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Chapter 2: Bullena

I limped into town a little after dark with my arse on fire, my leg screaming in pain, and nursing the mother of all bad moods.

“Shall I escort you to the community hall?” Silverhand asked, his tone obsequious. 

Blast you, I don’t need more mocking, you arrogant prick. “My thanks for the very entertaining company, but no,” I said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “I need to go see the mayor.”

To my annoyance, the bloody bard decided to trail after me. Ire rose in me as I reviewed my list of reasons to be pissed at Bullena’s mayor. They had to know about the bandits, I thought, a simmering anger rising at the idea. And yet, safe inside their homes, they decided to do… exactly nothing.

The village was quiet, but not troublingly so – just the regular afternoon activity of a small place where most of the regular residents worked to survive together. I found a woman taking in laundry from a clothesline.

“Pardon, ma’am. Where might I find the mayor?”

Something of the quiet rage I was trying to subdue must have shown in my face, because she just pointed mutely, edging slowly and carefully behind a still-hanging bedsheet.

The mayor’s house was a little larger than the other wattle-and-daub houses around it. Fair enough, generally. Most village mayors used their house as a meeting place as well – and moved out to a different house when they retired or were replaced.

I knocked, loud and impatient, and a tired voice bade me enter. I shoved open the door, stomped over to the woman sitting at a desk, her shoulders slumped a little. Another time, I might have asked if she wanted an energising tea – today, I gave not a care, just threw the bloody, crusted ears on her desk in front of her.

She blinked. “Hello?”

“What in the earth do you think you’re doing, letting bandits operate just out of town? It’s unconscionable. Why haven’t you cleared them out?”

“Shit. The bitch and her boys. I’ve been meaning to get together a posse and clean them out proper. But, you know, it’s harvesting time for the grains…”

“And then it’ll be birthing time. And harvesting time for berries. And then something else. And something else. There’ll always be an excuse.”

“Hey, it’s not like…”

“Easier to just let us travellers deal with troubles like that, isn’t it?” I snapped, exhausted and fed up with the excuses, the laziness, the permissiveness that allowed the evil to flourish, as long as it didn’t affect them too badly. “What if it had been someone else, someone who couldn’t defend themselves? You’d be out a healer and the coin I bring. For that matter, how many people have they robbed and killed? They certainly didn’t give me much choice in the matter!”

“We’re only a small village! We sent word to the guardians, but –”

“But the bandits killed your messenger, and you decided not to bother anymore? After all, it was only the travellers being hurt. Just the people who bring in your shiny trinkets and your luxuries, right? Just the healers and minstrels and traders and itinerants. Just the people who don’t matter. And maybe one of them gets lucky and kills the bandits, and then your problem is solved!” Rage flared inside me, blood pounding in my head. The sheer uncaring incompetence!

“Well now, really!”

“Really get your head out of your self-indulgent arse and do something next time!” I snapped. “No more excuses. Now. Given that I dealt with the problem you should have, I assume some gratitude will be forthcoming? Food and board? Prompt payment from your villagers? Perhaps a little courtesy, next time?”

She drew herself up, a picture of injured pride. “Of course. Never let it be said that Bullena doesn’t pay its debts honourably.”

I scoffed and turned on my heel, feeling a headache building from the excess of rage still shaking me. I stalked off to the community hall to drown my rage in cider.

By the time I found the community hall, my rage had cooled a little to a red-hot flame burning in my breast. It was small but solid-looking – brick with mud plaster on the outside, two storeys. Food and drink and dancing on the first floor, I assumed, and perhaps beds on the second? Most villages out this way had traveller huts available, rather than a set of rooms. But Bullena was one of the largest villages in the area, according to Gavi, and on multiple trading routes. Perhaps they had more travellers stopping in – travellers not related to the current residents.

I took a deep breath and pushed open the door. Don’t take too much of your ire out on the villagers, I told myself. They might be blameless. The mayor knew, but they probably didn’t. Unless they were harbouring them all the while, of course.

I walked in to find a cosy main room taking up most of the ground floor, by the looks of it. Long windows stood open at one end, admitting a cool breeze; the bar was at the other, with kegs behind it. Six long trestle tables lined the walls, benches on each side.

“Welcome, stranger!” the bartender sang out. “Cider or rum?” He was human, with dark brown hair and eyes, and a portly build that suggested a love for the food and alcohol he served. Behind him, a door that I’d wager led to a detached kitchen; on the left wall as I faced the bar, beads curtained an open doorway.

Fat on the profits of failing to protect travellers, I thought, and breathed through another wave of anger. “Cider,” I said, trying not to snap. “Food would be nice, too. I have healing to offer tomorrow.”

“Oh! You’re the healer taking over from Gavi? Welcome in. I suppose the hamlets west of here will be struggling by now. It’s been a while.”

“I came as quickly as I could,” I snarled, a surge of irritation going through me.

His eyes widened, and I realised that I’d just snapped at an innocent person.

“My apologies. It was a difficult day.”

“Oh. You had an encounter with Nora, then? I keep telling the mayor, we have to do something about her. But there’s always an excuse, and the others side with the mayor, so…” He shrugged.

My irritation died down a little at his acknowledgement of the problem. “I did something, alright,” I said. “Be prepared for the mayor to be a little steamed up this evening.”

“Ha! Food and drink would be free regardless, in thanks for your healing services to the village. But I’ll get my man to make you up something special for dessert and breakfast. You deserve it, dealing with that scumbucket.”

“My thanks,” I said, feeling a little ridiculous over the anger still smouldering within. “I’ll… go sit down.”

“Head out the door over there,” he said, gesturing with his chin. “There’s a little private area out there that catches the evening breezes a treat. Locals know not to bother people if they’re sitting out there. You look like you could do with some quiet.”

I sighed, another layer of spikes slowly falling away from me. “You’re right. I’m hardly good company at the moment.”

He slid a cider across the bar to me. “Off you go. Dump your gear behind the bar. I’ll bring out some food when it’s ready. Stew tonight – is most nights, truth be told. Tapioca, roo tail, sweet potato – I don’t remember what else people brought in. That alright with you?”

I nodded gratefully, unloaded myself, and made my escape. Outside, through the bead-curtained doorway, lay a small patio area, surrounded by wooden lattice, half-covered in dark green leafed vines. It was lit with thick yellow candles. Were the vines jasmine? I sniffed – all I could smell was pine and gum tree. Probably in the candles, in an attempt to quell mosquitoes. Three cane chairs, low, wide, and cushioned, with a light blanket folded over the back of one. Two small tables, set between the chairs, clearly for placing drinks and snacks on.

A while later, I sat staring out into the darkness, nursing a tankard, feeling my mood slowly calm and mellow, losing its sharp edges, its desire to make people wince and hurt, as the sounds of happy villagers filtered through the curtain behind me. For now, my leg wasn’t hurting. The alcohol was making its way through my system, calming my over-tight nerves.

This town wasn’t so bad. Careless with its responsibilities to travellers, maybe, the travellers that brought much-needed trade – but it was easy to lose sight of the bigger picture when animals needed care, food needed to be collected, children needed to be fed. This was shaping up to be a nice night. The bartender dropped off a bowl, and I poked the stew gingerly with the spoon. It smelt good. I tasted it – and it was superlative. Rich, thick, spiced, and meaty – my mood mellowed further.

Inside, I heard a door bang open, and a flourish of musical notes, tripping gaily up and down the scale. I sighed. Well, there goes all my peace and quiet – and my tranquillity, for that matter.

“Good even, my fine saer,” Silverhand said, dropping into the chair beside me. “How went your meeting with the mayor? Truth be told, I heard some of it before I cravenly turned tail and ran, leaving her to her terrible fate."

“Oh good. You again.”

“Indeed! I’m sure your heart was aching with my cruel absence.”

Breathe, Dash. Regain your calm. Don’t let him know he’s getting to you. I stared out into the scented darkness and took slow, even breaths, interspersed with mouthfuls of the excellent stew, heard the bartender bring cider and stew for the bard.

At last, food and drink finished, I started to relax properly. I had food in my belly, a little alcohol to muddle my head just enough to stop my thoughts racing, and not too many annoying insects circling, trying to drink my blood or sweat. If I ignored the bard sitting next to me, anyway.

“Ahh! Such a repast, and in such superlative company, full of meditation and quiet grace. But I must away, to make some noise. Shall you attend?”

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Will you stop talking to me if I do?”

The practiced smile flashed over his face. 

Despite knowing its falseness, despite all the day’s irritations and frustrations, I found myself smiling back.

“Of course I shall,” he said, bowing flamboyantly, somehow avoiding knocking over anything in the small space. “I shall be far, far too busy entertaining the entire village. I can hardly devote myself entirely to one person – that would be quite, quite unfair.”

“I think I’ve had enough of private performances for the day.”

He chuckled, leant in close. “Come and watch,” he said, breath warm on my neck. I carefully repressed a shiver at the sensation. “I promise it will be worth your while.”

Against my better judgment, I followed the bard into the main area of the community hall as he retrieved his lute from behind the bar. The tables were packed with people, here to see the novelty, to find some entertainment. I leant against the wall near the bar, so I could make a quick escape outside or upstairs if needed.

“Might you grace us with a song, bard Silverhand?” a villager called.

The bartender winked and slid another tankard of cider over to me. “How is he, this bard?” he asked in an undertone.

“Much like any other,” I replied. “Arrogant as an emu.” I thought about my words, and their ungracious tone. “Has a nice voice, though,” I said, gritting my teeth at the memory of his mockery on the walk here.

“You have humbled me with your kind welcome and the wondrous bounty of your brewer!” he called from in front of the bar, standing and turning away from me toward the rest of the room, bowing with an elaborate flourish, lute held out to his side. As his arm moved, I noticed an odd sparkle around his left hand. A spell of some sort? To aid in dexterity, maybe? How like a bard. Light forbid they do an honest day’s work occasionally. “How could I but attempt to repay your generosity with a mere story or song? I would be a churl indeed to refuse!”

I sighed, shaking my head infinitesimally at his nonsense, sipping the cider, settling back against the wall to enjoy the show as he swung into an old love song. He was a good player, a better singer, his tenor mellifluous and smooth. He had the audience captured, hanging on his every note. Entertainment was undoubtedly homegrown most evenings in a place like this, but his songs were definitely worth listening to. Especially – I sighed to admit it even to myself – from this side. As his fingers moved over the strings of his lute, and he swayed from side to side, I found myself watching him more than his performance. 

He was shorter than most of his audience, being a dwarf. His skin was lighter than mine, but with a warmer, golden tone to it, gleaming in the light from the hearth. Green-blue tattoos meandered down his arms and legs, and up his neck. His dark brown hair was twisted into long braids, ending in beads that moved and clacked in a quiet counterpoint to his movements. As he moved, his light wrap skirt moulded to him, showing off a well-shaped, rather bountiful arse and muscled legs. Bard he might be, but his travels clearly kept him in shape.

He turned his head in the middle of a bawdy song about a miller and her daughter and their marital woes, caught me staring at his arse, and grinned, fingers flashing over the strings in an arpeggio as he winked at my flushed face and turned back to his audience and the third verse.

I drained my cider and stood, slightly unsteady. The fight that afternoon had taken more out of me than I’d thought. Hmm… I needed to train more regularly, if two poorly armed outlaws could tire me. 

“Heading for sleep, luv?” the bartender asked. He pointed at the door behind him – the one that I’d suspected led to a kitchen. “Jakes out there, past the kitchen. Your room’s up the stairs on your right as you walk out the door. First to third are all clean and ready. I think the bard might have claimed the third, so take your pick. They’re all much of a muchness.” He tilted his head toward Silverhand. “Think you’ve caught that one’s fancy.”

“Thanks,” I said, feeling my cheeks burn. Did the entire town think they knew my business now? “Do I owe you anything?”

“Not a bit. My man’ll have breakfast ready not long after dawn, if you’re the early-to-rise sort. Nothing fancy, usually eggs and flatbread, bit of pickles if you want it.”

“Sounds great,” I said, and made my escape.

As I settled into the bed in the small, spare room, my arse protested. I swore. I’d utterly forgotten the wound. So instead of going to bed, I washed my hands again, pulled off my trousers, unwound the bandage, and twisted to get a look at the stitched cut. No signs of redness anywhere that I could see – in this light, at least.

With that thought, I conjured a small ball of light, at about thigh-height, so I could get a better look at it. Nothing. It looked pristine, the stitches small and neat. They hadn’t pulled much, especially considering the amount of walking I’d done. I reanointed the cut with wound balm and used a fresh bandage to cover it. Then stiffly got myself into sleep trousers, leaving the day’s trousers hanging over a chair to air out.

Another thought, and I hauled myself up again. I rummaged in my pack, found a book and a branch of emu bush, and sat on the bed, back against the wall, letting the embarrassments and indignities of the day fall away as I escaped into a romance between an ogre and a mermaid, chewing on the stick to clear remnants of dinner from my teeth. If this book gets explicit, I’m going to be intrigued. How in all the earth does an ogre make love to a mermaid?

 


Chapter 4: Gemela

“What is to be found at this village we seek?” Marda asked.

I shrugged. “Patients in need of a healer, no doubt. My friend has been ill for weeks now. It took me a while to get out here to replace her.”

“Hmm. A weakness in the system, perhaps.”

“Feel free to suggest improvements to the Ketalines,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll be interested in your feedback.”

We crested a rise and stared at the village revealed a little downhill from where we stood.

“Is that… does that village have walls?” Marda asked. “All the way out here? Are there bandits? I’d have thought the guardians handled those sorts of problems.”

“Looks like it might go all the way around, too. You think they’ve had trouble?”

As we neared the village, and the palisade came into sharper focus, we could see that its stakes were new-cut, the exposed wood still light in colour. A small, covered area was visible behind the palisade, its roof overhanging the wall itself. 

“Where’s the gate?”

I pointed to a dark area under the fence in front of us. “I don’t think there is one. I think we go underneath. They had gnomes in to help with that.” My shoulders untensed a little at the thought. Collaboration with gnomes meant this village, even if a majority of the residents were humans, should at least be cordial to my kind.

Sure enough, we had to walk down a slope, under the palisade, to get into the village. 

“Why would they do it this way?” Marda asked as we walked through, her head bowed a little to clear the wood stakes above. “Why not just build gates?”

“Gates can be forced open, I suppose,” I said, thinking it through. “Or broken down. This… gives the attackers less incentive to destroy the integrity of the palisade and corrals any attackers through a narrow depression. Imagine this full of mud, and trying to slog through it to get to the village.”

“It would be full of mud as soon as a heavy rain hits.”

I shrugged. “Maybe they have other egresses in place for that sort of weather. It wouldn’t snow here, at least not much; they should be safe from heavy falls. No tunnelling through snow and ice in winter.”

“Greetings,” a woman called out, striding toward us. “How are you both, this fine day?”

“Well, my thanks,” I said, eyeing her. A militia leader? Village mayor? “I’m Dash. A healer, here in place of Gavi. This is Marda.”

“Who can speak for herself, thank you.”

“Ah! A healer! I was wondering what happened to Gavi. Is she well?”

“Recovering from a bout of barmah,” I said. “She’ll make a full recovery, though. Just needs rest in the meantime.”

“If you’re good enough for Gavi, you’re good enough for me. Welcome to Gemela. Do you need a rest, some food, before you see patients?”

“Unless you have someone in urgent need, I’d like a meal, at least.”

She nodded. “Follow me, then. The community hall is this way.”
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“So, why the wall?” I asked and took a mouthful of stew. This one was… probably turkey[3]? It had a smoky, gamey taste to it.

“Oh,” the mayor said, her face unreadable. “Dipodos[4] in the area. They’re as big as the wall, you know. Huge creatures. They’ll try to walk through buildings to get to food that appeals to them. We found it less expensive and less trouble to just build the wall.”

“And that thing stops them?” Marda asked, an eyebrow raised.

“Surprisingly, yes. They try to go over, the spikes hurt their paws, and they decide it’s more effort than it’s worth. Occasionally we need to replace a section that’s pushed over when they decide to scratch an itch on it, but it generally works quite well.”

“And other problems?” she demanded.

“Hmm. Well.” The mayor shuffled a little in her seat. “There are rumours. Unfounded. Probably come to naught. But…”

“But it doesn’t hurt to prepare a little,” I finished for her. “Like adding a sentry to watch the trails.”

She nodded, fingers massaging one temple. “Exactly. But our elders don’t mind taking on the duty. Rella is up there just now, weaving a basket or two for the murnong harvests.”

“Good to hear. So. You mentioned patients for me?” I asked, taking a piece of bread to soak up the last of the soup.

“Yes! One person with nervous headaches. She’s been suffering from them a while now; Gavi usually mixes up a tea for her. And a sprained ankle.”

“Recent?”

“Happened yesterday.”

“Hmm. I should be able to help a little.”
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“So, tell me what the trouble is,” I said, looking the young woman up and down. She was human – mostly? Shorter than most of the humans around here, and blocky – enough so that I suspected at least one dwarven ancestor. Her shoulders and upper arms bulged with muscle.

“Headache,” she said, her voice loud in the small room. “Need my tea. Gavi’s not here, but mayor says you’re alright, should set me up.”

I frowned, looking at her. “What do you do for work?” I asked. A few options. Most obviously, whatever she’s lifting to get that muscular build has also caused her neck to tense up… and that’s making it difficult for blood and energy to flow cleanly.

She frowned a little, watching my mouth. “Apprentice to a blacksmith,” she answered, voice still loud.

I nodded, understanding now. Blacksmithing was hard – and loud – work. She was a little deaf as well, probably didn’t even notice that she’d started reading lips to augment what she could hear. “Well, the work you do is probably contributing, as Gavi doubtless mentioned. Not that you can simply find another line of work, I understand. However, I can do a little energy healing, unknot your shoulders and neck. Give you a tea to drink, as Gavi did. And… I think I have another idea that might help.”

“Whatever you want,” she said. “Long’s I have a tea for after you move on, you can poke and prod to your heart’s content.”

“Agreed,” I said, making sure she could see my face clearly. “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll make you up a headache tea. While that’s steeping, I’ll put my hands on your shoulders and neck, try to relieve some of the tension that might be making the headaches worse. And I’ll make up a few beeswax earplugs for you to use in the forge. I suspect the constant noise is part of the problem. All the clanging and banging.” They would also help preserve what was left of her hearing, if she actually used them.

She nodded, so I made up a tea of hopbush and lavender. “If this doesn’t do the job, someone around here should have a supply of pituri,”[5] I said, turning to face her to talk. “Be careful with pituri, though. You can find yourself needing more and more, and it can end up causing the headaches itself. The tea is safer.”

“Understood,” she said, nodding. Then winced, as the movement clearly tweaked something in her shoulder.

“Energy work now,” I said. “I’ll move behind you, and I’ll be putting my hands all over your shoulders and neck. Tell me if you want me to stop. It might tingle and feel warm. You might feel nothing at all.”

“Whatever you need to do, do,” she said. “This headache’s killing me, I swear.”

I moved around behind her, breathed in light, breathed out all the stress and distractions. Pulled in light until it suffused my hands in a warm glow, and breathed out all my worries, including the fear that her headaches were a sign of something worse, like a growth inside her head, that would require magic or a miracle to heal. Far beyond my capabilities, if that was the problem. I put one hand to either side of her neck, hovering over her skin, and smiled. Eureka. That wasn’t a tumour; that was severely knotted muscles, swirls of misguided energy, spiralling around and creating eddies of pain in the nerves. Maybe some inflammation from a strain that never quite got the chance to heal.

I pulled heat out of her, releasing it back to the aether, until the roil of confused energies calmed. Stroked them back into place, showed them where to go, how to move through her again. Watched her shoulders relax and sag as the muscles stopped holding onto months or years of tension and simply let go. Moved up to the nape of her neck, trickled a little energy into the gate there, pressed my palm slowly into it as she gasped.

“By all the rocks on Tummaburra’s arse, you’re a magic worker,” she said, rolling her neck, then her shoulders, swinging her arms. “That feels better. So much better. That energy healing’s a bit of alright!”

I chuckled, moved away to pour a tea for each of us into heavy earthenware mugs. “Here,” I said, proffering one. “This will help some, too. Gavi can’t do the energy healing yet, but she’s learning.”

“Why don’t you just do that all the time, instead of this green stuff?” she asked, sipping the tea, making a face.

“Because energy healing takes energy from me,” I said, and instantly found myself demonstrating by yawning. “Also, it can only guide a body to its own healing. If your body doesn’t have what it needs to heal you, energy healing can’t do much except warm you up.”

“Oh. That’s a pity.”

“Mmm. I wouldn’t mind having the magic spells – but they come with their own price, generally.”

“Shit. Nothing really does come for free, does it?”

“Not at all,” I replied, smiling at her. “Which reminds me. Did you bring something for payment?”

She handed over a couple of iron nuggets. “Good quality,” she assured me. “It’ll make good needles; you could even get a little sticker-dagger out of that if you really wanted. You deserve it, too. I feel better than I have in years.”

“My thanks,” I said, gravely taking the metal and handing her a packet of herbs. That should last her until Gavi comes back through, at least. It’s nice when people pay in something easily transportable. I repressed a shudder at the reminder of multiple patients who’d decided to pay me in live chickens. “I’ll let Gavi know what I used in your tea, although it’s very similar to what she used. Oh, and here,” I rummaged in my pack, pulled out a tiny tin of beeswax mixed with oil. “This seems hard, but it will soften up with your body heat if you keep it in your pocket, or in the forge. Roll little ear plugs about so big –” I showed a circle made with finger and thumb. “Using them when you’re in the forge will help you avoid losing your hearing and should help with the headaches a little too.”

“Thanks, healer man,” she said, and walked out, a bounce in her step.

I looked around to figure out what to clean up. Herb pouches closed and tied. Kettle back on the fire, in case the next person needed a tea as well. Or in case I needed one, come to think of it. I pulled a pot of honey from my pack, added a little to my tea, and drained the mug. That should sustain me through the next patient. As long as ‘sprained ankle’ is as simple as it sounds.

“Healer?” a man asked, leaning on the doorframe. 

“I am!” I said, hastening forward when I saw how he was favouring one leg. “Weight on my shoulder. Don’t worry, I’m a lot stronger than I look. That’s it… over to the stool…”

“Turned my ankle chasing a bloody dingo,” he said, slipping off his woven hat and dumping it on the floor by his side. “It wanted to go hunt drop bears, and I wanted to go home and rest. I guess it got the last say.”

“No good deed goes unpunished,” I said, kneeling in front of him.

“Truer words never spoken. Up on your leg? Ow.”

“This probably will hurt – my apologies,” I felt along the bone carefully, as best I could. The bones seemed fine, but… I sighed and closed my eyes, slipping into a meditative state, breathing in light, then pushed my awareness into the inflamed flesh, looking for breaks and tears, anything more extensive than a simple sprained tendon. “I think it’s probably just a sprain, at least,” I said. “I’ll bandage it tightly and show you how to do it. You’ll need to keep every bit of your weight off it for a tenday, in case you actually have a break in one of the bones, something that will slip out of place and leave you unable to walk for years, if not forever.”

“Well, shit.”

“Do you have anyone who can help you with the hunting?” I asked. “I can talk to the mayor for you, if you’d like. See if she’ll assign someone.”

“My thanks. My boy can help, but it would be nice to have another adult around as well. His mother’s no longer with us. And mayor’ll listen to you more careful than to me.”

I nodded, adding it to my mental list of things to do. “Alright,” I said, reaching for the bandages with a little stretch to them. “These are difficult to make, so try not to abuse them too much, and Gavi should be able to wash and reuse them. Add a sock over the top. Tight around this section, but not at the ends. If your toes look grey or lighter in colour, it’s too tight. Don’t let it be too tight – you can lose toes that way. Someone’s bound to have a crutch tucked away somewhere. Soak your ankle in the creek if you can get down there, but otherwise keep it up – higher than your arse.”

He huffed a short laugh. “How does that help?”

I shrugged. “Makes it easier for blood to flow away from the sprain, so you don’t get it pooling around the injury.”

As I spoke, shouting impinged on my awareness. “What’s that?” I asked idly, tidying away the items I’d used. “Oh, wait, here – use this rub before you bandage it each morning. It’ll help a little with the pain, and keep the inflammation down, too.”

“Sounds like trouble.” He stuffed the balm pot in a pocket. “Thanks, healer. What can I pay you? You need meat?”

“Do you have any spare possum skins? Winter can get a little harsh on the road, especially on my usual circuit. I’d like to get started on a warm hat.”

“Done. Three skins fair?”

“Perfect. Stay off that leg,” I admonished. “I mean it. Let me go see if there’s anything I can help with.”

I walked out of the mayor’s house to find Marda, her eyes worried. Outside, I could hear a distinct anxious tone to the shouting. At the walls, probably.

“What is it?” I asked. “What’s happening? Anything for us to be concerned by?”

“Sentry saw a large group heading this way,” she said. “Someone claims they saw the glint of weapons in the sunlight.”

“It’s probably nothing,” I said – but a shiver went down my back regardless. “Just a bored sentry falling asleep and having odd dreams.”

Marda nodded, her face grim. “Probably. Let’s hope so. I’m not certain the mayor was entirely honest about her reasons for the new fortifications.”

I ducked back into the house to grab my staff and check that my pack was out of the way. “Sentry saw something,” I reported to my patient. “Uh uh! If you walk on that ankle, you’ll regret it for months, if not years. Don’t do it. Let us take your place. Bar the door.” I heard Marda snort softly in derision outside.

We walked up to the walls. 

“There’s the mayor,” I said, pointing up at a surprisingly sturdy rampart behind the palisade that surrounded the town. “Stay here – I don’t know how many people that thing can hold.”

I wormed my way through the growing crowd of people, climbed the scaffold, and jumped over the crude railing to stand by the mayor. “Need help?” I asked.

“Not unless you can fight as well as heal,” she said, looking down at me, barely seeing me, if I read the distraction in her eyes correctly. At my nod, she paused, and refocused. “What about Lady Night down there? She any good?”

“Deadly with a knife,” I told her, and her shoulders came down a few centimetres.

“Oh, thank all that’s holy and good,” she said. “Looks like a small army, probably a hundred people, we think. They’re coming straight for us, no subterfuge. But they don’t look friendly in the slightest. Look.” She pointed, clearing a space for me to see over the palisade.

“Wait. Gnomes?” I exclaimed. “They’re… why in the red earth are gnomes attacking? What fight do you have with them? And for that matter –” I realised suddenly that I, as a gnome, would surely look like a scouting party.

“Gavi vouched for you, and you monks take a vow not to get involved in local squabbles that way, right?” she said, arching a brow as she looked down at me and correctly read my concerns. “No idea. Haven’t had a fight with the gnomes for… well, since old Laza decided to plant a heap of imported grasses to attract the roos, and the guardians had to convince him none too gently that it wasn’t the right place. But that was a flooded paddock and some ripped-up plants, not… not this. We abide by their rules, everyone wins, generally speaking. ’Sides, not all gnomes are guardians, right? We haven’t fought with anyone, that I know of. Plenty of trade and hunting for all round here.”

“Well, least I can do is help,” I said. “Maybe I can go out, see if I can parley with them for you. They might listen to me, if they’re hostile.”

“Or they might shoot you dead, and then we lose our only healer,” she pointed out. “I’m not sure I like the risk to benefit ratio there.”

“Mmm. Fair, I suppose.”

“Tony!” she yelled. “The cement mixture.”

“Cement?” I asked.

“Yup. We were going to make the passunder a little more friendly in wet weather. But wet cement – ever tried to walk through it? Glops horrendously. Sticks to your feet and trousers. Weighs you down. Might as well use it now. We can always make more.”

“Clever.”

She threw me a distracted smile and returned to directing people to their posts and tasks. I shrugged and headed down to the passunder. My people tended to be sappers and diggers. If these ones were planning to attack… on the ground was where I’d be needed.

I stood near the passunder and watched the force approach. Sure enough, all gnomes, some carrying short swords, others long swords and maces. Odd – those last two weren’t usually weapons of choice for people of my stature. I rolled my shoulders and stretched a little, watching them as they came closer. They moved oddly, a little jerky, as if their muscles were stiff from disuse.

When they were within easy hailing distance, the mayor leant over the palisade. “Ho! Where go ye, and why?”

A few glanced her way; they all strode silently onward, to the walls.

“Shit,” Marda muttered beside me. “This is it, then.”

“Looks like it,” I said, rotating my neck. “Well. I’ll try to take out the sappers. Best of luck, friend.”

She flashed me a smile, and then my attention was diverted. 

Were they… people at the back were coming through with ladders. Real, human-sized, ladders. What in the blazes? “They’re going to scale the walls?” I asked in disbelief. What’s going on? Gnomes don’t conduct warfare this way. We have more sense than that. We know our stone and earth. We go under, not over! 

Sure enough, ladders were being raised, the passunder utterly ignored. “Projectiles!” the mayor yelled. “Now, for fuck’s sake! Throw whatever you can! Take these little bastards out before they can get over the walls!”

The first and second ladders were pushed away, the people on them falling to the ground. And… getting back up, seemingly uninjured, to put them back up and start over.

“Shit,” the mayor swore. “There’re more ladders than people up here. Oi! Villagers! Get up on the walls! Check the other sides, too!”

Slowly, agonisingly, the battle started to turn, with gnomes swarming the simple wall as the mayor laid about her with her sword.

“Shit. Should we get up there, or…?”

A group of attackers snuck through the passunder, the man with the cement nowhere to be seen. 

“I think that’s our cue,” I said, and leapt into the fray, my staff whirling as I did my best to trip people and daze them with head blows. It is nice to have opponents my own size, for once, I thought, and had to jump backwards and roll hastily to avoid a couple of clumsy slashes. What is going on? I wondered yet again. They seem to have very little idea how to use their weapons, but they’re persistent, even indefatigable. A blood feud? 

A gryphon's screech cut through the screams and clashes of battle, half the fighters freezing for a moment in atavistic fear.

A large, winged shadow swooped over my head and perched somewhere behind me. I couldn’t turn to see what it was doing or whose side it was on, if anyone’s – not with five gnomes surrounding me, all pressing their attack.

“Hey, healer – watch it!” someone yelled, shoving their shield into the edge of my vision on the left. 

I heard a ringing clash as a mace hit it, and my ears vibrated with the loud sound. I hit a gnome in the face, smashing his nose, ducked a blow from above, and wielded my staff like a spear to hit a woman in the solar plexus. She collapsed to the ground, gasping for air. “Thanks,” I yelled, hearing my own voice faintly. Not deaf, then. Handy.

“Why are they attacking you?” Marda called, skewering one from behind, twisting to slash another across the throat as I bashed one in the head, slammed my foot into a crotch and my knee into the person’s nose. Both fell to lie still on the ground as the measured, chanted words of a curse rang out, loud, over the battlefield. The others stopped dead to stare at something behind and above me.

“What in all that’s holy?” I asked, puffing, taking the opportunity to jab my staff forward, hard, into a man’s throat. 

He dropped silently, and Marda darted in to stab him in the jugular.

“Behind!” Marda yelled.

I tried to turn as another gnome pressed in from the side, felt a line of fire down my ribs as I brought up my staff, grunting, the movement suddenly difficult, and then freedom as they both dropped. A villager on one side, Marda on the other, panting.

“Looks like they all gone from here,” the villager said, wiping her brow. “That was close, but. Where’s the rest gone?”

Shouts from the other side of the village alerted us to the current problem.

“Shit,” I spat, looking down at my side. My shirt gaped open, fluttering in the slight breeze, blood dripping – but I couldn’t see bone. Couldn’t be that deep. I’d be fine. I set off at a run.

“What ho, villain!” a man yelled, grabbing my shoulder, pulling me around, slamming me up against the bakery wall with a sword at my throat. “Oh. It's you. My apologies, friend.”

The bard from the previous village. Of course. Like bad pennies, bards – they always turned up. “You make a lot of assumptions, arsehat,” I yelled at his back as he ran off towards the next clump of actual enemies. I took a moment to settle my nerves – something about the encounter had rattled me.

More invaders were scaling the palisade opposite the passunder. At least a dozen dropped down over the walls as I ran up to join the fight.

Defenders shoved past, beating back the invaders. Some were clearly armed with whatever had come to hand; I saw one man beating a gnome around their helmed head with a rolling pin, and a woman throwing a selection of metal tankards. 

A brightly-coloured blur flashed across the periphery of my vision, and I turned to see the bard from earlier – Silverhand, that was it – slicing a person across the face with a knife in his left hand, parrying an axe with the sword in his right.

“A ha, scoundrels and blackguards!” he yelled. “Behold thy doom! Witness the flashing blades, the shining edge of thy downfall!”

I shook my head, exasperated at the theatrics of this deeply silly man. But people were falling before him, or occasionally breaking ranks in an attempt to escape him… so perhaps he was more effective than I gave him credit for.

A scream brought my focus back to the fighting nearby. The man with the rolling pin fell down beside me, clutching his shin, and I jumped into the space he’d left in the line of defenders.

“Why in the names of all the spirits are they attacking us?” someone yelled.

None of the attackers answered – just fought onwards grimly, their faces devoid of feeling, as swords clashed and people screamed all around us.

Someone thrust their sword at my face. I stepped to the side, grabbed the forearm without a blade in hand, pulled them forward, out of their line. One elbow to the back of their neck as they stumbled forward; my staff to their head, and they were face-down on the ground and still. I gave them another thwack for good measure, then moved up to engage another of the attackers. This one, armed with shield and sword, gave me more trouble – the shield could catch and deflect my staff, and if I wasn’t careful, that left me wide open to a swing of their sword. I jumped backwards to avoid exactly that sort of manoeuvre, and a sword flashed in front of me to crash against the attacker’s sword, pushing it down and away from me.

“You’re welcome,” Silverhand yelled as I caught my balance.

I was too busy countering the next slice to throw an epithet at his back – and then he was off, leaping across the blood-soaked ground as if in a dance, not a battle. I dealt with the woman in front of me, parried a blow with a club from my left, driving it to the ground for long enough to kick the man in the face. Was there a crunch? I couldn’t tell – clangs and clashes all around me drowned out most small noises. Regardless, he fell back, and I could deal with the person on the other side of me, and then… no one else to face.

I looked around. Fighting was slowing down here; the villagers had things largely under control. I helped them down the last of the attackers, then collapsed in a corner out of the way, puffing, my side stinging. Can hardly complain, though. You came very close to being skewered multiple times during that fight. You’re here through sheer luck, and a surprising level of incompetence in the attackers. Were they drugged???

“You look all done in,” Silverhand said, hands on hips, standing in front of me.

I squinted up at him, silhouetted against the bright sky, practically posing. “You, on the other hand, look fresh as a daisy. Was that you, flying in on a bloody gryphon?”

“It was,” he said, sitting down cross-legged, offering me a water skin. “Here. I didn’t have to walk here, at least.”

“How did you come to turn up, let alone in such a timely manner?” I asked, sipping the water slowly, somewhat mollified.

“I came through here a couple of days ago. The next village on my route… well. No one was in the mood to hear my songs and stories. This force had already hit them, and when they said it was heading this way… I thought Gemela might need the help.”

I nodded, too tired to care why he’d been accompanied by such a beast. “My thanks, then,” I said instead of quizzing him further. “You helped to turn the tide, but you also saved my hide at least once.”

“You forgot almost puncturing that hide,” he said, eyes crinkling with amusement as he reached for the water skin to take his own swallow. “It seemed the least I could do, considering. My apologies again, by the way. I made a most unmannerly assumption. I didn’t realise you were here. And with a rather comely companion, I note.”

I cackled at the thought of Marda and I together in a romantic sense. The height difference alone would be highly amusing. “She is rather pretty, isn’t she?” I said. “She was attacked. Left for dead, to her great luck.”

“Luck she’d doubtless like to have had before the attack,” Silverhand pointed out.

“Hmm. True. But I’d best get up and working,” I said, matching deed to word and struggling to my feet. “Ow.” The slice across my ribs pulled, a bright flash of pain across my senses. 

“You’re well?” Silverhand asked, catching my upper arm, holding me upright as I swayed.

“I am – my thanks.”

 


Chapter 7: Durugga

“So. On to Durugga?” Marda asked. “We should check on them.”

I nodded. “I’m not sure there’ll be much for me to do, but they might need help.”

Silverhand nodded, his face uncharacteristically serious. “I checked on them yesterday, tried to help where I could. But I think you will still have work there. The village was hit hard.”

“Shit. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I asked, frustration boiling inside me.

“Because you had work to do here.”

“I’d like to have made a decision based on all of the information,” I snapped. “I could have turned over my patients to Neta yesterday and been on my way.”

“Can you call your gryphon to take Dash to Durugga quickly?” Marda cut into the recriminations.

“My sorrow, I cannot. She deigns to carry me, should the desperate need arise – but she is a proud creature, and shall not accept any other burthen.”

“Convenient,” Marda muttered.

I sighed, hoisted my pack more firmly on my shoulders, and started to walk – fast. “Come on. We need to get there as soon as we can.” I didn’t look back at Silverhand. Blast the man.

We smelt the smoke before we saw the remains of the village. I stopped and stared, aghast. Half of the buildings in the small hamlet were merely charred husks, their blackened beams stark against the blue sky. The breeze wafted the scent of woodsmoke and burnt flesh to our noses.

“That doesn’t look promising,” Marda said, staring. She looked more upset than I’d have expected.

“It’s not quite as bad as it looks,” Silverhand said, walking up behind me. “Most of the homes were empty at the time. It’s not dagara[6], at least.”

I didn’t reply, just set off down the path to Durugga, my jaw set.

A group of five people met us at the gate to the village. The fence around it was low, less than shoulder height, just vertical posts and a couple of connecting horizontal rails between them. Marking a boundary, I’d guess, more than keeping anyone in or out. Several posts had fallen over, their rails hanging askew.

“Halt!” a man said, his voice wavering, sword pointed at me. “What do you want? We don’t have anything for you to loot. Go away!”

His friends brandished swords but let the points drop toward the ground when we stayed still, no weapons drawn. 

Shit. Of course they’re going to react badly to a gnome just now. I lifted my hands to my shoulders, palms outward. “We just came from Gemela,” I said, trying to project calm and quiet authority. “I’m a healer. I’m here to help, not attack or steal.”

“A healer?”

“You know me,” Silverhand said, stepping to my side. “I was here yesterday. I left to bring help. This is the help. You can trust him.”

“Easy words to say,” the man said, squinting at me, looking me up and down. “Fine. I suppose. Come on in. Not like we could stop you if you decided you wanted to enter, anyway.” He slid his sword awkwardly into its scabbard.

“Is there anyone who needs healing?” I asked.

He scoffed. “Might be something you can do, I suppose. Lot of dead, though.”

I looked around. They’d been attacked by the same group that we fought only days ago, and they’d had fewer trained fighters and more fragile defences. It wasn’t going to be pretty. I sighed and prepared myself for a deeply unpleasant few hours.

Outside the community hall, grim-faced elders hammered together long wooden platforms over shallow pits, chunks of wood already laid in, ready to be lit. 

“Fuck,” Marda said, her voice low. “So many pyres. This isn’t a good sign.”

I looked around at the scorched and broken buildings we were walking past. “None of this so far is a good sign. Apart from people being alive to challenge us, I suppose.”

Inside the community hall, one side was partitioned off. The other had pallets set out in rows for injured people. Many of them were empty. Maybe they recovered, I thought. Maybe. One woman was kneeling by a patient’s pallet, holding them upright so they could sip something from an earthenware mug.

“Hi,” I said to her back. “I’m a healer. Can I help?”

She whirled and stood up in one movement, dropping the mug. Water splashed on the wooden floor. “A healer? Oh, thank all that’s light and life.” She dropped to the ground as if her bones had suddenly turned to water too.

I looked around – everyone else was lying on a pallet. Tend to her and then see what’s going on with everyone else, I suppose.

Silverhand knelt by her, picked her up easily, and stood without a struggle. “Here?” he asked, pointing his chin at a vacant pallet. 

I nodded helplessly. “Might as well; I don’t know how clean any of these are, so one’s no worse than the next.”

Silverhand laid her down with careful hands, smoothing her hair out of the way. 

I looked her over, noticing the bandage on her leg for the first time. “Ahh. She was injured in the fighting.” I laid a hand on her knee, just above where the bandage stopped. And swore. “Shit. Leg’s hot – she has an infection. Someone boil some water, will you?”

“I will,” Marda said from behind me. 

I heard her move away, and Silverhand follow soon after, as I focused in on this patient. “Hi,” I said quietly. “I didn’t have a chance to introduce myself. I’m Dash. I’m a healer. I think you have an infection in your leg, but I need to check you all over, in case there’s something I missed. Let me know if you can hear me. Otherwise, I’ll keep talking, just to explain what I’m doing, or what I’m going to do. So you don’t get any sudden shocks.”

Her eyelids fluttered, then relaxed closed again. 

She’s exhausted. I checked her over quickly, her limbs limp and relaxed as I lifted them. A couple of nasty bruises. Nothing broken; no other injuries that I can see. Abdomen isn’t distended, and she didn’t react to me pushing on it, so she’s probably fine inside. Just the leg wound.

I unwrapped her leg and winced. A slice through her calf muscle. I’d have worried about that injury for itself days ago, but now it was coloured an angry red, swollen and hot. “Shit,” I muttered. “Does no one know how to clean out a wound here?” Guilt stabbed me – I knew this town had been hit too. I knew it had no healer of its own – otherwise it wouldn’t have been on my circuit. No point beating myself up about the past. Now I need to deal with the consequences. I bent back to my task.
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A long time later, I put down the mug and closed my eyes. “Is there clean water and soap?” I asked. I was proud to hear that my voice didn’t break at all.

Someone set a basin of water in front of me, placed a sliver of soap into my hand.

Slowly, methodically, I washed and soaped my hands, carefully lathering every crease, every crevice. The rest of the patients, the quiet noises of people moving around, all fell away as I concentrated on the movements I needed to make.

Hands clean, I pulled a long, deep breath into my lungs and stood up. “Thanks,” I said, not sure who I was talking to. “Thanks for the help today.” I walked out of the room. 

Outside, I looked around. I forgot to ask where we set up camp. I could have just gone back inside and asked, but I shuddered at the thought and set off in a random direction. Worst case, I’d just circumnavigate the village until I found a campfire and our swags.

“We set up camp over there,” Silverhand said quietly, his footsteps crunching on the dry grass behind me. 

I set off in the direction he pointed, found my swag, and fell onto it, staring into the fire.

“Hey,” he said, sitting on the ground nearby. “Are you well?”

“She was trying to help others, and all the time the corruption was creeping through her body,” I said, my voice cracking. “If she’d just rested, she’d probably have made it. I would have been able to help.” I covered my face with my hands, rested my elbows on my knees. “I should have been here.” Tears swelled in my eyes. I wiped them away with an angry swipe, then reconsidered. I was shaken, angry, frustrated, and exhausted, and if I didn’t let out the emotion now, I would just struggle to sleep and rest. Making me less effective for the other patients. 

“You would have done the same, I think,” Silverhand said, moving onto my swag, next to me.

“I’m a healer; it’s my job. She was just… she was just some person. She didn’t have to do that. She didn’t have to die.” 

He moved away, and the abyss opened inside my chest. Dark, sucking at my soul, pulling at me. I was still lost in the sensation when he sat back down beside me, taking my hand to curl my fingers around a tin cup. “Drink something,” he said, his voice gentle. “You’re in shock, and you’re grieving. And you’ve barely eaten all day. I put the billy on to make tea, and Marda will bring some dinner when she’s done making sure the patients have all eaten. Come on. Drink.”

I sipped, uncharacteristically obedient. It was cider, watery but refreshing. 

“That’s better. I’ll make some tea soon.”

I nodded dully, not really absorbing anything but the sound of a familiar voice and sipped again. 

“What are you feeling?”

I blinked slowly. “Huh?”

“What… feelings are you having?” he asked. “I can tell something’s going on, but… talk to me.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re shaking, you’re curled in on yourself like an echidna, and you’re uncharacteristically quiet. And don’t think I can’t see the tears, because I can.”

I sighed, took a larger gulp of the cider. “I failed.”

“I hate to be blunt, but surely some of your patients have died before.”

“She was doing my work.”

“Oh. And you think you should have been here.”

I nodded.

“I’m sorry. You seemed so busy, so focused. Your patients at Gemela needed you. I didn’t want to put any more on your plate, not after I’d told you Durugga had been attacked. I should have told you what I knew of the situation here and let you make your own choices.”

Something loosened inside me – just a little. “You didn’t know, and besides – you were right,” I said, the words reluctantly falling from my lips. “I couldn’t leave those people before I did. We might have gotten here a couple of hours earlier, that’s all.”

“And that might have made a difference.”

“Yes, it might have,” I said. “Or – maybe I would have arrived exhausted and actually killed someone with my lack of attention.” The knot of self-recrimination loosened a little more. “I don’t even know her name.”

“But she was doing what you couldn’t be here to do, and it weakened her.”

I nodded and finally freed my emotions to flow unfettered. A tentative hand on my shoulder, patting gently, as I let the pain out.

As my tears slowed, and I pulled out a hanky to blow my nose, Silverhand stood up. A few noises, the burble of water being poured, and he was pushing another mug into my hands, taking the first one away to place on the ground nearby. “Here,” he said, his voice a little gruff. “Someone gave me this tea after a performance. Feels like a good time to drink it.”

I blew on the liquid, took a tentative sip. The brew was rich and smoky. “It’s good,” I said. “A fan?”

He chuckled. “Aren’t they all?”

I sighed as the heat radiated through my torso. “Thank you. I needed this.”

“My pleasure and my honour,” he said, somehow managing to pull off a seated bow. “My tea is yours.”

“Not the tea. Well,” I amended. “Not just the tea. Thank you for…” I gestured hopelessly. “For making sure I was well.”

The firelight caught the crinkles at the corners of his eyes as he smiled at me. “Any time,” he said, his voice soft. “You’ve had an utter shit of a time, from what I can tell.” He reached out, as if he was going to brush the tears from my cheeks, then stopped, stood up instead. “I think I’ll check on dinner. I’m hungry, and I’m sure you could eat.”

He strode away, leaving me to ponder the person I’d just talked to – and the brash, loud bard I had clashed with multiple times. Which was which?
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The next morning, I made my way to the community hall. Marda was already there, handing out mugs of broth and bowls of porridge.

I checked over my remaining patients, carefully avoiding looking at the pallet on which the so-far nameless helper had died. I didn’t want to think about her just now. “I think everyone is out of peril for the time being. I need to know if any other villages need help.”

“I agree,” she said, surveying the pallets around us. “I can stay here for a day or two. I’m no healer, but if you show me what to look for and what to do, I can help them recover enough to be self-sufficient.”

A wave of pure relief flowed through me. “That would help,” I said. “Thank you. I was feeling rather… torn.”

“I can imagine,” she said, her tone dry. “So. Look for redness and heat, yes? Anything else?”

“Excessive nausea or flux. Extreme weakness. Either of those could be dangerous. You could send a runner to find me – or perhaps try Gavi in Bullena. She might be easier to find, but I don’t know if she can travel yet.”

Silverhand was still in camp, stretching and yawning sleepily when I made my way back to check on him. 

“Hey, can you check up on other villages?” I asked. “Would your gryphon friend help, do you think?”

Silverhand looked up and smiled, his eyes still heavy. “To see if the gnomes attacked any others nearby, you mean? I should have thought of that.”

“That’s a yes, then?”

“A provisional one.” 

“Thanks,” I said, shooting him a grateful smile. “That will help. I think I should head off to the next village now though, just in case.”
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As I walked to the next village on Gavi’s circuit, tree branches waving lazily above me, I thought about the herbs in my pack, and what I needed to replenish soon. I’ll need to make up more wound balm – I’ve had to use far more than I was expecting to. What else? More of the opium would be nice… but traders with that in stock are few and far between.

I picked a few herbs along the way, and then paused, trying to make out the object impaled on a post next to the path ahead. Is that… a skull? Cracked, too. Huh. I wonder if that’s Katura’s way of warning off bandits. Light knows I’d be –

I frowned, reminded of Bullena and the bandits who had haunted its approaches. What if they weren’t the only ones? I thought suddenly. What if there were more bandits? And what if they’re still there? What if I stormed into that village and tore that mayor a new arsehole, all the while being just as bad myself?

An ice-cold feeling of dread gripped my heart. What if… what if that hadn’t been the entire gang? I’d been so tired, so angry and fed up, it hadn’t even occurred to me. But two people? Either they’d been slowly whittled away by travellers they’d attacked, or… I’d made a terrible mistake.

I stopped dead under a gum tree, thinking hard. I’d been the one complaining to myself that people didn’t notice what didn’t affect them, didn’t bother to go fix the problems… and lo and behold: I might have done the exact same thing. I turned around to return to Bullena, took a single step, and heard a meaty thump behind me. I spun around, and swore, rolling sideways just in time to dodge another furry drop. 

“Drop bears,” I muttered. “Because my day just couldn’t get any better, could it?”

Drop bears were a lot like their cousins, koalas. Except instead of being small, vegetarian, sleepy, and rather slow most of the time, they were large – the head of the one in front of me was almost up to my shoulders – and carnivorous and tended to hunt in packs. My only saving grace was likely to be that they were still relatively slow on the ground, so if I could just dodge their attacks and hit them in enough tender places to hurt their feelings, they’d probably – 

A smack against my shoulder, and a white-hot scrape of claws down my arm. Shit shit shit. My odds were getting worse. Best just to run, and hope for the –

“Never fear, my feisty fellow, Silverhand races to the rescue!”

I sighed. Of course, he turns up just in time to have delusions of saving my arse. I rolled my eyes and slammed the end of my staff into a drop bear’s head. It recoiled a little, shook its head as if wondering what had happened, and swiped at my ankle as I backed away toward Silverhand. 

A flash of steel at my left, and a drop bear staggered away, dazed. “Whoops! Pardon the liberty, but –” Silverhand yelled, pulling me abruptly toward him, fur brushing against my outstretched hand as I flailed for balance. “There was one more up there,” he said, puffing a little. “Whew!” He lashed out to his side.

I turned to kick a drop bear in the nose, slamming my staff into its shoulder as it howled in protest. I grinned in satisfaction, my heart pumping. Now there were two of us, this was almost… fun.

A few more well-aimed blows, and the drop bears – conquered by our superior reach and weaponry – were convinced to attempt less feisty prey, the last one shambling away as quickly as it could toward a wombat burrow.

“Whew! Do you make a habit of contretemps with the local wildlife?” Silverhand asked. Now that I had a chance to stop and look, I could see that he was dressed a little more casually today – trousers striped and colourful, but a simple sleeveless shirt in dark brown. 

“Ha!” I answered. “I was foolish, I’ll admit. I had a troubling thought… and I forgot to look up.”

“Lucky you had a dashing bard to rescue you!” he proclaimed, striking
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