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    For Sun


You’ve been a part of my life for so long now, I couldn’t imagine it without you. I haven’t been the best chronicler, I’m afraid. It’s taken me a long time to catch up to being able to do your story justice.


Thank You for waiting for me.
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IT WAS COLD. IT WAS dark. 

The rain fell so hard it bounced off tiled roofs, creating torrents cascading down the steep walls that separated city and land. Everywhere, guards huddled under what awnings they could find. 

On a night such as this, their jobs felt entirely meaningless. The giant gates to the city of Litania had, as usual, been closed and boarded long before night fell and anyone unlucky enough to be caught on the other side would have to survive the best they could until daybreak. 

Within the walls, along the cobbled streets of the middle city, the inhabitants had elected to stay at home, leaving only the odd carriage rattling through narrow streets between the dim lamplights. 

In the lower city, you caught more people on the move, though most of the sounds that could be heard through the rain and wind came from the taverns. Every now and then the warm glow of fire would spill out their doors as people came and went. 

There weren’t many. People or taverns. Most people, no matter their trade, on nights like this, sought what shelter they could find. The most common being their own homes.  

Most people didn’t hunker down on the ledge of a, quite frankly, unstable looking stone tower protruding out of the roof of one of the taller buildings in the middle city. They certainly hadn’t been hiding there for several hours, carefully waiting for what they knew would come. 

Not that the Sunhawk could be accused of being “most people”, not if you wanted to be alive at the end of the conversation, anyway. Currently lost in the shadows amongst the gargoyle spouts, dark robes cloaked a lone figure. 

Even during the day, the Sunhawk was known to be hard to spot (which was odd, because while swirling black robes might “seem” like the obvious choice to hide within while going about on various nefarious activities, the only thing they did do was to make the average person stand out like a sore thumb in a beach sandal contest). Up here, on a night like this, the notorious thief might as well have been invisible. 

They were also a great deal warmer and dryer than they had a right to be. The benefits of having friends in high places. The Sunhawk allowed himself a tiny smirk as his eyes caught sight of the patrol far below. Even if he hadn’t known they’d be coming, the rain did little to dampen the sounds of their footsteps as the steel-clad guards marched in not-so-perfect sync. 

In daylight, the sun would have gleamed off their armour. The wind would have played with the cape of their captain rather than making it slick and constantly catch between the many different interlocking pieces of armour, making it almost impossible to walk properly. 

In daylight, they would have been marching through the throngs, people, crowds, parting before them, like rivers around a particularly sharp stone, many hiding jealous, even hateful, glances as they scurried away. The gold inlay on the captain’s armour more than most of them could have earned in a lifetime. 

Now water dripped off the guards’ helmets, combining into little streams, each determined to find its way to the most inconvenient, unpleasant and possibly the most rust-prone parts possible. 

If they were looking for evidence of any crime being committed, they weren’t looking very hard. Quite possibly because catching someone would mean having to stay out even longer to deal with the problem and everyone would rather march just a little bit quicker back into the nice breakroom, barrack or, at this point in the night, anywhere that was dry and warm and they could get out of the walking rustbuckets. 

And if they weren’t looking for street level crimes, they certainly weren’t going to be raising their eyes and peer into the dark and dank to try to spot it amongst the, barely visible, rooftops. Not unless there was something in it for them. Which there wasn’t. So they didn’t. 

Very sensible of them, the Sunhawk thought. Generous, even. Not very surprising, though.

It wasn’t the first time he’d encountered this particular patrol. Or this particular captain. 

Considering everything he’d learnt, it hadn’t come as a great surprise to the Sunhawk when he’d discovered that the gold filigree on the captain’s armour had long since been sold off and replaced by brass. As had any other remotely valuable part. It might be difficult to tell at a distance – which was what people tended to keep – but it definitely wasn’t worth much when you tried to sell it. 

He’d found that out the hard way. 

‘You cheap bastards!’ The Sunhawk made a wry face beneath the dark hood. 

‘Wonder just how much about this place is actually what it seems? Not much, I’ll bet.’

Not that anyone would have taken that bet. Not from him. And not with what everyone knew about the city. 

From above, you could see faint, warm, glows as windows tried to keep the weather at bay. From up here, it looked inviting. Things often did, from a distance. 

It didn’t take long before the patrol clanked their way past. Around them the world continued to spin in the rain. As they disappeared into the soggy veil, the Sunhawk patted the nearest gargoyle on the head. 

‘Thanks, buddy,’ he said. ‘You make an excellent hiding spot.’

Around him, the rain rushed along grooves and pipes. Some collecting into large cisterns. Some splashing into puddles on someone’s floor.

Careful not to step onto any of the clay roof tiles, lest he’d find himself getting down to the ground really quickly, the Sunhawk climbed the circling staircase to reach the top. 

The tower was old. Much older than the building of brick and mortar that surrounded its base or the crosswood eaves and half-timbered houses around it, in turn. Like so many other structures in Litania, the entire block was a jumble of parts, each leaning on the other, built by different people, in different eras and, most certainly, by different levels of skill. 

As crooked as the tower looked, what little of it that poked up above the rooftops, in the Sunhawk’s mind, it was the least likely to collapse and, unexpectedly, dump him in someone’s bedroom. 

Having this happen usually led to a lot of questions. The Sunhawk didn’t approve of questions, unless he was the one asking them. Not to mention that getting chased through the city quickly got old. There was a reason why there was hardly any evidence of his activities. Several reasons, even. 

Some of them weren’t very nice.

Indeed, there were plenty of guardsmen who’d swear he was just the figment of the imagination. Someone else’s imagination. After all, people didn’t run into blocked alleys and disappeared after having stolen just “one” item from a jeweller’s shop. 

Or, so the more experienced guards argued, those that “could” do such things were too powerful to be running around in the dark on streets smelling of filth and last week’s dead donkey. 

One reason he liked the tower was that, once inside, it was completely blocked off from below. Indeed, no one else even seemed aware it was there. Much like they weren’t aware of its current occupant. 

The downside was that the stairs leading you up to the top were located on the outside of the structure. 

It wasn’t as if he was afraid of falling off. Every one of his footsteps taking him further up the stairs were light and certain. But it was inconvenient that he had to be careful about when he came here. There were people that made their living even this high up. And while everyone might pretend to mind their own business, there was nothing they minded as much as their neighbours’. 

But, on nights like this, it was perfect. 

With a last glance around, the dark figure ducked inside. Up here little remained of the tower but four supporting pillars, chipped and cracked with a pointed roof above them. The roof leaked and the only occupant was perching on what remained of a broken wooden shaft that had once stretched across the interior. 

Clicking talons against the wood, the bird fluffed her wings and gave the approaching robed figure a sharp glare. 

‘Now, now, don’t give me that look,’ the Sunhawk said, the glow from his ember eyes the only light in the darkness. ‘Would you prefer to get an arrow in the wing? I’m sure someone here would find you a tasty snack if they caught sight of you during the day.’

For a moment, yellow eyes met red. Then, not uttering a sound, the bird obediently hopped over to the black glove as it reached towards her. 

The guard used messenger birds, too. Shooting one down wasn’t anything you did unless you had a death-wish. Or were very, very certain that no one would ever, ever find out. And there was always that one person in your social circle that didn’t like you and would tell on you for an ale and a laugh. 

That is, the messenger birds they used were birds. Pigeons, to be exact. There were, after all, rather a lot of them around already. Who could tell one carrying a message apart from all the rest that infested the ceiling of Litania?  

The feathery winged death perching attentively at the end of his arm was definitely not a pigeon. Craning its neck around, the small hawk watched the downpour for a second, then turned an accusing, sharp, eye towards the Sunhawk. 

Remarkably docile behaviour, you might think. Even if you didn’t take into account the time of night or the weather she was expected to brave. 

‘There, there,’ the Sunhawk almost crooned and stroked the hawk’s head gently as she tried to nibble on a couple of fingers. ‘Be a good girl. I’ve got a very important job for you.’

The hawk’s talons wrapped around the slender glove, then hopped onto the outstretched arm instead. 

There was already a cloth and leather like tube attached to one of the bird’s legs. Around the other was a thin, silvery, metal ring etched with markings too tiny for any human to read. 

Bending over and nibbling at it, one yellow eye rolled in the direction of the black hood, almost as if saying “what have you gotten me into this time?”

‘Don’t go eating this,’ the Sunhawk admonished. ‘We don’t want a repeat of what happened last time. Do we?’

With deft fingers he flicked open the lid of the container, then reached in somewhere within his robes and pulled out a small pouch. Looking between the pouch, unassuming as it was in dark purple leather, and the message tube, he heaved a sigh. 

‘Of course it’d be too big.’ 

The Sunhawk continued a low grumble as he fished out the pouch’s content. Holding it up, even with the lack of lighting, it glittered seductively, almost as if it was alive; a large ruby which someone must have paid a jeweller quite the fortune to shape into the approximation of an eye, an eye narrow of focus and sharply facetted. If looks could kill, finding this thing staring at you in a dark alley you’d only wish you were dead by the time its owner was done with you. 

He carefully tipped it into the messenger container, then secured the flaps tightly. 

It took less than a couple of footsteps to get back onto the stairs. 

He bent forward, whispering, ‘You know where to go.’

The hawk rustled her feathers, gave him another glare, then flapped her wings a couple of times experimentally and took off into the sky. Not a drop of rain stained her feathers. It wasn’t long before the bird wasn’t even a speck in the night. 

No, it certainly wasn’t the usual method of sending a message to another human city or settlement. Not even a clandestine one. But then, he wasn’t. 

Rubbing his gloved fingers together, removing the last traces of coating the gem had left behind, he stared out into the darkness. ‘One problem solved,’ he said morosely. ‘I suppose I should go take care of the next?’

It was hard to hear what the Sunhawk was saying beneath the flowing hood, which concealed more than just the upper parts of his face​[*] but drowned all his features in shadow. If anyone had actually been up there, on the roof, with him, they’d probably also be wondering, at this point, who the heck he was talking to. 

Moving down a few levels, the city became, if possible, even darker. The robed shadow still didn’t hesitate. Every step remained measured. Self-assured. Silent. 

As the Sunhawk paused on a partially broken balcony, something in one of the alcoves behind him moved. 

Surprised, he whirled around, blade ready. After a quick cursory glance around, he relaxed almost immediately. The blade vanished. 

‘Oh, hi there,’ he said, speaking softly. The Sunhawk crouched down low, holding his hand out close to the floor. ‘I didn’t see you there. I’m sorry, did I almost step on you?’

A small, emaciated, brown tabby stared up at him. It meowed. 

‘Are you hungry? I’m sure you are. How did you get up here?’ The Sunhawk looked around. There wasn’t anything around them that looked like a cat could have jumped up, or down, from. 

On the other hand, he’d gotten here. He shrugged. Some things you weren’t meant to understand. 

Cats was one of them. 

‘I’m sure you’re hungry,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I’ve got ... something...’ Deft fingers began to search through the inner works of his robe. 

Offering the short piece of jerky to the cat, it sniffed at it for two whole seconds before the sharp teeth tore into it, one paw holding it down. 

The Sunhawk avoided petting the cat. Not that he didn’t want to. But having your fur electrified by someone’s gloves probably wasn’t anyone’s idea of a trade-off, even for getting down safely. 

The tabby quickly devoured the single piece of food. A pink tongue licked the last traces of the taste off the muzzle. The cat was now watching him intently. He reached out, picking up the animal with both hands. 

‘I imagine you want to go down? Don’t you? Shall we go down together? Would you like that?’

There were a few meows from the small tabby. 

‘I’ll take that as a “yes please” shall I?’ The Sunhawk chuckled. ‘I never did learn to speak “cat” you know.’

He hadn’t planned on going all the way down to street level tonight, but now it looked like he didn’t have a choice. Doing so with only one hand was going to be trickier than usual, that was for sure. 

At least his passenger didn’t complain about the route, as curious as it ended up being.

Picking a deserted looking alley, the Sunhawk finally lowered the cat to the ground. ‘There you go,’ he said.’

As the tabby took a couple of hesitant steps forward, someone threw themselves forwards, arms outstretched. A knife gleamed in the dark. 

Ears flat, the tabby hissed and darted between the Sunhawk’s boots in the opposite direction. 

The easy dinner having escaped, the attacker immediately shifted their attention to the body now between them and their meal. A small meal had suddenly turned into a bigger one. Neither appeared armed. The bigger one not even with claws. 

Arm raised, momentum already behind it, the knife aimed straight at the largest target area; the chest. Most of which, if not all, was concealed by the flowy fabric. Like a patch of night moving. 

Gliding out of the way, all it took was one quick slash. 

The body slumped to the ground. Spitting displeasure, its back arched, the cat stared down the defeated enemy until certain it wouldn’t move again. 

The Sunhawk huffed disdainfully. People really were getting desperate, weren’t they? 

‘Sorry, kitty!’ the Sunhawk said, looking down where the body had landed. ‘Didn’t mean to almost squash you.’

The cat didn’t stay for thank yous. With one final hiss, it dashed away from the alley. It was probably safer that way. 

‘I’m guessing I’m not getting paid for that, am I?’ the figure cloaked in black called after it, though making sure to keep his voice low enough not to attract attention. 

He nudged the dead body with a foot. It remained safely dead. Good. It didn’t seem like the type that’d have anything worth his while. Also good. He hated digging through dead people’s pockets. They were always messy.

He sighed. ‘And people wonder why I prefer the rooftops.’ the Sunhawk snorted. ‘Humans...’
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2     

[image: ]


ARDIAN ROLLED OVER, stiff and uncomfortable. Theoretically, the rest should have done him good. As it was, the best he could say was that, at least, his feet weren’t as sore anymore.  

‘Bloody roots!’ he muttered, massaging his aching back. 

As if it wasn’t bad enough that the autumn foliage of the trees barely offered any protection from the wind and rain. If anything, it made it worse, it wasn’t just the rain that poured from the sky. It made friends on the way down, insisting on taking some of the leaves with it and leaving them plastered all over his face and body when he woke up. 

Unfortunately, as Ardian had found out the hard way, the ground wasn’t much friendlier. 

This particular collection of roots had made last night’s sleep less than restful. It hadn’t struck him as nearly as bothersome when he’d first set up camp, otherwise he’d have kept on looking for a better spot. 

By now the lighting was turning the complete darkness under the canopy into a patchwork of faint shadows. He’d expected to sleep through the night. This was early, even for him. His eyes weren’t much use in the dark. And while stopping here was better than the alternative, it didn’t mean it was safe. Venturing further into the forest once twilight had begun to set in had felt like one of those ideas you have walking home from the tavern at five in the morning. 

Yawning, he tried rubbing sleep from his eyes. This went a lot better once he’d actually taken his gloves off. 

Forgin forest had a bit of a reputation. Then, most woods did, these days. But looking around, the trees looked perfectly normal to him, if a bit young. This was merely the outskirts of the forest, after all. Maybe it’d change once he got further inside?

Didn’t seem anything dangerous was around. So what had woken him?

He’d hoped he wouldn’t get lost. Unlike the old road he’d been following so far, all the way up from Port Windrush, there wasn’t much in terms of landmarks out here. Hadn’t been for some time. Not any that he could recognize from the map, anyway. 

When he’d left the port town, it had been a proper road beneath his feet. Not cobbled perhaps, but well-travelled. A clear, dirty, scar across the landscape, following the winding river. He’d even seen actual travellers on it, in once and twos. That had surprised him. But close to the coast you dared risk that, they’d told him. The further in you journeyed, the fewer people you saw on their own. They’d start clustering together in caravans. Hiring guards to protect them. Eyeing the edges of the horizon, no, every thicket they passed, with a nervous tension that wouldn’t let up until they’d returned to the coast once more. 

By now, the road wasn’t even a road anymore. For several days now it had been increasingly displaced by weeds, grass, and other things he didn’t recognize. 

Technically he didn’t recognize the weeds, either, but if they weren’t grass and you couldn’t eat them, Ardian figured that “weed” was as good a term as any. 

Yesterday, in a bend in the not-quite-a-road-anymore he’d even had to detour around where a large patch of rosehip bushes had spilled over onto the road, claiming it as their own. 

Now even that “road” had disappeared completely. Not magically (which would have been interesting if somewhat unsettling) or even dramatically (like ending in a landslide having torn a castle from a hill). No, it had just faded away. Becoming little more than a tiny trail that was soon lost, having been overgrown with trees. 

It was clear no one had been coming up this way regularly for some time. If at all. If there was any trade happening between Port Windrush and what lay beyond the forest before him, it wasn’t coming this way.

Ardian sighed. No wonder he hadn’t been able to sign up with any caravan going in even remotely the right direction. 

You could still see, if you squinted and imagined it really hard, the slight depressions where wagon wheels had once cut ruts into the ground. But, even as he gazed at them, he could only fool himself for so long. What he’d been following was quickly turning into a game trail. Guess he should be thanking some deer somewhere that they, at least, were still taking the easy path through the forest. 

Heaving a rueful sigh, Ardian pulled the patchwork travel-coat tighter. He shivered. It had been made from a heavy wool, but it had worn thin over the years, offering less and less protection from the cold each night. 

Or could it be that the nights were growing colder? How would he be able to tell? 

This morning was chilly and the small fire he’d managed to get going last night had long since given up its last embers to the moist dawn air. 

Deciding it was too early to think about whether he was lost or not, instead Ardian took a deep breath and tried to massage some looseness back into his tense muscles. 

Being on the road alone (any road really, but this one in particular) did nothing for your nerves, except giving them full reign of every bit of your body. 

The dreams hadn’t made things any better. He couldn’t remember them anymore but they’d left a lingering unsettling squirming collection of writhing worms somewhere in his stomach. 

Whatever had woken him didn’t seem to be around anymore and, since he was still alive and in one piece, he guessed it must have been a deer. It was a game trail now, after all. It had probably startled seeing him. Made enough noise to rouse him, then vanished before his eyes opened. 

Since nothing appeared to be immediately threatening to attack him, Ardian set about having some breakfast. An elaborate word for a meal that wasn’t more than a few sips of water from a canteen and breaking off a panel from one of the round pieces of crispbread wafers. 

Sticking the piece in his mouth, he threw his satchel over his shoulder before remembering to buckle on the scabbard with his sword to his side. 

His stomach rumbled. 

‘Quiet you,’ he said. ‘You’re not getting more. We’ve still got a long way to go.’

Hopefully he’d be able to forage for some food in the woods. Forests were full of them, he’d heard, even in autumn. Too bad he hadn’t been able to afford a book on what was safe to eat in these parts. That would have made it easier. No. He would just have to rely on what he already knew, there was nothing else to do. 

‘What I wouldn’t give for a proper inn right now,’ he muttered to himself. 

Not that he expected to find one out here. Innkeepers had this thing about wanting to get paid. And not only weren’t there any travellers out here to fleece, Ardian wouldn’t have been able to pay even if there had been one.

Yawning again, he adjusted the scabbard on his back. The stupid thing was uncomfortable, but it wasn’t as if he could use the sword in there as a walking stick. It was way too big. Almost as big as he was. Ardian figured that once he got to Litania, he should be able to sell it. It wasn’t as if the fellow he’d taken it off had had any more use for it, not unless there was a skeleton uprising in the near future. 

Ardian shuddered at the thought. Then, bending over to scratch at an itch on his knee, as he rose, he froze. 

There, among the trees, was a bundle of rags. 

Only, it was too big to be a bundle. And it hadn’t been there the last time he’d looked. Which hadn’t been that many heart beats ago. 

Also ... it was moving.

Mind still filled with thoughts about dead skeletons coming back to claim what was theirs, as he watched, eyes turning into saucers, Ardian grasped for the hilt of his normal sword. 

The thing sort of shuffled towards him. Slowly. The early morning mist that lingered among the brackens of the woods spun veils around it ... and him. It obscured things that would otherwise have been seen. It made it look as if he was being attacked by a very slow-moving washing-basket, which had clearly overflowed to the point where it was all washing and no basket.

Stiffening further, his second hand grasped for the hunting knife on his belt, pulling it out as stealthily as he could. 

‘Anyone there?’

Rumour had it that Forgin Forest was haunted. That even the golshaes avoided it. That was why he hadn’t been too afraid to go to sleep last night. Ghosts wasn’t one of the things that sent his knees knocking. 

‘Show yourself!’ Ardian barked. His voice cracked only a little. 

There was no reply. He wished he had some throwing weapons. Debating if he dared to glance down to look for a nice rock, Ardian cursed loudly. This wasn’t good. Whatever it was, there could be more out there. This was not a good place to be attacked in, by anything. An enemy could come from any direction, including the branches above him. 

He had to force himself not to whip his eyes up into the canopy. 

Maybe even the soil below. He tried not to think about what he was standing on. 

They could come at any moment. Ripping and tearing. Any moment now...

He shifted uncomfortably.

‘Anyone?’ Ardian tried to move so that his back was against the trunk of one of the thicker trees. ‘I’m warning you! I’m armed!’

He tried to keep his voice steady. If it came to it, it wouldn’t be his first fight. He really, really hoped it wouldn’t be his last, either. 

Blood was rushing to his head. Cold fingers gripped the handle of the hunting knife tighter. He began pulling the sword from the scabbard. Unlike the knife, this was not a silent affair, the metallic clink as the metal around the top of the scabbard ground against that of the blade itself. 

The weird bundle was moving. Something huffed. Was there ... something inside it?

It didn’t make any threatening motions. It just kept moving. Slowly. Towards him. 

In Adrian’s book that was threatening enough.

Maybe he should just throw something at it? But now both his hands were holding on to something. All he had to throw was his knife, and he wasn’t about to lose that. 

He should turn around. Run. Maybe it was a spirit of the forest or something? He’d always imagined those to have more vines and stuff. It wouldn’t follow him out past the treeline? Surely? 

Now, which way had he come in again? 

No. The moment he turned his back to look, it’d pounce. He was sure of it. 

‘Lost?’

The voice came from right behind him​[†]. Ardian jumped, startled. Clutching at his heart (never a good thing when either of your hands is holding onto a sharp implement). His body – having lost any sensible input from his brain – did the second most sensible thing it could think of. 

It fainted. 

There were several muffled phrases coming from the direction he’d been staring. Ardian hadn’t been able to make them out through all the cloth. The newcomer had no such problems. 

‘Now, look at what you did, Kiras,’ the voice from behind the tree said. Its owner stepped around the trunk, revealing a willow of a man dressed in deceptively light fabrics. 

‘What?’ A gravelly voice replied as what had looked like a bundle of cloth was unceremoniously dropped on the ground near the dead fire, several yards of wool tumbling every which way. ‘I wasn’t the one that passed out.’

‘You scared him,’ the taller one chided his companion. ‘Also, could I have my cloak back, please? It’s a bit damp this morning.’ 

‘Bah! Ye’r to forgiving, I tell ye. He’s got no business being out here if that’s all it’ll take.’ Kiras huffed, rummaging through the pile of cloth until he found the garment in question. ‘If I didn’t know ye better, Erendael, I’d think ye’d gone and gone soft.’

Erendael paled, looking positively scandalized. But rather than responding in kind, he instead poked at the fallen body with the tip of his foot.

‘Think he’ll be out long?’ he asked while pushing his slender arms into the much warmer bit of clothing. 

His dwarven companion shrugged. ‘Ye’r guess is as good as mine. Forget the whelp. He’ll come around when he’ll come around. Now, be a good lad and fetch the iron cooking pot from the packs, will ye? It’s too early for this. There’s a firepit here and I’m going to use it.’

Erendael shrugged. It was a sentiment he shared. He tried stifling a yawn. They had been travelling all through the night. With all four moons in the sky, light hadn’t been a problem, for them or the horses. Even if neither moon had been anything near full. 

A moment later his lanky form disappeared out of the forest to retrieve their belongings. They’d left those behind when they’d heard the noises that clearly hadn’t been animals. 

By the time he returned, there was already a small fire burning. 

When Ardian did eventually wake up it was too a pair of voices deep in argument. 

It wasn’t loud by any means. There was no shouting. Nothing that would have attracted the attention of anyone - or anything – nearby. 

Not that he could make out what they were saying. 

He didn’t dare to move, instead opening one eye less than a smidgen, under the cover of unkempt honey blond hair. If he could find out what was happening before they knew he was awake, he’d have a better chance of getting away. 

Admittedly, this would all have been easier if he’d lain facing the direction of the increasingly heated discussion.

At least he didn’t seem to be bound. A questing hand soon discovered that his assailants hadn’t divested him of his weapons, either. 

Odd, Ardian thought. They were either very, very, sure of themselves or very stupid. Either way, he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, as the saying went.

And if he’d been beset by the most incompetent robbers alive (quite a feat, those usually having been among the first lost to the encroaching golshaes, living in the wilds and all) then that was a blessing. As much as he hated to admit it, it was unlikely that he’d be able to fend off anyone actually half-way competent.

Carefully, and hopefully quietly, his fingers teased over the hilt of his sword. Pulling the blade closer and rolling over, he leapt to his feet. 

The first thing that crashed through his mind was, ‘Oh, praise the grace of the suns, there’s only two of them.’

The second was that, despite him having unintentionally both made more than his share of noise getting to his feet and, equally unintentionally, actually said that last bit out loud, both parties appeared entirely content with ignoring him.

‘Ye’r putting in too much, Erendael.’

‘It’s only a spoonful.’

‘It’s ground nekolandian peppercorn, ye dafty. Ye put in a spoonful of that and we’ll be wishing we were talking to our ancestors in an hour!’

‘But, Kiras—’

‘No buts! Put it back,’ the dwarf ordered sternly. ‘Use a fingerful of that purple grass instead.’

‘If you’re sure.’

‘Yes, Erendael. I’m sure,’ the dwarf, who Ardian surmised was the one called Kiras rolled his eyes in the manner of someone having had the same argument a thousand times before. 

Between the large amounts of reddish chestnut hair and beard, they were the only feature he could really make out. That and a nose. 

It was only as the taller companion carefully pulled out a small purple cloth-pouch and sprinkled a tiny amount into the cookpot that the dwarf’s dark hazelnut brown eyes swivelled from staring pointedly at his hands to the third party present. 

Or seemed to. Even with the first impressions washing over Ardian like unrelenting waves upon the seashore, nothing about the penetrating stare suggested that he was the type to ignore a potential threat. 

Pretending to ignore it on the other hand...

Ardian blinked a couple of times. He still wasn’t sure what to make of this. 

The armoured breastplate the dwarf was wearing had seen better days and its owner was clearly fighting a losing battle with rust on the pauldrons. But it looked like it had gotten like that from being heavily used, not by being old. 

It had that kind of “functional” look that, on a battlefield, usually meant that you’d just said goodbye to the rest of your days. It certainly hadn’t gotten to its current condition by its owner being careless​[‡]. If anything, its well-oiled straps and belts didn’t as much as squeak as the dwarf turned his two sharp hazel-brown eyes on their newest “guest”. 

‘You’ll never take me alive,’ Ardian hissed, brandishing his weapon at them. 

He felt idiotic the moment the words left his mouth, but his tongue had moved all on its own. Clearly, they’d already “caught” him. They also hadn’t threatened him in the slightest ... so far.

‘So, the whelp has fangs, eh?’ the dwarf rumbled. 

‘Come now, Kiras. That’s a rude thing to call someone.’

‘Why? It’s the truth, ain’t it?’

‘It’s still rude.’

They were ignoring him ... again, Ardian thought.  

Ardian’s azure eyes darted from one to the other. Then to the rest of the camp, and back again. While he’d been asleep, it appeared that several horses had invaded his sleeping quarters, a number of which were carrying packs and crates. Another two, tacked up for riding, tethered nearby, were trying to polish off the bits of grass that grew in the tiny clearing.

His eyes fell on a bundle on the ground. This one wasn’t moving, but it had roughly the same height and shape as the dwarf that was staring at him. It seemed to consist of clothes, or, cloth, at least. It was so jumbled up that it was impossible to tell where one garment began and another one ended. It was an absolute muddle of cloaks, mantles, hoods and other, similarly rough looking, outer garments. 

Ardian wondered if it covered yet another person or if it was exactly what it looked to be. An innocent pile of ... washing? 

Who travelled around with that many clothes, anyway? It made no sense. 

You did need to wrap up more in winter, but it wasn’t winter yet. It was only autumn, and it wasn’t that cold. 

Were they merchants? While they were easy to tell apart from each other they sure didn’t look like merchants. 

‘Who are you people?’ Ardian finally managed to mutter between clenched teeth. ‘And what d’you want?’

He raised his sword slightly, as if making a point. He wasn’t entirely sure how to proceed from here. The pointed tip of the blade wavered in the strangers’ direction as he struggled to keep it balanced. 

‘Who? Us?’

The dwarf grinned. In Ardian’s eyes this didn’t make him look the least bit friendlier. It was the beard, he decided. 

‘Ye can put down ye stabbing stick, lad,’ Kiras said. ‘Before ye impale someone on it.’

‘Most probably that someone being yourself,’ his companion by the fire said. Finally straightening up, a full ladle in his hand. ‘Umm... What should I do with this, Kiras?’ he asked.

‘Ye can put that down there, too,’ the Kiras grumbled. ‘I told ye, ye weren’t supposed to stir it yet.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘I’m very sure I did ye pointyeared nitwit!’ 

The dwarf nodded towards his companion, then let out a deep sigh. ‘I’ve been trying to teach ‘im how to cook since he was a little tyke. I’m beginning to think he might be a lost cause.’

‘What?’ Ardian wondered if he sounded as confused as he felt. ‘Who are you people? What are you doing here? What do you want?’

‘Who? Us?’ The man by the fire raised an eyebrow at him. It felt as if someone had already said that. ‘I’m Erendael,’ he pointed at himself. ‘The grouchy one over there is Kiras. And those,’ he made a sweeping gesture over the rest of the company,’ are our horses.’

Going by the way he said it, Ardian felt as if it should have meant something to him. It didn’t. It only brought up more questions. 

‘We might as well ask you what you’re doing here,’ Erendael said. He carefully put the ladle aside and cleaned his hands on a piece of cloth. ‘But I think we already know the answer to that.’

Kiras nodded. ‘Ye’r lost, aren’t ye?’

Figuring that if anything bad was going to happen it would already have done so, Ardian stopped pressing his back into the tree trunk, clenched his teeth, and nodded. 

The oversized sword on his back didn’t like getting squashed like that. The tree bark chafed against the already poor bindings and chose that moment to slip. As the scabbard loosened, the weight pulled him off his feet. He stumbled. The tip of the sword stabbed into the ground. 

Apparently something was going to be stabbed today and if it wasn’t going to be people, the ground might not be nearly as satisfactory, but at least it was something. 

It narrowly missed Ardian’s left foot. 

‘What do ye think, Erendael? Should we tell this here pup? He’s asking awfully nicely. More so than you did, I reckon.’

Kiras gave a hearty laugh at his own words. It managed to echo between the trees before fading into oblivion. Whatever the memory was, he obviously found it amusing. 

‘There’s no need for that, Kiras,’ Erendael admonished him. ‘I really wish you wouldn’t keep bringing that up. I was ten!’

‘Ah, it’s still funny.’

‘Don’t let his griping get to you,’ the self-confessed Erendael said, motioning for Ardian to get closer to the fire and, subsequently, the cookpot.

‘Ye were going to chop down a tree, as I recall,’ the dwarf said, pulling at his beard, memories drifting back. 

‘I needed the kindling.’

‘That firewood was over two thousand years old.’

‘And that’s exactly what it would have been. Fire-wood. It’s in the name.’

‘There were perfectly good alternatives around.’

‘Dried animal dung does not, under any circumstances, qualify as a “perfectly good alternative”,’ Erendael wrinkled his nose.

‘Seemed good enough to me,’ the dwarf shrugged. 

‘Kiras!’ The one called Erendael exclaimed. ‘Anyway,’ he swiftly changed to subject. ‘So... What should we do with this one?’

‘Not chopping me down, please,’ Ardian said as he got back to his feet. ‘I’m no tree.’

The tension in his shoulders had already been killing him. Now it felt like his ribs were joining in. Getting pulled over like that was embarrassing. It was lucky it had happened now and not in the middle of a fight. Maybe picking up that giant sword hadn’t been such a good idea? But it had looked valuable. Goodness knew he could do with the money. 

Besides, it wasn’t as if he was able to use his normal sword all that well. Even back in the village he’d struggled and those had just been practice sparring. An actual fight? Against two opponents? Two, possibly very skilled, opponents? No, he didn’t have a chance. 

The middle of the woods wasn’t a good place to swing a sword around in the first place. The most likely thing you were to strike wasn’t the other guy, who, if they had even a modicum of common sense, would be moving out of the way, but the trees, that wouldn’t. 

He preferred daggers, anyway. You could creep up on people with those. But they were for cities. Out here, in the wilds, you needed something that could keep threats at a distance. 

He’d considered buying a spear or a pike — it could have doubled as a walking stick if he got the right one — but he’d found them a nuisance to run with. A good thing he’d passed on them, he’d been doing a fair amount of running away from things since he left Port Windrush. 

‘You’ll have to forgive my friend’s sense of humour,’ Erendael gave his companion a pointed stare. ‘Sometimes he loses it and can’t find it again.’

‘Hey!’ Kiras objected loudly. 

Finally noticing both the mist that had crept into the air, not to mention that every breath felt wet and cold, it was giving the entire wood a slightly unpleasant smell as far as he was concerned. There was also the lack of light. 

‘How long was I out for?’ Ardian asked, ignoring the grumpy mumblings coming from the dwarf. ‘It was just morning.’ 

‘Well, now it’s evening.’ 

‘I was out for a whole day?’

Chuckling slightly, Kiras said, ‘That’s what it looks like, doesn’t it?’ 

He, at least, seemed to find the entire situation amusing. 

‘You’re welcome to join us for dinner,’ Erendael nodded at the cookpot which was hanging over the fire that Ardian now noticed was crackling merrily. 

Finally deciding that if they’d wanted to hurt him, they’d had plenty of time to do it in, Ardian swallowed the last of the humiliation he was feeling and shrugged out of the makeshift sword holder. He’d never even seen a dwarf before. He didn’t know anyone who had. 

But the company, odd as it seemed to him, was better than no company, now that he’d established they, probably, weren’t going to kill him. Especially since said company was offering him food. 

Besides, he’d travelled with some pretty strange folk over the years. While it had usually been more of a necessity than a choice, you got used to it. He couldn’t say he’d spent much time in the company of those travelling with dwarves. He didn’t really know anyone who had, either. Most of those who claimed to have done so, well, people tended not to believe them. Dwarves kept to themselves ... these days. 

Erendael wasn’t a dwarf. That much was obvious to Ardian. He wasn’t entirely sure what Erendael was yet. He looked human enough but there was something ... off ... about his pale cream features. They were all in the right place, as far as Ardian was concerned, they just looked ... uncanny.  

He tried sneaking a peek and flinched as, through the mussed up fluff of dark blond strands, Ardian caught a glimpse of something pointy ... and blue-grey. 

So, some elvish heritage there, definitely, Ardian decided. Full elves were hard to mistake for anything else. According to the stories they were supposed to be over seven feet tall, blue, and with huge, black, eyes taking up most of their heads. 

Not that anyone had seen an actual elf in centuries. And those with traces of elven blood? They tended to keep it to themselves. Hide it. And for good reason. 

He wondered how much Erendael had? He looked human enough at a glance. It’d probably be rude to ask. 

Sitting down, Ardian accepted a bowl. It felt hot in his hands. Balancing it on his knees, he blew on his fingers. 

‘Aren’t you taking off your armour?’ Ardian quirked an eyebrow at Kiras. The dwarf was still clad neck to foot in metal. Wasn’t he uncomfortable in all that gear? 

‘Are ye bloody kidding me, lad? Don’t ye know where ye are?’ Kiras asked. 

‘Forgin Forest has a bit of a ... reputation,’ Erendael clarified. 

Ardian knew about that, so he nodded. ‘The ghost stories?’ 

‘Nae, lad,’ the dwarf scoffed. ‘Ghosts don’t chase ye down and eat ye. Usually. And I’d rather not take any chances. Better be uncomfortable a few days than dead.’

‘If it’s that dangerous, why come here at all?’ Ardian asked. He thought back to when he’d bought the map currently rolled up in his pack. The seller had said that the inlands were ... more dangerous than the coast. He hadn’t thought it was that bad.

‘Shortcut,’ the presumed half-elf said, as if that explained everything. 

‘Ah,’ Ardian replied. 

So, the same reason as him then, really, he mused. Why did they need the shortcut? According to the map, the forest wasn’t that big. 

Admittedly, it was an old map. It still had roads on it. He wondered if they too had been following another overgrown road. From the way they talked, it seemed they’d been here before. 

They probably weren’t lost then. 

Occasionally, one of them would mutter something underneath their breath. The few words that Ardian did catch he didn’t understand. Whatever language the two strangers spoke amongst themselves it wasn’t your average tongue. In fact, as he kept on listening, it didn’t seem to be one tongue at all, but two.

Regardless, that at least some of that conversation was about him, Ardian had no doubt. 

‘So, where are ye headed?’ the dwarf asked over his shoulder, shooing his companion away from the food with a, ‘I told ye not to touch that!’

Not even acknowledging the insult, if indeed it actually was an insult, Ardian wasn’t so sure, Erendael fed the fire a few more small branches. The words certainly sounded like they should be. The tone, however gruff, didn’t. More that of a fond if exasperated parent...or distant uncle, maybe.

The bigger ones​[§] Erendael cracked over a knee first. The flame, which had begun to die down, was invigorated. It sputtered for a moment, then grabbed the new fuel with hot jaws and began to chase away the incoming darkness anew. 

The immediate area returned to a happier, safer, colour as the dark shadows slunk back among the trees. For the moment content to brood over how to run off the intruders. 

Night was, usually, its domain. Especially a night such as this when some of the world’s moons were more than thin slivers in the sky. By now, several were no longer visible at all. Down here, beneath the tree crowns — even if the foliage had become sparing and begun to litter the ground below — was one of the last places that saw the light. 

Lifting his head, Ardian watched as the night sky drifted into view in bits and pieces between branches. His gaze was fixed on the stars, which shone brighter by the minute as the mist cleared. His mind was far away.

The same stars had shone over his old home. Both where he’d grown up and, later, where he’d come to live. Now that he thought about it, he’d never gone all that far. Port Windrush had merely been the city closest to the village. It was just that there you could lose yourself so easily. Becoming just another invisible face. 

As time slowly trickled by, they shone clearer. Twinkling even. Unaware and unfettered by the troubles of the lives lived out beneath them.

They made him feel alone. They were so far away. So cold and aloof. Why did people always say they were perfect? Something to aspire to? Aim for the stars, they said. 

He wasn’t sure who “they” were, but he couldn’t see how anyone could reach the stars. That was impossible. Perfection, they were not. Unattainable, now that was something else. 

Almost directly above them, the Crown and the Sword was one of the brightest constellations this far in the north. And one of the most recognizable. But the idea of one day visiting them was as unlikely as the stars themselves descending to the land and walking amongst the people here. 

‘Ridiculous,’ he scoffed. 

Following his gaze, Erendael eventually spoke. 

‘See, that, right there?’ the tall man pointed at what appeared to be a dark gap in the otherwise bright display. ‘Your eyes fill in the details, because you know it should be there, but if you look closely, the anchor point is missing.’

‘Yes?’ Ardian replied hesitatingly. He wondered where this was going. 

‘Some say that, long ago, on a night much like this, a great light lit up the heavens. Great flames streaked across the sky.  When the light was gone, that star was missing.’

‘It fell down?’ Ardian sounded doubtful. 

‘So they say.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Ardian objected. ‘Stars don’t fall down. Even I know that. They stay in the sky. That’s, literally, what stars do.’

The half-elf shrugged. ‘Who can tell,’ Erendael said. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘Ignore him,’ Kiras suggested. ‘And ye,’ he shot his companion a stern look, ‘save the mumbo-jumbo for the spellslingers and their kind.’

‘It’s just an old story, Kiras. No need to get so worked up.’

The dwarf huffed. ‘Well, it ain’t gonna help us get to our destination any faster. Unless ye plan on harnessing one of those stars to a cart or something,’ he said.

‘It’d be nice if it could help us get there faster,’ Ardian grinned, finding the thought amusing. ‘Going on foot anywhere is mighty slow.’

‘Tugging packhorses along isn’t that much faster,’ Erendael interjected. 

‘Aye, that is so,’ Kiras nodded. ‘Don’t let it get to ye, lad. There’s worse fates these days than using ye’r feet.’

‘It’s sleeping in a ditch that gets to me,’ Ardian confessed. 

‘Then why do it?’

The young human shrugged. ‘Safer than being a target. At least in the ditch no one’s likely to see you.’

‘Ye never know what the future might bring ye,’ the dwarf said. ‘And a road is bound to lead ye somewhere ... eventually.’ 

He finished his declaration by ladling up some more of the stew into the bowl in Ardian’s waiting hands. It almost ended up in his lap as some spilled on his fingers.

‘Ouch!’ Ardian changed hands and sucked on his fingers. ‘That was hot!’

He blew on the surface. The scent wafting up suggested something hearty, stew-like, yet it had a light fragrance of fresh mixed herbs and cooked meats. 

He’d been so hungry the first time, he hadn’t even noticed. 

Fresh herbs? That couldn’t be right, surely? They weren’t growing out here, in the wild? Did they? How could you tell if they did, with all those bushes and brambles and whatnots? 

‘No spoon?’ Ardian asked. 

Erendael shrugged. ‘Our last one broke a few days back. We’ll buy some new ones at the next settlement.’

‘Great. More stops we don’t need,’ Kiras grumbled. 

Now that they were all sitting down around the fire, Ardian was getting a better look at his new companions. The flickering light of the flames made it hard to make out details, but he’d already noticed the armour. Now he realized it was but the outer layer. 

It was the glint of chain mail that caught his attention. In his experience — which he, if he had to be honest, was pretty limited — chainmail didn’t shine. Certainly not after having been worn for a while. Yet, as the dwarf shifted about, the firelight would occasionally catch it “just so” and there’d be a gleam from beneath the layer of cloth above. 

Also, who wore chainmail and armour? Wasn’t it usually one or the other?

Any chainmail Ardian had ever seen had been dark with heavy use. And that was without getting into their tendency to smell even if you didn’t wear them. 

Maybe, if you were really rich, and had the right connections, you could buy yourself an old one. Like, a really, really, old one. Then you didn’t have to worry so much about them breaking ... or smelling. Whatever they’d made them of back in the day, it wasn’t what they used now, that was for sure. 

Kiras, noticing him staring, tried to, surreptitiously, tuck it away, out of sight, by pulling at the cloak that covered it all. That mail had gotten him into almost as many scrapes as it had gotten him out of. 

‘You’re a dwarf, aren’t you?’ Ardian finally said. He took a big slurp of the night’s dinner, feeling the awkwardness creeping in.

‘Nae, ye schmuck, I’m a kobold,’ Kiras rolled his eyes. 

Eyes widening, Ardian stared, confused. ‘What’s a kobold?’ he asked. 

‘Of course I’m a bloody dwarf!’ Kiras threw his hands in the air, shaking his fists at the sky. ‘It’s the height, ye see. It gives it away ... every time.’

‘Admittedly, kobolds are also very short,’ Erendael chuckled. ‘You’ll have to excuse my friend. He has a penchant for the dramatics.’

‘Bah!’ the dwarf gruffed. 

His expression soon mellowed into a friendlier one — the bit you could see between the bushy eyebrows and hair and a beard you could lose a small nest of birds in. 

‘Kiras, son of Kai. At yer service,’ the dwarf made a flamboyant, if somewhat mocking, bow. ‘Or not, actually.’

‘I think you made that part evidently clear my friend,’ Erendael said.

The half-elf’s voice came from right behind him. While a perfectly normal thing to say, it still made Ardian jump, sloshing bits of the stew over his trousers. He gasped for air for a moment, trying to both breathe and mop up some of the dripping dinner at the same time. 

He hadn’t even noticed that the man had moved. Or that he’d been right behind him. By all the moons, he must have the footsteps of a cat, Ardian thought. 

‘Don’t do that!’ he said. 

If he’d expected an apology, he was left sorely wanting. Instead he was treated to an intense scrutiny by some of the most piercing, hard set green eyes, he’d ever encountered. 

The voice, on the other hand, the voice was a gentle breeze. ‘Did I scare you?’ Erendael asked. 

It would have felt friendlier, Ardian thought, if the half-elf’s eyes weren’t as cold as the peak of Mt Gelidon, where even fire was said to freeze over. Green ice. 

‘You startled me,’ Ardian corrected, trying to keep the shivers down his spine to a minimum. 

‘And you never answered the question,’ Erendael countered. 

‘What question?’ Ardian added a dose of genuine confusion to his already growing collection of uncomfortable feelings. 

‘The one my friend asked earlier,’ the half-elf said. ‘Where are you headed?’

‘Oh... Me?’ No idea why this was supposedly so important, but Ardian could feel the tension that had descended upon the camp. He didn’t have anything to hide. There weren’t’ a lot of places you could be headed to out here — unless some random, still surviving, homestead counted. ‘I’m going to Litania,’ he said. ‘Why?’

It was the biggest city out here. As far as he knew it was the only city out here. A proper city state. If there’d be anyone who could afford to buy the sword, that’s where’d they’d be. Or so he figured. 

‘Oh, nothing,’ Erendael said, pulling back. Still eyeing him suspiciously, he relaxed slightly. ‘One can never be too careful ... these days.’

‘Umm ... sure.’

‘Come now, he’s a bit on the soft side to be a hunter of unwilling servants,’ Kiras said from over by the fire.

‘So, why?’

‘Why, what?’

‘Why are you going there?’

Ardian threw a thumb over to where the large sword had fallen. ‘Figured I’d be able to sell this thing there. Not much chance in the villages, you know.’

‘I see,’ Erendael said, continuing his scrutiny. It made Ardian want to squirm in his seat. It was only barely that he managed to avoid doing so. 

‘I sincerely hope that you’re able to present yourself better than this,’ the half-elf made a sweeping gesture encompassing all of Ardian’s appearance. ‘Or you’ll find that your quest to enter the great,’ he spat at the word, ‘City State of Litania ends before you’ve even reached the main gate.’

‘What we’re trying to say is, ye don’t look as if ye’ve got much to offer them. Them nobles in Litania, mighty touchy they are. They’re not just gonna let ye wander into the city without a reason,’ Kiras said. 

‘Or the right paperwork,’ Erendael added. ‘If you want some advice. Spend as little time there as possible. Or, even better, don’t go there at all.’

Ardian mumbled something. 

‘Ah, well. It’s not our business,’ the half-elf shrugged. He walked over to where some packs had been placed on the ground and began rummaging through them. 

‘Even if ye did get in. How sure are ye that ye’ll leave again?’ Kiras asked, more for something to say than out of genuine curiosity. ‘It’s a nasty place, for folks like us.’

Ardian wasn’t sure what “us” he was referring to. The only real thing he knew about Litania was that it was, from the way everyone spoke about it in Port Windrush, rich. Which was a rare thing. It had to be worth the journey, surely? 

‘Umm... So, where are you two headed?’ Ardian asked, fishing around for something to keep the conversation going. 

‘Same place.’

‘Why?’

‘Now that is none of your concern!’ Erendael said. He’d obviously located what he was looking for as he held a leather kit in his hands. One of those foldable ones filled with tools. Not big tools, like smiths’ hammers, but not as small and delicate as those of a tailor, either. Ardian couldn’t tell what they were as he kept it closed. 

‘Doesn’t matter,’ the dwarf waved it away. ‘We’ve got some cargo to deliver, that’s all.’ He nodded towards the pack horses. ‘Nothing special. Just standard supplies.’

Ardian wasn’t sure he believed that. While they did have a string of packhorses, that much was true, those packs could contain anything. You hardly hauled standard supplies halfway across the land and through golshae infested territories to boot. Nor did either of the two strike him as the travelling merchant type no matter what they said. 

The kind you’d hire to guard your caravan on the other hand. Now that he could believe, easily. 

‘It’s not a good night for talks such as this,’ Erendael said, eventually, glancing up at what could be seen of the sky between the thinning collection of leaves. 

Knowing his friend to be a notoriously late riser if given an option Kiras snorted. ‘If ye wake up in the morning.’

‘Since we’re all going to the same place, why don’t we travel together?’ Erendael suggested. ‘I’m sure we can redistribute the supplies enough to get you off your feet. There is safety in numbers ... out here.’

‘I guess,’ Ardian replied, fumbling with the now empty bowl. 

‘Excellent. I’ll take the first watch then,’ the half-elf said. Returning his eyes to the sky, he added, ‘best if you scoot in beneath the tree a bit more to sleep. On nights like these, we could well see Tokkar out hunting. And you don’t want to be caught by one of those.’

Apparently considering the matter settled, the dwarf doused the embers that still glowed and ploughing all of them back into the thick of the night. 

Ardian had expected the fire to be kept going. Both to keep them all warm and to keep away any predators.

They must not get cold, he grumbled to himself as he tried to shift into something comfortable, his back against a tree trunk. 

He wasn’t sure why, but it felt as if he was being tested. Tested for what? That he didn’t know. 

What he did know was that he had no desire to meet this Tokkar, whatever that was. If it could snatch them up from the ground, down here, below the trees, from up in the air, it had to be a formidable predator. 

At least it wasn’t a golshae. They didn’t fly. 

Unbuckling his scabbard, he drew the long blade, resting it over his knees, and fell asleep with one hand on the hilt. 

––––––––
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‘Why do ye keep that thing?’ Kiras asked the next morning, as Ardian tried to manoeuvre the huge sword back to how he’d been carrying it. 

Without an actual scabbard, a real one, it kept cutting through the bits of rope and string he’d used to manage hauling it around.  

Rather tactlessly perhaps, Ardian felt. A person’s weapons was often a very personal choice. The night’s rest certainly had loosened the dwarf’s tongue. 

It wasn’t an odd question, though. Ardian had to give him that. Hadn’t he already told them both why?

‘Ye can’t even wield it properly,’ Kiras said, throwing out a hand at it. 

Ardian let out a laugh. ‘I can’t wield it at all!’ 

He winced as, once again, the pommel knocked into the back of his head when he tried to turn to look at it. Carrying it on his back was the only way he could move it. It was vastly oversized. It had either been made for someone much larger or any magic keeping it light had long since died off. 

Ardian didn’t care. What he did care about was how it kept poking him in the head — he’d more or less gotten used to having a constant pain, and a bruise, in that spot.

It wasn’t as if he’d be able to draw it. Not unless someone flexed some serious magical muscles and made his arms twice as long and triple jointed​[**] to boot. Not that it matter. He could barely lift the thing the normal way, anyway. Any time he’d tried, it always caused him to lose his balance and the sword to strike the ground, tip first. 

‘Then why keep it? It can’t be worth that much?’ Kiras frowned at the piece of metal as if it was personally offending him. ‘It looks useless.’

Ardian shrugged. ‘I picked it up off a dead guy a while back. Figured I’d be able to sell it. It wasn’t as if he needed it.’

‘Could he use it?’ 

Knotting his eyebrows, Ardian thought hard. The memory was a little vague after all this time. ‘I think so. I mean, he was wearing armour and all. Lots of it. A whole suit.’

‘That’d probably do it,’ the dwarf agreed. 

Odd, Ardian thought. He couldn’t recall if the guy had been any bigger than average? Maybe it was one of those things where if you swore your allegiance to the sword you were the only one able to use it? Wasn’t that how the stories used to go? 

Kiras looked up. It had been a gloomy tale in his mind. In fact, everything was gloomy. Or felt gloomy. 

It was the city, Kiras was sure of it. The closer they got, the more oppressing it became.
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