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It doesn’t look like
much closer as it did far away, he thought.

Duncan of Rock Falls was still not impressed with
the town of Hub. It had come into his sight as the caravan he was
traveling with had gone over a rise and entered the valley of the
Great Border River. From that distance he’d seen the stone bridge
over the river and the cluster of buildings that made the town.
Little had looked distinctive, but he hadn’t expected it to from
such a distance. He’d hoped Hub would appear more impressive the
closer he got.

Everything he knew about Hub suggested that it ought
to be impressive. It was a new town erected not to be a settlement
so much as a gathering place for the folk of the Settled Land. It
was created with the hope that it might spark peace between the
races and kingdoms.

It was founded in an important place. The Great
Border River marked the boundary between the human Kingdom of the
Flint Plains and the Elven Holding. The river had at times been a
barrier between humans and elves, but it was also a trade route.
Hub was located along the one road that crossed the river between
the two domains. Where once there had been a wooden bridge there
was now the new stone bridge.

The town sat on the east bank of the river in the
Holding. The farms and pastures that would provide food for those
living and working in Hub sat on the west bank in Flint Plains.
Each would support the other. That was one of the central promises
of Hub.

Yet for all that importance Hub appeared to Duncan,
as the caravan crossed the bridge, to be a small town less
impressive that the ducal seat he’d grown up in. There was an inn
with stables, a market center with stalls and shops, what might
have been a barracks, and a few handfuls of houses. There was one
structure that was as large as the inn. That was all there was to
Hub. Every building was made of tan stone, probably quarried from
somewhere in Flint Plains. A few folk, all human, were out and
about. It seemed like a large village in the middle of nowhere.

The lead wagon in the caravan stopped just before it
left the bridge. The caravan master spoke to a man wearing
chainmail armor over his chest. Duncan was riding in the third
wagon, so he could only hear snatches of the conversation. He
noticed the man in chainmail had a spear and a crossbow slung over
his back. Standing beside him was another soldier similarly armed
and armored.

At one point the caravan master pointed backward.
Duncan presumed that he was indicating that he was riding with the
merchants. The soldier he’d been talking to nodded, then waved. The
wagons resumed their forward movement.

The soldier ordered the wagon Duncan was riding on
to halt. “One of you here on important business?” He had the harsh
accent Duncan had grown familiar with in Flint Plain.

Duncan raised his right hand. “That would be
me.”

“Gregor will take you to the
Captain.”

“Thank you.” Duncan stepped down
from the wagon. He let it pass. Once it had passed he followed the
second soldier to the barracks.

“Can you tell me a little about
the town?” Duncan asked.

The soldier shook his head. “Captain Cypros will do
that.”

In moments they were in the barracks. There were a
few soldiers lounging around. Duncan was taken past them to a room
where a dark-haired and dark-skinned man sat behind a desk, which
was nothing more than a table with a panel to enclose one side. The
soldier told him that Duncan was a man there to see one of the
Delegates. The man told the soldier to wait outside.

When the man stood up from the desk he turned out to
be tall and build solidly. He wore no armor but did have a sword
sheathed on his belt. “I am Captain Cypros, chief of the guard of
Hub.” His accent was less harsh but not quite as rolling as those
Duncan had heard in the Kingdom of Green Hills. “Who might you
be?”

“I am Duncan of Rock Falls, of the
Kingdom of Salt Bay, Captain,” Duncan answered.

“What brings you to
Hub?”

“His Majesty, King John the
Fourth, has sent me here on an errand to meet with the Delegate of
the Elven Holding.”

“Have you orders from your
King?”

“I do.” Duncan reached into a
pocket in his cloak. He handed a folded piece of paper to the
Captain.

The Captain opened it, read it, then handed it back.
“Very well. Gregor!”

The soldier stuck his head through the open doorway.
“Captain?”

“Escort this man to the Delegate
Hall and Master Owen.”

“Yes, Captain.” The soldier turned
to Duncan. “If you will follow me, sir?”

“Of course.” Duncan turned to the
Captain. “Thank you.”

The Captain gave him the slightest of nods in
response.

The soldier led Duncan out of the barracks and to
the building across the town’s main street. That building had an
upper and a lower floor, like the inn. There were windows along the
sides like any inn. But unlike an inn this building had no grand
entrance of carved wood and wasn’t painted elaborately. It was
plain tan with only “Delegate Hall” carved over the double front
doors. Two soldiers stood guard outside.

Inside the hall was just as plain. A human, not in
armor but dressed well, with fair hair and a slight build, sat
behind a desk in a spacious reception room just past the doors. The
soldier told the human that Duncan was there to see Delegate Owen.
The human nodded and the soldier departed.

“I am Master Illya,” the man said
to Duncan as he stood up. “Who are you?”

“Duncan of Rock Falls, of the
Kingdom of Salt Bay.”

“Might I see your
permission?”

Duncan handed the paper he’d shown the Captain to
this man. The man looked it over, nodded, then handed it back.

“Follow me, if you please, young
man.”

“Of course.”

Duncan found that the back of the reception room had
another pair of double doors and two staircases leading to the
upper floor. Illya didn’t lead Duncan through the doors but up the
right staircase. “What’s beyond those doors?” he asked.

“The meeting hall
itself.”

“And up these stairs?”

“The offices of the
delegates.”

“And up the other
stairs?”

“Room for records, a small meeting
room, that sort of thing.”

“And what do you do?”

“Tend the records. Guide visitors
to the Delegates. Run errands for the Delegates. Sweep the
floors.”

“Sweep the floors?”

“Yes. Hub is still a small town.
There’s little need for servants with so little happening at the
present. It’s not work I was trained for, but until we get larger
someone must do it.”

“What work were you trained
for?”

“I was a scribe for His
Majesty.”

“I too am a scribe.”

Illya didn’t smile in response. “I was trained to
write and carry messages for His Majesty.”

“Why are you here?”

“His Majesty preferred a man of
some years to be Master of this hall. Perhaps one day I shall enjoy
this posting. For now I would prefer the Royal Court.”

Illya stopped before a door. Duncan saw the seal of
Salt Bay burned onto the door. Illya knocked on the door and called
for Delegate Owen. Owen called back, “Enter!”

Illya opened the door. “Delegate Owen, Duncan of
Rock Falls to see you.”

“Yes, thank you, Illya, let him
in.”

Owen, Duncan saw, was a round man on the short side
of average, and almost completely bald. He moved easily, though,
and came around his desk to give Duncan a warm handshake. “Good to
know you made it, young man. How was your journey?”

“Slow but enlightening, Delegate
Owen.”

“Good, good.” He turned to Illya.
“Thank you. That will be all.”

Illya bowed, left the room, and closed the door.

“Sit, sit.”

“Thank you, sir.” Duncan sat down
in the one chair facing the desk. He glanced around. The only
decoration in the room was a drawn map of the kingdom. He noticed
that the Delegate’s desk wasn’t as crude as the Captain’s, and
neither were the chairs. With nothing more to see he took out his
permission paper and gave it to Owen.

“Ah, yes, thank you.” Owen took
the paper and read it. “Well, this is an interesting request. But
first, tell me about yourself. I’ve only heard a little about you
from His Majesty’s letter.”

Duncan let out a breath. “You didn’t hear about the
scandal involving Duke Alfred?”

“The Duke of Sword’s Beach?” The
older man shook his head. “I’ve been here, young man.
Correspondence is slow reaching here. Well, it has been. Delegate
Eowyl has something that might help. One of His Majesty’s letters
here mentioned a scandal, but that’s all that it said.”

“Very well. Duke Alfred claimed to
have an ancestral tie to the dukedom of Valley River.”

“What sort of claim?”

“That an ancestor of his had
married into the family a few generations back. He was using the
claim, and the distance from it, to promote a marriage between his
son and the daughter of Duke Raymond.”

Owen’s eyes narrowed. “That would tie two
neighboring dukedoms to each other. His Majesty was going to allow
that?”

“Duke Alfred stated that the young
woman was the only suitable daughter of nobility close to his son
in age. He conceded that it would give him power, but His Majesty
would have no choice but to give in, considering their
ages.”

“What did Duke Raymond say to
that?”

“He said such a match would
disadvantage him. Succession would have to go through his younger
brother and his family, seeing as his daughter was his only living
child.”

“I seem to recall that Duke
Raymond’s brother has only daughters.”

“Three. Including one about the
age of Duke Alfred’s youngest son.”

“Of course.”

“His Majesty wanted confirmation
of the ancestral marriage before he would agree to the arrangement.
His Grace Duke Roland bid me to investigate.”

“Why you?”

“His Grace said no one else of
status wished to enter into the matter. Rock Falls is far enough
away that His Grace felt it was safe for me to
investigate.”

“I take it you went to King’s
Town?”

Duncan nodded. “I discovered in the chronicles that
in fact the ancestor of Duke Alfred had married his son into the
family the Duke of Valley River. I also found that the ancestor
killed his son when the young man refused to support the marriage
of his younger brother to a cousin of his new bride.”

“I see.”

“King James the Fourth executed
the Duke. His Majesty demanded the younger brother to renounce his
engagement to inherit his title. His Majesty also called upon the
priests of land, sea, and sky strike the Duke’s soul from the Field
of the Dead.”

“I should hope so. What happened
to you?”

“His Majesty of course rejected
the attempt to arrange the marriage. I’m told Duke Alfred was quite
upset to be reminded of his murderous ancestor. His Majesty rebuked
Duke Alfred for his attempt to gain undue influence through
marriage.”

“And here you are.”

“Yes.”

“Well, allow me to tell you a
little about Hub before you tell me the details of your long
journey east.”

“Please. I’ll need to know
something before I make my request.”

“Good. The town doesn’t look like
much, but it functions quite well. Trade along the road and up and
down the river are increasing. I take it a caravan from the Dwarven
Commons is expected in a day or two.”

“Who runs the town?”

“The Council of Delegates does.
Louis of Green Hills presently hold the title of Mayor.”

“Presently?”

“Yes. The Treaty of Hub states
that each Delegate serves a one-year term as Mayor. Louis’ term
began in the spring. As there are eight of us, the vote of the
Mayor will break any ties when the Council votes on
matters.”

“I see. Who else is
here?”

“The other humans are Jorvik of
Pine Lands, Petyr of Flint Plains, and Mykos of the Southern
Islands. Kurdwilm is the Delegate from the Dwarven Commons. Arvasu
is the Delegate from the Goblin Empire. And Eowyl is Delegate from
the Elven Holding.”

“He’s the one I’ll need to speak
with.”

“He
is she, Duncan.”

“She? An elf woman?”

“Just so. The elves and the
dwarves give women the same status in their domains as
men.”

“I see.”

“His Majesty’s permission said you
were on a research errand. That you needed to go into the Elven
Holding. Why?”

“His Majesty feels that our
kingdom hasn’t the strength or the wealth to expand, but we do need
to improve our standing in the Settled Lands.”

“I quite agree. How does His
Majesty propose to do that?”

“I found records of sea voyages
west to a few islands and smaller lands carried out long ago. Not
all the ships returned. His Majesty would like me to gain access to
the chronicles of the elves. The questions I am to find answers to
are, first and foremost, have the elves traveled the world? If they
have, would they be willing to share what they know?”

Owen crossed his arms over his chest. “Does His
Majesty understand that he’s asking you to ask the elves for
information on lands they may trade with?”

“His Majesty does. Members of the
Royal Court made certain of that.”

“And he asked you to come here all
the same?”

“He did. His Majesty feels that if
there is trade to share, then the elves should be willing to share.
They’ve made peace with the Kingdom of Flint Plains, and by
extension the Five Kingdoms. They’ve long made peace with the
dwarves.”

“True.” Owen uncrossed his arms
and pointed at Duncan. “And what about you, young man? What do you
get out of this?”

Duncan found himself giving the older man a wry
smile. “I get out of Salt Bay for a good long while.”

“Quite so. Is that
all?”

Duncan stopped smiling. “No. The elves were the
first race to discover magic. The first to have a kingdom. The
first to use paper and to craft a language. I agreed to His
Majesty’s request because this is a chance no scribe could turn
down. They have so much knowledge acquired over so long a time. If
I could gather some of that, even a small piece, it might grant me
a place in this world.”

“A place in King’s Town rather
than Rock Falls?”

“I hope so.”

Owen was silent for a moment. “The elves can be
direct when they want to, but they’re often more indirect than
direct. I’ll have to speak with Eowyl. It could be a day before
she’ll grant you an audience. It could be longer.”

Duncan nodded.

“I can’t say whether being an
eager puppy will help you or hurt you. Certainly the truth will
help you.”

“Help me? You wouldn’t be with
me?”

Owen sighed. “I know you have permission to ask from
His Majesty. But Eowyl may consider this more a personal request
than a formal request from His Majesty. If she thinks this is a
personal request, you’ll be on your own. The elves place little
importance to the propriety of nobility. Something about how they
rule themselves.”

“Pardon?”

“Oh, yes, you probably don’t know.
The elves have no King, or Dukes, or any nobility at all. They’re
governed by something called ‘The Circle.’ Guild leaders, as I
understand it.” Owen smiled. “It’s a bit much for an old scribe
like me to take in. You might have a better chance grasping
it.”

“I suppose I should.”

“I’ll invite you to supper with my
family. I’ll try to explain it as best I can.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s a kindness, but considering
you came all the way out here for His Majesty, I feel I ought to do
all I can to help this errand you’ve been sent on to succeed. After
all, I rather like living here without it raining all the time. So
many folk to see. I’d rather not disappoint His Majesty, so I need
to do all I can for those few who come here on His Majesty’s
business.”
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Illya knocked on the door. “Delegate Eowyl?”

“Yes?” a voice replied.

“Duncan from Salt Bay to see
you.”

“Let him in.”

Illya opened the door. “Duncan, from Salt Bay.
Duncan, Delegate Eowyl of the Elven Holding.”

The instant Duncan stepped through the door he was
struck with amazement. Owen’s office had been plain. There was a
window, his desk, two simple chairs, and an illustrated map of Salt
Bay on one of the walls. The office of the elf was as simple, yet
not at all the same.

There was a tapestry map on the wall to his left of
the Elven Holding. There were no illustrations, just places and
names, yet it was more impressive than any map he’d seen drawn
anywhere. On the wall to his right was another tapestry, that of a
mountain. It was not a symbolic work but almost like an actual
window on a real place, but made of fabric rather than glass. There
was a table and two chairs in the room but they seemed more formed
than carved.

It was then that he saw the Delegate herself. She
was tall, as all elves were, or so he’d heard. She was half a head
taller than he was. She had dark hair which was braided to sit over
and past her left shoulder. Her eyes were dark, and more wide than
round. Her figure was too thin for most men to find her beautiful,
Duncan observed. All the same her face radiated as if that alone
would cause men to fall at her feet. Then there were her ears,
which were slightly pointed and swept back, making her appear
almost unreal to his eyes.

She wore a green
dress embroidered with yellow and blue patterns that seemed to
resemble branches. She wore a leather belt that made the dress fit
her slender form. The belt was far thinner than any he’d ever seen,
almost more like a rope than a proper belt. She wore no shoes;
instead she walked barefoot. Then he saw foot-shaped leather pads
by the table with straps on them. Sandals, he
thought, she wears sandals
when going out.

She clasped her hands together, palms touching. “It
is an honor to meet you, Duncan of Salt Bay.” Her voice was soft
yet deep. Her accent hit consonants hard, but not so hard that he
couldn’t understand her.

Duncan finally found his manners and bowed deeply.
“The honor is mine, Mistress Delegate.”

“Please, you need not be so
formal. Call me by my name, and I will do the same for
you.”

“Thank you.”

“Illya, you may leave us to
talk.”

“Certainly,” Illya replied. He
stepped out of the room and closed the door.

“Please, have a seat,” she said to
Duncan.

He slowly sat down across from her. “The tapestries
are incredible.”

“They are what they
are.”

“They weren’t done with magic,
were they?”

She smiled. “Of course not. Our skill with needle
and thread is well ahead of yours. We do hope that some exposure to
our work will intrigue your kind into learning what we know, so you
may create your own works of beauty.”

“The mountain scene, is it
important?”

“Yes. It is a mountain near the
town I grew up in. I carry that with me where I go, to remind me
that I was once a girl from the edge of our land.”

“This must have been quite a
change for you.”

“No. I have worked elsewhere in
the Holding. The coast. The plains. The world is large, and we must
fit in where we can serve others the best.”

“The plains? Then were you a part
of the recent war?”

“No. I am of the Order of
Priestesses. We had no part in the war, except to interpret the
will of the Spirit.”

“May I ask what the will of the
Spirit was?”

She gave what seemed to be a dismissive gesture. “To
fight to win, but to avoid unneeded cruelty. I fear we found no new
doctrines in our faith then.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You humans sometimes believe that
the Gods will justify your actions. You twist yourselves like ropes
into making what was true untrue and what was foul becomes fair. We
saw the matter for what it was. The humans of Flint Plains were
lacking in water due to a drought, brought on by their lack of
mages. They sought to capture our mages to work for them. We
liberated those mages and the land that was taken.”

“You also sought to cross the
river.”

She gave him a single nod. “To establish fortresses
to protect us from future attacks. But when two other human domains
decided to join the war on the side of Flint Plains, we agreed to
make peace. We suggested this town be created, and an effort made
to share knowledge and resources to prevent another war.”

“You must think us rather
crude.”

“No, not crude. You are not as
wise as we are.”

“Isn’t everyone?”

“No. The dwarves are as wise as we
are. They prefer to live in the mountains and practice their crafts
and trades. Yet they do live with the land as we do. The great
difference between us is magic. It is for them only practical. For
us it is another aspect of life to learn about and
pursue.”

“What about the
goblins?”

“They are truly crude. They take
too much pride in war. But we cannot dismiss their souls. They have
farther to go than your kind, that is true. One day they shall
become wise. They will live with the land and with all the races.
That was another reason for us to decide to create this place. For
too long we have waited for humans and goblins to gain wisdom. We
have been selfish by following such a policy. The war showed that
we cannot keep doing that.”

“Why?”

“Ending the war with a treaty
would not have solved the greater problem of a lack of wisdom.
There would have been peace for a time. But the next great drought,
or flood, or usurpation, or some other crisis would have started
another war. Perhaps a greater war with more of your kingdoms
allied against us. Or a war between your kingdoms that would have
harmed the land.

“You do not know magic as well as
you think, Duncan of Salt Bay. You know certain spells, and you
have made them more powerful. But you have learned the depth and
breadth of magic. There was a town a few days travel east of here.
The army of Flint Plains moved faster than the defenders of the
town believed they could. The town was cut off. The leader of the
army demanded the town surrender the mage living in the town. Even
though the mage knew little that could help defend the town, the
town council refused the demand.

“The army had its own mage, one of
the few in the kingdom. That mage cast a fire spell to compel the
town to turn over the mage. It was supposed to only burn one
building. What the human mage did not know is that the town was
build over a place of strong magic. The spell was far more powerful
that he expected because he did not know to sense for the inherent
magic in the land. The fire destroyed the town in
moments.”

Duncan gasped. “I didn’t know that.”

“Living so far away, I did not
expect that you would.”

“You fear we might do the same to
ourselves?”

“You have come close once or twice
in the last two generations. If we did not act, you might do the
same to yourselves, to us, to the dwarves, or to the goblins. You
might be tempted by such power to abuse it beyond your ability to
control it.”

He nodded to her. “I think I understand this place
better.”

“Good. Shall we get to the reason
why you have come to see me this morning?”

“Please. And, thank you for seeing
me so soon.”

She gave him a slight smile. “I could not deny the
curiosity of a scribe.”

“Do you require me to tell you of
His Majesty’s request?”

“Not at all. Owen told me why your
King has sent you here.”

A shiver went down his spine. “Then you’ve already
made up your mind?”

“Not at all. I have granted you
some of my time for you to tell me about this errand you have been
sent upon. What do you think of it, Duncan of Salt Bay?”

Duncan was taken aback by the question. He tried to
think of an answer. He found himself falling back on the obvious.
“It’s important for His Majesty, and for the kingdom, to find new
opportunities.”

She gave him a single shake of her head. “Have you
no answer of your own? Why did you wish to come here, above all
others?”

He shrugged. “I had to.”

“Why did you have to?”

“I learned that one of the Dukes
of the kingdom was trying to invoke one of his ancestors in
arranging a marriage.” He thought about using the Dukes’ names, but
worried that it might cause confusion, so he left them
out.

“Why would he do that?”

“The Kings of Salt Bay have tried
not to allow marriages between the families of Dukes whose lands
are next to each other. Such marriages could form a base of power
that could challenge the sitting King.”

“Is that bad?”

“I take it that it’s quite bad. A
Duke with such influence could shape His Majesty’s policies to
benefit him over others.”

“I see. It would perhaps put parts
of your land in conflict with each other.”

“Yes.”

“Then how was this Duke in the
present invoking the past?”

“The Duke stated that an ancestor
of his had married into the family of the nearby Duke a few
generations back. As the King at the time had approved it, and as a
few generations had passed, the Duke believed His Majesty should
approve the marriage between his son and the daughter of other
Duke.”

“Did the other Duke support this
engagement?”

“He didn’t. The succession would
have to go through his younger brother and his family, seeing as
his daughter was his only living child.”

“You King wished to know what
about the previous marriage?”

“His Majesty wanted confirmation
of the ancestral marriage. There would be accounts in the
chronicles of the kingdom about it.”

“Why you?”

“His Grace, my Duke, said no one
else of status wished to put forward a scribe to look into the
question.”

“They feared what?”

“Antagonizing one Duke or the
other, or His Majesty. Our dukedom was far enough away from the two
dukedoms that His Grace felt it was safe enough for him to send
me.”

“What did you learn?”

“That the ancestor of the Duke
asking His Majesty for permission had married his son into the
family of the other Duke. I also found that the ancestor killed his
son when the young man refused to support the marriage of his
younger brother to a cousin of his new bride. The King, James the
Fourth, had the Duke executed. The Duke’s younger brother had to
renounce his engagement to inherit his title. The priests of land,
sea, and sky had strike the Duke’s soul from the Field of the
Dead.”

“I take it your King was pleased
with your work.”

“His Majesty was pleased. The Duke
was rebuked for his attempt to gain undue influence through
marriage. But the Duke was unhappy to be reminded of his family’s
dark past.”

“If we forget our dark pasts, we
do not learn from them, and fail to make our future
brighter.”

“Is that a saying among your
folk?”

“One of many. But you still have not told me why
you were asked to undertake this errand. Why did you Duke send
you? Were there no other scribes in the land?”

“There are. There’s Father, and my
younger brother Devin.”

“You are the older brother. I take
it in your culture the older brother follows the father. Yet here
you are.”

Duncan sighed. “Devin, well, I don’t know how to say
it, except, well, Devin fits the town like a good shirt.”

“A good shirt?”

“Yes. He makes friends easily.
He’s handsome.”

“And you? What kind of shirt are
you?”

“It seems one that’s too big or
too small.”

She gave him a slight smile. “I see. Your younger
brother would be liked by more of those around him. And you are
happier doing what?”

“Reading.”

“But are you better at your
trade?”

“Our trade consists mostly of
writing contracts and messages for merchants, maintaining the
dukedom’s chronicles, and writing official correspondence for His
Grace.”

“Is being a scribe the calling of
your heart?”

“It’s what Father taught us to
be.” He nodded. “I suppose I do enjoy the part that involves
reading. And sometimes the writing. Why do you ask?”

“Among our kind, parents do not
set a path for their children. The children are allowed to learn
about our society. What is done in each of the Orders. Our youth is
devoted to finding our place in the Holding. We seek to know what
our heart calls us to do to serve.”

“To serve your ruler?”

“To serve our society.”

“Oh. I suppose I have a great deal
to learn. How did you find your calling?”

She pointed to the tapestry of the mountain. “I was
looking at the mountain one day. I wondered how it was that it came
to be. How was that we have mountains at all? Why isn’t all the
land fertile? Why is there land and sea? The answers to those
questions were not in the Sacred Scrolls.”

“Your Gods didn’t make the
land?”

“I
don’t mean that I asked that question. I know how the Spirit formed
the land. What I wondered was why the land was
formed as it was. I found that I wanted truth from the
land.”

“Truth?”

“Look at the tapestry.”

He looked.

“It is quite beautiful, is it
not?”

“Quite.”

“But you also see the danger of
the mountain, yes?”

“Danger?”

“You would be away from others.
Where would you find food and water? Are the animals living there
one that could harm you?”

He nodded. “Yes. I suppose you would want to know if
there were places it was safe to walk or climb around.” He turned
back to her.

“Indeed. There is beauty and
danger. The mountain is strong, yet mountains can fall. Why make a
thing that has so many conflicts within itself?”

“Why?”

She smiled broadly. “I am still searching for the
answers to such questions. That is how I became a priestess.”

“But you are here. Isn’t that a
post for someone else?”

“Someone versed in politics,
perhaps?”

“Yes.”

“No. I represent the Holding here
because I seek such truth in these conflicts and contradictions.
You humans are at times curious, and at times stuck in what you
know that you do not seek answers to your questions. The dwarves
shun most magic, yet their crafts are magical in their beauty and
practicality. The goblins fight and argue, yet they are capable
sailors, a life that requires cooperation. I am here to see the
many sides of the other races. To make what sense I can of those
many sides. To help my kind see what I see and understand when I
do.”

He let out a breath. “I hadn’t thought about it that
way, but I suppose that makes a great deal of sense.”

“It is important that you do that,
Duncan of Salt Bay.”

“Why?”

“The errand you are on for your
King. Have you given much thought to it?”

“It’s been on my mind ever since I
left home.”

“You have traveled a long way to
get here, yes?”

“Yes.” For a time he hadn’t been
certain of the meaning behind her questions. He shifted so that at
least some part of his mind was considering where she was guiding
him.

“Was it an easy
journey?”

“Somewhat.”

“What do you mean?”

“His Majesty granted me a horse. I
rode it all the way to the first dukedom of the Kingdom of Flint
Plains. Then I was told there would be little fodder for such a
mount.”

“The horses of this region are
bred to eat little and travel far. Yours was not.”

“No. It was a horse for riding and
for war.”

“War?”

“Cavalry.”

“Yes. Men in armor fighting from a
mount. What did you do when you were told your horse would not suit
the plains?”

“Duke Alexei suggested I sell it
and travel by wagon.”

“Did you?”

“I did.”

“There are riding horses in these
lands.”

“I know. But I hadn’t the coins to
afford one. I thought to trade mine for one of them. But no one was
willing to trade for such a fine horse.”

“What will you do on the way
back?”

“I’m not sure. My first thought
was getting here. I have enough to buy a lesser horse once I get
back to Green Hills, so I’m not without means.”

“Good. Now, tell me, can you
determine a lesson from this experience in regards to traveling by
sea to unknown lands?”

Duncan needed only a moment or two to find the
lesson. “Prepare well for the journey.”

“Indeed. Your King will be sending
ships on the open sea. Some food can be gathered from the fish
swimming in the sea. But some food, and much of your water, will
have to be brought with you.”

“I suppose there isn’t much hope
of finding food at the ship’s destination.”

“That depends on where the ship
lands. We know of islands with little life of any sort, islands
teeming with life, and small continents with game, water, and human
settlements.”

“But the ship would still have to
provision itself.”

“It would. Tell me, did you have
any trouble conveying your needs to those you met on your journey
here?”

“No. Folk in most places know the
Common Tongue.”

“Perhaps in the places you
visited. Did you not wander from the road?”

Duncan shook his head. “No. His Majesty was most
clear that I must travel without waste or delay.”

“Then, if you had wandered, you
would not know if you could communicate. Is that so?”

He swallowed. “I suppose it is, yes.” He paused for
an instant. “If the men on the ship meet humans, they won’t speak
the Common Tongue.”

“No. They will have been far from
other humans. Their language is likely to have changed. Those who
sail to such lands will have to determine how they will speak to
these humans, and to any others they encounter.”

“Others?”

“Our kind sailed the world when
yours was still a young race. Some of us left and did not return.
They may have been lost, but they may have also gone to another
land and decided to stay.” Eowyl leaned back in her chair. “I am
told there are accounts of our crews encountering strange beasts
among the islands and small continents. Beasts that might be wild,
but beasts that might also speak, in their own way.”

He nodded, as much to himself as to her. “There will
be much to prepare for, then.”

“There will be. Tell me, do you
wish to sail on one of your ships? Do you wish to travel to new
lands?”

He sighed. “No. I have no feeling for the sea.”

“Then why accept this errand for
your King?”

He took a moment to carefully ponder his answer. “I
suppose, deep down, I want to make something of myself.”

“Make what?”

“I don’t know. I like reading. I
enjoy learning. I suppose my hope is that I would be successful on
this errand, and His Majesty would let me go elsewhere, or return
to the Holding.”

“To learn what?”

“I don’t know.” A thought struck
him. “You said being a priestess was the calling of your heart. I’m
not certain what I want to learn, but when it calls to my heart,
I’ll follow it.”

“To learn anything?”

“There must be knowledge that I
can bring back. Or perhaps knowledge I can build upon. There must
be some method of channeling my desire into a path that satisfies
me while at the same time giving me a good life.”

She smiled again. “You seek truth, as I do. But
while I seek the truth of the Spirit, you seek the truth of
yourself.”

He nodded to her. “I seek my place.”

She rose from her chair. She went to the window. He
hadn’t noticed before, but she reached for a stone sitting on the
windowsill. The stone was dark red, but was no gem. It had been
shaped somehow to have a smooth surface. It was shaped like a rough
egg, but seemed twice as large as any egg he’d ever seen. She
placed the stone on the desk between her chair and his. She sat
back down.

“I will give you a taste of
knowledge, Duncan of Salt Bay. This is knowledge the other
Delegates have. Perhaps your King will have this in a handful or so
of days. This is what we call a ‘talking stone.’”

“It talks?” he asked.

“No. When I speak a certain few
words, the enchantment cast upon the stone links it to another in
Astyr, the seat of the Elven Holding. I can through that
enchantment speak with the one who carries my reports to our
leaders. He can speak similar words to the talking stone he has,
and speak with me.

“I will use the talking stone to
send word of the request you carried here. The request will be
taken to our leaders, the Circle of the Nine Orders. The Circle
will consider the request. In a day or so, the reply will be given
to me. I can then tell you if you will be granted permission to
visit Astyr and learn what our navigators found on their
voyages.”

He bowed his head. “Thank you, Delegate Eowyl.”

“Do not thank me yet, Duncan of
Salt Bay. Wait until I hear from the Circle.”

“Of course.” He pointed at the
stone. “Delegate Owen said you were giving the others something to
help speed matters along. You said His Majesty might know of this.
Are you giving talking stones to His Majesty and the other
Kings?”

“You are thinking, good. Yes, we
are. It could take a whole season for a rider to travel from here
to your kingdom or to the one north of yours and return. That would
be far too long if a crisis was at hand. There is also the chance
that one day we may debate a matter that requires the Delegates to
know the orders from their leaders quickly.”

“Then, you bear no ill will
towards us? Well, the Kingdom of Flint Plains and their allies, I
mean?”

“The war was caused by pain and
fear. We would no more begrudge the pain and fear of the kingdom
anymore than we would a wounded animal. We desire this place to be
a means for speaking with one another about our troubles. To
understand the problems we face and to cooperate on solutions to
these problems.”

He pointed to the talking stone again. “Could those
be used for Kings to speak to one another?”

She beamed to him. “You see the potential.
Wonderful. Yes, we do have a hope that one day the leaders of the
various lands and races might use talking stones to seek a greater
understanding with each other. But simply being able to speak
quickly is not understanding. That comes from those like you who
are willing, for whatever reason, to leave your domains and seek
knowledge from others.”

“I see. Then, may I ask, do you
support my request?”

“That is not my choice to make,
Duncan of Salt Bay. The Circle will approve or deny your request on
its merits. I can say that you do not appear to have dark motives
in making this request. You appear to have a genuine interest in
knowledge. But you are not the request.”

He was confused by her statement. “What?”

“The request comes from your King.
If we grant you access to our archives, give you the knowledge your
King seeks, will he use it wisely? Or is there only wise ways to
use such knowledge?”

“Only what?” The meaning became
clear an instant later. “I see, yes. You wouldn’t want His Majesty
to learn how to invade the Elven Holding.”

“No, though I doubt such an
attempt would succeed.”

He waved at the talking stone. “Not if you have
magic like that.” He nodded to her. “I suppose your folk and those
of my kingdom might compete over trade across the seas if we know
more about what lies beyond our shore. Is there enough to
share?”

“There might be, as long as the
will to share exists.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s also true.
Is there anything more you need to know from me?”

She shook her head. “You have told me much, Duncan
of Salt Bay. Much about your errand, and much about yourself.
Whatever the Circle decides, we shall talk again.”

“I’d like that.”

“Good. I suggest you wander the
town. Ask questions. If the Circle approves of your request, there
are things you will have to know before you leave.”

“Of course.”

She rose from her chair. He stood up after she
did.

“Thank you for your time, Delegate
Eowyl.”

“Thank you for yours, Duncan of
Salt Bay. Good day.”

He bowed. “A good day
to you as well.” He left her office. That went well, but I’d better pray all the same,
he thought. I may need all the persuasive powers I can
muster.
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The next morning at dawn Duncan was awakened by a
pounded on the door of his room at the inn. He sat up, half-alert,
and called out, “Yes?”

“Duncan? Are you well?” a male
voice called from beyond the door.

“I’m well. I was
asleep.”

“I was ordered to look in on you,
young man.”

Duncan blinked. “Ordered? By whom? Why?”

“Fellow from outside Hub was found
dead. Murdered.”

“Oh. I see. Thank you, but I’m
well.”

“Very good, young man. Seek out
one of us soldiers, or the Captain, if you don’t feel safe. Good
morning.”

“Good morning.” Duncan laid back
down. He wondered if he would fall asleep, hearing that a murder
had been committed in Hub. He closed his eyes. When he opened them
again, the sun was fully up. The scents of breakfast in the common
room of the inn drifted into his room under the door. He rose,
cleaned himself, dressed, and left his room for
breakfast.

The other folk staying at the inn kept to themselves
and kept quiet about the murder. No one seemed to want to
speculate, much less talk about whoever it was who’d been killed.
Duncan wasn’t certain what he would do for the day. He had wanted
to wander through Hub and talk to more folk. He wondered if doing
so might get him into trouble or endanger him.

His uncertainty about his day came to an abrupt end
when a soldier entered and called for him. Duncan replied; the
soldier came to his table and sat down across from him.

The soldier leaned forward. “The Captain says you’re
a scribe,” he said in a low, accented voice that forced Duncan to
pay attention to every word.

“I am.”

“Might you have some wisdom, being
a scribe?”

“Only a little. Why do you
ask?”

“The Captain would like to speak
with you once your breakfast is done.”

“Isn’t he busy?”

The soldier nodded. “It’s what he’s busy about that
he seeks you, Duncan of Salt Bay. He wonders if a scribe might help
him sort matters out.”

“What’s to sort out?”

“Ask the Captain.”

Duncan shrugged then nodded. “Very well. I’ll be
there in a short while.”

The soldier bowed his head. “Thank you.” He rose and
left.

Duncan finished his meal a short time later and left
the inn. He noticed that the town was quieter than it had been. He
wasn’t certain if that was because of the murder, or the fact that
one of the merchant caravans that had arrived just before he had
was set to leave that very morning. He walked to the barracks and
introduced himself to the first soldier he saw. The soldier led him
to Captain Cypros’ office.

The Captain stuck out his right hand. “Thank you for
coming, Duncan.”

Duncan clasped the hand and shook it. “I was curious
about the invitation. Seeing as I had nothing else to do, I thought
I’d come.”

“Good.” The Captain waved at a
chair across from his desk.

Duncan sat down. “What’s this all about,
Captain?”

“How much have you heard about
what happened last night?”

“Only that a man was
murdered.”

“I see. The man’s name was Erdi.
He was from Pine Lands. He had come to Hub to sell wool to the
elves.”

“I think I may have met him,
briefly.”

“Only briefly?”

“Yes. He seemed to prefer to spend
his evenings drinking.”

“And you don’t?”

“No, Captain. Father told me and
my brother it’s unwise for scribes to drink too much, seeing as we
deal in letters and agreements between others.”

The Captain gave him a slight smile. “Of course. I
sometimes forget that not everyone who comes to Hub is a merchant
and behaves like a merchant far from home.”

“What happened to the
man?”

“Erdi had a late supper with
Delegate Jorvik. At some point on the way from the Delegate’s house
to the inn, the man was waylaid and stabbed to death.”

“Have you any
suspects?”

“We caught a man right
away.”

“Who?”

“A fellow named Ivan. One of those
that comes here from elsewhere in Flint Plains to buy and sell to
the folk in town. Sells grain, I think.”

“How do you know it was he who
committed the murder?”

“A soldier saw him running with a
knife. A bloody knife. He called for assistance. Other soldiers
took Ivan here. Erdi’s body was found shortly after.”

“Did the two men get into a
dispute?”

The Captain shook his head. “That’s the damned
strange part of this, young man. My men have been asking folk all
night and into this morning if Erdi had any trouble with Ivan, or
if Ivan had trouble with Erdi. It seems that, except for them being
in Hub at the same time, no one has seen the men together for any
reason, good or bad.”

“No one?”

“No one. There is a certain reason
to that, I think. Ivan dealt with the workers here in Hub, and with
my soldiers. Erdi had come down the river to trade wool. He made
his sale, and would have left this morning with his
men.”

Duncan sat back. “He was the one about to leave this
day.”

“He was.”

“Well, as I said, Captain, I don’t
know Erdi at all. I suppose I wouldn’t know Ivan,
either.”

The Captain leaned back in his chair. “Tell me,
young man, are you familiar with the Sword of the Sun?”

“His Majesty said they were a
secret group opposed to Hub. They were nothing for me to fear, but
that I should be wary of them.”

“Fair advice. They are a secret
group. Some of their members turned up in the early days of Hub to
cause trouble. Insult the Delegates. Get in the path of merchants
walking through town. A season or two in the cellar jail convinced
them to leave. But rumor is they are still about, causing trouble
elsewhere.”

“His Majesty advised me to be wary
of strangers because of them. Traveling alone, I might fall victim
to robbery if one of them knew where I was going and why. Captain,
do you think Ivan was part of this secret group?”

“I should like to know. The
trouble is, the man won’t confess to his crime. He won’t say a word
either to admit his guilt or defend himself from a false
charge.”

“Have you no mage
here?”

“Indeed we do. Guillaume of Green
Hills. He could cast a truth spell, but if the man knows the
culprit, the law says his testimony could not be used.”

“Not be used? Why?”

The Captain huffed out a breath. “We are across the
river in the Elven Holding. Their law governs Hub. Their law states
that one accused of a crime cannot be forced to confess or testify
against his will. If we have no confession or testimony on his own,
casting a truth spell would break the law here. He could not be
tried here, farther into the Holding, or in Flint Plains.”

Duncan leaned back in his chair. “Then you require a
solution to this problem.”

“Which is why I called
you.”

“I have no experience with crime,
Captain.”

“None?”

“None.”

“Then I called you here for no
reason.”

A notion appeared in Duncan’s mind. “Perhaps not.
What does elven law say about truth spells and witnesses?”

The Captain frowned in thought for a moment. “If
they are willing to have such a spell cast on them, it can be
done.”

“And their word is valid at
trial?”

“I believe so.”

“Then you haven’t called me here
without reason. Captain, take me to this man. Allow me to speak
with him alone for a moment or two.”

“As you wish.”

The Captain led Duncan out of his office. A few
strides down a short corridor and they were heading down a stairway
lit with tiny enchanted globes. The stairway led to another
corridor, but this one had jail cells to either side of it. The
Captain led him past a pair of unoccupied cells to the right and
left to one on the right.

The Captain banged on the bars of the cell. “Get up!
You have a visitor.” He unlocked the cell door.

Duncan nodded to the Captain and went into the cell.
Sitting on the one cot in the cell was a burly man perhaps a decade
older than Duncan. He had dark hair and a short beard. His clothes
were common. From what Duncan could see of the man’s lips he was
sneering.

“Who’s this?” the man snapped in a
nasal voice with a strong accent.

Duncan turned to the Captain. “I wish to speak with
this man alone, if you please.” He tried to put on an air of
arrogance. “If I am to defend him at his trial, we must speak in
confidence. It is elven law.”

“Is it?” The Captain finally
nodded. “Yes, of course. I’ll be at the top of the stairs if you
need help.”

“I shouldn’t, but thank
you.”

The Captain locked the cell door and walked
away.

“Who are you, boy?” the man in the
cell asked Duncan.

“I am a scribe, Ivan, visiting
this town,” Duncan replied. “I’ve been asked to speak to you. To
prepare you for your trial.”

Ivan crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll not talk
with anyone.”

Duncan made a show of stepped to the cell door. He
listened for the Captain’s boots to stop tapping on the stairs as
he went up. When the sound stopped, Duncan knelt down before the
man.

“You did well,” Duncan
whispered.

Ivan relaxed. “You are a friend?”

“I am.”

“I was promised
freedom.”

“You will get freedom and
silver.”

“But is the Hub
harmed?”

“Yes. Your murder has harmed the
reputation of the Hub. Merchants will think twice before coming
here.”

“You sound like you are from far
away.”

“I am from far away. Few would
think we’re allies.”

“But we are allies,
yes?”

“Yes. I was told to be ready to
aid a friend when I arrived. The Sword of the Sun looks out for its
own.”

“The Sword of the Sun does, at
that.”

“Thank you.” Duncan rose and
batted at the bars. “Captain!”

“What?”

A moment later the Captain had come back down the
stairs. “Yes?”

“Let me out. I have what I
need.”

“What is going on?” Ivan demanded.
He started to stand.

Duncan was out of the cell and next to the Captain
before Ivan could rise to his full height. “You fell for a rather
obvious lie, that’s what’s happened.”

“A lie?”

“Indeed.” Duncan turned to the
Captain. “You may summon the local mage.”

“Guillaume? Why? We can’t force
this rogue to speak under such a spell. I told you.”

“Not for him, Captain. For
me.”

“For you?”

“Yes.” Duncan grinned. “I am more
than willing to talk about the brief chat I just had with Ivan. He
all but admitted to the murder, that he’s a member of the Sword of
the Sun, and that they had him commit the murder to damage the
reputation Hub is trying to forge.”

The Captain let out a laugh. “How clever of you,
young man!”

Ivan pointed at Duncan. “You lied to me! You said
you were a friend!”

Duncan turned to him. “You were a fool to trust a
stranger.”

“We’ll get you!”

“I doubt that. Once the mage casts
his spell, I’ll tell what we chatted about. You’ll be found guilty.
I imagine if the elves won’t hang you, a noose will stretch your
neck in Flint Plains or Pine Lands. Although, if you’re willing to
confess, you might spare your life by talking about your
allies.”

“The elves won’t hang
me!”

“For this I think they will,” the
Captain told the man. “You killed in cold blood. You killed a man
you did not know. A man who was here to trade, nothing more. Any
merchant could have fallen victim to your knife. Even this young
man, had he more of a taste of wine and the night. You killed a
man, not out of revenge, or for his coins, or to avenge a wrong,
but only so you might sow trouble here in Hub. And you did this
murder at the urging of others. No, I think for you the elves will
make an exception.”

“The Gods will reject you once you
go before them,” Duncan added. “You will be cursed. I imagine your
family will be cursed.”

Ivan took a step back towards the cot. “My
family?”

“Indeed,” the Captain said. “I
wonder if they know anything about your evil
associates?”

Ivan clenched his jaw. “I wish an assurance from the
King of the Elves, and His Majesty, that they’ll be left alone. I
have only daughters.”

“You should have thought about
them before joining the Sword of the Sun,” Duncan said. “After all,
had you failed, your daughters might be in danger from them, rather
than from your own King and his soldiers.”

Ivan grunted. “Summon the mage. I shall speak true.
But I want assurances.”

“Very well,” the Captain
replied.

Duncan followed the Captain out of the jail, up the
stairs, and back to his office. He waited while the Captain snapped
orders to a couple of soldiers. Once that was done the Captain
invited him to sit down across from him once again.

“Clever little trick, young man,”
the Captain said.

Duncan let out a deep breath. “I’m glad it worked.
Do you think you’ll capture the whole group?”

“What? Every member of the Sword
of the Sun? No. If the Gods smile on us, a handful of them in Flint
Plains will be caught and tried. Perhaps one will offer a trail
that will lead elsewhere. But those rogues are clever.”

“Not that clever if they told Ivan
to kill a man.”

“Not all that clever, no. But some
must be. There has to be at least one clever rat in the group for
them to be a bother not just here, but in Green Hills and in parts
of my own domain as well. I know criminals, young man. It takes
just one with wits to keep a whole group away from the law for more
than a handful of days.”

“Am I in any trouble with
them?”

“I should think no. You didn’t
give the man his name?”

“No. Only that I was a
scribe.”

“Well, as long as you don’t tell
everyone in town that, you should be safe enough. You look average
enough, if a bit light-skinned. If Ivan confesses and talks about
his associates, he’ll be in more danger than you. If the Sword of
the Sun has any power to threaten, they’ll be more likely to turn
on a traitor than some young man who outwitted one of their number.
Still, either carry out your business here, or return home at once,
just to be certain.”

“I’m waiting to hear word from
Delegate Eowyl.”

“Then wait at the inn to be
summoned. Find something to read, scribe. Remain there the rest of
the day. You’ll be safe there.”

“I will? You’ll post a
guard?”

The Captain laughed. “No. That would certain point
danger at you. No, the innkeeper and his family are good folk. They
depend on men like you coming and going. I’ll have one of my men
tell them to look out for you. With luck, the word from Eowyl will
be good, and you’ll be on your way to where you wish to go.”
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“I think I understand,” Duncan
replied.

The dwarf woman he was sitting next to nodded to
him. “Good.” Her voice was gruff, but he’d gotten used to it. “The
elves won’t cheat you, but they’ll make you wait a damn long time
if you let them. Be polite in telling them you want to get on with
things.”

Duncan nodded to be polite to his host. Gudrun had
been willing to let Duncan accompany her party to Astyr. That kept
him from having to spend his own coins on a breed of horse he
wasn’t familiar with and make his way through the Elven Holding on
his own. To pay his way he had to do a little hard work and tell
Gudrun about Salt Bay, “in case I want to go there and earn some
coin from your lot.”

He was willing to listen to Gudrun because of her
experience. She said she’d followed her father on his trips into
the Elven Holding, selling iron, tin, and copper to the elves. She
was now conducting the trade he had with both the Eleven Holding
and Flint Plains. She’d dealt with elves and humans over the years.
She’d come to learn how to be a good guest in both domains.

All the same, he wasn’t going to assume that every
nugget she gave him about the elves was a nugget of gold. That
became clear during the first morning out of Hub.

Gudrun offered to begin with a bit of “basic
knowing” about the elves. She told him that the elves weren’t
particularly good at crafting objects. “Their tools are pretty, to
be sure,” she’d said, “but I’d not want to carve into a mountain
with one of their picks.”

He immediately recalled the beautiful tapestries in
Eowyl’s office as well as the chairs and her desk. His first
impulse was to bring those up to counter what she was saying to
him. He kept quiet and let her go on instead.

“You see, lad, a tool’s a vital
part of your life. Take these wagons of mine. Surely as I sit here,
I could make them a fair sight for any eyes. But these wagons got
to take me from the clan caves down to Hub and into the elven
lands. They got to stand up to being on roads and rafts. They got
to stand on the roads in Flint Plains, which are dirt tracks, as
you probably seen, and the fine stone roads the elves make. A
pretty wagon wouldn’t do me a damn lot of good if the axle breaks,
or a wheel cracks, or a plank falls out of the bed. Sturdy is the
way to go. Always has and always will.”

It was then that he realized that Gudrun, for all
the time she’d spent visiting the elves, was still very much a
dwarf. He’d always heard that the dwarves prized the skill that
went into their metal tools, the coins they struck, and the
decorative objects they sometimes made from the metals they mined.
Gudrun’s view of the elves was shaped by her own life among her
kind.

The chairs and desk in Eowyl’s office were
attractive, but they also looked quite solid. When Eowyl gave him
the good word that he’d be allowed to visit the archives in Astyr,
she assured him that the food would be fine and his accommodations
comfortable. He recalled Owen mentioning in passing that some of
the trade coming from the elves was in furniture. It was obvious to
him that the elves could indeed craft objects that looked good and
could stand the test of time.

What he learned from Gudrun wasn’t that the elves
couldn’t craft. It was that the dwarves were a practical folk. They
had no need for chairs that appeared grown from trees as much as
shaped from common pieces of wood. They had no need for decorative
tapestries. What they wanted was a warm bed, hot food, strong
drink, and to be able to take pride in their work. That was all
that mattered to them; all else was useless among the caves and
villages of their mountainous domain.

That didn’t mean what she had to say about the elves
was of no value. She’d picked up some parts of both the elven
spoken and written language. Although the words sounded bizarre in
her harsh mountain accent, she could speak Elvish well, and he was
learning enough to express basic needs. But then, on the fourth day
of a journey of ten to fifteen days, he wanted to steer Gudrun away
from talking about the elves and towards her own folk.

“You say elves might make one wait
before getting an answer,” he said to her. “What of your kind? Do
you make folk wait?”

“Not in the least,” she answered
quickly. “If you ask something of us, we’ll tell you our mind
without a pause.”

“Even if it’s a matter you have to
consider?”

“Aye, that would be different. No
reason for a soul to jump to a cold forge, as we say.”

“Yes, I think I’ve heard the
expression. I heard the blacksmith in Rock Falls Town say that once
or twice.”

“Probably got it from us, direct
or otherwise.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The God of Land granted us the
gifts of forge and fire, lad.”

“Not everyone?”

“No. We were gifted first, because
we were first. The rest of you wandered away from the mountains.
It’s why you’re all so tall and skinny.”

He was getting used to such comments from her. He
was at most a head and a few hands taller than she. The tallest
dwarf in the caravan came up to his chin. He was of slightly above
average height for a human. He knew that growing up, and he’d
discovered that leaving home. He’d only met one elf, and she was
taller than him, but not by that much.

Yet the dwarves seemed very aware of the fact that
the tallest of them were short compared with humans, and shorter
still compared with elves and goblins. Their reaction to this
appeared to be that they called all the other races “thin,” and
being tall was a curse rather than a blessing.

It wasn’t just appearances that differentiated
dwarves for the other races. Dwarves, he discovered, were stronger
than their size would indicate. He hadn’t done much hard work in
his life, but Duncan thought his height would make him equal to
Gudrun and the others. But they had no problem moving boxes that he
needed help to carry. Gudrun told him of fights she and her men had
been in where they’d only needed a single blow to fell opponents,
either with their fists or with weapons.

All the same, there were some similarities between
dwarves and the other races. Like humans dwarven men had facial
hair; Gudrun told him that elven and goblin men had no facial hair.
The ears of dwarves weren’t quite round like human ears, but
weren’t mostly weren’t as long as the ears of elves or goblins.
Muscular elves, she’d said, were made to run, while muscular
goblins were more like dwarves, made to work and fight.

I doubt there’s
something to this dwarven notion, Duncan thought, but
it’s clear the races are as much alike as
different. “Getting back to
my question, your folk do give thought to important matters,
yes?”

“Aye. It’s why we prefer not to be
ruled by some man or woman who says birth makes them a
ruler.”

“Your clans have chiefs, don’t
they?”

“Aye. Clan Chief is a noble title.
But it’s one that must be earned, not given.”

“Earned? Meaning what?”

“Meaning a man or woman has to
prove their worth. It would not be enough to forge good horseshoes,
or craft a fair axe or pick, or even be good at trading with
others. You have to show wisdom. Can the clan trust you to do
what’s best for all? Have you a steady hand with tricky questions?
Will you speak for young and old alike? Will you stand for us when
the Chiefs of all the Commons come together?

“It’s one of the things the elves
learned from us. You humans put too much faith in sons. Just
because a lad has a father with a bit of wisdom don’t mean the lad
will gain that wisdom. Wisdom comes from work. From talk. From
life. Your lot has troubles because you give titles to sons with no
experience. You think it’s all up to blood. You should put your
faith in life and work rather than in ties of blood.”

“Was there a time when you were
ruled they way we are?”

“If we were, it was generations
ago.”

He was quiet for a moment. “You’ve told me about
your experiences, Gudrun, and that of these men who work for you.
Is there a tale you could tell that would help me understand your
own folk better?”

“Of course. But you’re in the
Holding, not the Commons.”

“No, but I will be your guest for
several more days. Since I’m not a sailing man, His Majesty might
give me another errand to research some matter or another. I could
go to the Commons one day at the behest of His Majesty.”

She nodded. “I suppose that’s so. And I do need to
be a fine host, even if your hands are helping pay your way.”

“A fine host?”

“Aye. Allow me to tell you the
tale of Lady Sigrud.”

“Please.”

Gudrun paused for a moment. While she’d spoken
easily before, now her tone became halting. Clearly she had to
think about telling a dwarven tale in the Common Tongue of the
humans. “Sigrud lived long ago. She was the daughter of a Clan
Chief. Some say she lived in a village, while some say she lived
among the mines and forges. When she came to womanhood her father
allowed her to marry his best warrior, Valdhilm.
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