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It was going to be a bad day.

Keygar knew this because when he looked out of the stable loft, someone was walking away with his horse. Bad enough that the innkeeper refused to house a partiya with no soul-mark in the inn itself, even a partiya with human status. He was all too used to that. Bad enough that the horse was worth more than most of Keygar’s other possessions put together. Bad enough that even this large town was unlikely to have another mount big enough to carry his half-breed self.

It was all bad. 

Pausing only to clap onto his head the shield that more usually did duty as a hat to shade his trollish skin from the sun, Keygar was out of the loft in an instant, landing lightly despite his bulk. He sped after the thief, barely avoiding knocking down an old monk who was shuffling along the street. In a few massive strides he blocked the thief’s path.

“That’s my horse.”

The would-be thief smirked up at him. “Says who, partiya? Your word against mine.”

“That’s my horse,” Keygar repeated.

“You lost it to me in a game of chance last night? Don’t you remember?”

“That’s my horse.” If you repeated yourself often enough to full-humans, sometimes they actually got the message.

“It’s my horse now, you soulless troll. Is that your entire vocabulary?”

What more words were needed? Keygar’s eyes narrowed. His fist clenched. The man saw his size, bulk, and shaggy troll-mane and assumed him a soulless beast, yet dared rob and taunt him?

Stupid human. He’d say it one more time.

“It’s my horse.”

“Beat it, partiya. Before I call the Watch.”

The Watch? Right. Keygar bent his knees and drove a fist the size of a child’s head into the man’s belly. The blow sent the thief flying across the street, and over the wall of a nearby tanner, to land head down in a vat of something that smelled so indescribably bad to Keygar’s nose that it must have smelled awful even to a human.

Keygar gripped his horse’s bridle. “It’s my horse,” he shouted to the man’s twitching legs as the tanner rushed toward the vat, cursing. Keygar considered extracting the man from the vat himself and taking his purse—as an equine hire charge, you understand—then decided it wasn’t worth getting that stink on him.

He turned the horse back toward the inn. He’d collect his bedroll and find some breakfast before moving on from this benighted place. Hopefully there would be a caravan that needed an extra guard. The only work he could ever find.

“Hey! Here, quick! That partiya is a horse thief! I just saw him take this man’s horse from him in broad daylight!”

Keygar’s head snapped around with a grinding of trollish bone. A squad of the city Watch already rushed headlong along the street toward him. 

“It’s my horse,” he bellowed. “I just unstole it!”

The Watchmen ignored him. 

“Let’s see your paws, partiya!”

Keygar showed the man his “paw.” Very close up indeed, as he slugged him in the jaw. His backswing took down a sergeant, while he kicked two privates in their rank in quick succession.

When the other three stumbled back out of range, Keygar gripped his horse’s pommel, ready to mount. To enyon with this place!

Behind him, steel whispered against leather...and the grey haze instantly claimed him. His hands went up behind his head, closed around the hilt of his broadsword. No whisper of metal against leather as he drew, more a shriek.

He spun to meet the lunging Watchmen, his separately tracking eyes calculating the trajectories of their blades. That one was aiming for his neck, that one his wrist, that smart—or especially short—one, his femoral artery.

Watchman One lost his head at Keygar’s first swing. Number two his hand. Number three his leg—all his blood would follow soon enough.

The sound from the sergeant’s high-pitched whistle struck Keygar’s sensitive ears like an axe-blow, splitting his head asunder. The grey trollzerk haze receded.

He wiped the huge blade clean on the nearest fallen Watchman’s cloak, sheathed it, and mounted at last.

“This is my horse,” he told the sergeant. “Always was. Don’t follow me.”

With a nudge of his heels, he sent his mighty cob trotting away down the street.

~+~

They followed him. Of course they followed him. Two dead Watchmen...well, Takford wasn’t the sort of town to stand for that kind of thing.

But it was easy enough to lose them in the foothills of Merinian.

So he thought. Until he woke one morning to find himself staked down under enough nets to hold a full troll, let alone a half-breed.

“It’s. My. Horse!” he roared, heaving upward with all his strength. Ropes stretched. Pegs shifted. The nets held.

“What now, sir?” asked a nervous private, standing with his legs too far apart. “Kill him where he lies?”

Keygar roared inarticulate fury and heaved again.

“I hope so.” The sergeant sounded equally nervous as he pushed back Keygar’s shaggy grey troll-hair with the point of his sword, checking his prisoner’s temple. “Ugh. No. See the tattoo? Human status. The magistrate was very particular that we bring him back if he had it.”

A brief reprieve, but what difference would it make, if Keygar couldn’t get free? A wagon already creaked toward him with a troll cage on the back. Keygar wrenched with everything he had. One rope snapped. But he still wasn’t free. He could smell at least thirty men around him, too many for even him to overpower.

Too many, but he must not be taken back to Takford for trial! 

He wrenched and heaved and punched and kicked and bit and scourged and head-butted. But in the end, there he was in the cage, while mangled Guardsmen slumped around the forest clearing, panting and sobbing and clutching their wounds.

“Resisting arrest. Again!” snarled the sergeant, from a safe distance. “We’ll tell the magistrate!”

“What’s the penalty for resisting arrest around here?” asked Keygar, licking a smear of human blood from around his bloodied mouth.

“Flogging,” said the sergeant, with a smirk. “That’ll teach you.”

“And for killing Watchmen?” 

“Death, you stupid troll.”

A couple of less-injured soldiers eyed their sergeant, then exchanged glances.

I don’t think I’m the stupid one, thought Keygar. But he said no more, hunching his head down between his shoulders. The morning sun was weak, but he still wished for his shield, with the little metal boss in the center that doubled as a helmet, and the thick, wide leather rim that kept the sun off so well. It lay somewhere under the discarded nets, but he knew better than to bother asking for it.
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