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Chapter 1


          

          
            Little Rushford

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Rushford had a pig problem.

      Not even just of the swine variety, though that was by far the most pressing matter. Ghdion found himself in the unique position of knowing this firsthand as he was chased by Princess, the demonic pig the villagers of Little Rushford used for gambling in their pig fighting pit.

      (Yes, pig fighting pit.)

      He risked a glance over his shoulder, alarmed to see just how close the huge sow was. Her wicked black tusks gleamed in the darkness. Her glowing red eyes fixated upon his back. Hells, even her wrinkled piggy nose seemed to emanate malevolence! He had a spare second to think What the fuck has my life come to? right as Princess caught up to him.
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      They reached Little Rushford, a quaint fishing village just off the coast of Khamris, in the late morning.

      When Quay told him it would be the next stop on their tour of the countryside, he’d simply shrugged and directed Mertha, the grumpy white ox who pulled their wagon, in that direction, thinking nothing of it. It was Little Rushford. Nothing exciting ever happened in hamlets like Little Rushford.
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      He’d been working with Quay for a month now, and they had finally settled into a comfortable daily rhythm. He was her bodyguard—Quay, fresh-faced, dark-haired, gray-eyed, and with an easy smile— was known for her magical healing skills. She was a wannabe-priestess of Vidamae, the Goddess of Life and Light. Quay was currently working towards the last step in her priestess training: travel the countryside to visit every church, chapel, or one-room steeple of Vidamae to administer to the parishioners there. Something about embodying the ‘generosity’ and ‘good-nature’ of the goddess; Quay explained it when they first started working together, but to be honest, he hadn’t really been listening. He didn’t really care, so long as the money was good.

      As far as Ghdion was concerned, it was easy money. She—well, the church—paid extremely well, and the job was pretty boring. Handle the wagon that carried all the church-provided supplies? Check. Deal with the grumpy ox who, he was certain, hated him specifically and made it the single goal in her bovine existence to move as slowly as possible? Check. Listen to Quay prattle on about inane things as she sat beside him on the front bench of the wagon, writing endless letters to her parishioners and friends, regardless if he found it adorably endearing? Check. He still didn’t understand why she’d hired him, of all people—he was taciturn on a good day, intimidatingly large, and was never without his huge greatsword. (Not to mention he was an actual criminal, but she didn’t need to know that.) He was grateful nonetheless. It was pure chance he’d stumbled upon her job posting on the community board back in Praetorius. And when they first met, she hired him on the spot.

      Perhaps she hired him because of all of those things. What better person to act as bodyguard for a young, naive (and beautiful—he kept that part to himself, but he found her very attractive) priestess who knew nothing of the ways of the real world? They simply had to take one look at Ghdion—tall, blond, broad-shouldered, tattooed and covered in scars— to know not to mess with her.

      Little Rushford was the fourth? Fifth?— he’d lost count—town they visited, and Ghdion had no reason to believe it would be any different from the rest. Roll up into town, announce their presence, stay at the church for a few days, hand out free shit, then leave and start the process all over again somewhere else. Quay had the hard job, having to deal with people and all their small problems: Little Timmy hurt his arm falling out of a tree! or, oh! My headaches are terrible, can you heal them with your magic? But she was good at it. Unlike the other Vidamae Priestesses he’d experienced, all of them hauntingly beautiful women, all of them snobbier than queens, she genuinely cared about people. It was … surprising. And refreshing.

      “There’s the chapel!” Quay called out as their wagon rolled around the final bend in the road that led straight through the middle of town. She held a map in her lap and insisted upon using it to guide them, even though Ghdion assured her multiple times that he didn’t need directions. (He’d only gotten them lost that one time, on the way to Candor, and that was because the main road had been blocked off; one of the local horse-breeders left his pasture fence open on accident, so all of the horses got free.)

      The chapel was exactly what he’d expected: wooden, with a sloping thatch roof, a wraparound porch, and a couple small stained glass windows. A crude symbol of Vidamae—a stylized circular yellow sunburst with four little orange rays at the top, bottom, and sides—hung from the front door with a handmade wreath of sunflowers and baby’s breath arrayed around it. Ghdion guided the wagon up front, gently yanking on the reins to get Mertha to stop; she kept plodding along right past the chapel, flicking her tail in annoyance.
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      “Mertha!” he growled, pulling back the reins even harder. “C’mon, you know where I want you to stop, you stupid⁠—”

      “Don’t be rude to her!” Quay took the reins from his hands and damn it all if Mertha didn’t immediately come to a halt. She turned her humongous, shaggy bovine head around and eyed the priestess adoringly with her liquid brown eyes.

      Quay smiled, hopped from the wagon, and patted Mertha’s rump affectionately. “Good job today, Mertha,” she cooed. She headed to the back of the wagon, pulled a couple wrinkled old apples from one of the sacks stashed there, and started feeding the ox right from her hands.

      Ghdion shook his head. That woman and her damn cow, he thought. He didn’t say it aloud; Quay had a thing about swearing.

      As he began unloading the supplies to bring into the chapel, a middle-aged woman strode briskly towards them from the center of town. She was tall for a woman, with graying brown hair pulled into a high ponytail, and she wore a tabard over her trousers and shirt that displayed the emblem of Little Rushford: a green jumping fish over a stylized blue ocean wave.
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      “Good day!” the woman called out, raising her hand in greeting. “You must be Quay, from the cathedral in Praetorius! My name’s Balinde Gillsplitter, and I’m the mayor of Little Rushford. And yes,” she added dryly, “I’ve heard all the jokes about my surname. Yes, it’s real, and no, I’m not a fisherwoman. I just so happen to have a very fish-oriented last name and also just so happen to be mayor of a fishing town.”

      Balinde first shook Quay’s hand, then Ghdion’s. She had a surprisingly strong grip. He liked her already, and he was pretty good with first impressions. He knew they’d get along swimmingly.

      She eyed them both up and down as they introduced themselves. “I was surprised when the High Priestess sent word that you’d be showing up here,” she admitted. “We don’t get many visitors to Little Rushford.”

      “I don’t see why not,” Quay replied in her usual cheerful manner. She gestured all around her, at the ocean on one side and the green fields of crops on the other. “Your town is lovely.”

      This was the sort of thing Quay excelled at: making people feel at ease. She spoke so earnestly that he was sure she actually believed what she said, even if Little Rushford was no different from any of the other villages they’d visited. It certainly wasn’t as beautiful as she was making it out to be. In fact, it stunk. It smelled overwhelmingly like fish, especially in the summer heat.

      Mayor Balinde shrugged, noncommittal. “I thank you for saying that, but our village has its share of problems.” The way she spoke made it seem like the problems were something that weighed heavily on her mind. “Regardless, I’m glad to have you, and I know Priest Simon will be overjoyed at any help you can give him at the Church.” She inclined her head towards the chapel. “I’ll leave you to it. Good luck to the both of you.” With a sharp nod, she took off back the way she came, her official mayoral tabard flapping in the ocean breeze.

      They watched her go. Quay tapped at her chin thoughtfully, and Ghdion continued unloading all of the supplies stored in the wagon bed.

      It wasn’t but a few minutes later that a couple locals sauntered over from the direction of the docks. Three men stepped up to Quay and Mertha, wearing the floppy brown hats and open-weave yarn vests typical of the little fishing villages that dotted the coastline. “‘Lo there!” the tallest man—Ghdion mentally dubbed him, ‘Tall Hat Guy’—greeted with a wave of his hand. “Welcome to Little Rushford, Miss …?”

      “Quay,” she replied with an easy smile. It brought out the dimple in her left cheek. She held out her hand. “Quay Hallandor, Acolyte Priestess of Vidamae. I’m here to help at your church for a few days.” She peered up into the man’s face. “Is there something I can help you fellows with?”

      The tall man grinned wolfishly, revealing a set of crooked front teeth. He glanced down at her outstretched hand, but made no move to shake it. “Oh, I’m sure there is,” he replied in a darkly suggestive tone. His eyes traveled up and down Quay’s curvy, petite form lasciviously before landing on her chest, where his gaze lingered far longer than was polite. “But I just came over here because I saw you talkin’ with our mayor.”

      Her smile faltered ever-so-slightly. “Yes, she stopped by to introduce herself and welcome us to your city.”

      The two men he came over with shoved their hands in their trousers pockets and elbowed each other roughly, snickering. Something about the way they stood there staring, the glassy, dangerous gleams in their eyes, set off alarm bells in Ghdion’s head. He hastily set back down the box he was holding and straightened to his full, considerable height. “Is there a problem?” he asked, a little more loudly than he intended.

      The three men jumped at the sound of Ghdion’s rough, deep voice. It was obvious they hadn’t seen him back there. The tall man, clearly the leader of their little posse, dipped his head by way of acknowledgement. “Oh, now, there’s no problem at all, Mister …?”

      Ghdion didn’t answer. He simply crossed his arms and stared them down.

      Tall Hat Guy rubbed the back of his neck. The awkward silence lengthened until the whole atmosphere around them was thick with it. Finally, he huffed a laugh and shrugged. “Well, we just wanted to make sure you weren’t comin’ here to try and make any more big changes like our mayor’s been doin’.”

      He glanced at Ghdion, who moved closer to Quay, just in case. “Mayor Balinde’s sorta new in town, y’see, and she’s got these big ideas about what should and shouldn’t be allowed.” He scowled and scratched at his belly absent-mindedly. “We just wanted to make sure she wasn’t spreadin’ anymore lies about what goes on around here.”

      Well, that sounded ominous as hell. Ghdion stepped even closer to Quay until he practically loomed beside her. He itched to pull his greatsword from its sheath on his back, but that would probably be construed as “escalating to unnecessary violence”—Quay’s words, not his. For someone who hired him as  her bodyguard, she sure disliked it when he actually, well, bodyguarded, which usually resulted in some form of violence or another.






OEBPS/images/riding_to_little_rushford.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/aukera_logo_new.jpg






OEBPS/images/princess.jpg





OEBPS/images/chapel-wreath.jpg
289
£ " “'l






OEBPS/images/little-rushford-symbol.jpg





