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Concerning History


For generations, the Ancient Order unified the world, bringing prosperity like never before seen. Then, it was gone. Swept away by what some call The Great Collapse. 
After a thousand years, we still don’t know what happened.
But there are clues. Hints. Pieces to the greatest puzzle in history in ruins of the Ancient Order. Remnants of their greatest works.
There are many that debate if the knowledge of the Ancient Order should be rekindled. Its former glory restored to life. Others argue that the Ancient Order’s legacy should remain lost. Some even suggest that the Collapse may still be happening now. Certainly, the magic storms and other wild magics that scour the world suggest that something dire lingers from the disaster.
But there are guilds that look to preserve the lost knowledge. The Windtracer Company is one of those organizations that seek to preserve the knowledge of the Ancients. These mercenary-historians scour the forgotten corners of Awldor, into restricted ruins and the dark places. They explore, learn, and share what they find.
They collect this knowledge so that others can learn from the past. Not to rekindle the old Order, but to build something new… while not repeating whatever dire mistake the Ancient Order made.
In the end, the Windtracers hope to decipher why the Great Collapse happened. Through that, perhaps a way to prevent it from happening again.
- Lorekeeper Nicol Oldbuck, 1277 by Windtracer reckoning
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Summer, 1277, deep in the rain forest of the Chivit Continent


It wasn’t my best day. 
I tore through the curtain of cobwebs like they weren’t even there, then bolted for the doorway. The doors were still open, but the wood I had jammed between them and their doorframe wasn’t going to last long. A pathetic groan echoed through the ante-chamber around me, followed by the staccato sound of wood splintering.
Correction, those wooden braces weren’t going to last another few seconds. I ran faster.
Stone dust was like a fogbank. My clothes and hair were stiff with it and seeing past it felt like a bad joke. Specifically, on me. Gulping down air, I lengthened my stride, sprinting like a madwoman for the only way I knew out.
Then I was through. Past the stone dust, thick cobwebs, and pale-skinned, giggling, scrambling nightmares with too many arms. Little things that were all too eager for me to sit and stay awhile. I threw myself forward into the wall of heat and humidity that was part and parcel of Anestri'for, the ‘Great Jungle’ on Chivit.
Landing on my hands and knees, I drank in the smell of wet grass and foliage. The feel of damp earth was a delight. Best of all? The sound of the stone doors slamming shut on the writhing mass of bodies with too many arms trying to follow me. They weren’t giggling as the doors shut in their face, but snarling. 
I hauled my aching body into a sitting position, then placed a dust-covered satchel in front of me. Thunder rolled around in the clouds overhead. I glanced up.
“Hourly thunderstorm. Right on time. At least it's not a magic storm.”
“Good job, Tela.” I congratulated myself. “Alive, limbs in one piece, and you found it.”
Shaking my head, I reached for the flap on the bag to check the condition of my find. The last thing I needed was to get it back to Ishnanor in a thousand pieces. I didn’t manage to open the bag. A yell to my right gave me better things to think about. 
A man dressed in mercenary leathers, and a belted tunic had shoved his way out of the underbrush. Dirty, mud-stained, he leered at me like a prize or fresh caught prey. I shot daggers back at him with a glare. Sad to say, he didn’t seem impressed.
“Here!” he bellowed. “She’s here! Tell Vargas! I’ve found the Windtracer! She’s got the relic!”
“Hells!”
I was on my feet and past a stand of briza-taeda ferns to my right before the mercenary took another step. Shouts filled the Anestri’for jungle air behind me. I ran faster.
Vargas. It would be him and his hellsdamn Crimson Company out here in the Anestri’for. I vaulted a fallen ruberi rubber tree before darting off along a faint game trail. 
The Crimson Company was almost a shadow of the Windtracer Company. A dark, brooding shadow that had a bad habit of stealing relics they didn’t poach for themselves. Unlike us Windtracers, they sold anything they stole or poached from a ruin. 
By all rights, they ought to be rolling in money. Vargas was to an extent. The Company? Not so much. They had a bad habit of spending too much on wine, weapons, and debauchery. But that didn’t take away from their skills. They were deadly fighters and trackers.
I was better. 
A throwing ax slammed into a tree, just missing my right hand. 
So, I was only a little better. Right then, I needed to be a lot better.
“Idiot! Vargas said ‘no killing’. If you kill her, we can’t get out of her what she knows about the relic!” growled a voice to my left.
“I was only going to maim her a little!” whined a second.
Sprinting harder, I swallowed the urge to yelp or curse. There wasn’t any time. I could hear a group running hard not far behind me. 
Beyond the branches, past the caribel trees and long, drooping agenti vines, the jungle thinned out to a sloped clearing. I dimly remembered it when my crew and I surveyed the area three days ago. It was the backside of a hill that sloped down to the riverbank where I had left the others. Perfect.
I ducked past the vines, avoiding the sweet-smelling sticky blossoms, before tearing past the mature caribel. The pendulum-like branches whipped at me as I passed. It stung a bit, but I was all focused on that hill and my crew on the riverbank. Then I broke through. Warm sunlight was a welcome feeling on my skin before I realized one little detail.
This was the wrong hill. It wasn’t even a hill.
The hill I remembered was a solid two hundred andels or kilometers away, on the other side of a fast moving watercourse to the north. Its lovely northwest side sloped gently and gracefully toward the shoreline. Here? This was a small cliff that the watercourse spilled over into what looked like, from below, a magnificent waterfall. 
It didn’t look so magnificent right then.
I stumbled to a stop just short of the cliff’s edge and looked over. There was the beach below with the longboat and my crew at camp. The cliff wasn’t a straight drop, most weren’t. But it was a good two or three hundred nindel or meter descent to the waterfall’s plunge pool below.
All I had with me, that I hadn’t left behind in the ruin, was a pair of daggers, a whip, compass, and a backpack with the relic. I had even lost my favorite machete dealing with a carnivorous vine bridge back in that place. So, I had literally nothing with me to deal with a waterfall or a long drop. 
That time, I did curse under my breath and ran over to the edge of the small river.
It wasn’t wide, and there were several rocks that thrust up through the water. I could cross it. The problem was that the water here was moving fast, turning the space between myself and the other side into whitewater rapids. So there was a chance I could get swept into the water.
I sighed. Did I mention I wasn’t having a great day?
“Windtracer Tela Kioni…”
The voice from the far side of the clearing behind me drawled out my name with a slow, greasy texture. I closed my eyes for a moment, forcing some of the tension out of my shoulders. Slowly, I turned around, one hand on a dagger to face the speaker, Vincent Takeda Vargas. 
“Vargas,” I replied, putting some acid under my tone. 
He stood at the edge of the tree line, accompanied by a collection of his Crimson Company. Six men and women who looked as dirty and disheveled as anyone would be from running in the muddy, damp heat of the Anestri’for. Basically, the same way I looked. 
Vargas? He might be perspiring in that sleeveless long coat and sand-colored ‘explorer outfit’ he wore. Other than that, he looked as clean as usual. Blond hair was combed neatly back and braided behind his head. There was barely a light tan to his human skin tone. Even the sword and daggers at his belt looked polished.
I still say he keeps scrolls of ‘clean me’ spells on him hidden somewhere. One day, I’ll manage to knock him out and rifle through his pockets to find out.
The greasy braggart strolled out a few steps from under the caribel branches shading him. His mercenaries stood their ground but shot me ugly glares. 
“Tela. My dear. We must stop meeting like this.”
“Oh, shut it,” I snapped. “This wasn’t chance. You tracked me and my crew here.”
“You didn’t make it difficult.”
I rolled my eyes. The depths to which I disliked this man didn’t have a measurement. Out of instinct, I stepped back until I could tell my boot heels found where the small river kissed the rocky grass. Keeping any kind of distance between myself and Vargas was always a good idea.
“Don’t you have an honest living to do somewhere else? Like killing someone or overthrowing a kingdom?”
Vargas made a sour face and waved his right hand in limp, small circles.
“I don’t entirely do ‘honest’, you know that. Work? That I do. Such as taking the delightful relic you’ve pulled from that wretched death trap back in the jungle. I’ve at least two buyers, a baron and a guildmaster, that will most likely be at each other's throats to buy it first. I wonder who’ll win?”
A fly buzzed at the side of my face. I blew at it irritably and refused to entertain Vargas with a reply. He looked disappointed while he withdrew a kerchief from an inner pocket of his long coat to dab at the sweat on his forehead.
“Set it down, Tela. If you drop it on the ground, I’ll let you walk away. No harm done.”
The blade scars on my back near my left shoulder itched from the memory of the last time he ‘let me walk away’. I halfway turned to my right, holding the backpack over the fast moving water.
“Drop what? This?”
Vargas’ usual smug look turned dark and nasty. 
“Tela. Don’t toy with me, I’m not stupid. A relic with a compass that can detect the direction and strength of magical fields? We both know how valuable that is. The Windtracers have been after it for some time. I’m well aware you won’t just throw it away.”
I grinned, but there was ice behind my expression.
“To keep it out of your greedy hands? In a heartbeat.”
One of his mercenaries, a big orc with a broken tusk wearing dirty red brigandine armor, took a step closer. I shook my head. 
“Ah ah, big boy. You’re not nearly fast enough to get here before this pitches over the waterfall.”
“Tela, be reasonable,” Vargas said. 
“I am,” I snapped, cutting him off. “If you get this,” I shook the pack in emphasis, “it’ll vanish into some ridiculous private collection and any money you get off it will get burnt on what? A good time in a pub? Well, except for your money, Vargas. You horde it like a dragon.”
The blond man sighed as if the weight of Awldor just came to rest on his shoulders. 
“Why must you always make this so difficult?”
He poured all his emotion and frustration into that last word. So much that I couldn’t help but grin wider. Checkmate. I had the upper hand.
Vargas watched me for a moment. I could see in his eyes he was weighing the options. After a few seconds he waved his kerchief at me while he turned away. 
“Kill her. The detector will survive the fall.”
I thought I had the upper hand. Funny how those things change so fast.
The Crimson Company thugs unleashed hell. Three light crossbows sang the same time I heard the others charge toward me. Me? I just dove off the bank into the river. 
Water churned around me as the current yanked me toward the falls. It wasn’t the best choice I had, but it was better than my alternatives. There was a splash or two behind me. Probably Vargas’ mercenaries jumping in to fish me out. I was too busy to notice since I had just reached the overhang of the waterfall. 
My feet found the hard rocks at the edge of the waterfall overhang. Planting my boots, I shoved off. There was nowhere to go but down.
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Five weeks of sail later. Amates 15, 1277. Windtracer Company Records Hall, City of Ishnanor. Planus Continent


“I can’t believe you did it.” 
I frowned at Lorekeeper Ihodis Jenro and his comment, then set the gray, box-shaped relic on the desk between us. It was no larger than a loaf of bread. The thing was stained, battered, but despite age and travel, none the worse for wear. At least, that is, for a thousand year old relic.
The Lorekeeper’s sky-blue eyes lit up at the sight of the relic. A broad smile lit up the centaur’s face. He stroked his trim white beard in silence, then nodded. Absently, he tugged at the bottom of his blue vest. It was an old habit from his days as a privateer captain, before the Windtracers. A nervous tick of sorts when he was making a complicated decision.
Ihodis gently scooped up the magic detection device with no small amount of glee. Holding it close, he peered at the inset compass on what I figured was the top of the relic.
“Did what?” I prodded, genuinely curious. “Getting this out of the Obvion Complex in Chivit?”
The older Lorekeeper smirked, eyes twinkling brighter as he peered at me from under those bushy steel gray eyebrows of his. 
“Leaping off the waterfall, my dear. Interesting plan.”
I snorted a little at that. Words like ‘plan’ and ‘interesting’ weren’t words I would use to describe cliff diving off a waterfall into the churning water of Kanathi Bay. Especially while being chased by a pack of mercenaries. 
“What plan? I was making it up as I went along.” I tapped the end of the relic facing me and grinned. “Anyway, we got it. Vargas didn’t. Even better? I think it might still work.”
“Oh?”
Ihodis turned the device in his hands to scowl at it from all sides. I tapped the small compass embedded in the relic, next to what appeared to be a handle. 
“The compass needle moved when I brought it through the Ancient History museum. It turned to point at the Elemental Enchantment Relics.”
It could have been Ihodis’ lifeday, and I had just handed him his favorite cake, given how fast his grin reappeared. Delighted? That wasn’t a strong enough word. The Ancient Order’s magic detection relics have always fascinated him. Now he had one that actually might still work. 
“Splendid! Just splendid! We finally will get a glimpse into how the Ancients viewed and monitored magics. I can’t wait to start trying to decipher how it works. Blessed skies to you, Tela.” 
Then, the Lorekeeper set the relic back on the desk. He moved it to one side while he scrutinized me for a moment, hands flat against the desktop. Ihodis’ expression suddenly shifted from ‘delighted’ to 'business’ in the span of one deep breath. 
“But that isn’t why I asked you here, Tela. Please, take a chair if you would.”
I couldn’t help but shoot him a wary, even suspicious look. The old centaur had something in mind. An offer for a new expedition? Maybe. Ihodis was known for his sunny disposition, but right then, his expression had gone chilly. There was something wrong.
It took a moment for me to locate a stray, human-sized chair among the bookshelves and tables. I pulled it over to his desk. 
“Ihodis, that look on your face tells me this isn’t about that magic detector from Obvion.”
“No, not exactly,” he said before holding up a hand to forestall the conversation.
His eyes searched the room somewhere behind me. The Lorekeeper pursed his lips a moment, then trotted over toward one of the many bookshelves that lined the room. After browsing one of the higher shelves, Ihodis returned with one of the thicker volumes, bound in green canvas. 
“Tell me,” he began while he set the book on the desk. “Have you ever heard of the Automatic Crystal of the Eclipse?”
The name didn’t ring any bells for me. But hints from discoveries like the Chasm Papers to the Ancient Map of Lluvia had handed over clues about thousands of possible Ancient Order relics. It was impossible to keep track of them all.
I shrugged.
“Never heard of it. Is it something from the Ancient Order? Before the Great Collapse or just after?”
Ihodis set the book on the table, then opened it to one of the bookmarked locations. It was a few pages after that when he tapped an old sketch of a studded dark orb.
“Before.” He tapped the drawing once more. “There have been a few obscure references in the collected Lorekeeper records and stories. More if you count references from the Archivists Guild across the sea in Centrum.”
“Centrum? That’s a good distance across the water. You’ve been really researching this.”
I leaned forward to study the drawing a bit more carefully. 
The sketch depicted an orb the size of an Ishnanor melon. Just large enough to hold comfortably with two hands, but not so large that it looked cumbersome to carry. A collection of thumbprint sized studs were scattered evenly across the surface. 
Except for what may have been the top, or ‘north’ on the orb if it was a globe. That section was almost blank, save for a plain circle carved into the surface. There was an odd-looking rune of a rounded square, with a dot in the middle. I frowned at it, then pointed at the symbol. 
“That rune. I’ve studied all sorts of Ancient Order runes from their trade language and other cultures. I don’t recognize that one.”
Ihodis shook his head. 
“I don’t either. No one does. What makes this even more interesting is that there are two different accountings of what it possibly does. The first recounts how seers and even wizards of the Ancient Order used these devices for study and at times communication with each other.”
“Study?”
The Lorekeeper smiled. 
“Yes! Study. Several subjects, I believe. Position of the stars, weather, many other items.”
I nodded. Other Lorekeepers had stumbled over references that the Ancient Order used amazing means to communicate over long distances and share what they knew. Why not an orb? It looked simple enough to carry or store. 
“You said ‘the first’. What else was there?”
“A weapon. Apparently, when used, it could generate devastating magical rays of energy. We have no idea if the Ancient Order devised this to defend themselves from someone or something. But the few partial references we have suggested it was devastating.”
I knew where this was going. Ihodis had his moments where he would want to sit and debate various pieces of lore from the Ancient Order. Often he preferred to do that on walks along the lakeshore or in a tea shop in Underside. Here? This didn’t seem like that kind of conversation. 
“You know where one is, don’t you?”
He nodded and closed the book.
“Yes. The Foxglove arrived a few days before you returned to Ishnanor. A spice merchant had happened over an old leather satchel with some papers. I happened to be in Underside when he was selling them as ‘wrapping paper’.” 
The Lorekeeper chucked dryly. “The man had no idea what he was selling. But, after a brief haggle, I paid him accordingly and brought the papers back here. They make a reference to one of these orbs and a possible location. One you’re a bit familiar with.”
I stared. Visions of the Anestri'for and its long list of things that want to eat people leaped to mind.
“Chivit?”
Ihodis raised an eyebrow, then tugged at his vest in a scholarly fashion. 
“Why no, my dear. Long Deep.”
Just the mention of the place sent a cold chill along my spine. Long Deep. The deepest section of the Great Chasm. The Windtracers had only ever sent one expedition there, and it was mine. I lost almost the whole expedition. It went without saying I didn’t have good memories of the place.
“Hells, Ihodis. My last and only expedition to that place was a nightmare! Those I didn’t lose came back a little broken. Probably even me.”
The Lorekeeper slid the book across the desk toward me.
“Tela. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Also, I’ve two important reasons to ask you. The first is that you have the best knowledge of the place.”
I folded my arms over my chest.
“Which I could recount in absolute horrible detail to any other expedition foolish enough to jump into that death trap. So. What’s the second?”
Ihodis let out a long, drawn-out sigh. 
"Because this wouldn’t be an expedition. It’s a race. Someone else has learned about the Automatic Crystal and that it could be a weapon. One Baron Marius Apollinare. A cruel, ambitious man. He’s hired a mercenary company to get the Crystal for him. The Crimson Company.”
I hammered the desk with my fist.
“Aile Shavat! Vargas and his band of killers! He would be involved in this.”
“Yes. And you know Vincent Vargas better than anyone.”
I took two breaths to find my composure. A host of memories, most being Vargas trying to murder me in a dozen slow, tortured ways, rushed out from the back of my mind. It took a moment, but I shoved the past aside. At least for now.
“All right. How bad is it Ihodis? If this Lord Marius gets the Crystal, what could happen?”
The old centaur pursed his lips, expression grave.
“Nothing short of conquest. Lord Marius, like some, are keenly interested in the Ancient Order. But he doesn't want to learn about the Ancient Order. He wants to bring back the Ancient Order. Remake it on his terms.”
Ihodis gestured to the old book on the desk in front of me.
“Like I said, the tatters of records say the Automatic Crystal of the Eclipse can be used to project some sort of magical energy. A Schutz Crystal or a Blackstel Shield might stop it. It might not. The Automatic Crystal might could overpower either defense. We just don't know.”
I watched my old mentor for a long, quiet moment. 
“You don’t think a Schutz Crystal or a Blackstel Shield can stop it, do you?”
“No, Tela. No, I don’t. What little we know is that the Automatic Crystal of the Eclipse wouldn’t have any effect on cities. The walls of, say, Ishnanor, Centrum, Sol, or anywhere wouldn’t be harmed. No, the effect of the Automatic Crystal targets people. Only people.”
Ihodis tapped the side of his head.
“Their minds. The Automatic Crystal of the Eclipse might can summon some special type of magic storm inside a victim’s mind, trapping them inside it. A magical storm raging out of control inside the victim.”
I blinked as nightmares of what a magic storm in a person’s mind might be like. It made me shudder.
“Exactly,” Ihodis added. “Now, think of doing that to the population of an entire city.”
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Amates 15, 1277. Later that afternoon. Underside District. City of Ishnanor. Planus Continent


“So you said ‘no’.” 
I didn’t reply. Really, I didn’t think I needed to. Instead, I navigated the crowd through Tagrica Silk Square in Underside. The afternoon caravans had come down from the Tugart Marshands with fresh produce and other wares. Some of it was from as far away as the Kingdom of Jata. I figured it was a good time to get supplies and give my friend the news.
“Tela. Really, tell me you said no.” 
Kiyosi was staring at me in disbelief. I didn’t even have to look in his direction to know that. Besides, I could hear that long tail of his swat the air in irritation.
“Kiyosi Valchar. You’ve known me for how long? You know what I told Ihodis about this.”
“Oh gods and ancestors, woman, you said ‘yes’,” he moaned. “So you’re going to do it. Really. Make another run at Long Deep.”
“I am.”
My wandering brought us up to a booth that belonged to Nilevian’s Brass Carriage. One of several ‘general’ storefronts in the Silk Square. I’d shopped there countless times over the years. Especially before heading out on an expedition.
The stand outside the shop was filled with colorful fresh produce just unloaded that day. It was at least some of what I was looking for. Planus is flat, wide open, and a little unforgiving. Fruit can be in short supply out there.
“You do remember that place nearly broke you. It did kill a lot of your last Long Deep expedition,” Kiyosi snapped.
I scooped up a fresh, purple Immon apple from the stand, then spun around to pin Kiyosi to the spot with a scowl. In his defense, he looked as distraught as he sounded. The worry lines on his forehead under his tiefling horns had worry lines.
“I do, Ki. Vividly. There probably isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t remember some little part of what happened.” 
Tearing my eyes off Kiyosi, I stared at the apple in my hand. A host of bad memories washed over me, triggered by the conversation. My shoulders bunched, tightened as I felt the old, familiar sense of being in danger from all sides. I became all too aware of the crowd. Fortunately, the moment passed quickly this time.
“This is different, Ki.” I let go of a long sigh. “It isn’t just a ‘hey, why not go dig up what might have killed off the Ancient Order today’ sort of thing. You know just how bad the Crimson Company actually, really, are. Especially Vargas.”
Kiyosi ran a hand over his head, past his horns and through his reddish-brown hair. After a ragged sigh, he tilted his head back to stare at the multi-colored silken shade sails overhead.  The large triangles, draped across the rocky cavern roof, fluttered as a short gust of wind raced through the ancient lava tube. 
He rubbed the back of his neck while his tail popped the air out of frustration.
“I still wonder if you’re obsessed with him,” Ki said in a solemn tone. “But I do understand. Vargas is a sadistic man. The idea that he is heading out to find what might be some ancient weapon? That scares me. Mostly because I know he might find it, then use it.”
Turning back around, I held out the Immon apple to the young man attending the booth. Only twenty summers if by a day, he sported a dull orange and rust jacket that wrapped across his chest and tied on either side at the waist. It was a merchant journeyman’s coat. 
His eyes lingered on the enamel pin bearing the crossed key symbol of the Windtracer Company that I wore on my canvas vest. The journeyman grinned, dusted his hands on his trousers, then accepted the apple.
“I’ll need a right good twelve tubik of these. Make sure the lot is preserved, dried, or cooked in Travelcake,” I said. “Some of the dried beef and Thorn Lemons, too. Have them delivered with the bill to the Windtracer Company, care of Windtracer Tela Kioni.” 
The young man’s eyes lit up at the large amount. Obviously a dyed-in-the-wool merchant, that one. 
“Yes, Windtracer. Right away!”  
The journeyman ran off to tell the shop owner, Nilevian Annaba, about the order. Nilevian would get it filled pretty quick, like usual. I turned back to Kiyosi and crossed my arms over my chest. 
“It would help if that sadistic lunatic would leave me alone and let me, you know, do my work in peace.” 
Kiyosi didn’t reply right away. Instead, my worry-wart of a friend looked slightly more perturbed than usual. I rubbed my hands over my face. 
“Look, Ki. You’re the best herbalist and physician I know. You’re also my oldest friend. If even half of what Ihodis said is true, the Crimson Company does not need to find this ‘Automatic Crystal of the Eclipse’ and hand it over to some baron bent on making his own Ancient Order. For all anyone knows, this crystal may be a part of what brought down the Ancient Order.”
Kiyosi’s expression melted from ‘perturbed’ into downright ‘sour’. So, that was at least progress.
“So, back out there then?” He waved a hand, gesturing in the air at the idea. “Where all sorts of illnesses and diseases could kill us in a slow, ugly death. That’s before you get to magical traps, storms, and creatures that could just wink us out of existence.” Kiyosi snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”
I smirked. Some of that expression was bluster and bravado on my part, but not all of it. Going back to Long Deep? It wasn’t going to be easy. That place was an old wound for me. But there was more to this than just Long Deep and the Crimson Company.
“If I have the right company with me that I can count on, then it might even be a little fun,” I suggested.
Kiyosi let out a low sigh. 
“I’d best get packed,” he said. “Otherwise, ancestors only know what sort of ancient plague you’ll come down with that’ll turn you to paste. But,” he emphasized this by raising an index finger between us, “we don’t go alone. I’ll get the crew together. Do you have a route in mind?”
I frowned over that. Planus continent is as flat as a dinner plate. So there were all sorts of ways to ‘walk a path across Planus’. Some were just better than others. But, while certain paths were more interesting, that didn’t always make them ‘better’, ‘quicker’, or ‘safer’. The trouble was that Planus was so big, most people didn’t have a good idea of what was out there.
“Same route as before, I suppose, using the same means of transport. If he’s available, that is.” I thought that over for a moment. “I’m pretty sure I heard he’s available.”
Ki again made with the sour look.
“Tyre? Tyre Paleros? He’s a cheat and swindler. That old smuggler would sell the chair you're sitting in to make a coin.” 

I put a hand on Kiyosi’s sleeve.
“And he’s also a smuggler of the highest caliber with the fastest Windwagon on this side of Planus.” I gave Ki a hard look. “You also know Tyre has never steered us wrong. Look. At this time of day, he’ll be at the Salty Nightingale.” I gave Ki’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Come on. We’ll go talk to him and make sure he’s available for a trip like this.”
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Amates 15, 1277. Salty Nightingale. Underside District on the marsh-side. Where the trouble really began…


It didn’t take long to weave through the afternoon crowd of the Silk Square to reach the dark stained oak door of the Salty Nightingale. The pub was set back from the Silk Square down a short close, or alley, from the main market walkways. 
Being set back a short distance helped keep the noise from the market down. It also cut down on any snooping eyes and ears. The ‘Gale had a very particular clientèle who didn’t enjoy eavesdroppers.
I opened the oak door and stepped inside. The lighting was dim, as usual. 
Most of the light in the Nightingale came from olive oil hurricane lamps hung on the wooden walls at regular intervals. This made it bright enough to see comfortably, but not glaringly bright. Sometimes the main fireplace was lit, like today, giving the whole place a cozy, welcoming feel.
Inside the doorway, I stopped and just inhaled. The smell of fresh baked cinnamon date bread and slow roasting marsh chicken was like a warm hug. I really loved that bread. Sounds and other sensations caught up to me next, from the mumble of conversations to laughter and the thump of drinking mugs on a tabletop.
By kind tides, there were just so many wonderful memories here for me.
All of that vanished the instant I saw the tree trunk stout figure of Tyre Paleros quietly arguing on the far side of the common room. He was being forced out the back door of the Nightingale by two broad-shouldered men. Naturally, the rest of the patrons kept to themselves, as was the custom. 
The smuggler looked more irritated than frightened, but that didn’t mean he was in any less danger. Especially since his new ‘friends’ wore the red trim leather jackets of the Crimson Company. I caught the glint of metal where one of the Crimson Company enforcers kept a dagger-point pressed against Tyre’s shirt at his rib cage for motivation.
Fighting wasn’t tolerated in the Nightingale. But kidnapping? That was debatable. It also depended if you could keep quiet about the attempt.
“Ki! Trouble! Out the back!”
I pointed to Tyre and the two walls of muscle with him. Then I was off like a shot arrow across the room. 
Ki said something irate and grumpy in reply, but I missed it. I was sure he’d repeat it later. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him dart out the front door when I started my run.
This wasn’t our first dire merhorse race. If I was running right at the problem, which I often did, I trusted Ki to come at it from the back or side. It was a tried-and-true method to catch a target by surprise. Usually, it worked.
Shouts of surprise, even some cheers, filled the air now that the ‘Gale’s patrons couldn’t politely ignore what was happening. The two Crimson Company enforcers shot me a look of hot, melted death. This gave Tyre the opportunity to slam a porcelain beer stein against the head of one of his captors. It was a nice try, but it only earned him a swift punch in the mouth that left him dazed.
On my way across the room, I got a better look at Tyre’s new ‘friends’. They were big. It was as if someone shaved two bugbears clean of their fur, then stuffed their pale naked selves into clothes. But my wiry self is a half a head shorter than the average anybody so ‘big’ is relative. Still, these two had the look of being a real problem. 
All I had on me were two daggers and a whip. Those enforcers were anything but a ‘two daggers and a whip’ sort of problem. A little extra help was going to be necessary.
I darted around tables and ran past patrons, heading for Tyre and his kidnappers before they could get too far ahead. Along the way, I kept an eye out for anything useful. Anything would do that could give me an edge against those two Crimson Company mercenaries. But this was a pub, not a blacksmith’s shop, so I’d have to improvise.
The best I found was a stray wooden plate from a table near the back door and the iron spade from beside the fireplace. It was the best of a poor selection, but it would have to do.
Tyre had already been dragged out into the damp alley behind the pub by the time I had crossed the room. I yanked open the back door and rushed outside. 
“Hand over the map, old man!”
Map? That stopped me in my tracks. It was a stupid question. Tyre was the captain of a windwagon. He had dozens of maps. 
Tyre was, even for an Ishnanori human, a tall man. He was a good head or taller than me, with broad shoulders from years of hard work. Neither was he out of shape, even if there was plenty of salt to that dark curly hair of his. 
But the Crimson Company enforcers were bigger, and there were two of them. One with red hair had Tyre pinned against the far wall of the alley and lifted off the ground enough that Tyre was almost standing on his toes.
“Cough it up or we’ll beat it out of you!” Red Hair snapped, spitting in Tyre’s face.
A dark grin split Tyre’s salt and pepper beard. 
“Kiss hell, Chowder-head. My maps are mine and not for the likes of you!”
The enforcer slammed an uppercut into Tyre’s stomach, then slammed him back against the wall. It was the best opening I would get in a bad situation, so I dove in.
A fireplace spade isn’t the most elegant weapon. It’s basically a square, small shovel on a short handle made entirely of iron. But in a back-alley fight, no one cared about elegant. 
I aimed low, slapping the flat of the spade against Red Hair’s knee. He yowled like a siren, then stumbled back. I kept after him and brought the spade down again. This time, the flat of the iron shovel slapped the knuckles on Red Hair’s hand when he grabbed for his knee. That earned me another yowl of pain, and more distance between the enforcer and Tyre.
“Tyre, you all right?”
He coughed then nodded before he forced himself to stand up straight.
“Fine enough. Been hit harder.” He suddenly pointed to my left. “Tela!”
It was the second enforcer. I hadn’t forgotten about him, but he moved a lot faster than I expected. The broad, blond-haired man swung a meaty fist. I tried to block or even duck but missed. The world exploded in stars as I retreated a step and blinked at the sharp pain that flashed from my left eye.
“Should’a stayed inside, little lady. Stick to serving tables.”
That comment mixed with Blondy’s smug posture made me see red. He swung again, but I was already moving. Sometimes all you need is the right motivation for the job at hand.
I rammed the iron pole of the spade against his forearm while his fist descended. He grunted before I quickly backhanded him across the mouth with the flat of the shovel. A dull metal echo rang in the alley. Blondy stumbled away in a daze, holding his jaw. I glanced over
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