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Chapter 1

 


 


The arrival of the stranger was quite a
shock. My humble village of Lower Hicksnittle was normally a quiet
place, which was natural enough considering its location on the
northern fringe of the backward kingdom of Darnk. Its inhabitants
plodded thickly through life, considering all things beyond the
confines of their clustered hovels and rocky turnip fields to be
alien, hostile, and ultimately unimportant. We knew little of
events elsewhere in the Eleven Kingdoms, for travelers from the
south were rare. To the north lay endless leagues of empty
wasteland and the black wall of a distant, unexplored mountain
range. Lower Hicksnittle was as isolated and uninteresting a place
as could be found. Hence our amazement when the stranger appeared
in our midst.

He strode into the Festering Wart Tavern
like an insult and stopped in the middle of the common room with
his hands on his hips and arrogance on his face. All the village
men were there that spring evening, drinking stale rutabaga beer
and gossiping about the recent rash of mottled pig pox going
around. We ceased our talk to stare at him in sullen, suspicious
silence. The only sound was the sputtering of the smoky pig fat
lanterns which hung from the dangerously bowed rafters.

He was thin and pallid and outlandishly
dressed. His peach-colored breeches were too tight, his white
blouse too ruffled, the bobbing yellow plume on his hat too long,
and the golden curls of his hair too dainty. We Hicksnittlers
favored ill-fitting gray garments woven from mudflax and cottonweed
and kept our hair cropped short. His attire was one strike against
him. The sword at his belt was another.

“I am Lombardo of Calador,” he said,
wrinkling his nose at the stench of the place. It was important to
breathe lightly at the Festering Wart. Strong men had died here by
simply inhaling the foul air too deeply. Some of their bones still
lay scattered in the filth on the floor. “Many call me Lombardo the
Magnificent.” We made no response and he seemed surprised that we
didn’t recognize his name. “I have come to your quaint village,
good peasants, seeking a man with whom I have business. His name is
Jason Cosmo.”

I jumped in my seat and the others turned
their heads to glare at me, holding me personally responsible for
Lombardo’s intrusion into their world. Observing our reactions, he
approached my table. Cloying perfume assailed my nostrils even
through the overpowering smells of the Festering Wart. Farmer Ames
and Burlo Stumproot, my drinking partners, gagged and looked away.
I held my breath and met his gaze.

“You, sirrah,” said Lombardo, jabbing a
manicured finger at my face. “Do you know where I may find the one
I seek?”

“I’m Jason Cosmo,” I said. “What do you want
with me?”

“I want your head.”

“You’re joking.”

“Think you so?” I looked up into his pale
blue eyes, cruel as hooks. He wasn’t joking.

“There must be some mistake.”

“There is no mistake, dog.” He tapped the
hilt of his sword. “Stand.”

“I’ll sit, thank you.”

“I said stand, dog!” He whipped his rapier
from its scabbard and pressed the point against my throat. I looked
to my fellow Hicksnittlers for support and found they had all taken
a sudden absorbing interest in their fingernails, despite the fact
that there were nearly twenty of us to his one. Of course, we
didn’t have swords. I stood.

“Listen, I’ve paid my taxes and—”

“Silence!” he hissed. I fell silent.
Lombardo raised his voice to make a general announcement. “Good
villagers! This man who dwells among you is not, in truth, a man.”
He paused for dramatic effect. “He is a demon in human form!”

The Hicksnittlers gasped with horror. Burlo
and Ames quickly got up from the table and moved a safe distance
away, taking their beer mugs with them.

“I always knew there was something strange
about him,” said Ames. “Always readin’ them books.”

Burlo nodded. “Yep. A normal man don’t have
use for books, just pigs and turnips and women. Even so, who’d have
ever thought old Jason was a demon in human form?” The other men
asserted that they were equally shocked at this revelation.

“I’m not a demon!” I said. The sharp steel
point at my throat muffled much of my indignation.

“He lies!” said Lombardo. “Think on it! Have
your crops failed, your livestock taken ill, your children
disobeyed, your wives nagged you?” The wide-eyed villagers nodded
assent to these propositions. Lombardo jabbed his rapier slightly
forward, causing me to stumble back against my bench as he
continued. “Here is the cause! He poses as one of you even as he
casts his vile enchantments over all you hold dear!”

“It’s a terrible thing,” said Ames wisely,
“when a man casts vile enchantments over all that his neighbors
hold dear.”

“True,” said Burlo. “Of course Jason ain’t a
man no more. He’s a demon in human form.”

This was getting out of hand. I suddenly
backed away from Lombardo’s sword, pushing the bench along behind
me. The table was still between us and he made no move to close the
gap.

“This is crazy!” I said. “You’ve known me
all my life! I’m a farmer like you, a Hicksnittler, a proud son of
Darnk!”

“Precious little farmin’ I seen you do,”
said Farmer Godfrey, squinting at me from his seat across the room.
“Your turnip patch is half the size of any other man’s.”

“That’s because I’m also the local
woodcutter, as you all know. I cut the firewood that keeps you warm
through the cold Darnkite winter. I bring the lumber you use to
build your proud shacks. Just as my father did before he died, and
his father before him.”

“What about the books?” said Ames, “Evil
things, those books. Full of black magic.”

“They aren’t! Magic isn’t even legal in
Darnk.”

“I know that. But I still have to wonder
about those books. How do we know you haven’t got a spell for
calling up mottled pig pox in one of them?” The others grumbled
darkly at this suggestion. Lombardo merely smirked.

“Well, if you had ever bothered to learn
reading, you could see for yourself.”

“No point in it,” said Ames. “I’ve got no
use for reading. It’s bad business through and through.”

“There is nothing sinister about reading. My
dear, departed mother taught me—”

“Your mother was from parts unknown,” said
Godfrey. “She was probably a witch. That means you’re at least half
witch, even if you’re not a demon.”

“Take that back, Godfrey, or I’ll brain
you.” My mother was not a witch, but the runaway daughter of
Brythalian gentry who had fled an unwanted marriage and found her
way to Lower Hicksnittle, where she had fallen in love with Jolan
Cosmo, my father. Strong-willed, educated, and exquisitely
beautiful, she had never been fully accepted by the Hicksnittlers,
especially the spiteful, jealous wives who envied her looks and
grace and frowned on her foreign ways. Janna Cosmo simply ignored
their unkind remarks and lived her life as she pleased, which
included educating me in what she considered a fitting manner. I
knew more about history, geography, mathematics, and other topics
than the rest of the village put together. Not that I had much
practical use for my knowledge in Lower Hicksnittle, but I was
grateful to my mother for her gift to me.

I started toward Godfrey but was stopped
short as Lombardo turned my angry words against me. “Fear not his
threats, Goodman Godfrey,” he said loftily. “I shall protect you
from this demonic witchspawn!”

This was too much to bear. “Don’t listen to
this peacock—maybe he’s the demon!” I pointed an accusing finger at
the swordsman.

“Good point,” said Farmer Derbo. “It’s for
sure that fellow ain’t from around here. He must be . . . a damned
foreigner!” The crowd gasped at this stunning realization and I
relaxed a little. Instinctive rural xenophobia would preserve me,
for a damned foreigner was as bad as a demon in the Hicksnittler’s
view.

Lombardo’s predatory smile undermined my
confidence. “Good squires!” he cried, promoting us several ranks in
the social hierarchy. “Do you hear how the demon betrays himself?
He admits there is indeed a demon present, but seeks to deceive you
into believing it is I since it was I who exposed him to you. But
if I am a demon, then why would I expose him? Because I am not!
Therefore, he is!” He raised his sword in triumph. The
Hicksnittlers considered his argument and decided it was sound.
They scrambled away from the tables and backed against the far
wall, making religious signs and averting their eyes from me.

“Wait a minute!” I said. “What kind of logic
is that? Burlo! Ames! Guys! Think about it!” But it was obvious
that Lombardo had won his case. Logical reasoning has never been a
big part of the Darnkite national character.

“You will deceive them no longer, foul
demon!” said the swordsman, taking a deliberate step forward. I was
on my own. I upended the heavy wooden table and sent Lombardo
sprawling. As he hit the floor I raced across the common room,
through the kitchen, and out the back door.

Strong arms snaked around me as I reached
the outside. It hadn’t occurred to me that Lombardo had brought
help. His lurking ally hurled me roughly to the muddy ground. I saw
him framed in the .spillage of light from the doorway, a squat,
hulking man with arms like posts. He flashed a gap-toothed grin and
dove atop me, knocking the breath from my lungs. We rolled and
grappled, wrestling for advantage. He was exceptionally strong, but
so was I, my muscles lean and hard from swinging an axe and
dragging fallen trees.

Lombardo appeared and sheathed his sword
with an arrogant chuckle. “Guido will make short work of you,
Cosmo. He wrestled bears before entering my service.”

I believed it. Guido forced my arm into a
position it wasn’t meant to assume. I slammed my knee hard between
his legs, but to no visible effect. Maybe he was a eunuch. The
henchman countered by sinking his teeth painfully into my shoulder
while attempting to pull the lower half of my face away from the
upper half. Twisting my head out of his grip, I got a knee against
his chest and shoved him off me. He took a mouthful of my shoulder
with him. I sprang to my feet.

Lombardo drew his sword again and danced
forward, whipping the blade back and forth in the air. I backed
away, trying to watch both master and henchman. Guido was back on
his feet and slyly tried to sidle his way behind me.

“Why do you want to kill me?” I asked,
hoping to distract them as I racked my brain for a plan.

“I am a bounty hunter,” Lombardo said. “And
with your capture I will be acknowledged as the greatest of all
time. It will be nice to have my true talent properly recognized.
Notice how I cleverly convinced these peasants you hide among that
you are a demon, thus cutting you off from what aid they might have
given you.”

“I’m impressed. But I think you’ve made a
mistake. I’ve committed no crimes.” Lombardo held the weapon, and
thus the initiative, but I had some choice about which way I
retreated. I aimed for the tool shed across the yard where I might
be able to grab a weapon of my own.

“Then someone is wasting a large
reward.”

I was halfway to my goal, but if Guido eased
over much further he would block me. “Just how much of a reward are
you talking about?”

“Ten million gold crowns.”

“Excuse me? I thought you said—”

“Ten million gold crowns.”

“That’s insane!” You could buy a small
kingdom with a mere one million crowns and still have enough change
to pick up a couple of dukedoms on the side. Ten million crowns
staggered the imagination.

Lombardo shrugged. “Perhaps so. But someone
is paying and I, Lombardo the Magnificent, will collect.” He lunged
and nicked my chest. “You are so smug. You pose as a stupid peasant
and hide in this cesspool of a kingdom, yet go boldly by your own
name—an insulting challenge to all who seek you.”

“Who’s hiding? I was born here. I live here.
There has to be a mistake!”

“I tire of these games!” Lombardo lunged to
attack.

I was close enough. I whirled and sprinted
the last few yards to the shed. Guido wasn’t fast enough to
intercept me and Lombardo didn’t react in time. I yanked the door
open, reached inside, and grabbed the first handle I felt. It was
an axe. I brought it up just in time to deflect Lombardo’s thrust
and hit Guido in the face with the blunt end of the head. Bone
crunched and he dropped to the ground. I charged Lombardo, who
turned heel and ran. I pursued, screaming like a barbarian
raider.

Lower Hicksnittle consisted of about a dozen
wooden hovels arranged around a central square. The Festering Wart,
our combination tavern and town hall, squatted on the east side of
the open area. I raced around the corner and into the village
square, where two horses were tethered and the villagers were just
exiting by the front door. Lombardo abruptly stopped his flight and
turned to face me. I skidded to a startled halt. The men of Lower
Hicksnittle gaped at the sight of me, mud-soaked with bloody axe in
hand, my moonlit face twisted into a grimace of rage and surprise.
Lombardo dramatically extended his sword like an accusation. I knew
what was coming next.

“There is your proof, good villagers!
Exposed, the demon has gone mad and now seeks to murder us all,
rape your wives, and devour your children! We must stop him!” The
Hicksnittlers swung their heads about, gapes intact, to stare
blankly at Lombardo. Letting him handle the berserker demon
woodcutter was one thing; getting involved themselves was quite
another. Lombardo sensed the problem before I could think of a way
to exploit it. Gesturing toward his horses, he said, “A reward of
ten silver coins to each of you if you help me save your village
from demonic destruction!”

That was good enough for the Hicksnittlers.
They stooped and gathered stones and globs of mud which they hurled
at me with indifferent accuracy. I danced and dodged as they pelted
me, then suddenly charged the smirking Lombardo, taking him by
complete surprise and knocking the rapier from his grasp with a
sweep of my axe. He stumbled back and fell to the ground, his arms
upraised. My neighbors ceased their barrage and watched with morbid
fascination as I lifted my axe to finish him.

“Preserve me, good villagers!” he cried
pitifully.

I reconsidered. The women and children had
come out of their huts to investigate the commotion and were
staring at me from every direction, wide-eyed. I couldn’t hack a
helpless man to bits with the whole fearful village watching. In
fact, I lacked the stomach to hack a helpless man to bits under any
circumstances.

On the other hand, he was dangerous. I
couldn’t just let him go. I looked around and saw the answer.
Flinging the axe aside, I reached down and yanked the quaking
bounty hunter to his feet.

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“Give you a bath.” I hefted him into the air
and carried him, kicking and squirming, to the town well, which was
no more than a bucket on a rope beside a deep hole in the
ground.

“Cosmo, no!” Ignoring his plea, I tossed him
in head first. His cry of outrage ended with a distant splash. For
a moment I wondered if throwing a man headfirst down a well was
morally any better than hacking him to bits. Probably not, but it
was much cleaner and he had a chance, however slim, of surviving
the fall and being rescued later.

The villagers eyed me warily. Some still
held rocks. I chose my words carefully. “I’m really not a demon,” I
said innocently. They looked unconvinced. “May great Grubslink, God
of Impoverished Peasants, strike me down if I am.”

Even my dull-witted neighbors knew that a
true demon would not invoke the name of one of The Gods. Granted,
Grubslink was fairly low class as gods go, but he was a god
nonetheless. More importantly, he was our god.

The Hicksnittlers murmured among themselves.
Ames finally spoke up. “Maybe you’re not a demon, Jason, but you’re
still trouble. I don’t know what you’ve gotten mixed up in, but
mark my words, there’ll be more like that Lombardo character to
come looking for you. We don’t need a bunch of damned foreigners
coming here to endanger our families and mess up our village.
You’ve already ruined the water supply. It would be best if you
just left now and took your trouble with you.” The others nodded
their agreement.

In a true display of Darnkite loyalty, my
neighbors were throwing me out of town at the first hint of danger.
But as I considered their words, I realized they were right. Until
I knew the truth behind Lombardo’s talk of a ten million crown
bounty I had no assurance that other bounty hunters would not come
looking for me. By remaining here it was very possible that I would
put all of Lower Hicksnittle at risk. I had no right to do
that.

“Very well,” I said. “I will go.” The
Hicksnittlers breathed a collective sigh of relief. I took the
reins of Lombardo’s horse and led it to my hut, where I gathered my
own axe, some food, my spare shirt, and a few worn books in a
leather sack. In the morning I would leave the only home I had ever
known.

 



Chapter 2

 


 


In the dingy land of dunghills that is Darnk,
there is but one clean spot—Whiteswab, a pristine little town three
day’s ride south of Lower Hicksnittle. The actual distance between
the two settlements is slight, but there is no road connecting
them, a condition satisfying to the inhabitants of both places.
Consequently, I had to pick my way along a narrow, overgrown trail
surrounded by thorns, brush, and brambles while flies buzzed around
my head and gnats attempted to fly up my nose. It was not a
pleasant journey. I arrived at Whiteswab near dusk of the third
day.

Whiteswab stays clean because the city
fathers strictly enforce ordinances against littering, noise,
profanity, untucked shirts, and a host of other practices. “The
penalty for most infractions is swift death by hanging.
Whiteswabbers think themselves better than other Darnkites because
they bathe daily rather than biannually, as is the normal custom.
Other Darnkites think Whiteswabbers are uptight and waste too much
water.

In Whiteswab I hoped to learn more about
this supposed ten million crown price on my head. Inhospitable as
it was, the town was a way station for the trickle of travelers
making the trip between Darnk’s eastern capital of Ordure and the
kingdom’s other city of Offal. If the answers were to be found in
Darnk, they would be found here.

I was halted at the edge of town by a
smiling Sanitary Police officer. He wore a white tunic and was
armed with a clipboard and an iron mace.

“Where are you from?” he said insolently. He
had to know there was only one possible point of origin for a
traveler approaching from the north, but I went along with the
charade.

“Lower Hicksnittle.”

His smile grew strained right on cue. “What
business do you have here?”

“I’m just passing through.” Everyone was
just passing through Whiteswab. Who would want to stay in such a
place?

“Why don’t you go around? We don’t want your
kind here.”

“I want to get a room for the night and a
stable for my horse.”

The guard scoffed. “A stable for both of
you, you mean. Got any money?”

My purse was filled with Lombardo’s silver.
I jingled the bag, then flipped the officer a coin. He bit it to
test its authenticity and pocketed it, shaking his head. “A
Hicksnittler with silver—that’s a rare sight. Probably got by
thievery, but no matter.” He grinned evilly. “Still, you’ll have to
bathe before I let you pass.”

Two large bald men with smiley-face tattoos
on their heads emerged from the guardhouse, yanked me from the
saddle, and tossed me into the small pond by the road. Grinning,
they leapt in after me with steel brushes and cakes of lye soap. In
a few minutes I was as clean as anyone in Whiteswab. The guard sold
me freshly pressed pants and a shirt of cheerful yellow while the
bath boys burned my old attire, gleefully stomping the vermin that
ran out of it to escape the flames. When I had dressed and combed
my hair, use of the comb costing me another silver coin, the guard
opened a gate in the white picket fence that surrounded the
town.

Whiteswab had perhaps four hundred
inhabitants. Their shops and houses, all whitewashed wooden
buildings, were arranged in neat rows along freshly swept
cobblestoned streets lined with precisely trimmed hedges and plots
of bright flowers. Every pedestrian was properly dressed and
pleasantly smiling. I left Lombardo’s horse at the public stable,
took a room at the Whisk Broom Inn, and headed for the main tavern,
the Spruce and Span.

I scanned the crowd as I entered. The common
room bustled with efficient activity as pretty serving maids in
demure green dresses brought steaming platters of roast veal,
venison, and other viands to the tables along with large mugs of
tomato juice and mineral water. Alcohol was outlawed in Whiteswab.
There were some twenty patrons present, dining and drinking
sullenly despite their legally mandated smiles. I knew they were
all wishing for a good jack of stale rutabaga beer like I was. A
pair of Sanitary Police sipped buttermilk at the bar and kept an
eye on the proceedings.

I spotted a prospective informant drinking
alone at a table on the far wall. Olive-skinned and small-framed,
he had long hair and a neatly trimmed beard, both the color of
coal. His eyes were hidden by odd mirrored spectacles that
reflected the light of the lanterns hanging from the ceiling. He
wore a gold leather jerkin over a suit of purple. A high-collared
scarlet cloak clung to his shoulders. He looked like a man who had
been many places and knew many things. I approached his table.

“May I join you, stranger?” I said with a
friendly smile. He tilted his head so that the glasses slid down
his nose and studied me with dark green eyes. The intensity of his
scrutiny made me uncomfortable and I wanted to glance away, but
couldn’t. He lifted his bushy eyebrows and frowned thoughtfully, as
if seeing something he didn’t understand, then shrugged and
gestured for me to sit.

I beckoned the nearest serving maid as I
settled into my chair. “What are you having? I’ll buy you
another.”

He smiled and swirled the light amber liquid
in his thin crystal wine glass. “I brought my own. Cyrillan
Goddess.”

That was the rarest and most expensive wine
produced in the Eleven Kingdoms, legendary for its intoxicating
powers and supposedly made by magic from grapes of divine origin
which grew only in the sun-drenched, southernmost kingdom of
Cyrilla. I glanced nervously at the two Sanitary Police officers
and ordered a large carrot juice.

“I’m Burlo Stumproot,” I said, just to be
safe.

“I’m Mercury Boltblaster, of Caratha.”

Caratha was known as the City at the Center
of the World. Geographically speaking, this was true. Our world of
Arden was a great disk floating in an infinite void of space;
Caratha, built beside the fair waters of the Indigo Sea, was at the
center of the disk. But the appellation was also accurate whether
one referred to the city as a political, commercial, military, or
cultural center. The world revolved around Caratha in more ways
than one, and a Carathan should be able to tell me much.

“What brings you to Darnk?” I asked.

“I’m avoiding powerful enemies whom I hope
won’t follow me here to the armpit of the world. I’ve been pursued
through the rest of the Eleven Kingdoms; I figured I might as well
finish out the tour.”

“I see.”

“Did you know that only seven of the Eleven
Kingdoms are actually kingdoms?”

“No, I didn’t realize that.”

“It’s true. Zastria is a republic, Stive a
theocracy, Xornos an oligarchy, and Ganth is ruled by a military
dictator. Why then, do we call them the Eleven Kingdoms?”

“I suppose it would be inconvenient to speak
of the Seven Kingdoms and Four Other Assorted Nation Forms.”

“I suppose it would.”

Enough small talk. It was time to get some
information. “Perhaps a man so widely traveled as you has heard
something of the great reward for this Jason Cosmo,” I said, trying
to sound casual.

“What of it?” he said, sipping his wine.

I was momentarily stunned, not expecting
such a casual response to my casual question. I’d hoped the name
would mean nothing to him, proving Lombardo to be deranged. “News
here is often incomplete,” I said quickly. “Who is this Cosmo? Who
posted the bounty?”

“They say he’s sought by a consortium of
merchants who have pooled their resources to offer the reward.
Their agents wait in every significant city, authorized to grant a
letter of credit for ten million crowns to whomsoever brings him
in, dead or alive. It’s set off the largest manhunt in
history.”

The serving girl brought my juice and I took
a deep draft while I thought the matter over. Obviously, I was not
the Jason Cosmo this consortium wanted, but with ten million crowns
at stake I could expect frequent trouble from greedy bounty hunters
confusing me with my mysterious namesake. It might be expedient to
change my name, though I’d have to come up with a better alias than
Burlo Stumproot. “They want him badly,” I observed. “What has he
done?”

“I don’t know,” said Mercury. “I hear he’s a
fearsome warrior who eats babies for breakfast, drinks blood like
wine, and has a harem of she-demon lovers. Tall tales, no doubt.
He’s either the most terrible rogue ever to walk the earth or he
doesn’t exist at all.”

“How could he not exist?”

“It doesn’t take much effort. Suppose this
whole business is an elaborate charade designed to distract
attention from some dark plotting. Post a reward, spread rumors,
and human nature does the rest. The legend grows. That’s what I
think—I mean, you never even heard the name Jason Cosmo until this
past year, did you?”

“Ah . . . no.”

“A strong hint that the man is a fable. But
an attractive fable. The best in the bounty hunting profession hunt
this phantom.”

“Like who?” I felt a leaden ball of dread
forming in the pit of my stomach.

“Like BlackMoon and the Red Huntsman. They
are both rumored to be in Brythalia now. They’ll sweep Darnk next,
I suppose, though this is the last place I’d expect to find anyone
of importance—including myself.”

I nearly choked on my juice. I had heard of
BlackMoon and the Red Huntsman. Arch-rivals, they had reputations
for utter ruthlessness. Each would do anything to bring in his man
before the other. BlackMoon, according to the stories, could see in
the dark and hear a whisper a mile away, while the Red Huntsman
used a pack of huge wolves for hunting dogs. If Lombardo had found
me, they would.

They were not the sort of men I could easily
toss down a well. I was definitely going to change my name.

“But enough of that,” said Mercury. “Are you
a farmer hereabouts?”

“Yes. Turnips.”

“I see.” He smiled sarcastically. “And how
is this year’s crop looking?”

I started to reply, but noticed my companion
was no longer paying attention. He was staring intently at the
entrance with his mouth drawn taut. He pushed his spectacles back
in place and I turned to see what had caught his eye.

Three soldiers wearing black tunics had
entered the tavern. They weren’t Sanitary Police, and didn’t look
like regular army. I wasn’t sure Darnk even had a regular army. The
emblem on their bucklers was of crossed black lightning bolts, a
sign I didn’t recognize. They fanned out as they crossed the room,
hands on the hilts of their swords. The Sanitary Police at the bar
went for their maces, but froze at a sharp glance from one of the
trio, not knowing what authority the newcomers represented.

Mercury sprang to his feet and spread his
arms wide.

“Take him!” barked the leader. “And his
contact too!”

I realized he meant me and tried to get up,
but Mercury’s outstretched arm prevented me. The soldiers drew
their broadswords and charged across the room. A serving girl
screamed as she was knocked to the floor, spilling a tray of full
mugs. Patrons whipped their heads around in confusion. The Sanitary
Police lifted their maces, but still weren’t sure who to
attack.

“Shield your eyes!” hissed Mercury. I obeyed
as the room was filled with a flash of intense white light from my
companion’s face. Shouts of dismay went up as everyone else in the
room was struck blind. My own vision was filled with hazy colored
spots, as if I had just looked directly at the noonday sun.

“What happened?” I asked, speaking loudly to
be heard over the outraged shouts of the patrons. The owner was
shushing urgently, not wanting to lose his business license on a
noise violation.

“Sunshades,” said a blurry image of Mercury.
“The sunlight which the lenses absorb by day can be released in
several different ways at my command. But the effect is only
temporary. You should recover in a few minutes.” He tucked the
sunshades under his cloak.

“Are you a wizard?” I asked, utterly amazed
by what I had just seen. I had never witnessed an act of magic,
never met anyone who practiced that art. Darnk had rather
unprogressive views on things arcane.

“Good guess, Burlo. What gave it away?”
Mercury’s clothing seemed to have turned uniformly black. This
worried me, but I didn’t mention it, hoping my eyes would clear up
soon. He grabbed my arm. “We’d better go—they’ll want you too.”

“Who will? What’s going on?”

“I’ll show you.” We crossed to the door in
quick strides, threading our way carefully between the blinded
soldiers, who swung their swords wildly in an effort to strike us.
We stepped outside together and were met by seven swordsmen dressed
like the ones inside, their weapons gleaming in the light of the
street lanterns. The leader was a swarthy, heavy-set man with gold
braid on his shoulder.

“I think we went the wrong way,” I said,
blinking.

“Not at all.”

The leader laughed arrogantly. “Mercury
Boltblaster, it looks like I’ve got you this time—and a League
lackey to boot. Isogoras will be pleased.” Two more soldiers
emerged from the tavern behind us, having entered from the back to
seal the trap. We were surrounded.

“This is Dylan of Ganth,” said Mercury, as
if describing an odd specimen in a zoo. “He’s an idiot hired by
Isogoras the Xornite to capture me, a task hopelessly beyond his
competence.”

“Who’s Isogoras the Xornite?”

“A member of the Dark Magic Society, of
course.”

A chill ran down my spine at his mention of
the dreaded Society. The Dark Magic Society was an ancient, secret
order of evil wizards who plotted to conquer all the Eleven
Kingdoms, unleash the demons of the Assorted Hells to walk the
world of men, and probably raise taxes as well.

Granted, we didn’t see much direct evidence
of the Society’s activities in Darnk, but we knew they were out
there, eternally scheming. What had I blundered into?

A heavy net with barbed weights enveloped us
from above and two more men leaped down from the roof of the Spruce
and Span to shove us to the ground. “Your insults are empty bluster
now, wizard!” said Dylan.

“The sad thing,” said Mercury, “is that he
probably thinks this is clever, just like he thought all his other
plans were so clever.”

“Clever enough to net you!” Dylan was
getting red in the face.

“This is the most weak-minded excuse for a
capture I’ve ever encountered,” said Mercury.

“Shut up, wizard! Shut up! I’ve had enough
of your needling!” Dylan aimed a sharp kick at the kneeling wizard,
but it failed to connect as the net flew off of us and wrapped
itself tightly around the mercenary, the momentum throwing him to
the street.

“Kill the bastard!” screamed Dylan, flopping
on the pavement. “Kill them both!”

Dylan’s men closed ranks as Mercury and I
got to our feet. We stood back to back and waited for one of the
Black Bolts to make a move. Ten against two were not promising
odds. I assumed Mercury would use more magical power to extricate
us from the situation, preferably by turning all the Black Bolts
into frogs. I understood wizards to be good at that sort of
thing.

“I can’t afford to use more magic right
now,” whispered Mercury. “It might attract unwanted attention.”

“We have plenty of unwanted attention
anyway.”

“Trust me. We’ll just have to hold them off
until the local authorities arrive.”

“They won’t help. We’re disturbing the
peace. They hang you for that here.”

“They do?”

My eyesight was back to normal, but I didn’t
like what I was seeing. The mercenaries were toying with us,
shifting position to keep us guessing where the attack would come
from. Dylan continued to roll about and scream insults at
Mercury.

“Yes. They do. Of course they’d probably
burn you, you being a wizard.”

“They still burn wizards here?” He seemed
amazed.

“Yes.”

“How quaint. That changes things, of
course.” He weaved past the nearest man’s guard and dropped him
with an upthrust hand that shattered the soldier’s nose and knocked
him senseless. Spinning in place, the wizard brought down a second
mercenary with a rib-crushing kick, ducked under a flashing blade,
and broke a third man’s sword arm while snatching the sword from
his grasp. It was an incredible display of speed and skill.

As Mercury disemboweled a fourth man and
half-severed the arm of a fifth, a trio of Black Bolts came at me.
I scrambled away from them and found myself backed against the wall
of the Spruce and Span, dodging the deadly swings of three swords.
“You’ve got to do better than that!” said the wizard. A fallen
soldier’s sword and shield flew into my hands.

“Wasn’t that magic?” I said, clumsily
blocking a blow.

Mercury ran a soldier through and engaged
another as he said, “Yes. You looked like you needed help.”

“Use more!”

“Sorry.”

A Black Bolt grazed my arm, drawing blood. I
swung my sword, threw myself off balance, and barely recovered in
time to avoid being beheaded.

“I don’t know how to use these things!”

“Learn fast.”

I would never have learned fast enough to
save myself. A squad of Sanitary Police charged into the fray,
swinging their heavy maces and forcing my attackers back. I dropped
the sword and shield and tried to look peaceful.

“Let’s go!” said Mercury, finishing his
opponent and grabbing my arm. He pulled me around the corner into
an alley, where we found fourteen saddled black horses.

“I figured Dylan’s men would leave their
mounts nearby,” said Mercury. He quickly selected the two strongest
looking.

“My belongings are still . . . ”

“Forget them.” The Sanitary Police were
coming our way. I saw the wisdom of his suggestion. We mounted and
rode out the other end of the alley at a full gallop, jumping the
picket fence and heading west into the forest. I was full of
questions, but it seemed best to hold them until we made good our
escape.
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We rode hard for twenty minutes down the dark
forest road, finally slowing our pace when we realized there was no
immediate pursuit. The Sanitary Police and the Black Bolts were
evidently too busy with each other to worry about us.

“I think we’re clear,” I said, looking
back.

“Excellent,” said Mercury. “Now you can tell
me who you really are.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, afraid the
wizard was reading my mind. “I’m Burlo Stumproot, humble and
confused turnip farmer.”

“Nonsense. I’ll grant your peasant disguise
is a good one, but you must be from the League.”

“What league is that?”

“The League of Benevolent Magic, of course,
though we both know your vaunted benevolence is but a sham.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking
about.” Actually I had heard of the League of Benevolent Magic, an
organization of good wizards dedicated to combating the evil
Society and working to make the world a better place through the
power of magic, but I knew very little about them. All magic was
considered bad in Darnk and had been ever since the wizard
Gorgibund the Ghastly had laid waste to the whole kingdom after
being insulted by King Septic I two hundred years ago. Until that
time, Darnk had been a scenic, if rough-hewn, little kingdom
popular with wealthy vacationers from the south. But the land had
never recovered from Gorgibund’s devastation and its permanent
ugliness was a constant reminder of the awful destructive power
wizards could wield. So was the massacre of Black Bolts I had
witnessed in Whiteswab. I would have to speak carefully.

Mercury eyed me suspiciously. “Are you
saying you’re not from the League?”

“I’m not even a magician.”

“Interesting. I took you for a League
recruiter in peasant guise. However, if you were a League lackey,
you would already be lecturing me about my duty to use my magical
powers for the benefit of all mankind. Therefore you are not from
the League—but your name certainly isn’t Burlo Stumproot, is
it?”

“Well . . . no.”

“So who are you?”

I swallowed hard and decided to take a
chance on the truth. Something about this wizard, despite his
sarcastic manner and demonstrated deadliness, made him seem
trustworthy. “My name is Jason Cosmo.”

“Jason Cosmo?” He was suddenly
bewildered.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t think you existed.”

“I don’t. I mean, I’m not the Jason Cosmo
the bounty is for. I’m just a woodcutter from Lower
Hicksnittle.”

“Well, you must be a supernatural
woodcutter. Your aura is the oddest I’ve ever seen.”

“My aura?”

“Aura. Auric script. The invisible glowing
gold letters superimposed on a person’s face which, to those who
can read them, reveal his magical power level, emotional state, and
other qualities of character.” He recited the words like a
dictionary definition, as if he were a professor lecturing a class
at a college of magic. “I read yours in the tavern. Tried to read
it, that is. It isn’t even written in the Standard Auric Alphabet.
It’s just a lot of fine print and gobbledygook.”

“That’s news to me.”

“What I’m wondering is why the Dark Magic
Society would offer ten million crowns for a Darnkite woodcutter
with a messed-up aura.”

“The Society? You said a consortium—”

“That’s the gossip. I know better. What
could Erimandras want with you?”

“Who is Erimandras?”

“The new Overmaster of the Society. He came
to power in the last few years and the Society has been unusually
active since then. I don’t know much about him except that he’s
said to be brilliant, powerful, and utterly ruthless. Of course,
most Overmasters of the Society have fit that description. See what
you’re up against?”

“I’m the wrong Jason Cosmo.”

“Your aura suggests otherwise. Why did you
seek me out?”

“It was coincidence. A bounty hunter named
Lombardo attacked me in my village. I went to Whiteswab to try and
learn why.”

“Now you know.” He frowned in concentration.
I grew nervous.

“You aren’t going to take me in for the
bounty, are you?”

He laughed. “No. You’ve seen how I get along
with the Society and their minions.” He frowned again. “You’re
lucky you live in such a backwater kingdom. Still, BlackMoon or the
Huntsman will get here eventually. They’ve been systematically
combing every square yard of the Eleven Kingdoms looking for
you.”

“I see.” I still wanted to believe I was a
victim of mistaken identity, but I knew with groundless certainty
that the wizard was right. I was the one the Society wanted. I felt
the truth of that statement in the core of my being.

“Our situations are similar,” said Mercury.
“Except that the Society has sent a band of incompetents after me
while you are stalked by the greatest hunters in the world. Also,
I’m an experienced wizard who has traveled far and wide and trained
with the finest masters of fencing and unarmed combat in the world,
whereas you are but an illiterate—”

“I can read.”

“Whereas you are but a barely literate—”

“And write. Quite well.”

“Whereas you are an unusually literate
Darnkite peasant who can’t handle a sword and has probably never
ventured this far from home in your life.”

“I’ll concede that. Of course, I’m pretty
good with an axe.”

“Do you have an axe?”

“Not anymore.”

“Offhand, I’d say you’re a dead man if they
ever find you.”

“I’d agree.”

“With me, you might have a chance, but that
would just make it more convenient for them to get us both at once.
It would be foolish of me to take on your problems, considering I’m
limited in my use of magic.”

“What do you mean by limited?”

“Take tonight. I could have obliterated the
Black Bolts—or the whole town—with a single spell. But spellcasting
requires that I draw on the ambient magical energy field of this
world. Each act of magic creates a disturbance in that field, like
the ripples in a pond when you throw a stone in. If I make too big
a splash, the Society can pinpoint my location and send
overwhelming forces against me. I have to exercise restraint and
rely on my other skills for survival.”

“They seem adequate.”

“They usually are. But so far I’ve been of
minor concern to the Society. With a truly concerted effort, they
could force me into a join or die situation.”

“What will you do then?”

“Die, but that’s not the point. I’d like to
avoid that dilemma and you may be the key.”

“Me? How?”

“For the Society to want you badly enough to
put up ten million crowns, your capture is vital to one of their
plots or else you’re a grave threat to their existence. I suspect
the latter, since they prefer to economize on plots when they
can.”

“How can I possibly threaten the
Society?”

“Your aura. Obviously it contains
information dangerous to them. If I could learn what it says,
perhaps I can use the information against them.”

“Why would my aura—”

“I don’t know. Listen to what I’m saying.
I’ll protect you until we learn what your aura says. Then, if the
information is useful, I’ll use it to get the Society off both our
backs. Your alternative is inevitable capture probably followed by
a slow, gruesome death by torture. What do you say?”

“I accept your offer.”

“You’re a smart man, Cosmo.”

“How are we going to read my aura? You
already tried.”

“I know an aura specialist in Raelna,” he
said, with a faint wistfulness. “If anyone can read it, she
can.”

“She?”

“Whatever the case in Darnk, it is not
unheard of for women to practice the magic profession in the more
advanced kingdoms.”

“Here in Darnk, it’s unheard of for anyone
to practice the magic profession,” I pointed out.

“True. This place is backwards in many ways.
Economic stagnation, limited cultural activities, military
weakness, diplomatic ineptitude—”

“I get the point.”

“Sorry.” He held out his hand and we shook.
“The bargain is sealed,” he said formally. “You are now under the
protection of Mercury Boltblaster. You can call me Merc.”

“You can call me Jason.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Fine. So why is the Dark Magic Society
after you?”

“It’s a long story. The Society has had but
one goal since it rose from the ashes of the Empire of Fear a
thousand years ago—world domination. Their chief opponents have
always been the members of the League of Benevolent Magic. In the
old days the Society and the League had kings and generals at their
beck and call. They could start wars on a whim if it furthered
their purposes. Things happened on a much grander scale than they
do today.”

“Why the decline? And what does this have to
do with you?”

“I’m getting to that. The two groups simply
wore themselves out with their constant battling. They expended
tremendous amounts of manpower, energy, and wealth trying to best
one another and succeeded only in producing a stalemate that lasted
for centuries. Now the conflict is mainly limited to the wizards;
kings and generals start their own wars. That’s how it concerns me.
I’m a wizard of arcane master rank and—”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’m a master of magic. One of the
best. There are less than a hundred of us in all the Eleven
Kingdoms. Naturally, both the League and the Society would like to
have as many master wizards on their side as possible, but I refuse
to serve either.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t care about their struggle.
I grant that the Society is evil, but I don’t think the League is
much better. They’re less bloodthirsty, but just as ruthless. They
rely on the same kinds of tactics, they have the same goals of
power and influence—they just won’t admit it the way the Society
does. I don’t want anything to do with either group. Unfortunately,
they won’t take no for an answer. The League keeps sending its
lackeys to lecture me; the Society has Isogoras the Xornite on my
trail.”

“And the Black Bolts.”

“They were hired by Isogoras. You have to
understand that Isogoras and I are enemies from way back. He’s
terrified of me. He won’t face me personally, so he gets others to
do the job for him.”

“I see.”

“Tell me more about yourself, Cosmo. It
might give me a clue to your sudden popularity.”

“Until a few days ago I was just an ordinary
Darnkite peasant. My parents died when I was fifteen. In the seven
years since, I’ve supported myself farming turnips and cutting
wood.”

“No wife? No family?”

“No, nothing like that. Are you
married?”

Merc looked as if I had suddenly choked him.
He scowled bitterly for a moment, and then shook his head almost
imperceptibly. We rode in silence after that. I had evidently
yanked on a very raw nerve.

After ten minutes or so, I noticed the road
ahead was shrouded in a faintly shining mist. In fact, looking
around, I saw that the mist filled the forest on all sides and
covered the way we had just come. I heard an eerie mechanical
hum.

“Something strange is happening,” I pointed
out.

“Indeed.” Mercury peered ahead intently,
perhaps using some magical vision I lacked. “There’s a light.”

I could see it. It was a soft amber glow
penetrating the fog at what seemed to be a great distance. We rode
toward it cautiously, the hum growing ever louder. The mist
dissipated in our immediate vicinity as we progressed while always
remaining thick just a few yards away. I gradually perceived the
outlines of a small cottage. As we drew nearer I heard the rhythmic
wooden creaking of a rocking chair. We halted before the porch and
saw that the chair was occupied by an old man in faded denim
overalls. His gray beard was gathered in his lap, his bald head
creased with wrinkles, his blind eyes covered by a milky film.
Beside him was a small machine that looked like a bucket with gears
and a bellows on top. It was pumping out clouds of the shining
mist. The amber light came from a small lantern hanging on a rusty
nail in the wall. The old man spoke.

“Greetings, Jason Cosmo. Greetings, Mercury
Boltblaster. I am He Who Sits On The Porch and I know many
things.”

“Like what?” asked Merc, visibly
unimpressed.

The old man smiled. “I see what others
don’t. My function is to share that knowledge with selected heroes,
to guide them in their endeavors.”

He was obviously a being of great power and
we were obviously in the wrong place. “We’re sorry to have
disturbed you,” I said. “We lost our way in the mist and—”

“Nonsense, boy! You’re not lost.” He stopped
rocking and leaned forward. “I have revealed myself to you for a
purpose.”

“There must be a mistake,” said Merc. “We’re
not heroes.”

“Of course not,” said the old man. “You’re
just a woodcutter and a wizard out for an evening ride, not two men
on the run from the Dark Magic Society, the most thoroughly wicked
gang of thugs and would-be world conquerors in history.” He resumed
his rocking.

“That sounds accurate,” I said, nodding.

“But it doesn’t make us heroes,” added Merc
quickly.

“I know about you and your bad attitude,”
said He Who Sits On The Porch to the wizard. “But you would be wise
to listen to me. Great events are in motion and the two of you have
an integral role to play.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” sneered
Merc.

“Silence! My time here is limited and I have
much to relate before the Demon Lords are able to penetrate my
obscuring fog and discover my presence.”

“What have the Demon Lords got to do with
us?” asked Merc, suddenly interested.

“That got your attention, didn’t it? The
Demon Lords, they who rule the various regions of the Assorted
Hells, have placed their infernal legions on full alert and are
carefully watching events on the mortal plane. They fear an
invasion of their domain.”

“Then why watch our world? None but The Gods
have the power to invade the Hells.”

“It is not The Gods they fear, but one of
their own. Enough of that! It suffices to know that the Demon Lords
watch and it is Jason Cosmo they seek.”

“Me? Why?”

“The invasion feared by the Demon Lords can
only come about if you fall into the hands of the Society. If the
Demon Lords locate and eliminate you first, they can prevent the
war they fear.”

“I thought the Society served the Demon
Lords,” I said.

“In the past they have cooperated with the
Lords Below, but the Society serves only itself. At the present
time, the purposes of the Overmaster Erimandras conflict with the
purposes of the Hellmasters. I know you are filled with questions,
but they must wait. The Gods desire to help you, but their options
are limited. I have been sent to tell you, however, that you are
now a hero.”

“I feel more like a target.”

“You don’t understand. Each person has a
station in life and must obey the rules of his given role. A
woodcutter behaves as a woodcutter, a fisherman as a fisherman, and
so forth. This is divine law. But as a woodcutter you have little
chance for surviving your current circumstances. The Gods have
therefore removed your name from the Roll of Woodcutters and
entered you in the Roll of Heroes. As a hero you have a greater
probability of survival. You are allowed to make daring escapes,
overcome great odds, survive certain death—useful perks like that.
I’ve been sent to inform you of this change so you can behave
accordingly.”

“This all seems a little arbitrary,” I
insisted. “I’m no theologian, but I didn’t think The Gods
could—”

“They can. My time is nearly up. Jason
Cosmo, you and your companion must reach the land of Raelna, where
your aura may be deciphered. Allies await you there and the nature
of your task will be made clearer.”

“Task? What task?”

“I must go now. Proceed quietly and do not
call attention to yourself. Above all, be heroic.” His blind eyes
seemed to bore directly into mine as he spoke his next words. “A
great many people are depending on you.”
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The fog swirled thickly around the cottage,
obscuring the light of the amber lantern, wrapping itself so
tightly that I couldn’t see Mercury or even the horn of my
saddle.

In a few moments the mist parted and we
found ourselves on a grassy slope looking west to a small,
unsightly city. Afternoon sunlight fell dully on the swift, muddy
river that flowed past its drab stone walls. A caravan of wagons
from the south road was passing into the city through the main
gates, which faced us. I felt refreshed, as after a good night’s
rest.

“That’s Offal,” said Mercury, putting on his
sunshades. “A two day ride from where we were last night—assuming
only one night passed while we were under the old man’s spell. He
seems to have given us a nice lead on the Black Bolts. We’ll get
supplies here and head for Brythalia.” He was acting as if our
arrival here was normal. To him, maybe it was. Not to me. I had
plenty of questions.

“How did we get here?”

Merc shrugged. “Who knows? It doesn’t
matter. That old man was a messenger of The Gods, meaning he has
powers beyond mortal comprehension. No point, therefore, in trying
to comprehend them.” He started his horse forward.

“What did the old man mean about the Society
not serving the Demon Lords? I thought that was their whole
purpose—to bring the Demon Lords back to power, like they were in
the time of the Empire of Fear.”

Merc assumed his lecture voice. “The Demon
Lords hate each other and compete for supremacy. You can’t speak of
them as a united group the way you can speak of The Gods. The
Society forms temporary alliances with the various Lords as it
suits them, but it does not serve them nor seek to restore their
former glory. Actually, there would not have been an Empire of Fear
if the great Asmodraxas had not mastered his fellow Lords. His
power alone brought the Age of Despair, but he has long since
fallen and vanished from the ken . . .” His voice trailed off.

“What is it?”

“That’s what the old man meant! The Demon
Lords fear the return of Asmodraxas!”

“You just said he vanished.”

“I’m certain you’ve heard the legend of the
Mighty Champion?”

“Well, sure. Every child knows that he led
the Great Rebellion that brought down the Empire and began the Age
of Hope in which we now live.”

The priests taught that this was the fifth
age since Arden’s creation. Each age lasted a thousand years, from
the pristine Age of Nature which followed the Creation, to the
idyllic Age of Peace during which humanity enjoyed a perfect,
albeit boring, society. This was followed by the arrival of the
Demon Lords from Somewhere Else and the cataclysmic Age of War.
After a thousand years of stalemate, The Gods and the Demon Lords
called a truce and agreed to withdraw from worldly events under the
terms of the Great Eternal Pan-Cosmic Holy/Unholy Non-intervention
Pact. The Gods honored the agreement, the demons did not. The
result was the misery and agony of the Age of Despair. The Demon
Lords walked Arden freely and established an Empire of Fear.
Finally, The Gods could take no more and sent a Mighty Champion to
end the reign of evil and bring a new age of freedom, renewal, and
hope.

“The Champion learned the secret of
Asmodraxas’s power and used it to banish him from the universe,
locked in a prison he can never escape. Only then could the Great
Rebellion succeed.”

“What was the secret?”

“The Superwand, a magical talisman created
at the Dawn of Time by a powerful race of fluffy pink rabbits older
even than The Gods. Asmodraxas stole it from the rabbits and used
it to further his schemes of universal conquest. The Mighty
Champion stole it from Asmodraxas and hid it so that it could never
be found. But suppose the Society rediscovers it. They could free
Asmodraxas, who would then try to reclaim his former position.”

“Why would they do that?”

“The Society wants to restore the Dark
Empire, but none of the current Demon Lords can bring that about.
Asmodraxas can. He is the one Lord they would serve and
worship. If they can free him, they will.”

“How would they find this Superwand if it’s
hidden so well?” I said. Mercury gazed at me silently,
thoughtfully. “Wait. You don’t think that I—that my aura—that I’ve
got the secret?”

“That’s exactly what I think. It makes
perfect sense. For some unknown reason the secret shows up in your
aura, the Society gets wind of it, and the hunt is on.”

We said no more on the subject, retreating
into our individual thoughts. As we rode down the hill, the last of
the wagons rolled into the city. A few minutes later, the main
gates swung shut and the handful of guards visible on the wall
seemed to collapse like puppets whose strings had been cut. Though
I didn’t know much about military matters, I was sure that wasn’t
normal procedure.

It was the custom in many walled towns to
close the gates at sundown, but that was still hours away. Darnk
was neither a prime target of invasion—two nations once fought a
bitter war to avoid having to take possession of it—nor a major
center of bandit activity, and this degree of security was a bit
much.

We reined in our horses and studied the twin
gates. Each was fifteen feet high and plated with iron. The twenty
foot wall itself was built of light gray stone blocks and formed a
square set against the banks of the Longwash River. It was
surmounted by battlements and sported a squat watchtower at each
corner. We heard no activity within. There was, in fact, no sound
but the snuffling of our horses, as if we had come by mistake to a
city of the dead.

“Maybe it’s time for their afternoon nap,” I
suggested.

“Maybe we’d better keep riding,” said Merc.
He turned his horse and started south.

“Wait! Shouldn’t we investigate?”

“Why?” said Merc, without turning around.
“We have problems of our own. No need to meddle in someone else’s.
Haste is now essential.”

“People might be in danger. We ought to at
least alert the proper authorities.”

“This is the sub-capital of the kingdom. I’m
sure the proper authorities are well aware of whatever is happening
in there.”

“We should get word to the king,” I
protested.

Merc stopped and turned his horse. “Cosmo,
Ordure is four days travel to the east. That’s back toward the
Black Bolts and the Sanitary Police, whom we would like to avoid.
By the time we reach the royal court, assuming we do and assuming
Fecal the Fourth doesn’t throw you in his dungeon and collect the
bounty, the situation here will have surely run its course. So
what’s the point of getting involved?”

“It’s the right thing to do. The old man
told me to act like a hero. I think a hero would investigate.”

“They made you a hero to help you survive,
not so you could go looking for trouble. We have no obligations to
the people of Offal.”

“You seem to have no obligations to anyone
beyond yourself!”

“You have captured the essence of my
philosophy perfectly. Both our interests are best served by
reaching Raelna as quickly as possible. I’m sure you’ll have many
opportunities to play hero before we get there.”

“I’m not playing at anything. Something is
wrong in there and I’m concerned. That’s all.”

“Ah, do you have friends or relatives in
Offal?”

“No.”

“Then what is your problem?”

“My problem is I’m not going one mile
further until we find out what is happening in this city!” I was
surprised at my own forcefulness, but I knew I was right.

“Be serious.”

“I am.”

We stared at each other for a long moment.
It was like looking a big bug in the face since I couldn’t see his
eyes through the sunshades. For all I knew he was changing his mind
about helping me and was about to disintegrate me instead. But I
held my ground. If fellow Darnkites were in trouble I at least had
to find out what the problem was. Still, my heart pounded.

Merc finally sighed in exasperation and rode
back toward me. “Okay, we’ll go in and take a quick look. I don’t
think any good will come of this, but we can’t sit here and debate
all day.”

“Great. How do we get in?”

Merc dismounted and pulled a grappling hook
and a coil of rope from beneath his cloak. He swung the hook and
threw it at the wall, where it caught on the parapet and held.
“After you.”

“Where did that come from?”

“From beneath my cloak.”

“I saw that, but you didn’t have it before.
There’s no room.”

“This is a magic cloak. Very roomy. I have a
tent in there too.”

“Oh. By the way, wasn’t your whole outfit
just solid black? It’s light gray now.” It was, in fact, the same
shade of gray as the city wall.

Merc shrugged. “Must be a trick of the
light.”

“Are you sure?”

“Look, my clothing is magic too. It’s from
Raelna, which has a thriving magical textile industry. My outfit
can be any color or fashion I desire, mends itself, and always
stays clean.”
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