.

“What do you mean?” asked Chad.

“We got into a brawl last night,” explained
Riyan figuring the statement must have something to do with the
state their faces were in.

“Not that,” Bart said. Then he reached out
and touched his bicep. “Been working out have you?”

“Not by choice I assure you,” Chad said with
a grin.

Bart laughed. “I can imagine.” Then he
gestured for them to take seats near him as he sat down.

“How did things go in Wardean?” Riyan
asked.

“I’m here aren’t I,” Bart said. “No longer
need I fear a dagger in the back.”

“That’s great news,” Riyan replied.

“How about what you’re here for?” he asked.
Lowering his voice he said, “Anything about the coats of arms?”

The grin Riyan bore disappeared as he shook
his head. “No. When I asked about it they told us that unless you
were born into a family that already had one, you couldn’t get one
until you were knighted by the king.”

“Sorry you had to join to find out,” Bart
said.

“I’m not,” replied Chad. “I enjoy being a
member of the Guild, it sure beats grinding flour all day.”

“And herding sheep,” added Riyan. “But I’m
not without hope that this could still lead to the information we
need.”

“Oh?” asked Bart.

Riyan moved closer and lowered his voice
still further. “The Guild has an archive on the third floor with
dozens of old tomes which most likely hold the information. I tried
to gain admittance but was turned away.”

“There’s an old fighter who runs it by name
of Stryntner,” Chad explained.

“Maybe there’s a way to get on his good
side?” suggested Bart.

“If there is I haven’t heard of it,” replied
Riyan.

“Hmm,” Bart said as he grew quiet and
introspective. “Maybe I’ll see what I can come up with.” Turning
his eyes back to the other two he added, “Ask around, that sort of
thing.”

“If you want to,” Riyan said. “But he didn’t
seem like he was all that sociable.”

Bart shrugged. “Who knows? Can’t hurt to
try.”

Chad kept his voice low as he asked, “If we
are unable to gain access to the Archives, what’s our next course
of action?”

“I’ve been thinking on that for some time,”
Bart said. “I paid a visit to Thyrr while I was in Wardean and
managed to find out the name and location of the man to whom he
sold most of those silver coins he fenced for you two.”

“Oh?” asked Riyan.

“The guy’s a collector of all things
associated with the King’s Horde,” explained Bart. “In fact, he
took part in the hunt thirty years ago when that last large batch
of coins was found.”

“You think he might know something?” asked
Chad.

“From what Thyrr said, the man’s been
pursuing the Horde ever since he caught the fever thirty years ago.
I don’t know who else would know more about it.” Bart sat back in
his chair and gazed at his two companions. Then he glanced around
the foyer to make sure no one was eavesdropping on their
conversation. When it didn’t appear anyone had he turned back to
the others. “I’m going to drop in on Kevik, then see what I can
learn about this Stryntner. See if he has a weak spot we can take
advantage of.”

“Take your time,” Riyan told him. “It’ll be
nine more days before we’ll be able to leave the Guild’s
grounds.”

“I’ll be back in a day or so and let you
know what I found out,” he said then stood up.

“Okay, good luck,” offered Riyan. After
standing up as well, he patted Bart on the back. He and Chad then
escorted him over to the door and said their final goodbyes.

Once Bart was out the door, Chad and Riyan
returned to their barrack and promptly fell asleep. The added
exertion of another hour with the fat-uglies had really wiped them
out.

 


Bart left the Guild behind and headed out to
Kevik’s. After Riyan and Chad had told him what transpired at the
inn, he wanted to make sure he was alright. To be sure that was not
his primary reason for seeing Kevik, he needed his help with
something.

It didn’t take him long to reach the road
leading out to Kevik’s place. By this time, the sun had begun its
descent to the horizon and the shadows were growing long. When
Kevik’s tower came into sight, he saw light coming from the third
floor window. As he had expected, the rest of the estate was
dark.

“Kevik!” he hollered as he approached the
tower’s door.

From the third floor window Kevik stuck his
head out and grinned when he saw Bart approaching. “Didn’t know you
had returned,” he hollered.

“Let me in,” Bart shouted up to him, “and
I’ll tell you about it.”

“Be right down,” Kevik told him just before
his head disappeared back into the tower. A minute later the tower
door opened and he waved Bart in. “Good to see you again.”

“You too Kevik,” he replied. Passing through
the doorway, he paused a second as he waited for Kevik to shut and
lock the door. “Heard there was some excitement last night?”

Kevik threw the lock and turned back to him.
His face was split in a grin and he nodded. “I take it you just
came from seeing Riyan and Chad?” he asked.

“That’s right,” Bart replied. “They said
when the fight was over, you were nowhere to be found.”

Kevik shrugged. “When the fight first broke
out, I scurried on my hands and knees straight to the door,” he
admitted.

“That wasn’t very courageous,” Bart
accused.

“No, I suppose it wasn’t,” he replied. Kevik
then began moving to the stairs leading up into the tower. “But the
last thing I wanted to do was to become embroiled in a fight. I’m
not what you would call skilled in such things.” As they reached
the second floor landing, he paused and turned back to Bart. “I
suppose I could have started throwing spells around, but was afraid
that might have changed the temper of the fight.”

Bart nodded, “I see your point.”

Kevik turned and continued up the stairs.
“Shortly after I made it to safety, members of the town watch
showed up and hauled everyone off to jail,” he explained. “Didn’t
know what else to do so came back here.”

“You could have gone to the jail and tried
to get them out,” said Bart.

“An apprentice magic user without a master?”
he asked. “In what way could I have swayed them?”

Bart followed Kevik the rest of the way to
the third floor. He could see the logic behind what Kevik had said,
and of all the professions out there, magic users tended to follow
logic’s doctrine more than any other. Once on the third floor he
saw the staff lying on the table in the middle of the room.

“Still haven’t finished with that yet?” he
asked.

“Getting closer,” replied Kevik. “There’s
one more binding spell that I have to master then I’ll have
it.”

“Will you make your attempt to become a
Practitioner once you’re done?” inquired Bart.

“It won’t be too long after that,” he
said.

“I’m glad for you,” replied Bart.

“Everything in Wardean turn out well?” Kevik
asked. He crossed the room to a table set against the wall and sat
down. He motioned for Bart to take one of the other seats across
from him.

“As well as could be expected,” Bart
replied. “The death mark is no more thank goodness.”

Kevik grinned and nodded.

“But I didn’t really come here to find out
about your staff or how you had fared last night,” he admitted. He
pulled his pack off and set it on the table before him. Reaching
in, he removed the cloak that had been found in the treasure room
beneath the Ruins of Algoth. “I think I know what this does but I
would like you to do an identification on it if you wouldn’t
mind.”

Kevik took the cloak set it before him.
“What is it you think it does?” he asked.

Bart gazed at him a moment then said, “I
think it’s a Cloak of Concealment.”

“What gave you that idea?” asked Kevik. He
was surprised. A Cloak of Concealment was a wondrous thing, very
rare indeed.

“Nothing in particular,” replied Bart.

Kevik could tell Bart hadn’t told him
everything, but he owed Bart for the times he had saved his life
since their first meeting. “Very well,” he finally said. “As you
know, my spell doesn’t yield a great deal of information.”

“I understand,” Bart told him. Frankly, if
he hadn’t spent all but a few silvers on the death mark, he would
have bought a scroll for this instead of coming to him. But, seeing
as how he was in the neighborhood and all…

Kevik settled himself comfortably in the
chair then placed a hand over the cloak. All of a sudden, the cloak
began to glow blue and he turned inward as the scene played across
his mind’s eye:

 


His vision was slightly obscured as he
watched a man passing by no more than a foot in front of him. Then
the scene changed…Two men fought. Their swords clanging as blows
were blocked. Then one was skewered and fell. Once again the scene
shifted and it felt as if a century or more had passed. He looked
up and saw the light go out as a chest’s lid closed over him.

 


Returning to the here and now, he opened his
eyes and the blue glow that had enveloped the cloak faded away. He
related to Bart what he had seen in the vision.

“That first part sounded like it could mean
that someone had been hidden in the cloak while another passed by,”
Bart said. Taking the cloak, he stood up and placed it around his
shoulders. “Once when I had this on, a friend of mine passed by
without acknowledging me,” he explained. “Tell me what happens when
I put the hood over my head.”

“As you wish,” Kevik replied.

Bart backed up to the wall behind him. When
he felt his back touch it, he took the hood and placed it over his
head.

Kevik shook his head, “I can still see
you.”

“Hmm,” murmured Bart. “Do you have any idea
how something like this would work?”

“No,” Kevik told him. “I haven’t researched
much in the way of enchanted items and their properties. Been too
busy with my staff.” He saw how the front of the cloak was open and
suggested that Bart pull that closed as well.

As soon as Bart pulled the front together,
the cloak changed and blended into the wall like a chameleon.
“Anything?” asked Bart.

“That did it,” he said. “If I didn’t know
you were there, I would never even realize it. There is a faint
outline, barely discernible to the eye. I doubt if anyone not
looking for it would notice.” The cloak had not only disguised
itself, but had somehow affected the parts of Bart, such as his
legs, feet, and hands that were not covered by the cloak.

From Bart’s point of view, nothing’s
changed. He could still see himself well enough. “Are you sure?” he
asked.

Kevik grinned. “Oh yes,” he replied. “It
worked beautifully. That cloak would be worth a fortune to the
right person. Want me to try so you can see what it looks
like?”

Bart opened the cloak back up and the effect
vanished. “Yes, if you don’t mind?” He removed the cloak and handed
it over to Kevik.

Coming from the table, Kevik took the cloak
and set it around his shoulders. He placed the hood over his head
and brought together the front just as he had seen Bart do. “How’s
this?” he asked.

“No change,” Bart said. “I can still see
you.”

Kevik tried pulling the hood further over
his face and worked to get as much of the cloak’s front together as
he could, but still the effect didn’t materialize. “What am I doing
wrong?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Bart said. Then he came
forward and retrieved his cloak. Once again, he donned it with the
hood over his head. As soon as he pulled the front together, he
disappeared.

“You’re gone again,” Kevik told him.

“Interesting,” Bart said.

Kevik pointed to the small adjoining room
with his bed and said, “I have a mirror in there if you want to see
for yourself.” He was able to keep an eye on the outline
surrounding Bart for half a second before losing him. Then he heard
Bart’s voice coming from the other room. “It worked!” He was about
ready to join him in the other room when Bart suddenly materialized
in the doorway as he removed the cloak.

“This is fantastic!” he exclaimed.

“Should come in handy for someone in your
profession,” Kevik observed.

Bart nodded. “Thank you for your help,” he
said. Once the cloak was off, he put it in the bottom of his pack
under the other items he was carrying.

“Certainly,” Kevik said. “Would you care to
stay for awhile?”

“Sorry,” Bart said. “There’s some
information I need to dig up in town that Riyan needs. Be back
later.”

“Plenty of room in the estate,” Kevik said.
“And it’s for free. May as well stay in the same room you did when
we first arrived here.”

“I’ll do that,” he replied. “Won’t be back
until late.”

Kevik nodded as he started to escort him
back down to the door.

“Why do you suppose it didn’t work for you?”
Bart asked.

“I’m not sure,” he replied. “Maybe it’s
keyed to work for only specific types of people.”

“You mean thieves and such?” questioned
Bart.

“I’ve come across passages in old tomes that
I’ve been researching for my staff which mentioned situations like
that,” he explained. “Sometimes an item is commissioned not by an
individual but by a Guild. So if the Thieves Guild were to
commission a cloak such as the one you’re carrying, it would stand
to reason they wouldn’t want it to fall in the hands of another
Guild.”

“Sounds plausible,” Bart said. “I don’t
really care though so long as it works for me.”

They arrived at the ground floor and Kevik
opened the door for him. Outside, the sun had gone down but the sky
wasn’t completely dark yet. “Be careful,” he said as Bart passed
through the door.

“Try not to stay cooped up in your tower all
the time,” responded Bart.

Kevik laughed, they said their goodbyes, and
then he shut the door as Bart began heading back to Gilbeth.
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Two days later, another of the runners came
to them just after their punishment drill and told them they had a
visitor. After donning their swords, they went and found Bart
waiting for them in the foyer.

He watched them approach and could see their
sweat drenched bodies. “Towel off or something next time,” he said
as they sat down opposite him. “You look a sight.”

They looked at each other as if for the
first time and realized just how bad their appearance was. Then
they glanced around and noticed several disapproving stares
directed at them for appearing in the foyer that way. There was no
specific rule about dress in the foyer, but obviously they were
expected to have a suitable amount of decorum when there. After
all, this was where outsiders and Guild members visited with each
other.

“You two aren’t going to get into trouble
again are you?” Bart asked.

“Lord I hope not,” Chad replied.

Riyan did his best to ignore the glances
that came their way and asked, “So, did you find out anything about
Stryntner?”

“Actually yes,” he replied. “Seems he’s got
this thing for young men…”

Riyan’s face blanched as Bart trailed
off.

Then Bart suddenly laughed aloud and said,
“Just kidding. He prefers women, he was married after all.”

Chad joined in the laughter at Riyan’s
expense. “Very funny,” he said, not smiling at all.

“Sorry, couldn’t help myself,” Bart said
before getting his amusement under control. “I did find out
something though.”

“What?” Riyan asked.

“He has a fascination with history,” he
explained. “Probably why he’s in charge of the Archives.”



“How is that going to help?” asked
Riyan.

Bart glanced around and produced a rather
aged looking tome and handed it over to him. “This should do it,”
he said.

Riyan took the tome and glanced at it. The
cover was leather and cracked with age. He opened it and very
carefully flipped through the pages but couldn’t understand the
writing. “What is it?” he asked.

“Something Allar had in that library under
Kevik’s workshop,” replied Bart. He called the third floor of
Kevik’s tower his workshop seeing as how he spends so much time
there ‘working’ on his staff. “Kevik said it detailed the history
of some clan or other and didn’t mind parting with it. Especially
after I explained to him what I needed it for.”

“Okay, I’ll give it a try,” Riyan said.
“Tomorrow during the noon meal.” They usually were given an hour
break after they ate so they wouldn’t get a cramp or pull anything
while their bodies digested their food.

“I’ll come back in two days to see if it
went alright,” he told them.

“What are you planning on doing in the
meantime?” Chad asked.

He moved his head closer to Riyan and Chad.
Lowering his voice, he said, “Just south of here in Kemmet is where
the buyer of the coins lives. I’m going to try and find him.”

“Good luck,” Riyan said.

“You too,” Bart said. Then he stood up.
“Better get cleaned up.”

Riyan grinned. “Planned on it,” he replied.
“See you in two days.”

“In two days,” Bart said. With a quick nod,
he turned and headed for the door. Riyan and Chad left for their
barrack even before he had left the building.

“Think this is going to work?” Chad asked,
referring to the book Riyan was carrying.

“I hope so,” he replied. “Not sure what else
we could do.”

When they returned to their barrack, Riyan
put the book in the chest at the foot of his bed and they each
gathered a change of clothes. Then after a short stint in the
communal baths that the Guild has, they went to the mess for a
quick meal. Another hour was spent talking with their fellows after
they finished eating, then it was to bed.

 


The next day just after finishing his noon
meal, Riyan hurried to his barrack and retrieved the tome he
received from Bart the day before. Carrying it with him, he went up
to the third floor of the Guild where the Archives was located.

He had been thinking about this moment ever
since Bart gave him the aged tome. How was he to start the
conversation? How could he ask to look through the tomes and
manuscripts located within? He still hadn’t come up with a good
strategy by the time he reached the third floor and came to the
door behind which lay the Guild Archives.

Riyan took a deep breath to settle himself
then went up to the door and knocked. He stood in front of the door
in silence for several minutes and began thinking that maybe
Stryntner wasn’t within. He reached up his hand and was about to
knock again when the door opened.

“Yes?” Stryntner asked when he pulled open
the door and saw Riyan standing there.

Riyan was speechless with nervousness. His
tongue dried up and he forgot what he was going to say.

“You got something to say boy?” the old man
asked him. Then he noticed the tome in his hand and his mood subtly
changed. “What do you have there?” He looked in curiosity at the
tome.

“I…ahem.” He cleared his throat then said,
“I understand you have an interest in the history of things.”

Stryntner just stood there. His gaze had
moved from the book and was looking Riyan over.

“I wanted to offer this to you,” he said.
Raising the hand holding the tome, he held it out.

“Just like that?” Stryntner asked. “You are
going to simply hand it to me?” His eyes narrowed as he grew
suspicious.

Riyan nodded. “I too have an interest in
such things,” he told him. “I was wondering if perhaps you needed
someone to help you out? Organizing, moving things, that sort of
things.”

“Can you read?” Stryntner asked.

Riyan began to relax as it seemed the man
wasn’t immediately going to send him away. He nodded. “I can read,”
he replied. “My village had a school of sorts. We all learned the
basics in letters and numbers.”

“Hmm,” he murmured. “You’re a Recruit aren’t
you?”

“Yes sir,” he answered. “My name is Riyan
Beronson from the village of Quillim.”

“Quillim you say?” he asked. Then he got a
far off look as if he wasn’t really there for a moment. Then coming
back to himself, his eyes once again focused on him. “Ever heard of
Rythor the Fierce?”

Riyan shook his head negatively.

“He came from your village, years ago I
think it was.” Then he nodded. “Yes, I believe he did. Brave man,
but stupid. He thought that since he had won many battles that he
was invulnerable. A black dragon killed him when he tried raiding
its hoard.”

“I never heard that,” commented Riyan.

“Hmm?” Stryntner asked as if he forgot what
Riyan was referring to. “Oh yes, right.” He reached out and took
hold of the tome Riyan still held out to him. Opening it up, he
scanned its pages and then looked back to Riyan. “Can you read
this?” he asked.

Riyan shook his head. “No. I am not familiar
with the language.”

“Not surprising,” Stryntner said. Closing
the book, he tucked it under his left arm and said, “Thank you very
much.” Then he turned, reentered the Archives and closed the
door.

Riyan stood there shocked at the sudden
closing of the door. After a moment he brought his hand up to the
door and almost knocked. He paused with his hand several inches
away, then lowered his hand in indecision. A full minute he stood
there, vacillating between whether to leave or knock on the door.
Finally, he turned and left to return downstairs. At the landing of
the stairs, he paused and glanced back to the Archives’ door. He
felt a little put out that Stryntner didn’t accept him as some sort
of helper. Shrugging to himself, he went downstairs.

He found Chad relaxing in their room as they
still had ten minutes left before they were required to return to
the courtyard and resume their drills.

“And?” Chad asked.

“I’m not sure,” he replied. He explained to
Chad what happened and how the old man just up and closed the door
on him.

“He sounds like an odd sort of fellow,” Chad
commented when he was through.

“That he was,” agreed Riyan. They talked
about it for several minutes. Then when the time for their drills
to resume drew nigh, they hustled out to the courtyard for another
session of sword technique instruction. That was the one thing they
both liked the best. They could do without the sessions with the
fat-uglies.

 


It was midafternoon when Bart arrived in
Kemmet. It had once bordered the Ki’ Gyrx Forest off to the east,
but extensive foresting over the past decade had pushed its fringe
back a mile or so. It was still one of the largest forests in
Byrdlon and had a rather unpleasant history.

Kemmet itself was still a small town, barely
more than a village really. Its main export was lumber, both raw
timber and the more manageable planks for construction. There were
two master woodworkers who have taken up residence in town, and on
the outskirts was a charcoal manufacturer who turned timber into
charcoal that smiths used in their forges.

The place Thyrr spoke of where he could find
Durik was supposed to lie on the southern side of town. It was an
estate a mile or so out in the hills. Thyrr also said he could
often be found at The Dunderdells, a local tavern where he would
spend time drinking and socializing. Bart had decided to stay at
the inn and await the coming of night to see if Durik would show at
the tavern. If so, he could approach him then.

There was but one inn and it was a rather
plain two story structure with a sign depicting a solitary tree
standing upon a hill. He pulled up to the post outside and
dismounted. Securing his horse, he went through the front door and
procured a room for himself and a stall for his horse.

Behind the counter where he made the
arrangements, he was surprised to see four of the coins bearing the
King’s symbol nailed to the wall. “What are those?” he asked the
proprietress.

“You’ve never seen the coins of the King
before?” she asked.

He shook his head no.

“They say there’s a cache of them somewhere
that’s supposed to hold a king’s ransom,” she told him.

“Do you mean the King’s Horde?” he asked in
a manner that spoke of bewilderment and awe.

She flashed him a grin and nodded. “That’s
right,” she said. “If you’re interested in such things, you might
try over at The Dunderdells an hour or so after dark. Durik at
times shows up there. He’s the one who gave me these.”

“He gave them to you?” asked Bart. “From my
understanding, they are rare and worth a lot.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know anything about
that. They are a conversation starter though.” Then she handed him
his key.

“Thank you, ma’am,” he said then returned
out front to where his horse was tied. He walked him around to the
stable in the back and found the stable boy who helped him get his
horse settled in. Once his horse was taken care of, he took his
pack and went up to his room where he waited for night to come.
Lying on his bed, he thought about what approach to use in
wheedling any information out of Durik that he could. He didn’t
want to let on that he was more than someone with idle
curiosity.

By the time it had grown dark, he had
somewhat of a plan worked out. He then went down to the inn’s
common room and had dinner. It was roasted venison with a side of
spicy tubers and bread. The clientele was the usual sort one would
find at an inn. Bart spent the duration of his meal quietly
contemplating the different people there. When he was done, he got
up, left a couple coppers on the table for the serving girl and
headed over to The Dunderdells.

The tavern was down the street past one of
the woodworking shops and the chandlers. Light came from the
windows and raucous laughter spilled through the doorway every time
someone passed through. Outside of The Dunderdells was an old chap
sitting against the wall by the door. When he saw Bart approaching,
he held his hand out, begging for a coin.

Bart slowed his steps as he looked the old
man over. From his time in Wardean, he could readily tell if the
beggars were begging because they had to, or was someone out to
cage a few extra coins. This old man was of the former. It looked
like half of his right leg was missing and he had an overall
miserable appearance. Bart dug into his pouch and flipped him a
silver.

When the man caught it, he was surprised at
the type of coin he had received. The coin quickly disappeared into
his ragged shirt. He nodded his head and mumbled, “Thanks.”

“No problem old timer,” Bart said. He didn’t
mind giving to those who genuinely needed it. But he would just as
soon spit on those who did it just for the money as it took coins
away from those whose survival depended on the coins they took
in.

He reached the door and pushed it open. The
noise inside rolled over him like a wave. The place was packed and
he was rather unhappy that the only spot available was on one of
the stools at the bar. He didn’t like that for two reasons. First
of all, nine times out of ten you’re sitting with your back to the
room which makes you vulnerable. Secondly, and from the looks of
where the open stool was sitting it’s true tonight as well, you’re
usually crammed in between two others.

Having little choice, he went over and took
his seat between a couple on his right and a lone drunk on his
left. Hardly the best situation.

“What can I get for you?”

He looked up at the large man behind the
counter. Not very tall but built muscularly and had a look that
said he wasn’t about to tolerate any sort of misbehaving. “An ale
would be nice,” Bart said.

The man was quick to place a foaming mug
before him. Bart laid down two coppers and the man took the coins.
As he began sipping his drink, he turned and gazed out over the
people at the tables. He could tell these were primarily locals.
Off to one side there was a group of seven older men sitting around
a large table. One of them had to be Durik.

All of a sudden, his arm was jostled by the
drunk on his left and half of his remaining ale went sloshing to
the floor.

“Shory ‘bout that, ol’ chap,” the drunk next
to him said.

Bart gave him a dirty look but held his
tongue.

“Let ol’ Bunn buys you anuter,” the drunk
said, slurring his words.

“That won’t be necessary,” Bart assured
him.

Then he felt the drunk’s arm go around his
neck. “You’re a nice enough fella,” ol’ Bunn said.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Bart said as he worked to
disengage himself from the drunk.

“Is this guy bothering you?”

Bart turned to tell the barkeep that he
could handle this when he saw that the barkeep had been addressing
ol’ Bunn.

“Naw,” ol’ Bunn replied with a gap toothed
grin. “Thish is my new fwiend.” Then he patted Bart on the back and
drained his mug in one gulp.

Bart was fuming inside. This was just the
sort of thing that always seemed to happen when he had the
misfortune to sit at the bar. He sat there and endured ol’ Bunn’s
attempts at small talk, all the while trying to avoid the noxious
odor he was emitting with every word.

Then to his relief, he saw a couple leave
one of the tables and head for the door. True, it was near the
middle, but at least it was closer to the table with the seven
older gentlemen and away from ol’ Bunn. Getting up from his chair
he quickly made a beeline to the table before anyone else could
take it.

Bart took the seat that gave him the best
view of the seven men. He had no sooner settled in when he heard
from the bar, “Hey, what about your ol’ fwiend Bunn?” His ire
peaked when he glanced back and saw the drunk staggering across the
room towards him. The freshly filled mug in his hand sloshing its
contents on the floor, as well as on other patrons, with every
unbalanced step he took. “Go away,” Bart said quietly under his
breath.

Working quickly, he reached into his shirt
where he had the rolled leather containing his darts. He removed
one of the darts as well as the third of the vials in line. Once
the dart and vial were in hand he glanced around to see if anyone
was paying him any attention and might have seen what he was
doing.

By this time the drunk was almost to the
table. Then he all of a sudden lost his balance and sat in the lap
of a lady at an adjacent table. She screamed, the gentleman she was
with forcibly yanked ol’ Bunn off her lap, and many of the patrons
erupted in laughter.

For a second after ol’ Bunn had been pulled
back to his feet, Bart thought he may wander off in another
direction. But luck was not with him this evening. Ol’ Bunn caught
sight of him from the corner of his eye and turned around. He began
staggering once again toward Bart’s table.

Bart shook his head in irritation as he put
the cork back in the vial before returning it back to the rolled
leather. Then he stood up with the doctored dart cupped in his
right hand and moved towards ol’ Bunn. “Here,” he said to him, “let
me help you to your seat.”

“Why that’s awfully kind of you,” ol’ Bun
replied with a smile.

Then when Bart’s right hand came to ‘assist’
him, he poked him in the shoulder with the point of the dart. He
was surprised that ol’ Bunn didn’t react in any way when the needle
entered his skin. He must have been so drunk that he hadn’t even
noticed.

Bart pulled out one of the chairs at the
table and helped the drunk into it. Then he returned to the seat he
had been sitting in before getting up to take care of the
situation. The poison that was on the dart took effect fairly fast
and it wasn’t long before ol’ Bunn’s head was on the table. To
anyone who happened to look their way, it appeared that he had
simply passed out.

The poison that he doctored the dart with
wasn’t fatal, just caused the recipient to slip into
unconsciousness for awhile. Bart replaced the dart back within the
rolled pack unobtrusively and then settled down to drink his ale.
He glanced around once more to see if anyone was the wiser, but no
one appeared to be paying him any undue attention.

With ol’ Bunn out of the way, he could once
more turn his attention back to the seven men, one of whom he’s
fairly certain is Durik. One of the men stood out more as Durik
than the other six. They were dressed rather commonly while the
seventh had an air about him that spoke of a higher social
standing.

“Durik!”

Bart turned from his discreet observation of
the seven men at the sound of Durik’s name. A man had just entered
through the front door and was making straight towards a table on
the opposite side of the room from where the seven men sat. A
rather nondescript man with brown hair, he wore a dirty traveling
cloak that looked as if he’d been on the road for some time. Bart
watched him as he came to a stop next to a table with three men.
One was just beginning to gray and had a hard look to him. The
other two sat opposite him and were younger, not much older than
Bart.

Coming to the conclusion that he must have
been mistaken in thinking Durik was among the seven, he now turned
his attention to what was transpiring over at the other table.

The man leaned close and whispered something
into the older man’s ear. Then the older man got to his feet and
said something to the other two younger men that Bart was unable to
make out. Following the man who had whispered into his ear, he left
the two younger men sitting at the table and walked out of the
inn.

Bart waited half a second before rising to
his feet leisurely. Trying not to appear to be in much of a hurry,
though he desperately needed to follow Durik and the other man, he
headed for the door. Once outside, he scanned up and down the
street and saw the two men moving away to the right.

Leaving the inn behind, he quickly moved to
follow. The two men walked in silence until reaching the edge of
town where they came to a stop under a large birch tree. There they
began speaking to one another.

Bart maneuvered closer in the dark. When he
reached the outside edge of the last building, he began working his
way from tree to tree until he could make out what they were
saying.

“…find them anywhere,” the man wearing the
traveling cloak said.

“Didn’t you ask around Quillim?” Durik
asked.

“Yes, and if anyone knows where they are
they aren’t saying,” the man replied.

Durik glanced behind him and scanned the
darkness for a second. Bart was hidden behind a nearby tree so
escaped detection. “No one’s ever found silver coins in this
quantity before,” Durik finally said. “A couple here and there from
time to time, but hundreds? They may know something that will lead
us to the Horde. I want you to find them!”

The man nodded. “I’ll ask around some more,”
he told Durik. Then he asked, “Were those two more fools inquiring
about the coins you placed at the inn?”

Durik chuckled, “Yes they are. Take care of
them for me before you go. Something’s afoot, I can feel it.” He
then turned towards the man and said, “We can’t afford to have
anyone out there searching for the Horde besides us, not now.”

“I’ll take care of it,” the man said.

“Good,” Durik said. “I’m heading home.
Report back here in a week whether you’ve found out anything or
not.”

“What should I do if I find them?” the man
asked.

“Send word and wait for me to arrive,” he
replied.

“As you wish,” the other man said. Then the
two men went in separate directions. Bart watched the other man as
he headed back to the inn while Durik moved off into the darkness
away from town. When they were both far enough away not to notice
him, he began following Durik.

So, they’re looking for us, he thought. They
must have found out who it was that had sold Thyrr the coins. He
was sure that if Durik found Riyan and Chad, that he would first
find out what they knew, then kill them.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the man
as he continued heading for the inn. He could appreciate the trap
Durik had set. Anyone who was interested in the King’s Horde, or
just the coins, would come find him when they saw those four coins
on the wall at the inn. Then it was a simple matter of taking them
out to reduce the competition. Bart had almost fallen into that
trap himself.

Turning his attention back to the shadow
that was Durik moving in the darkness away from him, he moved out
from behind the tree. Continuing to keep him just within sight,
Bart followed.
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Durik continued through the dark for another
mile before an estate appeared in the moonlight. The windows of the
manor house were dark. Bart followed at a discreet distance then
came to a stop behind one of the trees growing in the front lawn.
He watched as Durik walked to the front door of the manor, used a
key to unlock the door, then went inside.

Shortly afterwards a light appeared in the
window of the room on the other side of the door. Bart remained
where he was and watched as the light made its way through the
house. First along the ground floor before it disappeared for a
short time, then reappearing on the second floor. The light finally
came to a stop in the room at the end of the second floor on the
right. There it remained for a solid hour before going out.

Bart kept an eye on the manor house for
another ten minutes after the light went out. He came to the
conclusion that Durik must have gone to bed so returned to Kemmet
and to the inn in which he was staying. Bart found the proprietress
was still up and paid her in advance for another two days just in
case. Somehow, he was going to get into Durik’s manor and do a
little poking about.

He grabbed his pack and stopped by the inn’s
kitchen on the way out where he bought a loaf of bread, some meat
and cheese, as well as a small cask of ale. Then with his supplies
slung across his back in a pack the people in the kitchen were
happy to loan him, he returned through the dark of night to Durik’s
place.

Once he made it back, he found a spot not
too far away where he could observe the goings on at the manor
while remaining unobserved. It was within a group of tall bushes
bordered by three trees whose protective cover hid him well.

After an hour went by and nothing further
happened, he made himself comfortable and tried to catch some sleep
before dawn. Sleep though was slow in coming. His mind kept
churning over the conversation he had overheard Durik and that
other man have. It was clear they knew Riyan and Chad were the two
who fenced the coins through Thyrr. But did they know about him
yet? If that other man had asked around as he said he had, he may
have discovered that Bart was their friend and disappeared about
the same time they had.

Whatever they may or may not know, Bart
understood Durik to be a threat to himself and the others. Not to
mention that he has been searching for the King’s Horde far longer
than they have, and appeared to have a network of people in place
at his beck and call. Things could get dicey fast if they were not
careful.

Then he smiled. Even if joining the Warriors
Guild failed to produce any further lead, at least Chad and Riyan
were now going to be able to defend themselves should the need
arise. Just before slipping off to sleep, he concluded that the
need would definitely arise.

 


The first rays of the morning sun found Bart
already awake and still in the same hidden spot as before. He had
been up since shortly before dawn and Durik had yet to make his
appearance. There was always be the possibility that Durik had left
before Bart had awoken, but he doubted that.

He pulled out some of the bread, meat, and
cheese for his breakfast and sat there eating as he kept a watch on
the manor. Nothing happened for the next couple hours. Then about
mid morning a rider approached the manor and dismounted by the
front door. A few moments after knocking on the door he was let in.
At least now Bart knew that Durik was still within the manor. An
hour passed before the rider reappeared through the front door.
Durik stood in the doorway until the rider had mounted and begun
moving down the lane leading from the manor.

After the rider left, Bart remained in his
hiding spot and continued keeping an eye on the manor house. If
anything, he was patient, the hallmark of his chosen profession. A
person in his line of work who wasn’t able to wait for the right
moment to strike seldom lasted long.

The hours clicked by and still Durik failed
to show. During that time another rider, different than the one
before, arrived at the manor house. He spent a relative short time
within just as the previous rider had before exiting and riding
away.

It wasn’t until the sun was at the horizon
and about to set that Durik finally made an appearance. He didn’t
pass through the front door as Bart had expected. Rather he emerged
from the back on horseback and headed into town. As he made his way
down the lane to the road, Bart kept a constant watch on him. He
saw Durik turn onto the road and was out of sight on his way
towards Kemmet before leaving his hiding spot.

Bart walked quickly to the front of the
manor house, straight to the front door. When he reached the door,
he cast his gaze back to the road for a last look to make sure
Durik wasn’t on his way back. The coast was clear.

Turning back to the door, he tried to open
it and found it locked. He grinned and removed the rolled leather
which held his lockpicks from his pack. After taking the two
general purpose picks out, he began working on the lock. It was a
fairly simple lock, one Bart had encountered dozens of times
before.

He always found it humorous that when people
purchased locks, they never questioned their effectiveness. Most
people simply assumed that they would keep others out and never
realized that to a professional like Bart, you may as well not have
bothered.

It took him all of half a minute to have the
lock picked. He returned his tools back in the rolled leather and
placed it in his shirt. Once on a job, he usually kept them tucked
in his shirt after their initial use. Often he tended to need them
more than just once so wanted them handy.

Again he cast a look around the grounds
before opening the door. He passed through to the inside then
closed and locked the door again. The room he found himself in was
a normal outer room where Durik could entertain guests. He’s sure
that the room he wanted would have to be on the second floor. If
Durik has been hunting the King’s Horde for as long as Bart thought
he had, then it stood to reason he would have a room somewhere here
in the house dedicated to it.

Bart moved through the outer room and
entered the hallway on the other side. He discovered that it ran
the length of the building. Turning to the right, he followed the
hallway down to where he was certain the stairs up would be. After
all, last night after Durik came home, this was the way the light
Bart had observed had gone.

At each room he passed, he would pause a
moment and inspect it. Most of the doors stood open but two had
been closed. The brief inspections only revealed normal rooms one
would expect in a home. One of the last was a study.

The study contained a large desk, book lined
shelves attached to the wall on the desk’s right, and a pedestal
with the bust of a man on its left. Bart didn’t go in, but he did
give it more of a once over than the others. But in the rapidly
failing light, there wasn’t much that he could ascertain about it.
If he failed to find anything upstairs, he’ll return down here to
search it.

After leaving the study behind, he came to
the stairs leading up to the second floor. The hallway here on the
ground floor continued past the stairwell for another ten feet
before coming to an end. There at the end were two more doorways,
one on either side. He didn’t take the time to check them, instead
he immediately turned into the stairwell and ascended to the second
floor.

The first room he came to after leaving the
stairwell was behind a closed door. When he opened the door he
found a room where all the furniture was draped in sheets. All in
all it had the appearance that no one had lived in that room for
quite some time. Closing the door he continued on.

He came across three other rooms before
finding one that interested him. When he peered into that fourth
room from the hallway, even in the darkness he could tell this room
stood a good chance of being the one he wanted.

It was sparsely furnished with but two
tables in the center of the room. They were situated side by side
with just enough room between them for a man to pass comfortably.
There were a total of three chairs sitting around the two tables
and what looked to be a chest sitting against the wall to the
right.

But what really intrigued him was the
shadowy outline of a map on the wall opposite the door. In the dark
he couldn’t see what was depicted upon it, but it definitely piqued
his interest.

He entered the room and found that one of
the tables was bare while the other had papers lying across its
surface. Bart walked across the floor and set his pack on the
barren table and opened it. First his tube lantern emerged, the
very same one he used back in Quillim when they searched the
Magistrate’s Office, then came a small candle that would be used as
the tube lantern’s source of light. Before lighting the candle, he
set it within the tube lantern then went to the room’s window and
looked out.

Over the years he’s learned to be extra
cautious when he was somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be. The room
was facing the back of the house and he looked out to see if he
could see anyone out there. When he was certain the area out there
was free of witnesses, he returned to the tube lantern and lit the
candle.

The first thing he turned the light on was
the map on the wall. His eyes widened when the light revealed a map
riddled with small, thin nails. Each of the nails had a small scrap
of paper attached to its end. The map itself depicted an area wider
than that which was on the wall map in Crag Keep, it extended
further in every direction.

He moved nearer the map and was quick to
notice the nails were of two different colors. By far the majority
were the color of copper, with a smattering of silver. The papers
attached to the nails had numbers written on them. The highest
number he saw on one of the papers was thirty, and it was attached
to a copper colored nail.

Bart realized this map must show where
various coins of the King had been found and the number recovered.
The greatest concentration of nails was along the mountain range
separating the goblin lands from that of the humans. From Island
Lake in the south, all the way to the Barrow Downs to the
north.

The concentration of nails gradually
diminished as you moved away from the mountains, especially on the
goblin side. Once on the goblin side, the pins didn’t progress too
much further than the other side of the mountain. Though there were
three places far into goblin territory that held pins. Bart grinned
to himself when he saw the area near the lake where they had found
the Ruins of Algoth held no pins whatsoever. Durik didn’t know
about it!

He found Quillim and to his surprise it held
many nails too. One of them was a silver with the number two and
another was a copper with six. Bart wished the small bits of paper
would have also disclosed when the coins had been found as
well.

Through the plethora of copper nails and the
smattering of silver, he searched to see if there were any gold
nails indicating where gold coins of the King had been found. But
try as he might, he couldn’t discover any. Of course, it could be
that they were so alike in color to the coppers that he simply
couldn’t tell them apart in the none too bright light coming from
his tube lantern. After a few more minutes scanning the map, he
gave up trying to find the golden nails and turned to the table
with the papers.

The one on top was a short missive which
spoke of some person who was on the trail of the King’s Horde
somewhere to the south. The name of the individual and his location
wasn’t mentioned, it seemed as if the person who wrote it felt the
reader would already know. The letter simply referred to the
individual as The River Man.

Bart had never heard anyone referred to by
that title before and wondered who it could be. Another of the
letters spoke of The River Man being down near the Moran Tribes,
the nation to the south of Byrdlon. Apparently Durik was having the
activities of The River Man carefully watched.

The second to last paper on the table was a
missive from another of his agents. His eyes widened when he caught
site of his name and along with Riyan’s and Chad’s in the body of
the letter.

 


Durik,

 


Thyrr finally came clean with who it was
that fenced the coins, two young men from the small town of Quillim
up north. I proceeded there and tracked them down. One’s a shepherd
by the name of Riyan Borenson. The other is Chad Kelon the son of
the local miller. Both have turned up missing shortly after the
coins were fenced.

I have made some inquiries but no one seems
to know where they went. When asked about the coins, the locals
just stared at me dumbly like the sheep they herd. The two young
men were savvy enough to keep their mouths shut. It’ll make the job
more difficult, but not impossible.

They may be in the company of a third
individual who went missing around the time they did. The young
man’s name is Bart, a drifter who the locals say showed up a little
over a year ago.

I’ll keep asking around another day. Expect
to see me by week’s end for a full report.

 


Pyck

 


At least they don’t know where Riyan and
Chad are, Bart thought to himself. But how long that’s going to
last is anyone’s guess.

The last letter on the desk was of a more
personal nature, a simple correspondence from a friend. It had
nothing to do with the King’s Horde or anything else pertinent to
such things.

Bart then panned the light around the room
to see if there was anything else that may be of interest. The room
was pretty plain other than the map on the wall. After doing a
complete circuit of the room, he turned his attention to the chest
sitting against the wall. Sitting there illuminated by the light
from his tube lantern, Bart considered it for a second before going
over to it. He then took out his lockpicks and knelt before the
front of the chest as he gave it a quick once over.

Even though it didn’t look like it was
trapped, he proceeded with caution anyway. He knew from past
experience that most people won’t trap the chests they gain access
to on a day to day basis. It would be too easy for them to fall
prey to their own device during a moment of distraction or
forgetfulness. Most trapped chests lay in secret vaults. Of course
inner compartments of a readily accessible chest that were little
used were likely to hold a minor but deadly trap.

His tube lantern lay on the floor situated
in a position so that its beam of light shone on the front of the
chest while he worked. After a moment’s work he discovered what he
had suspected, there was no trap on this chest. He easily worked
the lock and soon had the chest open.

Inside he found a small bag containing a
handful of the King’s copper coins. Not nearly the amount one would
expect of a collector. Of the silver ones he had bought off of
Thyrr there was no sign.

Sitting next to the bag of coins was a
small, worn book. It looked like it had seen frequent use as its
cover was stained and cracked. Bart reached in and removed it. He
flipped open the book and noticed that it was a journal of Durik’s
quest for the King’s Horde.

There were over two score pages within the
book and on all but the last few pages were notations and drawings.
The front several pages held four separate drawing of the King’s
coins. It also talked of the discovery of the coins that sparked
the last quest thirty years ago. That must have been when Durik
first developed interest in finding the King’s Horde. According to
the notebook, it wasn’t Durik that had discovered that cache. It
was a woman by the name of Clara Hinkton.

Durik had noted that she lived in Jesop’s
Crossing, a small town west of here. It lay in the hills at the
base of the mountains and sat along the main north-south road.
Apparently she had been digging in the hills making rows in which
to plant her tuber plants when she came across the coins buried
loosely in the dirt. Realizing there was money beneath the ground,
she forgot about the neat rows she had been working on and started
churning the dirt quickly in search of more. Initially she found
only seventeen of the coins. Later when her family came to help her
dig for more did they uncover the final thirteen.

From what the journal said, people tore the
neighboring hills apart trying to locate more but only succeeded in
destroying the land. Bart noticed one passage in which Durik said
the treasure hunters were like ‘a plague upon the land’. Whether or
not Durik had been one of their number wasn’t noted.

Bart flipped through the pages quickly in
the hopes of coming across a depiction of any of the coats of arms
they had found in The Crypt. But by the time he had flipped through
every page, he hadn’t seen them.

There were three small maps drawn on some of
the pages near the end of the journal. But after a cursory glance
of the notations regarding them he realized they were leads Durik
had followed up on that went nowhere. One even had the notation
written beneath it that said, ‘Paid 20 golds for this! Got it back
when I killed the lying dog’.

Bart set the journal on the floor next to
the chest and then began searching for hidden compartments. After
several fruitless minutes, he replaced the journal back in the
chest and arranged it and the sack of coins just as they were
before he had disturbed them. Then he closed the lid.

Taking his tube lantern from off the floor,
Bart returned to his feet and glanced around. This can’t be all
there is, he thought to himself. Where were all the silver coins
that Durik had bought from Thyrr? They have to be here somewhere,
but where?

He blew out his light as he no longer needed
it at the moment. Once his eyes became readjusted to the darkness,
he began seeing outlines and shadows formed by the moonlight coming
in through the windows. At that point, he picked up his pack and
put his tube lantern in it.

Bart then left the room and began a cursory
check of the rest of the house. He didn’t need much light for what
he was doing now. Moving from room to room, he tried to ascertain
where there might be space between rooms that would be large enough
to hide a hidden room. Of course he didn’t rule out the possibility
of a wall recess but he wanted to do a quick check and then get out
of here.

The search of the second floor didn’t reveal
any unusual widening of the walls which might indicate a hidden
room. Once he descended the stairs back to the ground floor he made
another cursory check of the rooms on that level.

The rooms he came across were the usual fare
one would expect to find in a manor house such as this; large
dining room, a kitchen, a library where Durik could take guests for
an after dinner drink, and so forth. He did spend a little extra
time in the library on the off chance Durik had something in there
that may be pertinent to his hunt for the King’s Horde but came up
with nothing.

During his sweep of the ground floor, he
found a locked door near the kitchen. Using his lockpicks he had
the door open in a second and found a flight of stairs leading down
to the basement. Intrigued, he lit his tube lantern and took them
down. The stairs descended a couple feet through the foundation of
the manor before it started passing through solid dirt. In places
the dirt had been shored up with planks and stone, but not with any
great skill.

Bart descended another ten feet before
coming to a very sturdy, wooden door. Just as the door above, it
was locked but that didn’t pose much of an obstacle. Once the door
was unlocked and his picks were returned to the rolled leather
carrier, he pushed the door open.

It opened up onto a room that looked very
much like a place where information was extracted from people.
Sitting prominently in the middle of the room was a table roughly
eight feet by five. At each of the four corners were manacles where
a person could be restrained while he was being ‘convinced’ to
impart information the questioner may desire.

Bolted to the wall to the right were two
more sets of manacles where another two people could be held to
await the questioner’s pleasure. Over to Bart’s left was a metal
cage wherein additional captives could be placed and kept.

He moved into the room and panned the light
from his tube lantern about. The light revealed an assortment of
inquisitor tools such as pincers, knives, and screws. It also
revealed a passage exiting the room across from the stairwell. Bart
moved further into the room and inspected the table with the
manacles and found that it was stained red. Obviously Durik has
brought people here from time to time, most likely those whom he
thought may know something about the whereabouts of the King’s
Horde. The stains were long dried so it didn’t look as if he has
had anyone down here for some time.

Moving around the table, he headed for the
passage on the other side. It didn’t extend very far, even before
he entered it he could see that the passage opened up onto another
room. Bart passed into the passage and walked to the room at its
end.

This room was rather small with but a table
and a single silver candlestick holding a half burnt candle resting
upon it. A rickety old wooden chair sat before the desk looking
well worn and used. The walls of the small room were dirt with just
a touch of stone and wood used for bracing to keep them from caving
in.

Entering the room, Bart panned the light
around but all he saw was the table, candlestick, and chair. He
still hadn’t discovered where Durik kept the coins he had
collected. It was entirely possible he could be keeping them at
another location or maybe even has them buried somewhere.

Bart turned to leave. He found out what he
came here for. Obviously approaching Durik for information would be
a bad idea. One glance at the manacled table and he envisioned
himself strapped there if he but mentioned the King’s Horde to him.
Durik was someone they would do well to avoid if at all possible.
However, if they were going to continue the search for the other
segments of the key, they better move quickly before Durik or his
agents find them.

After leaving Durik’s basement, he relocked
the door at the bottom and once he was back at the top of the
stairs, locked that one too. Then he extinguished the candle in his
tube lantern and headed for the door.

He moved silently through the darkened
house, taking it slow at first until his eyes readjusted to the
darkness. By the time his night vision returned he had reached the
front door. Everything was still quiet. He went to a nearby window
and looked out across the moonlit landscape only to find it
deserted.

Opening the door, Bart passed to the outside
and locked the front door, leaving it just as he had found it. He
hustled quickly away from the house and cut cross country so as to
avoid anyone who may be approaching unseen down the lane. Once the
manor house was some distance behind him, he returned to the road
and hurried back to the inn.

In the morning he’ll leave and return to
Gilbeth. There he’ll be sure to inform the others about what he
learned and the fact that they could soon be targeted by a rather
unscrupulous person.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Six
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“Keep those swords up!” the Drillmaster
hollered.

Beads of sweat formed on Riyan’s brow. The
fat-ugly was held at guard before him causing his arm and back to
protest loudly. He and the other Recruits have been at this for
over an hour now.

Tad, a Swordmaster and one of the
Drillmaster’s assistants was walking down the row of Recruits
towards Riyan. Throughout the drill, he has been walking first up
one row then down another.

Lord not me! Riyan thought to himself.
Holding the sword at the ready, he kept his eyes straight ahead all
the while watching the Swordmaster’s approach from the corner of
his eye. Swordmaster Tad walked ever closer, passing one Recruit
after another. When his steps brought him close to Riyan, he
reached for the hilt of the sword that hung at his side and Riyan’s
heart sank.

Tad’s sword left its scabbard lightning fast
and struck Riyan’s fat-ugly. At that instant, Riyan broke his
immobile stance and launched an attack upon Tad. Despite the
complete unwillingness of his muscles to obey, he lashed out with
the fat-ugly. Tad of course easily deflected the blow and began
backing up to force Riyan to follow.

Riyan pressed forward with a cry on his lips
and engaged Tad as he gradually moved backward. Blow after blow
Riyan tried unsuccessfully to land on the Swordmaster, and all the
while, Tad merely deflected the attacks as he began weaving in and
out of the other Recruits standing immobile.

Extra care had to be taken not to strike the
other Recruits. For to inadvertently land a blow upon one of them
would mean serious repercussions from the Drillmaster. The least of
which would be extra drill time at the end of the session.

This was the second time Riyan had been
selected to wield the fat-ugly through the rows of Recruits. He was
quite proud of the fact that during the first time he weaved
through the rows, he didn’t strike anyone. They were told the
purpose of this drill was twofold.

First, a fighter had to be able to attack
and defend themselves no matter how tired you became. Most of the
time, the one who survived when matched off with another fighter of
equal skill was the one who could outlast the other. So the
Drillmaster had them hold the fat-uglies which drained their
strength fast and then they force them to attack.

The second purpose was skill. There are
times in battle when you must fight in close quarters and may be in
close proximity to allies. Being able to keep your sword from
striking an ally is another critical component in winning a battle.
After all, you don’t want to do your enemy’s job for them.

“Your friends are dying Riyan!” the
Drillmaster hollered from his position at the fore of the assembled
Recruits. “If you don’t dispatch your opponent, Chad may not see
tomorrow. Or maybe Seth and Soth would lose a leg, or an arm.”

Riyan gritted his teeth and worked to
overcome the exhaustion his arm was feeling as he tried to get
through Tad’s guard. First a strike, then he would be forced to
block a blow Tad aimed at him. Already he hurt in half a dozen
places where the wooden sword Tad was wielding had already struck
him.

“Your friend Chad is now dead I’m afraid,”
the Drillmaster said rather sadly. “Too bad your lack of skill kept
you from coming to his aid. I’m sure you’ll be able to explain that
to his grieving mother the next time you see her.”

His arm felt as if it was on fire yet he
would not give in. Blow after blow he rained down upon Tad, but not
one managed to breach his guard. It grew increasingly harder to
lift the fat-ugly with each succeeding blow. Yet every time his
attacks began to slow, Tad would step up his swordplay and begin
jabbing him mercilessly in the chest.

“Guard!” the Drillmaster exclaimed and Riyan
immediately stopped his attack and once again placed his sword into
the guard position. He worked to control his breathing and to keep
the sword in the proper position. Once he had grown still again, he
realized Tad had maneuvered him back to his original position in
the line of Recruits.

As Tad moved off to resume his route amongst
the Recruits, the Drillmaster came to stand before Riyan. “Your
skill has improved,” he said as he locked eyes with him. “I do not
think you are totally without merit.” Then he turned and walked
back to his position just as the sound of Tad’s sword striking
another of the Recruit’s rang out across the courtyard.

Riyan was shocked by the words of the
Drillmaster. They were the first he had heard the man utter that
weren’t derogatory in one way or another. A grin tried to break
forth as he swelled with pride. But he stifled that grin in a
heartbeat for he dared not allow it to show while at drills. Not
unless he wished for more because of it.

The drill continued for some time after that
as each in turn had their session with Tad. A few of the Recruits
hit their fellows and received severe recriminations from the
Drillmaster. Chad, to his undying relief, was one of the ones who
had not. Riyan was spared a third time with Tad, and in truth he
was one of the few who actually had two sessions. All but five of
the others only had the one. Chad had two as well.

When that particular drill was over, the
Drillmaster had them break formation for a short break where they
could rest for a bit and have a drink of water to quench their
thirst. There was little talk as the Recruits practically fell upon
the benches in their exhaustion. But that was after they properly
racked their fat-uglies on the stands.

Riyan was more than glad to have a breather.
His arm felt like lead and there had been times when he felt on the
verge of fainting while he stood in formation with the fat-ugly at
guard. He and Chad drank several ladlefuls of water each when the
water bucket came their way. Most of their breaks between drills
were roughly five to ten minutes long. Once in awhile it might be
longer but more often than not it was closer to five.

Once the water bucket had moved on and they
were resting on the bench, Riyan saw a figure emerge from one of
the many doors lining the courtyard. The man was rather old and it
didn’t take him long to recognize Stryntner from the Archives. He
nudged Chad and gestured to the old man. “Wonder what he’s doing
here?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” replied Chad.

They watched him cross the courtyard and
walk directly toward the Drillmaster. Once he reached him he came
to a stop, then the two men began speaking to one another. At one
point the Drillmaster turned his attention to where the Recruits
were gathered. “Riyan!” he hollered and waved him over.

Riyan immediately stood up and quick-timed
it over to the two men. “Yes Drillmaster?”

The Drillmaster nodded to Stryntner. “He has
requested for you to be allowed to assist him within the Archives,”
he said.

Stryntner nodded, “That’s right young Riyan.
I would greatly appreciate it if you could help me transcribe
several of the older tomes. You see they are getting rather on in
years and they may not last much longer.” He turned to the
Drillmaster and added, “The parchment they were written on really
wasn’t all that good. Though since then we have made great strides
in the creation of parchment, and thus if we were to transcribe
them from the old onto the new we would have them for many more
years to come.”

The Drillmaster took the ramblings of
Stryntner in good grace and once he wound down turned to Riyan and
said, “If you so desire Recruit, you may help our Keeper in the
Archives. After drills.”

“If it wouldn’t be too much of a bother
young man,” added the old man.

Riyan barely succeeded in keeping his face
passive as he replied, “I would be honored to help you with any
transcribing you may require.” Inside however, he was practically
jumping up and down in joy at the prospect of being allowed within
the Archives. Maybe now he’ll be able to find a lead on the last
two coats of arms.

Stryntner nodded with a slight smile. “Very
good then,” he said. “Come see me this afternoon.”

“I will sir,” Riyan replied. When he saw the
Drillmaster nod for him to return to his fellows, Riyan immediately
turned and walked back over to where Chad, Seth, and a few others
were gathered together.

“Well?” Seth asked.

Riyan allowed the grin out that had been
barely kept in check. “I’m to go and help him with transcribing
some old tomes every day after practice,” he explained.

“That’s great news!” Chad blurted out. Then
he quieted down when he realized the others were staring at him
oddly. “I mean, it’s great that you get to see those musty old
books.”

Riyan nodded as he watched Stryntner take
his leave of the Drillmaster. Just after he passed through the door
he had originally entered though, the Drillmaster resumed their
drills.

 


Once drills were over, Riyan quickly cleaned
himself and put on a fresh tunic. He wanted to make a good
impression on Stryntner.

“Good luck,” Chad said as he was about to
leave.

“Thanks,” replied Riyan. Chad and the twins
were heading over to the mess for a bite to eat once he left. His
stomach was growling too, but he could put that off for a short
time.

Racing up the stairs to the third floor,
Riyan quickly reached the door to the Archives. With excitement
infusing every part of his being, he knocked on the door. He was
figuring on being most helpful and accommodating in the performance
of his duties so that he may be allowed to peruse the tomes on his
own time.

A few seconds went by and still the door
remained shut. He knocked again. Perhaps Stryntner hadn’t heard him
the first time. Again there was no response to his knocking. His
excitement began to fade as nervousness took its place.

He was sure Stryntner had wanted him after
his drills. He stood before the door another couple of minutes in
indecision, even placing his ear against it in the hopes of
learning if there was anyone inside. When that turned up nothing,
he grew concerned.

Hoping that it wasn’t a breach of etiquette,
he banged his fist as hard as he could on the door. The noise from
the three strikes reverberated up and down the corridor. When the
door still didn’t open, he thought to himself that either Stryntner
was deaf, or not within. Since he hadn’t been given permission to
enter, and it didn’t look as if Stryntner was inside, he sat on the
floor with his back to the door to wait. He was no sooner sitting
comfortably on the floor when his stomach grumbled. He fervently
hoped he wouldn’t be waiting too long.

 


“So you guys learned to read and write in
that village of yours?” asked Seth.

They had received their food and sat down at
one of the many tables within the room. Most of them were empty,
the other Recruits and members of the Guild had yet to arrive. One
of the benefits of being a member of the Guild was that the Guild’s
mess would feed you even if you couldn’t pay, though of course it
was customary to give a few coppers if you were able.

“That’s right,” replied Chad. “All the kids
in Quillim went to the common room of the Sterling Sheep for a
couple hours between the morning and noon meals. We learned our
letters and numbers.”

“We didn’t have that,” Soth admitted. “Our
father said he never learned to read, that it was a waste of
time.”

“Would have liked to though,” said Seth.
“I’ve come across a couple instances where being able to read would
have been handy.”

Soth grinned and chuckled. “Like the time
when that cute girl handed you a note as she left the dance a year
ago.”

Seth blushed and nodded. He turned to Chad
and said, “I didn’t know what it said. Did she want me to come
after her? Meet her somewhere?”

“He was so embarrassed to ask someone to
read it for him that he never found out,” explained Soth.

“You mean you still don’t know what that
note said?” Chad asked Seth.

“No,” replied Seth ruefully. “Our father
moved us down here shortly afterwards and I never ran into her
again.”

“Too bad,” said Chad. “I would teach you but
I doubt if there’ll be much time for that.”

“You got that right,” agreed Seth. “Probably
too old for it now anyway.”

Just then Chad caught movement out of the
corner of his eye and turned his head. He was surprised to see
Stryntner entering the mess in the company of two men they’ve seen
from time to time eating in here.

Seth turned to find out what had caught his
eye and asked, “Isn’t Riyan supposed to be transcribing with him
right now?”

“I thought so,” replied Chad.

They watched the three men get their food
and take a seat at one of the tables on the far side of the
hall.

“Maybe he got Riyan transcribing already?”
questioned Soth.

“Probably,” replied Chad.

 


It would crawl, stop for a few seconds, then
move again. Most of the time it would alter its direction, rarely
continuing in a straight line, almost as if it didn’t know where it
wanted to go.

Its movements never carried it out of an
area roughly a foot across. What the bug could be doing, why it was
doing what it was, was something Riyan’s been puzzling over for a
half hour now as he watched its movements on the wall opposite
him.

The corridor upon which the Archives lay had
been quiet. Not one person had made an appearance and he was
beginning to think that Stryntner wasn’t going to show. The now
incessant grumbling of his stomach continued urging him in giving
up the wait and head down for some food. In fact he’s already made
up his mind that if Stryntner doesn’t show soon, he’ll leave.

His mind wandered back to the time in the
Ruins of Algoth where he had picked the lock in order to free Bart
and Chad when they were trapped. More than once he’s thought about
trying to pick the lock to the Archives in order to gain entry.
After all, the old guy could be passed out and in desperate need of
a healer or something.

Maybe I should look in just to see if he’s
alright. Leaving the bug to its dance on the wall, he stood up and
turned to face the door he had been resting against. “I hope he
doesn’t get the wrong impression,” he said to himself as he pulled
forth his knife. Moving the point to the lock, he took the handle
of the door in the other hand and inserted it in until he felt the
metal within.

He started to attempt to pick the lock when
the handle of the door turned in his hand and the door swung open
an inch. It wasn’t even locked! Riyan grinned at himself as he
replaced his knife in its scabbard.

Slowly pushing the door open, he said, “I’m
here as you requested.” Opening the door just far enough to stick
his head in through the opening, he said, “Hello?”

The interior of the room was dark. Faint
light filtered in through the few windows giving the room an eerie
feeling. “Hello?” he hollered a little bit louder. Pushing the door
open further, he took one step into the room then stopped.

In the gloomy light, he could tell that the
room was just as it had looked during the brief glimpse he had of
it that last time he was here. He scanned the room but there was no
indication of any source of light at all. Obviously, Stryntner
wasn’t there.

Disappointed to say the least, he stepped
back out of the room and shut the door. Standing there in the
corridor, he wasn’t sure what he should do. His stomach knew
exactly what it would like him to do, and let out with a
particularly loud indication of the course of action it wanted him
to take. But if he left, would that reflect badly on him?

He finally gave into hunger and left the
Archives behind as he headed down to the mess. The place was
crowded as usual and he took a moment to see if Chad and the others
were still eating but failed to locate them. They must have already
finished and returned to their room. He did find Tad eating at a
table by himself, so once he received his food, headed over to join
him.

“Mind if I sit down?” asked Riyan as he came
to the table.

Tad looked up and shook his head. “Go
ahead.”

“Thanks,” replied Riyan. Taking a seat in a
chair opposite Tad, he was quick to still the grumbling of his
stomach with a large piece of roast beef.

“Where are the others?” asked Tad.

“They came to eat right after we were
finished for the day,” replied Riyan. “I went up to help Stryntner
in the Archives.”

Tad nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “Heard
about that. How did it go?”

Riyan sighed. “He wasn’t even there.”

Chuckling a little, Tad gave him a grin.
“He’s a little scatterbrained,” he explained. “Probably forgot all
about you coming up there.”

“You think so?” asked Riyan hopefully.

“Yes,” replied Tad.

“What should I do then?” he asked.

“Maybe I can help you there,” offered
Tad.

“How?” Riyan continued eating as he looked
at his instructor with renewed hope.

“I’m not helping out with the drills
tomorrow,” he explained. “So I’ll ‘delay’ him and keep him in the
Archives until you arrive.”

“You would do that for me?” asked Riyan.

“Not entirely for you,” he replied.
“Stryntner’s a good friend and I know he needs help.” He lowered
his voice and leaned closer to Riyan as he added, “He’s getting on
in years and his mind’s not what it once was. But don’t tell him I
said that.”

“I won’t,” assured Riyan.

“There’s been talk of replacing him for
years but no one’s had the heart to do it,” said Tad. “He’s been
here longer than anyone can remember.”

Riyan nodded. “I’ll do what I can.”

Tad gave him a grin. “I know you will,” he
said.

 


The next day after drills, Riyan again
cleaned up and hurried to the Archives. Unlike the last time, the
door was open and light was coming through. Just before he reached
the door he glanced to the wall where the bug had been crawling
around yesterday and was glad to see the bug had finally made its
way elsewhere.

“…she’s been trying my patience for years
now,” Riyan heard Tad’s voice coming through the door. “What should
I do?”

Riyan came to the opened door just as
Stryntner replied, “Tell her…” He stopped in the middle of his
sentence when he noticed Riyan standing in the doorway. “Can I help
you?” he asked as he turned his full attention towards him. From
his tone of voice and facial expressions, it seemed as if he didn’t
know who Riyan was.

Riyan was a bit confused by the question
until he saw Tad grin, nod, and wave for him to enter. Stepping
into the room he said, “I’m here to help you transcribe some of the
older tomes.”

Stryntner stood there a moment as if he
wasn’t sure what Riyan was talking about. Then Tad said, “This is
the Recruit whom you asked to help you.”

“I did?” Stryntner asked. “I don’t recall…”
He thought about it for a second then it seemed as if understanding
came and he said, “Riyan right?”

Inwardly sighing with relief, Riyan nodded.
“That’s right, uh…” He stumbled as he tried to come up with the
proper form of address.

“Just call him Crusty,” Tad said with a
grin.

At that Stryntner turned on him and said, “I
told you never to call me that!”

Tad grinned at him all the more then turned
to Riyan, “His official title is that of ‘Keeper of the Archives’.
So it is proper to address him as Keeper if you like.”

“Keeper,” murmured Stryntner,” yes, that
will do.”

Tad made to leave and said, “I’ll leave you
two to get acquainted.”

“Don’t forget what I told you about that
girl,” Stryntner said before Tad walked out the door.

“I won’t,” he replied. Then with a wink to
Riyan he was gone.

Several candles burned in different spots
around the room giving sufficient light with which to see.
Stryntner indicated a table upon which three of the candles were
burning and motioned for Riyan to go and take a seat in the
chair.

Once Riyan was seated, the Keeper produced
parchment, ink, and quills. He brought them over and set them upon
the table before him. “Now, let’s see how well your hand is,” he
said. “Write something.”

“What should I write?” Riyan asked as he
took up a quill.

“Whatever you want,” he replied.

“As you wish,” Riyan said. He took one of
the parchments off the stack and laid it before him then moved the
inkwell into position. Nervousness welled up just as it use to in
the Sterling Sheep when he practiced his letters while someone was
watching. Taking a deep breath, he quieted the nervousness and
dipped the end of the quill into the ink.

Once he scraped the excess glob of ink off
on the inside of the inkwell’s lip, he started writing; A
shepherd’s life is boring. Sitting and walking, walking and
sitting. Oh, for the...

“Hmmm,” Stryntner mumbled as he was
reapplying ink to his quill. “You have a fair hand.”

“Thank you,” replied Riyan. “Would you like
me to continue?”

“That won’t be necessary,” the Keeper said.
Without a word, he turned about and moved to a shelf with several
scrolls and removed one. Returning to Riyan he handed him the
scroll and said, “Copy this for me.”

Taking the scroll, Riyan set it on the table
before him. He first moved aside the parchment he had already
written on and replaced it with a fresh one. Then he took the
scroll and carefully unrolled it. Placing it beside him, he saw
that it was a list of over a score of very mundane items; rope,
shoes, leggings, etc. Not the sort one would expect to be kept in a
place like this.

Once he had it placed in a good position, he
lifted the hand he wrote with and the scroll immediately rolled
back up. He looked up at Stryntner but he offered no advice. So he
took matters into his own hand. First he lifted the edge of the
candelabrum and slid the upper edge of the scroll under it then set
it back down. For the bottom edge of the scroll he used the
inkwell. When he was sure the candelabrum and the inkwell would
keep the scroll from rolling back on itself, he glanced up at
Stryntner. But again, he offered neither advice nor criticism,
merely watched.

Taking up his quill once more, he began
copying the words onto the parchment before him. All the while he
worked, Stryntner stood over his shoulder without comment. When he
finished the last word, Stryntner broke his silence.

“You do in fact have a nice hand my boy,” he
said. Then the Keeper indicated two drops of ink that were now upon
the original scroll. “You want to avoid that as much as possible.”
He then moved to the table next to the one Riyan was seated at and
removed two small, domed rocks. He brought them over and handed
them to Riyan. “These work well at keeping the scrolls in
place.”

Riyan replaced the candelabrum and inkwell
with them. “Thank you,” he replied.

“Come with me,” he said as he turned and
walked away from the table.

Riyan quickly came to his feet and followed
him through the Archives to a section in the back. Stryntner came
to a stop before two of the free standing bookshelves, both were
heavily covered in a layer of dust. From the looks of them, no one
has removed the tomes and scrolls upon their shelves for some
time.

Stryntner turned to Riyan as he pointed to
the tomes on the two bookcases. “These are the tomes which require
transcribing,” he explained.

“That’s quite a lot,” stated Riyan.

“True, but it needs doing nonetheless,”
replied Stryntner. He reached for one of the tomes and removed it
gingerly from the shelf. Blowing the dust off, he opened it
carefully and looked at the writing on the inside. The way he held
the tome was just as a mother would hold her newborn infant,
careful and lovingly.

He closed the tome and handed it to Riyan.
“You should be able to read this,” he said as Riyan took it.

Riyan opened the cover just as gently as
Stryntner had and saw that the writing was indeed in his language,
just a slightly archaic form of it. “I can,” he admitted.

“Good.” Stryntner said then returned to the
table where Riyan had worked. “Use this table and stack the
finished pieces of parchment here.” He pointed to the top left
corner of the table which was currently bare. “Once you have
finished, I’ll have them bound into a more permanent form.”

“When should I start?” he asked. Just then,
his stomach let out with a loud growl.

Stryntner smiled. “Tomorrow will be soon
enough,” he replied. “Go down and get something to eat. I remember
how hungry you get after one of the Guild’s drills. We must keep
our strength up.”

“Thank you,” replied Riyan. “I’ll do that.”
He set the aged tome carefully on the table. “I’ll make sure to
copy this with the utmost care.”

Stryntner patted him on the shoulder. “I’m
sure you will my boy.” Then he turned and began rummaging around
amongst some aged books on a nearby shelf.

Riyan waited there for a moment, unsure
whether he had been dismissed or not. Then he remembered what Tad
had said about his mind going and quietly slipped out the door.
With a lilt in his step, he went downstairs to the mess.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven
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Once Riyan headed up to the Archives, Chad
had a quick meal at the mess then went out to spend time in the
foyer. Bart was overdue by a day and he was getting anxious about
what may have happened to him.

Out in the foyer, he saw some of the
regulars that made it a habit of dropping by from time to time to
catch up on news and visit with old friends. As it turned out,
Barin was there talking with an older man. When he saw Chad
standing there looking about he caught his eye and waved him
over.

“Chad, I’d like you to meet my father,”
Barin said, indicating the man sitting with him.

It was easy to see the resemblance between
father and son. Barin’s father was a man of middle years to whom it
looked as if life had been very good. Riyan gave him a slight bow
and said, “Good to meet you sir.”

Barin’s father returned his nod without
reply.

“What brings you out here?” Barin asked.

“Hoping to meet a friend,” replied Chad.
“I’ve been expecting him for some time.”

“Nothing wrong I hope?” his fellow Recruit
asked.

Chad shook his head. “I doubt it,” he
said.

“Barin tells me you are from Quillim?” the
father asked.

“That’s right,” Chad said. “My father owns
the mill there.”

“A miller’s son?” he said. “How did you
manage to arrange entry into the Guild if you don’t mind my
asking?”

Barin indicated the vacant seat at their
table and Chad sat down to join them. “Thank you,” he said. Turning
his attention back to the father he answered his question. “A
friend and I came across some money and gained entry that way.”

The father’s face frowned slightly at that.
“I see.”

Chad sighed. It seemed that was always the
reaction he received when he told someone about how he had entered
the Guild. To many, it seemed a less than honorable means by which
to become a member.

Just then Chad caught sight of Bart walking
in through the doorway and felt great relief to have an excuse to
leave Barin and his father. Standing up, he said to them, “If
you’ll excuse me, my friend just arrived.” He nodded over to Bart
who was heading his way.

“Nice to meet you young man,” the father
said.

“You too, sir,” he replied. Then to Barin he
said, “Talk to you later.” He left the father and son behind as he
headed towards Bart.

By this time Bart had crossed half the
distance between them. Chad noticed an empty table over in a corner
and indicated for Bart to meet him there. “I was getting worried
about you,” he said as the two came together.

“Where’s Riyan?” he asked.

Chad grinned and pointed to the ceiling.
“He’s up in the Archives helping to transcribe some old tomes,” he
explained.

“He actually did it,” said Bart as he took
his seat.

“Not sure how much free time he’ll have to
hunt for the information we need though,” he said. “Did your search
turn up anything?”

“More than you’d guess,” Bart told him.
Lowering his voice, he continued. “We should talk about this
someplace more private, like Kevik’s estate.”

Chad saw the way Bart’s face grew grim and
asked, “Anything wrong?”

“You might say that.” He glanced around and
then leaned forward. In a voice so low as to be almost inaudible he
said, “A group of rather ruthless hunters for the you-know-what has
discovered who it was that fenced the coins to Thyrr.”

After a sharp intake of breath at the news,
Chad glanced around the foyer nervously.

“I don’t think they’ve traced you two here
yet,” Bart assured him. “But it’s only a matter of time.”

Returning his attention to Bart, he asked in
an equally low voice, “Do you know if they’ve been to Quillim?”

Bart nodded. “They have.”

Chad’s face paled.

“What?” Bart asked.

“Riyan sent his mother a letter to let her
know he’s alright,” he explained. “He told here where we were.”

“And a son in the Warriors Guild isn’t
something a mother will keep to herself,” Bart concluded.

“What are we going to do?” Chad asked.

“They won’t dare do anything while you two
are within the Guild’s grounds,” Bart said. “From what I
understand, if they did the repercussions could be lethal for them.
No, they’ll wait for a chance when you aren’t within the Guild’s
protection.”

“Our ten-day isn’t for another four days,”
Chad said.

“Good,” Bart said. “In the meantime, I’ll
keep an eye out in case they show up.” He could see the worry on
his friend’s face. “Relax. You two are in the safest place
imaginable.”

Chad nodded. “You’re right.”

“Now,” began Bart in an attempt to get his
friend’s mind off of things, “what’s your training been like.”

For the next hour they talked about the
Warriors Guild, the different skills they work on, and a dozen
other subjects. Though throughout it all lay an undercurrent of
worry about what may be in store for them in the future.

 


A candle burned on the table next to him as
he studied the words upon the page of the book laid open before
him. Most of the symbols and wording he understood, but a few
failed all attempts at understanding.

His former master had quite a collection of
books, but so far none has yielded any information on the unknown
symbols. Rubbing his eyes, he again worked to figure them out. This
was the final spell which he must master in order to complete his
staff, a spell of Arcane Infusion. The one he’s working on will
infuse the staff with up to three of the minor spells he already
knew. There were other Infusion spells he had come across during
his research in Allar’s library which would be more effective when
creating a Staff of Power, but this one held the least amount of
symbols with which he was unfamiliar.

“Kevik!”

From outside he heard Bart calling his name.
Sighing, he again rubbed his eyes and stretched. His back ached
from the hours he’d spent pouring over the books in Allar’s
library. He could definitely use a break. Going over to the window
he stuck his head out and looked down at Bart standing by the door.
“Be right down,” he hollered. When he saw Bart acknowledge him with
a wave, he pulled his head back in and went down to the bottom
floor to open the door for him.

Grabbing one of the candles from the table
as he passed by, he took the stairs down through the second floor
to the first. He unlocked the door which was locked by more than
just an ordinary locking mechanism and stepped aside as Bart
entered.

“It’s good to see you again,” Kevik said as
he swung the door closed.

“You too,” replied Bart. When Kevik was
finished relocking the door and turned to return up to the third
floor, Bart saw his face. “Burning the midnight oil?”

Bart paused and looked at his friend. “What
do you mean?” he asked.

“You have sacks under your eyes the size of
grapes,” he explained.

“I do?” Kevik asked. He reached up and felt
them with his fingers then gave Bart a grin. “I have been keeping
long hours lately.”

Bart followed him up to the third floor
where it was a bit warmer, but not by much. “Why don’t you build a
fire in the fireplace?” he asked.

“My robe keeps me warm enough,” he replied.
“Besides, I don’t have much time to spend chopping wood and I
hardly have the wherewithal to hire someone.”

Bart nodded in understanding. Despite having
a chest of gold coins secreted away somewhere in the estate, he
could hardly use them. After all, they were the ones they had
brought out with them from the Ruins of Algoth. If he were to spend
any of them it would raise problematic questions.

“Any further on your staff?” Bart asked.

“Actually I’m almost finished,” Kevik said
with pride. He walked over to the table where the staff lay upon
two stands, one at either end of the staff that kept it six inches
above the table. Removing it from the stands, he held it out for
Bart to see. “I have but one more spell to master and it’s
complete.”

“That’s great news,” Bart said. He reached
out to take the staff but Kevik pulled the staff away and shook his
head.

“Might not be a good idea for anyone but me
to touch it until it’s complete,” he explained.

“As you wish,” replied Bart.

Kevik set it back on the stands and turned
to find Bart looking at the book that sat open on the table.

“Is this part of the spell you’re working
on?” he asked.

“That’s right,” he said. “Though keep in
mind that indiscriminate perusal of a magic user’s book can at
times bring unfortunate repercussions.”

“What?” asked Bart as he turned to look at
him.

“Simply put, a magic user’s spell book is
normally trapped in some way,” he explained. “Fortunately that one
is simply an informational one. You might wish to make sure it’s
safe before you glance at any more open pages in the future.”

Bart nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Kevik came to his side and said, “But yes,
that’s the spell I’m working on.” He pointed to several of the
symbols that reoccurred throughout the spell. “I don’t know what
these are. So far every book I’ve read has failed to mention
them.”

“Have you looked through all the books yet?”
he asked.

“Not yet,” he replied with a sigh. “There
are still dozens more which may yield the information I
require.”

“What will you do if they don’t tell you
what you need to know?” Bart asked.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

Bart moved over and took a seat in a nearby
chair as he mulled it over. “What about asking the help of another
magic user?” he suggested. “I’m sure one with more experience would
understand them.”

“It’s not that easy,” he said. Sitting in a
chair next to Bart he continued. “For the most part, magic users
are a secretive lot. None wish to share their knowledge unless it’s
with their apprentice or very close associates. Unfortunately I am
accounted as neither by anyone.”

“Hmmm, that does pose a problem,” he
agreed.

“So, what have you been up to?” Kevik
asked.

“Well, let me tell you…” began Bart. He then
went into the details of his trip to Kemmet, Durik, and his
subsequent exploration of Durik’s estate. When he told of the
letters detailing their knowledge of Riyan, Chad, and Bart his eyes
widened.

“Do you think they’ll show up here?” he
asked.

Bart nodded. “It’s only a matter of time.”
He then explained how Riyan had told his mother where he was and
that it was unlikely she would keep it a secret. “So far very few
people know of your involvement. I’d like to keep it that way.”

“But that’s not going to last forever,” he
explained. “Every time one of you comes out here creates a
possibility that they’ll make the connection.”

“I know,” admitted Bart. “But you have
magical defenses in place right?”

“To an extent, yes,” affirmed Kevik. “But
there are ways around them if you know they’re there.” He gave Bart
a grim look then added, “I wish I was further along in my studies.
I’m sure I could come up with something more potent.”

“What you have now seems to be fairly
effective,” Bart said encouragingly.

“I hope so,” he replied.

They sat quietly for a minute as each
reflected on their own thoughts. The candlelight danced in the
slight breeze coming in through the window and Bart shivered in the
cold. “You really need to get some wood in here for guests if
nothing else,” he said.

Kevik grinned. “Maybe you would be helpful
in supplying it for me?”

Bart shook his head. “I’m not that cold,
yet.” Then a thought came to him about the problem he was having
with his spell. “Could you give me something that has those symbols
you don’t understand written on it?”

“What for?” Kevik asked.

“It might be a long shot,” he explained,
“but there may be a way I can find out the information you
need.”

“There is?” Kevik looked on him doubtfully.
But when Bart explained what he intended to do, his doubt turned
into hope. “It’s possible,” he agreed. “They use much the same
symbols and rituals that we do, or so I understand.”

Kevik stood and walked over to a pile of
books on a smaller table near the one which held the open book he
had been studying. He searched through the pile of books for a
moment before returning to Bart with one in his hand. He opened it
up to one of the pages and pointed out five different symbols.
“These are the ones I don’t understand.”

Bart took the book, and pointed them out to
Kevik. When Kevik nodded, he closed the book and slipped it into
his pack. “I’ll leave in the morning,” he explained. “I may be a
couple days. If Riyan and Chad visit you on their ten-day, let them
know what’s going on.”

“I will,” he replied.

Bart shivered again from the cold and came
to his feet. “I’m returning to town where I can get warm,” he
announced.

“Don’t you want to stay in your room in the
manor?” he asked.

Bart shook his head. “No. It’s getting too
cold to be there without a fire. Once you get some wood in I’ll be
more than happy to stay.”

Kevik looked a bit embarrassed by the fact
Bart was cold as he picked up the candle again to escort him down
to the door.

On the way down the stairs, Bart suggested,
“The next time Riyan and Chad stop by, why don’t you have them lay
in some wood for you? With their newly formed muscles they should
make quick work of it.”

Kevik laughed. “I’ll be sure to ask
them.”

At the door, Bart waited while Kevik undid
the various locks, both mechanical and magical. “I’ll be back as
soon as I can.”

“With any luck I’ll have already figured
them out before you do,” Kevik said hopefully.

“Keep an eye out for strangers,” warned Bart
as he stepped through the door.

“I will,” Kevik assured him. “You be careful
too.”

Bart nodded then hurried through the cold
night to where his horse was tied. He quickly mounted and with a
wave of farewell to Kevik, headed on into town.

Kevik shut the door and locked it. On his
way back up to his work room, he felt a shiver from the cold. Maybe
Bart was right. He definitely planned on asking Chad and Riyan
about supplying some wood when they arrived. Back on the third
floor, he set the candle on the table. Sitting in the chair before
the open book, he resumed his search for the elusive explanations
that he needed so badly.

 


Riyan had scribed far too late last night
and it showed. Several times he had allowed the tip of his sword to
droop, all but once he caught it himself before the Drillmaster or
the other instructor had noticed. Tad, who was the one helping the
Drillmaster today, had noticed the one lapse he failed to correct
in time. It cost him an extra hour of drill after the others had
left for the day.

His extra hour of drill was sparring with
Tad, which for the most part he enjoyed. He thought his skill with
the sword had improved, but it was hard to judge such things when
you sparred with those who could put you to shame if they really
wanted. So he had to rely on their judgment and believe what they
told him.

“You’re dragging Riyan,” Tad said as he
scored another painful hit on Riyan’s upper chest.

Riyan didn’t reply, simply concentrated all
the harder on what he was doing. One thing they had taught him
about fencing, your opponent would often say things to break your
concentration one way or another. The key to good swordsmanship was
to remain focused on the battle and not play into your opponent’s
hand.

“I hear Stryntner kept you up too late last
night,” Tad told him. Then he lashed out with a thrust that Riyan
was barely able to parry to the side.

“Nice,” complimented Tad. Of all the
instructors, Tad was the one who gave the Recruits the most
encouragement. The others expected perfection and only spoke to
point out a flaw.

“Trying to make a good impression,” Riyan
said as he stepped back to catch his breath.

Unfortunately, Tad wasn’t going to allow him
that time. Moving forward he struck a blow aimed at Riyan’s head.
When Riyan managed to block it, he came right back with a cut to
the side. Then one to the head, the side, the legs, and on and on.
Riyan managed to keep his blade from making contact.

Tad finally stepped back and gave Riyan a
chance to catch his breath. He didn’t have much endurance left, the
day’s worth of fat-ugly practice along with all the rest had sapped
his strength to almost nothing. As he waited for Tad’s next attack,
his arm started to tremor slightly and his legs grew weak.

“Tired?” asked Tad.

Riyan nodded. “Extremely.”

With a grin, Tad lowered his sword. “I
expect you would be after all you’ve done today,” he said.

Relieved that it was over, Riyan let his
sword drop. Just when he had the tip pointing toward the ground,
Tad gave out with a cry and launched another series of attacks.

As the first blow came at him fast, he tried
to bring up his sword in time but failed to stop the broadsided
strike to his side. After that, he was able to stop most of
them.

“When a battle rages for hours,” Tad said as
he continued to launch attack after attack, “this is how you’re
going to feel.”

Another blow went through his defenses and
pain erupted in his shoulder. But Riyan bore the pain and gritted
his teeth. It took all he had to simply keep his arm moving. Then
he saw Barin enter the courtyard and approach Tad from behind. He
held a bucket in his hands and wore a mischievous grin on his face.
That moment of distraction when he looked to Barin cost him another
bruised rib. Returning his attention to the battle at hand, he
worked to keep Tad’s wooden sword from dotting his body with
another bruise.

When Barin was but five feet from Tad, he
gave Riyan a wink and launched the contents of the bucket at Tad’s
back. Just before the water hit, Tad leaped to the side and the ice
cold water hit Riyan head on.

Barin looked in shock at the water soaked
Riyan and then to where Tad was grinning at them both. “How?” Barin
asked.

Tad pointed the tip of his sword toward
Riyan. “He told me,” he explained.

“I did?” asked Riyan. After the initial
shock of the cold water wore off, the soaking felt kind of
good.

With his other hand, Tad pointed to his
eyes. “Always watch your opponent’s eyes,” he told them. “I saw
your eyes flick behind me a couple times which caused your
technique to suffer. I figured something was going on. Then when
your eyes widened, I leaped to the side. Generally, a person’s eyes
widen in anticipation of something.” He looked to Barin. “And I was
right.” Then he laughed.

Any other instructor would have had them
both punished for what Barin had tried to do. And in truth, Barin
would never have attempted it with anyone other than Tad. “Riyan,
go get cleaned up and grab a bite to eat before you head up to
Stryntner’s. You won’t do him much good starving yourself.”

“I will thanks,” Riyan said.

Barin accompanied Riyan over to the rack
where he stored his practice sword. “Sorry about the wetting,” he
said with a grin. “But when I saw how hard he was pushing you I
couldn’t resist.”

“I don’t mind,” Riyan said. “Felt good
actually.” Together they walked back to the barracks where Riyan
quickly cleaned up and changed into the outfit he reserved for his
time in the Archives. He could be smelly and dirty while at drills,
but the Archives seemed to warrant more respect than that.

Barin went with him to the mess where they
found Chad and a few others still eating. They joined them and
Barin told them what he had done, or rather attempted to do, which
got them all laughing. Riyan was content to listen to the other’s
conversations while he wolfed down his meal.

He glanced over to Chad who shook his head
ever so slightly. Last night when Riyan had returned to the
barracks after leaving the Archives, Chad told him of Bart’s visit
and what he had said about others knowing about them. They had
expected Bart to put in an appearance in the foyer this evening,
but apparently hadn’t yet.

Chad was going to spend time out in the
foyer in case Bart should show up while Riyan went up to the
Archives. The others finished before Riyan and Barin did, only Chad
stayed to keep them company until they were done.

Once Riyan was finished eating, he bid his
friend farewell and hurried up to the Archives where he found the
door shut. Having a reason to be here this time, he tried the door
and found it unlocked. He felt Stryntner really should keep this
place more secure than he did.

Cracking the door open, he peered in and
found it dark. “Keeper?” he hollered. When no answer came back to
him, he opened the door wider. The light from the candle burning
out in the hallway passed through the now opened doorway and
illuminated the table where he worked the night before. Riyan could
see all the items he had used were still in their places.

Hoping that it would be alright for him to
be in there without Stryntner, he opened the door further and
walked in. After taking the candle from off his table and lighting
it from the one burning in the hallway, he walked to the back of
the Archives to the room Stryntner called home. He wasn’t there.
Riyan then returned to the table and resumed the transcribing of
the tome he had worked on the day before.

It was a history of this region that was
compiled over a century ago. He didn’t recognize all the names and
places it mentioned. But what it talked about hardly seemed like
the sort of stuff one would wish to save for future generations. It
was full of how many people lived in one town, what kind of grain
was harvested in another, those sorts of things. One section he
copied last night spoke of nothing but the types of trees that grew
in one section of some town he had never even heard of before. Oh
well, if this was what Stryntner wanted copied, so be it. Maybe it
was another test to see how well he did before entrusting him with
something of real value.

He set right to work and before he knew it,
had one complete page copied. Nothing of interest, just taxes that
were paid that year from various groups. After setting the
completed page atop the others of the night before, he stood up and
stretched. His muscles had begun to stiffen after having sat for
awhile now.

Last night he had copied eight full sheets
and hadn’t been able to get his full rest for drills, tonight he
planned on doing just four. In a few days he’ll have a good notion
as to how many pages a day he’ll be able to get done and still get
what rest he needed. The last thing he wanted to do was to face
another day of extended drills. True, they did help to further
sharpen his skills, but they were hard to experience.

The Archives was quiet, Stryntner still
hadn’t returned yet. He sort of wondered if the Keeper would return
at all that night. In order to work the kinks out of his muscles,
he decided to inspect the Archives some. Taking the candle from off
the table, he wandered over to one of the bookstands that looked
like it held some rather old tomes.

He would briefly glance through them one at
a time. When he failed to see any coats of arms, he would move on
to the next one. Once he had perused each book on one shelf in the
bookstand, he returned to the table to finish his transcribing. If
Stryntner was in the habit of not being around in the evenings when
he did his copying, he would have time to hunt for the information
he needed.

Smiling to himself, he got right to work and
didn’t stop until he had his four sheets completed.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

_______________________

 


 


 


Two days of riding found the walls of
Wardean appearing ahead in the distance. It was always good to
return to the city of his birth, you were never more at home than
where you grew up.

Bart gauged the sun to still be several
hours away from dusk, plenty of time remaining for what he came
here to do. He carried the book Kevik had given him with the
symbols needing deciphering in his pack. There was only one person
he knew that may even remotely be able to help, and that was
Phyndyr the scriber. It just seemed logical to him that since
Phyndyr dealt with magic, even though it wasn’t exactly the same as
that which Kevik manipulated, he could help.

When he passed through the gates and entered
the city, it almost felt like he was passing into another world.
Here in Wardean, he knew every nook and cranny. Almost all the
people were in some way familiar to him, especially those on the
lower rungs of the social ladder.

On his way through the streets to Phyndyr’s
he saw several instances where thieves were working as a team to
score off of their marks. To his trained eye it was easy to see the
mark being set up. How the small child began crying for no apparent
reason while another, older accomplice would come up behind a
caring individual who had stopped to see what was wrong to relieve
them of their purse. Oh yes, it was good to be back.

Several people took note of his passing,
some even called out a greeting. He returned the greeting when
appropriate, all the while continuing on his way. Bart was wary as
he passed through the streets as well. Not only were there old
scores that some would like to see settled against him, especially
now that he didn’t have the protection of his father, the Master of
Thieves. But there was always the chance someone hadn’t heard that
the death mark had been removed and would seek to claim the bounty
for his death.

As for his father, they held a mutual
respect for each other despite the fact Bart had sided against him
when Gerrick moved to replace him. It wasn’t that Bart thought his
father a bad man, not bad in a way that his peers would judge him.
It was simply that Gerrick would have made a better Master than his
father was.

All his life his father had told him to be
his own man, to follow his own way. Yes, there was pride in that he
followed his father’s footsteps, and bitterness that he had sided
against him. Still, he and his father weren’t exactly at odds.
Frankly, he’s not sure how his father felt about him. After he had
bought the death mark, he only encountered his father once more
before returning to Gilbeth. That was more in passing than an
actual meeting if truth be told.

Pulling up before Phyndyr’s and dismounting,
he put all thoughts of his father to the back of his mind. There
may come a time when rectification could come, but that time wasn’t
now. Taking his pack with him, he walked up to the door and
entered.

Phyndyr looked up at his entrance, grinned
when he recognized him, and nodded for him to have a seat. He was
currently helping another customer so Bart would have to wait until
he was done.

Bart took a seat in a char as far from the
pair as he could in respect of their privacy. It wasn’t the man’s
privacy he was concerned about, but Phyndyr’s. The scriber liked to
give his customers confidentiality when at all possible. Some of
the things people came and bought scrolls for were of a personal
nature. It wasn’t too long before the man’s business was concluded
and he was out of the shop.

Phyndyr immediately came over to him once
the man was gone. “Bart, it’s good to see you again,” he said.

“You too, Phyndyr,” Bart said. He stood up
and shook hands with his old friend. Actually Phyndyr was more of
his father’s friend, but he and the scriber enjoyed a good
relationship.

“I’m glad that business with the death mark
is over,” he said as he sat down opposite him.

“As am I,” agreed Bart.

“What have you been doing with yourself?”
Phyndyr asked.

“Oh, this and that,” he said which elicited
a grin from Phyndyr. Bart had ever been one not to speak about his
comings and goings. And considering his line of work it was none
too surprising.

“I’m here in the hopes you might be able to
help a friend of mine,” he said as he set his pack on the table
before him.

“Oh? Is he in need of a scroll of some
kind?” he mused.

Bart glanced at him as he pulled the book
out. “Not exactly,” he explained. “My friend is in a rather
untenable position I’m afraid. You see, he’s a magic user.”

At that Phyndyr’s face lost some of its
geniality. “Go on,” he said.

“He’s an apprentice who is working on his
staff so he can be raised to Practitioner,” he said.

“Why would he need my help?” Phyndyr asked.
“Wouldn’t he be better served by his master?”

“Well that’s the problem,” Bart said. “His
master died.”

Phyndyr nodded in understanding. “That
explains it,” he said.

Bart set his pack back on the floor next to
him and opened the book. “He has everything finished but the final
spell which will infuse the staff with the required magic.” He
opened it to the page where Kevik had indicated the symbols he
didn’t know. “What I was hoping was that you would be able to
decipher these symbols for him.”

Phyndyr watched as Bart pointed to each of
the symbols in question. When Bart was done, Phyndyr turned his
eyes back to him.

“Do you know them?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” he replied. “They are some of the
most basic symbols, I’m surprised he hasn’t already learned them.
All of the basic symbology is used by both magic users and
scribers. It isn’t until one reaches the more advanced arts that we
diverge.”

“So you can help him?” he asked with
hope.

“The question isn’t can I, but will I,” he
said as he looked Bart in the eye.

“What do you mean?”

“I am reluctant to help one who is embarking
upon the road of the Magi,” he admitted. “Such folk only do so out
of the expectation of the power they will attain. Rarely are those
of the Magi a benefit to society.”

Bart sat back, not sure how to respond. It’s
true, the stories one heard of magic users were rarely good ones.
In fact, they tended to be the bad guys more often than not. “Then
do it for me as a personal favor,” he said. “This magic user has
saved my life on more than one occasion.”

Phyndyr’s eyebrows arced up as he said,
“Indeed?”

Bart nodded. “I can’t imagine he would be
what you would call a menace to society,” he explained. “It’s just
not in his makeup.”

A thoughtful look crossed Phyndyr’s face as
he considered it. “What you say carries much weight with me.”

Hardly daring to breathe, Bart waited for
his friend’s decision. When he saw Phyndyr sigh, he knew he would
help.

“Very well,” his friend said with some
reluctance. “I suppose what I’m about to impart to him is fairly
common knowledge anyway.”

“Thank you,” Bart replied.

“But you are going to owe me,” Phyndyr said
in all seriousness. Then he grinned. “I’ll need to keep the book. I
should have it ready by tomorrow morning.”

“Take it,” Bart said as he pushed it across
the table towards him.

Taking the book, Phyndyr looked again at the
symbols and made sure he knew which ones needed explaining. “You
understand that I will only be able to explain them and give him an
idea of how to pronounce the words,” he explained. “He may have to
experiment some before he has the correct inflections
understood.”

Bart shrugged. “That’s his problem,” he
said. “At least with your assistance he’ll be on the right
track.”

“Are you going to be in town long?” Phyndyr
asked.

Bart shook his head. “Just long enough to
meet with you in the morning, then I’m off.”

They both turned as the front door opened
and two little old ladies walked in. Phyndyr sighed when he saw
them.

“Regulars?” asked Bart.

Phyndyr nodded. “You could say that,” he
replied. When he noticed that they saw him sitting with Bart, he
gave them a wave in greeting and said, “I’ll be with you
momentarily.”

The two ladies nodded and took a seat at one
of the tables. Their heads quickly came together and their
whispered conversation could barely be heard.

“They’re going to take the rest of the day
I’m afraid,” he told Bart.

“What do they want?” Bart asked.

“They don’t know,” he explained as he rolled
his eyes heavenward.

Bart grinned and came to his feet. “I thank
you again for your help in this,” he said.

“Not at all Bart,” he replied. Then just as
Bart was leaving the table he reached out and placed his hand on
his arm. “Your father holds no resentment towards you for your
choice,” he said quietly. Before Bart could respond to the
statement, Phyndyr removed his hand and proceeded to cross the room
over to the two ladies.

He hesitated beside the table wondering what
prompted Phyndyr to say such a thing. Perhaps it was just that he
wanted to assure Bart that things between his father and him were
not so bad. Pondering the statement, Bart headed for the door and
was soon out on the street.

Still over an hour before nightfall and he
wasn’t tired enough to turn in. He did get a room for the night at
a nearby inn before hunting down Terk. Bart still owed him that
drink for all he did in helping him with the removal of the death
mark.

The first place he went in search of his
friend was an old tavern in the shadier side of town. A place
called the Halfling’s Stump, it was a hangout for those living on
the seedier side of life. Full of miscreants, beggars, and thieves,
it wasn’t the sort of place one would bring a lady of high
society.

Bart had come here often before
circumstances forced him to move to Quillim. He left his horse at
the inn and walked through town, taking in the sights and sounds of
the pulse of the city. A grin came to his face unbidden as he
worked his way towards the Stump. Why it was called the Halfling’s
Stump has been argued about for years. The original proprietor has
long since passed away and from what was told about him, he was
tall and had both hands.

When the Stump came into view, he saw that
the place hadn’t changed in the least. He actually chuckled when he
saw the broken wagon parked alongside the building in the alley
next to it. Kippen, the man who ran the place now, had said for
years that he was going to fix it and move south. From the looks of
the state of disrepair it was in, he hadn’t yet.

Five men and two women, couldn’t really call
them ladies, were hanging out front near the door as he approached.
They were clearly drunk even though it wasn’t even dark yet. When
they saw him coming they called out to him, mostly rude comments
which he paid little attention to. One of the women propositioned
him but he declined the offer. Leaving them to their revelry, he
entered the Stump.

A rather dingy place, dark and smoky, the
Stump wasn’t exactly what you would call a classy establishment.
But for those who frequented it, the place was perfect. Bart paused
just within the door and looked around. As luck would have it, he
saw Terk sitting across from a woman at a table over against a
wall.

Bart grinned to himself and headed on over.
Terk was paying far too much attention to his lady friend and
failed to notice Bart’s approach. The lady on the other hand took
notice of him right away. Before he could reach the table, Terk had
noticed her eyes looking past him and turned to see what it was she
was looking at. When he saw Bart approaching, he got to his feet
and said, “Bart! When did you get back?”

Bart came forward and greeted his friend.
“Had some business in town,” he explained. “I’ll be heading out in
the morning. Thought about buying you that drink I promised.”

“Well, have a seat then,” he said. As Bart
pulled up a chair to join him and his lady friend, Terk turned to
her and said, “This is an old friend of mine named Bart. He and I
go way back.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said to him.

Bart gave her a nod and replied, “You too,
uh…?” Looking to Terk questioningly, he heard him say “Laura.”

As Bart sat down, Terk said, “Been some
people in town asking about you.”

A chill went down Bart’s spine as he heard
that. “Who were they?” he asked.

“Don’t know,” replied his friend.

Bart signaled the serving girl and ordered
the three of them an ale. “Do you know what they wanted?”

He shrugged. “From what I heard they said
they had some business with you was all,” he explained. “I didn’t
talk to them myself, heard it from Ashtyn.” Ashtyn was another of
their friends that had grown up with them on the streets.

Bart tried to keep his face passive. Inside,
his mind was churning. Most likely it was one of Durik’s men trying
to find out information about his whereabouts. If they were to
encounter him here things could get unpleasant. He clearly
remembered the table with straps in the basement of Durik’s
home.

“Troubles?” Terk asked.

Bart came back to himself and realized he
had grown quiet and still for a time. Shaking his head he said,
“No.”

“Good,” replied Terk. Just then the serving
girl returned with their drinks. He took one of the mugs and said,
“Now, let’s do it like we use to.”

Bart took up his mug as well and said,
“You’re on.” They both lifted their mugs to their lips and downed
it all at once. Then their mugs slammed to the table
simultaneously.

Terk laughed and signaled for another round.
That was but the first of many they went through before the night
was over.

 


A groan escaped him as the morning’s light
pierced through his eyelids and knifed into his brain. Laying his
arm over his face he tried to shut it out but it was no use.
Cracking open an eye he glanced around and was glad to find that he
had somehow made it back to his room at the inn. How he had managed
it was a bit fuzzy.

Then a snort from beside him caused him to
turn and find Terk’s girlfriend lying in the bed next to him. A
quick scan of the room revealed they were alone, Terk was nowhere
to be found.

He turned back and saw that she had an eye
opened and was looking at him. “Morning,” he said.

“Good morning to you too,” she said with a
grin.

“Um, where’s Terk?” he asked.

“You mean your friend from the Stump?” she
asked. She smiled and placed an arm across his chest and snuggled
closer.

“Yeah,” he said. Ordinarily waking up next
to a pretty girl after a binge like the one he and Terk had been on
last night was a fortunate circumstance. All too often you woke up
to ‘something else’. Once he had tied one on like last night and
woke up next to, well, every time he thinks about it he turns red
and a shiver courses through him.

“He passed out so I went with you,” she
said. “He certainly didn’t mind.” She moved her head closer and
started nibbling on his ear.

As much as he liked the attention he was
getting, he needed to see about his friend, and allay any notions
that his friend may be having about him stealing his girl. Sitting
up in bed, he could feel her arm across his chest trying to pull
him back.

“I really must be off,” he told her.

“Are you sure?” she asked. Pulling the
covers down a bit, she attempted to change his mind.

He had to steel himself against his more
carnal impulses. After swallowing hard, he said, “Yes.”

“Too bad,” she said. “I like you.”

“I like you too,” he replied. He slipped his
trousers back on and pulled his tunic over his head. “You take care
now,” he said. Grabbing his pack, he headed for the door.

“Will I see you again?” she asked.

“Not likely,” he replied as he paused before
the door, “sorry.”

Opening the door he quickly passed out to
the hallway. Once the door was closed, he stood there a moment as
he tried to calm himself. It was almost more than he was able to do
to move away from the door, but he did it. After he reached the
stairs and was on his way down to the common room his hormones
began calming down.

He took a moment to pick up a couple
copper’s worth of bread and meat before hurrying out the door.
Eating as he walked, he headed back to the Stump to see if Terk was
still there.

Taking a man’s girl without his okay was a
definite breach of friendship, and being drunk beyond all reason
was no excuse. Bart wanted to make sure he made it right with Terk
before he left town.

At the Stump, he found Terk lying outside in
the back alley with several other former patrons of the Stump.
Rather than allowing them to sleep it off inside, they had hauled
the drunks out in the alley. It’s doubtful if any of them have
anything of value left as thieves were aware of the taverns which
did this.

Bart stepped over a man and came to his
friend. “Hey man,” he said as he shook his shoulder. “Wake up.”

Groaning from the pain ripping through his
skull, Terk opened his eyes to see his friend standing there above
him. “What happened?” he asked.

Offering his friend a piece of the bread,
Bart replied, “We tied one on.”

“I guess so,” he said. Terk took the bread
and started nibbling on it. He looked around at his surrounding and
sighed. “In the alley again.” He checked his pockets and sure
enough, everything that was in them was gone.

“Gone?” asked Bart.

Terk nodded his head.

Bart lent his friend a hand as he helped him
to his feet. He walked with his friend out of the alley and began
moving down the street. “I took your girl to my room last night,”
he admitted. He had mulled over various ways in which to say it,
but couldn’t come up with anything better than to come right out
with it.

“How was she?” he asked.

Bart shrugged, “I don’t remember.”

Terk paused in the street a moment, looked
at his friend, then laughed. With that laugh Bart knew his friend
held no animosity towards him. “Let me get you back to your place
before I head out,” he said.

“You’re leaving again?” he asked.

“I told you that last night,” replied
Bart.

“Did you?” Terk asked. “Can’t remember
nothing.”

“Me either,” Bart admitted.

After a block or two, Terk was again steady
enough to make it on his own without requiring Bart’s help. He led
Bart to his shabby little room a few streets over. At the door to
the room, he paused and said, “Thanks for getting me out of that
alley.”

Bart shrugged and grinned. “It was the least
I could do.” Then he and Terk said their farewells. As Terk opened
the door, Bart turned to leave.

“Don’t be such a stranger,” Terk said just
before entering the room.

“I’ll be around from time to time I’m sure,”
he replied. As he left the building, he heard Terk shut the door.
Bart couldn’t help but grin and shake his head. Friends like Terk
were hard to come by.

As he passed through the streets toward
Phyndyr’s, he tried to recall what happened last night but it was
all a blur. The throbbing in his head was beginning to subside by
the time Phyndyr’s shop appeared down the street. He’ll be glad for
this to be over with and get the information Kevik needed back to
him.

When he was but one block from Phyndyr’s, he
slowed when he saw a man crossing the street ahead of him. The man
was heading directly for Phyndyr’s door. He seemed somewhat
familiar, brown hair with a well worn traveling cloak. As
realization came to him, Bart stopped in the middle of the street.
That was the man who had talked with Durik that night at The
Dunderdells in Kemmet. From the conversation he had overheard this
man and Durik have, the man entering Phyndyr’s had already been to
Quillim inquiring about them. Now the trail has led him to
Phyndyr’s.

Bart moved to the side of the street
Phyndyr’s shop lay on and ducked into a side alley. When he made
sure no one was looking, he removed his pack and opened it.
Reaching in, a plan began to form.

 


Phyndyr heard the front door open and saw
the man enter. He’d heard through several acquaintances about this
man, though none knew who he really was. One thing Phyndyr did know
about him was that he was looking for Bart.

Getting up, Phyndyr walked forward with a
smile and asked, “How can I help you? A scroll to help you at dice
perhaps?”

The man shook his head with a grimace. “No,
nothing like that,” he replied.

Phyndyr looked questioningly at him. He knew
this man had already been to see Thyrr on two separate occasions.
The first time he had been interested in who had fenced the silver
King’s coins, the second time he was looking for information about
Bart’s friend’s whereabouts. Rumors have already begun circulating
within the circles of those in-the-know that Bart and his friends
may have found the King’s Horde.

“I was looking for some information,” the
man came out and said. “I wish to find Bartholomew Agreani. I
understand he’s a friend of yours.”

“I’ve known Bart for quite awhile, that’s
true,” he said. Then just as he was about to continue, the front
door opened about a foot then stopped. “Pardon me a moment,” he
told the man as he went and closed it.

“Sorry about that,” he apologized as he
returned to the man after closing it. “Sometimes the wind blows it
open if it isn’t shut all the way.”

The man simply looked at him. “Now, about
Bartholomew, have you seen him lately?”

Phyndyr gauged his response and came to the
conclusion that he didn’t owe this man any sort of explanation. “No
I haven’t,” he lied.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “I have it on good
authority that Bartholomew was in here yesterday,” he stated. “I
want to know where he is and what he’s up to.”

Phyndyr crossed his arms and frowned at the
man. “I tell you he hasn’t been here,” retorted Phyndyr. “Why do
you want him so bad?”

“He stole something from my employer and I’m
to recover it,” he explained.

A seed of doubt crept into Phyndyr’s mind.
He knew who and what Bart was. There was a slight possibility that
this man was telling the truth. Either way, he owed nothing to him.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m afraid I can’t be of any help to
you.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. Phyndyr could tell
that the man knew he was lying and wasn’t taking it very well. Then
he saw the man rest his hand on the hilt of his sword.

“It would be better for you if you were a
bit more accommodating to my request,” he said.

Phyndyr actually laughed at the man.

The man’s face turned red. Whatever reaction
he had been expecting, being laughed at definitely wasn’t it. “Tell
me where he is or it’ll go badly for you!”

“You dare threaten me, a Master Scriber in
my own shop?” asked Phyndyr incredulously. “If you are going to
pull your sword, do it and let’s get this over with.” Phyndyr stood
there in front of him with a look that dared him to pull it.

Perhaps the man hadn’t been aware of who and
what Phyndyr was. Doubt crept into his eyes as he stood there. He
glanced around the room, but other than the tables, there was
nothing in it which would indicate this was a scriber’s shop.
Deciding discretion was the best course of action at this time, he
removed his hand from his sword’s hilt.

“Now,” Phyndyr told him, “I suggest you
leave.” He glared at him for a second then saw a flash of movement
behind the man. Something struck him on the back of the head with
an audible thud, dropping him to the ground. “Did you have to do
that?” he asked before Bart took the hood of the cloak off and
materialized before him.

Bart was surprised that he had known he was
there. “How did you know I was here?” he asked.

Phyndyr flashed a quick grin at him. “One
should never give away their secrets,” he said. Then he glanced
down at the man lying unconscious between them. “What’s going
on?”

After replacing the knife with whose handle
he had struck the man back in its scabbard, he replied, “If I could
use one of your back rooms for a few minutes I’ll tell you.”

Phyndyr nodded. “Be quick before someone
comes in.”

Bart picked up the man and slung him over
his shoulder as he followed Phyndyr to the door leading into the
back. Once through the door, Bart found himself in a small square
room with a door on each side. From past visits he knew that the
door opposite the one he had just passed through led to where
Phyndyr’s apprentices and journeyman worked on creating scrolls.
Also beyond that door was a room with a rather formidable door
which sealed a room that held Phyndyr’s more valuable
merchandise.

Phyndyr was quick to shut the door behind
him and then moved to the door on their right. “Bring him in here,”
he said as he removed a ring of keys and unlocked the door. The
opening of the door revealed a storeroom where bottles of ink,
sheaves of paper, and other paraphernalia which Phyndyr needed to
construct scrolls were stored.

He indicated the floor in the middle of the
room. “Just lay him there,” he said.

Bart plopped him on the floor and then
checked the man’s eyes.

“He’s not dead is he?” Phyndyr asked with
the closing of the storeroom’s door.

“No, but he may be out for awhile,” he
replied. He glanced up and added, “I hit him a bit hard.”

“I need to tell Josef to watch the front
room,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” Josef was Phyndyr’s
journeyman scriber who was quite skilled in the scriber’s art and
could practically make any scroll that Phyndyr could.

“Thanks,” Bart said.

Phyndyr paused at the door and glanced back
at him. He nodded then moved though and shut him in there. Bart was
plunged into darkness when the door closed. He sat on the floor
next to the unconscious man until Phyndyr returned.

He hadn’t long to wait before the door
opened and Phyndyr entered the storeroom bearing a lit candle.
“Now,” he said as the door closed behind him, “would you mind
telling me why this man now lies unconscious in my storeroom?”

“I suppose you’ve heard by now that two
friends of mine and I came across some coins of the King?” he
asked.

Phyndyr nodded. “I’ve heard something about
that, yes,” he replied. “Supposedly you found a large
quantity.”

“Something like that,” Bart admitted. He
nodded to the man on the floor and said, “This man’s employer is
one of those crazy Hunters for the Horde and thinks we know where
it lies.”

Phyndyr’s eyes widened at that. “Do you?” he
asked. When Bart hesitated he added, “You and I go way back, I’ve
never broken a confidence before and I’m not about to now.”

Bart looked up at his lifelong friend and
said, “Maybe. We’re not entirely sure.”

He looked at Bart in shock as he plopped
himself on one of the crates sitting on the floor. “The King’s
Horde,” he breathed.

“Now we’re not even sure about it yet,” Bart
told him.

“But it’s possible?” he asked.

Under the expectant eyes of his friend, Bart
nodded.

“Unbelievable!” he exclaimed.

“Please don’t tell anyone about this,” urged
Bart.

“Don’t worry young Bart,” Phyndyr said.
“Your secret’s safe with me.”

The man on the floor began to stir and gave
out with a groan.

“I think he’s coming out of it,” Phyndyr
observed.

“Good,” said Bart as he turned his attention
back to the man. He glanced back to Phyndyr and said, “It might be
better if you were to leave.”

“If it’s all the same, I would just as soon
stay,” he replied.

Shrugging, Bart said, “As you will.” He once
again turned his attention to the man and saw the man’s eyes on
him. “You’re awake, good.”

The man glanced from Bart, to Phyndyr, then
did a quick scan of the room before returning to Bart. “What
happened?” he asked. He reached up to the back of his head and
found a lump there.

Bart ignored the question as he said, “I
hear you’ve been looking for me.”

The man failed to respond to the question,
instead he sat up and propped his back against another of the
crates that sat nearby. Once he was comfortable, the man looked
back at him. “You’re Bartholomew Agreani I take it?”

Bart nodded. “Now that you’ve found me, what
do you intend to do?” he asked.

“Nothing,” he replied.

Bart laughed. “Nothing?” he asked. “Why did
you wish to find me anyway? And don’t give me that tale about how I
stole from your employer. We both know that was just a ruse to find
me.”

“True,” he said. “But so far it’s been a
pretty successful one.” He took another look around the storeroom
and saw the scriber materials lying on the shelves and was glad he
had decided against testing the validity of Phyndyr’s claim about
being one. “My employer wishes to meet with you,” he finally came
out and said.

“I don’t think so,” replied Bart. “Durik
doesn’t seem the sort who would prove beneficial for me to do
business with.”

Eyes widening in surprise that he would know
for whom he worked, the man asked, “How do you know Durik?”

Bart gave him a grin, “I know many things. I
know he’s hunting for me and two associates of mine. I know he
wishes to interrogate us as to the location of a certain place.” He
paused for a moment as he let the information sink in. “Please feel
free to speak up if I’m in error.” The man just sat there
quietly.

“Are you going to kill me?” the man
asked.

“Hardly,” replied Bart. From where he sat he
heard Phyndyr sigh. Turning to his friend he said, “I wouldn’t
dirty your shop with another man’s blood.” Then he returned his
attention to the man.

“No, but I would like you to deliver a
message to your employer,” he said.

“What?”

Bart knelt down and looked the man straight
in the eyes. “We don’t know where it is,” he said. “His attempts to
track us down are irritating and I want them to stop.” He saw the
man’s eyes narrow and his face draw into a scowl as he listened. “I
would hate to think of the events that would be set in motion
should I discover you, Durik, or any others were coming after us.”
He paused a moment to let that sink in. “Do I make myself
clear?”

The man nodded.

“Now, I think it’s time for you to leave,”
he said. Standing up, he offered the man a helping hand but had it
knocked aside for his effort.

The man stood up and gave Bart a rather
unpleasant look.

“If you’ll follow me,” Phyndyr said. “I’ll
show you out.”

Without a word, the man followed Phyndyr
from the storeroom. He didn’t even give Bart a parting look of
warning, just left.

Bart waited in the storeroom until Phyndyr
returned from seeing the man out. “Sorry about all that,” he told
his friend.

Phyndyr waved it away as unimportant. “You
best watch your back from now on,” he said. “I don’t think he or
his employer will let this go.”
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