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1006 Mid Winter



Kaimana 1Ascent



It was the first day of the month, and two hours after sunrise, when the messenger arrived at the Blue Harp Inn in Yucca Hills. Just like every month, delivering a package and a letter from Joh. The package was for Thon, containing the monthly rent and meal allowance for a particular tenant. The letter was for the tenant, Kaimana.

Kaimana was downstairs to witness the delivery. Clearly, from the way his eyes lit up every time, Thon appreciated this arrangement. Particularly since Kaimana had been behaving himself lately . . . relatively. The stipend was generous enough to cover a few broken chairs and plates and such that seemed to occur whenever he was in a temper, but that had not occurred much as of late. Thon wasnt the type of guy to spend much time considering why; he just counted his blessings and his gold crowns. Also, as Kaimana was often away on work trips, the room was double-booked during his absences.

Kaimana read the letter, even though reading was not a skill he obtained until adulthoodat least in the Arian language, though he was proficient in his native tongue from the Islands. Apparently, speaking Ariani fluently wasnt good enough, let alone two other languages. That damn bookworm Caelbren insisted on teaching me to read and write Ariani, too. It was a lot of hard work, but he supposed it turned out to be a useful skill.

The message said most of the usual crap. I hope you are not drinking and gambling . . . I would love to have you join me at the fort; you could really be valuable in helping train my men . . . I think I could help you though your difficulties. Blah blah blah, boring just like always.

He tried to push down the thoughts that told him his pride was clouding his judgment, that he really should accept Johs kind offer. That he drank too much and gambled away a fortune. How much? Ask the other guys how much they havemaybe not Joh, who was always wealthy, or Laurenze, who knows how to enjoy lifebut the other guys. Thats how much I lost. Now he felt like smashing something.

However, he was in better control lately. Less booze was part of it. He was down to about three drinks a day. Well, sometimes five. And rarely before nightfall. But he hadnt been properly drunk in ages. He could still get hangovers, though, which was annoying. And no gambling.

Yucca Hills was a town in the middle size-wise and near the bottom excitement-wise. It was way up north in Arians poorest, most sparsely populated province. The northern half of this province was territory conquered a hundred years ago, rather than territory culturally inhabited by Ariani. Kaimana wondered why they bothered to invade it at all. The lush forests and rolling hills in the south were long-gone; there was little but shrubs, cacti, and rocky, dusty plains in the Northern Tip. Resources were few, other than the occasionally discovered mineusually consisting of cheaper metals, but the odd shallow copper deposit or coal seam. If any marginalized people were living near a discovery, mining companies were not shy in uprooting them. Despite the governments best efforts to evolve beyond the former monarchys cruelty, these abuses were somehow allowed to continue.

Even in the winter and this far north, the desert was temperate during the day. Kaimana grew up in the Islands far to the south, which were much warmer with dewy sweet air. Arian also conquered the Islands, two hundred years earlier than this province. Kaimana found it tedious there too, mostly since there was so little to do, but at least the weather was nice back there. All this aridity was the main adjustment for himevery time he returned, the skin on his hands would begin to crack after only a couple of days.

Kaimana asked several people why there was a desert this far north, with abundant greenery in the rest of the country. Seemed weird. It was some kind of unfortunate accident of geography, they said. A big mountainous plateau to the northwest was blocking precipitation for a few hundred miles eastward, hence the desert.

Yucca Hills happened to be in a convenient location for Kaimana, if nothing else. The main north-south highway ran from Capital City across the northern half of the nation and ultimately right through this town. Yucca was also near the intersecting roads bending southeast and southwest, which connected to other main roads running outward from Capital City toward other border towns and forts. A few miles of rocky highlands lay north of the town, giving a defensive advantage to Fort Ironwood, which guarded the northern border.

Due to the towns position, Kaimana could regularly keep busy with caravan guard duty in all four directions. Central Arian was mostly settled and safe these days, so you had to visit the borderlands to get any kind of danger pay. Consequently, hed based himself here for the last two years.

It was kind of dull workthough less dull than training Johs men would bebut it paid alright and came with free meals. There was usually a night or two stopping at whatever destination city the caravan was delivering goods to or from where they were picking up goods. Those places usually had big city amenities, like brothels and casinos. But he was being good lately, abstaining during the last three tripsat least, from the gambling. He forced himself to quit that forever. It posed too much of a risk to send him in a downward spiral, and that he could never do again.

The other benefit of this work was if it involved travel through dangerous territory, he would usually have the chance to express his desire to smash something . . . or rather, someone. It was easy to get recurring work because he was good at it.

But the main reason he was feeling good was that he had a plan.



* * *



Kaimana strode down the stairs and out the inns front door. He wore his light brigandine armour, with a breastplate and some other plates added here and there. It was light enough to allow fast movement. He wasnt a fan of heavy, restrictive armourit just slows you down too much, tires you out too quickly, and in most cases, isnt worth the additional effort. For a helmet, he had a steel and leather skull cap, which allowed him to avoid head injuries, yet allowed use of all his senses to detect danger. Finally, he had his double-bladed axe mounted on a long hardwood shaft.

These were the only worthwhile possessions he had left. He had to pawn his pair of throwing daggersat a sizable loss, mind youto pay off some foolish debts. But hed be gods-damned if he got rid of these three items, which had served him well over the years, particularly the axe. A high-quality version of his favourite type of weaponits sharp, curved blades were better than any sword for hooking away shields and weapons. The butt end had cracked many skulls.

He also owned an old destrier horse, required for better guard duty rates. The poor dilapidated creature was past its prime when he bought it used, and was now barely hanging on, but Kaimana couldnt afford a new one at the moment. Horses arent cheap, especially ones trained for combat.

After this job, he will have saved enough to get his throwing daggers back. Maybe even a better pair, but upon reflection, probably not . . . his had sentimental value, anyway. And after the next job, his plan would be put into motion. Farewell to this hardscrabble slog of an existence. Thanks, Caelbren, for teaching me some fancy words to use every now and then.

Kaimana was cognizant that he made an imposing figure, especially when armed and armoured. Being heavily muscled and several inches taller than most people added to his intimidation factor that made getting goon work easier. He reported to the caravan manager and patiently awaited his first free meal and daily payoutand nightly booze, but in moderation, of course.



* * *



Three weeks later, with the job complete and the throwing daggers safely returned to their rightful owner, Kaimana returned to the Blue Harp. He didnt have to raise his axe the whole trip, but it was successful neverthelessdespite being up north across the border the entire time, inhaling yet more dry desert air. What a wasteland. Worse than Yucca Hills since there were even fewer cacti and shrubbery. Just badlands full of rocks and sand, intermixed with low vegetation steppes in the highland areas. It was a significantly colder desert in the middle of the rain shadownot as warm during the day and freezing at night.

The roads up there were unpaved and of poor quality compared to Arians; they needed to twist around all the various inhospitable spots instead of being meticulously straight and clean. Sometimes they would be overlaid with sand from the harsh winds. So it was advisable to bring a competent guide along to navigate the journey.

The type of job up north was much the same every timetravel way up to what passes for a city, drop off food and water since they have so little of it, and pick up barrels of black tar for the journey back. It was their primary resource and export. They say one use of the tar is to improve the roads. No idea why they cant do that up there. The infighting amongst the varied tribes probably had a lot to do with it.

There was a shared cultural background between the conquered people on this side of the border and the tribes on the other side. There were still many tensions over Arians invasion of their lands and subsequent treatment since. Several border skirmishesmostly over the black taroccurring during the intervening years didnt help matters, either.

He walked over to the bar, and when Grell saw him, he reached behind the bar for Kaimanas usual libation.

Not this time, Grell. Give me a double of the good stuff.

Gods almighty! You come into some money or something?

Kaimana silently cursed himself. Oh, not at all. Just finished a job, and Im in a good mood. I have another one lined up in a couple days, too.

Good for you, my friend. Nice when things work out like that, rather than having the usual week or so between gigs. Grell returned the cheap stuff and grabbed the aged whisky from the top shelf.

Youre not my friend. Just pour the booze. Yeah, just lucky this time, I guess.

This reminds me of a fellow I met last week . . . Grell trailed off on a long, boring tale, and Kaimana stopped listening. He sipped the drink. Damn, thats smooth. Five times as pricey, but fifty times better. Soon Ill be drinking like this all the time, but not around this fool or this shit town.




1007 Early Spring



Caelbren 1Comforts



The university library boasted one of the largest book collections in the world. It was a large, round, six-story tower, making it one of the taller buildings in the capital. One could find almost any topic of interest, and the higher up the tower you climbed, the rarer and more obscure the subject was. Caelbren spent all of todayand many recent daysin the library, mostly on the sixth floor. A small pile of tomes and scrolls were in front of him, along with his journal, which he scribbled occasional notes in.

Four bells chimed outside. Thats enough for now. He closed the book he was currently poring through, stood, and stretched his neck and shoulders.

Caelbren wore casual, nondescript clothing and a cloak with the hood down. Sometimes other wizards and professors used this library for research, and he had attended some classes nearby many years ago. He didnt want anyone to recognize him from those days, so he changed his appearance somewhat. A different hairstyle, hair colouring, and a terrible scratchy goatee went a long way towards making one look like a different person.

He walked down four flights of stairs until something on that floor caught his eye. The contemporary history section had the latest drivel from that hack Twylo in prominent display. With morbid curiosity, Caelbren approached the book and leafed through it.

Modern day Arian was birthed in the year 994. Three years of civil strife led to the rise of a Collective of banking familieschiefly Casine, Culwich, and Lorcane, plus several minor allies. This Collective aimed to overthrow the existing monarchy. Eventually, they triumphed, but ran into difficulties with the administration . . .

Caelbren shook his head and replaced the book before accidentally reading something xenophobic or some more bombastic lies. The text had several fallacies; mainly, they made the plutocrats the heroes of the story. He knew it would go on to ignore the income gap between the rich and poor, which had only widened since those days. Eventually, Twylo would insert himself as the only possible savior. 

And he cant write a book by himself. If youre going to have something ghostwritten, at least use a good writer.

Down the last flight of stairs he went, and through the expansive main floor towards the exit. A handful of security personnel manned a large desk serving as a checkpoint before the main doors. There was a yellow line painted on the floor in front of the desk.

Approach the line, sir, the bespectacled guard seated before him said. Name?

Caelbren gave him one of his aliases.

Raise your arms. He did, and another guard patted him down to ensure nothing was being removed from the library. Sure enough, the only items found on him were his notebook and pen.

The seated guard marked off the logbook in front of him. Seven and a half hours . . . top-floor surcharge . . . that will be four silver, please.

Caelbren gave him a fiver silver piece, also known as a half-crown. The guard gave a single silver back as his change, and Caelbren left the library. He did not reach the bottom steps before his stomach grumbledhe hadnt eaten since leaving the house. There were some decent eateries in the university district, so he walked to a small, clean café two blocks south of the library. Their fish stew with vegetables and rice was always fresh, so he ordered a bowl of that and a mug of tea for another three silver. Caelbren didnt want to accumulate any more single silver pieces, so he gave the waitress another one of his fiver coins. He let her keep the change as a tip, for which the whole eatery staff was very appreciative.

Caelbren sat at a corner table and opened his journal. He picked at the stew while going over his notes, scanning a list of ingredients and chemical formulas. He didnt see any problems or issues there. However, deciphering some of the more obscure runes and symbols would be more challenging. He noted a need to brush up on ancient languages.

Caelbren finished the last of his nourishment and walked out of the café. While heading east towards the main stable, he noticed some of the more attractive female students heading to or from some late afternoon class. Many were dressed in the latest fashion; the latest trends of female clothing seemed to favour tighter and more revealing designs. He supposed popular ideas werent all bad.

I probably have fifteen years on most of them, he thought. Although past encounters, sporadic though they may have been, had proven that was not necessarily a bad thing. But he couldnt approach strange women. Unless they talked to him first, he would freeze up, having no idea what to do. He envied Laurenze in that regard; he knew what to say to anyone.

It was a cool day, with the sun peeking out between the clouds. Caelbren retrieved his mount and rode west along College Road, traffic increasing as he approached the Turquoise River. Arian Cityor Capital City as everyone called itwas built on forested hills with a view of the mountains to the northeast, where the Turquoises headwaters begun. The blue-green river was wide, deep, and calm enough from Capital City to Noelani Bay seventy miles southeast, and consequently, a large port evolved. Caelbren was grateful the city was far enough inland to be spared the harsh humidity of the southern coastal regions. Growing up in the drier western vineyard country kind of ruined his ability to handle extreme humidity, even all these years later.

He crossed Independence Bridge, overlooking the docks and warehouses to the south. On the west bank sat the old Imperial Palacenow the House of Parliamentan ancient fortress atop a bluff looming over the river. College Road cut through the northern half of the market district, where anything from financial services to trade goods were bought and sold. The main highway ran parallel to College, several blocks south, and the hustle and bustle was considerably higher there. Caelbren avoided it.

The large oval block in the heart of the Central Market down there was in many ways the centre of the nation. Eight major roads radiated out from that hub, running all the way to the borders. The heart of the market was populated with the most elite businesses, like the Big Three banks and several ritzy retailers. This ostentatious display was an astonishing contrast to the slums not far south of the market.

A similar road architecture dominated and benefitted the nation. Two octagonal orb roads connected with the radials in the more populous middle part of the country. The first orb road was around fifty miles beyond the Capital; designed long ago to bypass the mountains north of town, but the road engineers at the time completed the design to connect the rest of the roads. A settlement naturally sprung up at each radial roads intersection with the first orb, each conveniently about a days ride from the next intersection. Some were large cities, like Laurus on the south radial and Eucalyptus Lake on the north radial, while others were small or mid-sized towns.

A second orb road lay about fifty miles farther, interrupted slightly by the large seaside bay to the south and southeast. This zone was less populated than the first, but several cities sprung up within, like Dogwood on the northeast radial.

It would have been too expensive to design other complete orb roads in the remote landforms beyond, but they made one exception. A third orb was a hundred and forty miles beyond the second, connecting the radials together at the fringes of the nation. Fortifications guarded the head of each radial road at the borders. This outer orb was designed to allow commercial and military traffic to flow smoothly between border towns and forts. Within this third zonefar largest in area but smallest in populationcities and towns naturally developed near resources. A few large cities sprouted, such as Palmetto in the Coastal South and White Oak on the southwest radial. But mid-sized trading towns, like Yucca Hills near the end of the north radial, were more common.

The Ariani were proud of their extensive and well-maintained road network. They were grateful to those who had the foresight to build it so long ago, knowing how much it helped connect people and grow their economy to a powerhouse. As long as anyone could remember, people colloquially termed this road network the Spiderwebwhich is what it would resemble on an aerial map of the nation. Arian adopted the spider itself as the symbolic national mascot, liberally using it on coin faces, coats of arms, military uniforms, government buildings, and commercial logos. The larger cities, usually at orb and radial intersections, became hubs of their own, weaving their own local commercial webs.

Caelbrens old party of adventurers took the cleverness of a spiders tactics to heart wherever possibleto trap, trick, and surprise adversaries rather than take unnecessary risks by going toe-to-toe with them.

Past the centre point of town, College Road became Cathedral Road. That name was comically out of date since religion fell out of favour many decades ago. Its leaders became too decadent, too out of touch, and nearly mad in their lust for power. That was the situation in the big cities anyway, though there were pockets of traditionalists in some rural areas. The Cathedral Road district now mostly contained financial firms and other businesses inhabiting the former churches.

Caelbren turned northwest onto the radial road and passed through a few bourgeois residential neighborhoods and the gates of the old walls. Soon he reached the outer edges of the city. It was a quiet area of gently rolling hills and large, old-growth trees, with more expensive houses on larger lots than in the central neighborhoods. The neighborhood was within the newer city walls, beyond which were smaller acreages and farmland.

Caelbren dismounted at the tall wooden fence enclosing his lot. He led his mount through the gate and into the detached stable beside his house. After closing the doors, he spoke a few ritual words and dismissed his realistic looking, but completely conjured, horse. Very handy to useno upkeep or cleanup required, needed no rest, and had only miniscule horse odour. Thus, his stable was nearly as clean inside as a brand-new structure.

However, the horses he had the ability to conjure had no natural animal instincts or senses, which was a big disadvantage. Its ears wouldnt perk up to notice danger nearby, nor would it avoid small ruts in the road without guidance. So even though it traveled faster, it would be less practical to use outside the city walls. Maintaining the conjuration required Caelbren to use a small amount of mental energy the whole time it was in use. He also had to spend additional effort maneuvering the thing safely compared to a trained horse. If Caelbren was better at conjuration, the horse would probably be smarter, but that flavour of magic wasnt his strength.

He approached his homea small, for this neighborhood, anyway, two-story brick house. Caelbrens doors were magically warded but also required a key to unlockone of his belt and suspenders home security measures. The door opened, and once inside, he locked it again.

A compound that doubled their strength protected the thick masonry walls. It would take a lot of effort to break through them, and the city guards would notice that. Caelbren also ensured some key members of the guards received anonymous donations to keep a special eye on this neighborhood. Most importantly, the compound shielded the inside of his house from any scrying or other magical efforts from the outside. It was expensive, but it was the first enhancement Caelbren added to the house after he had it built five years ago. He mixed up the formula and slathered it on the inside of each exterior facing wall. He then built wood and plaster against the enhanced stone for insulation and a natural appearance.

Many of the interior rooms were warded and some doors required a key. The windows all had bars that could be opened from the inside with command words. Caelbren always felt that he couldnt be too careful from thieves . . . or assassins.

Caelbren exchanged his plain clothing for more comfortable, expensive robes in the foyer, then headed up to the second story. About three quarters of that level comprised his workroom, which was secured behind the sturdiest door. Several rods ensconced around the room illuminated automatically as Caelbren stepped in. The center of the room contained a long writing table with seven carefully organized piles of paper and a single chair. Next to that was a long laboratory table with measuring instruments, beakers, and vials on top, with more equipment stored in cabinets underneath. Bookcases lined most of the walls, with diagrams and equations pinned to the bare spots.

Caelbren meticulously copied the critical pieces from his notebook onto a sheet on his second largest pile. He noted a few ingredients he would require but needed a few more days of study before that became critical.

He then tore out the pages he wrote on in his notebook and took them over to the laboratory table and held them over a metal bucket in his left hand. In his mind he spoke a word, and small jets of fire shot out of his right fingertips onto the bottom edge of the paper. As soon as the paper was alight, he willed the flames to stop and the paper burned into ash. There was no pain, but Caelbrens fingers developed a reddish hue that would disappear in a moment.

Something about Twylos drivel started nagging at Caelbren again. The way it glossed over the truth, maybe? But that was too obvious. The way it didnt give credit? No, I never wanted the fame. None of us did. Of course not. Im dead as far as they know, anyway. It was full of outright lies. There was so much hope and promise in the transition from monarchy to democracy, but a lot of things didnt change all that much, especially for the lower classes. Well, none of us were arrogant enough to think that, despite our best efforts, we were the only ones . . . but thats enough of that. I have work to do.

Caelbrens days of adventure were long over. He enjoyed living his quiet, anonymous, introspective life of independent spell research. But since he was thinking about the past, he couldnt help reminiscing about his old party and the missions they accomplished.

We were the best, all of us smart and quick on our feet. Joh and Kaimana may have been built like big, dumb, kick-in-the-door fighters, but they werent. They fought intelligently and eschewed the sixty pounds of plate one could hardly move in for light armour to strike fast in. Laurenze was clever, could break us into anywhere and talk us out of almost any trouble. He knew exactly when to strike whenever negotiations failed. Taelinn always had our backs and was a deadly, ruthless archer, and was perhaps the most intelligentmake that second most intelligentof us all. And Illara . . . Oh, Illara, such a great trickster, a great protector. She could do all the kinds of magic I couldnt and was good with a spear or sword, too. Our brains and teamwork was what kept us going successfully for so long. Well . . . most of us.

At that, Caelbren willed his rumination to stop and got back to work.




Laurenze 1Cypress



Clearly, the huge man in front of Laurenze was angry. It was obvious from his clenched fists and his shouting things like, You should have stayed away from my girl, you darkie half-elven son of a whore, and whatnot. 

Racist and speciesist, charming. I suppose I should have been more prudent. But she was rather cute, and obviously, desperate for attention. I hardly did any seducing at all.

He was blocking Laurenzes only exit out of the inns stable. Sighing softly, Laurenze carefully set his mandolin case next to the stall in front of his horse. Might be hard to talk my way out of this one. Been a while since Ive had a fight . . . He raised his hands in front of him in a conciliatory gesture. Listen, buddy

The other man roared something incomprehensible and charged forward, every muscle tensed. Laurenze sized up the situation. The angry man was currently about four paces away and had at least four inches of height and fifty pounds of weight to his advantage. But hes blind with rage, so at least that should work in my favour. He doesnt even seem to notice the sword at my belt. Hopefully, I wont have to escalate this.

With someone so much larger, its better to use his strength against him rather than try to match it head-on. Laurenze relaxed his body and concentrated on breathing. He tried to trust in the muscle memory from Johs lessons. The punch came, a wild swing aimed directly at his jaw.

At the last instant, Laurenze stepped slightly forward and to the outside of the enraged man, meeting his beefy arm with both handsone behind the elbow, one at the wrist. He extended both arms forward and turned behind the man. Keep turning, at least 180 degrees, Joh would say. Proper stance is key. Use your whole body. Spiral downwards as you turn. His own momentum will undo him.

The enraged man could not keep his balance, and his head bounced off the hay-strewn ground as he fell. Laurenze, still connected to the mans arm, sunk beside him to trap the shoulder between both knees, and held the bent elbow and wrist in a pin.

The man struggled and swore, but even with his greater mass, there was no way to get up from that position without breaking his arm. Its over. Are you going to calm down? Laurenze asked. The man continued his futile efforts. Okay, then. Laurenze shifted his grip so one hand still controlled the wrist, then brought the back of his fist down on the mans temple. His struggling ceased.

Laurenze rose, remaining aware of his surroundings, and was glad the man was stupid and alone. Not too shabby. I bet Joh would still find a half dozen faults in my technique, though. Could have been worse for this guy; luckily, no serious damage was done. Some people just dont get that certain relationships arent meant to be.

After calming his horse and stowing his mandolin in the saddlebag, he hopped on and headed west on the long road towards Capital City.

Note to self: avoid any future gigs in this town.




Joh 1Instincts



Joh jogged through the hills. It seemed like he had not stopped for twenty or thirty minutes. Down one hill, then up another. The task was even more difficult with the comically heavy plate armour he wore and the thick, clumsy hand-and-a-half sword he wielded. Plus, it was hot as the hells out today. Nearing the top of hill number twenty-something, he could see the stronghold in the distance through a light density of trees.

Only a mile more to go, he thought to himself, breathing carefully. He tried to maximize his awareness of his surroundingsdespite all the noise running in this armour and heavy boots was making; despite the completely impractical helmet limiting his senses.

He sensed movement to his left and turned, sword at the ready. Then he heard a noise behind him and barely had time to turn his head the other way. A warrior in leather armour, who must have been hiding behind the trees, was already mid-thrust with his spear. Joh turned it away with an upward flick of his swordan awkward angle since the attacker was behind him, but successful, nonetheless. Sword still moving in an arc, Joh half-stepped towards the spearman and caught him behind the shoulder with a backhand slash. The spearman fell.

Joh turned to where he saw the initial movement, seeing two swordsmen closing in fast. They diverged to flank him, but Joh stepped to his right, blocking one mans path. With Left Man now unable to reach him, Joh began an overhead slash at Right Man, but not at full speed. As Joh expected, the man went for a block with his own sword. Joh then kicked him in the thigh with his heavy boot, and violently shoved the off-balanced man into Left, knocking them both to the ground. Two quick downward stabs later, and that was that.

Back to running. Two or three more minutes passed, and despite his control, Joh was feeling the effort in his lungs, his heartbeat pumping louder and louder, and his aching muscles. And again, he sensed something and moved to the side. An arrow whizzed past him and smashed into a tree. Joh looked up and ahead. An archer was behind a tree thirty paces ahead, reaching for another arrow to nock. Joh ran forward a few paces, then took cover behind a large tree before the archer could fire again. He lifted the visor of his helm and peeked around the tree. The archer let loose again. Joh ducked back just as the arrow hit the tree, then ran forward.

While drawing the next arrow, the archer stepped sideways from behind the tree. No longer needs to hide, I guess. Hes trying to get a better line of sight. Joh still ran forward. As soon as the archer let go of the string, Joh rolled off the line. The manoeuvre worked well enough as the arrow zipped past where he stood.

The archers eyes widened as Joh continued running straight at him. But another arrow was out of the quiver and ready to draw. Joh ran forward as much as he dared, then dove behind a tree as the arrow flew. The archer must have expected this movement as the arrow hit Johs left shoulder plate, but it bounced off the thick armour. Joh sprinted forward again. Only a few more paces. He probably wont have time to fire another one. Probably.

The archer reached the same conclusion. He dropped his bow, drawing two swords instead. Joh stopped running and closed the distance carefully. He had the advantages of greater size, reach, and heavier armour, but the other man had two swords to his one. Best not to charge right in towards one sword and get run through with the other.

Joh feinted a slash, then thrust forward, and the man parried with one sword, then slashed with the other. Joh parried and tried to circle around, but the man matched his movements. Joh aimed a backslash at the mans head, which was parried quickly. Joh then circled the other direction and, switching to a two-handed grip, slashed overhand. As the man blocked high with his leading sword, Joh knew the other sword would most likely come as a low thrust. 

And it did. Joh stepped back as the thrust came and slashed down on the mans hand. His sword dropped, and he could not counter with his other sword in time before Joh finished him with a thrust to the chest.

Joh tossed off his helmet and helped the man up. Excellent work, Arak. I didnt expect arrows this time; we should practice more of that. Though it would have been harder to dodge them without all the trees nearby.

Of course, my lord, but I was concerned when you raised your visor. Even though the arrows were blunted, they could have taken out an eye.

Oh, never mind that; I was never worried. I only wore the helmet to sharpen my perception in difficult situations. Once I detected you, I had no more need of it.

I dont want to blind you, my lord! Or, if it is not out of place for me to say so, are you sure it was not getting too hot with the helmet on for so long? Arak winked.

Joh waved his hand dismissively, but smiled. The other three men approached. You all did well, too. You, with the spear; you used the distraction well and got behind me. It was an excellent ruse.

Thank you, my lord, the spearman said, and bowed.

Joh asked one of the swordsmen, How is the leg?

It is fine, my lord, he said, and bowed. I knew you were not seriously trying to hurt me.

All in all, a fine exercise. If your blade were not blunted, all of us would be dead . . . though perhaps Egwin would only have lost an arm. How do you feel, my lord? Arak asked.

Exhausted, but it was worth it. Now, Joh said, stripping off his armour, let us take a gentle stroll back to the fort, cool down, and have a fine meal.



* * *



It wasnt very large as castles go, but it was still a castle. It sat sixty miles northwest of the second orb and north radial roads overlooking the large villageor small townof Rowan Bluffs, which centralized most of the areas population and industry. The castle had two purposes: to defend a passage between the hills, and to act as some ancestors monument to his own self-importance. Johs family owned the land ten to fifteen miles outwards from the castle. Nearly half of the land was forested hills, this area being near the northernmost edge of Ariani highlands, and the rest was agricultural land. Joh was disinclined to take on the role and responsibilities of lordship and never thought it would fall upon him, anyway. But since he ended up the last one left in his family, it did.

In the third floor solar, Joh stretched every muscle. So important after such strenuous exercise, particularly when schlepping around such heavy gear. Of course, he would never use such cumbersome equipment in an actual situation, but after such extensive practice with them, his regular weapons and armour felt weightless. Thank the gods for Illaras muscle and joint salve. I swear if I didnt slather myself in it every day, my body would fall apart. He stopped stretching for a few seconds as some melancholy memories came seeping back.

Arak entered with a pitcher of water and poured some into a cup. Your bath is ready, my lord. Supper should be ready in three quarters of an hour. Will there be anything else?

Oh, by the gods, I would love a pitcher of that porter in the cellar. Or perhaps some of that whisky or that rum . . . No, that will be all, Arak. As usual, you and the men who assisted may join me. You can lay off all the my lord business too; no need to be so formal, especially when its just you and me.

You are ever so kind. Arak smiled. Leaving the water behind, he bowed and backed out of the room like a butler as Joh rolled his eyes.

Once every seven daysfour more to gothats all the drink I will allow myself. I dont want to end up like poor Kaimana. I feel like I failed him, too. Joh sighed and drank the cool water from the cup just before heading to the hot bath.

He wondered what surprises Arak would come up with for tomorrows exercise. He usually brought different men for the training; in fact, Joh hadnt met two of todays participants before. Joh gave Arak a free hand to use different weapons and tactics anytime to keep his instincts fresh. It was his favourite daily task, and second place wasnt even close.

Beats trying to manage an estate.




Laurenze 2Incitement



Laurenze knew how to work a crowd. Sure, he was aware his singing wasnt the best, but it was passable enough to get the job done. But his nimble fingers could work a mandolin, or most stringed instruments, exceptionally well. His eight-stringed mandolinwhich was expertly constructedwas not for novices. It had expensive high-tension strings and a sturdy body; the strings force would crush an inferior device.

The mandolin was his favourite instrument by far. It produced a bright, cheerful soundor sad and mournful, if the situation warranted. You could apply some unique melodic picking techniques on it that werent so easily available on a regular six-stringed guitar. And in his opinion, it had a superior sound to the lute.

Laurenzes fingers moved rapidly along the fretboard, mixing chords and picking individual notes with ease. And you could be sure he would be working any ladies in the audience with eye contact, smiles, or subtle hip movements if he felt their attention on him. Which, in his opinion, seemed often.

He skipped a possible gig in Pine Hill, which was one days ride from the last one in Cypress. It was a small venue in a town that wasnt exactly thriving. He hated to miss work in this first week of spring. Winter was over, and it was the first week of the New Year, so people were still in a partying mood. But mainly he skipped it in case that jealous boyfriend from the stable came looking for more payback. However, this tavern in Ashvillea prosperous community three days farther outwas a godsend. Decent coin, free meal and board for the night, and lots of potential company for later in the audience. The audienceboth female and malewas eating up every song in the performance so far.

Still, he was earning a fraction of what he could get in a large Capital City establishment. But Laurenze was more interested in the tour than the size of the crowd. The journey, and impressing new faces in small, intimate places, had more appeal to him than playing in some massive concert hall. Sure, the latter might get him more fame, but being stuck in one venueeven with all of Capital Citys excitementwouldnt appeal to him. It would be different if he really depended on this income, but he was mostly performing for fun. Also, the rest of his old group, especially Caelbren, had to caution him about seeking too much fame. Attention might attract some antagonists from the past looking for payback. Antagonists far scarier than some lone beefy hayseed.

Better close strong. Laurenze finished his set with a popular ballad documenting the official tale of how the Collective ended the old decadent monarchy. He played it, despite how it filled him with chagrin every time, but the song was a big hit in the boonies. He was, of course, no Monarchistvery few left alive werebut the bankers of the Collective were not without their own cruelty and corruption. The royals were long gone, and none showed any desire to returntoo dangerous for them after the power shifted to the Collective. Given that, there was conjecture that many ex-Monarchists joined the more autocratic leaning factions in their fledgeling democracyTwylo and his ilk. Others stayed underground. Any public dissent from more uncontrollable traditionalist groups since the revolution was stomped out, hard. The more practical ones simply followed their new would-be tyrants out of either principle or profit.

It wasnt his song, but he still added his own creative touches to it. He threw in a melodic arpeggio during the chorus, which was always a crowd pleaser, then finished the outro with a flourish.

Thats all for tonight! Thank you all for your kindness! Laurenze said, bowing to a standing ovation. He couldnt even finish putting away his mandolin and plectrum before getting offers for free drinks. The look in the big blue eyes of that buxom lass sitting at the bar gave him the impression that an offer for something else would be forthcoming, too.

Someone touched his shoulder from behind. He turned and looked up at a familiar, huge form. Luckily, not that thug from Cypress. There was Kaimana, with his battered old breastplate and helm, axe and daggers hanging off his back and belt. Hey . . . he stopped himself from saying Kaimanas name in public. What are you doing here? How

I knew you would pass through here. Had a one-way guard job finishing up close by, and I hung around for a week waiting for you.

Yeah. Laurenze nudged him with his elbow. Im sure you hated visiting every bar in town for a week!

Ive cut back. Kaimana paused. I cant believe you did that last song.

Shut up, its a living. Gods, do you go anywhere without being armed to the teeth? You know, I could have used you a few days ago.

Speaking of, I have something I can use you for. Okay if we meet back to discuss it in the morning when we can get some privacy? Im sure you have, Kaimana winked, business of your own tonight.

Laurenze smiled. Caelbren always said you were smarter than you looked.



* * *



The next morning, Laurenze came down the stairs of the inn and found Kaimana already waiting in the tavern. He was chowing down on a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast, with a mug of coffee in front of him.

Up early? Coffee? You? Laurenze asked.

I told you Ive cut back on the booze, Kaimana muttered.

What a shocking development. Laurenze signalled the waitress, who came over. May I have the same as my friend here, my dear? he asked her with a wink.

Coming right up, sir, she said with a smile, playing with her hair before returning to the bar.

Gods, youre good, Kaimana said drily, sipping from his mug.

Youre just jealous. So anyway, you mentioned something about a job?

Yeah, he said. Remember the Aethryns?

The party did a job for Aethryn many years ago, and it was one of the few that did not go well for them. Being untrustworthy, to say the least, Aethryn was blacklisted from future work. Laurenze crossed his arms. I think I know where youre going with this, and Im not sure its a good idea.

Thats right. Old Man Aethryn is on his deathbed, and I have it on good authority that his home is poorly guarded.

You must mean his fortress is poorly guarded?

Calm down. He has no heirs, few guards, and seeing as hes one of the top forty or so corrupt bankers in the country, he should have all kinds of loot lying around.

How good is this authority?

Kaimana finished the last of his bacon. I know someone on the inside.

Okay. Tell me about your inside source.

I travel a lot doing guard work. I keep my eyes open for opportunities. And in this case, I got to talking with one guy in Dogwood. He was complaining about being out of a job when the old man keels over.

You were just idly conversing with him, right? Hes not in on it or anything?

Please. We had just met, and he did most of the talking, especially after I bought a couple of rounds.

Good job. Wait . . . How is it he had no heirs? It was a family business with what, three brothers?

Right. None had any children, probably as all three were miserable old bastards. And the two younger brothers both died within the last couple of years.

So, of course, you need me to . . . Hold on. Laurenze smiled and paused as the waitress brought his food and coffee. Thank you kindly. She winked at him and left.

Break us in, Kaimana finished for him, mopping up egg yolk with his last piece of toast.

I see one major problem. Since there are no heirs, there has to be somebody ready to swoop in and take over the company. So they, and whomever else is as clever as you, might be thinking the same thoughts regarding Aethryns valuables.

No risk, no reward. But we should, of course, play it safe and watch the place for a few days.

How long is the geezer going to be on his deathbed? And how long have you known about this?

Been happening for months. He has some debilitating condition. Therere doctors and healers going in and out all the time, trying to prolong the inevitable.

This is weird and uncomfortable. Laurenze sipped on his coffee. Normally Im the guy who talks people into doing things, not the other way around.

I knew youd be in! Kaimana clapped him on the shoulder. Think of this as a way to atone for singing that propaganda last night. You dont mind if I . . . He reached towards a piece of bacon on Laurenzes plate.

Laurenze shooed his hand away. Paws off, you goon!




994 Mid Spring



Redshirts



Hopefully, the protest wouldnt turn out to be a riotor a massacre. There were hundreds outside the gates of the Imperial Palace, all wearing the red tunics that marked them as opposed to the regimethe red symbolizing the blood of the working class or something, it wasnt quite clear. Redshirts, they called themselves.

Some of them held various signs: Living Wages, Safer Working Conditions, Down with the Empire. That last one was probably too risky to hold in public. The soldiers on the wall watched the crowd closely, but paid extra attention to the guy with the last sign.

There was little danger the protestors could storm the palace. Not with twenty-foot-tall stone walls in-between, nor all the guard towers and archers above. But if the soldiers were feeling nasty, it could turn ugly fast.

Joh, Caelbren, Illara, and Laurenze stood well back, across the road from the crowd. They were returning from a job in the mountains northeast of town, and the palace was on the main roads. So they just stopped to watch for a spell. None of them wore red or the forest green of the empire, just mostly neutral coloursblack, brown, and grey.

This is getting bad, Joh said.

Laurenze nodded. I know. Crowds are growing every day, and not just near the palace.

Most of their concerns are understandable, though, Illara said, looking around to make sure no strangers were in earshot. The greed of the so-called empire is getting out of control. People are overworked, underpaid, and mistreated.

Of course, Joh said. I agree with them. Though I wonder if some of their anger is misplaced.

Depends on who they are listening to. There are a lot of examples from history where someone worse could end up ruling next, Caelbren added.

Laurenze looked over at Joh. To your point, part of the problem is also the companies theyre working for. The empire doesnt control everything.

Absolutely, Illara said, but the banking and trading conglomerates have massive power. They have a lot of influence on the empire and the emperor.

The current king co-opted the terms empire and emperor within the past year. King and kingdom were more accurately used for centuries, but the current monarch wanted an upgrade in status. Some called it illusory superiority, though not in places where the wrong ears could hear them.

And vice versa. Like I said, seems like most of the attention is being directed at the empire and hardly any at the companies. Oh, and I agree with you too, Caelbren.

Joh nodded. Anyway, I guess we should move on before the trouble starts?

They mounted up and headed west, then turned north from the Central Market into Midtown. Once past the bustle of that neighborhood, they entered a sleepier commercial district, mostly comprising of small workshops and the odd residence.

They stopped at a small stone office building to meet up with Melynbraf, one of their sources for jobs. They dismounted and Joh knocked.

Melynbraf answered the door. Hey! he said, smiling. Come in, come in.

His office was generously furnished. Once everyone filed in, they entered a meeting room with a large rectangular table and chairs all around. Melynbraf and the party all took their seats, and one of his assistants served coffee and tea.

Melynbrafs tone and body language became more solemn. I was sorry to hear that you lost Garrett.

Yeah, Laurenze said, he was a good guy.

Just bad luck. The archers got the drop on him as we were leaving the mines, Joh said. We took them out after, but he was gone by then.

Melynbraf bowed his head in sombre reflection. I dont know if this is adequate consolation, but at least the mission was a success. We knew Novara Corp was up to something underhanded, but finding out they used slave labour in their mines was a shock.

It was true. Had the party wanted fame, they could have had it for exposing Novara. No civilized country condoned slavery anymore, nor was a private company sanctioned to use it. They freed the slaves and had Novaras owners and most of the management arrested. The mining workers would hopefully keep their jobs under the new management, but their fates were unclear at this juncture.

They discussed more details of what happened, and the party handed over some paperwork retrieved from the mines to help in prosecution. Melynbraf gave the party their payment for the job, minus his ten percent.

As for new work, I may have something in a few days, a week tops. Does that work?

May need to delay a bit, Joh said, then sipped his coffee. We need to find a new fifth member first. I cant be the only warrior here.

We should consider adding a sixth, too, to watch our backs, Caelbren added. They were getting jobs lucrative enough that they could afford to divide the income by one more. But the chief concern was safety, especially after what happened to their poor associate, who used the alias Garrett to mostly trusted people like Melynbraf.

Yes, but that will take some time. We have some leads on a fifth. Well need that wrapped up before we take another job, Joh continued.

Laurenze glanced at Melynbraf. Protests are getting bigger out there. Anything happening we should worry about?

Hard to say, but Ill let you know. My sources are keeping their ears open, just in case. Theres still plenty of work around.

The party would remain in the city for a while yet, and Melynbraf agreed to contact them when he had the next job lined up. 

Over the next few days, they followed up on some references and then arranged to meet the potential fifth member of the groupsome big kid from the Islands. He was young, but apparently a powerful fighter with some other useful talents. Perfect to replace Garrett.



994 Late Fall


Drawing the Short Straw


The emperor had several organizers of the Redshirts arrested and executed in an attempt to quell the protests, but it backfired. The protests exploded in number and were now happening in every major city. Several banking and trading companies started backing off their unconditional public support of the emperor. None were openly siding with the rebels, but a sizeable number were now neutral at best regarding the monarchy.

The party had just wrapped up a mission in southern Arian and was heading directly to another prearranged job out west. They all appreciated their talents being this much in demand.

On a long ride northwest on the second orb road, and after a lengthy silence, Kaimana had a burning question. Been meaning to ask you guys this for a while . . . whats with all the towns named after trees?

Its just something that was decided long ago, Joh said.

It doesnt always make sense. White Oak had some of those trees, sure, but Maringa didnt have any of those. I dont expect to see any rosewood in Rosewood, either.

Well, of course this nation is blessed with abundant greenery, almost on par with the Elflands. The lumber industry has long been vital here, so the naming is merely an old tradition stemming from that. Eventually, they ran out of good local tree names and had to improvise, Caelbren said.

Often its thematic, Illara added. Honeysuckle Lake may not have much or any honeysuckle shrubs, but it is on a lake.

Its usually somewhat appropriate, if not perfect. Warmer southern cities near the sea will have names of palm trees and the like. Up north, near the desert, names are usually close to the trees and shrubs that develop there, Laurenze explained.

Caelbren nodded. You can usually tell the age of the town by how suitable its name is, or by how wealthy it was. Competing cities sometimes had to bid to the crown for prestigious sounding names. Like your example of White Oak, lots of towns wanted that name. No one wanted Hackwood.

Or say, Sneezewort. Anything with wort sounds bad. Laurenze thought for a few seconds, then slapped his knee. Horehound! Now thats my favourite terrible plant name.

Kaimana grunted. Sticking to some weird tradition, whether it makes sense or not, sounds like poor planning to me.

Its flawed, for sure, but no worse than a lot of other places. Study the geography of Harazos and the other countries on that island. Long, descriptive town names. And unless you know the languages there, good luck pronouncing most of them.

Very true. Rosewood, for example, is a lot simpler, whether it is accurate or not, Joh said. Arent the island names sort of arbitrary as well?

I like to say my home islands name translates to middle of nowhere, Kaimana said.

The group chuckled, and Joh asked, What is it called?

Ma Kaii. My translation is actually not far off from the real name. Its a good eighty miles off the key shipping routes.

How many people live there?

About eight thousand.

So not a lot, Laurenze said. Even so, I guess some must be content to live in the middle of nowhere.

Kaimana laughed. Not me.


* * *


The party turned onto the west radial road when the orb intersected with it in the city of Blackhaw. It got less busy the farther out they travelled, since more than half the Ariani lived inside the first two orbs. The trees thinned and the land transformed into plains. Trade became more agricultural rather than resource- or service-based; there were numerous farms and pastures visible as they travelled.

What do they call the towns around here? There seems to be a lack of mighty oaks and pines, Kaimana asked.

Theyre mostly named after fruit trees or vines. I grew up not far away, Caelbren said.

You dont look like a farmer.

Everyone laughed. No, Caelbren sighed, but my family runs a vineyard. In a few miles well be going into a valley, and youll see a lot fewer farms.

It was true. The road gradually dropped into a valley that extended past the horizon. Rows of vines were everywhere, both in flatter areas and on hillsides.

So, which ones yours? Laurenze asked with a wink.

Im afraid that information is classified.

You dont want to bring us home for a visit? Or were you disowned?

Its not that. True, I dont want to visitmy family knows nothing about what I do. How would I explain hanging around with the lot of you?

Are you in contact with your family at all? Joh asked.

Caelbren shrugged. Yes, a bit. I send them letters now and again, and occasionally, money.

What do you tell them you do?

I keep it pretty general. I mean, they probably have an idea since they helped me with my training costs a few years back. But I dont want the wrong people finding out Im a spellcaster for hire. Id rather the family and everyone they associate with believe Im a banker or merchant.


* * *


The valley stretched out for more than a days ride. They stopped for the night at a country inn that Caelbren led them to. It was almost certainly a place where no one would know him.

The next day, once out of the valley, the terrain changed to farmland again. This province was very important to Arianit grew and bred much of the countrys food. A lot of very wealthy farm owners made their fortunes in this area.

As they approached the outer orb road, foothills and mountains emerged in the distance. Fort Bristlecone stood high in the mountains ahead, guarding the passes. The long mountain range along the western frontier helped protect the nations breadbasket. Of all Arians borders, this was the easiest to defend.

The Republic of Valdoria on the other side of the mountain range wasnt a tremendous threat by itself. It comprised a loose collection of city-states in rich lowland river valleys
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