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For Carol, 

who still has a

horn on her nose.

Introduction

by

Beth Wagner

If you are taking the time to read this introduction, thank you. I put it here for a reason. (I mean aside from introducing the book of course!)

My dad was a man who loved learning and he instilled this love for learning in me, often to my detriment. He was a linguist who knew many languages (living, oral and dead). He also studied anthropology as part of this, which included history. All of this fed back into his writing, along with a love of military history.

Get to the point? My point is that when editing his stories, I find myself having to do research to try to find out where his inspiration was coming from. I know that he wanted to make things fairly accurate, but where does accuracy end and imagination begin?

For example, there is the use of the word wootz. My dad was a bit of a prankster so at first I thought, what is this? This isn’t a word. But just to be fair I began looking it up. Lo and behold: 

Wootz steel is a crucible steel characterized by a pattern of bands and high carbon content. These bands are formed by sheets of microscopic carbides within a tempered martensite or pearlite matrix in higher carbon steel, or by ferrite and pearlite banding in lower carbon steels. It was a pioneering steel alloy invented in Southern India in the mid-1st millennium BC and exported globally.

I then fell down a rabbit hole researching more about this steel. But it’s things like this that make editing his books so challenging. Are they real things that I am altering to fit a narrative or was it all just made up?

I hope that you enjoy this story, the first in the Talisman Trilogy.

––––––––
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SINCERELY;

Beth Wagner

November 1st, 2020
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Chapter I 

City of Suragos
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What might have happened, Thotgol wondered later, if the storyteller had been better at his craft? An old man, and one would assume an experienced man, yet he was making the Tale of the Uncouth Peasant sound mundane. How could a storyteller live to earn those wrinkles? That sparse hair around the bald crown? The grey beard, and yet cannot communicate the excitement the story demanded?

The market Square of Suragos swirled around them, tradesmen, stall-keepers, watersellers, beggars. In an eddy beneath the majestic statue of Thogor Peacemaker, the storyteller stood and chanted. Now and then, one of the crowd tossed a small coin toward the bowl at his feet.

There was even, Wardesh guard and guide, a silver coin among the coppers. Thotgol guessed that the storyteller himself had put it in the bowl as a suggestion that he actually could tell a story to someone’s satisfaction.

Thotgol pushed through the crowd. As befit a major trading city such as Suragos, the people were a varied lot. Local men tended to slenderness and often wore trousers and tunic and round cloth hat. There were black-bearded Tarrakins, hooded Kondellini, and bandy-legged Zhotani. The Zhotani, looking out of place without their ponies under them. There were others, too, that Thotgol could not place.

There were even a few Batan, his own folk, distinguishable by the long dark hair pulled back and tied at the back of their heads. He knew none of them, of course. Batan-ji was a large country. None carried an ox-goad such as his, either. The ox-goad was four feet long, thrust through two loops that hung from his sash, point upward, with a thumb-sized hook just below the point.

He slid through the crowd and approached a stall. There he bought a skewer of spiced roast pork. His first taste revealed the food to be not worth the exorbitant price he’d paid for it.

He continued to wander around the Market Square. Young N’daan had paid the whole train off, and it would be at least another week before Thotgol had to look for work somewhere else. Longer, if he had good luck with the Dwarves’ bones. Or maybe less, he was honest enough to admit, if the bones nipped his fingers.

As he approached an alley-mouth, he heard blows striking flesh, along with nasty laughter and what sounded like jeering. Though he couldn’t understand the language.

Intent on avoiding trouble, he stepped wide around the alley-mouth, glancing down to make sure the trouble wouldn’t spill over. The fuss was caused by three Zhotani kicking a lame beggar around.

He knew a bit about Zhotani customs and beliefs. according to them, any person with a disability or disfigurement was under the gods’ curse, and therefore fair game for any abuse.

He also knew that, while philosophers in many lands declared the need for those who were better off to help the poor and downtrodden, there was little justice anywhere for them.

‘Three to one. Best stay out of it.’ He thought to himself.

Even as he admonished himself, he stepped into the alley and delivered a healthy boot to a loose-trousered Zhotani. Thotgol’s foot landed squarely on the Zhotani’s tailbone. The plainsman staggered forward, tripped over the cripple in front of him, and sprawled in the alley muck. The other two turned shaggy faces on him, one demanding, “What do you think you’re doing, stink-house dwelling horse-dropping?”

Thotgol shrugged, holding his arms wide, “I thought we were playing kick-in-the-butt. Was it a private game, then?”

“Are you making a mock of real people, ox-offal?”

“No, don’t call me that, I’m not your mother.”

He observed as the plainsman translated his response, realized what had been said and reached for his sword.

“Oh, the game’s changed to swinging-sharp-pieces-of-metal, then?” He pulled the ox-goad from its loops, and held it up in an awkward angle.

“You’re fighting me with pointed stick?” the Zhotani demanded, disgust heavy in his voice.

“All I’ve got at the moment. If you’re afraid, we can call it off.”

The Zhotani snarled and charged.

The awkwardly held stick suddenly danced lightly in Thotgol’s hand. Whipping up and over, it slapped the downswinging Zhotani sword aside. Then continued its circular motion up to a point by Thotgol’s left shoulder. From there he struck backhand as the off-balance plainsman staggered by.

The man dropped and lay still. The man Thotgol had first kicked was up now. He and his companion advanced side by side. They moved carefully, having seen the ox-goad in action against someone who was too enraged to remember any skill.

Thotgol took a step sidewise, as if to deal with one of the plainsmen first and slipped in the alley muck, almost going down on one knee.

The nearest Zhotani shouted in triumph, lifting his sword, but his shout turned to a groan as the sharpened ox-goad took him in the stomach.

Thotgol came to his feet with a speed revealing his stumble for a ruse, and batted aside the third man’s tentative sword-cut.

Then something blunt hit him behind the left knee, causing him to stumble for real. But the Zhotani was prevented from taking any advantage by two spearpoints hovering six inches from his chest.

“Fierce flying pig-guts!” Thotgol swore. He checked his wild backswing reflex, stopped for a moment, then he took a breath and said, “I’m getting up. No trouble.”

“Better not be trouble,” said a horribly accented voice from behind him, verifying what the spearhead shape told him. It was the City Watch.

Carefully Thotgol regained his feet and looked around, “I’ll put this stick away. All right?”

Only a suicidal fool would do anything else, with two spearpoints poised for a thrust that would be quicker than any move he could make. Carefully, he slipped the ox-goad in its loops. Now he could have a more careful look.

‘Wardesh guard and guide! A short one!’ he thought to himself. Yes, the Patrol Chief, smacking his ivory-sheathed baton into the palm of his left hand, barely came up to Thotgol’s shoulder. While some short people seemed to rise above their lack of height, he’d found altogether too many of them holding minor authority and using it as a club. That habitual gesture with the baton did not bode well, either.

The Patrol Chief glared at the Zhotani, who was still standing, “I’ll say that you can take anything valuable off friends corpses and go.”

“Willigo is still living.”

The chief cast a brief look at the downed plainsman, “Willigo has a gut wound, it will be a long hard death. Or maybe you have shaman close by can do something?” 

After a short staring match with the Patrol Chief, the last Zhotani knelt by the bodies. He removed several things from their bodies: a copper bracelet, a few coins, and two strange objects, apparently made of leather, wood, and feathers, tied into a small bundle with a leather cord.

These he tucked into his sash, then knelt beside Willigo once more and, in a quick movement, pulled a small knife from his boot and cut Willigo’s throat. He wiped the knife off on his friend’s shirt, and returned it to his boot, then stood, glaring defiantly at the Patrol Chief.

The Chief only grunted, “Huh! Off with you, now.”

The Zhotani stepped toward Thotgol, to find two spearpoints blocking his way. He stared at the Batan and said, “We’ve seen your face, we’ve seen your tracks.”

He moved carefully past the watch and out of the alley.

The Patrol Chief turned his attention to Thotgol. 

“The Most Noble Magistrate, he does not like people brawling and killing each other in alleys of his fine city. He likes murderers to hang from the rope.”

Thotgol had had a fair notion how things would likely go from the time the Watch first intervened. The crippled beggar who had caused Thotgol’s involvement, disappeared around the corner while Thotgol and the Zhotani concentrated on each other. His staying or going didn’t matter; the Watch were not looking for anyone to bring before the magistrates, otherwise they’d have brought the Zhotani as well.

Thotgol couldn’t be too blunt about things, otherwise the little Patrol Chief might just decide to save the Magistrate the rope and all that bother.

“Is it really necessary to trouble the Magistrate?”

The Patrol Chief thumped his baton against his own chest, “I’ll be the one to say what goes to the Magistrate and what does not! ME! Do you understand, foreign cow-chaser?”

“Perfectly, Captain.” To give the Chief a slightly inflated rank might help, or it might make things worse.

The Chief smiled a twisted little smile, “Is it worth something to you, not go to the Magistrate?”

“Suppose we say a copper laba to each of your men, and three to yourself, Captain?”

The Chief stiffened, “For that much, we can gut-stab you and leave you beside friends here! Maybe you say five silver rinda for me, one for each man!”

In any other bargaining session, Thotgol would use gesticulations and insults, but it was clear the little Patrol Chief would need little incentive to kill him here and rob his body. Finally, at one silver rinda to the Chief and two copper labas to each man, the agreement was made. The Watch went off with their money, leaving Thotgol’s purse so light he would need to find a hire fairly soon. 

Of course, they hadn’t let the Zhotani go from any love for the bandy-legged oaf. It was well-known that no Zhotani, save a chief was allowed more than a few coppers to spend in town. A Batan ox-driver, though, would probably still possess some portion of his pay.

“If I eat small and drink small, and the bones don’t nip my fingers too badly, I might just have time for a rest,” he muttered at his flattened purse.

Someone behind him cleared their throat; in an instant Thotgol had whirled, and the ox-goad was in his hand.

The man stood a discreet distance away, flat fur hat, grey trousers and tunic, with a Thawrd Wizard’s amulet round his neck.

Thotgol relaxed, but only a bit. Thawrd Wizards were not known to be dangerous, save in one of their causes. But he had not reached this age by taking things at face value.

“You handle yourself well,” declared the magician, “Not only with your weapon, but knowing when the odds are against you, too.”

“Flatter me all you want, wizard, I can’t afford even the smallest charm you might have for sale.” 

He just wanted to get away and drink something. Thawrd Wizards were not like the bazaar-wizards, dealing in love-charms and such.

The wizard refused to be insulted. He continued to smile, and said, “I saw the whole thing, and the reason for it. The Watch, being the Watch, would not care if they had seen. I, however, appreciated what you did and why you did it.”

Still only wanting to get away and do some serious drinking, Thotgol demanded, “Do you appreciate it enough to pay back what the Watch took from me?” 

“I do have a proposition for you. If you would allow me to buy you a cup of wine while I explain it?”

Thotgol gave him a suspicious look, “A proposition, is it? And what does this proposition require of me?”

The wizard clucked his tongue, “I’d rather not talk my business out here in an alley. If we go to a wineshop, I can at least promise you a cup of wine, whether or not you accept my offer.”

~
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THE LAUGHING GOOSE was a wineshop like any other. It had a low-ceiling and smoky from the oil lamps flickered in the corners. Wine, cooked meat, crowded human bodies, and other more nefarious things, added to the smells. Some parts, between the lamps, were dark enough for any conspirator to feel safe. The wizard picked a place, not dark, but not well-lit.

“Now,” he said, once they were seated in the wineshop with cups of fairly good wine before them, “I am known as Hrezorio. And before you answer that you have never heard of me, let me assure you I prefer few people to know about me.”

“My name is Thotgol, an Ox-driver by trade, and I still fail to see what a Thawrd Wizard might want to do with me.”

“Ah, you know something of Thawrd Wizards, then? What is it you think you know?”

“It seems, from what I’ve heard, you’ve involved yourselves in one cause or another, mostly to do with what you call ‘natural justice,’ and woe to the person who stands between you and that end.”

Hrezorio frowned, leaned back, took a sip of wine and said, “A somewhat simplified view, and we not are all so ruthless as you make us out. Though I’m not entirely surprised that we have such a reputation.

“The definition of ‘natural justice,’ for instance, tends to be a slippery one, and too often the man judging the situation has insufficient data to work from, and even with the most thorough information, the most thoroughly experienced wizard is still a man, prone to making judgements according to his own experience.

“Rather than any philosophical abstractions, mostly we try to do the best for the greatest number. And I would hope that, overall, we do more good than ill.”

Thotgol nodded. “Well, I just got finished dispensing some natural justice back there. All it got me was the honour of paying a supreme bribe to a little Patrol Chief, and the further distinction of having a Zhotani clan swear vengeance on me.

“That last means I must leave Suragos by day after tomorrow, putting some pressure on my hiring on. I may need to take a hire from someone I’d otherwise prefer not to know. No, I think I’ll leave justice, natural or otherwise, to other people for a while.”

“You still haven’t finished your wine,” Hrezorio stared over his cup of wine towards Thotgol, “Do me the favour of listening to my proposal. After that, if it is still not to your liking, you can go, with no ill feelings on either side.”

Thotgol smiled. “As you say, there’s still wine in my cup. Go ahead.”

“The truth is,” Hrezorio said, “we of the Thawrd sect have a reputation which puts us at odds with nearly every ruler in the world. As a matter of fact, I am using a great deal of my energy at the moment purely to prevent anyone else from seeing me as you see me.

“But there are certain despots that do well to fear us. What do you know about Wennz-Askos?”

“That it’s said to be Hell on Earth.”

“Indeed. Unless you happen to be pure-blood Wennz.”

Memories of rumours and campfire tales shook free in Thotgol’s mind, “You want me to go up against Bloody Narnash’s heirs?” 

He began to stand.

Hrezorio waved him back to his seat again, “Don’t be a fool! I admire your skill, but I have no desire to make a heroic battle leader out of you. I only desire you to make a delivery for me.”

“How simply he puts it! ‘Make a delivery,’ he says, as though making a delivery will not put me in the same position as one who raises a war-banner against Narnash III!”

The wizard’s brow wrinkled in a slight frown, “You insist that I intend to send you into the jaws of Morkerr Deathlord. You will have all the help I can give you to deliver the item and remain unnoticed, leaving Wennz-Askos as unmarked as you came. Depending on how you move, you could be halfway across the continent before the King discovers you had delivered anything. By which time, he would be much too busy to send agents after you.

“And it’s Narnash IV, by the way.”

“Sorry, whatever the number, be it Four or Four hundred, I’m determined not to be drawn into other people’s quarrels, for at least a year or two,” Thotgol stood.

“One moment,” The wizard pushed a silver coin across the table toward him, “For your time. Go ahead, take it, it has no spells to turn you into my mindless slave or anything such.”

Slowly, Thotgol picked up the coin. It was a little old, bearing the features of Thogor Peacemaker, but still legal coinage. He bounced it in his hand, “You pay well for my time.”

“If it changes your mind, the offer’s still open.”

“No, but thank you.”

It wasn’t that he disbelieved the wizard about spells on the coin, but just to be on the safe side, before he left, he took it to the counter of the wine-shop and had it exchanged for its equivalent in copper.

When he looked back at the table he had vacated, it was empty, but he knew he had not seen Hrezorio walk past him. He shrugged. ‘Wizards!’
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Chapter II 

Dwarves’ Bones, Daggers, and Zhotani 
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Thotgol kept his expression blank as the bones spilled from his fingers. They were small, four-faced oblongs of bone, somewhat resembling joints of small fingers, hence the colloquial name. Each of the four had patterns painted on their faces, and bets were made on the combination of patterns which showed. In this case, what they showed was not good. ‘Broken pattern! Fierce flying pig-guts!’

Aloud, he said only, “Well, I’m done for the night. Bed for me, and me for bed.”

Khinnidaiv, the gambler from some place unknown to Thotgol, grinned his horrible snag-toothed grin. “Rushing off so soon? Stay awhile! Your luck’s sure to change!”

“Change! The way things are going, the only change I could expect is from bad luck to worse.”

He’d learned long ago you made no friends griping about your bad luck. Even when, as tonight, the Dwarves had pretty well nipped your fingers to the bone. Hrezorio’s silver piece—or at least, the coppers which replaced it—was gone. Along with a bit more than he could afford to lose. It would be thin meals for him the next day, and worse the day after if he couldn’t find a hire. He looked around the common room of the inn.

It was low, lit with torches, whose smoke mostly went out the smoke-hole in the roof, leaving a slight haze over the whole room. Rough wood walls, rough wood furniture, rough wine and rough clientele to match. A lot of people still remained. Even this late at night, most of them somewhere over two-thirds drunk and making up with volume for the facts and logic their opinions lacked.

The wine that had accompanied the gambling pushed him out into the alley to relieve himself. Nor was he alone; at this time of night, there was constant traffic back and forth to the alley. 

The cripple with the crutch under his right arm, considering all today’s doings, caught his eye. He saw immediately it was a different cripple, different size, different dress, different crutch, if it came to that. And he was taking quite a risk, too. Men in the state of most of the people in this alley could be as bad or worse than a crew of Zhotani. And, Wardesh guard and guide, Thotgol wasn’t going to jump to the rescue again!

The cripple moved lithely for a man on a crutch, slipping smoothly between the drunks and semi-drunks, with never a jostled elbow. This nimbleness was just impressing itself on Thotgol’s wine-fogged mind when the cripple twisted the handgrip of his crutch and a dagger was in his hand. All trace of lameness gone, he lunged at Thotgol. 

Years spent in dangerous places had trained reactions into Thotgol’s muscles. His left-hand slapped the knife-hand away, grabbing it at the same time to gain control of the knife. The killer instinctively pulled his hand back. Thotgol at the same time released the knife-hand throwing the killer off-balance and kicked him hard in the knee.

The killer’s knee collapsed. Thotgol then struck a hammer-blow with the bottom of his fist at the killer’s temple, dropping him in his tracks. Thotgol flung himself at the killer, pulled the knife out of his hand and stabbed the killer in the throat.

He wiped a bloody hand on a clean part of the dead man’s tunic, then stood. Not everyone in the alley had noticed the attack, and in this part of town few people would pay attention to it. 

He wondered, walking back inside, who was behind this attempt on his life. There were people in the city who would knife you for less than he had in his wallet. But this was not the part of town they usually worked in. They also usually picked people who were drunker, or further out of their usual habitats.

And further, this man had not seemed like that sort at all. He was more like the sort who’d already been paid, and tracked Thotgol to this alley simply to kill him. But who had hired him?

‘Zhotani don’t hire their killing done; it’s a clan-pride thing with them, and they go to great lengths to make sure it’s a Zhotani hand on the knife.’

And he’d turned Hrezorio down. Surely Narnash IV wouldn’t have everyone killed who’d talked to the Thawrd Wizard? Thotgol considered the possible trail of corpses, winesellers, merchants, innkeepers, all sorts of people Hrezorio might have contacted.

‘But you’re the different one. All the others he might have had a harmless reason for talking to, but you’re just an ox-drover, not even a caravan-master.’

He shook his head. Giving Narnash credit for every bad thing was silly. Might as well suggest he’d put a bad-luck curse on Thotgol to make things miserable for him.

He went to sleep.

~
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AVALSIN’TI WAS A SMALL, thick-set Gafrod. His hairy arms showing out of a black sleeveless vest, equally hairy legs below once fawn-coloured shorts and thinning brown hair lying sweat-plastered on his round head. His reputation as a Master was bad. He was a man Thotgol would have preferred not to know, let alone work for. But he was headed southwest to Kwandel, land of the Kondellini. Away from the Zhotani lands, and he was leaving next day. The soonest caravan after that was not leaving for four days, so this was it.

An ox bawled in the distance, and the sound and smell of caravan yards was familiar in Thotgol’s nostrils. Grain, hay, straw, sweat, and various sorts of animal dung all mixed round.

Avalsin’ti scowled at him. “Thotgol, eh? You’ve got as reputation as a fighter.”

“But nobody will say I cause trouble on the trail. In towns, I defend myself as anyone would, and if bandits attack, I don’t lie under a cart hoping for someone to save me.”

“Huh! All right, then, I’ll give you a place if you’re here when we leave tomorrow. But no fighting on the trail, or I pitch you out there and then.” He might as well not have heard Thotgol’s denial of being a troublemaker on the trail.

It occurred to Thotgol that perhaps Avalsin’ti was having trouble finding people to work for him, and, in his own estimation, was forced to take the best of a bad lot.

“I’ll be here.” But the Gafrod had already turned away.

“You! Yes, you with the stupid look and the load of hay! You just come on back with me to where you made your delivery! You lot have been shorting me for years! Yes, come on, or I wrap a whip round your neck and drag you!”

“And happy to be working with you too,” Thotgol muttered to the sweaty back in front of him.

He wandered off, intent on finding a place to lie low until the next day. He’d come back and sleep with the oxen, if necessary.

Thotgol was in a bad mood. He’d spent a half-day or so constantly looking over his shoulders and looking in every shadow for Zhotani wearing the Half-face. Searching for the Zhotani with the right side painted white, left either bare or black, brown, or blue. All depending on the relationship to the one being avenged. He had well-nigh decided that going back and sitting with the oxen for the rest of the day and the night was the best notion.

It was about this time Hrezorio appeared in front of him. “I need to talk to you,” the wizard said. “Matters have become urgent.”

Thotgol forced himself to relax slightly. “You almost got my goad in your gizzard, popping out of nowhere like that.”

“Too late.” He noticed the wizard was holding his side, where blood was staining the garment. “You’d think that a wizard of my age would be too wary to allow even a cripple to come close enough to stick a knife in him.”

“He got you? He tried me and I killed him. You can’t be hurt that bad if you’ve lasted all night.”

“No time for chitchat. There was a spell on that coin, a little thing to allow me to track the first person to touch it after me. When I was stabbed, I brought myself to today, here, in front of you.

“But that’s used up more of myself than I can afford. I’m leaving the talisman in your hands, to be delivered to Dalthorio h’Anevoto in Wennz-Askos. I’m laying a spell on you to make you go. I’m sorry, if there were any alternative, I wouldn’t do this. As a bonus for yourself, the spell gives you good luck as long as you go the right way.

“Fortune be with you.”

Hrezorio disappeared, leaving Thotgol holding a small leather bag with along loop of leather cord attached.

He stared at where Hrezorio had been standing. “Sorry, I have no intention of going to Wennz-Askos.” He tossed the bag aside.

“Ox-crap!” The bag refused to leave his hand. He tried to shake it free, but all he achieved was a flailing of the attached cord.

‘If this is going to stick to my right hand, then I’m in trouble.’ He jerked at it with his left hand, and almost flung himself on his back when it came with no difficulty.

He looked at it. ‘So, it just won’t leave me. I wonder...?’ He slipped the loop around his neck, and tucked the bag inside the neck of his tunic, leaving it to hang on his chest, out of sight.

Yes, it went there readily.

‘So, I can carry the Morrkerr-eaten thing around until I have the funds to look up some wizard to get it removed. But I’m not going to Wennz-Askos.’

He looked around, half expecting to hear some ominous noise or see a vision, but there was nothing.

~
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AVALSIN’TI LIVED UP to his reputation. He rode Thotgol a little harder than he rode anyone else, chewing him out for things which were hardly part of an ox-drover’s work. Thotgol had a feeling the only reason he he didn’t receive more of the Master’s ire was that the Master felt it only fair to spread his nastiness over the whole train. 

The food was poor, the bread hard, the stew which came with it was watery and over-seasoned. ‘Probably trying to disguise the fact that the two old ox-ears used for stock were rotten.’

But they were moving away from Zhotani lands, and not in the direction of Wennz-Askos. So, Thotgol figured he could hold on until they reached their destination, where he’d see if he could find someone reasonable to work for.

They travelled through a country of rolling grassy plains which spanned off into the horizon seeming to go on forever. Every so often it was broken up by a clump of brush here and there, or with an occasional rise, which was not hardly enough to be called a hill.

Midway during the second day, his normally sure feet failed him. He stepped on a rounded pebble he was sure hadn’t been there an instant ago. He twisted his ankle. It wasn’t quite a sprain, but bad enough to make him limp. Which, in turn, made Avalsin’ti gripe about not babying cripples.

And if that weren’t enough, a wiry little man on a wiry pony, wearing a scale-shirt and carrying a bow, rode in that evening. It was one of the outriders. Thotgol was near enough to here him say, “Zhotani shadowing us, sir. Wearing the Half-face.”

“Shadowing us?” Avalsin’ti sounded personally affronted. “You’re sure it’s us they’re shadowing?”

Thotgol caught a glimpse of the outrider’s face. The expression was that of an expert scout whose expertise had been challenged by a know-nothing amateur.

“Yes, sir, it’s us,” he said in a voice lacking any emotion, leading Thotgol to suspect he wasn’t the only one with the train on sufferance of some kind.

Thotgol knew it would be too great a coincidence for Zhotani to be after someone else in the train. Which meant he hadn’t gotten away as unnoticed as he’d hoped. It also meant some night along the way, they’d try for him. They might try to slip inside the guards and look for him. Or they might, depending on their numbers, make a sudden raid.

Something gripped his guts, should he tell the Master that it was he the Zhotani were after? Not doing so was leaving them fighting in the dark, but he was almost certain what Avalsin’ti would do.

He was still undecided when Avalsin’ti called the whole group, save for those who were on guard duty, and said. “We’ve got Zhotani following us, all painted up like they do. Means they’re after somebody in this train. Which one of you is it?” His eyes fell on Thotgol. “You, cripple! You seemed awful anxious to get out of Suragos. They after you?”

Thotgol was faced with a direct demand. He found himself at a loss for any kind of slippery answer which wouldn’t quite be a lie but might mislead sufficiently. With the train, he was in trouble. Alone, he was pretty much dead.

But all he could find to say was, “I had a bit of trouble with some Zhotani back in Suragos.”

“Hah! And you want to bring your trouble on me?” He turned to one of the guards. “Run this fellow out of the camp. If he gives you any trouble, spear him in the leg and leave him for those horse-humpers to find.”

As the guard advanced on him, the rest of the men pulled away from him as from someone suffering from a loathsome disease. It didn’t take much weighing to see what his best chances were. With one leg lame as it was at present, he was at a disadvantage, probably fatal. If the guard speared him, he’d be nothing but a present for the Zhotani.

He walked out of the camp.

~
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HE HAD A ROUGH IDEA of the geography of these parts. He could head for the coast, maybe hope for a boat, but with nothing in his pocket, how would he pay his way? Tempt the Dwarves again? Best head inland, where at the very least he could do manual labour for meals until something better came along. He felt his mouth twist into a sour expression at the thought he was now moving in the direction Hrezorio had wanted him to go. 

‘Only for a while, though!’

He was trying his best to slip from one bush to another. He knew the Zhotani were out there. But he wasn’t sure exactly how spread out they might be. A root caught his foot and he went down with a thump. ‘Fierce flying pig guts!’ he thought, having no breath for speaking out loud.

In that moment, he heard soft horse-hooves trotting up the reverse slope of the little hillock where he had tripped. He held still, hardly even daring to breath. Surely they’d have heard him fall? But perhaps not, the wind, a light breeze, was blowing this direction. If he got up and ran he’d be seen for sure. If he lay here under this bush, he might be missed in the twilight. Bad choices, both.

Then the pony and rider were over the hill and coming down, and movement was no longer an option. Straining to look up without turning his face any further, he saw a Zhotani go by. One side of the Zhotani’s face was painted white, the other, magenta.

The man was not looking down, but off into the distance. 

‘Just keep on looking that way!’ Thotgol pleaded silently.

The painted plainsman continually swept his eyes over the ground, somehow missing Thotgol’s hiding place. In this light he was hardly likely to be seeing tracks. Neither was it likely they’d miss his traces in the morning. Knowing the Zhotani were wearing the Half-face, he was willing to bet all the contents of his nigh-empty wallet they’d at least send someone to check out who’d left the train here in the middle of nowhere.

He waited until he was sure the Zhotani had gone well beyond earshot. Then got up carefully and continued to move in the direction he had been going. This time he went very carefully. Moving from one bit of cover to another. Stepping as quietly as he knew how. Ox-goad in his hand.

The way he figured it, he’d be best to keep on going as much of the night as he could. Then lie up somewhere during the day. Preferably somewhere where he could lose his trail. He had no idea where he’d find a place like that. His knowledge of the country was limited to the narrow strips of the caravan trails. 

~
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HE WASN’T AWARE OF the camp until he was in the middle of it. There was no campfire, just a tethered mule cropping the grass, and the mule’s pack set down nearby. Thotgol stopped suddenly, looking around; where was the mule’s owner? It seemed as if he had just left, leaving the mule and the pack there. But, in this kind of country, even if one wasn’t aware of Zhotani on the prowl, one didn’t leave one’s things alone.

And that meant the owner was—-

“Over here, O lame wandering soul, with a crossbow cocked and aimed.”

Thotgol spread his arms out from his body. “I’m very harmless. Even more harmless, if I can beg a bite of food.”

“Oh, so harmless you are, indeed. But what of that thing you carry in your hand? It looks not at all like a bouquet of flowers for a lonely merchant.”

“It’s an ox-goad, and I’ll not deny that it’s been used as a weapon when the necessity arose. But with the exception of a few Zhotani, I have no enemies around.”

“A very nice speech, and yet I’ve grown to my present age by being very cautious. If you would be so good as to sit down, crosslegged, against that tree over there.”

There wasn’t really a good deal of choice to be had. Diving back into the brush would get him a crossbow-bolt in the back before he’d gone more than a step. He sat down, still holding the ox-goad. he hoped he was guessing right that the man didn’t intend to kill him, since he might have done that without speaking.

Then his host, if host he should prove, moved into view. It was a little man, standing with his chin about the level of Thotgol’s waist, if Thotgol were standing. He was stocky, though, his shoulders little less wide than Thotgol’s, and his face, still in shadow, seemed broad and square.

He leaned against a boulder and said, “Now, then, O lame wanderer with the ox-goad, tell me your tale of how you come to be wandering here in the wild, far from any oxen. And should your tale amuse me sufficiently, I will not only leave you unpunctured, but perhaps feed you as well.”

So Thotgol told the tale, “I came on three Zhotani bullying a cripple in an alley in Suragos, and just took a hand to straighten things out. Ended up killing two of them, with the other alive and wanting vengeance. And about that time the Watch showed up. They sent the Zhotani off, and let me go, on the understanding that I pay them more than I could afford. That left me with a whole lot of Zhotani wearing the Half-face for me.

“So I took a hire with a caravan to get out of town fast. Unfortunately, the Zhotani were following, and when the caravan master found out they wanted me, he chased me out. So I went wandering across country, and came on you.”

He left out Hrezorio and the amulet. The man might not want the amulet for himself, but Narnash might pay well for knowledge of its whereabouts.

Every so often during the course of the tale, the little man would look down at his own hands, then back up at Thotgol again. Finally, when Thotgol was done, the little man nodded. “I’ve a little magical stone on my wrist here, which glows when someone is lying. A very handy device, in some situations. Of course, when a person is talking of themselves, the ring will glow frequently. For what person can speak of themselves and their doings without occasionally making themselves a bit better than they are?

“This being so, one has then to fall back on one’s own feeling regarding the story and the storyteller. Is he likely to rise in the night and ram that sharp ox-goad through one’s brisket?

“And, since I have not revealed all my protective devices, I feel that all-in-all, I can safely trust you. Come over here, I will give you a bite to eat and something to drink.

“My name, by the way, is Shapak-ailesh.”

“And I am Thotgol of Batan-ji.” 

Thotgol got up carefully, and giving the matter careful consideration, left the ox-goad where he had been seated. Shapak-ailesh gave him a piece of dried beef and a biscuit, along with a good-sized cup of water.

“Thank you very much.”

The little man nodded his head. “You’re quite welcome. There are those of philosophical bent who say that good manners is the mark of civilization. Those of us who wander from place to place, however, will say that manners depend on the neighbourhood. Good manners in Suragos, for instance, is very different from good manners among the Zhotani. Though your experiences with them may tend to make you wish to deny that they have anything that could equate to manners.”

Thotgol shrugged. “Perhaps the difference is that they feel that their manners and customs should be automatically accepted wherever they are.”

“And yet, no one else in Suragos came to the crippled man’s aid. Would not this mean that in Suragos, Zhotani manners and customs are allowed?”

“No, it merely means that no one else in that particular place and time wanted to have trouble with three armed Zhotani.”

“Ah, so in your own land, the customs require you to jump to the defence of the weaker?”

“Not necessarily. And I don’t think I’d do it again, given the trouble it’s gotten me into.”

“So, then, you have been in the wrong, interfering with the Zhotani and their amusements when no one in that part of Suragos was willing to do so, and when admittedly not everyone in your own country would do so. 

“Which means that, even by your definition, you are unmannerly?”

“Which means that you are one of those philosophical persons who can turn and twist one’s words to make them mean what you wish!” Thotgol said, chuckling. “You say you are a merchant; if this is the way you talk to your customers, I wonder you do not starve.”

“No, you have not thought it through; with my customers, I merely convince them that they really need what I am selling. And do not let that convince you that I sell worthless merchandise. For sure, some there are who will complain of what I have sold them. But there are those who will complain that Zarad sends the rain to water the crops and the sun to make them grow.”

Thotgol sighed. “I’m sure travelling with you for a while would be amusing to the both of us, but by morning, the Zhotani will have picked up my tracks and will be following me. If they catch me in your company, you would likely suffer for it. So it would be best for me to leave you early in the morning. It isn’t right that my trouble should wear off on you.”

The little man chuckled. “And how is it, do you think, that I have managed to travel so far by myself, without being attacked by bandits or the like? I travel by the Hidden Ways.”

“Hidden Ways? I’ve never heard of the Hidden Ways.”

“Of course not. If everyone knew of them, they would not long be hidden, would they? They have their own dangers, of course, but they are safer, in general. The Zhotani will not track you through them.”

Thotgol was not completely convinced, but he told himself that, if necessary, he could strike out across country tomorrow on his own.

“Right, then, I will travel with you tomorrow for a while at least.”

~
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IN THE MORNING, THOTGOL woke up from dreams that disappeared immediately, leaving only a brief sense of peace. He could hear the little man talking. “Now, now! I know the pack irks you, but is it not in the nature of things that beasts shall bear the burdens for people? And for sure, the pack is nowhere near so heavy as you would have me believe. Come, now, or I shall very philosophically break a stick across your hindquarters. For that, too, is the nature of things, that people shall punish beasts that insist in being recalcitrant beyond all reason.

“Ah, now, that’s much better. You would not like to give our guest a bad notion of me as a person who cannot control his own pack-mule, would you? For sure, he has been watching us these last few minutes, though pretending he was asleep.”

Thotgol sat up and smiled, noticing his blanket smelled somewhat of mule, “If you’d given me a poke in the ribs, I’d have been willing to help you with the animal.”

Shapak-ailesh glanced over at the mule, who was now patiently grazing again, waiting for the command to start moving.

“Ach, no, there was no help needed there. This mule is a very philosophical creature, and requires a philosophical discussion before going to work in the morning.

“Now, about yourself, are you near ready to move? I’d like to get a good start, without rushing us.

In the light Thotgol could get a better view of the little man. He was indeed broad and well-muscled, with a round flat face and snub nose, wearing leather tunic and trousers suitable for travelling, and a leather cap embroidered with flowers.

“I can be ready in a moment.”

“Very good. Do so, then and we’ll have a little bite while travelling.”

Thotgol was just tucking his blanket into the ropes on the mule’s pack when Shapak-ailesh called to him. “Quick, lad! I hear running hoofbeats, and I think it may well be your old acquaintances, the Zhotani, faces freshly painted and looking for someone to stick a knife into.”

“Fierce flying pig-guts! Look, I’ll go on, no reason they should stop for you!”

“No, young fool, just step around this boulder after me and we will be on the Hidden Ways! Come on, follow!”

So he followed the mule round the boulder into strangeness.
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Chapter III 

Old Palace of Askos, Wennz-Askos
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The room was rather dingy. It had, at one time, been a Chief Servant’s room. But it was one of the rooms which was in decent repair, so it was used by the future Lady of Askos. They had managed some careful repairs to the main audience hall. They were now repairing other parts, carefully. As time and materials were available. 

Lusommi h’Askevoto, prospective Lady of Askos, opened the container for the second time in one week. ‘Admirable restraint!’ She mocked herself. 

The box had the appearance of an ordinary compact for face-powder or the like. Something which would disguise its real use in an extremely cursory search. Any search that went beyond that, a mere test for magic, for instance, would reveal its true nature. 

The small mirror, which would ordinarily show her round face, snub nose, and something of her black curls, showed the face of the Thawrd Wizard, who repeated the message she had memorized by now. 

“By the time you are reading this, my dear girl, I shall be dead.” 

Lusommi’s face scrunched up in mild annoyance at first, ‘I always hated it when he used to call me “my dear child”,’ but then turned into one of wistfulness, ‘Why do I seem to be missing it now?’

“I have, however, arranged for the delivery of the talisman. Dragooning into our service a very unlikely sort, an ox-drover by the name of Thotgol. I apologize for the delay, but necessity was upon me
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