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This book is entirely a work of fiction. The names, locations, characters


and incidents in this novel are the work of the author’s imagination.


Any resemblance to actual persons, whether dead or alive, locations


and/or events is solely coincidental.






Tis a hymn to peace…








PHONATION



Vowels


a as in car


e as in end


i as ea in feast


j equal to y (treated as vowel for its correspondence to i)


y as in yes—treated as double i


o (short) as in nod


o (long after r) as in nor


u as in you


Consonants


g as in gizzard


w, sharp v—always stressed


v as in villain


h as in house


Note: erh equals är (pronounced ere); sch as in ship, th as in theme.


Umlaut


ä as e in bet


ö as er in herb


ü similar to u in iu




For where then the great many


have gone adwell, to be of a


greater growth, within that sphere


they are brought forth as concrete


substance. Dense in attribution to


where they are sited, and the


breathing of air unto the impact of


a feeble touch.


For in such the vest is used, as is


the vintage the nectar thereof, a


haze obscures to be amerged with


the attributes, and raised up at


each of their paths.


According to the tree of their being,


that which they take be either


like unto that which they give, less


or more, or absent at whole. And


so is likewise with their tongue; by


their words, the bearing of their


vests, their need and the desires of


their hearts reflects. Even, then, no


one may be mute; words recompose


manyfold.




Help! Out loud I cry for help—yet no one seems to hear me!





RISE



Radicalism is fanaticism; neither is well taken to.





THIS MERCHANT


See the rain, how it pelts down upon this merchant, who set forth in search of the finest and certainly rarest of herbs. For weeks he has been traveling straight across The Great Greenery—this the vastest of prairies upon Earth—to leave his motherland and proceed into a country he knows of by tale only, Arjovan.


For he has a wagon full of gear of all manner, a strong creature is to draw it—an ox, which he has named Arönal. This creature he treasures above all his goods, above all gear: Neither the hardest of equipment ever to be obtained nor even the scarcest of all his items matters as much to him as this one ox. For this creature he would die: Belief holds that no critter may be harmed, mistreated, or slain and that there be no man to own neither cattle nor horse, not the smallest nor the tamest of creatures; for Haiörengal—brother of Lerjan, with whom is made be everything below and above the Sun—looks upon those who do wrong unto whatever critter as a disgrace, and so this merchant has never allowed nor thought on letting Arönal toil away, and not once has he eaten without sharing his supplies with him.


After many nights and days he comes in sight of Arjovan’s abundant greenery and turns to the skies straight, asking for Haiörengal’s guidance, “What may await me within these fields of trees? Say, what beings may I be among there and what beasts may I behold there? Prithee, hold me upon my way. Verily, I seek to trade my stock for the herbs of that turf, for I wish to learn the art of healing.”


A furlong westward he crosses the border, seeing the forest’s edge bordering on a plain while he treads onto foreign ground; and as he rather not seek cover from the rain in the forest, which seems to grow too dense for a wagon to pass, he approaches a group of trees north of the forest’s edge—there he should find cover and pause awhile to eat and groom Arönal.


Beneath a tree, he halts and guides his ox into the grove.


“I shall groom you after we have eaten,” says he, picking up his provisions from amid the load—he has merely one loaf of bread left, which he surely divides equally between him and his beloved animal.


Seating himself on a rock, he offers up a crumb for the needy afore he begins to eat, rather troubled about the weather. His garment is drenched. “Tis all soaked…” The heavy rainfall is a struggle, although he would never gripe nor meet the torrent with anger, let alone complain aloud. Strongly as he holds with the teachings of his gods, he says but: “Yes… yes the plants do all need water to grow.”


Some time later he arises and is just about to groom Arönal when, listen, he hears a flap. Though thinking nothing of it at first, he grows curious on hearing it again. The grove is small, with a few rocks near its verge; and there, just behind the boulder he sat on, he happens upon a bird, a rather large one, that tries to soar. Flapping its wings most vigorously, it moves round and round, seemingly injured and unable to take off.


“What has come on you!” utters he, drawing nigher, keen to help. And at a glance of its wings he is overcome with fret; they are crippled, appear twisted out of shape, with merely few feathers left. And see! Oddly enough, its eyelids seem to have grown close, and its beak is drenched in blood—perchance its own blood or haply that of whatever critter has wounded it so severely.


He distresses, starts to pant: “Just what happened to you?”


Caring as he is, showing love for every being upon Earth, he tries to seize it, to hold it firmly, to just keep it from dying of exhaustion. “Prithee, calm now; let me avail you!”


But, woe, the bird rages at his very touch: clawing his forearm, pecking around as if in a frenzy. “What is with you!”


Hying to his wagon to fetch a cloth, he digs through his gear in great haste, waling out to Arönal that he must help the bird. “I need to avail that poor creature; for, see, ’tis in pain!”


Indeed, the bird is in pain, a pain that he should share in the days to come, for that which has been passed on to him he does not know of.


Now he spreads the cloth over the bird, hoping to clutch it safely—in vain: When he tries to grasp it, quick as he might, it attacks more savagely, pecking away at anything near it, even injuring itself once.


“Oh no! No!” he cries. “You pecked yourself, you pecked yourself!”


Tugging the cloth away straight, he sees the wound, the blood running down the bird’s feathering, and steps back in horror: He has never witnessed a bird acting so strangely, and appearing so awkwardly withal.


And he sees no other way than to release it from its pains, much more as he notes it crapping without end, and so he grabs a rock, with struggle heaving it aloft.


“O Haiörengal, I cannot let this creature suffer like this!”


Stepping to the bird, seeing its pain, its wounds and crippled wings, he draws a breath, screaming above his lungs on smashing its head.


On bended knees he looks at it, daring not to remove the rock.


In V’arra, a dead animal or man is to be left lying for beasts, for only when devoured by a creature can the dead pass on to the realm above. “And there you may spread your wings and soar—yes, there you may soar without pain, and with wings that only ever grow healthy and large.”


Certain to have done the right thing, he takes a few bandages from his gear and a bottle of water from his provisions and washes his wounds thoroughly. The bird left many a cut on his forearm; and even when he has swathed it in bandages, the blood still soaks through from beneath.


The rain is still pouring down the skies when he climbs onto the wagon bench, eager to part from the grove.


“But, no!” he suddenly mutters, getting down the wagon again: “I shall walk beside you, Arönal, for you could not pause now because of my eagerness to leave—and, furthermore, shall you get your favored soup twice this day.”


Time goes by; streams cleave the turf. In the rain he walks, across the far open without cover and in drenched attire. He is sure to fall ill in the cold, should not by chance a village arise, or another groove appear anon; and he feels as if he were mistreating Arönal, more guilt unto every step, for that he is wandering about the elements.


A while later, he trudges no more but only slogs and each beat of his heart is as unto a sting and surging.


He feels unwell, coughs up slime. “It is too cold, too rainy to travel—all muddy! Sure the cold caught up on me at last!”


Fortune is upon him, though; he crosses ways with a merchant caravan. He counts six wagons, all of which are guarded by ten horsemen—strong warriors of a skillful fashion, clad in fine leather armor, with spears and bucklers.


The caravan moves by slowly, holding on its way. One rider only draws to a halt and heads over to him, looking at Arönal and the soaked merchant beside this mighty ox.


“Have you come off your way?” asks he: “I say, you do not seem to know where to go.”


Greeting the horseman kindly, Eldös lays a hand upon his chest and bows his head, saying, “Verily, I do not know my way around this land.”


“What is your name?”


“Eldös and—”


“What a peculiar name; but, be that as it may, perchance you want to join us—the rain is not going to stop anytime soon now.”


Glimpsing the bloody bandage wrapped about Eldös’ forearm, the horseman wonders, “What has happened to you anyway?”


But Eldös does not speak of the bird and neither does he answer the question. “May I ask where you are heading?” he merely says.


“To Ilsra—come now.”


Certainly relieved, Eldös carries on with the caravan, hearing one of the wagoners speaking sharply to the horseman, inquiring of him whether he wishes to lose a weekly wage. “If not, then you better not part from us again—you are getting paid to ward us and not to speak to lonesome travelers.”


“He was lost!” utters the horseman.


“Indeed I was,” Eldös strikes in.


Looking back quickly, the wagoner frowns at him, saying, “Tell me your name afore you interrupt, you lonesome wanderer?”


“Verily, verily, my name is Eldös, and this is—”


“What an odd name you have! Say, are you a merchant? Can it be that you are a merchant?”


“I am, yes, and yo—”


“Speak louder!”


“I said I am, I am a merchant, and you? Are you all merchants, too?”


“No, I am a wagoner, the fella next to me is a merchant!” The man at his side is lean and quite young, and he greets Eldös with a nod only afore he asks, “From where do you stem?”


“Forgive me, but I do not understand.”


“Your origin? I am wondering about your origin?”


“Oh, I see! I am from V’arra. I mean… I stem from V’arra.”


“V’arra, eh? What’s your name you said?”


“Eldös.”


“Eldos, Eldes—say again please.”


“Eldös, with ‘ö’—Eldös.”


“Tis rather difficult to utter… for some at least. Anyway, I am Adjr.”


“Pleased to meet you—may I ask whence you… stem?”


“Land of Boray.”


Though wishing to know more about Boray, Eldös remains still, plagued by a sudden, penetrating tone in his ears… a highpitched whistle that leaves him no pause.


While the caravan progresses eastwards, he comes to feel weakened more and more; and when they come in sight of their destination shortly before the fall of dusk, he is struck by such a headache that he squeeze close his eyes, shedding tears, clenching his fists to bear it without having to scream. Fortunately, it lasts for only a bit.


“Look ahead, merchant!” the horseman utters: “We are almost there.”


Eldös, though worried about his health just now, looks ahead. And behold! The sight of the city robs his breath, so greatly it aspires before him, enclosed by the highest of walls he has ever seen in his life. This one great bulwark—along with every last of the towers that rise from its top with turrets, flags, and banners—strikes him as the absolute proof that this city must have been built to outlast eons: It is truly great, and by far more massive than any of the tales can tell of. And he sees every flag and each banner, either charged with Ilsra’s emblem (a horse’s head above a sword) or emerging with a golden torch to resemble an everlasting light that shines even in the darkest hours.


And the closer they draw the bigger the gate appears. Though not as high as the bulwark itself, ’tis enormous to Eldös’ eyes.


The sentinels on the wall walk can see the merchant caravan well but look over the plain afore they signal to the gatekeepers that it is safe to open the gate.


Entering into the yard, the city guards fall into their sight near and far, and the leader of the merchant caravan is told to head straight for the area the Merchant Union has rented for its caravans at the market (to supply local merchants on market day).


As they move on along the high-street towards the heart of the city, glancing at the myriad of houses and stores around, Eldös feels tormented: The pain in his head appears anew, afflicting him badly.


The lovely timber homes of the common folk that flank the high-street do not meet his eye, nor would the castle—this great construction that seems to have been built to mirror the power and the fortune of the king, of him who is to be called The Glorious—; for Eldös is in such pain that he suddenly sinks to his knees, screaming out lout. And every last one around, from the carpenter to the blacksmith to all men near, stare at him alone, thinking he be mad.


“Quiet down now, I say!” demands the horseman, leaping down his horse. “Be still, you!”


“What is wrong with him?” asks Adjr, more concerned for Eldös’ well-being than he is worried about the approaching guards.


The horseman seizes Eldös by the arm and helps him up on his feet, saying in a whisper that ‘Breach of Public Order’ is a serious offense. “You will be arrested if you do not quiet down!”


Unfortunately, the guards have already heard him screaming and shove the horseman away from Eldös. “Let off him!”


“No!” pleads Eldös: “He has done me no wrong.”


But it is not that the guards try to ward him—this poor merchant who is in such pain. No, they do indeed force him to the ground, commanding that he either hold his tongue or lose it instead.


“You arrived with these men, yes,” say they, “but a moment ago?”


“Y-yes,” stutters Eldös.


“I say,” yells one of the guards, “scream again and I shall have your tongue!”


Neither guard cares about the eyes that are upon him, nor would he query whether this merchant needs help—order is kept at harsh measures. And they even say that they might as well cut his tongue out now, “lest you think of shouting about again!”


“Let go of him!” yells Adjr, showing true bravery. Normally, many a good man stays silent for fear of prosecution.


“What did you say, merchant!”


“I say, let go of him now! We are of the Merchant Union and have a contract from which we may withdraw at any given time if you dare and harm one of ours.”


Truth be told, the Merchant Union is the largest merchant guild with many powerful supporters, who may well issue sanctions. In general, guards are aware of this and rather not be held responsible for causing such a penalty; and they let go of Eldös thus and proceed with patrolling the alleys.


“You risk your life, foolish man!” utters the wagoner, looking upon Adjr with pity: “Whatever that man says of himself, he might as well be a rouge—so why back him!”


“Why show me pity,” scolds Adjr, “when the suffering man is better suited?”


“But—”


“It is wrong to turn a blind eye to injustice!” Now Adjr looks over to his fellowman, troubled at his appearance: Eldös is sweating heavily, and slime is dripping from his mouth. “What’s going on with you?” he inquires of him. “Man, you breathe in rattles!”


“Yea!” says the horseman, looking right into his eyes. “Speak to us, man of V’arra! Can you even hear me!”


“I-I am in… in pain—” Eldös coughs in the rider’s face, feeling the stings of a myriad needles in his neck. Spams befall him. A sharp stab in his head scourges him—and the pressure builds up, as if his skull is being wrenched apart.


Glancing at the horseman, Adjr calls upon him for help, saying, “Quick! We must take him to a healer!”


“I will take him to Olo, but what of his wagon and ox?”


“I shall take the wagon to the market with the rest, and the ox is going to the stable with the horses—and now go!”


Laying Eldös across his horse, Aljeras seeks the healer’s home. For it is forbidden to trot, canter or gallop through the city for anyone but soldiers, he is forced to go beside the creature.


The leader of the merchant caravan steps to Adjr meanwhile, telling him to not ever again lecture or threaten a guard.


“But—”


“No, listen to me, Adjr! That man is a merchant of his own, a traveling one: He is not a member of the Merchant Union, you hear! If this incident will have any consequences, then do not expect the Union to back you! As for the wagon and the ox, it is ours now—compensation for trouble, Adjr!”


“Hold your breath! How can you do that? You have not spoken a word over all the miles we had traveled, and you have not said a thing as I lectured the guards either; and now, now you even want to steal—”


“I rede you choose your words carefully, Adjr!”


Drawing a breath, Adjr is only just able to swallow his frustration; and with clenched fists he nods and gets on to the wagon.





FERJA


In her girlhood, she had often caught herself dreaming of a life that was not hers, imagining herself as being a soldier whom men of all cultures would look up to and adore for her merit and valor alike. She wished to grow the heart of a lion; and the power of a bear she desired to harbor, with love beating at its prime in her heart—such had been her drive… unto the day she has witnessed the slaying of a man: Once a night in the chill, a city guard struck down a thief with a sharp blow, cleaving the skull in twain before her eyes; and he let the corpse lie for the rest of the day, saying (that) “such be the fate of outlaws”.


Forsooth, the guard cut down a man who had stolen some bread, perhaps wholly of hunger. Regardless, whatever the thief’s motive, the guard did not query, nor did he regard his pledge to thenceforth steal no more. Indeed city guards are erstwhile soldiers, and it seemed that being a soldier meant to strike at even the innocent men and moreover yield to whatever the command—such is an enduring trait. Thus, she has chosen ministry over soldiery, praying that she may haply avoid both guards and servicemen during her apprenticeship. Oft she quoth: “And if, then, any a one be injured by the obedient mugger, I may hush their pains.”


Now, her father is a healer by trade and has instructed her into his field, showing her how to observe at very first, in that “the man who walks with a limp might have an aching back”. Hitherto he has taught her much, always advising that she demand payment upfront, or “risk to lose your patient, and hence your payment unto that”.


However, these days she has begun to draw beasts to characterize them by their looks, whence she had spoken to hunters who have had encounters with beasts of prey, lest she miss out on any detail. Besides, all those who are studying the flora and fauna are quite delighted in her work and have so far assisted her with writing a book for healers and travelers which offers a multitude of herbal remedies for bites and slashes, and lists all known predators and herbs thereunto. Sad to say, she is just about to stop working on her tome for definite, and that not only because she would need to leave for the wilderness to observer beasts firsthand but mainly as it may be that not every man is worth to be saved—although she feels ashamed for thinking so, the misdeeds of others lie heavy on her.


This night is cold, and the rain has been falling for three days straight. When she looks outside, risking but a glimpse of the darkness beyond the safety of her room, she sees only the gloom that wraps the city: To her, this place is where foulness reigns, and it stretches far to all sides. The lives of simple folks have no value here. There are nights when she lies wake in her bed, thinking of all the things that take place just outside of her shelter: She has heard of a man who sometimes stalks the alleys at night, shadowing on lonesome souls who seek some company; and, sad as it is, no guard would arrest him, for he is an officer of high rank, and that even though he has certainly committed the most gruesome of crimes many a time over. And truly there are various others who do alike, men who bow to villainy, who act sinisterly—soldiers who do as they are told and take pleasure in doing what they are being told.


Because of such things it has come to be that her room became her tower, her very own keep on the second floor, her “stronghold”, as her father often says—and if not for him, in whom she trusts, she might have long decided to nevermore leave her room.


Looking at the table she uses for writing and drawing and at all the unfinished pages and pictures upon, she sighs, all too certain in her decision to set it all aflame.


Someone pounds hard at the front door! She jerks and shrieks. “Who might that be? Perchance a patient?”


“Who’s there?” she hears her father shouting, the tread of his boots thumping across the floor as walks over to the door, saying, “Who’s there now?”


“It is me, Aljeras! Open up now! This man here needs your help—he needs your help, you hear me Olo!”


On hearing this Olo opens the door, finding his friend carrying a senseless soul in his arms.


“He has lost consciousness just before,” says Aljeras.


Olo escorts him to a large table in the middle of the room, close by to the chamber for the ill.


“Lay him down upon it,” says he.


Aljeras does so and then moves back a pace, observing his friend going about his trade.


“What is his name?”


“Eldos, or so.”


“What happened to his arm?” asks the father, seeing the bloody bandage. “Has he told you?”


“He did not say.”


And suddenly Olo raises his voice, shouting, “Ferja! Come here to me at once!”


“I take my leaving!” utters Aljeras; he must return to the caravan apace or risk to lose his wage. Before he can part, however, Olo insists on being paid upfront: “We know each other, are friends, close friends I believe; but I have to make a living.”


“Hey, I do not know this man!”


“But you brought him here.”


“Will you help him or—”


“It is upfront payment,” says Ferja, joining her father’s side. “That is just how it is.”


“You greedy geezer!” mutters Aljeras, handing him two gold coins. “Is this enough?”


“It should.”


“Good! You better make sure this man awakes from his haze, or else!”


Having heard this, Ferja forthwith asks him to leave, for “vile men are not welcome here”; but her father tells her to keep her eyes on the patient while he removes the bandage.


“I have my leaving,” says Aljeras. “Oh, and tell him his ox and wagon are at the market, and tell him too that he owes me two gold coins straight.”


“Will do,” says Ferja. “We bid you farewell.”


For the blink of a moment Aljeras keeps standing by the door, regarding Ferja as through and through lovely and certainly tough, for no woman has ever told him to be off before. He closes the door softly behind him as he leaves.


Olo takes a close look at Eldös’ wounds before he says to his daughter, “Look at these cuts, Ferja—what do you see?”


Inspecting the cuts, she concludes that these must have been made by claws, “bird claws”.


“Are you sure? I mean, Ferja, you are the one characterizing beast’, am I not right? So tell me what poisonous critters there are that could leave such marks?”


“Why would you say poisonous?”


“He is sweating! Do you not see how he is sweating?”


“I do smell it, but I do not suppose poisonous birds exist, so he might have caught a cold while out in the rain—he is drenched, you know.”


“His skin is hot—he might have hot spirits1.”


Laying a hand on Eldös’ forehead, she says, “Yes, he seems to be running a temperature.”


“Fever foreshadows an illness, so you might be right, although he could be suffering from an infection as well—whoever bandaged him did not clean these wounds properly.”


“Then we better clean them.”


“Yes, I will clean them now—hurry, my daughter, and get some water. Do add some vinegar and a drop of wine to it; and bring me the honey, too, please.”


“I’ll fetch it straight.”


Eldös is not all too gone in his mind; he can slightly hear them speaking. And the voice of this man who is attending to him is of such calmness that he feels relieved to have been taken to him. And even when this fellow begins to wash out his wounds—saying to his assistant, “Do always clean a wound from the center outward, and do never forget to irrigate it and clean the skin around it”—Eldös keeps still, bearing the pain.


“I reckon you won’t be needing to stitch?” says Ferja to her father, giving him what he has asked for.


“No, no, but I need you to prepare a paste with a fir’s resin, quendel2, coltsfoot, and the leaves of birch. Mix and mortar everything, add some warm water the while.


“Are you going to use that for a poultice?”


He sighs only while smearing honey over the cuts; and as he then lays a cloth over his patient’s forearm without having answered her yet, she grows annoyed at his silence.


“What is it now?” she asks.


“I have told you about these things, have I not?”


“Yes, but—”


“How do you apply a poultice, Ferja?”


“With gentle pressure, I suppose?”


“Wha—no! You smear it over a wound, wrap moss about it then, and set a bandage! Tell me now: For how long must he keep it on him?”


“For about two days… or—”


“Three, ’tis three days, and it must be repeated twice to thrice afore such wounds as his may heal up on their own! That is how it should be done, and you should know by now!”


“I do, but it would do better to take birchbark instead of moss, maybe even clay?”


“If I had these ingredients, I probably would.”


“I thought you still have—”


“No, I do not! And you would know that too if you would not be upstairs all day long. I wonder sometimes what I am teaching you for—and now make that poultice please so that I can put on a bandage.”


Even if the fireplace is more than a few steps away from the table he is at, he can hear her muttering and grumbling very well and sadly assumes that she is angry at having been rebuked for her fears—it is not so, and if only he would see that she solely sought to make him proud, then haply he would understand how painful such a remark as his can be.


As for her, she believes he is angry at her for that she keeps in her room for fear, whereas he merely felt unheard, as so often before. And he mutters, “I know what I am doing, yet you seem to doubt that”; and she mutters, “This city frightens me yet that you think trifle, for you do not know what to say to me to make me feel at home.”


Somewhat later she returns to him with the poultice and some moss, saying, “It is still warm, but although I am upstairs all day long, I do know that it must be applied warm!”


Before he can say something, Eldös begins to mumble “Arönal” over and over again.


His headache has not ceased anymore since before—it weakened only and strikes him now again with much greater pain. And yet, despite the savage throbbing in his head, he fears most for Arönal.


“He is awake, father.” Bending down to Eldös, Ferja says to him, “We will get you healthy again.”


“Warm up some wine,” says Olo, “warm up some wine, mix with a spoon full of honey, and pour it down his throat.”


While Olo applies the bandage, Ferja hurries to a cabinet nearby the fireplace and grasps the best vintage her father owns, whereupon she fills some of the wine into a pail, which she then sets on the grate straight. Having made sure that there is enough ember to heat it up quickly, she returns to her father, asking him to hand her the honey.


“Do you measure with a tablespoon or a teaspoon?”


“A teaspoon, take a teaspoon of honey.”


Whereas she prepares the liquor—which many define as a syrup, calling it either ‘Physician’s aid’ or ‘Tormonia’—, Olo inspects Eldös’ eyes, covering them with his hands shortly to see how the pupils react to light: strangely, the reaction is very slowly.


“Me head,” utters Eldös, “me head aches s-so s-severe’…”


“We will give you something against the pain, and to help you sleep—say, Eldos, from where do you have these wounds on your forearm?”


“I ha-had to do wrong to… to end it’ s-suffer.”


Much as he slurs, let alone the tears he sheds, Olo considers the pain to be graver even than thought: “Ferja, Ferja,” he thus says, “make enough syrup to knock him out!”


In a while she has prepared the syrup.


“Drink this,” she says to Eldös, pouring it down his throat. “You must drink it all; it will take the pain away.”


For someone who is not used to drinking, who has in sooth never even tasted any kind of liquor, Eldös is quickly affected by this medical beverage. And shortly after he has been given yet another cup full, which he surely had to empty straightway too, he falls into a deep sleep.


In the chamber for the ill—this being no other than a simple room with a single bed—Olo lays him down for a good night’s rest and covers him with a blanket, saying, “His body shall sweat out whatever unwanted substances that disturb his system.”


He has faith in his treatment and is sure Eldös will feel much better in the morning.





1 old-fashioned term for fever.


2 lat. wild thyme





A TROUBLED MAN


Adjr is all alone strolling around the city at night, thinking only about Eldös and how to tell him that his wagon has been taken from him, claimed along with ox and load. “Just how shall I tell him?” Might he say that the leader of the merchant caravan has seized the whole for compensation… mere compensation for the trouble they have had with the guards because of his screaming, whereas it was nothing else than stealing a man’s belongings! An entire wagon full of gear—and truly the gear is exceptional and some items are so rare that Adjr can only wonder where Eldös had obtained them—must be worth as much as a fortune together with the ox. And ’tis all gone now. It may be that Eldös is a merchant of his own. It must be so given that he was traveling alone, and now he is ruined, left with only what he has on him.


Such injustice Adjr cannot abide and indeed thinks about stealing both wagon and ox wholly to return them to their rightful owner. He is willing to take great pains upon himself to keep Eldös out of the gutter. Perchance he should first apprise the head of the Merchant Union of the incident before breaching the law himself, although Eldös might not be given any compensation whatsoever: After all, the Merchant Union has no contract with V’arra; so why, just why should anyone care about a simple man, whom they might even judge a competitor?


Things such as these make it hard for Adjr to stay honest; it appears that the good-hearted are always those who suffer most; and this angers him and disgusts him and he begins to resent the wealthy and the fortunate men for the benefits they enjoy, saying, “How much, o how much! I hate you so much!”


He proceeds with wandering about the alleys, drawing nearer to Ilsra’s northern districts.


The closer he comes to the city wall, the fewer the men who appear fully clothed, let alone in good heath. Privation holds the rein. The houses come to be sheds and huts and he more often finds doubtful characters lingering around than he sees a patrol.


A furlong off the city wall, the pavement descends into an alley where more than few fellows are moving about, appearing adrift and well off the right path. Here, in this rarely visited district, he could get robbed or killed for just about nothing. Fortunate for him, he strikes many of the souls whom he finds himself roaming among as being alike them—yet another one who has come astray, who has indeed been forgotten and left in the gutter, cast away into a life of wretchedness and poverty.


Such a sight he has grown used to seeing in Perper, the only port in all of Arjovan where the Merchant Union’s ships arrive every now and then to replenish their caravans’ goods. Now Perper’s warren of narrow alleys is alike a grave: The whole city resembles destitution, harbors outlaws, blackguards, knaves, and rogues—it is the most horrendous place to be at or live in. Here in Ilsra he may not witness such savageness or penury, but it is even so enough to never forget; and just these sites of oppression confirm him in his decision to steal back all of Eldös’ possessions tonight… to be no man who turns a blind eye to the doings of the corrupted ones nor to that of the tyrant and oppressor.


Yet, how shall he get both a fully loaded wagon and a great ox out and away at night, when not a soul is allowed to leave Ilsra unto the wake of day? And therewithal, the consequences of such an action—yes, even just the attempt—will like enough end at the gallows. He does not seem to care about either problem, however; should he wait for too long, he might catch himself fighting shy of doing what he believes is right.


Returning to the market, where Eldös wagon stands amid the merchant caravan’s, he looks around and about for the caravan guards: At least four horsemen are to keep constant vigil over the wagons and their load for the night, while everyone else may rest in a nearby tavern. Apparently, given that the market will open tomorrow and quite a few local traders are going to set up their stands in the early hours, well before the Sun has even rises, the whole half of their lot is on watch.


Even if Adjr is still working for the Merchant Union, he cannot just fare away with the wagon: The horsemen are obliged by contract to inform the caravan leader of anything that concerns the wagons and their load. Besides, he would need to fetch the ox first, yoke it and beat the wedges…


“Oh man, what shall I do?” he wonders. “Just what shall I do without getting myself killed?”


Sadly, he strikes upon a poor thought: He wants to report the caravan leader to the city guards. “For larceny I’ll get you!”


West of the market, about a furlong yonder, he espies a patrol and runs over to the guards, yelling, “I have witnessed a crime!”


“Of what sort?” ask they.


“Larceny! The leader of the merchant caravan has stolen a man’s property!”


“Are you speaking of the Union’s caravan.”


“Yes! The leader of the caravan—”


“Do you know the victim?”


“Somehow… yes.”


“Does he live here in Ilsra?”


“No, he has come from V’arra. We met him in Ahron an—”


“You are a merchant for the Merchant Union, are you?”


“I prefer the term ‘trader of the Union’—but, yea, I’m with them.”


“Well then, trader of the Union, listen here to me: Since the victim is not living here but is in fact a foreigner, you must inform a representative of the Merchant Union of this crime and not us.”


“But his belongings have been stolen from him—here in Ilsra!”


“In Ahron or Eridian, there you can find a representative at a merchant caravan inn. Apart from telling you this, which you ought to know yourself, there is nothing we shall do.”


“But—”


“I rede you take off now!”


“You cannot do this!”


“You yourself have stated that the Union has the right to withdraw from any contract it has with Arjovan if a merchant of theirs is harm—”


“I haven’t said this to you, to neither of you!”


“No, but to a fellow guard you have. Natheless, this has little to do with that than it has with the Ebenisis of Ilsra.”


“So this the book of Ilsra’s law grants you the right to forget about an injustice that has taken place in Ilsra itself?”


“You better be careful, trader of the Union, unless you wish to spend the night in a spithole!”


“Be it Ahron, Eridian, Rochgar, or Reogan—which region ever, there is no justice for the common men!”


Drawing his blade, the guard steps nearer to Adjr, seizing him by the throat all at once.


“You should be taught manners, I say!”


Trying to get free of the guard’s hold, Adjr grasps him by the wrist, shouting abuse: “Get off me, you law-sweeper15!”


“What was that, jester!” The guard hits him down hard—a strong punch to the gut and Adjr drops to his knees, vomiting on the pavement, wherefore he is arrested straight.


“Mock!” utters the guard. “You should have taken my counsel, spewing the streets—and offending authorities withal!”


In the dead of night they drag him through the city to one of the many shafts that are sunken into the high-street. “Here in the spithole,” they say to him, opening the latticed lid, “all who see you know that you are an offender, and down on you they will spit and look; and when you are allowed to go, you will be a marked man!”


Despite the gloom that befalls Adjr on being cast down into the dark, he speaks in rage, saying, “You are in trouble, so much trouble!”


“Trouble you say? We shall see what the leader of your caravan will have to say about that accusation of yours—what will he say, I wonder. Maybe he will simply carry on and leave you to rot in your very own spithole.”


Adjr feels a sudden shiver running down his spine: He must be present on market day, which is no later than tomorrow, or else the leader of his caravan can deem his absence a violation of his contract. Moreover—and of this Adjr has little knowledge as he is not working for the Merchant Union long enough—, if it comes to light that he has issued an accusation to the city guards and not to a representative of the Merchant Union, he can be prosecuted for ‘defamation’.


“You cannot do this!” yells he. “I must be present on market day!”


But the guards merely say, “Draw a deep breath! It looks like it will rain tonight.”





15 (vulgar slang) a guard who does not keep to the law himself.





FERAL SOUL


In the early morning Eldös awakens. Knowing neither what has happened after his arrival at the city nor how he has come to lie in this bed, he tries to rise, worrying about Arönal and what might have happened to his goods meanwhile. Sadly, though, he struggles with taking but a pace. Even worse, he is swaying and stumbling while trying to reach the door of this chamber, within which he feels confined, not at last since V’arra’s vast prairie made him regard freedom as no less than thousands of miles of open land.


Ferja, who is often bedeviled by nightmares and found no rest thus, hears a thud from the chamber and hurries in, finding Eldös lying upon the floor.


“I cannot rise on my own”, he speaks: “Me legs, I can not get on to me legs.”


She helps him back into bed apace, telling him that he better rest for another day; but, “No”, says Eldös; “I-I need find Arönal.”


“Who is that?” she wonders. “Perchance your brother or—”


“No, no, me brother is Ürian, but Arönal is me fellow ox.”


“Ah! I should tell you that the man who has brought you to us, Aljeras, he asked of us to tell you that your wagon and ox are at the market, but—”


“Prithee, do say, where is this market?”


“At the heart of Ilsra, but the market day is—”


“There I need go now.”


“But you cannot get up just yet; you need rest—”


“No! I care not.”


Rising straight, Eldös lurches to the door, saying, “Where are me boots, me boots?”


“By the door, the front door.”


Olo emerges descending the stairs swiftly.


“What is going on here?” he asks, wearing only his nightgown. “What is all this noise about?”


“I go,” says Eldös. “I go to rejoin w-with Arönal.”


“What you say! Just look at you! You are barely able to stand! See how you sway and—”


“I care not!”


Stepping out into bright daylight, Eldös seeks the market, unaware that he has slept for longer than a mere night. Apparently, market day is over; the caravan has likely moved on already.


He shuffles through the alleys, asking every man he stumbles across for directions.


“Head on straight along the high-street,” says a fellow, staring at him as if Eldös were insane.


“Th-the high-street is… is what—where is?”


“If you just follow this alley, you will come right on it.”


Doing so, Eldös reaches the high-street quickly, yet his legs are trembling and he is swaying; and ill as he looks, many whom he comes by thrust him away, demanding that he stay away. He falls on the ground by even the slightest shove, while all the people around him—all who thrust at him or say to him that he shall not step near—are watching him with disgust only.


By now he is drooling and his hair are damp, and the Sun’s bright light hurts his eyes; and though he has no feeling on his skin, ’tis as if his flesh were aflame.


Whoever sees him can tell that he is tormented, that he is in need of help, that he is in such agony that he can hardly distinguish anything—he is on the verge of dying. Still and all, not a soul offers him a hand to hold: nobody cares but the man in the spithole.


Virtually struck senseless by what ever has befallen him, Eldös endeavors to hold on his way, pleading all men to treat him fairly: “Why you are so to me? Please, do not cast me away as y-you do!”


His begging is of no avail: No one cares to help him or seems interested in his suffering; they propel him away altogether and observer how he disappears into an alley, whimpering and begging for someone to show him the way.


The cruelty with which he is treated evokes anger, which turns to rage, whereupon he starts to cry at whomever he see that Lerjan and Haiörengal will cast a cruse upon them for their foulness; and he says that he wants to be taken to Arönal, or he will not speak to the gods to avert Man’s extinction.


“You see my gods,” he yells, “yes, upon you they are! All of you … I take you on me!”


At the end of the alley, he comes to wander around the poor, cursing them, too: blustering, bringing forth a myriad charges.


Whereas some call for the guards, others stand frozen in their tracks, thinking of this fellow as being truly peculiar, and some do indeed assume that he must be in the hands of evil spirits.


Eldös is only faintly aware of his surroundings: He feels as if he were a ghost that is caged in the flesh and bone of a body other than his own—until struck by such pain that the very last bit of his self perishes and he comes to be wilder than even the wildest of beasts, falling upon the first soul in his reach. Battering the man without end, he is screaming, seemingly crying, while squashing the head with ever so many blows.


Engulfed in everlasting darkness, he runs through the alleys, setting upon men and children while often whirling his arms around, as if trying to strike at even the air.


He is groaning and growling and with his fists beating his own head. Whoever sees him takes to his heels, rushing to the nearest house to be sheltered from this beast that prowls the alleys.


“This man is insane,” they say, “as a creature suffering from rabies.”


Eldös does not see what he is doing to others or himself. While stalking the alleys, at times lingering around as if lying in wait, he bites into his arm, tearing off chunks of his own flesh. As yet he is walking in circles, searching for just anything to come at. Hying west, he comes to the city wall, by and by losing his balance.


The guards espy him before the city wall, where he is choking on bended knees, spewing out blood every now and again.


“Look!” they cry, surrounding him with shields raised and swords drawn. “He is taken by evil spirits!”


Oblivious of all and everything around him, Eldös fights for breath alone afore he vomits, coughing up yet more blood. And then—as the bird—he cannot rise anymore: His legs cannot bear him and his strengths seems to have left him. His every muscle is quivering!


“Archers!” cry the guards, commanding them to set their aim—and many are the arrows that are fired at him thereon.


In the midst of the guards are those whom Adjr has lectured. Seeing that Eldös had screamed after his arrival in Ilsra for seemingly no reason whatsoever, they are certain that he must have been ill already.


“He was taken to Olo,” says one of them to his fellow guards. “I heard the horseman saying that he will take him to Olo—whatever the reason of his state, Olo should have told us! And I say, that man who interfered with our duty, we best have a chat with him too.”





SHARE IN A MISDEED


In the region Ahron, the merchant caravan is on its way to Perper, having many miles yet to cover: The merchants had sold well-nigh everything that was left of their stock in Ilsra and so embarked for the port yesterday at midday, shortly before the end of market day, to replenish their goods.


Aljeras has been warding caravans of the Union for years, although he never had to obey to a man quite alike the leader of this train—Jaosh, whom he knows to have stolen another’s possessions only to swell his own pockets.


For Eldös’ wagon is not registered as one of the Merchant Union’s, Jaosh will not have to fear prosecution when he keeps all the gold he earns from sealing Eldös’ gear for himself, insofar nobody speaks of his misdeed; and given that Adjr has violated his contract by being absent at market day, Jaosh chances to part from this journey as a wealthy man are in good fortunes. Aljeras, however, certainly thinks about speaking to a representative of the Union in Eridian. Whether the word of a guard weights as much as that of a merchant is uncertain. Either way, it would be difficult for Jaosh to explain whence Eldös’ wagon comes and why it is not registered. But make no mistake! Aljeras does not want to turn on Jaosh for the sake of justice—he wants to be payed for his silence.


Riding to the wagon in the fore, upon which Jaosh is sitting all by himself, Aljeras wants to have a word with him.


“What about?” wonders Jaosh.


“This wagon that you sit on, I believe it is not yours.”


“It is since Ilsra!”


“As I see it, you have stolen this wagon and that ox from someone.”


“You better watch your mouth!”


Glancing back quickly, Aljeras continues in whispers lest the others hear of his strive for a share: “Either I am going to visit a representative, in which case I shall smile when you try to explain why this wagon here is not registered—neither load nor ox is anywhere on record, Jaosh—or you simply hand me a share of your selling.”


Thinking whether or not he should pay up the horseman, Jaosh must eventually admit that he has only very few alternatives, all of which could only draw suspicion.


“Fine,” says he, “I shall hand you ten percent!”


“No, you shall hand me a good half, or I am going to part for a merchant caravan inn!”


“Then do so!”


“You attempt to replenish loads, yes—although you have a wagon right here full of the finest gear? Yea, gear which you would not sell in Ilsra, for you rather sell it to the nobles in Perper, where the actual owner of these items will most likely never be at…”


“A fool’s talk!”


“Is it? Well, I do believe we have left Ilsra so soon only because you wish to sell all the gear before the ship arrives. I could ask the others what they think—shall I ask them?”


“I tell you this once, Aljeras—once only: This entire gear is for The Descendant!”


“For whom?”


“For the king, the king of Eridian!”


“Liar! You have stolen it! And I am aware, fully aware of your misdeed. I even begin to think that every last of these merchants is your confederate!”


Whether it is so or not, Jaosh would not say, keeping still lest the others claim him a double-crosser. To Aljeras, though, his silence is an all too clear sign of the others’ participation.


“You may keep the truth to yourself, just do not think I am blind of it; and be a man of your word—I trust you to hand me a fair share.”


“Fair? You dare claim the half a fair share?”


“Oh yea, I do… unless the others are expecting something, too: Do they expect something, Jaosh? I should be satisfied with less, then.”


“Tis ten percent each, from which everyone gives me another two percent to my share!”


“I see you have no qualms about stealing from your fellows! Hear me, Jaosh, you get as much as nothing from my share, and neither from that of the others—takings are going to be allotted equally among us!”


“No! I am the leader of this caravan and therefore solely responsible for all loads!”


“Be glad that I show such patience with you, Jaosh. Before you mistaken me for someone I am not, think carefully about your life and then ask yourself, Jaosh, ask yourself if you want it to end just now!”


“Without me you will not get anywhere, you hear!”


“All I am hearing is the gold that you will personally put into my purse! Perchance that be both my share and yours!”


Throughout all the days and nights Jaosh has been traveling with Aljeras, he has never come to be aware of this man’s actual nature.


“For you have enjoyed the comfort of being a merchant without ever caring to regard our exertions as worth more than our lousy wage, it is about time that you wake to the extend of your problem! You think yourself better than us who keep you safe on your travels. No, Jaosh, not anymore—I say, you are hereby under my command!”


“What?”


Turning to his fellow horsemen, Aljeras raises his voice, saying, “The days to come be our last journey, for part we will as wealthy men!”


“What are you saying?” wonders one of his most trusted friends—Joren, who has stood at his side through all of his fights.


“I am saying that this caravan is ours now, and I say to all of you merchants and wagoners—”


“Are you mad!” utters Joren. “You will have us be hounded for robbery!”


“Not if you are willing to show the strengths needed to bid the poor lives that you live farewell and welcome prosperity!”


“And just how shall we gain such wealth? By stealing!”


“This man here has stolen for his own purse and that of his fellows, turning away from us! See the wagon he is upon, it has been stolen—he is a fortune-plugger23.”


“Is that so?” Joren asks Jaosh. “I say, is that so?”


Again Jaosh keeps silent.


“Are you strong enough, Joren,” Aljeras raises his spear aloft, stepping nearer to Eldös’ wagon on horseback, “are you strong enough to follow me… to do as I do and see what I see? If so, then do forget the Union and follow me!”


“What are you tellin—”


“He has stolen a man’s belongings and shall therefore be punished for his greed!” And straightway ramming his spear into Jaosh’s chest, Aljeras drives the blade all through to the spine, saying, “Here! Have your share, thief!”


Shocked into silence, frightened merchants and wagoners are staring at him, mouths agape.


“A slayer!” mumbles a merchant, “he is a slayer, a slayer!”


Leaping down his wagon, he gawks at the dead body, seeing the blood dripping down to the side. “By the gods, how could you! How could you kill him!”


“He brought this on himself!”


“You are a knave! Yes, a knave who cares for his own desires only! I will not—”


“I care for you as much as for myself!”


Grasping Aljeras by the leg, the merchant wants to tear him down the horse, crying, “Damn you, horseman, damn you!”


“Get off!” Aljeras kicks him away and directs the spear at him straight, bearing the tip at the throat. “Dare you try that again!”


“You slayer, you damn slayer—we will lose our heads because of you!”


“I—and only I—killed him!”


“That will not matter to them!” yells another merchant.


“Only with Jaosh I had quarreled but not with you, and neither have I had quarreled with whomever else I am among!” Looking at every man who is sitting on a wagon, he speaks out to them all, saying, “Hear me all of you wagoners and merchants! Part now with your wagons and say to whomever you encounter that you have been attacked by brigands! You may keep what you have with you, but first witness what I am doing for you alone.” Aljeras dismounts his horse and loots Jaosh’s body for the official documents, which he keeps; and a bag of gold, which he throws over to the wagoner. “Have all the takings! Give everyone a fair share, and live on with more in your pockets than you have ever had before.”


“You speak as if we had a choice!” utters a merchant, “as if you would allow us to decline!”


“You have had a choice! Is it not so that you decided to band together to earn more than your wage by selling stolen gear?”


“What? Who has accused us of—”


“Hush now! I know the truth! Jaosh himself told me all about your mutual aim!”


The wagoners, though, do not know of the pact Jaosh had with the others. Making known their confusion, Aljeras tells them (that) “the wage of a wagoner is little, barely enough to live off, so why not decide to change what can be changed now, at this very moment”; and he says to them, “When have you last seen your families? A year ago or more? To be parted from one’s dearest for so long only to then return with little to get around with is not just! I say, take the gold, all of the Union’s earnings of this your caravan and allot it among you, and then set forth and find a better—”


“But the Union will be onto our play!” utters a merchant; and a wagoner says that he cannot risk to be hanged: “I have family!”


“If ever you are asked what happened, then say that we were attacked by brigands and that you could escape, whereas we were slain. And tell them that they did not pursue you, for you had no load anymore!”


“But Jaosh—”


“Was killed during the attack.”


Some of the merchants and wagoners begin to discuss whether they should agree or not. They suppose this day to be the answer to their prayers and are eager to leave now with all the takings. Hence, they reason with those who are in doubt, asking them to imaging this day as their very own chance to begin afresh.


Aljeras, though in a rush, waits patiently among his fellow horsemen, feeling bothered about Joren’s disappointed gaze only.


“What is it?” he asks anon. “Why are you staring at me for, even scowling?”


“I doubt this to go well, Aljeras.”


“Listen—”


“No, you listen! You slew a man, a man we ought to protected. Your word seems to be of little worth!”


“Do not say that to me!”


“Do not think I care about Jaosh—”


“What do you want from me? Speak already!”


“Do not interrupt me, Aljeras, and listen! If ever someone tells of this, we will be hunted for the rest of our lives. Such a risk is worth more than that wagon! Tell me, do you know how much gold is in that bag?”


“I do.”


“Then why would you hand it to them and not take it for us, we who will be hunted!”


“Worried about your share, are you! Well, do take a look at that wagon there, Joren!“ He nods at Eldös’ wagon. “I tell you, the load is worth more than a mere bag of gold!”


“So you do not think about returning everything to its owner? Not a thing?”


“No, I intend to sell every item in Perper.”


“Before the ship arrives, I reckon?”


“We will be gone well before it reaches its berth!”


“We agree!” says a merchant, approaching Aljeras at once. “We take the bag…”


“Good! And remember what I have told you!” Looking from the merchants to the wagoners, he proceeds, “Your future depends on every word you say about this day, so be wise!”


“It shall be our secret—we pledge!”


“You better, for you are destined to die if you speak with a loose tongue!”


Nodding shortly, the merchant returns to the others, whereupon they carry on with a bag full of gold, parting from the horsemen with every wagon but Eldös’s.





23 someone who is interested only in swelling his own purse.





TO THE JURRH


This poor man, Adjr, has been in the spithole for two days and two nights straight, living off whatever fare the guards have thrown down to him. Mostly he was given bread, and only once a bottle of water, which the guards said he shall refill with rainwater. His first night in the hole was miserable, and rain wetted the stone beneath him, running down the walls surrounding him.


Cold were the nights, gloomy the sight; and he remained on his legs throughout these nights, shivering and frustrated, and with little to nourish himself. And all those who came by during the day glared at him or spat down upon him—as the guards had foretold. The worst, however, is no less than to have heard Eldös begging for help, saying, “Please, do not cast me away as you do!” He could hear each and every word as clearly as he felt the rain on his skin, and all that he has heard burned into his heart, for folks of all creeds turned their backs on Eldös—by all appearances, they did not care about his suffering. To this day Adjr has been struggling, truly struggling to forget Eldös. And when his abhorrence of this man’s misfortune is at its greatest, he vows to avail him: “Yea! I will find your wagon, your gear and ox, and I shall return it all to you!”


And to him is said, “Be still down there!”


“What? Who goes there?”


The latticed lid is unlatched and kept ajar as a guard cries down from above, “Out with you!” And another one says, “And that be at once!”


Adjr is weak and tired, only just able to ascend his grave on his own. Taking him by the wrists, the guards pull him out.


“How long have I been down there?” He is not sure; the hole is quite deep, and the Sun’s light reaches the bottom only once a day.


“I say,” utters one of the guards, “not as long as you shall be in the Jurrh!”


“What!” Adjr is shocked. “Wherefore, wherefore are you sending me into that tower? Wherefore?”


“If I were you, I would be still, or I will whack you about that head of yours!”


They yank him into a move, and he staggers forth in their hold while they make for the Jurrh. Striding apace, tugging or booting him if ever he dawdles, they are hard on him, men of savage bearing who reck none of his tears.


“But I should tell you,” says one of them, “that your weep is drawing on my bad side; and it is an offense, too! Why do you lament anyway? I say, behold”—he nods ahead—“there’s your fresh residence!”


…Adjr’s sweat runs cold; he gasps for breath! The sight of the Jurrh terrifies him: The tower arises alike a fort, sited but a few yards off the market, with an archway large enough for a host of pedestrians—it soars over the heart of Ilsra, aspiring over all the houses, outdone by only the castle itself.


Step by step approaching the archway (drawing nearer unto his doom as he believes), he discovers an inscription above the keystone, written in the tongue of a bygone era: Im dä Jurrh, thej aro-to reness, hedias ond rewäl mith begen Hrof bis they neh ataner24.


He jerks back, winces at the thought of every wrongdoer he will be among. “Why, just why do you take me—”


Pound in the belly, whacked about the head and struck in the thigh, he falls to the ground, sheltering his head; and one guard in particular, a savage fellow, grips him by the hair, uttering: “Did I not tell you to hold your mouth shut! And if you dally again, you’ll lose a kneecap! I play no games here, man!”


Tearing him to his feet, they proceed straight through the archway, both sides of which come forth with rows of barred windows. While lurching along, all too sure of his miserable fate, Adjr espies various offenders watching him from behind (the) bars and surely looks upon each one as evil—albeit some have made themselves guilty of marginal offenses only, whereas others have simply been claimed guilty of a wrong by the more fortunate men or were indeed incarcerated because of a debt. To Adjr, though, who has never experienced the life behind these the Jurrh’s walls, they are all cads, knaves, robbers, rogues, blackguards, simply villains of all manners who just wait to fall upon him.


A strong wall with an arched gateway comes forth at the end of the passage, rearing up to his right. Seeing the words carved on the keystone, ‘Sally port’, he shudders, feeling fated to a life in shackles.


Two stout wardens—finely fashioned in armor, with swords sheathed and bows astrap—stand sentry before the gate and raise their hands in greeting on seeing the guards.


“Is this the rogue you have told us about?” inquires one of them, approaching Adjr.


“Indeed, a rogue hight Adjr!”


“But I am no rogue,” wails Adjr, “I never have—”


“Be still!” one guard yells at him, all set to whack him once more, “I shall not tell you again!”


“He looks as if he had a brawl,” says the warden, seeing blood dripping from Adjr’s head. “Perhaps one of you struck his head bloody?”


“… a man who does not know when to be quiet! Need I say more!”


Adjr remains still, breathing heavily. Dreadful thoughts prey on his mind, thoughts of how life will be like once he is cast into the midst of the wicked. The burden of woe weights ever more. He is close to despair when the guards are waved passage.


Taken through the gate and across a courtyard towards a strong house at the front of the tower, Adjr suddenly panics, imploring justice—as then, woe, he gets thumped into a daze: In a fit of rage the guard beats him down with his like, yelling, “Shut your mouth already!” Henceforth they have to tow him along.


Yet, however ill the guard’s conduct, the Jurrh itself is no hellhole and was certainly not erected to isolate the confined men but to teach discipline: here, which Adjr would soon come to see, life is less harrowing than it is thought to be. Still, this is only so in the lower stories. On the upper floors the life in the Jurrh is cruel and know for bringing insanity upon whomever locked away there; and at the top—so some say—, is found the torturer’s home, but beneath the base lie the forgotten rooms.


Adjr awakens, groaning, hearing a sudden tread behind him. He twitches, afraid to be whacked again, yet he happens to be inspected by a healer instead, who takes a look at the wound on his head, asking the guards the while, “Who beat him?”


“I did!” says one of them, placing a hand on his blade’s pommel: “It was a quick blow—it had to be, or else he might have thought of running off.”


“He is bleeding. Say, have you struck him with that knob?”


“It is a pommel, healer, a pommel, you hear! But, yes, I did indeed—why? Is he seriously injured?”


“Won’t hinder shaving, but I will then have to band—”


All at once Adjr mutters, “Why have I been condemned?”


“Shut it!” says the city guard, bending down to him. “Listen here, man of the Union, you do good to keep your mouth closed and do as you are told. Should you rebel or try to revolt, you will be brought to the upper floors; and should you think about insulting pedestrians, you will be brought to the upper floors; and if ever you think about calling inmates together to take up a fight, you will never be seeing the light of day again! Now, speak, what is your name!”


“Adjr.“


“Who arrested you?”


“You did!”


“Who has struck you?”


“You have!”


“Who am I!”


“A guard!”


“City guard, Adjr, city guard! I say, we are all former soldiers! Keep your blade keen!”


“What do you want from me?”


“I have a message for you, Adjr! You are no more a merchant for the Merchant Union. They have carried on, the whole caravan did without you, and I have been asked to tell you this from your leader: ‘You need not hope for a pardon; you have violated your contract and are upon hearing this set free of all obligations, rights, and claims’—I hereby assert to have delivered this message before this healer, who stands as my witness!”


The guard leaves with the others thereupon, while the healer helps Adjr onto his feet, saying, “Do you have a headache?”


“I feel dizzy…”


Glimpsing at a group of wardens who are up and about their charges, he advises Adjr to abide by their rules: “Do as they say and you will be all right! You will be gotte—”


“I do not even know why—” Adjr twitches as there balls a warden, “Be still, you blabber! You are not to speak!”


He is seized from behind and raised upright: “You are coming with me!” says the warden: “Beware your word; keep clear of trouble, and stir none up either.” And on having asked the healer to stay within call, the warden sets out for the heart of the house, striding past a spiral staircase and onward to the last chamber in a row, always with him in tow.


Adjr is told to tether his tongue as he is brought in, finding naught but several buckets of water before a set of stools. Cold and eerie, a chill comes over him; he struggles to breath, his fears tie him up. Afraid that he will undergo interrogation, he utters many a time over, “I have not done anything!”


“Quiet down!”


“But, please—”


“Shut it and sit down, or you’re up for a longer run!”


“But I—”


“Sit, I say!” shouts the warden, forcing him down on a stool. “And keep your back straight!”


Surrounded by walls of brick, with the warden standing in the doorway, blocking it whole, Adjr wiggles and writhes: Tension is fierce; he can only just bear the strain.


“Just what shall I do?” he whispers.


And see! A man emerges with a razor in his hand, looking grimly at him. Stepping behind Adjr, the fellow grabs him by the chin. Scared stiff, Adjr is only able to stutter: “W-what do you, do you want w-with… with that blade?”


“Just hold still! I have to cut your hair off—do not fear, I shall shave around that wound there.”


“Cut my hair? Why, why would you want to cut—”


“We used to have problems with lice!”


“Lice—”


“Do not pester the barber,“ utters the warden. “Hold still, keep your back straight and your mouth shut!”


Feeling the blade running across his skull, Adjr fights to keep still, shaking and worried that the barber could slip.


Some time later, when he has been shaved bald, he is told to “strip down”.


Adjr does so apace.


“Now wash yourself!” bids the warden: “Take a bucket of water and pour it over your head!”


The water is cold, so cold that Adjr shrieks on feeling it upon his skin—it is pure torture to him.


Freezing, standing in the middle of the room with throbbing heart, he asks if he can dress himself now again, “for I can only just feel my own skin!”


“Not yet!” The guard calls for the healer and the gear-keeper—saying, “Inspection and clothing”—and then waits whilst staring at Adjr, whom he regards as no less than a captive.


When the healer comes to them alongside of the gear-keeper, Adjr is given rags and is ordered to wait with dressing so that he can be inspected.


“For what?”


“Flea bites!”


Finding no bites anywhere on Adjr’s body, the healer turns to the warden. “He is clean.”


“Good—you may dress now, captive!”


At once Adjr slips into clothes that can hardly warm him. Then he is given sandals and is taken straight to the healer’s workroom to get his head bandaged. Henceforth, few moments only separate him for a life among the confined. But for how long will he be in the Jurrh? “Nobody has told me how long I must serve for.”


“That hinges on the capatilier’s decision,” says the warden.


“I do not understand! On whose decision—”


“The capatilier’s, the guard captain!”


“So he is responsible for all thi—”


Slapping him across the face at once, the warden warns him to never again blame the guard captain for being treated as a wrongdoer: “You and you alone choose the path you go! Apparently, you have gone down the wrong one!”


“But I have not committed any misdeed!” wails Adjr, holding his bleeding nose. “Never!”


“I say, the Deredyan25 have spoke to Man: ‘The liar’s pledge is an insult (to us) and so his tongue shall be removed from him, torn out of his very mouth’. If I were you, I would not offend the gods by speaking with false tongue!”


“You call me a liar?” Adjr is embittered: The yoke of injustice is drowning him: He is on the brink of becoming hateful altogether. “Take no man for liar other than the liar himself!”





24 ‘In the Restorer they are to linger, pledge and beg with bowed head till they (can) be forgiven.’


Origin: Nahess, the language spoken by the first inhabitants of Arjovan, superseded by English more than three hundred years ago.


25 Though regarded as gods, the Deredyan are described as beings who have immense powers but still rank below other beings of greater evolution in the Handaras scrolls.





VERMIS


Before the wake of day he rises, glimpsing out into the gloom at very first. Drawing a breath, rubbing his eyes, he remains at the window, staring at every house in his sight ’til the first appearance of light. Every day at dawn he asks himself anew, “Whither the guard as lazy and vile as only a few? What am I hoping for!”


He detests to be a guard, to rouse only to ward and tread the streets all day long, keeping order ’til sundown, when he can return home… back into his dark cavern.


Whether he is amid the common men or the wealthy one, he can’t but think of doing them harm, for they had done him wrong, had acted or spoken against him, had mistreated him, had left him in the hands of his eldritch father to the day he ran off, seeking shelter here in Ilsra. Having grown to a man—a man who has fought in battles for slaying alone, who has done wrong to others, who plundered, raided, and drove even the good-hearted into despair by his doings—, he is far off the right path, has led himself astray, to this day blaming it all on his father, saying whenever he lies in the dark, “If only you were alive! How much joy would I feel when I’d ram whatever a blade into you, again and again until you ask for my forgiveness, which I shall never grant you, for I cannot stop urging it into you!”


Clothing himself, he leaves straight for the guard-house to assemble with the others, with them who call him their fellow guard although he dislikes them altogether, even resents their company—they are pitiful to his eye on all accounts… an utter insult.


In sight of the guard-house, he spits upon the pavement in disgust, well aware that a marginal offense such as spitting in public can be considered as serious a wrong as theft.


Several yards away of the guard-house, he halts, glaring at this strong building: Offering space for well above a hundred men, Ilsra’s guard-house is regarded as one of the most imposing ones, with stone walls and two watchtowers flanking a large doorway.


But, “I hate this place,” says he: “I cannot bear seeing it! I ought to burn it down!”


“Verhias!” calls a fellow guard, emerging from the guardhouse alongside of a five men strong group. “Where have you been now again?”


“Why?”


“I heave heard the capatilier saying that he has just about enough of you!”


“Meaning what?”


“You are always late, Verhias, always—I reckon the captain wants to take actions to straighten you!”


“Is that so?”


“You are a burden to him, Verhias. I would be careful if I were you; he is in no good mood. The derdaniai26 blames him for the incident, saying he ought to have slain the feral soul beforehand. So, well, be careful. He is gutted.”


Verhias shrugs only, seemingly oblivious of the trouble he could be in.


“Get on your way!” he utters, about to equip in the guardhouse. “I cannot stand you fools!”


Upon entering, he runs straight into the capatilier, who raises his head, looking down on him. Unlike the city guards, the captain is virtually always walking around in a fine cuirass, with a single shoulder plate emblazoning Ilsra’s emblem. Though so fine a gear is a capatilier’s due, he is eager to be recognized for who he is and wants to be approached as if he were in charge of a force of his own; unfortunately, he demands respect from whomever lower in rank and hence commands that Verhias patrol the norther district of Ilsra, saying, “You are going to ward wastrels for your incompetence!”


This would be considered a disgrace by the others yet only just bothers Verhias; he hates all men equally—poor or rich, he makes no distinctions. Foul thoughts befall him. He knows he is not bound to a certain conduct should he be the only guard in the northern district and already now thirsts to hurt someone, to simply beat whomever the man he descries first. Nonetheless, no guard is allowed to patrol alone. Thus: “You and I, Verhias, you and I are going there!”


“Just why is that?”


Glaring at Verhias, the guard captain steps nearer to him, threatening that he will have him incarcerated for either ‘insubordination’ or ‘misconduct’. “I might as well have you treated as a renegade—you may greet the gallows then!”


“What do you want, Nolas—“


“BE STILL NOW! I dare you, Verhias! Address me properly or I will send you to the Jurrh, down into a forgotten room! With my own hands I will cast you down there!”


Keeping quiet, Verhias imagines what he might do if he had a sword with him just now: A thrust, one quick jab, that is all it would take…


“Get your equipment now and return to me at once!”


“May I sate my appetite first? I am hungry, you know!”


“I tell you, Verhias, the corrupted ones will be riven! Who has come astray will be taken by the ax. Do you want to be beheaded?”


“…”


“I rede you answer!”


“No, I do not want to be beheaded—”


“Good. I say, good—gear up for your task!”


“Task?”


“Harken! An odd fellow had been preying on folks some time ago. We will speak to whomever has seen that feral soul.”


“Why? He is dead?”


“Fear can make a man irrational. And people are afraid!”


“I have heard the derdaniai blames you for not having taken him down earlier!”


“Have you? Well, he does indeed. However, you are going to find out what had happened there before my men arrived. And you will be doing so under my watchful eye—this is your only chance for a pardon.”


“A pardon for what—”


“Misconduct! Now get your gear!”


Having equipped himself, Verhias returns armed and dressed in a brigandine. Thenceforth they make their way to where Eldös was killed.


Nothing is left of the blood the merchant vomited; the rain had washed away most of it and what ever remained thereafter had to be cleansed by whichever confined on probation.


Told to set about his task, Verhias parts from the site to look around the alleys for anyone who might have seen the feral soul ere his passing. Approaching the first house he comes by, he knocks heavily on the door, saying, “Open up!”


Nolas observers him, staying a step away from him.


“Open up now!” Verhias repeats.


While the door is being opened by an old man—who recognizes the capatilier for his gear as he peeks out, Verhias rails up against him, saying: “Why do you tarry? Do you favor wasting our time?”


“Nay!” The fellow opens the door fully, wheezing, gesturing at the frame: “It needs fixing, you see—a hinge’s missing!”


“Why would that be my bother—when I demand you to open up, then you open up straight and if the door falls on your head!”


“But what have I done now again?”


“Naught!” says Nolas. “Just answer to whatever his question. Speak rightly and you will be well.”


“All right! Yea!” says the man, coughing between whiles.


And Verhias, all but fond of having even the most trifle of conversations with anyone besides himself, speaks sharply, saying, “Hearken! Did you lamer encounter or see the killer who was about a few days ago?”


Turning around, the man raises his ragged shirt, laying bare a wounded back.


“See them bites?”


In sight of the wounds Nolas draws closer, inquiring of the man whether he has been bitten by the feral soul.


“Forsooth! I’d seen that fella standing about, gulping his own flesh. I go to him, say, ‘Halt.’ But … his eyes, yes, they seemed odd, as if he had none, or too small for me to see. Anyhow, I say ‘halt’ to him and he come at me straight. I so run away—”


“You ran away?”


“I try, but he caught me, fall on me, biting me back!” And the elderly fellow proceeds to say that he could thrust the feral soul off him and sought his abode for shelter. “I was lucky, yea.”


Even so, his last days will come to be a bane, for he is not aware of what has been passed on to him.





26 commander of the Varhmea.




	the Varhmea is a city’s individual defense force, not necessarily stationed in the city but never far off either.





of Nahess origin, from värhema ‘to fortify (a place) with men’.





SUCCOR


Behold the Jurrh, where scads of men are about a large area. Either sitting or kneeing, there is rarely a captive who is standing about or walking around, for the celling hangs low, allowing not even the smallest of them to rise upright without that he must bow his head (in shame of his wrongs)—whoever here is demanded to be rueful. In the center, however, there is a vault as large as a grown man’s head, with a duct leading up all through the Jurrh, where the confined can rise erect to speak to the gods: It is said that the duct conveys their pledges to the realm above, allowing them to hope for forgiveness. Never a day there is quarrel over who may use it—whoever lays bare his soul to the gods is often heeded by many an inmate, not at last since boredom is a problem.


“Certainly the worst,” as Adjr has been told upon entering, “is to look out of the windows and observe the pedestrians roam freely.”


Since yesterday he is among men he believes to have misjudged: Knaves is what he had deemed them to be, blackguards, rogues, and other, yet by and by some of them have proven to be destined to the same misfortune like he himself.


Glaring at the small metal door on the hither side, with a threshold as high as 2 feet (60cm), he utters, “O Olhjr, I shall show patience so that patience will be shown to me. Yes. Show patience and patience will be shown to you. Show patience and pati—”


“…will be shown to you! Yes, we’ve got it!” Rising from the ground, a rather elderly man joins his side, saying (that) “the imprisoned man finds it hard to show patience when his fate is undecided—bedeviled by dread, he is awake all night”.


“My fate is undecided, or maybe it has been decided but not told to me!”


“What’s your name?”


“Just leave me alone; I need to think!”


“I recommend you do not think too loud.”


“Why is that?”


Looking around quickly, the man whispers, “Who is Olhjr?”


“What, just what do you want of me?”


“Whether guilty or innocent, they all pledge to become better men for their lives’ sake. Apparently, they all pray to the Deredyan, so if you do not share their belief, you better keep quiet about yours!“


“Why should I!”


“They will hush you otherwise!”


“The shall try to!”


“Listen, you are from Boary, am I right?”


“So? Are you familiar with my belief?”


“Yes, I have attended to a man of Boray once. Anywa—”


“A healer, eh?”


“Not anymore, no. Anyway—”


“Why? What happened?”


“Just let me finish first! Now, folks do not mind foreigners, at least not if they come from Boray. But here, where everyone hopes to be given blessings, anyone speaking to other than the Deredyan can quickly be deemed an insult to the gods! I tell you this, man of Boray, keep quiet!”


“That is ridiculous!”


“It is how it is—oh, and yes, I was a healer. Name’s Olo.”


“Olo you say?” Adjr certainly remembers this name. “Are you a healer here in Ilsra?”


“Yes, in the southern parts of this… rotten hole of a city.”


“Say, do you know a man named Aljeras?”


“Indeed I do—he brought me the last patient I should ever attend to!”


“Can it be that you mean Eldös?”


“What! You knew him?”


“Knew? Why do you say ‘knew’?” Adjr is alarmed, verily afraid that Eldös could have died. And he, then, inquires of Olo whether something has happened to that man.


“He is dead,” says Olo. “I have been told he—”


“Dead?” Adjr truly bemoans Eldös’ passing, feeling above all angry at the healer, saying even, “You alone were to attend to him, am I right?”


“Hey, I did attend to him, I did! But he left suddenly! I did not want him to leave. I told him he should not. ‘See how you sway and look,’ I said. He not did… no, I mean he not… had done—damn, what is wrong with me—I mean, he did not listen to me!”


“Why are you here? Perhaps because you let him go, although you should have helped him!”


“What do you say, man! Should I have put him in chains! Incarcerate him as we are! You do me wrong, just like the guards!”


“Why? Are you saying they had told you the same as I have? They did, huh? Yea!”


“No, they did not! They said I should have told them about that insane man—”


“Insane! I dare you, do not speak of him as insane—HE WAS NOT INSANE!” Adjr proceeds to shout in spite of the attention he draws, crying that no one has the right to call Eldös insane. “He was plagued by enough wrong!”


“Quiet down now! To my eye he behaved oddly! Something was not right with him, but he did not want my help—and now I am here. I have been arrested, lost all rights to ever again go about my trade! And every mouth in this city will soon speak about me and begin to believe that I have not properly attended to my patient! And they will say, ‘Maybe he has not treated me correctly either’. See then how they will gather and seek me out, demanding that I pay them back their gold! As it happened to others before, it will happen to me too! How many may plot against me now? Or will try to make me leave Ilsra? I tell you, I rather be dead! DEAD!”


Lacking words, Adjr sighs, leaning back against the wall.


“Go ahead,” utters Olo, “throw the first stone at me—many more are to follow anyway!”


“I am not throwing any stones at you!”


From the midst of the confined shouts a voice, “Be still already! Some of us are trying to pray!”


But, “I am among wrongdoers now,” shouts Olo, arousing bitterness in his fellow inmates, “although I have never committed a wrong!”


Straightway a small group of men come to him and forthwith grasp him around the throat.


“I see a man here with us who is considering himself a forthright fellow! Are you forthright?”


“I did not mean to—”


Forcing him to the ground, they ask anew, “Do you always speak the truth, you jester, do you now?”


And in a fit of rage they begin to boot him hard, shouting abuse. “Have this!” they yell.


“Get off him!” shouts Adjr, falling upon them, literally jumping on them with all his weight.


Lunging at them, striking around wildly lest he be urged on the floor, he defends Olo with little regard for his own life.


All at once struck off balance, he bangs his head on the celling while trying to catch his footing—and as then they cast him to the ground, whacking him in the group, Olo rises up to the fight, rushing to his fellow’s aid. Breaking one rogue’s rips with one blow, he seizes the next by the arm, punching him in the face straight, whereupon he brings his hands together, as a hammer hitting down upon his foe. He repels them seemingly effortless, taking down one by one with such might that he needs no more than to strike twice.


The others in the Jurrh who see these men fighting come together to a horde and pull them apart, keeping hold of the knaves.


“I say, healer,” utters a confined—whom the others call Mallrick the fair, for he is a keen defender of the rules in the Jurrh—, “you could have taken these men on your own, but you rather let this fellow here fight for you first!”


Adjr staggers to his feet. And his fellow inmates examining him directly, keeping hold of him the while lest he fall. Apart from the wound on his head, he has merely a split lip and a swollen cheek.


“As tough a man as only few,” says a hearty fellow.


“I am impressed by your valor,” says Olo. “You are a good man”; and to the knaves he says, “You aren’t, and I shall whack you if every you—”


“Hush now, I say!” Mallrick strikes in. “The Deredyan have said: ‘In spiked shackles shall the vile be bleed to death, for he is unworthy of our vintage’.” Looking at the knaves, he asks if they wish to be in spiked shackles. “For if you do not, then part from your violent behavior and allow us to pray and hope that we may leave the Jurrh one day. Not to say, who quarrels can quickly be called into a forgotten room! Should the door open and the wardens emerge to take someone down, then I shall have your head as soon as they leave!”


Remaining where they stand, with bated breath wondering if the wardens have heard the brawl, they gape at the door, whispering to each other, “I do not think they’ve heard anything! We are not being watched by them—not always, that is.”


Dreading to be sent to the forgotten rooms, Adjr is eager to hide within the horde of men around him, yet sure to claim himself a coward if he would do so, he stays where he is at, saying to everyone, “You best go about your daily activities; should the wardens come and find us standing around as we do, they could become suspicious!”


“Yes,” says Mallrick ere he advises the others to take Adjr’s counsel: “I should ask you to do as he said—we need not draw suspicion.”


Spreading out and across the area, few proceed with praying with bowed head, others with talking to one another, while some just listen to whomever is speaking to the Deredyan.


As for the knaves, they are demanded to sit at Mallrick’s side, for in the Jurrh no one shall be rejected. “But should you not cease you violent nature, then you will be called outcasts by us all.”


Resting by a window with Olo, Adjr is rarely looking out than glimpsing at the door.


“Calm yourself already,” says Olo. “They certainly did not hear anything, or else they would have come already!”


“Shall I tell you something funny? I do not even know what a forgotten room is, but it sounds horrible—it sounds as if it were a fate worse than death!”


“I do not see where that is funny.”


“It is just… being afraid of something you do not even know anything about is… well, forsooth, it is—”


“You are right to be afraid! I have heard these rooms are similar to the spitholes, only much narrower and without any light—no soul can hear your cries there!”


“I rather not imagine. Anyway, I believe you have asked me for my name before. It is Adjr.”


“Adjr, eh?”


“Yes.”


“You are a brave man. I shall never forget your valor. Truly, there is no one I would rather be with here, although I wish you weren’t here.”


“That is—”


Suddenly Olo grabs the bars of the window, saying, “I am over here!”


Wondering whom he is speaking to, Adjr looks about the few pedestrians who are walking through the archway, some of whom speak abusively of inmates while passing by; natheless, there is someone among them who defends the confined, claiming them all together “righteous men who have been punished by the sinful ones”.


“Be still!” says Olo: “The last thing I need know is to find you here in the Jurrh.”


“Do you know this gal,” asks Adjr.


Nodding shortly, Olo speaks her name in a whisper only, calling her “Ferja” afore he commands her to never again defend the confined for fear that she be arrested.


“Women suffer by far more than any of these fellows ever could,” says he, “so please, please be still and listen to me.”


“But this is not right!” Ferja utters on the verge of tears, utterly shattered at seeing her father locked away behind these walls. “I have come here every day, waiting to see you, at times looking in through these windows to catch but a glimpse of you! With this bag in my hand I sit around, hoping to find you well, but to no avail; so tell me, do tell me where you have been all the time over? What have they done to you!”


“Nothing, they have not done anything to me. Besides, I have made myself a friend, and a true one at that.” Clapping his hand on Adjr’s back, he says to her, “This fellow here is Adjr—can you see him well?”


“Um… I do, yes; but, father, do answer me truthfully and tell me what they have done to—”


“As I said, they have not done anything to me.”


“You lie!”


“Dare you say that to me! I am no liar!”


“Then why do you lie at me? Why?”


“I have never lied to you!”


“Never but now! You know they had no right to arrest you, to drag you away under the eyes of everyone. You have never done anything wrong!”


“Enough now! Calm yourself and listen to your father!” Drawing a breath, what Olo is to say next should strike Adjr as a lie straight: “They will let me go anon.”


“Say what? How soon?”


“The capatilier said I am to serve for merely a week at the most.”


“But you have not done any—”


“I not have told the city guard of, of patients, our patien—blasted, why I garble—I have not said anything to them about his state of mind!”


“Father, just what is wrong with you?”


“I am hungry.”


“Yes, I”—Ferja looks around quickly, digging through her bag—“I have bought you some bread.”


“No!” Olo utters straightway. “You shall not give me anything, you hear! Should anyone sight you doing so, they will have you arrested.”


“But—”


“Listen to me! Go home and ready yourself to embark for Armora 27. I will meet you there. You hear, I will meet you there! But spare my gea—”


“What? No! I will not go without you!”


“Obey your father and go—NOW!”


Jerking back, Ferja’s lips begin to quiver. “Why would you shout at me?”


“Just go now! I will meet you in Armora—I… I promise.”


“You do!”


“Yes, I do.”


“You have never broken a promise.”


“Yes, I know, that is why I promise you; and now go, Ferja, go and prepare to leave for Armora. Please, do so now. I do not want you to be caught speaking with me…”


“At least tell me if you are all right!”


“I am all right, do not fear.”


“But, papa—”


“I will spank you if you not do as I say. Go! And that be at once!” And when she leaves, looking back quickly, he turns around, sinking down onto the ground.


“You are not getting out, are you?” says Adjr.


Shaking his head, Olo looks up at the celling, saying with struggle only, “They are going to hang me, Adjr!”





27 city in Reogan





PROGRESSION


Many call the port “The Fallen Glory”, only few refer to it as “Perper”; for what had once been deemed a great city has come to be the most horrid place in the hole land. Alike many, Aljeras has grown to manhood there, raised by a feckless father. Left to his lonesome, he was but a child seeking guidance yet never seemed to be regarded by anyone.


As a boy he witnessed the oppression of the common men and stumbled upon the dying as often as he encountered groups of rogues who always ever seem to lurk in the dark.


And as a youth he has grown a disliking for the noble ones, who remain beyond their very own bulwark, sealed off from the pit before their very doorsteps.


And as a man he found himself in company of deceitful fellows, willing to give up his own creed. He was coming astray when he found work and could finally part from The Fallen Glory and leave all suffering behind.


Thenceforth he was a wagoner for the Merchant Union and thereafter became a guard, hardly ever satisfied with his wage. Years have gone by since then, years of frustration and resentment at having to be satisfied with his lousy income, whereas Jaosh, alike other caravan leaders, enjoyed more than twice as much.


“No more now,” he thinks to himself, seeing Eldös’ gear as the way to wealth—and he will not give up his aim for no one and nothing.


With his horse hitched to the rear, he has been steering Eldös’ wagon ever since he claimed it his own and has declined any of his fellows’ offer to relieve him until now; but, for all his endeavors to attain his aim, he is not doing so out of mistrust for his companions. In truth, he feels dizzy and rather not risk to fall off the saddle.


“I can see the port,” says Joren, nodding ahead. “Do you see it?”


Perper appears in the distance, coming forth with a grand rampart and a large gatehouse, upon which a flag waves, parading the monarch’s coat of arms day and night, just as the banners that flank the gate display Perper’s emblem—the Hail Anchor.


“The end of a long way,” utters Aljeras, verily glad that their journey is drawing to an end.


“I hope you have all papers,” says Joren, aware that they will have to pay an entrance fee otherwise; and, which is even worse, they will lose more than half of their revenues to the monarch: “Without official documents we will have neither proof that we work for the Merchant Union nor the right to keep all of the takings; so please, please, tell me that you have all the papers we need with you!”


“I taken it off Jaosh… from Jaosh I did took it. Yes, I have had”—Aljeras runs a hand through his hair—“taken it.”


“What are you blabbering? Say, are you feeling all right?”


“No, I not feel too… well.” For some time now Aljeras has been feeling ill and weary, and he could not urge his fellows to hasten oft enough: The Sun is about to fall below the horizon, forcing him to be fleet; the city gates are kept closed from dusk to dawn; fortunately, they arrive at the eastern gate just on time.


“The gods smile on our ambitions,” says Joren.


Waving to the gatekeepers—who are standing at the wicket gate in groups of five, with swords sheathed and shields held low—Aljeras says to them, “Here are we on behalf of Merchant Union!”


Stepping forth, the chief of the gatekeepers demands the official documents.


“Of course.” Aljeras hands him all the papers, acting much alike a merchant. “It is all there—bundled and bound, validated by seal!”


Inspected the documents, the chief queries, “Name?”


“Jaosh… as says in those documents!”


“Jaosh you say?”


“Yea.”


Discovering blood on the wagon, the chief places a hand upon his blade’s pommel—tis a silent call to his men to be wary. “Where is that blood from?” he then asks.


“We have had encounter with… such brigands.”


“Such brigands? Say, of which gang?”


“I not know!”


“Were their scarfs white, red, blue, or purple?”


“I not seen color!”


“They had none,” Joren strikes in, backing Aljeras. “They were wearing leather wristbands and breastplates! They came at us in groups several miles east of here!”


“If you have any stolen goods to report—”


“They did not get the chance to steal from us! See how well this load is guarded.”


“I presume that is why they came at you! However, you may enter now!”


“We have consignment of merchandise,” utters Aljeras, trying hard to keep his speech, “for both noble men and the king himself—may you have the gatekeepers at the nobles’ gate be informed of me coming.”


“Wherefore, merchant? You have all the documents you need, or not? Now get moving!”


Passing through the wicket gate, they move along the hight-street, turning right into an alley a furlong off the city gate. Whilst approaching the noble men’s rampart, the poverty they encounter on the way is all too familiar to Aljeras. Outraged at the root of all suffering in this condemned city, he prays silently for divine justice, reminding himself of the Deredyan’s pledge as given in the Handaras scrolls28: ‘Fire will be cast on the evildoer to strip the flesh off his body, for he is unworthy of the coverings given to him.’


“How much worth is a life!” says Joren, seeing ever so many homeless souls walking around, alone and adrift, with no hope to hold on to. “How much, I wonder.”


“A man’s deeds be his signature,” shouts Aljeras. “Find poverty and there reigns a false king!”


“Hush! If you are caught saying something as that, we will be slain just here!”


“Are you afraid to speak openly, to say what you do think! Yea. Think!”


“I say, many a man speaks more than he acts!”


“I tell you, one day, Joren, one day the gods themselves will fall upon the king! And then he will die and his city will fall, and all this that you see around you will fall—there be only ash left then!”


Bounded by stone houses—each of which seems to link with the other, creating a warren of passageways and many a dead end—, they ascent a rising alley and come to stand before the nobles’ gate at the end, looking upon the great bulwark it is embedded in as the border between poverty and wealth.


On passing the portal, Aljeras disliking grows apace! The noble men’s grounds rack him with ire… that to himself he vows in silence: “To my last breath I curse them; to death and beyond I fall on them; for hate’s sake alone I shall be risen to haunt them each!”


He himself is haunted, haunted by rage; the downright misery he has faced as a boy, whence all his hate stems, had been devouring him for so many years that he has given in to it, forth on feeding his own scorn with words of hate. Eventually, he slew a man he deemed to be fortunate: Jaosh.


But he has always been blind to a certain truth: Wealth alone does not determine one’s worth. Besides, the wealthiest one might not be the healthiest one—hardship is indeed known to all men. He, however, regards each of these splendid abodes that rise before him as the domicile of the careless one.


“The wealthy are them wastrels of this land,” says he, speaking alone to himself, “and are to be brought to the sword for turning a blind eye on them fellowmen’s misery!”


Despite all his hatred, in the days to come he will have doomed the poor as much as the rich, for he is unaware of what has been passed on to him.





28 these scrolls, also called ‘scrolls of Handaras’, attest to the history of Arjovan and are told to have the future written on page. Though serving as a historical reference, they are more a religious script than a historical one.





GONE


Adjr tried to find some rest all through the night, yet beset with worries, he could not sleep for even a spell.


At daybreak he rises, sitting upright among the many who seem to be fretting about their fate as well—only that he cannot forget what Olo has said therewithal. Seeing the healer resting on the ground, certainly awake and thinking of his daughter, Adjr leans against the wall, calling upon his god Olhjr to quell Olo’s despair; and all at once he is told to “be still”.


“Who said that?”


Turning to him, Olo utters, “I did! Say, Adjr, have I not told you to avoid praying openly to—“


“Listen!” shouts an inmate, warning his fellow captives of the wardens’ approach. “They are at the door!”


The lock clicks. The wardens arise. They step over the threshold, complaining about the chill in the Jurrh, and they grumble about the height of the celling, too.


“Low for the lowly,” says one of them. “Cool for the cold-hearted.” And into the crowd he bawls out, “Adjr, come forth!”


Adjr draws a breath. He is sure that he will finally be told upon which charge his imprisonment rests; and maybe, just maybe, he will get the chance to speak up for himself in the end. However, he bears signs of a brawl on his face, which will rise up questions.


Tension builds up. He slows down his pace, drawing time to make up a lie.


“Move yourself!” utter the wardens meanwhile, “or one of us shall give you the boot!”


“I banged my head,” says Adjr, treading nearer, “I banged my head on the celling an—”


“I say, move!” Without eye for his injuries, they take hold of him, jerking him forwards. “Get moving! You are coming with us!”


“What?” Adjr did not expect this; he thought they would tell him why he is in the Jurrh, but not take him away. “Where are you ta—”


“Hush it up! You’ll see soon enough!”


Brought out of the midst of the confined, he is being escorted all the way to the spiral staircase: Maybe he is done for the upper floors after all. He gasps, begins to pant, pleads with the wardens to speak to him, to just “be merciful”— “Listen to me! I have not ever committed a wrong!”


Regardless, each warden of the Jurrh is directed to eschew kindness, and they shall have no sympathy for the confined men, lest they be taken for light-hearted and thereby lose authority. And so they do not regard him but ascend the staircase at once and thereupon proceed through a doorway, stepping into the overseer’s office.


Seeing a man who is dressed as if ready for battle, with a shoulder plate depicting Ilsra’s emblem, Adjr assumes this man’s rank to be capatilier.


Speaking to the overseer, the guard captain inquires, “Ten-dehus, is this the man of the Union, hight Adjr?”


“According to the list, he is the only inmate who goes by that name at the present.”


Looking grimly at Adjr, Nolas demands that he state his duties in the Merchant Union.


“Buying and selling for most,” says Adjr. “May I ask wha—”


“Ask? You wish to ask me something?”


“I do wish to know wh—.”


“I say to you, there is no question you are allowed to ask. I bid you ‘Hush’!”


Adjr, though, demands to know why he has been sent to the Jurrh, saying, “I have always upheld the law!”


But, “Speak again and I will have you greet the ax,” says No-las; and “I say, inmate,” utters Terdehus, “have patience!” And he then signs the wardens to let off Adjr and “proceed with duty”.


Whereas the overseer is looked upon as a fair man, who is said to be engaged in clerical work oft a day; the capatilier is more rough than understanding, as some say. The truth, however, is much different, for Nolas never acts without thought, although he is forced to a certain conduct by the Ebenisis29.


And he is not as bad a man as Adjr may think; after all, he asks him what has happened to him on glimpsing his injures, apparently concerned for Adjr’s well-being.


“I banged my head on the celling and—”


“I doubt so!” Nolas is not foolish enough to believe such a lie; he has seen many bruises before, all of which had little to do with a fall. Still and all, he does not inquire anything further. “Be that as it may, I rede you speak the truth only from now on; should you lie to me again, I shall turn away from you—how likely is it that you will leave the Jurrh someday then?”


“What are you asking me? Why am I here anyway?”


“You have assisted a murderer!”


“What! No, no, I have not—never I would!”


“The feral soul, Adjr, the feral soul who was about the city slew and wounded several men. I reckon he had arrived here with you!”


“Who are we speaking about?”


“A healer said his name was Eldös!”


“Eldös! No, no, forgive me, but Eldös surely never harmed anyone—he struck me as a decent man plagued by misfortune.”


“Hearken! He preyed on men, set upon children, bit them, whacked them!”


“No! Why would he do such a thin—”


“We found a man whose head he had splattered, Adjr. Tell me, why would you assist such a man?”


“I would never help a fiend! But he, Eldös, he was no fiend! He was in pain, man—I pain!”


“Did he say so?”


“Yes! He screamed in pain, said he is in pain; but your men had not cared and neither did anyone in Ilsra. They urged him away, told him to stay away! I would not ever turn a blind eye to my fellowmen’s suffering!”


“And yet he went about slaying.”


“I tell you, I did not assist a murderer; I assisted a man in need of help. If I am incarcerated for that, then so be it. You may cage me, whip me, beat me; but you will never make me regret reaching him my hand!”


“Unlike the healer—”


“His name is Olo!” grunts Adjr.


“I do know his name, for every inmate’s name is listed!”


“Then address him by his—”


“WILL YOU BE STILL! I say, do not test me patience, or I shall rethink my verdict and send you back to the others! Now, hearken! Unlike the healer, you are unacquainted with the art of healing and thus cannot tell a sick man from a healthy one, and therefore you shall be released from your confinement at eventide.”


“However,” says Terdehus, “you are on probation, meaning any further wrong and you will be here to your dying day.”


“And Olo?”


“What is with him?” asks the capatilier. “He has been sentenced to die by hanging.”


“Spare him the gallows! Please, he has not—”


“You do good to keep your mouth shut! Speak another word and I will have you share his sentence!”


Calling for the wardens then, Nolas demands that Adjr is brought back to the others and that he shall be released at the close of day.


“A word to the wise,” says Terdehus as the wardens step in, all set to take Adjr away, “do not speak about your good fortune.”


“For some,” utters Nolas, “some may resent your luck!”


In silence Adjr follows the wardens back to the other prisoners; and thereafter he lingers around in a corner, staying away from anyone who wishes to speak to him.


“What did they want of you?” some ask, while others take his silence as that of a condemned man.


Olo is afeard that Adjr, too, has been sentenced to death but rather than asking him whether it is so, he turns around and proceeds with looking out of the window. He keeps thinking about Adjr, though, and how likely it is that he will meet the gallows—until he cannot bear guessing at his fellow’s fate any longer.


“Adjr,” calls he and walks over to him, crouching down before him, “I dare ask, have you been sentenced to the gallo—”


“No, the opposite—I will be released soon.”


“How relieving,” says Olo in a whisper. “I was certain you would be released.”


“Why is that?”


“When I got my head shaved bald, I heard the capatilier speaking about you—that is to say, a man named Adjr. From what he said, I had no reason to believe you would be hanged, even thought to myself, ‘What a lucky fella.’ I must say, though, when the wardens had taken you along, I was not sure anymore, mostly ’cause they brought you back—I began to believe I was wrong, thought you are going to hang, which worried me tremendously.”


“Although you will die, you care about me, a stranger!”


“No stranger, a fellow; for you have backed me, and you have fought for me—yes, you have!”


“I could hardly let you be battered, perchance even to death, after you had warned me about praying—”


“Yes, well, we are who we are!” Rising to his feet, Olo knees down by Adjr, saying, “Hear me, my fellow, for I must ask something of you.”


“I tried to speak to him!”


“Speak to whom?”


“The capatilier. I tried to convince him that you have not deserved—”


“Do not trouble yourself over an old man. Rather, be glad you can leave.”


“Whereas you will be brought to the gallows.”


“Calm your troubled mind, my friend—say, can I ask something of you?”


“Certainly.”


“My daughter, Ferja, do you remember her?”


“I do, yes.”


“Knowing her safe would truly bring me peace of mind, my friend. Now lis—”


“What are you asking me for?”


“Please, hear me out. I would rather have sent her to a village in Rochgar than to Armora, but—”


“Ah, I see, you ask me to escort her?”


“I do indeed. You certainly know your way around this land. As a member of the Merchant Un—”


“Former—I am no more with the Union, Olo.”


“Well, either way, I believe you do know the safest way to Rochgar.”


“Over Eridian. But that is not safe; she would need to take the ferry in Perper—unless she decides to take the mountain path, but then she would be at risk of running into brigands. For one man, the safest way is probably over Eridian.”


“But I cannot send her there on her own, not to The Fallen Glory!”


“I do not see just where I would be of any assistance.”


“You can escort her, guide her to Rochgar and from there to Idorra. She would be safe in—”


“Safe of what?”


“Me am… I mean, I am her father and a healer. Me punishment will affect her, Adjr; she will be treated with prejudice here—blamed for whatever sickness befalls the man whom I had attended to in me… days, for I have been taken to the Jurrh.”


Adjr falls silent, pondering over whether he shall help Olo or try to find Eldös’ wagon and ox: To take Ferja to Idorra may be wiser than to search for a myriad of items as well as for a creature that may be anywhere from here to who-knows-where; at last, Eldös is dead and his gear and ox have certainly been sold already, and so he turns down on his vow and agrees to escort Ferja, saying, “I assume Idorra is a village?”


“Yes, the oldest village in Rochgar—so, you… you have decided to help me, yes?”


“I have, yes.”


Olo is thrilled, overwhelmed with relief and embraces Adjr straight, saying, “You bring me peace, my friend, you bring me the peace of knowing my beloved safe! Forsooth, the gods separate the kind heart from the foul one. I believe they have brought us together, and they do look with kindness upon you.”


And Olo then tells him that his daughter will not journey to Armora afore she has not sold as much of his possessions as she can. Now that he is in the Jurrh, his house will be available to others within a week; if any of his possessions are not removed till then, valuable items will be entitled to The Glorious and whatever of little worth to the new tenant.


“Until Benhos30 she must have sold my belongings.”


“She could pay the rent—”


“No, Adjr, my name is mentioned on the contract—mine only! Any earnings she makes by my trade can quickly get her arrested for ‘falsehood’. But that matters not, Adjr, for I want her to leave from this place for reasons I have told you!”


“As I see it, I will have to help her sell—”


“No, whatever she has sold ’til your release will have to do.”


“Olo, to enter the port we will need—”


“Adjr, if must be, take another route. I trust you wholeheartedly, for I know you are a righteous man who will do what he must to fulfill a promise; so care not about the amount of gold you will have with you, but hasten to leave Ilsra before—you hear, before—I am brought to the gallows.”


Adjr draws a breath, knowing too well how much safety hinges upon the gold he will have with him: without, he cannot pay neither ferry nor entrance fee, nor can he obtain a blade and a knife, both of which are considered essential items for traveling.


“My fellow,” utters Olo, “you need not worry—”


“Olo, I need a blade and a knife, or at least one of both.”


“Equipment shall not matter to you, for you may take my gear as your own—all that I own of my days on horseback shall be yours alone.”


“What kind of gear are you speaking of.”


“Fine gear, my friend. You shall have it all, my keen sword and knife, and also you shall have my leather armor and baldric31. These my gear of me times as guard shall be yours alone.”


“Guard? You were a guard?”


“Yes, my friend, I was a guard, a guard for merchant caravans; and truly, I was a good one; and I have met many brave souls throughout me journeys, among whom was Aljeras. But the wage, Adjr, so little it was and certainly still is.”


“So you became a healer?”


“Aljeras, he had seen me bandaging our fellows’ wounds many a time over, and he began to observe me treating them for their pains thereon; and he then spoke to me, saying, ‘Why not lay down your blade and use these skills of yours to attend to the common men.’ He certainly made me think about becoming a healer, and I have indeed decided to follow his advice when I have begotten a daughter, for I wished to live with me beloved; and yet me wife died of fever later and I was alone with a gal I knew not how to raise.”
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