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One

			Kippentillow

			Beyond pilgrimage from here, but nestled soundly beneath the foothills of Cul-De-Sac Mountain, an established market town named Kippentillow commemorates its centennial milestone. Renowned throughout the provincial territory for free trade and its open-door policy with all creatures and travelers who speak the common tongue, the townspeople integrate daily. Unsanctioned revelry on the anniversary was not bargained for.

			The adobe walls that surround Kippentillow’s abbey are riddled with ballistic impact, mostly near the entrance. One abbey steeple towers above the chateaux village, and it offers a panoramic view of similar damage in the downtown area. From the balconied spire, a young cleric observes that her community has seen better days. Dozens of roofs are caved in. The streets of the market center are strewn with rubble and shattered glass. Their window frames exhibit ransacked displays. Awnings that once shaded the sidewalks billow, in a mocking elegy to color, tattered and torn. The signs of disarray are everywhere.

			Amid the destruction, an odious wooden pub sign remains undamaged, but it hangs precariously on the outskirts above one street corner distinguishing the Fork’N’Knife. Antique hinges creek an eerie welcome.

			Tonight, a rolling thorn bush wedges up against the tavern entrance and northern wind brings steady rain. Grime drains in the gutter below suspiciously intact windows. Firelight from inside contrasts the colder, wet cobblestones. A large gust of wind sends the tumbleweed rolling away, presenting the only activity in Kippentillow through glass panes of the old stone tavern.

			The bartender inside says nothing, and wipes identical steins with the same rag, suggesting that any stain may never be clean. His tedium is barely noticed by just three others sitting inside. Two patrons are near the fireplace occupying separate pub tables discreetly. Each one feigns interest with the bar’s ale, inattentive to drinking. A third party sits at the bar.

			The interior walls of The Fork’N’Knife are a collage of pamphlets—promotional, or funfair attractions, one superimposed over the other. Erstwhile memorabilia clutters the supporting beams, and the rafters. Taxidermy, accessories, and weapons of questionable notoriety are all mounted, and miscellaneous. Flickering pirouettes from the hearth and oil lamps project shadows that dance across each uncanny item in the room.

			Two decorative lanterns are strategically installed behind the bar. They highlight a framed and treasured document, the property deed, mounted for all to see, and proclaiming Newton Wormitt to be the tavern’s legal owner. Torn pieces are reassembled behind the framed glass, and the ink-splattered endorsement is barely legible. His father’s signature appears coerced off the page-bottom as if by force.

			Above average in height, Kilroy Murdock sits unserved wearing his armor in a posture befitting plate mail. Tonight his helmet is on the bar to reflect any activity behind him. The bar-length mirror delineates an alternative hindsight. Erratic cracks extend from one end to the other, and between intersections, the mirror is shattered. Roy lingers on the fragmented imagery, picturing his most unpleasant memories and past mistakes in the broken reflections.

			Promiscuous promises label each bottle of ale, and each is neatly arranged lengthwise beneath the mirror. They add backstories that boggle his mind. Roy’s face is not unfriendly. He keeps both forearms on the bar and his chin forward, remaining stoic. Roy appears to be absently chewing on his tongue, as though in search of a word.

			Newt interrupts the silence. He stops wiping and takes a long breath, then he sets one moderately clean beer stein down with a clunk. The abrupt sound invites Roy’s attention.

			At last, Newt speaks. “Why are you—”

			“—still here?” Roy finishes the sentence. “Isn’t this your father’s place, Newt? I’m hoping to meet him.”

			Newt gestures to the deed framed directly behind him, showing but not telling. Roy makes no indication of gaining knowledge with the duration of his stare.

			“This is my place now, Roy,” explains Newt. “My father sold this bar to me, just before he died.”

			Roy fails to notice an adjacent death certificate on the wall. “Dead? That explains why I haven’t seen him around. Your father was old indeed, but lived through years of combat, and described as a stout man of girth. He was legendary in this province. I heard about your father’s recent swordsmanship, and was hoping to finally meet with him.”

			Newt offers a thankful and crooked smile. “Well, if you didn’t mention it, you would have been waiting a lot longer,” he says, curiously.

			Roy leans in close and prepares himself to hear a story worthy of his recollections. “What finally took the old man’s life, eh?”

			Newt dissuades his interest almost immediately. “Natural causes. He died from old age, almost peacefully, surrounded by loved ones.”

			A lack of embellishment returns Roy to his posture of disengagement.

			“So, if you could read,” Newt gestures once again to his prized deed, “or have spent any real time in Kippentillow, you’d know a lot of this already. Now you tell me. Is that why you’ve been sitting here? That’s the real question.”

			Roy gestures to the bar’s surface. His upturned palm sails across the empty space. “You haven’t served me anything the whole time I’ve been here, Newt. That’s why.”

			Newt turns the empty stein handle to himself before responding. “And I’m not going to serve you. That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

			“Well, it’s like you just said, man. I haven’t been here very long. This armor has been my home. Mercenaries get a short welcome at best. To be honest, I am looking for a place to stay, a long-term job, maybe even somewhere to belong. This is a nice town. Or at least it was.”

			Newt cracks his neck before answering. “Staying wasn’t part of the deal, Roy. This town was peaceful before you showed up, and we mean to have it that way again. I think what you need is a place to go.”

			Roy responds amicably. “Go? I just got here.”

			The resentment in Newt’s voice is nearly undetectable. His words are just pleasant enough. “You got here over a week ago. The job we hired you to do is finished, over and done. Everybody in Kippentillow considers the job well done, too. We paid you $3,000 in gold pieces. That’s more than a full year of wages for what amounted to half a day’s work. You need a new adventure elsewhere.”

			Roy readjusts on the barstool. “Hey, I’m usually just glad to help out. The effort did cost me a good sword, however. Mine was a fine blade. I didn’t know that Kobold skulls are thick as stone until a few days ago. It was their chief who taught me that. He tested my steel.” Roy’s gallantry trails off. “And I lost half my blade somewhere in his head. That was a win-lose-lose, so I’m calling it a win for me.” Roy makes eye contact, expecting some response, but Newt discloses uncomfortable silence.

			“Still, if you’ve got a job that needs doing—” Roy recites his catchphrase with renewed fortitude, almost boastfully. “You just holler, ‘Kill Roy Murdock,’ and I’ll get that job done.”

			Exhaling at the statement’s end, Newt continues reluctantly. “Sure, you got it done, Roy—a bit late, perhaps. You saved our town after it was ransacked from a berserking hoard of Kobolds. We also thanked and paid you for it. I tied the gold to that strange horse of yours. It’s probably still there, strapped to your saddle.”

			“Where else would it be?”

			Roy removes his scabbard and unsheathes the remaining half of his sword, arranging both on the bar in homage before he speaks again. “My stepfather bequeathed me this bastard blade, and nobody in town will sell me anything. Maybe I should just bring my problems and profits to the town’s abbot, eh?”

			Surprised at Roy’s lack of short-term ambitions, Newt addresses any transfer of wealth within Kippentillow as disagreeable. He attempts humor to mask his own concern.

			“Ha! A fighter-for-hire giving all his money away? And to an abbey, no less! You’re not thinking of becoming a Paladin, are you, Roy? You like freedom and the constant challenge of new adventures, not people telling you what to do. The abbey is full of restrictions, and none of their rules is hidden.”

			Without considering the possibility of becoming more than he is, Roy says dismissively, “Hidden, yes, one of the clerics was veiled in mystery. I met her after all the Kobolds were displaced. She’s a princess from your abbey, I believe, named Verisi Something-or-other. She spoke to me from behind the white walls and told me both parents had confined her to the steeple since the siege. I promised to help her escape this very evening, but she was called away before we could speak further. If she’s not a reason to stay in town, then I’ve never seen one.”

			“A princess, here in Kippentillow? No, I don’t think so, Roy. Maybe she’s a priestess. I know that name. Verisi Millitude. She’s mysterious, one of the more solitary clerics at the abbey, always moving around town unexpectedly. Not many get to see her. I suppose if you gave $3,000 to the abbey in gold pieces, that might get her full attention.” Newt laughs.

			Roy finds immediate offence at the challenge to Verisi’s honor as a woman. His neck cracks easily. “She’s not a wench.”

			“No! No, of course not, but trust me, Roy, she is nothing but trouble. You get healed in the abbey, or pray for something. Don’t try to find Verisi Millitude behind those walls. Around here, that means you’re looking for trouble.”

			Newt inadvertently implies another challenge to the fighter: as a man. Roy smiles. “Trouble is my middle name.”

			“How many names do you have?”

			“Does it really matter?”

			“It might.”

			Roy tries to end the stalemate by concluding, “I’m saying that trouble and my trade go hand in hand.”

			“And I’m saying that a woman who’s problematic should not be holding hands with you, particularly here in Kippentillow. Not after what we all just went through. This town needs to heal. We need peace and we need quiet, for things to get back to normal again. Your not being here is normal. Go. Leave. A mercenary dating any priestess from our abbey will not sit well with the elder-council who just paid you. Everyone in town knows the Millitude family except, apparently, you. Believe me, Verisi is more complicated than you’ve got time for.”

			Sensing truth as the foundation of Newt’s reason, Roy offers a rebuttal that is vague and hesitant but spoken with certainty. “I have time.”

			Newt says with conviction, “No, you don’t, because you’re leaving.”

			“Where am I going?”

			Newt continues urgently, “With $3,000, go somewhere else. I don’t know. Pick a direction and go anywhere else, just someplace away from here. Get on that peculiar horse of yours, and leave.”

			Newt adds, “Go with the greatest of gratitude from all the peoples of Kippentillow. You have our thanks.”

			“You’re welcome.” Roy drifts back to reflections in the mirror. “I travel wherever I’m needed, and Verisi did mention needing some kind of help.”

			Well-practiced in convincing others to leave, Newt makes a slight gesture toward the two deliberately ambiguous patrons sitting nearby, and they notice him. Newt shifts his multipurposed bar rag from one shoulder to the other, then he coughs twice.

			Both unthirsty customers are slow to animate, trained for subtlety. One man reaches for an assassin’s blade strapped to his ankle. The other person takes a deliberate grip of a swivel-bolted crossbow concealed under the table. The silent weapon is aimed at Roy.

			Inattentive to the reflections, Roy speaks directly to Newt. He says, “I could be persuaded to leave Kippentillow if a replacement for my sword could ever be found.” Then he adds, “It was a very fine blade.”

			Newt coughs again, louder this time, repositioning his rag back to the original shoulder. “Another sword? I replace your broken sword, and you’ll leave?”

			Newt brightens up. “You can have my father’s sword, Roy. He doesn’t need it anymore, you do. That blade has caused nothing but trouble since the day my father found it. Take it when you leave, and go with my blessings.”

			“Your father’s sword! I’ve heard that it’s light as a feather and cuts through almost anything. You honor me, Newt.” Roy leans back and looks around the room, expecting to see some display on the wall indicating which sword belonged to his father.

			Newt motions around the room, lazily explaining, “Oh, I wouldn’t keep the sword out here. It’s far too dangerous for open display. Follow me. I’ve got a bit of a shrine in the other room.”

			Newt leaves the bar and walks toward a darker corner of his tavern. He indicates a private room out of sight.

			Roy leaves his helmet and broken sword on the bar. He takes little notice of other occupants at the Fork’N’Knife. No action has been taken by them, so Roy ignores both, and he follows Newt.

			Arriving at the private shrine in the back room, Newt ignites several candles on the floor, incrementally revealing an upright sarcophagus made entirely from glass. Newt’s father-figure stands mummified within the transparent walls, oddly propped into position, and severely decomposed. Warton Wormitt’s skin is gray and shrunken over a disfigured skeleton. Bones are prominently broken and each fracture protrudes through ossified muscle. Dried lips are shriveled above the teeth, contorted eternally to an open-mouth scream.

			The decrepit veneer of horror is equaled only by the anguish petrified onto its face. Abiding features are distorted into the same grimace of rot and pain. One twisted hand clutches outward as a three-fingered claw. The other is gripped around his longsword. The sword, thrust through his own chest, props Wormitt Sr. up inside the sarcophagus.

			Roy examines the contained corpse, but he can decipher no clues or revelations from the distance. “Natural causes, eh, Newt?” He ventures closer. “Old age does seem likely.”

			Newt volunteers more. “It may have been murder. I don’t know. He was in bed alone the morning it happened.”

			His response triggers Roy to press the issue. “And the loved ones you mentioned your father was surrounded by—”

			“—may have been murderers.” Newt nods confidently, without a hint of insincerity.

			Roy scratches hair on the back of his head. “Well, now, that is curious.”

			Newt offers further explanation. “Before he died, the last thing my old man said to me was: ‘Newt, you’ll have to pry this sword from my cold-dead-hands.’ Well, it’s yours now, Roy. Take it. My father would have wanted that.” Newt smiles as if striking two birds with the same stone.

			Roy says, “It will make a fine replacement!”

			He walks to the glass enclosure but hesitates, perplexed. Roy detects no hinges, knobs, or keyholes. He reaches forward while clutching in thin air, as though something invisible will become apparent.

			“So, how do you open this case then?” he asks.

			The answer is not immediate, so Roy reaches farther, seeking an invisible latch on the glass sarcophagus. In the dimly lit room his armor-clad hand goes straight through the pane. It shatters, but the fragmented pieces all remain in rectangular form as a treasured collection. Frailty of the glass sarcophagus and that moment are each treasured, especially by Roy. Then the shards drop all at once.

			Newt stands planked as the wooden floor of his family shrine, not moving, a living embodiment of his mummified father, and audience to the symphony of brittle sounds.

			On contact, the shards knock every memorial candle over. They topple, splattering hot wax and fire. Some of the burning wax hurls toward the unavoidable. One blazing drop splashes unhindered onto Wart Wormitt.

			His mummified body catches fire instantly, as though it had been dried for a thousand years, and then brined with accelerant fluid. Flames detonate and engulf the corpse. An arm’s length away and fully armored, Roy covers his face from the burst of heat, relatively unaffected by the flames. He needs only a moment to fully absorb the changing situation as it happens.

			Newt does not blink. His only conscious effort prevents the process, and he stays petrified in place even as the explosion withdraws. As the fire draws more air, the body of Wart Wormitt becomes a consequential and roaring blaze. His corpse moves, twisting in the fire, and his jaw opens wider. Flames roar out from the gap like a silent eulogist to his own death, projecting every conceivable agony. An inferno erupts from both eye sockets and the nasal cavity. When the blazing-skull-scream gravitates in Roy’s direction, he steps toward the hellish sight.

			With both hands armored, Roy pushes the burning corpse away easily. He takes hold of the fabled longsword and uses the sheath to pound down and grind the bones into charcoal. His steel boots pulverize the skull, chest, and abdomen, extinguishing the fire but reducing Newt’s patriarchy to a smoldering grime, well beyond reunion.

			Roy and Newt cough the dust from their lungs. It settles between the floorboards, finding peace there at last.

			The longsword hums in Roy’s grip, seemingly enchanted. Roy puts a finger in front of his mouth to ask for quiet. “What a curious sound,” he says, satisfied. “I will cherish this sword always.”

			“What the fork, Roy!? You’ve destroyed the place,” yells Newt, regaining his senses.

			Roy points to his left ear with the same hand. He describes distinct effects. “Listen and look! You can feel it. The sword is humming.”

			“So, it hums,” Newt acknowledges. “Maybe it sings a tune, Roy. I really don’t know—or care. Just sheathe that blade when you’re in here, and do it quickly!”

			With apprentice-like obedience regarding his new acquisition, Roy finds the intricate sheath on the floor, as weightless and undamaged as the longsword itself. The humming stops when the sword is sheathed.

			Roy knots the unique scabbard to his own utility belt with several leather tassels, securing it. Finally, he declares, “By all the gods, this steel is weightless, just as the legends tell!”

			Newt maintains his amicable tone. “Yes, there are many legends about my father and his sword. What was once his is now yours. Don’t let anyone else hold it, Roy. Keep the sword covered at night. Never unsheathe it under the full moon. Don’t do those things and you’ll be fine.”

			Roy scratches through his hair. “Isn’t it a full moon tonight?”

			“Yeah. We get one every month around here. That’s just a coincidence. Nothing to be concerned about.”

			“So, what’s the problem then, eh?”

			“I’ve heard there are words, or some kind of enchanted writings, that are only revealed under light of the full moon, or something like that. I don’t know fables and legends for a fact. Who really does? It’s not my place to care about such things. I just tend the bar.”

			“You must hear things.”

			“Things, like humming? I listen with both ears, Roy: one to go in, and one to go out. A lot of stories pass through this tavern. I don’t take too many of them seriously. Enjoy the sword. You’ve . . . earned it.”

			“Moon-words, eh? That is curious. I hadn’t heard about those. Thank you, my friend, for that knowledge and for this sword.”

			Vacating the mess, Roy begins walking back to the bar where his helmet currently marks his residence. In regards to the magical sword, he finds excitement increasingly difficult to contain. Be that as it may, Roy stops in mid-step.

			“Wait,” Newt warns him. “There is something else I didn’t mention.”

			Turning on the heel of one foot, Roy lifts the other. He redirects in one smooth motion to face Newt. “Eh?”

			“There may be someone in the next room waiting for you.”

			Roy raises one eyebrow as a skeptic. “Oh?”

			Knowing his words lack appeasement, Newt explains, “We just don’t want any more trouble here, Roy, and I thought you might need help leaving town. So, an escort was arranged. I’m just say’n you wouldn’t go.”

			“Watch me.” Roy re-enters the main room.

			Standing regally in the bar area at the Fork’N’Knife is a three-and-a-half-foot owling. Tables and chairs are overturned. Two steins of blue ale are abandoned, spilled across the floor in radical pools. Otherwise, the tavern is devoid of occupancy.

			The sovereign bird-like being seems unaffected by the upheaval, as if waiting to be greeted. True to its nature and quite oddly, its body faces one direction but the owling’s head is turned opposite, investigating the shambled scene. Responding to the sound of Roy and Newt entering the room, it recomposes a face-forward posture. Feathered digits loosely grab the lapels of its ornate buttonless vest to complete the maneuver.

			“Greetings and salutations,” the owling says. “The name is Radagast, Radagast D’yowling.

			Looking mystified, Roy hesitates before asking, “You’ve got two first names?”

			Initially puzzled by the question, Radagast explains, “I said it twice as a salutation, just to be clear.”

			“Then be clear, owling. Do you have two first names, or what?”

			“I am Radagast. Call me Radagast.”

			After looking over his shoulders, Roy directs his vision forward. “Again with the twice-thing? I’m not saying your name twice, and I didn’t call you at all. So listen up—”

			Newt senses a new opportunity, so he interrupts. “Roy, I mentioned someone was waiting in the other room, Here he is.”

			“Is it a him? How can you tell? Alright, so there he is. Am I supposed to be concerned? Back in the other room you told me to wait, Newt, and it seems to me I could have just walked right in here.”

			“Precisely,” says Radagast. “That’s exactly what I did. Except, before walking into this establishment, two customers were in such a hurry to leave, they almost knocked me over in haste. Now, here before me, another two. Do you people always travel in pairs?”

			Newt answers, “People tend to come and go around here at their own pace.”

			He gestures to the owling’s size. “Maybe they didn’t see you.”

			Radagast disregards the insinuation. He continues, “I travel silently, so perhaps they did not hear me. I was able to hear and see, quite clearly, the sounds of breaking glass, an explosion, then a great flash of brightness, followed by stomping noises. Immediately afterward, two customers came running out of this bar. And so I am presenting two questions: Who is in charge, and what kind of place is this?”

			Newt and Roy refrain from answering.

			Impatiently, Radagast hoots, “Who? Who is running this establishment? One of you must be the proprietor.” He points an accusatory feather toward each man. “Is it one of you two? Tell me who?”

			Containing their amusement at the birdlike sounds, Newt finally speaks up. “That would be me. Newton Wormitt is the name. You’re in my place.” He steps forward, and gestures back. “This is Killroy Murdock, sword-for-hire. He’s probably the reason you’re here.”

			“Accurately assessed, Mr. Worm.”

			Newt specifies, “The name is Wormitt.”

			The sound of his name causes Radagast to shrug off a chill. “Yes, of course it is. Please excuse me,” he says. “Yours is a suitable name and this a fitting establishment for it.”

			Radagast looks around the room with a mask of disapproval. The mementos and keepsakes in the tavern are decorative but chaotic, and visually distracting to him. Radagast approaches one floor-mounted barstool, turning his beak up and around, but he is more focused on the path forward.

			“This room is a mess,” he declares, “and apparently so is your tavern. It does not appear as though you clean it often, Mr. Worm-it. The town of Kippentillow is in a similar condition, so far as I’m concerned. However, it is equally true: I am here seeking a sword-for-hire, and nothing more. Although your town does not live up to its distinction, this establishment does carry some notable reputation. Those who practice the art of war are rumored to gather at this ‘fork and knife’ eatery on a steady occasion.”

			“That’s, Fork’N’Knife,” Newt pronounces the tavern’s name as a foul invective.

			“I don’t speak in hyphens, or profanities, Mr. W . . . Wor . . . Wormitt.” Radagast’s answer sounds profane.

			The fighter leans forward, interjecting, “You talk with a lot of big words for a short owling. I figure ‘hyphen’ might be one of your tall-speaking words.” He laughs out loud. When the air is exhausted, Newt and Radagast continue as though humor never occurred.

			“We’ve had better days. This town will bounce back under new management,” Newt assures. “You’ll see. We’ll have this place better than ever in no time. Until then, what can I get for you, Radagast?” Newt indicates his further contributions will come from behind the bar.

			Radagast glances across the selection of ale, and with a notable disinterest he says, “I am not here to consume any of your fermented fluids, Mr. Worm . . . Wormitt.” The name leaves his beak like a foul taint. Radagast twists his head to and fro, recovers his composure, then, in well-educated common-tongue, he continues: “I seek to hire a human-fighter for a small-scale job.”

			Roy takes measure of the words. “Small, eh?” Roy observes loudly.

			Under his scrutiny, Radagast tactfully rephrases, “The job requires considerable effort, but that is quite inconsequential to the unconcerned. Our undertakings will take us far from here, and even further from any general awareness.”

			One stoic eyebrow lifts, and Roy nods his head in a vivid confirmation. Finally, the second brow rises. “Huh?”

			Newt reforms the words into a comprehensive resume for the boggled fighter. “It’s a job far away from here. Murdock is the man you want. He’ll get the job done.”

			Roy returns to his barstool. He looks to Newt then back to the owling and says, “A short job far away sounds far and not-short to me. So, what’s it all about then, eh, shortie?”

			The insult is accurate. That causes feathers to ruffle.

			“It is a compact job,” Radagast musters, frustrated. He flaps both wings, levitating just enough to roost on the bar stool next to Roy. There, he achieves eye level and continues explaining.

			“The job I have to offer is not overtly dangerous, nor is it overly time-consuming. I need a trustworthy fighter, one who will get the job done.”

			Roy openly smiles after hearing his own catchphrase. “And you want both of those qualities in the same person?”

			Radagast closes both eyes in response. They reopen without humor, and he answers, “Yes, of course. I am looking to hire one single person with both of those qualities, not two individuals with one quality each. I thought that was obvious.”

			“So, are you paying double for this job?” Roy asks, cocky.

			Speckled plumage billows in frustration. Radagast offers a lucid rebuttal. “No. Why double? Certainly not double. In your line of work, completion of tasks and trust are not compensated for separately, Mr. Murderer, are they?”

			Roy leans closer, emphasizing the pronunciation of his own name so deliberately that it also implies meaning.

			Radagast maintains his blank expression but pronounces the name intentionally. He also says, “I had been informed that a sword-for-hire may be found in this establishment. Are your skills currently available for hire?”

			Newt interrupts the interview. “You bet he is and, yes, they are. The man sitting right here is none other than Kill Roy Murdock, the best sword-for-hire there is, that I know of.”

			Older pamphlets on the walls feature the words Kill Roy over his likeness, appearing as wanted posters. Radagast takes notice of them and questions observantly, “Is that your name, or a proclamation?”

			“Both. Some folks call me Roy. Anyone who said my name wrong, died. People call me Murdock.”

			“Your name confuses me. Regardless of that, I have a job to offer you, Mister.”

			“You are confused. Now it’s Mr. Murdock, to you, Owling. Don’t upset me. I’m not pleasant when I get upset.”

			“No one is pleasant when they get upset, Mr. Murdock. There is a significant distinction between these two prerogatives.”

			“Huh?” Again, Roy observes out loud, “Aren’t you a little short for an owling? The ones I’ve seen are tall compared to you.”

			“We are not each gifted with height, Mr. Murdock, and I do not like that term. Please refrain from using it.”

			“What term was that, Radagast? I didn’t use a lot of words. Don’t you like being called an owling? You are one.”

			Radagast grinds his beak to release tension. “No. Not that word. I find it particularly belittling, being referred to as little.”

			“Well, that’s a tiny mistake because I called you short.”

			“That’s the word! Stop saying that word!”

			“Which word is it, Birdman? Make up your mind about the words! Is it tiny or small? Is this a short job, or is it far away? Just be clear about it, man. That’s all I’m asking.”

			Roy stares into the large eyes of Radagast, who practically fumes, barely maintaining his etiquette.

			The fighter continues in a harassing tone. “You’re using big words that I don’t understand.”

			The difference in their size is enough for Radagast to withdraw. “Fair enough, Mr. Murdock. The job I offer you is not complex, and the explanation is best kept simple.”

			Newt returns to wiping glasses. None benefits. He burps indifferently.

			Radagast raises his voice above the distraction. “I have no interest in your ale, Worm.”

			“I do,” says Roy, quickly. “I’m interested in some ale, Newt. Are you finally serving?”

			Newt answers calmly, “I tend the bar. This is just what I do. You want service, I’ll get a table ready and bring you both something to eat. Roy, you’re not drinking here. If this job offer gets you out of town, that’s great for everyone, especially me. I really don’t need the details.”

			Not much later, Radagast and Roy Murdock are at a private booth in the dimmest lit corner, facing each other. Clad in full body armor, Roy takes more than his space in the booth, causing Radagast to dodge the tabletop for insufferable moments as Roy contorts himself. The limits of tolerance are finally on display with an outburst of hoots and feathers.

			Radagast establishes his boundaries at the booth. “That’s better,” he says, relieved. “Now then, if you are finally comfortable, tell me something about yourself, Mr. Murdock.”

			Roy looks around, expecting food to arrive. “What do you want to know? I’m a fighter-for-hire, the best there is with a sword. Nobody’s beaten me. Newt mentioned just about everything else.”

			“That’s odd.” Radagast shakes his head to disagree, but instead he presses. “He mentioned your name, in fact, yes. I don’t recall him saying anything else.”

			There is a long pause. Roy mistakes the silence for closure.

			“To begin with, Mr. Murdock: Do you work alone? Is there anyone else in Kippentillow that I may ask about you, another reference or a colleague, perhaps?”

			Radagast extends his head forward and nods, looking to coax an answer from the stoic fighter.

			At last, Roy answers, “Ah, there was Kimberlee. She was a fine halfling, and partly elvish, maybe. I didn’t ask. We traveled together on many adventures.”

			“Do you still travel together? Can you produce her?”

			Before Roy speaks, his expression travels from reminiscence to remorse. “I am sad to say she no longer travels. Kimberlee was devoured by a quasit, not long ago. Completely digested.”

			“Aah!”

			Radagast considers the shocking words and callous description before responding. He leans over the table with an interrogating purpose. “How can you possibly know that, Mr. Murdock? Am I to understand you witnessed your own partner being devoured by a quasit?!”

			Roy also leans forward, clenching his fists at the accusation. “I know because I hunted the foul beast for six days and nights, on its reeking trail of excrement, until the pieces of her finally led me to—”

			Radagast recoils abruptly. “Alright, stop. Don’t tell me the ending to that story.”

			Newt arrives with two steaming bowls of stew. He places them on the table with customary disregard. Radagast’s eyes open wide, disgusted at the sight. Brown lumps of beef are stuffed into intestinal casings and they float suspiciously in a bowl of bowel murky fluid. He recoils farther in the booth.

			Radagast gags before describing it. “That looks just like sh—”

			“Stew!” exclaims Roy. “It’s haggis stew. My favorite.” Roy pulls the bowl closer with both hands. “Thanks, Newt. I’m starving,” he says, looming over the concoction. Before plunging in, Newt adds two spoons from his apron pocket onto the table. Radagast looks at his utensil, puzzled by it, but he shows immediate relief when Roy reaches for the spoon. Even so, he looks for anything non-repugnant as the bartender leaves.

			Roy shovels hot haggis into his mouth, sloppily, and eats loudly. Gravy drips from the fighter’s chin. Roy wipes a forearm across his face but the plate mail smears it worse.

			Gobbling, he continues, “Before Kimberlee, I traveled with a fine woman named Amber. She was a bit hard of hearing, probably deaf, now that I mention it.” Roy puts down the spoon for an unmistakable gesture to his chest using both hands. “Amber had very impressive opinions.”

			“I cannot see you traveling with an opinionated woman,” says Radagast, firmly.

			“We didn’t talk much.”

			Radagast transitions the subject. “Do you still work with Amber?”

			“That would be difficult, maybe impossible. She’s currently dead.”

			Radagast fumbles with his response at first, but then recovers. He contests, “Being currently dead is being dead, so far as I know. How, pray tell, did your other partner die?”

			“She burned, at the stake, accused of witchcraft.”

			“Accused?! Burning at the stake is a sentence carried out, an execution, not an accusation!”

			“Amber would have agreed with you, but she didn’t talk without casting some kind of spell. There was a village vote, and it was unanimous. I stood by her side until the end.”

			Radagast tries to find understanding in thin air. “Your partner was burned at the stake in a village for witchcraft. Is that correct? Do I clearly understand what you’ve said?”

			“Yeah,” says Roy, more withdrawn, almost contemplative.

			“You watched it happen?”

			Distantly, Roy explains more. “She was my partner. I could do no more than stay and guide her eternal spirit to Elysium. She was convicted as a witch. There was nothing more I could do.”

			Radagast takes a mental note. “Nothing less could be done.”

			“Yeah, that’s right.”

			Radagast confirms, “So, you have lost two partners to certain death.” He makes a mental note.

			“No, not in total, or certainly, but currently, yeah, just the two. Yes.” Roy lifts one hand but does not confirm the number with confident fingers.

			With that alarming revelation, Radagast extends one wing. “Judging by that fine armor, you must succeed in some achievements, Mr. Murdock.”

			“I do alright.”

			“Those around you do not seem to ‘do alright,’ Mr. Murdock, and it is specifically those individuals who-who-who concern me. If you are commissioned by me, I intend to be the one nearest to you. So far, your resume does not bode well for a group campaign.”

			Curious that his presence alone is not impressive to an owling, Roy continues eating with a sloppy mannerism. “I have a fine steed, a warhorse. It was given to me by a noble woman when I saved this town. She’s doing well.”

			Radagast asks, “Who? The woman or the warhorse?”

			“My horse. Both.”

			The answer causes Radagast to poof his feathers until words explode. “Your indistinction concerns me, Mr. Murdock. This town and everything in it appear to be doing poorly. When exactly did you save the people in it?”

			“Last week.” The words come from one side of Roy’s mouth, as he eats with the other.

			“That’s good. Your warhorse remains alive.”

			“Still? Yes.”

			“Amazing, and what did you save this town from, Mr. Murdock?”

			“It is amazing!” Roy splutters haggis bits. “You’d be amazed watching me run a band of berserker Kobolds out of this town. I was paid in gold, two sacks’ worth, and the horse. Be amazed.”

			“Gold coinage? I am pleased to learn that you value currency, Mr. Murdock, but if you accept the job I offer, two sacks will seem like chicken feed. However, the horse you speak of, and your personal belongings, must be stabled somewhere else. We will be traveling lightly. The journey I propose involves pathways most unsuitable for a pack mule, or any horse riding.”

			Roy appears uncomfortable thinking, and he slows chewing as though in question of the haggis ingredients. He says, “That won’t be easy. Opal and I have bonded very closely in a short—” he reconsiders the word but can think of no substitute, “uh, short amount of time. Every good fighter comes with a horse. Let’s hear about this job you keep talking about before I start making plans.”

			Radagast brightens. “Alright! I need a strong human-fighter.”

			Roy waits for more. “Yeah, you said that.”

			“Someone who can pull their own weight,” explains Radagast.

			“Yeah, yeah.”

			“Carrying more treasure than their own weight,” he adds.

			“I’m with you, man.” Roy sounds urgent, and signals for more.

			“The job is low-risk and high-reward.”

			“Alright, and . . .” Roy transitions to indignation.

			“We go in quietly, and get out safely,” Radagast says, discreetly.

			“And?”

			“Nobody gets hurt along the way.”

			“I get that. What else?”

			Radagast whispers in an exposition of readiness. “No one else must learn what I am about to speak of.”

			Hard-pressed, Roy strains to keep his voice down. “I’m still listening, man. Tell me something—anything.”

			Radagast speaks even closer. “Everything depends on secrecy.”

			Nose to beak, Roy says, “Someone hears, someone dies.”

			“You didn’t hear me, so listen even closer.”

			Roy gently yells, “What do you think I’m doing?”

			Radagast reveals his plan. “There is a place with vast amounts of unguarded gold ingots, and all for the taking, but only I possess the precise location. Until this moment, I have told one other about the details. My fear until now is that searching for assistance prematurely would only have led to barroom banter, created a wildfire of rumors, or, worse, competition. I have no desire to stir up unnecessary adversaries for the treasure we seek. It also remains in our best interest to avoid being heard, or followed. The gold I speak of is a six-day journey from here on foot. We must travel expeditiously, bring only the essentials, and leave no trail behind.”

			Radagast takes careful notice of the mess Roy has already made of the table. “If you would not mind removing that spoon from your face, I have a map to show you, and this table is in unsuitable disarray.”

			Dismissing the complaint, Roy asks, “You’re not eating?”

			“I prefer a raw diet to this.”

			More attentive to both portions, Roy states, “I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

			“Put the haggis down,” insists Radagast.

			“I’m hungry.” Roy’s eyes linger on the food.

			“Finish it later, Mr. Murdock, and on your own time.”

			Roy takes the last spoonful out of his mouth, unaccustomed to following instructions. He finds a rag within arm’s reach and reluctantly wipes the table off.

			With the table cleared, Radagast unfolds a map he’s removed from his vest pocket. Using it, he explains to Roy that every 111 years, the stars align in a way that compels all dragons toward some uncharted location, for one day only. Owling wizards call this alignment of stars the celestial convergence. It is an event where dragons choose to mate, heeding that celestial signal. Consequently, their lairs become abandoned, and all treasure within is unguarded, for that single day.

			Roy views the map with a vague appreciation for spatial thinking. He looks, nods, and listens.

			Radagast studies the fighter while describing more of the plot. “Time is of the essence. I need a fighter with stamina—trustworthy, unburdened by excessive greed, and who ultimately shares a fondness for gold. That is who my expedition requires. To be more specific, Mr. Murdock, you keep as much gold as you carry. Does that sound lucrative to you? My primary concern, as stated earlier, is that we go in and get out together. Safety and survival are top priority for me on this expedition—non-negotiable. You appear to be a capable individual of some reputation, and currently unoccupied. Are you interested in the position?”

			Roy contemplates. He says, “I’ve never seen a dragon before.”

			“You’re not going to see any dragons on the day of their absence, Mr. Murdock. I have specifically planned this quest to arrive on the celestial convergence. Were safety and our survival not prioritized enough in the job description? There is to be no confrontation, and every possible avoidance. I am making that clear to you now.”

			“So why do you need a fighter then, eh?”

			“You blend into this hostile world better than I do. It remains doubtful but there could be hindrances beyond my own perception. We may run into some trouble on the way there—or more particularly, on the way back, when our packs are filled with gold. As you’ve pointed out, I am not gifted with height, or with strength, for that matter. Gold brings trouble. The more treasure, the greater our troubles may be. I am commissioning you, as an expert swordsman, to keep us out of trouble, and to do as I say.”

			“So, it’s just me and you then?”

			“This expedition requires four individuals. You and I will be half of that quartet. A capable long-distance archer is meeting us later tonight at the Cul-De-Sac Inn, not far outside of town. His name is Mr. Egon.”

			“Egon, eh?” Roy counts his fingers again. “Who’s the fifth person?”

			“Fourth and, also, not a person. I am accompanied by a minotaur, whom you will surely meet later. Minotaurs are exceptionally strong, and especially good at carrying heavy loads over long distances, Mr. Murdock.”

			At the mention of a minotaur, Roy’s interest perks further. He maintains nonchalance. “Just so I’ve got this straight, the minotaur carries your share of the gold. I carry my share, and the archer, his. We look out for each other, and then go our separate ways blind rich. Is that it?”

			Feeling satisfied with the fighter’s ability to keep undesired attention at a distance, Radagast relents. “Yes. It is something like that. Our world is large, Mr. Murdock. To rise above the poverty level in it, we need deep pockets and big friends. I have been planning this quest for a very long time, calculating each conceivable contingency. On this you can trust Radagast D’yowling, as I of course will be trusting you.”

			Roy says, “We’re gonna be rich as kings in a week without killing anybody? You can count me in.”

			“You are accounted for, Mr. Murdock.”

			Awkward silence follows. Roy chews on his tongue and looks around, then finally he asks, “So . . . when are we leaving?”

			The owling retracts, huffing. “We leave tonight.”

			Both of them look suspiciously at the main tavern window. Confirming his belief, Roy exclaims, “It is tonight.”

			“Yes,” Radagast admits. He walks sullenly toward the exit. “We are leaving now.”

			



	

Two

			Sticks and Stones

			The cobblestone streets of Kippentillow are empty but not quiet. Rain falls hard and steadily outside the Fork’N’Knife, where Roy Murdock stands on the sidewalk near a street lamp under the sign. Water beats from his plate-mail armor in tempo. He stands at ease, unconfined outside the tavern. Gainfully re-employed and armed with a new enigmatic blade, Roy isn’t bothered by the weather, but sounds of rain on his plate-mail armor are dynamic.

			Remnants of haggis stew wash from his face. Roy distinguishes a rhythm beyond the ricochet of rain off his shoulder pauldrons, and looks up. The old tavern sign swings dubiously in the pouring rain. His helmet mediates the menace but amplifies the pelting sounds. Roy puts it on just to free both hands.

			Practically blinded by the rainstorm, Roy endures small rivers that pour off his helmet into both eyes. Gusts of wind instigate the rain into hard angles that penetrate. Roy squints in response and walks down the sidewalk slowly. He can make out apartment windows along the street. Broken storm shutters reveal dim movement in the storm. Many of them slam shut in his presence.

			He moves cautiously along the tavern’s exterior using both armored hands as a guide. Roy walks mostly from memory. Close behind the Fork’N’Knife is a stable—by design: convenient. The seasoned-fighter measures the distance with each step.

			Roy enters the stable loudly. The first thing he does after bursting in is to throw both gloves and his helmet onto the floor. Sawdust and straw forgive the gesture. Raindrops shake from his head. When his vision returns, the first sight is a gigantic silver face.

			His horse, Opal, prances, overjoyed to see Roy.

			Her mouth opens widely as if to yawn, and then she speaks. “Kill, Roy! Murder and kill, Roy. Here you are!” The war-horse springs in her stall.

			Roy quiets her quickly with a practiced skill. “Shhh. Quiet down, girl. Remember what I said. Someone’s going to hear, and you’re going to get me killed.”

			She repeats quietly, “Killed? Kilroy Murder.”

			“That’s Murdock. Take it easy with my name and all that out-loud stuff.” He comforts Opal with a warm embrace. “At least until we get your talking thing all worked out.”

			Delighted to be in Roy’s company, Opal blathers on, “You were gone and now you are back. There was no one to talk to. I will talk so well with you.”

			She attempts his name in a whisper this time: “Roy Murdered Kill?”

			“Just Roy.”

			“Murder, Roy?”

			“No! It’s Mur-dock. Murdock.”

			Opal asks, “I say it twice?”

			“Don’t. We’ll work on it later. Mine is a long name with a lot of complicated job descriptions and long letters. For now, just call me Roy. Alright?”

			He strokes her neck softly, and offers a carrot concealed beneath his armor. Opal whinnies happily.

			“Hi-ho,” the silver horse exclaims. “You have something shiny. Something new. Oh! What do you have so shiny?”

			Roy checks the carrot and confirms that it reflects nothing. His armor is also not very reflective inside the barn. Roy scratches his hair, bewildered at what Opal refers to as “shiny.” He looks around, and then down. Roy’s belt glimmers unnaturally. At the hilt of his sword, on its knob, a clear gem is saddled. The uncut stone glimmers, now apparent. It failed to capture the fighter’s attention earlier.

			Roy gestures to his new sword, which out measures his previous. “You like this one, eh? It’ll replace my old-bastard quite nicely. I certainly didn’t notice this gem before though.”

			Restricted behind her stall door, Opal pleads, “May I see it? Oh, please, may I see it?”

			Roy turns to one side, offering her a better view.

			Opal extends her neck but the stall door and harness restrain her efforts. “Hold it higher. I still can’t see.”

			He lifts the sword as high as the belted-sheath will allow.

			“Closer. It’s so pretty and I still can’t see. I want to look at it. Pretty please?”

			He draws the blade mostly out from its sheath. Opal looks astounded with the exposure. She turns her head side to side so both eyes can enjoy the sight. The bare steel begins to hum in Roy’s hand.

			He asks, “Can you hear that sound, girl?”

			Her ears perk. “Oh, yes. I can hear a sound. It is a warm-fuzzy sound. Is it a song?” Opal arrives at a surprising deduction. “Roy, do you have a singing sword?

			“Hmmm. It’s not much of a tune.”

			Roy holds the sword so that they can look and listen together. Experiments with re-sheathing and nearly unsheathing the steel alter the volume and its tone. Roy and Opal are amused by the changing melody. Eventually, and accidentally, the humming blade gets pulled beyond the edge of its sheath.

			“Oops.”

			Roy examines the sword’s surface. No further details are revealed in the barn’s dim ambiance. Outside, the nearest street lamp is brighter, but the growing storm descends ominously. Rain plummets from low, darkening clouds, and sudden flashes of lightning herald the rumbling thunder, broadcasting in every direction.

			Beneath the turbulent sky and despite worsening conditions, Roy studies the sword. He sees letters etched in the steel. They spell words. Overturning the sword reveals a similar congregation. Roy acknowledges the inscriptions. They shine at night in the rain, but the swordsman can make no sense of the language.

			The words read: Whosoever holds the Blade of Acheron wields his power forevermore.

			In Roy’s hand the sword is weightless, and he makes a deduction. Speaking to himself, he says, “Ah, the sword of lightness. It surely is light as a feather. That makes sense. These magic words must say something like that, probably.”

			Concluding his inspection, Roy swings the sword in a wide arc, feeling it move through the air. It cleaves through the raindrops. Satisfied, Roy starts walking back to the barn although, noticeably, his shadow elongates across the wet sidewalk first, but too quickly, lengthening beyond curiosity.

			The fighter spins, ready for combat. Roy is alarmed when he sees the nearest iron post oil lantern keeling over progressively faster, causing all the shadows around it to distort. Sliced cleanly through above its base, the streetlight crashes onto the cobblestone street in a shatter of glass with a burst of flame, extinguished in the storm, and concluding any further study.

			Opal strains her neck over the barndoor, and she speaks loudly to compensate for the distance. “Are you there, Roy? It’s me, Opal. I heard something cold and prickly outside. There was bright light, but now I do not hear the sword-music anymore. Has your sword stopped singing in the rain?”

			Roy confirms everything is alright upon entering the barn, “Yes, it did. That’s also curious.” Again, Roy overturns the blade. All indications of the words have vanished.

			“Well then,” he announces, sheathing his sword without further fanfare.

			Opal reacts spontaneously, saying, “Look! Look at the shiny gem now! It’s prettier than before.”

			No longer pleased to be part of a mystery as it unfolds, Roy looks down slowly.

			The uncut gem on his sword is blood-red.

			“Oh. Fork.” He sighs without relief.

			Opal senses despair and chooses a cheerful tone.

			“I like red.” She repeats, “Red, red, red.”

			Roy bobs his head up and down with full awareness of the discoloration. “Alright then, red could be good, or bad.”

			“Roy. I think all red is good red.”

			“Then let’s go with good, eh?”

			Opal carries two leather saddlebags with double reinforced stitching. Both haversacks are filled with 3,000 gold pieces. Her belly is also full, and she is eager to accompany Roy, but equally saddened by the news: No horse can make the journey, as he describes.

			Opal assures Roy that she can endure.

			Gently, Roy provides her with instructions for safe shelter in Kippentillow’s abbey—if she remains quiet. He offers his promise to return as a solemn oath. The gold will assure all of Opal’s needs are attended to. With shelter, and the means to pay for it, plus an oath of companionship, Opal departs, reassured.

			Sheets of rain collide with the road not far outside of town where a solitary sign-post stands amid pools of spattering mud. The cluttered beam points in every direction, advertising distances to an array of locations. The staggered number of travel options indicates that Garrison is the only place north.

			Just beyond the crossroads, one faint lamp wavers over the illustrious billboard of Cul-De-Sac Inn. Past its dim hue, nothing can be seen but darkness and rain. The inn advertises itself as an oasis of shelter. Its calligraphic list of amenities is painted on the outside, promoting the strongest roof, dry beds, hot food, sundries, iron smithing, and even a haberdashery, but
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