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Endlessly spinning as a gazing ball plopped in a bird bath the world of Arda carves a path across the vast black pudding of space dotted with stars, or so some believe (the pudding was hotly up for debate and lead to a major schism as some pilgrims were certain it was actually a plate of potatoes that held the heavens and the stars were a dusting of salt). For others their world is in fact inside out, and to look up at the sky is to look down upon the core. When people try to point out how if the world were upside down shouldn't all of our spare change wind up on the sun they tend to change the subject rather dramatically and ask if they accepted gravity-defying boots in their life.
Some of the older generation subscribes to the ancient theory of a flat disc rotating on the back of some pachyderms and an amphibian. A strange cult, who called themselves Hatchers, spent many wasted lunch hours passing out interesting literature with lots of drawings of flying salamanders to people who didn't have time to ponder what kept the ground in place as long as it continued to do so. This was, of course, widely hailed as a hoax and ridiculed from the pulpit by the guys in 3 foot tall hats because what would the amphibian eat?
Theories, ideas and wild stabs in the dark that sound really great late at night after one had a bit too much from that still she's not supposed to know about that then lose their luster in the morning are all fine and dandy for those viewing Arda from above trying to capture within a small frame all of life teeming below. But for the serf whose entire existence consists of the two acres he farms every day for the Feudal Master until the sweet embrace of eternal vacation, for the kings and ostrogoths warring upon each other and occasionally forgetting who's the barbarian and for the mages more concerned keeping track of their eyebrows the exact shape and nature of their world is unimportant. Certainly not when there is a harvest to bring in, land to claim and spirits to banish then distill.
In fact, in all of its convoluted, bloody history only one man ever stumbled upon the true nature of Arda. Known throughout the Caddatch mountains for his powerful odor and tendency to lick interesting rocks the hermit was studying tree roots (there isn't much on the hermit codebook to help pass the time - it's one sentence "Avoid people, also some mushrooms are deadly." The Hermit made due by making up his own games and seeing how long it took until inanimate objects talked back.) trying to determine which was the evil root when a Eureka moment struck him. After changing his trousers he attempted to share this discovery of why we're here, how we're here and why you get that nasty film on soup with the world, but a few steps down the mountain his foot caught on an exposed root and he met his fate at the bottom of a chasm.
The prelates in the sanctorium have their tales of how the world was formed, when the king of the gods got a bit too excited one day and spilled his seed all over the land which, perhaps because the gods were bored and liked a good dirty joke, transformed into foliage and other helpful plants instead of god goo.
This is, of course, cleaned up for children and anyone else with a child's perception so most of the continent intones the tale of how one day Ordren seeing the land was empty and rather dull gave to Mighnot -- the god of wind -- a single word, which he was to carry across the entire globe/disc/rhombus and call forth life. The old tale, filled with sex and blood, is whispered in back pews and behind closed doors while the prelates rattle on about loving a son that takes all your money and blows it on prostitutes. What is history but a scrubbing of all the good dirty bits so no one cares anymore?
None have since put much thought, outside of late tavern crawls or warm spring days trying to avoid cleaning the midden, into the shape and nature of Arda since. They know their small kingdoms, encircled and enslaved inside an even larger Empire that stretches out across, as far as they are concerned are the only decent parts of Arda where people don't eat other people and wear enough clothes to hide their shame, thank you very much. Why waste such time on useless quandaries when there are barbarians to enslave, teach, kill or sleep with?
Certainly not the gods pantomiming life within their palatial tree house molded perhaps from the minds of people down below who needed something to pray to when it didn't rain and curse at when it did. The dwarves were focused more on the fundamental forces of how much pressure one could apply to a rock face before it got really mad and hit back. And as for the elves, no one wanted to think much about the elves lest they started thinking back about you.
Tucked away, deep inside an abandoned dwarven tunnel long since forgotten by all except for an Ogre and the two adventures sent to slay it exposes the essence of Arda. A cold eye watches as the young man rising from the dimly lit rock floor bravely believes he has fooled the ignorant monster into a rather devious trap.
Except the monster is older perhaps than the very tunnels they find themselves trapped in. Against his friend's wishes the man uses himself as bait to lure the Ogre out and straight into a hastily, and frankly rather poorly dug pit.
He turns back to his companion, having given his all of an "Oh woe is me to be a tasty person trapped under a small rock" routine unsure of why the fiend has not appeared when a fist large enough to crush a grown man does just that. Crumpling in half like a straw doll the Ogre tosses the broken body aside and rounds upon the woman rooted in their hiding spot as her whole world snaps. A determination that most would attribute to a god or two but those who have seen it and felt it know is from the knowledge that no deity is there guides her throwing arm. A dagger slices through the air embedding itself deep inside the Ogre's eye.
The monster's roar reverberates through the mountains exposed walls rooting out a family of griffins that takes to the thermals. Curious, the mother watches through her thick talons as one of those small bipeds always bringing fiery sticks to her nest bursts through the exposed mountain crevice, her arms wrapped around something she's dragging behind. It left the pile, ah yes another one of the bipeds but looking far less mobile than normal, away from the entrance and dug inside one of those leather pouches that so nicely line a griffin's nest.
Pulling free the only magical item they ever dare carry, (only an idiot or someone who enjoyed exploding would fully trust a mage) a flask wrapped in protective cloth, the woman breaks the safety seal and tosses the small foaming bottle towards the mine opening as the Ogre's bone shattering howls grow closer. Throwing herself overtop her companion she tries to protect them both as the potions mix completely and realizing they didn't really get on too well especially after what was said about their mother explode in a shockwave that digs deep into the ground rocking it at the core collapsing the mine and hopefully the monster inside.
As all of the continent shudders at the scar digging into its range a deafening tumult rings out as shockwave meets tin helmet meets eardrums. Even with her ears deafened from the cacophony and her face buried deep in his broken chest, his final rattling breath roars across her heart. The woman, a piece of granite in the salad of life, truly falls for the first time and wonders how can Arda keep turning, how can the sun keep rising when her whole world breathed his last.
Some 35 years, a few revolts, one successful coup, a generation of adorable and deadly griffins and one comet later. So much of the land has changed in that time, passed from Lord to Emperor to King, yet people as always remain the same.
"Lords, Ladies and peasant muck I come before you with news so grave it shall shatter your very bones and possibly your skin," the speaker paused afraid his metaphors were mixing again, "Our land has fallen under the shadow cast by the most foul creature to ever befall time," the wind carried these dire words to the modest crowd assembled beneath the broadcasting balcony.
"Eh, what's he saying?"
"Dunno. Sommthin about land."
"Harvest isn't for another three months."
"SPEAK UP!"
"As I Was Saying," the herald flailed his arms dramatically in the wind from atop the towns tallest building, Crazy Larry's Seed and Fertilizer store (it was trying to sow the seeds in his armpits that tipped everyone off to how crazy Larry really was), which completely destroyed whatever narrative his dramatic reading had going, "The King Has Decreed That Anyone Who Slays the Ogre Will Get A Thousand Gold Coins And That Jewel Of The Kingdom's Crown, That Which is Most Precious To Him. . ."
"I just got over the clap, I don't be needing a second go around thanks to his whore!" The modest crowd broke out into a few giggles for decorum. From the back, cries of "hot pies" rang out even though the pie peddler was laid up with gout. That was no reason for a few good samaritans to miss out on a golden opportunity to inflict his misfortune on others.
The man in scarlet tights, half cape and cod piece shaped like an actual fish (he had a herring addiction) thought to himself if only he hadn't of given up on his Heraldry dissertation he could be in Avar crying the daily noon call instead of telling bawdy stories and playing his lute for limericks for a few quid in this backwater hellhole, "He will Bestow His Beloved Princess Anne!"
A figure carefully extricated itself around the bags of alfalfa seed and high octane porcine feces and climbed out onto the balcony. The wind, which threatened to knock the Heralds requisite puffy hat onto the weathervane three stores down, blew her skirts lustily in the wind. The princess gave a small wave and smiled crookedly as the crowd turned deathly quiet. Each peasant's face covered in half of what her delicate senses deigned to pretend was some magical farming elixir and not the goodies from the backend of an animal stared up at her expectantly. For a second her resolve wavered when faced with dozens of eyes contemplating her every move, just as she turned to the herald a lone voice cried out, "I love you!"
This broke the spell and whatever trace of modesty she'd held onto despite the years of always having someone there to take care of her every whim and bowel movement vanished as the courtly manner of a woman who knew how to use her full arsenal to get what she wanted broke free.
"My people," her soft voice rang across the silent courtyard reaching into every heart and, for some, parts lower, "we are at a grave time. A pair of huntsmen spotted an Ogre a few nights back near our beauti . . . fair town."
"So what? Call the exterminators, ha ha ha," the lone heckler was shushed and pushed to the back. Accepting that he'd never make any coin that day, the town's heckler set off to the pub with the pie salesman having gotten peckish limping behind him.
The princess let a small frown imperfect her beauty, "It's not your common Ogre, either. This one has already destroyed both Gwaren and Soldern before setting its sites upon us. No Ogre removal service is willing to touch it declaring it grandfathered in and our insurance won't cover him under act of gods, probably one of the uglier ones. We need you," outstretching her arms to the gathered handful of artisans and cobblers who took their lunch break outdoors, she smiled warmly upon the best a long lunch hour had to offer, "only you can save us all from this brute."
A mumbling gurgled through the crowd as people took into account just how great of a metropolis Soldern was (it had a butcher, a baker and a candlestick maker all in house at their new super center) and just how large some of the men on their exterminator squad were (Tony had thrice been confused with a Troll and had billy goats sent to his house each Modranicht). Here the Monster Removal Service was half staffed by Rodney who spent most of the time on his courier job to Miss Erlana's house.
Realizing she was losing the crowd the Herald stepped in, plucking forth from all his training, fire and vigor rolling underneath his words to create the best rousing speech the world had ever known. "A hem, Gentlefolk!"
Anne put a gentle vice grip on his shoulder and shook her head, no man in a floppy hat and velvet skirt was going to take away her big moment, "And the man who slays the beast shall have my hand."
"Whatcha mean? Like to keep on the wall or something?"
Gods, the sheep had more brains than the people here, "In marriage, he shall have my hand in marriage."
The crowd erupted into wild applause as every man contemplated having the heavenly creature straddling a bag of hog shit as his wife, especially the married ones. The women were thinking about all the coin they could get from the wedding itself, after all could you really call it a marriage without matching credenzas covered in sequins? Everyone seemed to have forgotten the stipulation that a giant city-crushing Ogre needed to be dead as part of the bargain.
"We haven't had one of them traditional dead Ogre weddings in years. I hope they toss the entrails. My mam caught them one time and was wed the year after."
"But I don't want to wear tights if I have to be a prince," a teenager yelled.
"If you's to be prince you'll wear them tights and be damn proud," his mother, who he forgot also snuck out early for a smoke break, scolded him back.
"What if the Ogre dies o' natural causes?"
The Herald squinted his eyes trying to make out the voice, "Like a heart attack or something?"
"Yah! Or he eats one o' George's pies!" This brought more laughter and a few people rubbed their foots in sympathies, no one would wish one of George's pies on anyone no matter how tall or monstrous they may be.
"In the event that the Beast is slain by natural causes then, we'll," he looked to Anne who shrugged her shoulders. The idea of an Ogre having a heart attack hadn't occurred to them, "the first man to bring back its hand will get Anne's." That seemed simple enough, a hand for a hand; even these rubes could understand that.
What the King, who hadn't stepped foot outside the palace in years and only spoke a few curt words (generally keeping to "we are not amused"), failed to realize was the tenacity and creativity of simple folk who after harvest had a long dull winter to plot.
But the herald, having been born in a barn himself (it was not all it was cracked up to be. The cows licked him clean and a noticeable lack of shepherds or magi came to acknowledge his birth) had a pretty good idea what was going through each brain, "And we'll know if you kill the right Ogre or not because this one only has one eye!"
"Is no problem, we'll just find some smaller two eyed Ogre and poke one out. You'd never know the difference," the teenager jeered back as his mother slapped him upside the head with her basket.
"Ya idjiot, you don't tell the man."
More half thought deals and attempts to hammer out the fine details flew back and forth at the Herald who never having faced the litigious mind of a farmer stood slack jawed gasping for air. The King would have his head if he learned of half the things the man who ranked below jester was agreeing to.
At the back of a crowd, stuck behind Tall Jim and Short Stanley (the tallest man in the county – small towns have an interesting sense of humor, which means not funny at all) struggling on his tiptoes Jack the Farrier's son dreamed of a petal strewn day; him in his best, no his father's best, well he'd probably order new clothes and waiting for him a vision of golden purity at the end of the aisle. His mind skipped through the traditional drunken fight over which side of the family got screwed over in the seating arrangement and how they're lucky Gram survived to see this even though she's too evil for the reaper to claim and "Ooh can you believe Sandy had the audacity to wear white" to the kiss. As he was leaning in, breathing in the Princesses bright lilac scent a rough hand clasped him on the shoulder.
Turning in the grasp he was greeted by what some would graciously call a mouth, though one is usually defined as having some degree of teeth. "You're not thinking of killing that Ogre, are ya kid?"
Jack sputtered, trying to avoid the smell of rotting potatoes all these old dried up men who wandered the town square emitted. No one was entirely sure where they came from, or what they did, but everyone agreed the place would be a lot emptier without one to hit you up for a pint or a half a pie.
"Nah," a second old man appeared, even more mummified than the first, "what we needs is one of them old Ogre slayers. Remember Krankor the Barbarian?"
"I heard he killed three Ogres and one Wyvern in a single night before his ale got cold," the man released his grip so Jack could turn away to stare back at the princess who was coquettishly waving her handkerchief at the crowd. Despite his attempts nothing could silence the musty voices and tales of men no one knew from digging into his brain.
"Didn't he die?"
"Oh yeah, most of them Barbarians either succumb to rotgut, a beasts stomach or the pox," the two giggled at nothing.
"Isn't there one near here, Craper, Carser, Casser, sommthin' like that? Gave up all that stabbin' and bumpin' uglies for a life in the doldrums of farmin," he cackled at his oh we'll call it a joke and flashed his few remaining teeth.
"Down by Blaten way. My Ness says she see's 'em sometimes gettin' supplies."
The words washed against Jacks brain like the ocean against the shore, his eyes, ears and other organs were all for the princess who upon realizing she still had a rapt audience was singing the most interesting version of "Little Brown Thing that May Hold Liquid Sometimes," he'd ever heard. The fact that she only knew 10% of the lyrics and none of the melody made it all the more fascinating.
At the height of a crescendo she let the music take her and tossed her kerchief out into the crowd. A rather ornery gust of wind picked it up and skimmed it across the heads of all the young men scrambling on top of each other to try and win her favor (or for one old Lady who was prodigious with the hat pin, because she could). Just as Tall Jim bent over thinking he saw a silver the wind deposited the lacy booger catcher upon Jack's shoe.
It was still warm from her hand, and holding it aloft the princess gave him a small wave and blew a kiss before vanishing back into the store.
"Well, it was nice knowing ya kid," the rotten potato gave him a pathetic look before vanishing off into the crowd with his friend still cackling.
Something stirred inside Jack, something he'd never felt before in his 20 or so (he wasn't so good at numbers) years upon this dirt. Burning from ear to ear, Jack vowed that he would slay the Ogre, save his village and win the fair princesses heart (and hopefully everything else attached to it).
Two weeks passed eventfully before Jack found himself as fully lost as one with their eyesight can be wandering aimlessly across the open green fields of almost but not quite familiar farmland. His horse was weighed down with everything he owned: a whet stone, a small paring knife dug from the bottom of the cutlery drawer he thought was a dagger, a basket with a half loaf of molding rye bread and a few handfuls of highly poisonous berries, and Bruce's Guide to the Wilderness cracked, yellowed and missing about 20 pages. Bruce never did get around to writing about the importance of large leaves when nature came calling.
In retrospect, maybe he should have taken his father's map while he was at it.
After the Ogre rally (Ogrestock '99 as it was coming to be called among the locals), Jack found his once lost and bewildering steps held purpose. His brain, typically used to keep his head warm was having actual thoughts and even, gods help him, ideas. He wasn't as handsome as his eldest brother, his mother once favorably compared Jack to a plucked goose, and he wasn't as smart as his younger brother who had already streamlined the family business to where only two people were needed to run the forge and barn. No one expected anything from Jack except for a slightly warmer space at the kitchen table and it showed in everything he did.
It was a week and a half since that warm spot vanished and his family had yet to notice. His brothers were too busy trying to carve a life for themselves and fighting for a claim to a larger piece of the pie from each other. Jack tried to say goodbye to his mother but she was involved in one of her "heated discussions" in the form of flying molten iron with one of her distributors. If she weren't the best blacksmith for miles no one would work with her, though gods help them if they ever said that to her face.
The only family member he didn't find either courting three women, cooking books, plotting a murder or trying to smash kneecaps with a hammer was his father. He sat in the barn, about the only place he felt safe from the rest of the family, brushing down one of the local Baron's horses cooing in its ear a song Jack knew from childhood.
"Goin' somewhere, my boy?" his father asked as Jack pulled Horse (Jack was very black and white when it came to naming things. He had an imaginary friend as a child he named "invisible" who eventually wandered off after getting bored with Jack) out from his stable and began to ready him for the saddle.
"I have something I need to do. Something important," Jack's voice had an edge to it his father had never heard before. This worried the old man, who despite the fact he loved the boy bless him, thought of his middle son as a wet paper bag stuck to a shoe. He stopped brushing, waiting to see if Jack would continue.
"Well, you know yourself best. Keep yourself warm," his father motioned to a moth chewed scarf dangling off a tack hook. Despite the squelching heat of late-Summer Jack took it, always doing as he was told.
"I might be gone for a while, Dad," he wound the scarf around his hands almost tying himself to the wall.
"I see," the whistling began again.
"If for some reason I don't come back," Jack started, but was cut off by the icy glare of his father.
"Nonsense, you're my boy. I know you'll be back. Oh the ol' mare wins but only if you sin. . ." His father turned back to the horse, the discussion closed.
Jack tied the princess's handkerchief, his talisman, to Horse's bridle and set off for lands unknown. Though, seeing as how the furthest Jack had been out of town was to Old Ellie's shearing hut two miles down the road that could be said of just about everywhere.
***
That was a full belly, a warm set of clothes and a horrible sense of direction later. Jack found himself wandering around the pastoral landscape looking for the farm of the great slayer that the old tales and older men celebrated. He hadn't heard or read of this Casser but the kindly gentleman in the tavern had been very encouraging about finding his farm and learning the skills of Ogre slaying. Jack tried to explain how he merely planned on bringing the hero back to do the actual slaying but the man made a rather strange series of gurgling noises from atop the table so he thanked him again and took his leave.
He'd been wandering for the past three days after, by a chance encounter, meeting up with the rotten potato man's niece and getting vague directions South. Luckily the weather kept mostly nice and despite the uncertainty of everything in his life Jack rarely let anything bother him much.
People often said he had the spine of a sponge and the mental capacity of the dishwater (though it tended to come out "he's got all the brains of a water bin!"). A sponge gave up easily under pressure yet it always sloshed back into shape. But even he was starting to get annoyed at the same tree shaped like something rather rude taunting him on his third trip around.
A merchant's cart covered in all manner of paraphernalia that clanked when hung upside down rattled from the crossroads and, never having been told the man code, Jack stopped to ask for directions. "Excuse me sir, do you verily know whither I may find a farm?"
"Verily? Who says verily?" a brown fuzzy head underneath a fuzzy hat poked out through an overcoat (which some would not be hard pressed to describe as fuzzy). The cart clattered and banged to a stop as the fuzzy thing froze, "You're not a bard are you?"
"No," Jack wasn't sure which gap in the brown to stare at and alternated.
"Can't stand bards, always going on about things that never happened."
Jack, putting no mind to the fuzzy things rather philosophical take on tales tried again, "Perchance, may you help?"
"Are you sure you're not a Bard? They're always using that queer language," The brown thing, despite not having eyes glared down, "No one uses perchance."
"I'm sorry, my name is Jack and I'm the Farrier's son," he wasn't sure how to announce himself, everyone in town knew about Jack. Generally in an 'Oh that was Jack you asked to hold your end of the rope, well no wonder you fell down the well' manner.
"Much better, Jack. No bard would dare call himself that. It'd be all Rufus or Julian or sommthin' like that. You don't have any bells in your hat do you?"
Jack shook his head, displaying a noticeable lack of any bells smuggled in case he was an undercover Bard, "No, I'm after this farm. I got horribly lost. I've been looking for Drummond way but there's no sign."
"Oh, that," the brown thing looked relived in as much as a pile of hair can and dug through its pockets, "it blew over goin' on oh 10 years ago now."
"And no one thought to replace it?"
"Why? Everyone who lives here knows exactly where they're going," after placing a cigarette somewhere in the depths of brown the merchant began digging again, "Now, what was you looking for?"
"A farm."
"Yer gonna have to be a bit more specific young man, there's nothing but farms here. Some of it actually owned by people," he lit his cigarette up, finally giving Jack an orange flickering glimpse of human features beneath the brown. Silently, Jack sighed out of relief, for a minute he thought he'd been talking to one of the many fantastical creatures his mother had no truck with. Of course she hated everything up to and including rabbits and kittens. If it weren't human his mother despised it with all her being. She was a raging speciesist, though most humans who lived in fear of being hunted, tortured or eaten by any random creature were.
"Hang on, the girl wrote it down," Jack dug through his pockets and with a practiced tongue said, "I'm looking for Far-gur-e-l-ar Farms."
"Now what's a nice boy like you want to go to Fargarlar for?" a smile cracked beneath the intermittent glow, "Oh I see, pretty girl to rescue ammiright? Something big and scary to kill? So's you want someone to train you to kill it, a famous slayer of dragon's maybe?"
"Oh no, I was hoping to convince him to come and kill the ogre."
"And get what out of it? A simpering girl, some hole in the wall's gratitude?"
"The king is offering gold," he couldn't remember how much, any time he tried to imagine that day his face flushed and his pants got a little tighter.
"Psh, have to be a kingdom's worth to get Cas the Destroyer out of retirement," the brown thing waved out his cigarette and tossed it into the back of his cart before lighting up another.
"Look, please. I have to save my home and win my lady's heart. . ."
"Yeah, yeah yeah. Heard it all before. Oh and you forgot the 'get revenge on your families murderers,' always important in those old tales. Look, I likes ya so I'll help you find the farm but I'm tellin' ya Cas won't move for a mountain of coin. You take this road and when you get to the end take a left, that's the one where your thumb makes an 'L.' Know what an 'L' is right?"
Smiling wide, Jack pulled Horse towards the road, "I thank you sir from the bottom of my heart. I hope that one day we may meet again so I can repay you for your kindness."
"You gots to stop reading adventure stories boy, don't no one talk like that," the merchant tossed down his second half finished cigarette and started up his cart, "She is going to eat you alive."
Chapter Three
The sun streaked boldly across the land as Jack stumbled across the farm. Despite all common sense (of which Jack was born fully lacking) he'd ridden the entire night through the dark foreboding forest half singing quarter remembered songs and when the words weren't coming always falling back on "tip me over and pour me out."
Even the creatures of the forest felt sorry for the boy belting inn songs of which he didn't understand even the first entendre loudly through the dark night and clomping over fallen bracken that would have snapped the ankles of any other man or horse. Jack's entire life operated upon a string of good luck, bottomless patience, and the ability to be incredibly pathetic without realizing it. So, carting a head heavy with sleep and a belly full of highly poisonous berries and amazingly their only known antidote a sprig of mistletoe that caught in Jack's throat as he traipsed through the forest, the mighty adventurer was in high spirits as he spotted a small farm beginning its morning dance.
Even as a spec in the distance loud crashes and incoherent screaming drifted on the wind to Jack's ears. Well no one ever said a great Barbarian was much of a morning person. In fact it seems to go against their very idiom. If it weren't for the increasing levels of swearing and groaning coming from the barn this land would be idyllic. Pastoral poets would break into tears tearing at their breasts and other various attempts at scenery chewing to capture its true beauty in verse. Jack, on the other hand, noticed that they had both brown and black cows.
He aimed Horse towards the farmhouse, eerily silent, hoping to find someone inside with a bit cooler head than the voice threatening to damn for all eternity some inanimate object. Didn't they have squires or something to handle all the boring day-to-day needs? Knocking on the almost quaint front door produced nothing but silence, Jack tried once more thinking the squire was busy doing squirely things and perhaps a bit hard of hearing.
"Eh! What are you on about?"
Jack spun about to find a young woman cradling a load of firewood, staring at him accusingly. Her dark features and raven hair put Jack in mind of the old bedtime horror tales of night spirits that would claim young boys who got lost in the woods at night. The type that as they got older encouraged boys to hope they managed to get lost.
"I . . . I'm sorry. I must be at the wrong house. I was just, I should be going," Jack bumbled down the stairs, his boots sliding off the bottom step as he teetered to keep from falling to the ground.
Slogging the wood down, the girl wiped her hands off on her apron and stared Jack up and down taking in his homemade scabbard (a few bits of old leather from a broken rein) his armor (dinner plates that he'd tied together and his mother would kill him for if she noticed missing) and his trusty steed nosing through the wood pile looking for something good, "Why're you wearing that scarf? It's goin' on hellfire by now?"
Jack tried to smoothly pull the scarf from his neck, managing to wind it tighter. He gasped for air but the girl ignored it as her face lit up and her guarded marble face softened, a few smile lines turning her human. Between haggard breaths Jack realized that this girl no longer about to drag him off to her lair and eat his fingers was gorgeous, and aside from the hair color, skin, height and age could be his beloved Anne's twin.
She smiled wide, Jack was sure his knees were going to buckle, "You're an adventurer aren't you? Come to learn to slay the great beast and win your lady love’s hearts."
"Don't you mean heart?"
"You're only getting one lady out of it? Look at you," Jack started to lower his eyelids to look at himself but caught the woman's ample assets and froze unsure of how to pull his eyes away without looking like a lecher. She chose to ignore this faux pas, "You're covered in the forest. Have you been riding all night? Oh I must get you all fed and washed up. I can help with both," she lowered her eyelids, her coquettish act broken by the fire burning beneath. Jack was certain he was going to pass out this time.
"PENNY! WHERE DID YOU GET TO NOW?!" the bellowing from the barn broke the spell of young hormones, "THE CALF IS DOWN BUT I NEED A BUCKET OF WATER TO WASH THE CRAP OFF!" Sweat poured off of Jack as he realized the voice wasn't getting louder but closer.
The cow shit covered barbarian turned the corner and Jack met for the first time what he envisioned would be his beloved mentor and best friend. He'd spent most of the trip dreaming up an iconoclast to shake the very foundations of society now a wise old man, crippled from fights but still wiry and agile who would reprimand Jack lovingly and over time they would become as father and son to build him into a stronger man.
Instead a robust northern woman, her farm friendly frame covered in a leather apron atop a pair of unwomanly trousers, approached holding her shit-covered hands out in front of her. Her hair was cropped short, and she moved with a steadfastness that belied the anger building inside as she approached her farm hand flirting with a young moron.
"I'm sorry, Mistress. I came to fetch the water but I found this man instead," Penny slightly curtsied eliciting an eye roll from the large woman.
"Well, unless you think I should wipe my hands off on him do you think you could go get one now?" a small squeal escaped Jack's lips at the idea of being used as a towel, but he was subdued as the thought that this must be his future mentors wife entered his mind. Adventurers could have wives, right, "What's he doing here anyway?"
"Oh it's so romantic, he's come to learn how to slay something from the world's greatest hero and win his ladies heart."
The woman snorted. Realizing that no water would be forthcoming till she got rid of this guy she rubbed what little shit off she could on the ground and stuck her hand out, "I am Cas the Barbarian, nice to meet you."
The combination of lack of sleep, dark forest spirits, the stench of shit and a stomach rolling as two poisons tried to cancel each other out finally laid claim and Jack crumpled up his head smacking against the steps. The armor dislodged and a dinner plate spun out down the road.
***
"Hey, kid. You all right?" Something nudged him in the ribs.
"I got some water."
"I really don't think he needs it. There, his eyes fluttered. He should be fine in a few minutes."
The voices drifted in and out of inky blackness. Through closed eyelids Jack could make out two tall black figures standing above him debating his fate. Strange, he never put much stock in the old sanctorium's tales of a soul being measured before passing on to the gate's of Everal for the second test as being true. The urge to close his eyes tight and wish he were back home surprised Jack so much he regained conscious. Just then Penny, in trying to be helpful, threw half of the sudsy water - also filled with whatever the Barbarian washed off - onto his head. Jack shot up, shaking and sputtering the water out of his nose, the closest he'd come to drowning in his life.
"I told you, now go and get a towel so he can dry off and then get to it."
Penny scampered off, a bounce to her step that reminded Jack of the schoolchildren when they managed to steal some scrap iron from the back of the smith, a new toy clutched in their grubby mitts. Cas offered him a hand and gently he rose, steadying himself against the wall.
"Here, drink this. Don't worry, it's fresh. You'll probably hear a ringing for a bit but that should pass, the headache will be a doozy though. Your head bounced against just about every step on the way down, but nothing got cracked. Er, your 'metal plates' got a bit damaged but a hammer should fix it right up."
Cautiously sipping from the mug decorated with a pink cat teetering on five legs, Jack tried to check for brain damage. As there was very little for the ground to have damaged and he was a bit unsure how to tell (he'd never tried to count past 100 and his memory operated on more of a spur of the moment variety) he gave up and turned back to Cas, "I came here to find you."
She took the empty mug back, "So I gathered, most people don't arrive on my doorstep as the cock crows to flirt with my farm hand, pass out and head home."
"My village is in danger," he'd been crafting his script the whole night but none of it had gone right. For starters he hadn't planned on dirty, sudsy water to be working its way into his small clothes as a woman loomed over him.
"And I am the only one that can stop the giant fire breathing dragon from destroying it and save your lady love who you've never actually met but somehow know you're soul mates and possibly something about dead relatives. Am I getting close?" Jack opened and closed his mouth, his brain searching through his script for a good response, "Look, kid, I'm retired. I gave it all up. No more stabbing giant anythings or rescuing damsels in distress, who probably got themselves into the danger in the first place, stupid dating guides about how to find your white knight. I have a new calf that needs a rub down and a distressed mother that needs watching. So once you're dry, be gone." She turned back towards her barn, hoisting a fresh straw bale on her massive shoulders.
"It's an Ogre." Cas turned back to look at Jack who stared hard at his hands, "It's not a Dragon, it's an Ogre."
"Well, bully for it," perhaps not the best cutting insult but Cas was exhausted after a night up with a breeched calf and a cow who she was fairly certain was a tax collector in another life.
"My name is Jack, the Farrier's son, and my home needs someone to stop a giant Ogre. If you won't do it, then I will."
Cas paused again, slowly lowering the straw to the ground, "What did you say?"
I have no idea, Jack thought, that didn't come from me. Did it? Oh, gods. Everyone's right, I do read too many stories. But his mouth was on a roll his brain wasn't aware of, "You heard me."
Inwardly he shuddered as angry footsteps and rough broken hands brought her face into his, he wasn't sure if he could survive another shock to the system and braced himself but was surprised to find her refrain from punching him in the eye or other painful areas. Instead she looked him up and down.
"And what makes you think a scrawny little turd like you could last 5 minutes against a full grown Ogre?" there was a playfulness belying her words, almost as though she was enjoying this and hoped he'd continue.
"Well maybe if I had someone teach me the basics," Jack felt like he had the tiger's tail in the conversation and feared letting go.
"I'm guessing 'which part is the pointy end of a sword' will be the first lesson. Look, I'm sure you're very nice and lots of girls will like you once they get to know you but," Cas heard a small squeal and caught Penny leaning out the kitchen window waving a piece of paper. Oh gods, how could she forget? And the fuckers were coming around in a week too, "look, kid, you got any coin?"
Jack blinked twice, expecting a slap and getting a begging hand instead, "A bit yes? My mother is a well known Smith in these parts."
"Room and Board is 20 silver a week, 10 if you help out around the farm. And with your physique you're gonna need all the help you can give."
"I, I don't know what to say."
"You say 'Thank You,' also you ask nicely where the back pump is. You just stepped in horse shit. PENNY! Make a room in the barn, Jackie Fair is staying."
"This is where you'll be staying. It can get a bit cold at night in winter but I doubt you'll last that long," the warrior slicked her bristly hair back as she pointed to the modest surroundings. The barn was really more of a stable with extra straw piled up in the corners of unused horse stalls only one of which was occupied by a magnificent beast who deigned Jack with a side eye glance before returning to his riveting morning meal. Cas waited about as patiently as she could stomach (which is about two seconds longer than someone in line at the post office) before hauling up the kid's pack and tossing it into the loft, "There's a bed made up there, it'll keep you off the cold floor and mostly above the shit smell. Breakfast is a few hours before dawn and we eat regardless of if you're there or not,” Penny clucked her tongue getting Cas's attention. Jack was looking a bit greener than one normally did, "You can take a few minutes of settling in then meet me in the arena behind the house."
"The arena?"
"The big dirt pit," Jack nodded, having no idea where the big dirt pit was but nodding agreement with something he didn't understand had always served him well in the past. Penny took Horse's reigns and lead him to one of the few clean stalls and set him up with a new oat bag leaving Jack to take in his new home away from home and his bed away from bed; a 5x6 box filled with straw and from the sounds of it two rather perturbed poultry roommates.
As the kid clambered up the ladder slowly and began a few exploratory pokes into the hay Cas patted the great steed who was munching contentedly on a carrot and slipped him a sugar beet from one of her apron pockets. A large squawk rang out through the upper echelons of the barn as Jack discovered the pair of hen sisters who ruled the stable with an iron claw. Cas used the distraction to confide to Penny, "Leave this one be, he's special."
A dangerous energy all but sparked off the girl, "Special, like a chosen one from a prophecy?"
"Special as in touched in the head," she wanted to say more but could tell from the eyes transfixed upon the young man who was trying to wrestle a chicken that she was fighting a lost battle. Instead, Cas turned and walked out of the barn shaking her head and cursing any and all municipal workers for forcing another one on her.
Jack opened his pack and placed his meager belongings upon the straw watching as the loaf of bread and berries vanished deep into his new bed. A soft voice carried from down below, "It's not so bad, once you get used to it," Penny from the bottom of the loft's ladder smiled at Jack, who was surprised his knees were holding up.
"Do you sleep in the barn too?" Wild and raw thoughts everyone was sure Jack couldn't have had or even thought about having danced through his head like a rather raunchy sugarplum.
Penny laughed, not the high strange whine that sounded of a pair of cans tied to a donkey from local girls who were trying to out do each other for male attention, but; well something else. If Jack had any idea what a cello sounded like that would have helped him here. Instead all he thought was gosh that was pretty and not much else, "No, I sleep in the house. But I've done the sleeping in barns and straw thing in my younger days with my Mistress."
Jack tried to slide down the ladder smoothly like all those heart palpitations the stories went on about but his foot caught on the third step nearly snapping his ankle and a splinter dug deep into his palm. He fought back a yelp and staggered down limping. A little louder than necessary countered back, "It's hard to picture you on anything other than silk sheets."
"So you like imagining me on silk sheets do you?" the fire that had been embering smoldered back into her eyes as she stepped closer to Jack.
Some small rarely used part of Jack's brain was sending out a warning telling him to change the subject, "Is it okay if my horse stables here?"
"Oh yes, I'm sure ol' Greystone here will like it. I imagine he gets kind of lonely out here by himself," subtlety wasn't just a foreign concept to Jack, he was fairly certain it was a dirty word. "He's a beautiful animal, what's his name?"
"Horse."
Penny paused waiting to see if anything more was forth coming, but Jack stood there awkwardly reclining on the vertical ladder his left arm hooked through the steps. "Ha ha, well that works if he gets lost. I'm Penny, by the way."
"So I heard. Is she always yelling like that?" Jack didn't like yelling, he always managed to vanish for a few weeks into the woods whenever the king's accountants showed up in spring. His mother was marked as a super special case with a few asterisks and exclamation points on their clipboards.
Penny smiled again, "She was being projective, you'll know when she's yelling. For starters, there's a lot more blood."
Jack nodded again hoping she wouldn't notice the panic rising at the back of his brain. What am I doing here? Paying what little inheritance I have to a bloodthirsty barbarian so she can tear me to shreds for sport before I learn how to hold a sword and have a beautiful girl watch and laugh the whole time. Penny looked over at him, waiting calmly for his mind and mouth to meet up again, he was a bit more watery than the last few but seemed nice enough. As
Jack was coming around to how he could still escape with most of his purse intact and head East 'til the whole Ogre thing blew over a soft hand slipped into his.
His eyes turned upward in time to watch Penny's daffodil lips (Jack wasn't well versed on poetic horticulture) press into his. Numbness claimed all of his limbs, amplifying the sparks crawling across his face. His stomach flipped up and down and a small fear crawled into his head. What should he do if he suddenly vomited all over her?
But she pulled back before it came to that and stared expectantly into Jack's eyes. What does one say at a time like this when you shared a kiss with a girl in a barn of a Dragon slayer?
"Hi, I'm Jack."
The soft string laugh of beautiful Penny bounced through the barn once more, "Yes, yes I know. You best get out there or she'll start to get suspicious and then you'll see some real yelling."
***
"All right, let's see what you got."
Jack blinked a few times, then a crimson blush bloomed up his chest onto his cheeks. "Pardon?"
"Your skills. I won't have any idea how best to train you if I don't see what I have to work with," Cas stood as nonchalantly as she could but to his eye she still had the aura of a professor on exam day. And poor Jack, like the student who had no idea there was a test and was fairly certain his small clothes were still in his room somewhere, jiggled back and forth from one leg to the next.
"I should tell you, I haven't had much practice. Mother wasn't a big fan of us playing with knives," the words tumbled again as
Jack tried to distract from the fact he had no idea where his dagger was.
There's cattle to feed and milk, I don't have time for this, "It's in your right pocket," Jack looked up at her, a puppy confusion etched across his face, "your little knife."
"Ah," Jack dug carefully, not remembering why he thought it a good idea to store an open blade in his pants, "Well, um, stab, stab, stab. How was that?"
"Uh huh," slowly detangling herself from the fence Cas walked over trying to not get too close to Jack in case he was about to have another strange panic attack with an open blade, "Well for starters that isn't a dagger in your hand, it's a kitchen utensil normally used for peeling apples and the like. Second, a stabbing motion is more of a downward or upward thrust, less of a sideways arm fling. And lastly, when holding a blade it's better to use the handle and not carefully cup around the blade. But aside from all that, perfect. You will be the champion of awkwardly waving a small kitchen handle in the Ogre's general direction."
Jack hung his head, slowly putting the paring knife back into his pocket, "Look kid, I'm sorry. . ."
His eyes still fixed on the ground he mumbled, "But that's why I came to you. You can teach me how to use a real sword and do all that not handle stabbing, right?"
Penny appeared again, carrying a large wooden chest that rattled ominously as she dropped it onto the ground. She gave a cheerful wave, which Cas narrowed her eyes at and Jack returned happily.
By sweet Ordren's beard, not again. "Look, kid, I'm willing to mold a warrior out of bits of sand and a few drops of water but we need to get a few rules straight. One, you sleep in the barn. I have enough trouble with neighbors thinking we worship the horned one and his army of demons, I don't need more tongues clucking over a young man staying in my house. Two, from this point forward you do whatever I say however I say it. If I ask you to jump you say. . ."
"I know how to do that!"
"Er, yeah. And three, and this is the really important one," Cas grabbed Jack's collar pulling him up to her face, for the first time he could really make out the wear and tear of the adventuring life upon her in the saddles under her eyes and the deep frown lines that seemed permanent from birth, "don't you mess with Penny. No matter what she says or does you keep away from her. Got it?"
Jack's head bobbled like a floating apple, every bit of his previous dalliance etched across his face.
"Right then, let's get started. Try not to die."
A week passed and life at Fargarlar Farms began to settle into a livable routine. Every day Cas stood before her charges reciting a long list of what needed to be done for the day and not expecting to see them again until mid meal when she could dish out the rest of the chores. Jack was generally given the most mindless and backbreaking of tasks, anything to keep his muscles moving and his brain immobile. It took quite a few false starts before either woman could figure out how to reach that underused learning center in Jack's mind or was willing to risk life and limb to try.
After watching how terrifyingly he handled a blade Cas didn't trust Jack with anything more complicated than a spoon and put him on mucking duty. One universal truth about any farm, there was always shit to clean up somewhere. Jack accepted his fate with a rather grandiose smile, which should have been her first hint that something wasn't right with that boy, and followed his new mentor into the stables. She pointed towards a wall with a shovel, pitchfork and a wagon and told him to get to it.
For a moment he stared blankly up at her like a dog with a new bone, then walked over to the wagon placed the pitchfork inside and wheeled it towards her. His earnest grin was the only thing stopping Cas from sending him through the wall, "Is this how it works?"
"Are you havin' a go at me? What, you're a farm boy that's never mucked a barn?"
"I've never been on a farm before," Jack shrugged his shoulders and added in case no one heard him the first couple times, "my Dad's a Farrier," he absentmindedly pushed the wagon back and forth.
"Yeah, but even a Farrier has horse shit to deal with," an evil ear worm began to dig into Cas's brain that this was all some elaborate joke by one of her old "companions." It was too generous to call any of the swilling half bears she knew from the old days her friends.
"No one really trusted me with it after I got the pointy end stuck in the rafters when I was little. It took them three days to pull it down. I was mostly used to send bills to people." Even then Jack suspected that the pieces of paper he delivered were blank as everyone paid the same amount to his Mum every second week on the dot regardless if he managed to deliver them or not.
"Blood preserve me!" Cas threw her hands up dramatically. This is even worse, what if he's a joke from the god's themselves, sent to torture her because she's been a rather lapsed deist in the last, oh, twenty seven or so years, "well that won't fly here. You're learning how to do things and you'll do them proper."
What followed was a 20 minute lecture on how one best goes about scraping and sliding feces from one location to another, preferably from atop the barn floor and into the inside of the wagon. After about the tenth try Jack was finally getting the hang of it and Cas staggered out of the barn more exhausted than the time she accidentally rolled into a goblin cabal and had to slash her way out with only her small clothes on. It was not a story she told in polite, or impolite, company or come to think of it even around the undead.
Jack, who for the first time in his life had an actual goal, threw all his might into cleaning up the stable and after a days hard labor soon they sparkled as if Hercules had been messing around with river ecosystems again. Well except for that nice pile Horse left in the middle of the floor just as Jack was leaving.
Cas knew what tomorrow would bring for those untested muscles and in the morning, as darkness drifted about the land, sent Penny to the stables with a jar full of liniment, food and strict instructions to only be a few minutes as she'd come find her if it took any longer. Penny snuck quietly into the stable, her breath catching in the dawn's air as the warmth of the animals sleeping hit her lungs. Tiptoeing with a wry grin, her feet made so little sound the horses slumbered on choosing to wait for dawn and the breakfast it brought. She found poor Jack cuddled up in the straw, his face the only part visible within the golden grass with one of the old hens resting comfortably on his chest.
"Jack. . . Wake up, Jack," the pile mumbled and shifted a bit but refused to wake. Summoning up her best impression of the Mistress, Penny barked, "I said get up, you lazy sack of crap!"
Jack's eyes flew open pulling him from a pleasant dream about apples where he'd spent most of the night slowly chewing one of its pips. The sound also woke his bed partner, so the first sight to greet his morning song were the eyes filled with the burning hatred of all things mortal that makes up a chicken's life.
"AHHH!" he tried to shove the bird off but it dug its talons in, daring the human to challenge her, "It talks!"
"That was me," he leaned his head back to see an upside-down girl smiling in the lamp light, a reed basket looped over her arm. Half remembered thoughts, ideas, hopes and dreams lapped against Jack's struggling brain "You're Penny, right?"
She laughed, "Yes, I'm Penny. Glad to see you haven't forgotten me already."
Other memories came jarring back of a woman that could easily throw an ox through a barn door making it very clear what he should and shouldn't do with that charming girl as well as the fact he was wearing almost nothing underneath that straw, "You shouldn't be here, I'll get in trouble and . . ."
"It's all right, she sent me. With this," Penny tried to give him the basket but finding his arms still pinned beneath the straw laid it next to the chicken instead, who pecked experimentally at the contents.
"What is it?" Jack began the arduous task of digging himself out of the nest he'd created for himself. How in Ardus's weird mole did he manage to get straw up there?
"Liniment, you rub it over your body for your sore muscles."
"But I don't have any sore . . . oh gods," having mostly extricated himself from his bale bed, Jack attempted to stand and crumpled up as every limb (and a few organs) turned against him. In all his life, never had Jack felt such mind bursting pain. Moving made everything wrack and twist in agony as did not moving, standing, sitting and breathing. Jack vowed to stop them all immediately.
"Sit down and put this on," Penny helped him to lower slowly to the floor and uncorked the jar of medicinal ointment. She was just about to touch his leg when dormant synapses fired in Jack's brain. Hands piled straw from underneath the chicken over his lap and tossed a bit into his hair to try and hide whatever shame Jack was vaguely aware he had.
"Hey, that's okay. I can do that," he began to vigorously rub the cooling balm tickling his nose up his mutinous legs, "Have you been up long?"
"Only an hour or so, breakfast doesn't make it self. Well, usually," Penny didn't like to think about the visit through that eccentric mage's kitchen. She still screamed whenever she saw a vegetable peeler.
Heavy footsteps from outside told Penny she'd already been too long, "I should get back, lots to do today. Lots to do everyday, come to think of it."
"Just give me a few minutes, I should be down soon,” once I remember where I put my pants.
Penny placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, "It's all right, no one expects you to do anything but rest after yesterday." Laughing one last time, Penny slipped out of the loft and into the growing life of the farm, leaving Jack with the lantern, the basket and conflicting emotions.
It took a bit longer than he'd wanted but, gritting his teeth, blaspheming himself to at least half of the known gods and through an endorphin fueled haze Jack managed to slide and wiggle into his clothes, get out of the loft, find his pitchfork and wagon and get to work on the barn.
Cas found him around lunchtime slumped over on a hay bale trying to not breathe and catch his breath at the same time. She picked him up as carefully as she could, dropping him back into the loft shaking her head the whole time, "You idiot, you're just going to do more damage. Let yourself heal. Part of survival is knowing when to quit. Now take this and get some rest." Leaving him in a tranquilizer fog Cas gently shut the barn but through complaints of how he could have killed himself she couldn't stop the one little mutinous thought that maybe the idiot actually stood a chance.
***
Each day carefully and calmly, though she was almost ready to yank his hair out and pop his head off, Cas explained a new task to Jack. Like a baby given a new toy, at first he'd try to stuff the block into his mouth, throw it at the cat and then, just as miraculously as the fact he hadn't walked into a bear trap at age 5, come to realize the block goes into the hole. Jack learned how to move cattle (not by asking politely), how to spread the fertilizer he'd collected from the stables (not with his hands) and the most harrowing of all -- how to collect eggs without losing an eye from the stealthy hens that ruled the barn with a voracity that would put talking pigs to shame.
He'd asked Penny one of the rare times he'd had a break why Cas kept so many chickens around when only a few were laying. Especially as they were clearly the Undergods minions hell bent on destroying all who walked the land. She laughed, as she always did whenever Jack spoke to her, and told him, "Cas has had those chickens for a long time. Some of them may have even traveled with us during the end of her adventuring days. She liked to keep a few hens with her for fresh eggs and would train them as sort of homing pigeons."
"Homing pigeons?"
"She'd trade them for repaired armor or lodging and as we were heading out of town there would be one of her hens waiting for her at the door. Cas got rather attached to them. She can be rather sentimental in some ways."
"It's hard to picture the great eater of Ogre hearts keeping a scrapbook."
"Oh, do you want to see her Ogre heart scrapbook? It's really quite interesting," at Jack's horrified face she giggled, "just kidding."
Much to everyone's amazement, especially his, Jack was getting rather good at this farming thing. He'd be up around the same time as Penny mucking out whatever mess Horse left for him the night before but he always waited to get to breakfast until Cas's harsh voice carried across the land muttering to herself and stalking towards the house. Jack may have as much brains as a turnip but he was honest to a horrific fault. If he was supposed to stay away from Penny then he was keeping as much distance as possible.
On the seventh day when some gods were resting, some were up to their old tricks and others wallowing in debauchery, Jack's blissful rural life was invaded by the sharp edge of reality as he spotted Penny running across the fields toward the dot on the horizon he now called Boss.
"Mistress," Cas rolled her eyes, she told her to stop calling her that but Penny did whatever Penny wanted, "it's Marigold." Tears bubbled just beneath her eyes, garbling Penny's speech.
Cas stopped and turned to grab Penny's shoulders. She hadn't seen the girl this upset in, what was it, 12 years since she got her, "What about Marigold?"
"She's hurt."
"Show me." The two women took off towards the barn, Penny attempting to lead the way but Cas easily overtaking her, her long strides belying a touch of fear in the step, "Hey, fair boy, come on. We might need help."
Jack put down the feedbag, which suited the pig just fine, and raced off to see what was wrong, silently thanking Brayer the god of simpletons that he was even noticed. Brayer heard his prayer, but believing he was asking for a new pair of socks picked up his knitting needles. He was getting quite good at the little bobbles on the heels everyone loved.
Breathing heavily, Jack found Penny crying profusely next to the open barn door. Like all men faced with a tear streaked woman instantly Jack felt as useful as a barber in a balding competition (held every harvest festival for two days – they were rather popular). Cas slowly headed towards one of the better milkers, her hands raised in the universal symbol of "I won't hurt you unless you're going to hurt me, in which case all bets are off." The cow’s hoof burst through a large hole in the floorboards and from the unexpected shift in weight she'd snapped her leg, sending her careening into the floor. A thousand pounds of angry and scared bovine thrashed around as a mournful bellow emanated from deep in her throat.
"Shh, it's all right. It'll be okay girl," Cas cooed softly.
Jack suppressed the urge to ask if it really was going to be okay (he actually was learning, unbeknownst to everyone - especially himself) and slowly approached Cas to ask, "Do you need any help?"
"Yes," she wasn't listening to Jack, all eyes on Marigold, "it's okay," she managed to lay a hand on the cows trembling hide, calming her as much as a terrified animal with a broken leg can be, "She's torn clean through. There's nothing I can do."
"Can't you splint it or something?" Jacks medical knowledge was about on par with the early church - if it's oozing green slap a leech on it, if it's red and inflamed slap a leech on it.
"And how do you keep a cow from walking around on a broken leg for a month? No, she'll have to be slaughtered. Penny, go and get my sword."
Penny bit her lip and nodded, her face turning bright red from buried emotions, not wanting to cry in front of everyone, and turned to leave. Cas waited a few minutes, still cooing into Marigold's ear, "Is she gone?"
Jack looked out at the retreating dress making for the house in a jagged line, "Yes."
"Good," reaching within her shirt she unsheathed a short sword (why she had a sword on her to check the fields Jack had no idea), asking forgiveness and for a clean kill slit Marigold's neck.
Blood gushed out of the wound, painting Cas in macabre and the cow's lifeless body twitched and thrashed as the last bits of energy drained away. She yanked Jack back away from the flailing lifeless hooves that could still kill a man. He wasn't sure but he thought he saw a bit of water forming in his Bosses eyes. Quietly, Cas pulled a rag from her back pocket and wiped her sword off before it vanished upon her.
Penny appeared again, her face looking less blotchy and freshly scrubbed, carrying a larger sword that Jack always thought of as the Douchebag sword (for entertainment's sake no one ever corrected him). She took in the sight of Marigold dead on the floor and bit back another cry, "Penny, go into town and get the butcher. We'll have to fabricate her quickly." Penny stood there, gaping at the carcass turning a bit green around the gills (Jack wondered where to get a leech), "I said go!" That snapped her out of it and she dashed off.
"Poor girl, she never could handle the sight of blood well. But I'm impressed Fairboy, you've held up very well for city folk," Just as Cas went to slap him on the back Jack turned and vomited all over his shoes.
A lot of breakfast rejoined the world and some of those berries that still rotted in his stomach. When the dry heaves shook his frame for the last he looked up at her guiltily, "It's okay kid, happens to everyone. Take your time. Do you think you can help with the butchering?" Jack nodded, wiping his mouth with the princesses’ handkerchief. The rivulets of blood still glinting on the barnyard floor would fill his dreams until the day he died.
With a bandana doused in perfume wrapped around his nose Jack got to work helping Cas to dismantle what had once been her best (okay third best, but who's checking milk: feed ratios at a time like this) milker. He'd seen the scraps and the bottles of amber liquid stashed around the place but hadn't a clue what they were for. Most other people would rather sheepishly pretend that they were simply above the need for nose protection and rather enjoyed the smell of feces in the morning. Jack; however, happily accepted the mask and inhaled aromatic summer flowers instead of sweetly metallic blood pooling on his boots. He listened carefully to each command Cas gave as the cow became meat, fetching tarps and pushing away blood with a broom when he could. He tried to help heave the side of beef up onto the table but the soft give of muscle wrenched his stomach and he turned away.
Luckily, just then the butcher from the village over arrived with Penny in tow, who was back to her usual composed self. She knew there was a job to do, and hysterics weren't going to get it done any faster, only a paleness in her lips gave her away and a touch of redness about her ears as though she'd pinched them until she stopped crying.
The butcher, who could have been out of a storybook (the bushy mustache really was a bit much) helped to finish fabricate what was left of the carcass and as infinite minutes ticked over to hours slowly collected steaks, chops and other cuts inside of his ice filled wagon. "Oh, don't forget the eyes," he said cleaning off his blades carefully, "them's a real delicacy."
A small squeal escaped Penny, and she fled out of the barn. "Go an' find her, Jack," Cas said as she tried to remember all the far more horrible things she'd done before this. It was becoming a very short list.
Blood splattered across his pants and shirt, his hands and arms crusting in the heat, Jack found Penny curled up on the farmhouse steps with the heels of her hands pressed into her eyes. "It's okay, it was getting to me too."
Penny didn't bother to look up at him, "It's not okay. I've seen so many things with her. I've helped . . . and life on the farm isn't sunshine and roses and . . ." she lapsed into silence staring hard into space, "I'm stronger than this."
Jack had no idea what to say, how to say it or if he should even say anything in the first place. This idea of comforting someone was as foreign as removing the organs of a cow were a few hours ago. He'd heard about patting people on the head but he doubted covering her head in Marigold's blood would help much. "Of course you are, not just anyone could put up with her."
Penny's lip stopped trembling as she fixed Jack with a confused glare, "With who?"
"Your Mistress, she's always hard on you. Ordering you around like you're no one special."
Penny sniffed, "Yeah, I know. It's sweet of her."
Something about that conversation wasn't sitting right in Jack's brain but he soldiered on pretending he'd heard the right imagined answers, "I just mean that you're good at what you do but you can't be good at it all the time. People break down sometimes; fate tosses us messes we can't handle. Life is a big jumble of nonsense held together by a single string of logic."
Through her haze of regret and fear as Penny mentally relived her rather short life Jack's words stuck out as a thumb waiting to catch a hammer, "Did you read that in a book or something?"
"I'm not sure. Maybe someone told it to me once," he was starting to feel uncomfortable. Theoretic contemplation was a dark alley for Jack's mind.
Just then the barn door swung violently open smashing into the wall. The butcher stormed out, rage pouring off him. "I tells ya, there's no way I can pay you anymore for that!"
"That's a load of shit, that cow was only 3 years old! She's worth twice what you're charging and everyone knows it!"
"Yeah, I don't see a lot of people clamoring to buy meat off you, Barbarian."
The warm summery day turned ice cold as Cas narrowed her eyes, "Get out."
The butcher caught the glare and staggered but, realizing he had an audience and was none too bright, kept poking that bear, "I'm right. No one will buy nothing off you, monster."
Time stopped as Cas wrenched an axe from the stump behind her and raised it towards the butcher, "I said, 'Get out' and I won't tell you again."
Penny yelped and jumped up running to the butcher's side babbling an apology about how it had been a long day for everyone and wasn't it such a nice day and any other platitudes she'd used over the years. "Your pretty slave can't help you, you know. The wolves smell blood and they're coming."
Growling through her teeth, Cas ordered Penny to get him out of here.
"What about my fee?"
Still holding the axe, Cas reached behind her into the wagon and pulled out one of the rounds tossing it at the butcher who falling forward barely caught it before hitting the ground, "This more than makes up for your shitty knife work. Now get off my farm before I slice you up for your customers."
Grumbling and struggling with the weight, the butcher (who, with his heart pounding out whatever bits of brains he had, forgot the wagon was his) made his way back to the village, a pack of hungry wolves following him from behind. Let that be a lesson, you never know when a metaphor may take itself seriously and come after you.
"What do we do with a full cow?" Penny angrily asked, tired of cleaning up messes with the neighbors.
Cas, still on a confrontation high that made up most of her younger days, was buzzing as plans quickly fell into place in her mind, "Jack, you and Penny take the steaks, chops and loin down into the ice house. I'll slice up the rest for jerky. We should still have a few hours of light left."
Jack and Penny exchanged a look, which Cas made sure to ignore as she stalked back into the barn absentmindedly tossing the axe back onto the log pile where it stuck fast. "Come on, it's best to leave her be," Penny picked up one side of the beef and Jack grabbed the other.
People sniggered and made crass jokes when Cas first talked about digging a deep hole in her farm and placing large blocks of ice inside but over the years, as the farm remained at just the two people she was able to preserve countless meats while their neighbors either masked the green taste or chewed on salted hide. The hard part should have been getting ice but Cas had connections far north in the mountains that they weren't going to forget anytime soon as the reminder glared frozen murder each time they opened their doors.
Penny and Jack finished wrapping the good bits of beef up to prevent any cold burn, their hands frozen from the frost bite despite the summer heat. As the sun was setting the two crawled out of the hole and Jack turned to bid her a brisk goodnight, "Wow, it sure is dark." Weather always made for the best flirting subject.
"I wanted to thank you."
"You did? Are you sure?"
She smiled a warmth that turned her cold cheeks, "Yes, I'm sure," and leaned into him, kissing his cheek.
The heat bloomed through Jack, warming up his frozen arms and legs, "Bah, I don't think you should," but Penny on light feet was already gone before his false protests could reach her. There were going to be some interesting dreams for him tonight.
At the dark side of the farm a quiet noise - the sound of blade hitting meat - echoed across the sleeping land. With every slice, ghosts of each life lost to that blade cried out back to Cas's brain.
Dawn cared little for the weary souls dragging through the day rubbing life back into their weary bones and blinking death from their red eyes. However, Nyx - the goddess of dreams, moonless night and smacking your elbow on things - considered it a good night's work and nipped off for a quad shot of espresso to celebrate.
Cas didn't show for breakfast, leaving Penny and Jack over blackened porridge to divvy up between themselves work for the day. The fact that they slipped into their roles seamlessly to pick up the slack displayed how strong of a leader Cas became since her younger days, just don't tell her. Adventurers are typically about as willing to plan and work with others as three year olds who missed naptime.
As the day wore on, worry inched its way into Penny's mind. Once the cows were milked and she checked that Jack wasn't trying to feed the chickens to the pigs again hunted for her Mistress. Searching the house and fields lead to no avail and rather surprised Penny to find the barn where Marigold had . . . succumbed, scrubbed pristine. She was certain Cas hadn't used a sponge in her life and relied upon a ride through a good rainstorm to remove grime. Jack spent the day doing what he did best, not thinking, but something thrummed across his brain. An uneasy air settled in on their chests that most would have shrugged off as a preview of winter but it tasted of a hard frost tinged with fear.
Dinnertime the lady of the land appeared haggard, with a new decade on her face and her hands covered in mud. She tore off her cobbled and re-cobbled thick as treacle boots and slumped into the chair. Anxiously, Penny slid the meal of tips and gravy towards her boss watching as she realized where the tips came from. (Penny had gotten through most of the prep work by reminding herself that food was fuel and waste not, want not and all those other things her mother forced her to learn to embroider on pillows.)
Cas looked up at her two charges, ancient and outdated. She tried to smile but it came out as a grimace boiling over with exhaustion. Carefully she speared a slice into her mouth and through chewing commented, "He was right, this is far too tough for those pansy villagers," and she tore into her meal.
The mood broke and an easiness shared only by those who have been through a disaster together can understand replaced the looming dread in the room. Penny even risked a bit of flirting at the table, which flew straight over Jack's head. As she tried to slide her foot towards him Cas swiftly kicked out catching it but said nothing as she broke her bread to sop up the last of the gravy.
"When you're done Jack, I think it's time you finally learned how to use a blade." At her humble announcement the spoon clattered from Jack's hand, he hadn't been allowed a fork at the table yet.
***
"Let's take things nice and easy, this is the bit that you hang onto and this is the bit you stick into whatever it is you want to die. Got that so far?"
Cas turned her dullest blade, which was previously used as a field marker, in her hands. Jack stared up, seated upon one of the straw bales in the farm's arena (gods knew what cursed that bit of land to make sure no crops would ever grow upon it). Various piles stacked and formed to resemble different opponents littered the area each marked with a sign. Jack was currently reclining on, "Ratt – nought of nusual syze."
"What did you say after the holding onto bit?" Jack tapped his quill against the vellum on his lap.
Cas sighed, tossing the old blade down onto the dirt, "Can you even write?"
Jack looked down at the loops and swirls that made up his doodlings, "Not really, but I think I can read a bit."
"Uh huh," she looked over towards the mysterious box Penny drug out on day one. It had been a long time since anyone went digging through that. Funny, all those farm boys always had a great-grandfather's or great-great-grandfather's sword that was actually a $10 special from one of the weapon peddlers that could smell an adventurer in the making a mile off. The one with the wooden "rubies" had been a real winner, "Let's try a different approach. Go pick out a sword."
Carefully rolling up the vellum and hiding it in his pocket, Jack dashed off to the chest, digging in like a greedy pirate who was about to get shot in the back and tossed into the trees (pirates never really think outside the box much when it comes to treasure, burying it is a nice option and all but maybe some day you might like to try using it to buy things).
This was the king of grab bags of sharp death. Jack picked through wicked curved daggers spotted with something green (poisons always left the strangest stains), a few broad swords dented and rusted to different levels, a bilbo sword with a nautical theme worked into the cupped hilt (which, ironically, was never used once to slay a dragon), a less than great sword with a large bite taken out of it, and even more random metal creations only a fevered mind that shouldn't be trusted with anything more dangerous than a measuring cup crafted.
That was the funny thing about adventuring; the hours suck, you're always traveling and you learn that you can in fact have bruises on top of bruises, but you're certain to unintentionally stumble across some long lost sword from such and such king that can only save some other long lost island from catching on fire (usually while answering nature's call near that rock some idiot jammed a perfectly good sword into). Cas had so many pieces of metal piling up she'd taken to using them to hold fences shut and digging gunk out of cracks. If one snapped she threw it away, leaving the forgotten wizard of Ragalar to fend for himself.
"Ooh, how about this one?" Jack held a short sword, rather plain compared to some of the bejeweled and incredibly stupid options (frankly, you don't want to worry about emeralds cutting into your palms when you're facing down a rampaging boar) with a simple scrollwork etched across the cross-guard working up the blade. There was a blue sheen to the edge and aside from a few scratches looked brand new.
"NO!" Cas rushed forward lifting the sword from Jack's tender fingers cradling it like a newborn, "it's just . . . you're not ready for that sword. Here, try this instead," and she dropped a simple sharp dagger with a few nicks in the edge into his surprised hand.
She quickly sheathed the short sword somewhere on her (Jack swore that he'd ask her one day where she kept all those swords, probably when he was a drink away from oblivion) and turned to face him, her usual "something smells bad here" face on.
"Okay, now take the dagger and feel the blade. No, not like that," Jack sucked his fingers, oozing a bit of blood, "move it around, become one with it, butdon'tstabyourselfwithit!"
Nodding, slowly Jack practiced a few moves he'd seen the boys who managed to get larger sticks to attack the smaller boys with attempt. He was feeling kind of silly trying to get in touch with a hunk of metal that didn't have much by way of conversational skills but something almost felt right.
He remembered an old tale his grandfather used to tell him of a smith of such renowned people traveled from far and wide to marvel at his skills, as that's what one did in old tales. One day, another smith who claimed that his swords killed far more people than the renowned smith’s challenged him. The first smith told him that didn't make them better. The second smith challenged him to a contest, the man who could sharpen a blade enough that it sliced the wind could claim to have smithed the best sword.
Choosing his best blade, the challenger was up all night working it over first with his whet stone, then a piece of grit paper and being unsatisfied went back again. As the sun crested over the horizon he shook from his fevered dream to find his best sword worked and sharpened to such a state as when he went to touch it, it shattered across the floor.
The first smith came to the challenger holding one of his average swords, which he only sharpened for a few swipes before heading to bed. We must climb up the mountains to reach the wind today, he said.
I cannot, I have broken my best sword trying to make it sharp enough to cut the wind.
This was when Jack interrupted his grandfather, "So, the first smith's swords were better because he knew the limits of his tools."
"No," his grandfather clipped him on the ear, "the moral is do as I say, now get to your chores instead of listening to stupid stories about cutting the wind."
He never did care much for his grandparents.
"You're doing good!" Cas sliced through the hazy memories, pulling Jack back to his off kilter boots, his grip slipped and the blade flew through the air slicing not only the wind but some of his shirt, a bit of his elbow and sticking into one of the bales.
"Was it supposed to do that?"
Cas sighed, saying a prayer to any gods that happened to be listening and yanked the blade out before slowly handing it back to Jack. "Try again."
Jack took the dagger back and tried to get back into whatever zone he'd found remembering his grandfather who liked to nick him behind the ear if he wasn't walking fast enough. And if that weren’t enough, sometimes he'd sneak various bitter ointments into Jack's tea to see if he was paying attention. That right bastard!
Her eyes widening, Cas stepped back as Jack laid into the straw bales tearing to shreds what was supposed to be a butcher (none in particular, mind you. Cas never held a grudge. No, she nursed and fed it until it became pure rancor). Straw and bits of whatever else managed to grow in the field when they mowed flew at face height, the bits collecting in their hair not that Jack seemed to notice. He was in a zone far too familiar to Cas.
"A hem," Cas cleared her throat trying to pull Jack out of whatever hell he drudged himself through, but the demon he hacked to bits in front of him wasn't going to be put down that easily. Sighing, she pulled her sword from her leather scabbard and with one fell swoop of the broad side batted Jack's dagger once again from his hands.
At first he was unaware and still swung away at the crumbling hay but the lack of contact connected a few dots in his brain and he paused staring at his fists and the mess all over the ground. He looked sheepishly at Cas and shrugged his shoulders. Her sword still drawn but pointed down she asked Jack, "You don't do things to small animals do you?"
Jack creased his brow, "things" was fast becoming a despised word as he could never guess right what "things" meant, "I don't think so?"
"No delight in torture or blood. Your parent's didn't get you a My First Rack for a birthday present?"
"Our presents were more of the food type. One year I got a whole orange," whatever possessed Jack's slicing rage was long gone leaving only the mild mannered idiot in its wake.
Cas sheathed her sword slowly, deliberately. Jack asked, "Why'd ya want to know all that?"
"There are a lot of twisted people out there, people who enjoy killing and watching things die," she turned away remembering the one grove she stumbled across, there'd been enough blood to paint the sky red. She'd put that rogue clergyman down quickly but she could still hear his laugh sometimes in her dreams, "Sometimes they come around here hoping for a bit of blade training so they can infect other villages and I . . . I don't have truck with them."
Jack who'd never heard of people who liked hurting others nodded anyway, "Well I'm not. Least I don't think I am. I've never killed 'nothing before."
She bent down and picked up his dagger, placing it into his hands, "I think that's enough practice for today. Why don't you go wash up before the water gets freezing. And always keep your dagger on you, it's your lifeline now to being an adventurer."
He smiled down at the small blade and trying to be clever tucked it between the waistband of his pants and his skin. Jack made it about five steps before his lack of anything but skin in his scrawny middle caused the dagger to make a slow journey down his pants. He hobbled and jumped keeping the blade as far from his exposed flesh as he could, never thinking to stop and pull the dagger out.
Cas watched him go, her hand wrapped around the plain short sword's hilt. It was a dangerous line she walked her whole life and while she may have found enjoyment and a thrill in the hunt she never 'played' with her prey. He'd taught her to make a clean kill what felt a lifetime ago, but she'd never expected all the blood still living in her head.
***
"Good, good, no. What did I tell you?"
"Don't put the dagger in my mouth," Jack intoned in what would have been his best schoolboy impression if he'd lasted longer than three years.
Penny smiled sneakily at Cas while hiding behind the large orc shield Jack was attempting to hack to pieces. So far the best he'd managed was scraping his knuckles up and slightly dinging the blade. Cas had yet to see any reason to tell him the shield was made of mithril and nothing short of a battering ram was getting through.
It had been a long fortnight as they each spent their days tending to the farm, looking and playing the part of average rural folk getting ready for the big harvest and the nights trying to teach Jack how to adequately stab something a few dozen feet taller than him to death with a pocket blade.
Contrary to all common and literary sense Jack wasn't getting any better. He'd figure something out, seem to improve and then, just as soon as the praise was about to sprinkle, he'd over think and as his brain belched fumes from the spinning motor suddenly his dagger would be embedded in the roof and he'd have no clue how it got there. Each session ended with Cas doing her best to not rip him in half just to save herself the trouble as she stalked off to the back acreage to continue digging her "Jack" hole. It was when she found herself denting one of her better sets of plate armor with her fist because the moron tried to catch an open blade with his hand that she sat him down to have a discussion.
"What do you see yourself as?"
Jack looked down at his dagger. Taking Cas's advice to live with the blade very literally he never went anywhere without it. It made going to the bathroom a far more delicate task, "I'm Jack, the Farrier's son."
This again, "What class are you?"
He looked around, "It's just me here."
Cas gritted her teeth, "Do you like killing people with a giant axe, a small black blade, or a well timed fire ball?"
Jack thought slowly, taking time to weigh each option, "I don't know, I've never killed anyone."
Realizing it was going to take a bit more to jumpstart Jack's small brain Cas raised her palm and slowly counted out for him the options. "Either you are one, a warrior who runs around in very little clothes and relies on his large muscles to send most things packing. A rogue that lives upon stealth, darkness, poison, and the hope that everything eventually falls asleep. Or," the image of someone like Jack actually being able to call tinder or frost from the air flashed through her mind and her face twisted in horror, "you're not a mage are you?!"
"What's that?" he was raised on a steady diet of wizards and witches that lived in the woods and tried to eat children. He'd never seen the appeal as most children Jack knew were always covered in a mix of sugar and mud.
"You can't control the elements?"
"Not that I know of."
"Or reanimate the dead," Cas wasn't entirely sure what else mages did but fireballs or walking skeletons seemed to cover the major bases.
"Not sure, never thought to try. The dead seem happiest in the ground."
"Oh okay, good," she shook her head, she didn't care much about mages one way or the other but so many other people got twitchy when they heard about a mage in the neighborhood picturing a man in a large black mustache throwing lightning bolts. From her experience they generally ran more on the scrawny side with runny eyes and a tendency to worry less about electric undead and more about an archaic cataloging system of pinecones. "Well, you wouldn't make much of a rogue."
"Really?" There was no trace of sarcasm in his question.
"The farm two miles over knows every time you awaken from the ear splitting scream."
"The chicken went back on the deal," he shuddered thinking of where he'd found the hen this morning. A half remembered term from one of Jack's favorite stories came singing back to his mind, "I could be a Ranger."
"You want to spend your time wandering around in poison ivy and burrs eating nothing but black bread and pemmican while asking nicely if that wolf would stop eating your leg? Be my guest, though unless your paternity is a bit more under question then you've let on I don't think you're qualified."
Jack frowned, he didn't expect there to be so much thinking in learning how to slay an Ogre, "What about that first one you mentioned? The half naked one?"
"A Warrior? You wanna be the first one sent in to, most likely, be charred to a husk or have his head bashed in by an unexpected rock? Not that you could tell from some of the ones I've met." Jack shrugged, keeping his eyes low. He felt he'd failed a test he had no idea he was taking.
"What about a Bard?" Penny piped up, startling Jack who'd forgotten she was there, "They're really popular."
Cas laughed, "Oh yes very popular, at inns. Not so much when you're in the middle of a goblin cave and one suddenly breaks out into a very loud round of 'Who's got my Zinger?'"
"You really don't want to hear me sing," Jack chimed in, smilingly widely.
"Oh, it can't be all bad. Come on, let's hear a few verses," Penny chided, making sure to stay out of Cas's range.
"I don't really know many songs. . ." Whatever thread Jack thought he'd had was beginning to unravel and fast.
"How about, My Lady in Blue, everyone knows that," Penny pulled out the big guns, staring at him up through her eyelashes. Cas was tempted to stalk off in her signature huff but was curious to see just how vulgar something mister optimism knew he was bad at truly was.
Jack coughed a bit, shook his head and opened his mouth. What came out of his mouth was perhaps the furthest thing from music the world had ever known since it formed from a flaming ball of hydrogen. The animals within a mile radius grew silent, not from listening intently instead using all their power to escape overtop each other the noise that seared the forest. Penny's smile froze and she tried to fight off every survival instinct telling her to run.
Cas gently put a hand on Jack's shoulder, so he stopped, "Maybe you could sing the Ogre to death."
The boy paused, criticism his personal brand of mana. Cas saw the small bit of shame burn out quickly in his eyes to be replaced by something far too familiar to her. So, that's the answer. "Jack, I need you to do something for me that you're not going to like."
Terror gripped Jack, already that day he'd figured out what was in the bottom of the muck pits and had to sing in front of Penny. What could possibly be worse? "What is it?"
"I need you to think," Cas's grip on his shoulder tightened. At Jack's sigh, Penny giggled again scampering off to clear up the yard. She knew her mistress' limits well. "When you first chopped that hay bale to death what were you thinking of?"
Jack tried to shrug but Cas held him fast under the belief that his muscles did most of his thinking and with enough pressure she could force him to remember, "I'm not sure. I guess trying to not cut myself."
Cas picked up his hands, covered in nicks and slices. It looked like a rather macabre quilter had tried to sew Jack back together again. "You haven't done a very good job of it." Sure enough there it was again, just on the cusp a glowing fire. But what was so different from all the other slack eyed attempts to . . . of course. She followed his line of sight to the pretty girl doing her best to look busy while also making sure the sun hit her best features. Cas sighed inwardly; hormones and other things were something she hadn't dealt with in a long time. It had been so long she began to doubt she ever acted that stupid.
"Try harder, were you thinking of anything or anyone that day?" Cas asked again, waiting for the blush as an answer.
Jack screwed up his face, he had a hard enough time remembering what he'd had for breakfast or if he'd remembered to actually have any. The idea of retaining what happened a week ago in his head was on calculus levels. "Wait, I do. I was thinking about someone."
"Of course," Cas smiled to herself perhaps a bit too smugly, which the gods never took to kindly upon in their heroes.
"Yeah, it was my grandfather."
"Your, wait . . . what?"
Jack nodded, pulling out his dagger and digging into the fence post, "My grandfather was a right bloody bastard. I couldn't stand him."
Realization didn't just dawn, it nooned and nighted as well on Cas. It had been so long since she'd dealt with a true warrior of emotion she wasn't even sure where to begin. Penny smiled up at Cas and waved one of the large battle axes that had collected from over the years - half of the blade was still lodged in some troll's skull courtesy of one of her old friends.
She looked back at Jack once more, taking in the lad who was doled out his fair share of knees and elbows but locked out of the muscle and girth department. His chin had a light dusting of what most could call cracker crumbs but he insisted was stubble and she was fairly certain if he attempted to quaff anything he'd drown himself on land. Could the gods have created the most unlikely berserker the world had ever known?
"Um, Cas. I seem to have nailed myself to the fence post."
Gods save us all.
With the land still luminescent beneath a full moon casting ghostly shadows across the forest Cas saddled up Greystone who patiently took on the pack weight with a simple shrug of his horse shoulders, the old years flowing back into his bones. It hadn't been so long since he was racing across the open plains fleeing from the monsters hot on his heels, nostrils flaring and blood pounding through his veins. Now most of his days were spent standing around eating, contemplating the best place to drop a pile so that strange male with the shovel would walk into it and reliving the good old days while chewing. He shared much in common with his mistress.
She was adding enough dry food for a week's journey into her saddlebags when a small cough presented itself behind her. Cas stopped and without turning around said, "I've never known you to be subtle."
Penny crept out of the shadows, her nightgown surprisingly more of the thick and useful flannel than one would expect. She'd learned that no matter how it might fuel men's desires a diaphanous teddy did little to keep you warm when camped in the middle of frozen wastelands, "Should I even bother asking where you're going?"
"Fairboy needs someone else, a far better teacher than I."
"Ah," Penny nodded, counting under her breath. If there was one thing to drive Cas crazy it was her well-practiced loud silence.
"Harvest is coming, we're going to need help this year with the wheat. And we have enough beef to keep him fed for a few months."
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